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‘General’ Memorial

Toward the Unexplored

On Oct. 14, the Air Force will dedicate its memorial, kick-
ing off a year-long celebration of our 60th anniversary. Long 
overdue, the memorial will salute the service, commitment 
and courage of our brave men and women, active, guard, 
reserve, and civilian force. The memorial is beautiful in its 
simplicity — three 270-feet high spires that evoke flight and 
the flying spirit. Standing within the soaring forms you can 
see the Washington Monument, and the memorial itself can 
be seen for miles around the I-395 corridor.  

The memorial celebrates our flight pioneers. Over its short 
life, the Air Force has helped move the world from times of 
crisis to times of greater strength and security. We have built 
on the fundamentals and lessons learned from our early, proud 
warfighting heritage — turning our ingenuity, courage and 
resolve into the agility, speed and precision needed for the 
21st Century Air Force.

Following the end of World War II, Great Britain, France, 
the U.S. and the Soviet Union occupied Germany and divided 
Berlin into four zones. In June 1948, the Soviets closed the 
autobahn and rail lines for “repairs,” effectively cutting off 
food to much of Berlin. Not to be deterred, American aircrews 
started Operation Vittles, more commonly known as the Berlin 
Airlift, making 189,000 flights and dropping 1.8 million tons 
of food, fuel and other supplies.   

When North Korea invaded South Korea in June 1950, the 
Air Force was less than three years old. Although the Fifth Air 
Force in Japan bore the brunt of the Korean aerial defense, they 
obtained not just air superiority but air supremacy — a signifi-
cant factor in pressuring China to accept an armistice agree-

ment in July 1953. Air superiority, air supremacy, air power —  
our legacy for 60 years.

 If you read a day-by-day, hour-by-hour chronology of the 
Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962, you would get a sense 
of the chilling reality of that crisis — 12 days that seemed like 
an eternity. Edwards pilot Maj. Steve Heyser flew the first of 
two U-2C flights which confirmed the presence of offensive 
Soviet missiles in Cuba. The Air Force went on massive alert, 
launching B-52 flights around the clock. It was a scary time. 

Few families had fallout shelters. School kids practiced crawl-
ing under their sturdy plywood desks, hands crossed over the 
back of their necks. Thanks in large part to the visibility of 
Air Force might, a world crisis was averted when the Soviets 
agreed to dismantle their missile installations.

Throughout our brief history we have had many, many 
successes — from Bosnia to the Gulf War to the Global War 
on Terrorism. Our involvement in Operation Desert Storm 
contributed to the speedy liberation of Kuwait City and 
significantly altered our view of warfare. The concept of air 
power has broadened as the Air Force and our sister services 
have taken on more and more humanitarian relief operations 
from Sarajevo to New Orleans. Today our people, planes 
and technology support missions in Iraq, Afghanistan and 
the Horn of Africa.  The 34,000 people deployed worldwide 
are good stewards of our security and our heritage — just as 
each of you are.

The next year will be one of commemoration, starting 
with the Memorial. I look forward to finding new ways to 
recognize the Air Force’s strong history — and your continued 
contributions to it.
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By Peter Merlin
NASA Dryden Flight Research Center

September marked the 50th anniversary of 
two aerospace milestones that involved both 
triumph and tragedy for the flight test commu-
nity at Edwards. It was in September 1956 that 
the highest and fastest flights of the Bell X-2, a 
swept-wing, rocket-powered research aircraft 
were flown. Sadly, the latter of those two mis-
sions cost the life of Capt. Milburn “Mel” Apt, 
one of the test pilots assigned to the project. 

The X-2 was flown in a joint program to in-
vestigate the problems of aerodynamic heating, 
stability and control effectiveness at high speeds 
and altitudes. Project management was shared by 
the U.S. Air Force and Bell Aircraft Co., but the 
National Advisory Committee for Aeronautics’ 
High Speed Flight Station, now the Dryden 
Flight Research Center, participated in support-
ing research, wind-tunnel and rocket-powered 
model tests and data analysis. 

Bell built two X-2 aircraft, designed to be car-
ried to launch altitude beneath a modified B-50 
bomber and released for unpowered and powered 
research flights. In 1952, while Bell technicians 

fitted the first vehicle with its rocket engine, the 
second X-2 began glide tests at Edwards. After 
being returned to Bell in 1953 for engine instal-
lation, the second X-2 was lost in a catastrophic 
accident during a captive-carry flight. 

During a series of high-speed flights in 1955 
and 1956, Lt. Col. Frank Everest piloted the 
remaining X-2 in increasing speed increments 
in an attempt to reach three times the speed of 
sound, or Mach 3. He eventually achieved a 
speed of Mach 2.87 in the X-2, just short of the 
Mach 3 goal. Dubbed the “Fastest Man Alive,” 
Everest was destined to hold the title but not the 
speed record in the X-2. 

The Air Force next initiated a series of altitude 
expansion flights with Capt. Iven C. Kincheloe 
as project pilot. On Sept. 7, 1956, he began his 
third high-altitude mission with release from the 
B-50 at an altitude of 29,000 feet. 

Kincheloe ignited the XLR-25 rocket engine 
and pulled the X-2 into a climb, eventually 
reaching a speed of 1,700 mph. The engine shut 
down at 90,000 feet as its fuel was depleted 
and the X-2 coasted to an altitude of 126,200 
feet, experiencing a state of near weightlessness 
as the X-2 passed the top of its semi-ballistic 

arc. The airplane, well above 90 percent of the 
Earth’s atmosphere, rolled into a left bank as its 
aerodynamic controls lost effectiveness due to 
the thin air. Once the X-2 descended to 40,000 
feet, Kincheloe returned the vehicle to level flight 
and glided to a landing at Edwards. This first 
manned fight above 100,000 feet earned him the 
sobriquet “First of the Space Men,” even though 
the altitude reached was well below the levels 
later defined by military and civil authorities as 
being in space. 

Following the Air Force test program, NACA 
director Dr. Hugh L. Dryden requested that the 
X-2 be transferred to the NACA for aerodynamic 
and structural-heating studies, but the Air Force 
delayed turning it over to the civilian agency 
in the hope of attaining Mach 3. The service 
requested and received a two-month extension 
to qualify another Air Force test pilot in the 
airplane. 

Capt. Milburn “Mel” Apt was assigned to the 
X-2 program in February 1956 and flew several 
chase missions in support of Kincheloe’s altitude 
flights. Finally, in September 1956, he was of-
fered the opportunity to fly the X-2 himself. 

After being lofted to altitude and released, 

Apt raced the X-2 away from the B-50 under 
full power, quickly outdistancing the F-100 
chase planes. At high altitude, he nosed over, 
accelerating rapidly. The X-2 reached Mach 3.2 
(2,094 mph) at 65,500 feet and Apt became the 
first man to fly more than three times the speed 
of sound.

He never got to celebrate his victory. 
Still above Mach 3, Apt began an abrupt turn 

back toward Edwards. The maneuver proved 
fatal as the X-2 began a series of diverging rolls 
and tumbled out of control. Apt was unable to 
successfully complete the escape sequence and 
perished in the subsequent crash. He had flown 
a perfect flight profile and broken Everest’s re-
cord, but was unable to claim the title of “Fastest 
Man Alive.” 

Despite difficulties throughout the X-2 
program, the NACA was able to salvage useful 
data regarding the challenges of high-speed and 
high-altitude flight, aerodynamic heating and 
aircraft control. Even Apt’s fatal accident pro-
vided valuable lessons about aerodynamic design 
problems for supersonic airplanes, including the 
inertial coupling problem that resulted in Apt’s 
loss of control and cost him his life. 

NASA Dryden celebrates historic X-2 milestones




