X-15 PILOT WILLIAM "PETE" KNIGHT DIES

Bill York (SU 5423)
          William "Pete" knight, a veteran of 16 X-15 missions died May 7th following a brief battle with leukemia.  At the time of his death at 74, Mr. Knight was a State Senator in California, where he had served with distinction since 1996.  Prior to that, he was a member of the State Assembly and Mayor of Palmdale, CA for two terms (1988-92).  But it was his 32-year Air Force career that earned him the rank of colonel, two Distinguished Flying Crosses, the title of "fastest man alive" and enshrinement in the National Aviation Hall of Fame.

          Pete Knight began his career as a test pilot at Edwards AFB, CA, where he flew many test missions aboard the F-100, F-101, F-104, T-38, F-5 and YAT-28.  In 1969 he was one of six pilots selected for the X-20 DynaSoar program, which was canceled in 1963.  He was soon selected for the X-15 program, with his first mission taking place in 1965, joining the ranks of other test pilots, including Crossfield, Walker, Rushworth, White, Armstrong and others.  His 16 X-15 missions were not uneventful.   On 29 June 1967, while climbing to 107,000 feet at Mach 4.17, his onboard electrical systems shut down.   Flying by the "seat of his pants", Knight restarted enough of the systems and glided to an emergency landing, saving his life and the X-15.  For this accomplishment he received his first Distinguished Flying Cross for his skill and bravery.  On 3 Oct 1967, Knight accomplished a major milestone in flight history, piloting the X-15A-2 to 4,520 mph (Mach 6.7) - "twice the speed of a bullet" - a speed record that remains today as the fastest attained in a manned fixed-wing aircraft.  This earned him the title of "fastest man alive."  Only the Space Shuttle on reentry "flies" faster.  

          During his 16 X-15 missions he became one of only eight pilots to earn astronaut's wings by flying an airplane in space when he climbed to 280,500 feet on 17 Oct 1967.  In 1968 Knight returned to operational flying status in Vietnam, where he flew 253 combat missions, mostly in the F-100.  This earned him a second Distinguished Flying Cross.  He retired from the USAF in 1982, after 32 years of service and over 6,000 hours as pilot of more than 100 different aircraft.  During his career, he was virtually fearless.  But as Knight said himself, "Anybody who says they are not scared is either lying or they are not too bright.  You're scared, but you control your fear."           
          While researching this memorial to a true hero, I discovered that Pete Knight (USAF) and Bill Dana (NASA) were competing to see who would fly the last mission of the X-15, the 200th mission.  Knight flew the 198th mission on 13 Sep 1968; Dana flew the 199th mission on 24 Oct 1968.  On Dec. 12th, Knight was aloft in the X-15, but a system failure prevented a launch from the B-52.  Six attempts were made to launch the X-15 during the period Dec. 10 - Dec. 20, 1968.  On the final attempt, the B-52 was on the runway and Pete Knight was at the controls of the X-15.  The B-52 never left the ground because of a freak snowstorm at Edwards AFB.  "Someone is trying to tell us something.  It's time to wrap up the program," said Paul Bikle, NASA's head at Edwards.  This X-15 (one of 3) is now on permanent exhibit at the National Air and Space Museum in Washington, DC.  []
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