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DODReads Executive Summary  

Shatter the Sky 

What Going to the Stratosphere Taught Me About Self-Worth, Sacrifice, and Discipline 

 
Thesis: An analysis of just what it takes to follow your dreams, 

pursue your passions, and make your wishes come true. 
 

• Col Merryl Tengesdal (Ret.): Is the first and only African American woman 
to fly the United States Air Force’s U-2 spy plane which is used for 
specialized high-altitude reconnaissance missions. Merryl Tengesdal is a 
military veteran and former Director of Inspections who served for the Air 
Force Inspector General from October 2015 through August 2017. A retired 
United States Air Force Colonel, Tengesdal served in the Iraq War and the 
War in Afghanistan. She now works as a fitness professional and 
motivational speaker. In 2020, Merryl was a contestant on the TV show 
Tough as Nails. She lives with her husband and two children in California.  

o Instagram 
o Personal Website 
o Videos 

 
 

Shatter the Sky 

Why this book is important for the Military Professional: 
Success across a career spanning more than two decades is something to be proud of, especially when it is the 
career of an African American woman that broke barriers every chance she could get. A military professional 
should make a habit of studying the motivations, actions, and principles of people from as many different walks 
of life as possible. A great deal of the strength the U.S. military enjoys is born from the diversity of race and 
culture among it’s ranks. Diversity of thought leads to creative solutions that could be leveraged against future 
challenges.  

Part One 
A GIRL FROM THE BRONX 

 
 

• Tengesdal grew up in a co-op in the Bronx – her father wasn’t around much after seven or eight years 
old. 

• She freely admits that she wasn’t the most well-behaved student, but she still performed well and was 
accepted to the University of New Haven in Connecticut. 

o Her thoughts are that undiagnosed Attention Deficit Disorder probably led to some of the 
challenges in her childhood. 

• Star Trek was introduced early into Tengesdal’s life, which laid the foundation for a love for of space. 
o Becoming an astronaut became a lifelong goal for Tengesdal in those early moments in her life 

and even the tragedy of the Challenger accident couldn’t deter her. Many other kids around her 
expressed fear of space flight after the Challenger disaster, but not her.  

 
 
 

Strive to be the person kids look up to. 

That just means that there are a million fewer kids who want to be astronauts now, so our 

chances just got better. The pool of competitors is smaller. 

https://www.dodreads.com/category/back-page-notes/
https://www.cbs.com/shows/tough-as-nails/
https://www.instagram.com/dragonlady788/?hl=en
https://merryltengesdal.com/
https://www.harrywalker.com/speakers/merryl-tengesdal
https://www.amazon.com/Shatter-Sky-stratosphere-self-worth-discipline/dp/1737907313
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• Being a pilot in the military was the obvious path to astronaut wings, but after trying the Air Force 
Reserve Officer Training Corps in college, she realized the Air Force wasn’t a good fit for her – back to 
the drawing board. 

• After graduating college, the path to the military wasn’t smooth for her. Following a short stint at a data 
entry job in Manhattan, she was accepted into the U.S. Navy. 

• All the while her dream of becoming an astronaut was at the forefront of her mind, even when the path 
toward achieving that goal was murky.   
 

Part Two  
GOLD WINGS 

 
• Tengesdal became a Navy officer via Officer Candidate School (OCS). 

o The challenges of OCS were intense and continued to forge Tengesdal’s character. 
o After a few weeks she graduated OCS and Tengesdal was off to pilot training in Corpus Christi, 

TX, flying the T-34. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Although she narrowly missed the cut-off to be qualified in jet aircraft, she did get her third choice – 
helicopters. 

o After excelling in helicopter training, Tengesdal graduated second in her class and got her first 
choice, the SH-60B. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• As part of her pilot training, she needed to accomplish Survival Evasion Resistance and Escape (SERE) 
training.  

o During the extreme cold of her SERE training, she experienced frostbite in her extremities – she 
could have called uncle during training, but she didn’t.  

o She graduated SERE training and went immediately into the hospital to recover. 

•  During her first operational deployment, she gained valuable experience which included a close call 
between her helicopter and the ocean at night.  

o Over the course of following deployments, she encountered many different types of crew 
members, friends, and leaders.  

o They taught her a lot of what kind of leaders she wanted to be – and what type of leader she 
didn’t want to be. 

o She upgraded quickly and was soon in command of her own helicopter missions. 

• She then became an instructor pilot in a fixed wing aircraft the T-6 Texan. While stationed at Moody Air 
Force Base, he boss turned her onto another path, one that would lead to the Air Force. 

 

Let’s survive this. Let’s show 

this instructor I’m good and I’ve 

got what it takes. 

T-34 Mentor 

Image courtesy of nationalmuseum.af.mil 

 

Fear of failure is the precursor to something great. 

SH-60B Seahawk 

Image courtesy of history.navy.mil 

 

We used to say the reason 

helicopters fly is that they’re so 

ugly, the earth repels them. 

https://www.dodreads.com/category/back-page-notes/
https://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil/Visit/Museum-Exhibits/Fact-Sheets/Display/Article/198075/beech-t-34a-mentor/
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/museums/nnam/explore/collections/aircraft/s/sh-60b-seahawk.html
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Part Three  
SILVER WINGS 

 
 

• He leadership at Moody suggested she apply for the U-2 program. After a series of administrative hurdles 
and an extensive interview process that involved three flights in the aircraft, Tengesdal was hired into the 
U-2 program. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Tengesdal lost a friend and mentor in the U-2 program, when a mechanical failure at night resulted in him 
crashing into the ground. 

o He was one of the most experienced pilots in the program, with over 2,000 flight hours in the U-2.  
o Tengesdal began to think if it could happen to him, then it could happen to her. 

• Across her deployments flying the U-2, Tengesdal supported missions from Afghanistan to Korea. 
However, it was becoming clearer to her that her initial dream of becoming an astronaut was further out 
of reach. 

• To her surprise, Tengesdal began to see other opportunities present themselves to her. These 
opportunities all involved leadership positions. 

o From director-of-operations positions to multiple command positions, she was able to put her prior 
years experiences into action as a skilled leader of military professionals. 

• Following her command assignments, Tengesdal was promoted to colonel, and spent time in multiple 
staff positions in Colorado and Washington, D.C.  

o Her scope of responsibility broadened even more and she was on a path that could lead to 
becoming a general officer in the Air Force. 

 
 
 

• Even with the opportunities before her, Tengesdal chose a different path, one which prioritized her family 
and opened new doors – retirement from the military. 

 

Part Four  
THE NEXT MISSION 

 
 

• Once Tengesdal retired, she paved a new path in which her leadership skills and experience would come 
in handy. 

o She’s become an author, mentor, motivational speaker, fitness coach, and was even a contestant 
on the show Tough as Nails. 

o All the while she’s grown her family to four with two children and her longtime husband, Kjell. 

• Passion in one’s exploits is critical to achieving success and experiencing fulfillment.  
o Being true to oneself is also critical to purse the path that one is truly meant to. 

 
Resources and Additional Reading 

• Flying Free 

• Fly Girls 

• Flying in the Face of Fear 

• Through the Glass Ceiling 

• Wings of Gold 

 

You’ve got to fight the Dragon, to dance with the Lady. 

The End? Not even close. 

If you hit a thermal on approach at 100 

feet you’ll be in trouble. It’s a handful of 

aircraft. And she’ll kill you very quickly 

if you become complacent.  
U-2 Dragon Lady 

Image courtesy of lockheedmartin.com 

 

If I can’t drink a beer with you at the end of the workday, someone took it personal.  

We need to fix that before the next workday.  

https://www.dodreads.com/category/back-page-notes/
https://www.cbs.com/shows/tough-as-nails/
https://www.amazon.com/Flying-Free-Victory-Become-Aerobatic/dp/1665088087/ref=pd_bxgy_img_sccl_1/137-3693196-1806007?pd_rd_w=urvic&content-id=amzn1.sym.7f0cf323-50c6-49e3-b3f9-63546bb79c92&pf_rd_p=7f0cf323-50c6-49e3-b3f9-63546bb79c92&pf_rd_r=AMNAW0GC7HXS41SFWRSK&pd_rd_wg=baEY7&pd_rd_r=7d681d7b-dd18-4b28-9653-b20b68121d58&pd_rd_i=1665088087&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Fly-Girls-Daring-Aviation-History/dp/1328592790/ref=pd_bxgy_img_sccl_2/137-3693196-1806007?pd_rd_w=urvic&content-id=amzn1.sym.7f0cf323-50c6-49e3-b3f9-63546bb79c92&pf_rd_p=7f0cf323-50c6-49e3-b3f9-63546bb79c92&pf_rd_r=AMNAW0GC7HXS41SFWRSK&pd_rd_wg=baEY7&pd_rd_r=7d681d7b-dd18-4b28-9653-b20b68121d58&pd_rd_i=1328592790&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Flying-Face-Fear-Fighter-Lessons/dp/1394152353/ref=d_pd_sbs_sccl_2_2/137-3693196-1806007?pd_rd_w=gFASG&content-id=amzn1.sym.1e7a0ba4-f11f-4432-b7d8-1aaa3945be18&pf_rd_p=1e7a0ba4-f11f-4432-b7d8-1aaa3945be18&pf_rd_r=AMNAW0GC7HXS41SFWRSK&pd_rd_wg=baEY7&pd_rd_r=7d681d7b-dd18-4b28-9653-b20b68121d58&pd_rd_i=1394152353&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Through-Glass-Ceiling-Stars-American/dp/1950994058/ref=d_pd_sbs_sccl_2_1/137-3693196-1806007?pd_rd_w=gFASG&content-id=amzn1.sym.1e7a0ba4-f11f-4432-b7d8-1aaa3945be18&pf_rd_p=1e7a0ba4-f11f-4432-b7d8-1aaa3945be18&pf_rd_r=AMNAW0GC7HXS41SFWRSK&pd_rd_wg=baEY7&pd_rd_r=7d681d7b-dd18-4b28-9653-b20b68121d58&pd_rd_i=1950994058&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Wings-Gold-Story-First-Aviators/dp/1493055119/ref=d_pd_sbs_sccl_2_4/137-3693196-1806007?pd_rd_w=gFASG&content-id=amzn1.sym.1e7a0ba4-f11f-4432-b7d8-1aaa3945be18&pf_rd_p=1e7a0ba4-f11f-4432-b7d8-1aaa3945be18&pf_rd_r=AMNAW0GC7HXS41SFWRSK&pd_rd_wg=baEY7&pd_rd_r=7d681d7b-dd18-4b28-9653-b20b68121d58&pd_rd_i=1493055119&psc=1
https://www.lockheedmartin.com/en-us/products/u2-dragon-lady.html
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Thanks to Chris Mundy for compiling this Executive Summary. Chris is a former 
Commander of the 99th Reconnaissance Squadron and a retired command pilot with nearly 
3,000 hours of flight time in the T-37, T-38, A-10, and U-2 aircraft. Chris has also served on 
the Headquarters Air Force staff, routinely interfacing with the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense, other military services, industry partners, and Congress. This executive summary 
is composed of both verbatim excerpts and summarizations from Shatter the Sky, by Col. 
Merryl Tengesdal (Ret.). Chris can be reached through Linkedin.      
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