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America’s 
Aerial
Warriors 
Today
Life begins at 40… 
or 50…or...
BY BUDD DAVISSON

I
t’s a sure fact of life that we all reach 
a point where we can’t begin to 
guess how long ago something in our 
lives happened. Did such and such 

happen five years ago? Or was it 10? We 
get to the point where we can’t even guess 
what decade something happened. That’s 
why, when we start attaching birth dates 
to airplanes that we all think of as being 
the hottest new thing, the majority of us 
suddenly feel older. 

Think about seeing an F-117 Nighthawk on a pole 
marking the entrance to a military base. How can that 
possibly be?! It’s the newest technology and helped 
blast open the doors into Saddam’s twisted kingdom 
not that long ago—except that the first Gulf War 
happened 25 years ago. And today, after serving for 
a quarter of a century, the 117 has been out of service 
for nearly eight years. When did all of this happen?! 
Our first stealth fighter, the F-117, flew in 1981, which 
seems fairly recent, but basic math shows that that 
was 35 years ago. If something like the F-117 is so 
old (it retired in 2008), what about the rest of its 
birthmates that are still in uniform? Are our minds 
playing tricks on us and our combat aircraft are older 
than we think they are? 

 Here’s a fact that we haven’t verified but has to be 
true: There is not a single crewman aboard a B-52 over 
Syria or Iraq who is older than the airplane design he’s 
flying. It first flew in 1952 (64 years ago!), and the last 
one to roll off the original production line, now modified 
to “H” configuration, was in 1962 (54 years ago!). It 
might be possible someone that old is still current in 
the Buff but unlikely. 

 Would anyone like to guess how long ago our 
most numerous air-superiority fighters, the F-15 
and F-16, flew for the first time? How about 44 and 
42 years, respectively? That’s close to half a century! 
That doesn’t seem even remotely possible, especially 
considering that both airplanes are still considered 
benchmarks in their fields. And what about their 
aquatic compadre the Navy’s Hornet? Surely, it is 
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B-52
Stratofortress
The BUFF (Big Ugly Fat Fella…or something 
like that) has been with us for 64 years but 
hasn’t been in production since 1962, with 
approximately 744 built. Fewer than 100 are 
still in service. It is expected to serve until at 
least 2044, an amazing total of 92 years—
and we’re betting on a century. (Photo, left, 
by George Hall/Check Six; photos, below 
left and below right, by Ted Carlson) 
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much newer. Yeah, it is—but not by much. The first flight 
on the Hornet was 38 years ago; even the Super Hornet 
flew 21 years ago. Small wonder that we are hearing that, 
because of budget cutbacks, less than half of the Hornets 
are operational at any given time, and those that are flyable 
sometimes depend on parts pirated off of airplanes displayed 
in museums or sitting in the desert north of Tucson. 

 Of course, not all of our combat aircraft are just short of 
qualifying for AARP. We have some super modern aero pups 
that can’t be that old, right? How about the most Star Wars 
airplane in anyone’s air force: the otherworldly B-2 Spirit? 
Would you believe that it first flew 27 years ago? 27 years! 
Even the hotshot F-22 is 19 years old!

 These ages are from first flight, but the aircraft entered 
service sometime after that. For some aircraft, it was a long 
time before they were operational. Just for the fun of it, we 
looked up the dates when the initial contracts were let (some 
of these are approximate) and compared them to the dates 
of first flights to see how long it took to develop them. Then 
we compared the first flight dates to the time that the aircraft 
actually (or allegedly) went operational. In the chart below, 
look at the difference in the elapsed time between first flight 
and operational service for the various aircraft. As we got into 
the so-called “fifth-generation” fighters (F-22 and F-35), 
those times got much longer as software and electronic 
systems became more complex. 

So the next time that you see combat footage of our guys 
and gals “over there,” just think about how much service 
both the pilot and the machine have given—and are giving—
to our country.

	 	 	 First	 Elapsed	Time	 Operational	 Elapsed	Time	 Age	Since	 Age	Since	
	 Aircraft	 Contract/RFP	 Flight	 	(Yrs)	 Introduction	 (Yrs)	 First	Flight	 Introduction	

 B-52 1946 1952 6 1955 3 64 61 

 F-15 1965 1972 4.5  1976 3.5 44 40 

 F-16 1972 1974 2 1978 4.5 42 38 

	 F/A-18 1975 1978 3.5 1983 5* 38 33 

	 F/A-18E/F Unknown 1995  Unknown 1999 3.5 21 17 

 F-22 1986 1997 11 2005 8 19 11 

 F-35 1996 2006 10 2015 9** 10 1 

 B-2 1979 (est) 1989 10 1997 8  27 19 

 A-10 1970 1972 2 1976 4 44 40 

*The U.S. Navy selected YF-17 for F-18 development in May 1975. The first F-18 flight was November 1978—3 1/2 years,  

but F-17 timeline is unknown.

**Not fully operational. Multiple systems and software still under development.

F-16 
Fighting	
Falcon	
(aka Viper)
Originally envisioned as an air-
superiority, point-defense 
fighter, the F-16 has matured 
into an amazingly adaptable, 
multirole aircraft that includes 
ground support in its bag of 
tricks. A relatively economical 
machine, more than 4,500 
have been produced and are 
being used by more than 
two dozen foreign air forces. 
(Photo by James Hazeltine)

B-2 Spirit
Although only 21 were built during its 1987–2000 production span, 
the Spirit has flown some seemingly impossible mission profiles, 
including Missouri to Iraq to deliver its healthy load of ordnance. Still, 
at a unit cost of $737 million (in 1997 dollars), it’s unlikely to become 
the go-to machine for anything other than extraordinary, high-value 
targets. (Photo by Ted Carlson) 

F-35 Lightning	II
Probably the most controversial acquisition program in governmental 
history, the JSF (Joint Strike Fighter) F-35 program has been bedeviled 
by massive cost overruns and technological setbacks. Finally entering 
operation in 2015, it did so with many 
of its expected capabilities, such  
as being able to fire its guns, 
still on the shelf because of 
software problems. (Photo  
by James Hazeltine) 

B-1
Lancer
First flown in 1974 and operational 12 years later, 
Rockwell’s swing-wing B-1 Lancer was designed 
as a supersonic “penetrating” bomber.  But its 
strategic role has been limited to deterrence 
while it has flown conventional missions over 
Afghanistan and Iraq. (Photo by Ted Carlson)
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F-15 Eagle
Considering that the Eagle is well into middle age (44 years), it is 
still the standard by which air superiority and multiuse fighters 
are measured. Production is expected to halt in 2019. About 
1,200 have been built and are in service with the air forces of 
Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Japan. (Photo by James Hazeltine) 

F/A-18 Hornet/Super	Hornet
The 1.8 Mach Hornet series has replaced every other fighter in U.S. Navy inventory as well as taken on 
the sole ground-attack role. It has seen its share of action in Libya and both Gulf Wars. The Super Hornet 
is a total redesign of the original airframe with new-generation avionics and expanded capabilities. 
Approximately 1,500 Hornets have been built and more than 500 Super Hornets. (Photo by Ted Carlson)   

A-10 
Thunderbolt	II	(aka Warthog)
At the opposite end of the technological scale from the B-2, the simple-as-
a-ball-peen-hammer “Hawg” has been pounding ground targets almost 
since its birth in 1970. Although considered the quintessential CAS (Close Air 
Support) weapon, the Air Force has consistently tried to retire it (too ugly!), but 
Congress, seeing the machine’s worth in the types of wars the United States 
is engaged in, has stopped that cold. There were 716 built during its 12-year 
production life, which ended in 1984. (Photos, left and below, by Ted Carlson)

F-22 	Raptor
The Raptor is America’s first fifth-generation fighter, and it relies heavily on 
stealth. It was designed specifically to master the air-to-air superiority role, but 
its cost ($160 million) and the lack of air-to-air enemies led to a short production 
run of 187 airplanes, ending in 2011. (Photo by John Dibbs/planepicture.com) 


