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O N C E  A  T H U N D E R B I R D ,  A L W A Y S  A  T H U N D E R B I R D !

2020 ALLIANCE AIR SHOW AND MINI-REUNION
Paul “Sticky” Strickland, TBAA Vice Chairman (Slot, 1991-92)

When you think “Texas,” you think BIG. Amidst the 
“covid-cancel-everything” world, the October 2020 Alliance 
Air Show in Ft. Worth, Texas was nothing less than REALLY 
BIG! Your USAF Thunderbirds demonstrated there is no chal-
lenge too great, by putting on a spectacular “social-
ly-distanced” performance and drawing thousands of 
Texans like cattle to a salt lick. 
Your TBAA, with the special help from Matt 
“Byrdman” Byrd (Right Wing, 1993-94) and his boss, 
Mr. H. Ross Perot, Jr., made this event monstrously 
BIGGER by hosting a mini-reunion of Thunderbirds 

during and after 
the Saturday performance. 
Words don’t do justice to the 
level of hospitality shown 
to Alumni and the current 
Team by Mr. Perot. In short, 
the party was a stunning 
class act joined by the likes 
of former USAF Chief of Staff, 
Retired General John Jumper 
(Honorary Thunderbird), 
Retired Major General 
“Boss” Chuck Simpson, 
Retired Major General Dave 
Commons (Right Wing, 1985-

86), Brigadier General Michael Drowley (57th Wing/CC), 
TBAA Chairman, Retired Lt. Col. Steven “Jethro” Chealander 
(Narrator/Right Wing, 1981-84), Retired SMSgt John 
Dvorachek (#1 & #2 Crew Chief, 1981-85), and Honorary 
Thunderbird Charlie “Chaplain” Locklin, who gave a 
stirring invocation. 
Special guest Beverly Johnson-Briney, the daughter of late 
Congressman Sam Johnson (Solo/Slot, 1957-58), publicly 
thanked Boss Caldwell and the entire Thunderbirds Team for 
the “fly by” honoring her father at his memorial last year.
In the best of true Texas traditions, Mr. Perot rolled out the 
Thunderbirds red carpet at a rustic barn venue, providing 
an extraordinary dinner to all attendees. The staff spared 
no detail, as the coolness of the Texas sunset was offset by 

the warm, smoky aroma of barbecue and great tasting rich 
wines. At one point, we strolled through some of the work-
ing areas out behind the barn, only to run into a wander-
ing #1 Thunderbird Crew Chief, who’s jaw was permanently 
unhinged in awe of the décor, warmth, and cowboy hospitality.

Every Thunderbird has memories of special defining moments 
during their tour. No doubt, the first-class Alliance mini- 
reunion and exceptional barn reception brought many alumni 
together to share stories and celebrate the current Team. On 
a personal note, I had the pleasure of sharing dinner with my 
lead, Boss Simpson, and his wife 
Dr. Katie. In a brazen moment, I 
asked the Boss, “Do you recall as 
a newbie #4, when I “thumped” 
you, crossing w-a-a-y too close 
during a bomb-burst cross 
practice?” General Simpson’s 
slight grin and stern response 
was priceless, “Yes, Sticky, I do. And after we knocked it off, 
rejoined, and flew directly back to Nellis…” 
He didn’t need to finish what happened next. You can guess 
the Boss “debriefed” me on my indiscretion and let’s just say 
“I got the message.” We enjoyed recounting that moment 
when I needed to be taken down a notch, and it was rightly 
deserved. Those are Thunderbird memories one can embrace 
and share simultaneously. Continued on Page 3



Greetings and Well Wishes 
Thunderbirds!
This past year and a half, as 
Chairman of the TBAA, has been 
both very rewarding and very chal-
lenging. During it all, I have been 
constantly reminded of the strength 
of character of the Thunderbirds, as 
an entity, and of same strength in 
every Team member who has worn 
the Patch. Whatever challenge we 
faced, whether it be tragedy, illness, 
personnel issues, personal issues, 
mechanical issues, technical issues, 
weather issues, logistical issues, 
increased ops tempo or just day-to-
day normal ops, the Thunderbirds 
prevailed and excelled. This past year 
and a half has been no exception.
The 2020 and 2021 Thunderbirds 
have had their share of most, if not 
all, of the above-mentioned issues. I 
do not intend to revisit or relitigate 
each one of those issues, but having 
been an eyewitness and privy to a 
small portion of them, I can attest 
to the aforementioned strength 
of character of Boss Caldwell and 
his Teams. Always Thunderbirds! 
We can all be very proud that the 
Thunderbirds’ legacy of excellence, 
which we all have been part of build-
ing since 1953, is still the norm and 
the essence of the Thunderbirds!
This past year and a half have, like-
wise, been very rewarding and very 
challenging for the Thunderbirds 
Alumni Association. Through it all, 
we, your TBAA Board of Directors 
have had one goal - and it has been to 

represent you, all Thunderbirds, past 
and present. As Chairman, 
I have a personal mission statement: 
“If we can’t show that what we are 
doing, or about to do, is in the best 
interest of the USAF Thunderbirds, 
we don’t do it! 
I would like to mention a couple 
of challenges we have all faced 
in 2020-21. Obviously, the many 
restrictions, cancellations, illnesses, 
deaths, anxiety and depression 
created by the pandemic. While it 
is not over, all Thunderbirds have 
persevered thus far and we’re on 
the road again. Then there’s this, 
Maureen retired in January and left 
a cavernous void. Maureen did what 
she did for 45 years and did it so well 
and so seemingly effortlessly, her 
departure left us rushing to fill the 
void. The Team is attempting to hire 
Maureen’s replacement, but you can 
imagine the difficulty filling those 
job requirements. Big shoes to fill! 
One of Maureen’s jobs was Airshow 
VIP tickets. The Team is trying hard 
to fill requests, as Maureen 
did, but it is a difficult task. So, 
trying to help the Team with 
ticket distribution, the TBAA, 
aka Jody, is working with the 
Thunderbirds PA office to fill 
Alumni requests for Airshow 
VIP tickets. Growing pains for 
sure, so please be patient as we 
work to fine tune the process!

Perhaps the biggest challenge 
currently facing this Board is the 
planning and executing of this 
year’s Thunderbirds reunion. Paul 
“Sticky” Strickland is the reunion 
committee chair, and as such, is the 
one wearing Kevlar. Sticky is work-
ing diligently to present you with 
a class act reunion befitting of the 
Thunderbirds. My main challenge is 
to encourage all alumni to attend. I 
am working daily to encourage all 
of you reading this to attend your 
reunion. We are doing everything 
we can to make it one to remember. 
Please come!
There will be more articles in 
ThunderRolls informing you of the 
many projects your TBAA is taking 
on, so I won’t steal the project POC’s 
thunder in these comments. We will 
also inform the membership of those 
projects at the reunion membership 
meeting. So please be there!
I wrote in my very first “Chairman’s 
Comments” in ThunderRolls 
how honored I am to serve the 

Thunderbirds again, this 
time as Chairman 
of the TBAA. I restate 
my sentiment to you 
again. I am proud of us, 
the Thunderbirds, and 
am honored to serve all 
of you!

We Are The Thunderbirds!

Steve “Jethro” Chealander, TBAA 
Chairman
(Left Wing/Narrator, 1981-84)

From the Chairman
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Thunderbirds,
As always, it’s an honor and 
privilege to address the men and 
women of the alumni associa-
tion.  The role you play in the 
success of the team cannot be 
overstated. The past few years 
have brought many challenges to 
the Thunderbirds and your sup-
port and guidance has helped 
the team not only survive but 
thrive in these difficult times. 

Thank you for your unwavering commitment to ensuring 
the brand of the Thunderbirds remains one that stands as an 
example of pride, precision, and excellence.   
Our team is no stranger to adversity, and we have learned 
in the past year our country draws strength from seeing 
the resiliency and determination we have cultivated in the 
Thunderbirds. From “America Strong” to the “Great Cities 
Flyovers,” the Thunderbirds successfully executed our mis-
sion to recruit, retain, and inspire in the most difficult of 
circumstances. The tremendous amount of work to making 
these missions successful is a testament to the character of 
our team and the dedication of its members. 
As most of you know, Air Force leadership made the deci-
sion to keep the 2020 team for a third year as the pandemic 
prevented our first-year members from gaining the requisite 
level of experience to ensure safe and effective operations 
in 2021 and beyond. There is no doubt this action created 
complications for the lives and careers of the team’s veteran 
members, but all of us wholeheartedly believe it was the right 
decision.   
The third year, combined with downtime created by the 
pandemic, allowed the team to focus on areas in the squad-
ron needing improvement we would normally not have had 
time to address during a typical airshow season. It all started 
with this idea – the golden era of the Thunderbirds is always 
ahead of us and we must continually work to capture it. Our 
next step was to connect with our past and uncover the best 
practices from our history to help us create and sustain 
the best version of the team – one of which we all could 
be proud. In short, there has been a lot of change in the 
squadron these past several months, much of it inspired 
and advised by our alumni. We have a new hiring pro-
cess, new demo sequence, new formation references, new 
flying evaluations, new technology, new training syllabus, 
new advisory boards and internal team movements . . . 
just to name a few.  In total, the team has started 59+ new 
initiatives all aimed at making the team better for years to 
come. It’s an exciting time.   

The Thunderbirds have always been committed to excel-
lence, but there is a new energy on the team, as well. It is 
evident in everything we do. Don’t take my word for it, just 
come see a show and I am convinced you will see what I am 
talking about. This journey has been a team effort and we 
have relied on the guidance of the alumni to help us navigate 
this path of opportunities and challenges.  As expected, you 
have not let us down. I am so proud to have this group of 
passionate alumni who 
are not afraid to jump 
back into the world of 
Thunderbird issues.  
I’ll end with the same 
words I started with; 
I cannot overstate the 
role you have all played 
in the success of this 
team. Thank you, again, 
for your service and 
support to this team.
Once a Thunderbird . . . Always a Thunderbird! 

Col. John Caldwell
USAFADS Commander/Leader 2019-Present

From the Commander

Alliance Air Show and Mini-Reunion 
(cont’d from front cover)
The Alliance air show and reunion were representative of the 
greatness of the Thunderbirds. Teammates sharing common 
experiences, past and present. Your TBAA encourages this 
kind of tradition to the point of discussions by the TBAA 
Membership committee about the potential value of hav-
ing National Chapters of Thunderbirds who organize more 
mini-reunions throughout the country. Something to ponder 
and get involved with! Come . . . won’t you join us?
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The Thunderbirds’ team consists of more than 120 enlisted mem-
bers who are the best of the best from 28 distinct career fields. Each 
member is closely screened and selected from a highly competitive 
pool of candidates for the extensive talent they possess and bring to 
the squadron’s mission. These members are the true unsung heroes 
supporting the squadron’s Recruit, Retain and Inspire mission.
The mighty maintainers make up about 70 percent of the squadron 
from 14 different specialties and are the backbone of the exclusive 
“Show-Line.” The ground-breaking show performed during the 
demonstration is the direct result of countless hours of dedication 
and determination to highlight the pride and professionalism of 
each member. This is not an easy feat and it requires blood, sweat 
and tears to be selected to perform in this honored position. The 
team invests a lot of time and energy to support the development of 
the ground show and only the very best will serve this duty. All of 
the maintenance functions are critical in keeping the aircraft flying 
in support of our daily operations.
The operations side of the squadron consists of members from 
12 different specialties. Outside of their primary duties, they also 
perform the critical “Show Center” portion of the demonstra-
tion. These highly-skilled members ensure the safety of the air 
shows by continually observing and controlling the air space, 
filming, taking notes, timing and playing music to coincide with 
the aerial maneuvers. I would be remiss if I didn’t highlight the 
amazing efforts of our public affairs team who capture and pro-
mote our success on social media platforms. All of these mem-
bers also make up the load team who coordinate transporting 
personnel to and from show sites and loading and unloading all 
of our equipment. 
2020 had a drastic effect on most of the members of this team. The 
show cancellations, teleworking and the lack of human interaction 
caused havoc for the majority. The team suffered from not being 

able to perform our primary mission to 
Recruit, Retain and Inspire, building Air 
Force interest and positive awareness in 
every corner of society. So, with that in 
mind, along came America Strong! This 
initiative gave the team inspiration in a 
time of need for the entire nation. Every 
one of us were excited to deploy wherever 
needed to support the joint flyovers with 
the U.S. Navy’s Blue Angels as we honored 
the first responders and healthcare work-
ers for their tireless efforts, bringing unity within the nation. The 
sense of belonging, coupled with America’s pride, gave each of the 
enlisted members the willingness to push through the challenging 
times and generate every sortie in appreciation of how everyone 
came together to fight the pandemic. We were able to quickly 
adapt to new ways of doing business while successfully transition-
ing to performing at a few drive-in shows and one full-up show to 
end the season.
The Thunderbirds enlisted members are committed, strong and 
united to represent the total force as America’s Ambassadors in 
Blue. Despite overcoming the outbreak of the virus and the many 
challenges ahead, the team is looking forward to staying safe and 
inspiring the next generation of Airmen by any means necessary! 
As we execute a full show season, we count on each and every 
member to perform to their fullest potential to ensure success 
in a safe and reliable manner. The enlisted members continue to 
carry the torch of success in doing what we do best . . . showcasing 
airpower with utmost precision and professionalism. I could not 
be more proud to lead such an amazing group of professionals in 
carrying on the Thunderbirds tradition and making new history 
along the way!

TSgt Kristyne Pierson has 
performed exceptionally well 
in her dual-hatted roles as 
the NCOIC, Aircraft Ground 
Equipment and as an Assistant 
Dedicated Crew Chief on the 
team’s show line. She is cross 
utilized outside of her primary 
specialty and qualified on more 
than 35 additional maintenance 
tasks. Sergeant Pierson is the go-to 

person for just about anything Thunderbirds. She is a PATCH 
mentor, physical training leader and resiliency training manager 
to improve and strengthen the unit’s cohesion. Sergeant Pierson 
was a clear favorite as she outperformed peers and cemented her 
selection as the Fitzgerald Award winner for 2020.

Mr. Ross Perot, Jr. was 
selected in 2020 to become 
an Honorary Thunderbird. 
The TBAA has worked with 
the current team to revamp 
the program to ensure 
the nominated individ-
ual has shown sustained 
support and contribution 
to the team mission over 
an extended period of 

time. The award recipient will have gone “above and beyond” 
to help promote the mission of the Thunderbirds from either 
a personal or professional perspective. Selection and recogni-
tion as an Honorary should reign as the absolute highest level 
of recognition for sustained support and contributions to the 
Thunderbirds mission by a non-Thunderbird.  

The Chief’s Corner

Fitzgerald Trophy Recipient Honorary Thunderbird 2020

By CMSgt Timothy T. Johnson
Senior Enlisted Manager

Matt “Byrdman” Byrd (Right Wing, 1993-94) 
and Col. John “Boss” Caldwell (Commander/
Leader, 2019-present) with Mr. Ross Perot, 
Jr., Honorary Thunderbird.
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Hello Thunderbirds,
Thankfully, with 2020 behind us in 
the smoke trail, there’s more reason to 
renew, reload and rejoin for reunion 
fun at the South Point Casino in Las 
Vegas, Nevada this November. As the 
reunion chairman again, I felt it only 
appropriate to be the voodoo pincush-
ion doll and try to pull a rabbit out 
of my hat a second time without too 
many mistakes. No plan ever meets the 
merge as briefed, but your TBAA Board 
of Directors are ready to host you and 
your guests for a Veterans Day theme of 
Thunderbirds excellence.
Although we may still be ready to close 
the show with a bomb burst, the pesky 
COVID protocols will likely still be in 
place. Undeterred, we’ll honor those 
mitigation efforts and push for a great 
reunion regardless. I recall wearing an 
oxygen mask every flight for 25 years, 
whether it be 4 hours or 30 minutes 
long, so no doubt we can all play by the 
rules and show courtesy to our fellow 
alumni and guests.
What is the reunion plan?  That answer 
isn’t easily mapped out. COVID pres-
ents a lot of obstacles, but as worthy 
Thunderbirds, we are pressing ahead 
until the smoke runs out and the crowd 
goes home. 
Here’s what we would like to do, and 
thus far the plan is gelling like melting 
ice cream:
         Wednesday, 10 November

Alumni arrival and registration at the 
South Point Casino. We may attempt 
an “Arrivals Maneuver” hospitality suite 
with very loose formation requirements 
(social distancing, masks maybe, etc.).

       Thursday, 11 November 

We’ll kick off with a Veterans Day 
Golf Tournament at the Revere Golf 
Club. Again, loose masked formations 
just like the PGA tour, but without 
DeChambeau’s long ball drives.
        Friday, 12 November 

The fun will start as busses transport 
alumni to the hangar, where your 
Thunderbirds Team wants to perform 
exclusively for you around 1300. There 
is no Aviation Nation air show this year. 
The Boss is committed to showcasing 
the Team exclusively to alumni, military, 
families, and friends. 
After the Team’s demonstration, we are 
attempting to host a Perch Party at the 
Thunderbird Hangar.
Transportation will then return us to 
the South Point Casino where we’ll 
attend our Thunderbirds “Diamond 
Rejoin” reception from 2000 to 2300.
        Saturday, 13 November

The annual business meeting will be in 
the morning from 1000 to 1200, leaving 
the remainder of the day to prep 
for the TBAA “Calypso” cocktail 
briefing from 1700 to 1800. The 
bi-annual “Delta Rejoin” dinner 
will follow from 1830 to 2100. 
This year’s dinner will be more 
formal, and we think more spe-
cial. We have TBAA projects and 
people to debut, as well as his-
torical “There I Was…” moments 
with alumni.
Depending on the South Point 
COVID protocols, we might have 
a “Bon Ton” hospitality suite 
available Saturday afternoon and 
after the dinner (TBD).

For something a bit different, we’d like 
to have available a casual “Bomb Burst” 
breakfast buffet in the South Point 
Casino as alumni depart. 
The purpose of every Thunderbirds 
reunion is to have fun and extend our 
legacy to all Team members, past and 
present. This year, your BOD intends to 
elevate the reunion. The FAST Center 
of Excellence article on page 9 explains 
the TBAA intent to pursue the dream 
of capturing the Thunderbirds legacy in 
Las Vegas. As explained in the article, 
we’ll need to adapt our organization to 
attract business and community lead-
ers who can help move that needle. 
Specifically, those people who share our 
same passion for the Thunderbirds. As 
such, we expect to include these folks in 
our Thunderbirds alumni celebration.
Your TBAA reunion committee is work-
ing hard to make this event memorable. 
There are many unknowns, but we 
expect success and hope you will join 
the fun with a sense of pride, courtesy, 
and patience.
“We Are The Thunderbirds!” 

Paul “Sticky” Strickland
TBAA Vice Chairman
Reunion Chairman
(Slot, 1991-92)

Col. John Caldwell (Commander/Leader), Paul Strickland (Slot, 
1990-91) and Mr. Mike Gaughan, owner of the South Point Casino 
and Resort.
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The USAF Thunderbirds Alumni Association
and the

United States Air Force Thunderbirds
cordially invite you and your guests to 

attend the

Sixty-Eighth Biennial
“We Are The Thunderbirds”

Reunion

November 11-14, 2021
at the

South Point Hotel, Casino and Spa 
Las Vegas, Nevada

Please RSVP with your registration by 
Friday, October 22, 2021

WEDNESDAY, NOV. 10
1900 - 2100 ........Registration in the “Bon Ton” Hospitality Suite 
1900 - 2300 ........“Bon Ton” Hospitality Suite Open 

THURSDAY, NOV. 11
0900 - 1700 ........“Four Card” Golf Tournament, Luncheon and Awards 
 Ceremony: Revere Golf Course, Henderson, Nev. 
 (Golf Club Rentals available at course)
0900 - 1600 ........Registration Open at the TBAA Operations Desk
1900 - 2300 ........“Bon Ton” Hospitality Suite Open

FRIDAY, NOV. 12
0900 - 1700 ........Registration Open at the TBAA Operations Desk
Time Pending ......Buses Depart for Nellis Air Force Base
1300....................USAF Thunderbirds Reunion Air Demonstration
1430 - 1700 ........“Perch Party” at the Thunderbird Hangar
2000 - 2300 ........“Diamond Rejoin” Reception:
 Ballroom A, South Point Casino 

SATURDAY, NOV. 13
0900 - 1300 ........Registration Open at the TBAA Operations Desk
1000 - 1200 ........TBAA Business Meeting:
 Napa Room, South Point Casino
1500 - 1700 ........“Bon Ton” Hospitality Suite Open
1700 - 1800 ........“Calypso” Pre-Dinner Reception
 Ball Room Hallway Entrance, South Point Casino
1830 - 2100 ........“Delta Rejoin” Gala Dinner:
 Ballroom B, South Point Casino
2100 - 0000 ........“Bon Ton” Hospitality Suite Open

SUNDAY, NOV. 14
0900 - 1100 ........“Bomb Burst” Finale Breakfast Buffet
 Breakfast Buffet, South Point Casino

THUNDERBIRDS REUNION AGENDA
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DATE EVENT COST # ATTENDING TOTALS

Registration Fee per Guest $25 $

Thur., Nov. 11 Golf Outing $95 $

Fri., Nov. 12 Bus to Base for Air Show $25 $

Fri., Nov. 12 “Show Opener” Reception $50 $

Sat., Nov. 13 “Delta Rejoin” Gala Dinner & “Calypso” Cocktail Hour $95 $

Sun., Nov. 14 “Bomb Burst” Finale Breakfast $25 $

GRAND TOTAL ENCLOSED:

(There will be an additional
$25 late fee added to registration 
fee if received after Oct. 22)

$

Thunderbirds Alumni Association Reunion Registration
Nov. 11-14, 2021

South Point Hotel, Casino and Spa
Las Vegas, Nevada

REGISTRATION FORM
(Must be received by Friday, Oct. 22)

Member Name: _________________________________________ Name on Badge:  __________________________________

Position on Team:  _____________________________________________________________ Years on Team:______________

Address:  _______________________________________________________________________________________________

City: ____________________________________ State: ______________ Zip Code: _______________ Country: ____________

Phone: __________________ Cell Phone: __________________ Email: ______________________@ ____________________

PLEASE NOTE: A change from past reunions – if you do not have a military ID card we encourage you to take the bus from the resort 
or you are responsible for getting yourself on base. Everyone riding the bus will be required to have military ID card, photo state ID or 
driver’s license.

Name of Guest(s) for Name Tags:
(Please let the TBAA Reunion Committee know if you have a group of more than 5 so we can ensure you are able to sit together.)

1)  _________________________________________________  4)  ______________________________________________

2)  _________________________________________________  5)  ______________________________________________

3)  _________________________________________________  6)  ______________________________________________

List Names for your 4-member Golf Team (we will try to accommodate your request): Sign up ASAP for golf as slots are very limited.

1)  _________________________________________________  3)  ______________________________________________

2)  _________________________________________________  4)  ______________________________________________

EVENT SIGN UP AND COST

Register and pay online with a credit/bank card at:  www.tbaa.org
OR
Make checks payable to:  USAF Thunderbirds Alumni Association

Payment and registration form should be mailed to: Jody Roberts, TBAA
 11130 Rodeo Lane
 Riverview, FL 33579
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The renovation of the storage bunker is 
well underway. This mission includes 
the cleaning, organization, preservation 
and digitization and proper storage of 
items that are important to preserve 
Thunderbirds’ history, legacy 
and heritage.

Mission accomplishment will be done 
in two phases:
PHASE 1: Cleaning Up and Organizing 
the Bunker Contents 

We acquired temporary storage pods 
and dumpster rentals. Cleaning the 
bunker and disposal of trash was 

completed before contents were sorted, 
organized, and temporarily boxed up 
for pod storage. Metal storage shelv-
ing units were ordered, received and 
assembled. All boxed items were repo-
sitioned to the new shelving units.  The 
storage pods have been returned and 
we compiled a sample order of long-
term, hardened storage containers.  
Test containers were selected in 
February to choose the best container 
so a full order could be submitted. 
Once the order begins to arrive, the 
Tiger Team will reassemble for the 
transfer of the items from the card-
board boxes to the approved contain-
ers. Once these last few items are done, 
Phase 1 will be complete.
The Tiger team lost valuable time 
attempting to get this phase completed 
due to base restrictions in response to 
COVID and the team’s airshow season. 
With the pandemic continuing to com-
plicate our lives, we have pushed our 
Phase 1 target date to February 2022.

PHASE 2: Archive Digitization

Taking on the effort to digitize and 
archive all imagery into a publicly 
accessible and searchable database will 
be led by alumnus Jim Benson.

MISSION: Bunker Project Renovation
By Bill Martin
(Crew Chief, 1969-75 and Maintenance Super, 1981-85)

Tiger Team left to right: Jonathan “Skid” Greene (Right 
Wing, 2000-01), SSgt. Laurel Richards (Thunderbirds 
Public Affairs office), Committee Co-Chairman Jim 
Benson (#12, 1986-88), and TBAA Members Rick 
Copp (QA Super 1994-95) and Bill Martin (Crew Chief, 
1969-75 and Maintenance Super, 1981-85).

Col. John “Boss” Caldwell and TBAA Chairman Steven 
“Jethro” Chealander (Narrator/Left Wing, 1982-84). 

TBAA Annual Giving
(as of August 2020)

Support the TBAA with a generous contribution 
to our Annual Fund and be recognized above 

as one of our annual contributors.

Donations may be made through the 
TBAA website or by contacting the 

TBAA office at (813) 284-0338.

FALCON ($100+)

Lockheed Martin
Marti Fenton

Flightline America
Michael “Mo” Beale

Sheri Thome with Wilson Esler

All Storage of Seven Hills
Jeff Rochelle

Constantine “Chachi”  Tzavaras

Rick Copp
Steve and Deb Dwelle

GEICO®

Gerald “Jerry” Imada

Kirk Alexander
Chris Allen

James Klimesh
Francisco Levy

Tony McPeak
Robert Moore

Glenn Scoggins
Brad Zomer

Rena Blake
Dan Cherry

The Corsi Family
Ted and Pam Helsten

Barbara Lombardo

THUNDERCHIEF
($1,000+)

PHANTOM ($500+)

TALON ($250+)

THUNDERSTREAK
($5,000+)

SABRE ($2,000+)

THUNDERJET
($10,000+)
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Maureen Walker retired from Civil Service on January 1, 
2021 after 45 years with the Thunderbirds. We all recognize 
Maureen’s distinguished career with the Thunderbirds, she 
is truly a Thunderbird. She demonstrated a special affin-
ity for the alumni that is undeniable. To help remember 
her extraordinary dedication to the Team and Alumni, 
we are honoring her by creating the “Maureen Walker 
Distinguished Thunderbird Award.” This award will rec-
ognize Thunderbirds who have contributed above and 

beyond, had a direct positive 
impact to the betterment of the 
organization, and displayed a 
dedication equal to Maureen’s. 
Artist Richard Prazen is design-
ing the award and trophy which 
will be kept on display in the 
Thunderbirds Squadron.

In the last ThunderRolls I asked you to think bigger than 
just reunions. It’s time to update our progress, and yes, it’s 
also time to spin up for another great reunion. Previously, 
I tried to articulate that Thunderbirds should be consid-
ered a “National Asset” and, as such, should be showcased 
in a Fighter Aviation STEM (FAST) Center of Excellence 
celebrating the Thunderbirds and the broad scope of histor-
ical USAF missions flown from Nellis AFB. If you recall, I 
also suggested we were shooting for the moon and chasing 
a dream. Great news! We are still pursuing that dream. 
However, it’s a rather lofty mountain to scale.
The trail has led your TBAA down various path-
ways. The simplest fundamentals of 
creating a FAST Center of 
Excellence include scope, 
funding, real estate, 
location, multifar-
ious logistics, and 
sustainability. Easy 
terms, but each 
massively challeng-
ing on its own.  Did 
I mention funding? 
Clearly the key to success.
As a conservative estimate, using 
several existing USAF museum templates and 
evaluating real estate square footage, we believe $30 mil-
lion is a good starting point. Gulp! Undaunted though, the 
next step is to structure the TBAA so a FAST Center of 
Excellence would be an independent, non-profit organiza-
tion sustained by significant donations focusing primarily 
on the benefits from STEM educational opportunities and 
broader appeal to the southern Nevada commerical com-
munity. It’s a tall order, but our first uphill signpost.
We are climbing “into thin air,” but we’ve found other 

mountaineers in the same quest. On page 10 of this 
newsletter you will read about Triton Flight For Heroes 
(TFFH), led by former corporate pilot and airshow pro-
ducer Joe “Orby” Conway. TFFH is a non-profit orga-
nization that has scaled this escarpment before. In less 
than four minutes of mind melding with Orby and his 
brother Jeff Conway, we joined forces to mutually benefit 
the TFFH and TBAA by creating the “America Strong: 
Thunderbirds & Blue Angels” project.
Your current Thunderbirds team faced and overcame 
incredible COVID-related hurdles to partner with the 
Blue Angels and execute the “America Strong” mission 
in 2020. However, that effort is lost in history unless 

properly chronicled and retained. TFFH and 
the TBAA have the expertise to 

capture the Thunderbirds’ 
herculean effort.  Jeff 

Conway’s credibil-
ity as a television 
executive producer 
for the project is 
only surpassed 

by his passion 
for supporting the 

aviation community 
and the Thunderbirds’ 

mission. His production com-
pany, GlobalCommunicate, will tackle the 

challenge, fully supported by TFFH private funding and 
administration. Moreover, TFFH are experts at fundrais-
ing, providing a valuable asset as we move forward. TFFH 
is as committed as the TBAA in supporting a FAST Center 
of Excellence. Together, we have our boots and crampons 
tightly strapped on, ready for the climb.
Sir Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay were the first to 
reach Mount Everest’s summit. Against all odds, they pre-
vailed.  Sounds a lot like the Thunderbirds. We are at base 
camp, care to join the journey?

Fighter Aviation STEM (FAST) Center of Excellence

The Maureen Walker Distinguished Thunderbird Award

Maureen Walker, long-time secre-
tary to Thunderbirds commanders, 
shares a laugh with retired Air Force 
General Lloyd “Fig” Newton (Narr, 
Slot, Right Wing, 1975-78) at the 
2007 Thunderbirds reunion.

By Paul “Sticky” Strickland, TBAA Vice Chairman (Slot, 1991-92) 
FAST Committee Chairman

By Bill Zink, TBAA Committee Chairman
(NCOIC AGE, 1992-96)

Photo by Dan Wilber
(Photographer, 1979-82)
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Thunderbirds,

It is an honor to address the men and women who have meant so 
much in my life as examples of aviation excellence and dedication. 
Thank you for this opportunity to share a project with you that 
literally “puts your Team on a pedestal” for future generations.

As the executive director and co-founder of the non-profit 
organization Triton Flight For Heroes (TFFH), I embrace serv-
ing our great Nation. Our Armed Forces and their families have 
always sacrificed for the freedoms we enjoy, and the purpose of 
the TFFH is to tirelessly educate future generations to appreci-
ate our military’s dedication to Service.

As the proud son of a USAF fighter pilot, I loved going to air-
shows, and understandably, the Thunderbirds were “The Best 
of the Best” to me. Through my time as a corporate pilot, air 
show producer and director, and aviation magazine publisher, 
I’ve gained immense respect for not only 
the current Team, but for the efforts of the 
Thunderbirds Alumni Association (TBAA) 
to elevate their organization to a new level. 
As such, the TFFH is excited to align with 
the TBAA on two major projects. The most 
formidable project is to support the creation 
of a Nellis AFB Aviation Heritage Center in 
southern Nevada, while the other objective 
is the purpose of this article: announcing 
the future display of a Thunderbird aircraft 
model at Kastner Intermediate School in Fresno, California.  

The TFFH goal is to place a static F-16 aircraft display, 
painted in the USAF Thunderbirds livery, in front of Kastner 
Intermediate School (Home of the Thunderbirds) celebrating 
40 years, utilizing the Thunderbirds insignia as the official 
school mascot. The school is extremely proud of that honor, 
and this aircraft display will exemplify the pride of the stu-
dents, instructors, administrators, alumni, and the commu-
nity in connecting with the USAF Thunderbirds family.

Our school was named for a great American hero and leg-
endary educational leader Colonel George “Tink” Kastner. 
He received his wings and commission in 1942 and became 
a member of the 86th Fighter Bomber Group in the 12th 
Air Force. Upon arrival in North Africa, he flew the North 
American A-36 Apache named “Strawberry Blonde” on 83 
combat missions. After WWII, he returned to Fresno and 
dedicated his life to the generations of young people positively 
influenced by his tireless pursuit of excellence. Like you, he 
truly was “The Best of the Best.” “Tink” insisted on using the 
Thunderbirds as a model and mascot, and thus your Team 
forever became an integral part of his schools’ legacy.

A photo rendition by Jeff Conway is shown below depicting 
our TFFH static display concept that requires precision plan-
ning, logistics, and broad support from many volunteers. Our 
TFFH does not shy away from challenges, and we will make this 
dream a reality. The aircraft display is meant to facilitate further 
programs to create scholarships for STEM students advancing 
through higher education, support technology for students in 
the classrooms, provide safe, new equipment for sports pro-
grams, and teach students the same qualities Thunderbirds 
embody; professionalism, integrity, and patriotism.

We need your help, and your TBAA leadership sees a mutu-
ally beneficial partnership between the TBAA and TFFH. 
Clearly, monetary donations are always welcome, and we have 
an easy and secure button on our website for that purpose. 
Additionally, we are asking Alumni to donate their USAF 
Thunderbirds or other squadron memorabilia or collectibles 

to help raise funds for the TTFH 
project.  All items, big or small, are 
valuable and useful, and perhaps 
those mementos are in a “time to 
donate” container. Our TFFH would 
be grateful for all items to support 
this cause. 

I would like to give a special “Thank 
You” in this article to one of your 
own. I had the pleasure to talk with 

retired Colonel Steve Dwelle (Solo Pilot, 1971-72) about this 
static display project, and at his direction, secured a very gener-
ous donation through the Dwelle Family Foundation. We salute 
you Sir, thank you to you and your family.

Thank you for supporting Triton Flight For Heroes. We are 
excited to combine talents and promote the Thunderbirds, 
TFFH, and the TBAA through a series of special projects to 
benefit your members, your legacy, and help thousands of 
STEM students around the Nation who are dreaming of achiev-
ing their goal of becoming Thunderbirds alumni, just like you. 

Respectfully,

Joe “Orby” Conway III 
Executive Director, Triton Flight for Heroes 
8525 N. Cedar Ave., Ste. 107 
Fresno, CA 93720 
Cell 559-289-0981

Triton Flight For Heroes
A California Registered 501(C)(3) Non-Profit EIN-46-1950939

HOW TO DONATE

• By PayPal, send to joe@tritonpeo.com

• Visit our Website at http://tritonflightforheroes.org/ 
 thunderbirds-static-display/ and scroll down to “Donate”

Conceptual Rendering
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NOTE: There may be some time between an individual’s death and when we print an 
obituary. They are printed after the USAF Thunderbird Alumni Association is notified.

Our thoughts and prayers go out to the family members and friends of these cherished members of 
our Thunderbirds family. If you know of a passed Thunderbird, please email the information, and a 
photograph of the Thunderbird if possible, to Jody Roberts at adminTBAA@brighthouse.com.

Col. (Ret) James Bash (Maint. Officer, 1972-76) passed away on 
June 8, 2021 surrounded by his family in Beavercreek, Ohio. He is 
survived by his wife Susan; his daughters Catherine Bash and 
Mary Lisa Koogler; his granddaughter Danielle Koogler; and 
grandson Andrew Koogler.

Raymond Richard Borg (Crew Chief, 1953-55) passed away peace-
fully at home on Jan. 8, 2021 in Black Canyon, Arizona. He leaves 
behind his wife Eleanor; his children Deanna Randall, Rick Borg, 
Linda Bandler and Steve Borg; and his three stepchildren Dave 
Flick, Dan Flick and Donna Van Tuyl. He was blessed with 
24 grandchildren and 27 great grandchildren.

CMSgt. (Ret) James D. Gunnels (Airframe Supervisor, 1969-73) 
passed away peacefully at his home in Gilbert, Arizona with his 
family by his side on Nov. 19, 2020. He is survived by his wife 
Kathleen; his daughter Anne; his son Jim; and five grandchildren.

MSgt. (Ret) David Lee “Hambone” Hamm (Life Support, 
1986-89) passed away on Oct. 27, 2020 in Tifton, Georgia. 
He leaves between his two sisters Debbie Hamm and Cheryl Jahna; 
and four nephews.

SMSgt. (Ret) Eugene Allen McKague (Crew Chief #2, 1960-62) passed away on 
Nov. 11, 2020 in Las Vegas, Nev. He is survived by his son Fred McKague.

SMSgt. (Ret) Keith “Wash Rag” Schreiber (Structural Repair Specialist, 1975-78) 
passed away on Oct. 31, 2020. He is survived by his wife Alice.

TBAA WELCOMES NEW LIFETIME MEMBERS
Ashley Corkins (Broadcast Journalist, 2017-19), Michael Loehr (Support/AGE/ 
Asst. Crew Chief #6, 2015-19), John McKeag (Crew Chief, 1984-87) and Dan Mirski 
(Flight Surgeon, 2006-07).

This is the second 2020 issue of ThunderRolls for 
members of the USAF Thunderbirds Alumni 
Association. Submissions (including high 
resolution photos in jpeg format) may be emailed 
to the editor at adminTBAA@brighthouse.com. 
Submission does not guarantee publication and 
editorial staff may edit content.

TBAA Board of Directors
Chairman 
Steve “Jethro” Chealander (1981-84)

Vice Chairman/Reunion 2021 Chair 
Paul “Sticky” Strickland (1991-92)

Secretary 
John “Fitz” Fitzgerald (1981-84)

Treasurer 
DeAnn “D” Denzer (1998-01)

Director 
Kirk Alexander (1988-91)

Director 
Jim Benson (1986-88)

Director 
Rick Copp (1994-95) 

Director 
Tim Coy (1982-84)

Director 
Jonathan “Skid” Greene (2000-01)

Director 
Jim Olschlager (1982-86)

Director 
Bill Zink (1992-96)

Ex-Officio Director (Bunker Team) 
Bill Martin (1969-75 & 1981-85)

Ex-Officio Director (Charitable Giving) 
Constantine Tzavaras (1998-99)

Executive Director/ThunderRolls Editor 
Jody Roberts (1988-91)

The USAF Thunderbirds Alumni Association 
would like to thank Lockheed Martin for 
its continued support of ThunderRolls and 
the TBAA.

Graphic Design and Printing
Lockheed Martin Aeronautics 
Fort Worth, Texas

Official TBAA Website
www.thunderbirdsalumni.org

Gone But Not Forgotten

Benchstock

Memorial Donations to the TBAA
Rena Blake made a donation in memory of Thunderbird Robert “Bob” Blake.

Barbara Lombardo made a donation in memory of Thunderbird Robert “Bob” Blake.

Joseph Magazzi made a donation in memory of Thunderbird Robert “Bob” Blake.

Ted and Pam Helsten made a donation in memory of Thunderbird Bill Elander.

Ted and Pam Helsten made a donation in memory of Thunderbird Denny Weddle.
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John “Fitz” Fitzgerald (Air Show Coordinator, 1981-84)

Question: What made you apply for 
the team?
Fitz: While stationed at Camp New 
Amsterdam, I met and worked with 
Dale Clements. Dale had applied for 
the team and was hired in 1979. As 
my tour was ending in Camp New 
Amsterdam in 1981, I was inspired 
by Dale to apply for the team and was 
hired by Jim Epting, #10.

Question: What do you remember most 
from your training period?
Fitz: That period was affectionately 

known as the “No Patcher Period” and was 30 days. My first day, I met 
Boss Lowry, who was the most kind, friendly and personable person I 
met that day.  He welcomed me to the team and made an awesome first 
impression on me.  It went downhill from there as I went “downstairs” 
and entered the domain of “The Boys”. Dwight “Iron” Roberts, Crew 
Chief #1, 1979-82 took me aside and gave me some sage advice. He was 
a great role model to me and I’m sure to many others behind me. Of 
course, those that were there will tell stories about my trip around the 
hangar at 25 feet up in an unserviceable T-38 harness, but that will take 
too much time and space for this article.

Question: What was your favorite experience while you were on 
the team?  
Fitz: Our first F-16 air show in April 1983 after being grounded for 
over a year and transitioning from the T-38. Willie Nelson’s song, “On 
The Road Again” brought tears to my eyes as we were finally back in 
action again.

Question: What experience touched you the most?
Fitz: First, watching Boss Stellmon land and park behind the hangar 
with our very first F-16 on 23 June 1982. Second, being in front of the 
crowd during our first F-16 air show and watching their reactions as the 
team performed touched me tremendously. I could see the tears from 
some faces and immense pride and patriotism in others as they watched 
our team perform. The little kids always hit me as they screamed with 
excitement, knowing that I helped make that happen brought tears to 
my eyes…and still does as I’m writing this.

Question: Summarize what being a Thunderbird has meant to you.
Fitz: It was a life changing experience. The people I met and worked 
with are STILL my closest friends after being together nearly 40 years 
ago. The close bond and life-long friendships we created, the PATCH 
that unites us, being part of a team that helped continue the legacy from 
those that went before us, is priceless. Creating friendships with people 
like Jack Cheers from the F-100/F-105 eras in the mid 60s, to the F-4 
guys like Matt Balls, to the T-38 guys like Dave Branks, and helping 
begin the F-16 era with the best group of men and women in the Air 
Force is something I will treasure for the rest of my life.

11130 Rodeo Lane, Riverview, FL 33579

Email: adminTBAA@brighthouse.com
Phone: 813-284-0338
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