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Dear Alumni,
 It is hard for me to believe the 2001 show season is now a 
part of history. As you may imagine, the last few months were 
very turbulent ones for the Team. The attacks on September 
11 generated a nearly continuous planning cycle for so many 
events that were never realized. We did manage to sneak in 
two previously unscheduled shows at Midland, Texas, and 
Jean, Nev., and ended our time on the road with a beautiful 
weekend and two high shows at Daytona, Fla. Our Fitz Show 
enjoyed one of the most beautiful November days on record 
here in Las Vegas – its memory will always be just that. 
 What a fabulous 2 years. I was warned that the time would 
sail by but, as you already know, it isn’t until you are stepping 
out the door that you can fully understand the veracity of 
those words. Serving on this Team has been an absolute joy; 
one that has offered us opportunities and challenges available 
to no other position or posting. We have met and talked with 
three Presidents, countless Senators, Congressmen, Ambassa-
dors and the International Chiefs of Defense throughout the 
United States and Europe. We traveled to 80 show sites, cap-
tured Super Bowl XXXV, a cereal box and a PBS special. All 
in all we have made some decent strides, but the Team would 
never have left the blocks without the wisdom and efforts of 
you alumni and of those who have preceded us here at Nellis.  
I would like to publicly thank General Bill Creech and  

Maj. General John Miller for their advice and guidance, 
which helped shape the disposition of the 2000/2001 Teams 
. . . and Generals/Bosses Swalm and Latham for their insight  
and guidance that helped us make a few dramatic changes to  
the demonstration. 
 It has been an absolute honor to serve and it is now my 
honor to pass on this opportunity. Lt. Colonel Richard “Spad” 
McSpadden will take command of the Team on 25 January 
2002, and it is my belief that he will be one of the best Com-
mander/Leaders the Thunderbirds have ever known. It is hard 
to come up with a roster of “must do’s” when you step out of 
a dream like this one, but seeing the 2002 Team dance across 
the skies from the comfort of a lawn chair and being counted 
amongst your ranks are right at the top of my list. 
 Helen Keller said, “What we have once enjoyed, we can 
never lose. All that we love deeply becomes a part of us . . . .” I 
have loved every facet of this job . . . the travel, the flying, but 
above all the other things, the incredible people – the Team 
and their families, the best of every city we visited, the Make-
A-Wish kids and their families, and last, but certainly not least, 
you alumni. Thanks for being there for this Team and for liv-
ing the words “Once a Thunderbird, Always a Thunderbird.”

All the best, JV
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the conclusion of the conference, we stood silent and tired in a long line 
at the New Orleans airport, thinking of home. Norm saw some young 
boys about the age of his sons. He took off for them, his three-folds and 
signature pen in hand. His spirit infected us, and, in a flash of time, our 
suitcases scattered the terminal floor as we gave the youngsters a variety 
of Thunderbirds public relations materials. It didn’t matter where Norm 
stood; he stood as a natural Thunderbird.
 At one point in the training season, Norm’s oldest son Jason said he 
worried about his dad’s safety. Norm brought him to the squadron, had 
him attend a mission briefing, watch the practice mission, and, finally, sit 
through the flight’s debriefing. Jason’s dad gave him the kind of personal 
tour only a Commander/Leader can give. Two days later, Norm Lowry 
was gone.
 Our videographer, TSgt. Al King, was filming on the ground 
that morning at Indian Springs when the accident occurred. While 
the sound didn’t work, the video part did. After Al returned, he and I 
went immediately to General Gregory’s office, Tactical Fighter Weapons 
Center Commander, where we played, and replayed the video for him 
and the wing commander. The video would assist the accident board 
in determining the cause of the accident. We made no copies. General 
Creech released only the flying part of the video to the media. He would 
not allow the media to show the actual impact. 
 Now, 20 years later, my sense of loss is still so great, deepened by the 
loss of dreams unfulfilled, lives unlived, promises not kept. I can imagine 
Norm Lowry as ACC Commander; “Pete” Peterson as a four star; Wil-
lie Mays as a very happy one star and Mark Melancon as a fighter wing 
commander. 
 Their ultimate sacrifice left four young widows and six fatherless 
children. The widows still live with the realities of that ultimate sacrifice; 
and their children, now in their twenties and early thirties, live their 
lives with memories of their fathers shared with them by their mothers, 
 relatives and friends.
 What made the Diamond special was the promise of a brighter 
future, a vision of what flying the red, white and blue aircraft was 
all about, an understanding that kindnesses on the ground were as 
 important as precision flying in the air, and an optimism for being the 
very best the Thunderbirds could be. You could see the excitement and 
optimism in Norm’s crystal blue eyes, “Pete’s” knowing smile, Willie’s 
wide grin and Mark’s wry sense of humor. This team, and this time were 
to be something special.
 “No, I’m not a hero. But I served in the company of heroes,” so 
recalls one of the survivors of Easy Company, from the Band of Brothers, 
HBO’s tribute to the Army’s Airborne D-Day troops. I too served in 
the company of heroes. Among them were Norm Lowry, Willie Mays, 
“Pete” Peterson and Mark Melancon. But I cannot think of the dark 
days without seeing the bright smiles. I cannot remember their loss 
without realizing their contribution. They sacrificed themselves for 
the American spirit while living the Thunderbird dream. The dread of  
the time blows behind me and in its place is the realization that we were 
all better for having them. God bless you my brother birds.

– Jim Jannette (PAO 78-82)

 The accident took place on January 18, 1982, twenty years ago. In its 
wake, the following happened:
 Immediately, President Reagan dispatched Air Force Secretary Vern Orr 
to meet with the surviving team officers to give them the President’s personal 
assurance that the Thunderbirds would continue. 
 January 20. Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger issues a public 
statement that calls the armed forces precision flying teams “essential”    and 
that he “had given no thought to canceling either the Air Force or the Navy 
program.”
 January 26. The 97th Congress passes Resolution 248: “The   Congress 
hereby reaffirms its strong support for the continuation of the Thunderbird 
program.”
 January 29. To underscore the above, the Congressional record  receives 
an entry stating that if the team were to “Not fly again . . . we   fail them, 
we fail our country. We desecrate our heritage and we betray posterity.” – ED

 I sat there with my finger on the telephone switch button, my 
other hand holding the handset. Bob Fleer’s voice now rolled through 
my mind, bringing with it familiar dread. His voice had been tight and 
 controlled. Always before when he wanted to talk, he would blow into 
my office, comfortable I would never consider him intruding. This 
time he asked me to come downstairs. I didn’t want to move, my finger 
planted on the button to hold the world away.
 The knot in my chest tightened as I descended the stairs to the 
maintenance offices. We had lost Nick Hauck and D.L. Smith only 
months ago, and it’s what Bob did not say that told me we had just 
added another name to the list. The third pilot in 5 months. One more 
knock on a family’s door. Another wife crying in my arms. A child 
 looking lost . . . a smaller one confused. I had become an expert I didn’t 
want to be. 
 Bob sat behind his desk, his face hardened like a thespian’s mask, 
his eyes focused somewhere beyond. The mask said, “Sit down, Jim.”
 I sat across from him. “Who was it?”
 He broke his stare and focused on me. “It was everybody.”
 “Everybody?” 
 “It was the whole Diamond.”
 It was just so overwhelming and incomprehensible. To have lost 
Nick and D.L. in separate awful accidents was terrible enough. Now to 
lose all four of our Diamond pilots, wonderful young friends and team-
mates with so much of life ahead of them. I trembled with fear and sor-
row. All those dreams and hopes we had shared were now forever shat-
tered. All those lives lost. All those wives now without their husbands 
and fathers for their children. It was too much to sort out. Six pilot 
deaths in 7 months! I remember our flight surgeon, Captain Sue Til-
ton, and Chaplain Ben Perez immediately coming to the squadron. We  
made plans to send someone personally to each of the pilots’ homes.  
We made it before the accident made the news. 
 To fully appreciate the gravity of this terrible tragedy, it is important 
to recall what preceded this accident. In May, second solo Nick Hauck 
died when his T-38 stalled and crashed during the Hi Lo Maneuver at 
Hill AFB, Utah, on Mother’s Day. Just a brief 4 months later, Lt. Col. 
D.L. Smith died in Cleveland, Ohio, as he in No. 1 and Jim Jiggens in 
No. 2 were taking off for Sheppard AFB, Texas, following what some 
still recall as that team’s best ever aerial demonstrations over a 3-day 
Labor Day weekend show. D.L.’s aircraft ingested seagulls. The engines 
stalled. He ejected, but he didn’t get a good chute. His backseater and 
crew chief, Dwight Roberts, ejected safely. The show season ended.
 We were already well into the process of selecting D.L.’s replace-
ment when he crashed. Following the accident, Major Norm Lowry 
came on board immediately as our new Commander/Leader. At Colo-
nel Smith’s funeral, Major Lowry stood in the No. 9 position and wore 
his blue service uniform rather than the Thunderbirds flight suit, paying 
tribute to the fallen Commander/Leader, waiting for D.L.’s final good-
bye before taking his place as the new lead. 
 Norm sensed the sad, demoralized, but still-proud bunch we were. 
He brought fresh enthusiasm, a warm smile and the brightest blues eyes 
ever to wear the Thunderbirds patch. He had self-confidence without 
arrogance. He led by example, by enthusiasm and by the ability to make 
the right decision – day in and day out, whether on the ground or in the 
air. Considering our tragedies and the challenges we faced, Norm Lowry 
was unmistakably the perfect leader. We saw our new Diamond as the 
real opportunity to put the 1981 tragedies behind us and be the team 
we knew we could be. Our optimism was sky high. 
 I remember so well Norm and his wife, Linda, actively participating 
in the team’s Halloween party that year. He came dressed with a huge 
fake nose, dark mustache, big cigar, porkpie hat and a bowtie around his 
bare neck. He felt so comfortable with himself that he could let his hair 
down and be “one of the boys” in a fun setting. We all had a great time 
that night and the camaraderie of that time is still a part of my life.
 Later, as Norm, Steve Chealander, “Pete” Peterson and I went 
to International Council of Airshows for the annual gathering of 
the airshow industry, I remember the pure joy Norm brought to that 
 conference. Being a Thunderbird was as natural to him as breathing. At 
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Dear Alumni and 2002 
Thunderbird Team members,

 
Happy 2002 and very best 

wishes to all. First, congratula-
tions to Boss John Venable on 

h i s completion of an extraordi-
nary, successful tour as Com-
mander/Leader of the Thun-

derbirds. Likewise, we want to welcome Boss Richard McSpadden 
and the 2002 Thunderbird Team. After a break in last year’s show 
season, I am sure America will be looking forward to seeing red, 
white and blue jets streak across the skies once again. They will 
also be looking for those great Americans who fly the aircraft and 
those who keep them flying, our “Ambassadors in Blue.” Boss 
McSpadden, on behalf of the alumni, I wish you and the team the 
very best for a successful 2002 show season. THUNDERBIRDS! 
LET’S RUN ’EM UP!
 Well, 2001 certainly was a life-changing experience for all 
of us. However, I think we can look to 2002 with a high degree 
of determination and inspiration that this country may not have 
experienced for many years. As our armed forces fight America’s 
enemies abroad, we must ensure we are vigilant and execute our 
responsibilities here at home.
 Just as the country made changes in 2001, the TBAA made 
changes as well. Your board of directors worked hard to move the 
organization in the direction you mandated in November 2000. 
As a result, you will find that we made good progress. We revised 
the bylaws with your input, and they are on their way back to 
you for a final review. We are still planning to have them ratified 
during the next membership meeting in 2003.
 Farmer & Tompkins, a Las Vegas-based CPA firm, has 
 completed a full audit. They found several discrepancies but were 
unable to find sufficient documentation to support complete 
 disposition of all revenues and receipts. As a result, they offered 
several recommendations for improvement, which should fix this 
problem. TBAA Treasurer, Dick Pfeiffer, has already initiated 
many of these procedures.
 Thunder Rolls was probably the most visible change and 

 success story for 2001. We received lots of calls and fan mail from 
many of you expressing your approval and support. The credit 
really should go to that superb group of volunteers who worked 
so hard to bring it all together. Thank you and congratulations 
to the editorial staff and all who made inputs to this effort. As 
a reminder, Thunder Rolls is for you, about you and by you. It 
is your contributions that will make and keep this a success. So, 
send us your team stories. We want to highlight and share them 
with the entire Thunderbird family.
 Financially, we had a successful year thanks to many of our 
senior ranking members (you know who you are) who made cash 
contributions in 2001. We paid all operating expenses without 
touching the principle of our lifetime membership dues. This 
brings me to a very important point: last year we were pleased 
to see an increase in membership, both lifetime and annual. 
 However, we need to have many more Thunderbirds join us to 
help keep the legacy alive. I need each of you to reach out and 
find a nonpaying member and persuade them to join. The fact 
is, out of approximately 1,600 living alumni, only 450 are dues-
 paying members. By reunion time, I would like to see this in the 
1,000 to 1,200 range. I need your help.
 Now, for our Golden Anniversary celebration, things are  
still going well. As stated before, Jerry Jones and his team have  
us booked at Caesars on our traditional weekend before 
 Thanksgiving, 20-23 November 2003. Start making your plans 
now. You will not want to miss this one. Also, if you have ideas 
and/or want to help, call or write our TBAA office and Jerry will 
contact you.
 This year will be another busy one for us as we continue 
to develop programs and procedures that will help to sustain 
the organization and achieve our overall goal of supporting the 
team and preserving the heritage of the Thunderbirds. With your 
 continued support, I am confident we can make this a reality.

 Have a great 2002! PROUD TO SERVE!

Lloyd “Fig” Newton
Phone: 860-557-0290
E-mail: FIGN1242@AOL.com

Letter From the Chairman
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 In October, the U.S. Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps 
and the British Royal Air Force and Navy chose the Lock-
heed Martin Aeronautics Company to build the F-35 Joint 
Strike Fighter. Lockheed will deliver the new airplane to the  
USAF for testing in 2006 and begin delivery to training units 
in 2009.  

About The Cover

Joint Strike Fighter
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 As our 50th anniversary approaches, it is perhaps  
the appropriate time to ask how the Thunderbirds have 
 perpetuated all of those characteristics – professionalism, 
 loyalty, commitment to excellence, esprit de corps, etc. – that 
have historically defined an organization as not only great, but 
also significant to our nation. More importantly, we should ask 
how the Thunderbirds have continued to do so at a time when, 
in increasing numbers, other once historically “world-class” 
organizations are in decline. For the answer we need only to 
look to our Thunderbird traditions.
 Tradition is defined as: a set of customs and usages trans-
mitted from one generation to another, and viewed as a coherent  
body of precedents influencing the present. What this definition 
doesn’t convey is the power and influence of tradition on an 
organization as well.
 We all have individual reflections, impressions and 
 memories associated with our respective Teams. Walt Parker, at 
his farewell Perch Party (a tradition itself ) said, “You experience 
the highest highs and the lowest lows during your time here.” 
Few of us would disagree. We all are enriched by the unique 
intensity of the traditions we encounter and live on a daily basis 
during our tour of duty on the Team. 
 Without our traditions, “Once a Thunderbird, Always 
a Thunderbird” would be just so many words. Precedents 
 transmitted, not to a generation, but to each succeeding 

Team, very powerfully influence the Thunderbirds’ present 
– and future. They anchor each new Team in time, place and 
 perspective. Traditions connect us as individuals, and as Teams, 
to both the past and the future.
 This hopefully is the first in what will become a series  
of Thunder Rolls features on the role and impact of traditions 
over the years; their influence on the substance of being a Thun-
derbird; why some lasted only a few years and why others have 
endured. A one-shot prospective is not sufficient to do justice to 
the place and importance of Team traditions, past and present. 
To single out a select few, or to simply provide a laundry list of 
traditions would fall far short. Traditions are collectively a part 
of each of us, and we are a part of them. Looking forward to 
our mid-century mark, it is a good time to reflect on how vari-
ous traditions have not only affected us personally, but also our 
respective Teams and, over time, the organization itself. 
 Because traditions have been so integral to the 
 Thunderbirds, it is well worth documenting all of those  
that have been, as well as those that still are, a part of our  
collective 50-year history. Therefore, our alumni are encour-
aged to search your memories, record your thoughts, perspec-
tives and particularly anecdotes associated with your Team, 
and forward them to Steve Hyle at hyle2@mediaone.net or mail 
to 601 Welshire Drive, Bay Village, OH 44140. Phones are  
(H) 440-808-0879; (O) 607-962-3135; (Cell) 440-537-1378. 
I will incorporate your input into a recurring feature in future 
issues of Thunder Rolls. – Steve Hyle (Exec 77-79).

Thunderbird Traditions

50 Years

 I sit here writing this with a mix of emotions. In some ways I am 
sad because of leaving the Thunderbirds and in some ways excited about 
what the future has in store for me. It has been a wild ride, and I have 
had a lot of fun working with the team and getting to know all of the 
Thunderbird Alumni.
 My experience with the Thunderbirds has definitely been the high 
point of my career, and I cannot imagine any future assignment meaning 
more than this one. I have always been proud to be in the United States 
Air Force and representing the Air Force as a Thunderbird has been 
absolutely incredible. The people I have had the privilege to serve with 
have been wonderful. That is what makes this squadron so great. They 
are not always easy to get along with, but the talent and dedication are 
unbelievable.
 I look forward to becoming an active member of the Alumni. It is 
a comforting thought that I will continue to be associated with the team 
in some way. I thoroughly enjoyed the events the Alumni participated in 
and look forward to attending future events as well.
 As my time on the team draws to a close, I cherish all the great 
times and look forward to many more. Thank you all so much for 
 helping to make my time as Sleeve a wonderful success. Please continue 
to give your outstanding support to the future Sleeve and the Team, and 
the Thunderbirds will continue to fly high and make us all proud. 

– Mary Kochel, SMSgt., First Sergeant

Sleeve Bids Farewell
• Both SMSgts. Mary Kochel (departing Team First Shirt) and  
Ted Field (Sortie Generation Superintendent 95-98) have been selected 
for Chief Master Sergeant. Ted is currently the Maintenance Superintendent 
of the 15th Reconnaissance Squadron at Indian Springs, Nev. He and 
his wife, Tori, and 2-year-old son, Joey, live at 6016 Ripple Cloud Court, 
North Las Vegas, NV 89031; e-mail: Ted.Field@Nellis.af.mil
• In 1969, TSgt. Ron Mackey (Avionics) had a brother serving at  
the same time on the Blue Angels. Petty Officer Mackey served as a 
Flight Engineer.
• SMSgt. David S. Branks USAF (Ret) (CC No. 3 78-80) was 
 promoted to Logistics Management with Northrop Grumman at NAS 
Lamoore for the F/A-18E/F. His new address is 921 W. Pepper Drive, 
Hanford, CA 93230; Home 559-589-9401, Office 559-998-8357. 

CORRECTION: In the last TR, we incorrectly wrote that the Bicentennial 
Team had 104 scheduled shows at 86 show sites with 96 flown. After receiv-
ing an e-mail from Steve “Thumper” Mish (Narrator, RW 74-76) disputing 
our numbers, we got a copy of the official record this time and counted again. 
The official count is 107 shows scheduled at 98 sites with 102 flown. Perhaps 
most notable is 10 days in late August when they flew into eight show sites, 
including three in Alaska and one in Mississippi. – Ed

Bench Stock
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     I remember the first time I saw her. She was striking with her short, 
jet-black hair and eyes that flashed with interest, imagination and deter-
mination. She was dignified and poised with any sharp edge smoothed 
by the softness of her accent, which lifted her words as though on the 
breeze of a North Carolina morning. I hired her. What else could I do? 
I was lucky. She was terrific. 
     I don’t know why our corporate culture shies from the word “sec-
retary.” Shouldn’t the work of people add luster to the language rather 
than the language fooling us into a sheen that doesn’t exist? Doe could 
have called herself “gofer” or Attila the Hen for all I cared. She was not 
shaped by her title, but rather defined herself by simply being herself 
and working her heart out for a cause other than her self-interest. She 
was my secretary, and I was darn proud of her. I was – and am – proud 
that she’s my friend.
     Now, her husband Charlie is another matter. You reading this, 
worthless? He was chief pilot for Summa at the time, and, like me, a 
former “141 jock.” Charlie is from Oklahoma. Enough said? OK, 
how’s this: he is Doe’s opposite. He is one of those guys whose fond-
ness of you was directly proportional to how much you insult him. 
After I hired Doe, he kept pestering me to go flying with him. Finally, 
I had some time that coincided with his having to take the company’s 
Jet Star up for a local flight. We rotated off the McCarran concrete and 
before he could raise the gear handle, Charlie said, “Uh-oh!” We landed 
immediately, and I mean immediately. The flight lasted 4 seconds, but 
we were too close to the end of the runway to stop, so we took off 
again. Seems we lost hydraulic pressure in one of the flight control sys-
tems. We circled McCarran and made a full stop. I logged two flights 

in 8 minutes and 4 seconds. Not a total loss. So, why am I telling you 
about Charlie? Because Doe’s dedication to the TBAA is with his full 
support . . . because Doe is more than Doe, she’s half of a great couple. 
     As an organization we have had a few ups and downs, kinda like 
Charlie’s hydraulics failure. And while we wrestle with the controls, 
Doe is in the back doing her job. “It’s OK, boys,” she’ll say, “Y’all let 
me know when I can hep out.” And you know what? The TBAA is 
just fine. Thank you, Doe. And – gosh, I wince when I say this – thank 
you, too, Charlie. 

– Bob Gore

Postcards From the Past
A Father Who Loves America and a
Commander/Leader Make a Lifelong Impact

As a “first generation” Greek American, Chris Patterakis was a 
 common household name during the Bicentennial. I was 13 at the 
time, growing up in the state of Vermont, and about to embark on a 
career in the restaurant business (don’t all Greeks do that?). Anyway, I 
vaguely remember the ’68 or ’69 Team visiting Burlington. I was 5 or 6  
then, and standing on the roof of the Holiday Inn where my father was 
Food and Beverage Director before opening his own restaurant a few 
years later.

Well, I can certainly tell you that my father’s words still ring through 
loud and clear (mostly because of his accent).

 In the late ’60s . . . “thatta solo . . . he’s a crazee guy . . . look at dat 
[son of a gun] . . . he’s a fly’n uppa sida downa . . . gonna hitta dose 
[darn] treez if he’s notta carefo.” 

And when Patterakis was leader . . . “Hey boy . . . look atta dis. 
America . . . da greatez condree in da world . . . celebrating a 200 hun-
ren yearz . . . and day gotta GREEK outta frond leading the Bicenten-
nial Tunderbirt Team!!! I’ll be a [son of a gun] . . . Boy . . . you tink 
you gonna be somebody someday like dis too? . . . I’m notta bustin my 
[tail] for you to be a cook lika me.”

 Well, I didn’t let the ’ol man down. And, I gotta tell ya, embarking on 
an Air Force career looked a lot better than the greasy spoon. I owe a lot 
of thanks to the Thunderbirds. They inspired a young kid like me to try 
a little harder in school, to garner an Air Force Academy appointment, 
and allowed me to take advantage of a great opportunity that has given 
me wings, a wonderful career and a chance to tell my story too.

In 1998, when I was selected for the team, there was one thing that 
stood clear in my mind. EVERY GREEK AMERICAN that got off 
the boat, learned the language, busted their [tails] to make a living for 
their families and instilled the value of an education into their children 
wasn’t going to be let down by this Thunderbird.

I really don’t remember one show in particular. But, I remember the 
people, the kids I perhaps had a chance to inspire, and the opportunity 
to give back to an Air Force that has given so very much to me. I am 
a Lt. Col. now and operations officer of the 21st Fighter Squadron at 
Luke AFB. I am not below-the-zone, never been on the staff, never been 
a general’s aide either. Not that those things are bad, but, you might say, 
indeed, “I am still happiest in the kitchen” – where the rubber meets the 
road – in a fighter squadron. I had to get my master’s at night school, 
and, per usual, I am doing my PME (War College) by seminar. 

I’ve still got all my hair – no gray ones yet – and no cavities either. All 
in all, it’s been a blast. I am truly proud to have been given the oppor-
tunity to “sport” the patch and uphold the traditions of the Thunder-
birds. And Chris, if you are reading this, you know how I feel about 
you. We forged a great friendship a few years back and you have been 
a great mentor to me when called. Thanks to any on that ’68 or ’69 
Team and especially the Bicentennial Team.

Funny, my dad still thinks the solos are crazy, and the Team is not 
quite as good as that ’76 Team. Go figure. Oh, and Chris, if you are in 
the mood to open up a good Greek restaurant, give me a buzz. The old 
man hates retirement, and I think he’s itch’n to open one up. 

– Lt. Col. Costa “Chachi” Tzavaras
Greek Warrior and Defender of Truth

Narrator/Operations Officer (“Loggie”) 98-99

She’s a Carolina Kinda Girl

Bon-Ton Roulle
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 Wow! The past months have been amazing. My first day in 
the hangar seems like only yesterday, rather than almost 4 months 
ago. As former Team members have advised, the time is just fly-
ing by . . . and we’re in training season! 
 I’m sure all will remember training season. It is a very busy 
time of the year. The flying sorties and demonstration building 
are coming along ahead of schedule, and the maintainers are 
doing an exceptional job providing us with flyable aircraft. The 
preparations, from administrative tasks 
to our Public Affairs products for the 
2002 show season are well underway. 
All of it is leading up to what prom-
ises to be another outstanding year for 
“America’s Ambassadors in Blue.” 
 Our successes thus far are due in 
large part to the leadership that influ-
enced this Team during the past 2 
years. My thanks and congratulations 
to JV for all his dedication and hard 
work. He has taken this Team to new 
levels of accomplishment . . . from 
the tempo of the air demonstration to 
the public reach the Team was able to accomplish through proj-
ects such as the PBS special “Reach for the Sky” and the Frosted 
Flakes® cereal box. He handed me a Team that knows the mean-
ing of success and even more importantly the feeling of pride that 
comes from those Team accomplishments. We wish him and Lil 
well as they begin their lives as Thunderbird Alumni.
 Excellence in all accomplishments is but just one of the awe-
some traditions we are fortunate enough as current Team mem-
bers to uphold. You, as alumni, have done so much to build the 
Team and cultivate it into what it is today. The accomplishments 
of the past have enabled us today to be “America’s Team” and to 
go into the homes of millions of Americans and show them what 
great men and women they have defending their freedom. Even 
more so, your work built a public trust in the military that we are 
seeing today as polls show the military as the number one trusted 
institution in America. That wasn’t done overnight, and it wasn’t 
easy. It was with the hard work and dedication that you all put 
into this job while you were here, taking on the task of represent-
ing the United States Air Force. 
 The Thunderbird Alumni Association is growing by leaps 
and bounds. You are doing so much every day to strengthen the 
alumni family we will all one day be a part of. It is great to see 

that although we are leaving one family when our active time on 
the team is done, we are joining another that holds all the same 
values and goals we do today . . . esprit de corps, hard work, 
pride, a love for the Thunderbirds and our Air Force.
 Finally, I want to thank all of you who were able to  
make it to the change of command. Seeing your sup-
port for the Team and my family was heartwarm-
ing. I, Judy, and our children, Annabel and Grant, feel  

as though we have been welcomed 
with open arms. Your openness and  
support for my family and the Team 
will not only make this job easier, but 
also more fulfilling. Throughout the 
next 2 years, every time I am standing 
in front of a crowd as the Thunderbird 
Commander, I will remember that 
I am not only representing the 120 
members of the current Team, but also 
the more than 1,600 people who have 
served on the Team during the past  
49 years.
 I hope that each and every 

one of you get a chance to stop by the hangar or come 
to a show site over the next year so that I have a chance 
to meet you. You helped build our Team and estab-
lish our great traditions, and your presence is enjoyable  
and inspiring for current Team members.
 Thanks again for all you do and your continued support  
of our Team . . . we’ll see you in the warm sun and blue skies of 
show season 2002! 

– Spad McSpadden, Commander/Leader

New Leader Signs On
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William J. Rennick (CC 61-65). Deceased January 6, 2002. 
Mrs. Neeltje Rennick, 113 Oak Hill Dr., Toms River, NJ 08753.
SSgt. James C. Womack (Aircraft Maintenance 65-67). 
Deceased March 2, 2001.
SSgt. Al E. Alder, USAF (Ret) (CC 56-58). Deceased June 
1991. Mrs. Jessye Alder, 4536 Crimson Leaf Drive, Las Vegas, 
NV 89130.
SMSgt. Robert N. Denham, USAF (Ret) (Photographer  
65-69). Deceased November 8, 2001. Mrs. Donna Denham, 
2012 Huffville Rd., Pilot, VA 24138-1444.
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Your response to Thunder Rolls has overwhelmed us. 
After we sent our original text run to Lockheed Martin 
for this issue, they responded saying it was twice as 

much copy as needed to fill an 8-page newsletter. We have  
cut photos and other stories, moved them to future issues 
and are now rethinking how we can squeeze in all the great  
stuff you are sending. We even had to cut the air show 
schedule from this issue. If you want a schedule, contact the 
Team at USAFADS, 4445 Tyndall Ave., Nellis AFB, NV 
89191; Phone (702) 652-4018; Fax (702) 652-6367; http://
www.airforce.com/thunderbirds/.
 Hang in there with us. The best is yet to come. For 
example, upcoming features in Thunder Rolls will be authored 
by our first and second Commander/Leaders. Gen. Smokey 
Catledge (C/L No. 1) has written a story entitled, “Flying the 
F-84. Gallons to Pounds. Miles to Knots.” Look for “Teams 
of Change” by Col. Jack Broughton (C/L No. 2), author of 
“Thud Ridge” and other great works. If you want a treat, look 
at Jack’s Web site at www.thudridge.com. Gen. Paul Kattau 
(Slot C/L 62-66) is writing “F-105. The Great Thunderbird 
Enigma.” CMSgt. Roger Hemme (72-74) is finalizing a 
feature, “T-38 Conversion. The Great Race.” Former Crew 
Chief Dennis Hood has written a terrific and humorous story 
about the F-100D the Team saved from the D-M crusher and 
then restored for final chocking at the Air Force Museum.

– The Thunder Rolls Gang
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Upcoming Issues 
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