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Photos from the collections of Marti Fenton and Gary Meeker.

By Gary Meeker (TBAA Associate 
Member) and Michael “Mo” Beale 
(Solo, 1989-90) 

The Thunderbirds performed their first 
official air show in June 1953 at Luke Air 
Force Base, but were actually the fourth aerial 
demonstration team, the third jet team to 
represent the new USAF post-World War II. 
The Air Force had an all jet team formed in 
1949, the Acrojets, flying out of Williams 
AFB, Ariz. But when the Korean War started, 
all available jet fighters were sent to that 
conflict and the Acrojets were disbanded. 
The Skyblazers also started demonstrations 
in Europe in 1949 and would continue until 
1963, when the Thunderbirds became the sole 
official USAF Demonstration team. The first 
official USAF aerial demonstration team was 
called the “Flying Fs”.
Formed in 1947, the Flying Fs were two 
young lieutenants named Fenton and 
Fitzgerald – one had fought the Nazis as 
a fighter pilot, the other a former Pacific 
bomber pilot – who together shared a love for 
flying. Every weekend would find “Wild Bill” 
Fenton and Robert “Fitz” Fitzgerald in the 
skies over Mitchel Field, N.Y. enjoying a “bet-
you-can’t-do-this” contest, as each tried to out 
fly the other in their T-6 Texans. Before long, 
their routine was noticed by Air Force leaders 
who asked if they would demonstrate their 
skills at air shows.
Fenton and Fitzgerald always lived up to 
their unofficial nickname of “The Daredevil 
Twins”, flying as if welded together in a series 
of loops, rolls and spins. Separating only for 
their head-on maneuvers, they would appear 
to almost collide, snap-rolling away from 
each other at the last instant. Their tight for-
mation aerobatics could always be counted on 
to bring even the most experienced pilots to 
their feet, staring in slack-jawed disbelief.
For a year and a half, the duo performed at 
dozens of air shows, including Cleveland and 
Miami Air Races, as well as the opening of 
Idlewild (later Kennedy) Airport, N.Y. In 1948, 
they appeared before a crowd of one-and-a-
half million people at a show on Coney Island.
One of those who saw the show was General 
Hoyt S. Vanderberg, Chief of Staff of the brand 

new United States Air Force. He 
wanted Fitz and Wild Bill to help 
form a new jet demonstration 
team. The U.S. Navy’s Blue Angels 
had been flying two years already! 
This was shortly after Fenton and 
Fitzgerald had flown their last 
demo in Jan. 1949 at the Miami Air 
Races. Both had been recently reas-
signed to the 4th Fighter Wing at 
Andrews AFB, Md. Fenton hitched 
a flight back to Andrews after the 
show on a C-45 when the Twin 
Beach crashed on a bad weather 
approach to the field.
The accident almost cost Fenton his life. More 
dead than alive with both legs crushed and 
his body badly broken, doctors first believed 
he would not live, much less ever walk or fly 
again. Bill Fenton’s indomitable spirit would not 
accept his doctors’ belief. For the next two years 
he underwent several operations and painful 
rehabilitation. In 1951, after rigorous physicals 
and flight checks, he succeeded in returning to 
the cockpit.
“Wild Bill” Fenton spent his remaining Air 
Force career as an instructor in fighters. He 
used a special collapsible cane to help him to 
the jet. Once aboard he would stow his cane 
in a pocket sewn into his parachute. In 1964, 
after rising to Lieutenant Colonel and com-
manding the last active duty F-86 squadron, 
he retired.
Wild Bill and Fitz kept in touch over the 
years, but assignments kept them geograph-
ically separated. Major Robert Fitzgerald 
would go on to fly with the Skyblazers 
in Europe and then take over as the 
fourth leader of the Thunderbirds in 
1958. Wild Bill would have charted 
a similar course if not for his handi-
capped leg.
Fitz had completed a successful tour 
with the Thunderbirds and was chas-
ing his replacement, Major Ralph 
“Hoot” Gibson, in April 1961 when he 
crashed and was killed along with the 
team’s narrator, Captain George Nial. 
Ironically, two months later in June of 
1961, Fitz and Wild Bill were supposed 
to be reunited as the “Flying Fs” for a 
tribute flight in T-6s at the Nellis Air 

Show. In Fitz’s honor, Bill flew solo in honor 
of his teammate. Bill also escorted Fitz’s body 
for burial at Arlington Cemetery. Today, 
the most prestigious Thunderbird award to 
the outstanding member on the team, the 
Fitzgerald Trophy is presented annually in 
Robert Fitzgerald’s honor.
For the rest of his life, Wild Bill closely 
followed the Thunderbirds and attended 
many of the reunions and aerial demon-
strations. He was a true supporter of the 
Thunderbirds, loved the team and has been 
an associate member of the Thunderbirds 
Alumni Association until his death in 1998. 
Recently, Lt Col Fenton’s widow, Marti, and 
the Thunderbirds Alumni Association set 
up an endowment fund in Wild Bill’s honor. 
The fund’s sole purpose is to help defray the 
cost of future reunions for the Thunderbirds. 
Wild Bill’s sizable contribution will keep the 
Thunderbird reunion a world class event for 
years to come. He wouldn’t have wanted 
anything less.

“Wild Bill” Fenton Robert “Fitz” Fitzgerald

Thunderbird DNA –
Fenton & Fitzgerald



Thunderbirds,

Greetings from the 2018 Thunderbird 
Team! The season has flown by and we have 
hit some huge markets ensuring that the 
Team is truly known to all the world as the 
“Thunderbirds!” We have done this despite 
some monumental challenges.

As you know the team has experienced a 
difficult start to the year. The loss of Major 

Stephen “Cajun” Del Bagno can never be overstated. This, combined 
with the removal of two Thunderbird officers in key positions, left 
holes that at times seemed insurmountable. However, that feeling 
would turn out to be in error. The Team has rallied around one 
another and truly defined what it means to be a Thunderbird.

Since those dark days we have traveled to over 23 cities across 
America and Canada. We have inspired from Salinas, Calif. to New 
Windsor, N.Y. – from Chicago, Ill. to Toronto, Canada and nearly 
everywhere in between. The Team is back and stronger than ever. 
Realize this has been done after an unprecedented amount of officer 
turnover and the Team’s lowest number of possessed F-16s since it 
started flying the Viper, 35 years ago. Accomplishing this was no easy 
task. It took herculean efforts by Maintenance to keep what few jets 
we have on hand flying, despite sky-high utilization rates. It took 
truly inspirational efforts from the Public Affairs shop to manage the 
effects of the officer turnover, and April 4th loss, while also directing 
attention to the positive things the team was preparing for. It took the 
combined efforts of everyone in Operations to put together an exe-
cutable and justifiable plan that would safely get us back on the road 
to recruit, retain and inspire with the full confidence of our senior 
leadership. These efforts tackled situations for which there was no 

blueprint, no checklist. They required innovation at all levels and from 
individuals spanning all 28 Air Force Specialty Codes (AFSCs).

This was, and still is, an effort you would all be proud of. It was, and 
is, being done with the future of our United States – our nation’s 
youth. Youth that have grown up in modern America, a mix of male 
and female. Some with tattoos of varying shapes, sizes and amounts, 
and some without. Youth with various religious beliefs and sexual 
preferences from a myriad of ethnic backgrounds. Indeed, this effort 
would not have been possible without a fully inclusive organization 
that is able to tap, and subsequently leverage, the abilities of all par-
ticipants from any background. When I look at the 2018 Team, I am 
proud to recognize a group of individuals that is fully representative 
of America, and as such, is truly able to connect with our nation’s 
citizens to recruit, retain and inspire. I hope and expect that you do 
as well.

I stand at the end of the show season as a proud Commander and 
Thunderbird. The 2018 Team has given it their all. Even when we 
thought it was the most we could give, circumstances asked for 
more – and the Team delivered. I will never forget my time as the 
Commander of the United States Air Force Air Demonstration 
Squadron, not because of the shows we put on or the cities we 
visited, but because of the resiliency, work ethic, innovation and col-
laboration it exhibited during the most difficult of times. Because of 
the true family environment that allowed for many to become one, 
to become Thunderbirds.

Lt. Col. Kevin Walsh
USAFADS Commander/Leader, 2018

Make sure you put November 16-18, 2019 on 
your calendar. We’re back at the South Point 
Hotel Casino for the next reunion and are 
changing the format a little. We will be having 
the banquet on Friday night, the 17th and the 
last formal event of the reunion will be the 
general membership meeting on Saturday 
morning.

ThunderFun 2018 was a huge success! Many 
thanks to Al Eakle for setting up the fifth bi-annual ThunderFun. 
It continues to grow and many of you have seen pictures from the 
event on the TBAA Facebook page. I had the opportunity to solicit 
volunteers for the TBAA, and many at ThunderFun said they were 
interested. I’m looking forward to seeing their packages! I’d also like 
to encourage you to consider applying for the board. Details are out-
lined in this issue of ThunderRolls and contact info on current board 
members is on page 7 if you’d like to talk to a board member and get 
their insights before applying.

We raised $25,000 for a fund in Major “Cajun” Del Bagno’s honor. 
We are working with Cajun’s family and the Experimental Aviation 
Association (EAA) to set up the “Cajun Aviation Dream Foundation” 
to help educate and train young Americans who are interested in 
pursuing careers in the Aviation industry. Cajun used to hang out at 

his local airport helping in any way he could. The airport manager 
considered Cajun his best worker and he was only a young volun-
teer! Cajun ended up learning to fly in exchange for all of his hard 
work at the airport and he would have wanted to help others gain 
similar opportunities. The memorial fund will do that – many thanks 
to all of you who have helped contribute.

I hope you enjoy the cover story about “Wild Bill” Fenton. He is an 
instrumental part of the Thunderbird legacy and his story is com-
pelling. Bill’s widow, Marti Fenton, has established an endowment in 
his memory to help defray the cost of future Thunderbird reunions. 
I’d encourage you to read the article and consider doing something 
similar. Our association exists because of your contributions. Keep it 
up, and many thanks!

We’ve also started the tiered giving section with this issue of 
ThunderRolls. We appreciate everyone’s contributions.

Finally, thanks for your continued support to the TBAA. Reach out 
to us if you’d like to host the Thunderbirds when they’re in your neck 
of the woods for an air show and we can help you with tax deferred 
options and event planning. Keep in touch.

Michael O. “Mo” Beale (Solo 1989-90)
TBAA Chairman

From the Chairman

From the Commander
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Our Thunderbirds had been on the road for a few months following the loss of 
“Cajun,” and the stresses of continuing the mission were evident. In late June of 2018 
at Hill AFB, the Team finally had a chance to decompress. Close enough to Nellis 
AFB, most of the families traveled north to enjoy a long weekend along the Wasatch 
Mountains in Utah.

Hill AFB is home to a veritable herd of Thunderbird alumni. CMSgts Kelly Martin 
and Jeff Turner, Chief Rusty Bennett, Gus Poulos, Mac Maclaren, and Dean Fritz 
are just a few of the alumni. Steve Spencer, Ken Simbro, Dane Anderson, and Tom 
Wharton are all locals working at the Air Logistics Center. While most folks tend to 
avoid the chaos of this massive air show, a few of us braved the crowds to embrace and 
enjoy the Thunderbirds’ presence. The weekend didn’t disappoint.

Our objective, as Alumni, was to NOT impinge on the Team’s precious family time. 
Additionally, we were excited to have Steve “Jethro” Chealander, #8/#2 (1981-85) 
and his wife Becky visit during the weekend. After prior close coordination with #12 
and Teddy Rux, the Air Show Coordinator at Nellis AFB, we invited CMSgt Hughes 

and the O’s, plus their families, for an extremely casual dinner 
at our favorite Utah-dive restaurant –  Gabor’s Brothers. To give 
a flavor of our favorite restaurant, it’s a converted, aging gas 
station that attracts throngs of locals to dine on an incredible 
Hungarian-Italian menu. The restaurant holds only about 40 
people, so when the Team with families showed up, we essen-
tially took the place over. And what fun we had! Having been on 
the Thunderbird road and cherishing those few relaxed family 

moments, after several hours of great food, good wine and charged conversations, 
I felt the Team appreciated the down time.

Hill AFB is a spectacular air show venue, and we wanted to make 
sure to also take care of the “Boyz” on the line. In coordination 
with Brigadier General Stacy Hawkins, #11, who recently took 
command of the Ogden Air Logistics Center, we collectively 
provided sandwiches, chips and drinks for both flight line shifts.

As the over-arching reason for supporting the Team, we ensured 
everyone simply had fun and enjoyed the professionalism that 
embodies being a Thunderbird. We had a wonderful chance to visit 
with Dean Fritz and his family while sharing some great memories. 
Jethro Chealander and I were invited to listen in on the remote 
headsets to the show. For a couple of old guys, this was quite a 
technology leap and we noticed that family Team members also 
used headsets. It’s an exciting and special way to share the 
professionalism and fun.

Finally, and most importantly, this photo says it all. I had the 
opportunity to capture an encapsulating moment of #12 
embracing his young daughter on the flight line. How many 
of these similar photos do you have? It captures the essence 
of being a Thunderbird. It’s all about family.

Our effort to reach out to the Team took minimal time and 
commitment. Simple plans and flexible scheduling proved 
valuable and ensured the Team and Alumni enjoyed a great 
weekend sharing the unique Thunderbird experience. I implore 
all Alumni to do the same at future events.

Volunteers Needed 
for TBAA Board 
Vacancies

TBAA 65th 
ANNIVERSARY 
CHALLENGE COIN

Thunderbirds Reunite 
at Hill AFB Air Show

A large turnover on the Thunderbirds 
Alumni Association Board of Directors 
occurs next year, and volunteers are needed 
to fill these positions. The deadline for 
nominations will be January 15th, 2019.
Elections shall be held prior to the 
November 2019 reunion. If you have any 
questions, contact one of the current 
board of directors or the TBAA Executive 
Director, Jody Roberts.
Board Chairman Mike Beale, Directors Jim 
Dye, Chuck Lomardo, Bob Purtiman and 
Mark Thome will be stepping down after 
completing their terms at the end of next year.
Basic requirements are that nominees must 
be Lifetime Members or an annual dues 
paying member in current standing of the 
TBAA with a desire to serve.
Board members are expected to participate 
in bi-monthly conference call board meet-
ings during off reunion years and monthly 
calls during reunion years. Each member 
should plan on being involved in planning 
and execution by the bi-annual reunions.
Those interested in running for a board 
position need to submit a short biography 
which includes years and positions held 
on the team, and a statement of why they 
want to serve on the board. Individuals can 
either be nominated or self-nominate.
Biographies should be either mailed to Jody 
Roberts, 11130 Rodeo Lane, Riverview, Fla. 
33579 or emailed to AdminTBAA@bright-
house.com by January 15th.
Biographies and ballots will appear in 
the second ThunderRolls of 2019 and 
posted on the TBAA website at 
www.thunderbirdalumi.org. You must be 
a Lifetime or a current standing annual 
dues paying member of the TBAA to vote.

By Paul “Sticky” Strickland
Slot 1991-92

There are still coins 
available for $23. Go to 
www.tbaa.org and select 
the “General Sales” tab 
on the homepage. Check 
out all the items the 
TBAA offers.
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By Al Eakle
Air Show Coordinator 1989-91

The threat of a potential hurricane did not stop 115 Thunderbirds 
alumni, honoraries and guests from attending ThunderFun 2018 held at 
the Four Points by Sheraton in Destin/Ft. Walton Beach on Sept 10-12.

Attendee’s time on the team ranged from 1962 to two individuals 
selected to join the team for the 2019 season.

Activities kicked off Thursday evening with an icebreaker social and 
southern barbecue buffet at the hotel. Alumni were pleased to have an 
opportunity to meet and chat with the incoming Commander/Leader, 
Lt. Col. John “Brick” Caldwell. He will lead the squadron during the 
2019-20 seasons.

Eight alumni played some rounds at the nearby Eglin Golf Course 
Friday morning. “I think we had as much fun listening to war stories as 
we did playing golf,” said Paul Bowman (Maintenance Officer 1989-
90) who organized the event. Other attendees enjoyed the nearby beach, 
lounged around the pools or explored the local area.

A crowd gathered Friday night in the hotel bar for karaoke. Midway 
through the evening Boss Chuck Simpson (Commander/Leader 1990-
91) and Thunderbirds Alumni Association Chairman Mo Beale (Solo 
1990-91) drew names and handed out door prizes organized by TBAA 
Executive Director Jody Roberts (Public Affairs Administration 1988-
91). Karaoke organizer Linda Mayfield (Aircraft Electrician/Assistant 
Crew Chief #2, #3 1988-91) called all alumni on stage to sing and pose 
for group pictures.

Two people went deep sea fishing Saturday while a large group spent 
the late morning and early afternoon in the water at Crab Island. That 
evening attendees gathered at the nearby Elks Lodge for a fish fry while 
enjoying music by the band Paradise Bayou.

“ThunderFun began as a gathering of the 1990-91 teams,” said organizer 
Al Eakle (Airshow Coordinator 1989-91). “We had so much fun that 
other alumni heard about it and asked if they could attend, so it was 
expanded to include anyone who served on the team, honoraries and 
their guests.”

ThunderFun 2018 Highlights

John “Fitz” Fitzgerald (Airshow 
Coordinator 1981-84) and Tim Coy 
(NCOIC of Administration 
1982-84). (Photo by Pat Nugent)

Incoming Commander/Leader 
for the 2019-20 seasons, Lt. Col. 
John “Brick” Caldwell with past 
Commander/Leaders: retired Brig. 
Gen. Paul Kauttu (Slot/Leader/
Commander/Leader 1962-66) and 
retired Maj. Gen. Chuck Simpson 
(Commander/Leader 1990-91). 
(Photo by Pat Nugent)

Sharing stories from the early 1960s: 
Jack Cheers (Pneudraulics 1963-66), 
Paul Stevens (Crew Chief #1 1962-
65) and Paul Kauttu (Slot/Leader/
Commander Leader 1962-66). 
(Photo by Dan Wilber)

Linda Riccardi (Comm/Navigations 
1980-82), Linda Mayfield (Aircraft 
Electrician/Assistant Crew Chief #2, #3 
1988-91), Jody Roberts (Public Affairs 
Administration 1988-91) and Angie 
Gaspard (Administration 1987-90) 
entertain the audience during karaoke 
night. (Photo by Dan Wilber)

All attendees send a huge 
thank you to Pat Nugent 
(Photographer, 1982-84 and 
Daniel Wilber (Photographer, 
1979-82) for the wonderful 
photographs they 
captured and shared 
over the weekend.

Crab Island (Photo by Pat Nugent)

Alumni from the F-4 era had an 
opportunity to chat with an individual 
slated to join the team at the begin-
ning of next year. They include John 
Zachem (Flight Chief 1972-75), Reed 
Lutz (Avionics Specialist 1969-74), 
Mike Bilcik (Crew Chief #8,#7, #3 
1968-71), Ryan Jackson (joining the 
team in Jan.), Jim “Klem” Klimesh 
(Ground Communications 1969-73), 
“Jake” Jacobssen (Crew Chief #6, 
#2) and Bill “Marty” Martin (Crew 
Chief #3 1970-73 and Maintenance 
Superintendent 1982-85). 
(Photo by Dan Wilber)

Honorary Thunderbird Tom “Tiny” West, RD 
Evans (Solo 1979-81) and Dale Cooke (Slot 
1979-82) share a laugh during the Thursday 
night icebreaker. (Photo by Dan Wilber)

Paul Bowman (Maintenance Officer 1989-90), Kevin 
Warwick (Video 1986-89), Rick Fuller (Public Affairs 
1985-88), Robb Fry (NCOIC PS&D 1983-85), “Ric” 
Riccardi (Electrical Technician/Assistant Crew Chief 
#5, #4, #7 1974-76), Buster Helms (Pneudraulics 
Specialist 1976-80), Dale Cooke (Slot 1979-82) 
and Ernie Badman (Communications 1987-90) 
at the Eglin golf course.

Paradise Bayou (Carla Moore, and 
Connie and Dave Beinkemper) enter-
tained attendees after the Saturday night fish fry. (Photo by Pat Nugent)

HELD EVERY TWO YEARS, THE NEXT THUNDERFUN WILL BE ON SEPTEMBER 10-12, 2020.

4



Retired Lt. Gen. 
Darryl Roberson 
(Left Wing, 
1994-95) gives 
a speech during 
an Order of the 
Sword ceremony 
at Luke AFB, 
Ariz., Sept. 13, 
2018. Roberson 
served as the 
commander of 
Air Education 

and Training Command from July 2015 to Dec. 
2017 and received the Order of the Sword – the 
highest honor the Air Force Enlisted Corps can 
bestow upon an individual. 
(U.S. Air Force photo by 
Staff Sgt. Franklin R. Ramos)

Gen. Lori Robinson retired from the 
U.S. Air Force after 36 years of service 
and relinquished command of NORAD 
and NORTHCOM on May 24, 2018. 
Robinson is the spouse of Retired 
Maj. Gen David Robinson (Slot/Left 
Wing/Operations Officer, 1987-1988). 
(U.S. Air Force News release)

Retired Gen. 
Lloyd “Fig” 
Newton 
(Narrator/Slot/
Right Wing, 
1975-78) giving 
remarks at the 
San Diego Air 
& Space 
Museum after 

being honored as part of the Class of 2018 
International Air & Space Hall of Fame 
enshrinement ceremony on October 3, 2018. 
The International Air & Space Hall of Fame 
is composed of hundreds of air and space 
pioneers, engineers, inventors and innovators, 
along with adventurers, scientists and 
industry leaders. 
(Photo Courtesy of Museum Photographer)

In 1964, a young Burt Routman found himself at a cross-
road. With his date for entry into the Air Force secured, 
Routman was also considering a different form of service – 
family medicine. He chose to attend medical school and in 
1968, graduated as a Doctor of Osteopathic Medicine (DO).
Routman soon discovered his desire to serve his 
country was as strong as ever, and without 
hesitation, enlisted into the Air Force. It 
was at Nellis AFB that he was offered an 
opportunity of a lifetime, to be attached to 
the Thunderbirds as the first osteopathic 
Flight Surgeon for the team.
From December 1969 to December 1971, 
Captain Routman was responsible for the health and well-be-
ing of the team and their families.
Having flown numerous times in each position, he amassed 
hundreds of hours in the back seat of the F4E. “It’s simply 
incredible to know that by 30 I had experienced the ultimate 
high of my life. Few people are afforded such an opportunity,” 
shared Dr. Burt Routman.
It is what happened after his separation from the Air Force 
that is most noteworthy. As professor of family medicine, 
Dr. Routman prided himself on his open-door policy. 
Medical students were encouraged to drop by for any 
reason, at any time, to discuss anything.
Upon entering his office one could not ignore the fact that 
the walls were filled with photos and memorabilia from his 
time with the Thunderbirds, a conversation starter to say the 
least. So much so, that on two separate occasions years apart, 
at two different medical schools, history was made.

Henry K. Lau, DO, graduated from Western University of 
Health Sciences in 1996 with the dream of becoming a 
member of the Thunderbirds. In 2003, thanks in part to 
Dr. Routman’s tutelage and letter of recommendation, 
Dr. Lau was accepted into the elite air demonstration corps. 
At the time he was only the second DO to be named to the 
team. “Dr. Routman was definitely the spark…to see those 
photos on his office walls and learn about his own experience 
as a Thunderbird, that ignited my imagination. I knew that I 
wanted to be a part of it,” stated Col. Hank Lau. Today, 
Col. Lau continues to serve in the Air Force, caring for 
servicemen and their families.
The story does not, however, end there. Fast forward to 2012, 
at the Debusk College of Osteopathic Medicine, where once 
again Routman’s open-door policy 
encouraged medical student Glen 
Goncharow to discuss the possibility 
of applying for the position of flight 
surgeon for the Thunderbirds. Major 
Goncharow, was selected in 2016 to 
become flight surgeon for the team 
and currently wears the #9 with great 
pride. “Dr. Routman played a large 
role in me wanting to pursue the 
unique opportunities military medi-
cine has to offer. Having the honor to 
take care of people I look up to, live with and are my friends 
is amazing, and more than I could have ever envisioned for 
my career,” comments Major Glen Goncharow.
Three osteopathic physicians, three team flight surgeons, for-
ever linked by their desire to heal and to serve.

A Legacy Born in the Sky
By Deborah Routman

Legends of Flight 
at the Air & Space 
Museum Hall of Fame

Thunderbird Receives 
Order of the Sword

Alumni Spouse

Dr. Burt Routman and 
current Thunderbird 
Maj Glen Goncharow #9
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Lt. Col. John Caldwell, 28th Test and 
Evaluation Squadron Commander, 

Eglin AFB, Fla., will become Thunderbird No. 1, 
the squadron’s Commander/Leader. As the 
two-fold duty title implies, his responsibili-
ties will include commanding a force of more 
than 120 enlisted personnel and 11 commis-
sioned officers assigned to the Thunderbirds, 
along with leading all demonstration flights. 
Caldwell will replace Lt. Col. Kevin Walsh.

Capt. Michael Brewer, 334th Fighter 
Squadron, Seymour Johnson AFB, N.C., 

has been selected as Thunderbird No. 3, the 
team’s Right Wing Pilot. He will fly as close 
as three feet from the No. 1 jet during flight 
formations, demonstrating the teamwork and 
precision of America’s Air Force. Brewer will 
replace Maj. Nate Hofmann.

Maj. Whit Collins, the current Lead 
Solo Pilot, will transition to the Slot 

Pilot position as Thunderbird No. 4 in 2019. 
Like Brewer, Collins will also fly in close for-
mation with the other demonstration pilots, 
just aft of the No. 1 aircraft and between the 
two wingmen. Collins will replace Maj. Nick 
Krajicek.

Capt. Michelle Curran, 355th Fighter 
Squadron, Naval Air Station Joint 

Reserve Base, Fort Worth, Texas, has been 
chosen as Thunderbird No. 6, the team’s 
Opposing Solo Pilot. The solo pilot’s perform 
maneuvers that showcase the maximum 
capabilities of the F-16 aircraft. Maj. Matt 
Kimmel, the current Opposing Solo Pilot, will 
transition to the Lead Solo position in 2019.

Maj. Jason Markzon, 35th 
Maintenance Operations Flight 

Commander and F-16 Fighting Falcon pilot 
assigned to the 13th Fighter Squadron, 
Misawa Air Base, Japan, will become 
Thunderbird No. 8, the team’s Advance Pilot 
and Narrator. His duties will include advanc-
ing to show sites ahead of the team, coordi-
nating logistical details with the local show 
organizers, and narrating to the crowd during 
performances. Markzon will replace Maj. 
Branden Felker.

Lt. Col. (Dr.) Noel Colls, a flight 
surgeon and family practice resident 

assigned to the 60th Medical Operations 
Squadron Travis AFB, Calif., will become 
Thunderbird No. 9, the team’s Flight Surgeon. 
He will provide medical care for more than 
130 squadron members and keep the team 
in optimal health. Colls will replace 
Maj. (Dr.) William Goncharow.

THUNDERBIRD TRIVIA

With Warm Regards by Jody Roberts (PA Admin, 1988-1991)

I hope you had a happy summer and are enjoying your fall, my Thunderbird broth-
ers and sisters. While sorting and reviewing all the correspondence the TBAA has 
saved through the years, I realized how much the Thunderbirds have meant to so 
many people all over the world. However, one letter stood out and I felt I should 
share it with you.
After read-
ing Mr. 
Ransbotham’s 
letter, I 
researched his 
contact informa-
tion to let him 
know I planned 
to use his let-
ter in the next 
ThunderRolls. I 
discovered that 
he passed away 
in 2007. His 
letter reminded 
me of the pride 
I felt every day 
I put on my 
Thunderbird uni-
form. It reminds 
me of the pride I 
feel now know-
ing that “Once 
a Thunderbird, 
always a 
Thunderbird” 
is still very 
true today.
As of the first of September, there are currently 325,100 active duty members in 
the Air Force, there are an additional 106,600 Guardsmen and 106,651 Reservists. 
This brings the total today of USAF members in uniform to 538,351. There are 115 
personnel serving on the Thunderbirds, 112 in uniform, plus Maureen, Teddy Rux 
and the Lockheed Martin and Pratt & Whitney representatives. So, if my math is 
correct this means approximately .000208% of USAF personnel are currently 
serving on the Thunderbirds.
Being part of the Thunderbirds Alumni Association ensures that legacy 
continues. Thank you for your continued support.

From the Editor of ThunderRolls

New 2019 Officers 
Announced  Fayetteville, NC

  3 January 1998

Dear Mr. Weddle,

 Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Jim Ransbotham, a retired Army Master 

Aviator, who for more than 40 years have held the Air Force’s premier squadron, the USAF 

ADS Thunderbirds, in the highest possible esteem. During that time I’ve been privileged to 

attend a multitude of Thunderbird performances, all of which filled me with pride while 

at the same time inspiring me to do my own job with Thunderbird enthusiasm, dedica-

tion, and professionali sm. I always feel thi s way while viewing both the ground and aerial 

Thunderbird shows, and I think my feelings are the reflection of millions of fans who view 

the Thunderbirds annually.

 Along the way, I have been privileged to meet and make friends with many Thunderbirds, 

and thi s year (1997) the highest honor I’ll ever receive came my way when I was honored by 

the 1997 Thunderbird NCOs by being named an Honorary Crew Chief. Nothing has ever meant 

more to me nor will anything ever surpass the honor.

 Recently, I called Mr. Jay Radabaugh, a 1993 Honorary Crew Chief, to thank him for a 

nice Thunderbird jacket he so graciously presented to each of the 1997 Honorary Crew Chief 

Honorees. During the conversation Jay told me that as an Honorary Crew Chief I would be eligi-

ble to join the TBAA, as he himself was a li fetime member. If Jay’s information i s correct, please 

accept my check of $300 in application for a li fetime membership. If not, merely return the 

check. Either way I come out a winner because as many of my Thunderbird friends have told 

me repeatedly through the years, “you are part of the Thunderbird family and you always will 

be.” To me no finer tribute could ever come my way.

 Thank you for reading my letter and I salute you on being a Thunderbird. You people 

are the very best. Given the number of people who have served in the Air Force since 1953, the 

few (in compari son) who have been selected and have earned Thunderbird honor are indeed 

a rare, respected and marvelous class. You are the best of the best and somehow you get better 

year after year. What an awesome responsibility the Thunderbirds undertake each year.

Sincerely,
Jim Ransbotham

1997 Honorary Crew Chief

When was the 
opposing solo added to 

the Thunderbirds aerial 
demonstration?

1962. Prior to this year, the solo pilot for the 
Thunderbirds had been the lone solo, and 
traditionally came in as the spare pilot who 
would upgrade to solo and then join the 
diamond. Under “Hoot” Gibson, the 
Thunderbirds brought in a second solo 
pilot and started the opposing solo in 1962.

Q A
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NOTE: There may be some time between an individual’s death and when we print an obitu-
ary. They are printed after the Thunderbirds Alumni Association receives them. Our thoughts 
and prayers go out to the family members and friends of these cherished members of the 
Thunderbirds family.

Retired MSgt Michael Cahall (Video Tech, 1986-88) 
Michael passed away on Aug. 29, 2018 at University Medical Center. He is survived by his 
wife of 46 years Narumon; his children Singkhasart, Monliga, Michelle, and Christy; his 
grandchildren Singkham, Carrieann, Gina, Trey, Devon, Everet, and Garrett; his great 
grandchildren Kaleanie, Kaylee, Mikee, Melody and Anassa. 

Retired MSgt Jerry David Gordon (Comm Flt Chief, 1988-92) 
Jerry passed away at McLeod Loris Hospital in Little River, S.C. on Sept. 26. 2018. He is sur-
vived by his wife of 41 years Janice Linker Gordon; one son Justin Gordon; and 
grandchildren Sidney and Jerry. 

Retired Maj. Gen. Billy G. McCoy (Honorary, 1989) 
Billy passed away in Henderson Nev. He is preceded in death by his wife Linda. They 
are survived by their children Julie Percevecz, William and Michael McCoy; three 
grandchildren Joshua Carrell, Katie Carrell, and Alexandria Herndon; and three 
great-grandchildren Sterling, Piercen, and Kias Herndon. 

Retired TSgtTerrell Murray (Aircraft Maintenance/CC#8, 1993-97) 
Terrell passed away in Baltimore, Md. on April 8, 2018. He is survived by his wife 
Gylnda-Lilly Murray.

SSgt John T. Sjodin (Aircraft Maintenance/CC#7, 1990-93) 
John passed away on Sept. 22, 2018 in Las Vegas, Nev. His is survived by his wife Melissa.

Retired SMSgt George Vetters (NCOIC Egress, 1972-74) 
George passed away on Aug. 8, 2018. He is survived by his wife of 55 years Janet; one daughter 
Tamora Vetter; son Wesley Vetter; one granddaughter Angela; and a great-granddaughter Taylre.

The Thunderbirds Alumni Association welcomes the following new Lifetime members: 
David Jones (Jet Engine Tech, 1993-96), Andrew Kim (Swing Shift/Egress/#7 ADCC, 2015-
18), Christopher Lanning (Recruiter, 2015-18), Rebecca McClintock (Personnel, 2003-06), 
Justen Outlaw (DCC #1/DCC #2/Line Chief, 2013-15) and Stan Parker (PA Super, 2013-15).

ON THE MOVE
Brig. Gen. Todd Canterbury (Solo, 2002-04) took command of the 56th Fighter Wing, 
Luke AFB, Ariz. (AETC) on June 20, 2018.

Lt. Col. Bobby Hunt (NDI/ACC#8/ACC#2, 1991-94) took command of the 12th Airborne 
Command and Control Squadron, Robbins AFB, Ga. on Apr. 11, 2018. 

This is the third issue of ThunderRolls to be printed 
in 2018 for members of the Thunderbirds Alumni 
Association. The next issue will be Quarter 1 in 
2019. Submissions (including high resolution 
photos in jpeg format) may be emailed to Jody at 
adminTBAA@brighthouse.com. Submission does 
not guarantee publication and editorial staff may 
edit for style and content.

TBAA Board of Directors
Chairman 
Mike “Mo” Beale (1990-91)

Vice Chairman 
Paul “Sticky” Strickland (1991-92)

Secretary 
John “Fitz” Fitzgerald (1981-84)

Treasurer 
DeAnn “D” Denzer (1998-01)

Director 
Kirk Alexander (1988-91)

Director 
Jim Dye (1995-99)

Director 
Dylan Hulbert (1996-2000)

Director  
Chuck Lombardo (1971-75)

Director  
Bob Purtiman (1997-2001)

Director 
Mark Thome (1987-91)

Director 
Bill Zink (1992-96)

Administration/ThunderRolls Editor 
Jody Roberts (1988-91)

Historian 
Carol Knotts

The 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

LOOK FOR: 
Official TBAA website  
www.thunderbirdsalumni.org

Gone But Not Forgotten

Benchstock

TBAA Tiered Giving

FALCON ($100)

THUNDERJET ($10,000) Lockheed Martin

THUNDERCHIEF ($1,000) Geico

PHANTOM ($500)
TALON ($250)

Dennis Hood, Jim Klimesh

James Soulliere

THUNDERSTREAK ($5,000) Pratt & Whitney

SABRE ($2,000) Marti Fenton, Mo Beale, Dan Cherry, 
Costastine “Chachi” Tzavaras
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This is a new column that will have a different 
Thunderbird Alumni answer the same ques-
tions every quarter. Let’s kick off the column 
with our first female Thunderbird, Sarah 
Johnson-Robles (Administration, 1974-76).

Question: When and where was the first time 
you saw the Thunderbirds perform?
Sarah: I was on a field trip with my grade school 
to Williams AFB, Ariz. It was in the 1960s, so 
the show would have been in the F-100s.

Question: What made you apply for the team?
Sarah: I was on Permissive TDY at the Jackson, Miss. Arts Festival. 
I had met the Thunderbird’s narrator, Maj. Al McArtor, at a ribbon 
cutting ceremony and the Commander/Leader, Lt. Col. Roger Parrish, 
at the venue entrance. I later received a call advising me that they 
wanted me to apply for the team. They brought me out for a 
week-long TDY in Nov. 1973.
Question: What to you remember most about your training period?
Sarah: That is was 30 days! I received constant harassment. These 
F-4-era guys were rough ... several tried to get me to quit. They didn’t 
know I was raised in a predominantly male family. Quitting was not 
in my vocabulary.
Question: What was your favorite experience while you were on the team?
Sarah: When I received my F-4 ride on Feb. 11, 1974, four days after 
I earned my patch. The guys stuffed sick bags in every pocket of my 

flight suit. The entire team was on the flight line to see how “the girl” 
did. I went up to our MX Chief Roger Hemme and commented that I 
didn’t need them, slapped them into his hand and walked back up to 
my office. Maj. McArtor put me through the “ringer” and I was worn 
out, but I wasn’t going to let them know that.
Question: What was your favorite show site?
Sarah: In those days, Home Crew didn’t always travel. I made it to 
March AFB, Calif. each year. The deployed show to Monterrey, Calif. 
was my favorite.
Question: Please share a funny tale from your time on the team.
Sarah: We had taken off and the guys kept asking the C-130 crew if 
they would like to meet “the girl.” I wore a tank top and shorts under 
my uniform and took off my wig to relax in flight. (My real hair was 
very long.) Bill Long borrowed my wig and was with the crew in the 
cockpit wearing it. I finally went up there and grabbed my wig off Bill. 
Needless to say, when the crew saw me they went into shock. I do 
believe the C-130 took a slight dip in the air.
Question: What experience touched you the most (brought you 
to tears?)
Sarah: My perch party on Dec. 15, 1976. My three years were up 
and I had to move on to my assignment to Edwards AFB, Calif.
Question: Summarize what being a Thunderbird has meant to you.
Sarah: I’ve always considered my time as a blessing and a privilege – 
being a member of the Team was never anything to be conceited 
about. I’ve used the standards I learned while there as my “standard” 
throughout my career.
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