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Retired Lt. Gen. Charles C. “Buck” Pattillo, 
who helped organize the first Thunderbirds 
air demonstration team and was the origi-
nal left wing pilot, died May 20, 2019 a few 
weeks shy of his 95th birthday.
He and his identical twin brother, Cuthbert A. 
(Bill) Pattillo, led parallel careers in the 
Air Force for more than 35 years and were 
often stationed together at the same base or in 
the same region.
Both enlisted in the Army Air Corps in 1942 
as aviation cadets. They received their pilot 
wings and commission as second lieuten-
ants in March 1944. The twin brothers went 
to the European Theater of Operations in 
November 1944 where they flew fighter 
escort for B-17 bombing raids over Germany.
General Pattillo was released from active 
duty in December 1945 and enrolled in the 
Georgia School of Technology. There he 
actively participated in the reserve military 
program flying P-47s with the 128th Fighter 
Squadron, 54th Fighter Wing of the Georgia 
Air National Guard. He was recalled to active 
military duty in February 1948 as a P-51 
fighter pilot with the 31st Fighter Group, 
Turner AFB, Georgia.
Eleven months later the Pattillo brothers 
were assigned to the 36th Tactical Fighter 
Wing, Fürstenfeldbruck Air Base, Germany. 
While at Fürstenfeldbruck, he assisted in 
organizing the U.S. Air Forces in Europe 
aerial demonstration team, The Skyblazers. 
He flew left wing and alternate lead for the 
Skyblazers and his brother Bill flew right 
wing as they demonstrated their aerial skills 
in F-80 and F-84 aircraft in more than 250 air 

shows throughout Western Europe, 
North Africa, Greece and Turkey. 
By early 1953, the Pattillo twins were 
assigned to the Air Training Command’s 
3600th Combat Crew Training Group at 
Luke AFB, Arizona.
Buck, along with his brother Bill, helped 
organize and then flew left and right wings 
for the original U.S. Air Force demonstration 
team, the Thunderbirds.
In an interview several years before his death, 
retired Maj. Gen. Richard C. “Smokey” Catledge, 
the Thunderbirds first commander/leader, 
said about forming the first team, “Fortunately 
Buck and Bill had flown with the Skyblazers air 
demonstration team in Europe, and were now 
instructors at Luke. Because of their experience 
they were my first choice for pilots.”
“I contacted Buck and Bill and briefed them 
on the mission of forming a dedicated air 
demonstration team. They both volunteered. 
They had flown left and right wing with 
the Skyblazers and without the experience 
of Buck and Bill we could never have been 
ready for the first show in three weeks after 
we were formed.”
In February 1954 he returned to the 3600th 
Combat Crew Training Group to be Squadron 
Operations Officer, Squadron Commander 
and then Group Operations Officer.
After a number of assignments both stateside 
and overseas, he went to Southeast Asia in 
March 1968. He served as Vice Commander 
of the 8th Tactical Fighter Wing, Ubon Royal 
Thai AFB, Thailand, and assumed com-
mander of the wing in July 1968. He flew 120 
combat missions in F-4 Phantoms.

His last active 
assignment 
was Deputy 
Commander 
in Chief, 
U.S. Readiness 
Commander and 
Vice Director of the 
Joint Deployment 
Agency with head-
quarters at MacDill 
AFB, Florida. He retired on June 1, 1981.
General Pattillo was a command pilot with 
more than 5,500 hours. He was a combat 
veteran with 37 combat missions in the P-51 
Mustang during World War II and 120 com-
bat missions in the F-4 Phantom II in South 
East Asia. In the course of his career he flew 
the P-40, P-47, P-51, F-80, F-84, F-86. T-33, 
F-100 and F-4. He said his favorite aircraft 
was the one he flew in WWII, the iconic P-51 
Mustang that was nicknamed “Little Rebel”.

His military decorations include the 
Distinguished Service Medal with Oak 
Leaf Cluster, Legion of Merit with 2 OLC, 
Distinguished Flying Cross with OLC, Air Medal 
with 10 OLC and the French Croix De Guerre 
with Palm. He and Bill were inducted into the 
Georgia Aviation Hall of Fame in 2000.

Buck married his wife (also a pilot) Bobbie 
Brown in 1952. Married for 66 years, they 
raised four children. He is survived by his wife, 
Bobbie of Spotsylvania, Virginia; his children 
Deborah A. Jones, Cheri L. Robertson, Jon S. 
Pattillo (wife Elaine), Charles ‘Chuck’ Pattillo, 
Jr., and 10 grandchildren.

A memorial service was held June 29, 
2019 at Wilderness Community Church in 
Spotsylvania, Virginia. Contributions may be 
made to a favorite charity.

Interment will be at Arlington National 
Cemetery at a later date.

Remembering Lt. Gen. “Buck” Pattillo
By Al Eakle, (Airshow Coordinator, 1953-54)

Picture on right: “Buck” Pattillo (right) and 
his brother, Bill (left) began the Air Force’s 
European aerial demonstration team, The 
Skyblazers, in 1949. (USAF)



Thunderbirds,

I can’t tell you how happy I am to be 
addressing you after a run of successful 
air shows in the 2019 season. The team 
has been performing well and spirits are 
running high as we head into the heart of 
the summertime show schedule. It has been 
an honor to meet several of you on the road 
and I’m looking forward to meeting more 

alumni in the shows ahead. In his standard fashion, Capt. Michael 
“Thorny” Brewer has done a fantastic job as our primary alumni 
liaison and has made tremendous progress in bringing the current 
team and the alumni together. I am looking forward to reaping the 
benefits of this partnership as we move forward in the 2019 season.     

A lot has happened since my last update so please allow me to hit 
some of the highlights. Last time I wrote we were on the verge 
of COMACC cert, which was a resounding success. Since then 
the Team has traveled across the nation recruiting, retaining and 
inspiring both young and old by demonstrating the pride and 
precision of the Thunderbirds. Of note, this year we executed the 
first joint show with the Blue Angels in over 12 years. It was an 
outstanding trip located at Joint Base Andrews and gave us the 

opportunity to share lessons learned, observe briefs and debriefs, 
and solidify an already strong relationship. Walking away from that 
experience we developed multiple lines of effort to make the Team 
and the demo better. The Andrews show was intended to be one of 
the last demonstrations that Lt. Gen. “Buck” Pattillo would attend, 
but unfortunately due to health issues he could not make the event. 
When Buck passed away, the Team was saddened to hear about the 
loss of such a Thunderbirds icon. Fortunately, we were able to send 
Buck a quick video before his passing, in which we expressed our 
appreciation for his leadership, legacy and undeniable mark he has 
left on all Thunderbirds.

Most recently, the Team has just returned from the Air Force 
Academy in support of the 2019 graduation. The flyover went 
flawlessly despite several coordination issues the Team discovered 
during the lead up to the graduation. Unfortunately, Thunderbird 
#3 (“Thorny”) experienced a bird strike shortly after flying over the 
stadium, which lead to a 5-ship incomplete diamond show after the 
flyover. Out of an abundance of caution, we directed #3 to land so 
the damage could be inspected and repaired if needed. Fortunately, 
there was no damage to the aircraft and “Thorny” and Tail #888 
were able to make the trip home later that afternoon.

We had a rare opportunity to see the 
Thunderbirds and Blue Angels together at the 
Joint Base Andrews airshow in May. Despite 
undesirable weather, both teams put on 
beautiful, outstanding aerial displays. I was 
particularly impressed with the professional-
ism and hospitality of the Thunderbirds team 
on the trip.  They represented the USAF and 

Thunderbirds well and made me proud to be an American and 
an alumni! I want to thank Boss Caldwell for his continuous and 
enthusiastic support of the alumni, which permeates throughout 
the entire team. And thanks to alumni who continue to provide 
support to the current team.
Lt Gen Buck Pattillo, the only remaining demonstration pilot from 
the original team, was going to meet with the team at the Andrews 
show but became ill, and passed away a week after the show. Our 
condolences go out to his family. There will be a combined 
burial in Arlington National Cemetery, most likely later 
this year or in 2020 for both Buck and his twin brother 
Bill, who passed away in 2014. We will post dates and 
details on the TBAA website and via other media when 
they become available.
We just finished tallying the votes for the 2020-2024 TBAA 
board members. Congratulations to the new board and 
thanks to everyone who participated. New board members will 
start their work in 2020. We will introduce the new board members 
at our 2019 biennial reunion, “66 Years of Thunder”. I look forward 
to seeing you there!
As I alluded to in the last ThunderRolls, the TBAA is eventually 
going to start a “virtual museum”. Our intent is to capture all the 
amazing stories we collectively must share. We’re not getting any 
younger, and we want to capture your stories, perhaps as an

addendum to “We Rode the Thunder”, that was produced for the 
50th Anniversary in 2003. Preserve those great pictures of your 
team, write down your stories, get them on video or audio, or do all 
of the above. A great example of what we want to do is the 10-min-
ute long Steve Dwelle (F-4 era solo pilot) video on YouTube. It’s 
fantastic! I’d like to see something similar for every team member…
all 1,900+ of us. One day, manned fighters and the Thunderbirds 
will not be around. These stories will preserve and strengthen our 
Thunderbird legacy. You don’t have to wait for someone to approach 
you about your own personal stories. Pull out your cell phone or 
camcorder and record and save your stories. We will be collecting 
them one day.
Finally, TBAA has posted the last six years of IRS documents on 
the www.tbaa.org website under the TBAA tab. You can see our 
revenue and expenses. We take in around $10,000 in membership 

dues and merchandise sales annually. Our expenses are about 
twice that, and you can see the specific expenses for office 

supplies, our website, accounting, annual business fees, 
and insurance on the income tax forms. Every other year 
we host the reunion, which essentially pays for itself. 
Lockheed Martin covers the cost of ThunderRolls, but 
we are still short approximately $10,000 per year that we 

cover with your generous contributions. One reason we 
started the “Tiered Giving” recognition in the ThunderRolls 

is to help highlight this need. Please consider joining us and 
giving to the TBAA on an on-going basis. The donation tab is on 
the www.tbaa.org homepage, or you can mail a check to the TBAA, 
or contact Jody Roberts to set up electronic payments. Thanks in 
advance for your help and I’ll see you at “Thunder 66”!

Michael O. “Mo” Beale (Solo 1990-91)
TBAA Chairman

From the Chairman

From the Commander

Continued on next page
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It was Charleston, South Carolina, on a brilliant blue-sky high show 
on Sunday in 1991 that I first met my buddy Jim. The breeze was 
cool and had cut the humidity into a thin slice of sweat that beaded 
on my flight cap as I stood before a crowd of eager young kids sign-
ing autographs after an exhilarating Thunderbirds air show. About 
four deep into the bunched throng stood a stately well-groomed 
gentleman with a pleasant smile as he oversaw the frenzy. I paused, 
and simply said, “How are you Sir, I’m ‘Sticky’. Would you like me to 

sign an autograph?” In his 
most cordial and respect-
ful way, this fine southern 
gentleman answered, “Oh, 
that’s not necessary. Just 
watching you and your 
excitement with the kids 
makes me proud to be 
an American.” He smiled 
a smile of approval and 
remained at a distance 
surveying me like a proud 
father watching his son ‘do 
good.’ Somehow, I felt the 
warmth of Jim’s approval 

and knew that indeed, he 
would become like a second father to me through a deeply rooted 
friendship that would last 17 years.
Two weeks later, there I am again, lighting up kid’s smiles and 
enjoying the privilege of making Americans proud of their country. 
The autograph line in Beaufort, South Carolina was surging even in 
the stifling heat after yet another successful performance. I glanced 
up and there was Jim, wearing the same approving smile, the same 
calm demeanor, the same southern respect etched on his face. I 
asked without hesitation; “Jim, right?”, and he beamed. “I don’t 
suppose you need an autograph?”, I asked. Jim’s response was price-
less. He kindly looked at me and said, “Paul, every day I watch you 
with the Thunderbirds makes me proud to be an American, and 
that is all I ask.” Imagine that, Jim Ransbotham wasn’t looking for 
anything more than the simplicity and satisfaction of saying ‘thank 
you’ to others like him, who served their country.
The pride in America that Jim embraced was the same pride that 
I was privileged to share through the Thunderbirds. Thus, it was 
a natural progression that I sent Jim, at his request, appropriate 
Thunderbirds lithos for his granddaughter Melanie. Jim’s outpour-
ing of gratitude was endless, and despite the fact that email did 
not exist in 1991, Jim and I established monthly correspondence 
through letters and cards. His letters uplifted me, kept me in check, 

and continually reminded me that Jim represented the clay of our 
country; a man who sacrificed for his country, then quietly lived a 
dedicated spiritual life honoring his beautiful wife, Ms. Janie, his 
trusted beloved dogs Jimbo and Shep, and his Divine Creator.
Jim and I built a special relationship marked with humor, color-
ful Thunderbird commentary, and stories of his past Korean War 
record. I moved past the Thunderbirds to operational F-16s at 
Ramstein, Germany, and later Aviano, Italy, but Jim stayed with me.
Jim’s love of the Thunderbirds was unconditional. He became, as 
his email moniker testified, TBNR1FAN. For the next 17 years, Jim 
and I corresponded weekly via email, sharing stories of his pleasure 
at watching a blue-sky high show or lending encouraging words to 
me as we met the challenges of serving in our great Air Force.
In 2000, when my father suddenly passed away, Jim was my rock. 
His words comforted me, his love was felt from a distance, and 
truly I shared my grief with Jim as my second father. He has held 
that position from that day and will forever be there in my heart.
Jim never wavered in his positive outlook of the Thunderbirds. 
Every loop, every roll, every inverted pass was complimented by 
the man who was 
naturally embraced by 
the Team over the fol-
lowing 17 years. Every 
Slot pilot knew who 
Mr. Jim and Ms. Janie 
were. Skibo, Chase, 
Dallas and more – 
they understood how 
special Mr. Jim really 
was and what he represented. Chachi embraced Mr. Jim like no 
other and the entire Thunderbird enlisted corps folded Mr. Jim into 
their hearts. Imagine my pride when Jim was named an 
Honorary Thunderbird!
It’s appropriate that I attended Jim’s funeral wearing my Southwest 
Airline uniform and a tie depicting the Southwest Airlines program 
known as Adopt-A-Pilot. The symbolism of the Adopt-A-Pilot tie 
struck me immediately. In essence, Jim adopted me in much the 
same way that the Thunderbirds adopted Jim. I am deeply grate-
ful for Jim taking me under his wing, and I’m grateful the Team 
embraced Jim. Why? The answer lies in a fundamental human 
desire to wonder if our lives are notable and worth recognition. 
When we pass, do the rest of us take pause? Does the world stop 
for a breath and acknowledge that our contribution was worth 
something? With Jim, the answer is simple. Rest assured, Jim 
enriched our lives with his patience, his enthusiasm and his 
spirit. Jim mattered, and that is essential for us to reinforce 
today, tomorrow, and forever.
Smoke off, ready now.

My Buddy Jim
By Paul “Sticky” Strickland (Slot 1991-92)

Another major success this season was the completion of the selec-
tion process for officers of the 2020-2024 Team. We made a goal to 
have the selection complete before Memorial Day weekend, which 
was an aggressive goal based on the level of coordination required 
for officer selection. I am happy to report that we selected and noti-
fied the new Team members on May 21, 2019 and were able to bring 
them back to Nellis for initial Thunderbird training prior to the 
official Air Force release on June 5, 2019. The 2020 Team is already 
starting strong based on the outstanding efforts of the 2019 Team.
We are on track for a great reunion event during Aviation Nation 
later this year at Nellis AFB. The Team has made our participation 

in the reunion a major priority and has adjusted flying times and 
PR events to ensure the air show schedule does not interfere with 
our involvement. If you haven’t made plans to attend this event, 
I strongly encourage you to do so. As always, thank you for your 
support and unwavering commitment to maintaining the pride and 
prestige of the Thunderbirds. I look forward to seeing you at an air 
show in the near future! 

Lt. Col. John Caldwell
USAFADS Commander/Leader 2019-20

From the Commander, continued from previous page

Jim Ransbotham with Paul “Sticky” Strickland
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The Thunderbirds Alumni Association

and the

United States Air Force Thunderbirds

cordially invite you and your guest to attend our

– CRUISING ROUTE 66 – 
SIXTY-SIX YEARS OF THUNDER 

REUNION EVENT

November 14-16, 2019

at the

South Point Hotel, Casino and Spa 
Las Vegas, Nevada

Please RSVP with your registration by 
Monday, October 18, 2019

4



Date:

Event:

Cost per Person:

Registration
Fee

$25 per person

Thursday,
Nov. 14

Golf Outing

$90 per person

Thursday,
Nov. 14

Route 66
Icebreaker

$40 per person

Friday,
Nov. 15

Bus to Base

$25 per person

Friday,
Nov. 15

Route 66
Dining Out

$80 per person

Totals

Provide name for name tag below:
Member Name:

$ 25 $ $ $ $ $

Guest 1:
$ $ $ $ $ $

Guest 2:
$ $ $ $ $ $

Guest 3:
$ $ $ $ $ $

Total Events Purchased: Qty:

GRAND TOTAL ENCLOSED: $

Thunderbirds Alumni Association Reunion Registration
Nov. 14-16, 2019

South Point Hotel, Casino and Spa
Las Vegas, Nevada

REGISTRATION FORM
(Must be received by Monday, Oct. 18)

Member Name: _____________________________________________ Name on Badge:  ______________________________

Address:  _______________________________________________________________________________________________

City: _________________________________ State: ______________ Zip Code: _______________ Country: _______________

Phone: ___________________ Cell Phone: ___________________ Email: _________________________@ _______________

If riding a bus or driving to the Thunderbirds Hangar, indicate Military ID:      o Yes        o No (If no, fill out info below).

YOU MUST BE ON THE BASE ACCESS LIST IF YOU DO NOT HAVE A MILITARY ID.

If no Military ID, provide you and your party’s Social Security Number, Date of Birth and State Driver’s License Number. This is a 
requirement of the 99th Security Forces Squadron for entry onto Nellis Air Force Base.

1) FULL NAME __________________________________SS#_________-_____-_________DOB_____/______/ _________

 Driver’s License State_______________ Driver’s License Number: ____________________________________________

2) FULL NAME __________________________________SS#_________-_____-_________DOB_____/______/ _________

 Driver’s License State_______________ Driver’s License Number: ____________________________________________

3) FULL NAME __________________________________SS#_________-_____-_________DOB_____/______/ _________

 Driver’s License State_______________ Driver’s License Number: ____________________________________________

EVENT SIGNUP AND COST

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

Payment and registration form should be mailed to: Jody Roberts, TBAA
 11130 Rodeo Lane
 Riverview, FL 33579
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Wednesday, nov. 13
1600 – 1800 .......... Registration Desk open
 (POC: Jody Roberts)

1800 – 2100 .......... Hospitality Suite open
 (POC: Kirk Alexander)

Note: Your reunion lanyard is your access pass to the 
hospitality suite.

Thursday, nov. 14
0900 – 1800 .......... TBAA Registration Desk open

0800 – Finish ........ TBAA Reunion Golf Tournament
 (POC: Mark Thome)

1400 – 1700 .......... Hospitality Suite open

1800 – 2000 .......... Route 66 Icebreaker
 (POC: Paul Strickland)
 Suggested Attire: Casual

2000 – 2300 .......... Hospitality Suite open

Friday, nov. 15
0900 – 1800 .......... Registration Desk open

Time Pending ........ Bus Departs Hotel for Nellis AFB
 for Thunderbirds Air Show
 (POC: Chuck Lombardo)

Note: All passengers are required to present military ID 
or ID submitted with registration form for access.

1500 – 1700 .......... Hospitality Suite open

1800 – 2100 .......... Informal Dining out
 (POC: Paul Strickland)
 Suggested Attire: Business Casual

2100 – 2400 .......... Hospitality Suite open

saTurday, nov. 16
0900 – 1100 .......... TBAA Membership
 Business Meeting
 (POC: Mo Beale)

Reunion concludes after the meeting.

Reunion Map to the Sequence of eventS

THE ROADS ALREADY TRAVELED – REFLECTIONS FROM PAST REUNIONS

76



2019 Air Show Schedule (July-Nov)
JULY
 13-14 Rionegro, Antioquia, Colombia
 20-21 Fargo, N.D. – Fargo Air Show
 24 Cheyenne, Wyo. – Cheyenne Frontier Days
 27-28 Milwaukee, Wis. – Milwaukee Air and 

Water Show

AUGUST
 10-11 Abbotsford, British Columbia – Abbotsford 

International Air Show
 17-18 Sioux Falls, S.D. – Sioux Falls Air Show
 21 Atlantic City, N.J. – Atlantic City Air Show
 24-25 Rochester, N.Y. – Rochester International 

Air Show

AUGUST 31 - SEPTEMBER 2
 31-2 Cleveland, Ohio – Cleveland National 

Air Show

SEPTEMBER
 7-8 Grissom ARB, Ind. – Grissom Air Reserve 

Base Air Show
 14-15 Reno, Nev. – National Championship 

Air Races
 21-22 NAS Oceana, Va. – Naval Air Station Oceana 

Air Show
 28-29 Robins AFB, Ga. – Robins AFB Air Show

OCTOBER
 5-6 San Juan, Puerto Rico – Puerto Rico 

Air Show
 12-13 Hampton, Ga. – Atlanta Air Show
 19-20 Houston, Texas – Wings Over Houston 

Air Show

NOVEMBER
 2-3 Punta Gorda, Fla. – Florida International 

Air Show
 16-17 Nellis AFB, Nev. – Aviation Nation

Meet the 2020-24 USAF Thunderbirds 
Alumni Association Board of Directors

Tim Coy
NCOIC Admin, 1982-84

Al Eakle
Air Show Coordinator, 1989-91

Chris Allen
Photographer, 1988-91

Steven Chealander
Left Wing, Narrator, 1981-84

Lisa McLain
Ground Radio, 1994-96

Jim Olschlager
Crew Chief #4, #7 & #8, 1982-86

Alliance Air Show October 2018

These six alumni will join Kirk Alexander (ACC #8/CC #7 
1988-91), DeAnn “D” Denzer (Lead Administrator 1998-2001), 
John “Fitz” Fitzgerald (Airshow Coordinator 1981-84), Paul 
“Sticky” Strickland (Slot 1991-92) and Bill Zink (A10 Technician 
1992-96) on Jan. 1, 2020. We thank everyone who ran for the 
six positions and encourage all Thunderbirds to get involved 
and support your TBAA and the new Board of Directors.
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In 1985, Pratt & Whitney’s Craig 
Sniff began working for the 
Thunderbirds – the U.S. Air Force’s 
demonstration squadron – as a 
jet engine technician. Now, three 
decades later, he has returned to his 
Thunderbird roots – this time as a 
field service representative for the 
2019 season.
As a field service representative, 
Sniff travels with the team and 
speaks with the general public about 
the Pratt & Whitney F100 engines 
that power the Thunderbirds’ F-16 
Fighting Falcons. He is responsible 
for monitoring all engine operations, performing hourly inspections, 
and mentoring the U.S. Air Force technicians who work on the F100.
“I’m essentially the ‘face’ of Pratt & Whitney to the Thunderbirds team 
and all U.S. Air Force personnel who support them,” he said. “This in 
turn requires me to continuously strive to stay at the top of my game, 
at all times.”
Q: What was your role on the Thunderbirds team and what was that 
experience like?
Sniff: I served on the Thunderbirds team from September 1985 to 
December 1988 as a jet engine technician. During the 1987 show sea-
son, I was the assistant crew chief on the No. 5 lead solo aircraft. This 
was back when the team was flying the F-16A/B (Block 15) aircraft, 
powered by the Pratt & Whitney F100-PW-200 engine. We were fortu-
nate to have one of the finest field service representatives supporting us 
from Pratt & Whitney: Jim Beaver, who was a great mentor.
As a member of the team, I had the opportunity to travel extensively 
to air shows around the world, including China, South Korea, the 
Philippines, Thailand and Australia. I was also part of the team when 
we converted from the F100-PW-200 to the F100-PW-220 engines. 
During my time on the team, I also experienced several flights in the 
back seat, traveling faster than the speed of sound and pulling 9.4 Gs 
– an experience you can never forget. The attention to detail and work 
ethic of the Thunderbirds was truly impressive and I learned so much 
about teamwork, leadership, and myself in that role. It was an incredi-
ble experience to be part of the team.
Q: What brought you to Pratt & Whitney?
Sniff: From my time on the Thunderbirds team, I was familiar with 
Pratt & Whitney and its F100 engine. Based on my interactions with 
several Pratt & Whitney field service representatives in the past, 
it seemed like a great place to work as well as a way for me to con-
tinue to support the U.S. Air Force and its mission – albeit in a 
different capacity.
I first applied for the field service representative position five years ago 
and didn’t make the cut. Last year, I was given the opportunity to fill 
in for a field service representative at Nellis Air Force Base, and during 
this time I realized how much I enjoyed the job and the passion I had 
for it. After discussing it with my wife, I made the decision to reapply 
for the program and was accepted this time around. For a job like this 
where you travel the country, you really need the support of your fam-
ily behind you and luckily I had – and still have – that.

Q: What is it like to be back work-
ing with the Thunderbirds, three 
decades later?
Sniff: Being back with the team is extraor-
dinary. Their enthusiasm for what they 
do on a daily basis has not changed in 
the 30 years since I was last involved 
with the team. The mission, dedication 
to duty, pride and professionalism has 
not changed at all – it is evident in every 
team member and everything that they 
do. What has changed, however, is how 
the general public’s awareness of the team 
and the incredible precision it displays at 
air shows has been magnified by today’s 

technology, like cell phones and social media).
I recently went through the mandatory two-week orientation like every 
other Thunderbird; meaning I re-learned 65 years of Thunderbirds’ history 
to be able to wear that patch again for the second time in my career. After 
completing the training, I earned the respect of my peers and they took 
me in as one of their own. That’s made the experience of learning this new 
position both rewarding and successful so far. I’m beyond thrilled to be 
here with the team and to represent Pratt & Whitney.
Q: As a field service representative, you’re interacting with the 
customer on a daily basis. Any lessons learned from a customer 
experience perspective?
Sniff: In my role, I’m essentially the “face” of Pratt & Whitney to the 
Thunderbirds team and all U.S. Air Force personnel who support them. 
This in turn requires me to continuously strive to stay at the top of my 
game, at all times. It is extremely important that I advise my customer 
with accurate propulsion data and processes, so that they can achieve their 
mission safely.
Q: What has your experience been like working on the Pratt & Whitney 
F100 engine?
Sniff: I started working on the F100-PW-100 in June of 1977, at Langley 
Air Force Base in Virginia. I worked in the jet engine intermediate main-
tenance shop, where I learned to assemble and disassemble the engine. At 
that time, we had a number of engines coming in for service at the same 
time and we worked very long hours and days, especially as parts were 
hard to get at the time. In the past, if you changed a unified fuel control, 
it would take six hours to replace the component and another four hours 
to trim the engine. Replacement of a flameholder meant removing the 
augmentor module to accomplish that.
With the advancement of propulsion technology, the F100-PW-220/229 
was developed, which I was introduced to in 1988. This variant of the F100 
was such a monumental achievement that I remember telling my Pratt & 
Whitney field service representative at the time, Marty Lueders, that I felt 
like a Maytag repair man, given how it easy it was to maintain.
A great example is when I was with the 33rd Tactical Fighter Wing, 58th 
Fighter Squadron during Desert Shield and Storm with F-15C/D aircraft 
that were powered by F100-PW-220 engines. Our squadron achieved more 
air to air victories (17) than any other squadron, which could not have 
been possible without the engines working flawlessly. We were deployed 
for a year and in that time I can only recall three engine-related issues. I 
believe that that is a great testament to the talented employees of Pratt & 
Whitney who continue to deliver exceptional products to customers.

A Seasoned Thunderbird Returns to the Team –
Craig Sniff (ACC #5, 1985-88) Article as published on Pratt & Whitney’s

external website. Reprinted with permission.
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Meet Thunderdog

TBAA Tiered Giving
Recognizing contributions after Jan. 1, 2019. 

THUNDERJET ($10,000+)
Jack Cheers

THUNDERSTREAK ($5,000+)
SABRE ($2,500+)

Mo Beale
Marti Fenton

THUNDERCHIEF ($1,000+)
Scott Krantz

PHANTOM ($500+)
Reed Lutz

TALON ($250+)
Chris Allen

VIPER ($100+)
Kirk Alexander

Thunderbirds 
Announce 2020 
Officer Selections

Thunderbird Stories… 
Why You Should Attend the 
2019 TBAA Reunion

Introducing LTC Goldie, one of seven facil-
ity dogs who serve at Walter Reed National 
Military Medical Center (WRNMMC) 
in Bethesda, Maryland. Goldie is the first 
USAF Thunderbird dog. He was com-
missioned in 2014 by General Mark A. 
Welch, CSAF. Goldie is full of personality 
and brings great joy to the patients and 
Wounded Warriors at the WRNMMC.

Goldie was promoted to the rank of LTC by 
Lt. Col. Jason Heard (Commander/Leader 
2017) during the 2017 Andrews trip. Goldie is 
currently the highest-ranking facility dog at the 
WRNMMC. You can often find LTC Goldie in 
his Thunderbird uniform on Fridays. Goldie’s 
greatest strength is his unflinching optimism 
and sunshine personality.

Gen. Mike Holmes, the Commander of 
Air Combat Command, has officially 
announced the new officers joining the 
United States Air Force Thunderbirds for 
the 2020 demonstration season.

Maj. Trevor Aldridge, 493rd Fighter 
Squadron, RAF Lakenheath, U.K., 

has been selected as Thunderbird No. 2, the 
team’s left 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. 
Aldridge will replace Maj. Will Graeff.

Capt. Zane Taylor, 8th FS, Holloman 
Air Force Base, New Mexico, has been 

selected as Thunderbird No. 4, the team’s 
slot pilot. He will fly just aft of the No. 1 jet 
and between the two wingmen. Taylor will 
replace Maj. Whit Collins.

Capt. Kyle Oliver, 27th FS, Joint Base 
Langley-Eustis, Virgina, has been 

selected as Thunderbird No. 6, the team’s 
opposing solo pilot. The solo pilots perform 
maneuvers that showcase the maximum 
capabilities of the F-16 Fighting Falcon 
aircraft. Capt. Michelle Curran, the current 
opposing solo pilot, will transition to the 
lead solo position in 2020.

Maj. Kevin DiFalco, 31st Operational 
Support Squadron, Aviano Air Base, 

Italy, has been selected as Thunderbird 
No. 7, the team’s operations officer. His 
duties will include air space coordination, 
ground communication with the pilots in 
the air and safety observation. DiFalco will 
replace Maj. Eric Gorney.

Capt. Katherine Moorkamp, 
Headquarters Air Combat Command, 

JB Langley-Eustis, Virgina, has been 
selected as Thunderbird No. 10, the team’s 
executive officer. Her responsibilities will 
include leading an executive support staff 
responsible for the Thunderbirds budget, 
training and force support actions for the 
commander. Moorkamp will replace Capt. 
Lauren Venturini.

Capt. Remoshay Nelson, 8th Fighter 
Wing, Kunsan AB, South Korea, 

has been selected as Thunderbird No. 12, 
the team’s public affairs officer. She will 
assume the team’s extensive media relations, 
community relations and public relations 
programs. Nelson will replace Maj. 
Ray Geoffroy.

All of us have Thunderbird stories. If you 
think this reunion will generate some 
laughter, then please come and attend!
How about 1992? There we were...Redding, 
California, although a small air show your 
Thunderbirds were there in force.
The boss pulls out of the chocks, and 
dutifully we follow in double-up. Whoops, 
the taxiway is pretty narrow, so the boss 
calls for 150 trail. “Twoop, Threep, Four, 
Five, Six.” As we take spacing, there are a 
few turns and bottlenecks to negotiate. The 
crowd is pressed against the snow fence and 
waving like mad. We are taxiing really close 
to the crowd.
My alter ego, Lennie “Squiggy” Coleman, 
No. 3, squirts around a corner and “gooses” 
the power, unknowingly blowing a tornado 
of dust on the crowd that is now gasping 
for air amidst a dust storm. As the trailing 
No. 4, I blurt out on the radio, “Power 3!”, 
intending to alert Lennie that he was blow-
ing spectators over like bowling pins. As 
expected, that didn’t go over very well.
As calm and cool fighter pilots, we flew the 
show quite well. However, at the march-
down after the show, I had a feeling there 
was going to be a whiplash. Sure enough, 
Lennie was ready to strangle me for my 
bold caution yelling at him on the taxi out.
In debrief, as the boss asks about “taxi out 
issues,” Lennie lets me have it. He had every 
right to shoot me in the face, and I took the 
AIM 9 as I should…a kill is a kill. It was a bad 
call by me – inappropriate and poorly timed.
But here’s the moral to the story: as so many 
Thunderbirds have done, you have to do the 
bloodletting out in the debrief. Two hours later, 
Lennie and I were sharing a cocktail together in 
the “hodel” as two Thunderbird brethren.
Our TBAA reunion this year is intended 
to bring out more stories; stories that tell 
of brothers in arms. We can share personal 
accounts of what “once a Thunderbird, always 
a Thunderbird” really means. Come join us 
Nov. 14-16 to share a few stories and cocktails.

By Gary Keltz (Photographer 1988-90)

By Paul “Sticky” Strickland (Slot 1991-92)
Reunion Chairman 2019

Dan Darnell (Commander/ Leader 1992-93), Jeffrey 
Rochelle (Right Wing 1992-93), Lennie Coleman (Left 
Wing 1991-92), Paul Strickland (Slot 1991-92) and 
Dave Coffman (1991-92)
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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 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 John W. Alexander (PS&D 1981-83) passed away on March 16, 2019 in 
Lakewood, Arkansas. He is survived by his wife, Armetta Gayl; stepson Paul Burroughs; sister 
Judy Lowe; and three grandchildren.

Retired CMSgt Charles R. “Rick” Blanchard, Jr. (NCOIC OPS/Airshow Coordinator 
1974-78) passed away on March 22, 2019 in Fairview Heights, Illinois. He is survived by care-
giver and friend, Audrey Ann Slinkard; his former spouse, Marie Lorayne Frazier; his son, 
Rick Blanchard; his son, Joe Blanchard; daughter, Brandy Benedickof; and five grandchildren.

Retired CWO-4 Myron D. France (Maintenance Officer 1959-60) passed away on April 5, 
2019 in Bossier City, Lousiana. He is survived by his wife of 70 years, Norma France; their 
sons Mark, Kent and Todd France; seven grandchildren; and nine great grandchildren.

Retired TSgt Vernon Walter “Vern” Lichtenberg (Instrument Repair/ACC 1966-68) 
passed away on Jan. 10, 2019 in Sacramento, California. He is survived by his longtime 
partner, Ursula P. Menhorn; sister, Sharon Herd; brothers Marc Lichtenberg and Kurtis 
Lichtenberg; and several nieces and nephews.

Retired MSgt Dwight Caldwell Roberts (CC #1 1979-82) passed on April 12, 2019 in 
Lexington, North Carolina. He is survived by his wife Rita; son, Dwight; two daughters, 
Candance and Charlotte; and seven grandchildren.

THUNDERBIRDS ON THE MOVE . . .
Colonel Edward D. “Pinto” Casey (Solo 2006-07) moves from 100th Fighter Squadron 
Director of Operations to assume command of the 187th Fighter Wing, Dannelly Field, Ala.

TBAA WELCOMES NEW LIFETIME MEMBERS
Herman Allen (CC #7 1991-94); Jesse Barker (CC #7/CC #1); Thomas “T.K.” Dudley 
(Associate 2019); TSgt Jason Festog (Fuels/ACC #3/ACC#7/ACC #2 2014-18); 
Retired TSgt Scott Frost (Unit Training Manager 1986-89); Retired SMSgt John 
E. Gill (Solo Crew Chief 1962-65); TSgt Allan Habel (QA/Phase/CC #2/APG Asst 
Section Chief 2014-18); Retired Maj Robert Lewin (CC #7/COSO); Joseph D. Rejman 
(Training 1969-71); Craig Sniff (ACC #5/Jet Engine Mechanic 1985-88); Scott Warring 
(AGE/ACC #8 1989-92) and Don Yeats (Ground Radio Comm 2002-05).

NOTES FROM THE TBAA OFFICE
Hello Brother and Sister Thunderbirds,
Registration for the 2019 reunion went online July 1. If you have any questions, please call or 
email me.
There are quite a few of you trying to find alumni friends and asking about the TBAA 
directory. Although we no longer print them, you can find the membership directory 
online at the Thunderbirds alumni website at www.TBAA.org. You can contact anyone 
who has submitted their contact information. If that doesn’t work, please email me and I’ll 
be happy to assist you. IF YOU HAVEN’T UPDATED YOUR CONTACT INFORMATION, 
PLEASE DO SO.
Don’t forget to look at the memorabilia available through 
www.TBAA.org like the new Thunderbirds only belt. They sell 
for $30 each plus shipping. You must log in as an alumni with 
your password to order the belt.
I look forward to seeing you at the reunion in November!
Warmly, Jody Roberts 
email: AdminTBAA@brighthouse.com
Phone: (813)248-0338

This is the second issue of ThunderRolls to be 
printed in 2019 for members of the Thunderbirds 
Alumni Association. 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 
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

OFFICIAL TBAA WEBSITE: 
www.thunderbirdsalumni.org

Gone But Not Forgotten

Benchstock

11

www.thunderbirdsalumni.org


John “Corky” Gill
(Solo Crew Chief 1962-65)

Question: When and where was the 
Thunderbirds or other demonstration team 
performing?
John: It was the Cleveland Air Race, Ohio 
in 1954.
Question: What made you apply for 
the team?
John: Talked into it by friends already 
serving on the Thunderbirds.

Question: What do you remember most from your training period?
John: The friends and how we all worked together for the team.
Question: What was your favorite experience while you were on 
the team?
John: Flying back seat of the F100F over the Gulf of Mexico on the 
way to Florida, using In-Flight Refueling (IFR).
Question: What was your favorite show site?
John: It had to be Battle Creek, Michigan.
Question: Please share a humorous tale from your time on the team.
John: I was introduced as a pilot when I was a crew chief.

Question: What experience touched you the most, brought you 
to tears?
John: When we lost Captain Robert Morgan (Solo 1965-66) in an 
F105 crash.
Question: Summarize what being a Thunderbird has meant to you.
John: Knowing that for three years of my life, I was part of a 
world-famous team and I am still part of that team.

11130 Rodeo Lane, Riverview, FL 33579

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

Thunderbird Spotlight

THUNDERBIRD TRIVIA
When was the

No. 5 inverted on
the lead solo jet?

March of 1987. The aircraft number was 0679. The 
pilot was Tom Weiler (Solo 1986-87), the crew chief 
was Mark Eclipse (Aircraft Maintenance 1986-88) and 
Craig Sniff (Jet Engine Mechanic 1985-88 and current 
Pratt & Whitney representative to the Thunderbirds) 
was assistant crew chief.
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