90th pilot to fly with Thunderbirds

By SrA. Nate Hier

3rd Wing Public Affairs

What began as a 12-year-old boy's dream has finally come full circle. Watching the jets tearing up the skies at an air show with his father, his dreams of joining the Yankees or the Cowboys were left behind. From that day on, he knew exactly what he wanted to do.

Though it was the Navy's Blue Angels he saw that day so long ago, Capt. Shawn "Norm" Pederson, 90th Fighter Squadron flight commander, instructor pilot and evaluator, will be leaving the "Dicemen" and the Strike Eagle behind to take a seat in the cockpit of an Air Force Thunderbird F-16 this fall.

"I've always dreamed of being a fighter pilot," said Pederson. "Once my dad took me to that show, that was it. I was hooked."

After graduating from the U.S. Air Force Academy in 1990, then completing pilot training, graduate school, and a brief tour at the Pentagon, Pederson's first dream became a reality when he was awarded an assignment flying the F-15E Strike Eagle at RAF Lakenheath, England. "I was very fortunate to be in the right place at the right time to upgrade quickly in the F- 1 5E and to have some great combat experiences in Iraq and the Balkans," said Pederson. While at Lakenheath, he began to work on the next level of his dream— joining the United States Air Force Air Demonstration Squadron, the Thunderbirds. After nearly four years at Lakenheath, Pederson and his wife, Adrienne, came to Elmendorf.

"It's bittersweet in a way, because we worked so hard to get here, and now after just a year or so, we'll be leaving," said Pederson. "This is the best squadron I've ever worked in. Both my wife and I will really miss the 90th, Elmendorf and Alaska.

Pederson leaves July 24 to begin training. He'll actually join the team Nov. 1. Though he received the news he'd been selected June 1, the process of applying, numerous interviews and a whole lot of waiting and hoping began back in January.

 "This was my first time applying, because up until this year I didn't meet all of the minimum requirements," said Pederson. "In fact, I was basically logging my l,000th fighter hour at about the same time I was sending off my application."

Typically, there are between 100 and 200 applicants for the highly sought-after slots each year. Once those are reviewed, a varying number of semi-finalists are chosen and the real interviewing begins. Pederson got word he was selected as one of nine semi-finalists Feb. 8, which meant he'd be making a trip to Chattanooga, Tenn., to see the team up close and help out with an air show there.

"As a semi-finalist, you spend the week shadowing the pilots and the enlisted specialists who comprise the Thunderbird team," said Pederson. "It's a week-long interview. Everyone has an input as to which applicants, known as 'appies,' are selected to join the team."

As an "appie," Pederson was given a schedule. He spent time with virtually everyone on the team including six-hour slots with each of the pilots, which were filled with questions during the informal interview process. Then, at week's end, the real interview took place.

"That's really nerve-racking," said Pederson. "You walk in to the room and it's nothing but red suits and bright lights. They take turns, right down the line and ask you one question after another, focusing more on you as a person than as a pilot.

 Looking at it from their perspective, they have to get to know someone if they're going to spend thc next 365 days working with them, and about 220 days or so of that on the road."

Following this intense interview, the waiting began again. Pederson left Tennessee with absolutely no idea as to whether or not he had a shot at making the team. But he also left with no regrets no matter what happened. A trip to a children's hospital the day before made a big impact on him.

"Though my overwhelming thought was just how much I wanted to be a part of this team, shadowing them for that week—seeing what the inside was like—was still the experience of a lifetime," said Pederson. "To see the influence the Thunderbirds had on those children, the way they could give them hope and make them smile, really moved me. It was also amazing to see how little of their job is about flying, and how much of it's really about being an ambassador for the Air Force —helping to demonstrate our capabilities and recruit the best and brightest. Even though I left thinking I probably didn't realistically stand much of a chance of making the team, I still left with absolutely no regrets."

Back at Elmendorf, Pederson waited and heard nothing. None of the "appies" had any idea when the finalists would be announced. As May neared he was preparing for a TDY to Nellis Air Force Base, Nev., when the good news came. He was selected as one of four finalists.

Finals week is centered around an astronaut level flight physical followed by a pair of big interviews, one with Brig. Gen. Dave Moody, 57th Fighter Wing commander, and another with Maj. Gen. L.D. Johnston, Air Warfare Center commander. Finally, the "appies" get suited up and essentially handed the jets.

"Here I am, an F- 15E pilot, being handed the controls to one of the Thunderbirds jets," said Pederson. "They took us up, said 'here's where we want you to fly, go ahead.' l was nervous, but it was fun."

Dinner with the team's families ended the week. Again, there was no indication as to when the newest T-birds would be announced.

So, it was time to wait and wonder, with no idea how long that wondering would last. Fortunately, this time, Pederson had one of the few things in the world that could keep his mind off the waiting—his wife gave birth to the couple's first child, a son named Logan, May 24.

"I was so excited and involved with my son being born, I wasn't even thinking about the team anymore," said Pederson.

Following Logan's birth, Pederson took leave but stopped by the squadron on his birthday, June 1. Though he had no intentions of staying long, Lt. Col. Andy "Hedley" LaMar, 90 FS operations officer, had other intentions. He stopped Pederson in the hall and told him he needed to get up to the 3rd Operations Group commander's office immediately to explain some air space regulations.

"I was pretty surprised, not to mention I was in jeans and a T-shirt," said Pederson. "The last thing I wanted to do was go to a meeting about air space questions. As soon as we got there, they said we  had to get over to (3rd Wing Vice Commander) Col. Risi's office."

After Pederson talked himself blue in the face about the air space question for nearly five minutes, Risi cut him off, said he really didn't care and that the only reason they'd brought him up was to tell him he was now an Air Force Thunderbird.

"They got me good," said Pederson. "It certainly turned out to be one of the most amazing weeks of my life."

Pederson was one of just two pilots out of all the original applicants selected for the team. Once he completes his training, he'll take the Number Six slot in the formation—the opposing soloist.

"Well, I guess I either flew really well in the solo maneuvers or I was just terrible in formation," Pederson said with a smile.

And so, after slightly more than 10 years in the Air Force, and 10 years or so of dreaming before that, Pederson was officially on his way. Though he regrets leaving the 90 FS, and is thankful for their support—particularly the advice of his squadron commander, Lt. Col. Darryl Roberson, a former Thunderbird—the pilot and his family couldn't be happier.

"We might be back next year in July for an air show, so I hope all the great people I had the chance to know here will make it out," he said "And 'once a Diceman, always a Diceman,' so I'11 have my dice in my pocket even if the Thunderbirds won't let me wear them."

Two stages of an amazing dream have now been reached, but there's a third in the mix he'll just now get started on. And that's to have the chance to help create the next generation of dreamers, who might one day be a part of the Air Force's legacy. There's a 12-year-old out there somewhere who might see Pederson fly one of these days. And just maybe, that 12-year-old will eventually take his place.
Resurrected

A wounded Hercules will fly to new heights
By Senior Airman Nate Hier
3rd Wing Public Affairs

When Maj. Ed Morris, 517th Airlift Squadron, steps back into the cockpit of C-130H (74-1660), he and his crew are hoping for a little different experience than they had on the same plane 10 months ago—namely, they are hoping to get off the runway.

Sounds like a pretty reasonable request, but that wasn’t at all the case back on Jan. 25 when Morris and his crew began rolling down the runway for a routine touch-and-go landing during a night-flying mission. The plane never left the tarmac for the “go” portion. After striking a snow berm at take​off speed about halfway down the runway, it was all the crew could do to stop the aircraft from blowing right off the end and into a world of hurt. As it was, the impact from hitting the snow berm at about 130 miles per hour had slammed the nose landing gear up through the bottom of the C-130. The damage it inflicted left the crew nearly helpless—Morris could neither pull back the throttles to slow the aircraft down or use the brakes. All the hydraulics for the brakes had been ruined.

“One of the things they’ll tell you is that this business is ‘hours of boredom interrupted by moments of terror,”’ said Morris. “In this case, I don’t think terror applies, but it’ll definitely get your heart rate going.”

After he realized both the throttles and the brakes were useless, Morris reached up and used an alternate means of just shutting down the engines. Still, there was no telling whether or not the sheer inertia of a plane that size going that speed would stop in time.

“If we hadn’t been able to keep it on the runway, any number of far, far worse things

could’ve happened,” said Morris. “Instead of all of us walking away uninjured and the aircraft repair​able, we might’ve dipped one of the wings and then there would’ve been no telling in either case.”

As the aircraft hurtled toward the end of the runway, Morris managed to straighten it out as it slid left. Shortly thereafter, the C-130 rolled to a stop—with less than 400 feet of runway left to play with. Maybe the most interesting 15 seconds of any of the crewmembers’ lives was over, and the aircraft earned a new name—the “Snow Berm Express”.

“Aviation isn’t inherently dangerous,” said Morris. “But it’s also not forgiving. We were fortunate to walk away with no one hurt and the aircraft in repairable condition.”

As the shaken crewmembers exited the aircraft, emergency vehicles quickly arrived on scene. It was time to turn the aircraft over to the experts— the maintenance teams that would amazingly have the plane ready to fly again in just 10 months.

“As I was standing there looking at the plane, Staff Sgt. Dan Spears (the plane’s crew chief) handed me a Gatorade and said, ‘looks like you could use this,”’ said Morris. “I handed him a busted plane, he gave me a Gatorade.”

Once the drinks were dispersed, it was time to get busy—and the maintainers had their hands full. Most of the lower portion of the nose had to be replaced, along with all the damaged wiring. In addition to that, all the parts of the C-130 affected by the long dragging run had to be tested and replaced where necessary. The entire plane had to be given a 100 percent check from top to bottom. This process went well beyond fixing the extensive damage to the nose. Every part on the plane had to be checked to make sure it was still functional, regardless of whether or not it appeared to be undamaged. And that was all after figuring out the best way to get an aircraft that size off the runway with the nose sitting on the ground. That was about a 17-hour process, during which the plane had to be defueled, the nose lifted with a crane and secured onto a trailer, and then the plane slowly but surely pulled to the hangar.

“The whole process has been intense,” said Tech Sgt. Ron Jones, 517 AS dedicated crew chief. “We put in many, many long days to get this plane back and ready to fly.”

After initially stripping the aircraft down so a team of experts from various specialties could check their areas for damage, the process of putting “Humpty Dumpty” back together again began. Only this time, all the King’s horses and all the King’s men weren’t required—just a whole lot of hours and a whole lot of hard work from the 517 AS maintainers.

“We had a couple of teams come in to help us figure out what we’d need to replace initially, and from there on, it was just a matter of ordering the parts, waiting for them to come in and putting them on,” said Jones. “It probably took longer to take it apart then it did to put it back together.”

The ordering process was no simple task. In addition to the sheer numbers of parts needed, many of them aren’t easily acquired anymore. The 517 AS supply and budgeting personnel were constantly searching for the needed parts.

“I think it’s safe to say the budget guy upstairs won’t be sad not to see us so much anymore,” said Jones. “We gave him more business than he wanted over the last few months.”

Though there are undoubtedly older aircraft around, it’s arguable as to whether or not there are any more rugged than the C-130 Hercules. And so, after 15 harrowing seconds followed by 10 months of exhausting testing, balancing and repairs, the Snow Berm Express is ready to fly again, and Morris is ready to fly it.

“I’m looking forward to getting it back in the air,” said Morris. “As always, the maintenance folks have done a great job. Not many planes could take what this one did that night, but the C-130 is a different kind of animal. Kind of like the sport-utility vehicle of the aviation world.”

When Morris and his crew take the Snow Berm Express through the ringers this week, the aircraft is expected to operate flawlessly thanks to the 517 AS maintainers. As a whole, the squadron will take the expression getting back on the horse, or in this case, the Herc, to new levels—about 30,000 feet.

A Hero remembered

Bush pilot honored for 1954 rescue

By SrA. Nate Hier

3rd Wing Public Affairs

Sometimes great deeds go completely unnoticed—other times it just takes awhile.  In the case of Cliff Hudson, it took 46 years.

In a moving ceremony held at the Talkeetna Alaskan Lodge July 7, the former bush pilot was officially recognized for his heroic actions that rescued six airmen in 1954.  Lt. Gen. Tom Case, Alaskan Command commander, presented him the Exceptional Service Award, the civilian equivalent of the Distinguished Service Medal.  More than 100 guests, including two of the peope whose lives Hudson helped save, attended the event.

After two of the survivors, Rupert Pratt and Edward Fox, expressed their gratitude, Case extended his thanks and presented Hudson the medal, along with a package containing letters from most of the survivors and others involved with the crash, telling him about their lives and all the wonderful results of his selfless actions that day.  In response to the surprise event and medal presentation, Hudson downplayed the valor of his actions and tearfully thanked all those present.

 “It makes me kind of sad to think all these people came from all over for this,” he said.  “It shocked the heck out of me.”

Feb. 5, 1954

On a bitterly cold and snowy day, 16 people boarded an Air Force C-47 at Elmendorf to fly to Ladd Field near Fairbanks.  At about 1 p.m., in the face of scattered snow squalls, high winds and icing conditions, the aircraft virtually broke apart in midair.  Of the 16 members aboard, only six managed to escape or were thrown free of the falling aircraft and managed to open their parachutes.  Fortunately, the crash didn’t go unnoticed.  Nearby railroad workers heard the aircraft’s engines fall silent and saw the opening parachutes.  Shortly thereafter, Hudson got the call that would change so many lives.

“You had many reasons not to respond to that call,” Pratt said to his rescuer during the ceremony.  “The weather was lousy, a snow storm was coming in and you knew from your own flying experience there were high winds up in that area.  But you got in your plane and you came anyway.”

Hudson braved the bad weather and high winds while crisscrossing the mountain for about an hour before spotting three survivors near what remained of the fallen aircraft.  Disaster almost struck when one of the survivors shot a flare in an attempt to ensure he’d spot them.

“They didn’t know I’d already seen them,” said Hudson.  “That flare just barely missed my wing tip.  So that was a little discouraging.”

After dropping something to let the victims know he’d spotted them and he’d be coming back, Hudson flew away into the night to refuel.  However, due to the weather and darkness, he couldn’t make it back until the next morning.  Meanwhile, the two separated groups of three survivors each spent the night on the mountainside fighting off the elements.  Pratt, Fox and one other man spent the night huddled together under their parachutes, while the other trio stayed close to the aircraft.

Feb. 6, 1954

This time, Hudson flew back with fellow bush pilot Don Sheldon.  On their way to the site where Hudson had spotted the victims the day before, he saw tracks on the mountainside and convinced Sheldon there were more survivors.  After landing, the two pilots located Pratt, Fox and another survivor, and got a fire started.  Sheldon then flew off to bring back a doctor while Hudson attended to the victims.

“We’d already decided we had to get down off that mountain and find some shelter,” said Pratt.  “We didn’t think we’d survive another night.  We were obviously very, very happy to see Cliff.”

A rescue helicopter couldn’t make it to the victims due to the continuing high winds and bad weather, so Hudson remained with them all through that night and assisted with the loading process the following day.

Feb. 7, 1954

When the weather finally broke, the helicopter came in and began loading the victims, one per trip, and taking them to the nearest hospital.  When the first three were safely off the mountain, Hudson still had more work to do.  He led the helicopter to the remaining three victims and once again assisted with the loading evacuation.  Not until the last victim of the crash was off the mountain did he himself leave.

July 7, 2000

“I had 46 more years of life given to me because of you.  And 32 of those years I’ve been retired,” said Fox.  “I think that what I did with my life was make up the lack of life for the guys that died.  I’ve been all over the place and done everything.  I’ve just led a really, really happy life—thanks to you.”

After citing some of the amazing things Hudson had done in his life and mentioning the long list of rescues he’s been a part of, Case called him “a great American, great Alaskan.

“Sometimes events happen that leave an indelible mark, and certainly the events of the February day in 1954 were one of those,” said Case.  “It is very apparent to all involved, and there were a number of others involved in the rescue, you gave no thought at all for your personal safety.  You saw what needed to be done, went right to it and got the job done.

“Because of you, six Americans are alive and lived on that wouldn’t have otherwise.  We all salute you.”

One of Elmendorf’s deadeyes
Skeet shooter takes top honors at state championship

By SrA. Nate Hier

3rd Wing Public Affairs

Perfection—anything less and you're going to be in for a long, long day.

When Derrell Wells took aim at the three-day Alaska State Skeet Championship July 7 through 9, perfection was very nearly what he achieved on his way to winning the title.

With three legs of the competition completed, Wells and Ross Novak, a civilian competitor from Fairbanks, were dead even. The top gun in Alaska would be determined after 100 shots with a .410.

"He's a AAA shooter, said Wells. "So I knew I had my work cut out for me. I don't like knowing what anyone else has shot prior to me shooting as I tend to compete against their score instead of staying focused on what I have to do individually. So on this day, I arrived just minutes prior to shooting and without talking to anyone, walked on to the range and went for it. It worked."

When the smoke cleared, Wells had knocked down 99 targets, while Novak came up short with 97. That gave Wells a 400-shot total of 395 and made him this year's champion.

In just two years of shooting registered targets, Wells has gone from last year's rookie to this year's high overall average champion.

The competition is broken down into four phases. Each shooter shoots at 100 targets at eight different stations with four different shotguns -12-gauge, 20-gauge, 28-gauge and .410.

Wells hit 99 out of 100 targets in each category except the 28-gauge, where he hit 98.

"The .410 is the toughest event, because the shell is so much smaller than any of the other gauges. The shell only holds about a teaspoon of shot," said Wells. "I just knew what I had to do and was able to get it done."

Though this is just his second year of competing, Wells is already no stranger to the range. Always an avid bird hunter, he took up skeet shooting competitively to stay sharp in the off-season.

Since then, he's already done well enough to earn honorable mention All-American for military shooters last season, as well as attaining a high enough average to make the Air Force developmental squad, but, unfortunately, was not picked up because of funding cuts the Air Force team incurred.

 The Air Force team consists of five members on each of the first two teams and three members on the development team.

"My goal now is to make the first team," said Wells. "I'm a fierce competitor. Anything I do, I want to be the best."

He's already earned a AA rating, and feels reaching AAA will happen in the next few seasons.

To do that, he'll need to up his current average of about 97 to the 98.5 range, depending on which shotgun he uses.

Though he's not quite at the AAA range yet, the number one squad on the Air Force team generally averages about 94.5, so if he can maintain his current pace, he should reach that goal at season's end in September.

Though he described the sport as not being very physically demanding, Wells said the mental tasking is incredibly wearing.

"It's a perfectionist's sport, ' said Wells. "You've got to have complete and total concentration. Drop your concentration for a second, and you'll 'drop a bird.' By the time I get done shooting 200 rounds under a registered environment, I'm mentally spent."

In addition to the intense concentration the sport requires, confidence also plays a big role.

"There's an adage that says, 'To perform well, you have to have confidence. To have confidence, you have to perform well,"' said Wells. "If you're not feeling confident when you get to the range, you're simply not going to shoot well enough to take top honors." Wells plans to continue competing locally for the remainder of the season, and then wait to hear if he made the Air Force team.

For now, he's holding off on entering the next level of the sport—world shoots.

"For now, world shoots wouldn't work very well financially, since they're all held in the Lower 48," said Wells. "And I want to be a AAA shooter before I go down there to mix it up with the big dogs."

If he makes the first squad Air Force team this year, he'll be taking a shot at the "big dogs" even sooner.

Air Force team members compete in those, and many other competitions, with travel and shooting expenses covered. For now, Wells intends to continue fine-tuning his skills.

"This sport is like any other one," said Wells. "Sometimes you're on, sometimes you're not. It's just like in softball when you get on a good hitting streak and can't seem to get out. Then there are other times when you're doing nothing but popping the ball up to the pitcher. In shooting, sometimes you can't miss and sometimes you can't hit the broad side of a barn. . . from inside."

This season, Wells has been on.

He and four other Elmendorf members—Mike Edwards, Gary Cook, Eugene Rea and Dave Parsons—took the five-person team event at the Alaska State Armed Forces Championship held in Fairbanks in May, in addition to his recent victory against all shooters in Alaska.

Building Dreams
Elmendorf people help build Habitat for Humanity homes

By SrA. Nate Hier

3rd Wing Public Affairs

MSgt. Gary Dobyns of the 3rd Communications Squadron admits it-he's an addict. And what's worse, he claims the only cure is to do it more.

Fortunately, this is one addiction Dobyns, the Air Force and the Anchorage community can all be proud of. Dobyns' 'problem' is helping people. He works with the local Habitat for Humanity chapter building homes for deserving families with financial difficulties.

"The feeling you get when you see one of these homes completed, and see the family so overwhelmed with thanks move in, is indescribable," said Dobyns. "It's a beautiful thing to see how happy these people are to catch a break they deserve."

Dobyns first heard of the program when Jimmy Carter was president; however, he didn't get the opportunity to really get involved until he was stationed at Nellis Air Force Base, Nev., in 1991.

"When I first saw Carter on the news, I knew I wanted to get involved with the program," said Dobyns. "But at the time, it was just starting, so I couldn't find any local chapters to work with. Once I got to Nellis, I had the chance to work on my first home and I haven't been able to stop doing it since."

Hasn't been able to stop, and hasn't wanted to. Dobyns has been a part of the building of eight homes now, including his first in Las Vegas, which was a large, deserted building converted into a family shelter with eight separate units.

"There was a real problem with housing in Las Vegas at the time," said Dobyns. "Because the town was booming, families were coming in left and right. But when they got there, they had to be separated because there were no adequate, affordable housing units available. When we finished that project, we ensured that at least eight of those families wouldn't have to be separated while settling in."

Though he specializes in wiring, Dobyns has done just about everything you can do in the building process.

"You name it, I've done it," he said. "Basically, whatever needs to be done at the time, I'm there."

And he has been. He started on his fifth house in Anchorage earlier this week. On an earlier Anchorage home, he had help from some fellow Elmendorf personnel. MSgt. Bill Boyce, MSgt. Brian Mitchell and TSgt. Jerry O'Connor, all 3 CS members, assisted him with the wiring in the last house he worked on.

"Habitat for Humanity anywhere, and certainly here in the local chapter, is always looking for more volunteers, said Dobyns. "And the great thing about it is you don't have to be a construction expert. In fact, you don't have to have any experience at all. They'll always find something for everyone to do."

In most cases, volunteers also get a chance to choose what parts of the house they'd like to work on. Dobyns said supervisors will try to match new people up with experts on the subject they're interested in learning more about.

So, if you're considering remodeling a section of your own home, it might be a good idea to volunteer some time with the local chapter and learn a few things while doing good for the community, Dobyns said.

"God blessed me with a talent and I feel I need to share that with other people," said Dobyns. "I feel there's no better way to repay that debt than by sharing my talent with people less fortunate than myself."

The people he and others help are also helping themselves. Each family puts in 400 to 500 hours of work on their home or other Habitat homes being built. They also make monthly payments on an interest-free loan the program provides.

"It's a great program for those people out there who are working hard, but can't ever seem to get ahead," said Dobyns. "There's a lot of families of five or six or more who are trying to make it out of a little two-bedroom apartment. We help them out by giving them a decent place to live."

One of Dobyns' most gratifying moments came when a family just like these moved into their new home in Las Vegas.

"On the first house I did, there was a kid, maybe five or six years old," said Dobyns. "It was just a joy to watch him. He was so excited to have his own bedroom for the first time. It's moments like those that make every hour we put into these projects so completely worth it."

The kids certainly aren't the only ones who benefit. At another house in San Antonio, an older couple taking care of their grandchildren was the recipient of a Habitat home. Though Dobyns doesn't get to many of the dedication ceremonies, he remembers this one vividly as one of his finest moments in the program.

"You could really see how overwhelmed this man was with gratitude for all the volunteers who lent a hand to make it happen," said Dobyns. "It's memories like those that make the 'addiction' stronger with each house I help to build."
