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Feb. 9, 2000

AIR FORCE LOSES A FRIEND, A HERO

By Tech. Sgt. Ginger Schreitmueller

Air Force Special Operations Command Public Affairs

ANDREWS AIR FORCE BASE, Md.  (Night Flyer News Service) – While attending a conference here, I heard the news Derrick Thomas had died Feb. 8.  The professional football player had suffered a heart attack while recovering from injuries sustained in a car accident.


His death doesn’t just impact the sports community, it impacts the Air Force family.


Maybe once in all our lives we meet a person who touches us in an extraordinary way.  They are the true heroes of our world.


In 1997, while stationed at Hickam Air Force Base, Hawaii, I had the chance to meet Derrick Thomas.  The pro football player was in Hawaii for his eighth straight appearance in the Pro Bowl.  Though my job as an Air Force public affairs specialist means I often get the chance to interview senior military leaders, rarely do I get the chance to talk with a celebrity or superstar athlete.  But, when I learned why Derrick was visiting Hickam I was excited about interviewing him and telling the Air Force his amazing story – and the story of his father.


 Capt. Robert Thomas was a U.S. Air Force pilot on a B-52G Stratofortess when his aircraft was shot down over North Vietnam in 1972 during Operation Linebacker II.  The captain was listed as missing in action for nearly six years before his remains were identified through the U.S. Army Central Identification Lab in Hawaii and returned to his family in 1978.  Derrick wanted to visit the lab to learn more about a father he never knew and the agency that helped bring his dad home again.


I had the pleasure of spending the day with Derrick talking and listening.  I heard the stories of a young boy growing up without his dad.  Instead of tinges of anger and hurt, Derrick talked with pride about the sacrifices his father and so many others made in a war many felt we never should have been involved with.  I heard the man talk about how honored he was to be a part of the Air Force family and how proud he was of all those who have and continue to serve.  I saw a different man than the defensive linebacker who sacked and racked his opponents and filled every inch of his Kansas City Chiefs’ uniform.


The day after his visit to Hickam and the lab, Derrick would appear on ESPN.  But, he didn’t talk about the Pro Bowl or football.  He talked about his dad and thanked the Air Force for affording him the opportunity to visit the Central Identification Lab.  Throughout the interview, Derrick proudly wore a U.S. Air Force “Aim High” hat.  He was an unsolicited, from-the-heart supporter of the Air Force people and mission.


Now, 3 years later I saw Derrick’s image on the television once again…this time it was the news of his death.  Only 33 years old, Derrick’s short life left an invaluable imprint on many people, on and off the football field.


Defining a hero isn’t as easy as finding the entry in Webster’s Dictionary.  True heroes aren’t molded or trained.   The world has lost a great athlete.  The Air Force has lost a member of its family and a friend.  And, like his father whose name is etched on the Vietnam Memorial, the nation has lost a true hero.

##

(Note:  The original articles about Derrick Thomas’ visit to Hickam were released Feb. 4, 1997.  They are available on Air Force Link archives.)
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July 26, 2000

HATS ON, HATS OFF

By Tech. Sgt. Ginger Schreitmueller

Air Force Special Operations Command Public Affairs

HURLBURT FIELD, Fla. (Night Flyer News Service) – It’s not often you’ll get someone to admit they wasted government time while at work.  I’m stepping up to that proverbial plate and saying, yep, I wasted nearly an hour of the taxpayers' money the other day.


It had been one of those weeks where you wonder if you’re the last one to know some big, breaking news.  Everywhere I turned someone was stepping out of a car, walking into a building, lollygaging around outside without their hats on.


Surely, I thought to myself, if the Air Force had rescinded the wear-the-hat-outside rule I’d have seen a blurb or two somewhere – Air Force Press Service, an email from the first sergeant, a post-it note attached to some policy letter.  But, I was beginning to think I was the last one to be read in on this important uniform change.


The airman in desert cammies sauntering into the off-base frozen drink place apparently got the word.  The master sergeant waltzing around the housing area reading his mail saw the memo.  The staff sergeant making a dash from the parking lot to the burger joint saw the news release.  The starving airman hopping into the dining hall surely read the note from his commander about it.


Each one provided that “Are you stupid?” look when I asked about a hat, a beret, a cover or cap.  Maybe, I was the last to know.

That’s when I decided before I stopped one more person about their missing top cover, I’d better spend a little quality time on the Internet.  Checked Air Force Link, DOD Link, Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force’s home page, I even pulled down a copy of Air Force Instruction 36-2903 (35-10 to those still clinging to the good ‘ole days).  Not one mention, not one iota about a phase out for hats or a total abolishment of those pesky hair-messing gadgets.  After nearly an hour of search engines and find-it buttons, I gave up.  

I wasn’t out of the loop, outside the G-turn, off my lane, on a different sheet of music.  Furthermore, there are no references to exceptions that allow excuses such as “I forgot it,” “You don’t need it in housing,” “We don’t wear them with this uniform,” or (my personal favorite) “Yeah, whatever.”

Feeling victorious in confirming that more often than not, I am in on big news information, I was pretty cranky.  Then, driving to work the next morning I saw someone else who reassured me that the hat rules are followed.

A lieutenant had pulled her car into the median and appeared to be having tire trouble.  Right behind her, an airman noticed the distress and pulled in to offer assistance.  (The non-hat wearers in the bunch may want to sit down for this next part.)  The airman gets out of his car, WITH his hat already on, walks over to the lieutenant and, no kidding, SALUTES!  Off base, in the midst of morning rush hour traffic, in uniform he has his hat on and renders the proper military courtesies!

Hundreds of people are zipping by this well traveled road, most late for work.  And, this airman not only stops to help but also doesn’t forget his military standards in the process.  Future chief master sergeant of the Air Force, say I.

As I silently applauded the airman’s military bearing (I was driving and couldn’t actually take my hands off the wheel), I wondered if he’d wasted any taxpayer’s money searching for uniform changes, too.  

##
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March 13, 2000
IFAM HONES SPECIAL TACTICS SKILLS FOR OPERATORS 

By Tech. Sgt. Ginger Schreitmueller

Air Force Special Operations Command Public Affairs

HURLBURT FIELD, Fla. (Night Flyer News Service) -- They've survived some of the most intense training to earn the right to wear the beret.  But before the Pararescuemen and Combat Controllers can join a Special Tactics team, they have one more course to complete.


The 720th Special Tactics Group's Special Tactics Initial Familiarization program -- known as IFAM -- provides Pararescuemen and Combat Controllers exposure to the unique aspects of Special Tactics.  

Though many Special Tactics units have their own in-house familiarization program, the group's IFAM course is held at the 23rd Special Tactics Squadron, here.  


"The course is designed to familiarize PJs and Controllers with the Special Tactics core missions," said Mr. Ron Childress, IFAM course director.  "We're not here to decide if they have what it takes to be a PJ or Controller; they've already proven that by graduating the tech schools." 


"Now that they have their beret, we want to take them as close to the edge as we can get in the Special Tactics arena," said Mr. Childress who is also a retired Combat Controller.  "The object is to teach them those lessons here, so they're better prepared to take on real-world missions when they get to their Special Ops units."


Though most of the students come to IFAM after graduating the Combat Control or Pararescue Schools, some may have been out of the Special Operations community for awhile serving in Air Combat Command or Air Education and Training Command units.  For these students, IFAM serves as a refresher course. The Combat Control School is held at Pope Air Force Base, N.C.  The PJ School is at Kirtland Air Force Base, N.M.

"We get NCOs through the course who have been instructors at the indoc schools or have never been assigned to AFSOC.  Whether the student is a three-, five- or seven-level, IFAM provides them the training essential to the Special Tactics world," said Mr. Childress. 


Currently there are two PJs and two Controllers serving as IFAM instructors, and with more than 22 years experience as a Combat Control instructor and being assigned to conventional and Special Tactics squadrons, Mr. Childress brings continuity and real-world experience to the program.  During the 30-day course, students are introduced to Special Tactics techniques such as airfield seizure operations, combat search and rescue, and call-for-fire missions for fixed and rotary wing aircraft.

Classroom time provides students instruction on topics such as portable radio familiarization, navigational aids and beacons, aircraft capability, utilization and employment of the global positioning system within Special Operations, and mission planning, air traffic control procedures and individual team member responsibilities during forward arming and refueling point operations.

Practical instruction covers everything from fast roping and zodiac maintenance, to drop zone/helicopter landing zone survey and multi-lift static line jump procedures.

"There's a lot of attention on providing students practical, hands-on training," said Mr. Childress.  "They'll use all they've learned at the end of the course during a field training exercise.  They have to plan and prepare for the exercise, which is held for two nights and culminates with an airfield seizure operation."

After they've completed the course students are ready to take on an active role on their Special Tactics team, he said.


Airman 1st Class Jose Nevarez, a Combat Controller currently attending IFAM Class 00-02, said the course's progressive learning pace is a training benefit. 


"During pipeline training you're learning on the go," said Airman Nevarez, who will be assigned to the Blue Team at the 23rd STS.  "During IFAM I have a chance to ask questions and reinforce what I'm learning.  It's helping phase me into my team."  Class 00-02 graduates April 5.


Senior Airman Erin Bowser said the course is giving him a better understanding of what to expect when he joins his team at McChord Air Force Base, Wash.


"It's a great course and really shows you how a Special Tactics team operates," said Airman Bowser, a Combat Controller who will be assigned to the 22nd Special Tactics Squadron at McChord.  "I'm anxious to learn all they have to teach me so I can be more compatible with my team. IFAM is pulling all the information together so I can hit the ground running."

Preparing students for the Special Tactics team environment is the biggest benefit of the program for another IFAM student.

"IFAM offers a more structured environment than you'll get in team training," said Staff Sgt. Jason Kemp, who cross-trained into the Combat Control career field.  "I can stop the instructors and ask a million questions.  I'll learn more and be an asset to my team, not a liability."  After completing IFAM, Sergeant Kemp will be on the Silver Team at the 23rd STS.

Getting a new member of the unit that's 99.9 percent prepared to fold into the team is a mission benefit, said the superintendent of the 23rd STS Silver Team.

"In the past the team took a 'green' airman and taught him how to apply all those skills he spent the last year-plus learning," said Master Sgt. Gary Maddock.  "Though training is our full-time job, team training is more proficiency focused.  We train together in events, exercises and scenarios that challenge us to perform our wartime missions.  Practicing them, not learning them.  Training a new airman how we do those things actually takes away from that practice.  This is where IFAM earns its money."

The end result of IFAM is to provide combat-ready Special Operations Pararescuemen and Combat Controllers for AFSOC units, said Mr. Childress.

"The benefits of IFAM show with each real-world mission our Special Tactics teams take part in.  A great example is the Special Tactics teams that participated in the rescue missions during Operation Allied Force -- they learned what they did in IFAM," he said.  "IFAM sharpens the sword for the Special Tactics commanders, and gives them a better weapon to use in executing the mission."

Since the program began in 1997, there have been 16 IFAMs, graduating 192 students into the AFSOC Special Tactics world.

##
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Nov. 1, 2000

WARRIORS GATHER TO WELCOME NEW CINC

By Tech. Sgt. Ginger Schreitmueller

Air Force Special Operations Command Public Affairs

Tampa, Fla. (Night Flyer News Service) – Surrounded by warriors, the first Air Force general assumed command of U.S. Special Operations Command, Oct. 27.


Gen. Charles Holland became the sixth commander in chief of the unified command, taking the USSOCOM guidon from Army Gen. Peter Schoomaker during a change-of-command ceremony held near MacDill Air Force Base, Fla.  General Schoomaker retires later this month after more than 30 years of service as an Army Special Forces leader. 


General Holland steps into a command more than prepared to meet the uncertainties of a new century, according to Secretary of Defense William Cohen, who presided over the ceremony along with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. Henry Shelton.


"The role of Special Operations has risen like a phoenix from the ashes of Desert One to a rebirth as one of America's most respected and reliable forces, with a role in virtually every region, every deployment all over the world," said the secretary.

"By necessity, (you) are often the 

most unknown and too often the most unsung.  Whether in the Balkans, where you have gone beyond the mountains, or in the heart of Africa, after you have crossed the sea, you have trod ground that few will ever know," he said. 


During the ceremony, General Holland thanked General Schoomaker for molding a command whose standards of excellence set the pace for others to follow.

"(General Schoomaker) has pulled together the finest team of teams.  These proud Special Operations warriors are up to the task.  They are trained and ready to deploy in support of our nation's warfighters," said General Holland, a native of West Virginia.

"We've come a long way and we'll continue to stay the course that (General Schoomaker) developed to ensure we remain relevant in the uncertainties that lie ahead in the 21st century," said the general.

The general began his Air Force career in 1968 after graduation from the U.S. Air Force Academy.  He has more than 4,600 flying hours – including 79 combat missions in the AC-130 Gunship in Southeast Asia.

 
The secretary said he is confident in General Holland's ability to lead the Quiet Professionals.


"General Holland understands the future facing our Special Operations Forces," said Secretary Cohen.  "As the first airman to lead this great command, we can expect to see (General) Holland where aviators feel most at home – at the battle's leading edge."


The general's military career includes a variety of Special Operations assignments.  He has served as commander of 1st Special Operations Wing, Hurlburt Field, Fla.; the deputy commanding general, Joint Special Operations Command, Fort Bragg, N.C.; commander, Special Operations Command Pacific, Camp H.M. Smith, Hawaii; and, commander, Air Force Special Operations Command, Hurlburt Field.  Prior to assuming command of USSOCOM, General Holland served as the vice commander of U.S. Air Forces in Europe, Ramstein, Germany.


USSOCOM consists of about 46,000 Air Force, Army and Navy Special Operations Forces, active and reserve, that are organized into a variety of land, sea and aerospace forces.

##
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Dec. 18, 2000

PJ COMMUNITY REMEMBERS FALLEN HERO, FRIEND

By Tech. Sgt. Ginger Schreitmueller

Air Force Special Operations Command Public Affairs

HURLBURT FIELD, Fla. (Night Flyer News Service) -- For six weeks, Airman 1st Class Ryan Hall spent hours polishing a small bronze plaque outside the Pararescue Indoctrination Course at Lackland Air Force Base, Texas.


The 21-year-old, now assigned to the 23rd Special Tactics Squadron, here, first saw the plaque as mere words etched in metal.  But, with each touch of the cloth, each day he survived some of the toughest training the Air Force has to offer, he began to understand. 

It is not solely a memorial in metal -- it is a reflection of one man's unfaltering belief in the simple Pararescue creed: That Other's May Live.  The plaque reminds those enduring the course about one of their own – Airman 1st Class William "Pits" Pitsenbarger Jr. 

It was April 11, 1966, when Detachment 6, 38th Aerospace Rescue and Recovery Squadron, out of Bien Hoa, Vietnam, was called in to support a medevac mission.  Pitsenbarger, a native of Ohio, was on the second of two HH-43 Huskie helicopters sent in to retrieve the wounded and dead from elements of the Army's 1st Infantry Division, which was surrounded by enemy forces a few miles east of Saigon.

The only way to get the wounded out of the jungle was with hoist-equipped helicopters.  This wasn't a new mission for Pitsenbarger, who was just 21 years old.  He had been "in country" since the previous August, and had already seen nearly 300 rescue missions.

The choppers launched that afternoon, vectored in on the American forces and went in.  On scene, "Pits" volunteered to go down the line and administer emergency treatment to the most seriously wounded, and to assist with the extraction of wounded soldiers.

One of the platoon leaders on the ground said he was astonished to look up and see the PJ voluntarily descending from the helicopter through a hail of bullets.

"To put down on paper what that battle was like is an impossible task," said then-1st Lt. Martin Kroah.  "At times the small arms fire would be so intense that it was deafening, and all a person could do was get as close to the ground as possible and pray."

As soon as the penetrator touched the ground, "Pits" jumped off and began treating the wounded. In the next few hours, the rescue crews made five flights in and out of the area.  On the sixth flight, the chopper was hit by enemy fire.  The cable holding the stokes litter was cut as the pilot fought to keep the aircraft from crashing into the trees.


Due to heavy enemy fire, and no backup fire support, the choppers were pulled out of the area.  Pitsenbarger elected to stay at the battlesite to aid the wounded until reinforcements and artillery could clear the way for additional rescues.

Army Sergeant Fred Navarro, a squad leader with the trapped Charlie Company, remembered watching the Air Force PJ operating under heavy sniper fire.  

"He gave his pistol to one of the wounded men who couldn't hold a rifle. He then took the wounded soldier's rifle and moved from place to place, while under fire," said Navarro.  "He was collecting ammo from the dead and giving it to the wounded. He went back out, running all around the perimeter collecting ammo.  The he redistributed ammo to each soldier that was still alive."

Kroah also witnessed the PJ's heroic actions.

"On three separate occasions he exposed himself to enemy fire.  It took tremendous courage to expose himself to the possibility of an almost certain death in order to save the life of someone he didn't know," he said.  "I'm certain the death count would have been much higher had it not been for the heroic efforts of Airman Pitsenbarger."

Fellow PJ, then-Airman 1st Class Harry O'Beirne, said Pitsenbarger's actions didn't surprise those who knew him.

"He had done this many times before. He knew the score pretty well and he had been fired at quite a bit. He knew the chance he was taking; it was not a case of going in there blindly," said O'Beirne, who was assigned to Bien Hoa with Pitsenbarger.

After the choppers had returned to home base at Bien Hoa, the word came down that the Army company and Pitsenbarger were moving to another spot, and were OK.  Further rescue and extraction wasn’t needed that night.  They waited anxiously for the next day, to go back and retrieve the wounded and bring their fellow PJ back to base.  The next morning they found out the information was crossed; the company hadn't moved and the battle was still going on.

O'Beirne was on the first alert chopper out and when they arrived on scene was lowered to the ground to continue evacuation efforts.  On the ground, O'Beirne remembers an Army lieutenant who was seriously wounded and said he needed to be sure someone knew about the heroic actions of the airman, and what he had done for Charlie Company.  The story he told would end with the solemn statement, "I'm sorry. Your friend didn't make it."

Somewhere around 7:30 p.m. the night before, the PJ had been killed.  O'Beirne found his friend's body and would bring him out of the jungle that day.

"I was very angry.  I don't know why, just very angry," said O'Beirne.  "You do everything as you're trained to do; it's part of the job.  I was stepping over some 81 dead GIs, and about 100 wounded.  Later, as you have time to sit around, it hits you."

Of the 180 men that were involved in the firefight in that patch of jungle that day, few would escape uninjured.

At a ceremony in the Pentagon, Sept. 22, 1966, Mr. and Mrs. Pitsenbarger were presented their son's Air Force Cross, as well as the Airman's Medal, four Air Medals and the Purple Heart for other missions the young PJ had flown in Vietnam.

Though the Air Force Cross is the highest medal the Air Force can bestow, those who knew him and those who saw what happened that night didn't give up the fight to have the Pararescue jumper's memory and actions honored with the Congressional Medal of Honor.

Now, after nearly 35 years, William Pitsenbarger Sr. received his son's Congressional Medal of Honor during a ceremony at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio, Dec. 8.

Master Sgt. Scotty Gearen, operations superintendent at the 23rd STS, was among the more than 300 PJs who attended the ceremony.

"'Pits' lived by the motto," he said, "and has always been our guidepost for courage and devotion to duty.  I hope that if I ever find myself in similar circumstances I would have the courage that he displayed."

For those who knew "Pits," there was never a doubt that his actions that night merited the nation's highest honor.

"He died doing his job," said Dave Milsten, who was the noncommissioned officer in charge of the PJ section at Bien Hoa.  "If he would have known the consequences of going down that hoist it wouldn't have slowed him up a bit."

"He was very patriotic, truly patriotic," said O'Beirne.  "He was one of those people that you thought wrapped the flag around them when they went to bed at night.  He was tall, very fit and very gung-ho.  Bill was very likeable -- he probably had his faults, but no one working with him could say just what they were."

In a statement, U.S. Rep. John Boehner (R-OH), told his colleagues in the House the Medal of Honor was long overdue for Airman Pitsenbarger.

"(He) showed honor in a time of tremendous pressure.  He put other lives before his own.  He put his country before his self-interest and he proved that America would remain the land of the free and fight for the freedom of others by showing it was still the land of the brave," said the congressman.

It's that sense of duty and honor, and the chance to help others that Airman Hall said attracted him to the Pararescue career field.

Though not a PJ long enough to even get his beret dirty, Airman Hall says he's come to realize the legacy of Airman William "Pits" Pitsenbarger is what earns a man the right to wear the distinctive maroon beret of Pararescue.

"You can't ask more from an individual than what Airman Pitsenbarger gave," said Hall.  "It changes your perspective about Pararescue.  It's not a job; it's a way of life.  It's not something you can explain; it's personal."

Outside the PJ schoolhouse at Kirtland Air Force Base, N.M., there's another plaque that echoes the perspective of Airman Hall and other PJs:

"For those who've never been there, no explanation is possible.  For those who have, no explanation is needed."

(Special thanks to PJs Harry O'Beirne, Robert LaPointe, Jim Watson and Senior Master Sgt. Ernie Evans for their assistance in gathering information and ensuring the accuracy of this article.)
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