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Talking with the Troops

Capt. Ron Johnson, 455th Expeditionary Security Forces Squadron, Lt. Gen. Gary North, U.S. Air Forces Central
and 9th Air Force commander, and Col. Steven Kwast, 455th Air Expeditionary Wing commander, survey the
horizon while visiting one of Bagram Air Field’s guard towers June 16. General North spoke with hundreds of
Airmen at various units during his one-day visit.
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Maintenance commanders cross paths during change of command

By Staff Sgt. Jason Lake
455th Air Expeditionary Wing

Two aircraft maintenance
commanders who worked
together at Shaw Air Force
Base, S.C., were reunited after
10 years during a change of
command here June 19.

Col. Clifton Blanks

relinquished command of

the 455th  Expeditionary
Maintenance Group to Col.
Lawrence Gatti, who once
worked under Colonel Blanks
as the 20th Equipment
Maintenance Squadron’s
maintenance supervisor in
1999.

Col. Steven Kwast, 455th
Air  Expeditionary Wing

commander and presiding

official for the ceremony,
wished a fond farewell for
Colonel Blanks who served
nearly a year in Afghanistan.
“[Colonel Blanks] is a man
who fiercely fought for each
and every one of you,” he said
in front of dozens of aircraft
maintainers  standing  in
formation. “He may have had

an easy-going personality, but

he fought hard to take care of
all because he loved you like
his own family.”

During his tenure at
Bagram, Colonel Blanks
commanded more than 850
Airmen who were charged
with  maintaining  more
than 40 aircraft that flew
approximately 18,500 sorties.
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In addition, the group
never missed an air tasking
order during a critical A-
10  Thunderbolt  aircraft
swap out due to potential
airframe cracks, and quickly
rallied together for a historic
recovery effort to remove a C-
17 Globemaster that landed
wheels up.

“I could recount a long list of
numbers and records involving
sorties, hours or munitions
employed, but that’s not what
I'll remember in the long run,”
Colonel Blanks explained.
“What T'll remember is the
selfless service and sacrifices
you all displayed on so many
occasions  in  ultimately
providing unbelievable
support to U.S. and coalition
forces across Afghanistan. I've
never been prouder to wear
this uniform and serve our
great country.”

Colonel Gatti, a graduate
of the Ohio State University
Reserve  Officer Training
Corps, previously served as
the Systems Support Division,
Directorate of Logistics chief
at Langley Air Force Base,
Va., before volunteering for
the one-year assignment as
Bagram’s maintenance group
commander.

“Thanks for volunteering,”

Colonel Blanks said to
Colonel Gatti shortly before

handing over the unit guidon.
“We've been friends for years
and I know you're perfect for
this job. I cant tell you how
comforting it is to turn over
something as near and dear to
me as this group, to a friend
who I know will take great
care of his Airmen.”

Colonel Gatti enlisted in

m truly humbled by the
opportunity to serve with the
finest maintainers and aircraft
in the Air Force inventory.”

the Air Force in 1975 before
separating in 1984 to pursue
his commission. Since he
received his commission
in 1986, Colonel Gatti has
served in various aircraft
maintenance positions  at
stateside bases and overseas.
Some of his assignments
include: Tyndall AFB, Fla,;
Hill AFB, Utah; Shaw AFB,
S.C. and Langley AFB, Va,;
Taegu Air Base, South Korea,
and Spandahlem Air Base,
Germany.

As the maintenance group
commander, Colonel Gatti is

responsible for hundreds of
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Col. Lawrence Gatti, 455th Expeditionary Maintenance Group commander, ad-
dresses his Airmen shortly after taking command June 18.

Airmen who provide aircraft
maintenance  and  sortie
generation for F-15E Strike
Eagles, A-10 Thunderbolts,
several C-130 airframes and
launch, recovery and servicing
support for military and
commercial transient aircraft.

“I'm truly humbled by the
opportunity to serve with the
finest maintainers and aircraft
in the Air Force inventory,”he
said.“Twill work hard to follow
in Colonel Blanks’ footsteps.
Our number one priority will
continue to be taking care
of the people on the ground

[outside the wire].”



Falcon pilot takes command of 455th EOG

By Staff Sgt. Jason Lake
455th Air Expeditionary Wing

A tearful A-10 Thunderbolt pilot
redeployed home and an F-16 pilot took
command of the 455th Expeditionary
Operations Group during a change of
command ceremony June 19.

After serving a year as commander,
Col. Raymond Strasburger relinquished
command of the 455th EOG to Col.
Patrick McKenzie as aircraft engines
hissed on Bagram’s close air support
ramp.

Col. Steven Kwast, 455th Air
Expeditionary Wing commander, thanked
Colonel Strasburger for his dedication
after completing his fourth deployment
here since A-10 Thunderbolts first arrived
in 2002.

“The  accomplishments of  the
operations group in the last year have been
extraordinary,” said Colonel Kwast who
presided over the ceremony that followed

a tradition dating back to eighteenth
century Prussia. “When a man like
Colonel Strasburger has accomplished
and sacrificed so much, you cant help but
leave without a deep sense of sadness and
joy. ‘Donk, you're actions as an officer and
awarrior have been exemplary.”

Shortly before handing over the guidon
to his successor, Colonel Strasburger was
awarded the Bronze Star for leading his
unit through a historic year.

Justlastmonth, the two fightersquadrons
under his leadership tallied more than
5,000 combat flight hours in a single
month — a feat typically accomplished in
nearly six months back at home station.

Some of the other accomplishments
recited in his award citation include:

Colonel Strasburger led the group as
nine squadrons flew more than 16,800
sorties and spent nearly 1 million pounds
of munitions while responding to more
than 930 troops-in-contact situations. The
group also scrambled alert aircraft more
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Col. Patrick McKenzie, 455th Expeditionary Operations Group com-
mander, delivers his first address to his Airmen shortly after taking
command June 18.

than 160 times, transported more than 53
million pounds of cargo and air evacuated
more than 600 patients throughout
Afghanistan.

“Ihe opportunity, friendships and
memories will remain vivid for the rest
of my life and when the day comes that
I'm lying on my deathbed, I will hearken
back to the days and nights we spent at
Bagram,” said the 25-year Air Force
veteran. “I will remember the blood, sweat
and tears. I will remember the maximum
effort to serve our brothers and sisters on
the ground. I will remember how the
team pulled together to serve our Nation
when she needed us most. But most of all,
I'will remember each of you and what you
did here, this day and every day.”

Asthenewoperationsgroupcommander,
Colonel McKenzie is responsible for
leading hundreds of Airmen conducting
air operations ranging from combat search
and rescue to close air support.

“I'm delighted to be a part of this team
of warriors and look forward to leading
this operations group through a very
critical mission,” said the F-16 command
pilot with more 80 combat missions in
Southwest Asia, Bosnia and Kosovo. “I'm
confident we will ensure our mission is
conducted with professionalism, purpose
and pride. Our mission of providing
integrated and synchronized kinetic and
non-kinetic effects, airlift of supplies and
personnel, electronic warfare and attack, air
space management, air traffic control and
airfield operations is critical to the success
of the Central Command mission.”

'The 21-year Air Force veteran thanked
his predecessor for setting high standards
and challenged his Airmen to take the
unit’s achievements to new heights.

“T demand that you remain brilliant in
the basics of your craft and disciplined in
the manner in which you execute,” said
the University of Kansas ROTC graduate.
“Those are the enduring characteristics
that will enable quick and sound decisions
that will render proper execution.”



Bagram attack kills two U.S. servicemembers, wounds six

Compiled by USFOR-A public affairs

Two U.S. servicemembers
killed and at least six other personnel
were wounded yesterday during an
early morning indirect-fire attack
on Bagram Airfield in Afghanistan,
officials said.

The injured were taken to a U.S.
medical facility for treatment.

“On behalf of the Combined Joint
Task Force 82 team, we offer our
condolences and sympathy to the
families of our two brave service
members,”said Army Maj. Gen. Curtis
Scaparrotti, commander of the task

were

force. “Their sacrifice in the name of
security and a better way of life for the
Afghan people will not be forgotten.”

'The names of the service members are
being withheld pending notification of
their families.

Also yesterday, Afghan and coalition
forces detained four suspected militants
during a patrolin Afghanistan’s Ghazni
province to disrupt weapon and
foreign fighter facilitation operations
in eastern Afghanistan.

In other news from Afghanistan,
Afghan  and  coalition  forces
confiscated weapons and opium and
detained four militant suspects June

20 during operations against Taliban
and Haqqani terrorist network forces
in Helmand and Khost provinces.

In June 19 operations:

-- Afghan and coalition forces
detained four suspected Haqqani
militants during a patrol in Khost
province as part of efforts to disrupt
foreign fighter operations in eastern
Afghanistan.

-- Coalition forces medics treated 23
Afghans who were injured when their
vehicle struck an improvised explosive
device in the Arghandab district of
Zabul province.

NEWS BRIEFS

NATO MEDALS: The NATO Medal typically takes
approx. 90 days upon arrival for approval and distribution
back to PERSCO. PERSCO has a spreadsheet posted to
the SIPR public drive which you can view to see the status
of your medal. If you notice any errors, call PERSCO at
431-2070/4409 or email 455EMSG.PERSCO®@afghan.

swa.army.mil

GOING TDY: All Air Force members are required to in and
out-process through PERSCO for TDYs, Emergency Leave
or R&R Leave/Pass. The PAX terminal will not manifest
you until they have documentation stamped from PERSCO.
All personnel assigned to the 455th are required to complete
the AOR Travel Authorization Memo for any type of TDY.
Please direct questions to PERSCO, 431-4409/2070.

COMBAT O: Combat Orientation is Thursday at
0930Z/1400L at the Enduring Freedom Chapel. This is
a mandatory briefing for all Air Force personnel assigned
to Bagram Air Field. Accountability is tracked and will be
forwarded to the first sergeants.

NEWCOMERS INPROCESSING: All Air Force
members are required to inprocess with PERSCO. 'The
inprocessing will start your combat pay entitlements. If you
have been in the AOR for at least 30 days and you are not

receiving combat pay, visit Finance in the crow’s nest tower
on Camp Cunningham. If you know for a fact that you
did not inprocess with PERSCO, please visit PERSCO
located in Bldg. 700 near the passenger terminal. Call 431-
2070/4409 for more information.

MEO CONTACT INFO: The Camp Cunningham
Military Equal Opportunity Office at Bldg. 726 can
be reached by calling 481-6226 or call the Air Force
Discrimination Hotline at 1-888-231-4058.

EAGLE CASH: All deployed personnel (military,
civilian and contractors) utilizing Air Force finance office
services within the USCENTCOM AOR are required
to have an EagleCash Stored Value Card and highly
encouraged to use it. Additionally, the Bagram Finance
Office has set-up a full-service EagleCash Card Center at

the Friday Bagram Bazaar for your use. Sign-up for your

EagleCash Card today.

IMMUNIZATIONS: Are your immunizations up to
date? Active duty members are required to stay current on
all immunizations during their deployment. Report to your
nearest medical treatment facility to check your status and
get vaccinated. For questions, contact Task Force Medical

Public Health.



