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Feature340th EARS keeps aircraft in the fight 24-7 
Despite the age of the KC-135 – the Air 

Force’s top recapitalization priority – the 
340th Expeditionary Air Refueling Squadron 
Stratotanker’s role in delivering air power has 
proven itself critical to the wing mission and 
to U.S. Central Command.  

As enablers, the refuelers make every other 
air mission possible by delivering combat 
airpower anywhere, anytime, according to Lt. 
Col. Tom Riney, 340th EARS commander. 

“For the past 50 years the KC-135s have 
made immediate, on call, close air support 
possible and enabled complete domination of 
the sky,” Colonel Riney said.  “In the current 
conflict, the troops on the ground deserve and 
expect air cover when and where they need 
it, and our strike pilots deserve and expect to 
enter the fray with the edge that a full tank of 
gas provides.” 

The squadron accomplishes its mission 
with a very diverse mix of people. Currently 
there are crews from all five active duty 
CONUS KC-135 bases, both OCONUS bases, 
and six Air National Guard bases. Over the 
past few years every active duty KC-135 unit 
and most KC-135 Guard and Reserve units 
have provided aircrews to fly and fight with 
the Pythons of the 340th EARS.  

Driving the need for mixing crews from 
multiple locations and commands is the size 
of the operation here and the number of hours 
the crews have to fly.  

“We are a very young active duty crew 
force, and our Guard and Reserve crews round 
out our total force team by providing the 
experience and expertise that only years of 
flying can bring,” Colonel Riney said. “I am 
very proud of how these professional aviators 
step up and make the mission happen 24 hours 
a day, seven days a week.”

Looking at the successes of the KC-135, 

some might not 
realize the work that 
is being done with 
an airframe that entered 
service 50 years ago. Colonel 
Riney said it’s not easy keeping the 
planes in top shape, but the people who 
maintain them make it look that way.

“While we love our KC-135s and treat 
them as best we can, it is our maintenance 
experts who keep these planes flying,” he 
said. “When you consider the age of our 
fleet, the amount of hours we are flying, 
and the environmental changes these planes 
endure by coming from northern tier bases 
to the desert, the accomplishments of our 
maintenance team are truly mind boggling.

The commander said he left his base 
when the temperature was minus 17 degrees.  
Three days later, his maintenance crews had 
that same plane up and flying an operational 
mission in the desert.  

“It is through sheer will and determination 
that our maintainers keep these jets in the 
air,” Colonel Riney said.  “The amazing 
mission capable rates and record-high 
mission effectiveness rates that we in the 
cockpit enjoy are truly a testament to these 
professional maintainers.”

Another aspect of the tanker mission here 
is the number of different aircraft on the 
receiving end of the tanker’s fuel.  Crews 
might spend one day refueling Navy 
F-18s or Royal Air Force GR-4s, 
and the next day offload fuel to 
RC-135s, E-8 Joint STARS, or 
Air Force fighters on their way to 
protect troops on the ground.  

“From the cockpit the changing airframes 
keeps us on our toes, but from the back of 
the aircraft our boom operators have to be 
on their ‘A’ game every mission,” Colonel 
Riney said. “Switching from refueling a       
fighter to a heavy, then back to a fighter, 
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presents serious 
challenges and our 
boom operators are 
very effective at making the 
transitions. Our boom operators 
truly earn their stripes and uphold the 
legacy that the young Tigers established 
decades ago in the skies over Vietnam.”  

As a total force team in the air and 
on the ground, the KC-135 community 
is proud of its contribution to the long 
war, Colonel Riney said.  From enabling 
persistent air cover and ISR for 
the troops on the ground and air 
mobility that keeps convoys off 
the road, the tanker gas is a key 
link in the chain of events leading 
to mission success.  

A KC-135 Stratotanker from the 379th Air Expeditionary Wing refuels a British Royal Air Force Tornado GR-4.    
British Royal Air Force photo
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Airman 1st Class John Reschke, 340th Air Refueling Squadron boom operator, 
calculates the weight and balance of the KC-135 Stratotanker before takeoff.

Photo by Airman 1st Class Gustavo Gonzalez

Senior Airman Neal Sicard, 340th Aircraft Maintenance Unit crew chief, 
preps for maintenance work on the KC-135 Stratotanker fuel cell by 
draining the main fuel tank sumps.
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Perspective
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On the cover: (left to right) 
1st Lt. Dan Mecham, 340th 
Air Refueling Squadron 
pilot, Airman 1st Class Alan 
Champagne, 340th ARS 
boom operator, and Staff Sgt. 
Tavia Weaver, 340th Aircraft 
Maintenance Unit electrical 
environmental specialist, all 
play integral roles in making 
every air mission possible 
by providing the lifeblood of 
operations, and replacing the 
KC-135 is the Air Force’s top 
recapitalization priority.

by Lt. Col. Doug Slater
379th Air Expeditionary Wing
Chaplain

Part of the wing’s mission statement is to 
make Airmen better while deployed. From my 
perspective there are two facets to that goal.

First, it implies that leadership will invest 
on a professional basis in those who serve here 
away from home. Also, as we each share our 
home station practices with one another, we 
can combine them as we complete the mission. 
But it also implies and requires a certain 
responsibility of each of us to want to change 
and become a better Airman… we have to 
want to take action to change and grow. We 
have to want to be better Airmen.

The desert is a wonderful place for change 
and renewing our investment in ourselves. Do 
you want to be a better Airman? If so, what are 
you going to do to go home a better Airman?  
What are your goals? What better time in 
life than now to incorporate new habits and 
practices in your life. 

Perhaps you decided to get physically fit, 
shed those extra pounds and firm up those 
muscles. Perhaps you have your eyes set on 
getting that mile-marking or weight-setting T-
shirt. Maybe you are committed to completing 
some professional military education, learning 
a new language, catching up on some reading 
or taking some college courses to be rewarded 
one day with a promotion, diploma or just 
the satisfaction of learning. Possibly you left 
home with the intention of strengthening your 
family life and are committed to learning new 
ways of communication or moving to a new 
level of intimacy. 

These are all great goals, and there are 
many more each of us have set. While physical 
and mental growth are both important ways 
to become a better Airman, let me suggest at 
least one more area of life to consider as you 
pursue personal growth and stay balanced in 
your life.  

What is that area that sometimes gets 
neglected in the busyness of daily life back 
home? Quite simply, it is our spirituality and 
the feeding of our souls.  Spiritual growth… 
no surprise a chaplain would emphasize that, 
right? 

But what better place to give special 
attention to one’s spiritual health than in this 
desert environment? The desert is historically 
a quiet place without distraction… many 
religious people of years gone by were either 
first connected or reconnected to God in a 
desert area. 

I have been here seven months and although 
the work day is long, after work I have found 
there are few distractions or commitments like 
those at home that often would deter me from 

meeting my objectives of growing physically, 
mentally and spiritually. 

I have spoken with many people over the 
last seven months who nod their head and say, 
“Chaplain, I really do need to start attending 
my faith group services.” Many choose to 
follow through and resume attending worship 
services and spiritual studies that they may 
have wandered away from since childhood. 
They go home with a new perspective on 
their life and a new appreciation of the value 
of good spiritual health, the practical and 
positive impact a “healthy spirit” can have on 
relationships and daily living and the variety 
of stresses each of us face. 

Since arriving here, I have also met a 
number of people who wanted for a long time 
to teach a religious education class but did not 
have what they felt was the necessary time to 
prepare and teach back home. Most of those 
conversations usually start out, “Well, I used 
to teach all the time years ago, but back home, 
‘this or that’ would always come up instead.” 
But here in the desert they have been able to 
make a new choice with their time and not 
only be renewed themselves, but help others 
to renew and increase their spiritual health in 
the process.

 There is still time. In the words of our 
Air Force Chief of Chaplains, Chaplain (Maj. 
Gen.) Charles Baldwin, “One day can change 
a life forever.”

Opportunities abound here everyday 
for each of us to grow and become a better 
Airman. 

Let me encourage you to take advantage of 
the time you have left here at the wing and go 
home a changed person physically, mentally 
and spiritually.

Invest in yourself

Lt. Col. Doug Slater

The desert is a wonderful place for change




