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Executive Summary 

Since its inception in 1941, Keesler Air Force Base has enjoyed a strong and mutually beneficial 

relationship with the City of Biloxi and the MS Gulf Coast Community as a whole.  In this, the 75th 

anniversary of Keesler Air Force Base, this relationship is stronger and more fruitful than ever.  Through 

this awards package we are proud to share with you the statistics, programs, activities and 

accomplishments that speak to the incredible strength of this relationship.   

The now thriving Keesler Air Force Base began quite humbly in January 1941 with an invitation from 

Biloxi officials to the US Army Air Corps to build a base to support the WWII training buildup.  After 

visiting Biloxi, the selection authority agreed to the ity’s proposal, a d the U“ War Depart e t 
activated Army Air Corps Station No. 8, Aviation Mechanics School on June 12, 1941.  This installation 

was named Keesler Field in August 1941 in honor of 2 LT Samuel Reeves Keesler Jr., a Mississippi native 

and WWI hero.  Keesler Field officially became Keesler Air Force Base and an Air Training Command 

installation following the creation of the US Air Force in January 1948.  

Today, Keesler Air Force Base is a vital asset in the mission of the United States Air Force. With $2.4 

billion in physical assets on 1,784 acres in the heart of Biloxi, MS, Keesler AFB is a driving force in all 

aspe ts of life o  the M“ Gulf Coast.  Nowhere is this for e felt ore tha  i  the i stallatio ’s a ual 
economic impact.  In 2015, Keesler AFB was directly responsible for a $1.67 billion economic impact in 

Biloxi and across the MS Gulf Coast economy.   This figure is even more impressive when one considers 

that the 2015 GDP for the MS Gulf Coast Metropolitan Area was $14.6 billion. (Source: 2015 Regional 

Economic Accounts, Bureau of Economic Analysis)  That means that Keesler AFB is responsible for an 

overwhelming percentage of the Gulf Coast Economy, second only to the thriving tourism industry.  

Clearly, the relationship between Keesler AFB and the MS Gulf Coast is one that is extremely mutually 

profitable.   

As a training base, Keesler Air Force base is responsible for the success of 27,900 annual graduates from 

its various training programs.  In addition to this vital training mission, Keesler Air Force Base houses the 

Hurricane Hunters.  In 2016 this elite group of pilots protected the 15 million residents of the Gulf Coast 

Region through 621 flight hours over 74 missions in 10 named Atlantic storms.   

Another unique and valuable asset held by Keesler AFB and enjoyed by Biloxi and the MS Gulf Coast 

community is the presence of the 81st Medical Group.  Through the on-base hospital, the 81st Medical 

Group provides comprehensive inpatient and outpatient medical and dental services to more than 

164,000 patients and is the largest deployment platform in the Air Education and Training Command.  

For more on the mission and composition of Keesler AFB, see community profile. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

The community impact of Keesler AFB goes far beyond its staggering economic statistics or its official 

mission as a training base.  Indeed, those that live and work on Keesler AFB are intimately tied to the 

local community.  In 2015, representatives of Keesler AFB contributed a total of 281,500 community 

service hours.  These hours were accumulated through a myriad of programs including: 

Habitat for Humanity 

MS Special Olympics 

Salvation Army 

Gulf Coast Wo e ’s Ce ter for No -Violence 

Beach and community cleanups 

Support for community events such as the annual MS Gulf Resort Classic and annual Mardi Gras 

celebrations  

In an effort to build a stronger relationship with the local business community, Keesler AFB created an 

Honorary Commander Program. In the last year, Keesler has expanded the program from 10 to 23 

Honorary Commanders.  Business and community leaders from across the MS Gulf Coast are invited to 

join the Honorary Commanders program and are assigned to shadow a squadron on base.  The goal of 

the program is to improve awareness among the business community of the mission of Keesler AFB and 

its vast resources available to the local community. 

It goes without saying that the City of Biloxi, and the MS Gulf Coast as a whole, is greatly appreciative of 

the presence of KFB in our community. We show this appreciation at the Biloxi Bay Area Chamber of 

Commerce through the work of our Military and Veterans Affairs committee.   

In 1989, an enterprising group of Biloxi businessmen and community leaders formed the Biloxi Bay 

Chamber of Commerce, and with it, the Military and Veterans Affairs committee.  In 2016, the chamber 

changed its name to the Biloxi Bay Area Chamber of Commerce to reflect the diverse nature of our 

membership base which stands at over 1,000 strong.  Through this committee, the Chamber provides 

support to Keesler AFB in a number of ways which are listed below for consideration for this award.   

It is not just the Biloxi Bay Area Chamber of Commerce that works to cement the Keesler AFB-Biloxi 

relationship.  Numerous other organizations work to recognize the efforts of the men and women of 

Keesler AFB.  Some of these organizations include MS Gulf Coast Chamber of Commerce, South MS 

Living Magazine, the Biloxi Shuckers professional baseball team and many more.  Area businesses seek 

out airmen for employment due to their strong work ethic, discipline and technical abilities.  Year after 

year, airmen that have spent time at Keesler AFB choose to finish their careers and retire in Biloxi and 

across the MS Gulf Coast.  Whether it is the delicious Gulf Seafood, the year-long golfing weather, 

annual Mardi Gras celebrations or simply the southern hospitality it is easy to see why airmen choose to 

stay here in Biloxi, MS.  For more on the Biloxi community, see community profile.   

At the highest levels of local, state and national government, leaders recognize the importance and 

strength of the Keesler AFB-Biloxi relationship.  US Senator Roger Wicker, a ranking member of the 

Senate Armed Forces Committee, notes the long history of Keesler AFB in Biloxi and the integral role 

that military men and women play in the community of the MS Gulf Coast.  Governor Phil Bryant 



 

 

highlights the important work done by Keesler AFB through the Hurricane Hunters while US Senator 

Thad Cochran describes the impressive partnership between the base and the local community as 

evidenced by the recent joint land use study.  For more statement of support for the Keesler AFB-Biloxi 

relationship, see letters of support.  

Through this awards package, we hope you will clearly see the dynamic partnership shared between 

Keesler AFB, the City of Biloxi and the entire MS Gulf Coast Community.  In the pages that ensue, you 

will certainly learn more about the culture and tradition of the MS Gulf Coast and just how important 

the presence of Keesler AFB is to us.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Summary of major activities to be considered for the 2016 Altus Award 

Keesler AFB 75th Anniversary Celebration- Keesler AFB and the Biloxi Community enjoyed a 

year of celebration honoring the long legacy of Keesler AFB and its importance to the Biloxi 

community and the US Air Force.  Some notable activities include: 

- Biloxi Bay Area Chamber of Commerce Sponsored anniversary celebration during which 

  Bilo i Mayor A drew FoFo  Gili h pro lai ed Ju e  as Bilo i/Keesler Partnership Day 

- Lt. Keesler Retreat Ceremony- a flag lowering ceremony in ho or of Lt. “a uel Keesler’s,  
the namesake of Keesler AFB, entry into the Army Air Service 99 years ago. The event was 

attended by members of the US Air Force, community leaders and residents of the Armed 

Forces Retirement Home 

- Air Force Gala celebrating the 75th Anniversary of Keesler AFB.   

South MS Living Magazine feature story- In honor of the 75th anniversary of Keesler AFB, 

the definitive lifestyle magazine of the MS Gulf Coast chose to dedicate its July edition to the 

wonderful partnership enjoyed by the base and the MS Gulf Coast community.  The edition 

highlighted the best features of Keesler AFB and the MS Gulf Coast and reached nearly 80,000 

readers. 

Support of the Biloxi Bay Area Chamber of Commerce 

- Annual schooner cruise for Keesler New Commanders-Each time a new wave of 

Commanders arrives at Keesler AFB, the Biloxi bay Area Chamber of Commerce treats them 

to a tour of the MS Sound aboard one of the beautiful and historic Biloxi Schooners. 

- Co-Sponsorship of the National Veterans Day Parade- This year’s parade featured dual 
grand marshals; both of which were airmen who were stationed at Keesler AFB in 1941, the 

year it was born. 

- Sponsor fish fry for participants at Scope Warrior Conference 

- Annual Biloxi Bay Area Chamber v. Keesler Air Force Base Don Wylie Memorial Golf 

  Tournament- the annual tournament pits teams from Keesler AFB against teams from the 

chamber in a highly competitive 2 man scramble, match play tournament.  For the first 

time in several years, the Biloxi Bay Area Chamber of Commerce brought was victorious 

and brought home the Don Wylie trophy.   

Support of the MS Gulf Coast Chamber of Commerce 

- 38th Annual Salute to the Military- This annual gala hosted by the MS Gulf Coast Chamber 

of Commerce and co-sponsored by the Biloxi Bay Area Chamber of Commerce is held at the 

MS Coast Coliseum and honors men and women in uniform from all branches of the 

military prese t alo g the M“ Gulf Coast.  This year’s key ote speaker was Air For e 
Secretary Deborah Lee James. 

- Biloxi Chamber Morning Call- Keesler AFB hosted this quarterly breakfast twice in 2016 and 

provided critical updates to the Biloxi business community on the inner workings of the 

base and its mission. 



 

 

- Quarterly Military Spouses Tour- introduces spouses of military personnel to all that the 

MS Gulf Coast has to offer 

Support of the Biloxi Shuckers and MGM Park- The Biloxi Shuckers held their inaugural 

season in 2015 in the newly built MGM Park.  During 2016, the Shuckers showed great 

appreciation for the men and women of Keesler AFB and the entire military community of the 

MS Gulf Coast through the following programs: 

- Boots vs Badges Softball Game- A softball game between Keesler airmen and local 

policemen held in MGM Park. This game was the kickoff event for the 2016 Special 

Olympics Mississippi Summer Games 

- Bark in the Park- The event encouraged baseball fans to bring their dogs to the games and 

gave special recognition to the military dogs of the 81st Security Forces Squadron housed at 

Keesler AFB 

- Military Appreciation Day- This May 29 game was dedicated to the men and women of the 

armed forces. Airmen from Keesler Air Force Base partnered with the team to design the 

jerseys worn for the game. An Airmen from Keesler threw the opening pitch of the game 

and children of service members were honored on the field during the game.  

Joint Land Use Study- Representatives from Keesler AFB (military and civilian contractors) and 

business leaders formed a group to study the best use of the land on and around Keesler AFB to 

actively plan for base expansion and best use and to mitigate encroachment issues 

Pathways to Blue- This annual event invites Air Force ROTC members form colleges and 

universities across the Gulf Coast Region to visit Keesler AFB to receive hands on briefings on 

te h i al a d flyi g operatio s.  This year’s e e t i luded  adets a d was spo sored y the 
2nd Air Force, 81st Training Wing and the 403rd Wing. 

Deepwater Horizon tour and pre-screening- Hollywood actors Kurt Russell and Kate Hudson 

a d dire tor Pete Berg toured Keesler AFB to lear  ore a out the ase’s issio  a d to gi e 
back to the airmen with a pre-screening of the new film Deepwater Horizon.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Letters of Endorsement





 

DEPARTMENT OF THE AIR FORCE 

AIR EDUCATION AND TRAINING COMMAND 

 
 
 

 
Colonel Michele Edmondson 
Commander 
81st Training Wing 
720 Chappie James Avenue, Suite 201 
Keesler AFB, MS 39534-2604 
 
Doctor Joe Leverett 
Chairman, Military Affairs Committee 
Altus Chamber of Commerce 
Post Office Box 518 
Altus OK 73522 
 
Dear Dr. Leverett, 

 It is an honor to endorse the city of Biloxi, Mississippi and the entire Gulf Coast region 
for the 2016 Altus Annual Community Support Award.  I have been privileged to serve as 
Keesler’s installation commander for a little over a year and a half and I must say, in my 23 years 
of service in the United States Air Force, I have never experienced a community that felt more 
like home than Biloxi, MS. While my family and I have enjoyed every moment of our time here, 
what I’d really like to highlight is the support for my Airmen.  

 Keesler Air Force Base is home to the largest technical training group the Air Force. We 
have over 11,000 Airmen, Sailors, Marines, civilians, and contractors stationed here, but at any 
given time, we also have nearly 2,500 young Airmen coming directly from basic military 
training who come here to learn their trade. These Airmen stay here at Keesler anywhere from a 
couple of weeks to nearly a year to learn the job that will be the foundation of their military 
careers. For many of these Airmen, this is the first extended experience they have away from 
home and all that’s familiar. While that might be uncomfortable at first, this community provides 
them an abundance of opportunities to get involved on base and in the local area.  

 2016 marks the 75th anniversary of our great installation and we partnered with our 
community to celebrate this huge milestone in the most fitting manner! We opened the year by 
inducting 13 new honorary commanders, more than doubling the size of the program. The City 
of Biloxi hosted our community-wide 75th anniversary event at the locally iconic Biloxi Visitor’s 
Center, where we partnered with the city to unveil our 75th anniversary community logo. Shortly 
thereafter, you could find hundreds of community supporters across the Gulf Coast proudly 
wearing their 75th anniversary Keesler lapel pins, all designed and donated by our proud 
community. We culminated our 75th anniversary with a huge gala event with the community 
attracting over 450 guests from across the coast to include all of our local mayors and state and 
national representatives.  

 The growth of our honorary commander program is already benefiting the quality of life 
of our Airmen living on the coast as hugely evident in the support from the new Biloxi Shuckers 
minor league baseball team. Through countless military appreciation events, hosting our boots 
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Community Description 

Biloxi by the Numbers 

Population: 45,000 

Climate: Sub Tropical 

 

GDP (Biloxi-Gulfport-Pascagoula MSA): $14.5 Billion 

Primary Industries: Tourism, Seafood, Military/Defense 

Geographic area: 46.5 square miles, 20 ft. above sea level 

 

History and Description 

Founded in 1699 by French explorers, Biloxi, MS is one of the oldest communities in 

the United States. Since its early days, Biloxi has boasted a population as diverse in its 

makeup as the bountiful gulf seafood for which the city is famous.  Over its history, 

eight different flags have flown over Biloxi including the flags of France, England, 

Spain, the Republic of West Florida and the Confederate States of America.   

Early in its history, Biloxi established itself as a giant in the international seafood industry.  By turn of the 

century, Biloxi became known as the Seafood Capital of the World.  Immigrants from Eastern Europe 

flooded to Biloxi to work in the booming industry and contribute still today to the wonderfully diverse 

a d olorful lo al ulture. Duri g the ’s, i igra ts fro  Viet a  a e to Bilo i to joi  the lo al 
seafood industry further diversifying the community.  Today, the seafood industry is alive and well in 

Biloxi.  The most recent statistics show that the MS Gulf Coast seafood industry is nearly $450 million 

a ually, with the lio ’s share of that ge erated i  Bilo i.     

Aside from seafood, Bilo i’s iggest i dustry has always ee  touris .   
The first Bilo i hotels were uilt i  the late ’s a d attra ted 
guests from around the US and the world.  Tourism blossomed in 

Bilo i duri g the 6 ’s as a y fa ous perfor ers headli ed lo al 

venues including Hank Williams, Jimmy Buffett and Elvis Presley.  

Bilo i Touris  really hit its stride i  the ’s with the ad e t of 
dockside gaming.  Today, Biloxi boasts eight world class casinos that 

offer boundless entertainment including restaurants, night clubs, spas, pools, marinas and so much 

more. Together, the casino industry in Biloxi generates more than $850 million in annual gaming 

revenue.  Thousands of MS Gulf Coast residents are employed in the gaming industry and the City of 

Biloxi benefits from 3.2% of gross gaming revenue to support our schools and other public services.  In 

2015, The City of Biloxi in partnership with the State of Mississippi and MGM Resorts International 

ow er of Bilo i’s Beau Ri age Casi o  uild MGM Park, a professional baseball stadium and the home of 

the Biloxi Shuckers, Double-A affiliate of the Milwaukee Brewers.  This addition to Biloxi is part of a 

broader effort to create non-gaming, family oriented tourism options and has proved to be a roaring 

success.   



 

 

Biloxians are a resilient people.  Through the years many hurricanes have swept in from the Gulf of 

Me i o to ra ish Bilo i’s eautiful oastli e.  This oastli e is fa ous i  a d of itself as it is part of the 
world’s lo gest a  ade ea h, stret hi g 6 miles from Biloxi to Pass Christian.  Of these storms, 

none has been more devastating or infamous than Hurricane Katrina on August 29 2005.  Biloxi, and the 

entire MS Gulf Coast is just now recovering from this massive storm.  In the years of recovery, however, 

Biloxi has grown back stronger than before.   

The art scene is alive and well in 

Biloxi.  One of the most famous 

Biloxians is George E Ohr, 

considered the father of Art Pottery 

in the US.  In 2010, the Ohr-O’Keefe 
Museum of Art was opened in 

dedicatio  to the works of the ity’s 
famous and eccentric potter.  Not only does the museum feature the exquisite works of Ohr, but it is 

also ota le e ause of its fa ous desig er, o e of A eri a’s ost i flue tial ar hite ts a d a 6 
recipient of the Presidential Medal of Freedom: Frank Gehry.  Biloxi also recently added the Maritime 

a d “eafood I dustry useu , dedi ated to Bilo i’s lo g history i  the seafood i dustry.  I  additio  to 
the two major museums, Biloxi boasts numerous art galleries dedicated to the works of local MS Gulf 

Coast Artists. 

Just a short  iles fro  New Orlea s, LA, Bilo i’s ulture is 
very similar to that of the Big Easy.  The abundant gulf 

seafood makes Biloxi a food mecca.  Each year, the Biloxi 

Chamber of Commerce hosts the Biloxi Seafood festival to 

showcase this seafood bounty.  Just as in New Orleans, 

Biloxians celebrate Mardi Gras each year with multiple 

parades and carnival balls.  In fact, some old time Biloxians 

argue that Mardi Gras was really founded in Biloxi in 1699 

with a celebration held by the early French explorers.   

Clearly, Biloxi is a small town that packs a big punch.  Nowhere in the US can one find a small Southern 

town that boasts all the best aspects of small town life along with cosmopolitan culture and glitzy 

amenities of a large city.  This alluring mélange makes it easy to see why so many in the Military choose 

to call Biloxi their home.   

Keesler Air Force Base  

As the home of the largest technical training group in the Air Force, with over 

11,700 active duty, reserve, civilian, Navy, Marine, and contractor personnel, 

Keesler Air Force Base makes a significant economic impact on the Mississippi 

gulf coast.  

 



 

 

Keesler by the Numbers 

Number of annual training graduates from Keesler Air Force Base - 27,900 

Total economic impact on gulf coast region - $1.67 Billion 

Keesler Air Force Base operating budget - $350,959,167 

Military Retiree Population (AL, MS, LA) - 33,127 

Community Volunteer Hours - 281,500 

Total physical assets - $2.4 Billion 

Amount of Land - 1,784 Acres 

Base Housing Units – 1188 

Base History 

In early January 1941, amid a suffering economy following the depression, Biloxi city officials assembled 

a formal offer to invite the U.S. Army Air Corps to build a base to support the WWII training buildup. The 

authority for selecting the next training site sent two members of his staff to visit the area and upon 

their return, reported how impressed they were with the location, the climate, and the strong support 

fro  the lo al o u ity. The sele tio  authority was sold o  the ity’s proposal, a d the War 

Department activated Army Air Corps Station No. 8, Aviation Mechanics School, Biloxi, Mississippi, on 12 

June 1941.  

By August, 1941, the first group of recruits arrived from basic training and by 

September, the Airplane and Mechanics school began operations. Army Air 

Corps Station No. 8 was later designated Keesler Field in honor of 2 LT Samuel 

Reeves Keesler Jr., a Mississippi native and WWI war hero.  

In January of 1948, following the creation of the United States Air Force as an 

independent military branch, Keesler became an official Air Force Base and 

shortly after that, Keesler was designated an Air Training Command installation.  

After the war, Keesler had proven itself as a training mecca and took charge 

over the radar school and radio operations. By the early 1950s, Keesler shifted 

its focus away from airplane and mechanics courses and focused more on training and technology. In 

2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated the installation, causing more than one billion dollars of damage to 

the base alone. With the help of the local community, Keesler bounced back better than ever. For 75 

years, Keesler Air Force Base has been a significant part of Biloxi and the entire gulf coast. The men and 

women assigned to Keesler have been an integral part of the Biloxi o u ity si e the ase’s 
activation. A commitment to serve is evident as Keesler personnel volunteered more than 280,000 hours 

over the last year to agencies and events on base and in the local community. The men and women of 

Keesler Air Force Base are proud of the 75 year heritage and the role they play in training our present 

and future warfighters.  



 

 

AETC Unit Description – 81st Training Wing (Host Unit) 

The 81st Training Wing was activated in 1993, when it transitioned from 

the 81st Tactical Fighter Wing based at Royal Air Force Bentwaters in 

England. Keesler trains an average of nearly 3,400 students per day 

consisting of the Department of Defense, civilians, and international 

students.  Keesler ensures success by supplying the Air Force with the 

high-tech warriors it needs to ensure our national security.  Keesler 

graduates more than 27,900 students a year in a variety of technical and 

administrative fields. The Wi g’s isio  is to produ e the Air For e’s 
premier technical training wing, forging Air e  to power the world’s 

greatest Air Force.  Through this vision, they aim to instill a climate of dignity and respect while 

promoting airmanship, stewardship, resiliency, and innovation. The Wi g issio  is to Train, develop, 

a d i spire the world’s est Air e .  Leadership has esta lished Keesler’s priorities as ari g for their 

Airmen and their families, training the most professional Airmen for the United States Air Force, 

professionally developing their Airmen, sustaining their premier installation, and maintaining strong 

community partnerships. The 81st Training Wing includes the 81st Training Group, 81st Medical Group, 

81st Mission Support Group and the Wing Staff Agencies. 

 81st Training Group 

The mission of the 81st Training group is to generate and sustain 

combat capability for the Air Force by providing Airmen who are 

technically trained and operationally relevant. The Training Group 

is one of the largest technical training groups in the Air Force with 

most of our students coming directly from basic military training. 

The group consists of six squadrons, four geographically-

separated units and two associate units and utilizes a forty six million dollar annual budget to 

instruct over 300 technical courses in 33 diverse career fields.  These courses include 

Undergraduate Cyber Training, Command Post, Air Traffic Control, Financial Management, 

Manpower, Personnel, Department of Defense Weather and other critical skills needed for 

combat and non-combat missions.  Wherever our Air Force operates, you will find Keesler 

graduates. 

 81st Medical Group 

The 81st Medical Group hosts the largest permanent party 

presence at Keesler. Their mission is to train, care and innovate 

by providing medical air power for Air, Space and Cyberspace 

Forces. The Medical Group provides comprehensive inpatient and 

outpatient medical and dental services to more than 164,000 

federal beneficiaries and is the second-largest deployment 

platform in the Air Force Medical Service and the largest deployment platform in Air Education 

and Training Command. In partnership with the Biloxi Veterans Affairs Medical Center, the 



 

 

University of Mississippi Medical Center, and local area hospitals, Keesler provides medical, 

dental, and nursing education and training for 15 officer and enlisted specialties.  This training 

lasts from three weeks to three and a half years. Additionally, the medical group partners with 

the Biloxi VA and the Armed Forces Retirement Home to provide increased health care 

opportunities for veterans along the Gulf Coast. 

 81st Mission Support Group 

The mission of the 81st Mission Support Group is to provide 

continuous excellence and innovation in order to maximize their 

support to train, develop, a d i spire the world’s est Airmen. 

The Mission Support Group is the core of Keesler’s infrastructure 

and services.  The group’s six squadrons ensure Keesler’s premier 

installation and provide the necessary support to the Airmen, 

their families, and our local community. Key to the installatio ’s su ess are the part erships 
with Pacific Architects and Engineers (locally known as PAE) who executes Keesler’s three 

hundred and thirty six million dollar eight-year Base Operating Support contract, and Hunt 

Military Communities which manages Keesler’s pri atized fa ily housi g areas.  

Mission Partners 

Keesler plays host to several associate units, including its command organization, the 2nd Air Force, the 

403rd Air Reserve Wing, the 85th Engineering Installation Squadron, and the Mathies Non-Commissioned 

Officer (NCO) Academy. Keesler also hosts other Department of Defense and international training 

partners.  

 2nd Air Force 

 Keesler’s Co a d orga izatio , the d Air Force, manages all operational 

aspects of 2,014 active training courses attended by approximately 150,000 

students annually. These courses consist of basic military training, technical 

training, medical training and distance learning. 

403rd Air Reserve Wing 

Keesler’s flyi g issio  elo gs to the rd Air Reserve Wing. 

The 403rd Wing is home to the world famous 53rd Weather 

Reconnaissance Squadron, better known as the Hurricane 

Hunters, the 815th Airlift “ uadro  Flyi g Je ies,  whi h are 
responsible for providing tactical airlift capabilities to the 

Combatant Commanders, and the newly assigned 36th 

Aero edi al E a uatio  “ uadro , whi h trai s at Keesler’s Medi al Ce ter, pro idi g riti al 
care air transport and tactical critical care evacuation capabilities at the installation.   



 

 

 85th Engineering Installation Squadron 

   The 85th Engineering Installation Squadron is the only active duty engineering 

installation squadron in the Air Force.  It conducts cyberspace engineering, 

installation, testing, and repair of critical communications equipment, radar, and 

computer networks for Combatant Commanders anywhere in the world, anytime. 

 

              Mathies NCO Academy 

Keesler is extremely proud to host the Mathies NCO Academy. In conjunction with Air 

U i ersity’s Bar es Ce ter, the ew I ter ediate Leadership E perie e, k ow  as ILE, was 
piloted at Keesler Air Force Base. 

 Center for Naval Aviation Technical Training Unit (CNATTU) 

  Keesler is proud to share their training mission with Navy and Marine counterparts.  The 

CNATTU is responsible for teaching high-tech courses such as precision measurement and 

weather forecasting. 

 Marine Corps Detachment 

 Keesler’s Mari e Corps Deta h e t i tegrates the trai i g of 
Airmen, Sailors, and Marines on Active Duty, Reserve or National 

Guard status. This detachment teaches both the entry level and 

advanced skills needed for the Fleet Marine Forces to carry out 

their mission. Electronics and weather are just some of the 

disciplines taught. Last year, about one thousand Sailors and 

Marines graduated from Keesler.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

A Year in Review: 1 November 2015 - 31 October 2016 

 
 



 

 

Retiree Appreciation Day – 6 Nov 2015 
 

    
 
Retired Master Sgt. John Friday and his wife, Anne, recite the Pledge of Allegiance during Retiree 
Appreciation Day at the Roberts Consolidated Aircraft Maintenance Facility Nov. 6, 2015, Keesler Air 
Force Base, Miss. The annual event sponsored by the Keesler Retiree Activities Office included more 
than 20 displays with information pertinent to retirees and a complimentary lunch. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Keesler Rokerthon 2  Visit – 11 Nov 2015 
 

    
 
 
Al Roker, TODAY Show weather anchor, stopped by Keesler as part of his Guinness World Record-
breaking effort “Rokerthon 2” on Veterans Day today. 
  
“Rokerthon 2” sees the weatherman delivering national and local weather forecasts in all 50 states in just 
one week. 
  
At his stop in Biloxi, Mississippi, Roker highlighted Airmen, Sailors and Marines who attend the 335th 
Training Squadron’s weather school, the only school of its kind in the Defense Department, and the 403rd 
Wing’s Hurricane Hunters. 
  

“To be on a military facility on Veterans Day is very special,” Roker said. 
“It’s very moving, the idea that we can’t celebrate anything 

in our country without thanking our military.” 
  
On his way from Louisiana to Mississippi, Tech. Sgt. Yuri Miller, 334th TRS combat control instructor and 
Bronze Star with Valor recipient, rode along to share his story and spend time with the popular TV 
personality. 
  
Once on the flightline, Roker delivered a forecast, interviewed with local media and gave a shout out to 
the 53 Airmen, Sailors and Marines who were on scene for the visit. 
  
“It was great to have Al Roker come here to highlight the service men and women across the Air Force 
and DOD, but to really share it with us at Keesler,” said Col. Michele Edmondson, 81st Training Wing 
commander. “They all called mom and dad last night and told them to watch TV this morning – what a 
great way to celebrate Veterans Day and Team Keesler.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

State JROTC Drill Competition – 14 Nov 2015 
 
 

   
 
Members of the 334th Training Squadron freestyle drill team performs for Junior ROTC cadets during the 
second annual Mississippi All-Services Junior ROTC Drill Competition Nov. 14, 2015, at Keesler Air Force 
Base, Miss. Seventeen Junior ROTC teams from all military branches were represented at the event. 
Approximately 800 Junior ROTC cadets and spectators were in attendance where cadets battled for the 
best all-services Junior ROTC team for Mississippi. Recruiting booths and static displays, including 
military vehicles, equipment and an aircraft were available to the cadets throughout the competition. 
 
 
 

 
Keesler Hosts Biloxi Chamber Morning Call – 1 Dec 2015 
 

 
 
Airmen and local community personnel listen to key speakers during the Biloxi Chamber of Commerce 
Morning Call at the Bay Breeze Event Center Dec. 1, 2015, Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. Keesler hosted 
the event. 
 



 

 

2015 Mississippi Bowl Pre-Game Celebration – 6 Dec 2015 
 

    
 
Members of the Keesler Air Force Base Honor Guard prepare to post the colors during the 2015 
Mississippi Bowl Dec. 6, 2015, at the Biloxi High School Football Stadium. Col. Dennis Scarborough, 81st 
Training Wing vice commander, the National Anthem singer and Airmen carrying the 50-State flags also 
participated in the pre-game celebration. 
 
 
 
 

Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Luncheon – 14 Jan 2016 
 

 
 
Guests sing “Lift Every Voice and Sing” at the annual Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Luncheon at the 
Bay Breeze Event Center, Jan. 14, 2016, Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. The event was held to honor the 
legacy of King who inspired civil rights activism within the African American community. The Keesler 
African-American Heritage Committee sponsored the event. 
 
 
 



 

 

Biloxi Career Exploration Day – 11 Feb 2016 
 

    
 

Col. Michele Edmondson, 81st Training Wing commander, quizzes school-aged children about their visit 
to the base during Biloxi Career Exploration Day Feb. 11, 2016, Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. The 
children toured the 335th Training Squadron weather facility, 81st Security Forces Squadron canine 
facility, 53rd Weather Reconnaissance Squadron and the Keesler Fire Department. 
 

 



 

 

Honorary Commander Reception and Induction – 26 Feb 2016 
 

        
 
Local community leaders partnered up with base squadron, group, wing and Numbered Air Force 
commanders and command chiefs during the honorary commander induction ceremony, Feb. 26, Keesler 
Air Force Base, Miss. 
  
The honorary commander program is a yearly partnership between base leadership and local civic 
leaders with similar roles or responsibilities within the community to promote strong ties between military 
and civilian leaders. 
  
“Our goal is to link up key leadership with different representatives of the community,” said Lt. Col. Billy 
Pope, 81st Communications Squadron commander. “We want to create and keep solid ties with the 
community that extends both on and off base.” 
  
Throughout the evening get-together, base commanders and their civilian counterparts discussed ways to 
help their respective communities grow together. 
  
“Using the resources we have outside the gate, we want to work to increase the resiliency of our Airmen; 
especially those in a student capacity,” said Pope. “This is a tremendous opportunity to build that avenue 
and help our Airmen, most of who aren’t from here, to get out and be active.” 
  
Despite only meeting shortly prior to the induction, Pope and his honorary commander, Chris Birch, Biloxi 
Shuckers sales director, already had the same ideas for military and community involvement. 
  

“We have young professional athletes who spend 29 days a month playing 
ball,” Birch said. “We also want to get our guys out and away from the 

routine. Like most of Keesler’s Airmen, they aren’t from around here either. 
We want them out on the Gulf Coast to learn what the community and 

military are all about. We want to help the Airmen and our players grow and 
build character for when they make their next move.” 

  
As the year progresses, the honorary commander program and its participants will attend events 
together, visit each other’s work centers and work together to create opportunities so Airmen and civilians 
alike can flourish. 
“I’m absolutely looking forward to it,” said Pope. “It’s great to be a part of this and I know it’s going to be a 
lot of fun.” 
 



 

 

Mississippi Gulf Resort Classic – 3 Apr 2016 
 

   
  
Keesler Airmen volunteers place their hand over their heart during the singing of the national anthem 
during the Mississippi Gulf Resort Classic closing ceremonies at the Fallen Oak Golf Course April 3, 
2016. Miguel Jimenez, professional golfer, is congratulated by Col. Michele Edmondson, 81st Training 
Wing commander, after being presented as the champion of the Mississippi Gulf Resort Classic. Keesler 
Airman volunteers and the base honor guard also participated in the closing ceremonies. 
 
 

Honorary Commander Tour – 14 Apr 2016 
 

 

 
Senior Airman Caleb Gilliard, 81st Security Forces Squadron combat arms instructor, shows a weapons 
display at the 81st SFS combat arms training and maintenance building during an honorary commanders 
81st Mission Support Group orientation tour April 14, 2016, Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. The honorary 
commander program is a yearly partnership between base leadership and local civic leaders to promote 
strong ties between military and civilian leaders. 



 

 

Pathways to Blue – 15 Apr 2016 
 
More than 180 ROTC cadets representing 22 
different colleges and universities along with 31 
active duty enlisted members attended the 
second annual “Pathways to Blue” initiative 
hosted by 2nd Air Force at Keesler Air Force 
Base, Miss. April 15-16. 
 
During the two-day event, cadets and airmen 
learned about job opportunities, toured different 
aircraft and sat down with officers for one-on-
one mentorship and different perspectives on 
commissioned life in the Air Force. 
 
“Cadets can gain a lot from the perspective of 

mentors actually performing the mission,” said Maj. Gen. Mark Brown, 2nd AF commander. “What we 
hope to achieve is to explain what really happens when you choose a specialty and join the Air Force; to 
show what it’s really like to be a cyber operator or a remotely piloted aircraft pilot. The ‘art of the possible’ 
inside the Air Force is what we are talking about here.” 
 
Pathways to Blue aims to help build future leaders in the Air Force, as well as highlight different routes to 
becoming an Air Force officer. The target audience is freshmen and sophomores along with enlisted 
members who may be undecided about various career fields once they get commissioned. 
 
The event kicked off with an introduction to the mentors then quickly moved to hands-on demonstrations 
with various career fields ranging from aerospace medicine and cyber operations to battlefield airmen, 
space and missiles, aviation, medical, and a mixture of support fields. 
 
By highlighting a ‘big picture’ view of the Air Force and its opportunities, Pathways to Blue gives cadets 
and enlisted members a chance to see where they fit into the service, like finding the right piece to put in 
a puzzle, added Capt. Elicia Brown, 2nd AF budget officer. 
 

“This is my second Pathways to Blue and it’s been very engaging and 
hands on,” said Kayla Davis, Tuskegee University Air Force ROTC cadet. 

“I’ve wanted to be a nurse since I was little, because my mother was a 
nurse, and the mentors have helped me better understand the different 

paths I could take to become one in the Air Force.” 
 
As an event designed to showcase the Air Force’s mission diversity and commissioning options, 
Pathways to Blue mentors also appreciated the event’s scope. 
 
“To see something like this 20 years ago would have been mind-blowing,” said Maj. Sarah Abel, 81st 
Medical Operations Squadron clinical nurse specialist. “I’ve been in the Air Force for 16 years now and 
this would have been a game-changer for my college’s ROTC program.” 
 
Maj. Gen. Brown also offered his personal take on opportunity in the armed forces for cadets attending 
Pathways to Blue. 
 



 

 

“I can be what I want to be in the Air Force,” said Maj. Gen. Brown. “Regardless of my background, zip 
code, gender, race or economic standings, I can rise based on my capabilities in the Air Force. That is 
exactly what we want these cadets and all others to know! 
 
 
 
 

Boots Vs Badges Softball Game – 21 Apr 2016 
 

    
 
Senior Master Sgt. Zackery Turbyfill, 81st Training Group military training leader superintendent, gives a 
high-five to Zachery Cerone, Special Olympics athlete, as they warm-up during the “Boots versus 
Badges” softball game and Tyler Bouldin, WLOX reporter and “Boots” team member, pitches a softball to 
Tony DeRosa, Special Olympics athlete, at the Biloxi Shuckers MGM Park April 21, 2016, Biloxi, Miss. 
The game was the kickoff event for the 2016 Special Olympics Mississippi Summer Games, which will be 
hosted by Keesler Air Force Base, Miss., May 20-21. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Bark in the Park – 9 May 2016 
 

    
 
The Keesler Honor Guard, 81st Security Forces Squadron military working dog handlers and their military 
working dogs participate in the Biloxi Shuckers Minor League Baseball team’s pre-game ceremony at 
MGM Park May 9, 2016. The “Bark in the Park” themed baseball game invited fans to sit in the outfield 
seating area with their dogs. 
 
 

75th Anniversary Lt Keesler Retreat Ceremony & Celebration – 13 May 2016  
 

    
  
Hundreds of Airmen assigned to Keesler Air Force Base lined Meadows Drive in formation as Keesler 
leadership, military retirees and local business and civic leaders gathered in front of the 81st Training 
Wing Headquarters Building during a 75th anniversary Lt. Keesler retreat ceremony May 13. 
  
The purpose of the ceremony was to honor the career and life of Lt. Samuel Keesler, Jr., whom Keesler 
Air Force Base is named after. Keesler entered the Army Air Service May 13, 1917 and was killed in 
action during World War I a year later. 
  
“Today we learn more about the history of our great base, and perhaps even a little more importantly, 
together we stand shoulder-to-shoulder as an extremely proud group of American Airmen who are 
fortunate to carry on the legacy of Lt. Keesler and this base,” said Col. Michele Edmondson, 81st TRW 
commander. 
  



 

 

*Retired Chief Warrant Officer Thomas Adams and retired Lt. Col. Henry Burkle were recognized as 
special guests for being assigned to Keesler the year it became a named military installation. 
  
“This was a great ceremony and I was delighted to be invited and take part of it,” said Adams. 
  

Also during the ceremony, TJ Moran, Mississippi 4th District, Congressman 
Steven Palazzo’s office representative, read a Congressional Record that 

was also read to the 114th House of Congress  
in front of the sitting Speaker of the House. 

  
After the “Star-Spangled Banner” and taps played during the ceremony, an honor guard of 81st Security 
Forces Squadron Combat Arms Training and Maintenance personnel dressed in World War II service 
uniforms and lowered the flag while retreat was played. 
 
“Retreat is a time to reflect on the hard work done during the duty day, on who we are and why we do 
what we do, and to humble ourselves to the legacy that the men and women who have come before us 
have written in the pages of history,” said Edmondson. 
 

*Please see the Supporting Materials  section for a personal letter from Mr. Adams, a resident of Gulfport, MS, 

to Colonel Edmondson, Commander, 81st Training Wing. 

 

 
 

 

 



 

 

Keesler Celebrates 30 Years of Special Olympics MS Summer Games – 21 May 2016 
 

    
 
 

Special Olympics Mississippi – The perfect community partnership 
 
By Master Sgt. Kyle Grantham, Mathies NCO Academy / Published April 29, 2016 
 
Over the past three decades, dedicated Airmen from Team Keesler have invested countless hours to 
support and advance the Special Olympics of Mississippi’s mission.  
 
This partnership transcends service affiliation as members from each military branch as well as Defense 
Department civilians, contractors, and family members that collaborate to support this awesome event. 
These qualities fuel relationships and cements Keesler as a staple in the Gulf Coast community.   
 
Five years ago, I became part of the Special Olympics Mississippi family as an active committee member 
and every year I look forward to the month of May as our team rolls out another flagship event that 
benefits the lives and hearts of those with special needs and their families. Rarely do so many people, 
regardless of race, religion, color or creed join forces and witness an experience as rewarding for the 
volunteers as it is for the participants and their families. 
 
The planning process is a well-oiled machine, led by some of the finest people I’ve ever had an 
opportunity to work with. Lifelong relationships have been cultivated from my experiences with SOMS.  
 
I met Al Watkins in my first year and he quickly became one of my most trusted mentors. Jackie Pope has 
become my SOMS resident mother. Fittingly so, I get to give her a big Mother’s Day hug the Sunday after 
the event. 
 
Undoubtedly there are many things that continue to draw me in, but the most important and valuable part 
of the experience are the athletes and their families.  
 
As the athletes begin to arrive the Friday before the event, the level of excitement and positive energy is 
almost overwhelming. The Triangle is filled with some of our newest & youngest leaders escorting their 
assigned athletes and their families around.  
 



 

 

The athletes are clearly thrilled with the interaction and are excited to compete. They eagerly await the 
arrival of the torch carried by base leadership and some of Biloxi’s finest law enforcement officers.  
 
As volunteers, we are making lifelong memories for these competitors which brings a level of satisfaction 
that, to me, is priceless. 
 
My favorite activity is the interaction with the athletes and their Airmen sponsors. During this awesome 
event, I respectfully challenge every person to stop an athlete in the Triangle and ask them about their 
event, have them show you their medals, and watch their faces light up as they talk about what an 
amazing time they are having.  
 
Finally, recognize their Airmen sponsors and thank them for leading. Make sure they know the impact 
they are making on someone’s life and Keesler’s ability to partner and continue to cultivate the 30 year 
relationship we have with the great state of Mississippi. 
 

 

 

 

Biloxi Shuckers Military Appreciation – 29 May 2016 
 

    
 
Second Lt. Brianna Wilson, 81st Contracting Squadron contracting specialist, high-fives Brett Phillips, 
Biloxi Shuckers Minor League Baseball outfielder, after throwing the first pitch of the game at MGM Park 
during the Shuckers’ Military Appreciation Game May 29, 2016, Biloxi, Miss. The Keesler Honor Guard 
also participated in the event to help honor local military members. Keesler children and leadership also 
attended the event honoring local military members. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Memorial Day – 30 May 2016 
 

    
 
U.S. Navy Retired Petty Officer 1st Class Quinn Holbrook sits among the audience during a Memorial 
Day Ceremony May 30, 2016, Biloxi, Miss. Local veterans, family members and Keesler Air Force Base 
personnel attended the event at the Biloxi National Cemetery to honor and remember the lives of fallen 
heroes of the U.S. military. 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

75th Anniversary Celebration at Biloxi Visitors Center – 3 Jun 2016 
 

    
 
Base leaders, community partners and Biloxi elected officials gathered in the Biloxi Visitors Center to 
continue Keesler’s 75th anniversary celebration by declaring Friday, June 3, 2016, as Biloxi/Keesler 
Partnership Day. 
  
In addition to the proclamation, which was signed and read by Biloxi’s mayor, Andrew ‘FoFo’ Gilich, a 14-
panel historical display was also unveiled for visitors and locals alike to view throughout the summer. 
  
“I have to say that in my 23 years in the Air Force, I’ve never seen the kind of genuine support and 
outstanding hospitality this community shows to our Airmen; I’m truly honored to be a part of your 
community,” said Col. Michele Edmondson, 81st Training Wing commander during her speech. 
  
Other exhibits, including mannequins wearing vintage Air Force uniforms, a display of the ‘Keesler News’ 
evolution throughout the years and a current-day 81st TRW mission video, were on hand for guests to 
view during the evening’s event. 
  

“Our community partnerships span every facet of our mission,” Edmondson 
said. “From our medical partnerships with local hospitals, to the Joint Land 
Use Study team and our amazing honorary commanders, the collaboration 
between our Airmen and the Biloxi community has made Keesler a great 

place for our Airmen to work and live.” 
  
Gilich wrapped up the evening with a toast and a reading of his proclamation to celebrate, thank and 
honor Keesler and its Airmen for their continued service and support to the local community. 
  

“My words cannot express what this partnership and family has been to 
Biloxi,” said Gilich. “All across the country, when you say Biloxi, people 
think Keesler. When you say Keesler, people think Biloxi. That’s what 

we’ve built over the last 75 years.” 
 

 

 



 

 

Celebration of Our Nation – 2 Jul 2016 
 

    
 
Keesler families participate in a hot wing eating competition during the Celebration of Our Nation event at 
Marina Park July 2, 2016, on Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. The event also included a golf scramble, 
mullet toss, fireworks display and music performances. Keesler families watch a fireworks display during 
the Celebration of Our Nation event at Marina Park July 2, 2016, on Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. The 
event also included a golf scramble, mullet toss and music performances. 
 
 
 

Room Dedication in Cody Hall – 8 Aug 2016 
 

 
 

Col. C. Mike Smith, 81st Training Wing vice commander, Heather Gray Blalock, wife of the late Maj. W. 
David Gray, Lt. Col. Steven Mullins, 334th Training Squadron commander, and Capt. Gregory Birdsong, 
334th TRS instructor supervisor, participate in a ribbon cutting ceremony at Cody Hall to honor Blalock’s 
late husband Aug. 8, 2016, on Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. Gray served for several years as an airfield 
operations officer and was killed in action in Afghanistan on Aug. 8, 2012. A tower lab training room was 
dedicated during the event. 
 



 

 

STEM Diversity Outreach Day – 16 Sep 2016 
 

    
 
Staff Sgt. Nicole Richards, 81st Medical Operations Squadron respiratory therapy NCO in charge, 
provides an overview on the critical care air transport team capabilities during the Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics Diversity Outreach Day at the fuel cell hangar Sept. 16, 2016 on Keesler 
Air Force Base, Miss. The event consisted of nine Mississippi gulf coast high school Junior ROTC units 
and science students viewing an 81st Security Forces Squadron military working dog demonstration, 
participating in a pull-up competition and visiting informative booths about Air Force opportunities and 
accession requirements with an emphasis on STEM. 
 
 
 
 

Deepwater Horizon Tour & Pre-Screening – 20 Sep 2016 
 

    
 
Kurt Russell, Kate Hudson, Deepwater Horizon actors, and Peter Berg, Deepwater Horizon director, 
participate in an interview at the Bay Breeze Event Center before the Deepwater Horizon movie 
screening Sept. 20, 2016, on Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. Before the screening, Russell, Hudson and 
Berg took a short tour of the 81st Training Wing and 403rd Wing to meet with Airmen and learn about 
their missions at Keesler. Kate Hudson, Deepwater Horizon actress, takes a photo with Keesler 
personnel at the Welch Theater before the Deepwater Horizon movie screening. 
 
 



 

 

Honorary Commander Tour – 29 Sep 2016 
 

 
 
The 81st Training Wing honorary commanders observe a training mannequin at the simulation lab in the 
Keesler Medical Center Sept. 29, 2016, on Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. The honorary commanders, 
who are local civilian civic and business leaders, toured the physical therapy clinic, emergency room and 
intensive care unit to learn more about the capabilities and mission of the 81st MDG. 
 
 
 
 

Keesler Hosts Biloxi Chamber Morning Call – 13 Oct 2016 
 

    
 
Col. Michele Edmondson, 81st Training Wing commander, speaks to quarterly Biloxi Chamber of 
Commerce Morning Call attendees at the Bay Breeze Event Center Oct. 13, 2016, on Keesler Air Force 
Base, Miss. Local business and community leaders attended the event to learn more about the base’s 
mission and its Airmen. During the event, several 81st Training Group Airmen also shared their story 
about why they joined the Air Force. 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Make-A-Wish – 14 Oct 2016 
 

    
 
Staff Sgt. Devanie Rainey, 81st Force Support Squadron customer support supervisor, and her family are 
greeted as they arrive at Gulfport-Biloxi International Airport Oct. 14, 2016, Gulfport, Miss. The Make-A-
Wish Foundation flew the Rainey family to Disney World after their daughter, Saniya, was diagnosed with 
germ cell tumors. Keesler personnel and members from the local community gathered to help send them 
off. Jonathan Brannan, WLOX reporter, captures a live video stream of the 81st Force Support Squadron 
and the local community members showing their support for Staff Sgt. Devanie Rainey, 81st FSS 
customer support supervisor, and her family, upon their arrival at the Gulfport-Biloxi International Airport 
Oct. 14, 2016, Gulfport, Miss. The Make-A-Wish Foundation flew the Rainey family to Disney World after 
their daughter, Saniya, was diagnosed with germ cell tumors. 
 

 
 

 

 



 

 

Salute to the Military – 25 Oct 2016 
 

   
 
Air Force Secretary Deborah Lee James attended the 38th Annual Salute to the Military as the keynote 
speaker to honor service members from across the Mississippi Gulf Coast Oct. 25. 
 
James along with Senator Roger Wicker, Congressman Steven Palazzo and Southern Mississippi 
community leaders gathered to pay tribute to men and women who have and currently serve in the U.S. 
military.  
 
“It’s really important that Americans understand more about the important work that the military does and 
that they show that appreciation,” said James. “I know that appreciation means the world to our men and 
women in uniform and it certainly means a lot to us who are senior leaders in Washington as well. There’s 
an old saying that ‘we are the world’s greatest Air Force and we are powered by Airmen.’ I hope you can 
tell I am very proud of all of our military members and exceptionally proud of our Airmen.” 
 
Nine military members from across the Mississippi Gulf Coast were nominated for the Thomas V. Fredian 
Community Leadership Award due to their commitment to bettering the military and surrounding 
community. Petty Officer 1st Class Adrianyon Riley Sr., Naval Construction Battalion Center, Gulfport, 
Miss., was this year’s recipient.  
 
During the event, James took time to recognize some of Keesler’s award winning Airmen and shared 
stories of how they helped strengthen ties between the military and local community.  
 
“Stats are stats,” James said. “I think stories really tell it like it is. Stories like that of Tech. Sgt. Cassandra 
Cruz, who was selected for the 12 Air Force Outstanding Airmen of the Year award. In addition to 
performing her job, she went above and beyond to improve the 81st Force Support Squadron mission 
and dedicated more than 1,000 hours to sexual assault prevention and response. She is a great example 
of the hard work and unyielding commitment to the mission and the idea that we serve our fellow Airmen.” 
 
In addition to highlighting Cruz, 81st FSS Airman Leadership School instructor, James also recognized 
Staff Sgt. Jonathan Bellio, 338th Training Squadron radio frequency instructor and USO Airman of the 
Year Award winner, and stated they were ambassadors for not only Keesler but for the Air Force. 
 
“These Airmen epitomize the Air Force core values,” James said. “Not only are we blessed to have them 
in our ranks because they provide excellence in their specific career fields but also because they went 
over and above the call to help others and in some cases save others from near death experiences.”   
 



 

 

According to James, Bellio symbolizes the core values because he is willing to go beyond the call of duty 
even when he is not at work. 
 
“In March of 2015, Bellio was off duty and came upon a car that flipped over during a car accident and 
went into a freezing river with a woman trapped inside,” James said. “When the local news station arrived 
on scene and interviewed him he declined to be identified. He didn’t want credit for his actions. He just 
said he did what anyone would do. In fact he said, ‘I was just doing my job.’ I am so happy to recognize 
him tonight for his quick thinking and bravery.” 
 
The secretary also thanked the community members present for their continuous support.   
 

“I do recognize it takes a special community to embrace our military as 
closely as all of you have,” James said. “The relationship between Keesler 

and Biloxi is rock solid because of your hard work, maintaining it and 
keeping it going forward.” 

 
 
 
 

Keesler Welcomes MS Governor – 25 Oct 2016 
 

 
 

Mississippi Governor Phil Bryant walks to base operations, Oct. 25, 2016, on Keesler Air Force Base, 
Miss. During his visit at Keesler, Bryant received a 333rd Training Squadron cyber briefing and a 
windshield tour of the new entry gate project. 
 
 
 

 



 

 

Jeff Davis Elementary Field Trip – 28 Oct 2016 
 

 
 
Jeff Davis Elementary School first graders watch as Tech. Sgt. Joshua Hartwell, 81st Infrastructure 
Division firefighter, demonstrates the proper wear of firefighter bunker gear during a field trip to the 
Keesler Fire Department Oct. 28, 2016, on Keesler Air Force Base, Miss. The children also toured the 
81st Security Forces Squadron. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Military Affairs 

Committee Description



 

 

Committee Description: Military and Veterans Affairs Committee 

Through the efforts of the Military and Veterans Affairs Committee, the Biloxi Bay Area Chamber of 

Commerce works diligently to show the community’s support for ot o ly the Airmen of Keesler AFB but 

also the men and women of the United States Armed Forces stationed across the MS Gulf Coast.  In the 

spirit of part ership, this o ittee helps to stre gthe  the Bilo i usi ess o u ity’s ties to the 
military.  The committee makeup is as follows: 

Biloxi Bay Chamber of Commerce Executive Leadership: 

Executive Director- Tina Ross Seamans 

President- Cree Cantrell, Financial Advisor, Edward Jones Investments 

Committee Chair: 

Jim Curtis, SMSGT, USAF Reserve, (Ret.), Chief Operating Officer, RedLine LumTronix LLC  

Members:  

Phyllis Luttman, Colonel, USAF, NC (Ret.) 

James Garner, Major General, US Army, (Ret.) 

Rich Moss, Brigadier General, USAF, (Ret.) 

Carol Johnson, Retired Insurance Professional  

Leslie Barfield, Director of Sales, IP Casino Resort and Spa  

Affiliated Military Support Organizations in the Biloxi Area 
 
AIR FORCE ASSOCIATION, JOHN C. STENNIS CHAPTER:  The local chapter partners with members of the 

community to spread awareness of what the Air Force provides to the defense of our nation and what 

Keesler brings to the Gulf Coast.   The Stennis Chapter also supports science, math and aerospace 

education in area schools and at Keesler through scholarships and teacher recognition programs. 

 

AIR FORCE SERGEANT'S ASSOCIATION, CHAPTER 652, KEESLER AFB:  Located at Keesler, Chapter 652 

extends the mission of the Air Force Sergeant's Association to the Mississippi Gulf Coast:  This federally 

chartered non-profit organization represents the professional and personal interests of active duty, 

retired and veteran Total Air Force and their families. 

 

MISSISSIPPI COAST MILITARY OFFICER'S ASSOCIATION:   Their mission is to broaden awareness and 

understanding of events and issues relevant to military officers, active and retired, living on the 

Mississippi Gulf Coast.  The chapter meets every month at Keesler Air Force Base.  

 

 

 



 

 

ARMED FORCES RETIREMENT HOME:   The AFRH, located in Gulfport, Miss., is a multi-tower complex 

with five levels of care and full amenities under one roof. It was built to mitigate the effects of a 

Category 5 hurricane. Plus, it features the latest in green technology and supports the philosophy of 

Aging in Place. Today AFRH Residents are still putting their stamp on this home with assistance from 

Keesler Air Force Base, including memorabilia and beautification projects. 

 

COAST CHAMBER CENTURIONS ASSOCIATION: A program under the Mississippi Gulf Coast Chamber, the 

Coast Centurions was founded by the late Colonel Henry Boardman in 1995 to serve as a cadre of 

Mississippi Gulf Coast Citize  leaders dedi ated to the rete tio  of the Coast’s ilitary i stallatio s a d 
presence.  Additionally, the association provides financial support to the ongoing activities and programs 

of work of the Military Affairs Committees of the Mississippi Gulf Coast Chamber of Commerce including 

Gulfport and Biloxi. Membership is open to both Coast Chamber members and non-members. 

 

GULF COAST BUSINESS COUNCIL:   The Gulf Coast Business Council engages top executives of businesses 

– large and small – to be the united voice on public policy issues important to the Mississippi Gulf Coast.  

The GCBC is an umbrella organization made up of the top business leaders in the three coastal counties 

along with member organizations initially including the Hancock, Harrison, and Jackson County 

Chambers, and Partners for Stennis.  It provides leadership in areas of public policy including 

governmental and legislative affairs, military and defense related industry, economic development, 

infrastructure, education, workforce development, and regional leadership development.   

 

LAWRENCE E. ROBERTS CHAPTER, TUSKEGEE AIRMEN, KEESLER AFB, MS:  The primary goal of the 

Lawrence E. Roberts Chapter is to raise awareness and interest in the aviation and aerospace fields and 

careers.  The Lawrence E. Roberts chapter strives to educate the public about the Tuskegee Airmen, Inc. 

by participating in community activities and events.  The only Tuskegee Airmen Chapter in Mississippi 

was named after Colonel Lawrence E. Roberts, a US Army Air Corp Cadet at Keesler Field in 1943.  
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2016 Salute to the Military



South Mississippi and the Surrounding Region

SALUTE

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS SINCE THE BEGINNING
A publication of  the Harrison County Development Commission

TO THE
MILITARY

2016



Welcome and thank you for joining the 38th annual Salute to the Military where we
pay tribute to the men and women who serve the United States and who make the Coast
community a better place. You strengthen South Mississippi in many ways with your skills,
experience and diversity, along with adding a signiicant boost to the economy.

At this event we highlight the support and strong relationships we're continuing to build with 
the military each day of  the year.

About the Harrison County Development Commission
Created in 1958, the Harrison County Development Commission (HCDC) is the economic
development agency for Harrison County, including the cities of  Pass Christian, Long Beach, Gulfport,
Biloxi and D’Iberville. HCDC is committed to promoting Harrison County as a positive place to do
business, developing quality jobs and creating increased wealth for all stakeholders.
 
Contact Information:  phone: (228)896-5020  •  fax: (228)896-6020  •  email: hcdc@mscoast.org  •  www.mscoast.org

Cover photo courtesy of  Keesler Air Force Base   |   Copyright October 2016 Salute to the Military
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“My thanks go out to the men and
 women of  our armed forces who are
 critical to the security and defense of  our  
 state and nation. Not only are our military 
 personnel important to our communities,
 the bases and installations support a vital 
economy on the Gulf  Coast and state as a 
whole. The contributions of  our military 
are immeasurable, and as Governor I will 
steadfastly support its mission.”
   
   - Governor Phil Bryant

The military installations of  South Mississippi are an 
integral part of  local life, contributing significantly to the 
economy, employment opportunities, community and 
non-profit involvement, and  cultural diversity. Elected 
officials join residents in supporting the men and women 
on active duty and those who retire here.

Sen. Thad Cochran, who serves as chairman of  the 
Senate Appropriations Committee and its Subcommittee 
on Defense, is proud of  the area's unwavering support of  
the Armed Forces.

“The identity of  the Mississippi Gulf  Coast continues to 
be closely linked to our Armed Forces and its importance 
to our national security,” he said. “The presence of  
active duty, guard, and reserve military personnel, as well 
as veterans, enriches the character of  South Mississippi. 
In turn, our servicemen and women, and their families, 
make valuable contributions to community life in our 
state.”

As a retired Air Force officer, son of  a WWII veteran, 
and father of  an Air Force intelligence officer, Sen. 
Roger Wicker understands the sacrifices required to 
protect our freedom. “These men and women have 
selflessly volunteered to defend our country at home 
and abroad,” he said. “Our military community is also 
a pillar of  the local economy, providing well-paying jobs 
to Mississippians and generating more than $1 billion in 
economic impact.”

Congressman Steven Palazzo says the men and 
women in uniform make great sacrifices to protect and 
defend our country. “Salute to the Military gives us an 
opportunity each year to honor those who serve. Thank 
you to all who support this program and most of  all 
thank you to our men and women in the military,”
he said.

Gulfport Mayor Billy Hewes gives enthusiastic support 
to the Gulf  Coast’s military. “This celebration is a great 
indicator of  the depth of  our appreciation for those in 
service,” he said. “Relationships are crucial, and the 
historic bonds we have forged over the years, as well as 

our military retirement communities, are never taken 
for granted. Our cultural gumbo enjoys a rich patriotic 
flavor, embracing  every branch of  service that has an 
impact on this region’s people and economy.”
Mayor Andrew “FoFo” Gilich of  Biloxi notes the long 
and successful relationship the city has enjoyed with 
Keesler Air Force Base. “I remember the days when it 
was referred to as Keesler Field. My kids get mad at me 
when they hear me refer to it as Keesler Field, but that's 
what old time Biloxians will always fondly call it,” he says.

Today, the city is working on milestone issues that will 
help transform the base into an even better installation 
and carry it well into the future. “We're making progress 
on working with our state and federal partners to see a 
new main gate for Keesler on Division Street,” Gilich 
said. “This will mean a four-lane boulevard as the 
gateway into Keesler and direct access off  I-110.”

The city is working with Gulf  Regional Planning 
Commission and neighboring communities on a Joint 
Land Use Study that will ensure that communities' 
growth works in tandem with the missions of  the base. 
“The most important aspect of  this study is protecting 
the flight paths, but it's so much more than that,” he 
said. “Keesler has vital missions of  defense in terms of  
electronics and cyber warfare training, the second largest 
medical facility in the Air Force, and the world famous 
Hurricane Hunters and Flying Jennies.”

Local Officials Show Their Support 
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This year Keesler Air Force Base celebrates 75 years of  
being on the Coast. It's hard to imagine Biloxi without 
this base, but it was only a concept conceived by Biloxi 
city leaders in 1939 as they tried to convince the War 
Department the city would be an ideal place for pilot 
training. A year later, Biloxi officials were notified that
a coastal town was not the best location to build a 
training facility for fear of  attack by enemy naval forces.

In late 1940, the Army Air Corps Technical School 
headquarters announced plans to activate two new 
training bases which would specialize in aircraft 
mechanics training. After being turned down in 1939 
as a potential site for a military air training program, 
Biloxi officials were determined that one of  the two new 
training bases be located at the city’s airport.

They met with Technical School officials in January 
1941 to negotiate a land transfer to host a training 
school. After several changes to the number of  personnel 
to be stationed at the Biloxi technical school and the 
acquisition of  additional land, the War Department 
notified Biloxi’s mayor on March 6, 1941, that the city 
had been selected as the site of  a new technical
training school.  

Biloxi and the Veterans Administration transferred
the 832-acre site which included three golf  courses, the 
Biloxi Airport, the Naval Reserve Park, and some private 
property to the Army Air Corps. The War Department 
activated Army Air Corps Station No. 8, Aviation 
Mechanics School, on June 12, 1941, in Biloxi. Ground- 
breaking for the technical school was on June 18, 1941, 
and by June 1942, most of  the barracks, academic 
buildings and support facilities were completed. 

The Army Air Corps Station No. 8 was renamed Keesler 
Army Air Field on August 25, 1941, in honor of  2nd Lt. 
Samuel Reeves Keesler Jr., a native of  Greenwood, Miss. 
Lt. Keesler, an aerial observer, was wounded during 
WWI during aerial combat with German aircraft and 
subsequent crash landing east of  Verdun, France. He 
died the next day from wounds he sustained and was 
awarded the WWI Victory Medal with Silver Star for
his gallantry. 
 
The United States Air Force became a separate branch 
of  service in 1947. Thus, Keesler Army Air Field became 
Keesler Air Force Base on Jan.13, 1948. 

Keesler AFB Celebrates

75 YEARS

1939
Biloxi city leaders

try to convince War Dept. 
that Biloxi is an ideal place

for pilot training but are
turned down.

1940
Army Air Corps

announces plans to 
activate two new 
training bases.

Biloxi tries again.

March 1941
After negotiations,

Biloxi's mayor is notified
that Biloxi will be the

site of a new technical 
training school.

June 1941
The War Dept.

activates Army Air Corps 
Station No. 8 on 832 acres

transferred from Biloxi
Groundbreaking June 18.



The base’s headquarters changed to the 81st Training 
Wing on July 1, 1993. Today, 81st Training Wing unit 
personnel train approximately 2,600 students daily in 
31 initial skills training courses, seven enlisted medical 
specialties, graduate medical education, and 300-plus 
other technical training courses. 
 
Students enrolled in training courses on the base 
include Air Force, Navy, Marine Corps and Coast 
Guard personnel. Additional students include Defense 
Department civilians and international students from 
allied nation partners. 
  
In addition to technical training, Keesler was also an Air 
Force basic training center twice in its first 25 years of  
operation. Keesler also provided flight training at various 
times in its history: B-24 Liberator and B-32 Dominator 
co-pilot training; air-sea rescue; Military Assistance 
Program; T-28 Trojan pilot training and C-12C/F
and C-21A pilot training. 
 
The men and women assigned to Keesler have been an 
integral part of  the Biloxi community since the base’s 
activation. In 2014, Keesler provided an estimated $1.65 
billion total economic impact to the state of  Mississippi 

through its jobs, contracts, services and retirees’ pensions. 
A commitment to serve is evident as Keesler personnel 
volunteered more than 139,000 hours to agencies and 
events on base and in the local communities.

“The most significant link between Keesler now and 
Keesler in the past is its community involvement,” said 
retired Chief  Master Sgt. Charles Teston, a 31-year Air 
Force veteran. “When I was here in 1954 for airborne 
radio operator training, we built so many things both 
on and off  base. We upgraded the World War II-era 
barracks in the just-opening Triangle (training area of  
Keesler), and built structures at Ship Island. Keesler has 
always been just as dedicated to its community as it has 
its Airmen.”

The past few years have been an active, but rewarding 
time for Team Keesler as it continues its mission 
to “Train, Develop and Inspire the World’s Best 
Airmen!” The base received the Commander-in-
Chief ’s Installation Excellence Award for 2013 as the 
top U.S. Air Force installation in the world. Each year, 
the base provides Air Expeditionary Forces to support 
contingency and humanitarian operations around
the globe. 
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August 1941
Station is renamed

Keesler Army Air Field
in honor of 2nd Lt.

Samuel Reeves Keesler, Jr.
of MS, who died in WWI.

1948
Keesler Army Air Field
becomes  Keesler Air 

Force Base on Jan.13, 1948,
as the Air Force became a
separate branch in 1947.

1993
Base’s headquarters
are changed to the
 81st Training Wing

on July 1, 1993.

2013
KAFB receives the

Commander-in-Chief’s 
Installation Excellence 

Award as the top AF
installation in the world.

Photos courtesy of  Keesler Air Force Base Public Afairs



Keesler Air Force Base

For 75 years Keesler Air Force Base has been a 
significant part of  Biloxi and the entire Gulf  Coast.
It is one of  four primary Air Force training bases and,
as the electronic training center of  excellence, is where 
all cyber training begins. The 81st Training Wing is the 
host unit and is composed of  the 81st Training Group, 
81st Mission Support Group and 81st Medical Group. 
The base is also host to the 403rd Wing which is the 
home of  the Flying Jennies and the Hurricane Hunters.

Personnel of  the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Coast 
Guard and civilian federal agencies are also trained at 
Keesler AFB. The training center handles more than 
28,000 students annually with 300-plus courses that 
cover 31 different career fields that include electronic 
systems, computer systems, information management, 
air weapons control, air traffic control and specialized 
programs in cyber systems operations and cyber security.

Each day a large number of  military personnel and 
civilians work on the base. Plans are in the works to
ease the flow of  traffic. The state has awarded Biloxi a 
$5 million grant from BP Economic Damages settlement 
money for a gate project, according to F. Cliff  Kirkland, 
civic innovation and development officer for the city, and 
HCDC commissioner. “No schedule has been established 
because not all of  the funding has been provided,” he 
said. “It is estimated to cost about $37 million for work 
both inside Keesler and outside on Division Street from 
I-110 to the Forest Avenue intersection. Governor Phil 
Bryant has asked the State Legislature to award Biloxi at 
least $15 million for the project — all of  which will come 
from BP Economic Damages money.”

PROFILE
81st Training Wing
Location: Biloxi, Miss.
2nd AF commander: Maj. Gen. Robert LaBrutta
Wing commander: Col. Michele Edmondson
Missions of 81st TW and tenants:  Train, Develop 
and Inspire the World’s Best Airmen!
Established: 1941
Branch: U.S. Air Force
Acres: 1,784
Active duty/reserve/civilian personnel: 11,785
Combined payroll: $633.2 M
Annual student load: 3,393 daily average
Co-located: 2 Air Force, 403rd Wing, 85th Engineer-
ing Squadron, Mathies NCO Academy, OSI Detach-
ment 407, U.S. Marine Corps Detachment-Keesler, 
Center for Naval Aviation Technical Training Unit-
Keesler
Physical assets: $2.4B
Purchasing (local vendors/contractors): $100.7M
Volunteer hours in community: 281,596
Economic impact: $868.1M ($1.6B with multiplier)
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Kirkland says the gate is needed first and foremost 
because the current main gate at White Avenue does 
not meet the security standards of  the Air Force and the 
Department of  Defense. “That leaves Keesler vulnerable 
should there be another round of  base closings,” he 
added. “Additionally, establishing a main gate at the 
Division Street-Forest Avenue intersection has been 
a priority since the opening of  I-110, as that direct 
connection will make it easier for ingress and egress at 
Keesler, as well as eliminate a roadway bottleneck that 
regularly occurs at White Avenue since new security 
protocols were established after 9-11.”
   



PROFILE
81st Medical Group
Location: Biloxi, Miss.
Commander: Col. Jeannine Ryder
Mission: Healthcare (medical & dental),
education/training
Established: 1941 (as U.S. Army clinic)
Branch: U.S. Air Force
Area: 900,000 square feet
Patient load: 164,000 federal beneficiaries
Annual graduates: 300+ in 15 technical courses

Partnered with VA, Armed Forces Retirement Home, Gulf 
Coast Hospitals and Universities

PROFILE
403rd Wing
Location: Biloxi, Miss.
Wing Commander:
Col. Michael W. Manion
Mission: Tactical airlift, aerial weather reconnaissance, 
aeromedical evacuation, agile combat support
Established: 1973
Branch: U.S. Air Force (Reserve)
Assigned organizations: 403rd Operations Group—
36th Aeromedical Evacuation Squadron, 53rd Weather 
Reconnaissance Squadron, 815th Airlift Squadron, 
403rd Operations Support Squadron, 5th Operations 
Weather Flight; 403rd Maintenance Group—403rd 
Aircraft Maintenance Squadron, 803rd Aircraft
Maintenance Squadron, 403rd Maintenance Squadron, 
403rd Maintenance Operations Flight; 403rd Mission 
Support Group—403rd Force Support Squadron,
403rd Security Forces Squadron, 403rd Logistics 
Readiness Squadron, 41st Aerial Port Squadron,
403rd Communications Flight; 403rd Aeromedical 
Staging Squadron
Flying hours: 4,500
Runway: 7,630 feet by 150 feet
Personnel: 1,500 reservists including 377 full time
Air Reserve technicians and 32 civilians
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Photo opposite page: Keesler celebrates 30 years of
Special Olympics Mississippi Summer Games,
U.S. Air Force photo by Airman 1st Class Travis Beihl

This page, far left and bottom right: 403rd Wing
Top right: Keesler participates in "Bark in the Park,"
U.S. Air Force photo by Kemberly Groue
Bottom center: Keesler leadership attend Memorial Day 
Ceremony, U.S. Air Force photo by Kemberly Groue
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Harrison County Dollars Fiscal Year 2015
Installation/Activity Payroll Construction Economic Impact PRV

Keesler Air Force Base ( Plus Training Annex) $656.96M $100.69M $1.67B* NA

Naval Construction Battalion Center $245M NA1 $365.3M** $1.21B

Trent Lott Training Complex (Air Guard & Army 
Guard)

$13.9M* NA1 $38.2M NA2

*$1.67B with multiplier
**$851.1M with multiplier
***CRTC, 209th, 255th and state employees

Other South Mississippi Bases
Installation/Activity Branch Location Acres Personnel Economic Impact PRV

U.S. Coast Guard Station Pascagoula Coast Guard Pascagoula 437 30/10* NA2 NA2

Camp Shelby Joint Forces
Training Center

Army & 
Airforce 

National Guard

Hattiesburg 135,000 1,550+ $70M (payroll) $1,149,125,293

The Navy at Stennis Space Center Navy Bay St. Louis NA2 1,936** $207M (50-Mile)
$233M (Global)*

NA2

Supervisor of  Shipbuilding Navy Pascagoula NA1 440*** $52.2 B NA2

*Active Duty/Reservists
**Personnel/Contractors
***Civilians/Sailors

Harrison County Military Base Profiles
Installation/Activity Branch Location Acres Mission

Keesler Air Force Base (Plus Training Annex) Air Force Biloxi 1,784 Train, Develop and Inspire the World’s Best Airmen

Naval Construction Battalion Center Navy Gulfport 1,098 Construction, Training, Mobilization, Logistics

Trent Lott Training Complex Air National Guard Gulfport 277 Air Combat Training, Deployment Preparation

U.S. Coast Guard Station Gulfport Coast Guard Gulfport 6.5 Search and Rescue, Law Enforcement, Homeland Security

NA1 - Not Applicable
NA2 - Not Available

Harrison County Personnel Fiscal Year 2015
Installation/Activity  Military & Student 

Personnel
Civilian Student Load

Keesler Air Force Base (Plus Training Annex) 8,284* 3,501* 3,393
Naval Construction Battalion Center 3,800 NA1 7,400
Trent Lott Training Complex (Air Guard & Army Guard) 540** NA1 NA1

U.S. Coast Guard Station Gulfport 32 | 60 | 10*** 0 NA1

*Keesler Air Force Base's Military & Student Personnel includes reservists who reside in and out of  local area. 
  Keesler Air Force Base's Civilian Personnel includes civil service, BX, commissary, contract and other.
**Military/Civilian
***Active/Auxiliary/Reservists

IMPACT
MILITARY ECONOMIC



DoD Sites
State Total

Alabama 95
Alaska 155
California 367
Colorado 86
Florida 209
Hawaii 142
Louisiana 38
Maryland 111
Mississippi 122
Montana 251
New York 93
North Carolina 99
North Dakota 190
Pennsylvania 121
South Carolina 68
Texas 220
Virginia 195
Washington 101
Source: Department of  Defense Base 
Structure Report Fiscal
Year 2015, updated 9.30.16

Defense Contracts Totals for Contracts in County
County # DoD Contractors 

in County
# Contracts 

Awarded 2015
$ Amount of Contracts 

Awarded 2015
#DoD Contractors 

Awarded 2000-2015
$ Amount of Contracts Awarded 

to Contractors 2000-2015

Hancock 66 12 $3,852,573 566 $227,102,161

Harrison 530 188 $82,149,616 4,252 $1,883,744,530
Jackson 170 133 $890,088,676 1,625 $30,707,080,322
Total 766 333 $976,090,865 6,443 $32,817,927,013
Mississippi 3,151 1,564 $2,124,785,323 25,379 $48,232,362,908
Source: www.governmentcontractswon.com, as of  09.30.16

Harrison County
DoD Military

Branch Retired Paid Monthly Pay 
(000)

Army 960 877 $1,675
Navy 1,945 1,862 $3,723
Marines 178 160 $363
Air Force 3,110 2,955 $6,343
Total DoD 6,193 5,854 $12,104
Coast Guard 77 76 NA1

Source: Oice of  Actuary, as of  9.30.16
Coast Guard data not part of  DoD total; paid by DHS

Mississippi
DoD Military

Branch Retired Paid Monthly

Army 10,905 10,031 $16,483
Navy 6,159 5,912 $12,013
Marines 995 857 $1,978
Air Force 9,715 9,301 $19,332
Total 27,774 26,101 $49,806
Coast Guard 372 347 NA
Source: Oice of  Actuary, as of  9.30.16 for FY 2015
Coast Guard data not part of  DoD total; paid by DHS

South Mississippi
Veteran Population

County 9/30/16 9/30/17 9/30/30

Harrison 21,819 21,882 22,587
Jackson 15,009 15,014 13,953
Hancock 4,474 4,480 4,325
Total 41,302 41,376 40,865
Mississippi 218,809 213,071 195,395
Source: U.S. Department of  Veterans Afairs, as of  9.30.2015
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Defense Contracts Totals for Contracts in City
City # DoD Contractors 

in City
# Contracts 

Awarded 2015
$ Amount of Contracts 

Awarded 2015
#DoD Contractors 

Awarded 2000-2015
$ Amount of Contracts Awarded 

to Contractors 2000-2015

Biloxi 144 40 $3,929,749 1,011 $394,612,487

DʼIberville 21 8 $464,056 295 $167,483,909
Gulfport 298 104 $76,582,061 2,503 $1,299,685,441
Long Beach 25 18 $518,839 219 $14,145,781
Pass Christian 20 9 $425,718 134 $4,767,204
Source: www.governmentcontractswon.com, as of  09.30.16



Naval
Construction
Battalion Center

The Naval Construction Battalion Center (NCBC), Gulfport 
or Seabees as theyʼre popularly known — is a launching 
platform for three active duty and two Reserve Naval Mobile 
Construction Battalions that deploy around the world to 
support contingency operations and humanitarian efforts. 
The Gulfport Center is home to the Atlantic Fleet Seabees.

March 5, 2017, marks the 75th Anniversary of  the 
Seabees with several events taking place across the nation. 
Locally, Seabee Day will occur April 1, 2017, at the Naval 
Construction Battalion Center, Gulfport.

The NCBC's mission is to maintain and operate facilities 
and provide services and material for Naval Construction 
Force operations, including Amphibious Construction, fleet 
units, the Maritime Prepositioning Force, other fleet and 
assigned organizational units deployed from or home ported 
in Gulfport.

Some of  the efforts Seabees support are building schools, 
clinics, roads, bridges and digging water wells around 
the globe including Columbia, Spain, Bulgaria, Ukraine, 
Bahrain, Kuwait, Israel, Chad, Uganda, Kenya, Senegal, 
Djibouti and Guam, the Federated States of  Micronesia, 
Republic of  the Marshall Islands, Korea and Palau, 
Romania, Sweden, and Poland.

The Gulfport Center also helped process 5,247 personnel 
and 4.8 million pounds of  cargo to 87 missions intended 
to assist combatant commands while stifling the growth 
of  terrorism in underdeveloped countries. Additionally, 
NCBC provides support to 39 tenants, several of  whom are 
responsible for training the fighting force.

Photo courtesy of  NCBC Public Afairs

PROFILE
Naval Construction
Battalion Center
Location: Gulfport, Miss.
Commander:
Capt. Cheryl Hansen
Mission: Construction, training,
mobilization, logistics
Established: 1942
Branch: U.S. Navy
Acres: 1,098
Military/civilian/contractors: 3,800
Annual student load: 7,400
Payroll: $245M
Mobile battalions: NMCB 1, NMCB 11, NMCB 133
Tenants: 45
Plant replacement value: $1.21B
Economic impact: $365.3M fiscal year 2014
($851M with multiplier)
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The Trent Lott National Guard Training Facility, also 
known as the Gulfport Combat Readiness Training 
Center, is one of  four CRTCs across the United States. 
It is only one of  two that have a 5th Generation Aircraft 
Debrief  Facility.

The Mississippi Air National Guard operates the base 
with two tenant units including the 209th Special 
Operations Civil Engineering Squadron and the 255th 
Air Control Squadron. In addition, the CRTC is 
partnered with the Mississippi Army National Guard's 
1108th Theater Aviation Sustainment Maintenance 
Group, 890th Engineer Battalion, and the 2nd 
Battalion/20th Special Forces Group.

The Gulfport CRTC's location allows year-round training 
exercises in a unique environment that covers brown, 
green and blue water. The 'Who Dat Complex' airspace 
over the Gulf  of  Mexico provides supersonic ranges, live 
fire areas for helicopters and facilitates lights-out training 
for aircraft.

The CRTC serves as a joint training center for all 
branches of  the military and supports active duty, reserve, 
interagency, international partners, and conventional and 
special operations forces.

The state-of-the-art facility also hosts a number 
of  nationwide conferences and serves as the State 
Emergency Operations Center for local natural disaster 
response.

Trent Lott Training Complex
Air National Guard
& Army National Guard
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PROFILE
Trent Lott
Training Complex
Location: Gulfport, Miss.
Commander: Col. Paul Drake
Mission: Training, deployment
Established: 1954
Branch: Air National Guard
Acres: 277
Military/civilian: 540
Payroll: $13.9M CRTC, 209th, 255th and
state employees
Co-located: Combat Readiness Training Center,
255th Air Control Squadron, 209th Civil Engineering
Squadron
Plant Replacement Value: $167.1M (Air & Army)
Economic impact: $29.4M

Top photo: AC-17 Globemaster III, lown by the Mississippi 
Air National Guard’s 172nd Airlift Wing, sits on the ramp 
prior to takeof at the CRTC, U.S. Air Force photo by
Staf Sgt. Gregory Brook
Bottom: Tech. Sgt. James Heathcock and Airman 1st
Class Jeremy Cooper, both of the 186th Security Forces 
Squadron, secure the interior of the aircraft during
anti-hijacking training at the CRTC in Gulfport.
By Staf Sgt. Christopher S. Muncy 



Founded in 1790, the U. S. Coast Guard is the nation's 
oldest military branch. It was placed in the Department 
of  Homeland Security when that department was 
organized. Locally, there are stations in Gulfport and 
Pascagoula with functions in the maritime domain of  law 
enforcement, national defense, mobility, maritime safety, 
environmental protection and humanitarian response.

On call 24 hours a day, the Coast Guard serves as the first 
responder for any type of  maritime event. Both stations 
have multiple missions and work regularly with other local 
agencies, including the Department of  Marine Resources, 
police, fire, city councils, environmental and wildlife 
organizations and other federal law enforcement agencies.

There is a major focus on search and rescue missions 
and safety. The Coast Guard also enforces fishery law by 
performing routine functions such as regularly checking 
shrimp boats to ensure that Turtle Excluder Devices 
(TED) are sewn into nets along with verifying that 
fishermen are taking proper procedures to preserve the 
ecosystem.

Additionally, the Pascagoula Station is responsible for 
managing the Ports, Waterways and Coastal Security 
mission. Personnel there are looking forward to the 
commissioning of  a new cutter, the Benjamin Dailey, on 
July 4, 2017, and receiving another new cutter at the end 
of  next year.
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U.S. Coast Guard

Top: Response Boat Medium underway in Gulfport
Right: Crew of Station Gulfport at WWII Museum for 
an award presentation
Photos courtesy of U.S. Coast Guard

 

PROFILES
USCG Station
Gulfport
Location: Gulfport, Miss.
Commander: Senior Chief Rebecca Wyness
Mission: Search and rescue, law enforcement,
homeland security
Established: Recommissioned May 2009 –
Post Hurricane Katrina
Acres: 6.5
Personnel: 32 active duty, 60 auxiliary, 10 reservists
Co-located: Cutters Razorbill, Cutter Brandt,
Aids to Navigation

USCG Station
Pascagoula
Location: Pascagoula, Miss.
Commander: Chief Warrant Officer Ryan Brodie
Mission: Search and rescue; law enforcement;
ports, waterways and coastal security
Acres: 437
Personnel: 30 active duty, 10 reservists
Co-located: Cutter Decisive



Joint Forces Training Center
Camp Shelby

Camp Shelby Joint Forces Training Center is a 135,000-
acre military training facility located just south of  
Hattiesburg and serves as the nation's largest National 
Guard training site. It supports a wide variety of  training 
and logistical support activities for reserve and active 
components of  the Army, Navy, Air Force and Marines.

Camp Shelby offers realistic training for maximum 
proficiency to ensure the military's tactics, techniques and 
procedures are ready to face any mission challenge.

The flexible joint forces environment is designed to meet 
specific commanders' intent while being adaptable to 
environments and real world scenarios fostered around 
the globe. Training includes heavy maneuver and 
collective gunnery, multiple battalion field artillery fire 
ranges, air-to-ground combat training capabilities and 
theater-specific mobilization training.

Camp Shelby is home to a fully-automated Live 
Fire Shoot House, the nation's only Unmanned 
Aircraft Regional Flight Center, as well as the 14-acre 
Combined Arms Collective Training Facility.

The training site consists of  a mix of  State,
Department of  Defense, and U.S. Forest Service
lands.  Camp Shelby has the third highest
replacement value in Mississippi.

PROFILE
Camp Shelby
Location:
Hattiesburg, Miss.
Commander:
Col. Gregory S. Michel
Mission: Training, deployment
Established: 1917
Branch: Mississippi National Guard
(Army and Air Force)
Acres: 135,000
Personnel: 1,550+
Payroll (soldiers): $70M 
Plant replacement value: $1.2B
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Top: Builder 3rd Class Perezrivera lays in the prone position 
while securing an objective during NMCB-11 ield training, 
U.S. Navy photo by Specialist 1st Class Michael C. Barton;
Above: U.S. Air Force special tactics Airmen conduct a static 
line jump at Camp Shelby, U.S. Air Force photo by
Senior Airman Colville McFee; Below: Lt. Col. Bowman
receives the unit's guidon from Col. Jefrey Van during 
change of command ceremony at Camp Shelby.



Naval Meteorology
and Oceanography
Command
The Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command dates 
back to the 1830s when the Depot of  Charts and Instruments 
was established in Washington, D.C. as the Navy’s repository 
for nautical charts and navigational equipment. In the mid-
1970s, elements of  what would become today’s command 
moved to the John C. Stennis Space Center. This year, the 
Navy celebrated 40 years at SSC. 

The Commander is the Navy’s only active duty one-star 
admiral in Mississippi. Rear Adm. Tim Gallaudet has headed 
the command since June 2014.

The command provides environmental information to help 
Naval and Joint forces operate more safely and effectively 
and make better decisions faster than the adversary. Naval 
Oceanography leads the Navy in use of  unmanned systems 
with more than two decades experience in using this 
technology to survey the world’s oceans and support the
Navy’s warfare areas. 

Naval Oceanography has approximately 2,500 globally 
distributed military and civilian personnel, all of  whom help 
foster and sustain relationships with allies and international 
partners to enhance security cooperation and naval operations. 
It provides key contributions to information and undersea 
warfare and is an expert in unmanned systems, working closely 
with the U.S. Marine Corps in all facets of  Joint and Naval 
Warfare. NMOC manages 60 international agreements with 
partner nations.

Subordinate commands located at SSC include the Naval 
Oceanographic Office, Naval Oceanography Operations 
Command, Naval Oceanography Anti-Submarine Warfare 
Center, Naval Oceanography Mine Warfare Center and Fleet 
Survey Team. More than 1,100 of  the command’s military and 
civilian personnel work at the command’s activities at SSC.

The Naval Oceanographic Office is the largest subordinate 
command within the NMOC. It provides oceanographic 
products and services to all elements of  the Department of  
Defense. Employees at Stennis and others serving worldwide 
collect and analyze oceanographic data and produce maps and 
other materials so Naval ships can navigate safely and plan the 
most effective missions to support national security.
 

PROFILE
Naval Meteorology
& Oceanography
Command
Location: Stennis Space Center, Miss.
Ranking officer: Rear Adm. Tim Gallaudet, USN, 
Commander, Naval Meteorology & Oceanography
Missions: NMOC: Delivers environmental 
information that enables safe operation and 
warfighting effectiveness.
NRL: Scientific research, technology and advanced 
development.
SBT-22: Organize, mentor, train and equip special 
warfare personnel to conduct special operations in 
a riverine and coastal environment.
NAVSCIATTS: Foreign Internal Defense. Prepare 
partner nations to conduct small craft operations
in riverine or littoral environments. 
NAVIFOR: Man, train and equip functions for 
Information Warfare forces.
OCHR: Full-scale centralized human resources.
First established at SSC: 1976 
Branch: U.S. Navy
Navy Units at SSC: Commander, Naval 
Meteorology and Oceanography Command,
Naval Oceanographic Office, Fleet Survey Team, 
Naval Oceanography Operations Command,
Naval Oceanography Anti-Submarine Warfare 
Center, Naval Oceanography Mine Warfare Center, 
Naval Research Laboratory, Special Boat Team 22, 
Naval Small Craft Instruction and Technical Training 
School, Naval Information Warfare Forces SSC,
Navy Office of Civilian Human Resources-SSC 
Center; Naval Facilities Engineering Command 
Southeast SSC Satellite Office and Navy Office of 
Civilian Human Resources-SSC Center
Personnel/contractors (Navy): 1,936
Plant replacement value (Navy): N/A
Economic impact (Navy): $207M (50-mile);
$233M (Global)
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Ed Gent, Naval Oceanographic Oice engineer,
greets Rear Adm. Timothy Gallaudet, commander of
the Naval Meteorology and Oceanography Command and
Oceanographer and Navigator of the Navy, as Gallaudet 
boards USNS Maury (T-AGS 66), the Navy's newest
survey ship. U.S. Navy photo by George Lammons



Supervisor of  Shipbuilding (SUPSHIP) Gulf  Coast 
is the United States Navy's agency that provides 
professional oversight and waterfront management 
in the administration of  Navy shipbuilding 
contracts. The primary mission is to ensure the 
delivery of  quality ships and crafts to the United 
States Navy and Coast Guard that are on schedule 
and within costs. Currently, SUPSHIP administers 
135 active contracts that total $52.2 billion.

The military and civilian organization, an 
activity of  the Naval Sea Systems Command, 
provides engineering, quality assurance, contract 
management and financial services required 
to streamline the way shipbuilding contractors 
provide ships. SUPSHIP's strength
lies in the more than 400 civilians and military 
who work on the waterfront and in cities and 
shipyards from Louisiana to Alabama. Ten percent 
of  SUPSHIP's employees have more than 26 years 
of  experience.

The Pascagoula operation is one of  four SUPSHIP 
locations. Not only does SUPSHIP provide 
on-location oversight of  ships being built on the 
Gulf  Coast for the Navy and Coast Guard, it also 
oversees the dismantling of  retired U.S. Navy ships 
in Louisiana.

SUPSHIP's commitment to providing superior 
oversight of  waterfront and workplace operations 
is accomplished by working together as one 
professional team with a focus on quality, cost
and schedule.

Pascagoula
Supervisor
of Shipbuilding

PROFILE
Supervisor of
Shipbuilding

Location: Pascagoula, Miss.
Supervisor: Capt. Joe Tuite
Mission: Oversees shipbuilding contracts
for the U.S. Navy across the Gulf Coast
Established: 1951
Branch: U.S. Navy
Acres: Occupies office space at Ingalls
Shipbuilding
Personnel: Approximately 440
civilians & soldiers
Administering contracts valued at: $52.2B
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Keesler Air Force Base has all the amenities — medical 
facilities, base exchange, commissary, personnel services 
— desired by a retired person. Mississippi is also one of  
the few states where retired pay is non-taxable.”  

Alabama native Clark Griffith, Lt. General, USAF (ret), 
says he already spoke the language when he and his wife, 
Jean, retired here in 1998 after a 35-year military career 
and 25 relocations. “We saw a lot of  places and things 
and enjoyed it all, but this (Biloxi) is the one we enjoyed 
the most,” he said. “We love the Gulf  Coast and the 
great people, but the real driving factor is the health care 
— there's no better than Keesler Medical Center.”

While stationed at Keesler AFB, Griffith served as 
Commander, Keesler Technical Training Center and, 
later, as Commander of  2nd Air Force. During this 
period, he also had temporary duties in Saudi Arabia as 
the Joint Task Force Commander of  Southwest Asia.
Griffith feels like he is on vacation at his home on Back 
Bay where he is only 75 yards from fishing at any time.

Moss and Griffith and the thousands of  other military 
retirees are involved in the community in many ways 
as volunteers. They both serve on the Harrison County 
Military Team, and Griffith also serves on the Gulfport-
Biloxi Airport Commission.

The Mississippi Gulf  Coast is better in many ways due to 
the military installations that bring a positive economic 
and human impact. But it doesn't stop with dollars and 
cents and those who serve here for a time and move on. 
A large number stay here or return at the end of  their 
service to make this area their home. The community is 
richer for the diversity, skills and talents they bring.

Richard R. Moss, Brigadier General, USAF (ret), feels 
he was lucky to spend 38 years in the Air Force,  “serving 
my country and spending my career doing what I love — 
flying airplanes all over the world, being in command of  
four different Air Force Reserve Wings.”

His last assignment was at Keesler Air Force Base as the 
Commander of  the 403d Wing — home of  the Flying 
Jennies and Hurricane Hunters.

“When it came time to retire, I was faced with a big 
decision: where do I go now?” he says. “When I finally 
decided to stay in Biloxi, my friends asked me, 'Biloxi, 
why stay there? It’s hot, it’s humid, and it has hurricanes.' 
However, they overlooked the many advantages Biloxi 
has to offer in addition to my Biloxi Belle, Suzy.”
Moss feels the Coast communities have embraced the 
military as an integral component of  the culture. “I 
had never experienced such a strong bond between 
the military and the local communities,” he said, “and 

Military Retirees Here 
They came, they saw, they stayed

Richard R. Moss,
Brigadier General,
USAF (ret)

Clark Griffith,
Lt. General,
USAF (ret)

“I had never experienced such a strong bond 
  between the military and the local communities.”

“We saw a lot of  places and things and enjoyed it all,  
  but this (Biloxi) is the one we enjoyed the most.”
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Specializing in Personal Service, Residential, and Commercial Insurance

Writing affordable policies that include WIND.

1813 Ingalls Avenue, Pascagoula, MS 39567
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www.bishopinsservices.com  /  email: amy@bishopinsservices.com

http://www.perkinstire.com
http://www.bishopinsservices.com
https://www.facebook.com/Howard-Ave-Emporium-378015135728251/?fref=ts


6  SOUTH MISSISSIPPI Living • July 2016 FOR MORE REFLECTIONS OF THE GULF COAST  >>  www.smliving.net

4

26 80

CONTENTS july 2016

COAST NOTES
18    Over The Edge

20  Blackhawk Flight Foundation

22  Jimmy’s Journey  
Pink Paddle

24  Restoring History

PEOPLE
26  String Theory 

Bill Stafford, steel guitar legend

28  Shaggy’s 
Giving back to the community...mostly 
through ishing

KEESLER AIR FORCE BASE
33  Special Section 

A special tribute to Keesler

ARTS
58  The Art Of Conservation 

Local artists participate in An Enchanted 
Forest Evening

DINING
64   Restaurant Review 

Bogart’s

68  Restaurant Review 
Kyoto

CALENDAR
72  Calendar Of Events 

Mark your calendars for these exciting 
things to do in July

HEALTHY LIVING
76  Saving Lives 

Heart research and new technology

80  Get Moving 
The Diabetes Center encourages  
walking through Fitbits

84  Unbeatable Combination 
Weight loss success 

SPORTS & OUTDOORS
88  Mississippi And The Great 

Outdoors

92  Lava Links 
Miniature Golf Course 

94  Good To Be King 
Biloxi Shrimp King has family seafood 
industry tradition

SHOPPING
96  Best Buys From Local Retailers

HOME
120  Smart House 

Gulfport home combines both traditional 
and contemporary elements

FINAL SAY
178  Richard R. Moss 

Brigadier General, USAF (Retired)

Photo Illustration courtesy of Keesler Air Force Base

Subject Student Personnel Shift Change at  
Keesler Air Force Base

ON THE COVER



http://www.sinuplasty.com


8  SOUTH MISSISSIPPI Living • July 2016 FOR MORE REFLECTIONS OF THE GULF COAST  >>  www.smliving.net

“Nearly 60 years  and with 

three generations of Tradition 

and Service. We have been 

blessed and are very grateful.”

www.estabrookford.com

www.estabrooknissan.com

228.762.2641 

3689 14th Street • Pascagoula, MS

www.estabrooktoyota.com

228.762.3553 

6521 Hwy 63 • Moss Point, MS
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Home and Inpatient Care
for those seeking comfort and dignity 

while dealing with a life limiting illness.

1520 Broad Ave, Ste 500, Gulfport, MS 39501
Find Us On Facebook

www.facebook.com/canonhospice 

228-575-6251
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LETTERS to the editor LETTER from the editor

  We’re glad you’re taking a break from summer activities to read the July 

edition of South Mississippi Living — as hard as it is to believe that we’re 

already past the halfway mark of 2016. At any rate, this month’s magazine 

is chock full of interesting stories, photos and information.

  At the top of the list is the special section celebrating the 75th 

anniversary of Keesler Air Force Base. It’s impossible to imagine South 

Mississippi without this military installation and the multitude of 

residents who are here 

because of it. One 

story in this section 

outlines the history of 

the base, along with a 

timeline and vintage 

photos. The base’s 

significant economic 

impact won’t surprise 

anyone, but it’s good to 

see the hard facts. The 

impact is not felt just 

in dollars and cents; 

the volunteer hours 

contributed by base 

personnel are explained 

in a piece about Keesler ’s 

community service.

  Additionally, there 

are great stories about 

the Hurricane Hunters 

— something dear to 

the hearts of all Coast 

residents; an inspiring 

story about an Air Force 

retiree; and another 

about the customs and courtesies that support the honor and dignity of 

the Air Force.

  We were able to persuade retired Brigadier General Rich Moss of Biloxi 

to write The Final Say about his Air Force career. When you read it, you’ll 

think as we did, ‘this is a love letter to the Coast.’ Who can argue with 

that? We thank him for graciously accepting and doing an outstanding 

job. 

  Check out the People story about steel guitar legend Bill Stafford of Long 

Beach; the Art story about the upcoming Enchanted Evening to benefit the 

Land Trust for the Mississippi Coastal Plain; the story and photos of this 

year ’s Shrimp King Frank Parker; and Mark Spain’s account of spending 

time in the area’s beautiful outdoors.

  I never stop being amazed at the human wealth of the Coast. There are 

many, many interesting people living here who have wonderful stories to 

tell. At SML, it’s our pleasure to tell them.

South Mississippi Living magazine

LOOK US UP ON
FACEBOOK.

JUNE 2016 • FREE

SMLIVING.NET

P E O P L E     D I N I N G     S P O RT S  &  O U T D O O R S     S H O P P I N G     H O M E S     H E A LT H Y  L I V I N G     C L I C K !

100 Page Local Resource Guide

THE ADAMS FAMILY
A heritage of 

healthcare

SEASONED 
POLITICOS

Guice & Riemann

COAST CHAMPIONS
Helping Coast tourism

Colonel Dennis Scarborough, Lynn Lofton, 
editor of South Mississippi Living, Colonel 
Michele Edmondson and Frank Genzer

I’m enjoying the new issue of SML 
which was delivered yesterday. 
One concern of folks considering 
relocating is the quality of the Coast’s 
healthcare. The June Final Say is a 
perfect testimonial and would be 
a itting insert into our relocations 
packages.

MARCIA CRAWFORD
HARRISON COUNTY  
DEVELOPMENT COMMISSION

Thank you so much for the 
Watermark piece in SML. I know 
you didn’t have to do it and I really 
appreciate the publicity. It looks 
fantastic and I already have people 
emailing me about it.

MICHAEL HEWES 
AUTHOR

The article on the lodge was great! 
You captured its essence for sure.

JENNY FULCHER AND KELLY COLLOM 
OWL LODGE CARETAKERS
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Mercedes-Benz of South Mississippi 
11619 Bobby Eleuterius Blvd., D’Iberville, MS 39540 
Located on the I-10 Frontage Rd. at The Promenade

(228) 265-9185  |  www.MBofSM.com

The Summer Event
2016 C300 

Sport Sedan
Starting at

$38,950*

*Excludes all options, taxes, title registration, $925 transportation charge and dealer preparation fees.

http://www.mbofsm.com
http://www.communitybank.net


http://www.silverslipper-ms.com


http://www.pinkrooster.net
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Shoes for Everyday,

Not Everyday Shoes
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2214 34th St., Gulfport

228.678.9100

www.hfhmgc.org

over EDGEth
e

Habitat for Humanity 
celebrates those who  
went over the edge

Kenny Galavan,  
Biloxi City 

Councilman, going 
over the edge at IP  
Casino Resort Spa.

story by Lynn Lofton photo courtesy of Habitat For Humanity

COASTNOTES

  A total of $62,224 was raised for the 

second Hang Out with Habitat which 

had 43 volunteers going ‘over the 

edge’ as they rappelled from the 32nd 

floor of IP Casino Resort Spa — 300 

feet. The ‘edgers,’ sponsors, donors 

and 44 volunteers were honored at a 

celebration breakfast at IP.

  Some 560 donors made contributions 

to the ‘edgers’ to help them raise 

a minimum of $1,000 each for the 

opportunity to rappel. 

  Prizes were awarded to Rick Graham 

of Huntington Ingalls Shipbuilding for 

raising the most money at $4,125; Jim 

Smith who placed second with $2,855; 

and Steve Poppendieck who secured 

the most donors.

  “This marks the second year for 

this unique fundraising event that 

raises funds to support Habitat 

for Humanity’s efforts to provide 

affordable housing opportunities 

for hard working families on the 

Gulf Coast,” said Chris Monforton, 

CEO of Habitat for Humanity of 

the Mississippi Gulf Coast. “We are 

starting to plan the third Hang Out 

with Habitat event and look forward 

to having many participants.”

  The IP Casino Resort Spa presented 

Habitat officials with a check for 

$6,000 which was raised by employees 

to send several members of the IP staff 

over the edge. The Biloxi Little Theater 

presented a check to Habitat for $300 

that was collected during the theater ’s 

performance the weekend of Hang Out 

with Habitat.

  Habitat for Humanity of the 

Mississippi Gulf Coast was formed 

in January 2007 when the Harrison 

County and Jackson County Habitat 

chapters merged. Since that time, the 

organization has incorporated Stone 

County into its service area and has 

constructed or repaired more than 945 

homes.
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  Almost 100 youth, ages 11 through 

17, are having the opportunity to 

participate in the National Flight 

Academy this summer thanks 

to scholarships provided by the 

Blackhawk Flight Foundation. The 

academy is located next to the 

National Naval Aviation History 

Museum at the Naval Air Station in 

Pensacola, Fla.

  “This six day program is one of 

the most impressive and positive 

life altering experiences for a 

young person. It is a full blown 

STEM program, teaching Science-

Technology-Engineering-Math,” said 

B.J. Perrett, executive director of 

Blackhawk Flight Foundation.

  The 501(c)3 foundation, with 

headquarters in Mandeville, La., was 

founded in 2006 to assist children 

of American military and law 

enforcement personnel who have been 

killed or disabled in the line of duty 

to obtain professional careers in the 

aeronautical sciences industry. Perrett 

utilizes an aviation-themed tutoring 

program to promote the study and 

mastery of basic mathematics, science 

and English language skills. The 

National Flight Academy is a good fit 

for the foundation’s goals, he said.

  The first year that Blackhawk Flight 

Foundation sent youth to the academy, 

10 were able to attend, then 63 went 

the following year and 75 the year 

after that. Eventually, Perrett wants to 

be able to sponsor 100 young people 

from each of the five gulf states of 

Texas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama 

and Florida.

  “We formed an alliance with the 

Experimental Aircraft Association 

Chapter 479 at Diamondhead to help 

raise funds,” Perrett said. Fundraising 

events on the Mississippi Gulf Coast 

have been held at Stennis International 

Airport, Gulfport-Biloxi International 

Airport, the Beau Rivage Resort & 

Casino and Hard Rock Hotel & Casino 

Biloxi and also during Cruisin’ the 

Coast.

  The Blackhawk Flight Foundation 

supports the visions of fellow 

organizations with parallel missions 

and goals, such as Young Eagles 

program, U.S. Naval Sea Cadet 

Corps, Young Marine Aviation Cadet 

program, New Orleans Military and 

Maritime Academy, the Civil Air Patrol 

Cadet program, JROTC programs, 

U.S. military-based wounded warrior 

programs and the Eagle Scout Aviation 

Merit Badge program.

  The foundation depends on 

volunteers and fundraisers to keep its 

mission going.

Blackhawk Flight Foundation Inc.

B.J. Perrett, executive director

985.789.2746

www.blackhawkflightfoundation.org

Helping children seek professional careers in aeronautical science

COASTNOTES

story by Susan Ruddiman

photos courtesy of National Flight Academy

BLACKHAWK
FLIGHT FOUNDATION

Blackhawk Flight Foundation provides scholarships for children to attend the National Flight Academy in Pensacola, Fl.

http://www.blackhawkflightfoundation.org


http://www.lavalinks.golf
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  A first-time fundraiser to benefit Jimmy’s Journey Cancer 

Foundation will be held July 9 at the Ocean Springs Civic 

Center. Doors open at 6 p.m. for the Designer Handbag 

Bingo and Wine Raffle that benefits this organization 

which grants wishes to adult cancer patients. In addition 

to the handbag bingo and wine raffle, there will be door 

prizes, raffle baskets and a silent auction.

  Susan Kulick was inspired to start the 501(c) (3) non-

profit foundation after her husband James Kulick died in 

December of 2015 after battling sarcoma for three years. 

“At Jimmy’s Journey Cancer Foundation we are bringing 

awareness to sarcoma, a rare form of cancer that develops 

in soft tissue. We have a mission to help adult cancer 

patients and their families enjoy some time together doing 

something they love,” she said. “We want to help them 

make memories they will treasure forever by getting away 

from cancer.”

  The event is BYOB and snacks will be available for sale.

228.872.9700 or 267.980.6699

www.getawayfromcancer.org

byc.pinkpaddle@gmail.com

register at www.webscorer.com

228.806.5129 or 228.257.9459

www.pinkheartfunds.org

228.575.8299

J MMY’S
Handbag and wine rafles 

raise funds for adult  
cancer patients

story by Lynn Lofton story by Lynn Lofton

Journey

  For the past five years, the Ladies Auxiliary of the 

Biloxi Yacht Club has hosted the Pink Paddle race 

from Ocean Springs Yacht Club to the Biloxi Yacht 

Club to raise funds for Pink Heart Funds. This year ’s 

race will be on July 30. Registration begins at 9 a.m. at 

the Ocean Springs Yacht Club, followed by a required 

skippers’ meeting and then the race begins at 10 a.m.

  “It’s a great, growing and fun event,” said Mary Ann 

Clisby, one of the organizers. “Last year we raised 

enough money to deliver 40 wigs to cancer patients 

who could not buy them.”

  Pink Heart Funds is based in Long Beach and has 

a mission to inspire, encourage and restore hope to 

persons affected by cancer and hair loss disorders. 

JoAn Niceley started Pink Heart Funds after a battle 

with breast cancer and going through 11 surgeries. 

The organization provides wigs, breast prostheses, 

post-mastectomy bras and lymphedema sleeves to 

women with any kind of cancer.

5th Annual

Pink 
Paddle
Race supports Pink Heart Funds

http://www.pinkheartfunds.org
http://www.webscorer.com
http://www.getawayfromcancer.org
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ascagoula’s La Pointe-Krebs House holds history of over two 

centuries. The La Pointe-Krebs House Foundation is currently 

working on restoration efforts to restore the structure so it 

will be recognized nationally and survive for years to come. 

On July 1, the La Pointe-Krebs House celebrated the grand 

opening of its museum.

  The home, built in 1757, is the ancestral home of the Krebs family and 

remained such until about 1910. Recognized as the oldest building in the 

state of Mississippi and in the Mississippi Valley, the home was built using 

two antique techniques — tabby and bousilliage. Tabby involves using an 

oyster shell concrete structure making the walls at least one foot thick. The 

bousilliage structure uses timber frames and a mixture of Spanish moss and 

Native American pottery shards found under the home.  

  “This property is very interesting from under the ground to the top of the 

house,” says La Pointe-Krebs Foundation Executive Director Mark Sokolsky 

Wixon. He adds that the home was built on land the Pascagoula Indians 

used as a trash site for shells from the oysters they ate.

  Overlooking Krebs Lake on the Pascagoula River, the house has been 

undergoing phase one of a restoration process, which may take several 

more years. According to Wixon, a restoration team recently finished 

shoring up the attic and lifted sections of the west room more than a foot 

as they worked to level the historic home. The total cost to restore the 

centuries old home will be approximately $1.5 million.

  Most recently, the home was part of a dendrochronological study by the 

University of Southern Mississippi. Researchers used tree-ring dating to 

determine its exact age.

  “This house now officially, and undoubtedly, represents the beginning 

of the international importance that our local area holds,” said Wixon. 

“Pascagoula is home to a great treasure and beacon of history.”

P

Pascagoula’s La Pointe-Krebs  
House Opens Museum and  

Continues Renovation

Restoration of the La Pointe-Krebs House

story by Alexis Williams photos courtesy of Mark Sokolsky Wixon

COASTNOTES

4602 Fort Street, Pascagoula

Tuesday-Friday, 10 a.m. – 5 p.m.;  

Saturday, 10 a.m. – 3 p.m.

228.471.5126 • www.lapointekrebs.org

The house at its original state

RESTORING HISTORY
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PEOPLE standing steel

Bill Stafford, steel guitar legend has an interesting story

story by Lisa Kröger photos by James Edward Bates

veryone has a story to tell. Gulfport native Bill Stafford 
has hundreds. He’s been a musician and an inventor; 
he’s worked in shipyards and on movie sets. He’s also 
served in the United States Navy. But one story trumps 

them all. “Everyone wants to hear the story about Elvis,” he 
says, shaking his head. 

E

STRING THEORY
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  The story goes like this: a young, 

pre-fame Elvis Presley used to 

visit the Coast from Tupelo to play 

music. “He was just in high school. 

We’d go down to Rosetti’s Grocery 

store. Vincent Rosetti, the owner, 

would give us root beer and bologna 

sandwiches. We’d play music there 

and at the Airman’s Club at Keesler. 

We got paid $7.50 each.” 

  One day, while Elvis was staying 

at the Stafford home, the two got 

into a water fight in the bathroom, 

and when Stafford’s mother saw, 

she spanked both of them. Later, she 

would say that if she had known 

who Elvis would become, she only 

would have spanked her son. The 

friends kept in touch as time passed. 

“He never did get a big head,” 

Stafford says. “Never.”

  It’s a fun story, and one that 

Stafford gets asked about a lot, 

though it’s Stafford’s other stories 

that are more intriguing. Stafford 

found music at a young age. “I was 

born in 1930. The population of 

Gulfport was 331. We didn’t have a 

radio, but one day, when I was eight 

years old, I heard something I had 

never heard before.” He overheard 

someone playing Hawaiian music, 

and he was hooked. His parents 

eventually bought guitar lessons 

— but for Stafford’s older brother. 

When the brother proved to have 

little talent, Bill Stafford took over 

the lessons. And he hasn’t put down 

the guitar since. 

  His love for music led to what he 

calls a “hobby,” but what others 

would call a life’s passion. He began 

to play the steel guitar, eventually 

designing his own 14-string 

model for the Sierra Company, 

appropriately named the “Stafford 

Eleganté.” In fact, it was his steel 

guitar that launched him into the 

unlikely presence of Hollywood film 

director Gus Van Sant. Stafford was 

in Portland, Oregon, working with 

the Sierra Company, when Van Sant 

came in looking for an instrument 

to rent for his new movie. When he 

heard Stafford play, he hired him to 

do the soundtrack for My Own Private 

Idaho.

  In the film, River Phoenix plays a 

homeless youth, living on the streets 

with narcolepsy (a neurological 

disorder caused by the brain’s 

inability to regulate sleep-wake 

cycles normally), all while searching 

for his father. “It’s a hard knock 

movie,” Stafford says, “but it’s true 

to life.” After filming, scenes were 

delivered to Stafford, then he was 

asked to come into the studio to lay 

down the musical track. Stafford 

tells the story of how he made the 

soundtrack in the studio, with Van 

Sant laying on the floor in front of 

him, listening to Stafford play his 

steel guitar while the movie played 

on a big screen in front of them. 

  “We did this one scene where 

River Phoenix’s character finds his 

father, and I’m playing ‘Home on 

the Range.’ We did that scene over 

seven times.” Stafford was convinced 

that Van Sant didn’t like what he 

was doing. “Then [Van Sant] said, 

‘Play it back all at the same time.’ It 

turned out the director loved what 

Stafford was doing. He used all the 

cuts to layer the song to show the 

character ’s inner turmoil. “He’s a 

genius,” Stafford says of Van Sant. 

The film went on to win Stafford an 

Independent Spirit Film Award for 

best film music in 1992. The film 

also won Van Sant best director and 

Phoenix best actor.

  Most people would think these are 

enough stories to fill up a life. Again, 

they would be underestimating 

Stafford. His ear for music led to a 

career in the United States Navy, 

where his talent for hearing notes 

enabled him to work with sonar. 

  He’s also won several Lifetime 

Achievement awards, but even 

with all of the excitement, Stafford 

remains humble, focused on his 

family. He is a doting husband to 

Betty, a nurse and a teacher, and a 

proud father.

  “It’s been an interesting life,” 

Stafford says, with a laugh. 

   Yes, it has.

TOP: A Sierra model Stafford Eleganté 
pedal steel guitar designed by Bill 

Stafford.  MIDDLE: Pedal steel guitar 
designer and player Bill Stafford with 

the Steel Guitar Hall of Fame Jerry 
Byrd Lifetime Achievement Award at 

his home in Harrison County. BOTTOM: 
Pedal steel guitar designer Bill Stafford 

plays a song on a 14-string Excel 
Fuzzy Steel Guitar Co. Superb model 

at his home.



PEOPLE for a good cause

Shaggy’s owners believe charity begins at home

ake a cruise down the coast of South 

Mississippi, and you’re sure to stumble upon 

one of the three waterfront locations of Shaggy’s 

restaurant. Known for their creative coastal 

cuisine and relaxed vacation atmosphere, 

Shaggy’s and its iconic red exterior have 

become a staple of the Mississippi Gulf Coast. The first 

Shaggy’s Harbor Bar & Grill opened its doors nine years 

ago in Pass Christian, or ‘The Pass’ as locals refer to it.  

The story of its beginnings is truly inspirational, as are the 

many amazing stories of how Shaggy’s has given back to 

the Gulf Coast community.

  In June of 2005, Shaggy’s Founder, Ron Ladner, found 

himself at the Bait Shop located in Pass Harbor where he 

was fueling his boat. The owner of the shop recognized 

Ladner as a local real estate developer in Pass Christian, 

and mentioned to him that the Bait Shop was for sale. “I 

immediately thought about how cool it would be to expand 

the place, add a kitchen and serve fresh seafood, burgers, 

cocktails, and cold beer — Key West style,” said Ladner. 

  After six years of traveling between Pass Christian and 

Atlanta due to his career in the software business, Ladner 

returned to his roots to start the next chapter of his life. “I 

was really interested in launching a new career developing 

small real estate projects, but definitely wasn’t interested in 

getting into the restaurant business,” Ladner said, “but the 

whole idea of redeveloping a building in the harbor seemed 

pretty cool, so I decided to pursue the ‘Bait Shop’ project.

  Just two months after his decision to take on the project, 

tragedy struck the Coast. “On August 29, 2005, Hurricane 

story by Kelsey Sunderman 
photos courtesy of Ron Ladner

LEFT: ADELYNN COVINGTON catches her irst ish. MIDDLE: Rimmer, Taylor, Laura, Ron on the Cheeseburger. 
RIGHT: Rimmer and Ron enjoy a great day of ishing aboard the Cheeseburger.
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Katrina slammed Pass Christian. The Bait Shop was 

completely gone… Nothing! We lost our homes, we lost 

our town, we lost friends, and we lost our spirit. All our 

dreams were on hold,” said Ladner. 

  After several months of recovery, Ladner decided to 

continue to pursue his dreams and purchased the Bait 

Shop’s former location anyway. Construction began in 

April of 2007, and Shaggy’s opened its doors just three 

months later.

  “I got the idea for the Shaggy’s name from a popular 

place that thrived in 1940s downtown Pass Christian — 

Shaggy’s Tavern. The original Shaggy’s had a colorful 

story that is part of Pass Christian lore, so I thought it 

would be fun to bring back the Shaggy’s name in another 

‘colorful’ establishment,” he said. 

  And colorful it is! Shaggy’s 

locations are known not only for 

their colorful and creative food 

options, but also for the bright 

red hue of their restaurants. Ron 

Ladner still owns and operates 

Shaggy’s with fellow local, Rimmer 

Covington, Jr. Today, Shaggy’s has 

expanded from the original Pass 

Christian restaurant to Mississippi 

locations in Biloxi and Gulfport, 

as well as a property in Pensacola 

Beach, Fla. 

  For the Coast, Shaggy’s has become 

so much more than just a restaurant. 

“We’ve developed a unique culture 

with a strong emphasis on employee 

care, to produce a positive, fun-

loving, festive environment for all 

of our customers to enjoy and feel at 

home,” said Ladner.

  Shaggy’s also heavily focuses on 

philanthropic efforts as their way of 

giving back to the community. “Our 

Shaggy’s Kids Foundation focuses on 

introducing children to fishing and 

marine life. We were awarded the 

Governor ’s Cup for our community 

service; were recognized as the ‘Top 

Company Giver ’ by Beach Boulevard 

magazine; and most recently won the 

‘GIVE’ award for the top company in 

Mississippi displaying community 

excellence and volunteer work.”

  Arguably one of Shaggy’s greatest gifts to the Coast 

has been its partnership with the University of Southern 

Mississippi (USM) Gulf Coast Research Laboratory. 

This three-year, $15,000 corporate sponsorship from the 

Mississippi Shaggy’s locations has been dedicated to Gulf 

Coast Research Lab Marine Education Center ’s summer 

camps, and set the bar as the first corporate sponsorship 

for the program. “Our partnership with Shaggy’s increases 

the number of scholarships we are able to offer and enables 

us to enhance the camp this year by adding an offshore 

fishing component to the five-day camp,” said Chris Snyder, 

director of the Marine Education Center. “It is refreshing to 

see Shaggy’s commitment throughout their organization to 

introduce kids to fishing on the Mississippi Gulf Coast, and 

for their appreciation and concern for the resource.” >> 

ABOVE: Shaggy’s Co-Owners Rimmer Covington, Jr., and Ron Ladner.
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  The Shaggy’s Angler Camp aims to educate local youth on 

responsible fishing. Participants in the camp are taught vital 

information about the species of fish that live in the coastal 

environment, as well as how to cast a net and tag and release 

fish. 

  “The Marine Education Center ’s emphasis on promoting 

conservation and sustainability of the Gulf Coast’s most 

valuable natural resources is especially appealing to us,” 

said Covington, Shaggy’s co-owner. “Every member of our 

organization takes great pride in giving back to the communities 

we call home.” 

  “In addition to our sponsorship, Rimmer and I thought it 

would be cool to also provide the additional resources to take 

the kids offshore for a bigger experience,” said Ladner. Shaggy’s 

provided all resources for the trip outside of their original 

sponsorship contribution.

  “After today, we will have given 35 kids the experience of 

catching an offshore fish. There’s nothing like it…watching a 

kid catch his first big fish,” said Covington, an accomplished 

offshore fishing captain. 

  Since its inception in 2007, the “Shaggy’s Kids Foundation” 

has hosted several events that have introduced deserving boys 

and girls to the sport of fishing and marine life conservation, 

including a $2,500 donation to the Elks Lodge fishing rodeo that 

provided fishing poles and tackle so that more children could 

participate in the event.

  “We started the Shaggy’s Kids Foundation to help introduce 

kids to the sport of fishing, so this is important to us,” 

said Ladner. “When you step into our restaurants, you can 

immediately tell fishing is a passion for us.” Ladner and 

Covington have not only co-owned the Shaggy’s restaurants 

since Covington’s investment in 2010, but they are also long 

time fishing partners. The dynamic duo shares their passion 

for fishing with the community through their business and 

community service efforts as well as through their charter 

fishing operation. When Covington wanted to start an offshore 

charter fishing venture in Venice, La., Ladner partnered with 

him on the purchase of a custom sport fisherman in 2007. They 

decided to name the team after Shaggy’s number one selling 

item on the menu: the Cheeseburger. According to them, the name 

was a no-brainer. The team usually spends their summers in 

the St. Thomas U.S. Virgin Islands fishing the North Drop. You 

can follow their adventures on their Cheeseburger Sportfishing 

Facebook page.

  When the Shaggy’s team isn’t out on the water, they’re 

typically out doing their part to better the community. Recently, 

Shaggy’s has picked up yet another philanthropic project, the 

Buddy Bench. When Gulfport Elementary School fourth-grader, 

Marissa Wingerter, set out with the goal of creating a designated 

sitting spot for children in need of a playmate, the Shaggy’s 

PEOPLE for a good cause

ABOVE: MICHAEL BURNS of Pass Christian and 
Rimmer with Michael’s irst tuna. BELOW: SHAGGY’S 
partnership with Institute for Marine Mammal Studies 
in Gulfport gives kids a chance to attend the institute’s 

summer camp program.
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ABOVE: SHAGGY’S ANGLER CAMP participants show off 
their catch after an afternoon of offshore ishing. BELOW: 
RIMMER AND RON prepare to take a group of local kids 

on their irst offshore ishing adventure.

crew was immediately on board. “We were looking for 

a service project in Gulfport and we found Marissa’s 

GoFundMe account. The bench is bringing the kids 

together and we want to be a part of that,” said Shaggy’s 

spokeswoman Marcella Richardson. “I think it’s such a 

great idea. When I was a child, we moved around a lot, and 

I can only imagine what this type of bench does for kids 

who are in that similar situation.”

  Since the outset of the Buddy Bench, Shaggy’s staff has 

built and donated benches for the other six elementary 

schools in Gulfport, as well as for schools in Pass Christian, 

Biloxi, and Pensacola Beach. The crew constructs the 

benches and provides a base coat of paint, but leaves a 

blank canvas for the students to decorate with their own 

creations. “It’s a noble, unselfish act for the students to 

come together to make sure everyone has a friend and the 

support of all,” said Ladner of the project. Shaggy’s has 

also donated a Buddy Bench to Hiller Park in Biloxi, where 

their team raised money for a new playground.

  “We are lucky to have such wonderful wives” says both 

Ron and Rimmer, “None of this would be possible without 

their creative input and support.”

BELOW, LEFT: RON LADNER, Biloxi City Councilwoman 
Dixie Newman, and Shaggy’s Director of Operations Khara 
Whitman are on hand for a check presentation. Shaggy’s 

donation allowed for new playground equipment and Buddy 
Benches in Hiller Park. BELOW: LOCAL elementary students 

show off their new Shaggy’s Buddy Bench. BOTTOM: THE RED 
EXTERIORS of Shaggy’s have become iconic among locals.
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IN COMMAND
An in-depth look at the Commanders of Keesler Air Force Base

  2016 marks the 75th anniversary of Keesler Air 

Force Base, and I am truly privileged to hold the 

office of the 41st commander of this amazing instal-

lation.  

  From our humble Army Air Corps beginning in 

1941, to today’s bustling training mission of 12,000 

active duty, reserve, and civilian Airmen, the Gulf 

Coast community has remained the cornerstone of 

this installation. Our community partnerships span 

every facet of our mission. From our medical part-

nerships with local hospitals, to our Joint Land Use 

Study team, to our wonderful honorary command-

ers, the collaboration between our Airmen and the 

Gulf Coast community has made Keesler a great 

place for our Airmen to work and live.

  It’s important to pause and recognize tremendous 

milestones such as this. In the military, we hold his-

tory and heritage very close to our hearts, and for 

an installation that predates the Air Force itself, 75 

years of training our Airmen to defend our nation 

and our families is a milestone worth celebrating!  

  So, on behalf of the men and women of Keesler Air 

Force Base, thank you. For those of us who move 

constantly from place to place, it is a great privi-

lege to live in a community that feels so much like 

home.

  Here’s to another 75 years!

  The 403rd Wing celebrates the 75th Anniversary of Keesler Air 

Force Base and the amazing men and women who have accom-

plished so much through the years in defense of our great nation.

  The 403rd Wing, which has been at Keesler since 1983, has ties 

back to World War II and is the only lying organization on the 
base. We are also the only Air Force Reserve wing in Mississippi.  

More than 1,500 reservists from 30 states, including 45 Department 

of the Air Force Civilians and 380 full-time Air Reserve Techni-

cians, serve in the wing delivering diverse global capabilities for 

the Department of Defense around the globe. We possess 10 C-130J 

and 10 WC-130J Super Hercules aircraft supporting our three ly-

ing missions — aeromedical evacuation, weather reconnaissance 

and tactical airdrop.

  Since arriving at Keesler, our Citizen Airmen have served around 

the world, responding decisively to defend freedom and continu-

ously protect our homeland. The Hurricane Hunters support the 

National Hurricane Center to improve forecasts; the Flying Jennies 

deliver supplies, equipment and personnel for Combatant Com-

manders in many theaters of operation; and our new 36th Aero-

medical Evacuation Squadron brings a proud history of lifesaving 

inlight capabilities for patients around the globe. Our operators, 
maintainers, mission support, and medical personnel are part of a 

combat-ready, cost-efective and experienced Air Force Reserve.   
  It’s an honor to command this team of professional Citizen Air-

men, supported by a community that ensures our continued suc-

cess. With you, Team Keesler will continue to sellessly provide for 
the defense of our great country for the next 75+ years. Thank you!

Colonel 
Michele C. Edmondson

Colonel 
Frank L. Amodeo

KEESLER AFB letters from commanders

Commander, 81st Training Wing Commander, 403rd Wing, Air Force Reserve
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Keesler Air Force Base celebrates 75 years
story by Kenneth Dodd, 81Training Wing Historical Ofice and 

Senior Airman Duncan McElroy, 81st Training Wing Public Affairs
photos courtesy of KAFB

think the most significant thing 

I did during my military career 

was in 1973,” recalls retired 

Chief Master Sgt. Lonnie 

Arnold. “Troops returning from 

Vietnam were delivered here 

and it was our job to help repatriate 

them; get them settled into lodging, 

link them back with their wives and 

kids, make sure they felt welcome.”

  Throughout the past 75 years, Keesler 

Air Force Base and its surrounding 

community have been home to many 

things — significant events, units, 

and missions. Where a 1930s-era 

baseball field once sat, a flight line 

and C-130Js capable of global weather 

reconnaissance and tactical airlift 

now reside, along with a state-of-the-

art training campus and living and 

working facilities for 12,000 Airmen 

and civilians. 

  Keesler ’s creation came from a 

request by coastal leadership. In 1939, 

city leaders attempted to convince the 

War Department that Biloxi would 

be an ideal place for pilot training. 

However, a year later, they were 

notified that a coastal town was not 

the best location for a training facility 

for fear of attack by enemy naval 

forces.

  In late 1940, the Army Air Corps 

Technical School headquarters 

announced plans to activate two new 

training bases which would specialize 

in aircraft mechanics training. After 

being turned down in 1939, Biloxi 

officials were determined that one 

of the new training bases be located 

at the city’s airport. They met with 

Technical School officials to negotiate 

a land transfer for a technical training 

school. With  several changes to the 

number of personnel to be stationed 

at the school and the acquisition of 

additional land, the War Department 

notified Biloxi’s mayor that the city 

had been selected as the site of a new 

technical training school on March 6, 

1941. 

  Biloxi and the Veterans 

Administration transferred the 832-

acre site which included three golf 

courses, the Biloxi Airport, the Naval 

Reserve Park, and some private 

property to the Army Air Corps. The 

War Department activated Army 

Air Corps Station No. 8, Aviation 

Mechanics School, on June 12, 1941, 

and by June 1942, most of the barracks, 

academic buildings and support 

facilities were completed. 

  The Army Air Corps Station No. 8 

was renamed Keesler Army Air Field 

on Aug. 25, 1941 in honor of 2nd Lt. 

Samuel Reeves Keesler Jr., a native of 

Greenwood, Miss. 

  On Oct. 8, 1918, Lt. Keesler, an aerial 
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HAPPY ANNIVERSARY
KEESLER AFB making history
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