Remembering 9-11
(this article was written in 2006 by 127t Public Affairs for the 5t anniversary of 9-11)

SELFRIDGE AIR NATIONAL GUARD BASE, MICH. -- On the morning of September 11,
2001, many full-time members of the 127th Wing started their days with cups of coffee,
checking e-mail and attending Commander’s Call. (Then) Brig. Gen. Thomas G. Cutler, 127th
Wing commander, held this hour-long meeting at Vandenberg Conference Center on
Selfridge Air National Guard Base. About the same time, 150 wing members and six F-16s
were arriving at Prince Sultan Air Base in support of Operation Southern Watch to enforce
the no-fly zone over southern Iraq.

Master Sgt. Sam Corbin had begun his day earlier than most, meeting recruits at the Troy
Military Entrance Processing Station at 5:45 a.m. At 8:50 a.m., two 107th Fighter Squadron
F-16s took off from Selfridge and headed toward Grayling Range. As Gen. Cutler finished his
meeting, a commander from an Air Force Reserve unit stationed at Selfridge came in and
said there had been an accident at the World Trade Center.

At Prince Sultan Air Base, Master Sgt. Thomas Stephanic, 127th Maintenance Squadron
armament specialist, was on the flight line with his crew loading live weapons and getting
F-16s ready to patrol the no-fly zone when their commander came out to tell them the
news.

Senior Airmen George Farrell, 127th Logistics Readiness Squadron, was at his civilian job at
DaimlerChrysler when his co-worker announced, “A plane just hit the World Trade Center.”
Farrell assumed it was a small Cessna.

“How many people were killed?” The man in the cubicle next to him replied, “It was a
passenger jet.”

Lt. Col. Rolf Mammen was also at his civilian job. He was on the last day of a six-day
international trip departing London Heathrow to arrive mid-morning at New York’s JFK
International Airport. As his United Airlines 767 approached the Canadian coast a data link
message appeared.

“Are you ok?” This was followed by others, slowly revealing the seriousness of what was
happening.

“It appears an airplane has hit the World Trade Center...It looks like a United 737 and
possibly an American 757 have hit the World Trade Center...These are two separate
crashes, this is hi-jacking...others may be in progress...secure your cockpit.”

As air traffic controllers at Boston Center, New York Center and the Federal Aviation
Administration tried to make sense out of what was happening, it became apparent to the



world through televised media coverage it was unlike anything Americans had ever
experienced before.

“I got back to wing headquarters about 9:15 and turned on a news channel,” said Cutler.
“We had jets airborne and the FAA asked if they had enough fuel or ammunition to
intercept a flight in Pennsylvania. I realized then our country was under attack and we
could be asked to provide F-16s to protect our part of the country.”

The F-16 mission to Grayling was “uneventful” until the return trip to base when the crew
heard strange instructions from Cleveland Center concerning East Coast flights. As the two
jets approached Saginaw, Cleveland Center notified them of a “Demon Watch,” which meant
the pilots were to contact their operations center. (The 107t Fighter Squadron is
nicknamed the “Red Devils.”)

“The Operations Group commander asked if we had expended all our munitions and
specifically asked if we had strafed,” said (then major) Lt. Col. Doug Champagne. We replied
that all ordnance was gone. [ assumed we had strafed without clearance and had injured
someone down range. We had no idea what was happening on the Eastern seaboard.”

But Col. Mammen did and immediately assumed the worst. He notified the flight
attendants, disabled the “air phone” telephone system, turned off the “air show” and asked
the third pilot to come to the cockpit. “We were diverted initially to Syracuse and finally to
Halifax International Airport. All the while, one of us was sitting on the cockpit jump seat
with the crash axe guarding the cockpit door. Our procedures up until that morning would
have been to comply with a hijacker’s demands. Knowing what was happening, it was clear
to all of us that we would defend the cockpit at all cost.”

The F-16s were directed to return to base. About 15 miles past Saginaw, another aircraft
was waiting to take off. Cleveland Center announced an aircraft had run into the Pentagon.
No aircraft would be heading for the east coast. “That was the only indication we received
that other aircraft and buildings were involved,” said Champagne.

The F-16s landed about 10 minutes later. “Capt. (now major) Sean Campbell, approached
my aircraft and [ remember distinctly, he mouthed the words, ‘It’s bad, really really bad.”

Contrary to recent Hollywood and television movies surrounding the events of the attacks,
Selfridge F-16s were not launched to intercept United Flight 93 that eventually crashed in
Pennsylvania. “Due to the timing of the contact, by the time it was sorted out who and
where we were, Flight 93 had already turned back to the southeast and we did not have the
fuel to chase them down,” said Champagne.

“It was a helpless feeling,” said Stephanic, deployed to Prince Sultan Air Base. “We were
overseas, armed to the teeth, surrounded by tanks, machine guns and God only knows what
else and the war was brought to our country. I will never forget that feeling to the day I
die.”



At Selfridge, the 127th Wing quickly established its priorities and went to work. “We
secured the base, built live missiles and by early afternoon had six jets fully prepared to do
whatever was asked of us,” said Gen. Cutler.

“We ended up loading all the jets with missiles and putting them all on alert without a real
defined objective or mission,” said Brig. Gen. Robert Johnston, (then) 127t Wing vice
commander. “We just knew we needed to protect the airspace over Detroit.

“Our leaders had a plan,” said Crew Chief Tech. Sgt. Rick Carroll. “Once it was
communicated to us, everything started to click. We turned a peace-time flying operation
into a 24/7 insurance policy with the best-of-the-best at the control.”

Security Forces implemented vehicle and identification card checks that slowed traffic to a
crawl. Although the base had practically shut down the gates with such stringent security
checks, wing members flooded to Selfridge regardless of a recall.

“More and more people started to filter in,” said Tech. Sgt. Bran Jackman, an F-16
maintenance technician. “Several traditional Guardsmen did just like I did and walked away
from their civilian jobs, some never to get them back.”

“I don’t think we made a single call to call folks in,” said Johnston. “Maintenance folks and
pilots just showed up. They had every plane fully configured and ready on the ramp, and
they did it very quickly.”

Some of those who reported for duty had recently retired, like Senior Master Sgt. Chris
Koch, 127th Command Post controller.

“I was formally retired on August 16, 2001. [ was pretty sure that, despite my recent
retirement, [ would be hearing from the Command Post. There was no one left who had
experience with the alert mission, a mission we had given up around 10 years earlier.”

“The tempo at the base was intoxicating,” said Carroll. “Everyone from the pilots to the fuel
truck drivers and all in between did what they could. Sixty percent of our unit was
deployed and we had limited resources and experience.

Another unit from Springfield, Ohio, was returning from training at the Alpena Combat
Readiness Training Center and offered their crew chiefs and weapons personnel. Everyone
just did it. No matter what it was, it just happened.”

As a 24-hour alert mission was developing, personnel were adjusting to new roles in
facilities that were not yet equipped to handle them. “On that day we built what would
become our home for months at the end of the runway using first a school bus, then
eventually putting up tents,” said Jackman.



“The actions of the wing members was a tremendous source of pride to me as our citizen
soldiers did what historically they have always done,” said Cutler. “By the time we were
asked to launch [by NORAD] we were ready.”

Gen. Johnston and Col. Champagne were the first to fly the live-loaded combat air patrol
flight over Detroit.

“It was very different than the old air defense mission where there was a build up, wartime
posture, knowing exactly the rules of engagement and what the potential targets looked
like,” said Johnston. “At that time we didn’t have a procedure for shooting down an airliner.
We were up there to re-establish air sovereignty - because that day we lost it.”

“It was an eerie feeling to be the only ones airborne in the mid-west,” said Champagne.
“Normally when flying at night you literally see hundreds and hundreds of lights from other
airline traffic. That night there was not a single light to see, not one. Just me, Gen. Johnston
and the tanker.”

The 127th Wing's F-16s kept a 24-hour presence in the air the rest of that week. It seemed
the community came to welcome the jet noise, knowing the sound of F-16s was the sound
of freedom and the sound of an air presence keeping them safe.

The recruits at MEPS joined in spite of their fears of what happened that day. “As I drove
home that somber evening, I could not help thinking how difficult it must have been to stay
in line to join the service with the uncertainty that we all knew the day would bring,” said
Corbin. “Not a single applicant was lost. | commend the men and women who put their
hand in the air that day.”

Since Sept. 11, the 107th Fighter Squadron has flown almost 1,000 air defense missions.
The wing’s Airlift Group (C-130s) and Operations Group (F-16s) have been deployed to
Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom. The C-130s have supported Operation
Coronet Oak and provided airlift to the Hurricane Katrina relief efforts. Both are scheduled
to deploy again in the coming months.

As for how Hollywood depicts the 127th Wing’s involvement that day, the real story is one
of our airmen’s commitment and service.

“I still think, and have always thought, that whatever help I can give to aid others to enjoy
the freedoms we have is worth my life, your life, and all the precious lives of those

individuals who served before us,” said Champagne.

Let us not forget.



Author’s Note: In the five years since this article was written, the 127t Wing has continued
to deploy its personnel in support of global operations spawned by the events of 9-11.
After standing 24-hour alert since 9-11, the 107t Fighter Squadron stood down from alert
and passed that mission to the 180th Fighter Wing of the Ohio Air National Guard in Toledo
on Oct 1, 2008.

Even through double aircraft conversions, the men and women of the Michigan Air National
Guard at Selfridge haven'’t blinked and continue to serve wherever the USAF and combatant
commanders need them in support of Operations Iraqi Freedom, Enduring Freedom, New
Dawn and Odyssey Dawn. Since 9-11 the 127t Wing has filled more than 3,800
deployment slots.



