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STEVIE RILEY, AIR NATIONAL GUARD 

 

Air National What?   

Stevie started her working career with Beneficial Finance.  She moved on to 
McDonnell Douglas  working as a secretary.  At McDonnell Douglas, she was 
talking to the guys at work and they suggested the Air National Guard or the 
Marine reserves. “To start with, I never heard of the Air National Guard” 
Stevie said.  Stevie enlisted in the Guard in 18-JUL 1972 at the age of 22.  She 
was placed in a low GS job.  They said, “hey you can be an Air Traffic 
Controller.  I thought, oh yeah, that sounds exotic I’ll do that.  So I went in 
and you have to take a flight physical.  I had poor vision.  Although it’s 
corrected to 20/20 you’d have to get a waiver every year.  And if I didn’t get 
the waiver, I’d be out of that career field.  So I decided not to do that.  The 

guy that had me fill out all the paperwork suggested she come into his unit; the medics.  So I 
looked into that and I became what is called an Aerospace Medicine Technician.  What that 
entails, is we are involved in giving all the flight physicals.  Whether it’s to pilots, officers or crew 
members.  I did that for about five years.”   

Qualifying on the Range… MAYBE 

In the meantime Stevie got married and had a child and became a stay at home mom.  “My 
husband and I decided to divorce so I had to get a job.  This was in about 1978.  One of the 
Colonels at the Guard said, we have a GS-5 position that we can’t seem to get filled.  Do you 
have any finance background?  I said, I worked at Beneficial Finance before I went to McDonnel 
Douglas and they said, that will work, and they direct hired me which is something they don’t 
do very often.  Usually you’ve got to bid on the job.  As a GS-5 I made 4.12 cents per hour.  I 
thought I was rich because at Beneficial I made 2.50 an hour.  After a number of years went by, 
I felt I was doing pretty good there.  I did the military pay for about a year.” 

“When I first got in nobody ever said anything about qualifying for weapons until about the fifth 
year when I got in the medics when I changed jobs.  So we’re at summer camp and they said 
you have to fire the M16.  I say, okay and I went out there and I froze.  The noise, is what really 
gets me, and tears ran down my face.”  They went, “oh my god.”  “So the CATM instructor 
(Combat Arms Training and Maintenance) said, okay, your fine.  Whether or not this is right, I 
passed, and I went on.  And they never, ever asked me to fire a weapon again until I was in 13 
years.” 

Let Me Entertain You 

Some of the guys in Life Support approached me and said, you know, we never had a woman in 
Life Support.  We’re going to get another position because we’re getting F-4’s (Phantom) and 
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there is more work involved.  I said, okay, do you think a woman can do it?  They said, yeah.  So 
I started on my day off on Saturday, I would go down to Life Support and see all they did  and 
see if I could do some of the stuff they did.  I wound up going to tech school, aced the briefings 
and graduated with honors.   I got a 110 points, on a 100% briefing.  My boss (Gene) said, how 
did you make honor graduate when you can’t even put a screw in a microphone?  I told him, we 
only did that one-day Gene!  We didn’t work on it, we didn’t practice, we did all this stuff once.  
I said, I will get better at it.  So they continued to show me how to do it and between the two of 
them, I learned my own method of doing it.   

One thing the teach had taught us, you have to get the air crews attention.  So I came up with a 
plan.  I told the instructor, I need to leave the room because I have to get some props together.  
So I went to the ladies room and put on a swimsuit top, put on a survival vest over that, and then 
my fatigue shirt over that.  When I went back in, I turned my back to the class and started 
unbuttoning my shirt while singing, let me entertain you.  I turn around, they really can’t see 
anything because I got this survival vest on.  I unzip it.  I have some of the gear in the pockets 
and that is how I aced that briefing.  That’s how I started in Life Support.  I really enjoyed the job.  
I worked with all men.  It got to be, even though many of the them were older than me, I was 
mom.  I became to be known as mom.   

Qualifying on the Range… Again 

“So I’m in Life Support now, getting ready to do training exercises.  The Air force is going to come 
and see if we know what we’re doing, and we have to issue at the time 38’s (we later got 9mm’s).  
So I had to qualify.  I say to myself, I can do a pistol.  We go to the Jennings Police Station Range 
which is an inside range.  There are five of us standing.  I’m up there, he says ready, aim and just 
then the other four guns go off, and I freeze.  Tears start running down my face again and the 
CATM instructor says, sit there.  I had to sit there through everybody else’s firing.  And I jumped 
through the whole thing.  I tried not to, but I jumped each time.  So I just sat there.  Finally, he 
cleared the room, he had me come up, he said I’m going show you how to shoot, then you shoot 
a few and I’ll finish it off.  That’s what he did.  I eventually got to where I could fire the M16 
without crying and even actually hit the target.  But it took a while.  Cause, I just don’t like guns.  
I’m not against concealed carry or open carry or whatever you want to do.  That’s fine with me.  
I would like to be qualified so if I ever needed to protect myself, I could.  But I’m afraid they’d 
take the gun away from me and kill me.  So I’m not going to help them out.  Being in the Guard, 
I think they could cut a little slack easier than if I was in the Air Force as long as they though we 
knew what we were doing.  They have tightened up now, everybody has to qualify.”  

Rear Seat, Flight Time 

While in Life Support Stevie took care of all the air crews equipment. “We also did some 
instruction and training, step them through how to eject out of a fighter airplane, Eagle (F-15 
McDonnell Douglas Eagle fighter aircraft).  You can’t really practice that, so you talk them 
through.  There’s a guard on the plane that keeps the “D ring” from pulling out.  But what you 
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have to do if there is an emergency and you are going to eject you push that down and pull up 
the D-ring and just prepare yourself.  One of the benefits I had in life support, I got to fly.  I flew 
with our General one time.  He was a Lieutenant Colonel at the time and we flew in an F-100 
(North American F-100 Super Sabre).  He asked, do you want to fly it?  I said, no I’m fine.  He 
said, come on, put your hand on the stick.  So I put my hand on the stick and he says, now just 
think left.  So I’m just thinking left.  I’m holding my had straight just like he told me.  He says, 
think a little more left.  So I went like this (gesturing with her hand) and I did an aileron roll 
(aerobatic roll in which an aircraft does a full 360-degree revolution).  I about had a heart attack!  
I said to him, okay I’m done flying the plane.  He laughed and thought it was funny.  That was 
my F-100 experience.  I flew several times in an F-4 (McDonnell Douglas F-4 Phantom).  By this 
point, when I flew, I flew with the Air Ops officer Colonel Jack Wilson.  I had enough knowledge 
that I could hone in on was, sometimes air crew get target fixation (like tunnel vision).  We would 
be going down on a bombing pass (an example).  All I’d feel is us hurtling towards the ground 
and I’m looking and thinking, we’re going to be killed.  And the next thing you know, the G’s are 
holding you to the seat, you can’t move, and I’m thinking thank God, I’m not going to die.  A 
bombing run was a pretty interesting experience.  Most people get sick, but I never felt like that.  
I flew in the F-4 low levels over the tops of trees.  That was kind of fun too.  The only reason I got 
to fly is once in a while, the back seater got sick and they wanted to do the mission anyway.  
Since I was already trained, they let one of us from Life Support go along with them. We also had 
T-33’s (Lockheed T-33 Shooting Star Subsonic jet trainer).    

I never flew in the F-15 (McDonnell Douglas F-15 Eagle Tactical Fighter) we were in transition at 
the time I changed career fields. I fell off an F-4 before and wouldn’t want to fall off an F-15 they 
are a lot higher up.  That was an experience (when I fell off).  I was walking out with my partner 
for a 14-day inspection.  Every 14 days you go out and inspect the parachute, make sure the pins 
are all in, replace tackings if they broke, make sure nothing frayed, and make sure the survival 
kit is still secure.  So one day, I’m up there and I’m getting ready to come down.  My partner is 
already down and he’s working on the forms.  I fall off the plane.  I don’t know what I did, I was 
on the ladder, I lost my balance, and I fell off.  My partner was filling out forms.  He didn’t even 
look.  People are running out from the crew chief room saying, are you okay?  And I say, I think 
so.  I’m sore, but that is from taking a ballet class.  They all thought that was hysterical.  Gene 
turns around (her partner) and says, I thought it was you just being clumsy dropping the tool kit.  
So that’s why he didn’t turn around.  He was used to me dropping things.  I was fine.  I wasn’t 
hurt so it worked out.”  

Hot Shot Pilots 

“Working with pilots, you have to have a good sense of humor.  They had a thing called the ‘hog 
log.” I don’t know how it got that name.  They’d write little sayings and little things down and 
little cartoons.   One time they had a cartoon and she was topless.  But her nipples were down 
here (very low).  The caption said, Stevie you shouldn’t have gone on the last BFM ride which 
means basic flight maneuver.  It was stuff like that, jokes.  If I didn’t have a sense of humor...  It 
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wasn’t just me, it was a fun thing they did all around the squadron.  They were always good to 
me.  Nobody got out of line. 

 

During that time, I met my current husband.  He was a little jealous that I worked with all men.  
I thought, this is the best thing that ever happened to me, maybe I should look for a different 
job.  I told my boss, I want to give my two weeks’ notice.  The Colonel was doing this career 
broadening with officers.  He kind of moved officers around to broaden their experience.  He 
suggested maybe we can get that experience for you.  Is there anything you’d like to do?  I said, 
I could do the personnel job that is open but I’m pretty sure someone else is going to bid on the 
job.  He said, how about replacing her in Services?  Though I didn’t think it was a very exotic or 
glamourous job, they didn’t travel much and that’s what I needed.  So I got into that career field 
and we take care of everybody. We feed you, lodge you, fitness and recreation and even 
mortuary affairs.  Later they added public affairs.  It feels like when the Air Force is downsizing 
or doesn’t know what to do with a department, they throw it in Services.”  

Life Support 

About the time I got in with Services, Bosnia was all cooked up (1992).  She thought it’d be a 
good idea to do a tour with the active duty group.  Stevie first choice for an active duty location 
was Aviano Italy.  When I called saying I’d take that job, they said, what are you crazy?  That job 
was snatched up ten minutes after we posted it.  A couple days later, another job came around 
in Hungary.  I didn’t know what we were doing there, but I said Hungary sounds good.  I went 
and got permissions to apply and they said, GONE!”  They said, “Stevie if you want travel, get 
your permissions and we’ll give you the next job that comes down the pipe.  Saudi Arabia!  That’s 
where I got to go!  So I go to Saudi Arabia for four months and while I’m there and they have this 
little skirmish called Operation Desert Fox (1998-1999).  Oh my goodness, that is the closest to 
war I have been and I’m scared to death.  Anytime you are deployed anywhere, you have these 
exercises to prepare if any happens.  Usually the horn goes off, they say whatever they are going 
to say, and it says exercise, exercise, exercise.  Well, 1:00 in the morning it went off.  I jumped 
out of bed and went oh, shit this is the real thing!  I threw on sweatpants and went over to the 
orderly room.  The commander said, you’re going to be nightshift in the Survival Recovery Center 
(SRC) and I’ll do the dayshift.  So I went back and put my uniform on.”  

“Besides my regular job, I was also the First SGT there for my unit.  One, day this young kid, 22 
says SGT Riley, I have to go into Rihad today for medical evaluation.  You’re going to go with me, 
aren’t you?  I said, Oh, you want me to go?  He said yeah!  I said, oh sure.  I’ll go with you.  I had 
to back to my room and get the Black Abaya (cloak worn by women in parts of the Muslim world) 
to cover all my stuff.  Cover up my hair.  I’m forty-nine years old at this point, walking behind a 
twenty-two-year-old.  Sitting in the back seat of the car that gets us there, sitting in the hospital.  
I can’t look anybody in the eye and there’s this Desert Fox thing going on, but it only lasted a 
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couple of days.  I was glad of that.  Fortunately things calmed down and I came home to do my 
regular day job on the base.”  

It's a Dry Heat 

In 2001 after 9/11 President Bush activated our guard unit and we were deployed to Kuwait.  We 
were there for four months and slept in a tent.  It was air conditioned, so you really can’t 
complain too much.  But it was hot.  I remember I wish I would have got a shirt I saw.  It was an 
old lady skeleton sitting on a bench that read, “But it’s a Dry Heat.”  I thought it was hysterical.  
I didn’t buy it, but I should have.  It was a 140 degrees during the day, and a 110 when the sun 
went down.   

“My last deployment was in 2006 to Qatar (we usually pronounced it Cutter).  They usually 
pronounced it somewhere between “Cutter” and “Gutter.”  Nothing too significant went on 
while I as there other than they have humidity one month out of the year in June, and I was 
there.  So it’s be 130 degrees with high-humidity.  That was awful!  After that was done, 
sandstorms came up, but the military does supply you with these big goggles to protect your 
eyes.  You get pelted with that stuff.  You’ve got to protect yourself from the sun and the sand, 
so you normally wear the long sleeve stuff.”   

Women’s Dorm, Men’s Serenade, Oh My! 

“When I first got in, there were a handful of women in the military.  Most of them were officers 
and nurses.  On my first deployment even though I was enlisted, I stayed with nurses because 
there weren’t enough women to have barracks, so we stayed with the lady officers.  As time 
went on, there were more women.  On my first deployment I was a Master Sergeant and you 
get your own room with one other person.  They didn’t have any other enlisted women of that 
rank.  So they were going to put me in open bay barracks (one big room, multiple beds).  This 
one major goes, no you’re not!  Put her in with us.  So they put me in with the lady officers and 
I stayed with a friend of mine who had just been commissioned a second Lieutenant.  That 
evening the pilots show up singing and drinking.  They come into our building and they are 
calling, Stevie.  So I open the door and a couple of them come in our room.  They are standing 
there, the doors open, and this one lady officer come out and says, you men shouldn’t be in a 
woman’s room.  She is hollering and having a fit.   These other women, they came with the guys 
saying why are you having a fit these guys are dressed and just standing in the doorway.  You 
got one of your officers in bed with one of these guys.  She had a fit.  She calls this little officer 
out and says, you’re supposed to set the example for the women.  And she says, well I’m only 
26 years old.  The guy had to hurry and beat feet out of there.  All the other couples were married 
but the officer didn’t know that.  They were hiding under beds.  It was hysterical.”   

“I’m sitting there going, I’m going to be an airman basic by morning.  The lieutenant goes, I’m 
going to lose my commission.  So the next day I see General Layman.  I say, sir has Major so and 
so talked to you yet about last night?  He said, what happened last night Stevie?  Well the one 
tenth choir showed up at my door and wasn’t too happy about it.  I told him what happened.  
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He goes, I’ll take care of it.  And he did.  He evidently told her, that’s the way it is in a fighter 
squadron.  That serenade was for someone they loved, and you need to go back to the old folks 
home at Jefferson barracks if you can’t handle it.  So she bought a case of beer and snacks for 
the next time they came over.  I really thought we were going to be in big trouble.  That’s why I 
thought I was going to tell him ahead of time.  He was funny.  When we went on deployments 
and the guys got done flying, we’d run them out a Budweiser.  I was in the bread truck and I’d 
give then Colonel Layman a beer.  The commander of the base this time, we were at Luke Air 
Force Base in Phoenix was in a class with him (Colonel Layman) and he just said, hey you know, 
you’re in the regulars and I’m in the Guard now, let me show you what we can do in the Guard.  
And he grabbed me, bent me other and planted a kiss on my mouth.  He didn’t do anything bad, 
but I was totally shocked and not ready for this at all!  And I handed him his beer.  I got back in 
the truck.  He did this to show me, being in the Guard is a pretty good deal.    We had a lot of 
fun.  Lots of craziness.  Somewhat loose, calling officers by their first names.  But when it came 
down to getting the job done, and we had to be politically correct, we knew what we had to do. 
The thing about the Guard that I liked so much is that our mechanics were seasoned.  They did 
this every day, this was their job.  In fact the Air Force started sending people to fly with us, 
sending young pilots to us.  It was called project season.  They could get more flying experience 
with us than they could get on active duty.”   

Stevie moved to O’Fallon when the airport (Lambert) bought out her property.  In November, 
right after 9/11 she was activated and sent overseas and didn’t even get to spend Christmas in 
her new house.   

Rihad Coffee Run 

One time Stevie, a couple of other soldiers and an interpreter went in to Rihad to get some 
different coffee flavors to have on base.  She couldn’t go by herself because women couldn’t 
drive.  “I had to put all the black stuff on, the Abaya and get in the back seat.  On the way out, 
we all got a soda and I started to drink mine and they go, you can’t drink your soda until we get 
in the car.  I go, what?  They said, women are not allowed to do that.  What a backward country.  
You can’t look anybody in the eye.  I was looking at different sports equipment and I’m looking 
down, not looking at this man and I say, may I please look at you?  This is very hard for an 
American woman to constantly not ever look somebody in the eye. He says, oh sure.  I’m not 
even a Saudi.  I’m from Syria.  He says, I’m not even an Arab.  I’m a Catholic.  I said, so am I.  Then 
I felt more comfortable and I could talk with him.  You don’t even realize how awkward that is.  
That was a unique experience.  Always walking behind men, no matter their age.  Not being able 
to sit in the front seat at all.  And then wearing the black in the hottest countries in the world is 
just beyond me.  They tell you it is to protect their women.  Then what can’t they wear white 
like you guys do?” 

“I don’t know if I could ever shot anybody for real.  Maybe if I had too I could.  Fortunately, I was 
never in danger while deployed.  I thought I was, but I was not.  The scariest part for me is when 
the commander couldn’t go to a meeting and I had to go in his place.  And we’d hear about all 



7 
 

the things going on right outside the perimeter.  Nobody else knew that, because the 
commander wouldn’t divulge that information normally.  As long as there is serious or credible 
threat they don’t wish to scare people.  We had young girls when we were in Kuwait, they were 
terrified.  They would hear stuff.  I would tell them not to listen to rumors, I’ll tell you when 
something is happening.”  

I’m Rat Man 

The biggest thing we had were rats.  Giant rats.  They were under the girls tents.  We had a guy 
we called the rat man.  We loved him.  Whenever he came around he’d get rid of all the rats.  
They finally took their tent down and dug out where all these rats were living, killed all of them 
and put up a brand-new tent for them.”  

Humanitarian Mission 

“While in services, for one deployment we went to Costa Rica on a humanitarian mission.  The 
CE women and I had to figure out what to do with, so we stayed in what was a closet.  I was a 
big closet.  We slept on cots with mosquito netting over them.  The guys slept in an open-air 
schoolhouse.  The CE (Civil Engineers) unit was building stuff for the Costa Ricans.  The Services 
unit was there to support them with food.  We had MRE’s (Meal Ready to Eat).  The local kids 
thought that was a word and they asked for an A Maree.  So we gave them some.  We couldn’t 
buy local produce unless it was one particular store.  We ate the local stuff.  We were done with 
the powdered stuff.  We had showers.  If you took one in the evening you had hot water.  The 
sun heated up the water all day.  In the morning, you froze to death.  All you got was cold water.  
You learn to have an appreciation for plumbing.  All we had was a trash can where you place 
your paper after you wiped yourself.   That was kind of gross.  Their plumbing couldn’t handle 
it.  When we were leaving we got to stay in a big hotel that had all the amenities.  Hot water, 
flushing toilets.  It was really nice after my two weeks of roughing it.”  

“The people were nice.  You get to meet different people.  They’d go into town to a restaurant.  
They didn’t understand much Spanish.  The guy they were with, just kept loudly saying he 
wanted fried chicken.  They’d look at him and he’d say fried chicken as loud as he could.  I said 
Skippy, they don’t understand English.  You can say it as loud as you want, they don’t know what 
you are talking about.  He found some fried chicken somewhere.”     

Sending the Fallen Home 

“When I was in Services and Qatar my mortuary team had to ice down the bodies and they were 
reverent as possible when they did all this.  And then we’d salute them and carry them back 
onto an airplane and that is a very, very moving thing to see.  You see it on TV sometimes, but 
when you are in there doing it…I don’t know how the guy running the mortuary did it day in, 
day out because it brought me to tears every time I went over to see how they were doing.  They 
took good care of our dead.”   
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“As much as I liked being with the pilots early in my career, my last Services run was the most 
fulfilling because we took care of all the people on the base.  At first, I thought I was running a 
dining hall.  How low is that.  But its not.  It’s something that needed to be done.  I liked 
overseeing the lodging.”   

A Full Career  

“And that’s pretty much the deployments and traveling with the guard   The guard was a good 
job for me and I enjoyed it a lot.  I was ready to retire when I did.  There was a lot of change 
going on.  They were moving to Whiteman (Air Force Base in Johnson County MO).  I really didn’t 
want to move to Whiteman and I was 58 years old at this point, so it was time to retire (31-DEC 
2007).”  

Stevie said a couple of things she learned in the military was organizational skills and work ethic.  
“Having served, I think you are more aware of what our country stands for.  I almost think it’d 
be a good idea if we did like the Israel’s where everybody goes in for two years and they know 
what it is like to defend their country.  I like the comradery.  You have your ups and downs like 
any other job.  You get mad at your boss and whatever.  I thought it was a really good experience.  
You get to travel and see parts of the world.  I really don’t want to back to some of them.  I think 
Americans would appreciate their country more if they did a stint in the military.”   

Stevie’s time in Life Support is when she worked more with pilots.  “I used to hug them all when 
they went off to fly.”  I’d say, “fly safe and come back to me.  That’s why I got called mom I think.”  
Stevie finished her career with 35 ½ years of service.  Twenty-two were active.   

 


