
 he weather that day was  
partly cloudy and a bit windy,  
with temperatures in the mid-70s. 

That was quite the norm for Wichita 
Falls, Texas, in April. But for 2nd Lt. 
Kyle Wheeler and his classmates, this 
day was special.

On April 4, 2014, Wheeler graduated 
from the Euro-NATO Joint Jet Pilot 
Training Program, or ENJJPT, Class 
14-04. He was on his way to flying  
the F-15C, the same aircraft type that he 
loaded weapons on several years before 
as an enlisted munitions system  
maintainer.

As much as hard work and focus 
brought him to this point in his ca-
reer, Wheeler also credited another key 
component: mentorship. “There are a 
lot of opportunities that you may miss 
if you don’t have that person to guide 
you,” he said.

That mentor was Brett T. Williams, 
who retired from the Air Force as a major 
general in June 2014. Williams pinned 
pilot wings on Wheeler’s uniform that 
April day at Sheppard Air Force Base. 
Their relationship had developed over 
the previous six years.

Williams himself had been at the same 
place Wheeler was now. It was some 33 
years earlier when Williams started his 
Air Force career. He, too, became an 
F-15C pilot.

“The whole thing was a circle,” said 
Williams. “Your main job as a leader 
is to train the leaders who will replace 
you. I feel like I have done that,” he said.

Mentorship is a “role” that is part of 
a leader’s responsibility, said Williams. 
Mentoring leaves a feeling that “you 
are contributing to the next genera-
tion,” he said.

The Air Force is a large community, 
with many career paths to choose. To 
excel sometimes takes more than just 
ambition.

Williams first met Wheeler in 2008 
at Kadena AB, Japan. Williams, then 
commander of the base’s 18th Wing, 
hosted an informal social gathering at 
his home for the base honor guard. It 
was an opportunity for him to get to 
know the members and their families 
on a more personal level.

Then-Senior Airman Wheeler, his  
wife Autumn, and approximately 20 
other base honor guard members and 

their families were in attendance. It was 
here that Wheeler expressed his desire 
to Williams to attend Officer Training 
School and perhaps fly. “He was very 
enthusiastic and energetic, with a pur-
pose,” said Williams. “That was the first 
time I met him, learned his goals, and 
saw how squared away he was in terms 
of the Air Force.”

Base honor guard members perform 
military honors at events in their com-
munity and are responsible for projecting 
Air Force standards of conduct to serve 
as an example for all airmen. Thus, be-
ing a member is itself an honor. There’s 
a vigorous, competitive process to earn 
a spot. Wheeler said he liked the honor 
guard’s “structure,” the sharp, crisp 
uniformity, and he “wanted to portray 
that image.” The process called for a 
2.5-week training course before “be-
ing on the team where they teach you 
everything you need to know,” he said.

This duty came on top of Wheel-
er’s full-time position as a munitions  
systems journeyman and his pursuit 
of a bachelor’s degree at Embry-Rid-
dle Aeronautical University. Wheeler  
fulfilling honor guard duties, succeeding 

WITH A MENTOR’S HELP, A FORMER ENLISTED AIRMAN  
IS FULFILLING HIS DREAM OF FLYING THE F-15C.

By Merri M. Shaffer
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at his main job, and working toward  
his degree “talks about how committed  
he was to improving himself,” said 
Williams.

Wheeler said he thrived in such work-
ing conditions, driven by his ambition. 
He found the base honor guard to be 
a “great additional duty” that granted 
him a “lot of opportunities” he wouldn’t 
have been exposed to otherwise. “Any big 
event going on [at Kadena], the honor 
guard was present,” he said. “Airmen 
1st class or senior airmen wouldn’t have 
had the opportunity to [be present] 
otherwise.”

He excelled at Kadena, earning ac-
colades as the Honor Guard Airman of 
the Year in 2007 and 2008. That was just 
the start. In 2009, he made a permanent 

change of station to Washington, D.C., 
for a special-duty assignment: a three-
year tour at JB Anacostia-Bolling, D.C., 
as part of the US Air Force Honor Guard.

It was during the second half of 
Wheeler’s tour that he learned Williams 
had a new assignment in the Pentagon. 
He reached out to Williams’ office in the 
hopes of seeing his former commander. 

“Whatever job I’ve been in, I’ve always 
picked a mentor whom I wanted to be 
like,” said Wheeler. “It’s really important 
to have a role model in your career so 
that you have … an example of how to 
be a good airman.”

Wheeler still intended to apply to Of-
ficer Training School and was interested 
in being a pilot. Williams supported this.

“One of the things I encouraged him 
to do was to apply to the Euro-NATO 
Joint Jet Pilot Training Program,” said 

Williams, who himself graduated from 
the program in December 1982. Shep-
pard’s 80th Flying Training Wing over-
sees ENJJPT, which produces combat 
pilots for NATO countries.

A few months later, Wheeler reported 
back with news that he was selected for 
both: to OTS and a rated pilot slot at 
Sheppard. In 2012, he completed OTS 
and went on to finish his pilot train-
ing program before starting ENJJPT. 
Wheeler was close to achieving his dream.

Then on that early April day at Shep-
pard, Wheeler walked across the stage, 
having completed ENJJPT, with his 
wings on his uniform, knowing that 
everything he had worked hard for had 
come true. He made sure his mentor 
was present, asking Williams to pin on 
his wings.

“It was … an easy choice for me to 
pick him,” said Wheeler. “I had several 
instructors … at Sheppard, but because 

[Williams] was my mentor through ev-
erything, that’s why I chose him.”

Williams, then US Cyber Command’s 
director of operations at Fort Meade,  
Md., also delivered the graduation 
remarks for his alma mater.

“When he said he’d fly out to Sheppard, 
not only to pin [my] wings, but to be a 
graduation speaker, that’s a whole lot,” 
said Wheeler. “It really shows that he 
cares, … and it was a great thing.”

Although Williams is now retired, he’s 
not done being a mentor.

“That’s a role I think we have a  
responsibility to do,” said Williams.  

“As long as people want [my] help, I’ll 
be there to provide it. The fact that  
I’m not in uniform anymore is not 
significant.”                                     

Merri M. Shaffer is a former Air Force 
Magazine associate editor and was AFA’s 
manager of media activities until June 2014.

WITH A MENTOR’S HELP, A FORMER ENLISTED AIRMAN  
IS FULFILLING HIS DREAM OF FLYING THE F-15C.

2nd Lt. Brett Williams and his wife, Marianne, also a second lieutenant, pose in front 
of a T-37 trainer at Sheppard AFB, Texas, in spring 1982.  

 P
ho

to
 c

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 F

ra
nk

 C
ar

te
r,

 8
2n

d 
Tr

ai
ni

ng
 W

in
g

Wheeler, his wife Autumn, and 
Maj. Gen. Brett Williams.

“It’s really important  
to have a role model  
in your career”

2nd Lt. Kyle Wheeler stands in front 
of a T-38C trainer at Sheppard AFB, 
Texas. Wheeler is now training to fly 
the F-15C.
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