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Q: How do I obtain a Thunderbird Patch?
A: The Thunderbird Patch is only given to current team members and cannot be sold or given away. There are companies that sell replica patches, but they are not available through the U.S. Air Force Thunderbirds.







Q: Where can I buy Thunderbird merchandise like T-shirts, hats, etc.?
A: The Thunderbirds do not sell any retail merchandise through the mail. There are many companies that sell merchandise at air shows around the country and through Internet and mail orders.







Q: What is the mission of the Thunderbirds?
A: The mission of the Thunderbirds support U.S. Air Force recruiting and retention programs and to reinforce public confidence in the U.S. Air Force and demonstrate to the public the professional competence of Air Force professionals. The Thunderbirds also represent the United States and its armed forces to foreign nations and project international goodwill. 







Q: How do I request Thunderbird promotional material? 
A: Please send a letter to:
USAFADS/PA
4445 Tyndall Ave.
Nellis, AFB NV 89191







Q: How can I get my Thunderbird items autographed?
A: The best way to obtain autographs is to take your items to an air show where we will be performing. Immediately after each show, the pilots and crew chiefs will sign autographs for about 45 minutes. Please note: If we are flying a show over an area with no airfield, (we take off from another location and fly to the show area) there will be no autograph session following the show. Please do not send your valuable items to us for autographing, as we cannot be responsible for their safe return.







Q: How can I get tickets to an air show and find out the times of your demonstration?
A: You need to contact each show site for details about the show. We do not set the air show schedule or ticket pricing.







Q: How do I get more information on becoming part of the U.S. Air Force?
A: You can call an Air Force recruiter at 1-800-423-USAF or visit the Air Force online at http://www.airforce.com






Q: How do I obtain photo prints of different Thunderbird aircraft?
A: Due to the high cost of printing photos, we cannot provide prints of Thunderbird aircraft. We will however, send you a publicity package with current team information. Please see above question for more information on how to request publicity material.







Q: Why don't the Blue Angels and the Thunderbirds fly together?
A: Current Department of Defense policy is to maximize use of military aviation demonstration teams for recruiting and to demonstrate U.S. military aviation abilities to the public. This is best accomplished by having the Air Force and Navy flight demonstration teams perform separately in as many locations as possible throughout the year. However, the Thunderbirds do perform at air shows with the U.S. Army parachute demonstration team, the Golden Knights, as do the Blue Angels. 







Q: How does someone become a Thunderbird pilot or technician? 
A: All of these highly skilled US Air Force professionals have proven themselves in their field of expertise and submit their applications to the Commander/Leader (Boss) of the Thunderbirds. The pilots have a minimum of 1,000 hours of military jet experience and are recommended for the position by their Commanding Officer. From all of the applicants, 4-5 members are selected to demonstrate their flying abilities and compete for one of the three available demonstration positions. Ground crew also require their Commanding Officers' recommendations prior to submitting their name to the Boss and Crew Chief for one of the four positions available each year. Those applicants with a history of exceptional performance, displayed excellent technical knowledge, possess outstanding personalities and reflect the highest standards of the US Air Force are chosen for the position. 







Q: How long does each Thunderbird stay with the Team? 
A: Officer's tour of duty is limited to two years each; each year, one half of the team changes. This benefits the team by allowing the second year members to train the new first year team members which maintains consistency in Thunderbird operations. Enlisted members serve for three years.







Q: What happens if a Thunderbirds pilot is sick or hurt?
A: Safety at every demonstration and show is paramount. If a pilot is sick or has a minor injury, he will be excused from flying. Should the commander/leader be grounded for medical purposes, the demonstration will be canceled. 







Q: Why are there no spare pilots?
A: Given the number of practice hours required to safely fly a safe demonstration, spare pilots would simply not be prudent. Each pilot must complete 120 training flights during winter training in order to perform a public demonstration safely. The teamwork required for high-speed low altitude flying in very close formation and opposing solo maneuvers takes hundreds of hours to develop. Substituting a spare pilot would not be prudent. 







Q: Are Thunderbirds the best in the Air Force?
A: All Thunderbirds are representative of the excellence and professionalism found throughout the Air Force. Thunderbirds consider themselves lucky to represent the best - those serving around the world. 







Q: How long are people assigned to the Thunderbirds?
A: Thunderbird officers usually serve two years with the team, while enlisted members typically serve three to four years. 







Q: How many females are assigned to the Thunderbirds?
A: The number of females varies, but is usually between 10 to 15 percent. The 2003 team has approximately 8 female members.







Q: Do any of the Thunderbirds get extra pay?
A: No. Each member of the squadron volunteers for duty with the Thunderbirds and receives the same pay as any other member of the Air Force serving in the same rank. 







Q: What are the weather requirements for a Thunderbird performance?
A: To be able to perform, the Thunderbirds must have at least five nautical miles of visibility horizontally from show center and a minimum cloud ceiling of 1,500 feet. At these minimums, the Thunderbirds can perform a limited number of maneuvers in what is called a "flat" show. When the ceiling is at least 3,500 feet and visibility at least five three nautical miles a "low" show can be performed, which includes some rolling maneuvers. With a minimum ceiling of 8,000 feet and visibility of five nautical miles, the Thunderbirds can perform their "high" show, which includes all maneuvers. 







Q: How many jets are in the squadron?
A: The Thunderbirds currently have 12 jets: nine F-16C single-seat aircraft and three F-16D two-seat aircraft. 







Q: What are the major differences between a combat F-16 and a Thunderbird F-16?
A: Including the Thunderbird Red, Thunderbird White and Thunderbird Blue paint scheme, there are actually very few modifications to a Thunderbird aircraft. Thunderbird F-16s have the 20mm cannon and ammunition drum removed to accommodate the smoke oil drum. Also, a smoke oil plumbing line that runs from the smoke oil drum to the exhaust has been installed. The dogfight switch on the throttle has been rewired to accommodate a smoke oil on/off switch and a stopwatch has been added to each cockpit for timing. Otherwise, the aircraft that the squadron flies are the same as those in the Air Force. Each Thunderbird aircraft is able to return to combat status within 72 hours. 







Q: How do you produce the smoke and why do you use it?
A: The smoke is produced by pumping a biodegradable, paraffin-based oil directly into the exhaust nozzle of the aircraft where the oil is instantly vaporized into smoke. The smoke provides a traceable path for spectators to follow, so they can see the flight profile that has been flown. The smoke burns efficiently and does not pollute. 







Q: I want to listen to the show with my scanner. What radio frequencies do you use?
A: Since all maneuvers are preceded by radio communication broadcasting these radio calls or making the frequencies of their radios publicly available could interfere with pilot communication, thereby jeopardizing safety of flight. 







Q: What are the policies/requirements governing back seat flights in a Thunderbird jet?
A: Orientation flights are given to two members of the local media at each show site. Individuals must be accredited members of the media and are recommended by Air Force recruiters and air show sponsors, then reviewed and approved by the Thunderbirds. A small number of orientation flights are also offered each year to individuals from television, sports, music and the movie industry. These individuals are selected by the Thunderbirds to generate national media coverage and convey a positive image of the Air Force and the squadron. These flights are in direct support of Air Force recruiting objectives. 







Q: Is it possible to tour the Thunderbird Hangar?
A: Currently public tours are not available of the Thunderbird hangar. However tours may be arranged for certain groups of 25 people or more. For more information call (702) 652-4018.







Q: What kind of aircraft do the Thunderbirds fly? 
A: The Thunderbirds fly the Lockheed Martin F-16 Fighting Falcon. The F-16 Fighting Falcon is a compact, multirole fighter aircraft. It is highly maneuverable and has proven itself in air-to-air combat and air-to-surface attack. It provides a relatively low-cost, high-performance weapon system for the United States and allied nations. The F-16 multi-mission fighters were deployed to the Persian Gulf in 1991 in support of Operation Desert Storm. These fighters were used to attack airfields, military production facilities, Scud missiles sites and a variety of other targets.







Q: How Many Thunderbirds are there? 
A: Members of the Thunderbirds are volunteers drawn Air Force-wide from their respective career fields. There are 12 officers-eight pilots, six who fly the demonstrations, and four support officers-and more than 120 enlisted people. They come together as a team, combining their experience and skills to form a self-sufficient flying organization capable of planning, accomplishing and supporting the Thunderbird mission.







Q: How many shows do the Thunderbirds perform each year? 
A: The actual number of shows flown by the Thunderbirds varies slightly each year. On average they will fly approximately 70 air shows at 40 different locations across North America.







Q: How much time do the Thunderbirds spend traveling? 
A: The Thunderbirds fly an air demonstration almost every weekend from mid-March to mid-November. 







Q: What is a typical week in the life of a Thunderbird?
A: A typical week begins on Thursday when the team deploys to its show site. Pilots fly their respective aircraft and support personnel typically use a C-130. As soon as the jets touch down, technicians recover their respective aircraft and perform post-flight tasks. Meanwhile, public affairs prepare for enlistment and re-enlistment ceremonies, media interviews and orientation flights. Communications specialists videotape the arrival and landing. The advance pilot, having arrived the day before, briefs the team on everything from transportation to the weather.

Friday is usually a practice day, giving the Thunderbird pilots an opportunity to become familiar with the terrain and landmarks of the area. Crew chiefs and their assistants attend to pre-flight tasks, then give their gleaming red, white and blue jets the traditional one last bit of polish. After the practice flight, the team enjoys meeting members of the community whose special needs might preclude them from attending a crowded show. The rest of the day is set aside for visiting schools and hospitals, as well as other community and public relations events.

Prior to each demonstration, Thunderbird pilots go over geographical features of the local area, weather and flight maneuvers. The Thunderbird support team sets up and tests the sound system, identifies opportunities for local media, arranges post-performance events and tends to last-minute details before giving their boots a final polish.

