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By BOBBY JONES

Staff Photojournalist

Army Chief Warrant Officer Five 

Fernando Avila, a senior instructor 

pilot assigned to the US Army Pri-

ority Air Transport Battalion (USA 

PAT), observed as his co-pilot, Lt. 

Col. Matthew Roland, USA PAT 

Battalion commander, let down the 

landing gear of their Gulfstream V 

aircraft, focused on a safe landing on 

the runway at Joint Base Andrews 

June 29.

Roland said, “It was truly an honor 

and a privilege to fly with CW5 Fernan-

do Avila Gonzalez on his last flight, cul-

minating in 30 years of aviation service 

to the U.S. Army.

“Flying with him is a pleasure any-

time, but he is forever the instructor. 

What an amazing accomplishment for 

the Army,” he said.

“For me, it was a learning experience 

again as he made me further aware, 

and a better pilot every time I fly with 

him. I expected nothing less from him 

on this final flight and he delivered,” 

Roland said. “This was truly an impres-

sive accomplishment today in all of his 

successes.”

Roland said, “Avila’s legacy today is 

not nearly as much about his prowess 

as an aviator, but it is as a leader and 

how he shapes and mentors the culture 

of a unit and establishes a culture and 

climate that is so conducive to learning 

in a positive environment for the unit,” 

Roland said.

The flight would encapsulate two ma-

jor milestones: the culmination of his 30-

year career and execution of 10,000 ac-

cident-free flight hours — a noteworthy 

feat in the military aviation community.

Members of Avila’s immediate family 

and unit members were on hand to wit-

ness the landmark moment.

Upon landing Avila emerged from the 

aircraft to receive a warm reception 

from his family and friends.

“Thanks [goes] to my beautiful wife, 

Blanca. She’s been my wife, my help-

er, my friend; she has a lot of titles. 

Thanks to her, the children and the rest 

of my family, who helped me make it 

this far,” Avila said. “Because they did 

this for me I was able to concentrate 

on the mission of taking care of people 

and setting up commanders for success. 

We accomplished a lot of great things 

By PAUL LAGASSE

Special to Andrews Gazette

Southern Maryland’s delegation to 

the General Assembly has joined the 

nation in expressing its shock and dis-

belief over Thursday afternoon’s shoot-

ing at the offices of the Capital Gazette 

newspaper in Annapolis that left five 

people dead and two wounded.

“They weren’t just reporters, they 

were friends,” said Senate President 

Thomas V. Mike Miller Jr. (D-Calvert, 

Charles, Prince George’s).

Miller recalled staff writer John Mc-

Namara, in particular, as “a huge Terp,” 

referring to the mascot of the Universi-

ty of Maryland’s athletic teams.

“He was very active in covering not 

just [University of Maryland] sports, 

but local sports in general,” Miller said. 

“He was just a fine man.”

“I’m going to miss them all,” he said. 

“It’s a terrible tragedy not just for Anne 

Arundel County, but for the state of 

Maryland and for the nation.”

Miller said that an impromptu memo-

rial has sprung up in the State House 

near where the slain reporters would 

sit and work when covering the Gener-

al Assembly, with flowers and notes of 

condolence.

House Speaker Michael “Busch knew 

each and every one of them very well 

because [the Capital Gazette] is his lo-

cal newspaper,” Miller explained. “It’s 

affected him traumatically.”

Miller said that he believed that the 

current state of national discourse was 

partly to blame for the tragedy, in which 

38-year-old Jerrod W. Ramos of Laurel 

used a shotgun to kill McNamara, ed-

itor and columnist Rob Hiaasen, com-

munity correspondent and special pub-

lications head Wendi Winters, editorial 

page editor Gerald Fischman and sales 

assistant Rebecca Smith, and to injure 

staff members Rachael Pacella and 

Janel Cooley.

“It’s a manifestation of the terrible 

language that’s coming from Capitol 

Hill,” Miller said. “I think, truly, that 

elected officials who attack the Fourth 

Estate are doing a huge disservice not 

just to journalism everywhere, but to 

democracy. When elected officials at-

tack journalism and attack the news, I 

think that this type of activity is going 

to follow.”

In prepared remarks released Friday, 

Local officials mourn victims of Capital Gazette shooting
Editors were known, respected 
by delegation

By SENIOR AIRMAN  

ABBY L. RICHARDSON

11th Wing Public Affairs

The National Capital Region Air Force 

softball team will head to the Armed 

Services Classic softball tournament 

championship game after a successful 

preliminary round at Jericho Park in 

Bowie, Md., June 23, 2018.

The tournament is a competition 

NCR Airmen head to 
Armed Services Classic 
championship game
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Staff Sgt. Matthew Riggins, Nation-

al Capital Region Air Force softball 

team outfielder, connects with the 

ball during the preliminary round of 

the Armed Services Classic soft-

ball tournament at Jericho Park in 

Bowie, Md., June 23, 2018. Teams 

from all five military branches com-

peted for a chance to play in the 

championship game at Nationals 

Park in Washington, D.C.

see CAPITAL GAZETTE, page 6

see CHAMPIONSHIP, page 7

Army pilot trainer caps  
10k accident-free milestone
USA PAT icon leaves legacy of 
family and support
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Army Chief Warrant Officer Five 

Fernando Avila, a senior instructor 

pilot assigned to the US Army Pri-

ority Air Transport Battalion (USA 

PAT), reflects on the moment after 

making a toast to the USA PAT after 

his fini-flight June 29.

see AVILA, page 4
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