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Service roots run deep for Patterson
BY KELLY BRECKUNITCH
kelly@derbyinformer.com

Derby’s Kim Patterson 
admits that her family history 
played a role in her initial 
decision to enlist in the Air 
Force – where her father served 
for 42 years – back in 1978.

“When you are born into 
a military family, everyone 
serves,” Patterson said.

Along with her father, her 
godfather served in the Army 
(with the two sometimes 
running missions together) 
and her aunt was a nurse 
in the South Pacific during 
WWII. Beyond that, Patterson 
added to her military family 
along the way, with a variety of 
assignments over her 20 years 
in the Air Force before retiring 
as a major in 1998.

Initially, Patterson began 
her service career as one of the 
first female AWACS (airborne 
warning and control system) 
controllers in the Air Force 
– tasked with telling fighters 
how to shoot in an air battle. 
On her first day of training, she 
learned that if she did not pass 
her AWACS class she would 
no longer be in the Air Force, 
which she admitted was a 
pretty strong motivator.

Having a knack for it, 
Patterson was asked to stay 
on as an instructor, but she 
proceeded to move from base 
to base and fill different roles 
for the Air Force – whether 
in Germany, Panama (while 
Manuel Noriega was in power) 
or elsewhere.

“I look back now and I just 
shake my head and think, 
‘what were they thinking 
when they gave me all that 
responsibility?’” Patterson 
said. “At the time, I felt like I 
was doing something that was 
important, something that 
was necessary to keep our 
freedoms.”

One such responsibility was 
commanding a 1,000-person 
Equipment Maintenance 
Squadron, which serviced the 
likes of Air Force One, among 
other aircraft.

While serving in Panama, 
Patterson said she was struck 
by the poverty she saw, and 
one experience there continues 
to stick with her – as a young 
boy she met shimmed up a tree 
to retrieve a piece of fruit to 
give to her. In some ways, that 
was indicative of the approach 
Patterson took to her military 
career.

“It’s not about the ribbons 
for me; it’s about the lives you 
touched,” Patterson said. “I 
don’t have a lot of medals. That 
wasn’t important to me, but 
what was important to me was 

making sure that the people 
who worked for me knew how 
important they were and how 
important the job they were 
doing was.”

Her unassuming nature 
allowed Patterson to run 
certain missions others 
couldn’t and, while she heard 
a variety of perspectives 
about women in the military 
during her time in service, 
she knows she was making a 
difference. She and some fellow 
servicewomen she worked with 
at Luke Air Force Base were 
setting an example, too.

“We were really ground-
setting for the future of 
women in the Air Force. Dads 
would come and ask me for 
my autograph because they 
wanted their little daughters 
to know that women could do 
things like what I was doing,” 
Patterson said. “When people 
think veteran, they think men, 
but there are so many women 
that served.”

Now retired, Patterson still 
finds ways to get involved and 
serve her community – whether 
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Kim Patterson (right) served in a variety of locations – including Panama – and roles during her 
career in the U.S. Air Force.

Book designed to help with the grieving process
BY DAVID DINELL
news@derbyinformer.com

After Rhonda Kemp’s 
daughter, Lacy, died in a drug 
overdose seven years ago, she 
looked to find ways to make 
something positive out of the 
tragedy.  

The Derby resident works 
with other families struggling 
with drug addictions and wrote 
a grief book called “Remarkable 
You: Revisiting Love, Regrets 
& Celebrations,” which was 
recently published. 

The book is an interactive 
one that poses questions to 
readers and asks them to put 
down their thoughts. 

Kemp terms it as a method 
that “guides the user to 
reminisce about the life of the 
loved one they are missing.” 

So far, she’s had positive 
response from users, especially 
those who are using it in grief 
groups. 

When someone close to us 
dies, Kemp said, most people do 
not know what to say, so they 
avoid any conversation about 
the loved one. 

Kemp’s aim is for the journal 
to allow the grieving one to, 

in a way, “talk” to their loved 
ones, adding to a necessary 
conversation. 

Kemp really didn’t plan on 
writing a book, but just started 
writing down sentences to spur 
reminiscences that she shared 
and didn’t want to forget. The 
start of the book actually was 
done on her phone and involved 
simple memories, such as Lacy’s 
favorite food or vacations they 
might have taken together.  

“It’s really a big collection of 
information about the person 
who is gone,” she said. “It kind 
of feels like you’re revisiting 
their life.”

Losing a child is a devastating 
experience, she said. 

“You can’t accept it or get 
your head around it,” she said. 

Guiding users in their 
thoughts

But people do have to accept 
it, and keeping a journal is one 
way to work through the grief, 
she said. 

Therapists say that if a 
grieving person writes down 
their thoughts, that they can 
“let them go,” helping the 
healing process. 

However, staring at a blank 
sheet of paper is a hard task 
for most people, so this format, 
with questions to prompt them, 

makes it easier, Kemp said. 
“This will lead the person 

through [their] thoughts 
without having to do a lot of 

work,” she said. “It’s guiding 
them.”

The first section, on “you,” 
has questions such as: “A clear 
memory of us being us is ...?” 
and “You were very content 
when ...? and “You were able to 
overcome ...?”

The journal also will serve 
as a historic record of the 
deceased person and something 
the family can hold onto, 
share and pass on to future 
generations, she said. 

Mennonite Press in Newton 
publishes the book and Kemp 
orders copies on an as-needed 
basis. 

She sells them for $10.99 
each and they are available at 
Watermark Books in Wichita 
under the “local authors” 
section, or online at Amazon.
com. She’s hoping to get more 
independent book sellers to 
carry it or a major publisher to 
pick it up.

Many people face the 
grieving path 

The book is not a religious 
one, although Kemp said she 
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Rhonda Kemp (left) is shown with her daughter, Lacy, who died 
from a drug overdose. That experience spurred Kemp to publish an 
interactive grief journal to help others in similar circumstances.
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Several new 
faces earn seats 
on city council, 
school board
BY INFORMER STAFF
news@derbyinformer.com

Election night 2021 was a new 
experience for many candidates 
in Derby, with several running 
for the first time this year.

While the Derby Board of 
Education was guaranteed to 
see some fresh faces for three 
at-large terms, that was not 
as certain on the Derby City 
Council. However, the council 
will also see an infusion of new 
members as Tom Keil (running 
unopposed in Ward I) was the 
only incumbent to retain his 
seat.

Elizabeth Stanton (Ward II), 
Rick Coleman (Ward III) and 
Chris Unkel (Ward IV) were 
all elected to their first terms 
on the Derby City Council – 
with Coleman and Unkel both 
prevailing over incumbents 
Andrew Swindle and John 
McIntosh.

Getting out into the 
community informed what 
Unkel sees as his role as a council 
member and how he hopes to 
serve his constituents.

“What I realized was I’m a 
representative of Ward IV so I 
have to take the pulse of where 
Ward IV is at and run with it, and 
vote how my constituents would 
want,” Unkel said. “Really what 
I want to do moving forward as 
a representative is to actually 
represent the people.”

Similarly, Stanton and 
Coleman are ready to serve their 
respective wards and are excited 
about the opportunity to make 
an impact in their community.

“I look forward to being their 
representative in the next four 
years and longer, and I look 
forward to getting to work on 
Jan. 11,” Coleman said.
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