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You can do it, girls.
Air Force Col. Sherri LeVan is a walking, smiling 

combination of pilot, mother, wife and daughter who 
manages worldwide intelligence, surveillance, recon-
naissance and electronics missions when she’s not 
flying military aircraft as diverse as T-37 trainer jets 
and KC-135 Stratotankers.

In honor of Women of Aviation Week, which takes 
place March 4-10, LeVan took a few minutes last week 
to discuss how she fulfilled an aviation dream that first 
took shape when she was a child, awestruck by the 
speed and power of the aircraft that highlighted the 
air show at Otis Air Force Base in Barnstable County, 
Massachusetts.

“I remember going to the air shows, and just the 
sound of the airplanes and how cool that was,” she said.

It was LeVan’s first encounter with aviation and her 
first inkling that flight might be her future. It would 
not be an easy path. Hers was a blue-collar family, 
her father a carpenter who later taught carpentry at 
a community college. The family wanted for nothing, 
LeVan recalled, but private flying lessons were not in 
the budget.

And there the dream rested, or perhaps percolated, 
until one day in junior high school, at the age of 11 or 
12, her family’s friendship with a family whose son 
served in the National Guard at Otis earned her a flight 
in a C-5 transport aircraft.

“That’s when the bug hit a little bit more,” she said. 
“It was just neat to sit in the cockpit high above every-
thing. I was like, ‘Yes, this is what I want to do.’”

Her decision would have surprised no one who had 
seen her bedroom.

“I loved airplanes,” she said. “I was probably the 
only eighth-grader with airplanes and the space shuttle 
all over my wall. All the other girls, and even some of 

the guys, had pictures of bands on their walls. Mine 
were all aircraft.”

She knew where she wanted to go and what she 
wanted to do.

“I just didn’t know how to get there,” she said.
The path proved near at hand: Her high school’s 

Army Junior ROTC program.
LeVan had noticed the JROTC students, but her 

extra-curricular activities were swimming and track. 
It wasn’t until just before her junior year that she 
knocked on the door and entered a program that she 
now praises enthusiastically, in particular because the 
people who run JROTC are usually retired military 
officers who know their way through the maze.

“The experience that those officers bring, and their 
ability to guide you along the way, and the program 
itself, which instills in you discipline and dedication 
and love of country, it’s just such a great program,” 
she said.

After two years of JROTC, and based on her grades, 
LeVan’s advisers urged her to apply for the service 
academies, which she did, sending in applications to 
the Army’s United States Military Academy at West 
Point, N.Y., and to the United States Air Force Acade-
my near Colorado Springs, Colo.

She was accepted to both.
Naturally, she chose the Air Force Academy be-

cause, well, “the Air Force flies airplanes.”
So what does it take to journey from dream to real-

ity?
LeVan’s response is quick.
A supportive mother and father, a friend and acad-

emy roommate willing and able to lift you up during 
times of doubt, as you will do also for her, and a hero.

The roommate was named Julie Adair.
“I would say, from a women in aviation perspective, 

or women in the Air Force, that if it wasn’t for her 
there’s no way I would have made it through,” LeVan 
said.

The hero: Col. Eileen Collins, the first female com-
mander of the Space Shuttle.

“There was a picture of her in her NASA orange 
uniform, and any time I had doubts, I thought, ‘No, she 
did it, and I can do it . All I have to do is be the best I 
can be in whatever position I’m in,’” LeVan said.

Levan graduated from the Air Force Academy in 
1995, learned to fly at Columbus Air Force Base in 
Mississippi and was accepted into the KC-135 program 
where she met her future husband with whom she now 
has two sons ages 11 and 13.

It is important for young women to know, LeVan 
said, that an Air Force career does not necessarily 
place a normal life off limits.

“If you had asked me early on if I was going to have 
a family, I was still very career focused,” she said. “All 
I wanted to do was be the best pilot.

“That lasted until about age 30, and by then I was, 
‘No, I think I want some babies.

“But that’s a hard decision from a female aviator 
perspective, because you know it’s going to take you 
out of the cockpit. That’s one less position you fill down 
range, one less deployment.

“But there’s never a good time and place, so when 
it’s right for you and your family, it’s right for you and 
your family.”

Twenty-four years after receiving her commis-
sion, LeVan’s wild blue yonder has included combat 
and combat support during Operation Allied Force 
in Yugoslavia, Operation Joint Forge in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina and Operations Desert Fox and Southern 
Watch in Iraq.

There have been 13 medals, and 16 separate assign-
ments, culminating in her current assignment as vice 
commander of the 55th Wing at Offutt Air Force Base, 
which, in a nice tribute to her academy hero Eileen 
Collins, is a first of her own.

LeVan is the first female vice commander of the 55th 
Wing.

Woman in Aviation: Dream is reality
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Army & Air Force Exchange Service Director/CEO Tom Shull (second from left) meets with Col. Sherri LeVan, 55th Wing vice commander; Command Chief Master Sgt. Brian Kruzelnick; 
and Col. David Norton, 55th Mission Support Group commander; to discuss Exchange support at Offutt Air Force Base during his visit Sept 28, 2018.
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OFFUTT AIR FORCE BASE, Neb. — Less than a 
year ago, the 55th Wing welcomed their first female 
vice commander, Col. Sherri LeVan – a historical 
moment in wing history.

Although women were not permitted by law to 
join the military on a full-time basis until 1948, 
they have been an important part of recorded U.S. 
military history dating as far back as the 18th and 
19th centuries.

Among the many examples are the women who 
fought alongside their husbands during the Revolu-
tionary War. In the Civil War, they served as nurses 
and surgeons for both the North and the South — 
some volunteering, while others were “contracted” 
and received pay.

In 1917, as many as 230 women were trained 
by the military as bilingual telephone operators, 
dubbed “Hello Girls.” They provided communica-
tions between headquarters and the front lines in 
France.

Beginning in December 1941, as World War II 
began, approximately 350,000 women were called 
to serve temporarily within the U.S. Armed Forces. 
These women served without incentives, mainly 
receiving room and board, unlike their male coun-
terparts.

They often endured the same cruelties as the 
men — across the Pacific, Army and Navy nurs-
es were taken as Prisoners of War. Five Navy 
nurses were captured and held for five months 
when Guam fell to the Japanese, 11 Navy nurses 
were captured in the Philippines and endured 11 
months at a Japanese prison camp known as “Los 
Banos,” and 66 Army Nurses were imprisoned for 

33 months in the Philippines prison camp “Santo 
Tomas,” to name a few.

Locally, non-active-duty, women contributed to 
World War II efforts through the Glenn L. Mar-
tin Company. In line with the “Rosie the Riveter” 
image, women were recruited to step into jobs in 
production lines supporting the war so the men 
could fight.

Today, both civilian and military women work 
alongside men to support the Department of De-
fense’s mission.

They can be found in what were once male 
dominated career fields such aircraft mechanics to 
refitting tires. For women in leadership positions 
such as LeVan, it has been a lifelong dream, one 
that was reinforced by two of her biggest support-
ers, her parents.

“I was the only teenage girl around that had 
airplanes and a space shuttle on her bedroom wall 
versus boy bands,” said LeVan.

With the support of her family and her determi-
nation to reach her goals, LeVan was admitted to 
the Air Force Academy where she continued to find 
inspiration from women in history.

“Once I was at the Air Force Academy, I would 
have to say I was inspired by U.S. Air Force Col. 
Eileen Collins, the first female test pilot and space 
shuttle commander,” she said.

“There was a picture in Arnold Hall of her near 
the auditorium. When the going got rough during 
my time at the academy, she was my inspiration, 
and reinforced that I could do anything. I just need-
ed to be the best at my job.”

Time and time again, women have shown their 
capacity to become trailblazers and leaders in this 
country and the armed forces, and women like 
LeVan will continue to shape women’s history.

From service without pay to wing vice commander

Employees of the Glenn L. Martin Company weld aircraft parts in the 1940s at 
Offutt Air Force Base. In line with the “Rosie the Riveter” image, women were 
recruited to step into jobs in production lines supporting the war so the men could 
fight.


