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General

The theme of NCLS 2026 was: "Courage to Lead: Combat & Crisis-Tested Character." All 
speakers were either active-duty, former, or retired military. Some were medically retired. Days 
for NCLS were Friday and Saturday. All presentations, open to those not stationed at USAFA, 
were either in Arnold Hall or Polaris Hall. 

While all presentations were presumably useful, not all presentations discussed combat or 
crises. 

Finding military presenters with combat experience should be relatively easy. Ditto for finding 
those military presenters who, while not having (declared) combat experience but who have 
crisis experience should also be relatively easy. While we might find corporate leaders with 
combat experience (along the lines of the late FedEx founder, Fred Smith), we should be able to 
find corporate leaders who have dealt with crises of various levels of importance. 

Whether intentional or not, it seemed to us that the first day, apparent from the questions 
asked by the cadets, was oriented more towards leadership. The second day, again apparent 
from the cadets' questions, was oriented more towards character.

Not sure why NCLS moved from a Thu/Fri schedule to a Fri/Sat schedule. Should it have been 
opened to the public, as in the past, we would have expected more attendance at the Sat 
presentations.

Presentations attended

Both

Speaker Meet and Greet. Talked mostly with cadets, who introduced themselves while we 
searched in vain for a presenter, Lt Gen Sasseville.

NCLS Opening Ceremony. Kinda paled in comparison to the stories the previous Supt––who 
could really, Really, REALLY tell a story––told. Whether intentionally or not, kinda split the 
presenters into two groups, those the Supt mentioned by name and background, or all the rest.

Class of '59 Keynote: Gen Caine and Lt Gen (ret) Sasseville. Gen Caine appears to be a junior 
officer's general. He spoke fighter-pilot to the cadets!..We first met Lt Gen Sasseville when he 
was one of several young lieutenants at our last assignment (Torrejon AB, Spain, 1986-1989). 
We have to wonder, if the cadets knew why he was beside Gen Caine, because none of the 



cadets––save for those who were prior enlisted––were alive on Sep 11, 2001, when Lt Gen 
Sasseville and his wingman, Heather "Lucky" Penney, were launched, unarmed, to intercept 
(and down) any airliners headed towards Washington, DC. We hope he included this in his 
presentation to USAFA cadets and staff on Sat.

Col Blocher: "Losing Control…" Col Blocher's presentation was a follow-him-into-the-mouth-of-
hell story. An extremely dynamic presenter! With a compelling account of a battle in which 
"Killer Chick," Lt Col Kim Campbell, as the result of ground fire, would experience total hydraulic 
failure in her A-10. Same battle, different outcomes: Col Blocher felt responsible for getting a 
flyer's A-10 crippled and, thus, a failure; "Killer Chick's" careful nursing of her wounded A-10 to 
a successful landing was just the opposite, a success. Col Blocher should have been in Arnold 
Hall, instead of Polaris!

Class of '74 Wakin Award & Class of '73 Muse Family Foundation Keynote: Lt Col Ayers. A nice 
presentation of how mentorship and persistence paid off, but putting her presentation after Col 
Blocher's was unfortunate; she was nowhere near as dynamic. Lt Col Ayers should have been in 
Polaris, instead of Arnold Hall.

Capt (ret) Plumb. An F-4B naval aviator shot down and imprisoned during the VietNam War, 
Charlie Plumb received one of maybe two standing ovations we witnessed during NCLS 2026. 
Forty-five minutes were too short for his presentation. We would gladly have listened to him 
complete his presentation, which was mixed between tragic seriousness and unexpected 
humor. He should have been in Arnold Hall, instead of Polaris!

Enix Heritage Keynote Lecture: Gen (ret) Miller: "Trusted to Perform…" A quietly dynamic, and 
sad presentation about his time in Special Forces. A soldier in the Ranger Hall of Fame certainly 
has street cred, and having survived to his age meant that he was doing something right. His 
story of what was the basis for "Black Hawk Down" was truly tragic. My notes recorded this 
recommendation to the audience: "Train so hard that, when 'things go south,' it feels like a bad 
training event." And this simplified conversation…Question: "You, this is me. Can you do this?" 
Answer: "Yes, I can." Directive: "Good. Go do it!" When a cadet asked a question that 
concerned politics, Gen Miller responded clearly and emphatically that the military DOES NOT 
get political; the military implements lawful orders to the best of their abilities!

Teresa

MSG (ret) Vera: "Courage Under Fire…" Excellent. Showed initiative by taking charge, when 
officers were either slow, reluctant, or incapable of leading a defensive counter attack.

"Family First, Mission Always" Fireside Chat. My only minus. Was boring, really––none of it 
stayed with me. Did not measure up to the quality of the other speakers. Maybe the cadets got 
more out of it.



POW Panel: "Courage in Captivity…" Oh, wow! They were just riveting. These two played off of 
each other––I don't know how you can make life as a POW funny, but it was––the moderator 
was laughing so hard, he almost fell out of his chair: Beyond the interservice rivalry, the stories 
seemed to revolve around the POWs' small (morale building?) victories over the guards, who 
never seemed to catch on.

Rich

"Lifetime of Service" Fireside Chat w/Col (ret) Colvin and Maj Moffet. Both gave well-thought 
out answers to the moderator's questions. Cadet experiences, peer leadership, and life 
experiences were discussed. Something I wondered was how our class' cadet squadrons ever 
functioned without one, let alone two, AMTs? One topic Col Colvin hammered home was that 
the Honor Code is consistent., especially WRT character and leadership. Maj Moffet voiced 
good thoughts for junior officers.

Col Elliott: "Courage with Purpose…" Thunderbird Lead with lessons learned about how to 
rebuild an elite organization. During COVID, the Thunderbirds were able to do a deep dive into 
their organization. Several results: Self-promotion had crept into the Thunderbirds. The Fighter 
Weapons Instructor Course (FWIC) has a mantra: Be humble; be anonymous; be credible. You 
don't recruit by recruiting, but by being extraordinary. As counterintuitive as it seemed at the 
time, the Thunderbirds DID NOT LOWER their application prerequisites. Instead, they increased 
them! And found, to their surprise, that applications in the first year tripled, and the next year 
increased 14-fold! 

MSG (ret) Vera: "Courage Under Fire…" A riveting account of a battle in Afghanistan: What 
went wrong––a lot, both leading up to the battle, and the battle itself, and the 
aftermath––which ultimately cost MSG Vera physically, as he is confined to a wheelchair. And, 
what went right––through personal and personnel initiative, adaptation, perseverance, and 
courage.

Overall

We have to wonder: Do the good folks who schedule presenters' locations preview the 
presentations?  We have noted, both this time and in the past, those presenters who, along 
with their audiences, would have been better served by either (1) longer time periods and/or 
(2) larger venues and/or (3) added presentation slots. This would be reason enough for NCLS to 
revert to its previous two-full days.

From the choices of speakers we listened to (we listened to then-MSgt Israel Del Toro at a 
previous NCLS), those who seemed to have the most compelling presentations had been either 
VietNam War POWs or in more relatively recent surface combat. Character is character, 



regardless of rank or branch of service. However, we've long thought that those with the most 
opportunities for leadership come from the senior enlisted ranks, and from the USA and USMC 
(both officer and NCO). 

An opportunity missed: Sadly, we wish Lt Gen Sasseville had been chosen to present his 
thoughts about being scrambled, unarmed, along with a wingman likewise unarmed, to 
intercept an airliner inbound to Washington, DC––this airliner would turn out to be United 
Flight 93.

Lastly, we know the moderators do their homework and prepare for the speakers 
they introduce. But this year, the moderators appeared to know the right questions to ask, in 
comparison to years past. Good on 'em! 


