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From Cold warrior to Liberty Warrior

Former Soviet officer chooses Air Force blue

By Tech. Sgt. Dean J. Miller

48th Fighter Wing public affairs
ROYAL AIR FORCE LAKENHEATH, Suffolk – Commissioned in the final hours of the Cold War, 2nd Lt. Chris Sverkounov, 48th Services Squadron, isn’t the typical academy grad. Born a Soviet citizen, Sverkounov completed a five-year, military academy rocketry-engineering program and was commissioned a lieutenant in the Soviet Army. He once commanded a 30-soldier platoon responsible for the air defense of Moscow.

Graduating in the class of 1989, his Soviet military career was doomed. In 1990, Sverkounov was released from service with the break-up of the Soviet Union. At age 22, he entered business as a medical supplies marketing manager, quickly mastering the art of the deal. Business success landed medical equipment supply contracts at hospitals throughout the Commonwealth of Independent States.
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A client’s suggestion in 1993 to visit the United States fascinated Sverkounov. He had never previously considered the idea, yet, later that year, he arrived in New York City. Driving from the airport deep into Brooklyn and Queens, first impressions of his new home we’re not encouraging. “This did not feel like a friendly, clean place,” said Sverkounov. “In fact, it felt quite dangerous.”

Knowing there was more to America than New York City, he began a three-month sightseeing odyssey that ended in California with a job search. Sverkounov gained employment as a computer support technician for a computer wholesaler where he improved his English significantly. Two years later, basic construction, carpentry, welding and electrical skills learned at a new job gave Sverkounov a backstage pass to Hollywood as a movie union worker. He built sets for the blockbuster movies “Flubber,” “Fear,” “What Dreams May Come,” “The Rainmaker,” “Scream” and others.

By 1997, he had mastered the English language to the point where his thoughts were in English, not Russian. He had also met his wife to- be, Kelly, a California native. But he was not satisfied with his career. Nothing had compared to his dream to serve as a military officer. Sverkounov and Kelly moved to Arizona where he completed real-estate school and the process to become a U.S. citizen.
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 A potential home sale to an Air Force recruiter changed his life’s course. While the real-estate agent didn’t land the deal, the recruiter did. Sverkounov entered Air Force Officer Training School in April 2002.

“To me, being a military officer is something much bigger than just having a job – it was a calling,” said Sverkounov. “In Arizona, I was finally an American citizen. I was 34 years old, married and civilian life didn’t scare me at all. The Air Force looked like a good opportunity.” Two experiences in OTS at Maxwell Air

Force Base, Ala., surprised Sverkounov. First, no one really cared or seemed surprised about his prior military experience – which suited him just fine. Second, his engineering degree was not recognized by the Air Force. He could take a job as a services officer or he could leave OTS, forever losing his dream to become an officer. “I didn’t know much about services, but if I left OTS, it would all have been for nothing. I think I would have been a good engineer, but I’m really a people-person,” said Sverkounov. “As a services officer, I work with a lot of people and issues that I don’t think I would have as an engineer. I really love this job.” Sverkounov is the only member of his OTS class to be assigned overseas. The irony: he’d hoped to explore his new country and initially had little interest in visiting Europe.
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 Even more ironic, the former Soviet air defender would be assigned to America’s Liberty Wing, whose Cold War mission remains ever present in steel reinforced concrete facilities. At Lakenheath since July, the 48th SVS Combat Support Flight officer shapes the food services, lodging and readiness missions within his squadron, directly impacting 70 airmen and their customers’ quality of life in one of the most diverse Liberty Wing organizations.

“The longer I’m here, the more I like it,” said Sverkounov. “I have highly-supportive leadership and great NCOs and airman.” Sverkounov graduated the Air and Space Basic Course at Maxwell AFB with perfect scores Dec. 20. His attendance drew the interest of Secretary of the Air Force Dr. James G.

Roche and Air Force Chief of Staff Gen. John P. Jumper, who personally welcomed the new officer to the Air Force. Presently, Sverkounov awaits services officer training at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio.

“Lieutenant Sverkounov brings a unique perspective from his background in the former Soviet military and his work in private industry as to how we handle our mission of supporting the Liberty Wing,” said Maj. Stephen Dale, 48th Services Squadron commander. “His dedication to learning the job has challenged each of us, to not just assume we do something right because we’ve always done it that way.” Sverkounov, a new American and a new airman, appreciates many aspects of his life, an appreciation he likes to share.

“America truly is the land of opportunity – if you get an education, anything is possible,” said Sverkounov, offering sage advice from any leader; excellent advice from a Liberty Warrior.
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