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Passing Gas..... 

New aircraft, new mission and new deployments for the 
173rd/155th  

 

   In April 1992, the USAF decided to retire the RF-4C from use and the 173rd was directed 
to prepare for a new mission. The first KC-135R Stratotanker arrived in Lincoln in January, 1993 
and retraining on the new aircraft for the aerial refueling role ran for nearly two years. In 
October 1995, the unit achieved initial operational capability and became the 173rd Aerial 
Refueling Squadron, 155th Aerial Refueling Wing. In April 1996, they were certified for the 
combat aerial refueling mission. 

   Overseas missions began soon thereafter with planes and crews being deployed to Turkey 
for Operation Northern Watch, Saudi Arabia for Operation Southern Watch and Germany, Italy 
and Southern France for Operation Deny Flight. The first combat mission came in April 1993 
when the unit flew refueling missions over Kosovo and Serbia during Operation Allied Force, 
while deployed to Germany.  

   On September 11th, 2001, the unit supported refueling operations for Operation Noble 
Eagle, the air defense of the US after the terror attacks in New York, Washington DC & 
Pennsylvania. A month later, aircraft and crews were mobilized and deployed to Moron, Spain 
to support the "air bridge" for preparations for Operation Enduring Freedom, being released 
back to Nebraska in May 2002. The unit also supported missions for Operation Iraqi Freedom 
and Operation Enduring Freedom. 
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A KC-135R Stratotanker of the 173rd ARS refueling F-15Cs of the 3rd Fighter Wing over Alaska in 1996. (Wikipedia) 

   The aircraft were delivered in overall FS36173 Air Mobility Command Grey, with the nose 
and most aircraft markings in black, including the national insignia. They have remained the 
same since. Color tail markings have been standard, consisting of the American Flag about 
half-way on the stabilizer, and NEBRASKA in red over a white backdrop, edged in red on the 
stabilizer cap. The "wings" on the end of the refueling probe are painted black with 155th ARW 
painted in white. The unit award is painted above the forward entrance hatch near the nose. 



51 | P a g e  
 

 

KC-135R 59-1495 preparing to land. Markings are pretty much standard, and no nose art. (Unknown) 

   Some of the aircraft have nose art, most for historic occasions.  
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KC-135R 61-0276 with 60 years of the Nebraska Air National Guard nose art in 2006 (John Lanning) 

 

Close up of the artwork on 61-0276 in 2006. (John Lanning) 
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Air Force Week 2008 nose art on KC-135 59-1463 as seen at Offutt AFB in 2008 (John Lanning) 

 

KC-135R 60-7988 with the United States Strategic Command badge on the nose in 2014 (Allen Jones) 

   In 2004, the 155th ARW began a state-wide nose art competition. High Schools throughout 
the state are invited to send in student artwork based on their hometown. Six of them would 
be chosen and voted on by the members of the Wing. The winner will be asked to assist in 
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applying the chosen artwork to one of the unit's tankers. Some of the nose art include artwork 
from Hastings in 2006, Elwood in 2008, Sterling in 2010, Pender in 2011, Seward in 2012, 
Milford in 2013, Valparaiso in 2014 and Stapleton in 2015. 

 

"Hastings" nose art on KC-135R 59-1463 in 2006 (John Lanning) 
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"Elwood" nose art on KC-135R 63-7988 in 2008 (155th ARW) 
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"Sterling" nose art painted on KC-135R 57-1461 in 2010. (155th ARW) 
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"Pender" art work on KC-135R 60-1463 in 2011 (155th ARW) 



58 | P a g e  
 

 

"Seward, 4th of July City" nose art applied to KC-135R 63-8018 in 2012 (155th ARW)  



59 | P a g e  
 

 


