
On his plans to retire put on hold by the call of duty …

You’re right. The Air Force has asked me to stay on for a little longer; Each of us 
serves at the pleasure of their respective Service, and I’m excited to wear the uniform 
for however long they will allow me. It’s exciting to serve a little bit longer with this 
great team.

When I slid into the commander position, I reminded everyone here, whether it 
was five minutes or five days or five months or five millenniums, I will give it my all. 

We are preparing for the transition to our new civilian director, and my replacement 
— Brig. Gen. Casey D. Blake, USAF — who will take on the duties that I’ve had for 
five years here. Gen. Blake will arrive in the middle of June (see E and C News 2/12). 
He is coming from Afghanistan where he’s serving as a senior contracting official. We 
are very fortunate to be gaining his leadership; he has a great business presence and 
understanding of what makes teams great. 

On his knowledge acquired as AAFES’s 
longest-tenured DCG/vice commander …

It’s something I take a lot of pride in, and I have enjoyed being part of this great 
team. Every day here provides the opportunity to learn something new. 

I’ve been on all sides of the register; as a dependent of an Army NCO; wearing the 
uniform for as long as I’ve worn it; being a commander at two installations and having 
both the exchange and the commissary as key members of my team, as we took care 
of the community. The crown jewel was to then come here and to see the people in 
action – that makes AAFES the great organization it is. That has been nothing short 
of eye-opening.

In fact, at about two years into the assignment, is really when you’re starting to un-
derstand things — that’s when you’re starting to make more of a difference. The extra 
time here that I got to spend with Maj. Gen. Thurgood, USAR and Maj. Gen. Casella, 
USAR (Ret.) and the team has really paid off. 

AAFES Commander and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Brig. 
Gen Francis L. “Fran” Hendricks, USAF, has been around ex-
changes and commissaries his entire life. He gained his first ac-

quaintance with military stores as the son of a senior NCO; he has used 
them during his 32 years of active duty; studied them as part of a study 
he led at the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA); and 
most recently helped fine-tune and direct the Exchange as the Army & Air 
Force Exchange Service’s (AAFES) longest-tenured deputy commanding 
general (DCG)/vice commander, and now as AAFES’s final uniformed 
commander. “I don’t know life without it,” he said, and for good reason. 

Shortly prior to the anticipated hand-off of command of the Exchange 
helm to its first civilian director, and with five years of service as DCG, 
Hendricks gave E and C News his unique perspective on the impor-
tance of continuity of leadership at the Exchange; explains just why all 
eligible patrons shouldn’t have to forego their exchange benefits, and 
expands upon the strategic focus necessary to ensure they won’t have to 
worry about losing them.

‘H2S’:
‘Service is In Our Name’

‘Here To
 Serve!’

AAFES Commander and Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) Brig. Gen. 
Francis L. “Fran” Hendricks, USAF
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There’s a special continuity of organizational 
knowledge and initiatives that a longer-tenured civil-
ian director can provide. The commissary enjoys that 
with its director/chief executive officer, Joseph H. 
Jeu, as well as most of the other exchanges, such as 
the Navy Exchange Service Command (NEXCOM) 
with the return of Rear Adm. Robert J. Bianchi, SC, 
USN (Ret.) as CEO, and former acting director Wil-
liam Dillon, who is now director at the Marine Corps 
and Semper Fit and Exchange Division, and others 
prior to them. I think in the sea services they call it 
“just getting your sea legs.”

I’m excited about where this organization is go-
ing in the future, and I think it pays off to have some-
one at the helm who has been here for a period of 
time: you get to see programs unfold from inception, 
through execution, to their outcomes, and better un-
derstand the processes and relationships involved.

On his visits to the field …

When I go on a store visit, I’m looking at how 
relevant we are to those we serve, because each base 
and each installation’s mission and demographics is 
different. I make sure to discuss with our store lead-
ership, our associates and our patrons, how we are 
doing, how we are taking care of the patron, and how 
we are making it “their store.” Simply put, our mis-
sion is to make Soldiers’ and Airmen’s lives better. 
My visits help me gauge how well we are accom-
plishing our mission.  

Using our in-store radio system, I recently took 
the opportunity to thank everybody for coming out to 
their store, and to personally ask them, “Hey, if you 
see something that we are doing well, let us know, 
and if you see something that we could do better, 
please let us know that too!” 

When I sign off on my emails — and I recently 
referenced this in my change of command address 
— I typically write “H2S,” “Here To Serve.” We’re 
all about service here; in fact, service is in our name 
at the Army & Air Force Exchange Service.  I’m on 

record as saying the only place sales precede service 
is in the dictionary. 

It’s through our service that we’ll drive sales. Our 
partnership with our vendors and partners, together 
with outstanding customer service, all drive an equa-
tion that equals relevance. 

On what Exchange Stores 
truly represent to military service-
members, Guard and reserves …

When we raise our hand to support and defend 
our constitution, the exchange benefit is part of that 
compensation package. It is also part of our military 
community fabric. 

Benefits such as the exchange and the commis-
sary are key to recruitment and retention, attracting 
people to come in, and even more important, helping 
those who are already serving to decide to remain. 

I think both the commissaries and the exchang-
es are key parts of that thought process. When you 
leave, you don’t have access anymore. The commis-
sary and the exchanges help drive readiness.

For our retirees who have served a full career, this 
is critical to them. They are on fixed incomes. I am 
excited to see them in our stores; they are typically 
our most loyal patrons.

On his goals and priorities 
through the end of his tenure …

I place a high premium on strategic thinking. I 
firmly believe that both the exchange and the com-
missary are positioned to provide solutions to the 
Department of Defense (DoD) and the respective 
services with regard to the deficit reduction that is 
coming up. 

As we go into this time of reduced available 
funds, the efficiencies that we have in place, and 

those that the commissary has developed during its 
history, are going to be key. 

This all comes down to recruitment, retention and 
readiness. Right now, we are looking to cut things. 
At some point, we are going to have to compete to 
attract young men and women to come in and serve, 
as well as to retain them. 

I’m adamant about taking a strategic focus. We 
have to start thinking about what’s on the horizon 
that we are looking at, and how we fit in.

I love the commissaries’ mantra, “It’s worth the 
trip.” For the Exchange, it’s about “Come for a prod-
uct or service and stay for the experience.” That’s 
what it’s all about. Those who haven’t been in our 
stores for awhile say, “Wow, this isn’t the exchange 
that I remember,” when they see the products we 
carry and our services — and it’s all due to our sup-
pliers, vendor partners, our community, our associ-
ates — all of that goes into making the Exchange 
what it is. 

It’s all about relevance. How relevant are we to 
those we are serving today? That’s what we have to 
get after strategically. Through relevance, we will 
drive recruitment and retention needs for the depart-
ment, and dividends for morale, welfare and recre-
ation (MWR).

Recruitment and retention drive readiness. With-
out new recruits or the ability to keep those who have 
skills you value, for example, the six-year and the 
10-year NCOs, 10-year officer, of course, your readi-
ness is going to go in the other direction if you’re not 
retaining those skill sets, or attracting young men and 
women who are going to come in — whether they go 
in for one enlistment or stay in for their entire career. 

Readiness is the ultimate consideration in the de-
fense of the nation. That is something the exchange 
and the commissary help support and provide. We’re 
part of that equation, to attract folks and to retain 
them — and that all equals readiness.

On AAFES’s forthcoming 
appointment of a civilian direc-
tor and the role of uniformed 
officers in the Exchange …

You have to look at the experience the new di-
rector brings. They may have worn the uniform or 
been around the military — our Board will make that 
selection and offer it up to the secretary and chief 
of both departments. I am confident the Board will 
make the right choice. 

As we move forward, we’ll still have a general of-
ficer on the staff as the deputy director, and we have 
military commanders in the field as well as military 
personnel on the staff here in key positions. This or-
ganization has been part of the military community 
for 116 years. I don’t see that changing one iota.

On his advice to the Exchange’s 
first civilian director …

You have a great team and great mission. You 
have a great individual as chief operating officer 
(COO) running the operation. We must keep a stra-

Hendricks and Shift Manager Pam Beverly 
(right) assist customers at the Exchange’s 

headquarters store in Dallas, Texas.
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tegic focus. We must find solutions as to how can we 
grow the benefit in the minds of those we serve. This 
is all about being relevant.

Invite anyone with any question to a grand open-
ing or store renovation, to see what it means to those 
installations. Have them attend an MWR T-Ball 
game or see kids in MWR-funded youth activities, 
and realize that a lot of the dollars for those programs 
came from Exchange patronage.

That’s what it’s all about. We are a key member 
of the military community. We all have our hands on 
the rope, and we all need to keep pulling in the same 
direction. 

When you visit the Area of Responsibility (AOR), 
you see what it means to servicemembers to be able 
to get the products that we deliver; how important it 
is to buy a drink at the same price that it would cost 
back at the fort or the base that they came from.

This is critical. I’ve seen young soldiers get a hug 
from our associates and what it means to them that 
our employees have volunteered to serve by their 
sides. … It’s just that it’s a mental escape for at least 
a few minutes from what’s going on, that you can go 
into a field exchange and feel a little bit of home. 

‘We are a key member of 
the military community. 
We all have our hands 

on the rope, and we all 
need to keep pulling in 

the same direction.’ 

— AAFES Commander and CEO 
Brig. Gen. Francis Hendricks, USAF

Believe me, when the FOB comes under attack, 
we’re under attack too. We’ve lost stores, and unfor-
tunately, we’ve lost a few associates in the line of 
duty in the AOR, as well.

It’s one of those kinds of things that is unique to 
this mission, and I repeat: nobody else could do this. 
It has been job one for us, “to go where you go,” 
since our inception 116 years ago. 

If you’re downrange, I can guarantee that we’ll be 
there. If it’s an issue here in the States, a hurricane 
or a natural disaster, we work closely with NORTH-
COM and the National Guards of the states. Upon 
request, we will roll.

On engaging and educating 
patrons …

Again, one of the important functions we have 
is our strategic campaign of education and engage-
ment. We have to get out there an engage our patrons, 
and the commands we serve; tell them about all the 

capabilities that we have and the things that we do. 
Too often, I receive, “I didn’t know you did that.”

I will advise the new director that a strategic edu-
cation and engagement campaign is at the top of the 
list of things that he or she needs to continue.

Most recently, we’ve made a huge commitment to 
engage and educate the Guard and reserves and that 
can’t stop. We need to continue to do that. 

On suppliers’ active roles in 
supporting military families 
through programs such as 

Snowball Express, scholarships, 
benefits for Wounded Warriors, 

and many other ways they 
create excitement in store …

They are key members of our team, and I’ve seen 
them out there doing everything you’ve mentioned, 
and more. 

Too often, they are standing in the shadows and 
don’t get the kudos and the credit that they deserve. 
Too often, we get the thanks for doing this and that, 
but without them, and without their generosity, with-
out their leadership, and willingness to come out 
and be part of our stores, the store experience we are 
striving to create would not be possible. From prod-
uct sampling to bringing in a sports star, author or 
celebrity — you name it, and they make those things 
happen. It makes a big difference. 

We really value their partnership, and I thank 
them on behalf of all of us in uniform, including 
those who don’t always know that they’re the ones 
that make this happen. Those of us who do, thank 
you for all you do.

Additional thoughts …

When we’ve talked about our suppliers and ven-
dor partners — I’ve talked about the team effort and 
the partnership. In mathematical terms, working as a 

team is not additive, it’s exponential. It’s not five plus 
five equaling 10. Rather it’s fives times five equaling 25. 
That’s the power of teamwork. We have the best team in 
the world supporting those who defend our freedom.

That’s the significance of us working together, 
and that’s the significance of what the department 
and the nation is facing over the next five to 10 years 
if sequestration comes through. 

Even if it doesn’t, what we have done, what we do 
for the communities out there, again, the exchanges 
and the commissaries together — how important a 
role that we have, and what we can bring to the table 
in terms of solutions — that’s something we have to 
be able to explain to the leadership. 

I’m a “measure twice, cut once” type of guy, and my 
biggest concern is that someone with green eye shade 
is going to do some cutting, and they will have forgot-
ten to do the measuring. Then at some point they are 
going to realize that when it starts getting tight again on 
recruitment, retention, and readiness, they’re going to 
start to wonder where things went wrong.

We have part of the answer here, or a solu-
tion that goes toward an answer, and I think that 
that just needs to be heard. We’ll keep working 
on that. If we take care of the patron out there, 
they will voice on our behalf about how impor-
tant we are. And the commanders in turn will 
also voice how relevant we are.  

That’s what I am going to do while I am 
commander, and I look to the new director to 
continue that, to grab that baton and continue to 
carry it forward. 

There is no finish line here. This is a journey 
that is never going to end. 

Thank you for what you do with your publication, 
thank you for what you do in getting the word out. 
That’s important. Education and engagement are key, 
and you play a key role in that with your publication, 
and what you do within those your pages. Keep lead-
ing the charge.

Hendricks and Store Associ-
ate Hue Thi (center) ring up 

a patron’s purchases.
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On hiring military spouses, 
dependents, veterans and 

Wounded Warriors …

During one store visit, a former associate, Jenni-
fer Grushinski, then at Presidio of Monterey, Calif., 
suggested an idea that is now an Exchange standard. 
Under this new standard, breakers are to be color cod-
ed for easy identification to facilitate our efforts in 
reducing energy consumption and costs. This simple 
but highly effective method to only turn on needed 
lights vice all lights has reduced utility expenses, thus 
increasing our bottom line and ultimately MWR divi-
dends. Simply turning off 400, 4-lamp T8 fluorescent 
fixtures in a main sales ceiling for eight hours a night 
at 10 cents per kWh will save $14,600 a year, and 
those savings can be passed directly to MWR.

Those are the kind of folks 
we have working at AAFES. So 
many of them have a military 
connection or are spouses and 
dependents of military members. 
We’re also very proud of leading 
the DoD in the hiring of persons 
with targeted disabilities, and 
we’re No. 2 in the federal govern-
ment, and have been in that po-
sition for a couple of years now. 
Along those lines, 10 percent of 
our workforce is veteran, and 
we have exciting programs with 
Wounded Warriors where we can 
assist young men and women 
who are making that transition 
from uniform to civilian life.

I’m excited when I’m out 
there talking with them. It’s clear 
they want to continue to serve. 
They want to be part of the team, 
serving in some capacity in the 
nation. We are proud to have 
them on our team. 

On his previous work on future 
installation design …

Before I came here, I was at DARPA where I 
worked on the design of the airbase of the future. I 
was charged to look at how to shrink the base down 
in size while also ensuring that it remained effective. 
The goal was a 40 percent smaller footprint. I looked 
at everything, including the commissary and ex-
change, and I considered outsourcing these benefits. 
At the end of the study, I made my 40-percent reduc-
tion goal, and both the commissary and exchange 
remained on the installation as parts of the airbase 
of the future. They remained because of what they 
mean to the culture of our service. They are key to 
recruitment, retention and readiness. 

On his plans for the near 
future …

Post uniform, I see myself in some type of service 
or education role. I’m excited 
about the opportunities that may 
be out there, and expect to find 
some capacity in the next phase 
of my life to stay active in sup-
porting those who continue to 
defend our freedom.

—E and C NEWS

Continued …

All hands on deck. Associates double 
up to handle the rush of business 
at Fort Bliss, Texas, “Marketplace 

Exchange” grand opening.

“Without their generosity,” says Hendricks of 
AAFES’s vendor partners, “without their lead-
ership, and willingness to come out and be 
part of our stores, the store experience we are 
striving to create would not be possible. From 
product sampling to bringing in a sports star, 
author or celebrity — you name it, and they 
make those things happen. It makes a big dif-
ference.” JB Fort Lewis-McChord, Wash., GM 
Pat McGhee worked with broker and supplier 
partners to bring celebrity Aylissa Milano to 
meet with patrons who lined the blocks far be-
yond the Exchange at the Freedom Crossing, 

Fort Bliss, Texas, Grand Opening.

Military Personnel Office 
NCO Staff Sgt. John Card-

er, USA, and Hendricks 
discuss assignments to 

the Exchange at its Dallas, 
Texas, headquarters.
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