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  An amphibious HH-3F helicopter flies over the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor from Air Station Brooklyn, circa 1970s. USCG CWO J. MACKEY
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FOREWORD





  So Others May Live captures the unsung heroism of the helicopter rescue swimmers of the U.S. Coast Guard. This book is an overdue and fitting tribute to those whose primary mission is to risk their lives to save others.




  As the first secretary of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security, I was honored to serve as secretary of the United States Coast Guard. On behalf of our country, this service performs many demanding tasks at home and around the world. They do so with an unrelenting sense of duty that requires great sacrifice and courage.




  By shining light on the selfless acts of these rescue swimmers, Commander LaGuardia defines and celebrates a very talented and patriotic group of Americans.




  Simultaneously, she also acknowledges and celebrates the exemplary human and professional qualities of all the men and women who proudly serve their country as “Coasties”!




  Governor Tom Ridge




  April 2006
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INTRODUCTION





  When I was eighteen, I learned how short and fragile life can be. I was determined to help others and if I could, in some way, save lives.




  Of all the military services, the Coast Guard’s everyday mission of saving lives drew my interest. I applied to the Coast Guard Academy and was accepted. The amazing people I met, including Admiral Paul A. Yost, Jr. were encouraging and inspiring. Four years later, I graduated with the class of 1989 and was assigned to my first ship—the Coast Guard Cutter Resolute, home ported in Astoria, Oregon—as an ensign. It was during our patrol in Prince William Sound, following the Exxon Valdez oil spill, that I realized I had a liking and talent for telling the Coast Guard’s story while serving as the ship’s public affairs officer. I was helping people understand what had just happened and what was being done to help them. Following assignments included executive officer aboard the 110-foot patrol boat Padre, based in Key West, assistant operations officer for Coast Guard Group Key West, District 13 public affairs officer in Seattle, Washington, and assistant surface operations officer for activities in New York.




  While living on Bainbridge Island and working in Seattle, I heard about rescue swimmer Tristan Heaton. The year before I moved to the Pacific Northwest, he had a near-death experience saving a teenager in an Oregon cave. His story of risk and self-sacrifice resonated and remained with me. Here was a person who went farther than I could have ever imagined to save a stranger’s life. Why would he bring his own life so close to death’s door for someone he did not know and would probably never hear from again?




  By 1999, I left active duty and moved into Manhattan to work at a technology public relations firm. My long-time desire to write about Tristan and other amazing heroes who served in the Coast Guard was made possible a few years later. With the help of another rescue swimmer, Eric Mueller, I was able to call Tristan, who had left the Coast Guard years before. I asked Tristan and he agreed to let me tell his story. He trusted and believed in me the way I believed in him. Over the next couple of years, other rescue swimmers, pilots, and flight mechanics and those they rescued agreed to share their soulful stories with me. It has been a tremendous honor. May their stories inspire you and make a difference in your life.











  1




  SO OTHERS MAY LIVE






   I do not believe that a greater act of heroism is recorded than that of Dailey and his crew on this momentous occasion. These poor, plain men, dwellers upon the lonely sands of Hatteras, took their lives in their hands and, at the most imminent risk, crossed the most tumultuous sea that any boat within the memory of living men had ever attempted on that bleak coast, and all for what? That others might live to see home and friends. The thought of reward or mercenary appeal never once entered their minds. Duty, their sense of obligation, and the credit of the Service impelled them to do their mighty best. The names of Benjamin B. Dailey and his comrades in this magnificent feat should never be forgotten. As long as the Life-Saving Service has the good fortune to number among its keepers and crews such men as these, no fear need ever be entertained for its good name or purposes.




  (Excerpt from an officer’s report of the rescue by Cape Hatteras Life Saving Station, North Carolina, of survivors of the wreck of the barkentine Ephraim Williams on December 22, 1884, from the U.S. Life Saving Service History Web site, www.LifeSavingService.org. The LSS joined the Revenue Cutter Service to form the U.S. Coast Guard in 1915.)







  THE CULMINATION OF TWO TRAGIC incidents in the early 1980s with significant loss of life focused congressional and public attention on the need for search and rescue capabilities to assist incapacitated people in cold water. The National Transportation Safety Board (NTSB) investigated the Air Florida flight 90 crash into the Washington, DC, 14th Street Bridge on January 13, 1982.




  Only one year later, the U.S. Coast Guard convened a Marine Board of Investigation to analyze the circumstances surrounding the SS Marine Electric’s capsizing and sinking on February 13, 1983, off the Atlantic Coast, thirty nautical miles east of Chincoteague, Virginia.




  It was determined that search and rescue requirements and capabilities at that time were not required or able to assist hypothermic or injured people or, for that matter, anyone in the water who was unable to climb into a rescue basket lowered by a helicopter. A decade before, pioneers within U.S. Coast Guard aviation had created ways to train personnel in rescuing people in the water using helicopters, “that others might live.” Limited by modest funding for equipment and lukewarm command support, these motivated individuals took steps to forge ahead. Their initiatives never caught on in the Coast Guard, so they were not be able to see their vision sustained beyond their own dedicated service.




  Air Florida’s Boeing 737 crashed into the 14th Street Bridge as rush-hour commuters tried to get home ahead of a major storm. According to the NTSB report, seventy-four passengers, including three infants and five crew members, were on board. The flight’s scheduled departure was delayed almost two hours because of heavy snowfall that closed the airport. Snow and ice stuck to the aircraft, which took off from the runway in poor visibility. At about 4:01 P.M., according to the NTSB report, “the aircraft crashed into the barrier wall of the northbound span of the 14th Street Bridge which connects the District of Columbia with Arlington County and plunged into the ice-covered Potomac River. It came to rest on the west side of the bridge 0.75 nautical miles from the departure end of runway 36.”




  Close to the Pentagon, the aircraft struck the bridge and seven occupied vehicles. Then it “tore away a section of the bridge barrier wall and bridge railing. Four persons in the vehicles were killed and four were injured,” summarized the NTSB report. “Four passengers and one crewmember survived the crash.”




  Emergency vehicles traveled on icy roads and into traffic that had begun backing up earlier that afternoon when local businesses released their employees so they could avoid getting stranded in the heavy snowstorm.




  Twenty minutes after the plane crashed into the river, a U.S. Park Police Bell JetRanger helicopter dropped life rings and looped ropes to the few survivors. Some were able to hold on long enough to be dragged to shore while others were too frozen and incapacitated to even use floating debris to keep themselves above the surface. Only one life vest was located by a survivor, which she passed to another more critically injured one. “The life vest was packaged in plastic and was difficult to open. The survivors had to chew on the package and tear it open with their teeth,” according to the NTSB. “When the rescue helicopter arrived, three of the survivors were still able to function sufficiently to help themselves into the life ring or held onto loops tied into rescue ropes. The other two survivors required hands-on rescue; one was pulled aboard the helicopter skid by the helicopter crewman, the other was rescued by a civilian bystander who swam out and pulled her ashore.”




  The bystander, Lenny Skutnik, twenty-eight, had just crossed the bridge on his way home from work. The Washington Post preserved his heroic moment in an interview by Chip Brown and Blaine Harden, which appeared in the paper the following day, January 14, 1982: “I felt so helpless,” said Skutnik, who worked for the congressional Budget Office. “She was screaming ‘Would somebody please help me!’ It looked like she had passed out. I jerked off my boots and coat and jumped in the water.”




  Skutnik became a national hero.




  “The Coast Guard inadvertently got bad press on that,” recalled retired ASM (aviation survivalman) Master Chief Petty Officer Larry Farmer, manager of the Coast Guard’s Helicopter Rescue Swimmer Standardization (STAN) Team from 1984 to 1991. “We launched a helicopter out of Elizabeth City, North Carolina, but because of weather could not get there.”




  One of the worst blizzards to ever hit Washington, DC, closed airports, schools, and businesses and prevented the Coast Guard from assisting with the rescue. Coast Guard Reserve Unit Station Washington was the closest unit in the area of the accident because the CGC Capstan, an ice-breaking harbor tug, was downriver working another search and rescue case. “We had to rely on Station Washington reservists from Maryland because the 14th Street Bridge was knocked out by the crash,” said Lieutenant Jim Begis, the unit’s commanding officer, in an article written by CWO3 Paul A. Powers for Coast Guard magazine. The unit recalled members to travel through icy conditions and bad roads to the boathouse in Maryland to respond. When they arrived, the thirty-foot utility boat was frozen “inside and out.” It took a Navy tug and the CGC Capstan to cut a channel from the boathouse to the crash site where the reservists recovered bodies and debris the following day.




  According to the report, the survivors had been in water that was thirty-four degrees Fahrenheit for twenty-two to thirty-five minutes at the time of rescue. “At least fifty percent of survivors should have lost consciousness during that time period.




  “The Safety Board does not believe the various emergency response organizations were adequately equipped for this emergency. Undoubtedly, had there been a large number of persons surviving the impact forces, many would have drowned in the icy water before they could have been rescued.”




  In the Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) response to recommendations from the NTSB, one of its many amendments to procedures and practices for air carriers and airports stipulated that they






   Provide for essential equipment and increased personnel training to improve the water rescue capabilities at the Washington National Airport in all anticipated weather conditions and provide necessary funding for surrounding communities and jurisdictions which will be called on to support the airport’s rescue response.







  THE FOLLOWING YEAR, ON FEBRUARY 12, 1983, the SS Marine Electric capsized and sank in gale force conditions just off the Virginia coast. The fully loaded coal collier was en route from Norfolk, Virginia, to Brayton Point, Massachusetts. The following information was obtained from the U.S. Coast Guard Marine Board of Investigation and the Coast Guard Marine Casualty Report on the accident.




  The SS Marine Electric departed about 11:45 P.M., February 11, with a cargo of steam coal. A winter storm continued to build as she departed Chesapeake Bay. The winds were from the northeast from thirty-five to fifty-five knots and the seas built to twenty to forty feet in the Atlantic Ocean.




  Around 4 P.M. on the afternoon of February 12, the U.S.-flagged ship sighted the fishing vessel Theodora. The fishing vessel requested assistance, reporting to the Coast Guard it was taking on water. As a result of the severe weather conditions, the Marine Electric had only traveled ninety-five miles from Chesapeake Bay. It located the fishing vessel and passed its position to the U.S. Coast Guard. The Coast Guard had asked the 588-foot vessel to stand by the Theodora and escort it toward Chin-coteague. By 6:25 P.M. the Marine Electric had resumed its course to Massachusetts, having been released by the Coast Guard from its watch. The Coast Guard’s patrol boat Point Highland was on scene to escort the fishing vessel, while a Coast Guard helicopter from Elizabeth City, North Carolina, returned from aerial surveillance of the vessel.




  The Marine Electric’s master, Captain Phillip H. Corl, reported to the Coast Guard in Ocean City, Maryland, that it seemed his vessel was taking on water and going down by the head at 2:51 A.M.




  The investigation recorded the final hours in part from testimony by the three survivors, Chief Mate Robert M. Cusick, Third Mate Eugene F. Kelly, and Able Seaman Paul C. Dewey:






   At about 0300, the crew was awakened and mustered at the starboard lifeboat, and the vessel altered course to 000 degrees True. Trim by the bow continued to increase but no list was reported until 0350, when a 5-degree starboard list was reported. The list increased to 10 degrees by 0410. With most of the 34 crewmembers on the starboard boat deck, the ship took a sudden roll to starboard, throwing the crewmembers into the 37 degree F. water before the lifeboat was lowered.




  Three men survived and were rescued by a Coast Guard helicopter, which arrived on scene at 0520. Twenty-four bodies were recovered, most of whom died due to hypothermia. Seven bodies remained unrecovered, including that of the relief Master, Captain Corl.







  Prior to the ship’s sinking, the Coast Guard Fifth District Operations Center coordinated rescue efforts. The district directed two 82-foot patrol boats, Point Arena and Point Highland, to head for the SS Marine Electric by 3:30 that morning. The CGC Cherokee, a 205-foot medium-endurance cutter, was diverted to the scene from a law enforcement patrol cruising near the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay.




  Air Station Elizabeth City was directed to launch the ready helicopter, tail number CG 1471. The Sikorsky HH-3F Pelican had flown numerous sorties for the Theodora case. Because of severe turbulence, the air station requested that a Coast Guard C-130 Hercules aircraft, used for patrols, search and rescue, and logistical support, fly cover for the helicopter. Prior to taking off at 4:13 A.M. the aircrew off-loaded pumps to enable the aircraft to carry more passengers in the rescue effort.




  A U.S. Navy duty officer, on the watch for the commander in chief of the Atlantic fleet, received details of the distress call from the U.S. Coast Guard. The USS Jack Williams and the USS Seattle were about seventy miles from the Marine Electric and would be diverted to assist.




  At 3:44 A.M. the Coast Guard District Operations Center requested the assistance of a Navy helicopter from Naval Air Station Oceana, Virginia.




  A second Coast Guard helicopter, CG 1434, launched from Elizabeth City. The first helicopter, CG 1471, arrived on the scene at 5:20 A.M. The pilots reported to the district operations center that survivors were not actually in the lifeboats as expected.




  According to the Coast Guard district chief of search and rescue, Captain Blankett, “transmissions the Coast Guard had received from the Marine Electric . . . led us to believe that it was a fairly sequenced event; that they did have boats and rafts; all the crew were in life jackets and that they would take to their boats and rafts . . . As soon as the aircraft got on scene, we knew right away that that was not the case.”




  The Coast Guard helicopter searched for survivors among a great number of strobe lights that were attached to the life vests and a few empty life rafts scattered in the Atlantic Ocean. Two individuals were recovered alive.




  The Navy’s rescue helicopter arrived on scene at 6:05 A.M. and transferred its rescue swimmer, Petty Officer James McCann, to CG 1471. McCann urgently searched the water for survivors among the dead. He recovered deceased crew using the rescue basket. At 7 A.M. one survivor in a lifeboat was located and rescued before the helicopter departed for Peninsula General Hospital with a total of three survivors and three deceased on board.




  Two merchant ships, the Tropic Sun and Berganger, had responded to the urgent marine information broadcast over VHF channel 22A (157.1 MHz) and arrived to assist with the search. Their large super-structures provided a lee against the wind and somewhat calmed the seas for rescuers who worked from small boats to recover the deceased.




  Rescue efforts by the U.S. Coast Guard, U.S. Navy aircraft, surface vessels, and merchant vessels resulted in the recovery of all but seven Marine Electric crew members, who were presumed missing.




  The overturned stern of the Marine Electric was visible until late morning. At 11:30 A.M. it sank in one hundred and twenty feet of water.




  The investigation cited that the commandant did not determine the actual cause of the accident, only that “the most probable cause was determined to be the wasted top plating of the dry cargo hatch and wasted main deck plating which permitted boarding seas to flood the vessel’s forward spaces.”




  “COUPLED WITH THE AIR FLORIDA ACCIDENT and the Marine Electric, Congress levied a mandate to the Coast Guard to develop a program which would provide a trained and capable individual to enter the water and essentially rescue people from the water,” stated Coast Guard Master Chief Larry Farmer. “Prior to 1984 when the congressional mandate came down it was always a coin toss. We spent years dangling a rescue basket near a survivor or victim hoping they could get in. If they could not, then they would ‘toss a coin’ to decide who was going to go down and apply the hands-on rescue.” This type of rescue would usually involve landing the helicopter for pickup or sending someone down the a steel hoist cable in the rescue basket.




  In the Sikorsky HH-3F Pelican, a medium-range, amphibious helicopter, either the flight mechanic or the avionics man, also known as the radio operator, was an eligible candidate. It depended on the situation. “Back in those days, on the HH-52A helicopter the crew was only three individuals, two pilots and one crew member in the back. In some situations, the only other person who could go was the copilot,” recalled Farmer. “Most of the time they would sit in the basket and go down and grab the individual that needed to be saved, pull the person across their lap. Then the flight mechanic would hoist the two people up.”




  Surprisingly, as far back as Farmer can remember no one in the Coast Guard ever got hurt daring to execute those types of rescues, but there were a lot of close calls. “Even with an amphibious HH-3F helicopter it was kind of a dicey proposition,” according to Dana Goward. Six months prior to the SS Marine Electric accident, as part of his work as a lieutenant in the Coast Guard Headquarters Office of Operations, Search and Rescue Division, Goward developed a planning proposal for a Coast Guard helicopter rescue swimmer program. “You could stick the helicopter’s tail rotor in the waves and die, you could be overwhelmed by a wave and die. You could land too close or too far from a survivor and they would die. So it wasn’t something you did lightly—it was sort of a last ditch effort.”




  Goward’s planning proposal needed to go through the formal congressional budget process, but the idea was not seen as a top priority within the Coast Guard.




  “Probably ten to twelve times a year around the Coast Guard, a copilot or extra crewman would go down to help somebody who could not help themselves,” Goward discovered. “Fortunately, no one got hurt. I think it was only a matter of time before something bad happened.




  “I estimated that we lost between thirty-seven and forty-two lives a year because we weren’t able to act quick enough. Hypothermia was a big issue for survivors.”




  NEARLY TEN YEARS BEFORE THE TWO TRAGEDIES, a few pilots and aircrews believed there should be a better way and took action. They aimed to help people who could not help themselves, particularly hypothermic survivors. In the 1970s, their beliefs were realized. They developed a team of self-taught aircrewmen who could deploy out of Coast Guard helicopters.




  The Coast Guard employed two types of amphibious aircraft during the 1960s to the 1980s. The Sikorsky single-engine HH-52A Sea Guard was first to come online in 1963. The second was the twin-engine Sikorsky HH-3F Pelican, purchased in 1968.




  To mitigate a portion of the apparent risk, these ad hoc teams of volunteers trained on their own. Most notable of such initiatives were New York’s Air Station Brooklyn and California’s Air Station San Francisco.




  San Francisco’s Sea Air Rotor Wing Evacuation Team (SARWET) was “a unique, highly trained group of SAR aircrewmen established at Coast Guard Air Station San Francisco to effect difficult rescues when exceptional competence is required,” according to the spring 1973 issue of: Flight Lines: The US Coast Guard Flight Safety Newsletter. The article “This is SARWET, CGAS San Francisco” credits the originality of the concept to AT2 William J. Thrall, who was later promoted to ensign in 1970. The commanding officer of Air Station San Francisco, Captain C. E. Larkin, encouraged the creation of a pilot team to test the feasibility of SARWET. The test team consisted of AT2 Thrall, ASM2 David G. Hobson, AT2 Craig O. Cross, and AE3 Karl H. Kochishan. They founded the original training, criteria, and syllabus.




  According to the article, “SARWET candidates are selected for attitude, physical condition, swimming ability and strong motivation towards the SAR effort. Training consists of eight full days of physical conditioning which includes three mile distance running, underwater swimming, a 2000 meter swim in under 50 minutes, the ability to do 50 sit ups, 20 push ups and 10 pull ups.”




  In addition to physical conditioning, SARWET members were trained by the air station medical department in first aid. They were prepared to treat shock and burn victims, “fractures and dislocations, neck and back injuries, trauma, resuscitation and dealing with unconscious an uncooperative patients,” the Flight Lines article continued.




  To adjust to the environmental conditions offshore, they practiced swimming along the coast in the kind of surf they would likely have to experience during a rescue. They wore a wet suit, flippers, mask, special flotation gear, and carried a UHF radio and a medical bag.




  “We received excellent support from the USAF swim team at Hamilton AFB in Marin County who were the rescue swimmers for the Apollo program,” said Sean Rafter, one of the original members of SARWET and retired from the Coast Guard. “They gave us their manual, PT [physical fitness training] requirements, and swim gear that we had no budget to acquire. The support of the medical staff at the air station was excellent.”




  On November 15, 1972, the Pacific area commander (Twelfth Coast Guard District), Vice Admiral Mark A. Whalen, presented SARWET certificates to the new ten-man team at a ceremony at Air Station San Francisco. The members of the first functioning SARWET team were Lieutenant Junior Grade Sean Rafter, AD2 Jack Geck, ASM2 David Hobson, AT3 Clinton Ressler, HM3 Doug Cole, AD3 Charles Dewey, AM3 Ralph Oliver, AM3 Donald Lockwood, AT3 Greg Simmons, and AM3 Gary Hecq.




  A few weeks later, AT3 Clinton A. Ressler would make the first SARWET save after a Beechcraft Bonanza crashed into the San Francisco Bay in heavy fog. The injured pilot was trapped in the sinking plane’s wreckage. Ressler “dove from the HH-52A helicopter into the water where he maneuvered the survivor . . . to the Sea Rescue platform. The survivor was then delivered to a waiting ambulance at the Air Station. Extensive first aid treatment was administered enroute,” according to Flight Lines. “The long-range goals recommended for SARWET are a service wide program of SARWET teams at all Air Stations where their special skill can be utilized, and the eventual establishment of a descriptive qualification code and pro-pay designation. It is not envisioned that SARWET would duplicate the Air Force pararescue program, but would concentrate on the Coast Guard’s particular needs.”




  Rafter ran the program until he departed for a new assignment in March of 1973. SARWET did not flourish servicewide, nor was it well known. In fact, Lieutenant Ron Simons noticed its momentum was waning even at Air Station San Francisco. Simons, an experienced helicopter pilot, had completed tours working in two challenging environments, Air Station Traverse City in Michigan and Annette Island in southeast Alaska, which would later move and become Coast Guard Air Station Sitka in 1977.




  When Simons was first assigned to Air Station San Francisco, he looked into the initiative. “I immediately wanted to find out what that was all about,” he recalled.




  He learned from his peers about the reasons for SARWET’s development and response. For Simons, an officer with a safety background and personal focus, this plan of action made him nervous. He asked: Who are these guys? What training do they have that we’re going to take them out? Put them in the surf. What are the possibilities of someone being injured or not coming back?




  SARWET continued to fade while Simons was assigned to the air station. As the flight safety officer, Simons knew the need still existed. He talked with the commanding officer of Air Station San Francisco, Captain Bob Branham, and requested permission to give the SARWET program, which was filed away as a contingency plan, some impetus. “I asked if I could come up with a training program, one which would have helicopters available for training. I needed funding so that we could get wet suits, flares, radios, strobe lights, everything that we would need to deploy day or night from the helicopter into the water,” said Simons. “He was very accommodating.”




  Fully supported by the command, Simons put out a call for anyone interested in the program to respond. With the support of the engineering officer, Commander Larry Montali, Simons knew volunteers would be available for training, and they had their shop chief’s permission. Lieutenant Steve Pearman, one of twelve people to respond, assisted Simons with laying the groundwork and “putting the program together as we went.” One critical element remained. Where would they find a swimming pool to train?




  Simons, a bachelor who lived at the Treasure Island Naval Air Station, eyed the pool there as a potential training facility. “I talked to them, and they agreed to let us use their Olympic-sized pool for training every Friday,” stated Simons.




  With the essentials in place, the group started to train off the California coast in Half Moon Bay. “We tried to go out twice a month with the HH-52A helicopter, two of them if we went offshore. We’d drop out of the eighty-three-hundred-pound helicopter into the surf,” Simons recalled.




  Similar to the original SARWET concept, they focused their training on helping someone on a boat or caught in the surf or on the rocks. In cases where there were injuries, they trained to administer first aid and to use the Stokes Litter, a stretcher used for rescues, as a means of hoisting a survivor. “There were not any EMTs [emergency medical technicians] at the time in the Coast Guard. Part of our training was to go to sick bay to have them give us first-aid training,” Simons added.




  The first time they trained, the seas were ten to twelve feet off the coast. The swimmers were dropped four at a time into the surf before the helicopter flew out of sight. The men needed to become accustomed and comfortable being alone in the ocean. They carried a radio to call for the helicopters to return. After about an hour of bobbing up and down in the rolling surf, they were amazed to find they got seasick—something else they would need to adjust to.




  “It was fun to do it so there wasn’t anything unnerving, and we were cautious,” said Simons. “I wasn’t going to jeopardize anyone’s safety.”




  What surprised Simons nearly thirty years later about their training ground was a fact he learned from a television special. Apparently, the most populous great white shark area was right off Half Moon Bay. “Here we were in black wet suits looking like a bunch of seals, I’m just thinking, holy mackerel, we’re lucky we weren’t devoured!”




  Not wanting to take credit where it was not deserved, Simons acknowledged that the initiative had started before he arrived. “They saw the need and said they would meet it. It was late in 1973 when we started the program in this way,” recalled Simons of his team’s focus. “We had a number of times we were launched but never utilized. The day that I left, the SARWET team got a case. It was around March of 1974. Mike Belaumeny got the call. A beaten sailboat and panicked crew were in the Pacific surf near the Cliff House.”




  The SARWET volunteer deployed out of the helicopter into the surf. With the help of a forty-four-foot motor lifeboat standing by, Belaumeny was able to calm the survivors and get a towline from the Coast Guard lifeboat to the sailboat. It was towed safely into the harbor while a local television crew recorded the rescue from an ideal observation site on the adjacent cliff. It was one of the evening’s top news stories.




  Simons, unfortunately, missed the case. He had transferred to Washington, DC, that very day. For the next couple of years, he flew CG-01, the commandant’s Gulfstream II jet, followed by a plum assignment as the aide to the commandant, Admiral John B. “Jack” Hayes. “He was the best commandant that ever lived,” reminisced Simons.




  The SARWET program was again but a memory by the end of 1974. In part, it was difficult to continue when dedicated members would transfer and there was a lack of interest among the incoming people to participate.




  “Steve Pearman did his best to keep it going, but I think it died a natural death,” Simons admitted. “For one thing, if you didn’t love to swim, it wasn’t for you. I was real fortunate we put together a team where every one of them loved doing it.”




  IN MAY OF 1974, THE COMMANDANT had directed commanding officers to reprioritize unit training in order to bring helicopter aircrewmen to the prehospital-care capability level of metropolitan ambulance attendants.




  In fall of that year, the U.S. Public Health Service Hospital on Staten Island offered the new Department of Transportation standard emergency medical technician course to Coast Guard Air Station Brooklyn’s helicopter crews. Lieutenant Junior Grade Hugh O’Doherty, the aircrew-training officer, solicited for volunteers to attend the course. The EMT-trained aircrewmen would fulfill the commandant’s orders and also enhance Brooklyn’s first response treatment of survivors and injured patients transported in their short-range HH-52As and medium-range HH-3Fs.




  O’Doherty’s commanding officer, Captain G. J. Budridge, directed him to pursue providing these EMTs with capability similar to their SARWET brethren in the Golden Gate city. Budridge’s idea was a deployable rescue specialist who could enter the water to assist the survivor, then provide primary care en route to the hospital.




  O’Doherty, an experienced HH-52A pilot and qualified EMT and scuba diver, had worked as a survival swimming instructor for lifeguards. He sketched out a program similar to that of the West Coast that would train EMT volunteers to be physically fit and become rescue swimmers.




  They met for calisthenics and running during their lunch break, three days a week. At the start of the summer season they trained in the water once a week at Coast Guard Station Rockaway.




  These “special aircrewmen,” as they were called, were very enthusiastic EMTs. “They went to EMT classes, assisted in hospital emergency rooms, and worked out together, largely on their own time,” recalled O’Doherty. “We bought resuscitators, the ASM’s prototyped medevac bags, and soon we had an EMT in each duty section.” They were assigned to fly on the HH-3F or the HH-52A. The air station’s engineering department and sick bay covered equipment expenses.




  Yet, participants never got their feet wet in the line of duty. Too soon they were faced with the reality of the Coast Guard budget. “No money for rescue swimmer equipment, no man hours or billets to cover the extra training time,” said O’Doherty. “Like SARWET, the program could not sustain itself just on enthusiasm. Although our EMT program survived, the ‘special aircrewman’ program died on the vine. Some of the disillusioned volunteers ‘voted with their feet’ and left the Coast Guard to become civilian paramedics and firefighters.”




  When the Coast Guard’s EMT school opened in Petaluma, California, in 1978, it provided all Coast Guard units standardized training for prehospital care. Again, the program was largely “out of hide—with no mandated extra billets and little funding,” O’Doherty noted.




  O’Doherty transferred from Air Station Brooklyn to fly C-130s out of Air Station Sacramento in 1978. He was assigned in 1981 to the 413 Transport and Rescue Squadron, Canadian Forces, on a helicopter rescue pilot exchange program. He was amazed by what he discovered. “Now, I got to fly with rescue specialists, SARTECHs! We could assist people in the water, on a mountain ledge, in a crashed aircraft, and in all cases, provide appropriate medical care,” O’Doherty exclaimed. “It was the normal way to do a rescue.” The Canadian SARTECHs were supported with appropriate rescue equipment, assigned people to do the job, and had the proper training to help them rescue in a variety of demanding environments. “Not only were these rescue specialists enthusiastic, they were professionally and operationally consistent.”




  One of O’Doherty’s friends, Lieutenant Dana Goward, with whom he always enjoyed arguing on just about every subject, was assigned to Coast Guard Headquarters in Washington, DC. Goward was in a position to make a difference.




  Goward worked in the Coast Guard Headquarters Office of Operations in the Search and Rescue Division with Lieutenant Commander Terry Cross (2004–2006 vice commandant of the Coast Guard) and Lieutenant Commander Jim Brockenik. Goward was given the latitude to develop an initial proposal for a helicopter rescue swimmer program within the U.S. Coast Guard.




  Prior to Goward’s staff job assignment, he had piloted helicopters on many rescues and earned a master’s degree in management at the Naval Postgraduate School, focusing on human resources. He knew whom to talk to in the field to figure out what an ideal program would need.




  While refining his proposal, Goward contacted O’Doherty to find out more about the Canadian SARTECHs.




  “I immediately told him that it would never work in the Coast Guard, citing the SARWET, ‘special aircrewman,’ and EMT examples,” O’Doherty recalled. “Dana countered by saying that he had a congressional mandate, money, and bodies. Only ASMs would be rescue swimmers/EMTs and that he was going to build up the rate [rating or job classification] so that there would be a swimmer in every duty section, Coast Guard-wide.”




  O’Doherty replied, “We’ll see.”




  SIX MONTHS PRIOR TO THE SS MARINE ELECTRIC accident, the Coast Guard’s rescue swimmer program had been under development. Lieutenant Goward spearheaded a planning proposal, and Commander Al Steinman, a flight surgeon responsible for survival equipment and a proponent of the EMT program, agreed to help. The two officers would split the workload to further develop the proposal. They would also address associated issues, which had stalled the plan’s advancement, or added “friction.”




  “We were unable to get a lot of budgetary interest until the Marine Electric. Even then, the Coast Guard was slow to adopt the idea, as it was seen as hazarding our own folks,” according to Goward. “However, the HH-52A was in the early stages of being replaced by a nonamphibious helicopter, the HH-65 Dolphin, and that helped sell the program internally.”




  Following the SS Marine Electric investigation and based on conclusions developed from the congressional Merchant Marine and Fisheries Committee hearings regarding the Coast Guard’s existing techniques and equipment, Congress mandated the swimmer program as a part of the Coast Guard Authorization Act of 1984. This act required the commandant of the Coast Guard to establish a helicopter rescue swimmer program to train selected Coast Guard personnel in rescue swimming skills.




  GOWARD’S PROPOSAL HAD A GREEN LIGHT, and the Coast Guard had funding and authority to establish its own helicopter rescue swimmer program.




  A larger team was assembled to turn the dream into reality. Lieutenant Commander Ken Coffland, chief of aviation life support and charged with supervision of the EMT program for the Coast Guard, was assigned the additional duty of Helicopter Rescue Swimmer Program manager.




  One of the first phone calls to solicit enlisted leadership was to a senior aviation survivalman, Master Chief Petty Officer ASMCM Larry Farmer. Farmer graduated from a Navy Class “A” school, a job training program for recruits in a specific field, as a parachute rigger in 1969 as a Third Class ASM in the Coast Guard. He served primarily at Coast Guard operational units for the next fifteen years. He was recognized for his leadership and his aviation operational and engineering expertise. He was also interested in the advancement of those in the aviation survivalman rate. Promoted to ASMCM in 1983, one of only two of that stature in his job classification, he was subsequently assigned as ASM Rating Subject Matter Specialist at the Coast Guard Institute in Oklahoma City where there wasn’t a hangar deck or aircraft. This was something he was not particularly happy about.




  When Coast Guard Headquarters asked if he would be interested in leading the ASM program, he was immediately on board with its plans and offered his expertise.




  ONE OF THE EARLIEST CONSIDERATIONS for the team was where a rate of this specialty would work best in the current aviation workforce structure. Should a new rating be created? Or, would it work best as a collateral duty?




  Of critical concern was the perception of creating a “rating of heroes,” which could affect the morale of everybody else negatively. The swimmers might be looked down upon for seeming elitist because of the nature of their work.




  Goward was also concerned that being a rescue swimmer should be a full-time job. It would be too demanding and hazardous to be something that was an add-on to a crewman’s primary duty. Others campaigned that folks from every rate should have the opportunity to do this job. The job should be open to anyone, man or woman, who served in the Coast Guard. Goward later commented, “This was all uncharted territory for us as an organization and there were a lot of concerns and anxieties.”




  Goward now worked alone. Steinman had transferred to another job, and this was before Ken Coffland would be assigned to assist as the program’s manager. Goward decided after careful analysis that the program was a natural fit within the aviation survivalman rate, a trade that involved the fabrication and maintenance of rescue and survival equipment and the training of the rest of the air station crews in the use of that equipment. Additionally, he chose to not make it a collateral duty. To be good at life-saving, an ASM needed to specialize. It would be a full-time job.




  Initially, Goward did not want to model the Coast Guard’s program after the U.S. Navy’s, an easy choice. “I wanted to model it after the British Royal Navy’s SAR divers,” Goward said. “I had a friend who was on the exchange with them at the time, Al Gaston, and it was obvious that they had a much more advanced and sophisticated program. It was their job and their primary focus. However, since a program like the U.S. Air Force PJs [Pararescuemen] was too expensive, the U.S. Navy program was the only source of training for what we wanted.”




  Goward conceded that the Coast Guard was too conservative at the time to start with a model with more sophisticated capabilities, although it was ironically similar to what it evolved into. “Just duplicating the Navy’s program in the U.S. Coast Guard was as far as the outfit was willing to go in the beginning.” There was one exception. “In terms of training, techniques, and procedures, we had one hugely important difference. The Navy swimmers did it as a collateral duty and did not have a career path,” recalled Goward. “I knew that would be a horrible way to go in the U.S. Coast Guard, since we would be using these guys all the time in hazardous conditions, unlike the Navy. Our folks had to be physically fit and have it as their primary focus. So we campaigned pretty hard and pretty successfully to make it a rate, a career.”




  Another concern was that of the long-term strain and stress on one’s body from the strenuous work. Swimmers would get older, suffer injuries, or develop back and joint problems. They may not always be able to stay as physically fit. So they built into the rate model a promotional pyramid that moved senior people up and into supervisory positions and out of the line for duty.




  Goward agreed to follow the established U.S. Navy rescue swimmer program from the beginning, knowing it would mean a delay in adopting techniques, like the use of direct deployment. Direct deployment kept the rescue swimmer attached to the helicopter’s hoist cable, and the British Royal Navy had developed an expertise in it.




  “I think we had a sense that leadership was taking enough of a leap of faith with this that if we said we could do it better than the U.S. Navy initially it would be too much of a jump.” There was a lot of internal anxiety and resistance to the push toward this organizational change within the Coast Guard.




  “The important point is that we got the program started and it had sufficient critical mass that it became self-sustaining and self-improving,” said Goward. “That’s really what you want in a quality organization. Even if you don’t get it right the first time, and you know you won’t. The people are there, the programs are there, the folks involved with it see it as their life’s work and they will just feed off each other and improve things.”




  This was an exciting mission, a career, for highly motivated people.




  The commandant, Admiral James Gracey, issued a message that solicited volunteers for anyone interested in becoming a rescue swimmer. Those who responded would attend the U.S. Navy Aviation Rescue Swimmer School in Pensacola, Florida, before being ordered to Air Station Elizabeth City to establish the first operational unit with rescue swimmers and develop the pilot program for subsequent units to follow.




  Meanwhile, ASM3 Kelly Gordon and ASM2 Steve Ober were among a half dozen or so ASMs who had gone through the Naval Aviation Water Survival Instructor Training Program. They would in turn train others how to use a new underwater rebreather for emergency egress from helicopters. Because of a design flaw, they did not start the servicewide training but were now known as notable ASMs. When the Coast Guard needed to find people to fill the first few classes at the Navy rescue swimmer school, they were on the list to call. Ober and Gordon were asked if they would be interested in being part of the first class to go to the Navy’s rescue swimmer school. Of those polled, they were the only two to say yes.




  GORDON HAD BEEN IN THE ASM PROGRAM for about four years. “I went to ASM school thinking I was going to work on life support equipment and pack parachutes.” There was no notion of any type of helicopter rescue swimmer program on the horizon. Gordon had also flown as a flight mechanic on the HH-3F helicopter.




  Gordon was born in 1962 and grew up in Redmond, Oregon. He didn’t know what he was going to do after graduation from high school and had turned down an offer from his father to go to college. He was a marginal student, swam competitively, and said he went to school mostly for the social aspects. One day his father told him what his options were. “He gave me that look across the table one night at dinner, and said when you turn eighteen and graduate, your free ride is over, you can live in my home under my rules,” Gordon recalled.




  A couple of weeks later, a Coast Guard recruiter visited his high school. “I liked the water, helicopters, and flying. It seemed like a natural fit.”




  The inaugural group of five volunteers was selected to attend the grueling training at the U.S. Navy’s helicopter rescue swimmer school.




  “Boy, we were in for a rude awakening,” Gordon said. “It was the hardest school I had ever been to both mentally and physically. Their philosophy was they wanted to break you, they didn’t want you to pass because they really wanted tough, tough individuals that without fail could deploy independent from the helicopter into just about any type of situation and effect a rescue. They were very proud of their program and of their school and I think they weren’t too happy about entertaining the notion of training some Coasties, so we really got put through the paces.”




  ASM2 Ober and ASM3 Gordon were a little more senior than the majority of the class, which was made up of mostly nonrates, men who had just finished boot camp and were not yet specialized. Gordon’s motivation was in part the pressure of being one of the first two from the Coast Guard to ever attempt that school. “Failure was not an option,” Gordon said. “In so many words, it was you will represent the Coast Guard and you will represent the Coast Guard well.” Gordon finished the last half of his time at the school injured. He remembered swimming an eight-hundred-meter buddy tow with a taped sprained ankle. “I had to finish, I didn’t have a choice,” said Gordon.




  “The scenarios we were put though, the instructors told us, were five times worse than what we’d ever experience in the real world,” said Ober, “thus ensuring our survival in any type of situation. I was bound and determined not to be sent home. I wanted to be the first and the best, to set the example for the Coast Guard Helicopter Rescue Swimmer Program.”




  On October 5, 1984, the first Coast Guard rescue swimmers to graduate from the Navy’s four-week school were ASM2 Steve Ober and ASM3 Kelly Gordon. ASM2 Ober was distinguished as the honor graduate of his class and the fourth honor graduate in the history of the U.S. Navy school.




  By the end of November, ASM1 Rick Woolford, ASM2 Matt Fithian, and ASM3 Butch Flythe joined Ober and Gordon as graduates of the school in Pensacola. These five men, helicopter rescue swimmers, made Coast Guard aviation history, known ever since as the “First Five.”




  AN INTERSERVICE CONFERENCE WAS HELD AT Naval Air Station Pensacola in January of 1985 to formulate U.S. Coast Guard Rescue Swimmer Operating Procedures. Experts in their fields attended, including the U.S. Navy Search And Rescue swimmers (SAR) manager from the Pensacola Naval Air Station, two U.S. Air Force Pararescuemen from Eglin Air Force Base near Destin, Florida; and a Canadian Armed Forces SAR technician. U.S. Coast Guard presence was represented by the First Five; Lieutenant Commander Ken Coffland from Air Station Elizabeth City and Captain Dave Dingley, U.S. Air Force exchange rescue pilot and the unit’s rescue swimmer implementation project officer and HH-3F standardization officer; Lieutenant Commander O’Doherty, who recently transferred from the Canadian exchange program to Elizabeth City; ASMCM Ray Stalvey, charged with the transformation of the ASM Shop to be the center for the new training, equipment, and crew readiness; ASMCM Larry Farmer; ASMCS David Hobson from Aviation Technical Training Center, Elizabeth City, one of the original San Francisco SARWET members; and pilots and aircrew STAN Team members from Air Training Center (ATC) in Mobile, Alabama.




  The group exchanged ideas during its initial meetings and demonstrated individual service techniques and procedures. Following these informative meetings, the Coast Guard contingent relocated to the Aviation Training Center (ATC) in Mobile where its members developed, tested, and finalized initial operating procedures and choices of equipment. “We huddled separately in groups and sorted out what we liked and didn’t like,” recalled O’Doherty.




  They decided that as part of the swimmer’s duties, when not conducting rescues, the individual would continue to perform the jobs traditionally assigned to the aviation survivalman. He would maintain the survival equipment that pilots and other aircrew depended upon should they have to abandon the aircraft in an emergency.




  One of the things Lieutenant Commander Ken Coffland, the rescue swimmer program manager at the time, was passionate about was the professional demeanor of the SAR Tech participant, Canadian Master Warrant Guy Parent. His image was that of a “quiet professional”: one who didn’t boast or seek recognition, just did what one had to do, without airs, with modesty. He was just part of the team.




  By February of 1985, Captain Dingley coordinated Air Station Elizabeth City’s pilot program training. He instructed the pilots, avionicsmen and flight mechanics in the new and sometimes uncomfortable method of rescue with swimmers. Until it became routine, it was often unnerving for them to deploy the swimmer outside the HH-3F helicopter.




  By June of 1985, the commandant announced the permanent change of the ASM rating to include rescue swimmer and emergency medical technician duties and training criteria all ASMs were required to meet and maintain. As part of the transition, to make it fair for those already in the rate and who had no desire to become rescue swimmers, chief petty officers and above were exempt. All other individuals were given a lenient period (five years and four months) to become a swimmer, change to a different rate, or be discharged on July 1, 1990.




  That same month, the commandant announced implementation plans that would be phased in over five years to include a rescue swimmer for each duty section. Members of the aviation survivalman rating would become rescue swimmers and emergency medical technicians. Additional billets for personnel would be added during the implementation phase to provide for “on-the-job and recurrent training requirements.”




  Master Chief Farmer started to write the Coast Guard Helicopter Rescue Swimmer Manual with the help of the First Five in an effort to standardize operational procedures and policies.




  The First Five tested Navy equipment, methods, and techniques before they were approved for standardized use during Coast Guard search and rescue. The tests were based on the HH-3F helicopter as the search and rescue platform.




  “I wouldn’t really call the equipment state of the art, it was adequate for what we were doing,” Gordon recalled. “Picture this testing starting in October and we were told, ‘Be ready to go operational in February.’ We were training, in the middle of the winter in these wet suits, which were not adequate for preventing hypothermia.” Gordon and the other First Five were asked to endure long periods in the cold water to determine what was going to be adequate equipment. Before too long, with medical personnel taking their body core temperatures, the decision was made to replace the wet suits with dry suits.




  They also tested deployment altitudes and methods. “Played with the notion of leaving us connected to the cable at all times, have us swimming around like a lure,” Gordon said of the things considered. “Testing different life rafts, procedures for leaving a swimmer on scene. We used some of the Navy deployment methods and some of the Canadian’s. One of which was dragging a swimmer with a cable by his feet at a ten-knot forward speed toward the survivor. The rescue strop would be donned on the survivor very quickly, and the swimmer could effect the rescue in ten to fifteen seconds,” Gordon described other ways, which could take minutes. “It was a little too challenging, and the notion of dragging somebody through the water like a piece of meat didn’t go over too well.”




  In the end, they chose equipment and methods that were simple, less prone to human error and mistakes. Even though the air station would be considered operational, the First Five were still learning, and continued to refine and develop the program.




  “With Master Chief Farmer the common sense was always there. He had the final say on what we were going to do,” Gordon said. “We didn’t need the quick or flashy, just the stuff that would get the job done. And the program really needed somebody who was going to take charge.”




  That same month, Captain Dingley’s training goals were achieved, and Air Station Elizabeth City officially became the first operational unit, the birthplace of the Coast Guard Helicopter Rescue Swimmer Program, whose members adopted their service motto: So Others May Live.




  Shortly thereafter, in May, twenty-seven-year-old ASM1 Rick Wool-ford got the first call to duty. “We were all waiting to see who would get the first one, that’s my claim to fame,” said Woolford. “It took place during the day on the Alligator River in Elizabeth City. A squall had just come through, and a man in his bass boat had capsized. I did a free fall from the helicopter, the first time we had ever done it for real, and reached for him to put him in the rescue basket. He wouldn’t let go of his boat. ‘Sir, you’ve got to let it go so I can put you in this basket,’” Woolford said, trying to encourage him. “He was very reluctant but did let go.”




  Woolford had the first rescue, and Ober would be the first rescue swimmer to receive an award, the Coast Guard Commendation Medal, for saving the life of an injured crew member aboard a fishing vessel that same year.




  BEFORE RETIRING IN 2003 AS A CAPTAIN, Dana Goward’s final assignment on active duty (which in fact is his current civilian position) was as chief of Coast Guard boat forces. He helped standardize small-boat equipment and procedures.




  Goward has been recognized by the Coast Guard as the founding father of a profession that has received notoriety for what he calls “the service’s most visible heroes.”




  Goward was presented with an original set of Coast Guard rescue swimmer wings, mounted on a plaque, on May 24, 2002, for his vision, which is inscribed, in part, with: “Thousands live today because of your dream, ‘That Others May Live,’” a slogan that dates back to an 1884 Life Saving Service annual report.




  COMMANDER HUGH O’DOHERTY SUCCEEDED Ken Coffland as program manager while the program was still being implemented throughout the country. Before retiring in 1995 he was the operations officer at Air Station Cape Cod. On his last Coast Guard flight, his crew deployed its rescue swimmer to save a girl who had attended high school with O’Doherty’s daughter.




  He comanages a corporate jet business based in Hyannis, Massachusetts. O’Doherty still credits Goward with making it happen. “Dana didn’t just sit and complain, like some of us. He did the leg-work, and persuaded the right people to get the bodies and bucks for that program to start, implement, sustain, and evolve. He ‘made the impact’ that changed the way Coasties save lives . . . and, of course, he proved me wrong!”




  Commander Ron Simons retired from the U.S. Coast Guard in 1983 and flew the bush in Alaska for a few years before he worked as an airline captain for Northwest Airlink. He lives in Minnesota and drives a school bus for children in kindergarten through middle grades to “get me out of bed in the morning.”




  Master Chief Larry Farmer retired in 1997 after thirty years of dedicated service. Some of his many military awards and decorations include two Coast Guard Meritorious Service Medals, the Coast Guard Air Medal, Coast Guard Medal for Heroism, Coast Guard Commendation Medal, and the Survival and Flight Equipment Association (SAFE) Award honoring his career achievements.




  Farmer founded a consulting firm, LEF Right Systems, where he is a senior consultant and marketing and sales representative for manufacturers that develop and provide safety, rescue, or survival equipment systems for military and commercial applications. He lives in Maryland and is married to the former Christine David of Agawam, Massachusetts. He has three children from a previous marriage. Arthur Farmer residing in Tuscaloosa, AL, Jim Farmer AST2, USCG, of fifteen years, currently stationed in Mobile, AL, and Laura Farmer living in Mobile, AL.




  What is he most proud of? “I used to contemplate that all the time until we watched the U.S. Coast Guard perform during Hurricane Katrina . . . Rescue swimmers lowered to waist-deep water and rooftops, hacking their way through to save individuals, that just sums it up in my mind of how well that program has developed over the last twenty years.”




  Kelly Gordon, promoted to lieutenant, works as chief of the Port State Control (Foreign Vessel Inspections) Branch in Portland, Oregon. Of his time as a Third Class ASM working with the First Five he said, “Being on the leading edge of something like that, you couldn’t ask for anything better. We were really committed to the program, we had a lot of pride; it was our lives for a while. It was that significant and important a program.” For a short period of time when there was continued resistance “from the hangar deck,” Gordon admitted that they did have doubts. He wondered, “Are we always going to be that extra piece of rescue equipment that sits in the back of the aircraft that’s never used?”




  “There is no bigger rush than going out and rescuing, saving somebody’s life. It is so fulfilling, I could live off that kind of adrenaline for weeks,” Gordon explained, satisfied.




  ASM2 Steve Ober was promoted to chief petty officer before he was selected for and attended Officer Candidate School. Following his commissioning as ensign, he served at Coast Guard Headquarters to work on survival systems and later transferred to work for the Captain of the Port of New York. Ober qualified to stand duty as a vessel traffic service officer, port operations and marine inspections officer. He became the Coast Guard’s Gulf Strike Team operations officer and served another tour in headquarters as the marine environmental protection and security liaison for the Coast Guard’s Deepwater Program, an initiative to modernize aviation and surface fleet. Ober was the lead for all chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear initiatives for the Deepwater Program. He retired from the Coast Guard as a lieutenant commander in 2004 with twenty-six years of active duty service. “What I learned from being a rescue swimmer was risk equals success. Without the self-confidence I gained and my life experience from being a swimmer, I probably would never have gone as far as I did in the military or civilian world.”




  Ober is now a civilian contractor in the Coast Guard Headquarters Office for Security and Defense Operations. He works as the program manager for the Coast Guard’s Weapons of Mass Destruction initiatives, overseeing equipment, training, and policy.




  ASM1 Rick Woolford attended Officer Candidate School and became a career Coast Guard helicopter pilot. He was assigned to many different units including Air Station Clearwater and Air Station Sitka in Alaska. He was also a helicopter instructor pilot at Naval Air Station Whiting Field in Florida before retiring from the Coast Guard as a lieutenant commander with twenty-seven years of active duty. Woolford works in Florida as an air ambulance helicopter pilot. He has been married for twenty-five years to Angie. Together they had three boys. “She kept the home fires burning, kept the family running, and stayed with me through it all. She is just phenomenal,” said Woolford.




  ASM1 Matt Fithian served at Aviation Training Center Mobile in the ASM shop. He retired from the Coast Guard in the mid-’90s and started work as a truck driver.




  ASM3 Joseph “Butch” Flythe, promoted to master chief petty officer, was very influential and a key figure in developing the training techniques that are used today. Chapter 2 describes how his efforts helped shape the success of the program’s next twenty years of service.
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