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To my brilliant wife, JoAnna, who provided
incredible contributions of wisdom!


and



To the very few who choose to risk it all to
save another. Hero is an understatement.



So Others May Live
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Foreword

As the sun rose from the east over the Himalayan Mountains on May 15, 2011, my life was forever changed as I took my final steps to reach the roof of the world. At 29,035 feet, I stood on the summit of Mount Everest completely alone. At the time, according to the Himalayan database, I was one of only two people to have ever had the summit completely to myself on a single day. I took in the 360-degree views, trying to process the magnitude of the moment in the short amount of time I could safely survive in the death zone. The death zone is the area above 26,000 feet where the pressure of oxygen is insufficient to sustain human life. After making a radio call to climbing teams lower on the mountain and literally taking my final look around, I began my long, slow journey down. Then, only 10 yards into my descent, everything turned excruciatingly bright white. I was completely snow-blind!

I immediately dropped down and grabbed the fix line, which are ropes attached to anchor points in the rock and ice and assessed the situation. I was at the highest point in the world. I was completely alone. I was blind. And nobody was coming to save me. Without panicking, I stood up and started making my way down. Hand-over-hand I felt my way down from the highest mountain in the world. What should have taken three hours to descend to high camp would end up taking me seven hours. I took a major fall off the Hillary Step and the South Summit, but the rope I was attached to shock loaded and saved my life. After over thirty hours of climbing, I eventually ran out of supplemental oxygen. But through unrelenting determination, faith, focus, and a miracle, I survived the impossible.

I wouldn’t regain my eyesight for over a month, and I lost over twenty pounds. Weeks later after I returned to the United States, my survival experience was picked up by the media and I wrote a book called Blind Descent detailing my story. I’ve since become a motivational speaker, sharing my story of survival with major companies, organizations, and schools. I explain how through faith and focus I was able to find a reason to take one more step forward to descend to safety. Throughout the years of speaking, I have recognized one particular area that I tend to gloss over in my talks, which many people have felt the urge to reach out and learn more about. That moment I realized I was blind and had to keep moving to get down the mountain should have caused me to panic and most certainly die. But in that moment of certain death, I was able to go back to my military training and compartmentalize that panicked response to keep focused and push forward.

In this book, I unpack the U.S. Navy Aviation Rescue Swimmer training and experiences that helped keep me alive. I describe how the Navy trains their most elite rescue swimmers to control panic and thrive in chaos to save lives. I share my personal experiences as well as never-before-told stories from past and present aviation rescue swimmers. However, this is by no means a complete representation of all who have earned the prestigious title. Everyone has a unique story. Mine and those I’ve interviewed are ones of a few thousand. If you feel anything I write is wrong or offensive, then I want to say from the depth of my heart that I don’t care. Stop reading immediately and find another book. This one isn’t for you. My goal isn’t to tell interesting training and rescue stories for the sake of entertainment, but rather to abstract critical commonalities learned that may help others. These same commonalities can be taught and applied in our normal lives where we tend to panic in all sorts of situations. I’m also blessed to include my wife, JoAnna, as a contributor to share her perspectives as a Christian counselor. She and I have been together since 1995, and she’s been through both my military and professional climbing experiences. Her wisdom is included throughout each chapter in italics, to provide an additional perspective on the aviation rescue swimmer experiences, which the average person can use to help overcome their personal fears.

So Others May Live—U.S. Navy Rescue Swimmer Motto









Chapter 1

Mindset

“Smoke located in the water at four o’clock for 1,000 yards! Come hard right!” instructs the helicopter crew chief, never losing eye contact with the victim in the water. Smoke or flares are used to signal for help in survival situations and also as markers from the helicopter crew.

“Copy that, coming hard right! Automatic approach checklist. Crew rig for rescue!” commands the MH-60S helicopter aircraft commander (HAC), as he increases the Sikorsky Seahawk helicopter’s angle of bank and speed toward the victim in the water. They fly low by the survivor to mark their location by dropping a smoke, which they will also use to indicate the wind direction for their final flying approach to deploy the rescue swimmer.

“Survivor in sight. Looks to be face down in the water! Request an immediate 10 and 10!” The crew chief urgently informs both pilots and the rescue swimmer of the intensity of the situation. A “10 and 10” means the pilots fly the helicopter down to 10 feet and 10 knots, which is deemed a safe height and speed for a rescue swimmer to jump during a day operation. The alternative is 15 feet and 0 knots or lowering the swimmer down the wire from a 70-foot hover (height of hover is helicopter specific), depending on the wind, weather, time of day, and obstructions in the water.

“Roger that. Survivor in sight, commencing manual approach.” The HAC responds as the rescue swimmer, dressed in a full wetsuit, harness, deflated flotation vest, mask, and fins, scoots to the open cabin and sits with his legs and fins dangling out of the door preparing to jump. The pilot reports the altitude and ground speed throughout the approach, “30 feet / 30 knots, 20 feet / 20 knots, 10 feet / 10 knots. Standby to deploy swimmer.”

“Swimmer ready,” communicates the crew chief as he grasps the back strap of the rescue swimmer’s harness and, with an open palm, hits the swimmer’s gunner’s belt. This indicates to the swimmer that it’s safe to release the safety belt that tethers him or her to a support ring in the helicopter.

“JUMP. JUMP. JUMP,” directs the pilot as the crew chief promptly taps the swimmer’s right shoulder three consecutive times. The swimmer looks left, looks right, and looks through his or her legs for any obstructions, then pushes off from the cabin door and enters the frigid ocean water below.

“Swimmer away.” The crew chief waits for the swimmer to surface and give the swimmer OK sign. “Swimmer OK,” he promptly informs the pilot as the rescue swimmer urgently swims through the high seas and hurricane force of the helicopter’s rotor wash toward the drowning survivor.

“Roger that. Engage hover mode.” The HAC moves the hovering aircraft up to 70 feet and back to provide space for the rescue swimmer to perform his or her safety checks and procedures with the survivor before signaling the crew chief for extraction.

*  *  *

Jumping out of a completely functional helicopter into the middle of the freezing ocean to save the life of someone we don’t even know is just another day in the life of a U.S. Navy aviation rescue swimmer. You won’t hear much about us in the media other than maybe a brief headline, lacking specific details of a military or civilian rescue. You won’t find many, if any, books written about us. And most written or media references will mistake our identity with another military special operations team. You won’t see us bragging about missions and experiences at the local bar. If you do, then it’s most likely not one of us but an example of stolen valor. Stolen valor is the term used to describe military imposters or those who lie about their military service. In my experience, the ones doing all the talking are typically the ones who have done the least. Aviation rescue swimmers are a small, elite group of men and women who have chosen a life of sacrificing their own lives to save another. We are a close family. When we hear the news of a rescue, we celebrate the successes, but when we hear of a helicopter going down or another life sacrificed, we all feel it as we mourn our family’s loss. Our motto, So Others May Live, is the ethos we live each day by.

*  *  *

A healthy mindset includes avoiding selfishness and greed as ambition and pride cloud judgment in your decisions, love, and unity with others. Instead, be encouraged to focus on the needs of others, which ultimately leads to a life of humility, yet still making space for your own needs and understanding of self. The rescue swimmer motto, So Others May Live, aligns with this focus by guiding us to walk our days in humility, which allows us to experience the love and unity required to serve others.

*  *  *

During the writing of this book, a Helicopter Sea Combat Squadron 8 (HSC-8) MH-60S helicopter crashed off the flight deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln off the coast of San Diego, California. The helicopter had a main rotor malfunction, causing extreme side-to-side vibrations, which resulted in the main rotors striking the flight deck. The helicopter then violently rolled off the side of the flight deck, crashing into the ocean 70 feet below. It hit with extreme force, filled with water, and then rapidly sank, killing five of the six crewmembers onboard. One rescue swimmer miraculously egressed from 25 feet below the water’s surface as the helicopter sank to the bottom of the ocean with the five deceased crew inside. The heroes lost in the crash were pilot Lt. Bradley A. Foster, twenty-nine, of Oakhurst, California; pilot Lt. Paul R. Fridley, twenty-eight, of Annandale, Virginia; Aviation Rescue Swimmer AWS2 James P. Buriak, thirty-one, of Salem, Virginia; HM2 Sarah F. Burns, thirty-one, of Severna Park, Maryland; and HM3 Bailey J. Tucker, twenty-one, of St. Louis, Missouri. The aviation and rescue swimmer community were heartbroken. We were all writing on our private social media groups, texting, calling, sending prayers, and changing our profile pics to the rescue swimmer logo with a black line through it to show our support and to raise awareness. Our hearts were aching as we learned of more loss to our family doing what we were wired to do.

One of the lost heroes, AWS2 (posthumously promoted to AWS1) James “Jimmy” Buriak’s friends and loved ones shared a past glimpse of the type of person James was, when he selflessly saved two tourists in Guam. On a typical warm, tropical day, he and a buddy were walking along Gun Beach in Tumon when they heard panicked cries for help coming from the water. Without hesitation, Buriak entered the water and ferociously swam to rescue the victims. One drowning person was caught in a strong rip current and was being pulled out to sea, but that didn’t faze the highly trained rescue swimmer from endangering his own life to save another. James swam directly into the outgoing path of the rip current, which helped propel him quickly to meet with the victim. The completely exhausted survivor could barely keep his head above water. Buriak communicated his intentions and placed the victim in a cross-chest carry, providing much-needed relief for the tired survivor. He then towed him parallel to the shore to move out of the rip current and then turned toward the shore. Rip currents are strong, localized, and narrow currents, which move directly away from the shore. They are typically less than 80 feet wide but can be close to impossible to swim against. Most rip current–related deaths occur due to panicked swimmers fighting against the force of the current, becoming too exhausted to continue, and drowning. The best way to survive a rip current is to stay calm, yell for help, and if possible, swim parallel to shore to get out of the current and then toward shore.

By the time Buriak brought the final victim to shore, the local firefighters and Emergency Medical Services (EMS) arrived at the beach. They brought the exhausted victim to a triage area and assessed his medical condition. Later when asked about the rescue, Buriak’s simple, humble response was, “I just happened to be the person there. I would think that regardless of who it was, they would’ve done the same.” Buriak earned the Navy Commendation Medal for his actions of heroism to save a life while off duty.

I asked Jimmy’s wife, Megan, to describe her husband: “Jimmy loved his family and lived everyday like it was his last. He held his people close and built memories that will last a lifetime. He was special; there was never a person he met that didn’t like him. If you knew him, you loved him and that was Jimmy. He had honor, integrity, and courage. He fought when he was right and backed down when he was wrong, he worked hard and even if he didn’t agree he would do what was asked of him. He was courageous, strong, and resilient. He was it, he always had it, whatever that took or was—he was your person. He was courageous both in life and in death. His devotion to his people—his family, friends, and fellow crewmen—has rarely been equaled. He is missed dearly, and the world is missing an incredible and stellar human being.”

Megan launched the AWS1 James Buriak Foundation (https://theaws1jamesburiakfoundation.org) to provide pre-mishap education and post-mishap support to the Navy and Marine Corps and their families. The foundation also offers information, referrals, and serves as advocacy support for every Gold Star family. Gold Star families are those that lost a husband, wife, or adult child while they were serving in the U.S. military.

*  *  *

“Whether you think you can, or you think you can’t—you’re right.”

—Henry Ford

In my experience, this quote is spot on. People either approach life assuming they can do something, or they can’t. That perspective either inhibits their potential in life with self-imposed limits or can propel them to do great things even in the face of adversity. The psychology behind this is having a growth mindset or a fixed mindset. A fixed mindset is the belief that your intelligence and abilities are fixed and cannot be altered based on new knowledge, training, and experience, and a growth mindset is where you believe your intelligence and abilities can be changed through effort.

*  *  *

Every job in the military has its risks. The decision to volunteer and serve your country is very honorable in itself. Many military jobs put our service members in extremely dangerous situations, requiring intense training and experience to perform under pressure. Each position is unique, and I’m not taking anything away from the amazing heroes that serve at all levels of our military. My intention for this book is to provide you with the unique mindset, training, and techniques we hold as aviation rescue swimmers. I am including experiences from past and present U.S. Navy aircrew and aviation rescue swimmers, who continue to fulfill the military’s specialized needs. The stories included are just a small sample of those that deserve to be shared, as we can all learn a lot about ourselves and how we address our own panic and anxiety by hearing the stories of others.

The other military branches have their own search and rescue resources specific to their mission-sets. The U.S. Coast Guard has aviation survival technician (AST) helicopter rescue swimmers. Their area of operation is typically around the coasts of the United States, but they can also be forward deployed. They must train for similar scenarios as the Navy but tend to rescue fewer downed military pilots due to their location and charter. The U.S. Air Force Pararescue service (PJs) perform both sea- and land-based rescue operations. They are trained both in combat search and rescue (CSAR) and as paramedics, and operate in all environments including parachute deployment. The U.S. Army and U.S. Marine Corps will also occasionally send a select few through Aviation Rescue Swimmer School training for specific mission requirements. The U.S. Navy and U.S. Coast Guard also have surface rescue swimmers, who attend separate training. They don’t deploy from helicopters but instead from their respective naval or Coast Guard search and rescue (SAR) asset vessel, tethered to a line handler when entering the water. Surface swimmers are attached to ships and deploy from a Coast Guard cutter, rigid hull inflatable boat (RHIB), or j-bar davit on a Navy ship. A j-bar davit is an extended hoisting mechanism attached to the side of the ship. All the branches have unique specialization training with a lot of overlap. The special operators have mutual respect with one another, but also enjoy some healthy competition and bantering. All are elite and professional in what they do. And all are legit bad asses! Although we periodically train and conduct joint operations, the focus of this book is on Navy aviation rescue swimmers.

*  *  *

My wife, JoAnna, has practiced as a Christian counselor for over ten years. She earned her master of social work (MSW) with a dual focus on mental health and children, youth, and family from the University of Washington. She also earned her bachelor’s degree in psychology with a minor in sociology from San Diego State University and is a member of the American Association of Christian Counselors (AACC). JoAnna’s contributions, highlighted in italics, provide real-world insight, tools, and techniques that can be applied to your life as you navigate your personal obstacles. I encourage you to learn and apply what we have to offer, but to also educate yourself continually with what others in the military, first responders, and civilian professionals are willing to offer. We only have one life to live, so it makes sense to invest the time in understanding ourselves, acknowledging areas of growth, and continually learning to better our abilities and circumstances.

*  *  *

The U.S. Navy realized the need for a school to train helicopter aircrewmen in rescue techniques in the early 1960s. Each squadron conducted training to better equip their personnel to conduct rescue operations, but this decentralized method didn’t last long due to the inconsistencies they were experiencing across the fleet. The training quickly consolidated into East and West Coast training facilities to better standardize the methods, equipment, and procedures. And then years later it was condensed to what remains today, the single chief of naval operations (CNO) approved Aviation Rescue Swimmer School at the Naval Air Station Pensacola, in Florida.

Initially, the aircrews were specifically trained for conducting rescues from the cabin of the aircraft as hoist operators, but not for deploying swimmers into the open ocean. The need for dedicated rescue swimmers was realized after the Vietnam War due to the great number of rescues required and alternative methods being utilized across the Navy. The first official rescue swimmer class was developed in 1971 in Quonset Point, Rhode Island. Prior to that, the Navy used other means to rescue and recover victims at sea. Even before helicopters were invented, flying boats or floatplanes would land on the ocean to extract stranded survivors. The PBY Catalina—a flying boat and amphibious aircraft used to recover downed airmen from the ocean—was introduced in the 1930s. The PBY Catalina is credited with saving the lives of hundreds of sailors and pilots from downed aircraft and sunk Navy vessels.

It wasn’t until the 1940s that helicopters were introduced in the Navy for rescue operations due to their dynamic ability to fly in bad weather, hover, hoist survivors, and fly directly to emergency medical facilities. The early Sikorsky helicopters expanded their capabilities during World War II, the Korean War, and Vietnam War as the possibilities of new mission-sets were identified and tested. The Navy helicopters had dedicated aircrew, who performed the rescue duties by dropping life rafts and supplies, hoisting survivors to their cabin, or even landing directly on the water for extractions.

The first military air-sea rescue operation occurred in 1946 using a Sikorsky S-51. The new helicopter was in a demonstration for the Navy when it was diverted for an emergency to hoist a downed Navy pilot from the ocean. Two years later, HO3S rotary-winged aircraft were replacing floatplanes aboard forward deployed Navy ships to perform a utility role and plane guard for flight operations. After the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950, helicopters began transforming into combat operations to rescue personnel behind enemy lines. This is when combat search and rescue became an official military designation.

During the Korean conflict, Navy and Marine HO3S helicopters undertook the rescue of downed aircrew and the medical evacuation of injured ground troops. Among the pilots who flew the HO3S was Lieutenant Junior Grade John Koelsch. Despite poor flying conditions, dangerous mountain terrain, and enemy fire, he risked his life above and beyond the call of duty to attempt to rescue a downed Marine aviator in North Korea. However, his aircraft was shot down while in a hover, hoisting the injured pilot. Somehow, they both survived the crash and evaded capture for nine days in the dense Korean mountains. After being captured and imprisoned, Koelsch never gave up hope and refused to aid his captors. He died of malnutrition and dysentery a year later as a prisoner of war (POW). Four years later, Koelsch became the first helicopter pilot to receive the Medal of Honor for his heroism, awarded posthumously.

The first documented U.S. Navy helicopter swimmer deployment occurred on January 22, 1952, off the coast of North Korea. Aviation Machinist’s Mate Second Class Ernie LaRue Crawford was serving as an aircrewman with Helicopter Utility Squadron One (HU-1). HU-1 was attached to the USS Rochester operating in the Hungnam area of Korea. Crawford voluntarily entered the frigid winter waters, well within range of enemy shore batteries and small arms fire. Due to the intensity of the crash and extreme exposure, the pilot in the water could not assist himself in the rescue. With little regard for his own safety, Crawford rescued the downed pilot in enemy territory. The helicopter aircrewman, teetering on hypothermia, worked diligently to cut the parachute loose from the downed pilot. Because of the poor equipment and techniques, Crawford’s hands became too numb to continue cutting, so instead he signaled to the helicopter pilot to lower the hoist. The aircrewman attached the injured pilot to the rescue sling, who was then short-hauled to a nearby ship. Crawford remained in the freezing water for twenty more minutes, continually moving to stay as warm as possible. After dropping off the downed pilot, the HU-1 returned and was able to hoist the near frozen Crawford to safety and return him to the USS Rochester for medical attention. Crawford was later awarded the Navy Cross for his extraordinary heroism in saving the life of a downed pilot in the vicinity of enemy fire. His heroic actions also planted the seed for future mission-sets for helicopters in the U.S. Navy.

The next two decades focused on dramatic new aircraft enhancements, models, reliability, mission-sets, procedures, capabilities, and training. The military found new ways to use helicopters for search and rescue, vertical replenishment (VERTREP), aerial weapons support, medical evacuations, search and surveillance, anti-submarine warfare, and personnel transport. The first National Search and Rescue Plan and Manual was written in 1956, with accompanying training regimens to standardize procedures and techniques to increase efficiencies of SAR operations.

Established in 1967, Helicopter Combat Support Squadron 7 (HC-7) was tasked with a variety of combat, SAR, and logistical mission-sets. They give great credit to Paramedic Rescue Team One, NAS Cubi Point, Republic of Philippines, who was tasked with training helicopter aircrewmen forward deploying to Western Pacific hot zones. The aircrewmen attended Combat Aircrewman Rescue School, run by U.S. Navy SEAL Rocky Bliss. The intensive training included jungle environmental survival training (JEST), survival, evasion, resistance, and escape (SERE), combat swim school, aerial gunnery and weapons, advanced first aid and medical, hand-to-hand combat, and 10 feet and 10 knots helicopter rescue swimmer deployment. The freshly trained combat aircrewmen then deployed to support the conflict in Southeast Asia.

During the Vietnam War, Navy helicopter squadrons were attached to ships or operated as detachments on shore bases. Their primary mission was CSAR, which included both overwater and overland insertions and extractions, aerial weapons support, crash recoveries, and military personnel rescues. Navy helicopters saw a lot of action during the war, but they also suffered a lot of losses. Of the 11,845 U.S. helicopters deployed in Vietnam, 5,607 were lost to enemy fire or mishap. Numerous safety and tactical lessons were learned across the different military branches, which were then incorporated into the training regimens in the U.S. military’s relentless pursuit of excellence.

Around this same era during the Apollo space exploration years, Navy helicopters utilized U.S. Navy underwater demolition teams (UDT) to recover astronauts returning from orbiting Earth and even the moon landings. Initially, the Navy did not plan to use UDT “frogmen” to participate in the actual recoveries. However, after a successful splashdown of America’s second manned space flight, Mercury-Redstone 4, in July 1961, the Liberty Bell 7 spacecraft sank, and astronaut Gus Grissom nearly drowned when his space suit lost buoyancy from an open-air inlet. After that almost tragic recovery procedure, all ensuing Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo flights included UDT frogmen to attach a flotation collar and life rafts to the spacecraft before the hatch was opened.

On July 24, 1969, Apollo 11, containing Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and Michael Collins, splashed down into the Pacific Ocean. The aircraft carrier USS Hornet was positioned 812 nautical miles southwest of Hawaii in preparation for the highly observed recovery. The Navy recovery teams were extensively trained and prepared for all contingencies, as the world was watching in real time. Helicopter Anti-Submarine Squadron 4 (HS-4) Black Knights launched their “old 66” SH-3D Sea King helicopter 66, which deployed the UDT swimmers into the water to extract the astronauts from their space capsule. Helicopter 66 is one of the most iconic helicopters in the U.S. Navy. The Navy later moved to three-digit designations, and Old 66 was redesignated Helicopter 740. However, due to its world fame, they would repaint it to Helicopter 66 for future Apollo recoveries. In her eight years of service, Helicopter 66 flew 3,245.2 flight hours. Sadly, on June 4, 1975, during a routine anti-submarine warfare training mission off the coast of San Diego, she crashed into the ocean. Her legacy remains today, settled amongst the deep, dark floor of the Pacific.

“The H-3 was a great vehicle for Astronaut recovery operations. It was dependable, with plenty of power, stable, had good range and a 24-hour capability. Just the sort of bird you’d want under you when you’re carrying out an operation in front of a few hundred million viewers. We assigned ‘Old 66,’ as she became affectionately known, for all five of the initial lunar missions and she always performed flawlessly. For a short period of time, I reckon she was the best recognized helicopter in the world.”

—Chuck Smiley, CDR, USN, Recovery Pilot, 
Apollo 10 and 13

After the UDT swimmers helped remove the precious cargo from the floating space module, the Navy aircrew would then hoist up the astronauts and safely return them to the aircraft carrier to be quarantined. The helicopter included a NASA flight surgeon who gave a medical evaluation on the flight to the ship. They landed the helicopter on an aft carrier elevator, which lowered to the hangar where the astronauts took ten steps on a red carpet to a mobile quarantine unit. The astronauts quarantined for twenty-one days in the early space exploration missions, since NASA wasn’t sure if they might have been exposed to harmful elements from interacting with a foreign celestial body. Additionally, they wanted to protect any life they may have brought back from the moon in their lunar samples.

AW3 Michael Longe and his SH-3D crew sat on standby for the Apollo 10 and 11 missions. He also flew in the photography helicopter for Apollo 12, where they took pictures and video of the entire recovery. This footage can be easily found online with a quick search. For the NASA recovery mission, they had three HS-4 helicopters, with backup helicopters and crews on standby in case of mechanical issues, crew sickness, or other problems that could occur. The first two helicopters, Swim One and Swim Two, would deploy the UDT swimmers while Recovery One would hoist the crew for extraction and transport them to the carrier.

Apollo 13 was the seventh crewed mission in the Apollo space program and third that intended to land on the moon. Onboard Apollo 13 was Jim Lovell (Apollo 13 commander), Jack Swigert (command module pilot), and Fred Haise (lunar module pilot). The mission to land on the moon was aborted after a rupture and explosion occurred from oxygen tank number two in the service module. Fortunately, the mission controller crew back on Earth was able to improvise a solution to increase the odds of returning the crew. Due to excessive CO2 in the cabin, they built a makeshift filter with extra parts in the capsule to reduce the risk of asphyxiation. For days they dealt with low power, freezing and wet temperatures, and minimal potable water as they circumnavigated the moon and steered a course back to Earth. With the severity of mishaps and infancy of space travel, Apollo 13’s chance of survival was estimated at less than 10 percent.

Longe was the primary hoist operator in Recovery One to ensure all personnel made it safely to the helicopter to be transported to the carrier. Prior to the astronauts’ return, the HS-4 aircrew spent months in Southern California training for the Apollo 13 Odyssey command module splashdown recovery. A splashdown was the primary method of landing a spacecraft, using three parachutes to slow its descent as it impacted the ocean. HS-4 worked with the Naval Special Warfare UDT swimmers and a mock space capsule in the Coronado Bay. They feverishly trained day after day to ensure they could perform the recovery in their sleep. They planned for every imaginable variable and meticulously worked within the strict boundaries NASA set for them. There wasn’t just all the unknowns of space travel and protection of our space heroes, but the recovery would be in the media spotlight of the world during a critical time in the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. There was absolutely no room for error, and the U.S. Navy professionals did everything in their control to ensure the United States would shine in the public spotlight. There were an estimated five hundred million people watching the recovery live on television around the world as NASA struggled to return the crewsafely.

The idea was to deploy HS-4 in the general area of the planned splashdown, assigned to a U.S. naval warship, and launch as soon as NASA alerted them of their contact, status, and location. Longe remembers the excitement and anxiety for the aircrew in the days leading up to the recovery. As the HS-4 aircrew anxiously sat ready on alert for the launch for recovery, they continually practiced in their minds the on- and off-script methods they would perform. Years later, Longe recalls the exciting moment and how amped with adrenaline they all were when they got the call that Apollo 13 was moving through reentry into Earth’s atmosphere. It was go time!

The HS-4 Black Knights launched Swim One, Swim Two, and Recovery One from the USS Iwo Jima, an amphibious assault ship carrying helicopters and Navy and Marine Corps personnel. They were in constant communication with NASA Headquarters in Houston and the Iwo Jima as they anticipated the command module splashdown. They flew to the NASA-provided coordinates and established a circular flight pattern, waiting for news of the returning vessel. There is a four-minute delay in communications with returning space capsules because of the ionization of the air around the module on reentry. Due to the shallow reentry path required because of its damage, Apollo 13 increased the radio delay to six minutes—the longest six minutes everyone had ever experienced. If the command module’s heat shield failed, they would have burned up like most meteors do before reaching Earth’s surface. As people were starting to lose hope, Odyssey regained radio contact and HS-4 made visual contact with the descending vessel with three huge red-and-white-striped parachutes deployed. The world erupted in relief and joy!

Swim One and Swim Two flew close to the module and used grappling hooks to snag the parachutes. A grappling hook or grapnel is a device with multiple hooks attached to a rope. They are tossed at an object and dredged to either retrieve or tow it to a specific location. The naval aircrewmen worked diligently to detach and retrieve the three main parachutes to ensure they didn’t create a hazard or mishap for the recovery. A parachute can quickly fill with water and sink, creating a lethal sea anchor for a watercraft or survivor. Once they had the three chutes away from the module, they were clear to deploy the UDT swimmers.

Swim One approached the floating space capsule, bobbing in the Pacific, and dropped to 10 feet and 10 knots. The crew chief shouted to the UDT swimmers to prepare for deployment as they sat in the cabin door eager to jump. One at a time, he gave the UDT swimmers three consecutive taps on the shoulder, and they then jumped from the forward-moving helicopter into the ocean. As they surfaced, they gave the OK hand signal and turned to swim toward the capsule. The first swimmer attached a sea anchor to the capsule to keep it from drifting, while two other swimmers attached a flotation collar to keep the unit steady and above water. Once everything was strapped, inflated, and secure, they deployed an egress raft for the astronauts to board.

The lead UDT swimmer took control of the raft and secured it to the floating module. One of the helicopters lowered the rescue net with the three astronauts’ flotation suits. The lead UDT swimmer then opened the hatch and welcomed the space travelers back to Earth! He handed them the flotation suits for them to don in the module and then one by one helped them to the raft where they would be individually hoisted to Recovery One.

Recovery One came in for extraction and held a 40-foot hover over the egress raft. Longe lowered the rescue net, and the lead UDT swimmer assisted the first astronaut in and gave a thumbs up to Longe. He hoisted him to the helicopter cabin, ensured he was secure, and then hoisted up the other two astronauts. The swimmers remained in the water to assist with the module recovery by the ship. Recovery One made a wide turn back to the Iwo Jima to provide enough time for the astronauts to get a quick medical assessment from the flight surgeon as well as change into their blue NASA flight suits. Longe recalls the actual recovery being flawless with nothing out of the ordinary. They trained hard and channeled their adrenaline to focus on the mission, remaining calm and professional.

During this time, the demand for the helicopter crews was growing as the Navy began to conduct a wider variety of missions. The individual rescue training units agreed that it was time for the Navy to have professional rescuemen, but they had to justify the new designation by collecting and compiling information and material to support the need for such a rate (new position title and pay grade). The CNO had looked at the option several times but felt that such a rate wasn’t warranted because of the limited community, no career path, and a lack of rotational billets. Despite the challenges, in 1970 the CNO approved a formal SAR crewman syllabus conducted on a limited basis. Successful completion of the syllabus results in a SAR specialty designation for the trainee.

Without official designation, SAR training began with HC-5 (West Coast) in NAAS Ream Field, Imperial Beach, California, and HS-1 (East Coast) in NAS Quonset Point, Rhode Island. HC-5 devised a syllabus approved by the CNO for training rescue crewmen. The training began with highly motivated enlisted men volunteering for flying and successfully completing a flight physical. They had to demonstrate their confidence and abilities as a first-class swimmer as defined in the Bureau of Naval Personnel (BUPERS) Manual. The rescue crewman syllabus took fourteen weeks to complete. The syllabus consisted of three weeks of swimming and first aid, two weeks of hand-to-hand combat, one week of Survival Evasion Resistance Escape (SERE) training, one week of night vision indoctrination and combat pistol instruction, three weeks of plane captain and rescue aircrewman duties, and four weeks of flight training.

The training continuously evolved through the next decade as lessons were learned. Originally run by the help of Navy SEALs, seasoned SAR crewmen took over the training and syllabus to fine-tune it to specific skillsets, techniques, disciplines, and equipment for mission-sets they would be responding to. In 1979, the CNO formally established the Search and Rescue Model Manager (SARMM). HC-16 assumed the duties for SARMM, based in Pensacola, Florida. The following year the Navy developed the first comprehensive Search and Rescue Manual (NWP 37–1) and Rescue Tactical Airborne Information Document (TACAID). Then, in 1983, Aviation Rescue Swimmer Schools consolidated from East and West Coast schools to a single location at Naval Air Station Pensacola. The program has considerably evolved throughout the years and is constantly in a state of research and development to ensure the rescue swimmers are appropriately trained for the future of naval warfare. The official and non-official names have changed from the early SAR wet crewman, air sea rescue, helicopter rescue swimmer, and air rescue swimmer, to the current aviation rescue swimmer. By the time this book is published, it may be called something completely different.

In 1984, the U.S. Coast Guard put a similar program together for their Helicopter Rescue Swimmer training. The Coast Guard attended the grueling Navy Aviation Rescue Swimmer School until 1997. During those years of joint training, they were building their own program to be more specific to their coastal needs, rescue types, and aircraft. The conditioning and techniques were similar, but they required more dedicated focus as their program grew and became more accepted and funded in the Coast Guard. Aviation Survivalman (ASM1) Steve Lurati was one of my instructors in 1993. He was tough but fair, especially when I pissed him off during a night rescue training evolution when I poked him in the eye during a head sweep before helicopter extraction. The Coast Guard training eventually moved to the Aviation Technical Training Center (ATTC) in Elizabeth City, North Carolina. (Coast Guard Rescue Swimmer training is currently being held in Training Center Petaluma, California, while the Elizabeth City ATTC is being renovated.) The helicopter rescue swimmer candidates are collocated with the Coast Guard pilot candidates for familiarization with the aircraft they’ll operate in. Even though the training is now separate, the Navy and Coast Guard still perform joint fleet training, advanced SAR training, and conduct real-time operations together.

I served six years in the U.S. Navy as an aviation rescue swimmer (class 9319) with other duties like anti-submarine warfare, CSAR, and aerial gunner. Stationed with Helicopter Anti-Submarine Squadron 2 (HS-2) Golden Falcons (now redesignated Helicopter Sea Combat Squadron 12 (HSC-12)), I deployed on the aircraft carrier USS Constellation for two deployments in the Persian Gulf as a part of Operation Southern Watch. During my time in service, our squadron took part in several rescues, medevacs, special operations warfare, and countless carrier flight missions.

Aviation rescue swimmers are attached to helicopter squadrons, which deploy on either aircraft carriers or surface force ships. Helicopters are the first aircraft to leave the deck during flight operations and the last to land. They must be in the air and ready to respond to an incident at any given moment. This can range from a pilot ejection, civilian rescue, man overboard, to investigating unknown surface or subsurface vessels. Even when flight operations aren’t active, the crews wait in Alert status, ready to launch within thirty minutes if there’s a man overboard or some other unexpected incident.

Each flight, the crew put their lives at risk for the sole purpose of supporting and saving our military brothers and sisters. With the strenuous training, technical rescues in harsh working conditions, operating in all weather and war-related environments, even downrange under fire, the aviation rescue swimmer position is rated as one of the most dangerous jobs the military has to offer. They are relentlessly trained to remain calm in extreme situations to successfully complete the mission, while minimizing mishaps and casualties.

With so many military job options, what type of individual volunteers to regularly put their life at risk to save a complete stranger? Everyone is wired differently, and even those who feel they have what it takes quickly find out it may not be the best fit. Aviation Rescue Swimmer School holds some of the top attrition numbers in all the military due to the intense physical, mental, and academic requirements. Our main operating environment includes deploying in the open ocean and dealing with combatant victims. Most people don’t work well in those conditions, and once put to the test, students have the option of either Drop on Request (DoR) or two attempts to pass. This means you can fail an assessment once, but the second failure typically results in an academic evaluation and rollback to another training class. Any failures in the second class results in disqualification from the course and being reassigned to another rating (occupational field) to fill fleet needs—that is, possibly being placed into a Navy job that doesn’t have a rating or specialty, such as scraping barnacles or cleaning toilets. This constant fear of failure helps drive some to success, but it more commonly leads them to quitting and pursuing safer military jobs.

*  *  *

In the above example, those who gave up in training sometimes did so due to their fear of failure. They were so motivated to avoid failure that they chose to quit. Alternatively, there are those who persevered through their fears, even if they didn’t succeed in the training. The outcome can be a sense of “I failed but that won’t stop me from trying” (growth mindset) to “I failed and therefore I am a failure” (fixed mindset with shame). The key to mindset is perspective. How are you going to approach a setback? You choose growth over fixed mindset by facing your fear and working through that fear. What if the worst happens? What then? How can I go on? What can I learn from this experience?

*  *  *

During the intense, oxygen-deprived training, the candidates are put into constant
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