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RESCUE 19 FEB 2001

Maj Eric J. Steward — Detachment 1, 33 RQS Commander

It all began in the early morning hours of 19 Feb.  Shortly before midnight, the Korean Combined Rescue Coordination Center (KCRCC) received a request to medevac a 38 week pregnant woman with labor complications from the distant Northwest UN controlled island of P-Y-DO to the hospital helipad in Inchon. The Island is situated only 10 miles from North Korea mainland and has been a focal point of many of disputes in recent years. A previous attempt by the Republic of Korea (ROK) Air Force was aborted because of marginal weather. The KCRCC immediately called the commander of Detachment 1, 33rd Rescue Squadron (RQS) to see if he had a crew that could perform this mission.  Despite it being the weekend, when the rescue squadron is not normally on alert, a crew was available and the wheels for this rescue attempt continued to turn.

The maintenance crew (MSgt Doughty, SSgt Fife, SSgt O’Callaghan, SSgt Urbanski, SrA Millen, SrA Lilienthal, SSgt Reed, SSgt Ankele and SrA Benedict) of Detachment 1, 33 RQS, the smallest and only rescue detachment in the Air Force, diligently prepared its HH-60G, call sign Air Force Rescue 210, for this 3.5 hour

round trip trek. The aircrew (Pilots Capt Shiela Black, and detachment commander Maj Eric Steward , Flight Engineer: SSgt Mathew Domboski, Gunner: TSgt Michael Pearce, and Pararescueman: SSgt Jason Lydon) began the final preparations for the daunting task of performing this rescue. Capt Elam, Duty officer led the coordination for this rescue and TSgt Faingnaert, Detachment intel NCO, loaded the COMSEC for the flight. 

This truly became a joint venture as evaluation of the situation led to the request to the 51st Medical Group for a doctor, which Capt Thomas quickly answered despite never having flown on a helicopter be-fore.  Additionally, a linguist from the ACC PJ, 1Lt Lee, was dispatched to help in any potential translation problems who also had never flown on a helicopter. SSgt Davis, Life Support, quickly fitted the individuals with the necessary life support equipment. Finally, after a final weather check, clearance from CC Seoul, and a call to the 18th WG (the parent wing of the detachment) the flight crew, doctor, and linguist boarded Air Force Rescue 210 and departed for the Island at 0200.  

The flight was anything but routine, the route up to the island has some very specific altitudes because of the proximity to North Korea and even though the weather guessers said it would be 3000 ft ceilings with 3 miles visibility, it wasn't close. Despite the use of Night Vision Goggles (NVGs), the darkness of flying over water and the low clouds forced the pilots to fly using only the cockpit instruments and forward looking infrared (FLIR) device to navigate the 1.5 hours to the island. "It was like flying in a no-visual

simulator because there was no horizon except what you could see on the FLIR." 

Fortunately, once arriving on the island with the visibility of 1 mile or less, the ambulance was waiting, lights flashing, clearly marking the location for the transfer, a

small helipad. As Pararescueman, SrA Lydon, prepared the patient (s) for the long flight back, the father-to-be stood looking on, asking to come along. Although the space on board the helicopter is extremely limited, the consensus of the crew was to bring him

back with his wife even if we had to have him sit on someone’s lap. The flight back to Inchon was just as intense, complicated by the fact that weather deteriorated even more. Upon arrival to Inchon, a layer of clouds separated the helicopter from the helipad;

the only option was to divert to SUWON AB, 25 miles away by air, only adding to the complication of transferring the patient.  However, as fortune would have it, enroute to Suwon, the crew found a hole in the clouds, descended and turned back to Inchon

to successfully transfer the patient to South Korean medical officials.  The mission ended by once again having to climb up through the weather for an instrument arrival back to Osan.  

Although not a combat mission, nor a real thrilling "there I was" mission, the efforts by all; KCRCC, 7AF MCRC, the 51st Medical Group, the ROK ACC PJ, and of course the maintenance and flight crews of detachment 1, 33 RQS made great strides in continuing relations between the US and ROK. Often a call in the early hours of a weekend means someone has broken the rules or has gotten in trouble with the law, especially after a long exercise, but this one brought pride to the detachment reiterating the Rescue Motto: “These things we do that others May Live.” The end of this story is the woman delivered a healthy 5lb 6 oz girl and both mom and baby are doing fine
