0913. Kadena airmen make swift rescue in Okinawa

by Master Sgt. Val Gempis 

Air Force Print News 

KADENA AIR BASE, Japan—A U.S. Air Force helicopter rescue team, racing 

against the clock, saved a critically injured patient recently. The six-man 

crew from the 33rd Rescue Squadron here quickly responded to a medical 

evacuation when a U.S. Marine’s only chance for survival was to get to the 

nearest hospital. 

The event started early June 29, a scheduled no-fly day, when “Jolly Ops,” 

the squadron’s rescue operation center, received a call from a flight 

surgeon at Camp Schwab Marine Base, Okinawa, Japan. He needed to evacuate a 

patient who had suffered severe head trauma because of a boating accident. 

The squadron, which did not have an “alert bird” that day, scrambled to get 

an aircraft ready. 

“We knew right away we had to get there as quickly as we could,” said Capt. 

Randall Nelson, HH-60G Pave Hawk helicopter pilot and mission commander. 

“Every second counted. Four minutes after the call, I got to the hangar and 

there were already a bunch of maintainers, flight engineers, and pararescue 

people pulling plugs and covers, loading equipment, hauling medical 

supplies, and hooking up auxiliary power units to the chopper. It was 

organized chaos. Everyone pitched in and knew exactly what to do. 

“All I had to do was get in the aircraft,” Nelson said. “We were airborne 14

minutes after notification. The standard take-off time during alert is 30 

minutes. It was pretty impressive.” 

The helicopter flew 30 miles to Camp Schwab in seven minutes where the 

patient was ready for transport. Wasting no time, Staff Sgts. Jonah Biddick 

and Paul Schultz, both pararescuemen, rushed to transfer the patient inside 

the chopper and immediately started treatment. A Navy doctor also went 

along. Within three minutes the chopper was airborne again, headed for 

nearby Camp Lester Naval Hospital. 

“We normally discuss what we need to do before a rescue mission, but that 

day there was no time,” said Biddick. “The patient was unresponsive and we 

knew right away that there was major injury. He was in bad shape.” 

Inside the chopper, Jonah immediately provided manual oxygen every three to 

five seconds to ensure the patient received ventilation. 

“He wasn’t opening his eyes, he wasn’t talking, and he was moaning,” Biddick

said. “We did everything possible to keep him alive.” 

While Biddick and the doctor were busy working on the patient, Schultz, the 

PJ team leader, assisted them by checking the patient’s vital signs from a 

monitoring device. He relayed critical information to the pilot, who passed 

it on to the doctors waiting on the ground. 

“It was pretty intense scene inside the chopper,” he said. 

The trio hardly exchanged words as they provided medical care. There were a 

lot of hand signals and visuals. 

After 10 minutes the chopper landed at Camp Lester where a throng of medical

people waited anxiously for them. As the trauma team wheeled the patient 

inside the ambulance, the crew felt relief knowing that he was in a 

controlled medical facility. The rescue mission took 39 minutes from the 

moment they got the call. 

“This was an outstanding team effort. Our maintenance folks were extremely 

helpful in getting us off the ground,” Nelson said. “The flying and actual 

transport was pretty routine. Our job is 99-percent training. We work hard 

everyday and when the bell goes off it’s nice to see the team come and work 

together. It just makes you go, ‘wow, this thing really works as 

advertised.’”
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Kadena Squadron's Quick Response Saves Marine Injured During Training

By Carlos Bongioanni, Okinawa bureau

KADENA AIR BASE — On what was supposed to be a no-fly day, members of Kadena’s 33rd Rescue Squadron got the real thing when a Marine was injured in a boating accident.

Squadron personnel knew that the Marine’s only chance for survival was to get him to the nearest hospital right away.

The Marine, a member of the 3rd Marine Division on Okinawa, was in water training June 29 when the accident occurred, said Marine spokesman Capt. Cliff Gilmore.

"He [accidentally] fell off a Zodiak," said a Marine source, who asked not to be identified. "It was a pretty close call. The blades cut him up his back and across his head. The impact of the blade bent his skull."

The Marine’s vital signs "weren’t looking that good. He was in pretty bad shape," said Staff Sgt. Paul Schultz, a pararescueman with the squadron. "If he hadn’t been taken care of immediately, there was a very good chance he could have gone the wrong way."

The squadron responded with an HH-60G Pave Hawk helicopter with six crewmembers in the air within 14 minutes of the emergency call, said Capt. Randall Nelson, the aircraft pilot and mission commander.

In a nonemergency mission, the squadron usually takes an hour to two hours to do all the preflight checks and get airborne, he said.

"Without a doubt, it was spectacular," Nelson, 32, said of the response time.

He was participating in only the second "real" rescue of his Air Force career.

"The big thing was the mobility of the squadron," he said. "The way everybody moved and executed the mission in such a timely fashion, after the ‘magic, magic, magic’ call came over the [public address] system, it was impressive."

"Magic" is the code word that informs squadron personnel that a real-world rescue or medical evacuation emergency is needed.

Once airborne, it took the helicopter rescue squadron seven minutes to fly from Kadena to Camp Schwab, where Navy medical personnel tended to the unconscious Marine.

They kept him alive by manually pumping oxygen through an artificial airway into his lungs, Schultz said.

It took just a few minutes to load the Marine and his attending physician onto the helicopter. Schultz, 27, said the seven-minute ride to the U.S. Naval Hospital at Camp Lester was intense.

Without the helicopter support, the Marine’s chances of survival would have gone down a considerable amount, Schultz said. It would have taken an ambulance 90 minutes to drive to Lester from Schwab.

The Marine, who was not identified, is recovering at Camp Lester.

The Marine source who asked not to be identified said the injured Marine is a private first class who works in the Comptrollers Office at Camp Courtney.

Since 1979, the 33rd Rescue Squadron has saved 225 people.

The June 29 medevac from Camp Schwab was the fifth life-saving mission the squadron had this year. Three took place in Korea and involved civilians. The other took place in the Philippines in April.

"The reason I joined the Air Force was for this reason — to save lives" Schultz said. "We do a lot of training day in and day out. … It feels good to actually do your job."

