2004 AFRAS GOLD MEDAL AWARD

AFRAS presented its Gold Medal and a cash prize to United States Coast Guardsman
Laurence D. Nettles, Aviation Survival Technician Third Class for a heroic rescue on 30 June,
2003.

Petty Officer Nettles was serving as rescue swimmer aboard a Coast Guard helicopter during the
rescue of four fishermen 40 miles south of Houma, Louisiana in Tropical Storm Bill.

Heavy rain showers and strong winds were pounding the New Orleans area ahead of the
approaching storm. The harsh weather overtook several commercial fishing vessels near
Timbalier Island. An emergency beacon signal was detected by the Eighth Coast Guard District
approximately ten miles southeast of Timbalier Island and a helicopter was launched with Petty
Officer Nettles as rescue swimmer to locate and assist if able.

By this time, Tropical Storm Bill was less than 10 miles offshore. During their first search, winds
were 40 knots and visibility 72 mile. The crew completed its initial search for the vessel and
repositioned to another probable location just offshore. Upon reaching the second location, the
crew of CG6514 overheard a mayday call from F/V SAINT JOSEPH to Coast Guard Station Grand
Isle. The vessel reported its pumps were unable to keep up with flooding and sinking with four
persons on board. The helicopter quickly diverted to their reported position, 15 nautical miles
away, near the east end of Timbalier Island, Louisiana. As the helo headed westward towards
the eye of Tropical Storm Bill, winds increased to 50 knots, the ceiling dropped to 200 feet, and
visibility decreased to 1/8 mile.

When the crew reached the F/V SAINT JOSEPH the vessel was dead in the water with all four
crewmen out on deck awaiting rescue. Seas whipped to 20 feet by the tropical storm’s now 60-
knot winds slammed broadside into the foundering vessel. With rear decks already awash, the
F/V SAINT JOSEPH rolled well past 30 degrees in the heavy seas eliminating direct hoists to the
vessel as a rescue option. After conferring with the Pilot-In-Command, Petty Officer Nettles
opted to deploy into the sea near the vessel and have the crew of the fishing vessel jump
overboard one at a time for recovery.

After deploying within 25 feet of the vessel, Petty Officer Nettles directed the first crewman to
jump into the water. Fighting the 20 foot waves with breaking tops and blowing spray, Nettles
towed the first survivor clear of the boat and placed him in the rescue basket. The subsequent
recoveries using this same method required increasing skill and stamina from Petty Officer
Nettles. Because wave action repeatedly separated him from the vessel, Petty Officer Nettles



twice reconnected to the rescue hoist and was repositioned near the SAINT JOSEPH, expending
considerable effort in the process.

While the helicopter crew moved in to hoist the third survivor, a 25-foot breaking wave
completely submerged Nettles and the survivor. The helicopter crew lost sight of them for about
15 seconds until the surf settled. The wave washed Petty Office Nettles and the survivor
approximately 50 feet down swell. Amazingly, when he emerged from the wave, Nettles still had
a grip on the survivor. That same wave almost capsized the F/V SAINT JOSEPH, putting its port
rail and deck underwater.

Dauntless in the face of increasingly ominous conditions and unfazed by the onset of severe
fatigue, Petty Officer Nettles steadfastly pressed on and completed the rescue of the two
remaining survivors. Petty Officer Nettles’ intrepidness, stamina, and determination in
treacherous conditions were instrumental in the saving of four lives, and were in keeping in the
highest traditions of the United States Coast Guard and those who risk their own lives to save
others at sea.



