Citation for
THE ASSOCIATION FOR RESCUE AT SEA

Gold Medal

To: BENJAMIN A. COURNIA
AVIATION SURVIVAL TECHNICIAN FIRST CLASS
UNITED STATES COAST GUARD

Petty Officer COURNIA is cited for heroic achievement in aerial flight on 1 October 2015,
while serving as the Rescue Swimmer aboard Coast Guard helicopters CG-6027 and CG-
6009. While deployed to Air Station Clearwater’s forward operating base in Great Inagua,
Bahamas, he and his crew responded to a distress call from the M/V MINOUCHE, a 212-
foot freighter that was rapidly taking on water 60 miles west of Haiti. CG-6027 launched
into extreme poor visibility and winds exceeding 50 knots from Hurricane JOAQUIN, a
category four storm whose eye was less than 90 miles away. As the MINOUCHE
foundered, the 12 crew members were forced to abandon ship into a small life raft.

Once on-scene, Petty Officer COURNIA was lowered into tumultuous 15-foot seas and
battled his way to the raft. After instructing the frightened crew of 12 on the impending
rescue process, he took the first survivor and signaled for the rescue basket. By the time
the first survivor was being hoisted, the raft had been blown nearly 100 yards away, visible
only when it crested waves.

Again and again, he bravely fought his way through the dark, churning seas to the raft.
One survivor panicked as he entered the water, grabbing Petty Officer COURNIA around
the head and neck, dangerously forcing him underwater. Remaining calm, Petty Officer
COURNIA conducted a front head-hold release and expertly placed the survivor in a
cross-chest carry, safely bringing him to the rescue basket.

After rescuing eight survivors over two hours, Petty Officer COURNIA was hoisted into
the cabin as the aircraft returned to base for fuel. An hour later, he again deployed into
the turbulent seas, rescuing the ninth survivor before the Flight Mechanic found damage
to the hoist cable, forcing the crew to return to Great Inagua and transfer to CG-6009. On
the third and final trip, he rescued the final three survivors.

In all, Petty Officer COURNIA’s actions and skill were instrumental in the saving of 12
lives. His courage, judgment, and devotion to duty are most heartily commended and are
in keeping with the highest traditions of the United States Coast Guard.



