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U.S. Park Police — heroes over the Potomac 

USPP Pilot Don Usher (on right, inset above) balanced the helicopter on the water surface as USPP Paramedic Gene Windsor (on left, above) stood on the skids 
and reached doivn to pull a victim from the icy Potomac River. 

By Candace Garry 
Public Information Specialist, WASO 

Few people in Washington, D.C.—in 
fact few in the entire country—are 
asking "Where have all the heroes 
gone?" these days. There were plenty of 
heroes on hand Jan. 13 in Washington 
when an Air Florida 737 jetliner crashed 
into the 14th Street Bridge and plunged 
into the icy waters of the Potomac River 
below, killing 78 people. 

Two such heroes are United States 

Park Police helicopter pilot Donald 
Usher and USPP paramedic Gene 
Windsor. In a daring rescue effort these 
men characterize as "just part of our 
job" and "routine," they saved the lives 
of five surviving crash victims who 
clung to the plane's wreckage amid 
huge chunks of ice and debris. 

Windsor stood on the skids of the 
helicopter and reached down, dropping 
life preservers as close to the victims as 
he could, while Usher hovered the 
aircraft over the gruesome site. At one 

point, Usher actually balanced the 
helicopter ON the water surface, and 
one of the skids dipped into the water 
as Windsor courageously lifted a 
woman out. As a former army pilot 
who flew in the Vietnam war, Usher 
has logged more than 3,000 flving 
hours. He says he has never before 
touched the skids of an aircraft on the 
water. 

Many eyewitnesses have insisted 
there is no way these people could have 
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been rescued without the use of a 
helicopter. Ice boats were unable to 
quickly penetrate the thick ice and, 
because these people were suffering 
severe hypothermia from the freezing 
water, time was of the essence. National 
Airport Control Tower officials called on 
the USPP Aviation Section because they 
knew the Park Police had the closest 
medevac helicopter and could respond 
more quickly than anyone else. The 
timely response was indeed a factor in 
saving the lives of these people. 

When the control tower called at 4:09 
that afternoon, thev said there MIGHT 
be a plane crash in the Potomac and 
thev didn't know how manv survivors 
there were. By 4:19 the USPP Eagle I 
was on the scene evacuating survivors. 
Within these 10 minutes the helicopter 
was brought out of the hangar, the 
helicopter pad was cleared of snow, the 
aircraft was started and warmed up, 
extra rescue gear was placed aboard and 
the crew was airborne. The entire 
rescue, from time they were airborne to 
the time thev flew the last survivor to 
shore, took only about 12 minutes. 

Although there were personal safety 
risks involved, neither of the men said 
this crossed their minds during the 
rescue. Thoughts like "My God, who 
should we throw the life ring to first?" 
and "How are we going to get them out 
of here?" and "Who is injured the most 
seriously?" raced through their minds. 

Both Windsor and Usher say they 
have been in rescue operations much 
more dangerous than this. "But I don't 
think we have been in a situation where 
it is so dangerous to the victims with all 
the jet fuel in the frigid water and the 
chunks of ice," said Windsor. The 
inconveniences of the rescue mission 
made it difficult, too. There was an 
enormous traffic jam on the 
bridge—trees, ice and jet fuel 
everywhere. 

When thev arrived on the scene, both 
men were shocked and saddened to see 
only the tail section of the plane above 
water and so few survivors. One of the 
most frustrating things about the 
rescue, according to Windsor, was 
when some of the survivors could not 
grasp the life ring. "Their limbs were 
frozen and they were in shock . . . there 
was nothing thev or we could do," he 
said. 

There is no lack of praise and 
admiration for Windsor and Usher from 
their superiors and peers. Director 
Dickenson said, "1 don't know when I 
have been so impressed with the kind 
of courage and skill and dedication that 
we saw exhibited by our National Park 
Service fellow employees in the U.S. 

Park Police. It is something that is 
routine to them, I suppose, and • 
something we have come to expect. But 
it certainly does not take away from the 
kind of heroic achievement under 
extraordinarily difficult circumstances 
that was accomplished here. It can be 
said that those five survivors would not 
have lived without the U.S. Park Police 
timelv help and assistance." 

National Capital Region Director Jack 
Fish personally commended Officers 
Usher and Windsor and the other Park 
Police force members and NCR 
employees who assisted in the rescue 
and recovery operations. "I feel thev 
have embodied a spirit of caring and 
compassion we can all be proud of," he 
said. "Don Usher and Gene Windsor 
truly exemplify the highest traditions of 
the National Park Service and our 
country. These two men responded to 
the first call for assistance in the same 
calm, efficient manner that thev have 
exhibited many times. But the 
magnitude of this tragic event brought 
them to the attention of the Nation, and 
rightly so." Fish added, "The courage 
and expertise displayed by Don and 
Gene during the dramatic rescue have 
become the hallmark of the U.S. Park 
Police Aviation Unit and the entire Park 
Police force." 

Former U.S. Park Police Chief Jerry 
Wells, who started the USPP Aviation 
Section in 1973, has seen a lot of rescue 
efforts in his 29 years with the Park 
Police. "This ranks as an outstanding 
effort," he savs, "but it's important to 
remember that these men are just doing 
their job." 

Maybe Windsor and Usher were just 
doing their job, but awards and 
commendations are pouring in for them 
from all over. Secretary of the Interior 
James Watt awarded both men the Valor 
Award in a special ceremony Jan. 22. 
The Valor Award is the highest honor 
the Department can bestow on an 
employee and it is usually given for a 
heroic or life threatening 
accomplishment. Also, the Interior 
Office of Aircraft Services, Montgomery 
County Medical Society and a host of 
other organizations, have issued 
citations and given awards to these 
men. 

Don Usher is the chief pilot for the 
USPP Aviation Section. He has been 
with the Park Police for 8 years. While 
he was an army pilot prior to that, he 
received the Distinguished Flying Cross 
award and several air medals for valor. 
He and his wife, Carol, and their two 
children live in Gambrills, Md. 

Gene Windsor has been with the Park 

Police for 10 years. He began as a 
cruiser patrolman on the George 
Washington Memorial Parkway, where 
he later became an administrative 
officer. He took paramedic training with 
the D.C. Ambulance Service at the 
Washington Hospital Center and signed 
on with the Aviation Unit in 1979. He 
lives in Monrovia, Md., with his wife, 
Maureen and their two children 
remaining at home. Thev have six other 
grown children and three 
grandchildren. 

Continued on back page. 

(Editor's Note: See sidebar about 
the USPP Aviation Section. Also see 
photo taken during the Valor Awards 
ceremony on Jan. 22, honoring USPP 
Officers Don Uslier and Gene Windsor.) 

The USPP 
Aviation Section 

The U.S. Park Police Aviation Section, 
started in 1973 by former USPP Chief 
Jerry Wells, is accustomed to evacuating 
victims from crash scenes and 
transporting them to trauma centers. 
Last year alone, the section evacuated 
more than 275 seriously injured accident 
victims. According to Wells and sources 
in the Aviation Section, these people 
probably would have died had it not 
been for a timely response and air 
evacuation to nearby trauma centers. 

The section performs various other 
duties, such as photo missions of crime 
scenes and searches for lost people and 
downed aircraft. Thev often serve as 
law enforcement backup for Park 
Policemen on the street. More recently, 
they have assisted with Presidential 
security, accompanying the Presidential 
motorcade. 

Pilots and paramedics work in teams, 
parroting the D.C. metropolitan area 
(usually up the Potomac River) about 
twice a week. They participate in 
frequent disaster drills to keep in 
practice. 

The Aviation Section includes a 
commanding officer Lt. John J. McLeod, 
Sgt. William T. Sampson, five pilots and 
five paramedics. The pilots are: Chief 
Pilot Don Usher, Earl Cronin, Dwavne 
Darnell, Dennis Doyle and Robert 
Hartley. The paramedics are Gene 
Windsor, David Duffev, Chester 
Hendrickson, Wilbur Land and Ronald 
Galev. 
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