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E
arly on the morning of January 3, 1944 the USS
Turner was anchored in Lower New York Harbor.
The explosions and subsequent sinking of the

naval vessel led to a mass evacuation of survivors
whom were brought by boat to the U.S. Army hospital
at Fort Hancock on Sandy Hook, New Jersey. That
morning, there was a great need for blood plasma.
With bad weather making transportation difficult, a
Coast Guard officer was given the assignment to fly his
helicopter, carrying the much needed blood plasma,
from New York City to Sandy Hook. This lifesaving
mission forever tied together the U.S. Navy, Fort
Hancock, and the importance of the helicopter.

The USS Turner (DD 648)
The USS Turner was named for Daniel Turner who

rose to prominence during the War of 1812, and, in
peacetime, commanded the USS Constitution.
Constructed at the Federal Shipbuilding and Dry Dock
Company in Kearny, New Jersey, the USS Turner was
commissioned on April 15, 1943, at the Brooklyn Navy
Yard. A Gleaves-class destroyer, she was an escort
ship for convoys across the Atlantic and participated in
anti-submarine warfare (ASW). As part of the global
war, the Navy was sending escort ships across the
Atlantic with warships, cargo, and troop ships to
protect them from German submarines. The United
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States had recently entered
its third year at war as the
USS Turner was returning
from her third Atlantic
voyage. She set her course
for New York with some of
the ships in the group, while
the others returned to
Norfolk, Virginia. The Turner
arrived a few miles from
Ambrose Lightship to set
anchor at approximately 3:00
A.M. on January 3, 1944.

Events of January 3, 1944
On a cold and snowy morning, the USS Turner was at
anchor approximately 6 miles off of Sandy Hook. The
Naval Board of Inquiry that convened on January 23rd

to report on the events of this morning stated that also
at anchor nearby were the naval ships USS Stevenson,
Thorn, Stockton, Stanton, Inch, and Swasey. The
Turner was scheduled to get underway to go in the
Ambrose Channel around 7:00 A.M. Sunrise on that
morning was at 8:20 A.M. The ship was set to dock in
Gravesend Bay, New York, and then the Turner’s
munitions were to be transferred to the U.S. naval
magazine at Fort Lafayette. (What was once Fort
Lafayette is now the base of the tower, just off the
coast of Brooklyn, for the structure of the Verrazano
Narrows Bridge.)

At 6:17 A.M., an internal explosion occurred, and two
minutes later the Fort Hancock Harbor Entrance
Command Post (HECP), which was located in the
former Mortar Battery, reported fire aboard the vessel.
The first blast destroyed the mast and
communications. The bridge collapsed killing or
incapacitating all the officers onboard except two
young ensigns who were not in the same area on the
vessel. Patrol boats were dispatched at 6:50 A.M. and
started the evacuation of the wounded. The HECP at
Fort Wadsworth on Staten Island directed the boats to
bring the injured to Fort Hancock. One such Coast
Guard boat, the CG 83306, was commanded by Lt (jg.)
John C. Dear. The Navy inquiry report explained that,
“in placing his vessel alongside the port bow of the
USS Turner displayed excellent seamanship, initiative
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and daring that were most commendable. . . . with total
disregard for his safety and that of his ship,
successfully evacuated members of the forecastle of
the ship . . .” After a brief firefighting effort, at 7:05 A.M.
the abandon ship order was given by the senior ensign
on board the Turner according to the Navy inquiry
report. “ . . . the decision of Ensign John J. Clemens,
U.S. Naval Reserve, to abandon the USS Turner was
influenced by an officer (on another vessel aiding in the
rescue) apparently senior in rank and experience
whom he considered to be in a better position to
analyze correctly the over-all situation. . . .” Reports at
7:19 A.M. said the Turner was sinking and by 8:06 A.M.
was completely submerged.

Because it was January of 1944, five months before
the Allied invasion of Europe began at Normandy,
sailors mostly assumed the Turner was torpedoed by a
German U-boat. This was not the cause, as the inquiry
report noted that two of the other ships anchored
nearby, the USS Stevenson and the USS Thorn,
checked for the enemy by watching and performing an
underwater sound search. The National Park Service’s
“Historic Resource Study” states that another possible
cause for the explosion was that one of the Army’s
networks of underwater mines in New York Harbor had
detonated; however, all mines were tested at 8:45 A.M.
and all were accounted for. The findings in the Navy’s
inquiry report stated that the explosion was internal,
but they could not conclusively say if it was the
munitions that first caught fire or something else. The
divers that had been sent down to examine the
wreckage concluded that no more evidence would be
produced, and none of the survivors were in the area of
where the blast occurred.

The magnitude of the explosion was felt all around
the New York area and woke up many people on the
first Monday of the New Year. There were reports of
many broken windows in Brooklyn and Staten Island.
Ironically, the Sandy Hook Foghorn reported that two of
the Turner’s sailors slept through the explosion which
could be heard 25–30 miles away. It also stated that
the force of the blast caused some of its sailors to lose
their shoes and one sailor lost his dog tags.

Fort Hancock, New Jersey
Fort Hancock was a Coast Artillery Post that was
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expanded from a peacetime force of approximately
800 people to a wartime population of approximately
12,000 soldiers and civilians. The Fort Hancock Post
Hospital and Hospital Steward’s Quarters, buildings 19
and 20 respectively, were completed in January 1899
in the same buff colored brick as the rest of the original
buildings on post and sat at the south end of Officers’
Row on Hartshorne Drive. Overtime, it continued to
expand from its original twelve beds. At the onset of
World War II, this small hospital greatly expanded to
meet the needs of the increased population. A two
company brick barracks 74, as well as two 33-bed
hospital annexes (W-1 plans) increased the total beds
count to well over 200. They were connected to the
main building with a covered walkway. An
administration building, nurse’s quarters, guesthouse,
dental clinic, morgue, and ambulance garages rounded
out the medical complex on Fort Hancock during the
war. (The brick hospital building was destroyed by
arson in 1985. The temporary and dilapidated nurses’
quarters, ambulance garages, dental clinic, and
hospital annex were all torn down in 1993.)

Rescue care at Fort Hancock Post Hospital
According to the “Historic Resource Study,”
ambulances began to line up at the U.S. Coast Guard
Station docks at Fort Hancock at 7:00 A.M. to transport
the wounded to the hospital. Battery A of the 245th

Coast Artillery, stationed at Fort Hancock, sent fifty
men to load the wounded into the seventeen waiting
ambulances, with the first rescue boat arriving at 8:00
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A.M. Hospital staff set up fifty beds to receive the most
traumatic injuries, and an additional 190 beds were
prepped for less severely injured sailors. By 9:00 A.M.,
sixty-four patients were in the hospital; fifty-four were
seriously injured.

In total, 110 sailors were taken by boat to Fort
Hancock. Several men were treated and released at the
U.S. Marine Hospital in Staten Island and Naval
Hospital in Brooklyn. Six needed extended stays in
Staten Island and four stayed in the Brooklyn hospital.
Additional uninjured sailors were taken into Staten
Island and Brooklyn. The Naval Board of Inquiry listed
139 deaths and 154 survivors from the Turner.

The story in the January 13, 1944 edition of the Sandy
Hook Foghorn, wrote that forty-four sailors remained at
the Fort Hancock Post Hospital as of that date. The
Foghorn explained in detail all the material and
equipment used to care for the sailors. The article stated
that two hundred and three injections of blood plasma
were given. It explained that eleven bottles of blood
plasma or 5,500 cc’s were injected into one man, Morgan
Gray. According the article, in 1944, the record for one
person’s blood transfusion was 6,000 cc’s. Gray was
alert and joking around after ten days in the hospital. He
was joined by his wife and two week-old daughter at his
bedside. The newspaper stated that in years prior to
1944 a person with 50% burns on a body would not have
survived. However, at the hospital, they had twelve men
recovering from at least 50% burns. Six of the injured
patients used 33,000 gallons of oxygen and a total of five
thousand yards of bandages were used during the crisis.
The hospital staff worked tirelessly on twenty-four hour
shifts for four days. Unsurprisingly, Fort Hancock
received visitors from all over the country to see the
sailors; wives, parents, and sweethearts arrived in
addition to thousands of telephone calls, letters, and
packages. Major General J. L. Homer, commander of the
New York-Philadelphia sector, sent a well-deserved
commendation letter to all the medics and personnel of
the hospital.

The Invention of the Helicopter
The first practical helicopter was invented by Igor
Sikorsky (1889–1972). Proposals for a rotary winged
craft dated back to the drawings of Leonardo da Vinci in
the 1400s, but its first successful flight wasn’t until
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centuries later. In the 1930s, Sikorsky started
experimenting with the goal of creating a practical
helicopter. His first successful attempt at flight occurred
in the VS-300 on September 14, 1939, just two weeks
after World War II began in Europe. The U.S military was
interested but unsure of its use at the time.

Frank A. Erickson, US Coast Guard, and the First
Military Helicopters
Frank A. Erickson was one of the first aviators to
recommend the use of helicopters for lifesaving,
convoy escorts, and law enforcement. He graduated
from the Coast Guard Academy on May 15, 1931.
Erickson attended Naval Flight School in Pensacola,
Florida and on May 14, 1935, he became Coast Guard
Aviator32. His first duty was flying seaplanes.

In 1941, Erickson served as assistant operations
officer aboard the cutter Taney on Ford Island, Pearl
Harbor. He had learned about the new helicopter
aircraft while in Hawaii. On the fateful day of December
7, 1941, Erickson witnessed the Japanese attack on
Pearl Harbor while on duty in the airfield control tower
on Ford Island. He saw wounded and oil-covered men
struggling to get to shore after being sent into the
water from their ships. At the time, Erickson knew that
helicopters could be used to save people from this type
of situation. The Coast Guard had become part of the
Navy Department, as it does in wartime, on November
1, 1941. The Coast Guard was responsible for
helicopter development in the Navy.

In April 1942, Erickson’s former instructor at the
Academy and friend, Commander William Kossler, who
was chief of the Aviation Engineering Division of the
Navy attended a helicopter demonstration at Vought-
Sikorsky aircraft plant of the Sikorsky XR-4. The XR-4
was the first Sikorsky helicopter developed for military
use. Kossler asked that three helicopters be purchased
for test and evaluation, but the Navy rejected his
proposal. At the same time, Lieutenant Commander
Erickson became Executive Officer of the Coast Guard
Air Station at Floyd Bennett Field in Brooklyn, New
York. Kossler sent Erickson to the Sikorsky plant on
June 26, 1942. At the conclusion of Erickson’s visit to
see the XR-4s, Erickson wrote a report to Naval
Headquarters explaining how helicopters should be
purchased for convoy anti-submarine patrol as well as
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for search and rescue. Erickson stated that an
excellent use of the aircraft would be for anti-
submarine missions. The crafts could be placed on a
platform on the decks of cargo ships. This was an
important potential use as US merchant ships were
losing massive amounts of cargo due to German
submarines strikes.

In 1943, the Commandant of the Coast Guard, Vice
Admiral Russell R. Waesche, witnessed demonstrations
of the Sikorsky helicopter. He urged Admiral Ernest J.
King, the Chief of Naval Operations, to obtain
helicopters for convoy protection. On February 16,
1943, Kossler was approved by the Naval Department
to start a helicopter training program. He chose
Erickson to be the first Coast Guard aviator to be
trained on the XR-4. This craft had different names
between the different branches of the military with
slight variations but it was the only U.S. military
helicopter to be used operationally in World War II. In
May, the Army conducted shipboard trials on the
tanker, SS Bunker Hill using a platform above the deck
to prove its use to assist with anti-submarine warfare.
In June of 1943, Erickson trained on the XR-4A, at the
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Sikorsky plant in Connecticut and became Coast Guard
Helicopter Pilot 1. On October 16, 1943, a Sikorsky YR-
4B, Navy designation XHNS-1, BuNo 46445, was
accepted by Erickson for the Navy at Bridgeport,
Connecticut. On November 19, 1943, newly promoted
Commander Erickson became commanding officer of
the New York Coast Guard Air Station’s first U.S. Naval
Helicopter Training Base. Erickson trained Coast
Guard, Navy, Army Air Corps, and British helicopter
pilots on the YR-4Bs. Testing and training continued
on helicopters in their anti-submarine warfare use. A
60x40-foot helicopter platform was constructed for
training to simulate a ship’s motion at sea.

Lifesaving Mission
The New York Times stated that on the morning of
January 3rd, shortly after hearing about the tragic
sinking of the USS Turner, “Thomas Ballantyne, head of
the disaster services unit . . . got in touch with Navy
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officials and asked what
the Red Cross could do.
The Navy asked for 200
units of blood plasma.
Mr. Ballantyne rode with
the area car. . . . for the
Coast Guard barge office
at the battery. . . . The Red
Cross men saw a
helicopter land in Battery
Park, watched two cases
of plasma loaded on it,
then saw it start on its
way to Sandy Hook.”

This snowy morning
would change military
and civilian minds on the
use of helicopters in the

future. Erickson’s role to perform a lifesaving mission
was embarked upon from a simple call to Floyd
Bennett Field. The Flight Operations Report stated,
“Rear Admiral Stanley Parker called at 10:00 [A.M.] 3
January and inquired as to the practicability of sending
a helicopter to the Barge Office for the purpose of
flying blood plasma to Sandy Hook for the victims of
the USS Turner disaster.” Erickson had never flown in
such conditions. Snow, sleet, and gale force winds had
already closed Floyd Bennett Field down to flights.
However, he enthusiastically replied that he would fly in
these conditions. He believed this was exactly the type
of situation that a helicopter could prove its merit.
Clearance for the flight had to be obtained from the
Commander New York Air Patrol because of Floyd
Bennett Field’s closure.

Erickson took to the cockpit along with Ensign
Walter Bolton at 10:20 A.M. in HNS-1 helicopter 46445.
The first leg of the flight was to pick up the blood
plasma in Battery Park from the Red Cross. The flight
to Battery Park was in strong winds and low visibility
with snow squalls and sleet. “We practically had to
‘feel’ our way around the ships in Gravesend Bay,”
recalled Erickson. It took 14 minutes to get to Battery
Park. Once there, Ensign Bolton got out of the
helicopter and stayed behind. The two containers of
plasma were loaded onto the helicopter, and at
approximately 10:55 A.M. Erickson lifted off for the rest
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of the journey. With winds at 25 to 40 miles-per-hour
and trees around, he had to back out of the landing
area. He flew low over the bay and landed at Sandy
Hook Coast Guard Station at 11:09 A.M.

Erickson stated, “Weather conditions were such
that this flight could not have been made by any other
type of aircraft.” Erickson is quoted in The New York
Times on January 5, 1944 as saying it was a “routine
operation.” The Times article further explained,
“Through snow squalls and sleet which kept all other
types of aircraft grounded, Commander Frank A.
Erickson . . . had no difficulty in taking off one of the
experimental helicopters from that station and landing
it at the battery. Fourteen minutes later it settled gently
on the beach at Sandy Hook with two cases of blood
plasma . . . To deliver this lifesaving shipment by boat
would have taken an hour . . . it shows in striking
fashion how the helicopter can make use of tiny
landing areas in conditions of visibility which make
other types of flying impossible . . . The helicopter is
proving its value in war. Its peacetime uses are obvious
. . . Nothing can dim the future for a machine which can
take in its stride weather conditions such as those
which prevailed in New York on Monday.”

Helicopters use Cemented in the Military
In the midst of a global war in the darkness of winter, a
good and encouraging development happened. The
new form of lifesaving transportation was tested and
succeeded in saving lives. The rotor winged helicopter
performed a job that no other mode of transportation
could have done as quickly. The historic flight allowed
both military and civilians to see what a lifesaving tool
the helicopter could be for sea rescues. Able to
withstand gale force winds and still land in a small
space, the aircraft could carry lifesaving equipment
and supplies. The future of the helicopter was bright.
Used in all future wars, but most notably Vietnam, this
craft was valued as a wartime and peacetime machine.
All of the thousands of rescues of people from floods
and natural disasters owe a great deal of thanks to
Frank Erickson and the US Coast Guard.

Captain Erickson retired in 1954 and passed away
on December 17, 1978. He was inducted into the
National Museum of Naval Aviation Hall of Honor in
1990 for his significant contributions to naval aviation.
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Mary Rasa was formerly a park ranger and museum
curator at Sandy Hook, NJ for the National Park
Service.

Special thanks to Professor Melissa Ziobro of
Monmouth University for helping with my research.
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