AN EXPLOSION AT LEONARDO NIKE SITE

Donald R. Fox

“On a sunny afternoon, 22 May 1958, the first fatal NIKE accident occurred at the site of Battery B, 526th AAA Missile Battalion, near the small towns of Middletown and Leonardo, New Jersey. Six soldiers and four civilians were killed; three men were seriously injured; windows were blown out of houses for miles around; the sound of the blast was heard for fifteen miles. The Army rushed experts to the scene from New York and Washington, D.C. The mayor of Middletown called a special town meeting, to which top-ranking officers of the New York Defense Area were invited to explain what happened. Newspaper and magazine editors were on hand to say, "I told you so.” (Reference: george.smugmug.com.)

I was stationed at Fort Devens, Massachusetts in May 1958.  I was a crew chief on a H-21C helicopter, and my aircraft was designated as the VIP helicopter.  I always carried a change of clothing and my shaving kit because I never knew if I would have to fly and spend a night or two away from Fort Devens.  It was very early morning, the 22d of May 1958 when two pilots told me we had a mission.  We flew to the parade grounds, near Post Headquarters.  Our Post Commander, a general officer and about seven other passengers loaded on to the aircraft.  We took off and flew non-stop to Governors Island, New York and our passengers disembarked. I fueled up the aircraft and performed routine maintenance.  I don’t remember if I had lunch.  A group of military and civilian personnel ran toward my aircraft to include my pilots. Sitting our passengers I made sure they were secure.  All seats in the aircraft were occupied.  Side Note:  Governors Island was a United States Army Post from 1783 to 1966. It is now a State Park.

We flew to the NIKE site that just blew up.  All day long, we ferried folks, civilians and military brass back and forth to the explosion.  We were told that we were the only large helicopter in the area that could load many passengers.  On a few occasions, we were overloaded in that passengers were sitting on the floor of the aircraft.  Landing on one of our runs I saw newsmen taking pictures and interviewing people.  I told the pilots, “You need to speak to the news people and get some publicity for our unit.” Our unit was, the 93rd Transportation Company (Lt Hel).  They said, “No” and sat in the cockpit seats until we took off again.  As far as I know our unit never received any recognition for the work and service, we accomplished that day.  Can we draw a Biblical application from not receiving recognition?

RECOGNITION IS NOT AS IMPORTANT AS DOING RIGHT

(The Good Samaritan, without fanfare did what was right.)

 “And behold, a certain lawyer stood up and made trial of him, saying, Teacher, what shall I do to inherit eternal life?  And he said unto him, What is written in the law? how readest thou?  And he answering said, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy strength, and with all thy mind; and thy neighbor as thyself.  And he said unto him, Thou hast answered right: this do, and thou shalt live.

 But he, desiring to justify himself, said unto Jesus, And who is my neighbor? Jesus made answer and said, A certain man was going down from Jerusalem to Jericho; and he fell among robbers, who both stripped him and beat him, and departed, leaving him half dead.  And by chance a certain priest was going down that way: and when he saw him, he passed by on the other side.  And in like manner a Levite also, when he came to the place, and saw him, passed by on the other side.  But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was: and when he saw him, he was moved with compassion, and came to him, and bound up his wounds, pouring on them oil and wine; and he set him on his own beast, and brought him to an inn, and took care of him.  And on the morrow he took out two shillings, and gave them to the host, and said, Take care of him; and whatsoever thou spendest more, I, when I come back again, will repay thee.  Which of these three, thinkest thou, proved neighbor unto him that fell among the robbers?  And he said, He that showed mercy on him. And Jesus said unto him, Go, and do thou likewise.” (Luke 10:25-37 ASV)

NOTE: For further information see: http://george.smugmug.com/History/Nike-Ajax-Missile-Site/9515_f8rWF#307207_Wdbjt  

NOTE: The 93rd Trans Co (Lt Hel) (H-21) unit had already made a name for itself as they participated in body recovery, Grand Canyon Airliner crash June 30th, 1956: http://doney.net/aroundaz/grandcanyoncrash.htm Further, see page 30-31, digital edition of August 2011, VFW Magazine, concerning more information about the 93rd Trans Co service in Viet Nam: http://digitaledition.qwinc.com/publication/?i=74462  
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