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INTRODUCTION:

The birth of aviation and events in WWI and WWII inspired a few visionary men from each of
the armed services and civil aviation.  They knew each other, and many were close friends.
Among many, the list includes Glenn Curtiss, Captain Eddie Rickenbaker (famous WWI leading
ACE), aircraft designers Fokker, Sikorsky and de Seversky, RADM W.A. Moffett, USN, CDR
J.H. Towers, USN (Naval Aviator #3), Prince of Wales and CDR Elmer F. Stone, USCG (Coast
Guard Aviator #1)1  An additional catalyst occurred when the Coast Guard was transferred to the
Department of the Navy during both wars, and Coast Guard officers were assigned to Navy ships
and aviation units.  The Navy was introduced to Coast Guard aviators with different visions and
capabilities that grew from operations in heavy seas and foul weather during Search and Rescue
missions.  It was therefore natural that the early days of Naval Aviation were marked with
extraordinary coordination and mutual cooperation between the Navy and the Coast Guard.
Early aviators in both services supported each other while convincing skeptical shipboard
officers of the relevance aircraft had for service operations.  Aircraft loaned to the Coast Guard
by the Navy, aviator training at NAS Pensacola and Coast Guard aviators assigned to Navy
aviation projects were not uncommon.  This is the story of a preeminent member of this proud
family, Elmer Fowler Stone, who during one assignment served as Chief Test Pilot for Seaplanes
in the Navy’s Aviation Division of NC aircraft, and later was the pilot of NC-4.  As you will read
later, more than seaplanes were tested and qualified by Stone for Navy procurement and
operations.

THE OFFICER’S PROFILE:

Elmer Stone was a visionary who bridged the cultures of three Armed Services, and in
the process he made history.  He trained under sail as a Cadet; he was a designated Engineering
Officer for steam powered Revenue Cutters; he later became proficient with piston powered
engines; he was a Line Officer and a Deck Watch Officer, and he was designated both Naval
Aviator #38 on April 10, 1917, and Coast Guard Aviator #1 on March 30, 1920.  Stone became
the Coast Guard’s first Test Pilot, flight testing observation aircraft and developing catapults for
Navy Cruisers during World War I.  He assisted in the development of catapult and arresting
gear for USS LEXINGTON, and USS SARATOGA before World War II and later qualified Curtis
HS-2L Flying Boats that were used by the new CGAS (Air Station) Morehead City.  In 1920, he
continued flight testing aircraft and aircraft systems for the Navy and a few years later for the
Army.  Stone was a U.S. Revenue Cutter Service Officer who made the transition to a U.S. Coast
Guard Officer, and who was later assigned to a U.S. Navy armored cruiser during World War I.



Subsequently the Navy requested the Coast Guard Commandant to again assign him to the Navy
for engineering development and testing assignments, and to qualify NC seaplanes and to pilot
NC-4 in the first transatlantic flight.  During his career, he served as Commanding Officer for
Coast Guard Cutters and Navy and Coast Guard Air Stations.

Elmer Stone was an operations oriented officer who would not take “it can’t be done” for
an answer.  As a man with vision, he was viewed by many senior Coast Guard officers as a threat
to induce cultural and operational change.  He received his significant recognition from Navy,
and Army officers, the U. S. Senate and the Secretary of the Navy.  Sadly, any significant Coast
Guard recognition was mainly posthumous.  However, among those who served with him,
Commander Stone’s uncanny foresight and ability in aviation and at sea, and his fine qualities of
leadership, made him respected.  At one Coast Guard Air Station stands a monument to him with
the apt quotation: “A prophet is not without honor.”

It would be easy to overlook Elmer Stone’s quiet, daily operational and humanitarian
deeds.  Also overlooked may be Elmer’s unrealized potential, as he was cut-down by a
premature death.  However, his posthumous accolades are impressive: he is enshrined in the
National Museum of Naval Aviation Hall of Honor at the U.S. Naval Air Station Pensacola,
Florida, and, he is honored in the Coast Guard Aviation Hall of Fame at the USCG Aviation
Training Center in Mobile, Alabama.

THE BEGINNING:

In 1910, at the age of 23, Stone qualified as a U.S. Revenue Cutter Service Cadet passing
required examinations, scoring higher than any other applicant that year.2  Later that year, on
April 30, he was appointed Cadet in the Revenue Cutter Service School of Instruction,
predecessor of the U.S. Coast Guard Academy.3  He graduated three years later on June 7, 1913,
receiving his commission as a Third Lieutenant, USRCS.  Classmates Stone, von Paulsen and
Hall formed the “triumvirate” that pursued formal founding of Coast Guard Aviation.

Stone began his officer career assigned to the USRC (Revenue Cutter) ONONDAGA.

Class of 1913, U.S. Coast Guard Academy
On board USRCS ITASCA

Back Row (l to r): Coyle, Von Paulsen, MacLane, Doyle, Frost
Middle Row: Rose, Kellhorn, Hall, Repurtus (Transferred to USMC)

Front Row: Stone, Brown, Whitbeck



CDR STONE’S PLACE IN HISTORY

Many years of assignments that were quite varied led to Elmer’s success.  On June 13,
1913, Third Lieutenant Stone reported on board the USRC  ONONDAGA, where he was assigned
study of the ship’s steam machinery.  Five months later, he was qualified to perform the duties of
an engineer officer and requested Headquarters assignment as a line officer.  February 14, 1914,
Headquarters designated him a line officer of the ONONDAGA.4  On 9 October, Stone was
transferred to the USRC ITASCA where he served until February 1915 when he was reassigned to
the USRC ONONDAGA, home port Hampton Roads, Virginia.
He was coxswain of a boat on that vessel during a stormy
rescue of seven shipwrecked seamen on the lumber laden
schooner C.C. WEHRUM off False Cape, Virginia.  A Letter of
Commendation from the Assistant Secretary of the Treasury
dated June 24, 1915, commended his:“…skill and judgment
displayed in affecting the more hazardous part of this work and
in so managing the boat that the rescue was attended by no
mishap whatever.  The mere reading of their names and rates
shows that this was a picked crew and their achievement shows
that they were well chosen – and receives the special
commendation of the Department.”5

It was also while serving on ONONDAGA that the men
who birthed Coast Guard aviation met and began
brainstorming.  Captain B. M. Chiswell, skipper of
ONONDAGA, and Third Lieutenants Norman B. Hall and Elmer F. Stone conceived a plan for an
air patrol to evaluate feasibility of aircraft to assist vessels in distress, and to search for disabled
vessels in need of assistance along the Atlantic seaboard.6  They presented this plan to the Navy
officer in charge at the Curtis Flying School, Curtis Field.  Convinced the concept was sound, the
Navy OIC loaned the Coast Guard an aircraft for demonstration.  The experiment was so
successful that it received official blessing, and, in early 1916, Stone requested aviation
assignment.7  That same spring, on March 21, 1916, Third Lieutenant Stone and Second
Lieutenant Charles E. Sugden were assigned aviation training at NAS (Naval Air Station)
Pensacola.8,9  Additionally, the Navy Deficiency Act of August 29, 1916, authorized establishing
ten Coast Guard Air Stations, but Congress did not appropriate funds for them until 1924.  Stone
completed aviation training on April 10, 1917, and was appointed Naval Aviator #38 on the
Navy’s roster of naval aviators.10 Sporadic flying was done by the Coast Guard between 1916
and 1924 utilizing aircraft on loan from the Navy.11

Stone was designated Naval Aviator #38; however, at the time Coast Guard Headquarters
did not have a list of Coast Guard aviators.  That changed on March 30, 1920 when Stone was
designated Coast Guard Aviator #1.  Only those officers actually engaged in flying at that time
were put on the list.  Therefore, Donahue became CG Aviator #2 and Thrun #3 and so on.12

During this period, the Coast Guard was transferred to the Department of the Navy at the
onset of the First World War.  Stone was assigned to USS HUNINGTON from July 1917 to
September 1918.  HUNINGTON was a Navy armored cruiser employed in convoy escort duty.  It
was during this assignment that Stone was involved in testing HUNINGTON’s observation
aircraft catapult.  At this time, losing the catapult’s car over the side was a great difficulty.



Unfortunately, they did not solve the problem prior to the end of the war, so aircraft and
catapults were removed from cruisers.13

After Stone reported onboard HUNINGTON, the cruiser departed on August 1 to
replenish at Hampton Roads.  HUNINGTON then to sailed for New York, arriving five days
later.  There it joined a convoy with six troop ships bound for France on September 8.  Stone
made several observation balloon flights on this leg.  Once in European waters the convoy was
turned over to U.S. destroyers and HUNUNGTON steamed back to Hampton Roads.  Stone made
nine convoy escort voyages   Completing his assignment on HUNINGTON, Stone was awarded
the Victory Medal with a Patrol Clasp. 14

October 16, 1917, the Navy Department assigned Third Lieutenant Stone to “temporary
command of NAS (Naval Air Station) Rockaway, New York until arrival of a regularly
designated Commanding Officer, then you will report to that officer for duty as that Station’s
Seaplane Officer.”15

May 15, 1918, The Navy Department changed Stone’s duty station to the Aviation
Division of the Bureau of Construction and Repair at the Washington, D.C Navy Yard.16 His
duties were to travel “Between Washington, D.C., and such places within a radius of 500 miles
thereof, and Miami, Florida, as may be necessary in connection with the inspection and trials of
sea planes.”17 Changes in duty assignments were followed by changes in rank: On September 20,
1918, he was promoted to USCG Second Lieutenant and, on the same day, was promoted once
again to First Lieutenant.  The Coast Guard had not yet converted from RCS to the USN rank
and rate structure.18

Stone’s abilities flight-testing seaplanes, and his navigation skills were noticed by others
in the Navy.  A March 19, 1919, Bureau of Construction and Repair memorandum confirmed the
request of CDR C. Fulton, USN and CDR J.H. Towers, USN (Soon to be Division Commander
of the NC transatlantic flight) for Lieutenant Stone to be assigned to “test the NC type of
seaplanes preparatory to the Trans-Atlantic Flight.”19 The Navy Department issued orders to
First Lieutenant Stone dated April 21, 1919 to detach and “proceed to such place as the NC
Seaplane Division One may be --- for duty in connection with the Trans-Atlantic flight.”20

The Navy’s Trans-Atlantic expedition consisted of three Curtis Flying boats, the NC-1, NC-3
and NC-4.  NC-2 had been destroyed by fire.  The NC aircraft was designed to cross the Atlantic for
anti submarine operations.  Hostilities ended in November 1918 so NC aircraft and crews were
ordered to compete with three teams of British pilots, who were flying from a base in St. Johns,
Newfoundland.  All were hoping to win a prize of $50,000, offered by the London Daily Mail,
which would be awarded to the first team to cross the Atlantic successfully.21 NC-4 departed from
NAS Rockaway at 1000 hours on May 8, 1919 in concert with NC-1 and NC-3.  Although NC-1 and
NC-3 did not complete the journey, NC-4 successfully crossed the Atlantic and landed in Lisbon,

Portugal on May 27, 1919.  The Portuguese government decorated Stone that same day with
their highest medal, The Order of the Tower and Sword.22 It would be eight more years before
Lindberg would cross the Atlantic.



               NC-4 at Rockaway Beach                                         Personnel of NC-4
                       Prior to Departure L to R: Lieut(jg) W. Hinton, Commanding Officer –

LCDR A. C. Read, Pilot – LT Elmer Stone, USCG

                                        NC-4 Taxiing on the Tagus River, Portugal

Stone then flew NC-4 to Plymouth, England, arriving there May 31, 1919.  He was awarded the
British Air Force Cross on June 9, 1919.23 Stone received the Navy Cross for “distinguished
service in making the first successful Trans-Atlantic flight.”24 On November 11, 1920, Stone
received a written commendation from Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin D. Roosevelt
dated August 23, 1919:

“I wish to heartily commend you for your work as pilot of the Seaplane NC-4 during
the recent Trans-Atlantic flight expedition.  The energy, efficiency and courage shown
by you contributed to the accomplishment of the first Trans-Atlantic flight, which feat
has brought honor to the American Navy and the entire American nation.” 25



  The crew of the NC-4, in Lisbon (Left to Right): Chief Machinist's Mate Edward H. Howard, USN,
Engineer; LT James L. Breese, USN, Engineer; LTJG Walter Hinton, USN, Copilot; LT Elmer Stone,

USCG, Pilot; LCDR A.C. Read, Commanding Officer and Navigator, NC-4. Missing from photo is
ENS Herbert C. Rodd, USN, Radio Officer

LT Stone’s work for the Navy was not over following the NC-4 flight.  He tested
everything from balloons and dirigibles to aircraft.26  He received orders on July 14, 1919 to
conduct test trials for the MF Flying Boat, the N-1 Seaplane and torpedo trials of the R-9
seaplane.27 Stone received additional orders on August 8, 1919 to proceed to Dayton, Ohio to test
U.S. Army aircraft at McCook Field.28

During World War I, the newly established Coast Guard converted from RCS to Navy
ranks.  Stone became a Temporary Lieutenant Commander, but on August 19, 1919 came an
order where officers were returned to their permanent ranks.  Stone reverted to his permanent
rank of Lieutenant Junior Grade.29 It was not until April 21, 1924 that Stone returned to rank of
temporary LCDR.30

Stone returned to Coast Guard duty.  His Navy Department, Bureau of Navigation orders
stated: “In parting with Lieutenant Stone, the Bureau desires to express its appreciation of the
services he rendered the Bureau during the war. He is not only a skillful pilot, but an officer of
excellent judgment and considerable technical attainments in the line of aviation so that he
proved himself peculiarly fitted for the duties to which he has been assigned.”31 CDR Sugden
was the new temporary Commanding Officer of CGAS (Coast Guard Air Station) Morehead
City.  The new air station was being outfitted for Coast Guard use.  LCDR Stone had the task of
supervising, reconditioning and testing six Curtis HS-2L flying boats to be used by the station.
Poor funding caused this air station to fail.  The second air station attempt was successful in
Gloucester, Massachusetts (Ten Pound Island) in 1926 under command of Commander C.C. von
Paulsen.32 Academy Classmates Stone, von Paulsen and Hall formed the “triumvirate” that
pursued formal founding of Coast Guard Aviation.



The Navy last knew Stone as a LCDR, and on November of 1920, the Navy requested
LCDR Stone’s services for development of aircraft carrier catapults and arresting gear.  The
Commandant approved the Navy’s request and ordered Stone to report on November 20 to the
Aircraft Division in the Bureau of Construction and Repair at the Washington, D.C. Navy Yard.
LCDR Stone’s assignment was with Navy Commander Pennoyer involving the launching of
aircraft with a catapult from a steel coal barge, later to become the USS LANGLEY, while
anchored in the Potomac River.   Mr. Lee N. Pearson, Historian for the Naval Air Systems
Command states:

“When I was doing research on catapults, I found a couple of papers that were indicative
of Stone’s role.  His work on flying off land machines from the coal barge and early catapult
work have seemed to me to be essential to the development of the carrier LANGLEY.  The
catapult referred to in the paper, was actuated by compressed air and one of Stone’s projects was
developing a brake that would keep the car from going over the side on every shot.”33

The Coast Guard acquired Navy destroyers during the Prohibition era to fight the “Rum
War.”  With the addition of these ships, the Coast Guard found itself short of experienced
officers; however, the Commandant recognized the importance of LCDR Stone’s work for the
Navy.34   He wrote the following June 6, 1925 letter to Admiral Moffett, USN, Chief of the
Bureau of Aeronautics:

“I will permit Lieut. Commander Stone to continue on duty with your bureau until the
work upon which he is now engaged is so far progressed that you can spare his services
without detriment to the interests of your bureau.” 35

Admiral Moffett’s reply of January 8, 1925:
“I wish to thank you for your letter of January 6th, in which you grant permission

to Lieutenant Commander Stone to continue duty in the Bureau of Aeronautics until the
work on which he is now engaged is so far progressed that his services can be spared
without detriment to the best interest of this bureau.

“I can not commend too highly the work which Lieutenant Commander Stone has
done in this Bureau.  It is owing to his technical ability, attention to duty and
perseverance that the development of the power catapult has been perfected, made ready
for production and issued to the service.  Lieutenant Commander Stone is still employed
upon catapult work and also on the installation of arresting devices for the new aircraft
carriers LEXINGTON and SARATOGA.  This work is of the highest priority at present in
the Bureau, and because of its great importance and Stone’s familiarity with it, it is
necessary that he should continue in this Bureau.

“However, I fully realize the need of the Coast Guard for Lieut. Commander
Stone’s services, and appreciate all the more your cooperation in permitting him to stay
on here.  In view of the shortage of commissioned officers in the Coast Guard and your
urgent need for Lieutenant Commander Stone’s services, as soon as practical the Bureau
of Aeronautics will detail one of its own officers to understudy Lieutenant Commander
Stone with the object of relieving him when this officer becomes indoctrinated in this
work and proves himself capable of taking over the responsibilities of this task.

Sincerely yours
(s) W.A. Moffett
     Rear Admiral” 36



Throughout this assignment with the Navy, Stone energetically supported attempts to
initiate aviation in the Coast Guard.37

On September 31, 1926, Stone was detached from the Navy Department and assigned
Executive Officer USCGC (Coast Guard Cutter) MODOC, whose home port was Wilmington,
North Carolina.  Stone was given his permanent commission of Lieutenant Commander on
February 9, 1928, when he was assigned Commanding Officer of Coast Guard Destroyer
MONAGHAN (home port, New London, Connecticut) until June 1929.38 He was assigned
command of Coast Guard Destroyer CUMMINGS until May 1931. Throughout this period, he
maintained his interest in aviation.  During these years at sea, he studied swell and sea conditions
with the purpose of deriving optimal heavy sea landing and takeoff procedures for seaplanes.39

From May 1931 to early March 1932, Stone served as the senior member of the trial
board for the new Coast Guard RD Dolphin seaplanes being built by the Douglas Aircraft
Corporation.  On March 8, 1932, Stone reported as the commanding officer of CGAS Cape May,
New Jersey.  Two years later, on April 23, 1934, he became Inspector of Naval Aircraft for the
Douglas Aircraft Company in Santa Monica, California.40

On April 4, 1933, while serving as Commanding Officer of CGAS Cape May, Stone flew
to NAS Anacostia for a meeting at Headquarters.  Earlier that morning, the Navy Air Ship
AKRON had been destroyed in a storm off Barnegat, New Jersey.  Heavy seas and foul weather
prevented rescue craft reaching the crash scene.  When LCDR Stone received word that the
AKRON had crashed, he immediately departed NAS Anacostia in his RD4 amphibian for CGAS
Cape May.  He departed before daylight into the same storm.  Immediately after refueling at
CGAS Cape May, he departed again into the storm to attempt rescue of Admiral Moffett and his
other friends aboard the AKRON.41 All he could find were two bodies.  In spite of 40 knot winds
and rough seas, he landed and recovered both, including the body of LCDR Curmine,
Commanding Officer of Navy dirigible AKRON (J-3).42  Upon returning to NAS Anacostia, he
was asked by a Washington Times news reporter why he flew such a dangerous rescue mission.
Stone’s response was: “It was the least I could do.”43

On January 10, 1935,  the Secretary of the Treasury
commended Stone for establishing a world speed record for
amphibian aircraft -- 191 miles per hour over a three- km test
course at Buckroe Beach, Virginia on December 20, 1934.
For the same feat, he received a Certificate of Record by the
National Aeronautic Association.

                                                          Certificate of World Seaplane Record December 20, 1934



On May 1, 1935, he was promoted to the rank of Commander.44   With promotion came a new
assignment: on May 21, 1935, he reported on board Air Patrol detachment, San Diego, California
as the Commanding Officer.  This detachment was the forerunner of CGAS San Diego.

It was here at the Naval Air Station that he met his premature death the following year.  On May
20, 1936, while inspecting a new patrol aircraft, he walked over and sat down on a concrete
hangar abutment.  He fell over – stricken by a coronary thrombosis attack, resulting in his almost
instant death.  He was buried on “Coast Guard Hill” in Arlington National Cemetery, a site
reserved for Admirals and Coastguardsmen who were unusual in superior performance of duty.45

A man of vision who was shunned by those who feared cultural and operational changes; he left
behind a rich tradition, the foundation for morale of Coast Guard aviators who follow.

COMMANDS:

Naval Air Station Rockaway, New York (October 1917)
Coast Guard Destroyer MONAGHAN (September 1926 – June 1929)
Coast Guard Destroyer CUMMINGS (June 1929 – May 1931)
Coast Guard Air Station Cape May, New Jersey  (March 1932 – April 1934)
Coast Guard Air Patrol Detachment, San Diego, California  (May 1935)



MAJOR AWARDS AND MEDALS:

Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Letter of Commendation  (June 24, 1915)

WWI Victory Medal with a Patrol Clasp (September  (1918)
Aviation Clasp for Victory Medal (October 1, 1921)

             Portuguese Order of the Tower
and Sword  (May 27, 1919)

British Royal Air Force Cross  (June 9, 1919)

 

     French NC-4 Commemorative Medal by Morian (1919)



Assistant Secretary of the Navy Letter of Commendation  (August 23,  1919)



Navy Cross (November 11, 1920)

Chief, Navy Bureau of Aeronautics Letter of Commendation (November 4, 1926)

Special Congressional Medal  (For first successful trans-Atlantic flight, May 23, 1930)

Secretary of the Treasury Letter of Commendation (World speed record for amphibious planes,
January 10, 1935) (In article above)

Certificate of Record, National Aeronautic Association  (January 10, 1935) (In article above)
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Page 1 is printed here – got to http://uscgaviationhistory.aoptero.org/images/Elmer%20Stone%20&%20NC-
4%20by%20Captain%20Frank%20Erickson.pdf for the full document.
















