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PBR 105, under the command of Boatswain's Mate 1st Class James
Williams, fires on Vet Cong junks, sampans, and shore positlons dur-
ing a patrol on 31 October 1968. As a result of this action Williams
was awarded the Congressional Madal of Honor.

Author’s Note

In the fall of 1971 | recelved orders assigning me 10 a naval advisory
team in the Republic of Vietnam. During this period | came into per-
sonal contact with many of the men of the Brown Waler Navy who
participated in the actions which are related in the following pages.
In particular | met men from HAL-3, VAL-4, and SEAL detachments, as
well as American trained Vietnamese naval officers and enlisted men.
| was able 10 visit a number of bases and photograph various river
craft and aircraft, some of which appear in this book. While this
background helped immensely in the research and writing of this text
It also made It somewhat difficult 10 remain objective. Throughout
this book there can be ascertained a certain pride in the ac-
complishments which the brave men of the Brown Waler Navy
achieved. Their story Is one which demonstrates that the American
sallor in Vietnam exhlbited the same raw courage which countless
sallors before them exhibited in all the wars in which the US Navy has
been called upon to serve. The Vietnam War is still considered by
many to be a stain on American history, and the men who served in
Vietnam have yet to receiva the credit they so rightfully deserve.
Perhaps in a small way this book will help to set a part of the record
straight.

COPYRIGHT ©1985

SQUADRON/SIGNAL PUBLICATIONS, INC.

1115 CROWLEY DRIVE, CARROLLTON, TEXAS 75011-5010

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system or transmitted In any form by any means
electrical, mechanical or otherwise, without written permission of
the publisher.

it you have any photographs of the alrcraft, armor, soldiers or ships
of any nation, particularly wartime snapshots, why not share them
with us and help make Squadron/Signal's books all the more In-
terasting and complete In the future. Any photograph sent to us will

origin: red. The donor will be fully credited
If you wish us not to refurn the
sand them to: Squadron/Signal Publications, Inc.,
1115 Crowley Dr., Carroliton, TX 75011-5010.

ISBN 0-89747-163-6 thscans Hd

Dedication:

This book is dedicated to the officers and men of the Brown Water
Navy who served so valiantly for the cause of freedom. May it also
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Peter Mesko, the finest man | have ever known, whom | owe more
than | can ever repay.
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Introduction
The Brown Water War

The war in Vietnam was often a study in contrasts. No better illustration of
this can be found than in the role played by the United States Navy. In the
Tonkin Gulf naval aviators, flying supersonic jets off the decks of huge super
carriers, participated in the acrial campaign against North Vietnam, while
cruisers and the Battleship New Jerscy bombarded enemy coastal areas. Fur-
ther south, a vast array of small craft, few of which were ocean going, carried
out a variety of tasks along the coast and up the various rivers and canals
which dissected this war torn land. And while much has been written about
the aerial and bombardment campaign, little has been written about these
small craft in the war. Yet in terms of men, ships, action, and heroism this lit-
tle known aspect of the Navy's war in Vietnam deserves equal treatment with
the more glamorous big-ship operations that caught the public’s attention
through newspaper reports and television. The sailors who manned these
small fragile boats and often fought pitched battles with the Viet Cong (VC)
and North Vietnamese Army (NVA) at small arms range and on occasion
«even had (o repel boarders! The kind of warfare that was waged on the inland
and coastal waters of Vietnam was last practiced by the United States Navy
during the Civil War, almost exactly one-hundred years earlier. As a result
much of the tactics were based on the earlier experiences of the French Union
Forces, or were developed through trial and error. Mistakes were made, as
was 10 be expected, but in the end the resourceful individual sailors of these
varied forces learned their lessons well and were forged into formidable
fighting forces which deprived the enemy the use of these waterways,

In RIVERINE, 1 have tried to present a broad outline of the operations by
the Brown Water Navy, as these forces came (o be known, from their incep-
tion to the withdrawal of US Forces from Vietnam. The scope of this book
covers the three major components of the Navy's riverine force and their sub-
sidiary units. Each had its own distinct function but also worked in conjunc-
tion with the other two components when the situation dictated. Task force
115 (Market Time), had the responsibility for coastal patrol, surveillance,
and interception of enemy gun runners on the high seas. Using equipment
that ranged from Patrol aircraft such as the Neptune and Orion to small
Swift Boats, which even included US Coast Guard cutters, Market Time car-
ried out the usually duty of i supplies
along the coast of Vietnam. Task Force 116 (Game Warden), carried the war
as far up the rivers and canals of Vietnam as their shallow draft boats would
go. Using various modified landing craft, armered power boats, helicopters
and even fixed wing Broncos, they eventually swept the Viet Cong from the
Mckong Delta. The final component of the Brown Water Navy, Task Force
117 (Mobile Riverine Force), was equipped with gunboats, Armored Troop
Carriers, refuelers, and a Brigade of the 9th Infantry to provide a self con-
tained strike force that could operate through the roadless Mekong Delta in
order 10 engage enemy forces. Collectively these riverine units made up the
Brown Water Navy.

Today, there are many sailors who proudly wear the Vietnam Service
Medal on their chest. Of these men, only a small portion served in the riverine
forces. And in a sense these men are a group unto themselves, Their war was
far different from that waged by the ships of the 7th Fleet in the South China
Sea. Their uniforms were not whites nor even blue denims, bul jungle
fatigues. Their weapons were not F-4 Phantoms, 16 inch guns, or missiles,
but M-16 rifles, M-79 grenade launchers, machine guns, and on occasion —
knives. And rather than the traditional navy white hat, they wore a distinctive
headgear, which only thase who served in-country were permitied to wear.
This is their story, the story of the sailors who proudly wore the Black Beret,
the men of the riverine force.




which carried a wide range of armament and protective armor. Some were us-
ed primarily in the fire support role mounting various weapons including .30
and .50 caliber machine guns, 20mm, 40mm, and $7mm cannons, and even 3
inch guns, Other craft were used mainly for troop and supply movement, but
these 100 were armed and could provide limited fire support during opera-
tions. There were also a number of small, fast boats which were used for
patrol and escort missions. The majority of these vessels were modified or
converted in Vietnam and they performed exceptionally well throughout the
war giving the French a valuable weapon with which to strike out against an
clusive but relentless enemy.

Into Battle

“The first use of the Dinassuats came shortly after the outbreak of open
warfare in northern Vietnam. French troops in the town of Nam Dinh,
southeast of Hanoi, were surrounded by a sizcable Viet Mink force. Realizing
that an oerland relief column had little chance of breaking through, the
French command decided 10 stage a combined airborne and riverine assault
on 6 January to break the siege. The plan called for paratroopers (o seize two
bridgeheads where the Dinassuats could then land their troops and supplies
Unfortunately, the airborne troops, taking heavy fire, could not secure the
landing zones. The naval force, sailing up the Red River, were caught in a
viclous crossfire which killed the unit’s commander and sank one boat. Un-
daunted, the executive officer landed his troops opposite the planned
beachhead, and backed up with fire from his remaining landing craft cleared
the area of enemy. Once this area was seized, fire was switched 10 the op-
posite shore. Within a short time, this fire drove the Vier Minh from their
positions and the French troops were able to secure the beachhead. This
broke the back of the Viet Mink, and by noon the relief force had entered the
city. However, even with the arrival of these relief forces, the town remained
under the gun. The Viet Mini continued to hold the surrounding countryside
and for a long time afterwards Dinassuats provided the only means of getting
supplies and reinforcements to the town.

The next major employment of the Dinassuats came during OPERATION
LEA, launched in October of 1947 (o capture the top Viet Mink leadership
and destroy supply depots in the Viet Bac region. This combined air-ground-
river assault included a drive by Dinassuat units up the Red and Clear River
valleys in northwestern Tonkin. Unfortunately, LEA did not reap the
benelits the French had hoped it would. And while all objectives were seized
and over 9000 enemy soldiers were reported killed, Ho Chi Minh and his
subordinates managed to escape the trap. The naval forces, after experienc-
ing problems with sand bars, reached their objectives but not before the bulk
of the guerrillas had slipped away into the surrounding jungle. However, the

(Below) This LCM has been turned Into s 'Monitor' with the addition
of a turret from a Coventry armored car on its bow; machine guns
have also been added to the stern. The crows nest provided a good
vantage point from which to spot mines or possible ambushes, but If
the observer was caught there during a firefight his life expectancy
was rather shorl. (Naval History Museum)

performance of naval forces impressed the army, and in the future they
would use the Dinassuats whenever possible.

Throughout the remainder of the late 40s the French Army tried to force
the elusive Vier Minh into a set piece battle where they could bring their
superior firepower against Ho Chi Minh's guerrilla army. But Ho and Giap
resisted such traps and waged a hit and run war, striking isolated outposts or
small convoys where they could mount everwhelming numbers and then
disappear before the French could react. However this all changed in late
1950 when Giap launched a massive assault against French garrisons along
the Chinese-Vietnamese border. Everyone of them fell 10 the guerrillas, ex-
cept Mon Cay, near the coast where French ships were able to effectively sup-
port the position and bring in supplies by sea.

Undeterred by this single failure Giap reorganized his forces and prepared
to strike at Hanoi and Haiphong. The French, who had just received massive
amounts of military aid from the United States, used the lull to prepare for
the anticipated attack. In particular new landing craft allowed the navy 1o
form two additional dinassauts which reinforced the two already in the
Tonkin region. On 13 January 1951 the long expected assault came. Vier
Minh troops poured out of the hills, attacking the strategic town of Vinh Yen
on the fringe of the Red River delta about forty miles northwest of Hanoi.
The new French mmm.mdu General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, responded
with all available und, and riverine units. Dinassaut units carried
troaps up the Red River and fanded them near Vinh Yen (o reinforce the

(Above) Thase small French craft were FOM (short) support boats
which was the abbreviation for France Outrs Mer. This designation
was glven to the class because tha boats were made for overseas
use. They were one of the few boats that the French designed
aspecially for use on tha rivers of Indochina. (Naval History Museum)




town's beleaguered defenders. Together with the Army and Air Force, the
Naval Forces helped inflict over 6,000 casualties on Giap’s troops before the
attack was called off.

Chafing at this defeat, Giap withdrew 10 mend his wounds. Two months
later, on 23 March he launched another attack, this time aimed at Mao Khe,
twenty miles north of Haiphong. Located near the Da Bach river, this small
town was garrisoned by only 400 men. Against them Giap threw nearly three
divisions, the 308th, 312th, and 316th. During the first assault, the com-
munists succeeded in overwhelming almost all outer defensive positions. By
the 26th, the situation at Mao Khe was critical, but fortunately three French
destroyers and two LSSLs were able to enter the deep bay of the Da Bach
River and provide much needed fire support. They also covered the landing
of a paratrooper battalion and paval commandos who reinforced the nearly
exhausted troops at Mao Khe. Coupled with massive air support, this effort
saved the lown and drove off the Vier Mink who left behind over 400 dead.
This naval support played a vital role in the defense of Mao Khe when it
broke up a large concentration of Viet Minh 1r00ps who were massing for a
fipal assault against the last remaining defensive position. Had this force not
been dispersed, the town would undoubtedly have fallen.

Despite these successive setbacks, Giap launched yet a third attack, but this
time shifted the assault 1o French positions south of Haiphong. On 28 May.,
over 40,000 Viet Mink 1roops struck the French line along the Day River
southwest of Nam Dinh. A key objective of this drive was the town of Ninh
Binh whose capture was assigned to the 308th Division. The initial attack
caught the defenders, a Marine Commando unit by surprise and most of the

These fast patrol boats were armed with a .50 caliber machine gun
and a 20mm cannon. During the battle of Hoa Binh these craft suf-
{ered heavy losses when they tried to escort landing craft through a
Viet Minh blockade nesr Notre Dame Rock. {(Naval History Museum)

(Below) A FOM(long) support boat slowly moves along a narrow
walerway during a patral In the Mekong Delfa. Its manned by 8 mixed
French and Vietnamese crew which was common late In the war as
the French trled to solve thelr manpower shoriage by the recruiting
and training of local troops. (Naval History Museum)

town was captured. The next day, Diaassaut 3, loaded with reinforcements,
sailed from Nam Dinh to rescue the few remaining Marines. Despite being
caught in an ambush cight miles from the town which damaged a number of
the landing crafl, the Dinassaut fought its way through the trap and reached
the town. With these reinforcements the defenders were able to hold out. In
the meantime the Dinassaut began attacking Viet Minh positions along the
waters edge and sank the small craft used by the guerrillas to move men and
supplies across the river. As additional Viet Min# troops poured into the area
\wo temporary Dinassaufs, organized from landing craft found in Hanoi,
were thrown into the halllc The batile raged on for days around Ninh Binh
and finally reaching a climax in the fight for Yen Cu Ha, a key outpost south
of the main French position. The fighting seesawed back and forth until sup-
port fire from an LSSL finally broke the back of the enemy’s resistance.
Sporadic fighting continued for a few more days but the Viet Mink had had
enough. By 18 June, Giap had pulled his troops back across the Day River
and called off the operation.

After this battering, Giap called a halt 1o offensive operations and
withdrew 10 regroup and rest his troops. Taking advantage of this respite
General de Lattre decided (o go on the offensive, and in mid-November laun-
ched OPERATION LOTUS to capture the town of Hoa Binh, located on the
Black River, and cut the Viet Mink supply lines to their forces south of the
delta. On 14 November paratroopers seized Hoa Binh while a ground column
pushed down from Hanoi along Route 6 o link up with them. The initial
phase of the battle went very well for the French with little opposition being
encountered. However, once the town was taken, keeping it supplied became

(Below) An LCM nudges up to the shore to unload supplies during an
operation In Cochin China's Plain of Reeds. Note how the aft end of
the vessel bristles with machine guns. (Naval History Museum)




a nightmare since the French could not continuously keep Route 6 open. To
keep the town supplied, the Black River became the main supply line along
which the French moved men and materials. French Navy officers, involved
in the planning of LOTUS, had pointed out that although the river was
navigable for the Dinassaus it was also ideal for ambushes. Despite these
warnings the Army commanders did not feel this was a major problem and
counted on the river as the main supply route.

Giap, however, realized just how vulnerable these river convoys were and
focused his main attacks against them in the hopes of starving out the
defenders at Hoa Binh. Throughout December he whittled away at French
positions along the river and harassed the Dinassauts as they tried to kesp
open the lines of communications. By mid-January 1952 Giap was ready 10
close the river to the French. On 12 January, a convoy was ambushed south
of Notre Dame Rock. Previously the Dinassauts had been able (o fight their
way through to Hoa Binh, but this time the guerrillas were too strong. Heavy
fire from the shore severcly damaged most of the landing craft despite the
valiant efforts of their escorts. Closing 1o almost point blank range the
escorts paid a fearful price for their bravery. Four patrol boats and one
heavily armed LSSL were sunk before the convoy commander gave up and
ordered the force back to its base. After this defeat, further efforts 1o supply
Hoa Binh using river convoys was abandoned.

General de Latire, dying from cancer, was relieved by General Raoul
Salan, who decided that Hoa Binh was not worth the cost of holding it. As a
result, he ordered it evacuated. Unfortunately two LCMs trapped upriver by
low water, were lost during the withdrawal, one was sunk by enemy fire while

(Below) These patrol craft make a high speed sweep In hopes of ca!
ching the guerrillas making a supply run. While fast, these boats were
lightly armored and could not stand up to the heavy fire usually en-
countered in an ambush. (Naval History Museum)

(Below) Armored French LCVPs were used as escorls for river con-
voys and In search missions against guerrilla forces. These craft have
a20mm cannon mounted In a forward turret and carry a number of .30

gul
to aid the boat in extracting Itself from the
shoreline after beaching. (Naval History Museum)

the other was scuttled by its crew to keep it out of enemy hands.

Throughout the spring and summer of 1952, both sides carried out limited
attacks on each other, but for the most part the time was spent consolidating
their respective positions. In October Giap launched an offensive against
French positions in the T'ai Highlands of northwest Tonkin between the Red
and Black Rivers. These outposts, deep in the interior, were quickly overrun.
None were near a waterway and as a result no Dinassuat unit could support
them as had been the case in Giap's earlier assaults. The lack of riverine s
port cffectively doomed these French positions even before the Viet Mink
launched their attacks.

To counter these attacks, Salan initiated OPERATION LORRAINE, the
largest offensive yet carried out by the French in Indochina. lis main purpose
was 1o disrupt the flow of supplies 1o the Viet Minh from China and take
pressure off French forces in the T'ai Highlands. From the outset, the
Dinassauts played an jmportant part in the campaign. In preparation for
LORRAINE they ferried troops and equipment 10 staging areas at Trung Ha
on the Red River and Viet Tri on the Clear River. On 29 October, after help-
ing to ferry Army units across the waterway, the Dinassaufs moved up the
Red River toward Phu Tho. On the Clear River, naval units pushed north
from Viet Tri and joined forces with those moving up from Trung Ho. This
link up took place just north of Phu Tho at Ngoc Thap. From there the two
columas sailed toward Phu Doan, a major Viet Mink supply base at the junc-
ture of the Clear and Chay Rivers. After Phu Doan was captured against only
token resistance, patrols pushed on to Phu Yen Binh. Throughout the opera-
tion the Dinassauts moved up the various waterways covering the Army units

(Below) A FOM(short) support boat is part of a river convoy escort
slong with a Grumman Goose. The main difference besides length
between the two FOM classes (short and long) was the additional gun
turret mounted aft on the long model. (Naval History Museum)
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(Below) A patrol boat halls a frelghter for Inspection of Its cargo. On
occasion the Viet Minh used commercial vessels to smuggle
weapons into the country. (Naval History Museum)
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The crew of this LCM maneuvers their cralt along a narrow waterway
In the Red River Delta. In such confined space a Viet Minh ambush
could be deadly and the French had to always ba on the alert. (Naval
History Museum)

Shallow dralted vessels such as this Patrol Escort (PCE) were often
employed by the French In the deep water bays of northern Vietnam
where thay could bring heavy firepowar 1o bear on the enemy. During
the battie of Mao Khe this kind of support saved the town and in-
fiicted heavy casualties on the ettacking communist forces. (Naval
History Museum)

Deep water bays also allowed the French to bring their carriers in
close to cut down the distance that their aircraft had to fly to the
target. The carrier LaFayette (ex-USS Langley CVL-27) sails into pic-
turesque Along Bay In support of French treops In the Red River
Delta. (Navsl History Museum)

marching overland. Often they embarked infantry units to pursue guerrillas
who had slipped away from the ground columns. In addition they also pro-
tected the flanks of the Army drive and kept it resupplied. However, in spite
of all this suppori, LORRAINE failed to take pressure off the French in the
T'ai region. While the operation did temporarily disrupt the Viet Minh's sup-
ply lines and resulted in the capture of numerous supply dumps, Giap was
able to keep pressure on French troops in the T'ai region. He realized that the
French, in carrying out this operation, had overextended themselves, and it
was only a matter of time until the French were forced 1o pull back. By mid-
November Salan ordered both his ground troops and naval units to pull back.

Following LORRAINE, large scale military operations by both sides
tapered off sharply. During this period both combatants recouped their
losses and tried to consolidate their positions. In April of 1953 a new French
commander, General Henri Navarre, 1ook over from General Salan. His ar-
rival coincided with another influx of American aid and Navarre staged local
counterattacks so he could further consolidate his positions. After which, he
planned 1o entice the Vier Mink into a final set piece battle and destroy their
military power. Coinciding with Navarre’s arrival and due in part to the addi-
tional equipment supplied by the US, and to the desire of the French to sup-
plement their forces with local units, the first Vietnamese Dinassaut was ac-
tivated in the Mekong Delta. During this period the Vier Minh renewed their
offensive, moving into Laos which caused Navarre to move in troops (o con-
tain the assault. Due 1o the lack of navigatable waterways the Dinassauts
played no part in this campaign.

In late October, Giap struck at Phu Ly on the Day River with the 320th
Division. Navarre responded with OPERATION MOVETTE, moving
several mobile units into the area aboard the boats of Dinassauts 3 and 12,
while other units moved on Phu Nho, the supply depot for the 320th. Heavy
fighting erupted, but neither side could gain the upper hand. Navarre, rather
than pour in additional forces, called off the French drive and withdrew his
troops to regroup for a new offensive. On 20 November, French
paratroopers descended on the small village of Dien Bien Phu in nor-
thwestern Tonkin, Over the next few months more men and equipment were
brought in and the position was heavily fortified. However, isolated from the
main French positions in the Red River Valley by hundreds of miles of
trackless jungle and mountains, Dien Ben Phu could only be supplied by air.
Confident in his men, equipment and the steps taken to fortify the position,
Navarre hoped that by presenting with such a tempting target he could
Jure the communist general into committing his main combat units into a
final set piece battle that the French had sought for so long. Unfortunately
for the French it was a fatal mistake. Giap's infantry had carried artillery and
anti-aircrafl guns through the jungle and across mountains, and used them to
pound the fortress’s airstrip and all but stopped the flow of supplies. Despite
heroic resistance the position fell in May of 1954, the day before the start of
peace talks in Geneva between the two combatants. This defeat marked the
end of French rule in Indochina. Though negotiations dragged on for three
months, for all intents and purposes the loss of Dien Bien Phu marked the
end of the first Indochina War.

Naval Air and Surface Support

While the main thrust of French naval activities centered around the
Dinassauts, air and surface forces also played a vital role in the war. In the
carly stages of the campaign, surface ships provided fire support and
augmented forces ashore with detachments of marines and sailors when the
need arose. In particular the town of Nha Trang, surrounded by Viet Mink
forces, relied on ships for supplies and support prior 10 the outbreak of open
warfare between the 1wo sides.




French cruisers and destroyers provided valuable fire support in the battle
for Toutane®. And once it ecaptured, these same ships supported a
number of amphibious landings along the coast to secure Hue and the Fai Fo
region during early 1947. The landings at Fai Fo marked the first combat use
of carrier aircraft by the French when the 12,850t escort carrier Dixmude
(formerly the HMS Biter), launched Douglas SDB Dauntless dive bombers to
support the landings. For two weeks the carrier stayed in the area, providing
air support for the troops ashore. Dixmude then moved north toward
Haiphong, hitting Viet Mink targets northwest of Hanoi. These actions,
though small in nature, underlined the ability of the aircraft carrier {6 project
airpower over a wide area. And since airfields were few and far between in
Indochina, the aircraft carrier proved particularly valuable and the French
came 1o rely more and more upon carrier bascd aircraf! as the war went on.

Prior (o this the only naval aircraft to see service in the war zone were PBY
Catalinas and Grumman JRF Gooses. In late October of 1945, six PBY-SAs
of the 8th Flotilla (Escadrille 8F) arrived a1 Tan Son Nhut. Almost im-
mediately they began flying surveillance missions along the coast and over the
Mekong Delta. In February of 1946, the squadron, strengthened with addi-
tional aircraft, moved to the Hanoi-Haiphong area to reinforce forces there.
Following the outbreak of war in December, they were pressed into service as
transports, moving troops around the Tonkin Gulf area 10 counter Viet Minh
auzcks. Once the situation stabilized, the PBY' again took up their reg
patrol work flying long missions up and down the coast 0 prevent enemy in-
filtration of arms by sea. During OPERATION LEA PBYs flew long range
reconnaissance and even ground support missions for the army, sometimes
aperating at tree top level. Unfortunately, such activities did not suit the large
slow flying boat, and after taking losses the *Cats’ were pulled out of the
ground support role.

The Grumman JRF Goose, a small twin engine amphibian was used mainly
in the central and southern portions of Indochina for liaison, surveillance,
casualty evacuation, and ground support. Fitted with machine guns and
bomb racks the Goose often provided air cover for Dinassaut operations or
amphibious landings. They played a particularly important role during
OPERATION ATLANTE, an amphibious assault carried out against Viet
Minh forces north of Nha Trang near Tuy Hoa. On occasion, the Goose also
provided support 10 army units inland. During the seige of Dak Doa in the
central highlands the Goose supported elements of GM 100 until the Vier
Minh succeeded in overwhelming the small garrison. Unlike the Catalina,
which was replaced jn the early 1950s, the Goose was used until the end of
hostilities in 1954.

While the Catalina had performed well during their deployment, the
French needed a more modern aircraft for coastal surveillance. In 1949, they

requested PB4Y Privateers from a US military mission visiting Indochina®*.
This was eventually granted, and in late 1950 ten Privateers arrived at Tan
Son Nhut replacing the PBYs of the 8t Flotilia. Almost immediately they

Yen during Giap's first offensive. From then on the Privateers were more
often used as heavy bombers than patrol aircraft. In particular the PB4Y's
long range and endurance allowed them to be used for attacks deep in enemy
territory and as flare ships that could loiter over embattled positions at night.
Often two plane detachments were sent out to other airfields for broader
*Later renamed Da Nang.

**Naval patrol version of the B-24 Liberator bomber.

(Below) This Grumman Goose has been pressed inta tha casusity
evacuation role. Other JRFs ware fltted with bomb racke and used to
support riverine units. Some even sarved as flare ships during night
operations. (ECPA via Camelio)

coverage of a battlefield. During the siege of Dien Bien Phu, Privateers began
bombing Viet Minh supply dumps and depots. They also hit anti-aircraft and
artillery positions close to the fortifications in an attempt to silence the enemy
guns, but low hanging clouds and dense jungle combined to hamper the ef-
fectiveness of these bombing attacks. As the siege dragged on additional
PBA4Ys were sent out 1o replace losses and 1o form an additional unit, the 28¢h
Flotilla. Before these new aircraft could be effectively committed, Dien Bien
Phu fell. Ironically the last aircraft lost over Dien Bien Phu was a Privateer
which was shot down on the night the fortress surrendered.

Following the success of the Dixmude the French deployed another carrier,
the 18,040 Arromanches (formerly the British light carrier Colossus). In late
1948 Arromanches began supporting ground operations with her Dauntless
and Seafire aircraft. In less than two months aircraft off Arromanches flew
more sorties than the French Air Force did throughout 1948. Unfortunately
the carrier could not be kept on station indefinitely and she was pulled out in
January of 1949. Twenty months later, in September of 1951, Acromanches
returned, this time with more modern F6F Hellcats and SB2C Helldivers.
During a seven month tour, her air group flew over 1,400 sorties, a con-
siderable number when the whole aircraft complement aboard totaled only
forty-four machines. Many of these sorties were flown in support of French
naval and ground units taking part in the fighting around Hoa Binh. After
this deployment the Arromanches returned to France but was again off the
coast of Indochina in October of 1953, just in time to provide suppart for
OPERATION LORRAINE.

The outstanding job done by both the Dixmude and Arromanches promp-
ted the French to seek another carrier for use in Indochina. In 1951 the
10,662t light carrier La Fayelte (ex-USS Langley) was acquired. She relieved
Arromanches in early 1953 and flew numerous sorties until forced to enter
drydock for an overhaul. Her relief was none other than the Arromanches
which perhaps fittingly helped close the naval air war over Indochina. Her
aircrews took part in the climactic struggle at Dien Bien Phu where they flew
coumless sorties in support of the hardpressed defenders. During the sicge
Arromanches’ two squadrons were so decimated that they had 1o be
withdrawn from operations, being replaced by aircrews off the 10,662t light
carrier Bois Belleau (ex-USS Belleau Wood) flying F4U Corsairs. But these
reinforcements could do lttle to turn the tide and Dien Bien Phu fell. French
naval aviators performed valiantly during the siege as they aided their hard-
pressed comrades on the ground. Unfortunately their gallant efforts could do
little in the face of the tactical mistake of the French military lcadership that
placed their troops in such an inaccessible position.

(Above) The omy long smnglc bomber the French had were

P84 of the 281h Flotltta are
being prepared for o misalon of Ga 81 alfletd near Hanol. (ECPA via
Camelio)




The Vietnamese Navy

The Early Years

The foundations of the Vietnamese Navy were laid down in late 1949 when
the French, because of a manpower shortage, decided to develop the armed
forces of Victnam. In the original proposal only a ‘river navy’ was envisioned
in Indochina by French authorities, but a later plan drafted in Paris also call-
ed for a limited number of ocean going ships. In April of 1951, based on pro-
posals from both the theater commander and Paris authorities, a four year
program was adopted. Included in this joint proposal were plans for several
river flotillas, eight minesweepers, two naval assault divisions, a corvette,
1wo escorts, and a naval training center. Despite these lofty plans, little was
initially done 10 implement them. French field commanders who had been
recruiting Vietnamese for (heir own needs felt that if a strong effort was
made 10 build up a Vietnamese Navy, they would not have the manpower (o
fill their own thin ranks.

It was not until 1953 that the first Vietnamese naval force was activated.
On 10 April a small Dinassaut unit of five landing craft was organized for
operations in the Mekong Delta. They were based at Can Tho, and although
they flew the Vietnamese flag, the craft were under French command and
partially manned by French sailors. A second Dinassaut unit was formed

During the spring of 1953 the French activated the first Vietnamese
nnvnl units In the Mekong Delta. These 'Vietnamese units’ were made

under the of French officers.
Thls LCVP being towed by another craft is taking part in a patrol near
Can Tho. Note that the craft fiies both the French and Vietnamese
flags. Initially there was a dispute between the two countrles as to
which flag the vessels would fly causing a delay in the turnover of ad-
ditional boats to the Vietnamese. (Naval History Division)

Once the French agreed to withdrawal from Indochina a large number
of the landing craft, patrol boats, and other miscellaneous vessels of
the Dinassauts were turned over to the fledgeling Vietnamese Navy.
Seen here are three ‘Vendettes', one of the few specially bullt craft
which the French used for their river operations. Once the French
severed their ties with the South Vietnamese these vessels had 1o be
retired due to a lack of spare parts. (Naval History Museum)

later that summer at Vinh Long to patrol the Mekong River where it flowed
into the sea. After this second unit was formed, a delay arose in expansion
while French and Vietnamese military bureaucrats argued over which flag the
vessels would fly. Once this was cleared up, the expansion of the Vietnamese
Navy continued. In January of 1954, three minesweepers were turned over to
Vietnamese control, and was followed by the formation of two more
Dinassaut units in March and August.

In northern Vietnam French forces were locked in the bitter struggle with
Viet Mink troops a1 Dien Bien Phu. This defeat took the heart out of French
resistance and had a profound effect on the peace talks which started at
Geneva the next day. Eventually the talks resulted in an agreement which
called for the withdrawal of French troops, and a temporary partition of the
country until a nation-wide election could take place. Though the French
were bound by the accord to pull out, the agreement allowed for an orderly
transition of power. But since the treaty did not include cither the US or the
new government formed in the south of Vietnam by Ngo Diem, neither felt
bound 1o abide by the terms of the treaty. American and French authorities
worked out an agreement with Diem whereby US advisors would gradually
replace French personnel and train the Vietnamese armed forces.

For a short period of time both French and US naval personnel worked
side by side in a combined training mission known as the Training Relations
Instruction Mission (TRIM). However, by the fall of 195§ US advisors had
taken over most of these duties, although, the last French advisor did not
leave Vietnam until May of 1957. The naval force which TRIM personnel
worked with was relatively small, numbering only some 2000 officers and
men. Its modest equipment included two LSMs, two PCESs, three MSCs, and
about 200 landing craft, plus some miscellancous smaller craft. After analyz-
ing the military requirements which might be placed upon the Vietnamese
naval forces, the US advisors came up with the following list of possible mis-
sion  requirements: amphibious operations, river and coastal patrol,
minesweeping, fire support, and logistic support. Obviously, such tasks were
far beyond current Vietnamese naval training and equipment. But, such a
force was obviously needed if South Vietnam was to have the ability to pro-
tect its newly declared independence. US advisors immediately began work-
ing to build up this naval force as outlined in the analys

Unfortunately, problems arose almost at once which hindered this expan-
sion as religious and criminal groups rebelled against Diem's rule. Among
these were the Cao Dai religious sect near Tay Ninh, the Hoa Hao para-
military religious group around Can Tho. and the Bink Xuyen criminal
organization in the Saigon-Cholon arca. After taking control of Saigon from
the Binh Xuyen in May of 1955, Diem next struck at the Hoa Hao during
June, Using almost all of the small Vietnamese Navy to move troops and pro-
vide support, Diem attacked the Hoa Hao in the Can Tho area. By the end of
the month Hoa Hao resistance had been crushed around the city, although
some units were able 10 escape during the fighting into the swamps around
the town.

On 1 July 1955, overall command of the Vietnamese Navy passed out of
French hands, and the new Vietnamese commander was almost immediately
called upon to provide support for another major operation. When Diem had
taken control of Saigon and defeated the Bink Xuyen, hard core members of
the organization had fled to the Rung Sat swamp south of Saigon. This area,
consisting of over 300 square miles of waterways and mangrove covered
swampland, served as a base from which the Binh Xuyen carried out terrorist
attacks and raids against shipping. In September Diem decided 1o destroy the




This ‘Vedette’ patrol boat has been drydocked for repairs. These craft
became the main patrol boat of the Vietnamese River Assault Groups
(RAGSs) until replaced by newer American equipment in the 1960s.
These vessels were nicknamed ‘Rag Boals' after the Vietnamese
units using them. (US Navy via Cressman)

power of the Bink Xuyen once and for all. During the middle of the month
naval units blocked off the region and began bombarding shore positions.
While numbering only some 1,500 men, the Binh Xuyen was well equipped
with small arms, mortars, bazookas, machine guns, and recoilless rifles.
Esen after this initial assault, the Bink Xuyen showed no inclination to sur-
render, so on 21 September the Vietnamese launched a combined assault with
all four Dinassauls supporting Army and Navy roops. While the Dinassauts
blacked their escape along the waterways, ground troops gradually forced the
Bink Xuyen into an ever tightening pocket. Faced with annihilation, the sur-
viving Bink Xuyen troops surrendered. US advisors, observing for the first
time Vietnamese naval units in action, were impressed with what they saw.
And while problems did crop up, Vietnamese naval personnel carried out
their assignments quickly and efficiently. Overall success of the operation
was due o the ability of the Dinassauts 1o transport troops 1o positions in the
Rung Sat Swamp and then act as a blocking force to prevent the enemy from
escaping.

After this operation in the Rung Sat swamp, only splinter groups of the
Cao Dai and remnants of the Hoa Hao sects still posed any problem to the
Diem government. In November two Dinassaut units helped the Army of the
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) troops isolate the Hoa Hao at Rach Gia on the
Gulf of Siam, while along the Mekong River other naval units fought pitched
battles with Hoa Hao troops who were being aided by Vier Minh advisors.
North of Saigon, the Soar faction of the Hoa Hao sect, operating out of the
Plain of Reeds, continued 1o resist all efforts by ARVN troops (o subdue
them. However, with the help of the Dinassauts, ARVN (roops were finally
able to exert enough pressure 10 force this group to come into the Diem
government in February of 1956. Once this faction fell into line, government
forces in the area were able to shift their attention back to Rach Gia. With the
aid of all four Dinassauts, government 1roops pressed in on the dissidents
around the town. During April the leader of the faction was captured and
Hoa Hao resistance collapses

After this extensive campaign the job of subduing the Cao Daists was
relatively mild in comparison. Vietnamese naval units provided only limited
support as ARVN troops captured the sect’s capital at Tay Ninh. This forced
their leader 1o flee and, with him gone, the sect worked out an agreement
with Diem whereby their religion was legalized and they in turn would sup-
port the Diem government. This ended the last organized resistance from
these three groups, although a few small bands continued to be a nuisance for
a period of time afterwards.

At the beginning of 1956, the Vietnamese Navy organized some of their
larger ships into an ocean going Sea Force. Two main naval posts were set up,
one at the southern tip, and the other near the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ).
Five Sea Zones were set up and the Vietnamese began patrolling their long
coastline. Unfortunately, there were not nearly enough ships for this job and
the Vietnamese proposed 10 their US advisors that a fleet of fifty 14t motoriz-
ed junks be organized (0 supplement the existing naval units. However it was
not until the early 1960’s that steps were taken 1o implement this plan.

Shortly after the formation of the Sea Force it was called upon to proteci
Vietnamese interests in the Paracels and Spratly Islands, located 200 miles
cast of Da Nang. These islands were claimed by Vietnam, Nationalist China,
Communist China, and the Philippines. In June reports indicated that
Chinese Communist forces had landed in the Paracels. Ta counter this the
Vietnamese dispatched a PC, an LSM, two LSILs, and a territorial company
of 1r0ops to garrison and patrol the area. No action resulted from this move-
ment of forces and the Vietnamese continued 10 garrison the islands
throughout the 1950s.

In other arcas, the Vietnams Iso expanded its scope of operati
During the fal of 1956 it began patrols out of Da Naog 16 stop communistin-
filtration from the sea. The number of Dinassauts were increased 10 six with
bases at My Tho, Cat Lo, Vinh Long, Cat Lai, Can Tho, and Long Xuyen.
At Dong Ha, near the DMZ, a small base was set up from which utility boats
could carry out inshore patrols along the coast just south of the Zone. Fur-
ther south, in the Gulf of Siam, naval units carried out training and patrol
operations in response (0 supposed Cambodian seizures of Victnamese
fishing boats. All these actions, though minor, combined to give the fledgling
Vietnamese Navy confidence in itself and valuable training as full scale war
approached the tiny nation.

{Right) The erted 8 few LCMs to
Communications Boats (CCBs). This CCB has a 20mm cannon in the
bow turret and several mounts on the stern for elther .30 or .50 callber
machine guns. (US Navy)

(Above) An armad LCVP deparis Its base on a patrol along the My Tho
fivar. This craft, though moditied by the Franch, was of American
origln and, with the arrival of US Navy advisors, formed the basis of
the early Brown Water units which iried to conialn the rising threat of
the Viat Cong. (US Navy)

(Below) A Franch modililad American LCM which the Viatnamase in-
herlted. Since meny of the French fiverina craft were originally
Amerlcan landing cralt, spare paris were no problem once the United
States began supplying sid to the Diem regime. (US Navy)




The Vietnamese moditled a number of LCMs for use as fire support
boats known as ‘Monitors’, and while of the same general design,
each individual boat varied In detall snd armement. Each of these
three Monitors differ from each other In several ways. The top one
mounts a 37mm turret from a M-8 armored car and has a flat bow. The
middle Monitor has a pointed bow with a speclally designed 40mm
turret and a different stern configuration than either of the others.
The bottom Monitor, though fitted with the same flat bow as the top
Monitor, carries the specially designed 40mm turret. The 40mm turrat
used on the middie and bottom LCMs would eventually become the
standard armament on future Vietnamese Monitors and In a modified
form would also be used by US riverine forces. (US Navy)

Conflict With North Vietnam

By mid-1957, it had become obvious to Ho Chi Minh that any hope of a
unified Vietnam under his leadership (i.c. communist rule) would only be
brought about by force. President Diem bad successfully consolidated his
power and established a pro-western government in the south. The com-
munists immediately began a campaign of terror and violence against Diem's
tule. In particular, a great deal of this activity took place in the Mekong Delta
southwest of Saigon. Because there were few roads in this swampy delta
region, the Navy was called upon 10 provide support and transportation for
ARVN troops as they fought against the communjsts. The Navy proved ex-
tremely effective in the Mekong and registered a number of successes in the
fighting. The Dinassauts had been renamed in the interim, now being called
initial employment of the
RAGs against the communists highlighted a problem which was to be a cons-
tant source of irritation (o the Vietnamese Navy. During these operations
Navy units came under the control of local Army commanders who were
usually unfamiliar with naval lactics and problems; Naval considerations
such as tides, limited maneuvering room, sballow water, and water obstruc-
tions, were seldom taken into account by Army commanders when planning
operations that included riverine units. A great deal of animosity was created
when Naval personnel tried 1o explain these problems 1o the Army, or when a
Naval force failed (o carry out an assigned task because of one of these pro-
blems. Educating the Army to naval limitations was 10 be a constant and on
going problem for the Navy throughout the war.

In response 10 an increase in communist activity modest steps began in
1960 to expand and modernize the Vietnamese Navy. The Navy Section of
the US Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) was increased to a
strength of sixty men to help with this expansion. Unfortunately the program
resulted in only a marginal increase in Vietnamese naval personnel, most of
whom were assigned to shore establishments, which were becoming
disproportionately large in relation 1o the operational forces they supported.
Even worse, some Vietnamese commanders began padding their payroll with
false names and siphoning off the money 10 their own private accounts. Some
new equipment, primarily patrol craft, were received, but the largest increase
in ships took place within the Junk Force, a paramilitary unit composed
mainly of civiliaps under Navy officers.

By the end of 1961, it was apparent to US officials in Vietnam that the ex-
panding war being waged by the communists against Diem would require
more American advisors, aid, and possibly limited help by US operational
units. Almost immediately US minesweepers (MSOs) began operating with




Some LCVPs were lightly armored for use In transporting personnel
and carrlad only a few machine guns for defense. These boats were
not intended for use in river operations. This particular boat Is carry-
ing General Westmoreland, the US Commundu (n Vlnnlm and
Gonerat Tran Ngoc Tam,

Thirty-six LCVPs were fitted with armor and machine guns for use by
m. Civil Guard River Patrol on the smaller rivers and canals in the

ong Delta. This civillan defense unit was used to supplement
v.gulll mul lou:u but unfortunately the lack of funds, training,

C Gene!
Reglonal Forces, on a our of the River Dounu YMnlnﬂ Center at
Salgon. (US Navy)

Vietnamesc Naval units near the DMZ on “barier” patrols in an attempt to cut
down communist infiltration by sca. In February of 1962, these patrols were
expanded when American destroyer escorts (DEs) began similiar operations
near the Can Mau peninsula, These American units were not allowed to
engage targets, but used their radar to vector Vietnamese craft 10 suspicious
targets. These patrols were suspended in late spring when little evidence of
large scale infiltration was discovered.

In conjunction with this initial deployment of US ships to work with the
Vietnamese Navy, the number of US advisors assigned (o the RAGs, the
Junk Forces, the Sea Force, and shore facilities increased dramatically. The
expansion of all aspects of the US aid program in Vietnam resulted in the
establishment of the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACY) in
Fehvuary of 1962, and the formation of the Headquarters Support Activity in

HoMt\cr even with this increase in American commitment to the war, the
situation continued to deteriorate for the Vietnamese Armed Forces. Promo-
tion in the Army by political influence rather than ability severly hurt leader-
nd while rampant corruption enriched the higher ranks, it virtually
deprived the enlisted ranks the means to sustain their families. These pro-
blems caused a drop in Army morale and a consequent lack of motivation in
the field. The Navy was not immune Lo corruption, and because the Navy of-
fered smaller risks. many of the richer city dwellers bribed their way into it.
As a result of these and other problems an official fact finding team under
General Maxwell Taylor arsived in Vietnam during October of 1962, to assess
the US and South Vietnamese war effort. From General Taylor's observa-
tions came recommendations (o increase US aid and support. Project *Beef-
Up' was set in motion; more advisors, equipment and money were sent to
piop up Diem. In addition, operational participation of US forces was in-
creased substantial

However, "Beef-Up® could not reverse the faltering South Vietnamese
B . laqued b political rurmoll, Die becamo Gven more reptetiins
in dealing with his opposition. In November of 1963, this led 10 his overthrow
and murder by dissident army troops. Diem’s demise did little to stabilize the
situation. The succession of civilian and military governments which follow-
ed Diem's ousting were unable to marshall public support, nor were they able
1o effectively prosecute the war.

The Vietnamese also obtainad a number of vessels which could be
used for coastal patrol and had a shallow enough draft 1o also be us-
ed on the rivers. Long Dao (HQ 327) Is an Infantry Landing Ship
(Large) (LSIL) which saw service with the US Navy as the LSIL 888 and
the French as LSIL 9029. Due to the age of meny of those vessels
spare parts ware hard 10 come by and they ware often out of commis-
sion. (US Navy via Cressman)

v facilities severely hampered the unit and It
never reaily reotliia bt fighting force. (US Navy)

During this time frame the performance of the Victnamese Navy fell
drastically. In early 1964 it had a strength of over 6,000 men, who manncd
fifty patrol craft and minesweepers, along with over 200 riverine and am-
phibious craft, but its contribution 1o the war effort was minimal. Rarely
were the RAGs, Sea Force, or Junk units able to field at more than fifty per
cent of their strength. And even these operational figures were suspect, since
operatiopal sortie figures were usually padded with administrative and Supply
trips. The over 700 US advisors who worked with these units voiced com-
plaints, but little was done to alleviate the situation by the Vietnamese Cor
mand. In particular, the Junk Force faced sever problems. Seriously under-
manned, much of its manpower was aged or infirmed men who had been
forced into the Junk Force by poverty or the loss of their livelyhood by the
war. And while the Junk Force was given the responsibility for curbing the
seaborne infiliration of men and arms by the communists, it was ill prepared
10 effectively carry out its mission.

The infiltration problem was investigated by MACV naval officers and
reported on in carly 1964. This report indicated that the increased level of in-
filtration by the North Vietnamese, using junks and trawlers along the coast,
was sufficient to support the expanding guerrilla war being carried out
against the government of South Vietnam. The report also stated that little
was being done (o stem this flow by South Vietnamese naval units, and
recommended that US naval units augment South Vietnamese patrols, but
pointed out that this would achieve only partial results unless steps were also
implemented to block inland infiltration routes. Lastly, it advised that a force
needed to be created for deployment in the Mekong Delta to prevent Viet
Cong (VC) infiltration and supply movements in this region.

While this report was being evaluated, the posture of the war changed
dramatically. In May of 1964 MACYV absorbed the old MAAG organization.
Construction of new naval facilities were started a1 various pons along the
coast, and new river patrol craft (RPC) designs were evaluated and ordered.
Then, in August, American destroyers on patrol in the Gulf of Tonkin were
attacked by North Vietnamese PT boats. In response 10 this attack the Con-
gress of the United States passed the ‘Gulf of Tonkin Resolution' which ef-
fectively gave President Jobnson the power to wage war across the entire
length and breadth of North and South Vietnam. The stage was now set for
American naval forces to take an active role against the communist forces.

Nguyen Doc Bong (HQ-231) a Support Landing Ship (Large) (LSSL),
sits at anchor on the Bassac river south of Saigon. This ship formerly
served with the US Navy as LSSL 129. It Is armed with a 3 inch gun in
the bow, a palr of twin 40mm turrets fore and aft, plus a number of
20mm cannons. These boats could provide a high volume of fire dur-
ing an engagement and their relalively shallow draft enabled them 1o
support Vletnamese forces both along the coast and far up major
rivers. (US Navy via Cressman)




During the early 1960s the South Vietnamese attempted to augment
thelr naval forces with a coastal junk force manned by local civilian
defense forces. However, lm lnl|lll attempt failed 1o achleve mean-
of initiative
on the part of regular navy pommnol assigned to the project. This,
along with and old seriously the
forca's effectiveness until more modern junks were procured and the
status of the force was ralsed. This junk returns with troops after a
{ruitiess search mission looking for Viet Cong troops. (US Navy)

(Above) A CCB moves along a river during operations against guerrilla
forces south of Saigon. Note how the vessel has been heavily
camoutiaged in an attempt to break up Its outline. A US advisor can
be seen standing amid ship with the captain of the CCB. (US Navy via
Cressman)

Small RAG boats carried both .30 and .50 caliber machine guns but
ware lightly armored and could not stand up to fire from a well ex-
ecuted communist ambush. This craft cruises along a cai
bisects a small vill in the Ca Mau peninsula. Often 1 -
namese Navy patrol boats were the only contact villages deep in the
Deita had with the central government. (US Navy)

This LCM waits for the tide to go out before it can proceed under the
bridge in the foreground. Such problems were often encountered dur-
ing riverine operations, but the Navy found it difficult to convince the
Army that such things had to be considered when planning a joint
misslon against the VC. (US Army)

(Below) Linh Kiem (HQ-226) patrols along the lower reaches of the
Long Tau River near the Rung Sat Special Zone, a particularly

guerrilla the main River channel
to Salgon. This ship had formerly served with the French as the Ar-
quebuse and was formerly a USN Landing Craft Support (LCS). (US
Navy via Cressman)




(Above) Camoutlaged RAG boats and their crews await the return of
ARVN troops from a sweep ashore. Atempts to concesl riverine boats
with paint or at |olsl to bveak up thelir outline proved to be relatively
ineffective and by th had almost ceased. (US
Navy)

(Right) River Patrol Craft (RPC) were designed to replace some of the
older French boats used by the Vietnamaese. A few RPCs were used
by the US for minesweeping but the majority sarved with the Viet-
namese Navy. The RPC carried both .30 and .50 callber machineguns.
(US Army)

{Balow) Often times the only means of getting men and supplies to
siles in the Mekong Delta was by water. This LCM has just arrived at
ted outpost of Ly Van Manh with a load of construction
als. (US Army)




(Above) Attempts were made to modernize the Junk Force in the
mid-1960s. Newer, molorized Junks were acquired to replace the old
unpowoered Junks which were either discarded or motorized. The

tarce was eventually absorbed into the regular Navy which helped im-
prove morale, pay, and training. (US Navy)

(Below) The Nguyen Ngoc Long (HG-230) on the Go Cong river.
Though these LSSLs carried a falrly heavy complement of armament,
their high profile made them easy largets for Viet Cong gunners on
shore; a number of the LSSLs suffered severa damage when caught
In ambushes. But whila tha high silhauetis of the bridge provided a
tempting targel It also gave the crew a good vantage point from
which to direct fire on the guarrillas. (US Navy)




THE UNITED STATES
BROWN WATER NAVY

COASTAL FORCES
Market Time (Task Force 115)

The first large scale operational participation of the US Navy in the Viet-
nam War came about due (o an action known as the Vung Ro Incident. On 16
February 1965, a US Army helicopter spotted a heavily camouflaged trawler
laying in Vung Ro Bay north of Nha Trang. Air strikes were called in on the
anchored ship and stacks of supplies on the beach. After the trawler settled in
the shallow water plans were made to send ARVN troops aboard navy ships
1o check out the area. However, due to conflicting order d Vietnamese in-
eptness litle was done 10 secure the area for two days. During the interim the
VC was able (o salvage most of the weapons, ammunition, and medical sup-
plies still aboard the trawler, and when ARVN forces finally took the area lit-
tle was lefit, much 1o the disgust of their American advisors.

Due to the now blatant seaborne infiltration by the ¥C, and the dismal per-
formance of Vietnamese forces, General Westmoreland requested a meeting
with top level US Navy commanders to discuss the incident. Held on 3
March, the joint after i the action,
that the US Navy take a direct role in interdicting seaborne infiltration, both
as a means of stopping it, and inspiring the Vietnamese to do a more
creditable job.

This recommendation won almost jmmediate approval from the Joint
Chiefs of Staff and on 16 March two destroyers, the Higbee (DD 806) and
Black (DD 666) began patrolling off the coast. The destroyers were joined by
Navy P-2V Neptunes from Tan Son Nhut airbase which had begun aerial
surveillance shortly after the March meeting. A week later, on 24 March, the
operation received the code name MARKET PLACE.

Within a short rime the sea and air forces engaged in MARKET PLACE
had increased substantially. By the beginning of April twenty-eight ships,
under the control of Task Force 71 (TF 71) were operating off the Vietnamese
coast. To counter infiltration close inshore, fast patrol craft (PCFs), called
“Swifts', were ntroduced to carry out close in-shore patrol work. To further
supplement these new assets the US Coast Guard was ordered to deploy
Squadron One, composed of seventeen 82 foot cutters (WPBs), for service
with TF 71.

By late spring, it was decided in Washington (o transfer control of TF 71 to
the US Naval Command in Saigon. In August this was formalized when
operational control of the force passed from the Pacific Fleet 16 Genera)
Westmoreland. At the same time the commander of TF 71 relinquished his
control of the task force, it was redesignated to Task Force 115 (TF 11$)
under the code name Market Time.

One of tha first shows of Unlted States suppart for tha newly can-
stituted Republic of Vietnam was a visit by an American destroyer
squadron In October of 1953, The Flalcher class destroyer, USS
Dortch (DD-670), sallad up the river ta Ssigon for & two day visit. (US
Navy)

During this period, the first significant contact between the US Navy and
VC, since the Vung Ro Incident, ook place when the USS Buck (DD 761)
spotted a junk that was acting strangely. The destroyer stopped the vessel and
upon boarding found arms and supplies aboard. The crew was taken into
custody and they, along with the material, were turned over o the South
Vietnamese. However, despite this successful encounter the forces available
to Market Time were stretched thin, especially for in-shore work. This was
brought to the attention of Defense Secretary McNamara during one of his
fact finding missions o Vietnam. As a result, the number of Swift boats we
increased from thirty-six to fifty-four, and were divided equally betwecen
bases at Vung Tau, Qui Nhon, and Cam Ranh Bay.

To regulate the activities generated by the sudden influx of American
forces, TF 115 set up nine coastal patrol arcas. Each station was roughly thir-
1y 1o forty miles in width and eighty to one hundred twenty miles long. Each
had either a destroyer escort (DE) or minesweeper (MSO) assigned 10 it. At
cither end of the coast of Vietnam, Coast Guard cutters from Squadron One
set up barrier patrols. As operations continued through the summer and fall
of 1965, naval authorities, in September, reviewed the overall situation and
structure of Market Time forces. As a result of this review, a number of

As the United States bacame more deeply knvolved In the Vietnam
contlict additional advisors were sant to work with Vietnamese Naval
units. These Americen Navy ofllcers walt aboard & command Junk
prior to an by torces.

crewman near the bow is weering a French helmat. A USN LST caa be
seen moored In the background. (US Navy)
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US advisors worked with the Vietnamese Navy in all facets of naval
operations. This advisor, Lieutenant (JG) Jim Fought, armed with an
M-14 rifle, served with a junk unit along the coast to counter com-
munist infiltration from the sea. Air recognition markings are painted
on the deck so that US or VNAF alircraft would not attack the junk by
mistake. (US Navy)
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The enemy also tried to move material by ocean going vessels, such
as this trawler. It was the botched handling by the Vietnamese Navy
of the interception of an enemy trawler at Vung Ro Bay that resuited
In the deployment of US Naval forces on a substantial basis into Viet-
namese walers. (US Navy)

The Viet Cong were supplied from the sea by a variety of craft. Smail
coastal junks, such as this one, were often used to move arms and
supplies from communist enclaves along the northern coast to areas
further south, Because of thelarge number of boats plying the coast,
surveillance was a serlous problem. (US Navy)



(Above) Far close-in work Patrol Craft, Coastal {Fasl) (PCFs),
nicknamed ‘Swift boats’, with their shallow draft were ideal. Thesa
boats, moditied from crew boats used 1o serve commercial oil rigs,
carried a twin machine gun turret atop the cabin and mortar/machine
gqun combination aft. (US Navy)

(Below) Market Time, as the coastal forces of the ‘brown water navy*
was code named, was composed of a number of different unifs.
Destroyers (DDs), destroyer escorts (DEs), and minesweepers (MSOs)
such as USS Pledge (MSO-492) seen here, patrolled the ocean out to
forty miles from the Vietnamese coast. (US Navy)



(Above) Closer 1o the shore the Coast Guard kep! an eye lor small
vassels which operated In the shallower coaslal reglons. The USCG
cutter Point Young (CQ 82303) Is patrolfing a low mlles off the coast
on a clear day. At night or In Inclement weather the culters used radar
to spot suspicious lralllc. These cutters were armed with tour .60
callber machine guns In single mounts on the stern and a combina-
tion mortar/.50 callber machine gun In the bow. (US Coast Guard via
Cressman)

recommendations were made to increase TF 115's effectiveness. These
recommendations included an increase of off-shore patrol ships from nine 10
fourteen and the addition of another radar equipped LST to supplement the
three already operating in the Mekong Delta. The number of small craft was
also felt 10 be understrength. This led 10 an increase in *Swift® boats to cighty-
four and the WPBs 10 twenty-six.

The most significant recommendation made was to establish a river patrol
Jforce to apesate alang the major tivers in specially equipped LSTs. This force
was 101 10 be part of TF 115 but rather a separate unit since its function,
responsibility, and employment would be quite different from Market Time
forces. This decision would open up a totally new area of operations to naval
forces, and bring US sailors virtually into hand to hand combat with com-
munist 1roops.

PSM Mariin flying boats waere used until thelr withdrswal from active
duly in 1967. These seaplanes operated from tenders based at Cam
RanhBay and Cong Son Island. This Marlin, trom VP-48, Is being Ilited
out of the water by the tender Pine Islend for maintenance. The sym-
bols just behind the traiting edge of the wing represeni elghteen
ships sighted by the alrcratt during Ite numorous palrols. Just under
the cockplt Is the aircralt’s name, ‘Road Runner’, and a drawlng of the
popular cartoon character. (US Navy)
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(Below) Aerlal surveillance was provided by Navy patrol squadrons
operating a number of ditferent aircrait types. This SP-2H Neptune
checks out a junk south of Vung Tau, reporting its position to Market
Time surface craft. The alrcrait Is from VP-1 and initlally operated out
of Tan Son Nhut alrtield norih of Salgon. (US Navy/Naval Avlistion
History via Grossnick)

Aerial Surveillance

Additional Market Time surface vessels increased its surveillance
capabilities but there was still not enough ships to adequately patrol the large
expanse of ocean off the Vietnamese coast. The Navy therefore decided (o in-
crease the number of aircrafi available 1o the commander of TF 115 for
patrol work. Additional P-2V Neptunes began flying out of Tan Son Nhut 10
supplement the original Neptune force which had begun patrolling earlier
that spring. These Neptunes were given responsibility for the area from Vang.
Tau south to An Thoi, which included the vital Mekong Delta and the major
rivers which dissected this important population and agricultural area.
Aiding the P-2V Neptunes were P-S Marlins, the last operational flying boat
in the US Navy inventory. The Marlins, supported by seaplane tenders at
Cam Rahn Bay and Con Son Island, flew daily missions over the numerous
rivers and canals of the delta region until 1967. By then, there were enough
land based patrol aircraft available 1o allow the Navy to phase out the
Marlins which were not as capable and were more costly 10 operate than their
landbased counterparts.

The job of patrolling the area from Vung Tau north to the DMZ was the
responsibility of P-3 Orions based a1 Sangley Point in the Phillippines. With
more sophisticated radar, the Orions were ideal for covering this broad ex-
panse of ocean. The P-3's range and better crew facilities also allowed it to
stay on station longer and cut down on the possibility of the ¥C slipping
ships through the area during transit time. As the war progressed P-3s ex-
panded their operations and replaced the Marlins. They also began rotating
out of Cam Rah Bay where they were joined by additional Neptunes. Latc in
the war Neptunes were also phased out with P-3s Orions taking over all Navy
patrol responsibilities.



These P-3s from VP-50 sit at the airtield near Cam Ranh Bay surround-
«d by barbed wire and armed guards against communist sabotage.
Normally Orions operated out of the Philippines while Neptunes flew
from bases in Vietnam. (US Navy/Naval Aviation History via
Grossnick)

Harbor Defense

While Market Time’s primary responsibility was 10 patrol the coastal
waters and cut off enemy supplies it also had the responsibility for harbor
defense at the five main ports of South Vietnam. In 1964 Vier Cong swim-
mers had attached explosives to a US aircraft transport in Saigon and sank
the ship at her berth. Realizing the need to protect ships against such attacks
the Navy came up with the concept of South East Asia Semi-Permanent Har-
bor Protection (SEASHARP) to counter this new enemy threat.

After a period of trial and error SEASHARP evolved into a formalized
security structure made up of three components. At each harbor a site was
selected for a base of operations and maintenance facility. This base of
operations facility housed the personnel needed to provide logistics and sup-
port for the patrol units. In addition this site also contained the Harbor En-
trance Central Post (HECP) which functioned as a command post which was
equipped with radios, radar, and a plot of all the ships in the harbor. From
the HECP patrol boats were controlled and vectored to suspicious targets
entering the harbor. The second component of SEASHAP was the Harbor
Patrol Element (HPE) made up of patrol boats and their crews who kept the
harbor under constant patrol and monitored the vast array of small craft
which plied the harbors. These HPE boats normally carried their own radar
and were armed with machine guns and a variety of small arms for use by the
crew. A wide varicty of boat types were employed by the HPE including
Boston Whalers and pickel boats but the backbone of the HPE was the

: ility boat. The final component of
each SEASHARP unit was an Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) team
which was responsible for making inspections of ship hulls and anchorage
sites.

As the concept of harbor defense evolved, SEASHARP was redesignated
the Inshore Undersea War Group (IUWG), with cach unit being given a
designation from one 1o five. The parent organization was Mine Force
Pacific Fleet, even though they functioned under TF 115. During the period
in which the IUWG was training and being deployed the task of harbor
defense fell upon Mobile Inshore Undersea War Surveillance (MIUWS)
teams which were sent TDY from their home ports in the United States.
These units were capable of deploying on short notice for a limited time to
ports in hostile areas. However, they lacked the capability of long term
employment and were withdrawn when the IUWGs became operational.

With their creation in 1967, the IUWGs took over the bulk of harbor
defenses in the five ports where they were stationed. However, harbor
defense was separated from port security which was the responsibility of the
Anmy. The division of these duties between the two services was arrived at by
a very simple means. As long as a ship was not tied up 1o a pier IUWG
detachments were responsible for its security. Once the ship moored
alongside a pier, the Army took over security. The only exception to this divi-
sion of responsibility was at the port of Da Nang where the Navy carried out

both tasks under the direction of Naval Support Activities (NSA) Da Nang.

The IUWGs were responsible for the defense of their respective harbors.
The Harbor Entrance Central Post kept a close watch on the overall an-
chorage, and the small patrol craft of the HPE maintained visual contact
over their individual patrol areas, their primary job being fo deter atiempls
by VC swimmers and small craft 10 carry out sabotage missions. To do this
HPE crews often spent as much as twelve hours on patrol checking out the
multitude of civilian junks and trawlers which plied the harbors daily. To aid
the HPE in their searches the Vietnamese Navy or National Police provided
interpreters 10 assist the Americans. In a single day’s patrol HPE crews might
examine hundreds of small craft, and while this task proved monotonous
sailors of the HPE still had to be constantly alert, because if the HPE failed
10 detect an infiltrating group of saboteurs, the enemy stood a good chance
of inflicting severe damage o the moored ships.

The IUWGs remained in Vietnam until 1971 when they were pulled out as
part of the American withdrawal program. The Viet Cong were never able to
mount an effective sabotage campaign against the various anchorages under
IUW protection. Some damage was done by the enemy, but it was of @ minor
nature and the ¥C never accomplished anything of significance. Upon their
redeployment stateside, harbor defense was turned over 1o the Vietnamese
Navy, but some IUW personnel remained behind to serve as advisors. With
their help the Vietnamesc were able to keep the harbors safe. When the final
pullout of US troops occurred in 1972, and the Vietnamese took over harbor
security completely they continued 10 keep the anchorages secure until the
final collapse of the country some three years later.

United States Coast Guard

As in past wars the United States Coast Guard was called upon 10 supple-
ment US Naval forces in the war zone. Due 1o the service's role in coastal
patrol and rescue it had a number of craft that were specifically designed for
in-shore work. Thus, in the early phases of Market Time the USCG boats
bore much of the coastal patrol work until additional USN assets were able to
take over the work load. The initial request for USCG assistance came in
mid-April of 1965 when the Secretary of the Navy inquired about available
assets from the Treasury Department, under which the Coast Guard operated
during peacetime. After a series of interviews between the officials concern-
ed, it was decided 10 deploy seventeen 82 foot patrol boat (WPBs) for in-
shore work along the coast of Vietnam. By the end of May the boats had been
loaded aboard cargo ships and were on their way to Subic Bay in the Philip
pines which was 10 serve as an advanced training facility to ready the crews
for deployment 10 the war zone. Personnel of the first unit, Coast Guard
Squadron One (RONONE), was commissioned on 27 May 1965 at the Coast
Guard base at Alemeda, California, receiving an intense course in survival
training following commissioning, along with instruction on weapons
systems, patrol procedures, combat indoctrination, and a variety of other
subjects in preparation for their service in Vietnam. Upon completion of this
training the officers and men followed their WPBs to Subic Bay where they
took part in refyesher training and put their cutters through shakedown
cruises.

By mid-July, the first of the squadron’s two sub-units, Division Twelve,
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In the mid-1960s a new type of ship was sent to Vietnam to aid Market
Tima lorces. This {ast new motor gunboat (updated to patrol gunboat
in 1967) gave the navy the ability ta bring a relatively heavy fira to bear
on in-shore patrols from a ship of falrly shallow draft. USS Gallup
(PG-85) moves at high speed through the coastal waters off Vietnam.
It Is claimed that this class of ship was able to go from 0 fo 40 knots
in sixty seconds. (US Navy)

was operational and on 15 July it departed Subic Bay for Da Nang near the
DMZ. Division Eleven was ready by 20 July and set sail for An Thoi in the
Gulf of Thailand. At month’s end, Task Force 115 (Market Time) was of-
ficially established and RONONE became part of the organization. To coor-
dinate the numerous units which comprised TF 115, five Coastal Surveillance
Centers (CSCs) were set up at Da Dang, Qui Nhon, Nha Trang, Vung Tau,

d An Thai. Working with these centers RONONE cutters were assigned (o
different patrol stations off the northern and southern ends o Vietnam. At
these stations the cutters came under the direction of the minesweeper or
destroyer escort that maintained the outer barrier patrol, and which provided
the Coast Guard cutters with radar and navigational aids. In turn the USCG
cutters provided similar aid to US and Vietnamese units an in-shore pateal,
and, if the need arose, also provided fire support.

During this early period USCG cutters intercepted numerous junks and
sampans carrying enemy soldiers and/or supplies. Sometimes resistance oc-
curred but the cutter’s .50 caliber machine guns and mortars were more than
a maich for the small arms fite they encountered. In addition to these
firefights the WPBS were called upon on several occasions Lo provide support
for US Special Forces and ARVN units along the coast. During these
engagements the indirect fire of the 81mm mortar o the bow of these cutters
proved 10 be especially effective in providing fire support and illumination at
night.

While the two Coast Guard divisions were doing a good job in their respec-
tive sectors, the whole central coast of South Vietnam was uncovered. To
alleviate this problem nine additional Coast Guard cutters were reassigned
from other duties 10 form a third division to cover the vital center arca. Divi
sion Thirteen was officially formed on 12 December 1965, and ready for duty
in carly February of 1966. It left Subic Bay on 12 February for Vung Tau and
by the end of the month its cutters were on station alongside other Market
Time forces.

Throughout the spring all three division had numerous run-ins with small
junks carrying contraband, and carried out the occasional fire support mis-
sion for troops ashore. In May the action heated up. The cutter Point Grey
(WPB 82324) came across a 120 foot trawler near the Cau Mau peninsula
which acted very suspicious. When the cutter moved in 1o investigate, the
trawler, in an effort to escape, beached itself. The Grey tried to put a boar-
ding party on the ship, but intense automatic fire from the beach forced the
cutter away. Calling for back-up, the Grey was joined by the Point Cypress

(WPB 82326) and sank the trawler in shallow water, Navy divers later salvag-
ed a huge amount of weapons and ammunition.

A month later, on 20 June, a 98 foot trawler was spotted by the Point
League (WPB 82304) near Vung Tau. As the cutter approached, she came
under fire from the trawler. The Point League returned the fire forcing the
trawler 1o turn shoreward in an attempt 1o escape. Hearing the cutter's call
for assistance, the Point Slocum (WPB 82313) and Point Hudson (WPB
82322) soon arrived, by which time the trawler had been forced aground.
Afler being boarded, the ship was refloated and towed back to Vung Tau
where several tons of arms, ammunition, and medical supplies were un-
covered in her holds.

The rest of the summer saw little action with the enemy but a case of
mistaken identity resulted in a tragic incident. During routine night patrol
near the DMZ in August the Point Welcome (WPB 82329) was illuminated by
friendly aircraft. Despite attempts (0 identify herself, the cutter was attacked
by the aircraft and received a number of hits. Burning, the cutter was beach-
ed and the crew abandoned her in the face of continuing attacks. When the
action was finally over, two Coast Guardsmen were dead and three were
wounded. The Point Welcome, severely damaged, was eventually refloated
and towed 1o Da Nang for repairs.

During the remainder of 1966 and the carly part of 1967 no significant ac-
tion occurred with communist trawlers. The three divisions continued 1o in-
tercept small coastal junks, and, in addition, rescued a number of downed
aircrews and Vietnamese sailors from the South China Sea. In March, a 120
foot trawler attempted to run the patrol barrier near the DMZ. Various
Market Time forces, including the Point Ellis (WPB 82330) shadowed the
vessel until it neared the coast. Realizing that they were trapped, the crew ran
the trawler aground after a short firefight. The enemy crew was able 10
destroy some of the cargo, but a large part of it was subsequently recovered
after the vessel was towed to Da Nang.

This shadowing and interception brought 10 light the serious shortage of
forces which still faced TF 115. A large number of surface units had been in-
volved in the operation and as a result, some sectors were left unguarded dur-
ing the chase. Early in 1967, the Navy had requested the Coast Guard to pro-
vide five high endurance cutters (WHECS) to supplement Market Time units.
With the March interception still fresh in their memories, Coast Guard of-
Ficials organized Squadron Three (RONTHREE) at Pearl Harbor on 24 April
1967. It left Pearl two days later and arrived at Subic Bay on 10 May. By
month’s end the five cutters were on station with TF 115 which assigned
them, because of their shallow draft, to the Gulf of Thailand. There, the
squadron worked the outer barrier patrol and provided fire support with
their five inch guns. They also served as logistic bases for the WPBs and Swift
boats of the in-shore patrol force. Often the WHECs carried a replacement
crew for the Swifts 5o that the small craft could stay on station for extended
periods of time. In turn the Coast Guard cutters were usually resupplied by
the oilers, ammunition, and supply ships of the 7th Fleet. This allowed the
cutters 1o stay on station for long periods of time, docking only when repairs
were necessary or o give their crews a short break from sea duty.

Throughout the remainder of the summer of 1967 few major contacts oc-
curred. The most significant came in July when the Point Orient (WPB
82319) ran a 20 foot trawler aground and captured a large amount of
weapons. However, a major change in operational procedure occurred early
in the fall when TF 11 decided (o take advantage of the ocean going

An enemy hundred foot trawler has baen run aground by the USCG
Polnt League (CG 82304) near the village of Ba Dong. Note that each
of the crewmen are wearing flak jackets as protection from enemy
small arms fire. Market Garden forces working together, vectored
enemy vessels before they reached salety and unload their cargo.
(US Navy)




This steel hulled trawler, beached by Iis crew rather than suffer
boarding, was later salvaged by the South Vieinamese who recovered
aver 250 tons of supplies and arms. (US Navy)

apabilities of the WPBs and have them alternate their patrol stations with
the PCFs, This alternation was based on weather conditions, which allowed
the *Swift" boats (o operate far more ffectively since they could not function
in heavy weather. Though not a popular change with Coast Guard personnel,
it was accepted as just one more duty they had to perform.

The beginning of 1968 saw the largest battle of the entire war for the bar-
tier patrol when North Vietnam made a desperate attempt o infiltrate men
and supplies during the end of February to bolster their failing Tet offensive.
Near Da Nang the cutter Androscoggin (WHEC 68), along with the Point
Grey (WPB 82324), Point Welcome (WPB 82329) and a PCF spotted a
trawler close inshore. After challenging the intruder, the force put the ship
under fire and drove it aground, where its crew destroyed it with explosives.
Further south, near Nha Trang, another trawler was spotted by Naval and
Coast Guard upits which also forced her ashore. As these units closed in on
the trawler, heavy defensive fire was encountered. Pulling back beyond range
af this fire, the cutters opened up with 81mm mortars, scoring several hits
which destroyed the vessel. A third trawler was encountered off the Cau Mau
peninsula by the Winona (WHEC 65), Point Grace (WPB §2323), Point
Marone (WPB 82331), Point Hudson (WPB 82322) and Swift boats. Taking
heavy fire, the trawler exploded and disappeared from the radar scope,
Another trawler, spotted by the Minnetonka (WHEC 67) just beyond Viet-
namese waters, decided 1o play it safe and fled back to safety. During the
course of just one evening, three trawlers were destroyed in the biggest single
engagement of the war by Market Time forces.

This battle was the high point of the Coast Guard's effortin Vietnam. Dur-
ing the rest of 1968, only an occasional contact resulted during the numerous
patrols carried out by the WPBs and WHECs, The larger cutters, with their
heavier armament, participated in a number of fire support missions for US
Army and ARVN troops, particularly in the Cau Mau peninsula arca. These
missions provided the only ipstances where the large cutters actually en-
countered the enemy. Rarely during their daily patrol operations were any of
the small craft found to be carrying weapons or supplies. Following their
heavy losses in February, North Viemam opted not to try to run trawlers
through the barrier parrols. The Coast Guard crews setlled into an almost
peacelime routine, occasionally Tescuing downed aviators and fishermen in
trouble, or providing emergency medical aid for allied personnel when the
need arose. Some of the cutters carried out hydrographic surveys of un-
charted areas but on the whole the remainder of 1968 was a quiet year.

The year 1969 saw a number of changes for Coast Guard forces engaged in
Vietnam. US authorities decided to turn over a greater share of the war to the
Vietnamese, and as part of this program the Coast Guard was instructed to
begin (raining Vietnamese sailors so that eventually they could take over the
82 fool cutters of all three divisions. This transition began in January and by
the spring of 1969 the training program was well enough along to transfer the
Point Garnet (WPB §2310) and the Point League (WPB 82304) over to the
Victnamese. During this period, the first of a new class of cutter, the
Hamilton (WHEC 715), arrived off the coast 10 relieve the oldes cutters
which dated back 10 World Was Two. With more modern armament, radar,
and light facilities, these new arrivals soon showed how superior they were
10 the older vessels.

One result of these new additions was the decision to transfer a number of
he older cutters to the South Vietnamese Navy (0 give it more depth for off-
shore parrolling. In early 1970, two more cutters, the Bering Strait (WHEC
182) and Yakutat (WHEC 380) were selected for transfer to the Vietnamese.

On palrol USS Ready (PG 87) Is one of lhe new fast patrol gunboais
designed tor blockade and surveillance. However, [ts large size and
shallow drait allowed longer patsols, heavier weapons and the lblll(y
10 operate very close to the shore in order to provide support for US
and ARVN troops along the shore. Besldes the cannon armed forward
turret and twin .50 caliber poslitions amidship, the supersiruciure
bristies with machine gun mounts. (US Navy)

Eventually two more cutters, the Castle Rock (WHEC 383) and Cook Inlet
(WHEC 384) were also transferred 10 the Vietnamese Navy. The turnover of
Coust Guard assets to the Vietnamese continued throughout 1970, with the
last of the 82 foot cutters being officially transferred by 15 August 1970. This
also marked the formal disestablishment of Coast Guard Squadron One as a
part of US forces in Vietnam. The larger cutters, however, stayed on duty for
a while longer and were involved in 1wo more battles with trawlers. On 20
November 1970, the Rush (WHEC 723) and Sherman (WHEC 720) destroyed
atrawler with gunfire after it failed to stop. The following spring, on 11 April
1971, the Rush, in company with the Morgenthau (WHEC 722) sank a
trawler near the Cau Mau peninsula, However, these were the parting shots
for Coast Guard operated cutters. By the winter of 1971, only one USCG
ship, the Cook Inlet was still patrolling off Vietnam under Coast Guard con-
trol, albeit with a largely Vietnamese crew. It was officially turned over to the
Vienamese Navy on 21 December 1971. A short time later RONTHREE was
officially dissolved, thus ending another chapter in the annals of the United
States Coast Guard history. As in past wars, their performance had been
outstanding, but it had not been without cost. Seven Coast Guardsmen lost
their lives and an additional fifty-three were wounded. Over one thousand
North Vietnamese and Vier Cong were killed or wounded in actions with
Coast Guard units while over ten thousand were detained for questioning by
South Victnamese authorities. By their actions of{ the Vietnamese coast, the
Coast Guard helped stop the flow of arms, men, and munitions into South
Vietnam and undoubtedly saved the lives of countless thousands of allied
soldiers and Victnamese civilians. No matter what the conditions were, these
men carried out their assignments. No more can be asked of a fighting man
than that.

This Landing Craft Personnel (Large) MK |1 (LCPL MK I1), based in Cat
Lo, crulses In Vung Tau harbor, the entrance to the main shipping
channel to Salgon. The sharksmouth on {he bow Is an unusual mark-
Ing for a small Navy crali. The aft .50 caliber machine gun has not
been fitted. (US Navy)




1UW-65, a harbor patrol boet, looking more like a pleasure boat than a
Navy picket vessel, stops to Investigate a small Vietnamese boat. The
harbor patrol boat's large size allowed the HPE to carry out longer
patrols and gave It the sbility to carry heavier weapons such as the
twin .50 caliber machine guns mounted amidship. The crew are arm-
ed with shotguns, M-16s, and side arms. (US Navy)

A section of ‘Swift Boats’ move out from their base at Cat Lo on a
patrol in the Rung Sat ares, a longtime communist stronghold which
bordered the maln river to Salgon. Eventually Swifts, PBRs, and Navy
SEALs effectively eliminated the VC threat posed in this area. The
lead Swift Boat mounts & combination mortar/.50 caliber machinegun
on the aft deck while the second boat mounts only a mortar. (US
Navy)

The combination mortar/machine gun was mounted on Swift boat
and 82 foot Coast Guard cutters . Because of the way the weapor

were sited it was not possible to fire both at the same time. The ow
sized helmet worn by the gunner contains communication gear which
is connacted to the bridge via the cord running across the deck,
allowing the boat commander to direct the gun tire. {US Navy via Bell)

Much of tha coastal patrolled region looked like the terrain this PSM
is flying over. Such terraln provided excellent cover for the guerrilias
as they moved men and maferials. If also provided the VC with ex
cellent cover to set up ambush sites for the varlous patrol craft. (US
Navy)

When action occurred all hell broke loose. This Swift Boat gunner is
firing on VC positions in the tree line along the shore. Smoke from VC
return fire can be seen in the tree line along the river. Each boat In the
line wiil bring the enemy position under fire as it passes, thus keap-
Ing up sustained fire on the guerrillas until alr suppart arrives. (US
Navy)

A Neptuna liits off irom Cam Rahn Bay for a patrat along the caast of
southern South Vietnam. At first Neptunes worked out of Tan Son
Nhut bul Ialer staged cut of the base at Cam Rahn Bay. These and the
other patrol aircraft were an Integral part of the brown water fleet. (US
Navy/Naval Avlation History via Grossnick)




A French PAY-5A Catalina of the 81h Flotilla at Tan Son Nhut In 1947,

French patrol craft on \he Black River during the battia of Hoa Binh,
November of 1951 to February of 1952,

French LSIL during the summer of 1952 an the Rad Rivar.




Most patrols were long and tedious for the crews of the HPE boats.
Rarely did much happen, yet these patrols were absolutely essential
It the threat of enemy swimmers was to be kept in check. This LCPL
has Its guns covered for protection from salt spray and has its wind-
shield lowered for a better view and increased air flow. (US Navy)

Most of the day for harbor patrols meant search after search of
countfess Vietnamese small craft which plied the various ports. This
Vietnamese junk is searched by US and Vietnamese personnel to see
If 1t carrles anything which does not match its manifast. (US Navy)

in addition to Market Tl tal units aiso
supported landing opoullons along the coast. This Coast Guard cut-
ter, the Point Kennedy (CG 82320), Is taking part in OPERATION
DECKHOUSE V, which Inveived a landing at the mouth of the Song
Co Chien River. (US Navy)

IUW 39, an LCPL from Unit 2 of IUW Group One, patrols in Cam Ranh
Bay, which was the largest port in Vietnam and the main off loading
point for much of the US supplies entering Vietnam. HPE crewmen
spent long monotonous hours on patrol, with some patrols lasting up
to fourteen hours. (US Navy)

For quick reaction to a threat the HPE could dispatch a ‘Boston
Whaler’ manned by a two or three man detachment. Thase light skim-
mers, made of fibarglass, could hit speeds in excess of twenty knots
which made them excellent crait for the HPE's quick reaction force,
{US Navy)

As more of the new Asherville ast coastal gunboats were commls-
sloned they were sent to Vietnam to aid the brown waler coastal
forces. The Tacoma (PG 92) and the Welch (PG 93) ply the waters of
the South China Sea. Able to stay on station for long periods of time
these craft were well liked by the crews for their living accommoda-
tions and stability while under way. (US Navy)




The Swifts were often pressed into duty as troop carriers. This PCF
carries ARVN troaps on a sweep of the Duong Keo river In the Ca Mau
peninsuls. One crewman mans a M-60 machine gun with a bi-pod on
the bow. (US Navy)

With the need for additional ocean golng ships to supplement ex-
isting Market Time assets, the Coast Guard was asked 1o provide ad-
ditional ships. These five 311 foot High Endurance Cutters (WHECS)
sit alongside the Navy repalr ship USS Jason (AR-8) In Subic B

From left to right they are Half Moon, Yakutat, Gresham, Barata
and Bering Strait. Bering Stralt and Yakutat were later turned over to
the South Vietnamese Navy. (USCG Via Cressman)

(Below) P3 Orions supplemented Neptunes and Marlins until the
Marlins were retired and the Orions took over their dutles. This Orion
of VP-17 flies a reconnalssance over coastal marshland. (US
Navy/Naval Aviation History via Grossnick)

At other times the Swifts carrled EOD or SEAL teams on spacial mis-
slons. This boat has just returned from a mission with a demolition
team which had an assignment on the upper reaches of the Cua Lon

river. The rope ladder hanging on the bow was a commonly carried
item to ald troops coming onto or leaving the boat. (US Navy)

(Above) The cutter Hall Moon (W 378) takes on stores from the cargo
ship USS Castor during patrol operations off the Ca Mau peninsula.
Because of their abllity to stay on station for long periods of time
these cutters were used for sustained off-shore patrol. Unfortunately
this allowed the crew litile time ashore for recreation, but never-
theless morale aboard these ships never dropped. (USCG via
Cressman)




(Above) Another type of motorized
Junk with pt bow also
carri
but Instead of the
machine gun on {
tent .50 caliber machinegun has been
mounted with a protective shield.
{Chenoweth)

Vietnamese River Patrol Cralt (PRC)
on the Mekong River in 1968,
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{Above Left) A Viet: motorized junk which replaced the
earlier sail powerad vi 8 of the Coastal Junk Force. The eye
palnted on the bow tor warding off evll spirits. The .30
callber machine gun was used If the eye 'failed" to do the job. (US
Navy)

(Right) A Vietnamese frogman prepares 1o
salvage work on the Co Chlen River. The Amerl: advisor slan.
ding atop the RAG boat is Lleutenant Harold Meyerkord who was
later killed In an ambush. For his courage during the ambush,
Maeryerkord was posthumously awarded the Navy Cross and
later had a Irigate named after him.

the water for




P5M Mariln of VP-48 at Cam Ranh Bay in February of 1967.

T
ROAD RUNNER

{Above Right) An SP-2H of VP-1 al Da Nang In 1967. During 1he early
years of US pi Pl in the wal

of the landbased patrol lorce untll replaced by the P-3 Orion. (Hansen
via Mutza)

(Above) Supplementing the P-2 Neptunes were PSM Marlins which
operated Irom seaplana lenders off the coast. A Marlin under gaing
maintenance rests on the deck of a lender off Cam Rahn Bay. (US
Navy)

{Right) These two AP-2H Nepiune gunships sit in front of a row ‘?1
Neptunes at Cam Ranh Bay in 1967. Note the Jet engine sllencers and
FLIRILL TV chin additions 10 the two alrcrallt. (US Navy)

PCF MK | ‘Swift Boal' during OPERA- ‘/

TION GIANT SLINGSHOT in January
of 1969.
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RIVER FORCES
Game Warden (TF 116)

Asaresult of recommendations made by Naval authorities in September of
1965, a river patrol force, designated Task Force 116 and code named Game
Warden, was formally established on 18 December 1965. This force was
assigned the responsibility of helping Vietnamese river forces in denying the
VC the use of the inland waterways. As originally envisioned the inland
brown water force was o be composed of 120 speciaily designed River Patrol
Boats (PBRS), twenty landing craft (LCVPs), a Landing Ship Drydock
(LSD). a Landing Ship Tank (LST), and cight UH-1B Huey helicopters. This
LSD and LST would serve as major support ships until the arrival of four
specially modified LSTs.

In February of 1966, the first contingent of Game Warden sailors arrived
in Vietnam and a month later received their first PBRs. TF 116 was divided
into 1wo sub-sections, the Delta River Patrol Group (TF 116.1) and the Rung
Sat Patrol Group (TF )16.2). From the authorized strength of 120 PBRs,
eighty boats were to be assigned to the Delta Group and forty 1o the Rung Sat
Group, this distribution being based on the anticipated requirements of cach
arca. The first few months after TF 116 arrived in Vietnam were spent getting
ready for the massive influx of men and material slated for duty under Game
Warden. And while the first few PBRs began patrolling in March, it took
time for the full complement of boats and crews 10 reach Vietnam. These first
PBRs worked from shore bases at Nha Be and Cat Lo until the arrival of the
first off-shore support ship. A great deal of experience and knowledge was
gained from these early missions and was immediately transmitted back to
the Naval Inshore Operations Training Center in California to improve the
river patrol Iraining syllabus.

The first off-shore support ship, the USS Tortuga (LSD-26) was anchored
in the South China Sca between the mouths of the Bassac and Co Chien
Rivers, beginning operations in May of 1966. Attached 1o the Tortuga were
ten PBRs, a detachment of 1wo helicopters and two air cushioned vehicles
(PACVS). U , this initial ran_into
weather conditions and heavy seas and high winds restricted PBR activity
almost half the time; these conditions continued throughout the fall. Even-
twally it was decided to drop the idea of operating PBRs from support vessels
anchored off the coast; the ships were moved into the more sheltered waters
of the rivers themselves. This decision was made only with great reluctance
because of the fear that such a move would expose these big ships to mines,
underwater saboteurs, and enemy fire from share.

Shortly after the Tortuga deployed, it was followed by the Belle Grove
(LSD-2), the Comstock (LSD-19), and the Floyd County (LST-762). Each of
these ships were fitted with a helicopter deck and anchorage facilities for
PBRs, and while they temporarily filled the need for a floating base, they
were only a stop gap measure until the specially configured LSTs arrived.
When initial plans for Game Warden were drawn up, LSTs specially con-
figured for PBR bases had been an integral part of the program. Four ships,
the Garrett County (LST-786) the Harnett County (LST-821), the Hunterdon
County (LST-838) and the Jennings County(LST-846) were pulled out of
reserve and specially modified as floating PR Bases. Each had a helicopter
landing pad with lights for use during day or night, four additional boat
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A PBR cuts through the waters of Keln Tuong province In search of
guerrillas. While these small cralt were capable of speeds up to
twenty-five knols, they rarely operated at this speed unless under
fire, or coming and going from a patral assignment. (US Navy)

booms, a PBR machine shop in the tank well, as well as updated radio,
navigational, and electronic equipment, The first of these converted LSTs
arrived in November of 1966, and within another few months the other three
also arrived. Three were assigned 1o the Bassac, Co Chien, and Ham Luong
Rivers while the fourth was kept in rotating rescrve. During its reserve period
cach LST received a general maintenance and overhaul at a repair facility
outside of Vietnam; usually in Japan, the Philippines or Singapore. Each
LST usually remained on station for about six months before it was rotated
out for maintenance.

Initially these LSTs proved invaluable since there were few facilities in-
country that could handle PBR operations. With their special gear, the LSTs
provided critical supply and maintenance facilities for the small river boats
which were unavailable at shore installations, However, as adequate facilities
became available ashore, the limitations of the LSTs became increasingly
obvious. During modification these LSTs had had everything conceivable
stuffed into their hulls and were seriously over crowded. Facilities were
limited, and even though a PBR unit could operate from each one, crowding
in berthing, supply, maintenance, repair and crew quarters was a constant
problem. However, the ships did fill a critical need when they first arrived in
the fall of 1966 and provided a mobile platform which could be moved as re-
quired to arcas where PBR operations were needed.

This mobility even allowed the LSTs to occasionally participate in the fire
support role or engage targets of opportunily with their 40mm defensive
guns. During the post-Tet attacks in May of 1968, the Jennings County was
credited with seventeen VC killed during a fire support mission. While such
actions showed that the LSTs could be used offensively, the initial fears of
operating the big ships in confined conditions were still a big concern. This
was brought home in December of 1968, when the Hunterdon County (LST
838) ran afoul of a VC ambush. She was hit by well sighted rocket and
recoilless rifle fire from shore and suffered extensive structural damage. Two
crewmen were killed and twenty-five wounded. This action had a sobering af-
fect on sailors who tended to underrate the threat posed by the guerrillas to
the large ships and helped impress on all personnel the need 1o be constantly
on the alert.

River Patrol Boats (PBRs)

No boat came to symbolize the brown water navy like the PBRs which were
the mainstay of river operations. These tiny craft were the spiritual descen-
dants of the PT boats of World War Two.

When the Navy decided to commit river patrol forces 10 in-shore opera-
tions in Vietnam it found itself in need of a small fast patrol craft. Because of
the time factor, the Navy was unable 1o formulate a new design and opted in-
stead to seek a commercially available hull and modify it for use in the com-
bat zone. What the Navy wanted was a small light boat with high speed,
shallow draft, powered by a water-jet propulsion system. Numerous com-
panics submitted their hulls for consideration and from these the Navy chose
a fiberglass ‘Hatteros’ hull for production. A contract for 120 PBRs was




To support the PBRs four LSTs were pulled oul ot reserve and
modified to suppart a detachmeni of PBRs and a helicopter elemant
of HAL-3. Untit fixed bases could be constructed In tha dslta lhese
ships played o vitaf role In Game Warden operations. Seen hera Is the
USS Harnett County (LST-821). (US Navy)

awarded in November of 1965 to United Boatbuilders of
Washington for delivery by April 1966, at a unit cost of $75,000.

The end result of this was the Mark 1 Power Boat, River (PBR); a thirty-
onc foot long craft capable of speeds over 28 knots. It was powered by a
General Motors 220hp diesel truck engine which provided 2800 RPMs direct
drive for a Jacuzzi water jet propulsion pump. The boat's armament con-
sisted of a twin .50 caliber machine gun turret in the bow, a single . 50 caliber
machine gun in the stern, and a M-60 machine gun and a Mark 18 40mm
grenade launcher mounted amidship. In addition to this armament the crew
also had their small arms. As the war progressed, a variety of weapons were
fited to the PBRy, including 90mm recoilless rifles, 60mm mortars,
flamethrowers, and 20mm cannons. Despite all this armament the PBR drew
only two feet of water and was extremely maneuverable since changing
course only required a change in the direction of the water jet nozzle. For
patrol work at night a Raytheon 1900/ W radar unit was carried which allow-
¢d the crew 10 pick out small craft that were extremely difficult 1o spot in the
inky darkness which enveloped the waterways after sundown.

After the initial run of PBR Mk Is, the PBR Mark Il was introduced.
Slightly larger with more powerful engines, the only significant difference
between the Mk [ and Mk 11 was the addition of aluminum gunwales on the
Mk 11 1o protect the hull from being torn up when coming along side sampans
and junks.

Normally the PBR was manned by a four man crew — a first class petty of-
ficer, a gunner's mate, an engineman, and a seaman. The petty officer was
the boat captain, the gunner's mate operated the forward fifties, the
engineman was responsible for the powerplant, and usuafly he and the
seaman manned the other weapons during a patrol. Each man was cross
trained in the other jobs and could take over in case one of the other crewmen
was wounded. Generally PBRs operated in a 1wo boat section, and in addi-
tion to the regular crew one boat carried a patrol officer who was in charge of
the operation. If a Vietnamese translator or policeman was carried he rode on
the other boat.

While PBR patrols were often seen as adventurous or glamorous, in reality
they were just like any military operation — long, tedious, and boring days
that were sometimes punctuated by minutes of sheer terror. When contact
with the enemy was made, all hell usually broke loose for a few minutes, until
the action ended. Then the boring routine began again. Normally, PBR crews
patrolled around 80 hours a week, half of which was at night. Usually the
boat operated at reduced speed and only went 1o full power when contact
with the VC was made, or while proceeding to and from their patrol areas.
Often the PBR crew cut their engines and achored or drifted with the current
505 not 10 give away their position. This was a particularly effective tactic at
night and on many occassions the VC were totally surprised when a pair of
PBRs suddenly came to life spitting out a hail of fire. Most of the daylight
hours were spent checking the endless junks and sampans that moved up and
down the numerous rivers and canals dissecting the Mekong Delta. Al sun-
down all normal water traffic quickly disappeared and any craft found on the

elingham,

Normaily the PBRs idled slowly along searching the varlous junks
and sampans which plied (he numercus canals and rivers of Vieinam.
This PBR checks out & smsll sampan for weapons and supplies. The
Viat Cong were masters at concesling such material in the smattast
of eralt and only by checking evary vessel thoroughly couid the tlow
of suppllss be stopped. Though dull and manotonous, US brown
water sallors carried out their misslon sfticlanty, severely culting
back the movement of supplies to the VC. (US Navy via Cressman)

The PBR carrlod heavy lire power for such a smali boat. Tha forward
turrsl carried a palr o150 caliber machine guns and a co-axlally
mounted asarchlight. Lata In the war a 20mm cannon was fitted In the
turre!, replacing one of the lftles ana was fired alongside the remain-
Ing fitty.
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(Above) This UH-1M Huey of HAL-3 sits on the runway s1 Binh
Thuy Just prior to the squadron’s stand down In Janusry of 1972,
The UH-1M wes an upgraded version ol the UH-1C. (Meskao)

{Above Right) A UH-1L Huey ol the SEALORDS detachment at
Binh Thuy in early 1971. The Insignla on the nasa is an aid faghlon
admiral’s hat with a black trident. Later in the war these overall
Blus Hueys were used to supplement the strength of HAL-3.
(Jacobs)

[

|(Above) A group of US SEALs with thelr
Vietnamesa counterparts prior ta a mis-
/slon. The wa men on the left are armed
with models ot the Stoner 63 A1 light
machinegun while those in the middle
carry various modsis of the M-16, and the
‘man on the right has en titted with
an ammunition box. (US Navy via Simard)

A SEAL, armed with Stoner 63 A1 MK 23
machinegun, In an ambush poslition orn &
path in the Mekong Della.



the summer of 1969.

Green over Gray OV-10A of VAL-4 Black Ponles a1 Vung Tau during

AGreen over White OV-10 of VAL-4 at Binh Thuy in 1870/71. The unit's
Broncos went thraugh a number of marking changes during its short
time in Viatnam. Whita mainly changes In nose numbers and locatian
of squadron insignia, towards the end of the war the scheme of
Green aver White was changed on some alrcraft to Light Gray over
White. (US Navy via Michaels)

{above Right 2nd Right) Aslde from tha Black Pony artwork on the
nose, VAL-4's OV-1Ds rarely carried palntings on their airframas.
However,the ground crews, when time permitted, painted a variety of
cartoons and slogans on ordnance and ordnan s. Shown hers
are two such paintings, one on a gun pod and the other on a Zunl
tocket launcher. The artlst ol both, Tom Fontana, is putling the
finishing touches on the ‘Roadrunner with Testors paint. (Wiggs)

OV.10A of VAL-4 at Binh Thuy during 1872, In Gray schema.




During a visit 1o Vietnam Secretary of the Navy, Paul R Ignatlus, In-
spected the armament of a PBR. In tha stern a variety of weapons
could be mounted, In place of the usual flity. This boat carrles a rapid
fira 40mm grenade launcher and a single M-80 machine gun on a star-
board side mount behind the cockpit. An M-16 rifla and M-79 grenade
launcher are carried as personal weapons by the crew. In addition,
another .50 caliber machinegun Is also mounted further aft. The
crewmember demonstrating the grenade launcher Is wearing the
famed Black berel. (US Navy)

river after dark was considered to be the enemy and was immediately fired
upon.

The communists did everything possible 1o avoid the PBRs, for, if ¥C
junks or sampans were spotted by the PBRs, the enemy usually lost men and
material. Stealth became the name of the game, as each side tried to outwit
the other. The only time the guerrillas actively sought combat with the PBRs
was when they wanted (o divert allention away from another arca or when
they coveted a particular river crossing. These were usually well planned ac-
tions and the VC would set up defensive positions and site recoilless rifles,
rocket propelled grenades (RPGs), and machine guns where they could do the
most damage. Occasionally, the guerrillas tried to lure jndividual PBRs into
small canals or tributaries and block their escape by dropping trees across the
narrow watercourse. 1f a PBR could trapped it might be captured, providing
the communists with  large amount of weapons and ammunition, not to
mention the tremendous boost in morale it would give the guerrillas.

When PBRs encountered enemy junks or sampans the ¥C would usually
try 10 make their escape up one of the numerous tributaries or canals which
fed into the larger rivers. The communists knew that PBR
crews were cxtremely wary of venturing up these narrow
waterways where confined conditions severely restricted the

remaining enemy forces he ordered the boats’ searchlights turned on and
pressed the attack. Finally, after nearly three hours of fighting, their am-
munition almost exhausted, Williams ordered his PBRs 1o withdraw. Sixty-
five enemy junks and sampans were destroyed during this action along with
an undetermined number of guerrillas. For his courageous action during this
patrol Williams was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor.

PBR patrol 1actics varied with the assignment but during a normal night
patrol the boats usually operated with 400 10 600 yards distance between the
lead boat and the cover boat. This allowed for the optimum use of radar and
1he optimum mutual protection. If one boat took fire from shore the othet
PBR could lend support and/or move 1o block the enemy's line of retreat. If
a suspicious craft or movement on the shore caught their atiention, one boat
could move to investigate while the other kept its distance in case the VC were
setting up an ambush. During the early days of the US river force it was stan-
dard procedure for PBRs 1o retire when engaged, and call for assistance. Un-
fortunately such tactics often allowed the guerrillas to escape. But following
experiences gained during the 1968 TET offensive river force engagement
procedures were changed when it was finally realized that a pair of PBRs
could usually handle most situations. From then on the PBR crews had the
option of continuing to engage the enemy rather than retreating and waiting
for help.

PBR crews faced a wiley, and often fanatical enemy. When given the op-
portunity, the guerrillas would make the most of it, trying to inflict max-
imum damage and casualties on US forces. The brown water sailors had to be
constantly alert for any signs of enemy activity during a patrol. On one such
patrol, on 6 March 1967, Seaman David Oucllet, aboard PBR 124, spotted
suspicious movement on the shore and alerted his boat captain. As the PBR
made a highspeed run 1o investigate, an enemy grenade arched toward the
engine compartment. Ouellet, the only crew member Lo sec it coming, yelled s
warning, and left his forward gun mount. Pushing the boat captain out of the
way, Ouetllet covered the grenade with his own body a split second before it
exploded, absorbing most of the blast himself. Critically wounded by the ex-
plosion, Ouellet was evacuated by helicopter 10 a hospital in Saigon where,
despite every possible effort, he died on the operating table. In recognition of
his conspicuous bravery, Ouellet was posthumously awarded the Congres-
sional Medal of Honor on 30 January 1968. The medal was presented to his
parents by Secretary of the Navy. Later a new navy frigate was named in his
honor.

Game Warden Grows

Throughout 1967, TF 116 continued 10 expand from its modest begin-
nings. The original eighty PBRs in the Delta River Patrol Group were jn-
creased 10 125 while the force in the Rung Sat stayed at about forty boats.
New helicopter and support detachments were also added 10 the assets of the
TF 116. An eventual strength level of 250 PBRs was approved by naval
authorities, and with these increases came an cxpansion of the patrol areas,
as well as deployment of PBRs to other corps areas. In September, ten boats
were deployed 10 I Corps in OPERATION GREEN WAVE, as a test of the
PBR's ability 10 operate in the rivers and lagoons of this arca. And while not

Game Warden Operational Chain of Command (mid-1968)

PBRs maneuverability, giving the guerrillas a definite ad-

vantage should an ambush be sprung. Sometimes a PBR Coliusiacy

keeping up pursuit of an escaping enemy would stumble CoMNAVFORY

upon a concentration of enemy small craft. One such action |

occurred late on the afternoon of 3) October 1966. TWo  counavbupract commavsurpact  cre s crrnie CTE T com TR ConsT
PBRs under the command of boatswain Mate First Class ~ DANANG SAIGON MARKET  (GAME (MRF)  BRIGADE (SEABEES)
James Williams, came across two sampans which suddenly il Wanomy

opened fire on them. Concentrated fire from the PBRs kill- aASSACRIVER  COCWENAVER my MO RVER  AUNG SATAVER  UePER mu soven

ed the crew of one sampan, but the other escaped up a near-
by inlet. In pursuit, both boats began taking heavy fire
from entrenched positions along the shore of the inlet.
Pushing on through the fire from shore the PBRs came
upon cight sampans and two junks. Fire was cxchanged
with the enemy boats, which were supported by automatic
weapons fire from the shore. Williams, realizing that his
pair of PBRs were up against a far larger force,
mancuvered out of the killing zone and called for helicopter
gunships. While doing this he discovered an even larger
force of junks and sampans. Disregarding the odds
Williams ordered an attack without waiting for the gun-
ships to arrive. During the ensuing action the PBRs
destroyed or damaged seven junks and fifty sampans. Low
on ammaunition, Williams nevertheless continued the attack
when the helicopters arrived near dusk. To illuminate the
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completely successful, 1he operation did give authorities in [ Corps an idea of
what the PBRs could do, which later resulted in requests for the assignment
af Game Wasden units in the 1 Corps area.

One problem which arose during PBR operations was their inability to
operate in any kind of heavy seas, As originally planned Game Warden units
were responsible for all aspects of river patrol. However, the PBRs took a
tremendous beating from the rough waters at the mouths of the rivers, which
not only hindered operations but often caused structural damage (o the light
boats. As a result, Com Nav For V* in Saigon changed the patrol boundaries
in September of 1967. The demarcation line between Game Warden and
Market Time was moved about five miles up river, allowing the PCFs, cut-
fers, and gunboats of Market Time to work the mouths of the rivers, and at
the same time allowed the PBRs of Game Warden to expand their patrols fur-
ther up river.

As originally set up, TF 116 was composed of two PBR task groups, but
the continued expansion of Game Warden assets in late 1967 resulted in the
need for a change of this structure. In January 1968, the number of task
woups was increased to four. The old Rung Sat Patrol Group remained un-
changed, but the Delta River Patrol Group was split into thrce Groups, one
cach for the Bassac, Co Chien, and My Tho rivers. Each of the four groups
had roughly the same assels though the Rung Sat Group received
minesweepers in place of LSTs.

The expansion of Game Warden forces was interrupted in 1968 by the Tet
offensive. Caught off guard by this surprise attack, many US and ARVN
units were ill-prepared 10 react quickly 10 the fierce communist attack. For-
wnately in the delta region, the PBRs were able to move swiftly to counter
the VC's thrusts. Near the city of Chau Doc, PBRs surprised two Viet Cong
battalions thal were attacking the town, and causing heavy casualties.
disrupted the VC attack. At Ben Tre, PBRs, supported by Seawolf Hueys,
helped the city’s defenders hold back the guerrillas for thirty-six hours, until
arelief force arrived. Unfortunately, the communists were able to temporari-
Iy scize Vinh Long, but not before PBRs inflicted heavy casualties on them
and evacuated most of the surviving allied personnel.

Once the initial impetus of the Tet Offensive was spent, Game Warden
forces, along with the Mobile Riverine Force and other allied units, moved to
reestablish control of the region. By the first week in April most of the lost
ground had been retaken and conditions were basically back to the pre-Tet
period. Cost to the PBR forces had been relatively light in comparison to
other allied units. Eight sailors were killed, and 134 suffered some degree of
wound. A large number of PBRs were damaged, but most were quickly
epaired. Over S00 Viet Cong troops were confirmed killed during this period
by Game Warden units. In addition, the guerrillas were unable to hold any
major town for longer than a few days. As a result of their Josses in the deha
and elsewhere, VC activity dropped dramatically, and allied forces quickly
recuablished and expanded areas under their control.

Following Tet, PBRs worked their way back into the familiar routine of
monotonous patrolwork. In April a ten boat section was detached to Qui
Nbon in 11 Corps for OPERATION MAENG HO 11 (FIERCE TIGER 1),

*Commander Naval Forces Vietnam.

(Below) PBRs could carry a varlely of weapans used undar specisl clr-
cumstances Inciuding 80mm recollless riftes, mortars, and on one oc-
casion a bow and arrow! This was used to fira flaming arrows Into
thatched huts to set them ablaze without exposing the crew to undue
risks. Howevar, tha crew halow linds that a flamethrower can do the
job a whola lot belter on thls seriea of bunkers camouflaged as
houses on a amall fributary of the Baasac River southwest of Selgon.
{Naval History Museum)

For a month this ten boat section supported Republic of Korean (ROK)
troops whose area of responsibility included a number of waterways.

During the late spring of 1968 additional 1ask group was formed in
response to renewed guerrilla activity in the Delta. Designated the Upper
Dela River Patrol Group, it was assigned (o patrol the rivers near the Cas
bodian border and prevent the flow of NVA supplies from the ‘sanctuacies’
in Cambodia. At the same time, Game Warden units conducted patrols in the
Saigon area (o counter renewed enemy attacks against allied troops and in-
stallations.

This constant expansion of Game Warden activities resulted in increased
contact with the ¥'C who were trying 10 regain the initiative and recoup their
losses aiter the Tet disaster. During a routine patrol PBR 750 cornered a sam-
pan which it had pursued up a small canal off the My Tho river. As the PBR
returned 10 the river, the VC unleashed a heavy barrage of rockets and
automatic weapons fir on the patrol boat. Hit by two rockets, the craft
began 10 burn furiously, and veered toward the beach out of control. Four
mare rockets slammed into the stricken PBR, causing more damage. One
crewman, Gunner's Mate 2nd Class Patrick Ford, though seriously wound-
ed, kept up a steady stream of fire on the guerrillas umij flames drove him
from his gun mount. With his clothes afire, and despite the intense pain of his
own wounds Ford began pushing wounded crewmen over the side. Covered
by fire from a second PBR, some of the men were rescued, but Ford was not
among them. Within a short time additional PBRs, Vietnamese troops, and
four helicopters from HAL- arrived in the area and began an extensive
search for the missing crewmen. Two bodies were recovered, but no trace of
Ford was found. With the approach of night search efforts were called off
and the force retired from the area.

After the battle, a Viet Cong patrol found Ford's body washed up on the
shoreline where it had been overlooked by the search forces. In a move which
could only be expected from a cruel and vicious enemy, the ¥C staked out
Ford's body in plain view on the river bank in hopes of enticing another PBR
into an ambush, Fortunately, the local chief of a Popular Forces outpost
learned of this and dispatched his roops 1o the scene where they routed the
guerrillas and recovered the sailor's body. This action undoubtedly saved the
PBRs from a deadly ambush if they had 1ried 10 recover the body on their

(Above) A PBR Mk Il moves up a waterway in the Mekong Della. The
main visual dlfference betwaen a Mk | and Mk Il PBR was the curved
portlon ot the superstructure on he Mk I1. The round object atop the
pole Is a Raytheon 1900/W radar unlf used for night petrols. {US Navy)




|| An Armored Troop Carrier (ATC) of River Assault Squadron 11, Rl
“ “ Assault Division 112, in the Mekong Delta during the summer of 188
!

Younger readers may not remember ‘IT'S A DAISY", but the genera:
d heard It In
Thase sallors pose In front of a
turret with the potent armament of & .50 callber machine gun with a
.30 caliber gun mounted atop it. While such graffitl was often found
on riverine vessels, offictal policy frowned on If. ‘SAT CONG' roughly
as ‘KILL s’

<rE
An Assault Support Patrol Boat (ASPB) moored along a shorel
Ing a break In operations. Note the use of heavy mesh sc oning
around the forward turret to detonate RPGs before they hit the turret.
(Benedatti)

Command Commdnlclllnnl Boat (CCB) of River Assault Squadron 8,
River Assault Division 81, In Dmmbu of 1967, during OPERATION
CORONADO X. A




Assault Support Patrol Bogt [ASPB)
of River Assaull Squadron 11, River
Assault Divislon 111 durlng April of
1968 In the Glad Duc area.

Mines were a constant problem for the riverine forc
This Assault Support Patrol Boat (ASPB) shows just how «
deadly a mine could be. The mine detonated under the
boat's stern, killing or seriously wounding the entire
crew. (Benedltti)

-
A non-propelled barracks ship at Vung Tau. These bar-
racks ships provided much needed berthing facilities for
Mobile Riverine Force personnel but had to be towed

which caused serious mobility pro-

. blems for the force. (Mesko)
g~

A UH-1H of the 336th Assault
Hellcopter Company landing on an
ATC(H) of River Assault Divislon 91,
June of 1968.



own. In recognition of his bravery, the navy posthumously awarded Ford the
Navy Cross and later named a {rigate (FFG 54) after him.

By late 1968, the enemy threat in most of the PBR patrolled arcas had
diminished to such a point that additional duties were assigned (o the task
groups. The most notable of these was OPERATION SEALORDS which
began in the fall of 1968. Game Warden units teamed up with Market time
“Swifi* boats and the Mobile Riverine Force (o carry out a series of opera-
tions designed 10 interdict communist supplies from Cambodia. Market Time
PCFs assumed responsibility for patrol areas further up river, frecing the
PBRs to also move further up river.

Al the same time SEALORDS was being carried out, steps were taken (0
provide Vietnamese naval personnel with training in PBR operations, with
the eventual view of turning over patrol duties to them. This process of “Viet-
namizaion* was known in navy circles as the Accelerated Turnover Plan (AC-
TOV). It called for a sequential or gradual turnover of US assets to the Viet-
namese, starting first with the combat forces and eventually following with
the support units. In practice, a Vietnamese was assigned o a PBR where one
of the US crewmen would train him in his job. When the Vietnamese sailor
was fully trained, the American sailor would depart and another Vietnamese
sailor would report for training by another US sailor. And while a few snags
occasionally developed in the program, by carly 1969 the phasing out of
American manned PBRs was well under way, and by the fall of 1969 there
were few boats operating with wholely America

The last major operation in which the PBRs took part was during the spr-
ing of 1970, the invasion of Cambodia. Working with HAL-3 and VAL,
the PBRs helped cover the advance into Cambodia of various US and Viet-
namese riverine forces. Resistance was relatively light, and following the
restrictions imposed by President Nixon, most of the combat was carried out
by the Victnamese. Following the Cambodian invasion, US naval strength
was reduced dramatically. By the end of the summer US naval manpower had
been cut in half and over eighty per cent of all operational craft had been
turned over 1o the Victnamese. The remaining US Naval personnel worked
primarily in support, logistical, and adyjsory roles. In effect, this spelled the
end of Game Warden. During the four years that Task Force 116 was in ex-
istence it had played a vital role in breaking the strangle hold which the Vier
Cong had been holding on the the Mekong Delta. By aggressive patrolling,
PBR sailors nearly stopped the flow of supplics and killed thousands of guer-
rillas. These patrols allowed the population of the delta 1o frecly use the
waterways without fear of attack by the communists and gave the South Vict-
namese government the opportunity to extend its control over the region. At
times the cost was high, but the PBR sailors never failed to carry out an
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(Above) This PBR, with additlonal parsonnel aboard, cruises up the
My Tho river during a sweep In the Mekong Delta. A PBR normally car.
rled a craw of four or five depending on the mission. (US Navy)

(Above) Because of the constant wesr and tear on them the PBRs
neaded periodic overhauls to keap them In service. This PBR Is being
Hiited abosrd the Garrell County (LST-786) lo underga maintanance
and repalr work. These supporl LSTs carrlad full equipment and
spare parts to mainiain the up to thirty PBRs which operated from the
ships. (US Navy)

PBRs ware used 1o carry both US end ARVN troops for amphiblous
landings agalnst small enemy controlted islands along the waterways
or working with Mobile Riverine Forces. This boat carrios Vietnamese
troops for an assault on Ten Dinh Islend during OPERATION BOLD
DRAGON HII. (US Navy)




This landing craft has been converted tc a river minesweeper (MSM)
for use along the waterways In Vietnam. A number of these were
employed along the river leading to Salgon and In | Corps. This par-
ticular vessel Is coming into Nha Be after a misslon on the Long Tau.
(US Nai

assignment. Through the efforts of men like Williams, Ouellet, and Ford, the
Viet Cong were unable to impose their brand of barbarity on the Vietnamese
delta population. Future events would undo what these men and countless
thousands like them had accomplished, but these later events in no way
diminish the outstanding job which these sailors did.

Task Force Clearwater

Until 1967 Game Warden forces operated almost exclusively in the
Mekong Delta region. However, early in 1967, General Lewis Walt, the com-
mander of US troops in 1 Corps, requested that MACY assign 30 10 40 PBRs.
or ASPBS to his command for use on the Perfume and Cua Viet Rivers which
were vital supply routes in Thuo Thieu and Quang Tri provinces. The Per-
fume River served as the main line of transportation for men and materials
coming up from the port of Da Nang 10 the old capital at Hue, and the Cua
Viet River linked Dong Ha 1o the South China Sea. Each city was an impor-
tant defensive and supply point for allied units in 1 Corps, and these narrow
tivers provided a very tenuous link with the coastal ports; these rivers were
weak points in the allied defensive strategy.

General Walt's concern over the situation was justified, but unfortunately,
the Navy was not in a position to readily comply with his request. Neither TF
116 nor TF 117 were able to spare PBRs or ASPB since both were in short
supply already. However, recognizing that a real threat existed in I Corps,
MACV worked out a temporary solution. Two mobile PBR supporl bases
were ordered constructed for use on each river. The first, Mobile Support
Base 1 (MB 1), was constructed from Ammi barges and was ready Lo support
ten boats by November of 1967. These ten boats were formed into River Divi-
sion $ and deployed to Da Nang in late November. Division 5§ was followed
shortly by River Section 521 onboard a Game Warden LST and MBI in carly
December. Upon arrival in Da Nang both units were sent 10 Tan My on the
Perfume River and began conducting patrols in January of 1968.

Deployment of PBRs to the Perfume River quickly cleared up most of the
¥C threat in that area, but on the Cua Viet River a different solution was
needed, and needed quickly. The Marine base at Khe Sanh had come under
siege, and nearly all supplies for the Marine base passed through Dong Ha.
Realizing the importance of the Cau Viet River the NVA and VC made a con-

certed effort using mines and carefully laid ambushes to choke of the flow of
traffic up the river. When the cnemy managed 10 sink an LST, MACY was
finally forced to do something. Since Mobile Support Base 11 (MB 1) was nat
yet ready, MACV ordered TF 117 to send River Assault Division 112 (RAD
112) less its ASPBs, to the Cua V cision was based on the
fact that these riverine craft were more heavily armored than the PBRs and
could better withstand an ambush. Another consideration was that if the
NVA subjected the boats or their base to artillery fire it would be less effec-
tive against the armed river craft than against the lightly armored PBRs.
However, the Tet Offensive slowed their deployment and it was not until
March of 1968 that RAD 112 reached the Cua Vie

The power of the Tet Offensive shocked US military officials and forced
them to reevaluate existing policies. Attacks carried out against allied vessels
on the Perfume and the Cua Viet Rivers during this period caused the new
commander of 1 Corps, General Creighton Abrams, 10 request additional
river craft and the organizing of a separate task force to protect and coor-
dinate all river traffic in the region. In response Naval headquarters in Saigon
set up Task Force Clearwater on 24 February aboard MB I*. Task Force
Clearwater was divided into two task groups, the Hue River Security Group,
and the Dong Ha River Security Group. The Hue Group included MB I, ten
PBRs, and five LCM-6s converted for minesweeping duties, while the Dong
Ha force had one CCB, three monitors, and ten ATCs.

With these forces, the Navy attempted 10 keep both waterways open. Sup-
ported by fixed wing aircraft, helicopters, artillery, and local ground troops,
the PBRs and riverine craft patrolled the rivers countering attempts by the
NVA and ¥C to close these vital supply lines. Despite their heroic efforts, the
communists still managed to sink both logistical and cscort craft, although
neither river was ever closed. This renewed enemy cffort prompted  Corps to
request more PBRs since their speed allowed them to react more quickly 1o
attacks than the slower moving riverine craft of the Dong Ha group. Ten
more PBRs were deployed from forces in the Rung Sat. These arrived in two
increments, five boats in May and five boats in June. They relieved RAD 112,
which returned to the delta, although six ATCs were temporarily left behind
for mineswecping work until five LCM-6s could be reconfigured (or the
minesweeping role. Later that summer three PACVs were reassigned from
the delta to work with the Hue task group, and eight LCPLS, especially fitted
for night surveillance work, augmented the PBRs of the Dong Ha section.
These night surveillance LCPLs were fitted with a twenty-four inch zenon gas
infrared searchlight and manned by Marines from a searchlight battery. In
addition they carried a .50 and .30 caliber machine gun fore and aft along
with the various small arms of the crew. They patrolled the Cua Viet from
dusk to dawn jn an attempt to cut down on communist mining activity at
night. Though lightly armed compared to the PBRs they could better handle
the heavy searchlight gear, and if a serious firefight developed they could call
in PBRs for support.

By the fall of 1968, efforts to clear the Perfume River had succeeded.
Enemy forces had been driven out of the area and the threat to shipping had
all but disappeared. As a result, the PBRs began working the adjacent wates-
ways together with elements of the 101st Airborne Division (Airmobile) in an

* No task force number was ever assigned to Task Force Clearwater.

Following & request for assistance to help keep the Perfume and Cua
Viet Rivers open brown water PBR and MRF units were dispatched to
| Corps in Northern Vietnam. The crew of this PBR check the iden-
titication papers of the Vletnamese aboard a small sampan on the
Perfume river. The saiior near the bow Is armed with a M-16 while the
one astern carries a shotgun, both wear flak Jackets for protection
agslinst small arms fire. (US Navy)
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LCPL at Cat Lo in Novembaer ol 19686.

Minesweeping Boat (non-magnefic)
(MSB) of Detachment A, Mine
Squadron 11. This boat was sunk ina
VC ambush on 15 February 1967.

This sharkmouthed Patrol Alr cushion Vehicle (PACV) presents a for-
‘midable appearance as It moveés across a dry rice paddy in the Mekong
Delta. With the ability to opere

over low obstacl
region. Despite

widespread use with only three machines seeing service with the Navy in
Vietnam. (US Navy)




{Above) Since no facllities were available for the PBRs deployed to |
Corps Moblile Base One (MB 1) was constructed from ‘Ammi' barges
and used as a floating base. (US Navy)

{Above) The Navy dispatched the three PACVs they had under evalua-
tlon In the Mekong Delta to | Corps for evaluation under different con-
ditions. This PACV Is coming alongside a dock after a patrol up the
Perfume. (US Navy)

{Right) The crews of these PBRs bring down the American flags for
the last time prior to turning over thelr boats to the South Viet.
namese. (US Army)
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(Below) On the Cua Viet River the Navy decided to deploy the more
heavily armored riverine craft of River Assaull Division 112. This
Monitor moves slowly along the river while its crew carefully watches
the shoreline for any sign of activity. (US Army)

il ¥

{Above) Upon arrival on the Cua Viet River RAD 112 carrled out exten-
sive patrol and escort missions. This ATC cruises close to shore to
check out suspicious signs of anemy actlvity. (US Navy)




effort to *pacify’ the region and drive out the remnants of the NVA and VC
forces, However, on the Cua Viet River, the NVA launched a renewed effort
10 close the waterway 10 allied traffic. Marines tried 1o secure the shoreline
against these attacks but the elusive guerrillas still managed to continue the
attacks. This kept the Dong Ha unit on the defensive, and as NVA efforts in-
creased, more minesweeping vessels had to be assigned to augement the
LCM-6s. These new additions included three $7 foot fast MSBs from
Minedivision ] 13 which were much better equipped to handle the mine threat
on the Cua Viet than the converted landing craft. With these additional
boats, the situation was gradually turned and by mid-1969 attacks along the
Cua Viet River had been successfully contained. However, constant patroll-
ing was still continued since the rivers proximaty to the DMZ and Laos gave
the communists the opportunity to quickly stage attacks if they felt allied
forces were becoming lax.

Minesweepers

i the war the Viet Cong carried out a number of attacks against both

al vessels using a vatiety of explosives and mines. A
US escort carrier, being used as an aircrafl transport, was sunk at the Saigon
dock by charges placed on her hull by VC sappers. On the river leading to
Saigon a number of cargo ships were damaged by mines detorated from the
shore, while on the smaller canals and streams the Vietnamese Navy lost
several junks and RAG boats to similar devices. Following the carrier inci-
dent, increased harbor surveillance cut down on attacks of this nat but
throughout the war enemy swimmers remained a threat, not only to moored
ships, but also 1o shore and river facilities®.

To counter the enemy’s mining effort on the main rivers, the US sent four
57 foot wooden hulled minesweepers (MSBs) to Vietnam in early 1966. These
boats of Mine Squadron 11 were designated Detachment Alfa and arrived on
the Long Tau river in March of 1967. Assigned to Game Warden forces,
Detachment Alpha operated under Task Group 116.4 with its headquarters in
Saigon. Working alongside of Victnamese urits the American crews swept
the Long Tau daily to keep it clear of enemy mines. Normally, the Viet-
namese were responsible for the area from Saigon south to Nha Be while the
US detachment covered the stretch of the Long Tau from Nha Be to the
South China Sea.

Both the Americans and Viet Cong realized quite carly that these
minesweepers were extremely important if the lifeline to Saigon was 10 be
kept open. The US Navy responded by doubling the number of MSBs
deployed on the Long Tau within a year of the arrival of Detachment Alfa.
For their part the communists increased the frequency of attacks against the
lightly armed MSBs. 15 February 1967 was  particularly bad day for the
minesweepers. Using mines, rockets, recoilless rifles, and automatic weapons
the YC sank one minesweeper (MSB-45), severely damaged another
(MSB-49), and hit two others; two sailors were killed and sixtcen were
wounded, but despite these the unit was sweeping the river the nexi day. The

*During the 1968 Tet offensive, VC sappers, using scuba gear purchased «1 @
locai PX, blew up & major bridge in Hue.

ferocity of these attacks showed just how much the minesweepers were hur-
ting the VC's effort. To counter these attacks, increased PBR and helicopter
support was provided while the newly constituted Mobile Riverine Force c
ducted a series of sweeps along the Long Tau to root out the guerrilla units.

The communists also tried mining the Cua Viet and Perfume rivers in |
Corps, and being only a short distance from North Vietnam, it was much
easier for the enemy to transport mines 10 these rivers. Requests from the
Marines in late 1967 prompted the Navy 10 assign five LCM-6s converted to
mineswseepers for use on the Perfume River in conjunction with a detach-
ment of PBRs. Coverage for the Cua Viet River was provided by a riverine
division, minus its ASPBs, whose ATCs had been fitted with minesweeping
gear. [n mid-1968 these minesweeping ATCs were replaced by five converted
LCM-6s which were better equipped for minesweeping duty. Eventually, the
Cua Viet force was supplemented by three MSBs from Da Nang harbor,
whose main responsibility was 1o keep the LST turning basin at Cua Viel
swept of mins.

While these changes were going on up north, reorganization was taking
place in the south. Detachment Alfa was increased in strength and recommis-
sioned as Mine Division 112 during the carly spring of 1968. Following this
Mine Division 113 was created from various assets in the Rung Sat zone.
These two units, operating both MSBs and MSMs, effectively contained the
mine threat on the Long Tau River. As a result of this the Vier Cong began a
more active campaign against moored ships using Jimpet mines carried by
swimmers. A number of moored ships and barges were sunk or damaged by
these atlacks, but increased vigilance on the part of security forces cut down
the success of these attacks.

While the communists occasionally made special efforts on the Long Tau
and Cua Viet Rivers, notably at the end of 1968 and into carly 1969, constant
patrolling by the various minesweeping units near Saigon and in 1 Corps kept
both rivers open to traffic. These forces had 1o be on constant alert since the
enemy was always quick to iry some new or unorthodox way (o lay mines. To
counter these attempts, US sailors replied with their own ingenious solutions
this deadly battle of wits. Despite their best efforts, the NVA and VC were
unable (o stop the flow of men and materials up the rivers, and although the
cost was often high, the crews of the minesweepers never failed to keep the
waterways open.

HAL-3

While Task Force 116 was formally established in December of 1965, it was
some four months before the first PBRs and Swift boats actually began
operaling along the delta waterways, Their first few engagements taught
some hard learned lessons, among which was the need for air support to

n-

To provida bases of operations each ol the LSTs assigned to TF 116
was equipped to handle a Detachment of two UH-1 Huays. This UH-
1B gunship takes off from the helicopter dack of Harnatt County (LST
821) for a sirlke against the Viet Cong. Thesa initial Hueys were loan-
ad to the Navy by the 197th AHC until the Navy could procura its own
choppers. (US Navy)




counter enemy firepower. While the PBRs and Swift boats carried ,$0 caliber
machine guns, grenade launchers, mortars and other light weapons, they
were found to be o match for dug in Viet Cong forces with rocket launchers
and recoilless rifles, This was brought home during a firefight near Can Tho
when PBRs were hit by concealed $7mm recoilless rifles and could not sup-
press this heavy fire with the weapons on board.

The results of this and other <arly engagements were reported 10 naval
headquarters in Saigon where the assistant chief-of-staff, Captain John
Sheppard saw the reports. After analyzing these reports, he proposed that if
the river patrols were to operate effectively they would need air support,
specially assigned helicopter gunships. However despite the logic of this and
the obvious need of such support, there were problems in organizing such a
force, The primary obstacles were the lack of trained Navy aircrews and the
lack of helicopters in-country. After discussions with the Army a temporary
solution was worked out whereby the 197th Aviation Helicopter Company
(197th AHC) provided cight Bell UH-1B gunships to the Navy until they
could acquire their own.

Aircrews, however, were harder 10 come by, but eventually the Navy decid-
¢d 10 use personnel from Helicopter Combat Support Squadron One (HC-1)
based at Imperial Beach California. This Squadron was essentially a non-
combat support unit which had worked mainly in the search and rescue role
off of aircraft carriers. Naval authorities felt that these crews could be quick-
Iy retrained on the gunships, climinating the need to wait until new crews
could be procured from flight school.

Once this decision was made, volunteers were called for and four
detachments of cight pilots and an equal number of aircrewmen were form-
ed. Each detachment was 10 be equipped with two Army supplied UH-1Bs,
which were already in Vietnam. These were the first steps in the process
which eventually resulted in the first Navy helicopter attack squadron. By
late June of 1966 the lead element, Detachment 29, was ready to ship out. It
arrived in Vietnam at the beginning of July under the command of Licute-
nant Commander William Rockwell and immediately began training with the
197h AHC. Classes in tactics, maintenance, avionics and airframe
characteristics were held daily. Following these classes, familiarization flights
and practice missions were flown until the Army instructors were convinced
that the Navy personnel were ready. By late summer all four detachments
were judged combat ready and on 14 August, the crews moved to the USS
Tortuga (LSD 26) for transfer 1o their assigned bases. A month later, on 19
September, four Navy Detachments (two helicopters cach), 1ook over sup-
port of TF 116 from Army units.

During their initial deployment the four Detachments were spread out to
cover as wide an arca as their limiled numbers would allow. One two
helicopter Detachment, along with the unit’s beadquarters was located at
Vung Tau on the coast, becoming officially known as *HC-1 Detachment,
Vung Tau'. Unofficially the unit was nicknamed ‘Rowell's Rats' (exactly
how this name came about has yet 1o be . A second D

A Seawolf Huey snd the varlous weapons It carrled. Not shown are
the .30 and .50 callber machineguns carried by some ships to counter
the VC's increased anti-aircraft delenses which began to be en-
countered In the mid-1960s. The Seawoll insignia Is carried on the
noase and NAVY on the Boom. Some helicopters carried the words
UNITED STATES NAVY In black on the boom esrly In the war. (US
Navy vla Cressman)

town of Vinh Long, and the fourth Detachment was stationed aboard the
USS Comstock (LSD-19), which cruised off the coast. These deployment
locations were used until the four specially modified LSTs began arriving in
carly November of 1966. These LSTs were equipped to provide fuel, muni-
tions, and maintenance facilities for the two UH-1Bs and quarters for the
cight aircrews of a detachment. Three of the four LSTs were always on line
while the fourth was undergoing replenishment or repair. They operated
along the Bassac, Co Chien, and Ham Luong rivers and provided a mobile
base from which gunship operations could be carried out

During this early period the four Detachments took part in numerous ac-
tions against the elusive guerrilla forces. On 31 October, they teamed up with
PBRs against a VC sampan fleet of seventy-five junks on the My Tho river.
During a three hour running battle over fifty of the junks were sunk and a
large number of enemy troops killed. In mid-December another VC force was
engaged on the My Tho when PBRs ran into heavy fire from fortified posi-
tions along the river's edge. Navy gunships were called in (0 provide support

operated out of Nha Be, a little south of Saigon in the Rung Sal area, a third
Detachment was situated toward the center of the Mekong Delta at the river

A of two Hueys operated from this barge st Nha Be. The
naarest UH-1 h: 50 caliber machinegun mounied in the sterboard
door gunner's position. (US Navy)




A UH-18B palrols along a canal in the Mekong Delta in search of the
VC. Basldes supporting the PBRs HAL-3 also carried out sorties in
search ol anemy targets of opportunlity both during the day and at
night. (Bel Helicopter)

and touched off a huge explosion during a firing run. In addition the gun-
ships were also credited with killing fifteen guerrillas and destroying twenty-
eight sampans. Such actions became commonplace as Navy crews gained ex-
perience and began flying more and more missions in support of the expan-
ding river forces. By carly 1967 steps were underway to make the
Detachments into a full fledged squadron. This took place on 1 April 1957
when HAL-3 was officially atits Vung Tau

was the first Navy Squadron ever 1o be activated jn a combat zone.

The upgrading to squadron status brought an influx of men, material, and
responsibility. UH-1Bs were received from the Ist Cavalry Divi
plement the original complement of eight Hueys, and additional aircrews and
ground support personnel arrived (o man them. These increases allowed the
squadron 10 form three more Detachments and expand the arca the squadron
covered. By the end of 1967 a total of twenty-two gunships were on hand and
the various elements were stationed at the following locations:

Detachment Location
Jennings County (LST 846)
Nha Be
Vinh Long
Garrett County (LST 786)
Harnett County (LST 821)
Dong Tam
Binh Thuy

To keep these seven Detachments on line with their fourteen helicopters
took a tremendous effort on the part of the ground crews. The remaining
eight Hueys of HAL-3 were under constant maintenance in order (o keep up
the units strength at a full fourteen machines and this was no small ac
complishment considering that the majority of the machines already had a
great deal of flight time before the army turned them over to the Navy. In ad-
dition, since replacements parts had been hard to get at times, many of these
UH-1s had received unofficial field modifications by Army personnel to keep
them flying. This of course created nightmare maintenance conditions, but
despite such obstacles Navy ground crews kept the maximum number of
Hueys in the air.

By the end of 1967 things were looking up for HAL-3. With over a year's
combat experience under its belt the squadron had become combat seasoned.
HAL-3 had learned valuable lessons in that year and proved it could adapt 10
the constantly changing tactics of the ¥C and NVA. During this period the
squadron officially adopted the name *Seawolves'. This name had otiginally
been coined by the Amy instructors that trained the original four
detachments. During carly operations the various clements had used
*Seawolves’ as its radio call sign and it was only a matter of time until the
Hueys of HAL-3 began carrying a large stylized wolf painted on their nose.

Throughout 1967 HAL-3 100k part in a great number of varied operations.
While their primary job was to support the river forces, Seawolves also pro-
vided cover to major land and river operations in the delta region and gave
assistance 10 downed Army helicopters. In addition it carried out medivac
operations when the need arose. Squadron personnel experimented with a
variety of armament 10 increase their gunships® efficiency. In the face of
growing enemy ground fire, the hand-hield M60 machine gun at the door gun-
ner position was replaced with different combinations of .30 and .50 caliber
guns (0 increase the Huey's stand off range. Some gunships flew with a twin
.30 caliber mount in place of one of the M-60s while others carried a single
.30 caliber machine gun. But while these machine guns provided the
necessary range increase, they constantly needed to be reloaded, and many
crews disliked them. All three armament combinations were used until the
Squadron stood down.
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In carly 1968, when the Tet offensive was launched, the Seawoives helped
1o hold various delta towps against the surprise attack. Once the commupist
offensive was blunted the squadron went back to its original mission and
helped 10 retake ground lost during *Tet’. In late 1968 the Seawolves took
part in OPERATION SEALORDS as a blocking force. Some Detachments
were shifted closer to Cambodia o help cut the flow of supplies from the
*sanctuaries” there. The Seawolves flew missions in support of ARVN units
scattered throughout the delia who quickly came 1o respect the ability of the
Navy gunship crews. HAL-3's response time was outstanding, due in part to
the concept of the two-ship clement mode of operation. In addition the
Seawolves became proficient in flying night missions and often mounted ex-
tended night patrols over the rivers and canals in support of PBRs and

ARVN forces, or 1o interdict VC water traffic.

The year of 1969 brought about a number of changes in organization,
strength, and assignments. A new squadron headquarters and maintenance
facility was completed at Binh Thuy carly in the year and the squadron’s
headquarters moved from Vung Tau. Additional UH-1Bs and newer ‘C'
models became available to the Navy as the Army began taking delivery of

Naval forces in the Dalta
reglon. This LIH 1 covnrs the advance of two Vietnamese RAG boats
moving up a small stream. In such close conditions air support was
vital If the boats wera not to blunder Into an enemy ambush. (US Navy
vla Cressman)

Hueys were kept on alert In case trouble arose for tha rlver units. The
crew of this ship scramble in rasponse to a call for help from two
PBRs caught in a VC ambush. The makeshift revetment protected the
copter from VG martar fire. (US Navy)




the new AH-1G Cobra gunship, which resulted in an increase in strength
from twenty-two 10 thirty-three Hueys. HAL-3 also took over the job of a
navy utility helicopter detachment known as AIRCOFAT which was based at
Saigon. To carry out this additional work HAL-3 received newer UH-ILs
and formed a detachment known as the ‘SEALORDS® at Binh Tuy. This
small wility detachment carried ol liaison duties, mail runs, passenger
iransportation, supply missions, and SEAL insertions. Later in 1970 addi-
tional UH-1Ls were received; eventually all of the Navy UH-1Ls were armed
0 supplement regular gunships. By the end of 1970 the Navy's helicopter
force in the Mckong Delta had reached full strength.

HAL-3 had provided extensive gunship support to the riverines but cven
with the recent increase in strength the Seawolves were stretched far 100 thin.
A new fixed wing squadron, VAL, equipped with OV-10 Broncos was sent
© wupplement the Seawolves. Early in 1970 HAL-3 Detachments moved
dloser 10 the Cambodian border 10 help cut down on communist infiltration.
Unfortunately, when a particular route was closed to the communists they
simply switched 10 another route, lack of numbers prevented HAL-3 from ef-

fectively preventing infiltration from Cambodia. In May the Seawolves took
N;

part in the invasion of Cambodia. The Naval portion of the Cambodian
operation was code named “TRAN HUNG DAO XI'. HAL-3 encountered
fitle resistance. Detachment 8, aboard the Hunterdon County (LST 838),
was responsible for the main support of the Naval forces, while Detachment
9 served as backup and Detachment § was held in reserve. As the invasion
progressed both the back up and reserve Detachments were called in, as were
two additional Detachments, 3 and 4. Elements of the Sealords were also
brought in to Iy a variety of missions. For political reasons American forces
were pulled out of Cambodia at the end of June, with HAL-3 resuming its
normal duties in the delta for the remainder of the year with little significant
change in operations. A few of the newer C model Hueys were received along
with three HH-1K Huey trainers. By year's end the squadron had thirty-seven
Hueys on strength, twenty-seven UH-1Bs, two UH-ICs, four UH-ILs, and
twa HH-JKs. With this additional strength attempts were made to expand
aperations further into the delta and along the coast, particularly in the Gulf
of Thailand.

This expansion of the Seawolves increased the squadron’s contact with
enemy forces and resulted in high communist losses. Early in 1971, a further
responsibility was given to the squadron when Detachment 4 began operating
north of Saigon and Detachment 6 carried ol flights in support of the
Ammy's Ist and 25th Division's riverine forces near Phu Cuong.

But even as HAL-3s responsibilities were increased steps were underway (o
tedeploy the unit. In 1970 ARVN observers had begun flying with the
Seawolves acting as interpreters during communication with Vietnamese
utits. Then, during July of 1971 Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) personnel
began arriving for indoctrination and familiarization training with the unit.
Already qualified as helicopter aircrew, the VNAF personnel were now 10
receive training in riverine tactics. After training, some of these VNAF crews
eventually were attached to the Seawolves and flew combat missions with
them. Through the remainder of 1971, HAL-3 continued to fly support for
the Victnamese Army, the Vietnamese Navy and for the few US units still
operating in the area, mainly SEALS. It also updated its UH-1Cs to M stan-
dards with newer, more powerful engines.

As 1972 approached, orders came down for the Seawolves 10 prepare 1
sand down. At Binh Thuy on 26 January 1972 HAL-3 officially ccasec
operations. This marked the end of five long years of hard work throughout
the Mekong Delta and adjacent arcas. While statistics could be cited 10 show
how effective the Seawolves were against the VC and NVA, perhaps the best
stimany 10 HAL-3's outstanding performance can be summed up in the
words of 4 decorated PBR sailor. Of the Seawolves he commented. ““They
oaly had one fault — there was never enough of them.

A striks by Seawolvas agalnst a large motorized VC launch and some
smaller junks. In the first photo (Top Left) a Huey can be seen just off
center making 8 firing run on the target. The last photo (Bottom)
shows the Huey circling the target area while the motorized launch
burns and begins to sink. Such strikes helped destroy the guerrilla
supply network In the delta and made It difticult for the VC to ade-
quately support their forces. (US Navy via Cressman)




VAH-21

During 1967, the Navy reahzed that an aircraft was needed to interdict the
various waterways of the Mekong Delta at night. Since the Air Force had had
a great deal of success with their gunship program, the Navy decided to use
the same approach. The aircraft chosen for the job was the P-2V Neptune,
which was in the process of being phased out of patrol work in favor of the
more advanced Lockheed P-3 Orion. In 1967 four SP-2H Neptunes were
modified for this role by installing numerous miniguns mounted at various
angles and replacing the MAD boom in the tail with a 20mm turret. In addi-
tion, the Neptunes also carried a Night Observation Scope, AN/PQ-92
search radar FLIR and LLLTV sensors, Side Looking Airborne Radar, Real
Time IR sensars, Moving Target Indicator, Digital Integrated Attack and
Navigation Equipment, and a Black Crow Iruck ignition sensor. Optional
weapons loads included mini-gun pods, 500 pound general purpose bombs,
and incendiary weapons. Later, a 40mm grenade launcher was also mounted
in the bomb bay.

After cvaluation during 1967, the four Neptune gunships, under the
designation AP-2H, formed VAH-21 at Cam Rahn Bay in 1968. During the
fall of 1968 the four gunships flew over 200 night missions against communist
road and river traffic in the delta area. With their various radars and sensors,
the Neptunes were usually able 1o hit a truck or small river craft with a high
degree of accuracy. The most effective weapon carried by the Neptune gun-

PACYV

One of the most unusual craft employed by the navy in Vietnam was the
Patrol Air Cushion Vehicle (PACV), or Hovercraft. Produced by Bell
Acrosystems of Buifalo, New York, the PACV was given the official
designation SK-§ though this was rarely used. Described as one-third
airplane, one-third helicopter, and one-third boat, the Hovercraft zoomed
over the water atop a captured bubble of air four feet thick, held inside the
Hovercraft's inflated rubber skirts. This air bubble was produced by a seven
foot fan mounted under the hull and turned by a General Electric LM-100 gas
turbine engine similar 10 the one powering the UH-] Huey helicopter. The
PACYV could skim over the water al speeds of up to 60 knots. In addition it
had the capability of clearing five foot waves, four foot solid walls, six foot
vegetation, five foot carthmounds and twelve foot ditches. Steering was ac-
complished by means of a combination rudder and clevator system mounted
in the slipstream of the propeller. The PACY was armed with both .50 caliber
machine guns and 40mm cannons.

Three of these craft were deployed to Vietnam in May of 1966 with PA(V
Division 107 for evaluation by both Game Warden (inland

Navy SP.2H Gunships (Neptunes), while few in number, were very el-
fective In the field. Used almost exclusively at night they were
painted In three shades of gray. (Sulllvan)

ships were the twin 20mm cannons in the tail. Using a special *sniper” scope
the gunner was able 10 track a target with incendiary rounds, and usually
scored a hit. Unfortunately the four aircraft could only do so much. No new
aircraft were reccived, and in the spring of 1969 the unit was decommission-
ed. The four aircraft were returned 10 the US where eventually all but one
were cut up for scrap. The one is now on display at the Pima County Air
Museum.

PACVs were deployed to Vietnam during the spring of 1866 for
evaluation by both Game Warden and Market Time forces. The first
operatlons were with TF 116 out of Cst Lo alongsida of PBRs in the
Rung Sat. This PACV moves over a reed covered swamp In search of
the elusive guerrillas. (US Navy)

ticipate in a combat situation. North of the Mckong Delta near the Cambo-
dian border was a thirty by seventy mile stretch of marsh known as the *Plain
of Reeds’, which was used by the VC as a rest and training area. Naval
authorities decided that this would be an ideal place 10 test the hovescraft's
combat capability. Working out of the ARVN air boat base at Moc Hoa with
Green Berets, the hovercraft took part in OPERATION QUAI VAT. Quat
Vai in Vietnamese means ‘mooster’ and this nickname was given 1o the
PACVs due 10 their massive shape, noise, and the dust or mist they kicked up
while moving. PACV crews soon began using ‘monster® as their call sign. To
further exploit the psychological effect that the hovercraft had on Viet-
namese peasants, the sailors painted huge shark mouths and slanted eyes on
the front skirts of the hovercraft. QUAI VAT which ended in Decermber, was
T

Market Time (coasial waters), Operating out of Cat Lo with TF 115 the
Hovercraft carried out patrols in the Rung Sat working with PBRs. Follow-
ing this, the PAC Vs were attached (o the USS Tortuga (LSP-26) to work with
TF 115 along the coast of Vietnam, sharing the Tortuga’s facilities with PBRs
of River Patrol Squadron $12 and Army Hucys of the 145th Aviation
Detachment (later replaced by the helicopters of the Seawolves). While some
mechanical problems arose during these carly trials, the hovercraft perform-
ed well in both the river patrol and coastal patrol roles, though they did not
experience any significant contact with the enemy.

In November the chance came 10 give the PACVs an opportunily to par-
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hree guerrillas were killed and eleven
prisoners were lakm, and seventy sampans and seventy-one structures of
various sizes were destroyed. While not extraordinary, these results did
demonstrate that the PACV could operate under combat conditions.

After the initial trials, the PACVs were cleared for combat with Game
Warden forces. They operated throughout 1967 and into 1968 in concert with
PBRs and Seawolf UH-1Bs. In carly 1968, I Corps requested naval assets for
use on the Perfume and Cua Viet rivers. Naval headquarters at Saigon decid-
¢d to assign the hovercraft to this arca to test them in a different environ-
ment. Arriving in June, the division was assigned 10 the Hue River Security
Group of Task force Clearwater, Working with clements of the 101st Air-




(Above) Following trials with Game Warden forces the PACVs moved
to the USS Tortuga (LSD 26) for trials with Market Time forces along
the coast. The crew of this PACV check a small junk for arms or sup-
plies which might be destined tor the Viet Cong. (US Navy)

(Below) Aller their combat test during OPERATION QUAI VAT the
PACVs took the call sign ‘Monster' and their crews painted
sharkmouths on the crafts’ bow. The sight of this machine with the
gaping mouth frightened more than a few Vietnamese peasants into
cooperating with tha Navy crews. (US Navy)

borne (Airmobile) Division, they were used 1o track down guerrillas who had
evaded the paratroopers by taking to small sampans in the marshy arcas
around Hue. When the VC tried 10 escape by going ashore, the hovercraft
surprised the guerrillas by coming ashore after them. The PAVCs performed
wellin the I Carps area but by the middle of 1969 the three craft were beginn-
ing 10 show the wear and tear of almost three years of continuous use. The
Navy decided to retire them, and during the summer of 1969 the PACVs were
pulled out of service, being replaced by Army Air Cushion Vehicles (ACVs).

Throughout their deployment the PACVs had done a creditable job but ex-
hibited characteristics which mitigated against their being used in large
numbers. They could not maneuver as well as the PBRs, nor were they as
quiet. On the plus side, however, they were much faster and could go over
obstacles which would stop PBRs. The main factor which hurt the PACVs
was their price. Each one cost nealy a million dollars compared to ninety
thousand for a new PBR. As such the hovercraft were completely
uneconomical when compared with the smaller patrol boat, and even with
heir unique characteristics, they were not considered to be a superior craft (o
the PBRs.

VAL-4

The helicopters of HAL-3 were doing an exceptional job in supporting
ground and river units in the delta, but lacked sufficient numbers to ade-
quately cover the region. Even after the Army increased the number of Hueys
for use by the Navy from twenty-two to thirty-three in April of 1969, it still
was not enough. Another problem was the increasing ability of the VC to hit
the Huey with ground fire. To counter this problem the Army had begun
replacing theis Huey gunships with the new AH-1 Cobra gunship, a heavily

A PACV with a terocious grin. The cralt carried a varlsty of machine
guns and grenade leunchers and could skim over the waler at speeds
approaching 70 Knots, (US Navy)




armed and armored gunship specifically designed for the ground support
role, but since they were in short supply the Navy was unable to procure any
of them.

To solve these problems the Navy decided to deploy the North American
OV-10 Bronco in lieu of obtaining additional Hucys from the Army. The
OV-10 had originated as a joint Air Force, Marine, and Navy project to
dexign a lightly armed reconnaissance aircraft specifically tailored for use in
the counterinsurgency warfare role. The Marines had been the first to employ
the Bronco in Vietnam, and the Air Force quickly followed. Within a short
time the OV-10 Bronco had acquired an outstanding reputation for its com-
bat prowess. Those qualities that impressed the Navy most were the Bronco's
ordnance carrying capacity, ruggedness, short field performance, speed, and
range. The Bronco ideally suited Navy support needs in the Mekong Delta.

In order to gef the Bronco into service as quickly as possible the Navy *bor-
rowed" eighteen aircraft from the Marines to equip both a training unit and
an operational squadron. VS-41, based at NAS North Island received four
OV-10s (0 begin training. In January of 1969, VAL-4 was commissioned to
take the Bronco into combat. Because this was such a unique squadron for
the Navy, emphasis was placed on the training syllabus. Running fifteen
weeks, the Iralmng course emphasized gunnery, Drdnanu dch\cr) {orward
air control with riverine
forces, and lastly Ihc crews received sessions in jungle survival in case they
were forced down. In March of 1969 VAL-4 deployed, in two eight plane sec-
tions, to the airfields at Vung Tau and Binh Thuy.

Upon their arrival, VAL-4 crews immediately began flying support mis-
sions for the PBRs along the waterways of the Mekong Delta. Within a short
time, the unit suffered its first casualty when a Bronco, piloted by Lieutenant
Peter Russell, was hit by ground fire while on patrol. Lt Russ who had
downed a MiG-17 in November of 1966 while flying an A-1 Skyraider, was
killed but his backseater was able to bring the aircraft home. The death of
this outstanding young officer had a sobering affect on squadron personnel,
and they st out with a grim determination 10 do the job they had been train-
«d to do.

While VAL-4 was primarily responsible for supporting brown water forces
in the Mekong Delta, it soon acquired extra duties. These additional
assignments included combat air patrols and general reconnaissance in search
of targets of opportunity. VAL-4 quickly adopted the nickname and tactical
call sign *Black Ponies’, based upon the OV-10's name of Bronco. Within a
short time, the Black Ponies established an outstanding reputation for
themselves. During their first year of operations they flew over 7500 sorties in
all kinds of weather and around the clock. Taking full advantage of the Bron-
co's load carrying ability, the Ponies struck hard at communist positions
throughout the Mekong Delta. Though not able 1o maneuver as well as the
Huey, after locating a target the Bronco made up for it by carrying a far
heavier and more varied ordnance load over a much greater range. In par-
ticular ifs ability to carry a variety of rockets and bombs allowed Black Pony
crews to more cff&l\vtl) engage enemy targets. In addition these fixed wing

A Black Pony OV-10 Bronco takes off from Vung Tau on a search and
destroy mission over the Mekong Delta. The Bronco was well liked by
Navy crews for its ruggedness and handling qualities. In addition the
plane could carry a wide variety of wespons which gave it great flex:
Iblilty during ground support missions. (US Navy}

aircraft proved very easy 10 maintain in the field with VAL-4 achieving a high
degree of serviceability.

Throughout its deployment to Vietnam the Black Ponies functioned
almost exclusively in the ground attack role. They constantly patrolled over
the Mekong Delta and the waterways which crisscrossed it. Enemy troop con-
centrations, supply dumps, fortified positions, and river craft were hit witha
high degree of accuracy. The Broncos proved especially effective in suppor-
ting the riverine forces when they ran into an ambush along the rivers or
canals. Their speed and rugged construction countered the ever increasing
enemy ground fire which was proving extremely hazardous to the Hueys.

The majority of these patrols were flown in a two plane formation. Each
cight plane detachment maintained # twenty-four hour, seven day a Week
seramble alert crew of four pilots and two OV-10s, These alert crews were o
call in case allied units needed immediate air support, or if an enemy target
was spotted. In addition, single ship reconnaissance flights were flown daily
over the Rung Sat Special Zone in search of enemy staging areas. Normally, a
Marine air observer was carried in the rear scat as a spotter. When a target
was detected the Pony called for assistance and carried out its own attack un-
1il reinforcements appeared.

VAL-4 played a particularly important role during the Cambodian inva-
sion. On 6 May 1970 the unit flew support for river forces moving up the
Kham Spean River as part of the drive into the Parrot’s Beak, a longtime ¥C
stronghold west of Saigon. On 8 May, a flotilla of American and Vietnamese
riverine craft pushed up the Mekong River in an attempt to open the river o
Phnom Pehn, the capitol of Cambodia. The main target of this thrust was the
town of Neak Long which had been captured by the VC carly in May. Neak
Long was the site of the ferry over the Mekong River for Route 1, a major
overland route 1o the Cambodian capital. US forces turned back at the
twenty-one mile limit set by President Nixon but Vietnamese Naval units
pushed on and eventually linked up with an ARVN ground column. During
this thrust into Cambodia the Broncos flew continuously in support of the
riverine units. A times heavy enemy fire from shore slowed down the forces
moving up the rivers but the OV-10s were quick 1o attack at the first sign of
resistance and the advance continued without serious hindrance. The enem
realizing that they could do little to hold Neak Long. quickly abandoned it,
and the town fell to the South Vietnamese on 10 May.

OV-10s of VAL-4 sit In revetments al Vung Tau. The squadron was
formed to help supplement the brown water navy's alr effort in the
Delta. Since the Bronco had been specially designed tor counterin-
surgenicy warfare It was an Ideal cholce. (Wiggs)




Following the Cambodian invasion, US river assets were
cut drastically in the Mekong Delta. By September of 1970
there were few river craft manned by wholly American
crews. As a result VAL-4 became an airborne quick reac-
tion force. Two plane formations began carrying out
patrols over assigned areas, with different aircraft covering.
an area from dusk to dawn. Most of the missions flown
were in support of Vietnamese units and by the end of
American involvement in the war over ninety per cent of the
Black Pony missions were devoted 1o this type of patrol.

At the beginning of 1971 VAL-4 started flying support
missions for a series of TRAN HUNG DAO OPERA-
TIONS which involved what was left of US Naval forces in
country and Victnamese riverine units. These missions
lasted into the early summer of the 1971, but were discon-
tinued when the remaining American operational river craft
were turned over to the Vietnamese. When these missions
were terminated the Ponies began flying random patrols over the delia as a
quick airborne reactionary force for any unit which needed air support on a
moments notice. However, this new procedure did not fully utilize the assets
af VAL-4 and consequently several other missions were assigned to the
squadron. These included cover missions for ARVN supply convoys, visual
airborne reconnaissance surveillance (VARS), and navel gunfire spotting.

The cover missions were flown primarily for Vietnamese river craft on sup-
ply runs to army positions in the Mekong Delta, particularly in the Bing
Thuy-Can Tho area. Prior to this overhead cover, the convoys had often
come under attack from small guerrilla bands, but once overhead cover was
instituted these attacks fell off dramatically. In the VARS role, OV-10s were
used to patrol along the coast 10 check for infiltration and monitor the per-
formance of Game Warden units. From their beginnings, in Scptember of
1971, 1o the final sortic in April of 1972, 225 VARS missions were flown.
During these flights, an observer from Task Force 115 replaced the VAL-4
rear scater, and gathered the needed information for his command. In a
similar vein the naval gunfire assignment entailed flying a marine observer
along the coast who spotted targets for ships and coordinated their fire with
ground units. Normally, a single plane flew these missions, of which one ar
two were scheduled per day.

Throughout the remainder of 1971, the Black Ponies flew numerous sorties
throughout the delta region in support of Vietnamese Army and Naval units.
The squadron proved particularly valuable as a quick reaction force when
support was needed for an embattled outpost or a pinned down infantry unit.
Numerous times VAL was able to break up enemy attacks and save a
beleaguered post or prevent a trapped infantry unit from being overrun. By
the end of 1971 over 7,000 sorties had been flown against enemy targets. Dur-
ing these missions, over 2400 NVA and VC troops were credited to the
squadron while only one aircraft was lost. However, it had been decided by
higher authorities to redeploy the unit stateside for deactivation as part of the
American withdrawal program. In early 1972 squadron personnel began to
rotate back to the US, but VAL-4 continued (o fly missions. In the first three
months of 1972 it flew over 2000 sorties, but on 31 March, the Black Ponies
flew their last combat mission when a strike was flown against ¥'C positions
near the 21st ARVN Divisjon. On I April 1972 the squadron officially stood
down at Binh Tuy, the last Navy squadron in-country to do so, Three days
later the crews flew their OV-10s to Cubi Point in the Phillippines, where, on
10 April 1972, VAL-4 was officially deactiviated, ending the history of one of
the most unique US Navy squadrons 10 serve in the Vietnam war.

Ordnance was mixed to get optimum results during a sortle. In addi-
tlon to the sponson machine guns, this OV-10 carries a mini gun pod,
Iwo sels of 5 inch Zunl rockets, and a 2.75 Inch launcher. The use of
the Black Pony insignia originated when the squadron first deployed
to Vietnam. Later the Insignia was moved to the tall end then was
reapplied to the forward fuselage while often being retalned on the
tall. (Wiggs)

I

The OV-10 Bronco proved easy to maintain and VAL-4 was able 1o
achieve a high sortle rate. The squadron left Vietnam In early 1972
alter almost three years of flylng support for US and Vietnamese
brown water units. (Wiggs)

A two-shlp slement of VAL-4 flles low over the delta In search of
targets of opportunity. The outer wing statlons are fitted with two
shot Zuni rocket racks. This weapon was used frequently bacause of
its range and hlgh explosive charge. (US Navy)




SEALS

One of the least known Navy activities in Vietnam were operations by
SEAL lz:lm\ These Navy commandos took lhﬂr name from the elements in
which they were trained to fight — and Land, hence the name
SEAL. H|gh|\ skilled in underwater dcmol on, scuba diving, parachuting,
‘hand-to-hand combat, and proficient with a variety of weapons, the SEALs
usually worked under the direction of TF 116 throughout most of the war.
The SEALS carried out a number of clandestine missions inside North Viet-
nam, including reconnaissance missions into Haiphong Harbor itself.

The first detachments, from SEAL Team 1, deployed to Vietnam in
February of 1966, beginning operations in the Rung Sat Special Zone. Their
primary mission in the Rung Sat was 1o infiltrate enemy territory and carry
out hit and run raids against the VC. Operating in three man clements, the
SEALS were usually inserted under cover of darkness 1o carry out their
assignment, after which they proceeded to a rendezvous poin for pickup,
Normally, a *Mike' boat, a heavily armored riverine craft, or PBR was used
for the ln\u(lon and pickup, but later in the war Boston Whalers, STAB
(Seal Team Assault Boat) craft, and LSSCs (Light Seal Support Craft) were
used for these duties. Helicopters were also employed on certain occasions,
and were often used 1o carry small sampans which the SEALS used 1o in-
filtrate closely guarded enemy areas disguised as local inhabitants.

During their first year in Vietnam, the SEALS performed

The crew of this STAB makes a high speed run during a sweep near
the Cambodian border. The boat Is armed with M-60 machineguns
and a 40mm automatic grenade launcher. (US Navy)

Without 8 doubt one of the finest groups of fighting men In Vietnam,
the SEALS compiled a fantastic record during the six years they were
deployed In Southeast Asla. This group of SEALs board a Strike
Assault Boat (STAB) for transportation to an ambush site. Note the
variety of weapons and unlforms which the men wear. Normally the
choice of weapons was left up to the Individual SEAL unless mission

well, killing hundreds of Viet Cong, while suffering minimal cas alties
themselves. As a result of their performance, the number of SEAL personnel
in 1967 was greatly increased and they were given additional assignments.
While their main function continued to be small unit raids, the SEALs were
also used 1o spearhead river operations in the Mekong Delta and carry out
special reconnaissance patrols for larger units. During some of these opera-
tions the SEALs were teamed with their Army counterparts, the Green
Berets, with whom there existed a good natured rivalry. As part of these
nce missions, the SEALs sometimes set up surveillance posts
he various waterways to determine which were being used by the guer-
rillas, This data allowed US and Vietnamese officials to get a picture of how
widespread enemy infiltration was in the region.

In J968, a number of new assignments were given to the expanded SEAL
force. In addition to their normal duties, the SEALs began working as ad-
visors with both US and Vietnamese units, schooling them in the use of
SEAL tactics to help them counter the elusive guerrillas. They also carried
oul operations with the MACV Special Operations Group (MACV/SOG)
which led to secret missions inside North Vietnam and Cambodia. The
SEALs also worked with Provincial Reconnaissance Units (PRUs) whose job
it was 1o Kill or capture VC leaders and political officers inside Vietnam.
Code named the ‘Phoenix’ Program, this 1ype of operation generated intense
opposition from the US news media and anti-war movement which viewed it
as a ‘murder for hire’ program. This criticism had to be taken with a grain (or
full bag) of salt since these same groups seemed 1o see nothing wrong with the
commupists carrying out political assassinations or using supposed ‘neutral’
Cambodia and Laos as staging areas for their raids into South Vietnam. The
‘Phoenix’ Program proved particularly successful in the delta area, and
resulted in severe losses 1o the Vier Cong. A large part of the credit for its suc-
cess (which they of course could not receive) was due to the work that in-
dividual SEALs performed while assigned to the program.

In 1969, while other Naval forces were preparing for withdrawal from
Vietnam, SEAL strength was increasing. SEAL Team Two, with three
detachments (Golf, Bravo, and Echo) reccived two additional platoons in late
1969, 10 cover the additional duties assigned 10 them. Though many of their
duties revolved around the PRU program and the training of the South Viet-
namese, elements were assigned to work with TF 115 for coastal surveillance
work. Many teams integrated Vietnamese personnel within their structure to
provide them with experience in SEAL operations. These Vietnamese
members often brought with them a knowledge of the area that the team
worked in and provided valuable information during combat missions.
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dictated Navy)

The crews of these STABs ready thelr boats for a misslon after dark.
Boat Support Unit One provided the most common means of
transportation for the Seal Teams though on occaslon PBRs and
UH-1s were also used. Note the different types of armament the
various boats carry and the amount of extra gear the crews have scat-
fered about. (US Navy)

In 1970, however, the withdrawal caught up with the SEAL. Slowly, they
began (o turn over more and more of their duties to the Vietnamese. Despite
this, operations were still carried out. In late 1970, SEAL personne) teamed
up with Vietnamese militiamen to raid a VC prison compound, rescued nine-
teen Vietnamese, and captured two of the VC guards along with weapons,
supplies, and documents. Operations of this type decreased in 1971, but some
clandestine missions into Cambodia took place during the closing stages of
the war to monitor the communist build up in the border sanctuaries.

As the US pullout accelerated in 1972, SEAL strength was cut drastically.
The few remaining SEAL personnel in Vietnam worked mainly in the ad-
visory role until the end of the war. The final tally for the six years of opera-
tions came o over 800 ¥C confirmed dead along with an additional 300
almost certainly killed. In addition the number of captured guerrillas and de-
tained suspects numbered well over 1000. Yet, these figures were achieved by
a force that never numbered over 200 men and suffered less than a dozen
casualties over their six year deployment. Unfortunately, due to the nature of
their work most of the records of SEAL operations are still classified which
makes it difficult to give an accurate account of their work. A member of the
Australian Special Air Service (SAS), one of the elite military units in the
world, had this to say about the SEALSs he worked with in Vietnam. *“They
were the best, bar none™.




MOBILE RIVERINE FORCE

By 1966 US troops had been committed in large numbers 10 three of the
four corps areas of Vietnam. Only in IV Corps, the Mckong Delta region,
were there no large numbers of American troops. This was due (o three major
factors. First, though the delta was a major population and food center, the
military situation was not as critical as in the other corps areas. Second, due
1o the density of the population, there was no available tracts of land where a
large military i i without dislocating large
numbers of people. And finally, the numerous rivers, streams and canals
which dissected the delta severely restricted ground movement; US planners
were reluctant 10 commit US troops to such an environment until they found
4 way to overcome the mobility problem.

However, in 1966, there was a strong desire on the part of the US Army 10
insert troops in the Mekong Delta o counter growing communist strength. In
March of 1966 a joint planning committee of Army and Navy personnel drew
up tentative plans for the establishment of a Mekong Delta Mobile Afloat
Force (MDMAF). This proposal was further detailed during the summer, and
by September plans had reached the implementation stage. On | September,
the first administralive unit of the new organization was commissioned at the
Navy Amphibious Base in Coronado, California. Shortly after this, the unit
received the designation Task Force 117 (TF-117), and was code named the
Mobile Riverine Force. (MRF).

As originally envisioned the MRF would support an infantry brigade and
anartillery battalion using a variety of modified landing craft, support ships,

i ats. In essence this strike unit would be, a
slf contained amphibious assault force, complete with all support elements
except aircraft, The ideal choice for the ground component would have been
the Marines who were specialists in amphibious warfare, but unfortunately
the Leathernecks were already heavily committed in 1 Corps. Instead, a
brigade from the 9th Infantry Division was chasen as the infantry component
of the Mobile Riverine Force.

The Naval component of TF 117 was made up of a wide variety of ships
and boats. The first unit, River Assaull Squadron 9 (RAS 9), consisted of
four APBS, two LSTs, twenty-six ATCs five Monitors, two CCBs, one
Refueler, and sixteen ASPBs.

River Assault Flotllla One

Task Focco 117

RIVER ASSAULT SOUADRON 3
Task Growp 1171

AIVER ASSAULT SQUADRON 11
Task Group 1172

AIVER SUPPORT SOUADRON T
Task Group 1173

BENEWAM (APBISA COLLETON (APBIS, APLZA
ASKARI (ARLIOL SUPPORT LST (1158 Classl, YTB's Te4, 705
‘Support and Sabvage Crafl as Ausignes

The small craft were equally divided between River Assault Divisions 91
and 92 (RAD 91 and RAD 92) while the support ships formed River Support
Squadron 7 (RSS 7). Eventually another six divisions would be added to TF
117. Except for the ASPB which was newly designed, all these craft were
basically standard navy vessels modified for use with the MRF.

The first operatlons by Task Force 117 were undertaken in co-
operation with Vietnamese Riverine units. These US troops return to
base onboard a Vietnamese Monitor after a two day operation. The
turret mounts a 40mm cannon while on the bridge there are a number
of machine gun mounts. (US Navy)

The first elements of the Mobile River Force reached Vietnam on 7
January 1967 when the USS Whitfield County (LST 1169) docked at Vung
Tau. Training began immediately with the 2nd Brigade of the 9th Infantry
Division, This unit, in preparation for assignment to the Mobile Riverine
Force, had gotten rid of their tanks, trucks, APCs and jeeps since there
would obviously be ittle need for them in the Mekong Delta. In addition,
some of their heavier artillery was also left behind since most of the necessary
fire support would be supplied by the assault boats. Unfortunately, because
the initial number of barracks ships could only handle two of the brigade’s
three infantry battalions and artillery batteries, the remaining units had to
operate out of the newly constructed shore facility at Dong Tam until the rest
of TF 117's ships were available.

The major problem initially faced by the MRF was the lack of having their
own vessels 10 train on. For the first few months TF 117 used borrowed Viet-
namese Navy landing craft and control boats until its own boats began arriv-
ing. During this time, the Viet Cong carried out a number of attacks against
ships on the Long Tau river. On IS February 1967 the VC sank one US
minesweeper and damaged three others. As a result of these attacks, plans
were made 10 carry out regular search and destroy missions in the Rung Sat
zone which bordered the Long Tau, even though the Mobile Riverine Force
lacked their own boats. Working with Vietnamese units operations were car-
ried out through March which resulted in a substantial drop in attacks by the
communist guerrillas. However despite these efforts the Rung Sat continued
10 be used by the ¥'C and throughout the war allied forces had to periodically
sweep the area 10 deny the enemy free access 10 il.

Gradually the MRF built up its strength. However, the number of boats

In contrast with Vietnamese Monltors this American Monitor has
number of significant differences. Although It also carries a 40mm
cannon mounted In the turret there Is a combination mortar/machine
gun mount In the spaca bahind the turret along with a single 20mm
and two .50 callber machine gun turrels atop the superstructure. This
particular Monltor Is from RAS 981. Note the tubular stretcher attach:
ed to the aft side of the tor casuaity s
Navy)




The Command Control Boat (CCB) Is similar to the Monitor but car-
rles additional communicatlons gear in lieu of the combination mor-
tar/machine gun mount. This particular CCB Is Inspecting the two
Junks In the foreground for possibla enemy troops who might try to
slip out of the landing area. Once troops were ashore the Riverine
craft were responsible for sealing off all water routes to block enemy
escape attempts. (US Navy)

needed to fill out the Force's prescribed strength took lime to produce and
deploy to Vietnam. It was not until 1968 that the full complement of 180 river
assault craft was reached, but fortunately, by the summer of 1967 there were
enough boats on hand 1o carry out sustained search and destroy missions.
These boats were rather unique vessels, and with one exception, were
modified landing craft (LCM-6s).

The main craft of the River Assault Squadron were armored troop carriers
(ATCs) which were capable of carrying a full infantry platoon, Armed with a
20mm cannon, (wo .50 caliber machine guns, and two Mark I8 grenade laun-
chers, plus various hand held weapons, the ATCs not only landed troops, but
also resupplied them and provided close-in fire support during operations.
Since they were expected 10 get within close range of enemy forces these boats
were well protected with both conventional and ‘stand-off” armor. This
*stand off” or bar armor was a series of metal rods a foot or so out from the
ATCs hull and upper works and was designed 1o detonate RPG or recoilless
rifle rounds before they hit the structural armor plate. *Stand-off armor® pro-
ved to be very effective against both hand held and crew served weapons used
by the VC, and significantly reduced casvalties and damage when an ATC
was hit by enemy fire.

Some armored troop carriers were modified with a helicopter flight deck
mounted over the troop wells, This was done initially to provide a platform
for helicopters to land on for delivery of supplies and transfer of personnel.
Almost immediately, however, the helicopters were pressed into service for
casualty evacuation since they were often the only place for a helicopter 10
land during operations in the Delta. From this conversion came another;
some of the armored troop carriers with helicopter pads, designated
ATC(H)s, were fitted as battalion aid stations and carried a doctor and either
Army or Navy corpsmen. During operations one ATC(H) also carvied
refrigerated whole blood and there was always a fully equipped operating
table ready to perform emergency surgery.

Each river squadron also had an ATC fitted out as a refueler. These carried
bladders of mogas or avgas under the flight deck to refuel the squadron’s

Armored Troop Carriers (ATCs) carried the Infaniry element of the
MRF Into combat. Unlike a Monitor the ATC retained the ramp In the
bow to allow troops to disembark. The overhead awnings atop the
troop compariment provided protection from the sun and rain while
troops were In transit. (US Navy)

boats, assault craft, and sometimes even helicopters. These refuclers proved
indispensable during prolonged operations and pumped huge quantities of
fuel to keep the riverine forces on station.

The main fire support vessel of the MRF was the Monitor. They were
somewhat similar to the ATC from the stern forward to the (roop deck,
however, here all similarity ended. In a small open pit forward of the
superstructure, an 81mm mortar, similar to those aboard the Swift boats and
Coast Guard cutters, was mounted. Forward of this a spoon shaped bow
replaced the flat unloading ramp of the ATC. On this new bow was mounted
a.40mm cannon (with a co-axial .0 caliber machine gun) enclosed in a turret.
The 40mm was the main gun of the riverine forces and it provided a high
volume of fire during landing operations. In addition, at least two Mark I8
grenade launchers were carried, along with the individual weapons of the
crewmen. Heavily armored, the Monitors often closed (o within a few feet of
the shore to provide fire support for the troops on shore.

Two Monitors in ach squadron were also fitted out as Command Control
Boats (CCB). The only major difference between a regular Monitor and a
CCB Monitor was the removal of the mortar in the pit aft of the 40mm tur-
ret. In its place 2 command and control console was fitted which served as the
command post for the battalion and task group commanders during an
operation. Otherwise the CCB Monitor was identical 1o a regular monitor
and carried out much the same function.

The only boat specially constructed for use by the riverine forces was the
Assault Support Patrol Boal (ASPR). In addition 1o providing fire support
the ASPB was also designed 10 serve as a minesweeper and was fitted with a
mine countermeasure chain drag. Lighter and faster than the Monitor, the
ASPB was not as heavily armed or armored. It carried a single 20mm cannon
and twin .50 caliber machine guns in two turrets, one in the bow, and one
atop the superstructure. An 81mm mortar was mounted in the stern and two
or more Mark 18 grenade launchers were also carried. The ASPB had a uni-
que exhaust system which emptied out underwater making it the quictest of
the riverine boats. Combined, these features allowed the ASPB (0 be used in
a wide variety of roles. Aside from leading the river flotillas it was also
employed for ambushes, patrols, special operations, reconnaissance, and
escort missions. Later in the war, single or twin .50 caliber machine guns were
added (0 the stern while the forward gun turret had reckes launchers
mounted on their sides. Linked to the machine guns the rocket launchers
could be trained by elevating or depressing the machine guns and traversing
the turret.

Besides these fighting boats, the Mobile Riverine Force had a number of
support boats. Two self-propelled barracks ships (APBs), were modified for
use in Vietnam. Each was fitted with a flight deck and equipped with air con-
ditioning. Each could accommodate approximately cight hundred troops and
provide some support for the river boats. In addition cach AP was outfitied
with an extensive communications system. The Benewah (APB-35) was
equipped to serve as the brigade and flotilla flagship while the Colleton
(APB-36) had similar arrangements for battalion and squadron commanders.
In late 1967 the Colleton also received hospital facilities for the care of lightly
wounded men.

However, since these two barracks ships could not handle all the men of
the two infantry bautalions, and artillery batteries, another barracks ship,
non-propelled, supplemented the Benewah and Colleton®. It could house
another 625 men, but being unpowered, it had 10 be towed from place to

*Five APBs had originally been requested bul three were cut from the force
by Secretary of Defense McNamara. Fortunately the Navy was able (0 pro-
vide a non-propelled replacement.



place. This hampered the MRF since its movement was relatively slow and
created tactical problems for the Riverine forces, Eventually two additional
Self-Propelled Basracks Ships, the Mercer (APB-39), and Nieces (APB-40)
were added (o0 the Mobile Riverine Force 10 cut down on this problem.

To service and repair the various riverine boats and landing craft a repair
ship was assigned (o the support section of the task force. The USS Askari
(ARL-30), a converted LST, provided a complete repair facility for the river
craft. Cranes onboard could 1ift boals out of the water and deposit them on
Ammi pontoons moored alongside for drydock work. In addition, the Askari
also housed Army personnel who worked on weapons, radios, and engines.
This ship provided indispensable service and without it the MRF would have
been unable 1o keep its boats jn service and carry out operations.

The last major support vessels of Task Force 117 were 1156-class LSTs
assigned (0 the flotilla from the 7th Fleet. These provided additional storage
space which was unavailable on the APBs. In this space the LSTs housed sup-
plemental supplies of ammunition, weapons, spare parts, and rauons for
reprovisioning the riverine forces during prolonged operations. These LSTs
were equipped with a flight deck and carried the brigade's helicopter dcuch-
ment of four H-23s, along with onc infantry company. They also supported a
River Assault Division.

The final component of the riverine forces were the artillery and heljcopter
barges developed by the Army. Initially, it was envisioned that artillery
would be put ashore 10 provide the necessary fire support. Very quickly it was
discovered that there were few tracts of solid land in the Mekong Delta which
could support artillery. To alleviate this problem an Army office had a barge
fabricated from sections of pontoons which enabled two 10Smm howitzers to
fire while anchored next to the shoreline. These barges could also be beached
if the tide went out and the artillery could be resighted, allowing the gun
crews 10 keep firing their howitzers after only a slight delay. Helicopters also
faced the same problems since there were few arcas for them 10 set down. The
ATC(H) provided only a partia solution, and the problem persisted. Similar
1o the artillery barges, a helicopter barge was developed using sections of
pontoons. Each of these helicopter barges could accommodate three Hueys
and were equipped with a refucling system which carried 1,500 gallons of
JP-4 aviation fuel. Since neither of these barges were self-propelled LCM-8s
were used (0 move them for resupply of fuel and ammunition. These barges
provided a quick and inexpensive solution 10 the problems faced by both ar-
tillery batterjes and helicopter crews. As a result the MRF did not lack for ar-
tillery or helicopter support.

Riverine Operations

RIVER RAIDER 1, the search and destroy mission carried out in the Rung
Sat during February and March of 1967, was the first joint operation by Ar-
my and Navy forces. The Vietnamese Navy had provided some of the craft
for use in the campaign since the full American contingent of vessels had not
yet arrived. Throughout the spring of 1967 the Mobile Riverine Force
gradually built up its strength, and carried out small local operations. During
April and May the Kemper County (LST-854), the Benewah (APB-33), and
the Colleton (APB-36) arrived in-country and began supporting the riverine
craft. In mid-May TF 117 joined with TF 116 (Game Warden) forces to carry
out the largest riverine operation by US forces to date in the Rung Sat. This
operation also marked the first time that both Task Forces worked together
in support of one another.

Shortly after this joint operation was concluded, OPERATION HOPTAC

ATC(H)s wera moditfied with the addition of & small flight deck to
allow helicopters lo land. Some ol these were used as hosplial boats
and had (ull operating facilities flited in the dack well. (US Navy)

XVIII was carried out in the arca between the Rach Ba Bau and Rach Tra
Tan rivers in IV Corps. Even larger than the Rung Sat operation, it resulted
in the first heavy contact with the Vier Cong. After landing the infantry, the
ATCs, supported by Monitors, blocked off the enemy's line of retreat, and
despite fierce fighting the V'C were unable to escape the net thrown around
them. Pressed from all sides they broke and ran, losing over 100 men.
Casualties among the infantry and sailors were light and damage to the
various river craft was minor. The boats had proven they could stand up to
rocket and recoilless rifle fire, even at extremely close range, and their ability
10 block the VC's escape had been the decisive factor in sealing the fate of the
guerrilla force. Without them, the guerrillas would have been able to slip
away 1o fight again.

Shortly after this operation was completed on 2 June, the MRF received a
directive from MACV in Saigon, assigned the code name CORONADO to
future rivesine operations®. Two days later CORONADO | began in Dinh
Tuong and Kien Hoa provinces 10 secure the Cho Gao canal. During the
move up river 1o insert an infaniry platoon ATC-112-3, acting as a
minesweeper, had a mine detonate under its stern and had to be towed back
10 the new Army base at Dong Tam. This was the first successful mining of a
MREF ship and highlighted the need for a specialized minesweeper. Unfor-
tunately, while most of the remaining modificd landing craft arrived during
June, the ASPBs were not among them. The lack of these specially designed
boats had some effects on operations but other craft were assigned the
minesweeping duty until the ASPBs finally reached TF-1)7. Although
without the ASPBs the Mobile Riverine Force was not up to authorized
strength, the arrival of the last of the modified LCMs allowed the Navy to
return borrowed riverine craft to the Vietnamese Navy without jeopardizing
the force's abilily 10 carry out its mission.

Throughout the summer and fall of 1967 the riverine force was constantly
on the move. In late June Coronado OPERATION CONCORDIA trapped a
VC unit of some 400 men near Ap Bac. Together with ARVN units the
soldiers and sailors of the MRF killed over 250 of the enemy while losing 46
men. Again the riverine craft helped cut the enemy’s line of retreat, and while
heavy fire was taken, there were only fifteen sailors wounded during the bat-

*Coronado California, was the site of the Naval Amphibious Base at which
mast sailors received special training prior to shipping out to Vietnam

This particular landing cralt has been converted 1o s 'rockat boat'. In
the deck well ara a numbar of tive Inch rocket launchers which are us-
6d to provide support lire in a general area. Naote the additlonal armor
on the stern and gun mounts, (US Navy)




As the wer progi fletd were made to
the s1andard riverine boats to improve Ihalr effectiveness and protec-
tion. This particular Monitar has had the forward 40mm turret repiac-
ed with two flame throwers. Nicknamed ‘ZIPPOS', these cralt were
used 10 burn away the dense jungle follage which often grew down to
the water's adge. (US Navy)

tle. CONCORDIA 11 followed at the beginning of July and lasted until 24 Ju-
ly . During this campaign PBRs of TF 116 (Game Warden) assisted the MRF
in blocking operations but their limited armor protection hindered their use
in the close confines of the small canals where their primary protection,
speed, could not be used cffectively. At this time the MRF began operating
H-23 and UH-1 helicopters off the ATC(H)s which increased the flexibility of
the force’s reconnaissance and medivac ability. The first of the converted
helicopter barges arrived on 22 July and was pressed into service immediately
to supplement the ATC(H)s.

From August through October TF 117 carried out a series of operations
against the VC in the Rung Sat Special Zone to keep the main shipping chan-
nel open. These included CORONADO 1} (5-17 August), CORONADO VI
(11-18 Qctober), and CORONADO VIII (27-29 October). None of these
cesulted in significant contact with large ¥C units. Only scattered resistance
was encountered bul these operations prevented the VC from carrying out at-
tacks on the shipping channel due to this constant probing by the riverine
force.

In conjunction with these forays into the Rung Sat the MRF also carried
out a number of other operations in the surrounding arcas. CORONADO IV
(19 August 1o 9 September) took place south and southwest of Saigon in
Long An, Co Cong, and Kien Hoa provinces. Elements of the $06th ¥C Bat-
talion were encountered and thirty-four of the guerrillas were Killed.

The anly vessel specifically designed for use by riverine forces was
the Assault Support Patrol Boat (ASPB). Tha turrets housed either a
single 20mm cannon or twin .60 callber machine guns. An 81mm mor-
tar was carrled in the stern and grenade lsunchers were mounted as
needed. These crafi ware also fitted for minesweeping and normally
led an assault formation down the river. (US Navy)
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Numerous supply and arms caches were also discovered but contact was
Jight. Close on the heels of this came CORONADO V (September 12th 10 Oc-
tober $th) in Dinh Tuong and Kien Hoa provinces, southwest of the capital.
Working with US and ARVN troops from the 7th Division, the MRF en-
countered the 263rd V'C battalion and in a series of running battles the allied
forces killed over $00 of the guerrillas. However, the 263rd fought hard and
cighteen Riverine boats were hit by rockets, grenades, and recoilless rifle fire.
Though none were sunk, this was the heaviest fire that the MRF had yet come
under. This underlined the ability of the boats 10 take a great deal of punish-
ment and also the need for additional armament to counter the growing
number of heavy caliber weapons being employed by the communists. Dur-
ing CORONADO V the first ASPBs arrived and received their baptism of
fire. Toward the end of the operation the first attempt to use flamethrowers
1ok place in Kien Hoa province near Dong Tam with satisfactory results. An
M-132 flamethrower armored personnel carrier (APC) was placed in an ATC
and tested under high wind conditions. No problems were encountered and
additional M-132s were requested until a suitably modified monitor could be
substituted for the ATC/APC arrangement.

To help protect Vietnamese civilians during the 1967 National Elections
Coronado VII (20-24 October) was conducted. During the elections the MRF
dispersed itself throughout the Can Guioc district, but very little contact
resulted. Over cighty per cent of the registered voters turned out due 1o the
tight security the riverine craft and personnel provided. The year ended on a
more resounding note combat wise, with Coronado IX (1 November to 21
January). This long operation was started, in part, (0 counter ¥C attacks
against patrolling PBRs in the Giao Pue district.

‘Working with Vietnamese Marines the MRE met the Viet Cong twice dur-
ing 1967 in large scale actions. Near the town of Sa Dec in mid-November a
VC unit was cornered and in pitched fighting 178 of the enemy were killed.
On 4 December at the boundaries between Dinh Tunog and Kien Phong pro-
vinces, the allied force ran into both the 267th and 302nd VC battalions. Viet-
namese Marines, with the aid of an ATC/APC flamethrower, stormed
ashore under withering fire while US units maneuvered to cut off the guer-
rilla's escape. In two days of fierce fighting over 260 VC were killed against
fifty US and Vietnamese casualies. Over forty riverine craft were hit by a
variety of communist weapons, but none were sunk, and the majority con-




tinued 10 take part in the operation. After this baitle contact dropped off
sharply and the remainder of the operation turned into a mopping up cam-
paign. When CORONADO IX was finally terminated, over 600 Viet Cong
lay dead. US and Vietnamese fatalities were 100.

Tet

With the success of the various CORONADO OPERATIONS in 1967, ¥C
power in the Mekong Delta appeared 10 be on the wain. However, thi
pearance was deceiving for in reality the communists were preparing a
wide offensive operalion against US and Vietnamese positions. On 29
January 1968, North Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces unleashed their Ter
offensive, carrying out attacks across the length and breadth of Vietnam. In
the Delta region, the ¥C hit the major towns of My Tho, Ben Tie, Cai Lay,
Cai Be and Vinh Long on 31 January.

The MRF, in the midst of CORONADO X, redirected its attention toward
My Tho where the situation was ciritical. Two battalions of troops were land-
ed in the town and slowly cleared the guerillas out in bitter house to house
fighting. Within three days the town was deemed secure enough for the
1roops 10 be reembarked and redeployed toward Cai Lay, lo cut off
retreating enemy troops. Unfortunately most of these guerrillas evaded the
MRF and little contact was made. After this fruitless foray, the MRF was
dispatched to Vinh Long 10 support hardpressed ARVN troops. Moving into
positions south of the city, the Riverine craft and infantry successfully block-
ed the VC's line of retreat and biltter fighting resulted as the guerrillas tried to
break out of the area. However, the cordon was 100 tight and by 6 February
the communist threat to Vinh Long was broken. These moves by the MRF
over the short span of a week proved the ability of the riverine force to react
rapidly and move quickly over a large area. During this week the MRF in-
ficted over 600 enemy casualties in the fighting around My Tho and Vinh
Long. Had it not been for TF 117, these important towns might hase fallen to
the enemy. But, with the ability to quickly move large numbers of troops
from one hotspot to another the Riverines were able to effectively counter
enemy attacks before they could gain momentum and achieve significant
results. Perhaps the role of the MRF during Tef can best be summed up by
General Westmoreland, the US commander in Vietnam, when he stated that
..the Mobile Riverine Force saved the Delta."

1968 The Second Year

Following the Tet offensive, the Mabile Riverine Force continued 10 ex-
pand; in June of 1968 a third River Assault Squadron was formed, and, in
July the entire force was reorganized into Iwo sections: Mobile River Group
Alpha and Mobile River Group Bravo. Another River Assault Squadron ar-
rived in-country during September, and by fall the MRF had reached its full
authorized strength in both combat and support ships. At this time, there
were also changes made within the structure of the riverine infantry units
which allowed more troops 1o be used as mancuvering clements, cuting
down the number of men kept ashore at Dong Tam.

Along with these organizational changes and increases in force levels, the
MRF also expanded its operating areas. Riverine forces with clements of the
2nd Brigade carried out a series of sweeps in Kien Hoa province under
OPERATION HOMESTEAD®. Action was light, as the enemy relied on
small ambush teams armed with rocket launchers (RPG-2 or 7) 10 harass the
force. In October the two newly reorganized Mobile River Groups (Alpha
and Bravo) of TF 117 carried out additional missions throughout a number
of provinces. Mobile Riverine Group Alpha remained in Kieu Hoa while

“The use of the code name Coronado for operations was discontinued in the
summer of 1968.

A lew ATCs were modified ta carry 8 high velocity spray system to
wash away ground cover ar erode anamy fortlfications nesr the
water. Watar was sucked up through a pipe which ran over the stern.
{US Navy)

To provide support and guartars tor the sallors and traops of the
MRF, World War Twa barracks ships wera convarted for use In Viot-
nam. Thess ships had  helizopler platfarm added, additional stan:
doft armor, and wore slr-conditloned. The USS Banewah (APB.-35) was
also conflgured as the command cantral fiagship for the flotiita
brigade. The secand APB, the Collaton, was configured as &
squadron and batialion command ship. (US Navy)

Keeping the varlous boals in service was 8 never ending lask.
Maintenance and repsir support was provided by 8 number of fanding
craft repalr ships which moved with the MRF throughout the delta.
The Askerl (ARL-30) Is seen with two Ammi pontoons alongside her
hull. Moared to these are s number of ATCs and one standard LCM-6.
The cranes near the bow and amldship were capable of lifting an ATC
sboard the pontoons for repalr and servicing. (US Navy)




These ATCs and Monitors from RAD 91 sit along side an Ammi pon-
toon prior to an assauit into the Delta. Even In the relatively contined
waters of the Delta riverways the water could get choppy as is evi-
dent from the spray ralsed by the bows of the moored boats. (US

in Vinh Binb, Vinh Long., Long An, Dinh Tuong, and Phong
Oc
their River Assault Divisions (RAD: Gmup Alpha ha
assigned 10 it while Group Bravo received three.
This shifting of assets resulted in each Group taking responsibility for a
specific geographical section of the Mekong Delta in November. Group
with Riverine Assault Divisions 91, 92, 111, 112, and 151, operated in
the eastern delta while Group Bravo, with RADs 121, 132, and 152, worked
n delta. Coinciding with this reorganization came renewed VC at-
st MRF support ships. On | November ¥C sappers placed mines
hull of the Westchester County (LST-1167), the resulting explosions
on the starboard amidship ruptured the berthing, fuel and \(om(-'c compart-
ng 26 sailors. After beaching for ummm y
the Westchester County went (o Yokosuka,
Victnam in March of 1969. Two weeks later 8 wlv
mine with the loss of two lives. These attacks set the pattern for much of the

five Divisions

Origlnally Monitors were assigned the job of leading ATCs down the
waterways. This Monitor closely watches the river bank for signs of
enemy activity as it leads a pair of ATCs down a canal during a patrol
operation. These craft are from RAD 92. (US Navy)

The ditferences between an ATC and Monitor can be seen here. The
differ

most evi ce Is the spoon bow of the Monitor mounting a




(Above) As they became avallable Assauit Support Patrol Boals
(ASPBs) took over the Job of leading columns down the various watar
nd bacause of Ihelr ability fa sweep mines they proved
especlally valuable. This ASPB patrols along s canal while troops
ashore set up a battery of 105mm howltzers to support traops during
OPERATION CORONADO IX. (US Navy)

Fire suppart wes an important part al the riverine (orca's foh during
an operation. Thia Monltor ires its 40mm cannon on enemy positions
durlng operations in the Della. Nate how the crew faka sdvanfage of
the turret and tor while g the el-
fect of the fire. (US Navy)

Speedy evacuatlon of casualties could mean the difterence bstwaen
lite or death lor the wounded. This medivac Huey comes In for a lan-
ding atop a speclally modifled troop carrier, These modiiled troop
camlers were glven the designation ATC(H) and offen provided full
medical assistance for wounded untli they could be evacuated to
more sophistlcated facilliies. (US Navy via Cressman)

remaining enemy action encountered by the MRF, and rarely were large
groups of guerrillas spotied and brought to combat. Losses during Coronado
operations and Tet, plus a healthy respect for the firepower of the Riverine
forces, caused the VC to revert back to guerrilla warfare where they concen-
trated on small scale hit and run operations. Throughout the remainder of
1968, TF 117 concentrated on pacifying the delta region and supporting
ARVN troops. In addition, as the need arose, forces were assigned to
OPERATION SEALORDS in cooperation with Market Time and Game
Warden units.

Vietnamization

During 1968 much thought was given to turning over more of the Riverine
war effort to the Vietnamese. The first step in this process came about in
January of 1969 when the boats of RAD 91 were withdrawn from combat to
ready them for turnover 10 the Vietnamese. This was done on 1 February
1969, and shortly thereafter RAD 91 was officially dissolved. From these
assets, along with cight ASPBs, the Vietnamese Navy formed River Assault
and Interdiction Divisions (RAIDs) 70 and 71. This set the pattern for the re-
mainder of 1969 as the Riverine force prepared 1o handover more of its assets
to Vietnamese control. Operations continued (o be carried out by the
Riverine force but as the year progressed more and more effort was concen-
trated on training Vietnamese personnel 1o bandle and maintain the various
boats.

But while the strength of the MRF was being reduced, there was still a war
going on, and the soldiers and sailors of the Riverine units continued to carry
on with day to day operations. During these missions, the greatest threat 10
the Riverine boats came from mines and underwater swimmers. A number of
boats were sunk by mines and on numerous occasions VC sappers tried to at-
tach charges to ships at anchor. Fortunately, these swimmers were kept in
check by constant patrols around the anchorages. On occasion the VC staged
ambushes along the rivers or canals with rocket launchers, recoilless rifles,
and automatic weapons. But while casualties were usually light, and damage
to the boats minimal, the sailors had to be ever on the alert against these at-
tacks. The guerrillas also made mortar and rocket attacks at night against an-
chorages but the boat’s ability 10 move about helped 10 lessen the danger
from this type of attack.

At the same time that the Riverine forces were turning over their assets to
the Vietnamese, moves were a foot (o redeploy the Riverine troops of the 9th
Infantry back 16 the US. This was done gradually, starting in June, and
resulted in a steady reduction in infantry assault units available for opera-
tions in the Delta. Their place was taken by ARVN units who worked with
both their own Riverine forces and the remaining units of the MRF. This
reduction in 1roop strength caused a drop in the tempo of operations and
lessened the number of contacts with the VC. By the early fall of 1969
withdrawal of the 2nd Brigade was complete allowing the barracks ships,
save one, (o be withdrawn and returned stateside. Two more River Assault
Divisions were turned over to the Vietnamese Navy, and the remaining units
of TF 117 began working with a new unit, Task Force 194, which was given
the job of conducting SEALORDS.
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(Above) M-112-2 shows just how close the riverine craft came to the
shore during operations. From River Assault Division 112, this
Monitor i¢ taking part in CORONADO V, a combined airmoblle,
mechanized, and riverine operation against the Cam Son secret zone.
(US Navy)

(Below) An H-23 observation helicopter hovers over an ATC(H) during
operations along a canal in the Mekong Delta. H-235 were assigned to
the MAF during CORONADO V and provided valuable Information to
task group commanders on possible ambush sites, location of allied
forces, and served as relays for communications between the various
riverine forces. From CORONADO V onward helicopters served with
the MRF as an integral part of the unit's organization. (US Navy via
Cressman)

{Above) During an operation riverine boats were often beached to cor-
don off an area. These VC suspects are being questioned on board a
CCB alter their capture. From the way the crew s relaxing the

fighting Is evidently over or not taking place in the immediate vicinity. by a Viet Cong rocket.
(US Navy)

(Below) The river war in Vietnam was not all one sided. This ASPB has
been run aground by its crew to prevent it from sinking after being hit

While some of the crew try to plug the hole the
rest roturn fire on the suspected enemy position. (US Navy)




SEALORDS

By the fall of 1968, the three principal Navy task forces in Viemam — TF
115 (Market Time), TF 116 (Game Warden), and TF 117 (Mobile Riverine
Force) had basically accomplished their respective missions. Along the coast
the Viet Cong were rarely able to infiltrate men and supplies from the sea
while in the Mekong Delta their hard core units and logistic lines had suffered
severe losses. Unfortunately, despite this interdiction of supplies, the com-
munists were still a force to be reckoned with in the northern and western
parts of the Delta where men and supplies were coming in from Cambodia
through the maze of rivers and canals. Men and supplies coming in from the
Cambodian sanctuaries was the major reason for the VC's ability 1o survive
the numerous defeats suffered at the hands of the Brown Water Navy.

In 1964 the Bucklew team, which had recommended an increase in US
Naval participation in coastal patrol, realized that such an effort was doomed
10 eventual failure unless a border interdiction plan was instituted 10 supple-
ment it. However, at that time, and for the next three years, the men and
equipment needed to implement such a plan had not been available, but by
the fall of 1968, decreasing V'C activity in the Task Forces” respective areas of
responsibility created a surplus of personnel and equipment which could now
be employed in border interdiction operations. A plan was developed in Oc-
1ober 1o utilize both the river and coastal assets under the Code name
SEALORDS (Southeast Asia Lake, Ocean, River, and Delta Strategy).
SEALORDS welded together various units of Game Warden, Market Time,
and the Mobile Riverine Force into a combined force who's mission was (o
imterdict the V'C's movement of men and supplics through an area that stret-
ched from the Gulf of Thailand to the Parrot’s Beak. To implement this plan
3 new organization, Task Force 194, was created 1o coordinate the diverse
units assigned to the SEALORDS force.

Task Force 194 was given four primary directives by US Headquarters in
Saigon.

Interdict VC lines of communications from the Gulf of
Thailand to the Bassac River.
Open the trans-deita waterways and pacify the adjacent

~

areas.
Clear the Bassac islands and pacify these areas.
Harass the enemy and keep him off balance.

o

Market Time Swift boats began to enlarge their patrol areas by moving fur-
ther up the rivers and taking over the sectors which the PBRs had been
responsible for. In addition these coastal boats began to penetrate the
numerous rivers of the Cau Mau Peninsula to stir up the guerrillas in this
region. As the Swift boats moved inland and took on additional river respon-
sibilities, Game Wasden PBRs pushed deeper inland for deployment a1 the

When the chance to employ various brown water units of the three
major task forces together arose in late 1968, the Navy formed Task
Force 194 to coordinate them. )is purpose was 1o stop the low of
arms and supplies into Vlstnam from Cambodla by creating a series
of barriers along the border betwesn the two couniries. Because of
their shailow draft the PBAs moved faf up rlver to cut Viet Cong (n-
filtration routes. This PBR crew scans a cansl during the lirst ol these
missions, OPERATION SEAACH TURN In November of 1968. (US
Navy)

proposed barriers which roughly paralleled the Cambodian border. The lack
of ground forces within the MRF allowed the heavily armored shallow draft
riverine boats, especially the ASPBs, (o be used for blocking and interdiction
missions along with the PCFs and PBRs.

The first operation carried out by SEALORDS was SEARCH TURN,
begun on 2 November. This action was initiated when MRF forces made a
series of assaults on encmy positions along the Rach Gia di Long Xuyin
Canal. Fighting was relatively light, with only twenty-one guerrillas being
killed, though sizeable quantities of weapons, ammunition, and supplies were
uncovered. The assault phase of the operation lasted only five days but after
the completion of this phase, continued patrols were carried out along the
canal from a newly cnablished base on the canal. These pairols paid par-
ticular attention to the western end of the barrier and the canals running
north from the Rach Gia 16 Ha Tien which were believed to be part of the
main Viet Cong supply and communication lines.

Close on the heels of OPERATION SEARCH TURN came FOUL DECK
(later repamed OPERATION TRAN HUNG DAO), which started on 16
November. The catalyst which actually started this operation occurred earlier
on 14 October when Lieutenant (JG) Michael Bernique, a reserve officer,
took his Swift Boat up the Rach Grang Thanh waterway in response 1o infor-
mation given him by local residents. Th: waterway closely paralleled the
Cambodian border and was *off limits’ to US forces because of possible
political repercussions over a border incident. Acting on his awn, Bernique
proceeded up the river and surprised a group of guerrillas who scattered, but
not before losing three men and leaving behind weapons, documents, and
supplies. After regrouping, the VC tried 1o recapture these materials but lost
additional men without getting near the captured articles. When word of the
fight reached Saigon, Naval headquarters went into an uproar. Bernique,
ordered 10 Saigon, gave a direct account of the action to the admiral in
charge of all Navy forces in Vietnam. Fortunately for the young licutenant,
the admiral chose to award him a Silver Star instead of a court martial for go-
ing into the *off limits" area. Word of this decision filtered down to the lower
ranks and henceforth the Rach Gran Than became known as ‘Bernique’s
Creck'.

As a result of this incident the admiral took a special interest in the border
barrier, and in conjunction with Army authorities, plans were laid to move
naval units into the arca. The operation began when three Swift boats, led by
none other than the intrepid Bernique, again entered the Rach Grang Thanh
with orders 1o proceed up the Vinh Te canal. This group ran into two groups
of guerrillas who were put under fire with undetermined results. However, a
few hours later South Vietnamese authorities reported that Bernique's group
had killed not ¥C, but instead a group of Cambodian bandits, and ten South
Vietnamese women. As if 10 strengthen this report Cambodia also protested
and Bernique was once again called on the carpet. Fortunately for him, the
resulting investigation showed that all these accusations were false. Eventual-
Iy it was determined 1hat these charges were part of a skillfully executed com-

While the PBRs moved uprives the Swilt boats took over much of
thelr patrol area and also pushed up the major waterways ol the Ca
Mau peninsula. The crew of this PCF moves In close 1o & river bank
for & firing run during OPERATION GIANT SLINGSHOT. Note the
unusual shleld and large ammo box on the stern machinegun mount.
The relatively high poslilon of the forward gun turrel provided the
gunner with excellent visibllity as well as a wide Held of fire. (US
Navy)




mugist plot (o force the abandonment of the barrier pateols through political
pressure. As a result the patrols were continued and pressure was increased
on ¥C supply lines. Swift boats kept the western end of the Rach Grang
Thanh under surveillance while PBRs and riverine craft did the same on the
eastern portion of the river, Despite problems with water levels, high banks.
and little ground support, continuous patrols swept the waterways except for
a short period in late January and early February of 1969. In the later stages
of the operation Vietnamese Naval units took on a greater share of the
responsibility and the code name was changed 10 Tran Hung Dao to signify
the increased Vietnamese presence. Eventually FOUL DECK became the se-
cond most active of the four interdiction barriers in terms of enemy contacts
and captured material.

The third and most active of the four barrier patrols was OPERATION
GIANT SLINGSHOT, launched on 6 December. This operation centered on
the infamous Viet Cong sanctuary known as the “Parrot’s Beak’, and was
bordered by the Vam Co Tay and Vam Co Dong rivers. These rivers came
together at a point approximately fifteen miles south of Saigon to form the
Vam Co river which then flowed 0 the South China Sea. On a map these
rivers resembled a slingshot, and, this unusual feature resulted in the choice
of the code name for the operation.

Because of low water in the rivers, normal support vessels could not
navigate up the waterways. To provide support for the various river craft
specially constructed floating facilities were fabricated. Built on a series of
‘Ammi’ barges, these mobile platforms, called Advance Tactical Support
Bases (ATSB), were sited at Tuyen Nhon and Moc Hoa on the Vam Co Tay
River, and Tra Cu and Hicp Hoa on the Vam Co Dong River. Later the
ATSB at Hiep Hoa was moved (0 a more favorable position at Ben Keo near
Tay Ninh. Additional support for the Naval units was provided by the Askari
(ARL-30) near Tan An and the Harnett County (LST-82) at Ben Luc until the
arrival of a specially constructed barge complex at Tan An and the comple-
tion of a shore facility at Ben Luc.

During GIANT SLINGSHOT, the Riverine forces working with US troops
frequently clashed with the guerrillas who tried 1o maintain their lines of
communication running from the sanctuaries in Cambodia. Over a 1000
firefights occurred during the operation which cost the communists close to
2000 killed. In addition 232 prisoners were taken and over S00 tons of
weapons, ammunition, and supplies were seized. These losses proved beyond
a doubt that the ‘Parrot’s Beak’ was a major supply route from communist
sanctuaries in Cambodia. And the violent reaction by the guerrillas also
showed how important they felt these routes were. The number of contacts
with allied forces during GIANT SLINGSHOT was more than double all the
other operations combined. However, despite a fierce effort the VC was
unable to thwart the drive by US and Vietnamese forces, nor could they keep
open their infiltration routes. This forced the VC to shift their logistics effort
further west 10 @ gap between the GLANT SLINGSHOT area and the FOUL
DECK barrier.

To counter this VC shift, the final interdiction operation, BARRIER
REEF was launched on 2 January 1969. This barrier ran from the one
established during GIANT SLINGSHOT 10 the two parallel ones established
during FOUL DECK and SEARCH TURN. BARRIER REEF completed the
interdiction line across the northern reaches of the Mekong Delta, allowing
allied forees to carry out continuous patrols from the Gulf of Thailand to the
‘Parrot's Beak'. As a result the flow of men and material to communist
forces in the Delta region dropped (0 a trickle, which allowed South Viet-
namese forces to increase their pacification efforts and make grea strides in
bringing this area of the Delta under effective government control. It also
allowed allied units (o concentrate a large force on short notice 1o counter
any detected enemy buildup without disrupting existing organizationa) and
logistical structures.

An unusual innovation tried during the spring of 1969 was the movement
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A monitor from RAD 112 passes a small hamlet located on ane of the
small canals which was used by the guerrillas to move men and sup-
plies from Cambodia to the southern part of the Delta. These patrols
dld much to cut down on the flow of troops and material from the
communist sanctuaries in Cambodia. (US Navy)

CAMBODIA

SOUTH VIETNAM

Elements of the Moblle Riverine Force |olned with the PBRs and
PCFs 10 attack the communist supply lines. This ASPS leads an ATC
up a river during a sweep of the Vem Co Dong river during GIANT
SLINGSHOT. GIANY SLINGSHOT was the most successiul of the
lour operations carried ouf by brown water naval lorces engaged in
SEALORDS activities. (US Navy)




During the Iate spring of 1969 8 now tactic was tried when PBRS wers
lifted by glant CH-54 Flying Cranes to sreas whers they had never
operated before. This caught the VC totally by surprise and resulled
in heavy enemy losses. (US Navy)

of PBRs into supposedly inaccessible waterways using Army CH-54 Flying
Cranes. This was done in May when six PBRs were lifted into the upper
Saigon River and again in June when another six were set down in the Cai Cai
canal. Both operations caught the communists by surprise; it was through
such moves as this that the allies kept the VC constantly off balance as to
where they might be struck next.

By 1970, the growing pressure of Vietnamization began 10 be felt in the
SEALORDS forces, and as more and more Riverine craft were turned over (o
the Vietnamese, they began to take on a bigger share of the barrier patrols.
By 1971 the Vietnamese had assumed almost all responsibilities for these
operations as the US Naval forces in Vietham were cut back. The only US
Naval personnel still working on the interdiction program were advisors with
the various Vietnamese units involved in the patrols. This US strength was
further cut back in the carly spring and summer of 1972 until only a few
American officers were left in a liaison capacity within the Vietnamese com-
mand structure. These Vietnamese units did 4 creditable job though their
maintenance facilities were never able to keep the various river forces up to
strength.

While the military situation deteriorated after the American withdrawal,
the Delta area remained basically secure due 10 the efforts of the Vietnamese
Navy. After the fall of South Vietnam in the spring of 1975, dissident Army
and Navy units continued to oppose the NVA Army using guerrilla tactics
which they had learned so well from the Viet Cong. To this day, these
elements still constitute a force which the communists have not been able to
fully eliminate.

Often times Popular Forces were ferried 1o their destination by an ar-
ray of vessels. PCFs cover a landing by Vietnamese troops during a
SEALORDS operation. The PFs ware not very popular with US Navy
crews because they often siole equipment and personel balonglngs
of the crews. (O'Mara)

During this perlod more and more American brown walar assets were
turmed over to the Vietnamese. Among these were Mark Il Switt boats
seen Just aller thelr turnover, One of the main distingulshing leatures
betwaen the Mark | and Il was 1h raliing foward the bow and the port-
hole shapes along the superstructure. (O'Mara)

(Above) PCFs often teamed up with Vietnamese units In sweeps
through the Mekong Delta. Thase Swift boats have just dropped oft
Popular Forces (PFs) in a village lo check for Viet Cong activity.
Although the boats were not designed for this type of use they were
able to carry a fairly large number of troops In the restricted water-
ways of the delta. (O'Mara)




The End

As the United States pursued the policy of *Vietnami
more of the

ion’ more and
war effort was turned over to the South Vietnamese Armed
Forces. In carly 1969 River Assault Division 91 was deactivated, and from its
assets the Vietnamese formed River Assault and Interdiction Division
(RAID) 70 and 71. These two Vietnamese brown water units took part in
OPERATION GIANT SLINGSHOT, helping US forces cut communist sup-
ply lines coming out of the ‘Parrot’s Beak’. Vietnamese units also par-
ticipated heavily in the later stages of FOUL DECK and in recognition of
their active involvement, the operation was renamed TRAN HUNG DA(

By this time plans were in progress to turn over to the South Vietnamese

Navy all the 82 foot WPBs then being operated by the US Coast Guard in
Market Time. By May enough Vietnamese had been trained so that two cut-
arnett and Point League, could be transferred 1o their con-
trol. In appropriate ceremonies at Saigon, the two ships were renamed the Le
Phuoc Duc and Le Van Nga. Turnover of the 82 footers continued
throughout 1969 and 1970. By August of 1970 the transfers were complete
when the last two cutters, the Point Marone and Point Cypress, were taken
over by the Vietnamese Navy.

During 1970 US brown water withdrawal rate increased dramatically. By
the early part of the year there were very few wholly American crewed com-
bat craft. Under the ACTOV program the Vietnamese took over control of
nearly 250 boats by late spring. In conjunction with these transfers, US naval
manpower in-country was cut by twenty-five per cent. Close on the heels of
these turn overs came the invasion of the communist sanctuaries in Cam-

a and Vietnamese river units supported American and ARVN
s as they moved against these longtime enemy sanctuarie
Responding to the convulsive outcry from the anti-war movement over the
invasion of a ‘neutral Country', President Nixon imposed a limit as to how
far US forces could advance into the Cambodia. Due to ths restriction Viet-
namese Naval units were tasked with opening the Mekong River o the capital
of Phnom Penh. Covered by US airpower, including HAL-3 helicopters and

VAL-4 Broncos, Vietnamese boats managed to clear the waterway to the
Cambodian capitol. Once these clearing operations were completed Viet-
namese Naval units periodically swept the river and escorted convoys through
Viet Cong and Khmer Rouge ambush sites.

Following the Cambodian invasion the American withdrawal moved into
high gear. By mid-summer over eighty per cent of all operational brown
water craft had been transferred (o the Vietnamese. Coupled with this, an ad
ditional twenty-five per cent of the remaining US Navy manpower was
redeployed to the United States or other US Navy duty stations, almost total-
ly eliminating American Naval participation in combat operations. Most of
the US Naval personnel still in Vietnam were primarily concentrated in sup-
port, advisory, or liaison roles except for select units such as the SEALS and
aviation squadrons.

By 1969 Vietnamization of the war began to get under way. For the
various coastal and river forces this meant a gradual turnover of
assets 1o the Vietnamese Navy. These Swift boats were turned over
in 1969 and became part of Squadron Two of the Vietnamese coastal
patrol force. (US Army)

PBR units assumed the job of training Vietnamese sailors on a one to
one indoctrination program. By the late summer of 1969 there were
almost no PBRs in Vietnam manned by solely US personnel. These
Vietnamese PBRs are moored alongside YRBM 16, a repair and sup-
port barge manned by US sailors. Even after the turnover of opera-
tional units to the Vietnamese, logistical support was still provided
by American personnel. (US Navy)

Gradually, during 1971 and 1972, the remaining support functions being
performed by US Naval personnel were turned over to the Vietnamese. By
the spring of 1972 approximately 2000 US sailors were still in-country. With
the signing of the peace accord in January of 1973, the US pulled out its re-
maining men in Vietnam. From this point on the Vietnamese were on their
own. For the Vietnamese Navy,the period immediately following the
ceasefire was relatively calm in the Delta region in comparison to the other
areas of South Vietnam where large numbers of Viet Cong and North Viet-
namese regulars were dug in. The biggest problem which the Vietnamese
Navy faced were maintenance and the procurement of spare parts. Unlike

The Vietnamese received a number of 100 foot Patrol Motor Gun-
boats (PG) such as the one seen here. They were armed with a 40mm
cannon, four 20mm cannon, and two .50 caliber machine guns. These
boats proved very efficient for coastal patrol and for close inshore
work due to their shallow draft. (US Navy via Cressman)
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During the invasion of Cambodia in the spring of 1970 Vietnamese
brown water Naval units joined with US brown water forces to push
up the rivers in pursuit of communist forces. This Vietnamese PBR
moves up the Mekong River toward Phnom Penh after restrictions
were placed on how far US forces were allowed to advance into Cam-
bodia. (US Army)

An unusual modification to a Vietnamese ASPB. The forward gun
position has had two sets of rocket launchers mounted co-axially
with the 20mm gun. The author saw a number of these mounts during
visits to Vietnamese Naval bases in 1971 and 1972. This particular
photo was taken at Nha Be in late 1971. (Mesko)

American sailors who had usually spent their lives around machinery, the
Vietnamese had no mechanical background and were not strong on preven-
tive maintenance. To them if an airplane, boat or tank ran, it should be left
alone. Unfortunately, this attitude soon reduced the number of operational
craft and flooded the repair facilities with a huge backlog of work. Ag-
gravating this situation was the lack of adequate spare parts. For a short
period of time immediately after the US withdrawal, adequate supplies of
replacement parts were fairly easy to come by. However, as American aid
dwindled, so did the availability of spare parts and even those on hand
became difficult to obtain by the repair facilities since the Vietnamese had no

A Vietnamese monitor from RAD 70 sits quietly along side the
shoreline of the Cai Lon canal during a lull in operations. Unfor-
tunately, once the Vietnamese took over the various river and coastal
vessels they failed to properly maintain them and as a result the
number of operational units fell far below what was normal when
Americans had manned these craft. (US Navy)
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central facility for disbursement and spare parts were scattered all over Viet-
nam. This seriously weakened overall Naval strength and large numbers of
boats were usually out of commission due to minor difficulties.

After the peace accord was signed, fighting continued on a reduced level as
both sides attempted to strengthen their respective positions. The South Viet-
namese brown water force tried to keep the Mekong River open to Phnom
Penh and insure a steady flow of fuel, ammunition and rice to the the
beleaguered Cambodian regime of Lon Nol. Heavy fighting occurred around
the river town of Hong Ngu, the site of an important Vietnamese Naval base.
The NVA made repeated attempts to block the river to supply convoys and
reopen their own infiltration routes. With the help of the Vietnamese Air
Force and supported by brown water craft ARVN troops were able to clear
the area of communist troops and keep the river open (o the Cambodian
capitol.

Throughout the rest of the Delta, the Vietnamese Navy did a creditable
job, albeit, within the limits of its operational strength due to serviceability.
In particular, the Vietnamese brown water navy was very effective against i
filtration routes along the Cai Lon River in Kien Grang and Chuong Thien
provinces. With nearly 400 river craft, the Vietnamese were able to keep up
the pressure on the NVA and ¥C despite their poor maintenance perfor-
mance. Unfortunately, neither the Army nor the Navy really worked closely
with one another in the Delta and this lack of cooperation seriously
hampered operations. Higher authority did little to remedy the situation and
the two forces never learned 10 coordinate their respective actions.

In 1974 things took a turn for the worse. Due to Congressional cuts in US
aid, the Vietnam Navy was forced to deactivate twenty-one of its forty-four
riverine units. As a result of these cuts, the brown water navy was unable to
effectively patrol the Delta and could no longer provide security along several
of the major canals. The ¥'C began exerting increasing pressure throughout
the region. Convoys going up the Mekong river to Phnom Penh came under
heavier and heavier fire. Due to their diminishing forces the Vietnamese were
forced to curtail their support of this vital lifeline to Phnom Penh. The last
attempt to push a convoy through to the Cambodian capitol occurred in late
January of 1975 when a small group of tugs, barges and ships managed to
reach the city with enough supplies to last the population two weeks. After
the losses suffered by this nearly unprotected supply run, authorities decided
to resupply the capital exclusively by air.

Throughout Vietnam, the communists began a series of attacks in early
1975 designed to slowly whittle away at the government’s strength. The brunt
of these actions took place in Military Regions I, II, and I11 where the NVA
launched a series of ground assaults spearheaded by armor and backed by
massive artillery barrages. In the Mekong Delta region no large scale attacks
took place; instead the communists carried out small hit and runs designed to
pin down government forces so they could not be shifted to the more critical
areas. As a result the three divisions south of Saigon played no direct role in
the debacle which occurred further north. The few ocean going ships could
do little except evacuate troops from besieged coastal citics. By the end of
April it was all over. The NVA swept aside ARVN resistance in the three
military regions. A prolonged defense of the Mekong Delta probably would
have been possible, but it would have served no useful purpose. With this in
mind the South Vietnamese government unconditionally surrendered to the
North Vietnamese on 30 April 1975.

Since the fall of South Vietnam, there have been continuous reports of
guerrilla resistance which has developed to oppose the new communist
regime. Centered in the Mekong Delta, the reports indicate that the move-
ment is composed of ex-Vietnamese Marines, SEALS, sailors, and ARVN
troops. To combat this enemy, these reports state that the communists have
had to use former US and Vietnamese riverine craft. If this is true it is indeed
ironic that the roles have been reversed and the communists are now being
forced to fight the same kind of war which they themselves waged for so
long.
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Another interesting modlfication was the replacing of the 40mm fur-
ret on this Monitor with the turret from an LVTH-8 Amirac mounling a
105mm howitzer. Bar armor prolection has been sdded around the
turret. (Mosko)

This ASPB has had the original single machine gun mount replaced
by a twin mount. Note how the guns can receive ammunifion from
both sides. Unfortunately while the twin .50 caliber machinegun
mouni gave the Vietnamese a tremendous amount of firepowesr its
range often led to civillan casualties outside the immediate battle
area which did little 1o endear the Vietnamese Navy lo local in-
habitants. (Mesko)

The last significant operation by the Vietnamese navy was when it
helped convoys move up the Mekong River to resupply the Cambo-
dian capital of Phnom Penh. Vietnamese LSSLs, PCFs and a LSM
dock at the Cambodian capltal after a successful supply run.
Howaver prossing problems In their own country forced the Viet-
namese to cease these missions and the Khmer Rouge were even:
tually able to ctose the river 1o such convoys. (US Army)




Riverine Abbreviation

ACTOV - Accelerated Turnover Plan
AHCO - Aviation Helicopter Company
APB - Armored Patrol Boat

AR - Repair Ship

ARVN - Army of the Republic of Vietnam
ASPB - Assault Support Patrol Boat

ATC - Armored Troop Carrier

ATSB - Advance Tactical Support Base
ATC(H) - Armored Troop Carrier (Helicopter)
CCB - Command Gommunication Boals
CSC - Coastal Survelllance Center

DD - Destroyer

DE - Destroyer Escort

DMZ - Demilitarized Zone (Border between North and South Vietnam)

EQD - Explosive Ordnance Disposal

FOM(Short) - French River Patrol Boat
FOM(Long) - French River Patrol Boat

HAL-3 - Helicopter Attack Light (UH-1 Hueys)
HC-1 - Helicopter Combat Support Squadron One
HECP - Harbor Entrance Central Post

HPE - Harbor Patrol Element

IUWG - Inshore Undersea War Group

LCA - Landing Craft Assault

LCM - Landing Craft Mechanized

LCPL - Landing Craft, Personnel (Large)

LCS - Landing Craft Support

LCVP - Landing Craft, Vehicles and Personnel
LSM - Landing Ship (Medium)

LSIL - Infantry Landing Ship (Large)

LSSC - Light Seal Support Craft

LSSL - Support Landing Ship (Large)

LST - Landing Ship Tank

MAAG - Military Assistance Advisory Group
MACV - Military Assistance Command, Vietnam
MB1 - Mobile Support Base One

MB2 - Mobile Support Base Two

MDMAF - Mekong Delta Mobile Afloat Force
MIUWS - Mobile Inshore Undersea War Surveillance
MRF - Mobile Riverine Force

MSB - Minesweeping Boat (non-magnetic)

MSC - Minesweeper, Coastal (non-magnetic)
MSM - Minesweeper (medium)

Glossary

MSO - Minesweeper, Ocean, (non magnetic)
MSR - Minesweeper Patrol

NSA - Naval Support Activities

NVA - North Vietnamese Army

PACV - Patrol Air Cushion Vehicle

PC - Submarine Chaser (patrol craft)
PBR - River Patrol Boat

PCE - Patrol Escort

PCF - Patrolcraft, Inshore (‘Swiftboat’)
PF . Popular Forces

PQ . Patrol Gunboat

PT - Patrol Torpedo

PRU - Provincial Reconnaissance Units
RAD - River Assault Division

RAG - River Assault Group

RAID - River Assault and Interdiction Division
RAS - River Assault Squadron

ROK - Republic of Korea

RONONE - Squadron One (USCG)

RPC - River Patrol Craft

RPG - Rocket Propelled Grenade

RSS - River Support Squadron

SAS - Special Air Service

SEAL - Sea Air Land Team

SEALORDS - Southeast Asia Lake, Ocean, River and Della Strategy
SEASHARP - South East Asia Semi-Permanent Harbor Protection

§0G - Special Operations Group

STAB - SEAL Team Assault Boal

Swift Boats - Patrolcralt, Inshore (PCF)

TDY - Temporary Duty

TF-115 - Task Force 115 (Market Time)

TF-116 - Task Force 116 (Game Warden)

TF-117 - Task Force 117 (Mobile Riverene Force)
USN - United States Navy

USCG - United States Coast Guard

VC - Viet Cong

VAL-4 - Light Attack Squadron (OV-10s)

VARS - Visual Airborne Reconnaissance Surveillance
VNAF . Vietnamese Air Force

WHEC - High Endurance Cutter (US Coast Guard)
WPB - Patrol Craft (82 foot cutter) (USCG)



A Motorized Vietnamese Junk near Cam Ranh Bay in 1966.

(Below) This Vietnamese Armored Troop
Carrier (ATC) has been pulled out of the
water for repairs at Nha Be just south of
Saigon in late 1871. Note the Yellow
recognition markings atop the canvas awn-
ing over the troop compartment. (Meska) -

A pair of Vietnamese Monitors at anchor. Again, note the Yellow recognition
marking atop the vessel, in this case, on the forward 40mm turret. Such aerial
identification became common af number of mistaken attacks by US and
VNAF aircraft on allied vessels. (Jacobs)

(Above) A Vietnamese ‘Swilt Boat' carries out a
Market Time patrol along the coast. This Is a PCF
Mark Il which had a different superstructure from the
original variant, in addition, the MARK Il was aiso
slightly longer. The armament Is covered with canvas
to protect it from salt spray. (US Navy)

Vietnamese Patrol Motor Gunboat (PGM)
off Da Nang In Iate 1971.
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