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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Early on the morning of Saturday, November 2, 1968, a number of senior officers 

and their aides filed into the main conference room of the Military Assistance Command, 

Vietnam (MACV) headquarters, adjacent to the sprawling American air base at Tan Son 

Nhut, just outside Saigon. Lieutenant Howard J. Kerr, USN, aide and flag lieutenant to 

Vice Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., the naval component commander in Vietnam, 

nervously took a seat along the wall behind the long, horseshoe-shaped table. An air of 

expectancy filled the room as the staff awaited the arrival of General Creighton W. 

Abrams, who, less than five months earlier, had relieved General William C. 

Westmoreland as Commander, United States Military Assistance Command, Vietnam 

(ComUSMACV). 

A few moments later all talk ceased as General Abrams strode through the door, 

took his place at the table, and quietly said, "All right, let's get on with this briefing."1 

Lieutenant Kerr, who had met Abrams only once before, felt that he "looked like a general 

is supposed to look. He had that build, that look, that general appearance." The 

lieutenant also noted Abrams's haggard demeanor--the drawn face, the bags under his 

eyes—all signs of exhaustion and jet lag. The MACV Commander had only hours before 

returned from a rapid trip halfway around the world to confer with President Lyndon 

Johnson in Washington and as a consequence had not slept for more than two days. 

^Unless otherwise noted, the dialogue and particulars of the November 2, 1968, 
briefing are a composite of two interviews with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.). 
Paul Stillwell conducted the first for the United States Naval Institute's Oral History Series 
in Vienna, Virginia, on September 22, 1982. The author conducted the second in 
Arlington, Virginia, on June 6, 1997. 



The purpose of the White House meeting, which Johnson kept secret from the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) as well as from the Congress and the media, was for Abrams to 

update Johnson personally on events in Southeast Asia, and for the president to give his 

commander guidance on America's future role in the conflict. The President warned 

Abrams of the impending bombing halt he planned to order as a negotiating tool on the 

eve of the November elections. At the same time he told the general that he wanted 

MACV to use all the means at its disposal to keep up continuous pressure on the enemy, 

and that included taking whatever steps necessary "to inspire the ARVN to do the same." 

Abrams felt that he could live with that deal.2 

As deputy to Westmoreland, the man whose name is stamped indelibly on the 

American experience in Vietnam, Abrams had busied himself with patiently prodding the 

Vietnamese Army into greater preparedness. In effect, the legendary armor officer—who 

had earned his reputation in Patton's Third Army in World War II--became responsible for 

Vietnamization before most in Washington or in Saigon were aware that it was on the 

verge of becoming American national policy. When he succeeded Westmoreland, Abrams 

made toughening the ARVN for the longer fight a central pillar in his more assertive 

approach to the war. Though often remembered as a hard and combative man, Abrams 

also had a perceptive, almost intellectual side that enabled him to grasp both what was 

necessary and what was possible in Vietnam. "The South Vietnamese armed forces," 

Abrams liked to say, "still bear the legacy of French training and the French policy of 

stifling emerging leadership. It is no good to get angry and order the Vietnamese to do 

^For an account of Abrams's secret meeting with President Johnson, and for a 
useful treatment of his career as a whole, see Lewis Sorley's biography. Thunderbolt: 
General Creighton Abrams and the Army of His Times (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1992), pp. 250-54. 



something; one has to persuade or else the job will not get done. Patience is vital."3 As 

the end of 1968 approached, MACV now had guidance from above to temper this 

necessary patience with an urgency born of the realization that time, at least for the 

American effort, was growing short. 

Because of this, the MACV component commanders—army, air force, marines and 

navy-and their aides had come prepared that morning to present General Abrams with 

preliminary briefings that included their assessments of the time and resources needed to 

train and equip the South Vietnamese Armed Forces (RVNAF) to take an expanded role 

in what had become a distinctly American war. The air force went first, and Lieutenant 

Kerr remembers that, "These two Clark Kent looking colonels got up to give the 

presentation. They were right out of Hollywood casting. Their uniforms were perfectly 

tailored." So was their briefing. The colonels presented slides with the Seventh Air Force 

crest, thunderbolts, and other impressive symbology to highlight their statistics on the 

eventual turnover of aircraft and supporting facilities, and the personnel, logistics, and 

training programs that would make the Vietnamization of air power possible. Kerr found 

the air force's presentation "terribly impressive," and thought uncomfortably to himseh; 

"Oh shit—wait until the general sees ours." He and Admiral Zumwalt had been in Vietnam 

little more than a month, and were still working to develop an effective staff, assess the 

navy's role in the in-country war, and plan a longer term strategy that would take into 

account what observers would soon come to call Vietnamization. The admiral's staff had 

worked late into the previous night to prepare the brief for General Abrams, and as the 

meeting progressed, Kerr began to worry about the results. "What we had was a flip 

chart, and either the admiral or myself or both had written what he was going to use as a 

guide in longhand on these flip charts. As the person who was going to do the flipping 

3Ibid., pp. 255-56. 



and the pointing, I was struck by the fact that they were going to think that we had just 

fallen off the turnip truck." 

General Abrams, who rubbed his chin with one hand while holding his customary 

cigar in the other, quietly listened until the briefing reached its climax-air force planners in 

Vietnam envisioned an eight-year process, with complete turnover accomplished by 1976. 

At that point Abrams placed his cigar in his mouth, slowly lifted his right fist, and then 

brought it down onto the table with such force that the ashtray in front of him went up in 

the air, turned over, and landed with a crash. The briefer immediately fell silent. In a 

steady voice the general swore, "Bullshit! Bullshit! Bullshit! That's all I ever get out of 

the fucking air force is bullshit!" Kerr remembers, "Everybody was stunned. I was 

mesmerized." 

With the full attention of every officer in the room, Abrams began to speak, sa\iug. 

"Don't you people understand what's happening? Don't you have any sense for the 

pressure-cooker environment the president is in back in the United States? He has no 

consensus of support for this war. What support he has is dwindling. It's clear that the 

policy is to get us out of this war and turn it over to the Vietnamese. That policy change 

will be implemented by the incoming administration . . . " Abrams paused, and then 

continued, "I\ e got a letter in my pocket from the President of the United States whose 

final instruction to me was, T want every man in Vietnam who carries a peter mobilized.' 

I can tell you that if anybody interferes with that I am going to go right around them. I 

can tell you right now that we're going to give Defense, we're going to give CinCPac, 

we're going to give everybody that's in between us and the president an opportunity to get 

on board, but if they don't get on board, I'm going to go right around them. You are 

sitting there telling me that it's going to be 1976 before you can get these planes turned 



over to the Vietnamese? No way. Can't happen. The country won't give us that time. 

The incoming administration won't give us that time." 

Abrams then got up and left the room, leaving behind a group of startled and 

chastened men, all of whom had just received the famed Abrams treatment. Admiral 

Zumwalt had himself received the treatment almost immediately after his arrival in-

country. At the admiral's first of the weekly Saturday morning intelligence briefings 

Abrams made an announcement: "Gentlemen," he said softly, "We had a very sad thing 

happen this week. The finest division commander weVe ever had in Vietnam—happened 

to be a Marine, but nevertheless the finest division commander weVe ever had—made a 

mistake. That fine division commander had a friend, and he confided in that friend, and 

the next day he found himself in the headlines. That commander has been embarrassed, 

and this command has been embarrassed, and gentlemen, with regard to the press, that 

magnificent commander forgot just one thing: They're all a bunch of shits!" Zumwalt 

burst out laughing and then quickly realized that he was the only officer in the room 

laughing. He looked across the table at the glaring General Abrams, "and he was drilling 

two holes right through my chest, and I realized that was the lesson for the day."4 General 

Bruce Palmer. Jr., who had been LI Corps Commander in Vietnam under General 

Westmoreland and then his deputy before Abrams's arrival, recalls that, "Abrams. a 

slumbering volcano, would suddenly erupt in an earthy, profane way when necessary to 

straighten someone out or to spur lagging performance."5 Further, observers could rarely 

~* Admiral Elmo Zumwalt Jr. and Lieutenant Elmo Zumwalt IH, with John 
Pekkanen. My Father, My Son (New York: MacMillan Publishing Company), p. 46. and 
Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, USN (Ret.). April 18. 1997, 
respectively. 

^Bruce Palmer, Jr., The 25 Year War: America's Military Role in Vietnam 
(Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1984), p. 26. 



determine if the general's behavior reflected genuine displeasure. Palmer continues. "He 

also had the knack of feigning anger-deliberately letting his blood pressure rise, growing 

red in the neck, and almost turning blue before exploding. One never knew, however, 

whether it was an act or whether he had in fact lost his temper, and most people did not 

want to find out."6 

While the officers digested the lesson, General Charles A. Corcoran, USA, the 

MACV Chief of Staff, came around the table to where Admiral Zumwalt sat and said, 

"You're next Bud, but you can see what kind of mood the general is in. Do you want me 

to cancel it and reschedule for sometime in the next couple of days?" Kerr, who witnessed 

the exchange, felt that Admiral Zumwalt looked "like the guy at the poker table who had 

just drawn the inside straight." The admiral gave a slight smile and replied, "No, general. 

I'd like to go ahead and make my presentation." Corcoran said, "All right, Bud, if that's 

what you want to do, Til go and tell Abe. Let's give him about 45 minutes to come down 

from the emotional level that he's at right now." Zumwalt turned to Kerr and said, 

"Howard, get the briefing charts." 

The admiral and the lieutenant went into an adjoining room and spent the 

intervening minutes altering their charts. While Kerr had worried during the air force 

briefing about the surface simplicity of their presentation and its lack of visual aids, the 

admiral wondered if his plan had been too ambitious. Aware even before departing 

Washington for Saigon in September that the political winds in the United States were on 

the verge of shifting against long standing American policy in Vietnam, Admiral Zumwalt 

had developed a contingency plan that assumed one year to withdraw if Hubert Humphrey 

won the 1968 Election, and three years if Richard Nixon emerged victorious. Zumwalt 

remembers, "We knew we had a tough mission to accomplish. What we didn't know . . . 

6Ibid.,p. 135. 



was whether it would be a year or three years, and I was guessing on three years. But you 

couldn't tell, the way public support was melting away, whether you would have three 

years. So, I worried about whether even our plan could be successful, but it seemed like 

the very best way to plan to be prepared for the worst."7 After seeing Abrams's reaction 

to the air force, he knew that he had a rare opportunity to restore the na\y's flagging 

image at MACV headquarters and put his branch of the service in the van of the new 

policy. Kerr stated, "We started flipping through these charts that we had, and every one 

of the caveats we had we were scrubbing out. All the 'maybes' we were changing to 'will,' 

and all the 'perhaps's' got taken out. Anything that represented some hesitancy at all or a 

sense that we might not be able to pull this off was basically redirected to, 'If you give us 

this support, here's what we can do.'" Their plan thus made more active and direct. 

Zumw alt and Kerr returned to face the MACV Commander. 

When General Abrams reappeared in the conference room, Admiral Zumw alt 

personally conducted the briefing while Lieutenant Kerr flipped the charts. The admiral 

described his aggressive concept of a crash course in the English language for Vietnamese 

sailors, joint operations on the rivers of Vietnam and the rapid expansion of the 

Vietnamese Navy through recruiting and the turnover of all in-country naval assets to the 

Vietnamese. 

Approximately halfway through the presentation, the army and air force generals 

interrupted and began to ask pointed questions. One major general, the Army Senior 

Advisor, thought out loud. "This is a bunch of bullshit," he said. "There is no way you 

can accomplish this. You don't have the resources." 

7 Author interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr.. USN (Ret.). April 18. 
1997. 



General Abrams, though aware of the ambitious nature of Zumwalt's plan and that 

the admiral would need the approval of his chain of command, wanted to hear more. He 

sensed that despite the flaws in Zumw alt's briefing, his new naval component commander 

was on to something. He glared at the senior advisor and barked. "Shut up, Goddamnit! 

He may be digging himself a big hole, but you're already sitting over there in a cesspool." 

Zumw alt continued with his presentation, and when he finished. Abrams sat for a long 

moment before sa>ing. "Admiral, I want to know the following. I want to know what 

you as Commander Naval Forces Vietnam can do on your own with the authority that you 

have and the assets that you have. And I need to know what support you need within the 

navy chain of command to make this happen. I need to know what part of this plan 

requires the support of the Vietnamese, that you currently don't have. And I need to 

know what I can do as Commander, Military Assistance Command Vietnam with the 

assets and authority that I have." Abrams then looked at Zumwalt and said. "When can 

you have this information?" The Admiral replied. "Monday. General." 

General Abrams turned to General Corcoran, and said, "I'm not going to hear any 

more today." He started to leave, but turned around, went to where Admiral Zumwalt 

stood, and put his arm around the admiral's shoulders and they walked together to 

Abrams's office for further discussion. Zumwalt recalled, ". . . this was the only time in 

my experience there that he had ever done it—and it gave a signal to the others that he 

really liked what the navy had given him."8 Kerr later said. "What was going through my 

mind at the time was that the admiral didn't just guess right: he analyzed correctly. He had 

seen what needed to be done. He had gotten out ahead. . . . The timing was almost 

perfect. He had begun to put together the structure of his command and a relationship 

8Ibid. 

8 



with General Abrams that did just nothing but improve over the next few months." Naval 

historian R. L. Schreadly, a critic of Admiral Zumwalt, noted that the admiral used the 

opportunity presented by Abrams's rejection of the air force plan to give a "virtuoso 

performance" in which "no one seemed to notice the lack of slick charts and graphs. . . . 

The new vice admiral had scored big."9 Lieutenant Kerr, in more succinct fashion, stated 

simply, "It was the beginning of a tremendous relationship." 

Later, in the car on the way back to ComNavForV headquarters, Zumwalt and 

Kerr discussed what the staff would have to do to have the plan to Abrams by Monday. 

The Admiral knew that he would have to inform the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), 

Admiral Thomas Moorer, who along with the rest of the JCS was still unaware that 

General Abrams had appeared in Washington to meet with the president. He told Ken-

that the staff would have to start with the plan as he had presented it—it existed only on 

the flip chart—and work up each section in greater detail. Zumwalt decided to give 

Abrams an initial outline, and then in succeeding weeks submit additional drafts that his 

staff had expanded in scope and particulars. Kerr remembered, "I worked all weekend— 

everybody worked all weekend. Christ, we were up until three o'clock in the morning, but 

we had a document that we had in the hands of MACV by four o'clock on Monday 

afternoon." 

While his staff wrestled with the documents, Admiral Zumwalt dealt with the chain 

of command. He sent a back channel message to Admiral Moorer. ". . . reporting that 

General Abrams had come back from the White House with this stark guidance, and 

^R. L. Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea; The United States Ncny in Vietnam 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Press, 1992), p. 164. 



therefore this plan had been submitted."10 After overcoming his initial shock that 

ComUSMACV had come and gone, leaving official Washington unaware—and doing some 

checking of his own-the CNO grudgingly approved the admiral's plan. The United States 

Navy in Vietnam formally launched Vietnamization one day before Richard M. Nixon 

secured the White House. 

Eight years later, and half a world away, Nixon had resigned his office under the 

cloud of the Watergate scandal and South Vietnam had ceased to exist. Admiral Elmo R. 

Zumwalt, Jr., whose tumultuous term as Chief of Naval Operations ended in 1974, retired 

to Arlington, Virginia, only a ten minute commute from the Pentagon. Zumwalt, then 

only fifty-four years of age, had been a tireless worker all his life and could not long 

remain inactive. The bitter struggles in the corridors of the national security bureaucracy 

had left the admiral not tired, just angry and disillusioned. The same Henry Kissinger 

whose brilliant—if capricious—maneuvering of the United States out of the Vietnam War 

briefly attracted Zumwalt. The admiral quickly learned, however, that Kissinger's 

personality was manipulative and his realpolitik cynical; an observation confirmed when 

Kissinger observed to Zumwalt that the American people could never grasp the strategic 

problems of the Cold War, would not support the concerted effort that successful 

containment required of the United States, and that therefore America, its power 

declining, should seek to buy time as Soviet influence expanded. This pessimism so 

angered Zumwalt that he devoted much of On Watch—his 1976 memoir—to critically 

addressing the Nixon administration's national security policy in general and Kissinger in 

particular. 

10Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18. 
1997. 

10 



In the summer of 1976, as the nation strove to forget its woes and celebrate its 

bicentennial, Zumwalt decided to run for the United States Senate, representing Virginia. 

Zumwalt, like most ranking military officers, had remained apolitical throughout his 

career. As did Dwight Eisenhower before him, he believed that political neutrality best 

served the career interests of soldiers, and that of the service. Zumwalt, like Eisenhower, 

leaned towards liberalism on social issues, as his "Z-grams"—executive orders instituting 

new personnel programs for the navy in the early 1970s—attest. And like Eisenhower, 

Zumwalt exhibited a rock-ribbed conservatism in matters of defense and national security. 

Unlike Ike, however, Zumwalt declared as a Democrat. The admiral believed that since 

nine-tenths of retired four star officers join the Republican Party their voices became lost 

in the rabble. Zumwalt hoped that as a strong voice of one, he could steer the tottering 

Democrats to a more centrist—and realistic—position on defense. He even went so far as 

to have a special paperback printing of On Watch published, with "Campaign Edition" 

emblazoned across the cover. His mission, as he saw it, was to warn the nation of the 

concomitant expansion of Soviet power and American apathy. 

The conservative press warmly welcomed Zumwalt to the fray. William 

Rickenbacker, columnist for the New Republic, gushed, "The land of the free and the 

home of the brave should be happy to see a brilliant naval officer putting on his ci\yies and 

marching into the political wilderness. The army and air force have their devotees on 

Capitol Hill, but precious few four star admirals have ever dreamt of dirtying their hands 

in politics."11 Precisely. Emerging from a traditionally staid and conservative United 

States Navy, Elmo Zumwalt remained unorthodox. 

1 * William F. Rickenbacker, "Keep an Eye on Zumwalt," National Review. 
October 1, 1976, p. 1068. 

11 



The liberal press was more realistic. Zumwalt, after all, had chosen to challenge 

Senator Harry F. Byrd, Jr., the scion of a political family that had dominated Virginia 

politics for the better part of a century. Though the civil rights movement and the 

changing social scene of postwar America had chipped away at the family's dominance. 

Senator Byrd still had the comfort that the freeway between Washington and Richmond 

bore his father's name, as did the airport servicing the city of Richmond. Senator Byrd 

represented traditional and genteel tidewater politics; Zumwalt, "the launcher of a 

thousand Z-grams, the man who according to old-line military supporters of Byrd, 

destroyed their navy by permitting long hair and promoting racial integration," represented 

something else entirely. Zumwalt was a Californian, a contentious outsider, a radical. 

Despite his moderation, Virginians mistrusted him. "In any other state," Richmond Times-

Dispatch correspondent Shelley Rolfe noted, "Zumwalt might well have stood a chance. 

But in Virginia, where he registered to vote for the first time last year, he has been assailed 

as a carpetbagger. But most of all. . . Zumwalt has encountered an historical truth. 

Virginia invariably elects the more conservative candidate. Especially candidates named 

Byrd."12 

Zumwalt's ill-fated 1976 foray into politics, like his approach to the navy's mission 

in Vietnam, is the measure of the man. Despite the odds; despite the reality of Virginia 

politics; the retired admiral waded into the struggle determined to get a fair hearing for 

his ideas. Zumwalt's overmatched challenge to the Byrd dynasty in Virginia was the 

action of a maverick, and Elmo Zumwalt has always been a maverick. While he was 

CNO, many of his contemporaries damned him as a loose cannon who willy-nilly retooled 

the service's social realities. While he was Commander, Naval Forces Vietnam, his 

unconventional methodology opened eyes-and raised eyebrows-throughout MACV, up 

12Shelley Rolfe, 77K? New Republic, October 30, 1976, pp. 21-22. 
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the naval chain of command, and to Washington, where it earned him a place at the top of 

the service to which he dedicated thirty-two years of his life. Referring to his early 

briefing of Abrams, Schreadly accused Zumwalt of opportunism, though this misses the 

point. Zumwalt, unlike his predecessors in Vietnam, came prepared to challenge doctrine 

as it existed and move the navy from a useful, though static, approach, into a more 

forward strategy. Zumwalt was the United States Navy's Vietnam-era Homo Strategicus. 

and Operation Sea Lords and its subsidiary programs resulted. The admiral unlike the 

other service staffs in MACV, had concocted ACTOV, a brilliant-if imperfect-plan to 

"Vietnamize" the navy's portion of the war. It seems unrealistic to presume that mere 

opportunism could so convince an officer as experienced and as perceptive as Creighton 

Abrams. Admiral Zumwalt arrived in Saigon prepared to challenge long-standing 

assumptions. Elmo Zumwalt's unconventional approach won him the admiration of some, 

the damnation of others, and propelled him to the very top of the United States Navy at 

the age of forty-nine, ahead of more than thirty officers senior to him in age and rank. 

Zumwalt, the critics shouted, had skipped the important steps. Zumwalt never had 

command of a fleet. That is true, but only up to a point. In Vietnam, Zumwalt 

commanded a brown water fleet of more than six hundred vessels. What his detractors 

meant to say is that the admiral never commanded a conventional fleet. But then, from his 

childhood onward, very little of what constituted Elmo Zumwalt, Jr., can be labeled 

conventional. 
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CHAPTER n 

THE PATH TO THE DELTA 

At 0730 on the bright and clear morning of Monday, September 30, 1968. the USS 

Garrett County (LST-786) sat moored at Pier Bravo in the Vietnamese Naval Shipyard, 

Saigon. Two river patrol boats (PBRs) detached from Task Force 116 hovered 

protectively in the waters of the harbor, tasked with keeping all Chilian small craft at a 

respectful distance. An eight-foot high speaker's platform with podium and microphones 

and more than 150 chairs organized into two sections for guests covered the ship's main 

deck. While the ship's officers and men, attired in service dress whites, made last minute 

preparations, the United States Army Vietnam (USARV) Band warmed up on the 

quarterdeck, working the kinks out of unfamihar naval standards. The Chief of Staff of 

Naval Forces Vietnam (NavForV) chose the Garrett County, veteran of World War II 

amphibious operations, to serve as the venue for a change of command ceremony in which 

Vice Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., was to relieve Rear Admiral Kenneth L. Veth as 

Commander, Naval Forces Vietnam (ComNavForV). 

By 0830 all of the guests, including General Creighton W. Abrams, Commander 

United States Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (ComUSMACV) and Ambassador 

Ellsworth Bunker, had assembled. While the band played ruffles and flourishes and the 

Admiral's March, the dignitaries reviewed the honor guard and then took their seats. 

Admirals Veth and Zumwalt mounted the speaker's stand, joining the two na\y chaplains 

ahead\ there. While all military personnel stood at attention, the band played the 

Vietnamese National Anthem and the "Star Spangled Banner." Following an invocation 

by NavForV Staff Chaplain Captain James S. Ferris, Admiral Veth gave a short address 

before turning to the commanding officer of the Garrett County and ordering. "Captain. 
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haul down my flag." Veth then turned to Admiral Zumwalt and said, "Sir, I am ready to 

be relieved." Zumwalt read his orders, faced his predecessor, and responded, "I relieve 

you, sir." The crew of the LST then broke Admiral Zumwalt's flag and hauled down the 

commission pennant. The new ComNavForV made some brief remarks after which the 

ceremony concluded with a benediction by navy chaplain Lieutenant Commander Max A. 

Eller. A reception followed. The ship's honor guard then piped the two admirals over the 

side, followed by General Abrams and Ambassador Bunker.l 

Vice Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., at age 48 the youngest three star admiral in 

the history of the United States Navy, stood ready to face one of the greatest challenges to 

date in a career that began in 1939 when he reported to the United States Naval Academy 

at Annapolis, Maryland, for Plebe Summer. At that point, the young Zumwalt had rarely 

in his eighteen years of life left his native California. 

Elmo "Bud" Zumwalt. 1920-1945 

More than fifty years before that bright Saigon morning, on the night of Thursday 

February 7, 1918, Lieutenant Elmo R. Zumwalt, M.D., of Tulare, California, and of the 

United States Army Medical Corps celebrated his twenty-sixth birthday at the First 

Christian Church of Richmond, California, by marrying Frances Frank, also M.D. Both 

were graduates of the University of California, though the bride had gone on to Los 

Angeles, to the University of Southern California, to earn her doctorate. The newlyweds 

lived near the army post at Angel Island, California, for nearly a year, until Elmo received 

his discharge papers. In February of 1919, as the United States suffered the traumas of 

^NavForV Note 5060, 5 September 1968, Change of Command File, 
ComNavForV Miscellaneous (7), Box #590 (Washington DC: Naval Historical Center, 
Operational Archives Branch). Hereafter cited as NHC OAB. 
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the great Spanish Influenza epidemic, the first red scare, racially motivated rioting, labor 

disorders, and other symptoms of postwar dislocation and uncertainly, the Zumwalts 

relocated to Tulare. There, in California's great central valley, Elmo had grown up. There 

the Zumwalt family had held property since 1878, when Elmo's grandfather. James Brown 

Zumwalt, who had made the long journey from St. Charles, Missouri, across the Great 

Plains, the Rocky Mountains, and the Great Basin to California in 1850, finally settled 

down.2 

The year 1893 had proved momentous for Elmo's family and for Frances1. In that 

year Frances' mother and father, both French-Canadian physicians, perished in a virulent 

smallpox epidemic in Vermont. Friends of the family took the daughter—who for the rest 

of her life bore numerous smallpox inoculation marks on her arms—to raise, and moved 

with her to California when she was a small child. Though they could barely afford to, the 

Franks scraped the funds together to educate Frances, sending her to the state university 

at Berkeley, and thence to medical school. 

Since 1878 the Zumwalts had farmed a spread north of Tulare, until the Panic of 

1893 erased the family's finances. James Brown Zumwalt's son, James Eleazar Zumwalt, 

then left agriculture and became a wandering schoolteacher. "El", as the family called him. 

taught in several valley villages before he finally settled in Richmond, where he assumed 

the principalship of the town's normal school. James, the admiral's younger brother, 

^The Zumwalts, originally the Zum Walds, emigrated to North America when 
Andreas Zum Wald arrived in the port of Baltimore in 1737, from Erlenbach. Switzerland. 
He and his descendants farmed land in York, Pennsylvania, the Virginia Tidewater, and 
Missouri, before the admiral's great grandfather, James Brown Zumwalt. departed for 
California in 1850. The family history can be found in great detail in James Gregory 
Zumwalt's unpublished personal memoir, "Autobiography in Vignettes," pp. 18-46. 
Unless otherwise noted, the particulars in the following pages are drawn from this source. 
Hereafter cited as "JGZ Autobiography." 
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remembers his grandfather as a "No-nonsense disciplinarian who seemed to be a strong 

advocate of old-fashioned Teutonic regimentation." His wife, Mabel Ford Zumwalt. 

seemed equally rigid to her grandchildren, who remember her as "Proud, austere, every 

inch a Victorian." El died at the age of fifty-three in 1924, immediately after purchasing 

his first automobile, an Essex. After making the sale, the dealer agreed to throw in driving 

instruction, and during the first lesson the principal dropped dead of a heart attack. Elmo 

and Frances, along with El's grandchildren, made the drive over to Richmond for the 

funeral. Elmo Jr., one of the grandchildren and the future Chief of Naval Operations, was 

too young to remember the funeral, or much about his grandfather. What he does 

remember from those days is an idyllic childhood that seemed so far removed from the 

wildness of the 1920s, or the pressing problems of the larger world beyond the High 

Sierras that hemmed in his world.3 

Tulare, a farming town of 10,000 in 1930, sat on the sun-baked floor of the San 

Joaquin Valley astride Route 99, nearly halfway between Fresno and Bakersfield. It was a 

small and quiet town, an almost pastoral place where horse-drawn carriages daily 

delivered quarts of milk and blocks of ice from door to door. The county seat, Tulare 

boasted a Carnegie Library, fairgrounds and a large high school-Tulare Union-that drew 

students from the surrounding countryside. On warm summer evenings, the distinctive 

aroma from the Gianini Winery drifted over the town, lingering in low spots where people 

gathered to socialize or play baseball-lights came to the town's ballpark in 1930. Given a 

boost by man-made irrigation systems, Tulare's semiarid valley was prime agricultural 

land, issuing a virtual cornucopia of produce: grapes, oranges, peaches, olives, and plums; 

orchards yielded almonds and walnuts; the numerous ranches ran thousands of head of 

beef cattle. There were even dairy farms. 

3"JGZ Autobiography," pp. 18-24. 
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Tulare existed to support agriculture, and most of Doctor Elmo R. Zumwalt's 

patients and local relatives, and all of his fishing and camping buddies, tilled the earth. 

Doctor Zumwalt-a tall, balding man who sported black-rimmed glasses-was the very 

picture of a small town physician. Norman Rockwell could have used his office, located 

on the second floor of the Ryan Building downtown, to paint scenes of a very humane 

general practitioner at work. But he need not have remained there, for Doctor Zumwalt 

graciously made house calls to farms and ranches, some of them more than twenty miles 

distant. His children remember their father being called from the dinner table to respond-

bag in hand—to calls from women in labor, farm laborers with broken bones; any variety of 

emergencies. 

Doctor Frances Zumwalt, a pediatrician, also developed a thriving practice. She 

shared the suites in the Ryan Building with her husband, though much of her work 

occurred elsewhere, all over town, in fact. She performed a host of services, counseling 

expectant mothers on their pregnancies, supervising the deliveries, and even following up 

after the newborns arrived. "Doctor Frances," as Tulare knew her, was more than just a 

physician. She was a mother confessor—women confided in her their most intimate 

secrets. Between them the Doctors Zumwalt—two of only five licensed medical 

practitioners in the county—made more than $20,000 per year through the decade of the 

1920s. In a county of cattle ranches and truck farms, they were wealthy indeed. 

The Zumwalt union eventually produced four children. A daughter, Saralee, 

arrived first. Francis delivered a son unexpectedly on November 29, 1920, during a 

business trip to San Francisco. Elmo Jr., the Doctors Zumwalt named him, arrived in the 

Golden Gate City seventeen years before the completion of that engineering marvel of the 

Public Works Administration, the Golden Gate Suspension Bridge. Following a difficult 

breech delivery, the obstetrician declared that newborn Elmo Junior had, "the widest 
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shoulders and ugliest face he had ever seen."4 The admiral later recalled that "Elmo" was 

something of a "sissified" name at the time, but notes that his father, the first Elmo, 

received the name from his Victorian mother, who at the time of his 1892 birth, was 

infatuated with a popular August Wilson romance novel entitled Saint Elmo. Elmo Junior 

learned of his namesake as a young teenager and immediately searched the shelves of 

Tulare's Carnegie Library. As he turned the yellowing pages he remembered "being rather 

shocked with grandmother, as Saint Elmo was somewhat of a rakehell in the early part of 

the book, although he turned out to be a good guy in the end."5 As things developed, the 

description became cannily accurate. Two additional brothers followed: Bruce Craig in 

1922, and James Gregory in 1925. 

The Zumwalt siblings recall their childhood days as bucolic, Tulare being an ideal 

place to raise children. Though Saralee was the oldest, Elmo Junior, or "Bud" as he 

quickly became known because his sister struggled with the word "brother," was 

dominant. Bud was the leader not only of his own brothers and sister, but also of the 

other boys their age in the neighborhood. A great rivalry existed between Bud and Bruce 

Craig, who often felt moved to challenge his older brother. The growing family quickly 

filled the three bedroom house at 136 North H Street across from the Congregational 

Church where the Zumwalt brood attended Sunday School. The Doctors Zumwalt took 

advantage of their thriving twin practices and invested in a spacious brick home with 

hardwood floors, a screened verandah, and an attic converted into a library, all on a lot 

beautifully landscaped with bermuda grass and English walnut trees. Their new home, 854 

4Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), August 
8, 1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 1. 

5Ibid., p. 3. 
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Sycamore Avenue, sat on the best residential street in Tulare. Bud was then eight years 

old. 

The admiral and James agree that the elder Elmo and Frances were superior 

parents. Because both worked, Elmo was just as likely to cook meals as was Frances-he 

tended to prepare enormous Sunday breakfasts, as well as packing lunches on weekdays. 

Elmo Senior also was a garrulous raconteur. Ever ready with an anecdote or joke, the 

doctor seemed always to be smiling, whatever the circumstances. Mrs. Zumwalt, though 

sometimes overprotective, dispensed most of the moral wisdom. She often quoted 

proverbs to the children, and made certain that they received religious instruction. 

Though nominally Christian, the Zumwalts were not a church going family. Elmo, who 

was less devout that Frances, maintained an almost transcendental view of religion. "My 

father used to say that you could see God anywhere," James recalled. "You didn't have to 

go to church." By the time Bud was a teenager, the Zumwalts were "Christmas and 

Easter" Christians. Most of their neighbors, however, felt that Elmo practiced Christianity 

by example, through his seemingly limitless kindness and generosity.6 

The Crash of'29 and the Depression that followed struck hard at Tulare, as it did 

at much of the country. The Zumwalt children, though they certainly noticed the 

difference, agreed that the idylls of their childhood continued uninterrupted. The greatest 

difference was, of course, in the family income. In 1928 the doctors together earned more 

than $20,000. Three years later they were down to two to three hundred dollars a month, 

in terms of cash. Soon thereafter, each of the Zumwalts had only one pair of shoes, which 

they wore to school and then duly shined on Sundays. Each child also had two suits of 

clothing—one for school and play and the other for formal occasions. James, being the 

6 Author Interview with James G. Zumwalt, June 12, 1997. 
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youngest, was most conscious of the newly enforced parsimony; he was the recipient of 

Bud and Bruce Craig's hand-me-downs. 

The Depression also made Bud and James conscious of politics. Their father was 

a lifelong Republican, albeit in the Progressive sense of the term. "He was what I would 

call an Earl Warren Republican," said James. "He believed that men should help 

themselves but that government should help men help themselves--that sort of thing." 

That affiliation made the Zumwalts a decided minority in a fanning community during the 

Depression. Virtually everyone else was a staunch New Deal Democrat. The boys recall 

vividly other children at school taunting them because of their father's openly avowed 

Republicanism. The old-fashioned dirt farmers who associated with the Doctors Zumwalt, 

as patients and as friends, were more forbearing. The men often discussed Franklin 

Roosevelt, "who I was brought up to believe was the devil incarnate," recalled James, and 

New Deal agricultural policies. Elmo Senior also angrily denounced—to his wife at the 

dinner table—all talk of socialized medicine. Such radicalism was not in keeping with his 

progressive sense of self-reliance, nor with his private practice.7 

The crowning political event for the young family came in 1935, when former 

President Herbert Hoover spent an evening in the Zumwalt household. Elmo Senior's 

uncle, Marcus Cicero Zumwalt, arranged the visit. Bom on the eve of the Civil War. 

Cicero spent a freewheeling youth panning for gold in the Sierras before settling down to 

operate a successful haberdashery in Tulare. A charter member of the Tulare Chamber of 

Commerce, Cicero also became a force in California Republican politics. He helped to 

persuade Southern Pacific to lay tracks through Tulare instead of through its nearby rival, 

Visalia. He convinced California's progressive Republican governor, Hiram Johnson, to 

7Ibid. 
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support construction of what became Route 99 through Tulare. Town residents from time 

to time could see Cicero with the state's popular attorney general, a young protege of 

Hiram Johnson's named Earl Warren. Cicero liked to tell people that Warren was going to 

be president someday.8 

President Hoover, whom Doctor Zumwalt often described to his boys as an 

honorable man, was campaigning in California on behalf of Republican candidates. One 

leg of Hoover's tour took him through the San Joaquin Valley, and Cicero arranged for 

the former president to dine with the Zumwalts in Tulare. At great expense, considering 

the circumstances, the Zumwalts laid in a full three course meal for Hoover and his 

retinue. Of the children, only the more mature Saralee was accorded the honor of dining 

with the president. James remembers that he and Bud loitered in the kitchen, catching 

occasional glimpses of Hoover through the swinging doors leading into the dining room. 

Of more moment was the brief sensation the presidential visit created. Though the 

Hoover party departed by midnight, newspaper reporters and the merely curious lingered 

throughout the next day. James, then ten, recalled that the visit was painful because for 

the next several weeks his peers at school, "who had been taught by their parents to 

believe that those who favored Hoover were rich capitalists without empathy for the plight 

of the poor and unemployed," taunted him without letup. "Fortunately," he said, "my 

friends eventually forgave me. "9 

Elmo Senior, though wealthy enough by Tulare standards, had no shortage of 

empathy, a trait magnified by the suffering the Depression visited on the San Joaquin 

^Though Warren never became the chief executive, he was one of the more 
influential Chief Justices in the history of the United States. "JGZ Autobiography," pp. 
30-33. 

9"JGZ Autobiography," pp. 113-115. 
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Valley. The Zumwalt children all remember vividly their father's compassion, made 

evident through his hard, often pro bono, work on farmers and migrant laborers alike. 

Indeed, Doctor Zumwalt's work recalls Harper Lee's Atticus Finch. "My dad would 

almost never submit a bill during those times because the people were in such desperate 

straits. Similarly, very often as he was leaving, the farmer would hand him a dozen eggs 

or a chicken, that sort of thing."10 The same accrued for poor itinerant workers, often 

with families in tow, who appeared at the Zumwalt kitchen door asking for food. The 

doctor never handed out charity. He believed, in his son's words, that "A man's pride was 

salvaged by exchanging work for food." In exchange for cutting the grass, chopping 

wood, or other chores around the property, each supplicant received a meal.11 Amidst 

these Steinbeckian scenes of the Depression-era San Joaquin Valley, Doctor Zumwalt 

worked, not just as a physician but as a county official. In the camps of migrant farm 

workers, often filled with Oklahomans or Arkansans seeking work picking fruit and 

vegetables on the farms around Tulare, Zumwalt conducted inspections. First as City and 

then as County Health Officer, the unsanitary conditions of the migrant camps concerned 

Zumwalt because of their capacity to foster illness and disease. Bud remembered him 

coming home and telling the family stories that "Okies" had told liim during his visits to 

their camps. The plight of the dust bowl refugees became, then, "very much part of our 

consciousness growing up."12 Doctor Zumwalt's service in this capacity also forced him 

10Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, p. 12. 

1 i'-JGZ Autobiography," p. 12. 

12Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr.. USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, p. 41. 
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to make unpopular decisions, such as closing down the town's swimming pools during 

periodic polio epidemics. 

Both Admiral Zumwalt and his brother James remember the outbreaks of disease 

as the one thing that blighted their otherwise idyllic California childhoods. The disease 

also sparked the Zumwalt family's first great tragedy and contributed to the second. Every 

summer the family spent most of the month of August vacationing away from the dry heat 

of the Valley at Pismo Beach. There, during the foggy mornings and warm afternoons, 

the future admiral and his siblings whiled away the long days on the beach and in the surf. 

They watched the fisherman cast from Pismo Beach's long wooden pier, and with their 

mother shopped in the waterfront's small stores, many of which were owned by Issei— 

immigrant Japanese. Doctor Zumwalt continued his practice, and on weekends commuted 

to the beach from Tulare, a five-hour drive in the family's 1925 Packard.13 

In the summer of 1933, after returning from Pismo Beach, Bruce Craig, then ten, 

developed a high fever that would not break. Neither of his parents could successfully 

treat the ailment. Specialists in Los Angeles confirmed their fears; their second son had 

spinal meningitis, a bacterial infection of the brain and spine. The boy died on Friday, 

September 22. While their parents suffered in Los Angeles, the other two Zumwalt boys 

stayed with Fred Hopkins, a longtime friend of the family. The morning after the death, 

Hopkins took Bud and James squirrel hunting. During the expedition Hopkins informed 

the boys that their brother had died. Elmo Junior, who had a fierce sibling rivalry with 

Bruce Craig, took the news especially hard, developing a lasting sullen anger. "It was," 

13When the United States entered World War II, the Pismo Beach Issei lost their 
homes and businesses and spent the war in detention camps. Few returned at war's end. 
"JGZ Autobiography," pp. 86-89. 
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the admiral recalled, "the first major cataclysm in our family which, until that time, had 

been a typically happy small town family."14 

Frances never fully recovered from the trauma of Bruce Craig's death. She rarely 

showed it, but her misery remained with her. Both Elmo Junior and James remember her 

crying quietly behind closed doors. Though still happy, the Zumwalts were a changed 

family. Frances forever after associated Pismo Beach with her son's death. Given the 

disease's incubation period, the doctors all agreed he contracted it there. The summer 

vacation at Pismo Beach—heretofore a joyous event—never occurred again. Of even 

greater moment, the tragedy's distraction caused Mrs. Zumwalt to ignore her own health. 

Frances had developed, she noticed, a lump in one of her breasts. She waited almost a 

year—a time spent mourning Bruce Craig—to do anything about her condition. The lump 

once removed, proved malignant. The Zumwalts held their breath and hoped they had 

removed the cancerous breast in time. Things seemed to return slowly to normal. 

His friend and rival gone, Bud turned his competitive nature—and his anger—in 

other directions. James, five years his junior, was too far removed for any serious rivalry. 

Though close to Saralee, his older sister, Bud could not resist teasing her throughout her 

awkward adolescent years. He discovered other releases at school, through competition 

in the classrooms and on the sports fields among others his own age. As a younger child, 

Bud was a poor student. An active child, he had problems concentrating at school, a 

problem worsened by Mrs. House, a sadistic teacher who tried to "correct" his natural 

lefthandedness with a wooden ruler. To this day he blames his atrocious handwriting on 

this experience. His concerned parents subtly played on his competitive nature to 

strengthen his efforts. His father also encouraged him to read for pleasure, using George 

14Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, pp. 3-4. 
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Henry's historical novels and Zane Grey's westerns as bait. The ploys worked beautifully. 

By the time he was in high school, Elmo was a superior student who excelled at math, 

history, literature, and debate. In his junior and senior years his debate team won several 

championships. In one of those contests, interestingly, the debate topic centered on a 

proposition for the United States to adopt a system of socialized medicine. The son, like 

the father, debated the negative case.15 Bud was also, his parents and teachers discovered, 

a natural leader. The young men in his neighborhood turned to him for their example. "I 

was fascinated with peer activity," he stated. "I think I was more interested in organizing 

people than I was in any of the academic pursuits."16 He also demonstrated his leadership 

in the Boy Scouts. He rose rapidly through that organization's ranks and supervised other 

boys on lengthy hiking expeditions into the Sierras, to such places as Dead Man's Canyon 

and Giant Forest. 

Though never an imposing physical presence, Bud was a leader in Tulare Union 

High School sports, especially football. What he lacked in size—he played tackle at 165 

pounds—he made up for in will. He did not always start, but he played in every game and 

in his senior season—1937—he played second string on an undefeated team that easily won 

the regional championship. Interestingly the 1937 Tulare Union team included two 

nonwhite athletes-Jake Kelly, an African-American, and Hidakichi Uchida, a Nisei. The 

admiral recalled that he did not associate with them socially for economic, not racial 

reasons. "By the time I was in high school," he said, "those of us with whom I ran around 

were the sons of prosperous individuals who could afford to be doing that." Both Kelly 

15Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, p. 26. 

16Ibid.,pp. 18-19. 
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and Uchida worked long hours after school and practice to supplement their families' 

meager incomes.17 

Though a leader who excelled in academics and sports, Bud found other, less 

positive outlets for his considerable energies. The Doctors Zumwalt discovered, to their 

considerable chagrin, that their eldest son assumed the leadership role in mischief-

making.18 In this respect, Elmo Junior lived up to the "rakehell" qualities of his literary 

namesake. Bud's group of high school friends called themselves "The Scalpers" and found 

that their activities landed them in occasional difficulty. Their mischief ranged from the 

harmless if obnoxious practice of frequenting Mooney^ Grove—the local spot where 

teenagers drove to engage in illicit affairs—and surrounding the cars of young lovers with 

their own vehicles and mercilessly heckling them; to the dangerous and illegal game of 

"touch," played at seventy miles per hour in their fathers' automobiles. "It was 

miraculous," the admiral recalled, "that we never had an accident." Zumwalt often 

"pantsed" younger boys who pestered him; removing their trousers and underwear and 

tossing them high into trees. On one occasion at least one irate mother of a boy Bud 

rendered nude came to 854 Sycamore with blood in her eye. On Halloween nights the 

Scalpers launched campaigns of benign vandalism, including the removal of light bulbs 

from the local theater marquee, soaping the windows of neighborhood homes, ringing 

doorbells only to flee, and the like. During one late October spree Bud's close friend, 

Gordon White, picked up a tricycle with the intention of heaving it onto the porch. He 

l^When Zumwalt was CNO, he took a very direct-and controversial-interest in 
civil rights affairs in the United States Navy. Ibid., p. 35. 

18This was quite possibly a family trait. Late on the night of October 31, 1885, 
"El" Zumwalt—Bud's grandfather-led a group of boys who painstakingly hauled a cow 
upstairs into the balcony of the Tulare Christian Church. "JGZ Autobiography," pp. 25-
29. 
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expended too great an effort, launching the projectile through a plate glass window. The 

offended homeowner gave chase and caught one of the fugitives, the son of the Lutheran 

minister. Zumwalt led the others to the police station where their efforts to pretend 

innocence and retrieve their friend failed. Their fathers forced them to make reparations 

and all remained grounded for a month.19 James, though five years his brother's junior, 

remembers being included in some of the mischief, and regarded it an honor when Bud and 

his friends took him on excursions into the countryside where they would illicitly pick fruit 

from trees in the Tagus Ranch orchards while James kept watch from the Packard. They 

then sold the stolen fruit door to door in Tulare to customers delighted with the "cut-rate 

price."20 

Increasing maturity did not always prevent Bud from indulging in the craziness of 

youth. In the summer following his 1938 graduation from high school, he and Gordon 

White decided it would be great sport to hurl eggs from their car at hitchhiking itinerant 

farm laborers. One of their targets had the presence of mind to note the license plate 

number and when Bud and Gordon returned the police were sitting in front of the 

Zumwalt home with a warrant for their arrest. Elmo Senior then did three things. He 

went to the editor of the Daily Tulare Register and prevailed upon him to keep the story 

from the newspaper; he went to the local judge, "Dad" Smith, and convinced him to put 

more than the usual scare into the two offenders; and he left Elmo Jr. sitting in jail 

overnight. The judge forced the younger Zumwalt to state what he had done and then 

asked him how he thought the incident would look on his record. Furthermore, at the 

doctor's behest, the judge also dangled the possibility of a jail sentence before the two 

19Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, pp. 29-31. 

20"JGZ Autobiography," pp. 63-66. 
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boys. Finally, after having "rubbed their noses in it," Judge Smith sentenced Bud to 

several hours of community service a day, seven days a week, for the rest of the summer.21 

A partial explanation for Bud's behavior, and the reason Doctor Zumwalt 

endeavored to keep his son's mischief from the newspaper, lies with Frances Zumwalt. 

Though in 1935 doctors succeeded in removing her cancerous breast, the diseased cells 

had already metastasized into her bone structure. To a family still numb from Bruce 

Craig's untimely death, Frances' bone cancer struck deep. Elmo Senior struggled mightily 

to maintain his good cheer, though failed attempts to treat his wife's illness placed 

increasing burdens on his psyche, and on the family's finances. The Zumwalt children also 

bore the load of their mother's suffering and it weighed heavily on them. Though her 

positive demeanor could inspire the children-Bud, after having lost interest in the Boy 

Scouts, secured the rank of Eagle Scout at her request-the cloud of her terminal illness 

could also shorten tempers. 

Bud's infatuation with a classmate, Anita Whistler, fueled a lengthy series of 

confrontations with Doctor Zumwalt. Bud had his first crush-in junior high school—on 

Anita and they dated heavily his senior year in high school. She was quite pretty, and 

brilliant, but Elmo's parents regarded her as unstable and expressed concern that their 

relationship was becoming too serious. An angry argument with Elmo Senior followed, in 

which Bud threatened to marry her as soon as he graduated. Doctor Zumwalt, 

increasingly stressed by his wife's agonizing terminal illness, overreacted and challenged 

his son "to leave the house if he was so anxious to make his own decisions." Bud did that 

on one occasion, and with Anita Whistler planned to elope to Nevada and get married. 

The two traveled as far as Fresno—forty miles to the north—before Bud's conscience 

21Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, pp. 30-31. 
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intervened. With his mother dying at home and his father overwrought by the helplessness 

of it all, Bud "just couldn't face what it would do to his parents." Their relationship then 

quickly faded.22 

In the late spring of 1938, Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., graduated Valedictorian from 

Tulare Union High School and pondered his future. Elmo Senior and Frances both 

encouraged him to seek an appointment to the United States Military Academy at West 

Point, largely because the environment could focus Bud's seemingly boundless energy and 

provide more discipline than they could. Bud, who wanted to be a doctor like his parents, 

flirted with the idea of going to the University of California at Berkeley with his friends 

(Saralee was also a student there), but decided that the academy appealed to him. The 

main selling point was the free tuition, which would be a godsend to his struggling 

parents. Also in the back of Bud's mind were the developing crises in Europe and Asia-

he read news magazines avidly. Elmo Senior served in the active reserves and was an 

ardent interventionist, something else that set him apart from most of his peers. Despite 

their clashes, Bud respected his father's tradition of public service enormously and wanted 

to do his part, whatever that might be. He decided that medical school could wait. 

Doctor Zumwalt learned through his congressman, A.J. Elliot, that appointments 

to West Point came through competitive examination. Elmo Senior did not leave it at 

that, however. He took his son to see all of the important county officials-men who knew 

the congressmen and the senators—and had Bud ask them to write letters on his behalf. 

While immersed in this process Bud decided that he was more interested in the Naval 

Academy than in West Point. The change of heart came only a month before the 

competitive exam and after a lengthy discussion with P.M. Longan. the brother of Bart 

22"JGZ Autobiography," p. 66, and Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. 
Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), August 8, 1982, pp. 37, 39-40. 
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Longan, a Tulare cattleman and friend of the Zumwalt family. The Longans, who made a 

fortune in both cattle and Mexican oil investments, had grown up in New England and 

were the descendants of Irish immigrants who worked as whalers. One evening over 

dinner the Longan brothers regaled the Zumwalts with sea stories, and described the 

difference between campaigns on land and campaigns at sea, and the freedom that came 

with the command of ships and fleets. To Bud, the stories were intoxicating and he 

immediately shifted to compete for a spot at Annapolis. He also decided to take the 

competitive examination offered by Senator Hiram Johnson, the old Progressive 

Republican and former Governor of California. Johnson, who happened to be a close 

friend of Bud's Uncle Cicero, encouraged him to take the exam for the following year-

1939-as all of the 1938 openings for the academy were filled. 

The aspiring young man did not waste the intervening year. Rather, he spent it at 

the Rutherford Preparatory School in Long Beach, in order to prepare further for the 

examination. He also hedged his bets, joining the enlisted naval reserve in Long Beach in 

order to qualify for a possible presidential appointment. Both Bud and his father agreed 

that the additional study would be beneficial because "Tulare High School was not the 

most competitive environment and being an 'A' student there didn't necessarily mean that I 

was going to do all that well on a statewide exam." Zumwalt remembers that the prep 

school year involved heavy academics on weeknights and heavy double dating on the 

weekends with the friends he made there, including the Bagley brothers, David and Worth, 

both of whom graduated from the Naval Academy and retired, like Zumwalt, in the 1970s 

as four star admirals.23 

23Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, pp. 45-47. 
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Bud learned conflicting things about his chosen service that summer. W.R. "Jack" 

Rutherford, the man who ran the school, was a retired naval civil servant of many years' 

experience. Zumwalt, by chance, drew the seat next to Rutherford at the meal table, and 

so through the year talked at length with the older man about his first career. Rutherford 

described in detail "the problems that one has with bureaucracy and about how hard it is to 

move things in a bureaucratic system." These words had great influence on Bud, but Ms 

own firsthand observation worked to mitigate that voice of experience. Because the battle 

fleet was at that point still homeported in Long Beach, within view of the school, the 

students developed an unrealistic impression of navy life. The naval service, the boys were 

convinced, "was a kind of disciplined but fun-loving country club existence. In those days 

the fleet, because of lack of funds, was tied up in port most of the year, then it would go 

out for a few weeks and have very intense fleet exercises. . . . Once in a while they might 

go to Hawaii for a couple of weeks."24 

The period of preparation at Rutherford, whatever impressions it may have given 

its students about the United States Navy, paid off. Bud Zumwalt, to the great pride of 

his parents, scored high on the exam and Hiram Johnson awarded him a Senatorial 

appointment to Annapolis. He returned to Tulare a fledgling member of the USNA Class 

of 1943. 

Bud also returned home to his dying mother, who was spending the last months of 

her life bedridden. Her agonizing decline as the bone cancer eroded her body forced her 

doctors to prescribe heavy doses of opiates, which even as they eased her suffering caused 

her to have long periods of hallucination and incoherence. This was far worse than Bruce 

24The war, of course, changed all of that. Zumwalt, though, continued to believe 
the navy would return to this somnolent pace following the end of hostilities. In 1945 he 
even convinced his bride, Mouza, that navy life meant at least eight or ten months of the 
year together. Ibid., pp. 48-50. 
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Craig's death, which for him came relatively quickly. "The overriding trauma of my 

youth," he said, "was the slow demise of my mother." It wounded Bud deeply to leave for 

Annapolis, knowing he would never see his mother again. He vividly remembers the last 

time he saw her, the morning he left. He went in to say good-bye. Both mother and son 

were very casual, and as Bud went out the front door he halted in his tracks with the 

overpowering feeling that he could not leave this way. He returned to his mother's 

bedside and found her crying, the sobs wracking her emaciated form. Bud took her hand 

and together they cried for a long time. Finally, Frances forced her son to promise her 

that he would not leave Annapolis for her funeral. With that, they said their good-byes, 

and Bud left. It was, he said, one of the hardest things he ever had to do.25 

Doctor Zumwalt took his son to the train station at Corcoran, California, where he 

embarked on the four-day, three thousand mile trip. Bud, who sat up the whole way 

because he did not have first class accommodations, arrived in Annapolis very tired and 

already homesick. His misery worsened through inactivity, as he and the other plebe 

midshipmen endured an excruciatingly dull three day period of waiting while busy clerks 

processed their paperwork. He also imagined the time his buddies, who all went to 

civilian colleges in California, must have been having. By the end of the third day Bud 

Zumwalt was feeling very sorry for himself. The plebes were due to take the oath on the 

fourth day, but before taking the oath Bud—his voice breaking—called his father and said, 

"Dad, I just don't like it here. I'm coming home." His father, barely able to conceal his 

own emotion, said, "All right Bud, come home." Over the gulf of years, the admiral still 

remembers that moment as if it were yesterday. Something in his father's voice put steel in 

the young man. "The tears in his voice kept me there," he said. Bud Zumwalt had 

25Ibid., p. 6. 
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something to fight for, and embarked with renewed purpose into the mysteries of Plebe 

Summer. Early on the morning of September 13, 1939, Doctor Frances Zumwalt lost her 

struggle with cancer and died quietly, her husband at her side. As Tulareans mourned the 

woman they knew as "Doctor Frances," Bud struggled to carve his niche at the Naval 

Academy. 

Most freshmen, whether they endure Plebe Summer at Annapolis, or the more 

infamous "Beast Barracks" at West Point, recall with distaste, mingled with pride at 

having survived, the regimen of hazing by upperclassmen. Bud Zumwalt, ever the 

maverick, almost got a perverse pleasure out of it because it allowed him to "joust" with 

what he saw as a "Mickey Mouse" system. Hazing involved providing long answers-

learned by rote—to such ritualized questions as, "Mister, how low are you?" The answer 

of course, was, "Sir, I am lower than a bucket of whale shit at the bottom of so many 

fathoms of water." Incorrect answers incurred upperclassman wrath, and the offending 

plebe found himself "sitting on air," or mimicking the act of sitting without benefit of a 

chair. This continued until the legs went numb and the plebe fell over backwards. Other 

punishments included push-ups, usually the number of one's graduating class—in 

Zumwalt's case, forty-three—or that number of lashes on the buttocks, done with a broom 

and more humihating than painful. Zumwalt though, found ways of striking back. For 

instance, he would deliberately infuriate his table captain—an upperclassman—by turning 

his utensils the wrong way. Bud found the hazing more ribald than brutal, though he 

admits that his first classman, William Lattimore, was a decent sort and the kind of person 

that the plebes admired.26 Zumwalt also tweaked the system by "going over the w all," 

that is, the risky practice of leaving Academy grounds without authorization. His usual 

^Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), May 9, 
1997. 
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reason: to see a girl he met and started dating. He would either simply sneak out at night, 

or sign himself out for the permitted cross-country hike and meet his date, or "drag" in 

midshipman slang, at a prearranged location.27 

Interestingly, two of Zumwalt's three roommates, and his closest friends 

throughout his time at the academy, were Northern Californians-George Whisler and 

Raymond Angelo. Together the three of them endured the challenges of academy life. 

Zumwalt, because of his last name, found himself ranked last in his class as the academic 

year began, and as he had in high school, took it as a challenge to rise above his 

classmates. By the end of his plebe year Bud ranked forty-eighth, and by the end of his 

second year he ranked sixteenth. As he had at Tulare Union, Bud excelled in English and 

History, but struggled with math and the required mechanical engineering course taught by 

the legendary Professor Earl W. "Slipstick Willie" Thompson. More than once he paid 

homage to "the god of 2.5," the statue of Tecumseh that stood silently before the 

imposing edifice of Bancroft Hall. Superstitious midshipmen believed, and may still 

believe, that casting pennies before the statue and rendering a left-handed salute will 

guarantee them a 2.5, or a passing grade. Zumwalt, after struggling with the final 

examination and fearing that he would "bilge," passed with a 2.8.28 

In his memoir, Zumwalt wrote "the education the Academy offered did not impress 

me. It was a trade school rather than a college, and I did not emerge from it with a feeling 

27Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., USN (Ret.), August 
8, 1982, p. 61. 

2 8The statute began life as the figurehead on the battleship USS Delaware. The 
midshipmen also decorate the statue with war paint before athletic contests against West 
Point teams. Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, pp. 58-59. 
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of intellectual satiety, or even fulfillment."29 Most of the instructors required rote 

recitation or blackboard work--"manning the boards"-that required preparation, though 

not necessarily thought. That situation deteriorated further when the war began and 

reservists replaced the normal active duty instructors. Bud Zumwalt discovered that 

becoming well-rounded at the academy meant participating in stimulating extra-curricular 

activities. He found his answer in the Quarterdeck Society, the academy's debate club, 

and won several awards for his performances in interbattalion debating contests. In his 

first two years as a Society member Bud took first place-and the gold watch-in public 

speaking competitions. He also served on the staff of Trident Magazine, the journal of the 

Academy's literary society. 

Sports provided an outlet, if not a distraction. Though Bud knew he was not big 

enough to play on the varsity squad, he went out for the academy's football team. His 

Annapolis football career lasted a matter of three weeks, before he suffered a knee injury 

when two All-American players—Vito Vitucci and Eugene Flathmann—gang tackled him in 

a scrimmage. After that humbling episode, Bud limited himself to intramural sports and 

running track.30 

Midshipman Zumwalt did, however, distinguish himself as a leader, and was 

promoted in his senior year—the only year midshipmen held such positions—from among 

the company commanders to be the regimental three-striper, or the seventh-ranked 

midshipman, militarily. That position involved executing the drill field commands issued 

29Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., On Watch: A Memoir (New York: Quadrangle, 1976), 
p. 24. 

^^This was in the glory days of the 1940s when the two service academies 
competed annually with other powerhouse programs for national championships in college 
football. Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret), May 9, 1997. 
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by the company commander, in addition to organizing the watch-standing for Bancroft 

Hall. Bud, unless he was officer of the day and in charge of the drill, never quite seemed 

to overcome his tendency to daydream. During one formation the hapless Zumwalt turned 

right as the rest of the company turned left. His roommates never let him forget the 

blunder. In The Lucky Bag-ihQ Academy's yearbook-George Whisler noted Bud's 

growing reputation as a ladies' man and mentioned "The Gaffe:" 

To Bud the only two things of any importance in this life are women and 
women. But when he did take time off from his amorous pursuits, he 
could do amazing things in other fields as well. Bud insisted youngster 
year was fruit and starred to prove it. Not being content with being great 
academically, he was twice winner of the Quarterdeck Society's public 
speaking contest. Like all men of genius, Bud leaned a bit towards the 
absent-minded side. Few of us will ever forget his solo 'column right' in the 
middle of a company mass. But we who know Bud are confident that 
success will follow him wherever he goes.31 

The events of Sunday, December 7, 1941, disrupted the cloistered life of the boys 

in Bancroft Hall just as it disrupted life all over America. That day, the future admiral and 

one of his associates were drinking beer on an illicit date at the apartment of one of the 

young ladies. They heard someone shouting "Turn on the radio! Turn on the radio!" 

Upon hearing the stunning news that Japan had attacked the United States Fleet in Hawaii, 

the two returned to the Academy, "knowing it was the thing to do."32 Later, when all of 

the midshipmen had returned to Bancroft, additional news filtered in. Zumwalt recalls the 

hot anger that flowed through the middies as it became apparent that "we had taken a hell 

^The Lucky Bag, 1943, The Nimitz Library, United States Naval Academy, 
Annapolis, Maryland. 

32Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, p. 76. 
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of a beating at Pearl Harbor." Some of the incoming reports took a distinctly personal 

quality. One of the seniors, Isaac Kidd, Jr., learned that his father, Admiral Isaac Kidd, 

died aboard his flagship, the USS Arizona. The realization that this war would soon be 

their war crept over the Yard and settled into the grim minds of the Brigade. 

Within a week of the declaration of war the Academy's administration announced 

that the Class of'42 would graduate at the end of December, 1941, and the Class of'43 

would graduate in June, 1942; the exigencies of war. This shortening of the curriculum, 

perhaps, is one of the reasons why Zumwalt does not fully value the quality of the 

education he received at Annapolis. Academic study fell by the wayside as the 

administration turned the midshipmen's full attention to naval science, navigation, gunnery, 

engineering, and the like. The seriousness of the situation was lost on no one, and the 

admiral noted that all of the usual fooling around dropped ofl; "because you knew [the 

instruction] could well end up meaning a question of life or death."33 The midshipmen 

also received an opportunity to choose possible career alternatives. Though all graduates 

initially went to the surface fleet, they would soon have the option of submarine school or 

flight training. Bud leaned towards flight training, but finally decided before graduation to 

cast his lot with the surface fleet. He felt that the time spent in additional training would 

deny him the opportunity to see quick action against the Japanese.34 

Following his June 19 graduation, Ensign Zumwalt drove cross country to San 

Francisco, where his orders instructed him to board the SS Calameres for transport to 

Pearl Harbor. There the newly minted naval officers would receive their assignments to 

the fleet. The admiral recalled that the men could request certain ship types, but the final 

33Ibid., p. 78. 

34Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt., Jr., USN (Ret.), May 9, 
1997. 
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decision was the result of a lottery. Bud requested first battleships, then aircraft carriers, 

then cruisers, and destroyers last. His reason, he had become violently seasick on his 

midshipman summer cruise to the Virgin Islands aboard the battleship USS New York. 

Unfortunately for the future CNO, he drew a high number and found himself assigned to a 

destroyer, the USS Phelps (DD-360). 

Because most of the fleet was already in the Southwest Pacific, Zumwalt and a 

number of his classmates found themselves shipping out on the troop transport USS Zeilin 

en route to the Solomon Islands, where the invasions of Tulagi and Guadalcanal were 

about to take place. The Zeilin arrived off Guadalcanal and began offloading supplies for 

the Marine landing force when the task force commander received word that a Japanese 

fleet was approaching the landing area. The events that follow ed angered Zumwalt and 

many of the others aboard. The commanding officer directed the men to throw overboard 

the supplies intended for the Marines ashore, so that the poorly armed transport could 

depart before the Japanese warships arrived. Later that night, August 8-9, at the Battle of 

Savo Island, the Japanese inflicted shocking losses on the Allied fleet, sending four 

cruisers to the bottom of what soon became known as "Ironbottom Sound." Though not 

a participant in the battle, Zumwalt could see the flashes of the engagement over the 

horizon, and hear the rolling thunder of heavy explosions. Before reaching his assigned 

destroyer, Zumwalt found himself aboard an oiler, then aboard the carrier USS Saratoga, 

before he finally swung aboard the Phelps by high line in late August 1942. Bud Zumwalt. 

the Californian flat lander who chose the Naval Academy after being entranced by a family 

friend's sea stories, and member of USNA Class of'43, was chronically seasick his first 

three months aboard.35 

3 ^Ibid. Zumwalt laughingly recalled that every time he set foot aboard a destroyer 
he got seasick, and it took him weeks to acclimate himself to the vessel's motion. That 
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Aboard Phelps Zumwalt served as the assistant engineering officer and electrical 

officer as the destroyer continued to act as escort to the Saratoga. In the battles of 

August 22nd and 23rd a Japanese aerial torpedo struck the carrier and she limped back to 

Hawaii for repairs. The Phelps then returned to Mare Island for a much-needed overhaul. 

The ship, one of the few to get underway during the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, had 

been almost constantly at sea since that morning. During the subsequent overhaul yard 

workers fitted the Phelps with radar, and Zumwalt found himself detached to sit in on a 

training course for the repair (as opposed to the operation) of the new equipment. When 

the destroyer completed its post-overhaul work-ups and gunnery exercises and again put 

to sea, Ensign Zumwalt had additional duties as combat information officer and radar 

maintenance officer. Now, in the spring of 1943, Phelps sailed as part of the screening 

force for the invasion of Artu and Kiska, islands in the Western Aleutians the Japanese had 

taken in June 1942, as a feint to draw attention away from their Midway operation. On 

the first night out of San Francisco, as the Phelps sailed to Puget Sound where it was to 

join with other ships attached to the task force, the captain called Zumwalt to the bridge 

and asked him to identify a bright blob on the radar scope. Thinking back to his 

abbreviated training the ensign remembered that the radar often reflected ionized layers in 

the atmosphere and rendered them on the scope in just such a fashion. "Captain," he said, 

"that must be an ionized layer." The captain replied, "Fine," and dismissed him. An hour 

later the captain again called Zumwalt to the bridge and with a grandiose sweep of his 

hand showed the young officer a large convoy of more than thirty merchant ships. "Take 

lasted until about 1950, when Dramamine became available. Thereafter Zumwalt's 
queasiness lasted no more than the first two days of each deployment. 
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a look at your Goddamned ionized layer," he growled. Zumwalt, embarrassed, recalled, "I 

had to learn fast."36 

The invasion of Attu took place in May 1943, and in most treatments of the Pacific 

War is little more than a footnote. Though the Japanese lost more than two thousand men 

in the fighting on Attu, the main force withdrew from Kiska under cover of fog and 

darkness, leaving the Americans in possession of the rocky, tundra-covered islands. They 

continued to harass the invasion force, however, with aircraft operating at extreme ranges 

out of bases on the southern tip of Kamchatka. On one such occasion, Zumwalt recalled, 

three Japanese Mitsubishi 97 bombers flew in low over a ridge. The bridge lookout at first 

mistook the aircraft for a similar American bomber. "Those are B-25s," he said to 

Zumwalt, who was the officer of the deck. Next he informed the bridge that the bombers 

had dropped their fuel tanks into the bay. Almost immediately thereafter he yelled, "Jesus 

Christ, the gas tanks are underway! Torpedoes! Torpedoes!" Zumwalt ordered hard right 

rudder and took the ship up to flank speed. At that moment the captain burst onto the 

bridge, and even though Zumwalt had already taken the annunciator handles down to their 

stops, "[the captain] was so anxious to get the ship to build up speed that like a kid on a 

scooter he kept his hands on the annunciators to make it go faster—one of the many 

foolish things you do in action." The torpedoes, which the Japanese set to run deep for 

larger vessels, passed harmlessly under the Phelps' keel.37 

Interestingly, as the Phelps returned to Dutch Harbor from that patrol Zumwalt 

received blinker traffic from a nearby transport. It read, "msg. Lt.(j.g.) Zumwalt, I'm on 

the transport behind you. We'll see you in Adak." To Bud's surprise, Doctor Zumwalt had 

sent the message. The transport passed close aboard the destroyer and father and son 

36Ibid. 

37Ibid. 
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were able to wave at one another. When the war started the doctor, still a reservist, 

returned to active duty, was promoted to colonel, and went to Fort Lewis, Washington. 

Later, he assumed command of the 30th Field Hospital, and that unit went ashore at 

Kiska. There Zumwalt was able to visit his father, who was living in a tent in the cold 

mud. He took the doctor aboard the Phelps for a hot meal, followed by a dessert of ice 

cream and fresh strawberries. It was a rare moment of pleasure for both men in the midst 

of the war. "When he got through," his son recalled, "he turned to the skipper and said, 

'I'd rather be an ensign in the navy than a colonel in the army in any war.' And then we 

took him ashore."38 

Shortly thereafter, in August 1943, the navy reassigned Lieutenant Zumwalt to the 

USS Robinson (DD-562), a destroyer then building. In the interim he was seconded to 

San Francisco to the Operational Training Command where he learned the skills 

associated with his position aboard the new ship—combat evaluator, and fighter director. 

Zumwalt reported aboard the new vessel, designated the flagship of Destroyer Division 

112, in January 1944. After her shakedown cruise, the Robinson sailed west to become 

part of the screening force for the invasion of Saipan, which took place in June 1944. As 

fierce fighting raged up the island, the Robinson and other vessels provided gunfire 

support. As the battle for Saipan drew to a close, the ship's crew watched with mingled 

horror and fascination as Japanese troops—and civilians—hurled themselves from the cliffs 

38Ibid. From there the Department of the Army reassigned Doctor Zumwalt to 
Fort Campbell, Kentucky, where he took command of the 100th Evacuation Hospital. 
Following the Normandy landings in June, 1944, the 100th Evac operated with Patton's 
Third Army as it fought its way across Western Europe. At war's end, Doctor Zumwalt 
was one of the first American military health care professionals to enter the Dachau 
concentration camp, where he declared a medical emergency and took immediate steps to 
improve the camp's sanitation. Dead prisoners lay unburied everywhere, left by their 
fleeing guards. He ordered bodies buried, buildings burned, and the survivors treated, 
deloused, and counseled. See "JGZ Autobiography," p. 15 
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at the north end of the island. At the same time they could listen to Tokyo Rose, who not 

only played popular American music (that is why the men listened), but made such 

disingenuous statements as "The stupid Americans are fighting a useless war. They are 

being slaughtered by the tens of thousands in the South Pacific and Europe. How would 

you like to be home now with your best girl listening to this song, You'd be so nice to 

come home to.' The Americans have nothing to gain in the South Pacific but the lives of 

their men." That is what James Heinecke, one of the Robinson's sonar operators 

remembers of Saipan, that and the endless days of sticky blinding heat that intensified the 

stench of the floating, bloated Japanese corpses the vessel continuously encountered as it 

sailed its figure eight patrol route between Saipan and Tinian.39 

Through the rest of the summer of 1944 the Robinson alternated gunfire support 

for the American landings on Tinian, Peleliu, Palau with periodic liberty stops at Manus, in 

the Admiralty Islands. In October 1944 the destroyer joined forces under the command of 

Douglas MacArthur for the invasion of Leyte, in the Philippines. During these landings 

the Japanese introduced Zumwalt and his peers to the new tactic of kamikaze-- or suicide 

attacks. In late 1944 the Japanese subjected the invasion fleet to almost daily aerial 

bombardment, often with harrowing effect. The Robinson, though never hit by Japanese 

aircraft, had several very close calls. Several of the destroyers in her division suffered 

devastating casualties as the increasingly desperate Japanese lashed out at the American 

fleet. 

The Imperial Japanese Navy launched a major attack to break up the American 

invasion fleet. They used a clever ruse to draw Admiral William F. Halsey's fast carriers 

and battleships to the north in pursuit of their remaining aircraft carriers, thus allowing 

39James Heinecke, "The Exploits of the USS Robinson, (DD 562), 1944-1945," p. 
14, an unpublished diary in the possession of Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.). 
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Admiral Shoji Nishimura's Southern force-composed of two battleships, two cruisers, and 

seven destroyers-to steam from its bases in the Celebes (Sulawesi) and approach the 

invasion fleet from the Southwest, through the Surigao Straits. The two fleets joined 

battle late on the evening of Wednesday, October 25, 1944. Lieutenant Zumwalt, aboard 

the Robinson, was part of an American force under Rear Admiral Jesse B. Oldendorf that 

included the battleships California, West Virginia, Maryland, Tennessee, Pennsylvania, 

and Mississippi, seven cruisers, and twelve destroyers. American PT boats waiting in the 

narrow channel initiated the attack, but without success. The destroyers opened the 

second round, pressing ahead without firing their weapons to avoid detection. The 

Japanese, preoccupied with exchanging salvoes with the larger ships, did not notice the 

three columns of destroyers bearing down on them until they were quite close. They 

quickly laid down fire, most of which sailed over the destroyers charging in at flank speed. 

The Robinson, in the van of the left flank, fired a spread of torpedoes and turned hard to 

the left, coming so close to the shoreline in the Straits that her screws churned up mud. 

"It was all over almost as soon as it started," recalled Seaman Heinecke. "We're one of 

the few destroyers who have ever made a torpedo attack on a battleship and lived to tell 

about it. I cannot understand how a ship can be so lucky."40 Luck had little to do with it. 

The Japanese commander erred tremendously in bringing his ships up the narrow channel 

in a column. Oldendorf s big-gunned vessels effortlessly crossed the "T" of the Japanese 

attack, which the destroyers' torpedoes had already put in disarray. Their fourteen and 

40lbid., pp. 61-63. A second Japanese force under Admiral Takeo Kurita broke 
into Leyte Gulf through the San Bernadino Strait and managed to attack the lightly 
defended invasion fleet. Kurita's poorly organized force managed to sink only one escort 
carrier, the USS Gambier Bay, before an heroic—though suicidal—torpedo attack by 
escorting destroyers broke up the attack. For a complete and scholarly account of the full 
Battle of Leyte Gulf, see Thomas J. Cutler, The Battle of Leyte Gulf, 23-26 October, 1944 
(New York: Harper Collins, 1994). 
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sixteen-inch guns, firing with deadly accurate radar control, annihilated what remained of 

the attacking Japanese by the light of Nishimura's fiercely burning flagship, the battleship 

Yamashiro. 

As dawn broke over the Surigao Strait, the Robinson steamed past a large mass of 

wreckage to which several hundred exhausted Japanese sailors clung. The Americans 

tried to pick them out of the sea, but managed to bring only one aboard. The others swam 

away, and several slit their own throats with knives. The Robinson left them there to die. 

For his fire control efforts during the night torpedo attack on Nishimura's battleships, 

Lieutenant Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., received the Bronze Star with combat V.41 

After the enormous engagement at Leyte Gulf, the Robinson continued to provide 

fire support—and duck kamikaze attacks—during the landings at Lingayen in January, 

1945, and at Balikpapan, Borneo, in June, 1945. In her first year of existence, Zumwalt's 

destroyer steamed more than 60,000 miles, taking part in nine engagements and firing 

more than 9,000 5-inch projectiles at the Japanese. She ended the war escorting six 

minesweepers to the mouth of the Yangtze River, where on September 11, 1945, she 

stopped and boarded a Japanese river gunboat, the 1200-ton HIJMS Ataka. Lieutenant 

Zumwalt became the prize crew captain, and with ten other Americans took the two 

hundred Japanese aboard prisoner. Zumwalt then carried out his mission, clearing the 

Yangtze and Hwangpoo Rivers of mines. He forced the uncooperative Japanese captain, 

who knew the river and its obstacles well, to help him. 

4lHeinecke, "The Exploits of the USS Robinson" p. 63. When Admiral Zumwalt 
was CNO he visited Japan as a guest of the Japanese Navy. At a dinner party he met 
Admiral Itaya, who survived the sinking of his ship during the engagement in the Surigao 
Straits. "Admiral Itaya toasted me for my marksmanship and I toasted him for his 
survivability." Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., May 10, 1997. 
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Zumwalt, the Ataka, and his American-Chinese-Japanese crew arrived in Shanghai, 

still occupied by 175,000 surly Japanese troops rumored to have surrendered. Zumwalt 

had orders to make contact with a unit of American naval irregulars under Commodore 

Milton E. "Mary" Miles.42 These naval guerrillas were supposed to have established an 

office in Shanghai, a mere several blocks from the wharves. Zumwalt found that to be the 

case, though one of his sailors, a young farmer from Texas, three times had to use force to 

disarm angry Japanese officers seeking to kill him. As more and more Chinese troops 

poured into Shanghai to disarm the Japanese, the uneasy and potentially lethal situation 

stabilized. The six weeks or so that Zumwalt spent in Shanghai changed his life, because 

there he met and married Mouza Coutelais du Roche, the daughter of a French father and 

an exiled White Russian mother. They met at a dinner party given for the American 

officers, and as far as Bud was concerned, it was love at first sight. He convinced Mouza 

to help him study the Russian language, and they began dating. Within a matter of days 

Bud proposed, and two days later Mouza accepted. They were married by a Russian 

Orthodox minister on October 22, 1945. The lieutenant was due to return to the 

Robinson the next morning, but found out that orders had arrived, assigning him to be the 

executive officer of the USS Saufley (DD-465), which was not due to arrive for another 

week. The Zumwalts got their honeymoon.43 

42See Milton E. Miles, A Different Kind of War: The Little-Known Story of the 
Combined Guerrilla Forces Created in China by the U.S. Navy and the Chinese During 
World War II (New York: Doubleday, 1967). 

43For a full and fascinating account of Elmo Zumwalt's six weeks in Shanghai, and 
his unique experiences there, see the lengthy letter he wrote to his father, reprinted in On 
Watch, pp. 3-22. Upon returning to the United States in December. Lieutenant Zumwalt 
took advantage of a newly passed GI Bride Law. While in Charleston for the 
decommissioning of the Saufley, he went to Washington and managed to get in to see E. 
Everett Drumwright, the Undersecretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs. Drumwright 
expedited Zumwalt's case, and Mouza arrived in Seattle aboard an army transport in 
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A Rising Officer: 1946-1968 

Zumwalt discovered after the war that the navy lifestyle was not what he had 

imagined it while a student at the Rutherford Preparatory School. Uncertain, and starting 

out with a new wife and baby—Elmo Ill-Bud toyed with the idea of returning to the 

University of California—which had already accepted him-to attend medical school. In 

1947, while serving as the executive officer aboard USS Zellars (DD-777) he even 

tendered his resignation to his commanding officer, Commander Lewis S. Kintberger. 

Kintberger, who saw potential in his unsettled XO, accepted the letter but then sat on it 

for six weeks until he finally persuaded Zumwalt to withdraw it.44 

In the following year, 1948, Zumwalt was enjoying his first extended shore duty 

since the war began, teaching naval science to NROTC students at the University of North 

Carolina, Chapel Hill. These were bitter times for the navy. While the United States 

reorganized its national security structure by the light of the atomic bomb, the navy 

struggled to keep headway against a nascent air force convinced of its nuclear infalhbihty. 

The Secretary of Defense under President Truman, Louis Johnson, sided with the air force 

and attempted to gut the navy's budget. Ranking naval officers, flirting openly with 

insubordination, struck back in a bitter contest remembered in naval history as The Revolt 

of the Admirals.45 Younger officers like Zumwalt could not escape the cynical feeling that 

March 1946. Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), May 9, 
1997. 

44Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
August 8, 1982, p. 16. 

4^For an account of the struggle between the advocates of air power and naval 
power, see Jeffrey G. Barlow's excellent Revolt of the Admirals (Washington DC: Naval 
Historical Center, 1994). 
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the surface navy was fast becoming a dead end, and that surface line officers were heretics 

in an age of nuclear enlightenment. Interestingly, this time, a figure of much greater 

prominence—General George C. Marshall, the architect of the American apparatus that 

secured victory in the Second World War-convinced Zumwalt to remain in the service 

when he again considered resigning his commission. 

In Chapel Hill, the Zumwalts lived in Victory Village, one of the proliferating low-

cost housing projects that sprang up all over the United States after the war. Their next 

door neighbors were James Caldwell, a history professor, and his wife Caroline, whose 

aunt was a lifelong friend of Mrs. Marshall. One weekend she took the Caldwells and the 

Zumwalts to the Marshall family's vacation home in Pinehurst, North Carolina. The young 

naval officer, following lunch, enjoyed several hours of private discussion with Marshall, 

whom fellow Secretary of State under Truman Dean Acheson described variously as "A 

Man for All Seasons," or, a man so "in command of himself' that whatever the situation, 

he radiated authority and calm. "The moment General Marshall entered a room everyone 

in it felt his presence. . . .[He] compelled respect."46 Zumwalt was similarly struck. "You 

felt like you were talking to a saint when you talked to him," he said. Zumwalt 

complained to Marshall about how debilitated the navy had become under Secretary 

Johnson, telling him stories of short-handed engineering watches and outdated equipment. 

Marshall listened to the lieutenant and then said in his low, staccato voice, "Young man, 

you shouldn't worry. Prior to World War Two we were in the same shape. This country 

is a sleeping giant, and when awakened can recover very rapidly. We are headed for 

another war, and you withdraw that resignation because we're going to be in that war in 

4^Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation; My Years in the State Department 
(New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1969), pp. 140-142. 
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another year or two." Marshall was correct on both counts. Zumwalt accepted the 

general's wisdom, kept his commission, and never looked back.47 

The new war, Korea, sprang into the nation's consciousness in the Summer of 

1950, and was shocking because it was not the war the new high priests of the nuclear age 

predicted. Rather, it was fought much as World War II had been fought, and it allowed 

the navy to exercise its more traditional missions of sea lift, sea control, and shore 

bombardment. Zumwalt, then a lieutenant commander, was enjoying his first command, 

the destroyer escort USS Tills (DE 748). He appreciated the command so much because 

as captain of a semi-ready vessel used to train reservists, Zumwalt could make—and leam 

from—mistakes in a more forgiving environment. The learning curve steepened when the 

North Koreans crossed the 38th parallel. The reservists became active duty, and the 

tempo of training quickened. In March 1951, when Zumwalt found himself reassigned to 

the battleship Wisconsin (BB-64)—along with large numbers of battleship-experienced 

World War II veterans recalled for active duty—he was momentarily disappointed until he 

considered that serving in Korea would be career-enhancing. 

On Wisconsin Zumwalt served as navigator aboard a vessel that spent an eight-

month cruise on what was called the "bomb line." The battleship steamed in patterns off 

the Korean peninsula, occasionally rescuing downed aviators but mostly engaging in fire 

missions in support of the Marines along the front. When called upon, the Wisconsin 

could send salvos of two thousand pound shells the size of Volkswagens raining down on 

targets twenty miles distant. "The navigator's job," said Zumwalt, "was to locate the ship 

so precisely that the initial salvo required very little of a spot in order to get quickly on 

target at the time gunfire was called for." When a call for fire support came in, the 

^Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), May 9, 
1997. 
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battleship, which orbited a trapezoidal box off the peninsula for eighteen to twenty hours a 

day, would make flank speed to the target area and when the ship was 1000 yards from 

the bomb line Zumwalt would call for hard over on the rudder. By the time the ship came 

out of the turn its bulk had slowed it to the recommended speed for bombardment-five 

knots.48 In addition to fire support along the front, the Wisconsin engaged targets of 

opportunity inside North Korea. On one occasion the ship's sixteen inch guns destroyed a 

train by sealing it inside a coastal mountain tunnel. On a second occasion, "for 

psychological effect," the battleship entered the North Korean harbor of Wonsan and 

bombarded targets at near point-blank range. On still another occasion, the Wisconsin 

demonstrated the power of her main battery by shearing the top off a hill in order to 

destroy an artillery position that had fired on her from the reverse slope.49 Zumwalt found 

the work challenging, and even enjoyable, though the long hours on the bomb line were 

mentally draining. 

Some of the work Zumwalt did as navigator borders on humorous. At one point 

during his tour aboard the battleship, the Commander, Seventh Fleet, Vice Admiral Harold 

M. "Beauty" Martin made Wisconsin his flagship. The vessel periodically returned to 

Sasebo in Japan to reload and reprovision, and less often to Yokosuka for refits. The 

Department of Defense designated an income tax line around the war zone in Korea and 

decreed that as long as a ship spent any part of month inside the zone the ship's crew was 

exempt from income taxes for that month. At one point the Wisconsin was due to come 

off the bomb line on the last day of the month, and Admiral Martin ordered Zumwalt to 

48Paul Stillwell Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), July 
24, 1985, pp. 8,27. 

49Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), May 9. 
1997. 
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keep the ship inside the income tax line, while still steaming in the general direction of 

Sasebo, until fifteen minutes after midnight. Zumwalt then had to inform the captain of 

the guard destroyer, which kept position 2000 yards ahead of the larger vessel, of the new 

night orders. As he relayed the message to the Wisconsin's combat information center 

(CIC), he said, "That's the end of the message, combat, but for your personal information 

the reason for that strange-looking maneuver is to keep us inside the income tax line until 

fifteen minutes after midnight." The young lieutenant in CIC relayed the entire message in 

the clear to the destroyer, including the "for your personal information" segment. 

Zumwalt cringed and sat back to wait for "the blast from Jehovah." Fortunately, the 

Seventh Fleet staff officer found the gaffe humorous and did not report it to Admiral 

Martin.50 

Following his Korean War service Lieutenant Commander Zumwalt spent a year as 

a student at the Naval War College in Newport, Rhode Island, in the command and staff 

course, and then did two years' shore duty in the Navy's Bureau of Personnel (BuPers), in 

Washington, D.C. When he was assigned as Head of Complements and Allowances 

Division, Shore Section, he said to Mouza, "I don't know why, but IVe been killed." He 

feared that the position was a no-talent, dead-end job. However, as he became immersed 

in the task he noticed that what he was actually doing was rewriting the billet structure for 

many of the navy's activities. The new Requirements Division that grew out of his efforts 

greatly improved the navy's long range personnel planning and garnered praise from the 

Chief of Naval Personnel, Vice Admiral James Holloway, who wrote a note in Zumwalt's 

officer fitness report, "Put him on our list to come back."51 

50Ibid. 

5 1 Ibid. 
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Commander Zumwalt's follow-on assignment demonstrated once again his 

willingness to defy the system to correct what he regarded as an injustice. In June 1955, 

he assumed command of the destroyer USS Arnold J. Isbell (DD-869), a vessel that stood 

eighth in every category in a squadron of eight in the battle efficiency competition. The 

new commander immediately sought to turn things around and he began by cultivating the 

ship's chief petty officers. "A good skipper learns very fast that if he can get down and 

spend a bull session with the chiefs they can, without ever really breaking the chain of 

command, keep him informed of what's happening in the various departments. . . . It's 

terribly important, and a skipper who doesn't can be in trouble."52 

He next sought to restore the crew's low morale. Zumwalt chose the ship's radio 

voice call as his rallying point. The Arnold J. Isbell's voice call, Sapworth, was a 

perennial embarrassment to the crew. The other ships in the division had "masculine" 

names such as Viper, Airtight, and Fireball, and during exercises would radio the Isbell 

and say things like, "Saphead—I mean Sapworth. . . " Zumwalt lobbied hard to get the 

voice call changed to Hellcat, but no one in the chain of command would cooperate. He 

had to go all the way to the type commander, Vice Admiral Henry C. Bruton 

(coincidentally, his skipper from the Wisconsin) who endorsed the name change three 

separate times before the naval communications people would acquiesce. The men loved 

him for shaking the tree, and even began sporting hellcat logos on their fatigue shirts and 

caps. On another occasion, the division commander, who had recently taken a 

management course on time-space-motion efficiency, directed the skippers to order every 

officer and sailor to record how he spent all of his time each day. They were to file 

reports after a year's time, and then the commander would make efficiency 

^2Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), May 10, 
1997. 

52 



recommendations. Zumwalt was horrified, but shrewdly requested that the commodore 

designate the Isbell a control ship, to measure against the others. The commodore agreed 

with the suggestion and exempted Zumwalt's ship from the requirement. He immediately 

returned to his crew, briefed them on what the other ships' crews were doing, and said, 

"I'm convinced that we will look better by not doing those things. It's up to you." The 

crew, the admiral remembers, "went to work twice as hard to make damn sure they 

whipped those 'pussies,' as they used to refer to them, who were having to keep track of 

everything." Zumwalt was a fair commander, but he could also be tough, and his results 

were remarkable. Morale skyrocketed and within twelve months the Isbell stood first in 

her division in every battle efficiency category.53 

As per Admiral Holloway's request, Commander Zumwalt returned to BuPers in 

the summer of 1957, this time as a lieutenant detailer. He kept that job less than six 

months before moving into a the more prestigious post of Special Assistant and Naval 

Aide to the Assistant Secretary of the Navy for Personnel and Reserve Forces. Though 

not an "exciting" position in the traditional sense, the tour gave Zumwalt an invaluable 

view of the bureaucratic structure of the Bureau of Personnel. This firsthand experience 

would prove invaluable to Zumwalt when he was in Vietnam striving both to get better 

officers assigned to Vietnam and to get better assignments for officers who had served 

with him in Vietnam. This time around Zumwalt did not feel that the system was shunting 

him into a dead end. He felt that he was now on a fast track, faster perhaps than his 

contemporaries. At the end of 1957, Commander Zumwalt began to believe that he might 

make admiral and attain a coveted fleet command. 

Another prestige command followed. At the end of 1959 BuPers tapped Zumwalt 

to command the United States Navy's first purpose-built guided missile destroyer leader, 

53ibid. 
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the USS Dewey (DLG-14).54 Because the vessel carried the state of the art BT-3 Terrier 

missile system Zumwalt was given a hand-picked crew of technicians, which included 

thirty civilian engineers from the system's manufacturer, to take the ship on her shakedown 

voyage. The crew spent six months ironing the flaws out of the system and in her first 

successful live fire exercise off Roosevelt Roads, Puerto Rico, the Dewey killed three 

drones with three missiles. Zumwalt was ecstatic, because the success ended a six-month 

period in which his crew and ship—the first of her class-were under a microscope.55 

After that initial shakedown Zumwalt took the ship to Northern Europe in mid-

1960 for a goodwill tour, and received a reminder that the cold war was never far away. 

After the Dewey passed through the Kiel Canal into the Baltic, she picked up an East 

German patrol boat that shadowed her until past the Baltic islands, when a Soviet Riga-

class frigate came steaming in on her port side. By the "rules of the road" the Soviet 

vessel was "burdened," that is obligated to maneuver clear of the Dewey. The Soviet 

commander, however, maintained a closing course. Zumwalt was aware of the not-

uncommon ship bumping incidents, and had permission from the Commander of the 

Atlantic Fleet to have "a modest collision" rather than give way. Zumwalt maintained his 

course and speed. Just before an imminent collision the Riga belched smoke from her 

funnel and dropped dead astern of the Dewey. After following Zumwalt's ship the rest of 

the night, the Riga came up on the starboard side the following morning, but because the 

Russian was approaching from astern, the Dewey remained the privileged vessel. When 

the Riga approached to within six hundred yards, Zumwalt signaled, "I intend to maintain 

my course and speed." Through binoculars he observed the Russian skipper scouring the 

international code book before running up a signal that read, "My last course was by 

54The navy later redesignated the Dewey as a Guided Missile Cruiser (CLG). 

55Ibid. 
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chance accidental." It was, recalled Zumwalt, "the closest he could come to an apology." 

The Riga then followed the Dewey into the port of Helsinki, Finland, where the Finnish 

Navy feted the American crew. The Finns even invited the Russians, and in Zumwalt's 

presence heckled the Riga's skipper about his "engineering problems."56 

Zumwalt made captain immediately following his detachment from the Dewey, in 

the summer of 1961. He then began a fateful tour at the National War College where he 

inadvertently attracted the attention of Secretary of the Navy Paul Nitze following a 1961 

speech the latter gave to the faculty and students. Zumwalt, a student at the college, 

produced a thesis entitled "The Problem of the Next Succession in the USSR," which 

engendered more discussion than Nitze's presentation. "I thought about this humiliation" 

Nitze recalled, "and then had to decide whether to kill the son of a bitch or to marry him-

the answer of course was to marry him."57 Nitze later arranged with the Bureau of Naval 

Personnel to have Zumwalt—then slated for either OPNAV's Strategic Plans Section or J-

5, the Joint Staffs Strategic Warfare Plans Section—transferred to his office to serve as his 

naval aide. The BuPers officer detailer assiduously attempted to convince Zumwalt that 

the move would not enhance his career—the "system" regarded either strategic plans 

section as a plum shore assignment for a surface line officer—but he insisted on taking the 

post because he "knew what a great record [Nitze] had, in and out of government, since 

World War II. I knew he was the author of the NSC-68 document and had done the first 

draft of the Marshall Plan."58 Zumwalt took the assignment and had the benefit of 

56Ibid. 

57Author Interview with Ambassador Paul H. Nitze, conducted in Washington 
DC, July 2, 1997. 

58Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), May 10, 
1997. 
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working closely with Nitze during both the Cuban Missile Crisis and the negotiations 

leading to the Test Ban Treaty of 1963. In his memoir, Zumwalt remembers his tour with 

Paul Nitze as a course resulting in "a Ph.D. in pohticai-military affairs When I left him 

I had firsthand experience of how pohticai-military affairs were managed, conceptually and 

tactically, at the top level of government."59 Rear Admiral Charles H. "Chick" Rauch, 

who served on Zumwalt's staff in Vietnam, shrewdly analyzed the cumulative effect of 

Zumwalt's duty in Washington in the 1960s: "What he learned in those two jobs is how 

Washington works, and that's really the CNO's job."60 

Nitze and Zumwalt remained close friends as the former became Deputy Secretary 

of Defense and the latter rose in rank to rear admiral and assumed the post as head of the 

CNO's Systems Analysis Division. In this capacity Zumwalt became schooled in the ways 

and means of the Robert S. McNamara Department of Defense. McNamara worked, as 

he had as an executive at the Ford Motor Company, to harness the free-thinking (and 

spending) Pentagon spirits to the discipline of cost.61 His tool: the rigors of systems 

analysis. The navy was ambivalent over the merits of McNamara's methodology, but had 

to play his game. Admiral Alfred G. Ward, who was at the time Deputy CNO for Plans 

and Policy, recalled a meeting where Nitze asked Zumwalt if he could, using systems 

analysis, prove the cost of a weapons system the men were discussing. Zumwalt blandly 

5^Zumwalt, On Watch: A Memoir, p. 29. 

60Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles A. Rauch, October 25, 1982 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 9. 

6 Ipaul Hendrickson, The Living and the Dead; Robert S. McNamara and the 
Five Lives of a Lost War (New York: Vintage Books, 1997), p. 33. 
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answered, "Mr. Secretary, I can prove anything you tell me to prove using systems 

analysis."62 

While Rear Admiral Zumwalt served as head of the Systems Analysis Division he 

headed up a series of studies that betrayed his origin as a "black shoe"-a surface line 

officer. These studies included the famed Major Fleet Escort Study, the forerunner of 

Zumwalt's later attempts to reorient the fleet to its traditional sea control mission; the 

Surface Missile Study, which resulted in the Harpoon anti-ship missile; and the Strat-X 

Program, the genesis of the Trident nuclear submarine. Interestingly, Zumwalt's career to 

that point highlights one of the institutional realities of the United States Navy-its internal 

division between three competing communities, or cults-the surface navy, the submarine 

navy, and naval aviation. Beginning in 1961, following the retirement of the legendary 

destroyerman Admiral Arleigh "31 Knot" Burke, the navy of the 1960s fell under the 

control of aviators who had come of age with the aircraft carriers in the great Pacific 

campaigns of the Second World War. These aviator Chiefs of Naval Operations, among 

them Admiral George W. Anderson, Jr., Admiral David Lamar McDonald, and at the time 

Zumwalt served as head of Systems Analysis, Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, jealously 

guarded the prerogatives of naval aviation against all perceived threats.63 

The aviators felt that Admiral Zumwalt, who had risen to flag rank with a speed 

that convinced traditionalists he was unprepared for command at that level, represented a 

dangerous presence in OPNAV, the CNO's command structure. Zumwalt's close and 

62John T. Mason Interview with Admiral Alfred G. Ward, USN (Ret.), September 
29, 1971 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 262. 

^3For profiles of these officers and the other Chiefs of Naval Operations through 
Admiral Zumwalt, see Robert W. Love, Jr., Ed., The Chiefs of Naval Operations 
(Annapolis: The Naval Institute Press, 1980). 
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ongoing relationship with Paul Nitze exacerbated the problem Nitze owned a 2,000 acre 

farm in suburban Maryland and each weekend the Zumwalt family escaped the pressures 

of official Washington by retreating to the farm's guest cottage. There Nitze and Zumwalt 

had long conversations over Saturday night dinners where the Deputy Secretary discussed 

his meetings with McNamara. Each Monday morning, armed with this inside knowledge-

and with Nitze's permission-Zumwalt went to the CNO's office, "To tell him and the 

executive assistants what I had learned about what McNamara was thinking, what 

McNamara had said, and so on. And for some reason or another it galled Admiral Moorer 

that I was getting information that he wasn't getting."64 

Zumwalt is certain that the emphasis he placed on programs for the surface fleet, 

coupled with his relationship with Nitze, resulted in Moorer's assigning him to Vietnam in 

the late summer of 1968. Admiral Bernard A. Clarey, then Vice Chief of Naval 

Operations (VCNO), later told Zumwalt that Moorer complained to him about the Nitze-

Zumwalt connection. "WeVe got to get Zumwalt out of town and break that link," 

Moorer confided to Clarey. "What I'd like to do is send him to Vietnam, but I don't think 

Nitze would stand for it." Clarey responded, "Well, why don't you get that job upgraded 

to three stars and then nominate Zumwalt for it, and then you'll get Nitze aboard." 

Moorer followed that advice, and when he informed Zumwalt about the impending 

promotion and transfer, he said that he was trusting Zumwalt "to make the job more 

important and give the navy more visibility out there."65 Moorer had engaged in 

politicking, and both men knew it. Zumwalt states, "I believe the reason Moorer wanted 

64Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

65Ibid. 
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me in Vietnam was that no rear admiral had ever left Vietnam and obtained another job 

that led anywhere. This was Moorer's way of getting rid of me. Promote the son of a 

bitch and nobody will ever hear from him again."66 To the chagrin of both admirals. 

Zumwalt's assignment to Vietnam had a far different outcome. 

As he left the USS Garrett County on that Monday morning in late September, 

1968, Zumwalt had no way of knowing what the final result of his "exile" to Saigon would 

be. Moorer's advice on announcing his assignment had been telling. The new 

ComNavForV had a more pressing concern—getting the in-country navy more directly 

involved in the war. 

Zumwalt's transition from Washington to Saigon was both rapid and fascinating. 

Before he ever left the United States, the admiral set to work assembling a staff to take 

with him to the war in Southeast Asia. He began by finding a personal aide and flag 

lieutenant in the person of Lieutenant Howard J. Kerr. Holder of a graduate degree from 

the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy, Kerr had unusual qualifications that attracted 

Zumwalt's attention. Unlike the majority of junior naval officers in 1968, Kerr knew 

something about Vietnam. His master's thesis at the Fletcher School, entitled "The U.S. 

Military in Vietnam from 1954 to 1963," critically examined the American advisory role 

to the government of Ngo Dinh Diem. Zumwalt, in perusing personnel records, identified 

Kerr as a front runner for the position and telephoned him in late July 1968 to offer him 

the position. 

Kerr, already scheduled for transfer to Vietnam to command a patrol boat assigned 

to Task Force 115—the Market Time coastal patrol operation-told the admiral. "I 

appreciate your offer, but this will be command of a ship, or rather a boat off the coast. 

66Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., and Elmo Zumwalt LU, with John Pekkanen, My Father, 
My Son (New York: MacMillan, 1986). p. 41. 
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and I think I would prefer that to being on a staff." After hanging up, Kerr returned to 

reading the New York Times. There he found buried in the back pages a brief article 

announcing that the youngest three star admiral in the navy's history had just been 

assigned to command American naval forces in Vietnam. The lieutenant immediately 

regretted turning Zumwalt down so rapidly. The next day, after checking with two flag 

officers he had worked for previously, Kerr changed his mind. He recalls, "As one 

admiral put it, there's lots of opportunities to command . . . but the opportunity to work 

for and to watch and to learn from Admiral Zumwalt would be of almost inestimable 

significance to me in terms of my career."67 

BuPers disagreed. Kerr's detailer insisted on the importance of command 

experience, and suggested that it would be "heretical" for him to reject the opportunity. "I 

had to sign in blood that I had, in fact, turned down a command tour and violated all the 

tenets of the religion that dominated the Bureau of Personnel at that time." His detailer 

even went so far as to warn Kerr that "There were a lot of people in Washington who 

were delighted to see Zumwalt leave town . . . "68 Nevertheless, that Tuesday Kerr 

insisted that his orders be changed, placing him on the admiral's staff. The lieutenant 

joined Admiral Zumwalt and his family in San Diego on Friday of the same week, 

preparatory to a three-week battery of briefings scheduled for the admiral prior to his 

arrival in Saigon. 

Admiral Zumwalt identified Captain Charles F. Rauch as another potential staff 

member. Rauch, an engineer and nuclear submariner, had worked in OPNAV's Systems 

67Paul Stillwell Interview of Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 22, 
1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 7-8. 
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Analysis Division under Zumwalt on studies of Soviet submarine capabilities and possible 

American countermeasures. Though the two had not known one another personally, 

Zumwalt selected him to augment a smaller systems analysis branch that he intended to 

emphasize within NavForV. 

Zumwalt called Rauch and said, "They have a little group of systems analysts over 

there and I want you to beef that up, so I want you to go along with me." Rauch replied, 

"You know I don't know that much about systems analysis." Zumwalt answered, "Oh, 

yes you do. I know exactly what you know and I want you to go." After thinking about it 

overnight, Rauch decided, "That's where the action was, so it probably was a thing that I 

would be interested in doing."69 The captain remained in the capital ten days after 

Zumwalt arrived in Saigon, as "sort of his man in Washington for things having to do with 

Vietnam." Rauch, in attempting to acquire $50,000 for the NavForV systems analysis 

branch, discovered how pleased some in OPNAV were that Zumwalt had left. Rauch 

recalls, "I was going around from admiral to admiral begging, but I didn't have his 

background anymore. In fact, once somebody is gone they bury the body really fast and 

get on with the next regime. . . . The last thing they were going to do was give me 

$50,000 to give to him over there in the war."70 

Admiral Zumwalt's series of briefings began in San Diego, where he met with Vice 

Admiral John Victor Smith, the Amphibious Force Commander who "owned" the navy's 

in-country riverine assets assigned to Task Forces 116 and 117 in Vietnam, and held 

responsibility for their maintenance, logistical support, and the training of their crews. 

69Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles A. Rauch, October 25, 1982, 
p. 22. 
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From there Zumwalt and Kerr visited MinePac, the Commander of the Mine Force, 

Pacific, and the boat school in Vallejo where the navy trained PBR crews en route to 

Southeast Asia. There they received similar briefings. During these meetings Kerr noted 

"that a pattern of supporting the admiral began to evolve." He took copious notes, 

drafted memoranda for the record, and kept track of questions the admiral asked that the 

briefers could not answer. Kerr then would "watch for those answers, and if they weren't 

forthcoming . . . go back to that action officer to make sure they were forthcoming."71 As 

the admiral's aide and flag lieutenant in Vietnam, Kerr filled an identical role as he traveled 

extensively with Zumwalt through the war zones in the Mekong Delta. 

The admiral's wife, Mouza, and his two daughters accompanied him and the 

lieutenant across the Pacific as far as Subic Bay, in the Philippines. Along the way they 

had a unique experience. Zumwalt's orders "chopping" him to NavForV stipulated that he 

could be "frocked"-assume his third star—as soon as he departed the continental United 

States. Lieutenant Kerr, with Mouza's cooperation, arranged a surprise for the admiral. 

The group flew United Airlines from California to Hawaii, where CinCPac and 

CinCPacFlt were scheduled to brief the admiral. When the DC-8 reached cruising 

altitude, heading west over the Pacific, the aircraft commander announced over the 

intercom that the new naval commander en route to Vietnam was aboard and had been 

promoted to three stars. Mouza and Lieutenant Kerr's wife—who planned to accompany 

him as far as Hawaii—pinned the three stars onto Zumwalt's khaki uniform while the flight 

attendants served champagne to everyone aboard. 

The two briefings Zumwalt received in Hawaii focused on overviews of events in 

Southeast Asia, and provided no specific guidance. CinCPacFlt's discussion dealt solely 

71Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, September 22, 1982, pp. 
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with carrier operations in the Gulf of Tonkin and Rolling Thunder strikes against targets in 

North Vietnam. Liaison between NavForV and the Seventh Fleet made this necessary, but 

Zumwalt and Kerr left with the impression that the in-country war in Vietnam, "was really 

an insignificant part of the war as far as they were concerned. . . . It was just sort of an 

adjunct to what the major war was."72 

CinCPac—a joint command—took a broader, "purple-suiter" approach to briefing 

Admiral Zumwalt, and dealt with in-country operations in addition to the air war. 

Nevertheless, the admiral left dissatisfied with the information he received. He knew that 

the navy had more than 38,000 personnel in Vietnam, but at this remove, and from 

Washington, it was difficult to tell if those forces were accomplishing any set mission. 

Vice Admiral Earl F. "Rex" Rectanus, who as a captain served as Assistant Chief of Staff 

for Intelligence under both Veth and Zumwalt, had spent a previous tour as a CinCPac 

briefing officer, and remembers that such briefings were often "dog and pony shows" that 

did little more than reiterate the "party line" regarding the pressure American operations 

ostensibly placed on North Vietnam. Because, explained Rectanus, "That was the 

administration's policy and that's what we paid lip service to in these briefings all around 

the world."73 

Admiral Zumwalt and Lieutenant Kerr completed their preparations in the 

Philippines. There they installed Mouza and the couple's daughters at Clark Air Force 

Base, where they lived for the duration of the admiral's service in Vietnam After 

receiving final briefings at Subic Bay, the two officers underwent survival training in the 

Philippine rain forest. Navy instructors deposited them in the jungle with a machete and 

72Ibid.,pp. 14-15. 

73Paul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, USN (Ret.), 
November 19, 1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 4. 

63 



Maguire, a Filipino guide. Kerr recalls, "the admiral and I proceeded to survive in the 

jungle with this young man's skills. Without him I don't know what we would have done." 

They learned how to fish without gear, which rainforest plants were edible and which 

provided fresh water, and in general "exercised a great deal."74 Lectures and discussions 

on how to survive captivity in the hands of the Viet Cong rounded out the survival course. 

Almost immediately thereafter, the two officers flew alone to Saigon in an air force T-39. 

In the month Kerr had to become acquainted with the admiral before their arrival 

in Vietnam in mid-September 1968, the lieutenant arrived at the conclusion that he had 

never seen anyone in the navy, "who was so young, so dynamic, so intelligent, so quick. . 

. . He was . . . a person who was full of energy and had enthusiasm for everything. [He 

had an] ability to communicate on almost any subject intelligently and forcefully and with a 

sense of history—he was just an extraordinarily impressive person."75 During the flight 

from Subic Bay to Tan Son Nhut, Kerr saw a different side of the admiral. In their month 

of traveling together, the two officers often discussed Vietnam, their upcoming tour, and 

the war. On this flight, Kerr saw a more pensive and reflective Zumwalt. The admiral 

conveyed his concerns to the younger man about his arrival in Saigon, the upcoming 

election in the United States, and the sense he had that Admiral Veth had underutilized in-

country naval assets to the detriment of the overall war effort. 

Zumwalt based his sense for the changing political climate on the position he had 

held in Washington prior to being detached for service in Vietnam. His discussions with 

Paul Nitze—so anathema to Admiral Moorer—strengthened his already growing feeling 

74Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, September 22, 1982, pp. 
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75Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 
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that post-Tet public anger and disillusionment with US policy in Vietnam would soon 

result in fundamental policy changes. Here, Zumwalt shared with Kerr his conviction that 

the election results notwithstanding, the United States was about to try to find its way out 

of the Southeast Asian rut into which it had fallen. Zumwalt predicted twelve months if 

the people elected Hubert Humphrey, three years if Nixon emerged as the next president. 

Kerr said, "Admiral, I don't think that physically we could even get the troops out in six 

months. We've got half a million people over there now." Zumwalt responded, "The 

American people want this war to end and they want us out." The lieutenant recalls, 

"That's the first time that I ever heard him express what he saw as his primary mission in 

Vietnam—to pave the way to get out."76 

Zumwalt, analyzing information obtained from discussions with officers returning 

from Vietnam and from the briefings he had received in the month prior to his arrival in 

Saigon, concluded that NavForV's prosecution of the in-country naval war lacked 

cohesion and strategic direction—a direction he intended to supply. The navy could point 

proudly to the success of its Market Time operation, which virtually ended seaborne 

infiltration of enemy logistics into South Vietnam. The briefers also touted the results 

attained by the Game Warden operations that had denied the Viet Cong use of the major 

waterways in the populous, agriculturally rich Mekong Delta. Finally, MACV reported 

the positive results it attained through the mating of naval riverine craft with elements of 

the Ninth Infantry Division—this joint force conducted sweeps of suspected Viet Cong 

sanctuaries in the Delta, sometimes with great effect. Nevertheless, Zumwalt suspected 

that overall, MACV Commander General Abrams remained unsatisfied with the navy's 

contributions to the war effort. The admiral noticed that there had been little support for 

the river war in the larger naval establishment, a feeling exacerbated by the near-universal 

76Ibid. 
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sentiment among officers returning from Vietnam that such warfare was properly the 

responsibility of the Marines, or the Army-anyone but the Navy. Suspicion rapidly 

hardened into conviction almost as soon as the T-39 touched down at Tan Son Nhut. 

Saigon. September 1968 

Admiral Zumwalt and Lieutenant Kerr unstrapped their seatbelts as the air force 

crew shut down the engines of the executive jet. Zumwalt stood up as the door opened, 

looked at Kerr, and said, "Well, Howard, this is day one. Let's get on with it."77 The 

famed Tan Son Nhut miasma-hot, oppressively humid air laced with the greasy stench of 

burned kerosene—washed over the two officers as they stepped onto the scorching tarmac. 

Zumwalt glanced around him at the air base, which seemed especially crowded with 

helicopter transports and gunships, some of which clattered their way into the still 

morning air. Sweating men universally clad in olive drab fatigues labored on the flightline, 

refueling and arming aircraft. Kerr thought that this was the way a war zone was 

supposed to look. 

Admiral Veth, along with his deputy Rear Admiral William H. House, waited to 

greet Zumwalt upon his arrival. Given the scene that surrounded them at Tan Son Nhut, 

the admiral and Kerr were both amazed that Veth and House appeared in dress whites. 

Immediately Kerr sensed that a tension existed between Veth and Zumwalt—a strain that 

the younger man attributed to Zumwalt's third star. Veth, who did not receive a third star 

based on his service as ComNavForV, almost certainly felt slighted because his relief 

outranked him. The tension continued as Veth conducted Zumwalt to the nearby MACV 

Headquarters to meet General Abrams. Zumwalt heard from other senior officers 

acquainted with the situation in Saigon that Abrams and Veth barely spoke to one another, 

77Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, September 22. 1982, p. 
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an unfortunate situation arising from Abrams' belief that Veth's forces did not carry their 

weight. Zumwalt's next experience confirmed the stories. When the two admirals arrived 

in the anteroom outside of Abrams' office, the MACV Commander kept them waiting for 

nearly fifty minutes. Kerr thought, "Jesus Christ-Abrams must not think too much of this 

guy."78 When the general finally came into the anteroom to meet them, both Veth and 

Zumwalt rose. General Abrams shook Admiral Zumwalt's hand and "totally ignored 

Admiral Veth. He didn't even acknowledge that he was in the room, let alone shake his 

hand."79 For the rest of Veth's stay in Vietnam—a little more than a week remained before 

the change of command-"He was very standoffish and cool and just sort of went through 

the motions."80 

Admiral Zumwalt, accompanied by Lieutenant Kerr, then left Saigon for an 

extensive seven-day tour of the admiral's new command. They \isited every operation, 

from the major installations—the port activity at Cam Ranh Bay-to the smallest advisory 

post on the rivers. The two traveled Vietnam from the Delta to the DMZ, even spending 

the night with a Marine unit just south of the seventeenth parallel. They had not planned 

to stay that long, but during their visit the North Vietnamese launched a barrage of long 

range 122mm artillery at the outpost, obliging the admiral and his aide to remain overnight 

in a muddy bunker with even muddier Marines. Kerr remembers wading through hip deep 

red muck the following morning to get back on the helicopter, and being struck by the 

dichotomy of the Vietnam experience—the aircraft carrier Constellation, on Yankee 

78Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, June 6, 1997. 

79Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr. September 22, 1982, p. 
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Station, was their next stop. There, shortly after eating C Rations in a filthy bunker while 

under fire, they dined with Rear Admiral Ralph W. Cousins, the Commander of Task 

Force 77. Kerr recalls, "I was thinking to myself, My God, what a contrast. Here we 

were a couple of hours ago at the DMZ slogging it out. . . and two hours later we were 

out here on this carrier eating chocolate souffle with vanilla sauce."81 

The highlight of the seven-day expedition proved to be meeting with the 

commanders of the three operational units-Task Forces 115, 116, and 117. Captain Roy 

F. Hoffman, who commanded Task Force 115-Operation Market Time, "was a very 

tough, hard-bitten commander. He looked like the kind of guy that should be in charge 

and ninning things." Captain Arthur W. Price, Jr., "an effective commander," ran Task 

Force 116—Operation Game Warden. The most impressive of the three, however, was the 

commanding officer of Task Force 117—the Mobile Riverine Force. Captain Robert S. 

Salzer, who had been in-country the longest, was, "A very impressive warrior-looking 

officer. . . . He looked like the kind of tough commander you ought to have in the Delta. 

Also what came through immediately was that he was a very smart person."82 

Admiral Zumwalt knew from the thumbnail sketches he developed in his first week 

in-country that he had competent commanders on the operations side of the house. He 

also knew that the problem, a very real one, originated in Saigon at ComNavForV. The 

admiral concluded that the navy's underutilization of its assets in Vietnam stemmed from a 

lack of guidance and strategic vision at the top. "At command headquarters in Saigon I 

perceived what I can only describe as a country club atmosphere. Saigon seemed a world 

8 Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, June 6, 1997. 

82Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, September 22, 1982, pp. 
24-25. 

68 



away from the war. Many officers were more concerned about their tennis dates and 

dinner plans than putting out the maximum effort to fight."83 Kerr continues, 

. . . we came away from those days with a clear understanding that the staff 
in Saigon was cut off from the forces in the field. Their relationship was 
one of telephone calls and messages. Admiral Veth's presence was not 
really a factor in country in terms of the troops knowing him or seeing him 
or having any kind of a dialogue with him or with any of the senior people 
on his staff. . . . It was just a sleepy, large, moribund staff which had fallen 
into a static pattern of reading message traffic. . . . We realized the 
Vietnam War was being fought by young people. It was lieutenants and 
lieutenant JGs and ensigns. . . . I think I was struck by how involved, how 
committed, how perceptive and intelligent and articulate these people were. 
And it was clear that they were just yearning and looking for some 
leadership.84 

Much of what the admiral had seen his first week in Vietnam had angered and disgusted 

him, and that anger remained with him over the years. He concludes, "Admiral Veth was 

a loser. He was out there having a gay social time and was not interested in the war 

himself̂  and his concept of his job was to keep his troops from getting shot at."85 

Officers who served under Admiral Veth also noticed his passive strategy. 

Lieutenant W. Lewis Glenn, who served as aide and flag secretary to both Veth and 

Zumwalt, felt that Veth emphasized a defensive war, "there were just not a lot of new 

initiatives, and things seemed to be rolling along in a firm, fixed pattern." Glenn recalled 

an incident when, "Commander Hoffman sent a couple of his PCFs inshore and got into 

some firefights, and the atmosphere around the headquarters was not one of jubilation. It 

83Zumwalt et al., My Father, My Son, p. 42. 
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was kind of, 'Well, we have limited forces. Let's not take a chance on losing these limited 

forces.' So I guess I was anticipating more action, and I was a little disappointed at what I 

thought was the level of activity."86 

Admiral Veth's own experiences in Vietnam serve as a metaphor for his passivity. 

Saigon before the Tet Offensive was famous for its carnival like atmosphere. Observers 

often wondered if there was truly a war on. The country club atmosphere Zumwalt 

noticed was then more rampant. American G.I.s on brief R&R tours wandered the 

numerous go-go clubs and saloons in search of the readily available prostitutes and thrills, 

and jostled in the crowded streets with throngs of Vietnamese civilians on bicycles, in 

pedicabs, and in automobiles. The snarled traffic could be amusing when it was not 

dangerous. Viet Cong rocket attacks and terrorist bombings occasionally shattered the 

illusion of peace, as did the presence of large numbers of heavily armed South Vietnamese 

soldiers. Distant rumbles of artillery often punctuated the street sounds, especially at 

night. Journalists, officers, and visiting VIPs could observe the war from the comfort and 

relative safety of the Caravelle hotel bar verandah on Tu Do Street, sipping cocktails and 

looking across the Saigon River where flareships circled and dropped balls of brilliant 

magnesium while tracers from the miniguns of AC-47 gunships arced out of the twilight 

into the Rung Sat Special Zone. 

The Tet Offensive of 1968 struck quickly, and has entered the annals of American 

military history as one of its greatest intelligence disasters.87 The initial panic occasioned 

86Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain W. Lewis Glenn, USN, May 16, 1984 
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by the widespread attacks also created political turmoil within the United States. At 

ComNavForV Headquarters in downtown Saigon, the sudden violence of the Viet Cong 

attacks around the city on January 31 took the naval staff by surprise. Admiral Veth 

remembers, "The first thing we knew about it was when we all got waked (sic) up in the 

middle of the night, and all hell broke loose in the way of gunfire, explosions, and all that 

sort of thing." Veth and his staff gathered what weapons they could find in the NavForV 

compound—two machine guns, several side arms, and a box of hand grenades—and 

climbed onto the roof of the French colonial villa that served as the admiral's quarters. For 

the rest of the night and into the early morning that small group of naval officers watched 

tracers, rockets, and flares light up the Saigon skyline and listened on the one radio they 

carried with them to disjointed reports coming in of Viet Cong attacks all over the city. 

"We could see down from the roof, and if anybody was trying to break in, we could throw 

grenades down there, shoot them." The attack never came.88 

After official assertions concerning Saigon's safety and the supposedly successful 

interdiction of Viet Cong supply and communications networks in the areas south and east 

of Saigon, Tet came as a rude awakening. The counterinsurgency efforts, it seemed, had 

not accomplished their planners' goals. Despite that salient fact, the quick response of the 

American forces and their South Vietnamese allies to the Tet initiative, and the heavy 

losses suffered by the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese as a result, caused many in 

MACV to return to confident predictions of looming success. Captain Earl Rectanus, 

Veth's intelligence officer, noted that the NavForV and MACV staffs were playing a 

public relations game instead of determining how the Viet Cong had amassed such a 

88John T. Mason Interview with Rear Admiral Kenneth L. Veth, USN (Ret.). 
August 10, 1977 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 405-
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capability: ". . . we were going through all of this PR, is really what it was, and everybody 

was working to try to get evidence, back-up, to tell Washington that it really wasn't the 

disaster the media had been playing it up to be."89 

In this atmosphere of official denial, the navy in Vietnam continued to pursue its 

fixed strategy of patrolling the coastal zones and major rivers, with occasional forays into 

enemy held areas in the Delta. Despite Tet, there was little talk of expanding this role and 

taking a more forward approach. Veth recalls, 

. . . there was some agitation to go up a lot of the canals with our riverine 
boats, and, let's say, harass the countryside, but for the most part we 
avoided that, again because the chance of being ambushed by the enemy 
was so great and there wasn't much to be accomplished. To have a boat go 
up a side river and come back down again, if the enemy wanted to ambush 
it they could do so, if they didn't, then all they had to do was hide and you'd 
never see them. There just wasn't that much to be gained by going up a lot 
of the little canals and streams that ran into the major rivers. So, in 
general, we discouraged that sort of thing.90 

Veth's unimaginative attitude regarding the possibilities of a wider application of in-

country naval power irritated the hard-charging General Abrams, who very soon after 

assuming command of MACV in June 1968, ceased inviting Admiral Veth to his weekly 

Saturday morning intelligence briefings. 

Immediately before the September 30 change of command, Lieutenant Ken-

happened to be outside ComNavForV's office when Veth's aide was away from his desk. 

The phone rang, and Kerr, who was alone in the office, picked it up. Abrams' aide, a 

colonel, snapped at Kerr, "When are you people going to respond to General Abrams's 

89Paul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, November 19. 
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invitation to have a farewell party for Admiral Veth?" Kerr, though heavily involved in the 

transition, had to admit that he knew nothing about such a party. The annoyed colonel 

responded, "Look, this is insulting to the general, and I wish you would get back to us." 

Zumwalt's aide, thinking that there had been a miscommunication. approached Admiral 

Veth, who told him in no uncertain terms that he would not attend any farewell party that 

MACV wanted to give to him91 Kerr left with the feeling that Veth was " . . . not only a 

bitter, but almost a defeated commander at that time."92 Such a petty, negative, 

uncooperative spirit in the midst of a war zone redoubled Admiral Zumwalt's 

determination to effect a positive change. 

In fairness to Admiral Veth, his unassertive approach to the war indicates more 

than the simple disdain in which Abrams and some of the fresh blood infused into Naval 

Forces, Vietnam by Admiral Zumwalt's arrival, held him As the new ComNavForV 

noticed before ever leaving Washington, little support for the in-country war existed in the 

higher echelons of the navy. At that stratified layer, and through the broader ranks of 

commissioned officers, the air war was the only war in Vietnam that truly mattered—the 

Rolling Thunder strikes the Seventh Fleet's aircraft carriers had launched against North 

Vietnam since the spring of 1965. The war below the seventeenth parallel, naval wisdom 

held, was properly the province of the army. Zumwalt, though he disagreed with that 

mentality, understood it: " . . . for the army, that's where the action was. Fighting in the 

infantry is the way to get battlefield experience. For the navy it wasn't that kind of a war. 

91Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, September 22, 1982, pp. 
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The navy believed that you had to operate a carrier or fly a carrier airplane, or operate a 

submarine or a destroyer and take that into action. It wasn't that kind of a war."93 

Because it was not that kind of a war, Vietnam for the most part did not attract the 

front runners, the hard-chargers, the best officers the service produced. The attitude that 

existed from the CNO on down was that Vietnam—a "bad" war-wasted navy talent. Post-

Vietnam promotions and detailing highhghted the problem. Officers coming off of a tour 

in Vietnam rarely received good follow-on assignments, creating the perception that such 

a tour was a tour wasted. No one wanted to spend a year in Vietnam and then find 

himself a year behind his contemporaries on the promotion ladder. "The unrestricted line 

officers that went to Vietnam really just lost a year or two out of their career," recalls Vice 

Admiral Rex Rectanus.94 Another "giveaway" of this attitude, explains Kerr, "was that the 

detailers weren't ordering themselves to Vietnam, or each other to Vietnam. . . . There 

weren't any incentives to go, and there weren't any rewards for having done a good tour 

there."95 Kerr angrily recalls, "This was the time when we were criticizing young men for 

burning their draft cards but the institutional navy didn't give [the war] their wholehearted 

support. We were fighting a war over there. You need the best people that you can get 

there—people were being told it wasn't necessarily in the best interests of their career to go 

over there. Career for what? The nation was committed."96 

93Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., April 18, 1997. 
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Another indicator of the broader attitude in the navy towards the war in Vietnam 

was the growing threat posed by the rapidly expanding Soviet Navy—an issue of central 

importance to Zumwalt later, when he became CNO. Rectanus began noticing this 

absolute focus on the Soviet challenge when he served on Admiral Ulysses S. Grant 

Sharp's staff at CinCPac. 

It was very clear at that point that the Soviet Navy was growing very very 
fast. So the whole complexion of the naval hierarchy in Washington was 
that anything that takes our attention away from our major adversary . . . 
was detrimental to the navy and to the country. And the high command of 
the navy was not about to get bogged down in a Southeast Asian war and 
expend its limited resources on the kinds of fighting capability which had 
almost no relevance, in fact no relevance, to the Soviet problem. So the 
Navy Department was never sympathetic to the war in Vietnam.97 

In Washington, that lack of sympathy manifested itself in the allocation of 

priorities, funding, and resources. The Johnson Administration's attempts to fight the war 

"on the cheap" constituted one of the major problems for the United States military in the 

Vietnam era. In addition to not mobilizing the reserves—as planners had anticipated—the 

administration failed to raise taxes. In an effort to protect the social programs of the 

Great Society and convince the American public that the war was not a burden, the 

administration placed the military in a difficult position. The navy in Vietnam did not 

escape the crunch. "They were thinking peacetime navy in the states," recalls Rear 

Admiral Richard Nicholson, Zumwalt's NavForV operations officer. "We didn't get a 

wartime or mobilization budget. We scrounged stuff from the army."98 Rectanus agrees, 

97Paul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, November 19, 
1982, pp. 6-7. 

98Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Richard E. Nicholson, USN (Ret.), 
June 8, 1983 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 55. 
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saying, "I'm not so sure you'd be successful in laying your hands on a document which 

says, Tt is the policy of the Department of the Navy that we're not going to do anymore 

(sic) than we have to there,' but you will see it reflected in all of the JCS papers. We talk 

about allocation of resources, and where does the money go."99 

Admiral Veth cannot bear the blame for the larger attitude in the navy that the 

riverine war siphoned talent and resources from more worthy problems or goals. He is 

not responsible for BuPers' stigmatizing of Vietnam service. These burdens, though great, 

were only part of the malaise that limited what NavForV accomplished under Veth. 

Part of the problem stemmed from the navy's advisory role to the South 

Vietnamese Navy (VNN). Vietnamese attitudes regarding the war often hampered 

American naval advisors' desire to take a more aggressive war to the enemy in the Delta. 

Despite much prodding, Rectanus states, "the South Vietnamese Navy was just not about 

to go in harm's way."100 

The frustrating intransigence of America's ally notwithstanding, Veth's inability to 

recognize the possibilities of what his command could achieve was his greatest failing, and 

the failing for which Abrams took him to task. NavForV's attitude seemed to be, given 

the outstanding success of Operation Market Time, Operation Game Warden, and the 

Mobile Riverine Force, that the navy had already accomplished its mission and fighting the 

war had become the army's task. Zumwalt recognized this almost immediately, 

The Swift Boats operating up and down the coast had stopped the trawler 
traffic . . . and the PBRs . . . had pretty well brought to a halt traffic by the 
Viet Cong on the major rivers. And the assault boats, the armored vessels 

"Pau l Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, November 19, 
1982, p. 14. 

100Ibid., p. 13. 
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that had been used to carry the 9th Infantry Brigade around the Delta to 
various firelights, had pretty well completed their mission because the 
major Viet Cong units had been broken down. . . . Admiral Veth may have 
looked at it as though his job was done, and just had not seen these other 
possibilities that we got into. But General Abrams certainly understood 
that there were resources there that weren't being used.101 

Whatever the reasons, or rationalizations, for Admiral Veth's difficulties with 

General Abrams, it seems clear now that the environment in Vietnam, and the sensitive 

nature of the war there, were beyond Veth's ability to grasp. Captain Rex Rectanus, who 

remained on the NavForV staff under Zumwalt, summed it up: "Admiral Veth was a fine 

gentleman of the first order. . . . I would think that he would have been a very fine sea 

commander, ship commander, and task group commander. A very calm, deliberate kind 

of man, but totally unaggressive."102 In September of 1968 as a turning point approached, 

Abrams required an aggressive naval commander with greater depth of vision, greater 

command of the subtleties of the Vietnam War, and a man who could get behind what 

Abrams already recognized would be politically necessary—Vietnamization. 

It is interesting that the timing of Admiral Zumwalt's arrival in Saigon-coupled 

with his sense that American patience with the commitment to Vietnam had almost run its 

course-coincided with Abrams's conviction that Vietnamization was the best option. 

Under Westmoreland the emphasis had been on Search and Destroy, and its unfortunate 

creation, the ubiquitous body count. Abrams determined, within the boundaries 

Washington set upon him, to turn the war around. He knew that despite the approaching 

twilight of American involvement, the Tet Offensive of 1968 presented an opportunity. 

101Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., April 18, 1997. 

102Paul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, November 19, 
1982, p. 14. 
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The failure of the enemy to achieve his purpose, and the losses he suffered in the process, 

gave the United States and South Vietnam the initiative. Abrams sought to exploit that 

initiative. "He had," thought then-Lieutenant Robert Powers, a logistics specialist on the 

NavForV staff; "the horrendous job of trying to change what had been basically . . . a 

defensive posture for defensive strategy created by General Westmoreland into a more 

useful offensive taking-the-offense strategy to make something of the war in our favor."103 

Abrams and Zumwalt, though neither yet knew it, were on the same page. 

Abrams, noted for his ability to appraise a man with rapidity and accuracy, gave Zumwalt 

an early opportunity to redeem the United States Navy. Once Veth had departed, Abrams 

called Zumwalt and said, "I stopped having Admiral Veth participate in the weekly 

intelligence estimate update, and I dropped the navy because the navy never had a damned 

thing to report. You are back on the list to report, but you're under notice that it depends 

on what you have to say."104 

Admiral Zumwalt, who had also learned the value of rapidly assessing men and 

situations, knew from his brief time in Vietnam and from his contacts with General 

Abrams that he needed to do three things, and do them quickly: get the navy back into the 

war; prepare the Vietnamese Navy to carry out the same task with competence; and 

discover how the navy could best contribute to the pacification of its primary area of 

operations—the Mekong Delta. He immediately served notice to the NavForV staff that 

he required the navy in Vietnam to become an entirely different animal than that to which 

they had been accustomed. Reshaping the staff was Zumwalt's first task, and he 

immediately set about it with a grim determination. The somnolent pace of the war in 

103Etta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, October 30, 1982 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 90. 

104Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., April 18, 1997. 
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Saigon, with its officers club happy hours and Cercle Sportif tennis dates, would have to 

take a back seat to what the brown water sailors would come to know as "Zumwalt's Wild 

Ideas." 
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CHAPTER in 

ESTABLISHING THE NAVAL FORCES STAFF 

In 1968, Headquarters, Naval Forces Vietnam occupied a small complex of 

buildings in the center of downtown Saigon. Immediately adjacent to the headquarters sat 

a walled compound that had initially been the home of the head of the Military Assistance 

and Advisory Group (MAAG)—MACV's predecessor-in the 1950s. By 1964 General 

Westmoreland had selected the compound, which had a rambling, two story nineteenth 

century French colonial mansion as its centerpiece, as his personal quarters. In the late 

spring of 1968, following Westmoreland's departure, Creighton Abrams decided to 

relocate the quarters to the more secure central MACV facility on the northern edge of 

Saigon, near the large air base at Tan Son Nhut. The vacant mansion periodically housed 

visiting dignitaries until Admiral Zumwalt's arrival in September. Zumwalt chose the 

compound over the traditional naval commander's house defended by Admiral Veth and 

members of his staff that chaotic first night of Tet both for security—getting to NavForV 

would not require exposure in an automobile on the teeming streets of Saigon—and for 

convenience. When the new ComNavForV moved into the house his men cut a gap in the 

wall and installed a gate. Thereafter, the admiral and his staff had only to walk through 

the gate to find themselves in the naval headquarters' courtyard. Another gate led from 

the street outside into the compound via a long circular driveway that passed in front of 

the mansion.l 

*For descriptions of the NavForV Headquarters and compound, see Paul Stillwell 
Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), November 9, 1982, (Annapolis: 
United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 102-07, and Paul Stillwell 
Interview with Rear Admiral Charles F. Rauch, USN (Ret.), October 25, 1982, 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 74-5. See also Author 
Interview with Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14, 1997. 
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The admiral's quarters came complete with two Vietnamese families who had lived 

there for decades, serving as house and groundskeepers for whomever occupied the 

buildings. In addition to the central villa-which housed Zumwalt and his naval aides 

upstairs-there were two smaller structures. One regularly housed members of the 

NavForV Staff, while the First Sea Lord, as Zumwalt's primary deputy soon became 

known, and his aide, occupied the other. A fourth building served as a combination 

kitchen and mess, though Zumwalt most often took his evening meals in the large house, 

especially when he had guests. 

While Zumwalt personally selected key members of his team-Howard Kerr, Dick 

Nicholson, and Charles Rauch-and brought them to Saigon with him, he inherited many 

others already in place when he arrived.2 A number of officers who had served on 

Admiral Veth's staff and remained to serve Zumwalt, Rex Rectanus and Lewis Glenn 

among them, made the move to the new compound with the admiral and found the 

immediate change in the daily routine positive. Glenn—then a lieutenant—remarked, "I 

think it was a breath of fresh air to the staff, frankly, to get active, to get energized, to 

start moving, and I think there was good support in the headquarters."3 

Admiral Veth's Chief of Staff, Captain Samuel T. Orme, remained in Saigon for a 

short time and worked for Zumwalt in that capacity, and made a smooth transition 

between the two men's styles. However, his twelve month tour in Vietnam ended almost 

2For graphic and schematic charts of the NavForV staff that include photographs 
of the various officers and descriptions of their individual functions, see the series of 
documents entitled, "Naval Command, Operational Control, and Area Coordination 
Relationships," Miscellaneous Organizational Charts File, ComNavForV Rosters, Box 
#553, NHC OAB. 

3Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Lewis Glenn, USN (Ret.), May 16. 1984 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 16-17. 
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immediately after Zumwalt's began, and Orme rotated home, leaving the admiral to select 

a new chief of staff. That officer, Captain Joseph P. Rizza, illustrates well the challenge-

and the balancing act—of successfully working under a commander like Zumwalt. Captain 

Rizza, a destroyer squadron commander before coming to Vietnam, was a dedicated man 

who despite working twenty hour days, " . . . didn't respond in the time frame the admiral 

wanted."4 Captain Emmett H. Tidd, who replaced him, noted that Rizza daily remained at 

his desk until well after midnight and then would be up by 0500 to vet that night's message 

traffic before breakfast. Despite his heroic efforts, Rizza suffered from an inability to 

prioritize. More accurately, he tried to make everything the first priority and so nothing 

received sufficient attention "Everything was priority one to this staff," Tidd said, "which 

was driving him up a wall because you can't have everything priority one, particularly 

when you have a brilliant individual who at each briefing comes up with ten things to do . . 

. "5 Glenn recalled, ". . .he had a hard time telling the things that were critical from the 

things that were very inconsequential."6 When Zumwalt realized this he worked around 

Rizza, going through other members of the staff until he could find a suitable replacement. 

Several of the men who worked with Zumwalt feel that the Rizza episode displays the 

admiral's humanity. Instead of relieving the chief of staff, humiliating him and damaging 

his career, they claim, the admiral found other projects to occupy him until he could find a 

4Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 22. 
1982, pp. 37-8. 

5Author Interview with Vice Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14, 
1997. 

6Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Lewis Glenn, USN (Ret.), May 16. 1984. p. 
16. 
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billet more suited to the man's talents. In this case, the navy transferred Rizza, who held a 

Ph.D., to an instructor's position at the National War College.7 

Rizza's replacement, a quiet but friendly Texan who graduated from the Naval 

ROTC program at the University of Oklahoma late in World War II, found his experience 

in landing on Zumwalt's staff similar to Lieutenant Kerr's. Captain Emmett Tidd. freshly 

returned from a successful Sixth Fleet cruise as commanding officer of the destroyer 

tender USS Everglades (AD-24), was attending a type commander's conference at 

Newport, Rhode Island, in February of 1969 when he received a call from his detailer, 

Captain Tom Bass. The personnel officer said, "First the good news. You've been 

selected for the major command list, but the bad news is Admiral Zumwalt wants you out 

in Vietnam right away." Tidd immediately went to Washington to determine his options. 

The next morning he stood in shock before Captain Bass's desk and listened as the detailer 

told him that Zumwalt had already called him twice that morning. "Your type commander 

has approved your being relieved early. The Chief of Naval Personnel has approved the 

individual to relieve you, and your orders are being issued." Tidd, who was anticipating a 

cruiser command, felt as though he had been shanghaied. "Captain Bass," he asked, 

"where does the line form for volunteers for Vietnam?" Bass smiled at Tidd for a moment 

before answering, "Right where you're standing."8 

Interestingly, Zumwalt initially envisioned Tidd as his senior naval advisor to the 

Vietnamese Chief of Naval Operations, Commodore Tran Van Chon. Tidd worked to 

prepare himself mentally for this new and unexpected role as he began an eight-week 

7Ibid. See also Author Interview with Vice Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), 
April 14, 1997. 

8Author Interview with Vice Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14, 
1997. 
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program that was to include riverine warfare training, survival training, and a series of 

briefings at the various related commands, similar to what Zumwalt and Kerr experienced 

as they prepared for Vietnam Unbeknownst to Tidd, the admiral's continuing 

dissatisfaction with his chief of staff was about to set a series of events in motion that 

would change the course of the Texan's career. 

Tidd suspected something unusual as each level of his training became 

progressively abbreviated. He soon found out why. "Admiral Zumwalt had made calls to 

the type commander who was handling my indoctrination training," Tidd recalled, "and he 

said, 'Cut out the week of survival school-I'll teach him how to survive when he gets 

here.' And on down the line like that. Five day courses got cut to two days. Three days 

of briefings from various people got cut down to one day." The mystery ended in San 

Diego the night before Tidd planned to depart for Hawaii for briefings from CinCPacFlt 

and CinCPac. While having dinner in the Bachelor Officer Quarters (BOQ), the captain 

received a page. He picked up the lobby telephone and was surprised to hear Zumwalt on 

the other end, talking to him from Saigon. "Emmett," he said, "the reason I called you is I 

wanted to be sure that when you got here and people meet you at the plane they might say 

some things that don't seem to track to you because the reason you're coming out here is 

to be my chief of staff, not the senior naval advisor." A very surprised Tidd gaped at the 

telephone in his hand for several long seconds before responding, "That's very flattering 

admiral, but I know from studying the roster that there are four captains very senior to me 

who are deputy chiefs of staff of the given departments." Zumwalt chuckled and then 

replied, "They may be senior to you Emmett, but they're not senior to me."9 Tidd got on 

an airplane the next morning to complete his journey to Vietnam. Zumwalt, in accidental 

fashion, had found his chief of staff. 

9Ibid. 
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The challenges that Admiral Zumwalt and the NavForV staff faced in Vietnam 

contributed to this outcome. The admiral, still contemplating a political reality in the 

United States that was adding mounting pressure for an American withdrawal from 

Vietnam, decided to pick the brains of several of his senior staff members. Using a 

method that quickly became a hallmark of his leadership style, Zumwalt called in Captain 

Charles Rauch-on the staff for his systems analysis skills—and Captain Paul Arbo, then the 

senior naval advisor to Commodore Chon. The admiral told both men and their assistants 

that he wanted them each to develop a timetable for the eventual turnover of American 

naval assets to the Vietnamese. Zumwalt asked them to develop three different 

contingencies, assuming that the United States might have to withdraw in six, twelve, or 

eighteen months, respectively. Lieutenant Kerr remembered, 

People walked out of that meeting saying, 'There's no way we can do this.' 
Well, it sure seemed absurd based on the history of working with the 
Vietnamese for the past three years. But it wasn't absurd when you looked 
at the pressures that were developing within this country. People didn't 
care whether [the Vietnamese] were trained according to the US standard 
or the US manual. Just give them the boats, put them in, and see what they 
can do. If they sink, fine. It's their country. It's their war. . . . In other 
words, there were unrealistic standards that had been established because 
there was no sense of when we were getting out of there or if we were 
getting out of there. There was no sense of urgency; absolutely no sense 
of urgency at all.10 

Kerr, who had discussed this issue at length with the admiral since the beginning of their 

tour, seemed to understand what the others did not. The somnolent pace normal under 

Veth was no longer acceptable. Zumwalt was testing his staff. He wanted to determine 

who could respond to his initiatives and who could not. 

10Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 
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Captain Arbo's naval advisory group returned to the admiral and said, in effect, 

"There is no way you can do that."11 Arbo disagreed with Zumwalt's philosophy. He 

believed that whatever pressure for turnover might exist, Vietnamization could not be 

rushed. He needed time—an extended period of time-to train the Vietnamese properly. 

Zumwalt, stated Lieutenant Glenn, "saw the window closing, and he saw that we were 

either going to have to get things turned over and get them trained to a certain level, or 

there was going to be no opportunity for them at a l l . . . to fight for themselves."12 Arbo, 

an otherwise effective officer, did not seem to recognize that the window was closing. 

Captain Rauch's plan, on the other hand, took a very direct approach and in the 

case of each contingency boldly stated, "Here's how we can do it."13 Rauch's method-

much more rapid and direct—envisioned a close working relationship between the 

American and Vietnamese staffs that heretofore did not exist. "I wanted to get all the US 

people a lot more intimately involved with the Vietnamese," Rauch stated. "In fact, if I'd 

had my way I would have had the whole US staff down at Vietnamese Navy headquarters, 

and we would not have had our separate Little America up there in the center of the city. 

I saw this almost as a combined effort. . ,"14 So did Zumwalt. Rauch relieved Arbo as 

senior advisor to the Vietnamese Navy. Kerr concludes, "That is . . . how the admiral 

operated. In other words, you call in two or three people, you give them each the job, 

1 Ipaul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, p. 40. 

12Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Lewis Glenn, USN (Ret.), May 16, 1984, 
p. 18. 

13Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, p. 40. 

14Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles F. Rauch, USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 81. 
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discuss it with them, then see who's going to come back and give you the kind of thing 

you want."15 Admiral Zumwalt used this method of determining how to get a job done-

and who would get that job done-for the remainder of his tenure as ComNavForV and the 

entire time that he served as Chief of Naval Operations. 

This sequence proved important to Emmett Tidd because once Rauch became the 

action officer for the Vietnamization of naval assets, there was a conflict of roles between 

the two men. Until then, the senior naval advisor worked with the Vietnamese Navy only; 

the American advisors in the field operated under a separate chain of command. Zumwalt 

and Rauch resolved the problem together while Tidd was still in California undergoing 

preliminary briefings. Rauch went to the admiral—who at the time was at Clark Air Base 

in the Philippines visiting his family—and convinced Zumwalt to give him sole 

responsibility for all of the American in-country naval advisors, in addition to his work 

with the VNN. Such a system would allow for closer coordination. The incoming Tidd 

could then become the new Chief of Staff, thus solving the admiral's other dilemma. 

Zumwalt was hesitant at first, but Rauch pressed him, saying, "I think this is the better 

way to go, and for a lot of reasons. I know the Vietnamese pretty well now. You know 

what philosophy weVe had to fight. . . . Now, we can just bypass it completely by letting 

me go ahead and be the senior naval advisor and let this other person be the chief of staff" 

Zumwalt looked hard at Rauch for a long moment, and then said, "OK. Let's do it that 

way."16 Rauch, as a result, became double-hatted, serving both as the Senior Naval 

Advisor to the VNN, and as Deputy Chief of Staff for Vietnamization. Emmett Tidd, as 

15Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, p. 40. 

16Paul StiUwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles F. Rauch, USN (Ret), 
October 25, 1982, p. 83. 
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he found out during dinner in San Diego, became the Chief of Staff. His arrival in the 

early Spring of 1969 rounded out the key members of a staff of more than fifty men. This 

arrangement-though no one yet knew it-was serendipitous. Rauch, as it turned out, was 

an excellent idea and action officer for the politicized high pressure of Vietnamization. 

Tidd, though not an idea man per se, was unmatched at the art of the follow-up, of 

making certain that men got things done.17 Slowly but inexorably, Zumwalt created an 

effective staff that would bring his Wild Ideas into reality. 

In many instances, a change of command results in the new commander for one 

reason or another purging the staff of the old commander's men. No such purge 

accompanied Admiral Zumwalt's arrival in Saigon. Some of the men who served under 

Veth, though, were angered by what they regarded as an "attitude" among the new 

officers who arrived with Zumwalt, and disliked the way they-and the admiral-operated. 

As one of the newcomers, Kerr sensed this. 

I saw it probably a little bit closer than the admiral did, because I was down 
in the trenches with them. . . . TTiey resented the pattern in which the 
admiral worked, the way he did things. . . . I would watch that and go 
down and try to diplomatically tell them that they were on the wrong 
course. A lot of people were responsive to that in the sense that they 
appreciated that effort, because they wanted to be supportive, and they 
wanted to do what the admiral wanted. There were others who 
deliberately misinterpreted what the hell he wanted. The last thing they 
wanted was some smart young lieutenant who had the admiral's ear to 

l7For example, immediately after his arrival on the NavForV staff, Tidd instituted 
what became known as the "Green Stripe" system. If Tidd had a green stripe printed on a 
document, that meant that either he or Zumwalt expected immediate follow-up. The 
"Green Stripers," also printed on distinctive paper, included lists of milestones to be 
achieved, and who the admiral expected to achieve them. Tidd refers to it as "a glorified 
tickler system," but despite his modesty, it cleared up the prioritizing problems the staff 
had experienced before his arrival. Author Interview with Vice Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, 
USN (Ret.), April 14, 1997. 
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come down, and who had been in-country, by the way, for a week 
coming down and telling them how the hell to do their job.18 

Lieutenant Glenn recalled, "Well, I felt that yes, there were the insiders and the outsiders. 

Since you could say that I was one of the outsiders, I felt that by working hard and 

responding, I became an insider. So my feeling is there weren't insiders and outsiders. 

There were guys that either could respond to his fast pace on things, or couldn't."19 

Captain Rectanus, who had also served on Veth's staff, agreed: "Speaking from my own 

case, as long as you were loyal and tried your hardest to do what he wanted, he didn't care 

if you were a holdover or somebody new. . . "20 Admiral Zumwalt, shrewd judge of 

character that he was, assessed the officers under his command by offering them 

opportunities—as with Arbo and Rauch—and seeing how they responded to his leadership 

initiatives. Some, as Kerr notes, responded poorly. Most however, after adjusting to the 

quickened pace, thrived on the admiral's energy and spirit of purpose. Zumwalt's Wild 

Ideas, though not all were destined to succeed, were infectious to a staff whose previous 

commander had discouraged imagination. And Vietnamization, when the full gravity of 

the nation's intent became evident, charged the staff with the sense that maybe their jobs 

could contribute something meaningful to the overall effort 

With a new emphasis on progress and activism, morale turned around quickly. 

Kerr remembered, "The impact that the admiral had on the Saigon staff was not too unlike 

18Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, p. 36. 

19Paul StiUwell Interview with Captain Lewis Glenn, USN (Ret.), May 16, 1984, 
p. 20. 

20Paul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, USN (Ret.), 
November 19, 1982, p. 63. 
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the impact that he had on the navy when he became CNO. He literally shook it right to its 

marrow and he did it in a very short time. . . . He had a very positive impact, particularly 

on people . . . who could respond to the admiral's kind of creative and innovative 

leadership and who saw that what he was doing was involving the navy in a very positive 

way."21 Rectanus also noticed a change in the Saigon staff. "After Zumwalt came," he 

says, "our quality improved tremendously, [by] orders of magnitude."22 Officers outside 

of the narrow Saigon environment also quickly noticed the overall positive results of 

Zumwalt's "shake up" of the navy in Vietnam. Captain Arthur W. Price, Commander of 

Task Force 116, remarked on the change: 

Admiral Veth's idea was to try to get the Vietnamese Navy to do more, but 
I don't think he was interested in opening up new avenues. In other words, 
he knew the areas that we were required to patrol and he didn't want to see 
us get involved in any new pieces of real estate and lose lives and boats. . . 
That was his philosophy. . . . When Admiral Zumwalt took over, he had a 
different philosophy. He felt that the only way we were going to get this 
over with was to get your ass out there and find [the Viet Cong], find out 
where they are, and start taking back some of this real estate.23 

Indeed, Zumwalt—and his staff with him—immediately set out to determine how to take 

the war to the Viet Cong in the Mekong Delta. That challenge, coupled with the looming 

21Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.). September 
22, 1982, p. 35. 

22Paul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, USN (Ret.). 
November 19, 1982, p. 53. 

23Etta Belle Kitchen Interview with Rear Admiral Arthur W. Price, Jr., USN 
(Ret.), May 15, 1978 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 
483-84. 
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certainty of Vietnamization, preoccupied NavForV for the first three months of Zumwalt's 

tour in Vietnam. 

Admiral Zumwalt And Naval Leadership In 
The Republic Of Vietnam 

"A typical day would always be different from the last one," said Emmett Tidd in 

response to a query concerning an average twenty-four hour period in Vietnam24 Given 

the vast range of responsibilities facing the ComNavForV staff; his answer is hardly 

flippant. Admiral Zumwalt was, though, a creature of habit and the typical day of his tour 

in Vietnam began at 0530, when he rose, donned shorts and sneakers, and ran two miles in 

fifteen minutes. That regimen, as Lieutenant Kerr discovered, began the first day the 

NavForV staff occupied the new compound. "I'd never done any jogging in my life," said 

Kerr, "and one morning he came into my bedroom at six o'clock and rolled me out onto 

the floor and said I had five minutes to be downstairs in my tennis shoes, and my jogging 

career started."25 The training—all of it—consisted of a series of laps around the paved 

circular driveway before the mansion in the compound. Zumwalt always ran at a rapid 

rate, and members of his staff, who were welcome to run with him, had difficulty 

maintaining his pace. "I ran some also," remembered Lieutenant Commander Bob 

Powers. "I tried to run with him a couple of mornings, and I couldn't keep up with him, 

so I gave up."26 The officers on the admiral's staff quickly found that Zumwalt's pace 

carried over from the running track to the office, and even into the field. 

24Author Interview with Vice Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14, 
1997. 

25Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), Novemberr 
9, 1982, p. 88. 

2^Etta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 150-51. 
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While the admiral showered and dressed, his chief of staff, operations officer, and 

aide scanned the night's message traffic to prepare spot briefs, which they delivered during 

breakfast, usually at 0630. Most meals at the NavForV Headquarters revolved around 

work as much as food. Tidd recalled, "The way to communicate with him was at the 

meal. It was a happy time. He made it a fun time. Not to raise hell or criticize anybody. 

He never worked that way. You had a chance to talk serious business, to get decisions, to 

get answers."27 The series of breakfast briefings began with a summary of significant 

events that had occurred during the night, especially engagements with the enemy on the 

rivers and canals in the Delta that resulted in American casualties. More detailed and 

routine operations and intelligence briefs followed, and the briefings normally wrapped up 

between 0800 and 0830. The admiral, who always had a stack of message traffic and 

briefs in hand, would mark these papers in his characteristic scrawl and hand them to his 

staff officers for action. Each morning, in that ninety to one hundred and twenty-minute 

time frame, Zumwalt assessed the night's message traffic and intelligence reports and 

decided immediately on the day's course of action. Kerr, who spent more time with 

Zumwalt than any other officer, described the admiral a s , " . . . a man who was capable of 

taking in enormous amounts of material, synthesizing that material very quickly, shedding 

the irrelevant aspects of it. You know, the kind of guy that gets right to the heart of the 

matter."28 That done, the admiral and his aides would depart the NavForV compound by 

jeep and head to the heliport at Tan Son Nhut. Their destination—the field. 

27Author Interview with Vice Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14, 
1997. 

28Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), November 9. 
1982, p. 88. 
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The admiral chose one or two places in South Vietnam to visit each day-one of 

them almost always a unit that had been in a serious engagement the previous night. 

Powers and Kerr accompanied the admiral, as did his operations officer-Commander Dick 

Nicholson—if the situation warranted his presence. The admiral also made routine 

periodic visits to major unit bases under his command, the port activity at Cam Ranh Bay, 

for example, or to Danang, in I Corps. 

The daily trips were remarkable for several reasons. One, Zumwalt never wasted a 

minute. As the helicopter shouldered into the air and headed out over the paddies and 

waterways of the Delta, the admiral would continue reading and marking staff papers. 

Zumwalt, who always sat on his flak jacket rather than wearing it, worked steadily out of 

a briefcase. "Wherever we would go," said Powers, "his in and out basket went with him 

in my briefcase. As soon as we sat down . . . he would hold out his hand . . . and I would 

put the next piece of paper in his hand, and he'd study it and scribble on it and write on it, 

and hand it to me, and I'd put the next piece of paper in his hand."29 Such was the pattern, 

and if it enabled the driven commander to accomplish more work, it often vexed his 

subordinates. Captain Rectanus—the staff intelligence officer—cringed every time 

Zumwalt took classified documents into the field: 

Well, he'd sit up there in the front seat and he'd have these damn papers, 
these messages and stuff in a folder. The doors were open [on] those 
Hueys, you know. And the wind would blow like hell, and the papers 
would be rustling. . . . It was hairy. Some of the stuff was maybe not 
highly classified, but some of it was. . . . I was wondering if one of those 
damn papers was going to blow out of the Huey, but that's what he did.30 

29Etta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers. USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 97. 

30paul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, USN (Ret), 
November 19, 1982, p. 54. 
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The other problem, as far as the staff officers were concerned, was that marking 

documents in a vibrating, pitching helicopter worsened the admiral's already atrocious 

handwriting. Lieutenant Powers, because of his position, could count himself as one of 

"A small cadre of people in the world that could read Admiral Zumwalt's writing without a 

lot of practice."31 Rauch agreed, "You can't read his writing. . . . He always had to have 

somebody on his staff that could decipher what he wrote. . . . They would quite often just 

type out their translation of these hieroglyphics and append that on something that he was 

sending back to somebody. Well, you add a helicopter to that and it's virtually unreadable, 

but that did not deter him."32 The admiral labored on regardless, but eventually simplified 

his writing style. If he felt a document needed additional attention or action, he simply 

scrawled a large 'X' across it, alerting his flag lieutenant or the relevant action officer that 

it required a response. 

If Powers' briefcase contained reams of paperwork for the admiral's perusal, Kerr's 

contained more interesting gear. Unlike General Abrams, who usually carried an M-16 

rifle with him on jaunts into the field, Zumwalt traveled unarmed. "I didn't know how to 

fire a rifle," recalled Kerr, "and the admiral didn't know how to fire a rifle." The lieutenant 

served, literally, as his spear carrier, packing a .38 caliber revolver in his briefcase. 

Because Kerr feared that he would accidentally discharge the weapon, only five of its six 

chambers contained a round.33 

3 ^Etta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 97. 

32Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 72. 

33Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, p. 73. 
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The admiral not only traveled unarmed, he did so in dangerous places. Since he 

preferred to visit units fresh from bloody firelights, his staff always felt concerned for his 

safety. He did not share their concern. "Zumwalt was fearless in that regard," said Kerr. 

"I remember we went to a base where there was a firefight up near the Cambodian border, 

and we were stepping over the dead VC on the ground. They were still on the ground 

when we got there."34 Glenn echoed that sentiment, and identifies a factor that explains 

the direct effectiveness of Zumwalt's leadership. The potential poor security of a given 

location on the admiral's list was irrelevant. "He felt that if his lieutenants could be there, 

he could be there."35 

Not even holidays abated the admiral's wanderlust. Glenn traveled with Zumwalt 

into the Delta on Christmas Day, 1968. The admiral wanted to observe a combined USN-

VNN operation. When their aircraft—fixed wing this time—landed at a remote field, the 

two helicopters that were supposed to have been there waiting to ferry the admiral to his 

final destination were absent. Undeterred, Zumwalt wandered through the ARVN 

battalion garrisoning the airstrip until he located the unit's American advisors. He secured 

from them a jeep and a driver to take himself and Glenn the last twenty miles to the site of 

the combined operation. "That Christmas morning," Glenn remembers, "we hopped in the 

jeep and went roaring off through the countryside, much of it controlled by the VC." All 

Glenn could do was convince the admiral to remove his fatigue cap—complete with three 

silver stars. "I thought it was prudent," explained Glenn, "driving through VC country, 

not to be flashing a three star hat. . . . I had a lot of concern. He had none. He was just 

34Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 

35Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain W. Lewis Glenn, USN (Ret.), May 16, 
1984, p. 31. 
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totally devoid of fear or worry or anything like that, and so he was always willing to go 

anywhere at any time, doing anything. And we did."36 

Another remarkable fact about Zumwalt's jaunts into remote areas concerned field 

decoration of men who had distinguished themselves in action. Along with the .38, Kerr's 

briefcase contained Purple Hearts, Navy Commendation Medals, and occasionally Bronze 

Stars. That such instant decorations circumvented the normal bureaucratic paper chain 

did not bother Zumwalt in the least. Kerr recalled, 

We were pinning medals on guys; some we didn't even have the authority 
to pin on. . . . I used to catch an awful lot of flak from these guys' bosses 
out in the field, because we'd go to the awards board and tell them that the 
admiral had just given this kid a Navy Commendation Medal that morning, 
and they would say, "What for?" I'd say, "Contact his boss." They would 
contact his boss, and the first time his boss knew that the guy had gotten a 
Navy Commendation Medal was when the awards board called him from 
Saigon telling him that they needed the citation and all the supporting 
paperwork on it. But it had an enormous impact. . . . And of course . . . 
what you are after is the impact on the person in the field. You're not 
worried about how the bureaucracy reacts to it.37 

Zumwalt continued his practice of decorating sailors in the field, often pinning them onto 

ragged, tired men only twelve hours or so following the engagements in which they had 

distinguished themselves. 

The effect on morale as a result of the admiral's presence was profound. 

Battlefield visits by high ranking officers were uncommon in Vietnam, and men 

unaccustomed to such attention quickly warmed to Zumwalt, who soon earned a 

reputation as a "sailor's admiral." Kerr, who witnessed many of the encounters between 

36Ibid.,pp. 28, 30-31. 

37Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, pp. 74-75. 
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the admiral and the sailors on the front lines, explained, "He was an inspiration. Here's 

somebody who knows right away what happened to them the night before and is there the 

first thing in the morning. That has a tremendous impact. He became a Vince Lombardi 

to these guys; some kind of a great leader all of a sudden."38 

Zumwalt's visits to his men in the Delta were unusual also because of how he 

conducted himself, and how he expected the men to conduct themselves. Often, his 

helicopter carried cases of cold soda and beer into the most remote forward locations. He 

would pass the drinks around and talk to the men-not just the task force commanders, 

like Art Price—but the junior officers and enlisted men. The admiral would ask the sailors 

how they were doing, and what, if anything, they wanted or needed. These discussions 

were absolutely informal. Zumwalt recalls a conversation he had with Joe Lopez-

destined to become a four star admiral, but at the time a lieutenant commander—as the two 

men sat on an oil drum at a forward base on the Vam Co Tay River in III Corps. Lopez, 

who was asleep when the admiral arrived, did not have time to dress and so sat in his 

underwear as Zumwalt listened to him describe a serious firelight that he and his men had 

experienced the previous night. 

The aides who accompanied the admiral—Kerr, Glenn, or Powers—would take 

notes during these talks and the admiral expected immediate action to rectify the sailors' 

complaints. Through observing this process of give and take, all three aides came to 

admire the admiral's ability to come to terms with his men in such a direct and visible 

fashion. 

He had such a great personal way with people that he can perform the 
whole spectrum of personal interaction ranging from a conceptual free
wheeling discussion with General Abrams one hour to going down and 

38Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 
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jumping on a helicopter and flying out and talking to some young muddy 
seaman in a patrol boat the next hour, and giving both the general and the 
seaman an impression that he's just a guy like them and understands 
perfectly his problem and what's going on. And that's a unique talent 
Admiral Zumwalt had it, has it, and was such a great leader because he 
does have it.39 

Zumwalt realized the importance of such visible leadership, especially in the 

instance of the war in Vietnam. Of the brown water sailors, he said, 

Those were the guys the war was all about. They appreciated it. They felt 
they could have an instant rapport with-and access to-the guy at the top 
out there and they saw fast action. If they were complaining that they 
weren't getting their mail, or they weren't getting the food they needed or 
the fuel they needed, then they saw damn fast action because we had a 
high-powered staff and a high-powered chief of staff to whom I could 
come back and tell what the problems were. And boy, they saw things 
move.40 

Zumwalt was a sailor's admiral, and he seemed to understand better than many of 

his senior officer contemporaries the field conditions the men endured. That is not to 

state, however, that he ever fully bridged the gulf that has always existed between officer 

and enlisted and high and low-ranking officers. Military culture has forever enforced class 

distinctions between its component groups, distinctions that lower-ranking officers and the 

enlisted especially resent. Gerald Linderman, in his study of American combat troops in 

World War II, examines this topic in some detail, and his conclusions are relevant to 

Zumwalt's experience, and to understanding the quality of leadership that he strove to 

attain. Linderman demonstrates that officers who issued orders whose execution included 

39Etta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 95. 

40Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, USN (Ret.), April 18, 1997. 
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the possibility of injury or death had to "give proof of then ability to lead and thus validate 

their claim to command." This validity of command also required officers to surmount the 

natural mistrust combat troops-or sailors in this case-had for them by sharing the men's 

conditions. Commanders also had to be very careful when discussing combat experiences 

with the men because they "never failed to detect and despise the false 'we.' "41 Zumwalt, 

though he could never fully bridge the gap that exists between command and the combat 

arms, earned great trust through his daily presence in the field, his seeming disregard for 

his own security, and his compassion for his officers and sailors that often resulted in 

direct action for their benefit. That trust was as great or greater than that enjoyed by any 

other officer of similar rank throughout America's Vietnam experience. 

Though the admiral's philosophy of leadership and command developed 

throughout his naval career, and was influenced by his contact with a variety of naval 

officers and personnel, it is evident that the peculiar conditions of riverine warfare in 

Vietnam directly shaped the vision Zumwalt developed for the navy even before he 

became CNO. His daily contact with young officers and sailors convinced him that many 

of the navy's regulations were outdated—even archaic. These demeaning—or 

"chickenshit"—regulations, as sailors commonly called them, included prohibitions on 

facial hair and strictures on dress that conditions in the field rendered difficult, if not 

impossible, for sailors to obey.42 Zumwalt noticed this, and while he did not change the 

4*For the navy, the question of shared danger, when the officers and men are at 
sea, is a moot point. Vietnam provided an unusual environment. Gerald F. Linderman, 
The World Within War; America's Combat Experience in World War II (New York: The 
Free Press, 1997), pp. 204-207. 

42"Chickenshit," according to literary critic Paul Fussell, is "behavior that makes 
rnilitary life worse than it need be: petty harassment of the weak by the strong; open 
scrimmage for power and authority and prestige; sadism thinly disguised as necessary 
discipline . . . and insistence on the letter rather than the spirit of ordinances. . . . 
Chickenshit can be recognized instantly because it never has anything to do with winning 
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regulations-he was not yet in a position to do so~he did not enforce many of them, 

despite myriad complaints from starched army officers disgusted by the sight of bearded 

and bedraggled sailors who they from time to time encountered in base areas. General 

Abrams, to his credit, supported Zumwalt by deflecting or ignoring these complaints when 

they reached his desk. Later, when the admiral became the navy's chief executive, his 

controversial blizzard of directives-the famous "Z-Grams"-aimed to rectify that problem 

and many others besides. Rex Rectanus calls Zumwalt's leadership style "intense loyalty 

downward," and is certain that it resulted in greater effort by navy men, even if there 

existed after 1968 a sense that the war lacked purpose and direction. "So I would say 

leadership—intense loyalty downward, tremendous freedom of action; he stayed off your 

back, he told you what he wanted, what the objective was. There are many ways to arrive 

at that objective and no matter which way you took, he couldn't care much as long as you 

got there. So, delegation of authority, tremendous loyalty downward, I think, were the 

keystone characteristics of his leadership."43 Rauch agreed, saying, ". . . you've got two 

dimensions of leadership. You've got concern for getting the job done, and youVe got 

concern for the people who are working for you. You need to balance those two. . . . 

Admiral Zumwalt is certainly as good an example as I know who really spends a lot of 

time making sure that the people who are working for him are aware of his concern for 

them."44 

the war." For this definition, and an excellent and enlightened discourse on "chickenshit" 
and its place in military culture and experience, see Fussell's Wartime: Understanding and 
Behavior in the Second World War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), pp. 79-
85. 

43Paul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, USN (Ret.), 
November 19, 1982, pp. 66-67. 

44Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret.). 
October 25, 1982, pp. 107-108. 
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And they were aware. On one occasion in the summer of 1969, Captain Tidd 

visited an advanced base near the Cambodian frontier. "Base" may be too generous-the 

establishment consisted of a tiny platform kept afloat by fifty-five gallon drums and joined 

to the shore by a narrow, makeshift wooden jetty. There, on the river bank, sat ten barrels 

of fuel and several pallets of ammunition for the PBRs operating on that stretch of the 

river. Tidd spoke with a first class petty officer on his second tour in Vietnam who had 

command of one of the boats. During the course of the conversation the petty officer 

allowed that he was a technician trained to serve on Polaris nuclear submarines. Tidd 

asked him why he opted for a second tour on Vietnamese rivers when he had the 

opportunity to work on Polaris boats waiting for him in the United States. His answer 

brought a lump to the older man's throat. As the young sailor sat in a driving afternoon 

downpour and watched the muddy river roll by, he said to Tidd, "Well, in Admiral 

Zumwalt's words to us, somebody's got to do this, and I felt like I had the experience, and 

I could do it. When the guy will put up for you the way that he has, I felt I ought to do 

it."45 

Zumwalt always operated according to this belief. Bob Powers tells the story of a 

visit to a remote river patrol base in the Delta, early in his tenure as the admiral's aide, 

where he and Zumwalt conducted an inspection. Among other things they saw a filthy, 

mud-encrusted PBR that had ammunition and gear strewn across its deck in disorderly 

fashion. Powers, still unaccustomed to the admiral's preferences, took his commander 

aside and said, "You know, admiral, when you visit these ships, these boats out here, 

[and] they're sloppy like that, I really ought to get on these people because they ought not 

to show you things like that." Zumwalt remained silent for a moment as the two officers 

45Author Interview with Vice Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14, 
1997. 
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walked along the jetty, and then he turned to Powers and answered, "Yes, Bob, but did 

you notice that their guns were clean?"46 That answer, as Powers soon learned, was pure 

Zumwalt. Some things matter in a war, and some things do not, and the admiral always 

was able to know the difference. 

Zumwalt's tendency to conduct frequent tours in the field not only raised the 

morale of the brown water sailors—it galvanized his staff and the officers who commanded 

the task forces. Since the admiral could show up anywhere at anytime, both staff officers 

and commanders felt pressure to be prepared. While Admiral Veth generally accepted 

briefings at face value, Zumwalt saw and evaluated virtually everything himself "When he 

came back to the staff," Kerr said, 

he had firsthand information. He wasn't waiting for the staff to brief him 
based on what they had read in some message. He'd already been out 
there. Some staff guy would stand up and say something, and Zumwalt 
would stand up and say, "Wait a minute, dammit, I was just out there an 
hour ago. If you want to know what's going on, get your ass out there! 
Get out from behind your desk and find out what the hell is going on." I'll 
say this—the staff people began to head out into the field because they 
didn't want to stand up and start talking to the admiral about something, 
and [find out that] the admiral had already talked to the people in the field 
about it.47 

For that reason, and in order to keep pace with Zumwalt, the staff began to labor longer 

hours. Few wanted to disappoint ComNavForV, and many felt an urge to try to stay one 

step ahead of his expectations. The result, noted Kerr, was that "Cercle Sportif 

memberships fell off. Happy hour participation fell off. People were arriving very early in 

46Etta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30. 
1982, p. 94. 

47Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 
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the morning, were working all day, and staying very late at night. The Saigon operation 

became a seven-day-a-week operation."48 

Elmo Zumwalt is a lifelong workaholic, and thrives on an intense satisfaction 

derived from hard work for a good cause. It may be too much to say that he actively 

sought to instill this tendency in his staff; but they reacted to it nevertheless. This is a 

function of his leadership and his example. If the boss, the commander, labors thus, then 

few in his circle wanted either that boss-or their peers-to see them as willing to do less. 

Of this phenomenon, and of Zumwalt's work ethic, Dick Nicholson-NavForV deputy 

chief of staff for operations—said, 

If you worked for him you had to become [a workaholic] too. If you 
weren't one you either became one or quit. But he didn't drive you. You 
always felt like you were the big contributor and this encouraged you to 
perform sometimes beyond your capabilities. . . . Admiral Zumwalt let you 
run your shop. He would contribute to it in as much detail as he thought 
was necessary, but you always felt you were running the show. He had all 
of us working far beyond our capabilities and we liked it.49 

Bob Powers made a remarkably similar statement, also to a United States Naval Institute 

Oral History Series interviewer, when he said, " . . . serving as an aide to Admiral 

Zumwalt was perhaps the most mind-expanding experience in my naval career not only 

because it was done in that very intensive environment, but also because of the largeness 

of the man. . . . I told many people over the years that Admiral Zumwalt was and is a 

48Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, p. 35. 

49Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Richard E. Nicholson, USN (Ret.), 
June 8, 1983 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 27, 72 
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person who makes you work harder than you've ever worked in your life and enjoy every 

minute of it."50 

Though the admiral sought-and received-great effort from the men who worked 

for him at Naval Forces Vietnam Headquarters in Saigon, he also had a lighter side. When 

he returned from his travels in the Delta, usually around lunch time, some of the staff 

would join him most days in the compound yard for a game of volleyball. Zumwalt 

encouraged this daily actrvity-the only time the men did not play was when the admiral 

was out of town, either in-country or in the Phihppines, where he went periodically for 

visits with his wife and daughters—both because he was a very competitive player and 

because he believed that the game would serve to lessen the tension that the working 

environment created. The games also revealed a facet of Zumwalt's character of which 

most of the officers were already aware—his intensity. "He didn't like to lose," said Rex 

Rectanus, a regular lunch time player. One game featured the admiral, Rauch, Kerr, and 

several others against the NavForV Intelligence Section. Rectanus' team, which carried on 

its roster two players well over six feet tall, handily defeated Zumwalt's. Following the 

contest, Zumwalt looked at Rectanus for a long moment and promised, "Tomorrow, we'll 

play again."51 

Following lunch and the daily athletic contests, the staff returned to work. 

Zumwalt's afternoons, except when longer trips kept him away from headquarters, 

normally involved staff and paperwork or planning conferences, either at NavForV 

headquarters or at the larger MACV complex on the northern edge of the city. On 

50Etta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 81. 

5 Ipaul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, USN (Ret), 
November 19, 1982, pp. 48, 75. 
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occasion, Zumwalt made special trips, an example of which would be drives to the 

evacuation hospital near Tan Son Nhut Airport every time a planeload of navy casualties 

being transferred arrived. Zumwalt would visit with each man. Glenn remembers that the 

death of a young lieutenant (junior grade), who was mortally wounded when his patrol 

boat struck a Viet Cong mine near Nha Trang, hit Zumwalt especially hard. The man died 

only moments after the admiral had been sitting on his bed talking with him. 

ComNavForV felt responsible because such young men suffered injury or death carrying 

out his orders. Later that night, the admiral, "a compassionate, caring individual," in 

Glenn's estimation, wrote a personal letter to that young lieutenant's relatives. He did that 

more than one time.52 

The evening meal, like breakfast before it, usually involved work—continued staff 

discussion and the give and take the admiral encouraged as he and his officers 

conceptualized and planned not only the war in Vietnam's canals and rivers, but also the 

difficult ongoing process of preparing the Vietnamese Navy to assume a dominant role in 

the struggle. Once a month, and sometimes more often, the admiral had dinner with 

General Abrams and senior members of the MACV staff. The dinners, like those at 

NavForV, involved work, only in a more informal setting that allowed driven and serious 

men an opportunity to socialize. Alcohol flowed freely at the dinners. "[Abrams] was a 

pretty heavy drinker," recalled Zumwalt, "though it never seemed to interfere with his 

judgment." The admiral enjoyed the dinners, both because of the opportunity it allowed 

for discussion with Abrams, and because of the fellowship. "The first part of the dinner 

was always good because you had a chance to really exchange some good professional 

news." As the evening wore on, Abrams tended to turn away from his guests and their 

52Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain W. Lewis Glenn, USN (Ret.), May 16, 
1984, pp. 21-22. 
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discussion and towards his stereo system, on which he played classical music loudly, 

usually "when he had his fourth or fifth martini."53 General Bruce Palmer, also a regular at 

the Abrams gatherings before his departure from Vietnam, wrote, 

In his living quarters at Tan Son Nhut airbase, not far from HQ MACV, 
Abrams's routine practice in the evening was to stay up very late sipping 
scotch and water and listening to Wagnerian operas played in stereo at 
maximum volume. He would sit back in his chair for hours with his eyes 
closed without speaking a word while he soaked in the music. He 
explained that in this way he was better prepared to respond to the 
inevitable urgent and sometimes contradictory messages that daily arrived 
from Washington, and that it helped him maintain his sanity. When I 
visited Vietnam I stayed with him, but I found it difficult to remain awake 
so late and would go to bed with the wild strains of "Ride of the Valkyries" 
thundering against my eardrums.54 

For his part, Zumwalt avoided such prodigious bouts of drinking, usually limiting himself 

to a beer with the men in the field, and in the evening a martini before dinner and perhaps 

a second with the meal. He ordered Lieutenant Glenn to monitor his consumption, saying, 

"You know, sometimes I'm tired at night and I'll order a second martini, but when I'm 

really bushed I might want a third. Make sure that the third is water with olives."55 While 

Abrams found solace in booming German operas fortified with a few shots of whisky, 

Zumwalt found his in daily running and volleyball contests. 

5 3 Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 17, 
1997. 

^General Bruce Palmer, Jr., The Twenty-Five Year War: America's Military Role 
in Vietnam (New York: Da Capo Press, 1984), p. 107. 

55Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain W. Lewis Glenn, USN, May 16, 1984, p. 
36. 
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From time to time special guests sat at the table with the officers for dinner. On 

one occasion the NavForV staff entertained the evangelist Billy Graham. When 

CinCPacFlt or CinCPac visited Saigon, either Abrams or Zumwalt would host an evening 

of cocktails, cuisine, and camaraderie. Chick Rauch commented on the variety of guests 

that came through Saigon, saying, "All you had to do was be a member of that mess for a 

year and you had the whole world parade through because everybody from the United 

States was coming over there telling us how to run things. . . . You had Senators. You 

had deputy secretaries of defense, of the navy. You had admirals. You had generals. 

You had everybody passing through. . . . Obviously a lot of business got taken care of at 

those things."56 

Business or not, the Admiral loved such evenings. Howard Kerr told the story of a 

NavForV dinner in the summer of 1969 at which Admiral John S. McCain—then CinCPac-

-was the honored guest. Abrams was also present, with his deputy General Andrew J. 

Goodpaster, and the American Ambassador to Saigon, Ellsworth Bunker. Kerr, 

responsible for coordinating the function, described it as "a galaxy of Saigon stars." On 

this occasion, Admiral McCain—whose naval aviator son was a captive of the North 

Vietnamese—brought his wife and her twin sister with him. The officers were discussing 

politics and enjoying Ambassador Bunker's recitation of ribald poems from the dinner 

clubs of his Yale days, when Abrams looked over at McCain-technically his superior 

officer in the chain of command—and said, "Admiral, I understand your wife is here." To 

which McCain responded, "Yeah." And then Abrams said, "And I understand she's got 

her sister with her." McCain again answered, "Yeah." The general continued, "I 

understand they are identical twins." McCain, now wondering why Abrams felt it 

56Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles F. Rauch. Jr., USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 76. 

107 



necessary to pursue this line of questioning, took the cigar out of his mouth and squinted 

across the table at Abrams, "That's right Abe, what are you getting at?" Everyone looked 

at Abrams, who innocently said, "Admiral, I was just wondering how you tell the 

difference when you go to bed at night." With barely a pause, McCain-the very image of 

a salty old admiral-looked straight at Abrams and roared, "Goddammit Abe, that's their 

problem, not mine." The room exploded with laughter.57 The admiral treasured the 

levity of these gatherings because they took him away from the weight of the war and his 

responsibility to it, if only for a few moments. 

Monday through Friday, Admiral Zumwalt's last order of business for the day 

before retiring-usually around 0100 hours—took place over the telephone, in a series of 

what became hundreds of calls to the CNO's office and to the Bureau of Naval Personnel 

in Washington. Because of the time difference, the best time to make the calls was 

between 2100 hours and midnight Saigon time—between 0900 hours and noon, Eastern 

Standard Time. Zumwalt repeatedly called BuPers throughout his tour because he 

remained convinced that the larger naval establishment ignored the brown water war in 

Vietnam and failed both to send the best men for the job, and to reward men who had 

served with good post-Vietnam assignments. 

The navy as a whole did not so much ignore the brown water war as lose sight of 

it in the press of the supposedly more relevant air war against North Vietnam. 

Additionally, it almost seems that since Vietnam was not a "real" declared war, but a "side 

show," the "system" could allocate resources in other directions in a manner frustrating to 

those whose views and concerns the war defined directly.58 Admiral Zumwalt rejected 

57Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 

^8A statement made by Vice Admiral Lawson P. Ramage, who served as Deputy 
CinCPacFlt and later as the commander of the Military Sea Transportation Service 
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this and believed that since Vietnam was the only war going, the navy could not afford to 

ignore his repeated requests for more suitable manpower. He wrote, "Besides conducting 

the river war, I spent a considerable amount of time ensuring that the navy people who 

served in-country in Vietnam were given proper credit. This would lead to their selection 

for promotion. I made certain the navy would not ignore or downgrade their service just 

because many navy traditionalists considered Vietnam some kind of banana war, not a 

'navy* war."59 To accomplish this he turned to the instantaneous global reach of 

communications technology to establish a link to Washington that he utilized daily. 

Emmett Tidd believes that his persistence made the difference. "He turned it around on 

the telephone," argues Zumwalt's former chief of staff. "He would have no hesitancy in 

calling the lieutenant detail desk, or the first class storekeeper desk, where we had a 

critical shortage in the navy. . . . That turnaround was through his effort."60 NavForV 

itself, from the highest levels on down, began to see a remarkable improvement in the 

quality of seamen and naval officers assigned to the Republic of Vietnam. The admiral 

very rarely accepted the typical bureaucratic "no" for an answer. With better men in the 

(MSTS) exemplifies this attitude. "Zumwalt took it upon himself," declared Ramage, "to 
run the riverine warfare, I guess, and run his own sideshow down there, really is what it 
amounted to. He had, as I gather, a pretty free hand in that regard. He was just chasing 
the banditos around inside South Vietnam. It wasn't anything where you were working 
against North Vietnam which might provoke international fame." Such unenlightened 
commentary supports Zumwalt's view that the larger navy did not respect the 
contributions of the in-country USN to the overall war effort. See John T. Mason 
Interview with Vice Admiral Lawson P. Ramage, April 30, 1975 (Annapolis: United 
States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 489-490. 

^9 Admiral Elmo Zumwalt Jr. and Lieutenant Elmo Zumwalt III, with Jon 
Pekkanen, My Father.. My Son (New York: MacMillan Publishing Company, 1986), p. 77. 

60Author Interview with Vice Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14. 
1997. 
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pipeline to Saigon and the Delta, the problem of suitable post war assignments remained 

for men whose Vietnam service the larger naval bureaucracy ignored. Zumwalt worked 

assiduously—again over the telephone-to redress the grievance. 

The admiral's aides, Lieutenants Kerr and Glenn, and Lieutenant Commander 

Powers, all at one time or another listened to his calls because Zumwalt never took notes 

himself. Whichever aide had the duty would listen on an extension and keep careful track 

of what Zumwalt said, and of what BuPers-usually in the person of its head, Vice 

Admiral Charles K. Duncan-said in response. All three maintain that these conversations, 

which often became heated, serve as excellent examples of the kind of leadership Zumwalt 

provided. Bob Powers recollected, 

A good forty or fifty per cent of the phone calls I put through for the 
admiral were phone calls in which the admiral was calling the Bureau of 
Naval Personnel supporting . . . one of us in-country regarding the kind of 
assignment we would receive when we left the country. The admiral had a 
very strong feeling that a person who had served twelve months in-country 
. . . with all the attendant hardships and dangers merited a little more 
consideration with regard to his next assignment than just a normal navy 
person serving somewhere else, and he worked literally overtime to make 
sure that occurred.61 

Lieutenant David Halperin, who served as the operations officer on Sea Float (see Ch. 5) 

before joining Zumwalt's staff, agreed. "What I remember most vividly was that late at 

night, sometimes until two in the morning, he would be on the phone to the Pentagon 

discussing the fates and futures of literally hundreds of people who had worked for him in 

Vietnam, and before. These were people he continued to look after and protect."62 

6lEtta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, pp. 153-154. 

62Admiral Elmo Zumwalt Jr., et al., My Father, My Son, pp. 110-111. 
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Rauch also noticed the institutional bias against brown water sailors, many of 

whom volunteered for Vietnam because they believed that a combat record would benefit 

their careers. "Some of them were brilliant," said Rauch, "they were just bom combat 

naval officers. They would have complete 4.0 glowing records coming out of there and 

they would go back and they would not get selected for executive officer because [the 

navy] didn't pay attention to what they did in Vietnam. . . . It used to infuriate [Zumwalt] 

because he used to say that the whole idea of a fitness report is to somehow or other 

predict how this person is going to behave under combat conditions."63 

The Washington naval establishment disagreed with Zumwalt's accusation that the 

Pentagon ignored his needs. A criticism of Zumwalt, heard especially after his arrival in 

the capital as CNO, was that he—and his staff—were too Vietnam- and Pacific-oriented. 

Admiral Duncan, who as head of BuPers fielded many of Zumwalt's calls, recalled, "Bud, 

of course, pressured me very hard with reports that they didn't have this and they didn't 

have that, and he was a very determined commander insisting that I keep him up to 

strength." Duncan denied the existence of a bias against the river war in South Vietnam, 

claiming that in a service with global responsibilities not every command's needs could be 

fully met. "Believe it or not," Duncan said, 

with a war going on, although undeclared, we did not send our best people 
to this war. We sent some wonderful people, and we sent some that 
people wanted to get rid o£ because we had many other things going on. 
We had nuclear submarines being built and commissioned and doing some 
amazing work like coming up through the ice at the North Pole. Do you 
put your best men in that submarine or in Vietnam in a river patrol boat? 

63Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles F. Rauch, USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 87. 
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So this is a little bit of a paradox to people not familiar with it. It is 
something that must be looked over and priorities ordered from the top.64 

Duncan also complained that the pressure he felt to keep Zumwalt's command up to 

strength, especially after Vietnamization became a priority, prejudiced his personnel 

allocation for the remainder of the navy. This was the case because BuPers had to count 

additional training and leave time for men in the pipeline to NavForV, plus the men 

already in-country, against the personnel total. ". . . it would take 1.25 men in the navy to 

keep one man in Vietnam," recalled Duncan, "and I think I am a little conservative there. I 

really suspect 1 1/2 would be closer, and we were given no allowance for this sort of 

thing."65 Finally, Duncan noted, the navy had to contend with the continuing threat posed 

by the rapidly expanding Soviet fleet. Next to this concern, the declining conflict in 

Vietnam paled in importance. "Quite naturally and correctly the major attention was 

turned toward Vietnam. . . . I don't quarrel with that, but what I point out is that it 

crowded out of the mind necessary considerations of the more important area, should we 

be so unfortunate as to get into an all-out war with the Soviet Union. . . . If we were in an 

all-out war of survival with the Soviet Union . . . Vietnam, of course, would have been 

nothing. It was not vital to our national security."66 

Though Zumwalt understood this argument, he still maintained that the best the 

navy had to offer should serve in South Vietnam for two reasons: one, better leadership in 

the long run will save lives; and two, improved leadership and personnel will result in a 

64John T. Mason Interview with Admiral Charles Duncan, USN (Ret.), May, 13, 
1975 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 1150. 

65Ibid.,p. 1152. 

66John T. Mason Interview with Admiral Charles Duncan, USN, November 3. 
1976, pp. 1752-1753. 
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better and more rapid resolution to the war in Vietnam.67 Other considerations aside, the 

admiral and his staff truly believed that because a conflict existed in Vietnam-a conflict 

that daily claimed American lives-it should receive unquestioned priority. Whether or not 

war had been declared was irrelevant, especially to the men who fought and were injured 

or killed. What Zumwalt and his staff regarded as the navy's continuing peacetime and 

bureaucratic response to a wartime problem of manpower allocation continued to gall. 

Who won this see-saw battle for allocation of personnel? No one, really, because 

even though Duncan wielded the full power of the BuPers bureaucracy he had to respond 

to directives from the Secretary of the Navy and the Secretary of Defense regarding 

Vietnamization, and the need for better qualified officers and men to execute the policy. 

Zumwalt, who had served two previous tours in BuPers, also knew how to use the 

bureaucracy to his advantage when the need arose. Nevertheless, Duncan's assessment of 

the greater demand placed by the Soviet threat to American control of the seas remains 

valid, and in part explains his reluctance to respond favorably to ComNavForV's every 

request. Zumwalt's chief success in the nightly telephone-borne struggles with BuPers 

over manpower answered his foremost concern; the admiral was determined to force the 

navy to recognize the contributions of men who served in the brown water navy, and to 

allow them greater opportunities. Before Zumwalt, Vietnam was a dead end on the 

promotion ladder for most officers who served in-country. Because of Zumwalt's efforts, 

that terrible record turned around. The men who commanded the three task forces when 

Zumwalt arrived serve as testimony to his efforts. Roy Hoffman, Bob Salzer, and Art 

Price all received plum assignments after completing their NavForV tours and all three 

achieved flag rank. In addition, the admiral went to Abrams and secured the general's 

signature—which carried weight in Washington—on their fitness reports. When assessing 

67Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 
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the question of Zumwalt's leadership, it is not surprising to discover that these men, and 

many others whose careers carried them to the Republic of Vietnam between September 

of 1968 and June of 1970, remain absolutely convinced that the admiral's efforts on their 

behalf made all the difference, and to a man they remain absolutely loyal to him to this day. 

Zumwalt's Command: An Evaluation 

Admiral Zumwalt's experience struggling with a stratified peacetime bureaucracy 

in Washington in order to prosecute a war raises an interesting question. So much of what 

Zumwalt accomplished in Vietnam he accomplished through a staff system; in other 

words, a bureaucracy. While the admiral's visits to the forward deployed units were both 

frequent and popular, Zumwalt was not exactly a combat commander. Nevertheless, he 

made an indelible mark on the navy's riverine strategy and tactics in Vietnam through his 

initiative and imagination. What sort of commander, then, was Elmo Zumwalt? Was his 

war on the rivers a war by bureaucracy, or is it too simplistic to state that he operated 

that way? The record is mixed. 

While Emmett Tidd sees Zumwalt's ability to play the bureaucracy—or the 

"apparat," in his words—as a strength, others who also worked closely with the admiral 

state with equal vehemence that bureaucracy was by nature too cumbersome for his Wild 

Ideas approach to command. "The traditional staff way of running, namely take [an idea], 

go back, analyze it, do a memo, send a memo out for comment-was a more bureaucratic 

approach to things," argued Kerr. "It just didn't work. . . .The admiral wasn't there just to 

oversee and manage a bureaucracy. He wanted to turn things around. He wanted to get 

involved. He wanted some creative, innovative thinking. So he had to reach out—in some 
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cases go around some of the staff structure and find those people who could respond and 

assist him in getting done what he wanted to do."68 

Zumwalt accomplished this by relying heavily on a "mini-staff' of men whose 

personalities he could live with and whose judgments he trusted. Within this more 

compact, if informal, structure the admiral could rapidly assess situations and proposals, 

and expect immediate execution once he reached a decision. The mini-staffs officers 

would ensure implementation as well as follow-up. Though this arrangement often 

allowed the admiral to work around the more cumbersome bureaucratic structure, it also 

created problems. The NavForV deputy chiefs of staff who were not "members" of the 

mini-staff naturally felt slighted, professionally if not personally. The officers on the mini-

staff; explained Rauch, were 

in this awkward position of trying to work with that person, around that 
person, through that person, or whatever. But when we first got over 
there we were without a doubt a mini-staff that had the confidence of the 
admiral and it was awkward for the deputy chiefs that were there. But, he 
almost had to have something like this to change as fast as he wanted to 
change because it would have been very difficult to get those who had six, 
eight, nine months over there to all of a sudden change abruptly.69 

While Rauch defends the necessity of the mini-staff, despite the problem it created, he 

does have one criticism of Zumwalt's leadership style. The admiral seemed incapable of 

arbitrating disputes among members of his staff in whom he had great confidence. Rauch 

stated that these men—most of whom worked well together and with the admiral—had to 

^8Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, p. 38. 

69Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles F. Rauch, USN (Ret.). 
October 25, 1982, pp. 79-80. 
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resolve these arguments among themselves. Otherwise, mused Rauch,"... in every 

respect of the word he's what you would consider a great man."70 

Though Lewis Glenn defended the mini-staff arrangement because it was an 

excellent sounding board for exarnining a voluminous flow of ideas, he saw in it a different 

shortcoming. Zumwalt tended to remain loyal to whichever officers he selected for the 

staff; even if they ceased to produce on the level he initially required. "I think Admiral 

Zumwalt's greatest failing was that once he had decided that you could make a 

contribution, he always kept you on board, even when others might be moving ahead 

faster in their width of vision. . . .Once he embraced a man, he never dropped him by the 

wayside. He always kept that man with him, and I think at times to his personal 

detriment."71 

Other critics were less kind. Though some on the NavForV staff grumbled that 

through creating a mini-staff, Zumwalt had surrounded himself with a Kennedy-esque 

court, none went so far as R. L. Schreadly, a naval officer and the historian on the 

NavForV staff. Zumwalt's staff structure, Schreadly claims, was a "kitchen cabinet" that 

existed in part, ". . . to shield him from unpleasant facts, to tell him only what they thought 

he wanted to hear. Some of this was based on legitimate concern to correct at the lowest 

possible level things that had gone awry, and to spare the commander from the time-

devouring minutiae of his job. Some, undoubtedly, sprang from base motives. 

Overpowering figures like Zumwalt. . . collected more than a few self-serving sycophants 

70Ibid., p. 12. 

71Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain W. Lewis Glenn, USN (Ret.), May 16, 
1984, p. 52. 
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in their train."72 Given the testimony of half a dozen of the officers who worked on the 

NavForV staff, both before and after Zumwalt's arrival, it is difficult to give full credence 

to Schreadiys argument. Admiral Zumwalt naturally denies the accusation that he 

constructed a staff of yes-men, saying, "I tell you, anyone who would accuse Emmett Tidd 

of screening out bad news just didn't know Emmett Tidd. To the best of my knowledge 

and belief we knew as soon as it happened everything that shouldn't have happened, as 

well as the good things."73 Rex Rectanus also denies Schreadiys claim. He states clearly 

that the admiral accepted criticism readily, provided the officer in question could support 

his argument. "A great thing about Zumwalt, one might say, is that you could almost 

literally pound your fist on the desk and say, 'Admiral, you can't do this. It's wrong . . . ' 

And his answer would be, 'You keep telling me exactly what you think, but Rex, I'm going 

to do it this time. I'm not going to take your advice, but you keep doing that.' "74 Far 

from a man who surrounded himself with sycophants, Zumwalt, says Rectanus, is "a gut 

fighter when he has to be. But he's not political. He won't knife his mother in the back to 

take the next rung up the ladder."75 Finally, as we have seen, the admiral's almost daily 

trips to the field to see situations and men firsthand would also tend to reject Schreadiys 

contention. The navy men Zumwalt saw daily, officer and enlisted alike, did not hesitate 

to tell the "old man" directly their problems and concerns. Indeed, Zumwalt's style tended 

72R. L. Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea (Annapolis: United States Naval 
Institute Press, 1992), p. 327. 

73Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, USN (Ret.), April 17, 1997 

74Paul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, USN (Ret.), 
November 19, 1982, p. 58. 

75Ibid., p. 83. 
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to have the staff struggling to catch up to him, as opposed to struggling to obfuscate or 

misinform. 

Whatever the strengths or the shortcomings of the mini-staff system, Zumwalt 

continued to utilize it because it was best suited to his direct style of management and 

program implementation. Zumwalt preferred it in Vietnam, and he took the arrangement 

to Washington with him when he became CNO, where it was to become the subject of 

great controversy as the admiral used it to study the problems of the navy as he saw them 

and suggest, form, and implement aggressive, if contestable, solutions. 

As Zumwalt's contacts with BuPers suggest, the NavForV staff was only the 

smallest of bureaucratic structures the admiral faced. On a much larger scale the chain of 

command in which Zumwalt's authority rested played a major role. Oddly, the nature of 

NavForV—and of the war in Vietnam—placed it in several chains of command. As the 

Naval Component Commander in Vietnam, Admiral Zumwalt answered to General 

Abrams, the overall commander of MACV. From Abrams Zumwalt received all 

operational orders and logistics support. For his part, Abrams nominally reported to 

CinCPac—the theater commander, located in Hawaii. However, in practice, Abrams most 

often reported directly to the Joint Chiefs of Staff and on occasion, as we have seen, (see 

Prologue) to the Commander-in-Chief himself. Rex Rectanus compared the 

ComNavForV/ComUSMACV situation—with regards to proper channels-to October of 

1962: ". . . it was a rehash in a larger framework of the Cuban Missile Crisis where the 

direction of the war and the responsiveness of the forces in-country were tuned more to 

Washington D.C. than they were to the mihtary commander in Hawaii."76 

76Ibid., p. 9. 

118 



On the second level, for concerns purely naval, Zumwalt answered to CinCPacFlt, 

though when the need arose he did not hesitate to go beyond that level, directly to BuPers 

or to the Chief of Naval Operations-for personnel concerns, for example. The final 

relevant chain of command involved logistics. The riverine craft in all three of Zumwalt's 

operational task forces "belonged" to Commander, Amphibious Forces Pacific, in 

California. ComPhibPac trained the crews and provided maintenance and logistics support 

for the PBRs and PCFs operating in South Vietnam. The chain of command to California, 

in this case, reached through CinCPacFlt, also in Hawaii. Zumwalt had to deal with this 

convoluted bureaucratic structure on a daily basis, and to note that he went around the 

chain as often as through it-as did Abrams above him-supports the contention that he 

could be anti-bureaucratic when it suited him. 

The men who worked with and for Zumwalt in Vietnam overwhelmingly regard 

the experience as a positive one, and in some cases, as the best assignment of their naval 

careers. Though they are not above criticism of the admiral, most of their memories are of 

his strengths. Some recall his humanity and compassion when he went to the field to see 

the men who risked all under his command, and when he visited the wounded. Others, 

like Dave Halperin, point to his intelligence; an intelligence that drove the creation and 

development of Wild Ideas and strategies. "The admiral has an extraordinary intellect," 

said Halperin. "At every meeting where he was present and I attended, in Vietnam and 

Washington, he was conspicuously the brightest person there. Looking back, I honestly 

think I learned more from him than I did at Harvard Law School, and that is not an 

exaggeration."77 

77Admiral Elmo Zumwalt Jr. et al., My Father, My Son, p. 111. 
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Others remember him as a problem solver; not just the problems of naval strategy, 

the war against the Viet Cong, and pacification, but of the everyday problems of the men 

under his command. "He was very much aware and sensitive about the young enlisted and 

officers who had problems with the navy establishment," said Dick Nicholson. "He bent 

over backwards to see their sides of it and in many cases resolved it to their benefit. He 

was a superior leader to have in a combat environment. That combat might have been 

Vietnam, Capitol Hill, or the Pentagon."78 Bob Powers agrees, but further argues that 

Zumwalt would consider and even try everything when it came to solving a problem. "His 

philosophy is if he starts 100 things and ten of them turn out well, then he's willing to 

absorb the flak for the ninety that do not. That's a very dynamic, positive, progressive 

approach which is quite different from the traditional approach of proceeding only with 

the five things that will statistically always produce something good."79 

The willingness to consider any number of approaches to an issue is a hallmark of 

Zumwalt's style of command. He rarely discounted a suggestion that seemed within the 

realm of possibility. Because the admiral embraced that spread-eagle outlook, he disliked 

negative people—witness Captain Arbo's Naval Advisory Group and its response to 

Zumwalt's request for Vietnamization contingency plans. Charles Rauch, who succeeded 

where Arbo failed, understood Zumwalt's approach. "He didn't like just a negative answer 

on something. Generally he had an idea for a particular purpose, something that was 

going to solve a problem. If you just simply said it can't be done, he didn't keep you 

around too long. . . .What he could not abide was the nay sayers, these people who would 

78Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Richard E. Nicholson, USN (Ret), 
June 8, 1983, p. 32. 

79Etta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 104. 
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say no to every idea that he had-and he had some real wild ideas. He is just an idea 

generator." Rauch went on to describe what he admired about Zumwalt's approach in 

concise fashion: "IVe never worked for anybody who said Yes' as much as he did. If you 

give him an idea, the first reaction was 'Yes,' instead of'No.' "80 

The officers on the NavForV staff appreciated not only the admiral's dynamic 

approach to problem solving-his willingness to take criticism for some of his ideas-but 

also his tendency to back them up-protect them—when problems arose. Bob Powers 

recalls a serious disagreement he had with Emmett Tidd in Zumwalt's office. As Tidd 

confronted him, Zumwalt sat quietly listening and nodding his head. Powers quickly 

accepted the blame and apologized, whereupon Tidd left. Zumwalt looked at his aide for 

a moment before saying, "You know, you're right to stand up when you did something 

wrong. On the other hand, sometimes it's better to remain silent. When I give you an 

opportunity to remain silent, I'm giving you my support. So don't always be so quick to 

own up to your mistakes in this environment, because in so doing, you may destroy the 

credibility you need to operate in the way I want you to."81 

Admiral Zumwalt was a leader of many stripes; a compassionate humanitarian, 

imaginative, positive, dynamic, progressive, an "idea generator," a problem solver, 

flexible, a "gut fighter" respected by his staff and beloved by many of the sailors who 

witnessed his point-blank approach to command. Though his methods—the mini-staff and 

the politics it engendered, for example—resulted in criticism and occasional dissent, it 

seems clear that his presence, his energy, and his example recreated the NavForV staff and 

80Paul Stillwell Interview with Rear Admiral Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 13, p. 85. 

8lEtta Belle Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 30. 
1982, p. 148. 
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what it could accomplish. The admiral took this same approach with him to Washington 

when the scope of his command went beyond the Mekong Delta to the world's oceans. 

Zumwalt states flatly that his feel for leadership did not change because of his experience 

in Vietnam, though that tour unquestionably brought the admiral closer to the sort of 

young person who served the United States through its military branches. He does 

believe, however, in practicing a philosophy of leadership in which, ". . . you had to make 

men want to follow, not drive them. To do that you had to be in constant touch at every 

level. You had to encourage people to take you on if they didn't agree with your 

prospective decisions, and yet to understand that once the decision was made they were to 

fall in line."82 In this Zumwalt's actions mirrored his words. From the direct and positive 

effect his frequent visits to the field had on the rank and file sailor to the energizing quality 

of his example to the Saigon staff; Zumwalt turned the United States Navy in Vietnam 

from a second rate also-ran in the eyes of the other services to a respected contributor to 

the overall war effort. The testimony of dozens of men supports this, as does the 

overwhelming example of the relationship that developed between Creighton Abrams and 

Elmo Zumwalt. For NavForV, lethargy gave way to action, and the men of the Brown 

Water Navy prepared to execute an ambitious concept that took root in Zumwalt's active 

mind one morning early in his tour as he sat in his office and gazed at a map of the Delta. 

The in-country United States Navy prepared to consolidate its three task forces into one 

cohesive structure to take the fight directly to the enemy in what heretofore had been a 

war without fronts. The genesis of Operation Sea Lords drew near. 

82Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., USN (Ret.), April 17, 
1997. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CREATING A MAIN LINE OF RESISTANCE: ADMIRAL 

ZUMWALT AND OPERATION SEA LORDS 

Admiral Zumwalt's initial weeks as ComNavForV convinced him that the navy in 

Vietnam was a force in search of a meaningful mission, and he determined to discover that 

mission and tackle it with the forces at his disposal. His assets included Task Force 115, 

the Market Time patrol force, which utilized a dozen radar picket destroyer escorts 

(DERs), thirty-one cutters (WPBs) and five high endurance cutters (WHECs), both types 

operated by the United States Coast Guard, 84 aluminum-hulled Swift boats (PCFs), and a 

large number of coastal junks and smaller craft. Captain Roy Hoffman's small armada, 

supported by patrol aircraft operating from bases in South Vietnam, the Philippines, and 

Thailand, was controlled from five Coastal Surveillance Centers along the 1400 mile coast 

of South Vietnam Its mission—an ongoing patrol effort to choke seaborne infiltration of 

North Vietnamese-supplied war materiel—dated from the celebrated Vung Ro Bay incident 

of February 1965. Task Force 116, also known as Operation Game Warden, used dozens 

of river patrol boats (PBRs) divided into five River Patrol Groups to deny the Viet Cong 

access to the main rivers and canals in the teeming Mekong Delta in III and IV Corps. 

The PBRs operated from World War II vintage tank landing ships (LSTs) and floating 

barracks (APLs). These mobile bases, anchored in the Bassac and Mekong Rivers, could 

move to whatever location operations demanded, giving Game Warden commander 

Captain Arthur Price great flexibility. The final, and arguably the most famous task force, 

was Captain Robert Salzer's Mobile Riverine Force (MRF), which used a variety of river 

assault craft—most of them heavily modified landing craft-to support sweep operations in 

III and IV Corps by the Second Brigade of the United States Armys Ninth Infantry 

123 



Division. Salzer's armored boats, reminiscent of the river monitors of the American Civil 

War, carried heavy firepower to support the infantry the landing craft deposited in remote 

Viet Cong base areas.1 All three task forces served effectively. Market Time, for 

example, halted virtually all seaborne infiltration by steel-hulled trawlers between 

February, 1965 and the Tet Offensive of 1968, when patrol vessels detected four and 

destroyed three more of these larger ships. The fourth turned north following its 

detection.2 General William Westmoreland praised Operation Market Time, as a result of 

which, "the enemy turned to Sihanoukville and Cambodia as his primary source of 

supplies for his forces in at least the southern half of South Vietnam . . . " The Mobile 

Riverine Force and the Ninth Infantry, "engaged in five major actions and destroyed over 

a thousand VC" in its first year operations (1967). "Sections of the Delta long given over 

to the VC," Westmoreland wrote, "were by the end of 1968 readily accessible."3 

^For a contemporary description of the Mobile Riverine Force, its equipment, and 
its tactics by an officer who served on the staff of River Assault Flotilla One, see Dan 
Dagle, "The Mobile Riverine Force, Vietnam," United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 
95: 1, January 1969, pp. 126-28. 

2The secondary literature on United States Navy operations in South Vietnam is 
broad, but for specific operations see Victor Croizat's The Brown Water Navy: The River 
and Coastal War in Indochina and Vietnam (Poole, UK: Blandford Press, 1984); 
Thomas J. Cutler's Brown Water, Black Berets: Coastal and Riverine Warfare in Vietnam 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Press, 1988); Edward Marolda and G. Wesley 
Pryce's A Short History of the United States Navy and the Southeast Asian Conflict 
(Washington: Naval Historical Center, 1984), and R. L. Schreadiys From the Rivers to 
the Sea: The United States Navy in Vietnam (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute 
Press, 1992). For a study of the Coast Guard's contribution to Operation Market Time, 
see Alex Larzelere's The Coast Guard At War; Vietnam, 1965-1975 (Annapolis: United 
States Naval Institute Press, 1996), and Dennis L. Noble's "Cutters and Sampans," United 
States Naval Institute Proceedings, June 1984, pp. 47-53. 

3William Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (New York: Doubleday & Company, 
1976), pp. 223-25 and 252-54. 
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The combined action of the navy's task forces limited severely North Vietnamese 

and Viet Cong access to South Vietnam's waterways, all of which were then and are still 

vital lines of transportation and communication. Large areas of LH and IV Corps were 

roadless; water transportation was the only means of movement through the rivers, canals, 

and frequently inundated mangrove swamps and nipa palm forests. MACV intelligence 

officers noted, however, that even if the navy hindered the insurgency, it was unable to 

choke it off entirely. The Viet Cong adapted to the navy's patrolling methods and changed 

their scheduled movements and locations. Chased from the Mekong and the Bassac, 

infiltrators reverted to the lesser rivers and canals that laced the entire southern third of 

South Vietnam. Many of these waterways ran close to the Cambodian frontier, across 

which fresh supplies and weapons moved with ease. The policies of Cambodia's 

supposedly neutral government exacerbated the problem. "Prince Sihanouk," noted naval 

historian Robert Love, "negotiated a secret agreement with Hanoi under which 

Cambodian authorities allowed communist ships to enter the ports of Sihanoukville, Kep, 

and Kampot and to be unloaded there. Stores for the Viet Cong were then transported 

overland along the Sihanouk Trail." The insurgents could then move the materiel into 

South Vietnam either utilizing the canal network along the Vietnamese-Cambodian 

frontier or through the Parrrot's Beak, a wedge-shaped portion of Cambodia jutted into 

South Vietnam to a point thirty-five miles west of Saigon.4 

Though operation Game Warden already existed to counter such riverborne 

activities, TF 116 craft-before the end of 1968-rarely ventured from the main rivers. 

This was due in part to Admiral Veth's conservative doctrine, as noted in Chapter One; in 

part to the proximity of many of the waterways to the Cambodian frontier, which 

4Robert Love, History of the United States Navy, 1942-1991 (Harrisburg, PA: 
Stackpole Books), p. 585. 
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remained a sensitive political issue; and in part to the rules of engagement, which frowned 

on the free use of firepower in the heavily populated areas along the rivers of the Delta.5 

In September 1968-the month Zumwalt assumed command-TF 116 assets boarded and 

inspected more than 111,000 sampans and other small craft in the Delta.6 Despite such an 

enormous and ongoing effort, infiltration into southern South Vietnam continued. 

The Mobile Riverine Force, by contrast, was not a tool of interdiction but of 

extermination. It allowed ground forces access to remote and inhospitable regions to 

conduct the search and destroy sweeps for which Westmoreland's strategy is famous. The 

"great green fleet of the Delta," as it became known, compiled notable statistics following 

frequent contact with the enemy, particularly during the Tet Offensive. Despite its success 

in that sense, the MRF, as constituted, could not do enough. Its firepower, though 

impressive, was "mounted on far too few vessels carrying far too few troops and far too 

frequently merely chased the Viet Cong around the Delta."7 Further, as naval officers 

discovered in such areas as the Rung Sat (see Chapter IV), patrols and sweeps in the 

absence of an extended commitment by ground forces were insufficient to deny the enemy 

the sanctuary of remote areas. As naval historian R. L. Schreadly noted, "boats could 

pursue only to the maximum effective range of their weapons."8 

Admiral Zumwalt's observation of these assets and their performance convinced 

him that the aggressive leadership of the task force commanders and the initiative and 

effort of the 38,000 junior officers and sailors under his command could be put to greater 

5Ibid., p. 584. 

6Richard L. Schreadly, "Sea Lords," United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 
96:8, August 1970. p. 23. 

7Love, History of the United States Navy, p. 553. 

8R. L. Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea, p. 287. 
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use. The admiral and his staff began searching for a new strategy; a strategy that would 

change the focus of the navys previous efforts from mere patrolling to a more forward and 

active drive to interdict the enemy s lines of supply and communication and destroy his 

sanctuaries and base camps in the Delta. That ComNavForV should so employ its assets 

was not Zumwalt's idea. The concept was not even new. 

In early 1964, before the United States Navy became actively engaged in South 

Vietnam, Captain Phil Bucklew, at the behest of then-CinCPac Admiral Harry D. Felt, 

took part in an exploratory mission to South Vietnam to determine if the navy could do 

anything to solve the infiltration dilemma. Bucklew and his officers traveled the Delta 

extensively, interviewing dozens of Vietnamese military personnel and their American 

advisors. At the Cambodian border, Bucklew witnessed the Viet Cong openly moving 

supplies by sampan inside "neutral" Cambodia. In his report to CinCPac, Bucklew 

described the totality of the infiltration effort, criticized the South Vietnamese response as 

inefficient and woefully inadequate, and suggested that halting the Viet Cong would 

require a coastal blockade augmented by extensive patrolling of the internal rivers. As 

Zumwalt was aware, the navy in the intervening years had already accomplished these 

tasks. The Bucklew report went on to recommend, however, that the navy establish "a 

viable means of controlling the rivers by implementing barricades, curfews, checkpoints, 

and patrols" (emphasis added).9 Granted, Game Warden did this in part, but it did not 

fully realize Bucklew's intentions. The navy had yet, upon Zumwalt's arrival, to implement 

its implied recommendation: patrolling and blockading alone will not suffice. An active 

effort at interdiction in the lesser rivers and along the Cambodian frontier was crucial to 

defeating the insurgency. The navy disregarded Bucklew's conclusions because it lacked 

9Thomas Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets, pp. 72-76. 
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the intelligence gathering capacity to determine that seaborne infiltration of South 

Vietnam-as countered by Market Time-paled in importance to materiel the North 

Vietnamese and Viet Cong infiltrated through Cambodia along internal waterways. Once 

the navy launched Market Time, it stubbornly refused to consider the implications of 

Bucklew's study. "It took," concluded Clarence Wunderlin, "the traumatic jolt delivered 

during the Tet Offensive to awaken naval planners to their strategic flaws. . ." Zumwalt 

then decided to act where Veth had remained bound to the old doctrine.10 The admiral 

believed that success would require a focused reapplication of the three task forces, which 

heretofore had operated independently of one another. 

R. L. Schreadly, later a critic of Zumwalt's leadership in his book From the Rivers 

to the Sea, suggested in 1970 that the strategy Zumwalt developed was a natural follow-

on from the Bucklew Report. "In succeeding years," wrote Schreadly, "the men, boats, 

bases, and aircraft required to mount such an effort were acquired and readied."11 Though 

Zumwalt certainly was aware of Bucklew's argument, the admiral's strategy did not merely 

arise out of circumstances, in almost accidental fashion. His approach was not just a 

logical outcome of preexisting conditions. Rather, the combination of the three separate 

arms of the navys operation in South Vietnam into a single force to execute a unified 

program of patrol, interdiction, and pacification required vision and active leadership. 

Admiral Veth had the resources and the intelligence available to Zumwalt, but lacked the 

singleness of purpose in bringing that force to bear. 

Tet 1968, in addition to being a colossal intelligence failure, demonstrated the 

correctness of Bucklew's vision. Because Market Time and Game Warden limited the 

10Clarence E. Wunderlin, Jr., "The Paradox of Power: Infiltration, Coastal 
Surveillance, and the United States Navy in Vietnam, 1965-68," The Journal of Military 
History, 53, July 1989, pp. 275-289. 

n R . L. Schreadly, "Sea Lords," p. 24. 
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options available for infiltration, the North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong did precisely 

what Bucklew predicted they would do-use the waterways on the Cambodian frontier to 

move logistics in a region where the countermeasures were virtually nonexistent. 

Considering that the Parrot's Beak salient juts into South Vietnam to a point a mere thirty-

five miles west of Saigon, the Viet Cong offensive that opened in January 1968 should not 

have been the near total surprise that it was. 

Why did MACV and the navy ignore Bucklew's recommendations? Schreadly 

suggests two additional reasons: lack of operational and logistic capacity to execute 

properly an operation of such scope; and the inability of U.S. advisors to convince South 

Vietnamese Army commanders of the importance of extensive ground patrols to 

complement the riverine operations.12 While the second was a common complaint, the 

first is more difficult to accept without pause. Had Admiral Veth combined the assets of 

the MRF and Game Warden—as Admiral Zumwalt later did—he would have had a force of 

several hundred riverine craft of various types. Moving them into position to create an 

effective barrier certainly posed a serious challenge, but as we shall see, it was a challenge 

to which Zumwalt and his staff rose through the aggressive application of imagination. 

What would become Operation Sea Lords (Southeast Asian Lake, Ocean, River, 

and Delta Strategy) started in mid-October 1968, not as a cohesive whole, but as a series 

of sharp probes by patrol craft into areas the navy previously avoided. The admiral and 

his staff pitched the proposal to General Abrams, who gave his assent on the condition 

that the navy acquire the permission of then-IY Corps Senior Advisor (SA) Major General 

George S. Eckhardt. The admiral and his staff couched the operation in terms of 

12R. L. Schreadly, "The Naval War in Vietnam, 1950-1970," United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 97, Naval Review Issue, May 1971, p. 195. 
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providing support for army dry season operations through the interdiction of Viet Cong 

logistics. With Eckhardt's agreement, the plan moved forward. 

Zumwalt's method betrayed his doctrinal orientation as a surface line officer. 

Rather than using the PBRs, the admiral directed Market Time PCFs to move inland into 

remote areas of IV Corps, areas that had long been in Viet Cong hands. The projection of 

forces from seaward~a classic method-garnered immediate results. The Viet Cong 

reacted sharply to the unwelcome presence of American vessels, launching attacks in late 

October on Ca Mau, Song Ong Doc, and Kim Soi. On October 27, Zumwalt directed 

Task Force 115 to retaliate each time the Viet Cong reacted: "[I] desire to let [the] enemy 

know he will be hit each time he strikes in [the] area."13 The same day, during a MACV 

commander's conference, General Abrams commended Zumwalt on the riverine 

incursions, stating that the attacks were, "a dramatic demonstration of the strength and 

flexibility of seapower." In a message to Roy Hoffman, Zumwalt added his own 

congratulations, "This operation is one more in the growing wave of audacious TF 115 

operations which are clearly upsetting the enemy. Keep on hurting him."14 

Sea Lords became a single integrated course of action when ComNavForV issued 

OPLAN 111-69 on November 5, 1968. The broad goal of the operation according to a 

later study was for Sea Lords forces to, "conduct aggressive naval Operations in order to 

assist the government of Vietnam in expanding control" in III and IV Corps. Specifically, 

Zumwalt wanted the campaign to seize control of the inland rivers and canals; interdict the 

enemys lines of communication; halt North Vietnamese water-borne infiltration of HI and 

13ComNavForV to CTF 115, 270848Z Oct 68, MT HIST Nov. 68 File, 
ComNavForV Sea Lords 194 Miscellaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 

14ComNavForV to CTF 115, 280450Z Oct 68, MT HIST Nov. 68 File, 
ComNavForV Sea Lords 194 Miscellaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 
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IV Corps; pacify the same area; and take the offensive to destroy existing enemy forces 

and base camps through the broad expanse of the Mekong Delta.15 

On the morning of November 11, five PCFs under the command of Lieutenant 

Mike Brown entered the remote Bo De-Cua Lon River complex at the extreme southern 

tip of South Vietnam. With army helicopter gunships overhead providing support, the 

boats transited narrow channels and canals, destroying sampans and structures. Though 

the incursion prompted fierce sniper and automatic weapons fire, Brown's force continued 

the operation for more than four hours before exiting into the Gulf of Thailand. The task 

force already knew Brown for an operation in early October in which he had single-

handedly and with no cover or air support sailed a PCF into the same region, so surprising 

the Viet Cong that he suffered little damage. The navy thereafter referred to that section 

of the river as "Brown's Run."16 ComNavForV also made it policy for helicopter gunships 

to operate in support of all future incursions. One analogy that describes this effort is that 

the admiral used the smaller patrol craft as beaters that went into the brush in an effort to 

drive the game into the open, where, once spotted, they could be hunted and destroyed. 

When multiple applications of reconnaissance by fire repeatedly discovered Viet Cong 

infiltration in remote coastal and inland waterways, the admiral knew that he had an 

15Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam, Operations Analysis Branch, "An 
Analysis of Interdiction Barrier Operations and Effectiveness of Sea Lords Operations 
Tran Hung Dao, Barrier Reef, and Giant Slingshot, 1 July 1970," p. 1-1. Records of the 
Military Assistance Command Vietnam, Parts I-III, Lubbock, TX: The Vietnam Archive 
at Texas Tech Universrity. Hereafter cited as "Barrier Interdiction Analysis," 
ComNavForV/MACV, 1 July 1970. 

16Interestingly, the naming of this stretch of the Bo De River "Brown's Run" 
predates the more famous incident that resulted in a similar stretch of the Rach Giang 
Thanh—on the Cambodian frontier-being dubbed "Bernique's Creek." See below. CTG 
115.4 to ComNavForV, 111630Z Nov 68, MT HIST Nov 68 File, ComNavForV Sea 
Lords 194 Miscellaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 
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opportunity to utilize naval forces in a manner calculated to disrupt enemy logistics such 

as they had not been disrupted before. 

Market Time PCFs launched additional incursions into areas long controlled by 

the insurgents. On November 19, Lieutenant William Locke took three of the aluminum-

hulled craft into a large inland tidal flat known as "VC Lake." Though the swifts had 

raided the lake—known to intelligence as an insurgent base area-once previously in 

October, this time Locke exercised initiative and entered the body of water through the 

"back door." After moving into position using a series of narrow channels, the PCFs 

transited more than two miles of mud banks at high tide with only three feet of water 

under their keels, broke into the open water, and surprised the Viet Cong. Locke's men 

traded automatic weapons fire with the enemy for ninety minutes, sinking sampans and 

damaging numerous structures before returning to the Gulf of Thailand via the Song Ong 

Doc. The Americans suffered no casualties.17 

Locke's actions demonstrate what Zumwalt has long claimed about the Brown 

Water Navy in Vietnam: the junior officers and sailors operating the boats in Vietnam's 

rivers—most of them surprisingly young and inexperienced-held responsibility and 

exercised initiative beyond their years. The results pleased the admiral greatly. He felt that 

young men who believe they are carrying out a strategy with a purpose will act decisively 

more often than not and will develop a sense of pride in themselves, their leadership, and 

their mission. Lieutenant Kerr commented that morale among the boat crews immediately 

improved when the incursions began. "I'll tell you, the skippers on those boats . . . really 

17CTG 115.4 to ComNavForV, 191650Z Nov 68, MT HIST Nov 68 File, 
ComNavForV Sea Lords 194 Miscellaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 
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loved that. It was probably the boldest action, really, of all the Sea Lords efforts. . . "18 

The admiral's conviction in this regard is key in explaining the lengths to which he went to 

support the men, bolster their morale, and see to their welfare. It also accounts for the 

manner in which he chastised them for being too enthusiastic as the strategy developed. 

On November 24, a small group of PCFs penetrated the Song Bo De, an area 

noted for heavy VC presence, without waiting for an expected fire team of army 

helicopters to provide overhead cover. The mission's commander made a conscious 

decision to proceed without support. When Zumwalt discovered the policy violation, he 

had his deputy cable the task force commander, saying, "The boldness, courage, and valor 

which have characterized Market Time Sea Lords operations to date have been noted and 

are encouraged in the future. Foolhardiness, however, in the face of known VC 

opposition, which can be expected to increase almost daily, must be avoided."19 

Sea Lords' first named operation jumped off at the beginning of November. 

Though Zumwalt wanted to go directly for the prize, the strategically placed waterways 

directly paralleling the Cambodian frontier, political considerations and fear of border 

incidents dictated caution. Zumwalt and Captain Robert Salzer, his deputy, along with 

Game Warden commander Captain Arthur Price, discussed the admiral's concept of setting 

up blocking positions athwart VC lines of communication. Zumwalt claims that Salzer 

liked the idea, and suggested refinements.20 Captain Earl Rectanus, NavForV Intelligence 

Officer, remembers it differently. "In the early stages of Sea Lords," Rectanus stated, 

l8Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 70. 

19First Sea Lord to CTF 115, 250305 Nov 68, MT HIST File Nov 68, 
ComNavForV Sea Lords 194 Miscellaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 

20Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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Bob Salzer and [Arthur] Price were not 100 per cent behind Zumwalt. In 
fact, I remember the initial conference when they came up to Saigon . . . 
and we unveiled the entire plan to them They had misgivings about it. 
They weren't sure that it could work, that we could coordinate it properly 
and that we wouldn't get really clobbered because they knew, I think, that 
while we had forces in the Delta and while the army was there in some 
strength, it was a live-and-let-live situation between the Vietnamese and the 
Viet Cong. That's a pure a simple fact. We were going to upset this nice 
little apple cart. . .21 

Rectanus' explanation of Salzer and Price's hesitance goes to the heart of what Zumwalt 

was trying to change-the static nature of USN operations. If seizing the initiative in the 

Delta required "upsetting the apple cart," as well as interfering with the understanding 

Salzer had with the army units his MRF supported, then it was a necessary price to pay. 

To their credit, both officers dedicated themselves to the success of Sea Lords despite 

their initial misgivings. Planning went ahead. 

The resulting operation, Search Turn, focused on the waterways to the east of; yet 

paralleling, the Cambodian border—the Rach Gia-Long Xuyen canal network. MRF 

assault craft lifted troops into position to conduct sweeps along the canal while the boats 

provided fire support.22 The operation netted modest results, and is important not 

because of the number of Viet Cong casualties produced, but because as a test, it 

succeeded. The application of American sea power in previously overlooked areas threw 

an enemy once complacent in his sanctuaries completely off balance. Once the MRF-led 

sweeps opened the waterway, the smaller PBRs took over the routine aspect of patrolling 

to keep it open. Search Turn demonstrated that challenging the Viet Cong directly could 

2lPaul Stillwell Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, November 19. 
1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 59-60. 

22Schreadly, "Sea Lords," pp. 25-26. 
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not only interdict enemy movement and logistics-the campaign's main goal-but also 

result in more secure and open waterways patrolled by naval riverine craft. 

Though concern over possible border incidents along the Cambodian frontier 

denied Zumwalt an immediate opportunity to test his strategy, a young naval reserve 

officer acting on his own initiative soon caused a change in policy. The infamous 

"Bernique's Creek" episode is often cited as the event that marked the true onset of 

Operation Sea Lords' key feature: interdiction along a series of artificial barriers. 

As Search Turn completed its second week, a Market Time PCF under the 

command of Lieutenant (junior grade) Michael Bernique put into Ha Tien on the Gulf of 

Thailand for a brief break. The town serves as the western terminus for the Rach Giang 

Thanh, which, with the Vinh Te canal, parallels the Cambodian border and connects the 

Gulf to the Bassac River, some fifty miles inland. While in port, Bernique heard from a 

Vietnamese that the Viet Cong were extorting taxes from fishermen and small boat 

operators along the canal several miles inland. Without authority, and in violation of the 

rules of engagement, Bernique nosed his craft up the Rach Giang Thanh. As the PCF 

rounded a turn, it surprised a group of armed men. Without hesitation Bernique and his 

crew opened fire, lolling three and scattering the rest. The sailors quickly went ashore, 

seizing weapons and documents, and departed the scene under sporadic small arms fire.23 

Bernique's audacity created a furor. Not only had he violated the navys self-

imposed ban on penetrating the Rach Giang Thanh, the Cambodian government claimed 

that Bernique's men fired weapons into Cambodia, killing Cambodian civilians. Zumwalt 

summoned Bernique to NavForV Headquarters and demanded that he explain himself. As 

the accused stood at attention before Zumwalt's desk, the admiral developed an initial 

23For a more detailed account, see Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets, pp. 290-
294. 
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impression of him as "one of these rough hewn, devil-may-care types of people that you 

love to have in a war, but didn't give too much of a damn about authority."24 As Bernique 

gave a detailed description of what had transpired, Zumwalt began to realize that the man 

was talking exactly along the lines of what he intended Sea Lords to do-disrupt the 

enemy; keep him off balance. When one of the NavForV staff officers questioned him on 

the Cambodian government's charges that his men fired on civilians, the lieutenant, 

without hesitation, snapped, "Well, you tell Sihanouk he's a lying son of a bitch."25 The 

admiral, despite Bernique's lack of decorum, admired his defiance. "When I got through 

talking to him," Zumwalt recalled, "I decided first that he'd brought some very valuable 

iriformation. . . .What he had done said to me that we could do some operations there."26 

Instead of court-martialing Bernique, Zumwalt decorated him and returned him to 

command of his PCF. Operation Sea Lords gathered momentum. 

Bernique's Creek remained a lightning rod for action and became the focal point of 

the second named Sea Lords operation; Foul Deck, planners called it, before quickly 

changing the name to Tran Hung Dao after the thirteenth century legend and patron of the 

Vietnamese Navy. Tran Hung Dao replicated the Search Turn barrier, only this time much 

closer to the Cambodian border. The Rach Giang Thanh-Vinh Te Canal complex passed 

through a variety of terrain from the low marshes along the coast to the rocky 

outcroppings of the Seven Mountains area further inland. Much of the sixty-five 

2 4 Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret), April 18, 
1997. 

25Paul Stillwell Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret), November 9, 
1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 101. 

26Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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kilometer canal was only a mile from the Cambodian border, and some of it formed the 

border. 

The importance of the Rach Giang Thanh-Vinh Te axis to the Viet Cong and their 

dismay at USN operations was apparent immediately. The first transit by USN craft in 

mid-November resulted in two sharp firelights and another international incident. The 

Cambodian regime accused the American craft of again firing into Cambodian territory, 

this time killing members of a Cambodian paramilitary group, the Khmer Kampuchea Kron 

(KKK). The complaint, filed with the International Control Commission, also stated that 

the patrol craft had machine-gunned a sampan, killing ten South Vietnamese women. The 

charges did not hold up under scrutiny. The KKK commander, once located, stated flatly 

that the dead men were Viet Cong, and the Cambodian government could produce no 

evidence substantiating its claim that the PCFs had killed civilians. This effort to use 

international pressure to interfere with the establishment of a USN presence and another 

barrier across Viet Cong lines of communication demonstrates clearly the enemy s opinion 

of Zumwalt's new, aggressive approach.27 

Less than a month after the initial encounter, two PCF's patrolling the Rach Giang 

Thanh came under a heavy crossfire from two platoons of Viet Cong concealed on both 

banks of the canal. Recoilless rifle rounds and small arms fire struck both craft, killing one 

USN sailor and wounding eight others. A SEAL team operating nearby responded to the 

sound of the firefight, and in their own small boat accelerated through the ambush site, 

providing covering fire for the Swifts until they cleared the area and put ashore upstream 

at a Vietnamese Regional Forces (RF) outpost. Roy Hoffman, in a message to the 

commanders of the units involved in the exchange, breathed defiance and gave an 

indication of what Zumwalt intended such ongoing actions to accomplish: "Although this 

27Thomas Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets, pp. 293-294. 
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engagement was a costly one, be assured the control of this former VC supply and 

infiltration route is a major contribution to the overall success of Operation Sea Lords. . . . 

Furthermore . . . Swift boat diesels patrolling this strategic river within twelve hours of the 

engagement should leave no doubt in Charlie's mind that the USN controls Bernique's 

Creek."28 

Before any further discussion of Zumwalt and the continuing development and 

appUcation of his forward strategy, it is necessary to understand how the concept 

hardened in his mind—and in his staffs~as a result of these initial incursions into IV Corps 

waterways. Zumwalt already knew that he wanted to unify the three task forces for a 

more direct appUcation of the sea power they possessed. He also knew that interdiction of 

supply and communication routes counted for more than merely killing Viet Cong and 

inflating the body count. "It seemed to me," Zumwalt wrote in a letter to Vice Admiral 

Francis J. Blouin, "that the major reason for action proceeding slowly in the Delta was that 

thinking had been in terms of large numbers of ground troops, helos deployed, and that 

major campaigns therefore had to wait until important numbers of troops were made 

available. It also seemed to me that it ought to be possible to use the capability of our 

three naval task forces to control large parts of the 5000 miles of rivers and canals in the 

Delta. . . "29 The question in his mind was how to coalesce these strands into an effective 

whole. 

2 8CTF U5toPCF-88/PCF-36/CTF 116 (SEAL Pit Alpha)/HAL-3, 081601Z Dec 
68, MT HIST File, ComNavForV Sea Lords 194 MISC, Box #293. NHC OAB. 

29Blouin was then Deputy Chief of Naval Operations for Plans and PoUcy. Vice 
Admiral E. R. Zumwalt, Jr., Letter to Vice Admiral F. J. Blouin, January 3, 1969, NHC 
OAB. 
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The answer came quickly. Without any diminution in the previous mission of 

Market Time or Game Warden, Zumwalt decided to fold Task Forces 115, 116, and 117 

into a single unit, to be designated Task Force 194. The admiral himself would command 

TF 194, but a deputy, Captain Robert Salzer, would have day to day operational control. 

Specific Sea Lords operations, depending on then location or nature, were to fall under 

the control of one of the three task force commanders.30 Lieutenant Lewis Glenn, who as 

one of the admiral's aides had a first-hand view of the concept's development, recaUed the 

admiral's thinking: " 'Okay, I have forces in place; IVe got those guys who are too far 

offshore. I'U just bring everything in one more notch and put the LSTs where the Swifts 

were, [move] the Swifts in closer, and then put the PBRs up the rivers.' It was like a 

computer."31 In naming the program, the admiral even played with words, "To give our 

guys some way of having something to reaUy cling to and be motivated by." The resulting 

acronym, Sea Lords, stood for "South East Asian Lake, Ocean, River, and Delta 

Strategy." Zumwalt wanted an active title to convey the totality of the proposed strategy. 

He even suggested naming Bob Salzer as "First Sea Lord," to "cornball it up. . ." General 

Abrams, old fashioned in the sense of miUtary propriety, raised an eyebrow at the admiral's 

3^For example, the river incursions from seaward described above came under the 
control of CTF 115, and utilized Market Time assets. Each of the three task forces was 
also authorized to "borrow" from another command if its assets were heavily committed to 
a Sea Lords operation. In practice, this most often affected CTF 116 (Game Warden), 
whose PBRs were the primary weapon of the campaign. For a description of the Sea 
Lords command structure, see FF5-16/50:pr, Ser 0666 of 29 October 1968, 
ComNavForV CTG 115.4 File, Box #200, NHC OAB. 

3 iPaul StillweU Interview with Captain W. Lewis Glenn, USN, May 16, 1984 
(Annapohs: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 49. 
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creativity, but aUowed the titles to remain. He was later, Zumwalt claims, proud of the 

program in spite of its name.32 

Interdicting The Parrot's Beak: 
Operation Giant Slingshot 

Beginning on December 6, 1968, Operation Sea Lords found its capstone in what 

became the most concentrated-and the most violent-of aU of the program's various parts. 

Admiral Zumwalt inaugurated Operation Giant Slingshot early that month, based upon a 

revelation he had one afternoon in November while sitting in his office. Contemplating a 

large waU map of the Delta, the admiral suddenly noticed that two rivers, the Vam Co Tay 

and the Vam Co Dong, came together in a "Y" shaped confluence to form the Vam Co 

River only fifteen miles to the west of Saigon. From there, the Vam Co flows into the 

South China Sea near the mouth of the Soi Rap. To Zumwalt's eye, the three waterways 

looked like a slingshot. He quickly outlined a plan and then summoned Howard Kerr into 

his office and said, "Hell, here's something we missed."33 Zumwalt asked Kerr to read 

over his outline and then the two officers talked about it before introducing the plan to the 

larger staff. Kerr and Zumwalt both remember being struck by how natural the Giant 

Slingshot concept appeared.34 

32Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. The use of the title "First Sea Lord" caused some initial confusion, as the military 
communications system routed message traffic directed to Salzer instead to the Admiralty 
in London, where Great Britain's equivalent to the Chief of Naval Operations has for 
centuries been caUed "The First Sea Lord." See Paul StiUweU Interview with Captain 
Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 22, 1982, p. 67. 

33Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

34Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 
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Giant Slingshot seemed natural not because of the two rivers in and of themselves, 

but because of the territory they paralleled. Known as the "Parrot's Beak" because of its 

shape on the map, this salient of Cambodia's Svay Rieng Province juts sharply into the 

northern edge of the Mekong Delta-and into the heart of III Corps near Saigon. MACV 

intelhgence had long known that the Viet Cong and their North Vietnamese alhes used the 

Parrot's Beak as a sanctuary, and as a terminus for materials flowing south along the Ho 

Chi Minh Trail. The region's close proximity to Saigon made it key in the surprise the 

communists achieved earlier in 1968. Lieutenant Commander Richard Nicholson, who 

started his tenure on the NavForV staff under Zumwalt as a logistics speciahst, noted, "the 

rivers were being used as highways to transport weapons and people into South Vietnam 

to conduct [the] Tet Offensives."35 More routinely, the rivers served as arteries that kept 

the Viet Cong suppUed the year around. "They have been used in the past by communist 

troops," a NavForV press release noted, "to resupply main and local force battahons in the 

Upper Mekong Delta and lower III Corps Tactical Zone with personnel, weapons, 

ammunition, and other supporting logistics."36 Admiral Zumwalt determined to deny the 

Viet Cong free use of the Vam Co Tay and Vam Co Dong Rivers, as a key part of the Sea 

Lords interdiction strategy. 

For Giant Slingshot's execution, Admiral Zumwalt ordered that Task Force 116 

redirect the bulk of its patrol assets—primarily PBRs—from the main channels of the 

Mekong and Bassac Rivers to the Vam Co Tay and Vam Co Dong Rivers. Arthur Price, 

3^Paul StiUwell Interview with Rear Admiral Richard E. Nicholson, USN (Ret.), 
June 8, 1983 (AnnapoUs: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 45. 

3^Navy News Release, Commander River Assault FlotiUa One, Release #50-68, 
December 31, 1968, Vietnam Command File, RivFlotl News Release, Box #162, NHC 
OAB. 
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Game Warden's commander, took command of the Giant Slingshot Area of Operations 

(AO). As with the initial Market Time incursions into the Ca Mau Peninsula, the earnest 

missions of the new operation caught the Viet Cong—accustomed to almost unhindered 

access to these waterways—unprepared. In its first six weeks, Giant Slingshot proved 

productive beyond aU expectations. A NavForV Summary described the AO as, "the 

longest and . . . most productive segment of the interdiction line. . . . [It] runs along and 

across enemy supply lines from the Parrot's Beak area of Cambodia into the western 

approaches to Saigon." In January of 1969, Price's sailors engaged in 68 firefights with 

Viet Cong units and located more than forty arms caches concealed on or near the 

riverbanks. At a loss of two PBRs destroyed and 23 damaged, Giant Slingshot crews 

claimed an estimated seventy of the enemy for nine Americans and fifteen South 

Vietnamese kiUed.37 Price was gratified by the operation's early results. "This is the first 

time we have regularly patroUed these rivers," he told reporters, "and we feel the navys 

presence here in the III CTZ whT deny the communists their heretofore easy waterway 

supply route. "38 

Price may have been pleased with the results, but Zumwalt was amazed. Such 

heavy contact with the enemy coupled with the large numbers of weapons caches 

indicated the importance of the region to Viet Cong logistics. Zumwalt added two 

additional PBR divisions to the three originaUy involved in the operation and decided to 

extend the program's duration. "OriginaUy, we intended to conduct the Slingshot 

37Operation Sea Lords Summary, January 1969, Sea Lords Summary 1, 
ComNavForV Monthly Summaries/Command Histories, Box #520, NHC OAB. 

38Navy News Release, Commander River Assault FlotiUa One, Release #50-68, 
December 31, 1968, Vietnam Command FUe, RivFlotl News Release, Box #162. NHC 
OAB. 
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operation for only three months," Zumwalt wrote to Admiral Blouin early in the new year. 

"However, it was soon decided that Giant Slingshot demanded a more permanent status. 

This was because intelhgence sources disclosed that our patrols on the Vam Co Dong 

were quite seriously thwarting the enemys attempts to move across the river. Some idea 

of the extent to which he had been using this waterway, and the intensity of his desire to 

continue doing so, can be gathered by the number of the firefights on the Vam Co Dong 

during the first three weeks of operations."39 In a command-wide newsletter disseminated 

to the officers and sailors of Task Force 194 on New Years' Day, Zumwalt indicated not 

only the unprecedented success of the Slingshot barrier and his pride in NavForV 

personnel, but also pointed to his behef that pacification and the participation of South 

Vietnamese forces were as important as interdiction: 

The accumulated results of these campaigns reflect marked achievements. 
Our presence alone, in the new areas of operations, has demonstrated to 
the enemy that he can no longer move freely in locations he heretofore 
regarded inviolate. It has placed him on the defensive and caused him to 
move warily, thereby eroding the confidence he may have had in his 
abiUties. We have witnessed many instances of local friendly forces 
displaying a renewed quality of aggressiveness foUowing the arrival of our 
naval forces in an area. EquaUy important, we have witnessed a steadily 
increasing flow of the civihan population back into locations which they 
vacated as a result of enemy presence. . . . Great strides were made in our 
effort during 1968 as you added more pages to the annals of naval history 
in Vietnam. For 1969,1 look for even bigger and better things, and 
hopefuUy, a truly free Vietnam. Keep up the good work.40 

39Patrols on the Vam Co Dong resulted in greater frequency of contact with the 
enemy because that waterway lay between the Parrot's Beak and Saigon, while the Vam 
Co Tay did not. Vice Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., Letter to Vice Admiral F. J. Blouin, 
January 3, 1969. NHC OAB. 

4^Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter #3, 1 January 1969, p. 6, ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 
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Indeed, inteUigence indicated that whUe the Slingshot and other Sea Lords barriers 

did not and probably could not completely choke off the flow of Viet Cong logistics, they 

did cost the communists significantly in the added time and effort of avoiding Sea Lords 

patrol craft; in the losses of materiel interdicted; and in the supply of materiel delayed by 

riverine operations. NavForV stated in March 1969 that the Viet Cong had changed their 

previous patterns as a result of naval aggressiveness. "Each month new reports are 

received which teU of Viet Cong infiltration attempts which were abandoned when a patrol 

craft suddenly appeared around the river bend. Indications that the Viet Cong now have a 

sizable backlog of war materials which they have not been able to move across the 

interdiction barriers or that certain infiltration routes have been changed reveal the 

importance of the . . . interdiction campaigns."41 Indeed. A busy month, March witnessed 

nearly one hundred combined operations in the Slingshot AO in which riverine patrol 

craft, in tandem with ground units ranging from patrol to battahon size, swept areas 

suspected of Viet Cong activity. The communists lost more than three hundred men kiUed 

hi action, while the navy suffered 77 casualties, three of them fataUties.42 

^Operation Sea Lords Summary, March 1969, pp. 1-2. Sea Lords Summary 
ComNavForV Monthly Summaries/Command Histories (3), Box #520, NHC OAB. 

42Ibid. 
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"Beans And BuUets For Sea Lords"43 

Beyond the danger of high-frequency contact with the enemy, Sea Lords forces 

faced a problem more basic to miUtary operations: logistics. Whereas Operation Game 

Warden reUed on anchored LSTs and floating barracks for support, the rivers and canals 

of the Sea Lords operations were much too narrow and shaUow to aUow the presence of 

the larger support craft. At the operation's outset, only two support facUities existed in 

the AO-the LST anchored at Ben Luc on the Vam Co Tay and a mobUe barge moored at 

Tan An on the Vam Co Dong.44 In January 1969, NavForV considered both "remote," 

even though good roads connected them to Saigon and to the Naval Support Activity at 

Nha Be, about twelve mUes south of Saigon. Though physicaUy the roads were good, a 

trip between Nha Be and Ben Luc or Tan An was unsafe, and therefore demanding. 

Because Zumwalt was so determined that Giant Slingshot move forward-especiaUy after 

its initial successes—the operation quickly outstripped its logistical base. At first, the men 

subsisted on C-Rations and slept in the bottoms of their boats, returning every second day 

to Ben Luc or Tan An to rest, resupply, and maintain the boats. As this proved 

unsatisfactory for the sustained pace of operations Zumwalt expected, the NavForV staff 

had to find a solution to the logistics problem as Giant Slingshot pressed deeper into the 

contested territory along the Parrot's Beak. 

43From the article of the same name, by Robert Powers, United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 96:12, December 1970, p. 95. 

44Interestingly, as Giant Slingshot developed, Zumwalt decided to create a more 
permanent base ashore at Ben Luc. The swampy nature of the location required a navy 
dredge to spend three months filling the swamp before SeaBees could construct the 
support facUities. The Viet Cong attempted to rocket the dredge on more than one 
occasion, but without success. See Commander, U. S. Naval Forces, Vietnam/Chief, 
Naval Advisory Group Newsletter #5, 1 March 1969, p. 5, ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp 
Newsletters FUe, Box #585, NHC OAB. 
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InitiaUy, the navy attempted to resupply the lonely PBR crews of Slingshot with 

utUity landing craft (LCUs). This proved unsatisfactory however, as the Viet Cong 

attacked several of the relief missions, destroying the supphes. NavForV had to 

reevaluate its thinking whUe at the same time continuing the operation. Lieutenant Bob 

Powers, who had been in-country for only two weeks at Christmas, remembers Zumwalt's 

temporary solution. Shortly before the New Year, Powers received orders to take a truck 

convoy loaded with supphes for Slingshot riverine craft from Saigon northwest to Hiep 

Hoa, situated on the Vam Co Dong in the middle of an area PBR saUors called "Blood 

AUey." 

Powers, justifiably concerned about the possibihty of a Viet Cong ambush, 

organized the four trucks and their SeaBee crews and quickly improvised defensive 

procedures in case of an attack. After battling Saigon traffic for nearly two hours, the 

convoy reached a checkpoint near Cu Chi, where it picked up a tank escort. The tank, 

commanded by an army sergeant, was caked with the thick red mud that clung to 

everything in the Delta during the monsoon season. When the convoy was still fifteen 

kilometers from Hiep Hoa the equaUy muddy tanker stopped and said, "O.K. captain, this 

is as far as I go." Powers-a Ueutenant—was part amused that the sergeant thought his 

navy Ueutenant's bars were the same as an army captain's "railroad tracks," but more 

horrified that the tank was abandoning the convoy. He protested, but the sergeant turned 

the tank around and returned to Cu Chi. "I must say," recaUs Powers, "it was a little bit 

interesting then. . . . We jumped in the trucks and went hckety-split down that road to 

Hiep Hoa and delivered those materials to a bunch of somewhat forlorn-looking riverboat 
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guys who were holed up there . . . " Though the convoy returned to Saigon without 

incident after the delivery, the experience was not one that Powers cared to repeat.45 

The only viable solution to the logistics dUemma was for the saUors to establish a 

series of smaU bases along each of the Slingshot rivers. The navy quickly solved the 

technological aspect of the problem through the appUcation of already existing pontoon 

barges called "ammi pontoons." The metal barges-ninety by thirty feet-could be towed 

upriver and moored to the beach with floating jetties. The saUors would then store 

paUetized ammunition and barrels of fuel for the PBRs in bunkers ashore. The pontoons 

could be modified to provide overhead cover in addition to the most basic messing and 

berthing facUities. The navy chose to caU them "Advance Tactical Support Bases" 

(ATSBs). The NavForV logistics officer, Captain George Ryan, coined the term for the 

sake of the army. "If he caUed them that," remembered Powers, "it made it easier for him 

to squeeze things out of the army."46 

Harder to squeeze from the army was its assent for Zumwalt's plan to place the 

planned string of ATSBs on the Vam Co Tay and the Vam Co Dong. Powers found 

himself traveling the Slingshot AO searching for base locations and taking the navys case 

to province advisors and brigade commanders. The task was a difficult one, both for 

doctrinal reasons and because of jealous turf guarding. "The army, at least initiaUy, was 

not generaUy receptive to the idea of the navy coming up the rivers and moving into then 

territories. . . . They didn't think the navy could give them much support, because they 

thought the boats on the rivers were just sitting ducks and would get blown out of the 

4^Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, October 30, 1982 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 50-55. 

46Ibid., p. 57. 
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rivers, and it would be a waste of time."47 Admiral Zumwalt also recaUs high-level army 

opposition to the plan. One general argued that the navy spent its time "swanning around" 

the rivers, contributing Uttle to what the army viewed as the relevant mission. The army, 

which had logistical concerns of its own, did not wish to spare resources for missions and 

methods it regarded questionable. These doctrinal differences forced the admkal to 

approach Abrams to get complete cooperation, especiaUy where logistics was concerned. 

Abrams, who recognized the value of Sea Lords even if some of his subordinate 

commanders did not, responded with acerbic messages to his staff instructing them to 

"unfuck" the problem After the fourth or fifth such episode, Zumwalt was leaving 

Abrams' office when the general barked, "Zumwalt!" The admkal turned and answered, 

"Yes sir?" Abrams looked at his naval component commander and said, "I beheve that 

every navy in this world is in an aUiance against the United States Army." Zumwalt 

responded, "You're right, general," saluted, and left the office.48 

With that problem overcome, the last hurdle involved finding defensible sites for 

each ATSB. Because the bases were smaU and remote, the staff raised reahstic concerns 

about theh security. Each ATSB had a perimeter, but who would defend it? The navy 

could not spare the manpower. MACV refused to rotate Marines out of I Corps and the 

army, if unofficiaUy, continued to sneer at Zumwalt's plan. A compromise resulted. The 

navy had to agree to place its ATSBs near existing army outposts, or more commonly, 

near Regional or Popular Forces (RF/PF) compounds. RF/PF units, universally caUed 

"ruffpuffs" by the Americans, were a form of mUitia the quality of which varied. Zumwalt 

47Ibid., p. 58. 

48Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. The admiral also notes that as Sea Lords continued and its contributions became 
more apparent, the army graduaUy warmed to what the navy was working to accomplish. 
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remembers them as, "guys that almost lived in the mud and were kind of a half-mihtia."49 

Powers, who negotiated with province chiefs to acquire perimeter security for the ATSBs. 

found dealing with the RF/PF problematic. "Nestling up to a [South Vietnamese militia] 

base for security caused us almost as many problems as nestling up to the Viet Cong. 

What made it even more difficult is you never knew when you were dealing with this level 

of people-we were not dealing with the Vietnamese Navy or even the Vietnamese Army 

or Vietnamese Marine Corps in these cases. We were dealing with a faMy loose 

organization, and you never knew to what degree that Viet Cong had infiltrated these 

units."50 Despite the perplexing problems, the estabhshment of the ATSBs went forward 

as Giant Slingshot operations continued to expand. 

The navy instaUed the first ATSB on the Vam Co Tay north of Tan An at Tuyen 

Nhon. PBR crews had already fashioned a smaU tent camp there with sandbagged 

defensive positions. A sixteen man SeaBee detachment from MCB-10 created more 

durable structures and within several weeks Tuyen Nhon, like the facUities established 

after it, was capable of supporting a river division—eight to twelve PBRs—and the craft 

that supplied it. Each ATSB featured Southeast Asia Huts, as the SeaBees caUed them, 

sohd floored and roofed buddings with screened sides; bunkered defensive and 

communications facUities; and a mess haU. The mess haU at Tuyen Nhon proved so 

successful, according to Powers, that army hehcopter pUots stopped in for lunch rather 

than returning to their own bases. "You'd go out there," he recaUed, "and you'd find the 

saUors hot and sweaty and dirty, but theyd be eating steak and lobster, so we did boost 

49Ibid. 

50Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 59. 
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then facUities considerably above C-Ration status."51 Admiral Zumwalt, who always 

sought to improve his mens' condition-and concomitantly then morale-was pleased. 

In rapid succession ATSBs sprang up along both Slingshot rivers. North of Ben 

Luc on the 185 kilometer Vam Co Dong the navy established ATSBs at Tra Cu, Go Dau 

Ha, and Ben Tre. On the 165 kilometer Vam Co Tay-in addition to Tuyen Nhon-PBR 

saUors instaUed themselves at Moc Hoa. The advance basing concept proved so flexible 

and successful in practice that Zumwalt ordered its use on the Search Turn and Tran Hung 

Dao barriers, at Rach Gia for the former and at Ha Tien and Binh Gia for the latter. 

Conditions varied at each ATSB. Some of the bases were—save for the mooring 

jetties—completely ashore. Others, like ATSB Go Dau Ha, were part ashore and part 

afloat on amrni pontoons. Go Dau Ha is an interesting case study in how Zumwalt's 

saUors had to improvise to provide security for themselves. Located in the 25th "Tropic 

Lightning" Division's AO, the ATSB sat on a swampy plot adjacent to a bridge that 

carried Highway One over the Vam Co Dong into the Parrot's Beak, and ultimately to 

Phnom Penh, Cambodia. An RF/PF company guarded the crossing from Viet Cong 

attack, but the saUors worried that the ATSB, which sat directly under the bridge, could 

be targeted by Viet Cong sappers who could hurl explosives from motorcycles or other 

vehicles as they crossed the river. The navy solved that problem by placing a heavy 

chicken wire screen along the entire downriver side of the bridge. Army engineers further 

improved the facilitys security by filling in a portion of the swamp and constructing steel 

rocket fences to pre-detonate incoming projectiles. More typical defenses—mUes of 

concertina wire and dozens of claymore mines—rounded out the ATSB's defenses. The 

51Ibid.,p. 63. 
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Viet Cong, with the exception of harassing mortar and rocket attacks, smaU-unit ground 

probes, and sniper fire, never attempted a dnect assault against Go Dau Ha.52 

Moc Hoa ATSB, the most remote of the bases on the Vam Co Tay, is also a 

notable example because it was almost entirely afloat. Composed of three ammi pontoons 

and a fuel barge, the base was moored against a steep bank on the town side of the river. 

Admiral Zumwalt visited the ATSB and personaUy ordered it moved into a more easUy 

defendable position. His reason: the Viet Cong subjected Moc Hoa to frequent attack. 

Mortar rounds arrived in the night often enough that the saUors transformed their 

pontoons into hardened "turtle ammis" by replacing the wooden joists that supported the 

roofs with steel beams, so that the roofs could take the weight of numerous sandbags. 

The Moc Hoa PBR crews, as men under adverse conditions often did, displayed a sense of 

humor. The ammunition bunker sported a sign that read: "Regular Issues 0800-0900. 

Emergencies Any Time." The enlisted quarters—the third turtle ammi—featured a dog-

coUared monkey who served as a doorman under a hand-lettered sign designating the 

facility, "The Moc Hoa HUton."53 

52For a physical description of the ATSBs in general and Go Dau Ha in particular, 
see Etta BeUe Kitchen's Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30, 1982, 
pp. 56-76. Powers also describes the living conditions and the security chaUenges in a 
professional note, "Beans and BuUets for Sea Lords," published in the United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 96:12, December 1970, pp. 95-97. 

53Commander R. L. Schreadly, then on the NavForV staff, visited Moc Hoa in 
1970 and described the facility and the operations it supported in, " 'Nothing to Report': 
A Day on the Vam Co Tay," United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 96:12, December 
1970, pp. 23-27. 
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More Polite Than Ambush: The Development 
Of Tactics For Sea Lords 

Sea Lords operations, especiaUy those on the Vam Co Tay and Vam Co Dong 

Rivers, were fraught with danger. Nicknames for stretches of the river, i.e., "Blood 

AUey," attest to the frequency of contact with the enemy as navy and navy-supported 

operations moved closer to the Cambodian frontier in the vicinity of the Parrot's Beak. At 

the beginning of March, Admiral Zumwalt reported that Sea Lords had accounted for 

almost 400 enemy kUled, close to two thousand sampans destroyed, and more than 400 

weapons captured. Giant Slingshot alone accounted for more than 300 enemy killed and 

sixty-two weapons caches discovered.54 Such success came with a price. At the outset, 

Sea Lords operations foUowed the Game Warden and MRF practice of patrolling the 

rivers, searching river traffic, and supporting sweeps by ground troops in enemy-

controUed areas. Such standardized tactics left the initiative to the Viet Cong, who, with 

long experience, proved adept with the ambush. The navy's river craft were lucrative 

targets for surprise attacks, some of which were stunning in then ferocity. 

On the night of March 30, 1969, an ATC and a monitor of the MRF moved slowly 

up the Vam Co Tay four miles northwest of the Moc Hoa ATSB. Shortly after 2300, a 

voUey of B-40 rockets and automatic weapons fire struck both craft. Four rockets struck 

the monitor, and despite the boat's protective armor, one detonated inside the 40mm gun 

mount, starting a fire that spread quickly into the fuel compartment. As the craft burned, 

its commander beached it to prevent it from sinking. PBRs and the damaged ATC puUed 

the crew from the monitor as its ammunition began cooking off. The monitor burned 

throughout the night before drifting downstream and capsizing. One American sailor died 

54Commander, U.S. Naval Forces, Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter #5, 1 March 1969, p. 2, ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 
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in the ambush and thirteen more suffered injuries. The attack ended a month in which six 

American saUors died in action and 69 were injured.55 Three days later, as two ASPBs 

moved south along the Vam Co Dong near Tra Cu, Viet Cong firing from concealed 

positions scored several rocket hits on the lead boat. One projectile exploded in the after 

gun station, killing Lieutenant Commander Christopher L. Peterson, commanding officer 

of River Squadron 57 and the Vam Co Dong on-scene commander.56 

Admiral Zumwalt took note of the heavy casualties the navy suffered in the first 

weeks of Slingshot and decided that something had to be done. Suggesting that the crews 

vary their predictable patrol routes and tunes helped, but did not of itself solve the 

problem As was often the case in the Brown Water Navy, young officers and saUors with 

additional responsibihties displayed the imagination and initiative that Zumwalt fostered. 

One officer who served with a PBR division came up with an answer. Lieutenant George 

Stefencavage realized that the Viet Cong enjoyed an immense advantage in achieving 

surprise against naval forces. Because supercharged diesel engines that puUed water 

through Jacuzzi pumps powered the Game Warden PBRs, the Viet Cong could hear them 

approaching from several miles away. The noise aUowed the enemy to slip away from the 

river or prepare an ambush, whichever he chose. Stefencavage experimented with a 

solution—positioning his PBRs along the riverbanks, where his men would be the 

ambushers instead of the victims. If multiple boats transited a waterway, one could quietly 

detach itself and drift into the river bank, taking advantage of the thick foliage for 

camouflage. If the Viet Cong attempted to cross the river anywhere near the PBR, its 

55Operation Sea Lords Summary, March 1969, p. 7. Sea Lords Summary 
ComNavForV Monthly Summaries/Command Histories (3), Box #520, NHC OAB. 

56Operation Sea Lords Summary, April 1969, pp. 2-3, Sea Lords Summary 
ComNavForV Monthly Summaries/Command Histories, Box #520, NHC OAB. 
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crew would open fire. SaUors armed with shotguns and grenade launchers could simUarly 

surprise enemy troops moving along the river banks.57 

Captain Arthur Price, Stevencavage's commanding officer, approached Zumwalt to 

appraise him of the new tactic. "He came up and pointed out that one of the reasons why 

we were having high attrition in the early days was the patrolling made our guys easy 

targets. One of the boats had discovered that pulling into ambush and catching those 

bastards as they tried to come down to the banks was effective, and so we changed the 

whole operation and started telling our guys to go into ambush." Within a week of word 

of the new tactic reaching Zumwalt, the admiral had disseminated the information to the 

entire command, and the ambush became the standard operating procedure for Operation 

Sea Lords~on aU of its barriers-from then untU the navy's combat role in Vietnam 

ceased.58 

Interestingly, NavForV refused to refer to the new tactic as "ambush," which it 

most certainly was. "Waterborne Guardpost" (WBGP) became the preferred term. 

"Somebody didn't like the term 'ambush,'" explained Bob Powers. "It sounded somehow 

sneaky and un-American."59 Whatever the name, the tactic proved itself time and again in 

the field. As the crews became more experienced, they honed their methods and perfected 

the waterborne guardpost. Furthermore, as the men learned lessons in combat, Zumwalt 

made certain that the knowledge became avaUable throughout the command. On his daUy 

trips around the Delta he discussed tactics and lessons learned with task force 

57Paul StiUweU Interview with Captain W. Lewis Glenn, USN (Ret.), May 16, 
1984 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 10-11. 

58Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, USN (Ret.), April 18, 1997. 

59Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30. 
1982, p. 78. 
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commanders and even the men themselves. "Sometimes," Zumwalt said, "I could get back 

to Saigon and talk to CTF 115 before his Swift boat commander out on the river got the 

message up to him. There was a lot of that backward and forward, coming up and down, 

and we had written reporting, but verbal reporting preceded it in almost every case."60 

Through 1969, NavForV issued a series of lengthy directives under the heading 

"Tac Notes," each of which described in detaU new applications for tactics. One such 

message, issued in September 1969, stated: 

Whenever possible, insertions should be made at last light, extractions at 
first light, and boats remain in position aU night. Inserting at last light 
permits crew to see surroundings and avoids false contacts after dark, i.e., 
moving trees and bushes. Boats should remain in the same guardpost 
position throughout the night. Once boats break from position, element of 
surprise is lost and vulnerability to enemy initiated firefight is maximized. 
Re-inserting after dark is extremely dangerous due to possibility of 
inserting into enemy ambush position. . . . Once settled in position alertness 
is rule of the night. If site is carefuUy chosen and crew remains alert, an 
undetected approach is unlikely. Load M-79 with buckshot rounds for 
quick close-in work.61 

The report also recommended that PBR crews, after sighting enemy personnel, pause 

before opening fire. The lapse aUowed the saUors to determine if the enemy was aware of 

theh presence, and it also reflected the Viet Cong practice of sending a smaU point 

element five or more minutes ahead of the main body. NavForV recommended that in aU 

cases where the enemy remained unaware of the boat's presence, the crew wait untU the 

target was within at least fifty meters before initiating contact. If the enemy force was 

60Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, USN (Ret.), April 18, 1997. 

61ComRivPatFlot Five to RivPatFlot Five, 220110Z Sep 69, TacNotes FUe, 
ComNavForV, NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 
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larger than expected, the boat commander could get underway at his discretion and radio 

for air or artUlery support.62 Choosing an ambush site became almost an art form. R. L. 

Schreadly, a NavForV staff officer who spent the night on a waterborne guardpost, 

described it thus: 

If you have real-time intelligence of enemy movements through your area 
the process is simple. You choose a site athwart the enemys route where 
the concealment is good and your field of fire as unrestricted as possible. 
Seldom, however, are you so fortunate to have such useful intelligence. 
The process then becomes something like a game of chess played with a 
clever opponent. Having studied the river very carefuUy, both you and the 
enemy know where the best crossings are. Both of you have examined 
minutely the patterns of the other's behavior. The final stage in the process 
then becomes an attempt to outwit or outguess the other.63 

The tactic, and its refinements, resulted in an almost immediate reduction in American 

casualties as the saUors began initiating contact with the enemy on their own terms. 

On March 7, 1969, two PBRs in an overnight ambush position five mUes north of 

Tra Cu sighted a sampan with twelve armed occupants attempting to cross the Vam Co 

Dong. The saUors watched sUently from their hidden position as the smaU craft 

approached to within fifty feet. They opened fire, so surprising the Viet Cong that only 

one man was able to get off two short bursts from an AK-47 before he was cut down. 

The brief engagement resulted in twelve enemy dead and one sampan destroyed. One 

saUor received shght injuries64 

62Ibid. 

63R. L. Schreadly," Toothing to Report,' A Day on the Vam Co Tay," United 
States Naval Institute Proceedings, 96:12, December 1970, p. 25. 

64Operation Sea Lords Summary, March 1969, p. 5, SeaLords Summary 
ComNavForV Monthly Summaries/Command Histories, Box #520, NHC OAB. 
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Engagements initiated by the Americans were not always so simple. On the night 

of June 6, 1969, Chief Signalman Leroy Dunnavant, a patrol officer with River Division 

515 of the River Patrol Force, led two PBRs into an ambush position along the bank of a 

canal in the Mekong Delta. Shortly after midnight, several sampans emerged from the 

opposite bank. Dunnavant ordered an iUumination round fired as both PBRs got 

underway to engage the enemy. As Dunnavant's PBR maneuvered into the channel it 

struck a wooden stake protruding from the water and the jarring coUision hurled the patrol 

officer overboard. The Viet Cong, though under attack by both boats, took Dunnavant 

under fire. He swam to the canal bank, crawled out of the water and hid in a nearby 

haystack. The battle moved on down the canal, but Dunnavant, as he lay concealed, could 

hear the voices of the Viet Cong as they searched for him He did not move untU 

daybreak, when he returned to the canal and a PBR patrol looking for him extracted him.65 

The Viet Cong, of course, in time proved able to adjust to the new American 

tactic. Zumwalt's Tac Notes repeatedly warned the saUors not to lapse into any 

predictable routine. During one night ambush a crewman on a concealed ATC sat on the 

deck of his craft observing the Vinh Te Canal with a starlight scope. The usual method 

was to focus upstream of the boat for several minutes and then shift attention downstream. 

At the end of one sweep, "as he turned to look downstream, he said, something 'told him 

to look back upstream.' He immediately turned and sighted the first of four crossing 

sampans which were taken under fire resulting in six enemy KIA and substantial captured 

materiel." The experience "chUled" the sailor, who realized that the Viet Cong had been 

observing him at length from within range of smaU arms fire. A study of the efficacy of 

the waterborne guardpost further explained, based on information acquired from 

65Navy News Release, River Patrol Force, Release #512-69, August 28, 1969, 
Vietnam Command FUe, RivFlotl News Release, Box #162, NHC OAB. 
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interrogated prisoners and defectors, that the enemy quickly developed countermeasures 

for the waterborne guardpost. An enemy unit approaching a Sea Lords barrier would 

send scouts to determine the presence of any ambushing craft. If the scouts detected an 

ambush, the enemy commander then either delayed the crossing for a more propitious 

moment, or launched a diversionary attack to flush the craft out of its ambush position. 

Or, as noted above, stealthy units could sometimes cross a barrier undetected despite an 

American presence. One enemy prisoner stated that the 195th NVA regiment crossed the 

Tran Hung Dao barrier in March-April of 1970. This unit, composed of 1,025 men, 

crossed the barrier in groups of three to five men. The enemy proved himself patient as 

weU as clever. Despite enemy counter tactics, the waterborne guardpost continued to 

secure results, making enemy attempts at continued infiltration more costly and time-

consuming than they had been at any time prior to Sea Lords' inception.66 

Because Admiral Zumwalt believed in leadership by example, and because he 

wanted a greater understanding of the chaUenges his saUors faced, he decided to 

experience personaUy a waterborne guardpost. He had once before gone out with the 

PBRs at night but General Abrams frowned on his senior commanders unnecessarily 

exposing themselves to danger, and so the admiral told no one, not even his chief of staff, 

Emmett Tidd, of his decision to do so again. A visit to the field, in which Zumwalt 

wanted to see the Tran Hung Dao barrier on the Cambodian frontier firsthand, supplied 

the occasion. Bob Powers remembered that he and a Marine sergeant from the admiral's 

security detaU wanted to go out on a PBR for a night ambush. The night's mission 

involved a transit of Bernique's Creek from the Ha Tien ATSB to an active sector near the 

Seven Mountains. As the two men readied themselves to board the craft, Powers looked 

66"Barrier Interdiction Analysis," ComNavForV/MACV, 1 July 1970, pp. ffl-4-
m-6. 
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up and saw the admiral walking towards them "Admiral," Powers said, "you're supposed 

to be up at the BOQ." Zumwalt responded, "WeU, I heard you and the sergeant were 

going out tonight and I decided to go out with you." Powers tried to dissuade his 

commander, but finaUy realized that, "you can't argue very long with a three star admiral." 

Powers did see that Zumwalt removed the three stars signifying his rank from his cap and 

coUar, and that he left his waUet behind. That done, the three men boarded the PBR and 

sped northeast up Bernique's Creek.67 

Though Zumwalt's PBR did not encounter the enemy, the admiral stiU foimd the 

patrol instructive in several ways. As the saUors settled in for their long watch, 

ComNavForV experienced their nightly routine: the difficulty of remaining alert, 

especiaUy in the long dark hours after midnight; the ubiquitous clouds of mosquitoes that 

government issue "bug juice" faded to repel; the saUors learned to brush them off; as 

opposed to instinctively slapping at them, because the sound could carry great distances 

over the stiU waters of the canals. Zumwalt learned that the saUors on a waterborne 

guardpost had a great deal of time to study the landscape. It was rare for anyone to 

comment on the beauty of rural Vietnam. It was a landscape perhaps too alien; too 

suggestive of hidden danger. What vista concealed an enemy?68 The half light of a starry 

night distorted aU movement, and tired, anxious minds saw creeping Viet Cong in every 

67Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 186. 

68Gerald Linderman noted the clinical approach men in combat took to landscape. 
"Even when there was little disparity between landscape viewed from far off and from 
close by, battle changed what the soldier saw before him. Beauty, whether the creation of 
natural or human forces, diasppeared as soldiers quickly reduced landscapes to their 
combat components." See The World Within War; America's Combat Experience in 
World War II (New York: Doubleday, 1997), p. 250. 
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wind-blown bush; heard the enemys approach in every sound of the night. The admiral 

learned how the tension of waiting in ambush could fray men's nerves. 

Several times that night distant gunfire broke the sUence. The PBRs skipper told 

the admiral that the sounds probably emanated from another waterborne guardpost several 

kilometers east of their position. Zumwalt and his crew also witnessed from a distance an 

impressive display as air force B-52s bombed Viet Cong strongholds in the vicinity of the 

Seven Mountains. Flashes lit the sky as the crack of high explosives roUed over the flat 

paddies along the canal. Soon after the bombers completed then runs, the night sounds of 

rural Vietnam returned—the buzz of insects, the water lapping at the sides of the concealed 

patrol boat, the quiet breathing of the men as they kept watch in near total darkness. 

At 0200, the admiral remembers that his nose started running. Without thinking, 

"and forgetting where I was," he puUed a white handkerchief from his breast pocket. 

Before he realized what was happening a sharp shove sent him to the deck, and a voice 

hissed in his ear, "Admiral, that white flag, it's going to be seen aU over the place!" 

Zumwalt sheepishly considered what he had done and replied to the quick-moving skipper 

of the PBR, "Yes sir, you're right." The remainder of the night passed without incident, 

and as dawn broke over the Rach Giang Thanh, the PBR slipped its mooring and returned 

to Ha Tien.69 ComNavForV had, through personal experience, gained a greater 

understanding of the chaUenges his men faced. 

Bob Powers caUed the episode "the only time in my life I ever stood port and 

starboard watches with a vice admiral." The encounter also impressed the young 

lieutenant, who remembered, "If we were going, he was going to go, which is an 

indication of the kind of guy Admiral Zumwalt is. He wants to be in the thick of the 

69Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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action, and he wants people that work for him to know that according to the leadership 

textbook, he wiU not ask anything of them that he would not be willing to do himself. 

There is nothing new or unusual about that. It's just that here is a man who very 

thoroughly practices these principles that we aU know and read about."70 

General Abrams, when he found out what Zumwalt had done, summoned the 

admiral to his office for a discussion. "You're trying to be a Goddamned hero," Abrams 

accused. Zumwalt answered, "No sir, general, I was trying to find out what's going on if 

I'm reaUy going to know how to support these guys." Abrams glared at Zumwalt for 

several moments, tossed a message flimsy on the table and barked, "Read this." The 

admiral read the report that one of Abrams' most-respected staff officers, Colonel Don 

Starry, had been shot down in a helicopter over the Cambodian border, where he was not 

supposed to be. Abrams, with tears in his eyes, said, "Here's another guy trying to be a 

Goddamned hero." Zumwalt never again accompanied his men on waterborne 

guardposts.71 

PCF-35 And Lieutenant Elmo R. Zumwalt m, USNR 

If the admiral experienced only two waterborne guardposts during his tour as 

ComNavForV, his son, Lieutenant Elmo R. Zumwalt III, experienced dozens. A Naval 

Reserve Officer Training Corps (NROTC) graduate of the University of North Carolina at 

Chapel HUT, Lieutenant Zumwalt volunteered for a tour of duty in Vietnam as the 

70Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 187. 

7 1 Search and Rescue (SAR) recovered Starry, who went on to become a four star 
general. Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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commander of a Swift boat (PCF). The admiral discovered his son's decision when he 

received a letter from him saying, "I know they are going to check with you, so please 

keep your cotton-picking hands off of my assignment-I want to come." Soon thereafter 

the telephone rang, and for once it was the lieutenant detaUer's desk in Washington calling 

the admiral. The officer said he had the junior Zumwalt's letter requesting the transfer and 

wanted to know what he should do with it. The admiral read the letter to the detailer and 

responded, "That's my answer."72 

The elder Zumwalt worried about his son coming to Vietnam to serve on barriers 

characterized by quick, vicious firefights with a determined enemy. He also expressed 

anxiety about what would happen should Elmo ever faU into the hands of the Viet Cong or 

the North Vietnamese. "We had seen it happen with the capture of Admiral McCain's 

aviator son. We later learned that the North Vietnamese were especiaUy brutal to him. 

That was why I had strongly believed that someday I would have to teU Elmo's mother 

that something terrible had happened to him."73 Despite his misgivings, the elder Zumwalt 

realized that he had no right to interfere with his son's desire. He later said, "I felt I had 

the responsibility to do with him what I would do with any other volunteer—say, Yeah, 

go to it.' "74 Neither man knew at the tune what a momentous decision young Elmo had 

made, and the gravity it would later assume for the entire Zumwalt famUy. 

72Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

73Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., and Lieutenant Elmo R. Zumwalt III, with John 
Pekkanen, My Father My Son (New York: MacMiUan Publishing Company), p. 61. 
Admiral McCain's "aviator son", Vice Adrrnral John S. McCain, USN (Ret.), is as of this 
writing in March 1998, the Republican Senator from Arizona. 

74Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18. 
1997. 
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Lieutenant Zumwalt went to it as the skipper of PCF-35, and with his crew 

operated out of Ha Tien and took part in both Market Time patrols and waterborne 

guardposts on the Rach Giang Thanh. On one of the latter occasions, Zumwalt 

deliberately violated standing orders and maneuvered his PCF down a narrow tributary of 

the main canal and several hundred yards into Cambodia. He believed-despite naval 

intelhgence reports to the contrary-that the North Vietnamese were using the route to 

infiltrate materiel into the main channel and thence into South Vietnam. After taking up 

position and camouflaging the boat with branches cut from nearby trees, the crew sat 

down to wait. 

After several quiet hours, the saUors heard first the sound of boats moving through 

the water, and then muffled voices. When the sampans drew to within thirty feet of the 

concealed boat, the crew opened fire, and ". . . pumped thousands of rounds into those 

sampans. It sounded like aU heU breaking loose." After the return fire slackened, 

Zumwalt went over the side by the flickering light of pop flares and began wading through 

the narrow, neck-deep canal towards the sampans. He recaUed, "There was no question 

we had found a VC convoy. When we opened fire on them, they had enough presence of 

mind to sink some of then* boats. They sank them in order to hide their weapons from us. 

I realized other VC would come back the next day and retrieve the submerged weapons 

and start using them against us. So we immediately began to unload then weapons onto 

our boat. There were AK-47s, mortars, aU kinds of weapons." Several of the sampans 

also carried medical supphes from Sweden. One of the crew members, Harvey MUler, 

remembers Zumwalt saying as he swung the captured equipment onto the deck of the 

PCF, "Now I can show my father aU the Goddamned weapons that Navy intelhgence said 
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weren't coming down this Goddamned canal."75 Zumwalt, who had discussed that v ery 

issue with Elmo several days before the incident during a visit to Ha Tien, was not the 

least bit angry at his son for violating the rules of engagement-or for proving him wrong. 

This was not the first time, nor would it be the last, that American patrol boats and aircraft 

crossed into Cambodian territory. Sometimes it was accidental, and sometimes, as with 

Zumwalt, it was quite deliberate. The admiral was pleased that his son's action had 

demonstrated the inaccuracy of naval intelligence's reporting on the area, and as a result 

ordered riverine patrols participating in Tran Hung Dao operations to penetrate the 

mouths of the smaUer rivers and canals to interrupt possible communist transit. To this 

day the elder Zumwalt smUes at the memory of his son's stubborn defiance. "He just 

wanted to be damn sure he could prove his old man wrong."76 

Beyond providing an impetus for fine tuning operations along Bernique's Creek, 

the Cambodian episode reinforced the admiral's fear that Elmo would take unnecessary 

risks to prove to his peers that he did not enjoy special privileges as ComNavForV's son. 

"He was constantly trying to do more than the norm just to show that he wasn't being 

protected by the old man," recaUed the admiral.77 Because of that concern, the father 

generaUy avoided contacted the son, or vice versa. Emmett Tidd noticed that even though 

the admiral did not interfere with his son, he did keep tabs on his tour from a distance. 

There were no special reports; the admiral did not need them because he read the message 

traffic himself every morning and knew what had happened in his son's AO. Only once 

7 5 Admkal Elmo R Zumwalt, et al., My Father My Son, pp. 83-84. See also 
AdminO ComNavForV to NavWepCen China Lake, 231027Z Oct 69, "CNFV Sitreps 
WhUe Z is Away FUe," ComNavForV Classified Messages, Box #136, NHC OAB. 

76Author Interview with Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

77Ibid. 

164 



during Elmo's tour did the admiral attempt to intervene. After the lieutenant had served 

six months in-country, most of it on Sea Lords operations, the elder Zumwalt invited his 

son to come to Saigon and serve as his aide, just as General Dwight D. Eisenhower's son 

John had done in World War II. Elmo furiously rejected the offer, and the admiral was 

wise enough not to press the matter further.78 

The younger Zumwalt retained command of PCF-35 for nine months of his twelve 

month in-country tour. In April 1970, Captain Charles Rauch asked the lieutenant to 

conduct a study of the Sea Lords patrol program to determine its "effectiveness and 

efficiency."79 Because his last name was Zumwalt, and because the study involved talking 

to scores of officers throughout the NavForV command, Elmo declined heading the study 

but agreed to take part on the condition that his boat crew also be reassigned away from 

combat. The admiral agreed to transfer the crew and Elmo prepared to carry out the 

study under Lieutenant Commander Dave Halperin, then operations officer on Sea Float. 

Before the reassignment, however, Zumwalt had to conduct his last series of Sea Lords 

patrols. In so doing, he experienced a sensation that men nearing the end of combat tours 

have always felt: a curious sense of irony and dread. Stories of men not surviving then 

78Author Interview with Vice Admiral Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14, 
1997. 

79Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt et al., My Father My Son, pp. 98-99. The admiral, at 
last succeeded in getting his son out of combat but only after the younger man had seen 
his share of it. The admiral did value having his son on the rivers because it enabled him to 
receive feedback from a trusted voice. The son was always open with the father, often 
angrily so, as with the case of the Cambodian incursion. Sometimes the discussion was 
mundane, as when son asked the father why the PCFs were painted gray when green 
would be more practical. The admiral directed that aU Sea Lords Swifts be painted green. 
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last patrol are legion, and Elmo remembers being "more afraid than I had been on any 

other mission, even more than on my first patrol."80 

With that tight feeling in his gut, Lieutenant Zumwalt led his PCF and one other 

inland on the Rach Giang Thanh. As the boats moved along the canal, the other Swift hit 

a wire that triggered a claymore mine, causing a blast that did little damage to the boat. 

As Zumwalt and his counterpart stopped to examine the other PCF's huU, the men 

observed a sampan at the mouth of a narrow canal. Zumwalt ordered his craft to pursue. 

When the PCF entered the channel at full throttle, two command detonated mines lifted 

the stem of the speeding craft out of the water and sent a towering geyser of water more 

than one hundred feet into the air. The blast knocked everyone to the deck and the boat 

returned to the water with a forty-five degree list. The crew opened fire on the canal 

banks, though they could see nothing. The boat, its rudder and screws damaged, had to 

abandon the patrol. An investigation of the canal bank, however, revealed a wire that led 

one hundred meters into a stand of trees. Here the Viet Cong had waited for the boat to 

take the bait of the sampan. When PCF-35 entered the canal, it passed between two 

stakes planted in the ground. "When our boat moved between those two sticks," Elmo 

remembered, "we were like a target in the cross hahs. . . . The triggerman yanked the trip 

wire, and the mines exploded." The admiral's son survived his last Sea Lords patrol.81 

Barrier Reef And Double Shift: The Operational 
Culmination Of Sea Lords 

As we have seen, December of 1968 and the first two months of 1969 

demonstrated through frequent and bloody contact the validity of the Giant Slingshot 

80Ibid., p. 99. 

81Ibid., pp. 99-100. 
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interdiction operations. Sea Lords, however, stUl lacked one major component before 

becoming geographicaUy complete. To fulfill the totality of Admiral Zumwalt's vision, 

NavForV created a fourth line of interdiction in early January 1969. CaUed Barrier Reef, 

it connected Search Turn and Tran Hung Dao in the west and Giant Slingshot in the east 

by way of the La Grange-Ong Lon Canal. This lengthy and generaUy straight waterway, 

which stretched 88 kUometers from Tuyen Nhon on the Vam Co Tay to An Long on the 

Mekong River, made complete the system of Sea Lords barriers separating in and IV 

Corps in South Vietnam from the Cambodian frontier.82 As this latest effort was about to 

get underway, Zumwalt expressed his confidence in the efficacy of the program as a 

whole: "We have much evidence," he wrote, "that these coordinated campaigns on the 

part of aU our naval task forces, which permit maximum use of these assets directly against 

the enemy, has (sic) had a severe impact on the VC freedom of movement and we are 

confident that they have contributed significantly to the increase in numbers of VC who 

are deserting their cause."83 

On January 2, 1969, the first Barrier Reef mission paired river patrol craft with a 

Popular Forces (PF) company. With the boats providing fire support the PF company 

swept the banks of the Ong Lon Canal eighteen miles east of An Long. During the sweep 

the South Vietnamese estabhshed contact with the North Vietnamese 528th Heavy 

Weapons Company as it moved to cross the canal, and a heavy firelight ensued. As his 

boats laid down a curtain of fire, the river patrol commander caUed in a series of an 

strikes. After the NVA broke contact the Americans and South Vietnamese discovered 

82For a brief, general description of Barrier Reef, see R. L. Schreadly, "Sea 
Lords," United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 96:8, December 1970, pp. 29-30. 

83Vice Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., Letter to Vice Admiral F.J. Blouin, 
January 3, 1969, NHC OAB. 
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they had kUled at least a dozen North Vietnamese and captured ten. Numerous NVA 

weapons Uttered the ground. The NavForV post-action report blandly stated that the new 

operation, "hit at enemy supply and base areas and crossed previously unimpaired enemy 

supply routes. The actions resulted in high enemy personnel and materiel losses and 

provoked a strong enemy response of attacks on craft in aU areas of operation."84 

Admiral Zumwalt, who suspected that drawing the noose tighter by connecting the 

previously existing barriers would have immediate consequences, was more impressed. In 

a message to his command, ComNavForV wrote, "These concepts have begun to pay off 

in a manner which is gratifying to me. Then continued employment wUl certainly serve to 

increase 'the take' on not only Barrier Reef, but in aU the interdiction operations now in 

fuU swing. The destruction of the 528th heavy weapons company and the capture of the 

first 12 tube 107mm rocket launcher in IV CTZ . . . is an example of the marriage of 

operations and intelhgence at the grass roots level."85 The message also reflected one of 

the key aspects of the maturing Sea Lords program: the effort to utilize intelhgence with 

greater effectiveness. The admkal wanted his forces to make such contacts with the 

enemy more often. Though waterborne guardposts demonstrated their utility almost daUy, 

Zumwalt thought it preferable if operations could be planned to catch large numbers of 

enemy main force units maneuvering in the open, as the first Barrier Reef operation had 

done. Effective appUcation of intelhgence provided the key. 

Captain Rex Rectanus fiUed that role on the NavForV staff. As Admkal Zumwalt's 

intelhgence officer, he had the responsibility to obtain, analyze, and utilize information 

84Operation Sea Lords Summary January 1969, p. 3, Sea Lords Summary 
ComNavForV Monthly Summaries/Command Histories (3), Box #520, NHC OAB. 

8^Commander, U.S. Naval Forces, Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter #4, 1 February 1969, ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletters FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 
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gathered from a variety of sources. Rectanus, a career intelhgence officer, had served in 

the American Embassy in Moscow and on the staff of CinCPac before his tour in Vietnam. 

Of the officers on Zumwalt's staff, Rectanus was among those the admkal respected most, 

and the simple effectiveness with which he performed his tasks explains that respect. 

Rectanus' work demonstrates the theory that sohd intelhgence work involves not the 

romance of cold war mythology, but long hours of study and drudgery. Rectanus did that 

homework and in so doing exposed as false the cherished idea that the Viet Cong moved 

their logistics with stealthy ease through the fluid countryside of IU and TV Corps. "The 

enemy," said Rectanus, "has the same problem as any mihtary organization does, and that 

is that once you set a train of events in motion, it's extremely difficult to change them. As 

a result, thek supply lines were pretty weU standard. Over a period of time, you could 

plot that the supphes were coming through these routes just by putting together an awful 

lot of data." The routes, of course, aU involved crossing or otherwise utilizing the myriad 

of waterways that dominated the terrain in the Mekong Delta. Rectanus' theory, and the 

idea upon which Zumwalt based Sea Lords operations, was that over time intelhgence 

could predict the routes and mount operations at key choke points along those routes. If 

successful, such operations would disrupt seriously the enemy s lines of supply and 

communication. Rectanus also believed that applying intelhgence against the enemy in the 

Delta would support the pacification effort insofar as the South Vietnamese could infer 

protection against the Viet Cong from the operations.86 

Rectanus worked through a naval intelhgence network that began at the coUection 

level with Naval Intelhgence Liaison Officers (NILOs). These junior officers, stationed 

throughout the Delta, were responsible not only for making thek own observations, but 

86Paul StUlweU Interview with Vice Admkal Earl F. Rectanus, November 19, 
1982 (AnnapoUs: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 31-33. 
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for coUecting information from the most valuable source, human beings. Human 

Intelhgence (Humlnt) was the most sought-after, and the most difficult form of 

intelligence to obtain. The cultural differences inherent in the American presence in 

Vietnam doubled the chaUenge. As the riverine saUors discovered ov er time, word-of-

mouth reports from South Vietnamese vUlagers and fishermen often indicated the 

locations of Viet Cong tax coUection cadres or weapons caches, and the navy could then 

conduct operations against them Useful Humlnt also came from prisoners and especiaUv 

from defectors. Often, navy SEAL platoons set out to capture prisoners when they 

conducted patrols, in what Rectanus caUed "Rifle Shot" operations. FinaUy, Naval 

Intelhgence and MACV also valued captured documents and weapons caches, which gave 

them indications of local enemy strength and order of battle.87 

OperationaUy, Rectanus worked very closely with Zumwalt and the NavForV 

Operations Officer, Dick Nicholson. Early each morning Rectanus delivered an 

intelligence briefing to the assembled staff after which he, the admkal. and Nicholson met 

to decide how to apply that information. "We would present the enemy situation," said 

Rectanus, "and Zumwalt then would talk almost dkectly to Nick and me about what we 

were going to do about it. I would make some suggestions, and Nick reaUy—his input was 

not only to dkect his forces but also to make recommendations on whether or not we 

could afford to do what intelhgence indicated we ought to do."88 Because Zumwalt and 

87Obviously, the navy had other sources of intelhgence, ranging from the 
observations made by brown water saUors as they patroUed the rivers and canals, to 
photographic reconnaissance, to information obtained from electronic sensors like those 
employed along the Ho Chi Minh TraU. WhUe the technological aspects of intelhgence 
gathering in Vietnam have received much attention, Rectanus indicates that the best 
information came from the more traditional sources described above. See Paul StUlweU 
Interview with Vice Admkal Earl F. Rectanus, November 19, 1982. pp. 32-38. 

88Ibid., p. 38. 
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his staffpredicated Sea Lords on an efficient deployment of riverine forces over a broad 

area in the Delta, the navy could in most cases respond quickly to timely information. 

Task force commanders could move PBRs or MRF assault craft into position within a 

matter of several hours, and ak strikes or artiUery could be employed more rapidly, usually 

within forty-five minutes. 

Barrier Reef and subsequent Sea Lords operations indicate the effectiveness of 

intelhgence in countering the waterborne insurgency in the Mekong Delta. For example, 

the arrival of the spring monsoon in 1969 caused Zumwalt to order an increase in the 

number of patrols in the Plain of Reeds, a low-lying area of swamp and rice paddies 

extending over a broad region west of Saigon, much of which feU into the Barrier Reef 

AO. Heavy monsoon rainfaU caused much of the Plain of Reeds to become inundated, 

and hence navigable to smaU craft such as the sampans the communists used to move men 

and materiel—and the PBRs the Americans used to stop them In issuing the order, 

Zumwalt stated that intelhgence indicated, "the enemy wiU concentrate his movement of 

troops and supphes through this area." NavForV planned a range of operations to 

interdict this anticipated movement, including heavier than usual harassment and 

interdiction (H & I) fire, heavy patrolling by both PBRs and akcraft, and alert boats and 

akcraft ready to respond to current intelligence.89 

TacticaUy, Sea Lords' operational flexibihty also aUowed NavForV to focus on one 

specific location in response to timely information. In June 1969, naval intelhgence, using 

human intelhgence reports, indicated that the Viet Cong planned to use sappers to mine 

8 9CTG 194.0 to SA 44 STZ, 150339Z May 69, Special Ops FUe, 
ComNavForV/NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. The Cho Gao 
connects the Vam Co River to the Mekong and was vital for rice convoys moving via 
inland waterways from Soc Trang, Ca Mau and Can Tho to the Saigon area. 
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the Cho Gao canal—a key line of communication in the Delta-to interfere with navy 

patrols. Zumwalt stepped up the level of security observed by units patrolling the canal 

and ordered Art Price and Roy Hoffman to "concentrate friendly activity on and along the 

canal in order to attain a green [secure] status for this vital LOC. Request your combined 

forces stationed in My Tho-Dong Tarn area initiate operations along the Cho Gao Canal. 

Operations should include daylight patrols, troop insertions and sweeps as feasible, night 

ambushes, and intensified psyops."90 Intelhgence repeatedly proved its value in planning 

productive offensive operations for Sea Lords. That is not to say, however, that it was 

completely rehable. Lieutenant Elmo Zumwalt's experiences on the Tran Hung Dao 

barrier Ulustrate that point, as does the enduring abihty of the Viet Cong and North 

Vietnamese infiltrators to continue with thek program Intelhgence did contribute, as we 

have seen, to ComNavForV's continuing deske to "keep the enemy off balance." In this 

role it served adequately, and on several occasions, it gave Sea Lords—an offensive 

operation—the capabihty to stage brilliant defensive maneuvers in the face of large-scale 

enemy attacks. 

In May 1969, units of the Twenty-Fifth Infantry Division conducting a sweep in in 

Corps west of Saigon captured North Vietnamese documents indicating a buUd-up of 

NVA forces for an attack on Tay Ninh sometime in the Summer-FaU Campaign of 1969. 

MACV and NavForV quickly put into motion a contingency plan they had created earlier 

in the year.91 CaUed Double Shift, the operation caUed for Market Time PCFs to move 

up river into the Giant Slingshot and Barrier Reef AOs. This action aUowed Art Price and 

90ComNavForV to CTF 116, CTF 117, 141319Z Jun 69, Special Ops FUe, 
ComNavForV/NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 

91ComUSMACV to ComNavForV, 011810Z Jun. 69, Double Shift, 
ComNavForV/NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 
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Bob Salzer to move thek PBRs and MobUe Riverine Force assault craft further up the 

Vam Co Dong and into position to work dkectly with ground forces maneuvering to 

defend Tay Ninh City against the expected NVA offensive. The PCFs would ensure that 

ongoing interdiction efforts along the barriers would not suffer an interruption.92 

The plan went into effect in early July 1969, and involved elements of the U.S. 1st 

Infantry Division, the 1st Cavalry (AirmobUe), the 5th and 25th ARVN divisions, the 7th 

Ak Force, the South Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF), and elements of the Vietnamese 

Navy (VNN). In his orders, Zumwalt specified that the naval units were to "Provide, in 

the event of large scale enemy movement into northern and northeastern III CTZ, 

additional blocking, interdicting, and troop lift forces to interdict, search out, harass, and 

destroy the enemy."93 As the units moved into position they experienced greater contact 

than usual with the enemy. The attack on Tay Ninh did not take place. Zumwalt credits 

the combined arms approach embodied in Double Shift and the flexibUity designed into 

Sea Lords that made it possible to realign U.S. forces so quickly to face the expected 

threat. "Most observers," the admkal wrote, "have credited the fast-reacting Brown 

Water Navy as a major contributing factor in preventing a large scale assault on Tay Ninh 

from the south and west." Zumwalt also complimented the army for smoothly handling 

the sudden 300 per cent increase in demand for logistics in that area of operations. The 

Giant Slingshot riverine craft remained in the area untU the fourth week of July. On July 

30th, a second Double Shift redeployed the U.S. naval forces "into the lower Vam Co Tay 

and Vam Co Dong Rivers to counter increased infiltration of fresh enemy forces out of 

92ComNavForV to CGIIFFORCEV, 09737Z Feb 69, Special Ops FUes, 
ComNavForV/NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 

93ComNavForV to CTG 194.0, 071057Z Jul 69, Double Shift, 
ComNavForV/NavForV Operations FUes (4). Box #420, NHC OAB. 

173 



Cambodia."94 The high pace of operations in the Giant Slingshot AO continued, 

seemingly without pause. 

Having executed Double Shift successfuUy in the summer of 1969, NavForV had a 

model should enemy action make another redeployment necessary. In January of 1970, 

Naval Intelhgence suspected that the NVA were preparing to attack Ha Tien, one of the 

more remote locations in South Vietnam. To counter the new threat, Zumwalt ordered 

the Barrier Reef commander to prepare to move twenty of his MRF assault craft to the Ha 

Tien AO via the Tri Ton and Rach Gia-Ha Tien Canals. Zumwalt also ordered Roy 

Hoffman to be ready to detach half a dozen of his Market Tune PCFs and send them to Ha 

Tien.95 As Double Shift and the Ha Tien contingency plan both demonstrate, Zumwalt's 

earlier combination of the three task forces into an organic whole for the sake of the Sea 

Lords strategy made it possible for the rapid and efficient realignment of naval power to 

respond to any number of opportunities and possibihties. 

Of Seawohves And Black Ponies: Organic Naval Ak 
In Support Of Sea Lords 

The ubiquitous presence of ak power was a central fact of the American military 

effort in Vietnam. Units from squad to battalion size, on the move or in permanent bases, 

could caU for a wide range of ak support and expect it quickly, especiaUy in emergencies. 

From the BeU UH-1 Iroquois series of helicopters—the omnipresent "Hueys"—to tactical 

fighters based aU over South Vietnam; from the impressive close-support capabUities of 

the AC-119 and AC-130 gunships to the precision attacks of the B-52 bombers based on 

94Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group, 
Newsletter #10, 14 August 1969, ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 

95ComNavForV to CTG 194.0, 190545Z Jan 70, Ha Tien Contingency Plan. 
ComNavForV/NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 
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far away Guam and in ThaUand, the American mUitary man in South Vietnam had access 

to an unprecedented volume of firepower delivered from the ak. Commanders from aU 

branches could "order" ak support in advance for planned operations, or request it as 

necessary during operations in the field. Units anywhere in South Vietnam were never 

more than forty-five minutes away from receiving ak support dkected from the Tactical 

Operations Center at Bien Hoa. Sometimes it arrived faster. Often, hehcopter gunships 

were overhead within minutes of a radioed caU for help. This was the case for the Army 

and the Marine Corps because each enjoyed dedicated ak assets for support of thek 

ground forces. For the navy task forces operating in the Mekong Delta, ak support 

initiaUy was more problematic. 

When Admkal Zumwalt became ComNavForV, only one navy hehcopter squadron 

existed to provide support for naval forces. Though it seemed apparent to navy planners 

that dedicated overhead cover would be necessary for the patrol craft in the dangerous 

environments in III and IV Corps, the USN had no akcraft suitable for the task. Due to 

this lack of proper equipment, Hehcopter Attack (Light) Squadron Three (HAL-3) began 

life in 1967 as an afterthought, with hehcopters and equipment borrowed from army 

stocks. The army also had to provide initial training for the navy pUots who operated the 

akcraft—UH-1 gunships, and ongoing logistic support. 

The "Seawolves," as the men of HAL-3 caUed themselves, numbered twenty-two 

hehcopters and 250 personnel spread across the Mekong Delta in detachments. A typical 

Seawolf detachment consisted of three akcraft—two gunships and a utUity helicopter-

supported by eleven pUots and ten enlisted crewman. The squadron deployed a thirty-five 
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man unit of roving mechanics to repak and maintain the squadron's Hueys and 

equipment.96 

The Hueys flown by the men of HAL-3 carried four side-mounted M-60 machine 

guns, two seven tube 2.75-inch rocket launchers, fired by the pUot and copUot, and two 

additional M-60s and M-79 grenade launchers fired by the two enlisted crewmembers. 

Operating in two-ship fire teams—as did the PBRs they protected—the Seawolves 

performed a variety of tasks. Often, when PBRs in a waterborne guardpost engaged a 

larger than expected enemy unit, the crews caUed in the hehcopters to provide additional 

destructive power. Admkal Zumwalt caUed the Seawolves, "the real hammer that ended 

up on the anvU of what our guys in ambush were doing."97 Beyond being on caU for 

emergency ak support, the hehcopters flew reconnaissance ahead of planned patrols, 

attacked targets of opportunity, and served as medical evacuation (MedEvac) akcraft in 

the wake of engagements with the enemy. On many occasions Seawolf pUots—often at 

great danger to themselves—landed atop Sea Lords riverine craft to "dust off' injured 

saUors.98 

9^Vung Tau served as the unit's permanent base, and the site of its commissioning 
in June 1967. The detachments flew from forward operation locations at Nha Be, Binh 
Thuy, Dong Tarn, Rach Gia, and Vinh Long. Thomas Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Press, 1988), pp. 191-195. For an Ulustrated 
overview of HAL-3 and its operations, see Dan Dodd, "Navy Gunship Hehcopters in the 
Mekong," United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 94, Naval Review Issue, May 1968, 
pp. 91-104. 

97Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

98The heavier craft-such as the ASPBs and the CCBs of the MobUe Riverine 
Force—were designed to support hehcopters. The PBRs were not, but that did not stop 
hehcopters from lifting men from them when medical treatment necessitated them so 
doing. 
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A very close relationship developed between the aviators of HAL-3 and the saUors 

of the Brown Water Navy. The hehcopter crews, like thek counterparts on the rivers, 

carried out a demanding pace of operations. Hehcopters were always aloft during daylight 

patrols, and consequently were never more than minutes away from any riverine craft that 

radioed for support. Because they flew low and slow—only ninety knots with a combat 

load—the Seawolves often took heavy ground fire. In April 1969, two Seawolves flying a 

morning patrol seven mUes northeast of Moc Hoa and very near the Cambodian border, 

located a group of sampans attempting to cross the Giant Slingshot Barrier. Each 

hehcopter made several firing runs over the target. Seawolf 37, whUe turning to make 

another strafing run, was struck by machine gun fire and went down. One crewman 

escaped from the burning wreckage. As the second hehcopter— Seawolf 38—moved in to 

extract him, ground fire destroyed its oU system causing the pUot to crash land near the 

first downed hehcopter. As an army MedEvac chopper moved in to pick up the survivors 

of the downed craft, buUets wounded both door gunners. When the hehcopter lifted off 

with five navymen aboard, another round kUled one of Seawolf 3 8's crewmembers. The 

survivors later discovered that thek craft had gone down inside Cambodia.99 

When Operation Sea Lords began, Admkal Zumwalt came to believe that the 

Seawolves were overworked and too thinly spread. Twenty-two hehcopters, however 

hard thek crews labored, could not be expected to provide adequate coverage for close to 

three hundred watercraft operating on more than 5,000 mUes of waterways. The admkal 

decided to seek fixed-wing close ak support akcraft dedicated to the Sea Lords mission. 

The staff considered avaUable options and decided to ask the navy for a squadron of 

RockweU OV-10A Broncos. The Bronco's buUders designed the twin-engined, twin-taUed 

"Operation Sea Lords Summary, April 1969, pp. 8-9, Sea Lords Summary 
ComNavForV Monthly Sunimaries/Command Histories, Box #520, NHC OAB. 
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akcraft to provide exceUent visibility for its two man crew, who could loiter over target 

areas for up to three hours and deliver a variety of weapons ranging from 7.62 cahber 

miniguns to 2.75-inch rockets to white phosphorous munitions and more. Zumwalt 

regarded the Bronco as ideal for his mission. Higher echelons regarded the admkal's 

proposal as dubious, and with good reason. 

When Zumwalt's initial request for the akcraft reached Washington, Admkal 

Thomas H. Moorer, the CNO, asked ComNavForV if sufficient facUities existed in the 

Delta to support the akcraft, or if it would be more practical to assign additional 

hehcopters to the operation.100 Zumwalt immediately responded that the army, which 

provided the support for the navy's UH-ls, would not respond weU to additional demands 

on its resources. ComNavForV cited ongoing problems in obtaining army hehcopter fire 

teams for support of Sea Lords operations, even when they involved sweeps by sizable 

army units working in conjunction with navy river craft. WhUe Zumwalt admitted that 

most of the "existing army and VNAF bases in [the] Mekong Delta are near or at 

maximum base loading," he argued that if the navy dispersed the OV-lOs in detachments, 

as HAL-3 had done with its hehcopters, then aU twenty of the akcraft NavForV wanted 

could be accommodated.101 

What Zumwalt either ignored or overlooked were the logistical problems posed by 

the deployment. The aviators in the chain of command were, however, aware of this 

predicament. The Commander of Naval Ak in the Western Pacific (ComAkWestPac), in a 

message to his superior, the Commander of Naval Ak, Pacific (ComNavAkPac), pointed 

100CNO to ComNavForV, 251524Z Oct 68, OV-10 VAL-4 Mar-Apr FUe, 
ComNavForV MisceUaneous (1), Box #577, NHC OAB. 

101ComNavForV to CNO, 251047Z Oct 68, OV-10 VAL-4 Mar-Apr FUe, 
ComNavForV MisceUaneous (1), Box #577, NHC OAB. 
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out the "pitfaUs" associated with Zumwalt's proposal, including the confusion created by 

naval operation of akcraft "procured and supported by another service." It would be 

preferable, he argued, to send a squadron of Marine Corps OV-lOs because the Marines 

akeady operated that type of akcraft. WhUe his message did note that airfield support of 

the proposed deployment was possible, he flatly stated, "I fear that one lone smaU navy 

OV-10 squadron located in the Delta would soon find itself at the aftermost milking 

station whenever part support became difficult."102 ComNavAkPac, who disliked sending 

smaU numbers of exotic akcraft to Vietnam, agreed and forwarded the logisticaUy based 

objections to Admkal Harry D. Felt, Commander-in-Chief of the Pacific Fleet 

(CinCPacFlt). "There are lots of Hueys in Vietnam," he wrote, "but HAL-3 flies army 

akcraft and the navy has little part in thek support. On the other hand, there are few OV-

lOs anywhere, and . . . it wUl be difficult to provide satisfactory dispersed support for 

smaU numbers of OV-10A akcraft at several locations in Vietnam. . . . Introduction of 

another OV acft [akcraft] into our inventory would create logistic support tasks which 

could weU outweigh the expected advantages."103 

Admkal Felt also was cautious about deploying a single squadron of OV-lOs to 

Vietnam, and so did not fully endorse the concept. In a message to Admiral Moorer, Felt 

stated, "ComNavForV . . . indicated 10 additional OV-10 akcraft could be utilized in 

support of Game Warden. OV-10 acft (sic) accepted as interim measure pending 

avaUabUity of better acft for mission. . . . It is doubtful OV-10 acft wUl prove more than 

minimally satisfactory at best, for Game Warden support. Recommend additional OV-10 

102ComAkWestPac to ComNavAkPac, 010859Z Oct 68, OV-10 VAL-4 Mar-
Apr FUe, ComNavForV MisceUaneous (1), Box #577, NHC OAB. 

!°3ComNavAkPac to CinCPacFlt, 032137Z Oct 68, OV-10 VAL-4 Mar-Apr FUe, 
ComNavForV MisceUaneous (1), Box #577, NHC OAB. 
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acft not be programmed into Game Warden support pending determination whether OV-

10 wiU prove satisfactory in Game Warden role."104 In effect, Admkal Moorer aUowed 

Zumwalt a smaUer than requested number of OV-lOs almost as an experiment-one 

Admkal Felt seemed to think would faU. 

Consequently, the navy commissioned Light Attack Squadron Four (VAL-4)-the 

"Black Ponies"-on January 3, 1969, at North Island Naval Ak Station outside of San 

Diego, California. The unit's twenty pUots and fifteen naval flight officers (NFOs) trained 

for Vietnam at Yuma, Arizona and Camp Pendleton, California, before shipping out for 

Southeast Asia in March, 1969. The fourteen OV- 10s transited the Pacific aboard the 

MSTS Sea Train Maine, whUe the personnel went ahead aboard military and charter 

akcraft. By April 7, 1969, the 14 OV-lOs and 146 officers and men of the Black Ponies 

were in place at thek initial operational location, Binh Thuy. During thek first two weeks 

in-country, the pUots conducted intensive day and night training within a fifty mUe radius 

of Vung Tau—much of it over the Rung Sat Special Zone (RSSZ). The men also studied 

the rules of engagement and famiharized themselves with procedures, such as specified 

strike zones in each of the operating areas. WhUe thek training proceeded, Zumwalt 

scoured the fleet for the necessary weapons—the SUU-11 gun pod especiaUy—to arm the 

akcraft.105 The Black Ponies, like HAL-3 before them, quickly deployed akcraft to an 

additional location to broaden the area of coverage and shorten the response time. The 

army airfield at Vung Tau soon hosted a detachment of Black Ponies. 

104CinCPacFlt to CNO, 272001Z Oct 68, OV-10 VAL-4 FUe, ComNavForV 
MisceUaneous (1), Box #577, NHC OAB. 

lO^For a breakdown of VAL-4's personnel, see Commander Naval Ak Force, U.S. 
Pacific Fleet to CNO (OP-10), 5300 Ser 642, October 14, 1969, VAL-4 Manpower 
Authorization Request, OV-10 VAL-4 FUe, ComNavFovV MisceUaneous (1), Box #577, 
NHC OAB. 
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Zumwalt beheved that the Black Ponies would be an invaluable addition to the 

navy's interdiction efforts, but he did not reckon on army and ak force obstructionism. 

Just before the unit shipped for Vietnam, Zumwalt had to go before MACV and defend it 

as necessary to his purpose-not because the army and ak force could not see the utility of 

such a unit; they could—but because the competing services, especiaUy the ak force, 

viewed VAL-4 as an intrusion on thek sole control of in-country tactical ak power. In a 

forceful message to Abrams, Zumwalt demonstrated that the hehcopters and thek crews 

were "overtaxed" and asked his commander to aUow the navy its own ak support: 

Although the OV-10A is a fixed-wing akcraft and could possibly be 
construed as a tactical akcraft . . . its deployment, mission, and armament 
delivery (machine guns, rockets) wUl be the same as the UH- IB helo 
whose mission specificaUy is armed patrol operations in support of and 
organic to river patrol interdiction on the waterways of the RepubUc of 
Vietnam (RSSZ, HI and IV Corps Tactical Zones). . . . It is requested that 
a waiver be granted . . . and ComNavForV assume operational control of 
this akcraft solely for support of river, mobUe, riverine, and coastal 
operations under his command.106 

Abrams, who was more concerned with operational results than with internecine struggles 

over turf, granted Zumwalt sole operational control of the OV-lOs. 

The experience of the Black Ponies in Vietnam is interesting not only for thek 

notable support of the Sea Lords campaign, but also because thek deployment in combat 

highlighted a deficiency in the chain of command.107 OperationaUy, the Broncos served in 

106comNavForV to ComUSMACV, 080107Z Feb 69, OV-10 VAL-4 FUe, 
ComNavForV MisceUaneous (1), Box #577, NHC OAB. 

107For a brief description of the OV-10 and its naval mission in Vietnam, see 
GUbert L. Winans, "Bronco-the Black Ponies," United States Naval Institute Proceedings 
96:6, June 1970, pp. 125-126. Winans was VAL-4's first Commanding Officer (CO). For 
an interesting personal narrative, see Daniel B. Sheehan's "The Black Ponies," United 
States Naval Institute Proceedings, April 1988, pp. 84-88. Sheehan served in VAL-4 as a 
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several roles. Luce the Seawolves, they flew standard patrols. A fire team of two Broncos 

flew over a pre-designated area-such as the Rung Sat-for one-and-a-half to two-and-a-

half hours, searching for the enemy. Commander GUbert Winans, VAL-4's CO, noted that 

normal patrols constituted eighty percent of his unit's flying tune.108 The OV- 10s also 

flew on-station patrols in which two akcraft flew in conjunction with a boat patrol. On-

station missions commonly occurred when PBRs entered an area of known or suspected 

enemy concentration. Likely contact with the Viet Cong or North Vietnamese made 

overhead ak cover necessary. PBR crews most appreciated the last mission type VAL-4 

performed-the fast reaction scramble. Any tune during the day or night OV-lOs could 

launch to come to the aid of beleaguered patrol craft or ground troops. Daniel Sheehan 

recaUed, 

Each detachment maintained a scramble alert crew ready 24 hours a day in 
facUities next to the revetments. When alerted, each scramble crew front-
seater boarded, started the left engine, and completed as many of the 
checklists as he could. His back seater copied coordinates, frequencies, 
caUsigns, and other situational information. . . . After the back seater 
climbed in, the right engine was started, ordnance armed, and the flight 
launched. The normal reaction time from alert to akbome was six to eight 
minutes in daytime and 10-15 minutes at night.109 

Naval Flight Officer. His account can be compared to MarshaU Gene Harrison's exceUent 
memok, A Lonely Kind of War (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1989). Harrison, a USAF 
Forward Ak ControUer, flew the OV-10 in its more recognized role: sporter/controUer for 
artiUery and tactical ak strikes. The USN was the only service to use the Bronco solely as 
an attack platform. 

108Winans, "Bronco-the Black Ponies," p. 125. 

109Sheehan, "The Black Ponies," p. 87. 
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VAL-4 operated at a frantic pace, conducting more than four thousand sorties its 

first year in-country. The missions varied from frustratingly routine to deadly, as on May 

25, 1969, when an OV-10 fire team on a standard patrol was diverted to provide covering 

fire for two PBRs in the Cai Lon River, near Rach Gia. Viet Cong ambushers took the 

two craft under fire, damaging them with B-40 rockets and heavy automatic weapons fire. 

When the OV- 10s arrived and began attacking the enemy positions, the Viet Cong fire 

shifted to the akcraft. As one of the Black Ponies dived over the river to make another 

run at the target, a smaU arms round penetrated the canopy, killing the pUot.110 The NFO 

in the back seat faced a dUemma. As Sheehan, an OV-10 NFO noted, "All weapon 

selection and firing were done by the front seat pUot, and not aU flight controls and 

instruments were duphcated in the rear seat. . . . The back seater's primary duties were 

flight communications and navigation. OccasionaUy, in routine situations, he took the 

stick for a few minutes to give the pUot some rest."111 Though this situation was far from 

routine, and despite the lack of duphcate instruments in the back seat, the NFO managed 

to regain control of the diving Bronco at an estimated thirty-five feet over the river and 

return safely to Binh Thuy. VAL-4's first fatahty was the first of five the squadron 

suffered in its initial twelve months in-country. Flying for Sea Lords could be just as 

dangerous as standing watch on a waterborne guardpost. 

Though the brown water saUors immediately appreciated VAL-4's presence over 

the Delta, a serious problem remained. In the view of the pUots in the squadron, NavForV 

I l°Operation Sea Lords Summary, May 1969, pp. 1-2. Sea Lords Summary 
ComNavForV Monthly Summaries/Command Histories, Box #520, NHC OAB. 

I I Sheehan, "The Black Ponies," p. 84. 
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simply deposited the Black Ponies in the Delta and left them-in the operational sense-to 

fend for themselves. Daniel Sheehan recaUed: 

Few people outside the squadron had a clear idea of our mission or 
capabihties. The riverine forces in the field-who theoreticaUy were our 
primary customers-had no inkling of the squadron's presence and purpose, 
nor did they know how to obtain OV-10 fire support. . . . Therefore, as we 
flew over the rivers and canals, plotting and memorizing checkpoints, we 
solicited targets from every province and sector headquarters, and every 
PBR and outpost that had a pubhshed radio frequency. Whenever 
someone listened, we delivered a canned spiel advertising our capabUities— 
which also Usted radio frequencies and telephone numbers for the naval 
operations center that controUed us. GraduaUy we became known around 
the Mekong Delta.112 

At the end of the unit's first year in the Delta, claimed Commander Martin S. Schuman, 

VAL-4's executive officer, things improved. "WeVe done a lot of growing up in the past 

year, and so have the boats we work with," he told a reporter. "When we first arrived in-

country, none of them knew how to operate with us, thus they had to leam to differentiate 

between 'that tree line over there . . . and that tree line on the north-south canal just north 

of my position.' We had the same problem with the ground troops . . . they simply didn't 

know what we could do."113 

Squadron member Daniel Sheehan claims that the navy left the Black Ponies to 

thek own devices untU NavForV determined that the asset was being "misused." That is, 

it soon became apparent that most of the OV-10 missions supported army ground units in 

contact with the enemy, instead of the riverine patrol craft they were intended to support. 

112Ibid.,pp. 86-87. 

1 l3Navy News Release, River Patrol Force, Release No. 697-69, December 21. 
1969, Vietnam Command FUe, RTVFLOT 1 News Release, Box #162, NHC OAB. 
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As a result, NavForV ordered VAL-4 to shift from dayhght patrolling for targets of 

opportunity to night patrolling of fixed routes over the Sea Lords barriers near the 

Cambodian border. "These 'interdiction' missions were supposed to deter infiltration and 

resupply efforts across the border. In theory, the very sound of OV-10 engines reduced 

border crossings. In practice, the shift in operations actuaUy degraded squadron 

effectiveness, but it put the navy back on pohticaUy solid ground. Navy units were again 

supporting other navy units."114 Sheehan's frustrations with the limitations of the mission 

in Vietnam are evident, and it is unclear whether his perception of the chain of command's 

utilization of the Black Ponies is completely accurate. What does seem clear, though, is 

that in the drive for organic ak support, however necessary it was, Admkal Zumwalt 

pursued a "WUd Idea"—the deployment of OV-lOs to Vietnam-without clearly addressing 

the logistical and support predicaments the decision created. To thek credit, the Black 

Ponies continued to provide close ak support to a variety of customers—navy and 

otherwise—in III and TV Corps untU the unit redeployed to the United States late in 1971 

as the American effort in South Vietnam drew to a close. 

Admkal Zumwalt And Operation Sea Lords: 
An Assessment 

Assessing Admkal Zumwalt's command of American naval forces in Vietnam 

through the lens of Operation Sea Lords is a useful exercise because the dkect innovation 

of the program reflects the strategic thinking of the man. Zumwalt arrived in Vietnam 

determined to make the United States Navy a strong contributor to MACV's ongoing 

efforts to defeat the communist insurgency and stabilize South Vietnam. Sea Lords was 

that contribution, and its results are dkectly traceable to not only the admiral's aggressive 

114Sheehan, "The Black Ponies," p. 87. 
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approach, but also the increased morale and sense of mission that the Brown Water Navy 

experienced under his leadership. 

Before Sea Lords, the naval forces carried out three separate programs. Zumwalt 

and his staff unified them into an integrated strategy with a central focus: interdiction. 

Secondarily, the program's forward method of entering formerly sacrosanct Viet Cong 

strongholds and disrupting enemy patterns and timetables meshed weU with General 

Abrams's deske to halt the insurgency and secure or pacify large portions of III and IV 

Corps. 

By this reckoning, Operation Sea Lords is unquestionably one of the better 

strategies to emerge from the American mUitary experience in Vietnam, and Zumwalt, by 

association, is one of that war's better strategists. GeographicaUy, given the limitations of 

the environment, it was as total as Zumwalt could make it with the naval and ak resources 

avaUable to him. "We had established a complete barrier between Saigon and the Mekong 

Delta and Cambodia," stated Bob Powers. "We had established interdiction operations 

within the Mekong Delta itself; and we had estabhshed No Sanctuary operations in all of 

the traditional Viet Cong strongholds in TV Corps and the southern part of HI Corps 

around Saigon."115 

Geographic near-totality does not alone define the success of Sea Lords. 

Statistics—always associated with American management of the allied effort in Vietnam-

demonstrate the level to which naval operations interfered with Viet Cong logistics 

networks. In the late summer of 1969, NavForV compUed a table reflecting the numbers 

of firefights, the numbers of caches discovered, numbers of enemy troops captured, and of 

course, the ever-present body count. In a seven-month period, Sea Lords barrier 

1 l^Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 
30, 1982, p. 49. 
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operations generated nearly nine hundred firefights with the enemy, resulting in 1601 kills, 

as confirmed by body count, and 239 captured. Furthermore, naval operations in the 

Delta netted nearly 160 tons of captured weapons that brown water saUors discovered 

hidden in 163 caches. Not surprisingly, Operation Giant Slingshot accounted for the 

majority in aU categories: 662 firefights; 148 caches discovered; 147 tons of weapons and 

ammunition captured; and more than 1100 enemy kUled in action. These numbers reflect 

Zumwalt's correctness in assessing the importance of the Parrot's Beak region to enemy 

operations. By contrast, Operation Tran Hung Dao produced the second highest number 

of firefights and enemy kUled, 109 and 270, respectively.116 

In a command environment permeated by statistical indicators to measure 

"progress" in a seemingly frontless war, Zumwalt's approach to the numbers game set him 

apart from what historians and critics of the American effort in Vietnam see as a caUous 

pursuit of a high body count. Though NavForV kept body count statistics, Zumwalt never 

believed that they were the key indicators of the success or faUure of his operations. The 

admkal tended to focus instead on weapons caches discovered, numbers and types of 

weapons captured, and prisoners—aU of which had great value in producing accurate 

intelhgence assessments that the navy could then use to plan or refocus operations. If 

interdiction was the key, Zumwalt reasoned, then these results outweighed dead 

Vietnamese, however high thek numbers. "We were not there specificaUy to see how 

many Viet Cong we could kill," remembered Bob Powers. "We were there . . . stop thek 

bringing supphes in that were disrupting the countryside, and . . . to deny thek influence 

1 ^Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter #9, 1 July 1969, ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box #585. 
NHC OAB. 
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throughout the countryside."117 Howard Kerr agreed, saying, "I don't recaU that there 

was a lot of emphasis on the navy side put on body count. I don't think the admkal saw it 

as a highly significant data point in trying to determine how weU we were doing hi the war 

effort. . . . It was a by-product of that effort, but I don't think that aU of a sudden we 

thought we had taken a step closer to winning the war because on Thursday the body 

count had gone up."118 The admkal, for his part, found the body count not only less 

useful than other indicators of counterinsurgencys success, but also distasteful. "I thought 

that was a very unfortunate choice," he said, "both because it is kind of unamerican to 

gloat over how many dead you have, and more importantly, because it's not a very good 

measure of pacification. And most of aU, regrettably, there were cases where army 

commanders weren't too careful about who they kUled in order to get that body count 

up."119 Consequently, Zumwalt paid more attention to measures that focused strictly on 

interdiction. In an August 1969 message to his command, the admkal noted that though 

Sea Lords could not halt aU of the infiltration efforts of a determined enemy, it could and 

did deny him the initiative to operate unmolested and at wUl. 

The enemy continues to use his established and traditional infiltration 
routes, and is stUl apparently able to move aU of the materiel he requkes 
through the barriers although at a cost in the frequency and intensity of the 
offensives he can mount. This is not to say that the barriers are ineffective. 
For example, because we have recovered a number of his supply caches, 
the enemy has found it necessary to move more materiel than he originaUy 

1 l7Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 
30, 1982, p. 80. 

1 l8Paul StUweU Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), November 
9, 1982, p. 117. 

119Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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planned to move. In addition, the presence of our forces on the barrier 
waterways often means that the enemy is not able to move his materiel 
when he wants to move it, thus disturbing his timetable. Perhaps the most 
important military result of our barrier interdiction efforts is that the enemy 
is now no longer able to closely coordinate his overaU logistics movement 
with his broad offensive maneuvers.120 

Zumwalt's statement reflects much of what the United States experienced in Vietnam In a 

limited war with undefined and shifting goals, what constitutes success? The admkal took 

for granted the fact that victory was unlikely, but remained confident that American forces 

could attain General Abrams's goal of disrupting Viet Cong and North Vietnamese efforts 

to the point that South Vietnam could pacify its own countryside, prepare itself to 

continue the struggle, and eventuaUy establish a reasonable level of security. Pacification, 

as noted in Chapter TV, was a thorny and confusing issue. Zumwalt's intelhgence section, 

tasked with measuring pacification in the Sea Lords AO, found such quantification vexing. 

Rex Rectanus asked, "How do you measure success in that kind of environment? How 

many viUages are pacified? Just to get one more viUage, just for a statistic, just to get one 

more viUage on the secure list, that was a great achievement, you know. Theyd be secure 

one day, then theyd get rocketed the next day by the VC."121 

One of Zumwalt's chaUenges—assessing the effectiveness of his strategy in some 

quantifiable manner—remained controversial. The admkal and his staff; however, sensed 

that Sea Lords hurt the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese, both for the obvious factors 

mentioned above and for more subjective reasons. The navy's counterinsurgency program 

got the enemys attention sufficiently to result in an attempt to assassinate the admkal. 

l20Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter #10, 14 August 1969, ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 

121Paul StUweU Interview with Vice Admiral Earl F. Rectanus, USN (Ret.), 
November 19, 1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 21. 
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For the first six months Zumwalt was in-country, he paid relatively little heed to 

his personal security. WhUe General Abrams traveled the streets of Saigon with an armed 

security detaU, and carried a rifle with him, the admkal traveled in a single vehicle with his 

aide and a driver, and Uttle else. As we have seen, he also went into insecure areas in the 

Delta with an almost cavaher attitude about his own safety. That changed in the spring of 

1969. One April day during the noon hour at a time when the staff normaUy played 

voUeybaU, a Viet Cong riding past the NavForV compound on a motorcycle hurled an 

explosive device over the waU. The bomb exploded near the voUeybaU court. Howard 

Kerr, in his quarters at the time, remembers that a loud blast rent the humid ak, and he 

rushed downstaks and outside to see a smoking crater in the courtyard. The explosion 

injured no one, though Kerr remains convinced that had the admkal not been out of town, 

the staff would have been playing as usual and many of them would have been injured if 

not kUled. The event was headline news in the Pacific Edition of The Stars and Stripes, 

and Zumwalt became something of a folk hero at MACV because the Viet Cong had made 

a dkect attempt on his life. Abrams ordered the admkal to be more security conscious. 

Subsequently, Kerr recaUed, they never left the compound without two jeeps fuU of armed 

Marines riding shotgun, one in front of and one behind the admkal's staff vehicle.122 

The attempt took place immediately before Captain Tidd's arrival in Saigon to 

serve as Zumwalt's Chief of Staff. Tidd had heard about the bombing, and when he 

arrived he was surprised to discover that beyond the security detaU Abrams ordered, 

122Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 
Admiral Zumwalt's son, James G. Zumwalt—a former Marine-conducted research for a 
book in present-day Vietnam. He interviewed dozens of Viet Cong and North Vietnamese 
veterans, including a retked Viet Cong officer who claims to have ordered the attempt on 
the adrnkal's life. The man told the younger Zumwalt, an attorney in Reston, Vkginia, 
that he was glad-in retrospect—that the attempt did not succeed. 
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nothing further had been done to strengthen the NavForV compound against future 

attacks. It seemed apparent to Tidd that the Viet Cong had inteUigence that the admkal 

and his staff played voUeybaU in the compound over thek lunch break. Tidd also noted 

that the waUs around the compound, which abutted busy streets, were overgrown with 

fohage and that it would be easy for anyone to scale the waU and gain entrance to the 

compound, and probably to the admiral's quarters. The captain's first act as Chief of Staff 

was to caU in a Marine NCO to do an inspection and make recommendations on how to 

improve the facility's security. Among other things, armed Marine guards patroUed the 

grounds and took up positions at the door to the admiral's house and at the head of the 

staks outside his room That done, Tidd then settled into the NavForV routine.123 

Success and faUure can be subjective concepts. Many observers regard much if 

not aU of what the United States did in Vietnam as unsuccessful because of the ultimate 

negative outcome of the entke effort. To do so in the case of Operation Sea Lords would 

be inaccurate. Taking into consideration the broader context of 1969, and the widespread 

realization that the United States did not regard victory as a pohtical possibility, MACV 

and its component commands were left in a less than ideal situation. With no long 

standing goal in place other than the impending withdrawal, Abrams, and Zumwalt under 

him, could consider httle more than how to stabilize a fluid situation long enough to aUow 

the struggling South Vietnamese to improve thek government and miktary structures and 

consohdate a defensible position. In that hght, Operation Sea Lords, despite its inability to 

cut off completely waterborne infiltration through the Mekong Delta, made an enormous 

difference. It interrupted Viet Cong and North Vietnamese logistics networks. It cost the 

enemy in personnel, materiel, and in the estimation of Admkal Zumwalt, the key factor of 

123Author Interview with Vice Admkal Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14, 
1997. 
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tune. Sea Lords, in its imaginative and forward appUcation of naval power, repeatedly 

disrupted enemy timetables and forced the communists to change thek plans. Compared 

to Tet 1968, the results of Sea Lords and its subordinate operations-notably Giant 

Slingshot and Double Shift-speak for themselves. 

Zumwalt made a difference in other fields as weU. In restoring effectiveness and 

purpose to a troubled NavForV staff, the admkal repaked the navy's image in the eyes of 

MACV and turned its flagging fortunes. General Abrams's respect for Zumwalt is a 

testament to the admkal's creative appUcation of the forces at his disposal, and to the 

navys new dedication to Abrams's goals of counterinsurgency, pacification, and 

Vietnamization. With Operation Sea Lords Zumwalt reestabhshed the USN as a full 

partner in the MACV structure and mission, a complete reversal of that service's situation 

under Admkal Veth. 

With Operation Sea Lords Zumwalt demonstrated how the navy could apply its 

power to the insurgency problem in ways army doctrine could not foresee. The chaUenge, 

to which NavForV under Zumwalt rose, included the troubling lack of doctrine for 

riverine operations. Despite its own experience in the Civil War and subsequent colonial 

wars, the United States Navy had faded to protect any institutional memory of how to 

conduct war on rivers. Furthermore, the United States chose to ignore prior French 

riverine experience within Vietnam itself. The navy in Vietnam had to create doctrine by 

doing, and the positive results enjoyed by Zumwalt's forward barrier strategy are an 

additional testament to his and his staffs creativity and imagination. Sea Lords, however, 

was more than just barriers. The strategy, as it name implies, went much further. 

Zumwalt was determined to apply naval expertise and power to the chaUenge posed by the 

ongoing existence of Viet Cong strongholds throughout the Delta, in such places as the Ca 

Mau Peninsula and the Rung Sat Special Zone. In these denial of sanctuary operations 
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Zumwalt also found himself approaching the unfamUiar problem upon which much of the 

American effort in Vietnam foundered—denial of sanctuary and its coronary—pacification. 

193 



CHAPTER V 

DENIAL OF SANCTUARY 

Sanctuary. In most contexts, the word denotes sacred ground, refuge, safety. To 

American military personnel serving in Vietnam, "sanctuary" hearkened to the frustrating 

Washington pohcy of aUowing the communists largely unmolested access to South 

Vietnam through lines of supply and communication in supposedly neutral Laos and 

Cambodia. The Parrot's Beak, a sahent of the southeastern Cambodian province of Svay 

Rieng extending eastward to within forty miles of Saigon, is a prime example. The Viet 

Cong and North Vietnamese used this and similar refuges as base camps to stage periodic 

attacks-most notably the Tet Offensive of 1968-into South Vietnam, and sometimes on 

Saigon itself. American commanders chafed at pohticaUy motivated rules of engagement 

that denied them permission to pursue the enemy into his protected rear areas and interdict 

his logistics.l 

General William C. Westmoreland (ComUSMACV 1964-1968), initiaUy 
envisioned a strategy in which US forces would interdict communist lines of supply 
through an amphibious hook into southern North Vietnam that would cut the Annamite 
Pass, and from there drive into southern Laos to deny the communists access to the 
northern teirninus of the Ho Chi Minh TraU. Washington refused to countenance the 
proposed operation. The result: a vacuum in which a tactic, Search and Destroy, became 
strategy, konicaUy, because of the absence of strategy. Author Interview with General 
William Rosson, conducted in Lubbock, Texas, April 15, 1997. In his memok, 
Westmoreland notes, "Many Americans apparently faded to comprehend 'search and 
destroy,' possibly because detractors of the war chose to distort it. Since it is always the 
basic objective of military operations to seek and destroy the enemy and his military 
resources, I saw nothing contradictory or brutal about the term, yet as the months passed, 
many people, to my surprise, came to associate it with aimless searches in the jungle and 
the random destroying of viUages and other property." Westmoreland seems careful not 
to criticize openly the pohtical limitations placed on the war by President Johnson and his 
advisors, and contents himself with noting that search and destroy—despite attrition being 
"a strategy in disrepute" since World War I—remained the only option open to him. 
Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (New York: Doubleday and Company, 1976). pp. 99-
100, 184-186. 

194 



The initial phase of the Sea Lords campaign, designed by Admkal Zumwalt and his 

staff to choke the waterborne flow of communist weapons and supphes from Cambodia 

into III and IV Corps, addressed this problem with some measure of success. Viet Cong 

sanctuaries within South Vietnam, however, remained a serious dUemma. No pohcy 

existed to aUow the Viet Cong such safe havens. The guerrUlas-and thek North 

Vietnamese patrons—had established them either through victory in the field or by default. 

The Tet Offensive compeUed MACV to recognize that the Saigon government did 

not control large areas of South Vietnam. In others, its rule was nominal at best, with 

American or ARVN units exercising authority by day and the Viet Cong operating freely 

in the hours of darkness. Enemy operations during and even prior to Tet secured the Viet 

Cong and North Vietnamese mastery of significant parts of rural South Vietnam In areas 

featuring difficult terrain that hampered the easy flow of operations, the South Vietnamese 

had aUowed the communists control by default.2 Such "sanctuaries" included the famous 

Iron Triangle northwest of Saigon, which contained base camps and vast tunnel complexes 

similar to those at Cu Chi. In 1967, the United States Army conducted Operations Cedar 

FaUs and Junction City in the Iron Triangle in an effort to root out the dug-in Viet Cong. 

Areas of special interest to the United States Navy were the Rung Sat Special Zone-

southeast of Saigon—and large areas in the Mekong Delta, notably the Ca Mau Peninsula, 

the Plain of Reeds, and the U Minh Forest. 

2American advisors noted early on—and with disgust—the periodic difficulty of 
obtaining the cooperation of ARVN officers in pursuing the Viet Cong once thek units 
made contact. This was especiaUy true when such pursuit involved operating in remote 
and difficult areas, or included the possibility of casualties. Pohtical expediency in the 
South Vietnamese Armed Forces rewarded loyalty to the regime, low casualties, and 
exaggerated indications of success. Colonel John Paul Vann's experiences in the early 
1960s-especiaUy the debacle at Ap Bac—highlight the problem See Neil Sheehan, A 
Bright Shining Lie (New York: Vintage Books, 1988), pp. 203-265. David M. Toczek 
provides a more scholarly account hi his unpublished thesis, "They Did Everything But 
Learn From It: The Battle of Ap Bac, 1963," Lubbock: Texas Tech University, 1998. 
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Admiral Zumwalt's initial conception of Sea Lords included aggressive sweep 

operations conducted in such areas to interdict Viet Cong supply lines and interrupt enemy 

operations. Since previous lessons taught that sweeps alone could not guarantee Allied 

control, planners envisioned more comprehensive strategies containing elements of 

psychological warfare and pacification. The NavForV staff selected two areas in which to 

focus its primary efforts-the inhospitable Rung Sat Special Zone and the remote Ca Mau 

Peninsula. Both became test cases for Admkal Zumwalt's denial of sanctuary strategy. 

"Our Little Piece Of The War": 
The Rung Sat Special Zone 

Lieutenant Robert Powers, a logistics specialist who later succeeded Lieutenant 

Howard Kerr as Zumwalt's aide and flag heutenant, half-facetiously described the Rung 

Sat as, "An area of very few trees, a lot of mud and many canals; a lot of scrub jungle, a 

lot of mean people, and snakes . . ."3 The Rung Sat Special Zone, located approximately 

20 miles south-southeast of Saigon, was a 485 square mUe expanse of mangrove and nipa 

palm swamp criss-crossed by a tangle of interlocking rivers, streams, and canals. Divided 

into two districts, Quang Xuyen and Can Gio, the swampy region held uncharacteristic 

importance for a key reason-the Long Tau shipping channel. A dividing line between the 

two districts, the channel twisted and turned from its mouth on the South China Sea 

thirty-six kilometers to the busy Port of Saigon, which at the height of the conflict in 

Vietnam handled more than sixty per cent of the commerce-much of it American military 

and economic aid—flowing into South Vietnam.4 

3Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, October 30, 1982, 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 38. 

4Albert C. Smith, Jr., "Rung Sat Special Zone; Vietnam's Mekong Delta," United 
States Naval Institute Proceedings, 94: 4, April 1968, pp. 116 ff 
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The region held strategic importance for a second reason-its location. Sitting 

between Saigon and the South China Sea, the Rung Sat bordered on three key South 

Vietnamese provinces-Long An, Go Cong, and Phuoc Tuy-and two administrative 

districts—Nha Be and Nhon Trach. A vital crossroads in a river delta where waterborne 

communications are vitaUy important, the Rung Sat long posed problems for South 

Vietnam's rulers. 

In the first Indochina War (1946-1954), the French found it necessary to patrol the 

waterways in the Rung Sat—a Vietnamese name meaning "forest of assassins"—and 

construct a series of fortifications along the Long Tau to defend against both the Viet 

Minh and organized gangs of pkates and bandits who preyed on commercial shipping. In 

1955 the Rung Sat again made the headlines as President Ngo Dinh Diem drove the Binh 

Xuyen—a pohtical organization composed of criminals and profiteers—out of Saigon and 

into the swamps. There the South Vietnamese Army tracked the fugitives to thek camp at 

Giong Chua~a rocky outcrop comprising the region's only high ground—and battered 

them into submission. The defeat of the Binh Xuyen, who were led by Bay Vien—a 

brigand who was equal parts Oriental warlord and Mafia don-marked the end of the sect 

crisis and solidified Ngo Dinh Diem's hold on Saigon's presidential palace.5 

In 1963, as the Viet Cong insurgency against the South Vietnamese regime 

intensified, Saigon designated the region the "Rung Sat Special Zone" and placed it under 

the administration of Headquarters, 32nd Tactical Zone (ARVN). The foUowing year, as 

a result of pohtical maneuvering among South Vietnamese mUitary leaders, the South 

Vietnamese Navy (VNN) assumed sole responsibUity for security in the Rung Sat. Early 

American navy advisors to the VNN led thek counterparts on sporadic river patrols 

5 Rung Sat Special Zone Intelhgence Study, p. 2, ComNavForV MisceUaneous (8), 
Box #597, NHC OAB. 
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through the region in an effort to hinder Viet Cong movements and enforce the curfew 

restrictions Saigon had placed on the 18,000 civilian inhabitants. 

As American military assistance to South Vietnam increased, the Viet Cong also 

recognized the importance of the Long Tau channel and began to organize attacks against 

its shipping. In April of 1966, the insurgents named the Rung Sat "Special Military 

Region D-10," and assigned a regiment of sappers and light infantry designated Doan-10 

("Group 10") to conduct operations in the region. The Viet Cong, under the command of 

Senior Colonel Luong Van Nha, regarded the area as useful not only because it enabled 

them to threaten Saigon's major logistics lifeline, but also because of its difficult terrain. A 

navy special intelhgence study explained, "For many years portions of the Rung Sat where 

(sic) considered practicaUy unpenetrable (sic) and therefore not feasible for ground 

operations. The VC had also announced that the Rung Sat was therefore a 'Safe Area,' 

and with the occasional exception of an ak strike that might hit thek base camp, felt very 

secure."6 

The Viet Cong were correct in thek assessment of the Rung Sat as a sanctuary 

because the South Vietnamese diligently avoided conducting operations in its swamps and 

forests. The area's one road would not support military traffic, making boats and 

hehcopters the only means of mobUity. When soldiers landed in the special zone to 

conduct ground sweeps, they encountered a thick sucking mud in the tidal flats in which a 

soldier could sink up to his waist—or deeper. Rapid tidal currents in the streams made 

foot crossings nearly impossible at any time other than at extreme low tide, and protruding 

mangrove roots—under anything from several inches to several feet of water-resulted in 

treacherous footing. Patrols could never move quickly or quietly in the Rung Sat, and 

consequently when South Vietnamese troops and thek American advisors stumbled upon 

6Ibid., p. 3. 
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VC base camps, the nebulous enemy had usuaUy melted away into the nipa palm tangles. 

The sticky heat and humidity rapidly sapped the soldiers' endurance, and the area was 

prone to sudden thunderstorms and rain squaUs that swamped smaU craft and made ak 

support problematic. 

The Viet Cong main force unit also exercised control over smaU local guerriUa 

platoons spread through the Rung Sat's nine viUages and 20 hamlets-caUed "New Life 

Rural Hamlets" in the parlance of Saigon's pacification program. These insurgents, though 

less likely to participate in formal military operations, harassed and occasionally attacked 

government representatives, agitated against the Saigon regime, distributed propaganda, 

and levied taxes against the Rung Sat's primary economic activities—fishing and 

woodcutting. Such standard Viet Cong tactics ehcited little response from a government 

that faced similar problems throughout the expanse of South Vietnam 

Despite these problems, the necessity of protecting the Long Tau snipping channel 

prompted MACV to launch its first significant operation in the Rung Sat in March and 

April of 1966. CaUed Operation Jackstay, the twelve day operation teamed elements of 

the United States Marine Corps, the United States Navy, and the South Vietnamese Army. 

Navy rivercraft conducted amphibious assaults on suspected Viet Cong base areas, placing 

American Marines and ARVN troopers on the beach to conduct sweeps whUe other naval 

craft and hehcopters provided fire support. The operation resulted in the location and 

destruction of enemy supply caches and base camps, and the death or capture of 69 Viet 

Cong.7 The resulting disruption of Doan-10's operations was only temporary. As was 

typical of search and destroy sweeps, when the operation had run its course the American 

7Edward Marolda, By Sea, Air, and Land (Department of the Navy: Naval 
Historical Center, 1994), pp. 171-78. 
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and South Vietnamese units withdrew and aUowed the Viet Cong to reestablish 

themselves. Thus, Group-10 continued its periodic attacks on merchant shipping. 

The United States Navy responded by stepping up minesweeping operations. 

Mine Squadron Eleven, Detachment Alpha took up residence at Nha Be-the navy base at 

the northern edge of the Rung Sat—from which twelve minesweeping boats operated day 

and night in the shipping channel. NavForV coupled these sweep operations with 

aggressive patrolling of the main rivers—the Long Tau and the wider, but much more 

shaUow Soi Rap-by PBRs and LCPLs of Task Force 116.8 Such operations barely 

hindered the Viet Cong, who continued to move virtuaUy at wUl through the region's 

myriad waterways. 

Senior Colonel Luong Van Nha's sappers mined and sank an American merchant 

vessel—the SS Baton Rouge Victory—-in the Long Tau on August 23, 1966. That same 

month explosions also claimed two minesweepers—one American and one South 

Vietnamese. The Viet Cong occasionaUy had access to sophisticated contact mines, but 

more commonly used unexploded American aerial bombs rigged into crude but effective 

command-detonated devices. More rigorous sweep operations graduaUy lowered the 

number of minings from an average of two a week at the time of the Baton Rouge Victory 

attack, to one every other month, but the Viet Cong proved thek versatility by sniping at 

commercial shipping-and the minesweepers and patrol craft—with recoUless rifles, 107mm 

rockets, and the feared 122mm rockets American saUors referred to as the "trash can 

missUe." The communists did not limit themselves to attacks on shipping. On August 2, 

1967, two Doan-10 companies mortared and rocketed the naval base at Nha Be and the 

8For an account of the first USN patrols of the Rung Sat's waterways, carried out 
by a group known as "McLeod's Navy," see Thomas J. Cutler's Brown Water, Black 
Berets (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute, 1988), pp. 140-151. 
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adjacent SheU OU tanker terminal, and during Tet the same organization assaulted the Can 

Gio district headquarters.9 

Admkal Zumwalt inspected Nha Be during his week-long tour of NavForV 

facUities and operations in September of 1968, and decided that his command would make 

pacifying the Rung Sat and denying the Viet Cong one of thek more notorious sanctuaries 

a priority. Zumwalt also remembers immediate pressure from MACV: 

It had been largely solved, and then the Viet Cong made a major effort to 
reestabhsh themselves. And we started getting ships fired at fakly regularly 
and that brought General Abrams's immediate concern because being a 
logistician [he knew that] if they cut the major river into Saigon we would 
be in deep trouble. He took a personal interest in that at every Saturday 
morning weekly intelhgence estimate update-the Saturday WIEU. I 
therefore knew that was something I was going to be judged on weekly, 
whereas our other operations were not that closely supervised.10 

ComNavForV knew the chaUenge the Rung Sat posed; he knew that Abrams would be 

marking closely the navy's progress; and he knew that close coordination with the VNN--

which had operational control of the area—would be absolutely necessary. Admkal 

Zumwalt decided that he needed a man of special qualifications to run the American side 

of the shop in the Rung Sat and provide a strong advisory presence for the Vietnamese. 

He quickly chose that man. 

JenV s Swamp 

Commander Jerry Wages had already been to Vietnam three times before. He was 

offshore as a destroyer department head during the faded 1960 coup d'etat. In 1966 he 

9Rung Sat Special Zone Intelhgence Study, p. 10. 

10Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.). Arlington, 
Vkginia, June 30, 1997. 
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completed a temporary assignment for BuPers, determining junior officer requkements for 

the navy's coming in-country build-up. For the first six months of 1968, Wages served as 

Executive Officer of the guided missUe destroyer USS Cochrane, which provided naval 

gunfire support (NGFS) to Army and Marine units operating in I and II Corps. After 

returning from that tour and completing the Survival, Evasion Resistance and Escape 

(SERE) course, Wages got his orders: report to Admkal Zumwalt in Saigon to serve as 

Senior Naval Advisor, Rung Sat Special Zone.11 

The admiral already knew Wages. In 1959 Zumwalt had command of the USS 

Dewey, the first purpose-buUt guided missUe destroyer in the United States Navy. After 

the ship's sea trials, Zumwalt took her on a shakedown cruise across the North Atlantic, 

where he made goodwiU port caUs in Northern Europe and Scandinavia. An admkal and 

his staff shipped aboard as passengers, among them then-Lieutenant Jerry Wages. During 

the eight week cruise, Zumwalt and Wages had many private discussions and developed a 

lasting mutual respect—indeed a friendship. One of the things Zumwalt knew about 

Wages was that the younger officer had grown up in Southern Louisiana, among the 

swamps and bayous of the Mississippi Delta. Perfect for the Rung Sat, the admkal 

thought, and "an exciting command for a young officer."12 

When Wages arrived in the Rung Sat and surveyed his new domain, he had a 

curious sense of deja vu, "It was very simUar to . . . where I was raised-a lot of bayous, a 

wide river and Nha Be, where the original compound was buUt, had been expanded to a 

base to accommodate the 70-plus brown water vessels. It was at the confluence with a 

1 Author Interview with Captain Jerry Wages, USN (Ret.), Lubbock, Texas, April 
19, 1997. 

12Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), June 30, 
1997. 
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second river, the Soi Rap, which like the Mississippi is a very wide river, only it isn't very 

deep." Wages checked in at NavForV headquarters and sat down with Zumwalt. The 

two officers discussed Wages' mission at length. His priority, of course, was to keep the 

Long Tau open and as secure as possible. But with Operation Sea Lords in the forefront 

of the naval effort, Zumwalt requked more: he wanted the Viet Cong driven from their 

sanctuaries in the swamps; he wanted the Rung Sat pacified.13 

For a young naval commander, the assignment represented a great chaUenge. 

Wages had just assumed an eclectic command in a makeshift war where the navy operated 

with a create-as-you-go doctrine. Under his command were more than 70 U.S. 

minesweepers and PBRs, a detachment of navy UH-1 "Seawolf' hehcopters, an 

Explosives Ordnance Disposal (EOD) detachment responsible for defusing mines found in 

the Long Tau, at Nha Be, and at the SheU OU terminal, and a SEAL team Interestingly, 

the naval facility at Nha Be also shared space with a Provisional Reconnaissance Unit 

(PRU) and a Province Operations Intelhgence Center (POIC). Both entities received CIA 

funds under William Colbys Operation Phoenix and carried out "pacification" missions in 

the northern Delta. The "Black Ponies"—navy OV- 10s from Vung Tau—often flew 

support missions for operations in the Rung Sat. FinaUy, like every other commander in 

South Vietnam, Wages could caU the ak control center at Bien Hoa. put in a request 

caUed a "frag order," and in no more than forty-five minutes have ak force F-lOOs 

operating from Nha Trang or Cam Ranh Bay overhead with 500 pound kon bombs and 

napalm—ordnance which, by prior agreement, naval akcraft could not carry. 

As Senior Advisor, Rung Sat Special Zone, the Louisianan had no authority 

whatsoever over Vietnamese operations. The South Vietnamese controUed the ground 

campaigns, which were the responsibUity of the thirteen Regional Force (RF) companies 

13Author Interview with Captain Jerry Wages, USN (Ret.). April 19. 1997. 
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based in the Rung Sat. Commander Wages' assets provided support for the Vietnamese. 

He recaUs, 

The land belonged to the Vietnamese, and the soldiers-the RF troops-
belonged to the Vietnamese. . . . We just couldn't go out and 
indiscriminately fire our guns. We had to be cleared by the Vietnamese 
commander or his subordinate in the tactical operations center. So what I 
did on my own initiative-and I did a lot-always had to be approved by and 
coordinated with the Vietnamese commander. . . . It usuaUy involved his 
soldiers and my boats and hehcopters, and possibly SEAL teams.14 

Renewed Viet Cong activity in the Rung Sat in June, 1969, coinciding nearly with Wages' 

arrival, immediately tested the cooperation between the American advisor and South 

Vietnamese forces. Wages got the chance to exercise the initiative—and the assets—he 

possessed. 

Doan-10 launched sixteen attacks against Long Tau shipping in June, causing 

great concern at MACV headquarters and a flurry of activity at NavForV.15 On June 

fifteenth the naval headquarters in Saigon responded to the increased level of Viet Cong 

activity by adding a second SEAL team and four additional patrol craft to the U.S. forces 

aheady in place in the Rung Sat. NavForV explored the possibility of securing South 

Vietnamese acquiescence in permanently employing a battahon of Vietnamese Marines in 

the region and also proposed a joint operation including elements from aU commands 

whose areas of operation adjoined the special zone. American, South Vietnamese, 

l4Ibid. 

l5Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter No. 10, 14 August 1969, ComNavForv/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, 
ComNavForV Box # 585, NHC OAB. 
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Australian and Thai troops eventuaUy took part in what NavForV styled a "coordinated 

search and major sweep of the Nhon TrachJDoan 10 sector."16 

Five days later, as the plan for the sweep developed, General William B. Rosson-

at that tune Deputy ComUSMACV-arrived at NavForV to receive a briefing. Rosson 

concurred in the necessity of clearing the Rung Sat, expressed his approval of the planning 

then underway, and urged the navy to pressure the VNN for additional personnel. Rosson 

told the officers present that General Abrams had personal interest in the operation's 

success—recaU Zumwalt's appraisal of him as a "logistician"~and passed along 

ComUSMACV's admonition to "execute the heU out of it." At the very hour navy officers 

briefed Rosson, the Viet Cong fired eleven rockets at the MSTS President Monroe eleven 

kilometers southeast of Nha Be as it steamed up the Long Tau. Though PBRs and OV-

lOs arrived on the scene only minutes later, the attackers vanished into the swamps, 

untouched.17 

The timing of the latest attack, and the continuing threat to logistics, heightened 

the sense of urgency. A commanders' conference took place June 22, two days before the 

joint sweep jumped off. Lieutenant General Julian EweU, commander of II Field Force 

Vietnam, presided at the meeting and told the assembled officers, "We can't afford to 

16AdminO ComNavForv to NavSta Subic, 151020Z Jun 69, CNFV Sitreps When 
"Z" is Away FUe, ComNavForv Classified Messages, Box # 156, NHC OAB. 

17AdminO ComNavForV to Clark AFB, 202356Z Jun 69, CNFV Sitreps When 
"Z" is Away FUe, ComNavForV Classified Messages, Box # 156, NHC OAB. The 
shortage of personnel for use in Rung Sat operations continuaUy caused Commander 
Wages frustration. American troops rarely took part in Rung Sat sweeps in part because 
the VNN held responsibUity for the area. Beyond the 13 RF companies in place, battalion-
sized units of Vietnamese Marines were avaUable on occasion, as were smaU Australian 
and Thai units. Wages recaUs, "I was always glad to get any assets I could. . . . We were 
smaU units, and our operations in the jungle weren't even company strength. . . . Dkect US 
ground troops? No. I never had any under my operational control." Author Interview 
with Captain Jerry Wages, USN (Ret.), April 19, 1997. 
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have a ship hit and slow down our beans and buUets, but probably equaUy important is that 

Doan-10 has never reaUy been hurt and it's about time we relieved a little pressure around 

the command." EweU gazed at the group, which included Australians, Thais, and 

Vietnamese as weU as Commander Wages and his Marine haison, Lieutenant Colonel 

Mike Spko, and said, "Get in there and chop up Doan-\0."1* 

The sweep, which lasted seven days, commenced at 0600 on June 24. Admkal 

Zumwalt, in the wake of the operation, reported, "Hehcopter gunships and jet fighters 

repeatedly hit the havens and bases. The lower and middle sections of the Rung Sat 

Special Zone were swept daUy by regional and popular forces. This intense pressure 

inflicted serious damage to the enemy, disrupted his shipping attacks, and weakened his 

influence . . ."19 Even though Doan-10 attacked only one ship in July, Commander Wages 

was less sanguine about the operation. He knew that sweep operations, being temporary 

in nature, could not pacify the Rung Sat: 

In my opinion you can't root out the guerriUas by making a two or three 
week appearance and then leaving. YouVe got to establish yourself and 
take control of the land, or the swamp. . . . There were several operations 
there, and the significance of them was more for training than any tactical 
or mihtary victory. . . . For aU of the forces involved it wasn't a very 
positive achievement in terms of rooting out the insurgency effort by the 
Viet Cong.20 

18AdminO ComNavForV to Clark AFB, 221103Z Jun 69, CNFV Sitreps When 
"Z" is Away FUe, ComNavForV Classified Messages, Box # 156, NHC OAB. 

19Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter No. 10, 14 August 1969, ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletters FUe. Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 

20Author Interview with Captain Jerry Wages, USN (Ret), April 19, 1997. 
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Wages expressed his misgivings to Admkal Zumwalt in early August of 1969. The 

admiral concurred, and agreed to work for additional, and ongoing, action against the 

Rung Sat insurgents. 

Because of the Rung Sat's location, and because of the nature of Wages' command, 

any such effort would requke close coordination not only with the South Vietnamese, but 

also with MACV. Though Zumwalt knew that many attempts to attain joint cooperation 

bogged down in bureaucracy, he was determined to seize the initiative. In an August 13 

message to General EweU, ComNavForV noted the utility of past operations against the 

Viet Cong in limiting attacks on shipping. He also suggested that the two commands join, 

"To ensure the continuation of these coordinated operations and exploit thek success to 

the maximum extent. I would like to propose," Zumwalt continued, "a monthly staff level 

coordination conference of US and Free World Forces operating in and adjacent to the 

RSSZ." The admkal envisioned a continuing process of evaluation and planning that 

would result in a steady tempo of action against the Rung Sat Viet Cong.21 

EweU agreed that such meetings could be beneficial to the overaU effort, and the 

first RSSZ Conference took place at NavForV Headquarters in Saigon on September 4. 

1969. The meeting, attended by representatives of the ARVN, the VNN, the Australians, 

the Thais, and aU of the MACV component commands except the ak force, included 

background briefings on Sea Lords operations, intelhgence analysis of Allied actions 

already taken, open discussion on how to approach the Rung Sat problem, and tasking 

assignments for the foUowing month's operations. Admkal Zumwalt again reminded the 

gathering of the importance of the Long Tau to the flow of vital supphes, and warned of 

the propaganda value the VC would gain from successfuUy blocking the channel. He 

21ComNavForv to CGII FForceV, 130914Z Aug 69, RSSZ Conference FUe, 
ComNavForV Operations FUes (3), Box # 415, NHC OAB. 
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noted the special problem posed by the region's location, "along boundary areas betw een 

free world forces," which were, "farthest from fire support bases or staging areas, 

therefore more difficult to support, and [which therefore] pose increased problems of 

coordination with adjacent units."22 The new focus on the Rung Sat resulted from 

Admkal Zumwalt's determination to push it into the van of naval operations in South 

Vietnam Though General Abrams's concern with an unhindered logistics flow helped 

considerably, Zumwalt and his subordinate commanders kept prodding untU they achieved 

the desked results. 

Jerry Wages was pleased. In addition to attaining a renewed effort against the Viet 

Cong in his area of operations, Zumwalt's determination to pacify the Rung Sat resulted in 

more initiative for the Rung Sat Senior Advisor. Wages wasted no time in exercising it. 

He immediately trained aU thirteen RF companies in hehcopter assault tactics. The reason, 

argued Wages, was that his command had to alter its modus operandi to keep the Viet 

Cong off balance. Instead of relying on periodic boat and foot patrol sweeps, as had been 

the case, Wages operated at a near constant level, changing up hehbome assaults with the 

more familiar amphibious pattern. The Rung Sat reverberated with quick attacks by RF 

patrols and SEAL teams. A battery of ARVN artUlery that fired from three different 

locations provided ongoing harassment and interdiction (H&I) fire; Seawolf and Black 

Pony ak patrols added to the pressure. Wages also utilized a method favored by the 

SEALs—the stay behind ambush. He recaUs, "We'd . . . put a company of RF troops in 

with navy boats, with marine advisors assigned to the Rung Sat Special Zone Advisory 

Group, and they would do thek sweeps for a couple of days, and then we would extract 

them but leave behind a SEAL team camouflaged and stealthUy deployed. When the Viet 

22VADM Zumwalt's Remarks, 4 Sept. 69, RSSZ Conference FUe, ComNavForV 
Operations FUes (3), Box # 415, NHC OAB. 
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Cong came to do thek typical policing of where US forces had been . . . we left SEAL 

teams behind to welcome them to the AO."23 This tactic, akin to the waterborne 

guardpost developed by the PBR saUors of Task Force 116, narrowed the odds in a 

frustratingly irregular war. 

The 1969 Rung Sat experience typifies Admkal Zumwalt's approach to command. 

He studied the problem and with his staff identified the possible solutions, weighing each 

and ignoring none. Richard L. Schreadly, on the ComNavForV staff as its historian, 

concluded, "From an operation which at one time was thought to have been assigned to 

the Vietnamese Navy because no Vietnamese Army officer in his right mind could be 

found to accept it, the Rung Sat Special Zone by early 1970 had become a model for what 

could be made of a seemingly hopeless situation, given leadership, singleness of purpose, 

and a spark of imagination."24 Vietnam was a young man's struggle, and the brown water 

war was no exception. As saUors and heutenants were most often on the firing line, 

Zumwalt aUowed them additional initiative in carrying out the assigned mission, and 

consistently gave command opportunities to aggressive and capable young leaders. 

Jerry Wages was one such leader. Zumwalt gave Wages a mission, and the 

Louisianan exercised creativity and enterprise in its execution. In the admkal's words, "He 

did it magnificently."25 Like Zumwalt, Wages often accompanied his men in the field 

because he beheved, "It was good leadership, and good for the morale of the saUor getting 

shot at probably every night to have the three-striper in charge out there occasionaUy." 

Wages, a soft-spoken and modest man, not only went into the field "occasionaUy" to "get 

23Author Interview with Captain Jerry Wages, USN (Ret.), April 19, 1997. 

24R. L. Schreadly, "The River War in Vietnam, 1950-1970," United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 97, Naval Review Issue, May 1971, p. 205. 

25Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, USN (Ret.), June 30, 1997. 
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his boots muddy," he often oversaw operations from the deck of a patrol craft, or from a 

hehcopter skimming over the nipa palm canopy. Once, when a navy OV-10 went down 

under intense ground fire, he ordered his hehcopter pUot to drop him, a marine sergeant, 

and a Kit Carson Scout into the jungle to search for survivors. There were none. He 

accompanied SEAL teams on ambushes more than once, and earned a Purple Heart in the 

process. Though pacification and its utility remains a clouded issue, the Rung Sat Viet 

Cong could no longer consider thek former sanctuary a "Safe Area." Immediately prior to 

Wages' rotation to the United States, Richard Nixon honored the success his command 

achieved by awarding the Rung Sat Special Zone Advisory Group the Presidential Unit 

Citation. Wages, Zumwalt's kind of commander, gives the admkal the credit. "There is," 

he said, "no other officer I would rather be associated with."26 

"An Apparition That Appeared Out Of Nowhere": 
Operation Sea Float 

The navy's most significant and unique denial of sanctuary effort took place near 

the far southern tip of South Vietnam, in the distant and sparsely populated Ca Mau 

Peninsula. The Rung Sat may have been inhospitable, but given its proximity to the 

capital it was far from remote. In the summer of 1969 the Nam Can District of An Xuyen 

Province—150 mUes southwest of Saigon—was both. Regarded by American advisors as 

one of the eeriest places in Vietnam, the Ca Mau was a patchwork region of scrub forest, 

trackless mangrove swamps, and broad expanses of desolate tidal mud flats interlaced with 

rivers and the ubiquitous networks of canals. 

The strong Viet Cong presence intensified the area's difficulties. The insurgents 

had long controUed such remote areas of the Delta. The U Minh Forest, a traditional 

communist stronghold, sat adjacent to the Nam Can District, dkectly to its northwest. 

26Author Interview with Captain Jerry Wages, USN (Ret.). April 19. 1997. 
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Saigon's presence in the Ca Mau was nominal at best. Nam Can had once been one of the 

regime's so-caUed "strategic hamlets," an oasis of Saigon's influence periodicaUy harassed 

by the Viet Cong untU the communists took it almost as an afterthought during the Tet 

Offensive of 1968. Immediately thereafter IV Corps Headquarters designated Nam Can a 

free fire zone and the area became, in the words of Associated Press Correspondent Ed 

White, "A dumping ground for the unexpended bombs of Allied planes, its houses and 

other buddings . . . turned into heaps of crumbled brick and concrete and splintered 

wood."27 American advisors liked to say that the only area locations in which one brick 

stiU stood upon another were the numerous large kilns that hinted at the region's main 

economic activity—charcoal production. The South Vietnamese who lived in the region 

also earned income from fishing, sluimping, and woodcutting-the Ca Mau's cay go 

hardwood was in demand as it was ideal for both charcoal making and construction. Viet 

Cong control of the area had, however, undermined the economy as the insurgents lived 

off the land and levied taxes on the economic activities of the local inhabitants.28 

Admkal Zumwalt, accompanied by the Vietnamese Chief of Naval Operations, 

Commodore Tran Van Chon, surveyed the Nam Can District from the ak during 

Zumwalt's September 1968 swing around South Vietnam. The two commanders, who 

later developed strong bonds of cooperation, trust, and even friendship, agreed that 

Saigon needed to reestablish its presence in an area long defaulted to the enemy. Nam 

Can presented an opportunity for the American to experiment with aspects of the Sea 

Lords strategy forming in his mind. With Vietnamization approaching, it also aUowed him 

27Quoted in ComNavForV to CTG 115.7, 190955Z Jul 69, ComNavForV CTG 
115.7 (Sea Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

28R. L. Schreadly, "The River War in Vietnam, 1950-1970," pp. 199-200. 
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the chance to work closely with his Vietnamese counterpart. Commodore Chon's 

intentions were more visceral. In the early 1960s, the Vietnamese told Zumwalt, he had 

commanded VNN units that the Viet Cong had hteraUy ejected from the Ca Mau 

Peninsula. Chon had taken the defeat personaUy, "and felt," Zumwalt's aide, Lieutenant 

Commander Robert Powers, recaUed, "a strong MacArthurian urge to return."29 

United States Navy operations in the area to date had been few. Though 

Operation Market Time choked off the Ca Mau Viet Cong from the dkect logistics access 

they once enjoyed, naval craft rarely ventured far from the open water along South 

Vietnam's coastline. Roy Hoffman's swift boats (PCFs) had, on occasion, traversed the 

Song Cua Lon—the area's key waterway linking the Gulf of ThaUand with the South China 

Sea. Such actions had displeased Zumwalt's predecessor Admkal Veth. Zumwalt 

renewed the incursions in October 1968, sending Market Time PCFs into the Ca Mau's 

waterways to harass the Viet Cong. 

The American presence, however truncated, did displease the Viet Cong. They 

responded by blocking the Song Cua Lon with a series of wooden barricades. 

Constructed of sturdy wooden poles erected verticaUy in the river—twenty-five to thirty 

feet deep—and strengthened above the waterline with crosspieces, the barricades proved 

impervious to attempts to destroy them from the ak. Tactical akcraft attacked the 

barricades with both general purpose 500 pound "snakeye" bombs and—interestingly—with 

Mark 54 depth charges. Neither worked, and the Viet Cong seemed to mock the attempts 

by openly displaying thek flags in the vicinity of the barricades.30 

29Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, October 30, 1982, p. 
41. 

30ComNavForV to VAH-21 Det CRB, SA IV CTZ, 291045Z Nov 68, MT Hist 
FUe, ComNavForV Sea Lords 194 MisceUaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 
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Admkal Zumwalt, at the outset of the Sea Lords campaign, decided to launch an 

operation designed to destroy the barricades and secure USN access to the Song Cua Lon. 

CaUed Silver Mace I, the operation ran from 19-23 December 1968, and used two 

Underwater Demohtion Teams (UDT) supported by nineteen MobUe Riverine Force 

assault and patrol craft, and two hehcopter fire teams of Cobra gunships supplied by IV 

Corps.31 

The heavy assault craft worked thek way upriver, ramming whatever barricades 

impeded thek progress, untU they reached the obstacles furthest inland. Captain Robert 

Salzer thought this method best, "Inasmuch as it takes the toughest part first, makes the 

enemy come to us as we withdraw downstream and inhibits enemy opportunity to mine or 

booby trap barriers as we approach."32 Troops embarked on the assault craft established 

security perimeters whUe hehcopter gunships in relays provided overhead cover. The 

UDT saUors, stripped nearly naked, worked difficult hours in the hot, muddy currents of 

the Song Cua Lon emplacing demohtion charges. One by one, powerful explosions 

destroyed the barricades as Silver Mace I personnel worked thek way backwards towards 

the sea. 

Interestingly, given the new emphasis Zumwalt placed on pacification, the UDT 

teams dehberately avoided destroying the wooden fish traps Vietnamese fishermen placed 

everywhere in the Delta's waterways, despite the tendency of the Viet Cong to use them to 

camouflage command-detonated mines. The operation concluded one day early and 

before the Christmas stand down, prompting Zumwalt to order the patrol craft to traverse 

the river-now clear of obstructions—taking bunkers, structures, and other targets of 

3 !Fkst Sea Lord to ComNavForV, 110645Z Dec 68, MT Hist FUe, ComNavForV 
Sea Lords 194 MisceUaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 

32Ibid. 
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opportunity under fire.33 ComNavForV expressed his pleasure with the operation's results 

in a Christmas Eve message to the saUors who had been involved, "The plan was executed 

with ingenuity and imagination by your fine river assault craft saUors . . . . This is the first 

assault from seaward by riverine forces (emphasis added). Its success is a tribute to your 

leadership and the fine response of every man in your task group to a chaUenging 

assignment. Please pass my 'weU done' to aU hands."34 The message was pure Zumwalt, 

and is an example of the personal feedback brown water saUors always received from their 

commander in the wake of a mission. Often, as we have seen, the admkal personaUy 

deUvered his congratulations to the men, and if he felt decorations were in order, awarded 

them in the field. Also notable was Zumwalt's acknowledgment that SUver Mace I had 

broken new ground, and served notice on the Viet Cong—and on MAC V—that the United 

States Navy from then on would take a more forward and aggressive approach to the war 

in m and TV Corps.35 

As Sea Lords progressed, often with remarkable results, Admkal Zumwalt's 

thinking from time to time returned to the Ca Mau Peninsula. Though the SUver Mace 

incursions had achieved positive results, they remained mere incursions and as such were 

no serious chaUenge to Viet Cong control of the region. The admkal wanted more, and he 

33ComNavForV to Fkst Sea Lord, 181019 Dec 68, MT Hist FUe, ComNavForV 
Sea Lords 194 MisceUaneous, Box # 293, NHC OAB. 

34ComNavForV to CTG 117.2, 240946Z Dec 68, MT Hist FUe, ComNavForV 
Sea Lords 194 MisceUaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 

35In April 1969, A joint force composed of USN, ARVN, VNN, and VNMC units 
with American ak support carried out Operation Silver Mace II, a two-week search and 
destroy sweep through the Ca Mau Peninsula reminiscent of similar operations in the 
Rung Sat. Allied units established contact with the Viet Cong only seven times, inflicting 
21 casualties and capturing a number of weapons. See R. L. Schreadly, "The River War, 
1950-1970," p. 201. 
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had not forgotten Tran Van Chon's deske to return to Nam Can. The question remained-

how could the two navies working together achieve such an ambitious goal in a remote 

and difficult area? In the late spring of 1969, Zumwalt put the question to his staff, which 

was rapidly becoming accustomed to his "WUd Ideas" approach to problem solving. 

Lieutenant Commander Robert Powers remembers a more experienced officer warning 

him, "Be careful what you send up there to propose to the admkal. He might approve 

it."36 Events were about to prove that lesson once again. 

Commander Richard E. "Dick" Nicholson, Assistant Chief of Staff for Operations 

on the NavForV staff, pondered the chaUenge posed by estabhshing an AUied presence in 

the Ca Mau Peninsula. Late that spring, Nicholson overflew the Nam Can District and 

had a stroke of inspkation. The tidal ranges in the peninsula—accompanied by monsoonal 

flooding—made estabhshing a permanent land base in the region prohibitive. The navy, as 

an adjunct to the barrier phase of the Sea Lords operation, had already established a 

number of remote bases as far forward as the Cambodian frontier using metal pontoon 

barges caUed "ammis." The bulk of these bases, which the navy caUed Advanced Tactical 

Support Bases (ATSBs), were deUberately crude—being composed of one or two 

pontoons moored together and connected to the beach by floating jetties—and served as 

resupply points for Task Force 116 PBRs patrolling the rivers and canals. Nicholson 

considered it feasible to tow a larger number of the pontoons into a desked location, 

connect them, and use them as a mobUe base to estabUsh a presence and support 

3^Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 28 
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operations. Nicholson discussed the concept at length with Bob Powers before proposing 

it to the admkal.37 

Zumwalt immediately sensed that the idea had merit. He remembers, 

[Nicholson] came to me and said he was convinced that we could tie these 
ammi pontoons together and that the . . . river was wide enough that you 
could put heavy firepower in there with it. I looked at the map and we 
went down and flew over it and saw that it was both heavily infested with 
Viet Cong and that it was a very lucrative resource area. And it seemed to 
me that this was a way of estabhshing a presence there that you could not 
do on land. So I gave it the go38 

Zumwalt approved the concept, but had to overcome the MACV bureaucracy 

before his command could develop it. General Abrams, though willing to give Zumwalt a 

great deal of latitude in carrying out his mission, insisted that the admkal coordinate with 

the LH and TV Corps commanders before conducting operations in thek areas of 

responsibikty. When NavForV proposed the new idea-now known as "Sea Float"—to 

Colonel Cautlay, the IV Corps Senior Advisor (SA), that officer demurred, cabling 

Abrams that the enterprise was, "A disaster waiting to happen."39 

Abrams instinctively liked the navy's idea, but nevertheless sent his deputy, 

General WUUam Rosson, to survey the proposed site—the Nam Can District—and report 

back to Saigon. Admkal Zumwalt and Colonel Cautlay accompanied Rosson on a 

hehcopter overflight of the area. WhUe the officers orbited over the Song Cua Lon, 

37Paul StUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Richard E. Nicholson, USN (Ret.), 
June 8, 1983 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 59. 

38Author Interview with Ad^nkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret). April 18, 
1997. 

39Ibid. 
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Cautlay insisted that the Viet Cong could easUy overrun any such outpost. "I see this 

huge firebaU," he said, referring to the proposed fuel barge that would support patrol 

boats and hehcopters operating from Sea Float. Rosson, who personaUy agreed with his 

superior that Zumwalt was, "a gifted officer with an ability to translate perceptions into 

workable programs," knew that Abrams sought results through such innovations. He told 

the IV Corps Senior Advisor to, "Shut up and get on with it." Sea Float was underway.40 

The armys initial objections to Sea Float raise a key question of doctrinal 

differences between the two services. The army looked at Nam Can from the Saigon 

perspective, and saw it as too far removed from logistics and other support. The army 

also tended to see water features as obstacles. The navy, however, looked at it from the 

seaward approach—and as a line of communication-and felt that it was indeed feasible.41 

Zumwalt explains, "I think [the IV Corps SA] sincerely beheved that the Viet Cong could 

overrun it. He knew that if he had located a force of 100 soldiers down there they could 

have been overrun on the beach. And he was right about that. But what he didn't 

understand was that [the Viet Cong] can't walk on water."42 Lieutenant Kerr, who 

accompanied the admkal on the inspection of the site and witnessed the exchange, recaUs 

the armys protest, "That wasn't an UTogical conclusion to come to. It was right in the 

center of an area with VC aU around it. You could easUy come to the conclusion that this 

was an outpost that wasn't going to be there very long. It's like putting a fort in the 

middle of Indian Territory."43 

40Author Interview with General William Rosson, USA (Ret.), April 15, 1997. 

4 1R. L. Schreadly, "The Naval War in Vietnam, 1950-1970," p. 201. 

42Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

43Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 
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Providence smiled on Zumwalt, because Abrams saw it his way--as an opportunity 

both to take the war to the Viet Cong, and to conduct a joint operation with the South 

Vietnamese preparatory to Vietnamization. Abrams and Rosson also liked what the latter 

caUed "innovative, high risk operations" because they offered the potential for greater 

results. Kerr sensed this also: 

Zumwalt was a risk taker. His mindset was 'How are we going to get the 
United States Navy involved?' WeVe got to deploy our forces. WeVe got 
to teU the enemy that there isn't any place in Vietnam where we're not 
going to establish a presence. Even in the back of his own mind he might 
have agreed with what that other guy was saying, but he was willing to 
take that risk. . . . If you would have written up what Zumwalt wanted to 
do with Sea Float and sent it up the chain of command and said, 'What do 
you think?' They would have said, YouVe got to be out of your mind. 
We're not going to support that. We may lose that asset.' But in a war you 
lose assets—people get kiUed. This is not an asset loss prevention effort. 
YouVe got to employ those assets and understand that there are risks 
associated with that. Zumwalt was willing to risk those assets He was an 
entrepreneur, with that entrepreneur attitude, as opposed to people whose 
thinking had become ossified and so highly bureaucratic.44 

AU that remained for NavForV was to translate the concept into reality and wait. Time 

and events would determine whose vision for Sea Float's future had been correct. 

Engineers constructed the original nine ammi pontoons in the Vietnamese Naval 

Shipyard, Saigon. US Navy tugs then towed them down the Long Tau to the naval base 

at Nha Be, where USN personnel undertook the serious business of outfitting them to 

serve in thek operational roles. Workmen modified two of the pontoons to serve as 

hehpads for the Seawolf detachment assigned to Sea Float. Others became messing and 

berthing facUities for the base's mixed crew of American and Vietnamese saUors. 

Technicians placed a sophisticated communications suite in one pontoon, and transformed 

44Ibid. 
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another into an ammunition magazine. Two became storage reefers and aU came equipped 

with diesel power generators. The key pontoons became what the saUors caUed "turtle 

ammis"-that is, hardened overhead against small arms, mortar and rocket attack. Steel 

beams welded into the pontoon decks supported metal roofs, to which the saUors would 

add the additional protection of sandbags. FinaUy, the designers added the weapons-a 

lethal mixture of four 81mm mortars, six .50 caliber machine guns, four automatic 40mm 

grenade launchers, and sixteen pintle mounts for numerous other weapons, primarily the 

M-60 machine gun. The MobUe Advanced Tactical Support Base (MATSB), as it became 

known in the message traffic, could provide fire support in range of its heavy weapons in 

addition to defending itself against attack. Interestingly, when the base became 

operational, the alertness of the human eyes of its crew-and thek hand held smaU arms 

and grenades-became its greatest asset. Sea Float could berth 150 men, and could feed 

and otherwise support 700. 

The Sea Float operations order, disseminated on the morning of June 7, 1969, 

stipulated that the MATSB was to be a weapon of pacification. "Operations in the lower 

Ca Mau Peninsula as part of Operation Sea Lords," ComNavForV stated, have "asserted 

pressure on the enemy making possible the establishment of a GVN presence in the Old 

Nam Can vicinity to conduct a positive and comprehensive psyop effort. A MobUe 

Advance Tactical Support Base wiU be positioned [at Old Nam Can] in support of subject 

operation."45 

The navy scouted the location in advance, noting the vagaries of the tides and 

currents before making the final selection. The NavForV staff considered the defensibihty 

of the site after making the key determination—the feasibihty of getting the pontoons in 

45CTF 115 to ComNavForV, 070450Z Jun 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #205, NHC OAB. 
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place considering the chosen site had a vicious current that ranged from six to nine knots. 

Admkal Zumwalt stated simply, "We wanted it to be in the widest possible section of the 

river consistent with being roughly in the center of that ckcular area [of operations]."46 

The placement operation itself was a masterpiece-a baUet of movement as USN 

ocean going tugs towed the pontoons through the Rung Sat at a stately fourteen knots. 

At Vung Tau, Seventh Fleet dock landing ships hoisted the pontoons aboard for the 

voyage southward down the coast and into the Gulf of ThaUand preparatory to taking 

them up the river into Kerr's "Indian Territory." During the Long Tau transit, Jerry 

Wages' SEAL teams and RF troops patroUed the banks of the Long Tau and set up 

counter-ambushes to prevent any Doan-10 attacks on the unique convoy. None 

occurred.47 

The two greatest chaUenges of the operation were getting the pontoons into the 

proper channel-the tugs had to wait briefly for ideal tide and weather conditions before 

accomplishing that task—and getting them in place and moored against the powerful 

current. A virtual armada of brown water patrol craft, with Seawolves and OV-lOs 

overhead for ak support, provided security for the operation as it unfolded. Six PCFs led 

the way upriver, and beached along the banks at the site to establish a perimeter as the 

mission commander dropped the marker buoy in mid-channel, 200 yards from shore. 

Several VC flags flew along the river bank as the convoy moved into place, but the 

guerriUas did not offer any overt resistance. Zumwalt's saUors anchored the nine ammi 

complex in place against the current using fore and aft six-point moors, 9,000 pound 

46Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), June 30, 
1997. 

4 7CTU 76.9.4 to USS Belle Grove, 191250Z Jun 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 
(Sea Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 
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anchors, and concrete blocks. Sea Float, once completed, measured 360 feet long by 90 

feet wide. "It was," stated Bob Powers, "a feat of seamanship that should be 

acknowledged."48 The admkal concluded simply, "It was briUiantly executed."49 

InitiaUy, Sea Float's security was ComNavForV's primary concern. Commander 

Thomas Emery, the commander of Task Group 115.7-Sea Float's official designator—had 

contingency plans in place against any mass Viet Cong attack that might occur before his 

men completed the task of consolidating thek position. Emerys orders stated that he was 

to tow the arnmis out of the river after cutting thek moorings--beginning with the sensitive 

communications van—and failing that, evacuate his men on Sea Float's patrol craft and 

hehcopters after destroying everything of value: communications equipment, weapons, 

ammunition, food, and fuel.50 The mass attack never occurred, but NavForV remained 

determined that SAIV Corps' dke predictions would not come to fruition. "You see, the 

army was just drooling to see us faU flat; at least the [IV Corps] Senior Advisor was. We 

knew that he was betting pretty heavily that we would be overrun, and I wanted to show 

progress just as fast as possible . . . "51 

Zumwalt got his wish. Operations began immediately. The same night—June 25— 

that Task Force 115 saUors moored Sea Float, psychological warfare specialists patroUed 

48Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, p. 76. 

49Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

50CTF 115 to ComNavForV, 230800Z, Jun 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

5!Author interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), June 30, 
1997. 
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the rivers and canals in the vicinity of Nam Can broadcasting over loudspeakers that the 

GVN had reestablished its presence in the area and that its forces would not fire on 

civilians unless fired upon. The next morning Sea Float's crew began clearing the beaches 

adjacent to the MATSB of booby traps and erected anti-swimmer and anti-mine nets in the 

water around the base. Demohtion teams blasted pUes of rubble in Old Nam Can to 

remove possible attack points, whUe crews with chain saws began clearing brush along the 

river banks.52 

The foUowing day—June 27—Ak Force C-123s escorted by F-lOOs and Cobra 

gunships flew a defohation mission to clear a corridor on the South bank of the Song Cua 

Lon. That same afternoon Sea Float received its first official visitor—John Paul Vann, the 

head of the pacification effort in IV Corps—and its first unofficial visitors—three sampans 

carrying curious South Vietnamese civilians came alongside.53 

Such was Zumwalt's intention. In one of his earliest instructions to Sea Float's 

commander, the admkal cabled, 

A significant number of VN people expected to be attracted to MATSB 
wUl be transistors (sic) such as woodcutters and the like, most of whom 
possess vahd GVN identification cards and who have been authorized to 
work in the area. [You] wUl provide these people with an exceUent place 
to stop for rest and to obtain fresh water, items they normaUy obtain from 
the surrounding area and thus enable these transient VN to remain clear of 
VC control and extortion.54 

5 2CTG 115.7 to ComNavForV, 251440Z Jun 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Boat), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

5 3CTG 115.7 to ComNavForV, 271330Z Jun 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

54ComNavForV to CTF 115, 300036Z Jun 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 
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The visitors began arriving almost immediately, and the Sea Float saUors took thek 

pacification mission to heart. On July 6, 48 sampans carrying a total of 69 visitors came 

alongside the base. The foUowing day saw simUar results. One sampan owner brought a 

boat motor that had faUen into the salty river water. Machinists completed repaks while 

the man waited, and then, "sent one thankful civUian on his way." On July 15, more than 

200 crvUians visited Sea Float. The saUors provided not only fresh water, but basic 

medical care and other services. In August a grinding wheel arrived at the MATSB. "The 

woodcutters," CTF 115 stated, "wUl not have blunted axes anymore. Hope it is 

understood that there is no charge for this service."55 In aU cases Sea Float personnel 

questioned the visitors about thek lives and work in the area as weU as about the Viet 

Cong. Many complained about VC extortion, and most expressed the deske to resettle in 

the area.56 

The Viet Cong responded almost immediately to Sea Float's presence, though in 

muted form. On the first day of the operation American saUors conducting a patrol 

upriver from Nam Can observed two Viet Cong flags, and saw that a thkd had been added 

when they again passed that location whUe returning to base. Two days later PCFs 21, 

52, and 40 entered the mouth of the Rach Ong Trang—west of Nam Can—and observed 

crude banners erected on the canal bank which read, "We kUl Americans," and 

55CTF 115 to CTG 115.7, 251140Z Aug 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

56Respectfvely, CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 061155Z Jul 69; CTG 115.7 to CTF 
115, 071050Z Jul 69; CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 151130Z Jul 69; ComNavForV CTG 
115.7 (Sea Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 
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"Vietnamese soldiers stay out." Hidden guerriUas fired two B-40 rockets at PCF-40 as the 

crew maneuvered the craft into the narrow canal. Both missed.57 

The Viet Cong also delivered messages to Sea Float itself. Veteran AP 

Correspondent Ed White was one of the first journalists to visit the MATSB, and whUe 

there accompanied several saUors on a boat patrol around the perimeter. The men were 

on the lookout for anything that might be floating towards the base. Electrician's Mate 

Second Class John Schleicher spotted a crude log raft and used a boat hook to hoist it 

from the river. Leaflets attached to it caUed for an end to the "U.S. aggressive war," and 

warned that the Viet Cong planned to "blast the American Navy out of the water." 

Schleicher shrugged and told White, "We get a bunch of these every day. They just dump 

them upriver and they come floating by."58 

To the mUd amusement of Sea Float's crew, even the North Vietnamese 

acknowledged thek efforts. On the night of July 15, Hanoi Hannah singled out the brown 

water saUors in the Ca Mau during her broadcast and gleefuUy informed them, "Sea Float 

wiU be at the bottom of the Song Cua Lon by midnight on July 17." The attack stiU did 

not come, though the MATSB's crew certainly anticipated it. "WeVe been expecting to 

get hit every night since weVe been here," an officer told White. "That's aU Charhe 

country out there. So far, though, we haven't even taken one smaU arms round. I don't 

know why. I guess he's just watching and trying to figure out what's going on and what to 

do about it."59 Old Nam Can remained eerily quiet. 

57Respectively, CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 251325Z Jul 69; CTU 115.6.1 to 
CTG115.6, 271554 Jul 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

58Quoted in ComNavForV to CTG 115.7, 190855Z Jul 69, ComNavForV CTG 
115.7 (Sea Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

59ibid. 
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Not aU visits were as casual as Ed White's. On July 28, General Rosson and 

Admkal Zumwalt visited Sea Float and discussed its security from attack. Sea Float's 

commander briefed the general on the base's defenses, but Rosson pointedly questioned 

Zumwalt on whether the benefits the operation could achieve were worth the risk. The 

admiral asked for time to evaluate the results, saying that several months' observation 

would probably give some indication. Rosson also felt that the lack of ground patrols in 

the vicinity of the base denied the on scene commander necessary intelhgence. Zumwalt 

argued that SEAL operations in the vicinity, coupled with emplaced sensors, served the 

same purpose.60 The debate solved nothing, and Zumwalt remained determined not to fail 

in the face of army skepticism. There would be no "firebaUs" on his watch. 

By mid-August, the navy had consohdated Sea Float's position and worked out a 

comprehensive plan for its defense. The MATSB's commander regarded a mass 

overwater attack—IV Corps' fear that the Viet Cong could overrun the base—as "highly 

unlikely in view [of the] heavy casualties the enemy would sustain should attack take this 

form" A standoff mortar attack seemed more likely, though "no more or less probable at 

Sea Float than it is at 300-400 other in-country instaUations." The navy also had to 

consider the possibility that the enemy would employ sappers to attack the MATSB with 

mines or other explosives. Emery felt that the powerful current in the Song Cua Lon, 

coupled with anti-swimmer nets and the vigUance of a crew armed with night vision gear 

and a variety of smaU arms and grenades, would suffice in protecting Sea Float from that 

threat. In any case, the commander stated, "Each of the eleven ammi pontoons of which 

MATSB is composed contains nine watertight compartments making it impossible to sink 

60CTF 115 to ComNavForV, 280101Z Jul 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 
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and difficult to damage."61 The Viet Cong, in thek subtle ways, would later test the 

American's confidence in his defensive arrangements. 

For the time being, Sea Float became an offensive weapon-a forward base for 

aggressive patrolling in the Ca Mau Peninsula to disrupt Viet Cong activities and to 

establish a government presence in an enemy stronghold. Despite the similarities in goals, 

navy operations in this region differed from the more violent actions associated with the 

Sea Lords interdiction operations along the Cambodian frontier. Though the insurgents 

controUed much of the Ca Mau region, Admkal Zumwalt de-emphasized its former status 

as a free fire zone and in the name of pacification instituted carefuUy constructed rules of 

engagement. For example, patrol craft crews received orders not to fire on evading 

watercraft unless the occupants were armed or exhibited hostUe behavior. "It must be 

kept in mind," NavForV Headquarters stated, "that past Sea Lords operations in this area 

have been of a maximum destructive nature and aU watercraft are accustomed to clearing 

the area." Crews had permission to destroy targets of opportunity such as any bunkers or 

other structures displaying the VC flag. Obvious VC facUities such as base camps or 

munitions or logistics support facUities also became free targets. NavForV authorized the 

use of force in response to any VC movement or attack, but requked clearance of aU 

offensive operations through the An Xuyen Province Senior Advisor. "AU forces wiU 

undertake the mission of conducting a positive psychological warfare program in An 

Xuyen Province in order to enhance the Government of Vietnam presence in the area and 

to demonstrate the sincerity of the GVN in thek attempts to improve the living conditions 

within the province." Zumwalt's instructions played to his sense that the young officers 

and men on the rivers should be trusted to exercise common sense. He continued, "Due 

61CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 210025Z Aug 69, ComNavForV CTG 115 7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 
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to the transition of operations in An Xuyen Province from totaUy offensive to 

psychological the finest sense of personal judgment must be exercised by each and every 

man . . ,"62 

Zumwalt regarded such rules necessary for the success of any pacification effort 

that sought to restore cfvUian confidence in the Saigon government. Not everyone agreed 

On July 15, the An Xuyen Province Chief accompanied by the Province Senior Advisor, 

visited Sea Float and received a two hour tour and briefing. The base impressed the 

Vietnamese and his staff; but the official complained about what he regarded as restrictive 

rules of engagement. Waving his arm at the south bank of the Song Cua Lon. the 

province chief insisted that, "AU people south of Sea Float are VC and should be fired at 

on sight and not psyopsed." He vowed to take the matter up with his superiors.63 

Zumwalt's rules of engagement remained in place. 

The pacification emphasis, oddly enough, apphed even to the monstrous 

defohation effort undertaken by the United States throughout the Delta. FoUowing the 

initial Agent Orange mission the day after Sea Float arrived in the Nam Can District. 

Zumwalt attempted to limit the environmental damage defohation created. His reason-

simple economics. The navy accomplished much of the defohation carried out in the 

vicinity of Sea Float by hand—with axes and chainsaws—in an effort the saUors facetiously 

referred to as "Operation Chop-Chop." By mid-August, however, carefuUy camouflaged 

Viet Cong had ambushed PCFs operating from the MATSB no fewer than sixteen times, 

causing the task force commander to request additional defohation along the Song Cua 

62CTF 115 to NAVLE IV Corps, 301459Z Jun 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 
(Sea Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

63CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 190123Z Jul 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 
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Lon and along the Rach Cai Nhap-a canal that fed into the main river. The request kept 

in mind Zumwalt's pacification emphasis, stating, "In selecting specific areas for 

defohation every effort has been made to minimize present / potential impact implicit in 

the killing of live trees. Lumber [in] this area represents one of IV CTZ's most important 

natural resources, and defohation requested has been limited to that which is necessary to 

guarantee essential transit security and permit effective pacification."64 

Under Zumwalt's rules of engagement, his saUors and thek Vietnamese 

counterparts carried out thek mission of applying "randomized pressure" to the enemy in 

the Ca Mau Peninsula. PCFs and sometimes even MobUe Riverine Force assault craft 

patroUed Song Cua Lon and its associated canals, keeping the VC tax coUectors from the 

rivers and firing on approved targets of opportunity. 

SEAL teams operated from Sea Float, just as they did in the Rung Sat, and carried 

out simUar types of missions—probes, stay-behind ambushes, and the like. Incidents often 

resulted. On the morning of September 18, 1969, two Seawolves lifted off from the 

MATSB and flew upriver with the intention of placing a "Trojan Horse" false SEAL 

insertion. As the first hehcopter moved in, heavy ground fire erupted. When the second 

Seawolf roUed in to strafe the ambush site with rockets and machine gun fire, enemy fire 

shattered its canopy and severed one of its fuel lines. The stricken hehcopter, leaking fuel, 

limped back to Sea Float.65 

The Viet Cong did not always get the best of such encounters. On September 13, 

Sea Float received reports from Vietnamese civilians that the insurgents had established a 

6 4CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 210600Z Aug 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

6 5CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 180845Z Sep 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 
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checkpoint on the Rach Cai Nhap and were stopping local fishermen and woodcutters. 

The civilians claimed that the VC were burning aU GVN flags and stealing boat engines 

from any sampan that flew the yeUow and red banner. The task force commander 

immediately scrambled two Seawolves. When the hehcopters arrived on the scene they 

radioed back that a "bottle neck" held approximately 50 sampans. The pUots proceeded to 

make firing runs up both sides of the canal and in the confusion the sampans scattered to 

the north and to the south. Additional complaints came to the base later that same day, 

prompting Sea Float to insert SEAL Team Bravo along the canal to "eliminate the VC 

extortionists."66 

An earher combined SEAL and Regional Force operation supported by Sea Float 

netted much more spectacular results. On July 14, a SEAL patrol discovered a series of 

camouflaged and booby trapped structures near the Song Cong Dung and caUed in ak 

support. One of the hehcopter pUots reported spotting a tin-roofed budding nearby hidden 

beneath nipa palm fronds. The SEAL Team investigated and discovered a crude weapons 

factory. The budding contained forges, sheU casings of various types, pUes of scrap metal, 

bi-pods, and materials for homemade rockets. Viet Cong banners decorated the interiors 

of two smaUer buddings in the vicinity. As two PCF's closed in on the area to provide 

support, they came under attack by command detonated mines and B-40 rockets. The 

SEAL Team, under covering fire from the hehcopters, used demolitions to destroy the 

weapons factory, the nearby structures, and food and weapons caches, before withdrawing 

to the MATSB.67 

66Respectfvely, CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 131200Z Sep 69; CTG 115.7 to CTF 
115, 131340Z Sep 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

67CTU 115.6.1 to CTG 115.6, 141530Z Jul 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

229 



The entke Sea Float operation had an ak of immediacy about it. From the rapidity 

of its conceptualization, to its approval and emplacement, to the launching of patrol and 

pacification operations-everything moved quickly. The Viet Cong response, though 

initiaUy limited to propaganda, was also immediate. FinaUy, and to the navy, gratifyingly, 

the civilian response to the mission was both rapid and positive. The Naval Intelhgence 

Liaison Officer (NILO) assigned to Ca Mau reported in early August-the operation was 

then only six weeks old: 

The presence of Sea Float in the Song Cua Lon provides the civilian 
populace a degree of security not found in this area since the movement of 
the district seat to the present New Nam Can. This security has stimulated 
hundreds of woodcutters to enter an area that they had refused to enter 
since the beginning of the Sea Lords operations. . . [I] have personaUy 
observed wood entering the province capital and have inquked into the 
prospects of possible earnings by local woodcutters. . . . NILO Nam Can is 
reporting great numbers of woodcutters in the Sea Float AO. The 
significance of this cannot be overemphasized. 

The report also stated that VC tax coUectors were losing ground in the area due to Allied 

operations, "The SEALs have neutralized at least two and possibly a thkd finance / 

economy cadre, and those who stUl operate within the AO know that they have been 

targeted and are unable to function with impunity." Le Ngoc Cu, a captured provincial 

level cadre, told his interrogators that the Ca Mau Viet Cong were beginning to suffer 

fiscal difficulties—revenue shortfaUs and cuts in pay and aUowances."68 Sea Float's own 

intelhgence officer concluded from interviews with Vietnamese civilians that the 

pacification program was working: "With the advent of Sea Float a pro-GVN pohtical 

interest is being aroused. The increasing numbers of people visiting Sea Float—some of 

68NILO Ca Mau to ComNavForV, 061150Z Aug 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 
(Sea Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 
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them making return visits-tends to vahdate the effectiveness of the active psyop program 

currently being pursued by US/VNN units in the Cua Lon River."69 

Other factors indicated the success of the Allied presence-civilians began turning 

in weapons to Sea Float; others indicated the locations of booby traps and cached 

weapons and supphes; still others stopped at the MATSB and delivered timely 

intelhgence on Viet Cong movements. For example, on July 25 a woodcutter came 

alongside and informed the Americans that two VC tax coUectors were stopping sampans 

further upriver. Two PCFs immediately went to the area with the informer and took the 

river bank under fire. An elderly woodcutter later stopped one of the PCFs, thanked its 

crew for "running off the tax coUectors," and said he hoped that the PCFs would "be back 

in the area tomorrow."70 Two days later Sea Float reported a record number of visitors-

348. Zumwalt could not help but be pleased with the results. He recaUs, "Within almost a 

month . . . you could see this thing beginning to work, as a few people came out of the 

boondocks and began to live there, and then more and more."71 

The Viet Cong in the Nam Can District were not powerful enough to chaUenge 

Sea Float dkectly. Instead, they responded to this threat to thek continued control of the 

area with familiar methods—the thkd method anticipated by the USN—the sapper attack. 

The attack occurred on the night of 21-22 April 1970, some nine months after U.S. forces 

estabhshed the outpost. At 2050 sentries on Sea Float's forward section saw ak bubbles 

rising to the surface at regular intervals. They dropped several hand grenades in the water 

69NELO Nam Can to ComNavForV, 040615Z Aug 69, ComNavForV CTF 115.7 
(Sea Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

7 0CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 251210Z Jul 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #204, NHC OAB. 

7 1 Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

231 



untU the bubbles ceased. The base's PCFs scrambled and patrolled the vicinity whUe Sea 

Float's mortars fired Ulumination rounds. 

At 0237 the forward lookout sighted a swimmer approaching the east mooring 

buoy. The sentry and the forward mortar crew immediately threw grenades in the water 

and took the swimmer under fire with smaU arms untU he disappeared in the water behind 

the buoy. Sea Float went to general quarters when a second swimmer appeared on the 

starboard side of the fuel ammi, hanging onto a tke fender. Lookouts sighted a thkd 

swimmer astern of one of the hehpad ammis. Crewmembers opened fire on both 

swimmers, who disappeared into the water. After dropping grenades into the water at 

random intervals for another forty five minutes, an EOD team went into the water to 

search for any explosive devices the sappers might have attached to the pontoons or to the 

mooring chains. They found nothing.72 

The foUowing day PCF crews patrolling downstream from Sea Float found two 

bodies in the water. Both were naked except for loincloths and snorkel tubes held in place 

with nose chps. A buUet wound to the head had kUled one; the second had a buUet 

wound in the arm and appeared to have drowned. The second body also had a waterproof 

bag containing grenades, timing pencUs and detonation leads waterproofed with condoms. 

The EOD team concluded that the sappers had faded to place the charges because they 

had not unpacked the detonation leads. The discovery of a thkd body on the morning of 

the 24th confirmed the hunch. That sapper, killed by an M-60 round through the head, 

72CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 212350Z Apr 70, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #207, NHC OAB. 
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was carrying a bag strapped to his body that contained 250 quarter pound blocks of TNT, 

twenty-four blasting caps, and 10 pounds of plastique.73 It had been a close call. 

Admkal Zumwalt and General Abrams both congratulated Sea Float's crew on 

thek vigUance and quick reaction to the attempted attack. ComUSMACV caUed it, "A 

tremendous achievement," whUe Zumwalt sent his customary "WeU done" to all hands. 

After the congratulations the admkal became much more sober, and indicated his desire 

that the command leam a lesson from what almost happened. "The damage that could 

have been done had the swimmers successfuUy completed thek mission is staggering. 

Considering just the recovered explosive, if it had been placed under the ammo storage or 

fuel ammi, aU of Sea Float would probably have been destroyed. 201bs of TNT under an 

ammi is considered sufficient to rupture and sink it. . . . The threat from swimmer/sappers 

is ever present and the highest possible degree of readiness to defend from such a threat is 

mandatory."74 In response, Sea Float's defensive pohcies changed slightly. Grenade 

dropping at random intervals became routine. NavForV even experimented with a 

program caUed Project Water dog—another of the WUd Ideas—in which a navy team would 

handle dogs trained to alert on swimmers utilizing any type of breathing apparatus except 

closed ckcuit scuba gear, which intelhgence doubted the Viet Cong possessed in any case. 

The dogs would serve on boat patrols around Sea Float—and as part of the Stable Door 

operation protecting South Vietnam's shipping terminals from simUar attacks.75 

73Respectfvely, NILO Nam Can to ComNavForV, 230500Z Apr 70; NILO Nam 
Can to ComNavForV, 240458Z Apr 70; and NILO Nam Can to ComNavForV, 240800Z 
Apr 70, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea Float), Box #205, NHC OAB. 

74ComNavForV to CTG 115.7, 291651Z Apr 70, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #205, NHC OAB. 

75ComNavForV to Chief; NRDU-V, 281218Z Apr 70, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 
(Sea Float), Box #205, NHC OAB. 
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Despite Viet Cong attempts to destroy it, Sea Float continued to serve, in Admkal 

Zumwalt's estimation, as a model pacification enterprise. When Zumwalt decided by 

October of 1969-nine months before the initial sapper attack against it—that the concept 

had worked beyond even his optimistic expectations, he moved the operation into its next 

phase. Sea Float went ashore, and become Sohd Anchor. Pacification, and 

Vietnamization, would continue apace. 

Sea Float: An Assessment 

Just how successful was Sea Float? Mihtarily, we have seen that the US / GVN 

presence in the Ca Mau interfered seriously with Viet Cong tax coUection and other 

activities, and contested what heretofore had been a sanctuary for the insurgents. That 

much is clear. In terms of pacification, the picture becomes more complex. Admkal 

Zumwalt contends that the Phoenix-like rebirth of Nam Can out of the ashes of a post-Tet 

free fire zone, coupled with a sharp rise in regional economic activity, teUs the story. "Sea 

Float's effect," he argued, "was that it greatly accelerated pacification. In a few months 

the natives began to come up and settle on the beach alongside. Before we got through 

there was a population of about 10,000 people there."76 The deliberate return of large 

numbers of people who had been refugees from the war, it seems, is proof enough of 

pacification. That these Vietnamese sought security under the wing of the Saigon 

government and its American benefactors through the agency of Sea Float demonstrated 

further the concept's effectiveness. 

A closer look shows that the adrnkal's conclusion, though not incorrect, is 

deceptively simple. Pacification, as described by the men responsible for it—Robert Komer 

and William Colby—was a difficult business, and one the United States mishandled because 

76Author interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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it blindly imposed a complex layer of bureaucracy over the process. Komer, who 

managed CivU Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS)-the 

civUian-run pacification program attached to MACV-from 1967 to 1968, vented his 

frustration in a succinctly-titled study the title of which betrays his argument: 

Bureaucracy at War.11 Komer-whose uncompromising approach led his MACV 

coUeagues to label him "Blowtorch"-brought together the disjointed pacification efforts 

being run by a variety of American and South Vietnamese agencies into one coherent 

program that had turned the war in the vUlages around by the end of 1967. Pacification 

under Komer combined American economic aid with pohtical and economic development 

and the infamous Phuong Hoang, or Phoenix Program, which rooted out the Viet Cong 

infrastructure in South Vietnamese vUlages.78 

WUUam Colby, a career CIA officer and long-term veteran of the 

counterinsurgency in Vietnam who ran Phoenix and replaced Komer upon his 

reassignment, felt that the thrust of pacification was absolutely necessary, but that 

American misunderstanding of its appUcation led, in part, to a program that ultimately did 

not attain its promise. "The word pacification," Colby argued, "had come out of the 

French experience and become a generic word without clear program implications. It had 

the drawback of suggesting that peace would be imposed on the population—reflecting the 

military or colonial view of what was requked— and it certainly contradicted the essential 

77Robert W. Komer, Bureaucracy at War: U.S. Performance in the Vietnam 
Conflict (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1986). 

78For an exceUent study of this controversial effort, see Mark Moyar, Phoenix and 
the Birds of Prey (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Press, 1997). 
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element of engaging the population in a common effort to defend and develop thek 

communities."79 

Colbys memok traces the pacification effort from the French Agrovilles to Diem's 

Strategic Hamlets to the New Life Rural Hamlets-aU iterations of the same flawed 

concept of relocating the civilian population, partly for its own security, and partly to 

isolate the insurgents. Critical of the American tendency of "handing out goodies," or 

mdiscriminately showering the South Vietnamese with aid of aU descriptions, Colby writes 

that pacification, prior to Komer's 1967 reorganization of it, was "an American 

bureaucratic exercise involving a minimum of discussion with the Vietnamese."80 Komer 

succeeded because his concept of pacification responded to the enemys pohtical and 

psychological war in the vUlages, and because Komer's program involved several key 

dynamic personalities—Vietnamese President Nguyen Van Thieu, US Ambassador 

EUsworth Bunker, and General Abrams, who was far more attuned to pacification and 

cooperation with the South Vietnamese that his predecessor had been. 

The Tet Offensive of 1968 changed pacification's focus. The faUure of the Viet 

Cong offensive, as we have seen, gave the United States the initiative because it seriously 

undermined the Viet Cong cadres in South Vietnam who carried out the central 

communist strategy of a people's war. This happy fact, coupled with the ascendancy of a 

centralized and weU-conceived pacification effort under Komer, put the United States and 

Saigon in a position to sohdify South Vietnam for the long run. The war in the South, 

argued Colby, could have been won but for the unhappy fact that Tet also caused the 

United States, in its domestic pohtical life, to lose stomach for the struggle in Vietnam at 

79WUUam Colby, Lost Victory: A Firsthand Account of America's Sixteen-Year 
Involvement in Vietnam (Chicago: Contemporary Books, 1989), p. 214. 

80Ibid., pp. 82-83. 
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the very moment that victory drew near. At the very least the United States could have 

prevented Hanoi from attaining its own goal of subverting South Vietnam, the step 

necessary before overthrowing and conquering it. 

Colby based his argument for CORDS' success on the method by which that 

organization measured its progress. In a frontless war the American bureaucracy sought 

indicators of progress, and in the struggle for pacification CORDS decided to create an 

index that became known as the Pacification Evaluation System. One of the system's 

several computer-driven subsets, the Hamlet Evaluation System (HES), provided a 

statistical measurement of security and community development, "the main areas 

embracing pacification."81 CORDS officials throughout South Vietnam gathered 

iriformation monthly on aU hamlets that displayed some measure of government control. 

Viet Cong controUed hamlets received separate designations. "Each hamlet was evaluated 

in terms of the foUowing six factors: (1) VC military activities; (2) VC pohtical and 

subversive activities; (3) friendly security capabilities; (4) administrative and pohtical 

activities; (5) health, education, and welfare; and (6) economic development." The 

district senior advisors throughout South Vietnam assigned each category a letter, A-E. 

"These ratings were processed electronicaUy and each of the eighteen alphabetical status 

categories, selected by the district senior advisor, was assigned a numerical value. These 

numerical values were averaged and an overaU alphabetical / numerical rating was 

assigned to each hamlet."82 CORDS defined an "A" hamlet as a secure hamlet; one in 

which, "enemy military remnants have been driven out and external enemy forces are 

8lMACV CORDS, Monthly Report of Revolutionary Development Progress: 
HES, February 1967, Enclosure 1, Page 2, Lubbock, Texas: Vietnam Archive, Texas 
Tech University. 

82Ibid., p. vki. 
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ineffective; the enemy pohtical infrastructure is eliminated and no subversive activity 

occurs . . . " The "E" hamlets occupied the opposite end of the spectrum, where, "enemy 

mihtary activities are effective and attacks on friendly forces in the area are frequent; 

enemy pohtical and subversive activities exist and the infrastructure is operating 

effectively. . . "83 B, C, and D hamlets displayed varying degrees of security and economic 

development. MACV's goal: to have aU hamlets in South Vietnam graded A, B or C. 

Prior to Sea Float's instaUation in An Xuyen Province, that area, according to the 

HES surveys, was the least secure in South Vietnam. In September of 1968, when 

Admkal Zumwalt assumed command of American naval forces in-country, only slightly 

more than 85,000 people in a province with a total population of 264,700 lived in "B" and 

"C" hamlets. There were no "A" hamlets in the entke province.84 By June of 1969, in the 

last survey CORDS completed before Sea Float's arrival, the situation had changed little. 

No "A" hamlets existed in An Xuyen, and the province ranked forty-fourth out of forty 

four in aU of South Vietnam, with only 39.7 per cent of its population enjoying some 

degree of security from the Viet Cong.85 

Admkal Zumwalt felt by October of 1969 that the program had succeeded, and a 

glance at the HES survey for that month seems to confirm progress as defined by MACV. 

Though An Xuyen stiU ranked as the least secure province in the Repubhc of Vietnam, a 

stunning 67 per cent of its population ranked in the ABC category favored by pacification 

83Ibid. , pp. vni-ix. 

^Monthly Pacification Status Report; Hamlet Evaluation Survey as of 30 
September, 1968, Records of the MACV, Part m, 2: 00317-00318. Lubbock, Texas: 
Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University. 

^Monthly Pacification Status Report; Hamlet Evaluation Survey as of 30 June, 
1969, Records of the MACV, Part III, 3:00375. 
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planners, a 27 per cent increase over the pre-Sea Float situation only four months 

previously. More than 137,000 people feU into that category, with more than five 

thousand of them in "A" hamlets.86 Over the longer term, the March 1971 survey 

concluded that An Xuyen Province placed thirty-second in security and development, an 

improvement of twelve places over an eighteen-month span.87 

WUUam Colby wrote of the surveys that his outfit produced, "The HES focused 

on simple indicators of the real situation in the rural communities. . . . The various 

indicators making up the report were summed up in an aggregate grade for the hamlet or 

viUage. . . . And the system certainly related better to a people's war than did body 

counts."88 That Colby should choose to make the comparison to the body count is 

interesting because the same bureaucraticaUy driven need to quantify, to statisticaUy 

confirm results so pecuhar to the Vietnam experience, produced both. Such a comparison 

might also open the surveys to one of the same arguments critics leveled against the body 

count. In an environment where the "system" valued and rewarded progress proved 

through quantification and rational analysis, the numbers in the surveys could weU have 

been skewed or even "cooked," as sometimes happened to the body count statistics.89 

^Monthly Pacification Status Report; Hamlet Evaluation Survey as of 31 
October, 1969, Records of the MACV, Part HI, 4:00162, 4:00175. 

^ HES Ratings for February 1971, Records of the MACV Part HI, 30. 

88Colby, Lost Victory, pp. 190-91. 

89Theories for the faUure of American methods hi Vietnam are legion, from Harry 
Summers' argument that America fought the Vietnam War in a strategic vacuum to the 
case Andrew Krepinevich makes that the American military, having trained and equipped 
for a conventional land war against the Soviet Union, prosecuted the wrong war in 
Southeast Asia. Loren Baritz puts forward a fascinating theory that America's effort in 
Vietnam was a product of an American culture that values a correct moral vision, 
worships technology, and constantly seeks for progress or improvement that can be 
identified and measured. Such a mindset creates a need for procedures that fosters 
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Though flawed, the HES surveys do aUow historians a glimpse into trends in the South 

Vietnamese pacification effort.90 The trend for An Xuyen is clear, and the tuning is 

unmistakable. The arrival and presence of Sea Float heralded a turnaround in the 

pacification effort in the extreme southern tip of South Vietnam. 

Yet raw numbers alone do not fiiUy explain the significance of Sea Float, the most 

extraordinary of Zumwalt's initiatives. WhUe the base did not exist in a vacuum, it did 

have the distinction of being absolutely unique—there was nothing else like it anywhere 

else in Vietnam. Perhaps this limits the lessons we can draw from it. Perhaps Sea Float 

raises more questions than it answers. Zumwalt stated clearly from the beginning that 

pacification was one of the operation's key goals. As we have seen, the base's crew 

provided fresh water, medical care, ax sharpening, and other free services to local 

civilians. This is true of American units throughout Vietnam, but something about Sea 

Float is stiU different. The local Vietnamese came to the base for more than just handouts. 

They provided information about Viet Cong activities in Sea Float's area of operations. 

They indicated the locations of booby traps and weapons caches. WhUe this is not unique 

in and of itself, it is unusual. More Americans remember Vietnamese viUagers who were 

understandably suUen and uncooperative as troops searched thek homes and property for 

bureaucratization of aU facets of life. This is true, states Baritz, in business, in industry, 
and in the academy, as weU as in the mihtary. See, respectively, Harry G Summers, On 
Strategy (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1982), Andrew Krepinevich, The Army in Vietnam 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), and Loren Baritz, Backfire (New 
York: Morrow, 1985), pp. 317-47. 

9^The MACV documents themselves admit that the criteria used for judging 
hamlet ratings were subjective at best, and that standards differed from district to district. 
Further, as the survey assessed hamlets only, the population of expansive rural areas 
remained uncounted, unreported, and unanalyzed. MACV CORDS, Monthly Report of 
Revolutionary Development Progress, February 1967. April 2, 1967, Enclosure 1, pg. 
viii. Lubbock, Texas: Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University. 
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signs of the elusive enemy. And on occasion, even when the viUagers were friendly, 

American troops suspected they knew more about the Viet Cong than they would admit, 

especiaUy if units encountered booby traps, snipers, or ambushes in the vicinity of the 

hamlets. 

Perhaps Sea Float was ahead of its time. Perhaps, more precisely, Sea Float was 

too late; an idea whose time had come in 1967. If Colby was correct about the 

significance of Tet to the pacification effort, then Sea Float becomes another of the 

counterfactual "what ifs" so common in contemporary discussions of the Vietnam 

experience. What if Truman had embraced Ho and rebuffed the French? What if Kennedy 

had puUed us out of Southeast Asia, leaving Diem to his own devices? What if Robert 

Komer's pacification plans had come to fruition in 1960? 1963? 1965, instead of the end 

of 1967 when the chaos and fluidity of Tet changed the rules of the game? What if the 

navy implemented Zumwalt's Sea Lords strategy—and Sea Float with it—at the same time 

as the successful Market Time interdiction campaign? Perhaps Zumwalt's WUd Ideas 

arrived in Vietnam after the optimum time for thek execution had passed. 

Perhaps Sea Float is different precisely because of its nature—static, stationary, a 

physical yet largely unobtrusive presence. The Vietnamese who came to the base came of 

thek own free wUl. Americans did not march through thek vUlages, searching thek 

homes, molesting thek persons and property. There was no destroying the viUage in order 

to save it. If the people returning to Nam Can were refugees who fled the destruction 

visited on the area during the Tet battles of 1968, then the Viet Cong akeady may have 

ahenated them. Whatever, Sea Float's mission-to provide local security to aUow for 

resettlement and economic development—succeeded if one considers the example of Nam 

Can. It is for this reason that the HES survey is of value in assessing Sea Float. Other 

aspects of the base's presence are less easUy quantified—Vietnamese turning in weapons, 
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or the old fishermen informing base personnel of the presence upriver of VC tax 

coUectors, for example. 

This is not to say that the operation was without difficulties. Logistical support-in 

terms of weapons, ammunition, and fresh water—remained a nagging problem. Turning 

Nam Can from a free fire zone to a secure, developing area created minor problems in 

interpreting the rules of engagement, whether defohation or artUlery support of other 

operations was in question. Since Sea Float's planners intended the operation to bolster 

pacification, the base's use as a platform for harassment and interdiction (H & I) fire must 

be noted. Counterinsurgency and pacification experts from Sk Robert Thompson to 

Robert Komer to William Colby aU state with conviction that the best weapons in this 

struggle are the pohtical and the psychological, but if force—the weapon of last resort-

must be used, then the best method of its appUcation is the knife or the single buUet. In 

the case of the United States—once again enamored of its technology—firepower, 

firepower in vast increments, bombs, artUlery, chemical defohants, rained down on South 

Vietnam. Sea Float—ostensibly a weapon of pacification—did its share. To be fak, 

though, the Nam Can District was largely barren, especiaUy south of the river. Further, 

since the bulk of H & I fire missions took place during the overnight curfew, and usuaUy 

in response to sensor-generated intelhgence, it seems reasonable to conclude that Viet 

Cong targets and personnel bore the brunt of such "indiscriminate" artUlery fire. On 

October 7, 1969, the MATSB's commander cheerfuUy reported the visit of Admkal 

Zumwalt, Commodore Chon, and a party of VIPs to the floating base, where they 

received briefings, a visit to the Sea Float annex ashore, and an inspection of Nam Can 
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City. "The visitors," the report concluded, "enjoyed the unusuaUy fine Sea Float dinner 

and a peaceful night's rest aboard Sea Float with H & I fire throughout the night."91 

Though Sea Float generates questions that do not necessarily have answers, and 

though the base presents problems to those seeking to understand its significance, it is 

clear from the demonstrable and quantifiable evidence MACV and the Pentagon 

demanded that Sea Float succeeded in creating the regional security upon which 

pacification rested. The base's record is also to the credit of those who conceived it, 

planned it, and manned it, Americans and South Vietnamese alike. As the operation 

proceeded, so did ACTOV—the navy's Vietnamization program. Sea Float became one of 

Admkal Zumwalt's showcases for Vietnamization, an effort that expanded as Sea Float's 

success began to manifest itself in a once-forgotten comer of South Vietnam 

91CTG 115.7 to CTF 115, 070546Z OCT 69, ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea 
Float), Box #205, NHC OAB. 
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CHAPTER VI 

"THIS MADCAP EXPANSION": ZUMWALT AND 

THE CHALLENGE OF VIETNAMIZATION 

Admkal Zumwalt's Saturday morning briefing of Creighton Abrams in early 

November 1968, on his extended concept for donating navy expertise and equipment to 

South Vietnam's navy to aUow it to fight the river and coastal war for itself placed the 

admkal in a position to inherit a great legacy of America's long involvement in Vietnam. 

That legacy, or myth, is revealed in part in the words of Samuel Hynes in his provocative 

study of soldiers' memoks in the twentieth century. America's war in Vietnam, wrote 

Hynes, was "A war of inherited brutality, fought by young untrained boys trying to survive 

for so many days in a country to which they felt no commitment."1 This is certainly the 

popular misperception. Whatever problems the army may have endured as frustration 

over Vietnam mounted, it is whoUy inaccurate to say that American personnel, especiaUy 

those in the navy, were "untrained." Commitment is another matter. As 1968 drew to a 

close, that lack of commitment extended from many of the "young boys" who fought to 

the "old men" in the United States making the decisions. 

General Abrams' instructions from President Johnson explicitly ordered him to find 

the best—and the fastest—way to extricate American combat troops from Vietnam in the 

face of increasingly negative pubhc opinion concerning America's open-ended commitment 

to a mishandled war. Zumwalt, fresh to Saigon from the crushing pohtical pressures of 

1968 Washington, placed himself; and the navy, in a position to take the leadership role in 

the United States' new pohcy for Vietnam Though no one at MACV yet knew it as 

Vietnamization-Richard Nixon would not coin that term untU a December 31, 1968, 

1 Samuel Hynes, The Soldiers' Tale: Bearing Witness to Modern War (New 
York: The Penguin Press, 1997), p. 192. 
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speech-everyone realized that the winds had shifted after Abrams pronounced as 

"buUshit" the Ak Force's time-expanded plan for turning over US assets, and then 

welcomed openly Zumwalt's ambitious prediction that the navy could do its part of the job 

in three years or less (see Chapter I). 

A great kony exists in the admkal's coup that November morning. Zumwalt, 

though he did not yet know it, would make his name not so much on the Sea Lords 

strategy that bears his stamp, but on being the mind that developed the best construct-the 

"vvinning" idea-for disengaging the United States from its Vietnamese agony. In a war as 

ambiguous in American memory and culture as the Vietnam War, that a host of pohtical 

and logistical difficulties beset the "best" plan seemed not to matter in the face of 

overwhelming pressure to put Vietnam out of our coUective misery. 

In developing the plan for Vietnamizing the riverine war, Admkal Zumwalt 

brought the United States Navy in Vietnam fuU ckcle. The navy had entered Vietnam in 

mid-1955 in an advisory role, and after bearing the brunt of combat since early 1965, 

would graduaUy withdraw from the struggle with the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese 

and once again assume an advisory role to a South Vietnamese Navy that overnight 

blossomed from a minor service into the world's fourteenth largest. And u°, as Hynes 

suggests, the young American servicemen and women in Vietnam felt little or no 

commitment to thek aUy, then the admkal sought to turn that around even as they 

prepared to depart. Zumwalt, whUe he labored to disengage the navy from Vietnam, had 

better material with which to work than that other great mythic symbol of America's 

misery in Vietnam—a supposedly disintegrating army of societys marginal—an army that 

by 1969 was a distant remove from that manned by the ideahstic volunteers of the early 

and mid 1960s. The naval personnel in Vietnam, especiaUy the members of the advisory 

corps, were older and more experienced volunteers and careerists. They were smaU in 
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number, highly motivated, and a far cry from the draftees upon whom a generation of 

literature has pinned the myth of an indifferent, unmotivated, and poorly-led army. 

Vietnamization, because it reflected situations new to American experience, had no 

model. The United States had never before disengaged from any war before it had been 

settled, either mUitarily or diplomaticaUy. No model and no institutional memory existed 

for exodus. Because the United States Navy had long served in Vietnam in an advisory' 

role, it knew how that was done. Advising then, became the keystone of a renewed effort 

to prepare the South Vietnamese Armed Forces (RVNAF) to assume the burden of 

resisting both the internal insurgency and North Vietnam's bid for regional hegemony. 

Before the Vung Ro Bay incident of early 1965 spawned Operation Market Time, 

the United States Navy had limited itself to that single role in South Vietnam As advisors 

to the small, UT-trained, and under-equipped South Vietnamese Navy (VNN). American 

naval personnel saUed with the anachronistic Junk Force that patrohed South Vietnam's 

coastal waters, and witnessed the war in the Mekong Delta aboard the VNN's rag tag 

coUection of riverine craft, most of which had seen service during the French war against 

the Viet Minh (1946-1954). Indeed, the 8,000-man Vietnamese Navy as the Americans 

found it was a creation of its former French masters. The VNN's organization, dating 

from 1951, was French; its doctrine was French, and it labored under the French policy of 

subordinating the navy to the South Vietnamese Army through a single general staff that 

controUed aU of the armed forces. At the behest of its French military advisors, the 

Vietnamese government "looked to the organization of its armed forces as a single entity, 

inevitably to be dominated by the army." The army imposed its doctrine on the VNN, 
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which then became a riverine patrol force that focused single-mindedly on the interior 

waterways of Indochina-in the Red and Mekong River Deltas.2 

WhUe from the American perspective much of this seems limiting, the French did 

bequeath one useful item to the South Vietnamese, and by extension to the Americans: 

the dinassaut. Because the French organized the Vietnamese Navy to fight a riverine 

conflict in support of the armys land operations, they divided that force into groups of 

waterborne cavalry that they caUed the River Assault Divisions, or, in the vernacular, 

dinassauts. The Vietnamese river assault divisions performed remarkably weU in the Fkst 

Indochina War, especiaUy in the French campaigns against the Viet Minh in the Red River 

VaUey. Bernard FaU, that legendary French observer of the Indochina scene, stated that 

the "Naval Assault Divisions . . . may weU have been one of the few worthwhile 

contributions of the Indochina war to military knowledge."3 

The Americans discovered the truth of FaU's statement as thek advisory effort 

turned towards dkect combat after 1965. Task Forces 116 and 117—Game Warden and 

the MobUe Riverine Force—owe much of thek organization and tactics to the French 

dinassaut experience. The U.S. Navy, however, did not always respect the lessons the 

French learned through thek apphcation of naval power on Vietnamese rivers. This stems 

2 Vict or J. Croizat, "Vietnamese Naval Forces: Origin of the Species," United 
States Naval Institute Proceedings, 99: 2, February 1973, pp. 50-51. For a fuU treatment 
of the French era, see Victor Croizat, The Brown Water Navy: The River and Coastal 
War in Indochina and Vietnam, 1948-1972 (Poole, UK: Blandford Press, 1984). For the 
early American advisory effort, see Edward J. Marolda and Oscar Fitzgerald, The United 
States Navy and the Vietnam Conflict: From Military Assistance to Combat, 1959-1965 
(Washington: The Naval Historical Center, 1984). Ronald Spector provides an 
authoritative general overview of the period in Advice and Support: The Early Years, 
1941-1960 (Washington: U.S. Army Center for Military History, 1983). 

3BernardFaU, Street Without Joy (Harrisburg, PA: The Stackpole Company) 
1961), p. 44. 
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in large part from the so-caUed American "can-do" spirit. The United States was not 

France, and most Americans assumed without question that superior technology, know-

how, and the power of certainty regarding the absolute moral correctness of thek mission 

would cause them to succeed where the French had so recently faded.4 American advisors 

took to Vietnam's rivers in the early to mid-1960s with a fresh sense of purpose. They 

wanted to remake the South Vietnamese Navy in thek own professional image; they 

wanted to make it more than what it had been under the French, in Zumwalt's words, a 

subordinate institution that Gallic doctrine had rendered mere "hewers of wood and 

haulers of water for the army."5 

Though American naval thinkers debated possible riverine doctrine in the pages of 

the Naval Institute's journal, Proceedings, they repeatedly returned to the French model so 

praised by Bernard FaU. Americans aheady recognized that counterinsurgency warfare in 

Vietnam was a warfare of mobihty. WhUe this reality causes most to picture the 

airmobikty provided by that most recognized of Vietnam War icons—the "Huey"—the 

more basic fact of Vietnam was the central importance of its interior waterways as routes 

of transportation and communication. Counterinsurgency warfare, as the problem of 

4For interesting accounts of early American experiences in the Mekong Delta, see 
Edward J. Marolda, "Passage to Laos: Journey of the U.S. Navy Mekong River FlotUla, 
1960," Sea Classics, January 1980, pp. 74-79; and Dickey ChappeUe, "Water War in 
Vietnam," National Geographic, February 1966, pp. 270-296. ChappeUe's story profiled 
Lieutenant Dale Meyerkord, USN advisor to a Vietnamese River Assault Group. 
Meyerkord earned a posthumous Navy Cross after being kUled in an ambush on 
November 9, 1965. ChappeUe, a female photographer and war correspondent who 
covered the Iwo Jima and Okinawa landings in World War II with her navy photographer 
husband, Anthony ChappeUe, died along with six Marines when thek patrol triggered a 
mine near Chu Lai just days before Meyerkord's death. ChappeUe was the first American 
female war correspondent to die in action. 

5Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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pacification demonstrated, requked "the static defense of population centers and mUitary 

complexes." Navies, however, offered flexibility. "Troops assigned to naval forces, 

however, are constantly on the move and always a threat to the insurgents."6 Victor 

Croizat agreed, writing in 1966 that the experience of the French dinassauts demonstrated 

"the vahdity of this concept," and that the "basic navy organization for river war should be 

the River Assault Group consisting of a mix of specialized craft requked to lift and 

support a landing force of one infantry battalion reinforced."7 

The MUitary Assistance Command, Vietnam, foUowed this example as it 

constituted its combined-arms MobUe Riverine Force in the autumn of 1966. Greater 

mobility on Vietnam's waterways also played a key role in the establishment of Operation 

Game Warden, which used the smaUer and faster PBRs to patrol the major river systems 

of the Delta. When Admkal Zumwalt inherited these forces and thek ongoing 

counterinsurgency mission in 1968, he redoubled thek efforts, and thek areas of operation. 

The outcome, Operation Sea Lords, greatly expanded the navy's role in the in-country 

war. The results were impressive, but American casualties increased and the war dragged 

on unabated. NavForV admitted that despite its best efforts, communist insurgents 

developed techniques enabling them to move through the American barriers, albeit at the 

price of much greater attrition of resources and expenditure of time. It was in this 

environment, as 1968 drew to a close, as President Johnson's administration spun away its 

last days in office, and as MACV contemplated the inexorable approach of this signal 

change in pohcy that would have a profound impact on the course of events in the 

6 Andrew G Nelson and Norman G. Mosher, "Proposed: A Counterinsurgency 
Task Force," United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 92: 6, June 1966, p. 40. 

7Victor Croizat, "Naval Forces in River War," United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 99: 2, February 1966, p. 56. 
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Vietnam War, that Admkal Zumwalt brought the navy full ckcle. The Americans had 

adopted the French experience on Vietnam's rivers, and were convinced that they could do 

it better. The war had become an American war fought by Americans, and advising the 

Vietnamese was largely forgotten in the press of the effort. Now. in late 1968, Zumwalt 

faced the prospect of turning Operation Sea Lords and aU the resources of Task Force 

194—operational, logistical, and training--over to the South Vietnamese in an as yet 

undetermined period of time. 

After earning General Abrams' support at that first and vitaUy important meeting of 

the MACV staff; Zumwalt turned to the daunting task of withdrawing his manpower from 

Vietnam whUe at the same time maintaining the high pace of Sea Lords operations, and 

training and equipping the South Vietnamese to do for themselves what the Americans 

had done for them since 1965. The United States Navy in Vietnam, once solely a force of 

advisors, was to become a force of advisors once more, and this time with the stakes much 

higher. In the words of one staff document, NavForV's mission would now involve 

"phasing down to a CommandVMAAG through operational and advisory efforts."8 The 

admkal turned to that chaUenge with his characteristic bramstorming energy. Zumwalt 

wanted his "WUd Ideas" approach applied to Vietnamization, or, as the NavForV staff 

soon came to caU it, Accelerated Turnover to the Vietnamese—ACTOV. 

8MAAG~"MUitary Assistance and Advisory Group"—was the original name for 
the American mUitary mission to Saigon (1955-1964) at a time when advising, not 
operations, was the focus of American efforts. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Operations 
Plan 159-70 (ACTOV Plan), p. 7, NavForV Operations FUes (4). Box #420, NHC OAB. 
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An Active Plan For ACTOV 

As Zumwalt and Kerr left the MACV conference room to return to NAVFORV 

headquarters on Saturday, November 2, 1968, they faced the prospect of turning thek 

hastUy modified presentation into a workable plan to present to Abrams only forty-eight 

hours later, on Monday. Though the entke staff worked through the weekend, the 

primary task of making ACTOV a reality feU to one of the sharpest analytical minds on 

Zumwalt's staff. 

Captain Charles F. "Chick" Rauch, an engineer and a nuclear submariner by 

training and discipline, had akeady served under Zumwalt in OPNAV's Systems Analysis 

Division. Zumwalt hand-picked him to join the NAVFORV staff because of his proven 

abikty to formulate and evaluate programs. It was Rauch who took Emmett Tidd's place 

as senior naval advisor to Commodore Tran Van Chon, the head of the VNN, when 

Zumwalt decided that the newcomer should be his chief of staff. Tidd recaUed that Rauch 

"handled the massive ACTOV complexity . . . brilliantly."9 Though the plan itself was 

based on a sketchy outline Zumwalt brought with him to Vietnam, the admkal stated with 

conviction that his senior systems analyst made it happen. "Chick Rauch was the one who 

conceptualized the business of ACTOV. . . . It was pure Rauch."10 When Zumwalt 

returned from his meeting with Abrams he said to Rauch: "I want a plan to turn our assets 

over to the Vietnamese. WeVe got to get out of [this war] and the only way we're ever 

going to get out of it is let them stand on thek own two feet and run the thing themselves. 

9Author Interview with Vice Admkal Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14. 
1997. 

10Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R Zumwalt Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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And I want an ambitious plan for doing that." If Zumwalt's time frame bothered Rauch, 

he did not show it. Instead, he and his staff worked thirty-eight straight hours to turn the 

adrnkal's outline into a basic plan that Zumwalt could submit to Abrams for consideration. 

Rauch even coined the program's name-ACTOV-during the marathon planning session, 

and the admkal immediately adopted the title. "What it ready stood for," said Rauch, 

"was Accelerated Turnover to the Vietnamese. But the reason I picked the letters I did 

was because it sounded like 'active' and the connotation we were trying to get across was 

that this was a very action-oriented program and it had to move fast, therefore there was a 

lot of activity."11 

"Accelerated"—the operative word in NavForV for Vietnamization—left the navy 

very little time to execute a broad range of program goals. ACTOV, as outlined by 

Zumwalt, Rauch, and the staff, caUed for the turnover of aU of the United States Navy's 

operational responsibilities in Vietnam to the VNN no later than June 30, 1970—the 

eighteen months the admkal predicted he would have as he prepared to take command in 

Saigon. "The basic concept is to expeditiously phase in the VNN to assume USN assets 

and responsibUities and provide the GVN with an effective naval force to combat a level of 

VC/NVA aggression at nearly the present pace." This would be made possible by 

American naval forces first training the South Vietnamese to operate the entke range of 

vessels in the theater of operations—PBRs, Swift boats, river assault craft, Coast Guard 

cutters, and various smaUer supporting craft—prior to turning those craft over to the 

VNN. The plan also aUowed an additional two years—untU June 30, 1972—for the 

complexity of preparing the South Vietnamese to accept the logistics functions, physical 

1 iPaul StUlweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 34, 
p. 102. 
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plant, and support bases that aUowed the navy to operate on the rivers. "The logistic 

infrastructure plan associated with ACTOV," planners wrote, "[is] designed to merge the 

present in-country U.S. Navy logistic system with the existing VNN logistic system, 

combining the strengths and eliminating the weaknesses of the two systems."12 

ACTOV was an ambitious plan that immediately raised a number of serious 

questions in the chain of command. Abrams' name, and more importantly the authority he 

had for Vietnamization from the commander-in-chief, carried a great deal of clout; 

enough clout that Zumwalt secured the plan's approval in less than three months. At its 

base, ACTOV was to be sequential—a gradual phasing-in of South Vietnamese personnel. 

On each naval vessel, young South Vietnamese recruits would come aboard, be trained in 

a U.S. saUor's position, and when that recruit demonstrated proficiency, the American 

would rotate off the vessel. EventuaUy, the program would replace an entke crew of 

Americans with Vietnamese and then that craft would be turned over to the South 

Vietnamese Navy. "This was a thing obviously that appealed to Admkal Zumwalt," 

Rauch said, "because it is the kind of innovative thing that he would like to do. He was 

strongly behind that."13 As the plan evolved, it became stUl more progressive. Soon, aU 

American Swift boats and fast cutters on Market Time patrols saUed with Vietnamese 

executive officers who were on board to observe and leam from American commanders. 

On paper, the plan was deceptively simple. Zumwalt wrote, "VNN personnel wUl 

be phased into the various assets, assuming increasingly larger portions of the individual 

unit crews as the turnover progresses. The turnover will be effected by co-manning untU 

12ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Operation Plan 159-70 (ACTOV Plan), NavForV 
Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 

13Paul StUlweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 35. 
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VNN operating capacity is assured." The reahty, given the smaU size and pohtical 

isolation of the South Vietnamese Navy, was quite different. Zumwalt, nevertheless, was 

undeterred. Speed remained his watchword. Time was quickly expiring on the American 

effort in Vietnam and the admkal knew it was his duty to do as much as possible in the 

months remaining. "In view of the importance of the accelerated turnover," he wrote, "I 

feel that the implementation of this plan is of the highest priority, second only in 

importance to the prosecution of the war."14 Though Zumwalt certainly did not realize it 

at the time, his statement highlighted dkectly one of the central dUemmas of 

Vietnamization. Turning the war over to the Vietnamese had the very highest priority, but 

training the Vietnamese for that purpose would, at least initiaUy, have to be responsiv e to 

the pace of continuing operations. Because the war overshadowed aU else, at least within 

Vietnam, it is difficult to see how a prudent commander could have done it any other way 

American advisors had long saUed on patrols and into combat with thek 

Vietnamese counterparts and now that the inevitable turnover approached, the United 

States Navy had to prepare to relinquish its dkect fighting role and redkect that 

responsibUity onto the Vietnamese. The first step involved combined operations. 

NavForV's ACTOV plan established a timetable not just for including VNN personnel on 

Sea Lords operations, but for turning over the operations themselves. Zumwalt set April 

1, 1970, as the deadline for aU operations to become combined, though many of Sea 

Lords' component parts would be not only combined, but turned over, before that date.15 

14Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter # 1 , 6 November 1968, p. 2. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, 
Box #585, NHC OAB. 

15ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Operation Plan 159-70 (ACTOV Plan), NavForV 
Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 
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In mid-December 1968, after Abrams had granted initial approval to Zumwalt's 

ACTOV concept, the admkal ordered his deputy, Captain Robert Salzer, to include VNN 

saUors on American operations "when deemed feasible." Zumwalt did not stop there, 

suggesting that Salzer employ VNN swift boats on unUateral patrols in the Gulf of 

ThaUand and on the Rach Giang Thanh-Bernique's Creek.16 Weeks earher Abrams had 

hosted a MACV commanders' conference to discuss the "pohticaUy highly deskable" 

possibility of expanding VNN roles in ongoing Sea Lords operations, especiaUy those 

along the Cambodian frontier in such places as Bernique's Creek.17 Commander Roy 

Hoffman, in responding to Zumwalt's instructions, suggested that any unUateral VNN 

operations along the Cambodian frontier would have the added benefit of aUeviating 

"some of the international implications created by US involvement." No one had 

forgotten the incidents that erupted when Zumwalt first sent his river craft to the verge of 

Cambodian territory. Pohtical considerations counted a great deal when a pohticaUy 

motivated policy—ACTOV— came to the forefront of America's efforts in Southeast Asia.18 

Overwhelming pohtical reahties requked a turnover plan both rapid and total, but 

despite that fact, the inertia of ingrained practices and the pace of operations delayed 

ACTOV's debut. Zumwalt reminded Commander Hoffman in late November that Sea 

Lords patrols and waterborne guardposts in Task Force 115's area of operations should 

include VNN saUors. "Within twenty months," the admkal wrote, "they are going to be 

16ComNavForV to Fkst Sea Lord, 190612Z Dec 68, MT Hist FUe, ComNavForV 
Sea Lords 194 MisceUaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 

17ComNavForV to CTF 115, 260959Z Oct 68, MT Hist FUe, ComNavForV Sea 
Lords 194 MisceUaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 

18CTF 115 to ComNavForV, 270803 Oct 68, MT Hist FUe, ComNavForV Sea 
Lords 194 MisceUaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 
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doing it aU. We must get restarted with vigor."19 Complexities in the turnover plan 

requked its planners to develop it continuously. Confusion resulted because naval officers 

charged with ACTOV's execution could not refer to one comprehensive set of 

instructions. Zumwalt, in an effort to sofve the problem of "various documents in 

existence which provide pieces of the picture", but which were cast in such language or 

format that they precluded "providing current and future planning due to rapidly changing 

situations", dkected that the NavForV staff issue monthly annexes to the original plan to 

clarify and update turnover's status. The annexes, Zumwalt hoped, would provide 

"guidance necessary to carry out the various phases of ACTOV-i.e., training, 

maintenance, turnover procedures."20 Each included new turnover target totals and dates, 

as weU as descriptions of the state of Sea Lords operations: which had devolved to the 

VNN; which the American and Vietnamese navies carried out jointly; and which the USN 

carried as residual, awaiting eventual turnover. Smoothing the rough edges of ACTOV 

planning, as Zumwalt and his staff quickly discovered, only opened the door to one of the 

most complex—and emotionaUy wrenching—problems the admkal faced in his entke career 

The ChaUenges Of Turnover 

"Our mUitary and naval forces," the admkal wrote in the monthly NavForV 

newsletter on New Years' Day, 1970, "are engaged in one of the most difficult endeavors 

in the history of the United States in fighting a limited, pohtical, and unconventional war 

whose goals have been frequently questioned." At the same time as fighting the Viet 

19ComNavForV to CTF 115, 210555Z Nov 68, MT HIST FUe, ComNavForV 
Sea Lords 194 MisceUaneous, Box #293, NHC OAB. 

20ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Operations Plan 159-70 (ACTOV Plan), p.l, 
NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 
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Cong and North Vietnamese on the rivers, canals, and in the coastal waters, the message 

continued, the navy had to continue the vital task of training the South Vietnamese to do 

the same. Though ACTOV existed in Zumwalt's mind, and in ever-improving form on 

paper, making it a reahty was a different matter altogether.21 As the naval historian R. L. 

Schreadly pointed out, "The size of the undertaking could not be measured solely in terms 

of the number of Vietnamese Navy personnel that would have to be recruited and trained. 

Significant improvement in the organization, performance, and most particularly in the 

leadership of the VNN would also be requked."22 Schreadly, who himself served on the 

NavForV staff under Zumwalt, touched the heart of the problem with his statement 

because of its emphasis on organization and leadership. 

At the time Zumwalt served in Vietnam, the VNN had an exceUent commander in 

Commodore Tran Van Chon. "He was a joy to work with," Zumwalt remembered. "He 

was a visionary and phUosopher who had lots of experience in fighting in forward areas 

when he was under the French Navy. So he was a good source of professional wisdom 

with regard to riverboat operations."23 During Zumwalt's initial months in Saigon, the 

admkal pumped his Vietnamese counterpart for information from his deep memory of 

riverine operations. His input was especiaUy helpful as NavForV constructed the Sea 

Lords campaign. Commodore Chon exemplified the sort of Vietnamese commander 

Zumwalt sought to make ACTOV work. Keen and aggressive, Chon took the lead in 

working with the Americans to set up specific operations, most notably Sea Float. As 

2lCommander, Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief Naval Advisory Group Vietnam 
Newsletter # 13, 1 January 1970, p. 13. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, 
Box #585, NHC OAB. 

22R. L. Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea (Annapolis: United States Naval 
Institute Press, 1992), p. 165. 

23Author Interview with Admkal Elmo K Zumwalt, USN (Ret.), April 18, 1997. 
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ACTOV came together the friendship the two officers shared deepened. They met, along 

with Rauch, once a week for a working breakfast-the "CZR Breakfast"-during which 

they discussed the wide range of chaUenges they faced. Here the admkal came not only to 

respect Chon, but also to understand his counterpart's problems. Chon, as Zumwalt 

discovered, suffered from limitations inherent in the pohtical realities of the South 

Vietnamese armed forces. 

American naval officers referred to Chon as the Vietnamese "Chief of Naval 

Operations," which, in a sense, he was. Chon had operational control over Vietnamese 

naval forces and personnel, but there the simUarities ended. His actual title in Vietnamese 

translated into "Chief of Staff of the Navy," a reminder that he-and his branch of the 

service—was subordinate to the ARVN-dominated Joint General Staff. Chon chafed under 

this restriction, but suffered stiU further from a liability the Americans found maddening— 

pohtical factionahsm in the Vietnamese government and armed forces. The coup-prone 

Saigon scene and the constant subjugation of the mUitary to secondary pohtical 

considerations are weU-known hallmarks of the Vietnam experience. Commodore Chon, 

and the man who was both his predecessor and his successor in the VNN's top position, 

Chung Tan Cang, had been on the wrong side of several coup attempts, rendering them 

suspect in the eyes of better-connected ARVN officers. Additionally, VNN commanders 

could not always count on the loyalty of naval officers supposedly under thek command. 

Rauch, who worked closely with Chon as ACTOV gathered momentum, lamented that the 

factionahsm and divided loyalties in the VNN were such that "Chon had those people that 

were quite often against him just in general." The central American role in the riverine 

war after 1966, which overshadowed the VNN completely, only added to Chon's burden. 

Many in the Vietnamese armed forces regarded him, however inaccurately, as a puppet of 
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Admkal Zumwalt.24 Emphasizing leadership-and creating a sohd, unified, and dedicated 

corps of officers-became one of several key chaUenges in making ACTOV a viable 

proposition. 

Manpower posed a second chaUenge. The Americans found that physicaUy 

buUding the South Vietnamese into a formidable force was relatively simple. On NavForV 

planning documents a riverine-focused navy of more than six hundred craft looked 

impressive indeed. Manning that force was another matter. In early 1969, when 

Operation Sea Lords reached an operational crescendo, the United States Navy had more 

than 38,000 men in Vietnam. NavForV studies indicated that in order for the then-21,000 

man VNN to even approach the pace of in-country U.S. Naval operations would requke a 

rapid expansion by more than 19,000 men. The facUities and quaUfied instructors to train 

such large numbers of men, and the competent commanders to lead them, in Commander 

Schreadiys words, "did not exist and could hardly be wished into being."25 Without a 

trained force of saUors to man the craft the massive turnover would remain little more than 

an expensive gesture. 

Schreadiys statement is accurate. The officers of the South Vietnamese Navy 

received thek training at the countrys one naval academy, located at Nha Trang, but that 

smaU school could not produce officers at near the rate that turnover requked. ACTOV's 

demands caUed for a brutal, if not cynical, solution. Chon ordered that the academy's 

curriculum be halved, from twenty-four months to twelve, and that the number of students 

24The South Vietnamese government ousted Cang from his command of the VNN 
after navy factionahsm resulted in a mutiny against him. Chon, a recent graduate of the 
U.S. Naval War CoUege in Newport, Rhode Island, was summoned to replace him. Paul 
StuTweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret.), October 25, 
1982, p. 51. 

25R. L. Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea, p. 333. 
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in each class, 100, be nearly tripled to 270, with projected eventual growth to 540 

students per class.26 Zumwalt partiaUy aUeviated that pressure by arranging for 

prospective Vietnamese naval officer candidates to attend a twenty-week course at the 

United States Navy Officer Candidate School (OCS) at Newport, Rhode Island. 

Instruction at the USN's Naval Inshore Operations Training Center (NIOTC) at Mare 

Island, California, rounded out the curriculum. FoUowing officer training, the new South 

Vietnamese ensigns then took a traditional midshipman's cruise aboard units of the United 

States Navy's Seventh Fleet. Despite the drastic measures the two navies implemented to 

ensure a cadre of new officers for the swelling fleet, Zumwalt remained confident that the 

training was effective. "When they return to Vietnam," the admkal wrote, "the officer 

candidates wiU receive thek first duty assignments, feeling assured that thek diversified 

training has qualified them to meet the chaUenges of a rapidly expanding Vietnamese 

Navy."27 

For the enlisted men, a bleaker picture developed. The South Vietnamese Army 

gave VNN recruits basic training before they went on to a modicum of specialized 

instruction that produced "saUors" in only the sparest sense of the word. Rapid manpower 

expansion became Rauch's primary goal, or in his words the "zero problem." Commander 

Dick Nicholson, normaUy Zumwalt's operations officer, also remembers both Zumwalt's 

determination to get ACTOV off the ground and resulting serious chaUenge of finding 

2^Commander, Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief Naval Advisory Group, Vietnam 
Newsletter #11,1 October 1969, p. 4. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, 
Box #585, NHC OAB. 

27Commander, Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief Naval Advisory Group, Vietnam 
Newsletter #13, 1 January 1970, p. 11. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, 
Box #585, NHC OAB. 
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men for the VNN. "Chick and I went to orphanages, high schools, and aU over South 

Vietnam"28 

Chon and Zumwalt agreed that thek recruiting efforts should focus on urban areas, 

Saigon chiefly, because there they had better odds of locating the type of man they sought. 

The rapid expansion of the VNN would requke, NavForV felt, recruits who either had 

some knowledge of, or who could be more easUy trained in, the operation of the 

equipment found on the navys riverine craft: diesel engines, generators, and other 

machinery; and electronics, including radios and radar. In the technologicaUy-driven 

American culture, most mUitary recruits aheady had a functional knowledge of mechanics 

and responded weU to operating and maintaining thek equipment. Vietnam, by contrast, 

remained an agrarian society that most Americans considered hopelessly backward. Lewis 

Glenn, one of Zumwalt's aides, voiced that feeling: "We gave the Vietnamese our 

machinery and said, 'Why can't the Vietnamese handle this? Why can't a Vietnamese 

quickly learn to disassemble a U.S. rifle? Why do these guys take so long?' "29 Men who 

had spent thek short lives fishing from wind-powered junks and sampans, or in agricultural 

pursuits where planting and harvesting moved at the pace of the water buffalo, could not 

be expected to grasp technology as easUy or rapidly as thek American counterparts. 

Recruiting the requked number of men was only part of the problem. NavForV 

had to develop methods for thek adequate training in a number of skUls. Pragmatism 

demanded that basic recruit training be left to the ARVN at the Van Kiep National 

28Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 48, and Paul StUlweU Interview with Rear Admkal Richard E. 
Nicholson, USN (Ret.), June 8, 1983 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral 
History Series), p. 41, respectively. 

29Paul StiUweU Interview with Captain W. Lewis Glenn, Jr., USN, May 16, 1984 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 26. 
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Training Center. Three weeks of VNN-sponsored "naval orientation" foUowed. Zumwalt 

and his staff searched for an answer to the question of specialized instruction, and found it 

in two areas. American naval forces in Vietnam would absorb the initial thrust of VNN 

growth. In keeping with the gradual phasing-in of VNN personnel, recruits would receive 

training from American instructors and advisors during operations. NavForV launched 

this "On-the-Job Training," as it naturaUy became known, in January of 1969 when the 

first fifteen trainees reported aboard an American LST to take part in the pUot program. 

Thek smaU number demonstrates the enormity of the issue. Those fifteen Vietnamese 

saUors came from a recruiting class of 1300.30 

Zumwalt and Chon planned to accommodate the rest through a crash program of 

construction of training facUities aU over South Vietnam that more than doubled the 

VNN's training capacity. Within less than a year of ACTOV's inauguration, American 

naval construction units buUt and American instructors staffed Naval Training Centers 

(NTC) at Nha Trang, Cam Ranh, and Saigon. Zumwalt intended the NTCs to be the 

functional equivalent of USN "A" schools, where saUors learned a mUitary specialization. 

Nha Trang focused on maintenance and technical fields, turning out enginemen, 

electronics technicians, electrician's mates, radiomen, radarmen, quartermasters, and 

damage control ratings. The admkal viewed maintenance of riverine assets as especiaUy 

vital to ACTOV's success. Given the Vietnamese tendency not to maintain thek 

equipment to American standards, Zumwalt felt it necessary to remind American advisors 

of thek continuing obhgation to the Vietnamization mission. "We have accepted the 

responsibUity to keep these ships and craft operational and, at the same time, train the 

3^Commander, Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group Vietnam 
Newsletter #2, 3 December 1968, p. 2. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, 
Box #585, NHC OAB. 
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Vietnamese in operational maintenance procedures. We must continue untU the VNN is 

fuUy capable of performing thek own requked maintenance."31 Cam Ranh, by contrast, 

trained 1200 men per cycle in the profession of sailing, and produced boatswain's mates 

and gunners mates, in addition to administrative ratings-yeomen, disbursing clerks, and 

commissarymen.32 The Saigon NTC, in addition to running sixteen week courses for 

warrant officers and petty officers, answered the specific demands of the brown water war 

in the Mekong Delta with its SmaU Boat Orientation School. 

Vietnamese saUors chosen for the SmaU Boat Orientation School received a 

twelve-week course of instruction in basic Enghsh language skUls and hands-on 

"laboratory" training aboard river craft—either a PBR or a PCF—in the vicinity of Saigon. 

NavForV intended this curriculum to prepare 500 saUors per cycle for Phase II of thek 

preparation, an additional twelve weeks of On-the-Job Training aboard riverine craft in the 

actual conduct of Sea Lords operations. During this phase the Vietnamese were to work 

closely with the Americans, learning operational skUls and sharpening thek language 

proficiency. ACTOV planners deemed the twelve week phase sufficient preparation for 

Vietnamese saUors either to replace thek counterparts or transfer to a VNN unit. As the 

initial concept stated, when a whole crew was replaced in this manner, then the craft 

would be turned over to VNN control. The SmaU Boat Orientation School and its twelve 

3 1 Commander, Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group Vietnam 
Newsletter #10, 14 August 1969, p. 6. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, 
Box #585, NHC OAB. 

32Commander, Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group Vietnam 
Newsletter #11, 1 October 1969, p. 4. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, 
Box #585, NHC OAB. 
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week operational foUow-on became the single largest training program associated with 

ACTOV.33 

Two of ACTOV's piUars-training and turnover-were at the very tip of the effort. 

For the Vietnamese Navy to enjoy any long-term viability or success would requke that 

navy to support itself logisticaUy. Certainly one of the downsides for Vietnamization was 

the massive hangover American largesse inflicted on Vietnam. For years a flood of goods, 

materiel, and weapons flowed to the American and South Vietnamese armed forces 

operating in Southeast Asia. When it became apparent that the United States intended to 

withdraw, the Vietnamese mUitary in general-and the navy in particular-faced the 

prospect of making do with an uncertain supply. Zumwalt then moved to rum over the 

logistics capacity that supported naval operations in Vietnam's waters whUe concomitantly 

operating and training. 

The resulting program, ACTOVLOG, (Accelerated Turnover to the Vietnamese of 

Logistics), was the second phase of naval Vietnamization. In the first phase, which 

Zumwalt projected would be complete by July 30, 1970, the USN would turn its 

operations over to the VNN. NavForV planners projected that ACTOVLOG, being much 

more difficult and involved, would requke until June 30, 1972. "It is a plan," Zumwalt 

explained, "to develop sufficient logistics capability within the Vietnamese Navy to 

support thek expanded forces." The objective—as OPLAN 159-70 stated—was to marry 

the American and Vietnamese logistics systems whUe eliminating thek inefficiencies. That 

supply system, however, apphed only to navy pecuhar items, such as parts for PBR 

33Ibid., p. 5. See also Commander Jack M. White, "AcToV-The U.S. Navy's 
Accelerated Turnover Program," United States Naval Insitute Proceedings, 96: 2, 
February 1970, pp. 112-113. 
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engines or radar. Common use items had to be obtained from the larger ARVN supply 

network.34 

What Zumwalt made sound dkect and simple actuaUy was quite complex. The 

United States Navy forces in South Vietnam operated at the end of a supply system that 

provided tens of thousands of separate items, from buUets to radios, uniforms to batteries, 

diesel fuel to grenades. Proper management of this veritable fortune in materiel was an 

elaborate task comphcated by Vietnamese methods that Americans regarded as anything 

from merely backward and inefficient to blatantly corrupt. "We spent a lot of time 

teaching them how to use . . . inventory control and developing a good supply system," 

Rauch remembered.35 A major part of the problem concerned Vietnamese unfamUiarity 

with complex supply systems. Before the American presence became so overwhelming, 

Bob Powers stated, "the Vietnamese Navy lived off the land. Logistics and support of 

operations, other than maybe fuel, was unheard of. When you ran out of rice, you went to 

the local viUage and bought some."36 Logistical differences often caused tempers to flare, 

and American advisors had to resist the temptation to ignore the VNN chain entkely in 

favor of more familiar American sources. Zumwalt, who felt that the inefficiencies of the 

system would decline as ACTOVLOG developed, cautioned advisors that, "In order for it 

to perform, the VNN system must be used and must not be by-passed. It wUl work if 

vaUd demands are placed on it and if aggressive foUow-up action is taken. As an advisor 

34Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group Vietnam 
Newsletter #9, 1 July 1969. ComNavForv/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box #585, 
NHC OAB. 

35Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 96. 

36Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 113. 
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do not accept from you counterpart 'cannot get' or 'Saigon doesn't have' as an excuse for 

not being able to get material. . . . With patience and firm guidance on your part, these 

problems can be overcome and ACTOVLOG wUl be a success."37 

The admiral's assurances must have seemed sanguine to the advisors on the rivers 

who lived and operated daUy with thek VNN counterparts. Zumwalt's confidence in the 

VNN's ability to handle the crush of doubling in size in two years rested in great part on 

American advisors, whom he exhorted to be "Active ACTOVLOGGERS." Indeed, the 

importance of a strong advisory presence was evident in NavForV's request at the end of 

1969 for advisors completing thek tours in Vietnam to extend for a second year. Zumwalt 

noted the "high national priority given to Vietnamization and the ACTOV programs" and 

requested that personnel with in-country experience remain to ensure its success.38 

Those who chose to remain had to contend not only with training the Vietnamese 

to operate a modem supply network, but ensuring that such a network existed at aU. 

ACTOVLOG included not only logistics in the sense of the flow of materiel, but also the 

physical structure through which that materiel flowed, from the central supply distribution 

point in Saigon to the operational bases scattered throughout the Sea Lords AO in the 

Delta. Logistics turnover involved, by mid-1972, the devolution of more than thirty 

facUities to the VNN, some of which Zumwalt ordered constructed for the express 

purpose of expanding the VNN's base-loading and operational capacity, and others that 

the USN and VNN constructed to make the logistics network more efficient. NavForV 

identified the program of facility construction as its highest ACTOVLOG priority and 

37Cornmander, Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief; Naval Advisory Group, Vietnam 
Newsletter #13, 1 January 1970, p. 7. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 

38Ibid., p. 12. 
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developed what it caUed the "Master Plan for Vietnamese Navy FacUities." The plan hsted 

the thirty-two bases scheduled for development and described in detaU the requkements 

and missions of each one. Zumwalt projected that construction, slated to begin in July of 

1969, would be complete by the end of 1970.39 

The Operational And Cultural Reahtv Of ACTOV 

Captain Rauch and the other members of Zumwalt's staff; operating under 

considerable pressure from above, created a masterpiece in ACTOV-at least on paper. 

The ACTOV plan not only forecast the doubling in size and operating capacity of the 

VNN, it showed how, in precise detaU, the two navies could accomphsh that goal. 

Regular annexes and memoranda of agreement between Chon and Zumwalt set new 

targets for turnover, and updated personnel on the program's ongoing conceptual 

development. The question remains: did ACTOV live up to expectations? What 

problems nagged Chon and the VNN as they faced the inevitable departure of American 

combat arms? What difficulties faced Zumwalt and American navymen as they sought to 

prepare thek South Vietnamese coUeagues to fight the river war for themselves? 

R.L. Schreadly, Zumwalt's most constant critic, has damned ACTOV as an 

unrealistic, Ul-conceived, and poorly executed pohtical expedient that left the South 

Vietnamese twisting in the wind. In cataloguing ACTOV's progression he concluded that 

NavForV attempted too much with too httle too quickly. "An ak of unreality pervaded 

39The bases, which ranged from depot level to intermdiate support to forward 
operating locations, included: An Thoi, Chu Lai, My Tho, Nha Be, Ba Tri, Cuu Long, 
Ben Luc, Danang, Phu Cuong, Binh Thuy, Dong Tarn, Poulo Obi, Ca Mau, Ha Tien, Qui 
Nhon, Cam Ranh, Hue, Rach Soi, Can Tho, Hung My, Sa Dec, Cat Lai, Kien An, Saigon. 
Cat Lo, Long Binh, Tan Chau, Chau Doc, Long Phu, Vinh Long, Cho Moi, and Long 
Xuyen. Commander, Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief Naval Advisory Group Vietnam 
Newsletter #9, 1 July 1969, pp. 2-3. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 
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everything having to do with the turnover," Schreadly wrote. "People beheved that 

Zumwalt could do mkacles. Perhaps he beheved it too."40 The most blame, however, fell 

not so much on the admkal personaUy but on the advisory system on which he placed so 

much responsibility, and in which he placed so much faith. 

RecaU Hynes' contention that the average American serviceman in Vietnam felt no 

commitment to South Vietnam or to the Vietnamese people. As with aU generalizations, it 

contains a grain of truth, but it does not apply to every American who served. The navy 

advisors in Vietnam were not a typical group. Most were career senior petty officers who 

felt great compassion for the struggles of the South Vietnamese and were therefore 

dedicated to thek task. For that reason alone, they were not subject to the same pressures 

and morale problems that often beset more typical American units in Vietnam. A smaU 

number of advisors were mediocre, and fewer stiU were poorly suited for the stresses of 

the position. These did not remain long in place. To blame the advisory effort for 

ACTOV's shortcomings is naive for several reasons, not least of which was the divided 

attention of the American mUitary in Vietnam. 

Operations, ACTOV planners openly stated, took precedence over aU else. Not 

only the pace of operations interfered with the grand design, but also the perceived threat 

level, the training level of VNN saUors slated for on the job training with USN units, and 

intangibles, such as "Additional VNN combat, combat support and combat service support 

requkements not previously considered or previously considered non-essential." NavForV 

even aUowed, the ACTOV plan stated, for the generic catch-all, "pohtical considerations," 

though it did not specify whether such considerations referred to American pohtics, 

Vietnamese, or both. The planning document, which projected base locations and base-

4^R. L. Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea, p. 345. 
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loading factors, carried a disclaimer noting, "The above recommended utilization is based 

on current tactical situation."41 

That situation, as was common to the war in Vietnam, remained fluid. In a terse 

December 1969 message to NavForV, the commander of River Patrol FlotUla Five 

complained of the difficulties inherent in attempting to combine training schedules with 

operational demands: 

We are deeply concerned with the projected view of OJT results for the 
foUowing reasons: of 350 VNN presently assigned to RfvDivs, only 115 
are presently qualified. A trainee, spending three months in a RivDiv 
receives 180 hours of operational training with no formal classroom 
instruction. The 'training' received during 180 hours above is largely spent 
on WBGP [Waterborne Guard Post], a condition requiring minimal activity 
of any kind. Under these conditions quality of training speaks for itself.42 

The officer suggested a four-week intermediate training phase that would provide an 

additional two hundred hours of instruction for each trainee. The proposed course, at 

Binh Thuy, would requke the diversion of PBRs and qualified USN personnel from 

operations in the Search Turn AO. The episode demonstrates once again Zumwalt's 

receptivity to worthwhUe ideas, whatever thek source. On a handwritten note attached to 

the message traffic containing the suggestion, the admkal scrawled, "Good. Go!"43 

4 1 ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Operations Plan 159-70 (ACTOV Plan), 
NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 

42ComRfvPatFlot Five to ComNavForV, 220815Z Dec 69, Turnover FUe, 
ComNavForV/NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 

43Memorandum for Deputy Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam, Memo 
#4694, 23 December 1969, Turnover FUe, ComNavForV/NavForV Operations FUes (4). 
Box #420, NHC OAB. 
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A good idea, perhaps, but operational concerns remained paramount. NavForV 

appraised Zumwalt, who had gone to the Philippines to spend a couple of days with his 

wife, that heightened enemy activity in the Three Sisters area would delay the scheduled 

diversion of the necessary resources. Zumwalt agreed that standing down the unit for 

training in light of this intelhgence was Ul-advised, but ordered instead that the PBRs and 

instructors come from a quieter sector, in this instance, the Barrier Reef AO.44 The 

operations and the training continued together, and the first class of sixty VNN saUors 

graduated from the Binh Thuy course in February in a ceremony attended by both Chon 

and Zumwalt. The navy press release recounting the event noted that the Binh Thuy 

school was necessary because "The waterborne guardpost environment did not aUow the 

Vietnamese saUors time to obtain practical factor instruction on the finer aspects of 

riverine warfare." The four-week course contained a hidden reality: only half of it was 

classroom instruction. The second half witnessed the trainees participating in combat 

patrols with elements of River Division 535. American advisors attached to the program 

saw virtue in the training, even if it was abbreviated for operations. "By taking a little 

more time in training the Vietnamese before theyre assigned to a combat unit," said 

Lieutenant Commander Tom Harper, "we're able to speed up the turnover process. We 

do in four weeks what might have taken four months to leam out with the divisions. The 

combat units do not have time to act as instructors and operate at the same time."45 There 

seemed to be a fine distinction between combat operations with a river division and 

44ADMINO ComNavForV to John Hay AB, PhU, 221147Z Dec 69, CNFV 
Sitreps whUe Z is Away FUe, ComNavForV Classified Messages, Box #156, and 
ComNavForV to ComRivPatFlot Five, 142356Z, VNN Training School FUe, NavForV 
Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 

45Navy News Release, River Patrol Force Release No. 3-70, February 20, 1970. 
Vietnam Command FUe, RivFlot 1 News Releases, Box #162, NHC OAB. 
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training with a "non-combat" unit taken off the line for that express purpose. Operations 

and training continued hand-in-hand, though it is certain that rushing Ul-prepared South 

Vietnamese saUors onto the rivers often caused the quality of training to faU below the 

desked standard. 

Rauch admits that the reahties of the situation in South Vietnam coupled with the 

accelerating American disengagement from the war forced deviations from the ideal 

behind his ACTOV concept. "I suspect the whole thing never worked exactly as we 

planned. . . .The concept was the basis on which we buUt the thing, but I think, maybe, 

we'd get one or two [VNN crewmembers trained] and then we'd turn the whole boat over. 

It was one of those things that looked good on paper, but when you actuaUy did it you 

would maybe take some shortcuts or have some modifications to the original plan."46 

For Zumwalt and the NavForV staff the war in the Delta loomed large, equaUy as 

large as the effort of training the Vietnamese Navy to assume the burden of that war. 

Though the admiral and many of the navy officers in Vietnam felt that the larger navy 

bureaucracy shortchanged thek war effort in South Vietnam, that bureaucracy felt, as we 

have seen, that the Vietnam War was an unconscionable drain on resources at a time when 

the United States faced increasingly complex foreign pohcy issues worldwide. Zumwalt 

himself admitted that the resurgent Soviet Navy was a key issue and a great cause for 

concern, but he also felt strongly that since Vietnam was the only war the United States 

had, it should receive greater consideration in resource aUocation. This divergence of 

views with the navy chain of command highlights another limitation on ACTOV— 

restrictions imposed from above. 

46Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret), 
October 25, 1982, p. 55. 
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NavForV planners, in listing factors that could alter thek proposed schedule for 

turnover, included a category they caUed "USN budgetary limitations."47 In practice this 

meant that riverine craft and other materiel that Zumwalt promised to Chon would be 

subject to higher review, and therefore not necessarily forthcoming. For example, in the 

initial ACTOV planning Rauch erred in his calculations and "turned over" to the 

Vietnamese more riverine craft than the USN had in-country. Zumwalt intended for the 

United States to replace the aging French craft VNN units stUl operated with more 

modem equipment. That would, the U.S. Chief of Naval Operations staff(OPNAV) 

pointed out, necessitate spending thirty to forty million doUars to build riverine craft 

simply to turn them over dkectly to the Vietnamese. "[Admkal] Moorer [CNO] just did 

not want to get us involved in this kind of thing. . . . This was one of the initial reasons 

that the OPNAV staff were a little bit concerned about what we were doing over there. 

They saw us committing them to a big budding program and that reaUy was not our 

intention. . . . I had the job of telling Chon we couldn't do this. We had to cut back on the 

number of riverine craft we were going to turn over to him."48 Whatever grandiose 

visions ACTOV planners had for turnover, they were contingent on the avaUabUity of the 

resources in question and the willingness of the United States Navy to part with them 

ACTOV's limitations did not aU arise from materiel concerns and American 

priorities outside of the program's focus. One of the central issues of the Vietnamization 

policy—for the other services as weU as for the navy—was the cultural disconnect between 

the Americans and the Vietnamese. Returning to Hynes' issue of commitment, Vietnam's 

47ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Operations Plan 159-70 (ACTOV Plan), 
Turnover FUe, NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 

48Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, pp. 93-94. 
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ahen language and culture certainly added to the chaUenge of identifying with the South 

Vietnamese people, and for the navy, of adequate advising. The language barrier was the 

first and most dkect question with which ACTOV's designers grappled. Should the 

Americans learn Vietnamese, or should the Vietnamese learn to speak Enghsh? 

A divided opinion on this issue existed among the American advisors. Some felt 

that the Americans, as the outsiders, had the obligation to leam the language and ways of 

the Vietnamese people whom they were in-country to support. Machinist's Mate Richard 

Houle, the Senior Enlisted Advisor (SEA) to the VNN's River Patrol Division 54 at My 

Tho, told a navy journalist, "One must understand the Vietnamese to work weU in this 

situation. There's a big culture gap here, and an advisor must leam to overcome it if he is 

to be effective. Although most of the boat captains are bilingual, the majority of us are 

convinced that even limited abihty to speak Vietnamese can be of great help in closing that 

gap."49 A South Vietnamese naval officer R. L. Schreadly interviewed agreed: "I am a 

Vietnamese and speak the language, and yet it takes me about three months to get a good 

understanding of what is going on in a new job. How can an American, who can't even 

speak Vietnamese, have much understanding of my problems in only one year?"50 Others 

felt it was better for the Vietnamese to leam Enghsh, including, interestingly, Captain 

Rauch. "I hasten to teU you," he said to an interviewer, "that I was there a year and a half 

and I never did leam more than about ten words of Vietnamese. . . .1 didn't have to. I 

could do my job without it and so there was no motivation for me to leam it."51 

49R. Jaffee, "They Patrol with VNN PBRs", Hai Quan, v. 7, no. 4, January 13, 
1971. Vietnam Command FUe, Shore Based Command, Box #185, NHC OAB. 

^Quoted in R. L. Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea, p. 175. 

5 !Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 30. 
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Zumwalt, Chon, and the NavForV staff considered this question at length and 

decided that even though it would be ideal for the Americans to leam the Vietnamese 

language, the time requked to develop sufficient skids simply did not exist. Rauch, who 

with hindsight regretted not learning the language, agreed. The Vietnamese language 

course offered by the United States Army consumed a year of intensive instruction. 

ACTOV's schedule did not aUow for that, and even if it had, Commodore Chon was 

emphatic in wanting his own people to leam to speak Enghsh. That language, because of 

America's dominant position in the post-World War II world, had supplanted French as 

the primary international language. Chon viewed the Vietnamese Navy as South 

Vietnam's only international service and wanted his personnel to leam Enghsh. 

Another interesting dUemma turned on the nature of Vietnamese. An agrarian 

language, Vietnamese had few words or terms apphcable in the technical fields of 

instruction American advisors used to train Vietnamese saUors, and it would be too 

difficult to invent those words. NavForV aheady knew this because of the enormous 

struggle that it had experienced in attempting to translate into Vietnamese USN technical 

manuals for equipment slated for transfer to the VNN. Though the translation efforts 

continued, Chon and Zumwalt agreed: they would teach VNN officers and saUors to 

speak Enghsh.52 

The admiral initiaUy thought it would be effective to send large numbers of 

Vietnamese to California for a year to leam Enghsh through immersion in an American 

environment, but Chon disagreed. Time was one factor, and Rauch suspected that another 

reason for his reluctance was getting the Vietnamese back into the war after spending a 

year in the United States, which held tempting attractions. Thek solution was a 

52Ibid., pp. 31-32. 
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compromise of several parts. One, mentioned above, was that VNN recruiting efforts 

focused primarily in and around Saigon where chances were better that the young men 

aheady had some Enghsh language skills. Further, Enghsh instruction received emphasis 

in both the Officer Candidate Schools and in the Saigon National Training Center's SmaU 

Boat Orientation School. American contractors taught selected navy advisors how to 

teach Enghsh as a Second Language to the Vietnamese, and those advisors then became 

instructors at the VNN training centers. The language training stressed spoken, rather 

than written Enghsh, and was designed for basic, effective communication between the 

Vietnamese and thek American advisors in professional matters related to the conduct of 

thek training and mUitary employment. "We did not go in for a lot of friUs," Rauch stated. 

"We just taught them aU the phraseology necessary to do thek job and then enough just 

for day-to-day type eating and working together."53 

The struggle over language instruction highhghts once more the relationship 

between Admkal Zumwalt and General Abrams. The MACV commander had visited the 

Saigon Small Boat Orientation School and left with a favorable impression of the training 

VNN personnel received. Zumwalt was then able to caU on Abrams when a problem of 

bureaucratic intransigence arose. The Army Language Institute employed a civil service 

civilian in Saigon who was responsible for aU Enghsh as a Second Language instructional 

programs. When this individual discovered that the navy was running its own program as 

an adjunct to ACTOV, he attempted to disrupt it. In a meeting with Zumwalt and Rauch, 

the man angrily criticized NavForV for not going through "proper Department of Defense 

channels." Zumwalt politely listened to the denunciations whUe Rauch struggled to keep 

his temper. Later after the interview concluded and the man had gone, Zumwalt informed 

Abrams of the "empke budding" mentality of the MACV language contractor. The result? 

53Ibid., p. 46. 
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"We just bypassed him. [Zumwalt] had so much clout with General Abrams we could do 

almost anything we wanted because we were showing results. General Abrams was like a 

General Grant. He didn't care how you got the job done. He wanted to see it done."54 

The language barrier was only one of the cultural problems that existed between 

the Americans and the Vietnamese. Because so much of what the Vietnamese did seemed 

ahen to Americans, it often was difficult for them to develop effective relationships with 

thek VNN counterparts. There were so many of these differences. Lieutenant 

Commander Thomas J. Cutler, who served as an advisor in 1972, wrote: 

Even Americans without notable prejudices were often unprepared for 
Vietnamese ways. For example, it was not uncommon for a Vietnamese 
man to place his hand on his American counterpart's leg whUe sitting and 
talking with him. Americans who had not been warned in advance that this 
is a normal gesture in Vietnamese society and is not an indication of sexual 
preference often reacted with anything from quiet uneasiness to throwing a 
punch.55 

Beyond interpersonal communications, many Americans reacted unfavorably to 

Vietnamese religious practices and other customs. The Vietnamese tendency to take a 

long lunch and nap break in the early afternoon rankled Americans who, because there 

was a war on and work remained undone, regarded the practice as laziness. Discussion of 

the habit among Americans became so widespread that Zumwalt heard of it and attempted 

to dispel it in his monthly newsletter. The admkal admonished his command to avoid 

exaggeration of Vietnamese practices and wrote that lunch and nap breaks of several 

hours' duration are common in tropical countries where the work is primarily agricultural 

54Ibid., p. 47. 

5^Thomas J. Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets (Annapolis: United States Naval 
Institute Press, 1988). p. 347. 
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and the diet poor. Furthermore, the admiral wrote, "In many areas of Vietnam it is 

exceptionaUy hot around noon. In this kind of heat people get very tked, even healthy 

U.S. fighting men raised on a high protein diet. Many Vietnamese simply do not possess 

the physical size, strength, and stamina of the typical American and cannot be expected to 

perform physicaUy on a par at aU times."56 

What Americans perceived to be a cavaher South Vietnamese attitude towards the 

war and its conduct angered them more than any simple cultural gaps. Advisors felt that 

the South Vietnamese mUitary seemed to take everything in stride, and that they were 

imwilhng to exert any extra effort to win the war, or shorten it. Commander Dick 

Nicholson, Zumwalt's operations officer, exemplified this attitude when he said, "I always 

hoped to get more Vietnamese involved in operations . . . but I never felt I was very 

successful. I couldn't wait for the Vietnamese, or I wouldn't have gotten it done."57 R. L. 

Schreadly quoted one coastal group advisor who complained that the South Vietnamese in 

his unit seemed unconcerned with the prosecution of the war effort. "There is a general 

attitude of'don't rock the boat,' and one senses that the war could go on like this 

indefinitely with the Vietnamese in command making little or no response to obviously 

poor situations."58 As advisors, there was little the Americans could do if the South 

Vietnamese commander faded, for any reason, to act. They also felt a degree of 

responsibility because as advisors, thek unit's performance reflected on thek work A 

^Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief; Naval Advisory Group Vietnam 
Newsletter #9, 1 July 1969. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe. Box #585. 
NHC OAB. 

^7Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Richard E. Nicholson, USN (Ret.), 
June 8, 1983, p. 93. 

^8K L. Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea, p. 174. 
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sense of frustration is evident in these statements, and in the foUowing bit of doggerel on a 

plaque given to Task Force 116 commanding officer, Captain Arthur Price, in 1972: 

"The Fleet Command Adviser" 
It's not my job to man the ship, 

the whistle I can't blow. 
It's not for me to say how far 

the ship's aUowed to go. 
I'm not aUowed to blow off steam, 

not even clang the beU. 
But let the damn thing stay in port 

and see who catches heU.59 

There were, of course, explanations, if not justifications for Vietnamese behavior 

Americans found maddening. Captain Tidd noted that effective leadership in South 

Vietnam was at a premium as a result of more than a generation of war, first against the 

Japanese, then against the French, now against the communists. The Viet Minh, and thek 

successors the Viet Cong, had murdered many individuals identified as working with the 

Saigon regime or with the Americans to further the development of South Vietnamese 

goals. So many men had died that those who remained were often in no hurry to expose 

themselves to what they regarded as unnecessary risk.60 Bob Powers concurred, 

explaining the apparent Vietnamese trait of only occasionaUy deploying into remote or 

dangerous areas as a function of the never-ending nature of the war. "After aU, this war's 

59Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Rear Admkal Arthur Price, USN (Ret.), May 
15, 1978 (Annapohs: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 575-76. 

60Author Interview with Vice Admkal Emmett H. Tidd, USN (Ret.), April 14, 
1997. 
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been going on for twenty or thirty years. We don't want to get too serious about it; we 

might get shot."61 

Admkal Zumwalt heard a myriad of simUar complaints from American navy 

personnel on his travels to units around South Vietnam and felt compeUed to respond. "I 

often hear reports of exceUent personal relationships between USN and VNN personnel." 

the admiral wrote. "Other reports, however, reflect abrasive experiences resulting from 

cultural and language differences. These incidents hamper our effectiveness and must be 

reduced."62 He later explained that a working knowledge of Vietnamese culture and 

religion was necessary for Americans to place what they experienced in its proper context 

so that misunderstanding could be avoided. The admkal issued a set of guidelines for that 

purpose, including the admonition that in the interest of positive relations with the 

Vietnamese, Americans adapt to local custom and etiquette, so long as so doing did not 

violate moral principles. AdditionaUy, Zumwalt suggested that advisors, "Demonstrate a 

keen and vital interest in people as individual persons and in thek personal beliefs. Be 

willing to ask genuinely interested questions of Why . . .?' Questions which sincerely 

seek information are normaUy considered to be complimentary." Though many of the 

advisors instinctively knew this was necessary and worked hard to foster good working 

relationships, others, whether consciously or unconsciously, regarded the Vietnamese as 

inferior and acted in an insensitive manner. This, above aU other relationship issues, 

concerned Zumwalt. RightfuUy, he feared the model of the overbearing, culturaUy 

61Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, pp. 109-110. 

62commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group Vietnam 
Newsletter #1, November 8, 1968. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 
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arrogant advisor Eugene Burdick created in his novel, The Ugly American. "Remember." 

Zumwalt cautioned, "that we are strangers in town and, as such, guests in this country, 

representatives of aU Americans. When we behave accordingly, on duty, behind the wheel 

of a vehicle, or on leave, we help buUd a bridge of understanding and respect between our 

nations."63 

Zumwalt understood that cultural harmony was only part of the equation of being 

an effective advisor. The admiral, in addition to being Commander, U.S. Naval Forces 

Vietnam, was double-hatted as the Chief of the Naval Advisory Group. In this capacity he 

worked to ensure that American advisors were equipped to support his goals through the 

ACTOV program. From time to time Zumwalt updated the advisor corps on issues of 

which most of them were probably aheady aware, but, given the importance of the 

mission, bore repeating. The admkal noted that the fluid ckcumstances of Vietnamization 

precluded any rigid set of rules for advising, but stressed the importance of close listening 

and observation fortified with preparation and mutual respect. Advisors should also 

maintain a sense of humor, be patient and forbearing, and never boast or take credit for 

successes. "Above aU," Zumwalt concluded, "remember the counterpart is Commanding 

Officer. This is absolute doctrine." NavForV remained aware that cultural differences 

were not the only issues that could cause hard feelings between Vietnamese officers and 

thek American coUeagues.64 

63Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter # 3, 1 January 1969. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 

64Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter #13, 1 January 1970. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 
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Zumwalt emphasized this last point on more than one occasion. Because the 

Vietnamese were to take the leadership roles as thek navy expanded, the American 

presence was to become less evident. That did not mean, ComNavForV cautioned, that 

the advisor did not retain important responsibilities to the Vietnamese unit he served. 

"The advisor must strive to know what is going on at aU levels of command within the unit 

he is advising," Zumwalt wrote. "He should take an interest in the living conditions of the 

Vietnamese dependents but never show surprise or dismay. Instead he may make low-

keyed efforts toward improvement in this area." Advisors, the admkal noted in October 

1969, now played a different role than they had before the VNN's unprecedented budd-up. 

Whereas, before, advisors dkectly assisted the Vietnamese officer in the administrative 

functions of command, they were now to step aside. 

[The Vietnamese naval officer] is now fuUy capable of conducting aU ship's 
business and conducting effective gunfire support missions and market time 
patrols. The proficiency of officers in command is attributable to the 
effectiveness of the advisory effort over the past years. It must be 
recognized that a proficient naval officer capable of commanding his ship 
and satisfactorily carrying out his wartime mission no longer needs to be 
'advised.'. . . This does not necessarily mean that Vietnamese navy officers 
learned the American way (an ambiguity) or that they became 
Americanized. It does mean that where a capabUity did not exist before, it 
exists now and is in use. If it has become 'Vietnamesed' (sic) so much the 
better, inasmuch as the Vietnamese system is the one which must endure.65 

The admkal and his staff, as ACTOV progressed, came to realize that educating American 

advisors in such matters as cultural awareness, and that making them cognizant of the 

changing nature of thek relationship with the Vietnamese would requke more than 

periodic updates in the command newsletter. ACTOV's success or faUure hinged on the 

^Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter #11, 1 October 1969. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box 
#585, NHC OAB. 
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United States Navy firmly estabhshing a foundation upon which the VNN could develop. 

Equipment turnover, vital though it was, paled in comparison to the task of building the 

core of leadership and professionahsm necessary for the VNN to be more than an 

expensive coUection of watercraft. Zumwalt's greatest chaUenge in Vietnam, and the one 

of which he remains most proud, was the innovative means through which he sought to 

buUd not just a Vietnamese Navy, but a Vietnamese morale. 

"A Damascus Road Experience": Zumwalt 
And ACTOV'S Human Dimension 

American navymen who served in Vietnam remember the universal experience of 

culture shock upon thek arrival. From the crowded streets where traffic moved with no 

semblance of order, to the ubiquitous beggars in the streets, to the strange language, 

rehgion, and social customs, to the overwhelming sense that if there reaUy is a war 

happening here, why is it not more readUy apparent? NavForV attempted to deal with the 

discomfort and initial confusion through the dissemination of information, as explained 

above, but Zumwalt remained dissatisfied with the results. Because the interface between 

American advisors and the VNN was so critical to ACTOV's progress, the admiral sought 

a more formal manner of facUitating a positive relationship. 

Robert Humphrey was a social scientist specializing in cross-cultural relationships 

who had akeady worked with American mUitary personnel in Korea, ThaUand, and with 

the Marines in I Corps. At the end of 1968, when Zumwalt was searching for an answer 

to the culture shock dUemma, Humphrey was in Bangkok under contract to the United 

States MUitary Advisory Command, ThaUand. The admkal had him flown to Saigon, 

where he briefed the NavForV staff. Zumwalt listened to him discuss the difficulties 

Americans often had in bridging cultural barriers for forty-five minutes and then decided 

that Humphreys had the answer: a training program to prepare American naval personnel 
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slated for advisory positions to deal with an ahen culture. The method: open 

confrontation of cultural differences as a vehicle to turn negative attitudes about the 

unfamiliar into positive attitudes.66 The purpose of Zumwalt's Personal Response 

Program (PRP), as it was titled, was "to achieve the best possible personal relationships 

between our navy personnel and the Vietnamese with whom they come into contact. The 

achievement of this goal is vital to our success in Vietnam."67 

Once Humphrey laid the groundwork, Zumwalt brought in Commander Earl W 

Fedje, a NavForV chaplain who had some post-graduate training in sociology, to run the 

program. Fedje sought the cooperation of Vietnamese mUitary personnel and civilians 

from in and around American and South Vietnamese navy facUities. Volunteers answered 

survey questions about what they liked and disliked about Americans and American 

culture as they experienced it in Vietnam Then, incoming American advisors, officer and 

enlisted, answered questionnakes about thek expectations of Vietnam and the Vietnamese, 

and what they liked and disliked. With the results of this research, Fedje and his staff 

identified the most common areas of cultural misunderstanding and taUored a curriculum 

in response. Fedje then ran seminars where the American and Vietnamese survey groups 

joined together to discuss the differences between thek cultures. FoUowing this pUot 

program, NavForV trained teams of facilitators to carry out the same task throughout 

South Vietnam. Americans who experienced the PRP seminars were surprised to leam, in 

most cases, that thek assumptions regarding the Vietnamese culture and people were often 

66Paul StiUweU Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, pp. 62-63. 

67Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief; Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter #3, 1 January 1969. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, Box #585, 
NHC OAB. 
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incorrect, and were shaped by what they had heard-most of it negative-before thek 

arrival in Southeast Asia. 

Not surprisingly there existed initial staff opposition to the Personal Response 

Program. The opponents, led by Captain Rauch, were uncomfortable, in Howard Kerr's 

words, with "bringing in a bunch of social scientists over here trying to teU [them] how to 

run this war."68 Rauch, schooled in the absolutes of engineering and in the quantification 

of systems analysis, regarded the "touchy-feely" PRP approach as suspect. He and others 

were uncomfortable with a format that requked them to "discuss thek feelings" with other 

officers. Zumwalt, however, insisted that the entke staff come aboard. Rauch eventuaUy 

came around after witnessing the program in action. "AU of a sudden," Rauch 

remembered, "I got involved in the interrelationships aspect of things and before I had 

been mostly a technician, I guess, a planner. . . . That's what I continued to do. It's just 

that instead of doing it from a technical sense I shifted over to some of these 

unquantifiable types of things."69 

For that specific reason it is difficult to assess the results of the PRP. The program 

intrigued Commodore Chon, but due to lack of resources and operational priorities he 

never implemented anything simUar in the VNN. Zumwalt's initial guidance on PRP stated 

that NavForV would conduct foUow-up research to assess the results and reinforce the 

program's intentions. Was the program effective? It is unclear. PRP certainly did not 

harm ACTOV's goal. Many Americans benefited from what they learned in the 

orientation and were able to foster more positive working relationships with the 

68Paul StiUweU Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), September 
22, 1982, p. 65. 

69Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, pp. 66-67. 
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Vietnamese. Rauch claims that the program was an absolute eye-opener for some of the 

USN personnel who completed it, almost a "Damascus Road type experience," in his 

words. Perhaps PRP's greatest legacy has little to do with Vietnam. When Zumwalt went 

on to Washington in May 1970, to replace Admiral Moorer as the Chief of Naval 

Operations, he responded to the personnel retention crisis facing the navy with a strikingly 

simUar program caUed Pers-P. Officers and saUors from that era remember it as the 

harbinger of Zumwalt's controversial series of "Programs for People."70 

One cultural disconnect that Zumwalt's guidance and PRP training struggled to 

overcome was the near-universal perception among Americans that the South Vietnamese 

armed forces were hopelessly corrupt and absolutely unmotivated to fight for thek 

country. In the first case—corruption—the Americans were correct. Vietnam's armed 

forces were quite corrupt. Zumwalt stressed, though, that this problem was not the result 

of cultural deficiencies. Vietnam annuaUy received bilhons of doUars of economic and 

mUitary largesse from its American patron. The Vietnamese economy could not handle 

this level of activity, and massive inflation resulted, as did a thriving black market that 

American and South Vietnamese officials labored in vain to eradicate. The inflation, and 

the corruption at higher levels, often meant that goods and services meant for junior 

officers, the enlisted ranks and thek famines, never reached thek destinations. That cylco 

cab drivers on the teeming streets of Saigon could earn more in a month than a VNN 

heutenant was common knowledge, even among the NavForV staff. Uniformed beggars 

on Saigon's streets were a common sight. The problem extended beyond the navy's ranks. 

Infamously low wages at the Saigon shipyard, the major depot facihty for Vietnamese 

naval maintenance, resulted in rampant corruption, high turnover, and frequent work 

stoppages. The bottom line, Americans at NavForV headquarters agreed, was that many 

70Ibid.,p. 68. 
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of the VNN's core of leadership, not to mention the enlisted saUors, had to steal to 

support thek families. 

WhUe the perception of corruption was accurate, the shopworn American belief 

that the South Vietnamese refused to fight was not. Zumwalt determined to undo this 

unfortunate stereotype, based, he felt, on a combination of cultural differences and 

American impatience. Americans tend to perceive mUitary service, especiaUy in time of 

war, as a patriotic duty. American society and culture values symbols, such as the flag, 

and the tradition of struggle to defend abstract concepts such as liberty or democracy. 

The Vietnamese did not think in those terms. South Vietnam was an artificial construct, 

and even if it were not, the Vietnamese people were not motivated by the regime or its 

symbols. Thek aUegiances were much more basic—to thek villages, and more commonly, 

to thek families and to thek ancestors. Most Americans could not understand this, and 

few tried. 

Zumwalt also attempted to demonstrate that what navy personnel often perceived 

as an unwUlingness to fight was not at aU what it seemed. AU of the NavForV officers 

agreed that most Vietnamese were courageous and would fight heroicaUy. The difference 

was that they would do so on thek own terms, not when prodded into action by American 

advisors. Captain Arthur Price understood both of the reasons for the difference. 

It was pretty hard to get some of the Vietnamese commanders out into the 
field. YouVe got to understand the Vietnamese problem. Theyd been 
fighting this war for twenty years and the Vietnamese, like most Asiatics, 
are very family-oriented. . . . They like to move as a unit. Theyre not like 
we are. In other words we have a famUy at home and the famUy stays there 
whUe the husband . . . deploys. But they like to move with the 
serviceman.71 

71Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Rear Admiral Arthur Price, USN (Ret.), May 
15, 1978, pp. 573-574. 
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The first difference, Price noted, was that the Vietnamese saw the long view of a war that 

for them, was not over in 365 days as it was for the American serviceman. The twelve

month tour, in recent years, has become an oft-criticized factor of the way the Pentagon 

conducted the conflict. Andrew Krepinevich, in his study of the army in Vietnam, wrote 

that the counterinsurgency mission the United States pursued would have been better 

served by "a protracted commitment of individuals to a given area."72 Zumwalt agreed, 

stating, 

It's clear that the year's tour meant that you, on the average, had a less 
efficient fighting force than you would have had with two or three year 
tours, because a new man coming in took two or three months to get 
oriented, and then towards the end of his tour he got a httle gun-shy, 'Am I 
going to lose my life on the last day?' As happened in some cases. So we 
would have had a more efficient fighting force if we could have gone two 
years, and it wouldVe been stUl more efficient if we couldVe gone three 
years.73 

The second factor, as Price noted, was the commitment to famUy. Like thek 

American counterparts, South Vietnamese servicemen disliked lengthy deployments 

because of that separation. Zumwalt and Chon agreed that it would be beneficial both to 

VNN personnel, and to the VNN's mission, to estabhsh permanent bases throughout the 

Delta so that famUies could co-deploy. "In that culture," the admkal explained, "family 

ranks far above country and being there was not only important for morale, but it meant 

72Andrew F. Krepinevich Jr., The Army and Vietnam (Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins Press, 1986), p. 205. 

73Zumwalt, of course, had the privilege of visiting his famUy, who lfved in the 
Philippines during his tour in Vietnam. Servicemen who did not enjoy that luxury 
naturaUy would disagree. Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN 
(Ret.), April 18, 1997. 
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that [Chon's] guys would fight like tigers with thek families to be defended, in a way they 

might not even fight at aU at a base without thek families."74 To that end, NavForV 

embarked on a crash course of base improvements at the locations aheady intended to 

solidify VNN logistics infrastructure and operational capability. By mid-1972, USN 

construction battalions working with American volunteers and Vietnamese navymen and 

using concrete, cinder blocks, corrugated tin, and other readdy-avaUable materials, had 

erected simple housing units—and perimeter defenses-on more than thirty VNN facUities 

(see hst in note #39, above). Lieutenant (j.g.) Bob Harman of MCB 302 took reporters 

on a tour of one site under construction at the Saigon Naval Base, where six-man crews 

labored to complete 110 housing units, each designed for a famUy of five. When asked 

where the unit would next deploy for housing development, Harman responded, "It could 

be anywhere there is a Vietnamese naval base from the Delta to the DMZ."75 

The shelter construction project for VNN dependents, which came to be caUed 

Operation Helping Hand, remains one of Zumwalt's cherished accomplishments from his 

tenure in Saigon. The admkal felt that the program was a happy example of what 

American capabUity in Vietnam, usuaUy apphed to destructive works, could do. "Every 

American saUor out there loved the idea of doing that kind of thing for the Vietnamese. 

Instead of killing, he was doing something constructive. I think it was a real morale 

74It is also possible to argue the opposite. For example, during the key North 
Vietnamese assault on Pleiku in the spring of 1975, members of the ARVN garrison were 
torn between defending thek positions and evacuating thek famUies. By placing famines 
at smaU and isolated bases, ACTOV made VNN personnel happy during secure times, but 
concomitantly created a tremendous vulnerabUity. Author Interview with Admkal Elmo 
R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), June 30, 1997. 

7^Joe Hudspeth, "Vietnamese Dependent Housing Progresses," Hai Quan, v. 1, 
no. 4, January 13, 1971. Vietnam Command FUe, Shore Based Command, Box #185, 
NHC OAB. 

288 



buUder for our guys that we embarked on that kind of positive rather than negative 

work."76 

The same was true for Zumwalt's other great humanitarian project incident to 

ACTOV-the famous "pigs and chickens" program. With the housing project under way, 

and with other welfare programs, including a mral health care initiative in the works, 

Zumwalt decided that the humanitarian effort should be unified with a specific dkection. 

The task feU to Bob Powers and the aheady harassed Captain Rauch. Powers states that 

after the admkal "put the bug in my ear" about organizing the self-help programs, he went 

to Rauch, who immediately cleared his desk of aU other projects to focus on the new 

priority. When Zumwalt became enthusiastic about an idea, the staff felt the pressure to 

respond, immediately. "Pigs and chickens," which Rauch connected to the proposal as a 

joke, became the accepted name, and as it turned out, a successful effort.77 

The grim poverty of the average Vietnamese saUor not only enabled corruption, it 

took a human toU—widespread poor nutrition—on Vietnamese dependents as weU as the 

servicemen. Zumwalt launched a corrective program that would ease the logistics burdens 

on the VNN—through making individual bases more self-supporting—whUe at the same 

time improving the low protein diet common among the Vietnamese. The plan, supported 

by an enthusiastic Abrams, was to import breeding stock of both pigs and chickens from 

the PhUippines and the United States, establish breeding centers at Cam Ranh Bay, Cuu 

Long/Saigon, Danang, and An Thoi, and distribute the resulting livestock to VNN bases 

throughout South Vietnam. IdeaUy, and with initial American instruction in husbandry, 

76Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

77Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 30, 
1982, pp. 122-123. 
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feeding, and inoculation, the cooperative effort would create a self-sustaining and 

renewable food resource. Zumwalt took the proposal up the chain of command, and even 

sold it to CNO Admkal Thomas Moorer during one of his periodic visits to Saigon. 

The low capital outlay was one of the program's main appeals to a cost-conscious 

navy. Zumwalt even went so far as to enlist Naval Reserve officers in the United States. 

Admkal John Hoeffer, for example, worked through the Fleet Reserve Association and the 

Navy League to raise thousands of doUars of private funds for this project as weU as for 

the ongoing construction of housing.78 Rauch and NavForV planners carried the pigs and 

chickens program under a "pohtical warfare" designation and were quite proud of the 

results. Rauch said that running the program could be "fun" at tunes, as, for example, 

when he had to put a caU through the 30,000-man NavForV structure looking for anyone 

with interest or experience in raising hogs or chickens.79 Lieutenant (j.g.) James R. 

Newsom, who held an animal science degree from Texas A&M, was one who 

volunteered. He told reporters that from an initial stock of two hogs and two hundred 

hybrid chicks at each facility, a foundation existed from which he and other volunteers 

could train the South Vietnamese in modem livestock handling techniques. "This is when 

the program wiU begin in earnest," said Newsom. "The Vietnamese must become 

seriously involved in thek projects, since these wUl requke a good deal of thek time and 

attention."80 

78Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 

79Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, Jr., USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, pp. 100-101. 

8^Terry Gates, "Back on the Farm," Hai Quart, v. 1, no. 5, January 27. 1972. 
Vietnam Command FUe, Shore Based Command, Box #185, NHC OAB. 
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According to Rauch, pigs and chickens "came to be a relatively successful 

program," especiaUy in the case of the pigs. "[The Vietnamese] did a very good job with 

them"81 NavForVs humanitarian programs softened even Lieutenant Commander R. L. 

Schreadiys normaUy negative view of Zumwalt. "For aU the troublesome moral questions 

raised by Admkal Zumwalt's 'damn the torpedoes' approach to Vietnamization of the war, 

no one could doubt his compassion for the Vietnamese saUor or the depth of his 

commitment to improve the saUor's lot. . . . He knew that the saUor's morale was crucial to 

the success of the VNN and with characteristic vigor he set out to improve it."82 The 

South Vietnamese remained grateful for the adrnkal's efforts to improve the living 

standards of VNN saUors and thek famUies. Though Zumwalt departed South Vietnam to 

become Chief of Naval Operations in May 1970, he returned more than once to inspect 

the progress of Vietnamization. During his May 1971 visit, South Vietnamese saUors and 

thek famUies showered the admkal with gifts, including a 15 pound chicken and bottles of 

nuoc mam. When Zumwalt arrived at An Thoi—site of one of the four breeding centers—a 

banner greeted him that read: "Z-houses, pigs, fishes, chickens—a better life for the 

Vietnamese Navy." Publicity photographs taken by navy journalists depict Commodore 

Chon and Admiral Zumwalt, beaming widely and holding up squealing piglets—a living 

testament to the program's longevity.83 

81Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, USN (Ret.), 
October 25, 1982, p. 101. 

82R. L. Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea, p. 350. 

83"Touring Vietnam's Naval Bases, Admkal Zumwalt Style," Hai Quan, v. 1, no. 
15, June 16, 1971. Vietnam Command FUe, Shore Based Command, Box #185, NHC 
OAB. 
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"Organized Chaos": ACTOV Assessed 

For aU the language and cultural chaUenges, to say nothing of the sheer enormity 

of more than doubling the size of the South Vietnamese Navy in two years, ACTOV must 

be judged a success. However, Schreadiys argument that Zumwalt's "damn the torpedoes 

approach" and "madcap expansion" of the VNN were pohtical expedients does contain an 

element of accuracy. The speed with which the United States departed whUe attempting 

to construct a viable navy where httle naval tradition had existed raises serious questions. 

An enormous structure buUt so quickly inevitably wUT develop cracks in its foundation. 

Though in this Schreadly is essentiaUy correct, his criticism misses the point. Zumwalt did 

what he had to do, and given the pohtical and logistical limitations inherent in the 

American approach to Vietnamization, he and his staff conceived and executed a 

remarkable response to a nearly impossible situation. The admkal himself referred to 

ACTOV as "organized chaos." Zumwalt is aware, of course, of Schreadiys opinion of his 

performance, and his response to that criticism is equaUy accurate, and far more telling. 

"If by that it is meant that the pohtics of the nation were such that you had to get out of 

Vietnam, then yes, it was a pohtical expedient. AU mUitary actions are the result of 

pohtical decisions. If the mUitary had its way we wouldn't have gotten involved in the first 

place. And if the mUitary had its way we wouldn't have gotten out so fast. But 

nevertheless, ACTOV in my judgment was a program that met the requkements of 

pohtical authority."84 

Zumwalt does not just defend ACTOV as an adjunct to defending himself. He, 

most of his staff, and Commodore Chon aU beUeved that the VNN developing under the 

84Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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program would be a viable institution. The two navies had instaUed a process that before 

its completion in 1972, would result in a South Vietnamese Navy that with 40,000 men 

spread across more than thirty shore facUities and operating more than 1,500 craft of 

v arious types, ranked fourteenth in the world.85 Admkal Tidd said of ACTOV, "I think 

that from my perspectiv e the navy did a superb job of training the Vietnamese, in the best 

possible time and manner that could be expected whUe you're fighting a hot war."86 Not 

everyone agreed. A remarkably perceptive man, Captain Rex Rectanus, felt a curious 

sense of emptiness as NavForV's intelhgence mission evaporated through the turnover 

process. "That's a demoralizing feeling," he recaUed. "TotaUy demoralizing to see 

everything that youVe worked for abandoned."87 

Zumwalt, though, departed Saigon a confident man. His main concern was the 

ongoing struggle the VNN had with repak and maintenance, but he beheved that under the 

three year program in place the Vietnamese would become largely self-sufficient. In the 

greater sense, South Vietnam had become more stable under the government of Nguyen 

Van Thieu. Gone were the days of coups and counter-coups and the infamous "revolving 

door" governments of the mid-1960s. Zumwalt felt that this stability, coupled with Chon's 

competence and what he perceived as a more sohd Joint General Staff dedicated to 

weeding out endemic corruption, placed South Vietnam in its best position in years. 

Another and more vital point to make when assessing ACTOV is the primary 

hypothesis upon which Zumwalt based the program. "U.S. national objectives in the 

8^For a chronological and statistical breakdown of ACTOV, see Appendices B 
and C. 

86Author Interview with Vice Admkal Emmett H. Tidd. USN (Ret.), April 14, 
1997. 

87Paul StiUweU Interview with Vice Admkal Earl F. Rectanus, USN, November 
19, 1982 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 81. 
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Repubhc of Vietnam wUl not materiaUy change. The U.S. . . . wUl continue to foster a 

viable, non-communist government to exist in RVN. A reasonable, stable gov eminent 

friendly to the U.S. continues to exist in RVN and continues to receive US advice and 

assistance. The U.S. wiU accede to a request from the GVN to continue economic and 

mUitary assistance as appropriate."88 Put simply, ACTOV existed on the assumption that 

American material aid to South Vietnam would continue. Indeed, President Richard 

Nixon promised ongoing aid to President Thieu. That assumption broadened after the 

1973 Paris Accords to include the implied threat that if the North Vietnamese violated any 

of the agreement's precepts, the United States would bring the fuU weight of its power to 

bear. Zumwalt referred to this fundamental behef five months before he left Vietnam 

when he wrote what now are words striking in thek faith—or naivete: "I want to teU you, 

however, that I am personaUy confident that the president and people of the United States 

wUl give us sufficient forces and time to develop the Vietnamese Armed Forces to the 

point where they are strong enough to contain the enemy. The result wUl be a strong 

RepubUc of South Vietnam under a government which wUl work for the benefit of its 

people."89 

ACTOV, as shown, had its deficiencies. Even with that it is impossible to 

conclude that the program faded. South Vietnam ceased to exist before the VNN received 

any true test, and before outside observers could come to any accurate reckoning. 

Through 1972, the program launched by Zumwalt's NavForV continued as scheduled 

88ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Operations Plan 159-70 (ACTOV Plan), p. 6. 
Turnover FUe, NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420, NHC OAB. 

89Commander, U.S. Naval Forces Vietnam/Chief, Naval Advisory Group 
Newsletter #13, 1 January 1970, p. 14. ComNavForV/ChNavAdvGrp Newsletter FUe, 
Box #585, NHC OAB. 
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under his successors, Vice Admiral Jerry King and Rear Admkal Robert Salzer.90 WhUe 

Admiral King served as ComNavForV, his predecessor's presence continued to assert 

itself through the Zumwalt loyahsts remaining in Saigon who, according to Schreadly, 

were not above making "back channel reports" to the CNO, who then "second guessed" 

King's initiatives.91 

Zumwalt, who twice returned to South Vietnam whUe Chief of Naval Operations, 

remembers it differently. Jerry King, he said, did not work weU with Commodore Chon, 

but despite that limitation the turnovers continued without letup. The admkal was more 

positive about the job Bob Salzer accomphshed late in ACTOV's progression. This is not 

to say that everything was ideal. Zumwalt's sense as he traveled the Delta with Salzer was 

that the latter "was confident that things were going to work. Yes, they had problems. 

Yes, things did not quite work out as weU as they did when they were aU U.S.-run, but he 

was basicaUy bullish that Chon was making the thing work."92 In the Spring of 1971, 

when Salzer had command in Saigon, only 12,000 U.S. Navy personnel remained in South 

Vietnam. The navy had turned over aU of its riverine craft by that time, and all of its 

operations areas. Base turnovers continued, but in most cases the only personnel 

remaining served in advisory and support roles. "With the exception of our naval ak units 

and our special warfare group," Salzer wrote to his command, "you have worked 

9^As Vietnamization and ACTOV deepened and the American presence in South 
Vietnam dwindled, so did the importance of NavForV. The rank the navy assigned to the 
ComNavForV biUet-the three stars of a vice admkal during Zumwalt's tenure—decreased 
to the one star of a rear admkal when Salzer, a veteran of Sea Lords, assumed command. 

9 * Schreadly, From the Rivers to the Sea, pp. 326-327. 

92Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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yourselves out of a job."93 The naval ak units-the Seawolves and Black Ponies-remained 

to fly support missions for the VNN river assault groups, but they too disbanded and left 

in early 1972, thek men and akcraft dispersed among other squadrons. When the Black 

Ponies of VAL-4 stood down in April, they had the distinction of being the last in-country 

USN combat unit to leave South Vietnam.94 

How weU did ACTOV and the enormous USN advisory effort serve the VNN as 

South Vietnam's last months ebbed away? Lieutenant Commander Thomas Cutler, who 

was in South Vietnam as an navy advisor to the VNN untU December 1972, notes that in 

the General Offensive the North Vietnamese launched in the Spring of that year, only Cua 

Viet, the VNN facility closest to the Demilitarized Zone, feU. Furthermore, Market Time 

and Sea Float's successor in the Ca Mau Peninsula, Sohd Anchor, sustained operations 

until South Vietnam coUapsed at the end of April, 1975.95 

The Vietnamese Navy's final reckoning came in the chaotic days of April, 1975. 

As the South Vietnamese Armed Forces coUapsed under the weight of the North 

Vietnamese invasion, the VNN retained enough morale and integrity to carry out one last 

grand gesture. The navy's ranking officers drafted a contingency plan some months earher 

in which they agreed to continue fighting thek ships as long as the Repubhc of Vietnam 

continued to exist. Having accomphshed that, the survivors were to gather aU of the 

VNN's seagoing vessels in Saigon and at Vung Tau. WhUe the NVA's divisions stormed 

into Saigon, the VNN's hierarchy loaded thek dependents aboard the vessels and under the 

93"From the Admkal's Desk," Hai Quan, v. 1, no. 11, April 21, 1971. Vietnam 
Command FUe, Shore Based Command, Box#185, NHC OAB. 

94Respectively, "HAL-3 Commences Standdown," Hai Quan, v. 2, no. 3, March 
1972, and "Last USN Combat Unit Stands Down," Hai Quan, v.2, no. 4, April 1972. 
Vietnam Command FUe, Shore Based Command, Box #185, NHC OAB. 

95Thomas J. Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets, p. 359. 
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cover of darkness steamed down the Long Tau shipping channel, through the Rung Sat 

and to a rendezvous off of Cape St. Jacques, at Vung Tau. This unlikely flotiUa of thirty 

vessels then radioed the U.S. Fleet steaming off of the Vietnamese coast in support of the 

final evacuation. With an American destroyer escort, these VNN saUors steamed as a fleet 

to the American naval base at Subic Bay, in the Phihppines, where they struck thek flag 

and returned the ships that the United States had previously turned over to them. Rear 

Admkal Chun Tan Cang commanded the fleet, and fled with his family and his life savings 

of only $7,000, an example that not aU high-ranking South Vietnamese officers lined thek 

pockets with the nation's treasury as governmental authority coUapsed. And what of Tran 

Van Chon? The man who had a deep and respectful working relationship with Admkal 

Zumwalt; the man whom Zumwalt valued enough to violate standing orders and warn 

him of an impending coup d'etat; the man who bore the burden of the Vietnamese 

responsibility for ACTOV; what happened to Commodore Chon? A proud man with 

intense ties to his homeland and famUy, he ignored Zumwalt's private pleas to flee and 

refused the opportunity to saU with South Vietnam's last fleet. Tran Van Chon remained 

in Vietnam, where he spent twelve years in a North Vietnamese reeducation camp.96 

Admkal Zumwalt does not often discuss this event of April 1975, because he feels 

that to claim credit for ACTOV would be self-serving. Remarkably, the Zumwalts, by 

1975 retked from active duty, hosted the refugee Admiral Cang and eight members of his 

family in thek Arlington, Vkginia, basement for several months whUe Cang sought to get 

96The Vietnamese Government later aUowed Chon to emigrate to the United 
States, where today he teaches pohtics and government at a coUege in California. For 
detaUs of this little-known event, see Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. 
Rauch, USN (Ret.), October 25, 1982, pp. 57-59, Etta BeUe Kitchen Interview with 
Captain Robert F. Powers, USN, October 30, 1982, pp. 132-133, and James G. Zumwalt, 
"A Son's Sacrifice," Parade Magazine, October 8, 1994, pp. 8-9. 
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on his feet. Elmo Zumwalt is not bitter about what happened in Vietnam, but he was 

disUlusioned and felt a sense of "absolute horror at what had befaUen our Vietnamese allies 

and what had befaUen us . . . because America had been disgraced around the world and 

America was seen for the next several years as a paper tiger." The admkal, though he 

disagreed with the pohcy that brought the United States to Vietnam and embroUed it in 

the conflict there, does not regard the American effort in Southeast Asia as a total 

faUure.97 

Zumwalt blames one man—Richard Nixon. The admkal does not fault President 

Nixon's foreign pohcy, or his mUitary decisions vis a vis the war. He takes issue instead 

with the tragic Nixon whose 1972 paranoia resulted in the asinine Watergate break-ins 

that twenty-six months later brought his administration, and America's faith in its 

leadership, crashing down. Elmo Zumwalt remains absolutely convinced to this day that 

absent the Watergate crisis, the North Vietnamese would have faded in thek bid to seize 

control of aU Vietnam. His reasoning is simple, but dkect. Without Watergate, Zumwalt 

argues, Nixon would have been able to maintain enough congressional and popular 

backing to continue the promised aid to the Thieu Government in Saigon and to enforce 

the Paris Accords of 1973. "I think the basic core of American support was there despite 

the dissent, minus Watergate. That's debated by other people, obviously, but my own 

conviction is that a Nixon without Watergate could have brought it off." And had Nixon 

brought it off; the former ComNavForV beheves that the outcome would have been like 

that of the Korean War—a two Vietnam solution in which the free South Vietnam might 

97Author Interview with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.), April 18, 
1997. 
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very weU have transformed itself into an economic mkacle, as did some of its Pacific Rim 

neighbors.98 

Zumwalt's suppositions are, of course, counterfactual. Nixon's Watergate shame 

confirmed the creeping sense that the United States lacked the pohtical wiU to rescue 

South Vietnam The aid Nixon promised the Thieu regime began to evaporate in 1973. 

Congress was in no mood to continue throwing money down the Vietnamese "rathole," 

and the president, hunkered down in the White House with a siege mentality as the scandal 

brewed around him, became increasingly powerless to act. Whether a scandal-free Nixon 

could have saved South Vietnam, as Zumwalt suggests, cannot be confirmed. What is 

true is that the Saigon regime disappeared, but not before the American trained and 

equipped South Vietnamese Navy mustered aU of its rernaining ocean-going vessels and in 

good order departed for the Phihppines and exUe. 

South Vietnam's tragedy and Zumwalt's regrets aside, the tme outcome of 

Vietnamization for the admkal was entkely positive: it lifted him from Saigon to 

Washington as the youngest man ever to become Chief of Naval Operations. "[0]f aU the 

pieces of work I participated in in Vietnam, the one closest to my heart was ACTOV; 

indeed I am as proud of it as of anything I have ever done. . . . ACTOV was not only a 

satisfying program to work with but, by one of those pieces of luck that anyone who 

aspkes to high position needs, gave my career an unexpected boost."99 The adrnkal's 

reference to luck is perhaps disingenuous, as luck had nothing to do with it. A carefuUy, 

though rapidly crafted program, ACTOV indeed responded dkectly to civilian authoritys 

98Ibid. 

99Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., On Watch; A Memoir (New York: Quadrangle, 1976), 
pp. 40-41. 
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requkements under its new Vietnamization pohcy. Though that is important, even more 

relevant was Zumwalt's determination to lose no opportunity to take his case for ACTOV 

to the top. 

Zumwalt's lobbying on behalf of his program began early. Within Vietnam itself; 

Abrams and the MACV staff realized first that Zumwalt brought a fresh approach to the 

table. The media was not far behind, and the admkal quickly became a favorite of the 

press, who, with the Brown Water SaUors took to calling him "the Big Z". Howard Kerr 

recaUed, "He was good looking, he was energetic and young and bright. He was all of 

those things. They found him to be exciting and interesting, and they started to pay 

attention to what the navy was doing." So did the chain of command. "There was this 

constant parade of people coming to Vietnam." NavForV headquarters often hosted 

Admkal John McCain-CinCPac, Vice Admiral John J. Hyland—CinCPacFlt, and others 

who listened to Zumwalt's presentations on the Vietnamization of the riverine war. 

Through such visits word filtered up to Washington and to the Joint Chiefs of Staff that 

Zumwalt "was a guy who was shaking things up in Vietnam." Powerful visitors to 

Vietnam "began to court Zumwalt."100 

Zumwalt also courted them Mehin Lakd, the new Secretary of Defense, visited 

Vietnam in February 1969. He was, in line with the Nixon Administration's focus on 

Vietnamization, looking for ways to accelerate the withdrawal of American combat forces. 

His itinerary did not include a visit to NavForV Headquarters, but that did not stop the 

admkal, who arranged to see him. Zumwalt went to Abrams, who told him, "Bud, I'm 

not going to set up a private meeting, but if you want to go down to Dong Tarn we'U put 

you on the agenda." Lieutenant General Juhan EweU, commander of the Ninth Division 

forces that operated with the MobUe Riverine Force, had his headquarters at Dong Tarn, 

100Author Interview with Captain Howard J. Kerr, USN (Ret.), June 6, 1997. 

300 



and because of his respect for Zumwalt he gave up some of his own time with Lakd so 

that the admkal could present his ACTOV concept to the Secretary of Defense. Kerr, 

who helped Zumwalt recast the briefing they had given Abrams, remembered that 

"Zumwalt went down there and ready pissed off those army guys. They had been led to 

believe by Abrams that Zumwalt was just coming down to meet the secretary, but he took 

over the whole damn briefing and turned it into a navy presentation." Lakd left with a 

very favorable impression of the young admkal.101 

Secretary of Defense Lakd's visit, and his perception of Zumwalt as a rising star, 

must be considered ACTOVs longest reaching consequence, at least for the United States 

Navy. This young admkal who spent two years in Vietnam's Mekong Delta testing and 

instituting a broad range of "ZWIs"-Zumwalt's WUd Ideas-joined the short Ust of 

admkals the new administration considered to replace Admkal Thomas Moorer, then 

nearing the completion of his tenure as the Chief of Naval Operations. ACTOV, 

especiaUy its humanitarian programs, opened Zumwalt's eyes to a whole range of 

possibilities, which, though highly controversial in the broader navy, surprised no one who 

had served with him either in OPNAVs Systems Analysis Division or in the Repubhc of 

Vietnam. Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., at the age of forty-nine the youngest and least-

experienced vice-admkal in the navy's history, seized the chance to take his WUd Ideas to 

a wider stage—to the entke United States Navy as Chief of Naval Operations. 

l01Ibid. See also Paul StiUweU Interview with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch. 
USN (Ret.), October 25, 1982, p. 41. 
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

Admkal Zumwalt wUl probably be the most thoroughly discussed CNO 
since King and Nimitz. This is because he did controversial things. He 
created change and he had a natural flak for dramatizing himself. These 
were the characteristics, of course, that brought out very strong feelings, 
either for or against, within the navy, especiaUy in the retked community, 
and in the Congress. You wUl hear everything from the extreme opinions 
that he is the greatest officer the navy has ever seen, to the opinion that he 
wrecked the whole U.S. Navy. You can get almost any opinion you would 
like to hear about Admkal Zumwalt.1—Admkal Charles K. Duncan 

Secretary of the Navy John Chafee's caU to Saigon came on the morning of April 

12, 1970, as Zumwalt had breakfast with Vice Admkal Walter H. Baumberger, the 

Deputy Commander of the Pacific Fleet. As Zumwalt left the table to take the call, 

Baumberger said to him, "Bud, my guess is that that's your summons to the top job in the 

navy." The younger man offered to bet that it was not, "that being the kind of bet a man is 

always willing to lose." When Zumwalt took the telephone Chafee instructed him to leave 

immediately for Washington, and to do it quietly. ComNavForV demurred, telling Chafee 

that he was not about to leave his command in a war zone without instructing Abrams, the 

theater commander, and his naval superior, Admkal John J. Hyland (CinCPacFlt). 

Baumberger, who was present when the caU came, would also know. Chafee agreed that 

those three—and no one else—could know that Zumwalt was bound for Washington. The 

admiral could not even inform Mouza.2 

Ijohn T. Mason Interview with Admkal Charles K. Duncan, USN (Ret.). January 
24, 1978 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), Vol. IV, pp. 
1831-32. 

2Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., On Watch: A Memoir (New York: Quadrangle. 
1976), p. 43. 
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Zumwalt, then forty-nine years of age and the navy's youngest vice admkal, did not 

for a moment believe Baumberger's prediction that Chafee intended to offer him the CNO 

position. Indeed, he had mixed feelings about leaving Vietnam at aU with ACTOV still 

developing. He hoped that the summons meant that the navy intended to give him the 

position for which he yeamed-command of one of the navy's four numbered fleets.3 The 

service regarded such a command as the ticket to the top, and the additional four years 

would prepare Zumwalt further for any other possible assignment-including CNO. A 

month previously Zumwalt had been in Washington and in a meeting with Chafee the 

secretary had asked him his opinion on the "tradition of aviators being given the exclusive 

right to command the overseas fleets." Chafee's question aUowed Zumwalt to explain how 

he—and his entke generation of surface line officers—felt about this ongoing rivalry 

between the competing "unions" in the navy; a competition dominated in the previous 

decade by the aviators. The question also buoyed the admkal's hope that the navy 

secretary had command of the Seventh Fleet in store for him.4 

Zumwalt's short stay in Washington—like his departure the day before from 

Saigon—was surreptitious. Chafee kept the admkal in seclusion in Undersecretary of the 

Navy John Warner's Georgetown residence and shocked the admkal by greeting him with 

the words, "Bud, you're the one Mel Lakd and I have nominated to the president to 

relieve Tom Moorer as Chief of Naval Operations when the president appoints Tom to 

reheve General Wheeler as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs." The next morning the stUl-

3They were the Fkst Fleet (Eastern Pacific), the Second Fleet (Western Atlantic), 
the Sixth Fleet (Mediterranean) and the Seventh Fleet (Western Pacific). The latter two 
fleets were overseas commands and as such were prized above the Fkst and Second 
Fleets. 

4Zumwalt, On Watch, pp. 44-45. 
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stunned Zumwalt met with Secretary of Defense Melvin R. Lakd and briefly with feUow 

Californian, President Richard M. Nixon, who reminisced about hot San Joaquin VaUey 

summers with the admkal briefly before informing him that the growing maritime power of 

the Soviet Union concerned him greatly. Zumwalt agreed, telling Nixon that redkecting 

the navy's budgetary priorities to meet that threat would be one of his priorities.5 

The thkd morning Zumwalt met with the Senate Armed Services Committee, 

which held hearings on his nomination. The Committee, chaked by Democratic Senator 

John Stennis of Mississippi, seemed pleased with Zumwalt's selection—thek questions for 

him lasted aU of twenty-five minutes, and laudatory remarks from Stennis and Senator 

Henry Jackson of Washington took up part of that time. On May 7, the Committee, 

foUowed five days later by the whole Senate, approved Zumwalt's nomination 

unanimously.6 

While in Washington the admkal also received a congratulatory cable from 

Abrams, who had heard officiaUy of Zumwalt's promotion at a fareweU party for General 

Juhan EweU. "The place was buzzing," Abrams said, "with the news of your nomination. 

The atmosphere was like a small town where news has come that one of'thek boys' has 

made good."7 When Zumwalt left Vietnam a month later, after Vice Admkal Jerry King 

reheved him on May 15, Abrams presented his friend with a weU-eamed Distinguished 

Service Medal. The United States Navy in Vietnam had come a long way in the twenty 

months Zumwalt had the helm. 

5Ibid., p. pp. 46-48. 

6For the fidl text of the hearings, see United States Congress, Senate Committee 
on Armed Services, Nomination of Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN, to be Chief of 
Naval Operations, Hearing, 91st Congress, 2nd Session, 1970 (Washington: United 
States Government Printing Office, 1970). 

7Zumwalt, On Watch, pp. 50-51. 
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This is precisely the point. Elmo R. Zumwalt, the maverick who put his "WUd 

Ideas" to the test in South Vietnam, attracted the attention of the right people, starting 

with General Abrams. The general, never one to mince words, told Secretary of Defense 

Mehin R. Lakd exactly what he thought of Zumwalt during the latter's February 1969 

visit to MACV. Lakd remembered those words, and the admkal's spur-of-the-moment 

briefing of him on the ACTOV program, then in its infancy. 

When Lakd and Chafee began evaluating candidates to relieve Admkal Moorer, 

they kept coming back to Zumwalt—indeed, of the six names on thek list the vice admkal 

was the only candidate they discussed at any great length. Lakd's first visit to Vietnam 

opened the door, and subsequent inquiries did the rest. Though much of Zumwalt's career 

was typical—his graduation from Annapolis, his World War II and Korean War service, his 

early shore assignments; much of it was anything but typical. The admkal's tendency to 

stick his neck out in a traditionaUy staid and conservative service—almost always for the 

benefit of those under his command—made him especiaUy attractive. This tendency 

displayed itself early on, as when Zumwalt rankled part of the navy bureaucracy—to the 

delight of his crew—to get the Arnold J. Isbell's radio caU sign changed. He also went to 

the top of the Bureau of Personnel, an agency in which he twice served with distinction, to 

secure better career opportunities for two Fihpino mess stewards who wanted technical 

training and a chance to advance. These foreshadow two things that made Zumwalt's 

leadership controversial: his reputation as a "saUor's" officer extends back long before he 

attained flag rank. Zumwalt's experiences as a young officer and commander of ships 

taught him that the navy is buUt upon career enlisted men, and that the naval service 

ahenates them at its peril. Further, his efforts on behalf of minority members of his crew

men whose ethnic backgrounds traditionaUy limited thek career opportunities—prefigured 
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the central position that minority matters would assume in Zumwalt's later administration 

of the navy. 

Zumwalt, a maverick as a young ship commander, took another unconventional, 

though vitaUy important step, when he accepted a position in the Defense Department 

under Paul Nitze. This Zumwalt did against aU the advice of his detaUer in the Bureau of 

Personnel, who was adamant that the unusual posting would Ul serve the future CNO's 

career. The young captain's observations of Nitze-and more importantly, his first-hand 

observations of the national security bureaucracys operations during the Cuban MissUe 

Crisis and the negotiations leading to the 1963 Test Ban Treaty-taught Zumwalt 

invaluable lessons that would, in the end, serve him far better than any alternate 

assignment the regular navy process might have preferred. 

His work for Nitze also attracted the notice of superiors and contemporaries. 

Admkal David L. MacDonald, who served as CNO while Zumwalt was Nitze's executive 

assistant, noted that his aide, Captain Isaac Kidd, and Zumwalt, deserved the credit for the 

exceUent working relationship that OPNAV had with the Office of the Secretary of the 

Navy. "I think," MacDonald stated, "that they put out a lot of fires that we might not 

know about. . . . Zumwalt, as aide to the Secretary, had to be loyal to his civilian boss. 

But here I was, the senior uniformed man, and he couldn't cross me either, and he walked 

that line in perfect style. WhUe Zumwalt was aide to Nitze and a httle bit thereafter, I 

found him to be one of the best I'd ever worked with."8 Vice Admkal Charles K Duncan, 

who was the type commander for cruisers and destroyers for the Atlantic Fleet, 

remembers being impressed with then-Captain Zumwalt when he and Nitze toured a 

destroyer. Duncan noted that Zumwalt, a surface line officer and destroyerman, wanted 

8John T. Mason Interview with Admkal David Lamar MacDonald, USN (Ret.), 
June 1, 1976 (Annpolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), p. 420. 
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Nitze to see the smaUer ships and the difficult conditions in which the saUors lived and 

worked. Together Duncan and Captain Zumwalt-both of whom wanted BuPers to 

improve the quality of life in the fleet-set up a realistic tour that made quite an impression 

on Nitze. Zumwalt, for his part, made an impression on Duncan. WhUe Nitze seemed 

aloof, especiaUy to the younger saUors, Zumwalt, "by contrast. . . had this abdity for 

rapport with people at aU levels."9 

Zumwalt's service in Southeast Asia hardened his conviction that personnel reform 

in the navy was vital. The war in Vietnam was a young man's war. The admkal, in the 

course of scores of visits to the field to speak with the saUors and junior officers carrying 

out the Sea Lords strategy and advising the rapidly growing Vietnamese Navy through the 

ACTOV program, came away persuaded that these young men and women were the 

navy's future and that the navy carried the burden of validating thek service and justifying 

thek sacrifices. Thek youth—and the results thek efforts secured—convinced Zumwalt 

that the navy should offer service people who had proven thek talents expanded 

opportunities for early advancement. Indeed, Zumwalt credits the leadership experience 

he acquked in Vietnam with putting him much more in tune with the needs and deskes of 

the young people joining the navy in the late 1960s. He put these needs and deskes at the 

forefront of his controversial "Programs for People," which he instituted almost 

immediately after he took the oath of office to begin his four-year term as Chief of Naval 

Operations. 

Zumwalt was not the only officer who worried that his youth was a liability. Vice 

Admkal William P. Mack, whom Zumwalt later tapped to be the first non-aviator to 

9John T. Mason Interview with Admkal Charles K. Duncan, USN (Ret.), 
December 10, 1974 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series). Vol. 
H,p. 916. 
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command the Seventh Fleet, disliked the idea that Chafee chose Zumwalt with so httle 

apparent reflection. 

In taking such a young officer, Mr. Chafee. in effect, was taking out of the 
navy system about six years of officers who had been coming along who 
would be eligible to be CNO, and who would, therefore, not have a chance 
at it. What would happen would be that large numbers of senior, 
unexperienced (sic) officers would either leave voluntarily, or would, in a 
sense, have to be forced out to speed the navy up to get in tune with 
Admkal Zumwalt's contemporaries. You would almost be forced to do 
this, and when you do you're upsetting a tremendous number of the senior 
officers in the navy.10 

Lakd and Chafee felt thek situation made this risk a necessary evil. They saw 

Zumwalt's youth, therefore, as a vitaUy important plus. In 1970, as America's troubling 

Vietnam involvement declined, and as the nation continued its bewildering course through 

the struggles of the civil rights movement, the youth movement, and the social dislocation 

these events fostered, the military faced a crisis. The war in Vietnam had, in the eyes of 

many Americans, discredited service that had been, as recently as the Kennedy 

Administration, highly valued. The war had a further price: it caused many young 

Americans to question for the first time the motives and policies of thek government, and 

many of them did not like the answers they found. The cumulative result for the military 

was a critical manpower shortage. With the draft about to end manpower levels would no 

longer be assured. Compounding this discomfiting realization, reenhstment lev els were at 

near aU-tkne lows. MUitary service had become increasingly unpopular. In an era 

characterized in popular culture by a youthful search for identity and freedom, the rules 

and regulations—the infamous "chickenshit"—associated with mUitary service were a 

10John T. Mason Interview with Vice Admkal William P. Mack, USN (Ret.). 
April 6, 1979 (AnnapoUs: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), Vol. n, pp. 
541-42. 
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Uabihty. Furthermore, the pay and benefits the mUitary offered compared poorly with 

those of the white coUar positions avaUable in the American economy. Many young 

people took thek expensive mUitary technical training dkectly into the civilian sector at the 

first opportunity. Lakd and Chafee knew this, and in Zumwalt they wagered that they the 

man who could, at least for the navy, turn the trend. He was young, and as his leadership 

in Vietnam demonstrated, dynamic. He was good-looking; he knew how to play a 

broadcast and print media that by and large respected him; and he was beloved by most of 

those under his command, who along with the press, referred to him as the "Big Z." 

Zumwalt's energetic approach to personal leadership as it could be apphed to the 

navy's personnel problems counted for far more than his imaginative management of the 

naval war in South Vietnam. That management not only earned the respect of Creighton 

Abrams, it gave Zumwalt a strong and lasting relationship with his South Vietnamese 

counterpart, Admkal Tran Van Chon. Immediately after convincing Abrams of his 

legitimacy, Zumwalt set about reshaping his staff to address the problem posed by 

continuing communist infiltration of South Vietnam. His methods hav e earned criticism 

from some observers who feel that his staff was a Kennedyesque "court" of the hangers-on 

and the favored. Interviews with many of those who served on the NavForV staff, 

however, indicate that whUe Zumwalt was tough, driven—a "gut fighter" in the words of 

Admkal Rex Rectanus—he was also open-minded, fak. and in the case of his subordinates, 

compassionate and dedicated to securing recognition for thek efforts and sacrifices from 

the higher naval bureaucracy. 

The admkal dusted off the long-ignored Bucklew Report and apphed its 

conclusions—as weU as his own observations and those of his staff—to create a multi-

faceted strategy. Operation Sea Lords, as Zumwalt caUed it. used a forward appUcation of 

seapower in the form of an armada of riverine craft, to create a series of barriers along the 
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Cambodian frontier. Zumwalt augmented this riverine fleet that patroUed the barriers with 

an organic close ak support, albeit at considerable difficulty and expense to the navy. 

Prior to Sea Lords that frontier had been virtuaUy unguarded. Though Zumwalt's barriers 

were by no means impenetrable-the Viet Cong found ways to surmount the obstacle-it is 

clear that the obstruction naval forces created comphcated enormously enemy logistics. 

The statistics of engagements with the enemy, weapons and other materiel captured, 

personnel captured or kUled, aU demonstrate the veracity of Bucklew's original contention 

as forcefuUy put into play by NavForV under Admkal Zumwalt. 

Not only were the Sea Lords barriers useful, but the denial of sanctuary operations 

adjunct to the main strategy also garnered impressive results. Naval forays into the Ca 

Mau Peninsula, the U Minh Forest, and the Rung Sat Special Zone actively contested 

areas formerly defaulted to the Viet Cong insurgents. Under Zumwalt, Commander Jerry 

Wages' units operating in the Rung Sat Special Zone earned the Presidential Unit Citation 

for thek impressive efforts at pacifying one of the most inhospitable and inaccessible areas 

in the Mekong Delta. Operation Sea Float, in the Ca Mau Peninsula, demonstrated that 

the active presence of counterinsurgency forces could blunt—if not negate—the ongoing 

destabilization efforts by agents of the Viet Cong. American advisors reported openly 

driving through areas once considered too dangerous to enter without heavily armed 

escorts. South Vietnamese fishermen valued Sea Float's presence as a counter to 

communist extortion of the fruits of thek livelihood to the point that they often reported 

the presence of Viet Cong cadres, and the location of Viet Cong weapons caches and anti

personnel traps. FinaUy, MACV's controversial pacification indicators also demonstrate 

the beneficial aspects of an American/South Vietnamese Government presence in the Ca 

Mau Peninsula. Sea Float, the figures show, resulted in a marked increase in regional 

security. Curiously, Sea Float, after having been turned over to the VNN, was one of the 
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last South Vietnamese outposts to faU to the North Vietnamese onslaught in 1975. 

Conventional communist forces, it seems, found it as difficult to operate in the chaUenging 

environments of the Delta as had the Americans and the French before them 

What is clear from Zumwalt's service in Vietnam is his wUlingness to try. WhUe 

others rehed on doctrine-whether it worked or not-the admkal was willing to examine 

new avenues, to experiment, aU in the name of developing solutions to chaUenging 

problems. His staff caUed them "Zumwalt's WUd Ideas," and whUe not aU of them 

worked, those that did worked weU enough to merit serious consideration. This was 

especiaUy the case with Vietnamization. Zumwalt's ACTOV concept, presented within 

weeks of his arrival in-country, became the yardstick by which Abrams measured the 

efforts of the other services. Others have raised valid criticisms of the program's haste, its 

superficial treatment of deep-seated cultural differences, and its abridgment of vital 

training. Despite these claims, it seems impossible to avoid the conclusion that given the 

pohtical immediacy of dkection from Washington based on declining support for the war 

at home, ACTOV was as good as, or better than, any other program that the navy could 

have implemented. ACTOV, as constructed, assumed a continuing level of support that 

later events rendered impossible. Factors beyond Zumwalt's, or Abrams', control, doomed 

South Vietnam. Despite that ultimate fadure, the South Vietnamese Navy's final actions 

stand as a testimony to the success of the partnership that Zumwalt perfected. ACTOV, 

more than Sea Lords, cemented Lakd and Chafee's faith in thek selection. Zumwalt, 

whatever his age and experience, and whatever his faults, got things accomphshed. 

Zumwalt worked according to a phdosophy of attempting one hundred things and 

having ten succeed rather than attempting only the ten guaranteed to succeed. That very 

active approach impressed Lakd and Chafee enough that they sought to bring Zumwalt 

from "exUe" in South Vietnam and place him at the helm of the United States Navy ahead 
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of more than thirty men who held seniority over him. In a difficult time, the system sought 

a troubleshooter with imagination to square off against greatest problems it faced. Rear 

Admiral George H. MiUer, who served as Chief of Naval Information (Chlnfo) and was 

often critical of the Zumwalt reforms, compared Zumwalt's situation to one from the 

previous generation: 

IVe always remembered since the early days of World War II what Admkal 
Ernie King is reported to have said when he was notified in Norfolk (where 
he had been stationed more or less as a pohtical outcast) that he was to 
become Commander in Chief of the United States Fleet in Washington. . . . 
'When they get into trouble, they send for the sons of bitches.' I was 
beginning to fear, the way things were going, that perhaps there may not be 
any sons of bitches left to send for when we get into trouble. When 
Admkal Zumwalt became Chief of Naval Operations I took occasion to 
remind him of what Admkal King said at the beginning of World War II. 
My guess is that he wiU be one of the great CNOs.11 

In Vice Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., Lakd and Chafee had, if not a son of a bitch for a 

time of trouble, then at least an innovative thinker who was not afraid to alter the 

established order in order to seek solutions for the trouble. That was enough, it turned 

out, to make many officers and other critics think he was a son of a bitch. The others, as 

Admkal Duncan noted, thought he was a modem day naval messiah. 

Zumwalt prefaced his swearing in as CNO just as he had prefaced the beginning of 

his tenure as Commander, Naval Forces Vietnam-with a tour. This tour, in late May of 

1970, earned the sobriquet of the "Around the World Tour." Instead of returning to the 

United States through HawaU, Zumwalt, with his wife and selected members of his staff 

accompanying him3 traveled through Asia and then west, making numerous stops where 

1 Ijohn T. Mason Interview with Rear Admkal George H. Miller, USN (Ret.), 
January 19, 1971 (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), pp. 38-
39. 

312 



he received briefings. The admiral stopped in Japan, where he met feUow Leyte Gulf 

veteran Admiral Itaya, the Chairman of the Joint Staff Council, Japanese Self-Defense 

Forces; Taiwan, where he conferred with Chiang Kai Shek and Madame Chiang: 

Singapore, where he had talks with Prime Minister Lee Quan Yew; Naples, where 

Admkal Horacio Rfvero, the highest ranking Hispanic-American and Commander in Chief 

of NATO's Southern Forces, briefed him; Stuttgart, where the admkal met with General 

David Burchinal, Deputy Commander in Chief in Europe: Brussels, where the Zumwalts 

caUed on NATO commander General Andrew Goodpaster; and London, where the CNO-

designate had talks with the British Admkalty.12 

Upon Zumwalt's return to Washington, he spent the interim before his swearing in 

putting together his staff. Several of the staffs key members, including Captain Emmett 

Tidd and Captain Charles Rauch, had served with the admkal on the NavForV staff in 

Saigon. These key officers worked closely with Zumwalt to ensure a smooth transition 

and to get the rest of the staff current with the admkal's style and program Tidd remained 

the new CNO's action officer, or in the parlance of OPNAV, "Decision Coordinator," 

whereas Rauch picked up where he left off in Saigon. Admkal Zumwalt named him to 

head a new office in the Bureau of Personnel, Pers-P, which was a dkect foUow-on from 

ACTOVs Personal Response Program Rauch headed the effort to solve the personnel 

retention crisis, and his efforts were the springboard from which Zumwalt launched many 

of his controversial "Z-Gram" dkectfves. 

Lakd and Chafee selected Zumwalt because of his innovative approach to problem 

solving, and they were not disappointed with the speed with which the admkal went to 

work. At his first staff meeting, before he took the oath of office for his new position, 

Zumwalt informed-in no uncertain terms-the officers who would be working with him 

12Zumwalt, On Watch, pp. 52-53. 
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that he intended to shake the naval system *T am action oriented," he said, "and tend to 

think better when explaining the problems to the person who is going to be taking the 

action. My basic plulosophy is, if a proposed change is in doubt, make it and see what 

happens. It is easy to get a thousand reasons why you shouldn't do something. If the 

odds are even 40 in favor and 60 against, my reaction is to change it and see how loud the 

screams are."13 The new staff officers were intrigued by Zumwalt's boldness. Kerr and 

Rauch, accustomed from Vietnam to Zumwalt's WUd Ideas, must have shot knowing 

smUes at one another. 

On the morning of July 1, 1970, Admkal Elmo K Zumwalt, Jr., and his wife, 

Mouza, departed Quarters A, United States Naval Observatory-commonly known as 

Admkal's House, on Massachusetts Avenue in Washington D.C.—bound for the United 

States Naval Academy.14 Only three miles from the Academys gates, on U.S. Route 50, 

the limousine carrying the admkal and his wife broke down. Zumwalt, beribboned and in 

fiiU dress whites, stood on the shoulder of the road wondering what to do next when an 

automobde puUed onto the shoulder and stopped. A young saUor, also en route to the 

change of command ceremony, offered the Zumwalts a lift. It was a fitting moment then, 

that immediately before a saUor's admkal who intended to shake the navy's personnel 

traditions to thek core, took the oath, a young saUor provided them with a moment of aid 

and comfort. 

Admkal Zumwalt, at forty-nine years of age a young man for the position, took the 

oath of office and became the United States Navy's nineteenth Chief of Naval Operations, 

13Ibid.,p. 55. 

l4Admkal Zumwalt was the last Chief of Naval Operations to occupy Quarters A. 
This Victorian mansion, traditionaUy the home of the Chief of Naval Operations during his 
term, became in 1974 the legal residence of the Vice President of the United States. 

314 



an office held before him by such legendary figures as Ernest J. King, Chester W. Nimitz. 

and Arleigh A. Burke. The ceremony took place in the presence of the "god of 2.5 "-in 

Tecumseh Court in the shadow of Bancroft Hail-where Zumwalt the Plebe arrived 

homesick and lonely thirty-one years previously, and where Ensign Zumwalt left for the 

Pacific and World War II only three short years later. As the Navy's Judge Advocate 

General administered the oath to Zumwalt using Admkal David G Farragut's bible from 

the USS Hartford, an audience including the outgoing CNO, Admkal Thomas Moorer, 

looked on. Moorer, an aviator and now the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was 

reputedly livid with the selection of a man whom he had-only two years previously-

exUed to Vietnam. Also in the audience sat one of Zumwalt's Annapohs classmates, Rear 

Admkal James Calvert, who at that moment was the youngest man ever named 

Superintendent of the United States Naval Academy. That dichotomy between tradition 

and relative youth was not lost on Zumwalt, who in his first message to the service he 

commanded, stated, "The exceUence of our people has long been our heritage-it is my 

source of strength. I intend to further enhance this reservok by assuming as my first task 

the improvement of many aspects of the naval career. There is much that wiU requke the 

support of my civilian superiors and Congress. These changes wiU take tune. There are 

other improvements we can make within the uniformed navy. These can come more 

quickly."15 

Zumwalt's goals in mid-1970 were a function of an entke career spent in the naval 

service, but it can certainly be said that the Vietnam War and the issues it raised-both 

mUitary and domestic—heavily influenced the urgency of Zumwalt's mission. WhUe ship 

and weapons technologies were vital, the personnel to operate them were of greater 

15CNO to NAVOP, 011534Z Jul 70, Zumwalt, Elmo RusseU, ADM FUe, Officer 
Bios, Box #710, NHC OAB. 
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importance. Zumwalt credits his command in Vietnam with acquainting him with the 

problems of the young officers and saUors. These personnel and thek retention, as the 

admkal noted in that first command message, were a priority. The new CNO was fuUy 

aware that any attempt to alter the navy's traditions with regard to personnel would face a 

variety of obstacles. Admkal Zumwalt chose to bypass the obstacles by taking the highly 

controversial step of operating outside of the established BuPers bureaucracy. 

Immediately upon arriving in Washington the new CNO and his staff-headed by Rauch-

established "Retention Study Groups," and idea borrowed from ACTOV's Personal 

Response Program, to study and expose problems that resulted in low morale and low 

retention. 

Zumwalt responded immediately to these problems with the now famous Z-

NAVOPS dkectives, which saUors immediately dubbed "Z-Grams." The Z-Grams were, 

in effect, executive orders to the fleet, and Admkal Zumwalt issued more than 150 of 

them in his four-year tenure—most within the first eighteen months. The Z-Grams dealt 

with a range of issues, from loosening strictures on dress standards and hak length, to 

aUowing facial hak; from the elimination of onerous, outdated regulations, to the 

establishment of progressive programs to aUow capable personnel more rapid professional 

advancement. One such program, for example, created Destroyer Squadron 26, the 

famous "Mod Squad," in which the navy experimented with giving additional 

responsibUity to lower ranking officers in order to motivate them and give them a greater 

sense of mission. Z-Gram topics covered the spectrum from the mundane—services to 

crews of transient akcraft—to the controversial and revolutionary. Two especiaUy deserve 

this title. 

Z-Gram 66, "Equal Opportunity in the Navy," issued December 17, 1970, attacked 

the significant problem of race relations in what Zumwalt pubhcly caUed a "Uly- white 
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navy." Both ethnic tensions in the Vietnam-era armed forces mirroring the broader 

problems in American society, and individual events highlighted the problem. These 

troubling events included ugly racial incidents at shore stations in the PhUippines and 

aboard the akcraft carriers Kitty Hawk, and Constellation, and the tanker Hassayampa. 

The CNO approached this issue as he did aU other personnel issues, with the appointment 

of an African-American action officer and the establishment of a retention study group 

composed of ethnic minorities. Zumwalt intended Z-66 to correct the problems they 

identified. The document ordered sweeping changes in how the service treated its 

minority members, from eliminating the discrimination African-American navy famUies 

faced in acquiring suitable housing near naval instaUations to ordering ship and base stores 

to carry grooming aids for blacks. Z-66 dkected instaUation and ship barbershops to 

employ staff qualified to provide service for African-American personnel, and it ordered 

navy wardrooms and libraries to acquke reading materials of special interest to minorities. 

Admkal Zumwalt took simUar action with regard to women in the navy. Z-116 

ordered a pUot program on the USS Sanctuary—a hospital ship—that envisioned sending 

women to sea aboard the United States Navy's vessels. That dkective, entitled "Equal 

Rights and Opportunities for Women in the Navy," also opened additional managerial and 

technical career paths for female personnel and "equalized selection criteria for naval 

training."16 FoUowing Zumwalt's dkective, women could receive training as naval 

aviators, a change that did not sit weU with many of the traditionalists who held high 

positions in the navy, or who as retked flag officers still exercised influence. 

Many haded Zumwalt's reforms. He was enormously popular among enlisted 

saUors and thek famUies. The media praised his liberalization of what they felt was an 

16Zumwalt, On Watch, p. 164. 
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outdated mUitary social structure. A Time magazine cover story appreciated the "Mod 

Navy" the admkal created through Z-Grams, stating, "These are orders in crisp, unstdted 

language that show his determination to scuttle those customs and traditions that no 

longer seem to have a point-if indeed they ever did."17 Navy traditionalists-active duty 

and retked alike-damned Zumwalt's progressive approach as "permissiveness." Arleigh 

Burke, from retkement, thundered that the Z-Grams undercut the traditional naval chain 

of command. Zumwalt's image as a saUor's admkal emboldened younger enlisted men into 

hberaUy interpreting the language of the Z-Grams, often to the frustration of the senior 

enlisted and commissioned officers responsible for them. Many officers complained that 

saUors, if they disliked necessary measures taken to enforce discipline, would take thek 

grievances to Washington. The net effect, they said, was to strengthen the retention of 

younger ratings at the cost of alienating career enlisted men and junior officers. Thomas 

Hone, author of a study of the navy bureaucracy, wrote: "As a CNO, Admkal Zumwalt 

was either admked or hated by senior navy officers. His actions provoked strong, 

emotional responses within the Navy and within Congress." Hone further explained that 

the nature of Zumwalt's reforms—bypassing the traditional chain of command in aggressive 

fashion—undercut, "some of the support he might have otherwise had from the officer 

corps."18 

Others complained—with some justification—that the Z-Grams came so thick and 

fast that the navy had no time to adjust to the new climate.19 Hanson Baldwin, a Naval 

l7"Humanizing the U.S. MUitary," Time Magazine, December 24, 1970, p. 16. 

l8Thomas Hone, Power and Change: The Administrative History of the Office of 
the Chief of Naval Operations (Washington: Naval Historical Center, 1989), pp. 96-97. 

i9Zumwalt's office issued 10 Z-Grams in August, 1970; 23 in September, 14 in 
October, 11 in November, and 6 in December. 
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Academy graduate and long-time mUitary correspondent, wrote scathingly of slovenly 

American saUors in foreign ports and commanders angered by what they regarded as the 

liberalization of discipline. "The problem is a color problem," Baldwin later explained, 

"and Zumwalt's stupid attempts to make everything right by the measures he took. You 

can't do it by weakening discipline."20 

The controversy over Zumwalt's reforms extended into the highest echelons of 

government. Southern conservatives in Congress launched an investigation foUowing the 

navy's racial incidents, mentioned above. Even President Nixon attempted to interfere 

with Zumwalt's handling of the racial incidents, a fact that "grievously eroded my 

confidence in and respect for my Commander-in-Chief." Later, on the issue of women, 

Nixon took Zumwalt aside after a meeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and said, "I guess I 

can put up with this race thing, but don't push too hard for the women."21 

Though the press haded Zumwalt as a timely answer to a traditionaUy conservative 

service's chronic problems, to leave the analysis there would be simplistic. Zumwalt, 

though he certainly beheved in the moral correctness of his reforms, also had quite 

practical reasons for his program. Far from a poUyanna, Zumwalt realized that the navy's 

survival hinged upon the quality of its manpower. Keeping that manpower meant reform. 

Speed, thought Zumwalt, was absolutely necessary given the Navy's precarious position in 

the summer of 1970. In the mid-1980s, Ronald Reagan's controversial Secretary of the 

Navy, John Lehman, wrote: "The Navy's grave affliction included a loss of strategic 

vision; loss of self-confidence and morale; a prolonged starvation of resources, leaving 

20John T. Mason Interview with Hanson W. Baldwin, December 8, 1975 
(Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Oral History Series), Vol. II, pp. 761-62. 

21Zumwalt, On Watch, pp. 241, 265. 
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vast shortfaUs in capability to do the job, and too few ships to cover a sea so great, aU 

resulting in cynicism, exhaustion, and an undercurrent of defeatism"22 Though Lehman's 

words describe the service he inherited in 1981. Admkal Zumwalt would recognize a 

stunning level of simUarity to the navy he took command of eleven years previously. The 

Navy of 1970 was, in Zumwalt's view, very close to foundering. Responsibility feU, in 

large part, to the Vietnam War. The navy focused almost exclusively on the ak war, to 

the detriment of its traditional mission, sea control. Misuse of equipment on dangerously 

long deployments led to a run down physical plant, a problem exacerbated by the bloc 

obsolescence of many of the navy's World War Il-era vessels. The length of these 

deployments led to misuse and overwork of personnel, which coupled with the sense of 

fadure and a growing antimihtarism in the American people at large, seriously damaged 

morale. The navy needed an immediate infusion of fresh ideas and programs, Zumwalt 

beheved, or the crisis would threaten the nation's security. 

The rapidly growing Soviet fleet, Zumwalt beheved, was one of the greatest 

threats to America's world position. The Soviet Navy, under the leadership of Admkal 

Sergei G. Gorshkov, had taken great strides during the American preoccupation with the 

war in Southeast Asia. The Soviets had developed deadly antiship missdes and a variety 

of platforms to deliver them. TraditionaUy dismissed by Western observers as a fleet 

capable of protecting only the sea frontiers of the Soviet land mass, the Soviet Navy under 

Gorshkov had become a blue water navy capable, at least on the surface, of power 

projection into aU of the world's oceans. A large Soviet naval exercise in 1970. dubbed 

Okean 70, proved Zumwalt's point. Soviet naval units, supported by land based airpower. 

conducted simultaneous maneuvers in the North Atlantic and Indian Oceans, and the 

22John Lehman, Command of the Seas (New York: Charles Scribners Sons, 
1988), p. 1. 
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Mediterranean, Arabian, and South China Seas. The formidable Soviet submarine fleet 

also raised questions of NATO's ability to keep sea lanes open in the event of a war with 

the Warsaw Pact. The new CNO shocked the Nixon Administration by testifying before 

Congress his doubt that the United States Navy, in its 1970 condition, could defeat the 

Soviet Navy and maintain sea control.23 

Immediately upon taking office, Admiral Zumwalt instituted "Project Sixty," a 

sixty day program in which he and his staff would develop a comprehensive plan for his 

four years as CNO. One of the effort's conclusions involved nothing less than a 

redkection of the navy's ship procurement and budding effort to what Admkal Zumwalt 

caUed the "High-Low Mix." The CNO felt that American fascination with technology and 

airpower had led to a navy dominated by a smaU number of expensive and complex 

systems—nuclear-powered akcraft carriers and submarines. Such a navy lacked sufficient 

numbers of smaUer, more flexible vessels such as destroyers and frigates. Zumwalt 

beheved that because these vessels were less complex and therefore cheaper to budd, the 

navy could procure more of them thereby enabling the United States to have sufficient 

forces at sea to maintain sea control and provide forward deployment to defend the 

nation's interests anywhere the United States Government felt necessary. 

Zumwalt had explored this concept earher as a young captain in a 1962 article 

entitled "A Course For Destroyers" in the United States Naval Institute Proceedings. He 

had developed the idea further as head of OPNAV's Systems Analysis Branch, in the 

Major Fleet Escort Study. Because of the plan's innovation, it immediately encountered 

23For insights into Gorshkov and the Soviet Navy of the 1970s, see Gorshkov's 
treatise "Navies in War and Peace," published seriaUy (with commentary) in the United 
States Naval Institute Proceedings, January-July, 1974. See also Clyde A. Smith. "The 
Meaning and Significance of the Gorshkov Articles," Naval War College Review, 26:5. 
March-April 1974, pp. 18-37 and Donald Chipman, "Admkal Gorshkov and the Soviet 
Navy," Air University Review, 33, July-August 1982, pp. 28-47. 
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stiff opposition from opponents entrenched within the navy who regarded High-Low as a 

threat to thek prerogatives. These opponents included the aviators who had come to 

dominate the service in the years foUowing World War II, and the powerful, enigmatic 

Admkal Hyman G. Rickover, the dean of the nuclear navy. 

Rickover held a unique position that made his influence difficult to counter. He 

was concomitantly an admkal on active duty as head of the design and construction of aU 

naval reactors and procedures for thek use, and a ranking civilian in the Department of 

Energy with simUar responsibilities. Rickover, as Zumwalt and others have explained, 

used the authority of both positions to protect nuclear programs from critics both inside 

and outside the naval service. Rickover, to further his ends, cultivated powerful allies on 

Capitol HU1 who both protected the nuclear program and ensured continued funding. 

Rickover's kon control over the nuclear navy gave him widespread influence over the 

entke service, a factor Zumwalt caUed the "Rickover Comphcation." Other observers of 

the naval scene have noted the almost mystical presence of Rickover's hand in the Cold 

War navy. John Lehman referred to the nuclear admiral's "cult" when he wrote of the 

"monastic atmosphere—austere, disciplined, with a deep reverence toward the reactor 

within the holy of hohes, and for its high priest and prophet, Admkal Rickover."24 These 

criticisms aside, most give credit where it is due, to the outstanding design and safety 

record of American naval reactors and to the exceUent training thek operators receive.25 

Admkal Zumwalt, who had experienced the Rickover Effect earher in his career 

when the admkal interviewed him for a nuclear command, now had to face powerful 

2 4 John Lehman, Command of the Seas, p. 13. 

2^On Rickover, see Norman Polmar and Thomas Allen, Rickover (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1989) and Francis Duncan, Rickover and the Nuclear Navy: The 
Discipline of Technology (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Press, 1990). 
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opposition to his proposed emphasis on escort and sea control vessels. The CNO 

attempted to compromise with Rickover, to support additional Nimitz class akcraft 

carriers and Ohio class baUistic missUe submarines-aU high end programs-in return for 

Rickover's not opposing funding for the low-end programs-the new classes of destroyers, 

patrol frigates, and the controversial sea control ship. Rickover cooperated, to a degree, 

but continued to frustrate Zumwalt's aspkations for a larger, more flexible fleet. Zumwalt 

did, however, acquke for the navy other programs, some of which the Systems Analysis 

Branch developed originaUy under Zumwalt's dkection in the late 1960s. These new 

systems included the F-14 fighter, the Harpoon antiship missUe, and a variety of important 

antisubmarine platforms, including the S-3 patrol akcraft and the LAMPS hehcopter for 

escort vessels. 

So much of what Elmo Zumwalt did as Chief of Naval Operations was 

controversial: his programs for people; his racial and gender reforms; his attempts to 

change the navy's dkection through the programs that received funding priority. So much 

of the admkal's thinking is dkectly attributable to his twenty month term as Commander, 

Naval Forces Vietnam There, through dady contact with young naval officers and 

enlisted men, Zumwalt learned of thek concerns and thek aspkations: there, he learned 

what they liked and disliked about the naval service. The informal manner in which the 

admkal conducted these discussions, coupled with innovative ACTOV humanitarian 

programs, transferred to the United States Navy as an entke structure within the Bureau 

of Personnel. The retention study groups, as Zumwalt caUed them, provided him with the 

ammunition to make sweeping changes in a variety of regulations. The realization of the 

damage America's Vietnam focus did to the larger fleet and its traditional mission also 

arrived in OPNAV with Zumwalt. He worked assiduously-and against stiff opposition-

to recast the navy to face the new chaUenge of the Soviet fleet at sea. AdditionaUy. in his 
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position on the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Zumwalt was involved in the decision-making 

process on national security matters-abroad and at home-during the turbulent years of 

the early 1970s, and his Vietnam experiences dkectly influenced his thinking there.26 

Zumwalt's Vietnam command shaped him in so many ways that some high ranking 

contemporaries feared that the new CNO and his staff were too Vietnam and Pacific-

oriented. Admkal Charles K. Duncan, Chief of Naval Personnel, felt that Zumwalt front 

loaded his staff with men who served with him in Vietnam. "Those were," claimed 

Duncan, "the only people he listened to."27 Though this is certainly an exaggeration, 

Vietnam did leave one indelible scar on the admkal. In August of 1988, Lieutenant Elmo 

R. Zumwalt HI, the skipper of PCF-35 who more than once argued with his father over 

the accuracy of intelhgence data, succumbed to a rare condition—a combined contraction 

of Hodgkins and Non-Hodgkins Lymphoma. The admkal is convinced that his son's death 

is attributable to the effects of long-term exposure to the chemical defohant, Agent 

Orange, which the elder Zumwalt ordered sprayed over large portions of the Sea Lords 

barrier areas in the Mekong Delta. Admkal Zumwalt, in retkement, has struggled at great 

length to force the government to admit liability for the chemical's use, and has testified 

before Congress and in court numerous times on behalf of Vietnam veterans and thek 

famUies.28 

What remains clear is that the unquestionably impressive job Vice Admkal Elmo 

K Zumwalt did as Commander, United States Naval Forces Vietnam and as Chief, Naval 

2^These bureaucratic struggles, and the national security issues that surrounded 
them, are the central focus of Zumwalt's 1976 memok, On Watch. 

27John T. Mason Interview with Admkal Charles K Duncan, USN (Ret.), April 6, 
1976, Vol. m, pp. 1588-89. 

28See Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., and Lieutenant Elmo R. Zumwalt HI, with 
John Pekkanen, My Father My Son (New York: MacMkTan, 1986). 
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Advisory Group Vietnam secured him the highest position in the United States Navy at 

the unprecedented age of 49 and ahead of thirty-one men his senior on the Navy Register. 

What is also clear is that Zumwalt's programs as CNO-both for people and for systems, 

are among the most controversial the navy has ever witnessed, at this time or at any other. 

WhUe it is difficult to find many critics of Zumwalt's command in Vietnam, judgment of his 

pohcies as CNO—along with praise—abound. The success of those pohcies, and thek 

continuing impact on the service to which Elmo Zumwalt devoted his life, are another 

story for another time. 

325 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Primary Sources 

Naval Historical Center. Operational Archives Branch. Washington, DC. 

ComNavForV Sealords 194 MisceUaneous, Box #194 
MT HIST FUe 

ComNavForV, NavForV Operations FUes (3), Box #415 
RSSZ FUe 
Sealords FUe 
Interdiction FUe 
PBR in Cambodia FUe 

ComNavForV, NavForV Operations FUes (4), Box #420 
Special Operations FUe 
RAID FUe 
NGFS FUe 
Ha Tien Contingency Plan FUe 
Double Shift FUe 
Turnover FUe 
VNN Training School FUe 
Tacnotes FUe 
Organization FUe 
RF / PF Boats FUe 

ComNavForV Monthly Summaries / Command Histories, Box #520 
Sealords Summary 1 FUe 

ComNavForV CTG 115.4, Box #200 

ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea Float), Box #204 

ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea Float), Box #205 

ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea Float), Box #206 

ComNavForV CTG 115.7 (Sea Float), Box #207 

Vietnam Command FUe, Shore Based Command, Box #185 

326 



Vietnam Command FUe, RJVFLOT 1 News Release, Box #162 

ComNavForV MisceUaneous (1), Box #577 
LORDS FUe 
VAH-21, Nov-Dec. FUe 
Ak Ops Dog and Pony Show FUe 
OV-10 VAL-4, Mar-Apr. FUe 

ComNavForV MisceUaneous (7), Box #590 
Change of Command FUe 
Command Duty Officer Night Order Book 
SDO Record Log, 1 Jan 1970-31 May 1970 

ComNavForV MisceUaneous (8), Box #597 

ComNavForV Rosters, Box #553 
Misc. Organizational Charts FUe 

ComNavForV Classified Messages, Box #156 
CNFV Sitreps When "Z" is Away FUe 

ComNavForV, Box #585 
ComNavForV / ChNavAdvGrp Newlsetter FUe 

Post Jan. 1 1946 Command FUe 
Individual Personnel, Zumwalt, Elmo RusseU Jr., Adm. FUe 

Officer Bios, Zimmerman, S—ZY FUe 
Zumwalt, Elmo RusseU Jr., Adm FUe 

CinCPac Command History 1969, Vol. Ill 

United States Naval Institute Oral Histories, Naval Historical Center. 
Operational Archives Branch. Washington. D.C. 

Reminiscences of Hanson W. Baldwin, USN (Retired), Vol.11, Annapolis: United 
States Naval Institute, 1976. 

Reminiscences of Vice Admiral Philip A. Beshany, USN (Retired), Vol. II, 
Annapolis: United States Naval Institute, 1983. 

327 



Reminiscences of Admiral Arleigh Burke, USN (Retired), Vol. Ill, Special Series, 
Annapohs: United States Naval Institute, 1980. 

Reminiscences of Vice Admiral John L. Chew, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United States 
Naval Institute, 1979. 

Reminiscences of Admiral Charles K Duncan, USN (Retired), Vol.11, Annapohs: 
United States Naval Institute, 1981-1983 

Reminiscences of Admiral Harry D. Felt, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United States 
Naval Institute, 1974. 

Reminiscences of Rear Admiral Ralph Kirk James, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1972. 

Reminiscences of Admiral Roy L. Johnson, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United States 
Naval Institute, 1982. 

Reminiscences of Rear Admiral Draper L. Kauffman, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1982. 

Reminiscences of Vice Admiral William P. Mack, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1980. 

Reminiscences of Admiral David Lamar McDonald, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1976 

Reminiscences of Rear Admiral George H. Miller, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1975. 

Reminiscences of Rear Admiral Henry L. Miller, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1973. 

Reminiscences of Vice Admiral Charles S. Minter, Jr., USN (Retired), Vol. II, 
Annapohs: United States Naval Institute, 1981. 

Reminiscences of Rear Admiral Arthur W. Price, Jr., USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1980. 

Reminiscences of Captain Robin L.C Quigley, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United States 
Naval Institute, 1978. 

328 



Reminiscences of Vice Admiral Lawson P. Ramage, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1975. 

Reminiscences of Rear Admiral Edward A. Ruckner, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1977. 

Reminiscences of Vice Admiral William R. Smedberg III, USN (Retired), Annapolis: 
United States Naval Institute, 1979. 

Reminiscences of Vice Admiral John Victor Smith, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1977. 

Reminiscences of Rear Admiral Kenneth L. Veth, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United 
States Naval Institute, 1980. 

Reminiscences of Admiral Alfred G. Ward, USN (Retired), Annapohs: United States 
Naval Institute, 1972. 

Interviews Conducted by the Author 

Captain Howard Kerr, (USN Retked), June 6, 1997. 

The Honorable Paul H. Nitze, July 2, 1997. 

General WUUam Rosson, (USA Retked), April 14, 1997. 

Vice Admkal Emmett H. Tidd, (USN Retked), April 14, April 17, 1997. 

Captain Jerry Wages, (USN Retked), April 18, 1997. 

Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, (USN Retked), April 18, 1997, May 9-10, 1997, June 30, 
1997. 

Mr. James G. Zumwalt, June 12, 1997. 

Mrs. Mouza Zumwalt, June 30, 1997. 

Zumwalt FUes (in the Possession of Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., 
Arlington, Vkginia) 

329 



Edited Transcripts of Paul StUlweU's Interviews with Captain W. Lewis Glenn, USN, May 
16 and May 22, 1984. 

Edited Transcripts of Paul StUlweU's Interviews with Captain Howard J. Kerr. USN 
(Ret.), September 22 and November 9, 1982. 

Edited Transcripts of Paul StUlweU's Interviews with Rear Admkal Richard E. Nicholson, 
USN (Ret.), June 8, 1983. 

Edited Transcripts of Etta BeUe Kitchen's Interviews with Captain Robert Powers, USN, 
October 30-31, 1982. 

Edited Transcripts of Paul StUlweU's Interviews with Rear Admkal Charles F. Rauch, 
USN (Ret.), October 25, 1982. 

Edited Transcripts of Paul StUlweU's Interviews with Vice Admkal Earl F. Rectanus, USN 
(Ret.), November 19, 1982. 

Edited Transcripts of Alfred Goldberg and Maurice Matloff s Interviews with Admkal 
Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN (Ret.) May 29, 1991. 

Edited Transcripts of Paul StUlweU's Interviews with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN 
(Ret.), August 8, 1982 and July 24,1985. 

Edited Transcripts of Mehin White's Interviews with Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN 
(Ret.). 

Heinecke, James. "The Exploits of the U.S.S. Robinson (DD-562), 1944-1945," 
Unpubhshed Diary. 

New Book FUe. 

"O" FUes. Correspondence Relevant to On Watch. 

Zumwalt, Elmo R. Jr. "Dear Dad," Letters From Annapohs, 1939-1942. 

Zumwalt, James, G. "An Autobiography in Vignettes," Unpubhshed Autobiography. 

Zumwalt FamUy Newsletters. 

330 



Nimitz Library, United States Naval Academy. Annapolis, Marylaiu 

Reference CoUection: 
772e Lucky Bag, 1941. 
The Lucky Bag, 1942. 
The Lucky Bag, 1943. 

Special CoUections: 
Vertical FUe, Zumwalt, Elmo RusseU, Jr., 1920-

Remarks by Admiral E.R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN, Chief of Naval Operations, at the Change 
of Command and Retkement Ceremony, Annapohs, Maryland, 29 June 1974. 

Vietnam Archive. Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 

Lyndon Baines Johnson National Security FUes (Microfilm). 

Records of the MUitary Assistance Command, Vietnam, Parts I-LH. (Microfilm) 
MACV-CORDS Hamlet Evaluation Surveys, 1967-1969. 

Commander, U.S Naval Forces Vietnam, Operations Analysis Branch, "An 
Analysis of Interdiction Barrier Operations and Effectiveness of SEALORDS 
Operations Tran Hung Dao, Barrier Reef, and Giant Slingshot, 1 July 1970." 

Secondary Sources 

Bibliographies 

Coletta, Paolo E. A Selected and Annotated Bibliography of American Naval History-
Boston: University Press of America, 1988. 

Harnly, Caroline D. Agent Orange and the Vietnam Veteran: An Annotated 
Bibliography. MonticeUo, II: Vance Bibliographies, 1985. 

. Agent Orange and Vietnam: An Annotated Bibliography. Metuchen, NJ: 

Scarecrow Press, 1988. 

Naval Historical Center. United States Naval History; A Bibliography. Seventh Edition. 
Department of the Navy: Naval Historical Center, 1993. 

331 



Books 

Acheson, Dean. Present at the Creation; My Years in the State Department. New York: 
W.W. Norton and Company, 1969. 

Ambrose, Stephen E. Nixon. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1989. 

Baritz, Loren. Backfire: American Culture and the Vietnam War. New York: 
BaUantine Books, 1985. 

Barlow, Jeffrey, G., Revolt of the Admirals. Washington DC: Naval Historical Center, 
1994. 

CaUahan, David. Dangerous Capabilities: Paul Nitze and the Cold War. New York: 
Harper and Row, 1989. 

Clark, Paul W. Riverine Operations in the Delta. CHECO Report 67, United States Ak 
Force, 1968. 

Colby, William. Lost Victory: A Firsthand Account of America's Sixteen Year 
Involvement in Vietnam. Chicago: Contemporary Books, 1989. 

Crist, Charlotte D. Winds of Change: The History of the Office of the Master Chief 
Petty Officer of the Navy, 1967-1992. Washington DC: Naval Historical Center, 
1992. 

Croizat, Victor. The Brown Water Navy: The River and Coastal War in Indochina and 
Vietnam, 1948-1972. Poole, UK: Blandford Press, 1984. 

Cutler, Thomas J. Brown Water, Black Berets: Coastal and Riverine Warfare in 
Vietnam. Annapohs: Naval Institute Press, 1988. 

. The Battle of Leyte Gulf, 23-26 October 1944. New York: Harper 
Collins Publishers, 1994. 

Duncan, Francis. Rickover and the Nuclear Navy: The Discipline of Technology. 
Annapohs: Naval Institute Press, 1990. 

Ebbert, Jean, and Marie-Beth HaU. Crossed Currents: Navy Women From World War I 
toTailhook. Washington DC: Brasseys, 1993. 

Edehnan, Bernard, Ed. Dear America: Letters Home From Vietnam. New York: Pocket 
Books, 1985. 

332 



FaU, Bernard. Street Without Joy. Harrisburg, PA: Stackpole Company, 1961. 

FusseU, Paul. Wartime: Understanding and Behavior in the Second World War. New 
York: Oxford University Press. 1989. 

Grant, Zalin. Facing the Phoenix: The Political Defeat of the United States in Vietnam. 
New York: W.W. Norton, 1991. 

Hagan, Kenneth J. The Making of American Sea Power. New York: The Free Press, 
1991. 

Hanks, DorreU T. Riverine Operations in the Delta, May 1968-June 1969. CHECO 
Report 121, United States Ak Force, 1969. 

Harrison, MarshaU. A Lonely Kind of War. Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1989. 

Hendrickson, Paul. The Living and the Dead; Robert S. McNamara and the Five Lives 
of a Lost War. New York: Vintage, 1997. 

Hone, Thomas C. Power and Change: The Administrative History of the Office of the 
Chief of Naval Operations. Washington DC: Naval Historical Center, 1989. 

Hope, Richard O. Racial Strife in the U.S. Military: Toward the Elimination of 
Discrimination. New York: Praeger, 1979. 

Hynes, Samuel. The Soldiers' Tale; Bearing Witness to Modern War. New York: 
Penguin, 1997. 

Johnson, Raymond W. Postmark: Mekong Delta. Westwood, NJ: Fleming H. ReveU 
Co., 1968. 

Kiem Do and Julie Kane. Counterpart: A South Vietnamese Naval Officers' War. 
Annapohs: United States Naval Institute Press, 1998. 

Krepinevich, Andrew. The Army in Vietnam. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1986. 

Larzelere, Alez. The Coast Guard at War: Vietnam, 1965-1975. AnnapoUs: United 
States Naval Institute Press, 1997. 

Lehman, John F. Command of the Seas. New York: Charles Scribners Sons, 1988. 

333 



Linderman, Gerald F. 77K? World Within War: America's Combat Experience in World 
War II. New York: The Free Press, 1997. 

Love, Robert W. Jr., Ed. The Chiefs of Naval Operations. Annapohs: Naval Institute 
Press, 1980. 

History of the United States Navy, 1942-1991. Harrisburg, PA: 
Stackpole Books, 1992. 

MacGregor, Morris J. Integration of the Armed Forces, 1940-1965. Washington DC: 
United States Government Printing Office, 1981. 

Marolda, Edward J. By Sea, Air., and Land: An Illustrated History of the U.S. Navy and 
the War in Southeast Asia. Washington DC: Naval Historical Center, 1994. 

., and Oscar Fitzgerald. The United States Navy and the Vietnam Conflict: 
From Military Assistance to Combat, 1959-1965. Washington DC: The Naval 
Historical Center, 1984. 

., and G. Wesley Pryce in. A Short History of the United States Navy and the 
Southeast Asian Conflict, 1950-1975. Washington DC: Naval Historical Center, 
1984. 

MUes, MUton E. A Different Kind of War: The Little-Known Story of the Combined 
Guerilla Forces Created in China by the U.S. Navy and the Chinese During 
World War II. New York: Doubleday, 1967. 

Moyar, Mark. Phoenix and the Birds of Prey. AnnapoUs: United States Naval Institute 
Press, 1997. 

Muk, Malcolm. Black Shoes and Blue Water: Surface Warfare in the United States 
Navy, 1945-1975. Washington DC: Naval Historical Center, 1996. 

Nitze, Paul. From Hiroshima to Glasnost: At the Center of Decision, A Memoir. New 
York: Weidenfield &Nicolson, 1989. 

Olson, James S. The Vietnam War: Handbook of the Literature and Research. 
Westport, CT: The Greenwood Press, 1993. 

Palmer, Bruce Jr. The 25 Year War; America's Military Role in Vietnam. Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1984. 

334 



Palmer, Gregory. The McNamara Strategy and the Vietnam War: Program Budgeting 
in the Pentagon, 1960-1968. Westport CT: Greenwood Press, 1978. 

Perry, Mark. Four Stars: The Inside Story of the Forty Year Battle Between the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff and America's Civilian Leaders. Boston: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1989. 

Perry, Ronald W. Racial Discrimination and Military Justice. New York- Praeger 
1977. 

Polmar, Norman, and Thomas AUen. Rickover. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981. 

Potter, E.B. Admiral Arleigh Burke: A Biography. New York: Random House, 1990. 

Rearden, Steven L. The Evolution of American Strategic Doctrine: Paul H. Nitze and 
the Soviet Challenge. Boulder: Westview Press, 1984. 

Sands, Jeffrey I. On His Watch: Admiral Zumwalt's Efforts to Institutionalize Strategic 
Change. Alexandria, VA: Center For Naval Analyses, 1993. 

Santoli, Al. Everything We Had: An Oral History of the Vietnam War by Thirty-Three 
American Soldiers Who Fought It. New York: Random House, 1981. 

Schreadly, R.L. From the Rivers to the Sea: The United States Navy in Vietnam. 
Annapohs: Naval Institute Press, 1992. 

Sharp, Ulysses S. Grant. Strategy For Defeat: Vietnam In Retrospect. San Rafael, CA: 
Presidio Press, 1978. 

Shay, Jonathan. Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character. 
New York: Touchstone, 1995. 

Sheehan, Ned. A Bright Shining Lie. New York: Vintage Books, 1988. 

Sorley, Lewis, Thunderbolt: General Creighton Abrams and the Army of His Times. 
New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992. 

Spector, Ronald. Advice and Support: The Early Years, 1941-1960. Washington DC: 
U.S. Army Center for MUitary History, 1983. 

Summers, Harry G. On Strategy. Novato, CA: The Presidio Press, 1982. 

Uhlig, Frank Jr. Vietnam: The Naval Story. Annapohs: Naval Institute Press, 1986. 

335 



United States Naval History Division. Riverine Warfare: The Navy's Operations in 
Inland Waterways. Washington DC: United States Government Printing Office, 
1968. 

• Riverine Warfare: Vietnam. Washington DC: United States Government 
Printing Office, 1972. 

Westmoreland, WUUam C. A Soldier Reports. New York: Doubleday and Company, 
1976. 

Zumwalt, Elmo R. On Watch: A Memoir. New York: Quadrangle Press, 1976. 

. A Global Military Perspective, Past and Future. Chester W. Nimitz 
Memorial Lectures in National Security Affaks. Berkeley: University of 
California Institute of International Studies, 1989. 

., and Lieutenant Elmo Zumwalt III, with John Pekkanen. My Father, My Son. 
New York: MacMUlan Pubhshing Co., 1986. 

Unpubhshed Master's Theses 

Dunnavent, R. Blake. "SEALORDS: The Riverine Interdiction Campaign in Vietnam" 
Lubbock: Texas Tech University, 1992. 

McQuilkin, William C. "Operation SEALORDS: A Front in a Frontless War, An 
Analysis of the Brown Water Navy in Vietnam." Fort Leavenworth: United 
States Army Command and General Staff CoUege, 1997. 

Toczek, David M. "They Did Everything But Leam From It: The Battle of Ap Bac, 
1963." Lubbock: Texas Tech University, 1998. 

Articles 

"Admkal Cassandra." National Review (August 15, 1975): 865. 

"Admkal Courageous." Life (December 1, 1972): 44. 

Ashworth, George W. "South Vietnamese Navy Wins Its Spurs In Cambodia." Navy. 
13 (July-August 1970): 33ff 

336 



Barber, James A. "The Nixon Doctrine and the Navy." Naval War College Review, 
23: 10 (June 1971): 5-15. 

Barrett, Raymond J. "The War Powers: Constitutional Crisis." United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 99: 11 (November 1973): 18-25. 

Bennett, L. Howard. "Command Leadership and the Black Serviceman." United States 
Naval Institute Proceedings, 97: 4 (April 1971): 42-47. 

Bowie, Nolan. "Telling it Luce it is . . . ." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 
96: 8 (August 1970): 123-24. 

Buckingham, WUUam A. Jr. "Operation Ranch Hand: Herbicides in Southeast Asia." 
Air University Review, 34: 5, (1983): 42-53. 

Carrison, Daniel J. "Riverine Warfare: A Forgotten Capability Redeveloped." Data, 
(December 1968): 29ff. 

"Change of Command." Time (July 6, 1970): 16. 

ChappeUe, Dickey. "Water War in Vietnam," The National Geographic Magazine," 
(February 1966): 272ff. 

Collins, Frank C. "Maritime Support of the Campaign in I Corps." United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 97 (May 1971): 156ff. 

Croizat, Victor J. "Naval Forces in River War." United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 99: 2 (October 1966): 52ff. 

. "Vietnamese Naval Forces; Origin of the Species." United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 99: 2 (February 1973): 48-58. 

Cutler, Thomas J. "God Be Here." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 114: 4, 
(April 1988): 80ff. 

Dagle, Dan. "The MobUe Riverine Force in Vietnam." United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 95: 1 (January 1969): 126ff. 

"Drookiig-FangMUitarist." National Review (June 7, 1974): 633. 

Greenbacker, John E. "The Lesson of Vietnam." United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 99: 7 (July 1973): 18-25. 

337 



Helm, Glenn. "Surprised At Tet." Pull Together; Newsletter of the Naval Historical 
Foundation and the Naval Historical Center, 36: 1 (Spring/Summer 1997): 1-5. 

Hodgman, James A. "Market Time in the Gulf of Tonkin." United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 94 (Naval Review Issue, May 1968): 36ff. 

Horrocks, John N. "The Art, Science, and Innocence Involved in Becoming Chief of 
Naval Operations." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 96: 1, 
(January 1970): 18-33. 

"Humanizing the U.S. MUitary." Time (December 21, 1970): 16-22. 

Jacobs, James B., and Dennis McNamara. "Vietnam Veterans and the Agent Orange 
Controversy." Armed Forces and Society, 13: 1 (1986): 57-79. 

"Keelhauling the United States Navy." Time (November 27, 1972): 20-21. 

Korb, Lawrence J. "The Secretary of Defense and the Joint Chiefs of Staff Conflict in 
the Budgetary Process, 1947-1971." Naval War College Review, 24: 4 
(December 1971): 21-42. 

Marolda, Edward J. "The War in Vietnam's Shadows." Naval History, 1 (April 1987): 
12ff 

. "Passage to Laos: Journey of the US Navy Mekong River FlotUla, 1960." 
Sea Classics (January 1980): 74ff. 

McCauley, Brian. "Operation End Sweep." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 
100: 3 (March 1974): 18-25. 

Moorer, Thomas H. "Admkal Moorer's Message On Departing." United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 96: 8, (August 1970): 1-2. 

. "What Admkal Moorer Ready Thinks About Airpower's Effectiveness in 
SEA." Air Force, 56 (November 1973): 24ff 

Murphy, R.P.W., and Edwin F. Black. "The South Vietnamese Navy," United States 
Naval Institute Proceedings, 90: 1 (January 1964): 53ff. 

"Navy Hehcopter Gunships in the Mekong." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 
94 (Naval Review Issue, May 1968): 91ff. 

338 



Nelson, Andrew G., and Norman G Mosher. "Proposed: A Counterinsurgency Task 
Force." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 92: 6 (June 1966): 36ff. 

Nelson, Carl A. "Controlling the Rung Sat Special Zone." Vietnam, (October 1996): 
22-29. 

Noble, Dennis L. "Cutters and Sampans." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 
11: 6 (June 1984): 47-53. 

"Pentagon: The Navy Way." Newsweek (April 27, 1970): 34. 

Powers, Robert C. "Beans and BuUets for SEALORDS." United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 96: 12 (December 1970): 95-97. 

Rickenbacker, William F. "Keep an Eye on Zumwalt." National Review (October 1, 
1976): 1068. 

Robinette, HUlary M. "GuerrUla Warfare and Waterway Control." Military Review, 
50 (February 1950): 17ff. 

Rolfe, SheUey. "Vkginia." The New Republic (October 30, 1916): 21-22. 

Rosier, BUT. "Seawolves on the Prowl in Vietnam" Naval Aviation News (January 
1967): 26ff. 

Schreadly, R. L. "The Naval War in Vietnam, 1950-1970." United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 97 (Naval Review Issue, May 1971): 180-209. 

. "Sea Lords." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 96: 8 (August 
1970): 22ff. 

"Nothing to Report: A Day on the Vam Co Tay." United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings, 96: 12 (December 1970): 23-27. 

"Swift Raiders." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 11:6 (June 
1984): 53ff 

Simpson, Thomas H., and David LaBoissiere. "Fke Support in Riverine Operations" 
Marine Corps Gazette, 53 (August 1969): 43ff. 

Smith, Albert C. "Rung Sat Special Zone: Vietnam's Mekong Delta." United States 
Naval Institute Proceedings, 94: 4 (April 1968): 116ff. 

339 



Sojka, Gary. "The Strategic Thought of Paul H. Nitze." Naval War College Review, 
37: 2 (March-April 1984): 52-68. 

Swartztrauber, S.A. "River Patrol Relearned." United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 96: 5 (May 1970): 120-157. 

"U.S. 'Brown Water Navy Disbanded, Heads Home." Navy, 12 (October 1969): 26ff. 

WeUs, W.C. "The Riverine Force in Action." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 
95 (Naval Review Issue, May 1969): 46ff. 

Weschler, Thomas R. "As I RecaU . . . Vietnam." United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 111: 11 (November 1985): 46ff. 

Weseleskey, A. E. "The Seawolf Helo PUots of Vietnam" United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 94 (Naval Review Issue, May 1968): 128ff 

White, Jack M. AcToV—The U.S. Navy's Accelerated Turnover Program." United 
States Naval Institute Proceedings, 96: 2 (February 1970): 112-113. 

White, Michael E. "Vietnamese Riverine Forces Taking Up the Slack." Marine Corps 
Gazette, 54 (December 1970): 4 Iff 

Winans, GUbert L. "Bronco—The Black Ponies." United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 96: 6 (June 1970): 125-126. 

Winter, Robert M. "Armor Afloat in Vietnam." United States Naval Institute 
Proceedings, 94: 11 (November 1968): 132ff. 

Wunderlin, Clarence E. "Paradox of Power: Infiltration, Coastal SurveUlance, and the 
United States Navy in Vietnam, 1965-68." The Journal of Military History, 
53: 3 (July 1989): 275-289. 

"Z-Grams 1-79, Summarized." United States Naval Institute Proceedings, 97 (Naval 
Review Issue, May 1971): 293-298. 

"Zeroing In on Z." Newsweek (December 4, 1972): 29. 

"Zinging Zumwalt, USN." Time (November 9, 1970): 17-18. 

Zumwalt, James G. "A Son's Sacrifice." Parade Magazine (October 1994): 8-9. 

340 



APPENDIX A 

ADMIRAL ZUMWALT'S CAREER: A BRIEF RESUME 

341 



ADMIRAL ZUMWALT'S CAREER: A BRIEF RESUME 

Jun 19, 1942: Commissioned Ensign, United States Navy 

Jun 1942-Aug 1943 USS Phelps (DD-360) 

May 1, 1943: Promoted, Lieutenant (junior grade) 

Aug 1943-Jan 1944: Operational Training Command 

Jan 1944-Jul 1945: USS Robinson (DD-562) 

July 1, 1944: Promoted Lieutenant 

Aug-Oct 1945: HUMS Atoka, Prize Crew Captain 

Dec 1945-Mar 1946: USS Saufley (DD-465), Executive Officer 

Jan 1948-Jun 1950: NROTC Instructor, Univ. of North Carolina 

April 1, 1950: Promoted Lieutenant Commander 

Jun 1950-Mar 1951: USS Tills (DE-748), Commanding Officer 

Mar 1951-Jun 1952: USS Wisconsin (BB-64), Navigator 

Jun 1952-Jun 1953: Naval War CoUege 

Jun 1953-Jul 1955: Bureau of Naval Personnel 

February 1, 1955: Promoted Commander 

Jul 1955-Jul 1957: USS Arnold J. Isbell (DD-869), 
Commanding Officer 

Jul 1957-Dec 1957: Bureau of Naval Personnel 

Dec 1957-Nov 1958: Office of the Assistant Secretary of the Navy 
for Personnel and Reserve Forces, Special 
Assistant for Naval Personnel 
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Nov 1958-Aug 1959: Office of the Assistant Secretary of the Navy 
for Personnel and Reserve Forces, Special 
Assistant and Naval Aide 

Dec 1959-Jun 1961: USS Dewey (DLG-14), Commanding 

Officer 

July 1961: Promoted Captain 

Aug 1961-Jun 1962: National War CoUege 

Jun 1962-Dec 1963: Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for International Security Affaks 

Dec 1963-Jun 1965: Office of the Secretary of the Navy, 

Executive Assistant and Senior Aide 

July 1, 1965: Promoted Rear Admkal 

Jul 1965-Jul 1966: Cruiser-Destroyer Flotilla Seven, 
Commander 

Aug 1966-Aug 1968: Office of the Chief of Naval Operations, 
Chief; Systems Analysis Division 

Sep 1968-May 1970: Commander, U.S. Naval Forces, Vietnam, 
and Chief, Naval Advisory Group, Vietnam 

October 1, 1968: Promoted Vice Admkal 

July 1, 1970: Promoted FuU Admkal 

Jul 1970-Jul 1974: Chief of Naval Operations, and Member, 
Joint Chiefs of Staff 
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AN ACTOV CHRONOLOGY1 

DATE 

1/68: 

9/68: 

11/02/68: 

12/4/68: 

1/69: 

2/1/69: 

2/12/69: 

EVENT 

The Vietnamese Navy (VNN) consisted of 
16,333 personnel. 

Vice Admkal Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., reheved 
Rear Admkal Kenneth L. Veth as 
ComNavForV. 

Admkal Zumwalt briefed General Abrams on 
the ACTOV concept. 

40 USN advisors began Enghsh as a Second 
Language training; VNN personnel total 
stood at 19,661. 

The SmaU Boat Orientation School opened 
in Saigon; 400 more USN advisors began 
ESL training; The VNN "On-the-Job 
Training" Program began as the fkst 15 
VNN saUors reported aboard the USS 
Caddo Parish (LST 515); NavForV 
launched the Personal Response Program; 
Construction completed on the Cam Ranh 
Bay NTC and the Naval Academy at Nha 
Trang; 45 VNN personnel reported for 
training in the ACTOVINT program; The 
ACTOV-X program began. 

25 MRF assault craft transferred to VNN 
River Assault and Interdiction Division 
(RAID) 91 in the fkst major turnover; USN 
turned over 1 YTL to the VNN. 

ACTOV Plan received final approval. 

llhis chronology is compUed from a wide range of sources, and is as reasonably 
complete as I could make it given the limitations of the sources avadable. 
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3/69: 

4/69: 

6/69: 

7/69: 

8/11/69: 

9/1/69: 

10/69: 

10/31/69: 

11/69: 

12/69: 

1/70: 

2/70: 

3/70: 

VNN personnel total stood at 21,000; 
NavForV unveded its "Master Plan for Base 
Construction"; The USN turned over 1 
LCU, 1 YOG and 2 WPBs to the VNN. 

NavForV launched ACTOVLOG. 

64 MRF assault craft turned over. 

The USN's base construction and improve
ment program began. 

The USN turned over the first ten PBRs. 

VNN Logistics Command established. 

The USN turned over 85 PBRs. 

The USN turned over the first 13 PCFs to 
the VNN. 

The USN turned over the first operational 
base, My Tho, to the VNN. 

The USN turned over 60 PBRs. 

NavForV launched the "Pigs and Chickens" 
PUot Program; The USN turned over 20 
PBRs. 

Operation Ready Deck (Tran Hung Dao V), 
Operation Tran Hung Dao I, Operation 
Giant Slingshot, Operation Sohd Anchor 
(Tran Hung Dao IV), and Operation Search 
Turn (Tran Hung Dao VI) became combined 
USN-VNN operations; The USN turned 
over 20 PBRs. 

The VNN assumed command of Operation 
Tran Hung Dao; The USN turned over an 
additional 60 PBRs, 11 PCFs, and 15 River 
Assault Craft. 
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4/70: 

5/70: 

5/15/70: 

6/70: 

8/70: 

9/30/70: 

11/70: 

12/70: 

4/71: 

4/29/71: 

The USN turned over 30 PBRs and 7 PCFs. 

The VNN assumed command of Operation 
Giant Slingshot, and renamed it Tran Hung 
Dao II; Operation Barrier Reef became a 
combined USN-VNN operation; The USN 
turned over 30 PBRs and 9 PCFs. 

Rear Admkal Jerry King relieved Vice 
Admkal Zumwalt as ComNavForV. 

Operation Market Time became a combined 
USN-VNN operation; The USN turned over 
42 PBRs and 30 River Assault craft. 

Command of aU interdiction operations 
turned over to the VNN; USN limited to an 
advisory role. 

VNN has assumed control of 514 former 
USN vessels of various types. 

The USN turned over Operational Bases 
Phu Cuong, Long Binh, Kien An, Chau Doc, 
Tan Chau, and Ha Tien. 

Between 9/1/70 and this date the VNN 
assumed control of 33 PCFs and 43 PBRs; 
43 River Assault Craft also were turned over 
to the VNN. 

Operation Sohd Anchor (formerly Sea Float) 
became the last Sea Lords operation taken 
over by the VNN; Operational Bases Sa Dec 
and Chu Lai came under VNN control; USN 
transferred to the VNN the ATSBs at Ben 
Keo, Go Dau Ha, Moc Hoa, Phuoc Xuyen, 
Tra Cu, and Tuyen Nhon; VNN personnel 
total stood at approximately 40,000. 

VNN assumed control of Logistic Support 
Base Cat Lo. 
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5/19/71: 

5/27/71: 

7/71: 

9/71: 

11/71: 

1/72: 

Ben Luc Intermediate Support Base, the first 
of its kind to be turned over, devolves to the 
VNN. Eleven others foUowed. 

Admkal Zumwalt, now CNO, conducted a 
visit to inspect ACTOV's progress. 

VNN assumed command of the Intermediate 
Support Base at Rach Soi (U Minh / 
Mekong Delta). 

The USN transferred to VNN control nine 
Intermediate Support Bases under the 
ACTOVLOG program: Qui Nhon, Vinh 
Long, Thuan An, Long Phu, Cat Lai, Cho 
Moi, Long Xuyen, Ca Mau, and Nam Can. 

To date, the USN had transferred 943 ships 
and craft of various types to the VNN. 

VNN assumed control of the Cuu Long 
Livestock Distribution Center. 

1/26/72: 

2/22/72: 

2/25-27/72: 

4/1/72: 

HAL-3 (Seawolves) decommissioned. 

USN turned over the Logistic Support Base 
and the Livestock Distribution Center at 
Cam Ranh Bay. 

CNO Admkal Zumwalt conducted an 
inspection tour of VNN instaUations. 

VAL-4 (Black Ponies), the last operational 
USN combat unit stood down. 

4/4/72: USN turned over the Logistic Support Base 
at Nha Be to the VNN. 

4/11/72: USN turned over the Logistic Support Base 
at Binh Thuy to the VNN. 
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4/15/72: USN turned over its last remaining facility, 
Logistic Support Base Danang, to the VNN. 
It was the final base, of a total of 33, to be 
turned over; 958 craft of aU types were also 
turned over. 
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APPENDIX C 

ACTOV TURNOVER TOTALS BY VESSEL TYPE 
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Table 1. Turnover Totals By Vessel Type' 

Type of Vessel Number of Vessels 

Coast Guard Lightship (WLV): 
Landing Craft Repak Ship (ARL) 
Refrigerated Covered Lighter (YFR): 
Utility Harbor Craft (YFU) 
Floating Workshop (YR): 
Floating Crane (YD) 
Landing Craft Tenders (AGP): 
Destroyer Escort, Radar (DER): 
Personnel Lighters (APL): 
Yard OUers (YOG): 
Light Lift Salvage Craft (YLLC): 
Repak, Berthing & Messing Barges (YRBM): 
Medium Yard Tugs (YTM): 
Harbor Tugs (YTL): 
River Minesweepers (MSR): 
High Endurance Cutters (WHEC): 
Mechanized Minesweepers (MSM): 
Landing Craft, Utility (LCU) 
Landing Ship, Tank (LST): 
Command and Control LCM (CCB): 
Converted LCMs (Monitors): 
Picket Boats: 
Landing Craft, Large (LCPL): 
Coast Guard Patrol Boats (WPB): 
Boston Whalers: 
Assault Support Patrol Boats (ASPB): 
Armored Troop Carriers (ATC): 
Fast Patrol Craft / Swift Boats (PCF): 
Mechanized Landing Craft (LCM): 
River Patrol Boats (PBR): 

TOTAL: 

2 
2 
2* 
2* 
J 

3 
3 
4 
6* 
7* 
8* 
8* 
9* 

10* 
22* 
24 
25* 
26* 
77 
84* 
100* 
107* 
123* 
293* 

958 

*Signifies combatants used by the USN/VNN in Market Time or Sea Lords operations. 

+ This list was compded from information contained in an article, "Navy s ACTOV Plan 
Nearing Completion," Hai Quan, v. 1, no. 6, November 24, 1971. and from a much 
briefer list in Thomas J. Cutler's Brown Water, Black Berets (Annapohs: United States 
Naval Institute Press, 1988), p. 352. 
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