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CHAPTER I 

TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 

Rivers, throughout history, have been vital arteries of 

transportation, economics and communication. Rivers 

permitted explorers to penetrate deep into uncharted 

territory, provided settlers with potable drinking water and 

foodstuffs, and later gave farmers and merchants a means to 

ferry their products to market. For these same reasons, 

rivers--arteries of transportation, economics and 

communication--have been and remain key naval and military 

areas in times of conflict or war. 

According to U.S. Navy and U.S. Army department 

publications, a riverine area or environment consists of 

an inland or coastal area comprising both land and 
water, characterized by limited land lines of 
communication, with extensive water surface and/or 
inland waterways that provide natural routes for 
surface transportation and communications.^ 

A more cogent definition of a riverine environment is an 

inland area comprising both land and water with extensive 

^Department of the Navy, Naval Warfare Publication 
(NWP) 13, Doctrine for Navy/Marine Corps Joint Riverine 
Operations (Washington: Office of the Chief of Naval 
Operations, June 1984), A-1; See also Joint Staff, Joint Pub 
1-02, Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and 
Associated Terms (Washington: Government Printing Office, 23 
March 1994), 328; Commander Naval Forces, Vietnam, NWP 
21(B)(Draft), Doctrine for Riverine Operations. 1 January 
1971, 1-1, Operational Archives, Naval Historical Center 
(hereafter cited as OANHC); Department of the Army, FM 31-
75, Riverine Warfare (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, January 1971), Glossary 1. 



water surface and/or inland waterways, such as rivers, 

canals, swamps, marshes, streams, bayous and lakes, that 

provide routes for surface transportation and 

communications.^ George Buker, in Swamp Sailors, presumess 

that forces which operate in a riverine area "must be 

specially trained combat groups organized for sustained 

operations."^ Despite this optimistic assumption, riverine 

forces, until the Vietnam Conflict, were not specifically 

trained for the riverine environment. Essentially, riverine 

forces are the military and naval elements, specifically 

trained or untrained, which perform riverine operations. 

U.S. armed forces publications provide a sound 

definition for riverine operations. These documents posit 

that riverine operations involve an appropriate force--

which may consist of naval, ground amd in the twentieth 

century air components—to exploit the riverine area's 

waterways, "either on, across, along, and/or emanating from 

the waterways system," in order to "locate and destroy 

hostile forces, and/or to achieve, or maintain control of 

^ Due to the nature of coastal regions, which are the 
waters immediately off a land mass and are directly on the 
sea, this concept has been excluded from this study. 
Although coastal area has been excluded, this does not imply 
that riverine warfare cannot originate from the coast and 
project inland. 

^George E. Buker, Swamp Sailors: Riverine Warfare in 
the Everglades. 1835-1842 (Gainesville, FL: The University 
Presses of Florida, 1975), 5. 



the riverine area."* A number of riverine operations acting 

in concert to achieve a common strategic objective is a 

riverine campaign. 

Is riverine warfare, therefore, a combination of all of 

these terms? Buker defines riverine warfare as an 

"extension of naval power to restricted, often shallow, 

coastal and inland waterways." More specifically, he 

contends that it is a "specialized form of combat, neither 

naval nor military, but a blend of the two, conducted in a 

riverine environment."^ Although he accurately notes that 

it is a unique type of warfare, Buker's definition limits 

riverine warfare to combined operations. In the thesis 

"Stygian Myth," authors Mark Freitas and Braddock W. 

Treadway submit that there is a distinction in riverine 

warfare. Freitas and Treadway, who concur with Buker's 

definition of the former, propose that when waterborne 

combat ensues it is river warfare if it is purely naval or 

if only a naval force is involved. Similar to Buker, 

Treadway and Freitas, in their attempt to form coherent 

definitions, also limit their riverine warfare definition to 

joint operations. A more valid and comprehensive definition 

"Department of the Navy, NWP 13, Doctrine Navy/Marine 
Corps Joint Riverine Operations, A-2; See also. Department 
of the Navy, NWP 21 (A), Doctrine for Riverine Operations 
(Washington: Office of the Chief of Naval Operations, 1 
October 1968), Glossary-2; Joint Staff, Joint Pub 1-02, 
Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated 
Terms, 328. 

^Buker, Swamp Sailors, 5-6. 



of riverine warfare is that it is a projection of naval 

power into a riverine environment using riverine 

forces to conduct independent naval or joint operations or 

sustained campaigns.® 

The term mobile riverine force (MRF) also is important 

to the study of riverine warfare. It refers to a "force 

composed of naval, ground, and air forces organized to 

conduct riverine operations from afloat and/or land bases of 

operations."' Typically, the force conducted river assault 

operations defined as "[t]hose strike operations conducted 

in a riverine environment, characterized by the employment 

of ground combat units closely supported by riverine naval 

forces."* 

Other terms also emerge when studying riverine warfare. 

In literature pertinent to this topic, expressions which 

traditionally were considered slang became commonplace 

^Mark Freitas and Braddock W. Treadway, "Stygian Myth: 
U.S. Riverine Operations Against the Guerilla" (Master's 
Thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, 1994), 7. An important 
point to consider is that riverine warfare is feasible 
without a military element, but not without a naval 
component. 

'U.S. Marine Corps, FMFM 7-5A Draft, I'̂ GTF Riverine 
Operations, 1-3, Riverine Warfare Center of Excellence, Camp 
Lejune, N.C. 

^Department of the Navy, NWP 21(A) Doctrine for 
Riverine Operations (Washington: Government Printing Office, 
1968), Glossary-2, MEF File, Marine Corps Archives, 
Quantico, VA (hereafter cited as MEF File, MCA). Other terms 
such as riverine patrols, ambushes, and fire support are 
self explanatory and if further definitions are required 
they will be provided as the terms emerge in the text. 



during the Cold War. The term "brown water" literally 

refers to the color common to inland waterways, but in 

practice it has come to describe the riverine environment. 

A "brown water navy" is a force which conducts riverine 

warfare. Although not usually associated with riverine 

warfare, the term "white water" can describe rapids on 

rivers but generally it is attributed to coastal operations 

or warfare. A brown water navy is not to be confused with a 

"blue water navy" that operates on the ocean. The latter 

term describes the standard naval force of the United 

States. 

A term grown popular in the 1990s, "littoral region," 

was introduced in the 1992 White Paper ...From the Sea: 

Preparing the Naval Service for the 21st Century. The White 

Paper asserts that littoral battlespace, the area in which 

forces conduct combat operations, entails naval forces 

operating from seaward and landward. The latter is "the 

area inland from the shore that can be supported and 

defended from the sea." This definition, although somewhat 

amorphous, can include riverine warfare.' 

Unlike the previous terms which have concise 

definitions, strategy is more vague. However, naval 

strategic thinkers and authors, such as Rear Admiral J.C. 

'Secretary of the Navy Sean O'Keefe, Chief of Naval 
Operations Frank B. Kelso, II, and Commandant of the Marine 
Corps Carl E. Mundy, Jr., ...From the Sea: Preparing the 
Naval Service of for the 21st Century (Washington: 
Department of the Navy, September 1992), 3. 



Wylie and Sir Julian S. Corbett, Rear Admiral Henry E. 

Eccles, Captain Wayne P. Hughes, and Rear Admiral Alfred 

Thayer Mahan have contributed invaluable insight into naval 

strategy. 

Admiral Mahan's definition of doctrine, although 

important for the U.S. Navy, originated from the two great 

military strategists Carl Von Clausewitz and Antoine Henri 

Jomini. For example, Clausewitz defined strategy as "the 

use of an engagement for the purpose of the war,"'° whereas 

Jomini contended that strategy is "the art of bringing the 

greatest part of the forces of an army upon the important 

point of the theater of war or of the zone of operations.'"^ 

Reflecting their influence. Admiral Mahan stated that in war 

strategy "decides where to act."'' Although this definition 

is somewhat ambiguous, Bernard Brodie, in A Guide to Naval 

Strategy, explains that Mahan meant "strategy transcends 

contact to include the whole conduct of a war."'^ 

Admiral Wylie, in Military Strategy, on the other hand. 

'"Michael Howard and Peter Paret, editors., Carl Von 
Clausewitz, On War, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
Indexed Edition, 1984), 177. 

''Thomas E. Griess and Jay Luvaas, series editors, 
Antoine Henri Jomini, The Art of War, (Westport, CT: Reprint 
Greenwood Press), 294. 

"Allan Westcott, editor, Mahan on Naval Warfare: 
Selections from the Writings of Rear Admiral Alfred T. Mahan 
(Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1941), 49. 

'̂ Bernard Brodie, A Guide to Naval Strategy (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1944), 10. 



posits that strategy is "A plan of action designed in order 

to achieve some end; a purpose together with a system of 

measures for its accomplishment." A more detailed 

explanation of strategy, according to Wylie, is that in 

theory. 

The primary aim of the strategist in the conduct of war 
is some selected degree of control of the enemy for the 
strategist's own purpose; this is achieved by control 
of the pattern of war; and this control of the pattern 
of war is had by manipulation of the center of gravity 
of war to the advantage of the strategist and the 
disadvantage of the opponent.'* 

By comparison, Eccles, in Military Concepts and 

Philosophy, defines strategy as "the art of comprehensive 

direction of power to control situations and areas in order 

to attain objectives." Similar to Wylie, Eccles believes 

that some aspect of control is the key to strategy and that 

the most important component of strategy is its 

flexibility.'' 

In Some Principles of Maritime Strategy, Julian S. 

Corbett also offers some strategic theoretical premises 

applicable to riverine warfare. Corbett's theory of command 

of the sea, for example, is the "control of maritime 

communications, whether for commercial or military 

'M-C. Wylie, Military Strategy: A General Theory of 
Power Control (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1989), 
14, 77-78. 

''Henry E. Eccles, Military Concepts and Philosophy 
(Rutgers, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1965), 48, 66. 



purposes."'® The fundamental element of the former is to 

deny or prevent enemy operation within maritime lines of 

communications. If considered as a general definition, then 

control of communications can be projected directly to 

inland waterways and the key is the denial of these internal 

lines of communications. 

In Fleet Tactics, Wayne P. Hughes defines strategy as 

"the policies and plans that govern actions in a war or a 

major theater of war." He contends, moreover, that strategy 

"establishes unified aims of war and sites for the 

employment of forces allocated toward those aims." Hughes 

conjectures that the purpose of strategy is to influence the 

conclusion of any engagement, battle, campaign or war." 

Strategy, therefore, is the flexible set of plans that 

directs the allocation and employment of a belligerent's 

forces in order to gain control of situations or areas, or 

to achieve war aims. 

Tactics also is an elusive term for the Navy. 

Traditionally, tactics has been confused with strategy, and 

in some cases, doctrine. Unlike strategy, in which riverine 

warfare usually acts in concert with other operations and 

therefore has a more general definition, tactics can be more 

environment--and operation--specific. In riverine warfare. 

'̂ Julian S. Corbett, Some Principles of Maritime 
Strategy (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1972), 90. 

"Wayne P. Hughes, Jr., Fleet Tactics: Theory and 
Practice (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1986), 286 
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tactics constitutes the specific method or methods of 

employment of forces in a riverine operation or campaign. 

More specifically, tactics involves the deployment, 

maneuvering, and force applications of riverine units." 

The subsequent and most difficult term to define is 

doctrine. Similar to strategy, doctrine is an expansive and 

complex concept. Unlike the other services which have a 

long tradition of accepted or formalized and published 

doctrine, the Navy does not. In fact, until 1993 when the 

Navy Department established the Naval Doctrine Command, 

formal naval doctrine practically did not exist. Despite 

numerous Naval Warfare Publications (NWPs) and other basic 

manuals issued to the fleet, these documents did not stress 

an overall doctrine. Instead, they focused on such items as 

technical aspects of weapons systems or operations tactics. 

An official Navy doctrine remained anathema to the naval 

officer corps." Despite the Navy's aversion, the U.S. 

'̂ To better understand tactics overall, see Hughes 
Fleet Tactics. See Freitas and Treadway, "Stygian Myth," for 
a theoretical application of Hughes' concepts to 
counterinsurgency riverine warfare. Although tactical 
manuals or their equivalents emerged throughout the Navy's 
history for fleet maneuvers, none addressed riverine warfare 
tactics or discussed tactics within theoretical or 
conceptual frameworks. 

"Scott A. Hastings, "Is There a Doctrine in the 
House?, United States Naval Institute Proceedings 120 (April 
1994): 34; James J. Tritten, "Lessons and Conclusions from 
the History of Navy and Military Doctrinal Development," 
Naval Doctrine Command (January 1995): 3; Navy Department, 
Naval Warfare, NDP 1 (Washington, DC: Government Printing 
Office, 1994); James J. Tritten, "Naval Perspectives on 
Military Doctrine," Naval War College Review 48 (Spring 



Marine Corps has had accepted, formalized doctrine for many 

years. Yet the U.S. Navy is not alone in its historical 

aversion to formal doctrine, for the Royal Navy also has 

"tended . . . to be suspicious of too dogmatic an approach 

to thinking about the principles that govern its actions."" 

Prior to the formalized doctrine of the 1990s, the Navy 

functioned with an institutional bias against doctrine. 

U.S. naval officers believed that written doctrine would 

become dogmatic and thus restrict their actions. Instead 

they relied on an "[u]nwritten customary informal naval 

doctrine" which existed "in the form of commander's intent, 

and the shared experiences of its admirals and 

commanders."'' Officers stressed that "professional 

judgment, authority, and autonomy" combined with the former 

permitted the flexibility demanded by operations at 

sea." 

1995): 22-38; Wayne P. Hughes, Jr., "The Power in Doctrine," 
Naval War College Review 48 (Summer 1995): 11-12. 

"Command of the Defence Council, BR 1806, The 
Fundamentals of British Maritime Doctrine, Unpublished BR, 
ii. 

'̂James J. Tritten, "Naval Doctrine...From the Sea," 
Naval Doctrine Command (December 1994): 3. 

"Stephen D. Schmidt, "A Call for an Official Naval 
Doctrine," Naval War College Review 48 (Summer 1995): 48. 

10 



This customary informal doctrine" predominated in the 

Navy through letters, reports, and verbal orders until the 

early twentieth century when Dudley W. Knox initiated a 

written debate on U.S. naval doctrine. In his 1915 article, 

"The Role of Doctrine in Naval Warfare," Knox implied a 

two-fold definition of doctrine. He asserted that "military 

doctrines are beliefs or teachings which have been reasoned 

from principles." He contended that doctrine should 

"furnish a basis for prompt and harmonious conduct by the 

subordinate commanders . . . in accordance with the 

intentions of the commander-in-chief."'* Using Knox as a 

point of reference, in 1942 the U.S. Naval War College 

published Sound Military Decision (popularly known the 

"Green Hornet," because of the color of the binding), which 

"expressed the fundamental thought patterns of American 

naval officers up through the end of World War II." In 1948 

Admiral Raymond A. Spruance produced the Naval Manual of 

Operational Planning in an attempt to simplify and clarify 

Sound Military Decision. Spruance believed that it was "too 

complicated and too dense for practical use, insisting 

"Perry Jamieson defines informal doctrine as a "body 
of theory, a collection of ideas . . . based on experience 
and common sense." see Perry Jamieson, Crossing the Deadly 
Ground: United States Army Tactics, 1865-1899 (Tuscaloosa, 
AL: The University of Alabama Press, 1994), 37. 

'̂ Dudley W. Knox, "The Role of Doctrine in Naval 
Warfare," United States Naval Institute Proceedings 41 
(March-April 1915): 334. 

11 



instead upon a short summary of ideas."" From this 

material and later official Defense Department information, 

authors have generated a number of definitions and ideas 

about Navy doctrine. 

John Hattendorf's definition, in Sailors and Scholars, 

closely parallels Knox's. Hattendorf states that doctrine 

is "a product of understanding between junior and senior 

officers and a common body of procedures to be followed 

under more or less recurring circumstances and in similar 

conditions."" Still others have defined naval doctrine as 

how a navy fights, or the warfighting instructions which 

guide a navy. James Tritten, in "Naval Doctrine . . . From 

the Sea," and Hughes, in "The Power in Doctrine," suggest 

the best definition, which closely parallels Knox's. They 

maintain that doctrine is a compilation of shared corporate 

beliefs, practices, and assumptions. 

It should be noted, however, that naval doctrine 

entails many other aspects in addition to these basic 

definitions. Hattendorf, Tritten, Hughes, and other authors 

agree that although doctrine should be authoritative it 

should neither inhibit nor prohibit the individual 

initiative required of officers in combat. Doctrine should 

"John B. Hattendorf, "Naval Doctrine in History," 
Unpublished Paper, 1994, 8-10. 

'̂ John B. Hattendorf, et. al., Sailors and scholars 
The Centennial History of the U.S. Naval War College 
(Newport, RI: Naval War College Press, 1984), 73. 

12 



assist and direct the commander in a given situation, such 

as training or tactics, yet not quash his ability to freely 

exercise appropriate judgment and action." 

When tactics and doctrine are combined into a single or 

unified thought, tactical doctrine emerges. Whether formal 

or informal, tactical doctrine is the tentative set of 

guidelines under which the officer operates when in combat. 

It may be described as "the accepted body of ideas 

concerning"" combat. However, the officer is free to use 

discretion and may use individual initiative which may later 

become part of tactical doctrine. 

This dissertation will examine, through the use of 

operational history and later doctrinal manuals, the 

origins, improvement and development of tactical doctrine. 

It will show how late twentieth century riverine warfare 

tactical doctrine emerged from informal doctrine originating 

in the American Revolution and concluded with its 

transformation into a formal doctrine during the Vietnam 

Conflict. In riverine warfare, where tactical doctrine 

evolved slowly from informal into formal doctrine over an 

"James J. Tritten, "Naval Perspectives on Military 
Doctrine," Naval War College Review 48 (Spring 1995): 23-24; 
Tritten, "Naval Doctrine...From the Sea," 5; Schmidt, "A 
Call for an Official Naval Doctrine," 45-46; Hughes, "The 
Power in Doctrine," 11, 14, 16. 

"John I. Alger, Definitions and Doctrine of the 
Military Art: Past and Present in Thomas E. Griess, editor. 
The West Point Military History Series (Wayne, NJ: Avery 
Publishing Group, Inc., 1985), 7. 

13 



extended period, historical examination of preceding 

riverine operations is the key to understanding the 

emergence, development, and later adoption of tactical 

doctrine. 

Throughout the formative years, roughly from the 1770s 

to the 1870s, of the Navy's involvement in riverine warfare, 

American brown water sailors fought not on foreign rivers, 

but on America's. In fact, the Eastern United States 

contains a remarkable number of inland waterways. From 

Maine to Louisiana, there are literally thousands of miles 

of inland waterways which can be considered part of the 

riverine environment. These include such locations as the 

Great Lakes, the Lake Champlain-Richlieu River-Hudson River 

network, the Delaware River, the Chesapeake Bay and its many 

tributaries, the Everglades, and the Mississippi River 

networks. 

Americans were introduced to riverine environment while 

serving in the British military during the Seven Years War. 

In June-July 1759 General James Wolfe led an 8,500 strong 

ground component combined with an afloat element to attack 

Quebec on the St. Lawrence River. His force initially 

disembarked at lie d'Orleans to prepare for the assault. 

Crossing the St. Lawrence in Royal Navy vessels, Wolfe and 

his men landed at the mouth of the Montmorency River and 

established a base. Months later, they reembarked onto 

transports and sailed under the guns of Quebec to gain a 

14 



more strategic position south of the city from which to 

strike. On 12 September 1759, Wolfe's army set sail on 

transports, with warships for fire support, from Cap Rouge 

in hopes of gaining control of the Plains of Abraham. 

According to historian Douglas Edward Leach, about 1,800 

British light infantry "clambered over the ships' sides into 

waiting boats. About 2:00 A.M. these boats began to move 

silently downriver with the tide, leaving the ships to 

follow along three-quarters of an hour later with additional 

troops." Moreover, Leach asserts that "[a]Itogether some 

4,500 men were landed before the day had scarcely begun, and 

with very little loss." He notes "[c]oordination between 

army and navy, and among the various units involved, had 

been close to perfection, despite darkness and the presence 

of the enemy."" With Americans serving within the British 

rank and file, this attack on Quebec represents a prologue 

to the history of America's involvement in riverine warfare. 

"Douglas Edward Leach, Arms For Empire: A Military 
History of the British Colonies in North America, 1607-1763 
in Louis Morton, General Editor, The Macmillan Wars of the 
United States (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 
1973), 444-460, 461,462. 

15 



CHAPTER II 

THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 

Captain Charles Alexander cautiously piloted his 

frigate, the Delaware, toward the newly constructed British 

fortifications at Philadelphia on the banks of the Delaware 

River. As the gunners primed their cannon in preparation to 

bombard the city, Alexander maneuvered within 300 yards of 

four British field pieces. Although not alone on this 

mission, for seven other vessels had slipped into positions 

around the Delaware, the captain knew he was responsible for 

the success or failure of this foray. Suddenly a cannon 

blast erupted from the bank, whereupon Alexander ordered a 

seaman to hoist the colors as a signal for his gunners to 

open fire. As enemy shot ripped into the frigate, sweaty 

gunners fired grape shot at the Redcoats. When Alexander 

steered his vessel closer to shore, the British artillerymen 

unleashed a deadly fire into the Delaware. Confused from 

the smoke and explosions, the helmsman accidentally ran the 

ship aground. The Delaware now a clear, immobile target, 

Alexander watched as British rounds continued to tear into 

it. Finally, with his ship ablaze and aground, Alexander 

struck his colors.^° 

"Journal of Captain John Montresor, 27 September 1777, 
Diary of Captain Francis Downman, 26 September 1777, in 
Editors various. Naval Documents of the American Revolution 
(hereafter cited as NDAR) vols. 1- (Washington: Government 
Printing Office, 1964- ): 9:972-974. 

16 



Unlike future U.S. naval involvement in riverine 

warfare in which the Navy drew upon sailors and craft from 

extant sources, the American Revolution is unique in U.S. 

naval history because initially the Navy did not exist. 

This left the defense of the new nation's inland waterways 

to the Army and states' navies, both of which established 

forces to contend with the British. Although the 

Continental Navy eventually played minor roles in the 

riverine environment, primary operations and overall command 

remained with the states' navies and the Army. 

Following the capture of Fort Ticonderoga and Crown 

Point by American forces on 10 and 12 May 1775, Colonel 

Benedict Arnold planned to gain control of Lake Champlain 

and the surrounding waterways to prevent the British from 

isolating New England from the remainder of the colonies 

(see Figure 2.1). On 13 May a schooner, which had been 

captured at Skenesborough two days earlier, arrived at Fort 

Ticonderoga, the American base of operations. Arnold 

immediately armed the craft, renamed the Liberty, and 

planned to sail, with a fifty man landing force aboard and 

several smaller boats, to the Richelieu River to capture a 

British sloop anchored at St. John's, thus adding another 

vessel to his diminutive squadron. On 14 May, Arnold's 

force sailed north toward the Richelieu. A lack of wind 

impeded the Liberty and forced Colonel Arnold to embark in a 

small boat with thirty men to scout ahead of the American 

17 



73'30' 

L A K E CHAMPLAIX 

COJTNECTED WATERS 

j^Foii George ,j 

Figure 2.1. The Lake Champlain Region 

Source: A.T. Mahan, The Major Operations of the Navies in 
the War of American Independence (Sampson Low, 
Marston & Company, Limited, 1913), facing page 8. 
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force. Liberty moored overnight at Crown Point on 15/16 

May. After weighing anchor the following day, the Liberty 

continued north, found Arnold making slow headway, and took 

him aboard. On 17 May, the schooner becalmed thirty miles 

from St. John's, whereupon Arnold dispatched a small landing 

force of thirty-five men and two boats.^' Captain Eleazer 

Oswald, who participated in the landing, wrote, "After 

rowing hard all night we arrived within half a mile of the 

place at sun rise, sent a man to bring us information, and 

in a small creek, infested with numberless swarms of gnats 

and muskitoes [sic], waited with impatience for his 

return."^^ When the scout emerged from the darkness, he 

informed Arnold that the British were unaware of their 

presence. At 6:00 a.m. the small American riverine force 

moved their boats ashore, disembarked, and moved into the 

British encampment surprising the fourteen British troops 

guarding the post and sloop. After loading their prize with 

^'Journal Kept by Eleazer Oswald on Lake Champlain 
(hereafter cited as Oswald's Journal), 11, 15, 17, 18 May 
1775, Arnold to the Massachusetts Committee of Safety, 14, 
19 May 1775, Extract of a Letter from Crown Point, 19 May 
1775, Arnold to the Continental Congress, 29 May 1775, in 
NDAR, 1: 327, 330, 340, 344, 358, 365-367, 561-562; Harrison 
Bird, Navies in the Mountains: The Battles on the Waters of 
Lake Champlain and Lake George 1609-1814 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1962), 132-135. 

"Oswald's Journal, 18 May 1775, in NDAR, 1: 358. 
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captured stores, small arms, four boats, and two brass field 

pieces, Arnold's small force sailed for Crown Point." 

From June to August, American riverine forces patrolled 

Lake Champlain to maintain control of the waterway. More 

importantly, however, this highly mobile force reconnoitered 

British military and naval strength so that American 

military leaders could prepare for the congressionally 

authorized invasion of Canada. Newly appointed Commander of 

the Northern Department, Major General Philip Schuyler, 

reported on 27 July that the Liberty, while cruising at the 

northern end of the lake, had encountered Frenchmen in 

canoes who informed the schooner's captain that the British 

were preparing defenses at St. John and that enemy scouting 

parties were probing southward. About three days later, 

bluejackets on board the Liberty sailing back to Ticonderoga 

spotted a boat and convinced the suspicious craft to heave 

to after firing upon her. The American captain questioned 

the occupants who provided information about the British 

military buildup at St. John's. On 3 August, the schooner 

sailed to the lake's northwest corner where two Marines went 

ashore and collected valuable intelligence about British 

naval construction at St. John's. On 20 August, riverine 

"Oswald's Journal, 18 May 1775, Extract of a Letter 
From Crown Point, 19 May 1775, Arnold to the Massachusetts 
Committee of Safety, 19 May 1775, Arnold to The Continental 
Congress, 29 May 1775, in NDAR, 1:358, 365-367, 561-562. 
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forces conducted an additional reconnaissance patrol near 

Isle aux Noix on the Richelieu River.^^ 

With this accumulated intelligence about the naval 

construction program at St. John's, which eventually would 

produce enemy vessels capable of destroying the small 

American fleet, Schuyler's second in command. Brigadier 

General Richard Montgomery, decided to transport the bulk of 

the American forces at Fort Ticonderoga, by river, to Isle 

aux Noix on 28 August. By 4 September, Schuyler, who had 

been away at an Indian conference, caught up to Montgomery 

near Isle La Motte and on the next day this group landed at 

Isle aux Noix. Hoping to catch the British off guard, 

Schuyler ordered an immediate attack on the fort at St. 

John's." On 6 September, the men climbed into small boats 

and gondolas and pulled their way forward, and, according to 

Schuyler, when the flotilla was about two miles away "the 

Enemy began a Fire from their Fortress, but without doing 

any Damage, we approached half a Mile nearer & then landed 

^*Journal of the Continental Congress, 27 June 1775, 
Schuyler to John Hancock, 27 July 1775, Journal Kept on 
Board the Continental Schooner Liberty (hereafter cited as 
Liberty Journal), 30, 31, July, 1, 3, 4 August 1775, 
Examination of Private Peter Griffin, in NDAR, 1:763, 988, 
1012, 1023, 1031, 1055, 1231-1232. 

"Schuyler to Hancock, 8 September 1775, in NDAR, 2:43-
44; Bird, Navies in the Mountains, 146; Don Higginbotham, 
The War of American Independence: Military Attitudes. 
Policies, and Practice, 1763-1789, in Louis Morton, General 
Editor, The Macmillan Wars of the United States (New York: 
Macmillan Publishing co.. Inc., 1971), 109; William M. 
Fowler, Rebels Under Sail: The American Navy During the 
Revolution (New York: Scribners, 1976), 160. 
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without Opposition in a close deep Swamp."" After a 

firefight with Indians, the Americans began to entrench for 

the night when a spy entered the camp and recommended to 

Schuyler that his forces relocate to Isle aux Noix because 

of what he believed were superior British forces at St. 

John's, which Schuyler did. Shortly thereafter, Montgomery 

was placed in command because of Schuyler's failing health. 

On 18 September, utilizing the small boats of the flotilla, 

the new commander landed 500 men to create a camp near St. 

John's. From this day until 2 November, the Americans 

conducted a riverine siege which eventually subdued the 

defenders of St. John's." 

After the fall of St. John's, Montgomery pressed on to 

Montreal which surrendered on 12 November 1775. Montgomery 

then departed Montreal and proceeded down the St. Lawrence 

River to meet up with Arnold, who used the Kennebec, Dead 

and Chaudiere rivers to reach Canada, in their combined 

attempt to storm Quebec. Poor weather, expiration of 

36 Schuyler to Hancock, 8 September 1775, in NDAR, 2:44. 

"Schuyler to Hancock, 8 September 1775, Schuyler to 
Hancock, 19 September 1775, Schuyler to Washington, 20 
September 1775, Montgomery to Schuyler, 13 October 1775, 
Montgomery's Report of his Conference with his Officers, 13 
October 1775, Montgomery to Schuyler, 20 October 1775, 
Montgomery to Schuyler, 3 November 1775, Journal of Robert 
Barwick, Schuyler to Hancock, 7 November 1775, Schuyler to 
the New York Provincial Congress, 7 November 1775, in NDAR, 
2:43-44, 150-153, 162-163, 430-431, 531-533, 866-869, 916-
917; Fowler, Rebels Under Sail, 160; Higginbotham, The War 
of American Independence, 110-112; Bird, Navies in the 
Mountains, 146-157. 
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enlistments, and simply bad luck prevented the American 

forces from taking Quebec. With British military and naval 

reinforcements arriving by May 1776, the entire American 

invasion force retreated along the St. Lawrence to the 

Richelieu then to Lake Champlain." 

After the American debacle at Quebec, Brigadier General 

Arnold, once again in command of activities on Lake 

Champlain, began a massive program to build assorted naval 

craft to counter similar British efforts in Canada. Arnold, 

well aware of the inadequacies of his small yet growing 

fleet, hoped to buy the Americans some time by engaging the 

enemy in 1776. Regardless of the outcome, Arnold wanted to 

prevent the British seizure of Lake Champlain in 1776, a 

development which would have grave strategic implications. 

As building continued, Arnold deemed it necessary to 

patrol and scout the lake for any possible signs of enemy 

infiltration. On 17 August, he ordered both the schooners. 

Liberty and Enterprise, to "sail & Proceed down the lake 7 

or 8 Miles, if you make any discovery of the Enemy you will 

Immediately give me notice if none return as Soon as 

Possible."^' On 19 or 20 September, he dispatched another 

patrol. Arnold had anchored the fleet at St. Amont Bay and 

"Higginbotham, The War of American Independence, 
110,113-115; Fowler, Rebels Under Sail, 160-163; Bird, 
Navies in the Mountains, 158-163. 

"Arnold to Seamen and Premier, 17 August 1776, in 
NDAR, 6:215. 
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the "Liberty was ordered to Cruise of[f] the Isle a La Motte 

untill 2 oClock, & then Join the Fleet[.]" The Liberty's 

lookouts spotted a Frenchman wading out towards the schooner 

requesting to go aboard. The schooner approached the 

individual, according to Arnold, who "waded near a rod from 

the Shore, but when he found he could decoy the Boat No 

further he made a Signal, to the Enemy when three, or four, 

hundred, Indians, Canadians & Regulars rose up & fired, on 

the Boat." Without any hesitation, the Americans "returned 

the Fire with their Swivels, & Small Arms, & the Schooner 

fired several Broad sides of Grape, before they [the enemy] 

dispersed the several were seen to fall."*° 

Arnold, who recognized that his fleet would be facing 

a numerically superior foe because of the British ship 

building program needed to select an anchorage which would 

provide a tactical advantage. Arnold maneuvered the fleet 

to different prospective locations and on 23 September, 

chose the waters near Valcour Island, (see Figure 2.2). For 

seventeen days, the American armada, consisting of fifteen 

boats including schooners, gundalows, galleys, and smaller 

boats, awaited the British fleet. On 11 October, the 

thirty-four strong enemy force arrived and attacked. Arnold 

reported to Major General Horatio Gates that "at 11 oClock. 

they [the British] ran under the Lee of Valcouer & began the 

attack . . . at half past 11 the engagement, became General, 

"̂Arnold to Gates, 21 September 1776, in NDAR, 6:925 
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BattU of Valcour Iiland. 

Figure 2 . 2 . Valcour I s l a n d 

Source : Naval Documents of t he American Revo lu t ion , 
6 :1229. 
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& very warm." Also, according to Arnold, "Some of the 

Enemies Ships & all their Gondolas, beat & rowed up within 

musquet Shott of us. they. Continued a Very hot fire with 

Round & Grape Shott untill five Oclock." At this point in 

the battle, Arnold noted that the British "thought proper to 

retire to about Six or Seven hundred Yards distance & 

continued the fire, untill Dark." In addition to the 

British fleet firing salvos at Arnold's command, "the Enemy, 

Landed a large Number of Indians On the Island & each Shore, 

who. keep an Incessant Fire On us, but did little Damage."*' 

That evening, Arnold and his fleet maneuvered past the 

British to Schuyler's Island. Early on 12 October having 

reached this location, the general opted to make for Crown 

Point. Although Arnold's fleet had rowed hard all night, 

the British caught up with it, and in a five hour battle, 

completely annihilated the American riverine force on Lake 

Champlain. Arnold's ship was forced into "a small Creek ten 

Miles from Crown Point on the East Side when after saving 

our small arms, I set her on Fire with four Gondolas, with 

whose Crews I reached Crown point thro' the Woods that 

"Arnold to Gates, 12 October 1776, in NDAR, 6:1235; 
See also Pennsylvania Gazette, 23 October 1776, Carleton to 
Douglas, 14 October 1776, Carleton to Germain, 14 October 
1776, Carleton to Burgoyne, 12 October 1776, Pringle to 
Stephens, in NDAR, 6:1257-1258, 1272-1275, 1388-1391; See 
also Fowler, Rebels Under Sail, 171-186, and Alfred Thayer 
Mahan, The Major Operations of the Navies in the War of 
American Independence (London: Samspon Low, Marston & 
Company, Limited, 1913), 21-28. 
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Evening."" Although the British destroyed Arnold's fleet, 

strategically the Brown Water Navy on Lake Champlain 

prevented any further enemy movement that campaign season 

and saved Washington's command from possible annihilation 

from the north. 

In addition to Arnold's activity in the northern 

wilderness, other Americans began efforts to combat the 

British in riverine warfare. Since the outbreak of the 

revolution, the Pennsylvania Committee of Safety, the 

governing body in charge of the defense of the Delaware 

River, had fortified several posts, authorized construction 

of numerous craft, and deployed state naval forces on the 

Delaware with the ultimate goal of defending Philadelphia 

(see Figure 2.3). On 6 May 1776, the Committee obtained 

information that two British "Ships of War, a Top Sail 

Schooner & three smaller Vessels" were moving up the 

Delaware. The next day the Committee ordered "thirteen 

armed Boats under the command of the Senior Officer, to 

proceed down the River" and "attack, take, sink, destroy, or 

drive off the said Vessels if possible, but to be careful in 

exposing any of the Boats to Capture or destruction. 1143 

"'Arnold to Schuyler, 15 October 1776, in NDAR, 6:1276; 
For other descriptions of the 13 October engagement see 
Pringle to Stephens, 15 October 1776, Extract of a Letter 
from a Gentleman at Albany, 17 October 1776, Trumball to 
Cook, 23 October 1776, in NDAR, 6:1274-1275, 1306-1307, 
1380-1381. 

"Minutes of the Pennsylvania Committee of Safety, 7 
May 1776, in NDAR, 4:1443. 
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Figure 2.3. The Delaware River 

Source: Gardner Allen, A Naval History of the American 
Revolution (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1913, 
Reprint 1962 by Russell & Russell), facing page 
1:242. 
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While thirteen galleys under the command of Captain 

Henry Dougherty prepared to depart Marcus Hook to intercept 

the British, the approaching enemy vessels engaged an 

American schooner and several smaller craft near Newcastle, 

Delaware. The schooner attempted to elude the British by 

maneuvering in Wilmington Creek where she ran aground and 

the British flotilla unloaded the ship's cargo. On the 

afternoon of 8 May, the American galleys, which had earlier 

moved downriver, opened fire on the British warships. 

During the two hour battle, the galleys never attacked the 

enemy vessels in close formation. Instead, only part of 

Dougherty's command engaged the British at intervals to 

inhibit effective gunfire from the heavy broadsides. While 

the galleys fired at the British flotilla, an American 

schooner, which had sailed up Christiana River to avoid the 

enemy, emerged and captured one of the British warships. 

After the river duel, in which neither side could claim 

victory, the galleys moved back upriver. That evening, one 

of the larger British vessels grounded in the shallows on 

the New Jersey bank at Kearney's Point. By the next 

morning, the British with the refloated warship other 

vessels moved upriver. Anxious to avoid grounding again, 

however, the British sailed back downriver. That afternoon 

the American galleys rowed from their safe positions further 

upriver and attacked the larger enemy ships at closer range. 

After a four hour gunnery duel, in which the Americans 
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scored some hits, the British withdrew from the 

engagement. ** 

Meanwhile, American and Pennsylvanian military and 

naval forces prepared for the defense of the Delaware River 

to protect the Continental capital at Philadelphia. The 

defense of the Delaware pivoted on three components which 

operated in concert. The system consisted of underwater 

obstacles (chevaux-de-frise^. several heavily armed and 

manned forts along the river, and a combination of naval 

elements from the Pennsylvania and Continental fleets."" 

For ten months the Colonials prepared for military and 

naval operations, and by August 1777 the American riverine 

""Minutes of the Pennsylvania Committee of Safety, 7 
May 1776, Read to the Pennsylvania Committee of Safety, 7 
May 1776, John McKinley to the Pennsylvania Committee of 
Safety, 7 May 1776, Journal of H.M.S. Roebuck, Captain 
Andrew Snape Hamond, 4, 5, 6, 7, May 1776, Narrative of 
Captain Andrew Snape Hamond, 7 May 1776, Autobiography of 
Charles Biddle, 8 May 1776, Memorandum book and Register of 
William Bradford, Jr., 8 May 1776, Colonel Samuel Miles to 
Pennsylvania Committee of Safety, 8 May 1776, Alexander 
Wilcocks and Others to the Pennsylvania Committee of Safety, 
8 May 1776, Autobiography of Joshua Barney, 7, 8, May 1776, 
in NDAR, 4:1443-1447, 1463-1467; Account Book of James Wood, 
8, 9 May 1776, Extract of a Letter from Philadelphia, 9 May 
1776, Narrative of Captain Andrew Snape Hamond, 5-9 May 
1776, Autobiography of Joshua Barney, 9 May 1776, Journal of 
H.M.S. Roebuck, Captain Andrew Snape Hamond, 9 May 1776, 
Pennsylvania Evening Post, 11 May 1776, Extract of a Letter 
from Philadelphia, 11 May 1776, Pennsylvania Galley Captains 
to the Public, in NDAR, 5:13-19, 53-54, 127-128; John W. 
Jackson, The Pennsylvania Navy 1775-1781: The Defense of the 
Delaware (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
1974), 39-57. 

""See Jackson, The Pennsylvania Navy and Mark Edward 
Lender, The River War: The Fight for the Delaware, 1777 
(Trenton, NJ: New Jersey Historical Commission, 1979). 
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fleet initiated aggressive operations against British forces 

(see Figure 2.4). On 21 August the U.S. frigate Delaware 

with a number of smaller boats attacked British vessels near 

Bombay Hook. During the raid, an enemy tender ran aground 

and was captured by American forces."^ In mid-September, 

Commodore John Hazelwood, commander of both the Pennsylvania 

and Continental navies on the Delaware, conducted a 

subsequent operation against the British. On the afternoon 

of 19 September, he moved the fleet to Darby Creek to 

reconnoiter enemy vessels at Chester. As soon as the 

flotilla anchored, according to Hazelwood, "I sent out Eight 

Guard Boats, who were near them all Night, and took a Boat 

and Two Men that had been on Board them.""' This scouting 

foray provided the commodore with enemy documents, copies of 

which were then forwarded to other American commands. In 

addition to scouting and river raids, American rivercraft 

provided harassing and interdiction fire against British 

batteries. After the fall of Philadelphia on 26 September, 

for example, Hazelwood ordered Captain Charles Alexander, 

his second in command, to Philadelphia "& there to do every 

thing in your power with the force with you to annoy the 

"^Simmons to Pennsylvania Navy Board, 21 August 1777, 
Journal of H.M.S. Pearl, Captain John Linzee, 21 August 
1777, in NDAR, 9:777-778. 

"'Hazelwood to the Pennsylvania Supreme Executive 
Council, 20 September 1777, in NDAR, 9:944. 
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Figure 2.4. The Delaware River 

Source: Naval Documents of the American Revolution, 
10:Endpages. 
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enemy.""^ The following day, Alexander's small force fired 

at British positions in Philadelphia. Clearly demonstrating 

the dangerous aspects of close-in riverine combat, one of 

the American vessels, the Delaware, after receiving heavy 

fire from the shore which caused substantial damage, ran 

aground and was captured by British forces."' 

The Battle of the Delaware, which began in October, 

consisted of the British army and navy's attempts to destroy 

three American posts on the approach to Philadelphia: 

Billingsport, Fort Mifflin, and Fort Mercer. Although the 

British initially failed to reduced these Colonial bastions, 

the Americans eventually succumbed to overwhelming British 

firepower and manpower. Around these locations, however, 

state and Continental riverine forces fought and delayed an 

enemy victory for over thirty days. 

The contest began on 2 October 1777 when Billingsport 

quickly fell to the British military. Despite this loss, 

Hazelwood dispatched galleys to the area to harass enemy 

forces trying to remove the chevaux-de-frise from the river. 

From 3 to 6 October American galleys rowed down below Hog's 

Island and fired their cannon at enemy warships, transports, 

and ground troops. Two days later, at the opposite end of 

"^Hazelwood to Alexander, 26 September 1777, in NDAR, 
9:970. 

"'Journal of Captain John Montresor, 27 September 1777, 
Diary of Captain Francis Downman, 27 September 1777, in 
NDAR, 9:972-974. 
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the American defense network near Webb's Ferry on the 

Schuylkill River, Hazelwood sent "Boats & Gondolas in the 

mouth of the Schuylkill, who discovered the enemy at work 

along the bank." According to the commander at Fort 

Mifflin, Lieutenant Colonel Samuel Smith, "the Boats kept up 

a fire on them all night" and at high tide "the Commodore 

intends attacking them . . . and try if possible to 

silence them.""° Hazelwood, contending with both ends of 

the Delaware, ordered part of his fleet down to Chester, 

these ships drove off several Royal Navy vessels. Despite 

the commodore's attempts several days earlier to neutralize 

enemy batteries at Webb's Ferry, the British not only 

erected a battery but also hastily built a redoubt there. 

Late on 10 October, three galleys attacked "the redoubt, 

also one of the floating batteries play[ed] on it, which 

they did so warmly that the Enimy [sic] dar'd not to fire 

one shot.""' This attempt failed to quash the Redcoats and 

a subsequent effort the next morning also enjoyed little 

success. On 12 October, another riverine amphibious 

operation began when "500 Rebels landed" on Carpenters 

Island "with Bayonets fixed (previous to which they shelled 

"°Smith to Washington, 9 October 1777, in NDAR, 10:102 

"'Bradford and Hazelwood to Wharton, 11 October 1777, 
in NDAR, 10:120. 
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it with a very heavy cannonade, from the fort. Floating 

Batteries and Gallies).""' 

Throughout October and until the collapse of Forts 

Mercer and Mifflin in November, the American fleet engaged 

British vessels on the Delaware and supported the river 

forts. Hazelwood continually ordered galleys to 

Billingsport to push British shipping away from that 

location. On October 22 the British launched a river attack 

below the forts and a ground assault on Fort Mercer. 

Lieutenant Colonel Adam Hubley wrote on 24 October that "the 

Augusta man of war of 64 guns, with sundry frigates and a 

number of smaller vessels came up the delaware in order to 

make an attack when they were received by our row Gallies 

below the forts." "[A]t the same time," he continued, "the 

fort on red bank was attacked by about 2000 Troops . . . 

under the command of Count Danupe, a most severe engagem 

[ent] ensued, both by land and water." While this was 

happening, Hazelwood "dropt down a number of our fire rafts 

amongst the Caitiffs fleet." The combination of red hot 

shot from the galleys and possibly the presence of the fire 

rafts caused the burning and later explosion of the 

Augusta."^ Yet, despite valiant efforts, the combined 

Pennsylvanian and Continental navies could not prevent 

"'Journal of Captain John Montresor, 12 October 1777, 
in NDAR, 10:129. 

"̂ Hubley to Unknown, 24 October 1777, in NDAR, 10:261 
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Britain from gaining control of the Delaware. The collapse 

of the Delaware marked the conclusion of riverine warfare in 

the American Revolution."" 

Other states which also established navies, consisting 

primarily of row galleys, were South Carolina, New 

Hampshire, Virginia, Maryland, Georgia, New York, 

Connecticut, and Rhode Island. Only the last three, 

however, contributed to riverine warfare during the American 

Revolution. While defending the Hudson River, on 3 August 

1776, six galleys from New York, Rhode Island, and 

Connecticut deliberately engaged two British warships. For 

a number of hours the small craft dueled their larger 

adversaries until the Americans were forced to withdraw 

because of damage sustained during the firefight."" 

The state. Continental, and Army navies constituted the 

riverine forces of the American military during the War of 

American Independence. These three groups, whether working 

jointly or independently, introduced riverine warfare and 

tactics. Future bluejackets would implement and enhance the 

following tactics: harassing fire, fire support, amphibious 

""For the most detailed secondary sources of the fight 
for the Delaware River see Gardner Allen, A Naval History of 
the American Revolution, 2 vols.(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1913; Reprint 1962 by Russell & Russell), 1:240-246, Lender, 
The River War and Jackson, The Pennsylvania Navy. The best 
source for all primary documents is volume 10 of the NDAR. 

""Spencer C. Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, in 
William N. Still, Jr., Series Editor, Studies in Maritime 
History (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 
1987), 2. 
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landings or mobile riverine force operations, and direct 

engagement of vessels on the river. 

Harassing fire, resembling harassing and interdicting 

fire in the Vietnam Conflict, was one of the tactics used in 

the American Revolution. According to Captain Francis 

Downman of the Royal Artillery stationed at Philadelphia who 

gave orders to fire at approaching American craft, the 

Americans returned fire "with both round and grape shot, and 

their galleys, which were at a greater distance, kept up a 

fire upon us likewise, and fired many good shot.""* 

Commodore Hazelwood, who ordered the rivercraft to attack 

the British at Philadelphia, realized that his force could 

harass the enemy as indicated by his orders to Captain 

Alexander on 26 September. Hazelwood also used this tactic 

to prevent the removal of the chevaux-de-frise from the 

Delaware, thereby limiting the maneuverability of major 

British fleet units. 

Fire support and riverine amphibious landings or mobile 

riverine force operations were additional tactics that brown 

water forces used on America's inland waterways which later 

proved valuable against the British in the War of 1812. For 

example, on 12 October 1777, Hazelwood landed men near 

Webb's Ferry to dislodge a British battery firing at Fort 

Mifflin. As the men moved forward against the enemy cannon. 

"̂ Diary of Captain Francis Downman, 27 September 1777, 
in NDAR, 9:973. 

37 



according to Hazelwood, the galleys provided covering fire 

against the battery and a recently built enemy redoubt."' 

Direct engagements with craft on lakes and rivers, 

which forces in Southeast Asia used extensively, also 

occurred during the American Revolution. At locations such 

as Lake Champlain and the area below Forts Mifflin and 

Mercer on the Delaware, General Arnold's and Commodore 

Hazelwood's fleets pursued, attacked, and in some cases were 

ambushed, while attempting to control the waterways assigned 

to their commands. 

The War of American Independence initiated the American 

Navy into riverine combat. From the northern wilderness 

bordering Canada to the large waterway which flowed beside 

the capital, patriots fought in an environment which 

provided the greatest opportunity for success and 

simultaneously deterred effective enemy campaigns. The 

knowledge gained during the revolution furnished the Navy 

with valuable lessons and tactics that created the first 

"pages" in Americas riverine warfare tactical doctrine. 

"'Hazelwood to Washington, 12 October 1777, in NDAR, 
10:128. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE JEFFERSONIAN GUNBOAT ERA 

Shortly after nightfall, on 23 December 1814, 

Lieutenant John D. Henley maneuvered the schooner Carolina, 

commanded by Commodore Daniel T. Patterson, down the 

Mississippi River from New Orleans and anchored her on the 

opposite bank from the British camp at General Jacques 

Villiere's plantation, nine miles from the Crescent City. 

Armed with twelve 12 pounders, and three long 9s, the 89' 6" 

schooner was dispatched to support Major General Andrew 

Jackson's right flank in the ensuing night engagement. At 

7:30 p.m., Patterson yelled "Now then, give it to them for 

the honor of America" and with a bright fiery flash 

accompanied with a deafening roar the peaceful night erupted 

as grapeshot ripped into the heart of the British camp. The 

confused and bloodied Redcoats scrambled for protection from 

the levee or whatever cover could be found. Amidst this 

confusion. General Jackson's dual ground forces attacked the 

startled British."® 

"^Patterson to SecNav, 28 December 1814, in A. 
LaCarriere Latour, Historical Memoir of the War in West 
Florida and Louisiana in 1814-15 A Facsimile Reproduction of 
the 1816 Edition (Gainesville, FL: University of Florida 
Press, 1964), xlii-xliii; Theodore Roosevelt, The Naval War 
of 1812: Or the History of the United States Navy During the 
Last War with Great Britain to Which is Appended an Account 
of the Battle of New Orleans in Jack Sweetman, Series 
Editor, The Classics of Naval Literature (Annapolis, MD: 
Naval Institute Press, 1987), 413-416; Tucker, The 
Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 170; Howard I. Chapelle. The 
History of the American Sailing Navy: The Ships and Their 
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The events that precipitated America's second conflict 

with Great Britain and forced the U.S. Navy to directly 

challenge the world's greatest naval power have been 

examined by a number of American scholars. Their theses 

generally center around five reasons for America's 

declaration of war on 18 July 1812. These causes include 

expansionism, economics, maritime issues, national honor, 

and ideology/politics. 

The Navy's involvement in the war, according to most 

historians, occurred at sea, on the Great Lakes, and in 

defense of key coastal and river based cities such as 

Baltimore, New Orleans, and New York."' The Navy operated 

in these three separate theaters because of the legacy of 

Jeffersonian naval policy and ideology. In no small part, 

Jefferson defended his beliefs, dubbed by historians the 

"gunboat policy," based on French use of gunboats "during 

the attack on the St. Lawrence River during the Seven Years' 

War" and British use "for an assault on Mobile in 1760." In 

Development (New York: Bonanza Books, 1949), 245, 534; A.T. 
Mahan, Sea Power in Its Relations to the War of 1812, 2 
vols. (New York: Haskel House Publishers, Ltd. Reproduction, 
1969), 2:391-392; Wilburt S. Brown, The Amphibious Campaign 
for West Florida and Louisiana, 1814-1815: A Critical Review 
of Strategy and Tactics at New Orleans (Tuscaloosa, AL: 
University of Alabama Press, 1969), 101-120; E.M. Elder, 
W.J. Morgan, and R.M. Basoco, Sea Power and the Battle of 
New Orleans, (New Orleans, LA: The Battle of New Orleans, 
150th Anniversary Committee of Louisiana, 1965), 39. 

"'This study will not focus on geographic theaters of 
war; instead, it will describe applicable events in these 
areas within the context of riverine warfare. 
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addition, Jefferson noted the importance gunboats had played 

"'for ravaging the rivers'" during the American Revolution. 

As a result, throughout his two terms in office. President 

Thomas Jefferson focused on national security through "a 

balanced defense consisting of ships-of-the-line; frigates; 

smaller vessels, including gunboats; floating stationary, 

and moving batteries; as well as coastal fortifications."*" 

Thus, Jefferson's concepts combined with strategic necessity 

led to the deployment of naval vessels on the nation's 

inland waterways. 

As a result of Jeffersonian policy, the U.S. Navy used 

many vessels in the period from 1812-1816 including sloops, 

frigates, brigs, schooners, gunboats, and smaller craft. 

Sloops and ship sloops varied in dimensions from 60' to 99' 

6" long. The size of brigs also varied: however, a typical 

brig averaged 85' 6". The schooners of the era, like other 

vessel classes, varied in dimensions; some may have measured 

as much as 89' 6". The 171 gunboats, which symbolized this 

age, ranged from 55' up to 73'. All of these vessels 

mounted an array of weapons which included 32 pounders, 24 

*°Gene A. Smith, For the Purposes of Defense: The 
Politics of the Jeffersonian Gunboat Program (Newark, DE: 
University of Delaware Press, 1995), 2, 14-15; Although the 
historiographical debate over Jefferson's policies remains 
active, the best works which defend Jefferson include 
Smith's work, chapter 2 in Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat 
Navy, and Julia H. Macleod, "Jefferson and the Navy: A 
Defense," Huntington Library Quarterly 3 (1944-45): 153-158 
For a critical view of Jefferson's naval policy see Harold 
and Margaret Sprout, The Rise of American Naval Power 1776-
1918 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1944). 
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pounders, 18 pounders, long 9s, a myriad of carronades, and 

sometimes howitzers." 

Lieutenant Melancthon T. Woolsey, stationed at 

Sackett's Harbor on Lake Ontario, was involved in the first 

riverine operation of the war (see Figures 3.1 and 3.2). On 

19 July 1812, aboard the brig Oneida, Woolsey with his fleet 

of eight vessels, engaged a five-ship British naval force 

off Sackett's Harbor. Because his vessels mounted several 

long 32 pounders which began ripping into the British 

squadron before the latter could maneuver within gun range 

of the American force, Woolsey's small force repulsed the 

British attack. As a result of this action, the British 

withdrew three of their vessels from the area but sent two 

down the St. Lawrence River. In order to control the lake 

Woolsey recognized that he needed to command the entrance to 

the lake. He therefore ordered Lieutenant Henry Wells, in 

command of the gunboat Julia, into the St. Lawrence to 

search for the two British vessels.*' 

*'Chapelle, The History of the American Sailing Navy, 
242-311; Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 36-64, 181-
202. 

*'Woolsey to SecNav, 21 July 1812, Woolsey to SecNav, 
28 July 1812, Woolsey to SecNav, 3 August 1812, Woolsey to 
Wells 30 July 1812 enclosed in Woolsey to SecNav, 3 August 
1812, in William S. Dudley editor. The Naval War of 1812: A 
Documentary History, vols. 1- (Washington, DC: Naval 
Historical Center, 1985-), 1:283-287; Woolsey to SecNav, 21 
July 1812, Woolsey to Wells, 30 July 1812, Letters Received 
by the Secretary of the Navy From Commissioned Officers 
Below the Rank of Commander and From Warrant Officers 1802-
1884 (hereafter cited as Officers' Letters), Record Group 45 
(hereafter cited as RG), Microfilm Collection 148 (hereafter 
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Figure 3.1. The Great Lakes 

Source: William M. Fowler, Jr., Jack Tars & Commodores 
The American Navy 1783-1815 (Boston: Honghton 
Mifflin Company, 1984), 211. 
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Forty Mile Creek 

Twelve Mile Creek 

Figure 3.2. Lake Ontario 

Source: William S. Dudley, editor. The Naval War of 1812 
A Documentary History (Washington, DC: Naval 
Historical Center, 1992), 2:409. 
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Subsequently, Woolsey commanded Wells to proceed to 

"Ogdensburgh and as far as your power lies contribute to the 

capture and destruction of the British vessels of War." 

When in transit, Woolsey ordered Wells to keep his "men as 

much as possible concealed [and] also cover the great Gun in 

order to prevent as much as possible and allarm [sic] on the 

Canada Shore."" On 31 July, Wells ascended the St. 

Lawrence and at 4:00 p.m. he observed a small British boat 

ahead of him. He ordered the occupants to halt and fired a 

musket round over their heads. The men on board the Julia 

let loose a fullisade of lead as the British made good their 

escape. About fifteen minutes later. Wells located the two 

English vessels near Elizabeth Town and at 4:30 p.m. the 

Julia opened fire with one of her 6 pounders and the 32 

pounder. The opponents engaged in sustained bombardment 

until sunset when Wells withdrew to prevent being boarded 

during the night. By 3:00 a.m. he managed to retire to 

Ogdensburgh at the confluence of the Oswegachie and the St. 

cited as M), Reel 10 (hereafter cited as R), National 
Archives, Washington, D.C. (hereafter cited as NA); 
Roosevelt, The Naval War of 1812, 155. 

*^Woolsey to Wells, 30 July 1812, enclosed in Woolsey 
to SecNav, 3 August 1812, in Dudley ed.. The Naval War of 
1812, 1:287; Woolsey to Wells, 30 July 1812, enclosed in 
Woolsey to SecNav, 3 August 1812, Officers' Letters, RG45, 
M148, RIO, NA. 
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Lawrence rivers. Royal naval vessels then blockaded the St. 

Lawrence, thus denying the Julia any means of escape.*" 

A subsequent riverine operation occurred in October on 

the Niagara River. On the west bank of this waterway was 

Fort Erie, a British stronghold, and opposite this 

formidable post on the east bank was a fortified American 

position at Black Rock. On 8 October, two Royal Navy brigs 

slipped into position below Fort Erie's guns, thus giving 

the British a tactical superiority in firepower which would 

prevent American naval movement at the northeast corner of 

Lake Erie. Lieutenant Jesse D. Elliott, previously ordered 

to Lake Erie to build a naval force, recognized the imminent 

danger the two warships presented to his command. At 1:00 

a.m. on 9 October, Elliott, with two boats and 100 men, 

silently rowed two hours to their quarry. At 3:00 a.m. 

Elliott's men quietly scrambled onto the brigs, captured the 

crews, and proceeded with their new prizes to Black Rock.*" 

*"Wells to Woolsey, 4 August 1812, Woolsey to Vaughan, 
5 August 1812, Ford to Renselaer, 2 August 1812, enclosed in 
Woolsey to SecNav, 8 August 1812, in Dudley ed.. The Naval 
War of 1812, 1:288-293. 

*"Elliott to SecNav, 9 October 1812, in Dudley ed., the 
Naval War of 1812, 1:328-331; Elliott to SecNav, 9 October 
1812, Officers' Letters, RG45, M148, RIO, NA; William M. 
Fowler, Jr., Jack Tars and Commodores: The American Navy 
1783-1815 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1984), 215; 
Roosevelt, The Naval War of 1812, 159-160; Mahan, Sea Power. 
1:355; A. Bowen, The Naval Monument, Containing Official and 
Other Accounts of All the Battles Fought Between the Navies 
of the United States and Great Britain During the Late War 
(Boston: A. Bowen, 1816), 253-255. 
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When Elliott was transferred to Lake Ontario, the small 

naval force which remained at Black Rock was placed under 

Army authority. This compelled the senior ranking Navy 

officer. Lieutenant Samuel Angus, to follow Army orders. On 

27 November, General Alexander Smyth decided to assault the 

British position at Fort Erie and requested naval support 

from Angus. In a daring night raid, a combined Army and 

Navy force loaded into ten boats and began slowly rowing on 

the river. According to Angus, the men "got no more than 

three fourths of the way across, before the British 

discovered us, and opened a severe fire from two Field 

Pieces . . . and a well directed fire of Musquetry [sic]." 

The Americans rushed the British position "spiked the field 

pieces, and r[a]n the Ca[i]sson in[to] the Water." The 

confused British troopers quickly regrouped, inflicted a 

number of casualties, and forced the Americans to 

withdraw.** Riverine engagements and operations ceased for 

the remainder of the year, because of freezing weather 

conditions, and began anew in 1813. 

Following the events at Black Rock, the Secretaries of 

the Navy and War recognized the necessity of joint 

**Angus to SecNav, 1 December 1812, in Dudley ed.. The 
Naval War of 1812, 1:355-357. Although this and future 
operations contributed more to amphibious doctrine, they 
were conducted on inland waterways and they did contribute 
to a riverine warfare tactical doctrine. By comparison. 
World War II river crossings will not be included because 
the rivers were viewed as obstacles for movement of men not 
avenues for logistics, fire support, and transportation of 
manpower as was the case in the War of 1812. 
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operations, discussed the options available to the two 

services and settled on appropriate procedures. On 8 April 

1813 the War Department released this agreement, which 

focused on command and control and stated that only naval 

officers would command naval vessels and only Army officers 

would command troops. It further stressed that if a naval 

component operated in concert with military forces on land, 

the naval force would serve under its own commanders and 

would have distinct and independent assignments.*' About 

eleven days later both branches implemented these 

procedures. 

To gain control of Lake Ontario, military and naval 

leaders understood the importance of seizing key towns and 

ports on the lake. On 28 April a combined American riverine 

force attacked and captured York, the capital of Upper 

Canada. This operation began on 25 April, when a task force 

of 1700 troops and fifteen naval vessels departed the safety 

of Sackett's Harbor. Commodore Isaac Chauncey, commander of 

the naval armada, brought his vessels to a position three 

miles from York. Then the military forces, under the 

overall command of Major General Henry Dearborn and led by 

Brigadier General Zebulon Pike, disembarked into smaller 

craft and proceeded to the shore. After disembarkation, 

Chauncey ordered his craft to maneuver into position to 

*'Agreement Governing Joint Operations, 8 April 1813, 
in Dudley, ed.. The Naval War of 1812, 2:434-435. 
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bombard the town's fort to protect the landing. By 2:00 

p.m. the Army had raised the Stars and Stripes over the fort 

and captured the town, not without the tragic loss of 

General Pike who died when an arms magazine exploded. On 30 

April the troops reembarked and left York.*® 

Following this victory, the American armed forces, in a 

continued attempt to gain strategic control of Lake Ontario 

and the Niagara frontier, planned to attack Fort George on 

the Canadian side of the Niagara River. Chauncey's force 

combined with 4500 troops departed Sackett's Harbor on 22 

May. By 26 May the force had reached their destination and 

Chauncey, assisted by Master Commandant Oliver H. Perry, 

reconnoitered a landing site for the detachment of soldiers. 

At 3:00 a.m. the next morning, while the men disembarked 

from their transports into 100 barges and prepared to move 

ashore, the other vessels maneuvered near enemy locations to 

*®Chauncey to SecNav, 28 April 1813, Letters Received 
by the Secretary of the Navy From Captains, 1805-61; 1866-85 
(hereafter cited as Captains' Letters), RG45, M125, R28, NA; 
Chauncey to SecNav, 28 April 1813, in John Brannan, Official 
Letters of the Military and Naval Officers of the United 
States During the War with Great Britain in the Years 1812-
1815 (Washington City: Way and Gideon, 1823), 146-147; 
Chauncey to SecNav, 28 April 1813, Dearborn to SecWar, 28 
April 1813, in Dudley ed.. The Naval War of 1812, 2:449-452; 
Chauncey to SecNav, 28 April 1813, RG 45, File OJ, Box 409, 
NA; William S. Dudley, "Commodore Isaac Chauncey and U.S. 
Joint Operations on Lake Ontario, 1813-14," in William B. 
Cogar editor. New Interpretation in Naval History: Selected 
Papers from the Eighth Naval History Symposium (Annapolis, 
MD: Naval Institute Press, 1989), 142-143; Donald R. Hickey, 
The War of 1812: A Forgotten Conflict (Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 1989), 129-130; Roosevelt, The 
Naval War of 1812, 218-219. 
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provide fire support for the assault and to prevent enemy 

gunfire from infillading the landing force. Within eight 

hours the British guns were silenced and the Americans 

captured the fort and town.*' 

In the summer riverine warfare developed on Lake 

Champlain (see Figure 3.3). Due to British gunboats raiding 

the shoreline near the U.S./Canadian border, the U.S. naval 

commander on Lake Champlain, Lieutenant Thomas Macdonough, 

dispatched the sloops Eagle and Growler to intercept and 

deter any further British action. On 2 June, Lieutenant 

Sidney Smith, commander of the patrol, maneuvered and 

awaited the British at the mouth of the Richlieu River, 

where officers and crews could observe taunting British 

gunboat crews just across the border. On the following day, 

despite his subordinates' expressed concerns about the 

narrowness of the river and a southerly wind that would 

prevent a swift exit. Smith ordered both vessels to proceed 

up the river. After luring the Growler and Eagle six miles 

upriver near the British post on lie aux Noix, the gunboats 

turned to attack the Americans within the narrow confines of 

*'Chauncey to SecNav, 28 May 1813, Captains' Letters, 
RG45, M125, R28, NA; Chauncey to SecNav, 28 May 1813, in 
Dudley ed.. The Naval War of 1812, 2:463-464; Dudley, 
"Commodore Isaac Chauncey," 144-145; Richard Dillon, We Have 
Met the Enemy: Oliver Hazard Perry: Wilderness Commodore 
(New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1978), 86-93; David 
Curtis Skaggs, "Joint Operations During the Detroit-Lake 
Erie Campaign, 1813," in William B. Cogar editor. New 
Interpretations in Naval History: Selected Papers from the 
Eighth Naval History Symposium (Annapolis, MD: Naval 
Institute Press, 1989), 125. 
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Figure 3.3. Lake Champlain 

Source Allan S. Everest, The War of 1812 in the Champ] ;̂ in 
Valley (New York: Syracuse University Press, 
1981), 2. 
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the Richlieu. As Smith's force struggled to escape. 

Redcoats appeared on both sides of the riverbanks about 200 

yards away. Caught between musket and artillery fire from 

the banks and cannon fire from the approaching gunboats. 

Smith and his men fought a four hour duel. Despite 

desperate and heroic actions on behalf of the U.S. 

bluejackets, both the Growler and Eagle succumbed to 

overwhelming firepower and were captured.'° 

A month later, in July 1813, riverine warfare began on 

the east coast of the United States in the Chesapeake Bay 

region. In an attempt to gather intelligence on British 

dispositions, two American schooners, the Asp and the 

Scorpion, attached to the Potomac flotilla, cruised to the 

river's mouth to investigate British movements. After 

reaching the Chesapeake Bay, the two U.S. naval vessels 

turned about, transitted ten miles up the Potomac, and moved 

for safety onto the Yeocomico River, a small tributary of 

the Potomac. On 14 July the U.S. sailors spotted sails 

closing on their position. The Scorpion made it to the 

Potomac and stood up the river while the Asp experienced 

trouble and was unable to exit the Yeocomico. Observing 

that the British had blocked the only escape. Midshipman 

'°Macdonough to SecNav, 22 July 1813, in Dudley ed.. 
The Naval War of 1812, 2:515-516; Allan S. Everest, The War 
of 1812 in the Champlain Valley (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse 
University Press, 1981), 108-109; Harrison Bird, Navies in 
the Mountains: the Battles on the Waters of Lake Champlain 
and Lake George 1609-1814 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1962), 272-273. 
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James Sigouney, commander of the Asp, ordered his vessel 

further up the small river. When he noticed that the 

British had anchored their larger vessels and sent three 

small boats to capture the Asp, Sigouney began firing salvos 

which eventually repulsed the attack. Undaunted, the 

British dispatched five boats an hour later which 

overwhelmed the Asp and set fire to the American boat." 

On Lake Ontario in late July, Commodore Chauncey 

attempted two riverine amphibious landings to destroy 

British supplies ashore at Burling Bay and York. On 29 July 

near Burling Bay, Chauncey disembarked two 125 man 

reconnaissance parties to ascertain British troop strength. 

These groups detected 600 to 800 Redcoats in well defended 

positions. Knowing that he was outnumbered, the overall 

ground commander. Colonel Winfield Scott, ordered the ground 

force to reembark to prevent a catastrophic engagement. On 

31 July Chauncey disembarked Scott's men who went into York 

and set fire to many of the buildings and captured flour, 

shot, shells, small boats and cannon which would seriously 

cripple any British campaigns in late 1813 or 1814. 

Following a successful day, the ground element clambered 

"Mclintock to SecNav, 19 July 1813, in Dudley ed.. The 
Naval War of 1812, 2:368; Mclintock to SecNav, 19 July 1813, 
in Brannan, Official Letters, 222-223; Tucker, The 
Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 123. 
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back aboard their transports and the entire force departed 

for Niagara.'^ 

By mid September the American Navy had gained control 

of Lake Erie due to the efforts of Master Commandant Perry 

and his fleet." Subsequently, he and Major General William 

Henry Harrison recognized the strategic importance of 

hitting the British who were retreating from the Detroit 

frontier (see Figure 3.4). With Perry's advice and 

assistance. General Harrison chose to attack Maiden and then 

press on to Detroit. From 24-26 September Perry transported 

3,500 troops to Middle Sister Island, twelve nautical miles 

from Maiden, in preparation for the upcoming assault. While 

his men were being relocated closer to their landing site, 

Harrison wrote explicit tactical orders for the landing 

force once it reached the shore. In addition, he penned 

subsequent orders which gave the Navy command of the force 

while in transit and loading and offloading the landing 

force. Moreover, Harrison's General Orders directed the 

Navy to provide fire support for his troops moving ashore. 

At 3:00 a.m. on 27 September, Perry's sixteen vessels loaded 

with 90 landing craft departed Put in Bay and embarked the 

"Chauncey to SecNav, 4 August 1813, Captains' Letters, 
RG45, M125, R30, NA; Chauncey to SecNav, 4 August 1813, in 
Dudley ed.. The Naval War of 1812, 2:528-529; Hickey, The 
War of 1812, 130. 

"Although the Battle of Lake Erie does fall under the 
rubric of riverine warfare it has been excluded because 
other historians have adequately covered this famous 
engagement. 
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Figure 3.4. Lake Erie 

Source: William S. Dudley, editor. The Naval War of 1812 
A Documentary History (Washington, DC: Naval 
Historical Center, 1992), 2:408. 
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soldiers on Middle Sister Island. At 2:00 p.m. Perry 

positioned his vessels to provide fire support for the 

landing craft which departed forty-five minutes later. The 

landing was unopposed and Harrison decided to proceed to 

Sandwich before advancing on Detroit. Throughout the 

operation. Perry's ships provided logistical and fire 

support for Harrison's 3,500 strong ground component.'" 

On Lake Ontario in October, Chauncey took part in a 

subsequent joint riverine operation when Major General James 

Wilkinson submitted a proposal to the War Department to 

acquire Montreal via the St. Lawrence River. This bold 

move, however, required the Navy to supply vessels to 

transport Wilkinson's invasion force. Despite Chauncey's 

protests, the Secretary of the Navy ordered the commodore to 

assist the Army. The ground forces, following some delay 

due to bad weather, joined Chauncey's waterborne element 

near French Creek at the entrance of the St. Lawrence from 

3-5 November. Chauncey's force remained at the mouth of the 

St. Lawrence to block any British attempt at entering the 

river and striking the invasion force from the rear. With 

6,000 men on board 350 flatboats, the flotilla moved on the 

river to Morristown, New York, where the men disembarked to 

'"Perry to SecNav, 24 September 1813, Harrison General 
Order, 26 September 1813, in Brannan, Official Letters, 215-
216; Perry to SecNav, 24 September 1813, Perry to SecNav, 
September 1813, Perry to SecNav, undated. Perry to SecNav, 7 
October 1813, Harrison to SecWar, 9 October 1813, in Dudley 
ed.. The Naval War of 1812, 2:569-576; Dillon, We Have Met 
the Enemy, 166-180; Skaggs, "Joint Operations," 129-132. 
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avoid the British guns at Prescott, Canada, a few miles up 

river. As the boats slowly plied the water in front of 

Prescott, the British fired fifty salvos at the American 

force with little effect. Once the boats safely moved past 

the British guns, the troops reembarked. Several days 

later, farther down the river, the troops disembarked again 

and suffered a devastating defeat at Chrysler's Farm, which 

forced the Army to turn back to Sackett's Harbor.'^ 

Although the U.S. Navy maintained its forces on 

America's inland waterways, winter precluded further 

riverine operations until spring 1814. On 25 May Joshua 

Barney, commander of the Chesapeake Potomac Flotilla which 

included his ship the Scorpion, two gunboats, thirteen 

barges, a lookout boat, and a galley, departed the Potomac 

River in an attempt to launch a surprise foray against the 

British forces in Tangier Sound. If successful, the attack 

would relieve pressure on Baltimore and Washington, D.C. 

Within days, Barney had reached the Patuxent River from 

which he hoped to attack the British. As dawn broke on 1 

June his force began to move out of the Patuxent into the 

'^Chauncey to SecNav, 30 October 1813, Chauncey to 
SecNav, 11 November 1813, Chauncey to Wilkinson, 12 November 
1813, Chauncey to SecNav, 21 November 1813, in Dudley ed.. 
The Naval War of 1812, 2:594-600; Dudley, "Commodore Isaac 
Chauncey," 147-148; Pierre Berton, Flames Across the Border: 
The Canadian-American Tragedy, 1813-1814 (Boston: Little, 
Brown and Company, 1981), 228-242; J.C.A. Stagg, Mr. 
Madison's War: Politics, Diplomacy and Warfare in the Early 
American Republic, 1783-1830 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1983), 343-344. 
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bay; however, his galley and lookout boat spotted the enemy 

closing on his position. Barney ordered his small armada to 

come about and return to the Patuxent for protection from 

the superior British force, consisting of a 74 gun line-of-

battle ship, seven barges, and three schooners. At 4:00 

p.m. Barney's flotilla entered the Patuxent with the 

Scorpion leading and one of the gunboats in the rear. 

Carefully observing his pursuers, Barney recognized that the 

British vessels would overtake his slower gunboats if he did 

not take swift action. Barney ordered one gunboat and the 

Scorpion to anchor and begin firing at the enemy vessels. 

Simultaneously, the commodore dispatched a number of his 

barges to turn and bear down on the advancing enemy boats. 

In retaliation a British barge launched several rockets at 

the approaching American boats. The British halted their 

advance and chose to blockade the river, which permitted the 

U.S. flotilla to retreat further up the Patuxent.'* 

Still trying to avoid the Royal Navy, on 7 June 

Barney's force maneuvered toward St. Leonard's Creek, a 

waterway on the eastern side of the Patuxent. At 5:00 a.m. 

the following day, Barney's naval force penetrated St. 

Leonard's Creek to escape the British. At 8:00 a.m. two 

large enemy warships anchored at the mouth of the creek 

'*Barney to SecNav, 3 June 1814, Miscellaneous Letters 
Received by the Secretary of the Navy 1801-1804 (hereafter 
cited as Miscellaneous Letters), RG45, M124, R63; Tucker, 
The -Tt^ffprsonian Gunboat Navy, 132-133. 
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while a number of British barges moved up the creek to 

attack Barney's force. The Royal Navy barges began firing 

rockets at the American flotilla whereupon Barney ordered 

his thirteen barges to attack the advancing British force. 

This bold move forced the British to temporarily withdraw. 

Hours later, enemy boats moved within rocket range of the 

American barges and opened fire scoring several direct hits 

while staying out of range of American cannon fire." 

On the evening of 9 June, the British dispatched twenty 

barges into St. Leonard's Creek to annihilate in battle 

otherwise or to lure the American force out to the creek's 

mouth in order that the larger guns of the British warships 

could destroy the small American boats. Barney, aware of 

his tenuous position, chose to close with and fight the 

British barges. The latter immediately withdrew after a 

brief engagement. At 2:00 p.m. the next day. Commodore 

Barney noticed a rocket barge, two schooners, and twenty-one 

barges approaching his location. Barney ordered his boats 

to engage the enemy. Despite the sinking of one American 

craft, the British retired with Barney's force in pursuit.'* 

At the creek's mouth the American force fired feverishly at 

their opponents which resulted in, as Barney wrote, "a large 

schooner nearly destroyed having several shot through her at 

"Barney to SecNav, 9 June 1814, Miscellaneous Letters, 
RG45, M124, R63; Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 133 

'*Barney to SecNav, 11 June 1814, in Brannan, Official 
Letters, 340; Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 133. 
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the waters edge, her deck torn up, gun dismounted and main 

mast nearby cut off about half way up and rendered 

unserviceable." Also the "[British] Commodore's boat was 

cut in two, [and] a shot went through the Rocket boat. One 

of the small schooners carrying two 32 pounders had a shot 

which raked her from aft, forward; the boat generally 

suffered."" Following this success, Barney contemplated 

exiting the creek but the large British vessels on the 

Patuxent fired several salvos at the American barges forcing 

them to retire into the creek. On 11 June in an effort to 

protect his flotilla, Barney placed Marines, who had 

recently arrived, "along the creek to annoy [the British], 

if they venture up." He also "erected a small battery, (1. 

24 lb. carronade), at the mouth of the branch where the 

Scorpion and gunboat lay, and have also drove piles across 

the creek with a boom."*° Barney did not engage the British 

for another fifteen days when he received orders from the 

Secretary of the Navy to depart St. Leonard's Creek and head 

up the Patuxent. The unsuspecting British ships at the 

mouth of St. Leonard's did not know that Barney's forces now 

comprised not only a naval flotilla but also land based 

artillery and Marine Corps infantry which had been attached 

to his flotilla between 11-25 June. At 4:00 a.m. on 26 

"Barney to SecNav, 13 June 1814, Miscellaneous 
Letters, RG45, M124, R63. 

«°Ibid. 
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June, Barney launched an attack on the British ships. After 

two hours the British ships slipped downriver while Barney's 

flotilla, except the gunboats which had to be left behind 

and scuttled, moved onto and up the Patuxent.^' 

Meanwhile, a small riverine operation began in the 

Great Lakes region. Commodore Chauncey noted that "the 

enemy was constantly receiving military stores at Kingston 

by the St. Lawrence" and he thought it "might be practicable 

to surprise and capture a brigade of boats with store[s] on 

board." On 15 June one of his subordinates left with three 

gigs and rowed to the Thousand Islands "where he hauled his 

boats on shore and concealed them." At 9:00 a.m. on 19 June 

the British discovered the small detachment and attacked 

with a gunboat. Although surprised, the Americans managed 

to overwhelm the British and took the gunboat as a prize. 

Within hours, however, additional British forces moved into 

the area which compelled the U.S. bluejackets to scuttle and 

sink their prize and disperse into the countryside.*^ 

Riverine warfare also played a key role on the Gulf 

Coast during the Battle of New Orleans (see Figure 3.5). On 

23 December 1814, in a downpour, British Major General John 

Keane dispatched 1,600 British troops to Bayou Bienvenue 

*'Barney to SecNav, 13 June 1814, 26 June 1814, 27 June 
1814, Miscellaneous Letters, RG45, M124, R63-64; Tucker, The 
Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 134-135; Roosevelt, The Naval War 
of 1812, 290-291. 

8Zi -Chauncey to SecNav, 20 June 1814, in Brannan, 
Official Letters, 341-342. 
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Figure 3.5. The Gulf Coast 

Source: Spencer C. Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navv 
in William N. Still, Jr., Series Editor, Studies 
in Maritime History (Columbia, SC: University of 
South Carolina Press, 1987), 156. 
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from Pea Island. At 6:00 a.m. they reached the mouth of the 

bayou; at 9:00 a.m. they proceeded inland through the soggy 

terrain and by noon they had reached the Mississippi River. 

Throughout the day reinforcements continued to arrive at 

Keane's position at General Jacques Villiere's plantation 

nine miles from the Crescent City. The British, although 

they posted pickets around their perimeter, did not prepare 

camp defenses adequate to repulse an attack. Confident of 

their abilities, especially following their victory at 

Washington, and certain ofAmerican ineptitude, around 1700 

the Redcoats built large campfires to cook dinner and 

shortly thereafter the unsuspecting British troopers readied 

for bed." 

Meanwhile, Major General Andrew Jackson, who had 

received word that the British had taken a position on the 

Mississippi, planned a three pronged night attack using both 

military and naval forces. While the ground elements would 

hit the British from two different flanks, naval forces 

would provide fire support from the river. Shortly after 

nightfall Lieutenant John D. Henley maneuvered the schooner 

Carolina down the river from New Orleans and anchored her 

across the river from the British camp. Armed with a 

®̂ Keane to Packenham, 26 December 1814, in Latour, 
Historical Memoir, cxliii; Wilburt S. Brown, The Amphibious 
Campaign for West Florida and Louisiana, 89-100; Elder, et. 
al.. Sea Power and the Battle of New Orleans, 38; Robin 
Reilly, The British at the Gates: The New Orleans Campaign 
in the War of 1812 (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1974), 
227-228. 
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variety of weapons, the American Navy fired the opening 

shots of the 23 December night engagement. At 7:30 p.m. the 

Carolina fired into the heart of the British camp which 

caused widespread confusion amongst the Redcoats. 

Meanwhile, Jackson's ground forces attacked the confused and 

startled British Army. By 9:30 p.m., however. General 

Jackson decided to withdraw from the action due to thick fog 

which engulfed the battlefield, making military targets 

indistinguishable.*" 

On Christmas Eve, while the Carolina maintained a 

continual bombardment of the British position, the ship 

sloop Louisiana, commanded by Commodore Patterson, slipped 

into a position a mile above to support the Carolina, which 

now was on the western bank of the river, to harass the 

British with her cannon. For two more days the American 

naval forces continued to fire salvos from their long range 

cannon into the British camp. In the hours before dawn on 

27 December, the British, using howitzers and a mortar, 

fired red hot shot at the Carolina. On the second round®̂  

^"Patterson to SecNav, 28 December 1814, in Latour, 
Historical Memoir, xlii-xliii; Roosevelt, The Naval War of 
1812, 413-416; Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 170; 
Chapelle, The History of the American Sailing Navy, 245, 
534; Mahan, Sea Power, 2:391-392; Brown, The Amphibious 
Campaign, 101-120; Elder et al.. Sea Power and the Battle of 
New Orleans, 39. 

*^Patterson to SecWar, 28 December 1814, Henley to 
Patterson, 28 December 1814, Patterson to SecNav, 29 
December 1814, Jackson to SecWar, 29 December 1814, in 
Latour, Historical Memoir, xlii-xliii, xlvii-1; Brown, The 
Amphibious Campaign, 112; Mahan, Sea Power, 2:392; Chapelle, 
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the British red hot shot "lodged in the schooner's main hold 

under her cables."** With fire sweeping through the ship, 

the crew abandoned her, and at dawn the flames reached the 

magazine, detonating the ship. 

The next morning the British attempted a reconnaissance 

in force against the American forward positions. After the 

Redcoats had marched about five miles they spotted American 

forces dug in in front of their advance. When the British 

began to attack, Jackson's five field pieces and the 

Louisiana, which provided fire support for Jackson's right 

flank, discharged a devastating amount of iron into the 

British columns. The Louisiana's accurate naval gunfire 

forced the British infantry to dive into muddy ditches for 

protection. For seven hours the Louisiana bombarded the 

British with over 800 shots. The effective American 

artillery and naval gunfire forced the shattered British 

lines to pull back in the evening to avoid further losses.*' 

The American victory at New Orleans, which inflicted 

The American Sailing Navy, 246, 293, 545; Roosevelt, The 
Naval War of 1812, 416; Henley to Patterson, 28 December 
1814, in Bowen, The Naval Monument, 250. 

**Elder et al., Sea Power and the Battle of New 
Orleans, 41. 

*'Patterson to SecNav, 29 December 1814, Patterson to 
SecNav, 2 January 1815, in Latour, Historical Memoir, xlix-
li; Roosevelt, The Naval War of 1812, 417; Elder, et. al., 
Sea Power and the Battle of New Orleans, 41-44; Mahan, Sea 
Power, 2:392-394; Brown, The Amphibious Campaign, 113-120; 
Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 170; 272-276; Reilly, 
The British at the Gates; Fowler, Jack Tars and Commodores: 
The American Navy 1783-1815, 259-260. 
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tremendous British losses, was the final engagement of the 

war; ironically, this stunning defeat for British arms was 

fought after the belligerents had signed the peace treaty. 

Seven months after the cessation of hostilities between 

Britain and the United States, the Navy again became 

involved in riverine warfare, this time in Spanish 

controlled Florida. This involvement developed from Creek 

Indian "unrest and constant depredations along the Florida 

border." The Creeks' disgruntlement stemm.ed primarily from 

treaties that ceded land to the United States which their 

leaders believed were forced upon their nation. Seeking 

retaliation, the Creeks received "encouragement and support 

[from] a group of fugitive slaves living on the Apalachicola 

River with their central strong point at 'Negro Fort.'"** 

On 8 April 1816, Major General Andrew Jackson ordered 

Brigadier General E.P. Gaines to organize an operation 

against the Creeks to destroy Negro Fort. Gaines selected 

Colonel D.L. Clinch to lead the operation. The Army's plan 

called for a ground force to move overland to the 

Apalachicola and, at Gaines' insistence, there join up with 

a naval element which would ascend the river. Fully aware 

of the geographical and tactical considerations, Gaines 

sought naval assistance from Commodore Patterson in New 

Orleans. Patterson, who already had gained experience in 

**Dudley W. Knox, "A Forgotten Fight in Florida," 
United States Naval Institute Proceedings 41 (April 1936) 
507. 
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riverine tactics at the Battle of New Orleans, ordered 

Sailing Master Jarius Loomis to command two gunboats "to 

convoy two transports laden with ordnance, stores and 

provision[s] up the Rivers Apalachicola and Chatahoochie 

. . . for the use of the Army."*' 

Loomis and his gunboats convoying the Army transports 

reached the mouth of the Apalachicola on 10 July. There a 

courier forwarded a letter from Clinch which requested that 

Loomis maintain his position until troops arrived to support 

the ascent of the river. The letter also asked the Sailing 

Master to detain any boats exiting the river. On 15 July 

Loomis observed a boat attempting to leave the river. He 

then dispatched a boat to investigate the small craft's 

occupants, who fired upon the American boat and fled back up 

the river. All of the American naval vessels returned fire 

but scored no hits. A couple of days later, Loomis sent a 

boat upriver which was ambushed by escaped slaves. From 20 

to 22 July Loomis received several dispatches from Clinch 

informing him of the Army's disposition and requesting that 

Loomis move upriver. Due to cannon fire heard in the 

distance, fearing a ruse, and cautious of the river's 

winding nature, Loomis chose not to advance until 24 July 

*'Patterson to SecNav, 15 August 1816, Captains' 
Letters, RG45, M125, R50, NA. 
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when fourteen of Clinch's men reached Loomis and asked him 

to proceed up the Apalachicola.'" 

On 25 July the naval force reached Clinch's position 

four miles from the fort. The next day Clinch's men 

reconnoitered the fort. Clinch then decided to clear away a 

selected concealed location for two cannon. Yet because of 

Clinch's lack of knowledge with artillery, Loomis informed 

the colonel that he would assail the fort the following day 

without the Army. Early on 27 July the Navy gunboats moved 

within cannon range. The fort's occupants quickly began 

firing with little effect on the approaching gunboats. 

Loomis's men obtained range of the fort with cold shot, then 

altered to hot shot. Luckily, the first round detonated the 

post's arms magazine, destroying a large portion of the 

structures and killing all but three of the fort's 

defenders.'^ 

The U.S. Navy's involvement in the Jeffersonian Gunboat 

Era provided two new antecedents for future tactical 

doctrine. These include daytime ambu^ and orders which 

outline tactical procedures. Naval forces in this era also 

implemented riverine tactics previously used during the 

'°Loomis to Patterson, 13 August 1816, in Patterson to 
SecNav, 15 August 1816, Captains' Letters, RG45, M125, R50, 
NA; Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 174-175; Knox, "A 
Forgotten Fight in Florida," 510-511. 

"Loomis to Patterson, 13 August 1816, in Patterson to 
SecNav, 15 August 1816, Captain's Letters, RG45, M125, R50, 
NA; Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy, 175; Knox, "A 
Forgotten Fight in Florida," 512. 
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American Revolution such as amphibious landings and fire 

support which demonstrated the benefits of informal tactical 

doctrine. 

Commodore Chauncey introduced a new tactic, the daytime 

ambush, when he conceived and carried out a plan for hitting 

the British with a surprise attack on the St. Lawrence. He 

ordered Lieutenant Gregory to "take three gigs with only 

their crew . . . in each boat, and proceed down the St. 

Lawrence, secret himself on some of the islands and wait a 

favorable opportunity to surprise a brigade of loaded 

boats. "'̂  The lieutenant immediately set out down the 

river and prepared an ambush for any unsuspecting British 

forces. 

The precursor to twentieth century riverine tactical 

doctrine also emerged in the War of 1812. The War and Navy 

Departments adopted the first formal doctrine on 8 April 

1813. Concerned more with command and control than tactics, 

the agreement asserted that "No Officer of the Army . . . 

shall on any pretence command any of the Ships or Vessels of 

the Navy . . . nor shall any Officer of the said Navy 

command, under any pretence, and Troops of the Army." 

Furthermore, the memo stated, "When the services of the 

naval forces or any part thereof may be necessary on Land, 

in cooperation with the Military, the said naval forces 

'^Chauncey to SecNav, 20 June 1814, in Brannan, 
Official Letters, 341. 
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shall have a distinct & independent service assigned to them 

under their own commander" mutually agreed upon by the 

"Military & Naval commanders.'"^ A subsequent document 

addressed both command and control and the Navy's tactical 

role in riverine amphibious landing. It specified that "the 

arrangement for landing the troops, will be made entirely 

under the direction of an officer of the navy" and that 

"debarkation of the troops will be covered by the cannon of 

the vessels. "'" 

Fire support also was a valuable asset to riverine 

forces in this era. The tactical execution of this function 

by the commander of the Carolina secured General Jackson's 

right flank against the British attack during the 23 

December night engagement. Subsequently, on 28 December, 

when the British attempted their push, the Louisiana not 

only prevented the British advance but turned the tide of 

the battle. In fact, according to historian Wilburt S. 

Brown, "The gunfire of the Louisiana was the decisive factor 

in the December 28 action."'^ 

Throughout the War of 1812, the U.S. Navy and Army 

conducted numerous riverine amphibious landings. For 

example, in July 1813 Commodore Chauncey, with a combined 

'^Agreement Governing Joint Operations, 8 April 1813, 
in Dudley ed.. The Naval War of 1812, 2:434-435. 

'"Harrison General Order, 26 September 1813, in 
Brannan, Official Letters, 215-216. 

'^Brown, The Amphibious Campaign, 116-117. 
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ground component, carried out two consecutive landings on 

Lake Ontario. Demonstrating to later naval leaders the 

flexibility of such a mobile force, Chauncey, on 29 July, 

"sent two parties ashore [at Burling Bay] and surprised 

[and] took some of the inhabitants from who [sic] we learned 

that the enemy had received considerable reinforcements." 

Additional troops disembarked "the next morning and 

reconnoitred the enemy's position"; they discovered that the 

British were too strong for them to attack. Chauncey then 

reembarked these troops and sailed for York where, on 31 

July, he disembarked the troops to destroy the town's 

strategic facilities.'* 

The tactics employed during the Jeffersonian Gunboat 

Era provided lessons for the Navy not only in its conflicts 

and wars of the nineteenth but later for the twentieth 

century brown water navy. Most importantly for the 

approaching war with the Seminoles in Florida, the 

bluejackets' actions in the early 1800s demonstrated the 

utility and flexibility of riverine forces. 

'*Chauncey to SecNav, 4 August 1813, Captains' Letters, 
RG45, M125, R30, NA; Chauncey to SecNav, 4 August 1813, in 
Dudley, The Naval War of 1812, 2:528-529. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE SECOND SEMINOLE WAR 

Slowly scanning their surroundings for the enemy and 

always aware of biting insects and swamplife which slithered 

in the murky water, some of the fatigued sailors became 

physically overwhelmed by the wet conditions in which they 

operated. After days of tedious probing in the miserable 

humidity of Florida's Everglades, Lieutenant John T. 

McLaughlin decided to disembark his disabled and sick at an 

island his force used as a base. McLaughlin then continued 

his extended operation against the Seminoles. Operating in 

terrain typified by "continuous portage over stumps and 

cypress knees with occasional glimpses of open water," 

McLauhglin's men paddled their small canoes to investigate 

any signs of enemy activity. Although excitement arose as 

three canoes were discovered concealed in the undergrowth, 

the force did not locate any Indians. When the order was 

given to proceed to the coast, the men found a renewed 

strength as they maneuvered their canoes away from the 

stress and anxiety of riverine warfare." 

Lieutenant McLaughlin's experience while on this 

operation into the interior of Floridia in the final months 

of the Second Seminole War provides just one example of the 

development of a tactical doctrine for the U.S. Navy 

"McLaughlin to SecNav, 23 December 1841, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R141, NA. 
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operating in Florida's riverine environment. Drawing upon 

aspects of riverine assault operations originated in the 

American Revolution and the War of 1812, the naval forces in 

Florida from 1835-1842 improved on the mobile riverine or 

river assault force and its tactics which the Navy 

implemented in later wars and conflicts.'* 

The need for naval forces on the coastal and inland 

waters of Florida became apparent early in the Second 

Seminole War. Almost immediately in 1836, the U.S. Army 

recognized the necessity of a coastal force to blockade the 

peninsula to prevent arms shipments reaching the Seminoles 

from nearby Spanish Cuba. Additionally, Army leaders 

acknowledged that the Navy could contribute to logistical 

support for military operations ashore. Eventually, in 

order to counter the Seminoles' guerrilla type operations, 

the Navy, acting jointly with the Army and later 

independently, began river assault operations along the 

inland waterways of Florida (see Figure 4.1)." 

'*The best one volume compilation of the U.S. Navy in 
the Second Seminole War is George E. Buker, Swamp Sailors: 
Riverine Warfare in the Everglades, 1835-1842 (Gainesville, 
FL: The University Presses of Florida, 1975). Buker, 
however, provides only an operational history. Although he 
accurately contends that the Vietnam Navy's Mobile Riverine 
Force originated in the nineteenth century he neither 
focuses on nor analyzes the tactics which emerged and their 
later influence on twentieth century U.S. Navy riverine 
warfare tactical doctrine. 

"Virginia Bergman Peters, The Florida Wars (Hamden, 
CT: Archon Books, 1979), 162-163; Buker, Swamp Sailors; 
Freitas and Treadway, "Stygian Myth," 24, 26; Paulding to 
Shubrick, 14 June 1839, Records Relating to the Service of 
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Figure 4.1. Florida 

Source: Virginia Bergman Peters, The Florida Wars (Camden, 
CT: Archon Books, 1979), 21. 
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Throughout the conflict, the U.S. Navy in Florida used 

many different vessels and watercraft to carry the war to 

the enemy. These included sloops of war, schooners, revenue 

cutters, flat bottomed or mackinaw boats, and canoes. 

Typically, sloops, schooners, and revenue cutters were used 

along the coast for blockading and transporting riverine 

forces. These vessels varied in size and armament. For 

example, a sloop of war measured some 127 feet in length, 

and had a draft too deep for river operations but it mounted 

18 guns, including 6 to 32 pounders. Revenue cutters had a 

9'5" forward and a 10' to 11' draft aft and were of 62' to 

91' long. They mounted one to six 6 to 24 pounders. Flat 

bottomed boats varied in size, yet typically had a very 

shallow draft which determined that they could mount only 

one 4 pounder. Canoes were incapable of sustaining heavy 

weaponry. Canoes and flat bottomed boats relied mainly on 

small arms carried by the crews.̂ °° 

In early 1836, the concept of a mobile riverine force 

originated when the Army began operations in northern 

Florida. Initially, naval forces, acting independently, 

patrolled the coastline and keys in small craft in order to 

the Navy and Marine Corps on the Coast of Florida, 1835-1842 
(hereafter cited as Records), RG45, Entry 186 (hereafter 
cited as E), NA. 

°̂°Howard I. Chapelle, The History of the American 
Sailing Navy: The Ships and Their Development (New York: 
Bonanza Books, 1949), 332, 334, 378, 379, 542, 557; Freitas 
and Treadway, "Stygian Myth," 35. 
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engage Seminole warriors encamped on the shore or near river 

mouths. In March 1836, however. Lieutenant Levin M. Powell, 

commanding two cutters, received orders to "proceed to the 

examination of the river Manatee, the Mullet Keys and to 

cruise along the main coast North of Anclote Keys with a 

view to intercept the hostile Indians in their retreat 

coastwise""' from the Army's advancing infantry. Powell, in 

an attempt to conduct an efficient and successful mission, 

consulted with veteran coastal boat expedition commander. 

Lieutenant E.T. Doughty. Although Powell's force did not 

encounter any Indians, this brief operation or expedition 

established a precedent for subsequent operations."^ 

On 12 April, Colonel Persifor F. Smith ordered Powell, 

with his canoes, to assist the Army on a small operation up 

the Myacca River. According to Powell, he was "charged with 

the superintendence of the operations afloat." After the 

combined force had "advanced as far as the depth of water 

would permit," sailors and soldiers disembarked and marched 

on both banks of the river. When the supplies and the men 

"'Powell to Webb, 28 March 1836, Captains' Letters, 
RG45, M125, R120, NA. 

"^Buker, Swamp Sailors, 22; Powell to Webb, 28 March 
1836, Records, RG45, E186, NA; Unlike future sustained 
riverine operations, such as the Rio Grande Patrol from 
1875-1879, or the SEALORDS campaign during the Vietnam 
Conflict, in the Second Seminole War riverine operations 
consisted of individual riverine expeditions conducted for 
weeks and months instead of years. In addition, naval 
officers serving in Florida rarely named these expeditions 
or operations. 
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were exhausted. General Smith ordered the force back to 

their base."^ 

In October 1836, Powell, using the experience he had 

gained in March and April, launched an extended riverine 

operation against the Seminoles. Initially, Powell's force 

operated along the coastline and only went inland to 

investigate suspicious activity, such as campfire smoke or 

fleeing Indians. Powell soon realized the futility of 

discovering the enemy with coastal patrols, and, on 29 

October, commenced a two-pronged maneuver in the New River 

area. One component of his force entered the river from the 

sea while the other marched southward overland from an area 

twenty-five miles north of the river's mouth where the 

ground force had landed. Powell hoped that both forces 

would converge and surprise the Seminoles. His foray, 

unfortunately, failed to discover any Indians residing in 

the area. After linking up with the ground force, however, 

the waterborne element partially transited the New River 

that night. When the waterborne force commander informed 

Powell of his actions, Powell decided, on 1 November, to 

ascend the river into the Everglades to search out enemy 

sanctuaries and to record the topography of the region. 

This expedition penetrated about twenty miles into the 

"'Powell to Webb, 27 April 1836, Records, RG45, E186, 
NA. 

77 



Everglades and also operated on the surrounding rivers 

throughout November."" 

Inspired by this operation, Powell wrote to Secretary 

of War Joel R. Poinsett, on 24 September 1837, volunteering 

his services for another operation against the Seminoles in 

the Everglades. The Secretary of War, following a meeting 

with Powell, contacted Secretary of the Navy Mahlon 

Dickerson who confirmed the request. A combined force of 

sailors and Army infantry was organized and Lieutenant 

Powell assumed command. The craft Powell acquired or 

purchased for this venture included fourteen pirogues or 

canoes, twelve newly built shallow draft boats, and two 

additional boats. Powell's force was part of the overall 

search and destroy campaign against the Indians being 

conducted by Major General Thomas S. Jesup, the Army 

commander in Florida. Consisting of two ground elements and 

a naval force, one ground force would operate between the 

Pease Creek and Caesium River while another would proceed 

inland from the headwaters of the Caloosahatchee River (see 

Figure 4.2)."^ The naval force, according to Powell, would 

""Powell to Crabb, 8 December 1836, in Army and Navy 
Chronicle 13 vols.(Washington: Benjamin Homans, 1835-1842), 
4:298-299; Dallas to SecNav, 23 December 1836, Records, 
RG45, E186, NA. 

105i 'George E. Buker, "Lieutenant Levin M. Powell, U.S.N., 
Pioneer of Riverine Warfare," The Florida Historical 
Quarterly 47 (January 1969): 267-269; Buker, Swamp Sailors, 
57-61; Mahon, History of the Second Seminole War, 219-220; 
Dickerson to Dallas, 1 November 1837, Records, RG45, E186, 
NA; Powell to SecNav, 2 May 1838 enclosed in Dallas to 
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Source: Virginia Bergman Peters, The Florida Wars (Camden, 
CT: Archon Books, 1979), 222. 
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operate on the east coast in an attempt to locate enemy 

sanctuaries "to endeavor to capture the women & children, to 

fall upon the war parties-and to harass & terrify the 

nation, by this unexpected" maneuver."* 

Beginning on 26 December, Powell's force probed the 

Indian and St. Sebastian rivers in search of the elusive foe 

(see Figure 4.3). Although the naval element conducted 

numerous landings, the force only managed to discover three 

fleeing Indians while operating on these waterways. After 

examination of the St. Lucie, Powell moved south onto the 

Jupiter River. On 15 January, after disembarking from their 

boats and marching inland to investigate a worn trail, 

Powell's men were ambushed by a large Indian force. In the 

opening moments of the engagement Powell's men repulsed the 

attackers. Yet the Seminoles, well entrenched, concealed, 

and able to maintain a sustained volume of fire, forced 

Powell's detachment to retreat to the boats."' 

Several months following this riverine ambush, Powell 

received orders to assist Army Lieutenant Colonel James 

Bankhead in a joint operation into the Everglades. On 23 

SecNav, 16 July 1838, Captains' Letters, RG45, M125, R241, 
NA. 

"*Powell's memorandum, 10 October 1837, quoted in 
Buker, Swamp Sailors, 56. 

"'Powell to Dallas, 17 January 1838, Officers' Letters, 
RG45, M148, R115, NA; Powell to SecNav, 2 May 1838, in 
Dallas to SecNav, 16 July 1838, Captains' Letters, RG45, 
M125, R241, NA. 
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Figure 4.3: Indian River and vicinity 

Source: George 
in the 

E. Buker, Swamp Sailors: Riverine Warfare 
Everglades, 1835-1842 (Gainesville, 

University Presses of Florida, 1975), 58. 
FL: The 
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March 1838, this combined force attempted a double 

envelopment of a band of Seminoles on an island within the 

Everglades. The Indians, however, fled deep into the 

foreboding marsh following the opening shots of the 

engagement."* 

From about April 1838 until late 1840 the Navy was not 

actively involved in riverine warfare. While naval forces 

occasionally transited short distances on rivers or 

marginally penetrated the 'glades, these incidents were 

infrequent and consisted principally of naval mapping 

expeditions and rescue attempts for shipwrecked victims."' 

The background for subsequent riverine operations 

originated in correspondence from Powell's executive 

officer. Lieutenant John T. McLaughlin, a veteran of several 

military and riverine operations in Florida from 1836 to 

1839, to both the Secretaries of Navy and War in winter 

1839.'" On 2 December, Secretary of the Navy James K. 

Paulding concurred with McLaughlin that his "suggestion as 

to the practicability of penetrating the Everglades and 

capturing the Indian Women and Children undoubtedly 

concealed there, is practicable." Paulding ordered 

"*Powell to Dallas, 2 May 1838, in Dallas to SecNav, 16 
July 1838, Captains' Letters, RG45, M125, R241, NA,; A 
report from an unknown officer in Colonel Bankhead's 
command, in Army and Navv Chronicle, 6:268-269. 

"'Buker, Swamp Sailors, 69-96. 

'"Freitas and Treadway, "Stygian Myth," 28. 
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McLaughlin to acquire flat bottomed boats and plantation 

canoes in the hope that he would "be able to penetrate the 

Everglades further than has yet been done by white men. 

Surprise and capture the Indian Women and Children, and thus 

end a War which has cost so many millions."'" McLaughlin 

selected the west coast, near Lostman's Key, as the location 

from which his force would enter the 'glades to accomplish 

this mission."^ McLaughlin's recommendation to inject a 

naval presence into the Everglades showed not only his 

understanding of the capabilities of riverine forces but 

also his concept to pursue total war. 

Throughout the early summer of 1840 McLaughlin 

explored, mapped and occasionally entered the Everglades on 

the western coast (see Figure 4.4). McLaughlin noted, 

however, that without a thorough knowledge of the eastern 

area, which consisted of meandering streams that bisected 

the 'glades and proceeded in every direction, it was not 

plausible to launch an operation. Therefore, in July 

McLaughlin led a force twenty-two miles into the Everglades 

via the Miami River. Although this group met no enemy 

'"SecNav to McLaughlin, 2 December 1839, Records, RG45, 
E186, NA; SecNav to McLaughlin, 2 December 1839, in Clarence 
Dewin Carter ed.. The Territorial Papers of the United 
States vol. 26: The Territory of Florida, 1839-1845 
(Washington, DC: National Archives and Records Service, 
1962): XXVI:4. 

'"SecNav to McLaughlin, 1 May 1840, Records, RG45, 
E186, NA. 
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Figure 4.4. West Coast of Florida 

Source: George E. Buker, Swamp Sailors: Riverine Warfare 
in the Everglades, 1835-1842 (Gainesville, FL: The 
University Presses of Florida, 1975), 102. 
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opposition, this brief operation confirmed the feasibility 

of coast to coast operations.'" 

About five months later. Lieutenant McLaughlin, in the 

first large scale joint operation of the war, combined his 

forces, which consisted of 150 sailors and marines, with 

U.S. Army Colonel William S. Harney's 100 ground troops to 

"surprise and attack" the Seminoles "on the borders of the 

Cypress swamp at the N.E. corner of the Everglades and to 

pursue and chase the Indians to the last point to which we 

can follow them.""" After the joint venture ceased, 

McLaughlin planned for the naval force to proceed further 

into the Everglades and emerge on the west coast where 

transport ships would sail around Capes Romano and Sable to 

ferry the men to their base (see Figure 4.5)."^ 

On 31 December the entire force departed Fort Dallas 

and entered the Everglades. Several days into the campaign, 

while operating near some islands in the area between the 

New and Little rivers, a boat with two Indians aboard 

'"McLaughlin to SecNav, 4 August 1840, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R129, NA; Buker, Swamp Sailors, 105-
106. 

""McLaughlin to SecNav, 31 December 1840, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R132, NA. 

"^McLaughlin to SecNav, 31 December 1840, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R132, NA; McLaughlin notes that 
although the military and naval forces worked together, both 
maintained separate commands. This marginally parallels the 
Mobile Riverine Force command structure in the Vietnam 
Conflict. 
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Figure 4.5. Riverine Expedition 

Source: George E. Buker, Swamp Sailors: Riverine Warfare 
in the Everglades, 1835-1842 (Gainesville, FL: The 
University Presses of Florida, 1975), 120. 
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appeared in front of the advancing forces and quickly 

maneuvered away. A number of the riverine column's canoes 

were dispatched to apprehend the fleeing Indians, but after 

an hour of rowing no visible signs existed of the quarry. A 

couple of days later, the joint force temporarily divided in 

order to cover more of the swampy terrain. While closely 

investigating one of the surrounding islands, four canoes 

quietly appeared and began moving towards McLaughlin's 

position. The lieutenant's men silently dispersed and 

concealed themselves to ambush the canoes. When the force 

opened a withering fire from their hidden locations the 

Seminoles who had not been wounded or killed jumped into the 

water and fled into the surrounding sawgrass. On 12 January 

1841, Harney ordered his men back to Fort Dallas and 

McLaughlin continued deeper into the 'glades. For six days 

McLaughlin's men examined many islands in the Everglades, 

such as Alligator and Council islands, and on 18 January his 

force entered Harney's River which empties into the Gulf of 

Mexico. A day later McLaughlin emerged from the Everglades 

and was picked up by his transports."* 

After this twenty-one day operation, McLaughlin decided 

upon additional, more extensive transits into the 

Everglades. It took McLaughlin eight months to replace the 

men lost during his previous operations and to create a 

"*McLaughlin to SecNav, 24 January 1841, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R133, NA; Buker, Swamp Sailors, 112. 
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force solely of marines and sailors, and to assemble enough 

material to undertake such endeavors. In the interim. 

Lieutenant John Rodgers, one of McLaughlin's subordinates, 

led four minor operations into the Everglades. From March 

until August, Rodgers patrolled the extensive waterways and 

deployed men to investigate suspicious locations deep in 

enemy territory. For example, Rodgers noted on one of these 

operations that "Our course . . . was circuitous and led 

through creeks which the Indians had cleared with thin 

hatchets." Later that day Rodgers and his men disembarked 

from the boats and "commenced a march toward an Indian 

town." Despite his exhaustive efforts, Rodgers did not 

intercept any Indians."' Meanwhile, McLaughlin had obtained 

enough men and supplies for his planned operation into the 

interior. 

On 10 October, McLaughlin proceeded onto Shark River 

and into the Everglades with two hundred men to locate and 

destroy enemy personnel or their logistical apparatus and to 

join forces with an Army unit at Chakika's Island. For four 

days McLaughlin's men paddled to and probed the various 

islands between Shark River and Chakika's Island without any 

signs of the Seminoles. Then five days later, on their way 

'"McLaughlin to Paulding, 14 March 1841, Records, RG45, 
E186, NA; Report of an Expedition, 11 June 1841, Rodgers to 
Extract, 22 June 1841, Worth to Childs, 12 July 1841, 
Rodgers to Jones, 17 August 1841, Worth to Rodgers, 20 
September 1841, Box #5, Folder: January 1841-June 1841, The 
Papers of the Rodgers Family, Naval Historical Foundation 
Collection, Library of Congress. 
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to Cape Romano on the gulf, the force spotted two Indians in 

a canoe and McLaughlin ordered a small detachment to pursue 

the Indians. This group returned two days later, whereupon 

the entire force destroyed packs, cooking utensils, three 

canoes, and fifty-six acres of beans, peas, and pumpkins 

discovered on a nearby island. McLaughlin's outfit then 

exited the 'glades near Cape Romano where transports awaited 

their return."* 

Upon arrival at Punta Rassa on 26 October, McLaughlin 

devised a subsequent riverine mission to "ascend the 

Caloosahatchie River into the Everglades & crossing at the 

Southern extremity of Lake Okeechobee seek the source of the 

Loocha Hatchie River & descend to Fort Jupiter" (see Figure 

4.6).'" McLaughlin departed up the Caloosahatchee on 3 

November with one hundred-fifty naval and sixty military 

personnel. After five days of hard rowing, the force exited 

the Caloosahatchie which emptied into Lake Thompson and from 

the latter entered the Everglades. Within five days the 

force recovered three boats stolen from the Army, yet they 

failed to locate any Indians. For seventeen days McLaughlin 

"*McLaughlin to SecNav, 25 October 1841, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R139, NA. 

'"McLaughlin to SecNav, 30 October 1841, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R139, NA. 
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Figure 4.6. Lake Okeechobee and vicinity 

Source: George E. Buker, Swamp Sailors: Riverine Warfare 
in the Everglades, 1835-1842 (Gainesville, FL: The 
University Presses of Florida, 1975), 126. 
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scoured the Everglades near Lake Okeechobee to Key Biscayne, 

where this force emerged from the interior on 25 November.'^° 

Upon arrival, McLaughlin immediately launched another 

operation with the Army. After entering the Everglades on 

the night of 27 November, McLaughlin arrived at his 

predetermined camp at Prophet's Landing on 1 December. From 

this location Lieutenant Rodgers departed to investigate the 

Big Cypress Swamp for Indians and to join forces with an 

Army unit supposedly advancing toward Rodgers' position. 

When Rodgers returned on 6 December, having traveled some 

twenty-five miles in waist-deep mud, he had not discovered 

any Indians nor had he found the Army unit. A dispatch then 

arrived from Colonel Worth advising McLaughlin to proceed to 

Fort Pierce. On 12 December his force reached Council 

Island and a day later moved through the cypress swamp near 

the Locha Hatchie. McLaughlin's men laboriously searched 

for Seminoles in the fatiguing terrain. Despite their 

efforts, they returned to Key Biscayne on 23 December 

without engaging any Seminoles.'^' 

McLaughlin, following this month long operation, 

devised a two-pronged offensive against the Indians. He 

reported that his forces "will be disposed of in two 

commands and enter the Everglades from opposite sides of the 

'"McLaughlin to SecNav, 25 November 1841, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R140, NA. 

'"McLaughlin to SecNav, 23 December 1841, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R141, NA. 
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territory" simultaneously. One group would "drive through 

the cypress Locha Hatchie & Halpatioke Swamp on the East 

side-and through the Mangroves . . . at the Headwaters of 

the Caloosahatchie on the West side into the Okeechobee" in 

order to surprise enemy forces in a pincer movement.'" 

Lieutenant John B. Marchand, commander of the western 

element, departed from Fort Dallas on 11 February 1842 and 

entered the Everglades via Harney's River on the southern 

portion of the west coast. After establishing a camp eight 

miles south of Coconut Island, Marchand ordered Acting 

Lieutenant C.R.P. Rodgers to scout the region west of Fort 

Dallas and south of the Everglades to ascertain the 

existence of any Indians. Upon his return, Rodgers reported 

signs of Indians in the area. Acting Lieutenant James S. 

Biddle's command, a component of Marchand's force, departed 

the east coast and ascended the Miami River, hoping to join 

up with Marchand before he arrived at Fort Dallas. Biddle's 

force, however, passed Marchand, who deviated from the main 

plan and chose to press to the west coast instead of moving 

north, while en route to the Everglades. Despite this, 

Biddle pressed into the interior north of Fort Henry. About 

eighteen to twenty miles from Fort Henry, Biddle located and 

pursued a small group of Indians in boats who later escaped 

near an island which contained living quarters and planted 

'"McLaughlin to SecNav, 17 January 1842, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R142, NA; McLaughlin to SecNav, 17 
January, Records, RG45, E186, NA. 
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vegetables. Biddle's force disembarked from their boats, 

destroyed the Indians' homes and foodstuffs, and returned to 

Fort Dallas. At the fort, Marchand and Biddle combined 

forces and reentered the Everglades. In late March, 

Marchand's command completed its over forty day mission and 

arrived at Key Biscayne.'" 

Lieutenant John Rodgers, commander of the eastern 

detachment, departed for the 'glades near the Locha Hatchie 

River. His group operated in the oppressive conditions of 

the Everglades for sixty days, examining the region around 

the Caesium River, Lake Tohopekaliga, and Lake Okeechobee. 

Throughout this extended operation, Rodgers established 

bases from which he could divide his forces in order to 

cover more terrain searching for enemy personnel. Despite 

his exhaustive attempts, Rodgers never engaged any Indians; 

however, his force did destroy numerous dwellings and crops. 

His men sapped of their strength, Rodgers ordered his force 

to Key Biscayne.'^" 

In April, in the final attempts of the war to locate 

enemy forces, McLaughlin sent Lieutenant James S. Biddle to 

'"On this particular mission, McLaughlin remained at 
Indian Key while Marchand and Rodgers carried out the pincer 
movement. The lack of approximate dates for Marchand's 
actions results from McLaughlin's absence of chronology in 
his correspondence to the Secretary of the Navy. McLaughlin 
to SecNav, 18 March 1842, Officers' Letters, RG45, M148, 
R143, NA; Buker, Swamp Sailors, 129-132. 

'^"McLaughlin to SecNav, 29 April 1842, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R143, NA; Buker, Swamp Sailors, 127-
129. 
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the mangroves near Cape Sable to drive the Seminoles, if 

there, "back upon the pines while with another detachment he 

will keep a look out upon the neighborhood of Coconut Island 

and Long Key to prevent an escape from that quarter into the 

Big Cypress."'" Meanwhile, McLaughlin ordered Marine Corps 

Lieutenant Thomas T. Sloan to investigate the area between 

the New and Miami Rivers. About five miles from Fort 

Dallas, Sloan located several Indian settlements and 

immediately destroyed them. McLaughlin ascended 

Hillsborough River and discovered an island with a large 

amount of crops ready to be harvested. He left behind a 

small detachment to ambush the Indians, yet the Indians did 

not return and this group departed the island and joined up 

with McLaughlin farther down the east coast. Rodgers and 

Marchand also reentered the Everglades for a brief 

excursion, but their force also did not locate any 

Indians.'̂ * 

Two months later, the U.S. government terminated the 

war and the officers and men of the Navy's riverine force 

returned to the blue water fleet. For seven years these men 

had operated on the waterways of Florida's interior. The 

experience and knowledge of riverine warfare tactics gained 

'"McLaughlin to SecNav, 27 March 1842, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R143, NA. 

'"Ibid; McLaughlin to SecNav, 29 April 1842, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R143, NA; McLaughlin to SecNav, 26 May 
1842, RG45, M148, R144, NA. 
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was invaluable nineteen years later when America waged war 

on herself and a century later in Southeast Asia. 

The U.S. Navy in the Second Seminole War, although 

influenced by events from the War of American Independence 

and the War of 1812, contributed significantly to the 

evolution of a riverine warfare tactical doctrine. The 

Navy's involvement in the war in Florida, unlike the former 

conflicts which predominantly implemented riverine warfare 

with blue water thought and tactics, initiated brown water 

tactical doctrinal thought and the creation of forces to 

contend with the enemy in his native environment. Naval 

officers, from 1835 to 1842, introduced several mobile 

riverine force (MRF) tactical concepts and also the first 

printed tactical document issued to all men in the riverine 

force. 

Lieutenant Powell first created and employed an MRF 

tactic during an operation which began on 29 October 1836. 

In a blocking movement, Powell divided his forces and 

ordered the ground element to "ascend the Ratones to its 

head waters, and with the marines of the expedition march up 

on the New river, while Lieut. Smith would enter the river 

from the sea." The ground force rowed to its assigned 

landing site, disembarked, and marched toward the New River. 

The waterborne component ascended the New River to block and 
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thereby contend with and cut off the escape of any Indians 

forced by the ground unit toward New River.'" 

Similar blocking and river assault tactics emerged in 

the first large scale joint operation of the war in which 

riverine naval forces operated in concert with non-riverine 

forces to achieve strategic goals. From December 1836 to 

January 1837, Powell's naval arm was amalgamated into 

General Jesup's overall search and destroy campaign against 

the Indians. While the main body of ground troops pressed 

southward, Powell's group, part of a three-pronged blocking 

element, conducted river assault operations on the Indian, 

St. Sebastian, St. Lucie, and Jupiter rivers. Powell 

discovered a trail and his men "secured the boats from 

observation in a creek" and marched along the trail. 

Shortly thereafter Powell's force engaged the enemy in a 

firefight which, because of the Indians' superior position, 

induced Powell to retreat to the boats. Strategically 

Powell's force accomplished its mission, and although Powell 

lost the battle, this engagement demonstrated the tactical 

freedom of movement and safety provided by the rivercraft.'" 

'"Powell to Crabb, 8 December 1836, in Army and Navv 
Chronicle, 4:298-299; Dallas to SecNav, 23 December 1836, 
Records, RG45, E186, NA. 

'"Powell to SecNav, 2 May 1838, in Dallas to SecNav, 16 
July 1838, Captains' Letters, RG45, M125, R241, NA. 
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In a subsequent combined operation, Powell's naval 

component, which transported all the men and material of 

this Army/Navy group, enabled Lieutenant Colonel Bankhead to 

attempt a double envelopment. On an island in the 

Everglades which concealed a number of Seminoles, Bankhead 

ordered one ground unit to disembark and proceed in a 

straight line toward the suspected enemy position. The 

colonel directed another ground element to attack the left 

flank and rear of the position while Powell moved to the 

right flank of the island in the force's boats because of 

the depth of the water. Although the Indians chose not to 

give battle, this operation exemplified the tactical 

flexibility of mobile riverine forces and the use of naval 

elements as transports and maneuvering units.'" 

Lieutenant McLaughlin also conducted riverine 

operations. On one particular operation in the Everglades, 

which began on 31 December 1840, he implemented a tactic 

first introduced in the War of 1812, the daytime waterborne 

ambush. As McLaughlin's men slowly paddled their canoes 

toward an island, they spotted four enemy canoes heading in 

their direction. McLaughlin ordered his men to disperse in 

their canoes and to conceal themselves in the surrounding 

sawgrass to ambush the approaching Indians. When the 

'"A report from an unknown officer in Colonel 
Bankhead's command, in Army and Navy Chronicle, 6:268-269; 
Powell to Dallas, 2 May 1838, in Dallas to SecNav, 16 July 
1838, Captains' Letters, RG45, M125, R241, NA. 
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Indians were within range, the sailors opened fire and 

inflicted a number of casualties.'^" 

McLaughlin and Powell both implemented a subsequent 

tactic first introduced during the War of 1812, the 

employment of larger vessels from mobile bases from which to 

,J2Xoylde_Ĵ ogj.stical_supporlL_for riverine operations. Both 

officers sailed to a designated point, unloaded the smaller 

boats and proceeded into the interior. McLaughlin, however, 

slightly altered this procedure when he began coast to coast 

operations which entailed offloading the men on one coast 

then sailing to the opposite coastline and awaiting the 

arrival of the riverine force. 

In addition to these innovative tactics, McLaughlin 

produced the second written form of tactical doctrine in 

American riverine warfare history. Mirroring the Operation 

Orders of the late twentieth century, McLaughlin's General 

Orders, issued on 5 October 1841, detail tactics for 

riverine columns, landing procedures, and command and 

control aspects. Concerning command he state that of the 

five detachments assigned to his force each detachment 

commander "is alone responsible for its efficiency; and, 

under him, each officer, non commissioned officer & coxswain 

in charge of a boat will be held directly responsible for 

the order and efficiency of his boat." According to 

McLaughlin, the boats in the column are to proceed in single 

'̂ °Buker, Swamp Sailors, 112 
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file with ten spaces between each boat. While underway 

silence was is observed and no one is permitted to stand up 

in his boat. The landing instructions stated that "when 

landing each boat will come to in the order of sailing to 

the right or left of_its advance as shall be directed, each 

preserving its interval whenever [it] is practicable." When 

the force prepares to bivouac for the night "each detachment 

will come to on the right or left of its advance and four 

canoes being distant for it." Moreover, "Each detachment 

will encamp in front of its boats and no officer or man will 

be permitted to be absent from his camp after the guard 

shall be set without permission [sic]."'" 

Following the distribution of this document and 

throughout the remainder of the war, naval personnel 

operated under these orders. McLaughlin attempted, by 

issuing his orders, to provide his subordinates with a 

standardized form of tactics upon which they could act. Yet 

as the corresponding documentation suggests, McLaughlin did 

not want these to restrict independent initiative which is 

critical in combat situations. 

The U.S. Navy's role in the Second Seminole War 

provided critical brown water experience for a blue water 

navy. Officers and enlisted men who served in Florida would 

later use their knowledge on the rivers of America during 

131, General Orders to the Florida Expedition, 5 October 
1841, enclosed in McLaughlin to SecNav, 17 January 1842, 
RG 45, M148, R142, NA. 
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the Civil War. Yet personal knowledge only partially 

contributed to the foundation of riverine warfare tactics. 

Correspondence and the General Orders furnished an 

additional starting point for naval leaders in the 1960s to 

establish formalized tactical doctrine for the Navy in South 

Vietnam. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE MEXICAN AMERICAN WAR 

As he sat in his stateroom looking out of his window at 

the calm waters of the Gulf of Mexico on the night of 26 

October 1846, the commodore pondered the outcome of the 

engagement and wondered if he had made the right decision 

when he suggested to the Home Squadron Commander, Commodore 

David Conner that a naval force attack the inland city of 

Tabasco. As he took pen to paper to report the events on 

the Mexican river. Commodore Matthew C. Perry now fully 

understood the stories about the perils of riverine warfare 

he had heard from officers and men who had served against 

the Seminoles in Florida. As Perry wrote to Conner, a 

mixture of both anger and pride swelled inside him as he 

recalled the order he had given to the late Lieutenant 

Charles W. Morris to assist an American craft grounded close 

to the enemy's position. He remembered that Morris bravely 

maneuvered his boat to cover the stranded vessel despite 

heavy fire from the Mexicans' guns and that as Morris yelled 

commands to be heard over the deafening sound of the guns, a 

musketball ripped into his throat.'̂ ^ 

'̂ R̂eport of Commodore Perry, in Conner to SecNav, 5 
November 1846, Reports and Dispatches Exhibiting the 
Operations of United States Naval Forces during the War with 
Mexico, 30th Congress, 2d session. House Executive Document 
1, 1165-1167; K. Jack Bauer, Surfboats and Horse Marines: 
U.S. Naval Operations in the Mexican War, 1846-48 
(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1969), 51-52; William 
Elliot Griffis, Matthew Calbraith Perry: A Typical American 
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The primary causes of the American war against Mexico 

include the annexation of Texas and the border disturbances 

this created. U.S. naval involvement on Mexican inland 

waters evolved from orders received "to blockade Mexico 

should war occur and seize whatever ports . . . [were] 

essential to the further conduct of both Navy and Army 

operations and the Polk administration's diplomatic aims."'" 

Both the Army and Navy recognized that control of the 

Mexican coastline would permit penetration inland. Hence, 

key port cities, some of which were miles in the interior, 

had to be neutralized so that amphibious and ground 

operations could be launched without the threat of 

retaliation from Mexican troops stationed at these posts 

(see Figure 5.1). 

Riverine operations began initially on the Alvarado 

River about 580 miles south of Brownsville, Texas. A key 

Mexican port for receiving military supplies, Alvarado was 

just three miles inside the river's mouth yet was protected 

by a expansive bar which usually prevented deep draft 

vessels from moving upriver, bombarding the town, and 

capturing the few Mexican craft defending Alvarado (see 

Figure 5.2). To reach the town, craft had to pass Fort 

Naval Officer (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin & Co., 1890), 203-
204. 

'"Allan R. Millet, Semper Fidelis: The History of the 
United States Marine Corps, in Louis Morton, General Editor, 
The Macmillian Wars of the United States (New York: 
Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1980), 72. 
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Figure 5.1. The Gulf Coast of Mexico 

Source: K. Jack Bauer, Surfboats and Horse Marines: U.S 
Naval Operations in the Mexican War, 1846-1848 
(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1969), 
Frontpage. 
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Figure 5.2. Alvarado 

Source: K. Jack Bauer, Surfboats and Horse Marines: U.S. 
Naval Operations in the Mexican War, 1846-48 
(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1969), 33 
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Santa Teresa on the gulf then navigate the narrow and short 

corridor of the river. With ten ships, some towing barges, 

on the evening of 6 August Conner ordered his vessels to 

bombard Fort Santa Teresa. Hours later he organized a small 

landing force to move inland; however, due to an approaching 

storm front Conner pulled the entire squadron away from 

Alvarado.'^" 

Conner, set on reversing this unsatisfactory outcome, 

launched a second attempt at Alvarado in the fall. On 15 

October he divided his force into two columns and ordered 

both to proceed over the bar. Because of turbulent waters 

and a lack of wind, only one column successfully crossed the 

natural barrier. Without the entire force Conner believed 

that assaulting Alvarado would have severe consequences; as 

a result, he ordered both columns to return to the Gulf and 

evacuate the area, despite encouragement from his 

subordinates to press on.'" 

Immediately following the second Alvarado debacle Perry 

proposed an attack on Tabasco. With a fervor to continue 

offensive operations against the enemy, and concerned over 

'̂ "Bauer, Surf boats and Horse Marines, 32-33; K. Jack 
Bauer, The Mexican War, 1846-1848 (Reprint of 1974 Macmillan 
Publishing Co., Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 
1992), 112-114; Jay Slagle, Ironclad Captain: Seth Ledvard 
Phelps & the U.S. Navv, 1841-1864 (Kent, OH: The Kent State 
University Press, 1996), 47-50. 

'"Bauer, Surfboats and Horse Marines, 45-47; Slagle, 
Ironclad Captain, 56; Bauer, The Mexican War, 116-117 
Griffis, Matthew Calbraith Perry, 199. 
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the effects on the American public of the failures at 

Alvarado, Conner accepted Perry's suggestion to capture the 

river city. Tabasco, 180 miles east of Alvarado, was about 

74 miles up the Tabasco River. The bar at the river's 

entrance and a sharp turn, dubbed the Devil's Turn, were the 

only major obstacles Perry's force of three steamers, four 

schooners and a 253 man Marine Corps landing unit faced.'" 

On 23 October Perry's force crossed the bar and moved 

to take Frontera at the mouth of the river. Moving against 

a four knot current. Perry's small fleet easily captured 

Frontera and three Mexican vessels which attempted to evade 

the Americans. At 8:45 a.m. on 25 October, the squadron 

arrived at Fort Acachapan about two and a half miles 

downriver from Tabasco. Instead of encountering cannon 

blasts from the guns of the fort which commanded "a most 

difficult pass of the river," the landing party dispatched 

to reconnoiter the area discovered that the inhabitants had 

fled to Tabasco. Perry, anxious to prevent any problems on 

the return voyage, "was careful to cause the guns to be 

spiked." By 12:00 p.m., the American force "anchored in 

line of battle in front of the city at half musket range." 

Captain French Forrest of the Marines then went into town to 

'"Samuel Eliot Morison, "Old Bruin": Commodore Matthew 
C. Perry 1794-1858 (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 
1967), 196; Griffis, Matthew Calbraith Perry, 200-201; 
Bauer, Surfboats and Horse Marines, 49-50; Bauer, The 
Mexican War, 117; Report of Commodore Perry, Reports and 
Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., H. Exec. Doc. 1, 1165. 
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solicit surrender terms. When he returned with a negative 

response. Perry at 3:05 p.m. ordered one of his steamers to 

fire several rounds over the town. About two hours later. 

Captain French landed his detachment and proceeded to 

Tabasco. Except for sporadic musket fire, French's men 

moved forward, under cover of the rivercraft's cannon, 

without encountering any resistance. Fearing that the 

"marines [would] be attacked in the narrow streets after 

dark [and] . . . cut off by sharp shooters from the houses," 

Perry ordered the ground component to reembark. At dawn the 

next morning, the enemy began firing from the shore. The 

U.S. forces returned fire and by 7:00 a.m. a flag of truce 

appeared from town. Recognizing that he did not have 

sufficient forces to adequately occupy the city and that he 

had acquired several prizes. Commodore Perry ordered his 

small flotilla back to Frontera. As his force departed the 

Mexicans fired on one of the prizes. The U.S. craft returned 

fire as they steered past the city.'^' 

With encouragement and support from Brevet Lieutenant 

General Winfield Scott, Commodore Conner selected the river 

city of Tampico to seize next (see Figure 5.3). Located 300 

hundred miles south of the Rio Grande and five miles up the 

'^'Report of Commodore Perry, Reports and Dispatches, 
30th Cong., 2d sess., H. Exec. Doc. 1, 1166; Logbook of the 
Vixen, RG24, NA; John H. Schroeder, "Matthew Calbraith 
Perry: Antebellum Precursor," in James C. Bradford, editor. 
Captains of the Old Steam Navy: Makers of American Naval 
Tradition 1840-1880 (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 
1986), 11. 
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Figure 5.3. Tampico and Panuco 

Source: K. Jack Bauer, Surfboats and Horse Marines: U.S 
Naval Operations, 1846-48 (Annapolis, MD: Naval 
Institute Press, 1969), 53. 
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Panuco River, Tampico was one of Mexico's principal ports. 

On the morning of 14 November, Conner and his flotilla of 

six steamers, each towing a schooner and boats carrying a 

300 hundred man riverine landing force crossed the bar and 

entered the Panuco. When this riverine group reached 

Tampico, the town's inhabitants immediately sought a 

peaceful surrender. Obtaining intelligence that the town's 

garrison had evacuated and Tampico's guns had been relocated 

to Panuco twenty-five miles upriver, Conner ordered 

Commander Josiah Tattnall upriver to destroy or capture 

Tampico's guns. At dawn on 18 November, Tattnall got 

underway with two steamers and a detachment of twenty 

Marines. That night he anchored six miles from the town and 

at 7:00 a.m. on the following morning he shifted his 

position to Panuco, which capitulated. Tattnall then 

disembarked the Marines, supported by an additional thirty 

seamen, to question the local authorities about the location 

of Tampico's guns. Despite local reluctance to turn over 

the latter, the presence of the American riverine force 

combined with a letter from Tattnal to the mayor persuaded 

the townspeople to hand over the weapons. After having 

destroyed the public stores, nine 18 pounders and 

ammunition, and captured a 24 pounder along with ammunition. 

109 



Tattnall steamed back to Tampico and arrived on 22 

November.'" 

Due to the Navy's involvement in the Vera Cruz landing 

and other operations associated with the blockade, riverine 

operations did not resume until April of the following year. 

After the fall of Vera Cruz, Commodore Perry, who had 

assumed command of the Home Squadron on 21 March 1847, and 

Brevet Lieutenant General Winfield Scott determined that a 

joint Army-Navy force should launch an operation against the 

defended port of Alvarado to acquire pack animals, horses, 

and cattle for the Army's planned expedition against Mexico 

City. Although Perry did not expect strong resistance, he 

deemed it "advisable that strong detachments both of the 

army and navy should be employed, in view of making an 

imposing demonstration in that direction."'" Their plan 

recommended that Brigadier General John A. Quitman with a 

brigade march overland from Vera Cruz while Perry's force 

would proceed from their anchorage at Anton Lizardo to 

assist the Army in subduing the town. 

'"Conner to SecNav, 17 November 1846, Conner to SecNav, 
22 November 1846, Tattnall to Conner, 22 November 1846, in 
Reports and Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., H. Exec. Doc. 
1, 1171-1175, According to Tattnall, he impounded the 24 
pounder, ammunition, and other stores he believed would be 
useful for the Army. See also Bauer, Surfboats and Horse 
Marines, 52-57. 

'"Perry to SecNav, 4 April 1847, in Reports and 
Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., H. Exec. Doc. 1, 1190. 
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On 30 March Quitman's brigade departed and Perry, 

before getting his squadron underway, sent Lieutenant 

Charles G. Hunter ahead to reconnoiter and blockade the 

entrance to the river. At sundown on 30 March, Hunter 

arrived off the river's bar and fired at the fort guarding 

the entrance to the river. The next morning, 31 March, 

Hunter maneuvered his steamer to fire an additional salvo at 

the fort. Unexpectedly the town hoisted a white flag, 

whereupon Hunter crossed the bar and accepted the port's 

surrender. After talking with the Mexican port authorities 

he discovered that the defenders had evacuated during the 

night; however, a few gunboats had moved upriver. Hunter 

steamed twenty miles upriver, took three prizes, and 

obtained the surrender of Tlacotalpan by 1 April. Perry's 

thirteen vessel squadron, meanwhile, arrived at Alvarado. 

After finding the town in the hands of a small American 

force left by Hunter, Perry landed a detachment of Marines 

to secure the fort. Concurrently, Quitman arrived from his 

overland trek only to find that the sought after animals had 

been dispersed.'"° 

'"°Perry to SecNav, 4 April 1847, in Reports and 
Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., H. Exec. Doc. 1., 1190; 
Perry to SecNav, 4 April 1847, Letters Received by the 
Secretary of the Navy from Commanding Officers of Squadrons 
1841-1886 (hereafter cited as Squadron Letters), RG45, M89, 
R87, NA; Helen Marie Bayer, "United States Naval Operations 
During the Mexican War" (Master's Thesis, Washington 
University, 1936), 47; Bauer, Surfboats and Horse Marines, 
100-101; Morison, "Old Bruin", 222-223. 
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Tuxpan, a well fortified port about 100 miles South of 

Tampico and some six miles upriver from the mouth of the 

Tuxpan River, was the next location selected for a riverine 

assault. In addition to the town's artillery and infantry 

defenses, two forts guarded the town from the opposite bank 

of the river, one three miles from the town and the other a 

mile and a half. Both contained cannon and troops. On 18 

April Perry's flotilla, consisting of fourteen vessels, 

including gunboats, steamers, and barges, along with a 1,489 

man landing force, crossed the bar and moved up the river. 

Immediately after entering the waterway. Perry ordered a 

small landing force ashore to hold the river's mouth. As 

the boats neared the first fort. Perry ordered the "gunboat 

and barges in tow . . . to cast off; the gunboats to follow 

up the river . . . and the detachments in the barges to land 

with artillery and storm the forts.'""' Despite Mexican 

cannon fire, the gunboats pressed forward and fired at the 

fort while a ground force disembarked, attacked, then 

captured the fort. As soon as the flotilla converged on the 

second stronghold, Mexican gunners discharged their weapons, 

inflicting damage to none of the American steamships. 

Disregarding incoming rounds, a ground component landed and 

captured the post. The American riverine fleet then steered 

to Tuxpan. Once the U.S. craft reached the riverbank 

141-^Perry to SecNav, 24 April 1847, in Reports and 
Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., H. Exec. Doc. 1, 1192 
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defenses of the town, another shore party scrambled into the 

barges and rowed toward the enemy. After the men secured 

the outer barrier, the ground element pushed forward and 

secured the town. Observing the successful capture of 

Tuxpan, Perry ordered the men to destroy everything of 

military importance except equipment of value to the 

flotilla. On 22 April, Perry abandoned the now militarily 

impotent town and returned to the gulf.'"̂  

After successfully taking Tuxpan, Perry sailed eastward 

and noticed off the Coatzacoalcos River "a well constructed 

fort" which he approached, on 12 May, and found that it 

"had been recently deserted by its garrison, who had burned 

the gun carriages, and left the guns lying on the ground 

(see Figure 5.4). These I ordered to be destroyed and the 

fort blown up." The next morning he ordered a 

reconnaissance force, consisting of two steamers and barges, 

up the river. By the time the expedition returned from its 

twenty-four mile foray. Perry had departed to see to the 

remainder of the Home Squadron. On 21 May Perry returned to 

Coatzacoalcos and ventured the same distance upriver, which 

'"'Perry to SecNav, 24 April 1847, Area 8, RG45, M625, 
R202, NA; Perry to SecNav, 24 April 1847, Squadron Letters, 
RG,45, M89, R87, NA; Raphael Semmes, Service Afloat and 
Ashore during the Mexican War (Cincinnati: W.H. Moore, 
1851), 151-156; Breese to Perry, 19 April 1847, Mackenzie to 
Perry, 19 April 1847, in Reports and Dispatches, 30th Cong., 
2d sess., H. Exec. Doc. 1, 1202-1203; Bayer, "United States 
Naval Operations," 48-50; Bauer, Surfboats and Horse 
Marines, 102-105; Slagle, Ironclad Captain, 65-67. 
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^ A r OF C A M ^ ^ c ^z: 

Figure 5.4. Coatzacoalcos and Minatitlan 

Source: K. Jack Bauer, Surfboats and Horse Marines: U.S 
Naval Operations, 1846-48 (Annapolis, MD: Naval 
Institute Press, 1969), 107. 
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the riverine recon force transited days earlier, and 

captured Minatitlan and several surrounding towns.'"^ 

The final riverine operation for the Home Squadron in 

the war was a second campaign against Tabasco (see Figure 

5.5). Commodore Perry had mixed feelings about the 

necessity of a second attack. On 24 May he reported that 

intelligence suggested "[t]he city was nearly deserted, in 

the apprehension of an attack;" however, "[n]early two 

thousand troops, mostly militia, had been concentrated at a 

point below the city, where defences have been thrown up, 

and obstructions placed in the channel to prevent the 

approach to the city of the United States forces." Perry 

then stated that he would "ascend the river, and propose to 

do so at a convenient season." Yet within the same letter 

he contended that "[i]n truth, there is no particular object 

to be gained by a second attack of the city, as we have 

quiet possession of the mouth of the river" which 

"completely shuts the Tobascans [sic] from the sea."'"" 

Regardless of Perry's initial indecision, the commodore 

concluded that a second assault was necessary because 

despite the blockade illicit trade continued. Further, the 

'"̂ Perry to SecNav, 24 May 1847, Area File of the Naval 
Records Collection, 1775-1910 (hereafter cited as Area 
Files), Area 8, RG45, M625, R202, NA. 

'""Perry to SecNav, 24 May 1847, Area Files, Area 8, 
RG45, M625, R202, NA; Perry to SecNav, 24 May 1847, in 
Records and Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., H. Exec. Doc. 
1, 1205-1206. 
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Commodore anticipated that in the near future a number of 

his vessels would be ordered to the United States, thus 

reducing the forces likely to be available for such an 

operation at a later date.'"̂  

On 14 June, fifteen vessels, barges, and seven 

surfboats moved up the Tabasco with a 1,173 man landing 

force. In the early morning hours the next day, "the 

flotilla having arrived within thirty miles of the city, 

information was obtained from an Indian that the enemy had 

thrown up breastworks in the thick chaparral lining the 

banks of the river at three different points."'"* The Indian 

also informed the Americans that enemy forces waited in 

ambush at these locations. The riverine armada reached the 

first ambush site, nearly twelve miles downriver from 

Tabasco, on the afternoon of 15 June. Although the Mexicans 

fired their muskets feverishly at their quarry, the 

Americans passed safely. When Perry's vessels entered the 

Devil's Bend, Mexican soldiers fired from concealed 

positions within the dense foliage. The landing force on 

board the U.S. vessels returned fire with their muskets at 

discernible targets followed by one cannon round fired over 

the chaparral, all of which silenced the enemy guns. Hours 

145 Bauer, The Mexican War, 339. 

1461 'Perry to SecNav, 24 June 1847, Squadron Letters, 
RG45, M89, R87, NA; Perry to SecNav, 24 June 1847, Area 
Files, Area 8, RG45, M625, R202, NA; Perry to SecNav, 24 
June 1847, in Reports and Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., 
H. Exec. Doc. 1, 1209. 
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later. Perry's lead craft halted about one hundred yards 

from obstacles visible in the river. Noting the suicidal 

nature of approaching and attempting to penetrate the 

barriers at night. Perry ordered his squadron to await first 

light to press forward.'"' 

After a daylight examination of the barriers. Perry 

considered "it doubtful whether the steamers could pass the 

obstructions without inconvenient delay, and being anxious 

to reach the main body of the enemy, "'"̂  he therefore 

decided to disembark the ground element, or Naval Brigade, 

while the waterborne component navigated the river to 

Tabasco. By 8:00 a.m. the entire ground force including 

artillery, commanded by Perry, was on the riverbank forming 

up to march overland to Tabasco. About an hour and a half 

later, the waterborne forces commander ordered swimmers to 

secure dynamite drums around the base of the wooden piles 

which were then detonated electrically from batteries aboard 

the vessels. After Lieutenant David Dixon Porter, on board 

one of the vessels, pulled the obstacles clear, the flotilla 

churned upriver. While Perry's naval brigade slowly marched 

in the oppressive heat and engaged in firefights with 

'"'Bauer, Surfboats and Horse Marines, 115-116; Bayer, 
"United States Naval Operations," 55; 

1481 'Perry to SecNav, 24 June 1847, Squadron Letters, 
RG45, M89, R87, NA; Perry to SecNav, 24 June 1847, Area 
Files, Area 8, RG45, M625, R202, NA; Perry to SecNav, 24 
June 1847, in Reports and Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., 
H. Exec. Doc. 1, 1210. 
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Mexican troops, the steamers and tows reached La 

Independencia by 10:30 a.m. Enemy musket fire erupted from 

the breastworks but failed to hit their targets. Minutes 

later the naval force began moving past Fort Iturbide from 

which a number of artillery rounds ripped into the flotilla. 

Moving swiftly to the rear of the fort, the U.S. vessels 

opened accurate fire on the Mexicans. Conscious of the 

rattling effect on the defenders. Porter with sixty-eight 

men went ashore and, despite being outnumbered, stormed the 

fort. Porter's shore party reembarked and the vessels 

steered upriver to Tabasco which fell before 2:00 p.m. The 

ground forces, which had been landed miles downriver, 

emerged from the countryside and into town at 3:00 p.m. For 

the next thirty days American riverine forces held the town; 

however, growing numbers of Mexican forces combined with 

Yellow Fever forced the Americans to evacuate Tabasco by 22 

July.'"' 

'"'Perry to SecNav, 24 June 1847, Barrington to Perry, 
24 June 1847, Mackenzie to Perry, 24 June 1874, Perry to 
SecNav, 25 June 1847, Perry to SecNav, 28 June 1847, Bigelow 
to Perry, 1 July 1847, Squadron Letters, RG45, M89, R87, NA; 
Mackenzie to Perry, 20 June 1847, Perry to SecNav, 24 June 
1847, Lockwood to Bigelow, 1 July 1847, Bigelow to Perry, 1 
July 1847, Area Files, Area 8, RG45, M625, R202, NA; Perry 
to SecNav, 24 June 1847, Barrington to Perry, 24 June 1847, 
Mackenzie to Perry, 20 June 1847, Perry to SecNav, 28 June 
1847, Brunt to Perry, 26 June 1847, Bigelow to Perry, 27 
June 1847, Perry to SecNav, 4 July 1847, Bigelow to Perry, 1 
July 1847, Lockwood to Perry, 1 July 1847, Brunt to Perry, 1 
July 1847, Porter to Perry, 26 June 1847, in Reports and 
Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., H. Exec. Doc. 1, 1209-
1233; Morison, "Old Bruin," 233-237; Griffis, Matthew 
Calbraith Perry, 241-250. 
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Valuable experience gained in riverine operations from 

previous conflicts, provided U.S. naval forces operating on 

Mexico's inland waterways proven riverine combat tactics. 

For example, events in the War of 1812 proved the efficacy 

of large scale riverine amphibious operations, or Mobile 

Riverine Force applications, and also riverine based fire 

support. Knowledge obtained during the Second Seminole War, 

moreover, yielded such tactical innovations as conducting 

extended Mobile Riverine Force operations deep into enemy 

territory, sometimes as long as weeks or months. With these 

apparent precedents, the Home Squadron, in essence, did not 

introduce any substantially new tactics; instead, its 

officers and men cultivated existing informal doctrine and 

enhanced it. 

For example, in the second Tabasco River raid. Perry 

launched an extensive Mobile Riverine operation which 

penetrated seventy miles into enemy territory. Using larger 

vessels for fire support and as transports, he towed landing 

craft and troops to land, reembark, and land again to hit 

enemy strongholds and positions. Concurrently, another 

ground force, landed further downriver, moved forward either 

to hit the main body of enemy forces, prevent escape of 

enemy troops, or push them toward the guns of the river 

force. The fundamentals of these tactics, which Perry 

utilized and augmented, emerged during the Navy's fight in 

Florida against the Seminole Indians. 
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Joint ground/river operations, similar to maneuvers in 

Florida and later analogous to blocking tactics which would 

be implemented during the twentieth century in Southeast 

Asia, were attempted in Mexico. Following the capture of 

Tabasco in June 1847, Perry tried to hold the strategically 

important town. In an attempt to relieve pressure on the 

American defenders of Tabasco, who contended with constant 

Mexican attacks. Commander Abraham Bigelow ordered a joint 

attack on Tamultay, about three miles upriver, from which he 

believed the enemy was organizing and supplying the 

skirmishers outside of Tabasco. He planned for a ground 

element to march to Tamultay while a waterborne force would 

steam upriver, provide fire support and block an enemy 

withdrawal. At 7:00 a.m. on 30 June, Bigelow departed 

Tabasco with 240 men and marched overland; meanwhile, two 

steamers churned away from town and ascended the river. 

About two hours later, Bigelow's force reached the outskirts 

of the village where "the enemy opened a fire of musketry 

from the bushes on both sides of the road, where he had 

posted himself in ambush." The Americans quickly returned 

fire and routed the Mexicans from their defensive positions. 

By 1:00 p.m. Bigelow chose to march back to Tabasco without 

ever seeing his riverboat fire support. The steamers, which 

had grounded several times, arrived at Tamultay around 1:30 

p.m. and disembarked a sixty-seven man landing force to hold 

the city until the ground forces arrived. They soon 
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discovered, however, that Bigelow's men had come and gone, 

whereupon the waterborne commander. Lieutenant Samuel 

Lockwood, ordered the landing party back aboard so the 

steamers could return to Tabasco. Although the two groups 

did not link up, this minor operation renders the invaluable 

lesson of synchronization of forces.'^° 

The Mexican War riverine operations provided not only 

additional informal doctrine but also experience for the 

sailors who fourteen years later would operate against the 

Confederate forces. Historian Kenneth Hagan, aptly summed 

up the riverine experience, concluding that riverine 

operations in the Mexican War "involved a demonstration of 

inspirational naval leadership at the top and a tactical 

rehearsal for the Civil War battles in the Gulf and inland 

waters."'" 

'^°Bigelow to Perry, 1 July 1847, Lockwood to Bigelow, 1 
July 1847, in Reports and Dispatches, 30th Cong., 2d sess., 
H. Exec. Doc. 1, 1228-1231. 

'"Kenneth J. Hagan, This People's Navv: the Making of 
American Sea Power (New York: The Free Press, 1991), 130. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE CIVIL WAR 

With six gunboats under his command. Lieutenant 

Commander Francis M. Ramsay ordered the small expedition up 

the Black River. Around 4:00 p.m. on 5 March 1864, about 

fifteen miles from Trinity, Louisiana, a hail of minie balls 

ricocheted off the riverine column which unhesitatingly 

replied with canister, grape, and shrapnel, firing into the 

levee concealing Rebel riflemen. As the force moved toward 

Trinity, Ramsay observed white flags fluttering in the wind, 

but as the gunboats neared, explosions erupted from the town 

as Rebel artillerymen pulled lanyards discharging 12 pound 

shot at the Union riverboats. After returning fire which 

dislodged the enemy gunners, Ramsay commanded his squadron 

to leave the Black and proceed onto the Ouachita River. 

Plying the brown water towards Harrisonburg, the Federal 

gunboat captains suddenly heard, then felt, the impact of 

rifle and cannon rounds hitting their iron vessels. Firing 

down from the high banks of the river. Confederate gunners 

successfully crippled one gunboat and damaged several 

others. Without any direct orders, the gunboat commanders 

in the rear responded quickly to this new threat, moved 

their craft into position, and laid down an infilading fire 

into the enemy ranks which forced the Rebels to retire.'" 

'"Ramsay to David D. Porter, 5 March 1864, in Official 
Records of the Union and Confederate Navies in the War of 
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After eleven Southern states seceded and the Civil War 

broke out, the United States sought a suitable strategy that 

would crush the South's military forces thus terminating 

civil conflict and reuniting the country. Commanding 

General of the Army Winfield Scott devised the plan 

eventually adopted by the U.S. military and Navy. In the 

Anaconda Plan as newspapermen of the era dubbed it, Scott 

recommended first the establishment of a naval blockade from 

the Chesapeake Bay to the Gulf of Mexico to prevent European 

assistance to the Confederacy. Next, Scott advised that 

American forces penetrate down the Mississippi River'" 

which, according to historians Harold and Margaret Sprout, 

"isolated the Trans-Mississippi Confederate States, extended 

the blockade along a third side of the military frontier, 

and seriously disrupted the internal communications of the 

Confederacy" (see Figure 6.1)."" Authors Allan R. Millet 

and Peter Maslowski add that "[t]o Scott's concepts . . . 

the Rebellion, 30 vols. (Washington: Government Printing 
Office, 1894-1922), Series I, 25:787-789 (hereafter cited as 
Official Records of the Navy). 

'̂ M̂illet and Maslowski, For the Common Defense, 170-
171; Bern Anderson, By Sea and by River: The Naval History 
of the Civil War (New York: Knopf, 1962), 33-34; William M. 
Fowler, Jr., Under Two Flags: The American Navy in the 
Civil War (New York: Avon Books, 1990), 48; Sprout, The 
Rise of American Naval Power, 154-155; Rowena Reed, Combined 
Operations in the Civil War Bison Book Edition (Lincoln, NE: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1993), 3-32; Alfred Thayer 
Mahan, The Gulf and Inland Waters (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1883), 3-4. 

'̂ "Sprout, The Rise of American Naval Power, 155. 
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Figure 6.1. The War in the West 

Source: William M. Fowler, Jr., Under Two Flags: The 
American Navv in the Civil War (New York: Avon 
Books, 1990), 162. 
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Lincoln added an astute perception. He realized the 

Confederacy would be hard pressed to resist constant, 

simultaneous advance, which the North's greater manpower and 

material made possible."'" 

Procurement, development, and construction of a 

riverine fleet emerged as, and remained, a concern of the 

Navy Department throughout the war. Although the Navy used 

wooden steamships on America's inland waterways, two new 

factors added to the complement of the brown water fleet, 

the woodenclad and ironclad steam driven gunboat. Although 

woodenclad gunboats varied, the first were conversions, 

riverboats of "180 feet length, 42 feet breadth, 6 feet 

draft at full load" capable of speeds from 7 to 10 knots 

carrying a variety of armaments. The ironclads also had a 

"6 feet draft at full load . . . speed, 6 to 7 knots" and a 

variety of heavy cannon. In addition to the broadsides, 

each gunboat maintained a number of small arms to be handed 

out to the crew.'" 

With the formation of a Navy riverine force. Secretary 

of the Navy Gideon Welles, in an effort to curb potential 

criticism, initially placed command of all gunboat 

'"Millet and Maslowski, For the Common Defense, 171. 

'"H. Allen Gosnell, Guns on the Western Waters: The 
Story of River Gunboats in the Civil War (Baton Rouge, LA: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1949), 15-17; Some 
woodenclad gunboat captains ordered the placement of cotton 
bales aboard their craft to provide additional protection 
against rifle and cannon fire. 
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operations on the western rivers under the authority of the 

War Department. Subsequently, on 16 May 1861, he ordered 

Commander John Rodgers to General George McClellan's 

headquarters in Cincinnati, Ohio, to establish "a naval 

armament on the Mississippi and Ohio rivers . . . with a 

view of blockading or interdicting communication and 

interchanges with the States that are in insurrection." 

Welles further stipulated that "[t]his interior 

nonintercourse is under the direction and regulation of the 

Army" with Rodgers "acting in conjunction with and 

subordinate'"" to the Army commander. Although Welles 

hoped to promote interservice cooperation and a unified 

command structure, after a year and a half, differing views 

of naval roles and logistical problems necessitated an 

independent waterborne component. With these difficulties 

in mind. Congress authorized the transfer of command of the 

western riverine fleet to the Navy Department on 1 October 

1862. Despite the change, naval commanders were ordered to 

extend their services to Army leaders upon their request, if 

this did not impede or infringe on previously issued Navy 

orders.'^^ 

'"Welles to Rodgers, 16 May 1861, in Official Records 
of the Navy, Series I, 22:280. 

'"Fowler, Under Two Flags, 197; Anderson, The Naval 
History of the Civil War, 41-42; Official Records of the 
Navy, Series I, vols. 23-27. 
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Before the first large scale riverine operations 

against key strategic points, the Navy was involved in a 

number of smaller engagements. On 7 November 1861, for 

example, two U.S. Navy gunboats, the Tyler and Lexington, 

assisted in the attack on Belmont, Missouri, along the 

Mississippi River (see Figure 6.2). At 6:00 a.m. the 

gunboats convoyed 3,000 troops on board Army transports to a 

landing zone seven to twelve miles from the town, and by 

8:30 a.m. the troops had disembarked and were marching 

toward their target. In order to cover the advancing troops 

and to distract the Rebel forces, the Federal boats engaged 

Confederate gun positions at Iron Bank on the bluffs near 

Columbus, Kentucky, on three separate occasions. After the 

Union troops fought a hard action all day, they retreated to 

the transports and began reembarking when Rebel forces, 

reorganized from initially being pushed back at Belmont, 

charged the departing transports. According to Commander 

Henry Walke of the U.S.S. Tyler, "Our gunboats being in a 

good position, we opened a brisk fire of grape and canister 

and five shells silencing the enemy with great slaughter."'" 

The attacks on Forts Henry and Donelson represented the 

first riverine assaults on strategic positions during the 

war (see Figure 6.3). According to historian John Milligan 

the "capture of Fort Henry would open the navigable waters 

'"Walke to Foote, 9 November 1861, in Official Records 
of the Navy, Series I, 22:401. 
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Source: Rowena Reed, Combined Operations in the Civil War 
Bison Book Edition (Lincoln, NE: University of 
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Figure 6.3. Forts Henry and Donelson and vicinity 

Source: Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Gulf and Inland Waters 
(New York : Charles Scribner's Sons, 1883), facing 
page 9. 
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of the Tennessee into northern Alabama and sever the 

northernmost lateral railway-the Memphis, Clarksville, and 

Louisville line." The elimination of Fort Donelson, in 

addition, "would remove the only real obstacle to navigation 

from the mouth of the Cumberland to Nashville." Not only 

would the capture of these two posts permit river incursions 

into Confederate territory but also "a successful 

penetration up the two rivers would turn every Confederate 

position on the Mississippi from Cairo to Memphis and . . . 

would separate the Confederate forces in Missouri from those 

in Kentucky."'" 

The plan for the strike on Fort Henry consisted of four 

ironclads and three woodenclads under Commodore Andrew 

Foote, who had assumed Rodger's command on 30 August because 

of political reasons, split into two divisions, to bombard 

the fort. Brigadier General Ulysses S. Grant's ground force, 

after disembarking from transports, would cut off the 

enemy's escape route in the rear. At 11:00 p.m. on 6 

February the two division riverine fleet steamed forward 

with the ironclads running parallel to the approaching fort 

protecting the wooden vessels. About forty-five minutes 

later, the Federal rivercraft commenced firing on Fort 

Henry. For an hour and fifty minutes the U.S. gunboats 

barraged the fort. At 1:50 p.m. the Confederate commander 

'"John Milligan, Gunboats Down the Mississippi 
(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1965), 37. 
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hauled down the Rebel flag before the U.S. Army reached its 

objective. Despite what appeared to be an overwhelming 

victory for the gunboats, in reality, the attackers had been 

lucky. Rowena Reed noted that "the fort was manned by 

inexperienced gunners," the magazines were flooded, and 

"because the garrison feared their own ordnance more than 

they did the enemy."'" According to John Milligan, however, 

"the final results of the fall of Fort Henry . . . must be 

considered in light of the woodclad expedition which 

Lieutenant [Seth L.] Phelps led up the Tennessee River 

immediately after the battle."'" 

Shortly after Fort Henry's capitulation. Commodore 

Foote ordered Lieutenant Phelps, a veteran of the Mexican-

American War, to proceed up the Tennessee River and destroy 

railroad tracks. Confederate boats, and encampments. From 

6-10 February 1862, Phelps, commanding three woodenclad 

gunboats, penetrated the Tennessee River to Florence, 

Alabama. On this expedition. Union forces captured two 

steamers and a gunboat, and indirectly forced enemy 

personnel to burn at least six other vessels to prevent 

capture. Phelps reported that at Florence "A force was 

'"Reed, Combined Operations in the Civil War, 85. See 
also Foote to Welles, 7 February 1862, A. Heiman to W.W. 
Mackall, 8 February 1862, in Official Records of the Navv. 
Series I, 22:537-539, 566-567. 

'"Milligan, Gunboats Down the Mississippi, 42. 
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landed and considerable quantities of supplies, marked "Fort 

Henry," were secured."'" 

With Fort Henry eliminated, the Army and Navy focused 

their efforts on the destruction and/or capture of Fort 

Donelson. On 10 February 1862, Foote ordered all six 

gunboats up the Cumberland River to cooperate "with the army 

[to] make an attack on Fort Donelson, and then proceed up to 

Clarksville and destroy the bridge" which would cut 

Confederate communications from Bowling Green, Kentucky, to 

Columbus, Kentucky.'" After Federal troops and artillery 

were in position to lay siege to the fort. Grant ordered 

Foote's gunboats to attack the guns at Fort Donelson. On 

the cold and snowy afternoon of 13 February, the sailors of 

the river fleet primed their vessels' weapons and steamed 

forward to battle. As the fleet moved forward and began 

firing a mile and a half from the Rebel guns, the U.S. 

sailors noticed the silence from the enemy emplacements. 

When the ironclads at the front of the small riverine column 

were within point-blank range, the Confederate batteries 

unleashed a devastating fire into the Union gunboats. The 

Navy's involvement in the gunnery duel lasted about an hour 

and fifteen minutes. By the close of the action, all of the 

U.S. gunboats had sustained casualties and extensive damage 

'"Phelps to Foote, 10 February 1862, in Official 
Records of the Navy, Series I, 22:572. 

'"Foote to Phelps, 10 February 1862, in Official 
Records of the Navy, Series I, 22:583. 

133 



which forced their withdrawal. Two days later without naval 

assistance. Grant captured Fort Donelson.'" The following 

month New Madrid, Missouri, Island No. 10, Fort Pillow and 

Memphis, Tennessee, also fell to Federal naval and military 

forces. 

Although sometimes overlooked by military historians, 

the Navy also contributed substantially to the Union's 

efforts at the Battle of Shiloh (see Figure 6.4). On 15 

March 1862, Federal troops under Grant's command disembarked 

from their river transports at Pittsburgh Landing. To 

provide protection for this ground force, a pair of 

woodenclad gunboats served as escorts which, fortunately for 

the Army, remained on station to provide assistance. 

Lieutenant William Gwin, commander of the gunboat Tyler, 

wrote that he, on 6 April, "steamed up to a point 1 mile 

above Pittsburgh, taking a good position to support our 

troops should they be forced down to the banks of the 

river." Wishing to contribute to the battle, Gwin requested 

permission from the Army commander on the left flank to fire 

at enemy batteries in the woods. After obtaining fire 

control directions from the Army, at 2:50 p.m., Gwin fired 

at the Rebel emplacements for an hour. The lieutenant then 

'"Foote to Welles, 15 February 1862, Foote to Welles, 
15 February 1862, H. Walke to Foote, 15 February 1862, Walke 
to Foote, 15 February 1862, Gideon J. Pillow to Clarence 
Derrick, 18 February 1862, in Official Records of the Navy, 
Series I, 22:584-586, 587-588, 590-591, 598-600; Milligan, 
Gunboats Down the Mississippi, 44-49. 
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Figure 6 . 4 . The B a t t l e of Sh i loh 

Source : James M. McPherson, Ordeal By F i r e : The C i v i l War 
and R e c o n s t r u c t i o n (New York: McGraw-Hill, I n c . , 
1992) , 227. 
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queried General Grant as to what aid he might provide the 

Army, whereupon Grant told him to use his best judgement. 

Accordingly, Gwin "took position three-fourths of a mile 

above Pittsburgh and opened heavy fire in direction of the 

rebel batteries on their right, the missiles of which were 

falling all around [them]." Again at 4:00 p.m. and 6:00 

p.m., the Navy gunboats shifted moorings and shelled enemy 

positions in support of Army movements ashore. At 9:00 

p.m., at the request of the Army, woodenclad Tyler opened 

fire "throwing 5-second, 10-second, and 15-second shell, and 

an occasional shrapnel from the howitzer, at intervals of 

ten minutes in direction of the rebel right wing until 1 

a.m." when the other gunboat, Lexington, "relieved [them] 

and continued the fire at intervals of fifteen minutes until 

5 a.m." when the Army successfully routed the enemy. On 9 

April, Grant commended the officers and crews of the 

gunboats for their part in the battle.'" 

While Foote and his officers secured the northern 

portion of the Mississippi and its tributaries. Flag Officer 

David G. Farragut prepared for the capture of the port of 

New Orleans. Forts Saint Philip and Jackson, armed and 

garrisoned to protect the crescent city from a southern 

approach up the Mississippi, were the principal obstacles to 

the Federal Navy. Farragut's plan, as per Navy Department 

'"Gwin to Foote, 8 April 1862, Grant to Captain N.H 
McLean, 9 April 1862, in Official Records of the Navy, 
Series I, 22:763. 
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orders, was to bombard and subdue the forts with his mortar 

boats, then to proceed to New Orleans with his gunboats and 

deep draft vessels there to await ground forces (see Figure 

6.5). On 18 April, Farragut's mortar boats began a six day 

bombardment of the two Confederate river forts. With mortar 

ammunition running low, the admiral decided to pass the guns 

of the forts and take New Orleans. In the early morning 

hours of April 24, Farragut's armada, although under 

continuous fire from enemy cannon, slipped past the forts, 

successfully engaged a small Rebel naval force, and captured 

New Orleans.'" Historian William Fowler noted that 

"[c]apturing New Orleans and closing the Mississippi may 

well have been the Union Navy's most important achievement." 

Not only did the Confederacy lose its "largest city and its 

most important port, [but] Farragut's victory also made 

inevitable the seizure of the entire river by Union forces" 

thus dividing the South.'" 

In 1862 Riverine operations occurred on the eastern as 

well as the western rivers. On 17 May 1862, for example, 

the Navy and Army conducted a combined operation up the 

Pamunkey River in Virginia. Early on 17 May, Lieutenant 

'"William N. Still, Jr., "David Glasgow Farragut: The 
Union's Nelson," in Captains of the Old Steam Navy, 169-170; 
Dana M. Wegner, "The Union Navy, 1861-1865," in Kenneth J. 
Hagan, editor. In Peace and War: Interpretations of 
American Naval History, 1775-1984 (Westport, CT: Greenwood 
Press, 1984), 115-116. 

'"Fowler, Under Two Flags, 126. 
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Figure 6.5. Forts St. Philip and Jackson 

Sources Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Gulf and Inland Waters 
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1883), facing 
page 75. 

138 



Alexander Murray took two steamers, one mounting two Parrot 

guns and the other a company of sharpshooters and two 

companies of U.S. Army infantry, and proceeded up the 

Pamunkey. As this joint force steamed up the river, they 

observed vessels burning in the distance, destroyed by the 

Confederates to prevent their capture. About twenty-five 

miles from White House, Virginia, the group encountered a 

sunken schooner which prevented further movement on the 

river. Lieutenant Murray wrote that "Major Willard landed 

here with his force of infantry and sharpshooters and 

marched up the left (east) bank, that the niimber and class 

of the vessels burning might be known."'" General McClellan 

later reported that "the expedition was admirably managed, 

and all concerned deserve great credit.""" 

Reconnaissance patrols also occurred on eastern rivers. 

On 27 May 1862, Commander W. Smith ordered two rivercraft up 

the Appomattox River, a tributary of the James River in 

Virginia, to ascertain Confederate strength along the 

waterway. After steaming three miles upriver, the Federal 

boats saw "on the north bank, and about a mile distant, what 

appeared to be new earthwork; no guns were seen, and about a 

hundred soldiers were near it." Smith immediately returned 

'"Murray to L.M. Goldsborough, 18 May 1862, in Official 
Records of the Navy, Series I, 7:378. 

17C '°Navy Department, Civil War Naval Chronology, 1861-
1865 (Washington, DC: Naval Historical Center, 1971), 11-66 
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to base and reported his discovery to the commander of the 

North Atlantic Blocking Squadron."' 

Although riverine forces operated in the Eastern 

theater of the war, they were more important out west. In 

addition to the collapse of Forts Henry and Donelson and 

Island No. 10, in Summer 1862 Fort Pillow and Memphis 

capitulated. Not only did riverine forces directly engage 

fixed locations, but they also conducted interdiction raids 

aimed at the enemy's logistics. In preparation for a joint 

expedition to the White River, Lieutenant Phelps wrote that 

reports about enemy movement within the area from Helena, 

Arkansas, to White River "render it desirable to have a 

movement on the river to show that any attempt at crossing 

forces or supplies, or any move . . . like an attempt at a 

raid . . . would be likely to meet with opposition.""^ At 

10:30 p.m. a combined force of three gunboats, three rams, 

and two steamers transporting a regiment of the Third 

Missouri Infantry, departed Helena for the mouth of the 

White River. The following evening at 1800 the fleet 

reached the river's mouth. The joint commanders decided 

that one gunboat and the transports should move upriver as a 

show of force. After steaming for three miles, the 

commanders recognized that the shallowness of the river 

"'Smith to Goldsborough, 27 May 1862, in Official 
Records of the Navy, Series I, 7:430. 

"'Phelps to Charles H. Davis, 5 August 1862, in 
Official Records of the Navy, Series I, 23:282. 
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prevented further penetration. Before turning back, the 

Army commander went ashore and questioned several blacks, 

who had approached the banks, about Confederate troop 

movements."^ 

Not only did the Navy perform conventional warfare on 

the western rivers, brown water sailors also conducted 

counterguerrilla riverine operations similar to those in the 

Second Seminole War and later in Southeast Asia. Lieutenant 

Commander LeRoy Fitch penned an extensive report to Rear 

Admiral David D. Porter concerning this form of warfare on 

the Ohio, Cumberland, and Tennessee rivers, from August 1862 

to October 1863. For example, on 12 September 1862, Fitch 

noted that while patrolling the Cumberland he "found a small 

gang of guerrillas, not over fifty or sixty, and tried to 

land a party to get in their rear and catch them." About 

five months later on the Tennessee below Fort Donelson, 

Fitch's fleet received word that a Union ground force 

further downriver was surrounded by a superior Confederate 

guerrilla force and required immediate assistance. When 

Fitch reached the beleaguered troops at 8:00 p.m., he 

rapidly assessed the situation and fired a gun to inform the 

troops of his fleet's arrival. The Union troops were pinned 

down some 300 yards from the riverbank with the Rebels' 

"main body of forces in line of battle through the graveyard 

"^I. F. Shepard to F. Hassendeubel, 8 August 1862, in 
Official Records of the Navy, Series I, 23:283-285. 
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at the west end of the town, about seven or eight hundred 

yards" from the Union location. This placed the enemy's 

left flank "in a ravine leading down to the river and must 

have extended almost to the river bank." The gunboats 

silently moved into position and around 9:00 p.m. Fitch's 

riverine craft's broadsides fired into the Confederate 

ranks. Amidst the unsuspecting Confederates, confusion and 

alarm swept the line, whereupon they began retreating and by 

11:00 p.m. the enemy had completely dispersed from the 

area."* Although strategically important, counter-guerrilla 

operations remained a sideshow compared to actions against 

key locations, such as Vicksburg and the Red River defenses. 

In an effort to gain complete control of the 

Mississippi, Union operations against Vicksburg began in 

late 1862. In order to accomplish this goal. Major General 

William T. Sherman believed securing "possession of the land 

lying between the Yazoo and Black" rivers would provide the 

U.S. Army a "choice for a landing place at some point up the 

Yazoo . . . or on the island which lies between Vicksburg 

and [the] present mouth of the Yazoo""^ from which he could 

then launch a ground assault on Vicksburg (see Figure 6.6). 

""Fitch to Foote, 5 November 1863, in Official Records 
of the Navy, Series I, 23:310-311; For a brief but excellent 
source on Union attempts to combat guerrilla activity see 
Anne J. Bailey, "The Mississippi Marine Brigade: Fighting 
Guerrillas on Western Waters," Military History of the 
Southwest 22 (Spring 1992): 31-42. 

'"Sherman to Commanders of Divisions, 20 December 1862, 
in Official Records of the Navy, Series I, 23:59. 
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Figure 6.6. Yazoo River, Mississippi River, and Vicksburg 

Source: Official Records of the Union and Confederate 
Navies in the War of the Rebellion, 22:575. 
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On 20 December 1862, Admiral Porter ordered Commander 

William Gwin to "proceed without delay to the mouth of the 

Yazoo" with seven boats to conduct an "expedition up the 

Yazoo for the purpose of securing a good landing place for 

our troops.""** The Union naval forces attempted to clear 

the river of torpedoes, to bombard landing sites, and to 

provide fire support for the Army. On 28 December, for 

example. Porter directed two mortar boats to support 

operations ashore by firing on both the right and left flank 

of the Army moving against enemy positions. On many other 

occasions Navy rivercraft directly engaged entrenched 

Confederate troops and gun emplacements to relieve pressure 

upon Sherman's ground elements. Although Sherman's troops 

later were forced to withdraw from the area due to heavy 

losses sustained in combat at Chickasaw Bluffs, Porter's 

riverine fleet had proven its worth to the Army 

commanders.'" 

From January to July 1863, the Navy continued to assist 

the Army in its efforts to force the surrender of Vicksburg. 

On 16 April, for example. Porter's force, with his gunboats 

providing protection for Army transports, steamed past the 

guns of Vicksburg, guarded the disembarkation of troops, and 

"^Porter to Gwin, 20 December 1862, in Official Records 
of the Navy, Series I, 23:567. 

'"Porter to Welles, 31 December 1862, in Official 
Records of the Navy, Series I, 23:590-593; Fowler, Under Two 
Flags, 204. 
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took up positions below the well protected Confederate river 

town. By May, Union ground forces had laid siege to the 

entrapped defenders of Vicksburg. The Navy's role consisted 

of protecting troop movements, if needed, and bombarding the 

city. From 19-22, 27 May, and 20 June, therefore, the U.S. 

riverine fleet above and below Vicksburg rained shot and 

shell onto the beseiged Southerners. With their supply 

lines cut by river, railroad, and overland routes, combined 

with increasing military and naval pressure, the 

Confederates succumbed to Union forces on 4 July 1863."* 

Historian Russell Weigley appropriately stated that the 

Union's capture of Vicksburg 

ensured the reopening of the whole length of the 
Mississippi River to Union navigation, divided the 
Confederacy, deprived the eastern Confederacy of all 
but a trickle of the foodstuffs of the trans-
Mississippi states and the war supplies imported 
through Mexico, and dealt a moral blow probably more 
destructive than the measurable losses."' 

Although victory at Vicksburg guaranteed Federal 

control of the South's primary inland waterway from Illinois 

to the Gulf of Mexico, Confederate units continued to 

operate against Union forces on the Mississippi's 

tributaries and other western rivers. On 27 March 1864 on 

'"Official Records of the Navy, Series I, 25:15-111; 
Hagan, This People's Navy, 169. 

'"Russell F. Weigley, The American Way of War: A 
History of United States Military Strategy and Policy, in 
Louis Morton, General Editor, The Macmillan Wars of the 
United States (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 
1973), 140. 
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the Tennessee River, for example, the steamer Peosta 

assisted the Army in repulsing an attack on Paducah, 

Kentucky. The commander of the steamer. Lieutenant Thomas 

Smith, stated that "our pickets around the town were being 

driven in by a force of rebels." At 3:05 p.m., he then 

maneuvered to meet the enemy steaming "to the upper end of 

the city and opened on them with [his] starboard bow guns." 

The Peosta "then dropped down to the foot of Broadway and 

fired up the street. The fort was at this time attacked, 

and we dropped down opposite it" and opened fire on Rebel 

troops. By 4:45 p.m. Smith observed "the rebels plundering 

the stores on Broadway and approaching the fort, opened upon 

them again" which brought heavy return fire from 

sharpshooters hidden in buildings. Smith wrote that he 

"reluctantly opened upon them, demolishing the City Hotel 

and brewery and setting several other buildings on fire.'®° 

Throughout the remainder of the war. Federal naval 

forces continued to operate against Confederate forces on or 

along America's inland waterways such as the activity of the 

sidewheel steamer U.S.S. General Thomas in October 1864. 

While proceeding from Paint Rock to Decatur, Alabama, the 

General Thomas engaged the enemy on four separate occasions. 

About two days later near Trianna, Alabama, Rebel cavalry 

fired at the Union steamer which immediately returned fire. 

'"Smith to Lieutenant Commander James W. Shirk, 27 
March 1864, in Official Records of the Navv, Series I, 
26:199. 
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The next day the Union gunboat encountered Rebel forces 

moving along the riverbank and opened fire, quickly 

dispersing them.'*' 

Even after General Robert E. Lee surrendered on 9 April 

1865, it sometimes took months for notice of the Army of 

Northern Virginia's capitulation to reach enemy forces. 

Elements of the Navy's riverine fleet, therefore, continued 

to ply waterways in suspected enemy areas. Rear Admiral 

Samuel P. Lee's report to Welles on the last day of May, 

1865, provides a poignant example of the confused events 

following the surrender. Lee noted on 14 May that 

Lieutenant Commander William E. Fitzhugh reported "while 

patrolling near Donaldsonville, [Louisiana], he saw and 

communicated with a party of rebel cavalry on the west bank, 

under a flag of truce," whose commander desired to 

surrender. Fitzhugh informed the gentleman that he should 

surrender to the Army, whereupon, the Rebels departed the 

area and dispersed into the nearby woods. The lieutenant, 

concerned about the security of the region, disembarked a 

party which penetrated inland some three miles and captured 

one enemy cavalryman.'*' 

'^'Extract from log of the U.S.S. General Thomas, 28-31 
October, in Official Records of the Navy, Series I, 26:593-
594. 

'"Lee to Welles, 31 May 1865, in Official Records of 
the Navy, Series I, 27:256-257. 
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The riverine warfare tactics used in the Civil War were 

successful as a result of the Navy's prior experience in the 

riverine combat environment since the Revolution. Fire 

support, MRF operations and attacking enemy positions ashore 

emerged as the typical form of operations adopted from 

previous wars, however, the use of patrols, later used on 

the Mexican border and in Asia, originated in the Civil War. 

The Navy implemented riverine gunfire primarily to 

support troops landing or already ashore. At the Battle of 

Shiloh, for example, Gwin's woodenclad gunboats provided 

riverine based firepower at several critical times when the 

momentum of the battle might have shifted to the Rebels. 

Again, on 12 September 1862 Union riverine forces, with 

their heavy mobile gunfire platforms, steamed to rescue 

imperiled ground troops. In this particular instance the 

arrival, deployment, and use of riverine naval forces broke 

the Confederate flank and forced the entire Rebel line to 

retire.'*^ 

The Navy also participated in riverine amphibious 

landings similar to those in the Mexican-American War. In 

1861 at Belmont, Missouri, Federal rivercraft covered 

disembarking troops by attacking enemy gun emplacements. 

After the infantry fought all day, the gunboats provided 

cover fire to help the U.S. troops reembark, thus preventing 

'*'Gwin to Foote, 8 April 1862, Fitch to Foote, 5 
November 1863, in Official Records of the Navy, Series I, 
22:763, 23:310-311. 
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the Union rear from collapsing before the men reached their 

transports. Also in 1862 on the Pamunkey, a joint ground 

and river based group steamed to investigate this 

waterway.'** 

Assaulting forts also became a standard tactic during 

the war at places such as New Orleans, Donelson, and 

Vicksburg. The Navy used any number of tactics to force the 

collapse of a fort. For example, the use of mortar boats 

placed out of harm's way to bombard the defenders typically 

signaled the beginning of an attack. Although the boats 

usually inflicted minimal damage, continual bombardment 

demoralized those receiving a round-the-clock barrage. A 

direct river assault against the fort's cannon represented 

another tactic. A derivation of the latter entailed 

gunboats engaging the enemy's batteries while a ground force 

moved forward against the fort.'*̂  

While the Union's riverine force may have improved on 

existing informal tactical doctrine, it also contributed a 

new tactic, the patrol. Patrols, during the Civil War, 

consisted of either day or night patrols, reconnaissance 

patrols, or interdiction forays. On 26 December 1862, on 

'**Murray to Goldsborough, 18 May 1862, in Official 
Records of the Navy, Series I, 7:378; Walke to Foote, 9 
November 1861, in Official Records of the Navv, Series I, 
22:401. 

'*̂ Foote to Welles, 7 February 1862, Heiman to Mackall, 
8 February 1862, Series I, in Offical Records of the Navy, 
22:537-539, 566-567; Still, "David Glasgow Farragut," 169-
170; Wegner, "The Union Navy, 1861-1865," 115-116. 
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the Yazoo River, Rear Admiral Porter ordered two gunboats to 

"patrol the river for the next twenty-four hours, relieving 

each other every eight hours, running up and down the mouth 

to within sight of the uppermost boat."'** Reconnaissance 

patrols, such as the one dispatched up the Appomattox in 

1862, became an effective means of ascertaining enemy 

positions, troop strength, and water barriers all of which 

might prevent a joint operation up a river. Interdiction 

raids or forays comprised the final form of patrol 

implemented by Union riverboats. On the White River in 1862 

the Navy dispatched gunboats to inhibit the movement of 

enemy logistics.'*' 

The War Between the States marked the zenith of 

riverine combat in the nineteenth century for the U.S. Navy. 

Although an additional riverine experience did occur, nearly 

a century would pass before the Navy would engage in 

riverine warfare comparable in scope to that of the American 

Civil War. President Abraham Lincoln praised the efforts of 

the brown water sailors by stating 

. . . Nor must Uncle Sam's web-feet be forgotten. At 
all the watery margins they have been present. Not 
only on the deep sea, the broad bay and the rapid 
river, but also up the narrow muddy bayou and wherever 

'**Porter to commanding officers of the Marmora and 
Romeo, 26 December 1862, in Official Record of the Navy, 
Series I, 23:565. 

'*'Smith to Goldsborough, 27 May 1862, in Official 
Records of the Navy, Series I, 7:430; Phelps to Davis, 5 
August 1862, in Official Records of the Navv, Series I, 
23:282. 
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the ground was a little damp, they have been and ma[d]e 
their tracks.'** 

'**Navy Department, Riverine Warfare: The U.S. Navy's 
Operations on Inland Waters (Washington: Naval History 
Division, 1969), 2. 
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CHAPTER VII 

ON THE RIO GRANDE STATION 

Master Greenlief A. Merriam of the U.S.S. Rio Bravo 

carefully examined the orders his superior. Commander 

Bartlett J. Cromwell, handed him on 1 March 1878. Merriam, 

as per his instructions, quickly readied steam launch "P" 

for a patrol up the Rio Grande from Brownsville to Santa 

Maria, Texas, to curtail any lawlessness occurring within 

this region, to confer with the Army commander at Santa 

Maria, and also to determine the river's depth. As his 

launch slowly plied the river, he observed farmers at work 

and cattle and horses grazing along the banks. In addition, 

his launch steamed past punts, skiffs, steamers, and river 

boats ascending and descending the river. While on patrol. 

Master Merriam tied up to the bank every evening for the 

dual purposes of safety and possibly to prevent cattle 

rustling at night. After reaching Santa Maria, about fifty 

miles from the gulf, where the Army commander told him of 

the calm situation which existed in the area, Merriam swung 

the launch around and descended the river to Brownsville. 

Upon his return Merriam reported the details of the five day 

patrol to Cromwell (see Figure 7.1).'*' 

'*'Cromwell to Merriam, 1 March 1878, Merriam to 
Cromwell, 6 March 1878, Captains' Letters, RG 45, M147, 
RllO, NA; Cromwell to Merriam, 1 March 1878, Letterbook of 
the U.S.S. Rio Bravo, RG 45, E349, NA (hereafter cited as 
Rio Bravo Letterbook). 
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Figure 7.1. The Rio Grande Patrol 
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This patrol occurred three years after the Navy 

Department's initial deployment of a small force to the 

Texas/Mexico border. The officers and crews assigned to 

this station could draw upon previous riverine experiences 

on the Mississippi in the Civil War, which had utilized old 

and developed new riverine warfare tactics. 

The political and strategic reasons for establishing a 

naval patrol along the Rio Grande emerged in the early 

1870s: an increase in cattle rustling and border smuggling, 

and political turmoil in Mexico. In addition to problems 

with Mexican bandits and revolutionaries, American political 

machinations also may have contributed to a naval presence 

on the Mexican border."" 

Throughout the 1860s and early 1870s, Mexican cattle 

thieves mounted raids across the lower Rio Grande valley 

into Texas and stole thousands of head of cattle. Despite 

the U.S. Army's efforts to curtail these depredations, the 

military's inability to cross the border in pursuit of the 

rustlers limited their ability to capture the transgressors 

and retrieve the stolen property. In the summer of 1875 

"°T.R. Fehrenbach, Lone Star: A History of Texas and 
the Texans (New York: American Legacy Press, 1983), 575-586; 
Robert D. Gregg, The Influence of Border Troubles on 
Relations between the united States and Mexico 1876-1910 
Johns Hopkins University Studies in Historical and Political 
Science 55:3 (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1937), 11-
16; J. Fred Rippy, The United States and Mexico (New York: 
F.S. Crofts & Co., 1931), 282-310; 853-858; Extracts in 
Cromwell to Merriam, 1 March 1878, Captains' Letters, RG 45, 
M147, RllO, NA. 
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cattle thefts and other acts of violence against American 

ranchers and farmers on the lower Rio Grande reached new and 

unacceptable levels.'" 

Border smuggling also created the need for a naval 

force on the Rio Grande. Due to lower American tariffs 

which increased profits in the late 1840s, the inhabitants 

of the border towns in Tamaulipas shifted their residences 

and businesses to the American shore. In retaliation, in 

1858, the governor of Tamaulipas established a Free Zone 

from which "foreign goods could be brought free of duty."''^ 

As a result, goods began arriving within the zone from which 

a large percentage were subsequently smuggled into Mexico 

and the United States. Almost immediately, the Free Zone 

created a volatile economic and diplomatic situation along 

the border. Due to widespread smuggling in the late 1870s, 

the United States requested that Mexico abolish the Free 

Zone to eliminate the growing border disturbances. Instead 

of abolishing the zone, the Mexican government, in 1885, 

extended it along their border to the Pacific Ocean.'" 

Although not an initial reason for deploying the Rio 

Bravo to Texas, throughout the mid to late 1870s political 

'"Fehrenbach, Lone Star, 575-579; Rippy, The United 
States and Mexico, 290-292; Walter Prescott Webb, The Texas 
Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense (Austin: The 
University of Texas Press, 1965), 239-252. 

'"Gregg, The Influence of Border Troubles, 13. 

"^Ibid., 13, 100-103. 
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unrest in Mexico necessitated the continued service of the 

U.S. naval vessel on the border. Porfirio Diaz's successful 

revolution against the government of Lerdo de Tejada in 1876 

regretably did not resolve the border problems which 

previously had existed under the Tejada administration. 

From 1877 to 1879 these tensions peaked when the United 

States flexed its military power by pursuing Mexican raiders 

across the Rio Grande into Mexican territory."^ As a 

result, America and Mexico moved dangerously close to war 

until early 1880 when "a gradual improvement of conditions 

along the lower Rio Grande made it unnecessary to cross into 

Mexican territory."'" The latter, coupled with the Hayes 

and Diaz administrations' search for a solution, led to an 

amicable American/Mexican border policy. 

American political maneuvering also may have influenced 

the deployment of the Rio Bravo. According to historian 

Fred Rippy, the Hayes administration had a large vested 

interest in Texas because one of the President's advisors, 

"Guy M. Bryan, was a Texan; and the votes of the Texans in 

Congress were necessary to defeat the machinations of the 

"*Ari Hoogenboom, The Presidency of Rutherford B. 
Hayes, American Presidency Series (Lawrence, KS: University 
Press of Kansas, 1988), 174; Fehrenbach, Lone Star, 585; 
Gregg, The Influence of Border Troubles, 95; Rippy, The 
United States and Mexico, 299-310; Paul Horgan, Great River: 
The Rio Grande in North American History, Vol. 2: Mexico and 
the United States (New York: Rinehart & Company, Inc, 1954), 
2:858-860. 

'"Rippy, The United States and Mexico, 310. 
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President's enemies."'" Historian Ari Hoogenboom asserts 

that critics of Hayes "speculated that the administration 

wished to provoke a war with Mexico in order to drive the 

recent abandonment of Republican regimes in South Carolina 

and Louisiana from public consciousness and to annex several 

Mexican states."'" 

For of all these reasons, in August 1875, two months 

prior to the Rio Bravo's appearance on the border, a pair of 

U.S. Navy steam launches arrived. Acquired from a private 

company, the launches each armed with Catling guns, which in 

October would operate from or in concert with the Rio Bravo, 

began initial operations—called picket duty—on the Rio 

Grande. In mid-August, Lieutenant Commander George Coffin, 

commander of the launches, wrote Brigadier General Edward 

O.C. Ord, Commander of the Department of Texas, that the 

launches were inappropriate for duty on the Rio Grande 

because they had inadequate propulsion, were too big, and 

had a draft too deep for effective operations. Despite 

Coffin's recommendations, the Navy retained and used the 

launches until all naval forces were withdrawn in 1879.'" 

196 Rippy, The United States and Mexico, 297. 

'"Hoogenboom, The Presidency of Rutherford B. Hayes, 
174-175. 

'"Ord to SecNav, 19 August 1875, Area Files, Area 8, 
RG 45, M625, R212, NA; Kells to SecNav, 2 October 1875, 
Officers' Letters, RG 45, M148, NA; Michael G. Webster, 
"Intrigue on the Rio Grande: The Rio Bravo Affair, 1875," 
Southwestern Historical Quarterly 74 (October 1970): 156. 
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From 11 October to 16 November, Lieutenant Commander 

DeWitt C. Kells, a Civil War veteran, commanded the naval 

forces on the Rio Grande, which included the side-wheel 

steamer Rio Bravo, equipped with a 30 pound rifle gun and 

four howitzers, and her two steam launches, with orders to 

"protect the lives and property of American citizens on the 

borders of the Rio Grande" and to avoid "any heedless or 

reckless action" which might "involve the country in a war 

with the friendly Republic of Mexico."'" Despite his orders 

and awareness of the sensitive state of affairs in the 

region, Kells was not discreet or cautious in the conduct of 

his mission. According to the subsequent commander of the 

Rio Grande station naval forces. Commander George C. Remey, 

Kells openly spoke out against peaceful resolution with the 

Mexican government. Due to Kells' indiscretion concerning 

such potentially explosive matters. Commander Remey, in 

several letters to Secretary of the Navy George M. Robeson, 

recommended that Kells be relieved of command. Hence, on 16 

November 1875, Commander Remey assumed command of the Rio 

Bravo and the naval forces on the Rio Grande.̂ °° 

'"Extracts, Captains' Letters, RG45, M147, RllO, NA. 

'°°Remey to SecNav, 16 November 1875, 17 November 1875, 
Letters Received by the Secretary of the Navy from 
Commanders 1804-1886 (hereafter cited as Commanders' 
Letters), RG45, M147, R104, NA; Remey to Ord, 18 November 
1875, Rio Bravo Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA; For a detailed 
account of Kells' indiscretion see Webster, "Intrigue on the 
Rio Grande." 
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For the two months that Remey, also a veteran of the 

Civil War, commanded the Rio Bravo and her launches, cattle 

thieving and other forms of lawlessness continued. 

Commander Remey surmised that the inability of the naval 

forces to curtail these problems resulted from the Rio Bravo 

and the launches' inability to operate on the river when the 

water level was low. Despite Remey's concerns about the 

river's depth, on 27 December, he ordered one of the steam 

launches to patrol up the river to Rio Grande City and 

Ringgold Barracks operating under orders from the Secretary 

of the Navy dated 18 June 1875, which stated that "the 

officers in charge of the launches" should "arrest and turn 

over to the Army, all parties discovered crossing the river 

either way for the purpose of" cattle stealing or committing 

any lawless act.̂ °' The launch officer was to report to 

Ringgold Barracks' commanding officer to ascertain whether 

the small naval force could assist in any joint operations. 

If the Army did not require the assistance of the launch, 

then Remey ordered the small craft to return to Brownsville. 

Except for this one patrol, the Rio Bravo and her launches 

°̂'Remey to SecNav, 19 November 1875, Remey to SecNav, 
26 November 1875, Remey to SecNav, 1 December 1875, Remey to 
SecNav, 18 December 1875, Remey to ?, 27 December 1875, Rio 
Grande Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA; Remey to SecNav, 19 
November 1875, Remey to SecNav, 26 November 1875, Remey to 
SecNav, 18 December 1875, Commanders' Letters, RG45, M147, 
R104, NA. 
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remained in the waters around Brownsville from November 1875 

to January 1876."' 

On 12 January 1876, Lieutenant Commander Henry L. 

Johnson assumed command of the Rio Bravo. After becoming 

acquainted with his command. Commander Johnson, about a 

month later, ordered one of the steam launches to ferry Mr. 

Thomas F. Wilson, U.S. Consul to Matamoros, and Special 

Treasury Agent Mr. Brockett up the Rio Grande to Edinburg, 

Texas, Ringgold Barracks, Rio Grande City, and Camargo to 

investigate the economic and diplomatic state of affairs 

along the border. Following the completion of their 

mission, the launch officer had orders to return to 

Brownsville."^ 

Due to the political turmoil in Matamoros surrounding 

General Diaz's capture of the city from Nationalist forces 

on 29 March, Johnson moved the Rio Bravo from Brownsville on 

April 1 and stationed her at Matamoros to offer assistance 

to the American consul and local inhabitants. On 18 May, 

General Manuel Gonzales, commander of Diaz's forces in 

Matamoros, informed the U.S. Consul that Diaz had ordered 

him to evacuate the city because Nationalist forces. 

"^Johnson to Launch Officer, Extract, 5 February 1876, 
Rio Bravo Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA. 

"^Johnson to SecNav, 12 January 1876, Johnson to Remey, 
4 March 1876, Officers' Letters, RG45, M148, R468-469, NA; 
Johnson to SecNav, 12 January 1876, Johnson to Ord, 17 
January 1876, Johnson to Launch Officer, 5 February 1876, 
Rio Bravo Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA. 
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commanded by General Escobedo, were only two days away from 

the city. Gonzales suggested to the U.S. Consul that a 

small American force be dispatched into the city to protect 

foreign interests and maintain civil order until the arrival 

of Escobedo's forces. Johnson immediately landed shore 

patrols to comply with Gonzales's suggestion. On 19 May the 

advanced element of Escobedo's forces arrived in Matamoros 

followed by Escobedo and the remainder of his forces on 20 

May. About ten days later, Johnson ordered Mate Henry G. 

Fuller to ferry General Escobedo and his staff to Camargo in 

one of the steam launches. Lieutenant Commander Johnson 

probably assisted Escobedo in order to portray the United 

States as a friendly neighbor."* 

Throughout the remainder of 1876, the naval forces on 

the Rio Grande continued to patrol the river to prevent 

Mexico's political instability from affecting American 

citizens. Yet despite the Navy's active patrols, on 17 

July, three Americans were abducted from the United States 

side of the river and detained as prisoners in Mexico. Both 

the sheriff and the attorney of Cameron County, Texas, 

requested that Johnson use his influence to ensure these 

men's safety. Johnson contacted General Silvestre 

Revueltas, Escobedo's commander in Matamoros, and inquired 

""Johnson to SecNav, 1 April 1876, Johnson to SecNav, 
20 May 1876, Johnson to SecNav, 26 May 1876, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R469-470 NA; Johnson to SecNav, 18 May 
1876, Johnson to SecNav, 26 May 1876, Johnson to Fuller, 30 
May 1876, Rio Bravo Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA. 
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about the incident, whereupon the latter assured Johnson he 

would look into the problem. A similar situation occurred 

in November when the Mexican authorities arrested another 

American. Following a meeting with the U.S. Consul in 

Matamoros, Johnson requested the immediate release of this 

American citizen from the Mexican government.'"* 

About two months after Diaz's victorious revolution. 

General Revueltas, General Escobedo's subordinate, still 

controlled Matamoros. On 17 January 1877, however, Johnson 

reported that Revueltas had "issued a proclamation today 

stating that he had been named by Diaz [as] commander of 

this city.""* On 20 January, Johnson advised the Secretary 

of the Navy that he believed that with Diaz in control of 

Mexico lawlessness would soon spread along the border."' 

From January until his relief on 19 May, Johnson did 

not report any significant border problems or naval 

operations. His relief. Commander Benjamin F. Day, obtained 

permission to relocate the Rio Bravo to Brownsville. 2oa 

"*Johnson to SecNav, 17 July 1876, Officers' Letters, 
RG45, M148, R471, NA; Johnson to Collins, 17 July 1876, 
Johnson to Wilson, 14 November 1876, Johnson to SecNav, 17 
November 1876, Rio Bravo Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA. 

"'Johnson to SecNav, 17 January 1877, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R474, NA. 

"'Johnson to SecNav, 20 January 1877, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R474, NA. 

"*Day to SecNav, 13 July 1877, Captains' Letters, RG45, 
M147, R109, NA; Day to SecNav, 13 July 1877, Rio Bravo 
Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA. 
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While stationed on the Rio Grande, Commander Day did not 

aggressively pursue operations with the naval forces at his 

disposal; hence, he reported few border disturbances during 

his tour. 

On 14 February 1878, Commander Bartlett J. Cromwell--a 

future rear admiral and commander of the North Atlantic 

Station--assumed command of the Rio Bravo and the naval 

forces operating on the Rio Grande. Unlike his predecessor, 

Cromwell aggressively used the Rio Bravo and the steam 

launches. On 1 March, he sent one of the launches on patrol 

up the Rio Grande as far as Ringgold Barracks. In addition, 

Cromwell, on 20 March, ordered both the steam launches, 

commanded by Master Merriam and Mate L. F. Lee, to patrol 

together up to Ringgold Barracks and Rio Grande City. If 

these men discovered, while on patrol, that any lawless act 

had transpired, Merriam and Lee were to record and later 

report the events to Cromwell upon their return. Following 

this patrol, Cromwell dispatched Merriam, in the first days 

of April, to conduct another transit up the Rio Grande."' 

Before Merriam's return, Cromwell sent Lieutenant T. A. 

DeBlois, in the second steam launch, to intercept Merriam 

"on his way down in command of the other launch." Both of 

these men were expected to cooperate in a joint operation 

"'Cromwell to Merriam, 1 March 1878, Cromwell to 
SecNav, 7 March 1878, Cromwell to SecNav, 20 March 1878, 
Captains' Letters, RG45, M147, RllO, NA; Cromwell to 
Merriam, 1 March 1878, Cromwell to Merriam, 20 March 1878, 
Rio Bravo Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA. 
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with the U.S. Cavalry "sent to that vicinity to patrol, 

watch and if possible to intercept any armed organized bands 

attempting to cross for unlawful reasons.""" 

In mid May, Cromwell, in an attempt to further curtail 

border disturbances, proceeded up the river in the Rio 

Bravo. When the Rio Bravo reached Edinburg, Cromwell 

dispatched DeBlois "to proceed to Brownsville on patrol, to 

forward mail and supplies, look after government interests, 

and to watch and report any important events that may 

transpire in that vicinity."'" On 13 June the Rio Bravo had 

cruised to Ringgold Barracks and by 1 July she had returned 

to Brownsville.'" 

When Cromwell's tour ended. Lieutenant DeBlois assumed 

command of the Rio Bravo on 16 August 1878. Only six days 

after he had taken command of the naval forces on the Rio 

Grande, DeBlois received word from Brevet Brigadier General 

A. J. Alexander, commander at Fort Brown, Texas, about the 

possibilities of a Mexican attack at or around Brownsville. 

Because of the potential of a large scale Mexican raid and 

to prevent any possible Mexican/Texan entanglement, the 

"°Cromwell to SecNav, 5 April 1878, Rio Bravo 
Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA. 

'"Cromwell to SecNav, 29 May 1878, Rio Bravo 
Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA. 

"'Cromwell to SecNav, 14 June 1878, Rio Bravo 
Letterbook, RG45, E349, NA; Robert L. Robinson, "The U.S 
Navy vs. Cattle Rustlers The U.S.S. Rio Bravo on the Rio 
Grande, 1875-1879," Military History of Texas and the 
Southwest 15 (1979): 50. 
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mayor of Brownsville established a quarantine around the 

city. In order to protect the citizens of Brownsville from 

possible hostilities and to assist the Army, DeBlois 

positioned the Rio Bravo near the ferry which transported 

goods from Matamoros to Brownsville. Although a Mexican 

attack did not materialize, the mayor maintained a 

quarantine around Brownsville for several more months."^ 

In December 1878, Lieutenant Commander Charles F. 

Schmitz took command of the Rio Bravo. Yet due to improving 

relations with the Diaz administration combined with the 

decreased number of border incidents and the deplorable 

condition of the Navy's steamer, the Rio Bravo's final 

captain did not have an opportunity to offensively assert 

naval power on the Rio Grande. By April 1879 the relatively 

quiet situation on the border and the condition of the Rio 

Bravo dictated the recall of U.S. naval forces from the Rio 

Grande."* 

Throughout the period of the Rio Grande patrol, each 

commander and his men understood, and with varying degrees 

of skill managed, the delicate political and diplomatic 

situations which developed on the border between Mexico and 

"^DeBlois to the Mayor of Brownsville, 18 August 1878, 
DeBlois to SecNav, 29 September 1878, Rio Bravo Letterbook, 
RG45, E349, NA; DeBlois to SecNav, 22 August 1878, Officers' 
Letters, RG45, M148, R403, NA; DeBlois to SecNav, 22 
September 1878, DeBlois to SecNav, 29 September 1878, 
Officers' Letters, RG45, M148, R484, NA. 

""Robinson, "The U.S. Navy vs. Cattle Rustlers," 50. 
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the United States. In addition to these unique challenges 

encountered by the naval forces on the Rio Grande, the Rio 

Bravo's captains and the two steam launches' skippers 

observed previous riverine warfare tactical doctrine and 

also contributed valuable concepts to future operations. 

All of the tactics implemented and established by naval 

forces on the Rio Grande Station centered on an informal 

oral tradition, which persisted until the Vietnam Conflict, 

upon which the U.S. Navy bluejackets had relied since the 

American Revolution. 

In four years of official operations, Rio Grande 

Station forces introduced two new forms of tactics to the 

Navy's growing riverine warfare doctrine. These were 

dispatching smaller rivercraft for patrols from a larger 

base vessel and the night ambush or Waterborne Guardpost. 

The Navy would use these tactics again ninety years later on 

the rivers of South Vietnam. 

From December 1875 to May 1878, the captains of the Rio 

Bravo ordered the steam launches on about eight recorded 

patrols. The launch officers who commanded these small 

craft had vague orders or rules of engagement to arrest 

anyone crossing the river for unlawful reasons and to turn 

over these individuals to the U.S. Army. In addition, the 

rules of engagement stressed that the launch officers should 

"avoid any act which might be made a just subject of 
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complaint on the part of the Mexican Government.""* 

Although these patrols continued sometimes for many days in 

oppressive heat and falling water levels not one of the 

launch officers reported any criminal activity at the close 

of their mission. 

The night ambush was the subsequent tactic introduced 

on the lower Rio Grande. Master Greenlief Merriam, in March 

1878, reported to Cromwell that he tied up to the bank each 

night while on patrol. This tactic not only ensured the 

safety of the launch from the swift moving river but also 

provided the crew excellent locations for ambushing any 

cattle thieves or bandits crossing the Rio Grande in either 

direction."* 

The tactics used by the naval forces on the Rio Grande 

Station enabled the Navy to perform its mission. These 

tactics became part of the traditional informal doctrine 

which the Navy had and continues to use. Hence, the Navy's 

contribution to the stabilization of the border in the late 

1870s led to additional riverine warfare tactics which a 

later generation of river sailors would use in the Vietnam 

Conflict. 

"^Cromwell to Merriam, Extract included, 17 February 
1878, Captains' Letters, RG45, M147, RllO, NA. 

"'Merriam to Cromwell, 6 March 1878, Captains' Letters, 
RG45, M147, RllO, NA. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

ON THE ASIATIC STATION 

Lieutenant James C. Gillmore carefully scanned the 

tropical terrain as he positioned his ship, U.S.S. Yorktown, 

at the Baler River's mouth to provide fire support for a two 

man reconnaissance team inserted just a few hours before. 

Moments later Gillmore decided to maneuver his ship's cutter 

a half mile upriver, and as the craft slowly plied the brown 

water, volleys of rifle fire tore through the surrounding 

vegetation and into the American sailors on board the 

cutter. The Navy bluejackets returned fire with their small 

arms; however, the Filipino insurgents, concealed and 

protected behind superbly constructed earthworks, continued 

their accurate barrage at the exposed Americans. Within 

minutes, over half of Gillmore's crew had been hit and the 

cutter was riddled with bullet holes and was sinking into 

the muddy water.'" 

Following the Spanish American War, an archipelago-wide 

guerrilla conflict erupted which necessitated U.S. Navy 

riverine incursions onto the inland waterways of the 

Philippine Islands. During the Philippine Insurrection or 

War, which brought the U.S. military into armed conflict 

with Filipino insurgent forces, the Navy's missions, 

according to Commander in Chief Asiatic Squadron Rear 

'"Carlos C. Hanks, "The Affair at Baler," United States 
Naval Institute Proceedings 62 (1937): 335-337. 
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Admiral George C. Remey, included "acting with the Army 

against the insurgents, transporting and convoying troops, 

bombarding, and patrolling to prevent the landing of arms 

for the insurgents and illicit trading with and among the 

Islands.""* In order effectively to carry out its missions 

of joint operations, blockading, and interdiction, the Navy 

divided the archipelago into four patrol districts and 

deployed up to twelve gunboats throughout the islands. With 

coastal interdiction and transporting Army personnel 

considered primary naval roles, the bulk of the operations 

on the inland waterways of the Philippines were conducted by 

Army gunboats. Thus, independent Navy operations consisted 

\ , "" 

essentially of riverine patrols. Although the Commander-in-

Chief of the Asiatic Squadron was the overall commander of 

activity in the Philippines, day to day operations were left 

to individual naval commanders within the patrol districts 

(see Figure 8.1). 

On 11 April 1899, riverine combat emerged on Luzon when 

Ensign William H. Standley, a future Chief of Naval 

Operations, aboard the U.S.S. Yorktown, anchored off the 

mouth of the Baler river. His orders were to investigate 

some natives who had hoisted a white flag and to deliver a 

message to an alleged Spanish garrison hiding at the Baler 

church. As Standley went ashore in one of the Yorktown's 

"*Remey to SecNav, 28 August 1900, RG45, Box 411, 
Folder 1871-1910, OJ-Joint Military and Naval Operations 
(misc), NA. 
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Figure 8.1. Philippine Islands Patrol Districts 

Source: Vernon Leon Williams, "The U.S. Navy in the 
Philippine Insurrection and Subsequent Native 
Unrest, 1898-1906," (Ph.D. dissertation, Texas 
A&M University, 1985), 114. 
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boats, he "observed that the white flag was no longer 

visible and that all the natives, too, had disappeared." 

After raising his own white flag, Standley noticed that the 

natives reappeared and had walked onto the beach. He "took 

this as a friendly sign and landed on some rocks in the 

middle of the mouth of the river." After securing the boat 

and ordering the remaining sailors to keep watch, Standley 

and an interpreter waded to the riverbank. Following a 

brief discussion with the insurgents, the two Americans 

discovered that insurgent forces had trapped about fifty 

Spanish soldiers and two priests inside the Baler church. 

The insurgent translator then informed Standley that any 

attempt to rescue the beleaguered Spanish would result in 

swift retribution (see Figure 8.2).'" 

Early the next morning Lieutenant Gillmore inserted a 

two man scout patrol, commanded by Standley, a quarter of a 

mile northeast of the river's mouth and told Standley that 

"he would pull down to the mouth of the River . . . [and] 

said that he would not open or draw the fire unless the 

Insurgents tried to cross the River." As the men moved into 

the interior to reconnoiter the area, Standley heard firing 

from the river from which he "concluded that the Insurgents 

were crossing the River" in his direction. He quickly 

spotted a tree which would not only provide cover but also 

'"Standley to Captain Charles S. Sperry, 11 April, 
1899, Area 10, M625, R368, NA. 
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Figure 8.2. The Baler River and area 

Source: Enclosed in Standley to Captain Sperry, 11 April 
1899, Area 10, M625, R368, NA. 
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an observation post. While in the tree he sketched the 

surrounding countryside and observed "six, seven or eight 

[insurgents] . . . at the second bend of the river shouting 

and splashing in the water and they seemed to have a boat of 

some description around which they were gathered.""" This 

boat had contained Gillmore and his crew which had entered 

the river and fell into an ambush which resulted in either 

the death or capture of the cutter's entire crew."' 

On the Bataan Peninsula in September and again in 

October, the Navy conducted two subsequent riverine 

operations. At 8:00 a.m. on 17 September while patrolling 

the area around Pampanga Bay, Naval Cadet Welborn C. Wood 

steered his vessel, the gunboat Urdaneta, up the Orani River 

to interdict any insurgent traffic moving on the waterway. 

After he had inspected several suspicious native craft. Wood 

came about and headed back to the bay. Less than a mile 

from the town of Orani, the Urdaneta ran aground. By 12:00 

p.m., the gunboat was stranded in the river in a potentially 

hostile area. At 3:30 p.m., gunfire erupted from the 

riverbank near the town. Despite resistance and attempts to 

"°Standley to Commanding officer, U.S.S. Yorktown, 12 
April 1899, Area 10, M625, R368, NA. 

'"Vernon Leon Williams, "The U.S. Navy in the 
Philippine Insurrection and Subsequent Native Unrest, 1898-
1906" (Ph.D. Dissertation, Texas A&M University, 1985), 
155-161; Hanks, "The Affair at Baler," 335-338; Barbara B. 
Tomblin, "The United States Navy and the Philippine 
Insurrection," United States Naval Institute Proceedings 25 
(July 1975): 187. 
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escape to the opposite bank the insurgents either killed or 

captured all of the Americans.'" 

As soon as Navy headquarters noted that the Urdaneta 

had not checked in, the Navy organized a nine craft search 

and rescue operation to survey the area around Orani (see 

Figure 8.3). When this group reached the river on 

1 October, the overall commander. Commander Charles C. 

Cornwell, ordered salvage operations to begin. While the 

special equipment brought to accomplish this task was being 

deployed, Cornwell "positioned the gunboats along the 

riverbanks to provide covering fire for the salvage 

operation." Around 10:00 a.m. "he ordered the gunboats to 

open fire on the town of Orani and the surrounding 

countryside for about ten minutes to clear the area of any 

insurgents that might be present.""^ As this preventive 

tactic apparently was successful, the gunboats continued to 

use intermittent firing until dark. That night while the 

salvage forces moved the repaired Urdaneta into the deeper 

water of the Orani river, the combat component prepared for 

a mobile riverine force operation intended to punish the 

'"Benjamin J. Green to George F.F. Wilde, 6 December 
1899, Area 10, M625, R374, NA; Remey to SecNav, 28 August 
1900, RG45, Box 411, Folder 1871-1910, NA; Williams, "The 
U.S. Navy in the Philippine Insurrection," 165-170; Report 
of the Secretary of the Navy, Annual Reports of the Navy 
Department for the Year 1899, 50th Congress, 1st session. 
Doc. No. 3, 3; Tomblin, "The U.S. Navy in the Philippine 
Insurrection," 192. 

"^Williams, "The U.S. Navy in the Philippine 
Insurrection," 172. 
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Figure 8.3. Orani Operation 

Source: Vernon Leon Williams, "The U.S. Navy in the 
Philippine Insurrection and Subsequent Native 
Unrest, 1898-1906," (Ph.D. dissertation, Texas 
A&M University, 1985), 171. 
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insurgents in the area. The following morning at 9:30 a.m. 

the gunboats laid down a suppression fire for the ground 

troops which had disembarked into smaller boats and 

proceeded up a creek running perpendicular to the river yet 

parallel to the town. When the support fire had ceased the 

troops moved across the muddy terrain. Encountering minimal 

resistance, the ground force, consisting primarily of 

Marines, moved into the town. After searching the dwellings 

for enemy personnel and discovering nothing, the Marines 

plodded back to their boats and paddled to their transports. 

Once the landing party boarded, the entire force moved out 

of the river and into the bay."* 

Over one year later on the island of Samar, the Navy 

conducted another extensive operation. In an attempt to 

capture General Vicente Lukban, reportedly headquartered at 

Gandara, a town forty miles up the Gandara River, Army and 

Navy leaders organized a joint operation with the Army 

supplying 300 ground troops and a launch while the Navy 

provided two gunboats to serve as transports and also to 

provide fire support. At 7:30 a.m. on 24 September 1900, 

the entire riverine amphibious unit entered the Gandara 

River. A launch dispatched to scout ahead of the column 

later that day reported that the insurgents had constructed 

"*Cornwell to Watson, 12 October 1899, Area 10, RG45, 
M625, R372, NA; Watson to Long, 13 December 1899, Area 10, 
RG45, M625, R374, NA; Williams, "The U.S. Navy in the 
Philippine Insurrection," 169-174; Tomblin, "The U.S. Navy 
in the Philippine Insurrection," 192. 
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bamboo obstructions across the river. The lead gunboat, the 

Panay, rammed through the blockade, but in the process, 

damaged her screw and grounded on the far side of the 

barrier. The remainder of the force attempted to penetrate 

the bamboo piles and grounded in front of the water 

obstacles. Separated from the rest of the column, the 

Panay's crew awaited high tide and manned the gunboat's 

weapons for a possible attack. As an added precaution, 

troops were sent ashore and established defensive positions 

up to 200 yards along the riverbank. After an uneventful 

day, the troops reembarked and on the tide the Panay steamed 

through the bamboo barricade and met up with the other 

gunboat and launch further downriver near the mouth. This 

joint force did not attempt a second foray."^ 

As the U.S. military, with naval assistance, began 

capturing insurgent leaders and destroying insurgent forces, 

the demand for riverine operations diminished. Although 

peaceful events in the Philippines eliminated the need for 

naval riverine units, over a decade later in China 

circumstances warranted the deployment of brown water forces 

to the Yangtze and other Chinese rivers for reasons which 

mirrored the Navy's involvement on the Rio Grande in the 

late nineteenth century. 

"^Frederick L. Sawyer, Sons of Gunboats (Annapolis, MD 
Naval Institute Press, 1946), 128-134. 
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The origins of direct U.S. diplomatic and military 

involvement on the Yangtze River originated in 1844 and 1858 

with the signing of several treaties with the American 

government. This led to the deployment of Navy vessels to 

the Far East in order to protect American interests from the 

political and military instability which prevailed in the 

region. Even with the Navy visiting ports along the Yangtze 

and attempting to assist U.S. citizens, but due to a lack of 

vessels, the United States reluctantly had to rely on 

British naval power on the river to protect Americans. 

Despite growing American interests in the area, a permanent 

U.S. naval presence would not be established until after the 

Civil War. Immediately thereafter, from 1866 until the 

official formation of the Yangtze Patrol in 1920, a number 

of small gunboats operated on the lower Yangtze."* 

After the conclusion of World War I, American foreign 

policy makers once again became concerned with events in the 

Far East. Because of the growing unrest in China and the 

expansionist tendencies of Japan, American foreign policy 

"*E. Mowbray Tate, "U.S. Gunboats on the Yangtze: 
History and Political Aspects 1842-1922," Presented at the 
Annual Meeting of the Midwest Conference on Asian Affairs, 
Boulder, CO, 22 October 1965, in the Navy Department 
Library, Washington, DC; Kemp Tolley, Yangtze Patrol: The 
U.S. Navy in China (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 
1984), 1-84. See also Robert Erwin Johnson, Far China 
Station: The U.S. Navy in Asian Waters, 1800-1898 
(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1979); William 
Reynolds Braisted, The United States Navv in the Pacific, 
1897-1909 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1958); and 
Braisted, The United States Navy in the Pacific, 1909-1922 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1971). 
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makers recommended that in order to prevent Japanese 

interests from capitalizing on Chinese weaknesses additional 

measures should be taken to preserve the open door policy. 

While American diplomats initiated talks with the Japanese 

and Chinese governments, in December 1920, the Secretary of 

the Navy established the Yangtze Patrol (YangPat).'" 

The mission of the Yangtze Patrol was to protect the 

lives and property of Americans and other nationals from 

potential hostile situations resulting from the instability 

of the region."* In 1921, the Commander in Chief of the 

Asiatic Fleet, Admiral Joseph Strauss, interpreted these 

orders from the Secretary of the Navy as "police protection 

against local uprising[s] on the part of the Chinese."'" 

The area of operations comprised the lower, middle, and 

upper portions of the river. The lower "extends from the 

sea to Hankow, 600 miles from the ocean . . . . The Middle 

'"For descriptions of America's foreign policy in the 
1920s, see chapter eleven in Walter LaFeber, The American 
Age: United States Foreign Policy at Home and Abroad since 
1750 (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1989) and 
chapter forty-two in Thomas A. Bailey, A Diplomatic History 
of the American People (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 
Eighth edition, 1968). 

"*Wallace S. Wharton, "Our Chinese Navy," United States 
Naval Institute Proceedings 51 (1925): 68; Felix Johnson, 
"Naval Activities on the Yangtse," United States Naval 
Institute Proceedings 53 (1927): 506; Roger Smith, "The 
Protection of American Nationals in China," United States 
Naval Institute Proceedings 56 (1930): 1097-1104. 

'"Strauss to SecNav, 26 July 1921, enclosed in SecNav 
to General Board, 16 September 1921, RG80, Box 103, Subject 
File 1900-1947, General Board, NA. 
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extends from Hankow to Ichang, 950 miles from Shanghai" and 

the upper ranged from Ichang to Chungking (see Figure 

8.4).'" 

Although not involved in a war, the men of the Yangtze 

Patrol, like their fellow muddy water warriors operating on 

the Rio Grande from 1875-1879, daily confronted the perils 

of riverine combat. From 1920 to 1942 YangPat gunboats 

patrolled the extensive river promoting peace, countering 

piratical depredations, and protecting western nationals 

with whatever force was necessary to accomplish these 

missions. On 21 December 1922, for example, the U.S.S. 

Monocacv rescued an American medical unit from bandits, and 

about six months later she forced Chinese pirates to release 

a number of Standard Oil junks.'" This typified the duties 

of the Yangtze Patrol from 1920 until 1925 when widespread 

national unrest or civil war erupted throughout the 

countryside. 

From 1926 to 1927, American vessels became prime 

targets for the many disenchanted factions fighting for 

control of different regions of China. In his annual report 

to the Secretary of the Navy, Commander in Chief of the 

Asiatic Fleet Admiral Clarence S. Williams detailed dozens 

'"Wharton, "Our Chinese Navy," 70. 

'"Annual Report of the Commander in Chief, 29 August 
1922 to 30 June 1923, Annual Reports of Fleets And Task 
Forces 1920-1941 (hereafter cited as Fleets and Task 
Forces), M971, Rll, NA. 
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1984) , F r o n t p a g e s . 
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of firefights with Chinese troops. For example, on 10 

September 1926 while on convoy duty from Hankow to Hanyang, 

Chinese troops fired on the destroyer Stewart with rifle and 

machine gun rounds from the bank. Despite the crew's swift 

return fire, the Americans failed "to silence the firing 

from the shore." Then "the Stewart fired one four inch 

shell which struck a building ashore containing firing 

troops and exploded. The engagement abruptly ended." 

Within nine days another U.S. vessel, the minesweeeper 

Pigeon, "while steaming downriver past Hanyang was heavily 

fired on by rifle fire and machine guns from both Hanyang 

and Wuchang (both sides of the River)." The crew responded 

"with fire with rifles and machine guns, firing 2300 rounds. 

The main battery was not fired as no field pieces were fired 

from ashore and no distinct point of aim offered itself."'̂ ' 

In addition to patrol dangers, naval riverine forces 

were also called upon to defend and evacuate American 

citizens from perilous situations such as the Nanking 

Incident or Outrage. On 24 March 1927, Cantonese troops 

surrounded Nanking and "entered the city, looted, 

perpetrated outrages, assaulted, robbed and killed 

foreigners." With two U.S. warships present, the destroyers 

Noa and Preston, to provide fire support and evacuation 

platforms. Commander Roy C. Smith, the senior ranking 

'̂ 'Annual Report of the Commander in Chief, 1 July 1926 
to 30 June 1927, Fleets and Task Forces, M971, R12, NA. 
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American officer, ordered several sailors ashore to assist 

in the withdrawal of the U.S. Consulate members to the 

vessels. After the event. Admiral Williams wrote that "a 

small American Naval guard, fled from the U.S. Consulate to 

a foreign residence on Socony Hill." Despite relocating, 

enemy forces discovered the fleeing Americans and attacked 

their new position. Immediately thereafter, the naval guard 

"request[ed] that fire be opened upon their attackers. Fire 

from the main batteries of the three ships successfully 

repelled the attack, and also had the effect of halting 

outrages in other parts of the city."'" ComYangPat 

dispatched orders to the patrol force asserting that "A 

COMBINED LANDING FORCE TO TAKE OUT FOREIGNERS OVER THE CITY 

WALL MAY BE PRACTICABLE. "'"" Yet with this devastating 

display of firepower, the American citizens and other 

foreign nationals "were permitted to come to the water front 

and go on board the men of war."'^^ 

'"Annual Report of the Commander in Chief of the 
Asiatic Fleet, 1 July 1926 to 30 June 1927, Fleets and Task 
Forces, M971, R12, NA; For additional information on the 
Nanking Incident see Tolley, Yangtze Patrol, 145-163, and 
Glenn Howell, "Operations of the United States Navy on the 
Yangtze River-September, 1926, to June, 1927," United States 
Naval Institute Proceedings 54 (1928): 280-286. 

""ComYangPat to Patrol Force in Randall to US Consul at 
Chungking, 24 March 1927, RG45, Area File 1911-1927, Box 
267, Folder 7, NA. 

'"Annual Report of the Commander in Chief of the 
Asiatic Fleet, 1 July 1926 to 30 June 1927, Fleets and Task 
Forces, M971, R12, NA. 

183 



The hazardous duty associated with the Yangtze Patrol 

provoked the Commander in Chief of the Asiatic Fleet in 

1931, Admiral Charles B. McVay, to write in his annual 

report to the Secretary of the Navy, "Vessels of the Yangtze 

Patrol have operated under conditions similar to those of 

actual warfare. Personnel has [sic] been frequently exposed 

to sniping fire and it is strongly recommended that this 

condition be recognized by a campaign medal." Despite their 

incessant patrol and convoy duty, Yangtze Patrol craft could 

not prevent bandits from wreaking havoc on peaceful 

commercial traffic. In some locations along the river, 

bandits "move[d] beacons and light vessels in the hope of 

causing vessels to run aground and so be subject to 

pirating. "'̂* 

In the last decade of the patrol, from 1932 to 1942, 

excluding the Japanese invasion which led to the highly 

publicized sinking of the river gunboat Panay, situations 

remained similar to those of preceding years. The 

conclusion of U.S. naval activities on the Yangtze in 1942 

ended the unique era of gunboat diplomacy in the Far East. 

Yet involvement in the Philippines and in China signaled a 

shift in America's use of riverine warfare from domestic 

defense to regional security for a nation with global 

interests. 

'"Annual Report of the Commander in Chief of the 
Asiatic Fleet, 1 July 1930 to 30 June 1931, Fleets and Task 
Forces, M971, R13, NA. 
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Riverine forces operating in the Pacific and Asia at 

the turn of the century and in the early twentieth century 

implemented tactics formed by previous experience. For 

example, in the Philippines the Navy and Marines applied MRF 

tactics used in the Second Seminole and Mexican Wars, 

whereas, Yangtze Patrol crews could draw upon informal 

tactical doctrine from the quasi-diplomatic Rio Grande 

Patrol. 

Using mobile riverine force tactics later employed by 

soldiers and sailors in Southeast Asia, on 2 October 1899 in 

an attempt to search for and destroy the insurgents 

responsible for firing at the Urdaneta, the Navy provided 

fire support and transport platforms for a Marine ground 

force. Once within range of the targeted landing site, the 

Marines landed and conducted a sweeping ground operation. 

Before disembarking the troops, the Navy laid down 

suppression fire on suspected enemy positions to prevent 

attacks from the landing force. After completing their 

mission, the Marines returned to their boats and withdrew 

under the protection of naval gunfire.'^' 

Several additional tactical innovations emerged in the 

Philippine Insurrection during the Gandara River expedition. 

The Navy commander, using his resources wisely, introduced 

'"Cornwell to Watson, 12 October 1899, Area 10, RG45, 
M625, R372, NA; Watson to Long, 13 December 1899, Area 10, 
RG45, M625, R374 ,NA; Williams, "the U.S. Navy in the 
Philippine Insurrection," 169-174. 
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the naval scout to riverine combat when he ordered a launch 

to proceed ahead of the column to investigate then brief the 

commander in order to prevent surprises. '" 

Officers and crews serving on the Yangtze Patrol did 

not contribute substantially to the Navy's growing informal 

doctrine. Although they did assuredly recognize the 

delicate diplomatic and political situation they encountered 

daily, as did the Rio Bravo Patrol, all of the Yangtze 

Patrol's actions were, of necessity, reactionary. Hence, 

the only contribution to a tactical doctrine was the men's 

ability to adhere to the rules of engagement established by 

superiors, both diplomatic and military. 

The end of gunboat diplomacy in the Far East and the 

global changes wrought by the Second World War issued in a 

new phase for riverine sailors: limited warfare. This 

brought the bluejacket into contact with conventional and 

guerrilla opponents. Nearly two decades after the demise of 

the Yangtze Patrol, brown water forces were once again 

deployed to Asia. 

'"Sawyer, Sons of Gunboats, 128-134. 
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CHAPTER IX 

THE VIETNAM CONFLICT AND THE EMERGENCE OF A DOCTRINE 

Sweltering in heat and being devoured by swarms of 

mosquitos, the U.S. Navy ensign stood watching and listening 

through the pitch black night for any movement from the 

riverbank of the Rach Giang Thanh near the Cambodian border. 

Although he used to flinch at any sound, after months on the 

rivers of South Vietnam in 1969, he had developed the 

capability to distinguish between the sounds of wind, 

animals, and human movement. While many nights passed 

without any enemy contact, this night proved different. The 

ensign and his crew, whose Swift boat was moored to the 

bank, silently observed a small convoy of enemy sampans 

floating towards them. When the small rivercraft passed 

within twenty feet of their boat, the American bluejackets 

opened fire and pummeled both the craft and their occupants. 

After the last spent shell fell to the deck, one of the 

crewmen shot a flare and upon inspection the crew discovered 

the sampans were heavily laden with weapons and ammunition 

for the Viet Cong (VC).'" 

This firefight, or U.S. naval ambush, was a familiar 

occurrence to the brown water sailor who served on the 

inland waterways of South Vietnam. Although no firefight is 

2391 'Elmo Zumwalt, Jr. and Elmo Zumwalt, III., My Father, 
My Son (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1986), 81-
84. 
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typical, as any veteran can corroborate, events in the 

conflict in Southeast Asia marked a turning point in the 

emergence of a formalized riverine warfare tactical doctrine 

for the U.S. Navy (see Figure 9.1). 

Various studies provided the catalyst for establishing 

a U.S. naval presence on the inland waterways of South 

Vietnam. As early as 1962 defense department research 

groups and naval officers began examining the intricacies of 

riverine warfare. In that year a Research Analysis 

Corporation paper noted the problems associated with enemy 

ambushes along South Vietnam's rivers and canals. Although 

the author determined that VC ambushes were infrequent in 

1962, he believed that enemy leaders operating in the Mekong 

Delta region understood the paramount economic and 

psychological importance of controlling the small navigable 

waterways. Moreover, should the U.S. or the Vietnamese Navy 

(VNN) step up any military, naval, or pacification effort in 

the Delta, the author concluded, ambushes and other attacks 

would definitely increase.'*" 

'*°Input also came from advisors working with the 
fledgling VNN. However, due to their unique positions 
emphasis was placed on producing a viable fighting navy not 
contributing to a formalized U.S. naval doctrine. In 
addition, it is important to note that the documents 
presented in this study are only representative of the 
additional studies generated by the armed forces. However, 
most of the latter either remain classified or were lost. 
James W. Johnson, "River and Canal Ambush Problems, Republic 
of Vietnam, 1962 (U)," Research Analysis Corporation, 
Southeast Asia Field Office, Project AGILE, Staff Paper RAC-
SP-4 (SEA), 1963: 2-4, 7-11, 27, U.S. Army Military History 
Institute, Carlisle Barracks, PA. 
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Source: Victory Daniels and Judith C. Erdheim, Game Warden 
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In January 1964, Captain Phillip H. Bucklew and eight 

other naval officers went to Vietnam as part of the Vietnam 

Delta Infiltration Study Group to determine the extent of 

Communist movement in the Mekong Delta. The team reported 

that Communist forces used the rivers of the Delta for 

transporting men and munitions and recommended that a river 

force, including both river patrol boats and a landing 

force, be created to counter this threat.'" 

Navy officers attending the U.S. Naval War College also 

studied potential direct United States involvement in 

riverine warfare in Vietnam. Commander Jack A. Endacott, in 

his thesis, "Waterbased Counterinsurgency," recognized the 

critical nature of rivers and other inland waterways 

worldwide. He stressed, however, that in South Vietnam and 

especially in the Mekong Delta the canals and rivers 

represented not only primary commercial routes, but in the 

rainy months the only possible avenues from which to launch 

military operations. Endacott recommended, should U.S. 

naval forces operate in a riverine environment, that 

rivercraft contain extensive firepower capability, rotary 

and fixed-wing support, shore and afloat base facilities. 

'̂ 'Edward J. Marolda and Oscar P. Fitzgerald, The United 
States Navy and the Vietnam Conflict, Vol.2: From Military 
Assistance to Combat, 1959-1965 (Washington: Naval 
Historical Center, 1986), 303-305; JUSMAAG, Infiltration 
Into South Vietnam, (Bucklew Report), NRS 397, Operational 
Archives, Naval Historical Center, Washington, D.C, 
(hereafter cited as OANHC). 

190 



and the construction and use of new craft designed 

specifically for the riverine environment.'*' 

Another officer at the Naval War College, Lieutenant 

Commander S.D. Kully, in his June 1964 study, "The Challenge 

of Restricted Water Operations," used the war in Southeast 

Asia as his primary illustration to promote the concept of a 

permanent U.S. naval restricted waterway force. He also 

recommended the Navy procure or construct specialized craft 

to contend with any potential restricted waterway threat.'" 

About one year later, a MACV (Military Assistance 

Command, Vietnam) study concluded that "control of traffic 

on the inland waterways of the Mekong Delta is one of the 

key problems facing the Allied Forces in South Vietnam.'"** 

This study asserted that the Delta, in effect, was the 

lifestream of the Communist forces. Similar to the Bucklew 

Report, this analysis determined that enemy forces 

transported foodstuffs, medical supplies, arms and 

'*'Jack A. Endacott, "Waterbased Counterinsurgency" 
(Unpublished Thesis, U.S. Naval War College, March 1964). 

'*̂  S. D. Kully, "The Challenge of Restricted Water 
Operations" (Unpublished Thesis, U.S. Naval War College, 
June 1964). Kully defines restricted waters as "those water 
areas where the depth of water, navigational hazards, enemy 
defenses, and surrounding land areas preclude the normal 
operations of U.S. Navy ocean going ships" including "island 
complexes, navigable rivers and river deltas, harbors, 
inlets, and large enclosed water areas." 

244uyQ Tactical Use of Inland Waterways in South 
Vietnam," Records of the Military Assistance Command 
Vietnam, Part 2, Combined Intelligence Center Vietnam, 1954-
1973, (Library of the United States Army Military History 
Institute; Frederick: UPA, 1988), R21. 
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ammunition and only to a minimal degree, men.'*' All of 

these documents contributed to the decision to establish a 

permanent U.S. naval presence on the canals and rivers of IV 

Corps Tactical Zone. 

In addition to these causal reasons for establishing a 

riverine force in South Vietnam, historical precedent also 

played a key role. Monthly historical summaries, reports, 

studies and contemporary published works all support the 

premise that naval and military leaders considered history 

before deploying a riverine force onto South Vietnamese 

rivers. For example, William B. Fulton in Riverine 

Operations 1966-1969 contends that "a tradition of past 

American success in riverine operations, particularly Union 

operations in the Mississippi basin during the Civil War"'** 

was thoroughly studied before activating any U.S. Navy 

riverine operation. 

With the recommendations from these studies coupled 

with continued enemy activity and America's shift from an 

advisory role to direct intervention in 1965, naval leaders 

established the River Patrol Force, or Task Force 116, on 18 

December 1965. TF 116 conducted Operation Game Warden, 

patrols along the major rivers of the Mekong Delta, such as 

245uyQ Tactical Use of Inland Waterways in South 
Vietnam," Records of the Military Assistance Command 
Vietnam, Part 2, R21. 

'**William B. Fulton, Riverine Operations 1966-1969, 
Vietnam Studies Monograph (Washington: Department of the 
Army, 1973), 1. 
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the Bassac, Co Chien, Mekong, Ham Luong and My Tho rivers, 

in order to prevent infiltration of men and weapons (see 

Figure 9.2). In addition. Task Force 116 would patrol the 

Rung Sat Special Zone, a densely foliated quagmire of 

mangrove swamps and a known enemy stronghold, to protect the 

primary water route to Saigon, the meandering Long Tau 

shipping channel (see Figure 9.3). Initially, the Chief of 

the Naval Advisory Group (CHNAVADVGRP) commanded Game Warden 

operations; however, in 1966 this task force fell under the 

command of the Commander of U.S. Naval Forces in Vietnam 

(COMNAVFORV) .'*' 

To accomplish its task, the River Patrol Force required 

a shallow draft, high speed boat to navigate the inland 

waterways. Adapted from a non-military design in 1965, the 

PBR or river patrol boat consisted of a 31 foot fiberglass 

hull with Jacuzzi waterjets instead of propellers, providing 

the boat with extreme maneuverability and speeds up to 30 

knots. This small craft's armament included a twin .50 

caliber machine gun mounted in a turret forward, several M-

'*'COMNAVFORV Monthly Historical Summaries 1966-1970, 
OANHC; Victory Daniels and Judith C. Erdheim, Game Warden 
(Arlington, VA: Center For Naval Analyses, January 1976); R. 
L. Schreadley, From the Rivers to the Sea: The U.S. Navv in 
Vietnam (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1992), 90; 
Thomas J. Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets: Coastal and 
Riverine Warfare in Vietnam (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 
Press, 1988), 158-172; Edward J. Marolda, By Sea, Air, and 
Land: An Illustrated History of the U.S. Navv and the War in 
Southeast Asia (Washington: Naval Historical Center, 1994), 
163-197; George W. Baer, One Hundred Years of Sea Power: The 
U.S. Navy 1890-1990 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1994), 390. 
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Figure 9.2. Operation Game Warden 

Source: Victory Daniels and Judith C. Erdheim, Game Warden 
(Alexandria, VA: Center for Naval Analyses, 
January 1976), 34. 
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Figure 9.3. Rung Sat Special Zone 

Source: Edward J. Marolda, By Sea, Air, and Land: An 
Illustrated History of the U.S. Navv and the War 
in Southeast Asia (Washington, DC: Naval 
Historical Center, 1994), 176. 
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60 machine guns amidships and aft, and a 40 mm automatic 

grenade launcher and .50 caliber machine gun aft. Organized 

into River Divisions, over two hundred PBRs operated from 

shore installations and from LSTs (landing ship, tanks) 

anchored at the mouths of rivers. To provide dedicated 

close air support to the PBRs, the Navy acquired 24 Bell UH-

IB Iroquois helicopters from the Army and formed Helicopter 

Attack Light Squadron 3 (HAL-3), or "Seawolves." Armed with 

a variety of rockets, grenades, machine guns and small arms, 

the Seawolves' missions included close air support and 

reconnaissance. With this combination of combat forces. 

Game Warden operations were a significant factor in reducing 

the enemy's free use of river lines-of-communications.'*^ 

Despite the River Patrol Force's success, however, the 

commander of the newly created NAVFORV (Naval Forces 

Vietnam) and COMUSMACV (Commander, U.S. Military Assistance 

Command, Vietnam) recognized the need for an amphibious arm 

in the Delta "to locate, encircle, and destroy Communist 

'*^Boughton Cobb, Jr., "River Patrol Boat for Vietnam," 
Yachting (December 1966): 99-101; Thomas M. Mustin, "The 
River War," Ordnance 53 (September-October 1968): 176; 
Marolda, By Sea, Air, and Land, 166-167; River Patrol Force 
Summary, COMNAVFORV Monthly Historical Summary, June 1966, 
28, OANHC; John C. Cook, "The Attack Helicopter," United 
States Naval Institute Proceedings 98 (October 1972): 97; 
A.E. Weseleskey, "The 'Seawolf Helo Pilots of Vietnam," 
United States Naval Institute Proceedings 94 (May 1968): 
128; Erwin J. Bulban, "Navy Using Armed Helicopters in 
Vietnam," Aviation Week and Space Technology 88 (20 May 
1968): 69. 
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units in battle."'*' To perform these duties, early in 1967 

military leaders established Task Force 117, the Mekong 

Delta Mobile Riverine Force (MRF). It was designed to deploy 

a ground assault force from converted LCMs (mechanized 

landing craft). U.S. Marines would have been preferable but 

COMUSMACV, in an effort to meet the perceived threat in 

1965, had assigned the Marines to I Corps. Lacking an 

available Marine brigade to commit, the U.S. Army's 2nd 

Brigade of the 9th Division received special training in the 

United States before deployment to the Delta. Conceived as 

a combined operation, the Mobile Riverine Force's joint 

command structure consisted of the Commanding General II 

Field Force for the Army component and COMNAVFORV for the 

naval arm.'̂ ° 

Unlike the sleek, fast craft of the River Patrol Force, 

the MRF's brown water fleet more closely resembled the 

Navy's Civil War riverine armada. Split into Mobile 

Riverine Groups Alpha and Bravo, each group consisted of 

numerous reconfigured LCMs. Each unit had armored troop 

carriers, refuelers, heli-pad craft and medical aid 

stations. Although these rivercraft mounted large 

'*'Marolda, By Sea, Air, and Land, 198. 

"°Fulton, Riverine Operations 1966-1969, 27-32; W.C. 
Wells, "The Riverine Force in Action, 1966-1967," in U.S. 
Naval History Division, Riverine Warfare: Vietnam 
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1972), 139; 
Christopher A. Abel, "Forgotten Lessons of Riverine 
Warfare," United States Naval Institute Proceedings 108 
(January 1982): 67; Marolda, Bv Sea, Air, and Land, 198-214 
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assortments of weapons including 20mm cannons and large 

caliber machine guns, the heavily armed monitor became the 

battleship of the fleet. These armored boats, whose very 

name alone was evocative of the Civil War experience, were 

equipped with a 40mm and 20mm cannon, .50 caliber and M60 

machine guns, and a 81mm mortar. Some monitors were 

modified to carry two forward mounted flame throwers which 

burned away vegetation along the riverbanks and incinerated 

VC bunkers. Each squadron's flagship, a CCB (command and 

control boat), had extensive radar and radio equipment and 

was armed with the same weaponry as the monitor, except the 

mortar. The ASPB (assault support patrol boat), mission-

designed and constructed especially for the MRF, became Task 

Force 117's destroyer/minesweeper. Somewhat faster than the 

monitor, the ASPB carried a 20mm cannon, two .50 caliber 

machine guns, one 81mm mortar and two 40mm grenade 

launchers.'^^ 

After analyzing both of these operations, the new 

COMNAVFORV, Vice Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., in fall 1968, 

realized that perhaps because of the initial effectiveness 

of these task forces, the enemy had changed his strategy. 

The VC had moved to the smaller rivers and waterways of the 

Mekong Delta while simultaneously breaking into smaller 

"'Richard T. Miller, "Fighting Boats of the United 
States," United States Naval Institute Proceedings (Naval 
Review 1968): 301-325; Wells, "The Riverine Force in 
Action," 140-142; Marolda, Bv Sea, Air, and Land, 205. 
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groups to avoid detection. COMNAVFORV therefore established 

SEALORDS (Southeast Asia, Lake, Ocean, River, Delta 

Strategy), or Task Force 194, to project an offensive 

presence deep into the Mekong Delta and along the less 

frequently traveled but still vital waterways of IV Corps. 

Primarily, SEALORDS consisted of inland waterway 

interdiction patrol barriers which ranged from the Cambodian 

border to the South China Sea (see Figure 9.4). This new 

campaign aimed at the elimination of seaborne infiltration 

by combining elements of Game Warden, the Mobile Riverine 

Force and the Coastal Surveillance Force or Operation Market 

Time (Task Force 115). Each task force continued its 

previous missions but assumed additional duties in the 

SEALORDS campaign. For example. Market Time craft executed 

river incursions from the sea onto the larger rivers which 

permitted Game Warden craft to operate on the smaller rivers 

and canals.'^' 

'"Zumwalt and Zumwalt, My Father, My Son, 42, 45; Baer, 
One Hundred Years of Sea Power, 391; Kenneth R. Tidman, The 
Operations Evaluation Group: A History of Naval Operations 
Analysis (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1984), 268; 
SEALORDS Command Relations, MT Historian File Oct 68, 
COMNAVFORV Files, SEALORDS 194 Miscellaneous, Box #293, 
OANHC; Marolda, By Sea, Air, and Land, 263-283. Operation 
Market Time was a three-pronged patrol system which 
consisted of outer and inner ship barriers combined with an 
air barrier. The best source for understanding Market Time 
is Clarence E. Wunderlin, Jr., "Paradox of Power: 
Infiltration, Coastal Surveillance, and the United States 
Navy in Vietnam, 1965-1968," The Journal of Military History 
53 (July 1989) : 275-289. 
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Figure 9.4. SEALORDS 

Source: Thomas J. Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets: 
Coastal and Riverine Warfare in Vietnam 
(Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1988), 295 
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The initial overall strategy of this campaign, which 

later expanded considerably, included: 

1. Interdiction of Viet Cong infiltration routes from 
Cambodia along canals from the Bassac to the Gulf of 
Thailand; 

2. Pacification of selected Trans-Delta waterways; 
3. Pacification and clearance of the Bassac Islands; 

and 

4. Harassment of the enemy to keep him off balance.'" 

The initial barrier. Search Turn, began on 1 November 1968 

and encompassed the Rach Gia-Long Xuyen Canal from the 

Bassac River to the Cai San Canal and then southwest on the 

latter canal to the Gulf of Thailand. A subsequent barrier, 

Tran Hung Dao, emerged in late November 1968, when 

COMNAVFORV ordered river boats onto the Rach Giang Thanh and 

Vinh Te Canal which bordered Cambodia. In December, 

SEALORDS continued to expand when COMNAVFORV established 

Giant Slingshot. This barrier's area of operations 

comprised the east and west branches of the Vam Co River 

(Van Co Dong [east] and Vam Co Tay [west]) which flowed 

along converging routes on either side of the Parrot's Beak 

and joined near the town of Ben Luc. More specifically, it 

extended from the confluence of the Vam Co River northwest 

along the Vam Co Dong to an area five miles southwest of Tay 

Ninh, the capital of Tay Ninh Province. It also extended 

from the Nha Be River west along the Vam Co to the 

confluence of the Vam Co Tay and Cam Co Dong and thence west 

'"Operation SEALORDS Summary, COMNAVFORV Monthly 
Historical Sunaaary, November 1968, 1, OANHC. 
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along the Vam Co tay to to Moc Hoa, the capital of Kien 

Tuong Province. The final operation of the Border 

Interdiction Campaign, Barrier Reef, which connected Tran 

Hung Dao and Giant Slingshot, began in January 1969. 

Located in the Plain of Reeds, a vast open area that in the 

rainy months became a huge shallow lake. Barrier Reef's area 

of operations extended from Giant Slingshot on the Vam Co 

Tay along the Lagrange Canal'^* "from Tuyen Nhon to Ap Bac 

and westward along the Ong Lon Canal to the upper Mekong 

River at An Long."'" 

Although SEALORDS forces continued using ships in the 

larger river mouths for patrol boat bases. Task Force 194 

required a new means of support for the shallower and 

narrower waterways. To meet this need, the Navy built ATSBs 

(advance tactical support bases) along the riverbanks on or 

near extant U.S. Special Forces Camps or ARVN (Army of the 

Republic of Vietnam) bases. In addition to shore 

installations, several ATSBs had afloat elements which 

"*Operation SEALORDS Summary, COMNAVFORV Monthly 
Historical Summary, November 1968, 1, OANHC; Schreadley, 
From the Rivers to the Sea, 157-158; Roger A. Shorack, "An 
Analysis of Interdiction Barrier Operations and 
Effectiveness on SEALORDS Operations Tran Hung Dao, Barrier 
Reef and Giant Slingshot," Navy Electronics Lab Center, San 
Diego, California, July 1970, Records of the Military 
Assistance Command Vietnam Part 1. the War in Vietnam, 1954-
1973 (Library of the United States Army Military History 
Institute; Frederick: UPA, 1988), R47; Arie C. A. Sigmund 
and members of his staff, "Operation Giant Slingshot," from 
the personal files of Thomas J. Cutler, 2. 

'"Operation SEALORDS Summary, COMNAVFORV Monthly 
Historical Summary, January 1969, 2, OANHC. 
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consisted of hollow ammi pontoons that provided living 

quarters and storage facilities. Embellishing upon the ATSB 

concept, NAVFORV established a MATSB (mobile advance 

tactical support base), formed by 11 ammi pontoons. 

Floating in midstream on the Cua Lon River near old Nam Can 

City on the Ca Mau Peninsula, this football field sized 

structure furnished a patrol boat base on the southernmost 

tip of South Vietnam.'" 

Despite the effective coordinated operations between 

patrol boats and the Seawolves, the Navy wanted an aerial 

platform that would bridge the gap between the helicopter 

gunship, which was accurate but slow, and jet aircraft 

support, which could deliver a large amount of ordnance in a 

short period but with questionable accuracy. In April 1969, 

Navy Light Attack Squadron Four (VAL-4), equipped with 14 

OV-10 Broncos, arrived from San Diego and began operations 

in the Delta. Also known as the Black Ponies, VAL-4's roles 

included pre-planned attacks, air cover for boats that 

entered virgin territory or during troop deployments, and a 

24 hour alert status to provide close air support day or 

night.'" 

'"Robert C. Powers, "Beans and Bullets for Sea Lords," 
United States Naval Institute Proceedings 97 (December 
1970): 96; Zumwalt and Zumwalt, Mv Father, My Son, 63-64. 

'"An unnumbered history of VAL-4, VAL-4 History Apr 72, 
Vietnam Command File, Box# 144, OANHC; Light Attack Squadron 
Four (VAL-4), "OV-10 Bronco Fact Sheet," August 1969, 2. 
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But to what form of tactical doctrine, if any, did 

riverine forces in the Vietnam Conflict adhere? Initially, ̂  

riverine forces operated with the same form of unwritten 

instructions or verbally transmitted orders as the Navy had 

used for years. However, studies, operation orders 

(OPORDERS), and interim riverine warfare doctrinal manuals 

later coalesced into a published tactical doctrine upon 

which commanders and subordinates alike could draw for 

guidance. 

The 1965 paper, "Rivers and Their Warfare Potential in 

Counterinsurgency," provides an example of a study whose 

author focused marginally on tactical doctrine. In this 

analysis, Morton Golde advocated the creation of an 

amphibious river force and stated that the details of an 

operation could be developed from existing amphibious 

warfare doctrine. Although he outlined a river landing 

replete with close air support and mine clearing operations, 

Golde failed to comprehend that a riverine landing force has 

unique challenges such as the possibility of suppression 

fire originating from the landing site or from the rear of 

the landing force. His treatise does show, however, that 

some naval personnel had begun to conceptualize a tactical 

doctrine.'" 

'"Morton Golde, "Rivers and Their Warfare Potential in 
Counterinsurgency" (Unpublished Thesis, U.S. Naval War 
College, 1965), 16-27, 
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Operation orders also contributed to a formalized 

tactical doctrine. They contained a myriad of information 

pertinent to every conceivable aspect of a task force's 

responsibility in an operation. This included such items as 

a list of the task force organization, an explanation of the 

operation, radio communication instructions, sample forms, 

and tactics. Following the activation of Game Warden, 

tactics developed previously from theoretical studies and 

history were analyzed and later disseminated in an OPORDER 

by NAVFORV. 

In OPORDER 201-YR an entire section was dedicated to 

PBR tactics. This section asserted that patrols should 

consist of two boats operating in open column formation 

within radar range to provide protection and mutual support. 

It also recommended random patrols to discourage enemy 

familiarization with a discernable pattern of U.S. 

movements. It further maintained that night patrols usually 

achieved the greatest results; hence, patrol boat commanders 

should be aware of the nighttime tidal conditions, 

moonrises, and moonsets. If sniped at from the riverbank at 

night, the OPORDER suggested that until the sniper's 

location was identified crewmembers should not fire any 

large caliber fully automatic weapons as this would furnish 

the enemy with the boat's position and armament. Additional 

night patrol tactics included limited radio communication, 

blacked out boats, and when engaging a target in a firefight 
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to only use parachute flares or M79 illuminating rounds 

instead of searchlights.'" 

Concerning visiting and searching a suspicious craft, 

this order outlined explicit procedures. The U.S. boat 

should "close at an angle so that the maximum number of 

weapons bear on the target."'" Next a crewmember should 

hail the target craft and order all individuals to show 

themselves. If the occupants chose not to comply the crew 

had permission to fire warning shots over the craft. When 

the search began, according to the outline, the second 

patrol boat should maintain an optimum position from which 

to cover the searching boat. The crew searching the craft 

should investigate for false bottoms or concealed material 

and, if time permitted, run a line under the craft to detect 

any contraband hidden below the water.'̂ ^ Sources such as 

personal experience, studies, and OPORDERS influenced 

interim doctrine and later official doctrine. 

Interestingly, the Marines, who were not involved in 

riverine warfare in Vietnam, not the Navy, produced the 

first interim doctrine for riverine operations. In April 

'"Commander River Patrol Force, U.S. Naval Forces 
Vietnam, OPORDER 201-YR, 1 June 1969, B-II-1-4, The Vietnam 
Archive, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas (hereafter 
cited as VNA). 

'"Ibid. 

'̂ 'Although not described here, the order also explained 
procedures for visiting and searching at night; OPORDER 201-
YR, B-II-4-5, VNA. 
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1966, Fleet Marine Force Manual (FMFM) 8-4 (Tentative) 

Interim Doctrine for Riverine Operations, specifically 

written for riverine operations in Vietnam, was published 

and distributed for comments and recommendations. Despite 

its primary emphasis on Marine Corps infantry tactics 

ashore, FMFM 8-4 (Tentative) contained important components 

essential for future doctrine aimed at the naval arm of a 

mobile riverine task force.'*' 

According to this manual, the Navy's duties included to 

ferry troops, to "position blocking forces, to conduct 

reconnaissance, combat, and security patrols, to assist in 

displacing crew-served weapons, to transport reserves, to 

perform resupply and evacuation, and to serve as 

command/utility vehicle.'"" FMFM 8-4 (Tentative), 

therefore, perceived the Navy's role as purely supportive in 

nature. Such a force later surfaced with the creation of 

the MRF. 

This emphasis on the Navy's perceived supporting role 

in FMFM 8-4 (Tentative), is apparent in the authors' 

interpretation of patrols. The manual explained in detail, 

including diagrams, three reconnaissance patrols: successive 

bounds, alternate bounds, and continuous movement. 

Successive and alternate bounds patrols entailed using river 

'"U.S. Marine Corps, FMFM 8-4 (Tentative), Interim 
Doctrine for Riverine Operations, April 1966. 

'"Ibid., 5-6. 
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boats and troops in concert. Continuous movement, on the 

other hand, used only rivercraft moving slowly to provide 

security for one another. The information on combat patrols 

appears to provide the Navy freedom to operate 

independently, yet the closing statement, which asserted 

that "navy boats can be used [for combat patrols] providing 

better speed, fire power, personnel protection, and lift 

capability," continued to emphasize the support role of the 

Navy. Even in the final category, security patrols, the 

underlying theme was support. FMFM 8-4 stated that security 

patrols should be conducted to curtail enemy infiltration 

which could result in surprise attack, sabotage, or 

reconnaissance against friendly forces.'** 

A subsequent section, pertinent to the naval arm of a 

landing force, furnished intricate instructions on 

formations and specific tactical maneuvers for boats 

operating in a riverine environment. For example, it 

explained that during a normal cruise "intervals between 

boats may vary between 15 and 150 feet depending upon the 

tactical situation and the desires of the force leader." 

FMFM 8-4 (Tentative) also included specific instructions for 

various formations such as normal cruise, scout and on 

line.'" 

'**U.S. Marine Corps, FMFM 8-4 (Tentative), Interim 
Doctrine for Riverine Operations, 5-7 - 5-9. 

'"Ibid., 5-15 - 5-22. 
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In February 1967, the Marine Corps adopted this interim 

doctrinal manual with a few modifications and retained the 

title FMFM 8-4 Doctrine for Riverine Operations. Despite 

the Marine Corps' swift evaluation and adoption of a 

riverine warfare doctrine, the situation in the Mekong Delta 

dictated that the Navy generate a riverine doctrine 

independent of the Marine Corps. Throughout 1967, the Navy 

created an interim doctrine and after field testing, it was 

adopted in October 1968. This formal document, NWP 21(A) 

Doctrine for Riverine Operations, provided the potential 

brown water sailor with definitions associated with the 

riverine environment, expected types of operations and 

detailed tactical instructions for combat. 

NWP 21(A) defined two types of riverine operations: 

riverine assault operations and waterway interdiction and 

surveillance operations. The former stressed the 

"employment of riverine ground forces, closely supported by 

riverine naval forces" in order to exercise some form of 

control of ground areas. The latter was "characterized by 

employment of riverine naval forces, closely supported by 

riverine ground forces" in order to control, or deny the 

enemy the use of waterways.'" Due to command and control 

problems endemic with joint operations, NWP 21(A) 

recommended that the mobile riverine force commander should 

'"Department of the Navy, NWP 21(A) Doctrine for 
Riverine Operations, 1-3, MEF File, Marine Corps Archives, 
Quantico, VA (hereafter cited as MEF File, MCA). 
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be a Navy officer if the mission aimed at controlling 

waterways and the Navy provided all of the support. A 

ground officer should command if the operation occurred on 

land, but in a riverine environment, and the ground 

contingent furnished both combat and logistic support. 

Lastly, the NWP stated that either a Navy or land force 

officer may command if the Navy contributed the afloat and 

support components, where the ground elements were used to 

destroy the enemy ashore.'" 

Chapter Twelve of NWP 21(A) focused on riverine assault 

operations. This chapter explicitly stated that "Riverine 

operations are strike operations. Riverine schemes of 

maneuver are normally designated to fix, entrap, and destroy 

a hostile force in a given area of operations." This 

section informed boat commanders about appropriate loading 

and unloading procedures. It also recommended actions to 

adopt while troop transports were enroute to a designated 

landing area. For example, it stated ATCs should have 

escorts, and these escorts, primarily ASPBs or monitors, 

should use suppressive fire if the assault force received 

fire from the bank. Brown water sailors also found diagrams 

enclosed which detailed effective landing positions. After 

the troops disembarked, U.S. rivercraft could be ordered to 

provide close fire support with either direct or indirect 

'"Department of the Navy, NWP 21(A) Doctrine for 
Riverine Operations, 2-1 - 2-2, MEF File, MCA. 
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fire; however, the ground force commander was the 

coordinator for all such gunfire.'" 

Chapter Thirteen, which outlined interdiction and 

surveillance operations, mirrored the information found in 

operation orders. In a firefight, this chapter asserted, if 

a patrol was attacked from the bank with superior firepower 

then the boats should return fire with "all available 

weapons while proceeding beyond range of hostile fire.'"" 

Additionally, NWP 21(A) stated that, typically, patrols 

should consist of two boats operating within radar range of 

the other. Patrol patterns, ambushes and night tactics also 

paralleled previously adopted or tested operation orders. 

Despite the presence of these publications, other 

sources continued to influence future doctrinal manuals. 

Constantly evolving operation orders, practical experience, 

innovations developed in the field, rules of engagement 

(ROE), and newly published studies contributed to the Navy's 

desire to produce the seminal tactical doctrine for 

commanders and crews plying the inland waterways of South 

Vietnam. 

Roger A. Shorack's analysis of SEALORDS operations 

combined with ROE enabled U.S. naval leaders in Vietnam to 

update their tactical documents. Shorack reported that the 

268 Ibid., 12-1 - 12-15. 

'"Department of the Navy, NWP 21(A) Doctrine for 
Riverine Operations, 13-3, MEF File, MCA. 
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function of day patrols of U.S. naval craft operating in 

pairs was to curtail enemy infiltration that masqueraded "as 

ordinary daytime civilian traffic."'" To accomplish this 

task, the U.S. brown water navy had orders to stop and 

search any suspicious craft. According to the rules of 

engagement for Game Warden forces, for example, naval 

leaders ordered "that every peaceful method at hand shall be 

exhausted when attempting to stop a junk or sampan for 

boarding and searching." Should this fail, however, U.S. 

Navy bluejackets were authorized to fire warning shots and, 

as a last resort, if the suspicious craft continued with 

evasive maneuvers U.S. forces could use direct fire on the 

target. Night patrols differed somewhat because all 

civilian craft were under a curfew established by the South 

Vietnamese government."' Thus, U.S. forces that discovered 

water craft operating at night considered them hostile enemy 

craft. In this situation, the two boat unit would approach 

at high speed, then when within range, "would illuminate the 

contact and order all occupants to show themselves."'" If 

the occupants failed to comply, the patrol officer had 

permission to fire on the target. The cruise/drift concept 

"°Shorack, "An Analysis of Interdiction Barrier 
Operations," Records of the Military Assistance Command 
Vietnam Part 1, R47. 

'"Appendix III, Revised Rules of Engagement - Game 
Warden, COMNAVFORV Monthly Historical Summary, October 1966, 
III - 1, OANHC. 

"'Tidman, The Operations Evaluation Group, 295. 

212 



represented an additional night patrol tactic which boat 

captains implemented in suspected enemy infiltration 

areas."3 Within their area of operations. Game Warden and 

SEALORDS forces utilized both day and night patrols. 

Eventually, SEALORDS forces abandoned night patrols in 

favor of the waterborne ambush or WBGP (waterborne 

guardpost). Usually involving two boats, the second boat 

captain, while moving in midstream, would slowly shut down 

his engines, drift into the bank and conceal his boat. 

Meanwhile, the lead boat would proceed a short distance 

ahead then he too would shut down and drift quietly into the 

bank. The boats loosely tied up to prevent the current from 

carrying them away, then the crews waited in darkness and 

silence to ambush any target they detected moving on the 

water or land. An augmentation of the WBGP and primarily 

utilized in SEALORDS, the line barrier positioned boats at 1 

to 1.5 KM intervals for the entire water barrier."* 

In January 1971, COMNAVFORV printed NWP 21(B)(Draft) 

Doctrine for Riverine Operations. This publication differed 

somewhat from its predecessor in that it stressed patrols 

and barrier and interdiction operations. It also included 

''^Shorack, "An Analysis of Interdiction Barrier 
Operations," Records of the Military Assistance Command 
Vietnam Part 1, R47. 

"*Shorack, "An Analysis of Interdiction Barrier 
Operations," Records of the Military Assistance Command 
Vietnam Part 1, R47; Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets, 300 
301. 
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more detailed instructions for sailors and boat commanders 

operating independently of ground forces. 

For patrols or waterway security operations, NWP 

21(B)(Draft) asserted that prior to any operations crews 

must be briefed on details such as rules of engagement, tide 

conditions and patrol tactics. Concerning the latter, it 

included the number of boats to use and recommendations of 

non-random patterns to prevent ambush, such as weaving, 

drifting, temporary anchoring and double-tracking over areas 

already patrolled. In addition, it contained precise 

instructions for visiting and searching potentially hostile 

craft. For example, it maintained that identification cards 

must be checked, personnel searched, and every part of the 

suspicious craft, including thatched roofs and keels, be 

examined. It noted, moreover, that "when approaching a 

contact, the patrol craft should close at an angle so that 

the maximum number of weapons will bear on the target.""^ 

NWP 21(B)(Draft) also explained water barrier 

operations which resembled the SEALORDS interdiction barrier 

campaign. After deciding upon barrier locations, according 

to the manual, naval leaders must decide upon either mobile 

or fixed patrols. Advocating the latter or WBGPs, this 

manual recommended several proper mooring or insertion 

techniques. For example, while in a formation of several 

'"Commander Naval Forces, Vietnam, NWP 21(B) (Draft) 
Doctrine for Riverine Operations, 2-1 - 2-9, B-1 - B-3, 
OANHC. 
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boats the lead boat should "pull out of the column, cut its 

engine, and drift into position while the remainder of the 

column continues on. The process is repeated until all 

WBGPs have been established." A subsequent technique 

included diversions which permit the craft to slip into its 

WBGP. After the WBGP had been set, the NWP suggested that 

watches not exceed two hours, weapons be loaded and only 

minimal talking should be permitted. In addition, it 

suggested that in some cases only small arms should be used 

for return fire in small bursts for heavier ordnance would 

compromise the WBGP position."* 

Unlike NWP 21(A) which focused primarily on river 

assault operations, this manual included only a chapter on 

mobile assault operations. Reflecting its predecessor, NWP 

21(B)(Draft) advised that these operations should include a 

ground element and naval element composed of armored troop 

carriers, monitors, CCBs, refuelers, and ASPBs. It 

specified that the naval arm would deliver the ground force 

to preassigned landing sites and deploy the land units in a 

systematic manner in order to ensure security and fire 

support. The naval component for such operations consisted 

of an assault formation that included the advanced guard, 

mine countermeasures element, reconnaissance element, 

support element, flank guard, main body, rear guard, and 

"^Commander Naval Forces, Vietnam, NWP 21(B)(Draft) 
Doctrine for Riverine Operations, 3-4 - 3-14, OANHC. 
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trail party. In addition, this manual emphasized the 

importance of withdrawal procedures such as watercraft 

backloading of the troops and disembarking to a preassigned 

secure rendezvous area on the river.'" 

The U.S. Navy's involvement in Southeast Asia was 

unique in that it represented the first time that riverine 

forces used a formalized tactical doctrine. The 

contribution of these forces to a formal doctrine consisted 

of their implementation of historically proven and newly 

developed combat tactics. These primarily consisted of 

different types of patrols and mobile riverine force 

operations. 

The body of patrol tactics from America's past 

experience in the riverine environment combined with those 

created on the rivers and canals of South Vietnam included 

the following: random and non-random patrols, reconnaisance 

patrols, night patrols, and procedures for visiting and 

searching suspicious craft. Similarly, the river assault 

force, or the waterborne element of a mobile riverine force, 

strongly influenced by the Second Seminole War and 

especially the Civil War, enhanced tactics applicable to its 

missions. Lastly, and specifically established for South 

Vietnam's vast inland waterways, the Navy implemented 

waterborne guardposts and water barriers. 

="Ibid., 4-1 - 4-16, 9-1. 
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During the Vietnam Conflict 190 years of informal 

riverine warfare tactical doctrine came to fruition in 

formal published documents. Compiled from historical 

examinations of riverine operations in the Navy's past, 

combined with field experience, these invaluable sources 

provided the brown water sailor with working riverine 

tactics for an array of potential combat scenarios. These 

published manuals influenced the tactical doctrine of the 

Navy's riverine forces in the late twentieth century. 
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CHAPTER X 

CONCLUSION 

On 27 September 1993, the heavily armed Colombian 

Marines (COLMAR), who composed two ground assault forces 

(GILS), cautiously glanced at the banks of the Rio Putumayo 

(see Figure 10.1) on their way to their target, the river 

town Pinuna Negro. The troops chuckled quietly to 

themselves aboard their inconspicuous transport, an old, 

rusting commercial ferry, knowing that the drug cartels were 

unaware of the impending attack against their cocaine 

laboratories. Once the ferry reached the landing site, the 

men disembarked, moved into and secured the town. 

Meanwhile, members of the Colombian National Police (DIRAN) 

peered out of the open door of their helicopter hoping to 

catch a quick glimpse of the landing zone onto which they 

would be clambering momentarily. As the skids lightly 

touched the damp earth, DIRAN forces leapt to the ground and 

proceeded to their assigned objectives.'" 

The Colombian forces that conducted this operation used 

formal American riverine warfare tactical doctrine taught by 

U.S. Marine Corps advisors. Although in the 1990s U.S. 

naval forces served only in an advisory capacity and did not 

'"Lieutenant Colonel William R. Kellner to Director 
Coalition and Special Warfare Division, MCCDC, 13 October 
1993, "USMC, Memorandum: Post Operation Synopsis of the 
Colombian Counterdrug Operation 'Black Gold,'" Coalition and 
Special Warfare Division, MCCDC, Quantico, VA; Freitas and 
Treadway, "Stygian Myth," 97-98. 
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Figure 10.1. Operation Black Gold 

Source: Mark Freitas and Braddock W. Treadway, "Stygian 
Myth: U.S. Riverine Operations Against the 
Guerrilla," (Master's thesis. Naval Postgraduate 
School, 1994), 99. 
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directly engage in riverine combat, the 200 year legacy of 

America's involvement on inland waterways provided the core 

of tactical doctrinal thinking and documents necessary to 

wage war in the riverine environment. 

So what was the evolution of the tactical doctrine 

which led to the emergence of published manuals in the 

1960s? Naval historians have failed to properly address 

this topic. Although some authors note the parallels 

between the Civil War and the Vietnam Conflict, most fail to 

recognize or acknowledge the tactical trends extant from the 

American Revolution to Vietnam."® 

For about the first 193 years of America's involvement 

in riverine warfare (1775-1968) the Navy used informal 

doctrine, largely because of its aversion to formal 

doctrine, to assist its brown water sailors. This consisted 

primarily of personal experience, oral communication, 

letters, and reports between officers and men. Good 

examples of this were the veterans of the Mexican War, such 

as Lieutenant Phelps who participated in a number of 

operations, who took their knowledge from the rivers of 

Mexico and used them on the inland waterways of the United 

States in the Civil War. Moreover, veterans passed along 

valuable tactical information to their subordinates and 

superiors who would also forward the data to others, as 

"'Cutler, Brown Water, Black Berets; Schraedley, From 
the Rivers to the Sea; Fulton, Riverine Operations. 
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Lieutenant Levin Powell undoubtedly did to Lieutenant John 

Mclaughlin during the Second Seminole War. In addition, as 

the Navy matured and was called upon to operate in the 

riverine environment in successive conflicts, naval 

commanders could draw upon historically proven tactics and 

adapt them to their specific combat situation, such as 

Commodore Daniel Patterson who, in the War of 1812, 

understood the benefits of riverine fire support 

demonstrated during the American Revolution. 

Tactical trends in informal doctrine, from the War of 

American Independence to the Yangtze River Patrol, also led 

to a formalized doctrine in the mid-twentieth century. 

Mobile Riverine Force operations, fire support, and direct 

engagement of vessels on rivers began in the Revolution and 

continue to exist as riverine tactics today. The daytime 

ambush was first introduced in the War of 1812, resurfaced 

in the Second Seminole War, and later became a standardized 

tactic during the Vietnam Conflict. The night ambush, later 

referred to as the waterborne guardpost, emerged on the 

Texas/Mexico border in the late 1870s as a deterrent to 

curtail "enemy" movement. This tactic, similar to the 

daytime ambush, became the norm in Southeast Asia. Patrols, 

first used and proven effective in the Civil War, were 

implemented on the Rio Grande, Yangtze River, and later in 

South Vietnam. Although these are not all of the tactics 
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used or passed down, these constitute the bulk of the 

riverine warfare tactical trends. 

The shift from informal to formal doctrine occurred in 

the mid-1960s. With the desire to check Communist 

aggression in South Vietnam, naval leaders renewed their 

interest in riverine warfare and began actively searching 

for a tactical doctrine. This led to officers, studying at 

the Naval War College, generating important papers examining 

the need for riverine forces. What they all soon discovered 

was that no formal doctrine existed within the Navy 

Department. 

Once the U.S. naval services were in harm's way in 

South Vietnam, the U.S. Marine Corps printed the first 

riverine warfare interim doctrinal manual. Disseminated to 

Navy and Marine Corps officers alike, FMFM 8-4 (Tentative) 

Interim Doctrine for Riverine Operations provided the 

foundation from which future riverine tactical manuals would 

be published. Following behind the Marines, the Navy also 

printed an interim doctrine, NWP 21 Interim Doctrine for 

Riverine Operations. After these documents had undergone 

careful consideration combined with a number of 

recommendations by officers from both branches, the Marines 

adopted FMFM 8-4 in 1967 and the Navy NWP 21(A) in 1968. 

Although FMFM 8-4 remained the same from 1967 till the 

end of the conflict, NWP 21(A) went through a number of 

revisions. In 1971, NWP 21(B) Draft Doctrine for Riverine 
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Operations circulated throughout the Navy Department for 

personnel to ascertain if any substantial changes were 

necessary to be made to the original document. The Navy's 

active involvement in South Vietnam concluded, however, 

before any alterations were made to NWP 21(A) or NWP 

21(B)(Draft) which would Affect U.S. sailors in Southeast 

Asia. 

Although operations in Vietnam had ceased, riverine 

warfare tactical doctrine slowly continued to evolve, yet 

did not deviate significantly from the doctrine that emerged 

during the Vietnam Conflict. Sometime between 1972 and 1978, 

NWP 21(A) Doctrine for Riverine Operations became NWP 

13/FMFM 8-4 Doctrine for Navy/Marine Corps Joint Riverine 

Operations. This document reflected the proper marriage of 

the Navy and Marine Corps which did not exist in the Vietnam 

Conflict because of previously established Marine Corps 

responsibilities. In 1987 the latter changed to NWP 

13(Rev.A)/FMFM 7-5 Doctrine for Navy/Marine Corps Joint 

Riverine Operations. The naval services also published 

other documents to be used in addition to these core 

manuals. In 1981, the Navy published NWP 13-1 Naval 

Riverine and Coastal Operations, while the Marines published 

FMFM 7-5A Draft MAGTF Riverine Operations. The Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, in their desire to formulate doctrine in which all 
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the armed services could participate, produced Joint Pub 3-

^^ Doctrine for Joint Riverinp Operations .'̂^ 

Despite the continued changes to riverine warfare 

doctrine, after the Vietnam Conflict the Navy began to focus 

once again on Mahanian concepts of control of the oceans 

through sea power. As a result, interest in riverine 

warfare slipped into relative obscurity until the late 1980s 

when U.S. government agencies expressed concern about the 

illicit drug traffic flowing into the United States. 

In August 1989, President George Bush approved the 

Andean Initiative which aimed at attacking the drug problem 

at its origination points in Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia. A 

month later. Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney ordered 

"the DoD to become actively involved in interdicting drugs 

at their source." In order to accomplish this he stated 

that "U.S. military support would 'increase the 

effectiveness of foreign forces' efforts to destroy drug-

"'Department of the Navy, NWP 13, Doctrine for 
Navy/Marine Corps Joint Riverine Operations; Department of 
the Navy, NWP 13(Rev. A)/FMFM 7-5 Doctrine for Navy/Marine 
Corps Joint Riverine Operations, Coalition and Special 
Warfare Division, MCCDC, Quantico, VA; The Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, Test Pub, Joint Pub 3-06 Doctrine for Joint Riverine 
Operations, Coalition and Special Warfare Division, MCCDC, 
Quantico, VA; U.S. Marine Corps, MAGTF Riverine Operations, 
Coalition and Special Warfare Division, MCCDC, Quantico, VA; 
Brent L. Gravatt, "Command and Control in Joint Riverine 
Operations," Military Review (1984): 65, footnote 46. 
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processing laboratories; disrupt drug-producing enterprises; 

and control the land, river and air routes.'"'" 

Within these parameters, the Marine Corps initiated a 

riverine program in Colombia with the goal of creating 

"a self sufficient Colombian Marine riverine force that 

would have the capability to train its personnel in boat 

maintenance and logistics, counterdrug operations, and 

riverine doctrine. "'«̂  The plan recommended the 

establishment of fifteen riverine combat elements (RCEs), 

consisting of rivercraft and ground troops, strategically 

based at eleven locations across the country (see Figure 

10.2). Training for COLMAR and other Colombian forces was 

conducted by mobile training teams (MTTs). The MTTs' 

training subjects included: riverine operations, 

launch/recovery ops, boat handling, waterborne tactics, 

small unit tactics, insertion & extraction, night ops, 

patrol organization and formation, machine gun employment, 

and a graduation field training exercise.'" In addition to 

MTTs, the Marines conducted riverine seminars which 

"°Iris M. Gonzalez, The Colombian Riverine Program: A 
Case Study of Naval International Programs and National 
Strategy (Alexandria, VA: Center for Naval Analysis, March 
1995), 11. 

261 Gonzalez, The Colombian Riverine Program, 15. 

'"Coalition and Special Warfare, MCCDC, "USMC Colombian 
Riverine Program History," Coalition and Special Warfare, 
MCCDC, Quantico, VA; U.S. Marine Corps, "Mobile Training 
Team Green, May 93 to Dec 93," 1-2. 
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Figure 10.2. RCE Locations in Colombia 

Source: Iris M. Gonzalez, The Colombian Riverine Program: 
A Case Study of Naval International Programs and 
National Strategy (Alexandria, VA: Center for 
Naval Analysis, March 1995), 16. 
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instructed "senior Colombian officers in the concepts and 

doctrine of riverine operations."'®^ 

Heavily influenced by events in Colombia and in an 

attempt to institutionalize riverine warfare within the 

Department of Defense, in January 1997 the U.S. Marine Corps 

established the Riverine Center of Excellence at Marine 

Corps Base, Camp Lejune, North Carolina. Unlike the Navy in 

the late 1990s, which viewed riverine operations as special 

warfare and thus strayed from its prior historical 

involvement in this form of combat, the Marine Corps did 

not. According to the Riverine Training Center at Camp 

Lejune, its mission is "to train units and individuals in 

the execution of conventional riverine operations and 

amphibious raids in the riverine/littoral environment." In 

order to better train riverine Marines, the officers at the 

Riverine Center of Excellence conduct riverine seminars and 

steering groups, inviting historians to speak at these 

occasions to educate those attending as to the historical 

antecedents of riverine warfare.'" 

In 1997, the Navy terminated a 222 year heritage when 

it passed the torch of riverine warfare to the Marine Corps. 

The latter, through the training of other countries' armed 

forces and the creation of the Riverine Center of 

'"Gonzalez, The Colombian Riverine Program, 21. 

'"Major Mike Richards, Riverine Steering Group 
September 1997, Handout 2, Riverine Center of Excellence, 
Camp Lejune, N.C. 
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Excellence, reinvigorated the riverine warfare tactical 

doctrine which began in the American Revolution. 
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