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Saigon, Vietnam
August 25, 1967

Mr. 3. A. @chreiner, Jr,
The Reador's Digest

Pleasantville, How York

Dear Soms

Please excuse my tardiness in getting off to you thi
outline on riverine warfares I've been up to my ears in Vietnamese
politicn and election coverage since my return,

For this outline, I prefer not to give an order
in which the picee would be put logether because, beginning
in Septomber, when the raing indulate the Mckong Delis, o sclies
of lorpe-scale, river-hborne operations will be mounted. A number
of different kinds of wnits will be invelved--U, S.-Victnomese
Special Forces, the U, 5, Mobile Riverine Force, %he U, 3,
Nevy coast gusrd ocutters; the Vietnamese naval units carzying
regulor ARVN troops and poramilitery units.  Probably-~-but
not for sure--the Hovercraft "flying boats" will 2lso be backi
in Vietnam by that time, and would be included in tho cperatign.
The significance of these operations is 10 sweep and search
the gwompy Plain of Reeds, which cuts across the Viet Cong-
controlled portioms of several provinces along the Cambodian
border west of Saigoms Hopefully, these coperations would
provide at least an action, color lead for the article, if
not & major purt of the piece itself., But, of course, they
could alsc be a giant fizzle and worth not more than two linegm.
I would hopey however, to spend quite a bit of time covering
these actions for the articles

Aside from the lack of chronology for the outline,
this ie vhet I Judge to be the significance of the articles

le The inlend water operotions by U, e units
have been fairly successfuls Thig is the assesmsment of the
Ues %, commend here, The trouble is, however, the officizls
can not articulate or prove it in clear-cut terms, They
have bundles of statistics of sampans searched, persons detained
and so on; but it's difficult to weigh these, since obviousPy
they don't know how meny Viet Cong are getting through their
river screcns and blockades.



Page 2

Hence, I suppose that the suecess of the whole river
operation will have te be implied in the writing by the
agcunulation of a number of isolated incidents and actions,
rather then Delta~wide generalizations, In short, much
like Andy Jones hapdled his SEAL'ns erticle.

2s @Re U, 3, Movile Riverine Force reprosents a
new kind of tactical mobility for the U, S, commend hore.
Before, helicopters provided the chief meens of moving
troops into battles Nowy the riverine units ucher in 2 new
kind of aqua~borre mobility for U, <, forcege In mengroves and
river cwamplends, this has the advantage of moving the
troops along the flooded water level. The Special Forces
commander gave the exanple that to fly over the flooded
terrain in & helicopter ons could not see the cnemy, But
from the boats, one could see the Viet Cong houses in
the tops of the trees from which they moved to and fro and
stocked their weapons and ammunition. The U, S, commanders
ere still cxperimenting with new tactice for their wide
varioty of vessels. Up to now, they have used the
heavily-nrnored gunboats on the water much like they would
employ hoovy tanks on lends smaller armed vessdds are
used like light tanks and the troop-carrying voschle like
trucks.

3¢ Joe operztions represent the first time zince
the U, i, Civil Ver--ond the scoond time in its history-—
thot the smmerican militery establishment has engaged in
warfare on riveps ond inlend bodles of water on a sustained
basis. This should be sort of a thread for the article,
as well ag & major point of cmPhesls, I believe, Fortunetely,
one of the U, 3, Naval officers in the Delta is a Civil war
buffs Lis grondfether vas a Union commender, and somehow
with quotes and analogies, I think this can be spun through
the piecce

tecording to the U, , Navy here, the birth of the
Us 2 Tiver agsault force was in May, 1861, when General
Georpge MeClellan suggested to General-in-Chief Winfield
scott that Pederal troops stationed in Caire, Illinois,
needed river gunboats. After the Civil War, the force
was disbanded and the U, o did not have an assault force
specifically designed for a rfiverine enviromment until
September 1, 1966, when the U, S, flotilla for Vietnam
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4. Weile for the U, 5, this mew type of wnrfare meang
returning to our Civil Var days, river operations in Vietnam
are not new, The Vietnamese Navy hes been doing them for yeorss
As background, rother than as & major portion of the article,
I sugegost including o bit about the Vietnemese River Assault
Groups (EAG's). Like the U, 3, MoWile Riverine Force, the
RAG'e are & mini-armade of ICi's, vwhich one U, U, oificer
explained this ways "You remember the picturecs of Iwo Jima
with the big boosts steaming in the distonce #hd the 1little
boats corrying troops from the big boats to the beaches.

Well, here we're fighting with only those little boats.”
Bach RAG can carry & battalion of Vietnamese troops into

battle snd support it with gunfire; in effect, this

is World War II emphibious warfare on a2 Tom Thumb scales

We should include the Vietnamese because they do
an important part of the river coperation—and it'e only
fair to give them some credit—-but also because they
provide an interesting tvist to the whole articles From
them, the U, S, river-borne vnits were copied and Vietnamese
Raval advicorc were assigned to teach the U, 8 Riverine Force
while it was in training in California and on its trial
operations in Vietnam,

Briefly, the story of the whole riverine concept is
thiss after World var II, the U, 5. gave alot of Lli's to
the French, who brought them to Vietnam to fight, wmoastly
in the Red River Delte of North Vijetname The French
convariod some of these LCM's into command ships and into
gunbonts to protect the other troop~carrying ones. They
celled those mini-battleships Monitorg--no one here knows
if they were named after the U, 5, CivilWWar vessels or note
Then, +when the French pulled out, they turned over their
river fleet to the Vietnsmese lavy., When American Naval

advisors came in the early '60%'s, they carried the idea
back to the U, S and from these the U, 3, riverine umnits

were formede The U, 5. Naval advisors are very humble
about admitting that the Vjetnemese have taught them more
than they taught them in this whole area of operations
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Cne of the complicntions of thie article is thet agide
from the navel units, the ground forcec they carry into baitie
con aiter from Special Forces to U, 3. frmy to Vietnensce
irregulsrs. So, to linmit this, I% suggest focuosing on
these two ground componenic on the fmerican sides

l. The Us % Eobile Rivarine Force. This woeuld be a
mojor part of the article, since tha two U, 3. Army bottaliong
are alrcady integrated vith the Uy 5o Naval River Asseuvlt Flotilla.
Those Army-Nevy teans live togethor on air-conditioned floating
barracks. Auue~borne pads for helicopters hove been built for
energencies, o got the quotes und color necesscxry to nmake
this wnit come alive, I% plam to spond sbout e woek with them,
or meybe more if they fit into the lead about the Plain of
Reods operations I do not, hovever, think thisz unit is
gpectagulor cnough %o sugtain the whole piece. They haven't
been thai successfuls On their first operatien, which rececived
1ittle presc coverage, the ground units walked into a Viet
Cong cmbush cnd were “clobbe.ed™, as the officicls here say softlys

2¢ The Us Se~Vietnamese Jpecial Forces. Taoy are
aggeult trocps vhich use the navel oraft to get into baitlie.
But, wmore then that, I think we could use them in the atody
o paint 2 picutre of what the Delia is like at flood-time,
It%s really beyond ithe imaginstion or experience cof any
Amoricen vho heentt secen ity The flcods came up to the tors
of the trees last yosr and the Speclial Forces csups virtually
florted eaye (The Viet Cong were £looded out tools S0,
thic yoor the gpecisl Foroes hope tc make the watexr work for
tham. Thaey have constructed the floeting baue comps Andy
Jonos mentioned, The.e are not floating bases vhich eorry
them into battles this is vhere they live once returning
from operotichue A description of them would itaclf show
the tzoticnl @iffioulties of operoting militarily in this arca,

The eaps are floeted on empty oil drums and thousands
of them have veen dumped from low-fiying airoraft inte their
perimeters, In some comps, the Special Forces operaiions
buildings ond barracks floot, a0 that aa the watex ricen,
s0 does the bullding, But this tekes Voo many oil drumoe. S0y
now theytre constructing their buildings so that only the floors
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The floods oreate bundles of other humorous, human problems
too. The Americon Special Forces decided to build two-story thatch
homes for the depondents of their Vjetnemese irregulars, so that
vhen the floods came they wouldn't streem into their camp, But,
becsuse Vietnomeso babies don't wear diapers, the familles 1living
on the first floor were getting increceingly demp and furiocus. So,
the Americang built more houses, letting one femily live on the
first fldor most of the year, but moving them up to the second floor
when the floods arrived.

There's so many other stories like this that the Special
Forces base camps in the Delta may be more colorful than the
Riverine Force. If the Plain of Reeds cperation fizzles as a
lead, we might use the Special Forces as the lead to descridbe
the life and difficulties in the Delie--and them roll inte the
new type of U, S, river cperationss

This is already a complex piece, but there are several
other interesting points that might be mentioned, One is the
American inter-service rivalry. The U, 3, Marines are furious
at the Army for tsking over this tyre of amphibious varfare
operation, They view this as part of a long-standing plot
by the Army to tske over the Merines' functions ond then to get
rid of the Marines oltogether,

There's also the Mekong River, which by agreement is
an international waterway. This means foreign ships cen travel the
river through South Vietnam to Cambodia, under escort of the
Vietnomese Novy, These shipe in the plast have included Poligh,
French, Fritish, Penemanian, including some who called in North
Vietnom enrcoute Yo Cambodia, The Vietnamese gevernment, which
does not inspeet the ship's cargo, oharges that these orews are
dropping porcels of weapons and ammunition overboard as they nmove
upstream, More then that, once they get right rcross the South
Vietnamesec border into Cambodia, they stop and unload their
cargoes onto sampans and then at night flost them back iato Scuth
Vietname There's a Special Forces border camp where one can watch
thiss If you'd like me to spend more time on the article, this
might well be worth waiting to see first-hand.
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These would be the main points that I think should be
imveostigatod, although we'd have to prune out slot of the
materia.l.

I hope to hear from you scon. If vou're interccted in
this icoe, Itd went to spead alot of iime on the Delte operation
which begins in September.

By thanks for considering thiss Plesse pive my best
rogurde to Ay Jones and Pevid Reed, if you should see thet,
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