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By April, 1966, the Novy had solved part of the delta problem—
the problem of Viet Cong tax sollection and free movement of men,
weapons and mx rice across the major Tfingers of the lckong River,

The anewer was the PBR—patrel boat, river. The 31=foot fiberglass
boat is & oarbon copy of a $16,000 cobin cruiser used by water skiing
enthusiasts in Pudget Sound or Misma Bey. With a zcomzed up 220~hp
diesel engine, opecial armament, special water Jet pumps (= propeller
would get siuck im the mud or tangle in debrias), the vessdl is worth
$65,000 to the Navye. A s the vonitor =nd Merrimes revelutionzed

navel werfere with the iron hull, the FRBR hos revolutiomized the new
novy with two common 2 th century household products: fiberglass and
styrofoam, The fiberglass mekes the bort liwiuhzmymuimmsmm helf as heavy
and expensive as steel--and the soilore ore del ighted they don't havet
to serape off rust. The honeycombed styrofoam, commonly used for
Christmes decerations, is used for ballast and flototionj both

ingredients mcan the boat can ncil be sunk. A Viet Cong recoiless rifle

round will go stroight through the styrofoam—in one eide and out the other,

lesving & 18 inch tumnel=-but the meterial is so soft the shell will not
blast off.

“Ilere's the world's most powerful navy fighting a wor with 31~foot
fiberglaas boats,” one seilor mused, as theugh the fact omtonished even
him, "“But, I love %this boat. It's & giant ping pong ball. No motter
whet happens, it won't sink. The Viet Cong can shoot it to shreds, but
the pieces will still float." (one inquisiitive seilor, in fact, thought
he would experiment by replacing styrofoem in the boats with ping pong

bellse He ordered the balls and they arrived in Saigom=—one million of

them==but the experiment wns never carried outi. | Ve
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Like Indians on a cloverleaf warpath, the Navy launched 150 of these
fagt, hesvily nrmed boats for 24-hour patrolling along 250 miles of h
the main lgkong channelse The Operation, called Game Varden, was planned
to stablize the four major fingers of the Mekgo Mekong, to erase the
Viet Cong tax ccollection and smuggling of troops and war goods and to
re-establish the Vietnamese govermment control. éavy officisle believe
they haeve succeeded, and plan mm to increase soon the number of patrol
boats to 200

insert statistics.

At first the Vietnamese river population was terrified of the boats,
calling them the "Little Green lonsters," or ithe "River Dragons"
Intel ligenceinformation from the people was scrace. The Navy was using
old French chorts and Army maps—snd they soon le rmed a sandbar could
mysteriously oppear in the middle of the main chommel one day, but be
gone the next, (One officer grounded his boat on a sandbar--"there was
enough sand on all sides of the boat to play football"--one enlisted mn
iaughed. The boot waited ten hours for the tide to carry it out again)e
Many of the smaller stresms off the lMekong had never been charted, or even
nomedy or clse nemed with titales the sailors couldn't pronounce. So,
the Juliet Canel, Route (6, Himhway 101, Purple Heart Alley abd lMeiss's
Mire were vlotton plotted on officisl cherts, ninknmmdxprnROEAANT named
after mejor firefights, humorous incidents, ocodecalls or the first

patrol officer to transit the streams

(tiore)

‘J"’“‘\.‘



g/@—poge 12

The 1500 sailors in QOperation Game Warden, who proudly wear the

black beretiz, have been tausht two weeks of Vietnomese language

before le~ving the U, 5¢ They struck up "how's the fishging”
conversations with the river people. ™"We started handing out little
plastic buckets painted in the yellow and red Vietnamese government
colorsy," EN2 Charles Cox, Srey, of Los Angles recalled. "Each bucket
contained soap, towels, fish hooks, meedles, thread and aspirins. Soon the
same pans come vunning up and down the river swarming all over to get the
buckets."

B2 Coxy a 42-yenr=old veteran of World War II and Korea, continueds
"Boon, we were meking friemds on the river. I could pick the day the
old grey-bearded farmer would be going to market, In four months we
knew most of the water taxi drivers on the river, I remember one day we kept
asking if he had seen any Viet Congs we knew his necighborbood was loaded
with them, but he'd say nothing. Then one day he took his wife to the
hogpital with grenade fragments all over her thighs, The VietCong
had stored a hand grenade in their garden and as his wife was hoeing
the grenade explodeds No only did it injury his wife—but the Ve Cl
wanted to charge him T00 piastres (§7) for the gremade. After that, he
started to tell us alot."

As the PBR's were often the only contact with the outside world for
many of the river villages people, the seilors began taking flares, grenandes
and 2mmo to isolated outposts and to rush to its resuce when % underie
theV. C. attack, (A afvor favorite V. Ce zet was only to stomp the
overrun outpost into the ground, but to add insult to injury by digging up
the outposts and dumring the dirt into the canal, thus lesving only a

water-filled erater., Sometomes they would string dead government soldiers
the barbed wire perinecter of the post)
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futomatically, +the reiver peopled began to ask the PBR'd for
medical evacatuntions (one baby was born on one boat) and the sailors begem
to transport and orgenize and transport a medical corpsman to the river
villages. They supplied blackboards, bocks, cement for schools th-t had
fallen into disrepeir. Some "adopted" children in outposts and gave them
dolls sent by their faemilies in Americay children when hairlips were to
Americen plastic surgeons and mendedj C-rations (called Sea Rats) were
liberally distridbuted to mal-nourished fimhermens

he combat sailors began scarch for Viet Cong contraband and smuggled
war moterials. Under the false floor boards of sampons, they found
weapons and large higden quantities of rice (one sailor also found as
shark)e Under the U-shaped, pelm=leafl roofs of a sampan they found rifles,
One women was found steering a barge with 1000 clay jxxmx n/0C man jars;
975 were £illed with the evil smelling fish saucej 25 contained asaorte&
antibotics. Otherm medicines were found in babies diapers or loaves of
breade Hend grenasdes in waterproofed sacks were found attached to the
underside of bargesy the sailers began using effective metal deteciors
and they requested a Vietnsmese policewoman (instead of man) to accompany
them ‘o scereh the femole passengers. Viet Cong tex receipts, #4R
Receipis of Viet Cong taxzes, reading {50 for a barpe of sugar, reading
"Your moncy is helping kill Americans" were found in youngster's
coloring bookn. The seilors destroyed Viet Cong signs mem along the
river banks, rending, for cxample, "The Viet Cohg eross the river here
and the patrol baots can not stop us."

But, after eecy bloody firefight with the Viet Cong, the Comm
Communist “exes were reduced. Along one river, within one mile, theVe C.

had set up two tax collection rointss the first one todk 60 per cent of TAE
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produce, the sceond also tock 60 per cent of the remeinders Along the
Ham Lon river, the river people no longer had te pay 1000 100,000
piagtres (110,000) in Viet Cong taxes, but as one sailor oberve,d, "We
had a firefight every day for four menths to stop that." In appreciction,
the river people began to stop the POR's and give the sailors hananag,
pinceprles snd other tropicel fruit the Americons had never.seen befores

The seilors had their frustrotions tooe One intelligence report
indinctod a junklond of pumpkins was carrying enough plastic gxplosie
to blow up the leading delta city of Can Thos All boats went into
noetion—deirined the jumk and steered it into the ¥ regional Vietn mese
politice headruarters. The Vietnames pelice unloaded the cargoy=punpking
by pumpking. The task took them 5% daye——not ome oumce of cxplosive
wags founde

Firefishts between PBR's and Viet Cong he on the river banks were
common; often , initially, one occured every houre During an 18~-month
period, one stilor was in 289 firefights. Last yesr, +the boat crows
suffered 23 per cent casunlties; some sailors were wounded three times,
but refuscd their third Purple Heart to avoid being ordercd out of the

in the trees

wor zonce The Viet Cong hung claymore mines——which belch
pellets like a shotgun——which splattered the boat orcwse One recoiless
rifle round squrrely hit a boat engine, killing two of the crow and
f£lipping the remeining two into the aire The two lunded in the watery swam

aghore ond were cepitured b the Viet Cong, who paraded them barbarically

throuch remote villases.

Pruge
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EN2 Cox, who had extended in Vietnam to 18 months, exploincd
the imerensing measure of succes of the black beret sailors. ‘

"Bhen our patrols first started in 1966, the Viet Cong had
wide open contrel of the mein rivers ond could move across en mess in
15 or 20 sempans., They would fight us from the sémpans, but they soon
found tho PRR's could mun and shoot faster., Then they started to signel
acrocs the river —ith lishtas when the PBR'= weren't around=--but we
picked them up on our radar, After that, they moved in a aecurity
compony to protect the crossing and to divert the PBR%'s attention.
That failed tooj now the just sneak acress ik in 12- 1-2 sampans,
and move like the undersround railroad in the Civil Var, Thatts the
stage things are nowe Vetre jﬁ:st patrolmen on a highway nows

“his isn't much like the Americam Civil Wer, vhere you hed stond-off
batlcse The Viet Cong aren't stonding and fighting nowg they®re
firing and ruming.”

puring 17 months, the boat captained by IN2 Cox, 2 husky Negro
from Loe Angels took 60 hits——s nesr-record in the Delta. He e ptained

PBR 109
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