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“It is now accepted with naval and military men who study their profession, that
history supplies the raw material from which they are to draw their lessons, and
reach their working conclusions. Its teachings are not indeed, pedantic precedents;
but they are the illustrations of living principles.”
- RADM Alfred Thayer Mahan
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“…there is one element, the most important element of all, that remains unchanged – the
man himself. Human nature in all the changing years has altered but little. It is the human
element in warfare which may, if understood by the commander, prove to be the only way
of converting an impossibility into a successful reality. With trained men and proper
materials, the commander’s task is reduced in the preparation of good plans.”
- War Instructions, FTP-143(A), US Navy, 1944
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Date: 20 January 1969
Location: King Dong Tien Canal (off the Mekong River)
Background: In addition to
the Ho Chi Minh Trail,
supplies and troops were
transported from North
Vietnam to the insurgents in
the South via the Mekong
River and its subsidiary
waterways. In fact, prior to
1965, as much as 70 percent
of supplies reaching the Viet
Cong were transported by
sea. One of the Navy’s
primary missions therefore
was to disrupt and ultimately
sever this crucial logistical
network.

(Saigon)

Mekong
Delta

The Navy’s increasing
pressure in the Mekong
Delta and along the eastern coast of Vietnam caused insurgent supply efforts to shift to secondary
waterways. The many small canals and rivers in Southern Vietnam are often extremely narrow, with
very dense vegetation. As Operations Market Time and Sea Dragon continue, it is upon these
waterways that a large portion of enemy supplies and troops are transported, often coming through
the “sanctuary” of Cambodia.
Situation: A group of five Navy riverine craft are on patrol supporting interdiction operations in the
waterways around the Mekong Delta. Your squadron consists of four small river patrol boats (PBRs)
and a heavily armored “Tango” boat leading the column. Last night, another Navy patrol was
ambushed by the Viet Cong, resulting in several men being wounded and one PBR destroyed.
As you recall this morning’s briefing
recounting that incident, you notice a red
flare pierce the otherwise pitch-black sky –
an indication of suspected enemy activity in
the area. A Chief Boatswain’s Mate (BMC)
grabs his “starlight scope” (first-generation
NVG) to scan the riverbank, trying to spot
any sign of the enemy.
A second flare goes up, and just as its red
glow fades into the darkness, the jungle
along the riverbank erupts with muzzle
flashes and the sound of AK-47’s. Tracer
rounds are punctuated by the occasional
rocket screaming past your boat as the

coxswain tries to evade the onslaught. One of the
PBRs in your column is struck by a rocket and
begins to list. Its skipper, a First-Class Petty
Officer, is able to beach the craft before it sinks,
and his crew escapes into a ditch on the riverbank,
just forward of the enemy’s location.
Action: The rest of your column is in a position to
evacuate the area. However, the jet pump intakes
of the three remaining PBR’s are becoming
increasingly clogged by rice-straw, which has
been silently accumulating in the water since
before the firefight even began. (A common tactic
employed by the Viet Cong to cripple American riverine craft, pouches of rice-straw would be
emptied into the rivers, ahead of approaching patrols.) You have called in air support, and have been
advised that a pair of SeaWolf helicopters is ten minutes out to help suppress the ambush. Currently,
the four remaining patrol boats are having little effect against the enemy – whose strength is still
uncertain. With one crew already down and more certain to follow, your first thought is to get your
boats out of the area as quickly as possible, while you still can. With the crew of the stricken PBR
stranded on the bank however, it is unlikely that they will survive in time for the helicopters to arrive.
Other Pertinent Information:
River Patrol Boat (x3)
Crew
4
Top Speed
28 kts (32 mph)
2 x .50 caliber Browning M2HB machine
guns at forward turret
Armament

1 x 40mm Mark 19 automatic grenade
launcher
1 x .50 caliber Browning M2HB machine
gun at rear turret

Armored Troop Carrier – Tango (x1)
7
8.5 kts (10 mph)
1 x 20mm cannon
2 x .50 caliber M2 Browning machine guns
4 x 7.62mm M60 GP machine guns
2 x 40mm Mk 18 automatic grenade launchers
2 x 40mm M79 single-shot grenade launchers

As the senior member in charge of what’s left of your squadron, what are your available options?

What are the risks involved with pursuing each of your options?

Given what you know about the situation, which option would you pursue and why?

Date: 17 October 1965
Location: Hanoi, North Vietnam
Background: During the early stages
of the Vietnam War, much the U.S.
strategy depended on air power.
During Operation Rolling Thunder,
many of the targets in North Vietnam
were selected and planned directly by
President Lyndon Johnson and his
advisors in Washington. This planning
was tightly controlled due to the
perceived risk that any military
operations conducted in North
Vietnam could risk intervention either
by the Chinese or the Soviet Union,
potentially inviting a nuclear
exchange. Navy aircrews would
anxiously await the arrival of so called
“office strikes” – large scale, highprofile target packages coming from
Washington – as they maintained their
posts at Yankee and Dixie Stations in
the South China Sea.
Situation: As a young Radar Intercept Officer attached to VF-84 onboard the USS Independence
(CV 62), you take off in an F-4B Phantom. You are enroute to the Thai Nguyen Bridge, northeast of
Hanoi, on a mission to protect a flight of bombers tasked with destroying it. Flying low to avoid the
threat of SAM’s, your aircraft suddenly encounters heavy anti-aircraft fire, forcing you to eject. As
soon as you hit the ground, you start running away from the nearby village, but are quickly overtaken
by locals and taken into custody by the North Vietnamese militia.
You arrive at the Hỏa Lò
Prison – which would
become more widely known
as the “Hanoi Hilton” –
becoming an inmate in a
cellblock known as
“Heartbreak Hotel.” You
meet a Navy Commander by
the name of James
Stockdale, who teaches you
a clandestine communication
system known as the “tap
code.” For the next two
weeks, you next undergo a
brutal series of
interrogations lasting
between 6-8 hours a day.

The interrogators want to know more about your mission, what type of aircraft you fly, where you
came from, and what your future targets are. Though they threaten you repeatedly, your captors
haven’t yet resorted to violence. They tell you that you have a choice to make: you can cooperate
with them and you will be treated fairly; even allowed to see other Americans and play games with
them. In short, you could have a “great life.” If you fail to cooperate however, you will be sent to a
worse part of the prison and subjected to misery and torture.
After refusing to cooperate, you are put into isolation. With the exception of insects and rats, you are
alone for several weeks, living inside a storage shed at the back of the prison. You are suffering from
hunger, exhaustion and dysentery and facing a certain and painful death. You are again offered the
option to cooperate by your captors. Considering your situation and your desperate state of health,
you are tempted to give the North Vietnamese what they want, knowing that you will likely not
survive much longer if you are left in isolation. Defying your temptations however, you again refuse,
fearing what could be next.
You will remain a prisoner of war at the Hanoi Hilton for a total of seven and a half years…

Date: 2 April 1972
Location: Dong Ha, Central Vietnam
Background: The year began with
President Nixon withdrawing 70,000
troops of the 133,000 from Vietnam
under domestic political pressure. In
late 1971 The U.S. and South
Vietnamese had expected an assault,
but did not know when it would be
launched and greatly miscalculated the
magnitude. The Army of the Republic
of Vietnam believed that the North
Vietnamese would not cross the
DMZ. Beginning on March 30th the
People's army of Vietnam launched a
massive invasion to push into South
Vietnam. The conventional force
consisted of 100 tanks trucks and
30,000 soldiers on foot. They are
making their way into South Vietnam
along Highway 1.

Situation: You are an American Marine Captain
stationed with the South Vietnamese Third Marine
Battalion. You have been stationed at an outpost along
Highway 1. You are in a position where you will be the
first forces that the North Vietnamese will meet. Your
senior Officer LtCol. Turley sends you north to Dong
Ha as the outposts around you were being overtaken by
the North Vietnamese. He tells you to “stand and
die”.
You notice that at a point north of you the highway
crosses the Cue Viet River. This creates a natural choke
point where a bridge was constructed. The bridge which
was constructed by US Seabees several years earlier was
reinforced to carry the weight of tanks trucks and
machinery. The North Vietnamese are now approaching
the north bank

Action: It becomes apparent to you that you must destroy the bridge. Your superior officer tells you
that he cannot grant you the authority to destroy a bridge, but he says that he can provide you over
500 pounds explosives. You have been awake and fighting for three days without food. You are
physically exhausted. What do you do? Where do you find your courage?

Understanding the Topography of the Battlefield
Date: 23 March 1969
Location: Ha Tien area (Southwest Vietnam Bordering Cambodia)

Background: The topography of Vietnam varies from towering mountains in the Northern
Highlands to flat rice paddies in the Red River and Mekong Deltas. Each of these environments
provided unique challenges for the U.S. military.
Beginning in 1965 and continuing into 1966 the Navy was developing its PBR (Patrol Boat River) to
gain control over the small waterways in the Mekong Delta. Recognizing the necessity to have an air
element to support the riverine craft the Navy established its first attack helicopter squadron with
eight UH-1B “Hueys”.
The special capabilities of the “Huey” (15 Pax or 6 stretchers and one Medic capacity, 48-foot rotor
diameter, 9,500lbs weight capacity, radar altimeter, M-60’s, and rocket pods) allowed it to participate
in a variety of missions including scouting, attack, close air support, combat search-and-rescue, and
support of special operations. The helicopter was essential in moving personnel into and out of
remote areas of the country. Rotary wing elements often provide a faster combat support than fixed
wing bombers, and due to their flight capabilities they could provide more accurate close air support.

Situation: You are the Aircraft Commander in HA(L) THREE flying a UH-1B Helicopter. You
have a crew of three including your copilot and two crewman door gunners. Your wingman has the
same crew with the addition of one SEAL observer. You receive a call at 10:00 for a scout/attack
mission on a local warlord who is operating in the
mountains north of your base. The target has
been coming down from the mountains to attack
and pillage the surrounding villages, then has
been retreating into the mountains on the
Cambodian border. He has attacked previous
units with small arms and 4 inch mortars. You
have 45 minutes to plan your mission with your
crew. Take off time is 12:00

Action:
Study the topography of Vietnam and answer the
following questions in your journals:
1. As a helicopter is flying in from the ocean to the marshlands, what tactical challenges would it
face? How might the relatively two-dimensional aspects of this this environment afford an
advantage for an aircraft?
2. Using the detail map, how would you plan the route of flight to minimize your vulnerabilities?
3. How might you answer the second question if you were a ground unit faced with the same
mission?
4. How could other environmentals such as monsoons affect your decisions?

Looking North along National Road 80

Looking South to the Gulf of Thailand from Border

