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DEDICATIONS


This book is dedicated to all members of No 2 Squadron, Royal Australian Air Force, who served at Phan Rang, Republic of South Vietnam, from 1967 to 1971.


It is dedicated to those, whose solemn and surreal duty it was, in mid-flight, to unstrap from the security and safety of their Martin Baker ejection seats, to crawl down a narrow passageway beside their pilot, leaving their parachute behind, to lie prone on their stomachs, intent on the enemy target below, as it moved relentlessly beneath and towards the cross-hairs of their bombsights.


It is dedicated to the late Wing Commander AW ‘Tony’ Powell and the late Group Captain FR ‘Frank’ Lonie, both of whom were good friends and departed on their last missions far too early.


Frank wrote this poem devoted to his beloved Canberra jet bomber. He gave it to me as a personal gift, which I now pass on in his memory:




DREADFUL LADY


You flew like a beast unchained: 


nose down, yet keen as a hunting falcon.


When you turned on a clear morning, 


bomb doors closed, gear up,


Then our hearts turned with you, 


as they did when we were young,


Now you are gone. 


We will see no more your clean beauty against a clear sky,


Nor hear again the awful thunder of your rage.


Some will sleep better for that,


But, I for one, 





will never forget you Dreadful Lady




Finally, this book is also dedicated to my dear wife Diana, whose enduring love, from far away in Australia, sustained me throughout the entire tour of duty in South Vietnam. 






Bob Howe


Canberra, Australia


December 2014






SERIES FOREWORD


The Australian Air Campaign Series produced by Air Force’s History and Heritage Branch will focus on four sub-series themed book titles:


• Campaigns, Operations and Battles,


• Capability and Technology,


• Bases and Airfields, and


• People.


These themed titles are intended to explore specific facets of the Air Force from its inception in 1921. What they will reveal are unique insights, providing the reader with a greater appreciation and deeper understanding of those aspects that have shaped the Air Force’s history and heritage.


Importantly, each of these publications will be sourced from official records and research, often including first-hand accounts. While these publications are endorsed for studies in military history, the range of topics will provide an ideal conduit for the broadest of audiences, to pursue and learn more about the many aspects that have contributed to the development of Australia’s Air Force.


Apart from becoming a significant point of reference, these publications will ultimately acknowledge the bravery, ingenuity, resilience – in essence, the service and sacrifice which is the hallmark of those who have served and continue to serve in the Air Force.






Robert Lawson OAM


Air Commodore


Director General History and Heritage – Air Force
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This view from the bomb-aimer’s position in the nose of a Canberra bomber encapsulates the aircrew’s detachment from the battle going on below.






NEW FOREWORD


The opportunity to command any unit in the Royal Australian Air Force is a privilege of the highest order. To be vested responsibility to contribute capability to the missions of the Air Force and the Australian Defence Force is an honour, as is being entrusted to lead the outstanding aviators of all ranks that are the backbone of any unit.


I regard myself to be even more privileged than many of my fellow commanding officers of today’s Air Force as the unit I command, No 2 Squadron, can trace its lineage back to the First World War. In 1917 and 1918, the aviators of the fledgling No 2 Squadron of the Australian Flying Corps participated in aerial combat in the skies over the Western Front.


In the intervening 100 years, No 2 Squadron has earned battle honours over Darwin and in the Pacific during the Second World War as well as Malaya and Malaysia during the Malayan Emergency and Indonesian Confrontation. Since 2014, the squadron has added to its outstanding history through its contribution to Operation Okra, flying the E-7A Wedgetail in the skies over the Middle East and providing vital airborne command and control battle management capability to the coalition forces.


To many, however, the legend that is today’s No 2 Squadron is firmly linked to its bombing operations during the Vietnam War, flying the venerable Canberra bomber. In just over four years, while operating out of Phan Rang in South Vietnam, the squadron received two unit citations while its personnel earned 47 individual citations. Its story in Vietnam, however, is more than just citations. It is about the challenges faced by its personnel, both in the air and on the ground, operating in a hostile environment far from home.


While 50 years have passed since the exploits of No 2 Squadron in the Vietnam War, the stories and experiences of those who served during this period are no less relevant today. Today’s aircraft are significantly more ‘high tech’ than those flown in Vietnam, but the parallels to the challenges faced by the squadron during recent operations in the Middle East are readily apparent.


I am privileged to be able to provide this foreword for the updated edition of Bob Howe’s original book of the same title. Through books such as this, I hope more people can gain an insight into not only the history of No 2 Squadron during the Vietnam War but also the commitment and bravery of those who were there.






Warren Haynes
Wing Commander
No 2 Squadron
July 2022






ORIGINAL FOREWORD


I was too young to serve in the Vietnam War so when asked by Bob Howe to write the foreword to his book Dreadful Lady over the Mekong Delta: An Analysis of RAAF Canberra Operations in the Vietnam War, I was both surprised and delighted. Surprised because, at the time of the Vietnam War, I was only a schoolboy and one who watched the Vietnam War pan out on TV. To me it was a very foreign war and one that I could only imagine. I was delighted because much of what the Royal Australian Air Force achieved during that conflict has not been recognised or recorded and this book fills one such gap.


This story is about the men of No 2 Squadron and the operations they flew in the Canberra bomber. The aircraft was acquired in the 1950s as the RAAF sought to enter the jet age. Designed to counter the Soviet threat and respond with a nuclear weapon, the Canberra was perhaps the least suited aircraft for low-level jungle and riverine bombing operations. The designers probably never thought of that role, but it was all Australia had at the time.


The order to prepare No 2 Squadron for deployment to Vietnam arrived on the Commanding Officer’s desk two days before Christmas in 1966. It came as some surprise. The squadron arrived in country in April 1967 to spend four years there. Bob Howe, as a young RAAF navigator, arrived in 1969, but his time as both Deputy Navigation Leader and Bombing Leader provided him first-hand experience and such is recorded in some detail in this book. Bob flew 260 missions at a time when riverine operations were the norm and recorded the challenges this created.


As a military historian, I have always felt it important to record all aspects of a squadron’s operational service, not just the controversial, the spectacular or the most visible. The riverine operations conducted by No 2 Squadron were but a very small part of an allied effort to disrupt the enemy from using the river systems for transport of troops and supplies. It was, according to one commentator: ‘a kind of guerrilla warfare conducted in a navy environment’. Beginning in 1967, the tasking for these operations gradually increased to a peak in 1969 before dropping back in 1970 as the war moved on.


I commend Dreadful Lady over the Mekong Delta to you as not only does it fill a gap in the recording of the RAAF’s bombing operations in Vietnam, it also adds a very personal touch as to how crews overcame the difficulties of operating in a very intense and foreign environment.






Mark Lax
Air Commodore
Canberra, Australia






PREFACE


My career in the Royal Australian Air Force was enjoyable and rewarding, even though, as with everything in life, it also had its downside. I wanted to become an RAAF pilot and did not succeed, but at least I was fortunate to qualify as a navigator and still experience the joys of flying in the RAAF.


I was very lucky to experience three distinctly different flying tours, firstly starting at RAAF Base Garbutt, Townsville, as a maritime navigator, advancing to tactical air coordinator (TACCO), responsible for conducting long-distance patrols out over the Pacific Ocean in Lincoln Mk.31 and P2V-7 (SP-2H) Neptune aircraft. We travelled widely and studiously practised Cold War anti-submarine warfare techniques in conjunction with allied air and naval arms, including conventional and nuclear-powered submarines; it was an enthralling occupation.


After undergoing the post-graduate Advanced Navigation Course at the School of Air Navigation at East Sale, Victoria, I then changed trades, firstly starting as a student, to then become an instructor, with No 1 (Bomber) Operational Conversion Unit at Amberley, Queensland, in the process developing dual-qualified – navigator and bomb aimer – skills suited to the Australian-built Canberra jet bomber.


Having helped to progress a number of Canberra trainee crews through their conversion courses, bound for the Vietnam War, my turn came when I was posted to No 2 Squadron at Phan Rang Air Base, South Vietnam, to fly the aircraft in anger. I was duly appointed as Deputy Navigation Leader and Bombing Leader during the latter half of my year-long tour of wartime duty and I was awarded a Mention in Despatches for my efforts in ensuring No 2 Squadron retained and sustained a proud record for our high standard of bombing accuracy against the enemy.


Following my wartime service, I changed over to my third flying trade, learning the basics at Davis-Monthan Air Force Base, Arizona, and qualifying to fly as a weapons systems officer in the back seat of the amazing, Mach 2-capable F-4E Phantom jet fighter, leased as an interim measure pending the delayed arrival of the F-111C into RAAF service. My role as Systems Training Officer at Headquarters No 82 Wing involved great flying with Nos 1 and 6 Squadrons, as well as introducing new concepts into practice, such as managing the transition of the first group of Air Electronics Officers to become F-4E weapons systems officers.


This breadth of operational flying gave me a substantial understanding of airborne, combat-related operations, for which, as I said, I was extremely fortunate. I believe it is a pity many RAAF aircrews today or tomorrow will not experience flying in more than one aircraft type over their entire flying career, as good value can come from wider operational exposure.




In this book, I use my own experiences as the basis for describing the unique nature of No 2 Squadron’s missions in the Mekong Delta, when bombing operations by the Magpies in this region peaked at the same time that I served with the squadron – from 1969 to 1970. My thesis in this book is that the RAAF’s Canberra jet bombers and their crews found their niche as an integral element of the riverine warfare which took place in the Delta.


Up until now, despite the production of excellent histories on the RAAF and the war in Vietnam by other authors more qualified than me, there has been little evidence of a detailed focus on No 2 Squadron’s four years of operations in South Vietnam. There has not been an examination of their bombing missions conducted from April 1967 to May 1971, nor how they fitted into the reality of the ongoing war taking place on the surface below.


In particular, rarely has there been any reference in the literature about No 2 Squadron’s relevance to the riverine-based guerrilla warfare that raged in the Mekong Delta region. Certainly, there is hardly any mention of it in either daily Unit History Sheets or monthly Commanding Officer’s Reports from Vietnam at the time, and thus historians cannot be blamed for this lapse.


In seeking to escape from the ‘aerial cocoon’ in which aviators can become trapped in wartime, I have tried to rectify this omission by starting off with an overview of this particular operational environment, aiming to illustrate the nature of riverine warfare and the key participants in Mekong Delta operations.


I then discuss, in some detail, the Canberra jet bomber’s capabilities and limitations in support of allied troops fighting a guerrilla war in such difficult terrain. Based on published data and my personal, hitherto-unpublished, records and memories collected from my 260-mission, year-long, operational tour of duty, I seek to show, with examples, what No 2 Squadron and its RAAF Canberra jet bombers could do, and did, in these circumstances.


Finally, I attempt to conclude, not very successfully I admit, in view of the complexity involved, to synthesise events into a kind of assessment of the performance of No 2 Squadron RAAF and its Canberra Mk.20 bombers in supporting riverine warfare operations in Vietnam, focussing on the period I served with the unit.


Maybe some readers may find lessons, or something of relevance, which may prove to be applicable to future operations. This would please me very much.


I recognise the book is an incomplete historical document and I make no apologies for it. Rather, I have sought to lay out a baseline which may be useful for others who follow and who may well be able to elicit details better than I have and discover further facts I have been unable to unearth. Hopefully, it will challenge them to correct my mistakes, errors and omissions, if they will, in the hope a genuine, understandable and accurate history of this specific component of Australia’s war in South Vietnam will evolve.


I do apologise, however, to those whose help I did not seek, or have time to contact, in order to limit the errors contained in this book.






Bob Howe






ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS













	AAP

	 Australian Air Publication





	ACTOV

	 Accelerated Turnover to Vietnam





	AFAC

	 Airborne Forward Air Controller





	AGL

	 above ground level





	AHC

	 Assault Helicopter Company





	ANGLICO

	 Air Naval Gunfire Liaison Company





	AO

	 area of operations





	AOC

	 Air Operations Center





	APA

	 attack transport (ship)





	APL

	 auxiliary personnel lighter





	ARDU

	 Aircraft Research and Development Unit (RAAF)





	ARG

	 Amphibious Ready Group





	ARVN

	 Army of the Republic of Vietnam





	ASHC

	 Assault Support Helicopter Company





	ASOC

	 Air Support Operations Center





	ASPB

	 assault support patrol boat





	ATC

	 armoured troop carrier





	ATF

	 Australian Task Force





	ATSB

	 Advanced Tactical Support Base





	AUW

	 all up weight





	AWM

	 Australian War Memorial





	BDA

	 bomb damage assessment





	BDE

	 Brigade





	BN

	 Battalion





	CAB

	 Combat Aviation Battalion





	CAG

	 Combat Aviation Group





	CAS

	 close air support





	CBU

	 cluster bomb unit





	CCB

	 Command and Communications Boat





	CDF

	 Chief of the Defence Force (Australia)





	CDT

	 clearance diving team





	CENTCOM

	 Central Command (US)





	CEP

	 circular error probable





	CHECO

	 Contemporary Historical Examination of Current Operations (US)





	CIA

	 Central Intelligence Agency





	CINCPACFLT

	 Commander-in-Chief, Pacific Fleet (US)





	COIN

	 counterinsurgency





	COMAFV

	 Commander, Australian Forces Vietnam





	COMNAVFORV

	 Commander (US) Naval Forces, Vietnam





	COMRAAFV

	 Commander, RAAF Vietnam





	COMUSMACV

	 Commander, US Military Assistance Command Vietnam





	CONARC

	 Continental Army Command





	CRC

	 Control and Reporting Center





	CRP

	 Control and Reporting Post





	CSF

	 Coastal Surveillance Force





	CTOC

	 Corps Tactical Operations Center





	CTZ

	 Corps Tactical Zone





	DASC

	 Direct Air Support Center





	DER

	 radar picket escort (ship)





	DMZ

	 Demilitarized Zone





	DTOC

	 Divisional Tactical Operations Center





	EMU

	 Experimental Military Unit





	EOD

	 explosive ordnance disposal





	FAC

	 Forward Air Controller





	FFV

	 Field Force Vietnam





	frag

	 fragmentary order





	FSB

	 Fire Support Base





	FSCC

	 Fire Support Coordination Center





	FSH

	 fixed sight-head





	GAF

	 Government Aircraft Factory





	GP

	 general purpose





	GVN

	 South Vietnam Government





	HAHS

	 high altitude, high speed





	HAL

	 Light Helicopter Squadron (US Navy)





	HCCS

	 Helicopter Combat Support Squadron





	HMM

	 medium Marine helicopter squadron





	HMAS

	 Her Majesty’s Australian Ship





	HQ PACAF 

	Headquarters Pacific Air Force (US)





	HSSC

	 heavy SEAL support craft (US Navy)





	hooch

	 slang term for house or structure





	IAS

	 indicated airspeed





	JAGOS

	 Joint Air-Ground Operations Systems





	JCS

	 Joint Chiefs of Staff (US)





	JGS

	 Joint General Staff





	JOC

	 Joint Operations Center





	KBA

	 killed by air





	KIA

	 killed in action





	km

	 kilometre





	LCM

	 Landing Craft Mechanized





	LOH

	 Light Observation Helicopter





	LPD

	 amphibious transport dock





	LPH

	 amphibious assault ship





	LSD

	 landing ship dock





	LSSL

	 landing ship support large





	LSSC

	 light SEAL support craft





	LST

	 landing ship tank





	LVT

	 landing vehicle tracked





	LZ

	 prep landing zone preparation





	MACV

	 Military Assistance Command Vietnam





	MATSB

	 Mobile Advanced Tactical Support Base





	MDMAF

	 Mekong Delta Mobile Afloat Force





	mm

	 millimetre





	MOE

	 measure of effectiveness





	MR

	 military region





	MRB

	 Mobile Riverine Base





	MRF

	 Mobile Riverine Force





	MSB

	 minesweeping boat





	MST

	 mobile support team





	NAVFORV

	 Naval Forces Vietnam





	NGFS

	 Naval gunfire support





	nm

	 nautical miles





	NOTAM

	 notice to airmen





	NVA

	 North Vietnam Army





	OCU

	 Operational Conversion Unit (RAAF)





	OSU

	 Operational Support Unit (RAAF)





	PACCOM

	 Pacific Command (US)





	PACFLT

	 Pacific Fleet (US)





	PAVN

	 Peoples’ Army of Vietnam





	PBR

	 river patrol boat 





	PCF

	 fast patrol craft 





	PF

	 Popular Forces





	PG

	 patrol gunboat





	QNH

	 barometric pressure





	RAAF

	 Royal Australian Air Force





	RAF

	 Riverine Assault Force or Royal Air Force





	RAG

	 Reconnaissance Aviation Group or River Assault Group





	RAID

	 River Assault Interdiction Division





	RAN

	 Royal Australian Navy





	RANHFV

	 Royal Australian Navy Helicopter Force Vietnam





	RAR

	 Royal Australian Regiment





	RAS

	 River Assault Squadron





	RF

	 Regional Force





	RID

	 River Interdiction Division





	ROK

	 Republic of Korea





	RPC

	 river patrol craft





	RPF

	 River Patrol Force





	RPG

	 River Patrol Group or rocket-propelled grenade





	RSSZ

	 Rung Sat Special Zone





	RTEG

	 River Transport Escort Group





	RTG

	 River Transport Group





	RUSI

	 Royal United Services Institute





	RVNF

	 Republic of Vietnam Forces





	SAC

	 Strategic Air Command





	SAM

	 surface-to-air missile





	SCATTOR

	 small craft assets, training, and turnover of resources





	SEAL

	 sea, air and land team (US Navy)





	SEALORDS

	 South-East Asia lake, ocean, river and delta strategy





	SEL

	 suspected enemy location





	SLF

	 special landing force





	slick

	 slang term for low-drag bomb or a troop-carrying Iroquois helicopter 





	TACAIR

	 tactical air





	TACAN

	 Tactical Air Navigation





	TACC

	 Tactical Air Control Center (US)





	TACP

	 Tactical Air Control Party





	TACS

	 Tactical Air Control System





	TAOR

	 tactical area of responsibility





	TAS

	 true airspeed





	TASE

	 Tactical Air Support Element





	TASS

	 Tactical Air Support Squadron





	TBS

	 Tactical Bomber Squadron





	TF 

	task force





	TFS

	 Tactical Fighter Squadron





	TFW

	 Tactical Fighter Wing





	TG

	 Task Group





	TIC

	 troops in contact (with enemy)





	TIS

	 Theater Indoctrination School (US)





	TOC

	 Tactical Operations Center





	TSF

	 Transport Support Flight (RAAF)





	UDT

	 underwater demolition team





	UH

	 utility helicopter





	UHF

	 ultra-high frequency





	USAF

	 United States Air Force





	USCG

	 United States Coast Guard





	USMC

	 United States Marine Corps





	USS

	 United States Ship





	USSR

	 Union of Soviet Socialist Republics





	UTM

	 Universal Transverse Mercator





	UXB

	 unexploded bomb





	VAL

	 Light Attack Squadron (US Navy)





	VB

	 Victoria Bitter (beer) or visual bombing





	VC

	 Viet Cong





	VHF

	 very high frequency





	VIP

	 very important person





	VNAF

	 Vietnam Air Force





	VNN

	 Vietnam Navy





	VR

	 visual reconnaissance





	VRGB

	 variable-ratio gearbox





	VT

	 variable time





	WBGP

	 water-borne guard post





	WPB 

	cutter (US Coast Guard)





	Zippo

	 armoured, troop-carrying vessel with flame-thrower weapon

























UNITS OF MEASUREMENT


Units of measurement used throughout this book are those that were in common use at the time of the Vietnam War.


CONVERSIONS


1 inch (in) = 25.4 millimetres (mm)


1 foot (ft) = 30.5 centimetres (cm)


1,000 feet (ft) = 304.8 metres (m)


3,000 feet (ft) = 914.4 metres (m)


1 yard (yd) = 36 inches = 914.4 millimetres (mm)


1 statute mile (sm) = 1.6 kilometres (km)


1 nautical mile (nm) = 1.85 kilometres (km)


1 knot (kt) = 1 nautical mile per hour (nmph) = 1.85 kilometres per hour (kmph) 


1 pound (lb) = 0.45 kilograms (kg)


1 (long) ton = 1,016 kilograms (kg) = 2,240 pounds (lb)


1 (short) ton = 907.2 kilograms (kg) = 2,000 pounds (lb)


1 tonne = 1 metric tonne = 1,000 kilograms (kg) = 2,204.6 pounds (lb)


Note: In this book, the unit ‘ton’ refers to a ‘short ton’.






Chapter 1


INTRODUCTION


In 1969 and 1970, the author flew 260 operational bombing missions on Canberra jets with No 2 Squadron, Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), in South Vietnam. In the latter part of his tour of duty, he was appointed Bombing Leader, responsible for ensuring bombing operations were conducted professionally. Armed with this firsthand experience, the aim of this book is to examine, in detail, the part played by No 2 Squadron in riverine operations undertaken in the Mekong Delta region of South Vietnam during the Vietnam War.


With the fall of Saigon on 30 April 1975, the Vietnam War ended. As the last United States and allied forces departed, they left the southern part of the ravaged country to the victorious communist regime, which had swept in from the north and from the west in Cambodia. The new regime forcefully imposed unified rule over a land torn by centuries of past colonial rule – first by China in the 19th century and then France in the 20th.


The conflict’s recent origins had grown out of the Second World War, the end of which saw the defeat of aggressors Germany and Japan, a major redrawing of the global map, the unrestrained spread of communism sponsored by the Soviet Union’s Joseph Stalin and China’s Mao Tse Tung, and nationalist movements seeking to rid themselves of the colonial yoke, many under the shadow of the expanding communist threat.


When France was overrun by Germany and Indochina fell to the invading Japanese, many Vietnamese pushed for independence. However, after the war, the French sought to re-establish pre–war colonial rule over the region, only to be met by increasing resistance from communist insurgents, supported by the Soviet Union and China, both nations now engaged in a global Cold War stand-off with the United States and its allies, including Australia. The prospect of a third world war loomed large as these new global powers flexed their muscles and the communists in Vietnam made best use of their opportunity.


The Vietnamese communist leader, Ho Chi Minh, captured Hanoi in the north, and declared the whole of Vietnam to be independent. Refusing to recognise this declaration, but weakened by its Second World War collapse, France was unable to resist a persistent guerrilla warfare campaign and was finally defeated militarily in 1954 at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu. Ho Chi Minh then forced a peace settlement.


The Geneva Accords of 1954 (Conference Final Declarations, July 21) declared a ceasefire and Vietnam became officially divided by a Demilitarized Zone, based on the 17th Parallel of latitude, separating the communist-led North Vietnam from South Vietnam with its anti-communist government. A mass movement of people changed locations. Recognising a very real global threat arising from the spread of communist-inspired national movements, 



 the United States drew a line in the context of Indochina, and chose to support the anti-communists, despite the inherent weaknesses of the Diem Government, which took over South Vietnam in 1955.


The communists formed the National Liberation Front (Viet Cong) to bring down, by force, the South Vietnam Government, which had refused to agree to reunification talks with the North. US President John F Kennedy thereupon sent additional advisors in early 1962 to help train the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) in combating the communist threat, as South Vietnam struggled to establish a viable government. In 1964, Kennedy’s successor, President Lyndon B Johnson, significantly raised the US military commitment to Vietnam in the hope of stopping the increasing flow of troops and weapons from the North into the South, via the inland Ho Chi Minh trail and also by sea.


Being wary of triggering a major global conflict and mindful of the ‘domino effect’ should one of a row of South-East Asian nations fall under communist control, the US leadership sought to deter the North Vietnamese from continuing to invade the South. However, fearful of stirring up direct confrontation with the Soviet Union and China, the US chose not to destroy the enemy at its source or cut external supply lines from these nations into North Vietnam. This policy constrained allied military options in North Vietnam, while its communist sponsors continued unfettered to provide and train the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) in using the latest arms technology, such as modern surface-to-air missiles to help counter the American air attacks on military installations.


As part of its plan to generate solidarity in combating the communists, the US called upon allies of the ‘Free World Forces’ to join in their containment strategy. Australia, among other allies, but notably not the United Kingdom, agreed to send forces, starting with Army instructors in 1961–62 (the Australian Army Training Team Vietnam). This was followed by an RAAF de Havilland Caribou flight in 1964 and an Army battalion in 1965. When the battalion was replaced by the 1st Australian Task Force in 1966, No 9 Squadron deployed with their RAAF UH-1 Iroquois helicopters to provide support. Finally, Canberra bombers from No 2 Squadron deployed to Vietnam in 1967.


Heavily constrained politically and unable to engage fully with the enemy in all quarters, respective US field commanders did their best with the limited set of cards they had been dealt. In early 1965, US aircraft began bombing targets in North Vietnam and the first American troops arrived in South Vietnam under the command of General William Westmoreland (Commander US Military Assistance Command, Vietnam), initially winning victories in conventional battles over Viet Cong and NVA forces around Chu Lai and in the Ia Đrăng Valley.


Licking their wounds, the North Vietnamese resorted to guerrilla tactics, supported by political efforts, which effectively undermined America’s will to make war. In January 1968, as Vietnamese traditionally celebrated their New Year (Tet), the communists launched a major offensive across South Vietnam, starting with a heavy assault on US Marines at Khe Sanh. Extensive use of tactical air power, which included No 2 Squadron Canberras, resulted 



 in a military defeat and heavy casualties for the communist forces. Although the enemy was beaten back in fierce combat, the onslaught achieved its political aims, resulting in the demise of Johnson and the election of Richard Nixon as president, with a mandate to withdraw from Vietnam and negotiate for a peaceful settlement.


Termed ‘Vietnamization’, the US adopted a policy of transferring responsibility for combat operations to the South Vietnamese and reducing American forces in country. In January 1973, a peace accord was signed in Paris, theoretically ending the conflict and allowing the withdrawal of the last American forces. The South Vietnamese, relying on leftover US equipment and a few remaining advisors, were left to fight a well-provisioned and determined enemy. Despite agreeing not to resort to further offensive action, the communists spent the next two years building up their forces, while continuing to receive heavy support from the USSR and China. In January 1975, communist forces began a major offensive which started in the north and eventually overran the whole of South Vietnam. Saigon, the capital, fell on 30 April.


Undertaking a series of ruthless re-education programmes, which saw a huge surge of South Vietnamese refugees fleeing the country, the communists achieved their aim of ‘unifying’ the nation. In terms of casualties, the decade-long war had cost the lives of almost 60,000 Americans, 230,000 South Vietnamese and over one million North Vietnamese, while Australia lost 521 killed.


In setting out the context, this book starts with a brief look at the environment (chapter 2), follows with a description of the various armed forces involved in the conflict (Chapter 3) and broadly describes US-led riverine operations in the Mekong Delta in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 looks at how the US Seventh Air Force used its tactical air power capability to support riverine operations in the Delta. Chapter 6 covers No 2 Squadron’s role in this environment and how effectively the RAAF’s Canberra jet bomber and crews performed in this context. Finally, Chapter 7 concludes with a brief summary. At the end is a brief history of No 2 Squadron.






Chapter 2


THE SETTING
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Map 1: Mekong Delta – IV Corps. (US Army)


As seen by the US military at the time, the Mekong Delta (see map 1) stretched from Saigon, south and west to the Gulf of Siam/Thailand and the border of Cambodia.1 It comprised the following three distinct geographic regions:


• The first was the Plain of Reeds, located immediately west of Saigon, which was a vast area of reeds and grass, and, during the wet season, lay under two to three metres of water, looking like an immense shallow lake from the air. It had few trees and large grass fires occurred in the dry season. It has been described as ‘gloomy and dismal, full of chest-deep canals, standing water, and fetid, nauseating, smelly mud, with small, forested patches and villages interspersed among the canals and watery fields.’2




• The second was the lower Mekong Delta, which extended broadly from Saigon, south to the once dense U Minh forests of the Cà Mau Peninsula, and contained three major distributaries of the Mekong River, as well as the Bassac River further south.


• The third comprised mangroves and nipa palm swamps, surrounding the main shipping channel along the Lòng Tàu River leading from Vũng Tàu, on the South China Sea coast, west to Saigon and passing through the Rung Sat Special Zone, so-called by the South Vietnam Government in 1962 to denote its importance. This area comprised many meandering waterways through entangled trees, vines, exposed roots and heavy undergrowth.


In the 1960s, the region’s strategic importance was based primarily on its food production capacity, being very rich agriculturally, with significant rice growing and fishing industries. Spread over an area of 40,000 square kilometres, the Mekong valley contained eight million people, more than half of the then total South Vietnam population of 15 million people. Population density along the waterways was high. The Delta covered 25% of the total South Vietnam land mass and grew 68% of the nation’s rice crop.3
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Canal country, Mekong Delta.




The topography inhibited conventional land force operations, and there was only one reasonable road – Highway 4 – running from north to south. The Vietnamese had spent centuries creating a massive waterway system, comprising 5,000 kilometres of rivers, canals and smaller streams.


As the US Navy put it:


In South Vietnam, the near-bewildering maze of inland waterways imposes both an extraordinary riverine challenge and an unequalled opportunity for the employment

of naval forces. The dense vegetation along many of the waterways limits visibility

and provides excellent cover for guerrillas lying in ambush positions along the banks.4


 Located only ten degrees north of the Equator, the Mekong Delta’s climate was very similar, but opposite seasonally, to Darwin’s. Its south-west monsoonal wet season generally lasted from June to October, with the dry season (caused by reverse north-east monsoon conditions) extending from November to May, mainly providing sunny weather, although at times hazy conditions could prevail. The transition between monsoons could produce good or bad weather and, as temperatures were constantly warm to hot and humidity was high much of the time, weather conditions could fluctuate considerably.
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Clouds build up over the Mekong Delta.


In the south-eastern part of the Delta, where the Gulf of Siam/Thailand met the South China Sea, river currents typically ran at 6 to 8 knots.5 Not only that, as the Cầu Lớn, Bồ Đề and Đầm Dơi rivers (rivers in Vietnamese were called songs, for example, Sông Cầu Lớn) connected with the South China Sea on the eastern side of the Delta, and the Sông 



 Cầu Lớn also entered the Gulf of Siam/Thailand to the west, river currents reversed with the tides. Conditions in ‘Square Bay’ at the western mouth of the Sông Cầu Lớn were especially challenging, as the main channel behaved similarly to that of Broome, Western Australia, peaking at four to five metres at high tide, but turning into vast mud flats at low tide.


Despite the profusion of swamps, marshes and forests in the Mekong Delta, landing zones were plentiful for limited rotary wing operations and the weather seldom inhibited helicopter activity. Nevertheless, a former US Army 9th Division battalion commander, Colonel David H. Hackworth, provided a most graphic summary of conditions in the region, when he exclaimed:


I am convinced that no American soldier has ever suffered more than the infantryman who fought in the Mekong Delta during the Vietnam War, and that includes those at Valley Forge, the Bulge of Christmas ’44 and Korea the winter of ’50. It was a horrible place. An alluvial plain less than six feet above sea level wherever you were, your feet were always wet, and for a large majority of the time so was the rest of you. At low tide, the rice paddies were a foot deep, at least six inches of which was thick mud; you had little choice but to wade through them, though, because the dikes were generally booby trapped. When the tides were out, the myriads of crisscrossing canals were often mud up to your neck; you could not avoid them and you’d emerge exhausted, with leeches clinging to your body.6






Chapter 3


THE PARTICIPANTS


Force evolution


During the Vietnam War, the US Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) adopted the method used by the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) of dividing South Vietnam into four military regions, or corps tactical zones. As shown in map 2, I Corps in the north extended from the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), which separated North and South Vietnam, to Quảng Ngãi province. II Corps covered the central highlands and coastal regions; III Corps included Saigon, the northern part of the Plain of Reeds and Phước Tuy province where the 1st Australian Task Force was located, and IV Corps covered the Mekong Delta.7
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Map 2: South Vietnam’s four corps tactical zones. (US Army)




Prior to April 1967 when No 2 Squadron arrived in-country, US involvement in IV Corps operations in the Mekong Delta had been confined to supporting, as advisors at all levels, South Vietnamese forces trying to protect their land from communist takeover by the North Vietnamese forces, in conjunction with their locally recruited Viet Cong (VC) units.8


Driven by the geography of the Mekong Delta, the only effective way to manoeuvre en masse through the region was by water, but riverine warfare was a black art to a US military establishment fully geared for global nuclear warfare with the Soviet Union. Indeed, the Americans had to go far back in history to their own 19th century Civil War, and the War of Independence against the British, to find prior in-house riverine experience.9 


Riverine warfare expertise in Vietnam lay with the French with their long and proud tradition of overseas Foreign Legion expeditions. In combating the Viet Minh, the precursors of the Viet Cong, the French had developed a significant capacity, with river flotillas capable of carrying and landing battalion-size land forces in joint Army–Navy operations in the two major river regions – the northern Red River Delta in Tonkin, and the southern Mekong River Delta in Cochinchina.10


As the French withdrew from Vietnam after the disaster of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, Americans began moving into the Delta to advise the local forces in opposing a communist takeover, emanating from the north. For the next 13 years, however, the onus remained solely on the South Vietnamese to secure the Mekong Delta, which was in effect the backdoor to the capital, Saigon.


Ironically, despite a US Marine colonel (Victor Croizat) having initiated the creation of the Vietnam Marine Corps, a sub-set of the Vietnam Army, and helped them establish the semblance of a riverine doctrine, US Marines forces declined to participate in the IV Corps area of operations, as they were totally pre-occupied with the conflict in North Vietnam and I Corps.11


Colonel David Hackworth, US Army, succinctly summarised the situation when he commented on:


... The tactical absurdity of having the 9th Div in the Delta in the first place. The Marine Corps was the Defense Department’s amphibious arm. Yet throughout this period, when the Army was stumbling and splashing like ducks through the waterways of the Mekong Delta, the Marines, configured and trained, and equipped as amphibious shock troops (perfect for Delta combat) were fighting an infantry footslogging war up in I Corps, the most rugged terrain in Vietnam.12


Recognising the need to guarantee food supplies for the rest of the country, MACV leaders knew how important the Mekong Valley was strategically. From a US military perspective, operations in the Delta had to be joint (that is, a combination of Army and Navy) in recognition of the importance of both water and air travel, in lieu of road transport. Thus, the US Army’s 9th Division and the US Navy’s Seventh Fleet were forced to improvise in managing the task of pacifying the region. It was an uneasy joint coalition.




Inter-service rivalry delayed the development of joint-service doctrine. Joint command and control of Mekong Delta riverine forces remained hotly debated issues throughout the war, especially as both US services were starting from scratch, without the benefit of the traditional synergy the US Navy and the Marine Corps shared in this context.13
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Figure 1: Mekong Delta riverine operations command and control. (US Army)


The Navy had no equivalent to an Army division, and respective commanders in the field reported up their organisational chains to Commander US Military Assistance Command Vietnam (COMUSMACV).14 Figure 1 shows the MACV command and control construct for the Mekong Delta riverine operations. In deference to its ongoing advisory role in the south, US Army commanders reported to COMUSMACV through the Vietnam Field Force Commander (a two-star general), while US Navy commanders reported through the Commander Naval Forces Vietnam – COMNAVFORV (initially a two-star US admiral), with the Commander Seventh Fleet running northern operations.15


Key mission areas of riverine operations were river assault, river patrol, river minesweeping, special operations, fire support and interdiction of enemy supply networks. Operational control in IV Corps was delegated down the line as far as possible to maximise flexibility in joint combat, although, at the working levels, US Army infantry outranked their US Navy brown water counterparts.


For planning purposes, the one-star US Army brigade commander selected enemy targets and areas of operation (AOs). However, by late 1968 the US Navy asserted greater authority, when it promoted COMNAVFORV, then Rear Admiral Elmo Zumwalt, to vice admiral, equivalent in rank to Commander Seventh Fleet, and senior to the US Army’s two-star Commander 9th Division.16


The following provides more detail of the relevant forces involved in IV Corps riverine warfare in the Mekong Delta.




US Navy


Early Days


At the outset, the US Navy’s involvement in the Vietnam War was the responsibility of the Seventh Fleet, which comprised:


• an attack carrier strike force (TF-77) conducting airborne strike missions into North Vietnam, against the Ho Chi Minh trail and in I Corps, South Vietnam;


• an amphibious task force (TF-76) which supported the landing in I Corps, South Vietnam, of the US Marine Corps’ 1st and 3rd Divisions in Operation Starlite; and


• a cruiser–destroyer task group (TG70.8) which bombarded enemy targets along the coast of North Vietnam as well as attacking enemy ships under Operation Sea Dragon.17


 Operation Market Time was initiated by the Seventh Fleet in early 1965 to prevent the enemy from strengthening forces in South Vietnam with seaborne supplies and munitions. The North Vietnam Naval Transportation Group 125 used steel-hulled, 100-ton trawlers and seagoing junks to infiltrate the South, while the locally recruited VC operated smaller junks, sampans, and other craft within South Vietnam’s coastal waters.18


Coastal surveillance under Market Time occurred well north of the DMZ, as well as along the entire 1,200-mile South Vietnam coastline, from the 17th Parallel clockwise around to the Cambodian border, extending 40 miles out to sea. It evolved into patrolling three zonal layers, namely:


• an air surveillance sector farthest out to sea, using land-based US Navy Lockheed P-2 Neptunes, and later P-3 Orion maritime patrol aircraft, as well as carrier-based naval aviation;


• an outer sea barrier patrolled by Seventh Fleet destroyers and minesweeper units, later replaced by radar picket escorts of the US Navy and the Royal Australian Navy (RAN), together with US Coast Guard cutters; and


• an inner shallow-water barrier patrolled by US and Vietnam Navy boats, watercraft and junks.19


During the first half of 1965, five combined US–Vietnam Navy coastal surveillance centres were established along the coastline at Đà Nẵng (I Corps), Qui Nhon and Nha Trang (II Corps), Vũng Tàu (III Corps) and in IV Corps at An Thới, on Phú Quốc Island, to coordinate these operations.20 Also in 1965, a number of commercially-built patrol craft (Swift Boats) arrived from the US for service with US Navy Patrol Division 101, based at An Thới.


From May 1965 to August 1966, insufficient land-based tactical air support was available in IV Corps. To fill this gap, US Navy aircraft carriers positioned off the South Vietnamese coast (Dixie Station) launched Douglas A-1H Skyraiders and A-4 Skyhawks in response to requests for air support in South Vietnam, including the Mekong Delta. They provided 



 forward air control (FAC), directed close air support and interdicted supply routes into South Vietnam, including river-borne and coastal junk and sampan traffic, as well as roads, bridges, and trucks on land. This work was in addition to the carriers’ duties at Yankee Station for air operations over North Vietnam. 21


Seventh Fleet ships (and RAN destroyers) also engaged in offshore naval gunfire support (NGFS) against enemy positions ashore in the Mekong Delta and actions in the Rung Sat Special Zone (RSSZ), which contained the entry channel for vessels arriving and departing Saigon from the South China Sea. In one incident in April 1966, USS Morton (DD-948) responded to an emergency call 20 miles up the Saigon River (Sông Sài Gòn) and used rapid-firing 5-inch/54-calibre guns against the enemy. In another incident, USS Princeton (LPH-5, a converted Essex-class aircraft carrier) having conveyed USMC helicopter squadron HMM-362 to Sóc Trăng, remained on station to support Operation Jackstay from 26 March to 6 April 1966.22 This amphibious operation was the first major US naval operation in the river environment of the RSSZ.



US Naval Forces Vietnam


US Naval Forces Vietnam (NAVFORV) was created in April 1966, initially commanded by Rear Admiral Norvell G. Ward, with responsibility for all US naval operations in the Vietnam region, outside I Corps.23


NAVFORV comprised three task forces:


• TF-115 Coastal Surveillance Force (CSF),


• TF-116 River Patrol Force (RPF), and


• TF-117 Mobile Riverine Force (MRF).
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Patrol Craft Fast – Swift Boat. (US Navy)




Coastal Surveillance Force


The CSF, designated as Task Force 115 (TF-115), had been activated in mid-1965, incorporating Patrol Division 101’s patrol craft fast (PCF) Swift Boats.24 Eighty-four of these 50-foot, 23-knot Swifts had been purchased from the Louisiana-based Stewart Seacraft Company and were armed with .50-cal machine guns and an 81-mm mortar. They became the mainstay of the Navy’s CSF, employed at bases along the Vietnamese coastline.


River Patrol Force 


In early 1966, the VC held the Mekong Delta virtually as their exclusive preserve. MACV and the NAVFORV recognised that, in order to deny the Delta to the enemy, it would be necessary to sever enemy supply lines by gaining control of the inland waterways and proactively searching out and destroying enemy troops and bases. This meant developing the means to transport and support ground forces of sufficient size to do the job.


The RPF, designated as Task Force 116 (TF-116), was thus created under Operation Game Warden to accomplish the patrolling task, while the MRF, including the 2nd Brigade of the US Army’s 9th Division, came into being to undertake the waterborne assault mission.25 The RPF was headquartered at Bình Thủy, near Cần Thơ, on the Bassac River, and employed river patrol boats (PBRs) and well as Swift Boats.


The PBR was a 32-foot, rigid-hull fibreglass boat, armed with twin .50-cal machine guns forward, a single .50-cal machine gun aft, a grenade launcher, and an M60 7.62-mm machine gun plus hand weapons. For waterborne navigation and surveillance, it was fitted with a Raytheon 1900 radar. A water-jet propulsion system gave it a top speed of 25 knots, as well as excellent manoeuvrability, and an 18–30-inch draught enabled operations in shallow rivers, where normally only flat-bottom sampans could ply.26 These boats operated with four-man crews from ten Game Warden bases, and were used to stop and search river traffic, as well as insert US Navy Sea, Air, Land (SEAL) teams. TF-116 reached a peak strength of about 250 PBRs, before many of these boats were turned over to the Vietnam Navy in 1968, as the Vietnamese began assuming more river patrol responsibilities.
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River patrol boat. (Cecil Martin)




TF-116 PBR efforts in working 24-hours-a-day seven-days-a-week in all weather conditions exceeded the US Army’s extant support capability. Army gunships were not equipped for, nor were their pilots skilled in, all-weather helicopter flying, particularly in both day and night operations, from a floating deck. Navy helicopter pilots, on the other hand, were trained for these conditions and were seen to cope better.


Helicopter Attack Squadron (Light) Three


Unable to acquire new UH-1H Iroquois helicopters, due to high demand from the rapidly evolving air mobile US Army, the US Navy had to be satisfied with second-hand, less powerful UH-1B gunships. Equipped with these, Helicopter Attack Squadron (Light) Three (HAL-3), callsign Seawolf, was formed in April 1967, following trials from mid-1966 with several detachments from California-based Helicopter Combat Support Squadron One (HC-1).27 These gunships, commonly called ‘Hueys’, due to their former HU-1 designation, were fitted with four M60 machine guns and two 2.75-inch, 7-shot rocket pods.


The employment of the ‘Huey’ gunships in direct naval air support of the PBRs solved a number of command, control and availability problems. During Operations Market Time (TF-115) and Game Warden (TF-116), it was a common sight for these gunship helicopters to be seen operating from the decks of a landing ship, with several Navy PCF Swift Boats tied-up alongside.
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HAL-3 Seawolf UH-1 on USS Washoe County (LST-1165). (US Navy)
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