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Q: What about his working routine? He has been described many times 

as a workaholic. Did you see that during this period? 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes. If you worked with him, you had to become 

one, too. If you weren't one, you either became one or quit. But 

he didn't drive you. You always felt like you were the big 

contributor and this encouraged you to perform sometimes beyond your 

capabilities. 
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Nicholson - 28 

Q: Did you socialize with the Zumwalts at all? 

Admiral Nicholson: A little bit, not much. We considered the 

Zumwalts close friends, but there wasn't much time for socializing. 

We worked. And he didn't socialize much. We guard the Zumwalt 

friendship very jealously, yet we don't Jtj$ a::: run around 

together, but it's the 
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kind of friendship that's there. It doesn't have to be rejuvenated 

with constant involvement. 

Q: Well, did many people get close to him when he waS so involved 

in all these things? 

Admiral Nicholson: There wasn't time. Professionally, they did. 

He isn't much for small talk. If you small talk with Bud Zumwalt, 

he'll cut you off very nicely if you don't have something worthwhile 

to talk about. He wasn't the social type. But he did it and did it 

very well when required. 

They lived in a very austere house in Annandale, and Mouza 

entertained.* They didn't have stewards. The Zumwalt children 

pitched in and waited on tables during parties. They made you feel 

you were dining in the Waldorf-Astoria. When they moved into the 

CNO quarters, there was lots of help, but the homey atmosphere was 

still there. 

Q: You haven't talked much about your role during this time, and 

I'd be 

*Annandale is a town in northern Virginia. 
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interested in hearing what you did during all this. 

Admiral Nicholson: I was the administrative aide. My job was 

to screen all the papers that went to Captain Zumwalt and then to 

Mr. Nitze. and to get the back-up material. 

Q: Did you have any special areas of expertise or things that you 

dealt with? 

Admiral Nicholson: No. across the board I was an administrative 

aide. All paperwork. 
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Q: Well, you had a crucial job there, because with people as busy 

as he and the secretary were, somebody had to screen what they were 

going to see out of all this mass. 

Admiral Nicholson: He relied on me to do that. He had confidence 

in me. We did our daily planning while car pooling home at night 

and going to work in the early hours of the morning. So when we got 

in the office, we were ready to go. We lost very little continuity. 

Q: How much dealing did you have with Congress in that job? 

Admiral Nicholson: I didn't go up there. Zumwalt was very good with 

Congress. He built up that expertise which helped him when he waS 

CNO. He was very effective on the hill as CNO. And he came in 

against some tough congressmen. He was always prepared when 

testifying. He made certain as the executive assistant that Mr. 

Nitze was well prepared before appearing on the Hill or anywhere 

else. 
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Q: Conventional wisdom has it that the seeds of his many people 

programs as CNO came out of his Vietnam experience and working with 

young officers and enlisted. Do you see other precursors farther 

back during the time he was with SecNav? 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes. He was very much aware and sensitive about 

the young enlisted and officers who had problems with the Navy 

establishment. He bent over backwards to see their sides of it 

and in many cases resolved it to their benefit. He was a superior 

leader to have in a combat environment. That combat might have 

been Vietnam, Capitol Hill, or the Pentagon. 

In general, he loved the Navy, but his greatest talent was his 

desire to make ~one feel~he most important person in 

the organization. I saw this in the Brown-Water Navy in Vietnam and 

in SecNav, and in the CNO tour. 
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Q: Now, the other side of the coin is that sometimes people can get 

to a job too soon and not have the requisite experience? 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes. That was one of the things some of the 

old-timers resented with Zumwalt--he came up too fast. The saying, 

"It takes a,year to get a year's experience" is true for most of us. 

However. there are some who are exceptional, and those people should 

not be held back. Zumwalt was far ahead of his contemporaries. Those 

who criticized him in most cases were jealous of his insight and ability 

to persuade. My only complaint about his fast advancement is that the 

Navy lost him at too young an age. ::r~ ~ ';I~ 
/1.J2.'.-4 .. · • '-' .. /frt .,...c.<.. ............. I"': • "";:. Rat., --< P....-, ...... ". ~ -:.r ~ 
& (-,·c·;l., ~ ~~ t~ 
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Q: You mentioned Captain lidd and Captain Miller. Did you have 

much personal interchange with them? 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes. They are friends. 

Q: What are your recollections of them? 

Admiral Nicholson: They contributed to this unified effort that 

went way down to DoD and competed with the Whiz lids. lidd, Miller, 

and Zumwalt worked very closely together. When they were captains 

in the EA jobs, they were a tough team.* And somebody ought to 

write a book about that. It could be very humorous, and also 

interesting. They took on some big tasks: the Navy pay raise, 

carriers, the use of carrier aircraft in the Laos confrontation. 

But with these three EAst you had a pretty good cross section. 

Iidd and Zumwalt were blackshoes, Miller was an aviator, but they 

had a pretty good balance on what the Navy should be.** 

*EA--executive assistant 
**Blackshoes is a slang term referring to surface ship officers, 

as opposed to naval aviators, who are known as brownshoes. 
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Q: Admiral McDonald's a very chauvinistic air power man. Did 

you see much blackshoe-brownshoe controversy? 

Admiral Nicholson: No. 
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Q: One thing that vas put forth to provide more balance during 

that period vas the reactivation of heavy cruisers and/or 

battleships. Admiral McDonald very successfully fought that. 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes, and the Marines wanted them for gunfire 

support. I don't know what his rationale was at the time. I do 

know we were having a tough time manning our ships. I would guess 

his reason was not parochial, but related to the difficulty of 

manning those large ships at a time when reenlistments were low 

~ 
A ~ 4-- I~. ",y'. -~v7 ..aIIl4 recruiting was down, ~ ~' • -. - . 

..c"~ r-~ ~ ~j¥, """"'l, 
Q: Did you have much dealing with the Secretary directly? 
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Admiral Nicholson: No, not a lot. Once in a while I went in to 

see him. Zumwalt did that. I dealt strictly with and worked with 

Bud, although at times I'd sit in on some of their conferences and 

task force meetings. 

Q: Well, anything else from that tour? 

Admiral Nicholson: No, no, I can't think of anything. I may think 

of something as we go on. 

Q: Where did you go from there? 

Admiral Nicholson: From there I went to command my first destroyer. 

I took over the Lloyd Thomas, which was a destroyer based in Newport, 

Rhode Island. We deployed it to the Red Sea and Sixth Fleet. The 

ship was awarded the Battle Efficiency E for destroyers. 



Nicholson - 38 

I was assigned to a bonus command as squadron commander of a 

Dealey-class destroyer escort squadron. These ships had two 

boilers and a gas turbine engine as back-up propulsion. The 

squadron had lieutenant commanders as commanding officers who had 

excelled in their previous at-sea billets as executive officers of 

destroyers. It vas known as a bonus command for them too. All of 

the officer billets were well-screened. My association with this 

squadron of commanding officers and their ships' company was an 

exciting professional experience. The commanding officers were 

all lieutenant commanders: 

Dick Berry, Tom Emery, Hank 

Al Herberger, Walt Piotti, Jim Sto~s, 

Atwood, George Davis. All but one have 

~~~:.~/ .. ~::Z:} 
~' ... ''''.1 ~ ~'" ~ _;...,~~e-~~QI.""""'''' 

*Rear Admiral Albert J. Herberger, USN; Rear Admiral Walter T. 

Piotti, Jr., USN; Rear Admiral James G. Storms III, USN; Rear Admiral 

Richard C. Berry, USN; Commodore Thomas R. M. Emery, USN; Captain 

Henry C. Atwood, USN (Ret.); Rear Admiral George W. Davis, Jr., USN 
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I made two deployments with the squadron. most all of it in the 

Ked and northern Europe. The day after I got back from the last 

deployment. my wife and I were going out on vacation when the 

phone rang. It was Bud Zumwalt on the line. He said, "You know, 

we'd planned for you to come back to Washington after your escort 

squadron job and work for me down here in OP-96. But I want to tell 

you that I'm leaving this job, and I'm going to Vietnam." He said, 

'"rhere ia a good job in DoD, in the administrative office. I'm sure 

we can get you in there, or you can come with me." 

I said, "Administrative job in DoD. Let me think about it." 

So when I hung up, Marilyn said, ''Who was that?" 

I said, "Bud Zumwalt." 

She said, "You're going again." 

So while driving to Pennsylvania, we convinced each other that 

I should go to Vietnam. There vas no sense in going to Washington 

and being miserable in an administrative job. I also felt that I 

should get into combat at that time in my career. 



Vietnam October 1968 - October 1969 

Insert in place of pages 40 - ~ 

Vice Admiral Zumwalt arrived in Vietnam about September 1968. My 

arrival was the following month October 1968. The Naval Forces in 

Vietnam at that time were in a defensive and static type of operational 

concept. This may have been because of fiscal and personnel shortages. 

The Navy was not operating as an integrated force with the Army and 

Air Force. 

The first thing Zumwalt did upon arrival in-country was to put the 

"Brown Water" Navy in an offensive mode in support and operating 

with the Army and Air Force units. He organized the Sea Lord's concept 

with Capt. Bob Salzer as the "First Sea Lord". He publized this in­

country and throughout the "Brown Water Navy" forces. This got every 

sailor's attention and started the positive contribution of the 

"Brown Water Navy" in Vietnam. Operations started by patrolling the 

many rivers and navigable canals in the Delta region. Those forces 

were made up of the following: 

* Task Force 115 Swift Boats-Anti-Interdiction operations along 

the east coast of South Vietnam with some pe~etration into the 

coastal rivers and canals. Headquarters was located in Cam Rahn 

Bay. 

* Task Force 116 - PBR river patrol boats in support of assault. 

They initially operated in the Delta area and along the Bassac 

River CompleX. headquartered at Ben Hoa. 

* Task Force 117 Assault Troop Carry Force Headquarters at Can Tho. 

* Rung Sat. Special Zone PBR's Swift boats/helo's assault craft 

and OV-lO aircraft headquartered at Na Bhe. 

It was not long before it became evident from intellgence that the 

enemy was using the rivers and canals as highways to transport their 

war materials into the south and building up caches of ammunitions. 



guns & etc. for their Tet offensives. We were convinced that was 
.L 

how they were so successful in the early Tet offinsives of 1968. 

q( 

Zumwalt worked hard at convincing General Abrams that the major threat 

now in Vietnam was interdiction and that the Navy should concentrate 

it's efforts in Anti-Interdiction operations. 

General Abrams agreed and this started the effective coordinated 

naval operations with the Army and Air Force in Anti~Interdiction 

operations. Large caches were discovered along the rivers and canal 

banks. The Navy PBa and Swift Boat sailors learned how to "call in" 

and spot artillery and B-52 bombing strikes from their boats. The 

Navy stopped its partolling of certain waterways and started setting­

up water-borne ambuses with some success. 

-Zumwalt showed me on a map of the Parrott's Beak ares where the 

convergence of the VAM Co Te and VAM Co Dong rivers formed a sling­

shot targeted to the north. He named the Brown Water Navy Operations 

in the Parrott's Beak area, Giant Slingshot" with headquarters at 

Ben Luc. This was the beginning of Navy's major role in anti-inter­

diction. The Barrier Reef operation linked with Giant Slingshot to 

form a Navy presence along the border of South Vietnam and Cambodia 

from the Parrott's Beak to CHOW DUC along the Ven TE Canal to Hs tien. 

PBR's. helo minesweepers, assault boats, OV-lO aircraft, army artillery 

and Air Force strike aircraft all worked together in support of anti­

interdiction operations. These operations were highly successful 

in providing hard material evidence of massive interdiction from 

the North along trails, rivers and canals into South Vietnam. General 

Abrams gave credit to Zumwalt for the development and success of the 

anti-interdiction concept. It was through these operations that future 

Tet' offenSives in 1968-69 were prevented from materializing. 

The Navy Sesl teams made significant contributions in finding enemy 

interdiction routes and trails. The seals were dropped behind enemy 

lines to track and identify enemy interdiction tactics and routes. 

Naval operations were developed to keep Naval Forces in-country in 

an anti-interdiction posture, to be flexiable enough to react in a 

timely manner to the enemy's switch from water-borne interdiction 

to overland interdiction. 



When the enemy found they were being confronted in interdiction from 

the sea or in the coastal rivers and canals. they would shift their 

routes to over-land and back-again to water borne interdictions when 

the oppositions dictated a change. 

Zumwalt tried to get the US Marines in the Rung SAT Special zone, but 

was less than successful. The rationale for this could be attributed 

to the apparent inability to identify a large enough enemy force to 

commit a marine SLF to the Special Zone. 

One of the most exciting and interesting operations was convincing 

the Army that the Navy needed a base at BIn LUC to support anti­

interdiction operations in the Parrott's Beak and Barrier Reef areas • 

.( 
We first sent an LST up the river and anchored it off BtN LUC in 

support of operations. When the Army J-3 saw this large "sky scraper" 

(LSTY sitting in enemy in6ested terrirory he came back to headquarters 

and reported that the Navy was going to get blown out of the water 

with that skyscraper LST anchored off BEN LUC. Zumwalt's reply was, 

"he agreed and that is why we must have a permanent base there rather 
\' 

than an LST. Permission wss granted to begin building the base but 

there seemed to be some doubt about finding sand fill in~rice paddy 

" country of South Vietnam. Once again and so many other times. we had 

more luck than brilliant planning. They found a large sand bar just 

1000 yards down the river from BEN LUC. 

When we first arrived in country in 1968. the Navy participated in 

these weekly briefings only as a spectator. The briefings were structured w..,., 
to tear the in-country~ ... up and put it back together again each 

Saturday. All component commanders attended as did the Ambassador. It 

took Admiral Zumwalt a couple of "sittings" to quietly encourage 

General Abrams to include Navy in the presentation. As time went on 

the Army and Air Force Component commanders becaame comfortable and 

solicited Admiral Zumwalt's counsel during these briefings. Sometimes 

it was humorous when Zumwalt would debate Army component commanders 

about the allocation of army troops against 

and many times agreed with his basic logic. 

the enemy. They listened 

He had a steel trapped 

mind when debate was in progress. General Abrams too sought and 

accepted Zumwalt's c.unsel and advice. 



They became very close professional commanders during my 1968-69 time 

in country. General Brown. Air Force should also be included in this 

same relationship. 

In general. the Army component commanders paid high tribute to the 

Brown Water Navy because they brought a new offensive posture into 

the in-country wa~ in a positive and contributory manner. There 

are many operations in country where the PBR. Swift Boats and assault 

boat sailors. seawolf helo's and OVIO aircraft made the difference 
tt: I .. l'+T'"r between defeat and victory in many firefs' a 

On a personal note. The Admiral's Jron. Elmo. volunteered to come 

to Vietnam as a swift boat officer. Regulations at that time would 

not permit two people in a family in-country unless the family approved. 

i •• Lk ••••••• Elmo.Jr. could have avoided Vietnam. Having known 

Elmo as a young boy. I was not surprised at all/when word came that 

he was in-country. He joined the Swift Boat Flotilla and soon 

became a veteran Swift Boat Officer. He was a very positive. intel­

ligent and an aggressive fighting officer. We learned that he was 

taking extra patrols in combat for other officers on sick leave or 

R&R. He was well liked by his subordinateS and peers. My concern 

was that he would try to end the wa~ single-handed. I sent word to 

his operational commander to slow him down. He wss a fine tribute 

to the young men who fought in the in-country war in Vietnam. 

He was truly a combat professional. 

In conclusion: 

The Navy in country during 1968-69 was an offensive and contributing 

force in developing a resistance to enemy interdiction operations 

in South Vietnam. The Brown Water Navy during that period slowed 

down the movement of enemy material and people into Vietnam. The 

Brown Water Navy's presence on the major rivers and canals of South 

Vietnam curtailed major enemy offensives during that time frame. 

During the spring and summer of 1969. we developed an operation in 

the southern most part of South Vietnam called. ·Sea Float". The 

Admiral always felt that the absence of ARVN troops in the NAMCAN/ 

Human Forest areas presented a haven for the enemy to retreat to 

and train. 



The area that provided the best access to the area was NAMCAN, a 

deserted village along the CU Long and BoDe rivers. The two rivers 

cut through the southern tip of South Vietnam on an East and West 

heading. At NAMCAN, the width of the river was 400 meters with a 

current of about 7 knots. 

My work as Swift Flotilla Commander was pretty dull at headquarters 

in Can Rahn Bay. I scouted out the Nam Can area and after talking 

with Bob Powers on the NAVFORV staff about logistic support in the 

area, I presented the concept to Zumwalt while we were flying by 

helo to, a meeting in MucHoa. 

The concept was to get 12 Amai p~oons/build rocket proof roofs on 

each one, construct gun pods along the outside perimeters of each 

ammi and anchor them tied together in the middle of CuLong I BoDe 

river at Nam Can. We trained about 75 volunteers to man Sea Float 

and support the floating fire base with a seal team and six swift 

boats. We brought in a Vietnam LCI as a hospital ship and an American 
c..f" PG gunboalr ~ 3'50 fire_power. Pacification briefing areas were 

located in one aami, living quarters in others, communication van 

in one, mess hall and two ammiSstored gasoline and fresh water made 

by our erdalators using water from the river. The concept was to 

establish a fire base, conduct pacifications in the area and later 

build up a permanent presence in the area. 

Some of the Vietanmese Navy and US Army were apposed to our going 

into the area because the Vietnamese had been driven out of NamCan 

five years ago. The US Army and the ARVN refused to support us,so 

we went it alone and established the base. The US Army senior advisor 

told me on the third day after installing Sea Float that we would 

be driven out in thirty days. This made Us determined to stay. It 

was successful because we eliminated the VC tax collectors in the 

area and made the area safe for fisherman and Vietnamese~~~~ 

ope~~~ to work in tb~re .~he ber and sea life 8 •• ~ee. 10 a.A;e' .ceo __ ", . . , -., 
"f\. mov back into the area an rebu ld NamCan. Later, after I departed 

Vietnam. the Navy built a permanent base at NamCansimilar to the 

one at BenLuc with an airfield. 



----------_._---- ---

Sea Float was a high risk concept that worked. The Seala and Swift . . 
boats drove the enemy away perm'~~ng the development of the area 

by the Vie1'namese. It was a good example of the US sailor's engenuity 

to make something work well when all", odds were against success. 
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1\EIm. N .. : Q ita-y. 

~ 
Q: What about his wori(ing routine. He""'$ ~n described many times as a 

wori(acoholic. Did you see that during this period? 

Adm. N.: Vel. If~Ori(ed with him,(you had to become pne. If you weren't 

on~you either jOine~~or ~ out. BuJ~e didn't drive you. I got to i(now 
• ......... * 

hlm_ I rode in a ca~pool with him. We both lived out around Annandale. We 

would leave in our beat-up~old cars. I had an ol~beat-up Chrysler. We 
• ~" .. ,.." :00 

would leave Annandale around 5:30 to a quarter of n the morning. '"* 
. " .'c. ..... Ic.. Joe.C&&oI,e. "---

o'clock someti;e~and we would be at the qesi( working at 7:00\--;h(had to ... 
pk d'(,..~ Q.I-/__ ~.,J..e }'JIb I 

get,, __ lined~3WseIiZn Hr. Nitze.came i,\hi 1 " lit. 'iIe?", 

was briefedall. 'allied ~n detailt-ilsi i! the ,.1,1e JOdli! gil,,! to 
t.1 ~¥f'<-

~.:fWI we would leave ~ after Mr. Nitze did. so,we'd get home 

by 8:30 or g:OO o'cloci(,,-ilI'Id '"'d wori( ueoy six days a wee~ 4;;{ C u 

~you didn't realize~. He made it exciting, interesting. We'd go 
9 ,e..,. 

in sometimes on Sund~ on criS'rs.;. .. 0 • b .. I::"' You didn't realize it 

until afte~~' Ml\.I know~after two years there I went to sea and ~ 
~ .. "-...!:!!",'.I~ ..... 
till schr.1 down in Key West;;ane~ ,(htOl:- The claSY"fiitiie day time ~ 

• w8 .. 1d~ over at 4:30. WPI .4r4:3Q.,.that's when y~rted getti;;; 'V'" , • A 

*Annandale is.a town in northern Virginia. 

f 
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found ~elf going over 
• 

• he's a workacohol 
1'\1«. ............. 
~ics tha.tA1lri"e n1,h" • ...-...... hnl He didn't drive. 

follow. no Dn:Ib{.I!111~ 

di dn' t ,.h~'w/'In" 

ever 

times. 

cut it <:l1li:.1"1" 

play. But'i 

ship very jealousy. 

........ _tI you out. If.MlI.AfcreM!~uP . .I don't 

~r .... - sCI-eWed\'uD many times. many 

d was not to do a 

• don't loaf and run around together. but its the 
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kind of friendship that's there. 

Q: Well, did many people get close to him when he was so involved in a11 

these things? 

Adm. N.: There wasn't time. professiona11~d. He isn't much for 

small talk, and neither is Mr. Nitze. I'm sure right no~you sit down and 
:.0 

small talk with Bud Zumwa1~and he'll cut you off in five minutes if you 
'--"' ...... 1 ..... "'-Ie. '" *" ..,., IIc.. 

don't have something"oi~h talk;", abOut. Very nice1Yd)~oagh. He wasn't 

the social type. But~e did it and did it very well. 

t remember, boy I know, in this job they lived in a very austere house 
-.....J1A!i+ &b .. ...J-

up in Annanda1e~and Mouza entertained. I swear~verybody that got in 
) 

contact with them in Washington""they had them out to their house. She 
> 

didn't have stewards, and the kids pitched in, the children waited on 

tables. I know one time I sat next to,-gesR. Bill Mack. a~ngressman, 

Mr. Nitze, Mrs. Nitze,and Elmo and Jimmy and the kids all served. and 
• III 

pulled the tables out. You had just as well been in the Waldorf-Astoria. 

They made you feel that way. 

v ..... h ... fl.#'I'+ +-.II:ML 
Q: 'we haw!II" lIea"~h about your role during this time, and I'd be 

*Rear Admiral William P. Mack, USN. Admiral Mack's oral htstory 
is in the Naval Institute collection. 
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interested in hearing what you did during all this. 

Adm. N.: Oh. I sharpened the pencils, emptied the ash trays. I was the 
~ administrative aide. My job was to screen the papers that were to go t. 
~ ..... J Captain Zumwalt and then to Mr. Nitze. and get all the back-up material. ~~ 

~11 the people in the bureau to get the back-up material, all the data 
'II 

for the back-up material, put it together. 

Q: Did you have any special areas of expertise');( things that you dealt 

with? 

Adm. N.: No. across the board. an administrative aide. All paperwork. And. 

I wasn't really a professional administrator. I was a ship driver. but 

somehow, and I think because Captain Zumwalt. his patience to put up with 

me, but we clicked. And we clicked at a time when SecNav's office and OPNav~ .. 
-oFf1Ge. particularly SecNav's office and the CNO's office, the immediate 

;\If 
staf~were just racked with this Anderson-Korth exit. When they came up, 

.I ~c. ...... c.J 

they cleaned them out. And. the only reason I stayed was for some reason 

or othebZumwalt's and IllY chemistry worked.and worked very well. I would • 
have been gone like the rest of them. It always worked. We always had good 

chemistry. I could anticipate a lot that he wanted. Of course you worked at 
~ 

*The bureau mentioned here was the Bureau of Naval Personnel 
**As discussed earlier in the interview. Admiral George W. 

Anderson, Jr •• and Secretary of the Navy Fred Korth both left office 
within a few months of each other in 1963. in part because of fallout 
from the ill-fated TFX aircraft squabble. 
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that, . and you loved to get it before he did. That was the challenge. 

An~ a lot of times he'd let you think you did it when he did it, which 

~~ is always good too when things going bad. 

Q: We", you~ had a crucial job there~because with people as busy «s 
) 

he was and the Secretary, somebody has to screen what they are going to 

seeputof all this mass. 

,"'~ 
Adm. N.: He relied on~quite a bit. He had confidence in me. I think. 

""c.t"'< 
really;t;.c i/;:y we'd do it",we'd ride back home at nigh~and while we were 

~ ~ 
I 

drivi ng bac's. we'd plan the next dais work. So "- when we got in the next 
) ,11'" V"Cf1. ~ 

mornino we were ready to go. We lo~ very little continuity except ~ 
"'" "OJ, ~ '-~"" / 

we slept. The wives used to joke about it, ~ good to see you again." 

~e&I;"~/ . 
Q: How much~ did you have with Congress in that job? 

Adm. N.: Only the paper. I didn't go up there. Bud was very good at that. 

with,COngressmen, and he built up that expertise which helped him when he was 
1 <.........Ajltin:sj" 

CNO. He was very effective on ihe Hill as CNO. And, he came ~some 
~1I$i";:' 'f 

pretty tough u "peoPle that have a brain in their ~ead o~e Hill 

recognize him as a great man and respect hi~SCOOP Jacksona:s QA.. They all 

Senator Henry M. Jackson (Democrat--Washington). 
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respect him. 

" Q: Conventtonal wisdOM has it that the seeds of his many people programs 

as CNO came out of his Vietnam experience a~d worki~g with young officers 

and enlisted. Do you see other precursors farther back during the time he 

was with the SecNav? 

Adm. N.: Yes. I think it even goes back before that, his hump legislation, 
~<I 11. 

big on bringing young people up. That's how we started the~squad. I'll 
fill • .," or 

save that for when 1 get to the~~qUad area. But"his whole concept offi 

I think he believed, and it's true today~the average age of our enlisted men 
~ . 

&\'Ie 19 year~9f age. That's the average age of the [iavy. The officers, maybe, 

a year or two over that. It's a young outfit. It has to be a young outfit. 

If you're in pea0tme for a long period of time~it's easy to get the old 

people hanging on. That's why they needed the hump legislation. People hung 

on~because they weren't being challenged, so~it became old and top-heavy. 
~ ...... "!!""7 

His concept was you've got to keep it young. They ~ to be youn~and the 
> 

old people have to move out. You know, they have to make room for the young 

people to prog~ss. If you dO~'t~hey are not challenged. You get stymied r 
and you can't go anywhere. You know, the guy that wants to gofe's going to 

leave if he can't see himself breaking through. " 

*The Mod Squad, discussed later in the interview, was a destroyer 
squadron commanded "by Nicholson during Admiral Zumwalt's tenure as 
CNO. The commanding officers of all the ships in the squadron held a 
rank one step lower than would be normal for their billets. 
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~ Q: Now. the other side of that coin is sometimes people can get to a job 

too soon and not have the requisite experience? 

Adm. N.: Yes. That's the thing you've got-to play. You have to screen 

it well. And" that was one of the things sometimes the old-timers sort of 
"- m...t'c.r-

resented with Zumwalt. He came too fast. Tom~made the statement in 
N .... ..J _ 11. 

the~Institute that he didn't have the experience at sea. Well. you ...,.. 
know, I kind of didn't care for that too much~~e6aH5e I think that is a 

problem; you can get it too fast. And~U have to live. It takes a year 

to get a yea~ experience, but you give that up if the man's intelligent 

and he's got initiative to learn. You know, a man that graduates from 

co11ege\\now we're getting philosophical \ian engineer that graduates from 

college isn't an engineer at graduation. He learn~- on the job. And, - - ,.... "-
CNOts aren't CNO(S before they got there. They learn how to be CNois __ -:J 

after they are there. They get all the background and training, but they 
.:J ... "., .. 7' . 

can't cover the whole !~;~. There is nobody that gets the experience 

testifying on;rhe Hill like the CNO does. He may get a little smattering 
'J!!'Iil/ 

of it, but he doesn't get it ~ he's in the seat. So"I don't think that's 

such a big thing. The commanding officer of a ship isn't a commanding officer 

the day he walks o~ard. He learns it. 

*Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, USN(Ret), former Chief of Naval Operations 
quoted in Lieutenant Commander Robert M. Ancell, USNR, "The Path to ' 
Four Stars," U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, January 1981, page 50. 
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Q: You mentioned Captain Kidd and Captain Miller. Did you have much 

personal interchange with them? 

Adm. N.: Yes, yes. The~ld friends. 

Q: What are your recollections of them? 

Adm. N.: Oh, well. they contributed to this unified group that took the 

Navy down to 000 and took on the Whiz Kids. And\. Kidd and Ml1ler and Zumwalt 

worked very close together. They've been very controversial after that for 

years to come. but at that time, of course",they all wanted to be admiral 
~ ~ .. &; 

and all should have been,admiral, all made admiral~and I thln~ a ut the 
\.u.''';''~r ~ 

same time. But. in those jobs when they wereleaptainJ in those EA jobs ... 
they were a good team. And somebody ought to write a book about that. 

It could be very humorous. and also very serious. They took on some big 

tasks: ~e pay raise thing. carriers, ~ the use of carrier aircraft 

in the Laos confrontation. Heck. the Navy flew most of the missions in 
.,-

Laos. But. with those three EA\s you had a pretty good cross section/>. 
~ ~ 

although Kidd and Z~t were blac~hoes. Miller was an aviator. but 
01) - f(Ifr 

they had a pretty good balance ~ what the Navy should be. They ran it • 
..." 

And r thei" bosses. RiveM. Admiral Rivero was a pretty tough cookie. M-

*EA--executive assistant. 
**Blackshoes is a slang term referring to surface ship officers, 

as opposed to naval aviatorst ... 6. 1011: Im_ .. ,. .''''I(;./u./'"" 5 • 
***Admiral Horacio Rivero, USN, Vice Chief of Naval Operations. 

Captain Hiller was his execuative assistant. 
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Aof,..;,a.l 

~McDonald and Mr. Nitze had a lot of trust in him and confidencetand they 

gave him a pretty free hand. 

Q: Admiral McDonald's a very chauvinistic ~ir power man. Did you see much 
,..... ........ 

black shoeC-brown shoe controversy? 
'"'-oJ , -....J -

Adm. N.: Oh, a little bit of it came out. But, after you get in to OlD 

you can't, you realize when you start looking at all the responsibilities 

you have as CNGlyou can't afford to be parochial. The question you have 
.. > • 

to ask is I don't know how they are going to fight this war. Now, when 
,. ~ ~ "'-C., .... ' .. ..!! "FP'.sJu,re..J 

you're a young admiral or captain, you're out in your carrier~p ashare.<a-----
~ .. 

you kind of get the feeling:::;s. all you need is give me about 25 of these", 
~- . ~ I. 

and I'll take on anybody. Well, when you get down to Washington and you 

look at the intelligence that's in front of you and look at the threat\\at 

least I felt that way~ou've got to have a balanced Navy. And~Bud Zu~t, 
Miller, and Kidd~ll three of them believed that. They all had their 

specialities, but when they got down to the bottom line, you've got to 

balance that Navy out~ecause you don't know how the enemy is going to come 
) 

at you. And~Jerry Miller's big on aviation, but he al~o realizes~too~you 
-.. . ~ J 

can't win it with just the carriers. Now, some people believe that about 
.... D""'"'_ it. :--.!~ ..... _ ..... ~ 

thei~peciality. If they are in ~ responsib~ of the jo6's{ making 
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decisions~hat comes home pretty quick. 

Q: One thing that was put forth to provide more balance during that period 

~qr was the reactivation of heavy cruisers attleships. Admiral McDonald 

very successfully fought that. 

Adm. N.: Yes. and the Marines wanted yeH M9iA the battleships for close 

a;~ support~ ... and I don't know what ,his rationale was at the time. I 
.. ,""41""''''~/ 

do know we were having a tough time laftag;"! our ships. I would guess his 
....Ii-~.ou Itt:. uu 

reason was not parochi~use if you do tha~then Y911 ask the question~ 
n~! ~ 

how am I going to man~where am I going to get the people? If you - .. 
remember one thing about the war in Vietnam which was prior to that. McDon­

ald's time. Laosh~ they started then to cut back the Navy. We never did 

mobilize. We st~~peac;time budget. So. when you ~a.;time 
-- -...J 

budget you're talking about ceilings of people. When you start bringing 
'1 - ~~_ 

in a new ShiP~hether it's a carrier or~nd you're having a hard time 

manning what you've got. I would imagine that's why he fought that. I don't 

think he fought it because we couldn't use it; he felt he just had priorities. 

Q: Did you have much dealing with the Secretary directly? 
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..... ,.t ... I.t. ~;" '!: 
Adm. N.: Ho. once in JL'hile I see him. Bud did that. He haadled .. ar ~ .. ~ 
that ,only. It was a good point. If the Secret~ry1P.fmiSinformed~e'd send 

for Zl.IIIMalt. and he wasn't misinformed very often. Ho. I dealt strictly 
~;#-_l ... o~ 

with and worked with Budhalthough at times I'd ~a lot of their 
t:A>n~e.r_u." -. ,'!' .... Nit:u:. 
~cause of ~ job. But~d dealt diredtly with lfte eh,ef~ 

Q: Well. anything else from that tour? 

Adm. N.: Ho. no, I can't think of anything. 

Q: Well. where did you go from there? 

""e. N.I FpBRI tAePe, IIIIl or with Z"Irtorlht1 

Adm. N.: Well. from there I went. let! 5ee. 1 \~A~ to command ~ first 

destroyer, and I took over the Lloyd Thomas~which was a destroyer up in 
• 

Newport, Rhode Island. It was a great tour. I went to the Red Sea. We 
"'-f"0 

won the battle w: efficiency E oc- the fleet. I guess the highlight of that ,. .. 
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was I went to the Sc." ........ llc.. Islands, won the E, had good recruiting. had .. 
a good time. I learned that from ZUlTWalt. He ~sed to say"lf you're not 

II 

having fun doing i~ou're doing it wrong. and I always followed that. From 
• 

there 1 got what they call a bonus command~'eeaY5e*.1 guess, because I'd 

won the E. They had what they called 8A aseep, ~es,p~r', destp~~ .,cort~, 
" e'lS"' .... +s. '\,f/ ,tU/ 

the Dealey.class destroye~ They buH! them..m sort of half of a destroyer. 
--. ,+/ 

We had two boilers, gas turbine engines as the backfup. They were buillrfor 
* ~ 

ASW ships. And\ I was selected to be the squadron commander of them. At 

the time 1 was selected~st of them were in what they called cadre; they -were having a cut down in personnel. We couldn't man all the ships, so 
~ 

they just sat at the pier. Well, now they were going to br~n~ them back, ... ~ 
and I was given the job of bringing them back and deploYing~hem. Well, ~ 

jyst a breakdo~ name a few of the skiPper~Walt Piotti is an admiral 

now; Al Herberger is an admiral;~ Tom Emery 1s a commodore, Jim Storms 

1s an admiral. If I forget one of these gUYS'lheY'll shoot me in the legs. 

Hank Atwood; George Davi~who is an admiral now~ had a very unique group. 
~ 

1 had seven commands. but this command was one where you just sort of had 
'-..Cll/>la.r • .,u Ie; 

the people that got together. You talk about CeiiUadety.,;ro this day we 

still correspond and are still friends. And. I guess it was because our 

mission was we had these old broken-down ship~nd we had to get them ready 
,--1II~/.'f""-r ) 

to deploy. So, we made our first lIPpafMtneni to the Mad and Northern Europe ~ 

*ASW--antisubmarine warfare. 
**Rear Admiral Walter T. Pitotti, Jr., USN;~ Rear Admiral Albert 

J. Herberger, USN: Commodore Thomas R.M. Emery, USN; Rear Admiral 
James G. Storms III, USN. 

***Captain Henry C. Atwood. USN: Rear Admiral George W. Davis. 
Jr., USN. 
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and people were laying bets along the way that we wouldn't get outside the 
~r ... el.l + ~ breakwater in Newport get towed back. We brok own"and fixed it and got , . ~ 

it going again. It was a delightful tour. We went to Northern Europe. Then 

I left that. I cw,e back aftel ~ I made two deployments on that thing with 

most of it at sea, all of it over in the Ked. Two Ked deployments. And~ 

came back. The day after I got bac~my wife and I were g01ng out on vacation 
.) ~I.k.;"l-

to Pennsylvani~and the phone rang. We were packed and ~out the door. 
;) 

It was Bud Zumwalt".and he said, "You know. we'd planned for you to come back 
J r 

to Washington after your escort squafdron job and work for me down here in 
S!!'-"". ....... ~ 
aliNa,' "i. but I want to tell you that I'm leaving this job, I'm going to -" Vietnam. ~ he said. "there is a good job down in DoD. down in the .. 
administrative office. I'm sure we can get you in down there. or you can 

come with me." 

And, I said. "Administrative louse in DoD. The offices aren't too good.· 

I said, "Let me think about it." 

So. when I hung up}arY1YA said. "Who was that?" 

I said,"Bud Z~t." 

She said, ·You're going again." 

So, all the way driving to Pennsylvania~ convinced each other that I 
.) 

should go to Vietnam. and no sense in going to Washington and being miserable 

in an administrative job, and I didn't know the guy. so\ that's how I got to 
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'-:fo6uJII t 
Vietnam. I got out ther:;,.and I'm not sure about this timeo I ~he'd 

\J!!lLw...... "'& i \ ) 
been there maybe a mnth) it may have only been two weeks. He'd just gotten 

there. And't!hen I got in there I could see that. man. he was walking the 

wall. He'd walked into somethin~I'm sure that they sent him out there as 

a !ear Idmira1, maybe they gave him three stars. yes. they gave him three 
• stars. but ~ gut feeling is they sent him out there and thinking that old 

General Abrams would eat him u~and that would be the end of Bud Zumwa1t.1t 

~ 

And they just didn't know Bud Zumwalt. So~hen I got out there~he was 
wifl;:. .. _1",,1~ 

livid this place. The Navy was doing nothing. They were sitting PiAgiAg 

their handsAsaYing:if we only had this. if we only had that.\we could really 
"If :.l-" 

do something. They were reading messages~ 

1=he AI'I!I;'. Abrams, I g"ess We$tIIIOr:ela~heh. 01 lit AblatllS 

'"' hall jll,t getteR thE, e. I can't \"emelllilep. Bllt, aRyway. the A~ ignored - " them: they were just sort of floating around in there. 

So. when I got out there he said. "Dick. I don't know what you're 
'1' 

going to do. n 

Q: What was your rank at this time? 

Adm. N.: I was a.,e6nmander. and I'd just finished ~ squadn)n job on ~ 

destroyers, so I was. you know, going to be eNO next week. 

*General Creighton W. Abrams. U.S. Army, Commander U.S. Military 
Assistance Command Vietnam. 
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He said, 

~look around. 

"I don't know what your job is going to be. but}' he ARt.­
"' +"'''''-l..J I don't know how we're going to do this~'s a mess out 

here. • . .. 
And~the interesting part was here he ~ad Chick Rauch come out and 

'- S 
Chick and I arrived almost the same daY~:e had gone through suvivo~~ 
trainin!4,.and d~dll'1; e'/ell knew we waR! goillg ua~ we didn't tell each other 

-W 
we were going out. Then we became very good friends. SO~hick and I were 

sort of unassigned. and Chick is a~ptain. a nuclear guy, a delightful man. 

You've met him? 

~=-~ Q: Yes. I im. 

Adm. N.: So,-we didn't know what the heck we were going to do. He was 
.. 

talking about we've got to build up this Vietnamese Navy; that's what we've .. ~ ... ,.......... "~ 
got to do. He said. I need young people fro)(the high schools, and th s 
Itc ...... 5 .""P ... ( "' ... ,,1 ... $ 

all kin~3 of gl;teh~get this thing off the ground. What he was doing 

was trying to get some interest in the staff to get the Vietnamese Navy and 
ou-r ~ .. ~, " 
~U. S. Navy something. He said. I want you guys to look at and 

" see if you can get a program to get young people in the Vietnamese Navy. 

so"Chick and I. we went to orphanages. high schools; we went allover the 

place. I tell you this story~because what really came out of it was the 
~ 

*Captain Charles F. Rauch, USN. 
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Vietnamintion. ~~l+f-I 
And~ could see that Chick and I there wasn't 

enough there for two of uSI!I~nd so one night I got a cal~ about 11:00 
. --o'clock at night. and I was pretty unhappy with the whole set\up because 

-S' 
I didn't have something. Here I was an ex-commanding officer just bla.a '-! ~,~ ... -..... . 
to nothingdli tiltf""Job, and I think he sensed ft,.too. So. I got a call Aibout 

11 :00 o'clock at night: he woke me up and said, "Dick;V lie sai"-="'I'd Ute 

you to go down and relieve that Navy Captain. 11\Y ops officer.· He said, 

"You know~I've been trying to get in to the Abrams Saturday morning brief." 
J 

And General Abrams every Saturday morning had all the component commanders 
'''1~ from Vietnam in to tear the war apart and put it back togethe~ Well. before 

Zumwalt got then;,.the Navy wasn't even invited to the meeting. Our navy , 
~iral wasn't invited~because he contributed nothing. So~Zumwalt was . . ~ 

pushing to get i~o that conference. And. he said. General. I'd like the 
'-- tI 

Navy to make a presentation. This was the first presentation. And~he 
~-(l'1 \..I foU"ll- t..u" ""' .... r= .... IM II; I 

~tain he had there wasn't commg up with anything. And~I had been out 

look.ing at orphanages. And .. he said. "110 J ii" 1'111 Ii'Qili1i I'm sending Howard ~r 
~ ~ . 

~., ,. Ihert! 'Os bh flag sec "'elill lIewer8 down the~and the two of 
~'''' > We-' ..... ,.,.. 

you see if you Cal( put that briefing together",because 1'111 ~f to give it 
8~ • J 

at-eig~t o'clock in the morning." 

So\.we had a lot of intelligence guys there. Neither one of us was 

versed in this whole area, but it was an operational brief. So" put some-

*Lieutenant Howard J. Kerr, Jr., USN, who was flag secretary 
on Admiral Zumwalt's staff. Kerr's oral history covering his period 
with Zumwalt in Vietnam is in the Naval Institute collection. 
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thing together ~OCk I said, "God. this thing isn't going to win 

a Stephen Decatur Award." And. I went over to him and I said. "I'll ten 

you. Admiral." got him out of breakfast. ·you'd better hear this thing before 

you go. I'm so close to it that. frankly. I don't think you better give it." 

He said. "M. let's hear it.· 

~~~ So. hell. he's a pretty guy. He heard this brief"and it wasn't . ....:.r .-...1- .. 
good. He doctored it up. But his theory wastlie Wln'.Q to get in that cIIor. 

" The next one will be better. 

We'd been up all night. Anywayrwe gave the briefing. Well. 'r .. then 

~ from that day ontl.the Navy brief. we finally got going an~;::;:~ 
~ 

it ou~and I was in charge of it. At the time "that was probably where Zualtalt 
J ~. 

really got the eyes of Abram~hose component commanders. and Bunker~ 
,--:1I I * Ambassador Bunker was there. Dutch Kerwin.~ Field Force. Victor. He 

~... ~/. 
relieved Julian Ewel1~who ~amous World War II Army min. Abrams and 

:J-~ ~ e .. "'h .... ..".-
the Marine~liel 8'" name, I 'w forgOti8R bis naN. 

qr--was-this Waltt 

.Adm N.: Ma. befere walt. fFi8Rds of Nixon's. 

*Ellsvorth Bunker, U.S. Ambassador to South Vietnam: Lieutenant 
General Walter T. Kervin, Jr., U.S. Army, Commanding General, II Field 
Force in Vietnam. . 

**Major General Julian J. Evell, U.S. Army, Commanding General, 
Ninth Infantry Division. 

***Lieutenant General Robert E. Cushman, Jr., USMC, Commander 
III Marine Amphibious Force. 
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Adm. N.: SlisilMIi. L Every Saturday morning they would take the war apart, 

I mean the nitty-gritty of it. And ... it got so that Bud started making , " ,I.c.. ..... ~ 
contributions to the land war, you know. What happened wa~getting the 

-..!' ic.lte. ./ 
Navy into it~and this is where and how he found a ~for the Navy. 

.. ~'/. 
I took over as operations officersand Chick went ~ the .pacification, 

~ that area. He called me in~nd he said. "We're going to put this brown­

water Af'avy on the offensive~ He always bel ieved, and I think he had i~~ 
"«.&o.L !> 

-bef,,! he go' thele through intelligence in Washington before he came~ 

Zumwalt called me in"and he said, "We're going to set up an operation 
~n ~ 

up here ~ interdiction."~ 

~His concept was that in the Parrot's Beak area, the)K6rthern part, there 
"1_ "lUI., 

were two rivers. the"f!tR,. Co Dong and the 'Yu Co Tay. The Parrot's Beak sort 

of stuck right down between those two. And, he said. "We're going to put 
O"l '~"I_ 

the boats up and patrol up"11t those rivers and start putting bases." And~ 

we started and all we had were I~avy kids and PBR boats. I remember one of 
r ... Kb",o,,;-

the first we put in was up 1n Tra~and we walked right across a little 

*The Parrot's Beak is the nickname for an area of Cambodia in 
which the shape of the border between it and Vietnam appears on a 
map to be in the shape of a parrot's beak. 
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~:~ ~ -- t~ ht{:,;c cana~which was the Cambodian border. see it right And~ 
....... ~ --

the first day we went up there~we landed this helicopter and the kids, a 
• 1"7' "" 

young lieutenant had built his hootch. I Sb"Bud had put some cold beer in ~ .. '-' 
~ helicopter. These kids had been living,in a c~ area of this river~ 
and they brought out this cold beer~and word spread around. To make it a 

,a 

short story the concept was we were going to keep a presence on the rivers 
~ 

and canals. Giant Slingshot was the first maneuver. Then he started 
' ............ +;,,,, 

getting a lot of ltaetief{ from Abrams and the Army staff that we were to 

support these mobile bases; we had to bring forces up there. We brought an 

LST up and anchored it in a place called Ben Luc. Well. if you look at the -low.level land, you know, and here is a big LST. it's like a sky scraper 
:;..J .. . 

sitting there and the Army sai~you're going to get that thing blasted out. 
') ~ .. .. .. 

Zumwalt had a reason for doing this. He said, :eSt I know .... then 
_ ~.w -

~ build me a base. ~you have to remember"the Navy budget was not a 
.........,. ""', .. 

war time budget. Zumwalt had to stay within the Navy budge~which was 
-.....J .. 

nothing and he's running a war out there~and he's putting them on the 
~- .. 

offense",which 1 thought was just criminal. and so did everybody el se. 'So.,.. 
:0 

.we got---

Q: You thought what was criminal~he budget or what? 
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.....--
Adm. N.: Not being in a war time budget. They thought it would be over --tomorrow. 

So. when the A~ got concerned about knocking out this lST~and ft dfd 
.~ .. '?' 

have a couple of rocket hit~he safd. ' ,we'll get rid of the lST, .. t 
." 

I need a base at Ben luc. ~ how in the world are we going to put a .. 
base in these rice paddies! and th~t's all it was ~ice paddies. And~ 

~ lS:iol~~ 
you talk about the he'SllySo. well. we'll just get a dredgeJl.and we'll . - ~ 
get some sand and we'll dredge it and build a base. They laughfed. They 

~ ~ .. 
asked. where in the world are you going to get sand in Vietnam? There is 

• • 
nothing but mud and rice paddies. - ~ Well. how do you know? .. 

Well. that son-of-a-gun. they sent engineers out there ... he said. find 
<=1$ ... 

~ 

some sand. "-!.j!.hl- : .... ~ rit~ 
They found sand a mile and a half from Ben luc~ I said. soy, you ....... ~ r h .. If£, .,Sif_e Inti/tile. ~ .. --c.e.5." ~ ,_ " 

kliER'. if yell _11M faH ;n. I silid ;rl fie. $"-/ S' ~umb luck. 

~So~they built the base at Ben luc. Then we moved across the V~o Tay 

with bases. Moc Ho~and across the Plain of Reeds, there was a canal. so~ 

the idea was that we would have from Ha Tfen all the way across the Vin Ta., 

canal, Moc Hoa. the Parrot's Beak. So~we had NaVY presence along the water­

ways on the Cambodian border. And\..this is when we started finding the 

caches, along the rivers. What· it boiled down t~~ would find big shells, 
f\ 
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artillery shells stuck in the mud along the river":iur SEAL teams woul~ 
-find th~ then the)' would romp d8'lllft allEl the North Vietnamese would c_ 

down in sampans at night. pick up the guns and ammunition and go into· .. 
Saigon. That's how they did the Tet. Well~ the Army never knew that. 

The Army didn't know how the Vietnamese got the ammunition· for the Tet. 

What happened was the Army was ignoring the rivers and canals. and they 

were USing the rivers as highways. And. with the brown-water fvy and 

Zumwalt putting it on the offensiv~they found these caches. Then we started 
'",.1"~ ~ 

finding caches~ the Cambodian border and then Abrams realized that. my God. 

there is interdiction. What the Vietnamese were doing. they would have. 
~.fif:s/ 

and it goes back into the ~ that interdiction would come by sea on 

~{-the trawlers~nd then when we'd go over and confran t a they would switch 

to land and come down out of Cambodia and slide across. So. our interdicti0!Jl-\ 
:---.!~ .. J, 1"c../ 

we called them Slingshot. Barrier Reef, and the ~ ~anal. We used 
v: .. It "7& 

everything from the helicopter minesweepe~~ tested those out in the In • 

~ canal. We used anything we could get out hands on. We got a lot of our ,. 
communications stuff from the ArmY. because the Navy wouldn't give it to us. 

'> ............ seA LoIil':J)~ 
Then he started to move the assult boats which you were in in the~ 

I) 

business, we started taking those boats and putting them in interdiction 

and dedicated the b~water~vy to interdiction. So, you had the Swift 
'7,.#/c",f~ ..-

Boats, the 115 people out ~pfoteeerthe coast with the P-3\5 and Swift Boats 
-" 

'II Staged during the Tet holiday in early 1968. Tet was a ferocious 
North Vietnamese-Viet Cong offensive against South Vietnam. 
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r'l/i,,1, 7c 
up and down the coast\rnd then the Slingshot, Barrier Reef. the ¥I~ lay-

Canal across the Cambodian border:r- The only thing that was left was the 
- ,L../ 

Rung Sa~and we'd worked very hard to get the Marines, the SOF to come ... ...... 
and have an operation in the Rung Sat. I don't know how many briefs I~ye 

to the Marine staff on why you ought to come down. 
. ;~ L 

Well. the Marines said they would come down'iWtl we'd dedicate the ~ 
to it. but you couldn't show us enough targets. They wanted to look for a 

NVA. .... ,_,.If ........ ; .. " 
battalion of tIIIa 8A_ They .:Bla't 1""" around in battalions. 

I • .1.._ '+ ;f7. ~; ~~I/. ."."". .-, & Af .... ' ~ II,..,), .... , ..... '5" 

.'I: Wal' s tpaPf! was an Aliiay post too? 

fW,.,ltal Nlc.4J_, -n..;; r"n+'J __ ~ ________ _ 

Jt'".. ~ ---__ ~AI'.4.".-'''I~ .. :--;:l'I1m.artl:-'''Ss-iri~grhhrt.1 LAnd, tile !I~; an 1 tbi S is )'ao' illt8 .. "i""" I 

don't know if this is written anywhere, but I was there and I got "K.~ 
..--. 

first hand the day that Bud Zumwalt convinced General Abrams that they 
-.J 

weren't running around in battalions, and the day he...~id itUwe were in ~_. 
• ,..... .:.;A ~ ~ "".s --+- T-...o... 

the helicopter eVe~aY1 I bet there weren't five d~ year We weren't . 

Ol1t thel., that we wepen'-t ~helicoPter. And~he trouble wasthatZ_lt 

always wanted to get in a fire fighttbecause he figured he wasn't going to 

get shot. One day we had an argument in a helicoPter~and I said ·YolI're 

not going to go down there.· The PBR's were down there shooting it up. 

*Task Force 115 conducted Operation Market Time, a barrier patrol 
off the South Vietnam coast in an effort to halt enemy interdiction 
of supplies into South Vietnam. 

~
**SLF--special Landing Force. 

4***PBRs--River patrol boats. 
~ ~od-.c.. V.e. .... _e:. A~. 
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IHe said, "God, those are our boats! Let's get down there!" 

And~ said, "We could ,get shot down there~" 

And, he said, ·Well, let's get down. We could land on the bow of' that 

PBR there.· 

I said, "Look, you're not wo~ried about your career, but you're not 

going to ruin mY career. If you get shot,t~ I'm going to ruin mY;I"'val 

career. There's no way." ".-.. od.., 
And~ actually argued. So, he says, "O/~ay, I'm going to come ~ 

.~ this helicopter mYself without you guys." And one night he did. He 

slipped out of headquarters and went up on the Cambodian border in a boat. 

He took his aide and swore him to secrecy, and the two of them went out on 

ambush and sat in the boat all night on the Cambodian border., 

Q: Who was his aide? 

{::* Adm. N.: Glenn. Anyway, to get back to this, we were flying up this 
Ji!.1t .... 

day to Tra It+ev and went in •. Sefe!'e that Zumwalt realii!l!d iii asing 63,e1;&, 

~ then got the Army to work with our PBR people, to teach them how to call 

in artfllery~because the boats were getting shot up. We used to patrol 
:> 

river~and they were hitting us pretty hard. So~ called that off and 
,) "";$ IfIi:J " • 

we started ambushing like they did. ut~he thing that helped us was we 

*Lieutenant W. Lewis Glenn, Jr., USN, aide and flag lieutenant. 
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could call 1n on the Army frequency and call 1n artillery. and they would 

zap them. And~he kids got pretty good at that. Then we got very good_ and .., .. 
.;5.,. ...... ,,-'/ - :ff He. iJ-SZs ;. ... " '+ h-. 4. r.ec---:t ~~-" 

"-st:art calling in B·52 stri kesow I til tlte ye as secolida" bil getJ.(.Jiii!i sl il _- -.::J _~ , ~ 

wc.'tI e ... , in and say. hey, zap these guYs. Well. the.PBR kids didn't like that because 
JIll' ,- ~ 1-

sometimes it got too close to the·dro~and those B·52/s would blow your earDl,~ 
" -

dl WIIS out. But .. they were able to do it. L _'" ..... /(h..... ~ .......... J 
We landed at Tra t+ew this day and went into this ~and this 

young Navy lieutenant is standing there. He had a map. Standing next to 

nim is an Army major with his ~ades on. his Cobra sitting outside. In 
~~ 

this little crurrmy hutch';' Bud says, "Tell me what you're doingY50n." 
it 

Well. you'd have thought you.were talking to General Stilwell himself. 
~ ,~4-..1h--

Here is this Navy lieutenant andrArmy major~rking out an operation. They 

knew who their enemy was. They were going to bring the artillery in. The 
,-

PBR\s were going to go up here. He was directing this whole thing • 
......./ 

Bud Zumwalt walked out of ther~and he said, ·You know, I thought I 
.) 

was running this thing. But, you know something. that's what's wrong with 

this war. The admirals and generals are trYing to run it from their head­
...... 4.,. .. ......., 

quartersf>!nd these people aren't running in bata11ions~ they're running 

around in one's and two's. Why don't we let the field and a .. ea commanders 

run the war?-

He got in the helicopter and went back and went in Abramtoffice ...... and he 
) 

*Lieutenant General Richard G. Stilwell, U.S. Army, Commanding 
General, 24th Corps. 
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cited this situation. And"he said. "They aren't running around in batallions; 

they aren't even running around in company sizes. What's happening is we have 

all of this general power. the generals and the admirals running i~and we're 
~ 

running around with our own batallions~and we're not flexible enough." 
,) 

So~rams called a meeting of his component commanders~and he sai~ 

I want you generals to let your field people run this thing. You keep con-

trol of it. know what they're doing. tell them what you want~and then get 
" " out of ft. Let them run it. It was a chang~ver, a massive changeover • ....., 

It changed the whole concept. 

Q: When did that happen? 

---. 
Adm. N.: lid say about ha1r way thpaygh ~ !ay)', ahBHt 1968. lite '~ ........, 

" iner the '68 let. 

Q: That was III the 'Pi ing. "ally '68. 'ruo got thepe 1ft the fill. $0--

Adm. N.: It must have happened in about. I'd say, J4a.y aF J"II~e •• April, May, 

or June of '69. 

SEA I-DIU:>S 

Q: so~ was in full swing? 
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,SEA U>1tl>:SS- ~~~s. 
Adm. N.: ~~P4a::- that's right. And was conceived bMI d1. 

leave that out. That's a good story. I ought to talk about that. 

Q: Please do. 

~
U>lt.DS .... 1'''+ ~~ 0" ......... 

Adm. N.: was etaFted, was part of the offensive, WIIeA tlleY'wt: 

--em offensive. He'd got his interdiction set up and now he wanted to get 
S' it 

Bob Salzer. he liked Salzer very much. and Salzer liked him. Salzer had 
:or 'I,lL 

been sitting down there through the~regime" doing nothing, bored to --death. So~he two of them really clicked. It was interesting because ""':'f!A U>_.5 
3ealold~tarted shortly after Bud Zumwalt got there. I'd say about three 

months. I remember he said~1 want you to bring up that guy from the south, 

what's his name? Salzer. I met him once." He didn't know anybody. He 

said, "Bring up the component cODll1ilnder~and we ~ got to pick somebody 
J 

to be in charge of this thing." 

$~ So he gave a briefing of what he wanted to do. He wanted to set up '- F5. \Sis.f-/ t/..aA., "'-.: Se1t.o. rJ.~/ The ~ of it ~ wanted the Navy to go on the offensive. 

~ We're going to cover all these rivers.,and all these canals, and search 
• -..::J'."" j'" JI 

them out and get them. That was the ~of it. But I need a leader. So. 
" 'S.""" I ~ -..I 

our job. mine an~Chick's, during these briefings we were trying to figure 

out and so was Bud. who were we going to pick for this leader. because we 

*Captain Robert S. Salzer, USN, Commander Task Force 117. 
**Rear Admiral"Kenneth L. Veth, USN. was Commander U.S. Naval 

Forces Vietnam before Admiral Zumwalt's arrival. 
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didn't know any of these people. We were all new. We all got there at the 

same time. So. we f1nally decided. we felt pretty confident that Bob Sllzer. 

we weren't sure. But ...... he wal.the one that seemed to stand out. Well. he 

was great. A good choice. "lie asked him to. take ihand he did. From then 
. ~ ~ 

on, I think, that's when the Navy really got the eyes of the A~~ 
) 

were a part of this team effort. and turned it around. The Navy. I think. 

helped turn that in-country war around,-,because we were in the rivers and ~ 

finding out that they were using those' rivers as highways. It SqUel~ 
them from having another Tet • 

.-. 
O/kay. enough of that? 
...; 

Q: "ftIMt.. there was a price to be paid for that in that you had IIllch higher -
casualty rates than before. 

Adm. ~ Oh yes, people were getting killed. And~e were getting a 

of fla,k from the guys in Washington. In fact, they sent over Vice 
......... 

Admiral Smith out hereqwho was very upset about this. 

Q: From what office? 

lot 
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Adbi. N.. ttl! was on the "est Coast. 

~~ . 
Adm. N.: ~ac." The boats were his. the PBCls".and he had responsibility 

.....,~ 

for the maintenance of the boats. Zumwalt was the operational commander. 

Well, Smith didn't like that~nd he was also jealous of Bud. He was an 

older guy and Bud was a young guy. I remember when he came out there",iIad 
1..."" M.&.!t S J 

sai~I know yo~'re busy, but I want you to go with him and stay with hi. 
'4.t'(J~ 

take him~and show him all the bases." 

Well, I took him everywhere. I took him down with the S~ where 

the sEA0s had this one base:the VC were all around~so when you came in 
~.II> ~ __ 

the helicopte~you didn't make a glidepath low. you'd get shot. So. you 

came in and dropped. I explained this to him~that we'd be dropping.-
:> 

He said, "God, we might get shot here." 

~ I took him up the Cambodian border~and his aide came up and said, , 
·You know. it would be an awful thing if they captured a three-star admiral."' 

I said. "Well, we're not going to get captured.-

He said. MBut~here is the Cambodian border right there. ~ 

I said, nYes, but our kids go up there all the time. It -Yes. we got a lot of flatk about that. It's the old thing. either you 
...,J 

*Vice Admiral John Victor Smith, USN, cOmmander AmphibiOUS 
Force Pacific Fleet. Admiral Smith's oral history is in the Naval 
Institute collection. 

**SEALs--Navy commandos with special training in underwater 
swimming. 

***VC--Viet Cong. 
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win it when you get into it, which was the whole concept with him. If IOu 

want to win the war,~u have to go on the offen~ive. 

Q: Do you think there was a general failure by those back in the United 

States to appreciate what was happening out there? 

Adm. N.: Oh, yes. Sure, they were thinking peac~~ Navy. The c~ 
I don't know what the story was. We didn't get a war time budget. We 

-./ 

scrounged stuff from the Army. God, we used everything possible. We 

were so hard up for boats that we went out on a program to capture sampans. 

We captured something like 400 of thellhand this area commander called and 
• If 

" said. well. I got 400 of your sampan~ what do you want me to do with those? - ~. 
What we were going to do with them was put sailors. Vietnamese in these 
..,.."" 

boa~down and find the enel11Y. You know, some of the stuff didn't work. 

but I'll tell you what did work~~here were very few kids out there that 

didn't know Bud ZlIJIWalt. He made a point of it. Every dayr.-we were in a 
J 

helicopter somewhere. The biggest part was keeping him out of the fire - ~ fights. He was a good war time commander. worked. But. yes. we were 
t:J ;fic.it:.e.I. -- ... 

hi9hl~it;zed? A lot of people from Washington came out and sai4,.you're 

" getting our boys killed. 
... 

You know. we took all the precautions we could. 

but nevertheless we saw the threat~and it was in the rivers. Abrams was the 
J 
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first to admit this. I heard him say it at several meetings of the component 

commanders that Bud Zumwalt and his brown-water navy turned this thing around ~ 

getting in the rivers and canals and finding this interdiction and stopping 

it. 

'-.5;"c.c. tt.U _$ A C ............ ' .. 

Q: Did you get spot promoted at that point to japtai;;"""billet1 ~ 

Adm. N.: No. no. MY counterpart was a three-star general. No. I spent 

most of lIlY time as a )6nnander. I made .aptain about the last two months 

I was out there on normal selection. 

Q: Did this cause any~Wardness in dealing with counterparts from other 

services? 

Adm. N.: Oh, sure. but;.,.you know. when you're with Bud Zumwalt he played ;+ wi1/... 
~~~ J 

ef & four ~and you felt you were a three-star. You know. to go back 

and tell him that I couldn't get in the office. there was just no way. or ~~ 

~ guy WOUldn't talk to me. So, you know, I just didn't bother with it. 

You know. you had to get in there and you had to talk to him and you had 

to get information. It got so that after his reputation in the ArI!\Y was 

very good. I think Abrams had the biggest vote making Bud eNO as anybo~. 
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probably more than the Navy people. It got so that his reputation. his 

contribution to the component commanders. I knew all those generals by 

first name. and I got to meet their counterpart~and they treated me as an 
,) ....... Ift#t#I ~;, FINY-;LS 

equal. But. we supported th~and we worked with that Navy~aPWa~d~ . ~ 

General Browne GeReNl Bf'91M WU next ft We worked with them very wel1l3'and 

gave IIIlre than we received as far as cooperating with them. What they 

appreciated was that we'd pass off intelligence to them on these rivers 

that they weren't getting before. And, Salzer did a good job of that. He 

was a key factor. He was very well respected in the A~. Bud brought him 

around to meet all these people too. and always was consultede Sa1zer Imet 

< ZUhMal t. 

The~about that ti~things were going pretty good. We had interdiction 
• > 

and all of our things in. But. one thing that hadn't been complete was he 

always wanted. Zumwalt and Rectanus. who was the intelligence guy, and I 
"11',...~1, 

thi~ud IIIlre than Rectanus, Bud always believed that the ARVN were using 
R ... ~ c.~. 

the tip of South Vietnam as an arseRal. God. we used to go down, fly down 
h. "':"'p"'-'c.. '-!-- ... ~ 
-w the air:pol"t. I kRfr one time we flew up to Bo De and Cua Lon river and 

conned this pilot into going in low so we could see. They had these barriers .. 
up. Well. Bud went back and said they're putting barriers in the rivers and 

1i' A~!s 
that's going to stop my offensive." That's how he got ~ aRI!tattention. Well. 

those barriers were fishnets. But, they were barriers and you could not bring 

*General George S. Brown, USAF, Commander Seventh Air Force. He 
was later Chief of Staff of the Air Force and Chairman of the Joint 
Chief~ ~f Staff. 

**Captain Earl F. Rectanus, USN, the intelligence officer on the 
ComNavForV staff. ARVN--Army of the Republic of Vietnam. R&R--rest 
and recreation. 
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boats up with those barriers across the river. 

vince Abrams that we ought to get down there. 

So. he used that to con-
i.,~'l So, Abrams sai4.. ~<ttar'go 

- ) , 
ahead. But,he didn't support him. So'\,.we·re trying to figure how to lilt 

down in there into what they called Ham Can •. And. Ham Can was a little 

city right in the middle of these two rivers, the So De and the Cua lon~ 
. ~ 

and in the middle was a little city called Ham Can. And, they, at one 

time it was the only area in tRit, ip VietplM lR the southern part of Viet­

nam that had lumber. The Vietnamese would come in and cut lunilern-and they 

had these charcoal ki~ all up and down the river. and they would make 
-. 

charcoal and take it to Saigon and sell it. But. the B-52ts used that as 
'-

a secondary bombing target. so they laid the place flat. Well fhere were 

no Vietnamese around there, around Nam Can. So, one day he called me up 

and he said, ·Would you take over C~115!· * 
I was. at that ti.me~his operatio~ officer. And. I thought. "God. no.· 

~,,~ 

I had been there abou~months6and we had all of our bases i~and it was 
~ ~ 

getting kind of routine stuff~and I was getting kind of bored • 
• 

He said. "Roy Hoffman has got orders.rand there is a gap. Would you 

take up the gap. It will only be about a month you'll be up there. H 

/" 
I said, ·O/kay.· ~ ~A 

J 11:1 ! 
So. I went up there to II Bay and I'm up there. If there is 

~~ic.~';' 
ever an RlR center. boy~that was it. They had an 4fi'8W club on the beach '" 

'~. ~ 

*CTF 115--Commander Task Force 115. the billet held until then 
by Captain Roy F. Hoffman. USN. 
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• 
and I had a trailer • I'm up there reading messages and I sai~I can't spend 

• 30 days here. So. I used to get in a helicopter and lid go down, and I . 
said, "I'd better go down and look at Nam Can." So~ spent a couple .f 

days in the boonies in and out of there. And I finally got. I guess, I'm 

not sure exactly how this happened, but I think Bob Powers probably caR 
11 

fill in a part of this. Bob was up on the staff in Saigon in logistics. 
I 

I went up~and~was talking to him about how we could get down in that river 

in the Bo De and Cua Lon river. And. between the two of u~we came up with , , 
~ concept of ammi pontoonse 9J' ma;ybe IIlId nil! it. No. no Blld wasn't 1r!. 

- --OR it. And, I sai~I know how we can get into this thing. Let's go down 
" I.lV. 

and put a base in Nam Can. He was on his way to Moc Hoa; we were going in 

a helicopter to Moc Ho~and I'm telling him this story over the noise of 
) '" 

the helicopter. Andt!.. said,! think we ought to go down there and put 

a base down there. We'll get ammi pontoons; we '11 tie them all together. 

and put them in ~!}ddle of the river. The river is 400 meters wide ands­

the current ru~6 or 7 knots. Weill tie all these amni pontoons 
,.-.. 

together and we'll put shock proof roofs on them. We'll train our people; 
~ -..J 

we'll have to take volunteers from all parts of the Navy. We'll take them 
~c.-r_1y 
to eam Ranh Bay and train them how to fire .guns, and we'll make it a fire 

base. We'll put gun emplacements around these ammi pontoons and we'll sit 
.:}' 

in the middle of the river. We didn't know what was down there<&an6 we had ,.. 

*Lieutenant Commander Robert C. Powers, USN, was logistics officer 
on Admiral Zumwalt's staff. Powers has contributed his recollections 
of this period to the Naval Institute's oral history collection. 
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.. 
visions of R&R centers and everYthing. And, t~ Vietnamese saf~lf you go 

• down there".you're going to get knocked out 1n two weeks because the Y1et-
~ " ... 

namese tried to get down there and they got 'cleaned out. So. we felt .. 
? '/ 

were going to have a mess. So,-we had six ~wift boats, a platoon of SEIl,S, 

and we went and build 11 ilIIIIIf pontoons and rigged them up in N~ Be, put -­
""" '" e J.. d 
-hHtehes on them. and we commandeered a communication trailer and put it on 

one of the ammi pontoons. One ammi pontoon was for fresh water; one _i 
~ .. cJ."'5-

pontoon was fuel for helicopterSc!P the rest of them werelii\6A8s and a 
~ .... ~ s 

pacification section~ Chick Rauch set up. The concept was that we - /" 
would take this down in LSD\s. Here was an example where we brought LSDls 

.....; .......-
in to Nha Be. If you want to see a sight, ~ three LSD\s going up 

Hha Be lip the Saigon River to Nha Be. We wanted to do it fast before we 

got blown out of the water with rockets. So~e loaded them in the· boat 

and took them out, put them in the water, towed them in with jwift boats~ 

and anchored them in the middle of the river. We ended up with 11 pontoons. 

We had fresh water made by erdelators. fresh water showe~and we supported 
~ 

ourself, the Navy. There wa:::.; one ARYN. one AnIIY, nothing. It was 

supported by six ~wift boa~r Navy helicopters. 

Q. The cal g6 helicopters? The 611 41i1 
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~ vlic.h~ 
Adm. II.. NO. they WIIRt fl!hte rs. ];;0;;; Cllln·as. They were NaVY~fOrget 

what they called them. I've forgotten. And\. we supported that operation 

with an LST off the coast. anchored off there. Ail •• It ::&5 ORe jee .... .lAd. 

with the helicopter anchored off the coast •. off of Bo De, we were afratd that 
We.. 

it would get hit~ ~d a Vietnamese LCI, which had a medical and dental 

.adi;al unit ~board, Vietnamese manned. LCI. Then we had one of ourfGM -gun boats. We thollght..cf;:ba seCORd <Ii,!' "SIt" *heN. we got this thing in, ----- ~ .. - ... 
got them all tied uP. and the second day down the Army general came down 

~Aft"1" 
with this guy who was the civilian advisor~a very famous civilain 

"'-.ta", 
advisor,.,who got Idlled in the last part of the war in Vietnam, Mr. !Zan. It!!"" 

• ~ 6 was the big pacification guy. They landed down on the ammits and said, 

who's in charge here?­.. 
I said, ·Well, I am. II 

He said. "Well, this is without a doubt the most foolish operation I've 

ever seen. You're going to get blown out of this place in one week. Are 

you aware that the Vietnamese tried to land right over there and got wiped 

out. all of them?" 

I said. -Yep." And I said. "But they're going to have a good fight 

on their hands." 

I couldn't predict how it would be. I was only there for two days. 

*John Paul Vann, a former Army lieutenant colonel who resigned 
from the service to become a civilian advisor. 
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So '-.!'othi ng happened. 
,,- ,~ ,s ... if I­

Then we started sending out SEAL's out~ our~ -boats1Md going up at night, up the river and s~rt of landing 1n the bush 

and seeing what kind of enemy it was. And~ne night they eame bae .. the 
...,.. dll.llfll'l)· ___ ; 1-/ 

SEALis came back and said, • God,..... we a1100st had tlIMI.. 1'm Sitting there 
--' "J...,. i!J "'''S 

in ambu~and I'm looking ove~and there's a guy sitting right next to .e. 
~ 

I knew we didn't have any Vietnamese SEAls." They had set up in tille RAlllll. 

~ an enemy amb~sh.~n the middle of it. 

What had happenedAthose guys saved that operation. The reason that .. 
thing worke~-V"d let me talk -Zumwalt's concept was he was going to 

pacify all the natives that came around down there. But, somehow we had 
1/1.... ,..,_+,";Ii!!'f!. ~~. -
to~a1iathe P1acefo we had rice in these • so~he Vietnamese 

would come do~and they would look aroun~and we'd bring them o~ard and 
:> ) 'r 

feed them rice and we'd talk to them about the war. "Tell us anything you 
~ ~ 

know about it. Do you see any VC or NVA?" That was our intelligence 

gathering. This went on for several IOOnths. Then it dawned on u~the 

SEAls discovered ~ what was happenin~we learned this from the Viet­

names~~the reason the Vietnamese weren't chopping wood anynnre is that 

they would chop the wood and take it in their sampans and go up the rivers~ 
;) 

and on the way would be the VC tax collectors. By the time they got to 

Saigo~they had no lOOney. lumber~or anything. So. that was very Simple. 
3 ... ~ 

We told the SEAls. let's go and set up an ambush and eliminate the tax -
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if'~~ 
collectors: eliminated the tax co1lecto~ ~ had Vietnamese come 

down from long Xuyen. up and down the Bassac in droves chopping WOOd~ 
~~-. ".-

1 n oue .llft'l:lI. we di d a study. inane month a wood chopper in Nam Can made -more money th:tt a Vietnamese llieutenant ~nder. They had shrimp that .. 
big down there. All kind of fish. so~ Zumwalt said. ~hy don't we try 

to get t.:.e EhiiiEJe.,. one of these big Chinese merchants in Saigon. take 

him down there and see if he'll set up a factory or something for this 
;-" pacification business. 

~ :;...;,--
So~we got this real rich Chineseman and took him down there. It was 

a pretty raunchy place. We kept him on the ammi's. We showed him the fish • .. 
beautiful red sna~pers. shrimp. And he said. yes. I could set up shop here. 

but you've got to get rid of the VC first.l we.;';, to ;;ke it a short story. ----,~ 
'* Sea Float was successful. After we got rid of the tax collector~they 

;.J 

started coming back in afterwards. There were a lot of little stories 

going on about it. But. eventually, and this was after I left, the plan 

wa~and it was carried ou~th~hat would move ashore. And. once again 

Zumwalt got a dredge and got sand~only this time he wasn't as lucky. He 
" 

had to haul his sand from down in some island off the coast there, brought 

up and they put a base in Nam Can,and the Vietnamese took over. 

I'd say in Vietnam, to wind up the Vietnam thing. his big contribution 

there was interdiction. He sold it to the Army~and the Army believed it. 
~ 

*For more on Sea Float and other topics discussed in this section, 
see Commander R.L. Schreadley, USN, "The Naval War in Vietnam, 1950-1970, 
U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, May 1971, pages 180-209. 

-
r 

r 
'<! 
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And. had the political situation been different, once we licked the 

interdiction and we wanted to move nort'h,we could hav~north. 
~ 

We could have won that war. no doubt about ft. I'm not going to analyze 

why it didn't turn out that way. I don't knowr.-because I left ~ Z~lt 
. ~ 0 

left 'tb...... Abrams. Z\lllWal\:.and the Air Force General Brown had a team tllerer.-
G. ~ 

and all they needed was somebody to say, "Go get them. U And~hey were 

in a poSition to do i~because they'd stopped the flow of munitions into 
) 

"Yletllillllo South Vietnam. The interesting part was that t:he NlVlI. our Navy 

kids could call in artillery, call in B-52 strikes. It was a beautiful 

sc~to..,lI$;:~,a~~~~ those PBRs and have a young enl isted man, some­

times"'Just a;tOatswain's.Ate driving that Pf boat a PBR and calling in 

an artillery strike and watch it come in and then they would spot it~and '1 _ 

work together. And\.1 think in Vietnam with Admiral Zumwalt, and he ran 

the show completely. entirely, very well respected.· and he knew almst all 

the sailors. We had all kinds of special projects going. pacification that 

Chick will talk about. And~1 would say that his insights to that, Chick 
'--!.... ....... 

probably covered that~ sensed and it goes back to his sensitivity or 

awareness of how Washington works~ knew how Washington was working while . 
\ .,., r.-, 

he was out in Vietnam. lie knew there was going to be a new president comin~ 
III 

and you'd better get moving to turn this place over. The A~. Air FOrc~ 
,~~",,-e./ 

they were playing the same old ~ We were prepared to do it. lie had us 
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set up to do it. And\.the Navy was ahead of them in Vietnamization. I 

think that Chick probably covered that. 
. 

His respect that he got from the A~. Kerwin and Abrams and B~ 
\..1' ... ~/.'J ""-- u., oM..., ;" hc.1".;",,, h:- 'v c. ... e. 

out there was 1MIe If 'the ".~ tlifAgrW~en he was called back to 
+Io."t:,. ~c./~ 

WaShington}f don't believe he !hO~~t he was going to be CNO. I think 

he thought he was going to be a four star. say. somewher~lrstead they asked 
7 ..::!_'WI.. ~,.. .. 

him to be CtIO. He said. "What do you say. I.IfII! YOII !lS{:A!I to take are 
I sort of wish he hadn't taken it. I told him that. I said. "You 

kno~you're getting to do it too·soon. You should have gone to a four star 
~ ~ 

and then we would have had you 10nger. D Several people have said that. 

It was a waste. It went too fast. 

Q: Admiral Moorer said that. 

Adm. N.: Yes, that's right. Ye~he did. I always felt very bad that 
JI 

Admiral Moorer. I never felt that Admiral Moorer and some of those three 

stars who were out there in the area didn't support Bud Zullltalt when he was 

in Vietnam. I think they were sort of hoping that he would step on it. 1 

think they were surprised when he didn't. The~when he became CNO~hose 
. ~ ~ 

guys. boy. for instanc~l used to look at the secret messages. 1 don't 
~ '-...!!e/u.;,. 

know if he's going to talk about this or not. He may want to ~ it. I 
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don't know. I'll ~ahe yoal ad.;!! 8ft this. I used to see the secret 

Messages that were sent to Admiral Bringle asking for force~and they 
.. .. -it.. " 

would come back. no",we can't spare them. You know. the support, I thoyght, 
... , I /,;:. .... ::.....:;, .. =:. "":.....,;..-f?..:-

in material: he got a lot of lip support'.t~ AlfC moral support. And_ 

had to bum things from the An'I1Y like the cOlllIRmication tenninal, and tM 

Navy should have been supplying that. I don't think they really wanted 

him to go on the offensive out the~ ,lhe Navy. !,t was sort of a pain in 

the neck for them. They wanted to fly their carriers, and the carriers 

were a very important thing. But"t:,.we were there. He was put in charge of 

the blue-water navy, and he wasn't going to sit there and read the messages. 

That's what it amounted t9.i-and he made a contribution. And\...everYbodY out 

the~ in-country when he was there felt like we were making a contribution. 

He agonized over every loss of life. every single one, and yet he kept his 

perspective of what he was doing. G~ 

I really want to get the interdiction fnt\tacti~ilwell 1 
Ewc.lI". 

know."!wfl~ Kirwin. And. I think the biggest contribution was he turned 

them around and showed them that they weren't running around with bataltons 
~ and convinced them that they had better let the commanders run this war~ 

as he was doing. Interesting tiMe, interesting time. 

Q: Could you describe your working relationship with Captain Rectanus. the 

intelligence officer? 

*Vice Admiral William F. Bringle. USN, Commander Seventh Fleet. 
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Adm. N.: Yes. Very close. Every day we had a brief 1n operations. first 

we'd go to the operations brief. a big map. Zumwalt was there every da,. 

We wuld go oyer what had happened the night before and what we were gefng 

to do in that da*, operations ~,.. .a11; our long-range planlb,were. The. we'd 

go oyer to intelligence and they'd brief the intelligenc\-;.tn ieflng.- TIleR 

we'd get together and plan what we were going to do, Rectanus, Zumwalt. and 

Salzer. Oh. yes, we didn't move without them. 

Q: Admiral Rectanus told me that much more than in iIR,Il conventional warfare. 

~~ intelligence drove the problem situation. 

Adm. N.: Oh. yes. true. 

Q: In what respect? How would you describe that? 

Adm. N.: Well. because they weren't running around in great big battalions~ 
~ 

the intelligence was a little bit he~a little bit ther~a little bit here~ 
) f: 1e..J., .) -K...... .. 

and you had to put it all together. We had t~,,* it out ~mass_ '* 
A~ intelligence to get it for the Nayy. So~ didn't have a lot of 

forces. We couldn't afford to send the masses in. so we had to rely and 
"'r--

decide. o~kay. this is our intelligence and this is what we're going to hit 
'--, 5' 
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• 
today. We couldn't by-guess and by-golly; we just didn't have enough forces 

to cover it. So, we had to be very select1v~and we picked the areas with 

the best intelligence. I think an example of that. the SEALs worked for 

me, and 1 sent one of our more SOPhisticate~~EALs. Kowalski, blond haired 

Kowalski. He was not the killer-type SEAL; he was a very sophisticate~ ~iJr;-

'" smart. I said, I want you to go up in the Parrot's Beak with your group. 
~ We'll drop you in a helicopter~night. I don't want you to kill anybody. 

. Vur./ 
I want you to work up there and find111ft' how they are coming down. What 

trail it is. Who's doing what to who. Find out how they are bringing in 
II 

interdiction. So~he went uQ and he spent 30 days up ther~and we extracted 
..... "'hc. 13 .. 

him. He came back wit~ story. They were coming, they were North Viet-

namese natives who had never been to South Vietna~and they were coming down 

out of North Vietnam. They would walk down to the Parrot's Beakr.and some-
. - ~ 

body would come out of the woods and say. "Otkay". Then they would be 
.;.; 

carrying a gun, the wheel off of an artillery piece. or a shell. one piece, 
t'" 

one man at a time. And,somebody would come out of the woods and say. "O~ay. 

get down here on this river and go down to the end of that stream and turn 
8 

leftn-and somebody will meet you down there. Then they would do that and 
l 

they would drop the piece down and somebody else would take it and cache it 

somewhere. and that guy would just disappear. They did it by signals at 

night. They did it all by night. nothing in the daytime. And\ that's how 
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Tbey brought this stuff in, piece by piece. Then somebody would 

assemble the artillery piece. That kind of intelligence was very 

useful to us and we reacted. That's one of the reasons Rectanus 

supported Sea Float. That had been an area where we were not 

getting any intelligence until Sea Float. 

Q: Well, I think in part what you're saying is that when you've 

got a war where there is no front line and you're not trying to 

achieve a territorial victory, you have to go where you see targets. 

And he used the term "rifle shot approach," that you were directing 

your operations as opposed to the shotgun approach of sending out 

large forces. 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes, that's correct. 
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Q: Rectanus said you were very good at assessing the probable 

risk in a particular situation. How did you develop that talent? 

Admiral Nicholson: I don't know. I bad, probably, a pretty good 

box score there. I listened to a lot of my people out in the field 

who would tell me what the situation was, and I'd go out in the 

field too. We didn't sit around in Saigon much. Sometimes I 

missed it. But at no time did we ever go into an operation unless 

our percentage for success was good. We played with a Rood hand. 

Some people say that's hogwash, because vou went up and dOWn ~hose 

rivers-and you rlidn't know what was on the heach. -And that's true. 

Early-in 1968 we patcq~led the major rivers And some canals, but it 

didn't take us long to realize we were sitting ducks, so we stopped 

oatrolling and started ambushing or staking out along the rivers and 

canals. These operations were pffective in detecting infiltrations 

on the river and caches along the river banks. 
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0: How would you "ss'ess ~his orobability? Would vou say, "If 

six people are likely to get killed, we'll do this, but if it's 

seven, we won't?" How 'Would you work it? 

Admiral Nicholson: We wOuldn't work it on the numbers. We'would 

look and see, why do we vant "0 "0 ill there? What;s the object.ive? 

We were after infiltrations and caches. We weren't after KIA; that 

wasn't our business.· So we wouldn't 20 in to 2et kills. We didn't 

have the forces to do that. But what we wanted to do vas find'out where 

they were' cached. If there vas a big concentration of enemy. we 'didn't 

take them on. ~Q'd call in the artillery or air, because we didn't ha~e 

the forces TO do it. ' The assault forces ccnducted assault operations 

in IV Corps but ~~ soon converted their forces into interdiction. 

*IIA-killEd in _Uon, the infamous "body rounts" that became 
one means of measuring amount of action a2ainst the enemy,' 
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I felt like we were ~pinning our wheels in assaults hecause the 

enemy in 68 and 69 were aroun4 in large numbers. So that's wh6n 

we decided to move those assets' to interdictiOD. 

Q: uow much of the operational planning was Admiral 7umwalt's and 
" 

how much was Commander Nichols~ 

Admiral Nicholson: He'd Rive me the concept nf what he, wanted to do. 

The'ad£iral vas always involved. Rectanus and 1 would try tc beat 

him to the punch on ~n ~peration. ,ue hated to have him tell us that 

we shou14 do something. He created that enthusiasm throughout the staff. 

The admiral vas always working to have the Navy contribute to the ~verall 

'and operations. ·Sea Float was my special project. It supported what 

he wanted to do in the Nam Cam area. Admiral Zumvalt let you run your 

shop. He would contribute to it in as much detail as he thought vas 

necessary, but you always felt you vere running the show. He had all 

of us working far beyond our capabilities and we liked it. I thought 

I carried my share of the load. 
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Q: Do you have a feeling nov, in retrospect, that maybe vou got 
I 

so wrapped up in it that you didn't really have a true perspective 

on it? 

Admiral Nicholson: We had a true perspective on the interdiction 

and infiltration ops. The political side of it ve didn't, and 

shouldn't, have had. I wasn't convinced we should have been in 

Vietnam, but it was my profession to be in a war if the government 

directed it. 



, / 
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Q: Was there ever any thought of taking direct action against 

Sihanoukville, where this stuff was coming in by sea?* 

Admiral Nicholson: We had the swift boats and the P-3s to patrol 

the coast, but we did not strike into Cambodia. It was off limits. 

*Sihanoukville was Cambodia's principle port, sinre renamed 

l. tompong 80m. 
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Q: You talked about Washington's propensity to run the war. I 

would imagine you had less interference than the Army people and 

the Seventh Fleet. 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes. We were not bothered by them as much as 

the Army and Seventh Fleet. 
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Q: Well. being ignored had both its bad side and its good side. The 

bad side was you didn't get enough support. 

Admiral ~icholson: Yes, that's right. The good side was that we ran 

our own war, but always in support of the land war. 

Q: How much were you able to bring the Vietnamese Navy into this? 

Admiral Nicholson: Very much. We were ahead, I think--th1s is going 

to sound kind of vain--but we were ahead of the Army and the Air Force 

in getting the Vietnamese Navy ready to take over. Admiral Zumwalt 

and Commodore Chon worked hard on this.* Admiral Zumwalt really bent 

over backwards to make sure we brought them into it. Even to the point 

where Sea Float operation was a combined operation. Some of their 

officers didn't want to do it because they had been run out of that 

area years before. 

*Commodore Tran Van Chon, South Vietnam's Chief of Naval Operations. 
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Q: Until you got there, the three task forces. 115 and 116 and 117, had 

been sort of separate entities. How did you go about putting those 

together so that there was a unified concept? 

Admiral Nicholson: Well, SEA LORDS did that. That was the whole 

concept of SEA LORDS. The reason they called it SEA LORDS was to pull 

things tORether and establish objectives and then go on the offensive 

in support of the land war. 
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Q: How much involvement did you have with the U.S. Coast Guard units? 

Admiral Nicholson: Very much. They played a big role in the WHECs.* 

We used them out on the coast in patrols. 

Q: Well the small ones too. the WPBs. were there.** 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes. we used those up in the rivers with the 

Swifts and also close-in searching trawlers. They were very good. 

as were our PGMs.*** 

*WHECs--high endurance cutters 
**WPBs--83-foot patrol boats 

***PGKs--Navy patrol gunboats 

There is no p. 79 in this retyped version. 
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they brought this stuff in. piece by piece. Then somebody would assemble 

the artillery piece down at the end. So~hat kind of intelligence we 

used. And~we acted on intelligence. Sometimes it was dry. That's one 

of the reasons. I think. that Rectanus supported Sea Float. That was an 

area where we were not getting any intelligence. Aud It reany tauled 8111~ 

10 ~e. I deR', tRiAk. I don't believe now it was an R&R center. but what 

it turned out to be we improved the economy of the Vietnamese. by luck. 
T 

~wJ. ........ 
Q: Wellr.-I think in part what you're saying is you've got a war where there 

> 
is no front line and you're not trying to achieve a territorial victory, 

,"w .. " .. you have to go where you see targets. And~used the term rifle shot .. 
approach, that you were directing your operations as opposed to the shotgun 

approach of sending out. large forces. 

Adm. N.: We didn't have the forces to do it. 

we used SEALs like the A~ us~battalions. 
And we used SEAL~ God" 

,} 

That. intelligence gathering. 

We used SEALs to get the tax collectors. We would use SEALs when we were 

trying to find out who those civilian leaders we~.he SEAls were very 

effective. gOing behind and getting the chiefs, the civilians and seeing 

who was ZumJU\t orchestrated that very well. The 
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intelligence and the operations..,very few times did we move without ... 
intelligence. very few times. Well. you know, we had to have some reason. 

• , 

Sot my theory wa~u give me some good fntelligence~and I'll act on it, 
0:. "'" " :) 

but I'm not going to go out and create anything~and we didn't. 
~ 

Q: Admiral Rectanus said you were very good at assessing the probable 

risk in a particular operation. How did you develop that talent? 

Adm. N.: I don't know. A coward. I'm a coward basically~I guess. Yes, 
'\. 1..!"' ..... ,~ :l 

I had, I'd say~ a pretty good box score there. Well, I guess, I wouldn't 

want to say that I did that. I think I listened to a lot of my people out 

in the field who would tell me what the situation was, and I'd go out in 

the field~too. We didn't sit around in Saigon much. And~Ou could assess 

it. Sometimes I missed it. But~at no time did we ever go in with the 

idea that our percentage was not good. We sort of played poker. We played 
~ 

with a good hand"and we wouldn't go in if we didn't. Now, people say~hat's 
• J 

hogwash~because you went up and down those rivers and~:/~ didn't know what 

was on the beach: and that's true, but we stopped patrOlinland we started • • 
ambushing. You know the Americans were patrolling with the big guns and we 

!>' 
were getting kicked around and so then we started ambushing. I guess we 

~ 
were lucky. 
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Q: Would you say more about the operations of the SEALs? They 

have been sort of unheralded in the Vietnam War. 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes. Rectanus probably talked about this. 

Q: Only in passing. 

Admiral Nicholson: We used the SEALs; at first, in 1968, they were 

all in Saigon and not doing much because they had no objectives. 

We sent them out to the task forces--SEAL groups to 115, 116, and 

117. They proved very good intelligence gatherers. The VC* who 

defected were the Kit Carson scouts. They were very good at 

identifying people who would make good Carson scouts. They also 

trained Vietnamese in SEAL operations. They were outstanding in 

Sea Float. They helped make Sea Float a success. 

*VC--Viet Cons 
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They were great in that work in the Parrot's Beak identifying the 

enemy. They were very good at alerting us to infiltrators' trails 

and caches. Very heroic in going behind enemy lines and capturing 

VC for intelligence. We didn't advocate going out and killing, 

getting [lAs. We weren't interested in that. We were interested 

in sophisticated work of intelligence gathering. They were 

clandestines; that was the whole purpose of their mission. 

Q: Well, sometimes I think they may have gone beyond the Geneva 

Convention rules in their interrogations. Did that ever give you 

any Qualms? 

Admiral Nicholson: No. 
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Q: How did a blue-water guy like you adjust to this far different 

environment? 

Admiral Nicholson: I'm flexible. It was my job. The only time I 

had it maybe a little rough was when I was doing Sea Float, and even 

then we had fresh water down there and food. When you're around 

Zumwalt. you're busy all the time. So you don't have time to think 

about how bad it is or how tired you are, because he's just an 

interesting guy to be around. It's never dull or boring. 
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Q: You described one of your days when you were with SecNav. How 

was a day when you were with Zumwalt in Vietnam? 

Admiral Nicholson: The day would start with breakfast, and the staff 

all lived at headquarters. We had breakfast together. So breakfast 

was working. We'd eat, and I'd brief him generally on wbat happened 

last night. Then we'd go over at about 8:00 o'clock and have the 

operations brief, which would take an hour or an hour and a half. 

Then we'd go right into the intelligence brief. Then we would have a 

meeting if we were decided on an operation. We'd sit down, the three 

of us, and plan how we were going to do it. In the afternoon we'd 

get in the helicopter and go out and visit some base, or go see the 

results of some fire fight. We were in a helicopter every day. seven 

days a week. We worked seven days a week, and the only break we would 

have would be a volley ball game, then lunch. One day we cancelled 

the volleyball, and somebody came by on a motor scooter and threw a 

band grenade over the fence onto the volleyball court. We'd have a 

big dinner and usually went back to work£.,., ~ ~ . 

p) '!i'~ 

Q:" ;lear civilian clothes? 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes, we wore civilian clothes at dinner. 

~ ~ .,...L'~ A •. J/- ...... , 
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Q: How old were you in Vietnam? 

Admiral Nicholson: I was 45 years old. 
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Q: As far as planning. how far ahead did you plan when you were 

operating in Vietnam? 
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Admiral Nicholson: We had two major concepts. We planned on daily 

operation and reacted to the enemy. Then we planned our interdiction 

operation, short and long-term. We set up Giant Slingshot and Barrier 

Reef. then the Vinh Te Canal operation. The Swift boats patrolled the 

coasts and major rivers. We had operations in all the major rivers. 

There was considerable short and l~anning for Vietnam which I 

was .... fully involved~. I/~t/~ '---7-;;; .. :: ~~ 
~~ C<""'-- -.".", -= 1---:7 

, 
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Q: Would you say that you generally had enough time to plan things? 
• 

I got the impression from Admiral Rectan~~ithere was not always all 

the staff planning there could have been. 

Admiral Nicholson: It was kind of nice that way. You didn't have 

to go through a lot of opinions. No. we didn't have a lot of time 

for planning. Sometimes you can over-plan. But you couldn't do that 

on a big-scale operation. We weren't a big-scale operation. We 

weren't fighting frontal attacks. We could probe and then pull back. 

So a lot of our planning was done after we got started. and we'd 

improvise on it. If you can be flexible and make changes, that's 

better than going in with a plan and finding out it's too involved 

to change without excessive loss of life. 

Q: Did you have what are known traditionally as contingency plans--if 

somebody does something, you will react so-and-so? 

Admiral Nicholson: Yes. 
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Q: On aggressiveness of individual boat skippers and so forth, did 

you ever have the feeling that you were pushing them too hard? Or, 

on the other hand, holding the~ back? 
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Admiral Nicholson: We found incidents where our people in the field 

became fatigued. In those incidents they would stand down. 

Q: Then how would you react? Scale down their operations? 

Admiral Nicholson: Stand down some boats for repair and crew rest. 




