Perkins2, 40


EAST CAROLINA MANUSCRIPT COLLECTION


ORAL HISTORY INTERVIEW #54


Capt. David E. Perkins, USCG (Ret)


United States Coast Guard

Sunbury, N.C.


December 12, 1978

Interviewer is Donald R. Lennon.

Interview #2


I want to go back and go over the period from 1965 to 1969, which of course is the period of time when the Department of Transportation was formed.  The Coast Guard had been a part of the Treasury Department in peacetime and the Navy in wartime since its creation in 1915.  Of course this occurred because the origins of the Coast Guard were the old Revenue Cutter Service.  However, from World War II on, the Coast Guard certainly meant nothing to the Treasury Department.  We didn’t contribute materially to any of their objectives; they were very pleased to have us remain as very quiet little boys in the corner and not saying anything and not ask for any money or anything else.


The Department of Transportation concept offered an opportunity to get away from that.  It did, therefore, have tremendous potential as far as the Coast Guard was concerned because we saw an opportunity to get out and complete in the arena with a transportation-oriented agency.  Vice Admiral Paul Trimble, who was the assistant commandant, was appointed by the President as the task force commander to organize and put into operation the new Department of Transportation, which came into effect (I think) on April 1, 1967.  Alan S. Boyd was the first secretary.


During the months preceding this there was a lot of very interesting work on how this organization would be put together because of course there were strong personalities in all of the agencies involved, and they were competing for positions.  There was one gentleman (who will remain nameless) who saw himself as being the head administrative officer in the department and very cleverly in some documents channeled the budget decisions to the office of the administrator.  I was rather concerned about this and had several discussions with Paul Trimble and with Mr. Boyd and pointed out that when you get right down to it, the guy who holds the money strings is running the operation, and it shouldn’t be given to some administrative assistant.  It should be with either the secretary or the under secretary at the least.  They finally agreed to this, and the under secretary does have that responsibility.


Of course, the department was formed out of the Coast Guard, the Federal Aviation Administration, the Department of Highways, the Federal Railroad Administration, and later the Urban Mass Transit Authority was added.  The sixth element was the National Transportation Safety Board.


As originally conceived the department staff itself was to be very small; it was simply to be the coordinator of these agencies, most who had operated independently for years.  Of course now--eleven years later--we can look back on it and see that that did not happen.  The department has become perhaps one of the most bureaucratic monsters in Washington these days; it literally has thousands of people.  The Coast Guard has found it necessary just in responding to this bureaucracy to almost quadruple the size of Coast Guard headquarters in the last eleven years, while the size of the Coast Guard has not materially increased.  We do derive some advantage from it; there is no question that we are involved with the programs and that we get funds for construction projects that we never would have gotten from the Treasury Department.


On the other hand, I always felt rather badly about it because I felt at the time in 1966-1967 that this was the opportunity for the Coast Guard to acquire many other functions which logically belonged in the Coast Guard.  Coast and Geographic Survey (now part of NOAA) is an obvious example.  They run fourteen or fifteen of those ships which are almost identical to ours, and because their operation is so small in numbers, their cost of an identical ship is twice what it costs the Coast Guard.  There were also other things that could have been brought in.

[How did the responsibilities of the Coast Guard in drug smuggling fit into the Transportation Department’s overall purpose?]


Basically we were involved in that because smuggling is a violation of custom laws.


[I was thinking in that particular aspect that it was more closely associated with the Treasury Department.]


Yes.  But the Coast Guard has always provided marine transportation for the Customs Service.  Historically we have for decades worked very closely with them; it was just an expansion of that role.  Of course, when Prohibition came in with the Volstead Act in 1919, the Coast Guard was the logical agency to enforce that.  We were given a lot of Navy ships to do the job because the Navy did not want to get involved in it.  And because of that background and experience--although it was generations ago--the Coast Guard was again picked to spearhead this drug enforcement problem that we have right now.  Of course again it follows logically because the Ocean Station Program had folded, and this was the place to use the ships.

Personally I have very serious doubts about it because I don’t see why we’re out there spending a fortune in the taxpayers’ money chasing these drug addicts when nobody does anything about them after the drugs are landed.  If there was serious enforcement of laws against marijuana within the continental limits, I could see going out and trying to apprehend smugglers.  In my opinion, at the present time it’s a make-do effort and something to pacify the public that we are doing something in effect that is almost totally ineffective.  People that are involved in that smuggling today have told us that their calculations are that they  have something on the order of ninety-five to ninety-eight percent chance of completing any voyage to this country with narcotics.  That is for either vessels or aircraft.  Of course there is a tremendous amount of this traffic that is being handled by aircraft.


I guess that about concludes the era.


In December, 1969, I went to Vietnam, but for the purposes of this interview I’m going to go back and go through the whole Vietnam picture.  It first started at the time Lyndon Johnson decided to put American troops ashore at Da Nang.  There was a very serious problem of infiltration of arms and other supplies of war along the coast of South Vietnam.  The Navy asked the Coast Guard if we could help out in this matter.  We agreed and created what was to become Coast Guard Squadron 1.  Initially this was composed of two divisions:  the first one was located at Da Nang, and the second division on the Cambodian/Vietnam border island called Phu Quoc.


These divisions were composed of eighty-two foot patrol boats, which were fairly new steel-hull boats with a twin diesel power plant.  We had built them to replace the old World War II eighty-three-foot wooden-hull vessels.  These ships were capable of about sixteen knots, had a fairly high endurance for their size and were manned in Vietnam with an eleven-man crew including two officers.  We fitted them out with hoisting slings so they could be lifted right out of the water.  They were carried from various East Coast and West Coast ports to Subic Bay in the Philippines where they were put in the water.  The Coast Guard was given a couple of LST’s that were manned by Navy personnel but were used as mother ships for these two squadrons.

The boats sailed from Subic Bay a thousand miles across the South China Sea to Vietnam and began operations in the spring of 1965.  Part of the deal was that the Navy would give us money, and they did in fact start construction of seventeen replacements which are built in Tacoma, Washington.


The operation was initially an anti-infiltration operation.  There were smaller vessels used--Navy swift boats and vessels of that type--that did not have the capability of staying out more than twenty-four hours.  These were in the first barrier in close to shore.  They were backed up by the eighty-two-footers, which generally operated on a four-days-at-sea and two-days-in-port cycle.  Then the eighty-two’s would be backed up by one or two Navy DE (Destroyer Escort) or destroyer types.  Basically they were looking for sampans and small fishing vessels; occasionally they would locate a large, steel-hulled trawler-type vessel, some of them 110 to 115 feet long.  Of course we were into the question of rights on the high seas because these vessels showed no flags, and they had to be trailed until they made an attempt to land.  Then the patrol force would jump them.  The operation was highly successful, so successful that in another year and a half the Navy asked for nine more of these vessels, which we sent so that the total fleet was twenty-six.  The additional nine operated out of Vung Tau forming Division 3.  (Vung Tau is the entrance to the Saigon River.)  Squadron 1 continued to operate until August 15, 1970.

We set up and maintained complete repair facilities for these boats.  We operated with spare crew.  In the full system we had one spare crew for every six hours.  The boats were operated roughly two-thirds of the time at sea.  No other Coast Guard vessels had ever been operated like that.  The reason we could do it was that we trained people to be able to completely interchange major components literally in a matter of hours.  Pulling out a main engine and replacing it was about an eight-hour job.


The second thing that we did and absolutely insisted on was that whenever the boat came in from sea it was completely checked out; all equipment tested, calibrated as necessary, returned to optimal performance the vessel refueled, reloaded, and ready to go to sea.  When this work was completed, if there was then time left, the crew then could pull a little time off.


The third fact was the training of these crews.  Every boat had an absolutely identical organization and procedure for doing everything.  Any man according to his rating was trained in those procedures.  He could walk onto a boat that he had never seen before and in five minutes he was just as valuable a member of that crew as someone who had been there a year.  Complete interchangeability of people, the uniformity of procedures, and interchangeability of equipment made this possible.  These boats operated for more than five years at an average of better than five thousand hours per year for each of those years.  By comparison we do have a very few ships in the Coast Guard that operate for three thousand hours for one year and then have a year where they don’t operate as much.

Beginning in early 1969 we began to develop a program to turn these boats over to the Vietnamese.  This was a multipart program.  First of all we developed an overhaul procedure.  By now these boats had been run very hard for four years.  We worked with a British shipyard in Singapore, the Vospor Thorncroft Yard, and they agreed to take these boats in pairs.  We would run them the 1.400 miles down to Singapore where they would be completely gutted, the hulls gone over with a fine tooth comb, all of the equipment overhauled and reinstalled, replacing any systems such as wiring, piping and so on that had to be replaced.  So when the boat came out from the yard, for all practical purposes it was a new boat because this was the way we wanted to give them to the Vietnamese.  We established a training program for Vietnamese personnel that was more time consuming and a little different than the ones the other services used.  I felt that these Vietnamese should be able not only to operate these boats; they should be able to take care of them.  We insisted that they be able to demonstrate the capability of taking care of all of the equipment.  We even had them take one of the boats to Saigon and dry-dock it and showed them how to pull shafts, replace propellers, rudders, and things of this nature.


We began to turn these boats over in May, 1969.  The process was to begin on a given boat by introducing one or two Vietnamese to replace one or two Americans.  As their training progressed to the point where they could carry the load, we would bring in a couple more; we gradually changed out the crew until at the end there would be only one American board, the CO.  His exec would be the Vietnamese officer who would become the new CO.  Once the changeover was made, the former American CO and once in a while the former American chief engineman would ride the boat as advisors for two or three trips to make sure they were making out all right.


The boats with the Vietnamese crews were operated completely interchangeable with American boats in the same division.  The Vietnamese formed a parallel organization, but the boats were actually interchangeable in a patrol organization.  It worked very well; we had a little follow-up information in the years subsequent to 1970 which indicated that they were keeping those boats running.  They were among the few maritime assets that were given to the Vietnamese that were kept going.  I always felt that it was because the crews knew how to take care of their boats and were darned proud of them.  Even in the latter stages of the operation during the period when we were integrating the Vietnamese, the infiltration from the north had pretty much ceased.  The boats were used in the Mekong delta and places like that; they were used inland on basically search and destroy missions.  They were on the Mekong all the way to the Cambodian border, and some of them were actually involved in the expedition into Cambodia in April, 1970.  


[You were there at that time, weren’t you?]


Yes.  I came on the scene as the squadron commander.  By the time I arrived, the first five boats already carried Vietnamese crews.  Although I had been at the Washington level in setting all of this operation up, in the Vietnam part of it I was involved primarily in the training of the Vietnamese crews and the turning over of the boats.  Of course, once they had all the boats, they got the other assets that went with the package--the repair facilities, the spare parts, and everything else.  I worked very closely with Commodore Chon was the Chief of Naval Operations in the Vietnamese Navy.


The Vietnamese had a real interesting personnel situation when it comes to their navy.  They have a small group of very highly trained personnel who had been with the Vietnamese Navy and before that with the French Navy for literally decades.  Then the next man was a kid out of the rice paddies who was seventeen years old.  There was just a tremendous gap.  I was very interested in the chief petty officer that Commodore Chon sent me to take over the machine ship at Vung Tau.  He could speak a little English, and I got to talking to him and figured out a little of his background.  He had spent thirty-five years at sea in French cruisers.  As soon as he could communicate with my people and learned how we handled our parts system and how we used our blueprint files and so on, there was absolutely no question in my mind who was teaching whom because he taught my people a lot tricks that they would never have known if they had not the opportunity to work with this man who had such tremendous experience.

[Was there much resistance from the sampans and the other vessels that you were moving against?]


No.  Generally they would have little capability of returning fire, perhaps a machine gun at the most.  The half dozen large trawlers that they did get were equipped with machine guns, and they did have a running gun fight to drive them ashore and set them on fire.  There were hundreds of thousands of the smaller vessels, and it was almost like the American Coast Guard boarding of pleasure boats on Sunday afternoons; you just spent night and day constantly boarding these vessels, checking their papers, and checking their cargos.  Every once in a while you turned one up that was loaded with ammunition or something like that, and it would be taken into port.


We did have three accidents in the squadron.  One of our eighty-two-footers was attacked by an Air Force aircraft in the middle of the night due to mistaken identity.  The aircraft was right on target; he put two rockets right through the pilot house and killed two men.  We had a second case of a malfunction of a weapon on the eighty-two-footer, and the weapon exploded and killed two of the crew.  We had only one man who was actually lost due to combat action.  He was picked off the deck by somebody in a sampan with a rifle.  So the causalities were very small. 


[In the case of the mistaken identity, did the North Vietnamese have any vessels that were comparable to the eighty-two-footers?]

Nothing.


[Then how could an American plane have made the mistake?]


Because his identification was done by radar, and the eighty-two-footer’s IFF gear was not working.  IFF is a radar activated transponder which returns when the target is picked up on the radar.  If it’s IFF equipped it will return a coded signal to identify it.  All he knew was that there was a vessel down there that did not return, so he attacked.


The next evolution that the Coast Guard was involved in was in 1968.  Then the Navy was getting hard-pressed for destroyers to back up this Markettime operation, this anti-infiltration operation.  They came to the Coast Guard and asked us if we could provide some ships.  The Navy stated that it would take them eight or nine months to get some additional ships into Vietnam; they wanted to know what the commandant could do and whether he could do any better.  The commandant waited seventy-two hours before he replied to the inquiry.  When he spoke to the Secretary of the Navy, he informed him that the first five ships would sail in five days.  From the time the Coast Guard was requested to provide ships would sail in five days.  From the time the Coast Guard was requested to provide ships for this purpose until the first group of ships sailed was eight days.

This was the beginning of Coast Guard Squadron 3.  Squadron 3 operated out of Subic Bay in the Philippines.  It consisted of five ships operating out of Subic at any given time.  The ships remained away from their home ports for ten months and then they were returned.  Of course the day they left Subic they were replaced by another incoming vessel.  Initially we used the AVP’s that we had borrowed from the Navy years before for weather patrol.  It was a very versatile ship with the single five-inch thirty-eight, a lot of fifty caliber machine guns, and so on.  During the period that they were in Subic Bay, three ships would actually be in Vietnam as a part of the Markettime operation.  In order to keep these three ships on patrol off Vietnam, the total system required ten ships by the time you figured in the transit time from the states, say a ship coming from Portland, Maine, or Mobile, Alabama.

During the period we were involved in the Squadron 3 operation, every high endurance cutter in the Coast Guard with two exceptions got at least one tour of duty with this squadron.  It was a tremendous asset to the Coast Guard in terms of bringing our ships back up to an acceptable state of military readiness.  Of course, in the period during which they were deployed the Navy paid all of the bills; they brought all of the equipment up to first-class operating condition and paid all of the operating costs.  When the ships returned to the United States, they paid any voyage repairs or expenses in connection therewith.

The real grind as far as the Coast Guard was concerned was the fact that at this point in time we were changing out the old AVP’s for the new 378-foot cutters, and in order to save money, we had decided to eliminate a few of the older ships a year early--just get along without them and double up on the patrols among the other ships.  So we were running a weather patrol system based on thirty-six ships.  We had taken four out for this purpose, leaving thirty-two in inventory, and then turned around and committed ten of the thirty-two to Vietnam.  The other twenty-two ships had to continue the weather patrols.  Now this drove the operating time of these ships way up from around 160 or 170 days a year up to 240 or 250, but they did do it.

Squadron 3 was very successful and lasted through until the very end.  Right after I got into Vietnam I was Squadron 1 commander.  My counterpart was another Coast Guard captain in Squadron 3 in Subic Bay, but when his ships came over to my area, they worked for me.  We got into the question of why not give the AVP’s to the Vietnamese since we were going to scrap them.  Again we went through the same type of a turnover program with the AVP’s.  The first were BERING STRAIT and YAKATAT, and it took eight months to train the Vietnamese crews to run those two ships.  Subsequently, after I left Vietnam, we brought five more over so that before the Coast Guard finally left in 1972 the Vietnamese had seven of our AVP’s. 

It is interesting to note that all seven of these ships turned up in Taiwan after the collapse of the Vietnamese government.  The Vietnamese crews left the country and brought the ships to Taiwan to turn back to the Americans if they wanted them.  We didn’t want them so they were cut up for scrap right here. 


From my experience with Squadron 1, I insisted that the more complex pieces of installed equipment be matched.  One or two ships at some later stage in their life had been outfitted with better equipment, and I felt it was better to go back to older equipment to make everything standard.  This was in the interest of maintainability.  We pulled off some pretty sophisticated fire control systems from a couple of the ships and gave them the basic simple system that had been developed in 1941.


[The Vietnamese did not have the background or technical know-how to be able to utilize the sophisticated equipment, did they?]


Yes.  They did.  The Vietnamese Naval Shipyard was the largest industrial activity in all of Indochina.  It was a tremendous shipyard, and the Vietnamese Navy for years ran sophisticated vessels.  They had PC types and things of this nature.  A very few of the top personnel had tremendous experience in the French Navy all the way back to World War II, even.

[I wondered about that because you said that so many of the sailors were seventeen-year-old kids out of the paddies.]


Yes.  I felt it was going to be a problem to them because although there were a few top people, the majority, were down at the bottom and were just kids that were learning.


[They were actually the ones who would be operating the equipment on a day-to-day basis, wouldn’t they?]


Right.  The AVP’s did capture two or three of the big trawlers; we did send some of the 378’s out at the very end.  These were the new ships and for all practical purposes coming out of the builder’s yards and going on to the firing line.


[You did not turn any of them over to the Vietnamese, did you?]


No.  But they were out there with Coast Guard crews, and they proved themselves very capable vessels for that purpose.  We had one interesting problem.  The 378 has a gas turbine for its main propulsion engine; it’s the same turbine that is used in the Boeing 707 aircraft.  One of the ships damaged one of those engines beyond repair aboard the ship, and from the time of the damage until we were able to fly a replacement engine to Subic Bay, install it, and have the ship back out, was about twelve days.  That was a complete main engine change out on a three thousand ton ship.


The next operation that we got into in Vietnam was aids to navigation.  The Vietnamese government had remnants of the French system left in the country.  In the Da Nang area the aids were maintained by the Vietnamese Port Authority at Da Nang, and in the rest of the country they were maintained by the Vietnamese Lighthouse Service that was based in Saigon.  They had a couple of ships that had not moved for years; they had not been maintained.  What few aids they had were a mess so the Department of Defense came to the Coast Guard and asked us to go in and install a system of aids for the U.S. forces; this is one of the duties of the Coast Guard in wartime.

At that point in time we did have an excess 180-foot buoy tender which was made available and was moved to Subic Bay.  She operated out of Subic Bay but would come into Vietnam and operated about three or four weeks and then go back for ten days to pick up additional equipment and spare parts and so on.  We established a complete system of aids, marking the entrance to the Mekong, Saigon River, and the Vung Tau area, several small ports going up the coast, cam Ranh Bay, Oui Whon in the 2nd Corps area, Chu Lai, Da Nang, and Tan My.


Once we got this thing established--and it didn’t take too long because as I recall it was a total of about two hundred aids, range lights, buoys, and things of this nature--my next two concerns were one, to find out what was left of the old French system and try to resurrect it.  They still had three or four of the old French lighthouses; one was on Cape St. Jacques at Vung Tau, and a couple were further up the coast.  The other thing was to get this Vietnamese buoy tender back in operation and to get them to start taking care of the aids.  The buoy tender was actually a converted 176-foot army FS of the type that Higgins built in New Orleans in World War II.


This organization, the Vietnamese Lighthouse Service, unfortunately did not come under the Vietnamese Navy, and we had a lot less success in getting people, in getting equipment and getting Vietnamese commitments to take over this system.  If we could get hold of any Vietnamese who were qualified they very shortly disappeared into the Vietnamese Navy.  Therefore, the Coast Guard was essentially stuck with maintaining those aids and did as long as the United States supported the Vietnamese government.

[Was there a very high incidence of Viet Cong sabotage of the navigational aids, or was that a problem?]

Yes.  There was quite a bit of that; we were never sure if it was Viet Cong or whether it was the local inhabitants.  I had suspicions at times that it was the local inhabitants who didn’t understand what these things were and thought they might be aiding the enemy and therefore went out and destroyed them.  We did have some problems that way.  In Saigon we maintained a four-man aids-to-navigation detail, one officer and three enlisted men who traveled in the country to do the emergency repair work because they could hop a flight and go five hundred miles down the coast and then grab a helicopter and go out and repair an aid in a matter of hours whereas the buoy tender would take days to get there.  So it was a combination of this servicing team and the buoy tender and the continuing efforts to try to get the Vietnamese to take care of them for themselves, but we never really succeeded in the aids-to-navigation field in doing this.  I guess the Vietnamese figured that they had other priorities that were higher and as long as the Coast Guard would do it, it was one thing that we could continue to do.


The next area that we can go into is the LORAN C system.  Early in the game it was decided to put LORAN C in Southeast Asia.  The Coast Guard created a section office in Bangkok to keep it out of the combat zone and ran a LORAN system which consisted of three slaves, a master, and a monitor.  The master was located in Thailand on a point of land called Sattahip, just south of Bangkok; one slave was located in the northeast corner Thailand in a town called Lampang; the second one was located in Vietnam just south of the demilitarized zone in the village of Tan My, which is just east of the old imperial city of Hue; the third slave station was located on Con Son Island off the entrance of the Mekong River, about sixty miles offshore.  The monitor station was located in eastern Thailand at the air force station at Undorn.

Of course at this point LORAN C was a very highly developed piece of equipment.  The Coast Guard had been working with LORAN C since the 1950’s when we put the first system in the Mediterranean.  It was put into Southeast Asia for the Air Force.


I worked very closely with General Brown of the 7th Air Force in this LORAN C project.  It was interesting because we had progressed to the point where each station would be completely pre-packaged and put aboard a ship; it would take a good size ship, a victory ship, to carry two stations.  The station is shipped to the site, set up, equipment installed and placed in operation in a matter of weeks.  This is rather unique when you consider the antenna is a 630-foot tower with a top-loading element--wires that run from the top of the tower diagonally outward to the ground in a circle some two thousand feet in diameter).


The two stations, the monitor and the section office in Thailand, were not subject to any enemy action.  The station on Cong Son was almost totally protected because being sixty miles offshore it was very difficult for the Viet Cong to get out there.  However, I was always concerned about the station at Tan My because we were so close to the Vietnamese border; yet throughout the entire war that station was never touched.  The North Vietnamese certainly knew that it was a navigational signal.  I suspect that the reason they didn’t bother the station was that they did not realize how it was being used.


The method of use was to pre-locate potential targets with an aircraft in good visibility and determine the LORAN coordinates.  Then at a subsequent date if it became necessary to strike that target, regardless of the visibility the aircraft could go in at zero visibility and literally throw a bomb into the mouth of a cave.  We did experiment at Udorn with the actual landing of aircraft with LORAN C because these aircraft all had a LORAN C computer, and it proved to be as reliable and a more accurate system than the GCA controlled approach.  The aircraft would fly with a computer control, taking an input from a radio altimeter and LORAN C.  The LORAN C system stayed until the very end.  Coast Guard military personnel on the stations were replaced by civilian contract personnel some time before the stations were shut down.


Our next involvement was actually the continuation of expansion of the type of duty that the Coast Guard had done since World War II, the establishment of the so-called merchant marine detail.  The merchant marine detail is a group of two, three, or four very highly competent technical people who operated with an embassy or in a foreign seaport where there is a great deal of U.S. shipping.  They are there to help with the problems that U.S. ships can have in foreign ports--personnel problems, technical problems, or if there damage to a U.S. ship, someone has to certify that the repairs meet the requirements of U.S. law before the ship can proceed and so on.


Because of the large number of American ships that were being brought into Vietnam, the State Department very early asked for a merchant marine detachment to be stationed in Saigon, and there was such a detachment with two officers and one senior enlisted person.  They traveled throughout the country wherever there were American merchant ships and American merchant seamen to provide technical assistance, personnel help, and so on. 


One of the most notable incidents they got involved in was the first of the American vessels that was seized in Cambodia.  The American crew was removed by the Cambodian government.  Our merchant marine detail people were not able to travel from Vietnam to Cambodia, of course; they could go to Thailand and then come back over the road the other way.  They went down to the port of Sihanoalville and talked the Cambodians--who I don’t think really knew what they were doing--into putting these people back on the ship and letting them go.  Eventually all of the personnel were released but four, I think.  Those four were retained for some time in Cambodia and then released.

There were a great many problems with American ships coming in there because many of them were junk ships.  In this country we were in the process of doing away with our so-called mothball fleet that had existed since World War II.  One of the ways they were doing this was to take those ships out of mothballs, make enough repairs to make one voyage, load them and send them to Vietnam, discharge the cargo, send the ship to Taiwan and sell it for scrap.  Many of the ships coming into the country were literally making their last voyage.


[Were they seaworthy?]

That’s a matter of judgment; many of them were not in my opinion.  We had problems with crews because when you sail a ship like this you don’t get the select crews.  We had all sorts of personnel problems, people abandoning ships and things of this nature.  There were in the Saigon River for years at least five American built victory ships that had been totally abandoned by their crews.  Because this process of transferring the titles had been going on while the ship was en route to Saigon, by the time they got there nobody could identify the legal owner; and there were the ships in the middle of the river.  Nobody would claim them; nobody wanted them so they just sat there.  They occupied valuable mooring space.  I was always concerned about them because I felt that if the Viet Cong were smart they could simply go out there and cut the mooring and let them drift across the channel and sink them in the channel.  That would have created a serious problem.  We did have some American ships come in the country that really surprised me.  Moore-McCormick had a contract to haul ammunition, and their finest ships were used in that trade.  I always used to like to go out to visit them because it was the only air conditioning in Vietnam.

The next evolution that we got into was a very brief one; it only lasted one year.  We did have a request to provide Coast Guard personnel to work with Deputy Ambassador Colby in the training of Vietnamese marine police.  We did send one officer who spent a year working with them.  There was very little success in this program and it was terminated early.  Again there was within the structure of the Vietnamese government the problem of regular Vietnamese Army, the Army Reserve; a group which was nicknamed the “ruffpuffs,” which was a local volunteer organization, a sort of militiamen concept, and then these Vietnamese National Police.  There was always some element of competition between these groups, and the further down the chain you were from being regular Vietnamese Army, the less effective and influential the individual could be over the situation that was going on.  So the Vietnamese Marine Police, although they did exist, really weren’t that strong and not much ever came of it.


I was interested in one aspect of it because when we started training these people we found that their equipment was primarily equipment that the Coast Guard had given the French Army between 1950 and 1953.  Most of it was Coast Guard equipment.  They had our old forty-foot patrol boats with the GM 671 engines in them and so on which were in a very poor state of repair but they had survived all those years out there.


The next operation which I will discuss was the participation by the Coast Guard in the air-sea rescue effort.  The Coast Guard has had for many years and continues to this day to have a program of exchange of officers with the other services.  One of these programs was the exchange of helicopter and C-130 pilots with the Air Force because the Air Force flies the same equipment that we do.  A decision was made that the Coast Guard personnel who flew with the Air Force would fly with their air rescue service in Da Nang.  We had five Coast Guard aviators up there--three helicopter and two C-130 pilots.


Of course, in the air-sea rescue business in that area, they used the so-call “Jolly Green Giants” that everybody has heard about.  The vegetation is so dense that you have a problem with visual navigation, so on most of these missions they would send a C-130 up to act as controller to provide navigation for the helicopters and to provide long-range communications services.  So it made a very nice team.  I won’t go into any of the details of the operation because that was entirely an Air Force show.  But we did have these five Coast Guard officers who were involved in that; we did lose on who was in a helicopter that got shot down.


The last mission we’ll cover is the so-called port security detail.  The Coast Guard since World War II has been in the business of supervising the handling of explosives aboard merchant vessels of the U.S.  They have also supervised the loading of that material in accordance with the provisions of the Magnuson Act.  Very early in the game the Army asked the Coast Guard to take this mission on in Vietnam, and it was one of the first things that we agreed to do.  We had to set up a training command because we did not have large numbers of people involved in this.  We made an arrangement with the Navy at the ammunition facility at Port Concord outside of San Francisco that we would take over the actual supervision of the loading at that facility because we would use it as a school to train people before we sent them to Vietnam.  This operation was under the operational control of the 1st Army.  They had four details at the four offloading points:  Da Nang, Qui Nhon, Vung Tau, and cam Rahn Bay.  These details would consist of eight enlisted persons and one officer.  For all ammunition ships coming in the operation of offloading them would be supervised by these personnel.  Most of the manpower used was Vietnamese stevedores which did present some interesting language problems that our people had to overcome.


We had no casualties during the entire operation; there were no casualties at the training site in San Francisco Bay.  Of the two ammunition ships saving was this:  the normal time from ammunition manufacturer to the breech of the gun was five months.  This operation had cut it to less than sixty days.


[What did the containers consist of?]


They were standard overseas containers that are used by any container vessel today.  But you see, in that large container the weight of the ammunition is such that basically you have a layer of ammunition across the floor of the container and the rest of the container is empty.  By the most conservative estimates I think this experiment can be called highly successful.  I think any major shipment of ammunition in the future probably would be sent this way.  It’s so much simpler and so much safer because the stuff doesn’t get handled and rehandled.  It’s put in the box by the manufacturer and gets taken out of the box by the gunner. 

This particular operation was never Vietnamized.  There was a strong feeling that as long as Americans were bringing ammunition into the country that Americans would control it.  The detail had the additional responsibility of supervising and advising the Army commanders on all matters of security and surveillance around these ammunition facilities.


Those were the functions that we were involved in.  Over this whole thing Squadron 1 was the first organizational command.  As these other functions began to appear in the country, it became obvious to the Coast Guard that they had to change this.  They created what was known as Coast Guard Activities Vietnam.  This was the overall supervisor of all the rest of these details.  The commander of Coast Guard Activities Vietnam was also the commander of Squadron 1.  He served as a component commander of one of the armed forces in country.  Of course, during the time I was there Zumwalt was Navy, General Brown was Air Force, Creighton Abrams was Army.  I’ve forgotten who the Marine Corps general was, but he was up in I Corps at Da Nang.


I think overall the Coast Guard came out ahead over Vietnam.  We gained a tremendous amount of experience.  I think that the thing that bothers me about it is that in the minds of the senior Coast Guard officers what we did over there was all right because that was a war, but the lessons learned were never to be applied to the Coast Guard.  The basic lessons that we learned were that our ships are capable of being run a heck of a lot more than they are; we don’t need hardware.  You can double the operation of any ship that you have in the Coast Guard today, and it would actually be a better ship because the harder you run them, the better they are.  The concept of multiple crews and of complete interchangeability of crews worked; there is no question about it.


[Did the Coast Guard’s involvement in Vietnam cause a personnel shortage?  Did you have to increase your enlistment?]


Yes.  We did, but the actual increases were very small because the total involvement at its height way only 1600 people.  As a percentage of the total Coast Guard, it was a high figure.  During the time it takes to fill the pipeline--for an enlisted man you’re talking six months--during that period there were shortages, and people simply had to double up.  The ships that were left behind had to do the jobs of the ships that were out there.  But all of these things proved that it could be done, and there is no reason it couldn’t be done in the future as standard operating feature--two crews to a ship and let them alternate.  The Navy has done it for years with their nuclear submarines.  But they did not choose to learn those lessons, and that’s the way the cookie crumbles, I guess.



Of course, by the time of the final collapse in Vietnam in 1973 the Coast Guard was out of it; I don’t believe we had any people left in.


[Even the port security detail?]


They were out of it too.  You see, one of the major reasons for the collapse was that the United States Congress decided that it would not support these people with the material and equipment that had been promised them.  I am convinced--and many people who were there are convinced, and when I say many people you can read Westmoreland’s book or Admiral Sharp’s discussion of it--that militarily the war was won.  I felt a lot safer walking the streets of Saigon than I do walking the streets of New York City.  But we did not have the will to see it though.  It has always been a fixture in my mind that there is only one purpose to war, and that is to win.  We did not get involved in that for that purpose, and the politicians got hold of it and it went down the drain.  But I do honestly believe that the war was won militarily, and if we had continued our commitment to the Vietnamese, which by that time was only for material, that they would have survived.


They had their problems that you read a great deal about in the American press.  What people do not understand is that there are other ways of life in this world besides the American.  They talked about corruption; that is the way business is done in the Orient--Japan, China, or Indochina.  If you do business, it’s done on a very personal basis and there is always a way of taking care of the people you do business with.  They are your friends because you have done business with them.  I think in some cases it got out of hand; there’s no question about it.  In some cases the United States government gets out of hand, and I think we have a few Congressmen that we can hold up as examples of that.  There were a few people in their legislature that were undoubtedly corrupt.


I came back from Vietnam in December, 1970.  As we covered very briefly before, I spent some time in the office that was forming the new Inspector General’s staff of the Coast Guard.  Then I went to New York in July, 1971.  The first two years I was in New York, I served as chief of the Readiness Division of Commander Atlantic Area.  Commander Atlantic Area is the echelon of command between headquarters and the Coast Guard districts and operating units in the Atlantic, European theater, Mediterranean, and as far east as India.  My function was to provide the operational training for all units in this area.


When you talk of operational training, most of what is involved is ship training because the operational training at fixed units more in the nature of emergency procedures such as fire drills and so on.  We had programs for training our ships with the Navy.  At this time the new 278-foot high endurance cutters were coming off the line.  We had just completed the acquisition of the sixteen new medium endurance cutters.  My background in Vietnam in training the Vietnamese in small boat operations stood me in good stead.  There were a lot of lessons that we learned there that I felt were applicable to training American to run small boats.  We tried to get as many of our ships as possible operating with the Navy in fleet exercises and occasionally on naval operations.


One of the more interesting ones that occurred at that time--and I don’t remember the exact date--was that we had the situation of a Russian nuclear submarine that had a major power failure and could not submerge.  She came to the surface east of Nova Scotia and was within about five hours steaming of a Coast Guard cutter which was dispatched immediately to the scene.  The sub was discovered on the surface by a Canadian Air Force aircraft.  Fortunately, this was one of our new 378’s which are very well equipped in terms of electronics warfare.  We were able to stay with that submarine and subsequently with a relief for her for almost three weeks right in the middle of a large Russian task force.  They tried to salvage this submarine and were able to stabilize the condition; we never knew what the real damage was, and there were times when we thought she was going to sink.  But they were able to keep her afloat, and they towed her back to Russia.  We stayed with her until our second ship was relieved by a British ship from the United Kingdom.  But it was real interesting; a lot of training that we had been working on was proven to be rather ridiculous, and yet we learned some things that were important.

[The sub was in neither American nor Canadian waters?]

Yes.  It was in international waters.  We could maintain a close presence when the Navy couldn’t because the Coast Guard’s primary function is search and rescue.  And of course our ship could stay there and constantly offer to assist and so on.  There were a few games of chicken played, but other than that the Russians didn’t make too big an issue of our presence.


[Primarily you were doing surveillance, weren’t you?]


Correct.


In the summer of 1973 I moved to the 3rd District staff and became the chief of operations.  Perhaps I should explain one thing at this point:  I’m going to tell two parallel stories here--the story of my involvement with the Coast Guard and then Operation Sail.  But what you have to realize is that both go on at the same time and both are full-time jobs.


During this period we had some interesting projects going on.  The 3rd District still had the last of the old Coast Guard telephone systems.  At one point in history the Coast Guard ran a telephone system that was almost as big as “Ma Bell’s because we had every Coast Guard unit connected together by telephone over Coast Guard wires.  This was back before the turn of the century and of course goes back to the YAMACRAW and her cable-laying because one of her jobs was to maintain this.  The last segment of this line still in existence was in New Jersey; it ran from Sandy Hook to Cape May.  We started in working with the telephone company to resolve this.  What I wanted to do was get out of the business; it’s too expensive for the government to maintain its own system.  But we got into some very interesting situations among the 5,000-and-some-odd telephone poles.  You had to go back through the history of every pole and who owned it and who put an attachment on it because there were all sorts of cross agreements between the government and private telephone companies, private individuals, and power companies.  We had to sort all of these out, and some of them had been there for a hundred years.  It was a tremendous job, and the telephone company was extremely cooperative.


[You couldn’t just abandon them.]

No.  You can’t because you had to clear the right of ways.  All of this was on easements, and you had to clear the titles of that property because somebody else has the right to an unencumbered title.  It took us almost a year to do it, but they were finally able to resolve it.  Then we started rolling up our own wire and the telephone company provided service.


During this period we had a very tragic accident in New York harbor when the Sealand vessel SEAWITCH struck the tanker ESSO BRUSSELS, killing a large percentage of the crew of both ships.  The accident happened in the middle of the night; it woke me up, although I was some ten miles from the actual explosion.  The problem was that the two ships were locked together and burning so fiercely that nobody could separate them.  They drifted with the tide right down under the Verrazano Bridge, and for awhile they thought the bridge would be seriously damaged until they floated clear on the other side.  The cause of the accident was a steering engine failure of the part of the SEAWITCH.  It was a type of steering engine that the Coast Guard had used on many of its ships.  The fact that the engine had this weakness was well known.  The method of correcting this deficiency was very simple so that if it did fail, it could be corrected in a moment to restore steering.  But the vessel did not have a watch in the steering room, so when it failed nobody could get to it in time to prevent the accident.  Again it raises the question of the adequacy of manning because the SEAWITCH was steaming at high speed; she was making fifteen knots in rather restricted waters.

[That’s awful fast to be moving in that area, isn’t it?]


No.  She was coming out of the Kills.  She had cleared the Kills and was making her right turn swinging to a southerly course to go down Ambrose Channel cutting across at the end of the Staten Island anchorage.


In July, 1974, I moved up as chief-of-staff of the 3rd Coast Guard District.  Before I discuss this I think I ought to discuss a little bit about Governors Island.  I had been involved in the history of that as far as the Coast Guard was concerned from my days in Washington.  Of course Governors Island was originally a military establishment of the Dutch government. When the Dutch left, it was taken over by the British government, and when the British left the American army took it over, and it was the headquarters of the 1st Army.  It has a tremendous history in terms of the 1st Army and their occupation on the island for literally centuries.  Governors Island is about 175 acres.  As a result of cutbacks under the McNamara administration in the Department of Defense, it was decided to combine the 1st and the 3rd Army at a central headquarters in Maryland.  Governors Island was declared surplus; it was offered to the Coast Guard, and after much discussion the Coast Guard decided to take it.  What was at stake at that point in time was the fact that we had a petty officer training school at Croton, Connecticut, which was located almost entirely in World War II temporary buildings that would have to be completely rebuilt.  We had the Coast Guard Institute, which is the organization that handles all of the technical training courses that was also located at Croton.  We had a base on Staten Island that we had inherited from the Lighthouse Service which literally consisted almost entirely of pre-Civil War buildings.  We had the 3rd District and the Atlantic Area officers in the Customs House in lower Manhattan which was to be phased out as a customs house.  We had a marine inspection office and a port security unit in a small base right in Battery Park next to the ferry terminal to Staten Island.  When you put all of these together and you add up all of the dollars that it would take to maintain all of these structures for the next ten or fifteen years, it was very obvious that it was a lot cheaper to abandon all of them and take over this plant on Governors Island.  The Army had known for some time that they were eventually going to leave Governors Island, and they had not maintained it as well as they might have.

[The lack of accessibility seems to be a problem there.]


That is a problem.  Of course Governors Island is accessible only by ferry.  The Coast Guard runs a ferry operation; we run three boats, and it takes fifty-four men to maintain those ferryboats to provide twenty-four-hour-a-day service.  It is expensive; as of 1976 it was almost a million dollars a year.  The advantage to this is that it provides tremendous security because even though Governors Island is only twenty-five minutes from Times Square, it has none of the problems of New York City.  It is a completely independent community.  At the present time there are a total of about five thousand people on the island, and there are almost a thousand sets of quarters.  That was one of the big assets to the Coast Guard because up to that point, and even today for that matter, we are terribly short on public quarters for our families.  This was an opportunity to acquire a large collection of quarters.  We have added to that; we have built large apartment buildings since we took over the island.  We have done major construction in providing facilities for enlisted personnel; mess halls, clubs, improved barracks, and things of this nature.  These things are expensive, and we have spent tens of millions of dollars.  Many people have a tendency to criticize and say, “Well if you hadn’t saddled yourself with the thing, you wouldn’t have to spend that money.”  But what they don’t know is that had we stayed where we were, we would have spent twice as much money.  So I think in the long run it was the smart thing to do.  During the energy crunch we had fuel problems; they were resolvable.   I think in time they should put a fuel farm on the island; it can be completely underground.  Since it will not have any volatile fuel such as gasoline or aviation fuels, it will be relatively safe and we can then fuel our own ships without their having to get underway.  We can receive fuel maybe once a year at rock bottom prices because we could have a tanker come in and discharge into the system.  It had a telephone system that was installed by the Army and was a hundred years old.  That presented some problems that were rather interesting at times.  The water and power are from New York City, although they do have emergency generators that can carry the important functions in the event of a power failure.  As I said, in the overall picture I think it’s one of the smartest moves the Coast Guard ever made.


On Governors Island we put the Commander Atlantic Area staff, the 3rd District staff, the Petty Officer Training Center, the Coast Guard Institute; we moved all of our facilities from our base at Staten Island; we moved three large ships which had been moored at piers at Brooklyn; we brought the Captain of the Port Office from Manhattan.  And of course as the years have gone by, other functions have been added.  It is a major housekeeping problem, and it’s the first one of its type that the Coast Guard ever tackled.  We had a lot of learning to do and we made some mistakes.  But I think now we are in a position of being able to operate a major base like this without too much difficulty.  In the years since then based on this experience we have been able to go ahead, and now the Coast Guard operates the station at Kodiak Island, Alaska, that used to be the naval air station.  We have established on a smaller scale similar types of bases in Boston; Portsmouth, Virginia; and Seattle, Washington.  They are all operated on the experiences we learned at Governors Island.


My tour as chief of staff was very interesting.  There was one major problem that we had to cope with, and that was funding because nobody understood the cost implications of Governors Island.  This period of time is when inflation really started to skyrocket.  We had a problem of putting together and convincing the Congress that our budgetary requirements were about three times what had been appropriated in the recent past.  Fortunately, I had a couple of people who were real sharp in this.  Commander Jim Rooney is one of the people who really spent a lot of time on this, but we were able to put together a package and show people what this thing was going to cost to run in the future and convince them that it wasn’t going to be wasted.  Because of the size of the plant there were so many things that we could do much cheaper than anybody else, and it really made sense to keep combining things and putting them on Governors Island.  One problem that we had was a physical restraint that limited the population, and we did figure about what that figure should be.  Once we reach that then every time you put something large ships which had been moored at piers at Brooklyn; we brought the Captain of the Port Office from Manhattan.  And of course as the years have gone by, other functions have been added.  And of course as the years have gone by, other functions have been added.  It is a major housekeeping problem, and it’s the first one of its type that the Coast Guard ever tackled.  We had a lot of learning to do and we made some mistakes.  But I think now we are in a position of being able to operate a major base like this without too much difficulty.  In the years since then based on this experience we have been able to go ahead, and now the Coast Guard operates the station at Kodiak Island, Alaska, that used to be the naval air station.  We have established on a smaller scale similar types of bases in Boston; Portsmouth, Virginia; and Seattle, Washington.  They are all operated on the experiences we learned at Governors Island.   


My tour as chief of staff was very interesting.  There was one major problem that we had to cope with, and that was funding because nobody understood the cost implications of Governors Island.  This period of time is when inflation really started to skyrocket.  We had a problem of putting together and convincing the Congress that our budgetary requirements were about three times what had been appropriated in the recent past.  Fortunately, I had a couple of people who were real sharp in this.  Commander Jim Rooney is one of the people who really spent a lot of time on this, but we were able to put together a package and show people what this thing was going to cost to run in the future and convince them that it wasn’t going to be wasted.  Because of the size of the plant there were so many things that we could do much cheaper than anybody else, and it really made sense to keep combining things and putting them on Governors Island.  One problem that we had was a physical restraint that limited the population, and we did figure about what that figure should be.  Once we reach that then every time you put something on there, you have to slide something else out that would be more logically located elsewhere.

We got involved in a transportation experiment with the Department of Transportation on electric vehicles.  This was an ideal place to test them out, and we converted a lot of vehicles on the island to electric.  In that environment it was ideal because everything is relatively slow speed; I think the top speed limit on the island was twenty miles an hour.  In short distances the electric is the natural for that type of situation.


The biggest event that occurred during this period was Operation Sail.  Operation Sail began for me in early 1972.  Sail training ships of courser have existed and been scattered around the world for many years.  In the recent past on two or three occasions there had been an effort made to get a group of these ships together for the benefit of the public.  In 1964 in New York City, I think, they had nine of these sail training ships come in to visit that summer.  One or two of the people who were involved in that had gotten together and thought that maybe we could do a similar thing for the bicentennial, which at that point in time was four years away.  They realized that the Coast Guard was going to have a lot to do with it from two aspects: one, because we owned the American sail training ship, and secondly, because we would have to control the port activity with any such visit.  They asked the commandant to have a Coast Guard officer to sit in with them.  So I was suggested.  At that time I was still working in the Atlantic area in the readiness job.

[What rank were you at that time?]

I was a captain.  The first formal meeting we had of this group was about eight people:  Ellen Sykes who was the daughter of Jacob Isbrandsten; Howard Slotnick who was an auto leasing man in New York City; Frank Braynard who was then director of the South Seaport Museum; a young lawyer by the name of Casper Ewing; myself and one or two others were there.  We decided on a couple of things at that first meeting.  One, if we were going to do this, it was going to be done as a totally private operation; that although agencies of the local, state, and federal government would be asked to cooperate, they would never at any time be in a position to control the operation.  We felt that in order to make it succeed it had to be run as a private enterprise.  For this purpose we establish a board of directors which by the end of the operation had twenty-seven members on it, I believe.  I was in a unique position because being on active duty and being the representative of the Coast Guard who would have to deal with this, I could not legally be a member of the Board of Control, so I was the twenty-sixth member ex officio.  The second early decision that I feel in the long-run was very important was that we would have no honorary directors; everybody would have to work.  If people were not able to work, they would be replaced by somebody who could.  We were hoping initially that we might get as many as a dozen or fifteen of these sail training ships to come to this country for the bicentennial.

The board appointed Frank Braynard as its general manager because he was kind of in between jobs.  They eventually got a small amount of office space at the World Trade Center which expanded as time progressed until at the very end we occupied an entire floor at the World Trade Center.  This space was donated by the Port Authority of New York, which is not a part of the city government.  You have to remember in dealing with this that the Port Authority, which is a New York/New Jersey combined authority, is not the city of New York.  The first couple of years was pretty much a discussion of feasibility and visiting some of the foreign ports to try to find out how some of these foreign ships would come if they received a formal invitation.  By then our elected chairman of the board was Bus Mosbacher who had served as assistant secretary of state for protocol and defended the American Cup on two different occasions.  He was of course very well known in government circles as well as maritime circles.  I would say by 1974 we really had not proceeded to any concrete commitments.

[Where was your financing coming from at this point?]


Financing was to be handled in two different ways.  The first program and by far the largest was to get people to contribute services or the use of things.  The second was to be by fund raising; we had hoped to be able to raise a couple of hundred thousand dollars to pay our own direct expenses.  After two years, I do recall that we had not raised enough to even pay Mr. Braynard’s salary.  He had received only a partial payment and had a credit slip for accumulance of salary.  Beginning in 1974 the idea began to catch on, and we began to get firm commitments from some of the owners of these large sail training ships.  This began to spark a little interest in the maritime community, and we began to get commitments of a few dollars.  Then when we started to get this, we began to expand our board.


Our board was very carefully selected; they were not just people who were good friends.  They were people who could come to the board and offer a particular expertise.  I can illustrate that best by going to the final configuration as it was in the last few months.  Then it was configured to have a representative who was at the top of the working level of the Operation Sail program in every other city in the country.  We had a gentleman from Boston, one from Philadelphia, one from Norfolk; Mr. Slotnick who was already on the board represented Miami because some of these ships were going to go to Miami afterwards.  Then the rest of the group was all selected as people who had particular expertise in public relations.  Although Mr. Walter Cronkite was not a member of the board, he agreed to handle public relations for us, and this was the reason we got such tremendous coverage on TV.  Mr. Bud Fullerton, who runs his own advertising agency in New York City, agreed to handle the promotions.  We had people who were logistics experts.  Of course, in my case my primary expertise was to put the entire operation together and to come up with an operating plan and the means by which it would be supported logistically, and I was to control the actual operation when it occurred.

[These were all volunteers?]

Everyone was a volunteer.  Mr. Braynard was the only one who ever received any salary out of this.  Of course most of them were businessmen who ran their own businesses, with one or two exceptions.  Mr. Slotnick had a very able assistant and was able to leave his business for a year and a half and devote full time to this.


IBM was very much involved.  Our vice chairman of the board was Bob Hubner who was the executive vice-president of IBM.  He gave us full time for a year and a half.  Mr. Roger Fortin, who did a lot of the detail scheduling work for me, is also a vice-president of IBM.  In the later stages of the development of the operation plan, the Coast Guard Auxiliary figured very prominently in it, and the vice commodore of the auxiliary in New York was an IBM employee.  IBM told him to take one year leave of absence at full pay to work for the Coast Guard which was a tremendous boost.

Problems that we ran into were on the logistics side to begin with.  As this thing built we began to find out that there were more and more ships coming.  We had to line up pier space because many New York piers are very dilapidated and unsafe to use now.  We had to get tugboat services and they cost $1,000 an hour to operate.  So I went to Moran and McAllister and Redstack Tug and between the three of them told them that I would like twenty tugs for five days.  These ships had to be provided with fuel and other logistics support while they were in port.  Just the sailing ships alone carried a total of about six thousand crew members.  We had to make all sorts of provisions for their entertainment while they were in New York City.  We had scheduled a parade for them.  We had to work very closely with the New York City police in crowd control.  I think it was probably about January, 1976, that we really began to appreciate what we had and the fact that there was no question that this was going to be as President Ford said, “The crown on the American bicentennial ceremony.”  We began to understand then some of the dollars involved because before we got all through putting down the dollar value of the contributed services, supplies and so on, this cost over $70,000,000.  It was, however, the only bicentennial program that made money.

We had to develop programs in the outlying ports because ships from, say, Norway were not going to come to New York for three days and then go back to Norway.  So we had a complete schedule for them after they left New York.  Some of them went through into the Great Lakes and spent the summer there.  Others visited various ports.  Some of them went all the way around to the Gulf of Mexico.  The ships that came from the Pacific side of South America went back through the Canal and visited ports on the West Coast.  In terms of the actual ship movements--we are talking of a period from April 1, 1976, when the NIPPON MARU left Tokyo, to the following November when she was the last ship to return to her home port--we got up in the sail training collection of ships 224 vessels, which was quite a difference from the few that we had hoped for originally.


Sail training is coordinated through two private organizations:  one, the Sail Training Association located in London, and the other, the American Sail Training Association located in Newport, Rhode Island.  Mr. Barcley Warburton is the head of the American Association.  We worked very closely with them because we wanted to have these vessels travel as a group.  The Sail Training Association in London agreed to gather the European vessels and race them across the Atlantic to Bermuda.  That would be done under their operational control.  In Bermuda those vessels would be joined by the vessels coming from the Pacific, from South America, and from the United States.  A second race from Bermuda to Newport would be held under the operational control at Newport and bring the fleet to New York and control them while they were in New York and when they dispersed to the other outlying ports.  With this large a collection of vessels we had to start borrowing facilities.


About this time the Coast Guard in Washington evidenced its first interest in the program, and their first reaction was that since I was involved in that, it might be wiser to have me do that full time and have somebody else take over my job in the 3rd District.  I put my foot down on that immediately because the only way I could run Operation Sail was to have total control of everything in the Coast Guard in the 3rd District.  They finally saw the light on that so that’s the way we ran it.  We were able to borrow a British destroyer for use in the Bermuda area to control these vessels.  We borrowed the Massachusetts Maritime Academy training ship BAY STATE; she was a former naval transport and was commanded by a classmate of mine at the Coast Guard Academy and a man who had also been commanding officer of the EAGLE, so he knew sailing ships.


We used the BAY STATE and two Coast Guard cutters to control the operation between Bermuda and Newport.  Then we used the assets of the 3rd District for the rest of the problem.  I couldn’t borrow from other Coast Guard sources because the day after these ships left me, half of them would go to Norfolk and the other half to Boston.  I could not borrow on their resources and use them twenty-four hours a day and have them all worn out because they had to have them for the following day.  So the whole thing had to be predicated with doing it with what was available.


We decided at this point that the only solution was the Coast Guard Auxiliary which of course is a volunteer organization of civilians who work for the Coast Guard in a no-pay status to perform certain Coast Guard functions.  The Coast Guard Auxiliary in the New York area was about four thousand strong.  We worked through the commodore and Vice Commodore Bob Didio, who worked with us in great detail.  We wound up with 110 Auxiliary vessels.  We called them into active duty fully manned by Auxiliary crews to control traffic in Long Island Sound and New York harbor and its approaches.  On its own the Auxiliary with its own money went over to New Jersey and rented a large pier to tie these vessels up at.  They provided at their own expense a catered mess hall that would serve a thousand people at a time.  They provided their own communications center, a complete engine repair facility, a complete electronics repair facility, an emergency drydocking facility, a medical outpatient facility with an ambulance crew available twenty-four hours a day, and a firefighting capability.  All of this the Auxiliary did entirely by themselves; it did not cost the taxpayers one penny.  We also used Coast Guard Reserve personnel whenever we could, calling them up to active duty for limited purposes.


In September, 1975, the thing had grown enough so that I wanted to borrow the EAGLE from the academy to use for public relations in New York.  The academy immediately said, “The ship is there and she is available and you are more than welcome to it, but when it’s off season we don’t have a crew to man her.  So you can’t have her.”  I said, “That’s fine; I’ve got the crew.”  This rather dumfounded them, but I had a commander on my staff who had been her executive officer.  He, auxiliarists, and reservists went up to New London and manned it for about two and a half weeks.  We kept her in New York, using her for promotion purposes.  During that period I’ve forgotten how many people we took on board but the average was better than ten thousand a day.  Visitors would be taken through the ship, and then were a lot of special programs for select groups that we hoped would be major contributors to Operation Sail.  It worked very well and it proved to me that if people have enough dedication, they can do things that other people would say was impossible because here was a complete pick-up crew manning a ship as complex as that without any difficulty.


To go back to the board for a minute.  Fund raising and the finances were primarily Mr. Howard Slotnick’s prerogative; he developed all sorts of programs to raise money.  Of course at every level of contribution the individual contributing got some benefit.  As an example, if you contributed over a thousand dollars, that would get you a seat on a Staten Island ferry boat to view the parade.  We had made an arrangement to take over the Staten Island Ferry Service for the day and use their boats.  Mr. Fullerton did promotion material, and he came up with one basic ground rule which really paid off:  Operation Sail would authorize promotions but would not pay for anything.  If you wanted to sell a product, you could use our logo and pay us a percentage of the fee, provided we approved of it.  But we had no involvement in any contracts to provide anything and therefore could not be liable for anything.  The catalogue or program for instance sold for $3.00; we got $1.00 out of it.  But we never put anything into it.


[Were you incorporated as a non-profit organization?]


Yes.  We were incorporated under the laws of New York State.  The other ex officio member of our group was Harry Allendorfer who at that time was Jack Warner’s assistant on the American Revolutionary Bicentennial Association (ARBA).  Harry used to come up to every board meeting and give us input from that.  The actual tax dollars that went into the program were from ARBA.  We did get $70,000 from them.  Harry is now the head of the maritime section of the National Historical Trust in Washington.  Mr. Leon Robey did an awful lot of publicity work; he was a New York newspaperman who did a tremendous job there.  Leon Shirtler was involved.  He was actually a federal employee, but he was not involved in that status.  He did it strictly as a private affair.    


[Did Walter Cronkite take an active role during this time?]


He fitted into it during the last six months pretty much.  Of course he has always been interested in sailing.  Alex Salm who was a former commodore of the New York Yacht Club was able to provide a lot of contacts from that source.


In January, 1975, the Navy decided that this would also be a good opportunity to hold a naval review.  There was some confusion at the beginning, but that got resolved, and it worked out very agreeably so that the naval vessels would form a backdrop to Operation Sail, which of course is what eventually happened.  So beginning at this point I now had the added responsibility of coordinating what the Navy was doing, what Op Sail was doing, and what the Coast Guard was doing because the Coast Guard would be in overall control of both the Navy and Op Sail.  The naval program eventually wound up with sixty-five naval vessels from thirty-seven nations.  Of course, this compounded all of the logistics problems because now we had to worry about all of these ships as well as our sailing vessels; there were many thousands more people to deal with and so on.  Vice Admiral Jack Shanahan was commander of the 2nd Fleet.  He was the naval officer in charge of the naval review.  Jack Shanahan had also been my running mate in Vietnam because he was the task force commander for Markettime Operation.  So we had known each other fairly well; this was very beneficial to me.


Initially it was a little difficult to get other government agencies involved in it to make them realize what was going to happen.  I can recall my initial dealings with the Federal Aviation Administration.  Their initial reaction was, “Well if you people are going to run a few boats around the harbor go ahead and do it; it doesn’t affect us.”  I called up my friend out at Kennedy Airport one day and said, “Are you aware of the fact that there is an organization in New Jersey that has chartered 727’s and is selling tickets to fly these aircraft at five hundred feet up and down the Hudson River?”  At that point the FAA became very much interested, and we set up another little task force there with a Coast Guard aviator to help them.  We had to have a complete air traffic control pattern.  This was relatively simpler; it was just a race track pattern, but nonetheless it had to be set up.  It had to be published and notices sent to airmen and everything else. 

We then got involved with Walt Disney.  Macy’s Department Store has for decades provided the Fourth of July fireworks display for New York City as their contribution to the community, and they were going to do it again this year.  Of course it was to be bigger and better than had ever been done before.  I was told that the actual dollar value of the fireworks that went off in an eleven minute period was $425,000.  But you now had a problem because you had this going on in the middle of a tremendous crowd and a large group of vessels.  The Coast Guard expertise in handling ammunition, explosives, and so on plus our knowledge of marine affairs was very valuable.  We set up another little task force that worked directly with these people, and set up that whole operation.  

As we progressed in this thing we began to realize that crowd control would be quite important, and it was with a great deal of reluctance initially but finally the New York City police and fire departments did agree that we would close off certain portions of Manhattan Island.  This had never been done before in the history of New York.


I would say that by the time this thing had less than a year to go, we were meeting once a week.  The last six months we met two to three times a week.  The last six weeks we met every morning at seven o’clock--that is the board of directors, to resolve problems.  Because when you get all through with this thing, you realize that you are dealing with an operation that is a hell of a lot bigger than the invasion of Normandy in terms of the people involved, the logistics, and so on.


Our basic operating plan was, from Newport on, to bring the ships into New York that were all gathered at Newport.  They would come into New York in two groups.  The smaller vessels that could pass under the bridges would go through Long Island Sound, through the East River into New York Harbor and then to anchorages in Gravesend Bay.  The larger group, which was basically the sixteen tall ships, would travel outside, come south of Long Island and have to cross during the night of the 2nd of July from the Long Island to the New Jersey side because beginning at midnight on the 2nd, the sixty-five naval vessels would be coming in toward Ambrose, and they had to be south of them.  Then they would come into an anchorage at Sandy Hook.  The naval vessels would come in from the sea in a column on the morning of the 3rd, would proceed up the Hudson River and anchor on both sides of the river all the way up.  The first one was anchored just north of the Verrazano Bridge, and the last one just south of the George Washington Bridge.  There were two continuous lines of naval vessels all the way up.  Then the actual parade of the sailing ships would begin early on the morning of the 4th with the ships at Sandy Hook proceeding up through the Chapel Hill Channel, past Gravesend Bay anchorage.  After they passed under the Verrazano Bridge, the ships in Gravesend Bay would fall in behind them, and they would go all the way up to about four miles north of the George Washington Bridge, make a turn, come back down, start into the piers on the Manhattan side with a few of them going to Staten Island.  Then at the same time the naval vessels would get underway at the end of the afternoon of the 4th and move into the piers on Manhattan and Staten Island.  So we were moving, just among the ships that were involved in the parade, 270 vessels at one time in New York Harbor.  The Coast Guard has maintained complete surveillance of all of New York Harbor and had statistics, and the highest movement that had ever occurred in all of New York Harbor, all the way out to Long Island Sound, was 105.  And we were going to be pushing our 270 just in the Hudson River at one time.


We had such problems at this, for instance:  one section of the channel had shoaled in, and we had to get the Corps of Engineers to do a dredging project for us before this began.  We had to do a lot work on the piers.  We had to come up with 105 “camels;” “camels” are the logs that lie between the ship and the pier to keep the side of the ship from rubbing against the pier.  We had to find them, get them rigged, get somebody to agree to send a tugboat and tow them, and then get work crews to put them in place, and so on.  We had to get gangways for literally hundreds of ships.


Time wise in the operation the maximum deviation we ran into from predetermined time of events was four minutes.  We did have a deviation of four minutes in the time that the lead ship, which was the EAGLE, made her turn at the north end above the George Washington Bridge.  Now in order to control this we set up a four hundred yard wide channel that ran the entire length of the Hudson River.  We used the auxiliary boats, especially marked so they could be easily identified, one at every five hundred yards on both sides of that channel all the way up.  Every mile there was an additional back-up boat to handle emergency conditions.  The anchorages were these vessels were located had to be patrolled on a twenty-four-a-day basis.  This was where the hundred-plus auxiliary boats and crews were used.


The next major problem that we had was in educating the public.  We got together with the New York newspapers and with many of the yachting magazines and other publications and got them to agree to print in advance a complete schedule of what was going to happen.  I think this was one of the big contributing factors to the safety of the operation because literally millions of people had these things that contained the complete charts, the descriptions and everything else so that the small boatman could take one of them with him and know what was going on.  In order to do this I had to convince everybody that this thing was going to be locked in concrete months beforehand, and nobody was going to make a change because it was all keyed to this advertising campaign to make the public aware.  Everyone in Op Sail agreed without batting an eye.  I had some discussions with Admiral Kidd, who was commander in chief of the Atlantic Fleet at that time, and had his cooperation.  We couldn’t get much cooperation out of the White House until at the last minute we finally sent a group to Washington and just laid it right on the line that the President would have to go along with it.  They had been given the opportunity to say their say-so some time before, and they finally understood that for his safety it was the only way to go, and they agreed to it.  So we had no problems that way.


[What specifically was the problem with the White House?]


They wanted to change his schedule, not him personally, but we talked to his aides and they wished to change his schedule at the last moment.  We convinced them that they couldn’t do that.


By March 1 we were anticipating millions of observers.  Of course the best of the head counts there were about twelve million people who saw this thing.


[Did that include the TV audience?]


No.  These were the visual spectators.  There were thirty thousand small craft in New York Harbor.  In spite of this, as far as the Coast Guard records show and maritime safety is concerned, it was the safest weekend in the history of New York City since World War II.  But I do lay most of that to the cooperation of the news media and the magazines in publishing this material.


[What was the Coast Guard’s general attitude toward what was going on?]


Up until the last few weeks, although I had come to Washington several times and briefed the commandant, they were very politely interested, and if Perkins wanted to play with that little thing in New York he was welcome to, but they didn’t want to get involved.  At the last minute when it became apparent that it was going to be a national event, there was a move to take control from me, and I resisted that and finally put it down that there was no point in changing horses that late in the game.  The commandant was a participant but he was only a participant.  He had nothing to say about this operation.


Of course we had to work very closely with the Academy and the EAGLE because in putting this whole package together I had to control her operation a year beforehand and throughout that entire summer in terms of where she would visit and so on.  It was a tough decision because the EAGLE is billed as a training aid.  She’s been a lot more than that in my mind all of my life; she has been a public relations tool.  Of course the Academy, very properly so, views her as ninety-nine percent training and one percent public relations.  I had to convince Admiral Jenkins--and fortunately he was a good friend of mine--that for this one summer she was ninety-nine percent public relations and my tool; if he could carry on training around my program he was welcome to.  We worked out an agreement where I’m sure the training was not as effective as he would have liked to have had, but the free advertising he got more than made up for it.


Of course, one question came up about putting the stripe on the EAGLE, the so-called visual identification slash.  For years she had been the only Coast Guard vessels that did not carry that marking on the grounds that it was inappropriate for a sailing vessel.  This is not correct because if you look at photographs of sailing vessels, they have always carried the owner’s name or something like that on them.  I finally convinced them, and we put the slash on it.  Of course, it paid tremendous dividends because the millions of people who saw this thing on television could only identify the EAGLE.  She had the Coast Guard name and the mark right on her, and she has kept that from then on.


We did have a large reception and awards ceremony after the vessels arrived in New York.  I think it was on the evening of July 5.  One of the principal awards in this ceremony is a little footnote in history.  There are five of these tall ships that are called the five sisters.  The reason for it is that they were all built in German yards of Blohm and Voss from the same plans.  The first two are the EAGLE which was built as the German HORST WESSEL and the Portuguese SAGERS which was built at the same time and after the war had been given to Brazil and then eventually sold to the Portuguese.  The MIRCEA was built in the 1930’s for Romania and has always been a Romanian vessel.  The fourth one had been built in the 1930’s and had been taken as a war prize from the Germans and used by the Russian Navy as the TOVARISTSCH.  Then in 1958 the Germans dusted off the plans and built their own GORCH FOCK in the same yard on the same plans, although she is almost two decades later than the others.  What is interesting in terms of consecutive hull numbers is that the battleship BISMARK and the EAGLE are consecutive Blohm and Voss hull numbers built in the same yard.  There was a prize put up for these five ships on the race from Bermuda to Newport, and the German GORCH FOCK won the race.  This did OP Sail a lot of good because the Captain of the GORCH FOCK is a very publicity-oriented individual and did quite a job of publicity on his vessel.  He recognized the value of publicity as far as his ship was concerned in a foreign port, perhaps more than any of the others.


The one major problem that we had in the actual handling of the ships was with the two Russian vessels, the TOVARISTSCH that I previously mentioned and the KRUZENSHTERN.  The KRUZENSHTERN is also a very historically interesting ship.  She was built as the last all-sail cargo ship in the world.  She was built in Germany, in Hamburg, I believe, in 1926.  She was operated by the Flying P line up to the beginning of World War II.  She was taken over by the Russian Bureau of Merchant Marine and Fisheries and converted into a training ship after the war.  If you look at the ships, she’s obviously quite different.  She’s much larger and heavily constructed because she was built as a cargo carrier.  The Russians when they came into New York were very much concerned because a few days before their arrival we had the unfortunate incident at the Russian apartment complex in the Bronx where somebody shot the building up with a machine gun.  There had also been the dropping of the bomb outside the Russian Counselor office in Manhattan.  We tried to talk the Russians into coming into port.  We went aboard the vessel the KRUZENSHTERN the night before and spent about three hours talking with them.  The rationale they gave to me was entirely acceptable.  They said, “If we come into port and there is another one of these incidents, it is simply going to spoil your bicentennial ceremony.”  Therefore, they participated in the parade on the 4th of July, and after the parade instead of going into the piers and mooring, they anchored in the East River, stayed that night in the East River and left the next morning.  They went back to the Soviet Union.  So those two ships were in only the parade and did not participate in any of the activities.

The shore side activities were pretty much controlled by Angier Biddle Duke was also at one time an assistant secretary of state for protocol.  He was placed in charge of all the shore activities by Mayor Beam of the city of New York and did an excellent job.


After it was all over, Operation Sail wound up with a profit of somewhere around a third of a million dollars.  To this day souvenirs and memorabilia continue to be produced and sold under the trade name of Operation Sail, and we continue to get a profit from this.  We actually disestablished the corporation in January, 1977, and turned all of our assets including these continuing profits over to the National Historical Trust.  So they have the funds.


[You mentioned one time an incident that took place when you went out to the ships while they were anchored off New York Harbor.]

Yes.  But before I get into that, there were a couple of other problems that do periodically pop up in the news, so I will bring them up.  One was the question of the Chilean vessel ESMERALDA.  There were stories going around--and I use that word because I have never seen any confirmation--that at one point several years before the ESMERALDA at a Chilean port had been used for a brief period to incarcerate some political prisoners of the Chilean government.  As a result of that there were among some of the more vocal groups of people in our population rather strong sentiments about the ESMERALDA, referring to her as a prison ship and that she should not be allowed to participate in our bicentennial.  I thought all of this was completely out of context because she came as a representative of a government that had absolutely nothing to do with that.  There was talk of boycotting and all of this; none of it ever materialized.  The second incident concerned the GLORIA from Columbia.  She came into this country and stopped in Charleston, South Carolina, at first and was carrying drugs.  I say that because they actually removed a very small quantity of drugs from one crew member.  She was a naval vessel and as such was not subject to search.  Therefore, we could do nothing about it except accept the word of the commanding officer.  This situation was also blown all out of proportion by the newspapers.  There is no evidence of any involvement except by this one crew member.

There was of course a minor collision at the start of the race in Bermuda between some of the ships.  LIBERTAD and ESMERALDA were involved.  The LIBERTAD was traveling much faster than the ESMERALDA and passed windward of her and was cutting off her wind.  Then she slid down across her bow and hooked her forestay and pulled her foretopmast down.  By the time ESMERALDA reached Newport four days later all of the dimensions of her damaged parts had been sent to the Mystic Mariners Museum, and they had fabricated new spars and had them on the dock waiting for her.  So she was re-rigged and ready to go when she left for New York two days later.  

We took a complete briefing team--naval personnel for the international naval review, Coast Guard and Op Sail personnel for Op Sail, customs inspectors, immigration authorities--and flew them to Bermuda.  We gave all of the ships’ masters all of their briefings and instructions and everything--all of the books, charts, and cleared them for customs in Bermuda before they ever arrived in this country.  All of that was behind them.  

We had to move the barges for the fireworks display in the harbor and get them in position that night with all of the thousands of small craft in the channel and then clear them out of the way so the fireworks could be set off.  It was basically a semi-circular display with six sites focused toward Manhattan Island so the people on Manhattan would get the best view.  In the center of this semi-circle was the Statue of Liberty.  We had one site on Ellis Island, one on a barge between Ellis and Liberty, one on Liberty, two between Liberty and Governors, and one site on Governors Island.  The whole thing was tied to a musical score which we got two AM and one FM station to broadcast.  So wherever you were in New York, if you had a portable radio you could turn it on, and the sequence of the firing was actually timed to the music.  You could watch this thing and listen to the music at the same time.


One of the unfortunate aftereffects of Op Sail was that the film we had produced was a total failure.  They had hired, and IBM had paid $80,000 to Operation Sail.  It is a beautiful film; he did an outstanding job.  The Op Sail board was so pleased with him that they hired him again and gave him carte blanche to photograph the actual event and then after the fact produce another film.  The second film was a total failure.  He had the footage--I’ve seen all of his footage and it’s absolutely beautiful--but he did not take the pains to write a musical score and a narrative to go with it to explain what you are looking at.

[Why?]

I guess he felt that it was over with and it wasn’t worth the effort.  And it is rather unfortunate because it is the official film record of Op Sail, and it is a rather poor film; I don’t believe it was ever distributed.  The first one received very wide distribution.  The second one I’ve seen, but I don’t think it’s ever been distributed.


I retired on August 1, following Op Sail.  I got called back to duty a couple of times to wind up Op Sail affairs.


[Were there any incidents or anecdotes that you remember?]


The only one I heard had a slight ethnic background, and if no one will be offended, I will tell it.  We used a British destroyer at Bermuda to mark the starting line.  The starting line was not long enough; that was the problem; everybody was crowded into too small a space.  They did not realize they were not starting a group of yachts; they were starting three thousand ton ships.  There was an Italian yawl, about a 70-footer, named POLARA that was manned by a crew of young Italian naval officers.  There were eleven of them who had come across to Bermuda and joined the fleet, a very nice group.  In the start she got pressed down against the destroyer.  He did not get his boom rigged in quick enough, and he put the end of his boom through the side of the destroyer.  It just popped a little hole in her; it wasn’t anything serious.  He kept on going, and I guess the British welded a little plate over it and forgot it; it was not a major incident.  But nonetheless he was involved in a minor collision.  After the ships arrived in Newport, the gentlemen of the press were very interested in talking to the masters of the two vessels that had been involved in the collision, and we had a little conference for them.  In the course of it somebody mentioned the lieutenant from Italy that had a minor scrape with the destroyer.  So one of the press people turned to the lieutenant and said, “Well, what was your reaction to that situation?”  The lieutenant drew himself up to his full height and with a great beaming expression on his face said, “Magnificent, superb.  I did what no Italian naval officer has done in a hundred years; I put a hole in a British warship.”


[What about the spectacular view of the tall ships anchored outside of New York harbor?]

That was the night of the 3rd of July.  By then things were fairly well organized; all of the ships were anchored.  Walter Cronkite came over to Governors Island; he had his wife and daughter with him and wanted to take a look at what was going on.  I had to go down to the KRUZENSHTERN to talk to them about their problem.  So we jumped into the 42-footer and ran on down to the bay.  From Governors Bay it’s almost an hours run to Sandy Hook.  You go down through the narrows to Chapel Hill Channel.  By the time we arrived at Sandy Hook it was almost the end of twilight, and all of the pleasure boats that had been there all day long circling these ships and viewing them had gone home.  In the twilight there was nothing but the tall ships anchored there.  It made me think so much of pictures you’ve seen taken a hundred years ago of the sailing ships anchored at the ports of Australia or perhaps in San Francisco Bay.  It was absolutely still; there wasn’t a breath of air or any sound.  We just shut off the engines a few minutes and drifted to watch; it was so beautiful.  Of course very shortly it was dark and that was it.


There were no serious problems other than the ones I have mentioned.  I was located in the command post; we had a complete command post set on Governors Island with the captain of the port who was Captain James Fleishell.  We had set up three televisions because Mr. Cronkite had told us how much time the networks were going to monitor this.  We found that extremely useful because most of the time between the networks we could actually see what was going on.  I don’t take this on myself as credit but primarily on the people who worked under me--that is the Coast Guard people and the Captain of the Port’s officer.  During that entire day, although I was in operational control, I never issued an order.  I never had to because everything went just exactly like it was supposed to.  As I said, the EAGLE was four minutes late in her turn, but she picked that time up coming back down the river and there was no problem whatsoever.


I don’t think anything like it will ever be attempted again.  The Russians are talking about doing a much smaller version in 1980 in connection with the sailing Olympics.  Of course there are six of these ships that come from the Baltic, so they are guaranteed those six right off, and possibly the EAGLE will go to Russia.  But to have 224 of them--you don’t realize that there are that many until you get involved in it.

[Are most of them in regular use, or are they primarily museum pieces?]

No.  Most of them are in regular use.  GAZELA/PRIMEIRO was a museum piece.  She was the Portuguese Grand Banks salt fisherman that had sailed the Grand Banks for some ninety years.  She had been sold and bought by the Philadelphia Museum and was used as a museum piece.  For the bicentennial they re-outfitted her and re-equipped her and sent her to sea.  There were a lot of problems because of course she had to get a Coast Guard certificate, and a hundred year old Portuguese bark is rather hard to certificate in accordance with modern American law, but we were finally able to.  What is interesting is that once she was back in operation, she now continues as a sail training ship.  She was here in Norfolk not too many weeks ago.


    [I would think there would be quite a demand for sailing vessels as tourist attractions.]

Well, you have to remember that our definition of a sail training ship is a ship that is used to train people in the handling of sail.  It isn’t just a yacht; it actually has to be a sail training ship.  As I said, we found 224 of them and there were many that could not come.  So probably on a worldwide basis there may be as many as three hundred of these ships.  


So that about concludes my career in the Coast Guard.  As I said, I retired in August, 1976, and I’ve been back a couple of times on short projects to wrap up Op Sail, and that’s about it.


[You commented on the safety requirements of shipping.  Do you have any background on when these requirements began, before there was any regulation of safety aboard ships?]

Yes.  That is very easy to fix.  This is the occasion of the loss of the excursion steamer GENERAL SLOCUM in New York’s East River with more than two thousand lives; I think this was in 1854.  That was the first time the federal government got into regulating the manning and material of a steam vessel.


[What about the more stringent requirements they now have for pleasure craft?]


There have been very minimal requirements of the recreational boating field for decades.  Much of this was consolidated into a document called “The Motorboat Act of 1940” which first prescribed lights, fog signals, life jackets and things of this nature.  That gets amplified through public law and through federal regulations from time to time and has seen quite an expansion beginning with the beginning sudden growth of recreational boating after the Korean War.


[I also wanted to ask you if you had any further comments concerning women in the Coast Guard?]


The Coast Guard started out with women at the beginning of World War II.  The organization was known then as the SPARS.  Dorothy Straton was the head of it; she was the president of one of the so-called big seven women’s colleges, and I can’t remember which one.  The SPARS had both enlisted and commissioned ranks.  The SPAR cadets for commission were trained at the Coast Guard Academy through World War II in the same facility the regular cadets were trained at.  


[Did they go to sea just as any other cadet?]


No.  At that point they went to sea only for indoctrination purposes; they were primarily into personnel work, administrative duties.  Communications was a field a lot them used.  After the war the SPAR program ceased to acquire any new personnel.  Most of them had been separated at the end of the war.  The few that remained were left, and all through the 1950’s this number kept getting smaller.  I do remember a second class SPAR yeoman in the early 1970’s and a warrant officer named Betty Splaine who was in Washington.  She is now retired and works for the Department of Transportation.  There was a commander named Laura Daily who was a lawyer up in New York and she’s retired.  When those three or four people retired, that was to be the end of women in the Coast Guard.  In 1971 I think they finally woke up to the fact that this was not the way to run a railroad and that women did have a tremendous amount to offer the Coast Guard, and they reopened the service to women, both in the commissioned and enlisted ranks.  I don’t know the numbers now, but there are a good many.  Of course, the problem they have now is that there isn’t one who has been here more than six years.  There isn’t an enlisted woman above an E-6 for the same reason.  So it’s going to take time to move these people on up.


[I thought you had commented previously that they went to sea.]


They do.  The Coast Guard has historically carried women on its ships, not necessarily Coast Guard women, but any women who could contribute to the operation.  Primarily where I have run into them is in our oceanographic and scientific work.  If you had a professor who was an expert in the field, the fact that she was a woman made no difference; she went on the trip.


[The reason I asked was because there has been such a controversy in the past months over the Navy allowing women aboard their ships.]


But there again the press distorts it because the Navy for a hundred years since the Civil War has had women on their ships in the nurses on the naval hospital ships.  They have been right in the middle of it along with everybody else.  When you are in combat does it make any difference if you are wearing a nurse’s uniform or a line officer’s uniform?  I don’t think so.  I think the controversy is taken completely out of context; it’s the press trying to stir something up more than anything else.  In the Coast Guard today we have women who are coxswains on rescue boats, women who are aircraft commanders of our helicopters; I don’t see any problem with it.  The one problem that is practical thing you have to face is the fact that many of our older facilities are not equipped, and until you can make the alterations you have problems.  We had a case earlier where headquarters assigned a woman to the search and rescue station at Cape May, New Jersey.  The officer in charge of the station in the spirit of everything did the best he could, but the only place he could provide her facilities was to give her the crew’s recreation room.  So the crew’s rec room was closed to make a separate bedroom for her, and the crew had no rec room.  Nobody had thought that if you are going to start putting women on this old station, you had to make a few changes to give her a little privacy.  But our newer ships are all built so that this is no problem at all.   


[When you were on search and rescue in Alaska, you were just across the Bering Strait from Russia; did you have any contact or problems with the Soviet Union?]


We had no problems.  Of course when we visited Diomede we were right across from them; the strait there is only two miles wide.  Although we did not meet any of the Russians, at that period of time there was an exchange back and forth.  When there was no U.S. government representative around they felt free to visit their friends across the way.  I remember at sea we bumped into a Russian submarine one day.  He was going about his business and we continued ours; it was in international waters.  Other than that I don’t believe there was any involvement.
