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Interview

SWIFT BOATS IN OPERATION M

Before 1965, 70 percent of enemy
supplies were being infiltrated by sea.
But a coastal surveillance and patrol
force cut that flow to a trickle.

As told by Raul Herrera

the North Vietnamese Army and the Viet Cong

were supplied first by porters and bearers, and
then by trucks and oil pipelines, via the Ho Chi Minh
Trail. Throughout the conflict, various unsuccessful
attempts were made to cut this flow of men and ma-
teriel coming from the North.

Initially, another important source of supply was
the coastal inlets and inland waterways of South
Vietnam. An array of vessels, including sampans and
junks, delivered much-needed supplies to the North
Vietnamese Army (NVA) and Viet Cong (VC). The
meandering 1,200-mile coastline of South Vietnam
was perfect for Communist vessels trying to slip past
allied patrol craft monitoring the coastal areas.

To interrupt the stream of supplies arriving in South
Vietnam via the South China Sea, the United States
initiated Operation Market Time in March 1965. A
task group—comprised of radar picket destroyers,
ocean and coastal minesweepers, U.S. and South Viet-

D uring the Vietnam War it was well known that
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RKET TIME

After resupplying from the tender Bering Strait,
a.PCF (patrol craft, fast) and a PBR (patrol
boat, river) move out on patrol in Market Time
Sunset, by Thomas Opilla (courtesy of Thomas
Opilla). INSET: Raul Herrera behind twin
.50-caliber guns aboard a Swift boat near Cape
Batangan (courtesy of Raul Hervera).
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Herrera: PCF stood for “patrol craft, fast.” Because of their ma-
neuverability, they were referred to as Swift boats, or just Swifts.
The crew consisted of a skipper—usually a lieutenant junior
grade—a boatswain’s mate, an engineman, a gunner’s mate, a
radio-radarman and a seaman, or deckhand. Swifts resembled
miniature tugboats. The Navy got the idea from companies op-
erating offshore oil rigs in the Gulf of Mexico. They would trans-
port supplies, equipment and personnel to and from shore.
Sewart Seacraft of Berwick, Louisiana, was chosen to build the
boats at an estimated cost of $75,000 per boat. The Swifts had
twin V-12 Detroit diesel engines and were capable of a top speed
of 28 knots. They were constructed from an aluminum alloy and
could easily operate in less than 5 feet of water. The shallow
draft is one of the main reasons the Navy selected these vessels,
because they wanted to use them in the
shallow waterways along South Vietnam’s
coastline. But don’t let their small size fool
you—the Swifts were heavily armed. A
gun tub was placed above and behind the
pilothouse and equipped with twin .50-
caliber machine guns. In the afterdeck, on
the fantail, there was an 8lmm mortar
with a single .50 caliber attached t it in
piggyback fashion.

Vietnam: That’s quite an impressive array
of armament.

Herrera: In addition to those weapons,
we had M-79 grenade launchers; frag-
mentation, incendiary and concussion gre-
nades; AR-15s, shotguns, .38- and .45-cal-
iber pistols. Also, we were equipped with
radar, sea-to-shore radio and a PRC-25
field radio.

Vietnam: What Swift boat were you as-
signed to, and what type of training did
you have to complete?

Herrera: PCF-79 was my boat. [ had to
go through SERE training. SERE is an
acronym for survival, evasion, resistance
and escape. My training started on Febru-
ary 6, 1967, at the Fleet Airborne Elec-
tronics Training Unit, Pacific Detachment,
Whidbey Island, Oak Harbor, Washing-
ton. It was a two-part program. The first
phase was in the classroom. This included
moral aspects and code of conduct, sur-
vival psychology, area survival (tropics, des-
ert, etc.), sea and seashore survival, edible
foods, survival medicine, land travel, cam-
ouflage and evasion, Geneva Convention,
Communist indoctrination, and resistance
and escape for prisoners of war. The second
phase consisted of land navigation, day eva-
sion, compound exercise and interrogation.
Vietnam: Describe the duties of the crew
on a Swift boat.

Herrera: Everyone in our crew had a
nickname, and they were all real good at
what they did. First, the skipper, Lt. j.g.
Edward ]. Bergin, was responsible for the
boat and crew. Also, he was ordered to
carry out the duties involved in Operation
Market Time. Bobby Don Carver, or
“Boats,” was a boatswain’s mate second
class. He was responsible for the opera-
tional maintenance and upkeep of our
Swift. Carver was a true salt of the sea. He
had tattoos of a naked, long-legged beauty
on one bicep, two sparrows on his upper
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COURTESY OF AALL HERRERA

TOP: As part of a Chieu Hoi (“open arms”) m
a Navy river patrol vessel broadcasts an entreaty to his comrades to surrender. ABOVE:
Herrera beside PCF-79, while she undergoes routine maintenance at Da Nang. The crew
kept PCF-79 maintained so well that “she could have served as flagship quarters.”

chest, and an anchor chain on his right wrist. And he was
tough! We scraped and painted from stem to stern. Also, we
stripped, shellacked and varnished every inch of that boat until
she shone. We had intricate rope weaving on the support posts
and handrails inside the cabin as well. She looked real nice. So
nice, in fact, she could have served as flagship quarters.
Vietnam: Who else was in your crew?

Herrera: Our engineman was Seaman 2nd Class Ronald .
Rinehart. “Porky,” as he was called, worked long hours in the “snipe
locker” (engine compartment), maintaining the twin V-12 die-
sel engines and the generator after our patrols. And he never asked
for any assistance. Gunner’s Mate 3rd Class Robert ]. Middleton,
nicknamed “Gunner,” cleaned and oiled all the weapons. Extra
special care was given them due to the salt and ocean spray, for
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