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By Eric R. Harvey

The Mobile Riverine Force & the Battle for the Mekong 

 O ne of    the most successful US campaigns during the war in 
Vietnam was conducted by army and navy riverine forces in the 
Mekong River delta. Those forces won a signifi cant operational 

victory, a fact lost within the larger political crises then already surrounding 
the war. Militarily the American operations in the Mekong were conducted 
deftly, causing a steady decline in the Viet Cong presence and infl uence 
throughout the region. When the Tet Offensive was launched by the commu-
nists in January 1968, their temporary gains were the most anemic in the delta. 

The foundation of that success was the US Mobile Riverine Force (MRF), 
conceived by the army in 1965 as a means to cut the Viet Cong’s supply routes 
along the Mekong. Interestingly, the concept was drawn from the army’s 
experience during the American Civil War, when riverine operations fi rst came 
into their own and directly contributed to the defeat of the Confederacy. 

What became the MRF was initially formed in December 1965 as Task Force 
116, at fi rst comprising just 10 coastal craft (known as PBR for Patrol Boat 
River) operating in two-boat teams that patrolled about 10 miles of the Mekong 
and its distributaries. (A “distributary” is a waterway fl owing inland from the 
main river, as opposed to a “tributary,” which carries water to the main river.) 

Most of the MRF patrols were at night. In fact, only one patrol, just two 
boats operating within sight (or radar range) of each other, was necessary dur-
ing daylight hours (a standard patrol lasted 12 hours). The effect of the “brown 
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water” addition to the war effort was 
immediate: it began to impede VC 
movement and supply along the river 
wherever it was applied. The MRF was 
therefore expanded in 1966 with “swift 
boats” and larger (31 foot) Mark II PBR   
(known as “Hatteras Hulls,” which 
had bows more like those of yachts, 
allowing for more maneuverability in 
narrow waters). The VC response was 
to increase their use of contact mines 
in the waters of the delta, damaging 
numerous ships and even sinking an 
ARVN minesweeper, one of several 
brought into the Mekong in response 
to that new communist threat. 

There had initially been no infantry 
component to Task Force 116 beyond 
some South Vietnamese Marines and 
a battalion of US Marines (1st/5th),
which were used for occasional forays 
inland searching for Viet Cong base 
camps. US intelligence then began to 
discern the VC presence in the area 
was growing larger and becoming 
better equipped. By mid-1966 the 
estimate of VC strength in the delta 
was put at 80,000 combatants. More 
alarmingly, those VC were as well 
equipped as the North Vietnamese 
Army, and they were beginning to 
present a danger to Saigon and the 
surrounding rice-producing region. 

For that reason Task Force 116
was expanded into the MRF, and 
was then double-designated as Task 
Force 117. That coincided with the 
reactivation of 9th Infantry Division and 
its assignment to the region. American 
forces had earlier been largely absent 
from the delta, but the US high 
command henceforth intended to 
go after the Viet Cong there directly. 

The MRF was then further 
augmented with transport boats called 
ATC (Armored Transport Craft), known 
colloquially among the troops as 
“Tangos.” They were lightly armored, 
and some were retrofi tted with heli-
pads, primarily for medevac missions. 
Others were armed with a variety of 
machineguns, a grenade launcher 
and a pair of 20mm cannon, making 
them formidable whether in support 
of a riverine operation or when 
ambushed by VC along the shore. 

As the VC came to understand the 
fi repower all those US boats could 
wield, they began to take them under 
fi re with recoilless rifl es and Soviet 
B-40 rockets (early versions of the 
RPG). That in turn compelled the 
Americans to add “cage armor” (a.k.a. 

“slat armor”) to the task force as a 
whole, which proved at least somewhat 
effective against such missiles. 

Taking the Fight to the Enemy

When 9th Infantry Division began 
to operate in earnest with the navy’s 
brown-water boats, those joint deploy-
ments became typical in execution 
though they were often dissimilar 
in detail. Most commonly, between 
routine ground patrols in the so-called 
“Rung-Sat Special Zone,” 35 miles 

southeast of Saigon, infantry of the 9th

would embark on ATC and helicopters. 
Mechanized ground elements of the 
division would drive inland along 
the few roads in a parallel search 
with the riverine force, all looking 
for hidden Viet Cong base camps. 

The mechanized units of the 9th

mostly operated inland to the north, 
where fi rmer ground could be found, 
but occasionally advanced south 
in support of a riverine operation 

continued on page 12 »

A Program V Monitor with added armor.

An ATC with a helipad deck added.
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Weapons of the Mekong Delta Campaign

Riverine & Coastal Vessels 
Type Typical Armament Dimensions

(length x width) ft
Draft 
(ft)

Weight
(tons)

Engines Speed
(knots)

Crew Notes

MSC (Coastal 
minesweeper) 

2 x 20mm guns 152 x 28 7 370 2 x 600 hp 14 38

PACV
(Patrol Air Cushion 
Vehicle)

2 x 50 cal MG, 1 x 40mm GL 38.8 x 23.8 - 8.5 1 x gas 
turbine

70 5 Modifi ed SK-5 hovercraft; 
40 knots speed over land.
Effective craft, espe-
cially in marshy areas, 
but high maintenance 
requirements. 

PBR 
(Patrol Boat River)

3 x 50 cal MG,
1 x 7.62mm machinegun,
1 x 40mm GL 

32 x 11.6 2.5 8.1 2 x 216 hp Mark I 
= 25,
Mark 
II = 29

4 or 5 Light and maneuver-
able, used in a 
multitude of roles.

PCF
(Patrol Craft Fast)

3 x 50 cal MG, 
1 x 81mm mortar 

51 x 15 3.5 22.2 2 x 480 hp 28 6  “Swift Boat”.

PG
(Patrol Gunboat)

1 x 3 inch gun, 1 x 40mm 
gun, 2 x 50 cal MG

165 x 24 6.5 1 x gas 
turbine, 2 
x diesels

35 24

PGH
(Patrol Gunboat 
Hydrofoil)

1 x 40mm gun, 4 x 50 cal 
MG, 1 x 81mm mortar

72 x 19.5 4.5 58 1 x 3050 hp, 
1 x 150 hp

50+ 13 Hydrofoil.

WHEC (Coast 
Guard High 
Endurance Cutter)

1 x 5 inch gun, 2 x.50 
cal MG, Browning MG, 
2 x torpedo tubes, depth 
charges, 2 x parachute fl are 
mortars

327 x 41 12.5 1,978 4 x ? hp 19.5 146 Coast Guard large craft, 
Includes a helicopter 
deck. Sometimes 
referred to as frigates.

WPB
(Coast Guard 
Patrol Boat)

1 x 20mm gun, 5 x 50 cal 
MG, 1 x 81mm mortar

 82 x 17 6.0 77 2 x 1200 hp 17 11 Coast Guard cutter.

Additional Notes

For DER, WHEC & WPB there were 
different classes; the specifi ca-
tions are for typical models.

Numerous confi gurations existed for 
armaments. Crewmembers were also 
heavily armed with personal weapons, 
grenade launchers, shotguns and light 
machineguns. Additionally, the vessels 
were equipped with surface search radar, 
spotlights and night vision scopes.

US Navy designations use some combination 
of letters indicating the purpose and 
capabilities of a ship. The Coast Guard uses 
the same system, but prefaced with “W.” 

Abbreviations

AAM: air to air missiles
Cal: caliber
FT: fl amethrower
GL: grenade launcher
MG: machinegun
RL: rocket launcher
RR: Recoilless rifl e

— Joseph Miranda          

US Aircraft

Model Type Armament Speed 
(knots)

Range

AC-47 “Puff the 
Magic Dragon”

Fixed wing gunship 3 x 7.62mm mini-guns 160 1,500 nautical 
miles

CH-46 “Sea 
Knight”

Medium lift helicopter 1+ 7.62mm MG 140 230 nautical 
miles

F-4 “Phantom” Jet fi ghter-bomber 20mm gun, 16,000 lbs 
ordnance, various AAMs

1,307 1,400 nautical 
miles

OV-10 “Bronco” Recon and surveillance, 
close air support aircraft

4 x 7.62mm MG, 3600 
lbs ordnance 

280 230 nautical 
miles

SP-2H Neptune Long range naval 
surveillance

10,000 lbs ordnance 355 3,240 nautical 
miles

UH-1  Helicopter assault  
transport

Combinations of 7.62mm 
MGs, 2.75 inch RLs 

117 315 miles 

UH-1B  Helicopter gunship Combinations of 7.62mm MGs, 
2.75 inch RLs, 40mm GLs

110 280 miles 

Type Typical Armament Dimensions
(length x width) ft

Draft 
(ft)

Weight
(tons)

Engines Speed
(knots)

Crew Notes

APB (Self Propelled 
Barracks Ship)

8 x 40mm guns, 4 x 20mm 
guns, 10 x 7.62mm MG, 
4 x 4.2 inch mortars

328 x 50 11.1 2,189 2 x diesel 12 172 Converted LST, used in 
riverine base operations; 
berths for 990+ men; 
helicopter deck.

ARL (Repair 
Ship, Light)

6 x 40mm guns, 12 x 20mm 328 x 50 ? 2,220 2 x diesel 11 255 Converted LST, used in 
riverine base operations.

ASPB
(Assault Support 
Patrol Boat)

1-2 x 20mm guns,
2-4 7.62mm or 50 cal MG,
8 x 3.5 inch rocket launchers

50 x 15 3.75 36.5 2 x ? hp 14 6 “Alpha Boat.” Intended 
to provide fi re support 
to riverine operations. 
Purpose-built for the riv-
erine campaign, but some 
criticism for poor design.

ATC
(Armored Troop 
Carrier)

2- 3 x 20mm guns, 4 x 
7.62mm MG, 1 x 40mm GL 

56.5 x 17.5 3.5 66 2 x 225 hp 8.5 7 “Tango Boat” used 
for troop transport. 
ATC(H) version had a 
helicopter landing pad.
Some versions had 
high-powered water 
cannon for destroying 
defensive emplacements.

ATC-“Zippo” 2 x M10-8 FT, 1 x 40mm 
gun, 1-2 x 20mm guns, 1 x 
50 cal MG, 1 x 40mm GL 

60.5 x 17.5 3.5 80-90 2 x 225 hp 8 11 “Zippo boat” equipped 
with fl amethrowers.

CCB
(Command 
Communications Boat)

3 x 20mm guns, 2 x 
7.62mm MG, 4 x GL 

60.5 x 17.5 3.5 80   2 x 225 hp 8 11 Tactical HQ and 
communications. 

DER (Destroyer 
Escort, Radar)

3 x 3 inch guns, 2 x 
40mm guns, 8 x 20mm 
guns, 3 x 21 inch torpedo 
tubes, depth charges 

306.0 x 36.7 8.7 1,200 2 x 225 hp 21 186 World War II design, 
used as picket ship and 
for gunfi re support

HSSC
(Heavy SEAL 
Support Craft)

5 x 50 cal MG, 1 x 
7.62mm mini-gun, 1 x 
7.62mm MG, 1 x 81mm 
mortar, 1 x 106mm RR

56.5 x 17.5 3.5 75 2 x 225 hp 8.5 8 Support SEALs and other 
special operations

LCM
(Landing Craft 
Medium)

2 x 50 cal MG 56 x 14 3.5 64 2 x 460 hp 9 5 “Mike boat”; carry up 
to 80 troops. Also, a 
refueled version.

LSD
(Landing Ship, Dock)

1 x 5 inch gun, 12 x 40mm 
guns, 16 x 20mm guns, 

457.8 x 72 8.2 4,032 2 x ? hp 17 tons 254 Has repair capabilities; 
helicopter deck

LST
(Landing Craft, Tank)

6 x 3 inch guns, 5 
x 20mm guns

384 x 55 17 2,590 4 x 6000 hp 14 205 Mobile base ship 
for riverine craft; 
helicopter deck.

MSSC
(Medium SEAL 
Support Craft)

2-3 x 50 cal MG, 1 x 7.62mm 
mini-gun, 4 x 7.62mm 
MG, 1 x 60mm mortar

36 x 13.5 2 17 2 x 350 hp 35 5 Used to support SEAL 
and other special 
operations; transport 
up to 17 personnel.

Monitor 1 x 40mm gun, 2-3 40mm 
gun, 1 x 50 cal MG, 1 x 
7.62mm MG, 1 x 40mm 
GL, 1 x 81mm mortar

17.5 x 3.5 3.5 ? 2 x 225 hp 8 11 “Battleships” of the 
riverines, heavily 
armed and armored.

Monitor (howitzer) 1 x 105mm howitzer, 2 x 
20mm guns, 2 x 50 cal MG, 
1 x 7.62mm MG, 3 x GL

17.5 x 3.5 3.5 ? 2 x 225 hp 8 11 Fire support craft with 
Army howitzer.
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