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Evacuation security forces:
a tale of courage, ingenuity
and perseverance

by MGen R. E. Carey, J. P. Feltner
and LtCol D. A. Quinlan

Part 1 — 31 March-17 April 1975

T Four years ago this spring U.S. Marines participated in the
final agony of the fall of the Republic of Vietnam when
elements of IIl Marine Amphibious Force went aboard ships
as security forces for the evacuation of tens of thousands of
civilians from South Vietnam.

Written shortly after that humanitarian operation by of-
ficers who took part in it, this two-part article was not pub-
lished then, because the editors believed our readers had
received enough information at the time from other news
media. Nonetheless, the story is a tale of courage, ingenuity
and perseverance — a worthy part of Marine Corps history.
We offer it now as the final chapter in a series of articles
published in the GAZETTE over the past three years that have
described the last efforts of the Marine Corps in the Vietham
War: the helicopter evacuations of Phnom Penh and Saigon
and the rescue of the container ship Mayaguez off the Cambo-
dian coast.

he well-documented helicopter evacua-

tions which took place on 12 April 1975

from Phnom Penh, Cambodia and on

29 April 1975 from Saigon represented
dramatic punctuations to a more enduring
evacuation effort in which U.S. Marines and
Navy corpsmen participated. From 30 March
1975 through 23 May 1975, Marines and corps-
men from MGen Kenneth Houghton’s Third
Marine Division (3d MarDiv) were deployed
aboard U.S. Navy and Military Sealift Com-
mand (MSC) vessels to support the evacuation
effort from South Vietnam. The Marines and
corpsmen placed on board these ships provided
a stabilizing influence, quelled near riots,
distributed food and assisted in the treatment of
sick and wounded aboard the vessels.

Two Marine organizations were tasked se-
quentially with this mission: The 1st Battalion,
4th Marines which performed as a security force
in the task-organized Amphibious Evacuation
RVN Support Group from 31 March 1975 to 17
April 1975, and a composite command formed
by detachments from the regiments and separate
battalions of the 3d MarDiv which was
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designated the Amphibious Evacuation Security
Force (AESF) from 17 April to 31 May 1975.

Our purpose here is to describe the activities
and experiences of these forces which provided
security for the evacuation shipping and ad-
ministered and provided for the well-being of
over 100,000 refugees, most of whom were
South Vietnamese.

Throughout the evacuation and refugee
operations, the performance of the Marines and
corpsmen under arduous circumstances fraught
with grievous human suffering illustrated the
worth of Marine Corps training, leadership and
readiness. This story, over-shadowed as it was
by the more spectacular helicopter evacuations
of Phnom Penh and Saigon, is, nonetheless, a
tale of courage, perseverance and ingenuity — a
worthy chapter in Marine Corps history.

The degree of success of the Communist of-
fensive in March 1975 in South Vietnam was not
expected. The utter collapse of resistance in the
central highlands combined with the flight of
scores of thousands of soldiers and civilians to
the sea and followed by the rout of South Viet-
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namese forces in Military Region I came sud-
denly, unbelieveably so. The ensuing chaos
highlighted a rapidly deteriorating situation
throughout South Vietnam.

The United States reacted to these events by
providing humanitarian assistance to the Viet-
namese fleeing from the advancing Communist
forces. This assistance included rescuing
refugees from the high seas and transporting
them to areas which were at that time still under
control of the government of South Vietnam.
The involvement of forces from MGen Carl
Hoffman’s 111 Marine Amphibious Force (I1I
MAF) began on 25 March 1975.

When the warning order to support possible
evacuation operations from Danang was receiv-
ed on 25 March 1975, the Ist Battalion, 4th
Marines (1/4), commanded by LtCol C. E.
Hester, was located at its customary cantonment
on Okinawa, Camp Hansen. At the time, 1/4
was well into its predeployment training in
preparation for a scheduled relief of LtCol
George Slade’s 2d Battalion, 4th Marines (2/4)
early in May. Two/Four was then deployed as
the landing force assigned to the 31st Marine
Amphibious Unit (31st MAU) commanded by
Col J. H. Roche, which was embarked aboard
the ships of Amphibious Ready Group ‘‘Alfa”’
(ARG A).

The 31st MAU/ARG A had been on alert in
the Gulf of Thailand since 28 February awaiting
the execution signal for Operation EAGLE
PULL, the evacuation of Phnom Penh.

One/Four was a solid unit in personnel and
equipment. All officers in the rank of captain
and higher were veterans of the Vietnam War,
as were all of the staff noncommissioned of-
ficers. They led a group of well-motivated
junior officers and Marines, aided by their
dependable and experienced NCO’s.

On 27 March 1975, the 33d MAU was ac-
tivated. One/Four was assigned as the ground
combat component. The MAU’s mission was to
support the evacuation of American citizens and
other designated evacuees from Danang. The
MAU headquarters and Company D, 1/4 went
aboard the amphibious command ship Blue
Ridge (LCC 19), the flagship of RAdm Donald
E. Whitmire (Commander, Task Force 76).The
remainder of the battalion awaited the arrival of
the amphibious transport dock Dubuque
(LPD 8) which, along with the other two ships
in ARG B, had been sent to the coast of South
Vietnam. The remaining two ships, the am-
phibious cargo ship Durham (LKA 114) and the
tank landing ship Frederick (LST 1184) were at
Subic Bay. They would proceed directly to
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Evacuees awaiting sealift at Subic Bay.

South Vietnamese waters where they would link
up with the remainder of the force.

The following day LtCol Jim Kizer’s Marine
Medium Helicopter Squadron 165 (HMM 165)
was attached to the MAU as its aviation combat
component. This squadron posed a unique
problem. Its assets were distributed throughout
the western Pacific. The bulk were located at
Futema, Okinawa, but some were operating out
of Cubi Point Naval Air Station, in the Philip-
pines. In addition, none of the assigned ships
was configured to meet the needs of a squadron.
Initially, HMM 165 found itself split into four
separate detachments aboard the ships: the
largest group of helicopters (seven CH-46’s)
aboard the Dubuque, a smaller detachment
aboard the Blue Ridge (two UH-1E’s, one
CH-46) and two single-helicopter (CH-46)
detachments, one each aboard the Durham and
the Frederick.

When the original warning order was receiv-
ed, 1/4’s commander perceived his mission to be
the establishment and protection of evacuation
sites in the Danang area, an assignment which
would involve the majority of the units in a task-
organized battalion landing team (BLT). On the
30th of March, Easter Sunday, as the remaining
elements of 1/4 were boarding the Dubuque, the
complexion of the operation changed signifi-
cantly. Danang had fallen. The task force had
received new orders to sail to the vicinity of Qui
Nhon and Nha Trang to aid in humanitarian
evacuations from those locations.

The primary mission of the Marines would be
to provide internal security to the ships and
assist the refugees as best they could. This direc-
tive immediately affected the organization of
the battalion. Rather than a BLT, all that would
be required was a small battalion command
group and the four organic rifle companies.
One/Four would deploy as a ‘‘light’’ battalion
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Marine secures causeway for loading ramp.
specially tailored for the humanitarian task at
hand. The resultant frenetic embarkation re-
flected the flexibility which was to be seen time
and time again during the evacuation opera-
tions.

During the afternoon of 30 March, Blue
Ridge and Dubugque left White Beach, Okinawa
for Vietnamese waters. Aboard the Blue Ridge
were the MAU headquarters and Company D of
1/4, plus a detachment of two CH-46’s and two
UH-1E’s from HMM 165. Aboard the Dubuque
were the battalion command group; Companies
A, B and C; elements reinforcing the battalion
in the form of a detachment from the Military
Police Company, 3d MarDiv, a platoon from
the 3d Engineer Battalion, the 3d
Counterintelligence Team (3d CIT) and the 17th
Interrogator-Translator Team (17th ITT); and
HMM 165 (-) (with seven CH-46’s).

On the 31st of March, the 33d MAU was
redesignated the Amphibious Evacuation RVN
Support Group to stress the humanitarian
nature of the mission. Col D. C. Alexander,
chief of staff, 9th Marine Amphibious Brigade
(9th MAB), was assigned as the commander.
The 33d MAU had been initially formed by Col
A. M. Gray, commanding officer of the 4th
Marines. The headquarters was composed of
staff officers from his regimental headquarters,
and the 9th MAB staff nucleus. Reflecting the
rapidly changing situation, Col Gray remained
on Okinawa to reconstitute a ‘‘new”’ 33d MAU
which would be built around BLT 1/9 and
Marine Heavy Helicopter Squadron 463 (HMH
463). The squadron was embarked in the air-
craft carrier Hancock (CVA-19) which was
steaming hard for the western Pacific from
Pearl Harbor.

MGen Houghton was on hand during the em-
barkation and departure of the force. He ex-
pressed the desire that this force, on the verge of
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a new and unique mission, make the best use of
its company grade officers and lower leadership
echelons. In retrospect, his words prophesized
the keystone of success of the evacuation opera-
tions, small unit leadership.

Also on 31 March 1975, a joint operations
order was published which covered the an-
ticipated activities. One Marine rifle company
would be placed on board each of the four am-
phibious ships under the operational control of
the ship’s commanding officer. The mission as-
signed to the companies was to provide internal
security for the ship and to assist in evacuee pro-
cessing and administration.

On 2 April 1975, the Frederick and the
Durham joined the Blue Ridge and the Dubu-
que off the coast of Nha Trang. That day, the
Joint Chiefs of Staff authorized the embarka-
tion of Marine security forces on board MSC
shipping for the purposes of ship security and
assistance in refugee processing.

The Navy/Marine Corps force off the coast
of South Vietnam made final organizational
preparations for the coming evacuation opera-
tions. The Marines of 1/4 were designated as
Security Forces ‘‘Alfa’’ through ¢‘Delta’’ cor-
responding to the rifle company designations.
The security forces were distributed as follows:

Security Force A (Capt H. Jensen) Durham.

Security Force B (Capt R. T. Hickinbotham)
Frederick.

Security Force C (Capt M. O. V. Green)
Dubuqgue.

Security Force D (Capt W. J. Wood) Blue
Ridge.

Each rifle company was reinforced with
special evacuation teams including MP’s,
engineers, counterintelligence personnel, and
interrogator-translators. Each attachment had a
specific mission: the military policemen provid-
ed crowd control, searching procedures and
movement of refugees once aboard ship; the
engineers aided in deomolitions location and
destruction; the counterintelligence personnel,
on methods to counter any sabotage and single
out individuals believed to be terrorists; and,
finally, the Vietnamese interrogator-translator
provided the language capability to com-
municate with and to interview the refugees.

Once this initial organization was established,
execution followed. HMM 165 helilifted com-
panies into place on their respective ships. This
was the first example of transfer (so-called
““cross decking’’) of units from ship to ship
while underway. It was not the last.

Once aboard their assigned ships, the com-
pany commanders met with the ships’ captains
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