SGT CRAIG STANKOVICH AND THE 329TH HEAVY BOATS

Soldiers have little time to grieve. The grief they feel when a soldier
diesisindescribable. Yet, they must quickly move on. One veteran said,
“They haven’t died. They stay with us until we die.”

Death begins the grieving process and there is some closure. And then
there is the unmourned losses. It’s often very different for families and
comrades of MIAs. A day doesn't go by when friends and family don't
wonder what happened. And it never goes away.

U.S. POW/MIA investigators rotate into Hanoi on a continuous basis to
pursue leads associated with the remaining 1,585 Americans still
unaccounted for in Southeast Asia (Vietham, Laos, Cambodia and China
as of November 2020)

Craig Stankovich was drafted into the United States Army in the final years of the Vietnam
War, being sworn in on 2-MAR 1970. He reported to Army boot camp at Fort Leonard
Wood, Missouri and later was transferred to Fort Story, Virginia with the 329th
Transportation Company. Craig was deployed to the Republic of Vietham in JUN 1970.

HISTORY OF THE 329TH

The US Army in Vietham assumed a greater role in the ground war in Vietnam requiring
three incremental build-ups of forces beginning in the summer of 1965. The three
medium boat companies of the 159th Transportation Battalion deployed to Vietnam
during the first build-up and the second build-up in the summer of 1966 required the
329th Heavy Boat and the 159th Battalion headquarters.

The 329th Heavy Boat Company deployed to Vietham with
eight LCUs aboard the USNS General W. H. Gordon out of
Charleston, South Carolina, and arrived in Vietham on 24-MAY
1966. The crews flew from Richmond, Virginia, to Oakland, -
California, then boarded a troop ship at Oakland Army Terminal =5 '
and after 18 days sailing with one stop in Okinawa arrived in ; |
Vung Tau around 4-JUN. The company held a memorial
ceremony at sea for the WWII dead. LCUs 1556 and the 1567
were waiting for the men when they arrived. It took several
days to unload the LCUs. The heat took its toll on the men. Once




the boats were unloaded, they sailed to Vung Tau where the headquarters operated for
its first year of the war.

HAZARDOUS DUTY

The river and canal system in the southern part of Vietnam was more developed than any
road network. The LCUs initially delivered cargo to units based at My Tho, Vinh Long and
Can Tho. The 329 Heavy Boat were assigned many of the
missions to haul guns, ammunition and armor to combat
bases while the 5th Heavy Boat did the majority of the PX
runs to Saigon.

At approximately 0900 on 23-AUG 1966, the Victory Ship,
SS Baton Rouge Victory, ran into an underwater mine while
e sailing on the Long Tau River to Saigon with a full load of
supplles consisting of tractors automobiles, mail, and general cargo. The mine blew a 35'
x 45" hole in the port side of the engine room killing seven merchant seamen. The Number
Three hold instantly began flooding the ship, but the vessel master managed to run it
aground avoiding the blocking of the ever-important channel.

On 4-SEP 1966, the LCUs of the 329th Heavy Boat hauled troops and equipment of the
2nd Brigade, 1st Infantry Division from Vung Tau south to the Rung Sat Special Zone for
Operation Baton Rouge. The deep-water LongTau Channel wound its way from the South
China Sea through the mangrove swamp of the Rung Sat to the port city of Saigon. The
Big Red One conducted search and destroy operations to secure this vital lifeline from the
Viet Cong.

In December 1966, the 9th Infantry Division
arrived in Vietnam and the 329th Heavy Boat
along with an LST moved the Division from
Saigon up the Mekong River to its new home
at Dong Tam in Ill Corps Tactical Zone. Later,
the 329th ran missions to Dong.

In August 1967, the 159th Transportation Battalion at Qui Nhon received the task to
conduct a small LOTS operation at Sau Huynh in support of in support of 1st Brigade, 101st
Airborne Division at Duc Pho during Operation MALHEUR. Sau Huynh had been a peaceful
fishing village with a salt flat on the border between | and Il Corps where the Viet Cong
collected and preserved their fish. LCU 1581 delivered a clam scoop crane up to Sau




Huynh with an LCM and LARC LX as support. They spent one week dredging out the sand
bar for the LOTS operation. They were the first boats into Sau Huynh.

In December 1967, five LCUs later transported 155-millimeter, self-propelled howitzers
and ammunition on the tail end of Operation CORONADO for Mobile Riverine Force 117.

When the Tet Offensive broke out on 31-JAN 1968, the enemy captured the city of Hue
and severed most of the land supply routes to the US Marines fighting to take the city
back. The 329th had to keep the lifeline open to the Marines by hauling needed food and
ammunition up the Qua Viet. LCUs often were ambushed going up the Qua Viet and
Perfume Rivers but the intensity increased during Tet. The enemy similarly tried to close
down supplies running up that river, but the sealed compartments of the LCUs made them
virtually unsinkable. From the moment a boat passed Tan My at the mouth of the Perfume
and the first bend in the river past Qua Viet, the boats were under constant enemy fire
for the three-hour trip upstream.

SLOW MOVING TARGETS

The river forces incurred as high as forty percent casualties on each run with the rolling
ambushes. Traveling at about five miles per hour going up stream, one group of guerrillas
could move up ahead of the boat and set up another ambush while the LCU traveled into
the kill zone of the next group of guerrillas. The LCUs hit the beach with engines running.
Once the ramp dropped on shore, the crew ran to the nearest bunker while Seabees
unloaded the cargo, all the while artillery raining down around them. When the deck was
clear, the crew ran back on the boat and pulled out into the river as fast as possible for a
return trip through the same gauntlet of enemy fire. During one trip, one LCU was
destroyed in the Qua Viet by a command detonated mine under the water, set off by a
Vietnamese presumably fishing on the bank of the river.

The 329th suffered so many casualties that they were borrowing crews from the other
heavy boat companies and eventually had to ask the Navy for volunteers. Quite a few
sailors volunteered. Boats left at 0500 just before daylight. Five or six LCUs and Navy YFUs,
depending upon availability, would convoy to their destination. They convoyed because
of the volume of supplies needed upriver. After a month and a half, the 1st Cavalry swept
the banks of the rivers as an extension of Operation PEGASUS and the ambushes became
isolated instead of continuous. Eventually, the Marines and ARVN recaptured Hue.

In April 1969, the 329th Heavy Boat joined the 159th Battalion at Vung Tau where it
provided direct support to combat units in Dong Tam, Muc Hoa, Tan Anh, Binh Thuy and
Vinh Long. During June 1969, it participated in Project BUDDY where it trained ARVN
soldiers to operate the LCUs. During this time, 1969 through 1970, the 5th and 329th



Heavy Boats Company headquarters were combined at
Vung Tau. The combined companies had 27 LCUs, 2 J-
boats, 4 reefer barges and 5 tugs. The headquarters
moved to Cat Lai in early 1970.

vehicles, trucks, jeeps and an armored personnel carrier
field hospital. Though Craig did not operate on the
LCUs, many of his friends and guys he hung out with
were assigned to the boats.

MYSTERY OF LCU-63

The 329th operated out of Da Nang and delivered cargo up the Perfume and Qua Viet
Rivers to Hue and Dong Ha. On the afternoon of 2-NOV 1970, LCU 1563 left Da Nang
hauling a load of ammunition to Tan My. At 1010 the next day, a helicopter spotted it
capsized. That had been unusual, since there had been no storm and LCUs were hard to
capsize. There had been no call for help. The boat washed up on the Cu Lau Re Island.
Upon inspection there had been no sign of hostile action and neither the cargo nor the
crew was found. On 6-NOV one body, Billy H. Peoples, wearing a life jacket, washed up
on the island. When lost at sea, the Army listed the crew members as missing in action
for a year then as presumed dead. The remains of Perry C. Kitchens were turned over on
to U.S. control on 16-MAR 1977 and subsequently positively identified. The remaining
eight crew members; Jerry D. Martin, Richard C. Dority, Dennis I. Day, David L. Ginn, Calvin
A. Norris, James R. Pantall, John D. Shewmake, David W. Woods, remain unaccounted for
today.

We honor those lost on 2-NOV 1970 on LCU-63:

e Billy H. Peoples, Anderson SC e David L. Ginn, Anderson SC

e Perry C. Kitchens, Decatur GA e (Calvin A. Norris, Monterrey TN

e Jerry D. Martin, Bedford IN e James R. Pantall, Clymer PA

e Richard C. Dority, Dover Foxcroft Ml e John D. Shewmake, Adona AZ

e Dennis |. Day, Blackwell OK e David W. Woods, Franklin OH
50 YEARS AGO

This year (in 2021), it will be fifty years since the 729th crew went missing. The missing
eight men were all presumed to have drowned, and the U.S. Army believes there is no
chance to ever recover the eight men missing from LCU-63. The Army never did solve the
mystery of LCU-63.



The vessel had been in transit from DaNang to Tan My carrying 150 tons of white
phosphorus 150 mm and 81mm rounds. Investigating teams have drawn no conclusions
as to the cause of the wreck. Today, the events of 2-NOV 1971 and the fate of the missing
eight crew members, remain a mystery.

There is little closure, or time to grieve in war time. The military is more than just a unit
or an organization - it’s a band of brothers and sisters. It’s a family. Even if you come
from a tightly knit family, the personal bonds formed in the military are uniquely
strong and intense. Your survival may have depended on it. You were each other’s
care keepers. You celebrated great moments together and, in many cases, faced
tragedy together. And then, one day it is taken away from you. The comrades of the
missing crew were left to wonder.

SALVAGE OPERATION

Cases of cargo were found washed ashore on Ly Son island. A team was assigned shore
side salvage operations and together with the USS Grapple, USS Cohost and Philippines
tug Trojan they attempted to parbuckle the wreck with ropes. As operations started to
show some success, Typhoon Patsy suspended operations and placed the wreck in such a
position to make salvage uneconomical. The hull was cut open using oxy-acetylene and
pneumatic chisels, but no sign of any bodies was found. Operations were finally
terminated on the 22-NOV 1971 and the wreck remains in position on the beach.

As part of turning the war over to the Viethamese, the

329th began turning over its LCUs to the ARVN. For

substitute, the US Navy gave the 329th its YFUs as it
: pulled out. In 1970, the 329th received nine YFUs, one
. YW and one YOG from the Navy. By 2-APR 1972, the
: 329th had turned over its LCUs to the ARVN 305th
- Heavy Boat Group and was inactivated.

The Company earned two Meritorious Unit Citations for 1966-1967 and 1968, and the
Viethamese Cross of Gallantry with Palm. It participated in the campaign’s
counteroffensives Phase I-VIl, Tet Counteroffensive 1968 and 1969, Summer-Fall 1969,
Winter-Spring 1970, Sanctuary Counteroffensive and Consolidation I.



Craig ended his service days with the 138th Infantry Division at Jefferson Barracks,
Missouri. For his service, he was awarded the Vietnam Service Medal and the Republic of
Vietnam Campaign Medal.

His most memorable experience and remembrance was visiting the Gold Buddha and the
beautiful architecture in Thailand while on R&R. Craig’s advice to the younger generation:
“Keep your head down.”

Craig and his wife Debbie have been married for 47 years and live in
Dardenne Prairie, St. Charles County MO. Debbie and Craig have a son and
daughter plus two grandsons and two granddaughters. Craig is a
supervisor/volunteer at the St. Charles County Veterans Museum.

VETERANS
MUSEUM

s

e During the Vietnam War YFU-77 was assigned to the
Lighterage Division at US Naval Support Activity Da Nang,
Republic of South Vietnam

e Transferred to the US Army 329th Heavy Boat Co. at Da
Nang, South Vietnam circa May-June 1970

e Evacuated to Guam circa 1974-75

e Returned to US Navy control circa mid-1980s

e Struck from the Naval Register, 01 December 1984

e Transferred to Department of interior, 01 December 1984

e Transferred to Government of Marshall Islands, 1987

e Used as inter-island ferry, name retained

e Final disposition, fate unknown (still active 2011)

YFU-77 decorated for Christmas



