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Hi Guys and Gals: Here's hoping all had a great and safe HOLIDAY! I want to wish to all
a great and safe Happy New Year in 2025!

I had sent a survey out to all in the newsletter along with a stamped enevelope and only got back
about 10. We really wish we could get back from all of you. It would help making sure I have the
right addresses and email's also plus telephone which is important. The only reason I need email's
and phone numbers is in case we need to send information or talk to you. I will not bother you at
all unless it is important to contact you. Please fill out blanks. It also has to do if you want
newsletter and reunion information. We are not getting very many Association members. If you are
not interested at all in belonging to Association then let me know. I will not be sending you

information and using very expensive stamps. Those that have sent in you don't have to send
another!!

Steve and Dorann are working hard trying to line up hotels, activities dor our reunion in Texas and
we appreciate them doing this. A decision will be made then whether to give up on reunions and or
newsletters.

If all are really interested in receiving newsletters but not reunions,. I need to know this. Also
we are in need of someone to take over newsletters as I found out I have Glacoma now in right
eyer. I'm blind in left already so I'm not sure how long I have before I can hardly see at all. So
please if all wants to keep newsletter then someone is going to have take over.

What do you want to see in newsletter? I have a suggestion to see if you would be interested. How
about each one write something about their family, their time in the Navy and what jobs you have
done. Please send to me your or your wive's favorite recipes. I will take the recipes and make a
book for all that sends in the recipes. I love new recipes especially sweet ones. Then we can have
a memory book which I will add along with recipes the family information.

Hoping to hear from each of you soon!

"Smooth Sailing" Liz



As you can see not many have paid their dues , some since 2023

and others 2024.

Alcorn Michael (2025)
Berry David (2024)
Bunker Rita (2022)
Caldwell Brenda (2024)
Caldwell John (2024)
Compton Ed (2025)
Cusato Paul (2023)
Dougher Thomas (2022)
Dutchuk John (2024)
Dyson Al (2022)
Frederiksen Geri (2025)
Gennetti Fred (2024)
Gergens Steve (2025)
Hagee Charles (2023)
Hawes Eugene (2022)
Heller Richard (2022)
Horch Linda (2025)
Huff Roland (2024)
Huml Vincent (2023)
Hydro John (2025)
Johnson Mary (2025)
Knight James (2025)
Layton Geoffrey (2022)
Long Leroy (2025)
Marcotte Donald (2024)
Markley Ray (2025)

Mauldin Connie (2022)
McMurdo James (2025)
Morlock Fred (2022)
Morrissey Tom (2025)
Mullin James (2024)
Murphy Obie (2024)
Owens William (2024)
Parker David (2025)
Payson David (2025)
Payton Johnny (2023)
Pohl Art (2025)

Rider Elisabeth (2025)
Robinson Lee (2024)
Ruel Donald A. (2023)
Shanahan, Jr John (2025)
Silhan Peter (2024)
Smith Raymond (2023)
Thompson Ross (2026)
Throm Larry (2024)
Torriglia Paul (2027)
Valiant Martha (2025)
West Helen (2024)
Wickizer Larry (2026)
Yonkofski Ben (2024)
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The Trawler Incident
by Dave Payson 1964-68

In the summer of 1967, on a moonlit expanse of the South China Sea, we found ourselves
shadowing an enemy trawler far out to sea. We suspected it to be carrying a huge cache of
weapons for the North Vietnamese Army—the NVA—who, along with the Viet Cong—the VC—we
fought in the jungles and rice paddies of South Vietnam and in the coastal waters and river
estuaries as well—in ships like the USS Wilhoite, DER-397, a radar picket ship out of Pearl. On
rare occasions we took the war out to deep water, and this is the story of one such time. At the
time this incident took place, I was Radarman Second Class Payson. And now, 40 years later,
I'm putting it all down on paper here as best as I can remember it.

"Smaller than a destroyer but twice as scrappy as any ‘tin can’ in the fleet,” was how we felt
about the “Willie” in those days. So far as warships go, she may not have been the imposing
hunk of iron and steel my previous ship—the mighty aircraft carrier USS Midway—was (and still
is, serving now as a museum ship on the San Diego waterfront). But pound for pound the
"Willie” could hold her own with any ship in the fleet, and her crew was proud of her. Her
motto—"Will Do"—was ours, too, and we worked hard to live up to it, especially in the trawler
engagement I describe here. Oh, we Did, all right, sticking on that trawler’s tail like Teflon on a
frying pan for days on end, staying out of its visual range the entire time. We followed it from
the coast of South Vietnam, our normal operating station, far out to sea, to a group of island
reefs called the Paracel Islands. There it hid out for several hours before making its run back to
the coast to deliver its weapons to an awaiting enemy onshore. During the whole time, we
bird-dogged it, never allowing it to stray from our radar web—until the very end, that is, when
all Hell broke loose and the trawler made its run for the beach.

So, where do I begin in the telling of this story? Perhaps it would be best to start with the two
officers in charge of the operation—Commander C. R. Stephan and Commander E.W. Hays—and
with their plan. With the help of their superiors onshore, they laid out the plan to stop the
75-foot-long, steel-hulled trawler before it could deliver its cargo of weapons and other
contraband to the enemy. The original plan, put simply, was to ambush the trawler in deep
water before it got close in to the coast, where it could easier evade us in the shallow water.
Along with the Wilhoite, our team consisted of the coast guard cutter Point Orient, the navy gun
boat Gallup, the navy mine sweeper Pledge, and the navy swift boat PCF-79—able ships all.

The plan would have worked like a charm if only the trawler had cooperated with us. But, alas,
this was war, and cooperating with the U.S. Navy wasn't high on its agenda.
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Based on previous encounters with big steel-hulled trawlers in these waters, you didn't have
to be in the top one percent of your graduating class at Annapolis to know these big trawlers didn't
surrender. Twice in recent years, trawlers similar to the one I describe here had self-destructed,
taking their cargoes and crews to the bottom of the sea rather than surrender to pursuing naval
vessels. On one of those occasions, one of our warships had sustained moderate damage but
suffered no casualties to her crew. So as we shadowed this trawler, we knew there was a very high
likelihood that we had a “tiger by the tail,” so to speak, and it wasn't hard for us to imagination
what it would be like to be caught in the blast caused by 500 pounds of TNT, should the trawler’s
crew decide to “push the button” as we closed in for the Kill.

Yet, I fear I'm getting ahead of myself in the telling of this story. So allow me to back up some.
When we first detected the trawler, it was on the night of 11 July 1967, around 2000, I believe, and
I was manning the surface-search radarscope in CIC—CIC standing for Combat Information Center
and being just a fancy name for radar room. The radar watch had been routine enough that night,
as I recall, until one of our patrol aircraft radioed in a suspicious contact. (I can still hear that
pilot’s voice crackling over the speaker.) Once I located the contact on my radar screen with the
pilot’s help, we designated it “Skunk Alpha” and commenced to track it by radar. My buddy John
Wayne Bohon, who hailed from Sedalia, Missouri, ran the plot on the trawler from the ranges and
bearings I gave him from readings off the scope. Stationed next to me at the Dead Reckoning
Tracer (DRT) table, Bohon plotted the track on Skunk Alpha on DRT paper that he had carefully
tacked down in his very fastidious way, and after we had established a course and speed on it, we
relayed the information up to the bridge. When first over-flown by the patrol plane, the trawler
appeared to be heading directly for the coastline, but had turned reversed course for open waters
after the patrol plane illuminated it. This maneuver waved more red flags to us than a May Day
parade in Red Square. By executing this evasive maneuver, Skunk Alpha had tipped its hand.
There was a very high likelihood, we deduced, that this was one of the large, weapons-smuggling
trawlers sent down by the North to restock its fighting forces in the South.

From that point on, there was nothing routine about this patrol, and as the trawler headed away
from Vietnam, it deviated very little in its course and speed, acting every bit like a vessel with a
specific destination in mind (the operative word being “acting”). For the next four days and nights,
we stayed on its tail like a fresh coat of red lead on a newly scraped bulkhead, 10 to 12 nautical
miles astern of it, comfortably out of sight over the horizon. With a quarter moon waxing
resplendently in a starlit sky that illuminated the sea like a silver sheet of mercury, we took every
precaution to conceal ourselves, for if the trawler suspected we were following it, it could simply sail
off into the night and we couldn't touch it. Our policy was to observe a twelve-mile
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terrItorial-waters limit in Vietnam and undoubtedly, the trawler's crew knew this. In CIC, we
went to port and starboard watches—modified battle stations. And though we practically lived
in the radar room over the next several days, we didn’t mind, for it was a welcome diversion
from our normal routine of patrolling the coastal waters for thirty days at a time, searching
junks and sampans with our motor whaleboat, looking for smuggled weapons and whatever
other contraband we could find. Besides, we were “psyched up” and running on adrenaline
tracking the trawler. This was our first contact with a “significant” enemy ship, and it was an
exhilarating, yet scary, feeling knowing that we could soon be doing battle with it

Our radar capabilities made us the heart of this mission, which was a good thing. But this had
its downside, which was that Commander Hays, who usually ran the ship from the bridge, was
constantly underfoot in the radar room, hanging over the surface-search radarscope and
analyzing every move the trawler made. And then, by the second night of the operation,
Commander Stephan came on board. He was the head of Market Time's Northern Surveillance
Group and the officer in charge of the efforts to locate and stop any North Vietnamese
attempts to infiltrate arms and personnel into the I Corps region from the sea,. So we had two
commanders to contend with. The trawler, at this point, existed for us only asablipon a
radar screen. But by the end of this operation, when the trawler made its final break for the
beach, its fate sealed, it would become only too real to us. But, alas, dear readers, once again
I'm getting ahead of myself in the telling of this tale.

By the middle of the third day of our surveillance (13 July, that would've been), the trawler’s
captain’s strategy was becoming clearer to us. Still outbound, the trawler was heading straight
for the Paracel Islands, a remote cluster of small islands and reefs that were jointly claimed by
Vietnam, China and Japan, though none of those countries had a presence there at the time of
this story, in 1967. Oh, that trawler’s captain was a smart one, all right, we realized, as he
took the trawler in amongst the rocks and hid out in the archipelago of small reefs and shoals
for several hours, concealed from our radar, and for a long period of time (what seemed like
days), we began to doubt ourselves, dreading that somehow the trawler had escaped our
clutches, slipping through our radar net. But how could it be? It was impossible! It had to be
that the trawler’s skipper was taking every precaution. Put yourself into his head. If there
were U.S. warships out there shadowing him, then he was going to wait them out, possibly
trick them into showing their hand, in which case he'd turn into just another deep-water
fishing vessel on the open seas, and we couldn’t touch him, due to our self-imposed
rule-of-engagement, meaning we had to follow the North Vietnamese-claimed twelve-mile
international water restrictions! Hell, out here we were 200 miles from the coastal waters of
Vietnam! Oh, yes, he was a smart one, all right! You had to hand to him.
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I well remember the long hours we waited and watched in CIC while the trawler played its game of
“hide and seek” with an adversary he couldn't be sure was there. Commander Hays was in CIC most
of the time while the trawler was in the reefs and rocks, and we were sure that he was going to give
himself a heart attack from the stress he put himself under. He was constantly on the radio with
Commander Stephan during this time, who had left his command post in Da Nang and was now on the
Point Orient, waiting for us to follow our “prey” back in, and when we got close enough, he’d come
aboard us, transfer his flag to us, as they called it. The trawler wasn't cooperating with our plan,
however. We knew it was in there somewhere hiding amongst the reefs and rocks of the Paracel
Islands; we just had to keep our confidence up and stay in our stealth mode, though it was hard, for
we had to remain passive and sweat it out. I can still hear Commander Hays talking to Commander
Stephan on the radio, giving him a pep talk: “Yes, sir, it's got to come out from hiding sooner or later,
and when it does we'll be ready for it.” Hunkered over the radarscope, I remember thinking,
somewhat naively perhaps, that this trawler was very big game, the prize trophy, the way they are
talking over the radio, the whole world must be watching us, and we'd better not mess it up.

Nowadays forty years later, I realize, the whole world wasn't watching us, but the U.S. Naval
Command was, and that was scary enough, to all of us.

So, hour after hour, we waited and sweated it out. Captain Hays had us at general quarters by then,
and there was nothing for us to do but to wait, and for me, to study the radarscope with the radar
sweep methodically traveling its 360-degree arc and revealing no sign of Skunk Alpha; nothing moved
in that picture, which was of amazingly clear, showing every little detail of the island formation, every
little rock and inlet and tide pool; such a complicated and highly detailed picture it was, I remember.
It would've rivaled the bests of today’s high-definition pictures, I have no doubt. But crystal-clear
clarity notwithstanding, nothing moved on my screen, least of all a seventy-foot-long, steel-hulled
trawler, which would've showed up as big as a barn on that picture. Four hours into our radar
stakeout and half hypnotized from concentrating on the sweep of the radar for so long, I relinquished
the radarscope to John Shanahan, one of my good buddies from Philadelphia, PA, and John Wayne
Bohon, and I went topside to get some fresh air (by then Commander Hays had “relaxed” GQ
somewhat). When we stepped out on deck from the 01 level hatch, we found ourselves under a
strong moon and a canopy of stars. What made the scene surreal was there, before us, rising out of
the South China Sea and strung out along a line like some Far East version of Stonehenge, were the
Paracel Islands. So close did they seemed to me, that I had to fight back a strong wave of panic.
Surely, I said to Bohon, they could see us, and the mission would end right here, for they would never
come out from this island shelter. John Wayne Bohon, who was probably the best radarman in all of

Vietnam during that period, set me straight in a hurry. “Payson,” he said, don’t be such a boot!
Square away.
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We're 17 miles from those islands right now. Line of sight in the open sea is about twelve miles,
maximum. So there is no waythery can see us, not even with the most powerful binoculars made.

We are below their horizon. Bohon always had a way of straightening me out, and I relaxed
some. But not much.

We didn't hang around topside much longer. We both wanted to get back down to CIC and get
on with the hunt, if a hunt there was going to be. Before we stepped inside the hatch to descend
down to CIC, I took one last long look at the island and uttered a silent epitaph to myself, but it
was loud enough that Bohon heard me, too. “Come out of there you son-of-a-gun. We're
waiting for you, and we're going to get you.”

Finally, on the evening of 14 July, about 2200 hours, the trawler did come out. I was back on the
surface search radarscope in CIC when it emerged. Due to the high definition of the radar
picture, I actually watched it for several sweeps as it extricated itself from the reefs, before it
emerged. One minute it had been just another rock, the next it had turned into a moving radar
contact; it had turned back into Skunk Alpha. I didn't say anything until the fourth sweep,
because I wanted to be sure it was the trawler. We notified the Captain then, and he made it
down to CIC in record time from his quarters. His first action was to order the ship to general
quarters. The atmosphere in the ship was charged with electricity, and this was especially true in
Combat. Everyone wanted that trawler. We'd been tracking it for three days counting the long
wait, and now we smelled blood. This strange engagement had gotten personal to us. Once it
was free of the island and in open water again, it was echoing as big as a barn on my screen.
With the captain hunkered over us, Bohon and I resumed our plot on the trawler. The captain
adjusted our course and speed to stay comfortably on station behind the trawler, which was
making about 12 knots and headed back in the general direction South Vietnam, which at that
point was about 200 miles southwest of our position, but it was too early to know for sure; once
we hit the open waters of the South China Sea, it could head off in any direction. I could hear
Commander Hays talking excitedly over the radio to Commander Stephan, Market Time
commander, setting their strategy. I remember thinking they sounded like a couple of excited
boys in a toyshop.
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Back we came across the South China Sea, hot on the trawler’s tail. I was relieved off the surface
scope for a 4-hour shift, but back in my rack, I could barely go to sleep back, so afraid was I that
I might miss something. I wonder what they're like, I remember thinking, as I tossed fitfully in
my rack. I was half dreaming about the men on the trawler. We fooled them all right. They
don't know we're here and following them. They waited and waited at the island to make sure.
Probably studied all the signs and weighed their odds very carefully before they decided to head
back in to the coast. They don't know we are here. Or maybe they suspect it, and have decided
to try it anyway, despite the long odds they face. I had to admit, though, they were worthy
adversaries; I had to give them that. They were men like us, for the most part, I thought. But
they’ll find out the hard way what they’re up against when the time comes. Such thoughts
bounced through my mind until I finally nodded off to sleep.

By late afternoon, I was back in CIC, riding the surface radarscope. The trawler had slowed
speed to about 8 knots, biding its time until the dead of the night and the further waning of the
moon’s light, we figured, before it made its final run to a still undetermined point on the beach to
deliver its cargo of weapons to the enemy. Earlier in the day, the Gallop, executing an

"end-around” maneuver, had delivered Commander Stephan to us, and he had subsequently set
up shop in our midst as “Officer-in-Tactical Command” (which is a fancy way of saying he was in
charge of the trawler operation, though the “Willie” was still under the command of Commander
Hays, of course). After several days of tracking the trawler, we had compiled an impressive
record of our track, both outbound and back toward the coast, most of it in John Wayne Bohon'’s
neat, concise hand, and someone made the observation that we should save the DRT paper of the
track for the Smithsonian Museum, because one day it might be an important piece of history and,
who knows, even made into a Hollywood movie. And there were many times during the last two
days of the operation that we fought a losing battle to keep straight faces as the two commanders
wore a path between CIC and the bridge, often tripping over each other like in a Marx Brothers
movie, to get the lead on each other, either back to the radio, or up to the bride, or over to me,
where I sat perched on the surface search radarscope. Tired as we were from the stress and the
long hours of watches, they kept us entertained with their antics, we did our best to maintain
proper protocol and do things by the book with them around so much. This wasn't easy for us
because we generally did things by our own book in CIC, not the Navy’s. But the commanders
were everywhere, and what really set them off was when the radio speaker crackled with the
latest intel on the trawler from the Market Time Northern Surveillance Group in Da Nang. When a
new message came in, we radar “grunts” ducked our heads and tried to stay out of their way.
Any way you slice it, we had more than our share of commanders during the mission.
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Finally, on the heels of a glorious tropical sunset that was so typical in this part of the world
during the summer, welcome darkness came to the Gulf of Tonkin, almost as if someone had
switched off a light. Three-quarters the way across the sky, the moon hung above the horizon
like a pearl onion and the stars begin to wink on. If you were the trawler’s captain, then you
might surmise that this was not the ideal night to try to deliver your cargo; too much light was
being cast from the moon and the stars. You'd know there was a good chance that the American
navy was out there somewhere, hunting you. But you ‘d be betting it all on the fact that they
didn’t know your exact location, even though you might have a gut feeling they did and would be
waiting for you when you came in. Maybe you would sense it. If you were the trawler’s captain
or a member of its crew, then you'd be fighting back the fear, and you'd know there’d be no
turning back now. Your comrades in the South desperately needed the cargo you carried. And if
the Americans trapped you with their superior ships, then you could still destroy your vessel and
escape with your life. There was always that chance, and this fact helped you draw on your
reserve of courage, as did the worn picture of your family in your pocket, which you looked at one
more time for the hundredth time.

When the Wilhoite was within 25 miles from the coast, Commander Stephan received a radio
communication from his superiors in Da Nang saying that the trawler’s destination could well be
the mouth of the Sa Ky River, just south of Cape Batangan. Soon the radio crackled to life again
and this report was confirmed by a U.S. Special Forces recon team in the area that had sighted an
NVA “welcoming committee” in the same area that the R.0.K.s had. In an urgent message, we
would learn later, both the U.S. and Korean troops were ordered to “stand-off” and not take any
action against the enemy, lest they mess up the trawler intercept operation underway at sea by
the navy. By 2200 hours, the trawler had slowed its progress to a crawl, biding its time, we
suspected, until maximum darkness was reached before making its final run to the beach. With
the aid of a navigation chart John Wayne Bohon had placed beside me on the DRT table, Cape
Batangan and the mouth of the Sa Ky River could be easily picked out, and we studied the chart,
comparing it to the radar picture. Skunk Alpha’s radar image painted on the scope like the Hope
Diamond, along with the radar contacts of the other ships that were our partners in this dragnet.

So, with the moon marching across the starlit sky, the waiting game continued between the
hunter and the hunted, and each time the radio crackled to life with a message from Da Nang, the
two commanders would fly into action, either springing over to the surface scope to gawk at the
radar picture and ask Bohon and me inane questions about Skunk Alpha (“Is it doing anything
suspicious yet?” “You're not going to lose it, are you?”).






