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Ron Lepak enlisted in the Navy after graduating 
from the University of Wisconsin and began OCS 
(Officer Candidate School).  After completing OCS, 
he was commissioned as an Ensign.  Ron entered 
the “Brown Water Navy”, and attended River Boat 
training up in the Pacific Northwest near Whidbey 
Island.  Whidbey Island is about 30 miles north 
of Seattle, and lies between the Olympic 
Peninsula and the I-5 corridor of western 

Washington. The island forms the northern 
boundary of Puget Sound. It is home 
to Naval Air Station (Whidbey Island).  The 
slews around the area are where the Brown 
Water Navy (BWN) trained in their boats. 

 

Ron would also attend SEER training 
(Survival, Escape, Evasion Training) at 
Whidbey Island in 1969.  SEER training was 

brutally tough, very much like SEAL training.  After his training was complete, Ron served 
in Vietnam in 1969-1970 in the 535th River Division.   

The River Patrol Force was established on in December 1965, and for the remaining years 
of the war, Navy patrol boats were a common 
sight on the waters of Vietnam. Their mission 
was broad and covered a number of 
contingencies. The infrastructure of Vietnam 
was devoid of superhighways and 
sophisticated rail systems, so waterways 
served as a primary means of transportation. 
Control of the waterways was crucial.   



The primary mission of the River Patrol Force was 
to intercept and interdict Communist supplies being 
smuggled from the North. There were several types 
of boats used by the BWN.  Ron was on the faster, 
jet powered “V Hull” PBR (patrol board, river) boats.  
The PBR was capable of 35-40 MPH and could 
navigate waterways as shallow as nine inches.    The 
26’ long PBR was equipped with 50 caliber machine 
guns and often a 60 cal in the back.   

The Brown Water Navy also utilized “barge like” patrol boats that resembled a landing 
craft, that delivered and supported land forces (including Navy SEALs and ARVN troops) 
and engaged North Vietnamese forces ashore with onboard weaponry. These slower, 
displacement hull boats were more heavily armored, and equipped with heavy weapons 
such as water cannons, napalm cannons, mortars.     

While faster than the displacement hull flat bottom boats, the fiberglass V hull offered 
little armor or protection.  These lightly armored patrol boats  were jet boats, built for 
speed and offered little protection to their crews. The fiberglass hull on a PBR was initially 
unlined.  Ron recalled, “a shell would pass right through it without exploding.  Definitely 
a good thing.  Somebody got the bright idea to line it with foam.  Now the shells would 
hit and explode!”   

The sailors who served in the Brown Water Navy boated through the canals of the 
Mekong Delta, South China Sea, and in and 
around Tan Sa Nut.  They endured unique 
forms of hardship and danger. They 
oftentimes found themselves up close to the 
VC or NVA.  Small craft such as PBR’s (River 
Patrol Boats) made their way deep into 
inland waterways, surrounded on both sides 
by impenetrable jungle. 

As the boats cruised through the channels 
and canals, gunfire could erupt from the dense forests along the shore at any time, often 
from cleverly concealed enemy positions just yards away. Vietnamese sampans and small 
craft were intercepted on a daily basis and searched for contraband materials – always a 
tense and potentially dangerous situation. 

Sailors of the Brown Water Navy also battled the natural environment of Vietnam, 
enduring punishing heat and pounding monsoons. They contended with shallow, narrow 



waterways, whose constantly changing waters overflowed and flooded during the 
monsoon season.  

 

During Ron’s time in Vietnam, he at one time 
commanded 19 PBR boats.  Normally you 
would have about 10 under your command.  
Ron had some hard, fast rules for the crews.  
When a sailor was in his last 30 days, he didn’t 
go out on patrol.  The Executive officer and 
Commander were never on the water at the 
same time.  Ron’s group was supported by LST’s 
in Ba Sock River area.  He was stationed onboard the LST for 4-5 months.   

After Vietnam, Ron worked at the Pentagon from 1975-1979 as a Program coordinator.  
In 1979 Ron worked in an ROTC (Reserve Officer Training) unit.   

In 1984, upon retiring from the Navy after 22 years, Ron went to work for McDonnell 
Douglas in St. Charles.  Ron commented, “It was a bit of an adjustment.  I spoke Navy, 
they spoke Air Force.”   

 
Ron retired from McDonell-Douglas in 1996. 
  



  



  



 


