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Chapter 1

Introduction
Throughout history, water has posed special challenges to Marines and sailors in both peace and war. Combat units with confidence in their ability to work in and around water can use water to their advantage in combat. The inherent dangers of waterborne operations demand that personnel receive proper water survival training. History is filled with examples where proper preparation or training for survival in water has averted disaster. The following examples illustrate this point.


1.  U.S.S. Indianapolis.  On Sunday, July 29, 1945, the heavy cruiser U.S.S. Indianapolis was en route to the Philippine Sea, after dropping off the first atomic bomb. Shortly before midnight (about 39 hours out of port), the Indy, running blacked out and unescorted, was rocked by two explosions on her starboard side. With communications smashed, the ship was unable to signal its distress and sank within 15 minutes.

Three life rafts and a floater net supported a few survivors, but the rest drifted about, held up by rubber life belts or Mae Wests. About 60 seamen died the first night.

Survivors assumed the ship would be reported overdue in Leyte, and they would be rescued within 2 days. Throughout the next several days, intransit aircraft flew nearby without spotting the desperate seamen. As best they could, the men kept together, some tying long ropes to each other, floating like corks on a net.

By Monday evening, panic began to set in as some life jackets lost their buoyancy from the long immersion. Some men even fought over life jackets resulting in at least 25 deaths. No one dared sleep, for fear of losing his jacket.

Not until late Thursday morning, 3-1/2 days after the ship sank, were the men discovered. A plane on a routine flight over the area luckily spotted the survivors. When surface ships picked them up that night, the survivors learned they had never been reported overdue. Everyone of the 1,196 man crew, was a casualty. Eight hundred and eighty were listed dead or missing. In this instance, the innovative and expedient use of flotation devices and float techniques by the survivors helped save hundreds of lives.

2.  U.S.S. America. On Thanksgiving night, November 23, 1995 a homesick Marine Lance Corporal Zachary Mayo, 20 thought of home as the carrier U.S.S. America made its way through the Arabian Sea.  Unable to sleep, Lance Corporal Mayo made his way onto an open-air platform near the aircraft hangar bay three levels below the sleeping quarters to get some fresh air.  While on the hangar bay, the ship veered suddenly, throwing Mayo through the platform’s protective bars into the sea thirty feet below.  

Frantic, Lance Corporal Mayo called out in vain to the watchmen on the flight deck 64 feet above him.  It soon became clear to Mayo that the U.S.S. America would keep its course into the Gulf of Oman until his absence was discovered at morning muster.  Zachary took a moment to consider his situation.  Since land was at least 100 miles away, swimming was suicide; he would have to stay afloat until a search party found him.  

Using the techniques he learned during combat water survival training Lance Cpl. Mayo fashioned a floatation device out of his coveralls and tried to relax.  Meanwhile, aboard the U.S.S. America business continued as usual.  Since Lance Corporal  Mayo was on special-assignment with the hazardous-materials division, his absence was not noticed by his ship mates until a petty-officer asked several sailors if they had seen their comrade recently.  By the time an all-hands muster had been completed, Lance Corporal Mayo had been adrift at sea for over 24 hours.  Although three fixed-wing Viking aircraft were deployed to search for the Marine, most aboard ship feared the worst.  

It is a testament not only to Lance Corporal Mayo’s incredible physical courage that he was discovered delirious but alive after 34 hours at sea by a Pakistani fishing boat but to the soundness of lifesaving techniques taught in combat water survival training.
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