
Operation 
Pocket Money

By Marcelo Ribeiro da Silva

Mining Haiphong Harbor in May 1972 closed the North Vietnamese 
port to Soviet and Chinese suppliers for the rest of the war
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n the night of May 8, 1972, President Richard Nixon was pre-
paring for a major TV speech. He wanted to communicate his 
dissatisfaction with the leaders of North Vietnam and their 

allies, especially the Soviet Union. The speech also had a more 
militarily important purpose: to announce an operation that 

would hasten the end of a war that had been waged by U.S. com-
bat troops for almost 10 years.

Nixon, dressed in a blue suit and holding a large wad of paper, began the speech 
in a calm tone, with pauses between declarations: “Good evening. Five weeks ago, 
on Easter weekend, the communist armies of North Vietnam launched a massive 
invasion of South Vietnam, an invasion that was made possible by tanks, artillery 

other communist nations.”
-

tions for an action Nixon would announce eight minutes later—an operation to drop 
mines in Haiphong Harbor and other major North Vietnamese ports that were en-
tryways for the military supplies, mainly from the Soviets, that supported the com-
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not aimed at other nations. Indeed, the Unit-
ed States would wait three days before it ac-
tivated the planted mines in North Viet-
nam’s harbors so the foreign ships currently 
there would have time to leave safely. Only 
after that period, would the mines be acti-
vated and become a threat to any ships nav-
igating North Vietnamese waters. 

That speech was the start of Operation 
Pocket Money. 

An A-6A Intruder from squadron 
VMA (AW)-224 is loaded with Mark 
52-2 magnetic mines and just 
moments from takeoff for Haiphong 
the morning of May 9, 1972. Each of 
the nine aircraft doing the drops 
carried four 1,000-pound mines. 

At that point in the war, a massive U.S. troop withdrawal was 
nearing its conclusion. By then, only two U.S. combat brigades re-
mained in Vietnam—the 196th Light Infantry Brigade around Da 
Nang and the 3rd Brigade, 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile), near 
Saigon. Meanwhile, the South Vietnamese were increasingly un-
certain and tense about their country’s future. The goal of Hanoi’s 

Vietnam through a conventional military campaign with tanks and 
artillery while U.S. forces were winding down.

Finally, Nixon reached the climax of his narrative. “There’s only 
one way to stop the killing,” he said. “That is to keep the weap-
ons of war out of the hands of the international outlaws of North 
Vietnam.... I have therefore concluded that Hanoi must be de-
nied the weapons and supplies it needs to continue the aggres-
sion. In full coordination with the Republic of Vietnam I have 
ordered the following measures, which are being implemented 
as I am speaking to you. 

“All entrances to North Vietnamese ports will be mined to 
prevent access to these ports and North Vietnamese naval op-
erations from these ports. United States forces have been di-
rected to take appropriate measures within the internal and 
claimed territorial waters of North Vietnam to interdict the 
delivery of any supplies. Rail and all other communications 

extent possible. Air and naval 
strikes against military targets 
in North Vietnam will continue.”

Nixon explained to his audi-
ence that those measures were 

Soviet freighter Mtsensk, 
filled with cranes, barges 

and heavy equipment, 
steams toward Haiphong 

Harbor in November 1967. TO
P

:A
LA

N
 A

LB
R

EC
H

T/
U

S
M

C
; B

O
T

TO
M

: U
.S

. N
A

V
Y



39D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 9

A
LA

N
 A

LB
R

EC
H

T/
U

S
M

C

As Nixon announced the measures being 
taken against North Vietnam’s ports, the 
calm pauses in his presentation had a stra-
tegic reason. They were timed to coincide 

and surveillance planes conducting air-
strikes while Nixon was still speaking.

-
tion Pocket Money were the A-7E Corsair II 
and A-6A Intruder attack planes based on 
USS Coral Sea, which was stocked with air-
borne sea mines. The Coral Sea
U.S. 7th Fleet’s Task Force 77, was posi-

South China Sea where the Navy launched 
attacks on North Vietnamese targets. 

Nixon’s May 8 speech aired at 9 p.m. 
Eastern Daylight Time, which was 9 a.m. 

activity had begun among Navy crews re-

maintenance aboard the Coral Sea. From 
the carrier’s lower deck crewmen were pre-

Mark 52-2 naval mines—magnetic mines 

to detonate when a metal-hulled ship pass-
es over them and causes an alteration in 

aboard the Coral Sea. They worked in the bomb assembly division 

-
sembly team.

Coral Sea, 

about three dozen Mk 52 underwater mines that had to be assem-
bled in Alpha condition. I said: ‘Are you sure you want Alpha  

 
 

 

 
the mineman said.

Mk 52 mines. 

Marine pilot Capt. Clyde Smith and 
bombardier/navigator Lt. Ben 

Moody, in A-6A Intruder NL 506, 
prepare for departure on their flight 

to Haiphong on May 9, 1972.
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For two weeks Nixon had been reluctant 
The mining mission, not by accident

Navy Cmdr. Roger Sheets was given 
command of Carrier Air Wing 15 in April 
1972 and chose Marine VMA (AW)-224 as 
his home squadron, flying as Lt. Col. 
Sheets. With him in Pocket Money’s lead 
aircraft was bombardier/navigator 
Marine Capt. Charlie Carr. 

SHOCK WAVES
Time magazine’s May 22, 
1972, cover shouted the 

news of Nixon’s get-
tough approach to North 
Vietnamese aggression as 

he mined and then 
bombed Haiphong and 

other ports.
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The order for the Coral Sea’s circling aircraft
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Haiphong

Drop Zones
On May 9, 1972, during the first 
mission of Operation Pocket Money, 
three Marine A-6A Intruders flew into 
Haiphong’s inner channel for mine 
drops, while six Navy A-7E Corsair II 
planes mined the outer harbor.
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An A-7E Corsair II from squadron 
VA-94 is launched the morning of 
May 9, 1972, carrying four Mk 52 
mines addressed to Haiphong.
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storm that struck in early August, causing variations in the Earth’s 

Hanoi felt the immediate huge drop 
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U.S. bomber strikes hit 
warehouses and shipping 

areas in Haiphong on May 
17, 1972. The harbor 

mining on May 9 was 
followed by a relentless 

bombing campaign that 
began May 10.


