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Navy vet was aboard USS Frank Knox when it ran aground

Don Greer gained experience, education

while serving country

By SHELLEY McFARLAND

n the darkened hours on
the morneng of July 15,
1965, in the South China
Sea, the USS Fraak Knox
ran agroued on the Pratas cor
al reef, and for the next month,
was stranded with crew untal
it could be extricated
It was a formative moment
for all the sailors aboard the
Goanng class destroyer, many
of whom stayed with the ship
through the removal und repair
process
Don Greer was born i San
Jose, California, durng the last
year of WWIL in 1944
His father was in the
US. Army, serving ot |
the Presudio in San
Francisco, Greer's thank
mother later remar
ried, this time to an
Air Foree serviceman
who had hopes has
stepsona would poin
the Air Force
As it turned out,
Greer josned the Na-
vy whide his brother
joincd the Army. A
high school dropout,
Greer enlisted m 1963
M 220 18 In 1964, of-
tor the Gulf of Tonkin cident,
Congresa puxicd a resolation
giving President Lyndon B
Johnson authority to mcrease
military presence in the region
“1 went to high school st Pet
sluuss and my steplather had 3
medical discharge. He and |
didn’t sec eye-to-cye. | was go-
myg 1o high school and working,
and he wanted me (o pay rent. |
moved oot imto a hotel K of
touzh for » toenager hiving by
himself fike that and going to
wehool,” Crour s
“Ao sun o | tuwroad 181
joined the Navy and got a good
sation, | didat wanl to be in
the infantry, and 1 was inter-
¢stod in enginoening, and the
Navy had what I wanted. Imi-
tialfy, 1 wanted to be an clectn-
clam, but they didn't noed any,
30 | beczme a boiler technacian,
and | kearned a good trade,” he
s
Greer attended basac Lrain-
mg for three moaths at Naval

during Vietnam War

Baso San Dywgo and had un o
pecially challenging time

“The difficull part was I got
pocumons:. We were dosng ex
ercises outside ot 5 am ram or
shine, and | came down with
paeumonts, but wo didn’t know
that. | went to the sickbay
where | was given a shot of
peaicilfin, and I'm allergic to
penscillm,” Greer saxd

“The doctors thought | bad
menangitis, and | was paralyzod
from the waist down because of
the pesacilin They bauled me
off 1o the hospital and quaras-
tined the company because
they thought | was contagious
and come to find out
L was just poeumonis
and an allergic reac-
tion. Those 80 guyx
had o spend amctber
week there, and they
weren't too happy.”

Aler three wooks
in the hosptal. Groor
was discharged with
full mobility and was
able to finish boot
camp. With boot
camp completed,
Greer, now a fireman
apprenlice, was
shipped off to Yoko
suka, Japon, whero
bis ship, the USS Frank Keax
(which was built the yoar Greer
was born) was docked He
would be oa the USS Frank
Knox two vears before the fate
Ml gt it ran aground

“I Just got off watch in the
heosler room at midnight and
crawled in the mck and about 2:
3 in Lthe morning we hat the
reel.” he sasd “Il was on a Sun
tlay morning, so much for the
weekend. Couldn't o any-
where anyhow because weo
wero out ot sea 1 abook cveey
thiag up preity gonl | bad w0
idoo what it was be
hadnt expericnced
like that hefore. Two ¥
the ship and we had been
through thal area many times
before.”

This time, the USS Frank
Knox was 28 mides off course,
The navigator had miscales
lated whibe taking » reading of
the stars with a sextant and
wasn't able to receive a LORAN

me for

Navy vetoran Do Creer holds 2 photo of mself when be enlisted at

the age of 18. Greer would spead a total of 26 years i the service and
wits on the USS Frask Knex whes it ran agrownd oa the Pratas Reef in

radio mavigotion reading Al
35 mules southeast of Hong
Kong. the Pratas Reef was
charted; there is evea a Chi-
ncac underwaler demolition
team baildeng at the end of the
reef on a small isdamd
“We hit ot dead center. They
(Chinese) sest a rowboat ot
and tokd us to get off their reel
We'd just as soon keave and
were headed for Tarwan for hib-
erty,” be sad. *“There was 2 kot
of Mooding, and we had (o shat
the boiler down because we
had a 3000degree fire poing to
maoke the steam. Everything
forward of the bealor rovens
Mooded tmclwling the sosar
OO, AEMIIIGON Foem we
publed the ammunition out of
the magazines before it flooded
“After three days we had a
lot of support f[rom the flest
with tugboats and barges. We
put the ammunition on one of
the barges and ted 1t down
right hefore 2 typhoon came.”
Of the 250 mea ahoard the
ship, 96 stayed, including Greer.
For 37 days, the USS Frank

Knox endured two typhoons
and one tropical storm. It was
known there wore sharks i the
waler, and in case they nooded
Lo shandon the ship, coch man
had a service knife for protec-
bon.

There were enough prove
ssons, andd they often ate sand-
wiches. Douring moderate
naghts saidors would sicep on
the top deck of the ship, but
during inclement weather they
would have to wade through
seawater (o get Lo their bunks

Salvage companics brouzht
liaid Styrofoam, which Greer
holpod mix und sot imto the
Muooded compartmscnts. The
Styrofoam expandoed pushing
the water out of the compart
ments

“We would have sunk once
we came off the reef if we bad
all the water wesght. Without
the water, we were stall buoy
ant, AL bow tide we weore sitting
in 1 foot of waler, and we noed-
o 19 feet to Boat the ship, At
hagh tide, which was 18 1o 19
fect, a destroyer called the USS

Cogswell came at us at full
speed, and belore they got to
the reel, they turned and cre
ated wake and the wave gave
s oxtra MIL" Greor sasd

“Five tugboats had cables
rigged and they pulled s off
once we got the extra hft. Ev-
ervbody was happy and excit
ed, and I had been up all might
watching cables. It was a big
party without the booese.”

There were a few injunes,
bt oo boss of life daring the or-
deal Greer traveled with the
ship to Taiwan [or one mooth
where the damaged parts were
welded, then to Yokosuka,
whore the ship was fully re-
paired 1 dry dock over 18
maonths

In 1966 Greer, mow o pelty of
ficer second class, left the
Framk Knox after ome year in
und joined the Sca-
Naval Construction
) at Chu Las Air Base
m Vietnam for three months.

*“| saw o few thangs with tse
Seabees. We were next to the
First Marine Division. | was in
the Naval Support Detachmont
where we helpod take care of
the warehouses and unloaded
ships when they came " he
said “Between us and the Ma.-
rine Division was the Fued Hos-
pital, where lots of casualtics
camwe m; Jots of belicoplers Oy
g in day and night. | felt sorry
for them, | was fortunate | was
in & socure area.”

Boiler technriciana were
needed im Southern Vietnam at
Vumg Tau, and Greer worked in
the engineering department.

“1 was supgesod to be there a
year, but thoy neoded hogler
technicians in southern Viet-
nam, so that’s where | went,™
he sasd “We were m the harbor
swinging from am anchor
(moored and swingang with th
tides) dotng repair work om the
river patrol hoats and swift
beate Lot of fosl and watur on
there, hept bwack of the 700,600
gollons of dicacl, ond when they
neoded foel they would come
and see me, and I'd get it to
thom"

Greer left Vietnam and at-
tended boiler engineering
school tn Praladelpbe where he
carned anothor stripe. When
he picked up ancther ship in
Yietnam, the USS Tutuila, &
Luzoa-class intermal combus-
tion engine repair ship, he over-

saw Lhe batler room.

Greer would leave the Viet-
nam War theater in 1957 to re
turn to the states (o attend en
gineermng school. Aler another
stint i Vietoam om a ship,
Greer was ijured when a steel
hatch smashed has hand Greer
also eventually would get can-
cer from Agent Orunge ased to
spray Dolds while at Chu Lat
Today, he 1= cancerfroe

“We were doing shore bom-
bardment and | w tiooed
in the boiler room. [ took a
beeak, and | came up out of the
bodler room jJust as & wave
washed op on the main dock
and slammed the hatch shut. It
cauaght me across (the wrist and
cul all the nerves and tendons.™
he =add. “I was potched up on
the ship, and 2 few days later, |
saw o sargeon in Da Nang har-
hor, and he ran a neodle chear
through my hand and [ couldn
feel it The surgeon did a great
100, and the feeding retisemed
and no side effocts ™

In all, Greer spent 26 years
serving hes country nine
years i active duty and 17
years i the rescrves, retinieg
ns boiler techmician chiel. He
carnad his GED whale at
and has associste degree from
M. Hood Community College.

He marred and remarmed,
und hus wife, [rene, doed in 2043
rs together. With
his engineoring expertise,
(ereer worked for various cons-
panics working n machancry
repair, even working two years
in Sautds Arabe and a stinl m
Hawaii before retiring from o
vilian work in 2008

Groer said the time e spont
in the Navy was exciting, and
he treasures his memorics and
shares his experienoes with the
Hagpy Valley Veterans Groop
and the Frank Kpox Reunion
Associabion.

“People thank me for my see-
vico, bt | chould bo thanking
them boveuse they are the Laxs
payers, und | recsived an odu
catson for . There's oo place
like home. 1 shoald thank them
bocawse 1 got the education, the
experience and to sce the
world,™ he said “T've been o
Africa, the Persian Guil, across
the Indian Ocean, all over the
Pacific, to Awstralia, Alaska, ol
over Asaa 've done o bt and
seen a Jot and the laxpayers
panied for o.”




