Commanders of the Causeways

By: LT Summer Jones-Chiow, ACB-1 Bravo Company Commander

You may be asking yourself what the heck is a “causeway?” Chances are you may have witnessed these 360’ platforms offloading containers and equipment at Camp Patriot’s South Beach during the past three months. Typically referred to as a “Barge Ferry”, the Causeway Section Powered (CSP) is a platform that is powered by two 360-degree rotatable Water Jet Propulsion Assemblies. The CSP is connected to multiple nonpowered causeway sections to form a Barge Ferry that can maneuver its load to the pierhead of the Elevated Causeway System (ELCAS) or directly through the surf zone to the beach. 

When BM1 Jessie Willie of Batesville, Mississippi, a PHIBCB ONE Sailor with over twenty years experience, was asked about his job as the Pilot of a Barge Ferry, he said “It’s cool being the Pilot of a barge ferry. This is what being a Boatswain Mate is about. We can land this ferry on almost any beach. Anytime. Anywhere. The ship doesn’t even have to pull into port. It just drops the anchor and we pull along beside them to offload their cargo. We take the cargo to the beach and the Army picks it up and moves it forward to the battlefield.” 

Barge Ferries are an essential element of the Amphibious Construction Battalion mission to provide ship-to-shore transportation of combat supplies, ammunition and supplies in support of both Maritime Prepositioning Force (MPF) and Joint Logistics Over The Shore (JLOTS) operations. Barge Ferries are operated by the Boatswain Mates, Signalmen, Enginemen and Seaman of Bravo Company. It is certainly unique for a Seabee Battalion to have an entire company of “Fleet rates” but the PHIBCBs hail from a proud tradition and these personnel affectionately refer to themselves as “Fleet Seabees!”

The idea to use hollow, sheet steel boxes as pontoons and pontoon-assembled structures was originated in 1935 by a Civil Engineer Corps officer. It was conceived that these pontoons could be used interchangeably as wharves, docks, piers, lighters, tugs and special duty barges. In order to be most effective, pontoon assembly parts were designed to be light, rugged and easy to handle. 

When the United States entered World War II, the Navy was faced for the first time with the problem of landing and supplying large forces where the enemy occupied conventional harbor facilities. In 1942 this difficulty was overcome by designing pontoons that could be shipped aboard Navy vessels and easily assembled for many purposes. 

In today’s contingency operations, barge ferries continue to carry on a proud military heritage. Amphibious Construction Battalion One, as it is now known, was actually commissioned in 1943 and designated a Naval Construction Battalion, Pontoon, NCB (P). Pontoon Operating Battalions, like PHIBCB ONE and PHIBCB TWO have since participated in every major conflict including World War II, the Korean War, Vietnam, Operation Desert Shield/Storm and most recently Operation Iraqi Freedom.

“I had no idea that barge ferries had such a major part of all those wars, but I am not surprised,” said BM3 Michael Miller from Naples, Italy of PHIBCB ONE.  Standing next to him, EN3 Randy Tapia from Moreno Valley, California, also of PHIBCB ONE, completed his thought: “What I do know is that we are having an important impact out here. We are working 24 hours a day to make sure those ground forces in Iraq get the ammo and supplies they need to win this war. It makes the long hours worth it.” 

Since arriving at the beginning of January, barge ferries have been heavily involved with the offload of M/V CARTER, M/V BUFFALO SOLDIER, M/V SNOEKGRACT, USNS CORNHUSKER STATE, M/V CHIPPEWA BELLE, M/V PITSENBARGER, and M/V MERLIN. There are even more ships still coming and the offloading will continue as long as the war effort requires. Currently, barge ferries have offloaded over 1500 containers of ammunition and the entire Elevated Causeway (ELCAS) system being constructed to form an expeditionary pier. Working together to form barge ferry crews are personnel from both PHIBCB ONE based in Coronado, California and PHIBCB TWO based in Norfolk, Virginia. 

When asked about barge ferry operations, BMC(SW) Patrick Gehrke of Pillager, Minnesota from  PHIBCB TWO said “What we do out here may not seem glamorous, but it is critical to this war effort. I’ve been in the amphibious warfare community for most of my career and barge ferries are critical to our ability to fight this war. I am proud to be a Fleet Seabee and proud of what we are doing out here to support the war.” 

