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PROLOGUE

It is with pleasure that the Marine Corps presents this
account of the Battle for Khe Sanh which stands as one of
the most crucial and bitterly contested struggles in the
Vietnam War. Throughout the existence of our Corps, thousands
of men have been called upon to further the cause of freedom
on scores of battlefields around the globe, At Khe Sanh, a
new generation of Marines, aided by their gallant U. S. Army,
Navy, Air Force, and South Vietnamese counterparts, admirably
upheld this tradition and wrote a thrilling new chapter in
the history of armed conflict.

The two senior U. S. commanders in Vietnam who supervised
the defense--General William C, Westmoreland, USA, and
Lieutenant General Robert E., Cushman, Jr,, USMC--have contri-
buted immeasurably to the production of this work and have
also provided their astute summaries of the operation which
appear in the following pages. I heartily endorse their state-
ments as well as the approach and conclusions of this history.

In addition, I am grateful to the individuals and agencies
of all the Services who have provided valuable assistance
through written comments and personal interviews which are re-
flected in the text, In particular, I wish to extend our
appreciation to Mr, David D, Duncan, a veteran combat photo-
grapher who has graciously consented to our use of thz brilliant
Pictures he took during an eight-day visit to the combat base.
These truly professional shots graphically depict the face of
the siege and enhance the narrative.

The sum total of these contributions, I feel, is an objec-
tive, readable account of this important battle which honors
the valiant American and South Vietnamese troops who held Khe
Sanh. I can think of no more fitting tribute to these men- -
both living and dead--than to simply relate the events as they
happened, This, then, is their story.

\-

L. F. CHAPMAN,\JR.
General, U,S, Marine Corps
Commandant of the Marine Corps

REVIEWED AND APPROVED 28 May 1969



FOREWORD

As the commander of the United States Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam, during the battle of Khe Sanh, I welcome
publication by the U, S. Marine Corps of this historical
study. The Marines' heroic defense of the Khe Sanh area
against numerically superior North Vietnamese forces stands
out among the many battles fought to defend the Republic of
Vietnam against Communist aggression,

The enemy's primary objective of his 1968 TET Offensive
was to seize power in South Vietnam by creating a general up-
rising and causing the defection of major elements of the Armed
Forces of the Republic of Vietnam, In conjunction with this,
the enemy apparently expected to seize by military action large
portions of the northern two provinces lying just south of the

Demilitarized Zone and there to set up a '"liberation government."

The virtually unpopulated Khe Sanh Plateau, which lay astride
the enemy's principal avenue of approach from his large base
areas in Laos, was obviously an initial objective of the North
Vietnamese Army. Its seizure would have created a serious
threat to our forces defending the northern area and would have
cleared the way for the enemy's advance to Quang Tri City and
the heavily populated coastal region, There is also little
doubt that the enemy hoped at Khe Sanh to attain a climactic
victory, such as he had done in 1954 at Dien Bien Phu, in the
expectation that this would produce a psychological shock and
erode American morale,

My subordinate commanders and I were particularly sensitive

to heavy fighting in the populated areas, since this would re-
sult in substantial destruction to the towns and villages and
cause unnecessary suffering by the civilian population. We
wanted to avoid this situation to the greatest extent possible
by denying the enemy freedom of movement through the Khe Sanh
area and into the coastal region. At that time we did not have
sufficient troops, helicopters, or logistical support in the
northern provinces to accomplish this entirely through mobile
operations, and competing requirements for troops and resources
did not permit immediate reinforcement from other areas of
South Vietnam, The situation was further complicated by long
periods of fog and low cloud ceilings during January, February,
and March, which made helicopter operations difficult and
hazardous,
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To maintain our presence on the Khe Sanh Plateau, our only
choice at the time was to secure the airstrip we had built on
the plateau since this facility was essential as the forward
termimus of our supply line. From here we could maintain our
military presence in the area and, through the use of our fire-
power, make it costly for large enemy forces to advance while
we awaited the end of the bad weather of the northeast monsoon
and constituted the forces and logistics necessary to strike
out on offensive operations.

Another factor favoring the decision to hold Khe Sanh was
the enemy's determination to take it. Our defense of the area
would tie down large numbers of North Vietnamese troops which
otherwise could move against the vulnerable populated areas
whose security was the heart of the Vietnamese pacification
program, Our decision to defend also held the prospect of
causing the enemy to concentrate his force and thereby provide
us a singular opportunity to bring our firepower to bear on him
with minimum restrictions. Had we withdrawn to fight the
enemy's force of over two divisions in the heavily populated
coastal area, the use of our firepower would have been severely
restricted because of our precautionary measures to avoid
civilian casualties and minimize damage to civilian property.

Based on my decision to hold the Khe Sanh Plateau, Lieu-
tenant General Cushman's and Lieutenant General Lam's first
task was to reinforce the area with sufficient strength to pre-
vent the enemy from overrunning it, but at the same time to
commit no more force than could be supplied by air. While the
battle of Khe Sanh was being fought, emphasis was placed on
the buildup in the northern provinces of the necessary troops,
helicopters, and logistic support for mobile offensive oper-
ations to open Highway 9 and move onto the plateau when the
weather cleared at the end of March.

This report provides a detailed and graphic account of
events as they unfolded. It centers about the 26th Marine
Regiment, the main defenders of the Khe Sanh area, who tenaciously
and magnificently held off the enemy during the two-and-one-
half-month siege. Yet the battle of Khe Sanh was an inter-
Service and international operation, Consequently, appropriate
coverage is given to the contributions of the U. S. Army, Navy,
and Air Force, and to South Vietnamese regular and irregular
military units, all of whom contributed to the defense of the
area and to the destruction of the enemy, As Marine artillery
from within the fortified positions pounded the enemy, Army
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artillery located to the east provided heavy, long-range fire
support. Fighter aircraft from the Marines, Air Force, and
Navy provided continuocus close air support, while B-52 bombers
of the Strategic Air Command dealt decisive blows around-the-
clock to enamy forces within striking distance of our positions
and against enemy supply areas. Further, Marine and Air Force
airlift together with Army parachute riggers logistically sus-
tained the defenders during the siege despite heavy enemy
antiaircraft fire,

In early April, when the weather cleared and the troop and
logistic buildup was completed, a combined force of U. S. Army
U. S. Marine, and Republic of Vietnam units, coordinated by the
U, S. Army's lst Cavalry Division (Airmobile), maneuvered to
link up with the 26th Marines and rout the remaining enemy
elements, Meanwhile, U, S. Marine Corps engineers expe-
ditiously opened Highway 9 to the plateau. The crushing de-
feat suffered by the North Vietnamese Army during the siege
cost the Communists untold casualties, shattered two of their
best divisions, and frustrated their dream of a second Dien
Bien Phu.

The battle of Khe Sanh is but one facet of the long and
complicated war in South Vietnam, It is one in which the
aggressive nature of North Vietnam, the resolute determination
of our fighting forces, and the local defeat of the armed enemy

can all be clearly seen.
Woictoatatn i

W. C. WESTMORELAND
General, United States Army

PREFACE

In the extreme northwestern corner of South Vietnam there
stands a monument to the free world. Unlike those which com-
memorate the victories of past wars, this one was not built on
marble or bronze but the sacrifies of men who fought and died
at a remote outpost to halt the spread of Communism. This is
the story of those men--the defenders of Khe Sanh--and the epic
77-day struggle which not only denied the North Vietnamese Army
a mich needed victory but reaffirmed to the world the intention
of the United States to hold the line in Southeast Asia., In
addition to having been a contest of men and machinss, this was
the test of a nation's will,

As a history, this work is not intended to prove any point,
but rather to record objectively the series of events which came
to be called the Battle of Khe Sanh. These events spanned a
period from April 1967 to April 1968. The rationale for the
buildup along the Demilitarized Zone and the commitment to hold
the small garrison is presented as a logical extension of the
three-pronged strategy then employed throughout I Corps
and the rest of South Vietnam; this balanced campaign included
pacification programs, counterguerrilla activity, and large
unit offensive sweeps, Although isolated, the Khe Sanh Combat
Base was a vital link in the northern defenses which screened
the Allied counterinsurgency efforts in the densely populated
coastal plains from invasion by regular divisions from North
Vietnam, By obstructing this attempted invasion, American and
South Vietnamese forces at Khe Sanh provided a shield for their
contemporaries who were waging a war for the hearts and minds
of the people in the cities, villages, and hamlets farther to
the south. 1In the process, a reinforced regiment--the 26th
Marines--supported by massive firepower provided by the Marine
and Navy air arms, the U, S. Air Force and Marine and Army
artillery, defended this base and mangled two crack North Viet-
Namese Army divisions, further illustrating to Hanoi the
futility of its war of aggression.

Later, after the encirclement was broken and additional
U.S. forces became available, the Allies were able to shift
emphasis from the fixed defense to fast-moving offensive oper-
ations to control this vital area astride the enemy's invasion
route. In these operations, our troops thrust out to strike
the enemy whenever he appeared in this critical region. This




shift in tactics in the spring of 1968 was made possible by
favorable weather, the buildup of troops, helicopters, and
logistics that had taken place during the winter of 1967-68.
An additional factor was the construction of a secure forward
base across the mountains to the east of Khe Sanh, from which
these operations could be supported. The Khe Sanh Combat Base
then lost the importance it had earlier and was dismantled
after its supplies were drawn down, since it was no longer
needed, The strategy of containing the North Vietnamese Army
along the border remained the same; but revised tactics were

now possible.

But in 1967 and early 1968, neither troops nor helicopters,
logistics nor the forward base were available to support the
more aggressive tactics. The enemy lunged into the area in
force, and he had to be stopped. The KSCB with its airstrip
was the pivotal point in the area from which Allied firepower
could be directed and which the enemy could not ignore. It
was here that the 26th Marines made their stand.

This study also provides insight into the mechanics of
the battle from the highest echelon of command to the smallest
unit, In addition, appropriate coverage is provided to the
supporting arms and the mammoth logistics effort which spelled
the difference between victory and defeat. While this is
basically a story about Marines, it notes the valiant contri-
butions of U, S, Army, Navy, and Air Force personnel, as well

as the South Vietnamese,

The account is based on records of the U. S, Marine Corps,
selected records of other Services, and appropriate published
works, The comments of and interviews with key participants
have been incorporated into the text. Although this monograph
has been cleared for publication by the Department of Defense,
most of the documents cited retain a security classification,
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R. E. CUSHMAN, JR.
Lieutenant General, U, S, Ma®ine Corps
Commanding General, III Marine Amphibious Force
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The Battle for Khe Sanh

by

Captain Moyers S. Shore II, USMC

INTRODUCTION

'"Attention to Colors." The order having been given,
Captain William H, Dabney, a product of the Virginia Military
Institute, snapped to attention, faced the jerry-rigged flag-
pole, and saluted, as did every other man in Company I, 3d
Battalion, 26th Marines. The ceremony might well have beean at
any one of a hundred military installations around the world
except for a few glaring irregularities. The parade ground was
a battle-scarred hilltop to the west of Khe Sanh and the men
in the formation stood half submerged in trenches or foxholes.
Instead of crisply starched utilities, razor sharp creases, and
gleaming brass,these Marines sported scraggly beards, ragged
trousers, and rotted helmet liner straps. The only man in the
company who could play a bugle, Sacond Lieutenant Owen S.
Matthews, lifted the pock-marked instrument to his lips and
spat out a choppy version of "To the Colors" while two enlisted
men raced to the RC-292 radio antenna which served as the flag-
pole and gingerly attached the Stars and Stripes, As the mast
with its shredded banner came upright, the Marines could hear
the ominous "thunk," "thunk," "thunk," to the southwest of their
position which meant that North Vietnamese 120mm mortar rounds
had left their tubes, They also knew that in 21 seconds those
"thunks" would be replaced by much louder, closer sounds but no
one budged until 0ld Glory waved high over the hill.

Wnen Lieutenant Matthews sharply cut off the last note of
his piece, Company I disappeared; men dropped into trenches,
dived headlong into foxholes, or scrambled into bunkers. The
area which moments before had been bristling with humanity was
suddenly a ghost town. Seconds later explosions walked across
the hilltop spewing black smoke, dirt, and debris into the air.
Rocks, splinters, and spent shell fragments rained on the
flattened Marines but, as usual, no one was hurt, As quickly
as the attack came, it was over, While the smoke lazily drifted
away, a much smaller banner rose from the Marines' positions.

A pole adorned with a pair of red, silk panties--Maggie's Drawers



--was waved back and forth above one trenchline to infor@ the
enemy that he had missed again, A few men stood up and J?ered
or cursed at the distant gunnars; others simply saluted with

an appropriate obscene gesture. The daily flag-raising ceremony
on Hill 881 South was over.

This episode was just one obscure incident which coupled
with hundreds of others made up the battle for Khe Sanh. The
ceremony carried with it no particular political overtones but
was intended solely as an open show of defiance toward the
Communists as well as a morale booster for the troops. The
jaunty courage, quiet determination, and macabre humor of the
men on Hill 881S exemplified the spiritof the U. S. and ?outh
Vietnamese defenders who not only defied the enemy but, in a
classic 77-day struggle, destroyed him. At the same time, Fhe
fighting around the isolated combat base touched off a passionate
controversy in the United States and the battle, therefore,
warrants close scrutiny. For proper prospective, however, one
first needs to have a basic understanding of the series of
events which thrust Khe Sanh into the limelight. In effect,
the destiny of the combatants was unknowingly determined almost
three years earlier at a place called Red Beach near Da Nang.

PART I
BACKGROUND

When the lead elements of the 9th Marine Expeditionary
Brigade,commanded by Brigadier General Frederick J. Karch,
slogged ashore at Da Nang on 8 March 1965, Communist political
and military aspirations in South Vietnam received a severe
jolt. The buildup of organized American combat units had be-
guil. In May 1965, the 9th MEB was succeeded by the III Marine
Amphibious Force (III MAF) which was comprised of the 3d Marine
Division, the lst Marine Aircraft Wing, and, within a year,
the lst Marine Division. The Commanding General, III MAF was
given responsibility for U. S. operations in I Corps Tactical
Zone which incorporated the five northern provinces and, on 5
June 1965, Major General Lewis W. Walt assumed that role. (See
Map 1). Major units of the U. S. Army moved into other portions
of South Vietnam and the entire American effort came under the
control of the Commander, U. S. Military Assistance Command ,
Vietnam (ComUSMACV), General William C. Westmoreland, (1)

The Marines, in conjunction with the Army of the Republic
of Vietnam (ARVN), set about to wrest control of the populace
in I Corps from the Viet Cong and help reassert the authority
of the central government. The Allies launched an aggressive
campaign designed to root out the enemy's source of strength--
the local guerrilla. Allied battalion- and regimental-sized
units screened this effort by seeking out and engaging Viet Cong
main forces and North Vietnamese Army (NVA) elements, Smaller
Marine and ARVN units went after the isolated guerrilla bands
which preyed on the Vietnamese peasants. Thousands of fire
team-, squad-, and platoon-sized actions took a heavy toll of
the enemy and the Viet Cong were gradually pushed out of the
Populated areas. Whenever a village or hamlet was secured,
civic action teams moved in to fill the vacuum and began the
long, tedious process of erasing the effects of prolonged
Communist domination. Progress was slow. Within a year, how-
ever, the area under Government security had grown to more than
1,600 square miles and encompassed nearly half a million people.
As government influence extended deeper into the countryside,
the security, health, economic well-being, and educational
Prospects of the peasants were constantly improved, There was
an ever increasing number of enemy defectors and intelligence
reports from, heretofore, unsympathetic villagers. By mid-1966,




Allied military operations and pacification programs were
slowly but seriously eroding the enemy's elaborate infrastruc-
ture and his hold over the people,(2)

It soon became apparent to the leaders in the North that,
unless they took some bold action, ten years of preparation and
their master plan for conquest of South Vietnam would go down
the drain. From the Communists' standpoint, the crucial matter
was not the volume of casualties they sustained, but the sur-

e DONG HA vival of the guerrilla infrastructure in South Vietnam, In
e  “QUANG TRI spite of their disregard for human life, the North Vietnamese

-
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J QUANG did not wish to counter the American military steamroller in
z\\ TRI the populated coastal plain of I Corps. There, the relatively
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open terrain favored the overwhelming power of the Marines'
supporting arms. The enemy troops would have extended supply
lines, their movement could be more easily detected, and they
would be further away from sanctuaries in Laos and North Viet-
nam. In addition, when the propaganda-conscious NVA suffered
a defeat, it would be witnessed by the local populace and thus
DANANG shatter the myth of Communist invincibility.

HOIAN If the Marines could not be smashed, and the Communists
had tried several times, they had to be diverted or thinned out.
The answer to the enemy's dilemma lay along the 17th Parallel.

o \JAM KY Gradually, they massed large troop concentrations within the
QUANG 6 CHU LA Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), in Laos, and in the southern pan-

handle of North Vietnam; in short, they were opening a new

TIN front. Nguyen Van Mai, a high Communist official in Phnom Penh,
Cambodia, predicted: "We will entice the Americans closer to
the North Vietnamese border and...bleed them without mercy."
That remained to be seen,(3)

In response to the enemy buildup along the DMZ throughout
the summer and fall of 1966, General Walt shifted Marine units
further north. The 3d Marine Division Headquarters moved from
Da Nang to Phu Bai, and a Division Forward Command Post (CP)
continued to Dong Ha so that it could respond rapidly to develop-
ments along the DMZ, In turn the 1lst Marine Division Headquarters
moved from Chu Lai to Da Nang and took control of operations in
MAPI KW White central and southern I Corps. For specific, short-term o erations,

I CORPS TACTICAL ZONE the division commanders fqu'uently delegated authority topa

task force headquarters. The task force was a semipermanent
organization composed of temporarily assigned units under one
commander, usually a general officer. Because of the fluid,
fast~moving type of warfare peculiar to Vietnam, the individual
battalion became a key element and went where it was needed the







the western access, runs along Route 9 from the Laotian border,
through the village of Lang Vei to Khe Sanh. The other is a
small valley to the northwest, formed by the Rao Quan River,
which runs between Dong Tri Mountain and Hill 861. (See Map 3).

Another key terrain feature is Hill 558 which is located squarely <

in the center of the northwestern approach, The only stumbling Hé

block to the NVA in early 1967 was a handful of Marines, U, S. T

Army Special Forces advisors, and South Vietnamese irregulars, =z W

(6) (See Map 3). < 22

N an)

The "Green Berets' were the first American troops in tha -

area when, in August 1962, they established a Civilian Irregular L Eg

Defense Group (CIDG) at the same site which later became the § s
Khe Sanh Combat Base (KSCB). The first Marine unit of any size 53‘”

to visit the area was the 1lst Battalion, lst Marines (1/1)
which, in April 1966, was participating in Operation VIRGINIA.
In early October 1966, the lst Battalion, 3d Marines, which was
taking part in Operation PRAIRIE, moved into the base and the
CIDG camp was relocated near Lang Vei, 9,000 meters to the south-
west where it continued surveillance and counterinfiltration
operations., The battalion remained at Khe Sanh with no signi-
ficant contacts until February 1967 when it was replaced by a
single company, E/2/9.(*) In mid-March 1967, Company E became
engaged in a heavy action near Hill 861 and Company B, 1/9
moved in to reinforce. After a successful conclusion of the
operation, E/2/9 returnad to Phu Bai, and B/1/9 remained as the
resident defense company.

KHE SANH

——
———

The XSCB sat atop a plateau in the shadow of Dong Tri
Mountain and overlooked a tributary of the Quang Tri River.
The base had a small dirt airstrip, which had been surfaced by
a U. S. Navy Mobile Construction Battalion (Seabees) in the
summer of 1966; the field could accommodate helicopters and
fixed-wing transport aircraft. Organic artillery support was
provided by Battery F, 2/12 (105mm), reinforced by two 155mm
howitzers and two 4.2-inch mortars., The Khe Sanh area of oper-
ations was also within range of the 175mm guns of the U. S.
Army's 2d Battalion, %94th Artillery at Camp Carroll and the
Rockpile. In addition to B/1/9 and the CIDG, there was a Marine
Combined Action Company (CAC) and a Regional Forces company
located in the village of Khe Sanh, approximately 3,500 meters

e
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| Ex

D LANG VEI

SPECIAL FORCES
CAMP ‘\

(*) The designation E/2/9 stands for Company E, 2d Battalion,
9th Marines, This type of designation will be used perodically
for other Marine units throughout the text,

KW White

VALLEY

KHE SANH

MAP3



south of the base.(*)

All these units sat astride the northwest-southeast axis
of Route 9 and had the mission of denying the NVA a year-round
route into eastern Quang Tri Province, The garrison at Khe
Sanh and the adjacent outposts commanded the approaches from
the west which led to Dong Ha and Quang Tri City. Had this
strategic plateau not been in the hands of the Americans, the
North Vietnamese would have had an unobstructed invasion route
into the two northern provinces and could have outflanked the
Allied forces holding the line south of the DMZ, At that time,
the Americans did not possess the helicopter resources, troop
strength, or logistical bases in this northern area to adopt a
completely mobile type of defense., Therefore, the troops at
the KSCB maintained a relatively static defense with emphasis
on patrolling, artillery and air interdiction, and occasional
reconnaissance in force operations to stifle infiltration through
the Khe Sanh Plateau. In the event a major enemy threat de-
veloped, General Walt could rapidly reinforce the combat base
by air.(7)

On 20 April 1967, the combat assets at KSCB were passed to
the operational control of the 3d Marines which had just com-
menced Operation PRAIRIE IV. The Khe Sanh area of operations
was not included as a part of PRAIRIE IV but was the responsi-
bility of the 3d Marines since that regiment was in the best
position to oversee the base and reinforce if the need arose.
The need arose very soon.(8)

Oa 24 April 1967, a patrol from Company B, 1/9 became
heavily engaged with an enemy force of unknown size north of
Hill 861 and in the process prematurely triggered an elaborate

(*) The Combined Action Program was designed to increase the
ability of the local Vietnamese militia units to defend their
own villages. These units, referred to as Popular Forces, were
reinforced by groups of Marines who lived, worked, and conducted
operations with their Vietnamese counterparts. A Combined Action
Company was an organization controlling several Marine squads
which served with different Combined Action Platoons, Combined
Action Company Oscar (CACO) was the unit operating in the Khe
Sanh area. A Regional Forces company was comprised of local
South Vietnamese soldiers along with their American and ARVN ad-
visors who were under the operational control of the Vietnamese
Province Chief.
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North Vietnamese offensive designed to overrun Khe Sanh., What
later became known as the "Hill Fights" had begun. In retro-
spect, it appears that the drive toward Khe Sanh was but one
prong of the enemy's winter-spring offensive, the ultimate ob-
jective of which was the capture of Dong Ha, Quang Tri City,
and eventually, Hue-Phu Bai.(*) That portion of the enemy plan
which pertained to Khe Sanh involved the isolation of the base
by artillery attacks on the Marine fire support bases in the
eastern DMZ area (e.g., Camp Carroll, Con Thien, Gio Linh,
etc,). These were closely coordinated with attacks by fire on
the logistical and helicopter installations at Dong Ha and Phu
Bai. Demolition teams cut Route 9 between Khe Sanh and Cam lo
to prevent overland reinforcement and, later, a secondary attack
was launched against the camp at Lang Vei, which was manned by
Vietnamese CIDG persomnel and U, S, Army Special Forces advisors,
Under cover of heavy fog and low overcast which shrouded Khe
Sanh for several weeks, the North Vietnamese moved a regiment
into the Hill 881/861 complex and constructed a maze of heavily
reinforced bunkers and gun positions from which they intended
to provide direct fire against the KSCB in support of their
assault troops. All of these efforts were ancillary to the
main thrust--a regimental-sized ground attack--from the 325C
NVA Division which would sweep in from the west and seize the
airfield,(**)(9) (See Map 4).

The job of stopping the NVA was given to Colonel John P.
Lanigan and his 3d Marines., Although he probably did not know
it when he arrived at Khe Sanh, this assignment would not be
unlike one which 22 years before had earned him a Silver Star
onhOkinawa. Both involved pushing a fanatical enemy force off
a hill,

(*)  The III MAF and enemy operations during the period of the
NVA/VC winter-spring offensive (1966-1967) will be the subject
of a separate monograph prepared by the Historical Branch.

(*%)  The diversionary attacks were all launched apparently on
s?hedule. On 27 and 28 April, the previously mentioned Marine
flr? support and supply bases were hit by some 1,200 rocket,
artillery, and mortar rounds. Route 9 was cut in several places,
The Special Forces Camp at Lang Vei was attacked and severely

mauled on 4 May, Only thz main effort was detected and sub-
Sequently thwarted,
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Lieutenant Colonel De Long's battalion pushed along the ridge-
line leading from Hill 861 to 881N. After smashing a determined
NVA counterattack on 3 May, the 2d Battalion battered its way

to the crest of Hill 881N and secured the final objective on

the afternoon of the 5th. The three hills belonged to the
Marines.(11)

The supporting arms had done a good job, for the top of
each hill looked like the surface of the moon. The color of
the summit had changed from a vivid green to a dull, ugly brown.
All of the lush vegetation had been blasted away, leaving in
its place a mass of churned-up dirt and splintered trees, Hun-
dreds of craters dotted the landscape serving as mute witnesses
to the terrible pounding that the enemy had taken. What the NVA
learned during the operation was something the Marine Corps had
espoused for years--that bombs and shells were cheaper than
blood.

Thus, the "Hill Fights'" ended and the first major attempt
by the NVA to take Khe Sanh was thwarted. All intelligence re-
ports indicated that the badly mauled 325C NVA Division had
pulled back to lick its wounds, ending the immediate threat in
western Quang Tri Province. With the pressure relieved for the
time being, General Walt began scaling down his forces at Khe
Sanh, because the next phase of the enemy's winter/spring offen-
sive involved a drive through the coastal plain toward Dong Ha.

From 11-13 May, 1/26 moved into the combat base and the
adjacent hills to relieve the 3d Marines. By the evening of
the 12th, 2/3 had been airlifted to Dong Ha and one artillery
battery, B/1/12, was pulled out by convoy. The following day,
3/3 also returned to Dong Ha by truck. In the meantime, Company
A, 1/26, was helilifted to Hill 881S while Company C took up
positions on Hill 861. Company B, 1/26, and a skeleton head-
quarters of the 26th Marines arrived and remained at the base,
as did a fresh artillery battery, A/1/13. At 1500 on 13 May,
Colonel Joan J. Padley, Commanding Officer of the 26th Marines,
Forward, relieved Colonel Lanigan as the Senior Officer Present
at Khe Sanh,(12) '

In his analysis of the operation, Colonel Lanigan reported
that his men had been engaged in a conventional infantry battle
against a well-trained, highly-disciplined, and well -entrenched
ensmy force., In the past, the NVA had used phantom tactics when
engaging U. S, forces--not so at Khe Sanh, The maze of bunker
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complexes served as a grim reminder of their determination to
stay and fight. They openly challenged the Americans to push
them off the hills, and the 3d Marines rose to the occasion.
The fierce resistance was overcome by aggressive infantry
assaults in coordination with artillery and close air support
which according to Colonel Lanigan was the most accurate and ,
devastating he had witnessed in three wars.

lThe Communists had anticipated a blood letting and they
received one, From 24 April through 12 May 1967, the NVA lost
940 confirmed killed.(*) Even for the North Vietnamese, this
was a massive defeat which could not be easily absorbed, But
the leaders in Hanoi were committed to a course of action which
traded human lives for strategic expediency., Just like the
monsoon rains, the enemy would come again.(13)

(%)

Marine losses were 155 killed and 425 wounded.
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PART II
THE LULL BETWEEN THE STORMS

With the departure of the 3d Marines, a relative calm pre-
vailed at Khe Sanh for the remainder of the year. Although
occasional encounters and sightings indicated that the Communists
still had an interest in the area, there was a marked decrease
in large unit contacts and the tempo of operations slackened
to a preinvasion pace. Such was not the case in other portions
of Quang Tri Province,

During the summer and fall of 1967, the center of activity
shifted to the eastern DMZ area. After being battered and
thrown for a loss on their end sweep, the Communists concentra-
ted on the middle of the line again. With an estimated 37
battalions poised along the border, the NVA constituted a
genuine threat to the northernmost province. At times as many
as eight Marine battalions were shuttled into the area for
short-term operations and three or four were there full time,
but the enemy's intensified campaign created a demand for more
troops. As a result, General Westmoreland was forced to make
major force realignments throughout South Vietnam to satisfy
the troop requirements in I Corps.(14)

General Westmoreland drew the bulk of these reinforcements
from areas in Vietnam which, at the time, were under less
pressure than the five northern provinces. During April and
May 1967, Task Force OREGON, comprised of nine U, S. Army bat-
talions from II and III Corps, moved into the Chu Lai-Duc Pho
region and was placed under the operational control of General
Walt. By the end of May, five battalions of the 5th and 7th
Marines at Chu Lai had been released for service further north,
Two of these units moved into the Nui Loc Son Basin northwest
of Tam Ky to conduct offensive operations and support the
sagging Vietnamese Revolutionary Development efforts. The other
three settled in the Da Nang tactical area of responsibility
(TAOR) and in turn released two Marine battalions, 1/1 and 2/1,
which moved to Thua Thien and Quang Tri provinces.

In addition to his in-country assets, General Westmoreland
also called on Admiral U. S. Grant Sharp, Commander in Chief,
Pacific, for reinforcements. Besides the two Special Landing
Forces afloat with the U, S. Seventh Fleet, the Pacific Command

18

maintained a Marine Battalion Landing Team (BLT 3/4) as an
amphibious reserve on Okinawa.(*)(15) Actually, this unit was
paFt of the BLT rotation system whereby battalions were peri-
?dlca}ly shuttled out of Vietnam for retraining and refurbishin
1n-0k1nawa before assignment to the SLF. ComUSMACV needed the ®
unit and got it. On 15 May, 3/4 began an airlift from Okinawa

to Dong Ha by Air Force and Marine C-130 aircraft and within
31‘hours the 1,233-man force was in-country. After the re-
?llgnment of units in I Corps was complete, there was a net
increase of four USMC battalions in the DMZ area making a total
of seven., Additionally, the SLFs, cruising off the Vietnamese
coast, provided two more battalions which could be landed ickl
and added to the III MAF inventory. SLF'Alpha (BLT 1/3 amci{u 7
HMM-362) was placed on 24-hour alert to come ashore and SLF

Bravo (BLT 2/3 and HMM-164) was given a 96-hour reaction time, (16)

During the second half of 1967, the enemy offensive south
of the DMZ was a bloody repetition of the previous year's effort
With more courage than good sense, the NVA streamed across the '
DMZ througbout the summer only to be met and systematically
chewed up in one engagement after another., In July, the enem
supp?rted by his long-range artillery along the Ben’Hai moun{;d
g major thrust.against the 9th Marines near the strongpéint of

on Thien. Reinforced by SLFs Alpha and Bravo, the 9th Marines
countered with Operation BUFFALO and, between the 2d and 1l4th

of July, killed 1,290 NVA. Mari 1
345 wounded, (17) ’ ine losses were 159 dead and

from gfter tpis crushing defeat, the NVA shifted its emphasis
irect infantry assaults to attacks by fire. Utilizing

i:ih c;[)‘he two Special Landing Forces of the Seventh Fleet are
helten ?prlsed of a Marine Battalion Landing Team and a Marine
hight ?fir §guadron, and provide ComUSMACV/CG, III MAF with a
e Sﬁuthei} le, am?h1b1ous striking force for operations along
operatio 11etnam littoral. During the amphibious operation,
ores Com; gontrol.of the SLF remains with the Amphibious Task
relationsh?n er de51ggated by Commander, Seventh Fleet, This
t1oa wotr ;p may persist throughout the operation if coordina-
Spocin] Lang?ces ashor? do?s not dictate otherwise. When the
control o ;ng Force is firmly established ashore, operational
thic contrgl e passed‘t9 ?G, II1 MAF who, in turn, may shift
Under oo Cito the division in whose area the SLF is operating.
squadron 1 rcumstances, operational control of the helicopter
S passed by CG III MAF to the 1st Marine Alrcraft Wing,
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