The 49th Military Engl -cer Regiment was assigned the f: :al 75 kilometers
of the line, 65 kilome .ers of which prassed through thick jungles and hilly
terrain. By 27 February the first telephone call was ompleted from the
Central Highlands to ! .noi.t>

Then NVA communicatlons units extended the telephone line from
the Central Highlands kront headquarters to the divis ins and regiments
in the anmethuot area, By 0500 on 9 March the netwo % was complete.
The use of telephone lines enabled the North Vietname.: to maintain
secrecy and gave them an important advantage over the South Vietnamese,

who in most cases communicated by easily iniercepted radio messages.

By January the ARVN II Corps command was aware of the presence of
the NVA 34 Division east of Pleiku, ihe 10th Division to the noxzth, the
95th Regiment to the west, and 198th Regiment to the couth, 2nd noted that
the NVA were building roads and fire-support bases and moving toward
Yo Dinh, on Rt. 14 north of Kontum. Concluding that the 10th Division
intended to attack Kontum, IICorps Commandéer L& Pham Van Phu sent the
6th, 21st, 22d, 23d and 24th Ranzer Groups there. His assumption that
the NVA attack would come at Tet was reinforced when ARVN intelligence
learned that “the 10th and 3d divisions are celetrating Tet in advance.“16
In February the South Vietnamese, noting the sudden appearance of the 968th
Division and the 26th Regiment, along with a large number of tanks, in ilke
Pleiku area, shifted the U4th Regiment of the 23d Division from Banmethuoi
to Pleiku and its 45th Regiment to Thuan Man, a district town at the
intersection of Rt. 14 and a dirt road leading to Cheo Reo, the capital
of Phu Bon Province.

The North Vietnamese began a series of diversionary attacks intenced
to lure additional ARVN forces to the northern Central Highlands on 23 Feb-
ruary, when the 9th Regiment of the 968th Division attacked the ARVN
outpost on Mi. Yuong in northern Kontum, The next day the 19th Regiment
of the 968th Division took the Chot My and Dong Tam outposts on Rt. 19
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east of Pleiku. The ARVN II Corps command responded by sending the 45th
Regiment from Thuan ¥an to Thanh An on 3 March and the Joint General Staff
sent the 7th Ranger Group from Saigon to Pleiku, On the same day the NVA
320th Division sent a battalion to block the dirt road tetween Thuan Man
znd Cheo Rec,

As reported by Si Tam, on 4 Farch the Central Highlands Front
Command met and arnalyoncd the situation as folluws: "The enemy has bezen
drawn to the northeri Central highlands., Darlac is vulnerable. In Ban-
nethuot there is only ihe main hesadquarters of the 23d Division. The 53
Regiment of thot division has sent a battallon to reinforce Duc Lap, and
Its other two hattaliens are conducting sweeping operations. The Bth |
Armored Sguadron has svnt a detachment to Duc Lap. The enemy's forces and
defensive netuork are 1n disarray.“l? Two days later the NVA High Cowmmand
informed the Central Highlands Froht Command that Ythe other battlerfields
are ready to open fire to coordinate wlth the Central Highlands" and ihat
“The puppets' principal defensiv: coacern is still the Quang Tri-Thua Thien
arsa, The Alrborne Divislon ls still stationed in Military Region I. The
puppet IIX Corps is taking precautions agalnst our coming down into the
_lowlands and iz trylng to retake HMt. Ba Den. In the Central Highlands
they still believe tihat the principal concern is the Xontum-Pleiku ares,
The puppet Joint General Staff and the CIA share that opinion."18

On 5 Maxch the NVA 95th Regiment and 3d Division cut Rt. 19 east and
west of An khe. Pham Van Phu responded by sending two regiments of the
22d Division from Binh Dinh to clear the area east of An khe and the 2d
Armored Cavalry Squadron was dispatched from Pleikuvto reopen the road
west of An Khe. Phu also nrdered the 4th and 6th Ranger Croups to search
for the NVA 10th Division, which had suddenly dropped out of sight, northk-
west of Plelku. On the same day the NVA 25th Reglment cut Route 21 east
of Chu Cuc and ambushed a convoy of more than 80 trucks moving toward
Banmethuot., With the cuttling of Rts. 19 and-21 the Central Highlands had

been isolated from the coast.
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Alihough the North Vietnamese mobilized loc:l corvos labor to
dig up segments of Rt. 14 between Kontum and Mloile: wnile Lhiny weie
blocking routes 19 and 21, the 320th Divisicrn, k. ~~in vy of which was

deployed flve kilometers west of Rt, 1L bedtworn Yo oo orions and Chu Xe,

'“.‘
was ordered to avold contact., According tc .lan, o T7U0Lh Bivicion would

REEELX TR B LT e ey W o A

cut Rt. 14 by tzking Thuan Man at the saaz tivs boooothuss 1an heinz

attacked. But an incident on 5 laxch tlxestosrd 00 ussel tha Horth
Vietramese timectable: a tattalion of the 320%h arl. lod o convoy of 14

trucks on Rt. 14 south of Thuan kan and captuved ro oxtillery Flrst
Lieutenant, The 320th Division reported to ihez oot Con oond that the
South Visinanese had just sent a battalisn of the ik Re-fiont to Thoan

WioO e

Man to locate 320th Division and that the ARV wioo niead iy Areressing

traffic on Rt 14, perhaps intending to gracduv~ily 0 hien T 5%

{0 the Bzunsthust area., The divislon roguested poviasic

attack Thuan Hen, and wipe out the 45th Reglmont Yoiralics now reicforcing

the montagnard Hegional Force garrison. Vhen an intoyrszotion of the
captured ARVN Lisutenant showed that the II Corps <ummand intended to
send recrults to i1l out the units in Flelkw, and uwot son? troops to
Banmethuot, Van Tien Dung ordered the 320th Divizic: +o conbinue to avold
contact.19

On the same day, a North Vietnamese artilleny detachnant on a
reconnalssance mission clashed with an ARW unit nordh of Lannethuot.
One badly wounded North Vietnamese cadre, with a dizry in Lis possession,
was captured. The following day the Central Highlawds Front Command was
informed that the 3d Battalion of the 534 Reglment, «n armesad detachment,
and & Reglonal Force battalion had been sent to the hamlet of Quang Mhieu,

¥* The Central Highlands Front Command incorrectly zssumea that ARVH
intelligence had lost track of the 320th Divisici. In fact, the South
Vletnamese had been aware all along that the 320ih Divizion had *taken
up ambush pesitions straddling the road" between Fleiku and Banmethuot
(NYT. 20 February 1975). General Phu, howsver, incorrectly assumed that
Ats mission would ha to i=molate Pleiku.
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11 kilooabers sortheas . of Banmethuot. The units of ti2 320th Division
were ouiloredl £o contl e to avold contact. The Front Command, fearing
that 17 the L&VY unlic continued their searching oper: tions until 8 March
preronnilions fer the  stack on Banmethuot from the no. th would te
Juopriiteed, Auformed the 320th Division that If by ti : aftsrnoon of ihe
Tolls fvr dow Lhe ARVHE wnits had not returned to banm.thuot it was. to
etbas ihs (h ¥e outpost on RU, 14 17 miles north of Juon Ho to draw the
ARVI o ees In that directlon, thus allowing the NVA mnits in the Quang
Khieu ;;91 to continue their preparations. If the Arn ‘N force continued
its opreatlions arcund Quang Nhieu on 7 liarch, the next merning the 320th

Dlvicion wyas 4o tske Thuan Man and draw ARV attention there.

Un 7 dzech unlts of the 320th Division took the montagnard Keglcnal
Forcee cubtpsst 2t Chu Xe, but the ARV unlits were not withdraim from
guarg Mhisue Uhe following morning other units of the 320th assaulted
and tool Theen Han after an hour of heavy artillery shelling. The AHVN
I1I Covps connnnd responded by withdrawlng the 3d Battalion of the 52d
Begiment and cupporting units from Quang Khieu to Bammethuot. The 2ist
Range:r Grovp s moved by helicopter from Xontum to Buon Ho, on Kt. 14

40 Eiloneters north of Banmethuot, to prepare to reopen the road.

At 0710 on the morning of 9 March two regiments of the NVA 10th
Divisinn begen o 10,000-round arxrtillery shelling of Due lap, then followed
with an infantiry assault that was supported by the close-up direct dire
of the rapild-fire guns of the 234th Anti-Aircraft hegiment. Within
hours ihe NVA mastered Duc lap and the nearby outposts at Dac Soong and
Nui Lua. Baznmethuot was now completely isolated. Van Tien Dung concluded

that " Vvictory now belonged to us. Now, even if the enemy were certain we

. would attzck Eanmethuot it was too late...our battlefleld position had taen

set and nothing could break 1t."20 At 1900 the Front Command contacted
its units by telephone. All reported that they were ready and in position.,
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At 1130 on 9 Mareh the II &0 Coywcnder, LG Pham Van Phu,
convened a meeting at his headsunn. - in *3ziku which was attended by

W

BG Le Trung Tuong, commander of tiho 220 Divi:ien; Col. Pham Duy Tat,
a Catholic from Quang Binh Prosin:c: o Nosi), Yilethen, commender of Hllitary
Region II Ranger units; BG Phoo - “oan, o ownder of the 6€4h Aly Division:

Faclooo oL 1o thuot. According to BG Tran

o

and the sector cormandorzs a
Van Cam, deputy commander of Ji G- . ¥in coencd the meeting by exprose
sing his ballef that the lorth Vie @z oz o avout to launch a major
attack in the Central Hiziplanic, W e 7ol loyed,” reported Cam, “a long
debate on where the North Vieiliso - would sitzack,” Gen. Cam proposed
strengthening the defenses of fop-- 2% 7 Gone Tusng requasted per-
mission t0 send the Ajith Regiuont o i~ 77 vision to Banmethuot
immediately. Gen. Phu, insisiiﬁg‘i; on o iher where the North Viet-
namese attacked flrst thelr muin ¢ otio. o ald be Pleike, expressed
confidence that if the necd evose » in720 snts eould be helilifted to
Banmethuot in ﬁime.“zl(ln fact, dv Lo e oloctine of hellecopters it would
take four days to move the 45ih feori::nd 40 Lonmethuct, not the one day
envisioned by Phu.) Later in tie & ¥ oPhw Diocr te Bannethuot to meet witn
Col. Vu The Quang, Deputy Comrundcs of the 294 Division, who was placed

P - -y 3 *
in command of all ARVN forcezs in irviac Foovinco.

During the night of 9 lorceh ih: NV: Contral Highlands Front Command
awalted "H~Hour" in a “very touse" o o2, There was much concern that
24 areas in time. Once the fight-

ing began, some units would have 1o {ravel s far as 40 kilometers to

some units would not arrive at the =

reach Banmethuot, while other unitsz .onld have 10 cross the Srepoc River.
- }r -

There was a real possibility that A0¥i7 unlis conduciing sweeping opeations

around the eity might Intercept soiz of the HVA unlts and upset the plan

timetable.22

* North Vietnamese sources say noihing abont banmethuot being placed on
alert, but according to Abdul Aziu, an Indian national who survived the
Banmethuot attack, at 1900 a loviuneaker truck of the Information Service
announced a. 2300 curfew. At midnight, he reported, "paramilitary forces
took up ambush positions on the rain streets." (TIZN PHONG, No. 38, 1977)
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sz iniele of Janmetin b
4% 0203 (Saigor time) on 10 March the medium-r: 1ge guns of the
NVA £758h /= 9llery . clment began to shell Phung Duc ilrfield, City
Ficko, the © o~ camp of the 8th Armored squadron, the iai Hac De supply
depet; 233 27 vicion hoadquarters, and Sector headquartiers. Whether by
aenld ol e Ly desiga, one of the first salvoes score a direct hit on
Lorowsr plant, plunging the city into dar ness. Within
rrilillery flafés wars illwninating the cuty. The North

Viet.nese oooillery fire, which would continue intermittently until
0700, =g iv:urded both to support the sappers of the 198th Sapper
Regin-st st chiing City Fleld, Phung Duc Alrfield, and the Fal Hac De
depol end 1o wrzble the combat engineers to teke advantage of the noise

»

to sob ofT sijionions to open the assault roads. The engineers near

Tho Thenh ok sdvantaze of the artillsry explosions to blast the rock

on viir banbs of the Srepoc so tiat the ferries could load vehicles,

Und:tv ths cover of the early-morning artillery barrage; sapnsars
emexzod fron o naighboring rubber plantation and hblasted their way
throvah the jerimeter fence of City Field. The ARVN commando company
defending ti:c landing strip withdrew to the operations center area in
the northesot corner end took up defensive positions. North Vietnamese
accounts provide few details of the sapper assault on ARVN defenses at

Phung Due AlrTicld, but admit that “the eneny counterattacked very fiarcely."23

At the came time, a company of sappers under the command of Capt.
Truonz Cong Yrinh assaulted the Mai Hec De depol on the southwestern
edge of town, The depot, which sprawled over an area of 1.4 square kilo-
meters, was surrcunded by nine rows of barbed wire and two sheet metal
fences. The lead platoon. led by Sgt. Tran Van Duc, breeched the first
sheetnetal fonee and ran toward the second. In the piteh darkness,; 20
of the sappers slipped into a deep trench between the two fences. Mir-
aculously, none of them was injured by the sharpened bamboo stakes on the
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bottom of the trench. 4 few minutes later several Jjeep ceds of AXVI
soldlers on a perimete patrol passed by. Pvt. Trieu Kim Thanh, a new
sarper on his first corbat mission, fell victim to ter tation and sprayed
the last jeep with hic AK-47 assault rifle, killing it- occupants. The
other jeeps sped off. Company Executive Offlcer Dso D y Hung placed
bangalore torpedoes under the barbed wire fences, opening a breech for
the rest of the company. The small ARVN garrison ror{ atrated in the
barrarks area, centred around a two-story blocPhouse. ¥

At 23d Division Headquarters, Col, Vu The Quang, havwing recelived
reports of the scattered sapper attacks and relatively light shelling,
concluded that "The Viet Cong are only carrying out & diversicnary attack.
They want to pin our forces down in Banmethuot so that they can easily
take Duc Lap, and also want us to send the 44th and 45th regiments back
to Banmethuot so that they can attack Pleiku-Kontum." His only redeploy-
nent was to shift the 21st Ranger Group, in conmandeered civilian vehlcles,
from Buon Ho to the village of Dat Ly 10 kilometers north of the city.25

The first North Vlieinamese tanks entered the battle for Banmethuot
at about 0430, when a company of five tanks moved south on Phan Chu Trinh
Street toward the Nga Sau intersection just south of the southern iip of
City Fleid. The intersection, a traffic circle where .three hajor streets
crossed, was defended by a montagnard Reglonal Force battallion and by
police units. When the tanks neared the intersection they came under
heavy fire érom ARVN positions atop multistory buildings and in bunkers.
Two of the tanks, having outdistanced the infantry, were knocked out.
Shortly before 0500 the remaining tanks were ordered to City Fleld to
assist the stalemated sappers. There the tanks fired into ARVN positions
on the water tower, on the radar antenna tower, and at the MP post.
Despite the NVA tanks, the ARVN defenders managed to hold out at City
Field until mid-a.f-ternoon.26
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At 0600 ARVN Re-ional Force defenders were drive i from two hills ==
Chu Ebua, 3.5 kilometc 's northwest of Banmethuot and Chu Iluc, 3.5 Ikilc -
meterse southeast of th: town -- by elements of the 31€%h Division, which
gave the North Vietnar se excellent artillery observa*‘or posts. Tank-led
infantry columns entered Banmethuot from the northwest north, southwest,
and southeast. By noon of 10 March the NVA would havc broughi into
Bammethuot the 316th D_vislon, the 957 Regiment, the 7?73 Armored Regiment,
the 198th Sapper Regiment, and numerous anti-aircraft and other supporting

units, -

While the NVA sappers were attaciking their objectives, the 2d hat-
talion of the 148th Regiment, 316th Division quietly took up positions
in a cemetery outside the perimeter of the 8th Armored Cavalry Squadren
bacse camp on the western edge of the city. Accerding to plan, ihe
battalion would assault the armored camp after 1t was shelled by NVA heavy
artillery later in the morning. But at 0500 the battalion's position was
discovered. The ARVN garrison immediately saturated the area, inflicting
“a nuaber of casualties" on the North Vietnamese, who hadn't had tine to
dig in. The ARVN sent several armored personnel carriers, followed by
several squads of infantry, on a sortie to repulse ths North Vietnamese.
That counterattack and three othexrs were repulsed. At 0700 North viet-
nanese heavy artillery began to heavily shell the armored camp and the
nearby artillery base. Desplte the heavy artillery shelling, the ARVN
garrison continued t¢ turn back the NVA assaulis. Around noon NVA tanks
appeared on the scene. Platoon Leader Nguyen Quang Trung was informed
by a battalion runner that he had been named company commander and was
ordered to lead the 2d Company in an assault against the artillery base.
Trungz, we are told, "“realized that something had happened in the rear of
the company's formation." Supported by the tenks, the NVA overcane
strong resistance and within an hour had taken both camps. The 4th and Sth
battalions of the 148th Regiments then moved east along Phan Bol Chau St.
By 1700 the reziment contreolled the northern sector of the city, from the
27

armored-artillery area to the Nga Sau lntersection.
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The Mai Hac De lepot was also subjected to heav, artillery fire
between 0700 and 0730. NVA tanks then advanced into the depot conplex
from the north and we: ', Despite the NVA tanks, the . VN garrison
managed to hold on to the ezstern part of the dorot w il past noon,
At about 1300 ARVN artillery btegan to firc inio the d b, During the after-

noon an ARVN counterattack from 1he eastl vas roulsed

When the heavy artillery barraze cubaided ot & oot 0730, a Noxrth
Vietnamese infantry battalion energed fuom a colfee plantation just south
of City Field on the eastern edge of the city «nd advanced toward pro=
vincial headquarters, which had been heavily d:nuiged during the bvarrage,
and the adjacent provincial nilitaxy headsvart s (Sector). The NVA
assault was stopped short: “We and the encny Ioniht for every house aﬁd
every street corner.“28 VNAF fighter-bontors vonked and strafed the NVA
positions. Stymied at the provincial headquartsirs, ths HVA btattalion
shifted its attack to the nearby Sector hezdquartors. There, too, it
encountered stiff resistance: "Enemy troops clustered in bunkers fought
back fiercely. M60 machineguns spewed oul bullcis to form a net of fire
stopping our troops." The commander of the NVA company leading the assault

was wounded and the NVA situation became "very urgent."29

Meanuhile, the 4th Battalion, 24th Reginant, 10th Division, moved
toward its objective, the 23d Division headguarters. The artillevy barrgse
had blown apart a segment of the perimeter fence, The aasault battalion
took the first bunker, but the ARVN defenders “fired back furicusly” and
“tanks and armored vehicles came from many directions to close off the
breech." The North Vietnamese launched a second assault on the 233 Division
headquarters, but were again unsuccessful. By nightfall the NVA fecrces,
etrengthened by the arrival of the southuwest column, which had taken the
communlcastions center west of the headquarters, were in control of most

3
key positions around the headquarters compound.“o
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Thus at the enc of the first day the Lorth Vietn.mese had taken

the armored and artil)ery base camps, City Field, . .. the northern part
of the city, and the } .1 Hac De area. But the ARVN st 11 held 224 Division
headquarters, Sector Feadquarters, the central part o1 the city -- includi-

inz the Nga Sau area -- and the 45th Hegiment base ca; » and Phung e
Airfield on the ecasterr outskiris.

In the morning of the 10th Vu The Quang had se t two battalions
of the 534 Regiment and a detachment of the 8th Armored Squadron to
counterattack to the west and north., "Those regulars,” admitted a North
Vietnamese observer, "fought very stubbornly: one assault followed another,
and on all sectors of the battlefield there was fierce fighting."31 Another
North Vietnamese participant roted the resistance put up by the ALVN
defenderst "After a period of confusion the enemy awoke and fired pro-
fusely in all directions, firing into our formations from defersive
positlons, strong points, streetcorners, and buildings. They stopped our
columns with direct fire and arched fire, by armored vehicles and tanks,
and even by infantry assaults. 7There was hand-to-hand fighting at some
points in the city."32 Due to the heavy North Vietnamese antiaircraft
fire, not a sipgle South Vietnamese helicopter could land in the clty.
In the afternoon the 21st Ranger Group, which had been sent to Phung Duc
Airfleld early in the morning, was ordered to fight its way into the city.33

At 0630 on the following morning the NVA tanks at City Fiald were
sent to help other tank units, the 954 Regiment, and the 148th xegiment
c¢lear up ARVN resistance in the liga Sau intersection arsa, where the South
Vietnamese had established strong defensive positions during the night.
The ARVN had established strong pousitions at the Kadio Banmethuot compound,
the Thang Long Theater, and arcund the cathedral, but the center of thair
resistance was the four-story, reinforced concrete Anh Dao Hotel. After
firing many B40 RPG and recoilless rifle rounds into the hotel, NVA
infantry entered the hotel, killing 12 and capturing four.ja By about 1030
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the last pockets of Af/d resistance in the Nga Sau are: had been cleaned
up.

At 0730 the Nort Vietnamese unleashed a massiw- heavy artillery
barrage on the 23d Division headquartezrs compound, T rty minutes earlier
a VNAF fighter-bomber, naking a very low pass over the headquarters, had
released its bombs too scon and scored two direct hit on the division
operatigns center., After the artlllery barrage was J fted the NVA assault
battalion blasted its way £hrough the layers of conce.tina wire and
entered the headquarters compound. An artillery round had hit the gasoline
dump, which was burning furlously., The fire was spreadinz within the
compound and the situation w2s pecomnning ¥ very complicated.® The AuVHN
garrison, despite the artilllery barrage and the loss of the division
operatlons center, continued to put up stiff resistance.

At 1130 the North Vietnamese iniercepted a radio message from the
2lst Ranger Group: "The Group headquarters, 234 Reconnalssance Company,
and artillery are now in a very tense situation. Darlac Sector head-
quarters has been lost and 23d Division headquarters has been lost. The
rear area base of the 21lst Ranger Group has also been lost...The 72d and 96th
batialions are now behind Sector headquarters. Thers are many VC tanks
there, so we can do nothing. The 21lst Hanger Group is powerlus and cannot
save the 23d Division headquarters. The Group is aimost out of ammunition.
We have only two artillery pleces left and 100 rounds. If we do not receive
supplies we will be in great danger."35

Supported by tanks, the NVA force assaulting 234 Division head-
quarters knocked out the ARVN bunkers one by one, in some cases crushing
them under the tank treads. By noon the North Vietnamese had taken the
entire headquarters compound. Vu The Quang, Deputy Commander of the 23d
Division, and Col. Nguyen Cong Luat, Darlac Province Chief, were captured.
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After taking tr 2733 Division headguarters the N rth Vietnamese
units concentrated on .opping up the remaining pocikets of resistance,
especlally in the central market area. by early after oon the NVA had
won coaplete control <. th: city. A battalien of the ~3d Heglment, includ-
Ing the regirmental commandar, contlnued to hold out at the 53d Hegiment
base camp 1n the southeastorn outskirts., The small ARYN garrison at
Phung Duc Airfield would continue to hold out for morc than a week. The
district seats of Lan Don, Lac Thicn, and buon Ho wer: taken on the l2th,
13th, and l4th. .

On 14 Varch two batialiions of the ARVH 45th HRegiment, 23d Division,
which had besn helilifted from Pleiku to Zuon Ho on the llih, were landed
near the village of Nong Trai on ki. 21 beziween Banmethuot and Phuoc An,

a district seat about 35 kilemeters to the east., On the morning of 15 kKarch
elements of the NVA 10th Division, moving east along Ht. 21, encountasred

an ARVN blocking force zt Bridge z. Having just been landed there by
helicopter, hadn't had tine to dig defensive works and had no tanks or
artillery, but succecded in delayinz the far superior NVA force for a full
day. At 0900 the next moruing the tank~led NVA force continued its advance
along Rt. 21. When it reached the bridge near Nong Tral a company of the
45th Regiment s£0pped the Horth Vietnamese advance with anti-tank weapons,
recollless rifles, and flaaethrowers, NVA artillery began a heavy bombard-
ment of the Kong Tral area. Then tank-led columns advanced on hong Tral
from the southwest and northuest azalnst " flerce resistance." At 1130 the
Vtwo NVA columns linked up in the middle of the villa.ge.36

After taking Nong Tral the NVA force, equivaient to nearly two
divisions, spen on toward Fhuoc An, where the &tth Hegiment of the 23d
Division and a field headquarters of the 234 Division were landed durlng
the 15th. At Pnuoc An the 44th keriment and remnants of the 45th and
53d regiments and the 2lst Kanger Group, along with the 269th and 262nd
Reglonal Force battalians, took up defensive positions. At 1600 on the 16th
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Phuoc An was attacked from the west and south. The next day the bodly
mauled ARVN units withdrew to Chu Cuc west of Phuoc An on Rt. 21, with

VNAF fighter-tombers knocklng out several bridges on Rt. 21 as the

column withdrew., The NVA force attacked Chu Cuc and routed the 234 Division
rempants on the 18th. MG Le Trung Tuong, commander of the 2% Division,

was seriously wounded when his helicopter wes shot down by NVA anti-
alrcraft fire near Fhuoc An on 16 March,-'

ar

The Withdrawal from the Central HYichlands

Si Tam summarized the strategic d«l-'mma of ¥resident Thieu 2nd the
South Vietnamese Jolni General Staff after the fall of Banmethuot as

followsy

"Could he send in the Airborne Division from Quang Nam~Danang?
No% The combat region in Military Reglon I was becoming increasingly
hot. Send some Ranger groups from Salgon? No! The cities of Tay Hinh
and Binh Long were being threatoned and another threat was being posec
by the 'main-force VC regziments' which were quietly moving down into Long
Khanh, Phuoc Tuy and Binh Tuy provinces borcdering on the Saigon-Gia Linh
area. JSend one of the three divisions in the Mekong Delta to replace the
Rangers guarding Saigon, then send the Rangers to launch an operation to
retake Banmethuot? That was also impossible, for although we had few
maln-force troops in Military Keglon IV the rural areas of that large and

2
highly populated area were not quiet."’B

On 13 March the Politburo and the Central Military Commission
sent the following analysis to the Central Highlands Front Command"

"In case the enemy loses a large part of his manpower and losss the
city of Banmethuot and many district towns and subsectors, and if the
strategic interdiction of Rt. 19 is carried out well, it is possible that
the enemy will concentrate their remaining forces in the Central Highlands
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at Pleiku., 2 zust 2lso consider the possiblility that they will have to
carry cut a ctrategle withdrawal. Therefore, we nust immediately surround
Pleiku and ruks good preparations to annihilate the eneny in both event-
ualitics," 39

Cn the come doy, President Thieu ordered LG ligo Quang Truong, the

I Corpr courrriew, 10 wigently draft a plan to withdraw all I Corps troops
to the Iunpavy swca, On the 14th Thieu, accompanied by Chief of Staff
Cao Van Vicn, Irermdler Tian Thicn Khlem, and miiitary aide Dang van Ruang,

went to Cam Hioh Yo confer with CGer. Phu and key members of hils staff,

Phu's requesc for reilnforcements to retake Banmethuot was refused. Instead,
Thieu crdercd hin to wiihdraw all regular forces from Pleiku and Kontun,

to deferd th: croetal proviness and prepare to retake Banmethuot during the

ralny scasen.

The fic:t phese of the withdrawal was to beszin the following morn-
ing == only 15 hours afier the neeting at Cam Ranh--with the main forc
setting out ¢a the 16th. The entire operation was to be completed within
three doys. %o assure surprise, the II Corps staff was to spread the rumox
that II Corps v=s launching an operation to retake Barmethuot. All move-
ments by alr or land would havé to appear to be deployments for the ban-
methuot cperziion. The withdrawal was to Le carried cut along Houte 7y,

& little used, wnpaved road which ran from the My Thach intersection
south of Pleiku to Cheo Reo, capital of Phu Bon provinee, and thence
southeast through the district towns of Phu Tuc and Cung Son, to its

terminus at Tuy Hoa on the coast.uo

A "high-ranking officer," who had participated in planning the
withdrawal and who was captured on 18 March at Cheo Reo, gave his NVA

interrcgators the following accounts

"When we flrst heard the urgent order we were terrified, but later
we were confident. General Phu relayed President Thleu's instruction:
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'Compete In »:-' mov iont and nake good use of time. J{e must cleverl:
dgeceive the cuunvnista. Ve are traveling by wvehicles and they are
traveling by o0, 12 holieved that, and began to w. thdraw on the 15th,
On the 15ih 2ud »0th vu carried out the plan exactly « + if we were carrying

cut a major i u% to retake Banmethuot. el :opters took the 45th

Regiment o {1

last disicict tovn we

area we-also bol U 8550 Hegliment, the 21st Ranger ( .oup, and a muiber

of Reglonal Fowoo wunlisz, which formed a rather strong force about 20 kilo-
neters ezzi of I wrnethust. Meanwhile, our infantry, armored, and artillery
units frow nen?w . and Petku followed Ht. 14 to iy Thach intersecticn and
then teok Ht. ¥ o Cheo Hooe  With that troop deployment we thought that
you would hLiave 1o guarsd zzalnst our retaking the Thuan Man and Buon Ho
district towns #0% then Zinmethust. Until the morning of the 17th we were
unworried, conviioed hot we hzd tricked you and tied down your divisions
around Bannethuniy and that therefere our withdrawal would be smooth and

we would =lip {hooughl”

When asiod; “Supposing that you had succeeded in withdrawlng aleng
Route 7 to Phu Yiny whei do you think would have been the fate of the
23d Divlsion replinents and the 21lst Ranger Group positloned at Phuoc An

to keep us in Darnnmethuoi? the "high-ranking officer" replied:

"I though® that the 234 Division would receive very strong air
support and could hold out at Phuoc An At least until the 18th, The ruse
was intended to koep you tied down in Eanmethuot and allow us to withdraw
via Rts 7. Alsce; we cculd thus assemble the remnants of the units routed
at Banmethuot. After that the 234 Division would rapidly withdraw along
Rt. 21 to Khanh Duong and Khanh Hoa. When drafting the plan we calculated
that you wouldn't learn of our intention until 18 March, by which time it
would be too late, for both the column on Rt., 7 and that on Rt. 21 would

have escaped.“”l
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On the morning 7 thz 15th, wozl o0 Lhe IT Corps staff was flown

to Nha Trang. The Bl . Reginment ond & Fisld hoadquarters of the 23d

Division were heliliftrd tc Phunc in. 13 ilthdvawing forces were divided

into three groups: ti. firzt, r 7. v o thron Jdungey Uroups, an armored

regiment, andra combat enzinser w0 T Ead ke nies on of defending

Cheo Reo and improving th~ road ?qiﬁ, o oo nen and Tuy Hoas The second

group conslisted of the rewcininz 10 0o she il thnree artillery battalicns,

the MdBwequipped 21st Arncved Roeo o oul. oo syroved 7oconnalssance come

panies, and a number of miwzellar -u:s ! Couie Tha thicd group conslsted

of thlree Ranger Groups; an armorcd Tegtoo wby and the remalning artfl.].].ery.b'L2
Long conveys began 1o esso Plo 0 om b z2Tiernocon of 16 Farch,

but the full-ssale evacustlon did not o 0= wetil 2000, sdccording to an

eyewitness, "The order had come to o™ 1 the cumuadgion depots in

Plelku City. Blg explosicons folle:od « iler oncs, Then columns of black
smoke rose up from the fires set off Lo ihz exlosions of fuel tanks."43
Several dozen alrplanes which cou™d ne’ = ilei out because of a lack of

spare parts were destroyed at Cu i=nh /.00 wares duze near Pleiku.” Althouvgh

the civilian population wis not ¢ilici l7r dnfocned of the evacuation, the

word soon spread and hundreds of civil®: s vehielzs joined the procession,

with as many as 200 people sguzer.d int . the bLads of arm: trucks.
3} b

According to Van Tien Dunz, the (ulral Highlands Front Command
plcked up informatlon from Westera radic sintiens which helped it analyze
ARVN Intentions in the Central Higlhiand:, such 2s a news Ltem that the

* According to a NYT article wxitisn just after tha fall of South Vietnam,
|24 J

Ztiously that several dozen planes

wivh expensive radar and communi-

and hellcopters were left Intant, alox
cations facillitles." (HYT Fagarino, 25 iay 1975)., but according Lo a North
Vletnamese war correspondent who visitcd Pleilu soon after the withdrawal,
"At Cu Hanh Alr Force Ease w2 a® firs?l s=u only the wreckage of a €130
transport plane and a few helieconiors that hud been desiroyed; wo we
assumed that the enemy had trensfersed most of the other airplanes elise-
where before the Liberation Arny attasked Pleiku, But then we saw that the
number of airplanes destroyed by the caemy in the revetments totalled at
least 70, including A37 jets, A1G's, C1l30%s, Cl47's, L19's, OV1G's, etc.
1b® communications equipment they destroyed wis strewn around the runvay.”
(QDND, 28 April 1975) 11-28




price of an nixi . o b7 ot from Pleliu to salgon had jviped to 40,000
Plasters. /% 3172 on £ March the NVA High Command in Hanoi informed
the Central Hist®

i

IT Corps b+ T =hil<d from Pleiku to Nha Trang. ¢ hour later the

4ds "ront Command that an advance ¢ .mand post of

Front Covsviw lved o veport from Thuan Man that ar NVA observatlon
post 2t Yo oo 7o hed snotded o long convoy headins toward Cheo Reo

l .
on Kt. 7 iy I Tutaroeothl s'é#

Al about D000

“secthlng o et toz intentions of 1he South Vietnamese. One

alde suvgaoaied Y the AN intended to regroup the Central Highlands
forcrs ab L. T io moinke Lonnethuot vie rioute 21, and pointed out

that there ol Yooy a zooorh fros Jianol that the Airborne Division may

e

be. sent (o 1o Oontred Highlands. Another insisted that the ARV wers
evacuxtdogs il b 0 lande oltogethor. Tet another expressed concern that

the ARVN Tooces 5o Pleitn might atlempt to retake banmethuot via Rt, 14,

At 2100 tho Fren: Conmard received a report that the ARVN were abandoning

Pleikn and “l=t ¢ uaition dumnps there were explodins.
D 5

The H¥4 ¢o.mand spent the next several hours pouring over maps of
the Centrol Hight -

informed Z:0%h Dvisfon commander Gen, Kim Tuan, who had reported two

it

s aud marking troop deployments. Van Tien Tung

days previously tlot Rt. 7 was Impas=zable, that he would be held responsiblsz
1f the ARVY forcs cacaned. The 320th Division was ordered to intercept the
withdrawing colus. Trom +ho south.45 A tank battallion and a detachment

of the 675t Artiitery Hozinent were ordered to set out for Rt. 7. The 968th
Division and 95th Fegiment, which had been launching light attacks to keep
the ARVN pinned dom in Kontum and Pleiku, were ordered to take the Phu Hy
intersectiocn;, 10 Lilometers south of Pleiku City at the intersection of

- LE
Rts. 19 and 1k,

66th
At nidnight on 16 Farch, Vo Thanh My, commander of the Regiment,
320th Division, called Ngo Quang Nhiem, commander of the 9th Battalion of
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ey

Y CDth Resiment, and informed him of the evacuation. Nhien, whose unit

woozboub 30 kilometers south of Cheo Reo, was ordered to take Hill 164,
ez kiloneolters southeast of Cheo Reo, by no later than 0800 the following
kM. fuother ragiment of the 320th was dispatched to occupy the A Lu
Ty T FEe 7 about 30 kilometers northuwest of Pha Tue, while a +third

"5 ogsent rorthuard on Ri. 14 to take the My Thach intersection.u?
T @Uh Batiallon, t;king along only essentlal equipment, set out
toorEssowray for Roeute 7. Since the skles were overcast and the trocps

"o tnovel ln pitch darkness over the wrough terrain, they were ordered
ooteoehs to lizght the way. A member of the battallon who had fought
vozie Liobhe Cuntiral Highlands thought to himselfs "In 1972 the Central
Srendsoiore satwrated day and night with innumerable nolses. Every nighit
seast roveral dozen B52's dropped btombs,  Why, at this time, when we

Sooit e enemy would let loose with everything, did we hear only +the
coonniennl sound of artillery? Lo

By Q%00 the Gih Battalion had reached its objective and-dug cams-
fiaveed anlash positlons on the high ground overlooking Rt., 7 four kilo-
oo scuthoust of Cheo Reo. All morning it walted for the fivst ARVN
pi it iery vebieles.  Neanwhile, "many miscellancous vehlcles passed by
¢roooying large nunbers of old people and children." At 1600 an AKVN
convoy of four M1 tanks and six GMC trucks full of tfoops sped past the
arinnh position toward a bridge across the I-A-To Kiver. The 9th Battalicn
knoekad out the first and last vehicles and systematically eliminated the
rerte Thirvey ARVID soldiers riding hHonda motorcycles were killed."49

- During the nizht of the 17th and the early morning of the 18th the
ARVH forces in Cheo Reo -~ all of the second group to leave Pleiku and
part of the first -- prepared to run the gauntlet between Cheo Heo and
Fhu Tue. At daybreak VNAF fighter~bombers strafed and bombed NVA positions
aleng the road. ARVN artiliery fired inte the ambush area, In Cheo iHeo
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BG Tat, the II Cpips & - ¢oonder, @nd BG Dong, the armored commant .r,

led a Rangexr Group and «n 2w 1 seusidicon in an attempt to open Ht, 7.
About 50 148 and 141t s ug peruonrnel csrrier:s, and self-propelled
guns were placed u oo, el By o long convoy ¢ 7 trucks. At 0700
the column set out. Ov: o7 ot Tood {aela wWis knockel oul. As a bulldozer
was pushlng it of 7 wne o 4. 0 Lonk ooooinded, tlocking the road. The

ARV tanks left the oot oo oo ioothe direetio of the NVA rositions,
firing as they wont, 900 e s oo 10it the road, - Jving east over

relatively flat {:vofn,

The ARVN tonks aic wanr 0 0 Wlao derzre among the NVA positions.
The 9th Batialion ooousi v L eod thod hafeld g if his insides were
afire."  The batteliea Lo v v o Llev oo D40 and B4l PG rounds, and
Conpany 11 ran out of ric .. T semoord e w“ted ARVN Tire, admitted a par-
ticipant, caused "consic o inle Jilewitles”™ fer the North Vietnamese.,

A number of ARVN tanks yoo-
Under the weight of the %.nla,
three of them into th: druci the renalning tanks formed defensive
formations in the spas Pleldz. A1l night," we are told, the
ARVH and NVA uniis "wrectt-d i iis Junzle  The fighting continued all
the next day.5l

stesl Lrldge acress the Ba River,

“ever, the bridge collapsed, dumping

At about noon on the 1fih the NVA artillery began to shell Cheo Reo,
At 1300 Pham Van Phu sent a me:.-- ¢ o &G Cam in Cheo Reo ordering the
remalning units to "open o rath oFf tlood" to save themselves, and teo
destroy vehicles that could not uo taken zlong. All personnel were to
attempt to make their way to Cunr Son. At 2600 the North Vietnanese
stepped up the artillery tarraszs, shelling the town relentlessly for a
full hour. EG Cam and scze of his aldes left Cheo Keo by helicopter
for Tuy Hoa. In the early aftevncon AHVN tanks and Infantry units in
Cheo Reo counteratiacked but were repulsed. At 1700 the 3d and 458th
regiments of the 320th Division a+tacked Cheo Reo from the north, south,
and southeast. By 1000 on the 19th the HVA had taken the town.52
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On the +no ¢ iha VA 968th Divislon, 95th Regiment, and a
reglment of tro 2207 0 Jrivisios launched a final assault against the
ARVH 10th Armeed o ciat oeed 4 Ranser Group at My Thach intersection.,
A Rort Vietnsz-»ow o incidel it who visited the scene soon afier the
battle rvoparton e eout pulks of MAB tanks and M113 armored

personncl carsl o ove ) Ton Dol vant 1 ”55

i"-'

betweer 20 oo 23 oo fhe Kerth Vietnamese forces moved east-

wird alosg Rt. V. . noecivr mesdguarters at Phu Tuc was taken. The

NVA econtinucd 4o he'o The oy von pridge aear Cung Son, thus blocking a long

column of milii,yy ¢ wiviiin vaehleles. A Banger Group and an armored
regimnont thot 14 oz i 0w Pon o tolore the NVA blew up the Son hoa
Bridge counternti®sn o0 inl ws vhaton back by the WVA force, which now
ancunted to moge th Lo Cielnions. by 1700 on the 24th the §VA overran

Cung Scizs

Horth of Chor 1oz, on sl 19, & regiment of the NVA 3d Division
had attacked 70V ¢ tene sosr An Khe pass on the merning of 10 March.
The ARVH base crip o Vuon fonl, a resettlement village of more than 1,000
tin-roofed hov-as, v cwrmoundsd.  An HVA psychologlcal warfare team
appealed by lowdspo... o for thi ARVN battallon defending the village to
suwrrender, bul belor. the Pelitical Commissar could complete the appeal
& South Vietn:i.cee 1= uns run up over the ARV command tunker and the
battalion opencd firva. The T

participant, "tocame  viremoly flerce.,” One North Vietnzmese attack after

Fr

ghiing, according to a North Vietnamese

another was stojppud L ARVN artlllery and by ARVN treoops firing from
bunkers. Zarly the rowl merning the ARVWN garrison menaged to withdraw.
The 3d Divisicn now controllcd a 5-kilometer long stretch of Bt. 19.

When the evacuution of the Highlands began the 3d Division divided
into two colunuzs ons advanced east, attacking the Binh Khe and Phu Phong
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swabazctora, On 22 Mar zh the western column took hills [y 2, and }

-y

¢pondng the way for tie assault on An Khe, which was taken on 23 March,
Gn the 25th the easte: \ column took the ARVH positions at Thu Thien Ha.
o reginends of the ARVN 22d Division blocked Rt. 19 .o the east,

On &it. 21, between banmethuot and Nha Trang, t'= ARVN 3d Alrborre
cvigsde beid M*Drak Pass against the NVA 10th Divisic and other units

corouing irem the west,

In & book on the Central Eighlands Campaign published in 1977,
Po Jehoof the NVA 3d Corps commented on the campaign as follows: "The
L inting thore and tha resounding victories that were won were not a
vier of course and even more so not simple and easy. In 30 days of
Zleviting, {rom 4 March to 3 April, each day about 23 tons of srall-arms
toomanition were expended.  Who sald we didn't have to fight beczuse the
vy fled In panic? We didn't fight, but had to expend a thousand tons
o7 ammunlition?  Perhaps we supply people ate the ammunition in place of

i
L. 11 5"4'

oewil e
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THIE FALIL OF VIETNAM

~Chapter I

Hue, Danang, and the Central Coast

Cecil E, Spurlock




The Military Situctlo: fn Military Region I1:1973-1975

Until mid=-1974 tF~» South Vietnamese succeeded in s;tabllizing the
nilitery sitvotion in .iilltavy Reglon I, comprising t! = northernmost

five provineos, The three full-strength Maring brigac s manning the

northoon Quang Ted front had not been cnallenged, perhaps because the
forth Vieilrarose did not want 1o rick rotaliation agez nst their loglse
tical ecomple:s south of the 2. By occupying such irétegic areas as
Dong Ong Glo and HA1L 267, adnitted NVA LG Le Tu Dong, “succeeded in
disrupiing our lines of comnunication and ereated difficulties in .he
relationshirs arong the three areas [mountains, fecothills, and low-
lands:}g batwoon the military foreces and the politlecal forces, and
betwesn the lTeodershin and the maﬂses,"l and resulted in the lowland

rTural : @as being “conpletely controlled by the enemy."

Southwast of hue and Fhu bal the ARVN lst Division had established
a strong defonzive complex in the Mo Tau=Mt, bong area. The Airhborne
Divislen, the principal mission of which was to defend the song Bo Valley

approach to Kue, served as a rcaction force.

The deterloration in Military iegion I began in June 1974, when
I Corps commander Ngo Quang Truong was ordered %o send the lst Alrborne
Brigade to besf up the stratezic reserve in 2algons The result was that
the Marine Division's area of responslbility was extended southward 10
kilometers into Thua Thien Provinde. Truong alsc shifted the 15th Ranger
Group and the ist Armored Brigade from Quang Nam to Thua Thien,

In August 1974 the NVA 324th Division overran lMt. Bong and the
ARVN outposts on three nearby hills, Of its key defensive positions in
in southern Thua Thien, the ARVN lst Division retained only Mo Tau. By
October the 324th had taken Mo Tau armd consolidated its hold on the high
ground south of Phu bal. From the heights long-range artillery prevented
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use of Phu Hai Air Force Base, hue's only airfield., The airport
remalned closed until nid-December, when the S4th neglment of the 1lst
Division and the 15th Ranger Group retook Mo Tau,

MAfter August 1974, noted LG Le Tu Dong in his analysis of the
Thua Thien-Hue front, "+the enemy's pacification plan was stalmated. when
threatenced in southern Thua Thien they had to send forces to Mo Tau and
Hill 303. In meny Places they had to pull back. Because they had to
sznd Heéional Force units to the outer perimeter, they had to thin out
thelr forees panning the inner defenses." The ARVN forces, he remarked,
"had taken maLy ¢asualties" and had to resort to" blocking positions,
anbushes, minefields,‘and other tacticﬂiz The shift in ARVN tactics in
1id~197% from literal use of air and artillery firepower to infantry
tzctlce to conserve armunition, a developnent noted in Chapter I, resulted
in . sharply increased casualties in Milltary Région I. The ARVN 24 Div;sion
sufferen such a Ligh attrition rate that 1t had to limit its area of oper=
atilons to the Quangz Ngai lowlands.

The Bouilh Vietnamsse defensive posture in northern Military Hegion I
vas further weakened in January, 1975 when the Marine Division was ordered
to send a company from each battalion to form a new Maring brigade =- the
468th - for the strateglc reserve in Saigon. Ngo Quang Truong was able to
reoccupy the key positions of the defensive line southwest of Hue and Phu zai,
but only at the expense of further veakening the forces guarding northern
Thua Thien. Omnlously, toward the end of February the NVA 325th Division,
having been relieved on the My Chanh River line, was moving into north-
western Thua Thien and the recently upgraded 34lst Division had moved
across the IMZ.

As noted 1n Chapter II, at about the same time the Central Highlands
Campalgn began the NVA launched a series of attacks in all regions of South
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Vietnam to keep AKVN forces pinned down so that they could not send
reinforcementis to the Central Highlands, 1In Military Kegion I the NVA
attacks bezan on 8 March. Communist forces overran Mal Linh district
capital in rorthern Thwa Thien, senalng 25,000 refugees into Hue., On the
same day NVA units attacked villages in Phong Dien, Quang Dien, Vinh iien,
and Vinh Loc dlstricts in norihern Thua Thien and Phu Loc and Phu Thu in
the southern part of the province, Early the next morning the K33 sapper
unit infiltrated the Dong Tea gasoline depot east of Hue and biew up tanks
contzining Z00,000 gallons of gasoline.3 On 10 March units of the NVa 2d
Division attacked the Phuoc Lam and Tien Phuoc district capltals northwest

of Tan Ky, capital of GQuanz Tin Province.

On Mawch 8th, 9th, and 10th elements of the NVA 2d Corps attacked
ARVH lst Divislon positions in the Kt. Bong-KHill 3030 Tau area southwest
of Hue. 1In thot area, admitted Van Tien Dung, the South Vietnanese forces
"defended strongly, counteratiacked flercely, and prevented us from

developlng our attack."u

Thua Thien«lue

On 17 larch, after the fall of Banmethuot and the abandoning of
Plelku, the NVA High Command ordered the Tri-Thien Military HRegion command
to "boldly send forces from the mountains to the lowlands and press up
&gainst the main roads and the outsklrts of Kue." The NVa 2d Corps was
ordered to "step up the attack from the west and carry ocut a strateglc
Interdiction between Hue and Danang."5 On the afternoon of 19 March the
Marine units defending the Thach ian River line pulled back to form a line
along the My Chanh RKiver. Later that night North Vietnamese units crossed
the Thach Han and occupied Quang Tri City. On the same day the Politburo
declded to launch a large-scale attack to smash the Thua Thien-fHue defensive

comple:é.6 :

On the 20th the Politburo, having concluded that Salgon intended to
concentrate its forces on holding Military Regions III and IV and form
III-3




enclaves at Danang.in ¥ litary Reglon I and perhaps Cam .anh in Milltary
Region II, in hopes of “creating a strong position and ~chleving a political
solution.” It decided o transform what had been terme. a “strategic
offensive" into a "gencral offensive and uprising" all = ver South Vietnam.
The KVA 24 Corps w3s orderved to step up its attacks, b; ass ARVN defenses,
concentrats on cuti’ng Ht. 1 and interdicting the ;> rt at Cua Thuan,
and prevent the 1lst Divislon and other AZVN forces fro withdrawing frcom
Thua Thien. Specifically, the Corps was ordered to ir exdict Ht. 1 by
taking ARVN positions in the viecinity of Phu Loc, a district capital 35
kilomneters south of Hue.?

At 0550 on 21 March NVA antillery which bad been pulled up a hill-
side the previous night began a 40+«minute shelling of ARVN defenses on
Hi1l 760, Hill 494, and Mt. Kim Sac near Phu loc., At 0630 the 18th wegi-
ment of the 325th Division launched a strong ground attack. After 15
minutes the Gth Battalion of the 18th Regiment took Hill 494 and the
helicopter pad southeast of Hill 560. After taking Hill 520 the 7th
Battalion developed its attachk southwest of Hill %0, After 9 hours of
stiff fighting the 15th Hegirent had wiped out the ARVN 6lst Hegional
Force Battalion and taken hills 560, 494, and 520. By 1100 on 22 Maxrch
the 18th Regiment controlled a three-kilometer long segment of nt., 1 from
east of Bat Son to ecast of Bach Thach. According to one North Vieinamese

account, "thousands of vehicles turned around in chaos.“8

On the afternoon of 21 March the 10lst Regiment of the 325th
Division took Hill 329 and pursued its defenders to Hi1l 275. At noon
on 22 Karch the 15th Ranger Group, in danger of being surrounded, with-
drew by sea and northward alonz Kt. 1. On 22 and 23 March the 325th
Division attacked elements of the 15th Ranger Group at Bat Son and Truol
Bridge. On the morning of 24 March the 10lst Hegiment byrassed Trubi
Bridge and advanced to La Son intersection, 1ts 2d Battallon quickly
took Nong Eridge and advanced to Phu Bal Bridge.9 In its assault on nue
from the south, the 325th Divisien was joined by the 203d Armored Brigade,
a unit of which moved toward Thuan An, and numerous other uanits.
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On the 22d the NVA 308th and 34lst divisions, with suLgorting
arnored and artillery units, crossed the My Chanh Hiver. The 147th
and 258th larine Brigades fell back to form a line extending from huong
‘Dien on the coast to An Lo, on Rt.l 20 kilometers north of hue, and the
south btank of the Song bo Hiver. Units of the ARV lst Division defending
Hon Vuong ezst of Hue and the o Tau area southwest of the city were
ordered to withdraw to the pilitary port at Tan My, 10 kilometers east of
Hue, quts defending the Hill 303 area southwest of Mo Tau began to
withdraw to the Tu Hien river mouth on the coast 20 kilometers south-
east of Hue. The NVA 324th Division, which had been operating in the
vicinity of hill 303, advanced northward past La Son, Phu kai, and Phu Thu
and moved toward Tan My. From the north, the NVA 341st Division bypassed

Phong Dien and Husng Dien and advancad toward Cua Thuan.

On the morning of the 234 NVA heavy artillery opened up on Tan My,
Tu Ha, An Lo, Hudng Thuy, Hucng Dien, Mang Ca, and the Phu bai alrfileld.
By the morning of the 24th Hue had bsen surrounded. The Hue garrlson began
to withdraw from the city. One column withdirew toward Thuan An, ancther
to Cu Lal six kilometers south of Thuan An, and a third moved wouth toward
Tu Hien. At 0900 on the 25th the NVA 324th Division attacked Tan My,
Thuan An, and Tu Hien. MNeanwhile, the NVA "Phu Xuan" Regiment moved into
Hue across the Hguyen Hoang, Cau Mol, and Bach Ho bridges after crossing
the Perfume River at the Tuan ferry crossing southwest of the city, The
101st Regiment of the 325th Division entered the city from the south along
Rt. 1. At sunrise on the 26th the 101st Regiment assaulted the Phu Van Lau
Palace in the Citadel. At 0600 a large NL¥ flag flew above the Citadel.

Le Quang Hou, a Nhorth Vietnamese general who visited Hue soon after
its fall, saw hundreds of South Vietnamese bodles floating on the Perfume
River and along the ccast, At Thuan An, he reported, "We went through a
battlefield where tanks,; armored vehicles, and trucks were still smouldering
and enemy bodies lay stewn about,” 0
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South of Hﬁe, ‘e 18th Kegiment of the NVA 325tF Kegiment, aftes
helping reduce the Ar'N pocket at Tu hien, between 26 “arch and 28 March
took Thua Luu and the .RVYN ocutpezt at Thy Sen, and ad anced to Phu Gia
and the ARVN outpost at Lang Co, nt the foot of hal Ve Pasc, which marked
the boundry between Thua Thicn and Quang Nonm. L

Just before the attaczi on Lunmethust the North Vietnamese also
stepped up pressure at several points south of Danang. Cn 10 March the
NVA 2d Divislon attacked thz Phucc Lam snd Tien Phuoc subsectors, which
guarded the northwest apprcach to Tam Ky, capital of Quang Tin Province.
The NVA 304th Division intensifieé it aitachs agalnst the Dal Loc sub-
sector on Rt. 14, midway betwesn Thuong Luc and Dien bBan., A regiment of
the NVA 320B Division, mdving doun from the area of Duong Hue and Nul Vang,
concentrated on Nghla hanh District, souihwest of Quang Ngail City.

Just to the north of Quang ligai City a number of independent WVA
units attacked ARVN outposts. One such vnit was the Blst battalion, which
had been founded on 25 February 1975 by consolidating companies and platoons
from Son Tinh, Duc Pho, Tu lighia, and Dong Son districts. Cn 15 March the
battalion overran the Go Soi strongpoint, which protected the western
approaches to Binh Son on Rt. 1 15 miles north of Quang Ngai. The next
day the lst Battalion, %th Regiment, ARVN 2d Division and a squadron of

elght tanks failed in an atiempt to retake the ou.z‘c.;post.l'2

Two days later the Blst Battalion and other NVA units were ordered
to move overland to intercept the ARVI garrison which was being withdrawn
from Tra Bong, about 15 miles to the southwest, The North Vietnamese clainm
to have wiped out two companies of the 69th Regional Force Battalion in the
course of heavy fighting on 19 and 20 Ma.i‘ch.l3 ’
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On 22 #arch the Quung lical Provinclal Party Committee convened
& meetlng of high-ranking provincizl) cadres to announce plans for an all-out
attack on Quang Hgal Ciiy to expleit the withdrawal of most regular ARVN
troops to Quang Kem. On the nigit of tha 234 the VAN units operating north
of the provineizl capital were orisred t¢ cut Ht. JA between Binh Son and
Son Tinh. The ordar was glvea *o attach the city 1tself on the followlng

4]
morning.lP

At O74%0on 24 March ﬁVﬁ artillery uvrleashed a heavy barrage against
the Ong Ee railroad statlon,; the seutor military headquarters, provinclal
headquarters, and other cbjectlves in Quang Ngal. At 1000 one NVA column
Pressed against ARVN dofonses frem the northwest, while the 52d Kegiment
of the 320% Division and other wnits atlacked the district town of Nghia
Hanh southwest of the ci*y. At 2400 on 24 Harch Ighia Hanh fell to the
NVA, The AlLVN Regional Feorce grrrisons at Mo Duc and Tu hghla district
.towns withdrew into Quang Ngai City,

Just after midnight on 25 Korch the ARVN forces in Quang Ngal --
the 11th Hanger Battalion, txo tottalions of the 6th Regiment of .the
2d Division, and various Keglonal lorce units -~ set out on Ht. 1 toward
the 2d Division headquartcrs at Chu Lal, 25 miles to the north, The 11lth
Battalion and nine tanks spearheaded the column. The convoy was halied at
the O Song bridge, one kilometer scuth of Hinh Son. The ARVN column,
nearly 3 kilometers long, came to & halt., Behind the military units
stretched a long column of more then 10,000 civilians. -

At 0200 the 1lth Ranger battalion and the armored vehlcles attacked
NVA positions in an effort to breok throvgh the roadblock. The NVA on
ridges west of the road fired P& rounds, recollless rifles, 82mm mortars,
and machineguns into the ARVN formation. Five of the armored tehlcles and
a& number of trucks were knocked out. The ARVN, taking what cover they could
find along the sides of the rcad, “fought back furiously." At daytreak the
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ARVN, taking advantag: of a morning mist, formed into f.ur columns to

“open up a path of blcod." By noon, after 10 hours of zontinuous fighting,
450 of the AXVH force, including the commander of the .l1th kanger battalicn,
had heen killed. Ths Norih Vicinumese claim that 650 -ere captured and 57

L2

T 1=
vehicles were destroyed.

With the elirination of the {uang Tri Clty garrl »n the NVA secured
complete control of the province wnd thus isolated Mi ltary Kegion I from

the rest of the country.

At 1820 cn 20 March ilis NVA 2d Division, which had been fighting the
ARVN 12th Honger Gronp in the Tien Phuoc-~Phuoc Lam area norihwest of Tam Ky
since 10 March, was crdered Lo prevent the ARVN 2d Division and 12th fanger
Group from withdrawing teo D2napz and Chu Lai and, if possible, take Tam Ky.
The NVA 2d Diviclon staff worked through the night to draft an offsnsive
plan., The essential features of that plan was that plan was that the 2d
Division would divide up inio battalion-sized column, infilirate the
defensive lines of the 4th and 5th wegiments of the ARVN 2d Division to the
vicinlty of the key objeclives, then take one after another. During the

6
night of the 21st the HVA 2d Divicion deployed its forces in driving ra.in.1

) By the night of the 2723 several battalions of the NVA 2d Division
had slipped through ARVN lines and taken up positions just outside Tam Ky,
At 0500 on the 24th North Vietnamese uncleashed a heavy preparatory barrage,
concentrating on the area south of the Tan Ky bBridge, the Trucng Xuan
intersectlon,; the ARVN tank park at Ky Son, and the positions of the ARVN
24 Division battallon defending Ky bich airfield.

The 2d Battalicn of the NVA 2d Division's "Ba Gia" Regiment split
into three columns and moved toward its major cbjectlve, the Tam Ky Bridge.

From the northwest the regimeni's 3d Battalion assaulted the iy bich airfield,
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Meanwhile, the rest of ‘2 NVA 24 Divicien and other un! .s raced eastward
from Tien Phuoc toward .he Trucng Xuan interscetion, with heavy supporting
artlllery fire. ARVN V.ocking positions along the roa® were obliterated

by selfwpropelled AA g...c firing at poinit-blank range. The reserve company
of the Ba Gia Regiment was thrown into the fighting to ake the Truonz Xuan

intersection and cut off the ARVH escaps route.

At 0700 the 6th battalion of the ba Gis Kegimer reporicd that the
village of Khanh Tho Long on the eastern outshiris of .um Ky had been taken.
At 0715 an NVA reconnalssance officer reported that HVA artillery had knocked
out 50 ARVN ariillery pisces. UFinutes laler the Military Reglon 5 head-
quarters rcpoxrted that Tem Ky sector hesdguariors pernonnal, wers burning
documents. The headquarters of the ARV 2d Division, its 4th and 5th regiments,
and the 1Z2th Ranger Group were reported 1:raly:od by NVa artillery fire. At

0810 the NVA 24 Divislon commander ordered an &ll-all assault on Tam Ky.

Northwest of Tam Ky the lcad NVA tank, No. 707, emerged from the
scrub forest and inte Ky Blch airfield, most of which had been secured by
the 3d Battalion of the Ea Gia Heziment. The iunk cressed the airfield and
sped toward the center of Tam Ky along Tran C2o VYan Street. A grenade
thrown from a rooftop wounded two NVA infantryron on the tank but did not
damage it. The tank continued on to the northern end of the Tam Ky Bridge
and kept the ARV defenders there pinned doun.

At 0811 Major Glang, comnander of the 2d battalion of the ba Gia
Regiment south of the bridge ordered hls heavy weapons company to rake
ARVN posltions south of the bridge. Giang led his battalion across the
bridge and advanced north along Route 1. The 3d Battalion advanced along
the rallraod track while +the 8th Battalion moved in the direction of

provinclal headquarters. By 1000 Tam Ky was reported secured.”

* According to U.S. intelligence sources, the NVA 711th HVA Division
participated in the assault on Tam Ky. No mention of it, however, is
made in the North Vlietnamese accounts.
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The NVA 2d Division units reform-d duriars the night of the 24th. The
following morning the divislon®s Sth megiment and the 524 Regiment of the
3208 Divislon, and other unitis, entered the district town of Tuan Duong,
headquarters of the ARVH 12th nan

zer Group, which had withdrawn during the
night. The ARVY Rangcrs had not bad time to sett off demolitlon charges
at Tuan Duong as they had 2t Tien Phusige  Thus the AnVH fire support base
on Ft, Que, the ferward comascd post of the A#vi 34 Pivislon, and a nunber
of other installations Tell 1o ithe Vi in*act.

.

Neanwhile, the Division Conrance recelved orders from Military
Reglon 5 hcadquarters to advance on imneng fron the south alenz Kt. 1. The
2d Division, the units of which werc opwraiiﬂ; 70 to 00 kilometers south of

Danang, would have to cvoos dlven 2ivoss and tuke the district touns of

[

Ba Ren, Vinh Dien, Nam Fhuoc; and Ho:o Youes  The division set out in two

parallel columns, followlnz Ft. ) and ihe north-south railroad.

The North Vietnamese, who wore wilawnilizs with the terraln, sent a
reconnaissance squad ahead on bieycles. The NVA 2d Division crossed the
Thu Bon River during the night of th: 25th. 3rly on the mexrning of the
26th the NVA reconnaisszance sguad returred to report that it had located
the Ba Ren bridge and that it ves defended by a unit of the ARVW 3d
Division. The NVA 2d Division comrmauder ordered the 8th kegiment, spear-
keaded by tanks, to take the bridge. The AnVy unit defending the bridge,
supported by two F-5 je ts, "poured firc" into the NVA column. The NVA
tanks laid down a smokescreen to prevént the South Vietnamese jets from
knocking out the tridge, but one of tho F-5's dived in and scored a direct
hit on the span with a napalm bomb, which set fire to the wooden planking,

The NVA regimental commander sent tanks lelf and right of the bridge
along the riverbank., Firing amior-plercing shells at a range of 200 meters,
the NVA' tanks knocked out the AnrVH bunkers on the opposite bank. But the
ARVN resistance continued to be strong enough to prevent the NVA from
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erossing. Feanwhile,  se bridse continued to burn. Af.er nightfall mo t

of a NVA& compsny was &' le to cross the bridge before the center span

collaysed, drowping a * mbor of NVA troops into the xi.sr. The NVA who
the bridge laid down supporilng fire wh. e others swan

across tha river., The NVA hezvy weapons were taken ac Jss on boais.

Cn the mzininz of thz 29tn Kilitary heglon 5 repc 'ted that the ARVN

bed pullcd cut of Da Tinh, Boi Xa, and Hol An the pre* .ous day, and that

sone el-nents of #0VE Harine Division had escaped by ship. The NVA
2d Division wis ondered to begin its final Push on Darang on the morning

of the ZO0th aud 1o enter the city by the 20th,

An AIVE ertillery brse in the'district town of Vinh Dien north of the
Thu Bon River fived into the WVA columns. The Ea CGla Hegiment was ordered
to Vinh Lien, while tho 34 and 6th regiments attacked north élong nt. 1.
At 0500 on 27 Izrch the attack on Vinh Dien began. Within z few hours the
ARVR 34 Division's southornmost defensive perimeter had been breeched.
The NVA vnits, nou ridinz in commandsered civilian vehicles, moved north

tovard hLu:z,

Nezr Dien Tho the ba Gia Kegiment intercepted a radio conversation
batween &n ARVH Captain and a Lieutenants

Captalns "I know, I know, Licutenant, get to the point, I'm not stupid?
helnforce you irith what? There are no more reinforcements.”

Lieutenant: “Captain, my men are scattered all over. The communists
are shelling us with heavy artillery and are about to attack."

Captain: "Lieutenant, you think I don't know that? I repeat -~ the
Colonel has ordered your company to defend to the death® Defend to the
death!i"

Lleutenant, angrily: "¥Notherfucker! To hell with defending to the death!"
At the Bo Mung bridge the NVA columns encountered another ARVN blocking
force. Within hours the 2d Division overcame the last defensive line of
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the ARVN 3d Divislon south of Donang and reached the outskirts of the

city.*

The NVA 304th Division, which completed its operation in the
Dai Loc area on 15 March, wac ordered on the 20th to attack fanang from
the west. The 304th Division, attacking from two directions, hroke
throuzh the lines of the ARVH 355th Farine Brigade, advanced east along |
fite 14 und attacked Al Nghia and hleu Duc on the 28th. '

Lkorth of Danang, three ARVN ¥Marine battalions had held blocking !
positicns at Lang Co, at the foot of Hai Van rass, since 22 March. At
1850 on the 27th the Kva 325th Division was ordered to “Procedd rapidly
to the foot of hal Van Pass to annihilate the enemy blocking pesition
at Lang Co and create a staging area for penetrating the defense line i
rorth of Dananz." At dawn the next morning the 325th Division, thre 203d i
Ltrmored Erigade, andothar units overcame ARVN resistance at Lang Co--

#1)1ling about 150 of the ARVN defenders-—- then crossed Hal Van Pass and

i . . ]
advanced south along i, 1 toward Danang.‘?

At 0800 on 28 March, NVA heavy artillery on high ground began to hit
Danang Alr Forece lase, Cua Pal, the Nuoc Man alrfield, My nhe beach, and

other targets.

south of Danang, NVA forces attacked Nuoc Man airfield at 0130 and
had captured it by 0930, At Tuyen hoa intersection elements of the KVA
24 Division encountered a detachment of ARVN larines moving toward the
Son Tra FPcninsula. After a brief firefight the Kva captured an M113
armored personnel carrier and forced its driver to drive toward ARVN I Corps

Headquarters. At the deserted headquarters the NVA entered the command
bunker of I Corps Commander Ngo Quang Truong, where they found battle

maps laid out on the table and'the electric fans still running. The NVa
force then split up into two columns, one moving toward City Hall, the other
toward the Trinh Minh The Eridge.18
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Moving in from t! . west, the NVA 304ih Dlvision a i other units
penetrated Danang Alr Force Base, whilea 2d Division bsttalion entered
the airbase from the ¢ist.

The tanx~led HVA column moving down Ri. 1 fror the north entered
Danang via Ly Thal To Street and novaed towaxrd the certer of the city.
Skirmishes troke out out on Trimg Nu Vucng, Pran Chu Trinh, Le Lal hanh,
and other streets. At ncon the three VA colusns 13 ked up in the
center of ihe city. Small detacluents of ARVY Farines held out on the

Son Tra Peninsula until late in the afternoon.

Qui Whon 4o Cam Eanh

After the fall of Cheo ieo the kVa 2d Division advanced in two
directlons along Rt. 19. One column moved wes:t to help take An Khe, which
fell on 23 March. The eastern column took ARVH 224 Division forward
positlions at Thu Thien ha on 25 March, The entire 233 Livision, now
Jjoined by the‘968th Division, pressed egeinst the 42d Reglment, serving
as the rear guard of the 22d Division. Ileanwhile, ihe 41st and 47th

regiments of the 22d Division were being evacuated at Qui Whon.,

The recently formed Tay Son Hegiment was ordered to attack Qui ithon
from the northwest. After moving overland all day and night of 30 March,
at 1000 on 31 March the regiment launched its attack., The regiment
advanced under heavy artillery fire from ARVN fire support bases in the
hills around Qui Nhon and naval vessels off shore. The regiment cap=-
tured Dol Erldge just north of the city and the fire support base on Hill
No. 1, where it dug in to block the withdrawal of the 42d Hegiment.

Soon a small ARVN column of a jeep, a troop-laden truck, and seven
Hondas sped toward Doi Bridge. hefusing to heed a signal to stop, the
ARVN troops fired into the roadblock and sped on. The comrunists opened
up with machinegun fire and PRG rounds, one of which scored a direct hit
wnd killed nearly 40 troops in the truck.
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By 1600 the Tay Son Regiment had taken Provinclal Heidquarters,
Heavy flghtlng raged in other parts of the city. Heavy artillery rounds
rained down on the Phu Cat and Go Quanh aixfields. Throughout the nignt
of the 31st the forward headquarters of the 22d Division and tie other
ARVN bases underwent heavy bomberdnent. "The sky around qQui Nkon wuas

Q
brilliant red," reported one witness.l’

Pitched baitles raged all night on Vo Tanh and hguyen hue streects
and the area around Qui khon alrfieid. "“We had to fight from morning
to noon on 1 April to complete the annihilation of the cbstihate police~
men" resisting from the upper floors of multistory bulldings on Gia Leng
Street, reported a Korth Vieinamese participant.?0 Thus by noon ¢f the

lst the communists had master=d Cowntoun Qui Nhon,

Shortly after noon an ARVN colurn of nearly 200 vehicles == tarks,

armored vehicles, jeeps, and trucks -~ approved Qui Whon frow the Binh ahe
arca via Phu Tal Road. The convoy entered Qui Nhon ~long (uang Tzung
Street, then turned onto Nguyen Hue Street, firing as it weat. An NVA
company firzd on the convoy from a cemetery cn Quang Trung Sicoet,
knocking out an M48 tank, a GHC truck, and two 155 artiliery pleces,

A brisk battle ensued, in the course of which Col. Kieu Van Thanh,

Deputy Commander of the 42d Regiment, was captured.zl

One North Vietnamese account claimed that "the 22d Division was
annihilated to the 1ast-man."zg Another was probably closer to the .
mark when it reported that more than 1,000 ARVN soldiers and pollcenen
surrendered on the morning of 2 April.23

On 31 March the NVA 320th Division overcame the last ARVH resistance
on Rt. 78 and the Song Ea River. The next day its 3d reglment took Tuy
Hoa and captured BG Tran Van Cam, the II Cerps Chief of staff, and LG
Vi Van Binh, the II Corps Inspector General, on the beach., The 320th
Division then turned south on Rt. 1 toward Deo Ca rass, on the Phu Yen-
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Rangers under the command of #G FPham imy Tat care under attack a few

days after they began to preparc defenuive pesitions at the pass,

At M'Drak Pass on Rt. 21, just cant of rhanh Dvong, the hard-
pressed 3d Alrborne kbrigads, which b blochkod the adwvince of the NVA

10th Division and other units =ince 10 March; yere beling surrounded

R

and battered by heavy artillery Tirsc.

At Nha Trang, shortiy after midnight on 1 April Col. Ly ba Pham,
the Khanh KHoa Provinee Chief, raportod to LG Fhan Ven Phu thet the
provineial adminlsirative orgons ond the oliy volice were paralyzed.

At 0600 Phu's Chief of Staff renerted that L had flown over Binh Dinh
between 1600 and 2300 the previcus nisght but had besn unable to contact
the 22d Division. Shoritly theroeafter rhu recalved a nessage from LG Cam

that Phu Yen was ln dangeor of being oV irTun. o

At 0715 on the 1lst Phu took a holicopier from Nha Trang and flew
along the Phu Yen coast in the Tuy Hoz vicinity. He vas unable to estab-
lish contact with Gen. Cam or any ARV military unit. An hour later he
established contact with Vice Admiral Hinh, whe replied that Tuy Hoa

had been overrun and the Phu Yen Province Chief had bzen wounded, but
that he had heard nothing about the fate of Gen. Cam.

When Fhu returned to Nkha Trang at 0G00 he learnsd that the 10th
Division had troken through at K'Drak Fass and was advancing along
Rt. 21 toward Ninh Hoa. At 1000 Phu mct with BG Tat, BG Luong (Com=-
mander of the 2d Air Division}, Vice Adn. Chau, and Col. Ly, the II
Corps Chief of Staff, at Corps headquarters to discuss defensive
measures. During the meeting Phu was Iinformed that 2,000 ARVN prisoners
had broken out of the siockade and that some had stolen weapons and
were looting. The sltuation in Kha Trang was becoming increaslagly
chateic. FPhu terminated the neeting, after ordering the Corps
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headquarters moved to the ailrfield, that all nonessentlal elements be

evacuzted, and that all units remaln in place,

Col. Ly Pa Pham, who had served as both Province Chief and Mayor
of Nhn Trane, had just been nazmed commander of the Nha Trang froat. sut
since the Hho Trang defense perimeter was anchored by LG Thuan's
Noncormmissioned Officers School, Vice sdm. Chau's kaval Training School,
5 Curh's Alrforce Trailning School, and G Tuong's 2d Air Division ,
Col. Pham recomirended that Phu appolnt a higher ranking officer, At 1100
Phu telephoned BG Thuan and invited bhin to Corps headquarters to dlscuss

his appeintnent as commznder of Nha Trang's defenses.

Fuglier . that morning Thuan had telephoned Gen. Nguyen hao Tri,
head of ithe Iiilitary Tralning School Despartment in Saigon, %o ask per-~
mission to evacuate the schools. Tri replied that Thuan would have to
obtain the permission of Phu. When the two met Phu refused rermlssion .
to evacusie the schools and told Thuan that contact had been liost with
the other units in Khanh-ﬁoa,_so the two would fly by helicopter to
Phan Bang, whers they would take a C47, which was capable of flying over
the province at a high altiﬁude for a long period of time, to attempt to
contact the units. They left Kha Trang at noon.

Province Chilef Ly Ba Pham had been closely following Phu's move-
ments. At 1130 Pham was informed by the commander of the company defend-
ing Corps headquarters that "Heoadquarters personnel have recelved per-
mission to return home to prepare to evacuate their families because
the comnunists were only a few kilometers from Nha Trang." At 1230
Pham, after learning that Phu had left Nha Trang by hellcopter, tele-
phoned Thuan at the Noncommissioned Gfficers Trainlng School. No one

answered.

An hour later Pham ordered the local troops and police with whom
he could establish contact, as well as the district chiefs of Dien Khanh,
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Vinh Xuong, and Ninh Hoa disivicts, io withdraw to Pham Rang. Then
Pham went to the airfield to request an alrplane to go to Phan Rang

to make preparations to reccive the troops., But Just as we was about
to take off ke learncd that "The Preisdent has ordered that Nha Trang
be defendod, Gen. Connh has boen placed in command." At noon Gen, Qan
had been ordered to cvacusts all personnel of the Air Force Training
School to Tan Son k-t in Sulpon and was organlzing the evacuaticrn.
when, ai 14730, he rocaived & nonsage Irem President Thieu appointing

him area comrender, ‘

Qznh impediately ¢alled a siafl meeting and appointed Gen. Luong
cormander of the -aiv treo and named Vice Adn. Chau to succeed@ Fham as
Province Chief and Fryer of Illis Traus. He radloed Salgon to request
permission to bomb Duy Fhanh briége end the bridge at Ru Ru Pass to 51low
down the North Vietnimese advance and requested that illumination flares
be dropped over Nha Trang at night to facllitate the naintenance of
order in the city.

FPham Van Phu returnedAéo ¥ha Trang at 1830 and told Ganh and Luong
that he had flown arcund the province all afternoon but had failed to
establish contect with eny units on the ground. Oanh told Phu that he
would nzed an infantry divisicn to defend lha Irang, and that if the 10th
and 320th divisions linked up an even stronger ferce, with air and naval
support, would be ne=ded.

Luong informed Phu that the situation in Nha Trang had become
increasingly chaolle afier a ruror was spread that there would be an
eévacuation to Phan Rang. Phu became very angry when Luong suggested that
Phu's absence had caused the xrumor. At that monent a staff officer inter-
rupted the conference and invited Phu to the operations room to receive

instructions from President Thieu.
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A few mintues 1 fer Piu returned to the conferer :e room and annonced
that President Thiev hed glven Phu 211 operatlonal control in Military
Region 2. Phu appoi~ted Oanh commander at Nha Trang  Oanh indicated
that he would willi. iy accent the ass signment, . but >nly en condition
that ke bs glven a full-sivength infantry division. »Phu locked at
Oanky then =t Lucng, then z:id with etotion, "1 will take responsibility
for evacusting the 2d Alr Sivision ard the Nha lran air base pexsonnel,
You oy all evacunie, IP the President asks, I wil' take responsibility.

We have no other course tba\ to withiraw to defend rnam narg."

On the night of 1 April Phu flew to Phan Rang to hold an urgent
meeting with the commender of the 6th Air Division and the Ninh Thuan
Province Chief., The follouling moxning Phu returned to Nha Trang to
oversee the evacuvation, then went to Phan Thiet to inspect its defenses,
Around noon Phu meit with Tivan 1o diszcuss what to say tc Fresident Thieu,
then sent Thuan to Salgon to report on the siiuatiion.253

Phan Rang -

On 1 April President Thieu, after receiving a report from Gen. Phu
at Nha Trang that the sltustion there was hopeless, reportedly told
Cao Van Vien that "I we abaindon Khz Tranz ard Cam danh we musi by all
means hold Phan Ranz. As long as we hold Phan Rang our airplanes can
strixe as far north as Danang, but if we lose Phan rang the communists
will be able to attack Saigon by air.” Thieu then instructed Vien to
intenrdte the remalning territory of Military Region II {¥inh Thuan and
Binh Thuan provinces, into Nilltary rsegion III. LG Toan, the III Corps
Commander, was ordered to go to Fhan Rang to make a first-hand inspection.

Gen. Toan was less than enthusiastic., His forces in Tay kinh, binh
Duong, and Long An were understrengtih and he was preoccupied with building
up defenses in Long Khank and Binh Tuy. But on the morning of 2 April
he flew to ﬁhan ang, En route he stopped at Phan Thiet, where he met
with Col. Nguyen Van Tu, the Ninh Thuan Province Chief, who had evacuated
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the provincial stafi’ to Phan Thied on 1 April. Toan informed Tu of
the plan to defend Phan Kang and ordered Tu to accompany hin to

Phan KRang,

After returning to 3aizen Toon nat with Cao Van Vien and reported
on his meeting with Pham Hroc Sang. comnendszr? of the 6th Air Livision,
who informed Toan that a communist haitaliicon could take the air haze,
Toan racommended that a Torwixd henaguartors of hilitery regicon 111 be
established et Phan Hang. He alss rocommended that MG Hiew, Deputy
Commander of Military Regilon III, be passed over In faver of Nguyen Van
Nghi, who had been premoted to Licutenant Coneral in 1974 for seritorious
service as commander of Military Beoglon TV, a position ho Jost in late
1974 due to political pressure fromx Thicu's oppoasnts. Since then Nghi

had been commander of the Long Theny Traininz Conter.

At 0730 on 4 April Nghl set cut Tor the Military Reglon IIT head-=
quarters at Bien Hoa. Toan briefed sghl on the milltary situation in
Military Hegion 111, expressing spacial concern over the increasing
infiltration of North Vietnamese sappers and compandos. He then analyzed
the sltuation at Phan Rang, pointing out that the communlstis had only two
routes along which to attack ithe city. One was Ri. 11 frem Dalat, where
the only NVA force at that time was the HVa 812th Andependent reglment,
which had no tanks or heavy artillery. The other was Houte 1. Toan
was aware of the presence of the 10th Divizion in the Nha Trang-Cam Hanh
area, but predicted that the communists would not be able to attack FPhan
Rang without pausing to regroup. He expressed concern that the NVA 1st
Corps might be sent down the coast from North Vietnam, but insisted that
it would take months to move the corps 1,000 kilcmeters, At 1030 the two
left for Phan Rang.

After inspecting the Phan Rang area by ailr and on the ground, Kghi
concluded that since no defensive works had been bullt at Phan hang he
would need at least a strong division, with an engineer regiment to bulld
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of North Vietnamese :its. Nghi, who lacked sufficic.at forces to

bhald the mountalns psrth of the airfleld, feared that if the Korth
Vietnamese occupied hehich ground they could shut i: down. ke ordered
most of the 6th Alr Divislon to Elen Hea, keeping on y a squadron of A37
fizhter-tombers and 10 helicopters.

By 10 Aprll the deployments had been made and some fortifications
had been completed. Nghl recelved reports that the croops' morale was
good. Col. Nguyen Van Tu was replaced as Province Chief by Col, Lien,

which improved civilian morale.

But Gen. Nghi became increasingly worried over developments to
his rear. The Korth Vietnamese ‘assault on Xuan Loc began on § April.
Kt. i had bsen irterdicted betwsen Long Khanh and B8inh Tuy, which in
effect isolated Phan KHang from Saigon. Nguyen Van lilen, the Deputy
Commander of III Corps, committed suleide. On 11 Aprll the fishting
around Xuan Loc intensified. AKVN paratroopers sent to reinforece its
garrison:ﬁéé'pinned down in a rubboer plantation near the city. The 34
Armored Squadron and 8th Regilment of the 5th Division had been to break
the siege. Thus Military Reglon III had thrown all avallable units into
the fighting at Xuan Loc.

The battle for Phan Rang began early in the morning of 14 April,
when artillery of the NVA 3d Division, directed from the division
cormand on a mountain northwest of Du Long, began to heavily shell
ARVN positions in the Du Long area. The ground assault by elements of
the 3d Division began at 0550, The ARVN paratroops and Hangers, who
occupled the high ground on both sides of the road, "resisted stubbornly,
contesting each hill and each segment of road,” but by evening had been
forced out of some positions around Du Long.

At the same time, elements of the Nva 10th Division, which had moved
overland and taken up positions north and northwest of Phan Rang Air Force
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Base, launched a probing attack which was repulsed aiter several hours
of hard fighting.

At 0300 on 15 April, EG Sang reported to Hghl that his reconraissarnce
Pllots had spotied several convoys, one of them with at least 200 vehiclas
moving south toward Lu Long on iit., 1. Nghl ordered the remsining 237's
to take off at daybreak to bowmb the NVA columns and knock out the
remaining bridges. At 0300 the Rangers reported that tanks had broken
through 1o Du Long. By late aftq;noon on the 15th the HVA bzd takon
Du lLong, overran ARVH positlons at ¥ien Kien and ca Thap, and advanced
to My Tuong. The ARVH Alrtornc and Ranger forces withdrew to fornm o

new line about 10 kilopeters ronth of Phan Kang.

Gen. Tran Van Don. who had just bzen appointed Ministsx of Lefense,
and Gen, Toan flew to Fhan Heng to meet with lghl., HNghi requestes that
Toan send him the L3t Alrborns brigade, but Tean informed him that %he
Zor Alrborne was still pinned down in a rubtber plantation near Xuan Loc
and was taking heavy czsualtles, and that no other Alrborne or Marine
units were availadble. As the meeting ended Tran Van DLon urged Nghi to

"hold out as long as you can,"

Nghi called in LG Sang, G Hhat (the 2d Division Commander), Col.
Luong (commander of the Alrborne krigade), and Col. iiet (Commander of
the Ranger Group) to discuss plans to retake the lost positions at
Du Long, which had to be retaken on the 16th to prevent the KNVA from
placing long-range artillery there to shell the alr base. In the after-
noon Gen. Sang reported that the bridges on nt. 1 north of Phan nang had
been knocled out., That night C130's btrought in enough avation fuel for
the A37's to operate for four days.

On the 15th the North Vietnamese had assembled a strong assault
force south of Du Long., At 0500 on 16 April the attack began, with the
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bth and 5th battalions of the 2034 Armored Brigade leading the ways
tollewing by units of the 325th Division. The North Vietnamese advance
vas slowed by A37's flylng out of Phan Kang AFk and by an Arivorne
kattalion at Go Dzn, which reported to Nghi at 0600 that it was

"reselutely® stopping the North Vietnamese tanks. But by 0700 the

ot

ermox=led "deep ponetration force” had entered the outskirts of Phan
Hang and by 1000 had capitured the Ninh Thuan Sector Headquarters,
after.firvst blocking Phan lang Bridze just south of the city tu prevent

the parrizen fron escaping.

Early in the worning Nghi had ordered his nine A37's to bomb and
sirafe Lhe VA column while it was piled up because of the knocked-out
bridges.  The A37's attacked targets around Du Long despite very heavy
enti-aireieft Tire; but accidentally knocked out some of the artillery
pleces supporting the Airborne battalion at Go Den., By the tire the
planes returned to Phan Rang AFB they could not land because of the
shelling by long-range NVA artillery south of Du Long and were oxdered

10 Bien Hea.

Meanwhile, the NVA 3d Division and elements of the 10th Divicion
were taking ARVN positions around the airbase. At 0730 light telephoned
III Corps headquarters at Blen Hoa to report that the alr base had been
surrounded and to ask for air support and an Airborne trigade. Toan
replied, "I'm also very hard up here. Let me study the situation and
then I'11 make a declsion." Nghi slammed down the receiver. At 0850
BG Sang recommended that Nzhl command his units from a helicopter but

Nghl insisted that that was not yet necessary.

Heavy machine gun fire from a hill north of the air base began
to hit Nghi's quonset hut., Nghi was incormsd that the hill had Jjust
been taken from a 2d Division reconnaissance company and that the North
Vietnamese had also just taken the bomb depot north of the air base, thus

threatening Gate No. 3 on the northeastern perimeter. Nghl ordered
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Gen. Nhat to send a 24 Division uni+ to retoke the bomb €:pot and defend
Gate No. 3. At 1030 kg Sang reported that the NVA unit that had taken
the bonb depot had penetrated the ajr base and occupled a slightly
elevated area in the middle of the bage, eflectively cutiing the base

in two, From that position ths NVA Tired recolllers rifles into the
Nilitary Region III forward headgquerters and hangers in the southera

part of the air base,

After taking Pran Rang City, one vnit of {the 325th Divislon advanced
northeast to take the nilitery port. Another cclusn moved wast on Ht, 11
to join in the assault on the air bsse. After taking the base's main

gate on Rt. 11 it moved on to atiach Trom the wrear the 4th Regiment of
’the 2d Division; whick had bosn holding back the G584 Saprar Reglment
and 8l2th Independent degiment attaching fron Lalat. Thus within five
hours the NVA column had covored pore than 40 kilometers in an encircling

maneuver.,

Nghi ordered Col. Luong io take the remaining two airborne companies
to accompany Nghi and his headquarters siaff 1o Gate Ko, 1. iLuong
reported that Gate Fo. 1 had already been closed off by NVA tanks.

Nghi then ordered that the force escapz by cutting through the fence.

After slipping out of the air tase the group of about 300 concealed
themselves in woods just north of Rt, 11 south of the air base, whichk was
heavily patrolled by Horth Vietnamese tanks. Nghi intended to wait until
dark, cross Kt. 11, and proceed to Ca Na, atout 20 kilometers to the
south, where the group would take trucks to Phan Thiet. At 1900 an
airborne reconnaissance patrol returned to report the way was still not
clear. At 0200 on the morning of the 17th Col. Lucng crossed Rt, 11
and appreoached the hamlet of My Duc, intending to ask the people there
about the whereabouts of the NVi troops. An NVA patrol, however, dis-

covered Col. Luong and his men and opened fire,

Nghi's group scattered in various directions. Nghl and Sang hid in
an irrigation ditch and were soon captured. James Lewls, a CIA officer
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who had been sent t< Phan Hang a few days previously, was captured

nearby,

At 1400 on the 16th the Uth Eattalicn of the 2. @ pvaored
and other units cauzht up with an aritorne wEil lio oiich was
south on Rt, 1 toward the port of Ca Ia srd kilied e enntured
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fortifications. Toan promised to send the 2d Adrborr : srigate to
Phan Rang immediatel , to be followad later by the 2c¢ Uivision. Nghi
complained that the :d Division, which had just bsen ecvacuated frem
Quang Ngal, was too inderstrength and battered to dc the job, Toan
replled that no ful  -strength divisions were avallat:ie and that the
Alrborne and Marine brigades had suffered heavy cast lties and were
being reorganized. Toan did, however, agree to senc Nghl the 3lst
Ranger Group.

None of the units at Nghi's disposal were at .ull strength. The
2d Alrberne Brigade consisted of two infantry battalicns and an artillery
battalion, btut in fact the two Infantry tuttalions together barely
equalled one full-sized battalion. The 3lst Ranzer Group had a1l threc
of its battalions, but its total strength was only about 800 men, half
of whom were deserters who had Just been released from the stochode.
The 6th Regiment-of the 2d Division had been sent to defend Pran Thiet.
Both of the two 2d Division regiment dispatched ito Phan iang were
far understrength: the 4th Regiment consisted of a regular battalion
and a Reglonal Force battalion, and the 5th battalion was equally
patchwork. Nghl also had four Regional Force tattalions of Ninh Thuan

Sector, an armored squadron, and the 6th Air Division.

In deploying his meager forces Nghi sought to take as much
advantage as possible from the terraln. To the north, the segment of
Rt. 1 extending from Ba Rau through the district seat of Du Long (about
20 kilometers north of Phan Rang) to Rung Dua passed between high hills
and over numerous bridges. Here Nghi deployed the 24 Airborne zrigade
and the 3ist Ranger Group, with supporting artillery placed along
Route 1, The Alr Force would, if necessary , knock out the bridges.

The 4th Regiment of the 2d Divislion was assigned the mission of blocking

Rt. 11 at Ngoan Muc Pass, while the 5th Regiment was assigned to defend

Phan Rang Alr Force base, which had a perimeter 21 kilometers long.
"Thundering Tiger" commando teams were helilifted to mountains

20 to 30 kilometers north and west of Phan Kang to report on the movement
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