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A Memoir of the Combined Action Program

“Tiger Papa Three.” back in the
days before such things changed daily,
was the radio call sign of the 3d Pla-
10on of Papa Company, 3d Combined
Action Group, operating berween
Dong Ha and Cam Lo in Vietnam’s
northern Quang Tri Province. As a
Papa-Three rilleman and patrol lead-
er, | took special pride in that flam-
boyant call sign. even though we could
never lay claim to the stealth and fe-
rocity commonly associated with tigers.
We ai least belonged to a colorful and
cavalier group, the Combined Action
Program (CAP) in Vietnam, Qurs was
not simply to search and destroy. Ours
was to win hearts and minds at the
grass-roots level. .

Combined action placed Marine ni-
fle squads, each augmented with a
Navy corpsman, in traditional Viet-
namese villages to live and work
alongside the local village militia. com-
monly known as Popular Forces, or
PFs tor short. The Marines and PFs of
a combined action unit were to form a
cohesive team. pursuing a iwofold
mission. First and [oremost. the unit
was o roor out the Viet Cong infra-
structure and protect its village [rom
further ¢nemy incursion. The Marine
role in this ambinious undertaking was
principaliy fo train and inspire the
PFs. raising their morale through our
presence and example. Together. then,
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by Maj Edward F. Palm

The Combined Action Program, which linked a Marine
squad and corpsman with a 15- to 30-man Popular Force
platoon and assigned them to guard specific hamlets and
villages, is widely regarded as one of the most innovative
and successful counterinsurgency techniques to emerge
from the Vietnam War. In this two-part article, the author
relates his 1967 experiences with the program—experi-
ences that suggest the challenges and difficulties that must
be anticipated and overcome if we are to include the com-
bined action technique in our capabilities for the future.

the Marine-PF team could go on to
tackle the secondary but vitally impor-
tant mission of winning the loyalty
and support of the people. This was to
be done by providing both effective se-
curity and assistance with practical
sel-help projects aimed at raising the
standard of living in the village.

The idea is rapidly gaining ground
that combined action was one of the
few things we did night in a war gone
wrong. Large-scaie search and destroy
operations occasionally produced high
body counts from among North Viet-
namese Army {NVA) and mainforce
Viet Cong units, but they usually left
the Communist infrastructure intact,
and they often alienated the people
through their indiscriminate and dis-
proportionale use of our awesome fire-
power. Inherent drawbacks aside, how-
ever, search and destroy was always
meant to be only the leading element
in a larger three-pronged strategy, the
other two elements being cleaning and
pacifying. Gen William C. Westmoreland
relegated the last two largely to the
South Vietnamese, insisting that Ameri-
can forces bear the brunt of searching
and destroying. Recognizing that pre-
cious little clearing and pacifying was
taking place. and that a low-level
insurgency could smolder almost
indefinitely despite the apparent gains
of search and destroy operations. the
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Marine Corps began o experiment
with combined action as early as Au-
gust 1965. The Corps received little
help and no encouragement from
Westmoreland's Military Assistance
Command Vietnam. but LtGens Vic-
tor H. Krulak and Lewis W. Walt
among others, had {aith in the concept
and would not let the program die. It
was consolidated and expanded in
February 1967 under the leadership of
LtCol William R. Corson. and the
units were actually moved inio villages
on a full-time basis. It was a daring
move on the Marine Corps’ part, tan-
tamount to breaking ranks in the eyes
of some. But much to its credit. the
Corps felt it had to dissent from a poli-
cy that clearly was not working.

In all honesty, I probably owe my
combined action experience to that
period of rapid organizational buildup
following February 1967. For once. my
timing was right. [ was a rear-echelon
Marine and had never even heard a
shot fired in anger when T got into the
program in July 1967. 1 served as a
combined action rfleman through
that December. arriving back in the
States on 5 January 1963. It was my
good fortune to come along just as the
program was expanding and the old-
timers were beginning io rotate. Other-
wise, | may never have seen one of the
most revealing and frustrating (acets
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discovering that my orders were in af-
ter all. If I could get 1o Dong Ha in
time to catch a 1300 flight to Phu Baj, |
could leave that day.

It was already 1000, but it didn't take
me long to pack what I needed and to
give the rest away. I was out on High-
way 9 hitchhiking by 1100, Ironically,
Jimmie, the man we had all deni-
grated as the “Reverend Mr. Black”
was the only one 10 come out to wait
with me. Within 10 minutes. a Jeep
stopped to pick me up, and suddenly
Papa Three and six months of my life
were receding behind me, 1 didn'
know what I was heading toward. |
was only 20 years old, and I had no
definite plans or ambitions at the time.
I was, of course, happy to be heading
home—back to “the World" as we
called it. But I wasn't as happy as I
had imagined I would be, and 1 was
surprised to find myself feeling strangely
ambivalent at the prospect of actually
leaving at long last. I think 1 realized
even then that, wherever 1 was going
and whatever I would do, very little of
my subsequent life back in the World
could ever match the intensity and
poignancy of those five short months
at Pape Three.

Epilogue

That was the Combined Action Pro-
gram as | knew it. People have often
remarked at how lucky I was to have
rotated when I did, and I suppose I
was. But 1 am left with mixed feelings
aboul my presumably good luck—
nothing so melodramatic or self-im-
portant as survivor's guilt, more like a
feeling of self-annoyance and acute
embarrassment at having given up on
aplay and walked out in the fourth act
only 1o learn later that the plot had
suddenly taken an unexpected and in-
teresting turn in the fifth. Now I may
never know how it all tumed out for
Papa Three duning Tet.

I did hear from Jimmie in early Jan-
uary while I was home on leave. He
wrote to tell me our mascot, a dog we
called “Sloopy,” had had pups, an
event we, of course, had been antici-
pating when I rotated. Other than that,
nothing had changed. | wrote back,
but I never again heard from Jimmie
or anyone else at Papa Three.

Before beginning this article, hop-
ing 1o tie up this loose end, 1 spent a
fruitless day at the Marine Corps His-
torical Center poring over the 111 MAF
Command Chronology and various
other operations logs. I found a terse
repon of our 4 December ambush and
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a copy of the message report to
FMFPac. I also leamed that at 0930
on the same day, the enemy ambushed
another squad-sized patrol, “inflicting
a wound in the left eye of their scout
sniper.” The “wound,” 1 knew, had
been mortal. His was the body 1 al-
most mistook for Reaves' that day at
graves registration in Dong Ha. Search-
ing further, 1 discovered that both
Papa One and the district headquar-
ters at Cam Lo came under attack at
0200 on 2 February 1968, precipitating
a “successful” operation code-named
KenTucky. Two Marines and a soldier,
probably an adviser to the district, had
been killed, and 22 Marines had been
wounded. Enemy losses were placed at
96 killed, 22 taken prisoner. | checked
throughout the Tet period. finding no
further mention of any Papa Compa-
ny unit,

The prosaic truth, I suspect, is that
nothing very significant happened to
Papa Three during Tet or I would
have found some trace. The Marine-
PF schism was probably healed after a
fashion eventually, or at leas: they re-
sumed going through the motions.
The enemy probably continued to
leave well enough alone, bypassing
Papa Three in favor of more impor-
tant objectives. If any reader knows
anything to the contrary, I would ap-
preciate hearing. But it would form
only a coda or a postscopt. The story
essentially ended, as | see it in the ides
of December 1967 with that “permis-
sion denied.” On that day, I believe,
we missed our first and last opportuni-
ty to become a cohesive team working
toward the same objectives.

I would like to believe, with some,
that combined action was the best
thing we did over there. But we always
saw only what we wanted to see in Vi-
¢lnam, and in my experience, com-
bined action was merely one more
untenable article of faith. The truth, I
suspect, is that where it seemed to
work, combined action wasn' reaily
needed, and where it was, combined
action could never work. ]

The objective was certainly sound.
There was a demonstrable need for an
effective grass-roots program targeted
toward the VC infrastructure, for the
most part left intact by large-scale
search and destroy operations. But
combined action came ss too little, 100
late. The VC infrastructure was too
deeply entrenched, literaliy as wel] as
figuratively in some places. They had
had more than 20 years 1o win heans
and minds before we blundered onto

AS-A-349

C(C)2400

the scene. We were naive to think I3
Marines and a Navy corpsman could
make much difference in such a set-
ting The culural gull was Just un-
bridgeable out in the countryside,

One could argue, of course, that the
fault Tay in us at Papa Three and not
in the program. We were hardly the
combat-tested ambassadors in green
described in books and official ac-
counts of the Combined Action Pro-
gram. Our experience was varied, our
motives mixed. But to have had a
chance at all, the program would have
to have been expanded throughout Vi-
¢tnam; and as I can attest, the modest
increase that had opened the door for
me had already let in the indifferent
and the intolerant. I believe we never
could have found sufficient numbers
of Marines with the intelligence, sensi-
tivity, and tolerance to make com-
bined action work on a large scale. We
were having difficulties and, at best,
mixed results as it was. The fact re-
mains, we simply do not recruit and
train Marines to be diplomats.

Still, as a gesture of dissent against a
search and destroy strategy that wasn't
working, the Combined Action Pro-
gram was more than worthwhile. When
the firepower enthusiasts were derid-
ing pacification, cynically asserting
that as long as we had them by the
balls their hearts and minds must fol-
low. the Marine Comps took a larger,
more enlightened view. We realized
the war would never be won militarily
alone, that it was first and foremost a
cultural contest. We at least understood
the problem. even if our solution was
impracticable and overly idealistic.

All of us who went to Vietnam bore
the brunt of friendly folly as well as
enemy fire. I now see combined action
as largely futile and even quixotic. But
personally, I don't regret a day spent
tilting at the VC infrastructure at Papa
Three. I feel privileged to have had a
close up view of a part of the war only
glimpsed by those in line battalions
merely passing through. Combined
action, to my mind. stands as a kind of
microcosm revealing all that was fun-
damentally wrong with that ill-con-
ceived war, but | am proud to have
served as a CAP Marine nevertheless,
The program perhaps placed us in an
impossible position, but that was
nothing new for Marines, of whom
more has always been expected. In the
words of the old Parris Island running
jingle, “got what I asked for. got what |
came for” in volunteering for the
Combined Action Program. s mc
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