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DFIGHTING FORCESD 

The South Vietnamese Ranger companies would prove 
their mettle by penetrating the heart of War Zone D. 

By Charles K. Nulsen 

' .• {~ 

Ranger battalions had excnange of all regular 
been formed within the ARVN units in the provo 

US. Army during World ince'for Ranger companies .. 
War 11 but had been deacti. Once the exchange was com. 
vated after that conflict. In plete, Colonel Dien had 22 
August 1950, at the begin· Ranger companies (includ. 
ning of the Korean War, ing the 30th Special Battal. 
Ranger companies were ion) under his operational 
again formed, but they were control. By Christmas 1962, 
deactivated in August 1951. the 32nd ARVN Regiment 
Although the Ranger school was assigned to PBTSZ to 
would continue to provide bolster the force level. The 
Ranger·qualified personnel, Rangers usually operated in 
it was not unrill969 that the three company combat 
Army's LRRP (Iong·range units, giving PBTSZ the 
reconnaissance patrol) units equivalent of 10 battalions of 
in Vietnam were designated infantry, The artillery sup~ 
as Ranger companies. port amounted to one bat-

In the interim, however, tery of 155mm howitzers, 3Vz: 
Ranger companies were platoons (seven tubes) of 
formed within the ARVN American measures 105mm howitzers and two 
(Army of the Republic of ARVN Ranger Company near Cam Au. platoons of 4.2·inch mortars. 
Vietnam; i.e., the South 1 Rangers most from other ARVN troops was their elan on War Zone D had been 
Vietnamese Army). In 1959, --=----'--------'----------"--- used for years by the VC and 
without prior US. approval, the ARVN The 30th Special Battalion was as· their forebears, t~e Viet Minh, as a safe 
activated some 65 "special action" com- signed to III Corps for operations and haven for trainiAghesupp}ying and rest .. 
panies by taking one company from each further assigned to the province chief of irtg their combat units. As the Ameri .. : 
of its four·company infantry battalions. Phuoc Long province, Lt. Col. Do Van can forces were to later find out, the area 

By June 1960, the ARVN convinced Dien. But before the 30th, an experi· was thickly underbrushed with a dense 
the US. MAAG (Military Assistance mental battalion that was the first unit growth of hardwood trees that made taco 
Advisory Group) of the effectiveness of in Vietnam to become fully equipped tical unit movements slow and difficult 
these units, and the MAAG agreed to with the AR·15, could get many missions to control and ""rial observation all but 
fund and support the creation of spe· under its belt, a presidential plan for impossible. The VC had what best.could 
cially trained ARVN Ranger battalions utilizing about 80 percent of the ARVN's be described- as an in,ner fortress deep 
and the creation of a Ranger training entire Ranger force was implemented. within the forested sanctuary. The rest 
center at Due My. President Ngo Dinh Diem, by decree areas and the training .camps of the VC 

Several Special Forces mobile training on November 15, 1962 1 created Phuoc combat units were located within this in .. 
units were sent from Fort Bragg, N.c., to Binh Thanh Special Zone (PBTSZ) for ner fortress, while tne security forces 
Vietnam to assist in training and organiz- the purpose of centralizing the Republic operated around the outer perimeter of 
ing Ranger units for the Republic of of Vietnam's efforts to eliminate the War Zone D. Spotted throughout the 
Vietnam. The Ranger companies that longstanding Viet Cong (VC) threat in zone was an extensive network of way. 
were formed as a part of this training pro· War Zone D. Tk. PBTSZ, located approx· stations, about 15 to 20 kilometers apart: 
gram were dispersed among the provinces imately 45 mnes northeast of Saigon and that were used as stopoXI~r,,~flint~1 for . 
to act as small, highly mobile and hard.. covering roughly 30 square miles:h"was units infiltrating from Norill{ v,fetnam" 
hitting tactical forces for the province formed by combining three provinces- Normally the tactics adop.ted by the 
chiefs. Although never intended as such, Phuoc Long, Binh Long and Phuoc ranger companies were deep penetramms 
many of the specialized companies be· Thanh-under one commander. That on foot through the outer perimeter of' 
camel in fact, personal bodyguards for commander was Lt. Col. Do Van Dien, security forces into the inner fortress. 
the province chiefs. To correct this mis- an energetic and brave 26 .. year .. old leader with the operation lastina:, from five to' 
use, the ARVN, upon advice from who was a graduate of the Ranger school 15 days. The Rangers'T·~rei~fightly 
MACV (Military Assistance Command, at Fort Benning, Ga. . ... _...... equipped and carried six days 'ofrations 
Vietnam),.which had succeeded MAAG Colonel Dien had been a captain in consisting of rice stuffed in a socklike 
in February 1962, formed the 30th Spe· President Diem's palace guard and had cloth hung around the neck and a 
cial Battalion in early 1962 from four of become a favorite junior officer of the bottle of the omnipresent Nuoc Mam 
the separate Ranger companies. president's. The plan called for the Continued on page 16 .; 
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Own America's First 
Commemorative Type Coin -

THE 1893 "COLUMBUS" 
SILVER HALF DOLLAR 

Minted almost 100 years ago to 
honor the 400th anniversary of 
the discovery of America, this 
vintage silvercoin bears the first 
commemorative designs ever to 
appearonofficial1;J.5.coins. The 
Columbus bust and Santa 
Maria/Old & New Worlds re­
verse were never repeated. 

A sleeping classic-
an heirloom to cherish 

A total of just 2.5 million were 
originally struck (compared to 
657 million Morgan silver dol­
lars). Only a fraction survive in 
the Very Fine quality we offer. 
Each coin is31mm in diameter, 
contains 12.5 grams of .900 sil­
verandcomeswithaCertificate 
of Authenticity and protective 
case. WhilecurrentsuppliesJast, 
prices are as follows: $29 each; 
5 for $139 (save $6); 10 for 
$275 (save $15); 20 for $539 
(save $41), Order #7705. To 
order by credit card, call toll­
free 1-80()-451-4463. Or send 
your check or money order to: 
InternationalCoins&Currency, 
Inc., 11 E. StateSt., Box 218, Depl 
2219,Montpelier, VT05601.Add 
only $2 for postage. Money­
backguarantee-3O-dayhome 
examination. 

Servingi:ol/ectors for 17 years. 
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DFIGHTING FORCESD 
Continued from page 10 

fish sauce carried in the pocket of the 
field pack. This was sometimes sup­
plemented by captUred rice and chickens. 

Shottly after .Ptesident Diem estab­
lished PBTSZ,a U.S. advisory effort was 
organized to assist in the planning, train~ 
ing and opera'tions of the new Rangcr~ 
dominated force and its mission to neu~ 
ttalize War Zone D. The new advisory or­
ganization consisted of a senior adviser 
and staff for PBTSZ, along with a senior 
adviser and staff fat each of the thtee in­
cluded provinces. The advisory detach­
ment headquarters was established as 
Phuoc Long province headquarters in a 
town the Ftench and Vietnamese called 
Phuoc Binh but the Americans began 
calling Song Be, after the river that 
flowed nearby. (An article, "The Fight 
for Song Be," was published in the pre~ 
miere issue of Vietnam Magazine.) 

The longest and most successful pene~ 
tration of War Zone D by the PBTSZ 
Rangers was conducted between Feb~ 
ruary 2 and 16, 1963, during an opera­
tion code~namcd "Hard Times I." The 
operation was planned around intelli~ 
gence collected from a Viet Cong defec­
tor who claimed he knew the location 
of War Zone D headquarters. The first 
attempt to get by the VC security fotces 
and into the inner fortress ended in dis~ 
aster. Colonel Dien's deputy halted his 
Ranger force at approximately 1530 to al­
low the soldiers to cook their daily hot 
meal of rice. Out of laziness or sheer ~tu~ 
pidity, the deputy chose to spend the 

, night in the same location; to compound 
I the error, the column did not move out 

until 0800 the next morning. The 
Rangers had moved only 500 meters 
from their campsite when the lead pla~ 
toon was hit by a well-planned VC am­
bush. The result was nine Rangers killed 
and five wounded, with no known VC 
casualties. This tragic incident reinforced 
an old lesson-to prevent ambushes in 
the jungle, it is necessary to move on af~ 
ter supper and keep moving for a half~ 
hour after dark before stopping for the 
night. Moving the next morning before 
first light is also essential. 

C010nel Dien took immediate action 
by relieving his deputy and taking pcr~ 
sonal command on the ground. He 
started the column marching the next 
day from a point five kilometers away. By 
taking this new route, the Ranger force 
had to negotiate far der\s~'.i.ungle and 
more rugged terrain. Even.hy....using ele~ 
phant paths through the thickest portion 
of the jungle, it took the column four 
days to travel the same distance it would 
have taken only a day and a half by fol­
lowing the original route. 
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The first encounter with the ve, and 
the first major decision that had to be 
made, came at the end of the fourth day's 
march. About 1730, the lead element of 
the column ran into a small VC way sta· 
tion that looked as if it might accommo~ 
date a squad. Colonel Dien halted the 
column and drew everyone back, leav~ 
iog only a few Rangers to keep constant 
surveillance over the enemy camp. Luck~ 
ily the VC had not been alerted. Colonel 
Dien was not certain of his exact loca~ 
tion, nor-and more important-of his 
position in relation to the main objec~ 
tive. After consulting with his U.S. ad· 
viser who accompanied the column, it 
was decided to attack the way station just 
before dawn the next morning. The ra· 
tionale was simple: "A bird in the hand 
is worth two in the bush:' If Zone D 
headquarters could not be found, a mi­
nor victory could be claimed. 

The Rangers started to get into an at­
tack position around 0400. At 0600 the 
attack began, and by 0615 it was over. 
The way station was completely overrun 
and the net gain was the dubious distinc­
tion of watching a young VC nurse die 
of AR-I5 bullet wounds. The other memo 
bers of the small unit had fled. To pre­
vent the escaped VC from having too 
much of a lead time to warn Zone D 
headquarters, the column was hastily 
reconstituted and ordered underway in 
the direction of the primary objective. 

About 1000, after traveling three to 
four kilometers, the lead Rangers began 
receiving fire. This set the rest of the 
column forward at double time to sup­
port the lead elements. During the con­
fusion of the next 30 to 45 minutes, it 
was difficult to piece together exactly 
what was happening. After the momen­
tum of the Ranger attack carried through 
a large base area complex, it was evident 
that something big had been hit. The 
Rangers picked up one wounded ve 
and brought in another who had volun­
tarily surrendered. 

Through interrogation of these two 
prisoners, it was discovered that Zone D 
headquarters had been found and that 
the VC who had escaped earlier that 
morning had, in fact, alerted the head, 
quarters several hours before the attack. 
The two-hour lead time had been suffi­
cient for them tOo evacuate most of the 
important documents and all of their: 
weapons. The fighting had been a delay­
ing action. The wounded ve, who had 
been a sergeant in the security-platoon, 
died several hours later. The man who 
had surrendered was, as luck would have 
it, the political officer of Zone D head­
quarters. He indicated that for some time 
he had been looking for an excuse to give 
himself up. This particular defector was 
to stay with Colonel Dien for many 

Continued on page 66 
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months and provided the best intelli­
gence yet received on VC operations in 
Zone D. During a,thorough search of the 
camp, man,! documents that had been 
left behind were uncovered, one of which 
had a complete roster and a list of all VC 
unit designations in War Zone D. 

The political officer indicated that he 
knew the location of other instal~ 
lations. At aboul 1400, the column set 
out to find these camps. An hour later, 
an area that was honeycombed with 
bunkers and cleared fire lanes was found. 
Three elaborate defensive positions were 
not occupied. Apparently the VC had 
decided not to stand and defend but 
to move out and try to catch the Rang~ 
ers off guard. Several other small camps 
and many bunkers were also found, 
but these had becn more thoroughly 
evacuated than the headquarters camp. 
Nothing was left. By this time dark­
ness was closing in fast. A decision was 
made to leave the area rather than stay 
and defend against an almost certain re~ 
turn of the Vc. The Rangers moved that 
night, with Colonel Dien acting as com­
pass and point man, until an hour after 
dark to shake off any VC that might 
be following. 

Zone 0 headquarters had been oc­
cupied on February 8 and the opera­
tion lastcd until February 16. Subse­
quent VC base camps that were dis~ 
covered included a ZOO-man hospital, 
a training center and ordnance depot, 
and a battalion base camp. By Febru­
ary 15 all of the Rangers were fairly 
well exhausted and the column walked 
out of Zone 0 and occupied Dong Xai 
without incident. 

That operation, the longest sustained 
operation in War Zone 0 ever conducted 
by the Vietnamese, was a great psycho­
logical victory for the Rangers. The oper­
ation clearly dempnstrated how small 
units of Ra'ngers could effectively oper~ 
ate from five to six days without 
resupply-move throu~l;>.she jungle, find 
base camps, destroy them, and keep 
moving without being defeated by the 
ehemy.in his own backyard. 

The 'aggregate experience of the oper­
ations confirmed the lessons that initia~ 
tive, willingness to keep flexible enough 
to follow through on reliable intelligence, 
respect for but not fcar of the VC, good 
security maintained through constant 
movement, and faith in the individual 
soldier can be a winning combination in 
the jungle. The operations also con­
firmed thc superb fighting qualities of the 
Vietnamese Ranger units when inspired 
by outstanding leadership such as that 
provided by Colonel Do Van Dien. 0 
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