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INTRODUCTION

Thiéwﬁﬁgay réﬁiews-thd author's éxperiencgs vhile s;rving as
the Senior Adviser to the Cbmﬁander of Phouc Binh Thanh Special
Zone, Repu?%ic of Vietnam apd highlights the lessons learned

b ‘
during three selected Vietnamese ranger operLtiona conducted in
War Zone D during the pegiod November 1962 to July 1963, The
operations are viewed from‘thg perspective of present avents in
Vietnam and how the lessons learned in 1962-63 influenced and
assisted the author in 1966-67 as an infantry battalion coumander
fighting with US troops in the adjacent area of War Zone C.

The story of operations with the Vietnamese rang;rs iﬁ‘Wa;.w
Zone ﬁ is told }n narratiﬁe style to underscore the peraoﬁnl |
thallenges and hardships from which the lessons learned in jungle
fighting gere hypothesized. It is believed that a detailed degelip~
tion of the environment and insights into the psychological
pressures experienced during these operations will provide a
better understanding-bf the tactical judgments expressad in this
essay. On the other hand, the tactical principles which shaped
US battalion operations in 1966-67 are outlined without support of
a combat narrative. This is done mainly to emphasize the imposed

tactical restraints during the second tour rather than to recount

personal battle experiences.
BACKGROUND

Phouc Binh Thanh Speciél Zone was created by presidential

decree on 15 .November 1962 for the purpose of centralizing the

1
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By Christ:maa 1962 the 32d ARVN Regiment was assigned to Phoue Bish

- Republic of Vietnam 3 efforts to eliminate the long standing VC

h 'mﬁt{‘m .
threat {n War Zone D. It was formed by combining three provincea--

Phouc Long, Binh Long, and Phouc Thanh (now defunct)--under one
commander and exchanging regular Army of Vie:dam (ARVN) companies
for ranger companies. Once the exchange was complete tha Vietnamese

comander had 22 ranger companies under his operational command.

Thanh Speciai Zone (PBTSZ) to bolster the force leval. Since the
rangers usually operated in three company units, PBTSZ had the
equivalent force of ten battalions of infentry. The artillery :

. —

support smounted to ona battety of 155m houitzers. 3 1/2 platoons

(7 tubes) of 105mm hcwitzere, and 2 platoons of 4,2" mortata.
The argé of War Zone D is located approximately 45 miles

northeust of Saigon and roughly covers 20 square miles, It is

as menacing and as forbidding today as it was six years ago.

There ara still pbrtions of this jungle fortress that have not |

been penetrated by‘US-forces. For years the Viet Cong, and the

Viet Minh befére them, have used fhe thickly under-brushed, hardwood

foresté of Zone D as a safe haven for training, resupplying,

and resting their combat battalions. ,AE;er many months of oper- .¢

ationsg, 1t waa discovered that[?he Viet.Cong had what baat could

be described as an inner fortress deep within the forested sanctuary.

The rest areas and the training camps of the VC combat units were

located in this inner fortreés, while the security forces operated

around the outer limits of this center area. Spread throughout

’
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the zone was un extensive network of waystations that ware used as

stOp-over pqiwts for units infiltrating from North Vietnam, The

wayatations'were about 15 to 20 kilometers apart and served very
U Coaels iy

: much the Same purpose as our pom press-stations did in the

old wesg;;;ggg%ng these Operapions, we found that most of tha VC
installation;‘ﬁtre wi;hin 500 meters of the twisting MabDa Riﬁer
which ran through the middle of tlie war zone. This was simply an
accommodati;L to be near the water supply., Seo map at inclosure 1.
Normally the_tactics adopted wera deep penetrations on foot
through tha outer perimeter of security forces into the imner
fortress, with the operation lasting from 5 to 15 days. See nmap

- - —

showing traces of penetrations; inclosure 2, The rangers were
lightlylequipped and carried six days of rations consisting of
rice atuffeq in a sock-like cloth hung around the neck and a Lottle
of lNuoc ifam carried in a pocket of the pack. In many instancas,
rations werc supplemented by captured rice and chickens.

The éperations during this period were successful because the
Viatnamese military commander, Licutcnant Colonel Do Van Dien, had
the energy and the will to follow throughr with his plans. ile accom-

panied hils rangers on operations in the jungle and personally led
P P

his men in attacks on VC base camps.
QPERATIONS

Zone D, 1962-63

Our first operation started early the morning of 19 November

1962, in what was described at the time as the largest

»




hellicopter-borne operation of any war, 1 ,Forty-two hellcopters flew

- the equivalent of two atripped-down ranger battalions to their

deatination. One_airborne_bettalion Jumped in eupport of the

operation. 4s the operation was plarned, we were to seize four
objectives and wmake a river crossing within a 12-day period, It f
vas 8 carefully thought-out. phased operation that included an 1nflaxeﬁ_
' 1b1e timo schedule fixed by a definite date to cross the Dong Na:l.
River. A reinforced engineer company with security ‘forces was o

helicoptered into the crossing site on D+3 to prepare a bridge for

8 crossing on D+5, The crosaing wss to be conducted 20 kilometers

- - -
e, e »

and two objectives away from the original Lz,

An sirstrike, 30 minutes prior to the ranger forca lending,
prepared the LZ. The plan called fox the airborme battalion to
Jump about one mile from the objective after the helicopter landing
and upon assembly to become the reserve force. Instead of following
the_plan. they jumped prior to the landing, and on the objective,
Needless to say with prelending alrstrikes, the early airborue
battalion assault and 42 helicopters in the air, what hopes there;
were for gaining surprise, quickly faded. In spite of these bletent
forewarnings, {n three days of local operations in the vicinity of

the firat objective, three VC were captured and five small instal-

lations uncovered. TFour American advisetrs with the rangers, as

AP c ‘o a- ‘.”kn' [ ;v
well as the Vietnamese commander, sssessed that more could be ‘-; j

Richard Tregaskis, Vietnam Diary (New York: Holt, Rinehart :




captured 1f a longer time could be spent in the area, Knowing
that we had not even begun to follow through on the intelligence

slready collected, higher Vietnamese headquarters ordered adherer Q

to the original plan, thus the ranger force moved on to the nexthjé
objective. As we left the initial objective area, we all had

the distinct feeling ghat a great opportunity had been loat. Afﬁf{
attacking another VC waystation in the second objective area anE&*ifx_%
Just before tha rangers arrived at tha ﬁong Nai River,- the operagiﬁn
wag suddenly called off for reasons which were never fully explained

-
or understood at that time,

This operation. taught us two valuab&e lessons., First.‘nafér
again would we telegraph our intentions to the VC by usingrlarge
numbers Af helicopters as flying truck-. On all subsequent opér-
ations, we walked into the jungle and helicopter support was limited
to resupp;y missiona; Second, we avoic:d phased operatiouns set
by a definite time schedula., Other operations were to point out
the success that could be obtained by staying in an area long en;ugh
to get pood intelligence and have time té act on it. We would -
find that it takes three to four days to fully evp]oit the up-to—
date information volunteered by VC captured on the oueration.

| * Kk X
The firat deep penetration intp War Zome D was a two column T

probe seeking to make contact with two Vehattalions (D 14 and R ;

the suspected locations of which had been pointed out on the map
by a former North Vietnamese: first serpgeant who had dafected from

D 15 several weeks earlier.’ The operatien *began on 21 December" 1&5#“”
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*from the cro;;;%;ﬂs‘tdun of.Donﬁ Xai, which in ﬁny'1965 was the
scene of one of the.fiarceat battles of the war. ”

Both columns, consimsting of three ranper compsanieas and one
“Vietnamese sp::i‘;l forées detacl:ui};etgé,_'sei; éut together before -
dawn on the morning of 22 Decembar. .The‘aarly start was an attempt
éo avold the VC security forces operating in the area. About midday
the columns split. Column 1 command;d by Colonel Dien, and the one
which I accompanied, continued due south to the suspected location
of D 15; whila colum 2 commanded by Major Chinh (Colomel Dien's
deputy) vaered to the southwest to seek and attack D 14,

The column stayed in the jungle but guided on an improved
‘laterite road which ram north and south through the middle of Zone D.
See map inclogﬁre 1. (The road hed been constructed by Vietnamese
engineers in 1959 md had been sbandoned in 1960 becauae'ofrthe
growing VC presence in the area.) At nppfoxima;ely 1500, the
lead elements of the column openad fire on several V( observed in
a clearing, but in the econfusion of the moment they escaped unharmed,
The most important consideration at this point was not the fact that
the enemy had made 2 clean break, but that the fire fight had signaled
our presence, If we wer;'to maintain any semblance of surprise, the
columm would hava to keep“ﬁé;ing to reach the objective before D 15
could be alerted.

Colonel Dien moved the column to the laterite road where we
ate dinmmer and plenned our next move. Our deep concern over the
necessity for epeed caused us to adopt a course of action, which
in more normal circumstances, no one in his right mind would have
suggested. We decided to'march all night down the road. Tha colum

6
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eI/ moved in the']ﬁﬁﬁ;e until dark and then moved onto the road. We
traveled on the laterite surface from 2100 to 0300 the next morning.
Evury step of the way my heart was thumping wildly and avery sound

in the jusigle’ ?Eiggared a vision of the enemy setting up machine

guns to ambush us,' When we reached the Maba River at 0300 we were
all relieved to be uﬁburqeped from the pressures of the last six
hours. We had covered téh‘kilqm@tera and 1t had worked. If the
VC had turned two machine gunsgég us, it would have been a massacre
and ghe unprofessional aspects of this risky decision would have
dominated sn unfortunate legacy.

We set up a small hase camp and the remainder of the day was

L
- ' -apant in waiting for a reconnaissance patrol to find the paths

leading into the D 15 area. The.def?ctpr, who had accompanied us,
was the key man in the regonnaiesanca patrol., It was sometime after
dark when Colonel Dien came over té me to say that the patrol had
found the trail to D 15, He told me that he had glven the order for
tﬁe columm to move out at 2300 !or;an all-night march to the objac-
tive. He wanted to sttack the camp before daybreak, I had a
pramonition bafore we Began to move that this was going to be a
night which would behremombered
It was a moonléﬁa night. The jungle in the daytime is tough
to cope with, but at night with no moon--it's almost imposeible.
.g.g( I kept continuous check on the direction of the column by constantly
ﬁ'ﬂu glancing at my wrist compass. I had found on previous occasions that
Colonel Dien relied too much om 1n;tinct and not enough on compass
readings. That night I learned a unique technique of control that

I was to usa again during my second tour in Vietnam, Following

7




had left e behind.' The column was broken and I was 1eading the )£: 2

someone through the thick underbrush at night places a heavy snd ;f
constant strain on all senses. To help lessen the gtrain, the
jungle floor in Zone D yielded a priceless natu:ai commpdity in

the form of cartain twigs that containedﬂ___sufficiant phosphorescent

material to cause them to glow in the dqﬁﬁ.y.

: o :
Before we began our long march, evéry-rqnger stuck“a phoégl‘g T

RECT IR

phorescent twig in the pack of the man to his front. This”way:tff:
each ranger could keep track of the man fg‘his front by kee;iﬁg
his eye on the luminescent twig. Without éhia assistance from
nature, the only thing that would have brought us through would
have been flashlights.

One incident, which was terrifjing at the moment, highlights
the tensions and anxdety msocial;'qd ~with night movement through
the jungle. I happened to be in the middle of the column, ﬁith
no English spesking Vietnamese raqgers anywhere near me. When
one's eyes are consténtly fixed and the mind concentrates so conm-
tinuously on the glowing twig, there is a'téndency to bacoms
mesmerired, T was in one of thosa pseudo~hypnotic trances, when
I stood waitipg for the ranger to my front to move out, To reassure
uyael! I stuck out my hand to check on the man to" my frqnt.ﬂ |
discovered with a.shock that I was standing in front of-—andqziiting

for--a twig that wag atuck in a branch of a tree. My ranger contact |

second half. In the next few' ninutes, feelifigy of appruhgghian and“41lef

panic raced through uy mind, until the Vietnamese ranger, wiéh whom

I had lost contact, came stumb]ing back t‘hrough the underbrush to
w,

! L) LA . L i
pick up the rest of the column and relieve my'"momentary panic" ; “i M‘

"

8 . . .
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-ﬁﬁa““”;; We picked: up the pnce once again. The rest of the night was
spent half stumbling, constantly grabbing at vines, but always comn-
centrating on keeping contact with thh‘man in front and the man in

back. We suddﬁﬂ!W stopped at- 0&30 We were in a cleared area, so

it was relatively easy for Colonal Dien to find me. He walked up
end told me that they had found the peth leading to D 15 and that
we would gtay whare we were for another 30 miputes, then we would
move out, hoping to hit D 15 at daylipht (0630).

At approximetely 0730 the iead elements of the ranger column
‘fired on and killad a VC outguard. See sketch map inclosure 3.

The surprise gained by the overnight march through the jungle had

evaporated in one unexpected instant. The firing, of course, warned
the VC of our ptnsence and served am a signal for all rangers to
double~tima up-. to tht front for an asssult on what certainly must

be the objective. fﬁé rangerq. with their forward momentum already

| started, did find the camp-w;thin five minutes of the initial contact, -
i | The camp wae abandoned, ;ut evidence showed that it had been

‘ﬁf occupied only a‘few minutes ‘before, Fvidently our firafight some

40 hours earlier had not alertad this particular VC unit, The next
fiva houra were spent in searching the area and digping up caches

of armo and suppliéqu;fThe net heul was seventy 75mm RR rounds,

several hundred gtenAEEG, battalion medical supplfea, and thousands

of rounds of small arme ammunition. Prom the material collected

it was determined that the base camp belonged to Headquarters

Company, D 15 ﬁattnlion. The other company base camps of the battalion
wera not uncovered. Because we had no air or artillery support and

considering our extremely wulnerabla position in the middle of

9




VC-controlled territory, we laft the D 15 base camp after destroying

everything wve could and began the -long march out of the jungle. It

I3
LA

was then Chriatmas Eve,

We spent the night in the jungle about five kilometers from thﬂu=;

site of our early worning attack The following day we spent on the? 4
long march to Dong Xel. That moon the rangers killed several water |
buffalo which were found grazing in one of the few open areas acat—}; .
tearaed around War Zone D and praaumably belonged to the VC. Buffalo
atesk and a can of Dinty Moore Stew were the US adviser's two course
Christmaa dinner. About 2000 hours that night the column emerged
from the jungle at Dong Xal and was reunited with tha other‘b&iqmn
which had been unsuccessful in finding D 14, : S
The operation showed that daring forays inté VC-controlled Wa;
Zone D could be mounted, if the friendly force practiced constant
movement end used night marches to confuse thé.enemy, It also

.,

pointed out that movement at night in the jungle poss:lble but

slow. Had there been proper air and artillary suppﬁft, tho opcratiun
could have been extended and probably would have been far morg pro-.
fitaﬁle. The limited succeas of the operation was attributable té ’
the use of the defector to guida the colum and the initiative dis-

played under the aggressive leadkwship of Colonel Dien.

* ok %
o .

The longest and most succesaful penetration of Sar-Zone“D by thg

ik

PBTSZ Tangers was conducted Between 2 ‘and lﬂmfnbruagy 1963, The
operation was plannead around intelligence collected from another

VC defector, who claimed he knew the ;ocation of War Zome D headqunrtern.

ot |&-’s T

l!! Xl

Thie time Colonal Dien sent his deputy as commander of the ranger

LK
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column, (Coldiidl Diett hnd‘$€FQ'under strong pressure frem President
Diem not to expose himself so much during éhese operations.) The firat
attempt to get by the security forces ‘and into tPe inner fortress

ended in a diﬁ%ﬂf&r."Colonel ﬂien's qeputy halted his ranger force

at abproximately 1530 to allow thegséldiers time to: cook their

daily hot meal of rice. Out of lasiness or sheer gtupidity, the

-
- ¥

.:deputy chgue to spend the night in the same location, and to com—
pound the error in ju&gment, the column d{d not move out until 0800
the next morning. The rangers had moved only 500 meters from their
eamp site when the iﬁévifﬁble happened,--the lead platoon was hit by
a well-planned VC ambuah.- i&g,resulg was nine rangers killed and

. five wounded, with no known fﬁ_caquﬁlties. This tragic incident

reinforced whiat we already knaw#}%o prevent ambushes in the jungle,

, . 1t 18 necessary to move on aftqk uupﬁég-and keep moving for a half

. Shour after dark before stopping for the night. Darkness in the jungle

will protéct any force. Moving the next morning at first light fs
alzo an esgential element of avoiding ambush, ‘

Colonel Dien took immediate action by relieving his deputy snd
taking peraonal command on.the ground. He gtarted the column
marching the next day from¥§jpoint five kilometers away. By taking
this new route, the raﬁggflférce had to negntiate far denser jungle
and more rugged terrain ihgn if the original plan had been follewed.
Even by using elephant paths through the thickest portion of the
Jungla, it took the column four days to travel the ssme distance
it would hgvé taken only a day and a half by following the route

planned by Colonel Dien's deputy.

11
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Our first emcounter with the VC, and the first major decision

£

2 vilk, ,
thet' had to be made, csame at the and of the fourth day's march.

4

-

Aboqt 1730 the lagd element of the column ran into s amall VC
wayetation thaf&fgbked"‘like it mi’ght accommodate a squad. Colonel

Dien halted the coluﬁu:| a_p,d‘drew everyone back, but left a few rangers
_ ' .

to keep constant surve'illm}sa over the anemy camp. Luckily the VC
had not been alerted to .our,presence. The alternatives with which

we were faced were, to attaék: the waystﬁtion with almost certain suc~-
T 5
cess, or, to céntinue with bur original mission and bypass it in

]

order not to alert Zone D headquarters. To complicate the decision,

~ we were not certain of our exact location, nor, and more importently,

- ofsour ‘position in relation tﬁ the objective. Ve had a faeling we

were close, but' we had no idea how close. As in salmost every tough

)

decigion, Colonkl Nien was not rdluctant to ask my advice. (In the
. ¥
uncomplicated, clear-cut actions he always told me what he was going

to do, giving me no time for recommendations.) This was one tima

"when Y think he would have dene batter not to listen to me, Aftar

consultating with my deputy, one the the two other US advisers on
the operation. I recommended that we attack the waystation just before
dawn the next morning. My rationale was simpla, "A bird in tha hand
is worth two in the bush.” "If we could not find Zome D headquarters,
we at legs'ig could clatm a miMor victory.

"I'l'l.e rangers started to get into an attack position arowmd 0400,
Thie wa's .n d:lfﬂ.cﬁlt maneuver to control in the jungla at night but
Colonel Dien and his ranger company commanders d1d a magnificent job

of getting all the units in position before daylight. At 0600 the

attack began, and by 0615 it was over. The waystation was completely

12




:@%WHHEL: 'R;HQS}fhn and thé fiet gain wes thehéubious distinction of watching

- a'young VC nurse die of AR 15 bullet wounds. The other members

\*3W~_ ‘ of the small unit had fled. To prevent the egcaped VC from having

I

iry )

too.mich of a TéEdtime to warn D' Zone headqﬁarfefs, the ¢olumm was

haatilv reconntituted and ordered underway dn- the diraction of the

iy _‘.‘ .
‘:u. ‘: . pﬂmry Objective. ’ B ““ :‘: ; N , - “:‘lﬂ,l'
La— . . » L

Su. T

%l About 1000, after traveling‘three ¢to-four kilometers, the lead

L3 IS

oA

’im rangers begen receiving fire. This set the rest of the column in

n
TS

. :iactibn. All of the rangers immediataly bégan double-timing toward
the front of the column in support of the lead elements, During
L the confusion of thé'next 30 to 43 minutes it was difficult to plece
| together exnéti} what ﬁa; ﬁappening. During'the ection, firing was
| conatant and hdavy It was npt clear w@o was doing the most firing.
However, it was obvious by«thn tracking 1n the surrounding trees that
+ plenty of lead was incoming., After the momentum of tha ranger attack
carried us'through a large base srea complex, it was avident that we
haﬁ hit somathing big. The rangers picked up one wounded VC and
brought in another who ha?ﬁvoluntarily surrenderad.
Through interrogation of these two prisoners, we discovered that
we had found Zone D headquarters and that the VC, who had eacaped

earlier that morning, had in fact alerted the headquarters several

hours before the attack., The two hour leadtime had been suffiecient

— for them to evacuate moat of the importamnt documents and all of their

weapona. The fighting had been done by a security platoon whose
migaion was to fight a delaying action. The wounded VC who had
been a sergesnt in the security.platoon, died several hours later.

The man who had surrendered was, as luck would have it, the political

13




j:ﬁF;ﬂﬁi'-f officer of ZOng;pqheadquarters. He indicated that for some time
' he had been looking for &n ‘excuse to give himself up, This partic-
k Ak-f?‘-" ular defector wvas to gtay with Colonel Dien for many months and

provided the bé!!”&ntelligence,wé Had recelved td date of VC

operations in Zone D. After aﬁthorcrugh search of the camp, many
documentl were wncovered, one of which was a complete roster and
nll vC unit designations in War Zone D., :j-.
“Tﬂe.ex~poiitica1 officer indicatedfthat he knew the location

" of other installations. About 1400 we met out to find these camps.,
An hour later we entered an area that wes honeycombed with bunkers
and cleared. fire lanes. They were the ;oét-eleaborate defensive

- positjons that I had seen in the junglé,rbut they were not oceupied.
Apparently the VC had dacided not to stand and defend but to move
out and try to catch us off guard Wa found several small camps
and many bunkers, but these had been more thoroughly evacuated than
the headquafters camp. Nothing was laft. By this time darkness

wag closing in fast. A decision was made to leave the area rather

than stay and defend against an almost certain return of the VC.

We had no air or artillery support and our communications with
»
base camp had been lost. We moved that night, with Colonel Dien

and myself actiﬁg a3 compass and pointman, until an hour after dark

i%hﬁr” At 2100 we simply halted, sank.to the ground, and went to sleep
after establishing a 50 parcent alert.

|

‘ o to be certain that we wouldisQake any VC that might be following us.
We rose gafly the next morning and continued the march. By 1000
|

+

we had reached the MaDa River and a familiar crossing site. We took

our baaring on the aame road running through Zone D that we had

| o 14




vaag b

'*‘QHﬂh&:

b

e

follewed durifig’ our operations against D 15. At 1500 that afternoon

we reached the ré;d, radioa& back to base éémp: ;n& had helicopters
fly us out additional supplies. Once thz helicopters arrived, we
established a“ﬁérimeter defgnse*and decided to rest in the area

for two days before continuing operations. We had occupled Zone D
teadquarters on 8 February and .this ﬁaa the 9th of February. The
operation lasted until the 1l6th of February. Subsequent VC base
camps that were discovered included a 200~men hosvital, a basic
training center, an ordnance depot, and a battalion base camp.

All installations were destroyed with no ranger casualties. The

Ve ha¢_a§iden;1y decided not to stand and fight, but "to fade away

to fight anothéf'déy.ﬂ By the 15th of February all of the rangers
7,

were fairly well exhﬁuﬁ%ff and we ﬁ?ikéd out of Zone D to Dong Xail
withouF inclident. VWe happégéd to walk into DongIXai at 3200 the
morning of 16 February. Colénel Dien woke the locsl cafe owner

and we sat down to a marvelous meal of Chinese soup and Vietnamese
chicken. That dinner, consumed with a couple of cold beers, was one
of my most unforgettable meals in Vietnam.

That operation, the longest sustained operation in War Zone D
ever conducted by the Vietnamese, was a great psychological victory
for the rangera. They had gone into heart of War Zone D, fought
their way into VC headquarters and remained long enough to destroy
several key VC imstallatious. The operation clearly demonetrated
how small units of rangers could move through the jungle, find base
camps, destroy them, and keep moving without being defeatad by the
enemy 1In his own Lackyard. Continuing to move after dark and moving

out at first light was the rule learned at tragic expense.

15
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qf&ﬂﬂﬁﬁg'-'" g&&tiionally,twg;discovered during this operation, as well as

preceding operations,_that control in the jungle is more importemt
- ‘“f}han seeking an advantage from complicated enveloping maneuversa.
T““f””“” - Although maximun 'effort was speﬂt.to gain surprise, it eluded us
+ every time. We found that weé could .operate from five to six days
without resupply and do it.effactivei}. At the some time, 1f we
had had contimuous artilleri; air, éPd helicopter support, the
operations could have been ﬁg}e successful, Fiﬁﬂing the VC
. installations was due, in large measure, to the intelligence
“given by the defected political officer and that it was used
fj fzﬁmediately by Colonel Dien, who kept his plans as flexible aa the
,lqiézgiion. was another mark of his outstanding leadership. Exploiting
s : c"c;ig;'i)‘|"_;é:"";§.‘:un.'[t:itm,'r.slthe't: than sticking to & predetermined plan, stands
ocut aam one of the key lessons learned in this operationm.
= 5* The operations continued through July of 1963 following
- hﬁé;milar patterna., The aggregate experience of the operatioma
iﬂonfirméd my belief that initiative; willingness to keep flexible
enough to follow through on relisble intelligence; respect for,
beut an fear of the VC; good security, mainteined through constant
rmovgﬁeht; md falth in the individual soldier can be a winning
'lﬁl‘bé;b‘inag:_.i_t_a‘ri in t.he Jungle. These were the lessons upon which I
baeed.myltggtieaf Jjudgmente when I returned to Vietnam in August
1966 as a battalion commander in Tay Niph Province, the center of

War Zone C.
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Zope C, 156567

The 3d Battalion of the 2lst qu{ntry,‘”cimletS’ was parc of

the 196th Light Infantry Brigade, which had bean activated at :
Fort Devens, Massachusetts in August 1965, and had arrived in Vgetnam
o
in August 1966. The brigade was or«ani ed on a "train and retain"-
basis, which in wy judgment proved highly succussful in producirg
i i

an effactive fighting unit. For one year the entire brigade had

— .

trainad together in tactics designed to find and dafeat the Viet
Cong., VWhen the brigade established its postions to the northwent |
of Tay Ninh City, the troops were ready for their mission. |

The first mouth was spent preparing the base camp- and assiating.
the Philippine Civic Action Group construct its base camp, which
formed the other 120° of the 196th's defense perimenter. During
the aext two months the three infantry dattalions of the brigade
were fairly much on thelr owm to conduct operations In specifically
assigned areas. It was in this phasc of operations that the lcésons
learned during the previous tour had their greatest influence. I
might note at this point that my battalion $3 had had a pravious
tour 25 an adviser to a Vietnamese Clvil Guard battalloun in Biah
Dinh Province. !is experience réinforced the notlons on how to
fight the VC tihat I had acquired during wy War Zone D advisory .

days. With tiis commonality of experience, we developed plana

19

for the rifle com nles to operate on thelr own with reaupplieﬁ“
‘ R

flown 1in every tlhrce days. The conpany . comnaude;s vere tralued‘
for thls, and relished the f{dea of taking their companles out on

independent missious. These prelimingry-gompany operations ﬂ”]ﬂ“ﬁ
. , B
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conducted rore or less as training nmissions proved again that

i .
. continued movement on the ground could provide surprise and pive

the needed;siﬁﬁrity‘to ad infantry unit.

During this phase of the brigade's break-in period, gome
companieskgﬁgm the other infantry battalions in the brigade were
operating under the prevalent US tactical doctrine of relyihg on
overwhelning firepower and paying less attention to surprise and
stealth. Because of the country-wide compulsion that US commanders
wera under to stick to this SOP, the.basic tenets of this doctrine
are gpelled out below.

Offensively, most operations were helicopter assaults which
would begin with an artillery preparation, gunship pnsées md air
on cali. Since this was SOP, it was followed whether the particular
objective needed 1t or not. Usually after the operation was urderway,
the many higher cormanders, who were dircctly concerned with what
was happening on the ground, would be in thelr "command choppers"
stacked ﬁp at varioua altitudes above the action. At the slightest
nrovocation from the gfound action, these commanders would invariably
urge a troop pull back in order to bring in masslve firepower. The
tendency from hisher headquarters was always to do it with fire-
power rather tﬁan stealth and movement.

In the defense, supporters of this way of operating accepted
the fact thnq:;he VC would know where you were and would attack
in strenzth at the weakest point. Therefore, the best approach
was to prepare a strong perimeter defense each night. The S0P,
in this situation, prescribed that US units stﬁp about 1530 every

day and érrange to have nizht defensive kits brought in by

18




PN helicopter. The standard kits consisted of barb wire, claymore

;;;;ﬁﬂrw mines, night scopes, mortars and sand bags. This always meant
- [E R A : * :

having supper at a site selected in the early afternoon and spending

_about four hours digging in‘bgfore nightfall. Artillery defensive

concentratipna were always fired as a precautionary measure to

have fire support available on a moments notice. This particular
arrengement always assured that an 1nfhntry company wae seldom
overrun, however, it also gavefthe VC sufficient time to plan and
" carry out night long harasasing attacks with gome casualties smong
i the US troops and ugually an undetermined number of cagualties for
the VC. It really was a button-up attitude that placed the infantry
; on the;defense and inadvefiently‘made a unit an-easy't;rget.fo;*
the VC. In many instancea;'dafensive‘positiona at night #re un-
avoldable and necessary, but in many other situations they are not
f necegsary and can be avoided,

From my observations, on the other hand, when companies or

even platoons operated foliowing'the concepts of stealth and move-

- ment, the results were inevitably to decrease US casualties and
increase the knowvm VC kills. On several independent company and
platoon operations in which units of the 21st Infantry walked into
an area and.atayed three days without resupply, the infantry squads
were abla td surprise small enemy installations and twin decisive
victories with no US casualties. The results were never dramatic,

: ;iii' but the kill ratios were nlways favorable, This system appeared

ol to produce results quickly, although with numerically less VC

..;gi casualtiea than were obtaineh by the largef scale operations with

their attendant mass logistical and heavy fire support demanda,

19




o The larger-scale hellborne, air, and artillery supported

'0peratioqg~$gvariably telegraphed our intentlons and thus made it

11l .
TR e

v more dlfficult for the US units to locate the VC. When contact was

.

made during battalion size operations, it was almost alvays made on

the enemxﬂimépitiative. The results were ugually more VC bhodvcount,

but with a corresponding rise in US casualties. The highef bodycount
always brought resouading praise'from all commanders, which, among _
other things, perpetuatad the planning of large unit operations,
Although I had a bias for gmall unit, surpriée~type operationa
basad on previous experience as an adviser, larze-scale, heavily
supported operations are necessary, particularly around VC base camp
areas, and are quite effective when well planned. It ;as cértginly
true when ny battallon did engage a regular V€ or Horth Vietnamese
unit, part;cuLarly 1{ it were a well defeaded base camp, the timely -
coordination of air and artillery fires .as key to defeating the V¢
with minfiaum fricendly casuaities. Thern were about flve lnatances
during ﬁy seven months as battalion coumander when the coordination
of ail firea on a base camp proved to be the duciding factor.
N;\ ereas the need for wassive fire support occurred only five
tines 1n seven wontus, the establiched 5773 resulted ia Wy using
air, artillery, and guaships almost on a daily baslsz. Practically

every operational plan called for helicopters and five support. Tha

reliance on, and propensity to use, all available support caused na
to seriously question the need for such extravagance, particularly

when the situation seemed to dictate otherwise. Tuls feelihg was

nade even more poignant since it nad been proven to me that surprise

and stealth ih the jungle were just as effectiva with less logistical

Rt 20




cffort.} Our tactical doctrine, I concluded, must take into acco;#t

both extrenes, using both techniques, depending on the situation._'

The two csses might be characterized 83 "the heavy hand versus tl}a

light touch." o ' I *[5 :'
One of the most indelible impreasions of my War Zone D touri .

was the correctness of th? theorem that operational success was in:i.

direct proportion to the amount of time spent in an area. It alwayn

tock four or five days to becoma sufficiently acquainted with the ?

local terrain and ivhabitants to make effective estimates. Accurata

intelligence became available at a faster rate after tha initial{@gf

"thrashing around" period than it did_iﬁ the peginning;of an qpe%qtion.

This theory waSMCOrroborafad during my second. tour. The difficulty

was, that given the amount of available helicoPter support, it was

always tempting for higher headquarters to order the "Gimlets"

picked up and taken to an unknown area wher; somaone had gseen a

VC soldier disappearing into the Jungle. This "pick up and put

down' tactic was glamorous and hard charging, but it was more

difficult to keep up with the situation and consequently, to maintéin

the subordinate unit's enthusiasm for each new adventure. There is

a need to have the ability to keep the VC off balance by rapid re;ction:

however, it need not be practiced.to the exclusion of the more thofough

if not slower moving, tactical doctrine

| ) K I”IW"& i
the use of more’ pround tactics and less mehasis on fira and

Other cormmranders in Vietnam have had gimilar feelings towar?ﬂ

helicopter support. In repoxting on some of Gemeral Willard Pearson's

bl

+

views, a columnist stated; ' J "

s poklgp et
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One of Fearson's souewhat Leretical notions—-
for-an.airborne general-~is that the halicopter
mefi@#itoo much noise. Troops should enter a
guerrilla battlefield on foot, gtealthily and
{n small units. Tha halicopters can then come
thundering in with reinforcements, making all
the noise they want--but after the smallar
unita,have flushed ox pinned the enemy.

Another view not shared by other generals 1s
in the use of harassing artillery fire in
gupport of ground operations. 'It doesn't
do much good and discloses what friengly
units are in the area,' Pearson says.

The author goes on to tell of General Pearson's successes in the
First Brigade of the 10lst Airborne Division in using these tacties.
la continuea to quote General Pearaon:
He wants more night patrols, night operatiOni
by the choppers, smaller and lighter patrols .
with the men living five days or 80 alone in
tha jungle.
'{la believe we should outfox him, out puerrilla
him,! Pearson says. 'Once control is established
wa can throw off our own puerrilla cloak and react
violently, destrqy him with sunarior firepower
“and mobility. We balileve in clandestina entyy

to the battlefield, marching at night or using
stay-behind forces to catch him when he returns.'

3

1t appears that those who have put their faith in the
infantry.aan's ability to use the "lisht touch’ method have been
rewarded by success and have become nvid supporters of small
unit operations. Many commanders have tried only the "heavy
hand" method and have been umwilling to take a chance, aa they

aaw 1it, to fight the infantry the way it chould be fought., Not

2Geors;e McArthur, "Scresming Eagles Sharpen Claws with New
Tactiga,” New York World Journal Tribune, February 5, 1967, p. 23.
Ibid. | i
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to use both technidues is like a golfer concantrating on his
tee shotg hg;mneglecting his putting.

CERE ‘ , 5

The latest reports from Vietnam reveal that.the US military

campaign of 1968 apparently has reversed the previcus emphasis and
become moreﬁgﬁgll wnit oriented than in preceding years. David
Hoffman has réported in the Washington Post:

The Mekong Delta hunting ground of the US

9th Infantry Divisien has become a kind

of laboratory for the invention and testing

of small battle tactics. . :

Not for wmore than a month has the 9th Divisiem

tangled with a Vietcong unit larger than a

reinforced platoon. But despite the dearth

of major battles in s traditional VC strong-

hold, the divisienm has reported killing 800~ .. ™~

to 1000 Communists per month since early '

September, at tge cost of relatively few

American lives.
Perhaps this 1is an inevitable trend with many of the VC main force
units pushed across the borders into base sanctuaries, as well as
the increased emphasis on pacification operations, which has kept
US units in closer to the urban arcas. While this papar criticizes
the overuse of the haavy hand nethod, full credit is given to the
fact that the massive US military effort has provided the opportun-

ity for this recent change in tactics.
| CONCLUSIOUS

The year spent advising Vietnamese rangers on operations in

War Zone D pfepared me for conducting small unit, mobile operations

bsea A Different War Now, with Abrams in Command,” US News &
Yorld Report, Aupust 23, 1968, p. 12.
Tuesday, lMovembar 26, 1968, p. AlS. l
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using staaith and cunning with the mindows air, artillery, and:f
helico?ter support. [hose operations proved successful agains€ 
the ¥C in well entrenched jungle positions; Moraover, the “11%&;;
touch" learned through the rigorous expericences of 1962-63 was}ﬁ?’
enriched by the experiences of using massive firepower and the?isf
helicopter during US battalion operations in 1966-67.

The lessons learned during the first tour were extremely ﬁﬂji‘
valuable, 1f not the source of some frustrations during the sac;né-
tour. Perhaps the value of an advisory experience-combined witﬁ:‘
command experieace 18 the realization of the broad spectrum of .
tactics that can be used effectively. US field tactics must stress
the need to use firapower-;hd helicopters in their proper role and—_ ..
not let availability, fear and incxperience take the lead in deter-
mining what tactic to use. gmall unit operations, stealth, surprise,
and movement should always be the bastn m;nner in which counter-
insurgency operations are.bonducted. Firepower and helicopter
support should be used, not because they are avallable, but because
the ciréumﬂtanccs demand their use. In sum, all methods of operaﬁing
must be within the US military's capabilitias and the propensity to
use the "heavy hand" or “light touch” should be based on the
dictates of the situation and the US should develop in its

leaders the confidence to use either one.

. ‘?ié: ‘
i ' ¢ s. vt ﬁ#J‘ '

CARLES K. wULSLN, Jr. o
. COL ' INT S5
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