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Th1s'1~~ay r!'views' the lIuthor' 8 experiences while serving liS 

the Senior Adviser to the Commander of Phouc Binh Thanh Special 

Zone, Republic of Vietnam and highlights the lessons learned 
'~~'~~'i,: ~iI I 

during three selected Vietnamese ranger oper~tions conducted in 

War Zone D during the period November 1962 to July 1963. The 

operations are viewed from the perspective of present avents in 

Vietnam and how the lessons learned in 1962-63 influenced'and 

assisted the author in 1966-67 as lin infantry battalion commander 

fighting with US troops in the adj acent area of I~ar Zone C. 

The story of operations with the Vietnamese rangers in War 

Zone D is told :n narrative style to underscore the peraonal 

challenges end hardships from which the lessons learned in jur.1l1e 

fightinll "ore hypothesized. It is believed that a detailed descip-

tion of the environment and insights into the psychological 

pressures experienced during these operations will provide a 

better understanding of the tactical judgments expressed in this 

essay. On the other hand, the tactical principles which shsped 

US battalion operations in 1966-67 are outlined without support of 

a combat narrative. This is done mainly to emphasize the imposed 

tactical restraints durinq the second tour rllther than to recount 

personal battle experiences. 

,IlACKGROIJND 

Phouc Binh Thanh Special Zone was created by presidential 

decree on 15,Nove~er 1962 for the purpose of centralizing the 
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Republic o~_~~etna~'s efforts to eliminate the long standing VC 
d~i!F!H I' 

threat in War Zone D. It was formed by combining three provinces--

Phouc Long, Binh Long, and,Phouc Thanh (now defunct)--under one 

I 
connnander 8!l,~,,"exchanging reg\llar Army of Vietnam (ARVN) companies 

for ranger companies. Once the exchange was complete the Vietnamese 

commander had 22 ranger companies' under his operational command. 

By Christmas 1962 the 32d ARVN Regiment was assignad to Phouc Binh 

Thanh Sped41 Zone (PBTSZ) 'to::bolsterthe force'leve1,'" Since 'the 

rangers usually operated in three company units, PBTSZ had the 

equivalent force of ten battalions of infantry. The artillery 
• 

support amoUnted to one battery of lSSmm howitzers, 3 1/2 platOODl 

(7 tubea) of lOSmm howitzers, and 2 platoons of 4.2" mortars. 

The area of War Zone D is located approximately 45 miles 

northeast of Saigon and roughly covers 30 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 Hinh before them, have used the thickly under-brushed, h3rdwood 

forests of Zone D as a safe haven for trainin7" resupplying, 

and resting their combat battalions. After many months of oper-

-ations. it ,.,M, discovered that 1 the Viet Con~ had what best could 

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

n,e reRt areas and the training camps of the VC co~bat units were 

located in this inner fortress, while the security forces operated 

around the outer limits of this center area. Spread throughout 
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the zone ',IllS on ext'ensive ne!tuork of w:lystations that were u.qe.l as 

stop-over P~~'€ts for units infiltrating from North Vietnam. TIle 

~~' , , 

waystations were about 15' to 20 kilometers apart, ,a.nd served very 
. ..../J~cl!_~ (~ti .. (;.l,. ·"~';;1' V 

much the same purpose as our pon~pr'esrstations .lid in the 

old west;',\~l;,tn8 ~he.se opera,tions, we found that most of the VC 
:to'. • 

installations were within 500 meters of the! e-,iHting NaDa River 

which r~ through the middle of tlie war zone. This was simply an 
~ 

accommodation to be near the water supply. See map at inclosure 1. 

Normally dle tactics adopted were deep penetrations on foot 

through the outer perimeter of security forces into the inner 

fortress, with the operation lasting from 5 to 15 days. See map 
. 

shOWing traces of penetrations, inclosure 2. The rangers were 

lightly equipped and carried six days of rations consisting of 

rice stUffed, in a sock-like cloth hun!; around the neck and a \;ottle 

of Nuoc :!am carried in a pocket of the! pack. In many instances, 

rations were supplemented by captured rice and chickens. 

Tile operations during this period were successful because the 

Vietnamese military cOII"""mder • Lieutonant Colonel Do Van Dien, had 

the en(!rb)' and tho "ill to follow through with his plans. He accom--

panied his rnngcrs on operations in the jungle and personally led 

his men in attacks on VC base camps. 

OPERATIO:;S 

Zone D. 1962-63 

Our first operation st~rted early the morning of 19 November 

1962, in '''hat waa described at the time as the largest 
, 
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helicopter-borne operation of any war. l ,Forty-two helicopters flew 

the equivalent of two stripped-down ranger battalions to their 

destination. One airborne,battalion jumped in support of the 

operation. As the operation was planned, we were to seize four 

objectives and make a river crossing within a l2-day period. It 

was a carefully thought-out, phased operation that included an inll~ 
. r' . . -

ible time 8chedule fixed by a dsfinite date to cron the Dong Nat, 
. . 

River. A reinforced engineer company with security forces was 

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

a crossing on D+5. The craning was"' to be conducted 20 kilometers 
.,. ,', '. 

" 

and two objectives away from the original LZ. 
'." 

An airs trike , 30 minutes prior to theran~er force landing~ 

prepared the LZ. The plan called fo. the airborne 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 pre landing airs trikes , the early airborne 

battalion assault mld 42 helicopters in the air, what hopes thera 

were tor gaining surprise, quickly faded. In spite of these blatant 

forewernings, in three days of local operations in the vicinity of 

the first objective, three VC were captured and five emaIl instal­

lations uncovered. Four American adviser~with the ranr,ers, as ' 

~lIlll il~1i:i well as the Vietnamese cOuUnander, Besessea''''thnt more could' be i"r 
IR1chard Tregaskis, Vietnam 

and Winston, 1963), p. 20'7., i 
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captured if a longer time could be "pent in the area. Knolling 

that we had not even begun to follow through on the intelligence 
1':. 

alreedy collected, higher Vietnamese headquarters ordered adherir~ 

to the original plan, thus the ranger force moved on to the nextJ :; 
;' , 

objective. As we left the initial objective erea, we all had 

the distinct feeling that a great opportunity had been lost. Af~e~, 

'i-' , 

attacking another VC waystation in the second objective area anif-c - '_ 

just be!ore the raQgers arrived at the Dong Nai ,River"the operacion 

was suddenly called off for reasons which were never fully explained 

or understood at that time. 

..' 
This operation taught us two valuable lessons. Firat, "never 

again would we telegraph our intentions to the VC by using 'large 

numbers of helicopters as flying truck.". On all subsequent oper-

ations, we walked into the jungle and heli~opter support was limited 

to resupply missions. Second, we avoic-'d phased operations set 

by s definite time schedule. Other operations 'were to point out 

the success that could be obtained by staying in an area long enough 

• 
to get good intelligence and have time to 8'Ct on it, lITe would 

find that it takes three to four days to fully exploit the up-to-

date information volunteered by VC captured on the operation. 

* * * 
The first deep penetration intp \;ar Zone D was a two column ' 

probe seeking to make conf2ct with two ~,~,ril~,(lttalions (D 14 and IP{ili~ 
the suspected locations of which had beoan pointed out on the map :';, 

by a former North Vietnamese'first serReant who had doafected from 

D 15 several weeks earlier.' The operat'~~ri:b._egan on 21 December:':~~~':! 
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• from the croll mild" to'Wn of ,Don~ lta!, which in May 1965 was the 

scene of one of the fiercest bettlae of the war. 

Both columns, consisting of three ran~er campaniee and one 
1,'\'If' ,-.;<~;," • , . 

Vietnameee spedal forces detach~ef!t',: Bet out top.ether before 
. 

dawn on the morning of 22 December •. The early start was an attempt 

to avoid the VC aecurity forces operating in the area. About midday 

the column1!l split. Column 1 commanded by Colonel Dien, and the ona 

which I accompanied, continued due south to the suspected location 

of D 15; while column 2 commanded by Major Chinh (Colonel Dien's 

deputy) veered to the southwest to seek and attack D 14. 

The column stayed in the jungle but guided on an improved 

laterite road which ran north and south through the middle of Zone D. 

See map inclosure 1. (The roed had been constructed by Vietnamese 

engineers in 1959 and had been abandoned in 1960 because of the 

growing VC presence in the area.) At approximately 1500, the 

lead elements of the column opened fire on aeveral VC observad in 

a clearing, but in the confusion of the moment they escaped unharmed. 

The moat important consideration at this point was not the fact that 

the enemy had made a clem break, but that the fire fight had silltlaled 

our presence. If we were to maintain any semblance of surpriae. the 
- . 

column would have to keep moving to reach the objective betore D 15 

could be alerted. 

Colonel Dien moved the column to the laterite road where we 

ate dinner md plaMed our next move. Our deep concern over the 

necesaity for speed caused us to adopt a course of action, which 

in more normal circumstances, no one in his right mind would hne 

suggested. We decided to march all night down the road. The column 
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moved :l.n the ;r,rna1e unt:l.l dark and then moved onto the road. We 

traveled on the laterite surface from 2100 to OJOO"the next morn:l.ng. 

Every step of the way my heart was thumping wildly and avery sound 
" 

in th~ jurigiei1!~'haerltd a vision of the enemy s~tting up machine 
. ' 

guns to ambush us.' When we reached the MaDa River at 0300 we were . .. 
all relieved to ba unburdlmed from the pressures of the last six 

\,' 

hours. 
. . 

We had covered ten kilometers and it had worked. If the . , 

" 
VC had turned two machine guns on US, it would have been a massacre 

• 
and the unprofessional aspects of this risky decision would have 

domineted an unfortunat~ legacy. 

We Bet up a small base camp and the remainder of the day Wall 
\ 

. s~ent in waiting for a reconnai8sance patrol to find the paths 
• 

leading into the D 15 erea. The defector. who had accompanied us, 

• was the key man in the reconnaissance patrol. It was sometime after 

dark when Celonel Dien came over to me to say that the patrel hed 

found the trsil to D 15. He told me that he had given the order for 
, 

the column to move out at 2300 for ~en all-night march to the objec-

tive.· He. wanted to attack the camp before daybreak. I had a 

premonition before we began to move that this was going to be a 

n:l.ght which WOuld:b,~remembered • 

It was a 'm~o~lJ8 night. The jungle in the daytime ill tough 

to cope with, but at night with no moon--it's almost impossible. 

Ii I kept continuous check on the direction of the column by constantly 

glancing at my wrist eompass. I had found on previous occasions that 

Colonel Dien relied too much on instinct and not enough on compass 

readings. That night I learned a unique technique of control that 

I waB to use again during my second tour in Vietnam. Following 
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someone through the thick underbrush st night'pleces a heavy and 

constant atrain on all aenS88. To help lessen the atrain, the 

jungle floor in Zone D yielded a priceless natural commodity in 

the form of certain twigs that contained" sufficient phosphorescent 
'~" 

in the datil<:;' material to ceuse them to glow 
II 
II. 

Before we began our long march, ev~'ry ranger stuck-'a ph '~l':: --. 
~, 

phorescent twig in the pack of the man to his front. Thieway, 

each ranger could keep track of the man to- his front by keeping 
.. 

his eye on the luminescsnt twig. Without this assistance from , , 

nature, the only thing that would have brought us through would 

have been flashlights. 

One incident, whiCh was terrifying at the moment, highlights 

the tension. and anxlety a8Soc1at~d,.with night movement th~ough 
1/ • ' 

I happened. to be in 'the middle of the c~lumn, ~tll , . ~ ~ , 
the jungle. 

no English speaking Vietnamese rangers anywhere near me. When " 

one'a eye. are con.tantly fixed and the mind concentrates so con­

tinuously on the glowing twill, there is a tendency 'to become 

lII8.lIl8ri .. d. I was in one of thOi. pseudo-hypnotic trances, when 

I atood waiting for the ranger to my front to move out. To r .... ure . .... " . 
lIIYaelf, I stuck out lII1 hand to check on the man to my. froi\.t.: '. I. 

"\'- '" . 
• '<e ;' •• _ 

discovered with a .shock' that I was standing in front of-and I\,aiting . 
. '. ~ 

'" 

for--a twig that was st~ck in a branCh of a tree. My ranger con~act 
'.t ~ 

'--" 

had left IIJ8 behind. ''nie column wall broken and I wss leading the " 

aecond belt. In the next few' minutes. feel:Ln~ of ap?rllh~~~"'';'d'~;,1(li il~I' 
panic raced through my mind, until the Vietna1ll8se ranger, with whom 

. 
I had 108t' contact, came stumbling back through the underbrush to 

pick up the rest of the colwnn and rel1even:~omentary pan~:~'.·. ':Jlj,ll~~! 
.. 

. ~., 
,~ 

• 
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.. 
We picke4~~:;, thepnce once aSllin. The rea t of the nigh twas 

spent half a tumbling ,constantly p;rabb~ng at vines,' 'but alway* con­

centrating on keeping contact ~~th ~'man in front and the man in 
,-, , ~ ... 

back. We suddlft!' stopped at·04~0. We were in a cleared area., so 

it was relatively eaay for Colonel Dien to find me. He walked up 

and told me that they had found the path leading to D IS and that 

we would stay where we were for another 30 minutes, then we would 

move out, hoping to hit D 15 at daylight (0630) • 
• 

At approximately 0730 the lead elemente of the ranger column 

'firad on and killed a VC outguard. See eketch map inclosure 3. 
,I 
I The surpriae gained by the overnight m.arch through the jungle had 

:;'11 
:'Ii -----..:.. 
--~'---
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evaporated in one unexpected inetant. The tiring, of couree, warned 

the VC of our !ireaence and served a" a !ligna! for all rsnp;ere to 

double-time up' ,to 

be the objec~ive. 

atarted, did find 

th"front for an assault 
. - " .. on what cartainly IIlU8t 

.. 
Tha rangerll, with their forward momentum elready 

" \\# 

the camp wtthin five minutes of tha initial contact. , 

The camp was abandoned, but evidance showed that it hed been 

occupied only a few minute. ··before. Evidently our firefight aOlllll 

40 hours earlier had not alerted thia particular VC tmit. The next 

five hours were spent in searching the ar •• and digging up cache8 . 
of ammo and suppliea. The net heul W8e seventy 75mm RR rounde, 

1 

eeveral hundred grenadee, battalion medical supplies, and thouaands 

of rounds of small erms ammunition. From the material collected 

it was determined that the base cemp belonr,ed to Headquarters 

Company, D 1, Battalion. The other company base camps of the battalion 

were not uncovered. lIecause we had no air or artillery support and 

considering our extremely vulnerable poeition in the middle of 
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VC-controlled territory. we left the D 15 base cemp after destroying' 

everything we could jUld began th,.,long marc;h out of th. jungle. It 
, 

W8.I then Chris tmaa Eve. ,. .. t 

We spent the night in the jUngle about five !d1ometers trom 

dte of our ee1:1y morning attack'. The following day we spent on 
I 

long march to Dong Xai. That noon the rangers killed severel weter 

.. 
buffalo which were found grslliing in one of the few open areas scet-! 

~. " 

tered around Wer Zone D jUld pre8umab1y belonged to the VC. Buffalo 

steak and a can of Dinty Moore Stew ware the US adviser'. two course 

Christmas dinner. About 2000 houra that night the column emerged . ", 
from the jungle at Dong Xai and was reW1ited with the other '\:cill,1lllD 

which had been W1auceeasful in finding D 14. 

The operation ehowed that daring forays into VC-controlled War 

Zone D could be mounted, if the friendly force practiced constant 

movement and used night marchas to confuae the.enemy. It abo 

pointed out that movement at night in the jUngle~S ~:,!,~~bU.". but 

alow. Had there be$ll proper air and artillery supp8h; ~I:he operation 
~,. ,," , . . 

• . ~'" '. could have been extended and probably would have been fer morfnro-

fiteble. The limited succeS8 of the operation was attributable to " 

the use of the defect?r to guide the column and the initiativa di.~ 

played under'the aggreesive lea~8hip of Colonel Dien • 
• 

. . - ~.~ . 
The longest and most successful penetration ofj&r'. Z()ne':~. by th,~i ,r" 

PBTSZ rangert wee conductad I)etween 2 'and 11l""ebrua7 1963. The "1111~! II~!I .. . " , 

operation W8$ planned around intelligence collected from another 

VC defector, who claimed he knew the ~ocation of War Zone D headquarters. 
! ':'!''';~'!JI!III~:!! 

This time Colonel Dien sent 1)1& deputy ascOii:iD/Iilder of the rang~r 

" 10 
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" . 
column. (Col~l Dien hnd'~,~under strong pressure from President 

. . . 
Diem not to expose himself so much during these operations.) The first 

attempt to get by the security forces 'and into the inner fortress 
• I 

ended in e d1'1U'l:er.' Colonel rlten' a deputy haIted hill rangerforee 

at epproximate1y 1530 to allow the soldiers time to· cook their 

, daily hot meal of rice. Out of, 18B1nen or sheer stupidity, the 
' ... 
'deputy ch?se to spend the ni!\ht in the 1181!1e 10cat1,on. and to com-

pound the error in jud~ent, the column did not move out until 0800 

the next morning. The rangers had moves!. only 500 metera from their 

camp site When the inevitable happened,--tha lead platoon was hit by . ~ . 

a well-planned VC ambush. th;e~, result wae nine rangera killed and 

. five woundsd, with no known'i', casualtiea. Thill tragic incident 
'" /" 

reinforced what we already knew":',to prevent ambushes in the juuj':le, ., 

it is neceeeary to move on aft~·8upper. and keep moving for a helf 
", t .. " 

" .hour after .dark before stopping for the night. Darknellll in the jungle 

will protect any force. Moving the next morning at first light is 

also an essential element of avoiding ambush. 

Colonel Dien took immediate action by relieving his deputy and 

tlking pusonal command on ... the ground. He started the column 

marching the next day from~ point five kilometers away. By taking 
" ,"",j-~ 

this new route, the ranger.force had to negotiate far denaer jungle 

and more rugged terrain than if the original plan had been followed. 

Even by using elephant paths through the thickest portion of the 

jungle, it took the eolumn four daye to travel the lIame dilltencs 

it would h~e takan only a day end a half by following the route 

planned by Colonel Dien's deputy. 

11 
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• " Our first' ,~~ountar with the VC, and the first major decision 
....... '.&, 
'bJ:Iel" hed to ba made, came et the and of the fourth day'" march • 

• 
About 1730 the lead element of the column ran into a small VC 

waystation thaf"'1:lIbked "like it ndght accommodate e squad; Colonel 

Dien halted the column ~'drew everyone back, but left a few ran~erll 
, , 

to keep constant surveillance over the enemy camp. Luckily the VC 
,,' 

had not been alerted to,our.,prel'lence. The alternAtives with which 
\ .. . ~ 

we were faced were, to attac~ the waystation with almost certain auc-
" 

cess, or, 'to ctmtinue with bur original miBsion and bypass it in . ~ . 
order not to alert Zone D headquarters. To complicate the deciaion, 

we. were not certain of our exact location, nor, and more importantly, 

: of.our position in relatiOn t~ the objective. ~re had a feeling we 

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

decision, Colon~l nien was not ~luctant to ask my advice. (In the 
o • 

uncomplicated, clear-cut actions he always told me what he wa. going . 
to do, giving me no time for recommendations.) This was one time 

when I think he would have done better not to listen to me, After 

eon8ultatin~ with my deputy, one the the two other US adviser. on 

the operation, I recommended thet we attack the wayatation juat before 

dawn the next morning. My rationale was simple, "A bird in the hand 

is worth two in the bush 0" "If we could not find Zone D headquarters, 

we at lea8~ could claim a minor victory. 

The ~angers started to get into an attack position around 0400. 
, " 

This was :'8 difficult maneuver to control in the jungle at night but 
• 

Colonel D1.en and hiB rilltlBer compillny cOIIIlIanderll d:ld a m.~if1cent job 

of getting all the units in position before dayl:l~ht. At 0600 the 

attack began, and by 0615 it WaFJ over. The wBylltation wag completely 

12 
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. ,.~rUtl and th~~.~t gatn ~QS thel,dubioul!I distinction of watchin~ .. 
~ a'youn~ VC nurse die of AIl ~ bullet wounds. The other members 

'. 
of the small unit had fled. ~o prevent the eseeped VC from having 

• 
too .. much of at/!,lI~Umal:o warn D' Zone headquertebl, the column was 

I 
hllsti,ly reconatitutedand ordered Underway ~in the direction of the 

About 1000, after the lead 
.• 

rangers.began receiving fire. This set the rest of the column in 
, . . 

" , 
'.; IICU'on. All of the rangers immediately began double-timing toward 

the front of the column in support of the lelld IIlements. During 

i: 
I the confusion of the next 30 to 45 minutes it WIIS difficult to pieee 

. , , . 
together exactly ~at WIIS happening. During the action, firing waa 

"f" . '. 
conntllnt and heavy. It was ,n.ot clear who. was doing the most firing. 

:. . . " . 
... .~. 

However, it was obviOUS by ,the tracking in the surrounding trees that 

'. plenty of lead WIIS 1neoming. Aftllr the momentum of the ranger IIttaek 

cllrried us through a lar~e base area complex, it was evident that we 

had hit something big. The rangen picked up one wounded VC and 

brought in another who hlld voluntarily 8urrendllred • . '. 
Through interroglltion of these two prisoners, we discovered that 

we had found Zone D headquarters and that the VC, who had escaped 

earHer that morning, he.d in fact alerted the headqUArters several 

hours before the attack. The two hour leadtime had been sufficient 

for them to evacuate most of the important documents and all of their 

weapons. The fighting had been done by a security platoon whose 

minion was to fight a delaying action. The wounded VC who had 

be.en a sergeant in tha necuri ty platoon, died sevet'd hOUri! later. 

The man who had surrendered was. 88 luck would have it, the politiea.l 
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officer of Zone:::-,ftheadquarters. :l:!e indicated thllt for some time 
,"~, - 'W" ! . , 

he had been looking for an 'excuse to give himself up~ This partic­

ular defe-ctor was to stay with Colonel Diem for many months and , 
provided the bd'l!"'1ntel1igence;.ri Had received td idate of VC 

• " 
operations in Zone D. After (thorough ,sesrch of the camp, many 

docUlllents were uncovered. one of which was:a complete roster and ... 
" tli<l all VC unit designations in War Zone D •• . : . 

Tfte.ex-politicsl officer indicated 'that he knew the location 

ot other installations. About 1400 we set out to find these camps, 

An hour later we entered an area that was honeycombed with bunkers 
, 

and cleared. fire lanes. They were the moilt eleaborate defensive 

p.osit~ons that I had seen in the jungle, but they were not occupied. 

Apparently the VC had decided not. to stand and defend but to move 

out and try to catch us off guard: We found several small camps 

and many bunkers. but these had been more thoroughly evacuated than 

the headquarters camp. Nothing waB left. By this time darkness 

was 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 acting as compass and pointman, until an hour after dark 

to be certain that we would shake any VC that might be follOWing ua. , 
" 

At 2100 we simply halted. sank to the ground, and 'fent to sleep 

after establishing a 50 percent alert. 

We rose early the next morning and continued the march. By 1000 

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

our bearing on the Rame road running through Zone D that we had 
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followed durinsour operations against D 15. At l5()0 that afternoon 

" . , 

r~~d, radioed back to base ~atnP; and had helicopters 
, . 

,.... we reached the 

" fly US out additional supplies. Once the helicopters arrived, we 

es tablished a'pe'timeter de.fense' and decided to res t in the arca 
• 

for two days before continuing operations. We had occupied Zone n 

headquarters on 8 February and ,this wan the 9th of Fobruary. TIle 

operation lasted until the 16th of February. SWlsequent VC base 

camps that were discovered included a 200-men hospitel, a basic 

training center, en ordnance depot, and a battalion baRe camp. 

All installatioM were destroyed w!th no ranger casualties. The 

VC had Iw:\.dently decided not to stand and fi[l',ht, but "to fade away 

. ,.\. to fight another day.:' By the 15th of February all of the rangers 
. ,'. , ; . 

were fairly we,ll exl.ll:iu,,~ and we wliked out of Zone D to Dong Xai 
~~ .. , 

, ' , I 
withou\: incident. We happe~ed to walk into Dong xat at 0200 the 

, ' morning of 16 February. Colonel Dien woke the local cafe ~fner 

:,'. and we sat down to a marvelous meal of Chinese souP. and Vi~tnamese 
\ .... 
,-
.. chicken. That dinner, consumed with a couple of cold beers, was one 

\ 

of my most unforgettable meals in Vietnam. 

lbat operation, the longest sustained operation in War Zone D 

ever conducted by the Vietnamese, was a great psychological victory 

for the rangers. They had gone into heart of Wsr Zone D. fought 

their way into VC headquarters and rema.ined long enough to destroy 

several key VC installations. The operation clearly demonstrated 

how small units of rangers could mOve through the jungle, find base 

camps, destroy them, and keep moving without bein!:. defeated by the 

enemy in his own backyard. Continuing to move after dark and moving 

out at first light '.111S the rule learned at tra!~ic expense. 
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, AM't'!:iotllllly, 'J,e, discovered during this operation. as well as . . , . 
precMling operations, that control in the jungle is"more important 

, . 
'. than eeeking an advantage from complicated enveloping maneuvers • • 

Although maxitnl.ll!l'effort waB apedtto gain surprise, it eluded us 

" every time. He found that we could ,operate from five to six days 

without resupply and do it effectively. At the same time. if we 

had had continuous artillerYl- air, end helicopter support, the 
", 'i . ,,-

operations could hnve been more successful. Finding the VC 

installations wae due, in large measure, to the intelligence 
'" 

··given by the defected political officer and that it was used 

"im'1nediatel:y by Colonel Dien, who kept his plmta as flexible as the 

"lit~~~ion. wa!! another mark of his Ollts tanding leadership. Exploiting 

i. ~~tllnit1e8" rsther than sticking to a predetermined plan, stands 

out 8S one of the key lessons learned in this operation. 

, ~' +, The operations continued through July of 1963 following 

····;M-milar patterna, " , 

The aggregate experience of the operationa 

~..! 

·~onfirmed my belief that initiative; willingness to keep flexible 

enough to follow through on reliable :f,ntell1gence; respect for, 

bllt not fear of the VC; good security, maintained through constant 

mov,emebt; and faith in the individual !loldier can be a lJinning 

~bination in the jungle. These were the lessons upon which I 

based my t!,-cUcai jUdfWente when I returned to Vietnam in August 
" 

I 1966 as a battalion commander in Tay Ninh Province, the center of 

War Zone C. 
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Zone C. l? 6G·~u 7 

( 
The 3d Battalion of the 21sc Infantry, "Gimlets" was part of 

the 196th Light Infantry Brigade, which had been activated at 

Fort Devens, ~lassachusetts in Augus t 1965, and had arrived in 

in August 1966. The brigada was organiz~~ on a "train and retain" 

hasia, which in my judgment proved highly successful in producing 
ii' " I· : 

an effective fighting unit. For one year the entire brigade had' 

trained together in tactics designed to find and defeat the Viet 

Congo flheu the brigade established its postians to the northwelilt 

of Tay N1nh City, the troops w~re ready for their mission. 

lhe first mouth was spent preparing the base camp- and aSli:l.ating 

the Philippine Civic Action Group construct its base camp. which 

formeJ ,he other 130· of the 196th's defense perimenter. During 

the ,1",," t:-wo months che three infantry b~,ttalions of the brigade 

"ere fairly much on their o;m to conduct orerations in 3pecifically 

assisned are aD • It was in this phase at operations that the lessons 

learned during the previous tour had their grea tes tin! luence. I 

might note at this point that my battalion 53 had :lad a pravious 

tour ','5 I.m advist!r to a Vietnatac$(! Civil GUHr,l ~attal:i.ou in 31(1h 

Dinh Province. Eis experience rcinfo,rcad tho no~ions on hall to 

fight the 'Ie that I had acquirad durin3 my \'I\r Zona D advisory 

days. with tllis coi.'UIlonality of experi,mce, '''' develop ad plana 

for tho rifle companies to operate on ~;';,~,~,r OIm "lith resuPPH~~I! I~~l' 
flown in evary tilre.: days. The cor.lpanycOlr.:1anJct"3 wore trail\7~";"'" 

··r , .• ' 

for this. and relished the ~dea of takin~ their companies out on' , 

lndepcmdent missions. These prelilllitui~1,!~llnpany operntioOll 
I 
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conducted ",ore or less lIS training missions proved a~lIin that 

I 
continued tnovcme,t1t on the Bround could provide Rurprise and ~ive 

"_:"'-"" tl'::"-f/,,:I 

the needed secUrity to an infantry unit. 

During this phase of the brigade's break-in period, some 

companies from the other infnntry battalions in the brigade were 
'1il'ijt/li:J,.:1 

operatin~ under the prevalent US tactical doctrine of relying on 

overwhelming firepower and paying less attention to surprise and 

stealth. Because of the country-w1de compulsion that US commanders 

were under to stick to this SOP, the bsaic tenets of this doctrine 

are spelled out belm~. 

Offensively, most operations were helicopter assaults which 

would begin with an artillery preparation, gunship passes and air 

on call. Since this was SOP, it was followed whether the particular 

objective needed it or not. Usually after the operation was urderway, 

the many higher commanders, who were directly concerned wi!:." what 

'",a,q happening on the ground, would be in their "co1Tll:1and choppers" 

stacked up at various alt{tudes above the action. At the slightest 

~rovocQtion from the ground action, these cornrllmders would invariably 

urge a troop p~11 back in order to bring in massive firep~er. The 

tendency from hirhcr headquarters was always to do it ",i th fi re-

p~er rather than stealth and movement. 

In the defense, supporters of this ,.,ay of operating accepted 

the fact that. the VC would know where you "ere lind would attack 

in strength nt the H"nIc~st point. Therefore, the best approach 

was to prepare a strong perimeter defense each night. The SOP, 

in this situation, prescribed that US units stop about 1530 every 

day dnd arran~e to have night defensive kits brought in by 
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holicopter. The standard kits consiRtcd of barb wire, cla~ore 

mines, nighLl!copes, mortars. IIIId sand bar,s. . TIds always meant 

having supper at a site ~elacted in the early af.ternoon and spending 

about four hours digging in before nightfall. Artillery defensive 

concentrat~~~, were always fired as a precautionary measure to 

have fire support available on a moments notice. This particular 

arrangement always assured that an infantry company was seldom 

overrun: however, it also gave the VC sufficient time to plan and 

carry out night' long harassirig; attacks with some 'caSUalties' among' 
, 

the US troops and usually an undetermined number of casualties for 

the VC. It really ~~as a button-up attitude that placed the infantry 

on the defense and inadVertently made a unit an easy target for 

the VC. In many instances,dafenoive positions at night are un-

svoidable and necessary, but in Mllny other situations they are not 

necessary and can be avoided. 

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

even platoons operated following the concepts of stealth and move-

ment, the results were inevitably to decrease US casualties and 

increase the knOl·m VC kills. On several independent company and 

platoon operations in which units of the 21st Infantry walked into 

an area and stayed three days without resupply, the infantry squads 

were able to surprise 9111Sll enemy installations and t.in decisive 

victories with no US casualties. The results were never dramatic, 

but the kill ratios were always favorable. This system appeared 

to produce results quickly, although with numerically less vc 

casualties than were obtained by the larger scale operations with 

their attendant mass logistical and heavy fire support demands. 
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111e largel:-3cale hel1borne, air, alld artillery supported 

operations invariably telegraphed our intentions .1nd tilU3 made it 
"~~~ ... 
:~ 'I~!#i,::::;, , .'. , 

more difficult for the US units to locate the VC. {<hen CO:ltact '.las 

made during battalion 3ize operations, it I/as altlost altlays made on 

tha enemy'~'~~:I .. ~):1iCiative. Th~ results '-Iere uaually more VC bodycount, 

but "itll a corrcspondine rise in US ca:Jualties. The higher bodycount 

always brought resoundin3 praise froU! all commanders, which, among 

other things, perpetuated the planning of large uni t operations, 

Although I had a bins for "mall unit, surprise-type operatiot13 

based on previous experience as an adviser, large-scale, heavily 

supported operations are necessary, particularly around VC base camp 

areas, and are quite effective whan well planned. It was certainly 

trua when my battalion did engage a regular VC or North Vietnrunese 

unit, p(lrt~cularly if it were a w~ll defcn,led ba.a camp, the ti.mely 

coordl,1atioll of air and artillery fires ·'.,3 kay to def"atin3 the VC 

:lith rniniiaum friendly casualties. TiV.21:"1'; ·~.'ore about fJ.ve irwtances 

during my seven months as battalion co:uma11dcr wh(m th" coordlnati011 

of <:til firaa on a base camp proved to be the d"ciding factor. 

Vhcre~s thcl need for massivr~ fire support oc('.~rred only five 

air, artillery, "'td "unships almost on a ,laily ba313. Practically 

every operational pl"ll called for helicopters and fie," support. 'liM 

reliance on, nne! propensity to we, .:tIl available support cau.-;ecl r:l2 

to seriously question the need for such e};.truvnz,i1nc.e, particularly 

when the oituation seemed to dictate othe~,·,13c. T:tis fcelina IIUS 

made avell more poignant since it <lad been proven to inC that surprise 

and stealth iil the jungle wer" just a$ effective "ith less loe;istical 
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effort. Our tactical doctrine, I concluded, must truce into acco4nt 

both extremes. using both tecp,n1ques, de'pending on the situation •. 

The two cases might be characterized as "the heavy hand versus ~8' 

ligh t touch." 

One of the moat indelible impressions of my I,ar Zone D tour 

\"as the correctness of the theorem that operational success was in 
Ii. . 

direct proportion to the amount of time spent in an area. It allol!BY' 

took four or five days to become sufficiently acquainted wi,th the . .' . . . 

local terrain Illld inhabitants to make effective es timates. Accurate 

intelligence became available at a faster rate after the initia~_. -
"thrashing around" period than it did ,in the ~eginn1ng, -of an. o~at1on. 

This theory was .. corroborated during my second. tour. The difficulty 

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

always tempting for higher headquarters to ordor the "Gimlets" 

picked up and tllken to an unknown area ",here someone had Geen a 

VC soldier disappearing into the jungle. This :'pick up and put 

down" tactic was glamQrous and hard charging, but it was more 

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

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

a need to have the ahili ty to keep the VC off balance by rapid reaction. 

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

if not slower moving; tactical doctrine. 

Other commanders in Vietnam have ha4 similar feelings towar~ i~4\i 
the use of more' ground ta~tics and lC8s '::~asis on fire andiol11 :,. 

helicopter support. In repo;rting on some of General l~illard Pearllon' ,,' 

views, a columnist stated; 
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One of Pearson's somet,hat heretical notions-­

fOJ:!~,llirborne Iwnara1--b that the helicopter 

makili','itoo much no~se. Troops should en tar a 

guorri11a battlefield on foot, stealthily and 

in small units. The helicopters can then come 

thundering in with reinforcements, w~kin~ all 

the. noise they want--but after the smaller 

un:L:,..,~j1ave flushed olj, pinned the ene~. 

Another view not shared by other generals is 

in the use of harassing artillery fire in 

support of ground operations. 'It doesn't 

do much good and discloses what frien~ly 

units are in the area,' Pearson says. 

The author goes on to tell of General Pearson's successes in the 

First Brigade of ths 10lst Airborne Division in using these tactics. 

lie continlles to quote General pear'son: 

He wants more night patrols, night operations 

by the choppers. smaller and lighter patrola 

with the men living five dsys or so alone in 

the jungle. 

'Ha believe "e should outfox U.1n. out guerrilla 

him.' Pearson says. 'Once control is estllb1ished 

He can throo off our m'" guerrJ.1111 cloak and react 

violently, destrqy him with suoerior firepooer 

. and rr,obllity. ~e believe in clandestine entry 

to the battlefield. marching at night or using 

stlly-behind forces to catch him when he returns.,3 

It ~ppears that those who "have put their faith in the 

infantry,.lnn's r.bil1ty to use the "licht touch" method have been 

rewarded by SUCCCRS and hnve become nvid supporters of ama1l 

unit operations. Hany commanders have tried only the "heavy 

hand" method and have been unwillin::; to take a chance. as they 

saw it. to fight the infantry the way it ohould be fought. Not 

."" ' 

2George HcArthur. "ScreSllling Ea~les Sharpen Claws with New 

Tactics." New York IJorld Journal Tribune. February 5. 1967, p. 23. 

3Ihid. - , 
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.1 to use both technique!! is like a golfer concentrating on his 

tee shots b.l1 .. L!leglecting his putting. 

The latest rGports from Vietnam reveal that.· the US military 

campaign of 1968 apparently has reversed the previous emphasia and 

become mor~,~~ll unit orien~ed than in preceding year9. 4 navid 

Hoffman has reported in the Washington Post: 

The Mekong Delta hunting ground of the US 
9th Infantry Division has become a kind 
of laboratory for the invention and testing 
of small bettletactics. 

Not for more than a month has the 9th Division 
tangled with a Vietcon~ unit 14rger than a 
reinforced platoon. But despite the dearth 
of major battles in a traditional VC strong­
hold, the division has reported killing 800 -
to 1000 COmMUnists per month since early 
September, at t~e cost of relatively few 
American Uves. 

-

Perhaps thia is 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 areas. wbile this paper criticizes 

the overu"ie of the heavy hand method, full credit is given to the 

fact that the massive US military effort has provided the opportun-

ity for this recent change in tactics. 

CONCLUSWllS 

The year spent advising Vietnamese rangers on operations in 

War Zone D prepared me for conductinB small unit, mobile operations 

4See "A Different War Now, with Abrmns in Command," US NC1~B & 
"Iorld Report, Aur,ust 23, 1966, p. 12. 

STuesday. 'November 26. 1968, p. A1S. 
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using stealth and cunning "Uh tll~ minLuUJn air, artillery, and 

helicopter support. '£1I08e operati<)us 'proved successful against 

the VC in well entrenched jungle positions. Horeover, the "li@t 
rI 

touch" learned through the rigorous experiences of 1962-63 was :1: ,r 
:, . 

enriched by the experiences of using massive firepo •• er and the 

helicopter during US battalion operations in 1966-67. 

The lessons learned during the first tour were extremely 

valuable, if not the source of some frustrations during the second 

tour. Perhaps the value of an advisory experience combined with 

con~d experience is the realization of the broad spectrum of 

tactics that can be uslld effectively. US field tactiC3 must stress 
'. 

the need to use firepower 'and helicopters in their proper role-and ____ 

not let availability, fear and inexperience take the lead in deter-

mining "hat tactic to use. Small unit operations, stealth, Gurprise, 

,md movement should .always be the basic ,',anner in <lhich counter­

insurgency operations are "conducted. Firc;pOI.,:,r '111d hel1collter 

support should be USed, not because they are avaIlable, but because 

the circurna tanccs demand their u~e. In Sur.l, all methods of operating 

must be within the US military's capabilitias .1!lJ the propllnsity to 

use the "heavy hand" or "light touch" should be oa3ed on the 

dictates of the situation and the US should uavelop in its 

leaders the confidence to use either one, 

t. 

alARLCS 1\. ;;ULS ml, Jr, 
COL !N"Ji' 
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