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PLE. J.RANG 

([8 October - 6 December [966) 

N. KHA 

The ""estern High Piateaux (Tay Nguyen) is a 
region of great strategic importancc. Stretching along 
the Vietnam - Lao and, Vietnam - Kampuchea fron­

, tiers over nearly 600 lem, it links the northern part 
of South Vietnam to its southern half. 

There, after their' ill-fated strategic- counter-offen­
sive in the 1965-1966' dry season, the US troops 
endeavoured to maintain their positions and preserve 
their combat potential while' waiting for rCinforce­
ments for a new adventure. Their tactics consisted 
in ,using sm.all formations while making ever 
greater use of air and artillery fire. In this way 
they attacked L.A.F. concentration points in order to 
forestall preparations that the local rcyolutionary 
forces were making for the forthcoming big assaults. 
The GIs hoped these tactics would allow them 
some rest; that they could reorganize their forma­
tions and go and fight by turns. However, as the 
liberated area was expanding and entangling with 
lhc occupied zone, they found the target-to-be-attack­
cd list'stretching on a,nd on indefinitely Moreover, 
the US Air Force, hampered ,by severe rain, could 
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not bring its striking potential into 'full .play., The 

US First Cavalry wns spread so thin that its bri­

gades tound themselves engaged in fighting over 300 

km apart from each other. Battalion after battalion 

had shakell up the adversary's position -according 

to official communiques. But the LAF had become 

stronger and had pinned down the maximum 

number of flying horsemen's on the WestcrnPla­

teaux. The Americans however sought, to lay their 

hanrls on this region of vital ifnportance. Their 

strategic aims were, firstly, to search and ,destroy 

the LAF and deprive them of bases 10 stage attacks 

on different areas of South Vietnam; secondiy' to 

set Up;l securily corridor for .the defence of the 

coastal regions of Centr-al Vietnan1 and communi­

cations between thc northernmost provinces and the 

southern zone. 

With this ob jecti ve in mind, they launched in 

mid-October 1966: Operation PAUL REV ERE IV 

in- an attempt to relieve Plei Jirang - then besieg­

cd -and afterwards to thrust at LAF formations and 

at last to raid tbe liberated area, herd its population, 

into concentration camps and block the" North- , 

South corridor. " 

Land of Ordeal for 3 Yankee Divisions 

Plei Jira ng, a stronghold on the in terprovincial 

Road NO.5, is located about +0 km west of. the 

northwestern pan of Pleiku. The Po ,Co River winds. 
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its way aro,!ild it and from. the rivel' to the 'Kam­

puchean frontier extended the liberated area. a 

'hinge between the Kontum Highlands and· the 

Pleiku high p;ateallx. There stand here high moun­

tains and .along the rivers are cleared spaces with 

cultivated 'fields belonging to the' population and 

the LAF. Some of those fields stretch over 700 m 

wide and 3 km long. Between the Po. Co River and 

the Kampuchean border flows the Sa Thay River 

which may be forded ,luring the dry season. 

The terrain. especially in the west, was quitc 

favourable for the' landing of heliborne troop. 

thrusting into the liberated area but it provided, at 

the~ame time, excellcnt hiding places for the LAF 

and facilities for mov\ng about. 

Plei Jirang, with two other, strongholds located at 

Plei Mo Rang and Due Co, respectively 25 km north­

west and +5 km southwest of Pleikll, constituted a 

defeace line west of the city where the-- US 4th 

Infantry Division. under the command of Gen. 

Charles P. Stone, had set up its headquarters: 

According to American newspapers, this divisi'on 

was not, fully ready for combat by the nliddle of, 

1966, having yet to a(;hievc the training of its, men, 

including lIlany ncw' recruits who had still to 

finish their S-weck programme of basic drilling. 

Until then prepared and organized for actions in 

European operational' theatres, it had hastily re­

equipped and retrained for' anti-guerilla warfare 

prior to its arrival in South Vietnam. On 6 August 

, '966, 2nd Brigade of over 3,000 men including the 

8th, 12th and nnd infantry battalions and the hnd 
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artillery platoon as well as other suppiementary 
platoons, landed ;It Quy Nhon Port. It then proceed­
ed te the Western High Plateaux; on 6 October, Its 
1st Brigadc "rrived at Nha Trang and on the 12th, 
its 3rdBrigade at Vung Tau. 

Upon its arrival, the 4th Infantry Division was 
rushed to the Hight Plateaux for perman<;nt combat 
mission whereas the First Cavalry \vas given the 
strategic role of a stand by force, readilyavailable to 
give assistance in every major engagement, on every 
front. The First Cavalry had its headquarters at An 
Khe, located on a wide and high piateau adjoining 
plains and mountain forests, which was to be seen 
as the centre of the whole South Vietnam theatre of 

operations, 

Also on the \\'estern High Plateaux was the US 
25 th Infantry Division, kn~wn as TropiC Ltg~tning, 
commanded by Gen, Fred Weyand, Set up III Oc-

. tober 1941, this division had, since 1960, trained .in 
Hawaii where the terrain and climate are qUlte 
similar 'to Vietnam, in anti-guerilla warfare (climb­
ing over peaks, jungle patrol~ ambush, counter­
ambush, march and encampment in mountain 
forests, fighting wild animals in the savanna. etc.), 
Its commander was provided with up-to-date elec­
troniC computers (the UNIVAC 1005 and NCR 500) 
which assisted him in "making decisions" and for 
routine artillery fire, That, however, did not preyent 
its 3rd Brigade - sent in summer 1966 as reinfor.ce­
ments to the \\'estern High Plateaux-from havlllg 
one battalion put out of action and another badly 
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mauled by the LAF in the neighbourhood of Chu 
Pa,18 km sOUlhwest of Plei-Jirang. 

The "government" foices on the· \"1 estern High 
Plateaux included Ranger elements from ·the puppet 
2nd Tactical Zone mobile troops and units of the 
zi.nd and z3rd Infantry Divisions, Rarely sent to 
th~ battlefront. they were given the main mission 
of securing bases, towns, cities and the road system 
in the US forces' rear. 

But the US First Cavalry remained the main 
mobile force to fight on the Wc£lern lIigh Plateaux 
It should be stressed that this is an ar~a of hezviiy 
forested plateaux with very steep slopes and trees 
up to 30 m high. Lianas cover the tret' trunks and 
the thick foliage in places forms a 'roof which 
obstructs any view from the sky. After the forests, 
come plateaux with savannas, "which are difficult to 
move across. Interspersed with thickets of trees, 
bamboo clusters and thorn bushes is the" elephant 
grass" up to 3 m high, very sharp and sometimes as 
thick as a thumb, entangled with innumerable creep­
ers. In this terrain, watered by countless springs, 
one moment heated by burning sunshine. the next 
drenched by a torrential·down pour; the h~licopter 
had a threefold mission: movement. information 
and strike-force, Its scouting work was carricd out 
by stili and television cameras. It took part in the 
attack, encirclement and pursuit of the adversary 
whom he could cannonade, rocket or machinegun. 
In spite of numerous natural obstacles. it l\c!ped the 
commander to directly follow up the ground opera­
tions executed by his men as well as by 'the ncigh-
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bouring ones, to fn time turn to account the vantage­
points or parry the effects of the reverses. 

The US Command thought it had major assets in 
the war on the Western High Plateaux: a much 
larger number of troops than its adversary:."n 
overwhelming strike· force and exceptionalmoblhty, 
thanks to its helicopters. These means should have 
made it possible to wage a quick war and win a 
lightning victory, by firstly concentrating a ..• war 
machine to deal crushing blows to the L.A.F. But 
battles in' the past year had shown that itwasnot the 
First Cavalry which had battlefields. aI1d fighting 
grounds of its choosiW~' The L.A.F.had ~aI1aged to 
lure the enemy to·placesof their choice and. forced 
them to engage on L.A.F. terms. In those condHions, 
the infernal strike-force of U.S. helicopters lost 
mueh of its effectiveness, their firc being designed for 
battles opposing modern armies fighting on clear·eut 
frontlines, with easily detected objectives. On the 
Western High Plateaux, the most sophisticated 
means of detection became inoperative againsC a 
highly mobile adversary,dispersed. in ·I1umerous 
small units which· might. disappear and reappear 
at any moment,· wh'ich was everywhere and yet 
nowhere, As yen. John H .. Hay. Jr. admitted" Viet­
riam was a different war. It was a conflict where 
the front line was nota trace on a map but was 
rather wheliever the opposing combat forces·. met 
and fought." 1. And, according to Hugh A. Mul­
li~an from A.P. "fighting an enemy who seems to 

... L' G' ,'" 'J h u· H· J Tactical, and Malertal 1.1. •. en .. 0 n n. ay, r., 
InI(lQvali01lS,! .Washington,,'I974; 
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be everywhere can be pretty frustrating to troops 
trained in the meihods of a, conventional warfare." 

"Innovation Was l,he Key to Success 

(Lt.-Gen. Jolm H Hay, Jr.) 

The U.S. Command, after more than a year's fight. 
ing in ihc Western High Plateaux, tried to draw 
lessons from experience. to improve combat tactics 
and techniques. Gen. John H. Hay, Jr. wrote:" Viet­
nam was a war of innovations. The contestants, the 
equipment, the arena, and the rules 'of engagement 
were different from previous wars.· In the begin­
ning, there was a great variety of recently devel­
oped hard ware bu t a general lack of doctrine con­
cerning· ·insu,rgencY,:type operatlons. Improved, 
equipment was rushed through' the development 
phase, and successful ide,\s originated in the field." 2 

For the First Cavalry which had been in action in 
Vietnam for more than a year, .. many airmobile 
techniques had been refin,ed and polished in the 
crUCible of combat." I .The AmCJ'icans admitted 
that one of the "real mistakes" made in South 
Vietnam had been the use of helicopters and planes 
as" substitutes for night pa'rrols. ambushe., and.the 
long-range patrols of guerilla warfare than as com­
plements, supplements, and aids tq these essential 

t · . t: ' " 2 ac 1 Vl les. ". ' . " 

• 
". 

l.' Lt.-Gen, John H. Hay. Jr .. op. cit. . , 
"z.. Herman I\ahfl Cl.Ul We W.in itl V.ietnat:n}). New 

York,'I968>' .. 
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Rectify the error, the U.S. Command fielded on 
the Western High Plateaux more infantrymen, 
with ncw fighting methods such as long-range 
patrols which constituted, as Gen. John H. Hay, Jr. 
put it, .. " particularly significant aspect of U.S. opera­
tions in Vietnam .. " Such patruls were not new to 
the U.S. Army hut they were uscd in increasing 
density and were now operating at division level 
long-range patrols" were needed" in Vietnam be­
cause of the'" difficult terrain" and the" elusive­
ness" of the adversary. The nnmerous helicopters 
and military vehicles enabled' these patrols to be 
"more densely dispersed." Tactics put down and 
pick up the long-range patrols also came into being. 
New devices, the" penetrators, " replaccd the nylon 
ladders in the helicopters. The" pcnetrators" ·w.s 
a kind of helicopter hoist which. pulled up or set 
down the G.!', seated or standing On it. The heli­
copter did not nee,d to fly down close to" the ground 
to depOsit or pick up patrols bu! hoyr-red about ten 
metres above it as" thc penetrator was 'lowered-

. through the jungle canopy, .. 

Another technique th"t was rather" new in some 
respects" was the" stay-behind patrol. "'U.S. forces 
had already used it during Wodd Wars I and II 

- and also during 'the Korcan \Var but only with 
very small Uliits to focilHate their' wilhdrawal 
through the adversory's lines and '(0 aid conceal­
ment. .. The fluidity of tne battlefield ill Vietnam 
and the availability of helicopters (0 reinforce or 
extract the stay-behind forccled to frequent use or 
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stay·b(-hind patrols of various sizes among U.S._ 
forces.ce" (Lt -Gen. John H. Hay, Jr.) .. 

Thrusting clccp into the liberated Western High 
Plateaux, this time the U.S. troops acted more cau­
tiously With, while stationed, better-organized de­
fence dispositions leading to a "flexible defence" 
including r~lpid retali:ltion, itS directed by Gen. 
"Vestmorcbnd. They mustered their strength into 
reinforccd battalion' blocs wilh, besides air-covered 
long~rangc patrols, cl'mhat-ready companies pinned 
along thedcferice perimeter, mostly at would-be 
points of contact wilh the L.A.F. the concentrated 
firepower of the batta lion and the interlocking fire 
from the companies support positions conSiderably 
increased the combat potential of the defenders, 
whose Command operated from ",-ell-sheltered case­
mates, Guns of various calibres, recoilless and' 
radar-gUided, togetlwr ",vith heavy machine-guns 
and sophisticated,mincs dashed against the assailants 
a murderous wall of firepower. 

The American nlrthod or fighting also proved 
1110rc uivcrsificd t11;10 u~forc. FollOWing reconnais­
sance planes, bombers came to pave the way for 
the G.!.s who going on patrol, fine-combed the ter­
rain which was to be the landjng zone for the fly­
ing' horsemen. Combining cunning and brute force,. 
the enemy increased the number of faked landings 
which servecl as baits to induce the revolutionary 
armed forces to come into thc open, to be vulner­
able to airstrikcs. Once on the ground, the G,ts. 
organized, in 'their temporary defence disposition, 
support positions which they turned in.to bases of 
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tack before progressing again, either Ofl foot or by 
olicoptcr. US infantry h3d the mission of finding 
c advcl"snry hy !llt':lll,:-; o( p~ltrols :lild recollnais~ 

nce operations, gUided by a whole world of infor-
1tion servkes, intclligcncc-gathct:ing sensors and 
r cavalry. Having found the adversary at less th;m 
a yards range, the infantry commander called 
rth over.whelming reinforcement and fire power. 
fhe main attack was whcrcver and whellever the 
lemy could be found." I 

The 4th Infantry Division which, played the role 
infantry on the. W cstern High Plateaux outran 

e Fi"/ Cavalry in its march forward and stationed 
Plciku. Its brigades went west of Route No. 14. 
d occupied the main positions in order to set up 
front of contact with tile L.A.F. in the north and 
ntreor the ''''estern High Plateaux. Each brigade 
d its Own direction of manceuvre. ReJying on. the 
)bility and firepower of their helicopters, the 
-ing horsemen '.' Jeap-frogged " into their adver-
7's territory. There, if one of thei, positions or 
'mations was assailed, their commander would 
;h rescue forces and land troops into the rear of 
~ assailants to intercept the . latter's supply and 
lling.out route, then cut them off so as to wipe 
~m out or drive them out of the battlefield. 
Preparing to cope with the imminent Operation 
lU L REVERE IV. the L.A.F. Command decided 
set up an indepth combat disposition Withregu­
troops positioned in echelons with varying-scale 
tors of concentrated attack. \\'hen everything 

Lt.·Gen. John H.Hay, Jr., op. cit. 
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was ready, a small LAF unit started the battle by 
mounting an assault on piei-Jirang along the Po Co 
River. In the L.A.F. Command's vicw, once Ple!­
Jirang was assailed, the U:S. 4th Infantry Division 
would occupy positions east of the Po Co River-to 
be used aR bases for counter-attacks-and land its 
men west of that river, with a view to enCircling 
and parcelling out the adversary's formations. The­
refore before attacking Plei-Jirang, the Vietnamese 
Command had its regular forces posted west of the 
Po Co. However. this did not yet constitute the 
main sector of concentrated attack of the L.A.F. but 
was merely the first echelon. the first step of their 
in-depth combat disposition. Their sector of decisiv·e 
attack was at the second echelon, the second line, 
further back, i.e. west of the Sa Thay. There, the 
bulk of the L.A.F. waited· foi the enemy, anticipat­
ing that this would be the very place where the 
G.l.s would have to land. If they wished to corner 
the revolutionary forces stationed between the 
~estern bank of the Po Co and the eastern bank of 
the Sa Thay. 

Camouflaging carefuliy, the L.A.F. made efforts 
to take the fullest advantage of the terrain. They 
believed th1t a Single buttress stuck high up on a 
sieep mountain slope, but well used, could render 
enemy fire ineffective - whether it came from "p­
to-date: howitzers or from B.sz "flying fortresses"­
and a platoon lying in wait on a peak could man­
age to intercept many manceuvring battalions. In 
facing the U.s. helicopter tactics in counter-guerilla 
warfare. which c'losely combined fire and move-
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ment ability with ingenious detection and cemmu­
nication means - including an advanced and wide­
ly-used t'udloplwne :-:ystcn1 Cl11JlOufinge was of prln1c 
importance fer eui' men. They disguised themselves 
frem head to. feet. frem their jungle helmets to. their 
rubber sandals, under a cleak ef leaves. Assisted by 
the guerillas, eur regulars lay in wail and made use 
ef the smallest hollow to set up ambushes. To be 
successful an aJilhush needed careful preparatien. 
Troops were positiened in three cchclens: the 
first to. 'watch the enemy celumn, the second to. 
attack it and the third to. suppert up both the oth-ers 
and seClln' the \vithdra\vai. of the whole at the end 
ef ·the eperatien. Orders were issued to. our men to. 
lie in the ,brk at selected siles in wait for their 
victims. As soen as mines expleded (mestly at enemy 
weak peints). they had to. rush forward fer a hand­
to-hand assaul t en the G.Ls, befere the liller, carrying 
heavy burdcns, had tirce to .fight back, run away,' 
call for "ir relicf 0.1' make full use of their, 'rike-force 
and medern equipment. After the attack, they had 
to disapP"'lr at lep speed again into. the jungle to 
avoid the "ir strikes whicl; would follow, particu­
larly frem B.52S. They were advised to. avoid the 
enemy's strong points but to explOit thoroughly the 
weak ones. As a !'Uk. troop landings were made 
under combined aircover and crtillery support fire. 
Therefor~, the Mtack could not be launched at that 
time but at night, when the enemy, exhausted by 
fruitless patrols, camped for the night' ihside the 
defence position. Attacks were made at the kast 
expected moment and aimed firstly at the enemy's 
vital pain ts; command posts, artillery men, pilots 

I 
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and signal corps. Emphasis had been put on deep 
and Iightn iog thrusts in order to split apari the' 
CJlCrriy furmatIons, prcveqt thClll froD1 regrouping, 
wipe out the maximum of their strength, shake up 
their combat disposition and then fall back in the 
utmost secrecy. 

Ber ore D-Day 

In October 1966. with 1,700. helicopters in South 
Vietnam, i.e. more than those in the whole of Eu" 
rope at the time, the US Expeditionary Corps indiWu­
tzhly hnd 3.ir sUprer!!2cy, espec glly on the \\t·estern 
High Plate,lllX \vhich ver~ the stationing field and 
main operation,,1 ,cene of the US First Cavalry. 
W'ithin four hours orlhe alarm's sounding, one of 
its battalions with full strength and equipement,­
could be berne by helicop!er up to mountain peaks, 
n to the heart of the jungle, to the battle ground 

itself. 

As George.Chaffard put it, "how can one con­
ceive - that a country such as the USA - v .. ·hich has 
given the fullest significance to the key-words of 
modern pow'-cr, " technology·, " I. ]ogistics, " "~lectrQ­
nics," .. nuclear propulsion," .1 management, It -

ceuld not overcome a few thousand lousy pyjama­
clad g~erillas, who. had never seen a computer, went 
on-foot and lived only_on r:ice?"l 

With this in mind, the flying cavalry. most of 
whem had come fram the US only fwo .months 

1. Georges Chaffard, Les d#:Jx guerres dll Vietnam, 
PariS, '969. 
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before as reinforcements (9,000 men of the Division 

had rotated from South Vietnam after one year of 

service). rushed towards the liberated arc;as on the 

Western High Plaltaux. 

The French daily Le Figaro, on 2 November 1966, 

gave a detailed' account of one of such encounter. 

which took place before D-Day, when the 2nd 

Brigade of the flying cavalry wanted to land one bat­

talion in the nearby Pleiku Iiberatcd area and then, 

according to how the situation developed, commit 

its reserves as reinforcements to pin down and then 

outflank its adversary. 

"Helicopters swarmed like bees just over the 

branches. :::uccessive of phases First Cavalry would 

succeed each other like clockwork. First came the 

rounds of ground artillery, followed by an air strib;, 

then the landings covered by 'gunships' i.e. by 

heliborne division artillery. " 

Into the silent forest arrived Chinook helicopters 

one by one to drop. guns, IOsmm mortars, then 

came the CH-S4 flying cranes .which disembarked 

Issmm howitzers and huge bulldozers ... The battle 

was launched half an hour later. The com-' 

pany landed safely and" proceeded ahead, one pla­

toon after anothcr,-along the· narrow path that led 

to the river. Despite the utmost caution oflhe scouts 

who often Came to a .halt to listen carefully, they 

dit not succeed in spotting the enemy until hit by 

his nre" . , . 
T'le LAF cntrenchements were dug quite near 

thc path and covered by branches and a layer of 

i 
I 

1 

1 

1 

PLEI - JIRANG 59 

earth. The LAF.formation waited until the leading 

elements had advanced before firing\\'ith rifles and 

machine-guns along 'the whole ·path. In a few min­

utes, the US company lost 70 men - ,6 killed and 

about So wounded, The commander was among the _ 

wounded and his second killed (by a stray bullet 

which blasted a g~enade on his belt). According to 

lhe paper, the company" was virtually put out of 

action. " This encounter between' the GIs and the 

LAP" may seem accidental at first Sight. It is not so. 

In fact, most of the engagements between Americans 

and Viet .cong begin in the same way .. , 907: of the­

fighiS begin- like this v!!th the Vit-t Cong taking 

the initiative. under circumstances that offer a good 

(' hance of success." 

Exec::uticm of the Operation 

The operatien took place in two phases. 

First phase: from 18 o.ctoberto II November f966, 

During the night of 18 October, the LAF launched 

a mortar attack on Plei-Jirang .. a key outpost west 

of Pleiku, which was defended by 3 companies 

puppet The attack was made despite the reinforce­

ment, of the enemy defense position by [ortifieations 

surro;'nded bv barbed wire with mines. and flares. 

In panic, the puppet troops called the GIs to their 

rescue. The US 4th Infantry Division, stationed at 

Pleiku, faced a dilemma a't this time in that it had 

just landed (in August 1966) and was still busy 

reconnoitring the terrain. Had it not gone to relieve 

Plei-Jirang, ilswestern gate would have been storm­

ed, its west flank exposed and its rear base under 
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heavy pressure. So it had to come in.to fjght, although 

kno\.ving that, once out of its entrenchments,: it 

would be quite ,vulnerable. Thus started Operation 

PAUL REVERE IV. " . 

According to AI', from IS October onwards, the 

artillery atPlei-Jirarig pounded without let-up west 

and north of the Po Co River, between 6and 8 km 

3W,1)' Crotn its position, ~lnd enemy' planes -includ­

ing B'52s-ceaseicssly pound thousands of tons of 

bombs on the peaks north and northwest of Plei­

Jirang with a view to setting up safc ZOnes for troop 

landings. 

, To parry adverse eventual ambushes, a company 

of Rangers, on 20 October, landed 4 km north of 

Plei-Jirang for a swcep of the area. On 23 October, 

a reinforced battalion of the 2nd Brigade, 4th Infan­

try Division, disembarked' th&reto set up a relief 

operat ion base a bout 6 to 8 km north and north­

west of Plei-Jirang. Thus, as the LJtl'''had foreseen. 

as soon as Plei-Jirangwas assailed, US troops m:;de 

landings west of the Po Co River: a -reinforced' 

battalion on 23 Octohcr; another on 26. These two 

units made up support positions, at company level, 

located from IS to '7 km west and southwest of 

Pki-Jirang. 

After days of action, the GIs had a respite from 

hard work. 'Turtling to 'accoun t the lact t!lat they 

had nottnough time for a stead y retrenching, the 

LAF, du~ing the night of28 October, simultaneously 

stormed four, of their, positions. The assaulting 

forces, by their concentrated firepower, deCimated 

lwO companies and hit hard at two others. On the 

i 

l , 
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night of 29 October, they mortar-pounded and 

machine-gunned an artillery park of the 2nd BrI­

gade, destroyed two' !O5 mOl guns and wiped out 

both platoons' of gunners. The reverse-suffered 

troops asked for reinforcements. 'rhe latter joined the 

already landed GIs to array a defence disposition 

cast of the Sa Thay River. The" phantomatic" LAF 

hanged upon the enemy and went on with their 

assaults;' on 5 November, an ambush completely 

wiped out one of its inJantry companies; on the 

night of 10 November. a lightning attack annihilated 

an artillery company and damaged six I05mm 

howitzers. The enemy. many a time, had tci use 

concerted air and artillery strikes, B'52s inciuded. io 

surround their defence pOSitions with a pulverizing 

wall of. shelling' power where"s guns, hotwitzers, 

fidrlars covered the area with a continuous criss-

,crossing fire. 

The newly-arrived men of the 2nd Brigade, 4th 

Infantry Division, had neither a good knowledge of 

the battle ground 'nor much ex.perience' in jungle 

fighting. Maneeuvring on a piece of terrain futl of 

,nares. mines and booby-traps, hampered by, their 

cu'mbersome outfit, having troubles with the heat, 

mosquitos and leeches, entangled in a heavily-forest­

ed area and deprived of gUiding-marks, they were 

easy targets for their wetl·ambnshed adversary who 

was mingling in .the landscape. 
An American general wrote about their difficul­

ties this way: "The leec!!es were in their boots and 

inside the waists of their fatigues. Th~y had drop. 

ped' from the trees, not from the water, on their way 

down. It was now too late to bother about removing 
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them. The. cold sweat was body reaction to' the 
drainage of blood. The leeches could drink their 
fill, turn into a ball and drop off. 1 Hugh A. Mulli­
gan gave a more exhaustive picture: "The GI must 
endure the merciless, the stifling humidity, the awful 
flying weather in the monsoon scason: The dust. 
The mud. The endless slogging through rice paddies 

. or hacking his way through 100-foot high rain 
forests. Th~ constant threat of disease: malaria ... 
dysentery ... typhoid fever, plague ... He must contend 
with Iceches and lizards... Snakes everywhere. 
Bugs of every kind and size ... " • Let us mention 
that the Vie1namese fought under worse co~diiions. 

On 26 Octoher, .manoeuvring in conjunction with 
their attack west of Plei~lirang, the LAF stormed 
US positions in the southeast (3 km north of Plei­
Me), wiped out an artillery platoon, destroyed two 
J05mm guns and 'annihilated 50 defenders of the 
artillcry position. In mine warfare along Routes 
No. 21B (from Phu My to Plei-Me), No. '9 and No. 
15 (from Plei-lirang to Dac Co), .they damaged 21 
military vehicles including 9 'M.1I3. Their actions 
ph~ned down at Duc Co a whole 1!S battalion, 3rd 
BrIgade, 25th Infantry Division, which - to ,parry 
eventual adverse attacks - had to send several patrols 
to the Chu Pong- Plei-Me, front area. ' 

These attacks, simultaneously launched at several 
pOints, wore down and strained the enemy, forces_ ' 
The 2nd Brigade of the 4th Infantry' DiViSion, " 

, 

L S.L.A Marshall, Battles. III Ihe Monscon, Ne,w '1"ork, i<)67. 
2. H~gh A. Mulligan,op: cit;, 
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entangled on an intricate battlefield, ceaselessly 
assailed and forced to scatter its troops, had uncover­
ed its weakness and ,shortcomings from which its 
ad versary did, not fail to ben~fit. The US Command 
then had to throw the 3rd Brigade of the. 25th 
Infantry Division into the fight and use the puppet 
units 'as reserve forces. 

Heavily reinforced, the U.s formations made 
so-called" deep ,thrusts" into the LAF's rear for an 
attack from behind With a view to disorganizing 
the Western High Plateaux resistance bases. 

On 8 November, 3 companies of puppet Rangers 
landed west of the Sa Thav River to sweep the 
area, backing the GIs' search for the LAF. In a 
matter of about ten minutes' time they landed from 
helicopters on impr~vised pathways in the very' 
heart'of the jungle but Were immediakly spotted. 
One company was completely 'wiped out on 9 
Novembcr and another on the following day. The 
survivors set up a combat disposition with defence 
positions made up 'of lath upholding and soded 
shelters, interconnected by hurriedly-dug-in tren­
ches. Despite that, US heliborne troops went on 
landing as forcseen, on 10 November, a reinforced 
infantry battalion,and' an artillery-battalion, ,both of 
the 3rd Brigade, 25th D.l. disembarked west of the 

'Sa Thay River, about 25 km west of Plei-Jirang; , 
Early on II November, the fJAF synchronized at­

tacks in the rear and ~n the flanks took unawares 
thc'surviving company of puppet Rangers who, 
overstrained and overwrought, were at their break­
ing point. Th~ US troops thus,lost all their. "fee-

, lers." At n'oon, a US infantry battalion and another 
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puppet company of Rallgers, with a lOS mm howit­
zer company and a 106'7mm mortar one, landed at 
ll:li l.inh. ;lhollt 3km northeast of tile r~lrerlclltnents 
where, some hours earl ier, the last th ird pu ppet 
Rangers company had bcen decimated. 

Second phaIe: from 12 November 10 6 December 
1966 . 

Tilnisting deep into the liberated zone, the enemy 
showed more cautiousness and, after ten days of 
fighting, he had gained in expericnce. Organizational 
changes took place. According to Gen. John H. Hay 
Jr., ,. the US soldier in Vietnam soon learned that 
change was the order of the day and .that innovation. 
was the key to success." 

The GIs set up a front line along the western b~nk 
of the Sa Thay by occupying the tactically impor­
tant peaks which might help controlling the battle­
ground. They positioned into several l'einforced­

. battalion-echelon defence'dispositions with a round­
th~-clock air cover and' arrayed companies for an 
outer cover as ·well as long-range patrols operating 
almost without leJ-up. Their support bases were 
echeloned into a Circular defence system with 

'barbed-wire-surrounded field fortifications which 
werc mutually supporting thanks to their interl'ock­
ing fire and to the ready-far-action weapons of the 
reinforced battalion. 

The. enemy's drive forward aimed aC" enCircling 
and parcell ing out the· LAF's troops disposition, 
slashing their rear, striking at their reserve forces, 
command posts, depots, to finally de'itroy the com­
bal potential of-the Western High Plateaux liberated 
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zone. The US Command apparently supposed it 
would. succeed without much ado, as its troops 
benefited vanlage-poinls from their Air Force. artil~ 
kry, armour, up-to-date helicopters and a ~OphiSti,; 
cated signal system .. facing moreover a 'lousy 
adversary who had nothing. But the prime difficulty 
for the Americans was that they could not spot the 
accurate locations of the LAF units whose presence 
had been confirmed by nnmerous intelligence 

-agenCies, the \Tietnamcse guerilla having «an alna~­
'ing ability to turn up in the most unlikely places". 
(Hugh A. Mulligan). Thus, according to Le Figaro. 
"Ihe occurence that the Viet Cong might have the 
upper hand at the first clash did not dissuade them. 
Thev' were con vinced to prevail over the adversary 
duri~g the engagement. The problem was to make 
him out of his cache ... I'or th" US Command. the 
height of the battle was not when. the GIs ran ·into 
enemy fire. That was only the prelude which· had 
to be' followed speedily by the coming into play. of 
th" US overwhelming air and artillery, thus. depriv­
ing the Vi~tC6rig of his initial advantage, the latter 
having only individual weapons. '" . 

On 12 November, at 07.00 hours, the LAF bunch­
ed a fierce attack on ·the field encampments 'of the 
4th Infantry DiviSion which. had been' 'reiilforced 

, by'elements from the 25th. Their intens'e aird weJI­
-directed fire, . taking the' enemy by -surprise; hit at 
.liisc·command post· and telecommuniciltion sector 
The'tAF then,iiJsevera!' prongs, assaulted. encir­
cled; clipped the US formations whose muzzled 
)osmm guns h-ad not ~ven the time to r~act. In the 

:;--: ... ,,,-
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following morning. helicogters landed to evacuate 
dead and wounded. Several of them. were downed 
hy the guerillas' heavy fire. 

On early 13 November, a company of the 3rd 
Brigade, 25th Infantry Brigade, conducted a mop­
ping-up opera lion 2j km north of Plei' Jirang. It was 
'luicklyhcmmed in and decimated. At noon, the US 
troops hun:iedly ,pulled out to leave behind only one 
battalion. the Istof the jrd Brigade, wbich rdrench­
cd southeast of Rai Linh, 6 km far away from the 
place where theznd battalion orthe Jrd Brigade, +th 
Infantry Division, had.recently suffered heavy losses. 

After these reverses. the +th Infantry Division 
resorted to CSI and CS2 toxic chemicals, drums of 
which "were dropped from CH-+7 helicopters ... " 
to :. restrict the enemy's use of terrain" I The 1st 
battalion of the jrd Brigade, 25th Infantry Division, 
again sent its companies to patrol around. trying to 
spot the LAF formations in order to parry in time 
their blows. On 13 November afternoon. one of thesc 
companies ran head-on into 'an ambush over 20 kin 
north 0' Plei-Jirang and lost almost its troopers 
without being able to call for air and artillery rescue. 

These patrols operated. covered and supported by 
air and artillery. The latter included a \vhole series 

. of howitzers from the 105 mm caliber (Il km range) 
to the 155 mm ones (15 km range), good for vertical 
as well as plunging fire. spitting, outexplo&ive 
rounds as well as gerforating ones. BeSides, the GIs 
tried ma'!y tricks, coming now 'by land, now by 

•. LI.-Gen. John _H. Hay Jr., op. cit. 
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.helicopter or landing now straight on the objective' 
now much far a,\vay, on unexpected sites, but 
everywhere, they were spotted and intercepted. 
Their new combat methods failed to prove effective. 

. As' for the revolut'ionary forces, the close conju-
gation of their three categ6ries of troops (regular, 
regional and guerilla) afforded them to successfully 
face up the enemy who, being all'round assailed. 
was forced to disperse and got bogged down into 
passiveness. The'" regulars" in particular had 
accurately foreseen the enelny's reactions and knew 
how to steal away unseen, unheard and unhurt to 

. reappear and deal death-blows through an engage­
men t on utmost fa youra ble terms. They held on the 
initiative in combat and attacked the enemy in 
concerted action with the regionals and guerillas, 
whose blitzing and endless drives made' him' 
exhausted. uncoverd, with his weak pOints laid bare. 

On 19 November. the 25th Infantry Division 
elements. who landed ·on lhe site of the 12 Novem­
ber battle, \vere ilnlnediatety hemmed in, assaulted 
from ··three sides, ,Hid engaged in hand-to.halld 
fighting which decimated two companies. the 1st 
Battalion Command (jrd Brigade. 25th Infantry 
DiviSion) as .well as a puppet company of Rangers. 

On 20 November, according to AP, .another 
company of the 25th Infantry suffered "moderate 
losses" 1.5 km east of the ground over .which the 
.. slaughter" took place the day before. 

, . . 
After the setbacks of the 3rd Brigade, 25th Infan­

try Division, the US Command rushed to Pleiku 
the 2nd Brigade of. the US First CavalrY"then in . 
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sweep action 3t Binh Dinh. One of the many weak­
nesses of this brigade was it included mostly new'­
~com_crs :lnd thus faced « an.other mnjor challenge" 
notation This change-over" liot only included the 
loss of combat sea'soned leaders, fighters, flyers, 
supporters. but also witnessed the departure of 
those personnel who had been a part of the birth 
of the mobile experience, had been with it through 
its early development and [onnative period, had 
tested it,and had applied the principles. of airmobi· 
lity to the nature of warfare in South Vietnam":" I 

On 20 November,' the 2nd Brigade, First Cavalry, . 
dispatched one of 'its' companies for." frogleaps" 
west of the Sa Thay. The US unit met 'with a fierce 
reSistance. After the e'ncounter, the US Command: 
haVing supposed a shift of the LAF manceuvring 
direction, rushed reconnoitring patrois nQrthwest­
wards. Late in the evening, a .LAF unit slipped into 
the enemy rear and mortar pounded the. field 
Command Post of the'2nd Brigade, 4th Infantry, 
near Plei Jirang. 

"On 21 November, thc LAF managed to lure a 
c'ompany of the First Cavalry (command'ed by 
Captain Harold Wunsch and coming to replace; a 

. unit'of the 25th Infantry DiviSion) into an ambush 
west of Plei Jirang, one kilometre· east of the Cam­
bodian border. decimated·it after 45 minutes:of 
deadly fire a,?-d downed two helicopters coming'io 
relieve the . battered flying horsemen: Another 
ambush located 27 km'northwest of ·Plei JiTang 

. ': 
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wiped out a platoon of G[s patrolling nearby. Believ­
ing that thcadversary was rushing his concentrateJ 
(orces SOlIl!l\vcslwards of J{olllllm, the US Com. 
mand hastily sent reinforcements there. The puppet 
fznd'Regiment stepped up operations west of Kon­
tum while American troops disembarked 36 km 
northwest of PIei Iirang where they met with well· . 
ambushed LAF fighters. Upon landing, the US 
units- includingan infantry battalion plus a com· 
pany of 105 mm howitzers and a 106,7 mm mortar 
platoon -received a hail of bullets. of all calibers. 
Teleguided mines exoloded under their very feet 
while gunsncils, moriar ~ounds as "vell as a heavy 
machine-gun fire mowed down their ranks. So 
blitzing was the encounter that air and artillery 
could not intervene in time. Before vanishing in 
the jlingle, our fighters, by their at-top-speed drives 
and murderous assault.,. wiped Ollt an infantry 
eOl!)pany, a command one and one of 105 mm guns. 

. In 'the first' day; of their positioning into their 
new combat disposition and their manceuvre on the 
west bank of the Sa . Thay River, th" US shock 
units had ken hit .. hard. Two flying horsemen 
battalions, making" frogleaps ',' into the adversary's. 
rear yvi1h a vievv· to occupying the peaks -so as to 
have the battleground .. under control; were inter­
cepted and had one of them put' out of action. Their 
torn up offensive disposition included now no more 
than sOme fortified positions and, though being on 
the mend, ,tid not form a thorough fron~ line. The 
LAF, after breaking down the enemy's offensive 
prongs and dismantling his combat dispositions, 
went on storming the remaining positions. Ten days 
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afteL by a cleverly-executed pincers' operation, they 
decimated anoth~r US battalion and drove the 
assailants away from the west bank of th~ Sa Thay 
as well as from the openitional area which had. 
been to them assigned. The balance-sheet for Oper­
ation Paul Revere IV in Plei Jirang area,' which 
lasted from 28 October to 6 December . 19~6, was: 
2,500 en,emy casualties (including 2,100 GIs); 2 US 
infantry battalions and 8 infantry companies, 4 US 
artillery companies and 3 artillery platoons as well 
as 5 pU'ppet Rangers companies put out of action; 
another battalion of GIs was badly hurt; 26 howit­
zers destroyed; 21 aircraft downed; 21 military 
vehicles hurnt down. 

"One of the Bloodiest Ambushes" 

(]Iuglt A. kfullfganJ 

The amblJsh technique was not new to the US 
Army for, according to Gen JOhn H. Hay. Jr" it had 
been used, as far back as April 1775, when "Colo­
nel Smith's red-coat column was continuously 
ambushed as it withdrew from Concord, Massachu­
setts." Ho\,\rever H the mechanical ambush" as it' 
,vas used' in Vietnam, "was new." This time, ,US 
troops .. combined the ambush technique with the 
Claymore Il!ine and a tripwire. Later it was refined' 
by the addition of a remote control firing device .. ,· 
in conjunction with sensors. "This kind of ambush­
termed U.innovation" - ,was seen as H one of the 

.\ 

r 

PLEI - JIRANG 7' 

most important aspects of semi-guerilla warfare" in 

Vietnam:. 
For the LAF the ambush technique remained the 

favourit~ comb~t methOd of the traditional tactics Elf 
a modest-Sized and not much populated country 
having to continually face much more powerful 
invading armies, when "one has to fight even 
outnumbered, . to oppose the weak to the strong. ". 
The matter which focussed their at1ention wa~ to 
maneeuvre so that" the hunter had suddenly become 
the hunted." That was carried out in a typical 
encounter ~pposing a company of flying horsemen 

LAF 
..' . ~ ,. --- -,- __ ..l~ ..... f Pl~; Ti,..!:! nO' 

to a ~ unIt In tne nelgl1UVUlUVVU., VJ. ~ , ..... & .J .... ~ .... O· 

not far from the place (see Vietnamese Studtes, No·S4) 
where, one year ago, .a First Cavalry unit had" a 
Similar fate. " 

According to Hugh 4, Mulligan, duringthe night 
of 18 November 1966, Huey helicopters with the 
black and yellOW horse-head insignia ofthe First 
Cavalry flew Charlie Company (5 th Regiment), 
commanded by Captain Harold Wunsch, into Land­
ing Zone Hawk, five miles north of the Ia Drang 
Rivn nnd about a half mile east of the Kampuchean 

border. 
The first day (19 November) went quietly and the 

flying . horsemen, . after some patrols, . were back at 

L d 'ng Zone Hawk by dark for. the night rest 
WI . C· " 

" without having fired a shot or seen a V let ong. 

On ~o November, a hot and clear day, with 
helmets garlanded with tree branches and reeds, 
t1].e G~ ventured ~Ilt' across the open fields recon­
noitring every trail, every water hole, almost to the 

# 
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Kampuchcan bordcr. Again thcre was nothing to be 
signalized in their .( sea-rch and clear " game. 

ZI Novem her was even hotter. The "new plan" 
of the company called for the 2nd Platoon to sweep 
south, the 3rd north and the 1St to .remain "in a 
blocking position" to cut short the eventual escape 
of adverse elements who were to come in the open. 

At 09.00 hours, the 2nd and the 1st were a bout 
1,000 metres apart. At 10:00 a.m"Wunsch and 
Richeson led the 2nd Piatoon across a narrow river 
into a valley covered by tall elephant -grass. To the 
left 'was a deep ravine and. to the rie:ht. a hio-h 
ground with plenty of trees." ~, " 

Suddenly .. khaki-clad figures "appeared on the 
trail ahead of them. The 2nd Platoon gave chase 
trying to manoeuvre the "flying figures" in' the 
open, when small arms fire crackled in front. Thcn 
from the river bank behind and in the tree line on 
the right, came a heavy fire of 30mm machine-guns, 
"Tn the first thirty minutes. the two medics wcre 
killed. The company commander's arm "vas shattered 
and Riehcson was hit in thc leg." At noon, \Vunscll 
managed to call in an artillery support s.trikc, but 
"the rounds fell wide of the marie" 

By 14,00 hours, Letbetter and his 3rd Platoon went 
across a valley floor between two hills. They had 
just reached the ,base of the hill separating them from 
the znd Platoon when they became en,ircled. 
"Machine-guns moved them down from behind 
while small arms took up the chorus of death in 
J ront and on the right," Everything happened 
"shockingly quick." Letbetter was the, firstto fall. 
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Then the rad,ioman and the corporal on the field 
telephone. "The others hit the ground, but there 
wasno place to hide. The ·automatic rounds streamed 
in knee higll or lower, chopping up the grass as if:1 
mower had passed through. The two medies dicd, 
trying'to get to one of the machine gunners. Then 
the platoon's other machine gunner fell silent at his 
gun. " 

The fighting kept on raging. Durham, the platoon's 
sergeant, "had no time to weep for his best buddy"­
Smythe - who died almost in his arms for, at that 
very instant, a grenade burst and "a thousand 
needles ripped into his arm." 

Durham buried h,is face in the elephant grass 
and waited. He learned afterwards he was "the 
only survivor" of his platoon. 

Commenting on the flyinghorsemen's engagement 
at Plei-Jirang, Hugh A. Mulligan' admitter that "in 
the new war, death can' come shockingly quick, 
and, even 'with the superior Alncrican' fire po",,'er, 
the enemy has 'his day, a day he has pre'pared for 
long and hard, chOOSing the mom,nt and 'the place 
for the contact... The twelve fleeing figures had led 
Charlie Company to slaughter in one of the bloodiest 
ambushes of American troops of the war." 

The GI's defeat at Plei-Jirang once more has 
sho¥t~ed tbat thcn~ \vas no. hope for the Americans 
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10 I ry 1'01' i.I momclI tOilS v ictory to reverSe tht 

millt"ry ,!tll"tio" whe" Ihe Y"lIr 1l)()6 tame to aciOHe, 

The failllr" of Opcralioll Paul Revere IV did "ot rail 

10 remind the US Command of US retired Gen, 

Ike's Iamenl',llions which, since the rainy season's 

end, had urged for a change in US siratcgy, as thc 

. Vielnam war casualty list extended longer arid 

longrf with every passing day. 




