
Lying on top of a bunker on the northeast side of the Tan Canh per-

imeter, Captain Raymond H. D~~bi~*~ acting Senior Advisor to the.J±2nd ~V~ 

1legiment, paid little attention to the constant volleys of artillery and 

rocket fire which fell like rain on the beleaguered 22nd Division Forward 

compound . Although he was naked and unprotected to this deadly and accurate 

fire, he continued to perform in a calm manne~ as he methodically dieected 

US airstrikes onto targets given to him by his Vietnamese counterpart . He 

knew that the battalion of the 42nd which was supported by 4 M-41 tanks in 

performing this operation was also taking a fierce pounding from the mixed 

122mm, 130rrun, and 82mm fire and tnat they needed the US ai power he was 

providing if they were to clear this area which was so dangerously close 
,;z_,3,,-.d_ 

to their perimeter . It was the of April 1972 and all of the signs of 

an imminent enemy offensive had been present since early Jarru.afy , but the 

long awaited campaign had not yet begun . Contacts witn large~g~ NVA 

forces had increased significantly in the past two weeks as the Tan Canh/ 

If\k 'fo II area had seen itself become incircled by a ring of hostile forces .. 

The daily rain of artillery fire had increased from 20 to SO rounds per 

day in late March and early April to approximately 1000 rounds a day in 

the past two weeks . NVA forces had alre2dy secured key terrain to the 

north and east of the Tan Canh compound and were thus at le to place ac-
1 

curate observed fire onto the forces inside . 

His attention was ~omentarily diverted to the area of the main gate 

where one of the M-41 tanks had gone to unlead a crewman who had been 

a. ' wounded by small arms fire o At tha t mo11eht bril]/ant flash and accom-

panying roar signified that the tank had been hit by an enemy anti-tank 

weapon and destroyed . Due to the frequency with which the enemy had been 

I 
« 



untilizing the B-40 rocket, the Vietnamese inunediataly reported this as the 

cause of the explosion to CPI' llibbins. Dobbins quicll:ly radioed a spot report 

to the DIV TOG where the call was taken by ~Major ic!lhn. Wise ~ _g:t_~sor. 

Major Wise brought this to the attention of ~~~!?-~~U-~Kaplan, t r1e S_:.!::.ior 

Advisor to the 22nd DIV and LTC Terrence McClain, the DSA at the 22nd DIV TOG. 
- ·1'· 

After a brief terrain analysis the three agreed that the terrain was not 

suitable for a B-40 rocket since its effedtive range is only 2DO meters and 

there was over )00 mete r s of open terrain where the tank was hitt Col Kaplan, 

LTC McClain and Major George Carter tne Senior Advisor to the 14t n Armored 

c·'valry Regiment, proceeded to the destroyed tank. At that moment another wire - ,,.. 

guidea missle whisked over their heads and struck another t ank some 1)0 meters 

to the north of their position at the main gate. LTC McClain ran to the vehicle 

It 
gathering up some 30 to 40 meters of thin copper wire as he ran. He not,ced a 

small hole about the size of a silver dollar in the frontal armor. Underneath 

the tank was the tail assem'1ly of the rocket which was still very hot. !!:xam-

ination revealed this assembly to be about 3 inchs in diameter with 2 bobbins 

of wire attached and 2 jet noz 7els on its body for directional control. ~he 

three advisors quickly returned to the DIV TOC as Dobbins continued his method-

ical direction of air onto suspected enemy locations. In the period before 

Kaplan, McClain and Carter returned to the TOG 2 more guided missles were fired 

from t ne highground to the northeast in the vicinity of a Buddhis t Pagoaa• 

• Major Wise informed Col Kaplan of this upon his arrival back •n the TOG. All 

agreed that the introduction of this sophisticated equipment mi gnt signal the 

beginning of the long awaited offensive. The time was 10;31 AM. At that moment 

a large explosion rocked the TOG sending people and equipment ctashing aboutJ 

and theb it was quiet except for the unceasing artillery fire which continued 

a 
to shake the earth ahove. 



Military 1.egion Two is the larcest tactical zone in the '"ierublic 

of lietnam, containint, 47 percent ol' the country's total b.nd area . 

rlowever, it con- tains only 3 million peo~le or 18 percent o .. .' the pop-

ulation • .l.'or this reason the rollinf , sparsley populatec central highlands 

was a war theater where neither side tried very hard to win. lloth NV A/VC 

• 
and A,.f/N forces practt ced what military strategists refer to as an ec-

onomy of force . Each year duritlg the ary season the Annamite J•ountains 

in i ontum Province became an area of increasint enemy activity and 1972 

t . 3 
was no excep ion . (\J c::i ' ' I 

As early as tr1e medclle of December 1971, tue allied forces in 

t e central highlanas of Mrl.II beean to receive reports of preparation be-

in[ maoe by the North Vietnamese Army (N'A) ant Tiet Cong (V'-') for a major 

offensivP in tne winter/sprinf of 1972 • .\RVN intelligence reports and in-

teror;2tion of P\.l's and lici Chanh's told o f larre scale enerr·r trnop '!Jove-

me nts from base c.re as in Camboais. and Laos into northern Konti m Provi nee. 

These people also reportea tt1at U1e cumpait; h w uld be a J phase ofr'ensive 

with Pnase 1 from 27 January until 7 i•'etruary; Pl1ase II from 7 Febraary 

to 11..i February; Phase III from 14 February to 29 i"ebruary . 1 tic nigh '7i;oi nt 

of the offensive was to be characterized by attacks on Tan ~ann/Dak lo Ii 

the fire support bases on fi.oc:<:et .ri.idige, and tne 'l'1ain population centers 
1.....J. "\ .:i::-O"ce. 

of Kontum City and Pleiku City, Ifi addition VC localfactivity in the 

southern portion of }1RII and. in the coastal ~rovinces would increase in 
re~:...J..a. f' 

an attempt to stretch the regw.a&W' Army of Viernarn (AR.V N) forces very thin 

ana tnus make the t1ighlaruis vulneral le to a multi-divisional attack in 

KontUJ11 Province ' •Vith the supporting attacks of VC units in traditionally 

VC Binh Dinh Province, a success ant.he Kt> ntum battlefielc... wo1.ld inahle the 

rfVA to successful y slice the H.epur,lec o+' Vietnam in half and thns discredit 



the Vie£ narnization program, which was characterized by the ctrawdown of l;S 

maneuver battalions anc... the re legation of the remaining 60 ,000 U.::> mi li tar,1 

personnel in Vietnam to advisory roles, t1ad been a loudly proclaimed 

success ty the 1ixon administr;:ition. Its faj lure would be a disasterous 

blow to US foreifn 0olicy, •ind in turn five the NV A/TC a decided -.dvantage 

~ 
at t he nee;otiatiog table .6 1 

. Intelli~ence sources identified tne controlin[ headquartr0 rs 

combat uni ts 



were the )20th NVA Division, the 2nd NVA Divis ion, and the organic combat 
~~ ,..~.:...,. "':'"~ 

units of the BJ Front which equaled another divlsion size unit. These NVA 

units were supplemented by VG main force and local force units and the ~Cad 
(.o 

Armor Regiment from Hanoi High Conunand~ 

Due to the ever increasing indication of a TET offensive, the US advisors 

in MRII worked closely with their counterparts to utilize the remaining US 

assets in Vietnamo These assets were the Air Cavalyy , ·tactical air support 

and B-52 strikes. The Air Caval:ty was used to reconnoiter known e nemy base 

areas il::\long the Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam border ana £:t.lso the area to 

the northwest of Kontum City known as the Plei frap Valley. The Air Caval:ty 

together with Air Force foward air controllers were 0 ble to detect training 

areas with mock-up tanks, mortar positions and large bunker complexes.7 

During the last week of January the first sightings were maae of enemy armor 

activity east of Base Area 609. • On 25 January two Cobra gunship pflots 

from the 36lst Aerial Weapons Company reported sighting and ent aging two 

tanks in the Plei Trap Valley just west of Rocket Ridge. The pblots also 

s aw four other tanks under trees in the area. In this sa me area another 

team of Cobra gunships reported sighting six sets of tracks made by tracked 

vehicles. Even though subsequent visual reconnaissance did not locate the 

tanks the tracks indicated that the enemy had at least one armor company in 

the area. Subsequent tank sightings by US gunships occurred on 30 January 

and sporadically from t his time forward. dowever , the various reports cQEJd 
-,:--- ··-

not be substantiated by ground action and therefore, little credence was 

given to these reports by the SHAG advisory staff. Through the results of these 

reconnaissance e f forts and the patroling of the Border Rangers from FSB at 

Lak Pek, Dak Seang , and Ben het the us advisors were able to coordinate over 



60 B-52 strikes during t he month of January. friendly territorial forces, the 

Regional (RF) and Popular (PF) forces, increased their operations during 

January with several battalion size ground and airmobile operations being 

n 
conducted while ARVN regular forces concetrated on strengthe ning their def-

enses in Kontum and Binh Dinh Prov~nces. 
f/ 

Upon evaluation of all available intelligence 
1
the ARVN II Corps staff 

lea by LTG Ngo Dzu developed their plan for the defense of the Central Hignlandso 

It is signific ant to note that wnile the US advisors were kept informed of all 

developments, the Vietnamese themselves were the sole draftsman of the plan 

which was formulated. The key US figure tn this process was John Paul Vann, the 

only civilian ever sele '- ted to head the advisory effort in one of South 

Vietnam's military regions. Vann had spent over 11 years in Vietnam, first in 

a military capacity ci nd then as a civilian, and was very highly respected 

among the Vietnamese people. 
q 

Again during the first week of February VNAF and US Air Cavalry contin-

ued to report sightings of enemy drmor as anxiety for the expecteo of fensive 

began to build. Documents captured during the week of 4-10 February confirmed 

the presence of the )20th NV A Division in the B) 1''ront. The document also 

stated that the 320tn was composed of the 48th, 52nd, and 64th Infantry . ' 

Regiments and the 54th Artillery riegiment. The total strength of the division 

and its special battalions was listed as 10,hOO men. An accompanying document 

revealed that both 122mm and 130mm ~oviet field guns with ranges upwarusof 

17 miles were being infiltrated to the Tri-border area. ,/() 

With this aaaed information LTG Dzu appointed Col le Due .IY•t as command-

er of the .ARV!~ 22nd DIV 1''orward CP and ordered them to move the GP, the 47th 

tlegt, and logistical support to the Tan Canh/Dak To II area whic n was already 

occuppied by the 22nd Division's 42nd degt. The movement of the logistical and 



aivisicn main elements from the division base camp in Ba Gi, binh Dinh, --.. - ... ~ ._ ....... 

occurred on the 7th and 8th of Fe~~ar,y ana was accomplished very efficiently.I/ 

In addition elements of the 19th Cavallly were ordered to the Tan Canh area 
·- -

to reinforce tne diuision's organic 14th Cavalry Regiment . Col Dat placed this 

new armor sup port at Ben Het since he felt that any NVA armor assualt must 

come from this direction . LTC Toung, the II Corps armor aavisor argued against 

this dep loyment since it tied down t he highly mobile armor to static position5J 

and it would be better if it was kept in a more mobile rolel~he 2nd Airborne 

Brigade from Saigon's strategic reserve was also committed and placed on the 

fire support bases on tlocket tlidge . LTG Dzu also defined his command structure . 

Cod. Dat was placed in commana in ke Dak 1o area to include the Bord.er R~nger 

camps at Ben ttet, Dak Mot, Pak Pek , Dak Seang, and FSB Sand 6. Col Long , 
..___ - - - -----

Kontum Province Chief was responsible for lontum City and Col Tuong the Gorps 
' t '3 

.LJeputy for operations was given conunand. in Pleiku . 

However, TET arrived and there was no offensive . Nevertheless, the sightings 

of enemy battlefield preparation began to increase and grow closer to the stated 

objectives they would attack.vin res ponse to this continued buildup the US.AB 

conducted its own of fensive flyin5 more than 80 B-52 missions in the Tan Canh 
.-....... -· --

area during the first three weeks of ~ebruary in an effort to disrupt the 
!'I 

enemy's timetable. 

President Nixon's visit to Communist China from 21 to 28 February led many 

to believe that widespread enemy ectivity would occur during t his period so as 

to aiscredit t nis important meeting betwee n the two powers. Once agDin the 

enemy act E-, d contrary to intelligence estimates as he continued to avoid direct 

engagements but increased his inteedicting attacks on the lines of communications 

and minor installations. The number of ~W's and Hoi Chanh's decreased to only 

a trickle which in previous yea:t:s Wes a precursor of i mpendint, attack. Sur-

# i 



veillance continued to indicate an eastward movement of enemy supplies into 

Kontum Province in amounts not exper ienced in any previous enemy offensive. 

f IDhe delay in the offensive was attributaole to the difficulties the NvA/ 

VC units were encounte ~ ing in getting their forward logistics move u into 

attack·-positions. These difficulties were caused by the massive US B-52 and 

tactica 1 air strikes in the base areas and as follow up attacks in response 

to Air 6avalry surveillance and ARVN intelligence reports. Thus the TET period 

had been peaceful. Nevertheless, the ominous signs of the preparation of the 

battlefield by means of Lunker and road construction, reconnaissance operations, 

and movement into attack positiona fortold of a massive enemy offensive 

which the highlands had never before fxperienced and that the attack will be 

launched when the enemy's perso~ 1 ana lor istical pat tern is optimized and 

changing weather favors his greater freedom of movement. To further bolster 

the defense of the highlands , the Airborne Division Headquarters and another 

brigade moved to Kontum in the first week of March and took over responsibility 

for defense of Kontum City and the southern portion of Kontum Province. f"5 



to increase 

by the 2nd Airborne Brigade 

of several PW 1 s and one Hoi Chanh. The contacts were with NVA battalion size 

forces and marked the end of the period of enemy reluctance to engage in 

major combat. The rallier and PW's reported that the J20th NVA DIV would 

support the BJ Front and participate in an offensive during the pe " iod of 

April to September. The sources also reported many tanks in the base areas 

t nrough which they had moved and that NV A armor uni ts would accor1r any BJ Front 

ground forces during the coming offensiveo They also told of massive casual-

ties and destruction inflicted on units in their area by B-52 strikes. 
/b 

There were three other significant enemy thrusts. One of these occurred 

JOKM north of Kontum City where the 2Jrd Ra nger Battalion was assessing a 
--------

B- 52 strike. They became surrounded, and it was necessary to employ large 

amounts of tactical airstrikes, artillery, and supporting B-52 strikes to -- --
break up the attack. Another less intense engagement occurred between the 

95th Border Ranger B..!1 and the 14ls_t Regiment, 2nd NV A DIV north of ~en J:!~~ 

Finally at the end of the month elements of the 47th Regiment and the 2nd 

Airborne Brigade once ag <: in came into heavy contact along Rocket Ridge . These 

contacts were supported by B-52's and US and VNAF tac air which took a 

heavy toll on the attacking NVA forces o 

These successful ARVN offensive actions and the NVA/VC 1 s failure to 

launch tneir announced offensive on scnedule had an adverse effect on the II 

Corps Staff as they began to doubt whether the enemy posse£5ed the capability 

to attack his stated objectives. It was felt that the continued pressure on 

the enemy through t he use of increased patrolling, tae aggressiveness of the . ~ 



2nd ABN BDE•s offensive action and the massive continuing use of available 

air resources was harassing the enemy and hampeping his timetable for the 

preparation of t he battlefield. If AR.VN coulci continue his aggressive 

ground activity coupled with continued massive air support it would deny 

tne enemy the initiative and reduce the size, duration and e i fectiveness 

of any planned offensive. J7 

In t _e fiest week of April this estimate appeared to be accurate as the 

)20th NVA DIV•s 48th and 52nd Regiment continued to conduct human wave assualts 

on the fire bases on .ti .... cket r1. idge. .B-52 's and tac air coutinued to pound at 

the massed enemy forces in this area until 4 to 5 battalions were rendered 

combat ineffective. This information was affirmed by a PW captured in one of 

thes attacks but the PW also reported reinforcements were infiltrating daily 

and the unit5 were regaining their original strength. At the same time the iV 

42nd and 47th ARVN Regts were in heavy contact north and east of Dak To with 

elements of t ne 2nd NV.A DIV and t ,e 66th Re1)-ment of the BJ Front. Pw 's capP 

tured in these contacts i ridicated that the mission of the 2nd LJIV was to 

a ttack and fccupy Dak To II airfield and the Headquarters of tt1e 42nd ARVN 

Regt at Tan Canh . Additionally they were to destroy friendly artillery units 

along Provincial Route 512. The 66t ti Regt had performed 4 reconnaissance 
.. 

mhssions of the T n Canh compound and were in the final planning stages for 

the attack. The PW's oid not know the time frame for the attack but were 

certain it was i.rminent . 
1i 

Hearing these reports, LrG Dzu, felt that he had insufficient forces 

in the Dak To area to counter a multi- regimental NVA attack,. He tnerefore 

wanted to withdraw 9 ARVN battalions from Binh Dinh and thus leave the 

Province stripped of .Ai™N regular forces and. defended only by H.F1P:r uni ts. 



Mr. Vann,however, was able to use his tact and expertise to convince LTG 

Dzu that such a move would prove aisastrouso Vann proposed that in its place 

the It() of the 23rd DIV be asjusted to give it some responsibility in Kontum 

and thus there would be no need to move the battalions from Binh Dinh . This 

plan left the friendly order of battle as follows: 

171, A. 22nd DIV with a total of 13 battalions consisting of 3 Border 1ianger 

Battalions, 8 ARVN Infantry Battalions and scout companies, cavalry 
f 

<:/ and sector forces and 50 tubes of artille r y . 

B. The Airborne Division with a 1-Mift 6 Airborne Battalions of I•;fantry 

l Border Ranger Battalion, and 16 tubes of artillery. 

c. Kontum sector with a Ranger Group pf 2 battalions, and RF/PF units 

D. 50 tanks belonging to the 19th Gav and 14th Gav ft, gts spread 

between Pleiku and Ben rtet. 

With this realignment tne logistical requirements to support ARVN 

forces nortn of Vo Dinh were stretched to a maximum due to the single road 

access to the area . In this posture the ARVN forces were extremely vulnerable 

to an envelopment which would isolate all forces north of Vo Dinh. however, 

LTG Dzu would not acknowledfe t e fact that there were logistical problems~ 

Additionally he was under orders from President Thieu to hodd all real estate 

at all costs. The pressure was becoming greater each day and LTG Dzu began 

to wilt under the weight of such a burden. 

His problems were compoudded by the ineffecti11e and lirninspiring leader-

ship of Col Dat, the 22nd DIV commander, who was in command in the critical 

Dak To area. This fact was fully illustrated by his habdling of a combat 

arnualt which wa.s made by the 9t h ABN BN under his cont rol in Dak To and 

resulted in the loss of 2 helicopters, a failure to exploit 2 B-52 strikes and 

a bad fee ling betwten the 22nd DIV and tne ABl~ DIV ., 
J 'l 

9 I( 



On 14 April FSB C received over 300 mixed 105mm Howitzer and 75 recoilless --
rifle rounds accompanied by a ground atta~l by the 48th NVA Regto Although 

US Cobras and tac air were able to slow the initial advance, at ~ 230 tne 11th 

ABN BN was forced to withdraw . Major John lJuffy, the Senior Advisor to the ---
battalion was the last to leave the positions and as he left under tne cover 

of the cobras he noted that 5 of the 9 anti-aircraft guns that had ringed 

FSBC haQbeen destroyed and that upwards of 1000 bodies of the 48tn rtegt 

~o 
were stacked like cordwood on the perimeter wire . 

The 42nd and 47th Regts continued in their attempts to control the rtdge­

lines around Tan Canh/Dak To IIo The battalions were slowly fall~ng back to 

the main compound . 1he 1/42 became isolated by an estimated 2 enemy battalions 

on the 19th and resupply was impossible. Releif attempts were J5eeble by Col Dat 

and on the 21st after running out of all armnuni tion only 63 of tu~ 360 men in 
;i1 

the battalion returned to the Kegimental compoundo 

On 20 April orders from Saigon required the release of an Airborne Brigade 

of 3 battalions and the Division Light CP from 1'1.rl. II • To fill the gap left by 

the aeR'rting forces the 6th R..:_~ger Group was brought in from n;:,_e, and the 23rd 

I.JIV assumed the old Airborne AD with its 45th and 53rd ~~~e~t~. 

At 1930 hours on 21 April the ARVN forces on FSB D on ~ocket Ridge were 

overrun. Artillery fire had been heavy for several days, but the defenders 

composed of one company of Airborne and one company of the 2nd danger Group, 

held until an NVA attack supported by 3 tanks forced them to withdraw. To off~ 

aet the two recent setbacks on Rocket Ridge LTG Dzu thinned out the Dak To 

area by moving some of his artillery to Dien Binh and Dak To District giving 

depth to tee battlefieldo Vann had been urging this move for several weeks 

but had been unable to convince Dzu of its value until now.j}£l... 

On paper the defenses din the Tan Canh area appeared formidable ana adeq-



uate. The Airborne Brigade and Rangers on the fire support bases on rtocket 

Ridge were well supplied and werw considered to be excellent combat units by 

the American Advisors. The 47th ARVN Regiment at Dak To II had a company of 

tanks supporting it and also one battalion of Airborne. They also Clad two 
-- - --~ .. ~. 

106mrn recoilless rifles ana numerous 1172 light assualt weapons for anti-tank 

defense. The 22na uIV at Tan Canh had the 47th Regt and one battalion of the 

4lst Regt in the vicinity of the compound. Inside tht compouna there were some 
tfo N~v..Q..I/' 

1200 combat and comr at support troops. A±the~""fl 900 of these belonged to the ----·----
Logistics Battalion and were not organized into t he defensive plan of the 

compound. Th e compound relied on two 106 recoilless rifles for its main anti-

tank defense and in cdEiition had over one hundred M72' s and a company of M-41 

tanks. There were over 50 tubes of 105mrn and 155mm artillery in support of the 

area. ThE area appeared to be prepared for the multi-divis ion attack which 
- 7?;J 

threatened. 

beCl.m) 
The DiT TUC waa a 45 ft )Jy" 30 ft reinforced bunker of~ and PSP 

fencing with.fa.Ou.bl• l&J19r of sandbag& and was buried abo(t 8 ft underground. 

The impact of the blast which had tossed everyone about like matchsticks had 

\;:~!~~ ed bloWttout seTeral walls) destfoJ79 th• TOC 1 s cOllUllinicdlon room and 

equipment and the &leeping area of the ARJIN DiT TOC offtcers. As LTC McClain 

pulled himself to hii f Let the ringing sensati on caU11ed by the blast continued 

to rush through his head. hi& mind nad cleared enough to realize that Col 

.No I Kaplan and Major Wise had seTious head wounds.-~, other US appeared pnjured 

at that time but there were about 20 ARVN dead and seriously wounded 

writ\\ng in pain on the dej)-is strewn floor of the crippled TOC~ lLT John 

Jone&JOPNS OFF) and Captain DaTid Stewart, Di.T Signal Officer, began to 

bandage Wise and Kaplan 1 u McClain saw to liimi'ar detaila with the wounded 



"1ou Iv DGD 
ARV1f. Enr)"one went about the task of caring for the wondw in a d 

buaineaslike manner. Col Kaplan was tb.e first man to notice that a cur(iiin 

of smoke was ~to J;ll :Vti1n the Tue. The ~eo0ted timbers which 

reiforced tne bunker in the canmunications room had been i gnited by the blast 

and were starting to burn furiously. There were no tire extt1lgu1shers present 
4-)t-er" 

and fC:! !r several futile attempts to douse the flames with sater it •as 

dEC,1ded to evacuate the bunker. LTC Kaplan and Mcll£1.ain saw to it that everyone 
\o-e~ol'e :5GU r1fl 1-eJ 

was removed fran the bunker ~ei¥em they themselves Sitt tea fran the flaming 

tomb.tJ.. it 
--; . 

In the interimStewart and Major~k\m~5Warrnath had begun to set up a 

new ARVN D'l'IDC in the 42nd Regimental TOC using US signal equipmentJHlllDU 

since all that t he ArtVN Div staff had owned was de•troyed when the missle 

had-~"~~~.J.?tkeie foraer bunker.Workin~~\~1(z~Yand arduously the 

Div slowly regained a certain ·amount of its coi4>osure • .!3& _a se~d of fatalism 

had been implanted in the mind of nearly ew.t.J- memocr of the ARVN Div staff 

and most importantly in the mind of their leader Col Dat. Tneff· e guided 
devastated ~ 

missile which had •sxxs~IC.t&IJix the command bunker had destroye for it had 

• shattered the 22nd Div's conf,dence i n themselves and an eutlook of~whate~er 
so 1ll-er' 5 5eWed. 

will be wi~ be. The NVA ~b tterl••• and must win" had .Utt1d over 
' I' ~5' 

nearly every responsible • 

As of 1200 hours the enemy had taken a heavy toll on the ARVN forces 

through the use of the wire guided miss le. The five M-41 tanks within the 

compound were all destroped by the 91ssle. Sever al bunkers were hit to 
- ,;-._rrrz-.J 

«~3 
include the Div TOC and a bunker which had a 106 fi£J ~ rifle oo. it 

reco/J1fj 
for anti-tankf defense. But the most important destruction had been \( 



. 
O /?'J / A ou5 <....o ~I fl (; 

psychological and this factor alone was ail ar for the -QH6rng events. 
-y; f.. 51 u ,-JeJ 

At 11 AM ~ann ~•i8ed his OH-58 LOH through the heavy incoming 

~ artillery fire whtikJ!aci t: ~ ........ ;:.;.~ · __ ~!!~~·=.;~ ... - • mi: t• and landed 
rieca't ;w6 ' 

at Tan Canh to inquire about the aasa)"l:ng sftuation. He noticed that 

f ~(\e vneci~J(tC,. u 
there was no ARVN counte attery and that the. dsaae of Jtiunded ARVN 

soldiers which was in progress was dln all US effort on the ground. After • 

discussing the situation with the adviso~ Vann directed them to devise 

a plan for escape and evasionf , . He then departed taking with him several 

Vietnameseciviliai;vho were employed by the adviaore1 ;2,& 

LTC McClain and MAJ Warm<n;.h worked constantly during the afternoon 

to ineure that all of the wounded were evacuated. In addition to directing 

the\~~i~Qpters through~i21eof artillery fire which had increased to 3 or 

• 4 rounds per minute, the advisory team was also carrying the lft ter patie°'.S 

to the awaiting aircraft. The remainder of the advisorswere engaged in the di­

rection of tac air onto the countlessenemy targets in the vicinity of the ccm-

pound. With the exception of the increased artillery fire and small ground 

probes the remainder of the a~ernoon and early evening passed rather insig-

nificantly. It was not until 1900 hours that the enemy made his next move in 

the human chess match. At this time the NVA/VC lined up ten B-40 and B-41 

rocket launcners on the high ground near the L-19 airstrip. Aided by the heavy 

barrage of artillery which kept the ARVN forcea under cover t hey were able to 

lob rounds ot B-40 into the ammunition dump. After several direct hit~ theyz 

were able to igfJite a large fire which set off a chain of explosions destroying 
~7 

the stored 8JllJJl1Di tion. ~ 

At 2100 hours CPT Richard CCU!sidy the DSA of DAK TO~ received word 

fran his counterpar~that-:nks ~re mOY'ing t hrough the hamlet of D.AKJ~ 
toward D.AK TO Dist Headquarters. Cassidy in turn relayed this report to the 

22nd Div TOC and requested that a Spectre gunship with its l05mm gun and 2 x 
~ I?' -... 



40mm guns be made available to check-out this report. 

At 2)00 hours Spectre arrived in the Ian Canh area and immediately began to 

scan the Dak Brung hamlet area with his infrared and television tracking mechanisms. 
l~ cu/urnnl 

After a period of continous search of 15 minutes ""2'.-located his prey. A aeleRlll: of 

18 tanks was moving from west to ea~t toward Dak to District Headquarters. Spectre 

reported his discovery to the 22nd Advisors and began to engage the tanks with his 

105mm cannon. Within Tan Canh itself this discovery initiated a flurry of activity. 

LTC Thong, 42nd REGT co, sent his deputy to the water tower on the northwest side 

of the perimeter <to....Q),rect a~rstrikes onto the encroaching enemy. CPT Ken onan, 

ISA 42nd REGT accompained his counterpart to the tower and preparea to direct Spectre 

onto the tanks should they turn toward Tan Canh. COL Kaplan called the DCAT together 

a.~9 made sure that they all knew the E&E plan since it appeared a major attack waa 

imminent and .ARVN was not attempting any countermeasures. He then placed the advisors 
;Jy 

in selected bunkers to await the outcome of the initial engagementsi 

Spectre meanwhile had reported 3 tanks kills around Dak Brung hamlet . Loaal 

RF/pF forces captured one of these tanks and found that strangly enough there was 

no visible damage. ~oup of NVA Sappers then camedawn the road and the RF!PF fled 
t~u ") 

leaving the tank which the NVA drove off. It -trhetT became evident that although 

Spectre claimed a kill when a vehicle he was engaging stopped moving , his 105 cannon 

was having only marginal success in destroying the enemy armor. Since the vehicles 

were T-54's (or Chi Com T-57's) the only vulnerable points on the vehicles were the 

rear fuel tanks and rear engine conpartment~s a hit anywhere else would cause 
; s~ 

some casualties among the crew but not neccesarily disable the vehicle. 

About 2400 hours the enemy armor colum turned south onto a newly built road 

and headed for Tan Canh and the 22nd Div. COL Kaplan desparately advised the ARVN 

artillery canmander to get his people to fire on the tanks before it was too late, 

and they were overrun. His pleadings were answered with a 4 gun Y'olley which Spectre 

claimed hit one 1-'Lvehicle and landed within 5 ft of one of the advancing T-54 1s . 



Kaplan applauded the Vtetnamese for thet(efforts but an intensified barrage of 

..ttV '" enemy artillery sent the artillerymen scurrying for their bunkers and ended all 

attemif; to engage the oncoming enemy with indirect fire. 
17 

The column of steel had to cross two bridges to reach the 22nd Div compound. 

Botha bridges were across non-fordable stre~and were defended by a plat6b of 

RF/PF. Having no anti-tank capability, the RF/PF's evacµated their bridge, posi­

tifi.s when faced with the advancing armor, and the tanks continued into the out-

skirts of Tan Canh village. However , here strangely enough )some of the tanks 

stopped while others drove back toward Dak To. Spectre requested permission to 

fire on the tanks which hal!i entered the town but was .refused due to~:esence of 

the civilian• dependents of the ARVN troops who occupied the village. Dobblaa 

hl}:/rNLLEl-persuaded LTC Thon1 .to deplty one company of the 42nd in tank teams and 

move out to seekout the enemy armor. 'l'neir efforts were rewarc;i.ed with reports 

of 2 kills by these teams on the western edge of town. It was now 0326 hours and 
--=-
Spectre reported 10 of the tanks had splits off frcrn Tan Canh and travelled to -
the high ground north of the canpound near the L-19 strip. The remainingvehicles 

were proceeding south of Tan Canh village and then west toward the compound. 

Spectr.e returned to ~leiku to refueli 'and rearm and was replaced by another Spectre 

gunship-~~~ was armed only with two 20mm cannon and two 40mm cannon which were 
{JO>Jer ~ 

not capable of destrying a T-54. From hi• vantage point in the water CPT ,onan 

was able to place Spectre 1 s fire onto troop concentrations which were moving ever 

closer to the compound§nobbina had been on the east side of the perimeter near 

the main gate with LTC Thong since the first reports of the enemy armor were 

received. In the distance the sounds of the grinding of tracked vehicles was al-
ca / 4 N< .\'A 

most drowned out by the incessant pounding of the NVA 1 s artillery. He glN;ae.d. 

quic~iat his watch noting that it was 0515 and morning\4ould soon arrive. Why 

did'nt they attack was the question formost in his mind? His question was •oon 

answered by the roar of engines and the awe some sight of a solid wall of ~ - ------.. -..... 

l~ght$ as the tanks turned on their headlights and advanced through the early 

~7 



morning ~ze. As they began their assault they opened fire with their machine 

guns (12 .62 and co-ax) and raked the front line bunkers of the perimeter near 

the main gate with their deadly and lethal fire. At the same mp~ent the tanks 

b_x 
which had moved to the highground near the L-19 airstrips began to supporttfire 

an infantry assault on the northern perimet.er while a second infantry assault 

hit the southern per imeter which was aefended by tb.e recon company of the 42nd. 

Dobbins informed the TOC of the advance of tbe armor and also of a mass exodus 

of AHVN soldiers through the wire. '.£!le sight and sound of the advani.ng enemy 

armor was too much for the 900 undisciplined and unorgainzed support troops 

within the compound, and they fled in fear. The tanks crosseo the bridge a 1iJ,. 

movea on line toward the main t., ate. Dobbins and LTC Thong remained in positions 

near the gate in an attempt to build up the confidence of the combat troops there 

who had seen the support troops break and fle~ in brror. Having heard of the 

fle~ng of the support troops in t he TOC Colonel Kaplan dia~osed the situation 
eo_ ,i I +(.:.4 ( 

as Gt!t'&iear ana alerted the DC AT adviso~ to prepare to be extracted if the 

situation turned any worse and ARVN did not hold. He did not have to wait long 

for tne next report from i.lobbins S mi.1\Lt •ater ploced the advancing tanks at 
"'s 

the main gate and AliVN was unable to stop them. His tramsmission was cut out 
tnf~~ o" Cl 11 te 1111 lf5 

by I 105 shells which impacted the TOC knocking down the ark 2e1 ending all 
(_ dnt #I <>11 I c. Q f f d/V 
jszm1 re-..i1R with Dobbins and the outside world. At this report the LJivision 

AdvisorJrecognized that they were in no position to continue to influence the 

aetion t y their presence and as they exited the TOG, they securea their weapons, 

r ad i o and 2 LAW's and ventured out into the compound. They he aded weat past the 

s helled messhall and BOQ they had called home for the past 3 months and proceeded 

to the vicillJity of the water tower where KeJIV'Yonan was still perched in hopes of 
ttit: a;T' 

thwarting the attack if. •PjQ MR came into the area. But the mering haze was too 

low for high performance aircraft and gunships were still some JO minutes away.~:<_ 

18 
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Captain Stewart who was carrying the PRC-25 rad~oed Yonan and told 

him to come down out of the tower and move with them to the west where they 

would be extracted. Yonan said he was unable to move at that time but would 

join them later. His reply was silenced by the sound of two rounds of T-54 

main gun as they impacted on the water tower where Yonan was pere.lied,,A quick 

.call by Stewart again to Yonan to evacuate the tower received the reply that 

he was e.I( but could not leave at that time. Dodging impacting artillery shells 

as they rall the advisoJ,S proceeoed to the ••estern perimeter wnere tney were greeted 

by the sight of a T-54 with its exterior fuel tanks blazing barreling down 

the road from north to south just outside of the wire. lT happenned so quickly 

that they were unable to engage the tankl with tneir LAW's, Howevertas a second 
4c. ni e 

tank~ into view LTC McClain and LT Jones prepared their weapons for engagement 

but were frustrated by two malfunct~as the second T-54 moved quickly pas~. 

Amazingly there was no infantry in support of the two tanks. Realizing that this 

was their opportunity to exit from their entrapment the advisor moved quickly 

across the road. They halted and dropped to the ground sdince ahead of them lay 

200 meters of open ground which they reme~ber~was an .ARVN minefield. A wounded 

WV' ~h; rv\ 
AH.VN soldier lay ~H t&gdin pain just a few meters away. After quickly applying 

fi rst aid t he AR.V N t old the advisors he knew the way through the minefield and 

)s~';t~ proceeded to lead them across the open terrain to · the other side of t ne 
33 

clearing where they took up positions to ponder t neir next move. 

John Vann had been awake most of t ne pre'\#ious flight as reports filtered 

in to the II Corps headquarters in Ple iku and at first light he and his pi lot 

Captain rl.icb.m'd To~<!. were already in the air heading for Tan Canh. He had no 

a. ,. rno f' 
communication with tne auvisors since enemy ar:=v had begun their assault on the 

compound. Arriving in the air over Tan Canh 1Vann was able to establd:0h 

communication with Stewart on the ground. Thef.lfgency of the situation did not 

allow for the formalities of good radio telephone operating proceauresaA.. 



Communiciationswere on a first name basis as Vann asses :;ed tti.e situation and 

requested instruction on how best to come in and pick up the aavisors. Col 

Kaplan decided it would be best to move 200 more meters to the west since 

small arms fire was picking up near their present position. While one group 

of 6 men moved the remainin' 3 supported by fiie and tnen joined the first 

group several hund,ect meters to the west of the compound. Finally it was 

decided that Vann could come in his OH-58 and extract the first gl!'.DUp of 

advisors. In this group were Major Carter, Major Warmath, C~tain ~~lar, 

LT Jones, Sgt Ward, and Specialist Zollenkonher. As Vann lifted off with 
qrabb<Rl 

t ue first group several frightened JuWN soldiers ~ ~ onto t he skids 
) 

of the helicopter. Stwart warnea Vann of this but Vann was we 11 aware of r1is 

increased load as he flew off at tree top level towara the west. Due to hiis 

fear that the Vietaamese hanging onto the skids would fall before he could reach 

Ben Het> Vann instead sat down at .Uak To II where LTC 4~Bro nlee and 

Captain ~arden, aavisol'$ to the 47th .H.egt, awaited th.em and whisll{ea them 

into a bunker as.i:;Vann lifted off to head back for Tan Canh and t ue remaining 

advisors. It was only a short 5 minute trip back to the place he had left 

the remaining advisors, but as he sat the aircratt down it was sWamped 

by 15-20 A.'tVH 5oldiers who were panicked with fear. While attempting to 

lift off with this load,the helic. peer crashed but Vann ofteri called the 

man with 9 lives, and Captain Todd escaped to be picked up shortly be another 

aircraft which then located the three remaing US , Kaplan, McClain and S~ewart' --
Panicl(y ARVN troops again tried to crowd aboard but the helicopter took off 

leaving them str~ded on the ground. Thirty minutes later the aircraft landed 

'31 
at Pleiku. 



LTC Brownlee and Captain Carden had listened intently to the 6 US 

who had been deposited with them as they told of the T- S4 and infantry 

attack on Tan Canh and of their escape. Dak TO II itself was incountering 

\> 
increasing artillery&~ortar fire and some ground probes. It was less t~en 

1 hour since the attack haa begun an Tan Canh. The helicopter which had 

originaly been sehedUl.~d to be used for the command and control helicopter 

of the 22nd DIV was diVerted to Dak To II where it was to evacuate the e <;;;1J( 

22nd DCAT advisors . Cpt Carden had carefully noted the NV A antiaircraft 

weapons on his map and briefed the aircraft pilot over the radio. 

Cl rrf'oc..cl11 . • 
The aircraft made its ~Pevea from th~ . s~uthwest as per instruction and 

.,J-', 

weaved its way to the co11pound helipad where the 6 passengers awaited. 

The helicopter took some small arms fire from the dense ctlnldercover around 

' the perimeter but landed and then 1.ffted off with out damage. Howeverp, 

contrary to instructions the pilot exited. to the northwest and flew into a 

crossfire of two antiaircraft guns. ~ -~~l_!:c92ter burst into flal,!les . and 
"' i ........ 

crashed on the southern side of the perimeter. From Car.den's vantage point 

~concluded that there were no sitrvN'ors since the ball of flames and crash 

had killed all those abo~d. IT was 0730, 24 April 1972 and the fate of ~e j} 
I /) ~- ~ 

12 men on board Gladiator 17 would not be !~o:~unt•l 13 d~ J£()..,U/\, 

Back in the 42nd compound Dobbins>~ had chosen to remain unttl 
W\ I) 

the bitter end, and LTC Thong were feverishly working to reconstitute the 

aefenses of the shattered troops of the 42nd. By o630 the NVA had pierced 
Q l'1'Y\D(' 

the northeast perimeter with their aP0!1tl" leading, closely followed by the 

infantry. After initially repe lling a Battalbon sise infantry assault on 

the southern peremeter the Recon compony had been everr8'n by sheer numbers 

although the mot}e,than 100 bodies on ~he wire attested to their valiant 
\.;6'$ 

fight. The northwestern perimeter~ pentrated by a Battalion size infantry 
0 

assault and t t1en eJCPlred by a platoon of '154 1 s. 

t1' 



The enemy artillery continued to rage throughout the attack and even now was 
~tfl!l//y 

pounding about the attacker&. The weather had Bl! ly cleared enough for high 

performance aircraft. Dobbins relayed targefs to the air controllers who then 

rolled in and marked the tanks with smoke. The tanks stopped and attempted no 

evasive action butthe NVA 37mm antiaircrafi guns would OP.en up giving the 

fac's still more targers. Dobbins and Thong continually moved from bunker to 

bunker hiding in culverts of whatever would lend them couer. At 1000 LTC Thong 

lost all contact with his elements, and both men decided there was nothing 

else they could do to influence the situation.1'obbins recent attempts to 

contact Yonan had been fruitless as he had not heard from him since the water 

tower had taken the two lti.bect hits by the T-54's. It appeared unlikely that 

Yonan was still alive in view of the pounding that side of t "e compound had 

taken. '1&orJ ~ 
LTC directed Dobbins to follow him as he led the way to his quarters 

wi t. in the i nner perimeter . The~r were followe d b y about 19 AfiVN soldiers. i. 

Arriving at the hut Thong opened a trap door revealing a hidden bunker. 

Climbinc inside they cilosed the door and settled. into the aarkness as the 

fighting overhead slowly dwtndled to a few iaolated pockets of resfstance.:3~ 

After reporting the crash of the _UH_!_ C~_§.in _,c~~Em a~o L~C Brownl:e.,. 

lllli- tried in vain to find their counterparts arui the 47th command group. The 

Regimental TOC was deserted and it appeared that the command group had already 
.J 

decided it was time to exit the danger area. While looking for someone in 

command, Carden viewed the arrival of two T-54 tanks on the airstrip. One fl# 

T-54 proceeaed to the west end of the airfield along the north road to cover 

the highway leading into Dak To II from Ben Het where Col Dat had erroneously 



positioned the bulk of his armor. The other T-54 wheeled into the center 

of the airfield from the notth anel began to sysematically fire at and 

reauce the bunker defenses of the 47th GP. The two remaining operational 

maneuvered to the west flank of tne T-54 and took it under fire , 

with three rounds each. CQI'den was only 100 meters from the rNA tank and -- ..... ~ - ..------ - -
observed direct hits and smoke, but tne enemy, tank was not knocked out. 

The T-54 recovered quickly from the stun of being hit and laid its main 
\x.tt' 

gun on the first M-41 ~missed with the first round at a range of 800 

meters. The second round touched home and destroyed IIDR~ the M-41. 

Immediately the NVA laid on the second M-41 and destroyed it with one 
3::> 

round as the wounded crew members abandoned their burning tanlts. 

At thi s time a relief ~olumn _of tw~ _platoons of M-41' s plus a 

platoon of infantry left Ben Het to coun~rattack the 'NVA forces attackibg 

Dak To II. They crossed the Dak Mot bridge and were ambushed by a large --- I 

NVA forve holding the high ground just Q?ast of the Dak Mat bridge. The 

B-40 and Rfl. fire was successful in destr<¥.ng all of the M-4l's and 
,/ 

~<?' 
scattering the infantry. Thtilfended all counterattacks by Arl.VN forces on 

the 24th~ Having tttnes !:: ed the tank battle, Carden once again located 

L:::'G Brownlee and both men decided the compound was in imminemt danger of 

being overrun due to the total lack of command~control of tne 47th rl.egt. 

At about 1000 hours CQI'den witnessed, the 9th Airborne Bn which was also 

located in the compound moving out headnt: south with no explanation bei~ 

given. Seeing the Airbor~quitting their positior$, and remembering the Ui 

Advisors being extracted by helicopter was psycholgically damaging to the 

troops of the 47th and coupled with desertion of their command group proved 

to be the final blow in shattering their confidence. With no ooo to control 

them they began to leave their positions and head out of the compound. IT 

was evident 



· -t~fl, I 

to Brownlee and Carden that could no loncer influence the situation and 

they decided that no fight was going to occur there on that day. They 
S..o..+f\.ol"-eb 

_t.tnb "C..together their radios and whatever alse they. could carry, bur~d some 

documents and moved out of the base camp in a southeasterly direction. 

The Dake Poko River flows along the southern bbundary of the compound. 

The two advisors along with their Vietnamese interpreter and driver 

attempted to ~cross a small footbridge across the river. However, the Air-

Borne battalion and elements of the 47th legt who had followed them viere 

' pf nned down by a large volume of fire. The river itself was saturated with 

the bodies of the dead and wounded who had been chopped down while attem­

pting to cross the footbridge. Realizing it was impossible to cross the 

river at that location Brownlee and Carden moved cautiously back along 

the riverbank in a westerly direction until they reached a liKely fording 

spob about 700 meters up the river from the bridge. As they attempteJ 

to ford the river they came under an intenfe volume of both direct and 

indirect fire. Finally the gro1 .. p crossed the river and were clim1 ing 

up the steep bank on the other side when Carden noticed LTC Brownlee 

having trouble climbing the bank. &rden motion4.lto him to move to 
!I 

the left and come up the bank where he had just climbed. Brownlee told 

Carden to move on and he would be up in a minute . .. t that moment the 

volume of fire increased again forcing Carden to abandan his position 

on top of the river bank ano hu.rry into the ctt,nse underbush about 100 

meters away. Several minutes later the firing slacked off and Carden 

moved cautiously back to the riverbank in an attempt to locate LTC Brownlia 

He moved several hundred meters up and down the stream in his search but 

- J 



was unable to locate Brownlee. LTC Brownlee was never heard from again. - - -- --
Gathering his thoughts togther Carden and the two Vietnamese began to 

head south toward FSB Vida where they were picked up two days later. 39 

The pounding of US TAC AI.d on the NVA around TAn Canh had shaken 

the bunker where Dobbins and the 20 AliVN were hiding all day. Finally at 

8PM Dobbins divided the Arl.VN 1 s up into J man grOU.P§ and prepared to escape. 

ttowever, the m~n was full and they were detected as they ittearilL the 

sbuthwest side of the perimeter. Four men we~e killed in th•Sattempt, and 

the group finally found a place to t1ide in..g pt gpen on the eastern bunker 

line. At midnight the grbup again attempted to exit the compound but were 

caught in the illmnination of a flare by Spectte who was firing on targets 
viQ.•' ~ 

in the area ancLjonce again detected losing several more men to small arms 

fire at this time. They retuk\ed to the pig penand waited until about 0430 

when the moon finally set for the night. A low ground fog also covered 
-th~ :5 

their moves as they successfully exited the perimeter on bis lP. try. 

They proceeded south several kiili'ineters and were spotted and picked up t 

</O 
the next day. 



The NVA attaching units ?t Tan Canh and Dak To II were organic 

to the ~nd tfi/A Division. Battalions of the 1st NVA Regt and l41st NVA 
~ .... ~..._.-

Regt formed the W'antry assault along with the n .. 10 Sapper Battalion. 

The T-45 tanks which supported t oe assaults were from t> ne battalion of 
r>::J 

~a£!s~"~i.n an l\LVJ.. tat1k b.at_t.liJ.Jon) the 3,_afrd or~~~~e_nt . The 

attacK was well coordinated in spite of severa l miscufils in t iming,, t he 

use of conventional tactics by the en<imy was not new in the Indochi na 

war} What was significant was the NVA's heavy conr111iatment of front line 

tropps in an all out effort. During prior offens mve sle!lih as l'~T of 196b, 

VC units led the attacKs but the attack on Tan Canh was ~ almost 

• entirely an NI/A effort. Thr4ughout the 24th and 25th the NVA consolt dated 
<l"-R 

their gains and expanded their control from west ofrDak To II Airstrip 
o\esQrt~h 
~8 lfjllCi8 d and south to Dien Binh. The captUlled AH.VN equipment which was 

( 

' ' by the fleeing troops amounted to 123 X 105 MM hoWf tzers , 7 X 155mm 
_ ___ _,, __ ... _,.. ._.,....,._.,. ·:io••c•..........._,.,....t .. ;.oorv. ..._ 

t f' Cl\l.N~ 
nowrtzers, 11,000_r w of l05mm ammuni t i.el\ , 3000 rounds of 155mm 

- . -~.... ....... ... _ _,.. . 

ammunition, Division CP communication equipment, trucks , supp~ies 

and other small equipment . The AB.VN MIA included Cplonel Dat and his 

entire staff.~ I 
• The )20th NV A Div cont' nued its pressure on the remaining fire 

support bases on rocket ridge thramghout the attacKs on Tan Canh and 

Dak To II on the 24th• Gn 25 Apri1* i he decision was mG'fde by LTG Dz!-! 

t~ abandon the precarious pesit ions at FS~"t} _ and ~-~ .. 6 ' thus ' iving the 

NVA the ability to cover their movements aown l.lL 14 to Kontum City and 

also to hasten the abandonment of ARVN dlefensive positions along the 

route by bringing a heavy volume of fire to bear on their positions . 

Simultaneous with the attacks 

Div and VC main force units attacked 

in ~ntum Provinc4'it tue 3rd 1N A 

'({\ c.s.i:r 
the 3 no:bthern"9t dij'tricts . in 

Binh Dinh . The 40th and 4lst A.ii.VN Regimenta of the 24nd Div haa been -------· 



I· 
I 

quite successful in recent combat wtith V0 units, but the confrontation 

with 1NA rerilars cafllsed them to break and run from LZ English and their 

other fir• bases in the area. This focused all lb.f the ~ntion on the 

battle brewing for Kontum ~i:by. The NVA were within one small but dilfficult 
'>lfl,G-01\J 

step of i:k slifi,ing South Vietnam in halg. &Ii( and the US command began 

to give more attention to John Paul Vann' s pre~ projection tbai:: 

the enemy action at Quang Tri and An Loe we r e limited in ad.Opes and the 

NVA' s real goall was to take Kontum, Pleiku and Hinh Dinh Provinces by 

;;, uit I ch V 15/ oN 
m111it di~Wiche at tac~ across the highlands. 

To combat th• NVA off•nsive the II Corpss:D s taff activated the 

following plan. Col Ba, 23rd Div commander would command all forces in --- .. .-., 

Kontum Province t Blocking postions at VO Dinh and south along the Dak 

Poko river would be manned with 4 Battalions of Rangers. The 23ra A:lVE.,_ 

1-tegt was given the respons ibility for Kontum City while the 22nu .ti.gr ------
Bn moved to Polei Klfng to reinforce 1 battalion of Border Rangers which 

.,,..,,.,....,, ,,.. ~·· 

was already tnere. Vann also sought priority on B-52 strike ... which were 

then placed along .H.ocket rliage and over the FS.l:l 1 s which w~re evacuated. 

Thousands of refugees, remanants of t't}9 22nd~and missing US adviso~Jwere 

safety factor:fwhich had to be considered ana hinoered the planing of 

strikes. To get more selectivity in targeting tac air was 

over 180_~:;:,l~e .. ?._being flo\In during the 3 days from 24-26 

utilized with 

"I~ 
April 

,. .. ~.·.~ ... 

By 28 npril a gr sat many of ttie 23rd uiv staff was on tt1e move 

to Kontum city. Colonel Ba was f(l:i,ced with an extremely difficult and 

hazcirdous ~ask of moldinf a conglomeration of units into a cohesive 

defense . The only nnit orr anic to his command was the~ Reg~,'The 2nd 
/ 

and 6th 'tanger Groups, .:0ttlJSJf)';z 11 odf::powd the I ~uiug: £ofls ; !$4jer .J 
~ _, 



the Airborn Brigade
1 

and sector forces under Col Long composed the 

remaining forces under Col Ba's command. Each of thes other unit 

commanders reported through different a chain of command . Several 

were full colonels and resented taking orders from another c olonel. 
. 'T 

As a result Colonel Ba had an increasing ' aif'f~~ time attempting 

to get the ::: e commanders to respond to his orders . l' any times they 

wo uld not show up for the meetings which made it impossible to 

adequately plan for the llafense without having all of the subordinate 

commanders available . To solve the problem Vann s llggested to L'l'U 

Dzu that his deputy YG Phong and the American l.JSA tiG Hill fly to 

Kontum each morning at 0800 to preside over the staff meetings. 

Tneir presence insured the attendance of all di the unit commanders 

I/~ 
and inabled them together with the staff to plan f or the defense. 

Coloenel Tru~ the Sensior advisor to the 23rd 
.. oo·--

Div realized that the job facing him and his J.Ju AT was monumentous 

• 
for in a l fmited mnount of time they had to teach the Div staff 

the concepts of a co$lventional defense such as limiting points, 

how the units on the perimeter work together, movement of reserve 

t1! 
to cot4nterattack a penetration l preparation of routes for &mrHu 

possible penetrations . Therefore the de laying action which Col Ba 

'lvi s 
directed the 2rd and 6th Ranger Groups to perform ~ critical 

' to insur' ng that the Div had as much t i me as possible to train 

and prepare for the defense . The defeWJiye plan which was develoJeO 
•· 

created an outer defensive line 7 KM from the center of the city. 

There was one delay position 4 KM in front of the final defensive 

positions on the eaee of the city. Four lSSmm hornitzers and forty 
-----~-



' four lOSmm how1tzers wwre available for fire support. The north 

and west defensiglf were defended by Rangers with the &ast and 

South defended by the S3rd. 
L/~ 

On 26 April LTG ~D,~u was ordered to Saigon to see Presiaent 

Thieu. W11en h6i returned to Pleikulhe brought word that he had a 

heart ailment which would cause him to be committed to a t1ospital 

in Saif on aDzu ap{Slred to be shaken from his visit to Saigon and 

did not wish to discuss it with anyone. However, the cover of a 

stay in the hospital is a use.al one used to conceal the re l ff f 

of an AtiVN general. Dzu left for Saigon for the hospital on 10 

May and was replaced by l'iG'bm Toan. Tom had been 11 co11valescing 11 

in Sagion after the alleged rape of a 12 ys~r1 old ~ irl in 1970 . 

However, nis reputation as a combat commander and tacticic,.n were 

WQ 11 accepted in the US advisory cuannels and his dy nanic leaaerst1ip 
/./ r{ 

wo~c.'/be we}come in th' 1II Corps tacti._cal Operations area. 
d/\I) ~'ti( ~ .. /~>-(lt~f?.. o.JvlAA/--~/ 

......:aee ~ in MR II on 24 April from the Hf• Battefi•ld 

of Tan Canh on the radio as the group moved into its new position 
_} u ~ + n a•' +-Vi 

at .FSB Brqvo ~ ' th of Vo Dinh where they were co-located with 

the 2nd llirbor nePrigade ~and f6<J1'. The next aay tt1e Airborne ,,ere 

ordered to Kontum to board transportation for Sai on and the 6th Group 

moved back to FSB Lapl\Son where they replaced the 2nd lianger uroup who 

then mo11Jed to .BSB November • From Lal'\ bon whicn !Ls~long ~p~ of 

key terrain ai th a commandi Of' v iew of (.,!L 14 taoft h to Vo Dinh c;tnd south 

• 
toward Kontum, Gi ve f6am. his asJitStant Captain r- Vannie otservea 



the rem~nts of the 22nd Div struggle past their positions. They were in 

groups of from 5 to 15 people with very few small arms, no crew served 

weapons, and many had no steel helmets on web gear which they had discarded 

in their t 1aste to flee the attacking IN A forces. Surprisinglf", although 

their was no organization }here was n, panic as the stra6glers lookealike 

they were out for a Sunday stroll down the highway. 

Throughout the 25th and 26th sporadic aLtacks by fire hit the Group 

GP increasing near the end of th period. The ~roup had not received heavy 

f~alties, but at 1500 on the 27tr1JGivens and Vannie along with the 

Group GP were picked up b ~. WNAF UHlH and h•lilfted to FSB November over 

the objectiobs of Givens who advissd that since the major elements of th! 

Group were remaining at Lam Son the GP should remain to influe nee the action. 

After the departure of th· GP from Lam Son the remaining Ranger> BattalionsJ 

the J4th and 35th) continued. to take ground probes and attacks by fire. 

At 0500 _Qn l May t l.e crews of four M-41 tanks at Lam Son abandoned their 

vehicles in the face .2f an NV A attack a_nd_ the NV A then occupoi>ed the tanks. -- - _ ... - ..,.._. .. -
Several sorties of VNAF tac air and a USAft' Stinger gunship were successful 

in oestroying the tanks and repulsing the NV A. 

At lbOO Givens was contacteo by the 23rd liCAT NGS ano informed th•t 

the Air\i>orne artillery battery haa departed F'3B Lam Son. Givens hurried 

to confirm this with the Group Commander LTC De , but was told that the/ 

Group .ttead.quarters haa no contact with its two battalions at Lam Son. 

This was difficult to believe dur to the small transmittal aistance and 

the abundance of PRC 25/77 radios within the units. At 1930 contact was 

re-established with the units who were thi:n w•ll south of Lam Son and 



moving south carrying 50 wounded and their crew served weapons with them. 

Givens inquired as to the reason that the artillery had at anaoned thL FSB 

and discovered that L1'C De had ordered his two battalions to move out and 

tha artillery had no local secu:bity remaininc and were tt1us forced to 

lear. Givens asked LTC De if there was a change in orders changing their 

mission to hold the ~sh at all costs, but was told that there had been no 

change. On 4 May LTC De was relieved of c ommand by LTG Dzu dl.l.9 to this 

disobedie nee and disregard of orders . 'I (o 

Th~ problem convinced Col 'fruby and Hr Vann that the tiest plan of 

action to pursue was to recommend to LTG Dzu that the remaining organic 

units of the 23rd, the 44th and 4Sth rlegiment~ should be brought to Kontum. 

These regiments would be exchabged for the 2 danger Groups and the ~ 

Airborne brigade with no loss in manpower from the exchange. Dzu accepted 

this proposal and on 6 .May the 45th Regt moved up Q1 lh from Pleiku and 

was exchanged for the 6th Ranger Group. The 44th Regt had been in heavy --
contact in the Meng Yeng Pass during the latter part of April . Their actions 

there demonstrated that they deserved the US advisors' estimate of being 
q7 

the best regiment in .HR II. 

The period from 24 April to 5 May WES one of increased attacks by 

fire on t r1e Ranger Camps which were astride the NV A. supply routes. Ben Het 

and Polei Klang bore the brundt of these sporadic a ttacks since they 

hindered the enemy's movement of supplies into his assembly areas for the 

attack on K"ntum City. Finally on 6 May at 12.-00 Polei Kleng began to receive 

' heavy calfber artillery fire with over SO rounds fallit:lE in the next Clill) 

hour and a half. US air strikes caused a momentary lapse in the rain of 
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fire, but when the forward air contrill•rs left station at 1515, the volume 

of fire once again increased until 500 rounds had fallen by 1900 that day. 

The fir• was being a~usted as the rounds systematically destroyed each 

bunker within the compound. The commar:d bunker where US advisors CPT Geddes 

Mac Laren and lLT Paul McKenna were busily directing US air support was 

struck by several direct hits. The final blow at 1730 collapsed the walls 

and blew a two foot thick oak door off its hinges. The two advisors dug 

their way out of the mass of rubble and moved to open foxholes nearer the 

perimeter. The enemy forward observers then systematically walked rounds 

around the compound destroying all the buildings above ground, all of the 

bunkers, and knocking down the antennas.._, The repeated accurate shelling 

of the camp completely demoralized the A.RVN Ranger defenders. When McKenna 

attempted to lind the Battalion Com.~ander at 1800, he found that the 

commander had fled from the compound. On his return to the limited cover 

of his foxhole, he observed. the N'.J A using flashing red beacons to signal 

their ingantty who were poised for the attack. At 1900 Qn OH-6 weaved its _ ....... _.,.,,_ ... , .... - '·~-, .. ..,,,,.'":,. 

lJ <{] 
path through the heavy anti aircraft fire to extract the advisors. 

The cmnp continued to hold on for 3 more days of continuous pound-

ing by indirec t fire and ground attacks by ~he 66th NVA Heg~. The enemy's 

massing of nis forces to seize Polei Kl.eng provided luctative targets for 

US B-52 strikes which totalled 16 in the ar•a during the 3 days of ex-

tended attack. Finally at 0500 on the 9th of May the .ARVN forces were wedged 

out of Po lei Kleng by a combined assa1tlt of NV' A tanks and infantry . LI'G 

Dzu directed anything within the evacuated perimeter to be taken under 

fire. The effect of B-52 strikes against th• forces attacking Polai 

Kl•ng was attested to by a Hoi Ghahh who reported that his company which 
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originally had 100 men had o7er 40 KIA and many more woundea.L/? 

During this same 3 day period Ben Het Ranger Camp began to receive 

an increasing amount of indirect fire totalling 400 to 500 rounds of mixed 

heavy caliber fire. On 7 May the 71st Ranger Battalion mutinied with the 

Battalion Commander being given an ultimatum to extract the uni L within 48 

hows 1 Before t he extraction could be completed the camp was ringed by anti-

aircraft weapons. Two wire guided missles were fired on the afternoon of the 

8th but inpacted in an open area causing no damage. 
~{) 

As dawn approached on the 9th of May the NVA sent dogs into the 

perimeter wire to detonate mechanical mines. This tactic was followed at 

o600 by a heavy ground attack supported by tanks • Th~ tanks were PT-76's 

and ~ a total of 6 were takihg part in the attack . Two of t e tanks sup-

ported by infantry as54114l-ted the main gate but were repulsea by 0700 with 

both tanks knocked out by .tiangers using th.e LAW.~ 
At 0730 another assualt b 5 tanks was made on the eastern per-

imeter. Two of these PT-76's were againf struck by Rangers using the LAW 

and the remainder retired after assisting the NVA infantry in seizing the 

eastern perimeter. The remainder of the morning and afternoon was one of 

.d. 
constant NV A assualts which were thwarted by the R ngers. By 1700 The per-

imeter was restored. The attacking NVA forc es lost 11 tanks and over 100 - - ~--~ ~ 

dead in the abortive attempt to overrun Ben Het and although the forces th 

there continued to be harassed, no mote major assualts were made /I 
The Air Cavalry had not been id.le during the period since Tan Canh. 

There daily missil-ns over the battle area detectea new trad s, caches, and 

bunker complexes as they were being prepared . Anotner innovation by the 

Corps advisory group was a Corps i riorne command and control helicopter 



with senior officers flying as observers and going where they could best 

influence the action. On 10 May BG Hill stopped in KUntum to cC>nfer with 

Col Truby about a large sighting he had made slightly north of Vo Dinh. 

Hill was convinced that thr area was a main assemvly area for the attacking 

forces. Ai POW captured that same day confirmed that the J20th DIV had 

closed on their assembly area. Subsequently B- 52 strikes were placed on the 

suspected positions.•Q 

The 23rd DIV had continued their preparation of the defense with 

Colonel Ba persoaally walking the entire defensive perimeter criticizing 

certain positions which weren•t sufficientJand talking encouragingly to 

his troops. Several tank hulls were pulled into open areas anu as many sold-

i ers as possible weregiven the opportunity to fire the M-72 LAW. A comp-

anion program was the psychologically oriented use of pictures from the 

battlefields of An Loe and Qua ng Tri showing victorious ARVN soldiers beside 
-J;:,"h.~ 

T-54 tanks they had destroyed. The whole idea was to instill in ARVNjbon-

fidence that ne could destroy an attacking tank. 

Commanders coordinated at their limmting points and supervised 

the improv$ment of camouflage. Reserve forces practiced moving through 

counterattacks against poss ible penetrations. 'fbe DIV artillBry preplanned 

fires around the perimeter and also trained Sector forces in the art of / 

calling for fire in hopes of instilling in them a sense of duty to the 23rd 

by showing them the Div was going to give them all possible fire support. 

Col ba oraered limited offensive operations which were successful in fix-

ing the enemy and developing targets for the numerous B-52 missions which 

were now being allotted to :MR II. -'Y 
On 12.' May the 44th Regiment completed its replacement of the 2nd 



Ranger Group along the main probable a~nue of appproach QL 1.4. The 44th 

Regt's positions were approximately 4 KM Northwest of Kontum astride QL 1.4. 

The ARVN soldiers were quite confident of themselves ana their ability to 

knock out NVA tanks with their organic weapons. Col Ba had himself gained 

confidence now that he had the 23rd 's own units organized into the defense. 

The Air Cavalry detected a large buildup of armor and troops just south 

5-8 
of Vo Dihh and had l IDH shot down by a T-54. 

At 7 PM on the 13th of May i radio intercepts confirmed that the 

320th lJUrv was in its final stages of preparation in their assembly area 

and would attack as early as possible since they felt their presence had 

been detected and US B-52's would hurt them if they remained. Truby talked 

to Vann a4\d both were a little skeptical of the thought of an imminent 

attack since no concentrated artillery preparailions were falli nt on the 23rd's 

defensive positions. Scattered attacks by fire were accurring, but the 

pattern of t ue previous attacks at Tan Canh and the FSBfg was to use a 
..s . 

large volume of indirect fire prior to the attack and this had not occurred. ~ 

At 2230 FSB N vember which was defended by a battalion minus of 
n 

the 44th Regt reported seeing many lights moving south on QL 14 toward 

their positions. Even this report did not at first create alarm until they 

remembered that the NVA's inexperience with night movement of armor vehicles/ 

had caused them to use their ti t.hts when moving into attack positions at 

Tan Canh. As they continued Jo cultivate the idea in their minds Col .!:l a 

walked in with a captured document which had beem sent from the 320th Div 

artillery commander to one of his units. The message stated that all 

suoporting artillery would su;iport an attack by the 320th at 0400 the next 

morning. Co 1 Truby again talked to Vann and the Corps G-3. Although both 



still consider""d this contention hasty Vann believed it was better to be 

prepared and told Truby he would get air assets to them at first lifht. 

At 0400 tney all waitea but nothing happenned. The 2Jrd Div G2 

LTC Tieu then brougnt in another captured document whicn delayea the attack 

one-half r1our. rf.c Tieu also stated he believed that since these orders 

were coming from BJ FrotJ:b Headquarters the times were pro1 ably Hanoi time 

which is one hour slower than Saigon time. At 04JO FSB November began to 

receive an increasin volume of indirect fire which continued to increase 
('( 

in intensity untiCl 05JO. At this time the attack began/ 

The NVA had been totally surprised with tt1e ease they haa taken 

Tan C nh. Since their success was so freat there they decided to attack 
~ 

Kontum City without utilizing a heavy time consurnming artillery preparation. 

The attack had three major axis of advance ( Sketch J\ ap 3 ) all oriented 

alonr QL 14 from the north and nortwest. The 48th NV A Hegime nt with one comf:R ny 

of the ~O)rd '.E_~ajsRftgiment attacked from the northwest alonr the west side 

of QL 11.. The 64th NVA Regiment attacked south along the east siEiEi of QL 14 

also with one company of sui?portint armor from tne .20Jrd Tank Regiment. Tne ... 
2bth NVA tlegiment of tt1e uJ Front completea thi.c attacks as they aavanced 
--~-~ 

from the north against the 5Jrd ARVN ':iegiment which was defendine; the 

northern portion of t.e city al.out 2 KH out. l'he 14lst J:iegiment of the 2nd/ 

NVA Div probed toe Sector forces who defended tne soutt1ern positions along 

5 'ti 
tne river. 

The air su,J ort was not yet on station when the call came into the 

Divisicn Oneratior.s Center that ~two columns of infantry with tanks was com-

ing c..own QL 14 but a quick call r;y Truby to the Corps Ont.ratHns Center 

launched US ~obras and the new weapon in the Corps arsenal, tne nelicppter 



borne TOW missle wnich was designated tiawks Claw . The AH.VN artillery com-

mandep quickly massed his artillery on the high speed avenue of approaqh 

QL 14., and the L.4th dispatched s everal tank kille )N teams arme d with the 

l'l-72 LA."1 . The ma~sed artillery separated the attackinf infantry from the 

tanks making thr T- 54's easy prey for the tank killer teams. LTC Thomaa ~, 

} cKenna, SA to the 44th 11.e[t repor:ted ·ARVIJ soldiers,althoug_h aamitting they 

were scared t y the iron monsters tere crawling out of their bunkers and 

engaeing the tanks with tt1eir LAW ' s at point blank range . Two quick kiLs 

;:(' were made by the teams • • eanwhile uawks Ll,.,w had a1-rivea over Yonturn. Before 

two of the tanks could reach the cover of the thick undert rowth along the 

highway fiawks Claw haEi released his missles stopl.int them ueaa in tneir 

tracks. Th heavy artillery concentration and sudaen destruction of their 

leadinf armor broke up tne initial attack by 0900, althougt indirect fire 

and small pro\.es continued. The air was i'i lled with air support now, both 

US ana l/NAF, and they took on t •. e n1any targets with vigor. 

All of Konturn City was receiVing incomi nc artillery and rocket 

fire, bu1 tne air sup art was nighl; successful in spottinf its origin and 

silencirn t}ie :uns and launchers. Some areas, however, such as the airfield 

and Jiv C.· received light attacks by fire as if the enemy forward observers 

were sdjusting their rounds for future use . By ni ht.fall on the 11,th the/} } 
front lines haa been restored by the 23rd Div altnougn tne fi§.hting was 

fierce and hanct-tc hana most of tue day. 6 'l 

~t 2000 the enemy again launched attacks at.ainst the positions of 

t •• e 41.th and SJrd iiegts. The renewbd attacks were more intense than thr:, 

previous ones and i.n the confusion of fiLt1ting at mtl1t tn, two A:t.VN H.egts 

failed to coordinate ana interlock their fires cteating a situation whicl1 



I 

spelled disaster as a battalion of' the ~NA penetrated botn of the AR\tlN ---
Regts. 

haj Lovings reportea to tne lJiv advisors tLat ttie ~V~~:~ime_ntal 

Commander was requesting the timed pre ,J lanned artillery fires on their loc-

ations. Lovings also requested that when Spectre Caine on station he be al-

lowed to work him on the pe:eimeter of the 44th . By this tbte Lovintss and -
LTC McKenna felt they were faced with 3 battalions of attackinL NVA who 

were situated in their front, eastern flank and those who had penetrated to 

their rear. Spectre arrived and Lovings in!Illediately put his fires all around 

the perimeter as targej's were relayed from the front line units through the 

Regimental "'o-nm ander to him. {i O 

At that same moment in the Division Operations Center .::01 Truby and 

the other members of the DCAT were attempting to develope some drastic def-

ensive measures which woulo stop the enemy penetrations . T~B-5~ strikes 

were scheduled for OJOO ana the idea that perhaps somehow these could be 

placed on the attacking enemy and decimate their attack . The situation was 

turning more desparate by the minute and if tne penetratiL us coula not ba 

stopped Kontum would fall by dawn . Tne rl.ules of Engac,ement were strictly 
~ Z, I 

~i <. ~~l enforced and made it impOS '' ible to request the arc light strikes any nearer 
. rt / ( 
) . ~ci--\ to friendly positions , ~ut a proposal was placed before Col Ba to withdraw his J!I' ~I( J y 
1· l~ 

ye 
I 

forces one hour before the strikes, take up the slack in weapons fire with 

artillery
1

anu when the B-52's arrived they would catch the NVA in the open 

with little cover. Ba was deeply concerned with the det eriorating situation 

and anxious to do whatever possible to ~prove it. Truby called ~ann and told 

him of the plan and requested Vann approve it for implimentation. Vann was 



very hesitant due to t he complications involved in this plan which he could 

see was tak~m from the pages of nuclear warfare tactics of withdrawing 

your forces, striking, and then exploiting the s t rikes. Finally he acq-

uiesed after discussing it thoroughly with both Truby and Ba. ..,.._ 

There was still 3 or 4 hours until tne strikes were to go in and 

now all attention was i ocused on holding in place. The 5Jrd Hegt become 

desparate and conunitted their reserve to bl cck t 11e penetration in their 

sector. The 44th with the aid of Spectre was holliing its own against the 

attack on three sides. At last the time to withdraw arrived, and Ba sent out 

the order to withdraw and increased nis artillery fire b.avi ng the guns 

fire continuously for the next hour. The nearneas of the two strikes shook 

the teeth of the ARVN defenders but as the r mbltilg stopped so did the 

ferocity of the attack. At first light elements of both ARVN Regiments moved 

into tt1e areas which had been struck discovering several hundred r odies K 
and parts of bodies dressed in green uniforms and sandals. The majority of 

the attackers who h d penetrated the defenses were sappers which was evidenced 

by the fact they were armed only with AK-47's and carried explosive charges. 

In the fro nt line area numerous crew served weapons were found with the 

crumpled bodies of their oper ators nearby. Over 200 enemy KIA were confirmed 

by Mc Kenna and lovings in front of their positions with another 189 beinV 
<n~1 ftR~i ~rt rt\ -Cl-\-.! i:;~,,~ 

reported by"W:;DSJrn. Seven tanks were de5troyed by the TOw missle, LAW, and 

tac air during the attacks of t e 14th. 
ft \ 



The South Vietnamesexapp11• claimed 11 tanks kills, but no matter 

what the number was, both the Arl.l/N Division Staff and the l\merican 

advisors felt that the battle had mnaji>r i.Mpact in co nvincing ~uth Vietna ses 

line troops that tanks are not invincible. The analysis by Vann and his 

staff at II Corps ti._is was that the 1forth Vietn~•s• apparently were trying 

to save time by attacking with tanks before their usual artillery preparations 

in hopes the defenders would be frightened into retreat as had occurred 

in Tan Chan some three before . Fewer than 3000 NVA had taken part in 

these initial attacks but they knew a full division of lqooo men was 

within striR:ing distancf' . Anticipation was mounting for a majorthriist 

~11111J 
While sea.rching as a.re light area the 2/5Jrd fi • ' e'1 2 J emeny 

KlA anCl /l'tl).,t in a close group . The 

b QC;J111~1'iit; 
only 25 men ana were i9-rst';iHt tt1ere 

vhA stated that his company had 

attack when the bombs started to f;.;.11 . 

Colonel Ba orderea limited offensive maneuvers be condWl.ted in tne 

a.reas of the previous Jl\ight15arc light~in a.n a.ttempt to fi:x the enemy~ 

new positions and develope new air and art: llery targets.,Juring these 

received 
o er at ions elements of the , 4th ;.nd 53ru 1i.egts .!!~· vem fire from neavy 

morta.rs a.nd aut toma.tic wttapons intermi tta.nlty throughout the •.fit .. ernoon I 

Sf:u I k1AJ6' 
.1awks Cla.w continued nis 2,t 'j[jz of the ~nemv b v locating and destroyin1 

an ~nununition truck , ammo c;;ic 11e :rnd • larft!' hunker in the area nothh :1st 

of the city. The Air l~ avalry ri-ported a lar1 ·e incre.se in activity i ... ~ 
t he northeast, southeast and west of Yontum. t •• ti h ,+, 11E IC,l!t11 '3H y 

#cifacki, a~ pet~ 81lmeft~s. d~ar activity wa.s aetecteu 

to the west of Kontum City near th~ Dak Poko rti ver, 
to;)_ 



'Ii cuus-~.J 
This brutliJup in t e southern def ... nti'Ute area of operations 011ir:d 

a cre-.t de•l of co nct.rn amoufl the Div advisors. This concern w-.s 

basec on the fact that the ~F/PF maf'lning the southern a 

habit of le d ing their p sitions .. t thght <ind eoing into town to 

be with their 1 amiliesr'lhis absence created gaps in the defens es 

which if uerected by th• enemy would allow them to enter the city 

virtually unoe~ · ted . 
ea "'•1°1t 

An i nt'creased airlift was begun in Cl ta® t on the 15th to evacu .. te 

the f4Wli lies of ~ntagnard refugee). Some 2500 Montag•rnard men were 

given arms ana d tailed to militiQ.. units d~fending the city. The 

refu6 att:> were floWll to Pleiku which 1-1as r"' le<tively safe, but some 

• 
30,0CX) of it civil• ans had ~lso fled from the provincial capital 

to the coastal re5ions and southern provinces , uch of the exodus a!lilrrd 

immediately following th"" Tan C~h disaster . (9'3 
d ist>u pt<-?6 

The rl"latively quiet day was disr:p pped at0'200 homrs by an increase l-

in the ,..nemys shelling activity. Some of thj.s fire was 100 mm fire from 

the main guns of 7-5A tat:ks, Six of tnese were discoverr.Jl{ mi nu~ later 

ano a LS cround Tl•V t 1 .m who had been deployed to Kontum City on tne 

14th took one of these T-54 under fire Ol.nd destroyed it. These incr aEl"d 

attacks ~y fire ccntinued •long tne entire .uivisi0n front uni t il 

91.pproim .. t l)' 2300 when the contact Ol.g<il n decreOl.Sl"Cl\~ g ouno .. ttaCK nau 

~ust st .. rted in front of the 53rd iegt's pesitions when a 2240 •re light 

fell on the attackers •nd the firing ceased. Tho remainder o the eveni~ 

p .. ssed without any further significant enemy activity until about 0615 

wnen U.e t•nks once <ilgiii.in bet an to fire upon the positions of tt1e 44th. 

.1owever, nothing developed in the ground activity. 

~ 

'f ( 

(p <( 



Colonel Ba examined the diJ' 'iculties he had encountered in these first 

few probes. He had seen his defensive Una penetrated and disaster n-.r-

rmiTly avoided. As a result of his fear of tnis ht1ppennin[ again he 

decided t r tighten his defensive perimeter. Ba discussed tr,is with ~Cl 

Toan •rnd V:.nn on tl1eir visit to Kontum City on the 16th iiind it wt1s 

01rreed to move t e 44th R.egt back into a reserve position in t e hospital 

compouno and move tue 45th 11.ebt into their place . 

The airfielfi came under increas~d observed inoirect fire dur-

ine the afternoon of the 16th. Each time Iii helicopter c.me in to refuel 

:.t t e hot refuel point he w .. s grel!'tea by 9-12 rounds of mortar and 

:.rtillery fire . Three helicopters were damaged in this manner auring Lhe 

afternoon hours a.Two lfNAf ~-123 's wt1ich were parked on the parking ramp --were systematicclly brought under fire •rnc. destroyed. In addition to 

damaging aircriiift the airfield runway w:.s damap-ed by over So rounds whicn 

impiiictea on it af er 1700 . The airfield remained closed until 0~45 on 

U1e mornine of tne 17th. 

At 1L30 on t"ie 17th a US C-130 wois unloadinf its carfo of ammun-
,_______ ----

ition on the western end of th airfield when rocket fire ag-.in beran 

to fall on the iiiirfiela. The USA"' pilot feoiring da'roave would occur to his 

•ircr-.f't attempted to take off' with his aircr-.ft only partially unloaded 

and the ramp still aown. A shower of sparks was thrown out as the ramp 

drug on the runWiiiY ;i.no prevented the aircr-.ft from ovtaining 1'lignt S.Jeed . 

A Vietnamese brick factory was built at the east end of the re.nway and/ 

the C-130 scrapped the roof of the builihng. This jolt caused tne pilot 

to lose control of the aircraft with its rignt wing strikil'lb the ground 

and the plane flipping onto its Lack. A US helicopter cropped in and 



extracted two of the five er• wm•mbers. The incident coupled with tne 

increast ing volume of observed artillery and mortar fire caused Vann to 

reach the decision to limit the fixed wing traffic to nitht time only. 

Terrorist activity in the Pleiku area on the 16th and 17th 

struck at the Pleiku ammunition durr1p and POL storage tanks . The ammun-

ition which was destroyed, however, was of no importance. The storage 

tank situation could have been worse but only one tanlt W•S lost due to 

the sapp•rfs mistake of hooking up the wrong fuze to his first charge. 

On 17 May Col Rhotenberry replaced Col Truby as the 

Division Senior Advisor. His first aay as the Senior US with the 23rd Div 

w.11s sluggish and with the exception of contilllueo attacks by indirect 

fir• on the airfield all was strangely quiet as if the enemy were pre-

paring for another push within the next 24-36 hours. The night of the 17th 

and morning and early afternoon of the lbtu produced no significant 

activity until 1740. (f-5 
Intelligence information which hau bHn gathered o.uring the 

lull in t • fighting had indicated that a major registration of artillery 

fiu would be made on thct 18th, ,as the NVA celebrated the hte .tiv Chi Minh's 

birthaay with an attack. For the n~xt two hours over 200 rounds of mixed 

artillery and mortar fire peppered the Kontum City defenders. iorwara 

elements ~ the 44th reported to LTC McKenna that they ha2 ~~~en T-54's 

f~ring direct fire to their front. AIC.ovy forward air controller spotted/ 

these tanks and was able to destroy one with US tac air. The tanks were 

about 2 miles out from the defender!$l indicating the NV A 1 s reluctance 

to expose their armor to accurate antitank fire. The same F~C spottea 

two 13Cmtrr guns firing from tn• vicinity of Polei Kleng on Kontum City. 



Further obaervation revealed two 2Jmm AA guns. Th~ guns continued to fir• 

even after they reali:zed they were detected before being destroyed by tac 

air. G~ 
At 2345 an increased barrage of heavy artillery fire followed 

by the beginning of the ground assault by the 48th NVA J:iegt on the forward 
oi:l''l<V' .......... 

wall of defenders from the 44th. Their attack detonated antipersonnel • 

claymore mines sowed on th• perimeter creating gaping holes in the wall 

of attackers. CPT ;T6t:,(lt1.nch the DTOC duty officer quickly called II Corps' 

HQs and within fivj minutes a set of Panther (Cobra) gunships from the 

J6lst was on th• way. The ARV N artillery again responded to the attack 

in the absence of air support as they had on the 14th and coupled with 

th• tenacity of the ARVN front line soldiers and the deH1.atation wrought 

by the claymores the first at tack was t!1w~rt·•,J., A B-52 strike at 0015 __ ..... _.. ..... - . ..--.-.--~--·~ 

sounded the end of the fi~st ass~ult. 

VNAF in Pl.eiku scrambled an AC-47 Fire Dragon gunship anned 

with three 7.62 miniguns and JO minutes later it was spraying the enemy 

positions with its fire. Its arrival corresponded with another assault 

on the forwara defeMes and again resulted in it being thrown back • 

.Meanwhile US C-lJO sircraft began to lana at Kontum airfield to resupply 

the Kontum defenders. They were the first fixed wing aircraft to land in 

the last 48 hours. 

Two more ~ssa-,lts within the next 2 hours fDDm 0200 to 0400 

were coincidental~y begin just as gcheduled arc lights hit the •retas 
_ .... .,.,.. .• .,_.... ..... , ..... -c 

silencing the attackers. The fifth and final assualt began at a little ______ _.,....,__.... - - " '"'""""'""""'' 

past 4 o'clock. After a full night of ~ierce hand-to-hand fighting during 

which hahd grenades were lob1 ed between the o~sing forces t11e ARVN co-

ordination whict1 had been excellent tnroughout tne evening between units 



on the defensive line, broke down a llowing t r1e attackers to create a small 

penetration. The Pant ners were still on station and Lovings requested I 

their assistance to stop this penetration before it could be fully exp loi-

ted . Acting as cowboys on an 19th century cattle drive the Panthers raked 

t he enemy company which had penetrated t he defenses and herded them b ack 

to the north where coincidentally two more arc lights were raining t heir 

death from the skys . First hand reports from t he herdi ng gunships told 

of bodies blown several feet into the air. All together five assualts 

were beated off by a combination of ground and air fire , and t he coin-

c i denc• of arc lights ni tting i n t he vicinity of tt1e. f D.pf1t lines every 
.. ft 7 

hour . 

Dur ihg the ni ght twelve C- 130 sorties carr ying ammunition anei 

coirgo f l ew int o Kont um ai r field . The two 10 , 000 gallon fue l bladders -.t 

'1 

( the hot f-eruel point were restored after being destroyed on the 17th and 

(the refue 1 point was fully operational by daw n. 

The successes fr om tt1e tremendous support of the previous 

nigt;t inspired Col La ana the 23rd Div to make their first c.xtensive off-

ensive efforts . The 23ra Div rlecon Company was .-ir lifted 8 KM 1 s to ttie 

norhhwest . Once on the ~round ttiey workea their way south to llink up wit . ., 

the l/45tu which w-.s moving north by ground . They discovered JO bodies in 

an arc light Lox .-no ev idence of many more cas ualties which r1ad Leen remov-

ed . The remainder of tn ·~ 44th .-nd SJrd rl.e~ were sent out to exa'Tline t ee 

most extens i vely struck ;rrea from the previous eveni ng . After maki ng ini -

tioil profress tr1ey were halted by enemy contacts indi cating they were 

still present in the <-rea . This presence indicate d th:.t the arc lir;Lts of 

18- 19 M.-y were efnctive in extens i vely d:;un.-ging the enemy . The Air G.-v 



confirmed this in several reconnaissances of the area by observing people 

attemptine to pull boaies fro• bunkers. 

The only significant activity on tt1e 19th occurred at 2115 when 

t1.e NVA fired canisters of CS p:as onto the front line AR.VN bunkers and 

followed U1is tactic with •rn ass a.ult on the defenders . The tack wa.s 

only a. probe by a.n enemy compa.ny and was quickly dispersed by A.!i.'IN artillery 

a.nd fround fire . That nifht a.t OJL 5 the 53rd d.ect received th first of 

three successive oissaults on their riositions . S ,owing a rnarkecl la.ck o•' 

a.[ressiveness possi ly caused by we<,riness from tne pc.st wePks of r1eavy 

fibnting tney a.llowed themselves to be pushed off the positions C1.urin~ 

the edrly dayli(nt hours . 

':'hroughout the day A.dVN forces meekly attempted to ret,a.in the 

position with the A:Wi. unit commanders fc.lsely reporting its recapture 

sever•l times during the course of tue action . By 1645 the enemy, had turJ-

neled to within twenty meters of trie positions of tr1e 53rd wt1ich was too 

close for the use of tac air . Col f hotenberry who had sent a member of the 

advisory team up in the ~h: helicopter with eeich false report by the unit 

C0:11ma.nders, convinced Co!i l'a U1at his persona.l presence was necessary t 9/' 

control the action . a himself had been reluctant throurLout tt1e v y to 

commit his armor or to attempt to look into the false reports corr1in in. 

Finally V...nn's d ·rival and conference with h1 persuaded him to co mit his 

:.,ivision reserve . Linir5 up 9 V-l..l tanks firing c.irect i'irE a.t the e eMy 

a.nd sup~orted by Panther f.Unships ara.in Sl:ccess w .. s acnie'ued. Tuis last 

despQI'arate action !'inally resultea in tt1e eviction of t •. e enemy forces. '~ 
The Air CAv reported intensive activity in the .,reas to the nortr1 

and east of Kontum City. Tr1e NV'A movement in tnat area was down the valley 

alont rtoute 5f pusning ever closer to tue uefenses in that area. l'ue new 



forces spotted were dressea in new uniforms, pith heL~ets ana were carry-

ing large :mounts of supplies. 

The night passed quickly and quietly again until 0500 on the 

21st wnen tue h4th ri.egt, wtiich nau been scneduled to be replacea by tne 

45tn on this day, t'etZ;an receiving r1eavy indirect fire . Under the cover 

of this barrage the 4o6th Sapper Battalion moved behind the positions of 

the 3/44th and cut QL li~ tnree KY's northwest of Kontum City. At the sar1e 

tb1e another battalio°' size ene!'l1y force penetrated between the 4/45tn 

ana 2/S3rd¢' creating a wed&e in the A.J.'H front lines. Acting quickly and 

efficiently the 3/44th ( ounter attacked south on QL 14 while the 4/44.th 

and l/45th moved north along the highway. Fierce fifhtine: supported by US 

gunships and tac air inabled the two forces to link up and clear the road 

or t e eneMy sappers. The wedge which had l een formed between the Luth and 

t:Jrd rl.egt-s deepl concerned Col Ba. This time he acted witnout reservations 

by requesting tac air and artill .. ry preparations on the entrencned enemy 

and then personally going to·f!l~ site of the battle to influence tne action. 

The person, 1 presence of Ba inspired his men in their counterattack and/ 

wa" a key factor in the ejection of the ,'JV Aand restoration of the front 

line. lJa was beginning to de. onstrate the leadership attributes which 

i . ·1·t t• /;$ nsure success in m1 l ary opera ions. 

This same day a task force composed of the 2nd ana 6th Ranger 

Groups and the Jra Armored Cavalry ttect t.egan an operation to clear QL 14 

and al.LOW convoys to carry supplies to tt1e forces defendin1 Kontum City . 

Several B- 52 strikes and tac air strikes of CBU-55's were placed on the 

951' ~f iment which was entrenched in the Chu Pao mounta1::1 .. Eass . Initi~» y 



. - . 

the attack achieved a great aeal of success, but as they c.zne within B-40 

range of th.• forces still entrenched in the pass the fighting bec«I11e more 

intense. Sev~ral APC 1s and 'M-4l's were destroyed by the B-40's and the 

armor spearhead was halted. The great expectations of the ArtVN Corps Staff 

and US advisors was shattered as the operation digressed into a battle of 
?o 

entrenched forces. 

The 44th H.egt began its transfer into the Divsion reserve on the 

night of the 21st after the front lines were restored. The transfer of p 

positions took the better part of the next two days. These two days were 

once again characterized ry li r ht attacks by indirect fire and small 

grouna probes. A small sapper aLtack occurred at o630 on the 23rd and 

continuea with intermittant breaks until 1~00 that evening. ti omb damage 

assessments during this period were numerous and usually contained from 

20-30 bodies ana equipment. Sector forces receivea one Hot Chanh from 

the 48th N·JA rl.egt. He gave the positions of the 48th Hegt's command post 

and said that nearly all comp•rnies in his battalion were down to 10 men 

each thus demonstration tne effectiveness of B-52 strikes on the attacker~ 

Many of thair supplies had been destroyed in route to tne front lines mak-

ing food as well as medicine for the many inflicted with malaria a criticad 

problem. l:iis knowledge of t ·te plan of attack was limited but he knew it 

would include a heavy artillery barrage followed by tank infantry .assaults 

but the ferocity of t neir barrage depenaed on the resuppl:v since they were 
71 

short on «I11munition for their artillery pieces. 

Having rested his forces on the previous day Col Ba ordered new 

offensive operations conducted on t t.e 24th. 'I'he operath ns commenced at 

1045 when the l/44th WL S lifted into a landing zone 4KM north of Kontum 

City near QL 14 from where they attacked south. 



Th" 2/44th was lifted into a landing zone one KM to their e ast and also 

was to •.tl.iick s oi...th . j._ ' l o< ki n._: for~e w,1c- placed across the are a of op-

erations just south of t t1e intended objectives. In anotner operation the 

53rd rl.egt attacked north to seize a small village which the enemy had 

taken on the 22nd, By 1345 the combat assaults were completed a~all units 

were engaged in small arms fire . rtesistanc1: remained lignt throughout the 
' ~ 

afternoon and each unit achieved its objectives by 1800.7 ~'oll 
I<'ollowing a generally quiet period from 2200 to 0200 attacks 

by indirect fire commenced on units of tne 23bd Dev in Kontum City and the 

southern defensive area. The firing concentrated on the vicinity of the 

airfield and southeastern portion of the city. At 0300 the next morning -· - ~-~ - ..... , ......... 

the 4o6th Sapper Battalion and 10th Sapper Battalion began to infiltrate - · ·'··-· ........ ~· , :.,;-...... ~ .. ~:..... 

through the positions of the Sector forces in the southeast portion of 
, - "~ _:., ..... -<'<' ,.,., ""' -, 

'.J h 1c. h 
ik'.ontum City. Reconaissance had revealed to them that w8e:t the US advisors 
-· L ·~·" 

had feared about the RF/PF leaving gaps in their defenses each ni ht wheJ 

they went back into the city to stay with their families. Moving in small 
w,r~-s~~e 

squaa size groups ores sed in capturea ARVN 22nd Div uni~rms the sappers 

succes s fully moved into the \uilt up area near tne airfield, a school, a 

Catholic seminary and the home of the French Bishop of Kontum • ~ome of 

the RF units reacted well and made contact with the enemy elements. ~ 

0925 one of these ftF units agressively attackea these small units killing 

20 sappers near the airfield. These sapper u nits utilizeo: 60mm mortars 

to place fire on the airfield. Throughout the remainder of t he morning and 

into the early afternoon the 23rd Liv command Post and Civision Artillery 

positions received continuous incomin1 artillery and mortar fire. At the 

insistance of LTC '~ Garfon now SA to the 53rd, the artillery moved to 



secondary positions after having h~d two of their l05's destroyed by the 

incomine; artillery. The act:uracy of the NV A artillery was demonstrated a 

after the move was completed as the next round impacted 5 meters froM the 

new positions and was followed by a six round barrage which des1 royed 

another 105. 

At 1300 BG rtill declared a tactical emergency (TAC-E.) for Konturn 

City diverting all available air and gunship support to tne area. By 

1515 the 23rd Devisdion artillery was compl•te ly neutralized by virtue of 

either naving their guns and ammunmticn destroyed or beinb pinnea in their 

bunkers r y the enemy's volume of fire wnich now was a rouna every 30 sec-

onds. A fuze analyses by Maj Lovings, a career field artillery officer, 

indicated 1S5m.~ was bein[ used. By 1900 that evening only fourteen 105nun 

and two 155mm howitze~s remained operational in suppo~t of the 23rd's¥' 

op~rath)ns. The C-130 resup r ly airlift was cancelled for the night of thr 

25-26 due to the tactical situation which left the Division without resup-

ply for the past 24 hours. Vann estimated that there was at least one 

battalion of sarJpers remaining in the area arouna the airfielB.. At e1eo 

the attacks by indirect fin increased to several rounds per minute. 

Between 3 and 4 D1 tank infantry teams attcicked from the north under this 

heavy artillery barrc..ge. The pr! nciple attacks occurred at,ainst tae 53ra 

Regiment but pressure also increased on the Se t: tor forces around K0 ntum 

City. ~pectre used his 105mm cannon to destroy one tanlt and at first ligr1t 

Hawks Claw began his turkey shoot wt1icr1 by mid afternoon totaleu 2 1'-54's 

a3d numProus trucks. Col B<. ordered a countercit t ack by one battalion of 

the Lilith supported by 8 tanks but it was unsuccessful except in helpinf 

to contain the penetration t etween the 44th and 53rd. Again as tlad oc c urrea 



on tne 22nd ARVN was able to hold the enemy to lililtted gains but was un-

able to push him out of hi s newly captured positions . Tht.. situation re-

mained fairly stat-le throug tiout the remainder of the day within the city. 

The Air Cn sighted major enemy movements towards tneir early morning 

successes indicatinf possible reinforcements we re moving into the bo.tlle . 

With the airfield closed to fixed wing aircraft eme11gency resupply was 

accomplished b.; Cti-47 Chi nook helicopters who hauled in the supplies to 

the soccer field and evacuated the seriously wounded . Ali.VN' s try Some 

proble'Tls was encountered by lesf seriously wounded ARVN's tr;rinf to get 

out of the beleagured city which necessitated the use of !JS armed ruards 

on the resupply aircrHft . 
indirect fire 

Aft•·r darl-: f a[ainst increaseu around t e commana µosts of Lie 

4.:>th a r;d 5Jra degts . Tne 45th was face a witt1 tt1e largest attacks by ~ 
battalions of t .• e 64th NVA tl.egt . The attackers succeded in pene trating b -----
between the 45th and 53r1.... anu envelopint, tne forces of ttie 1.,5th . All 

tac air was diverted to tne embattled t{et,irnent and LTCJd~"' urant , the 
__...,..-.-.... ..-_ --

Senior Advis r, conferreo with Col r{hotenterry who agreed to divert two 

scheduled l! -52's to 1 e placed on tne forces attacki_n1 thE. 45th. The arc 

lit:hts detonated at 0230 and decrPased tile ferocity o.f the attack . LTC 

Cirant relayed tar1 Fts he received from the front lines to a .::>tinger cun-

suip overt1ead throughout tt:ie remainder of the ni[ h.t . 

When th 44th 3.efi ent complPtea the 'Tlove into its reserve 

positicn on the 22nd tr,ey failed to place any cer'urity to t .ei r front in 

the helief that the l.t)th and 53rd were on the front line defenses to 

th~ir front • .Such was not the case as the 44tt1 whicn was new in tne hos-

pi tal compounu was actually on tne forwaru eo1 e of the defenses. This 

Sf 



error nearly proveo disasterous as ttie main lfTA armor and infantr y thrust 

struck in this area with attacks by the 1st He, t 2nd NV A Div and the 66t, - . -----.. ... _,, 

'teft B; Front supported by one co,.,..nany of armor . Closely coordinated with --
this attack on their western fla,.k was an attack by the 52nd 1{eet~pf the -..on;-_.. .... 

J20th witt1 t."e assistance of tne 64tn He gt woich had enveloped tt1e 45tn 

Al.WN 'e[t the previous night . - -

I & c Inside the 44th tlegimental TOC f·1aj Lovines a.nd Lll/.C 1'',ckenna 1vere 

attempti!'}E; to catch a few minut s of sleep <iS tne incor.iint enemy artillery 

explodea overhead . Their concern aurint the evening hours was with tt1e 

larce enemy force wl1ich had been steadily creepint; in tt[;ht af ainst the 

northeastern part of tne ci y and where b ,e tre had destroyed one arHlor 

vehiclejHat an hour before • • tis momentary sleep was interrupted by the 

alarm from a lookout in a position alove the roe of "tanks ana infantry 

in our wire . 11 It seemed impassible for Lovints to believe tnat tt1is was 

true so he ran to the TOC entrance and attempted to verify it himself • .le 

a~Tived in time to seP the lec.d T-54 moving within rJO meters of the hunlers 

arouna thP TOC. Fzmm the turrent a t ·attle streamer blew in the e11rly morn-

in[ t·re0•ze . The blast and flash of an M-72 LAW fired by an ArNd vaptain 

from ttie front line bun.leers momentarily l lurred nis vision of tl1e assault-

inL tank . tut the impact of metal at o.i.inst met 'tl was distinctly neard above 

the roar fo tne battle and when tr1e srroke cleared a small silver dolla1· 

size hole in the front slope and silencint of the tank's ent,ine attested 

to tne accuracy of the launcher. A secuna f-5~ which was p.oceeuinl acwn 

anoU1er street in the dense l y huilt up tlospital com,)lex saw tii s sister 

tank aestroyed and decided maybe what he had been told al out tt1e objective 



alrf::aay t.,eing secure by his infantry was not true ana attempteu to perforf' 

a neutral steer ana mo·Je back to where he could have some cove to ponder 

the situation. The broad side tarr::et 11e presented to the .AltVN forward 

defenderr was too lood to believe and an ArtVN Ser8 eant took careful aim, 

fired, ana acain scored a uirect nit on tne e.1emy tank . 

Lovincs hurried inside to contact the. DTOC and cet some air 

support . I3G Hi 11 had resin early to fly Saee Street, the Corps airt9_r.ne - ~ 

Command and control ship, and was in route to t:.e ba tle area with a team 

of Panther , unships. ne contacted Lovings as he t1overed ovcr11eao ana 

reported six tanks approaching across the open area north of the hospital 

compound and many infantry were movitif throur i the buildings of the com- M 
pound . Lovings raaioed tnat his bunker line was the 90 erid Line on the 

mop and anything north of that line was free fire . The Pa1thets screamed 

down out of the sky on the attackers separation the infan1 ry from th~ 
tanks and causint two other l-5L 's whict1 ~1cd entered the compouns to arive 

into sane deserted buildings where they woula be concealeo form the air 

power, but at the same time were of no use to tae attackinl forces . 

Hawk::= Claw had been scrambled from Pleiku at the first reported 

sighting of enemy tank activity and at o600 was already pl,> int., his traae 

on the northern battle front. The O,J•n terrain north of the city offerred 

no cover and conceal"T!ent for the attackinp tanks and made them easy prey 

for tr1e TOW rnissle . The Claw scored two hits on tanks moving u wn to {j.oin 

the attack on the northeastern defenses. Tac air and the Panther gunships 

xoupled with the bravery of the front line solaier succeeded in stemming 

the enemy 's advance by 1000 that mornting . 



By 061.5 on the 27th friendly forces were in heavy contact with tank and 

i nfantry forces . At 071.5 the main ammunitio n dump nortt1 of the Kontwn 

airfield was struck by an enemy mortar round and exploaed . A stray round 

from the exploding am.munition dump struck a mearby POL pump with the 

resultinc fire and smoke obscurinf the visibility. 

:ts tile morning prot;;resseci the HI/ A infantry continued to hold onto 

t e gains they had made in the notthern most compounds . They also conti riW 

ued to harass the airfield and exert pressure on tt1e :1.r' in tile eastern 

part of the city. By midday the enemy had formed pockets of resest~nce 

all across tne not:thern front . Numerous air strikes and the Air Ca'Vl sup-

ported the AffvN for e-es . V AF also aeressi ve ly atta,·ked the enemy infantry . 

In one instance during the afternoon a vNAF lieutenant spotted a larre 

enemy troop concentration a •1a requestea '!!~AF tactical air str~kes . 

learni rig that none was available, ne t.1en contactea the ground corm1ander( 

a nCi coordinated a i1S strike tbroLch tt1e Americans on tl1e brounCi result-

int in 60 i:~orth vietnamese killeu . Near tt1e embattled 5Jra Hebt wnict1 

was located just north of tue air fie la, several 51 Caliber rr acni ne guns 

were firing constantly at tle firp,hter bombers assaultint:- U.e N'lA infantry . 

Two VNAF pilots in Al.E made pass afte.,.. pass at tne mactine gun posit;ons 

constantly exposing tr1eir aircragt to deadl~/ crc,ssfire . Toeir efforts 

silenced st:>veral oJ.' the !"lachine cuns as well as a 23mrn €~un which neiae 

the mistake of revealint its position. 

At 1800 VNAF helico·)ters l·ecan sr1uttling much needeu s·.;mlies from 

tne soccer f'ie ld to the rerimental C0"1I11 Hnd posts . LTC CC!nnon h~d orfanized 

U: AtlV into tea"'T!S to evacuat"" th0 suprilies fror the drop zone cis tney 

were 1.-:icked out oi' tne tie liccpter at low leve 1 . The e. emy arti llerr was 



firing constc:ntly on the team as they attempted to save the valual le 

supplies. As he attempted to move back to !tis bunker after directing 

the resupply Gannon was filled t'y the incominf artillery with a wound in 

hiEi upper le [ . 

In a decision to tighten the city 's defenses again Col Ba oraered the 

45th to pull its troops offc of FSB i~ovember and moved back into a ticnter 

ring around the city to prevent further penetration of the defensive 

perimeter and allow for better utilization of arc lights . At a meeting 

later that evening Toari also agreed to te5llten the defenses by pu llinl the 

45th and 5Jrd Regts in tighter to maintain greater integrity. 

The n·A infantry was finnly tntrehched in the hospital compound with 

their positions only 40 meters away from the ARVN defensive positions . 

But with the exception of some small arms fire and a few mort2r rounas the 

evening passed with little happenntilg . Spooky, Spectre and ~tinger al1ljl 

provided support for the defe ns:iveforces. At 0345 the indirect fire increased 

throughout the northern de~·ensive pe "' imeter as between JOO and 400 rounds 

fell by dawn. At 0500 elements of the 53rd defending the 14th ACR compound 

were attacked by sappers. This was followed shortly by an attack at,ainst 

the L,4th positions to tne west . Due to bad weather which made tac air 

sup ;)ort impossil le combat sky spotswere employed every 20 minutes between 

0350 and 1230 on preplanned tare;ets along the battle front. Elements of 

the 44th and 53rd suprortea by tanks fromt the ~th ACR made minor offensive 

attempts to dislodge the enemy from the northern compounds while the .H.F/PF 

engaged in bitter house-to-house fig ht ing in the southern portion of tern 

city where the North Vietnamese were still dug in inside a school and 

some houses at the edge of the airfield. 

The AH.V ., counterattack in the hospital compound was h~ lted by an 

!WA 



NV A machine gun crew which climbed a water tower overlooking the urea 

and sprayed the government forces pinning down the infantry. Two M-41 

tanks firing direct fire were unable to destroy the reinforced concrete 

of the water tower. Finally the helicopter TOW which had just neut-

ralized a 23mm AA position placed one of its missles into the NVA pos-

ition silencing the 51 caliber gun . 

The 53rd forces advanced through the 14ACR compound and drove south 

to within 500 yards of the airstrip after engaging in hand-t 1-hand firht-

ing throughout t ,,e aay. VNAF A37 skyraiders and US Cobra gunships dev-

astated the armor compound reducing it to rubble. 

/"'"' The heavy enemy shelling og the city cnanged from attacks against ,,. 
( only military targers such as the various compounds and the airfields t~ 

2 
) an indiscriminate pattern resulting in over 100 civilian casualties and 

(planting a new seed of panic within those still remainJng. Kontum forces 

were augmented during the afternoon by the arrival of the 3/47th which 

moved from Pleiku t ) Kontum by CH47. The 45th whcih was pulling back into 

a tichter ring around the city encountered heavy resestance by an entrenched 

NVA battalion and did not enter the city's defenseve ring until the 29th . 

of May. When night fell on the 28th the situation remained critical as the 

NVA still held the same area he held at the beginning of the day. AH.Vd 1s 

only accomplishment was in keepinf the two penetrations in the northern 

compounds and southern area from linking up and cutting the city in two. 

The North Vietnamese were finding it very difficult to resupply their troops 

which had penetrated the city~s defenses due to their having to store the 

supplies great destancee from the city because of the US B-52 strikes 

fallin~:ir !1!e_ry ho~ ~-~--~.<?m~ area around the cJ;.~r· Originally each 

soldier was provided three belts filled with rice which had already been 



~ 

cooked. Transportatio elements we to carry food and ammunition re-

supply to the front lines by following the telephone lines to reach the 

positions of each unit. tlowever, because of th heavy air strikes around 

the city the telephone lines aidn't exist and toe transportation elem~nts 

wera unable tor ac:1 t.10 front li1.:is L:uinc: t.n .'.av l"'l-~1 11t1 v•1i'd 

short of food and ammunition. In short tt1e NV A had to achieve success 

shortly on the inroads he had created or withdraw to the sanctuary of the 

mountains areas to resupply and refit his units. 

The 23rd themselves were beginning to fe E- a a pinch llyom the lim•ted 

resupply they were receiving by nelicopter into the soccer field. To)" 

counter this lightening of the belts, USAF C-130 aircraft airaropped a 

total of 64 tons of ammunition of whic(1.J/4's_ was recover~d. 

May 29th was a Elay of very low level activity consisting mostly of 

sniper fire and sporadic attacks by fire with only 30 rounds hittinf the 

city by mid afternoon. The ARViJ counterattacks were pinned down by sniper 

fire from the enemy wnich had used the last two days to strengthen his b 

bunker defenses. Sixty sorties of assorted tac air were placea on the 

entrenched NVA r esulting in the destruction of 39 of these heavily for-

tified bunkers, but after oeavy fighting they still remainea firmly 

entrenched s uoh tha t by evening the stalemate continued. 

Just after midnight the 44th aid 5aed Regimental Coimnana Post 1 s 

began receiving heauy mortar fire. Two Spectre gunships and one Stinger 

we re on statir n and began firtng on suspected enemy locations where 

toiis mortar fire was originatia~. 50-100 rounds fell in the next 1/2 nour 

followed by grouna attacks by the NV A a( ai nst the northeastern section. 

The at t ack was joined by renewed ilctivity justs uth of the airfield. As 



attempt to link his penetrations . 

0 ne of the enemy mo rt d into tne remains of the «rnmuni-

tion dump which lay j .lS t north of the airfiel.S. t'e rween the AI\VN defenders 

and tt1e attacking enemy . The resultinl explosion and fires destroyed the 

durnp and also caut, ht the enemy i.ti the middle of hbs assault resulting in 

many Qasualties in his ranks ana breaking up the assault. 

Soon after daylight the 23rd Div forces began their counterattack 

again again. t the northern compounds still occu,Jpied by tne e nerny . The 

fig11ting was done bunker by bunker mostly through the use of hand grenades 

and in~ividual efforts as the hunkers were too well fortified and hid-

den to bP. da'Tlaced by artillery or air sup,.ort . 

At 1430 Pr~_~_tde;_:;~. ~f?.~.D ... ~~-n ~-~~.:-u. [1:1•. i~t~ - ~?n~um ~~~-~: ..... aIJ!.t .. ~_eor-

adic rocket and mortar fire in a 12,ersonal e fort to inspire the counter-------..... ------........... --;oo. _ .............. -.. -......... . - .. . ..... ,,., ... ·~- ..... ~ .... -...... ,-......... ~_..~_, _____ .....___ __ 
attack. Thieu pro'l,oted Col Ba to briradier ~eneral as the guns rumbled 

- -- ·- '. ........... .... 4;'J.' ·' ,., .... -.-... .. .,, •• ,...... ~ •• -....-~er.~.._ . .,,...,.........._ 

outside. Thieu later went out in a civilian open-necked suit and chatted 
-- .._ ... •••• ~ ",.,._.... •• ,..... • ... ,,.. .-· w ~ ,.._ .... -... ... 

with each of the soldiers voicing enccurar,ement . Slowly but s~rely the .... ...,..~ 

bunkers were won back. ~·wo T-St tanks were destroyed t; the LA"'I as they 

sat amid tne rubi:' le of the hosptj-al tut under co ver ana out or' s ignt from 

tne air . ::inipers ala1 n were routeu from trie water tower t.' tr."' Tld• after 

havint" occup:-iied the position apa1 n the previous night. LTC fvcKenna was 

wounded by shra"nel from the incomein rriortar rot..nds anc.. evacuatec to J:'leiku 

as the fii_;t.tin(; continuta.c. ;\S tr.e 44th :novea forwara in tneir aavar1ce tney 

sa.-i 0<1rre groups of th enemy pullint..: back toward the nortneast wllich was 

the only avenue of escape left as the counter ttackin, forces were on the 

ot ier three sides. rhe Air Cav and forward air controllers also told cf 

seeing th enemy "to,·inr aw£~v from tr1e battle front. J::<~, day 's end they still 


