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INTRODUCTION 

If• 

I spent two tours in Vietnam (1967-68, 1971-72), both tours in the 
Central Highlands operating out of Camp Holloway i n Pleiku. My 
experience as a helicopter pilot and ~e~rations officer during the 
Easter Offensive of 1972 in Kontum province, provided me with first­
hand experience and ma~y insights relating to military operations and 

- - - --
the effective use of combat power. While a student at the Naval War 
College in 1978, I did a research paper entitled "Combat Power: An 
Ontological Approach. " In the er, I used the ttle of Kontum to 
illustrate the effective use o combat power nd the strategic 

decisions and perceptions that affect military oper1it~ln the field. 
Much of that WC>rk is reflect d in this rresentation. 1- of the 
material e used this \J'l~l.[) 5 , \.\l gathered as a participant 

\. observer during t e Battle q.f Kontum in the Spring of 1972. My intent 
'c)S~"lf""' ,"3\J\~~ ~Bi-: vifS\.l~DT 

s to proviu~a TQS - _. ,. 11111 - Biii aij historical event that has 
been reported i~t er places. 7: 
~~ ' ' 

I iQSi · M present~ h1i lli11ta'li:r;nl infc11u ;· .• 1 anll M1e "story" of the 
Battle of Kontum as accurately as memory and notes allow. I am 
solely responsible for sins of omission Qr commission and I am truly 

sorry if anything I report here o[~rd§-1r~ny way1 hurts)a~other 
person. There have been some .,.....,. documents, articles, books 
and web sites produced which add to the knowledge of the events I 
am presenting. I have provided "Notes" in some cases for my sources 

and a "Refe~~~~~n" ¥¥"1~7d readers. The ma! e~~~~l~ ~ IMO~~ ~ ~ 
are mine an~~ot an artist)kAll,#he~~:_: c.~ 
pictures an ~a s are from my own collection gather during ~u<.;c.;,V 

. ~\p ~ . 





the ba ti~ and, in December of 1972, just before I left Pleiku, as units 
were(/' Q,~1• ou~and disposing of a significant amount of material. 
There are specific acknowledgments of people w"o contributed to this 
effort whether they were aware of it or not!'" ti.\-a~)created an 
"Acknowledgment l".Section" for those who are interested. a.1he web 

~· l designers and have tried to organize the material .. ,~or-if~anc-iifflli.ta!l'ff'lles-+thhae 

pFac:essea of reading and gathering specjfie inferm•tia~for both the 
curious and the more seriousA1esearcher. We view this as a work in · 

f._~Vlooc-S 

progress and hope that it •I 1 irl>some of the missing pieces of a story 
not completely told. Thank y~fo~ your patience and ~nderstanding 
and most of all, your interest in th~Q IAllh ev~t~ 

Today, I ani t he' Coordinator for Workforce Development at John Tyler 

Community College in Virginia. My wife and I have four adult children, 
two of whom have served in the armed forces. My oldest son is an Air 
Force major and was in the Pentagon on September 11th. Thankfully, 

he was spared, but the realit~jf· :.:r once again touched our family. 
My second son was an Af"'Y :ti 

11 
" . ~nd helicopter pilot before he 

~-JI 5 rt f1"i8e. r~\t"~-\o G\\r1~\'"2M. ~~~ • 
.\oo ~n:.\)~) 

- \ ~ ~ ~oW ,J~ : <\- 1s ~<trl, \i ut \ .\- cl.*" 
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On this, the 30th anniversj' o the Vie nam Easter Offensive or the Ci"'~ ~u \\ ~\l lA'-
Spring Offensive of 1972, it is my hope that some of the insights Is \· ~ c11lf1Ce.ilf 

gained during this period will be of use to others and may provide a Olf' \-o s~ 'vv-0\MQJ 

better understand of the use of military force as combat power. The w..~~ \0~1\ 
narrative of the Battle of Kontum will not only serve to commemorate\.ia,~~ \-. 
all those who fought there and elsewhere in Vietnam, especially the ~ ~ 1 \l ' 

aviators, but also provide an example of coalition warfare and the usf ~ ~-a£· 
of effective fire, which, in my opinion, was very similar to our most \? . ~ e.ov 
recent combat operations in Afghanistan. 0 '(.- <t'~ ~~ ()· 

~nd-.(\.~~" 
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'\ ~"~"t. RM\""4A+ 

tc1~a~s'' ~C~°"'--· \"'~ 
-od·i"~ < 

I 



We are living at a time when violence or threats of violence have 
permeated the very fabric of our lives. Never before have so many 
Americans lived in an environment so charged with the imminence of 
violence and the terror associated with it. Since September 11th, 
2001, we have become painfully aware of the possibility, if not the 
probability, of violence in some form - spontaneous or premeditated. 
Now, more than ever, we must be prepared to respond. Lessons of the 
past, paid for in blood and sorrow, must not be forgotten. We must 
never become so arrogant as a nation that we are unable to learn from 
those who have already walked the path we are now walking. 

If we accept the Clausewitzian view that war is a continuation of 
political intercourse and that battle is a means of continuing that 
intercourse, it should be recognized that success at the lower level 
may not always achieve the result desired at the higher level. Military 
objectives must support the political objectives, for they are only the 
means to a political end. Political leaders must understand military 
combat power, the instrument of violence that they are using, in order 
to be able to exploit the battlefield successes they will achieve. 

Combat power can be an effective means for gaining our national 
objectives, however, those employing it mu~~erstand it. As we 
move into the uncharted waters of the pos~"~'nod, clear 
objectives for the employment of combat power must be identified 
for it is in framing the definition of "victory" that we also define 
"defeat". The terrorists declared "total war" on America when it 
included the civilian population as a legitimate target for their fire. We 
must draw on all the lessons we have learned from past wars if we are 
to sustain ourselves and be victorious in our future wars. 

"It is better that they do a thing imperfectly than for you to do it 
perfectly: for it is their country, their war, and your time is 
limited." - Lawrence of Arabia, 1919 

] 



VIETNAM REVISITED 

~FRANc:6 -
1n order to place this presentation on the Battle of Kontum in 
perspective, I believe, it is important to better understand the 
American Experience in Yietnam in light of the French experience in 

• Vi!,'V'IY~} 

Vietnamlor Indochina , ~f we had truly understood their situation\ we 

might have been more successfuli-:~ "" ~u<~. ~~)~ 

<J[lowJO\JO'St\ 
It is important to understand ~~ ~~~~~~~\e as a world powe'54J91J'> in .. to~ ®J\r 

~ post-WW II period, had a grea~potent1alJfor force in the form of milita , t~ ~ -· ~ 
combat power. However, the actualization of that potential was quite 31,, Dt""-o· 
limited and the French did not have a signifi a t ~ ti I to project 

1 ~ei Vn ' 

that force. On the other hand, the Vietmin , e tia nd : ~~e,),~,,J\ v-t1c\ \\i 
combat power had its basis not only in themse'fves but also in thei o \ow~~,~~~ 
allies, especially China. They elected to actualize as much force a b;t-\.1\J af u~ 
they possibly could to generate the maximum amount of combat \ IA~·~lf ~~~J..-i 
power, at the point of contact1against the French forces. Thus, the ot~v..ful F~', 
drew on their own potential for manpower and relied on China and '¥~s r,'Octva ,yJ 
others, for most of their weapons. When evaluating relative comba t\ " _ ,1 • r WJ~ \ ~ o\l\Li\( 
power between combatcu ts, on• must not confuse actuahzed force '- \ 1 _ .u 

"'JC'. e.e.. ~-\-es '"'"""'""-01""" ~ I.Jo 0 ~ ~ , 
with the potential for force. n the early 1950's there appears to have 11 ,+ 

ooes\.. \N.'le.. 
be_ ~a tendency on the part of ~~r.y observers to measure the . 

0 
1 u 

(potentia~of France against the~~tentia~of the Vietminh. This ofte S. S~~ \ ......_~ 
resulted in the erroneous perception that the balance was clearly in ~-a ~ ~.~ G 
favor of the French who were equipped with modem weapons and a ~~ 

\, 4-: "'-organized army. In the court of world opinion, this mis:~rstandln ~~~:,}\-& 
c.o~~ h ~~ orked in favor of the Vietminh and a ainst the French • 1etitinh ~,\d,~ ~U:>r'N&. 
')t u.;t~ \~ losses were expected and, therefore, minimized; however, French s~~ ~a J. 1~ I I ) 

~~ ~"!><\ui~;'t1o}asses were not expected, and an inordinate weight was attached t ~ ~ ~\r\Q.. \? '\l 
~ €J"~~·'\~J them. In addition, one must understand their purpose. \\_.<1 ?;j'-

1 

V..c"\-;:,rv..,o r ~zi ' l a\ ~ \..-... ever. 
~ .tntent and objective& ef the ra&peatir.re eppe11enl~ If we understand 

their objectives for actualizing force as combat power, then we can '6 If\ 'd t>'-4\.' ' ' 

understand how they defined victory as well as defeat. It seems that 

the Fr.,nch hrubored under a post-'f"orld War conventiona~definition of 
l.. 11!.: ~ csh\ ~~o <>---.od~~af G '1-~of. :t') 

victory~nd t eretore applied coR:-11 t power to create a ta~t~cal \ 
11

•. ! 
I')~ 6 ~~~~~<;.t,. 



g ~~e,?; ?v-'G\ 

imbalance) in which the Vietminh would admit defeat. The French i~v~ "JD~\&~ 
definition of victory depended on an admission of defeat by the ~ll~ ~t-~'ll>o 
Vietminh. This put the French at a tremendous disadvantage in that ~ 1~1.r-~r' 
they had to expend what force was necessary to get the Vietminh to \,.,."'<)(.~ ~

1 

~ i""' 
admit defeat or, by definition, face defeat themselves. For, if they 
could not win by their own definition, they would be defeated. 

\\l),~\Jl~tJ~ kr 
~\JNd..~·,\ 

\MO~e..1~:) ,, 6:.t.A \cs 
The Vietminh defined the situation very differently from the French. 1 1 

For them, victory was simply the ability to survive in the face of French~ 
combat power, and to maintain a balance of combat power at the point S01Afilf 

\\o~ \-r ~~\') of contact with the French. Their definition of victory was not \J s · 
'ti\Jl~~~-dependent on any admission from the French. The situation was made ~u~ 
\,,..\ ''.!"'-~ ovW'-more difficult for the French in that the rest of the world accepted the ,C -ae\..i··"'J . .;9,-l 
~~~~ ~~ ~ 

<o'1'-~-~s\~ ~Vietminh definition and also understood the French definition. The ~~ 0~s 
~ -os "--w- :<,_Vietminh did not have to create an imbalance of combat power in ·J \r\o~ 
~~~~>· order to defeat the French. The Vietminh merely had to remain viabl~~d ~~ .(. 

in the face of what was perceived by the world as superior French ~1£"ilW-~ d 
combat power. The longer the Vietminh survived, the more recognize~ \\\ 0 

e... 

their definition of victory became. The French were committed to 
achieving an imbalance of combat power at the point of contact 
whereas, the Vietminh were committed to survival an at minimum, 

. . balance wi h French. 1
; ~"-i~ ~0\)tu\l~S.~J ~A~ ~ ~ ;~~s o+ VIC..~ c,...,; 

&,4<1-\-:> ~ c.ev-c.<Vf 0~ Wv-m': ~iw-i\ h .. e-.-""". .....,u~ w1(\... .~ ~s~~g:~~~ o~ ~~~<} i"'~ash~J-'dv-e 
'(e,\'1W ~~\/\.) v-l ~I)\...\;: au~r) '"' ~ \L l 1.e.. \/"co~~~ \in~ .~•':i 1 ~v~~~ey-.. ,.JMJ. ~ .tA-­
The French for es on the ground potent ally had more firepower than .f-ol L~\ft, 0 f ~ 
did the Vietminh. However, they were limited to the few serviceable f ~ ~ \J ~ . 
roads than available in Vietnam and although the Vietminh were foot 
mobile, they had a clear mobility advanta e a~ains the French. IA. , _ 

vt-z'1- o~-~~~ :\ <I''"<) 
Although the French had airborne troo s, bee use of the terrain• ~ 
did not appreciably alter the balant~ The Vietminh were able to 
engage the French ground forces when and where they chose, usually 
in a classic ambush, which provided them both surprise and 
devastatingly effective fire. The ambush is the quintessential 
application of combat power in that, if successful, it provides the 
attacker with total control and dominance of the situation. The 
Vietminh became masters at applying their combat power in this 
fashion. Their relative superior mobility allowed them to select the 
place and time to deliver their fire against the exposed and vulnerable 
French forces. The Vietminh we~e able to survive and were being 



~~} 
defined as victorious. The French were not able to dominate and1~ere 
being defined as defeated. 

The French became decisively engaged at a place they chose, Dien 
Bien Phu. The French plan was based on the Vietminh presenting its 
massed forces as a vulnerable and exposed targe in front of the 
French positions. The Vietminh did, in fact, mass fa forces and &~ 
vulnerable to massive air strikes. Unfortunately for the French, they 
were unable to generate the volume of firepower needed to destroy 
the exposed Vietminh forces and were themselves decisively 
defeated. The fact that the French depended on the United States to 
provide that effective firepower was a fatal error. The 
Vietminh demonstrated that they were not only able to survive, but 
also dominate at the point of contact. The defeat of the French at 
Dien Bien Phu sealed their fate and emboldened the Vietminh, and 

~ later, the Army of North Vietnam. 1, r 1 k \,,) ~ ~ ~ · ~ 
~ T \_~~ '16.~;i.~~~~~'""'~~o~~'S. ~~ oV--\-r~l~Ot> c?lv-. 'i>lt v"'\ ~t~:;-~~\.~rf4.f~"' 

This lesson, this critical lesson, must not be lost on anyone Vtd-~"""' ~it\,.iev-"~' 
contemplating the use of force in the form of combat power. The d.. 0 )~.T~SQ, -s~ 
generation of effective firepower, at the point of contact, is the most ""''}o\.c~> 1;\ ~ 
essential ingredient to both physical and psychological dominance. ~c,~ o\)~ "-' 

1: \; .(-e_ i- ~<.Ql>".:.C~" 

~ \J e,~ ~o-p\~/o 0,:i 
The Dien Bien Phu scenario was played out again in South ~etn ~t uu lk +- · ~ 

the 1968 Battle of Khe Sanh, where the U.S. Marines made a hero· k~~:..-:i.:~ 

stand and the North Vietnam Army was defeated by enormous volumes . 1 ~ ~0·foc 
of effective fire delivered by ~he U.S. ~;:;.oe:e· .,_I ~~,!~Mhe Battle ':" '\\-[',,~\ \ 
of Kontum, where the defending ARV~orces ere supported by ~~~~(I~(;~ 
massive ~)( B-52 air strikes, ARYN units were able to stop t~~, ,~~ .... on 
the battlefield. It should be remembered that no such massive ~ 

fire support was ever forthcoming for ARYN forces when, in 1975, th~~ \ . 
Army of North Vietnam, once again, invaded South Vietnam. Like the 'b'tf'I~ 
French before them, they had made a fatal error in judgment. ~ · 

\f ~J-~~ t~'J\~(~~ 
- AIJV\w\ ca --

The American experience in VJetnam, whi~h be~ _well before most f!J 
•Americans were aware of 4.spl•c•sealk- ·luilll)J"'ietnam, differed <f)<M'.zfl'-1 

C' .': · C.o~ e, \\~ U J · 



k ceve-+v\, ~c,&.i~ ~ ~~ 
~ ~C-lvf# 2J® ~ )-1\ ~ ";) ~\ 
\-\N()J ~l~ ~°d\)\G V'\~{,Q..-~~I 
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from that of the French~but suffered under many of the same 
misunderstandings which brought about the French defeat. 

i~ the lack of clear objectives( which has been well documented by 
oth~rsl and the incremental application of combat power, prolonged a 

'('vtci'l5 whicht could have ' 2 ended much soon~ with much less(.-in tirz11.1 ""'~ h 
and 2°yp~ T_!:le debe!!,~Oes on and this i;not~he place ~o resolve ~~c:·t\ .. __ _...--

\~. ts § ®?Siriwg ~hat ib" "could haves" and "should haves4 In 
retrospect, the decisive nature of the unrestricted B-52 bombing of 
North Vietnam in late 1972, ordered by President Richard Nixon, over a 
very short period of time, brought ab t y.e_;;olution to the combat 
operations of the Vietnam War, if no "peace with honor". \ 

('..C-\1~~ i"'\JN \1 l~ ~ t'~"' ~~\J'$\\'\~ veil c,tt<fb\~ ~e..~~) 
The American dWlhs iitR of victory"'was," __...,MPt!)tc- however, the 
"Vietnamization" of the war ordered by President Nixon in the early 
70's, clearly changed the definition of victory for North Vietnam. The 
old definition of survival in the face of superior American combat 
power had to be replaced with a new definition of victory, which 
meant defeating the ARVN in the field. In contrast, the ARVN merely 
had to hold on to their country and survive in the face of the NVA 
attacks in order for the South to be declared victorious. As stated 
earlier, their ability to do that, was totally depending on the enormous 
firepower that could only be generated by the U.S. Air Force. 

(S'~"\'0 . k , THE BATTl.E OF KONTUM "" . ~ 
l."' ~6v:J 'OS'"" L\ ) o\J\,e,\; p~~~ '~ ~ Y'e.:?1\t~, \IN \.-..o\6.~ \'<-oe., ~1\.~ IJ\~\11\6.11i\ ~ &Q.\ rs a C:,e.,~, 

If you ask most Americans today,4-wha wea a aware -of tlle ¥iel11am war\ 
what -. the biggest battle fought during that wa~-uinost would reply 
that the Tet Offensive of 1968 was the major battle of the war. If you 
asked them who won that battle, most would say America lost the 
battle just as they would say we lost the War. This perception does 
not accurately reflect the battlefield results but does match the 
perception created at the time by the media reporting the event and 
the political leaders who were in a position to evaluate the event. 

This perception">held by most Americans at that time,supported the 
objectives of the Army of North Vietnam and eroded the moral support 
for the U.S. Army in the field. ( 'Fhi& must never happen agai~ 

\~\--~ ~~ c.~ ~ ~. \ ~'tJC\J .f.ov~ ;~ ) ~ v-i1\\ h-j 'l'J ~'i lh..iS~ 
'»°\:> , \~ ~~~ -w~\)~~t 1 ;~ s~~~l<l~{ci\ w::, ~h~.\-w1\\~ 
'f,.~Ce..,~~ i \ \- N>"t) \J'-0 b'\O~-\- w~\\ ~\N'?i~ ~. 
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Q) 
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~l - \µ.t(,?J~/;~~\~s 
(1n) 1972, the largest b~lt}~~~-~ht in l~t~~ ~ere nf~ well 
known1or unde~~merica · 1& aL I &ilPa just 

4 , wanted the War or the negative emotions associated with 
6-v-' h-~ ur involvemen in the wa'. blocked us from hearing about the battles. 

Maybe,1a£~•••• almost all the U.S. ground troops had been withdrawn 
from Vietna""'-our interest, and that of the medja, had ~aned to the 

~ -.) ~ ~ ~ ~~~/ MO~~\,,,..~.rl"""'""\-
point o • 11 •••~indifference~ t lse9 . ,...Tnelessons_!eamed in the 

o~W<tJS1t" 11-\4 179.. !W!\' 1 • ~ \_lrv..6Q,~~n>\lv-\)~\-
Vietnam Walj~nclude the eve_~!~ o 1~l&u 'l<lll~e studie~and 
remembered> if we are to gai;tlr~ that experience; an experience 
many 4Rs paid for. 

~ On March 30, 1972, the army of North Vietnam (NVA) invaded South 
'\!:./ Vietnam. T~ battle1't~ had been in the making for years, had 'inally 

begun. The enemy opened three major fronts. The first was in ! 'Corps 
\tJW-(l,6~\ 

where • at 30,000 troops~treaming across the DMZ. The second 
was in Ill Corps where the enemy attacked out of his Cambodian 
sanctuaries and tried to capture the city of An Loe. The third was in II 
Corps where two NVA divisions and parts of a third, tried to capture 
the provincial capital of Kontum. This presentation deal~ onl with the 
battle Kontum1 is \t ~~\ ~~~ ~ UNv-\.ioT 0 "' ~ ~ ~ \\ '3 ~)'"''loo It':> s~~s 

~ -.NQ.~'\2~<:.o.-<i. .-- ~ 

F: r the first time in the Vietnam War, both U. ~· and~Vietnamese forces 
depended completely on the other for victorl ~ ~ ither of the allies 
could win alone. The U. S. forces could support the Vietnamese; 
however, the responsibility for the ground co.,bat rested squarely on 
the Army of the Republic~f Vietnam (ARYN). \Yhe Battle ot Kontum ~~iiiii)i~:;J,-

. , · e eomlsat on atfthe fl ont~~ (The weaknesses and-strengths 
r;\~v&Mt a ecame obv10 s-the battle-devetopecr-are a source of pricte,-and 
~~}}. ~ sometim8S-Shame

1
for au involved~ Although there were no U.S. groun 

combat troops directly involved, there were a number of Americans 
~~~ ~ acting as advisors a d flvJng U.S. aircraft in support of the South 

\oi... -o o_o.)d_ !lr"nS~\.,, 
~b~ ~s.Jie~~~ese effort. presen~ff U.S. advisors on the groundland .}t.a. 
\0~~~ the arge scale U.S. air support>r'ere the key factors in the success 
~"°\Q,~\,~)defensive operations c~ ucted by the South Vietnamese Army in the 

I' ~ <'rd';, \ \<. :r+- \IJ'ZIS. 'b 
r;ic-'' \- '"'"pSpring of 1972. 9111tRac of this magnitudew~f U· s. support>on t~?.s 
~<>vv.0<- :( ground and in the ai~ in the Spring of 1975 • in my judgment, the 
. ~.:\~· . 
\11'--\jO 



\ single major cause of the battlefield defeat inflic_ted on the South 
~etnamese Army by the NYA. 

Kontum, a city of about 30,000 inhabitants, is located about 30 
kilome~~r~ n "\h of Pleiku City, in _the Central ___ Highl,.~ds. During 

(Jan ary, ~e6ruary, and March) of 1972, a large builcFUp ~f enemy forces 'So (~'bJ' 
was detected in the valley area southwest of Oak To and northwest of 2,1r~AUoc. 
Kontum City (MAP OYERLA Y). Elements of the 22nd ARYN Division e," c.v-\> --: 

were located northwest of the city and deployed in a, broad arc, which 
extended form the southern end of "Rocket Ridge" to the district 
headquarters of Oak To. Most of the ARYN units were located in 
fortified positions known as fire support bases (FSB). These FSBs 
were occupied ~ un~s that ranged from company size organizations(_;:,__~ 
to full battalion~~ ost of the FSBs were located on the peaks of large 
hill masses or mountains. These bases were prepared to accept 
attacks from any direction and usually had interlocking artillery fire 
mutual support. ( ~"'\~) c~ ~ v-~ ~ <\-~~),~ . , ~ 

~ J 
In addition to the positions occupied by/\elements of the 22nd Division 

there were two Ranger camps located along the Laos and Cambodian L? J 
Borders. These camps were manned by Ranger battalions from the 1 if ,~ 
Ranger Group and were placed under the operational control of the '

1"Q.'.iift'S v-..a,ov-.~ 
22nd Division. The Division headquarters was located in Binh Dinh 
Province; however, a forward headquarters was established northwes 

of Kontum City near the village of Tan Canh. DA \B'.) of ~ll~S wk l. "' <l1' 

For the purpose of this presentation, I have divided the Battle of tJ~-it r~~~~~ 
Kontum into three distinct phases. Phase I was the battle for the fi ~ "~\r~' ~ 

support bases and Tan Canh, Phase II was the battle for the border ~ b (\ 
camps, and Phase Ill was the battle for the city of Kontum. Phase I . ~ 'J'""' '"\ 
lasted most of the month of April; Phase II the first two weeks of May, ~ ~J.J-1":i ~Sc 
and Phase Ill from the middle of May until the first week of June. ~ -zs e1 

There was overlap in time between the separate phases. i~R./~~ 

® As the threat mounted in Kontum Province, the 22nd Division was 
reinforced by elemt1tnts of the strategic reserve, two brigades of an A-R~f\J 
airborne divisio~$Elements from the airborne division were located in 

q 



© sas on "Rocket Ridge," and the division headquarters was 
established near the village of Vo Dinh. 

ARYN units operating in Kontum Province, were provided helicopter 
support by the U.S. Army, 17th Combat Aviation Group (CAG) and the 
52nd Combat Aviation Battalion (CAB) operating out of Camp Holloway 
in Pleiku and Vietnamese helicopter squadrons operating out of the 
Pleiku Air base. The U.S. aviation units primarily supporting the 22nd 
Division and the airborne un_its ~ere from the 52nd Combat Aviation 
Battalion (this unit actually(stood dow~ in March of 1972 and these 
aviation assets came directly under the 17th Group): 57th Assault Hel. 
Co. (8 AH-1G, 20 UH-1H); 180th Assault Support (16 CH-47); 361st 
Aerial Weapons Co. (12 AH-1G); B Troop 7/17 Air Cavalry Squadron (9 
AH-1G, 8 UH-1H, 10 OH-6) - This unit was re-designated H Troop 17th 
CAY in April 1972 and a small team from C Troop 7/17 Air Cavalry 
Squadron - This unit was re-designated H Troop 1 oth CAY in April 
1972. Some aviation assets from the 201 •t helicopter company 
supported II Corps operations, most notably, the OH-58s supporting Mr 
John Paul Vann and the II Co s advisor:..::s::.----~ 

~ ~\S ~<:Q,S2>Mj OV ~~~ o ~~\z. 

~~~:._~ 
~~~,~~\ 

J\os~~ 1v 

~iA­

ti ~~.T+ 
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PHASE I - BATTLE FOR THE FIRE SUPPORT BASE AN TAN CAN 11 l '- ,.1... , k 
~ ~ <Y" ~I e._ 1 ~/l('Q)\)\ Y\~I<. .} 

l).N ""' - -..) ~ ~ ~ ~ • a,-z,dr-, ~~ """~ ~ 
During the latter part of March , ~he SBs on "Rock~t Ridge" had tA 111<" , 1 · 1. 1 

('$\-t \\~ cvq\\v ~"";;~ S'l-r-1\\. ~""'.'\>~ - v- ,<,.) \ ~ \\ ll)Vo VJ\'.>' 

received probing attackS) ana attacks Dy fire (ABF m mixed · ~ - ' 
caliber of weapons. The intensity of the attacks increased until the 
first major assault took place on the 4th of April. This early morning 
attack against FSB''D"~~rked innin of Phase I the battl 
the fire support base~ 1 he attacks were made by elements of the 
NVA 320th lnfal.Jitry Division 1.an~ consisted of heavy infantry assaults 
supported by( direct and indirect) artillery and rocket fire. Numerous) 2 

~Nf\ anti-aircraft weapons were positioned around the FSB in order to 3 ~ ·. ,\~ 
prevent aerial re-supply or fire support. However, helicopter Cobra 111.~,t~" ~1 .... · 
gunships were dispatched by the Commanding Officer of the 52nd J.~~ ~ 

Combat Aviation Battalion, L TC Charles Bagnal, to provide fire support 3-A.e .. ,l\n\rj:)_.. 
for the sm~ll hill-top base. These aircraft, along with artillery and Air ~\)fl;~ i.>tur 

ForcefrACAIR were able to deliv.er extremely effective fire against the 

l o 



c ncen~rated and vulnerable NVA infantry soldiers. Although the 
VJ '11) 'l>1 'l'll'u..~ , ~ 

-.ne YA.Penetrat the defenses of the compound, the positionsr eld, 
and the attack was beaten back with heavy losses to the attacking 

\~ f A I ~ I ~l t~ ' I~ 'l_ 
NVA forces. ~r ~ GA ""'5 w..., "I'~ •• ~ "~~ '""~ -~ 

For the next several days the enemy pounded the FSBs located on 
"Rocket Ridge." Several ground assaults were successfully repulsed 
with enemy forces suffering heavy losses from the concentrated fire of 
gunships, TACAIR, and artillery. The ARYN soldiers did well defending 
their positionslalthough it was clear to all concerned that their 
survival was due in large measure to the immediately available fire 
support. The enemy was taking a beating against the hardened, well­
defended FSBs. In fact, it seemed the enemy would continue to smash 
himself against these small strong points indefinitely. This was very 
much to the advantage of the defenders in that NVA losses expended 
against this "hedgehog" type defense would not be available for the 
main assault on the city of Kontum. , 

( Yw"'-cy~l Tu~~~~ ~~~~1 -..~l~"'- 3v.,vt\j t-~~~ u~<ilv-,:;t ,..\1- oc~t ~~ v..t 'l>lbi-f~.Atwl~\)~s).io 1¥.-~~lh"M to 
~ 1""' o ~Q,..._s\JQ., t.cs\1-~N -r-v~~. 

Though the U.S. anaVietnamese coalition forces had tremendous 
quantities of fire available, it could not be employed effectively 
against the NVA units if the enemy was not attacking because most of 
the time, they were dispersed and well hidden in repared positions. 
The problem was how to get the NVA units to ~o.icte;,trat~ in such a 
way that it would be vulnerable to concentrated fire. By locating the Q 1,v'O 0 

_ ~ 

FSBs on terrain that dominated the area, "key terrain", it became /.> C:3 d~ oV\ 0 

necessary for the enemy to eliminate them in order to insure freedom ~ 1 't\\JJ>.. ·J,,, ~ 

of movement in the area. These small FSBs became the focal point o ~ d · , 
enemy activity and provided many opportunities for the coalition . ·~ ~, 
forces to deliver effective fire against the exposed, attacking NVA \11 \ \J~ 
soldiers • 

. "'- N 
~ese small bases were relatively autonomous, were not 
~ep.111le1tt en owe1ta1td li1tes=of cmn11n1nleath111 Thaugh t:h » appear* 
isolated•'-'ey=wam .not, bec ause their li1te& of communications were 
tllAAlglt the airi 'Ille Melicopters, both U.S. and VNAF, operating in and 

out of these FSBs linked them together both physically ·!~J i~ fu-<-6"'-f\;<-T. 
psychologically with each other, and other friendly unit~ Even though 
there were periods during which helicopters were very restricted 

k\So; c\.esc;r"\.. Jr-..t o PS~ .bW \t~j le\N ~·~) ~ ~ 
~~- ~~\t~ or\,w-.\.tw-s; ~~ .... 
I \r Jj 



because of enemy fire and bad weather, there was a belief among the 
defenders that eventually, the "choppers" would get through to them. 
As a result, the FSB defenders, for the most part, did not perceive their 
situation as hopeless.e,~ ·,"' ~ t'UI!. 0\- .{,\f\.(>J""W-G\;>~ ell\sl11tlks af! NVA ~· 

~ .. impo1 tant pomf dbz :(tfta hese FSBse were almost totally 
dependent on outside fire support, if they were to survive large scale, 

e..... •• 
enemy attacks. This created a difficult situation for the NYA in that h-~""' _ 
their estimates of the st!~c.~"~~ within the bases~;. accurate) ~*~s. ~ 

<ftl!IWlilii!ID511ifD could not $Jtt a for - how much fire support would be ~ ~" 
committed to defend any particular base at any particular time. ;~t 

Although the enemy could count ARYN soldiers, they could not ' wi ; !\+~~ 
accurately esti e the potential fire that could be generated~~ t~I) ~~ Nv 

iT ~+ \f'll>S ~~ • u ?A\/\lli'T 

suppo the F B n- my 81'i1ti0np4illt <W consistent- underestimat• ~~1=fi•l!f'5 
-, ~ · this crucial element of the combat power equation. Eventually, some 

of the FSBs were overrun; however, even if one base was destroye 
the other bases continued to resist. 

As the battle for the FSBs wore on, there were numerous reports that 
NYA armored vehicles were operating in the area. Although helicopter 
crews reported sighting what appeared to be tank tracks in the valley 
west of "Rocket Ridge", the presen~e of armored vehicles could not be 
confirmed ~ ~""-~~-t~ 11~ ~ ~t~~~-awt.t '"1~-\:1s ~ .fbw~o.t~ 

_._..'-0'4 'S"-' ~~~~-:;~~TI \)\~. ~~ 'fo~t. 

The most glaring weakness in the overall ARYN defensive plan was 
the vulnerability of the 22nd Division command post located at Tan 
Canh. This relatively small compound was located on a small hill 
southwest of the town of Tan Canh. The ARYN forces had 1 SSmm and 
105mm howitzers at the base as well as four M-41 tanks from the 22nd 
Division's 14th Armored Cavalry Regiment. Located within the 
compound were a large number of support troops and approximatel~ -; 

one battalion from the 42nd Regiment. :rh . d defense in .:S ~ 
de th and was located on relatively low ground. There were no 
significant forces to the north to counter a serious threat from that 
direction. 

The 22nd Division headquarters located at Tan Canh had received 
sporadic artillery fire throughout .the month of April. The intensity of 

J )_ 



these artillery attacks intensified until they reached more than 1,000 
rounds per day. On the 23rd of April there were clear signs that an 
attack on the Division headquarters was imminent. Surface to surface 
wire guided missiles were used by NVA forces to destroy the ARYN 
tanks located within the compound and also to destroy the Division 
command bunker. Several of the American advisors were injured 
during these attacks. Colonel Philip Kaplan, the senior advisor to the 
22nd Division, recognized the seriousness of the situation and began 
making plans for the eventual evacuation of the American advisory 
team. In addition to the tanks being destroyed, one of the two 106mm 
recoilless rifles was also destroyed. By the evening of the 23rd, the 
situation at Tan Canh was grave. The only remaining antitank 
defenses rested primarily on light antitank weapons (M72 LAW) and ai 
support. The 22nd Division command post had been reestablished in 
the 42nd Regiment TOC, but the morale of the ARYN Division 
commander, Colonel Due Dat, and his staff, was very poor. It was 
believed that Colonel Dat was fatalistic about the outcome of the 
battle and was convinced that the NVA could not be resisted. This 
situation made it particularly difficult for Colonel Kaplan to get the 
division to adopt a more aggressive attitude. 

Late in the evening of April 23rd, there were reports that enemy tanks 
were approaching the Tan Canh area from the northwest. An Air Force 
C-130 "Spectre" gunship was called to the scene and with its onboard 
night vision equipment was able to detect a column of tanks on the (~ IN-~ 
road north of Tan Canh. The gunship engaged the tanks with a 105mm\~k2> r 
cannon and reported hitting three tanks. The column continued its 
advance toward Tan Canh. There were two bridges between the 
approaching tanks and the 22nd Division headquarters that were being . 
secured by Regional Force/Popular Force (RF/PF) troops. These RF/P \ ~vv(l w- ~ 
troops did not offer any significant resistance to the tanks nor did they rJ 6v'(\.) ~ 
destroy the bridges. The introduction of enemy armor and the 
employment of the wire guided missiles, were both materially and 
psychologically shocking to the defendingi~~its. This was the first 
large scale, introduction of armored vehicles into this area of South 
Vietnam and the defenders were ill prepared to cope with them. It 
should be noted that the antitank rockets being used on the AH-1G k~·eo"\w~ 

I 

gunships were only marginally ~ective. The Soviet and Chinese T-

JJ 



GD \f6\C8 . «\()~.59 tanks with their 100mm main guns, totally out-gunned the D "\' ARVN M-41 tanks, with their 76mm guns. 

n the tank colym~ re~ched the town of Tan Canh, antitank ( } 1,_ 

hunter/killer team~fr~~~i°th)e 42nd Regiment engaged them with M-72 "'.)vc<:Vi V\. 

LAWs. Using the M-72 LAW, the hunter/killer teams disabled two of the 
enemy tanks. However, the tank column continued their approach 
during the early morning hours of April 24th. Some of the tanks, all -.t ~~ 
1 O, split off from the main column and moved into positions north of 
the 22nd Division headquarters compound, in order to provide direct 
fire support for the attack of the main body. Large numbers of infantry 
were observed moving into positions around the compound. Some of 
these formations were taken under fire by the Air Force AC-130 
gunship and also by artillery fire however, early morning fog limited 
visibility in the battle area. At about 0530 that morning, the tanks 
began their attack on the 22nd Division headquarters. The tanks 
approached through the fog with their lights on and firing their 
machine guns at positions along the perimeter. The tanks that had 
taken up firing positions earlier supported the attack with direct fire 
from their main guns. Large infantry formations assaulted the 
compound from the north. One of the American advisors, Captain Ken 
Yonan, directed fire against the enemy from a water tower located in 
the compound. Unfortunately, many of the ARVN support troops 
located within the compound panicked and ran away from the 

• attacking NVA forces. Tht'exodus of troops over the wire on 
the southern side of the compound spread a general sense of 
hopelessness among the remaining defenders. By 0600, the situation 
was critical. Fog and low clouds greatly restricted the effective 
employment of air support. The Senior U.S. advisor to the 22nd ARVN 
Division, Colonel Kaplan, made the decision to evacuate the American 
advisory team once it became evident that the compound was about 
to be overrun. His decision to leave the compound was supported by 
the Senior U.S. Advisor for Military Region II, John Paul Vann. Mr. 
Vann, a civilian advisor who had over ten years of experience in 
Vietnam, was flying over the besieged compound in an OH-58 
helicopter directing the air support which was finally able to work as 
the weather improved. Some of the enemy tanks were engaged by the 
U.S. advisors using M-72 LAWs a~ they fought their way out of the 



compound. Although some of the tanks were hit, it did not appear that 
the LAWs were being effective against the tanks at close range. The 
last time Colonel Dat the Division commander and his staff were seen, 

they were located in the men's room of the compound and had 
resigned themselves to eventual death or capture. It was reported 
some weeks later that Colonel Dat had, in fact, been captured and 
taken to North Vietnam. 

Once outside the compound, the U.S. advisors were picked up by Mr. 
Vann in a daring rescue. John Vann was flying in his light OH-58 
helicopter. Mr. Vann and his pilot Captain John Todd made several 
trips in the rescue effort and ferried some of the advisors to the Dak 
To II airstrip located about six kilometers to the west. It was 
necessary to keep the distance short because some of the ARYN 
soldiers had grabbed the skids of the helicopter as it departed and 
were hanging beneath it. On one of the trips, Mr. Vann's helicopter 
crashed while attempting to pick up the last of the advisors. 
Fortunately, he and the advisors were rescued by another helicopter. 
ARYN armored units that had been located west of Dak To II, at the 
Ben Het border camp, were ambushed by NVA infantry as they 
approached Dak To. Enemy infantry weapons destroyed all of the 
ARYN tanks in the relief column. Several of the ARYN M-41 tanks 
located atf;ithe Dak To airstrip were destroyed by NVA tanks which 

111\. "' werelAts Or destroyed by TAC AIR strikes. The ARYN M-41 tanks, 
which were armed with a 76mm main gun, were no match for the T-55 
tanks of the NVA. Evefilhough some of the ARYN tanks were able to 
get direct hits on the NVA tanks, their fire had no effect o the enemy~1'~ .+a~ 

w~Lo Q-tQ , ~ .J 
However, when the NVA tanks fired their 100mm guns,theYf\totally ~~~<l~ ;T-~. 
destroy• the ARYN M-41 tanks. ( · ,,___ ___ _ 

• • • \~ ;-;. ~\..i.0~" 
~ "J?pp·~.w\-1 ~v\ MN~+ 

> ftveral of the enemy tanks were engaged litter in the morning, by c:;.r-Wr& ~~s~ ~ 
helicopter gunships; however, even though the tanks were hit by anti~~ ,~~~ 

Q~ ~·~~~~ 
tank rockets, hey were not destroyed. ~l:1M1,,..~ w,K ~: 

fi.,,.\c. .. . 
The psychological shock created by the appearance of these enemy 
tanks from the 202nd NVA tank regiment was greater than the 
physical damage they wrought. This appeared to be a perfect example ,, ~ 

of the •classic• shock effect of a~or on infantry troops. Fortunately, 

/~ 



the NVA were either unable or unwilling to exploit their initial success. 
One might argue that this"w;!¥a major tactical if not strategic, 

~ CP>.'\ve.5~t:~·z.7;i.>.oo;.i"O..i . 
error on the part of the NVA. f\ hey had the chance to exploit their 

success, however, i~ aP!!!~d the~*'~ t ~ed their own plans or 
logistical support arid Uetli iJt~ail~consolidate their positions. 
This provided crucial t·me for the ARVN defenders to reorganize, 
reinforce and prepar~ a c:.tJuJw-a*.-iGlz/~ >JVA.'sv'n1~k~--se-\ 

The destruction of the 22nd ARVN Division headquarters on .., April 
24th was a shock to the entire II Corps Headquarters. The Division,. IX)vi ~J\, dt~ ~ 
ceased being an effective fighting unit, and the only thing~ that stood 
between the NVA and Kontum City were a few airborne units located , 
on the highway, QL 14, north of Kontum City. Reports of-1wo separate(tJVA~A-R.VtJ 
regiments operating in the area subordinate to the ·-3 Fr nt rought 
the size of the enemy effort against Kontum to about three divisions, 
essentially a COIP.S sizedoperation. , l -1,l 

~ A\°t'v-e"Q \s\ ~Q., Tf,i's \\.i.~ ~~ e...<.{11 ~ -eJ-C<-~~ "2-~~\- ~l.tov\c.. 1 ~ .w.tir--.c,~T ....._ I JV\11".-

~'v- c ~\; -}r: e-\:~c.;i'4 o'v\t~ 7.-1,!d b~. ~ "'"~ .\',,~\ ~ -~ 
General Ngo Dz~, the II Corps Commander, ordered the evacuation of 
the remaining FSBs on "Rocket Ridge." The troops walked out of 
these bases leaving their 1 OSmm artillery pieces behind. Some of the 
units made heavy contact and took many casualties as the withdrawal 
turned into an exercise in escape and evasion. Some of the troops 
made ~t to the border camp at Ben Het and were extracted several 
days later by helico ter. Others were able to make their way to QL 14 

(~o"'"""u,... h :C.) 
and then, later, back to Kontum City. Many ARVN soldiers were lost;«' 
either captured or simply not able to malte their way back to friendly 
locations. 

The 22nd ARVN Division units operating in Kontum province were 
considered no longer combat effective and were withdrawn from the 
area to reorganize and refit at Camp Enari, Pleiku, which used to be 
the home of the U.S. 4th Infantry Division when it was in Vietnam. 
Most of the aifborne units were pulled back to the Saigon area to 
assist in the defense of An Loe. The 23rd ARVN Infantry Division from 
Ban Me Thout was assigned the mission of defending Kontum. 

d~n\ ~~o~ 'S~~ 
AffJloom and ~ssimis"')~orde.ring on panic1infected U.S. and S10~ 
Vietnames~d'like. U.S. aviation· ~nits at Camp Holloway were 



preparing to leave with essential equi~'!lent 41l1t if the NVA continued 
their attacks South unchecked. If theyf\.wanted to, the NVA units could 
have driven their tanks all the way to Preiku without significant 

resistance from ARYN ground forces. The fate of Kontum, and the 
Central Highlands, rested on the speed and determination of the 23rd 
ARYN Division and especially, of its commander, Colonel Ly Tong Ba. 

On the 29th of April, Colonel .John A. Todd, Deputy Commander of the 
i,.~-o~ JO/ 1st Aviation Brigade,' arrived at Pleiku. His presence was requested by 
~-ca 'i:\BGEN • .John G. Hill, Deputy Senior Advisor for II Corps. Colonel Todd 

was the third member of a planning and control group consisting of the 
Senior Advisor, Mr. Vann, his deputy, General Hill, and Colonel Todd. 
These three men, along with the II Corps Commander, L TGEN Dzu, 
made the key decisions each day on the conduct of the battle. On a 
personal note, I worked very closely with Col. Todd during this period 
and found him extremely dedicated, courageous, and competent. As [) J_]J 
the senior aviator, he made key decisions on the employment of ~t- f 11\ IV\.~'S'd~ 
aviation assets and made a significant contribution to the overall 1-v~· 0f ~1-
effort. He was a man I admired greatly. ~~M-

Another very significant event took place on April 29th. At about 1600 ~kd rl\ ~ 
hours, two NUH-1B helicopters, mounting the only airborne TOW (tube 11'1'\~~I~ \ 
launched, optically tracked, wire guided) antitank missile syste~ in Jl w~~J 0 

the,orld, arrived at Camp Holloway, Pleiku. These aircraft.~ 
~ ..... ""'~~~<;,•::. "'1 V-'-._~~~ 

ma Army aviation history and prove a concept that had only ueen 
in the testing stage. ?rt\l\~\JS \-o ~~S/v~ \,_e.bc.o-r\~~~v~ ?Ml/CMtlt?Mk\' e-vp~it~ . 

~~!!~~~~~~~10--IH~~~~f~or the defense of Kontum 
atte pts at establishing a 

reconnaissance missions north and northwest of Kontum City. The 
importance of the role played by this single air cavalry troop can't be 
overstated. This unit was responsible for a very large operating area 
and consistently provided timely, crucial intelligence on enemy 
movements and actions. In spite of sustaining significant combat 
damage to its aircraft and casualties to the crews, H troop 17 CAY 
continued to perform its essentia.I mission throughout the battle. 

/7 



The air cavalry was able to pick up on enemy movement north and 
west of the city and there were strong indications that the battlefield 
was being prepared. Numerous reports of tanks throughout the area 
resulted in much lost time as the air cavalry tried to verify these 
reports. In fact, during this period most activity centered on attempts 
to locate and destroy tanks. However, the NVA were very successful 
in keeping their tanks hidden. Large bunker complexes and fighting 
positions were located north and northeast of the city and targeted for 
B-52 air strikes (ARC light strikes). 

PHASE II - THE B TTLE FOR THE BORDER CAMPS , 

~.Q;'~u\r~ ~ \f~ 0 ) ~'ce.) ~rltjbu 1l~~~ 
On 5 May, the Ranger camp of Polei Kleng came under in nse enemy 
artillery fire. The rounds were impacting in a tight pattern within the 
perimeter. Enemy forces had closed in around the camp and were 
placing accurate small arms fire on the defensive positions. The 
defenders reported tanks approaching from the north. A forward air 
controller (FAC) working in the area also observed the tanks but lost 
sight of them when they moved into a wooded area. Elements from 

.)~e, v 'tlA. \ 
the air cavalry were called in to, locate the tanks. In addition, the 
airborne TOW aircraft had been called in to engage the tanks. These 
two NUH-1 B helicopters were the only aircraft in the world equipped 
with the TOW system and great caution was exercised in employing 
them. Only one TOW aircraft went out at a time and escorted by a 
team of two AH-1G cobra gunships and a UH-1H that was the 
command and control (C&C) aircraft. The airborne TOW aircraft used 
the call sig~ "Hawk's Claw." Shortly after the helicopters arrived in 
the area, a steady stream of F-4 attack aircraft began arriving over the 
target area. 

The gunner on the TOW aircraft spotted two of the tanks, which 
appeared to-be painted black. He acquired one of th:~in his sight but 
elected not to fire when a helicopter from the air cavalry troop flew 

into ~~, f"teld of vision. Later, the targets were spotted several times, 
b~tc;he ~Rer was unable to acquire the targets early enough in his 
approach-to engage them becau·~e of the thick jungle canopy in the 



area. TACAIR, both U.S. and Vietnamese, dropped bombs on the 
suspected target locations in an attempt to blow away the jungle 
cover so that the "Hawk's Claw" could get a clear shot. F-4's and 
VNAF A1-E's struck the area; however, the tanks were not visible. 
Several secondary explosions and what appeared to be oil base fires 
indicated that the air strikes may have destroyed at least one of the 
tanks. As the aircraft orbited the camp, a 23mm antiaircraft gun as 
well as numerous 51 cal. machine guns and small arms fire 
sporadically engaged them. All aircraft were forced out of the area 
early in the evening due to weather. The ordeal by fire for the camp 
continued throughout the night. Intense artillery fire scored direct hits 
on the command bunker and other defensive positions in the 
compound. Many of these structures were damaged to the point that 
the defenders were forced to seek cover in individual foxholes,t'he 
enemy moved his assault troops to within 100 to 200 meters of the 
camp. Late in the afternoon of May 6th the decision was made by Mr. 
Vann and General Hill to pull out the two U.S. advisors. This was a 
difficult decision in light of the fact that Polei Kleng was located on 
one of the main enemy avenues of approach into the city of Kontum. 
Many of the camp defenders had become casualties, and there was a 
shortage of supplies, especially water. It was decided to extract the 
two U.S. advisors in the evening when it was dark enough to afford 
some concealment for the light observation helicopter (LOH) OH-6 
from the cavalry troop that would make the extraction. Just at dusk 
the LOH flew into the camp through a hail of enemy fire and 
successfully extracted the U.S. advisors. It had been plan- to 
replace the ARYN camp commander, however, the VNAF pilot of the 
UH-1 carrying the new commander refused to fly into the camp. 

~ ~ Another dramatic event took place on the 6th of May. A FAC, flying i \!et-d ~~$Pe 
0~~ support of the Polei Kleng operation received a radio call from ~1) vv~~~J. 

'(S'u" \\!'\'I~-r 715." This aircraft h~ een shot down on April 24th.___s_o_u~t ~v...'2~*° ~ 
n \),l\\"'°'L . ~~~ .' \ ~<;. L ~ \ \h ~ i 

ftu ,,.>. nS, of Oak To and it had been report d lthat there were no survivors ~n 1 ~""" 
~V' '/'\ Cll.l~~eN 

~-v because the aircraft (UH-1 H) had exploded on impact. ··The FAC e.~~v-t~ 
established contact with a sm~ll !~~ of survivor rom e crash _. 

rteam from H troop 17 CAY we~~i~patched to try ~ locate them. so:;~ ·\ ·hi f 
At first a trap was suspected because no one believed there ~111tfl...lei 11 ' ' 1

'J 0 

• survivors from the ~rash~ Aftt!r locating the small party on the 

11 "b U ~ v\ .t.S G~ ~\-iv-.. w'a~ ~ 
.Q,.?o~'. \J-1\;i.M.. a \.,,t-\, ~~ li" ~ ~ b . L ~tv ~~ i ~e;T. \ ~ 6\ 

~ ~ ~ ~\Q,~~.~~ 1'··~~0~ ~~ \-1v.~~~f-~?.:~t 
~\JJ~~~ to ,'A<}~~11.io•'<-e0% 'WM' ~?>Vt~~ ~"';:\11?~~~~ 
~~..,~~' 1.JV,,Mll'--7>K-~) _;.J_]S"Jc\""'~wa1J":.. -ti)'°()~<:,~~ C.,/''38\.:.<;. \J-ICIU~ Qt~ bv1t-l/'.C'..Al~ 



ground and insuring that they wer~in fac~U.S. personnel, an LOH 
went in and picked up two su~!t,~ They were accompanied by a 
group of ARYN soldiers and(Monfagnard~who grabbed the aircraft 
when it landed and almost pulled it out of the air. Some of the aircraft 
in the area started receiving fire, so the U.S. personnel were the only 
ones recovered. These men told of three other badly wounded 
survivors located in the vicinity of the crash site. A "slick" (UH-1) from 
B/7/17th CAY landed in the reported location and recovered the three 
injured men. They reported that some ARYN soldiers who were in the 
area had helped them. It was also reported that a large number of 
these troops were wandering around in the hills south of Dak To, 
probably survivors from Tan Canh, Dak To, and the FSB's on Rocket 
Ridge. A group of Montagnards had provided food and other 
assistance to include an old PRC - 25 radio. It was with this radio that 
Spec/4 Lea finally made contact with the FAC. 

This was indeed a bright point in an otherwise dismal picture. Polei 
Kleng took several ground probes during the night. Enemy attacks by 
fire continued throughout the day on May 7th. Most of the camp was 
destroyed and all the defenders werJ... living underground~ 1-. 

It was reported that the camp commander and other key officers 
attempted to escape from the camp during the night by way of a 
tunnel, however, it collapsed during the heavy shelling. The ARYN S-3 
(operations officer) organized the defenders and generally took control 
of the situation. Mr. Vann spent a great deal of time flying over the 
besieged camp trying to offer assistance and encouragement to the 
defenders. On several occasions he attempted to have his counterpart, 
Gen. Dzu>talk to the commande')however, the camp commander was 
too shaken to talk to anyone. 

Late in the afternoon of May 7th, a very serious problem arose when <J ~ 
one of the Montagnard battalions, the 71 st, located at the 'lien Het .,-/' ~""<>!~ 
border cam~ apparently mutinied. They shot one of their commanders 
and seized several Vietnamese officers as hostages. They threatened 
to shoot them all unless aircraft were made available the next day to 
transport them to Pleiku so that they could spend some time with their 
families. The dissident troops h~ld a portion of the compound while 



the other battalion, still loyal, held the rest. Mr. Vann ... Jmmediately 
~\"VU!.. 

flew out to the camp and worked out an agreement "9MI the 
Montagnards and Vietnamese. 

A plan was drawn up to airlift the mutinous battalion out of the camp 
the next day. This seemed to appease ~SR.•utinwa troops and, for 
the moment, the situation stabilized. During the night Ben Het came 
under intense attacks by fire, and large numbers of enemy troops were 
observed to the northwest of the camp. 

On May 8th, the enemy continued to put heavy fire into both Ben Het 
and Polei Kleng. The situation of Polei Kleng improved somewhat 
when an ARVN captain, who spoke fairly good English, virtually 
assumed command of the situation. He was promoted to the rank of 
major by General Dzu and put in command. At Polei Kleng, ~of the 
most serious problems facing the defenders was their critical shortage 
of water. A plan was devised to airdrop 3,000 pound loads of water 
fromCH-47 helicopters, into the camp before sunrise. Colonel .John A. 
Todd organized and led the mission, however, it was aborted due to 
poor weather in the vicinity of the camp. L 1 ( r<i {4~ . 

rs ~ou of 
trt\~ com ander • Polei Kleng estimated t,t\pt,-iiooo rounds of 130mm 
"O ~~llery had hit the camp during the night~ih'i early morning of May 

.~~~9th~ Reports vary on the size of the attacking force, however, it is ~ ~ ,~ lj"e,~11 
\}\% -o\:t> ~ estimated that it was regimental size and supported by an unknown o\J\; \J,~~ Piv'ru 
~'ti~ t\ number of tanks. The defenders fired a 106mm reco · ess rifle at the t~0;;J~ ~ ::~~ra~-v-.\r.S tanks but missed. Allegedly, small arms fire became i u\~ ~:;~ 
"~ ...... even use the M-72 Light Antita~ Wea ons (LA , Approximately 350 ~ \)J\\J. 
~ • defenders (including som~ependentsJ moved out of the camp to the 

south, leaving an unknown number of wounded behind. At 1700 hours 
there were reports of tanks leaving the area to the west and that 180 
of the defenders were 6 km west of Kontum city. As of 1800 hours, 
250 of the camp's defenders had joined with friendly units. In 
response to the loss of Polei Kleng, the ARVN airlifted a battalio11 from 
the 45th Regiment (23rd Division) into a blocking position 12 km west 
of Kontum city. The en~my. antiaircraft fire was quite heavy in the 

i..--e~u -\\~ '"' '°'-vicinity of Polei Kleng, a twa VNAF A1-E shot down 3km northwest 

ofthecam~1 

:Af 



In response to the reported tank attack at Polei Kleng, the "Hawk's 
Claw" package was launched at about 0645 from famp Holloway. 
Typically, the "Hawk's Claw" team was on~trip alert)at Camp 
Holloway. After arriving on station and not being able to locate 
suitable targets, the package was diverted to Ben Het. 

k-iJ 
At Ben Het, the revolt of the previous dayt\subsided and all personnel 
within the camp turned their attention to the defense of their 
positions. One of the Vietnamese held captive by the mutinous unit 
was released so that he could coordinate the defense. 

On the morning of May 9th, Ben Het came under an intense combined 
w-.~o 

arms assault. Prior to the attack, the NVA~ent dogs through th 'N~~t,\.-

defensive wire from the north t~ deto~~e antipersonnel mi e~-z-- the 
infantry followed. The fighting th Jznd..\o•close quartei;~1th 
positions on the eastern perimeter trading hands several times. Late 
in the afternoon a small enemy for~ st"ll ~cupied several bunkers 
within the camp. The efe de';!~ 'b\:l ~ one tank at the main gate 

011v- ,\) l'"' , 
with an M-72 LAW. estimated 100 enemy ere killed in the 
immediate vicinity the camp. Due to the low clouds, TACAIR was 
not able to wo~owever, our TOW aircraft was able to ac uire and 
destroy se ral tanks 41 PILI.,_ 'd~ ~ \JJW'{, 'Nb~~ we.A\ W. d~ 
~~~o \.)~. 

During the early morning>a decision was made to send in a slick from 
the 57th Assault Helicopter Company (AHC), the Gladiators, to re­
supply the defenders with M-72 LAW's. The aircraft was escorted by 
two AH-1G cobra gunships~ th& 361st Arial Weapons Company 

~~Ir.. 'ti \:\ o""f t 
(AWC), the,!'ink Panthers. tne aircraft received hits~ he drop was 
successfu'trhowever, while escorting the slick out of the camp, one of 
the gunships received multipl~i~ and craihed several hundred 
meters southeast of the camp./\~ exploded shortly after 
impact. The front seat pilot was observed climbing out of the aircraft 
and falling nearby. The aircraft commander, Captain Reeder, was 
observed running to the southwest into a wooded area. After 
numerous air strikes, an LOH from the cavalry was able to locate and 
pick up the front seat pilot, however, Captain Reeder was not seen 
again. (It was learned later that· !'e had become a POW.) The other 



AH-1 G also received several hits and the pilot, WO Allen, was shot 
through the chest. After the copilot/gunner, Captain Gamber, landed 
the aircraft on highway QL 14, east of Dak To, WO Allen was 

administered life saving first aid by Captain Roy Sudec who was flying 
the C&C aircraft for "Hawk's Claw." After WO Allen was stabilized, he 
was evacuated to a medical facility in Pleiku. ~\ L l1 

0

_ _ 

>-=~-~~\~ i£J ~'·V~ 
After an intense fire-fight, the attack on(Ben He~was successfully 
beaten off, with the enemy taking very heavy losses. The situation 
was relatively stable at Ben Het on May 10th, and by 0900 hours May 
11th, the defenders had eliminated the enemy still inside the camp and 
secured the entire perimeter. During the fighting, four bunkers and 
sqm.e of the perimeter wire ad b en destroyed, a-di~ lf~~~t3 ~~ 
<\no\t.. ~~~~ ~ ~'"lN--'-(f 'JS ~ Oz \).lo~ '4\\t.f'e~~ c,~to~"' -

lt appeared that the NVA considered the two border camps of Polei 
Kleng and Ben Het important enough to expend a great deal of his 
resources against them. Although Polei Kleng was lost, the cost to 
the enemy in men, equipment and most of all, time, was a major 
advantage to the defenders of Kontum city, especially the 23rd ARYN 
Division. Preparations for the defense of Kontum were proceeding at a 
rapid pace, but time was the critical factor. The question was 
whether the defense would be well enough organized and prepared to 
survive the attack everyone knew was soon to come. 

The battle for the bo rder camps was significant to the defense of 
Kontum for a number of reasons. First, it delayed the main attack on 
the city. Secondly, the resources expended on these well-fortified 
camps would not be easily replaced by the NVA in time for the attack 
on the city. Third, and probably most important, was the fact that the 
successful defense of Ben Het was the first really positive action 
since the disaster at Tan Canh. The fact had been established that 
the enemy could be stopped. On May 11th, MGEN Nguyen Van Toan 
replaced the Vietnamese II Corps commander, L TGEN Ngo Dzu. 
General Dzu departed smiling and apparently quite happy, remarking 
that he had been fired but at least he had not lost any province 

capitols. General Toa"-e'ade a favorable impression. He was reputed 
to be lll9th a fighter~ I a,le~er Mr. Vann had remarked that if you 
didn't do one you wouldn't do the. other, and he had hopes that things 



would improve for ~h city of Kontum and the defense of the Central 
~~f~O< \;,t'-"WWi 

Highlands. TheAsta fflad not changed and was still very weak. Mr. 
Vann recommended strongly that General Toan use his personal 

influence to get some7Jm,.potch people from Saigon. A matter of 
serious concern '*Athe briefings and other information presented to 
the Corps Commander bore no discernible resemblance to the actual 
facts. The daily staff update for the Commanding General was known 
as the "fairy tale hour." (WtisJaok cf tactual infe:::tatio:Fu:aatad 
-obwluu• r•nhlums ha diilermadlnl what should laa dona This lack of 
accurate information from the ARYN leadership was exactly the same 
problem faced by the advisors for the 22nd Division. Much of the 
reports on troop activities and locations were not accurate and lead to 
a false picture of the situation on the ground. This was very 
frustrating to the U.S. advisors and created major problems in planning 
air strikes. 

Kontum airfield continued to receive daily attacks by rocket and 

artille~~~1.f special note of praise should go to the courageous 
towei~n~round Control Approach (GCA) operators who continued to 
man their positions, even when hardened veterans were ducking for 
cover. Though the defensive preparations were proceeding at a 
feverish pitch, it was es~ntial to have the airfield open and operating. 
Most of the supplies were/\dolivered to Kontum by Air Force C-130 
cargo aircraft, operating at night, and often in poor weather 
conditions. 

The decision had been made to laager the cavalry troop and the 
Hawk's Claw package at Kontum airfield. This pr'ls~nted some 
problems in that the airfield received sporadic~Bf"s)throughout the 
day. It was believed, however, that .the~hiah degree of risk was 

~ 
rr:v1.r.:1 '\i~e.-iov-,, 

warranted. A great deal of wasted laCle time)was saved, b)f having (\ 
~t('\J- t'J\<:W'll~~ ww-.j ~) 

the aircraft on standby at t~ airfield. During thi~~eriod,kseveral 

aircraft were damaged fortunat ly, no p-~ killed. 
·," ~~() e ~J \~-..-..WN- l~) 

~he role of the helicopters1" both tl.9. and Vietnam Air Force (VNA-'F) 
cannot be overstated.) All of the U.S. advisors praised the aviation 
support they received' and often gave special mention to the U.S. air 
cavalry, H troop 17 CAY. Their P!'!rformance during the Battle of 



kl~~ 
Kontum was extraordinary, by anyone's definition. the tremendous 
fire support provided by the U.S. Air Force, especially the B-52 strikes, 
has often been described as the "key" factor in the battle. 

On May 12th, while conducting a visual reconnaissance, one of the 
cavalry LOH's, piloted by Lieutenant Smith, located a T-54 tank. 
Unfortunately, the tank fired his main gun at the aircraft along with his 
machine gun. Although the LOH was not hit by fire from the main gun, 
the aircraft was shot down by small arms fire. Both crewmembers 
were successfully extracted but the aircraft was destroyed. 

In response to the tank sightinu,the TOW package was launched. The 
Hawk's Claw had considerable difficulty acquiring the target because 
of the jungle canopy and camouflage. Several observers from the 
cavalry verified the report that three T-54 tanks were in the area. 
After several unsuccessful passes by the TOW ship, two missiles were 
fired into bamboo, camouflaged clumps in the area where the tanks 
were hidden, with unknown results. TACAIR strikes were used in an 
attempt to blow away the camouflage. The camouflage was blown 
away from one tank, and it received a direct hit by a TOW missile. The 
tank erupted into flames and was still burning as of 1900 hours that 
night. Numerous attempts were made to hit the other tanks with TOW 
missiles, however, the tanks could not be acquired by the gunner. The 
dense jungle, and the camouflage employed by the enemy, made it 
very difficult to find the tanks. The area appeared to be a tank park or 
assembly position and was nominated for a B-52 ARC light strike that 
night. 

TACAIR was used against the enemy anywhere he was found. There 
were over 50 U.S. TACAIR sorties and 28 VNAF sorties in the Kontum 
area on May 12th. In addition to the TACAIR, there were 25 ARC light 
strikes. 

Much has been said about the VNAF aviation support, both helicopter 
(mostly UH-1) and TACAIR (mostly A1-E). I got to know several of the 
VNAF pilots and after the war, I became a close friend with a 
helicopter pilot who had escaped and become a refugee. Some of the 
helicopter pilots of an earlier tim!!, such as Kingbee pilots "Cowboy" 



and "Mustachio" who had supported the "pc 111issio~~~ut of FOB 2, 
U'l\\\\(,Q. ~,<.,"")v.. 'So\dJ(,lf'>) 

were legendary in their courage and skill. these pilots were not on a 
one-year tour. They continued to fly combat missions until they 

couldn't fly anymore. At Kontum, A1-E pilots to~~ on 51 cals head-to­
head and sometimes got shot down. It would t: a mistake. and a 
disservice, to this brave group of aviators, not1'."'ention their 
contributio~)o the battle. 

~ 

The approaches to)<ontu"! City took o the appearance of._. "carpet 
bombing" area for(!_he breallout of St. Lo. The resemblance stopped 
there, however, for the ARYN were not interested in breaking out, 
especially, to the north. There have been many that have criticized 
the ARYN soldiers and leadership for their lack of aggressiveness and 
~ffensive spirit on the battlefield. 

This is not the place to go into a detailed discussion on this aspect of 
the war, but observations by some of the U.S. advisors provide an 
interesting perspective. The ARYN were trained to fight anti-guerrilla 
war, not a conventional battle against battle hardened, well equipped, 
NYA division formations. The ARYN division commanders had never 
had an opportunity to command their units, as a division organization, 
until they were in the heat of battle. The ARYN soldier, on offensive 
operations, would stop and call for fire support as soon as they ,, ,, 
encountered enemy fire. They did not employ fire and maneuver 
tactics very successfully. However, if provided a good defensive 
position and adequate leadership and support, they would fight bravely 
and effectively. This lack of an aggressive spirit was not the American 
way, and often led to frustration for the advisors and criticism ._.. the 
U.S. press. .t~ 

On May 11, the new II Corps Commander, MGEN Toan, spent the night 
in Kontum City. He visited several positions and then met with the 
23rd Division Commander and his staff. He told them that there would 
be no retreat from Kontum City. Early on the morning of the 12th, he 
conducted inspections of units and forward positions, and was highly 

critical of most positions. The single biggest criticism of the soldiersl:~ 
positions was that they had not dug their fighting positions deep lw!lw~ 

enough to protect them from tanks; ELD #II• a problem that had to be 
checked on daily. , . 



The 44th Regiment was scheduled to arrive in the city on the night of 
May 12th. The 44th was reported to be one of the best ARYN 
regiments in the 23rd Division, and everyone was anxious to get the 
unit into position before the NYA launched the main attack. Although 

~~st officials were publicly voicing confidence that the city would -. 
llllif, these were dark days aW" most harbored grave doubts as to the 
ARYN's ability to hold the city. Most of the governmental officials had 
evacuated the city, and population control was becoming a serious 
problem. The enemy cut the roa.!J,south to Plei~':,\-QL14, and panic had 
set in wi~~e people of Kontum~ear hysterid"'existed with the 
civilians had a negative effect on many of the defenders, 
especially the local RF/PF forces who were defending the entire 
southern perimeter of the city. Chinooks (CH-47's) from the 180th 
ASHC stationed at Camp Holloway, did an extraordinary job of carrying 
in supplies and carrying out refugees and wounded. Often the aircraft 
were forced to orbit the city until the shelling slowed enough for them .+o 
get into 1one of the landing zones ~LZ). Crowd c9ntrol io the LZ's 

';SU.1..\1\. • w e_\I'(, ~c..e.<l "ti\- 1__.,_,$ -\o...i~ .u 
became~ MllJliW problem tha 11otQefim1s• · brutal• \Me-, \/'\)ch , 

the armed police r---...... 

During this period, the city of Kontum started to fill up with several 
hundred ARYN deserters. These men were mostly from the units of 
the 22nd Division who had deserted in the confusion of battle. ARYN 
authorities were reluctant to round these men up and return them to 
fighting units. In order to force the ARYN authorities to take action, a 
false report was released that NYA soldiers were in the city 
masquerading as ARYN soldiers in uniform. This had the desired 
effect. 

During the afternoon of May 13th, the great tank hunt continued. The 
LOH pilots of the cavalry troops continued their perilous work of 
hovering around suspected tank locations trying to get a visual fix on 
them. The air cavalry was the most important source of hard, timely 
intelligence, and the methods they used to get it were extremely 
hazardous) to say the least. This fact is attested to by the heavy 
losses they suffered in men and material during the months of March 

through .June 1972~Later in the' ~ay Of May 13th, the cavalry located 

~'{) ~~'.'j 
2? 



an armored personnel carrier (APC) and Hawk's Claw was launched to 
engage the target. The APC was hit and set ablaze. On one of the 
attacks by the Hawk's Claw, the pilot put the NUH-1B aircraft in a 
steep dive that nearly exceeded the safe flight envelope of the 
aircraft. The pilot had great difficul~~ in ~ulling out of his dive, and 
the TOW missile overshot the target~~ NUH-1 B helicopter was not 
the best platform for the TOW syste~ llilt they were the only ones 
available in 1972. 

PHASE Ill - THE BATTLE FOR KONTUM CITY 

On the morning of May 14th, the Battle of Kontum City began. The 
enemy fired numerous 122mm rockets and artillery rounds into the 
city. Many of the artillery rounds were being fired from captured ARYN 
weapons lost at Tan Canh and from other ARYN bases. At 
approximately 0530 hours, five tanks and an estimated two battalions 
of infantry attacked from the northwest. One of the tanks broke 
through the perimeter and attempted to crush a bunker. An ARYN 
soldier using and M - 72 LAW, put this tank out of action. Hawk's Claw 
had been launched from Camp Holloway and was on station over the 
battle area by 0650. The sky was overcast which prevented TACAIR 
from providing close air support. At the time the Hawk's Claw aircraft 
arrived on station two tanks were observed withdrawing to the 
northwest. One of them just entered a ford across a small stream, and 
the other one was immediately behind it. Hawk's Claw first engaged 
the tank in the stream. The first missile hit this tank, and the second 
tank was hit moments later by the second missile. Both tanks burst 
into flames and exploded. The entire engagement took about five 
minutes. A VNAF FAC directed accurate artillery fire on the attacking 
enemy troops, and they started to withdraw under this intense fire. 
The attack was over by 0900 hours. The burning tank hulks were a 
welcome sight for both the U.S. advisors and the ARYN troops. This 
first attack appeared to be more a probe than a full attack. A captured 
enemy tank driver stated that he was told that they would not meet 

-.,,'?tb 
much resistance. The NV A!f»robably thought the ARYN troops would 
break and run like they did at Tan Canh. 



The enemy continued his rocket and artillery attacks on Kontum City 
and the airfield throughout the day. One of the(Po~ blivots}ontaining 
.JP-4 fuel at the airfield was set ablaze; however, the fire was 
extinguished before it completely destroyed the POL facility. The 
ground attack resumed at 1700 when friendly elements were reported 
in heavy contact on the northern perimeter. This attack was beaten 
off before nightfall. Thus ended the first day of attacks on the city 

itself. The defe se held .an,d t e . standina performanc~1 °'' the~ ~s,.,.,.1i,.~-tt.d ? t ' <\ ~ w:~ ,\- ~l,'.~c.\I" ~ .\oc.il:,.;.~ ~"'~<-~ .. Bk Ulfl ..,.,,'«..~ t:ur J<. 

Hawk's Claw, · · • Mr. ann was 
over the battle area most of the day in his OH-58 helicopter directing 
the defensive effort. Due to the intensity and accuracy of enemy fire 
directed at the airfield, the decision was made to have the helicopters 
stand by at Camp Holloway instead of Kontum. 

~ vi'L":. '1l ~On the 15th there were numerous reports of contacts with enemy 
~ ~ forces of ueknown size north of the city, but no major attack 

~-~~loped; A."ontum continued to receive enemy rocket and artillery 

~~~ fir91 ~ · · y occu e an e pe ontum 
~~1) ~'l'7 Ciq< tried te adjust to the bombatdment. S'o ~s ~ b,,,~~ 
~<''~• WO\re-~UI~ Vti 

?~ Haw~'sdClaw was laagered at the Kontum airfield again on May 15thfJo r~~'Jf U\ 
Th . I I\ au~ched several times in response to reports from the air ..le?>..\:. ~~ •• a ... ..1 ,1 
cavalry. One of the scouts reported sighting a tank; however, when +fM.k.b "'-1,~ -\a~~ 
the TOW aircraft got in the area, the only thing observed was a vehicl~ ~ ~t:: 
variously reported as an armored personnel carrier (APC), half-track w~ ~ ~~~ 
and 2 1/2 ton truck. At any rate, a missile was fired at it and scored a~:zvj 4~ ~~s~ 
direct hit, totally destroying the vehicle. bk ~ ~~ ~ 

-b ~ u ~ 1 t-r --~-1 .... -.;ie.Av. 
At about 2000 hours that evening, six tanks were reported 2 km north ~riti-1 
of Kontum City. Hawk's Claw, which had returned to Holloway for the 
night, was scrambled to Kontum. The enemy tanks moved into firing 
positions just beyond the perimeter and began firing directly into 
friendly positions. An armed Air Force C-130 Specter gunship was on 
station and engaged the tanks with 40mm cannon fire without 
success. Flares were dropped to provide illumination for Hawk's Claw. 
Unfortunately, the TOW gunner had difficulty acquiring any of the 
tanks in his sighting system. One missile was fired at a suspected 
tank location, however, there wa;; no indication that the tank had been 



hit. After unsuccessfully attempting to acquire a target, the Hawk's 
Claw returned to Holloway. The Air Force gunship remained on station 
providing illumination and fire support for most of the night. Although 
the enemy tanks were firing on friendly po itions, they never advanced 

: ... ..,..~t<d t::) 
any closer and after several hours, they~pulred back out of the area. 

The Hawk's Claw destroyed numerous targets northwest of Kontum 
City on ~ay 16th. Most of these were abandoned ARYN trucks and 
APC's~'All of th~items of equipmen were considered usable. The 
targets were out of the range of friendly artillery and not suitable for 

TACAIR.J 

Kontum airfield received sporadic rocket and artillery on May 17th. 
One of the rockets impacted in close proximity to two Cobra AH-1 G 
gunships wounding one crew member and damaging both aircraft. 
Later in the day, an exploding rocket set off a stack of ammunition just 
as an Air Force C-130 was unloading another ammunition pallet 
nearby. The pilot of the C-130 immediately applied full power in an 
attempt to make a take-off. Unfortunately, the aircraft rear ramp was 
still in the down position and when the pilot tried to rotate for take-off 
the ramp would drag on the runway slowing down the aircraft. As the 
aircraft ran off the end of the runway, the right wing struck a brick 
building sheering the wing and rupturing the fuel tanks. The fuel 
immediately ignited engulfing the aircraft in flames as it cartwheeled 
for several hundred yards. Only two survivors were pulled from the 
wreckage. 

The ammunition continued to explode on the airfield for the rest of the 
day hurling 105mm artillery rounds all over the area. Eventually, the 
entire ammunition dump was destroyed. One of the shells landed near 
a POL blivet and set the .JP-4 ablaze. The exploding ammunition dump 
eventually cost the allies over 3,000 105mm artillery rounds, 25,000 
gallons of POL, one C-130, and seven Air Force personnel who were 
the crew for the C-130. 

For the next several days, defensive preparations continued as the 
enemy continued firing artillery and rockets into the city. There were 
numerous reports of enemy cont~cts along the perimeter. At night the 



flashes from enemy machine guns and recoilless rifles could be 
observed in close proximity to the friendly positions. TACAIR and 
gunships engaged these enemy targets. 

Efforts were made on the night of May 17th and early morning of the 
18th to clean up the airfield. By 1030 hours the airfield was open to 
rotary wing aircraft but not ready for fixed wing traffic. Hawk's Claw 

1 1 
successfully engaged and destroyed a tank and 23mm antiaircraft VJ~~~ 
weapon northwest of the city on the afternoon of the 18th. ~ V Jt w1tt\~ 

During the early morning of the May 19th, the 44th Regiment came 
under ground attack along the northern perimeter. The attack, which 
was supported by 105/155mm artillery fire lasted u~~I about 0330 
hours when the enemy finally withdrew. Gunships ftTIH'Camp 
Holloway and Air Force gunships provided fire support for the 23rd 
ARYN Division. Some of the enemy troops managed to infiltrate 
behind elements of the 44th Regiment, however, these pockets were 
eliminated by 0730 hours. 

The 23rd Division launched a reconnaissance in force to the north of 
Kontum City on the morning of May 19th. At 1100 hours the 23rd 
Recon Company air-assaulted, using YNAF helicopters, into a landing 
zone (LZ) 8 km north of the city in the vicinity of a suspected artillery 
position. The assault went well and elements of the 1/45th moved into 
blocking positions south of the LZ. The plan was to have the Recon 
Company move south from the LZ and catch any enemy troops 
between themselves and 1/45th. Enemy forces caught between the 
23rd Recon Company and 1/45th, chose to attack 1/45th in their 
blocking positions. The position held, however, ARYN reaction forces 
refused to conduct counter attacks. 

There was a cautious note of optimism beginning to appear a$ it 
became evident that ARYN forces would stand and fight under 
sustained enemy pressure. 

During the night of May 19th, enemy forces apparently tunneled up to 
the perimeter of the 53rd Regiment area on the northeast side of the 
city. The enemy drove elements .of the 53rd out of their positions and 

I.... 



occupied some of the ARYN bunkers. The 53rd conducted 
counterattacks supported by TACAIR, gunships, artillery, and 9 ARYN 
M - 41 tanks. A problem arose when the tank commanders refused to 
advance. General Toan and Colonel Ba rushed to the scene and, 

°"'~' (through v.ious mean~ managed to convince the tank commanders 
that it would be best for them if they advanced. By later afternoon the 
positions that had been lost were recaptured. 

Kontum City and the airfield received the usual ABF's throughout the 
day. An enemy rocket hit a YNAF C-123 while it was parked on the 
ramp. The fuel cell was ignited and the aircraft burned to the ground. 

~c.~~1+he crew was able to get out of the aircraft without injury. 

Reports from the air cavalry troop indicated the enemy was reinforcing 
his units by infiltrating troops into the area. The buildup was 
concentrated north and northeast of the city. B-52 ARC light strikes 
were scheduled into these areas on a daily basis. Bomb damage 
assessments (BDAs) conducted by air cavalry units indicated that the 
enemy bunkers and fighting positions were being destroyed. Although 
there were no clear indications that large numbers of enemy troops 
were being killed, it was believed the ARC light strikes were hurting 
the enemy. Later events proved this belief to be correct. 
On May 21st the enemy launched a major attack against the northern 
perimeter. The friendly units were deployed generally in an arc to the 
north of the city running from west to east thei units were; 3/44, 4/44, 
4/45 and 2/53rd. The forward edge of the battle area (FEBA) generally 
followed the arc, however, along QL 14, the FEBA extended up the 
highway to the northwest to form a finger. At 0500 hours friendly units 
received a heavy ABF of mixed caliber rounds, followed by a two­
pronged ground attack. The enemy was initially successful in cutting 
QL 14 at the base of the finger and in driving a wedge between 4/45 
and 2/53rd. 

Friendly elements conducted counterattacks throughout the day 
supported by artillery, TACAIR, and ARYN M-41 tanks. 3/44th was 
successful in driving the enemy out and restoring the FEBA trace at 
the base of the finger. Two battalions attacked up QL 14 to the north, 
one on either side of the road. Ei.ght tanks supported the 



counterattack. One tank was hit and sustained moderate damage. 
The counterattack was successful in ejecting the enemy and restoring 
the FEBA. During the action Mr. Vann was overhead monitoring the 
situation and lending moral support. His presence in the battle area 
had a great stabilizing influence on both the U.S. advisors and the 
ARYN leadership. His role in the successful outcome of this battle can 
not be overstated. 

As Mr. Vann observed the battle, he appeared to be pleased with the 
outcome and stated that Colonel Ba's presence in the battle area had 
a positive effect on the troops and was responsible for the successful 
outcome. It is believed that the enemy attacked with a regimental 
size force. The 406th sapper battalion was identified as the unit that r.~ cl 

cut QL 14. 

There was strong evidence that the enemy was continuing his build up 
north west of the city. It was the cavalry troop commander's 
evaluation that the main attack would come from that area in the next 
few days. This proved to be an accurate prediction. 

Due to the heavy ABFs on Kontum airfield during the day, Air Force C-
130s were operating at night only. Early in the morning of May 22nd 
the airfield received approximately five 122mm rockets. A C-130 blew 
a tire while landing at about 0115 hours. This closed the field due to 
the fact that the Air Force would not allow more than one aircraft on 
the field at a time. Throughout the early morning the airfield 
continued to take enemy rocket and artillery fire. The C-130 that had 
the blown tire was hit by a piece of shrapnel causing a fuel leak. The 
spilled fuel was ignited by another round. The fire burned for some 
time in close proxi~ity to the aircraft, however,(there were no wwr: 

-Zff~'i~'\- ~.N5 
attempts to put out the fire After a llifa the flames s read under the 

wing and set it on fire. At about 1030 hours Colonel John A. Todd 
anded his he 1cop er near the burning aircraft and he and his crew put 

out the fire with buckets of sand. Then, Colonel Todd extracted the 
Air Force crew. This is just one example of the courage and ~. 

determination of Col. John Todd. He made a significant contribution t
1
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the Army aviation effort in support of the ARYN defense of Kontum ) 0 
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There were growing indications that the ARC light strikes had a 
significant impact on the combat effectiveness of the 320th NVA 
Division. The 4/53rd Infantry found 70 bodies just 2 km northwest of 
Kontum City. In addition, they recovered numerous small arms and 
crewCse'";.yed) weapons. Later in the morning the 2/53rd found 28 more 
bodies 1 1/2 km north of the city. Years later, it would be reported 
that the NVA lost thousands of soldiers in this battle, most of whom 
were listed as missing in action. 

Since -lanuary 1st, there had been 820 ARC light strikes in Kontum 
Province alone. In the previous week, there had been 84 such strikes. 
It was becoming obvious that the heavy bombing was taking a toll on 
the enemy forces. There was some frustration among the advisors on 
the use of the B-52 strikes. The rules of engagement imposed on the 
targeting for ARC light strikes often made it difficult to call in the 
strikes ·n a timely manner and close-in to friendly positions. There "'as 

a great concern not to accidentally hit friendly positions. 
This conservative approach often limited the effectiveness of the 
strikesr \nother contributing factor was the uncertainty of the ARYN 
positions w en they were out in the ,_eld. \~~A~\!~ ~~1~s ~~~'r"ll pl/'(.u~~ ~) 
~ ~o ~~ ~~ ~~ ~'?S~~ ~~·~<:>~ ~ ~-5'2:$ . 
The 23rd and 24th of May were relatively quiet. It appeared to be the 
"calm before the storm." There were the usual ABFs against the city 
and the airfield. Elements of th~~3rd Regiment made _contact with an 
enemy force of unknown size, eliid ~ 25 and capturei two mortars. 
The Forward Operating Base (FOB) pad, which was an old Special 
Forces camp located about 3 km south of the city on QL 14, came 
under enemy artillery fire~\)\-~ .>v?J5. ~ "1ra'2~~°""'(1-' 

This camp, which actually straddled QL 14 on the east and west sides, 
had been used for years by the Special Forces to launch secret long 
range operations into Cambodia and Laos. On my first tour, 1967-68, I 
lived at the base as a lift platoon commander for more than 90 days as 
the 189th AHC, 119th AHC and 57th AHC provided support for the 
mission. During this battle, the base was being utilized as an alternate 
rearm and refuel point for helicopters operating in Kontum. I had the 
opportunity to fly the "'Air Boss" ·~ission over the battle area on a 



number of occasions. The call sign for this mission was "Sage Street" 

and the mission was to coordinate and control all aircraft within the ~\\ ~i~ 11~,-?J~~ 
immediate battle area of Kontum City. This was General .John Hill's • ~ ,rn\\\-£, c 

idea and it worked well. An OH-58 was used for the mission and the ~ ~~ 

responsibility for the mission was rotated between a core group of~~~~:~~ \s-1 i 
officers from the 17th CAG. 'O'of\,,~Q, \"' ~\~\' ~~ 

de) It-~.}_ \l%~ vJ ~~ ~J < \~ 
On May 24th, the 1/44th and 2/44th conducted a combat assault using \o '"e,\~L..-
seven VNAF units and two gunships about four km north of their 
perimeter. They met light resistance as they moved baqk tow rds 

friendly positions. ~ '(. ~~ ~ ~'G' ~~ 7. v->~~\ \]\'7~ · 

On May 25th, enemy activity increased significantly in Kontum. Enemy 
ABFs on the city continued throughout the day. The caliber of 
weapons varied from 60mm mortars to 155mm artillery. There were 
reports that two NVA Sapper Battalions had infiltrated the 
southeastern part of the city wearing ARYN uniforms. RF units were in 
heavy contact within the southeast quadrant of the city. There was 
great concern about the ability of the RF units to hold. They had 
responsibility for the entire southern portion of the perimeter and that 
was considered the most vulnerable point. Many times at night the 
soldiers would go back into town to be with their families leaving 
gapting holes in the defensive positions. For wha ver reason, this 
weakness was never truly exploited by the enemy units. 

In the southern quadrant, the 4/44th killed 16 enemy soldiers and 
captured one. The POW stated his battalion (6th Bn, 1st Regiment, 2nd 
NVA Division) was in Kontum City. During this period, the intense 
enemy artillery and rocket fire neutralized the 23rd Division artillery. 
Most of the ARYN artillery pieces were operational, but the crews 
refused to leave the safety of their bunkers in order to fire their 
weapons. This was a continuing source of irritation and frustration for 
the U.S. advisors who knew the ARYN had to fire counter battery fire if 
they were ever going to affect the NVA guns. Mr. Vann closed the 
airfield and directed that all of the air controllers be evacuated; this 
was done by 1730 hours. 



The air cavalry conducted extensive reconnaissance northwest of 
Kontum City. Numerous small arms and supply cashes were found in 
the vicinity of Rocket Ridge and the adjacent valley. It appeared that 
the area north of Polei Kleng was being used as a storage and staging 
area. There were numerous sightings of small groups of people 
throughout the area. The road that had stopped west of the ridge now 
extended over it to the east. There were indications of heavy usage 
by wheeled and tracked vehicles. 

The long awaited main attack hit the northeast quadrant of the city 
early in the moming of May 26th. The enemy conducted an intense 
artillery preparation beginning at about 0230 hours and lasting until 
about 0430 hours. The timing of the attack had been anticipated 
because of intelligence information. However, the exact hour was 
different from what was expected because the NVA were on Hanoi 
time that was one hour behind local time. The artillery preparation 
was followed by a massive combined arms attack spearheaded by 10-
12 tanks. One of the lead tanks carried a large colorful NVA flag, it 
was the company commanders tank and inside were "hero" awards he 
had received for the tank battle of 1969. This information was found 
after the battle. 

The enemy penetrated the perimeter and got in behind the 1/53rd and 
3/53rd Infantry Battalions. The 44th Regiment was also heavily 
engaged. Enemy tanks and infantry penetrated to within several 
hundred meters of the runway at the airfield. In addition, enemy units 
that had occupied positions in the southeast part of the city had been 
reinforced during the night. Efforts to conduct a counterattack to 
eject the NVA were unsuccessful. 

In response to the enemy attack, Hawk's Claw was launched from 
Camp Holloway at about 0615. The "turkey shoot" began at about 
0645 when the first tank of the day was destroyed by a TOW missile. 
Some of the reports were that the enemy referred to the Hawk's Claw 
as "whispering death" because of the sound made by the trailing wires 
behind the missile. This was the optimum situation for the airbome 
TOW system. The weather was fairly good and the tanks were 
exposed in the attack during day!ight hours. Before the moming was 



over, the Hawk's Claw aircraft had destroyed nine tanks, two machine 
guns, one truck, and one bunker. This effectively stopped the 
momentum of the attack. During the remainder of the day the battle 
raged on with opposing forces locked in close combat within the city. 
By the end of the day, the enemy controlled the eastern part of the 
city. TACAIR, artillery, and gunships supported the ARYN effort to 
stop the enemy. 

The 27th was the second day of major enemy attacks on Kontum City. 
The enemy continued his attacks by fire and reinforced his ~o:J~~~ 
within the city. Pressure continued to be applied by enemy units to 
the northern portion of the perimeter. Enemy artillery fire was 
impacting with great accuracy and affect in the vicinity of the 44th 
Regiment Command Post. Early in the morning of the 27th, the enemy 
made another major infantry attack from the northeast. At this point 
there was great conce~ that the NYA units would breach the 
defenses and pour into the city. 

Once again, Hawk's Claw was scrambled from Camp Holloway to meet 
the threat. Two T-54 tanks were destroyed as soon as the Claw 
arrived in the area. However, dense smoke and dust clouds from the 
artillery and rockets impacting in the area, obscured the battle area, 
which prevented Hawk's Claw from acquiring any more targets. The 
Senior Advisor for the 44th Regiment confirmed that two tanks were 
killed by the TOW missiles plus two T-54's were knocked out by M-72 
LAWs 400 meters north of his command post. The ARYN soldiers were 
gaining confidence in their ability to stop the tanks with the LAW. 
After the battle, I saw pieces of 2x4 wood planks that the ARYN 
soldiers had rigged up to fire six M- 72s at one time. Most of the tank 
hulks surveyed after the battle had multiple holes in them from the M-
72 hits. 

The helicopter re-supply effo.rt continued throughout the battle. The 
main logistical burden during this period was carried by CH-47s 
belonging to the 180th Assault Support Helicopter Company (ASHC). 
Eve:\hough there were enemy snipers in close proximity to the LZ 
and enemy artillery rounds impacting nearby, the Chinooks continued 
their essential work of hauling a'!'munition and food to Kontum. The 

]7 



only area that was secure enough to use was the soccer field located 
in the southwest part of the city. A serious problem that plagued the 
logistical effort throughout the battle was the lack of control of the 

refugees in the LZ. The CH-47s were taking as many civilians out of 
the city as possible, however, often in their panic to escape, the 
refugees would mob the aircraft. On several occasions the air 
controllers were threatened by unruly mobs. This sad spectacle was 
only made worse by the sometimes, brutal methods used by the local 
police to control these terrified people. This problem continued off 

and on thro,u\~~ the period of intense enemy action but subsided as 
the situatiol'll\stabilized. 

Late in the afternoon of May 27th, a YNAF A1-E was shot down 2km 
southwest of the city. The pilot parachuted safely and was picked up 
by a helicopter operating in the area. 

During this intense period of combat, there was considerable concem 
that ARYN units were not successfully launching counterattacks. The 
biggest fear was that the longer the enemy stayed in the city, the 
more difficult it would be to dig them out. 

An interesting event took place in the Kontum Pass, south of the city, 
where ARYN forces had been trying, without success, to open QL 14 
between Kontum and Pleiku. Strong enemy forces occupying well­
constructed bunkers and fighting positions bogged down friendly units. 
Colonel Tuong, II Corps Deputy for Operations, offered one third of hi$ 
month's pay (he said about 10,000 piasters) to anyone in the unif he 

7 
was with who would knock out a 51 cal weapon that had been 
firing at aircraft that came into the area. His offer was accepted by 
one of the ARYN soldiers. The soldier got into position, covered by his 
comrades; and threw a grenade into the cave from which the gun was 
firing. The soldier observed a 57mm recoilless rifle nearby and 
knocked this out with a grenade also. Both weapons were brought 
back to Colonel Tuong, but the gunner of the 51 c~a!!I[!... J!!l~1UM~D..1UL.cui.--t-...... 1 

loose from the weapon since he was chained o it. The enemy soldier 
was identified as being from the 40th Artillery Regiment, normally part 
of.the 304th NYA Division, but now, apparently, supporting the 95th B 
Regiment. 



The NYA were masters in the use of the 51 cal. MG and the B-40 
rocket. Both weapons were used in a variety of roles. Usually the 51 
cal. MGs were employed with a crew of 10 - 12 men who supported the 
gun and prepared the firing positions. They used the gun for 
antiaircraft and antipersonnel missions. These weapons were deadly 
against helicopters. The B-40 rocket was also a very effective 
weapo~which was sometimes use in an antiaircraft role. It was 
apparently one of these gun positions in the pass that killed a friend of 
mine, CPT .Joe Eubanks flying a 57th AHC UH-1 H helicopter on .June 
2nd. Another friend, CPT Fred Suttle from H/10 CAY was also killed 
trying to go in to get .Joe and his crew from the downed aircraft. They 
are not forgotten. 

The operation to open QL 14 through the Kontum Pass dragged on for 
weeks. The enemy offered stiff resistance, and the ARYN forces were 
unable to dislodge them until the first week of .July. 

On May 28th the enemy continued the early morning attacks, however, 
they were not as strong as previous ones and were easily beaten off. 
Enemy ABFs continued throughout the day with the majority of the 
rounds landing in the vicinity of the 44th Regiment. The attacks were 
lighter than they had been for the previous three days. Although 
scattered contacts continued throughout the day, a major enemy 
assault never materialized. Hawk's Claw was launched at 0915 to 
engage an enemy 51 cal. Machine gun position mounted on top of a 
water tower in the north central part of town. The position was 
attacked at 1010 hours. Five missiles were fired in an attempt to 
knock out the gun and destroy the water tower. The gun was 
destroyed, and the water tower was damaged to the point that it was 
leaning badly to one side. Another 51 cal. MG position located at the 
base of the tower was knocked out by 105mm artillery fire. 

The situation within Kontum City remained critical. The enemy still 
occupied the eastern half of the city plus some small penetrations in 
the northwest. The Senior Advisor for the 23rd ARYN Division, Colonel 
.John Truby, with his staff, made a crucial decision during the night of 
May 28th. After overcoming man1 difficulties, they decided to pull 



friendly forces back, closer to the center of the city so that the rules 
of safe distance from ARC light strikes could be satisfied and they 
could bring the strikes much closer in. This was a courageous and 

risky decision but it was crucial to the successful defense of the city. 
The B-52 strikes caught the NVA units preparing to attack and had a 
devastating effect on the enemy. 

The situation in Kontum remained about the same on May 29th. 
Enemy attacks by fire tapered off during the day. Although the ARYN 
were still not able to launch an effective counterattack, there were 
indications that the enemy was no longer able to reinforce his 
elements. VNAF airstrikes in the southeast quadrant of the city 
appeared to have a good effect. The enemy had dug in and 
constructed fighting positions and bunkers throughout the area that 
made movement and aircraft operations extremely hazardous. Two 
slicks received intense small arms fire while attempting to land at the 
23rd Division CP. During the afternoon, reinforcements were sent to 
Kontum by CH-47. These troops, about 400 of them, were from the 
47th Regiment. 

Mr. Vann and General Toan were becoming more optimistic at this 
point. There were indications that the enemy had been badly hurt. 
POWs stated that enemy commanders at all levels had been directed 
to personally lead attacks to insure their success. Mr. Vann and 
General Toan directed that an all-out effort be made by psyops 
personnel to try to get enemy troops to surrender. These efforts, for 
the most part, were unsuccessful. 

w- ot lf'e;'b f~ 
.f"~k'l'Nl~ Thar\ ogistical problem as relieved somewhat as Air Force C-130 
\_\tw~ a1rcra using radar vectors1started dropping bundles of supplies by 
~ ~ ~~ parachute. This proved very effective and continued throughout the 

\)J~~. remainder of the battle. ~ ~ J-~ ~ 0~ ~ k. ) -ol~~~ ~ ~\\ vt~~ v0\~ 
~ ~~ ~ ~ s'f:.1 ,/\. ~af ~ M<\J'N~ 

Early in the morning of May 30th,j1he 44th Regiment CP an 23rd 
Division CP received an intense ABF, however, it was of short duratio 
Enemy elements within the city attacked units of the 44th Regiment,bor 
fhe enemy was not able to make any significant gains. At 
about 0700 hours a large ammo 'C!ump located north of the airfield was 
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set on fire and expW o wounded NVA troops were captured 
early in the morning near the 44th Regiment CP. There was and 
attempt to exploit these POWs for psyops purposes, however, the 

operation was not successful. Late in the daY)elements of the 44th 
Regiment made some progress in clearing the northeast section of the 
city. 

~ he weather turned poor~ and started to adversely affect air 
operations, there was a ~ of optimism, and the entire 
picture was looking a little brighter. 

In the afternoon at about 1330 hours, President Thieu visited the 23rd 
Division CP. He promoted Colonel Ba to the rank of Brigadier General. 

Some progress was made on the 31st of May when elements of the 
44th Regiment and RF/PF units continued attacks against enemy-held 
positions within the city. The fighting in the northeast was difficult, 
and friendly forces suffered many casualties. The enemy, although not 
considered strong in numbers, occupied well-constructed bunkers. 
The difficult business of rooting them out fell on the ARYN infantry 
troops. The task was very costly to the ARYN. The soldiers 
demonstrated a great deal of courage and persistence in this 
hazardous work. 

The situation in Kontum continued to improve on June 1st. The enemy 
penetration in the southeast quadrant had virtually been eliminated, 
and there were indications that the enemy was withdrawing to the 
northeast. The 23rd Division reported that they had seized control of 
the airfield. 

For the next several days the friendly forces conducted clearing 
operations within the city. The southeast quadrant was cleared first 
and then all forces were directed to sweep the northeast quadrant. 
Hard, bitter fighting ensued with heavy losses resulting for both sides. 
ARYN M-41 tanks often fired point blank into buildings occupied by the 
enemy. Throughout this period, the enemy conducted sporadic ABFs. 
Several minor attacks on the northern perimeter were easily repulsed. 

yr 



It was believed that these attacks were to support enemy units 
attempting to withdraw.- the city. 

~ 

On one occasion, as the enemy was withdrawing from the city, he raj eiil~, 
into one of his own units. A firefight ensued and ARYN artillery · I 
supported both sides. 

As ARYN units continued clearing operations, large numbers of enemy 
weapons were captured. Stiff resistance was encountered in the 
northeast quadrant, but it eventually was cleared out. 

The business of cleaning up the battlefield was made more difficult by 
the fact that the enemy had booby-trapped many of the dead ARYN 
soldiers. As time progressed this problem became more serious ad 
the bodies rapidly decomposed in the hot sun. 

By .June 7th, it began to appear that another enemy attack on the city 
was unlikely, and everyone felt optimistic. On the 8th of .June, Air 
Force C-130 aircraft began landing again at the airfield during the 
night • 

.June 9th was a most significant day. On that day, the 23rd Division 
Commander declared the city secured. Another event took place on 
the 9th of .June that was felt by all of us. That was the death of .John 
Paul Vann, the II Corps Senior Advisor. After a farewell party held in 
honor of BGEN .John Hill, who was departing the next day, Mr. Vann 
got into his OH-58 Bell Ranger helicopter along with his pilot, First 
Lieutenant Ronald F. Doughtie and a passenger, Captain Robertson. 
They took off from II Corps Headquarters at about 2100 hours. 

I had been flying a UH-1 H helicopter from the 57th AHC to the coast 
that day on a routine mission. On my return, at about 1800 hours, I was 
notified that the Ground Control Approach (GCA) equipment at Kontum 
was down and that they needed a part to be flown up to the Kontum 
airfield as soon as possible to support the Air Force C-130 aircraft 
coming in that night. We picked up the part and went to Kontum. The 
weJ#her was closing in and it was not easy to maintain Visual Flight 
Rules (VFR) conditions. Rain, he~vy at times, and low clouds were 



present for most of the flight. We dropped off the needed part and 
headed back to"'pleiku. The weather had deteriorated and we were 
flying unde( I Rrconditions back in to Pleiku. In the lightning flashes 
you could see low clouds in the Kontum Pass along QL 14. As we 
approached Camp Holloway we heard Mr. Vann call off of the II Corps 
helipad with his distinctive voice and call sign of "Rouges Gallery". 
When I got back in to the 17th CAG TOC, L TC Jack Anderson was 
there and they were monitoring a report that a helicopter had gone 
down in the Kontum pass. 

Mr. Vann had insisted on going to Kontum because he wanted to spend 
the night with the 23rd Division. For the previous 30 days he had been 
up to Kontum at least once a day and he didn't want to break his 
record. He took some fresh fruit and other treats that were left over 
from the farewell party. He had intended these for the men in Kontum 
so that they could share in the festivities that had taken place earlier. 

Apparently, Mr. Vann elected to low-level up QL 14 because the 
weather was poor. Mr. Vann called the 23rd Division CP shortly after 
take-off estimating 15 minutes from Kontum. That was the last 
anyone heard from him. An ARVN unit located in the Kontum Pass 
reported observing a helicopter crash. A search effort was launched 
by the 17th CAG from Camp Holloway. L TC Jack Anderson and CPT 
Bernard Ferguson went to the crash site and brought back Mr. Vann's 
body. A detailed description of this event can be found on page 786 of 
Neil Sheehan's excellent work on the life of John Paul Vann and the 
American experience in Vietnam, "A Bright Shining Lie". Mr. Sheehan 
interviewed me in Pleiku in August of 1972 about this event and fhe 
Battle of Kontum in general. 

This concludes my presentation on the Battle of Kontum. My purpose 
has been to provide what information I have on an event that affected 
many people and an event that also gave us some powerful lessons 
learned. The recent events in Afghanistan bore an amazing 
resemblance to the tactics and battles fought in the Central Highlands 
of Vietnam more than 30 years ago. The fact that the C-130 Specter 
gunships and the B-52 ARC light strikes were used again only 
reinforces the timelessness of th.e lessons we learned so long ago. I 



have tried to provide a more comprehensive picture of the role played 
by aviation units in this battle, especially the Army helicopter units 
that supported the ARYN units who fought the battl91 along with their 
American advisors. The critical importance of the Air Force support, 
both on the ground and in the air can not be emphasized enough. 
Without the massive fire produced by the B-52 ARC light strikes it 
would have been impossible to resist the onslaught of the NVA 
divisions. 

Finally, I wanted to remember those who were there and who gave all 
they had in a cause that remains to this day, a source of pride for 
some us, and, a source of pain for all of us. 


