





force units, the 5th, 7th and 9th Divisions, had been driven across the
northwestern boundary of MR-3 into Cambodia. Enemy botuer base areas
such as 713, 354, 353 and 708 had been disrupted during the US-RVNAF
cross-border operations in fhe spring of 1970 and they were no longer
as active as in the past. To compensate, the enemy had established
three new base areas deeper in Cambodian territory, Base Areas 711,

714 and 715. (Map 11) '

During the period from January to March 1972, ARVN intelligence
reported the presence of the NVA 5th Division in Base Area 712, near
the Cambodian town of Snoul, about 30 kilometers northwest of Loc Ninh
on Route QL-13. The other two enemy divisions, the 7th and 9th,
were located in the Cambodian rubber plantation areas of Dambe and
Chup, which were two of III Corps's operational objectives planned for
the third quarter of 1971, plans which were suspended after the
accidental death of Lieutenant General Do Cao Tri, III Corps commander.
General Tri's successor, Lieutenant Nguyen Van Minh, advocated a
strategy of standoff defense at the border instead of deep incursions
into enemy base areas in Cambodia.

During this period, the ARVN commanders of III and IV Corps had
independent authority to conduct operations deep into Cambodia, so
long as they coordinated with their counterpart military region
commanders in the Cambodian Army. They, of course, informed Saigon
of their plans, but Saigon exercised practically no influence on the
strategy each Corps commander decided to adopt.

All three enemy divisions were undergoing refitting and political
indoctrination during the first quarter of calendar year 1972 but
in late March we received the first information concerning a movement
of the 9th NVA Division. It was provided by an enemy document captured

during an operation in Tay Ninh Province.l According to the document,

lCOSVN Directive No. 43.
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the 9th Division was planning to move to Base Area 708 in the Fishhook
on or about 24 March and one element of the division was to assemble
in an area southwest of the base. The 272d Regiment, 9th Division,
would move into an area west of Binh Long to replace the division's
95C Regiment already redeployed, destination unknown. The document
also mentioned an unidentified unit positioned north of the Tong Le
Chon ranger camp. A very important fact revealed by this document was
that the 7th and 9th Divisions were to coordinate actions for future
campaigns and that troops and cadres of the 9th Division had received
training in urban warfare. Finally, the 272d Regiment had received
special training to conduct attacks against certain pre-selected targets.

The training of enemy troops for urban warfare was most significant
because this training had been discontinued since 1969 in the aftermath
of the Tet offensive. Not until late 1971 was this type of training
known to be resumed for a few enemy main force units. Therefore, this
document which revealed that the 9th Division had completed urban
warfare training wa especially important in planning the defense
for IITI Corps.

Thus, this document concerning the 9th NVA Division shed the
first light on the enemy's plan of attack in MR-3. The target was
to be Binh Long, not Tay Ninh as predicted by ARVN intelligence X’
estimates which, based on data collected up to the time the document

was seized, had given weight to the enemy's keen interest in Tay Ninh
as the future capital for the PRG. On 27 March ARVN intelligence
obtained another important lead. A rallier who was formerly a member
of the NVA 7th Division's reconnaissance team reported that he had been
given the mission to reconnoiter an avenue of approach from Tay Ninh
to Binh Long in preparation for the division's next movement. Then,
corroborating this information, J-7, the JGS communications intelligence
staff, also detected increased reconnaissance activities by the 7th
and 9th Divisions in the boundary area between Tay Ninh and Binh Long
Provinces. (Map 12) |

In spite of these revealing pieces of information, III Corps
Headquarters still did not focus adequate attention on Binh Long,
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partly because the eheny had never shown great interest in this province.
Although some major battles-had been fought there in 1966 and 1967,
these were more the result of the U.S. lst Division's push up Route QL-13 --
and the 9th VC Division's response -— than COSVN's interest in establishing
any political control in the province. Route QL-13 was certainly among
the major avenues of approach into the Saigon area, but its importance
to the enemy was slight north of Lai Khe. The highway was much more
important to ARVN as the only ground link between Binh Duong Province,
Lai Khe, Chon Thanh, An Loc and Loc Ninh, the major military defenses
and population centers along 1it.

In some aspects, III Corps Headquarters was right in depreciating
Binh Long as a major objective;for one thing, Binh Long was much
farther from the enemy's border base areas than Tay Ninh. Demographi-
cally, it was insignificant compared to Tay Ninh (60,000 versus 300,000
inhabitants). 1In brief, compared to Tay Ninh, Binh Long lacked all the
conditions required to be a major enemy target except for two things. ‘

First, offensive operations in Binh Long could be supported from
base areas in Cambodia as well as from those inside MR-3. Second,
ARVN defenses in the province were weak.

Despite the apparent lack of interest in Binh Long, III Corps did
take action to reinforce its defenses. It activated Task Force 52,
composed of two infantry battalions of the 52d Regiment, 18th Division
and two artillery sections (105~mm and 155-mm) and deployed it at a fire
support base on Interprovincial Route LTL-17, two kilometers west of
Route QL-13 and 15 kilometers north of An Loc, to protect the main
axis of communication between Loc Ninh and the provincial capital.
(Map 13)

The enemy's offensive in MR-3 began in the early morning of
2 April when his 24th Regiment (Separate) with the support of tanks,
attacked Fire Support Base Lac Long located near the Cambodian border
35 kilometers northwest of Tay Ninh City. This base was defended by
one battalion of the 49th Regiment, 25th Division. The enemy's
commitment of tanks contributed to the rapid collapse of this base
which was overrun by midday. .
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The rapid loss of FSB Lac Long pr&mpced II1 Corps to make a quick
decision to evacuate all advance outposts located along the Cambodian
border. Since these small, remote outposts were difficult to hold
against NVA main forces it was better to consolidate ARVN defenses
deeper inside MR-3 in order to avoid losses in personnel and weapons.
In rapid succession, all forces defending the border outposts, with
the exception of one ranger battaliom at Tong Le Chon, were ordered
to fall back and establish a defense belt around Tay Ninh City. At
the request of the battalion commander, who felt certain that his unit
would become easy prey for an enemy ambush if it withdrev,-fII Corps
consented to maintaining this border camp.2

Scattered contacts with the enemy were made by all border outpost
elements as they withdrew toward Tay Ninh City. The defenders of FSB
Thien Ngon, approximately 35 kilometers north of the city, were ambushed
by the 271st ﬁegiment (Separate) and suffered heavy losses in vehicles
and weapons, especially 105-mm and 155-mm howitzers. When reinforcements
of the 25th Division arrived at the ambush site the next day, they were
surprised to find that all abandoned vehicles and artillery pieces
were still there, untouched by the enemy. Strangly, the attacking unit
had moved away instead of pressing toward Tay Ninh City. This riddle
was finally solved much later when a prisoner from the 271st Regiment
disclosed that the attack on the Thien Ngon defenders had been only a
diversion to detract III Corps from the main NVA effort being directed
toward Binh Long Province with Loc Ninh as the first objective.

Although the details of the enemy's plan did not become known
until after the battle was joined in Binh Long and battlefield intelli-
gence information began to accumulate, filling in the gaps, COSVN
would commit three divisions and two separate regiments, all with armor
reinforcements to the Binh 1 g3 campaign. The first phase was the

zrong Le Chan Base remained under ARVN control until April 1974.
Following the ceasefire of January 1973, the base was besieged and
repeatedly attacked by elements of the NVA 7th and 9th Divisions for
over one year before its final evacuation. It became a prominent case
of enemy cease-fire violations and an eloquent testimony to ARVN combat heroism.
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52d Task Force to deploy ome of its two battalions to the beleaguered
district town as reinforcement. The next morning when this battalion
reached the junction of Routes LTL-17 and QL-13, it came under attack.
At the same time, the second battalion, which was clearing an area wvest
of the fire support base, discovered an enemy unit preparing to conduct
an ambush. This battalion inflicted heavy losses on the enemy.
Immediately after that, the 52d Task Force Headquarters at the base
began to receive heavy fire.

By this time, Loc Ninh had been overrun. The 52d Task Force was
ordered to fall back by road to An Loc to reinforce its defenses; but
it was intercepted and attacked at the same road junction. After
incurring heavy losses, the 52d Task Force withdrew into the jungle
and by using alternate routes finally reached An Loc. Although dis-
organized and battered, the task force contributed additional personnel
critically needed at that time for the defense.

The Stege and First Attacks

Only after the enemy's attack on Loc Ninh had been initiated was
the III Corps commander, General Minh, fully convinced that An Loc
City would be the primary objective of the enemy offensive. He also
realized that if An Loc were overrun, Saigon would be threatened
because only two major obstacles would remain on Route QL-13 north
of Chon Thanh and Lai Khe. Therefore, An Loc was to be reinforced
at once and held at all costs.

General Minh acted rapidly. Thé 5th Division Headquarters, with
Brigadier General Le Van Hung in command, and two battalions of the 3d
Ranger Group were helilifted into An Loc. This movement was completed
without difficulties on 5 April, but by this time, III Corps no longer
° 1 a reserve.

During a meeting on 6 April at the Independence Pala: in Saigon
to review the military situation throughout the country, General Minh
pleaded his case for more troops for the defense of An Loc. His

request was overruled by considerations given to the seriousness of
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stopped by a regiment of the 7th NVA Division in solid blocking positions
entrenched in the Tau O area. The enemy was determined to dominate
this road and interdict every attempt to reinforce or supply An Loc.

After taking Loc Ninh, the NVA 5th Division began moving south
toward An Loc. Beginning on 7 April, the local population living in
the vicinity and workers in rubber plantations nearby reported the
presence of NVA regular troops. Very rapidly, all food items in local
markets around An Loc, especially canned or dried food began to disappear
from display counters. Intelligence reports indicated that the enewy's
rear services had preempted these food items to keep the combat units
supplied while moving toward the next battlefield.

The city itself was not yet under attack but the Quan Loi airstrip,
three kilometers east, came under fire and infantry assaults during the
evening of 7 April. The fierceness of this attack was such that two
ARVN companies which defended the airstrip were ordered to destroy
their two 105-mm howitzers and fall back to the city. Two days later
they arrived at the edge of An Loec. |

The loss of the Quan Loi airfield edged Am Loc into complete
isolation because both air and ground commuﬁication with the city had
now been cut off. The high ground in the Quan Loi area which dominated
the city from the east also offered the enemy good artillery emplace-
ments and observation from which he could pound targets in the city
with deadly accuracy. Despite this, the 9th NVA Division did not attack
the city until several days later. The reason for this delay, as later
learned from enemy prisoners, was that logistic preparations had not
been completed to support for the attack. According to COSVN's planning,
it should take about ome week to destroy all border outposts and during
this time, supplies were to be moved forward for the attack on An Loc.
The sudden evacuation of border outposts by the III Corps ¢ _inder had
{” m the enemy's plan into disarray and the 9th Division was forced
to delay its attack after it had moved into position.

'By 7 April, An Loc was entirely encircled and without a fixed-wing
airstrip. Between 7 and 12 April all supply missions were flown by
VNAF helicopters and C~123's. The use of helicopters ended on the 12th
when a VNAF CH47 was shot down by antiaircraft fire. From then until
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Division attacked in force. These attacks were met with strong ARVN
resistance and the effective firepower of U.S. tactical air and B-52's.
Enemy losses for this day alone amounted to nearly 400, over one half
of which were inflicted by airstrikes. But the enemy was undaunted by
these heavy casualties. He kept pressing his attacks during the next
day, 14 April, preceding his armor advance in the early morning with
heavy artillery fires. This time, his tanks were accompanied by small
groups of infantry. Ome of these tanks came to within 500 meters of
the 5th Division CP before it was disabled. Eventually, however,
all enemy efforts during the day once again ended in failure.

After two days of fighting, the morale of the defenders remained
remarkably high. They all seemed pervaded by the spirit of "holding
or dying'", determined to keep An Loc in friendly hands. This came from
their conviction that they would never be left to fight alone and that
they would be kept well supplied and reinforced as required. Their
convictions were right throughout the battle for An Loc.

The 1st Airborne Brigade meanwhile had been withdrawn from the Tau
0 area, quickly refitted, and helilifted dhring 13 and 14 April into
positions on Hill 169 and Windy Hill, three kilometers southeast of
An Loc. The presence of paratroopers in the vicinity of the isolated
city greatly encouraged the ARVN defenders and local population. Their
confidence received an additional boost when they learned that the 21st
Infantry Division from the Mekong Delta had reached Tau O on its way
northward to relieve An Loc. So when the enemy resumed his attacks
on 15 April with the support of 11 tanks, these tanks became targets
for ARVN troops competing among themselves for quick kills. One of
these tanks managed to reach a position where it fired point blank
at the 5th Division tactical operations center, wounding the S-3 of
Binh Long Sector and two other staff officers. When the dust of the
battle cleared at day's end, 9 of the 11 tanks committed by the enemy
had been destroyed.

The battle of An Loc abated somewhat on 16 April. After three
days of combat, the enemy had lost 23 tanks, most of them T-54's and
T-59's. However, the northern half of the city remained in his hands
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fell back to An Loc City. The remaining two companies were cut off

and forced to move south; they were later picked up by VNAF helicopters
and carried to Chon Thanh. All six enemy tanks were destroyed during
the attack but the high ground dominating the city from the southeast
was now in enemy hands.

Meanwhile the 9th NVA Divison's attack on the city itself again
ended in failure. Its troops were unable to advance in the face of
the determined ARVN defenders who still firmly held the southern half
of the city. The ememy then modified his plan of attack, attempting
to move southwest to Route QL-13 and attack An Loc from the south.

This plan never materialized for the enemy discovered that on 21 April,
his staging area, a rubber plantation just south of the city had been
occupied by two battalions of the lst Airborne Brigade who were firmly
entrenched there. Unable to carry out the new plan, the enemy slackened
his pace of attack which finally came to a halt on 23 April, ending in
failure his second attempt to take An Loc.

Within the besieged city, friendly forces did not fare much better
than the enemy, however. The northern half of the city remained in
enemy hands. The enemy's defense in the northeastern quarter was
particularly strong and unbreachable. The city's southern half meanwhile
came under increasingly heavy attacks-by-fire everyday. On 25 April,
the city's hospital was hit and destroyed. As a result, no medical
treatment was available for our wounded, military and civilian alike.
All casualties had to be treated in the areas where they were wounded.
Medical evacuation in the meantime became impossible because of intense
antiaircraft fire. The city was littered with bodies, most of them
unattended for several days. To avoid a possible epidemic, our troops
were forced to bury these bodies in common graves.

Supplies were running low; most critically needed were food,
ammunition and medicine. Keeping the city resupplied was becoming
increasingly difficult. Because of heavy enemy antiaircraft fire,
our helicopters only occasionally succeeded in reaching the city and
then only for emergency resupply missions.

Beginning on 20 April, all resupply missions were conducted by
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defenders in An Loc. No resupply missions to the besieged city were
conducted which did not contain special gift packages from a grateful
Saigon population. These gifts consisted of such delicacies as fresh
vegetables and barbecued pbrk and stimulating personal letters of
appreciation from schoolgirls. This solidarity action proved to have
an excellent impact on the morale of the besieged defenders.

While resupply from the air proceeded without crippling problems,
the recovery and distribution of supplies on the ground remained
very difficult. Without coordination and control, it was usually
those units nearest to the drop zome that got the most supplies. To
solve this problem, the 5th Division commander placed Colonel Le Quang
Luong, the tough lst AirBorne Brigade commander, in charge of recovery
and distribution of airdrops.

Another difficulty which occurred during the recovery of airdrops
was the problem of enemy artillery fire which was placed on the drop
zone. As soon as a supply drop was made, the enemy immediately con-
centrated his f;re on the stadium area. Consequently, very few soldiers
or civilians volunteered to go to the drop zone to take delivery of
the supplies.' Only when enemy fire stopped was the recovery of supplies
accomplished. This slowed down to some extent the entire recovery
and distribution process.

Food and medicine received by ARVN units were usually shared with
the local population. 1In returm, the people of An Loc supplemented the
ARVN combat ration diet with occasional fresh food such as fruit,
vegetables and meat they gathered from their own gardens. In additiom,
they assisted ARVN troops in administering first aid and in medical
evacuation and doing laundry for them. Never before throughout
South Vietnam had cooperation and mutual support between ARVN troops -
and the local population been so succeséfully achieved as in An Loc.
Among the ARVN units that earned the most admiration and affection
from the city's population were the 8lst Airborme Rangers and the
1st Airborme Brigade. Both of these units not only fought well and

courageously but also proved particularly adept at winning over the

people's hearts and minds.







The Second Phase of Attack

The enemy's preparations for the second attack on An Loc was
detected as early as 1 May when the Sth NVA Division headquarters
relocated south to Hill 169. The following day, two regiments of this
- division, the E-6 and 174th, also moved south. They took up positions
on Windy Hill nearby where they joined their sister regiment, the 275th,
which had been there since 19 April after the withdrawal of our 1lst
Airborne Brigade. Next, the 165th and l4lst Regiments of the 7th
NVA Division left their blocking positions in the Tau O area and moved
to the southern dnd southwestern sectors of the city. These movements
were detected and reported quite accurately by Airborne Radio Directiom
Finding (ARDF).

Together with the remaining units of the 9th NVA Division that
continued to hold the northeasterm portion of the city, this enemy
redeployment was indicative of COSVN's determination to commit its
entire combat force into an all-out effort to take An Loc. Facing these
seven enemy regiments poised around the city, the ARVN defenders
numbered fewer than 4,000. Although most were still combat effective,
at least a thousand had been wounded. Morale was low since continuous
enemy artillery bombardment kept the VNAF medevac helicopters away
most of the time. Meanwhile, enemy deployments and an increase in
enemy artillery and rocket fire against the city pointed toward an
imminent all-out attack.

The new plan of attack was confirmed and other details were learmed
on 5 May when an enemy soldier surrendered to regional forces patrolling
on the southern defense perimeter. He was a lieutenant from the 9th
NVA Division. Interrogated, this enemy rallier reported that his
division commander had been severely reprimanded by COSVN for failure
to capture An Loc. In the meantime, CO%VN's Military Coumand had

*“ .

approved the Sth NVA Division commander's request that i unit
conduct the primary attack instead of the 9th Division. He promised

he would take An Loc within two days, as he had Loc Ninh. The rallier
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under the threat of being overrun. The 5th Division commander reacted
promptly. He sent an- airborne battalion from south of the city to the
endangered areas with the mission of blocking the penetrations. The
effect of his move was immediate; the enemy was unable to make further
progress.

In the meantime, VNAF and U.S. tactical air,'which had been active
since the assault began, methodically attacked enemy positions in both
salients to the west and northeast. Their effectiveness was total;
they not only helped contain enemy penetrations, they also inflicted
heavy casualties on the entrenched enemy troops and forced some of them
to abandon their positions and flee. During this day alone, nearly 300
tactical air sorties were used in support of An Loc.

The tide of the battle turmed in our favor as B-52's began their
strikes at 0900 hours, when the intensity of enemy tank-infantry attacks
were at a peak. Thirty strikes were conducted during the next 24 hours
and their devastating power was stunning. By noon, the enemy's attack
had been completeiy broken. Fleeing in panic, enemy troops were caught
in the open by our tactical air; several tank crews abandoned their
vehicles. By early afternoon, no enemy tank was seen moving. Those
that remained in sight were either destroyed or abandoned, several
with motors still running. In one area, an entire enemy regiment which
had attacked the 8lst Airborme Ranger Group was effectively eliminated
as a fighting force.

On 12 May, the enemy tried again but his effort was blunt and weak.
A few tanks appeared but fired on the city only from standoff positioms
while infantry troops of both sides exchanged small arms fire around
the perimeter. Despite deteriorating weather, U.S. tactical air and
regular B-52 strikes continued to keep the enemy off-balance around the
city. The situation was one of stalemate and contiued to be so during
13 May. Our chances of holding out in An Loc were increasing.

In the early morning of 14 May, enemy tanks and infantry attacked
again from the west and southwest. This attack was broken by decisive
B-52 strikes and ended by mid-morning. Taking advantage of the enemy's

weakening posture, the ARVN defenders counterattacked and regained most
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" positions. From 24 to 29 April, the division engaged the enemy in a
two-pronged attack to clear the road. The 32d Regiment attacked from
the north while the 33d Regiment pushed forward from the south. This
pressure forced the 10lst Regiment to withdraw to the west on 27 April
after heavy losses, leaving behind one battalion to cover the disen-
gagement. This battalion was finally driven from its heaviiy fortified
positions two days later. '
After clearing this road to Chon Thanh, the 21st Division initiated
operations northward. It helilifted the 31st Regiment six kilometers
north of Chon Thanh where this unit clashed violently for 13 days
with the 165th Regiment, 7th NVA Division. During this battle, the
enemy regiment sustained moderate-to-heavy losses inflicted by U.S.
tactical air and B-52 strikes. It was reinforced by its sister regiment,
the 209th, as the battle entered its terminal stage. On 13 May, the
31st Regiment finally overran the enemy positions. This extended
the 21st Division's control of Route QL-13 to a point eight kilometers
north of Chon Thanh. .
Pushing northward, the division then deployed its 32d Regiment to
the Tau O area five kilometers farther nbrth. It was in this area
that the hardest and longest battle was fought. The enemy was the
reinforced 209th Regiment of the 7th NVA Division whose fortified
blocking positions, arranged in depth, held the ARVN 32d Regiment effectively
in check. I am convinced that there was no other place throughout
South Vietnam where the enemy's bldcking tactics were so successful
as in this Tau O area. A Blocking position called '"Chot", generally
an A-shaped underground shelter arranged in a horseshoe configuration
with multiple outlets was assigned to each company. Every three days,
the platoon which manned the position was rotated so that the enemy
continually enjoyed a supply of fresh troops. These positions were
organized into large triangular patterns called "Kieng' (tripod) which
provided mutual protection and support. The entire network was laid
along the railroad, which paralleled Route QL-13, and centered on the
deep swamps of the Tau O stream. This network was connected to a

rubber planatation to *the west by a communication trench.

132







N

[ SR ¥ IR

relieved and confident that in time they would prevail.

Mopping up Pockets of Enemy Registance

As of late May, resupply by air for the besieged city became
regular and efficient and the defenders were kept well supplied. This
was a period of a relative lull in fighting, a respite for combat troops
on the ground. Conversely, it was an ordeal for the American flyers and
Vietnamese logisticians who had to struggle against great odds first
to win the battle of technology and finally the battle of logistics.

The fact that An Loc had held firmly to date in the face of ferocious
attacks was not only because of sheer human endurance and courage on
the ground and effective air support but because its defenders had been
resupplied,’

While the 21st Division was fighting in the Tau O area, the siege
of An Loc was entering its final stage. After the second attempt to
take the city and the subsequent attack on Tan Khal were unsuccessful,
all three enemy divisions, the 5th, 7th and 9th, had suffered heavy
casualties, estimated at about 10,000.

Taking advantage of this respite, the weary ARVN defenders within
An Loc passed to the offensive with the objective of expanding the
city's defense perimeter. As ARVN troops became more aggressive, they
increased patrolling activities outward and began clearing the remaining
enemy pockets of resistance in the northern salient. By 8 June, the
48th ARVN Regiment had eliminated all enemy resistance in this area and
by 12 June, the 7th ARVN Regiment had done the same in the westerm part
of the city.

The situation in An Loc continued to improve thereafter. On 13
and 14 June, III Corps brought in one of the 18th ARVN Division's
regiments as reinforcement and fresh troops to replace the 5th Division's
weary ¢ atants. On 17 June, the 48th Regiment of the S5th Division
reoccupied Hill 169. From this regained vantage point, ARVN observers

were able to guide tactical air on targets of enemy troop concentration
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