Vietnam from Cease-Fire
to Capitulation

Col. William E. Le Gro

US. ARMY CENTER OF MILITARY HISTORY
WASHINGTON, D.C.






Vietnam from Cease-Fire
to Capitulation

Col. William E. Le Gro

U.S. ARMY CENTER OF MILITARY HISTORY
WASHINGTON, D.C.






Vietnam from Cease-Fire
to Capitulation

Fhi# adle Loy ke Baperintralni of [mrememis, 178 Gevernmend 1"riniing (ifflce
Wanlolgugiosn, 108" THHATY



Lo
¥,

with enduring respect to all the fighting men of Sourh
Vietnam, especially the infantry, rangers. airborne
troops, amd mariner May this book af feasr a
partial record of those who fought bravely, amd
under great handicaps and hardships to preserve frdi-
vidual freedom in thelr countrg

Lesrary of Congress Cmnloging 0 Poblecation Dala

Le i, William E
Wietnam from cemefire b copiulaton

1. Vietmamese Conflici, 1961- 1975, L Tiile
DE557.7. 44 TR 0-a0T143

Theis book is nol copyfighted and may be mepro-
duced in whode on in pant without consulfimg
the publisher

Sccond printing 1953 —CMH Pub %0-29



Contents

Foreword / Introduction 1 2
Chapter 1
Before the Cease-Fire 5

e Agpupen Hwe Offrmsee £ The Counterffemitee o The Militaor
Balance, Deovmbir 197 Miliery Nepiow [0 Wililary Roplow
Alilitery Regeow 1 Melitgry Region 4 7 Nulv on Sauncen

Chapter 2
U.S. Organization for the Cease-Fire 17
Enbaner and Enbance Plus / Masions / The Defense Aitocks
(Wi ¢ Nole o Souredi

Chapter 3
Landgrab 73 21

Milfvary Ropiow [ 7 Milivery Region 2 5 Mililgry Rigion 3/
Mitiaary Region 4 / Relsivwe Sovempehe 1 Sowuary 1971 0 The
Balance Shevi / Nove on Sosnom

Chapter 4
Consalidating and Rebuilding 13
Political Sirategy / Preparing jor the Miinery Oprion / Newr on
Ko

Chapter 5

The Third Indochina War: Firsi Hall-Year 41

Crave-Flee Finlarions ¢ The Theet 10 Saigos / The Combedian
Conwertiow  Spareing in rhe Wghlomds © Logarien and fafifoanon
£ The Bd-T “Sirella™ 7 Nade on Sourcen

Chapter 6
Cease-Fire 11 in ME 1 and 2 0

Juwe-Awguid ¢ Early disriomenh 7 Trang Nphis & Pla Dierewg-Le
Mink / (uang Dac / Milwary Heplew [ 7 Newr on Sewrom

Chapter 7
Ceaze-Fire 11 in MR 3 and 4 65

The Dl Bice War / T Phap / RVNAF Dol Dispositions /
RVNAF Emnonics and Morale / Rasger Reovpanizenon / Ml
tary Rigion 1/ Coaue-Fiee Anwharary / Mot an Sewroni

Chapter B
The Decline of U.5. Suppor )]

Militgry Anddgncy, FY 9 7 Wilivery dwnance. FY 1973 75 Noar
L]

Chapter 9
1974, Year of Decision 1]

Entimaies anadl Flans / Fhe Trd Phap Campagn / Elphanis Foof
and Angels Wing J Noiw o Ssuirnen

Chapter 10
Strategic Raids O
Chi Link ¢ Towg Le Chon / Bink Duong / The Teon Triaugle
Awuack # An Diva Counsrrattack /7 HBawe 87 7 Retwra 12 Rock Bap /

Py (oo / Wen Noa J Yuan Loc ¢ Bos Bish and Ruwg La 7 Tay
il / Note on Sources
Chapter 11

The Highlands to the Hai Van 110

Cuang Tin / Dak Pk / Thew Atgr 7 Quang Naw 7 Da Track and
Due Daie / Thuong Dac 7 Mang Suk / Fiei My / Dac Duc and
Chur Som S WA 1063 7 Kemnwm 7 Chuong Niphis 7 (uang Npai' 7

Wofe om Mmoo
Chapter 12
The Ring Tightens Around Hue 125

Mwl Mo Taw Nuil Foag. and MO 230 ¢ Owder of Barle / The

Raitroad / Naoval Exgagement off (uawg Trl / An Awisr S the
Namgarians / Fafiltration imo the Thiss Thirn Lawlamas & The Fil

af Fha Loc and Nam Heg / Naote o Sowrcen
Chapter 13
The Last Christmas: Phuoc Long 132

Phue Long—ihe Seiting / Diwrivss / fink Top-Long Khawk 7
Tay Nisk / The Lowv Days &f Pheoe Leag / Nolw a8 Sewsoe

Chapter 14
Omn the Second Anniversary of the Cease-Fire 138

Rewciion it the NPAY Winkr Campaign © Milliiary Repon | S
Milirary Hepion 2 / Mlitary Hepion § 7 Milinery Region 4 7
Comgrensonad Fanten 7 Nofe o Sourrer

Chapter 15
The Central Highlands, March 1975 147
helating the Battiefield / Davise and Qwang Due / Evodus from
rhe Highlands

Chapter 16
The Final Offensive in the Morth 135
The (ffemsive Norrh of Bink Disk / Rink Dink / Kawh Hoa— the
End in MR 2

Chapter 17

The Last Act in the South 165

Tri Tam and Tay Nink / Losg An / The Eastven Front / Tay Nink
£ Risk Lowg /7 Washimgeos © Reovpanitanos amd Redeplopmesr /
Kwan Low / The Law Werk 7 Note on Sources Chapiers J3- T

Chapter 18
Was Diefeat Inevitable? 179
MAPS
1 The Military Balance, MR |, Dec 1972 k)
2 The Military Balance, MR 2, Dec 1972 10
3 The Military Balance, MR 3, Dec 1972 12
4 The Military Balance, MR 4, Dec 1972 14
5 Landgrab 73 n
& Ho Chi Minh Trail Metwork n

7 Hong Ngu, Mar-Apr 1973 43



CONTENTS

& The Highlands, 4 Aug—22 Sep 1973
9 The Highlands, Oct 1973
10 Quang Duc Campaign, 30 Oct—10 Dec 1973
11 Tay Ninh-Saigon Cormidor, 1973
12 Tri Phap Operation, 12-19 Feb 1974
13 Svay Rieng Operations, 27 Apr—2 May 1974
14 Strategic Raids, MR 3, Summer-Fall 1974
15 Iron Triengle Attack, 16 May—7 Jun 1974
16 Strategic Raids, Highlands-Hai Van,

May-Sep 1974
17 Mo Tau-Bong, Defense of Hue, 28 Aug 1974
18 Battle of Phooe Lomg, Dec 1974—Jan 1975
19 The Fall of MR 2, 8 Mar—2 Apr 1975
20 Tay Ninh-Tri Tam Battles, 11-26 Mar 1975
21 Baitle of Xuan Loc, 17 Mar—15 Apr 1975
22 Saigon Defenses, Apr 1975

TABLES
1 RBelative Strength, Late Jan 1973
2 Major RVNAF Units, Jan 1973
3 Enemy Order of Baitle, Late Jan 1973
4 Combat Level Indicators, Jun 1973

5 Ranger Deployment, 31 Dec 1973
& VNAF Strikes, Oct-Dec 1973

53
57
T4
B9
92
w7
100
111

126
134
148
166
168
ITh

28
29

51
]



Foreword

An infantryman, Colonel William E. Le Gro,
USA (Ret.), fought in New Guinea and the Philip-
pines in 1944 and 1943, Subsequent service included
troop and siafl duty in Germany and Korea and
graduation from the Army War College. As a gradu-
ate student at American University in 1963 and 1964,
the author speculized in East and Southeast Asia
He was also concerned with Southeast Asia while
pssigned 10 the office of the Army's Deputy Chief of
Suafl for Operations in 1964 and 1965, Colonel Le
Gro served in Vietnam in 1966 and 1967 as G-2, 1st
Infantry Division, and was Director of Asian Studies
al the Army 'War College from 1969 to 1971, From
December 1972 until 29 April 1975, he was a senior
sialT officer with the U.S. Military Assistance Com-
mand, Vietnam, and its successor agency, the U5
Defense Attache Office. Saigon.

The views, evaluations, and conclusions presented
here wre those of the author and not necessanly
those of the Department of the Army, the Depart-
meni of Defense, or the Depariment of State. Facul-
iy and sindenis at service schools will find the book
useful, however, and it wall be a valuable source for
historns,

Dovalas Kissak
Brigadier General, USA (Ret)
Chief of Miltrary History



Introduction

The final declaration of the Geneva Conference
on the problems of restoring peace in Indochina was
dared 21 July 1954, The second war in Indochina
began two vears laler as the deadline passed [or
reunification elections and ended on 27 January
1973 as “The Agreement on Ending the War and
Restoring Peace in Vietnam™ ook effect. But the
iwo-year respite that followed the Geneva Confer-
ence of 1954 was not o be repeated. 'What could be
called a third Indochinag war began immediately
afier the 1973 agreement.

Although some trwsces of the Viet Cong (VC)
guerrills forces remained, as well as a few uncon-
vincing coptrivances intended to demonstrate the
legitimacy of the Provisional Revolutionary Gow-
ernment (PRG) of Soath Vietnam, the third Iado-
china conflct quickly assumed the character of con-
ventional war between regular ground forces. Irre-
gulars played an insignificant role in the final out-
come. The war's central charscteristic was an inva-
sion across well-defined frontiers. With a secure
base in the north and & large army already posi-
tioned in South Vietnam, the Democratic Republic
of Vietnam {DRW) systematically rebuili and rein-
forced its expeditionary force without any effective
interference until the South Vietnamese ground
forces, shon of essential resources and demoralized,
abandoned entire provinces (o concentrate their bat-
tered defenders and then collapsed. What follows is
the story of that final Indoching struggle and of the
eventual and tragic collapse of the South Vietnam-
ag

The United States in August 1969 entered secret
negotiniions (o end the war in Indochina. Three and
a half years later the final agreement was signed in
Paris. In a speech to the nation on 25 January 1972
(text in State Dept. Bulletin, 14 Feb, T1), President
Richard M. Mixon made the negotiations public and
stressed the urgency the United States attached 1o
disengaging from the war and exchanging prisoners
of war, The fingl agreement required major conces-
sions on the part of the Government of the Republic
of Vietnam (GYN) and only required the DRV o

return prisoners of war and account for soldiers
mussAng in action.

In the final agreement the United Siates was
allowed oaly 60 days 1o remove its remaining forces
from South Vietnam. On the other hand, the agree-
ment was silent on the presence of MNorh Vietnam-
ese forces in South Vietnam. In a news conference
(24 January 1973) announcing the agreement, The
Special Assistant to the President for Mational Secu-
rity Affairs, Henry A. Khsinger, responded 1o a
related question:

Ciur estimade of the mumber of Morth Vietmamese inoops in (ke
Soulh is agprovimalcly 145000 nothimg in the agreemend
oatablishes the nighn of Mosth YVictnamese 1o be in absr South
The Morth Vietnamese have never cluimed (hat they have a rght
i have troaps in ke South . . . The MNoeth Yietnamese troops in
the Sowib shouhl, over a persod of time, be sebject 10 consuder-
able redsction. [Stare Dept. Baffene 12 Fob “rc

Intelligence suggested that Dr. Kissinger's esti-
maite of the strength of the North Vietnamese Army
(MY A) in South Vietnam was on the low side. With
13 division headquariers and 75 regiments, the
MNorth Vietnamese could have had as many as
160,000 soldiers in the south, an expeditionary force
backed up, supplied, and trained from secure bases
in the north and in Laos.

Mo similar advantage accrued to the South Viet-
namese. Their logistical and training bases and lines
of communication remained vulnerable 1o infilira-
tion, sabotmge, and atisck. The South Vieinamese
had never been able to carry the attack 1o North
Vietnam, and the agreement provided that “the
United States will stop all its military activities
aganst the termory of the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam.” Although the Umited States kepi forces
in Thailand and in the South China Sea and re-
mained capable of either attacking Morth Vietnam
or supporting the South Vietnamese, that proscrip-
tian in the words of the agreement remmined “dura-
ble and without limit of tme.” (Text in State
Deepi. Bullerio, 12 Feh. T

As lime passed, the NVA invasion and atiscks
grew in boldness and scope without attracting any
significant response from the United States. Afier
the final bombing hal following the B-52 raids of
Christmas 1972, the North Vietnamese probably
never again seriously considered that the United
States could be provoked into new reprisals. Even if
they had been reluctant to violate the agreement in
a brazen manner for fear of Amenican reaction, ther
inhibitions must have been greatly diminished by the
congressional prohibition of 15 August 1973 on fur-
ther bombing of Cambodia snd dissipated entirely
during the Morth Vietnamese conguest of Phuoc
Long Province in December 1974, Although con-
clusive evidence is lacking, the Phuoe Long cam-
paign was probably undertaken, in part at lenst, 10
test the Amenican response. Since the United States
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did not respond, the final offensive could proceed as
planned without concern for the high costs that
would attend a resumption of American bombing af
Morth Vietnam.

In Article 7, the agreement states that

The two South Vicinamos partics ahall mid acocpl 1he inbrdug-
fiom of licaopa, fidlitasy aidviscrs, Bnd mSilitery jeraonse] imludesg
bechpical malilary . armmasnesiy, maunilioer, and war ma:
sefaal it Sowth Vietnsm The two Sowih Viethemese parties
skl e permitted o make of armamsnis,
munsions and war maicrial which Bave beon deifoyed, e
aged. worn ol of used ap afier the cemse-fire, on the oo of
piece-forpeee, of the same characterisis asd properiss

Those restnictions, however, did not apply to mili-
tary assistance provided Nonh Vietnam by the Sovi-
el hloe and China. Military eguipment, supplies,
echnicians, and advisers continued o flow nto
Hanot afier the cease-fire. The agreement, more-
over, did not specily how the restrictions would be
enforced with regard 1o the NV A forces already in
South Vietnam. Responding (o a question about this
at the news conference of 24 Januwary 1973, Dr.
Kisinger said that it was “not inconceivable thal the
agreement will not in all respects be lived up to. In
that case, pdding another clouse that will not be
lived up to, specifically requiring o, would no
change the situation,” That appraisal proved to be
an understatement, for the restrictions had no sppar-
ent effect on North Vietnam's rebuilding and rein-
forcing its expeditionary force. On the other hand,
American shipments 10 South Vietnam after the
cease-fire were meticulously sccounted for as re-
placements for similar supplies and for eguipment
lowt, used up, or evacuated.

The temporary partition of Vicinam by the Ac-
cords of 1954 was continued in the Pans Agree-
ment. That was done, according to Dr. Keasinger
(press conference, 24 January), because “the provi-
sioms of the agreement with respect to infiliration,
with respect to replacement, with respect 1o any of
the military provisions, would have made no sense
whatsoever il there was nod some demarcation line
defining where South Vietnam began.” But the true
demarcation was 10 kilometers south of the 1Tth
parallel on the Thach Han River where South Viet-
namese marines held on to the rubble of Quang Tri
City. The Morth Vielnamese mainiained the fction
of the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) by locating a
customs post on the south bank of the Ben Hai
River. Meanwhile, the most extensive NV A logistic
bhase in South Vietnam was constrected from the
DMZ through Dong Ha and west along Highway 9
to Khe Sanh, Dong Ha became o major port of
entry for military supplies, and the traflic across the
DME soon surpassed anything seen in the years
before the cease-fire.

Ever since the Morth Vietnamese began major
military operations againsl South Vietnam. they

iwsed the Ho Chi Minh Trail in southern Laos and
castern Cambodia as thor principal logstical corri-
dor. By January 1973 about 70,000 NVA regulars
were in Laos, mainly in the logistical corridor, and
phout 30,000 were in Cambodia. In D, Kissinger's
winrids:

ibsere i & Mai prohibstion agasmd ihe use of hane afcas & Lacw
and Cambodia. Thone s a fad prohibston agams the use of Lo
and Cambaxha Toi nfilfatos ife % R there s &
reqirement that all foreagn troogs be seithdrasn from Laos and
Cambewles, snd it n chearly underdood that Morth Vetnamess
trosps are ontasdered foreign with revpeot 1o Laos and Cambe-
dia 1 s o fivmn capectston thal within @ shon perod of
ime there will be & formal cessc-lige in Laos which m tum will
fead o a withdrawal of afl foreign foroes from Laos and. of
coiir, 16 Ihe end of the use of Laos 58 @ corvdon of anfaliratos
[Piews Conferones of 24 Jan, Siate Dept. B, 12 Fobh T3]

That withdrawal failed 10 materialize. There was
linthe reason to think that it would, considering the
entrenched position of the Nonth Vietnamese in
southern Laos. their reliance on the logstical net-
wirrk established there, and their record of violating
ihe agreements of 1954 and 192 In the two years
after the 1973 cease-fire, the NV A shifled sizeable
logistical units from Laos into South Vietnam as it
developed the Route 14 corridor south from Khe
Sanh, It sl moved iis P6&h Infaniry Division from
Laos into the Kontum-Pleike aren. But it did not
stop wsing the corridor, On the contrary, il buili
macadam roads and added concrele culveris amd
bridges, and infiltration continued, During 1973 over
75,000 replacements entered South Vietnam, mostly
through Laos. South Vietnam lacked the means to
cope with that Ragrant breach of the agreement, and
although the United States was concerned, US
reconnamsance over the cormdor was greatly re-
disced and what remained did not reveal the desting-
tion of some major NVA reinforcements moving
south in late 1974 and early 1975,

Another important provision in the agreemen
cutablished an International Commission of Control
and Supervision (MCCS) The 1CCS was supposed to
detect and investigate violations, control entry into
South Vietnam, and generally supervise the cease-
fite. Unfortunately for South Vietnam, two of the
four members of the commission, Poland and Hun-
gary, were not impartial. They did not man ihe
entry points into South Vietnam, except those used
by the United States, and failed 1o imhibit in any
way the movement of men, supplics, and weapons
from North Vietnam, One member, Canada, quickly
became disenchanted with the frustrations of deal-
ing with an uncontrollable situation and resigned
Replacing Canada, Iran espenienced the same frus-
trations bul persisted in trving 1o give some balance
to the reporting and some meaning 10 the cease-fire.
In the Mace of the Morth Vielnamese invasion, how-
ever, and opposed at every tum by the decidedly
hostile Poles and Hunganans, the other commission
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members could pot have changed the ouwtcome of
the confict, mo matter how dedicated they were 1o
fairmess, low, nnd peace.

Domestic politics forced the United Siates to
observe the agreement even while the North Viet-
namese blatently violated it. Domestic politics also

prevented adequate ULS, support in arms, ammuni-
tion, and equipment. Thus the military balance shifi-
ed in favor of the invader as the capabilities of the
South Vietnamese armed forces declined unnl they
were unable o withstand the final NVA offensive.



Before the Cease-
Fire

The Mguyen Hue Offensive

The Mguven Hue offensive of 1972 lefi both sides
exhausted and depleted in manpower, supplies, and
equipment. The offensive began on 30 March and
ran its course by the end of June, There were three
arcnas of heavy action. Below the Demilitarized
Zone, the North Vietnamese Army (NVA] commit-
ted three divisions, several separale regimenis, and
tanks and heavy artillery (o seize its principal objec-
tives, Quang Tri Province and Hue. In the Central
Highlands, a force of two divisions with fanks and
heavy artillery struck at Kontum. In the sowth,
between Saigon and the Cambodian border, three
MNVA divisions, also with tanks and heavy arillery,
attacked oum of Cambodian sanctoaries toward
Saigon.

By summer, casualtics had amounted to thousands
and considerable termitory had changed hands. The
new dispositions were later 1o provide decisive ad-
vantages to the invader. The 17th parallel was elimi-
mated sy the division between North and South
Vietnam, and the North Vietnomese Army was free
to develop a line of communication from Dong Ho
in Quang Binh Province to Dong Ha and the logist-
cal complex along Highway QL-9 from Dong Ha 1o
Khe Sank. Western Quang Tri was cleared for the
construction of an alternate corridor from Khe Sanh
to the B-3 Front in Kontum, {The B-3 Front was the
NV A command in the Central Highlands.)

Successes in the Kontum battles removed South
Vietnamese influence north and west of Kontum
City. The development of a logistical complex at
Duc Co and the extension of the alternate corridor
south to Binh Long Province became possible, al-
though the Army of the Republic of Vietnam
(ARVN]), in heavy fighting, managed 1o delay prog-
ress until the end of 1972

As the campaign in South Vietnam's Military
Region 1 (MR 1) ended in the seige of An Loz, only
%0 kilometers north of Saigon, the NV A controlled
all of Binh Long Province except the province

capital and the small garrson af Chon Thanh on
Higlwwny QL-13. Only a major effornt could keep
Highway 13 open north of the ARVN 5th Division
hase al Lai Khe, and An Loc and Chon Thanh soon
became entirely dependent on air resupply. Similar-
Iy, the NVA wms in position to control land access
o Phuoe Binh (Song Be), the capital of Phuoc
Long Province. That advantage was to be used with
decisive effect in the MVA' conguest of Phuoc
Long in December 1974,

The encmy’s objectivies for the Nguyen Hue of-
fensive in the Mekong Delta, South Vietnam's Mili-
tary Region 4, lacked the focus thai characterized
the fighting in other mililary regions. Communist
sirategy in that densely populated rice bowl was 1o
attack on a broad front, blenketing the region in
order to gain control over as much land and popula-
tion as possible, Intending 1o destroy or immobilize
the ARVN and overrun province and district cap-
ilals, the Morth Vietnamese launched major, succes-
sive atiacks by large, main force formations. The
South Vietnamese used infantry divisions, ranger
groups, and armored cavalry squadrons to engage
the NVA's main force, while territorials handled
hundreds of local threats.

The CounterofTensive

The plans of the Central Office for South Viet-
nam (COSYN), the MNorth Vietnamese Army's
headquarters in the southern part of South Vietnam,
called for seizing An Loc before advancing south-
ward into Bing Duong Province and Salgon. Sup-
ported by LS, bombers, which proved 1o be cru-
cial, the South Vietnamese fought heroically and
denied the enemy An Loc but achieved little else.
By the end of 1972, the North Vietnamese still held
every important objective they had seized during
the campaign. At that time South Vietnam's ling of
relatively secure control in Military Region 3—that
is, bases that could be supported by lines of commu-
nication and seeured through minor operaiions—iran
from the Cambodian border west of Tay MNinh City,
generally east to Dau Tieng on the Saigon River,
down 1o Bau Bang, north of Lai Khe, over (o
Phuae Vinh (Pho Giao) on Highway LTL-1A, and
along the Song Be and the Dong Mai River to north
of Xusn Loc in Long Khanh Province. Highway
QL-20 was open from Xuan Loc 1o Dalat, but local
Route 2 south to Bara in Phooe Tuy Province was
hazardous. Highway QL-1 was open 1o Nha Trang.

Diespite staggering losses—the Kontum campaign
cost the enemy 4,000 lives—the Morth Yietnamese
in the Nguyen Hue offensive secured a lodgment
inside Kontum City, although by mid-Tune of 1972
the city was again under South Vietnamese conirol.

In tough fighting the ARVN cleared Highway
QL-14 from Kontum to Pleiku by early July and
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opened 1t to civilian traffic. Enemy interdictions,
however, continued 1o close it periodically until the
end of the year. Operations north on Highway QL-
14 were less successful, and the enemy retained
controd from Vo Dinh all the way to Dak Pek.
Highway OQL-19 remained open 1o Binh Dinh, al-
though subjected to pericdic interdictions, and the
situation was tenuous along Highway QL-1 running
through the province.

The enemy's main effort in the MNguyen Hue
offensive in the Mekong Delta began when the
NVA st Division moved from its Cambodian base
it the Seven Mountains of Chau Doc Province.
Losses were heavy on both sides during the last
week of March, and the st Division managed to

retain a foothold in the craggy peaks. Another surge
of attacks hit mostly in Chuong Thien and southern
Kien Giang Provinces in the second week of April,
and by the ume the ARVN had reasserted its domi-
nance, nearly 400 of its soldiers had died while
another 700 or more had been wounded. i
late May and early June, the NV A launched a fresh
campaign against Kien Luong District in Kien
Giang Province, using the 1st Division to spearhead
the drive, but ARVM rangers of the #4th Special
Tactical Zone drove most of the st Division back
to Cambodia. Meanwhile, the NVA $th Division
pulled away from the Binh Long battleficld, moved
across Prey Veng Provinee in Cambodia, and at-
tacked Moc Hoa, the capital of Kien Tuong Prowv-
ince, and Tuyen Binh Destrict town. Badly mauled,
the 5th Division, by mid-June, withdrew into Cam-
bodia, followed by the ARVIN Tth Division.

The next sharp upsurge occurred on 4 July 1972
when two ARVN battalions were decimated in an
ambush in the northern part of the Mekong Delta
Meanwhile, activity increased in and around Base
Area 470 where five enemy regiments operated,
threatening Highway QL-4 ss well as Route 29
between Moc Hoa and Cai Lay. Anticipating a
cease-fire, during October many enemy main force
units split into small groups to spread control over
vast reaches of the delta. They were methodically
and thoroughly defeated. The action was punciuat-
ed by two high points: one from 2 1o 9 Ocltober
against Highway QL4 beiween Can Tho and
Saigon; the other beginning on 26 October and
much more widespread throughout the delta. When
Ociober’s Mighting had subsided, no major changes
in territorial conirol had taken place, bul the NV A's
strength in the delta was significantly diminished.

The South Vietnamese counteroffensive in Mili-
tary Region | achieved significant territorial gains,
The attack to retake Quang Tri City jumped off on
28 June 1972. Eighty grueling, hard-fought days
later, on 15 . South Vietnamese marines
recaptured the Citadel and the rubble that once was
the city of Quang Tri.

By the end of the year, the marines had pushed
north along the coast to the Thach Han River, The
wiestern-most thrust of the counteraffensive ended
ot Fire Support Base (FSB) Anne, while the secu-
rity of Hue was improved by recapturing FSH
Basiogne. The Hai YVan Pass was secure, butl only a
narrow coastal strip along Highway QL-1 remuined
in South Vietnamese control south to the Binh Dinh
border. (Mational Rouie 1| climbs over Hai Van
ridge on the boundary of Quang Nam and Thua
Thien Provinces, The ridge juts inlo the sea to form
the northern enclosure of Da Mang Bay and sepa-
rates the northern and southern sectors of MR 1)

The Military Balance, December 1972
Mimmary Recion o

Military Region 1, the responsibility of ARYM |
Corps, encompassed the five northern provinces.
Morth of the Hai Van Pass iz Quang Tri and Thua
Thien were the 151t Division and the Marine and
Airborne divisions. Enemy forces in those i
operated under control of Military Region Tri-
Thien-Hue (MRTTH) and the B-5 Front. South of
the pass, enemy forces were commanded by North
Victnam's Military Region 5, while two ARVN
divisions, the 3d in Quang Nam and northern Quang
Tin Provinces and the 2d in Quang Tin and Quang
MNgai Provinces, were controlled by | Corps Head-
quarters at Da Nang. (Map 1)

The NVA began the Nguyen Hue offensive in
South Vietnam's Military Region 1 with three divi-
sions, but by the end of the offensive had employed
eight divisions, five independent infantry regiments,
probably three armor regiments, and six or seven
artillery regiments. There were in addition several
sipper regiments, perhaps 4, and up 1o 33 independ-
ent local battalions of infantry, field artllery, anti-
aircrafl arfillery, reconnaissance troops, and sap-
pers. (Sapper regiments in the NV A were similar 1o
what other armies would call asssult or shock infan-
try, and to the US. Army Ranger Battalions of
World War II. They were specially trained in em-
ploying mines and demolitions and newtralizing and
breaching mineficlds and fortifications. Elements of
sapper regiments often preceded regular infantry in
the mssault of defensive positioms. The NVA had
also specialized sapper units, smaller than regiments,
such as waler sappers, trained in swimming and
underwater demolitions,)

That formidable force was opposed by five South
Vietnamese divisions, a ranger group, some ranger
border defense battalions, and the territorial forces
of the provinces, (South Vietnamese ranger groups
had three battalions, lighter than the regular infan-
try, authorized 661 men each. A ranger border
defense baitalion, designed o defend an isolated,
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THE MILITARY BALANCE. MR |
Dwcombas 1972
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Map 1

forward operating base, was authorized only 46,
The territorial forces were composed of Regional
Forces [RF] and Popular Forces |[PF]. Regional
Forces were organized imto companies and battal-
ions and were controlled by provinee chiefs; Popu-
lar Forces were organized into and were
commanded by village and hamlet chiefs.)

During November 1972, two South Vietnamess
maring brigades supported by B-52s and U.S. naval
gunfire, atiacked north along the coast cast of Pro-
vincial Route 360 in Quang Tr Province, 1o seize
the south bank of the Cua Viet River., Hampered by
still resistance and heavy December rains, the ma-
rings were in defensive positions by the end of the
year, still short of their objective. They were op-

clements of the NVA 325th Division,
prinicipally the 1015t Regimeni, and the 48th Regi-
of the 320th Division, both regiments support-

I6dth Anillery Regiment of the B-3
164th was equipped with Soviet 130-
mi. field guns. Between the 101si Regiment, oper-
ating along the coast, and Quang Tr City, the NVA
employed the 2Tih and 3ist Regiments of the B-5
Front, as well as the 18th Regiment, 325th Division,
{The practice of assigning the same numerical desig-
nation o more than one unit was not unusoal in the
NVA. The 100st Regiment, 325th Division, was
distinct from the 101st Regiment that operated in
Tay MNinh and Hau Mghia Provinces under the
coniral of the Central Oifice for South Vieinam—
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COSVMN. The 165th Infantry Regiment of the 312th
Division was in Quang T Province, and another
165th Infantry Regiment of the Tth Division was in
Hink Province. Still more confusing for
order-of-battle analysts, those two divisions each
had 141st and 20%h Regiments, while NVA 2d
Diviaon in Quang Ngal Province also had a 14151.)

While the marines held Quang Tri City, the Air-
borne Division was defending the hills south and
southwest of the city and attacking toward the line
of the Thach Han River. The attacks reached Route
556 between Nhu Le and Quang Tri;, and Fire
Support Bases Anne and Barbara in the Hai Lang
forest were recapiured by airbome troops in Mo-
vember, using iactical air and B-52 stnkes with
good elffect. Activity declined, however, in Decem-
ber because of monsoon raing and Mooding. Ele-
ments of the NVA 312ith Division and the 95ih
Regiment, 325th Division, opposed the airbome
troops south of Quang Tr City. As the year ended,
the 95th Regiment was defending on the south bank
of the Thach Han from Quang Tri to positions north
of F5B Anne. On that regiment’s right, northwest
of FSB Anne, was the 209th Regiment, 312th Divi-
sion. The headguarters of the 112th Division was
probably located about six kilometers west of FSB
Anne with its 165th Regiment in the vicinity. Just to
the southwest was the 66th Regiment of the 3Hth
Division. Mo fewer than four NVA divisions and
two B-5 Front regiments were defending the Cua
Viet-Thach Han line in Quang Tri: the 304th, 312th,
320th, and 325th Divisions and the 27th and 31s
Regiments. The other NVA division that had
fought in Quang Tr during the NMguyen Hoe offen-
sive, the 308th, was by this time on its way back 1o
North Vieinam (o recuperate and repoin the general
Meservie.

Besides the Marine and Airborne Divisions, the
only other ARVN division north of the Hal Van
Pass was the st Division. Like the 1Zd Division in
Il Corps, the Ist was a heavy division. It had four
regiments—the Ist, 3d, 5lst, and 54th—and each
regiment had four battalions. The Ist Division was
responsible for defending from the Song Bo corri-
dor through ithe Hai Van Pass, for supporting the
territorial forces in the defense of Hue, and for
securing the line of communication. Opposing the
Ist were three regiments of the 324th Division—the
2h, 803d, and 812th—which were generally de-
ployed opposite Hue, the 5th and &th independent
regiments in the hills southwest of Hue, and local
main force battalions south of Phu Loc. Al year's
end, the 3d Regiment of the 1st Division held pos-
tions, including FSB T-Bone, south and east of the
Song Bo. To its south, the 1s1 Regiment held FSB
Veghel and FSB Bastogne conirolling the approach
to Hue along Route 547. With headquarters in Phu
Bai, the 5ist Regiment was patrolling Highway |

south to the Hai Van Pass. The 54th Regiment was
in thie hills south and southwest of Phu Bai and Phu
Loc.

The ARVN 3d Division had been shattered in
Quang Trl during the MNguyen Hue offensive. Al-
though i was still rebuilding and retraining, it was
reaponsible for the important southwestern ap-
proaches to Da Nang: Duc Duc District and the
Que Son Valley, scenes of some of the heaviest
fighting in 1972. Enemy advances in this ares inevi-
tably led 1o the rocketing of Da Nang Airbase, as
happened on 26 December. Even more threatening
was the possibility of the enemy bringing his field
guns within range of the city and the airbase. The
ARVN could give up very little more terrain before
that threat would become o reality. NVA forma-
tions opposing the 3d Division in Quang Mam and
norihern Quang Tin were the T11lth Division with
its three regiments—the 3lst, 38th, and 270th—and
the 572d Tank-Artillery Regiment of the enemy's
Military Region 5. A sapper regiment, the 3th,
which operated in Quang Mam and CQuang Tin
Provinces, had been broken in heavy combat during
the vear and was disbanded in December, Iis under-
strength battalions were assigned o MR 5 and the
Tith Division.

The ARVN 3d Division straddled the boundary
between Quang Mam and Quang Tin Provinces,
which bisected the Que Son Valley. Although the
division was able to hald Fire Support Base Ross in
the valley's center, it could not reach Hiep Duc.
From a base behind Hiep Duc, the 710th Division
deployved its regiments forward into the valley and
on the ridges above. As the end of the year ap-
proached, the division's 31st Regiment had clements
southwesi of FSB Ross, and iis 270th Regiment
{also known as the Sth) had elements near Route
536 where it crossed the ndge west of the base and
on the Nui Ong Gal ridge to the south, The ARVN
2d Regiment, 3d Division, was in contact on Nui
Ong Gai.

Reports from prisoners of war and deserters al-
huded to serous morale problems in the 711th Divi-
sion. Malaria and baitle casualties had taken a heavy
toll, and batialions, particularly those in the 270th
Regiment, were below 200 men. The reparts gained
added credence in the summer of 1973 when the
Tiith was redesignated the 2d Division and the
270th Regiment was dishanded entirely. The weak-
ness of the 711th gave the e commander of
ihe mewly reorganized 3d ARVIN Division, Brig.
Gen. Ngoyen Duy Hinh, the opporfunity (o move
his battalions out of the rocket belt around Da Mang
westward into Quang Nam Province and the Que
Son Valley.

The ARVN 2d Division fought heavy actions in
southern Quang Tin and Quang Ngai Provinces in
the fall and winter of 1972, In late September, its Sth
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Regiment and the 7Tth Ranger Battalion failed in &
iardy effort o save Tien Phuoe Disirict Town in
Cuang Tin Province, but the town was subsequently
recaplured by the 2d Regiment, 3d Division. Mean-
while, reinforced by the d1th Tank Baitalion, the
TEth Ranger Battalion, and the 2d Ranger Group,
the 2d Division's 41h and 5th Regiments cleared the
enemy’s 52d Regiment, 2d Division, and elements of
the NVA 3 Division from Mo Duc and Duc Pho,
two important towns on Highway 1(OQL-1). After
participating in the Tien Phuoc success, the 6th
Regiment returned from the 3d Division to the 2d
Division and, with the Isi Ranger Group, operaled
east of Highway | in the Batangan Peninsula and
around My Lai. An attempt by the ARVN 5th
Regiment to retake the highland district 1own, Ba
To, was unsuccessful, Opposing the 2d Division in
Quang Mgal were the 1st, 52d, and 14151 Regiments
of the NVA 3d Division from its bases in northern
Binh Dinh Provinee.

The MVA 2d Division was in poor condition. i
had moved o Quang Npai Proviece in June 1972
afier incurring heavy losses ot Kontum m April and
May. It was probably ot no more than half-strength
when it armived in Quang Mgai, and it soon lost
another third (o B-52 raids and ARVN operations.
Although the divmion received some replacements,
morale and combat effectiveness in the weeks before
the cease-lire were low, NVA objectives in south-
ern Quang Ngai were 1o block Highway | and seize
the small port of Sa Huynh, Despite its weakened
condition, the 2d Division was going 1o be handed
the mission of achieving those objectives, and as the
vear ended it was preparing o0 atfack while the
South Vietnamese in southern Quang Ngai retained
a precanious hold on Highway 1.

MiLrmany RpGeos 2

Military Region 2, largest of the four South Viet-
namese regions, included all of the provinces of the
Central Highlands and the long coastline from Binh
Dinh Province south to the northern border of Binh
Tuy Province, only 60 miles enst of Saigon. Al
vear's end the enemy had three regular divissons
and numerous independent regiments and battalions
opposing the ARVN'S 22d and 23d Davisions, 2lst
Medium Tank Battalion, and three ranger groups
and the Republic of Korca (ROK) Tiger Division.
Two of the NVA divisions were in the highlands,
the 10th (first organized in December) in Konium
and the 320th in Pleiku. The WVA 1d Division was
in Binh Dhnh. (Map 1)

The appearance of military balance in Military
Region l—rthree divisions opposed by three divi-
sions—was deceptive, for the ROK Tiger Division
hadl all bui withdrawn from action following hard
fighting in April in the An Khe Fass. For that
matter, until forced into responding at An Khe

when the enemy overran its outposis, the Tiger
Division had been quiescent for about three years,

Although the ARVM 22d Division had incurred
heavy losses during the Nguyven Huoe offensive, the
division was somewhat aggressive in moving againsi
enemy bases in Binh Dinh Province and in securing
the most i lines of communication, High-
way | (QL-1) along the coast, and Highway 19
(QL-19), which climbs westward over the Annamite
range to Pleiku. Security on the latter route, whaose
stecp grades, blind curves, defiles, and many bridges
created ideal opportunities for ambush, was being
provided by the 3d and 1%th Armored Cavalry
Squadrons. The 22d Division had four regiments:
the 40th was in porthern Binh Dinh in the area of
the Bong Son Pass; the 415t was in Tam Chuan, the
northernmost district of Binh Dinh; the 42d was in
reserve in Hoai An Disirict: and the 4Tih was
providing security around Phu Cu on Highway 1.
Reinforcing the 22d Division in Binh Dinh were the
4th Armored Cavalry Squadron in Bong Son and
two regiments of ARVN rangers—ihe 4th Ranger
Ciroup east of Tam Quan, and the 8th east of Phu
Cu

With the NVA Jd Division recuperating in the
An Lao Valley and the ARVN 22d Division exen-
ing pressure on the exits from the valley, the siiua-
tion had stabilized in northern Binh Dinh Province.
Estimates a1 the time placed the 3d Division af fess
than 40 percent of authorized strength. Its three
regiments—the 2d, 12th, and 21st—were operating
with fewer than 200 men each. To the south in Phu
Yen, Khanh Hoa, and Binh Thuan Provinces, local
security along Highway 1 was adequate o keep
traffic moving. ln the Central Highlands, mean-
while, South Vicinamese objectives were 1o dnve
the enemy from positions around Vo Dinh, north of
Kontum City, and 10 push west in Thanh An Dis-
trict af Pleiko Province o drive the NVA 32i0th
Division from Due Co,

Kontum City is located near the nonhern end of a
high, rolling platesy with the airfield on the norih
side of the city at an elevation of over 1BD0 fect.
The land begina 1o rise abruptly 10 the cast and
north where sicep, jungle-covered nidges reach an
elevation of 2700 feet within 10 kilometers of the
city, This arc of hills was defended by the ARVN,
but the density of the forest, the stcepness of the
terrain, and the absence of roads ehminated the area
as an avenue for large or mechanized enemy forces.

Although Kontom was the last major ey aorth
of Pleitku in the western highlands, Highway 14
(QL-14) continued as an improved road as far as the
ARVN ouiposi ai Dak To, sbout 40 kilometers
north of Kontum. The highway was the main route
1o Kontum from the north. The NV A had used it 10
enter Kontum in the Mguyen Hue offensive, and
although the ARVMN had evemtually cleared the
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city, a number of attempts 1o push the NV A bevond
Vo Dinh, north of Kontum, had failed. The forward
ARVM defenses northwest of Kontum were
manned by the #4th Regiment, 23d Division at Base
M, a sirongpoinl constructed behind the Dak La
Stream and on Eo Gio hill, astride Highway 14
north of Base N, near the Kontum airficld. Strong-
pont B, south of M, gave some depth (o the defense.

The Dak Bla River looped around the city on the
south and meandered westward (o joan the Poko
River near Trung Nghia village. The Montagnard
hamlet of Polel Krong was on the Poko, jusi north
ol the conflluence. With the E5th Ranger Border
Defense Battalion al Polei Krong, ithe ARVN held
Trung Nghis with Kontum Regional Forces.

The enemy's 1th Division was responsible for
contral of the area north and wesi of Konium Ciiy.
Iis 2&ih Regimeni was probably in the wviciity of
the Wgok Bay ridge, o spine-like chain 2,000 feet
high that Amenican troops had named Rocket Ridge
because the enemy had long used it as a base for
firing rockets on Konlum. The bbth Regiment was
in the vicinity of Dak To, while on the last day of
December 1972, the 958 Regiment, forcing a with-
drawal by the 44th ARVN Regiment of the X3d
Division, managed 10 secure a lodgment in the Chu
Pao Pass where Highway 14 curves between 3,000-
foot peaks south of Kontum City. All three NVA
regiments had incurred heavy losses during the
Mguyen Hue offensive and were considered to have
only abowt 25 percent of awthorized strengih. A
fourth regiment, the 248 Independent Regiment of
the B-3 Fromt, was located west of the Chu Pao
Pass. That regiment was probably a1 less than 40
percent of authorized strength.

The 320th NVA Division, at about 60 percent of
asuthorized strength, was in Base Areca 701 in the
viciaity of Duc Co. [is 48th Regiment was near
Thanh Giso in western Pleiku Province, and ifs
64th Regiment was probably close to Thanh An
District town. The division had only two infantry
regimenis af the time, having transferred its 324
Regiment to the NVA 2d Division during August
1972 where it operated i Quang Nam and Cuang
Tin Provinces. The division's 3th Artillery Regi-
ment was providing support from the vicinity of
Thanh An,

Thirty days before the cease-fire, the military
balance in the Central Highlands was precanious.
The NVA 10th Division had two regiments concen-
trated north and west of Kontum City and had a
third inerdicting Highway 14 in the Chu Pao Pass.
Although the enemy was unable to keep the road
closed, he could interdict the road any time he
wished to pay the price. The ARVN was unable 1o
extend its defenses as far as Vio Dinh or bevond
Polei Krong in the west, The enemy had the capa-
bility of bombarding Kontum and its outskirts by
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rocket whenever he chose. Although the ARVN
was capable of keeping open the line of communica-
tion from Kontum to Pleiku (o Binh Dinh Province,
the enemy could interdict it for shor periods of
lime,

As the vear ended, the ARYN 23d Division after
heavy fighting was in possession of the border camp
ot Duc Co. The 23d owed much of its sucoess at
Due Co and in Thank An District to heavy ULS. B-
52 support and to the attached 415t Regiment of the
22d Drvison, which had taken Duc Co afier ele-
ments of the 23d had failed. The defense of Duc Co
wis then turned over (o the 73d Ranger Border
Defense Battalion. Although events proved that the
ARVHN could not hold Due Co indefinitely, it was
strong enough 1o prevent any significant enemy
gains elsewhere in Thanh An District. For either
side (o make any significant tactical gains in the
Central Highlands, reinforcements would have to be
added to the equation,

MiLimtary REGoN 3

Military Region J contained notl only the sexi of
the government of South Vietnam and its financial
and commercial center, but also all of the most
important operational, logistic, and training bases of
the armed forces. The Jont General Sial (JGS)
was in g compound adjscent 10 Tan Son MNhut
Airbase on the northwestern edge of the city of
Saigon. Tan Son Mhut itself was the hub of interna-
tional and domestic air trafTic, the headgquariers of
the Vietnamese Air Force and the Sth Air Division,
and the home base of the ARVN Airborne Division.
Most seaborne commerce steamed through the ship
channels of the Rung Sat south of Saigon and
passcd through the city's docks on the Saigon
River. The headquarters of the Vietnamese Navy
was also on the Saigon River, near the major mili-
tary terminal, Newport, and the largest petroleum
storage ferminal in the country was a few miles
south of Saigon, also on the river, at Nha Be, (Map
3

Major military training installations were the
Quang Trung National Training Center, just north
of Saigon, the Thu Duc Training Center, site of the
Infantry and Armor Schools until they were moved
to Bear Cat, near Bien Hoa, and the Marine Corps
Center ai D An, porth of Saigon. The ARVN
Arsenal was also on the northern edge of the city.
the sprawling military complex of Bien Hos-Long
Binh. A modern four-lane highway and the national
railway linked Saigon with Bien Hoa At Bien Hoa
were the logistical headquarters of the South Viet-
namese Air Force and the 3d Alr Division, which
containgd, excepd for one squadron at Da Nang, the
entire F-5 force. Long Binh, the former logistical
center of the ULS, Army in Vietnam, housed the Ist
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ARVN Asmociated Depot and Iater the Command
and CGeneral Staff College.

The flat rice-lands of the Mekong Delta lay o few
miles west of Saigon's city lmits with the rice-rich
province of Long An 1o the south. The brushlands
ol southern Tay Minh and Binh Duong Provinces
started only 25 kilometers north of the city and gave
way o the vasi jurgle of the Dong Nai Terrnce,
which stretched 1o the Cambodian border.

Sanigon was the focus of five firsi-class national
highways. MNational Route | (QL-1) came from
Phnom Penh and traversed Svay Rieng Province
before entering Vietnam in Tay Ninh Province west
of Go Dau Ha Highway | then passed through
Saigon and continsed through Bien Hoa and Xuan
Lo on its way up the coast. Three major north and

northeast routes began in or north of the city.
Highway 13 (QL-13), sometimes called Thunder
Road for the many ambushes that had taken place
along its jungled length, ran north through Lai Khe
and An Loc and crossed into Cambodia north of
Loc Minh. Route 1A (LTL-1A) branched off High-
way 13 in Pha Cuong. aboui tweniy kilometers
north of Saigon, crossed the Song Be, and climbed
through the jungles of War Zone D to Don Luan
where it joined Rouwte 14. Highway 14 {(QL-14)
continued on to Ban Me Thuot and points north, but
left Military Region 3 at the Quang Duc border,

One of the most secure major roads in Vietnam
was Highway 20 (QL-20), which left Route | east of
Bicn Hoa and reached Dalat, 230 kilometers by air
from Tan Son MNhut, When Highway | was inter-
dicted, Highway 20 was a good aliernate rouie o
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MNha Trang. Another secure roule and perhaps the
most heavily travelled in the country, was Highway
4 (QL-4) 1o the Mckong Deltn. It was vital 1o
Saigon's rice supply, and iis several major bridges
and thousands of culveris reguired constanl vig-
lance agminst sabotage.

By the end of December 1972, both South and
Morth Vicinam had made adjusiments in their
forces in Military Region 3. The seige of An Loc
was over, and only one NVA regiment, 95C, re-
mained in the vicinity. The ARVN 18th Division
had turned over the defense of An Loc 1o the MR 3
Ranger Command with eight ranger battalions. One
of the battalions, the 92d, was defending the oulpost
st Tong Le Chon, The NVA Sth Division (the old
Sth Viet Cong Division), leaving its 95C Regimeni
to prevent any ARVMN land movement in or out of
An Loc, had shifted its 272d Regiment 1o the vicini-
ty of Bo Duc in northwestern Phuoc Long Prov-
ince for rest and refitting. The 271 Regiment of
the 9th Division was northeast of Chon Thanh in
southern Binh Long Province in position 1o block
the ARVHM from wsing Highway 13 between Chon
Thanh and An Loc and io threaien South Vietnam-
ese posts ot Chi Linh and Don Luan (slso known as
Dong Xoat)

Don Luan, in Phuoc Long Province, and Chi
Linh, in Binh Long Province, were defended by
Regional Forces and were customarily resupplied
by wir. Chi Linh was bevond the range of secured
roads, and all travel was by helicopter. On the other
hand, Route 1A connected Don Luan to Phu Giao
where the South Vieinamese Tih Regiment, 5th
Division, was stationed. In early January 1973, the
Tth cleared the highway permilting a convay (o
reach Don Luan. MNorh of Don Luan, Highway 14
was interdicted, and much of the logistical suppori
beyond that point was by air, The base at Phuoc
Long Province headquarters in Phuoc Binh was
resupplied by fixed-wing aircraft and by road via
Quang Duc. Jusi souih of Phuoe Binh was the
landing strip and wvillage of Song Be, and forces
there were within supporting range of those at
Phuoe Binh, A transplanted community, New Bo
Due, was constructed south of Song Be; the popula-
tion consisted of refugess from a village in northemn
Phuoe Long Prowvince taken over by the Morth
Vietnamese. In northern MR 3, the South Victnam-
ese controlled only the capitals of Binh Long and
Phuoe Long Provinces and Highway 14 as far as
the western border of Quang Duc Province. The
rest of the territory, which was largely forest and
rubber plantations, was controlled by enemy units
or was unoccupied by either side.

The ARVN 5th Division had placed its headguar-
ters at Lai Khe in Binh Duong Province, with one
regiment usually based at Phu Giso. The NVA
205th Regiment, which had been operating under

the control of the NVA Tth Division, was opposing
the ARVN 5th in eastern Binh Duong. Concern for
the sccurity of Phuoc Long had prompied the sta-
tioning of the %th Regimeni, Sth Division, ai Phuoc
Binh. At the same time, the NVA Tih Division was
operating from a base east of Highway 13 between
Chon Thanh and Bau Bang.

The ARVMN 18th Division was headquariered at
Xuan Loc, the capital of Long Khanh Province. [t
usaally kept one regiment based in Bien Hoa and
one in southern Binh Duong. The NVA 33d Regi-
meni was in iis normal area of operations in Long
Khanh Province. The D0 Sapper Batthion was in
the Rung Sat south of Saigon. Al year's end, the
274th Regiment was believed to be in its traditional
jungle base area, the Hat Dich Secret Zone, on the
border between southern Bien Hoa Province and
Long Khanh.

In western Military Region 3, the ARVN 25th
Division was in its base ot Cu Chi in Hau MNghia
Province, just south of the Saigon River and the Ho
Bo Woods. It kept one regiment al Cu Chi, one
around Khiem Hanh north of Cu Chi, sand one in
Tay Ninh at the airsirip west of the province capi-
tal. Two battlions of the 50th Regiment, 25th Divi-
sion, were in the Dan Tieng area of Binh Duong;
one battalion was in Tri Tam, and the other was on
the west, and opposite, side of the Saigon River.
The NV A 1001st Regiment was in the vicinity, prob-
ably in the Boi Loi Woods east of Khiem Hanh. The
NVA 27181 Independent Regiment was probably
close 1o the Vam Co Dong River south of Go Dau
Ha in Hauw Nghia Province, posing a threal to
Highways | and 22, the line of communication
between Saigon and Tay Ninh

As December came 1o a close, the 5th and 25th
Divisions aitacked north into the Saigon River cor-
ridor. Three battalions of the 5th moved into the
Iron Triangle, while on the west side of the river
four battalions of the 25th entered the Ho Bo
Woods, Resistance was weak and casualiies lighi.

During the Nguven Hue offensive in MR 3, the
Morth Vietnamese suffered much more severely
than the forces of South Vietnam, Enemy units
were dispersed thoughout the norihern pari of ithe
region, and his local foress were in disarmay. NV A
units were estimated (o be less than 30 percent of
normal strength, and local forces were even lower,
The NV A nevertheless held the imporiant village of
Loc Minh in northern Binkh Long Provinee and was
using it as a political center for the region, and other
political centers were being established in northern
Tay Minh Province.

Although the ARVN was conducting some
modest offensive operations, it seldom ranged far
from established bases, and heavy reliance would
have 1o be placed upon aemal supply of the isolated
bases of An Loc and Song Be. The enemy neverthe-
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less posed no seripus offensive threal 1o riendly
forces or popalation centers in MR 3,

Mirrary REGion &

South Vietnam's Military Region 4 contained 16
of the nation’s 44 provinces, more than half of the
cultivated land, most of which was devoled 10 rice,
and more than half of the couniry's population. The

region was the broad, iropical, fertile deltn of the
great Mekong River. lis geographic, demographic,
and economic characteriatics dictated a war of pre-
dominantly small unit actions or attacks by fire and
withoul armor or heavy artillery support. Much of
the tactical and logistical movemen! was by water-
way, and many of the battles were fought for con-
trol of canals. (Map 4)
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By the end of December 1972, the ARVMN had
three divisions stationed in MR 4. The Tth Division,
with headquariers near My Thao, was responsible for
Kien Phong, Kien Tuong, Dinh Tuong, and Go
Cong Provinces. A major problem facing the Tih
was security in densely populated Dink Tuong.
That province wak the key 1o cantrol of Highway 4
(QL-4), the imporiant line of communication lead-
ing to Saigon, and it conlained the major city of My
Tho, It was also the focus of two major encmy
infiliration corridors from Cambodia. One, Cornidor
1A, generally paralleled the boundary between Kien
Phong and Kien Tuong Provinces into the key
enemy base, the Tri Phap, at the junction of Kien
Phong, Kien Tuong, and Dinh Tuong Provinoes.
The other, Corridor 1B, came out of Cambodin’s
Svay Rieng Province and entered Dinh Tuong
Province and the Tri Phap through the Plain of
Reeds in Kien Tuong Province.

Two enemy divisons opposed the ARVN Tih
Division in MR 4. The NVA Sith Division with
three regiments, the 275th, the 174th, and the Es,
had fought in the Nguyen Hue campaign in the Binh
Long battles of Apnl through June 1972, then
movesd (o the Mekong Deltn and campaigned in
Kicn Tuong, Kien Phong, and Ddnh Tuong Prowv-
inces. The 6th NVA Division was in central Dinh
Tuong. Its 24th Regiment was probably located east
of My Tho close 1o the border of Go Cong Prov-
ince; the 207th Regiment was in northern Kien
Phong Province; and the 320th Regimemi, which
was probably operating as part of the 6th Division,
wias in southern Kien [-‘hnng. The ARVN Tith Divi-
stom, with an attached regiment of the ARVN %ih
Division, had 1o cope with two i regi-
ments, the 88th and the DTI, controlled by VC
Military Region 2. Although the Tth as the year
ended had secured the vital line of communication
o Saigon and the enemy's actions were limited to
nitacks by fire against outposts and populated areas,
it had an imposing assignment.

The ARVN 9th Division was responsible for Sa
Dec, Vinh Long, Vinh Binh, and Kien Hoa Prov-
inces. The 9th was opposed by only one main force
regiment, D3, under the command of ViC Military
Region 3. One of only iwo main force regimenis in
South Vietnam still considered to be predominantly
Viet Cong, the D3 Regiment was probably operat-
ing in southeastern Vinh Long.

The ARVN 215t Division was responsible for the
southwestern delta with an area of operations -
cluding Phong Ddinh, Ba Xuyen, Bac Lieu, An
Xuyen, and Chuong Thien Provinces and the south-
ern hall of Kien Giang, including the province
capital, Rach Gia. Controlled by MR 3, four enemy
regiments operated against the ARVN 2lst Divi-
sion: the VC D1 Regiment in Phong Dinh; and the

NVA D2, the 93A Sapper, and the NVA (8B
Regiments in Chuong Thien.

ARVEN military operations and security in the
northwestern delta were the responaability of the
#th Special Tactical Zone. In December 1972 the
44th consisted of the 4th Armor Brigade and three
ranger groups, cach with three batialions. The
armor brigade had five armored cavalry squadrons
equipped with armored nel carmers. There
were no tanks in the delta. Although the headguar-
ters of the NV A st Division was located in Cambo-
din, three of its regiments operated in the border
aren of Chau Do Province and northern Kien
Ciiang Province against the 4dth Special Tactical
Zone. The 151 Division’s 101D and 44ih Regimenis
held strongly fortified caves in the Seven Mountains
of Chau Doc, while its 52d Regiment operated
along infiltration comidor 1C in Kien Giang. De-
spite the presence of those major enemy forces, it
was still possible during davhight to travel by road
almost anywhere in the 48th Special Tactical Zone.
The NV A 181 Division, the weakest enemy division,
was in poor condition and was precccupied with
hoatile Cambodian Communist units that raided the
division’s logistical installations and impeded the
Mow of replacements.

The enemy in the delta sustained very heavy
casualties durnng the 1972 offensive, edimates for
main force units ranging from 13 10 26 percent of
authorzed strength. During Ociober alone, the
enemy probably lost more than 5,000 soldicrs, many
of whom came from his best forces in the delta. As
of the end of the year, few replacements had been
received 1o make up for those losses, and ammudi-
tion stocks were probably wvery low, both factors
contributing to the decline in enemy activity during
the last part of December,

As the year ended. the situation in Military
Region 4 seemed o favor the South Vielnamese
The major route from the lower delia 1o Saigon wos
open to commercial and military traflic, the nee
harvest was good, ARVN units were in fair condi-
tion in spite of heavy combal, and enemy units were
greatly understrength, shon of ammuanition, and in
some cases demoralized. The South Vietnamese
controlled most of the commerce of the delia, most
of the important lines of communication, and all of
the important populstion centers. Dunng the two
vears following the cease-fire, major baitles were o
take place in MR 4, and the ARVN would win
them all, The outcome of the war, however, was
not to be decided in the Mekong Delia

Nole on Sources

The major source of the pre-cease-fire situation
was the MACY Official History, Volumes | and 2.
Order-of-banle information was checked and in
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some cases provided by ARVN officers who were
there at the vme. ME 1 information was checked by
Li. Gen. Ngo Quang Truong, ex-commander of |
Corps, and Maj, Gen. Mguyen Duy Hinh, ex-com-
mander ARVN 3d Division; Maj. Gen. Phan Dinh
Miem, who hsd commanded the ARVN 22d Divi-
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ston, sssisted with [l Corps; L. Gen. Nguven Van
Minh provided information concerning ARVN dis-
position in MR ). Col. Hoang Ngoc Lung, ex-J2/
1GS, checked all order-of-battle. The author also
consulied his own notes and files derived from
documents collected and preserved by Intelligence
Branch, DAG Ssigon.
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U.S. Organization
for the Cease-Fire

Enhance and Enhance Plas

Projects ExHasce and Exnascr PLus were un-
dertaken in 1972 to sccelerate the delivery of equip-
ment and improve the combat capabilities of South
Vietnam's armed forces (RVYMNAF), but the force
structure basis for those projects was developed
four years earlier. In May 1968 the Military Assist-
ance Command, Vietnam (MACVY) submitted o plan
o0 Commander in Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC) for
the Consolidated RVMNAF Improvement and Mod-
ernization Program (CRIMP). CRIMP was intend-
ed 1o provide an improved balance in the combai
forces and increase the fire power, miohility, and
logistics of RVNAF. It came 10 be the basis for later
foree structiure changes and Vietnamization.

The RVNAF force structure subsequently ap-
proved by the Secretary of Defense under CRIMP
called for just over a million men in the armed
forces in fiscal year 1971, for about 1,090,000 in
fiscal year 1972, and for 1100000 in fscal wvear
1973, In October 1971 CINCPAC directed a review
of the fiscal year 1973 force struciure. MACV's
review resulted in a plan approved by CINCPAC
and the Joint Chiefs of Safl in February 1972, The
most imporiant capabilitics added to the RVNAF
were the new 3d Infantry Dwvision and the 20th
Tank Regiment for Military Region 1.

Project Exnasce was undertaken following the
Mguyen Hue offensive to compensaie for the heavy
materiel losses during that campaign and 1o deliver
replacements before expected cease-fire conditions
might curtail the deliveries. In essence, ENHANCE
was undertaken (o accelerale programs already
planned under CRIMP. It provided new omits and
equipment for the Army, Air Force, and Navy., The
following lists summarnze the major items of equip-
mient delivered umler Exnaxce

Army: 3 ariillery battalions, 173-mm. gun; 2 tank
battalions, ®0-mim., M48; 2 air defense antillery bat-
talions, S0-caliber and 40-mm.; 100 TOW (lube
launched, optically tracked, wire guided) antitank

weapons, o be provided 1o 26 infantry regiments, 3
nirborne brigndes, 3 Marine brigades, and 7 Ranger

u

hil:“Furcc: 12 UH-1 helicopters; 3 F-5A fighters;
2 A-37 squadrons (Light Bombersy 12 RC-47
photo-reconnaissance airplanes; | AC-119K squad-
ron (gunshipsl; 1 C-7 squadron (cargo airplane); 1
C-119G squadron (maritime patrol); 2 CG-47 squad-
rons (carngo airplanc),

Mavy: 3 high endurance cutters (WHEC).

ExHANCE was designed to bring the force struc-
ture up 1o planned bevels before the cease-fire. In
summary, by Janvary 1973 the structure for the
ARVN, supporied by the ENHANCE shi 15, was
o follows: 11 infantry divisions (35 regiments, 105
battalions): 1 airborne division (3 regimenis, 9 battal-
ions); 7 Ranger groups (21 battalionsk 7 armorned
cavalry squadrons (nondivisional); 3 M-48 tank
squadrons (1 deployed, 2 in training);, 13 border
defense Ranger battalions; 41 105-mm. artillery bat-
talions (36 divisional, 5 nondivisionall;, 15 135%mm,
artillery battalions (11 divisional, 4 nondivisionall,
204 105-mm. artillery plaloons (2 howitzers each); 4
alr defense artillery battalions (1 deployed. 1 in
traming, and 2 to be activated) 17 miscellaneous
battalions (military police, engineers, reconnis-
sance, elc. ).

Exmance PLUS was a program 10 augment and
modernize the Vietnamese Air Force
(VNAFL Exmasce Pous provided the following
additional mircraft and units: 2 sdditional CH-47
squadrons (o provide mediom helicopier ift for
each of the four military regions; 3 additional A-37
squadrons; 2 additional F-5A squadrons; the carly
activation of 3 F-3E squadrons; ¥ additional L/H-1
squadrons 1o bring the totl to 19 squadrons and
increase the size of the existing squadrons; 10 addi-
tional EC-47 sirplanes {electronic reconnaissance};
35 0-2 nircraft to replace the existing 0-17%; 2 sgquad-
rans of C-130 cargo airplanes (o replace the C-123's;
I additional AC-119K squadron.

ExHaNcE and ENHANCE PLUS provided addition-
al gircraft 1o VNAF as follows: UH-1 {288 CH-47
(23); AC-119K (22); A-1 (28) C-130A (32, resuled
in turn-in of all C-123, C-47, and C-119K )% A-37 (90,
brought total strengih up o 249 C-7 {4k, F-5A and
B {118 brought total stremgth to 153); EC47 (23
added to 10 already in service); T-37 (24); 0-2 (35, 1
for | exchange with 01"

Shipments under Exnaxce PLus were made by
sen and air. The first cargo sircrafll arnived st Tan
Son MNhut Airbase on 23 October 1972, and the last
shipment arrived a1 Newpaort, near Saigon, on 12
December. Mearly 5,000 short tons came by air and
D000 short tons by sen. MNoi part of cither Ex-
HANCE of ExHasce Prus were 31 amphibious vehi-
cles delivered to the Vietnamese Marine Corps in
MNovember.
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While the United States was nishing equapment to
Vicinam fo avoid the consirmints expecied 1o be
imposed by the cease-fire agreement, the Commu-
nisls were alio shoving great quantities of materiel
including ficld guns, tanks, and antiaircraft weapons
down the roads into South Vietnam, including SA-2
air defense missiles on their way to Khe Sanh in
Quang T Provinge. As later demonsirated, the
Communists were nol concerncd aboul any restric-
tions a cease-fire might impose on shipments (o
South Vietnam; the surge of shipments was instead
in response o the heavy losses the NVA suffered
during the Nguven Hue offensive and the ARVIN
counteroffensive.

Based upon clearly reliable data, MACY estimai-
ed that Morth Vietnam sent nearly 148,000 replace-
ments into South Vietnam during 1972, This esti-
mate mcluded individual replacements to make up
for the staggering losses incurred during the cam-
paign but not the organized divisions, regiments,
and battalions seni to join the offensive. Although
the estimates of enemy losses are based on less
reliable information, the WVA probably lost over
190,000 men during 1972, Of these about 132,000
were killed in action, another 46,000 probably died
of wounds or were permanenily dizabled, 2,300
were prisopers of war, and 10,000 turned themselves
in (o South Vietnamese authoritbes as ralliers. As
was the case with materiel shipments, the MNorth
Vietnamese showed no urgency in transporiing re-
placements prior to the cease-fire. Those replace-
menis methodically crossed the border from Laos
and the Demilitanzed Zone (DME) without inspec-
tion or control, a condition that persisted wntil the
end.

Missions

Planning for the coming cease-fire at the head-
gquarters of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam,
involved consideration of &t least seven distinet
functions, and new organizations had to be devised
1o accomplish some of them. First, MACY and all
American and third country forces had 1o be with-
drawn within 80 days of the cease-fire. Second, a
small U5, military headquarters was needed to con-
tinug the military assistance program [or the
RVMNAF and supervise the technical assistance still
required to complete the goals of Vietnamization,
This headquarters was (o become the Defense Atla-
che Office, Saigon. Third, that headquarters was
also 1o report operational and military intelligence
through military channels to US. Natonal Com-
mand authorties. Fourth, an organization was re-
quired to plan for the application of U5, air and
naval power into North or South Vietnam, Cambo-
dia, or Laos, should either be required and ordered.

Called the United States Support Activities Group
& Sevenith Adr Force (USSAG/Tih AFL i was
located at Makhon Phanom in northessy Thailasd.
In this regard United States adr support operations
into Cambodia continued until the sutumn of 1973,
Fifth, a United States delegation to a Four-Party
Joint Military Commission (US, SWN, DRV, PRG)
had 1o be organized. The commission was (o serve
a% a forum for communication among the Four
Parties, assist in the implementiation of the agree-
meni, and help verify compliance with the agree-
mienk. Sixth, planning for the support of the Interna-
tional Commission of Control and Supervision had
to be accomplished. And seventh, efforts 1o recover
Americans still missing in action had to continue.
For that purpose, the Joint Casvaliy Resolution
Center wos established as a successor to MACYs
Personnel Recovery Center.

Since the purpose here s o examing the North
Vietnamese invasion, the South Vietnamese re-
sponse, and the United States reaction to the inva-
sbon, organizations nol directly connected with the
events or outcome of the third Indochina war will
be mentioned only in passing.

The Defense Atinche Office

DAO (Defense Attache Office) Saigon was orga-
nized according 1o requirements established by the
Joint Chiefs of Stafl, CINCPAC, and Military As-
sistance Command, Vietnam, and was activated on
28 January 1973 by Maj. Gen. John E. Murray.
DAD Saigon was a unigue organization. [t per-
formed the traditional functions of a defense atta-
che, managed American military affairs in Vietnam
after the cease-fire including the programs for the
support of South Vietnam's armed forces, adminis-
tered procurcment contracts in support of the
RVNAF, and furnished housckecping support 10
Americans remaining in Vietnam after the cease-
fire. Aside from the support of the RVNAF, it
reported on operational matters, such & violations
of the cease-fire, and produced intelligence informa-
tion on which subsequent decisions concerning the
Military Assistance Program and American interests
in Southeast Asia could be based. The DAD occu-
picd the offices turned over to it by the MACY at
Tan Son Nhut Air Base, outside of Saigon, and most
of its employees and officials conducted their work
from (hose offices. Small field offices were located
in Da Nang. Pleiku, Qui Nhon, Nha Trang. Bien
Hoa, Long Binh, Nha Be, Dong Tam, Binh Thuy,
and Can Tho.

To perform the traditional representational and
information-collecting functions of military atita-
ches, flive professional aftaches—iwo Army, two
Air Force, and one MNavy—were assigned 1o the
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DAD with offices in the American Embassy in
Saigon. The senior member of this group was the
assistant defense atlache, an Army colonel who
relieved General Murray of much of his representa-
monal functions and who reporied 1o the Defense
Intelligence Agency in Washington through atische
channels. The atisches made frequent visits 1o the
field where they observed RVNAF units and activi-
tics and reported those observations to the defense
attache and to Washington.

The deputy defense artache was Brig. Gen. Ralph
J. Maglione, U.S. Air Force, previously the MACY
J-1. General Maglione was also chiel of the Oper-
atbons and Plans Divistion, DAO. In addition to
having a small plans branch to perform customary
military planning functions, Operations and Plans
Dhivision had an operations branch that manned the
Operations Center and conducied laison with the
RYMNAF Joint General Stall and with Headguar-
ters, USSAG, on operational and reporting matters.
The training section of the Operations Branch was
responsible for training provided o the RVNAF
under the Military Assistance Program.

The largest clement in the Operations and Plans
Division was the Intelligence Branch. The Chiel of
the Intelligence Branch was responsible for Ameri-
can military intelligence activities in the Republic of
Vietnam. He reported directly o the ambassador
and the defense attache, coordinated with RVNAF
intelligence agencies and other U.S. intelligence ac-
tivities in South Vietnam, and, in intelligence chan-
nels, reported simultaneously on most mailers (o
USSAG, CINCPAC, and the Defense Intelligence
Agency. Because DAQ Saigon was subordinate 1o
USSAG in operational and intelligence ficlds, the
normal flow of tasking and reporting was through
USSAG 1o CINCPAC and the JCS in Washington.

The Communications and Electronics Division
had functions which, like those of the Operations
and Flans Division, included support of US. mil-
tary activities as well a5 continued military assisi-
ance 10 RWNAF. The Communications and Elec-
tromics Division supervised a contract which pro-
vided communications for DAD, the American Em-
bassy, and other U.S. agencies. The division also
gave tlechnical suppori, through contrsciors, o
EVNAF military communications systems. [t also
provided lisison and assistance to the RVNAF Joint
Creneral Stall and the ARVN Signal Department.

Three divisions within DAD managed the com-
plex military assistance programs for the ARVN,
the YNAF, and the Victnamese Navy: the Army,
Aur Force, and Mavy Divisions,

Dﬂ-pill.' its broad lﬂpﬂlﬁjﬁliliﬂh DAD wis au-
thorzed only 50 military and 1,200 civilians, It wis
also told to plan for an early reduction in strength
and disestablishment, the latter expected to oceur
within a year.

To accomplish its mission while planning on phas-
ing out, DAD had 1o employ contraciorns 1o perform
many functions. The contracts, however, were also
o be reduced in number and scope throughout the
year. When DAO Saigon became operational upon
the disestablishment of MACY in late January, no
fewer than 383 separate contracts were on the books
with a total value of $255 million. Slightly fewer
than 230 of these were performed i South Vieinam;
the others were off-shore. In January 1973, over
23,000 people were employved by confraciors in
South Vietnam, of whom over 3,000 were Ameri-
cans, 16,000 were Vietnamese, and the remainder
were third-country nationals. By mid-year of 1973
ihe total was reduced by hall,

More than half the American contract employees
were  mvolved in iraining programs  for  the
EVMNAF. Of these, more than hall were involved in
aircraft maintenance, another large group was in
communications and electronics, and the rest
worked in technical fields ranging from wvehicle
repadr and overhaal o ship overhawl and mainte-
nance, Although maost contract employess were lo-
caled in the Saigon region, sizable groups were at
the air bases at Da MNang, in Military Region 2 at
Pleiku, Phu Cat, and Phan Rang, and at Binh Thuy,
the VNAF air base near Can Tho in MR 4. Two
years later, as the final Communist offensive gained
momenium, the safety of those Americans in the
outlying bases became a matter of major concern,
even though their numbers by that time were great-
Iy reduced.

The cease-fire agreement in Vietnam signaled the
end of the American advisory effort in that country.
The senior officials of DAO scrupulously avoided
any offer of operational advice 1o the Vietnamese
with whom they worked intimately and continuous-
Iy, The technical assistance provided by the military
and senior civilian officials of DAD and by the
contraciors was sssential to the RVMNAF'S modern-
ization and expansion, but the South Vielmameses
military would get no advice on military operations,
tactics, or techniques of employment. The war be-
lon to the Vietnamese, and they were going (o
fight i. The RVMAF knew what 1o do but had 1o
bhe provided the means, What they could nol control
was the sieady buildup of Norih Vietnamese mili-
tary power within their borders, a buildup which
culminated in the final offensive of 1975,

Note on Sources

The MACY Oficial History was consulted for
information  concerning ExHancE and Exuasce
PLUS a8 were messages senl by MACY (o CINC-
PAC recovered from Defense archives. Concerning
the organization and functions of DAQ Saigon, the
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major sources consulied were the MACY Official The author, who was present dunng the final days
History, Volumes [ and 11, and DAQ Saigon’s of MACY and participated in organizing DACQ, has
Quarterly Review and Analysis, |81 Quarter, FY 74, also referred 1o his own notes and recollections.
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The Pans discussions 10 end the war had resumed
on 19 June 1972, On 8 Ociober, the DRY an-
nounced a new proposal that led 1o “acceleration™
in the talks and gave rise 1o speculation concerning
an imminent cease-fire. It s beyond the scope of this
work 1o examine the negotiating Bsues involved;
suffice it to say that the DRY insisted that its new
proposal was contingent upon an agreed solution (o
end the war by 31 October. The United Stales
responded with a pledge to try and reach an agree-
ment by that dale. Anticipating success in negotial-
ing, the NVA in mid-October began widespread
pre-cease-fire attacks to gain land and population.
By the end of the month, ARVN counteratiacks
had nullified nearly all NVA pains, and discussions
in Paris again broke down. (See Department of
State Bulfevin, 13 Movember 1972, for a repor on the
October discussions. §

The situation was similar at the beginning of 1973,
From mformation available at the time and from
mtelligence subsequently gathered through the in-
terrogation of prisoners of war and the exploitation
of captured documents, MACY learned that the
NVA again planned general attacks throughous
most of South Vietnam to take place immediately
before the expected date of the cease-lire. These
miacks, known as LasoGran T3, occurred essentially
between 23 January and 3 February 1973, There
was, however, a lack of uniformity in local ohjec-
tives and in the manner in which the local attacks
took place,

Military Regfon 1

In the northern pan of South Victnam, Military
Region I, the NV A B3 Front was in no condition to
launch anything but local attacks. as NVA leader-
ship apparenily recognized. On the other hand, the
BS Front had no intenthon of giving up any of the
terrain in porihern Guang T Provinee for which i
had paid so dearly during 1972, Throeghout Janu-
ary it vigorously opposed with heavy antillery bom-
bardments attempts by the South Vietnamese ma-
rings 10 advance along the coast toward the Cua

Viet, Likewise, south and west of Quang Tri City,
the BS Front forces prevented any espansion of the
Airborne Division's positions into the hills south of
the Thach Han River and against the Thach Han
River line itself.

The enemy continued (o reinforce his defenses in
the highlands north of the Thach Han River and
west of Quang Tri City, Elements of the NVA
Jndith Division were shifted 1o this sector, and addi-
tional antigircraft units were brought into the BS
Front, 0 that by the end of January clements of at
least 11 antiaircraft regiments were deployed in
northeasiern Quang Trn Province. An additional
innk batialion from Norh Vietnem evidently en-
tered the Quang Tri Fromt on the Cua Viet during
January and was probably wsed in countering the
Souwth Vietnamese marines on the 26th. Despaic
very heawvy artillery fire and tank reinforcements,
the marines succecded in temporarly cstablishing a
lodgment at the mouth of the Cus Viet on 28
January,

South of the BS Froni, in the area of operations
controlled by MRTTH (MR Tri-Thien-Hue), the
situation called for a different approach. The popu-
lated lowlands along the coast seemed (o the North
Vietnamese to invite infiltration and occupation. If a
political presence could be established there, post-
cease-fire evidence of the legitimacy of the NLF
could be offered. Therefore, military operations by
the main forces of MRTTH were deugned o sup-
pori infiliraiion.

Elemenis of the 803d Regiment, 3248 Division,
had moved into the lowlands south of Camp Evans,
and regular forces were moving toward the low-
lands north of Hue on 24 January. The next day,
artillery and ground attecks increased againsi
RYMNAF positions north, west, and south of Hue.
Beiween 27 January and ¥ February, elements of
the B03d attempied to interdict Highway 1 in the
wvicinity of the An Lo bridge. In this arca alone, the
encmy lost approximalely 200 killed in lerce fight-
ing in which the North Vielnamese capiured a
number of hamlets before being ejecied. South of
Hue, the NV A 5th and 6th Regiments, attacking in
the lowlands around Phu Bai, penctrated several
hamlets, although most of the infilirators were inter-
cepted before reaching the populated areas. About
175 enemy soldiers died in the fighting sowuih of
Hue. Although the enemy in MRTTH was partially
succesaful over the eight-day period in establishing
soine control, ARVN forces subsequently drove the
infiltrators oul. Undoubtedly contrnibuting to the
enemy’s failure and the Souwth YVietnaomese successes
was the general antipathy of the population for the
Communist forces. The people recalled the massa-
cres of Tet 1968,

South of the Hai YVan Pass, MY A operations to
seize land and people prior 1o ihe cease-fire were



Il

ViETMAM FROM CEASE-FIRE TO CAMTULATION

L3

— Engmy military rogon

LANDGRAB 73
Antacks

L) . g 5 MILES
L TS KILOMETERS




Landgrab 73 3

under the control of NV A Mililary Region 5. Iniel-
ligence available ot the time revealed that officials
of MR 5 mistakenly believed that teams of the
Imternational Commission for Control and Supervi-
sion (ICCS) would be in position ai the time the
cease-fire bocame effective. Although the North
Victnamese scized some hamlets and  willages,
ARVN counterattacks soon drove most of the local
and NV A lorces oul. Both the MV A and the local
forces overestended themselves in the briel cam-
paign and could not secure their gains.

Intelligence sources revealed that the NVA ex-
pected its main forces 10 be able 10 contain the
ARVN in its bases and thereby permit local forces
to invest the hamibets and villages. The basic assump-
tion was thai even though the cease-fire might stop
all military sctivity, local forces would be able o
conduct political and propaganda activitics without
interruption. As il tumed out, [CCS teams were not
available or deployed 1o prevent ARVN counter-
moves, and it & doubtful, even had they been in
place, whether they would have had any apprecia-
ble influence on military operations,

In northern MR 5, NVA attacks were heaviest in
three areas: Froni-4 operations were conducted in
Quang Nam; the 711th Division operated 1o contain
the ARVHN in the Que Son Valley and prevented
ithe ARVN from advancing into the imporiant
enemy logistical base in the Hiep Duc region; and
provincial and local forces operated in northern and
central Quang Mgai, while the NVA 2d Division
attacked in the southern district of the province.

In Quang Mam Province, Fromi-4 had completed
its preparations for the attacks by 22 January 1973,
including having the 575th Artillery Battalion move
rockets into four firing positions for attacks against
Da MNang. Fighting began on the moming ol 16
Janwary with a ground atack against Duc Duc amd
a rocket attack against Da MNang.

Mumerous attacks by fire and infantry assault
wiere aimullaneously conducted against South Viet-
namese  positions and lines of communication
throughout the province, and all disinet headgquar-
ters in Quang Nam Province were hit. Da Nang
received rocket atiscks for three consecutive days.
Coincident with the attacks on the major hesdeuar-
ters and district capitals, the NVA supported the
local forces infiltrating the hamlets and villages
MNLF fMags were sighied in the hamlets of western
Hieu Duc Disirict, southern and western Dai Loc,
Dien Ban, northeastern Duc Duc, western Duy
Xuyven, and paris of northern Que Son District
Subsequent ARVN operations recovered some of
these ouilying villages and hamlets; the final result
probably correctly reflecied the relative military
balance and political influence in the area,

Southwest of Cue Son, jusi acress the provinee
boundary in Quang Tin Province, was the important

NVA logistical area centered ai Hiep Duc. The
Tilth Division was committed to defending this
vital aren and thus played no offensive role
in LanpGran Two days after Christmas 1972, the
ARVN 3d Division launched a strong, fast-moving
spoiling attack aimed at tearing up the enemy’s Hiep
Duc base. Decp penctrations were made in the first
few days, and the | Corps Commander, Li. Gen,
Mgo Quang Truong, sought 10 exploil the early
success by detaching the 51st Infaniry Regimem
from the I8t Division and, on 3 Janoary, sending it
to reinforce the advancing 3 Division. Maj. Gen,
Mguyen Duy Hinh, commanding the 3d, committed
ihe 51st Regiment on the might of 16 January o
continue the atack o scize Fire Suppont Base
(FSH) West, a strongly fortified position defended
by elements of the NVA Tllth Division on Hill
1460 guarding the eastern approach to Hiep Duc.
The 51st was able to advance only part way up the
slopes of Hill 1460 and could not dislodge the
enemy infaniry holding the crest. Meanwhile, ele-
ments of the 3d Division's 2d Regimenl were mcross
the Que Son Valley and had seized the hill above
Chau Son, thus conirolling Rowte 53 into Hicp
Duc. On 24 January, the 3d Division's attack con-
tinued; the objective was FSB O'Connor on high
ground just east of Hiep Duc. Two days laer, with
the cease-fire imminent and the local encmy forces
moving into the populated lowlands of Quang Nam,
the 3d Division had to terminate its aitack barely
short of its final objective. A strong counferatiack
by the Tiith Division forces stll on FSB West
prevented the 3d Division's infaniry from gaining
FSB ('Connor, but the heavy casualtics sustained
by the T1lih demoralized and weakened it severly,
By the end of January, 3d Division troops were
busy clearing local forces from the hamlets west and
southwest of Da Mang, and by the end of the month
only one hamletl remained under enemy influence in
Dai Loe District.

Between 23 and 26 January, enemy local forces in
Quang Mgai Provinee infiltrated into assembly areas
in the lowlands and on 27 January attacked
throughout the lowlands, rocketing the provincial
and disirici capitals and interdicting Highway |
{QL-1} in a number of places. Several RF and PF
posis were overrun. In southern Quang Ngai, the
$id Regiment, NVA 2d Division, established de-
fenses around the district town of Ba To, which it
had eontrolled since the fall of 1972. Rather than
challenge this position, the ARVN deployed o
prevent the 52d from moving toward the lowlands.

Holding its 1st Regiment in reserve, the NVA 2d
Division used one batialion 1o support local forces
in Mo Duc, kept one battalion in the base arca, and
deployed the third 1o support the attack of the 1405t
Regiment in Duc Tho Dhastrict. 1t was in Duc Tho
that the greatest threat 1o ARVN secunily occurred.
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On 27 January the 141s1°s atlack reached Highway |
south of Duc Tho and secured the rest of the
district south 1o the border of Binh Dinh Province.
The area captured included the small fishing and
sali-making port of Sa Huynh, in which two battal-
ions of the NVA 12th Regiment, 3d Division, sup-
parted the atiack of the 2d Division, Since the NVA
had blocked the only north-south line of communi-
cation and had secured a seaport, however small
and in the center of the country, the
South Vietnamese could hardly permit this situation
to go wnchallenged. Vigorous counteraitacks suc-
ceeded in driving the cnemy from Sa Huynh by 16
February, Enemy losses in the fighting may have
exceeded 600 men, but probably of greater impor-
tance was (he psychological and political impact of
the defeat. Despite having seized Sa Huynh only the
day before the cease-fire, the Communists were
outraged at being cjecied from lands they *legiti-
mately” occupied at the moment of cease-fire. Sa
Huynh became a Communisi cause and plans for its
recapiure appeared regularly in intelligence reports
until the final days of the Republic.

Military Reglon 2

The southern part of Communist Military Region
5 included Binh Dinh, Phu Yen, and Khanh Hoa
Provinces. Intelligence collected before the cease-
fire provided an accurate preview of what could be
expected there. The enemy's objectives were [0
isolate the northern districis of Binh Dinh, hold the
ARVN 11d Division in its bases, cut Highway |
(the only north-south route of any im under
South Vietnamese control), and gather to the NLF
as much land and as many people as possible. From
the NV A point of view, the prospects for success
seemed good, for large segments of the population
in the coasial areas of Binh Dinh and Phu Yen hod
long been sympathetic o the VC, and the ARVN
22d Dvivision had yet 1o establish any reputation for
excellence in battle, Since the arca along Highway |
was fairly densely pnpuhlnd, it would provide a
significant population base

Fighting started in northeast Binh Dinh when, by
23 January 1973, clements of the 12th Regiment,
NWVA 3d Divison, moved from bases in the An Lao
valley toward the Tam Quan lowlands. Beginning
on the 24th and lasting until the 28ih, the attacks
were designed to fix the ARVN 41st Regiment in its
bases and support the attack of the NVA 2d Divi-
sion just 10 the north at Sa Huvnh,

South of the Lai Giang River, in Hoai An Dis-
trict, the rest of the NVA 3d Division attacked
government posts and attempied to prevent the
deployment of the 22d Division, On 28 January, the
local forces began their attacks slong Highway 1
and in the hamlets and villages, successfully cutting

the highway just south of the Bong Son pass and in
several places in Pha Yen Province. Farther south,
in Khanh Hoa, other attempts o cul Highway 1
were unsuccessful, Although contacts were light
and scatiered in Khanh Hoa Province, the enemy
suceeeded in interdicting Highway 21 (QL-21), tem-
porarily isolating Ban Mc Thuot from the coasi. By
the day after cease-fire, a number of hamlets in Phu
Yen were under Communist control, but hard fight-
ing by RF and PF succeeded by 1 February in
eliminating Communist control in all but two ham-
lets. By the 5th all of Highway | was back under
government control, although the route remained
closed to traffic until all destroyed bridges were
repaired.

Although the enemy seemed 1o enjoy great
chances for success in Binh Dinh and Phu Yen
Provinces, it was clear by the first week of Febru-
ary that he had failed to achieve any significani
gains. Highway | was open from Khanh Hoa Prov-
ince (o the Quang Ngai border, the towns and
villages were in South Vietnamese hands, and the
local enemy forces had incurred extremely heavy
losses,

The NVA's Bl Front included Kontum, Pleiku,
Phu Bon, and Darlac Provinces, part of Quang Duc,
and western districts of Binh Dinh. Objectives as-
signed to enemy forces in B3 Front were similar 1o
those in southern ME 5 to hold the ARVN 23d
Division in place, isolate the cities of Konium,
Pleiku, and Ban Me Theot, and imterdict the main
highways, Attaining these objectives would effec-
tively extend control over the population of the
highlands. Although the objectives were in no im-
poriant way different from those assigned in the
attacks which preceded the aborted cease-fire in
October 1972, the enemy apparently had learned
ong important lesson in the October fiasco: it was
fatal to begin the amack two weeks before the
effective date of the cease-fire. This time the North
Victnamese waited until the night of 26 January 1o
make their moves into the hamlets and villages, and
nol until the moming of the cease-fire did ihe at-
tacks reach full intensity. The timing meant that the
ARVN would have 1o conduct its counterattacks
after the cease-fire and thus—ao the theory had i1—
be subject to HOCS observation and control.

Preparations for occupying the villages and ham-
lets in the highlands began on 20 and 21 Januoary
when clements of both enemy divisions, the 10th
and 310th, began attacks 1o tie down ARVMN de-
fenders. Employing the 24ih and 28th Regiments,
the 10th Division on 217 January sttscked Polei
Krong and Trung Nghia, forcing the ARVMN 85th
Ranger Border Defense Baitalion to withdraw from
Polei Krong on the 28th. The 32(th meanwhile
attacked Duc Co on the 20th and the nexi day
gained control of the camp.
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Route interdictions began later. On 26 January, in
coordination with the FPolei Krong and Trung
Mghia attack, the 95B Regiment, 10th Division,
seized Highway 14 (QL-14) where it traversed the
Chu Pao Pass and held on until 10 February, Far-
ther south, in Darlac Province, a bridge on High-
way |4 near Buon Ho was destroyed and several
hamlets infilirated. Contact with Ban Me Thuot by
way of Highway 14 was interrupied until about 14
February., The cnemy's Gia Lai Provincial Unn
closed Highway 19 (QL-19) at the Pleiku-Binh
Dinh border and maintained the block uniil 4 Feb-
ruary. South of Pleiku City, elements of the 330th
[Drvision were successful in closing Highway 14
temporarily. Pleiku City itselfl received repeated
attacks by 122-mm. rockets on 28 Januwary, but
damage was light.

Although the encmy’s main forces in the high-
Inncls achieved their mitial obpectives in the Lasn-
GRAR campaign, their ultimate failure can be attribug-
ed 1o the weakness of local forces. Not only did
they fail to hold occupied villages, bat also they
sustained heavy losses and the military effectiveness
of their units decreased significantly. The most im-
portant gain was the recapture of Duc Co in time 1o
receive the IDCS, yet this achievement was caused
more by ARVN overexiension than by 320th Divi-
sion strength, By mid-February the military balance
in the highlands was generally the same as it had
been al the end of December 1972

MY A Military Region & included five Soath Viei-
namese provinces, the beautiful mountain provinces
of Tuyen Duc and Lam Dong and the coasial
provinces of Ninh Thuan, Binh Thuan, and Binh
Tuy. This was a sparscly populated region and
relatively isolated from the war, The ARVN had no
regular forces deployed there, and the RF and PF
maintained effective control.

The enemy in MR & had only four NV A infantry
battalions, one MY A artillery battalion, and two VC
infaniry battalions, all of them weak and under-
strength. Action began on the night of 26 January
with an attack on a hamiet morth of Dalat, the
capital of Tuyen Duc. Another enemy force at-
tempted unsuccessfully 1o enter 8 hamlet north of
Phan Thiet in Binh Thuan. Although local forces
inferdicted Highway 20 (QL-20) east of Bao Lo in
Lam Dong Province, the RVMNAF cleared the route
by M January. Another thrust was repulsed with
heavy losses at Tanh Linh district town in Binh Tuy
on 27 January. On the morning of the 28th, the day
the cease-fire was to become effective, the number
of hamlets entered increased significantly, especially
in Binh Thuan, but an NVA baitalion enlering a
suburb of Dalat was quickly ejected.

The LaspGran campaign in ME & was clearly a
failure. The RF and PF performed capably, and by
the end of January the situstion was clearly under

South Vietnamese control. Highway | through the
coastal provinoes was never successfully cut, and
the only lasting resuli of the campaign was the
serious depletion of the enemy's local force baital-
BOMER,

Military Region 3

The enemy’s Eastern Nam Bo Region was rough-
Iy the same as South Vietnam's Military Region 3
(Binh Tuy, Gia Dinh, Hau Mghia, and Long An
Provinces were excluded). In addition to scheduling
attacks close to the cease-fire date, the NVA in
October 1972 had also learned that it lacked the
strength to infiltrate the Saigon area with main
fisrces. Thus Laspcran 71 in Eastern Mam Bo did
nol begin until a few days before the cease-fire was
to become effective, and Saigon was not an objec-
tive,

As in other populated areas of Sowuth Vietnam,
the enemy's objective just before cease-fire was to
extend the area under Communist control and
gather more people to the National Liberation
Froni, bui in the Eassiern Nam Bo region a second
objective applicd: to establish o suitable capital for
the NLF in South Vietnam. Intelligence collected in
the weeks before cease-fire appeared to indicate that
Tay Ninh City, the capital of Tay Minh Province,
had been selected; but for reasons not Tally clear,
the Communisis failed to allocate sufficient forces o
capture the city. ARYMN preemplive operations in
January 1973 most likely eliminated the enemy’s
capability to sssign main forces 0 a4 Tay Ninh
campaign. As a resualt, only relatively weak, local
forces were available, and the campaign failed.

At the end of the first two wecks in January,
ARVN 11l Corps began an atiack into the Saigon
River corndor and advanced all the way to Tn
Tam in the Michelin plantation. Enemy losses were
estimated in excess of 400 killed. The damage and
disruption caused in enemy bases in the Long
Nguyen Secret Zone and the Boi Loi woods were
extensive. Heavily supported by B-352's, the ARVN
disrupted the enemy's plans for pre-cease-fire oper-
ations. The NV A Tih Division was forced 1o deploy
in the Michelin plantation, and the ARVMN con-
tained it there during this cnitical time. The Miche-
lin operation alo impelled the NVA 10 keep major
elements of the 9th Division in defensive positions
around An Loc and Loc MNinh in Binh Long Prowv-
ince. Intelligence reporis had indicated that the Sth
was (o play an important role in the Tay Ninh
aftacks.

The number and intensity of attscks by flire sig-
nificanily incressed from 23 through 25 January,
Widespread attacks by fire and assault began on the
26th and 2Tth against ARVN and RF-PF outposts,
mostly on those located in defense of major lines of
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communication. Among those hit were Trang Bang
on Highway 1, the vicinily of Trang Bom in Hicn
Hoa Provinee, the junction of Highways | and 20 in
Long Khanh Province, Highway 13 south of Chon
Thanh and north of Lai Thieu in Binh Duong
Province, Highway 15 south of Long Thanh and
naorth of Fhuoe Le, and Highway 23 in southern
Phuoe Tuy Province nesr Dat Do, Enemy casual-
tics were fairly heavy, cipecially along Highway 13
south of Chon Thanh, where the Communists lost
over 120 killed.

The Communists attained some short-term suc-
ceases, for about 144 hamlets were ed contest-
ed at one time or another during the period 23.29
January 1973. (During the October 1972 attacks,
only 96 hamlets were contested.) Nevertheless, by 3
February only |4 hamlets remaincd under enemy
control, and four days later all hamlets in the region
were back under control of South Vietnamese
forces. The line-of-communication interdictions
were also short lived; all major roads were open by
I February.

In keeping with the Communist goal of political
control, terrorist attacks during the briel campaign
were few, apparently on the theory thal wadespread
terrorism would antagonize the people. As it was, in
mos! instances the people would leave their hamlets
a8 the enemy forces eniered and return only when
government forces had ejected the Communisis.
The enemy’s political ohjectives were nol achieved,
the atempt o seize Tay Ninh Ciy never ap-
proached success, and territorial forces were able 1o
clear the enemy from oullying hamlets with only
minimal assistance from the ARVM. The cost of the
campaign for the enemy was heavy: over 2,000
Communist troops were killed and 41 captured. A
large proportion of the casualties occurred in local
forces; they were weak al the beginning and weaker
still at the end. They never recovered.

Military Region 4

Jusl ms the ARVMN preempled enemy operafions
in Military Region 3 so it did also in the Mekong
Dela, In a dela-wide operation known as Do
Knod, the ARVM and territonals planned to aliack
foor six days beginning on 15 January, bul 80 spectac-
ular were the early succisses that the operation was
extended for six more days. Losses of over 2,000
killed and disruptions in deployment and logistical
activity, coming just before LasiGran, sernously af-
fected the encmy's ability o launch & signilfican
olffensive.

The arcas the Communists planned 1o capture in
the delta were those having the greatest potential
for subsequent explodiation and eapansion. I the
northern delta, they considered the border area with
Cambodia from Ha Tien in the west (o0 the Parrot's

HBeak in the east (0 be mosi imponiant, o include
northern Kien Giang, Chau Doc, Kien Phong, Kicn
Tuong, and Long An Provinces, Western Hau
Nghia Province also had high priority as did central
Dinh Toomg Province. Highway 4 from the south-
western delta 1o Saigon crossed the center of Dinh
Tuong, and the arca around My Tho, the capatal,
was demsely populated. The Communists also
wanted o extend their contral in Cheong Thien
Province. Having already established control in the
U Minh Forest, they could anchor the terminus of
infiltration coondor 1€ from Cambodia through
Kien Giang into the lower delta. But because of the
Soulh Vietnomese Dosc Kuol operation, nome of
these goals was destined o be realized.

Communisi Militiry Region 2 included eight of
the delta provinees: in the north, Chaw Doc, which
contained the enemy base in the Seven Mountains
on the Cambodian border; (o the east, Kien Phong
and Kien Tuong, with the vast marshy area of the
Plain of Reeds: to the south of these three border
provinces, the central Mekong provinces of An
Giang and Sa Dec, whose dense populations were
under relatively strong South Vietnamese influence
and control, and the vital, populous province of
Dinh Tuong: and in the far south, the coastal prov-
inces of Kien Hoa and Go Cong.

Laspcran 73 i Communist MR 2 appeared 1o
begin on 23 January 1973 when two battalions of
the NVA 20Tth Regiment crossed the Cambodian
border into northern Kien Phong Province. This
invasion coincided with ai leasi 13 light attacks by
fire and ground probes. Two Communist soldiers
captured that day revealed that the NV A’ intention
wis o caplure the district town of Hong MNgu,
destroy all government posts along the border, in-
tercept RVMAF relicl columns, and then extend the
attack southward deep into Kien Phong Provinee.
Attacks were recorded along the entire border. In
one of many sharp engagements northeast of Cm
Cai, RVNAF casunlties were light but the enemy
lost 32 killed and two prisoners. In heavy fighting
oq the 25th, the ARVN again incurred light casual-
tics bt killed 47 of the enemy, Enemy losscs in less
than three days exceeded 100 killed in exchange for
only minor ground advances. Following this Mury
of artacks, the flighting in Kien Phong Province
ahated and remained so until the eve of the cease-
fire. South Victnamese bases were subjecied only 1o
sporadic light attacks by fire.

In Dinh Tuong, despite a heavy concentration of
enemy main force units in the center of the province
(the Sth and &th Divisions, the El, 6th, DT, and
J20th Regimenis, and possibly elements of the 1T4th
Regiment), the level of activity was surprisingly
low, Even on 28 and 29 January, when the number
of aitacks approsimaiely doubled, the weight of the
attacks remained low. Althoogh ground contact
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wis made with elements of the 174th Regiment in
the arca known as T Phap, these contacts subsiced
after |h-.- cease-fire, probably attributable to the
enemy's high casualties.

ln eastern Dinh Tuong and Go Cong Provinces a

reporied that mam forces, incloding the
NVA 88th and 24th Regiments, were to break down
into small units and conduct political activity among
the population. This tactic was o create the impres-
sion that the local forces were everywhere through-
out the delta and would support Communist politi-
cal activity. The troops had instructions to hmit the
use of heavy weapons and thus gain more credibility
as local guernilles. Local South Vietnamese forces
responded effectively to this campaign, and the
Communists achieved no significant gains.

The NVA's Military Region 3 included the nine
provinces of the lower delia. Kien Giang. on the
Cambodian border, was the northernmost. The delta
capital and the headquariers for the ARVN IV
Corps was al Can Tho in the ceniral Mekong prov-
ince of Phong Dinh. The Communists” only relative-
Iy secure and uncontested base area in the delta was
in MR 3, ihe U Minh Forest, a vast mangrove
swamp and forest extending across the border of
Kien Giang and An Xuyen Provinces on the coast of
ithe Gulfl of Thailand.

As elsewhere in the delta, activity in MR 3 in-
creased sharply on 23 January, Well over half of the
incidents reported were harassments and atiscks by
fire against South Vietnamese posts. In the north-
west, the NVA 1s1 Division senl iroops across the
fromtier from Cambodia with the apparent purpose
of having them in position for the kickol of oper-
ations ot the time of the cease-fire. Documents cap-
tured in sharp fighting near Ha Tien wvillage in
northwestern Kien Ciiang were identified as belong-
ing to a battalion of the 52d Regiment, 1s1 Division,
and subsequent interrogation of & caplured prisoner
confirmed the battalion’s presence as well as those
of the regimental beadguarters and a second batial-
iwn. The prisoner alwo gave evidence of the rege-
ment’s low morale; many of the soldiers had recent.
Iy been released from milviary hospitals, and the
general health of the unit was low. The regiment’s
mission was (o occupy the Ha Tien area and show
the VT Mag prior to the cease-fire, Combined
RVNAF operations, employing the Air Force and
the Rangers, pushed the I1d back into Camboddia.
Adr strikes killed more than 70 soldiers of the 52d.
and ground fighting sccounted for at least 13 more.

The enemy’s #4th Sapper Regiment, also subordi-
nate o the st Division, began operations in the
Seven Mountains of Chau Do on 15 January with
attacks by fire against South Vietnamese posts. The
4th moved into the Seven Mountains near T Ton
o 13 January to occupy as muech terntory and gain
control of as much population as posuable, but

45929 O - @5 - 0 : §4. )

an

ARVN counteroperations aguin prevented any sig-
nificant successes. The third clement of the NVA
Ist Division, the 101D Regiment, apparently re-
matned in ity base in the Seven Mountains and
contributed 1o LasoGrar only with antacks by fire

The highest level of ememy activity in MY A
Military Region 3 occurred in Chuong Thien Prov-
ince. Mo fewer than four MWYA regiments were
available 1o converge on the province capital, Vi
Thanh. The NVA 188 Regiment was to the north-
wist, the P5A Sapper Regimeni was south along
with elements of the D2 Regiment, and part of the
D1 Regiment was in eastern Chuong Thien near the
Phong Dinh Provinee border. The headguaners for
MR 3 was in the cenier of the province.

The namber and intensity of attacks incremsed
sharply on 26 January, including a series of mortar
and rocket attacks, some with 120kmm. mortars,
southwest of ¥ Tang. The activity increased again
on 27 January and a number of outposts and district
towns eapenienced ground attacks and attacks by
firc. Contingents of the D2 Regiment penetrated the
district town of Long My as far as the markeiplace
before they could be driven oul. On the same day
Kien Thien received a heavy bombardment fol-
lowed by a ground attack by elements of the 954
Sapper Regiment. This antack was also repelled. At
Kien Hung, through the nights of 27 and 28 January
the 188 Regiment conducted attacks by fire. By the
morning of 28 January the town was surrounded by
enemy troops, but South Vietnamse forces success-
fully held. The province capital, Vi Thanh, received
sporadic altacks by fire, bul casualties and damage
were light.

Attacks were widespread to the far south, primari-
Iy against territorial force owiposts and distric
towns; but in no case did the siuation change
markedly from that before the LANDGRAR campaign
got under way, The activity appeared to crest by
midday on 28 January, and a general uneasy quict
followed. During Lannaras in MR 2 and 3, at least
125 hamlets came under Communist stisck, but po
more than 20 were ever boing contested atl any one
time, Mo main lines of communication wene ever
threstened, and all major roads and canals remained
open to traffic. Assassinations and other terrorism
lagged. Nowhere m the Mekong Delta did the
Communists make any significant or lasting gain. In
the face of the highly successful South Vietnamese-
Doxo Kwol campaign, the cnemy apparently real-
ired (hat major territorial Acquisitions wWere Impossi-
hile.

Relative Strength, 31 January 1973

There are countless ways 10 display order of
batile comparisons. All can be misleading iF they are
used to form judgments regarding relative strengths
and capabilities without reference 10 other factors
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TABLE 1: RELATIVE STRENGTH, LATE JAN. 1973
MR 1 MR 2 MR 3 MR & Total
RVMAF: Ground combat 145-170 143-146  155-175 246-257 6B9-748
troops (thousands)
In Regular units 75=90 27=29 50=60 40-50  192-229
{thousands)
Regional and Popular 70-80 116=117  105=115 206=207 497=519
Forces (thousands)
Trainees,; Admn. and === e e e c. 200
service troops, and
casuale (thousands)
Divisions 5 2 3 3 13
Regiments and brigades® 16 7 9 9 L8
Regular battalions® 95 50 64 55 264
Enemy: Troops 96 52 &1 40 219
{ thousanda®#)
Combat troops Tl 23 25 27 148
{ thousands®*)
RVA tegulars 68 19 20 16 123
Vier Cong 3 & 3 11 25
Adem. and service 25 17 16 13 7l
troops (thousands®®)
HVA regulars 19 g 5 1 34
Viet Comg & B 11 12 37
Divisions add 3 2 k | 16
Regimental Hq.™® 5& i1 13 16 94
Battalion Hq.* 195 73 77 79 &24

*Includes independent regiments and battalions.
#Total includes 7 Ranger groups.
#%In most cases, Figures have been rounded down rather than up.
#Includes an air defense diviaion.
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such as training, battle experience, weaponry, (&c-
tics and  techniques of employment, missions,
morale, and mobility. Showing the opposing forces
that appeared on the South Vietnam baitleficlds as
the final two years began B neveriheless wseful in

understanding later developments.
Table 1 shows ithe number of troops and wnits

The figures for the enemy were compiled by experi-
enced analysts from intelhgence gathered from
many sources over a number of years; although
estimates, these figures are reasonably reliable.

Table I shows the deployment of RVNAF divi-
siong, and Tabbe 3 gives the order of battle of NV A
and VT forces,

TABLE 2
MAJOR RVNAF UNITS, JAN. 1973

Military Region |
s Dhv, Begine 1. 1, 50, 54 3d Dav, Regie 4, 8, & 3d Div, Regise
L 36 57 Adrborne Diiv, Brigades: 1, 3. 3 Maroe Div: Brigades,
147, J58, ke

Military Region 2
12d Dev, Regis &0 40, 42, 47 I Dhiv, Regis: 44, 45, 31

Milirary Reglon 3
Jeh Diw, Regee 7, B, % Uich Div, Regia 43, 48, 52 25h Dy,
Repis: 46, 49, 0

Milirary Reglon 4

Teh Div, Regie 10 10, 12 b Dev, Regoe B4, 15, 16 2 Div,
Heges: 31, 53, 34,

TABLE 3
ENEMY ORDER OF BATTLE,
LATE JAN. 1973

K Fiernam MR | (71,350 troops)
WA B3 Feost, Quasg T PROVINCE (87,100 TROOR

Prvisicms 115ah (50000 Meges: 18, 95, 100 32080 (3,500) Hegne
'l-l;.;lﬂ; 3 2eh (6000) Begts: 140, 1635, 205 Mekih (5,0000 Regiv:
L 8 . Bl

Regws, Inf snd Sapper: 270 (10000 Miw (S00% I26th MNaval
Sapper Cip (3000 2700 (), 000, DMZE Sapper Gp (% Ans, 15000

Regs, Armaor; 202d (4 s, 3000, 2004 {4 [ins, S00)

Beges, Arvy: d51h (),0000; S8zh (1000 68ch (10000 Bk i 000%
ifeih {10000 1k {3000,

Misc Has: 15th Sapper (F500; 4Tk Dol (300% TSth AAA (1500
BVA M ary R TEETIHES 6,000 TROGS

NR4D Dwvision {Thua Thien— 35,0000 Regis: 29, 800, 812

Regis, Inf {Thus Thien) Sth { 1,000, seh {1.000)

6TSE Arty Hegt (Quang Tink—-%00)

Minc Bes {Thus Thical Tth Sapper (2000 1tk Bon (3008 15k
Bocked {300k 3824 Inf (¥E0k Fhy Log Inf (300

BAVA Frosy-®, Quamc TR PEovisce « 3o TROOM
Banalions: SOEsh Inf (2505 Blth Sspper (150F Eldal Iaf (2500

WA ME 5, Quase Mas asp Quano Tes Peoviscrs 9500
TS

Drviveons: THEeh (35008, Begee 8], 38, 2%k 3d (4000 Regau: 1,
L 140

Regts, Sapper: 4%k (550 Sgh {1,000

573d Tasks Ay Gp (XL

Minc Bos {Qmang Tink: A} Bem (130 Dhak YC Monagnend Iaf
i 1K

NYA Feony-i i 5,00 TR

Cheamp ™am, Misc B u NYA Inf (300 30 NWA Dsf {1300
430 VIO Beon (1505 Bimk NVA Inf (131} £33 NV A Inf (150} 86ik
YA Inf (1505 Bhb MY A Sapper (D00 91 WY A Sapper {2005
471a NV A Sapper (1580) $75h NV A Aty (130 $TTih NYA
Ay (230),

Cuang Tin, Iafl Hew: | 10h MVA (1307 Teh NWA {1300 T2d NVA,
(180, Tdabs VT (1500

Quang Ngai, Mise B 38th NVA Inf {1500, $5th NVA Inf {1503
'-'m VO Sapper (1%0) 107th Rocket (NVA, 100% 143th VC Inf
(150}

Serars Tl Costpar Prarooss ace SME 6 oo, e

& Fieinam MR 2 (23,330 troops)
WA By FRONT 01 L1s0 TROOFRS

ﬂ;ﬂﬂh AMh (000} Regia: 45, 64, 100k (31,8000 Regto I8, 66,

Regiments: 240 Inf (BO00: 40sh Acrvy (1, 000F; 4001k Sapper (ROKTL

Minc Ben: 2d NVA Inf (2005, Sth NVA Inf (2003, 28th NVA Ren
(2300, 297TH NVA Armos (200) 6300 NVA Inf (250 umidenti-
Mleud Aty (200).

B omntmm () Hirs: Wdeh N A Iaf (2500; b NV A Sapper (130,

Ciaa Lad () Bpa: 2d NV A sl (230) 45ith VO Infl (150 &Tth VO
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At the end of January 1971 the ARVN had an
assigned strength of about 430,000 men. Of this
strength about 152,000 were in the infaniry divisions
and another 10,000 in the Ranger groups. A small
number was asigned to the separnte nondivisional

artillery, cavalry, and tank units. The remainder was
1o be found in traiming, logistical, and other service
and administrative support organizations and in hos-
pitals. South Vietnam also had a MNavy of sbow
42000 and an Air Force over 34000, It had in
sddition about 325000 in the Regional Forces, some
200,000 in the Popular Forces, and over 4,000 in the
Womens Armed Forces Corps, for a total author-
ized strength of close to 1.1 million. Actual strength
was probably less than a million, however.

In contrast, the North Vietnamese at the time of
the cease-fire had about 148,000 combal troops in
South Vietnam, including slightly over 16,000 as-
signed to |3 antinircrafi artillery regiments. Sap-
porting this force in South Vietnam were some
71,000 sdministrative and logistical iroops.

These gross figures—1.1 million South Vietnam-
ose versus 219,000 Communists in South Vietnam—
tell little about relative combat power, however. A
closer look at the combat force structures and the
missions of the opposing armies gives one & somc-
what clearer understanding. For example, the North
Vicinamese combal strength in South Vietnam in-
cluded 13 infantry divisions. These were opposed by
1} RVMNAF divisions. As another example, the
Commumnisis ficlded 27 separate infantry and sapper
regiments, whereas the only roughly comparable
units in the RVNAF were 7 Ranger groups.

Al this point. sttempis al comparing combat units
begin to break down. This is because of the entirely
different missions the opposing armics had. Commu-
nist combat strength in the South was devoled
almost entirely 1o offensive operations against Naed
government bases, hamlets and villages, and lines of
communication, while the separate RVNAF battal-
wns were assigned almost exclusively o fined de-
fensive missions. Thus, comparing some 140 scpa-
rate Communisi battalions of infantry, sapper. re-
connamzance, lank, and artillery o the 54 ARVN
Ranger battalions and 300 or more regional force
battalions is rather meaningless.

Any consideration of North Vietnamese strengih
should also ke o sccount o lorge sdministrative
and logitical support force within Norh Vietnam
similar to South Victnamese backup forces. North
Victnam also had the distinct advantage of not
having to defend lines of communication or base
mreas in North Vietnam from ground attsck. It did,
however, have 1o use significant numbers 1o defend
against air attack in North Vietnam and small num-
bers to protect lines of communpication throogh
Laos and Cambodia.

The Communists normally mantmned five traim-
ing divisions in Nonh Vietnam: 3088, 3208, 130h,
138ith, and the 350th. In January 1973, however,
glements of only two NVA regular infamiry divi-
sions, the 308th and 30EB, were in North Vietnam.
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Twao more divisions were soon 0 return o Marth
Victnam from Quang Tr Province, the 312th and
3208, and later the 316th Division came back from
Laos. The 3ist Division was re-created in the
southern part of Morth Vietnam, and the 3381h was
converted o a regular line infantry division, In
addition to having a sizable training base and strate-
gic reserve, the Morth Vielngmese maintained in
ench of the sevenieen provinces a provincial unit of
aboul regimental sizge. They also had a militia esti-
mated at 1,600,000, many of whom were employed
in alr and coastal defense and in logistical and
engineering work. A regional force was drawn from
the best of the militia, contained men only, and had
an estimated strength of 31,0000 Exclusive of the
militia, the North Vietnamese in Janoary 1973 had
an army between 500,000 and 570,000, of which
about 290,000 were in North Vietnam, 65,000 10
70,000 in Laos, 25,000 in Cambodin, and the rest in
South Vietnam,

The Morth Vietnamese Army thus contsmed
about 100,000 men more than that of South Viet-
nam. |t also contained more infantry divisions, a
reserve (which the ARVN could not afford), far
more antisircraft artillery and air defense missiles
{of which the ARVN had none), and a larger tank
force.

The Morth Vicinumese, on the other hand, had
only o small navy of about 3,000 men, limited 1o
close-in security of territorial waters, They had one
KOMAR guided missile boat, but failed 1o deploy it
southward. The North Vietnamese Air Force was
small but contained some modern air-to-air fighters
that had earlier proved their capability against LS.
fighter-bombers. In January 1973, about 10,000 men
were assigned to the North Vieinamese Air Force,
operating about 300 aircrafi including shightly over
200 jets, a few turboprops and helicopiers, and some
60 mssored propeller arrplanes. The air force was
light in transport aircralt, and its jets were devoted
entirely 1o air defense. South Vietnam's air force, in
comparison, was well-balanced. Although its pilods
had no experience in air-to-air combat, they had
developed a high degree of skill in ground sapport,
reconnaissance, and transport rolei. As events de-
veloped, the iwo opposing air forces were never 1o
be employed against each other.

Ome of the most spectacular developments duning
the cease-fire period was the rapid increase and
sophistication in the air defense system the Morth
Vietnamese moved into South Vietnam. Sometime
in January 1973 and probably not later than the
2Tth, clements of the 263d NVA SAM Regiment,
qmppd with SA-2 missiles, deployed to Khe Sanh

in Quang Tri Province The regiment had four
firing battalions and one support battalion, each
firing battalion having four to sin launchers and

oecupying one firing site. Aerial photography dis-
closed the construction of three sites in the Khe
Sanh area during February, and a fourth battalion
moved into a site in April. (In a television appear-
ance on Face the Mation on 11 March, Secretary of
State Rogers was “pleased (o repori here this morn-
ing that the missile site has been removed from Khe
Sanh."—Department of State Bullerin, 2 Apr. 73, p
373, The Secreiary was misled by a preliminary
report from Saigon: the launchers did disappear
from one of the sites, but they reappcarcd within a
few days. Launchers, missiles, and related equip-
ment were periodically shifted from sle 1o site
around the Khe Sanh complex.)

The SA-2, a Soviet missile similar o0 the U5
MIKE, had a range in distance and altitude of about
19 mautical miles and 85,000 feet. lis location in the
Khe Sanh area provided protection o the imporiant
logistical complex the North Vietnamese were con-
structing in Quang Tr Province along Highway 9
agnd al the junction of that route and Highway 14.
Omne air defense division, the 177th, was deployed o
South Vietnam, while in Morth Vietnam there were
over thiny automatic weapons regiments, more than
ten SAM regiments, and from time (o lime up 10
nine air defense divisions, The ARVIN, on the other
hand, had four battalions of anfinircrafl, but only
wed of these were operational.

The Halance Sheet

The operations of late January and early Febru-
ary 1973 followed the patterns established in Octo-
ber 1972 when a cease-fire had appeared imminent,
escepd that the enemy waited until mech closer o
the date of the cease-fire to start the campaign.
Dherwise, the objectives and technigques were sub-
stantially the same. Main force units generally de-
fended the territory already under control and at-
tacked to fix ARVN regulars in their bases while
local WVA and VC units eniered the hamlets.
Throaghout South Vietnam, the campaign between
28 January and 9 February cost the Communiuis
over 5,000 killed in exchange for litle alteration in
the situation that existed in mid-Janvary. By 9 Feb-
ruary, only 23 of more than 400 hamlets anacked
were siill reported as contested.

L5, observiers at MACY in Saigon attnibuted the
enemy’s fuilures to errors on his part, the limited
capabilivies of 1he local forces, and an owstanding
performance by the RVNAF. The enemy had obvi-
ously erred in delaying his pre-cease-fire operations
in the expectation that the RVNAF would be de-
terred in counterattacking by the présence of ICCS
teams.

The Communists commitied their other imporiani
strategic mistake by breaking down the local forces
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into small uniis and atiacking st so many places,
ihereby reducing the siaying capacity of any local
unit. The ARVN and local RF and PF were able to
react deliberately against these hamiet challenges
and to climinate them one by one. The enemy's
local forces were decimated and never recovered.
South Vietnamese forces had clearly learned much
of the enemy's sirategy and objectives from the
preview in October and had planned sccordingly.

Lasiptiuan 71 sponpned the end of the second
Indoching war and the beginning of the third. I
demonstrated that South Vietmam's armed forces
could probably hold their own against the force the
Morth had ai that time on the southern battleficlds
It abbo demonsiraled that the military balance in
South Vietnam was close 1o even.

Mole on Sources

Two prncipal sources were used; The MACY
Official History and s MACY siudy “LAND-
GRAB 73." Order of battle information was derived
largely from Defense studies and estimates retained
by DAD Saigon Intelligence Branch. More deiails
on deployments were obiaimed from American Em-
bassy reports, estracted from DACO files, as well as
from notes retained by the author, Deployments and
other order of battle information were checked by
the Victnamese oflicers mentioned in the “Mate on
Sowurces,” Chapter 1. Much of the information on Sa
Huynh was from a Fact Sheet, from
MACY records, by DAD Intelligence Branch in
May 1973,
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Consolidating and
Rebuilding

Political Strategy

In anticipation of the cease-fire, the Morth Vied-
namese developed a siralegy consisting of two par-
alkel elements: political and military. Although this
strategy was no departure from the fundamental
theory that guided the prosecution of the war from
ils beginning, 15 restalement contribules 1o an un-
derstanding of subseguent evenis. Recognition of
the endurance of this strategy and its ultimate objec-
tive, the conquest of South Vietnam, provides a
frame of reference in which the tactics of the posi-
cease-fire period can be examined.

The political was the public element of Commu-
nixt strategy. As the element that the Morth Yiel-
namese propagandized worldwide and used in ex-
hortations to the troops, it first became apparent on
the eve of the January cease-fire in a replay of the
events preceding the aborted cease-fire of October
1972, Its supporting milifary activity was (o caplure
s much populated area as possible just before the
cease-fire, show the Nag, and rely on the NVA main
forces to contain the RVNAF while local forces
enfercd the hamlets and villages. There the Commu-
nisis would awail the arrival of the teams of the
International Commission for Contral and Supervi-
sion (o declare and guarantee their legitimacy in
newly won aress. The success of this tactic depend-
ed on the local forces o gain access to the popula-
ton and subsequently to win, through the gamut of
persuasions from propaganda lectures o kidnapping
pnd assassinations, allegiance from the South Viet-
namese and defections from their forces. But the-
Lasnanan campaign Failed

Much was learned abow the political element of
Communist siralegy through the exploitation of
capiured documents and interrogation of prisoners
of war and ralliers to the South Victnamese side.
One such document was Directive MNo. 2773, ssued
by the enemy’s Ceniral Office for South Vietnam
(COSVM) in late January 1o coincide with the sign-
ing of the cease-fire agreement. Enunciating the

guidelines for activity during and aler the cease-
fire, this document was explained 1o all Communist
forces in South Vietnam. [t announced the begin-
ning of a new political struggle in which military
units were to play a secondary role in support of the
political efforts of the cadre. They were (o help the
VI with its prosclyting role, harrass the RVNAF,
defend the “liberated™ areas, conduct terrorst cam-
paigns, prodect “mass movements,” and secure the
reseitlement areas within the Communist-controlled
regions of the country. Essentially, this document
contained the rationale for the campaign.

Although dsappointied by the failures of January
and February, the Communists did not abandon the
political offensive. COSVN Directive No. /73
called upon the Vel Cong's infrastructure, or politi-
cal arm, 1o accomplish five tasks sequentially: (1)
motivate the population; (2} develop mass mowve-
ments; (1) reform the infrastructure and local armed
forees 1o suit prevailing conditions and 1o mirror the
governmental structure of South Yietnam: (4)
strengthen the infrastructure, the revolutionary gov-
emment, and its armed forces; and (5) adapt oper-
ational procedures o new siluations and missions
Although the goidance was adminedly vague, it
was (o be execated with readily definable programs.
The COSVN directive applicd only 1w COSVN
forces in the southern part of South Vietnam, but it
wis based on high-level guidance from Hanoi and
had its counterparts in the other military regions
and fronts.

One of the major componenis of the politcal
offensive was propaganda. There were three broad
targets for it: “world opinion,” in which were in-
cloded, with different objectives, both the United
States and MNorth Vietnam's allies: the citizens and
armed forces of South Yietnam; and the Commu-
nisis” owen people and soldicers,

The principal thrust of the propaganda message
1o the workd was that the Communisis were scrupu-
lously observing the terms of the cease-fire i the
face of consiant, aggressive violations by the other
side. The only offensive operations undertaken by
the Communist forces were 1o punish the *“Thieu
puppets” and promote peace. This line persisted
until its credibility was worn irreparably thin by the
NVA's conguest of Phuoc Long Province in De-
cember 1974, Although its effectivensss cannol be
objectively measured, Sowveet and Chinese military
and economic assstance 0 Morh Yietnam in-
creased after the cease-fire, while American help
tapered off. An esiimaie hased on informaion avail-
able in early 1975 showed that North Vietnam re-
ceivied from its Communist allies a record 2.8 mil-
lion metric tons of imponed commodities durning
1973, This volume was aver 50 percent greater than
that received dunng 1972 and more than [0 percemt
higher than the previows record set in 1971, The
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trend continued throughout 1974, when more than
3.5 million tons were received.

That the propaganda 1o encourage desertion and
disaffection among RVNAF troops failed s shown
in desertion statistics. For example, in the first half
of 1973, desertions among territorials, the mosl vul-
nerable 10 Communist propagands, remained rela-
ively comstant, dechining slightly from a high in
February. Desertions in the ARVN dechned sharp-
Iy from February 1o June, the period of most inten-
sive Communist proselyting activity, Almosi with-
oul exceplion the desertions were simply desertions
and not defections o the Communist side.

The third target of the propaganda campaign, the
MY A, was sspecally imporiant because its soldiers
werne anticipating a real peace and an carly refurn (o
their norithern homeland. With incomequential ex-
ceptions, the only NVA soldiers who went home
were the severely wounded and sick, cssentially
those who could never be returned (o battle. Even
ex-prisoners of war, unless they were in poor physi-
cal condition, were assembled in retraining camps in
the South and reassigned to combal wnits. Many
Communist PWs released by the South Vietnamese
afler the cease-fire rallied or were caplured again,

The first former Viet Cong PW 1o rally in Phu
Yen Province turmed himsell in on 10 June 1973 to
Dong Xuan Disrict. His testimony was typical. He
said that a thoussnd PWs were released in Binh
Dinh Province on 10 and 11 March 1973, Their first
formal activity was so-called  political vraming
during a 10-day period of reorientation and rest,
MNext they were told that they would have to spend
maother period of time, unspecified, working for the
revolution and For ultimate vsctory. Aboot 700 of
the prisoners, men nol over 30 years old, were
mmigned (o military units in Communist MBRS; aboui
300 who were over 30 were sent back 1o their home
provinces to be assigned to VO Province Party
Commitices.

The heavy fighting of 1972, the high casualties
and lintle evidence of accomplishment, combined
with the profound disappointment on being ordered
io remain in the southern battlefields, had lowered
morale in many units. The failure of the cease-fire 1o
bring peace had 1o be rationalized and attributed to
the perfidy of the South Victnumese

Another tactic incloded in the political strategy
was resettlement of the “liberated” areas. In some
parts of 1the country, this involved moving civiliams
from Morth Yietnam down Laotian trails into the
wooded, primitive areas of the Ceniral Highlands
In other cases such as in South Vietnam's Military
Region 3, it involved bringing in not only Northem-
ers, bul alwo Southerners who had fled their homes
in Tay Ninh and Binh Long for the relative safety
of Cambodia,

Dine example of this program was described in the
mterrogation of a soldier who had been in the 12th
Artillery Batalion of the Tihth NVA Division
before delecting on 22 June 1973 in Que Son Dis-
trict, Quang Nam Province, This rallier described o
speech, maode at the hospital in which he was a
patient, by To Huw, who was introduced as the
Secretary of the Central Headguariers of the Marih
Vieinamese Labor Party. Huu had traveled from
Hanoi on an inspection trip with other members of
the Government. Accordimg to the rallier, Huu said
that if the South did not strictly observe the cemse-
fire agreement, the Armed Forces ol the Morth
would “deal heavy blows™ 1o the enemy i the
South. In the meantime the Army's mesions would
be o promoie sell-sulficiency in producing food and
10 train 10 improve combat skills and be always
resdy Lo fight. He added that many vouths, includ-
ing young women, were being bought from Morth
Vietnam (o construct roads and installations in the
base arcas and that when a true peace was achicved,
they would be emploved in civil enlerprses and
agriculture in the “liberated™ areas.

The world wide propaganda campaign was
lsunched soon after the agreemeni was signed. On
30 January 1973, Hanoi Radio said that the United
States and South Vietnam must “bear full respousi-
bility™ for cease-fire violations and demanded tha
Saigon “immedmtely withdmaw”™ its forces from
“aress under Provisional Revolutionary Gowvern-
ment, Republic of Sowth Vietnam control.™ The
broadcast blasted Pressdeni Thecu's 28 Jawuary
speech, which, it claimed, proved his intention *to
sabotage the agreement nght at the outset.”™ [t also
charged thal Depuly Assiant Secretary of Stale
William Suellivan sought “to cover up these viola-
tions™ mnd had “hinted o the possibility of resuming
Umnited States military intervention, which makes
one question the United States attitude toward seri-
ously implementing the agreement.™

Meanwhile, Le Duc Thoe and Foreipn Minisier
Nguyen Duy Trinh were attending o banguet
hosted by top Russinn officials in Moscow, This
visit ostensibly was 1o briel the Soviet ip on
the final round of 1alks in Paris. In Hanoi, the North
Vieinamese Central Commitice convened a special
conference on 29 January 1o hear governmeni lead-
ers repart on the Pars Agreement. Truong Chinh,
Chatrman of the National Assemblys Standing
Committee, urged the sudience to propagandize
“deeply and widely™ the "great wictory of the
agreement on ending the war.™

To administer the areas in which new settlers
were being established, immedintely afier the cease-
fire and perhaps before, the Nomh Vietnamese
began sending in large numbers of burcaucrals. By
mibd-May more than 1,000 were on their way 1o
South Vietnam, their functions covening the full
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spectrum of government and public administration.
By far the largest enemy-controlled population in
South Vielnam, possibly as many s 180000 people,
was i norihern and western Quang Tr Province,
spreading southward into western Quang Tin and
Quang Mgal, as well as western Quang Mam. Many
of the people were Montagnards who had Aed to
Laos but had returned to their homes after the
cease-fire. In northern Quang Tri, which was under
erclmive North Vietnamese control as far south as
the Thach Han River, a provincial government,
integrated into the North Vietnamese system, devel-
oped gradually, probably beginning in the winter of
1972, and by the time of the cease-fire the process
was virtually complete. Local offices of the Depart-
menls of Communications and Transportation, Cul-
ture, Education, Finance, and Public Health were
established while the Lao Dong (Communist) Party
of Morth Vietnam began operating in Quang Tri,
co-located with government headquarters in Dong
Ha.

Farther sowuth, i Sowth Vietmam's Military
Region 2, Communisi sdmmistration in the villages
was on a much smaller scale and vulnerable 1o
interference, A survey in early May 1973 in Phu My
Diistrict in the center of the coastal plain of Binh
Dinh Province disclosed that about 25,000 of the
district’s 100,000 people were under Communist
control, According 1o the survey, since the cease-
fire the Communists had established resident Village
Adminstrative Commitiees in 13 of the 15 povern-
ment-recognized villsges of Phu My, In 9 of the
villages the Communists had comstructed perma-
nent, publicly identified village offices, uwsually of
palm leaves and thaich, and some displayed the
Provisional Revolationary Government (PRG) Nag.
In the other 4 villages, they wsed private homes for
offices, In My Chanh, the village office was within
500 meters of and plainly wvisible from the South
Vietnamese village office. In order 1o fill some of
the vacant positions in the village administration in
Phu My, the ¥C demobilized some of the military
cadre and brought them back 1o perform sdministra-
tive dulies. The Communisis constrocted fences
around sections of villages and hamlets and told the
people that those areas would be defended i the
South VYietnamese government tried o inferfere.
They also began confiscating South Vietnamaese
identification cards, replacing them with Commu-
nist documents. When an individual wanted to leave
the arca, he would call at the wvillage office and
obtain his South Vietnamese identification card,
which he needed for travel in areas controlled by
the RVMNAF., Upon returning 1o the village, he
would turn in his South Vietnamese card and pick
up his Communist card.

Preparations for issuing identification cards were
discovered soon after the cease-fire throughout

Vietnam, Motes made in a book belonging (o an
unidentificd cadre from Communist Military Region
5 (Quang Da Special Zone Parly Commitiee) dis-
closed that 530,000 identification cards were avadls-
ble for distribution some time after 25 December
1972, Oiher notes revealed that 165,000 dentifica-
tion cords would be issued following the cease-fire
but would be back-dated beginning in February
1970 in order o create the impression that the
bearer had been under the control of the Commumnist
government since the date of issue of the card.

An example of how a local VO political wnit
interpreted and determined (o execute COSVN Di-
rective Mo, 2/73 was contained in a report from a
member of the VIC Can Tho Provinee Commillee.
On 19 February 1973, the Committee issued o direc-
tive entitled “Indoctrination Document for Can Tho
Provinee Unit.” The mission of the Communisi
Armed Forces, as described in this directive, was 1o
suppart the political struggle through violence and
bloodshed although this did not mean, the directive
mswied, that they would conduct attacks thm
“glearly vinlated™ the cease-fire. On the other hand,
it didd noi mean that they would cease hosiile action.
This sort of rationalization was fairly typical of the
guidance given 1o local units during this period. The
Communist military force in Coan Tho Province wis
capected 10 occupy and control all rural areas so
that the political and administrative organizations
could establish jurisdiction. They were not o use
firepower 1o overwhelm the RVNAF but only to
prodect their political forces from attack. The direc-
tive went on to say that the combat units were to
profect VO “controlled territory™ o that V'O orga-
nizations 1 “liberated” areis could be developed.
They were also to eliminate South Vietnamese offi-
cials in the villages and hamlets, surround govern-
ment outposts with mines and booby traps, increase
guerrilla warfare by harmssing the RVNAF with
small-scale attacks and ambushes, caplure weapons,
and organize mdoctrination sessions o develop the
spirit of leadership”™ Coincident with these low-
level military operations, armed propagands units
had two primary mistions: o enter South Vietnam-
ese-controlled territory and recrudl in the vicinity of
the outposts manned by territorial forces; (o move
among the population, propagandizing, recruiting
soldiers, and collecting taxes. During the months
following the cease-fire, Communist activities in the
delta generally followed the paiterns suggested by
this directive.

The guidance for military-supported political ac-
tvities in Can Tho Province was saimilar (o that
ianed in Tay Ninh Province. In late April 1973,
COSVM conducted a mecting conceming proselyt-
ing among the Cao Dai, o religious sect centered in
Tay MNinh City. At this meeting, the Lao Dong
Party Committee advised that the me had come 10
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concentraie on developing the “liberated”™ arcas and
ot o be concerned with launching military cam-
paigns. Political capabilities and local infrastructures
would be expanded. The NVA had paid a high
price 0 achicve the cease-lire agreement, and it
behooved the VO leadership to operate within the
framework of the agreement to recover its political,
economic, and military strength. In Tay Ninh Prov-
ince, the Thien Mgon and Xa Mai areas would be
developed into political and cconomic resettlement
arcxs, (Thien Mgon was in north-central Tay Minh
Prowvince, and Xa Mal was north of it on the Cam-
bodian border. This was the ares in which contin-
gents of COSVMN Headquariers had been located
before most of them slipped across the border
during the Cambodian incursion of 1970.)

The Northern leadership expected more of the
Spouthern cadres than they were able to deliver. One
of the Southerners at the mecting said that one of
the greatest problems they faced was the lack of
suCcess in recruiting new party cadre at local levels.
The problems arose, they said, from the gradual
isolation of the cadre from the people and local
units gnd because the political cadre had suffered
greatly during the 1972 campaign and LaNDGRAD
71,

Preparing for the Military Option

Ewven as the political offensive was being conduci-
cd imternationally and locally, supporied by relative-
ly minor military operations, unprecedented prep-
arations for new main force warfare were under
way in Morth Vietnam and along the lines of com-
munication into South Vietnam. Anxious 1o deny
observation of these preparations, the NVA pro-
vided protection for ithem by deploying new aniiair-
craft systems into South Vietnam. Although the
North Vietnamese were lnrgely successful in deny-
ing VNAF wisual or photo reconnaissance over
sensitive arcas, they were nol successiul in prevent-
ing LS. reconnaissance drones from photographing
the buildup.

Attempts by the ICCS, which was supposed 1o
monitor shipmenis of all war maienals into Souih
Vietnam, to deploy to the border crossing points
were effectively thwarted by the Communists. One
such effort ended in tragedy on 7 April 1973 when
two ICCS helicopiers, flown under contract by Air
America, were shot down along Route 9 in Quang
Tri Provinge, en route to Lao Bao on the Laos
frontier. One was hit by an SA-7 heat-seeking anti-
aircraft missile and crashed in the forest killing all
nine passengers and crew, including a Nonth Viet-
namcse officer who was suppose (0 be guiding the
flight over an approved course to Lao Bao. The
other helicopter, hit by small arms and machine gun
fire, made an emergency landing without casualties,

Allempts to establish an effective ICCS post at
Duc Co, the proposed entry point into Pleiku Prov-
ince, also failed. Because of inadequate health pro-
tection and sanitation facilities provided by ihe
Communists, all ICCS members became ill with
malaria, dysentery, or other mlmenis. The post was
sbandoned in May 1973, although the closing was of
litthe consequence, because while in Duc Co, the
feam was never permitied oulside s compound
withoul Communist escort and was not allowed 1o
observe any traflic or military activity.

As mentioned earlier, the North Vietnameie were
receiving ample shipments of military assisiance
from Communist allies, principally the Soviet Union
and China. The problem facing the NVA was not
the quantity of material coming into North Vietnam
but rather transporiation of the equipment into
South Vietnam, storing i1, and distributing it 1o the
combal units. Mevertheless, over the years, even in
the fuce of intensive LS. air attacks, the NWVA. had
developed a complex amd remarkably efficient
system for the movement of supplics into South
Vietnam (Map 6)

With the advent of the cease-fire, the system was
streamlined and expanded. Unfettered by American
air attacks in Morth Vietnem, Laos, or South Viet-
nam, the system was soon able to handle increasing-
Iy large 1onnages of ammunition, lanks, and other
heavy equipment and al the same tme transport o
South Vietnam the thousands of replacements re-
quired by the MV A

In a siralegic sense, this logistics system provided
the Morth Vielnamese with the militsry option of
rencwing the main force war if the political offen-
sive failed 1o achieve s objective. Signs thai the
political offensive might fail must have been appar-
ent to the Nornh Vietnamese leadership early in
1973, For it was then thal & new surge of replace-
ments and heavy equipment began o move south. In
a remarkably short time, the NV A established in the
Souih s sirongesi military position during  the
course of the entire war.

The organization responsable for the movement of
all personnel and materiel into South Vietnam was
the Headquarters, General Directorate for Rear
Services. Located in Hamoi, the direct-
Iy controlled the operations of all support units in
North Vietnam, Northern Laos, and Military
Region 359, the latter controlling operations of lo-
gistics groups in southern Laos, the Republic of
Vietnam, and Cambodia. In December 1972, there
were five logistical groups subordinate 1o MR 559
Group 470 had jurisdiction generally in the iri-
border area of Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam
and southward inlo the mounisin provinces of
South Vielnam; Girowp 471 controlled sctivitics
north of Group 470 and into the A Shau Valley of
Vietnam's Thua Thien Province; Group 473% area
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north of the A Shau and ended just south of
Sanh, but also extended into the Muong MNong

ion of Laos; Southern Laos was the operating
area of Group 472; and the southern part of Nonh
Vietnam and (he Ban Karai and Mu Gia passes were
the responsibility of Groap 571.

Each group bad subordimate to it a number of
Binh Trams, which were administrative, tactical,
and logistical headquanters, responsible for all activ-
ities within their respective areas of operation. In
December 1972, there were 45 Binh Trams with an
approximate total strength of 75,000 men, The com-
position of a Binh Tram varied with the scope of its
activities and the region in which it was located.
Binh Tram 35, for example, in Saravane Province of
southern Luaos, had a headquariers and stall of about
450 men, two infantry companies of about 123 men
cach, two NVA engineer battalions with a total
strength of abowt 300, a tramsporfation truck baital-
ion, three antiaircraft artillery batialions, and 1wo
communications-haison battalions. Binh Tram 37
wis located farther south m Laos in Atopocu and
had a strength of about 3400 men. lis additional
strength was accounied for by four standard trans-
portation baltalions and a river iransportation batial-
ion. As the year ended, about 19 of the 45 Binh
Trams in the system were operating in southern
Laos from the Mu Gin Pass to the Cambodian
barder. Considerably mobile, Binh Trams were ob-
served moving from Laos indo Soath Vietnam
during the 1972 offensive (o provide better support
for heavily engaged combat forces. Although Binh
Trams sulfered severely from American bombing
during the 1972 campaign, their recovery afier the
cessathon of the bombing was rapid.

The headguaniers for MR 539 was locaied in the
southern part of North Vietnam. In addition io the
cngineer, tramsporiation, and communications bat-
talions operating under the control of the Binh
Trams, the 353%th direcily controlled up to four
engineer regimenis and the equivalent of a transpor-
tation  battalion. In addition to the Hinh Tram
system, & number of other North Vietnamese forces
contributed 1o the secuniy of the lines of communi-
cation through Laos. Among these were the NVA
QEEth Infaniry Division in Saravane Province, sev-
eral independent infantry battalions, and a number
of antiaircraft artillery regimenis.

As long as American planes continued (o interdict
the supply corridors through Laos, the NY A had (o
maintain the large number of Binh Trams and way
stations along the routes. Trucks could run only a
might or under other condimions of reduced wvisibil-
ity. Replacements had to march on foot from North
Vietnam to their final destinations in South Viet-
nam. This required stations for rest, rations, and
medical attention. When the bombing stopped, the
roads could be improved and used around-the-
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clock. March distances were increased and troops
began making the journey by truck rather than on
font, frecing a number of Hinh Tram soldiers for
employment elsewhere.

The Intelligence Branch of DAO Saigon ook
note of these new developments and recommencded
that mew travel tmes be used in estimating the
arrival of MV A replicemenis. Subsequent inlerroga-
tion of prisoners and mlliers confirmed the validiy
of this new cstimating policy. The distance from
Vinh, for example, where one of the first Binh
Trams was located, 1o the DMZ was aboat 30
kilometers, This was a 20-day march, while by
vehicle it ook only two days. A replacement des-
tined for COSVN, having to travel 1,250 kilometers
from Vinh, was on the trail for about 100 days,
while DAQ Saigon estimated the travel time by
vehicle 1o be about 25 days. This was in April 1973;
by the winter of 1974, travel time to COSVN had
been reduced 1o under 20 days.

Several categories of troops used the NVA trans-
portation nctwork. First, and the largest proportion,
were combal replacemenis moving south. Move-
menis of this category began slowly, but by the end
of 1973 more than 75,000 individual replacements
had moved into South Vietnam. A much smaller
category was composed of military and civilian
coadre who had been on missions in the Morth and
were feturning South, or who were replacing caildre
in Southern assignments. A third category were
civilian settlers to populate the “liberated™ arems;
this group was alo proporicastely small. The
fourth category consisted of organized units sech as
pntigircraft regiments and tonk  battalions. There
were also large numbers of trucks n convoys
moving ammunition, supplies, and equipment (or
replacing losses and equipping new units, In the
absence of American air interdiction of the roads in
Laos and MNorth Vietnam, the NVA for the first
time in the war was able to move badly wounded
soldiers out of primitive hospitals in South Vietnam
1o better treatment in Morth Vietnam, Limited num-
bers of released PWs were also moved north on
irucks that had docharged their cargoes and were
returning for new loads,

By comparing the eapenences aof the previous
years, analysts were able 10 draw conclusions con-
cerning enemy capabilitics and intentions based
upon the intensity and size of the infiliration and the
logistbcal movements. The NYA would penodecally
conduct so-called transportation offensives 1o deliv-
er surges of supplics and equipment, sometimes m
preparation for major operations, ot other times
only to replace depleted siocks. The greatest nume-
bers of individual replacements normally came
down the Ho Chi Minh Trail during the southern
Laotinn dry season, December through July, An
exceplion oocurred during 1968 when trail activily
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remained high throughout the year to replace the
heavy losses incurred during the Tet offensive early
in the year. A record number of over 235000 men
probably made the arduous trek o the southern
battbeficlds that year. Something over 25,000 were
destined for the B-3 Front; the balance was more or
less evenly divided among the DMZ-MRTTH area,
Military Kegion 5, and COSVN,

The heavy replacement flow continued into the
summer of 1969 so that by the end of thai year over
100,000 more fresh troops had srrived in South
Vietnam. The effort tapered off after June 1969 and
remained at a relatively low level until pr:plul.inm
for the 1972 Nguyen Hue offensive
demands on the replacement system. In I}m:mb:r
1971 a fresh surge of infiltration began, contimuing
for about 12 months. By the end of the year over
150,000 recruits had been outfitted, trained, and
marched south.

The vear 1972 thus was second only 1o 1968 in
numbers armiving in the South, Individual replace-
ments only were normally copsidered in these esti-
mates, although in 1968 about 30,000 troops belong-
ing 1o tactical uniis were also included. In 1972
elements of the sia NY A divisions participating
the Nguyen Hue offensive, over 40,000 men, were
not included in the estimate, Aboul 20 percent of
the individual replacements went to the B-3 From
because of the heavy losses eaperienced there, a
significant depariure lrom the 198 expenence.
NVA forces in Quang Tri and Thua Thien Prowv-
inces gol over 40 percent, while COSVN 100k
about 25 percent. MR 5, because of its lower re-
quirements, received the remainder. The 1972 re-
placement program began to slacken in September,
but continued at a fairly respectable rate into Febru-
ary 1973 Al the same time elemenis of three ex-
hausted, understrengh divisions—the 304th, 308th,
and 31 2th—were pulled out of Quang T Province
into North Vietnam o refit and retrain for at least
sixn maonths.

In mich-March the NVA began a transportation
offensive thal was 1o last almost (o the end of the
dry season in southern Laos. Convoys of unprecen-
dented size—as many as 300 trucks in each—were
secn hesding south through Laos. Large quantities
of food and ammunition were being received in
storage arcas in Quang Tri Province. In addition o
streamlining the Binh Tram system, at least seven
Hinh Trams were convered 1o antiairerali arillery,
infantry, or engineer regiments. Photography in
April disclosed improvement on four major roules
from the DME o Quang T and Thua Thien
Provinces. Heavy traffic was seen on Rowe 334
from Laos to Hiep Duc in Quang Tin Province, and
extensive roadwork was observed on several rosds
into the B-3 Fromt's arca. Road improvement ap-
peared intended to link the NVA units operating on

the edge of the coastal lowlands with Base Arecas
608 and 702 in the Central Highlands, (Hase Area
609 was in the triborder area in western Kontum
Province and in Attopeu and Ratanakin Provinces
of Laos and Cambodia respectively, while Base
Area 702 was next to Eoute 19 in Ratanakin Prov-
ince, Cambodia, and just north of Due Co in Pleiku
Province ) Similar route improvement activities
wiere noted in photographs of Tay Ninh Province.

The force the North Vietnamese were construct-
ing, reinforcing, and supplying in the south was a
moderrn, mechanized army that moved on wheels
and tracks and required a stcady supply of fucl. The
old way of moving tons of gasoline and diesel fucl
through Laos in drums would no longer suffice. A
system of pipelines was the only feasible way 1o
satisly increasing demands and prepare for a new
general offensive. For several years, North Vietnam
had received its petroleum fuels vis pipelines from
China and ship-to-shore hnes (Soviet tankers at the
port of Bai Chay) north of Haiphong. A four-inch
pipeling brought the fuel south to Vinh. Construc-
thodt of & mnin line south of Vinh was sared in 1968
and completed across the Mu Gia Pass into the
Muong Nong base aren in Laos in February 1969,
By February 1973 the main line had been extended
to the Chavane area of Laos, while since early 1972
o major branch had been supplying the A Shaw area
in Thua Thien Province. Another spur line was
built off the main line 10 the Laotian-South Viet-
namese border in early 1973 where it appeared o
serve Routes 966, 14, and 534. By April 1972 an-
other pipeline had beoen construcied generally fol-
lowing Route 101 from the Thy The petrolcum
storage site north of Bat Lake into the DMZ. This
line branched off the main Vinh-Mu Gia line and
served MY A divisions in Quang Tr and Thoa Thien
Provinces during the Nguyen Huoe offensive. A
major fuel storage ares was built a1 Cam Lo
Quang Tri Province, and a line was extended south
of Ba Long. By September 1973, new pipeline con-
struction was scen |4 miles south of Ba Long to a
new storage site at A Luoo in the A Shau Valley.

During January 1973 and immediaely Following
the cease-fire, the MY A took advantage of the hali
in Amencan air interdiction of the Ho Chi Minh
Trail to reinforce its tank and artillery strength in
South Vietnam. Antrition during the Mguven Hue
offensive had reduced the tank force 1o an extimated
100 wehicles, but by the end of Apnl, estimated 1ank
strength was close 1o 500, Many of the tanks were
seen ond photographed on the improved rosds in
southern Laos

The principal mediom arillery picces of the
NV A were Soviet 112-mm. howiizers and 122 and
13-mm. guns. They outranged the American-sup-
plicd 108= and 155%mm. bowitzers of the ARVN and
were more accurale al long range than the few U5,
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175-mm. guns in the ARVN corps artillery. (The
ARVN had five battalions of 1735, each with 12
guns. Three battalions were deployed in MR 1 and
one cach in MR 2 and 3. The gun had a maximum
effective range of 32,000 meters. The 103-mm. and
155-mm. howitzers had maximum effective ranges
of 11,000 and 15000 meters respectively. Ranged
agains! these weapons were the 122- and 130-mm.
Sovier field guns with ranges of 23,000 meters and
26,000 meters respectively. The Soviet 122-mm.
howitzer had a range comparable to the U.S. 104-
mim. howitzer, many of which were alen In the
NV A artillery force.)

By the end of April the NV A had increased its
artillery strength in South Yietnam by the introdwsc-
tion of at least 170 more 122- and 130-mm. guns,
bringing the 1ol 1o over 230, As was the case with
replacement soldiers, no accounting was made o
the ICCS, but the ICCS teams nevertheless kept
close track of U.S. shipmenis into Bien Hoa, Da
Mang, and other ports of entry,

Of particular concern o the South Vicinamese as
well as to American officers responsible for plan-
ning for renewed LS. air operations, should they be
ardered, was a rapid and significant increase in the
MNVA's air defense forces in northers Quang Tr
Province. Order-of-battle experts had evidence that
clemenis of 10 NVA antiaireraft regiments were
operating in Quang Tr Province at the end of 1971
By the end of January 1973, two more regiments
had joined this force and by the end of April, the
counl had risen 1o 13, even after two of the Quang
Tri regiments had shifted into Laos. These antiair-
craft regiments were equipped with cannon ranging
from the auvtomatic 20-mm. o0 100-mm. They also
had 127 and 14.5-mm. antinireraft machine guns,
and many of their $7-mm. cannon were radar-con-
tralled. Furthermore they had the SA-T “Sirella™
Soviel hand-held, heat-secking missile, and carly in
1973 evidence began to sccumulate that at least
some of the SA-Ts were an improved version. Also
carly in 1973 the 263d SAM Regiment moved into

Quang Tri Province and set up near Khe Sanh, By
ihe end of April this regiment had constructed eight
S5A-2 sites around Khe Sanh and had placed weap-
ons in four of them. Although it would have been
prudent for the South Vietnamese to have destroyed
the sites before they became operational, the VMNAF
hwcked the sophisticated ordnance, the radar jam-
ming gear, and the navigational aids required for
such a mission, Even had it been possible politscally
for American planes to do the job, significant losses
would have been expected. While ominous for the
future, Communist reinforcement of s expedition-
ary army in South Vietnam was consistent with the
political offensive enunciated in the strategy direc-
tives.

Mote on Sources

The section on Morth Vielnamese post-cease-fire
strategy was denved largely from documents cap-
tured by the ARVM, translated at the J2/IGS Doc-
ument Exploitation Center, and furnished to DAD
Saigon. Principal among these documents was a
capy of COSVN Directive 2773, Interpreiations of
this and other documenis, as well as reports of
interrogations of prisoners of war and ralbiers, were
found in DAD reports, studies, and estimates and in
reports originated by the U5 Embassy, Saigon.

Strength and other personnel reports, prepared by
the RVMNAF J-1, and Tornished 1o DAO Saigon,
provided information on EVYNAF desertion and
shseniee rates.

Unclassified reports by the Foreign Brosdeast
Information Service (FHIS) provided quotations
fram the Hano press and radio,

Reports, appraisals, estimates and fact sheets pre-
pared by the Defense Intelligence Agency and
DAD Saigon were used as the basis for information
concerming the NVA lognstical and tactical buildup
in South Yietnam, Finally, translated editions of the
J2A1GS Daily Intelligence Summary and notes re-
tained by the author were used 10 describe certain
mspects of the enemy strategy and general situation.
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Cease-fire Violations

As the posi-cease-fire Murry subsided, activities in
the four military regions began to develop patterns
that persisted through the summer of 1973 As has
been said 50 many times, there were four wars in
South Victnam, a different one in ench military
region.

In Military Region | both sides avoided serious
contact a5 the NVA continued 1o consolidate and
defend its positions and (o construct its major logis-
tical bases in northern Quang Tri and western Thua
Thien Province. The South Vietnumese meanwhile
used arfillery sparingly and ar power not at all in
defending military posis and lines of communication
along the coast.

In Military Region I the opposing sides devel-
oped strong positions around Kontum City, While
the ARWN sought 1o keep NVA forces out of
rocket range of the city and its airficld and (o keep
open Route 14 south to Pleiky, the NVASs new 10th
Division pressed against the ciiy's defenses o the
north and west. Anodher area of contention devel-
oped around the westernmest ARVN outposts of
Mei Mrong and Plei Djereng. The latter was des-
tined notl to survive because it was much too close
to Duc Co, the major NV A logistical base in the
highlands. The Communists also worked to improve
their north-south logistical rowte from the vicinity
of Dak To southward through the Plei Trap Valley
of western Kontum Province. Combat in the castern
part of MR 2 centered primarily in Binh Dinh
Province, where the NVA constantly harassed
South Vietnamese posts, in ihe populated areas and
along lines of communication. The ARVN respond-
ed with sorties into NV A areas in order to deny the
encmy ensy acoess o the coastal lowlands.

In Military Region } the NVA concentrated
agaimst Tong Le Chon, an isolaied ARVN posi
deep in Communisi-controlled northern Tay Minh

Province, located close 1o the Song Saigon, where
the river was still & quiet stream winding through
dense jungle on its way o the South Chins Sea
Exstence of the post had forced the enemy o
detour from preferred logistical cormdors from Tay
Minh into Binh Long Province and southward along
the Saigon River o Binh Duong. The NVA in
March 1973 began a sicge of the post destined 1o last
for a full year. Although action elsewhere in the
region was relatively light, harassment of outlying
hamlets and resettlement aress was constani.

In Military Region 4 the heaviest action centered
in the Seven Mountains area of Chay Doc Province,
where ARVN Rangers were undertaking a slow
and costly campaign 10 destroy the remaining ele-
ments of the NVA"s Ist Division in that mountain
stronghold. Other inlense combal occurred in the
Hong Mgu region along the border close to where
the Mckong River enters South Vietnam from Cam-
bodia. The rest of the region eaxperienced relatively
persistent  harassment of Regional and Popular
Forces outposts and of populated areas.

Relying on information supplied by the RVMNAF
Joint General S1afT (JGS), DAD Saigon began re-
porting statistical and descriptive information on
cease-fire violations, Arbitrary definitions were es-
tablished in order 10 calcgorize hostile action. For
example, a “minor attack by fire” was one in which
X or fewer high explosive rounds hit a fnendly
position or populited ares and in which casualties
were five or less. For attacks of more than 20
rounds or five casualties, the category was a “major
attack by fire” Contacts between ground
were similarly defined as “minor™ if ARVN casual-
ties did not exceed five: as “major,” il casualties
were six or more. RVMNAF ground operations re-
sulting in combat were not reported as Souwh Viet-
namese cease-fire violations. The anitude taken by
reporting officials in the JGS seemed 1o be that the
RYMNAF had the right io be in the particular ares in
which the conflict took place, and any resulting fire-
fight was a violation attributed (0 enemy encroach-
ment on South Vietnamese territory. Similarly,
RVMAF anillery firings into suspected or known
enemy locations were nol reponed as violations.
The ratonale was that the finng was defensive and
in response 1o a clear threat or 10 a8 prior violation
by Comminisl forces. Even though a cerftain
amount of distortion thus erept into the reporting
system and inaccuracies were doubtless present, the
statistics on cease-fire violations provided a general
iea of trends and patterns,

A look at Military Region | reporis, probably the
mosi accurate of those submitted from the feld,
shows a paitern of minor activity so characteristic
of 1 Corps. In the three weeks immediately follow-
ing the cease-fire, during the final phase of Laxp-
CGRAan T3, there were 38 major contacts between op-
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posing forees, bul in the fourih week, 18-24 Febru-
ary 1973, there were only 3. In the 20 weeks from
1B February until 3 July 1973, the weekly average
for major contacis in the region was only 1.25,
Minor conlacts were also ai the lowest level in the
country, with 517 reported between the start of the
cease-fire and 17 February, After that date a down-
ward trend began, so that by the first week of July,
the rate was down o 20 per week, The total in the
20-week period was only 1,107, a weekly average of
55,

The record in Military Eegion | becomes remark-
able when compared with other regions, particular-
ly the delin. Ower B0 minor contacts occurred in
Military Region 4 in the three weeks following the
cease-lire. By July, the weekly rate was still in the
or's; the total for the 20 week period was 2,652, for
o weekly average of over 130, Major contacts also
maintained a kigh level in the delia; during the same
perind, the average was owver 5.3 per week.

Casualties naturally followed a similar trend. In
the three weeks following the cease-fire, about 500
ARVN soldiers died in combat in MR |, compared
to abboat 300 in the delia, The casualties then began
tor taper off in MR 1 until by July only 15 10 20 were
killed in action each week, while the rate remained
high in MR 4 with a weekly total of 30 or more,

The frequency of ground combal in Military
Region 2 was between the low of MR | and the
high experienced in the delia. Three weeks after the
cease-fire and up until 3 July, the average frequency
of major contacts had fallen to 323 per week; the
number of minor contacts during this period was
1,205, an average of 60 per week. 111 Corps forces
had more minor contacts (1,341} but major contacts
were ot the same low level as in MR 1, 1.25 per
week.

The record of attacks by fire was also illustrative
of the general situation and reflected the order of
batthe and the diversity among the four regions. In
the dela, for example, enemy attacks by fire were
frequent, though the rate remained fairly constant
for the first five months afier the cease-fire. This
high rate reflecied the large number of isolated
optposts manned by South Vietnamese ierritonals
which seemed 1o draw fire as candle Mames altract
moths, Since ARVN  artillery wae  deploved
throughout the delia, the customary response o an
enemy mortar or rockel attack (the enemy had no
field guns or howitzers in the delta), was counter-
battery fire. From the cease-fire to 5 July, the JGS
reported over 31900 attacks by fire in Military

w4, 46 percent of the country-wide total,
ARVYN artillery expenditures, partly in response o
enemy fire, also remained fairly consiant afier the
cease-fire, except for the first three weeks when
South Vietnamese gunners fired abour 190,000
rounds {(105-mm. and 15%-mm. howitrer). By the
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first week in July, IV Corps forces in the delia had
expended almost 335000 rounds, o modest 21 per-
cenl of the country-wide tofal.

By disregarding the first three weeks of the cease-
fire, when expenditures were extremely heavy in
Military Region 1, 8 more meaningful representation
of ammumtion usage appears. Over 23 percent of
the artillery ammunition used alter 17 February was
fired in the delia. The consistency of the delta war is
even more dramatically shown by ammumition fig-
ures afier 29 Apnl, when the heavy expenditures in
MR | were sharply reduced. About one-third of the
smmunition fired from 29 April 1o 5 July was ex-
pended in the delia.

As alluded 1o earlier, the high level of comba
during LaxpGran 73 in MR | was revealed in the
statistics on attecks by fire and ammunition expends-
ture. In the first three weeks following the cease-
fire, mone than 46 percent of the enemy's attacks by
fire were directed al turgets in MR 1. Alihough the
rate remained fairly high (second in the country) for
the rest of the period, the share of attacks by fire in
ithe region's | Corps had dropped by 3 July 1o 3
percent. A much more siriking decline occurred
RVMNAF artillery uwsage; in the three weeks follow-
ing the cease-fire, nearly 670,000 rounds were [ired
by 1 Corps forces, almost 50 percent of the country
total; but after 29 April, 1 Corps” ammunition usage
secounted for only 18 percent of that fired country
wide.

Attacks by fire in Military Region 2 were the
lowest in the country, Durning the peniod under
discussion, only BOD attacks by fire were directed at
II Corps forces in the region, 9 percent of the total;
20 percent of these were launched in the first three
weeks of the cease-fire. Ammunition usage was also
the lowest, 430,000 rounds, or 16 percent of the
total. This percentage would have been even lower
hadd it not been for the heavy fires in support of
sttempts (o retake Polei Krong and Trung Nghia in
western Kontum Province in June. ARVMN anillery
fired 62,000 rounds in the four weeks of this action.

Altacks by fire in Military Region 3 were also
relatively low, only 13 percent of the country totil.
Ammunition expenditures refllected that figure:
450,000 rounds for the period, or about 17 percent
of the total, During & briel two-week period, (3-15
Jume), however, the region™s gunmers fired 57,000
rounds supporting an unsuccessful altack to open
Route 13 from Lai Khe o0 Chon Thanh, This repre-
sented 57 percent of the shells fired from 29 April 1o
5 July.

The Threat to Saigon

The attempt in June 1973 1o open Rowte 13 was

symptomatic of o sirategic malady from which the
ARYVN in Military Region 3 suffered throughout
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the months following the Mguyen Hue offensive up
until the final capitulation. In an attempt to get more
depth in the defense, the ARVN had maintained
positions and outposts deep in territories which, if
not under firm enemy control, were nevertheless
subject 1o casy enemy interdiction with minimum
forces. In strong positions guarding the western,
northern, and eastern approaches to Saigon, the
ARVN held in good order and in strength sufficient
to repel any enemy offensive, asuming no signifi-
cant reinforcement of Communist forces. The south-
ern approsches were adequately protected by the
dispositions of IV Corps around My Tho, and no
sizable threat could develop in the Rung Sat. the
cxtensive mud and mangrove delta of the Saigon
and Dong Nai Rivers.

The defensive anc wad aevertheless guite elose o
the capital. In the northwestern secior al Cu Chi the
25th ARVN Division was only 25 kilometers from
Tan Son Nhut airbase. Although only one regiment
was usually kept in the Cu Chi area, substantial
territorial Forces gave density and depth to the
defenses there. Since this was perhaps the most
likely approach to Saigon for armor, extensive anti-
tank ditches were dug near strong points, The 25th
kept one regiment st Tay Minh West and the other
in the Khiem Hanh-Tri Tam-Baoi Loi triangle. Al-
though inside contested territory, these dispositions
afforded cssential depth to the defense. The trouble
was that the enemy often excrcised his capability 1o
mterdict the tenvously held routes to the outposts,
50 that major operations were frequently required to
run the resupply convoys, and increasingly heavy
burdens were placed on aenal resupply.

The enemy crowded the ARVN defenses with
local battalions, as well as main lorce regiments.
Contact was virtually constant in the Ho Bo and
Boi Loi areas north of Cu Chi, but an even more
serious threat developed in the Long Nguyen, a
heavily wooded, long-time enemy base aren in the
gap between Cu Chi and the Sth ARVN Division at
Lai Khe. The fth NVA Division pushed ino this
area (rom its bases in the Michelin and Minh Thanh
plantations and was soon threatening lightly held
territorial positions on the northern leg of the so-
called lron Triangle: Rach Bap, Base 82, and An
Drien.

An appreciation of the seriousness with which an
enemy salient in the Iron Trinngle had to be viewed
can be gained from the following: First, the south-
ern veriex of the Triangle, opposite the village of
Phu Hoa and at the confluence of the Saigon and
Thi Thien Rivers, s only 26,500 meters from the
rutways of Tan Son Nhut and Bien Hoa airbases,
and maximum range of the 130-mm. feld gun is
26,700 meters. Second, a successiul crossing of the
Thi Thien River below Ben Cat would solate the
Sth Division at Lai Khe, probably result in eliminat-
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ing the defenses in front of the Binh Duong Prov-
ince seat at Phu Cuong, and place enemy forces ina
position for & rapid move into Saigon.

The lick of contiguous depih to the defense was
much more apparent and had more immediale and
serious consequences in the center sector where the
NV A in the Mguyen Hue offensive had taken Loc
Minh, the district town north of the Binh Long
Province seat of An Loc. Although the garrison at
An Loc withstood the seige, destroying dozens of
tanks and entire battalions in the process, eliminat-
ing the immediate threat 1o Binh Duong Province
and Saigon, and providing a much needed psycho-
logical boost, the South Vietnamese were left with a
large, critical base that could be supplied only by
helicopter.

A similar problem existed southwest of the An
Loc perimeter where af Tong Le Chon the enemy's
sicge by 25 March had begun in eamest. Soon after
that date all resupply had o be parachuted, evacua-
tion became almost impossible, and bombardment
wir almost eontinuous. Helicopters could not land
without prohibitive risk, and the NV A antiaircraft
positions around the camp became so dense that
even approsch by helicopter became almost impos-
sible. In a l6-weck period bheginning on 25 March,
the NVA conducted almost 300 atincks by fire
against the camp, expending over 13,000 moriar,
rschket, and artillery rounds. There were also 11
ground attacks and at least 9 attempts by sappers to
infiltrate defenses. The NV A supporied the attacks
with psychological bombardments, promising over
loud-speakers 1o afford the defenders safe passage
out of the camp and appealing to the camp com-
mander (o lead his men out.

As of the first week in July, the total strength of
the 92d Ranger Battalion inside the camp and two
close-in oulposts was 224 officers and men, of
whom 34 were out of sction because of wounds or
illngss. Total casualties for the period were 16
killed, 4 seriously wounded, and 192 lightly wound-
ed or sick, including some with beri beri and malar-
ia, Despite isolatbon and deferiorating morale, the
ranger battalion nevertheless held fast and during
those 16 weeks counted 36 enemy soldiers killed and
10 individusl weapons captured, including an anti-
aircrafl machine gun, and claimed destruction of
one enemy 103-mm. howitzer.

During the 16-week period, the VNAF flew over
3,000 sorthes supporting this linle camp, The planes
dropped more than three hundred 400-pound bun-
dles of food and other supplies, of which 134 were
recovered by the defenders while the remainder fell
inte enemy hands.

The besieging force consisted ai first of o battal-
ion of the 2715t Regiment, %th NV A Division, later
replaced by a battalion of the 201st Independent
NVA Regiment. Also included in the forces sur-
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rounding Tong Le Chon were a baitalion each of
the 42d and 2715t NVA Antmircraft Regimenis of
the 69th Artillery Group and firing batteries of the
28th NVA Artillery Battalion, the latter equipped
with 130-mm. field guns.

South of the An Loc perimeter on Natiomal
Route 13, was another solated garrson at Chon
Thanh. Although regiments of the 5th ARVN Divi-
sion were rotated in and owt of Chon Thanh, the
basic defense was the responsibility of termitonals
and rangers. A softie out of the camp in early June
by the Tith Infantry, 5th ARVN Division, pro-
pressed only five or six kilomelers before being
stopped with moderate cosualties, This was an un-
successiul amtempl to link up with the Sth Infantry
attacking north ouwl of the advanced base at Bauw
Bang, north of Lai Khe, Chon Thanh remained cut
ofl for the rest of the war. An outpost at Chi Linh,
southeast of the An Loc perimeter on the Song Be
River, also required helicopter resupply.

Mortheast of An Lo, a jungle-cloaked peak rises
700 meters out of the rolling woods, plantations, and
farms of the Dong MNai terrace. [ts beautiful, sym-
metrical cone shading Phuoc Binh, provincial sem
of Phuoc Long Province, can be seen on clear days
from Saigon. On some maps Phuoc Binh is labeled
Song Be for the swift-flowing river thal curves
around the north base of the mountain. A military
garmson was located at an airsirip near Phooc Binh,
This province headquarters was in no way integral
i the defenses of Saigon; s importance was eaclu-
sively political in that throughout the war, the
South Vietnamese could sull claim possession of all
province capitals.

Until the NVA Phuoe Long offensive of Decem-
ber 1974, Phuoc Binh could be reached by road
from Kien Duc, in Quang Duc Province (o the
northeast, although the roote was long and circu-
itous: from Nha Trang to Ban Me Thuot, thence to
Gin Mghia and over o Kien Duc, then west to
Phuoc Binh. Route 14 was kept open by troops
posted at Duc Phong, about half the distance be-
tween Kien Duc and Phuoe Binh. Road travel was
also possible with some risk south from Duc Phong
to o small outpost at the Bunard planiation, but not
beyond. The ARVN was unable o open Route 14
north of Don Luan {also known as Dong Xoai) after
mid-March, although one convoy managed 1o get
through an ambush on Rouie 1A and make it 1o
Song Be. Even when interdictions of Route 1A
south of the regimental base camp at Phuoc Vinh
{called Phu Giso by the ARYN) became common,
the ARVN managed to keep 1A open 1o Phuoc
Vinh most of the time, but not to Don Luan, which
became totally dependent on aerial resupply.

The situation in the eastern sector was different,
there being no isolated areas dependent on airlifi for
supply or evacoation and all major roads being
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open. Civilian and commercial s well as military
traflic moved without escort on Roulte 20 o and
from the mountain resort and gardens of Dalan.
Mational Route | was open for all traffic o the
coastal 1own of Phan Thiet, and Highway 15 was
open 10 the beaches at Vung Tau, The 18th ARVN
Diivisson, with territorials in suppart, had no serious
difficultics with the NV A's 33d and 274th Regi-
ments in Long Khanh and Phuoc Tuy Provinees,
although these main forces and some local wnits
madde travel harardous on lnlerprovincial Rowte 2
from Xuan Loc 10 Ba Ria. Constant patrolling was
also necessary 10 protect traffic on Interprovincial
Route 23 between Dat Do and Xuyen Moc in
southern Phuoe Tay.

The Cambodian Connection

The main ship channel of the great Mekong River
empties into the South China Sea oppaosite the pon
city of Vung Tau. Convoys of tugs and barges for
Phnom Penh marshalled there for the slow tow (o
Tam Chau, 1530 miles up the brown river, just short
of the crossing ino Cambodia. All of the heavy
tonnage comprising U.S. assistance to Cambodin—
mosily ammunition, Meels, and rice—had to go this
way since the Communists had closed off Phnom
Penh from Cambodian ocecan poris. The border
areas of South Vieinam's Kien Phong, Chau Doc,
and Kien Giang Provinces, as well as the southern
reaches of the sdjscent Cambodian Provinces of
Prey Veng, Kandal, Takeo and Kampot, had long
been wsed by the NVA and VC for base arcas and
lines of communication. The NVA in early 1973 had
up to 11 regiments in Cambodin, all used in South
Vietnam excepl for 3 or 4 deploved against Cambo-
dian Government forces.

The siivation that developed in this border area
wis unigue snd was due 1o the interaction of a
number of factors: American efforts 10 keep the
convoys moving; the NVA S attempts 1o stop them;
the ARVN's support of the convoy effort as well as
ifs determination o prevent Communist main force
incursions and infiltration of supplies and men into
Vietnam; the NV A's persistent commitmeni to keep
the lines of communication open through Cambodin
into South Vietnam; and finally, the peculiar harass-
ment the Cambodian Communist units inflicted on
the supply lines and depots of their NVA allies,
While this Inst factor appeared (o have little lasting
effect on NWVA effectivensss in South Vietnam,
there was evidence of serious incidents which doubt-
less required the NVA to divent troops that could
otherwise have been devoled 1o more productive
achivity.

The river town of Hong Ngu, where the Hong
Mgu tributary Mows into the Mekong, became the
focal point of the NVA's attacks to clear impedi-



The Third Indochina War: The Firt Half-Year

45

Map 7

ments to infiliration and interdict the Mekong con-
voys ns they moored at the Vietnamese Navy Base
of Tan Chau before churning on into Cambodia. In
March, the NV A concentrated above Hong Ngu in
Cambodia the 207th Regiment, 6th NV A Division;
the 174th Regiment, $th NV A Division; the 272d
Regiment (detached from the %th NVA Division,
which remained in the area of Minh Thanh and
Michelin plantation of South Vietnam's Military
Region 1) and elements of the 75th Artillery
Group. With the 207th leading, supported by artil-
lery, the Morth Vietnamese attacked from Prey
Veng Province, Cambodia—NVA base area 74—
toward Hong Ngu. Not only did they meet immedi-
ate heavy resistance, but their rear area was pound-
ed by B-52'% and tectical bombers. The US. air
effort in support of the Cambodian campaign 1o
clear the Mekong banks from the Victnam border 1o
Phoom Penh was in full swing. (Map 7)

Benefitx io ihe ARVN defemse of Hong Ngu and
Tan Chau were substantial. Several relisble reporis
told of heavy cosualtics and damage 1o the NVA'
siorage arcas. One B-352 sirike on 23 Apnl 1971
north of the border between the Mekong and the
Hong Ngu stream probably caught a large portion
of the attacking force. Survivors reported secing

impressed civilians carrying the bodies of more than
100 NVA soldiers from the area. Many bunkers
were destroved, and the scent of death was heavy in
the air.

In mid-April, the ARVN 15th Infaniry, 9th Di-
sion, together with the 2d Armored Cavalry Squad-
ron and a Regional Forces Group, counteraltacked.
Although casualties were heavy, excellent VNAF
and Victnamese MNavy support helped enable the
ARVMN iroops to clear the east bank of the Mekong
from Hong Ngu to the Cambodian frontier. Not
only was coniral of this stretch of the nver never
again seriously threatened, but also the threst inflict-
ed heavy casualtics and dealt a damaging blow 1o
enemy morale. By the end of May, one banalion of
ihe 207th NV A Regiment had only 100 men. By the
d4th of Moy, when the Hong Ngu fghting had
wound down 1o intermittent small contacts and lighs
shellings, 422 enemy dead had been counted, while
ARVN casualties were ¥ killed, 743 wounded, and
16 missing.

Civiian casualties in the action were by far the
highest since the cease-fire, over 300, of which 80
were killed by NVA anillery. Almosi 300 houses
were destroyed by enemy fire. [n the second week
of Apnl alone 123 high-explosive 122-mm. rockets
slammed into Hong Ngu.
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Sparring in the Highlands

The sitsation in regard 1o solated outposts was
much the same in Military Region 2 as in Maliary
Region 3. There was a decp but fragile arc of
oulposis manned by ranger border defense battal-
jons and territorials estending north from Kontsm
City, and onec isolated border camp, Plei Djereng.
west of Pleiku, All had o be supplied by air.

Mang Buc, just inside Kontum Provinee on the
border with Quang Ngai Province, was north of
K.ontum with no usable road in-between. Southwest
of Mang Bue, over ridges rising (o 2,100 meiers, was
Dak Tao, the only remaimng posation along Route 14
marth of Konium still held by the RVNAF, and Dak
To itsell was of litthe concern to the North Vietnam-
ese because they were building a new highway that
woul] bypass the camp on the west. South of Mang
Buc and northesst of Konlum was the isolated camp
of Chuong Nghia {also known as Plateau Gi). It too
posed no particular problem for the North Vieinam-
s singe they built & road bypassing it (Map &)

West of Pleiku, on ihe slopes of the high plateau
above the valley of the Se San River, was Camp Le
Minh at the village of Plei Djereng. This post posed
a different problem for the NV A, It was on the edge
of a base area being expanded from Due Co. 1t was
abio on Rowle 309 leading directly o Pleiku. And n
was asthide the Route 14 comples thai wss under
construction and would eventually link Khe Sanh in
Quang Tri Province with the Bu Dop-Loc Ninh
logistical center north of Saigon. For the ARVN
the problem was familiar: only & major operation
could open Route 309 from Pleiku 1o Plei Dhjereng,
and the forces for that were not available. Thus Le
Minh had 10 be supplied by air.

The most important ARYN tasks in the Konfum-
Pleiku defense were 10 keep the enemy from closing
Highway 14 between the two citics, prevent NVA
artillery from mterdicting Pleiku Air Base or hitting
the military logistical centers in the area, and keep
Highway 14 open to Ban Me Thuot and Highway
19 apen through the Mang Yang Pass. The western
trace of the defense, which lefi much of the terrain
uncovered, was anchored in Thanh An District on
Highway 19 abour midway between the junction of
Highways 19 and 14 and the NVA' base a1 Duc
Co, From Thanh An, the trace wenl north bending
in toward Highway 14.

The forward positions west of Kontum were just
east of Polei Krong and the adjacent village of
Trung Nghin near the confluence of the Dak Bla
and Krong Poko rivers. The NVA had attacked
Polen Krong and Trung Nghia during the cease-fire
landgrab and still occupied Polei Krong, which it
appeared determined 1o hold, not only 10 provide s
good point of depariure for an attack on Kontum
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but also becawse Polel Krong was astnde one of the
best north-south lines of commumication. This area
became the scene of some of the heaviest lghting in
Miliary Region 2 durning the sumpwr and carly
autumn of 1973, Southwest of Kontum, on Three
Points Moontmn (Hill 70 overlooking Provincial
Route 3B and the Dak Bla River, was the isolated
ourtpost of Dol Ba Cham, accessible anly by helicop-
ter,

In mid-May, VNAF acrial observers saw 1wo
P30-mm. guns bemg moved into position northwest
of Kontum. Prmanly  through agent  seponis,
ARVN intelhigence oficers learned of NV A plans
o wse artillery against ARVN amillery batteries in
the Kontum City area. Shortly aflerwards, heavy
attacks by fire hit the ARVN fire bases and posi-
tions of the 334 Infantry Regiment, 23d ARV
Drivision, morthwest of the ciy on Eo Goo Hill and
Bases ™ oand R, Two NVA ground attacks against
Doi Ba Cham were repubsed. Artillery boimbard-
ments by the NVA's 4lih Arillery Regiment, em-
ploying 130-mm. gun and 122-mm. rocket fire, con-
tinued against forward ARVYN positions and artil-
lery batteries during the first week of June, while
elements of the Ith NVA Division conducied
ground probes against three forward ARVN posi-
tions. On 7 June, a major anack by bartalicas of the
6bth Regiment, 10th NVA Division, and the 24th
Independent MW A Regiment, supported by ai least
I0 T-54 tanks and by fire from 130-mm. guns and
[22-mm. rockets, struck ARVN posanons at Trung
Mghia and Polen Krong. The attack drove a regional
force battalion and elemenis of the 44th ARVN
Regiment from their positions, alfording the NV A
control of positions 17 kilometers west of Kontum
City.

Even as the Ikh NVA Division was pressing
hard against the Kontum perimeter, the 320th NV A
Division was irying (o force contraction of the
ARVN defenses west of Pleiku as well as those
protecting Highway 14 north of the oy, In early
May, ARVN intelligence learned that at least one
batialion of the #5-B Regiment, |0ih MY A Divisson,
had moved oul of the Chu Peo Pass area and into a
base near Plen Monoun, just south of the Yah Falls,
there 1o prepare for attacks on the ARVN ranger
base a1l Ples Mrong.

In late March a more serious situation was devel-
oping i Thanh An district on Highway 19 where
clements of the 32th Division began moving from
Duc Co oward the ARVN base at Thanh Giao. In
the first week of Apnl, the defenders were pounded
by 18 separate bombardments and beat off five
major ground amacks, although an owier defense
perimeter was forced (o pull back. Examination of
shell fragmenis disclosed the presence of 130-mm.
guns and 120-mm. mortars, It was obviows that the
NV A wanted more buffer space east of Duc Co.
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VINAF's acrial observers saw a new compound of
M buildings being erected near the airficld, and
photos disclosed extensive new road construction
VMNAF bombers attacked a crossing on the Se San
River, which forms the Cambodian border at this
point, and destroyed 13 mediom fermies while
ARVN's aggressive defense at Thanh Giao caused
the NV A to back off for & few weeks.

By 1 May the 120th Diviston's &4th Regiment
wis bivouacked north of Thanh Giso and the 48th
remained to the south. Mevertheless, no significant
attacks took place, and the ARVN 4Tth Regiment,
12d Dhvision, having moved from Binh Dinh Prov-
ince, stiffensd the defenses in Thanh An Dhistrict.

The RVMNAF Il Corps Commander, Maj. Gen,
Mguyen Van Toan, could deploy the 4Tth Regiment
to reinforce Pleiku with confidence that the 23d
Division could control the situation in Bmh Dinh
without it. Over a year having passed since the 22d
wits badly mauled in Kontum, the division was well
on the way (o recovery. In northern Binh Dinh the
division nibbled &l enclaves seized by the Commu-
nists in January, finding that the NVA 3d Division
was barely effective. The 12th NV A Regiment was
in western Tam Quan District, and the 2d and 215t
Regiments had pulled out of Hoai Nhon to refit and
receive replscements west of the An Lao River in
Hoai An District. The hghting strength of the
encmy battalions was probably under 200 men cach.
Having lost heavily in Lasngran 73 and in posi-
cense-fire engagements, the division’s morale, as
well as its strengih, was at o low point, while the
ARV 22d Davision was gaining strength and ap-
peared to be imbued with the confidence and drive
of its commander, Brig. Gen, Phan Dinh Niem. In
any gvent, with the 6th Ranger Group operating in
Tam Quan District, the 4th and 42d Regiments in
Hoai Nhon, and the 41st Regiment in Phu My, the
22d ARVN Division as mid-summer approached
controlled the main lines of communication and
populated coastal regions of Binh Dinh Province.

The South Vietnamewe owtnumbered the NWVA
and VT forces in Military Region 2. The ARV
22d and 23d Divisions had a total of seven regi-
ments tn Binh Dinh, Kontum, and Pleiku Province.
There were also the 2d Ranger Group, detached
from Il Corps, and baiialions of ithe Tih Rangers
from IV Corps. In all there were 18 Ranger battal-
ions in MR 2 in the summer of 1973 On the other
side of the ledger, the enemy had his 3d, 10dh, and
32h Divisions, the first two with three regiments
and the third with two, The NVA also had four
separate regiments and as many as 40 andersirength
independent battalions but total enemy combat
strength in MR 2 was probably under 30,000, The
MNVA pevertheless demonstrated at Trung Mhin and
Polel Krong an ability 1o concentrate the forces
required af a vulnerable objective to achieve lempo-

rary success. On the other hand, the enemy Guled 10
concentrate against any decisive objectives in Pleiku
of Binh Dinh Provieces, even thoogh the RVNAF
wits spreasd thinly throaghout the corps area. The
activity in MR 2 during the carly summer of 1973
illustrated a perennial truth abowt main  force
combat success and failure in Vietnam: despite over-
all numerical and qualitative inferiority, the NVA
could concentrate (orces, achieve temporary fire
and mancuver supenionty, attack with some degree
of tactical surprise, and overwhelm local RVMNAF
delenses,

Logisties and Infiltration

By the end of June, ot least three NV A transpora-
tion regiments were moving supplies along the
northern section of Highway 14 from the Khe Sanh
arca into the A Shau Valley, At least three major
storage depots were moved out of Laos into Sowth
Vietnam, probably 1o be located in the new High-
way |4 arca. As much as 10000 short tons of
supplies were moved info the B-3 front and NVA
Military Region 4 during June. This amount was
evidently part of the cstimated 30,000 short tons
which crossed the DMZ inio Cuang T during the
first wecks after the cease-fire. The Highway 14
network inside South Vietnam would, when com-
pleted, provide an alternate 1o much of the Ho Chi
Minh Trail in Laos. Significantly, when the roads in
the southern Laos panhandle were washed oul in
the southwest monsoon, the Route 14 net in the
northern highlands of South Vietnam would be dry
and trafficable.

Enemy logistical developments received close at-
tention at DAQ and by the J1 of RVNAF. A
competent intelligence estimate, employing conser-
valive criteria, concluded that os of the end of May
1973, the NV A had moved supplics into Laos and
South Victnam in sufficient quantities fo suppor
offensive operations in South Vietnam at the 1972
{31 March 72-January T3) level for 13 1o 18 months
and that these supplics would be sufficient to begin a
similar offensive by July 1973, Replacements, how-
ever, had not yet been received in the numbers
required 10 bring combat unils up to the strengihs
preferred by the NVA for lsunching an offensive.

From Januwary throagh June, 65,000 replacements
armived in South Vietnam. This compared to over
92,000 during the same period of 1972, Even when
reassigned ex-prisoners of war were added to the
totals, a picture of understrength enemy units re-
maincd. The RYMAF JGS had estimated encmy
casualties during 1972, killed, permanently disabled,
or died of wounds, at over 178,000, Even il gener-
out sdjustments were made for posuble exaggera-
tions, there was no guestion but thar losses were
extremely heavy amnd an estimated 19000 more
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enemy soldiers were permanenily put out of action
during the first six monihs of 1973, Thus the encmy
still had some catching up 1o do in regard 1o re-
placements (RVNAF losses were also heavy in 1972
with over 40,000 killed. Although much lower than
those incurred during the Nguyen Hue offensive,
casualtics in the first half of 1973 were subsiantial:
15,800 killed, 5,000 desd from non-combat causes,
73,700 wounded in action, and 16,000 injured from
noncombal canses. )

Giuns and tanks were also moving south. A rea-
sonable estimate, proved sccurate by information
pcquired subsequently, was that the NVA  hod
brought about 180 pew 122-mm. and 130-mm. guns
inte South Vietnam since January 1973, and that
ahoui hall of these went o COSVN with the resi to
Military Region 5 and the B-3 Front. About 250
new tanks alwo entered the country, also going to
COSVN with smaller equal shares 1o the B=3 Fromt
and MR 5.

The SA-T *“Strella™

Amid the remarkable increase in NV A antiair-
craft strength in South Vietnam the gravest threat
o VMAF planes, particularly in the southern part
of the country, was ithe SA-7 hand-held missile.
From the cease-fire until the end of June, there were
23 reported SA-7 attacks on YMNAF aircrafi, 8 of
which shot down the planes. The following tabuala-
tion gives the date / province / aircraft and resuli:

4 P ¢ Quang Tiri & A7, destroyed

5 Feh # Dink Twong / LTH-1H, miced

I Mar / Dinh Toosg £ A-TH, miceed

1 ddar ¢ Diinh Tuosg & AC-) 19, meissed

1 &dar / Mink Doong # UH- 1, missd

s Mlwr # Dink Toomg & UH: 1. missed

M Mar ¢ Diinh Tuong / A-17, enissed

13 Mar / Tay Nanh # CH-4T, missed

24 Mar # An Xujyom / LH-), missed

28 Mar / Benh Loag £ A-TH, destroyed, pilot masing
28 Mur / Bish Long / AC-11%, missed

% Maw /' Binh Long £ A-1TH, destroged, pelil mnasing
29 Max # Bmh Lomg / F.5A, destroyed, pilol mosing
T Ape / Cmang Tri # UH-1 (FOCS), destroyed, 7 killed
b Apr # Tay Nink # L-19, missed

20 Apr / Kien Phong / A- 10, destroyed

20 Apr ¢ Kien Hoa / UH-1, destroyed. | killed, 1 wosndid
H Apr / Kion Plong # L-19, evised

K Apr # Kien Phong # L. 19, mviaed

E May ¢ Tay Mimh / LU'H-1H, missed

3} Jun / Tay Nink #/ CHAT, destroyed, § kifled

15 Jwn # Tay Nink & UH-1H ftwa), miosed

The concentration of firings and successful ar-
tacks in Binh Long Province reflected the intemsity

of the VMNAF air support provided during the effort
to relieve the sicge of Tong Le Chon. The rather
low ratio of successful lrngs—slightly better than
one oul of three—was attributable in large degree to
effective countermeasures adopted by the VNAF,
As the SA-T was fired, it had a distinctive fMash
which could often be seen from the air, followed by
o characlerisiic smoke and vapor trail. With aitack
aircrafl flying in pairs, one or the other of the pilats
might see the missile coming and take or direct
evasive action. High-energy flares were sometimes
tossed out or mechanically ejected, frequently caus-
ing the missile’s heat-seeker (o lock on and track the
flare and burst a harmless distance from the planc.
Helicopler crews were also alert 1o watch for mis-
siles, and in order to reduce infrared emissions, UH-
| helicopters were modified. The hot-spot on the
fuselnge below the main rotor was shiclded and the
exhaust diverted upwards by means of an elbow
attached o the tailpipe, But regardless of these
maxderately effective measures, the result of this
contesi between air and ground was an esvironment
that forced reconnaissance and attack aircrafl above
optimum operating altitudes and virtually eliminated
the employment of large helicopier formations.

As the NVA was preparing for the sssault on
Trung Mghia in Konlum, as NV A regiments were
meaking their fuile but bloody attempts o continue
the attack out of Cambodia into Hong Ngu, and as
the nng was being drawn ever more tightly around
Tong Le Chon, the diplomats were meeting again in
Paris 10 assert once more the desire of all parties for
a real cease-fire and a lasting peace in Vietnam. The
communique that ssued from the conference
marked the beginning of a period which in Saigon
was called “Cease-fire 11"

Mote on Sources

Statistical information on cease-fire violations was
principally derived from DAO Saigon Quarterly
Assessmients. March and June, 1971 The RVMAFS
JGS reports on this subject were the primary source
uwsed by DAD in publishing its Quarterly Assess-
ments. The general situation prevalling in the coun-
iry during this period was described with reference
o DA, DAO, Saigon, U.S. Embassy and J2/JGS
reports, studhes, and asseasments. Particulsrly help-
ful in this regard were the contributions of Gen.
Phan Dinh Miem, commander of the ARVN 224
Infantry Division, who filled in many blanks and
corrected some erroncous data concerming the ac-
tivities and deployment of his division and other
forces in the highlands and in Binh Dinh.
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dune-August

The third Indoching war reached a milestone of
sorts on 13 June 1973 when the four parties to the
original agreement got together in Paris and issued a
communique calling upon themselves to observe the
provisions of the 28 January cease-fire. The commu-
mique was followed by a decline in combal activily
that reached the lowest level since the briel hiatus
following the LaspGrar campaign, but this pause
wiis also temporary. The United States then shored
up ils commitment o Vietnam by assigning one of
its toughest, most experienced diplomats, Graham
Martin, to be Ambassador in Saigon. Meanwhile,
members of the Canadian delegation to the ICCS
began making preparations fo  leave Vieinam,
having announced on 29 May that they had come to
supervise a ccase-fire but instead were observing a
war. The Canadians had had no illusions concerning
the Feasibility of their task, They gave it the best
they could, eénduring considerable hardships and
dangers, and sufTering casualties in the barguin,

Dr. Kissinger held a press conference in Paris in
which he released the text of the joint communique
o take effect ot noon on 15 June. His questioners
were justifiably skeptical, and Dr, Kissinger barely
concealed his own doubts:

Wl wan sagned today is an ampdification and & comsobidaison of
the onginal agreemenl. I & nol & new agreemsend. . . it & oEr
bape that by wikal has been dose today a significamt siep has been
akewm in il consolidation af pesce B Victnam and ndochina.
the kiory of Indochine B replote with agresments and joint
declarations. | am poi marve encagh 10 pretend 10 you that the
mere fact of having again agreed o ceriasn words i Escll
pasfamiors prace; bt [ owill sleo sy that since all panties have
warked s seriowdly for the past three weeln, we have every
hope that they will maich this effore with performance and
therefore there is fresh hope, and we hope & mew spanl in the
implementation of the agreement, which in itell b masniainod
| Dejartmeint of Skade Mullerin, July 9, 1071, T |

The communigue would have no lasting effect
because it had no power of enforcement behind it It
contained no requirement that North Vietnam aban-

don its fundamental objective; neither did it promise
sanctions against any party that chose to ignore its
provisions. Perhaps, viewed from Saigon, i1 pro-
vided some resson (0 hope that South Victnam
could count on encugh ULS. support to continue the
defense of the couniry.

There was naturally high interest in Saigon about
what effect the communique would have on the
level of combat. For the reporting offices of the
Defense Attache Office, notably the Operations Di-
vision, 15 June marked the beginning of & new
reporting period: “Cense-fire I1.” Based on sinfistics
collected from South Vietnam's JGS and reported
as indicators of combal activity, some resiraing was
imposed by both sides during the first week of
Cease-fire 1L Table 4 illustrates general declines in
activity, comparing the period from 10 June 1o noon
om the 15th (only § 1/2 days) with the period from
noon on the 15th through the 2151,

Fifteen instances of incressed activity, indicated
by asterisks, occurred in the period following
Cease-fire 1. Linle significance can be attached to
any of these instances, except 10 note that Military
Region | reported a sharp increase in “incoming
artillery™ and sl regions except Military Region 3
reporied an increase in “Triendly killed-in-action.”™
There was an abrupt decline in RVNAF offensive
indicators in MR X “Artillery rounds fired™” were
372 down from 38745, and there were no
"WMAF sortiecs flown,” compared 1o 236 the pre-
ceding period. Cease-fire 11 appeared to have the
leasi effect, on both sides, in Mililary Region 4
Changes were small in most calegories.

Enrly Assessmenis

The military intelligence community in Victnam
collected considerable information about an enemy
builldup but few signs that a major offensive was
imminent. Instead, it was faced with contrary, or at
least ambivalent, data emphasizing the so-called po-
litical struggle and claiming adherence to the cease-
fire, At the end of July, the Intelligence Branch of
DAD noted that construction on the NVA's new
logistical corridor inside South Vietnam, Route 14,
was conlinuing, that the pipeline was being ex-
tended, and that ammunition shipmenis into South
Vietnam were ot a high level, But ithese preparations
notwithstanding, no new offensive was seen in the
offing. The RVMNAF 12 had independently reached
similar conclusions in a study showing considernble
undersianding of the sinuation and of enemy capa-
balities and intentions.

About a month and a hall before Cease-fire 11, the
Pressdent of Sowth Vietnam, Nguven Van Thicu,
discussed his personal estimate with the cabinet
The gist of his remarks, which reached the Ameri-
can Embassy, corresponded to the view held there
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TAELE 4: COMBAT LEVFL INDICATORS, JUHE 19732

Indicator ME 1 MR 2 HR 2 MR &4
10=15 15=21 10=15 15-21 10=15 15-21 10=15 15-71
Jun Jun Jun Jun Jun Jun Jun Jun
Incidents 114 93 a9 T0 144 a7 349 267
Ka jor 16 ek 13 10 10 B 38 25
Minor 59 0 21 16 Rl 33 178 125
Major contacts 3 1 2 3 0 n -] 2
Minor contacts 36 Lo B3 1 B0 S8 127 115
Incoming arty 1696 2210% 551 528 Lyh 27 1800 1428
Founds arty 12280 55O 14762 11144  3ETUS 712 27186 22038
fired
VNAF sorties 132 il 05 232 b2 2H5 ThH ays
scheduled
VNAF sorties 14 3 137 L 236 i un n
lown
Friendly killed 19 I 16 14% nl L 5¢ TO=
Friendly 112 114% 123 123 105 kg 215 270
wounded
Enemy killed 74 19 173 127 31 11 174 133
Enemy wounded 0 1# 2 1 0 P B 0
Civilians killed &8 15# 1 e 6 2 17 15
Civilians 9 11% 1 1 3 T# 50 12
wounded

#Inocreased activity.

L]
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that the Communisis were nof hikely 1o attack in
strengih dunmg 1973 Thieu sasd that the Commu-
nists would enjoy the best advantage if they would
want until near the end of President Nizxon's term 1o
launch their offensive. He believed they would not
move sooner realizing that President Nixon would
intervene in the defense of South Vietnam.

The trony of what President Thicu sasd would
niol become appareni [or many months. He could
not have known that two days later Mixon would
“accept full responsibility™ for the Watergate affair
and dismiss his four closest political advisers. Mei-
ther could he have predicted that Nixon would
leave office 15 months later. The Communists also
wierte undoubledly surprised by the palitical turmail
in Washington and would not be quite ready by the
time ol Mixon's departure in August 1974 o begin
the final drive. In the summer of 1973, almost every-
one on the scene—Communists, South Vietnamese,
and Amencans—could agree on three things: the
Communists were nol ready for a new olfensive;
they were incapable of resuming guerrilla warfare;
and the nature and tempo of military activity in
support of the political struggle would remain about
the same for the balance of the yvear. In fact, some
analysis were exiending their predictions of relative
gquiescence well into 1974

Communist resolutions and military directives cir-
culating among troops in South Victnam in the
summer of 1973 refterated and expanded the general
guidance of COSVN Resolutions 2 and 3. As cor-
roborated by the interrogation of ralliers, these doc-
uments seemed (o direct a holding action in the
South while the armed forces were reconstituted
and strengthened, They admitted to a present inakbil-
ity 1o pursue successfully a large-scale offensive, bul
expressed confidence and pride in the preparations
ander way—the system of roads, pipelines, airfields,
and refurbished main forces—that would offer them
this option in the near future. Although their propa-
ganda carried oo hint, by late summer the Commu-
nists had abandoned the illusion that there could
ever be a political settlement, or a tripartite council,
or an clection that would serve their parposes. The
summer of 1973 found the Communist leadership as
well as the common soldiers badly demoralized.
Peace had not come as promised, the battleficlds
were still very dangerous, and the RVNAF were
showing strength nearly everywhere, Although the
South Vietnamese knew the US Congress had
voled that American bombing in Cambodia would
stop on 13 August, they also heard Pressdent Nixon
say that on the day the last UV.S. bomb fell in
Indochina he would “work with the Congress in
order 1o lake appropriate action if Morth Vieinpm
mounts an offensive which jeopardizes stability in
Indochina and threatens o overturn the settlements
reached after so much sacrifice by so many for so

long.” The South Vietnamese, however, could not
know that Ninon's vice-presadent would be foroced
to resign in disgrace within two monihs, thar Mixon
had already lost all his ability o work with the
Congress concerning Vietnam, and that he would
be out of oflice himsell within a year,

Ok 4 July 1973 the enemy's South Vietnam Liber-
ation Army Baved a directive for the conduct of the
struggle in the second half of the year. Signed by
Maj. Gen. Tran Do, the army’s Deputy Political
Officer, it was essentinlly an exhortation o bolster
sagging morale among the cadre. The cadre was
told that a greal advaniage had been won through
the terms of the cease-fire but that efforts must be
recloubled, particularly in proselyting, if final victo-
ry was o be grasped. Furthermore, all cadre would
have to work toward modernization of the Liber-
ation Army and correct such tendencies as “paci-
fism, nghusm and passivism.” Local military units
would be strengthened and their combat efficiency
improved. Ancther order, COOSVN Directive 934,
turned up in Long An Province in August. Dated
the Tth, it recognized the “new opporfunities™ af-
forded by the joint communique of 13 June. The
United States, according 1o COSVMN, had been
forced 1o abandon its previous policies with regard
to Vietnam and would probably not intervens again
militarily. Meanwhile, the Liberation Forces would
consolidate and rebuild and encirele South Viet-
namese controlled areas. These resolutions Tollowed
on the beels of To Huo's visit in May during which
COSVN's propaganda and (Iraining cadre was
roundly criticized for inefliciency in carrying out its
ideological and educational responsibalities. Thus,
following a temporary downlum in sctivily, a new
phase of combat was about 10 begin.

Trung ™ghin

When the ARVN 44th Regiment, 23d Division,
was driven oot of Trung MNghia by a tank-infantry
assault on B June 1973 the South Vietnamese imme-
distely tmed fo retake the position. Casualties
mounled on both sides as successive atiempts failed
to dixlodge the deeply entrenched enemy, who en-
Joyed the advantage of observation from the heights
of Mgoe Bay Mountain, In early July, the 44th
gained a few meters and dug in on the eastern edge
of the willage of Ngoc Bay bul eould move no
farther, despite the employment of massive artillery
preparations and air stnikes. (Map 9)

Stalled in the attempt 1o lake Trung Nghia by
frontal mssaull, General Toan determined that an
approach from the south against the positions st Plei
Do Derap, directly across the Dak Bla River rom
Trung Nghia, would strike the defenses in the Mank
and force a withdrawal. He therefore directed the
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23d Divimon, reinforced with rangers, 1o attack
north from the base at Plei Mrong.

The southwest monsoon, in full force over the
western highlands of Pleiku and Kontum Provinces
in early August, allowed the NVA 1o maneuver in
daylight since acrial observation was spotty and
arfillery mnd air sirikes consequenily muoch less ef
Fective. Plei Mrong and its camp, called Ly Thai
Loi by the ARVN, was situsted on Provincial
Route 38 south of the Yali Falls of the Krong Bolah
and the enemy concentration around Plet Monoun.
The ARVN move norh caused activity to pick up
during the week of 410 August when the NVA
28th Reconnuissance-Sapper Batialion of the B3
Front launched seven separate attempts to take the
camp, supporied by T5-mm. and 130-mm. gunfire.
ARVM Ranger units in the field north and south of
the camp also came under attack. A Tew days later a
battalion of the 958 Regiment, 10th NV A Division,
hit the ARYN 22d Ranger Border Diefense Battal-
ion ot Doi Ba Cham, just north of Plei Mrong, but
was repelled, leaving 150 dead on the baittlefield.

Meanwhile, the ARV 451th Regiment, 234 Divi-
siom, advancing in the Plei Monoun arca to the
Krong Bolah River, encountered other elements of
the 958 Regiment. Combat with the 95B continued
throughout the month in the Ples Mrong sector, and
its losses wene substantial, probably as many as 200,
But despite these losses, the 958 was successful in
preventing the ARVN from closing on the Dak Bla
River,

The NVA was nevertheless suffering from the
bombardment at Trung Nghia. Damage 1o the NVA
248 Regiment was 30 severe that it was withdrawn
to the Dak To area for recuperation and replaced by
elements of the 66th and 28th Regiments, 10th Divi-
sion. The 28th, recently strengthened by replace-
ments rom the North, took up the defense of Trung
MNghia while the 6é6th held Plei Djo Drap. (A1 this
time it became apparent that the 248 Regiment was
attached to the 10th Division, while the 958, the
third regiment of the 10th, was aking its direction
from B3 Frool) Meanwhile, South Vietnam's tired
44th Regiment was replaced in the attack by the 42d
Regiment of the 22d Division, Mown 1o Kontum in
Cli0s from Binh Dinh Province. This fresh regi-
ment, and a small but important change in factics,
made the difference. Rother thon engage in large
infantry assaults, the 42d methodically eliminated
enemy bunkers, one by one, wsing platoon-sized
assaults supporied by Bl-mm. mortars firing de-
layed-fuze rounds which blew away overhead cover
and killed or exposed the occupants. Prisoners of
war later attested 10 the effectiveness of this tech-
nique, particularly the use of delayed fuzes.

On | September 1973, the 42d Regiment began
the final assault on Trung Nghia, advancing cau-
ticusly to find that except for a few isolated riflemen

the enemy had withdrawn. The 28th NVA Regi-
ment, depleted by casualtics and malaria, limped
north along the Poko River. Some of its wounded,
left behind and capiured, revealed that forces de-
fending Trung MNghia had suffered losses of 30 per-
cenl on the whole, and that in some units with
considerable sickness casually rates were as high as
&0 percent. D the other hand, the 42d% casualties
were light. Furthermore, the ARVN replacement
system was working well and in mid-September the
two divisions, the 22d and the 23d, were at about 90
and 85 percent strengih, respectively.

While the 42d Regiment entered Trung MNghis,
the 53d Regiment, 23d ARVN Dividon, advanced
along the south bank of the Dak Bla River and
occupied Plei Djo Drap, vacated by the withdraw-
ing 66th NV A Regiment, which crossed the river o
recuperale. Trung Mghis was cleared of all enemy
by T September, and the 42d entered Polei Krong
ion the 16th. During the rest of the month mopping-
up opcrabions cleared encmy remnants from the
slopes of Ngoc Bay Mountain, while skirmishing
between the ARVMN Rangers and elemenis of the
MY A 958 continued around Plen Mrong. But as the
success of the 42d Regiment transformed gloom and
frustration into euphoria at Souwth Vietnam's 11
Corps headguarters, a major blow fell on Plei Dijer-
eng.

Plei Djereng=-Le Minh

Onie of the few impediments to the steady projec-
tion of the NVA's logistical corridor down the
length of the western highlands of South Vietnam
was an ARVN camp at Plei Djereng, called Le
Minh, manned by the 80th Ranger Border Defense
Battalion. The position, situsted astride Rowe 613
and bBlocking free movemeni from Communist-can-
troflled Plei Trap Valley into the NVA logistical
base at Duc Co and east 1o Pleiku, was an ohvious
enemy objective. (Map 9)

There was ample warning of an impending atiack.
A musicr sergeant from an WVA reconnabssance
company turned himself in to Thanh An Districe,
Pleikuy, on 16 Seplember and said that the NVA
26th Regiment of the Bl Front would attack Plei
Djereng before the end of September. Considerable
reliance was atisched 1o the master sergeant’s report
because his knowledge of the 26th Regiment's order
of battle confirmed other information previously
collected.

Armed with this intelligence, the battalion com-
mander at Le Minh intensified his security oper-
ations around the camp, On 22 September, only one
company was inside the camp perimeter together
with several families belonging 1o the battalion; the
other two were pairolling outside the wire, al-
though they did not range far from the camp. Abowm
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noon the 26th NVA Regiment began am nssault
employing a heavy artillery bombardment including
122-mm. and 130-mm. guns, mortars, and rockets
and accompanied by T-34 tanks. As the baiile raged
through the afternoon, radio conlact with the camp
was lost, and the battalion commander was mortally
wounded. Rain and poor wvisibility preveniod
YMNAF support. No reinforcement was attempiod
by the corps commander, although two teams of
Loi Ho Rangers (long range reconnaissance patrols)
were moved by helicopters into the baitle area to
recstablish communications and attempl to rally the
defenders. In the face of overwhelming NVA
strength, this mission had no chance of success. The
Rangers repofied seeing & T-34 wanks, while VINAF
pilots after the aitack counted 10 and destroyed 3.
But this was two days later; rain and poor visibility
prevented the VNAF lrom providing sappornt
during the attack. OF 293 men in the 80th Ranger
Border Delense Battalion when the battle began,
20 were killed or captured in this short, violent
action,

Until the atiack on Le Minh, the corps commuand-
er, Maj. Gen. Nguyen YVan Toan, had enjoyed n
deserved reputaibon as a foreeflul, if noi bnlhani,
field commander. President Thieu, visiting Pleiku
on | Oetober along with Chiel of the Jomt Geeneral
Stall, General Cao Van Vien, (o commemorate the
l6th anniversary of 11 Corps, harshly rebuked Gen-
eral Toan for not reaciing (o the advance waming
of the attack and taking steps (o reinforce or at least
provide adequate artillery support 1o the defenders.
For General Toan, who some observers felt would
be awarded his third star on the occasion of the
President’s visit, the reprimand was indeed a shat-
tering experience. Although Toan would eventually
become a licutenant general and was 1o employ his
forces with considerable skill during his remaining
time in command, of far greater significance than
the blow to his ego was the possibility that his lapse
af Le Minh (a8 viewed by President Thieu), may
have siarted a decline of confidence in his ability
that culminated in his relief 11 months later.

In any event, Toan seemed o recover rapidly and
immediately proposed a plan 1o retake Le Minh. His
subsequent sctions revealed. however, that he was
less inteérested in Le Minh than in destroying the
NVA 320th Division. President Thicu had directed
him to use whatever means necessary to prevent the
enemy from concentrating and seriously threatening
South Vieinamese forces or territory i Militry
Region 2. General Toan, with some justification,
considered the other NV A division in the highlands,
the 10th, to be less than a major mensce, having
recenily experienced heavy casualiies in the fighting
arcund Trung Nghia. He therefore decided 1o con-
centrate on the 320th, which he believed would be

capable of major offensive operations by early 1974,
if mot crippled in the meantime.

His plan, which he began implementing in mid-
October, involved building and occupying strong
points along Provincial Rowe 309 from Pleiku west
1o Le Minh as bait 1o entice the 320th into concen-
trating in the open terrain where Toan could de-
stroy its battalions with air and artillery. He built
another strong positon where a road used by the
NVA into Base Area 701 crossed Provincial Route
6C about 10 kilometers north of and within artillery-
supporting range of Plei Me. The position was in
relatively open, rolling brush land, and General
Toan, whose background was armor, manned it
with a task force consisting of a battalion of M-48
tanks, a reconnaissance squadron, a four-gun battery
of 155-mm. howitzers, and a regional force battal-
iom, hoping that the 320th would accept the chal-
lenge 1o iis line of communication. Instead, howev-
ef, the 3120th kept the pressure on Thanh An Dis-
trict, along Highway 19, and against the ARVN
ouiposts west of Pleiku along Provincial Route 309,
Attacks by fire were (requent and heavy, bat
throughout the summer little ground changed hands
and the 3120th Division was never seriously hurt.
Behind the screen of the 320ah, the N'\"A 4T0th
Logistical Group moved in from Cambodia and sct
up its hesdguariers in Duc Co.

By early October, General Toan directed that
operafions in Binh Dinh be tumed over 1o the
province chiel and that only one regiment of the
23d Division, the 40ih, remain in ihe coastal prov-
ince. The fighting commander of the 22d, Brg.
Gen. Phan Dinh Niem, who had been wounded
more than a dozen times in his long career in battle,
had moved his command post 10 Thanh An District,
Pleiku. His 47th Regiment was west of Pleiku with
the 21st Ranger Group sdvancing in the direction of
Plei Djereng on Provincial Route 509, In mid-
October the 40th was airlifted into Pleiku and as-
signed to operate west of Pleiku, gencrally along
Provincial Roue 3635, The 415t Regiment, with the
218t Tank Regiment, was moving on Highway 19
toward Thanh Giso; the 42d Regiment, Following
its victory of Trung Nghia, was in reserve.

The 23d Division was still responsible for oper-
ations in Kontum Province and had s 44th Regi-
ment, supported by territorials, secunng the north-
western approaches to the city, while the 43th and
53 Regiments were closing in on Hill 727 west of
Konium City, the lasi major lodgment of the enemy
gast of the Krong Bolsh River. The 22d Ranger
Group al the same time was advancing on Hill 727
from Plei Mrong. Thus, while the victory al Trung
Nghin had restored some relative siability to the
secior norithwest of Kontum and had reduced the
threat 1o the ARVN arillery, logistical and air bases
around the city, the situation i western Pleiko
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Frovince was far from settled. Pleiku Airbase amd
artillery fire bases in the provinee had been rocket-
ed, and the 320th Division was responding 1o Gen-
eral Toan's extension of outposts along Provincial
Route 309 by moving oul from its Plei Djereng base
to attempt to force their contraction. To exploit this
perceived opportunity to put the 320th out of
action, General Toan had the entire 22d Division
mirlifted by VNAF C130's 10 Pleiku.

While elements of the 48th Regiment, 120th Divi-
sion, harassed the ARVN advanced base at Plei
Blong 3, near Pleiku, the 2d Bn of the ARVN 40th
Regiment fought a fierce engagement with an
enemy  battalion, ed by five T-34 tanks,
southwest of Plei Blong 3 on the sfiernoon of 23
October. Losses were heavy on both sides. Al-
though other bloody skirmishes followed, none pre-
sented Oeneral Toan with the opportunities for
even gradual attrition such as he enjoyed at Trung
Nghia against the NVA 10th Division. In western
Pleiku Province, the 320th had room for mancuver
and was not committed 1o defend a small piece of
terrain as the 10th was at Trung Mghia. The deci-
sion (0 give up the offensive and pull back o
defensible positions in a shallow strip west of Pleiku
was, however, forced upon General Toan by the
turn of events in Quang Duc,

Quang Duc

Quang Due, the mouniain province where Viel-
nam bends westward and the Annamite Range
begins to slope down o the terrace of the Dong
Mai, was imporiant commercially for its vast timber
resources and militarily, for both sides, because of
the lines of communication thal passed through it
After the MVA had closed surface travel from
Saigon to Phuoc Long by the direct route th
Binh Duong, the only land access available to the
South Vietnamese was via Ban Me Thuot and
Quang Duc. As far as the NVA was concerned,
Cuang D was pivotal 1o the extension of its Roule
14 out of Mondol Kiri Province, Cambodia, and
Darlae Province, South Vietnam.,

Because South Vietnamese forces controlled
Highway 14 as far south and west from Ban Me
Thuot as the Tuy Duc crossroads, the NWVA's new
Route 14 had 1o pass through Cambodia snd reenter
South Vietnam in that salient of Mondol Kir Prov-
ince that juls imto Quang Duc near a place called Bu
Prang. The site of an abandoned U.S. Army Special
Forces camp, Bu Prang and iis short runway
perched atop a high, forested nidge astride National
Highway 14 near Tuy Duc crossroads at the Cam-
bodian border, Before reaching the Phuoc Long
border of South Vietnam’s Military Region 3, High-
way 14 was joined at the little hill wown of Kien
Duc by Local Route 344, coming over from the

Quang Duc Province capital of Ghia Nghia. This
road junction was vital because its control provided
an slternate route from Ban Me Thuot—through
Dak Song and Ghia Nghis on Provincial Route 8B,
Important as well was the road junction st Dak
Song, where Provincial Route 88 lefi Highway 14,
(Map 10)

Until micl-May 1973 when the NVA's projecion
of its new line of communication reached Bu Prang
and while the South Vietnam's access w Phuoo
Long through Quang Duc remained unthreatened,
neither side paid much anention 1o Quang Duc,
ARVN engincers were working on local roads,
primarily to improve acoess 1o the timber preserves
in the northeasi section of the province, and ihe
only enemy activity of any nole wis mining 1o
harass and delay this project. Only three regional
force battalions were located in the province. They
wiere supported by six 1058-mm. howitzer plaloons
(12 guns), which had no occasion 1o fire since ihe
cemse-lire. Additionally, 27 popular force platoons
were scaliered aboul the province. These territorials
were nearly all Montagnards, and the province pop-
ulation was 60 percent tribal.

Around the beginning of May, a regional force
patrol, moving out from its lonely outpost near Bu
Prang. made contact with an NV A reconnaissance
party and killed four, The rest of May and June
were quict until enemy harassment of the RF posi-
tins around Bu Prang began in early July, evident-
I¥ in response o the unusoally aggressive patrolling
ordered by Col. Nguyen Haw Thien, Quang Duc’s
province chief. Mortar attacks, sccompanied by
some light infantry probes, continued through July,
as did RF forays into the “old™ Bu Pramg positions
on the border west of the Tuy Due erossrosds. In
the Inst week of August, Colonel Thien tried a
reconnarsance i force with two RF battalions,
Both met heavy resistance shor of ther objectives
on the border and returned (o camp, This inconcla-
sive skirmishing took on an ominous nofe 0 carly

when the first evidence appeared disclos-
ing that COSVN had sent two batialions of s 271s1
Regiment from southwest of Tay Ninh City wp 1o
Quang Duc. The presence of an NVA main florce
regiment was a new and dangerous development in
Cuang Duc. Colonel Thien asked for reinforcement
and was given an RF battalion from Darlse Prov-
ince. He complained sbout the poor performance of
the Darlsc battalion, and General Toan agreed 1o
replace it with another battalion from Khanh Hoa
This gave Colonel Thien a force of four RF baital-
ions, twao of his own Quang Duc batialions and iwao
from Khanh Hoa. He located the entire force at the
mutually supporting bases of Bu Prang and Bu
Bong, each with a platoon of 105-mm. howitzers,

The NV A 271s1 Independent Regiment had been
roughly handled by the ARYN and VMAF in the
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carly months of 1973 in marsh and ncelands along
the Wam Co Dong River and the Cambodian border
in Hau MNghia Province and southern Tay Ninh
COSVN had pulled it back 1o Cambodin in April
for reorganization and recuperation. Aflerwards the
regimental and two of its battalions,
the Bith and 9th, were trucked to Ba Dop in nonih-
ern Phuoc Long Province, while the other, the Tih,
was senf 10 operate under Long An Province au-
thority, (When the 271st Regiment was committed
i battle in Quang Duc, it had three battalions; the
third was evidenitly an infantry battalion from the
Tay Ninh-Svay Rieng Military Region (C-30), prob-
ably attached 1o the 271si during the reorganization
phase in Apnl) Leaving Bu Dop, the 2715t marched
through Bu Gia Map and arrived northwest of Ha
Prang in late August, ready 1o assist in the defense
of the new line of communication and o deny the
ARVN use of Highway 14 in the border region
Successive attempts by the Quang Duc ternitormls
failed 10 gain any ground west of the Tuy Duc
crossroads, as the rest of Quang Duc Province
remained relatively guiet.

Meanwhile, NVA preparations for the Quang
Duc campaign continued. A task force headquar-
ters, designated Unit 95, was established st Bu Dop
in Phuoc Long Province, and the MWV A 205k Inde-
pendent Regiment was assembled there for move-
ment fo Quang Duc, The 205th had been opernting
smce the cease-fire in South Vietnam's Military
Region 3, and before moving 10 Bu Dop it had been
in northern Binh Duong Provinece east of ihe Mi-
chelin plantation. Three more mancuver elements
Joined the lask force at Bu Dop before its composi-
tion was complete: the 429th Sapper Regiment, the
46th Reconnansance Battalion, and a ek battalion
(probably the 2(th) from the COSVN 26th Armor
Giroup, Artillery support was provided by the 208(h
Artillery Regiment, 6%th Group, COSVN, which
had been operating in Binh Long. Antiaircraft anil-
lery, including 2}-mm. automalic cannons, joined
the force as well as a detachment equipped with
S5A-T antinircraft missiles.

Unit 95 had reached division strength, but this
was nol yel realized at South Vietnam's 11 Corps
headquarters. Given the meager defenses in Quang
Due, it was surprising that the NVA leadership
committed a force of such overwhelming size. The
fact that it did so appeared 1o reflect the madequacy
of NVA iactical intelligence, which had been dem-
onstrated on several occasions, and a respect for
RVNAF capabiliies. Such a commitment also un-
derscored the importance attached o the principal
objective—construction and protection of the line
of communication. Much later, after the major en-
Eagemenis were over and the Communist leadership
considered the threat 1o its line of communication
significantly diminished, South Vietnamese intelli-

gence officers discovered that continued offensive
operations by the enemy's Quang Due task force
were designed to draw RVMNAF into the province
and keep them occupied, thereby reducing ithe
forces available for employment against the B3
Front. Had the forces been available, General Toan
might have sccommaodated the enemy in this regard,
They were not, however, and Cuang Duwc security
had o revert to termitorials and Rangers,

By the end of Seplember 1973, reconnaissance
and survey parties from the 208ith Artillery Regi-
mentl had selected firing positions and observation
posts near the Tuy Due crossroads atl Bu Prang, Bu
Bong. and Kien Duc. Firng batierics moved inio
Quang Duc by the end of October with their B5-
and 122-mm. fcld guns and 120-mm. moriars. To
insure consistency in survey and firing, the only
maps authorized for use in the 208th Arillery were
the 1:530,000 series printed in Hanol,

The NVA 205th Infantry Regiment, with the
42%th Sapper Regiment attached, armived in assem-
bly areas near Bu Prang in mid-October, and on 23
Ociober the 208th Artillery began a five-day re-
hearsal preparatory o the attack. Meanwhile, the
NVA 27Ist Regiment with the 46th Reconnaissance
Battalion moved toward Dak Song,

The 208th Artillery began sofiening up Hu Prang
and Bu Bong on 30 October. Each day 122.-mm.
rockets and mortar and artillery shells fell on the
two camps. The camp commander kepi his four RF
battalions outside the perimeter, patrolling near the
Tuy Duc crossroads, and the local defense of the
two positions was the responsibility of an RF com-
pany, an engineer platoon, and the two plaioons of
artillery, The attack began just before dawn on 4
Movember. The NVA 205ih Regiment, with ihe
429th Sappers and two companics of tanks and
armored personnel carmers, overran the badly owl-
numbered and ouigunned defenders. They de-
stroved two ARVEN howitzers, iowed the other two
away, and outside the camps dispersed the four RF
battalions. During the assault on Bu Bong, the com-
mander of the NVA 205th was seriously wounded
and had 10 be evacuated.

Gieneral Toan responded rapidly 1o the situation
in Quang Duc Province, although he had available
anly sketchy information concerming the enemy’s
strength and dispositions. He immediiely ordered
the ARVN 23d Division 1o pull the 53 Infantry out
of western Kontum and get it started toward Ban
Me Thuot. As this order was being execuled, a blow
fell on Dak Song, the camp controlling scoess o
Route 8B, the only land access o Quang Duc from
Ban Me Thuot, The defenses gt Dak Song crumbled
under assault of the NVA IT7Ia Regiment; Gia
Mghia, the province capital, was cul off. Bui the 33d
ARVN Infaniry was on the way; by & November,
its 1st Battalion was approaching Dak Song. The 2d
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Battalion, 53d ARVN Infaniry, was flown into
Nhon Co airficld west of Gia Nghia and began
moving north on Highway 14 woward Bo Prang and
Bu Bong.

Meanwhile, the NVA 205th Regiment began ex-
ecuting the next phase of its orders: it turned over
the defense of the newly won positions at Bu Prang
and Bu Bong to another clement of the task foree
and began deploying souwth generally along High-
way 14 from Ba Prang toward the Doan Van
bridge. South of Bu Prang it had its firsy taste of
battle with ARYN regulars from the 23d Division.
In the carly morming of 14 November, the 3d Haital-
ion, MV A 205th Regiment, with a platoon of tanks,
smacked mto the defensive pernimeter of the 2d
Battalion, 53d Infamiry. The 2d Bamalbion held,
knocked out 2 tanks, and captured 9 crew-served
weapons and 27 automatic rifles. The enemy lelt 100
dead on the ficld. A second attack was repulsed the
mext day with moderate losses to the enemy. The 3d
Batalion, N% A 205th Regiment, had to be with-
drawn; only 100 effective soldiers remained in the
ranks.

Despite these serious losses, the 205th continwed
its advance south toward Kien Duc. With only the
2d and 3d Banalions available (the Ist was stll
engaged near Dak Song), the ARVN 33 Infantry
prepared 1o defend the Kien Duc road junction.
The NV A X05th began probing these defenses on 21
November. On the 23d Communist leaflets were
found around Kien Duc, signed by the Commander
in Chief, Mational Liberation Front Forces, advising
RVNAF officers and men to stop ifying 1o retake
Bu Prang, Bu Bong, and Dak Song and threatening
o atiack Gin Nghin with tanks if the South Viet-
namese persisted. (The NVA, with steadily dimin-
ishing justification, sll believed strongly in the
psychological impact of tanks against the ARVN.)

While skirmishing 100k place around Bu Prang,
Dak Song, and Kien Duc, General Toan continued
o send forces to Quang Duc. The 21st Ranger
Group and the 44th and 45th Infantry Regiments of
the 23d Diwvision began their deplovments. In the
highlands, the 22d ARVN Division pulled back
from western Pleiku in order to assume the defense
of Kontum, vacated by the departing 23d Division,
On 18 Movember, the 44th Infaniry of the ARVM
13 Division, with a battalion of Rangers, attacked
into Dak Song. forcing the withdrawal of the rein-
forced 271st NVA Regiment, which pulled back
toward Duc An, leaving blocking clements on
Roue BB,

Its reconnaissance and preparation completed, the
205th NVA Regiment, reinforced with the 429th
Sappers and supported by tanks and the 208th Aril-
lery Regiment, attacked the Kien Duc road junction
on 4 December, wounding the regimental com-
mander and forcing the elements of the 53d Infantry
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o withdraw six kilometers east 1o Mhon Co airfield.
Casualties were moderately heavy on both sides; the
53d lost 40 killed, 40 wounded, and 80 missing. The
205th guickly began (o replace some of s losses
abowt 100 [resh troops, lately arrived from Mot
Yietnam, joined the regiment at Kien Due on 8
December.

Meanwhile, General Toan flew 1o Saigon 1o
repart on the (Quang Duc situaibion o President
Thieuw and General Vien. The President told him not
to be concerned aboul lost outposts, but to direct his
efforis 1o the destruction of the NVA forces in
Quang Duc, These instructions no doubt pleased
Genernl Toan, That same day he ordered the 23d
Davision commander to pul his command post in
G Nghin and to Ay his 45th Regiment to Nhon
Co. Within hours sax C-130's landed elements of the
23d Dhvision at Mhon Co, although the airfield there
was under intermittent anillery and rocket attack.
That night and the next day, the 21st ARVN Rang-
ers removed the lnst road blocks on Route 8B south
of Dak Song. Casualties were heavy, but the first
convoy since Seplember soon rolled into Gia Nghia
from Ban Me Thuot.

Although the commander of the 53 Infantry had
recovered from his wound and asked for the mission
of retaking Kien Due, Colonel Tuong, commanding
the division, assigned the task 1o the 45th. This
regiment was fresh, while the 33d°s battalions had
been in nearly constant action for a month. Follow-
ing an intense and cffective artillery and air prepara-
tion, the 23 Division Reconnaissance Company
and the 3d Battalion, 45th Infantry, led the atiack
into the trenches, bunkers, and rubble at the Kien
Duc road junction. The WVA 205th was forced 1o
retire with heavy losses; its 1si Battalion lost 40
percent of s strength at Kien Duc, and its sapper
company was so decimaied that it was disbanded
afier the batile. A rallier later reporied that the
205th lost more than 200 killed and 400 wounded in
its Cuang Duc campaign.

The 23d ARVN Division, using its 44th Regi-
ment, continued effective operations during Decem-
ber and early January, primanly in the Bu Prang -
Bu Bong area, against the NVA 271s1 Regiment's
forces remaining there. With the route again se-
cured from Ban Me Thuot through Gia Nghia to
Phuoc Long, General Toan’s responsibilities in the
highlands and Binh Dinh demanded that the 23d
leave Quuang Duc Province to deal with more press-
ing threais,

In Quang Duc the NV A exploited the benefits of
prolonged and detadled preparation and capilalized
on s ability to concentrate overwhelming force
against lightly defended objectives. Although these
factors combined 1o produce success in the initial
battles, the RVNAF, employing with particular skill
its newly developed capability of rapsd air deploy-
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meit, its professional application of close air suppon
and ariillery fire, and its experienced regular infan-
try. won the campaign. The NVA was denied the
use of Highway 14 through Quang Duc, its line of
communicalions in the border region around the
Tuy Due crossroads remained subject to harassment
and interdiction, and the RVMNAF were able 1o
regain and keep control of the logstical route 1o
Phuoc Long. Quang Duc proved once again that
the South Vietnamese, provided sufficient ammuni-
tion, fwel, and maintenance support, could owver-
come the iraditional advantages enjoyed by the
attacker.

Military Region 1

For the WY A, the last half of 1973 wos n penod
for rebuilding and expanston. The intense fighting in
the B-3 Front area, from Kontum to Quang Duc,
wias the direct result of the determination of the
MVA o expand iis logistical system—particularly
the Route 14 comples—and prevent RVNAF en-
croachment imto base areas and lines of communica-
tion. The level of combal in South Vietnam's Mili-
tary Region | was comparatively low, simply be-
cause the MY A% northern Quang Tri and western
highland bases amd logistical routes werne ncither
serously threatened nor interfered with. The Morth
Vietnamese continued construction and stockpiling
activities in full view of RVMNAF positions and
made little effort to camouflage. They did amempt
to prevent acrial observation and photography, and
the density of their antaircrafl defenses denied
manned Might over sensitive areas such as Khe Sanh
and Cam Lo, Since the enemy required no addition-
al terrain or rowtes for his logistical activities, there
were only minor adjustments in the line of contact.

Az Cease-fire 11 came to MR 1, General Truong,
commanding 1 Corps, made some adjusiments in
defensive sectors assigned o his divisions north of
the Hai Van Pass The Marine Division retaimed
responsibility for the northern approaches in Cheang
Tri Province and was given operational contral of
the 5lst Regiment, Ist Infantry Divisson, which
replaced the Airborme Division west of Highway 1.
The Airborne Division was assigned the defense of
the Co Bi-An Lo Bridge sector, while the Ist Infan-
try Division was responsible for the western and
southern defenses of Hue as far south a3 Phu Loc
Dristrict and the Hai Wan Pass. South of the Hai Van
Pass, the 3d Infantry Divison held Quang Nam
Province and the northern district of Quang Tin
Province, which imcluded the Que Son Valley, The
2d Infaniry Division was spread from the walley
southward 1o cover the rest of the region 1o the
boundary of Binh Dinh Province,

The Marine Division's sector was the most stable
and least active in the region, if not in the entire
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country. Opposing riflemen exchanged invectives
rather than bullets. The Marine Division command-
er, Brig. Geen, Bug The Lan, reporied in carly July
that no rfle or artillery fire had been directed
agxinst his froops since March., He said thai he
would respond in kind to any aitack against his
positions snd that one of his targeis would be Dong
Ha city wself, which was within range of his artil-
lery. The Communists undoubtedly understood the
risks associaled with any significantly heghiened
activity in the Quang Tn sector. They were rebuild-
ing Dong Ha, and its small port was rapidly becom-
ing a major storage and transhipment point for
military supplics. VC activity in the maring rear was
all bt wiped ouwt, although fragments of the infra-
structure probably still fonctioned clandestingly
among the 27,000 refugees settled in Hai Lang Dhis-
trict behind the front. Adding 1o the strength of the
division and its aitached 51st Infantry were six RF
battalions and 12 PF companies. all from Quang Tn
Province. The PF companies and some of the RF
companies were integrated with marine companics
accupying the same positions. General Lan was
quite plepsed, saying thai the PF companies were
the equal of the RF.

He antached two of the RF battalions to marine
brigades in the line where they were assigned sec.
tors o defend, while two other battalions, serously
understrength after malania-ridden tours in the wesi-
erm mouniains, were shifted to coastal areas of oper-
ations east of Quang Tl City. General Lan alsa had
some armor under his control—the 185th Cavalry
Squadron with a troop of M-41 (anks and two
troops of armored personnel carriers and a rein-
forced company of M-48 tanks. Later in the vear he
wis o gain controd of a Ranger group, but he had
1o return the Sist Regiment 1o the 1st Division west
of Hue. The stability of the main front enabled
Greneral Lan to keep three baltalions in reserve and
o rotate battalions 0 Saigon for two-week periods
of rest and family visats. In spite of extended tours in
positions face 1o face with the enemy, morale in the
Marine Division was the best in the armed forces.

Meanwhile, the NVA, also taking advantage of
the cense-fire in Quang Tri, in December withdrew
its 3208 Diavision to Thanh Hoa Province in Morth
Vietnam. Following the 308th and 312th Divisions,
the 3208 became the third NV A infantry division 1o
deploy home from the Quang Tri front since the
1972 offensive.

The most sensitive part of the Hue defenses was
the sector guarding the critical An Lo Bridge. Less
than 15 kilometers from the [mperal City, the An
Lo Bridge carried Highway 1 scross the Song Bo
Hiver al the mouth of the Song Po Yalley. Mot only
was this sector the northwestern gateway to Hue,
but i1s comrol by the enemy would isolate the
Marine Division. The Airborne Dividion was given
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ihe task of its defense, made all the more difficult by
Typhoon Opal that hit the northern coast in Octo-
ber. Flooding in the Song Bo Valley forced the
Airborne to evacuate several defensive positions in
the Co Bi area, and the Communists were able o
occupy some of them before the paratroopers could
return. Further complicating maneuver and logis-
tics, the An Lo Bridge was washed out, and all
traffic had (o use a onc-way Bailey bridge installed
by | Corps Engineérs.

Until the typhoon struck, the Airborne Division
was making fair progress strengthening the west
bank defenses of the Song Bo. Antached to the
division were two RF battalions, employed as regu-
lar infantry, a tank company, and an armored per-
sonnel carmier troop, and the division commander,
Brig. Gen. Le Quang Luong, was confident of their
ability to accomplish their mission. The Airborne
Drivision had been rushed (o Quang T and Thua
Thien Provinces in May 1972 1o tumn back the NVA
advance, and it was proud of its record there, But its
losses had been heavy; from its deployment to Mili-
tary Region | until January 1974, nearly 2,900 air-
borne officers and soldiers had been killed in action,
about 12,000 had been wounded, and 300 were
missing in action. For a unit whose organization
called for only 13,500, these losses meant that most
of its finest leaders and fighters had perished or
were oul of action, and the ranks were filled with
unscasoncd replacements. By December 1973, the
ireditional espril and 1s accompanying high morale
were significantly weakened under the impact of
poverty suffered by soldiers and their families. The
quality of replacements declined, and their numbers
were nol suflicient o for battle losses
and desertions. Nevertheless, Genernl Luong, with
his division committed on a relatively narrow front,
was able 10 hold & reserve of two battalions and
release a regiment for COrps reserve.

Although the Airborme Division defenses were
dangerously shallow south of ihe An Lo Brndge, the
deeper positions held by the ARVN 1s1 Division to
the southeast were under grealer enemy pressure. A
small tributary of the Song Bo twisted through the
hills and joined the river west of Hue; it was along
this stream, the Mgoc Ke Trai, that the forward
positions of the ARVN 3 Infantry Regiment, 1
Drivision, were sited. In the first heavy action in the
scctor following Cease-fire 11 two 3d Infantry posi-
tions wesi of the confluence fell o Communisi
attack in late July. The pressure continued, and the
M Infaniry gave up four more outposts along the
Song Bo in late August. Another serics of positions
along the Mgoe Ke Trai fell in Movember as signs of
deteriorating morale and weak leadership began 1o
appear in the formerly highly respected 1st Divie
sion. Casualties resulting from the enemy assaults
were light, and the rapid collapse of the defenses

could only be attributed to faltering will and unin-
spired leadership. At this ime Li. Gen. Lam Quang
Thi, 1 Corps Deputy Commanding General and
commander north of the Hu Van Pass, detached o
battalion from the 51st Infantry and returned it to
the 1st Dhiviston 1o reinforce the Song Bo defenses.
The Ist Division Commander, Brig. Gen. Le Van
Than, lurther reinforced the 3d Regiment with a
battalion of the Ist Infaniry Regiment, The line
stabilized toward the end of the year, but not until
after General Truong had sccomplished the remowv-
al of General Than and replaced him with Col.
Nguyen Van Diem. Colonel Diem took command
ol the division on 31 October but could make no
noticeable hendway in solving the division's tactical
and morale problems. These were oo much the
results of conditions beyond the control of the com-
mander: an extended front under continuous enemy
pressure, the debilitating effects of cold, wet, ty-
phoonal weather; inadeqguate supply 1o the forward
infantry outposts; and the worsening cconomic
straits in which the men found themselves.

If the 3d Infantry’s control of the situation in the
Song Bo-MNgoc Ke Trai secior was unseitled and
worrisame (o the [st Division commander, the 54th
Infantry Regiment’s hold on the southerm ap-
prosches 1o Hue inspired linle confidence enther.
The 54th held Mo Tao Mountain and other key
positions in the Song Ta Trach secior. The Ta
Trach River, which was the main iributary of the
Song Huong—the famous Perfume River that Mows
through the heari of Hue beneath the walls of the
ancient Citadel—formed a natural cormdor into the
city. Although the forward positions were in con-
tested terrain, the NV A maintained only light pres-
sure throughout the last part of 1973,

The 54th’s sector of responsibility was wide; it
extended south 10 Phu Loc District and the north-
ern end of the Ho Van Pass. After winding north
through the Pass, Highway | in Phu Loc paralleled
the railroad along the beach, over numerous cul-
verts and bridges. At Pho Loc a great massil, whose
highest peak was Bach Ma at 1448 meters, tumbled
down (o end abruptly at the bay. Bach Ma was an
ideal site for severing Thua Thien and Quang Tri
Province from the rest of the country. Neither side
occupied it af cense-fire, but the ARVN soon after
established an outpost at the summit. The NVA
followed suil, and by August 1973 two ARVN RF
companies faced a small enemy force less than 100
meters away.

During clear weather, Bach Ma provided good
observation of Highway | at Phu Loc, but as the
rainy season arrived, clouds resied on the summil
not only obscuring vision but making resapply of
the forces on top virtually impossible by helicopter.
Although an informal understanding had been
reached with the North Vietnamese—they would
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stop firing st VNAF helicopters from their positions
on the mountain if the VMAF fighter-bombers
weorild stop attacking their positions—the weather
closed in by late August, and all resupply hod o be
carried up the steep mountain trail on foot, It was
no surprise, therefore, when the RF on Bach Ma
abandoned their positions in the face of a relatively
light enemy attack on 12 October. The event was
viewed mostly as a psychological sethack a1 | Corps
headquarters, and no plans to retake the positions
were seripusly considered, since Bach Ma's impor-
tance as an observation post would be mil ustil the
dry season returned o Thun Thien. Mevertheless, its
lvss represented another small chink m South Viet-
nam's armor, one that would go unrepaired until the
end.
Criven (he overwhelming NVA capability For
rapid reinforcement fmom the north, the thin line of
shallow positions held by the overestended
RVNAF, and the extreme vulnerability of the
sector to isolation from the south, it was not surpris-
ing that an attitude of gloom pervaded General
This headouarters in the months Tollowing Cease-
fire 11, Mor was it surprising that General Thi clung
to the belief—or perhaps a hope expressed as a
belief—that U5, B-532"s would be decisive in saving
Chiang Tri and Thua Thien in the event of an NVA
offensive. Afer all, massive US. air and naval
power was required o turn back the NV A’ assaul
in 1972, And that time the enemy stared behind his
own goal line; this time he was already on the
ARYN 30, Although having scani confidence that
U.5. bombing would be resumed, DAO and
USSAG planners cooperated with 1 Corps in keep-
ing target folders current, and direct liaison between
| Corps and USSAG was established for this pur-
pose, General Thi had observed that since the NV A
had placed thousands of tons of supplics and equip-
ment in open, visible storage throughouwt northern
Quang Tri and Western Thua Thien, the B.52s
could wipe them out in 10 days. He added, signifi-
cantly, that his three divisions could successfully
defend the two northern provinees against a deter-
mined enemy atfack, but only with LLS, air support.
This aswessment was shated by the chiefs of intell-
gence and operations branches, DA,

Cease-fire 11 began in southern Cuang Nam Prow-
ince on an ominows note scarcely noticed at DAD,
ar for that matter at South Vietnam's 1G5, The
ARVN T8th Ranger Battalion received a aumber af
concentrated bombardments on its positions guard-
ing the Thu Bon Valley approach to the fatlands
south of Da Mang, One of its companies was forced
o sbandon i1s position and rejoin the banalion,
which received prompt orders from 1 Corps 1o hold
its position. Although the attacks subsided, they
were an unperceived precursor to violent assaulis in
1974, But at the time, the late summer and fall of

1973, the NV A% Tiih Division was the only sizea-
ble main force element facing ihe ARVMN 3d Dawvi-
stom in Creang Nam and northern Cuang Tin, and
the M, with the help of Rangers and tereitorials,
coukld deal with this threal sdequaiely,

Mcanwhile, as the rice harvest was coming in
during September and October, NV A-supported
local Communists became active in the hamleis
along the coast and in the lirger valleys, and secu-
rity deteriorated in the wake of bridge-minings and
waassnations, Sull, by the first anniversary of the
cense-fire, General Nguven Duy Hinh, who was
proving (o be one of the most effective division
commanders m the EVNAF, was so much in con-
trol of the situation that he could keep an entire
regiment, the Xd Infantry, in reserve, and each of
the committed regiments, the 36th in southern Dad
Loc and northern Due Due Districts of Quang
Mam, and the 5Tth in the Gue Son Valley, could
hold a baitalion in reserve. The division's fighting
and headguarters positions were dug deeply into
hillsides with connecting tunnels, and General Hinh
was justified i his confidence that his division
could protect Da Nang and the lowlands against the
NVA Tllth. Five of South Vietnam's district seats
of Quang MNam, however, were within range of
NVA 130-mm. guns, and their security was ques-
ticnable. OF these, Thuong Duc and Duc Duc were
the most vulnerable.

While the ARVN Jd Division concentrated south
and west of Da Nang, the ARVN 2d Division had
the formidable task of securing the coastal piedmont
and plains from the Binh Dinh boundary north o
Tam Ky in Cuang Tin Province, a distance of 1315
kilometers. Fresh from its victory at Sa Huynh, the
2d Division was to support the lerritonials in clear-
ing the lowlands west of Highway 1 of the remnants
of VC units. By October, the division could claim
subsiantial success in this mission, and ithe emphasis
shifted 10 contimuing ithe pressure on local VO units
until they withdrew into the foothills. The division's
battalions, reinforced with Rangers and ferritorals,
pushed into the piedmont 1o block the enemy's
supply lines to the coast, find and destroy supply
bases, deny access to the rice harvest, protect refu-
gee villages, and secure Highway | against enemy
attack. Added 1o these gencralized missions was one
very specific requirement, imposed not only by
orders from [ Corps but compelled by the honor of
the division: defend 5a Huynh, The 4ith Infantry
Regiment was assigned this mission, keeping two
battalions entrenched in the hills overlooking the
small fishing village. The 4th, with one RF battalion
aftached and another under the command of the
district chief, was responsible for seconty in Duc
Fho Disirict of Quang Ngal, but i3 control ex-
tended scarcely 5,000 meters west of Highway 1.
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The 5th Infaniry Regiment, 2d ARVN Division,
had missions parallel bo the 4ih, but operated m the
central coastal district of Mo Duc. The 5th was
reinforced by two RF baitalions, but its success in
mancuvering west of Highway | was also limited,
although security along the highway was ressonably
well mauniained. North of Quang Nga Chty, in Son
Tinh District, the [ih Ranger Groap had the re-
sponsibility, but i was probably among the least
effective units of this kind. With batalions that
could muster only 225 to 300 men for operations, its
performance was desultory at best. The group’s 681h
Battalion typified the general luck of combar effi-
clency characteristic of the other two battalions, and
for that matter, most of the 12 RF battalions n
Chuang Mgai. The 68th was driven from s dug-in
posaticnes on Hill 252—in the important Cong Hoa
Valley approach to Quang MNgal City—in October
by an inferior VO enit, After stalling in attempts o
retake the kill, it was senl—amicwhatl s |1I|.|r||'l|.]'||'|1rr||
for failure—io an active area wpoth of Chu La,
There, on the night of |7 December, the 9%5th VC
Sapper Company of Binh Son District infiltrated the
sleeping battalion command post, caused over 50
cusunlties including the battalion commander and his
deputy, and carried away an El-mm. mortar, eight
PRC-25 radios, 15 M-16 rilles, five 45caliber pis-
tols, and five hinoculars,

The dth Infantry Regiment of the 2d Division was
responsible for the sector from Cho Lai 1o the
division boundary north of Tam Ky and like the
other two regiments, engaged In numeTous contacts
with local ¥C through the fall and winter of 1973,
There were & major bridges and at least 25 shorter
spans along the steeich of Highway 1 in the 2d
Division scctor. All had to be protected, and the
mission was nearly always assigned 1o territorials,
Enemy  waler-sappers—underwater  demolition
teams—god fo the Ba Bau Bridge south of Tam Ky
the day after Chrisimas and dropped it in ihe niver.
On Christmas, they blew up the Tra Can Bridge in
Duc Pho District, nght under the noses of an RF
Company. Maj. Gen. Tran Van Mhut. the 24 Divi-
sion Commander, was so incensed at this debacle—
the RF Company commander had been warned that
a V'C unit was seen reconnoitering for the attack—
that he slapped the captain in jail. According to
General Nhut st the time, of least o part of the
problem of territoral ineffectiveness in Quang Ngai
Frovince was traceable to the fact that a very high
percentage of the RF, PF, and Peoples” Sell-De-
fense Force troops had relatives in the Communist
ranks; family lovalties ofien took precedence over
military orders and dutics

The night after Chrstmas, V'C units entered two
reseitlement villages scross the river from Chiang
Meai City, killed o village chief and nine others, and

destroved ot least sis houses, This attack differed
from the routine sapper assaulis on RVNAF instal-
Intions and lines of communication in that it was
part of a country-wide Communist campaign 1o
destroy South Vielnam's refugee setilement pro-
gram, which against formidable obstacles was
achieving some success. But the enemy attacks in
Quang MNgai agmnst these already tragic fgures
were particularly brutal.

The campaign against the refugees stared in
May, The first attack in Quang Ngal Province was
described as minor in the sense that there were no
reported casualties, The VO had entered o hamlet in
Son Tinh District and burned the tents the people
were living in while they were working on perma-
nent houses. The Social Welfare Service of Quang
Mgai promptly replaced the tents only 1o have them
burned again a few days later. The frequency and
mtensily of attacks increased in July as the VO
mowvied in with mortars and civilian casualties begsn
io0 mount. The consiant mortaring of (wo sies in
Mo Duc led to their abandonment, Duc Pho reset-
tlement sites ot only suffered mortar attacks, but
VO sappers infiltrated and destroyed howses with
demoditbons, some with the occupanis siill inssde. In
other hambets the VC entered a1 night amd sowed
footpaths with antipersonnel mines.

The attack on An Tinh Hamlet in 5on Tinh
D¥istrict on 6 September was a classie in execution.
YO sappers entercd at 0300, and alter they were
inskde the fence ancther WO unit began mortaring
the nearby outpost, effectively confining the defend-
ers 10 their litthe fortress. As the mortar fire began,
the sappers moved methodically through ithe
hamlet, throwing incendiary grensdes into the dry.
thatch houses and finng B-40 rockeis. Because the
people had taken cover in their bunkers, only five
were seriowsly wounded, bur all 322 howses burned
to the ground in a spectacular blaze fed by high
winds, The tragedy was wvisible for miles. But the
people of An Tinh were a stubborn lot, and by the
end of Chotober they had rebuill once morne.

As the cepse-fire anniversary came and went in
southern Military Region 1, the situation resembled
mare than anyvthing else the conditions in the
Mekong Delta: ARVN regulars had control of the
major population centers and the important lines of
commumcation: the NV A was more or bess on the
ropes bol recovering, rebullding, and receiving re-
placements; and South Vietnmamese territonals were
taking the brunt of the Communist attacks—attacks
that eroded morale. exacerbated already strmmed
economic conditions, and contmbuted 10 a slow bt
percepiible decline in the population conssdered
under government influence or control.
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Nole on Sources

The statistics relating 10 cease-fire violations
before and after the joint communique were derived
from the DAO Saigon Quanerly Report, June 1973,
The situation prevadling at the tme was described
wilh reference (o the DAO Saigon Monthly Intells-
gence Summary and Threat Analysis and the
RVNAF 12/1GS Stady: "Enemy Situation in RVN
45 Days afier the 13 June Joini Communigue”

Captured enemy documents and interrogation re-
ports provided by J2/TGS were used in describing
enemy plans and activity, Intelligence mformation

reports of DAD, Saigon and offices of the U5
Emhassy, Saigon, were also consulied.

Much of the information concerning Quang Duc
came from the author’s own notes and recollections
of his visit there immediately after the ARVN re-
capiured Kien Duc.

Genceral Niem was again very helpful in provid-
ing information and comments concerning combat
pctions in Military Region 2, Similarly, Generals
Truong and Hinh, commanders respectively af |
Corps and the 3 ARVN Division, assisted greatly
in assuring accuracy in the description of activity in
Military Region L
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The Delta Rice War

While post-cease-fire fighting in the northern and
central provinces of South Vietnam allernately
surged and subsided as opposing sides grappled for
ke terrain, the war in the Mekong Delia became a
contest for the rice harvest. Mearly %0 percent of
Communist rice requirements, to be filled from
Sowth Yietnam sources, were requisitboned n the
delta.

For the South Vietnamese, the rice war meant
that enemy lines of communication had 1o be inter-
dicted 1o preveni shipmeni of rice to delia base
areas a8 well a5 to collection points in Cambodia
where much of it was iransshipped to Communist
units in South Vietnam's Military Regions 2 and 3,
Imelligence efforts were therefore concentrated on
rice requisitioning, transport, and storage. The 12 of
the Joint Greneral Stall had estimated that some
58,000 metric tons of rice had been collected in the
delta during the 1972 harvest, and the object was 1o
cul this drastically in 1973, For the Communists, the
rice war meant controlling more nce-producing
hamlets, protecting the forays of rice-requisitioning
parties, secunng canals used for the movement of
rice boats, and preventing intrusions by the
REVNAF into storage areas.

The South Vietnamese were motivated by more
than the simple purpose of denying the rice 1o the
encmy; besides the obviows palitical imperative o
reduce—or ol least limii—ihe enemy’s influence
over the delta’s population and resources, South
Vietnam needed the delta’s rice to feed its own
people and armed forces. By September 1973, a
shortage of rice was already developing in Saigon.
An early season drought had disrupied planting, and
shipmenis of delta rice for the year were 326,500
metric tons, considerably behind that of 1972
(463, 500), Furthermore, raging Noods had struck the
coastal lowlands of the narthern provinces of MR 1
and MR 2, destroving much of the rice crop and
shores.

The cnemy's rice production in arcas under his
control in South Vietnam was negligible, and only
forces north of COSVIN's domain were normally
provided any rice from North Vicinam. Conse-
quently, heavy demands were placed on Cambodian
and delta rice. All sizeable NVA forces in Cambo-
dia were sustuined by Cambodian rice, and much afl
this rice was also delivered to OOSVYN forces inside
South Vietnam, The Cambodian rebel forces were
experiencing shortages of their own and by the fall
of 1973 were becoming increasingly reluctant 1o
permit the MV A 10 fill rice requisitions in Cambo-
dia. Competition for rice resalied in armed clashes
between the two Communist allies and increased the
importance of South Vietnam's delta rice.

Since the defeat of Cambodia’s 32d Hrigade mt
Fhnom Penh in May 1973, the entire Cambodian-
South Vietnamese border region from the Gulfl of
Thailand to the castern edge of South Vietnam's
Hong Mgu District in Kien Phong Province was
controlled by NV A and Khmer Communist forces.
The only Cambodian governmen! présence was al
Samma Leu, a small navy river station north of the
border. The frontier area, in some places as deep as
35 kilometers into Cambodia, contained major NV A
supply roules and rear service centers. The two
most significant centers were in the O Mouniain
complex, opposite the Seven Mountains in South
Vietnam's Chau Doc Province. One was the rear
base of the NVA 1st Division, the NVA 195h
Transportation Group, and the 20kh Rear Service
Group; the other was NV A Base Arca T4, which
contained part of the NVA 20Tth Regiment's supply
area.

Mear 0 Mountain was the southern terminos of
the Ho Chi Minh trail, the beginning of mfiltration
corridor 1-C serving Communist units throughout
the southwestern delta and providing conduits for
illegal commerce in mce and other commaodities
between South Vietnam's border provinces and the
NVA's Cambodian base areas. While markets Mowr-
ished on the Cambodian side of the border for trade
with the NV A forces in contraband rice and other
commaodities, South Vietnam garmisoned itz border,
established blocks on the canals, rivers, and trails
that crossed the frontier, and patrolled the region
vigorously with ARVN and navy units. A major
campaign was also starfed in the summer of 1973 to
destroy or force the NVA Ist Division out of its
redoubt in the Seven Mountains, Earher post-cease-
fire batiles around Hong Ngu had severely
NVYA forces in this region, Now, as the RVNAF
began ils offensive against the NVA st Division
and imposed a well-planned, though indifferently
executed, rice blockade, the pimch was felt. As if
this were not trouble enough for the Cambodian-
based NVA, the Khmer Communists decided to
force the NV A 1o leave the border region entirely.
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Tluypmmhltzduluufﬂlmhudun rice to WV A
and ViC unifs, crealing a serious rce s

Consequently, COSVN directed that the rqmml
rice be requisitioned from South Vietnam's delia
and that the blockade be broken. Information con-
cerning this COSVN directive was obtuined from
ralliers and captured documents. The main methods
to be used: (1) district and province cadre were 1o
bag rice in the hamlets and move it to secure caches;
{2} armed units were o sccure all routes used for
the movement of ree; (3) armed units were 10 enter
South Vietnamese controlled areas and seize rice;
{4) Cadre were (o negotiate deals with South Viel-
namese villagers who wouold rransport purchased
rice o Communist arcas; (5) all units were to begm
farming on land under their control with the aim of
sell-sufficiency; and (6) women and children living
in VC-controlled hamlets were to enter South Viet-
namese markets, buy small quantities of rice and
bring it to VC areas, making as many trips as
possible but keeping each purchase small io reduce
thee risk of suspicion and discovery.

In the border area the enemy achieved the most
success with tactics number four and six and relied
on the mechanism of the market itself to provide the
rest of the rice requirement. For example, a kilo-
gram of nce in South Victnam brought B0 piasires
in June and 180 piastres in September, while on the
border, in the VT market at Ca Sach, a kilogram
commanded 113 piastres in June and 250 in Septem-
ber. The price differential offered in the markeis in
Cambodia was worth the risk to some smugglers
and consequently drew significant amounts of rice
scross the border.

According to estimates, ai least 600 tons of rice
was smuggled outl of the delta ench month, August
through Ociober, from the Tan Chaus market across
the Mekong and up the small canals that laced the
swamp and paddy fields 1o the border. The scope of
this smugghng operation depended on complicity
on the part of local regional and popular forces, as
well ax on the Viethamese Navy ot Tan Chau.
Reliable evidence indicated that some high-level
officials were involved and profiting from the trade.
Dher routes were used to transport clandestine rice
in the border area, but the Hong Ngu-Ca Sach
arrangement was the largest.

Meanwhile, fears began to mount in Saigon that
Communist rice-procuring would lead to runaway
inflation in rice and other commodities. Orders went
out from Saigon directing province chiefs to crack
down on illegal trade and o tighten the blockade.
Thercupon, the chicfs of Chau Do, Kien Giang,
and Kien Phong established restricied, controlled,
and free trade rones in each province The entire
border was designated a restricted rone, meaning
that no commodity could cross legally. Parts of the
Seven Mountains and the Tram Forest of wesiern

Ha Tien in Kien Giang Provinee were alo declared
restricied zones. Controlled zomes were established,
primarily in Hong Mgu District, in which citizens
could legally possess only limited quantities of com-
miditics. Except for a five-kilometer radius around
ihe district town itself, all of Hong MNgu was cither
restricied or controlled. Those parts of Chau Doc
and Ha Tien adjacent to the Seven Mountains. and
the Tram Forest became controlled zones, while
other parts were lree trade rones in which goods
could move withoul restrictions.

The blockade was barely under way when Mili-
tary Hegion 4, responding 1o the Saigon rice deliv-
ery plan, instituted far more stringent controls. The
Sagon plan, aimed &t preventing a rce shortage in
the capital and the Central Highlands, made it il-
legal in the border provinces to move rice or paddy
{unmilled) rice anywhere without specific permis-
sion, except for small amounts for family consump-
tion. Any unawthorized movement, whether across
the border or not, was grounds for arrest and confis-
cation.

Elements of all police and military forces were
employed in the blocksde and collection plan, Navy
and marine police were responsible for stopping and
searching all crafi on major waterways. Combined
checkpoinis were manned by RF, PF, National
Police, military police, and sector intelligence sec-
tions at all major land crossing points. Each village
organized & mobile i team made wp of
police, PF, and local officials, while RF and PF
established check points on the roads and highways.
Alrmobile operations, using regular ARVN forces,
were conducted regularly against known VC
market places. To nhﬂ:k on the entire operation,
Genernl Nghi, the commander, assigned
police from the Military Region 4 Special Branch to
report directly to him on any evidence of cormup-
fion in local officials and units, Inefliciency and
corruption in the execution of the plan nevertheless
continged 10 undermine the blockade. Even so,
there i no doubt that the blockade worsened the
existing rice shortage among the enemy forces in
Cambodia.

Desertions increased in the Communisi ranks as
men became progresively more despondent and
hungry. Ralliers and prisoners of war told of ea-
iremely austere diets and of litile hope for relief.
Alihough relatively inefTective in Hong MNgu. the
RVMNAF blockade in the Seven Mountains of Chau
Doc was very tight; the province chiel gave it the
highest priority and his personal attention. It was in
large measure responsible for one of the most re-
sounding RVNAF military victories of the post-
cease-fire period: the destruction of the NVA st
Drivision.

The attack 1o drive the st NVA Division out of
the Seven Mouniains was launched in early July
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1973 by the 44th Special Tactical Zone, where
principal forces consisted of the Tth Ranger Group
and the 4th Armor Group (armored personnel carrn-
ersk. The Seven Mountaing was a chain of rugged,
forested, cave-pocked peaks sireiching in a ragged
line from the Cambodian border at Tinh Bien 25
kilometers to below Tr Ton, a district headquarters
in the shadow of Mui Co To, the southernmosi peak
in the chain, Although the tallest of the seven was
only 700 feet high, rising as they did from a feature-
less, often Mooded plain, they were spectacular pro-
minences and gave the impression of far greater
size.

Just north of the border in the Seven Mountains,
MNui O was one of the main bases of the NV A 1st
Division, which had moved there from battles
around Phnom Penh in the summer of 1972, Estab-
lishing defenses as far south as Nui Co To, the st
Division was primarily responsible for screening
and profeciing movement along infiliration corridor
I-C, which passed to the west of the mountains.
Secondary objectives included protecting rice col-
lection feams, proselyting, and harassing South
Vielnamese communities and military installations
throughout the region.

As the 44th's offensive began, intelligence re-
vealed that the NVA s Division Headquarters had
pulled out of the Nui O base and was established in
the Cambodian town of Kampong Trach, north of
Ha Tien,

The NV A 52d Regimeni was operating in Cambso-
dia north of Ha Tien, while the 1010 Regiment and
most of the 44th Sapper Regiment were in the
border region south of Nui €. The attacks by fire
conducted by the 101D Regiment in Tinh Bien and
Tri Ton increased in laie July, and the 44ih Special
Tactical Zone reacted, not only o redwce the threat
io the districts, but also (o break the screen protect-
ing infiltration comidor 1-C. In late August, 8 num-
ber of sharp contacts between elements of the 101D
and ARVN Rangers resulted. Units from the NV A
1st Division infilirated into positions in Mai Gial and
Mui Co To mountains during September, and a
concerted drive was staried by the 4+hh Specul
Tactical Zone 1o dig them out. The 101D Regiment
received M0 fresh replacements from North Viet-
nam in August and moved into position on Nui Dai
in Sepiember. As the Rangers, with up to 10 battal-
ions operating, and termtorials maneovered into the
mountain strongholds, casualties mounted and the
rocketing and mortaring of populated areas by the
NVA continued.

Jusl a5 a stalemate seemed o have been reached,
casualties and the RVYNAF blockade began 1o
wenken the 101D and the other 13t Division units
and the enemy began to break. NV A hospital rec-
ords recovered by RVNAF near Muil Dai disclosed
that units of the Ist NV A Diviston had lost nearly

00 soldiers to sickness and wounds from the cease-
fire to 20 September. Captured on 2 October, two
prisoners of war from the 101D revealed that the
NVA lst Division had been deactivated. Soldiers
from the 44th Sapper and 52d Infantry Regiment
were transferred 1o the 101D, which had only 300
men left. The 101D then became a brigade, assumed
contral of the artillery and support uniis of the 15t
Division, and began operating directly under MY A
Militnry Region 3.

By the end of October, with its battalions down
1o less than 200 men each, the 100D withdrew from
the Seven Mountains into s Cambodinn sanctuary,
Although it continued 10 operate in the border
regiomn, 1l never agun presented a sersous threat 1o
South Vietnamese forces in Military Region 4, The
RVMAF 44ih Special Tactical Zone and its Tih
Ranger Group had secomplished its mission.

Tri Phap

There was more to the rice war than the illegal
trade and skirmishes along the border. And there
was more 1o infiltration in the delta than that which
ook place in Kien Giang Province along corridor
1-C, Dinh Tuong Province, with its bustling market
capital of My Tho, was the key province in the
eastern delta. Through My Tho passed Highway 4
o Saigon, & major channel of the the Mekong, and
several large canals. One of three principal NVA
infiltration routes, corndor 1-A crossed the Cambo-
dian frontier near the border between Kien Phong
and Kien Tuong Provinces, traversed the maze of
canals through the Plain of Reeds, and ended in the
walery wasteland called the Tri Phap (listed as Base
Arca 470 by allied intelligence) where those prov-
inces join Dinh Tuong. A branch of corridor 1-B
from the “Parrot’s Beak™ of Svay Rieng Province
entered the Tr Phap from the northeast. An insur-
gent base established during the 19431934 war, the
Tri Phap was parily covercd with brush, with litle
land suitable for cultivation, essentially & swamp
that owver the years had been laced with permanent
fortifications and hidden storage areas. No allied
force had succeeded in occupying or inflicting any
serious damage to the installations or enemy forces
in the Tri Phap. Immediately after the cease-fire,
RVMAF units in Dinh Tuong were preoccupied
with maintaining security in the central and north-
em reaches of the province and could not divert the
forges necessary 10 clean out the Tri Phap, even
though they were aware of increased enemy activi-
iy there,

A document caplured on 9 August disclosed thai
the Z-18 Regiment of NVA Military Region 2 was
moving into the Tri Phap from Cai Bay District in
northern Dinh Tuong Province and thst it woald
probably be replaced in Cai Bay by the Dong Thap-
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| Begiment, Information in the document pertaining
to planned attacks in northerm Dinh Tuong was
confirmed by attacks on several oulposis on 8
August. Furthermore, acrial photography showed
that ficlds north of the Tri Phap had been planted in
rice, part of the NVA's effort to become self-sus-
taining in the delia. With pressure mounting along
Highway 4, however, IV Corps could nol then
challenge the W% A activities in and north of the Tr
Phap. Meveriheless, the RVMNAF repulsed, with
heavy losses 1o the enemy, numerous battalion-sired
attacks against outposis and fire bases in Cay Bay,
Cai Be, and Sam Giang Districts during July and
August. In the Nirst week of September alone,
enemy casualties in the region were 144 killed,
while those of the RVMNAF were 17 killed and 78
wounded,

The surge in encmy atlacks, which continuecd
through Movember, was motivaied in part, as in the
border provinces, by the harvest and marked by
Communist attempts (o gather as much of i1 as
possible. Bul beyond that, the epemy objectives
were o protect the installations in the Tri Phap,
capand the base area there, and use the infiliration
cormdors from Cambodia without interference from
the RVNAF, Success in these ventures would force
contractions of the RVNAF defenses along High-
way 4, demoralize the soldiers of the ARVN Tih
Dhvision charged with the resposibility, and support
the proselyvting campaign among South Vietnamese
froops.

As the vear wore on, RVNAF units showly wore
down the four main force regiments in NV A Mili-
tary Region 2—the Z-18th, £-15th, E-24th, and DT-
I. Despite receiving hundreds of lresh replacements
from the north, these regimenis grodually lost
ground to aggressive attacks. The NV A 207th Reg-
ment, which had suffered so badly in its disastrous
Hong MNgu campaign, was required (o provide sol-
diers o replace losses in the E-24th Regimeni.
These demoralized soldiers were imtercepted en
route (o the Tr Phap area in Seplember; ther
casualties were heavy and 14 were captured. The
NYA Mh Division was dishanded that fall, and s
depleted regiments were assigned to MV A Military
Region 2. The RVNAF Joint Operations Center
provided data on casualties in December that
showed nearly 40 percent of all enemy killed during
the last hall of 1973 died in the delia. Although the
figures were estimations the ratio was probably very
close 1o reality, supported as it was by weapons
captured and corresponding RVMNAF casualties,

The vear ended in a farry of Communist aclivity
throughout the delta. Incidents of ground atacks
and attacks by fire reached the highest level since
the cease-fire. Losses were heavy on both sides, but
o significant changes in the tactical siiuation were
apparent. Mevertheless, a steady erosion of security
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wis under way and most evident in Chuong Thien
and northern An Xuyen Provinces, where the 21st
ARVN Division was only marginally effective
againsl persistentl cnemy operations (o expand con-
trol. Four NVA regiments operated in Chuong
Thicn—ihe 95A, 188, D-1 and D-2—and they were
pdequately supported with weapons, smmunition,
and replacements through the Kien Giang corridor,
despite the frequent successful RVNAF operations
near the Cambodinn border against this logistical
LT

As the first anniversary of the cemse-fire ap-
proached, no carly decision was foresceable in the
delia. Although barassed by increasingly threaten-
ing RVNAF offensives, the NVA still maintained
control over major infiltration corridors into the
delta and managed o gather enough rice 1o sustain
its forces, though some troops were on shor ra-
tions. Communist strategy had undergone no great
modifications; it still focused on acquiring rice, pros-
elyting, and eroding South Vietnam's territorial and
population control. Despite severe personnel losses
and o few mimor military defests, the NVA was
gaining in the delia

RVNAF Delta Dispositions

The three ARVN divistons in the delta were
reacting differently to the deteriorating situation in
Military Region 4. True to their records of past
performance and in concert with the nature of the
leadership they received, they ranged from highly
effective to consistently poor. On the high side was
the Tth Division, operating principally in Dinh
Tuong. Commanded by spartan and austere Maj.
Gen. Mguyen Khoa MNam, who was later (o com-
mand IV Corps and siill later to take his own life
after the capitulation, the Tth had become particu-
larly skilllul in rapid deployment, netting significant
catches along the infiliration cormdors. As the year
drew to a close however, severe rationing of fuel,
imposed o compensate for spiraling costs, drastical-
Iy limited the division’s mobdity, The permanent
withdrawal of RF and PF from exposed positions
balanced this disadvantage somewhat, in that Gen-
eral Mam less frequently had o dispaich troops in
what were often futile but costly attempis to rescue
beseiged outposts; he could select areas of deploy-
ment more likely 1o resull in combat with major
units or large infilirating groups. Employing advan-
tages of surprise, supenor mobility, and firepower,
including effective coordination with the VMNAF,
the Tth was usually the clear winner in that kind of
encounter. Going 10 the relief of outposts o often
drew the reliel force into an ambush in which all
pdvantages lay with the encmy.

Major changes in the fth Division took place
woward the end of the year. Iis commander, Maj.
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Gen. Tran Ba D, was replaced by Brig. Gen.
Huynh Van Lac. Of more immediate impact was
the reorganization which drew all Rangers out of
IV Corps and eliminated the 44th Special Tactical
Zone, This change required the 9th 1o assume re-
sponsibility for Chau Doc and northern Kien Giang
Provinces, as well as Kien Phong. It turned over its
twio southern provinces of Vinh Long and Vinh
Binh 1o the Tth Division, recovered its 14ih Regi-
ment, which had been under the operational control
of the Tih, and released jts 15th Regiment o the
operational controd of the ARVN 21st Division in
Chuong Thien Province. Thus, with two infantry
regiments, General Lac replaced the equivalent of
three Ranger regiments in the northern distnicts of
the border provinces, It was feasible only because
the enemy main force in the area had been so
severely damaged in the Hong Ngu and Chau Dioc
battles.

In June 1973 the 2lst ARVN Division, which
deserviedly had the worst reputation for discipline
and effectiveness among the divisions in the delta,
was given 4 new commander, Brig. Gen. Le Van
Hung, who had done well at An Loc. Although
General Hung (who was also to dic a suicide) had
nowhere to bring the division but up, progress was
slow, He gradually replaced ineffective subordinates
with combat-proven officers, many from airborne
and Ranger unifs, and observers noled some shight
improvemenis in morale and combat effectivencss.
General Hung employed the 15th Regiment, under
his operational control from the 9th Division, exclu-
sively in Long My District of Chuong Thien, while
his three organic regiments, the 31st, 32d, and 33d,
operated throughout the rest of Choong Thien and
northern An Xuyen. The 32d and 33d had few
contacts with the enemy, other than receiving al-
tacks by fire; but in late December, the 3 Battalion,
Alst Infantry, was ambushed while marching o the
relief of an BF outpost, and more than 100 of its
men were Killed. This event illusirated again long-
standing defects in leadership and training in this
regiment and supported the DAD'S vear-end pssess-
maenl that the division was no more than “marginal-
ly combai elfective.™

Because the territorials were raised and stationed
in their home provinces and districts, their numeri-
cal strength in each military region was largely a
function of the local population. With a population
of over seven million, Military Region 4 was au-
thorized nearly three times s many lerritorials as
Military Region 1, and twice as many as were
authorized Military Regions 2 and 1.

The regional force soldiers in Military Region 4
were assigned to 144 batialions and 125 separate
companies and were employed by 18 Sector Tacti-
cal Commands. But nearly all unils were serously
undersirength due 0 a combinniion of factors:

combal losses, desertions, ineffective recruiting, and
the “flower soldier™ practice whereby a soldier was
carmed on the rolls but for a fee paid o the wnil
commander he was never required 1o be present for
duty, Overall, RF strength in the delia was less than
80 percent of authorized, and NCO sirength was
even lower. While most of the battalions carried
sssigned strengths of 350 1o 400 men, out of an
suthorized 561, some, such as those in Ba Xuyen
and Chuong Thien Provinces, were down o 300,
With such a reduced assigned strength, as few as
150 soldiers would be present for operations in a
typical Chuong Thien battalion, a battalion smaller
than a company. Quile understandably, as unit
strengths declined, so did combat abality and
morale, while desertions increascd. Remarkably, the
territorials in a few sectors, nolably Kien Tuong and
Go Cong, maintained high assigned sirengihs, a
reflection of inspired leadership. Bul overall deser-
tions excecded recruitments, and sirengths contin-
wid their slow bul steady erosion.

Declining strengths influenced another debilivat-
ing situation. A well-intentioned umit training pro-
gram for territorials had been devised by Central
Tramning Command and ordered executed by the
JGS, but the demands of combat on the depleted
units made it progressively more difficult for the
maore embattled of the sector commanders 1o release
BF and PF units for training. Combat efliciency in
the most active sectors thus declined still further.

In early 1974, General Vien, Chiel of the Joint
Cieneral 5tafl, ordered the JGS 1o investigate,
study, and report on the territorials of MB 4. The
study reveabed some interesting facts. During the
first three months of 1974, for example, MR 4
terrtorials lost 8,852 men killed, wounded, or miss-
ing during mobile operations away from fised bases
In these engagements, they accounted for 3,344
enemy killed or caplured, a ratio of about 1.6 o
every enemy casualty, escluding the wncounted
encmy wounded. The relative weapons losses in
these operations was alo instructive. While the RF
and PF lost abour 1,600 weapons, they salvaged
about 1,800 of the enemy’s. But the most revealing
and alarming discovery concerned the comparative
losses during enemy attscks on territorial oulposts,
In the same three-month perod, RF and PF casual-
ties, including missing, were nearly 1,300, while
encmy losses were only 245, a ratio of 5 1w 1.
Weapons losses in defensive engagemenis were even
worse— 1000 lost against 100 recovered. The obvi-
ous conclusion was that mobile operations by termn-
torials were immensely more profitable than defense
of fized ouiposis. But the JGS team also found that
only 2,192 out of 22,884 offensive operations involv-
ing units of company size and larger resulied in
combat with the enemy, a poor recond atiributed 1o
wenknesses in intelligence, operational planning,
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and techniques. While this judgment was at least
partially valid, benefits were derived even from
mobile operations that netted no enemy. The confi-
dence of the population in their local forces was
strengthened, and the enemy was often compelled
to move or discontinue his activities while the tern-
torials maneuvered through the area.

There were 3400 oulposts, watch towers, and
bases 10 be defended in ME 4. These ranged (rom
large comples posifions with supporiing artillery o
remate mud forts garmsoned by weak., under-
strength PF platoons. The futility of attempling o
defend the vast delta from solaied posts scattencd
about the paddies, canals, and swamps had been
recognized by General Nghi as well as the JGS, but
despite the strong desire to reduce the number of
posis, to do so would remove all government pres-
ence from many contested villages and hamlets,
surrendering the population to the Communists, In
1973, mevertheless, MR 4 withdrew forces from 97
outposts while 193 were los! o enemy atlacks
Meanswhile, emphasis on mobile operations was in-
creased, Operating in their home provinces, some
RF battalions eamed hard-fought reputations for
aggpresaveness and success. Unfortunately, a bateal-
ion's achievement in its native sector often impelled
the corps commander o deploy it (o ancther prov-
ince under the operational control of an ARVN
division. As often as not, the division would employ
the battalion in & particularly hazardous role and
give it inadequate logistical and administrative sup-
part, Fresh morale problems would develop and,
tragically, superior RF battalions were reduced 1o
the level of the majority.

The Vietnamese Navy in the delta was charged
with providing security on the major waterways,
patrolling the coastline to prevent enemy supply
boats from entering, and su ing ARVMN and
territorial force operations. Although the Mavy
could boast of low desertion rates, & generally well-
maintained fleet of small crafi, and higher morale
than in the rest of the armed forces, its performance
in the delta was far below what it should have been,
In gnml measure, the reason for its meffectivenesss
lay in &n aversion to coordinating operstions with
the other services. Although Gm:rll MWghi, as
region commander, had all the suthonty he needed
to direct coordinated operations involving all forces
in the delia, by the time this authority filtered down
through the structure it had lost its force. ARVN
sector and sub-sector commanders, as well as com-
manders of tactical units, exercised no authonty
over naval units and naval commanders consequent-
Iy remained independent and aloof, often unwilling
even o atiend sector planning and briefing sessions.

There were, happly, some exceptions o this rule.
A case in point was the Navy's role in special
aperations 1o interdict ithe NV A" infiliration route

through Kien Giang into Chuong Thien (Infiltration
Corridor 1-C). The “brown-water” navy—that is,
the shallow draft boas plying the rvers and
canals—wias  especially  successful  intercepling
encmy attempits to cross the Cai Lon River and its
tributaries. Bui while combined operations enjoyved
some success interfering with enemy movement
along interior routes, the “blue-water” navy [lailed
to intercepl the enemy’s supply craft sailing down
the eoasi from Cambodia. The blue-water boais
were oo deep of drafi to follow suspicious sampans
into the shallow inshore waters, and the brown-
witer responsihiliies ended where the wilerways
emptied into the Gulf of Thailland.

The bluc-water navy in the delia operated from
two major bases. The dth Coastal Floulla, with 26
patrad crafi, was based at An Thoi on Phu Quoc
Island and was responsible for coastal waters down
to the border of An Xuyen Province, There the Mth
Coastal Flotlla sssumed responsibility which ex-
tended around the Ca Mau and northeast along the
coast o the ME 1 boundary, The 5th operated 27
patraol craft from MNam Can, a former 330 million
LS. Mavy base with excellent dry dock facilitics,
The brown-water fleet, with 362 boats, operated
from 17 locations throughout the delta.

RVNAF Ecomomics and Morale

A melancholy asccompaniment 1o the slow but
steady erosion of government influence in the delta
wis being heard, not only in the delia, but through-
out South Vietnam. The outward appearances of &
bustling, growing economy, as scen in the prosper-
ous looking shops and restaurants of Saigon and in
the dense, nodsy traffic that choked its boulevards,
scarcely disguised a stagnani commercial and indus-
irial situation but stll misled the casual observer.
The truth was that galloping inflation had taken
hold, and those that suffered most were those (o
whom the country owed the most, those upon
whose strength and constancy survival depended:
the soldiers, airmen, sailors, and officers of ithe
RVMAF. The consumer price index rose 65 percent
during 1973, but more devastating (o the serviceman
and low paid public official, whose incomes were
lixed at a bare subsistence level, was the fact that
rice doubled in price during the year. An anforu-
nate combination of international and domestic
events was responsible for South Vietnam's worst
vear economically since 1965-66. In 1972 the NV A
offensive and poor weather had reduced the expect-
ed rice crop, and that disappointing harvest was
followed by an even less productive one in 1973,
The deficit had 1o be compensated for by imporis at
a time when rice on the world market was soanng.
This fact, in combination with the domestic shor-
age, drove the price (o the consumer even higher.
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South Vietnam's tough rice control program was
doubtless of some benefit, but it could not thorough-
Iy dampen market-driven tremds.

Meanwhile, the U.S. aid dollar, as well as other
forms of foreign assistance to Vietnam, was declin-
ing in value under the influence ol worldwide infla-
tion. Imported commodities therefore entered the
country ot drastcally nflated costs. Cooking odl,
laundry soap, and brown sugar, for example, were
all selling at 200 percent above 1971 prices; driven
by the international petralewm crisis of 1973, gaso-
line rose by 213 p:fml_md kerosene by 196 per-
cent, And while import prices climbed, South ¥iet-
pnam's opportunities to earm foreign exchange de-
clined with the departure of the LULS. forces. The
LS. withdrawal also aggravated high levels of un-
employment. In 1969, abowt 160,000 Vietnamese
were direct employess of the United States; by
September 1973, the number had dropped to less
than 20,000. This decline was matched by the disap-
pearance of jobs whose lunctions indirectly depend-
ad on the U5, payroll in Vietnam.

The severe unemployment greatly affected the
familics of soldiers because s soldier's family could
only sarvive il it had a source of income other than
military pay. Diquieting evidence that the de-
pressed economy and inflated market were having
deleterious effects on RVNAF morale and effec-
tiveness began 10 appear in mid-1973. Reports of
particularly heinous instances of venality surfaced,
sometimes in official channels, but more frequently
in private conversations between DAD people and
RVMNAF officers whose sensabilities were offended
by the corrupt practices of their countrymen, even
though they undersiood the conditions that impelled
men (o seck dishonorable means 1o supplement their
livelihood. And even when cormuplion was not men-
tioned, the senouws economic plight of officers and
soldiers was cited as contributing to defeats and
porending future disaster. Here are some examples:

On 15 December the Communists attacked a i
tion in the Song Bo cornidor west of Hue defended
by a company of the 1st ARVN Division. Accord-
ing 1o the new M Infantry commander, Col. Hoang
Mno, the company incurred only light casualties
before breaking and running in panic. Similar per-
formances occurred in other regimental positions,
and Colonel Meo attributed this conduct to poorly
trained drafiees with low morale. The regiment had
borme the weight of the NV A's attacks that autumn,
and its extended period in the line had aggravated
its declining morale, but the root cause of the prob-
lem was widespread disaffection in the ranks trace-
able to the growing deprivations suffered by mili-
tary familics.

The Airborne Division was the clite of the
ARVN. It could still boast an all-volunteer force
and the high esprit thmt went with special and

rigorous training. But even it was nol immune to
South Vietnam's economic malady. In o despairing
interview with a trusted Amencan friend, a young
paratrooper captain, batile tested in Cambodia, An
Loc, and Quang Tri, told of demoralization in the
mirborne as largely the resuli of worsening economic
conditions. Another reason for low morale was the
continued commitment of the division—trained and
psychologically equipped for difficult offensive op-
eralions—in a sl defensive role in northern MR
I. Add to this the fact that the division bases were at
Tan Son Nhut and Bien Hoa snd the soldiers
families lived on or near them. In any cvent, this
dedicated 29-year-old veteran deplored the decline
of discipline in the division, which he said could be
traced to the absence of the airbormne spirit in leaders
who had recently joined the division, a spirit hard
to kindle in the bunkers and trenches of Thua Thien
Province,

More importantly, he cited the desperate econom-
i conditions amceng the troopers’ families, which
the officers and noncommissioned officers were
powerless (o relieve. As a direct consequence, the
empathetic leader was loath (o punish severely any
soldier whose derelictions were traceable 1o despair
of concern Ffor his sulfering family. Absences, even
some desertions, went unponished, and alcoholism
and drug addiction increased, as did incidents of
“fragging.” (Slang for the practice of murdering or
attempting o murder officers or noncommissioned
officers; derived from fragmentation grenade, the
usual weapon of choice.)

The division commander, Brig. Gen. Le Quang
Luong, was aculely aware of the problems; his
personal leadership and concern for his men no
doubt prevented collapse. In fact, the division
fought some of its most effective and gallant en-
gagemenis in the months following.

Iegal irading in fuel used by :Iu South Vietnam-
ese Navy was a favorite means of income augmenta-
tion in the delia. An incident in Seplember in south-
erm An Xuyen Province s illustrative. In September
near Vam Ong Doc, a small fishing port at the
mouth of the Ong Doc River, a Navy boat was
reportedly sunk by gunfire and three sailors were
wounded, apparenily in an ambush set by the VC.
Bui the facts were quite different. It scems that
Navy vessels regularly sailed up the coast and called
at Vam Song Ong Doc o sell diesel fuel, a com-
madity in great demand by the fishing feet as well
ia the Communisis, who used it in their boats. The
the 412th RF Battalion had been walching this for
some tme and fnally demanded 1,000 piasires
(about 32) per 35-gallon drum sold. After the crew
refused, reportedly explaining that all the proceeds
had to be sent o the Chiel of Maval Operations in
Saigon, the BF attacked. Some sccommodation was
apparently arrived at because before long the boats
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were again engaged in the diesel trade, though the
market had been moved wpriver. Preoccupation
with this illegal operation distracted the Navy from
its imporiant mission of intercepting Communist
boats that were infiltrating the coast with impunity
from the Ong Doc River 1o An Xuyen's northern
border.

There were a few documented cases whn-m

mmmmwmmﬁmm
cash, knowing full well that they were trading with
I.'Il:::nnf But the most despicable of all cases of

persiEient enoug

demands of YMNAF helicopter crews for payment
from ground troops for the evacuation of casualties,
This is not o say that this practice was the rule, but

that it happensd at all was a vivid commentary on a
pernicious fMlaw and the conditions which spawned
i

A typical colonel in the RVMAF was pald less
than 40,000 pisstres per month, the equivalent of
about $80.00, this after about 20 years of service,
virtually all of it in wartime. OF course he received
a few other emoluments, but basically he was sup-
porting a family group of perhaps 10 people on $80
per month. At prices prevalent in the winter of
IiTlthnfluﬂmhpwentﬁ:rmr_mm
among other things, that every able person in the
family had to bring in some income. Practices rang-

but also to take care of their less fortunate subordi-

Ranger Reorganization

In September 1973, a JGS evaluation of the struc-
ture and employment of Ranger forces culminated
in a recommendation from Oeneral Vien to Presi-

strategic reserve for employ-
meni by the JG5 and small reaction forces for the
first three military regions. The planners accepled
the unpleasant fact that the two general reserve
divisions—the Airborne and Marine—were prob-
ably permanently committed in Military Region 1; a
Ranger reorganization would result in a slight sur-
plus of uncommitied battalions and help restore
some fexibility to the RVMAF as a whole. The
planners also took into scoount the deterioration of

South Vietnamese control in the western and Cen-
tral Highlands but with unwarranted optimism cal-
culated that Rangers would eventually be rede-
ploved tov frontier posts in lost or contested seciors.
In any event, the fact that Ranger battalions were
programmed for deployment on the borders in the
indefinite future provided uncommitied battalions
for the present for reserve or other missions.

The planners also recognized the unique situation
along the Cambodian border in Military Region 4.
The Rangers of 44th Special Tactical Zone around
the Seven Mountains and the ARVN regulars and
territorials in other resches of the frontier had all
but eliminated the enemy main-force threat and
were dealing with some success with infiltration.
Thus the dectson was made o climinate the 44th
Special Tactical Zone and desctivale its nine
Ranger battalions, with officers and men reassigned
to battalions in the northern part of the country.
This made tactical semse, but unfortunately, the
delia Ranger baitalions had been recruited in the
delta, and the soldiers showed their displeasure at
being reassigned from their home provinces by de-
serting in great numbers. By | January 1974, the
original 34 Ranger battalions had been reorganized
into 45, and each belonged to one of 15 Ranger
groups (regimenis). Rather than having three differ-
ent types of battalions—organic to regiments,
border defense, and separate—all were (o follow
one iable of organization and equipment.

The new concepl of operations for Rangers visu-
alized that 27 forward defense bases, mostly along
borders in Military
R:giml,l:ndl.wmldhnumupmdhy-m

wm each. At this time,

adviser on Ranger employment. At year’s end,
Tﬂu;uhsdcphrmtmmmhwuuihﬁmh
able 5.

Military Region 3

RVNAF efforts to open lines of communication
o beleaguered bases, interdict NVA  logistical
routes, and damage enemy base aress and the
NVA's response (o these actions raised the level of
combat in Military Region 3 after Cease-fire 11.
There were a number of sharp contacts, particularly
in Tay Ninh and Binh Duong Provinces, but no
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TAELE 5: ARVN RANGER DEPLOYMENT, 31 DEC. 1973

Groupa  _Streneth, 1 Feb, 19784

MR 1* 1at Bn 2d Bn 3d Ba
11th B8 409 385
12th 1= 05 396
18th hEg Bz §EO
15th 530 530 502

ME Z¢#
ath 21 57 uEN
Eth 582 575 598
218t 258 EY i) 365
224 806 LRFS LLE]
23d 388 3Tz Lz5
2ith 1.0 an ETE
25th st 27 351

MR 3
ERE 1 590 572 595
32d B4z 662 603
33d 508 710 BT0

(Reserve)

Tthe*# Ll RS2 BTz

%411 ME 1 battalions understrength because of
desertions of Hangers transferred from MR 4.

#The 4§th and 6th Groups were asaigned to the
general reserve Lin the Salgon area but were
deployed mlong Highway 1 in Binh Dinh, under
the operational control of MR 2. The HWH 2
Groups were underatrength becauses of
recrulting difficulties in the highlands
where all were deployed.

##The Tth Group was located at the Long Binh
Base near Saigon.
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terrain changed hands. The WMAF cammed oul
heavy raids against NVA bases in Tay Ninh, Binh
Long, and Phuoc Long Provinces, and the NWA
retalinted with a rocket attack on Bien Hoa on &
Movember that destroyed three F-5A fighters and
with a sapper raid on the Shell petroleum storage
site nt Mha Be on 2 December that virtually wiped it
oat, The Communisis also senl waler-sapper leams
into South Vietnamese Mavy docks near Saigon and
gank six small crafi. Just a few miles sonthwest of
Saigon, on 15 December, they ambushed an un-
armcd U5, Joint Casualty Resolution Center Team
and killed a U.S, Army capiain, the first Amencan
serviceman o die by Communist fire afier the cease-
firc. This incident effectively ended all efforts by
LS casually resolutbon teams (0 enter arcas nol
considered absolutely immune from enemy infru-
EBORL

Behind the screen of harassing and sometimes
destructive attacks, and beyond the range of effec-
tive RVMAF imterference. Communist forces in
Military Region 3 buili warchouses, workshops,
roads, and antisircraft positions, receiving new
weapons, combat vehicles, and replacements while
assembling a logistical and training base that spread
across the northern border of MR 3 from Bu Dop in
Phuoc Long to Lo Go in Tay Minh, The Commu-
nists were also concenirating freshly arrived batial-
ions of tanks, arfillery, and antimircrafl weapons,
together with infantry replacements for the divi-
sbons that were protecting the buildup, By Sepiem-
ber they had completed the deployment of the 367th
Sapper Group from Phnom Penh to Tay MNinh for
further employment in the Saigon arca.

The MVA strategy in Tay MNinh called for con-
tinuing presure along lines of contact, preventing
the RVMNAF from probing too deeply into the base
arca, and undermining the fragile hold the RVNAF
mainiained on the vital corridor between Tay Minh
City and Saigon. This pressure was exerted from
three directions and spilled over prominently inio
Hau Nghia Province through which the cormdor
passed inio the nonthwestern suburbs of Saigon.
From the Cambodian salient of Svay Rieng Prov-
ince, called the Parrot’s Beak, NV A forces probed
RVYMNAF outposts along the Vam Co Dong River.
The river port of Go Daus Ha was kept under
constant threat. Since the port was the junction of
Mational Routes 1 and 22, only 10 kilometers from
the Cambodian frontier, its loss wouold sever Tay
Minh and Bolate sizable South Vietnamese forces
there. (Map 11)

The BV A prevented any RVNAF forays toward
its northern Tay Ninh base along local Rowte 4
(TL-4k this road led imto the NVA'S growing
headquarters,  logistical, and  political complex
around Lo Go, Thien Ngon, Xa Mat, and Katum.
Moving within range of the ARVN's 25th Division
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forward base at the Tay Minh airfield, the ARVMN
outpost and communications relay station on Nui Ba
Den mountain, and the RF base at Soui Da, the
NV A regularly harassed these positions with artil-
lery, morar, and rocket fire and made resupply of
Mui Ba Den hazardous by frequently directing anti-
aircraft fire and SA-7 rockes ai VMNAF helicopiers.

The MV A exerted strong pressure against the Tay
Ninh-Saigon corridor from its forward combat hases
along the Saigon River from the Michelin Plantation
io the Ho Bo Woods, The Ho Bo aren was far,
almost featureless terrin, bced with trenches and
tunnels. deeply pocked with ragged lines of bomb
craters left by numberless waves of B-32s, its shai-
tered plantations overgrown with head-high weeds
and dense brush. Mearly 10 years of baitle litter
defaced the countryside, and a tangle of tank-tread
marks gave il the appearance of an abandoned ar-
mored training ground. Hidden beneath were the
bunkers and fighting positions of several NV A main
foree units, the principal occupant being the 1005t
Infaniry Regiment.

The 101st had entered Mam Bo, the southern
battleficld, in 1966 from MNorth Vietnam and had
been a more or less constant resident of the Tay
Minh-Hau Mghia-Binh Duong region since its first
punishing engagements with the U5, Ist Infantry
Division that year. In the summer and fall of 1973, it
was backing up local battalions harassing ARVN
territorials and elements of the 25th Infantry Drivi-
sion generally north of Highways | and 22.

Principal targeis for NVA artillery and moriar
attacks were Khiem Hanh, o forward base protect-
ing the northern approach to Go Dau Ha; Trang
Bang, s principal town and defensive position
astride Highway 1 midway between Tay Ninh City
and Saigon; Cu Chi, the main base of the ARVN
251k Infaniry Division; and the defensive position ai
Trung Lap morth of Highway 1. Although a m';hl
rarely passcd without some kind of attack against
these or smaller posts, major contacts were infre-
quent. But in one major engagement in late Sepltem-
ber, the 2d Battalion, 49th Infantry, 25th Division,
wak caught in a devastating ambush in a rubber
plantation between Highway 22 and Khiem Hahn.
More than half the battalion were casualties, includ-
ing 43 killed, and the batialion lost nearly 150 weap-
ons and 18 field radios. Shortly afterward some
command changes were made in the 25th, including
the division commander and commanders of the
doth and 40h RBegimenis. The road o recovery was
long and slowly travelled for the 49th Infaniry, but
on the other hand, the 50th Infantry of the 25th
Division, during the last half of 1973, enjoyed more
successes than failures in sweep operations around
Phu Hoa, and in southeastern Binh Duong and Hau
Nghia Provinces.



Th VieTnasm FrROM CEASE-FIRE TO CAPITULATION

In the only other magor contact in the Tay Ninh-
Saigon corridor up to the cense-fire anniversary, a
Hau Mghia Regional Force batialion met a batialion
of the NWA 10ls1 Kegiment, reinforced by o local
company, northeast of Trang Bang. When the
smoke cleared, the Hau Nghia battalion, among the
best BF wnits in ME 3, collected 32 encmy
an the battlefield and buried 56 NV A soldiers, RF
casunlties were 19 killed and 33 wounded.

In the last half of 1973 in southern Binh Long and
western Binh Duong Provinces, very little combat
took place. The NV A continved its buildup in the
Minh Thanh Plantation and the Lai Khe-Ben Cat
arca, shifted its artillery southward into the Long
Myugen arca from where it increased the weight
and frequency of altacks against the ARVN bases.
But the only ground engagement of nole ook place
in early January just west of Chon Thanh when the
2d Battalion, &th Infantry, ARVN 5th Infantry -
vision, was struck hard by the Tth Battalion, 209th
Infantry, NV A Tth Division, Charged with blocking
Highway 13 and preventing any ARVIN advance
toward Minh Thanh, the Tith Battalion killed 36
ARVHN soldiers in this engagement, wounded 26
others, and capiured 85 weapons.

The most significant action during this pericd in
MR 3 took place along Highway 1A between Song
Be and Saigon. Continuing to solate the Phuoc
Long capital of Phuoc Binh, NVA troops used
artillery, mortars, rockets, and ground asitacks
against all RVINAF posts and positions along the
Ti-kilometer stretch of road between Phu Giso and
Song Be. They bombarded the airficld a1 Song Be
and attscked the Don Luan post, but the heaviest
action took place south of the Phu Giaso base as the
NV A Tth Division aftempted to block the highway
and blow the bridge over the Song Be river, The
MV A intention was not only to deny ARVN the use
of the road and isolate the garrisons north of the
bradge, bul also (o screen the movement of artillery
and supplics south from Bu Dop in northern Phuoc
Long to forward combatl bases in the dense forests
narth of Bien Hoa and Xuan Loc. In fact, the NVA
itsell was using sections of Highway LA between Bu
Dop and Phu Giao for the movement of arillery.

The ARVN 5th Dhvision was roughly handled by
the NVA Tth Diviston between Lai Khe and Phuo
Giwo, and one result of the 5th's consistent failares
was the reliel of its commander and his replacement
in Movember by Col. Le Nguven Vy. (Colonel Vy
was later (o take his own life upon the surrender of
his division 1o the NV A on 30 April 1975} The 18th
ARVM Division fared much better under the lead-
ership of an aggressive commander, Brig. Gen. Le
Minh Dao {who was to surrender 1o the Commu-
nists afier o gallant defense of Xuan Loc in April
1975), and Highway |A was kept open ax far as
Phuoe Vinh. The 18th also saw action around Xuan

Loc and in its sowthern sector of Phuoe Tuy, but
nothing decisive wias accomplished by either side.

The MWVA seige of Tong Le Chon continued
through the year, and the 92d Ranger Battalion's
defense was rapidly becoming legendary. But the
cost was high. After a brief respite following Cease-
fire 11, the shelling resumed, moderately enough at
first, but reached cresendo proportions later in the
year as the NVA added 120-mm. and 160-mm.
mortars and 122-mm. and 130-mm. howitzers and
guns 1o the balteries ranging on the camp. Antiair-
crafi artillery, including 37-mm. and 37-mm. guns
from the pewly formed 3TTth Antiaircraft Artillery
Drivision ai Loc MNinh continued o make supply
difficult and evacuation next fo impossible.

The NVA 200th Battalion, which had been used
in local security missions i (he Tay Ninh logistical
arca, was assigned to the infaniry element of the
MNVA sicge force. One of its platoon leaders rallied
o the South Vietnamese side in Sepiember with
some inleresting comments on the conduct of the
operation. He said that in June the NV A organized
a company to collect parachuted supplies that fell
outside the Tong Le Chon perimeter, which be-
itween Aprl and June amounied to about B0 percent
of all supplies dropped. After Jume, sccording to
this rallier, VNAF techniques had improved 1o the
point where only 10 percent of the drops were
recoverable by the company. He asserted that an
understanding had been reached between the
ARVHM Rangers and the WV A whereby the C-13s
dropping supplics would not be fired upon so long
as the company would not be opposed as it collect-
ed the supplies outside the perimeter. This asserta-
tion cannot be corroborated, but it fits the general
character of the situation afi Tonp Le Chon.

If there was a tacit withhoelding of fire against the
C-130s at Tong Le Chon, it certainly did not apply
o helicopters. Many altempts were made 1o My
helicopters into Tong Le Chon (o evacuate casual-
tics and land replacements. Betweoen late Ociober
and the end of Januwary, 1974, 20 helicopters at-
tempted landings; but only & managed 1o land and 3
of these were destroved by fire upon landing. In the
last week of December 1971, a CH-47 Chinook
helicopter was destroyed as il landed, the 1Mh
helicopter hit by enemy fire on a Tong Le Chon
mission during December alone. Casualtics were 9
killed and 36 wounded. Another crashed and
burned in January, and as the anniversary of the
cease-fire came and went, 12 senously wounded
soldiers of the 92d Ranger Battalion remained in the

Camp.

South "ul’:il:lnlmp‘! was concerned and
frustrated over the NVA buildup north of Saigon.
Largely beyvond reach of ARVN anillery and pro-
tected by large and mobile NVA infantry forma-
tions, the NV A was openly constructing a modern,
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mechanized, heavily fortified logistics and commu-
pications center. In late October President Thicu
decided to attack this enemy complex with air
strikes. The concentrated attacks did not begin until
7 November, and South Vietnam made known that
they were in response (o the NV A's 6 November
rocketing of Bien Hoa Alr Base, an indication it sull
felt obliged to rationalize offensive operations in
terms of retaliation for NV A cease-fire violations.

Mot a part of the concentrated program, a single
attack was made in late October against Xa Mat in
Tay Minh Province, a small hamlet on the border
with Cambodia which had been named as a “poini
of entry” in Article 4 of the “Protocol to the
Agreement Concerning the International Comimis-
sion of Control and Supervision,” but at which no
ICCS team had been posted for the simple reason
that the Communists did sot wanl their activities at
Xa Mai observed. The only report DAO received
concerning the air attack was through an agent who
passed through Xa Mat. According to his sccount,
the market, a fuel dump, and about 60 structures
were destroved.

Anciher separate attack was made on & Movem-
ber, the day the WVA rockets destroved three F-
5As ai Bien Hoa, when the VMAF made 33 fighter-
bomber sorties against NV A concentrations around
the ARVM base st Don Luan. Military Region 3
claimed the destruction of numerous fighting posi-
tions, about 100 enemy soldiers killed, and four

explosions.

From 7 November to 3 Diecember, spolty records
revealed about B0 sorties of fighter-bombers, in-
cluding A-Is, F-55 and A-37s were flown. It began
with attacks against Bo Duc and Loc Ninh areas.
Although the results of the Bo Duc strike were not
reporied, Military Region 3 claimed good resulis
againsd Loc MNinh storage facilities, including fuel,
and antisircraft positions. A contrary version was
given by Brig. Gen. Le Trung Truc, a VHAF
officer on detached duty in the office of the Presi-
dent. Geeneral Truc said that most of the bombs
landed miles from the targets, that attacking fighters
released at excessively high altitudes to avoid anti-
adrcraft fire, and that poor targeting, poor execution,
and low VNAF morale were 1o blame for the
meager results. Criticisms such as these, from
RVYMNAF commanders as well as from U5, observ-
ers, persisted throughout the campaign and certain-
Iy had some merl. Even the enemy antiaircrafi
gunners complained, according to an agent repori-
ing on a Katum strike, that the VMAF New too high
10 be reached by their 37-mm. guns.

Lest there be an assumption that VMNAF fighter
pilots lacked courage o fly through Nak, they did
habitually assume high risks in atiacking ememy
forces while in support of ARYN infantry. The
inhibition against flying oo low through heavy

antinireralt fire stemmed more from the realization
that no ARVN unit was in penil and perhaps more
cogently that, under the constraints on military as-
sistance, losi airplanes would not be and
damaged ones would be grounded mcanihs
awaiting repair. On the strikes against Loc Ninh on
30 November and 3 December, pilots reported Nak
between 4,000 and 12,000 feet and bomb release
altitudes were between 7,000 and 10,000 feet. While
these release altitudes were too high for precision
bombing and rocketing, they did uce some
visible results, although YMNAF attacks had no last-
ing effect on the enemy’s capabilities.

Attempis by the JGS and Military Region 3 10
assess (he o MVA installations were frus-
trated by the lack of an aerial photographic system
in VMAF as well as by the remoteness of the areas
attacked and the dense foliage that concealed many
of the targets. Agents filtered back with a few
reports, and these were probably accurate as far as
they went but were far from comprehensive. Pilot
reports were also used to assess bomb damage but
these may well have been colored by wishiful obser-
vations. A brief summary of the campaign & given
in Table &.

TABLE &
YMNAF STRIKES, OCT.-DEC. 1973
idate / location and targeis / sorties)

Lare it A MAT imuiafistions / sof ofponind
Market, fecl dusnp, 80 bovses destroped; 30 ciwilimns killed,
Somurce of report: spent

§ Now S DON LUAN base are. mpplien. artillery posinon /7 1F
fightery

100 scldenin killed: & combal postsans deliiyed; 4 socomdary

wapdiaicms, Ssror of repodt: MR 3

7 New / BO DUC sak regiment (7 banefions), seapons and
L Afae STorage. /[Nl rrportol

Reaulis nod reported.

TNav / LA NINN airfleld conafreciion, el and afber miliiary
wtores, AAA positioas, S 08 fighrers

1 AAA position, many structures and swisllatices destroyed

Source of repori: ME 3. Al of ihe targeis were morth of Loc

Mimh im rubber plantstion west of junction of Highways 13 snd

I, encepd for fwo Rargets adjacent 1o Highway 14,

& Nov / LD GO oo morage / not soparied

4 monorhikes, 18 bicycles, 4 pacans, smmunition, 8,000 kdos of
rice and 2000 liters of goolise destroyed; many howees and
supplies destroyed; many NVA cadre snd soldiers killed includ-
ing X from COSYM financial affairs section. Sowrce of report:
g separale agents. Likely that this report refers 1o 10 Mowem-
ber snke wnor MR § roponied no strike on LO GO on
Movermbset.

10 Now J/ LO GO My insmollanons, shop, supplics 7 04 fighiers
Large fbre. muny strectenes destroyed. Source of report: ME 1.
10 Naw ¢ PR GIAD poiitioni of Hyg Teh NVA Div and 20856 NVA
Rexr arnilery peitians /40 fighten

Many sructures, combai posiibons, snd beanel  destroyed.
Source of report: ME ) Strike was nod part of the campaign
sgainst the NVA logistical base, bud pan of support given
ARYN defending Highoay 1A nosr Pha Odao
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12 Nov / THIEN NGON Ny issollebons, aviillery, airfleld con-
strmrtioer, AAA poitinas, ompe. £ 31 fighter

1] sirsciures and many combal possiions. and trenches destroyed,

T3 strocheres damaged. Source of repor: ME § sed VNAF

photography.
13 Mew / MENH THANH rice worape and enillery posinons © [§

fighrers
13 peoondary caplossons. Sowrce of report: ME 3. Mink Thank
was mol part of the COSVN logistical comples, bul wn impor-
i fesrweard operating haae.

121 Now / PHUOC LONG anillery, AdA positions. supplies. /

122 fighter

Dmmage sot reporied by MR ). Sirlkes were a0l pant of cam-
paign sguinal enemy logatkos, but reiber in suppon of Phuoos
Long Secior agasnsi grosang enemy ilreat af Phuoo Bink-5ong
e

17-20 New AN LOC aren tanky bridge. trucks, inmallstiony / 78

fighter
3 wanks, 3 trucks, 1 bridges. 4 AAA posstions, 13 simactsnes, snd 1
ammunition supply point destroyed. Souwrce all roport: MR 3
Strikes were ® smppart of the ARVN Rasgens defending AN

I Now ¢ KA TUM oommsand' poste. farrachs, supply poiere rrocked
srhictes, AAA pontioas, frucks, comntruciion egupmeat S 684- g
& F-5i

6% srectures, ¥ (el demps, | supply demp, & AAA posbthons, 17

bumken desiroyed or dsmaged. Source of repore: MR 3 snd

WHAF AL

IF Now ¢ LOC NINH srectures, trocked wokicle repair shop, 1
bridges, AdA ond griillery podiioas. ¢ 98 plasned abowt T

M New S LOC NINK imvtaollationn mappther. el dwmps, A4

20 Nov [/ MINN mﬂ.‘fﬂmﬂﬁ.ﬁdﬂﬂhmﬂ
ivoeyy emsewsblier bagimacal siwen /17 fiphrers

Resalis nod reported. Surikes in sapport of ARVN st Piu Giiso

ame] Chn Thash.

3 Bee / BU DOP installaviens / 20 4-ls IT Fdo 18 A-0%

45 buildings. I AAA positions, | emmunition storage site de-

mﬁf]ﬂdqw-pn_','npu_.m

I 2729 30, amd I Dee / TONG LE CHON area lopinic,

Cease-Fire Anniversary

On the first anniversary of the Paris Agreement in
early 1974, the Communists issued statements pre-

senting their views on the cease-fire and the sitwa-
tion in South Vietnam. Hanoi published a “White
Paper” assailing U.S. and South Vietnamese
“provocations.” lis charges were accompanied by
the ratile and roar of thousands of rucks coursing
south across the DMZ and through Laos in 3 mam-
moth “1 ion offensive™ started in Decem-
ber 1973, Thousands of tons of supplies were sccu-
mialating in the southern stockplles, and by the
cease-fire anniversary the NWVA had safficient
stocks (0 support an offensive comparable to that of
1972 for over a year. Meanwhile, NV A
extended their fuel pipelines into the A Shau Valley
mﬁuﬁhﬁm:ﬂtﬁ:Lulmppdm

was passing through the iri-border junction into
Kontum Province. During the vear following the
ceasc-fire, the WV A increased its artillery and tank
strength in the south st least four-fold.

Despite some surges of concenirated effort, such
as the MR 1 air campaign of Movember and the
aborted attempis to advance on the NV A logistical
base at Duc Co, the RVNAF was umable 1o inter-
fere significantly with the NVA's steady accumula-
tion of logistical and combat strength. One major
inhibiting factor was the growing density of NV A

cease-fire, the NVA added one air defense division
and at least 12 regiments (o the expeditionary force
80 that by the cease-fire snniversary 2 air defense
divisions and 26 were deploved in South
Vietnam. Included in the force were SA-2 and Sha‘r

!
:
i
i

med to North Vieinam from
northern Laos, and the 341st Division, located im-
mediately north of the DMZ, was reorganized from
its territorial stalus into a deployable infantry divi-
sion. The sixth major element of the NVA strategic
reserve, the 08B Division, was still in garmson in
the Hanoi area. Compounding the already tenuous
situation facing the RVNAF in Kontum and Pleiku
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Souwth Vietnam, and by the end of January 1974 its
Sth and 1%th Regimenis were already there,

As the RVNAF leadership and the DAD obsery.
ers in Saigon viewed the situation, the waming was
clear: although there existed a rough parity of mili-
tary power deployed in the South, considering the
obwiously heavier reguirements on South Vietnam
to profect a dispersed population and long lines of
communication, the RYMAF could retain not even
one division in general reserve. The planned defense
possessed no Nexibility whatsoever, and ad justments
wiere possible only by giving up terrain and usually
population along with it. On the other hand, the
NVA not only possessd considerable Mexibility in
choosing objectives and selecting forces 1o employ,
but it also had six fullstrength infantry divisions,
adeguately supporied by artillery, tanks, and sup-
plies, to throw into the banle at the decisive
moment. Furthermore, improvements made in roads
southward and the absence of U.S. sir interdiction
reduced North Vietnamese deployment times o the
point where a surpris¢ appearance of the NVA
reserve became a worrisome possibility,

Note on Sources

References used in describing the situation in the
delta during the lasi half of 1973 included, most

importantly, reports and studies made by J1/IGS,
translated and retmined by DAD Saigon Intelligence
Branch; similar reporis of rallicr interrogations and
capiured documents; DAG Intelligence Summaries
and reporis; operational reporis and intelligence in-
formation from headquarters IV Corps; reports
from the U5, Consul General, Can Tho; a JGS
report on the stalus of lerritorial forces in Military
Region 4; and the awthor's own moies recorded
during meetings with the J2/IGS, and wisits 1o
Military Region 4.

The section on morale in the RYNAF was de-
rived largely (rom reports by ULS. Military Attaches
who had regular contact with knowledgeable Viet-
namese officers, from DAQ Saigon Economic Re-
poris, and from recorded observations made by
haison officers of DAD Intelligence Branch.

Information on the Banger reorganizalion came
from the DAO Saigon Cuarterly Assessment, De-
cember 1973, and reports from offices of the US
Embissy,

Combat activity and the air campaign in Military
Region 3 came from personal observation by the
author, reports by the principal linison officer from
DAD Intelligence Branch with the VNAF, and
information reports from the Consul General, Bien
Hoa, the U.5. Embassy, and DAO Saigon.
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Military Assistance, Fiscal Year 1974

U.S. military assistance to South Vietmam was
“service funded " This meani that, unlike other pro-
grama funded by Congress in & military assisiance
appropriaiions acl, the money for support of the
Vietnamese military was contained in the Army,
Mavy, and Air Force sections of the i of
Diefense appropriations bill. A carryover from the
days of active U.S. military participation in the war,
the Military Assistance Service Funded (MASF)
program for Vietnam became obsolete with the
departure of American forces from Indoching in
January 1971, Bul months passed before the Diefense
Department, the Services, and the Congress could
adjust (o the changed situation with a new mlitary
nssistance program. In the interim, DAD Saigon
requisiioned  supplies and  cquipmenmt  for  the
RVNAF under continuing congressional resolution
authority, based on the program of assistance devel-
oped jointly with South Vietnam's Diefense Ministry
and JGS in carly 1973 and in anticipation of ade-
quate funds in the Defense Appropriation Act for
fiscal year 1974,

The U.S.-funded part of the RVNAF budget for
fiscal year 1974 called for expenditures of $1.1 Wil-
lion. But on 19 December 1973, Rear Adm. T. J,
Bigley, Director for East Asia and Pacific Region,
International Sccurity Affairs (ISA) Depariment of
Defense, cabled General Murray warning that the
Senate commilies had reduced service-funded mili-
tary assistance for Vietnam and Laos to 3650 million
of new obligational authority in the 1974 Defense
Appropriation bill. The House committee had rec-
ommended slightly more than 31 billion, and the
fwo commitiess in conference agreed to $900 mil-
lion. Admiral Bigley told General Murray that Viet-
nam's share of the 5900 million would be about 5813
million. Alithough the ceiling for Vieinam and Laos
spending during the fiscal year was set by the Con-
gress an 51,126 million, General Muorray was asked
for ideas on how the Vietnam MASF program

could be sdjusted 1o the lower limit of FY 74
money, (Msg, Bigley to Murray, 192200 Dec 73,
Log 907-73.)

Meanwhile, Headquarters Department of the
Army, taking note of the reduction being contem-
plated in the Congress, suddenly cut off all oper-
ptional and maintenance Tunds for Vietnam for the
rest of the Mscal vear. When General Murray found
out aboul this, he asked Ambasssdor Graham Martin
for authority o ell Lt Gen. Dong Van Khuyen,
Commanding General of the Central Logistics Com-
mand, 0 that the Vietnamese could sdopl some
procedures (o conserve supplies uniil the new appro-
pristion made more money available. The Ambassa-
dor refused on the grounds that disclosure would be
oo unscitling polincally, (The near disastrous resull
was that the South Vietnamese continued reguisi-
poming and wsing wp supplies at their usual rate.
With a four-month order-to-ship ume, the supply
line dried up in April and the sysiem was never o
FECOVER. )

Less than 24 hours later, Admiral Higley had
Gieneral Murray's reply, which was prefaced with
the remark that General Murray was not able to
discuss the cut with the South Vietnamese author-
tics because of the political sensitivity. He would
leave that onerous task to Ambassador Martin, He
also pointed out that Admiral Bigley's request for an
immediate response precluded a detailed review of
the MASF program; he could offer only rough
observations. First, the source of prior year funds—
theoretically %313 million which would bring the
Laos and Vietnam programs up to the $1,126 mil-
lion ceiling authorized by Congress—had nol yet
been identified, and about $723 million of the FY 74
program had already been obligaied. This meant
that if the true ceiling umned oul 0 be 5813 mil-
lion—that i, if the additional $313 million could not
be found—only 590 million remained to carry the
Vietnam program for the sis months remaining in
the Miscal vear. Add 1o this about $200 million worth
of unbudgeted critical shortages already dentified —
shortages that were the result of the unexpectedly
heavy combal actions af 1973 —and anyone could
see that a dangerows situation was developing.

Cieneral Murray's list of critical shortages includ-
ed £130 million lor und ammuonition, 53 million
for medical supplies, $4.3 million for subsistence, 38
million for air ammunition, and an undetermined
sum fo buy or operate more landing ships, tank
(L5T), as a hedge againsi the enemy’s capability o
close the land route to Huee. General Murray tenta-
tively identificd budgeted savings of 333 million by
climinating the RVMAF dependent shelter pro-
gram., a propect that had high morale value for the
armed forces and had been promised by President
Mizon. Improvements 1o lines of communicalion
would also be cut, and spare parts for ships and
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gircrafi reduced to a cnitical level. Although he
offered some other saving slternatives, General
Murray admitted that none was feasible. He also
noted that the considerable cost of packing. crating,
handling, and shipping of military assistance sup-
plics had not been budgeted; these costs would also
have to be borne within the ceiling.

The day after Chrisimas, Ambassador Martin sent
his analysis of the military assistance situation to the
White House. Trailing General Murray’s hurried
response by six days, the Ambassador’s message
comtained a more complele review, and the short-
falls in the program had been refined by General
Murray and his siaff. Consequently, the shortage
cited by Ambasssdor Martin was more than double
that earlier anticipated by General Murray. The
Ambassador’s message is here in full (Msg.
Martin to White House, 26 Dec 73, Log 230-T1)

1. Tn scem qpaiie chear that & new review al ibe highest kevels of
ihe fuimre priorities io be scoorded U.S. Miltary Assntance b
the Republic of Vicnam i mmperaiive, Alihough we tead 0
concenirale, iquele peoperly, on ke anll exhnng deficiencies i
the ARYN in coder 1o correct and improve them, soch concen-
tratios beads m (o overlook the enescapable fect thal the process
of “Wtnamizatson™ w0 shly implomented by General A brami
wilh the ssstutance of sl ihe LS. Armed Services has, b (e,
worked out wery well The ARVN hm not only held well, but
has wp 10 now kepld the other side of7 balasce. I we remasin
consanl in our suppart, and detormisnd o carry 0wl ik commil-
ments we have made sl the Bighest bevel, we bave every right mo
confidently expect bt ihe GVN can bald withowt the mecessity
of US srmed intervention. Therelore. the additonal resowrces
necowary 1o discharge the commitmenia alieady made will, in
reality, feturm cnormomy dividends [n ibe schicvements of LS
oljeriives mol only in southesst Axia, bul throughowm the worid.

L Perbaps i will contribute to perspective to recall ikat m the
last ain monthe we have wilnessod an evidend conaclidation af
internal smpport for Preshdent Thicu and kin sdmdnisorstion; the
reorgamiration of the sdministration o beiler cope with the
economic realities, swl ihe cosclusion of cconomic agreemosts
wilh the FRO, Frasce and Japan which will help sursousi
curresd problems shd 501 &5 & catalysi s siirscling other doson.
The joimi OVN and LS scieons in publiciring messive Morth
Victnamese violstions of ibe Paris sgreements has succesadully
conditioned workl resction o secepl the stroag OV reactinns

o thee DRYN ulnh.un-uqlh:ﬂnpﬂ_dmuﬂw
b Mosih \-’nﬂu- officials of ike
Fidish and Hungasan lu-hv:prlﬂlﬂrﬂmm
u-ummm forces control B0 percend boa

territory tham om Jesusry IE, 1971 Politically, the NVN/YC
promclytiving ha clearly been ensucoeslial. Obwioasly, Moacow
and Prking have been informeed that, both polntically and malitan-
Iy, the initistive s pasatag o thse OGN slde.

Y. Yet the mililary capabiity of NVMN forces b sow grester
than a1 the time of the Easter 1971 offessive. Whether it will be
utilired in asather major force affensive of be maintaned @ &
deterrend o GV N eliminsison of PRG forces is 8 decision which,
I belwwe, has mot yet been taken in Hamoi 15 will be preaily
influenced o= their edimase of the will, the morde. and the
military capability of the RN, Thi in tern, will be greatly
conditioned on the BYN estimate of the presest validay of our
commitments b Bham.

& T is s bit herd here dn Saigon o determine the praciical
effects of the just prsed defense approprisison bill on our sbility
1o carry oul ke comméimenis made sodemnly amd unequivocally
by the LS., o the GYWN, However, we have recorved somse
preliminary indicstions of Washinglon thinking that trickle hall

way srousd the workd, If these are only panlly imee. then we are
in considetable danges of very soon bemg in open, glaringly
obvings diefaull of thive commiimrnis

3, The emmodiste repercussaons an ke incresungly evident
sclf-comfidonor and ap-brat morale of the GV amd the ARVN,
while mot possible 10 calculste with preciion, will ceraialy be
mdwerne and could Be more scrioem. The shon range effoct on 1he
presently delscate and fragile nelsthonshap with the Sovicts, (he
Chismese, 1he Middle Eas and cven with Europe, should we
nn'hiu-n-' commuineents here, can besi be defiermined in ibe

Whale House. [hut il seems self-cvident that the one meosl single
preciou gommsdily we posses st sow s the fuith af sthers in
the contancy amsd refability of Amercan comamitments. The cosl
of our failure to keep Rt here, evem im dollar terms, will be
incalculsbly grester than ke immedisie sems thal now seem o
be in guesiban.

& I am guite aware that reserves of all the srvioes have been
dangerously depleied by ihe emorgency demands of enhance,
enhance plus, and the rocent emergency roquireenents for luracl
Mevieribrlos, | am convinoed (e e ingenuity and rosouroeful-
ness of the armed services cam find ways 0 meel our reguire-
meemds, if only our civilisn leaders will eneguivocably eviabdinh
the overrading matiosal priority that mist be sccorded mecting
these fequifemmsis.

7. Before ibe Janmary agfeements, al (he sme of the lsnuary
agrecments, allcr the lanuary agroenstmis, again sl the time of b
June commumique, snd most especially i the San Clemente
mecting in April between Presidest Nivoa and President Thieu,
we bave resersled the commitment thal we will maintain (be
armamcs] lovel cxisting on @ one-for-one roplacoment basn. Yol
almssst froam the beginning every action we have tsben weema,
upn review, 10 lave been calculated fo convinoe semior of lieers
of the ARVMN that wie were mol really serloss abosl keeping that
plodge, (8 the many exsmples | will mentsan only e

B, The fuct is thai with 33 percest of ibe VMAF toial perion-
pel strengih in traning, il s underdandabls thal maintenance of
VMNAF aircraft would contitute & problem. Both the Y NAF and
we have istitubed corrective sction with the belp of the USAF.
¥ei when suggestions =re received from Wahingion 10 add §
perfocily Myahle FIA' o thowe scheduled to be remaved for
“gorrosion conbrol™ and it et w0 happens thad the addition of
thia i number coincides with the nesd perosived s
Washangeoa for Iran amd Kores repayment, the RYMAF and
ARVN quite maturally wonder shout the purpose af this kisd of
prme playing. The curmosd ond result is that President Thice has
ordersd ihe YMAF to inflict mavimum possible damage in retsli-
atory raids i oresposes w0 DEYN viclations of (ke ceasfire, but
o bowe mo sircrall in the proces iknce all will be despersicly
meoded when 8 major foroe aftack is made. Cossoguonily, the
VHMAF, alibough willing snd able io aggresively press low level
atincks, are moi permitied 10 Ay low enough over Largets 1o
achicve the precision resubis of which 1bey xre capable. IF | could
mform Prossdent Thieu that replacemsesin of FiA% would b
automatic; the results would be siartling. Under present ciroums-
stmnoes | conmot div (b, despate the: fact that we are committed o
ey ac.

% The second exampde is ibat despite the commetmest for one-
for-ome replacemsent, deapsie 1he pace of the fighting since the
“eeascline” in Jamuary and Junc which he resulicd B 8 geeater
todal of casualtios ikam tbe todal of L5 casualtics derng our
yoars of active engagemend, USARPACS tendative ansmusalion
regplacement through the balance of this flscal yeasr would keave o
projecied Balance os 1 July far Below the cessefire level that
fEpresals & mimimam safcly posinon sgsnst bolk cnomy capa-
haliticy amsd adwo present extimates of their ntonisons. The Tollow-

ing table graphocally illustraies the problem. [In ibousands. First
figuie ik deasg-Nide level; H:wulnpn!pdn}_uﬂlml
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The next day Admiral Bigley clarified the fund-
ing situstion somewhal in & message o General
Murray. Bigley to Murray, 2722007 Dec 73,
Log 936-71.) Since $826.5 million had already been
obligated, only 5300 million remained for both
countries for the last half of the fiscal year, despite
the fect that $562.1 million of unobligated prior year
funds remained.

Meanwhile, General Murray clarified the require-
ment for funds sbove the originally budgeted

amount and specifically identified the critical necd
for ammunition funds. (Murray (o0 Brig. Gen. Rich-
ard H. Thompson, ODCSLOG, DA, 2 Jan T4, Log

thoning halanor of year of 10 kndw 0 whal calenl sorvice an
priorities should be inter-relaied

B What is cosntry ceiliag (of wivice celling)?

. What are other dollar restrictsons, o any, og. MPA,
PEMA, sl

D, What is NOA dollar Bmitatson, and what i service bresk.

funding developments o DAD balamce of FY 74, This in cosno-
mamcy wilh MASF category IV procedwres and woald elsminate
of Foducs uncoriaintio, confinson asd mewmage traffic. Al ssis
in staying within celling comirabss. With grousd ammo alone
mnnéng 8 over & million dollers & day, matters can get guackly
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mekow unless we know (hat such a paor is witkin the ociling and
appropriaion roudraing

The response he got from Hawaii shed some
light—diffused tho it was—on the subject. The
news was not all comforting. Jackson 1o
Murray, 160413Z Jan 74, Log 053-74.) The Defense

L comptroller had determined that VWiet-
nam's share of the new obli suthority would
be about 58205 million rather than the original
£513-814 million estimate. But the question regard-
ing the 51,126 million ceiling. and where the moncy
would come from (o permit obligations up to it, was
not definitely answered. The administration was
planning 1o ask the Congress (o raise the authoriza-
tion to 51.4 bilion for FY T4; this, according 1o
CINCPAC would “allow use of all possible dollars,
including prior years." CINCPAC reminded Gener-
al Murray, although General Murray was already
painfully aware of it, that much of the 38203 mil-
lion of FY 74 moncy had already been obligated,
and the ceiling increase was required to authorize
additional obligations, assuming that prior vyear
funds could be found and used.

Answers 1o General Murrays other gquestions
were deferred for further study. But the most cru-
cial Bsue, how much total money would be availa-
ble for the FY 74 program, remained in doubt,
although Washington advised General Murmay on
20 Janpary that a tal increase would be
requested of Congress 1o bring the country program
up o §1,054.8 million. (Msg, Maj, Gen. Peter C.
Olenchuck, ODCSLOG, DA, to Murray 202208
Jan 74, Log 066-T4.)

This amount would reduce the concern in Saigon
substantially, but Congressional response to such a
request would most likely be negative. Meanwhile
the war continued and supphies dwindled as mora-
foriums were imposed on requisitioning pending the
outcome of the budgetary impasse.

Gieneral Murray did not wait for further defini-
tive word from Washington or Hawail. Early in
January he began a series of conferences with the
RYMNAF logistics siafl, principally with General
Khuyen and General Cao Van Vien, Chiel of the
Joint General Staff, to impress upon them the need
fo conserve supplies, particularly ammunition.
Without divulging all that he knew about the FY 74
program, he urged them to apply strict controls
against the likelihood of diminished resources. Gen-
eral Vien reacted immedistely. MNew available
supply rates (ASR) were applicd on all critical
ammunition items on 25 February, reducing further
the ASRs General Vien had ordered on 25 January.

Meanwhile, General Murray continued 1o receive
new interpretations of the money situation from
Washington. The 51,126 million ceiling on obliga-
tions during FY 74 for Victnam and Laos, whether
from currenl or prior year funds, was reiterated.

Against this ceiling, the Department of Defense had
allocated 3700 million for the Army (of which $301
million was ammunition for Vietnam), 326 million
for the Mavy, and 3400 million for the Air Force.
Since $826.5 million had already been obligated as
of 30 November 1973, only 5229.5 million remained
for all services (and this included funds for Lacs), In
this message, General Murray was advised that the
Department of Defense was planning to ask Con-
gress (o raise the ceiling to 51.6 billion, rather than
to §1.4, (Olenchuck to Murmay, ODCSLOG, DA,
H2ZU0TE Feb 74.)

General HI.I.H'I.!' viewed this mformation with
sOme since he undersiood the mood of
the and the effects of Walergate on Presi-
dent Nixon's Vietnam commitments about as well as
anyone did in Washington. The most he could plan
on was the Vietnam share of the 51,126 million,
which by this time had been refined by the Depari-
mient of Defense 1o $1,059 million.

In ecarly February, General Murray tried 1o ex-
plain in a message to CINCPAC and Washington
why the ceiling imposed overly severe resirictions
on the Vieinam program, how the situation had
changed since the program’s drafting in early 1973,
and the impact of those changes on RVMAF re-
quirements. Since the FY 74 program had been
agrecd wupon, significant price increases had oc-
curred in equipment and fuel and the level of
combat anticipated for a cease-fire period did not
pertain. Increasing enemy capabilitics created a
high-threat environment; an inflation rate of 65 per-
cent in South Vietnam drove subsistence costs cor-
respondingly up; the imposition of a ceiling after 73
percent of the funds had been obligated left no
Mexibility for sdjustment of priorities; the inability
to wlentily the status of prior year funds to be
applied 10 the 31,034 million ceiling created the
possibility of overcommitment and compelled the
suspension of all Army requisitions for the pasi two
months; the apparent inclusion of other unanticipat-
ed cosis within the ceiling, such as packing, crating,
handling, and shipping further reduced the amounts
available for RVNAF support; and bookkeeping
mdjustments had placed considerable FY 73 costs
onto FY 74 funds. (Msg, Murray 1o Li. Gen. Wil-
liam G. Moore, CofS, CINCPAC, 0910332 Feb 74,
Log 130-74,)

Vice Adm. Raymond Peet, Director of Military
Assistance in the Department of Defense, apprecial-
ed General Murray's locid mssessment and sssured
him that it would help support the Secretary of
Defense's request to raise the congressional ceiling
to $1.6 billion. (Msg, Peet 1o Murray, 2222127, Feb
74, Log 168-74.)

Formal bearings on sppropriations for Souwth
Vietnam began in the Senate Armed Services Com-
mittee on 12 March 1974. Meanwhile, the severe
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controls Generals Vien and Khuyen had placed on
ammunition expenditures were having some saving
results. By mid-Apnl, however, the on-hand stock-
age of the most critical item of ammunition—103-
mm. howitzer, high explosive—was siill dangerous-
Iy low; only about 52 days of supply remained and
less than that if high consumption rates reguired (o
repel a major offensive were applied.

Aside from the opposition of many influential
members of the House and Senate to any sizable
assistance for Yietnam, the Department of Defense
and the services were further handicapped in their
ciforts to convinee the responsible committees that
additional monies should be made available for Viet-
nam because seemingly no one in any Defense
agency knew how much prior year money had been
obligated or what supplics and equipment had al-
ready been provided. In any case, the Senate Armed
Services Committee refused to raise the 51,126 mil-
lion ceiling on 3 April, responding in large measure
to Senator Edward M. Kennedy's leadership. The
next day, the House rejected the administration’s
request to raise the ceiling o 51.6 billion, as well as
a compromise increase (o 51.4 billion. The ssue was
dead, but the Defense Department kept trying. It
informed the House and Senate Armed Services
Committees that it had discovered 3266 million of
unobligated prior year funds and asked to have this
amouni excluded from the ceiling. The commiltees
agreed that this would be proper, but on & May, the
Senate passed a resolution, sponsored by Senator
Kennedy, to the effect that any expenditures over
$1,126 million in FY 74 would be illegal,

The dispute between the administration and Con-
gress over the FY 74 Vietnam program, clearly won
by the latter, was only the preliminary to the main
event: the fight for the FY 75 authonzation and
appropriation,

By imposing rigid controls, the BVYNAF man-
aged to survive through the summer. Many of its
wvehicles were on blocks, its aircraft grounded be-
cause of parts and fucl shortages, its radios silent for
lack of batteries, and its far-flung outposts suffering
from inadequate artillery support. The stream of
supplics had dwindled to a trckle, and weeks wouald
pass after the start of the new fiscal year before the
pipeling would again be fllowing,

Meanwhile, General Murray arrived in Washing-
ton at the end of April 1974 to consult with the
Defense Department and services on military assist-
ance programs, He followed this visit with a brief,
much needed vacation and returned o Vietnam
toward the end of May. On 23 May, Admiral Bigley
cabled General Murray that the House had passed
the Defense Authorzation Bill for FY T4 with the
familiar ceiling of 31,126 million for MASF, while
the Senate Commiliee was recommending 3900 mil-
lion. The best compromise in committee conference

that Defense could expect was a 51 billion ceiling,
but the likelihood that this would be trimmed on the
Senate Noor was greal. The Admiral asked General
Murray to furnish some impact siatements describ-
ing the resulis in YVietnam if the authorized program
for FY 75 were 51126 million, or reduced respec-
tively 1o 5900 million, $730 million, or $600 million.
(Msg, Bigley to Murray, 2321187Z May 74, Log
353-74.)

General Murray saw Admiral Bigley's mesage
upon his return from Washington. His stall began
working on the reply immediately, and a 30-page
message, carclully drafied by General Murray and
bearing the unmistakable marks of his incisive rhe-
toric, was dispatched on 1 June, (Msg, Murray 1o
Bigley, 0111157, June 74, Log #377-74.)

11 would seem from half way sround ke world that enormousdy
eflfective wse ooall be made of Seorctary Schlesinger’s commenis
b the prees on 21 May, The most scllimg argumend i the poant he
made w0 elogeemly 1Bt il was we who old 1he South Vietnam.
eae that we would give them the ook asd they wosld have 1o
fimish the job 1 was we who usderiook & commitmenl o feplise
thetr combat dosses on 8 ome-for-one basis. [t should be empha-
wiped that all of us hoped in Jenuary 1973, wi the time of the
cease-fire, the olber side would really cbserve il It shosld be
loept n mand that the GYWMN |owes mot onlly in manpower, showt
which we can do nothing, but in materic] have not been replaced
an wie promiscd. The imporiance of the abowe neods bis be
recmphastred aficr reading Scnstor Kennedy's comments during
the debaie oa his amesdment o climinae the 5266 millon
repaymend autharity. The Seasior was extremely careful o iry 1o
poimd ol that his proposed amesdmend would not reafly crigple
the South Vietnamese mibtary effori amd implicitly recognized
ther wbligatsons which 1the Scoictary had posnted owl, o recorded
abavie, Thencdode, || would soem wielul B0 lake be Secretary's
conmenis as the poail of departure sl 13 drive home (hal any
funber reductons wdll seriously eripple the South Vielmamos
capabality by defiesd themselves and will be a viodation of the
clear undemtsndings ibey had from e 8 the time ol 1he cease-
e,

Cieneral Murray then reviewed the current situa-
thon and the impact FY 74 funding constraints had
had on the RVMAF. "Cuts and economics have
morgaged the fwiore,” he told Washington, The
entire program was in trouble, Because stock re-
plenishment had been at a virtual standsull for over
four months, the stockage of many common supphes
was below safety levels. Included in this calegory
were clothing, spare paris, tires, batteries, and M-16
rifle barrels. Despite intensive management of shori-
ages to afford minimum combal support to engaged
units, the deadline rate on vehicles, weapons, and
communications equipment was bound 1o increase
during the next quarter. In other words, even if the
authonty 10 requisition the supplies needed were
provided at that moment, the lag in order-to-ship
time wiould prevent immediate recuperation.

When it had first become apparent that the assist-
ance program was in trouble, economies had been
made in the usage of motor wehicle and marine

fuels. The RVNAF s1afl had estimated that they
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could afford to operste about 70 percent of the
vehicle and naval feets. But even this drastic meas-
ure was not enough. The reduction in the fucl
program permitied support of only 35 percent of
South Vietnam's eguipmenl operaling al severely
curtailed levels,

The quality and responsivencess of the medical
service had also suffered. Stocks of supplics, many
of which were in the lifesaving calegory, were
seriously depleted, such as blood collection bags,
intravenous Muids, antiblotics, and ical dress-
ings. Meanwhile, hospital admissions of wounded
increased from 8,750 per month during the first
three months of 1974 to over 10,000 per moath by
summer and would continue (o rise &8 EncmY Oper-
ations intensified. The onset of the wel monsoon
would bring with it the scourge of falciparum mal-
aria in the porthern provinces, and the supply of
insect repellent for the troops was exhausted. In
fact, the total supply picture was bleak. Houghly
half the items on stockage lists were not there, and
shipments into the depots had fallen off dramatical-
Iy: from about 24,000 metnic tons received in March
o less than &000 in May.

Dther effects of the cut-back in funds were readi-
Iy apparent. The moratorium imposed on requisi-
tons prevented the timely ordering of essential paris
for the engine-rebuild program, and the lack of
certain long-lead-time parts would soon stop pro-
duction lines of truck and jeep engines, as well as
power gencrators. The dependent shelter ram
was cancelled in its entirety. The ARVN engincers
had to adopt less expensive and less durable meth-
ods in the program to improve lines of communica-
tion, o temporary saving to be offset by increased
maintenance Costs.

Because of the severe controls placed on ammuni-
fion usage, and because ammumition was given Lop
priority for available funds, the stockage of ammuni-
tion had remained relatively constant during the last
half of the fscal year. Nevertheless, an NVA a1-
templ 1o seize and hold the Iron Triangle had im-
posed new demands on the system. These demands
were likely 1o increase. Roughly 177,000 short tons
of ammunition had been on hand in South Vietnam
ot cemse-fire, Including ammunition in  ransit
through April 1974, DAD calculated that only
121,06 short tons would be available by the end of
that month. 'With only 3301 million allocated for
ammunition purchase in FY 74, it would be impossi-
ble 10 regain the cease-fire emmunition posiure.
That amount of ammunition, $301 million worth,
could be used in less than three months of intensive
combat and would disappear in nine months even al
the austere rates imposed by JGS.

The adequacy of ammunition stockage had not
been foreseen as a problem when the Military As-
sistance Command, Vietnam, was preparing o turn

over the management of U.S. military assisiance to
DAO, Saigon. The MACV planners expected that
the cease-fire would take hold enough to permit
culting ARVN ammunition usage by up to 70 per-
cent in some categories. Further, it was anticipated
that by reducing the allowable expenditure rates,
the level of combat would drop accordingly, pro-
viding more encouragement for a true cuu-ﬂn:
environment o develop. While the U.S. could and
did i ammunition restrictions on the RVNAF
through the budgetary process and by establishing
“defense expenditure allocations,” which amounted
to diciating the number of rounds that could be
cxpenided per weapon per day, wnfortunately no
such restriction applied to the NVA., Consequently,
as the tempo of combat increased, the ARVN was
compelled to exceed the expenditure limits, and the
Tunds allocated 1o replace the stocks were not sull-
cienl. Furthermore, although the RVNAF cxceeded
the rates on which the 5301 million allocation was
based, the ammunition expendifures were far below
those of prior years, even though the level of
combat in many individual engagements was equiv-
alent 10 the most intense periods of the 1968 and
1972 offensives.

While ammunition constituted a management
problem for the DAD and JGS, the impact of the
restrictions in the feld was immediste and often
decisive. Experienced infanirymen, accustomed 10
carrying six grenades into batile but now limited 1o
two, responded with less confidence and aggressive-
ness o orders to advance and were less tenacious in
holding ihreatened positions. Defenders in belea-
guered oulposts, restricted 1o two or three moriar
of arillery rounds, were not inclined to wait and
walch enemy sappers break through the wire and
drag their recoilless rfles into finng position after
ARVM anillery had fired s meager allocation.
Artillery was limited 1o clearly identified targets,
and harassing fires were stopped altogether. While
cxpericnced  infantrymen  and  artillerymen  could
argue the worth or extravagance of such fires
placed on trails and suspecied assembly areas, they
made enemy operations more difficult and hence
had some value, however difficuli to quantify. Al-
though tactical and long-line communications were
in poor condition, the need (o economize still per-
tainied. The RVMAF took messures 10 reduce ihe
comsumption of radio batteries by 15 percent. By
combining nets, such as air/ground with command,
they reduced the number of radios in operation and
even then could plan on operating fewer than 20
days per month. As tactical efliciency suflered, ca-
sualties mounted. Afier noting that 41 percent of the
authorized stockage list for tactical communications
equipment had been depleted, General Murray re-
ported (Ihid.}:
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Egaipmcnl | (be combal divisions i sslfering befwoon 30 10 40
poicesi deadline mbe. The divasons are losng Sommunicatson
fizuibedity and in MK I can mo longer provids Selophone snd
teletype commuanications. o attached fofoes usch & ranger umals
that do mot poses YHF TOSE st The ANAPRC-24 radio
operainal resdiness had docayed b 67 percent. B4 module end
ather repair parts ASL nos src 8l oefo haleses and &he sIOpgang
ihee repant production lines Bor (b fadas. ANFGC-23 weletype
equipmont in the srea commurication system s salfering from
leck of ropair parts. ARVN has sdjusted w0 priovitics sed sne
reducing Exctical divishoss o 40 percenl of suthorized TOVE
ieleiype amcts. Equipment wall be wilkdeawn from the divisioss
and wuigd B fhe area communications syuem where the high
valume of recoed tralfMic ts processed and imnumined. Contineed
d.;ﬂqmﬂmni,mmrﬂuumh is creating & catatroph:
ic \hreat 1o an slresdy saeriously degrsded lacticsl comsmunica-
Isnina umiufe.

Long-line communications, which the U5 mis-
sion also relied on for its own needs, were in similar
difficulty. Even though emergency action had been
taken to reprogram FY 74 funds for the long-line
system, all communications were expecied to decay,
and if sufficient funds were not provided in FY 75, a
collapse could be predicted.

The funding pinch was felt in the VNAF pro-
gram as well. Requisitioning of essential “move-
shoot-communicate™ items for aircraft and support-
ing equipment had been severely curtailed since
January 1974, The result was that one-fifth of the
force was grounded for mainienance, a condition
bound to worsen before FY 75 funds would have
any effect.

The situation with ground combat equipment was
similar. For example, in early March, the deadline
rate for medium tanks was 25 percent; by mid-May,
the lack of repair parts had forced the rate o 33
percent. The availability of armored personnel car-
riers, the main fighting vehicle of the armored cav-
alry, was sinking to only one-half of organizational
strength. In December 1973, RVNAF® mobility,
exemplificd by the air movement of the ARVN 23d
Division from Kontum and the rapid shift of the 224
Division 1o cover the gaps, had been crucial in
rescuing Quang Due Province, This mobility had all
but vanished with the decling in funding for mainte-
nance requirements and the skyrocketing costs of all
supplics, particalarly foel.

Military Assistance, Fiscal Year 1975

Such was the situation facing the RVNAF as
E-nngrm began 1o deliberate the FY 73 military
assistance program. Aprup-crnJ of $1.45 billion had
been developed in Saigon in September 1973 based
on requirements and prices known at that time
After hearings on the FY 75 Military Procurement
Bill, the House Armed Services Committee recom-
mended 51.4 billion for the FY 75 Vieinam MASF
Program, but the House on 22 May passed its ver-
sion of the bill with a $1.126 billion limit

Although in the ten intervening monihs moch had
happened to change priorities, the changes could be
managed under a 5145 billion program, and the
critical elements could be done within a $1.126
billion ceiling. General Murray was especially con-
cerned aboul the need to expand depot repair facili-
ties. Below 51,126 billion, this requirement was oul
of reach. But the greatest problems were caused by
inflation. Ground ammunition was programmed af
S400 million; when April 1974 prices were posted,
the cost was 5500 million. The prices of other
common, high-volume supplics had undergone com-
parable increases. What had appeared to be a gener-
ops program during the 1973 planning days had
become an austere one.

Another matter of concern was that South Viet-
namese Alr Force and Navy equipment losses had
not been replaced in FY 74 and the U5 commit-
ment (o replace losses on a one-for-one basis had not
been fulfilled. Although surpluses existed in some
categorics at cease-fire and all lost equipment need
not have been replaced, the almost complete lack of
replacements hindered tactical operations, particu-
larly those of the VNAF. Specifically, as General
Murray pointed outl, VMAF pilods were taking such
extreme measures to reduce losses that their bomb-
ing and strafing techniques were ineffective. VNAF
had lost 281 sircraft since the cease-fire (including
66 transferred to the USAF) and had received only
cight 0=1"s a5 replacements. The Mavy had lost 58
ships and boats, and none had been replaced. In
extence, il the FY 73 program were held to $1.126
million, the minimum operational requirements of
ithe RVMAF could be supported, but one-for-one
replacement of loses could nol be accompliched,
and very little investment in long-term projects was
possible. The current restrictions on mobility—only
49 percent of the vehicles would be operated, for
example—and the severe controls on ammunition
usage would be continued. General Murray con-
cluded his discussion on BVMNAF capabilities under
the constraints of a 51.126 killon FY 73 program
with an unequivocal, prophetic siatement: EVNAF
would be capable of defending the country against
the FY 74 level of enemy activities and of counter-
ing country-wide high-points of enemy activity, but
nol capable of defending against a sustained major
offensive. (Ibid., msg. of 1 Jun 74.)

Reductions below the 51,126 million ceiling could
only have a disastrous effect on RVNAF capabili-
ties and morale, and correspondingly enhance the
enemy’s potential. If the ceiling were reduced 1o
ET50 million, no invesiment program, that is, equip-
ment buys, could be supported ot all. Critical oper-
ational requirements—fuel, ammunition, spare parts,
medical and communications supplies—would not
be met. The construction program would be elimi-
nated. VMNAF flying hours would be further re-
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duced. Traming would be slashed severely, as
would the maintenance programs of the Army,
MNavy, and Air Force. The impact on RVNAF
capabilitics would be that the RVNAF could no
longer defend the country against a level of enemy
activity approximating that of the pasi 12 months. A
program of $750 million “would cause the GVN 10
abandon large segments of the country and weaken
possihilitics and probabilitics of a negotiated seiile-
ment."”

In his concluding paragraph, General Murray

summarized the impacts of successively austere sup-
port (Thad. ):
In thr fimal snalysia, you can roughly equate culs in suppon o
loma ool el entate. As the cutimg edge of the RYVNAF i blumied
and the fmemy conkinses 16 improve ils combal positios snd
Iogisiical base, what will occer i a relreal B0 the Saigos: Delia
arcs as @ redould. [n 8 selabell, we see 1he decremenis s folbows
) §U 126 bllion level—gradual degradation of equipment hase
with groslest impast i out-yram. Liade roserve o Mexiblicy o
meet & majod enemy offomeye i FY T3 (b)) $900 millon level—
idegradation of equapment base thel will have agnificant impascl
by thirl or fourth of FY T4 Mo reserve or Reotality to
meeet muagor offessive in FY T3 fc.) $750 million level—oquip-
meni bosses not supportable. Operationa (T0") fands would ot
suppornt  hardepore  selfdefemse  requirements. Any chanoe ol
hawing Hunoi see the light and comse 1o conference able wosld
be sharply diminished. 7 ememny comtimues currend level off mili-
tary activity, REVAF could only defend selecied aress of cous-
try. (d.) 3600 million level—write off BYMN o bad invesiment
whd boken promse. GVN would do well 1o hang on 1o Saigoa
snd Delts arex. The Victnamese are o deicrmined people, capable
of defending themashves and progresaing economically, provided
they are given the tooly we promised (hem when we decided 10
end omr own miliary participation. 31430 Bellion willl peovide
the maewial ebemenis of 5 viabde defense.

On 11 June, the Senate passed the FY 75 Mililary
Procurement Bill with a 3900 million limit on Viet-
nam MASF. In Senate-House conference the limit
wis raised to £1 billion, and a bl including that
amount was signed by the President on 5 August.
But it soon became apparent that the appropriation
for Vietnam would be muoch less. On 23 and 24
September, the House and Senate appropnated only
$700 million for Vietnam in the Defense Appropri-
ation Hill for FY 75, The 51 billion ceiling became
irrelevant. The $T00 million appropriation, furiher-
mare, covered all shipping eapenses, certain unde-
livered FY 73-7T4 items and commitments, as well as
the operational costs of the DAO itself, leaving less
than 3300 million to be applied 1o the operational
requirements. of the RVNAF.

His term of assignment completed, and facing
retirement, General Murray left Saigon in August
and devoted his final active duty davs 1o squeering
as much out of the $T00 million and prior year funds
as possible. Meeting with Defense officials and serv-
ice chiefs, he managed some small successes. But
none could reverse the trend of diminishing U5
SUpport.

Meanwhile, Depuiy Commander of USSAG,
Maj. Gen. Ira Hunt came over to Saigon from his
headquarters in Nakhon Phanom, Thailand, to fill in
a3 Defense Auache until the newly appointed Maj
Gen. Homer Smith could arrive. General Hunt con-
tinved the conferences and working sessions be-
tween DAO and RVNAF staffs to revise the
MASF program within the $700 million appropri-
ation, which at that time was all but certain. The
ARVN would get about 3410 million, hall of what
it necded. Army ammunition requirements alone,
originally estimated at $400 million, would be 3500
st 1974 prices. The VNAF would receive asbout
$160 million, less than 30 percent of its requirement,
while the Navy would have to make do with about
59 million.

Diraconian measures were applied. Only 55 per-
cent of available transportation could be fueled, and
tactical movemenl required the approval of the
corps commander, Bandages and surgical dressings
were wished and reused, as were other disposable

surgical supplies such as hypodermic syringes and
necdles, imtravenous seis, and rubber glowves. Re-
placement critenia for combat boots were changed
from six (o mine monihs, and the mswe of boot socks
dropped from three to tw'o pairs per year. Ammuni-
tion ssues were even more rigidly controlled than
before. In the Air Force, squadrons were reduced
from 66 to 56 no replacemenis were ordered (or
162 destroyed aireraft; Aying hours, contractor sup-
port, and supply levels were further reduced; and
224 aircraft were placed in storage, amaong them all
61 remaining A-1 bombers, all 52 C-7 cargo air-
planes, 34 C-47 and C-119 gunships, all 31 02
observation airplanes, and 31 UH-1 helicopiers.
Among other operational reductions, the Navy in-
activated 21 of its 44 niverine units, This was hardly
the posture for an armed force on the eve of its fnal
battle for survival.

MNote on Sources

iGeneral Murray's message file was a prime source
of information. Ambassador Graham Martin con-
tributed his own message on the subject, and Gener-
al Murray provided the suthor a comprehensive
review of the entire T, ing signi I new

mdm.:':lpl adding significan

The suthor p.l.l1.l|'.'l|!I|=d- in frequent discussions on
the subject while in DAD Saigon and referred 1o his
own noles and recollections. The DAO Secunitly
and Assistance Division's fact sheeis and reports
were also essential sources of precise fiscal data

Mewspaper accounis were used 1o report congres-
sional activity and DAD Saigon Quarterly Assess-
ments were used for information concerning the
status of RWVNAF during this period.



9

1974, Year of
Decision

Critical decisions leading 1o an end to the third
Indochina war were made in Washington and Hanoi
in 1974, In Washington, Congress reduced military
psistance to South Vietnam to below operating
levels, a decision that seriously undermined South
Vietnamese combat power and will to continue the
struggle. While in Hanoi, taking fresh heant from
the political fall of Richard Mixon and waning Con-
pressional support of the war, Communist leaders
decided that 1975 would be the year of final victory.

Estimates and FPlans

In early October 1973, the DAD, Saigon, suggest-
od that North Vietnam had three courses of action
from which it would select the one most likely to
provide the earlicst achicvement of its national goal,
the conquest of South Vietnam, The first was politi-
cal: creating a recognized government within South
Victnam capable of competing in the economic and
political struggle. The second a limited military
offensive designed o create a military, economic,
and political situstion beyond the capability of
South Vietnam to handle. The third a major mili-
tary offensive 1o cause the immediate collapse of
South Vietnam's government and armed forces,

The DAD postulated that North Vietnam would
base its decision for 1974 primarily on expectations
of Soviet and Chinese military and economic sup-
port and on an msessment of the probable 1.5,
reaction 1o an cscalation of the war. Enough was
known about external Communist assistance and the
size of NV A stockpiles, however, to conclude that
logistics would not inhibit a major NV A offensive.
Cn the other hand, litile could be said about the
reactions of the Soviets or Chinese to a major NVA
offensive, nor could anyone estimate with confi-
dence the influence they could or would exert on
the North Viemamese. Bui the DAD did know that
Morth Vietnam's leadership was cognizant of the
decline of U5, support for South Vietnam and
would not be inclined toward caution.

The political option would be indeciiive because
the VC infrastructure was too weak, South Vietnam
too strong, and a reversal would take a long time.
The great effort under way by the NV A (o improve
its offensive capability in the South indicated over-
whelmingly the inclination toward a military course
of action. The DAD concluded that North Vietnam
wias not vel ready for a major, decisive offensive—
despite heavy infiltration of 18, some
MVA units in the South were still too far onder-
strength—but that as the failures of the political
struggle became more evident, the NVA would
embark on a phased offensive, to create gradually
conditions beyond the capacity of South Vieinam to
cope with. While pursuing this military course of
action North Vietnam would continue political and
coonomic actions (o support it and proceed with the
development of the military strength required for &
decisive offensive.

In the carly spring of 1974, Hanoi’s military lead-
ers met o study the resolutions of the Lao Dong
Party Central Commitiees 21st Plenum. The DA
had scant knowledge of this event ot the time, but
the strategic concepts that emanated from this coun-
cil paralleled remarkably the Saigon assessment. In &
post bellum account, Senior General Yan Tien
Dung, the architect of the final offensive, described
the situation as viewed from Hanoi (quotes from
Foreign Broadeast  Information  Service, Daily
Report: Asig and Pacific, vol. 1V, no. 110, Supple-
ment 38, 7 Jun 1976):

- o e parly Central Commister’s 11si Flonum held i October

schieve success by way of violence wilh the suppor of political
i fosusmcs on 8 large scale, &
total victory. The

H

The conference of the Central Military Party
Committee completed its work and presented its
plan to the Central Party Commitiee, which ap-
proved it. Orders went out to the military regions,
directing training and maintenance preparations in
the North and prescribing offensive operations for
the expeditionary army in the South. How these
operations were conducted, why some succeeded
and others failed, is the subject of this and the
following chapters. Major events occurred in each
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military region, and only in the delta of South
Vietnam’s Military Region 4 and the border areas of
Svay Rieng Province, Cambodia, was the RVNAF
the clear victor, In Military Region 3, although the
ARVN eventually gjecied the NVA from the [ron
Triangle, this costly success was vastly owversha-
dowed by the cnitical loss of Phuoe Long Province
tor the NV A, In the highlands of Military Regions 1
and 2, all remaining outposts fell to NVA attack and
the protective screen around Hue and Da MNang
contmued o decay.

The Tri Phap Campaign

Cambodia®s Svay Rieng Province & a 60-mile-
long salicnt, only 16 miles wide at its neck, thrust
into the rich delta of Vietnam, ending in what was
called the Parroi’s Beak 30 miles west ol Saigon.
Although the Cambodian government muintained a
garrisen at the province capital, it did so only at the
sufferance of the NV A, which controlled the rest of
bodians a threat of any significance. The only threat
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to the NV A in Svay Rieng came from the RVMNAF
aperating oul of the provinces which enclosed the
salient on three sides: Tay Ninh, Hau Nghia and
Kicn Tuwong. As far as the South Vietnamese were
concerned, Svay Rieng and the sizable enemy forces
and bases it conlained constituted a serious threat o
the security of the three bordening provinces and
was the source of infiliration and support of enemy
forces throughowt the northern delia. Consequently,
the RVNAF maintained outposts and operational
bases a5 close as possible to the international frontier
o slow the movement of enemy forces and supplies
imto South Yietnam. (Map 12)

MNorth of Tay Minh City the RVNAF was a1 a
disadvantage. The foresis of northern Tay Ninh
Province belonged to the NV A, and the principal
port of eniry, Lo Go, could be reached only by air
strikes. But from Tay Ninh City south to Hau Nghia
Province, the RVNAF maintained bases west of the
Vam Co Dong River that impeded the free flow of
enemy traffic out of Svay Rieng as well as contra-
band traffic into it From these bases the South
Vietnamese penodically probed into the border
region but rarely intruded into Cambodia. During
much of the year, the flat, marshy land was under
walter, but even when the weather was suitable for
large expeditions into Cambodia, the RVNAF were
restrained for political reasons and by the realization
that the forces required to achieve significani gains
were rarely availsble. The RVNAF strategy for the
Hau Nghia flank was therefore one of active defense
west of the Vam Co Dong.

The sitvation was quite different on the Kien
Tuong side of the salieni. Maintsining large forces
in central Kien Tuong, principally the Z-18 and Z-
15 regiments, the NV A operated major infiltration
corridors through the province, anchoring this lo-
gistical system on a vast base area around a location
called Tri Phap. The South Vietnamese held the
province capital of Moc Hoa and a base at Long
Khot, both of which were well within 105-mm.
howitzer range of NV A artillery in Svay Rieng, but
there were great reaches of uncontrolled, unoccu-
pied territory between the Cambodian border and
the first major populafion conceniration along MNa-
tional Highway 4 (QL-4) through My Tho. Another
important element of the threat was contributed by
the NVA 5th Division, which had operated out of
Svay Rieng Province in both directions, through
Tay Minh to An Loc and south toward My Tho, In
carly 1974, the Sth was north of Tay Ninh City, but
available for operations into Kien Tuong and Hau
Mghia.

Although South Vietnamese forces were nol
strong enough o contain the NV A in Svay Rieng,
they could in Military Region 4 impose limits on the
enemy's freedom of movement, make resupply of
troops costly and difficali, and inflict high casual-

tics. To do this much, the RVNAF had to hold
Long Khot and Moc Hoa, seize the enemy’s logisti-
cal and operational base around Tri Phap, and pro-
tect National Route 4 between Cay Lay and My
Tho.

In January 1974, intelligence information became
available 1o Maj). Gen. Nguyen Vinh Nghi, com-
manding IV Corps and MR 4, indicating that ele-
ments of the NVA Sth Division were being ordered
io Dinh Tuwong Province from Tay MNinh. Later in
the month, sdvance elements of the division were
detectied in the divisions Svay Rieng bhase.

Two NVA soldiers captured on 27 January told
their interrogators that a battalion of the division's
6ith Regimenti had been sent south to reinforce ihe
undersirength NVA Z-18 Regiment in the Tri Phap
arca. Their testimony, along with that of four recent
ralliers and captured documents, also indicated that
the Dong Thap 1 Hegiment, which traditionally
operated in Dinh Tuong, was still badly under-
sirength, though it had recently received 300 NVA
replacements following its December 1973 battles,
and would also probably receive more replacements
from the 6th Regiment, 5th NVA Division. The
interrogators also learned that the Z-15 Regiment
had just received aboul 200 replecements from the
North but that it was short weapons and ammuni-
Rack,

Meanwhile, RVNAF outposts, patrols, and air
observers detected enemy transportation elements
moving past Tuyven Hinh on infiltration Route 1A,
Some of these were intercepted, and the ARVIN
captured large quantities of rice and ammunition, as
well as an WV A transporiation company command-
er,

Time became important. I the 5th were allowed
1o occupy the Tri Phap, it would be extremely
difficult o dig out, and the threai o Route 4 would
become intolerable. The previous year's experience
had shown General Nghi that his troops were capa-
ble of drving o and probably cleanng the Tn
Phap of the MVA elements, panicularly if he
moved fast while the NVA regiments were siill
reforming and receiving replacements. Il he could
establish & base of operations at Tri Phap, he could
deny a wital logistical complex to the 5th NVA
Division, one that it would require for operations in
Dinh Tuong.

Om 12 February, the 12th Infantry Regiment of
the Tth ARV N Division, reinforced with two battal-
ions of the 10th Infantry and two treops of armored
cavalry in personnel carriers, attacked through T
Phap from the east and advanced 1o the Kien
Phong-Dien Touong Province boundary. Three days
later, the 14th Infantry Regiment, $th ARVN Divi-
sion, reinforced with one battalion of the 16th Infan-
try and two troops of armored cavalry, sttacked
east from My An Disirict town and linked up with
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the 12th Infaniry on the western edge of the Tn
Phap. This two- pronged attack was followed on
the 19th by an attack by the Ith Infantry Regi-
menl, minus the two battalions attsched to the 12th,
from Hau My village in northern Cai Be District,
north to clear the southern edge of the Tri Phap.
Completely enveloped. the enemy in the Tri Phap
suffered heavy losses in men, supplies, ammunition,
and food. Elements of the Z-15 and Z-18 were
identified in the battle, but most NVA casualties
were among rear service troops. Another element of
the %th NVA Division, the 6th Baitalion, 174th
Infantry, was also identificd wn the heavy fighting
around My An on the western edge of the Tn Phap,
indicating ihai earlier inielligence concerning prob-
able deployment of elements of the 5th from Tay
Ninh was valid. Enemy casualtics were heavy that
first week of the Tri Phap campaign; over 300 were
killed, and the ARVN captured tons of ammunition
and nearly 200 weapons. ARVN casualties were

in comparison.

Fighting flared through most of Kien Teong and
Dinh Tuong Provinces for the rest of February and
until the last week of March. The center of action
remained in the Tri Phap where the MVA again
reinforced, this time with the Dong Thap 1 Regi-
ment which was sent porth to join the Z-18. The
ARVN kept up the pressure, and in successive
weeks killed another 230 encmy, capluring as many
weapons. Meanwhile, ©OOSVN directed NWVA Mili-
tary Region 1 (the southern delta command) to
lawnch widespread attscks 1o take the pressure ofl
Kien Tuong and Dinh Tuoag. Beplacements, up (o
1000 according o two ARVN soldiers who es-
caped from captivity in Cambodia, were being read-
ied for assignment 10 unils in Svay Rieng Province.

LUnable to counter RVMNAF advances on the bat-
tefields, the NVA resorted 10 an increased terror
campaign throughout the delta, On 9 March they
fired one Bl-mm. mortar shell into the primary
school yvard at Cai Lay while the children were
lined up waiting to enter their classes. Twenty-three
children died instantly; 46 others were badly
wounded. Far to the south, in Bac Lieu, terronsts
tossed a grenade into a religious service killing 9
and wounding 16

ARVHN operations on the My An front, that ks, on
the western edge of the Tri Phap area, were being
supporied oul of Cao Lanh, with supplics coming
up from Giao Duc on interprovincial Route 30, The
forces on the castern edge of the Tri Phap and those
fighting north around Moc Hoa were being suppori-
ed along Interprovincial Route 29 {(LTL-29) out of
Cai Lay, The ARVN successfully countered NVA
aliempts to cut these two routes. |

The first phase of the Tri Phap campaign slowly
wiound down during the last part of March, The
Dong Thap | Regiment picked up 150 replace-
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menis, freshly arrived from North Vietnam, and
NVA Military Region 2, whose regiments were
being 0 badly abused in the Tri Phap fighting,
received 200 replacements who had been previously
destined for Military Region 3. Reinforcing success
in the last week of March, General Nghi sent the
Tth Ranger Group against the NV A Dong Thap |
Regiment in the Tri Phap, where the Rangers killed
over 30 and captured more weapons.

By the end of March, more than 1100 enemy had
been killed in the Tri Phap campaign, while the
ARVHN had abouwt 700 wounded but fewer than 100
killed. Nearly 5000 tons of roe and paddy were
captured, along with over 00 weapons, B 1ons of
ammunition, and a large haul of weapon accessones,
rachios, and other military equipment. Three NVA
regiments, the £-15, Z:18 and Dong Thap 1, had
been severcly mauled, and the Tri Phap base arca
was denied 1o the 3th NV A Division.

Work began immediately on the construction of
fortified positions in the Tr Phap, enough o pro-
vide for posting an ARVN regiment there. The
NVA Z.15 Regiment, meanwhile, was recuperating
i southwestern Dinh Tuong Province, atlacking
ARVN ouiposts and preparing io return o the T
Phap, On 26 April two NV A battalions attascked the
RF baitalion base at the village of Tri Phap. In a
complementary attack farther south on the Kien
Phong-Ddnh Tuong Province boundary, the Dong
Thap | Regiment struck an RF outpost, Alithough
temporanly swecessful, the enemy soon  faced
ARVN's l4th Regiment and a troop of the 2d
Armored Cavalry and was routed with heavy casu-
alties. Meanwhile, the 1ith Infaniry counteratiacked
in the Tri Phap and restored the lost position. The
ARVN, by the first week in May, was therefore in
firm control in the Tri Phap, with four RF battalions
holding strong positions there. NYA lorces i the
area were weakened and demaoralized, but ebewhere
in the delta they kept up their campaign of terror as
the slow deternoration of local secunity continued.
Although abductions and assassinations were pre-
dominant, the enemy attacked ancther schoal. On 4
May, cight rounds of E2-mm. mortar fell on the
school a1 Song Phu, in Vinh Long Province, Six
children were killed and 28 wounded.

Elephant's Foot and Angel’s Wing

A glance at the map of the Svay Rieng salient
shows two minor prominences whose names de-
scribed their shapes. On the southwest side was the
so-called Elephant’s Fool, appearing on the verge of
crushing Moc Hoa, the capital of Kien Tuong Prov-
ince. Against the underside of the elephant’s leg was
the Vietnamese village of Long Khot, less than
1,000 meters from the Svay Rieng border. As the
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RVMNAF wvigorously pursued the Tri Phap cam-
paign, the MY A increased pressure against RVNAF
defenses around the Elephant™s Foaot.

Opposite the Elephant’s Foot, bordering the Viet-
namese provinces of Tay Ninh and Hau MNghia,
what was known as the Angels Wing spread
toward Go Dau Ha, the port on the Song Vam Co
Dong through which passed the main highway be-
tween Tay Minh and Saigon. The southern tip of the
Angel's Wing dipped toward an ARVN fire-base at
Due Hue, and the Svay Rieng border oaly five
kilometers away nearly enveloped this exposed posi-
tion. The Angel's Wing and Duc Huoe became the
focus of heavy asction in the spring and early
summer of 1974 as the RVMNAF sought to reduce
the threat o the Saigon-Tay Minh line of communi-
cation and inflict damage on the NV A Jth Division
as it concentrated in southern Svay Rieng. (Map 13)

The NV A 5th Infantry Division was perhaps the
mosi versatile of all Communisi divisions; at least i

wis called upon to perform missions of extreme
diversity. In the Mguyen Hue offensive of 1972, i
participated in the Binh Long campaign, and after
suffering heavy casualties in the jungles and planta-
tong around An Lo¢, invaded the paddies and
swamps of the Mekong Delta. Forced to withdraw,
it sent elements to relieve the battered NVA forces
in the forests of Quang Duc. In carly 1974, it pulled
these units back to bases in Tay Minh and dis.
patched some battalions again to the delta to try o
save disintegrating defenses in the Tri Phap. This
mission failed in the face of powerful ARVN at-
tacks, and COSYN ordered the division to assemble
forces in southern Svay Rieng. From here, general-
Iy centered on Chi Phu, it could direct forces
against southern Tay Ninh, Hau Nghis, and Kien
Tuong. In early February an advance element of
division hesdquarters began moving toward the
Angel's Wing from Tay MNinh, and by mid-March nt
was established there east of Chi Phu,
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Although units of the &th and 174th Regimenis of
the 5th Division had fought in the Tri Phap battle,
other battalions of these two regiments were in the
Angel’s Wing along with divisional artillery. South
of Duc Hue, the K-7 Sapper Baitalion of Long An
was ready to strike. On 27 March st 0300 the attsck
began on the RVMNAF base at Duc Hue, Defending
against two battalions of the NYA 6Gth Regiment
was the ARVN 83d Ranger Battalion, Across the
border in Cambodia NVA 105-mm. artillery fired at
the defenders while recoilless rifles and heavy mor-
tars (120-mm.) bombarded the garrison from closer
ranges. Although 30 ARVN Rangers died, the
NV A infantry assaoli failed to break the position;
the two battalions of the 6th NVA Regiment were
forced to wihdraw, leaving 95 dead on the battle-
ficld, together with a large number of

Under orders to maintain a loose siege of the Duc
Hue post, the NVA, assisted by the local sapper
battalion, blocked the only land sccess vo the camp
and continued the artillery bombardment but aban-
doned the idea of 1aking it by storm. On the ARVN
side, the 25th Division commidited a task force con-
sisting of & battalion of the 46th Infantry, & battalion
of the 30th Infantry, and a tank company o break
the siege. Fighting raged in the paddies cast and
north of the camp for several days, and the VNAF
provided effective suppart to the co
infantry, losing an A-1 fighter-bomber and an obser-
vation gircraft to SA-T fire. Meanwhile, the ARVN
task force command post was hit by NVA 107-mm.
rocket fire and the commander was one of those
killed.

Ax April wore on, the threat of renewed assaults
on Duc Hue by the NVA Sth Division remained.
The situation was particularly dangerous because
thhhlndﬂlhmhthmmpmhm!q
gressively in the castern part of Military Region 3.
Lt. Gen. Pham Quoc Thuan, 111 Corps Commander,
determined that he must reduce the threat 1o his
western flank and the Tay Ninh corridor while he
had the opportumity 1o do so. And il anything was
to be done, it would have 1o be done soon to beat
the onset of the southwest monsoon. After the rains
stanied, most of the land around Duc Hue and the
Angel’s Wing would be under waler.

The plan was complicated but workable. General
Thuan used 18 of his own mancuver battalions and
flew to Can Tho where he coordinated with Gener-
al Mghi for a supporting attack by 2 IV Corps
battalions from the Moc Hoa sector.

The details and tming of the operation were
carefully safeguarded, and few, if any, Americans in
the U.S. Mission knew anything about it uniil 27
April when 45 sorties struck targets in Cambodia
and known and suspected bases of the 5th NVA
Division. These strikes began Phase 1, which lasted
through the 28th and included infantry sweeps by

two RF battalions between the Song Vam Co Dong
and the northern shoulder of the Angel's Wing.
Meanwhile, the 4%th Infantry Regiment, less one
battalion, and the Tth Ranger Group, also short one
battalion, left areas pnear Hiep Hoa on the
Song Vam Co Dong and advanced westward
through the past Duc Hue to the Cam-
bodinn frontier. To the south, three RF battalions
provided security by conducting reconnaissance in
northern Long An Province, generally between the
Bo Bo Canal and the Song Vam Co Dong.

Another supporting maneuver, which qum;'ﬂ}' de-
veloped into 8 major operation, was the attack into
Svay Rieng Province south of the Elephant’s Foot
by two batlalions from MR 4. The northernmost of
the two advanced from the border area north of
Moc Hon and established a blocking position near
the local rowte 1012 that led ecastward from an
assembly ares occupied by the 5th NVA Divison.
The other battalion crossed midway between the
Elephani's Foot and the tip of the Parrot’s Beak and
catablished a lodgment on the southeasiern edge ol
the enemy's logistical base and assembly ares in
Svay Rieng.

While Phase [ of the ARVN sweep into Svay
Ricng was getting started, the NYA on 218 April
struck heavily at Long Khot, an ARVN post and
district town at the inside curve of the Elephant's
Foot. Whether the attack was pre-planned or reac-
tive wiz unknown. Regardless, enemy tanks werc
reported at first by the defenders. Later, aerial ob-
servers correctly determined that the vehicles were
captured M-113 armored personnel carniers. The
defenders held strongly against the NVA's 275th
Regiment and 25th Sapper Bamalion of the 5th
NVA Division. More than 100 sorties were flown
of the 28th against NVA positions, weapons, and
vehicles in the Svay Rieng area, many of them in
support of Long Khot. On this same day, the
ARVM at Long Khot captured nine priscners from
the NV A 275th Regiment and four from ifs suppori-
ing artillery, which had been employing |22-mim.
puns and U5, 105-mm. howitzers, as well as AT-3
antitank missiles and SA-T antiaircrafl missales
Many enemy weapons were salvaged, and 75 enemy
soldiers were counted dead on the battlefield.

Mot only were the Long Khiot defenders tena
cioas and prepared for the onslought, but the
VMAF proved its worth in close support as over
the two days, the 27th and 281h, it flew 188 tactical
and logistical sorties in the Svay Rieng Campaign.
In a depariure from normal praciice, the 3d Air
Division supporting 11l Corps in the Svay Rieng
campaign, located a forward command post at Cu
Chi alongside the 111 Corps forward command post
in order to improve coordinabion and responsive-
ness. Combat pilots returned to their bases with
encouraging, morale-building reports about enemy
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troops throwing down therr weapons and running
when feced with low-level straling.

By the might of 28 April, 11 ARVN battalions of
infantry, RF, and Rangers were conducting screen-
ing. blocking. and reconnassance-in-force oper-
ations s o prelude o Phase 11 of the Svay Rieng
sweep. Meanwhile, the YMNAF was assaulting
enemy troop locations and bases, and Long Khot
was fighting off & violent NV A srmor, artillery, and
sapper-infaniry attack.

In Phase 11, onginally planned by General Thuan
1o encompass only three days of armored sweeps
into the Cambodian bases of the NV A Sth Division,
three columns drove west, generally parallel to each
other, crossing the frontier west of Go Dau Ha and
penetrating as deeply as 15 kilometers into Svay
Rieng before wheeling south and southwest imo
Hau MNghia Province. Making the main effon and
the deepest penctration was Task Force 315 with
the 15th Armored Cavalry Squadron, the 64th
Ranger Battalion, and a company of medium tanks
s its striking force. Supported by a composite bail-
tery of 105-mm. and |135-mm. artillery this northern-
mosi column crossed the border through the pad-
dies south of Highway | and attacked west, turning
south short of the swampy ground cast of Chiphu,
following local route 1012 toward the blocking po-
sition held by a IV Corps battalion near Ph Chek. In
wis screened on s right Nank by a mobile RF
baitalion that advanced along Highway | about 12
kilometers inside the international frontier.

Along the center axis, which staried about 2,000
meters south of Task Force 115, was Task Force
318, built around the 18th Armored Cavalry Squad-
ron, a Ranger banalion, a tank company. and a
howitzer battery. This column drove west for about
10 kilometers before turning inside the sweep south
by Task Force 315,

Task Force 310, the only one of the atlacking
columns without tanks, had a battalion each from
the 18th and 25th Infaniry Divisions and the 3d
Troop, 10th Armored Cavalry. Along with a sup-
porting howitzer battalion 0 crossed into Svay
Ricng just north of the southern tip of the Angels
Wing, along Cambodian Route 10013, and wheeled
south inside Task Force 118, generally along the
international boundary,

In reserve ot Go Dau Ha General Thuan had two
companies of medium tanks of the 22d Tank Batal-
ion, a cavalry iroop from the Ist Armored Cavalry
Squadron, s battalion of infamiry from the 135th
Division, and a battery of 105-mm. howitzers. Des-
ignated Task Force 322, this powerful force was
ready to exploit opportunities uncovered by the
atiacking echelons.

The 3d Armored Brigade controlled operations
from Go Dau Ha. Fifiy-four UH-l helicopters mus-
tered for the campaign were effectively used in

surprise mir assaults into enemy defenses. Secrecy
was more rigidly enforced in this campaign than
perhaps any operation since the cease-fire, panly
because it was important (0 surprise the 5th NVA
Divisson in garrison, ard parily o conceal, lor
palitical reasons, an ARVN offensive into Cambo-
dia,

By 29 Apnl, Task Force 3115 had penctrated
about seven kilometers mto Cambodia and, at the
cost of only one wounded, had killed nearly 50
encmy and captured one prisoner. To the south,
Task Force 318 had expericnced similar success,
killing ncarly &0 and capiuring 3 while suffering
only & wounded. The following morming, the 315th
contimued the attnck, Killing 40 more and sustaining
ight casualties. Meanwhile, the YNAF was pound-
ing the enemy with nearly 200 sorties, sccounting
for nearly 100 killed, destroying many storage and
defensive positions, and knocking ouwt morar and
antimireraft positions.

As the threat 1o the 5th NVA Division base in
southern Svay Rieng became critical, the NVA was
compelled (o reduce the pressure ot Long Khot and
concenirale on aliempting o relieve the E-6 and
I 74th Regiments and logistical installations lving in
the path of the ARVM armored thrusts, By the end
of April, nearly 300 NVA soldiers had fallen in
ground combat, over 100 more had been killed by
VEAF air strikes, and 17 prisoners of war were in
ARYHN hands. On the other hand, the speed, audac-
ity and superior air-ground coordination that char-
acterized the RVMNAF atiack had kept friendly ca-
sualties extremely low: only 21 killed and &4
wounded. In fact, success was so striking that Gen-
eral Thuan elected 1o exiend the operation a few
days.

Westward, over in the Elephant’s Foot, matters
were becoming desperate for the 275th NVA Reg-
ment and its supporting troops. The Tth ARVEN
Drivision had moved a forward command post into
Moc Hoa and was controlling the ion of wao
task forces then committed in the Elephant's Foot.
One was composed of the 15th Infantry, 9th ARVN
Division, and part of the 16th Armored Cavalry
Squadron; the other included the 10th Infantry and
elemenis of the 6th Armored Cavalry Squadron. In
12 days of fighting in the border area, these two
mobile task forces killed 350 NV A soldiers, cap-
tured 31, collected over 100 weapons, and suffered
fewer than 300 casualties, including 39 killed,

Making the adjustments required by the situstion,
particularly the fact that the mosi lucrative enemy
contacls were being made in the southem sweeps of
the 318th and 310th Task Forces, General Thuan
ordered Task Force 313 withdrawn from its north-
ern axis on 2 May and returned to Go Dau Ha
where it reverted to reserve. Meanwhile, Task
Force 312 was committed and advanced about four



1984, Year of Decision a5

kilometers into the center of the Angel's Wing, and
the infantry batialions of the 25th ARVN Division
continued their sweep between Duc Hue and Go
Dau Ho By & May the land route 1o Duc Hue
Camp was secured and was being improved by
ARVN combat engineers, the threat to the vital
road junction at Go Das Ha was substantially re-
duced, and the ARVN was in compleie control of
the batileficld. The tank-heavy 322d Task Force
turned south and headed for Ba Thu, the long-held
NV A base on the border southwest of Duc Hue. On
10 May, the offensive ended, the last ARVN forces
began their march homeward. Their sortie had
killed nearly 300 NVA soldiers, captured 17, col-
lected 100 weapons, and seriously disrupted the
communications and logistics of the 5th NV A Divi-
sion,

But this was the last major South Vielnamese
offensive. The severe consirainis on ammunition
expenditures, fuel usage, and Nying hours permitied

no new initiatives, Although the RVNAF could
react strongly to local threats within supporting
distances of major bases, outlying threats were
beyond their capability o cope with. For South
Vietnam, a decline had begun to develop early in
1974 and would prove irreversible,

Note on Sources

The DAD Monthly Iniclligence Summary and
Threat Analyses for the period October 1973 10
February 1974 were used as the basis for the Ffirst
part of this chapter, also Senior General Van Tien
Dung's account of the final offensive.

Operational data on the Tri Phap and Cambodian
battles came from DAD Saigon I'H.-I: sheets, reports,
and weekly intelligence summanics, as well as from
JEAIGS weekly summaries. Gaps in the information
were [illed in by reference 1o the author’s notes and
to reports from offices of the U5, Embassy, Saigon.
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ve seen how the vigorous RVMNAF anack
into the Tri Phap in February had thwaned the
NVA attempt (o sever Saigon from the delta st My

1

1's Foot and the Angel's Wing in Cambodia,
threatening the districi headquariers ai Moc Hoa,
but, more seriously, preparing (o occupy the narrow
strip of marshland between the Svay Rieng border

between the Cambodian border and Saigon, only 30
miles away. MVA success would have st

Tay Nink Province, since the seizure of Go Dau Ha
would end all land and water communications be-
tween Saigon and the province capital. The
RVMAF had dealt with this threat by the daring
armored thrust into Cambodia beginning in late
April. Suffering severely, the NVA 5th Division
was never again 1o seriously threaten the South
Vietnamese in (his sector,

But in spite of these encouraging operations, the
North Vietnamese were pressing ahead with what
they called their strategic raids campaign against the
crucial defensive perimeter of bases north of Saigon.
The first to fall was the relatively unimportant
outpost of Chi Linh.

Chi Linh

In defense of Saigon, the 5th ARVN Division had
its main base at Lai Khe, about 25 miles due north
of the capital. This base, in fact, was the last strong-
Iy held position with an uninterrupted connection to
Saigon. A few miles north, the $th Division main-
lained a series of strongpoints, generally in the
vicinity of the deserted hamlet of Bau Bang. North
of Bau Bang, National Route 13 passed throogh
dense jungle and was blocked by NV A units, usual-
ly the %th NV A Division, the Tth NV A Division, or
independent regiments of COSVN. The ARVN
maintained a major garrison and artillery firchase at

Chon Thanh, near the junction of National Route 13
{QL-13), which continued north to An Loc, and
Local Route 13 {LTL-13), carving northeast (o the
ARVN base at Don Luan, about 15 miles away.
Aboul halfway to Don Luan, where Local Route 13
crossed the Song Be, the RVMNAF had & small
firebase called Chi Linh, manned by the 215th Re-
gional Force Company with a platoon of two 105-
mm. howitzers. (Map 14)

The Tth NVA Division attacked Chi Linh in the
first week of April, quickly damaging the two how-
itzers and destroying the ammunition damp. On S
April the 3d Battalion, 141st Regiment, with the
division's 28th Sapper and 22d Artillery Batialion
supporting, overran the base. By the 10th, about
hall of the defenders and 20 dependents had strag-
gled into Don Luan or Chon Thanh, The rest, about
50 men, remained unscoounted for,

With the elimination of Chi Linh, the Tth NVA
division enjoyed unimpeded movement along Liocal
Route 13 between Chon Thanh and Don Luan,
from north to south along the Song Be cormidor, and
had reduced the effectiveness of the defenses of
Don Luan and Chon Thanh.

Tong Le Chon

Situated alongside the Saigon River on the Tay
Ninh-Rinh Long border, Tong Le Chon had been
under siege since the cease-fire. By March 1974, the
situation was becoming desperale for the defending
92d Ranger Battalion. Seriously wounded soldiers
could be neither treated mor evacuated. Resupply
was by parachute drop only. Morale in the camp
was deteriorating under the strain of isolation and
constant heavy bombardment. The cost of the con-
tinued defense of Tong Le Chon, as & symbol of
gallantry, was exceeding its real worth. The human
suffering was incalcuable, but the expense in Mying
hours, ammunition, and other logistical support was
greal. As scarce resources became even more
scarce, it was clearly time 10 reassess priorities and
determine how best to end this intolerable situation.

As of 15 March, about 255 officers and men of the
92d were still alive in Tong Le Chon, and five of
these were critically wounded, On 20 March Lt
Gen. Pham Quoc Thuan proposed to the Chiel of
the Joint General S1all, General Cao Van Vien, that
ong of three methods be selected to relieve the 92d
Battalion. First, a division-sized operation could be
launched from An Loc (o secure a corridor through
which the 92d could be withdrawn, replaced, or
reinforced. Second, the commander of the NVA
sicge forces could be enjoined to permil the orderly
and sale withdrawal of the 92d, surrendenng ithe
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camp to the enemy. Third, the 92d Banalion com-
mander could be ordered to plan and execule a
withdrawal—by exfiltrating in small groups—bring-
ing out all his men, including the sick and wounded.

Gieneral Thuan realized at the outset that only the
third plan was even remotely feasible, as General
Vien and his stall no doubt understood. How eould
an ARVHN division be expected 1o h throogh
EmAnLucmelg.Leﬂhﬂlf:;::nmpumd
cfforts to attack even a few miles north of Lai Khe
had failed? How could a division be sssembled
when the road to An Loc was held by the NVA,
and even if this obstacle conld be overcome, where
would a division be found for the mission? The
inescapable fact was that all ARVN divisions were
heavily committed coping with other threats,

The second option was equally unrealistic, if for
different ressons. There could be no “surrender,™
The political repercussions would be unmanageable
for President Thicu, and the precedent could por-

tend future such capilulations, some possibly with
less than adequate justification.

Only the third option had any merit, but the
deciwion could not be made st the JGS or at 111
Corps Headquariers. Matters of this impori, even
though essentially tactical, had 10 be settled at the
presidential palace.

Meanwhile, as the problem was being studied, the
situation ot Tong Le Chon wis becoming critical.
The intensity of the enemy's artillery and mortar
attacks increased greatly in the week of 17-24
March. In the Two-Pariy Joint Military Commis-
sion meetings in Saigon, South Vietnam's repre-
sentative warned the Provisional Revolutionary
Government that if the attacks on Tong Le Chon
did not cease, the VNAF would lsunch devastating
attacks against enemy bases in Tay Ninh and Binh
Long. In fsct, the VNAF did Ny 30 or more sorties
around Lo Go in Tay Ninh and around Tong Le
Chon on the 23d. But the NVA bombardments
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continued. NVA artillery used against Tong Le
Chon beiween 22 and 24 March included 122-mm.
rockets, 122-mm. howitzers, 120-mm. mortars, and
nearly 1,000 rounds from 82.mm. and 60-mm. mor-
tars. Many of the bunkers and fighting positions
were badly damaged. Enemy sappers attempted 1o
break through the defensive wire on the night of 21
and 22 March but were driven off. On the 21s1, the
commander of the 92d Battalion, Li. Col. Le Van
Ngon (who had been promoted ahead of schedule in
recognition of his courageous leadership at Tong Le
Chon), sent o message to Colonel Mguyen Thanh
Chuan, commander of the 3d Ranger Command at
An Loc. Colonel Ngon said, in effect, get us some
support or destroy this camp. He asked for more air
sirikes, alithough it was already apparent that the
VMAF could not materially change the situation.
He asked for a ground reliel column, but he prob-
ably knew as well as did Colonel Chuan that this
could not succeed. In emotional desperation, he
asked for air strikes on his own camp as the only
feasible alternative to surrender, which he said he
and his men would never do.

Colonel Chuan relaved this urgent message to
Gieneral Thuan. General Thuan replied that he had
received no response from the JGS to his earlier
proposals for evacuation or relief. By this time, the
survivors al Tong Le Chon included 254 Rangers, 4
artillerymen, 7 stranded helicopter crewmen, and 12
field laborers. OF this force, 10 were seriously
wounded and 40 slightly wounded. Sappers on the
nights of the 24, 25, and 26 March penetrated three
of seven rings of barbed wire before being forced to
withdraw,

The unrelenting bombardment and repeated
sapper attacks continued through the month and
into April. Still no initiatives or decisions emanated
from the presidentinl palace, 111 Corps, or 3d
Ranger Command (o ameliorate the suffering or
offer hope to the defenders of Tong Le Chon.
While nearly 1,000 rounds of morar and artillery
fire were falling on the base the night of 11 April,
Headquarters, IIl Corps, received a final request
from Colonel Mgon: give us authority to abandon
the camp. Whether General Thuan conferred with
General Vien or President Thieu is not known, but
at 2330 that night he ordered Colonel Ngon to
defend at all costs.

Shortly after midnight, the defenders of Tong Le

that semsitive papers were being

moving out. Radio contact with the Rangers was
broken until 0900 on 12 Aprl, when a radio opera-
ide the camp responded to o call. By that
march to An Loc, some 10 miles northeast
the jungle and enemy lines, had started.
ranks of the wounded had swollen by 14 during

g
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the night's action, and 35 more were wounded
during the withdrawal. All wounded were brought
oul: those who could mot walk were carried. In the
firefights during the withdrawal four more Rangers
were killed, but even these bodies were carried on
to An Loc.

It was a remarkable feat of courage and leader-
ship to bring a group of 277 men, many of whom
were wounded, oul of an encircled position, and
arrive inside friendly lines with 288, In fact, the
outstanding success of the operation led many ob-
servers, Vietnamese and Americans alike, to suspect
that the enemy had somehow collaborated in the
withdrawal. Although possible, this is quite unlike-
Iy. Mot only would the arrangement have had 1o be
approved at a high echelon, but alo the Morth
Vietnamese would certainly have exploited the pro-
paganda value of such an event. Furthermore, an
evewitness report on the NVA occupation of the
camp strongly refuted such speculation,

According to a NVA participant, following an
intensive artillery preparation, a ground aiiack of
infantry and tanks had forced the Rangers to give
up the position, but the defenses were so heavily
mined that the NV A was unable 1o get through the
barriers until the 13th. The Communists found that
all equipment had been destroyed of removed and
all wounded had been carried out. Only two Ranger
bodics were found, and only one ARVN Ranger
was captured. This NVA soldier ended his report
with the comment that the attacking NVA infantry
had been ordered to block the withdrawal bui had
disobeyed the order for fear of the RVNAF air and
artillery fire, and that the discipline displayed by the
ARVN 91d Ranger Battalion was extremely high,
much higher than that found in NV A or VC main
forces.

Although the record was clear that Colonel Ngon
hiad disobeyed orders by withdrawing, he was not
punished, but the baitalion was dissolved and its
men sequesiered from the press. The official South
Vietnamese position was that the camp had been
overrun in clear violation of the cease-fire, and
appropriaie protests were made to the ICCS and the
Two- Parly Joint Military Commission. Omn 13
April, VMNAF flew 19 sorties against what remained
of the camp. The last of the survivors entered the
An Loc perimeter on 15 April. The 92d ARVN
Ranger Battalion had clearly distinguished itself by
enduring the longest siege of the war and by con-
ducting a remarkable withdrawal under fire.

With Tong Le Chon obliterated, the NVA had
unresiricied use of its imporiant east-wesl line of
communication befween Tay Minh and Binh Long
and controlled the Saigon River corridor from its
source o Dau Tieng.
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Binh Duong

In Binh Duong, the NVA's sirategic raids cam-
paign began on 16 May with a coordinated attack
by the Tth and 9th NVA Divisions on Phu Giao and
Ben Cat. ARVN 2%th Division operations in Han
Mghia, Tay Ninh, and Cambodia had, by 10 May,
significantly diminished the threat of the NVA Sth
Infantry Division to the western approaches 1o
Saigon, but the NVA Tth and 9th Divisions, in the
jungles and plantations north of the capital, were in
fair fighting form. Replacements had been received,
trained, and integrated into the force; supplies had
been stockpiled and moved into forward positions;
and the divisions had received their orders.

The Tth NVA Division forces that had taken Chi
Linh were still responsible for the zone of oper-
ations generally on the east side of National Route
13 (QL-13). Their main objective in the imminent
campaign was the bridge a1t Phu Giao, where inter-
provincial Route 1A (LTL-1A) spanned the Song
Be. Their capture of this bridge, and its controlling
terrain, would isolate the $th ARVN Division’s
regimental base a1t Phuoc Vinh and provide the
forward positions needed for subsequent attacks
toward Phu Cuong, the Bing Duong provincial
capital, and Bien Hoa with its huge air base and
logistical concentrations.

The fth NVA Division was west of National
Route 13, concentrating in the old secret zone, the
Long Mguyen, north of the famous Iron Triangle.
From here fis antillery regularly bombarded the
ARVN 5th Division base at Lai Khe, but its objec-
tives in this May campaign were farther south. It
would sirike info the Iron Triangle, iry 10 sever
Mational Route 13 at the district seat of Ben Cat,
and open the Saigon River corridor nearly as far
south as Phu Hoa By accomplishing this latter
objective, it could position artillery to reach Tan
Son Mhul Air Base and support operations against
the ARVN 25th Division at Cu Chi By cutting
Mational Route 13 at Ben Cat, it would isolate the
ARVN base at Lai Khe and, in coordination with
the 7th NVA Division, threaten Phu Cuong and
eventually Saigon.

A glance at the map shows the strategic location
of the Iron Triangle. Bounded on the north by the
jungle and overgrown rubber planations of the
Long MNguyen, it was enclosed on the west by the
Saigon River and on the east by the smaller but
unfordable obstacle of the Thi Thinh River. The
Thi Thinh joined the Saigon River near Phiu Hoa, at
the southern apex of the Triangle, 7 miles from Phu
Cuong. Phu Cuong itself, the capital of Binh Duong
Province, was an important industrial and farming
center and contained the ARVN Engineer School.
It was linked by a major highway with the large
ARVN base at Phu Loi (called Lam Son) and.

farther east, with Bien Hoa Lying as it did in the
center of the Saigon River cornidor, at the junction
of Routes 13 and 1A, and only 10 miles from the
outskirts of Saigon., Phu Cuong was vital 1o the
deflense of Saigon.

The terrain within the Iron Triangle was flat,
almost featureless, and covered by dense brush and
undergrowth. The clearings, especially in the north-
ern part, were thick with elephant grass, higher than
a man's head. The surface was scarred by countless
bomb and shell craters so that vehicular movement
ofT the narrow, rough dirt roads was nearly impossi-
ble. Even tracked vehicles had difficulty. A wast
network of tunmels and trenches, most of them
caved-in and abandoned, laced this ground that had
been the scene of battles since the early days of the
second Indochina war,

A weak string of three ARYN outposts protected
the northern edge of the Triangle, from Rach Bap
on the west, close by the Saigon River, along local
Route 7 (TL-TB) 1o An Dien on the Thi Thinh
River opposite Ben Cat. Each of these outposts,
including Base 81, which was midway between
Rach Bap and An Dien, was manned by a company
of the 321st RF Batalion. Another country road
passed by the Rach Bap outpost: Jocal Route 14
(LTL-14) which generally paralleled the Saigon
River from Tri Tam, through Rach Bap, and veered
o the southeast through the Trinngle, crossing the
Thi Thinh River before it joined Highway 13 (QL-
13) north of Phu Cuong. The NVA had blown the
bridge on Route 14 over the Thi Thinh a few weecks
earlier, but the stream could be spanned by pontoon
sections. About midway between Rach Bap and the
Thi Thinh crossing of Route 14, the ARVN had
another small firebase. (Map 15)

Frequent sweeps and some semi-flived defensive
positions north of Cu Chi manned by the ARVN
25th Division and Hau Nghia Regional Forces
screencd the western flank of the Triangle, but
enemy resistance in the Ho Bo woods, opposile
Rach Bap, and the formidable obstacle of the
Saigon River, as well as a lack of resources, limited
ihe infloence that the 25th could exert on the situa-
tion within the Triangle.

The ARVN was sirong with infantry, armor, and
mutually supporting fire bases and outposts in Hen
Cat District east of the Thi Thinh boundary of the
Triangle, but only one bridge, a weak span, con-
nected the district town and the Triangle hamlet of
An Dien,

Such was the situation on the eve of the initimtion
of the strategic raids campaign in western Hinh
Duong Province. As mentioned earlier, this was a
coordinated amack, with the fth NVA Division
conducting the main effort in the west, while the
Tth NVA attacked in the east against ARVN pos:i-



VIETHAM FROM CEASE-FIRE TO CAPITULATION

IRON TRIANGLE ATTACK
16 May - 7 Jun 1974

T LAS EHE

e B ] ", iy E‘

S Cowssmac "'--h

o 2 MILES (= | TF 222

b . ! IR May

a T RONETE TO P EUONG
Map 15

tions along Highway 1A ncar Phu Giao. The dis-
tances between the two thrusts were 100 greal,
however, to provide for mutual support, and the
ARVN III Corps was able to deal with them as
separate operations. For these reasons, although

they occurred simultaneously and demanded the
concurrent attention of the 111 Corps commander
and his staff, they can best be described sequentially,
beginning first with the lron Triangle attack of the
Sth NV A Division.
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The lIron Triangle Attack

The atinck began with heavy ariillery, rocket,
pnd mortar concentrations falling on Rach Bap,
Base 82, and An Dien on the moming of 16 May.
The RF company al Base 82 abandoned its bunkers,
many of which had collapsed under the weight of
the bombardment, late that afternoon. Rach Bap
held out until abowt 0300 the following marning, its
surviving defenders withdrawing in the direction of
An Dhen. The fighting was fierce in An Dien on the
16th, but by the night of 17 May, NV A forces held
the Nattened village and its defenses. Remnants of
an RF bafialion, however, held the western end of
the Thi Thinh bridge in a shallow blocking position,
while the castern end, by Ben Cat, was secured by
ARVN forces. The enemy dug in around An Dien
but was unable w0 dislodge the RF positions ot the
bridge.

Two infantry regiments of the Sth NV A Division,
with about ten T-54 and FT-76 tanks, were em-
ployed against the dispersed 121st RF Banalios.
The 272d Regiment overran Rach Bap and contin-
wed the attack south into the Triangle along Rouic
I4, while the 95C Regiment aitacked Base 82 and
An Dien. The 271st Regiment was held in reserve,

The RVMAF at Ben Cail were wnable (o counler-
attack the NVA immedistely st An Dien because
the bridgehead held by the RF was too shallow to
protect the crossing of any large forces, but General
Thuan quickly began reinforcing Ben Cat. Task
Force 318 arrived in Ben Cat District on the afier-
noon of the 16th and on the 1Tth began reinforcing
the RF holding the bridge and moving against the
enemy's blocking positions west of the bri
The weakness aff the ARVN bridgehead and the
strength of the enemy positions in An Dien, which
included antitank guns and tanks, made it impracti-
cal to send any armor of the 318th across the An
Drien bridge at this time

Meanwhile, the 133d Task Force moved from
Tay Ninh Provinee o Phu Coong and was ordered
to prepare (o aitack into the Triangle along Route
14 (LTL-14) in order to oppose the 272d Regiment,
which was moving south from Rach Rap.

VMAF serial observers and photography on 17
May revealed two T-54 tanks inside Base 82, which
VINAF fighter-bombers destroyed the next day, and
four more in the An Dien base. Initial negative
reactions at ARV 11l Corps Headquarters to the
seemingly hasty, if not unwarranted, withdrawal of
the RF companies from their positions softened
somewhat when the size and composition of the
enemy force was revealed.

Six months would pass before the situation exist-
ing before 16 May would be restored along the
northern edge of the lron Triangle. The campaign
was never officially divided as such, but major
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operations fell into four distinct phases. In the first,
16-17 May, the NVA had captured the northern
edge of the Triangle and launched a major column
into the center of this strategic approach to Phu
Cuong. In the second phase, 18 May to 5 June, the
ARVN counterattacked and i control of An
Dien. Four months later, on 4 October, ARVN
troops concluded the third phase by reoccupying
the devastated wasteland that was once Base B
Finally, on 20 November ARVN infantry re-en-
tercd Rach Bap, m]mjln; the last phase of the
1974 Iron Triangle campaign.

An DHen Counterniiack

General Thuan greatly underestimated the
strength and tenacity with which the ih NVA
Dhivision would defend An Dien, alibough he had
sccurate intelligence the size, composi-
tion, and location of the enemy. His initial plans for
the second phase, which proved unrealistic, called
for virtually simulianeous recapiure of the three lost
bases by about 22 May. Perhaps the remarkable
successes his corps troops had in repulsing the NVA
Tth Division attacks on the Phu Ciao front had
given him this unwarranted over-confidence.

Except for the few ARVN infantry and engineers
that were thrown scross the Thi Thinh River to
reinforce the An Dien bridgehead, the first major
ARVM unit (o move into the Triangle was a hattal-
ion of the 43d Infantry, 1Bih ARVN Division,
which crossed on Route 14 north of Phu Cuong.
Shortly reinforced by the rest of the regiment, this
clement, followed by the 322d Armored Task
Force, was to attack Rach Bap and Base 8. Mean-
while, the 318th Task Force would cross the An
Diien Bridge, pass through An Dien, and procesd to
Base 81, Three Ranger battalions attacking south
out of Lai Khe were to sirike Base B2 from the
north, Mone of this worked as planned. The 43d
Infantry became stalled after advancing only four or
five kilometers north. Then, the tracked vehicles of
ihe 323d Task Force found the going extremely
slow in the dense brush and cratered terrain, Gener-
al Thuan, concerned lest this armored force become
bogged down and have a bridge blown behind it,
ordered its withdrawal. He discovered, meanwhile,
that the An Dien brdge had been seriously weak-
encd by enemy artillery (including AT-3 mussiles)
and would not support the tanks of the 318th Task
Force. Under enemy observation and, sporadically,
heavy moriar and artillery fire, ARVN combat en-
gincers attempled (o repair the bridge. Casualtics
mounted, and the work progressed very slowly.
Aboul the same ume, the Tth Ranger Group, with
three banalions, moved southwest out of Lai Khe,
crossed the Thi Thinh River and advanced on Base
§1. The Rangers were immediately opposed in the
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thick jungle and rubber plantation by the dug-in
troops of the NVA Sith Division, and their aitack
stalled well short of the objective.

While 111 Corps was experiencing great difficulty
gelting moving. i was pounding An Dien with
heavy artillery fire. The Morth Vietnumese respond-
ed in kind against ARVN batteries and the stalled
Ranger and infantry columns and sent sappers into
an RF command post just south of Ben Cat, where
they destroyed a 103-mm. howitzer and routed most
of the small i

The YMNAF, meanwhile, gave only limited sup-
port. NVA antisircrafl artillery and SA-7 defenses
were plentiful in the ares, forcing VMNAF aircraft to
high altitudes. On 24 May, an armored cavalry
squadron of the 25th ARVN Division lsunched a
diversionary attack from Go Dau Ha east toward
the Boi Loi Woods. General Thuan's purpose was
to cause enough of a threal here (o prevent the #h
NVA Divison from committing its reserve, the
2718t Regiment, against either the 318th or the 322d
Task Forces. By the 23th, the armored cavalry
squadron had passed Suoi Caw withoul encounter-
ing any resisiance, and another supporting maneu-
ver began with two battalions of the 50th Infantry,
ARYN 25th Division, moving north from Phu Hoa
along the west bank of the Saigon River.

On 25 May, General Thuan met with the com-
mander of the 15th ARVN Division, Brig. Gen. Le
Minh Dao, snd with the commander of the 3d
Armored Brigade, Brig. Gen. Tran Quang Khoi, to
coordinate the following moming's attack. At that

days to relieve the 32d Regiment on the Phu Giao
front and move it into position at Ben Cat, the new
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With the Rangers still holding the shallow bridge-
head opposite Ben Cat and the 43d Regiment mak-
ing slow progress attacking the dug-in 272d NVA
Regiment south of An Dien, General Dao sent the
2d Baitalion, 52d Regiment, across the Thi Thinh
River on an assault bridge south of Ben Cat on |
June. Once across, it turned north to attack the
defenses of the 95C NVA Regiment in An Dien
Meanwhile, the reconnaissance company and an
infantry company from the 18th Division crossed
the An Dien bridge and advanced toward the vil-
lage. Casualtics on both sides were heavy that day in
An Dien as the commander of the ARVN 52d
Regiment commitied his 151 Battalion behind the 2d.
The %th NVA Division responded by assaulting the
ARVM infantry that night with infantry and a1 least
10 tanks. The two battalions of the 53d held their
positions and were reinforced by the 3d Batalion
the next afiernoon, Meanwhile, ARVN combat en-
gineers were clearing the road past the An Dien
bridge. Working at night with Nashlights io avoid
enemy observation and fire, they removed 38 anti-
tank mines from the route of advance.

Weakened by casualties, the 32d Infantry made
very little progress on 2 and 3 June, and the 43d
Regiment was still being blocked by the NVA 2724

i General Dao then ordered his 481h Infan-
try across the Thi Thinh soath of Ben Cat, to pass
through the 52d and take An Dien. While the NVA
artillery continued to pound ARVN positions, two
battalions of the 48th crossed into the Iron Triangle
on the night of 2-3 June.

The fighting at An Dien was expecially fierce on
Y June as the MY A used tanks against ARWVIN
infantry. Armed with light antitank weapons,
ARVN infantry knocked out at least four encmy
tanks in the final day of the battle. On 4 June, troops
of the 18th ARVN Diviion finally enlered An
Dvien, and on the 5th overran the last position of the
NVA's 95C Regiment, which had since been rein-
forced by elements of the 9th NVA Division's 271s1
Regiment. On the morning of the 3th, two battal-
bons of the 48th and two of the 52d were holding
An Dien, bracing for a counterntinck. One Ranger
battalion was in a blocking position north of the
destroved wvillage, while another secured the An
Dien bridge. The 43d Regiment was still stalled by
the NWVA's 272d Regiment’s defenses south of An
den. The Tth Ranger Group had not been able
1o advance toward Base B2 from the north, and
s new major ARVN attack would be required to
pdvance past the positions held in and around An
Dvien.

MNWVA soldiers capiured by the 18th ARVN Diwvi-
sion in An Dien iold of horrendous losses in the
three battalions—the Tth, Sth, and Sth—of the 95C
Regiment. Fourteen surviving members of the 9th
Batialion were captured when the last strongpoint
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fell on 5 June. They said that casualties in the Bth
and Fth Battalions between 16 May and 4 June were
65 percent, that a company of the Tth Battalion had
only one man left, that a company of the §th Battal-
ion was totally destroved, and that the 9ih Battalion
lost two complete companies. These accounis were
confirmed by the large number of bodies left on the
battleficld and by the quantity of weaponrs and
equipment captured. ARVHN losses were substantial,
bul none of its units were decimated & were those
of the fih NVA Division, Well over 100 ARVYN
soldiers had been killed i action, and the hospitals
held over 200 wounded from An Dien, while 200
more suffered light wounds not requinng evacua-
tion.

The expected NV A counterattack came on the
night of 5-6 June as two battalions of the 271st
Regiment, %th NVA Division, supported by wp (o
14 tanks, atiscked from two directions. The ARVN
1Eth Division held and its infantrymen knocked out
5 tanks and damaged 3 others.

The second phase of the Iron Triangle campaign
was over with the recapture of An Dien, and Gen-
eral Thuan was anxious to gel the attsck moving
aguin toward Base 82 and Rach Bap. Although the
An Dien bridge would soon be in condition to carry
the tanks of the 318th Task Force—one company of
armored personnel carriers had already crossed into
An Dien—a knocked-out T-54 1ank blocked the
narrow road from the brdge inte An Dien
Swampy ground on each side prevented bypassing
the tank, and i had to be blown off the road with
demolions. ARVN combai engineers were labor-
ing ot this task while infantrymen of the 18th Diwvi-
won were holding the penmeter around An Dien,

Base 82

The first of several attempis during the third
phase 1o retake Base 82 began on 7 June 1974 when
the 3118th Task Force finally brought its lanks across
the Thi Thinh River and passed through the 18ih
Division position in An Dien. While the 52d Infan-
iry of the 18th Division remained in neserve holding
ithe An Dhen penmeter, two battalions of the 48ih
Infantry moved south and west to protect the south-
ern Mank of Task Force 318 & it sttscked along
Route 7 (TL-TB) toward Base 2. To the south, the
43d Regiment maintained comtact with the NVA
IT2d Regiment. Meanwhile, the 9th NV A Division
had withdrawn the remnanis of the 95C Regiment
from sction and placed its 271st Regiment at Base
B2, where it prepared deep, mutually supporting
defensive posations. Clearly indicating its resolve 1o
conduct a determined defense along Route 7 in the
Iron Triangle, COSYN sent the 1415t Regiment of
ihe Tth NV A Division south from its position along
Highway 13, north of Lai Khe, 1o reinforce the 9th
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Diiwvisson north of Base 82, The 9th Division mean-
while began shifting the 273 Regiment north from
the southern pant of the Iron Trangle (o assist in the
defense of Base B2 and Rach Bap.

The wet summer monsoon had amved in Binh
Duong Province, Rains and low cloud cover further
reduced the effectivencss of YNAF's support of the
attack. A dense rubber plantation northwest of Base
82 provided excelleni concealment for supporting
defensive positions and observation of local Roule
7. the only avenue of approach available for ARVN
armor. Dense brush covered the southern ap-
proaches to the base and concealed more enemy
supporiing and reserve posiiions. The only fairly
open termaim was on either side of Route 7 where
hugh grass offercd no concenlment o the ARVN
column but reduced the vishility of ARVN tanks
and infaniry to a few meters. Furthermore, this
approach was under the observed fire of the %ih
NV A Division's supporiing artillery, which imclud-
ed 120-mm. mortars, 122-mm. howitzers, 105-mm.
howitzers, and §5-mm. field guns. Infantry mortars,
82-mm. and &l-mm., added 1o the indirect fire, and,
in addition 1o the B-41 antitank grenade launchers
carmied in greal nombers by the NV A infaniry,
MY A soldiers were amply equipped with the new
Sovict B2-mm. recoilless gun, a superb antisrmor
weapon,

By the evening of 8 June, Task Force 318 reached
its first objective, Hill 25, abow 1,000 meters short
of Base 2. There it fought a battalion of the NV A
2715t Infantry, killing 30 and capturing 10 while
taking light casualtics. The prospects seemed bright
for recapturing Base 82 by the following day, and
General Thuan told General Dao of the 18th
ARVHN Davision that Rach Bap should be taken by
15 June. Bui on 10 June Task Force 118, advancing
very slowly in two columns, one north of Route 7
and one south, was struck by & battalion of the
NVA 271s1 Infantry supported by four tanks and a
heavy concentration of moriar, howitzer, and
rocket fire. Four of Task Force 318 tanks and one
of its personnel carniers were knocked out but per-
sonnel losses were light. By mightfall only 200
meters had been gained, the enemy’s mineficlds and
El-mm. recoilless guns having siopped the iask
force BDD meters short of Base 82,

No progress was made on 11 June, but ARVN
artillery and YINAF pounded the base. Antiaircralt
fire was intense and kept the VNAF fighter-bomb-
ers above their mosi effective atiasck altitsdes.
Mesnwhile, General Thuan, determined 1o get the
attack mowving again, directed Brig. Gen. Kho,
commander of the 3 Armored Bngade, 1o assemble
the 315th Task Force at Ben Cail and send it across
the Thi Thinh to reinforee the aitack. The 315th
was [0 move southwest and attsck Base 82 from the
south, while the 318th continued its frontal assauli.
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Farther south, another change was taking place.
Detecting that all but one of ithe NVA's 272d Regs-
ment’s battalions had moved porth toward Route 7,
General Dao left only one of his 43d Infantry battal-
ions in the Phu Thu area, placing the balance of the
Tfegiment in reserve.

By noon on 12 June, the 315th Task Force had
resched o position about 1,600 meters southeast of
Base 82. Al this point, General Dao changed the
original concepl of a iwo-pronged attack from the
casi and soouih. As soon as the 115th was ready (o
attack, he would withdraw the 318th to defend the
castern approaches to Ben Cat that had been weak-
encd by the commitment of the 3135th against Base
&2,

Thick brush, rough terrain, and sccurate enemy
artillery fire prevented the 315th from making any
guins on 13 June. In fact, as the 318th withdrew
from contact, it lefi positions much closer (o the
objective than those reached by the 31 5th.

In another change in plans, General Dao pro-
posed to General Thuan thal 1wo batalions each
from the 43d and 52d Regimenis take over the
attack role, while the 315th remained in its defen-
sive perimeier southeasi of Hase B1. The imfaniry
hattalions would move imio the rubber plantation
and attack from the north. General Thuan agrecd
and left for JGS headquarters to ask for a new
ammunition allocation for the attack. He returned 1o
his in il humor, for General Khuyen,
the RYMNAF Chiel of Logistics, was unable 1o sa-
tisfy this request.

By 15 June, the two leading ARVN 43d Infantry
battalions, one of which was attempting to swing
acrth of Base 32 from An Dien, had made very little
headway against strong resisiance and heavy encmy
artillery fire. In contacts south of Route 7 on the
ITth, prisoners of war were taken from the 272d
Regiment, soldiers who had recently arnved in
South Vietnam and had been assigned o the 272d
for only threec days before their capiure ARVN
casualbies continued (o mount, troops were desper-
ately fatigued, artillery support was oo severely
rationed, and the weather all but eliminated effec-
tive air support. On 21 June, General Thuan or-
dered a halt in the atiempt to take Base 82, while a
new approach, better supporied by artillery fire,
could be devised. Consideration was also given to
replacing the 18th Division, whose troops had been
in heavy combat for a month, with the S3th Division,

Instead of relicving the 18th, General Thuan de-
cided 1o try his armor again. Holding the infantry in
position, he sent the 318th and 322d Task Forces
back into the Triangle, one north of Route 7, the
other generally along the rosd. The enemy’s anti-
tank defenses, primarily employing the 82-mm. re-
coilless gun, stopped the attack once destroy-
ing 13 personnel carriers and 11 M-48 ianks between
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27 June and 1 July, even though ARV artllery
and the VNAF supported the attack with 43,000
rounds and 250 sorties. The tired infantrymen of the
43d Regiment tricd once again (o take Base 32 from
the south on | July but got nowhere,

On 2 July, General Thuan finally decided o
relieve the 181h Division and replace it with the Sth.
The armored sk forces would be withdrawn for
rest and refitting. General Thoan allowed s come-
manders ten days to complete the reliel: he wanted
it done gradually and expertly so that constant
pressure could be maintained against the enemy. In
order not o weaken the Mth Division's defenses
north of Lai Khe, elements of ithe 181th Division's
51d Regiment, which had seen littbe action, and two
battalions of the 25th Division’s 50th Infantry were
attsched 1o the 5th Divigon in the Iron Triangle.
The reliel was accomplished on schedule, and a
relative calm setiled over the Base B2 banleground.

The %th NVA Division also made adjusiments
during the last part of June and the first weeks of
July. While the 272d Regiment retained defensive
positions in the southern part of the Iron Triangle,
the 95C Regiment, refitted and with fresh replace-
menis, returmed o the Base B2 area and sssumed
responsibility for its defense. The third regiment of
the Sth NVA Diivision, the 271st, held defensive
positions in the Base 82 arca, primarily 1o the north
and northeast. Meanwhile, the 141st Regiment of
the Tth NV A Division returned (o its normal area of
aperations north of Lai Khe, and artillery suppon
for the Sth NV A Division was mssigned 1o the 42d
NV A Artillery Regiment. The 75th NVA Arillery
Regiment moved from the Ben Cat area to support
the Tih NV A Division eatt of Route 13

The Sth ARVMN Division made no determined
effort during July or August 1o alter the status quo.
The MVA, however, pulled the 95C Regiment out
of Base 82 and replaced it with the 14151 Regiment
afl the Tth NV A Division, in time (o meet the next
concerted ARWVM effort (o iake Hase 82,

By autumn the 8th Infantry, S5th ARVN Division,
had been selected (o try to plant South Vietnam's
red and yellow banner on Base 82, having replaced
its saster regiment, the Tih, in the lron Triangle.
Prior to an attack scheduled for 7 September,
ARVN recopnabsance patrols had  successfully
reached the base’s penmeter. The Sth Regiment
formed a task force around its st and 2d Battalions,
reinforced by the 3h Division Reconnaissance
Company and a small armored troop with three M-
41 tanks, three M-48 janks, and three armored per-
sonnel carriers. The Ist Battalion sdvanced south of
Route 7, while the 2d Batalion, with the reconnais-
sance company and the armored troops, advanced
on an axsis porth of the road. Unopposed and
moving quickly the two battalions reached the outer
defenses of Base 82 in the early moming of 7
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September but could go no further that day. Faced
with barbed wire and mines and under lire from the
front and fanks, the 8th Infantry dug in. As the rain
of enemy shells continued, much of it heavy 120-
mm. Soviet mortars, the 8th kept digging and im-
proving fighting positions with logs overhead.

On & September, the NV A shelling increased, and
at 1600 it began to rain, ending all YMNAF acrial
observation and air support for the Bith Infantry. As
the rain increased, so did the enemy bombardment,
1600 rounds falling in one hour, and the battlefield
was obscured in smoke. ARYN infantry could hear
the approach of tanks. One column of T-54" came
out of the rubber plantation and forest 1o the north,
and another line of six advanced from the south.
The three ARV M-48's withdrew, and at 1800
hours, nearly caught in a double envelopment, the
8th Infantry fell back, first about 300 meters where
the leaders attempted 1o establish a new ling, then
300 meters farther back where the troops of the 8th
rallied and held on the wesiern slope of Hill 23.

With victory scemingly so close, General Thuan
was deeply disappointed by the rout of the Sth

, and his disappoiniment changed 10 anger
when he learned of the relatively light casualties
suffered by the Bth: 6 killed, 19 missing. and &7
wounded. But even if the Sth Infantry leaders on the
scene could have held their troops in their exposed
positions in front of Base B2, the regiment probably
could not have survived the NV A counterattack. In
any case, Genernl Thuan ordered an immediale
investigation of the circumstances of the Sth Infan-
iry's failure and subsequently dismissed the regimen-
tal commander. On 11 September, the Bth Infantry
was replaced in the Iron Triangle by the Sth, and
the final phase of the fight to retake Base 82 was
sbout to begin.

All three battalions of the Sth Infantry moved
into position on the west slope of Hill 23, Combat
losses since the start of the NV A offensive in May,
combined with the slow fMow of the replacements
into the regiment, had reduced battalion strength to
under 300. Between 12 and 18 September, the 9th
concentrated on reconnaissance, planning, and im-
provement of positions. As the ARVMN %th Regi-
ment prepared for the attack, the NVA was begin-
ning to execute another relief in the Ben Cat batile-
field. The 141st Regiment of the Tth NVA Division
made preparations (o leave the Base 82 area and
turn over its defense once again to the 95C Regi-
ment of the %th NV A Division.

With the 2d Armored Cavalry Squadron protect-
ing the right (north) fMank. and two Ranger baital-
ions protecting the left, the 9th ARVN Infantry
Regiment began its attack 1oward Base 82, The two
attacking battalions, the 3d Battalion on the right,
north of Route 7, and the 2d on the left, crosed the
line of departure on Hill 25 on 19 September.
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Moving slowly, with excellent reconnaksssnce and
effective artillery suppori, the ARVN infantrymen
methodically eliminated, one by one, the encmy’s
mutually supporting bunkers that lay in a dense
pattern all along the route of advance. Although the
NV A infanirymen defended tenaciously and their
artillery support was heavy and accurate, they
gradually gave ground. On 29 September, the Ist
Battalion relieved the weary 3d Battalion, and the
relentless attack continued. On 2 October, the 2d
Battalion, 46th ARVN Infantry, 25th Division, was
committed to reinforce the 2d Batalion of the 9th
Infantry. Before midnight on 3 October, as enemy
artillery and mortars were still finng heavy bar-
rages, o 12-man assault team from the Ist Battalion,
Sth Infantry, attempted o breach the barbed wire
and scale the earthen wall. An antipersonnel mine
detonated, disclosing the team’s position, and heavy
fire from the base pinned it down. Very early the
next morning, the NVA infaniry counterattacked,
forcing the withdrawal of the asault team. But it
became apparent o the ARVN commander on the
ground that victory was within grasp. A 100-round
concentration of 155-mm. howitzer fire, which he
requested, had the desired effect: enemy resistance
and return fire was notably diminished by 1300, and
g hall hour later MNVA infantrymen were seen
climbing out of their crumbling fortress and running
to the rear. At 1500 on 4 October the st Battalion,
Oth Regiment, raised South Vietnam's fag over
Base 82, ending a bitter four-month struggle and the
third phase of the Iron Triangle campaign.

Return to Rach Bap

Calm returned to the Iron Triangle as the rem-
nants of the 95C and 272d NVA Regiments with-
drew from Base 82. For three days, even the NVA
artillery was sileni. Meanwhile, far 1o the north of
the Ben Cat battleground and in the COSVN rear
area, a significant event was taking place. Recogniz-
ing the need to plan and coordinate the operations
of multi-divisional forces, COSVMN organized a
corps headquarters in the Tay MNinh=Binh Long
reghon and designated it the 301st Corps. This corps
would soon direct the combatl operations of the Tth
and Sth NVA Divisions, separaie regimenis, and
additionsl formations already en route from Morth
Vietnam,

After the long and costly viciory al Base 82,
Genernl Thuan decided to rest the tired troops of
the 5th ARVN Division and turned his attention to
sending his 25th Division to clear out the enemy
bases in the Ho Bo ares west of the Iron Triangle.
The ARVN defenses around An Ddien and Base 82
were taken over by Regional Forces and Rangers,
For what became the fourth phase of the campaign,
11 Corps Headquarters worked on plans to resume
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ihe amtack 1o relake Roch Bap, the last of the three
autposts still remaming n enemy hands, General
Thuan alse recognired the need to clean the enemy
out of the southern part of the Iron Triangle,
around Phu Thu, and a plan encompasung Rach
Bap, Phu Thu, and the Phu Hoa area west of the
Iron Triangle began (o take shape. But on 3 Octo-
ber, belore the execution of the plan, President
Thieu relieved Cieneral Thuan of command of Mili-
tary Region 3 and 111 Corps and replaced him with
Li. Gen. Du Quoc Dong. Oiher important com-
mand changes took place on the same day. The 11
Corps Commander, Li. Gen. Mguyen YVan Toan,
was replaced by Maj. Gen Pham Van Phu, and
Maj. Gen. Mguyen Khoa Nam became the new
commander of IV Corps, in place of Lt Gen.
Mguyven Vinh Nghi. Only | Corps was untouched,
where Lt. Gen. Ngo Quang Truong retained com-
mand.

General Dong immediately surveyed the siluation
in the Iron Triangle and reviewed the plan of his
predecessor, which as modified became operation
Quyet Thang 18724 (Operation Will 1o Yictoryh
Battalions from all three divisions of the corps were
committed; D-Day was 14 Movember, The %th In-
fantry of the 5th ARVIN Division, the victors of
Base B2, started from An Dien and marched west,
along Route 7, past Base B2 toward Rach Bap. The
48th and 32d Regiments of the 18th Division
crossed the Thi Thinh River south of Ben Cat and
entered the Iron Triangle and attacked west toward
the Saigon River. Elements of the 3ih ARYM
Infaniry, 25th Division, were already in this area.
Meanwhile, the 46th ARVN Infaniry and one bat-
talion of the 30th moved into the plantations north
of Phu Hoa District Town o prevent enemy infil-
iration scross the Saigon River.

Along Route 7, the 9th ARVN Infantry advanced
without incident until 19 Movember when sharp
fighting wesi of Base 82 resulied in over 40 ARYVM
soldiers wounded. The enemy withdrew leaving 14
dead and many weapons and radios behind, The
next morning, Reconnaissance Company, %th Infan-
try, entered Rach Bap unopposed. The Ieon Trian-
gle campaign was virtually over, although mopping-
up operations continued in the south along Rowte 14
uniil 24 November, Measured against the costs and
violence of the carlier phases of the campaign, this
final chapter was anticlimactic. Casualtics on both
mides were light, and contacts were few and of shon
duration, The NV A had given up s last foothold in
the Iron Trangle with only token resistance in
order o0 replace losses, reorganize, re-equip, and
retrain the main forces of the new 301st Corps for
the decisive battles to come.
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Phu Giao

As mentioned carlier, the NV A 16 May offensive
in Binh Duong Province was a two-division altack,
with the 9th NVA Division west of Route 13 into
the Iron Triangle and the Tih MY A Davision easi,
against Phuo Giao Dhstrict. The principal Tth Divi-
sion objective was the bridge on Interprovincial
Route 1A (LTL-1A) over the Song Be south of the
mapor ARYMN Sth Division base at Phuoc Vinh and
northeast of the Ben Cat-lron Triangle banlefield.
{5ee Map 14.)

The Tth NVA Division on 5 April overran the
ARVHN outpost at Chi Linh. Afier taking Chi Linh,
the division’s 141st Infantry Regiment remained in
the Chon Thanh arca until detached for duty in the
Iron Trisngle under the 9th NV A Division, Mean-
while, the other iwo Tth Division regiments were
preparing for the May offensive in the jungles
around Pho Giao. The 165th NV A Infantry Regi-
ment was wesl of Route 1A and north of the Song
Be; the 209th NV A Infantry Regiment was south of
the Song Be, with battalions disposed on both sides
of BEoute IA. But sometime before 16 May, the
165th crossed the Song Be and moved inlo atiack
positions in the Bo La area, south of Phu Giao, and
the 20fh moved north o positions close 1w the
Song Be brndge. The Tih NVA Division®s plan
called for the 165th o attack ARVN positions and
block Route 1A south of the bridge, while the 200h
would seize the bridge and s controlling termain,

The defense of the Song Be bridge was the re-
sponsibility of the 322d RF Batalion, while the Tth
and Bth Regiments of the ARVN Sth Division amnd
the 318th Task Force were in position (o provide
suppart from the Phuooc Vinh base south 1o the Bo
La arca. Based on good intelligence, the $th ARVN
Infantry attacked assembly areas occupied by ele-
ments of the 20hh NVA Infantry on 15 May. The
disruption caused by this attack was probably large-
Iy responsible for the poor showing made by two
battalions of the 209th which, the following morn-
ing, attacked RF outposts around the Song Be
bridge. In any event, the troops of the 322d RF
Batalion fought off the attack, losing a few posi-
tioms but mointaining control of the key terrain and
the bridge.

Meanwhile, the 165th NV A Infantry Regiment
had better success in attacking the Bo La ares,
managing to hold enough of Route 1A 1o prevent
reinforcements from breaking through to the bridge.
But its accomplishment was short-lived. The 5th
ARVN Division rescted immediately and sent its
Tth Infantry Regiment and the 315th Task Force
north to break the block on Route 1A, Casualties on
the ARYHN side were light, but the NVA lost heav-
ily; the 209th was especially hard hii by ARVN
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artillery and air strikes in the bridge area By 23
May, despite reinforcement of the 165th NV A Regi-
mient by a battalion of its sister regiment, the 1415,
the ARVN tank and infantry counteraitack had
cleared the road to the bridge and beyond to Phuoc
Vinh. Although the Tth NVA Division maintained
its 163th and 20%h Regiments in the Fhu Giao anca
for the rest of the summer, the strategic ruids cam-
paign in eastern Binh Duong Province was a failure,
essentially over a week after it began, and the
ARVN successfully countered the sporadic altacks
the enemy continued to make along Route 1A in the
Phu Giao area.

The strategic raids campaign in Bien Hoa Prowv-
ince differed from that in Binh Duong, principally
because the main objective, the sprawling air and

il hase at Bicn Hoa, was beyond the reach of
large NVA formations. But even if a main-force
regiment could have pencirated the Bien Hoa de-
fenses, it would most likely have been cut off,
surrounded, and destroyed, The aitacks in Bien Hoa
were therefore stand-ofl artillery bombardments,
sapper raids, and small-scale infantry assaults againsg

oul

first large sttack of the summer came on 3
June. From launching sites north of the air base, the
NV A artillery launched a1 least 40 122-mm. Soviet
rockets. Most of them struck inside the base, where
they did minor damage to ranways and destroyed
500 papalm cannisters, bul the resi exploded in
hamlets surrounding the base, killing and wounding
civilisns. Surprisingly, no sircraft were damaged.
The NVA artillery struck again early on 10 August
with 23 rockets. OF these, seven hit the F-3A stor-
age arca, slightly damaging a few airplanes. Mosi of
the rest fell on civilian communities causing light
casualtics, The bombardment continued sporadical-
Iy throughout the moming and resumed the next
day, but no significant casualties or damage resulted.

The 10 Augusi rocketing of Bien Hoa signalled
the beginning of the NVA's attack on the outposts
along the north bank of the great Dong Nai River in
Tan Uyen District north of the air base. Employing
primarily the 165th Infantry Regiment, the Tth
NVA Division sttacked RF-manned oulposis in-
tended to prevent the enemy's crossing of the Dong
Nal and deny him ensy access (o arcas from which
he could launch rockets against Bien Hoa.

The first oulpost to fall, Ho Da, west of Tan
Uyen District Town, was overrun on the night of 9
August but was recovered by the ARVIN 32d Infan-
iry five days later. On the 10th, a batalion of the
165th NVA Infantry captured Dat Cooc outpost at
the big bend in the Dong Mai cast of Tan Uyen. The
Ty o hold on o this outpost until 14
August, when the J6th RF Battalion recapiured it.
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East of Dat Cuoc on the river north of Tha
Hung village, was the Ba Cam outpost, manned by
the 116th RF Battalion. In successive attacks, the
J6th was driven out of its defenses by a battalion of
the 165th NVA Infaniry, heavily supporied by artil-
lery. By 13 August, the Jé&th had withdrawn o
Thai Hung, wirtually destroyed by NVA and
ARVN artillery. By the end of the month, ARVN
counieraitacks had recovered all lost positions north
of the Dong Mai, the enemy having suffered heavy
casunltics during the briel campaign.

The only other incident of note in the Bien Hoa
arca during 1974 was the NV A sapper atiack on 21
Ociober against the Hoa An bridge over the Dong
Mai linking Bien Hoa with Saigon, This bridge, the
mant important of three across the Dong Na north-
cast of Saigon, was 300 meters of reinforced con-
crete. By floaling two rafls loaded with explosive
downatream s0 that the rope that joined them
wrapped around a brdge pillar, the water-sappers
were able (o accomplish their mission even though
all of them were killed in the rver by ARVN
sentrics before the explosion, which knocked down
iwo Bl-meter spans and raitled the windows n the
American Consulmte offices sl the niver's edge.
Three days later, ARVIN engincers had a one-way
Bailey span in place and trafTic resumed.

Xuan Loc

General Thuan, commanding 111 Corps at the
time, could not give the crucial battles north of
Saigon his undivided sttention during the summer of
1974, He was forced 1o look over his shoulder as the
strategic rabds campaign spread to the eastern limits
aof Military Region 3 and threatened to close MNa-
tional Route 1 (QL-1), Sajgon’s major connection
with the central cosstal provinces,

About 30 kilometers along FRoute | east of Saigon
was Xuan Loc, capital of Long Khanh Provinoe.
Set in the midst of vast, lush rubber plantations,
Xuan Loc was the easiern terminus of the railroad
that once carned prssengers and freight up the coast
all the way 0 Hanol, Xuan Loc was also close to
the beginning of Rowte 20 (QL-20) which joined
Route | west of the city, and provided Saigon its
connection with the mountain resorts and bountiful
gardens of Dalat. Adding 1o the sirafegic impor-
tance of Xuan Loc, Local Route 2 began there and
wound south through the plantations into Phuoc
Tuy Province, providing an alternate route to the
paort city of Veng Tauw.

The 18th ARVN Division usually kept a regiment
o Xuan Loc, frequently operating against the
MVA' 13d and 274th Regiments that maintained
base arcas in the jungles north and south of Route 1.
Because of heavy requirements for combat power in
Binh Duwong and Bien Hoa Provinces, General



108

Thuan pulled the 15th Division oul of Long Khanh
in the summer of 1974, leaving the security of thai
province and iis lines of communication to Regronal
and Popular Forces and cresting opportunities for
the local ¥C, sapporied by the main force NVA
regiments, 1o take the offensive in Long Khanh and
Phuoe Tuy Provinces.

Bao Binh and Rung La

The cluster of hamleis called Bao Binh, in the
rubber plantations east of Xuan Loc, was the first
major objective of Communist forces in the strate-
gic raids campaign in Long Khanh Province On 24
May, an MVA force of two baitalions of the 2T4th
MVA Regiment, a battalion of the 33d NV A Regi-
meenit, amd an WVA engincer baitalion invaded the
hamlets, overrunning the bocal force defenses with
case. Teniative ¢fforts by Regional Force battalions
fuiled 1o dislodge the enemy, and the NV A still held
Bao Binh when General Thuan visited province

on B June. General Thuan was nol
pleased with the district chief’s assertion that the
clearing of Bao Binh would have to wait until the
18th Division returned o Xuoan Loc.

On 11 June, a strong NYA force attacked the
Rung La refugee resetilemeni village and cut Roule
I about 30 kilometers east of Bao Binh. Rung La
was one of several villages established in eastern
Military Region 3 1o provide new homes and farm-
land for refugees who Med the NVA invasion of
Binh Long Province in 1972, People from Loc Minh
and An Loc, after sulfering weeks of inactivity in
crowded fent camps following their escape from the
Communist offensive, were clearing virgin land for
farming and harvesting wood from the foresis thai
surrounded new, govenment-sponsored villages.
Some 132,000 refugoes were making a fresh begin-
ming in this region, and the struggle would have
been difficuli enough without frequent harassment
from VT and NV A lorces. Mortar stiscks, minings,
kidnapping and murder, all intended o disrupt re-
settlement efforts, failed, however, to drive the refu-
oS away.

Communist terrorism had been relatively minor
antil Aprl, when a definite rise in incidents was
noted. The frequency of mortar attacks increased,
and the Communists became bolder in early June as
they exploited the sbsence of the 18ith ARVN Divi-
sion, On 1 June, they entered the Thai Thien reset-
tlement village and burned 135 houses, waming the
people 1o leave. Returning on & June, they burned
50 houses and again warned the villagers to leave.
On 11 June they burned 80 houses in Rung La
village and closed Route | nearby.

Rung La was one of the largest setilements of An
Loc refugees, the first of whom began occupying
the wvillage in December 1973, By June the popula-
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tion had grown to 15,000, When an NVA rosd
block isolated Rung La from Xuan Loc, up fo
10,000 willagers Aed eastward into Binh Tuy and
Binh Thuan Provinces. The 34Tth RF Battalion and
the 338th RF company of Long Khanh Province
were dispatched to break the encmy’s hold on
Rouie 1, but both were repelled by heavy moriar
fire. An RF batialion from Binh Tuy experienced a
similar reception &t Rung La The political and
psychological damage, 1o say nothing of the serious
effects on local commerce of cutling the principal
norih-south artery, was enough o draw the corps
commander's attention away (rom the Iron Triangle
and his other serious problems in Military Region 3,
Cieneral Thuan flew over ihe roadblock on 13 June
and viewed the NVA lorce and its defenses. He
then ordered a task force, assembled st Xoan Lo,
o start moving east along Route 1 1o clear the road.
The force included two battalions of the 5th ARVN
Division's Sth Infantry, the 32d Ranger Battalion of
the Tth Ranger Group, and a tank company. Making
good use of heavy anillery suppon and air observa-
thon, the task force by 13 June cleared 1wo of three
enemy positions. When the last position fell on 17
June, and the road was again open, the villagers of
Rung La began returning to rebuild their settlement.

Leaving the Ranger battalion and one of the dth
Infaniry Regimenit’s batlalions (o secure the con-
struction of & new RF base at Rung La, General
Thuan ordered the province chicel to use the other
&th Infantry Battalion and Long Khanh RF battal-
ions o retake the Bao Binh hamlets still under
enemy contral. This force, however, proved to be
ioo light for the task. Since heavy demands else-
where precluded reinforcement, Bao Binh remained
in enemy hands.

On B July, the NV A again moved aguinst Bung
La and succecded in holding a segment of Route |
until the 13th. Although these harassments were to
continue throughout the year, the enemy was unsuc-
cesaful in blocking traflic again.

Bao Binh was a difficult objective. In late July
and August, the province chief emploved the Tth
Ranger Ciroup against the wellesiablished enemy
defenses, and the Rangers cleared all but one hamlet
before being pulled out (o operate around Rung La.
But by the end of the year, all of Bao Binh was
under South Vietnamese control as Communist
units withdrew, probably to receive orders for the
linal offensive.

Tay Ninh

Because of the beating the 3th NV A Division had
taken in the Duc Hue and Long Khot actions
during the spring., the strategic ralds campaign was
slower getting started in Tay Ninh Province. The
main attacks were against the ARVN outposts along
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Interprovincial Route 13 (LTL-13) west of Tay
Ninh City and the Song Vam Co Dong, but sup-

and diversiopary attacks were conducted
against the Ben Cou outpost near the Angel's Wing,
the southern edge of Tay Ninh City, and Suoi Da, a
hamlet and ouipost northeast of Tay Ninh City in
the shadow of Nui Ba Den. The NVA also moved
107-mim. rockets in close enough to bombard the
city; some of these struck the civilian hospital on the
night of 18 August and on the morming of the 19th,
wounding 16 patients and killing one.

A string of three oulposts guarded the western
approach to Tay Ninh City between the Svay Rieng
Province border and the Vam Co Dong. Ben Soi
post was closest 1o Tay Ninh City; it was on Local
Route 13 on the west bank of the Vam Co Dong.
The two forward posts were Luan Buus Lam
Route 13, about halfway o the border, and
Tan, located on sexsonally flooded land within si
of Svay Rieng Provinge, Cambodia. The blnw
simultaneously on the three on the morning o
14 August as the 6th Regiment, 5th NV A Division,
launched heavy monar and artillery bombardments
into the fortresses. About 1,000 civilians began
sireaming into Tay Minh City to escape the on-
slaught, but some 3,000 were trapped behind the
block that the NVA Gih Regiment placed on the
romd between Luoe Tan and Lus Buu Lam.

The ARVNM 3121th RF Batialion's 1d Company at
Luoe Tan
which all of the boildings

_zaia

and beat back successive assaults by tank-supported
battalions of the 6th NVA Regiment. As of 15
August, the company commander reported that his
men had repaired most of the defensive positions
and that very effective artillery and air strikes had
kmhdmnmmﬁuﬂﬁlhdmﬂnf

were quiet after the second day as
centrated on Luoc Tan and the 15|h ﬁR\-"H Dl'!n-
sion's 46th Infantry Regiment sent a battalion in 1o
remnforce Luu Buo Lam. To the south, at Ben Cau,
iwo NVA soldiers captured from the 174th NVA
Infaniry said that their regiment was severely un-
dermanned and s mission was only 1o test the
ARVN reactions to the attack at Ben Cau. The
NVA found the reaction to be violent as well as
firm,
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The staunch defense put up by the company of
the 112th RF Blll:hun ot Luoc Tan boosted RF
and civilian morale throughout Tay Ninh. Resupply
of the little garrison was made by helicopter as the
reliefl column of the 46th ARVN Regiment ap-
proached along Route 13, On 20 August, the com-
pany commander at Luoc Tan reported driving off
a three-pronged infaniry assault; the #6th Infantry’s
battalion was stalled about three kilometers away,
where it had been for four days. Fearing an ambush,
General Thuan had ordered the battalion to halt its
attempt o link up with Luoc Tan. The night of 20
August was the last for the 2d Company, 312th RF
Battalion, as a battalion of the 6th NVA Regiment
breached the shattered defensive works and cap-
tured the garrison. It remained in NV A hands, but
the cost was high. The 6th NVA Regiment had 1o
be withdrawn to Cambodia for another refitting and
1o receive replacements.

This has been an account of the main events that
ook place around Saigon during the NV A’s strate-
gic raids campaign in the summer and fall of 1974,
Mo attempt has been made to cover all combat
actions; the purpose has been rather fo ireat those
which changed the map in a significant way, illus-
irated the relative strengths and weakness of the
opposing foroes, demonstrated the strategies and
tactics adopied by the two sides, and set the stage
for the finnl NV A offensive,

In the deep forests of morthern Tay Ninh, Binh
Long and Phuoc Long Provinces, COSVN was
building a mighty combat npuhlnz.r. stockpiling
weapons, ammunition, fuel, and ics, marshal-
ling and training replacements, building hospitals,
improving roads and bridges, while its major fight-
ing forces, the 5th, Tth, and %th NVA Divisions
pressed forward against the ARVN's outer line of
defense,

Mote on Sowrces

Principal among the sources of this chapter were
the author’s notes recording visits 1o the ficld, par-
ticularly in Binh Duong Province and to 111 Corps
headquarters at Bien Hoa, and meetings with the
J2/)GS,

The Weekly Summary published by DA Saigon
Intelligence Branch and by the J2/IGS provided
the chronology of events as well as detailed order-
of-battle information. Heavy relisnce was also
placed on the reporis of the Consul General, Bien
Hoa, and offices of the U.S. Embassy, Snigon. As
usal much reliable information was also derived
from rallier and prisoner of war interrogation re-
ports and from captured documents.
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The Highlands to
the Hai Van

Just as the COSVN forces in South Vielnam's
Military Region 3 were conducting the strategic
raids campaign o reduce the defenses around
Saigon, 3o the forces of the B-3 Front and the
NVA's Military Region 3 were embarked on their
campaign to climinate the isolated ARVN outposts
in the Central Highlands and mowve into the coasial
lowlands of South Vietnam's Military Regions | and
2. Heavy fighting lay ahead in the vast region from
the high platean of Darlac o the narrow coastal
plain of Quang MNam.

Quang Tin

In the spring of 1974, South Vietnam still had two
district seats deep in the highlands of Quang Tin
Provingce but controlled only shallow perimeters
around the towns, Tien Phuoc and Hau Duc, and
maintained & tenuous hold on the lines of communi-
cation inlo them. The enemy still held Hiep Dwuc
with clements of the 2d NV A Division (reorganized
and redesignated from the old 711th NV A Division)
and protecied the headquarters area of NWVA Mili-
tary Region 3 between Tien Phuoc and Hau Duc.

The population was sparse in the mountain dis-
tricts of Quang Tin, and its requirements for prod-
pets from outside the region were relatively small,
But after the WV A moved in with large troop units
and commerce with the coast became restricted,
shortages and hardships grew. The local Commi-
nists, striving (o recrait a larger following among
the wvillagers, were finding it difficull to provide
incentives since the people knew that conditions
were better around the South Vietnamese communi-
ties of Tien Phuoc and Hau Duc where infrequent
but adequate convoys brought rice and other com-
modities from the province capital, Tam Ky. Part of
the Communist strategy thus was to improve NVA
lines of communication from southwestern Quang
Tin Province (o the coast near Tam Ky and to
block South Victnamese access to Tien Phuoc, IF
the NWVA could succeed in these objectives, the

mountsin population would be impelled to shift o
the areas under Communist control, (Map 16)

In 1973 the NVA engincers had improved the
channel and constructed docks on the Song Tranh
west of Hau Due, thus providing a secure water
route to the NWA base at Hiep Duc. The NVA
engineers also widened the road southeast to Tra
B-nna Dhstrict in Quang Mgal, The next steps were

o gain sccess 1o the coast south of Tam Ky and
biock local Route 533 west from Tam Ky, thus
salating Tien Phaoe,

The first target was the sprawling village of Ky
Tra, a minor road junction in the hills west of Chu
Lai. Outside the village was an outpost called Nui
Ya. On 4 May, after a battalion of NVA infantry
overran Mui Ya, the attsck gquickly shifted i Ky
Tra as mortar, rocket, and artillery fire fell on the
defending 9315t RF Company, itwo PF platoons,
ard about 60 People's Self-Defense Force milina.
While Ky Tra was under attack, all four ARVN fire
suppoft bases within range came under heavy
mioriar and rocket fire. Contact was lost with the
defenders on 5 May as the NVA's Ist Infantry
Regiment, 2d Division, occupied Ky Tra. This ma-
neuver placed o major NVA force in position to
support aitacks against the line of communication o
Tien Phuoc and 10 block overland movement 1o
Hau Duc.

The attack on Ky Tra signalled the eruption of
attacks by fire and ground attacks on ARVN bases
and outposts throughout Quang Ngal and Quang
Tin Provinees. A reliel column headed by the 1st
Battalion, 4#th ARVN Infantry, 2d Division, was
stopped by heavy enemy mortar and rocket fire nine
kilometers from Ky Tra. A battalion of the 6th
Regiment, 2d ARVN Division, also failed to reach
Ky Tra. Meanwhile, the Jlst Regiment, 2d NVA
Divisaon, launched an attack on outposts profecting
Tien Fhuoc, and one ARVN position, held by the
131st RF Hattalion, was lost. The attacks continued
on 16 and 17 May, but two RF battalions at Tien
Phuoe repelled the 3lst NWVA Regiment attacks
with heavy losses.

The fighting around Ky Tra continued. On 19
May, the Ist NVA Regiment again attacked the Ist
Batiakion, 4th ARVN Infaniry. The understrength
ARV battalion broke and lost nearly 200 weapons
and 13 ficld radios, impossible o replace, in the
rout. While the infantry fought in the hills, the
NVA pounded the 2d ARVN Division LT
ters ot Chu Lai and the city of Tam Ky and its
abrfield with 122-mm. rockets.

Brig. Gen. Tran Van Nhut, commanding the 2d
ARVN Division, seni the 12th Ranger Group,
under his operational control, o reinforce Tien
Phuoc. Although the NVA 1ls1 Regiment contin-
wed o atiack, it was unable 10 break through 1o
Tien Phuoc. In ecarly June, the 12ih Ranger Group
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was relieved by the 5th Regiment, 2d Division, and
the ARVN infantrymen succeeded in holding Tien
Phuoc and keeping the road open to Tam Ky.
Loswes on both sides were heavy, and by mid-June,
three battalions of the 2d ARVN Division—the Ist
battalion of the 4th Infantry and the 2d and 3d
Battalions of the 6th Infantry—were considered by
Greneral Nhut to be ineffective due (o casualties and
equipment losses. The 5th Regiment had also suf-
fered moderste losses since | June on the Quang Tin
battleficld, mostly along the Tam Ky-Tien Phuoc
road, and was only marginally effective. Likewise,
the 12th Ranger Group, which had distinguished
itself in the defense of Tien Phuoc, was badly under-
strengith because of high casualties. General Nhuat
had two other Ranger groups, the 1ith and 14th,
committed to forward positions in the hills and kept
his 4th Armored Cavalry Group as division reserve.
All during the Tien Phuoc-Ky Tra battle, Gener-
al Mhut had to contend with serious threats to the
security of coastal Quang Ngai. There the 52d NV A
Brigade maintained pressure against lines of commiu-
mication and population centers, defended largely by
RF and PF units whode usual under
main-force enemy attacks was desultory at best
Occasionally, however, ing to unusually
strong leadership, territorials of Quang Ngai turned
in m slunning ; example, on § May
south of Mghia Hanh, the %th Battalion of the 52d
NV A Regiment reinforced by the 15th NVA Engi-
ncer Battalion, 32d NVA Brigade, attacked the
117Tth RF Battalion, but the attack was repelled,
leaving 21 dead and & number of weapons at the RF
defensive position. WV A soldiers in this battle were
disguised in RVMAF uniforms, a tactic Mreguently
seen. The increase in enemy attacks during May was
not confined to the coasi, however. In southwesi
Quang Ngai, on the boundary of Kontum Province,
the Toth ARVN Ranger Battalion engaged in heavy
fighting with an enemy force ecast of Gia Vuc in
mid-May. Alihough these inconclusive siruggles
iypified the carly summer of 1974 in Quang Tin and
Quang Ngai, cvents of & more decisive nature were
occurring in the western highlands.

Dak Pek

By the carly summer of 1974 three totally isolated
outposts remained in the mountains north and aorth-
east of Kontum City. Astride Route 14 (QL-14) in
the far northwestern tip of Kontum Province was
Dak Pek, occupied by the 585th Ranger Battalion
with 360 men and 10 PF plaloons with about 300.
All contact with the camp was by air, and no
i camp itsell was available o
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post, which interfered with enemy logistics along
the north-south line of communication.

In fighting near the camp on 27 April, a docu-
ment was captured indicating that an attack 1o cap-
ture Diak Pek was imminent; in early May, Ranger
patrols detected the presence of an enemy regiment
near the camp and discovered a cache of &0 105-
mm. artillery rounds. Unknown o the
then, the 2%th Regiment of the 324B NV A Division
had been trucked south from the A Shau YValley of
Thua Thien Province. The deployment of the 29th
Regiment exemplified the remarkable Mexibility and
newly developed mobility of the NVA, the later
atiributable to its road network and to antisirerafl
defenses that prevented effective imterdiction. In
order (o sssign the Dak Pek mission to the 29th
Regiment, the NVA had 1o move it secretly 75
miles and place it under the command of B3 Front.

The commander of the 88th Ranger Batialion had
sefled orders to be opened in the event Dak Pek
were overrun. He was to lead the survivors through
the mountains to Mang Buk, some &0 kilometers
southeast. It is doubtful that Major Di ever got
around 1o opening the orders; cenainly he had no
opporiunity 1o execule them.

The Rangers had & scrics of encounters with
NVA patrols beginning on 10 May. Two days later,
following artillery, rocket, and mortar bombard-
ments, the NVA attacked the outpost and subsector
headquarters, The defenders were able to hold the
enemy infantry at bay until the morning of the 16th,
when, following an iniense concentration of fire
support, the 2%th NVA Regiment, supporied by
tanks, closed in on the camp and subsector. Major
DY maintained contact with the VINAF, flying over
70 bombing and strafing sortics during the morming
and destroying at least one tank in & futile effort to
save the camp, Using 37-mm. antinircraft guns, the
encmy reduced the effectivencss of South Vietnam-
ese air support. At noon Major DN's radio fell silent
under the rain of enemy fire, over 7,000 rounds of
artillery, mortar, and rocket hitting the camp in the
12 hours before capitulation.

Months later, at the end of November, 14 survi-
vors of Dak Pek escaped from NV A work camps in
the jungle where they had been held since their

on 16 May and reported o an ARVN
ger outpost northeast of Kontum City, They
Major D and his executive officer had
captured along with the survivors, that
both had escaped during WNAF air strikes, but that
Major Di had been recaptured the following day.

Then Atar

Tieu Atar was a frontier post manned by two
compani¢s from a battalion of Montagnard RF,
stationed north of Ban Me Thuot, the capital of
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Darlac Province. Close 1o the Cambodian border, it
interfered in a minor way with the NVA line of
communication south of Duec Co. Beginning on 18
May 1974 Communisi propagands tcams entercd
the Montagnard settlement around Camp Tieu Atar,
telling the people of an impending attack and urging
them to leave, About 1,200 took the wamning and
began a long trek south,

The atiack began om 27 May when the NVA
slammed 60 rounds of 82-mm. mortar inio the camp.
On 30 May, a concentration of 1,000 rounds began
to fall on the camp. Radio contact with the 211th
RF Batalion was lost when the battalion command-
er's bunker was destroyed by a direct hit. One 10
two infantry battalions attacked before noon and
overran the camp., Effective VNAF support was
not possible because of bad weather and lack of
communications. For the NVA, the way was now
clear from its major logistical center at Duc Co all
the way to Ban Don,

While the enemy was toppling the few remaining
ARVN outposts in the remote reaches of the Cen-
tral Highlands, an NV A offensive of major propor-
tions was taking shape farther north. Its focus was
the Quang Nam lowlands,

Quang MNam

Two major rivers entered Quang Mam Provinge
from the south and formed a fertile delta, which,
excepl for a narrow coastal strip on the south, was
enclosed by steep mountaing rising (o0 4,000 leet
The Province capital, Da Mang, rested at the north-
em edge of the delta on the beach of the stnkingly
beautiful crescent of Da Mang Bay. Da Nang was
the most important South Vietnamese city north of
Saigon and the site of a major port, a major air base,
and the headquariers of 1 Corps and Military
Region 1. National Highway 1 (QL-1) passed
through Quang Mam close (o the sand dunes along
the coast and continued through the Hai Van Pass
to Hue in Thua Thien Province. The national rail-
way operated daily trains between Da Nang and
Hue on a roadbed, much subjected to Communist
harsssment and sabotage, that generally paralleled
the highway. The delta of Quang Nam had been a
confested area before the cease-fire, but by the
spring of 1973, the ARVN M Infantry Division and
the Quang Nam territonials had established control
in the Natlands up to the hills of Due Duc District in
the southwest and Thuong Due District in the west.

Local security in Quang MNam's nine districts—
which in the military chain-of-command were sub-
sectors, subordinate to the sector chief who was also
the province chief—varied from poor in the moun-
tainous regions to good in the area of Da Mang. Hoa
Vang District, the most populous, surrounded Da
Mang. Its least secure villages were in the southwest
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corner of the district, centered on Hoa Hai Village,
close to the major line of communication, Rowte
530, between Da Noang and the forward positions of
the 3d ARVN Division in Dai Loc and Duc Duc
Districts. That parnt of Dai Loc District which was
south of the Song Vu Gia was for many years a VC
stronghold—the Americans who operated there
named it the Anzona Termtory—but the ARVN
had cleared it about the time of the cease-fire. North
of the Song Vu Gia, the mountains of Dai Loc,
where the ARVIN could maintain no contineous
presence, offered the Communists access (o the low-
lands.

The Communists exploited this situation frequent-
Iy and interdicted rom time (o time the one road
linking Thuong Duc District with the rest of the
province. This road, local Route 4 (LTL-4), fol-
lowed the north bank of the Song Vu Gia, passed
through a narrow defile between the hills and the
river just west of an ARVN artillery base on Hill
52, and then entered the district town of Thuong
D, The valley of the Song Vu Gia was only 3,000
micters wide here; sicep hills overlooked the district
seat of Thuong Duc on the north, west, and south,
There were no villages ouiside the district own
itself secure enough for South Vietnamese officials
to spend the night, and only three wvillages in the
district had government administration by day.
NVA lines of communication from the northwest
and southwest reached Thuong Duc vin National
Route 14, which terminated there, and Route 614,
which began in the large NVA logistical complex
south of the A Shau Valley and joined Route 4 west
of Thuong Duc. This district, therefore, was a key
entrance (0 the Quang Nam lowlands.

Southwest of Dai Loc District was the vast
mountain district of Duc Duc. Only in the extreme
northeast region of Duc Duc did Sowth Vietmamese
officials maintuin full-time resdence. The arca wesi
of the Song Thu Bon, which included part of the
Arizona Territory, was insecure and sparsely popu-
lnted, as were the southern and western reaches of
Duc Due. ARVN influence extended south 1o the
Mong Son coal mines in the narrow canyon of the
Song Thu Bon, about 10 kilometers from the district
seal. Here at a place called Da Trach, nod far north
of the major operating base of the 2d NVA Dhvi-
sion, the ARVN maintained a garrison with owt-
posts manned by RF uniis and PF platoons. Duc
Duc was the other principal entrance 1o the Quang
Mam lowlands from the NV A-held highlands of
Quang Nam and Quang Tin.

The ARVN 3d Infantry Division was responsible
for the defense of Quang MNam and that pant of
Quang Tin Iving within the Que Son Valley, In June
of 1974, General Hinh, the division commander, had
his 5Tth Infaniry Regiment, reinforced by the at-
tached 3d Batialion, 56ith Infaniry, defending in the
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Que Son Valley. His 2d Infaniry Regimeni was
operating in the Go Nod and Duc Duc areas, while
ihe 56th Infaniry, minus its 3d Bamalion, was in
division reserve. The 36ih's Ist Baitalion was in
iraining, and iis third was ai Fire Suppori Base
Baldy ai the norithern entrance of the Que Son
Vallcy. The 14ith Ranger Group, which had been
under the operational control of the 3 Division in
Quang Nam, had been sent south to operate with
the 2d ARVN Division to deal with the crsis tha
developed in Quang Tin. The 14th ook along ils
79th Ranger Battalion, which had been stationed in
Thuong Due. The 7Bth Ranger Battalion, which
remained in Quang Mam to hold Da Trach, sent one
of its companies 1o Thuong Duc (o relieve the T9h.

Observing that matters were pretty well under
control in Quang MNam and that the enemy had
committed most of his 2d Division in the Quang
Tin=Tien Phuoc battleficld, General Thuong, com-
manding | Corps, seni the 2d Infantry Regiment, 3d
Division, into Tien Phuoe to eliminate elements of
the 2d NV A Division and local main force units still
threatening ihe distnetl. Mamed QuasG TrRUsG 3/
74, the operation included, in addition to the entire
2d Infantry, a troop of the 11th Armored Cavalry, a
battalion of 10%-mm. howitzers, and a battery each
aof 155%-mm. howitzers and 175-mm, guns. The oper-
ation lasted from 2 until 15 July and was a remark-
able success. The NVA was forced to withdraw
from the Tien Phuoc with heavy losses; 315 of its
soldiers were killed, and 150 weapons were cap-
tured. 1ts mission completed, the 2d Infaniry began
moving back to Quang MNam on 16 July bat left its
3d Battalion to assist the lerritorials of Quang Tin
Province with local security. The 151 and 2d Battal-
ions scitled imto the division base camp at Hoa
Khanh in the hills above Da Mang.

Meanwhile, the 79th Ranger Battalion and the
l4th Ranger Group Headquarters moved back 1o
Quang Nam Province. The 79th returned 1o Thuong
Due, relieving the company of the T&th Ranger
Baitalion, which then moved back to Da Trach.
The 12th Ranger Group still had three battalions
arcund Mo Duc in Quang Ngai Province, but rotat-
cd one battalion at a time back o Quang Mam for
refitting and retraining. Two baitalions had com-
pleted the cyele by 16 July.

Da Trach and Due Due

Da Trach, a battalion-sized camp, was a strong
point situated on a prominent hill about 900 feet
above the Song Thu Bong south of the subsector

wariers al Due Due. It had been quiet ai Da
Trach and around the outposts manned by one RF
company and seven PF platoons. Three of these
outposts were in the hills and along the river south
of Da Trach, while the others were in the valley of
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the Khe Le siream—called Antenna Valley by the
Americams who operated there before—which
Mowed inlo the Song Thu Bon northeast of Da
Trach post. Also located in the valley was the 41h
Company, 146th RF Battalion, which had s 80
man garrison in the Ap Ba hamlet group, along the
road that twisted eastward over the Deo Le Pasa 1o
OQue Son, Possession of the Khe Le Valley would
give the NVA not only another flanking approach
o the ARVMN defenses in the Que Son Valley but
would provide access 10 the several good trails into
Duy Xuyen district, bypassing the defenses in Duc
Diac.

The 78ith Ranger Battalion at Da Trach, with
about 360 men, was scheduled for retrmining at the
Ranger Training Center, and on 17 July 1974, the
3d Banalion, 56th Infantry, arfived to execule the
relielf. The infantry battalion pulled in on trucks just
before dark, The reliel was to take place at noon the
next day, but the 78ih had withdrawn most of its
outposis and was bivouncked for the might in the
village. Although unfamiliar with the layout of the
camp defenses, the 3 Battalion, with three of its
four companies, assumed the responsibility. Also
assembled within the defenses were the drivers who
had driven the 3d Battalion o Da Trach and who
would take the T8th Battalion out the next morning.

The strength of the 3d Battalion, 56th Infantry,
was only about 360 men, but iis 2d Company was
not in the camp; rather, it had sel up oulposts on
two hills along the east bank of the Tho Bon. One
rfle platoon was on Cua Tan directly across the
river from Da Trach, and the rest of the company
wias ol Khuong Que, 1o the north

NVA Military Region 5 was responsible for all of
Quang Nam Province 1o the Kontum boundary, Iis
campaign plan for the summer and fall of 1974
involved elements of three regular divisions, a sepa-
rate infaniry brigade, and several independent regi-
mients, Objectives ranged from central Quang Mam
to southern Quang MNgai. To cope with the actical
and logistical requirements of this offensive. the
MNVA leadership activated a new hesdguarters, the
M Corps. Operational in June, the corps began
concentraling resources for the Quang Nam cam-

patgn.

The 36th MVA Hegiment was formed in the
spring of 1974 from replacement groups sent from
MNornh Victnam into the mountains of western Duc
Duc Dastrect. It was a highi regiment, having only
two infantry battalions, an antisircraft machine gun
company, light artillery, and adminisirative support
units. On 10 July, a week before the planned relief
of the 78th Ranger Battalion at Da Trach, the 36th
NVA Regimenl moved wndetected inlo assembly
areas close o ARVN outposis around Da Trach,
Also on the move toward Da Trach were elements
of all three regiments of the 2d NV A Division, the
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ist, 3ist, and 38th, plus the 1th Sapper Battalion,
division artillery, and batteries of Military Region §
artillery.

Shortly after midnight on 18 July, the midsummer
might's silence was shattered by NVA arillery,
rockets, and mortar rounds exploding on the de-
fenses and outposts of Da Trach. A relatively weak
attack by the 2d Battalion, 36th NV A Regiment, on
the camp's main defenses was beaten back with
heavy losses to the enemy and light casualties (o the
defenders, but contact with the 2d Company, 3
Battalion, 36th ARVMN Infaniry, outposts at Khuong
Que and Cua Tan was lost before daybreak. By that
time, the 4th Company, 146th RF Battalion at Ap
Ba had been attacked and overrun, and the survi-
vors were Irying to escape through the mountains
toward Duc Due headquarters.

Shelting of the main camp meanwhile had
stopped, and the attackers regrouped for another
assault. The 2d Battalion, Ist Infantry Regiment,
and a battalion of the 1st Infantry Regiment, both
af the 2d NVA Division, joined the two battalions
uflli:ﬂr&lhl:pm:ull’nr&mtﬂtmpl As the
reconnaissance platoon and the 4th Company, 3
Battalion, 56th ARVN Infantry, tried to retake a
lost ouipost south of the camp, they were stopped
by intense artillery and automatic weapons fire,
which killed the company commander and the bat-
falion commander of the 78th Rangers, The encmy
resumed infantry assaults on the camp, and the 3d
Battalion commander, who had assumed command
nfllmTﬂ-thngmeell reported the situation
critical. The camp's radio was knocked out before
noon, and all contact was lost with whatever PF
outposts remained in action.

Enemy tanks were sighted about 5,000 meters
southwest of the camp, and the VINAF began 1o
provide fire support to the defenders. Heavy aril-
lery, rocket, and mortar fire continued, augmented
:chumimn guns, up to 37-mm., used in direct

Contact was also lost with the 4th Company, 78th
Rangers, and the two-gun platoon of 105-mm. how-
itzers in the camp had been knocked out of action.
Al mid-aftermoon, the five-baitalion enemy assaull,
which by this time included the 10th Sapper Batial-
ion against the northern sector, had carried through
the southwest defense line. With all bunkers and
fighting positions demolished by a bombardment of
more than 5,000 rounds, the survivors of the 3d and
Tith Battalions withdrew, and the NV A rounded up
civilians in the hamlets and villages; about 7,500 of
them would be moved to Communist controlled
regions of Duc Due District.

Gieneral Hinh, from his 3d Division Headquariers
above Da Nang, reacted quickly to the crisis in Duc
Duc District. The subsector headquarters there had
also received a heavy bombardment. General Hinh

moved a forward division command post 1o Dai
Loc and ordered the 2d Infaniry HRegiment 1o
deploy immediately to Due Duc and relieve the
defenders at Da Trach. Operation QuUasG TRUNG
4/74 had begun.

Only the 3d Battalion, 2d Infantry, was immedi-
ately available; the Ist Battalion remained at Fire
Support Base Baldy in the Que Son Valley, and the
2d was still in Quang Tin Province. Orders were
sent 1o both battalions to move immediately to Dai
Lo, in Quang Mam Province, and the 3d Banalion
moved [rom Da Mang to Hill 533 in northwestern
Diien Ban Diistrict to protect the deployment of
artillery to support Duc Duc.

These deployments ordered, General Hinh saw as
his first priority securing the bridge over the Song
Thu Bon, north of Duc Duc subsector headguarters
and over which all division elements would have to
pass en route to the battleficld, He ordered the lst
Battalion, 2d Infantry, just armived from FSB Baldy,
with the 2d Troop, 1lth Armored Cavalry, to
secure the bridge and had the 3d Battalion, 2d
Infantry, on 18 July move to Duc Duc District
Town. His stafl went 1o work immediately drafting
ithe tactical plan for QuUANG TRUNG 4/74 with the
ohjective of retaking Da Trach. The bridge secured,
the st Battalion joined the 3d, and both moved
south of Duc Duc, prepared to continue on toward
Da Trach. By nightfall on the 18th, the 2d Battal-
ton, 2d Infaniry, had also moved to Duc Duc Dis-
trict Town, as had a battery of 155-mm. howitzers.
Meanwhile, a battery of 175-mm. guns moved into
firing positions in the Que Son Valley, within range
of Duc Duc. These ARVN artillery positions soon
received heavy and accuraie counterbatiery fire.
The commander of the 2d ARVN Infantry, Lt. Col.
Vu Ngoc Heong, having sssumed tactical command
of all ARVN forces in the Duc Duc-Da Trach
baitleficld, had communications with only two pla-
toons of the original Da Trach defense force by the
evening of 18 July.

The NVA resumed its coordinated offensive in
Quang Mam in the pre-dawn hours of 19 July. A
salvo of 35 122-mm. rockets fell on Da Nang Air
Base; damage to VMNAF operations was slight, al-
though 16 people died and over 70 were wounded—
many of whom were civilians and military depend-
enis. In the morning Due Duc Subsecior received
45 rocket and moriar rounds. NVA 130-mm. guns
hit an ARVN 105-mm. battery and the 2d Infantry's
command post. Hnnwhul:.nun]:uthiLmnu
Route 540, the 370th REF Company
strong enemy attempt 1o interdict the ARVHN line nl‘
communication, killing 30 of the attackers and cap-
fUring many Weapons,

With the enemy’s fire erupting in their rear, the
Ist and 3d Battalions, 2d ARVN Infantry, advanced
south from Duc Duc toward Da Trach and by noon
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reported securing their initial objectives without
opposition. The 1st Battalion was on Ky Vi Moun-
tain, southeast of subsector headquarters, and the 3d
Battalion was on Hill 254, past Khuong Cue and at
ihe entrance of Khe Le Valley. The 2d Baualion
was in reserve, The plan called for the 3d Battalion
to continue the attack to Cua Tan Mountain, across
the river from Da Trach, and for the Ist Battalion 1o
attack south, first seizing Hill 434 and then descend-
ing into the Khe Le Valley at the village of Ap Ba.
The feasibility of the plan came into question, how-
ever, when the last contact with the Da Trach
defenders on 19 July revealed that the command
group and iwo companies of the T8th Rangers were
under heavy attack on the hill at Cua Tan.

After seizing Da Trach, the North Yietnamese
placed infantry battalions and antiaircrafi guns in
the hills above the valley, awaiting the arrival of the
2d ARVM Infantry. The VMNAF struck hard at
these forces on the 18th and 1%th and caused heavy
casualties, but the NV A could not be dislodged. By
the afternoon of 19 July, the 1st Baitalion, 2d Infan-
try, was in contact with elements of the NVA 36th
Regiment on Ky Vi Mountain and on Hill 238, 1o
the west. The VMNAF Mew IB attack sorties in
support, killing 75 enemy infantrymen and destroy-
ing a moriar. But the ARVN advance had 1o be
halted. Suspecting a trap in the Khe Le Valley,
General Hinh ordered the 2d Infaniry to stop and
seiid reconnakssncs patrols forward.

Correctly anticipating that the enemy’s Quang
Nam campaign had only begun and that more forces
would be required to deal with it, General Truong
on 19 July ordered the 12th Ranger Group to move
from Quang Mgal to Quang MNam. The 37th Ranger
Battalion, already in Da Mang for rest and retrain-
ing. moved to Hiew Duc District on 20 July. That
day, the 6th Infantry, 2d ARVN Division, began
relieving the other two batalions of the 1lth
Ranger Group in Duwe Pho and Mo Duc in Quang
Ngai Province, and the 12th began to move north.

By 22 July, the NWA command st Da Trach
spparently discovered that the ARVN 2d Infantry

was nol sdvancing into the trap in the
Khe Le Valley. Plans were accordingly changed;
the rest of the Isi N'VA Regiment was ordered to
Da Trach to attack the ARVN 2d Regiment in the
hills abowve Due Duc, while the 38th Regiment was
to move through the hills above the valley toward
Go Moi and Dien Ban. On 24 July the Ist NVA

began moving into the attack, and the
35th Regiment started deploying east. General
Truong was gathering more forces also, He ordered
the 29th and 3%th Ranger Batialions, 12th Ranger
Group, newly arfived from Quang Ngai Province,
io displace west of Go Noi Island, and he direcied
that the Ist Division in Thua Thien and the 2d
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Diivision in Quang Ngai each prepare one regiment
for deployment to Quang Mam on 24-hour notice.

Om 24 July, the 2d ARVN Infaniry established its
command post 700 meters north of the first hill
south of Duc Duc, Mui Song Su. The 2d Troop,
[ith Armored Cavalry, was providing security for
the command post. The 2d Battalion was moving
past Hill 238 and advancing on Hill 284, which had
been wacated by the 3d Battalion wnder strong
encmy pressure. The 3d Battalion had withdrawn o
the hill ai Nui Duong Coi, above a lake beiween it
and Duc Duc Subsector, where the Ist Battalion
was in reserve. The Ist Battalion, 56th Infantry,
attached to the 2d Infaniry, was protecting the
regiment's right Mank west of the Song Thu Bon.

The attack of the Ist NVA Regimeni met the
ndvancing 2d Battalion, 2d ARVN Infantry, on the
slopes of Hill 284, The two leading companies of the
2d Batialion broke under a withering attack. By
early afternoon on 24 July, the lst NVA's attack
reached the 3d Battalion on Nui Duong Coi. The
battalion held and with good air and artillery sup-
port inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy. But
the assault continued, the 3d Baltalion commander
fell wounded, and the battalion began to break. By
dusk, both forward baialions of the 2d Infaniry
were badly scattered and withdrawing toward Duc
Duc. The NV A attack reached into the rear area of
the 2d Infaniry and forced the command post to
drop back 1,000 meters. Seeing a disaster for the 2d
Infantry in the making, General Hinh had his divi-
shon reconnaissance company lifted in by helicopter
io help defend the command post. Reaching the
command posi late in the afternoon, the reconmais-
BANCE CoOmpany was soon joined by the 37th Ranger
Battalion and two troops of the 11th Armored Cav-
alry which General Hinh had sent overland 1o rein-
force the beleaguered 2d Infantry.

On the morning of 25 July, while an attempt was
being made o regroup the scattered 3d Battalion,
General Hinh ordered the 12th Ranger Group to
bring its three batalions forward and relieve the 2d
Infaniry. As this reliel was beginning, Ceneral
Truong had the lst Division send its 54th Infantry
Regiment to Quang Nam for attachment to the 3d
Division. Further, he cancelled all unit training in 1
Corps except for the 137th BF Battalion, soon to
complete its training cycle.

The fighting in the hills south of Duc Duc took &
heavy toll of the WVA Ist Regiment, and the 2d
MY A Division had 1o withdraw it from action, just
as the 3d ARVN Division had 1o relieve the 2d
Infantry. The 38th NVA Regiment was ordered to
stop its eastward movement and come to the reliel
of the Ist Regimeni, while clements of the 3lst
NV A Regiment still around Hau Duc in Quang Tin
Province were called forward o the division hase at
Hiep Duc to prepare to assist the Ist and 38th
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Regiments. The NVA plans for the 38ith Regiment
o move cast inlo Go Nol were upsel by the rapid
ARVN deployment nl‘lhetlthhwﬂmp.'lh
battered 1st MNVA Regiment was no longer
equipped 1o protect the rear of the 38th or its line of
communication against the expected counterattacks
of the three Ranger battalions of the 121th Group.
Further, the North Vietnamese soon learned of the
movement of the 34th ARVM Regiment to Quang
Mam, but they could nol discover its mission or
location, Considering these uncertainties, the NV A
command suspended the attack and held its gains,
replacing depleted battalions with fresh ones.

Ceeneral Hinh had resched similar conclusions on
25 July. He declared the counteratiack to retake Da
Trach ot an end: QUANG THUNG 4/74 was ower
and QuUanG TruNG B/T4, an interim operation to
defend the shallow positions south of Dec Duc
Subsecior, began. By this time, virtually all of the
survivors of Da Trach had made their way back 1o
friendly lines. Sixty-four were from the 3d Baital-
ion, 561k ; 19 from the T8ih Ranger Battal-
ion; 39 from the 4th Company, 146 RF Battalion;
and 20 lrom the PF platoons. A few were village
officials.

The 541k Infantry, 1st ARVN Division, arfived in
Quang Mam on 26 July, put its headquariers at Dien
Ban Disinict Town, and immediaiely wenl inio
action. While the 1st Battalion took over a sccurity
mission in the Da Nang rocket belt near Hill 55, the
2d and 3d Battalions began clearing the aren around
Ky Chau Village on Go Noi Island. Both the 2d and
3d n::huvymuldprmﬂni westward
slowly, engaging an enemy force on 28 July and

d:%::ng it with heavy losses.
I:lur:lnd[hjl.nrwcf:nm:iunlihﬂy

and again the next day by enemy rocket and artil-
lery fire, but casualties were light. On 26 July, the
Rangers completed their reliel of the 2d Infantry
and mssumed responsibility for the sector. The 215t
Ranger Battalion to the cast was holding Nui Van
Chi, the 3Tth Ranger Battalion was on Hill 238, just
south of Mui Song Su, and the 3%th Ranger Batial-
ion was al Due Duc Subsector in reserve. The
shattered 2d Infantry moved west of Dai Loc Dis-
trict Town along Route 4 o protect the division
right Mank, while its 3d Battalion was being re-
formed at the division base near Da Nang. Mean-
while, the VNAF was trying its best 1o blunt the
enemy attacks. The st Air Division Mew 67 attack
sorties on the 25th and 57 on the 26th, destroying a
tank and several antinircrafll and moriar positions,
siriking large troop concentrations, and killing
about 90 enemy soldiers.

The NV A continued to batter ARVN rear areas.
Water-sappers reached the Nam O Brdge on High-
way | north of Da Mang before dawn on 27 July
and dropped one span, but ARVN engineers had

1n?

the bridge open with a Bailey truss by carly afier-
noon. On 29 July NVA gunners sent 70 122-mm.
rockets inlo the inhabited area around Da Mang Air
Base and it ammunition dump. Casualtics and
damage were light, however,

With the withdrawal of 2d Infaniry, QuUasdG

Truwa B4 was declared over on 29 July. QuaNG
TRUNG 9/T74 was to begin on 30 July. The troop list
had the 12ih Ranger Group in contact south of Duc
D, the 2d Infaniry on the Mank west of Dai Loc,
he Mih in the Go Noi east of Dal Loc, and the 1st
and 2d Battalions of the 36th Infaniry in reserve in
Dai Loc District Town. The 3d Battalion, 56th
Infantry, the baitalion destroyed at Da Trach, was
being n!fnrm:d at Da Mang, while the T8th Ranger
Battalion was undergoing the same process ai the
Dhie My Ranger Training Center in Khanh Hoa
Province.

Thuong Duc

When the 79h Ranger Battalion, 14th Ranger
Group, returmed from Quang Ngai to Quang Nam
in mid-July of 1974 and assumed the defense of the
post ot Thuong Do, the westernmost ARVN posi-
tion in the province, the baitle in the hills south of
neighboring Duc Duc Distnct Town was under
wiy a8 MY A Military Region 5 committed all of s
2d Division there and in the Que Son Valley south
of Duc Duc. Ranger and PF pairols and oulposis
around Thuong Duc reported little enemy activity,
not unexpectedly snce known enemy forces in
Quang Nam were heavily engaged. Neither the
numal:lu-:mhmm for that mauer, the G-2

I Corps Headquariers even suspecied that the
l'l'th NVA Regiment was rolling north 1o Thuong
Duc following its mid-May conguest of Dak Pek.

The NVA shelling of Thuong Duc began on 29
July, while a volley of rockets fell on Da Mang Air
Base. Infaniry assaults on all owtposis Followed.
Communication was quickly broken between
Thuong Duc Subsector and three PF outposts. Con-
tact was also lost with two Ranger ouiposts in the
hills west of the town. ARVN ariillery on Hill 52,
near Dai Loc, gave effective support 1o the Thuong
Duc defense, and enemy casualiics were high.

Early on the moming of 30 July, the subsector
commander was wounded by the continuing heavy
bombardment, but all ground attacks were repulsed.
Later that morning VNAF observers saw a convoy
of tanks and antillery approaching along Route 4
west of Thuong Duc, and subsequent air strikes
halted the column, destroying three ianks. As NV A
aitacks continued throughout the day, the Rangers
of Thuong Duc took their first prisoner of war, and
identificd the presence of the 29th Regiment on the
battleficld. Mot apparent at the time, the 29th had



been detached from the 31248 NWVA Division and
was operating under NV A Military Region 5.

In an assault on 31 July, NVA infantrymen
reached the perimeter wire of Thuong Duc. The
Ranger battalion commander asked for anillery fire
directly on his command post. With the NV A ocou-
pying the high ground above Route 4 cast of
Thuong Due, the ARVN 3d Division and | Corps
commanders believed that the forces available o
them were inadequate to relieve Thuong Duc. To
protect his flank, General Hinh had placed the
battered 2d Infantry on the road west of Dai Loc,
but it was not strong enough (o move west along
Route 4. More fire support for Thuong Duc was
provided, however, when General Hinh moved a
platoon of 175-mm. guns to Hieu Duc. Conditions in
the Thuong Duc perimeter were serious butl not yet
critical, Most of the South Vietnamese bunkers and
irenches had collapsed under heavy artillery fire,
the enemy controlled the airstrip just outside the
camp, and casualiics were 13 killed and 45 wound-
ed,
Although the intensity of the WV A bombardment
dropped off between 31 July and 1 Auogust, Ranger
casualties continued to mount. MY A gunners shified
their concentrations to 2d Infantry positions and
ARVN artillery batterics near Dai Lo, COUSING
miodernte casualtics and damaging four howitzers,
The Ranger commander at Thuong Duc asked for
medical evacuation for his wounded. but the com-
mander of the VNAF st Alr Division advised that
air evacuation would not be attempted until the
NVA antisircraft guns around Thuong Duc had
been neutralized. Meanwhile, General Truong or-
dered one M-48 tank company to move immediately
from morthern Military Region 1 to Quang Nam for
amtachment to the 3d Division; he told General Hinh
to keep the tank company in reserve and to employ
it only in an emergency. General Hinh then formed
a task force 1o attack west from Dai Loc and relieve
the Rangers at Thuong Duc. The tank company
from Tan My, in Thua Thien Province, arrived in
Da Nang in good order on | August, and General
Hinh's task force, composed of the 2d Infantry and
the 1lth Armored Cavalry Squadron, prepared for
the march to Thuong Duc.

On 2 August, with only light attacks by fire
striking the camp, the Ranger battalion resumed
patrolling beyond its perimeter. On 4 August
Ranger patrols discovered 53 NVA bodies killed by
VMAF air strikes in the hills southwest of Thuong
Duc, but attempis at air evacuation of ARVN casu-
alties failed when VNAF sorties against six antiair-
crafl positions south of the camp were unable to
silence the guns. The next day, the first indication of
another committed NVA regiment was revealed
when the 2d Batwalion, 2d Infantry, caplured a
soldier from the 2%th NVA Regiment cast of
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Thuong Due. According to the prisoner, the entire
2th Regiment was positioned in the hills overlook-
ing Fouie 4 between Hill 32 and Thuong Duc,
while a regiment of the NVA Ik Division hoad
been given the mission 1o seize Thuong Duc. Events
proved this mnterrogation to be sccurate. The 2d
Battalion had fought all afternoon in the rice pad-
dies and hills north of Rowe 4. Slowly moving
toward Duc, it was still four kilometers east
afl the ARVM fire base on Hill 52, which itsell was
under enemy artillery and infantry attack. By §
Augusi, the 2d Banalion was stll struggling to
move forward along the foothills north of Route 4,
and the Ist Battalion, 57th ARVN Infaniry, rein-
forcing the 2d Regimeni, was stopped by heavy
encmy machine gun fire from the hills west of Hill
52,

Back at Thuong Duc, the situation was rapidly
becoming crilical as ammunition and food supplics
were being exhausted. The VNAF attempted a re-
supply drop on the camp on 5 August, but all eight
bundles of food and ammunition fell outside the
perimeter, The WNAF tried (o destroy bundles that
were within reach of the NV A, and one A-37 attack
plane was shot down in the attempt.

The next day, while the relief task force was
batthing its way west against heavy resistance, Gen-
eral Truong, concerned about the critical threat 1o
Da Nang from a large NVA force west of Dai Loc,
ordered fresh reinforcements 1o Quang Nam. Ap-
pealing personally to General Vien at the Joimt
General 5taff in Saigon, General Truong succeeded
in getting the Ist Airborne Brigade released from
the general reserve for deployment to Quang Nam
and attachment to General Hinh's 3d Division. The
brigade was ordered 10 reach Da Nang by 11
August with three airborne mfaniry battalions and
one artillery battalion. Additionally, the 3 Air-
borme Brigade, then deployed in the defense of Hue,
was told to prepare for movement 1o Da Nang. But
none of these measures would save Thuong Duc;
the NVA overran the small garrison on 7 August.

Thuong Duc had absorbed hundreds of artillery
and mortar shells since the attack began, but the
bombardment of 7 August was singular in its intensi-
ty. Ower 1,200 rounds, including many from 130
mm. guns, landed inside the perimeter beginning on
the night of & August. The first wave of infantry-
men was repulsed that night, but the assault ot dawn
the next day pencirated the defense. At midmorn-
ing, the Ranger commander reported that he had
started a withdrawal. Soon radio contact was lost.
The gallant ordeal of another ARVN Ranger battal.
ion was over. With Dak Pek and Tieu Atar lost in
May, speculation at 11 Corps Headquarters in Pleiku
held that Mang Buk would be next.
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Mang Buk

Perched on a hill above the Dak Nghe River,
ahout 4,000 feet above ses level, Mang Buk was
over 50 kilometers north of Kontum City and about
30 kilometers north of Chuong Nghia (Platean Gi).
A Communist supply route, locally known as A-16,
connecied Kontum with Quang Ngai and Binh
Dinh Provinces and passed south of Mang Buk, The
small garrison at Mang Buk, two BEF companies and
iwo PF platoons, had no capability to interfere with
movement along this rowte. The subsector com-
mander was under orders o keep one company in
the camp snd o pairol out o 2,000 meters. His
fircpower consisted of two 106-mm. recoilless rifles,
two 81-mm. mortars, and some machine guns.

Realizing the threat 1o Mang Buk as well as its
vulnerability, the Kontum province chief, L1. Col.
Mai Xuan Hau, ordered the evacuation of civilians
from Mang Buk in June 1974, By the time the
Communists began their siege on 25 July, all but 200
civilians had left.

Messured against other NV A sieges, the one at
Mang Buk was light indeed; only 3,000 rounds hit
the camp between 25 July and 4 August, while the
subsecior claimed 53 enemy killed, Other than 107-
mm. rockeis, the heaviest projectiles the enemy
used were B2-mm. mortars. On 18 August, after a
respite, the camp again came ander heavy fire. The
next day two battalions of the 66th Regiment of the
10th MW A Division, supporied by ariillery, overran
the camp. Without artillery and denied air support
by the low cloud cover, the defenders withdrew
and headed for Chuong MNghia, the last remaining
outpost in Kontum Province. The enemy was not
far behind.

Flei Me

When Il Corps Headguarters announced on 4
August 1974 that the first phase of the Mang Buk
siege was over, the siege of Plei Me began. A well-
fortified position aboul midway between Pleiku City
and the fallen outpost of Tiew Atar. Plei Me was
defended by the 82d Ranger Batialion, which in
April had been gjected from Fire Support Base 711
by an NVA assault. By early August F5B 711, an
artillery base north of Plei Me, was back in ARVN
hands and able to support the Pla Me defense,

From iis base pear Due Co, the 120th MVA
Division planned and executed the anack on Plei
Me. Reconnaissance and deployments for the attack
began in early June as the 48th Infaniry Regiment,
elements of the &4th Infantry Regiment, and an
artillery batialion snd an antinircraft bastalion of the
330th moved close to Pler Me, The ARVN 11 Corpa
reacted by reinforcing FSB 711 with the 42d Infan-
try of the 22d ARVIN Division and siriking enemy

e

assembly areas with air and anillery attacks. The
1204k delayed its attack but kept elements of its 48th
Regiment near Plei Me. When ARVN Il Corps
moved the 42d Infaniry back to Binh Dinh Prowv-
ince, the NV A B-3 Front saw an opportunity for a
long-awaited assanll on Plei Me.

The ARVM 82d Ranger Battalion at Plei Me, in
addition to its four rifle companies, was remforced
by the 2d Company, 2lst Ranger Battalion. The
mauin defense wis inside Plei Me Camp iizelf, with
outposts in Chu Ho Hill and Hill 509, When the
atiack began, the 3d Company was patrolling owt-
side the camp, and only 22 men were able 1o get
back to the camp before the enemy closed off all
access, The battalion headquarters was also outside
the main defenses when the attack started, but the
stall managed 1o dash in through the main gate
before being cul off.

The 320th NVA Division emploved sl least four
infantry battalions from its 9th and 48th Regiments,
plus the 26th Independent Regiment of the B-3
Froni, and later a baiialion of its &4th Regiment,
aguinst the 410 men of the ARVN Rangers and the
fire bases and relief columns supporting them. Artil-
lery support included st least two | 30-mm. guns and
three 120-mm. mortars in addition 1o 83-mm. field
guns, 82-mm. mortars, and recoilless rifles. At leasi
12 heavy antmircraft machine guns (12.7-mm.,
equivalent to the U.S. .50-caliber) were in position
1o fire into the camp and at YMNAF aircraft.

Vacating the bunkers bombarded by heavy Soviet
martars firing delay-fused projectiles. ARVN Rang-
ers fought from their spider-web pattern of trench-
es. Two concentric fences of concertina barbed wire
nnged the camp. The outer fence, six rows of
concerting laced with mines, enclosed a 15-meter
minefield strewn with claymores, trip grenades, and
command-detonated 105-mm. howiltzer projectiles,

Unlike Dak Pek and Tieu Atar, Plei Me was
supported by artillery from ouiside the area under
pitack. ARVM batteries of 105-mm. and 155-mm.
howitzers at Fire Support Base 711 provided excel-
lent support. Artillery at Phu Nhon helped on the
southern and eastern approaches, and 175%mm. guns
covered the entire perimeler, The commander of
the 82d Ranger Battalion and his deputy called and
adjusted all fire missions, restricting radio traffic ©
themselves because the encmy monitored ARVIMN
tactical nets.

Six days sfier the attack began, the outpost of
Chu Ho fell on 10 August, followed live days later
by Hill 509, but the main camp held on. Later, the
battalion commander said that the outposts Fell be-
cause they had run out of food. The main camp
wosuld have been defeated oo il it had not rained,
for there was no resupply of water during the 29-
day sicge. In any case, on 2 Sepiember the NVA
32th Division withdrew from the bloody feld of



Plei Me. It had lsunched 20 ground asssulis, fired
over 10,000 artillery and mortar rounds, and lost at
least 350 soldiers in it attempt o overrun the 82d
Ranger Battalion,

Due Due and Que Son

On 29 July 1974, when the NYA first attacked
Thuong Duc, the ARVN 21si Ranger Baltalion on
the left flank of the Ranger positions protecting Duc
Duc District came under heavy attack. Although
they inflicted heavy casualtics on the 3th NVA
Regiment, the Rangers were forced back about
1,000 meters to the slopes of Mul Duong Cod. The
NVA pursued, and fighting continued in the rough
terrain in front of Mui Duong Coi for several days.
Then on 3 August, the 36th Regiment launched a
strong attack. Several Ranger positions collapsed,
and the commander of the 12th Ranger CGroup
ordered the 3%9th Ranger Battalion to assist the 21st.
After an all-day battle, the enemy withdrew and the
Rangers regained all lost ground. The VNAF con-
tribuied greatly to the ARVMN success; although
Ranger casualties were high—more than 35 killed,
100 wounded, and 25 mising—the WVA left over
200 dead on the field. While the infantry fought in
the hills, the NVA artillery slammed 280 rounds of
122-mm. rockets and 100-mm. gunfire into the com-
mand post of the 12th Ranger Group. Cosualties
were light, however., Fatigued and badly depleted,
the 12th Ranger Group was relieved by the 54th
Infantry, Ist ARVN Division. With its battalions
down to 200 men each, the group withdrew to the
rear o receive replacements and o much-needed
rest. Through August and early Sepiember, the
ARVMN 5th Infaniry made major sdvances even
though the MY A reinforced the 36th Regiment with
the 1si Infaniry.

Oiher reinforcements were on their way from
Morth Vietnam. The 415t Infantry Regiment with
three infantry baitalions and a sapper battalion ar-
rived in Thanh My, southwest of Thuong Duc, in
mid-Aupgust and soon deploved between Thuong
Dvae and Due Due.

While central Cruang Nam Province was quaking
under the NV A offensive, ARVN forces defending
the Que Son Valley also came under heavy attack.
The first outpost to fall was & hill southwest of Que
Son Dhsirict Town defended by an RF company
and one company of the 5Tth ARVN Infantry.
When contact was lost with the defenders on 31
July, General Truong ordered major changes in 1
Corps dispositions that ineviiably weakensed the
ARVN hold on contested regions of Quang Ngai
Province.

On | Augusi, the responsibility for the Que Son
Valley was transferred from the 3d ARVN Divi-
sion, heavily engaged in Thuong Duc and Duc Due,
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to the 1d Division. The 37th Infantry, minus a
battalion attached to the 2d Infantry in Duc Due,
was aitached to the 2d Division in the Que Son
Valley, and the 4th Infantry was deployed 1o the
valley from Binh Son District in Quang Ngai Prov-
ince to be the | Corps reserve south of the Hai Van
Pass. To compensate for the d4ith Infaniry’s depar-
ture, the 5th Infantry was moved to Binh Son, and
the 6th Infantry took over the Sth Infaniry’s mission
in Duc Pho. Only ierritorials and a few Rangers
were left in the threatened Mo Duc District of
CQuang Ngal,

The 4ith Infantry was immediately engaged by
two NVA battalions between Fire Suppori Base
Baldy and Que Son. Although no more imporiant
positions were lost, fighting continued sporadically
For the rest of the year in the Que Son Valley. Da
Mang air base was subjected to several rocket at-
tacks during August, but casualties and damage
were negligible.

In September, Taced with a deteriorating situation
north of the Hai Van Pass, General Truong re-
tumed troops to the st ARVN Division in Thoa
Thien. Since the S4th Infantry Regiment had pushed
the forward defenses of Due Duc south almost (o
the Khe Le Valley and the 56tk Infantry had par-
tially recovered from punishing summer battles, he
ordered the 54ih to return to its parent division.
General Hinh relieved the 54th with his own divi-
sion's 56th Infantry. Thus, in early September, the
infantrymen of the 56th Regimeni returmed o the
battle-scarred hills of Duc Duc. The 3d Battalion
ook uppniiﬁummth: right, on Khuong Que Hill
where its 2d Company had fmh‘ and lost the I‘m
engagement of the enemy’s Duc Duc campaign.
The 13t Battalion was on the left, on Ky Vi Hill, and
the d Batialion was in reserve with the regimental
headquarters near Duc Duc Subsector.

The Ist NVA Regiment, 2d Division, launched
simultaneous, heavily supporied assaulis on both
forward batialions of the 56th Regiment on 4 Octo-
ber. While mortar and artillery fire pounded the 3d
Batalion command post, NV A sappers entered the
headquarters perimeter and severed communica-
tions with the two forward ARVN companies,
These companies, under infantry attsck from the
front, withdrew and were caught in & devastating
crossfire from the rear and Nanks. The 15t Batalion
fared little better; its outposts were also overrun, but
casualtics were lighter, The NV A coordinated artil-
lery fire with great skill in this assauli; a steady rain
of ghells kept the 56th Regiment's headquariers and
the 3d Battalion from reacting while the two for-
ward battalions were being overrun, As soon as he
was able, the commander ordered the
aitached 21s1 Ranger Battalion back into the line 1o
relieve the shattered 3d Battalion.
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The Ist NVA Regiment had sccomplished its
mission, bul casualties were heavy, and it lacked the
strength cither to pursue or to consolidate its gains.
The ARVN deflensive line south of Due Duc re-
mained virtually unchanged, but the 56th Regiment
was nearly out of sction. Only the 2d Batialion
could put more than 300 men in the field, and the 3d
Battalion had only 200. General Hinh had to relieve
the regiment again with the 12th Ranger Group.

During the summer and fall of 1974, the 3d
ARVN Division and attached Rangers had reached
exhausiion. By any standards, casusliies had been
exiremely high. More than 4,700 men had been
killed, wounded, or were missing in the actions in
and arcund Duc Duc in the three months since the
Communist offensive began at Da Trach on 18 July.
A disproportionate pumber were officers and non-
commissioned officers for whom no experienced
replacements were available.

Hill 1062

The first contingent of the Ist Airborne Brigade
was flown into Da Mang on 8 August 1974, the day
after the T9th Ranger Batwalion was driven oul of
Thuong Duc. Meanwhile the brigade’s heavy equipv
menit was moving up the coast from Sai
Vietnamese Mavy boats. On 11 Augusi Eh:nnrl]
Truong ordered the 3d Airborne Brigade 1o deploy
with three airborne battalions io Da Nang. By 14
August, the brigade ricrs and the 2d, 3d,
and 6ih Battalions were in Quang Nam, their defen-
sive sectors in Thua Thien having been taken over
by the 15th Ranger Group under the operational
control of the ARVN Ist Infantry Division. Brig.
Gen, Le Quong Luong, commanding the Airborne
Division, established his command post at Marble
Mountain south of Da Nang. His 2d Brigade re-
miined in Thus Thien attached 1o the Maring Diivi-
sign,

A steep ridge extended north from the Song Vu
Gita and Route 4. The low hills at the southern foot
of the ridge had been seized by the 25th NVA
Regimeni, which had blocked the ARVN i1ask
force’s reliel of the Rangers ai Thuong Duc. The
highest point on the ridge was about six kilometers
north of Route 4 on Hill 1235, but Hill 1062, about
2,000 meters south of Hill 1235, offered the best
observation of the road and Dai Loc. Having placed
an observation post on Hill 1062, the NVA was
delivering accuraie artillery fire on ARVMN positions
in Dnai Loc. Consequently, the first mission assigned
to the Airborne Division was the capture of Hill
1062 and the rdge south to the road. To deal with
the threat developing wesi of Da Nang, the 3d
Airborne Brigade was assigned the secondary mis-
sion of blocking the western approaches in Hieu
D Dristrict.
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The Bth and %th Airborne Battalions began the
sttack and made their first firm contact with ele-
menis of the 29th NV A Regiment on 18 Augusi cast
afl Hill 52, the same area in which the 3d ARVN
Division Task Force had run into strong resistance.
For an entire month, these battalions doggedly

early September, Finally, on 19 September, the Iu
Airborne Brigade reported that it had troopers on
Hill 1062,

While the ARVN was taking nearly two wecks (o

severely depleted 29th, and clements of the Zdih
MVA Regimeni joined the fight against the Isi
Airborne Brigade. By 2 October, the brigade was in

ion of the high ground, and the 2d and Sth
Battalions were digging in on the ridge 1o the south.
About 300 enemy soldiers were killed in this phase
of the battle on Hill 1062, and seven prisoners of
war were taken. All were from the 304th—the Dien
Bien Phu Division—one of the first regular uniis in
the Viet Minh formed by General Giap in 1950,

During the weeks that followed, the 15t Airborne
Brigade fought off repeated attempis by the 304th
NVA Division to retake the ndge. Making skillful
use of air and artillery support, the brigade
o hold on despite the heavily supporied assaults of
superior numbers. In one incideni, when the 24th
NVA Infantry was allowed to pencirate the de-
fenses on hills 333 and 126 and advance directly into
a killing zone of preplanned artillery fires, nearly
250 of the attscking force was killed.

By mid-October, the Isi Airborme Brigade had
also taken heavy casualties, and the four bavtalions
in the hills above Thuong Duc were down to about
500 men each. Estimated enemy losies were over
1,200 killed during the first half of October, and 14
soldiers of the Dien Bien Phu Division were prison-
ers of war, The NV A, nevertheless, was determined
o regain the dominating heights. On 29 October,
the reinforced 24th MY A Regiment began another
pssault on Hill 1062, this time firing large concentra-
tons of tear gas, This assauli carried to the highest
position on the rdge, forcing an airborne battalion
o withdraw., On 1 November, Hill 1062 was again
in enemy hands,

Meanwhile in Thua Thien Province, enemy pres-
sure against the lightly held Hue defenses was be-
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coming severe, and General Truong was receiving
strongly phrased requests from his elements north of
the Hai Van Pass (o return at least some of the
Airborne Division. General Truong resisted and
ordered Brig. Gen. Le Quong Luong of the Air-
borne 1o retake Hill 1062, The aitack began on B
Movember, and three days later ARVN troopers
were back on the ridge. They established new de-
femsive positions on the slopes, leaving the fur-
rowed, shattered crest to the dozens of NV A dead
who remained there. Although heavy fighting con-
tinued in the hills and on the ridge for several more
wieeks as the Airborne Division expanded its control
of eritical terrain, the most violeni phase of one of
the bloodiest battles since the cease-fire was over.
The Airborne Division had lost nearly 500 of its
soldiers killed since its commitment in Quang Mam
Province on 13 Augusi. Mearly 2,000 had been
wounded., Enemy casualties were estimated to be
about 2,000 killed and 5,000 wounded. Seven of the
nine airborne battalions had fought in the three-
month campaign, and by mid-November six of these
wiere an Hill 1062, The enemy had observation of
the airborme positions from the heights of Hill 1235,
but Gemeral Luong could not muster enough force
to take this peak and still defend what he had.
Similarly, the enemy lacked the forces to counteral-
tack in strength.

By the end of 1974, all bat two airborne battalions
were withdrawn from Hill 1062, The remaining 15t
and Tth Batalions kept patrols there and depended
on artillery fires to deny the terrain to enemy occu-
pation, but placed their main bantle positions near
Dong Lam Mountain, about 4 kilometers to the east,
and in the ridges above Hill 32.

The rainy scason had reached Quang Nam Prov-
ince in Detober and provided somie respite from the
intense and continual combat of summer. Both sides
necded this time o recuperate and prepare for the
next dry season and, although neither knew it then,
the final NV A offensive.

Koosiituiim

While the first phase of the sicge of Mang Buc
was under way, the rest of Kontum Province was
relatively quiet. On 2 August 1974, Brig. Gen. Le
Trung Tuong, commanding the 23d ARVN Divi-
sion and responsibile for the security of the western
Central Highlands (Kentum, Pleiku, Darlac and
Quang Duc Provinces), moved his main headquar-
ters from Kontum to s more central location in
Pleiku. In Kontum e left a forward command post
and a sizable force of infaniry under the command
of his deputy, Colonel Hu The Quang. The troops
under Colonel Quang’s command included the 45th
ARWVN Infantry Regiment, defending the northeast
approaches o Kontum City and operating in the
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mountainons jungle between Route 5B (LTL-5R)
and Ouipost Mumber 4. About 13 kilometers north-
east of Kontum, Ouipost NMumber 4 was lost (o an
NVA attack during the summer and never recov-
ercd by the ARVN. It had provided a base for
interdicting an NV A road, called Route 7135, which
the Communists were constructing from Yo Dinh,
northenst of Kontum, toward Binh Dinh, Morth of
Dutpost NMumber 4, Dutpost Number 5 served a
similar purpose, but it was also lost to the NV A that
summer,

Colonel Quang had the 40th ARWVMN Infaniry
Regiment, attached from the 22d ARVN Division,
securing the northwestern approaches 1o the city,
Two battalions of the 44th ARVN Infantry Regi-
ment were in reserve behind the 4ith norithwest of
Kontum, while the third battalion was reiraining in
Ban Me Thuot. Three RF battalions manned out-
pokts along the northern and western approaches,
while a fourth RF battalion and two Ranger battal-
ions secured the southern reaches of the province
and the Chu Pao Pass.

Althoogh Colonel Quang felt that he could
defend Kontam City, ARVN formanons in the
highlands had lost the mobility that had previously
enabled Il Corps to deploy forces rapidly by air—
from small patrols to entire divisions—to meet
enemy threats and somewhatl nullify the advaniages
of initiative and surprise. Constrainis on Toel and
maintenance had all but eliminated air mobility,
Long range reconnaissance patrols, formerly moved
by helicopter, were now walking to objective areas,
their range and ability 1o remain drastically short-
ened. Logistical airlift for the entire province was
limited to one CH-4T helicopter; consequently,
nearly all supply and evacuation was trucked as far
s possible, then carried over sieep trails to forward
posdtions, Thuos, even in good weather, the ARVN
could mod reinforce or rescue isolated outposts such
as Mang Buc,

As Mang Buc was overrun, the NV A B-3 Front
conducted attacks along the Kontum defenses that
held the meager 11 Corps reserves in place, denyving
reinforcements to Mang Buc. Enemy pressure de-
clined after Mang Buc's fall, and the ARVM in
Kontum concentrated on the enemy’s Route 7185,
which by mid-September had been extended o
within 15 kilometers of the boundary of Binh Dinh
and Pleiku Provinces, bypassing the Kontum de-
fenses on the east. The ARVN 11 Corps sent long
range reconnassance patrals against the road to lay
mines and sabotage trucks and roadbuilding equip-
ment, and air strikes were called in. Four 175-mm.
guns in Kontum, with fires adjusted by the Prov-
ince's remaining L-19 observation plane, also inter-
dicted Route 715 Persistent ARVN attacks caused
high casualties among the NVA work parties and
temporarily stopped further extension of the road.
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Chuong Nghia

While 11 Corps was pounding away at Route 715,
the MVA B-3 Froni was preparing (o afiack
Chuong Mghia. Aware of an impending attack, II
Corps headquarters moved the 254th RF Baittalion,
operating west of Kontum City, to reinforce the
defense of Chuong Nghia. By the end of September
1974 the garrison had 600 men—280 from the 254th,
one RF Company, and nine PF platoons. The de-
fense included a ring of outposts as far as six kilome-
ters from the camp, intermediate outposts about
three kilometers away, and an inner ring about 1,000
meters out. About 2000 civilians lived within the
camp's perimeter.

The NV A attacked the outposts on 30 Seprember,
Two 105-mm. howitzers in Chuong Nghis could not
adequately support the widely scattered platoons
and companics and one by one, the outposis were
overrun. Although the commander of 11 Corps,
Gieneral Toan, ordered two 175-mm. guns (o move
up Route 5B from Kontum to suppon the defense,
the poor condition of the rosd made the going very
slow. As the anacks continued on 1 October, 11
Corps sent an RF company by air to Chuong Nghia.

By 2 October, five outposts had fallen and the
camp was under heavy bombardment. The ARVN
251st RF Battalion was at the Kootum airfichd wait-
ing ta be Aown 1o Chuong Nghia, but heavy enemy
fire on the airstrip prevented the landing. The two
175-mm. guns were nol yet in range.

The final assault began on 3 October with heavy
artillery concentrations falling on the subsector
headquarters and on the command post of the 254th
RF Banalion. Volleys aof 1,000 rounds were fiol-
lowed by the assault of a battalion of NV A infantry,
from the 28th Regiment, against the subsector and
254th RF Battalion. Defensive positions were quick-
Iy overrun. Chuong Nghia was losi, and few suar-
vived. Although YMNAF fighter-bombers were em-
ploved against the 28th NVA Regiment and its
supporting artillery, the lasi major outpost in
Kontam Province had fallen. Without supporting
artillery, the South Vietnamese had no way o hold
a small, isolated garrison against a determined, well-
supporied NVA attack.

Quang Ngai

The demands for reinforcements in Quang Nam
Province and in the Que 5on Valley had spread the
ARVHN wvery thin in Quang Ngai Province, which
had been boiling with enemy activity since early
summer, The 2d ARVN Division, under Brig. Gen.
Tran Van Nhut, had conducted fMirly successful
pacification and security operations in Quang Ngai,
but the vast expanse of territory it had 10 cover was
viilnerable to hit-and-run Communist attacks. Fur-
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thermore, & number of ARVN outposts were deep
in the hills beyond supporting or quick reinforcing
distance.

The sdversary opposing the ARVM in
Quang MNgai was still the 52d NV A Brigade, which
had four infantry battalions, a sapper batialion, and
supporting artillery. The brigade had its baitalions
deployed west of Mational Highway 1 (QL-1), and
south of Mghia Hanh District Town in position to
threaten the populated areas of Mo Duc and Duc
Pho, as well as the mountain district seats at Son
Ha, Tra Bong, and Minh Long and the frontier
outpost of Gia Vuc in the far western edge of Ba To
Districi. Five other battalions of local sappers and
infantry were disposed close 10 Route 1| from the
northern district of Binh Son south to Duc Pho, and
one battalion had infilirated into the Batangan Peni-
sula east of Binh Son.

Augmenting the 2d ARVN Disivion in Quang
MNeai Province were 12 RF battalions and 3 battal-
ions of the 1lth Ranger Group. The 68th Ranger
Battalion was at Son Ha Destrict Town, over the
mouniains west of Cuang MNgai City; the 6%th
Ranger Battalion was in Tra Bong, up the Tra Bong
River from Binh Son; and the 70th Ranger Battalion
was still defending the outpost at Gia Viue.

Timing operations with the opening of the offen-
sive in Quang Nam Province, the NVA initiated
heavy attacks by fire and ground sssaulis through-
oul Quang MNgai on the night of 19 July 1974, The
following moming, NV A gunners fired at the base
at Chu Lai with eight 123-mm. rockets but caused
ne damage. Attacks continued for five days before
the intensity began to fall off.

Meanwhile, the critical sifuation n Cuang Mam
impelled General Truong 1o order Maj. Gen. Le
Van Nhut to send his 4th Infantry Regiment to take
over defense of the Que Son Valley, relieving the 3d
ARVN Division of a responsibility that had dis-
tracted General Hinh from the principal threat in
central Quang MNam., Heavy NVA atiacks flared
again on 3 and 4 August in the central district of
Mghia Hanh. In the hills south of the disirict town
in the Cong Hoa Valley, the 118th RF Battalion
was overrun following a heavy arillery concentra-
tion. Two battalions, one RF and the other from the
5th Infantry, were sent 1o reinforce the 118th, but
they armved 100 late 10 rescue the position. General
Truong and General Nhut saw the hard-won gains
ol the summer slipping away. There were no spec-
tacular enemy imtiatives: just a gradual erosion of
sccurity as one small position after another fell to
short, violent ememy assaults. But with so few
troops  available, South Vietnamese commanders
could do little to halt the decline, much less restore
the carlier situation.

The first of the district headquarters 1o fall during
the MV A olfensive was Minh Long when elements
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of the 52d NVA Brigade overran the two defending
RF Companies on 17 August. Dutposts held by the
15 local PF platoons collapsed quickly under the
weight of NVA artillery. A platoon of 105-mm.
artillery was soon out of action, its howitzers dam-
aged by enemy fire. A three-battalion ARVN relief
force falled 1o make any headway, and NV A trucks
were seen hawling ammunition into Minh Long on
23 August,

Three days after the fall of Minh Long, General
Mhut asked General Truong for permission to with-
draw the T0th Ranger Battalion from Gia Ve, now
completely isolated and exposed to Communist
attack. General Nhut also wanted to pull the &63th
and 69%th Rangers out of Son Ha and Tra Bong
hecause these battalions had poor prospects for sur-
vival against heavy NVA firepower. General
Truong uwederstood, but he would not agres to
shandoning any districis io the Communisis without
a fight.

Artillery fire on Gia Vuc began on 19 September,
followed shortly by ground asssults. Five outposts
fell, but the Rangers moved out quickly and retook
three of them. But without artillery support or air
strikes—the weather was bad—and losing 50 men
killed and as many wounded, the Tth Ranger Bat-
talion was unable o hold. The camp fell on 21
September. Only 2] survivors eventually maide it
back 1o ARVHN lines.

Some help for belenguered Quang Mgal Province
appeared on 1 October when the 4th Infaniry, 2d
ARVN Infaniry Diivision, returned 1o Cha Lai from
its operations in the Que Son Valley to try to
recover the terrain lost to the NV A south of Mghia
Hanh District Town. Well entrenched, the Commu-
nists had even moved a battery of 3T-mm. anfiair-
craft guns to within four kilometers of the district
town, but the guns were soon destroved by ARVM
antillery. The enemy force blocking the 4th Infan-
try's advance included three battalions of the 53d
MWV A Brigade. The 4th Infantry took heavy casual-
ties but made no significant gains,

In December, the reconstituted battalions of the
I4th Ranger Group from Quang Nam Province
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reinforced the 6th ARVN Infaniry in heavy fighting
on the Batangan Peninsula. Casualties were high,
but the improvements 1o local secunity were slight.

As the year ended in Quang Mgai, the advantage
and initiative lay in enemy hands, South Vietnamese
territorial forces were underst and dispirited;
the once-effective 2d ARVN Division could feld
battalions of only 300 men each, and Ranger battal-
ions were sorely fatigued from continual combat,

The NYA's strategic mids camprign in the vast
region south of the Hai Van had accomplished three
things that placed NVA forces in an excellent posi-
tion to begin a major offensive. First, although
NV A casualties were very high, the campuign had
severely depleted the ARVN of experienced leaders
and soldiers. Replacements were nol well trained or
in sufficient numbers to bring battered battalions up
to strength, On the other hand, the NVA replace-
ment Mow was copious and free from interference.
Second, NVA command, siafl, logistics, and com-
munications had been thoroughly expanded and
proven during this campaign; the new Jd Corps had
the valuable experience of @ major offensive behind
it. Third, the NV A had pushed its holdings to the
edge of the narrow coastal plan and was within
artillery range of nearly every major South Viet-
namese insiallation and population center. Similar
progress, meanwhile, was being made north of the
Hai Van Pass.

Nole on Sources

The ficld reporting from the Consul General's
DiMice, Da Nang, was especially copious and usually
reliable; these reporis formed a large part of the
basia of this chapter. Additionally, the author made
a number of visits to Military Region 1 and 2 and
has referred to his notes. DAQ, Saigon, and J2/0GS
Weekly Summaries provided most of the informa-
tion on order-of-batile and combai activity. Most
significant in this chapter, however, were the com-
ments and corrections made by Generals Truong
and Hinh whose personal recollections provided
socurate data and understanding.
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The Ring Tightens
Around Hue

Throughout the carly months of 1974, the NVA
maintained continual presure against RVMNAF de-
fenses north of the Hai Van Pass and concentrated
on the ARVN Airborme Division and Ist Infantry
Davision positions west and south of Hue. Aware
that with three full- strength Marine brigades hold-
ing the line in CQuang Tri Province an overly agres-
sive campaign wold invoke retaliations against its
bur logistical complex around Dong Ha, the
NVA did lintle to disturb the balance in the north-
ernmosi province. The mosi serioons erosion of
ARVN defenses took place during the skirmishes
for the high ground south of Phu Bai, the only
major airficld serving Hue. There the ARVN st
Infantry Division was responsible for protecting the
airfield, Highway 1 as it passed through the narrow
defile in Phu Loe District, and the vital Ta Trach
corndor to Hue.

Nui Mo Tau, Nui Bong, and Hill 350

The Hai Van Ridge formed the Thua Thien-
Cuaan MNam Province boundary from the sea to Bach
Ma Mountain, which was occupied by the enemy in
October 1973, The ridge continued west past Bach
Ma until it descended into the valley of the Song Ta
Trach at Ruong Ruong, where the NV A had estab-
lished a forward operating base. Local Roote 545
twisted through the mountains north from Ruong
Ruong, joining Highway | just south of Phu Bai. As
it crossed over the western slopes of the Hai Van
Ridge, Route 545 passed between two lower hills,
Mui Mo Tau on the west, and Mui Bong on the cast.
Mui Mo Tau and Mui Bong were only about 300
meters and 140 meters high, respectively, but the
ARVYN positions on them, and on neighboring hills,
formed the main outer ring protecting Phu Bai and
Hue on the south. Outposts were placed on hills
2,000 to 5,000 meters farther sowth, imela hills &
identified by their elevations of 144, 224, 273 and
350 meters. (Map 17)

At firsi, the corps commander, General Truong,
viewed the see-saw contest for the hills south of Muai
Mo Tau as hardly more than training exercises and
of no lasting tactical or strategic importance. That
assesmment was supportable so long as the enemy
was unable to extend his positions 1o within range of
Phu Bmi. Once this exiension occurred, profecting
Hue's vital air and land links with the south became
matler of greal ufgency.

During inconclusive engagemenis in the spring of
1974, the ARVHN Ist Division managed to hold on
to Nui Mo Tau and Nui Bong, losing Hill 144
between the two but regaining it on 7 April. Hills
273 and 350 were lost; then Hill 350 was recaptured
by the 3d Battalion, 3d ARVN Infantry, in a night
attack on 4 June. By this time, | Corps unilts were
bothered by reductions in artillery ammunition.
Tight restrictions had been imposed by General
Truong on the number of rounds that could be fired
in counterbatiery, preparatory, and defensive fires.
These conditions impelled the infantry commanders
to seek means other than heavy artillery fires 1o
soften objectives before the assault. In recapiuring
Hill 350, the 3d ARVIN Infantry worked around
behind the hill and blocked the enemy’s access 1o
defenses on the hill, Within a few days, NVA sol-
diers on the hill were out of food and low on
ammunition. When the ARVMN commander, moni-
tering the enemy’s tactical radio net, learned this, he
ordered the assault. Mo artillery was used; mortars
and grenades provided the only fire support for the
ARVM infantrymen, But they took the hill on the
first assault even though the NV A defenders fired a
heavy conceniration of lear gas against them.
ARVM casualtics were light while the NVA 5th
Regiment lost heavily in men and weapons.

Ovrder of Battle

As the Ist ARVN Division pressed southward
against the NVA 1248 Division’s battalions trying
o hold hard-won oulposts in the hills, another new
NVA corps headguarters was organized north of
the Hai Van Pass and placed in command of the
304th, 3248, and 325th Divisions. Designated the 2d
Corps, il was a companion to the new lst Corps in
Thanh Hoa Province of NMorth Vietnam, the 3d
Corps south of the Hai Van, and the 301st Corps
near Saigon. In the Thua Thien campaign, the 3148
Dhivision eventually assumed control of five regi-
ments: its own 303d and B12th and three independ-
ent NV A infantry regiments, the Sth, 6th, and 271st.

In carly June 1974, after releasing the lst Air-
borne Brigade to the reserve controlled by the Joint
Gieneral S1afT, General Truong made major adjust-
ments in command and deployments north of the
Hai Van Pass. The Marine Division was extended to
cover about 10 kilometers of Thua Thien Province
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and was reinforced with the 15th Ranger Group of
three battalions and the st Armored Brigade and
had operational control of Quang Tri's seven RF
battalions. The division commander, Brig. Gen. Bui
The Lan, positionsd his forces with the 258th
Marine Brigade, with one M-48 tank company at-
tached, defending from the sea southwest 1o about
five kilometers enst of Quang Tri City. The 369%th
Marine Brigade held the center sector, Quang Tn
City and Highway 1. Southwest of the 36%th was
the attnched 15th Ranger Group along the Thach
Han River, and the 14Tth Marine Brigade was on
the left and south of the 15th Rangers. When he had
to extend his forces southward 1o cover the airborne
sector, (General Lan used a task force of the Is
Armored Brigade, two Marine batialions, and an
RF battalion, keeping three tank companics on the
approaches to Hue.

The Airborne Division retained the responsibility
for the Song Bo approach, placing its two remaining
brigades, the 2d and 3d, to the west. The 2d Brigade
had two RF battalions and one company of M-41
tanks attached. The dth NVA Regiment was the
principal enemy unit in the 2d Brigade's secior,
while the 271st NVA Regimeni opposed the 3d
Airborne Brigade to the south near Fire Support
Base Basiogne.

The four regiments and two attached BF battal-
ions of the Ist ARVN Infantry Division were de-
ploved in a long arc from the Airborne Division's
left through the hills o Phu Loc District, with the
34th Infaniry Regimeni protecting Highway | from
$|: Truoi Bridge, just north of Nui Bong, 1o the Had

an Pass,

The Railroad

The national rmailroad paralleled Highway |
through Thua Thien Province, and daily freight and
passenger frains ran between Da Nang ond Hue.
Since the restoration of traffic in April 1973, passen-
ger trains were heavily used because of low fares
and regular service. In January 1974, the railroad
carried 128,000 passengers and 1,500 tons of freight
along a 100-kilometer run. In mid- May, the Com-
munists increased their effons o disrupt this serv-
ice, for although the railroad had negligible eco-
nomic and military value, it was popular with the
people and its operation demonstrated the South
:"'H:lmmm government’s ability to provide secu-

ty.

Saboteurs concentrated their attacks along the
stretch of rail that ran along the coast from ihe
Lang Co Bridge, the first major bridge north of the
Hai Van Pass, and northern Phu Loc District, just
south of Phu Bai. More than 40 bridges and numer-
ous defiles were in this section. By mid-June attacks
became o frequent that work crews refused 1o
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repair track and roadbed without greater protection;
one of their work trains was hit by rocket fire near
Phu Loc District Town. The enemy placed large
stone blocks on the rails, and the workmen, suspeci-
ing that they were mined, refused 1o remowve them.
Large sections of rail went unrepaired, and the line
had to be closed on 22 June.

With territorials providing security for the crews,
service on the line was restored on 9 July, only (o
be closed again the same day when a mine tore up
10 meters of rail. Nevertheless, the line was back in
service the following day. In early August, the
attack shifted to south of the Hai Van Pass. A large
ming planted between the first and second tunncls
north of Da Mang destroyed three cars and caused
few civilian casualties.

Interest in riding the railrosd naturally began o

wane. In August only 4,500 passengers and 180 tons
nl' freight were cartied until traffic was agauin sus-
pended on the 2ith. During the ecight months of
operation in 1974, a locomotive and 15 cars had
been destroyed, 3,000 meters of rail had been torn
up, and civilian casualties numbered 11 killed and 30
wounded, When he chose to do so the enemy
showed that he could close down the railroad.

Naval Engagement OHf Cuang Trl

While skirmishing for the hills south of Hue occu-
pied the Ist ARVN and 324B NVA Divisions, an
event occurred along the Quang Tri coast, demand-
ing the attention of the high commands on both
sides, Om 20 June 1974, a South Vicinamese Novy
patrol sighted a convoy of two steel-hulled landing
craft and 10 wooden boats off the South Vietnam
coast, south of the mouth of the Cua Viet River.
Although there was no clear line of demarcation
defining the depth of the NVA' control south of
the Cua Viet, these boats were about three kilome-
ters off shore and, by RVNAF reckoning. in South
Vietnamese waters. Accordingly, a VNAF helicop-
ter gunship was sent (o attack. After a few rounds,
the helicopter®s guns jammed, and it broke off the
attack. Meanwhile, the small convoy
course and headed north toward the Cua Viet, s
orginal destination; poor navigation had caused it
o miss the channel and continuwe south.

But one of the steel-hulled boats, its master appar-
ently still confused aboui his location, lumbered on
towards Hue, and the forward headquarers of [
Corps a1 Hue ordered its capiure. By this time,
ARVN units along the coast and Vietnamese Navy
clements had been alerted. Eventually, the ARVN
ITth Armored Cavalry Squadron, using TOW mis-
siles and tank gunfire, sank the boat off the coast of
Thon My Thuy Village, nmorthesst of Hai Lang
District Town. The boat’s log, recovered along
with the bodies of the eight-man crew and part of
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the cargo (200 cases of Chinese canned pork and
1000 MV A uniforms), revealed that the vessel be-
longed to the 102d Boat Company and that there
were 10 other boats and 2 barges in the 102d, 7 of
which routinely operated between Monh Vieinam
and Dong Ha in the Cua Viet.

The Morth Vietnamese protesied the sinking,
claiming that the boat, on & peaceful mission in their
walers, was wantonly and illegally destroyed in an
act of piracy. The South Vietnamese replied in
equally strong terms, charging hostile intrusion by
an armed vessel into their territorial waters. Baoth
sides were obviously embarrassed; the North be-
cause of the demonstrably poor seamanship of s
boat erew; the South because of the uneoordinated
action that resulied in the sinking of an enemy boat
that could have been casily captured. But the GWMN
was clearly the winner; it did have the ship's log
with its inferesting information concerning NV A
logistics, and it had a few cases of good canned
poerk.

An Assist From the Hungarisns

While the RVNAF was gaining a modicum of
intelligence through the sinking of the enemy boat
the NVA was apparently reaping a bountiful har-
vest of data concerning RYVNAF dispositions, de-
femses, and operations through s connections with
the Hungarian delegation on the International Com-
mission of Control and Supervision (1CCS). Strong
indications that this was so appeared north of the
Hai Van Pasi early in 1974, and the case was the
subject of a detailed report submitted in June by the
Mational Police of Military Region | to police hewd-
quarters in Saigon.

The essence of the report was that several mem-
bers of the Hungarian delegation o the 1CCS had
been observed since February taking pictures and
making notes at RVMNAF bases, outposts, bridges,
and other sensitive sites and that this activity bore
all the earmarks of espionage. The inescapable con-
clusion was that the information so collected was
delivered to the NVA. Because of the diplomatic
status accorded 1OCS delegations, Soaith Vietnam-
es¢ puihorities could not confliscate anything from
the Hungarians but did iry to limit their apparent
espionage activitics, The following clements of the
repart were considered sagnificant examples of the
kind of reconnaissance the Hungarisns were en-

gaged in:

February—Licutenant Colonel Markus, Chief of
the Hungarian 1CCS group in Quang Tri, together
with Licutenani Gyori and Sergeant Szabo toured
Fhuo Vang and Phu Thu Districts of Thua Thien
Province, using maps and a camera to record the
RVYMAF defensive positions in the area
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March—LTC Markus, with camera and maps,
was stopped 4t an RVMNAF checkpoint on a road
leading to the forward positions of the 3d Infantry
Regiment, 1st ARVM Davision. A lew days later,
LTC Markus and another member of his team drove
from Hue to Quang Tri, recording on maps the
GVHN positions and installations along Highway 1.
On the last day of the momh, LTC Markus and
CPT Gyula Toser were seen photographing all
bridges on Highway | beiween Hue and Da Mang.

April—=Three Hunganan feld-grade officers ar-
rived in Quang Tn from Saigon and., guided by
LTC Markus, drove around the ruined city taking
plctures of the Marine positions.

May—Hungarian Signal Sergeant Toth and two
other members of the Da Nang team drove from Da
Mang to the Hai Van Pass, taking pictures of the
Nam O Bridge, the Esso gasoline storage area, and
RVMAF military installations en route. Later in the
month, Major Kovacs, chiel’ of the Hungarian unit
at Phu Bai was observed photographing, with a
telephoto lens, mircraft landing and departing Phu
Hai Airbate. He was alio seen using binoculars and
recording the locations of the RVNAF defenies
around Phu Bai Also in May, LTC Varkegyi and
Li. Borkely from Saigon toured the Hai Van Pass
with Major Kovacs—iaking piciures of all RVMNAF
installations.

June—Another delegation wvisited from Smgon.
Brigadier General Csapo, Colonel Vida and three
others were given the tour o the Hai Van Pass by
Licutenant Colonel Horvath (Chief of the Hue unit)
and Major Kovacs. Using a map 1o note the loca-
tions, the party ook pictures of installanions all
along the way.

There was probably no direct connection, but
during the last week of June enemy sappers got o
the lsel storage arca al Camp Evans northwest of
Hue and the ammunition siorage ai Phu Bai, About
000 gallons of gasoline burned ot Camp Evans
4600 1ons of ammunition blew up at Phu B

Infiltration into the Thua Thien Lowlands

Ever since the flurry of batiles following the
January 1973 cease-fire subsided, the lowlands of
Thua Thien had been considercd almost totally free
of Communist-controlled hamlets. Unlike the ather
southerly coastal provinces of Military Region 1,
there were no so-called leopard spots of VC en-
claves in either Thun Thien or Quang Tri Prov-
inces, In the fall of 1974, however, disturbing evi-
dence began to appear indicating that three small
VT fortified areas had been established since June in
Phong Dien District north of Hue. This district of
Thus Thien was lightly populated, mostly & waste-
land of sand dunes and tidal marsh, little of which
was suitable for agriculture or even habitation.
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One enclave wms in the northwesiern comer of
the district on the edge of Phong Hoa Village.
Occupying an area approdimately two kilometers
square, it was controlled by a body of about 50 VC
political cadre and sheliered about 20 political mmd
armed cadre from neighboring Hai Lang District of
Quang Tri. During late October, & company from
the 33d NVA Sapper Battalion entered the enclave
and helped local forces construct bunkers and install
antiaireraft machine guns. The company also mined
the perimeter with 105mm. howitzer projectiles
and posted signs warning citizens of the mineficlds.
One of these mines blew the tracks off an ARVN
armiared carrier during an ARVIN probe
of the area, but a later operation eventually pene-
trated and cleared the area.

Another enclave, larger but less well defended
was in eastern Phong Dien District. Located in
Phong Hien Village, it provided a base for a small
armed undt that radded other hamlets in the region
and attempied to proselyie in nearby refugee resel-
lements. But these disturbances in rear areas were of
minor i when measured against the ex-
panding conflict in the hills south of Phu Bai.

The Hills of Phu Loc¢ and MNam Hoa

Hills 144, 273, 224, 350, and Nui Bong, and Nui
Mo Tao, overlooking the lines of communication
through Phu Loc Disirict and prowviding observa-
tion and artillery sites in range of Phu Bai, were
generally along the boundary between Phu Loc and
Wam Hoa Districts of Thua Thien Province. Having
recaptured Hill 350 on 4 June, the ARVN Ist Divi-
sion continued the abtack toward Hill 273 A fresh
battalion, the lst Battalion, 34th Infantry, 100k the
hill on 27 June, incurring light casualties, and by the
next day, the st ARVN Division controlled all of
the important high ground south of Phu Bai.

Omn 29 June General Truong directed his deputy
north of the Hai Yan Pass, General Thi, 1o consti-
tule & regimental reserve for the expected NVA
counteratiacks agninst the newly won objectives,
Gieneral Thi accordingly replaced the S4th Infantry
with the 3d Infantry on July, the 34th becoming the
corps reserve north of the Hai Van, General Truong
had good reason o be concerned, The NVA was
preparing for increased and prolonged operations in
Thua Thien Province, as revealed by acrial photog-
raphy of NVA resr areas on 30 June. A 150,000-
gallon fuel tank farm, connected to the pipeling
through the A Shau Valley, was photographed
under consiruction in far wesfern Quang Nam, only
25 kilometers south of the NVA base in Ruong
Ruong. The Ruong Ruong region, also called the
Mam Dong Secret Zone, was scen growing in logis-
tic capacity. Local Routes 593 and 3435 were shown
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10 be repaired and in use, and a tank park and two
new truck parks wiere discernable.

The 3Z4B NVA Division took a while o get
organized for repewed attscks in southern Thua
Thien. [ts battalions had taken severe beatings, and
a period of re-equipping and replanning was neces-
sary. In the meantime, action shifted 10 the old
Airborne Hrigade sector in northern Thua Thien
where the 6th and 8th Marine Battalions, attached
o the 14Tith Brigade, came wnder heavy atack
Aitacks continued through July, and some Manine
ouiposis, targets for 130-mm. gunfire, had o be
given up. Mo important changes in dispositions took

however

Mid-July passed in southern Thoa Thien withowt
much sctivity, Bul on 25 July, as the 2d Infantry
Regiment, 3d ARVIN Division, was irying 1o re-
group following a devastating ement above
Duc Duc, General Truong ordered the 34th Infan-
try, Ist ARVM Division, from Thua Thien to
Quang ™Nam for attachment o the 3d. The st
Infantry Division, with only three regiments, was
left with a 60- kilometer front including Highway 1
and no reservie north of the Hai Van Pass. Since this
situation was hazardows, General Troung on 3
August ordered General Thi o reconstitule & re-
serve using the 15th Ranger Group, ot that time
attached to the Marine Division on the Thach Han
River.

Consequently, on 3 August the 12152 RF Battal-
ion replaced the 60th Ranger Battalion om the
Quang Tr front. Shortly afterward the 6lst and
94th Batialions pulled out, relicved respec-
tively by the 126th RF Battalion and the 5th Marine
Battalion. Bul events in Quang Mam forced General
Truong to change his plans for the 13th Group;
because Truong Duc had just fallen, he needed the
Ad Airborne Brigade in Quang Mam. S0, as soon as
the Marines and territorials replaced the battalions
of the 15th Group, the relielf of the 3d Airborne
Brigade began in the Song Bo corridor. Bui, Gener-
al Thi was still without a reserve north of the Hu
Van Pass, and fresh opportunities for the new MY A
2d Corps appeared in Phu Loc District.

While General Truong was shifiing forces 1o save
Quang Mam, the NVA Id Corps was moving new
battalions near Hill 350, First to deploy, in late July,
was the 271st Independent Regiment, previously
under the contral of the 325th Division, In mid-
Auvgust, the B12th Regiment, 3248 Division, began
it march from A Luoi in the morthern A Shau
Valley. Covering the entire 50 kilometers on foot,
the regiment armived undetected on 26 August, On
28 August attacks on ARVN positions in the Mui
Mo Tau-Hill 350 area began. Over 600 artillery
rounds hit Wui Mo Tau where the 2d Batalion, 3d
Infantry, was dug in. The ARVN battalion held the
hill against the ssault of the NVA infantrymen, but
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an adjacent position, manned by the 13%th RF Bat-
talion, collapsed, and the battalion was scattered. To
the east, on Mui Bong and Hills 273 and 350, the
other two battalions of the 3d Infantry were bom-
barded by 1,300 rounds and driven from their posi-
tions by the 8h and B12th N'VA Regiments. Mean-
while, the Eth Battalion, 812th NVA Regiment,
overran Hill 224, Thus, in a few hours, except for
Nui Mo Tau, all ARVN sccomplishments of the
long summer campaign in southern Thus Thien
were erased. The Sist Infantry of the 1t ARVN
Division was rushed inwo the line, but the momen-
tum of the NV A attack had already dissipated. The
casualties suffered by the 324B NV A Division were
high, but it now controlled much of the terrain
overlooking the Phu Loc lowlands and Phu Bai

Heavy fighting throughout the foothills continued
into the first week of September with strong NV A
aitacks against the 3d Battalion, 51st Regiment, and
the Ist and 2d Battalions of the 3d Regiment. The
fth and 803d NV A Regimenis lost nearly 300 men
and over 100 weapons in these attacks, but the 3d
ARVHN Infaniry was no longer combai effective due
to casualtics and equipment losses,

Immediate reinforcements were needed south of
Phu Bad. Accordingly, General Truong ordered the
S4th Infantry Regiment back to Thua Thien Prow-
ince, together with the 37th Ranger Battalion,
which had been fighiing on the Duc Duc front.
General Thi took personal command of the ARVN
forces in southern Thua Thien and moved the Tth
Airborne Banalion from north of Hue and the 111th
RF Banalion, securing the at Tan My, to Phu
Bai. These deplovmenis and the skillful use of artil-
lery concentrations along enemy routes of advance
put & temporary damper on NV A initintives in the
foathills.

In an apparent diversion fo draw ARVM forces
northward away from Phu Loc, the NVA on 21
September strongly attacked the Sth and 8th Marine
and the 615t Ranger Battalions holding the Phong
Dien sector north of Hue Although some 6,600
rounds, including hundreds from  130-mm. feld
guns, and heavy rockeis, struck the defenses, the
South Vietnamese held firmly against the ground
attacks that followed. Over 240 enemy infanirymen
from the 325ith Division were killed, mostly by
ARVN artillery, in from of the Sth Marines, and
General Thi made no deployments in response to
the nttack. The next week, however, renewed as-
saults by the 803d NVA Regiment carried it to MNuid
Mo Tau, and by the end of September, the 324B
MV A Division had consolidated its control over the
high ground south of Phu Bai from Mui Mo Tau
cast to Nui Bong and Hill 350. The NV A 2d Corps
immediately began to exploil this advantage by
moving B3-mm. field gun batteries of its T8th Artil-
lery Regiment into position to fire on Pho Bai Air
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Base, forcing the VNAF to suspend operations at
the only major airficld north of Hai Wan Pass

The atiack o reiake ihe commanding ground
arcund Phu Bai began on 22 October with a diver-
sionary mssault on Hill 234 and Hill 303. The 1=t
ARVN Infantry Regiment was to follow wilth the
main attack against the 803d NV A Regiment on Mui
Mo Tau. Bad weather broaghi by Typhoon Della
reduced air support io nothing, and litle progress
was made by ARVN infantrymen. Nevertheless, the
attack on Nui Mo Taw, with a secondary effon
against elemenis of the 212th NVA Regiment on
Mui Bong, began on 26 October. The 34ith ARVN
Infantry, with the 2d Battalion, 3d Infamiry, ai-
tached, made slight progress on Nui Mo Taw, and
the 3d Battalion, Ist Infantry, met strong resistance
near Nui Bong, But the ARVN artillery was 1aking
its toll of the NV A defenders, who were also sulfer-
ing the effects of cold rains sweeping across the
steep, shell-torn slopes. Heavy, accurate artillery
fire forced the 6th Battalion, 6th NV A Infantry, 1o
abandon its trenches on Hill 312, east of Hill 350,
and the 803d Regiment's trenches, bunkers, and
communications were being torm up by the ARVN
fire on Mul Mo Tao. Toward the end of
October, the 803d and 812th NVA Begimenis were
so depleted that the 2d NV A Corps withdrew them
from the battle and assigned the defense of MNui Mo
Tau and MNui Bong to the 6h Regiment and 27151
Regiment respectively.

As heavy rains continued, movement and fire
support  became  increasingly  difficult, and the
ARVN offensive in southern Thua Thien Province
slowed considerably. Enemy artillery continued io
inhibit the use of Phu Bai Air Base, and Ist ARVN
Division infantrymen around MNui Bong suffered
daily casualties to NV A mortars and field guns. On
24 November, Maj. Gen. Nguyen Van Diem, com-
muanding the 15t Division, secured permission to pull
his troops away from Nui Bong and concentrate his
forces agninst Nui Mo Tau.

For a new assault on Mui Mo Toau, General
Truong suthorized the reinforcement of the 54h
Infantry Regiment by the 15th Ranger Group
drawn out of the Bo River Valley west of Hue; the
E4th would make the main atiack. The 54th Infantry
commander selected his 3d Battalion 1o lead, fol-
lowed by the 2d Battalion and the 60th and %th
Ranger Battalions. When the 3d Battalion had difli-
culty reaching the anack position, it was replaced
on 27 November by the 1st Battalion. Weather was
terrible that day, but two Ranger batialions made
some progress and established contact with the
eneémy on the castern and southeastern slopes of the
mountain, On 28 Movember, with good weather and
long-awaited support from the VMAF, the 1st Bai-
talion, 34th Infaniry, began moving toward the crest
of Mui Mo Tag. On the mountain the enemy was
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approaching a desperate siaie; one baitalion of the
Sth NVA Regiment was moving to reinforce but
washouis on Route 5435 between Ruong Ruong and
Thon Ben Taw south of Nui Mo Tau had all bu
eliminated resupply.

Diespite difficulties, however, the enemy contin-
wed (o resist strongly on both mountainge. On |
December, Colonel Vo Toan, the highly respected
commander of the st ARVM Infantry, returned to
his regiment from a sis-month absence at South
Vietnam's Command and General Staff College. His
timely arrival was probably responsible for injecting
new spinit and more professional leadership into the
attack, which had bogged down so close 1o s

objective. But help also armived for the defenders;
the 812th NVA Regiment, refitted and somewhat
recovered from its earlier combat, returned 1o MNui
Mo Tau, replacing the badly battered 6th NVA
Regiment. Over on Nui Bong, however, the rem-
nanis of the 27Ist NVA Independent Regiment
were without help. On 3 December, the 151 Recon-
naissance Company and the Ist and 3d Battalions,
Ist ARVN Infantry Regiment, were assaulting a
dug-in bafialion only 50 meters from the cresi. Bui
the expected victory slipped from their grasp. In-
tense fires drove the South Vietnamese back, and
although the 15t Infantry retained a foothold on the
slopes, it was unable to carry the crest,

The attack by the 54th ARVN Infaniry and the
15th Ranger Group had more success. On 10 De-
cember, the 1st Battalion of the 54th took one of the
twin crests of Nul Mo Tau and captured the other
the following day. As bloody skirmishing continued
around the mouniain for weeks, the NV A executed
another relief, replacing the Bl2th Regiment with
the 803d. Although the enemy remained entrenched

131

on Mul Bong, his access to lines of communication
und the base in Ruong Ruong were frequently inter-
dicted by the ARVMN units operating in his rear.
Furthermore, the T8th NVA Artillery Regiment
was forced 1o remove its batteries because resupply
past the ARWVMN position around Nui Mo Tau
became oo difficult. The VMNAF, meanwhile, re-
sumed military traffic into Phu Bai on 13 December.

By making timely and approprisie economy-of-
force deployments, often accepting significant risks,
General Truong was able to hold the NVA main
force at bay around Hue. Butl the ring was closing
on the Imperial City. Reinforced NVA batalions—
equipped with new weapons, ranks filling with fresh
replacements from the north—were in close contsct
with ARVN outposts the length of the froni.
Behind these battalions, new formations of tanks
were being assembled and large logistical installs-
lions were being constructed, heavily prolecied by
antiaireralt and supplied by newly improved roads.
While the situation in the north appeared ominous,
one of the most tragic events of the war was unfiold-
ing in Phouc Long Province to the south,

Mote on Sowmrces

As in the previous chapter, heavy reliance was
placed on the reports of the Consul General, Da
Mang, and weekly summaries from DAO and 12/
IGS. DACO's regional lisison office in Da Nang filed
numerous valuable reports during this period. and
these were also useful for this chapter. Comments
by the 1 Corps commander, General Truong, were
essential 1o establish the accuracy and completencss
of the data.
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The Last Christmas:
Phuoc Long

In his seralized accouni of the “Great Spring

Victory™ (transkated in the Foreign Broasdcast Infor-
mation Service—FBIS—Daily Report Asia and
Pacific, vol. IV, no. 110, Supplement 3, 7 Jun. 1976,
pp. 2, 5=6), Senior General Van Tien Dung of the
Morth Vietnamese Army described deliberations of
the Central Military Party Committee and the Gen-
eral S1aiT as they reviewed the evenis of the summer
campaign. He wrote of how, between Apnl and
October, from Thua Thien to Saigon, NVA forces
had stepped up the offensive actions and had won
great victories. The facts were, of course, that the
WWVA was stalemated at the extremes of this long
baittleficld—in Thua Thicn and around Saigon—but
had overrun isolated bases in the Central Highlands
and succeeded at great cost in penctrating to the
edge of the Quang Nam lowlands. This Iatter suc-
cess loomed large in significance 10 General Dung
and NV A planners:
We paid specal stiention 1o ibe oulcome of o hatile which
desiroyed the divtrict capital of Thooag Duc in the 5th Region.
This was o besd of strength with the best of the enemy’s foroes
We destroyed ibe enemy forces defending the Thuoag Duc
distnict capsal subsector. The enemy send in a whole division of
paratroopers 10 launch repeated and protracted counteraitacks in
6 bid e Fecaplure b position, but we bmavily decimated the
enemy forces, firmly defending Thuong Duc snd farcing the
enemy o give up.

However distoried the accouni, the wvictory at
Thuong Duc and the numercus, more casily won
objectives in the highlands demonsirated 10 the
satisfaction of the North Vietnamese high command
that the time had arrived for an even bolder strat-
egy. General Dung went on 1o relate how
the (heneral SiafT repoied to 1he Cemtral Military Perty Comma-
tee ikl the combal capability of our mobile main force troogs

was miw aliopeiber saperion o thel of the enemy’s mobile
regudar troops, that the war had reached ns fimal siage snd that
the balance of forces had changed [m our faver,

General Dung believed, and the Military Coimi-
mittec and the General StalT agreed, that the NV A's
superionity should be exploited in a new strategy.
The NVA would no longer attack only 1o destroy

the RYMNAF bul would combine this objeciive wiih
attecks to “hiberate™ populated areas. It would move
out of the jungles and mountains into the lowlands.
NVA planners observed that, “the reduction of LS.
ald made it impossible for the puppet troops to carry
out their combat plan and build up their forces™ and
that the South Vietnamese were “forced to fight a
poor man's war,” their firepower having decreased
“by nearly 60 percent because of bomb and ammu-
nition " and their mobility was reduced
“by hall due to lack of airerafi, vehicles and fuel.”

According 1o General Dung, the conference of
the Politburo and the Central Military Commitiee
met in (ctober, considercd the General Sailfs as.
sessments and recommendation, and unamimously
agreed on the following:

1. The puppet troasps were militarily, politically and soonomi-
cally weakieming every day amd our forces were guile sMnongey
than the encmy in ik south.

L The United States wan facimg mousting, difTiculiies both st
home and in the woeld, and it polential for asding the puppets
was Fapudly declaning

¥ W had created o chaan ol mufual support, bed strengthened
oaf peserve Eoroen asd materiel and wene stradily mprovisg our
styategic and political systems.

4. The maovemend bo demand peace, improvement of ihe pen-
ple's hvelibessl, democracy. natsonal indepesdencr and Thiew'™s
avarfibifw i variees cibr was gainng momonism

Having assessed their own capabilitics and those

of RVNAF, and having concluded that the time
was right for the final offensive, the conferces had
io consider how the United States would react
They concluded:
After sgning the Parti agrecinent on Vielmim snd withdrowing
LS proops from Viemam, the Usied S had faced even
gresier difficulises snd embarrasment. The sternal conbradic-
teons withim ihe US sdminsirstion and smong US politscal
parties had imienafied. The Waterguie scandal hsd seriously
affecied the entire Uniled Siates and precipitsied the resignation
of an extremely resctsonary prosidend —MNivon. The United Stabe
lacex covmomiy fevevion, mumsning inflation, sercus. unemploy -
menl and an oll crni. Aka, LS, allies weee pal on pood ierms
with the Unsted Siates, and countrics who hsd 1w depend an the
Unitesd States also sought to escape U8 comtrol. US. sid 10 the
Saigon puppel sdminidration was decressing

Comrade Le Dusn drew an important concluston
that became a resolution: Having already with-
drawn from the south, the United States could
hardly jump back in, and no matter how it might
intervene; it would be unable to save the Saigon
administration from collapse. Phuoc Long became
the battleground for the first test of this assessment.

Phuoe Long—the Setting

The summer and fall of 1974 in South Vietnam's
3d Military Region had been difficuli times. Unlike
the losses in Military Regions | and 2, however,
viery litthe terrain of consequence had been given up
io the MV A summer olfensive. The divisional bat-
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tles in Binh Duong, Tay Ninh, and Bien Hoa Prov-
L e
cepl t on I ay

dian frontier—were eventually retaken by ARVN

troops. The mop-up of the Iron Trangle was not
uniil 24 November, the eve of the next

phase of the NVA offensive, the most significant

step before the ultimate offensive of 1975,

Since Phuoc Long Province was far outside the
deflenses of Saigon, its i i South Vietnam
was essentially political in that the government
could s6ll claim possession of all province capitals.
On the other hand, the presence of RVMAF bases
deep inside otherwise NV A-controlled territory was
anathema to the enemy. Several importamt COSVN
tactical and logistical units and sctivities were in the
Bo Duc-Bu Dop of villages and planta-
tions. The COSVMN M-26 Armor Command, usually
with three of its tank battalions, was based at the Bu
Dop airficld only 23 kilometers from the ARVN
base ot Song Be. The COSVN Engincer Commancd
had a headquarters at Bo Duc and kept three or
Ninh and Bu Gia Map 10 the northeast. Antinireraft
battalions, transportation battalions, training centers,
and other rear service organizations contributed o a
relatively dense NVA military population, nearly
within medium artillery mange of Phuoc Binh, the
capital of Phuoc Long Province. Additionally, four
major NVA  infiltration-supply rowtes traversed
Phuot Long Province from north 1o south, pasi
RVMAF bases and crossed sections of Mationsl
Route 14 patrolled by South Vieinamese troops,
(See Map 18, also Map 14.)

The summer in Phuoc Long had been relatively
uneventful. In August an enemy soldier turned him-
weif in 1o the Phuoc Long Sector Headguaniers and
described a recent reconnsissance of RVMNAF in-
stallations by two NVA patrols. While one patrol
had reconnoitered Song Be, the other had concen-
trated on Duc Phong District. Since no aliacks
followed, the province chief concluded that the
reconnaissance was probably related to infiliration
and logistical movements. In any eveni, the major
NVA combai formations in the area were not safli-
cient 10 create a serous threat o Phuoe Long,
although they could interfere with RVNAF mowe-
menis on the major routes to Song Be, Highway 14
from Quang Duc and the provincial road between
Song Be and Bunard. The Tth NV A Division, how-
ever, had for some time permanently blocked High-
way 14 beiween Bunard and Don Luan, causing
traffic to the province capital to detour through
Quang Duc. Because the Tth NVA Division also cut
Route 1A souwth of Don Luan, that town relied
exclusively on helicopter resupply.

NV A interdictions of Highway 14 east of Phuoc
Binh-Song Be were often enough o require the
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RVNAF 1o mount road-cleaning operations each
time s major rice and military convoy was sched-
uled 1o roll into Phuoc Long. The province re-
quired about 500 tons of nce per month, of which
only hall was produced locally and frequent con-
voys were necessary. The forces in Phuoc Long
kept enough ammunition on hand to last for 3 week
of intensive combat, and these stocks also had to be
replenishod froquently. Road convoys were supple-
menied by VNAF C-130s using the airstrip at Song
Be.

Anticipating a resupply convoy in early Novem-
ber 1974, the Phuoc Long Sector, commanded by
Colonel Mguyen Tan Thanh, started to clear the
road. To protect its bases while RF battalions were
on the highway, the 11l Corps, lacking infaniry
reserves, senl three reconnalisance companics o
Phuoc Binh and Song Be, one from each of the
three 11l Corps divisions. Forces at Duc Phong—
the 3624 RF Battalion, four PF platoons, and & 103-
mm. howitzer platoon—and wo companies from
ithe ¥kkth RF Battalion from Song Be were comimit-
ted along Highway 14, In their one briel encounter
with the enemy, near the Quang Duc boundary,
these forces killed four enemy soldiers from the
201st NVA Regiment of the newly formed 3d NV A
division. {This Division, formed in Phooc Long,
was scparale from and unrelated to the 3d NVA
Division operating in Binh Dinh.) Although the
ARVN operation was a success, the presence of an
NV A regiment 3o close o Duc Phong was an
CHMIROES SZN,

In addition 1o the }40th and 362d RF Baitalions
already mentioned, Colonel Thanh also controlled
the 341st BEF Baialion at Con Luan and the 363d
RF Battalion at Bunard. Thirty-four PF Platoons
were scatiered about the hamlets and military instal-
lations around Song Be, while 14 PF platoons de-
fended eight hamlets in the Duc Phong Subsector.
South of Song Be at Mew Bo Due, where the
refugees of Communist-occupied northern Phuoc
Long settled, were nine PF platoons; in the eight
hamlets and military posis around Don Luan, were
a like number. Anillery support was provided by
four 15%mm. and 16 103-mm. howitzers, employed
in fwo-gun throughout the sector, The RF
battalions were ficlding about 340 men each—aboul
B5 precent of full strength—but the PF platoons
were seriously understrength.

Diversions

Phuoc Long Province during late Movember and
carly December was relatively tanquil, and the a-
tention of the ARVN Il Corps commander was
divided between his eastern and western flanks. The
situation in the northern reaches of his region were
of little immediate concem. Outposts aroond An
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Loc in Binh Long Province received

enemy attacks by fire but were not in peril, although
resupply was a constanl problem due to NVA anti-
aircralt fire. On 5 December an SA-T missile shot
down a CH-47 helicopter nine kilometers south of
An Loc, killing all 15 passengers and crew mem-
bers.

The major enemy threals appeared in Tay Minh
Province in the west and in Long Khanh and Binh
Tuy Province in the east. A skirmish northeast of
Xuan Loc at the end of November netied a docu-
ment revealing enemy plans 1o attack Gia Ray and
eliminate ARVIN outposts along Route 333 morh
into Binh Tuy Province., Supporting attacks in Binh
Tuy were to be conducted by the E12th NVA
Regiment.

While the threat on the eastern Mank was incho-
ate, heavy combat in Tay MNinh was under way,
NV A rockets falling on the province capital and on
wdjacent military installations. Although an RF
company guarding the radio relay station on the
summit of Mui Ba Den began receiving attacks of
increasing intensity and frequency, the main NV A
effort was against hamlets and RF outposts along
local Route 13 northeast of Tay Minh City. The
NVA attacked early on 7 December. By noon,
forces from the 205th Independent NV A Regiment
were in the hamlets, although the RF post at Soui
D= held on. The 8ih and %ih Battalions, 205th NV A
Regiment, were on local Route 13 southwest of
Soui Da, and the NVA D:14 and D-16 Tay Minh
Battalions were blocking ARVMN reliel efforts,
Meanwhile, the Tth Battalion, 205th NVA Regi-
ment, in trying to overrun Soui Da, lost over 100 of
its soldiers. The ARVIMN RF baitalion defending
Soul D captured two NV A soldiers 1o confirm the
identification of the 205th NVA Regiment in the
attack, and one of the RF patrols ambushed and
caplured a 100-mm. Soviet feld gun. The ARVN
46th Infantry, pushing & column up Route 13 from
Tay Nimh City, did not fare so well. Ambushed on
12 December about three kilometers short of Soui
D, it suffered heavy casualties.

While heavy combat was taking place sround Mui
Ba Den, the 80-man RF company ot the top fought
ofl repeated assaults. Helicopter resupply and evac-
uation had become impossible, and although the
company commander reporied sullicient food and
ammunition, waler was running very short and sev-
eral severely wounded men required evacuation.

Hinh Tuy-Long Khanh

The RVNAF IGS and the 111 Corps commander
had excellent warning of the impeding NV A antacks
in Long Khanh and Binh Tuy Provinces. They
knew that the 33d NV A Regiment planned to atiack
Hoai Due District in Binh Tuy Province and that
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the recently formed 812th NVA Regiment, com-
posed of battalions from neighboring Lam Dong,
would attack in Tanh Linh District. Furthermore,
they nghtfully estimated that the 274th NVA Reg-
ment would be mvolved, A new NVA division
headquarters had been created to control the oper-
ation. Lacking information on its designation, the
RVNAF called this new adversary the MR 7 Diivi-
sion, after the NVA military region in which it
operated. Later, it was identified as the 6th NV A
Dhivision, and it controlled the three infantry regi-
ments mentioned, plus the usual supporting arms
and services found in the regular NVA divisions.

There were no regular ARVN units in Binh Tuy
Province when the NV A offensive began. Territon-
al companies were deployed in the principal vil-
lages, and smaller territorial detachments secured
bridges and checkpoints along local Rowtes 333 and
335, Hoal Duc’s and Tanh Link's only usable land
routes out of the province., The province's small
population was concentrated in the villages along
these two roads, which generally followed the me-
andering course of the Song La Mga. Beginning in
the 5,000-foot mountains overlooking the fMat, deep
forests of Binh Tuy on the norheast quadrant, the
Song La Nga Nowed through the rice bowl of the
province. The two district towns, Tanh Linh on the
east and Hoai Duc on the west, each had an airfield.
The only other sizable village in the Province was
Vo Xu, about midway between the two.

The Bl2th NV A Regiment attacked at Tanh Linh
on & December. Supporied by the 130th Artillery
Batialion, one sapper and three infantry battalions
attacked the subsector, the artillery position on the
hill above the town, and the villages between Tanh
Linh and Vo Xu. By the next day, the NVA Regi-
ment had captured two 155-mm. howitzers at Tanh
Linh, occupied the surrounding villages, and held
the road between Vio Xu and Tanh Linh,

The ARVMN 111 Corps ordered the 18th Infantry
Dhvision, with the Tth Ranger Group attached, from
Xuan Loc to reinforce the territorials in Binh Tuy
Province. When the 32d Ranger Battalion fell into a
well-laid ambush along Route 333 and sustained
heavy casualties, it became clear that the 33d NVA
Regiment was not going to permit the reinforce-
ment of Binh Tuy to proceed without a fight. Later
the 15t and 1d Battalions of the 48th ARVN Infan-
try, 18th Divasion, jeined the attack along Rome
333 and were soon in heavy combat north of Gia
Ray. In the days that followed, the 85th Ranger
Battalion made it a four-battalion task force pushing
up Route 333, bul the lead elements—the Rangers—
never made it past Gia Huoynh, still 16 kilometers
south of Hoai Duc. The NVA 33 Regiment was
dug in along the road, well supporied by mortars
and artillery.
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O 17 December Duy Can Village, between Vo
Xu and Tanh Linh, was overrun by the 812th NVA
Regiment, and the few survivors of the T00th RF
Company struggled into Tanh Linh. Although out-
porsts still in ARVMN hands, as well as Hoai Due and
Tanh Linh, were receiving heavy indirect fire, Gen-
eral Dong, commanding 111 Corps ordered the 18th
Drvision not Iry 10 press forward past Gis Huyah
on Howe 333, With his Military Region onder
attack from Tay MNinh o Phuoc Long, he was
unwilling 1o risk having four of his battalions cut off
and decimated. Meanwhile, the NV A blew a bridge
south of Hoai Duc, occupied Yo Xu, and increased
the intensity of its attack on Tanh Link. Following a
3,000 round bombardmeni on 23 and 24 December,
the NVA launched five successive assaulis, finally
overrunning the lasi defemses in Tanh Linh on
Christmas. Hoal Duc, meanwhile, was under atiack
by the 274th Infantry, fth NV A Division.

After the 2T4th NVA Regiment had penetrmied
the local defenses of Hoai Duc and had gained a
foothold in the northeasiern and southwestern edges
of the own, the ARVN 18th Division moved the
Ist and 2d Baitalions, 43d Infanfry by helicopler
west and north of the town respectively, and began
pushing the enemy oul. While two battalions of the
45th ARVN Infantry held their positions on Route
133 porth of Gia Ray, the tired and depleied Tth
Ranger Group was withdrawn to Binh Duong
Province to rest and refit. Since all available battal-
ions al the [&th Division had been committed, the
1G5 moved the 4th Ranger Group from Kontum io
Long Binh where it was rested and re-equipped and
made available 1o General Dong as a reserve.

Tay Ninh

MYA mssaults on Mui Ba Den in Tay Nimh Prowv-
ince contimued throughout December 1974, but the
tough little ARVN RF Company held on, Mean-
while, by mid-month, an ARVN relief column even-
tually reached Souil Da and found that the besieging
encmy force had withdrawn YINAF efforts o re-
supply the troops on the mountain were largely
unsucoessfiul. Helicopters were dniven off by heavy
fires, and fighter-bombers were forced 1o excessive
altitucles by SA-7 and antiaircraft anillery. One F-
A fighter-bomber was shot down by an SA-T on 14
December. Finally, without food and water and
with nearly all ammunition expended, the 3d Com-
pany, Jl4th RF Battalion, on € January picked up
its wounded and withdrew down the mountain 10
friendly lines.

The Last Days of Phuoc Long

The MWist NVA Corps conducied the campaign
for Phuoc Long Province, using the newly formed
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d NVA Division, the Tth NVA Dhivision, which
had been operating in eastern Binh Duong Prov-
ince, o tank battalion from COSWVN, an artillery and
an antinircraft regiment, and several local-force
sapper and infantry units. This was a formidable
force to concentrale against four widely dispersed
ARVM RF battalions and PF platoons. One by one
the isolated garvisoms came under attsck and were
OVETTUR.

The first blow fell on Don Luan on 13 December
1974, Simultancous sxsaunlts on Duc Phong and New
Bo Due Subsectors on 14 December succeeded in
overrunning (hese posis while the defense ai Don
Luoan held. The next (o go was the post at Bunard,
aslong with 1wo platoops of 105-mm. howitzers,
Enemy casualties were heavy at New Bo Duc, but
these were local NV A units, not main lorce. Suill,
the NV A artillery damaged both of New Bo Duc's
105-mm. howiizers before Phuoc Long Sector's
counferatiack retook Mew Bo Duc on 16 Decem-
ber. Although Phuoc Binh Subsector, near the
province  hesdguariers, was also under artillery
attack, its positions for the moment appeared strong.
Three ARVN reconnaissance companics, which had
beecn deployed there to support the road-clearing
operation in November, augmented the delenses of
the 40th RF Batalion, and the YNAF flew six
108%-mm. howiteers, ammunition, and other supplies
into Song Be airfield, carrying oul noncombatants
and wounded. But the NV A did not permit this o
continue. Artillery fire on 21-22 December hoavily
damaged a C-130 gpon landing and desiroyed an-
other. The 3d NV A Division, meanwhile, launched
another strong attack and took Mew Bo Duc for the
last time.

While the battle raged around Song Be and MNew
Bo Duc, the ARVN Mist RF Banalion continwed
o beal back successive assaulis on ils positions at
Don Luan. The battalion lost the airstnip on 17
December but counterattacked and ook it back
again. In the north, however, the only positions s1ill
in ARVN hands were the Song Be airstrip, Phuoc
Hinh, and the crest of Mui Ba Ra overlooking the
entire regon.

The crisis at Phuoc Long, the sirong enemy pres-
sure in Tay Ninh, and the aiacks in Binh Tuy
presented General Dong with no favorable cholces.
He had to stop enemy advances toward Tay Minh
and hold Binh Tuy Province. On the other hand, he
well knew the political and psychological damage
that would follow the loss of Phuoc Long. Having
to reinforce the north somehow, he ordered the Sth
ARVHN Division io send the 2d Batialion, Tth Infan-
try, by helicopter from Lai Khe to Song Be.

On 23 December, as the 2d Battalion reached
Song Be, General Dong told Lt Gen, Dong Van
Quang, President Thicu's Mational Security Adwvis-
er, thai 111 Corps needed at least part of the Air-
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barne Division from Military Region | fo save
Phuoe Long. Informed of the request, President
Thieu rejected it, stating that the Airborme Division
was nol available and that it could pot be moved in
time anyway, General Dong would receive priority
on air and logistical support, but he would have o
make do with his own roop unils.

More grim news reached the JGS and 111 Corps
Headquariers on 26 December. Following a 1,000-
round artillery preparation, the NVA Tth Division,
assisted by diversionary attacks against ARVN posi-
tions in and around Phu Giso, finally overran Don
Luan.

Meanwhile, refugees poured into Song Be, and
the RVMNAF tried 1o ru-upp]y the isolated garrison.
Ten attempts were made in carly January 1975 o
drop supplies, but none of the bundles could be
recovered by the defenders. At least 16 enemy tanks
had been destroved in prior attacks, but on & Janu-
ary 10 more were seen hing the city. That
day General Dong sent two companies of his best
troops into the batile: the Blst Airborne Rangers,
whose highly trained volunteers were usually em-
ployed in com:nando operations. Also on 6 January,
VNAF RF-3 photography disclosed seven 37-mm.
antiaircraft positions around the city. It was only
the first week of January and the RF-5 Mying-hour
allocation for the month had been nearly used up.

Very few infantry joined in the assaults on Song
Be. Instead, squads of followed the tanks as
they rolled through the streets firing at ARVN
positions, the sappers followed, mopping up by-
passed positions and establishing strong points. Most
of the NV A tanks damaged or destroyed were hit
by M-72 LAW and 90-mm. recoilless rifles. Often
the ranges were so shor that the LAW missiles
failed 1o arm themselves and harmlessly bounced ol
the tank hulls. Making tank kills even more difTieult,
the WVA M-26 Armor Group had welded extra
armor plating on the sides of the hulls, and the
crews kept buttoned up so that grendades could not
be dropped through the hatches.

NVA artillery was devasiating, particularly after
3 Jnnuary when the rate of fire increased from about
200 rounds per day to nearly 3,000, Structures,
bunkers, and trenches collapsed, and catualties
mounted. ARVN artillery was owi of sction, iis
guns destroyed by fire from tanks, recoilless rifles,
and 130-mm. guns Fipally, on & January, the prov-
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ince chief realized that he could no longer influcnce
the battle. With no artillery and shattered communi-
cations, under direct fire from four approaching T-
54 tanks, and seriously wounded, he and what re-
mained of his s1afl, withdrew from Song Be. The
NVA had capiured the first province capital since
the cease-fire.

There were some military and civilian survivors
from Song Be Pitiful linle bands of Montagnards
treked through the jungles to Quang Duc, and
VNAF helicopters rescued about 200 men of the
Rangers, Tth Infaniry, and sector lerritonals in the
days immediately following the collapse. The prov-
ince chiel never made it to safety. His wounds
slowed him down and he was not scen again. A few
members of the command group eventually reached
the ARVN outpost of Bu Binh on Highway 14 in
Quang Duc. RVNAF losses were staggering. Over
5400 oflicers and men of the Tih Infantry, Airborne
Rangers, and termitorials were committed; less than
B50 survived. Especially costly were the high losses
in the Airborne Ranger Battalion—35 troopers sur-
vived=—and in the 2d Bautalion, Tth Infantry, fewer
than 200 returned from Pheoc Long. Abouwt 3,000
civilians, Montagnards and Vicinamese, out of
30,000 or more, cscaped Communist control. The
few province, wvillage, and hamlet officials who
were caplurad were summarily executed.

Although it was the time of the dry, northeast
monscon, unseasansbly beavy torrenis drenched
Saigon. As this writer's Vietnamese driver dolefully
remarked, even the gods were weeping for Phuoc
Long.

Nole on Sources

General Dung is quoted from his article as irans-
lated by the Foreign Broadcast Information Service.

The principal sources of operational and intelli-
gence information came from the DAO laison offi-
cer in Bien Hoa who had daily contact with 111
Corps headquarters, primanly with Colonel Le Dat
Cong, the G-1. These reports were most complete.
reliable, and ive.

The author made frequent visits 1o Bien Hoa, and
his motes were also used in this chapter. DAQ and
J2/IGS weekly and daily reports were important
references, as were many reports ssued by the ULS.
Embassy.
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On the Second
Anniversary of the
Cease-Fire

Reaction o the NVA's Winter Campaign

The conguest of Phuoe Long Province was clear-
Iy the most blatant breach of the cense-fire agree-
ment thus far, Anticipating its fall, the U.S. Depart-
ment of State on 3 January 1975 asserted that the
offensive “belies Hanoi's claims that it is the United
States and South Vietnam who are wviolating the
1973 Paris truce agreements and standing in the way
of peace.” The PRG prompily rejected the acousa-
tion, and Morth Vietnam's Communist Party nows-
paper claimed that the offensive was “a legitimate
right of riposte” in defense of the Pars agreements,
On 13 January, the State Department released the
text of an official protest, dated 11 January, deliv-
ered 1o the non-Vietnamese participants in the Inter-
national Conference on Vietnam and 1o members of
the International Commission of Control and Super-
wishan:

mm-mmwummn 1973,
aned b the Act of the Internaieonal Conference an Viel-Mafmi
signad ai Paris March L 1973

When the A ﬂﬁmﬂmlﬂdm{rlwﬂ‘w
ouf hope was that it woald provide a framework under which
he Yietnamese mhmlhﬂmnﬂﬂcm
and resolve iheir ow Fnhlm &0 stmsphiore of pesce

Viel-Mam bo abide by the agreement’s mowl fusdamentsl prosi-
wand. Specifically. i Aagrant violatson of the Agreement. ihe
Nonb Vietnamese and “Provisional Revalutionary Governmen™
sushorivies have

==bailt wp the Monb Yietnamese mein-foree army in the South
through the dlegal infiliration of over 60000 troop:

—rtriphed the sifengih of their armor inthe South by sending in
over 400 pew vehicles, a5 well as grestly mervased their artillery
and anlisircrafi seaponry;

—improved their military logisticy sywiem rennisng 1krousgh
Laos, Camboslia sl the Demilitarized Zose as well s within
South Viet-Nam, and eapanded their armament stackpilog

—fefuned 10 deploy (he tcame whech usder the Agrooment
were i overses 1l ocasc-fire;

=efused 1o pay their prescribed share of the eupemes of the
Intzrmations] Commisasson of Control and Supervision;

—imled tx hosor their commibment 1o cooperste in resolving
the satus of American and other personne] miwing in action
ewfh breaking off all dncwvistng on ike mater by refusing for ibe
sl scveral meonshe 10 moct walh LS, assd Republbc of Vic-Mam
represeslatives i the Four-Pany Jeinl Military Teamsy

—broken off all negodiatsons with the Repeblic of Yie-MNam
mlﬂqﬂupﬂlﬂlnﬂtﬂmmmmfufmm;
Josnt Mils Comminsion tafls in Saigon smswering 1he Repub-
lic of Weet-Mam's repeated calls for usoondstional resumprion of
the negotimtions will demands for the over throw of the govern-
menkt a & pre-condition for any renewed inlk snd

—graduaily mcreascd tbctr malitary prosaare, over-tanning
several areas, inchading || dsrie tewna, wisich were clearly and
unequivocally beld by the Republic of Vict-Nam at the sme of
ithe cesse-lire. The ltesi and miosd serioen ewcalation of the
fighting began in early December with oifensives i the soutbhern
hadl of South Yiet-Mam which have brought the level of casusal:
ties and destrection hack wp 1o what 8 was befose the
meal. These sescks—which included for the first time sinoe the
muaive Morth Viemamese 1970 alfensive the over-runnang of a
province capiial (Soag Be in Phuce Long Proviscel—appesr 1o
refleci a decision by Hanod o seck cnce agaln o imposs a
military solutiom in VietsMam. Coming just before the socond
anmiversary of the Agreemsewl, this dramsiscally beles Hanod's
chaimns that it is 1he United States andd the Repoblic of Vet MNam
wha are viclating the Agreemend and standing i the way of
Ree.

The Usited Swastes deplores the Democralse Republes of Viel-
Mam'y fwming from the path of negotistion 1o that of war, no
only becamis it is & grave viclstion of & aolemn inbernations]

+ bl adso because of the cruel price it is imposing on
the prople of Somth Vie-Mam The Democratic Republss of
Viel-Mam must sooepd 1be full consequincn of s actioms. We
are decply coscernod abowl (he threst posed bo inbormaticnal
peace and secwrity, 1o the political sashiliy of Southcau Asia, o
the progres which has bees mude in removieg Viet-Nam m o
major meue of gresi-power contemtion, and 1o ke Bopes of
mumkind for the building of sbructores of pesce and the drengih:
enimg of mechansems 19 avert war, 'We therefore rolorabe osr
stroag wpport for the Repubilic of Wiet-Mam's call g0 the Hanoi-
"Proviional Revolstionary Government™ shie 1o reopen the
talks in Pares and Saigon which sre masdsicd by the Agreement.
We abwr urge that the [sldresace] call upon the Democratic
Republic of Viet-Mam to halt its malitary offemsive and join the
Repehlic of Viel-Mam i re-sutablivhing ssbildy and secking o
political salution,

While the staffers in the State Department were
putting togeiher this carefully worded note, the
Morth Vietnamese were claiming that the U.S. was
Mying reconnaissance over South Vietnam to xssist
the “Saigon administration to intensify its bombing
and ltudgrlhhus operations against the PRG-con-
trolled areas.” " Defense Department spokesmen de-
fended the appro of U.5. serial reconnais-
sance in Indoching in view of the extreme provoca-
tion by the Morth Vietnamese. The photography
was of some intelligence value 1o the South Viet-
namese but it was rarely, il ever, useful for target-
ing. U.S. reconnaissance over Laos was stopped on
4 June 1974, and a good part of the timely, detailed
evidence of the Now of men and equipment into the
South from Morth Vietnam terminated af that time.
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Significantly, the Presidemt made no mention of
Vietnam in his State of the Union message delivered
to Congress on 15 January. In a press conference on
21 January, he said that he could foresee no circum-
stances in which the LS. might actively re-enter the
Vietnam War,

Morth Vietnamese leaders carcfully analyzed the

LS. reaction to Phuoc Long, General Van Tien
Dung reporting it this way:
e wiis obavions thal 1he Uinited Seses s in (i positnn: Hasvang
wilhdramm from Yietnam, the United Siases could kandly return.
Adl the conferess [a1 the Polbam Conference |8 Dhecembser 10 8
Jamuzry] amalyrad 1he enemy™s wesines which in il beradded
a mow oppodtusily for s To fully exploit this great opgortunity
wr had b comduct large-scale snnihilaiing baviles b desbroy and
ibinintegrale the enemy on @ large scale. [FINS iy Ropore: Aua
amd Facific Yol IV, Mo 110, Sep, 38 p 7.

The dramatic and conclusive victory in Phuoe
Long. and the passivity with which the United
Siaies reacted to it, confirmed the earlier Morth
Vietnamese extimates that the time for the decisive
blow had arrived. The concepts for the spring of-
fensive were discussed and sharpencd during this
midwinter conference in Hanoi,

Military Region 1

Following the long struggle over commanding
iermain south of Phu Bai, a lull in combat came 1o
northern Military Region 1. The monsoon rains and
Nooding compelled both sides to limit movement,
and the YNAF flew no combat sorties between 17
December and 10 January, General Truong, com-
manding | Corps, took advantage of the temporary
calm 1o pull the 2d Airborne Brnigade out of the line
wiesl of Hoe, placing it in reserve in Phu Loc
Dastrict. Although the [47th Manne Bngade as-
sumed responsibility for the seclor vacated by the
2d, the defenses west of Hue were dangerously thin.
The Marine Division itsell pulled two hattalions oul
of forward positions northwest of Hue to constitute
a heavier reserve and, forther thinning the foree,
senl one company from each battalion o Saigon.
These companics formed a new manne brigade for
the JGS reserve, Later in the month, marine pos-
tions in Quang Tri were taken over by RF battal-
tons, and three marnne battalions were shifted south
1o Thua Thien Province.

By thinning out the ling in porthern Thua Thien,
General Truong not only built up local reserves and
contributed o the JGS reserve, bul he also concen-
trated more combat power m the hills south of Phu
Bai. The long campaign there continued through
the month, and by 19 January, ARVN st Division
troops were on all important terrain features: Hills
273, 350, 303, and Mui Bong. The battered forces of
the 324th NVA Division withdrew to their base
areas southwest of Phu Lo 10 reorganize and await
orders for the next campaign, Meanwhile, security
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around Phu Bai was such that Air Vietnam, the civil
airline, resumed regular Mights.

Afier Tet the uncasy quiet that had settled over
the battlefields north of the Hai Van Pass showed
signs of being shattered. The 124th NV A Division
concentrated south of Hue, giving up its positions in
the Song Bo cornidor, but even more threatening,
the 325th NVA Division was relieved on the My
Chanh line by local units and was apparently
moving into Thaa Thien Frovince, As if this were
not enough 10 concern South Vietnamese com-
manders, the 3ist NVA Division, having been
converted from a territorial and (raining unit o &
line infantry division, crossed the DMZ from Quang
Binh Province, Morth Vietnam,

Southern Military Region 1 was more aclive
Afler a clearing operation in the Batangan Peninsula
of Quang Mgai Province, four RF battalions and a
battalion of the 5th Infantry, 2d ARVN Division,
lost their effectivencss, and the remainder of the 2d
ARYM DMvidon had to be moved into the Prow-
e

Near the border of Nghia Hanh and Mo Duc
Districts a 2d ARVN Division clearing operation
mel with greater success. In sin weeks of combai
against the 32d NVA Brigade, the division seized
ihe high ground, and inflicted senous casualties.

In late January, the 3d ARVN Division conduct-
ed o succesful sis-day foray into contested ground
in Duy Xuyen and Que Son Disinicis of Cuang
Mam, again causing high casualties. In the week
after Tet, enemy attacks increased markedly in Duc
Duc and D Loc Districts of Quang Nam, and the
ARVMN responded with heavy artillery concentra-
ihons and air stnikes. All indicators in forward areas
pointed 1o & major offensive ps the 304th and 2d
NW¥A Divisions, opposing the 3d ARVN Division
and the 3d Airborne Brigade, conducted reconnais-
sance and moved ammunition and artillery forward

Military Hegion 2

Giround sctivity was light in the Central High-
lands of Military Region 2 but heavy i constal Binh
Dinh province where the 22d ARVN Division was
seriously hurting the 3d NVA Division at the en-
trance of the An Lao Valley., These attacks were
designed to preempl offensive operations by the 3d
NVA Division in northern Binh Dinh.

In early January, the 40ih and 42d Infaniry Regi-
ments, 22d ARVN Davision, held all key hills at the
entrance 10 the An Lao Valley and successfully
repelled repeated attempts by the 141s1 Regiment,
M MVA Division, to dslodge them, The 141st
suffered heavy casualties and soon had o pull back.
Attacks against ARVN positions diminished in in-
tensity during February and were limited io ariil-
lery. But high casualties alone had not caused the
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lull; rather, & new mission had been assigned to the
3d NVA Division, The first indications of this
reached General MNiem, commanding the 22d
ARVMN Division, in early January when a

of war from the 18th Signal Battalion, 3d NVA
Dhvision, disclosed the presence of a 3d Division
reconnaissance party along Route 19 i the vicinity
of An Khe and Binh Khe.

The Vinh Thanh Valley—sometimes called the
Song Con Valley for the river which Nowed south
through it—ended ai Binh Khe where the nver
tumed castward toward the sen and formed the
broad fertile delta above Qui Nhon. The walley,
which began in the rugged, forested highlands north
of Binh Khe, was the natural avenue of approach
for the 3d NV A Division to aitack ARVN positions
along Route 19 RVMNAF reconnaissance had dis-
covered in late February and early March that the
NVA had improved and extended a road, up 1o
cight meters wide with enderwater bridges, (rom
southern Konlum Province through the Kim Son
region of Binh Dinh where it joined interprovincial
Route 3JA. Branches fed the base areas in the north-
ern Vinh Thanh Valley, and heavy truck trafTic was
Mowing into this critical area. Furthermore, a new
MYV A anillery regiment, the 68th, was discoverned
moving guns and ammunition swowth toward Binh
Khe through the valley. It was also sbout this time
that fresh evidence appeared that the 3d NVA had
shified major clements into the Vinh Thanh region.

Fully recognizing the threat 1o Route 19, General
Miem confered with the Binh Dinh province chief
o measures o secure the route and protect Pleiko-
bound convoys. General Niem had had his 4Tth
Infaniry Regiment probing north into the Vinh
Thanh Valley since carly February, and coniacis
were becoming frequent and sharp, Meanwhile, the
enemy increased pressure against Phu My and Phu
Cat Dastricts along Highway 1 with terrorist atiacks
in the hamlets and by rocketing Phu Cat air base on
18 February for the first time since mid-1974. The
focus of NVA activity had clearly shifted from
northern Binh Dinh to the passes on Route 19

Greneral Phu, Commanding 11 Corps, was particu-
larly concerned about the threat to his principal line
of communication, On 2 March, he directed Gener-
al Niem to pull the 42d Regiment from positions
along Highway | and to constitute a mobile reserve
o0 be ready to reinforce the 47th Regiment in the
An Khe Pass. The security of Highway | was
turned over to Binh Dinh territorials.

Despite the clear indications that the enemy was
shifting his center of gravity southward, General
Miem kept fully half of his division in the north,
opposite the An Lao Valley. On 3 March, the 22d
ARVN Division command post was near Qui Nhon;
the 40th Infantry Regiment was in the Phu Cu Pass
on Highway 1, just south of Bong Son, and holding
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the high ground above and east of Hoal An; the 4151
Infantry was in Bong Son, covering the entrance o
the An Lao Valley, with one battalion north at
Landing Zone English on Highway 1; the 42d In-
fantry was in reserve in Phu My Dustrict, alomg
Highway 1, while the 47ith Infantry was on Route
19 with two battalions in the An Khe Pass and its 2d
Battalion pushing north in the Vinh Thanh Valley.
At this time the 22d Division G-2's estimate of the
3d NVA Division dispositions— which later proved
to be accwrate in all its essential clements—held that
two battalions of the 2d Regiment and one battalion
of the 1415t Regiment were in the hills just north of
Route 19 at the entrance of the Vioh Thanh Valley;
the 12th Regiment was on the high ground south of
Route 19 in the An Khe Pasa, aboul midway be-
tween An Khe and Binh Khe: one battalion of the
2d Regiment was in the base area north of Vinh
Thanh; while the other two battalions of the 141st
Regiment were securing the An Lao base area in
northern Binh Dinh. These were the disposithons in
Binh Dinh on the eve of the final offensive.

While ground action in January in Kontum and
Pleiku was limited 1o probes, patrols, and attscks by
fire, the VINAF was busy daily striking the surge of
truck convoys ralling south along new MY A logisti-
cial cormidors. In one aitack in early Jamoary, morth
of Kontum City, 17 loaded trucks were destroyed,
an experience (mequenily repeated throughout the
month and into February. Meanwhile, ARVN

teams conducted several raids against the
NWVA pipeline. Despite the teams’ tactical success,
the cuts in the line were only temporary inconve-
niences. On the other hand, an NVA sapper raad on
9 January in Pleiku destroyed 1,500,000 gallons of
assorted fuel, a heavy loss o the RV NAFS already
severely strained logistics.

By 10 January, spoaling attacks by the 23d ARVN
Ranger Group had resched positions 10 Kilomelers
north of Kontum City along Route 14. The objec-
tive, Vo Dinh, however, was reach, as
NVA resistance stiffened. Meanwhile, in Pleiku
Province, along Route 19 east of Le Trung, an
NVA attack overran outposts of the 223d RF Ba-
talion. The ARVN 45ih Regimeni of the 23d Divi-
sign counteratiacked and within & few days recap-
tured the original positions.

Recognizing & diminshed threat in Quang Duc
Province, the 271st NV A Regiment having left 1o
participate in the Phuoc Long campaign, General
Phu ordered the 33d Infantry Regiment to terminaie
operations there and return o the 23d Davision's
base at Ban Me Thuot in Darlac Province. But more
significant deploymenis were under way in ihe
MNVA’s B-3 Front. The 968th Infaniry Division,
which had sent its 9th Infantry Regiment to Pleiku
the previous January, moved from southern Laos
with its 19th and ¥9th Regiments into Kontum and
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Pleitku. Although the combar effectiveness of the
268th was considered low because it had been rela-
tively idle in the Laos panhandle for the past two
years, it replaced the expenienced 320th NVA Divi-
sion in the defense of the Duc Co logistical center,
thus perminting the B-3 Front o employ the 320th
in offensive operations.

In mid-January the 320th NVA Division was
noticed moving south towsrd Darlac, and a buildup
ncar Ban Me Thuot was detected. On 30 January,
air strikes damaged three NV A tanks in a base area
north of Ban Me Thuot, and the 53 ARVN Infan-
iry launched an operation into the area, meeting
light resistance. General Phu sent the 2d Battalion,
45th Infantry, south from Pleiku to reinforce the
sccurity along Route [4 near where the Pleiku,
Darlac, and Phu Bon Province boundaries met. On
4 February, near the moonisin village of Buon
Brieng, the battalion picked up an NVA rallier from
the 48th Regiment, 320th NV A Division, who con-
firmed that the 320th was moving to Darlac. He
said that the 320th left Duc Co about 12 January
and that reconnalssance parties from both the 10th
and 320th Divisions had been in Quang Duc and
Darlac Provinces, respectively, in recent days.

In Darlac Province in carly February, the ARVN
had & forward command post of the 23d Division in
Ban Me Thuot, two battalions of the 53d Infantry,
one battalion of the 45th Infaniry, and six of the
seven Regional Force batialions belonging 1o the
province. While the seventh RF battalion was de-
ployed in Kontum Province, the six in Darlac were
widely separated and in solated areas. Two were
around Ban Don, northwest of Ban Me Thuot; one
was patrolling local Rouie 1 beiween Ban Me
Thuot sand Ban Don; one was in an outpost north of
Ban Me Thuot on Route 430; another was securing
a resettlement village on’ National Route 21 close 1o
the Khanh Hoa boundary; while the sixth was south
in Lac Thien District.

General Phu responded to the growing threat (o
Darlac Province by committing the entire 45th In-
fantry to the Darlac-Phu Bon border area,
ing to find and destroy the elements of the 320th
NVA Division. While these operations were going
ﬂnmhnfhnH:Thnm.tl‘r:mrnlh:lut
iwo weeks of February ambushed three ARVN
CONVOYS Rm!lmnrl.heuphﬂ-ﬂumm
day of the month, an ARVN unit ambushed an
enemy reconnaissance patrol only 12 kilometers
north of Ban Me Thuot, and the G-2 of 1l Corps, as
well a3 the J2 of the JGS, insisted that a major
attack on Ban Me Thueo! was imminent.

Heavy fighting, meanwhile, had fared in Konium
and Pleiku Province. For the first time since the
1972 offensive, Kontum City on 28 February, and
again on 4 Muarch, received an enemy artillery
attack. In western Pleiku, the 44th ARVN Regi-
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ment and the 25th Ranger Group came under strong
atiack in Thanh An District. Sensing that the main
enemy attack would be in Kontum and Pleiku, and
believing that the fighting at Ban Me Thuot was a
deception, General Phu recalled the 45th Regiment
from Darlac to Pleiku. He ako directed the 23d
Division to pull its forward command post out of
Ban Me Thuot and return it to Pleiku. Farther, on 4
March he ordered General Miem to alert his 42d
Infantry Regiment for movement o Pleiku.

These orders Bsued and deployments completed,
General Phu settled back 1o awail the enemy on-
slaught in Kontum and Pleiku. His principal infantry
formations in the highlands were, on 3 March, de-
ployed as follows:

The 23d Division—Headguariers at Ham Rong.
12 kilometers south of Plelku Ciiy.

44ih Infantry Regimeni—20 o 25 kilometers wesi
of Pleiku City in Thanh An District.

53d Infantry Regimeni—Headguarters and st
and }d Hatalions 30 kilometers north of Ban Me
Thuot; 2d Baitalion at Dac Song in Quang Duc.

The Il Corps Ranger Command—Headguarers
at Kontum City.

4th Ranger Group—44th Battalion near Pleiku
City in reserve; 42d Battalion ai Plei Bau Can {on
Route 19 weit of Route 14); 43d Battalion attached
to the 23d Division at Ham Rong.

6th Ranger Group—235th and 36th Battalions cast
and northeast of Kontum City; 51si Battalion at-
tached to the 25th Ranger Group in Thanh An

21st Ranger Group—with its 96th Battalion in the
Chu Pao Pass between Kontum and Pleiku; 72d
Batalion in reserve in Kontum; 8%9th Banalion at-
tached to the 6th Ranger Group southeast of
Kontum.

22d Ranger Group—95th Battalion in Truong
Nghia west of Kontum; B&th Battalion in NMgoc Bay
Mountain northwest of Kontum; 62d Battalion in
reserve in Kontum.

23 Ranger Group—11th, 22d, and 23d Battalions
north of Kontum along Route 14,

24th Ranger G Baitalion at Cia Nghia;
Elst Batalion south of Kien Duc; 82d Banalion in
Kien Duc, Quang Duc.

25th Ranger Group—&Tth, T6th, and %0th Battal-
ions in Thanh An, Pleiku.

Military Region 3

In Military Region 3, the 18th ARVN Division's
counterattack to drive the NVA out of Hoa Duc
District progressed slowly but steadily, amply sup-
ported by VMAF air sirikes, and the 2T4th NVA
Regiment was forced to give ground as casualtics
mounted. Meanwhile, leaving a small occupying
force in Thanh Linh, the 812th NVA Regiment,
battered by air strikes, pulled back into the safety of
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the decp jungle between Thanh Linh and Hoa Dauc.
The 33d NVA Regiment, its ranks also depleted
during an intense, month-long campaign, still held
roadblocks along Route 333 in mid-January but was
feeling the pressure of the 18th ARVN Division
battalions pushing in both directions along the road,
During the Iast week of January 1975, the RVNAF
had the road cleared from Gia Ray to Hoai Duc and
by February had reoccupied the village of Vo Xu,
The Binh Tuy campaign was over. Losses had been
high for both sides, and the remote eastern sector of
the province remained in NYA  control. The
RVMNAF still controlled the most populous area of
the province and had prevenied the NV A éth Divi-
sion from permanenily closing the provinces two
major highways, Mational Routes 20 and 1, which
passed Binh Tuy Province on the north and south,

To forestall any NV A attempt 10 reassert control
in the recovered arcas, the new 11T Corps commund-
er, Lt Gen. Nguyven Yan Toan, ordered the 18th
ARVN Division to maintxn a sizable force in Binh
Tuy, but to prepare for employment elsewhere as
the corps reserve. As of mid-February, the 43d
Infantry of the [18th Division was along Route 313
between Hoal Duc and Gia Huynh; the 52d Infantry
headguarters with its 2d Baitalion was at the divi-
sion base at Xuan Loc while iis Ist and 3d Battalions
aperated in Dinh Quan and Gia Ray, respectively;
and the 48th Infaniry was in corps reservie al Long
Hinh in Bien Hoa Province. The famine in available
forces in Military Region 3 was such that even the
few major clements designated as corps reserve
were nearly always engaged. But this did not deter
General Toan from attempting 1o keep the enemy
afl balance through periodic spoiling atacks inta
conbested arcas. One such operalion was an altempl
in February by the 5th ARVN Diviswon to clear
Route 13 from Lai Khe and link up with the BF and
Rangers at Chon Thanh. Afier an auspicious begin-
ning. however, the attack stalled, as all previous
efforts had on Route 13, well short of its goal. The
enemy was clearly determined to keep Route 13
closed and his own rear area intact; further, the Sth
ARVN Division obviously lacked either the offen-
sive power of will to succeed in this ambitious
underaking. (General Toan had been in the wings
as Commanding General of the Armor Command
since his relief from command of 1l Corps. Despite
alleged participation in corrupt practices, he en-
joyed a seemingly well-deserved reputation a5 a
skilled amd courageous commander. The fall of
Phuoc Long Province scaled the fate of Licutenant
General Du Quoc Dong as 111 Corps Commander.
Military Region 3, with Saigon at its heart, required
the services of an experienced, decisive campaigner,
and General Toan, no matter how tainted, was the
best man available.)
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111 Corps Rangers and Regional Forces conduct-
ed less formidable attacks in northern Bien Hoa
Provinee 1o prevent NVA rocket artillery batieries
from locating within range of the sirbase and o
disrupt Tih MV A Dhiviston operations around Tan
Uyen District. These forays met with moderate
success but did not permanently affect enemy capa-
bilities.

On 17 January, 111 Corps launched an operation,
using the 25th ARVN Division, 1o retake Mui Ha
Den, While artillery, helicopter  gunships, and
VMAF fighter-bombers pounded the NV A position,
ARVN Ranger patrols searched for enemy artillery
positions in the jungles norih of the mouniain. An
mirmobile nssault was attempied, but NVA anfiair-
craft artillery and small arms fire were effective in
preventing the landing. By 26 January it was appar-
enl that retaking Mui Ba Den was bevond the re-
sources available to Il Corps. The 46ith ARWMN
Infantry Regiment, which had moved 1o the base of
the mountain, was withdrawn to Tay Ninh City and
the operation was terminated. Aided by the excel-
lent abservation that Mui Ba Den aforded, NVA
artillery continued to shell Tay Ninh City with
heavy rockets and | 3-mm. guns until the end of the
month when the center of the province capital was
virtually deserted.

A lull settled over Tay Minh Province as the
soldiers and civilians of South Vietnam prepared for
Tet, which began on 11 February, But although
combal declined, ithe enemy was very actively pre-
paring for a major offensive in Tay Ninh and n
adjoining Binh Duong and Hau Mghia Provinces.
Elements of three NVA divisions, two separate
infantry regiments, and a number of separate batial-
ions, all supporied by ap to 10 battalions of medium
and heavy artillery. moved to positions around Tay
Ninh City., The 6th Regiment of the 5th NVA
Division and at least three local battalions and a
s¢parate regiment, were concentrated to the south-
wiesd, ready 1o cui Rouwtes | and 22 ai Go Daw Ha.
The new 3 Division, fresh from its victory at
Phuoe Long, was north of the city, while the veter-
an 9th Division was ground the Michelin Plantation,
preparing to assault Tri Tam on the Tay Ninh-Binh
Duong boundary, Large convoys of trucks were
seen moving supplics and ammunition forward.

Faced by a formidable enemy on his weslern
flank as he pssumed command in Military Region 3,
General Toan in characteristic fashion set about
making decisive changes in dispositions and con-
cepts to deal with the threat. To make the 25th
ARVMN Division, which covered an immense front
from the Cambodian frontier nearly 1o the western
outskirts of Saigon, more mobile, he gave responsi-
bility for all static posts to Tay Ninh Regional
Forces. Eight BF batialions and seven separaie RF
companies were placed along lines of communica-
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tion and major approaches to the city, while the
three regiments of the 23th Division conducied
mobile operations in the forward areas. The d46th
Infaniry was cast and southeast of the city; the 4%th
Infamtry was north of the city, with battalions
around Nui Ba Den; while the 50th Infantry was
near Khiem Hanh, 1o the southeast. A company of
M-41 light tanks and two troops of armored person-
nel carriers were in reserve near Tay MNinh City, and
a reinforced company of the Blst Airborne Rangers
conducted deep patrols on Nui Ba Den and into the
jungle of War Zone C, north of the mountain. The
division commander, Brig. Gen. Ly Tong Ba, like
General Toan had o background in armor and was
exercising vigorous, personal leadership in the for-
ward areas, urging his troops (0 patrol more aggres-
sively into the contested area north of the city.

Tet was over and the first days of the Year of the
Cat passed into March. In the east of his sector,
Gieneral Toan watched the 6th and Tth NVA Divi-
sions conducting reconnaisssnce and preparing for
combat in Long Khanh and Bien Hoa. In the center,
his 5th Division persisied, without much success, in
pushing north out of Baw Bang to link uwp with the
Rangers, who hed attacked south from Chon Thanh
along Route 11, The situation was becoming tense
in western Binh Duong, at Tri Tam and throughout
Tay MNinh Province, but General Toan's fresh ap-
proach renewed the confidence of the 25th Division
and the Tay Minh territorials. To the southwess, at
Tan An in Long An Province, astride Highway 4,
the newly organized 4th Marine Brigade was de-
ployed. Inexperienced but scasoned with a few vet-
eran campaigners, this brigade stiffened the defenses
of the Long An territonials.

Military Region 4

Consistent with its country-wide program of con-
solidating independent batialions and regiments into
larger formations more suited (o susiained conven-
tional combalt, the NV A in late 1974 organized the
4th Division in Chuong Thien Province and Sth
Division in Kien Tuong and Dinh Tuong Provinces
of South Vietnam's Military Region 4.

From 6216 December 1974 Communist forces in
the Mekong Delta had conducted the most wide-
spread and intense atiacks thus far in the war. They
struck with greatest force im the Elephant's Foot
area of Kien Tuong Province, bul strong atiscks
also occurred along lines of communication in Dinh
Tuong, Chuong Thien, Ba Xuyen, Vinh Binh, Vinh
Long, and An Xuyen Provinces. Casualties on both
sides were heavy: the RVYMNAF had over 300 killed
in action, and total casualties, including wounded
and missing, exceeded 3,000, On the enemy side, the
best estimates placed total losses—killed, captured,
and permanently disabled—at over 1,.300. Despite

143

the generally eflective defense put up by ihe
RVNAF, security in the hamlets and countryside of
the southern delta deteriorated as a result of wide-
spread altacks against solated, lightly defended re-

EMONA.

Up until the end of January 1975, the new 8th
NVA Division had been largely uncommiited—
only its Z-15 Regiment in northern Dinh Tuong
Province had engaged in significant combat—while
the veteran 5th NVA Division sttempted to secure
Svay Rieng border areas. During a Murry of activity
in January, the 5th NVA Division suffered high
casualties and gained wvery little, while the ARVN
held on tenaciously 1o Tri Phap bases against probes
and harassing attacks launched by the Z-18 and 24th
NV A Regiments of the 8th Division,

During January violence spread throughout the
delta in a pre-Tet spasm of MV A attacks on lines of
communication, cities, villages and ouiposis. With
regard to the latter, Maj. Gen. Nguyan Khoa Nam,
upon pssuming command of IV Corps and Military
Region 4, continued 1o reduce the number of inde-
fensible, molated posts and to consolidate combat
power in larger positions. Sixty-three posts in the
delta were abandoned under this plam mn January,
while another 87 were either overrun or evacuated
under pressure. OF the latter, ARVN counteraltacks
regained 24, The heaviest losses were in the far
south, in Bac Lien, where 21 were lost and
only 4 retaken, and in An Xuyen, where 16 posts
fell and only I were recovered. Half the posis
voluntanly abandoned were also located in these
two provinces, while the central provinces of
Phong Dien and Sa Dec and the northern border
sector of Kien Phong suffered very light damage.
Ewven in the key central province of Chuong Thicn,
where the three regiments (D-2, 188, and 95A) of
the new 4th NVA Division opersted, the ARVN
lost very little; of the six posts lost to enemy attack,
fiour were recapiured. As the second anniversary of
the cease fire came and went, il was clear that the
ARVN soldiers of the delta had won the January
round, but at high cost, RVNAF casualties in Mili-
tary Region 4 were very high.

The enemy also lost heavily, but nowhere were
his casualtics heavier than in the battle between the
Sth NVA Division and the Tth ARVN Division in
northern Kien Tuong Province along the Cambo-
dian-Svay Rieng border. By the end of January only
two ARV positions remained in Tuyen Binh Dis-
trict; Long Khot outpost was overrun by elements
of the éth and 174th NVA Regiments using cap-
tured M-113 armored personnel carriers. But cap-
turing that outpost was the last significant success
the NVA would enjoy in Kien Tuong before the
final offensive, Toward the end of February, the Sth
NVA Division withdrew the battered dth Regiment
from sction and sent it oo Cambodia o receive
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and thereafier 1o southern Tay Minh
Province. Replacements fMlowed into the 5th MV A
Drivimion in greal numbers dunng the month while
ithe Tih ARVMN Division kept up the pressure
against the 174th Regiment around Moc Hoa.

Athough the ARVN was successful against NVA
main (orces in most of the central and northern
delta, securnity in the southemn provinces—especially
in An Xuyen and Bac Liew —continued detenorat-
ing. Territorials were not competent to deal with
the threat, and not enough regulars were available.
To strengihen Military Region 4 lerritorials, the
JGS authorized the corps commander to deactivate
16 RF baitalions, 5 RF companies, and 76 PF pla-
ioons (o fill the ranks of other depleted termtorial
units,

The Mavy in the delta was in similar difficulty.
Budgetary limitations had cut the number of oper-
ational wnits from 44 o 21, and the nverine forces
could no longer provide adequate security on sever-
al major canals.

In mid-February another security problem, one
with tragic overiones, arose in the northern delia.
The collapse of the forces of the government of
Cambodia had caused thousands 1o seek refuge in
Chau Doc Province. More than 7.000 people, in-
cluding at least 300 military, streamed across the
border.

Owver on the western edge of the delta, north of
Rach Gia District 1own, ARVN regulars intercept-
ed wo NVA batialions moving down Infiltration
Corridor 1-C and mflicted heavy casualtics; more
than 350 were killed and a large quantity of ord-
nance was capiured.

Congressional Visitors

Signs of the coming NVA offensive did not go
unobserved. The Defense Attache Office, Saigon,
and the American Embassy each reported in their
own channels events which presaged the approach-
ing campaign, and both were occupied with furnish-
ing information to Washingion 10 suppont the sup-
plemental appropriation for Vietnam military assist-
ance requested by the Ford administration. To see
first-hand the situation which the White House said
Justified at least the 5300 million requested, several
members of Congress and therr siafT asdes journeyed
o Vietnam.

The first congressional wisitor of the new wyear
was Senator Sam Nunn, a member of the Armed
Services Committee. His advance man was Don L.
Lynch, a member of the committee stafl, who ar-
nved in Saigon on 7 Januwary and staved umiil the
senator’s two-day visit was over on 14 January.
They were given detmiled brefings by the Embassy
and DAD and by General Khuyen, Chief of Sl of
the JGS and Chief of the Central Logistical Com-
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mand, who eaplained the military situation and the
problems the RVMAF was lscing due 1o the reduc-
tion of American assistance. Senator Nunn returned
o the United States convinced, as was Representa-
tive Leo J. Ryan, who had visited Vietnam in late
Diecember 1974, that military aid reductions had
senously weakened the RVNAF.

President Ford requested an additional appropni-
ation of $522 million for Vietnam and Cambodia on
28 January, S0 million of which would be for
Vietnam. Accordingly, the Senate and the House of
Representatives put together a jpoinl  bipartisan
group to iy 1o Vietnam and return to report on the
appropristeness of the sdministration’s request. Two
of the Congresamen, Senator Dewey F. Bartlent and
Representative Paul N, MeCloskey arrived in
Smgon on 24 February, three days in advance of the
miin party, which included Representatives William
V. Chappell, Donald M. Fraser, Belln Abzug, John
P. Murtha, and John J. Flyn. These visiting Con-
gressmen  were accompanied by Mr, Philip C
Habib, Assistant Secretary of Swutle for East Asian
and Pacific AMwirs: Mr. Eric von Marbod, Deputy
Assivtant Secretary of Defense; and a dozen stafl
aides and escorts.

Presccupied though they were with the critical
military situaton, the South Vietnamese leaders pre-
pared and presented cye-opening bnefings and dis-
plays. No doors were closed (o the delegation mem-
bers; they were offered trips to any battlefront they
wished (o sece. Bartlett, Munha, and McCloskey
were interested i extensive field trips. Others, par-
tigularly Abzug. wanted to see and talk 1o “political
prisoners.” The Sowth Vietnamese arranged for
such wisits, although what constituted a political
prisoner i this desperate, war-lorn environment
was o subject of no linle dispute and misunderstand-
ing.

Congressman Murtha went 1o Military Hegion 1
and, with General Truong, visited forwand positions
by helicopter. Congresasmen Bartlett and MeClos-
key devoted their first two full days to extensive
bantlefield rours. They went first 1o IV Corps Head-
guarters al Can Tho where Representative MoClos-
key asked to sec and was shown the compound for
prisoners of war, At Dinh Tuong they visted the
command post of the 12th Infaniry, Tth Division.
From there both Congressmen went to Da Nang
and on to the headquarters of the 36th Infantry in
Duc Duc, where they were briefed by General
Hinh, the 3d Division commander. ARVMN artillery
was responding to a call for fires from a forward
observer doring this visl, and General Hinh ox-
plained the severe conditions imposed by the fuel
and ammunition resirictions. The neat day the Con-
gressmen were given a close look at the Binh Dinh
baitle arca, north of Bong Son, by the commander
of the 22d ARVN Divimion, General Niem would



i the Second Anniversary af the Cease-Fire 145

have taken them to the crests of the hills his men
held, but the road was swept by fire, and enemy
shells were falling on these positions,

Back in Saigon, the JGS had prepared a display
of captured enemy weapons, ammunition, and
equipment, including the most modern weapons and
fighting vehicles furnished by the Soviet Union and
China. Only n few members of the delegaiion ai-
tended. Before leaving Saigon on 2 March, most of
the delegation questioned the NVA and VC delega-
tion at Tan Son Nhut about Americans missing
action.

When they departed, some members left with
brief cases bulging with fact sheets prepared by
DAD, the JGS, and the American Embassy on
subjects they inguired about. DAD fact sheets dis-
cussed military data supporting estimates for ithe
coming offensive.

The fact sheet on the NVA stralegic reserve
pointed oul that since the January 1973 cease fire,
Morth Vietnam had rebuilt and increased its strate-
gie reserve from iwo divisions {the 308th and 108B)
to seven, and this list did not include the 968th
Division deploying from Laos into the Central
Highlands They had refurned the 312th and 3208
Divisions o the reserve from Cuang Tri Provinee;
brought the 316th back to North Vietnam from
northern Laos; reconstituted the 341st Division in
the southernmost provinoe of North Vietnam; and
convericd the 338th Division from a training divi-
sion. Furthermore, they had created a corps head-
quarters in Thanh Hoa Province for controlling
three or more divistons plus corps armor, arillery,
and air defense regimenis. These changes were
viewed as strong indicators of major offensive
intent. The fact sheet also showed that the deploy-
ment times of these divisions were greatly shortened
from those before the cease fire due to the new
highways and the absence of U.S. interdiction.
Within 15 days, for example, a division in Morth
Vietnam could be moved 1o South Vietnam's Mili-
tary Region 2 and committed to combat.

Another fact sheet discussed how heavy infilira-
tion customarily preceded and continued through

jor NV A offensives in the south and showed that

iration was especially large during the first two
months of 1975, More than half s many replace-
ments would arrive in South Vietnam during the
first three months of 1975 than arrived during all of
1973, Since the cease fire, 200,000 replacements had
moved south, o clear sign that an offensive was in
the offing,

The greatly increased size and strength of the
regular NVA forces in South Vietnam was the
subject of & number of fact sheets. One listed the
major combat and combai suppori units ithat had
entered South Vietnam or had been formed there
from replacement groups since the cease fire. (It did

not mention several divisions formed (rom inde-
pendent regiments or new regiments built of previ-
ously separate batlalions.) Most of them were air
defense units. Although the 968th Infantry Division
wis on the way from Laos only its 9ith Regiment
(since integrated into the 320th Division) was couni-
ed among the two other known infantry regiments
then new to the southern battlefield—the 36th and
4lst in Quang Nam. Five other new regiments of
armor, artillery, and sappers were also lisied, along
with four new sapper battalions.

Another fact sheet displayed DAO Saigon's esti-
mate of the numerical strength changes that had
taken place in WV A forces in South Vietnam since
the cease fire, Combat units had gained 58,000 men
and now had over 200,000. Combat and administra-
tive support units had added about 30,000, for a new
strength of over 100,000, Viet Cong were ndl in-
cluded in these estimates. Armor vehicles, mostly
tanks, had risen from about 100 to over 700, while
the number of medium artillery pieces was over 400,
up from about 100, The NVA now had twice as
many tanks in South Vietnam {about T00) as did the
RVNAF (352).

Papers on construction, lines of communication,
supply level, and the pipeline showed that the NV A
in the South had built a complex logistical system
and had stockpiled enough supplies o support a
MR jior ull'tn:iw for over a year. The NVA had
never in the history of the war been in such a
favorable logistical condition. Elmlflﬂnﬂ].'. the
RVYNAF were, for the first time in the war, in an
inferior position.

Besides these fect sheets, the DAO furnished the
congressional delegation a paper called *Vietnam
Perspective." This explained requently unperceived
influences on the relative power, Mexibility, and
tactical potential of the opposing armed lorces. For
example, although the NYA's eapeditionary force
in South Vietnam wis less than half the size of the
South’s combat force, the enemy made up the differ-
ence in roops maintained in secure garrisons in
Morth Vietnam, more than 70,000 of which were
available for immediate deployment 1o South Viet-
nam, Furthermore, the NVA possessed the fre-
quently decisive advantages of surprise and the abil-
ity to mass overwhelming force. The RVNAF, even
when they were able 1o discover the enemy’s intent
in advance, were often unable (o move sulficient
reserves (0 the battle area in time to forestall defeat
in detail, The NV A's advantages also accounted for
its ability to accomplish its objectives through the
expenditure of far less ammunition than the defend-
ers. Through careful reconnaissance, registration,
and siting of batleries in concealed locations, the
attacker concentrated heavy fires on small targets,
while the defender had to search great areas, cover
many avenues of approach and suspected enemy
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positions, and use much larger amounts of ammuni-
tion in the defense. The requirements for defense of

areas, thousands of bridges, and hundreds
of miles of highway left the RYNAF with few
forces available 1o wse in deep or prolonged offen-
sive operations.

Rounding out the set of documents furnished the
delegation, the DAQ presented its Jamoary 1975
threat assessment. Some pertinent paragraphs are
guoied;

It In eardy BT, COSYN Resoluison 12, based on resalation
21 of the Lao Dong Party which was sdopied dusing ihe st
Flenam of ik Lao Dong Pary in Hasai, . the hasic
‘Communist guidance relatmg o the Somb. Resolution 12 reiter-
wod previous emphatin on atrengthenmg fevolutionary foroes,
abresang that, F the Communists remanod strong. the GWN
would be Forced 1o implement the Parls Agreement. COSVEN 12
thus reflecied o somewhal conservative outlook which empha.
sized Building Communing sirengih, mither than exercising i on
the baiilefield.

7. In August 1974 [Presidens Miaon seslgned on Asgust %],
however, ihe Commuanis sdopled & sifalegy covisioning &
h:.;uﬂl:nltnnumdduﬂﬂh‘ﬂpﬂﬂulﬂtﬂhﬂ.m
new negoiiatiosn. [ called for am Gniense militry cam
beginming in December 1974 and lasting wniil mid=-1973. In de-
Testing pacification, the Commaunist forces were o folfill certain
roquirerscnds (kill one ghard of the GYN's MF. RF and FF;
neutraline ome-hall of the FSDF; and cut key LOCS) i arder 10
sccomplnh certain missioss: (1) liberate the Bulk of the country-
side; (2) imcresse the population in the Communid aneas; (1)
wbiaén rice; and (4) apgrade contested aresa.

1& Thae 19T4-197% dry srason campaign began dramatically in
December with major sitscks throughos! ME-3 and MR-, wilh
the mosd winible resull belng the GWN loss of Phooe Long Pro-
vince. Major combat has simce declined in those aress, bul
eapected io resume In ME:1 snd MRE-2, the bulk of svadlabile
imbelligence imdicaies that major combar will soon e fombeom-
img. The campaign. thus, is expecied 10 assume cosnirywide
propormions snd & ausher of isdicsion posst W the intodecion
af Mrategic reserve divishon from NVHL

19, Thas, Commumisi strategy since the cemefire has evolved
froem a rather cautsous approach in the early stages, involving
testimg of the Pars Agreement and building up of rear areas, 10
anc baacd prisarly on battleficld victonos o caplail the per-
ceived wealimsiney of (e GVN. The COSVN resolulaon for 1973
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bseralds @ retarn to mjor offensive activity s the primary mesns
of advancimg the Communisd revolstion b0 a sscooaful conclu-
LT IR

46 If reporoed plems are executed, the Commmunists will be
croasing the threshold between the cutpost war and &n altemgpl fo
denl critical blows to RYNAF amdd the OVN. In the near term,
the Communats will probably copericnos conlinesed s, 0
include overmuneeng of some deirct povms; however, mereased
Cesnmuniat lowses may peove prohibitive in the losg run,

47, In conclusion, despite the kack of clarsty concerning n
number of key mdicators as regands both spocific infent snd
timing. we anbcipats & ignifican] upsurge in combat in nofhers
SVN, s poor weather graduslly shates in lae Febnaary snd
H.nnh.lnlprﬂu.nphﬂlﬂ"nquldtlnhn MR-5, ocsce Com-

wre complete. The war in the Delis
npn-ctdtnmu]nllﬁm infemsified levels and 1o reflect
increasmgly ambatious Commanist altacks om populased arcas

The Congressional delegation®s jet lefi Tan Son
Mhut airport on 2 March. As il having waited for
the delegation to depari, the NVA launched the
final offensive two mornings later with attacks that
severcd Highway 19 between the highlands and the
coast.

Mote on Sources

Mewspaper accounts were used for the reactions
and statements of officials in the United States.

Generals Truong and Vien read this chapter and
contributed valuable comments and corrections.

The final DAD Quarterly Assessment provided
information concerning the visitors of early 1975,
and DAOD fact sheets were used (o describe the
prevaling situation. The January Monthly Intelli-
gence Summary and Threat Analysis was also
useful.

Finally, the author sccompanied Represeniative
McCloskey on his field trips and stiended most of
ihe bricfings conducted for the congressional wvisi-
tors. The author's notes and recollections were re-
ferred to in relating the events surrounding this
wvisil,
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The Central
Highlands, March
1975

Senior General Van Tien Dung was the principal
architect of Narth Vietnam’s final offensive against
South Vietnam. In his account of “The Great
Spring Victory™ he described the planning of the
offensive (FBIS Daily Report: Asia and Pocific. Vol
IV, Mo. 110, Sup. 38, pp. 6-10)

.. thuring the 10 days of the oonference the Polstcal Bureau's
masessment of ibe sfustion and s dacwssioss were mfuenced
mircaungly by the ahvious wock-by-week schicvement ol major
uranegs objectiver. . . Wihile the Politkcal Barcas was meeting,
Ereal nevs came from the sowih: ihe main force units in calern
Mam Bo [rooghly conterminous with South Vielmam's i
Heghan ). in conperstion wilb ke provincial fosces, bl sisched
unad liberated Phooc Henh City and sl of Fhuoe Long Provinoe.

Ehlln-trﬁ]!,m-ﬁpd\d'ﬂcﬁmlﬂqkﬂij

widespread 1975 offensive.”

According to General Dung, North Vietnamese
leaders did not expect 1otal victory in 1975 The
major, country-wide offensive they were planning

=930 0 - 0% = 10 ¢ QL 3

for early 1975 was to prepare the way for a “general
offensive™ that would finish the task in 1976, Never-
theless, they anticipated the possibility of “opporiu-
nities™ fo “liberate™ South Vietnam “early or late in
1975,

General Dung reporied that on 9 Janoary, one
day after the conference sdjourmed, the Central
Military Party Commitiee convened to prepare mili-
tary plans to support the conference resolution. It
wis here that Ban Me Thueot was selected as the
first objective and main effort of the Central High-

lands campaign.

aress ok of the Cestral Highlands

275" Al thal time om ihe Central Highlands froml, Comesde Vi

Trs following the Political Buresy conference: ~Thin time | wall
fight in the Central Highlands wniil the rainy scsson. Then | will
o bo Mem Bo 1o join you in atudying the bankefield wiuation and

making preparaisons for milstary sctivitees i the 1975-T6 dry

season.” | . . Al ikis time m the Central Highlands we had the
Mimh, [Oth snd 968ch diviskomns—divisions that had gaimed much
cosmbal experence oa the Central Highlamels hattlofickl. Toward
the end of Decembor 1974 the High Command decided 1o
dispalch the 16th Dhvision 1o this from,

Isolating the Baitleficld

To capture Ban Me Thuot, NWA leadership in
the B-1 Froni—now personiflied in General Van
Tien Dung—counted on surprise and overwhelming
force. The element of surprise was (o be enhanced
by strong diversionary attacks in Konium and
Pleiku Provinces; once achicved, the advaniage of
mass, or the concentration of force, was 1o be
prolonged by preventing the RVNAF from rein-
forcing Ban Me Thuot. The diversionary and sup-
porting attacks began while the three NVA divi-
sions that would take part in the Darlac-Quang Due
Campaign—ithe 10th, 316th, and 320—were still
converging on their initial objectives areas.
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The Central Highlands, March 1975

opening guns of Campaign 175 sounded
Route 19 (QL-19) the lifeline to the high-
in the early morming of 4 March Simulta-
ks closed the highway from the Mang
in Pleiku Province to Binh Dinh Prov-
appers blew Bridge 11 southeast of
Dinh, and infantry struck ARVN
high ground overwatching the An
RF umit at the Route 3A (TL-3A)
Soon an artillery position supporting
Baitalion, 47th Infaniry, north of Binh Khe was
overrun. A strong attack by the 12th Regiment, 3d
NVA Division, near the An Khe sirfield was re-
pulsed, while Phu Cat air base received a rocket
attack and sustained light damage. (Map 19)

While Binh Dinh territorials and the 47th ARVN
Regiment siruggled o hold their positions against
the withening WV A anillery, infantry, and sapper
assaults, South Vietnam forces in Pleiku Province
came under heavy rocket, mortar, and recoilless
rﬂkfﬂtllm.llnuu:lﬂfrmLETmng. 15 kilomie-
ters cast of Pleiku City, 1o the narrow defiles of the
Mang Yang Pass. Fire Suppor Bases 92 (east of Le
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3045), all came under bombardment, while a number
off their outposts were overrun., Two bridges and a
large culvert between FSBs 93 and %4 were de-
stroyed by enemy sappers, General Phu, the 11
Corps commander, reacted by sending two battal-
ions of the 4th Ranger Group 1o join elements of the
3d Armored Cavalry Brigade, then clearing parts of
Route 19, to proceed as far as FSB 95 in Binh Dinh
Province, just east of the Mang Yang Pass. Bui
before the operation could get under way, Base 04
was overrun. Meanwhile, NVA rockets hit Pleiku
air base; although the field remained operational,
the mainienance area sustained heavy damage.
While the attacks along Route 19 were viewed by
General Phu as strong indicators that the NVA
main effori woold be against Pleiku, the Commu-
nists also interdicted Route 21 (QL-21), the other
rosd to the highlands, which connected
coastal Khanh Hoa Province with Ban Me Thuod.
Sappers blew two bridges between the Darlac
boundary and Khanh Duong in Khanh Hoa Prov-
ince, and NVA infantry overran an ARVN territori-
al outpost close o the provincial boundary, The
only two available roads to the highlands were
closed; the batilefield of the Central Highlands had
been isolated in 24 hours of concentrated assaulis.
At Il Corps headquarters, South Vietnamese offi-
cers debated where the enemy's main efforn would
take place. Colonel Trinh Tieu, the G-2, insisted
that Ban Me Thuot would be the principal objec-
tive, with intermediate and supporting objectives at
Buon Ho and Duc Lap. Based on indications that
clements of the 10th and 320th Division had shified
south or had at leasti conducted reconnuissance in

149

Quang Duc and Darlac Provinces, he told his com-
mander that the attacks in Kontum, Pleiko, and on
Route 19 were diversionary, designed primarnily to
hold the major RVNAF strength in place in Binh
Diinh, Kontum, and Pleiku. General Phu neverthe-
bess, believed Pleiku to be the main NV A objeclive.
His reasoning was based on the weight of the cur-
rent enemy aitacks by fire agninst the 44th ARVN
Infantry in Thanh An District of Pleiku and against
the Rangers north of Kontum. Having only two
regiments protecting the wesiemn hes 1o
H:lhu.l:“uﬂdmluukmlhurrmltumnﬁm:e
Ban Me Thuot where nothing significant had yet

Darlae and Quang Duc

Local Roule 487 twisted through the forested
highlands of southwestern Phu Bon Province be-
tween Cheo Reo, the capital, and Buon Blech,
where it joined National Route 14 (QL-14) about 60
kilometers north of Ban Me Thuot. At this junciion,
also the district seat of Thuan Man in Phu Bon
Province, the NVA on 8 March, struck the first
direct blow of Campaign 275, Elements of the %ih
Regiment, 320th NVA Division, attacked the sub-
sector headquarters and the 23d Reconnmissance

y forcing a withdrawal. Meanwhile, the
45th ARVN Regiment on Route 14 near Thuan
Man reported contact with ememy nfantry. The
fighting continued through the day, but Route 14
was permanently blocked by the 9ith Regiment,
32h NV A Division,

On 9 March, the 10ith MVA Division launched
simulianeous asitacks throughoul Quang Due Prov-
imce. The sssault agninst the Rangers at Kien Duc
was repulsed, and the Quang Duc territorials ai Duc
Lap also held their positions, But south of Duc Lap,
ot the Dok Song crosroads, heavy artillery bom-
bardment and infantry assaults drove the 2d Baital-
ion, 53d ARVN Infantry Regimeni, from iis de-
fenses. By noon it was overrun.

General Phu was now convinced that Darlac was
the main battlefield and his forces there needed
immediate reinforcement. He asked the JGS for an
additional Ranger group but was turned down; the
JGS had few reserves, and threats 1o Saigon and
Tay Ninh were mounting. Failing to scquire addi-
tional combat power from oulside the region, Gen-
eral Phu pulled the 72d and 96th Ranger Battalions,
2lst Ranger Group, from the Chu Pao Pass and
Kontum and flew them to Buon Ho; once there they
boarded trucks for the 15-Kilometer ride 1o Ban Me
Thuot. He also ordered the 45th Reconnaissance
Company af Ban Don 1o retarm o Ban Me Thoot.

According to Genernl Dung's sccount, at 0200
Hanai time on the morning of 10 March,
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the offeasve on Ban e Theot was heralded by the fire from
sapper units direciod agasn the Hos Bink [Phsag Dec] ssd cay
sirficlds. Long-range artillery began dedroying military langets
im the cry. From s posi &0 kilomeler from Bes Me Theol, our
tamk wnit staned ibeir engines, knocked dows treey wisich had
born cul halfway in sdvance, hesded for Ban Me Theot. O the
Xre Poc [Krong] River, moders ferryboais were rapally svsom-
biod, while tanks, srmoted vehicles, astiaircrallt guss, and anii-
wenk guns formed queses 1o oross om the fermems. The moundsing
and forests of the Ceniral Highlasss wene shaken by a fire siosm,

In the early morning of 10 March 1975 heavy
rockets and artillery fire fell on Ban Me Thuot, and
mortar fire sireck the airficld at Phung Duc 1o the
cast. The bombardment was followed by infantry
and sapper assanlis against the ammunition dump on
Iocal Route | west of the city; the 2d Company,
12%ih RF Hattalion on Hill 559 morthwest of the
cily, and the subsector headguariers at Phung Duc
airficld. All antacks were repulsed, and enemy losses
were heavy, Just before four that morning. the 34
Battalion, 53d ARVN Infantry, came under heavy
attack at the airfield, and NVA tanks were sighied
northwest of the city.

Meanwhile, attacks in Quang Due Province con-
tinued as the 25%h RF Battalion fought off enemy
infantry on Route 12 between Dak Song and Duc
Lap and the Rangers held their ground in Kien Duc
and Gia Nghia. On 15 March the beleaguered de-
fenders of Kien Duc, however, were finally over-
run.

In Binh Dinh Province, General Niem, command-
img the X2d Division, reinforced his 42d Infantry
Regiment in Binh Khe District with the headquar-
ters and two battalions of the 41st Infantry, but
Route 19 was still cut at Le Trung and Binh Khe.
Attscking Rangers were stalled a1 Bridge 31 be-
iween Fire Support Bases 93 and 94 in Pleiku Prov-
ince. Although a beavy rocket attack on the airficld
ot Pleiku on 10 March closed down operations for
sevieral hours, Route 14 between Kontum  and
Pleiku remained open. A steady siream of traffic
surged south through the Chu Pao Pass as the
population of Kontum fled the daily rocketing of
their city and the imminent threat of Communist
invasion. The lines st the Air Vietnam terminal at
Kontum flowed out into the streets as residents
sought to buy tckets 1o Pleiku and points south.
Highway 14 was closed on 10 March in southern
Pleiku by enemy sitscks on termitorial oulposis in
the mountains close to the Darlac boundary.

By mid-morning on 10 March, major elements of
the 320th NVA Division had penctrated Ban Me
Thuot. The heavicst fighting was in the southern
sector near the province chiels residence, the sector
headquarters, and the 23d Division command posi.
Five enemy tanks were destroved or disabled near
the command post, but one of the VNAF bombs
imtended for NVA armor demolished the sector
headquarters, cutting off all communications. Two
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more tanks were destroyed near the city’s airfickd.
The small ARVMN garrison there fought back re
peated MVA assaults and held on to the control
tower, but General Phu's effort wo My two RF
batialions from Han Don to Ban Me Thuot was
thwarted by heavy encmy small arms and auiomatic
weapons fire. Both hatialions were therefore divert-
ed to Buon Ho, which also came under mortiar
attack on 10 March. Fighting at the airfield de-
stroyed eight aircraft of the 6th Air Division, a CH-
47 one 0=1, and six UH-1s. Four of the seven UH-1s
belonging to the 2d Air Division were destroyed on
the ground, but air crews managed to fly out three
damaged helicoplers under heavy fire. The secior
ammunition storage site southwest of the city was
overrun; 10,000 rounds of 105-mm ammunition were
destroyed, and two 105-mm. howitzers were lost.

Al the Phung Duoc airfield, the 3d Battalion, 33d
Infantry took two prisoners who identified the at-
tackers as the 25th Independent Regiment and the
4015t Sapper Banalion, Meanwhile, in Ban Me
Thuot, the MVA was also taking prisoners. Two
members ol the 1CCS, one [ranian and one [ndone-
sian, had taken refuge with the only Amenican offi-
cial in Darlac, Paul Struharic, the Consul CGeneral's
provincial representative. Eight other foreign civil-
inns, missionarses, and their families were with Stru-
harie when MVA soldiers broke into his house and
seized them all. Although they were imprisoned in
Duc Co, all were eventually released.

By the night of 10 March the NVA had a firm
hold on the center of Ban Me Thuot, while the
principal remaining ARVN infaniry, cavalry, and
territorials held positions east, west and south of the
city. The 2d Company, 225th RF Battalion, re-
mained on Hill 559, and the 4th Company, 242d RF
Battalion still held the main ammunition dump. In a
coffee plantation west of Ban Me Thuot, most of the
Ist Battalion, 53d Infantry, and Headquarters and 3d
Troop, 8th Armored Cavalry, defended their perim-
eter. The 4th Company, 243d RF Battalion, was dug
in on Hill 491 to the south. Small units of the 53d
Regiment and territorials were still fighting in the
city, but the heaviest combat was at the Phung Duc
pirfield. There, the forward command post of the
23d ARVN Division fought along with the head-
quarters of its 53d Infantry, and the 3 Troop, Sth
Armored Cavalry, Survivors of the secior head-
quarters were with some Ranger units west of the
airfield,

Very heavy fighting contimued on 11 March,
ARVN defenders estimated 400 enemy killed, 30
weapons captured, and 13 tanks destroyed. and the
53d Infantry at the airficld ried that the NV A
was using fMame-throwers in the assaoli. Isolated
pockets of resistance fought on, even though the
province chiel, Col. Nguyen Cong Luat, was cap-
tured.
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In Pleiku, the 4th Ranger Group gained no
ground on Route 19 in heavy fighting near Bridge
23 and Fire Support Base 93 as the 95B NVA
Regiment counteratiscked wvigorously on 11-12
March. Fighting was widespread but light in the
resi of Pleiku. The environs of the city were mor-
tared, the [I Corps headquarters sustained minor
damage from a rocket attack, and three A-37 light
bombers were destroyed along with fuel storage and
a paris warchouse al Pleiku Air Base by 122-mm.
rockets.

The disastrous turn of events in Military Region 2
led to the turning podnt in the long and batler war,
compelling President Thicu to make a decision re
garding the conduct of the defense which would
create chaos for the RVNAF and opportunities for
the enemy. Regarding the northerm part of the
country as expendable in order w0 preserve ithe
security of Military Regions 3 and 4, he thought it
essential to retake Ban Me Thuot, even though
Kontum and Pleiku might have to be sacrificed. He
wished to convey this new concept to General Pha
in Pleiku, but because of the harzards of such a
mecting in that war-torn province, he was perswad-
ed by his siafT to meet the 11 Corps commander in
Cam Ranh, south of WNha Trang, on 14 March.

On 12 March, General Phu announced that all
organized resisiance inside Ban Me Thuoot had
ceased. The 21st Ranger Group was assembling the
survivors of its two commilted battalions near the
Phung Duc airficld, and the 45th ARVN Infantry
Regiment was by helicopters to Phuoc An
Dristrict on Route 21, east of Ban Me Thuot. The
neat day, as the 3Mth NVA Diveion comnsalidated
its gains in Ban Me Thuot, the batile for Phung Duc
continued. Recognizing the critical situation in the
highlands, the JGS decided to send the Tih Ranger
Group, its last available reserve, from Saigon 1o
replace the #4th Infaniry Regimeni west of Pleiku,
releasing the 44th to join the counterattack in
Darlac.

The situation in Darlae continued o deteriorate.
Chuang Mhiea Village in the planiations north of Ban
Me Thuot was overrun as was Buon Ho Village on
Route 14, The South Vietnamese gave up Ban Don
and withdrew remaining RF units. The planned
reliel of the 44th Infantiry west of Pleiku had (o be
aborted after one batialion and the regimenial head-
quarters were moved because the required airlifi
could not be marshalled 10 complete it

On 14 March, General Phu had sssembled in
Phuoc An a ask force under the command of Brig.
Gen. Le Trung Tuong, commanding general of the
13d ARVN Division. In the task force were the
45th Infantry Regiment. one battalion and the head-
quarters of the 44h Infantry, and one battalion of
the 215t Ranger Group. The plan was o attack west
astride Route 21 to link up with the tenacious de-
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fenders at the Phung Duc airfield: the 3 Battalion,
53d Infantry, which had been there through four
days of continuous fighting: the survivors of the 1st
Battalion. 534 Infantry, who had withdrawn from
west of the city; and the survivors of the 72d and
9é6th Batialions, 2181 Ranger Group.

The counterattack was 1o be supported logistical-
Iy from Nha Trang. Another sk force of five RF
battalions from Khanh Hoa Province was ordered
1o clear the roule between Wha Trang and Khanh

On 14 March, General Phu Aew to Cam Ranh for
his fateful mecting with the President. With General
Vien, L1 Gen, Dang Van Quang, and Prime Minis-
ter Khiem present, President Thicu outlined his
concepl. General Phu's rale would be to relake Ban
Me Thuot, using the troops he still had in Kontum
snd Fleiku Provinee, and the 22d Division from
Binh Dinh Province. With Route 19 cut in Pleiku
and Binh Dinh, and no way (o use Routes 14 and 21
through Darlac, General Phu had only interprovin-
cial Route 7B (LTL-TH) available to recover his
Kontum-Pleiku forces, assemble them in Khanh
Hoa Province, and fight back along Route X1 into
Ban Me Thuot. Although many hazards were dis-
cussed, this approach was sccepted by the Presi-
dent; and General Phu Mlew back 1o his headquarters
io el the withdrawal in maotion. (American officials
had no knowledge of the decision.)

That might, 14 March, NVA sappers penetrated
the Pleiku ammunition storage arca and blew up
L4000 rounds of 10%-mm. howitzer shells. The de-
ploymenis to Darlac had greatly weakened secunty
in Fleiku, and General Phu had already ordered the
evacuation of all nonessential military personnel and
dependents from Kontum and Pleiku. Colonel Giao,
the acting commander of the 6th Air Dividon at
Pleiku, directed the evacuation from Pleiku Air
Base, Big. Gen. Tran Van Cam, the deputy com-
mander for operations, 11 Corps, was left in com-
mand of forces in Pleiku Province. Colonel Pham
Duy Tat, commander of Il Corps Rangers, re-
mained in Kostum Provinee in charge of territorials
and three Ranger groups, the 6th, 22d, and 23d.
General Phu moved his command post 10 11 Corps
Rear at Mha Trang and, surprsingly, replaced the
captured Darlac Province Chiefl with Col. Trinh
Tiew, his own G-2, whose correct estimate of the
NVA offensive he had so tragically rejected. He
made one other significant announcement to his stafl
before he left Pleiku: Colonel Tat was promoted to
brigadier general and would command the evacua-
tien of Kontum and Pleiku down Route TH o the
coast af Tuy Hoa. Upon the insistence of General
Phu, Tat’s promotion was approved by President
Thieu at the Cam Ranh meeting.

As the 23 Division's counterattack from Phuos
An began on 15 March, the 53d Infantry’s situation
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at the airficld was gnm. ARVN soldiers had with-
stood nearly continuous artillery and mertar bom-
bardment and had beaten back successive assaults
by the 25th NVA Regiment. But the 3l6th NVA
Division, recently moved with great secrecy from
Morth Vietnam, was poised to attack the battered
53d Infantry and Rangers east of Han Me Thuot.

To block the 23d Division's counterattack from
Phuoc An, General Dung ordered the 1lth NVA
Division up from Quang Duc. The 10th met the
advancing 45th ARVMN Infaniry and stopped it at
the Ea Mhise River, ten kilometers short of ils
planned link-up with the 53d. The 2d Battalion, 45th
Regiment, was shattered in this fierce engagement,
and the ARVN counterattack became a withdrawal.
The division commander, Brig. Gen, Tuong., was
slightly wounded as his helicopter received fire on
10 March. He had himsell evacuated and command
reverted to the semior colonel in the task force,
Calonel Duc.

Behind the withdrawing survivors of the 23d
Division, territorials from Khanh Hoa were meeting
stifl resistance at Khanh Duong. Fighting for the
high ground overlooking the road to Mha Trang,
they captured some enemy soldiers from the 25th
Independent Regiment, which had apparently
slipped around the 23d Division at Phuoc An after
failing 1o dislodge the 53d Infantry at ihe Phung
Duc airfield.

The renewed NV A offensive in Dalac Province,
led by the 1th Division along Route 21, pushed the
23d Division task force castward, first back 1w
Phuoc An, then through Chu Kuk near the Khanh
Hoa boundary. Finally, the 23d Division command
post reached Khanh Duong and settled there to
recover the remnants of its battalions as they strag-
gled in. Without resupply, the survivors of the 3d
Banalion, 53d Infaniry, on |18 March gave up the
airfield nnd began a tortwous withdrawal eastward.
On 21 March, what remained of the 23d ARVN
Davision was flown to the relative security of Cam
Ranh. By this time, the exodus from Pleiku was well
under way, The enemy still held high ground in and
around Khanh Duong on Route 21, although the 2d
and 3d Battalions of the 40th Regiment, 22d ARVN
Diivision, had been moved from Binh Dinh Province
to reinforce the attack. The 3d Airborne Brigade,
pulled out of Quang Nam Province on presidential
orders to become a reserve in Saigon, was taken off
its ships in Nha Trang and rushed 1o Khanh Duong
to halt the pursuing 10th NV A Division, Obviously,
the immediate tasks facing 11 Corps were 10 regroup
its battered forces, complete the evacuation from
the highlands, and stop the NV A advance on Route
21 at Khanh Duong. The counteroffensive to recap-
ture Ban Me Thuot would have to wal.

ViETrHasm FROM CEASE-FIRE TO CAPITULATION

Exodus from the Highlamds

The evacuation of South Vietnamese forces from
the highland provinces began in greal secrecy; Gen-
eral Phu hoped that surprise would make it possible
to reach Tuy Hoa before the enemy could discover
and react to the movement. Accordingly, only o
few staflf officers and commanders were told of the
plan in advance; the chiefs of the affected provinces,
Kontum, Pleiku, and Phu Bon, found out about
when they saw ARVN unils moving. The operation
was prepared only in outline; detailed orders were
never drafted or ssued. Not foresecing the inevita-
ble mass civilian exodus that would accompany the
military column as soon s the population discov-
ered what was going on, General Phu made no
preparations o conirol the crowds which became
entangled in combat formations, impeding their
movement and ability 1o deploy and fight.

The only road awvailable, Route 7TH, was a track
southeast of Cheo Reo, overgrown with brush, with
fords in disrepair and an important bridge owl
Aware of the road’s conditson, General Phu pun the
2h Engineer Group in the vanguard. A few mili-
tary vehicles began the journey o Phu Bon on 15
March, but the main body was scheduled to move
over a four-day period, beginming on the 16th. Two
hundred to 250 trucks were (o move in cach eche-
lon, and each echelon would be protected by a
company of M-48 tanks of the 215t Tank Baitalion.
The Ranger Battalions of the five groups still in
Kontum and Pleiku Provinees, together with one
tank company, would be the rear guard, to depari
Pleiku on 19 March, Logistical units with ammumni-
tion and fuel trucks and some of the corps artillery
were assigned to the first echelon, followed by more
logistical and artillery wnits on 17 March. The 11
Corps stall, military police, and the balance of the
44th Infantry would move the next day. Terntorial
units were supposed to provide security along the
route, an unrealistic mission since the province
chiefs were not issued orders.

According o the best recollections of those in-
vodved in the operation—records are scarce, gener-
al, and sometimes erroncous—ARVN military units
in the withdrawal included the following: one bat-
talion, #dth Infantry 7 six Ranger Groups (eighteen
battalions): the 4th (just arived from JGS reserve,
Saigon), Tth; and 25th Groups in Pleiku; the éth,
X, and 23 in Kontum / 21st Tank Batialion / two
battalions, 155-mm. howitzer / one battalion, 173-
mm. gun (self-propelled) / 20th Engineer Group
(three combat battalions, one Mleat bridge company,
and one Mlixed bridge company) / 231st Direct Sup-
paort Group.

Additionally, there were abour 20,000 tons of
Army and Air Force ammunition in the supply
points, & 45-day stock of fuels, and &0 days of



The Central Highlands, March [973 153

rations, Some UH-1 helicopiers and four CH-47
helicopters were sent up from Military Region 4 1o
reinforce the 2d Air Division. C-130 transports flew
civilian and military dependents out of Pleiku on 16
March, but an enemy rocket attack closed the air-
ficld that evening.

The orcders for the military evacualion werne
issued on 16 March; the 6th Ranger Group, defend-
ing the northeast sector above Komtum City, had
withdrawn to Fleiku City the day before. The 13d
and 23d Ronger Groups from north and nonhwes:
of Kontum pulled back to Pleiku the next day.

the withdrowal, the Kontum province

chiel joined the stream of traffic Aowing south and
was killed in an ambush in the Chu Pao Pass. At this
time, the small force of the 44th Infaniry and the Tth
and 25th Ranger Groups were still defending west
of Pleiku, and part of the 25th was under heavy
al Thanh An. General Tat, now in command
withdrawing troops, moved his command
post 10 Cheo Reo. Altering the plan slightly, he
with him, in addition to the engineers, one of

his Ranger groups. This was a prudent modification,

?E

enemy rockets in the first attsck against the town
since the NVA offensive began. The withdrawal
had been discovered although this rocket atack was
probably carried out coincidentally by local forces.

In discussing the final offensive, General Dung
describes receiving the first report on 16 March—
apparently the source wak a communicalions imter-
cepi—ihat 11 Corps Headquarters had moved s
forward command posi 10 MNha Trang. Later that
day, an NVA observation post reporied a long
column of trucks running south toward Phu Bon
Dung warned the 958 Regiment on Roate 19, the
Jitth Diyvision north of Ban Me Thuot on Route 14,
and the 10th Davision on Route 21, thal the
RVMAF was making s major deployment and all
should be especially vigilant. Earlier he had asked
about the condition of Route TH and was told that it
could not support military traffic past Cheo Reo
With the large ARVN convoy mowving isto Cheo
Reo, Dung was no longer satisfied with this re-
sponse. Disturbed (o leamn that the road was appar-
ently usable and that the 320th Division had not
moved to block the column, he berated the division
commander for laxity and ordered him 1o attack the
withdrawing column without furither delay.

Except for the rockei attack on 16 March, the
NVA did not interfere with the column in Phu Bon
and along the road 1o Cheo Reo until 18 March. Bt
because 1l Corps engineers had nol yet completed a
pontoon bridge across the Ea Pa River beyomd
Cheo Reo, several convoys were jammed in that
town and along the road o the southeasi. Laie on

18 March, the 320th Division struck at Cheo Reo
with artillery, moriars, and mfantry, Military and
civilian casualties were heavy and wounded still lay
unattended on the sirects the next morming. Aerial
photography taken on the moming of the 19th
showed artillery fire still falling in the city and
hundreds of wehicles, many of them damaged or
destroyed, abandoned along the road and in the
streets of Cheo Reo,

The convoy pressed on, fighting as it struggled
south. Al mid-morming on 19 March, the leading
element was at the Con River, eight kilomelers east
of Cung Son and about two-thirds of the distance
from Cheo Reo 1o its destination, Tuy Hao. But the
ragged column siretched back 1o Cheo Reo where
refugees still streamed through the death-linered
sirects. Al a ford aver the Ca Lui River, 25 kilome-
ters morthwest of Cong Son, s number of heavy
vehicles became mired. A YNAF air strike contrib-
aied o the carnage and confusion by mistakenly
attacking a Ranger battalion and decimating it. By
this time, litile military order or discipline remained.
General Tat no longer had control of the withdraw-
ing forces, and the tank hattalion commander wis
walking, no longer able to command his tanks al-
though at least 10 M-48s were still operational, As
the head of the column reached the broad Song Ba,
ghout 10 kilometers east of Cong Son, it Tound tha
Route TH had been so heavily mined by Koreans
who had operated in the arca that it was impractical
1o clear the route. Instend, the enginecers were or-
dered 10 bridge the Song Ba and divert the column
1o local Route 436, which followed the south bank
al the miver o0 Tuy Hoa. Anticipating this move-
meni, the enemy set up Nive road-blocks along Route
436 in a two-kilomeier streich cast of the Song Ha
crossing, stopping the movement of bridge sections
from Tuy Hoa to the crossing. The 206th RF battal-
ion, one of the best termtonal units, was therefore
ordered 10 attack through the roadblocks from the
enst, while the 3Jth Ranger Battalion, with 16 M-1113
personnel carriers, would sttack from the west after
fording the Song Ba

Dn 20 March, heavy tricks and tanks tore up the
ford on the Song Ba so badly that picrced-stecl-
planking had to be placed on the bottom. This was
delivered by the CH-47"%, which aleo began Aying in
bridge sections to the site abowt 1,500 meters down-
stream from the ford.

On 21 March, the column was concentraled
around the ford and bridge sites east of Cong Son,
but the Ranger rear guard was badly split back at
Cheo Reo, The &th, Tth, and 22d Groups had most
of their baitalions past the Ca Lul crossing, but the
dih, 13d, and 13th were trapped behind the 320th
NVA Division, advancing on Cong Son. On 22
March, elements of the 64th Regiment, 320th NVA
Division, affacked blocking positions established by
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the &th Ranger Group west of Cong Son, and
ARVN engineers completed the bridge over the
Song Ba. In a rush to cross, the bridge was over-
loaded and a section collapsed. But the engineers
quickly repaired the span, and many vehicles
cleared the north bank of the river that day and
night, only o face enemy blocking positions along
Route 436 in My Thanh Tay Village.

While the 35th and 51st Ranger Battalions fought
as & rear guard in & narrow defile about seven
kilometers northwest of Cong Son, the 34th Rang-
ers continued the attack east on Route 436 to clear
ihe roadblocks. By this time, the 6th Ranger Group
battalions were the only cohesive fighting anits in
the column, 3 of 18 battalions that began the long
march through the Phu Bon gauntlet.

The 35th and 51st Rangers repulsed a strong
attack by the 64th NVA Regiment on the night of
21 March, killing 50 and iaking 15 weapons. These
two battalions hed mustered a force of 15 M-41 light
tanks, § M-4% medium tanks, 11 105-mm. howitzers,
and 2 1535%-mm. howitzsers. Two CH-4Ts kept the

ViETsAaM FROM CRAaSE-FIRE TO CAPITULATION

Rangers supplicd with rations and ammunition as
they fell back through Cong Son. Reinforced by
two tank companies, the 32dh NVA  Division
pushed into Cong Son behind the withdrawing 6th
Ranger Group late on 24 March,

Meanwhile, the 34th Battalion continued the
attack against the blocking positions disposed in My
Thanh Tay Village. Even though bad weather pre-
vented air support, the Rangers reduced position
after position. By 25 March they had broken the last
position and led the shattered column into Tuy Hoa
Mow hardly more than a company in strength, the
Jth Banalion then tumed around o guard the
western approaches to Tuy Hoa

Eveniually, about 60,000 refugees from the high-
Innds straggled into Nha Trang, but ot least 100,000
remuained stranded in western Phu Yen Province
without food, water, or medical assistance, One of
the most poorly executed withdrawals in the war,
and certainly the most tragic, had ended. The 320tk
NV A Division continued its inexorable march to
the sea and by 31 March had Tuy Hoa under firc.
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The Final Offensive
in the North

The Offensive North of Binh Dinh

Campaign 275 in the Central Highlands was the
main effort in & country-wide offensive coordinated
by the Morth Vietnamese high command with con-
siderable precision. Coincident with the start of the
Ban Me Thuot campaign on 8 March. the NVA
attacked the three northern provinces of South
Vietnam's Military Region |, Quang Tn, Thus
Thien, and Quang MNam. In Cuang Tin strong at-
iacks did not begin uniil two days later. In Quang
Ngai, the enemy’s offensive was delayed, apparently
by an aggressive RVMAF clearing operabion,
QUYET THANH A-1-75 in Nghia Hanh District. The
dth Infantry Regiment, 2d ARVN Division, was
involved in sharp fighting there on 6 and 7 March,
and enemy casualties were substantial.

Initially, the strongest attack in Quang Tri Prov-
ince struck territonal ouiposts and srong poinis i
the foothills and the hamlets of the coastal lowlands.
The 11th ARVN RF Battalion held its ground in
the southwesl sector of the provimce agunst a
strong NVA infantry assauli; moderate casualties
were sustained by both sides. By 8 March, NVA
and local VC were in control of seven hamlets
Hal Lang Dhstrict and in southern Quang Tri and
northern Thua Thien, and refugees streamed south-
ward, until pearly the entire population of Quang
Tri Province, as many as 100,000, travelled the road
o Hue.

With tanks and armored personnel carriers, an
ARVN task force composed of the Sth Airborne
Battalion, the 112th and 120th RF Battalions, and
the 921s1 RF Company, succeeded in driving the
enemy from nearly all populated areas by afternoon
on 9 March. Communist casualties were heavy and
ARVHN losses few in this opening phase.

The North Vietnamese infiltrated and attscked
villages in the coastal lowlands of Thoa Thien, as
they had in Quang Tri, and vigorously assaulied
RYMAF regulars protecting the approaches 1o Hue.

Southeast of Hue regimenis of the NV A 1248 Divi-
sion hegan the Thua Thien campaign attacking
along an eight kilometer sector in the early morning
of 8 March. Supported by intense artillery concen-
irations, enemy infantry swarmed over the sur-
rounding hills. The 2d Banalion, st ARVN Iafan-
try Regiment, held on Hill 121, bt the 1st Battalion,
Ist Infantry, was shattered and driven from Hill 224,
The 2d Battalion, 54th Infaniry, was initally forced
1o give ground but recovered its positions on Hill
144 on 9 March. The Reconnamsance Company of
the Ist ARVN Division was forced from Hill 30
southwest of Mul Bong.

Brig. Gen. Nguyen Van Diem, commanding the
Ist ARVN Division, reacted by dispatching the
15th Ranger Group with the &1st and %4th Ranger
Battalions 1o reinforce the line and recover lost
poditions. The &lst was ambushed en route, sus-
tained moderate losses, but recovered to join the
24th in a counterattack on 10 March. The next day,
the first firm evidence (a prisoner of war) appeared
that the 325th NV A Division had moved south and
was in position to join the attack in Phu Loc Dis-
trict.

At least 20 tanks accompanied the NV A assault in
the Song Bo corridor where the Marine Division
had its 147th Brigade of five battalions—the 3, 4th,
S5th, and Tth Marines and the 130th RF Battalion.
The attacks continued for two days and one manne
position was lost but the 4th Marine Battalion re-
covered it on 11 March, In two days of heavy
fighting, with moderate marine casualties, the 147th
Brigade killed more than 200 enemy. destroyed two
tanks and damaged seven, and capiured many weap-
oS,

Just as the atiscks in the forward arcas were
stronger in Thua Thien than in Quang Tri, so were
the invasions into the populated lowlands. A battal-
ion of the 6ih NVA Regiment infilirated through
Phu Loc, and two of its companies scired 12 fishing
boats, which ferried them across Dam Cau Hai Bay
to Vinh Loc Dhstrict. There they atscked Vinh
Hien Village on the southern tip of the island and
swepl north 1o anack Vinh Giang. Some of the
battalion pushed into Phu Thu District cast of Hue.
The Bth Airborne Battalion, remforeed with two
companies of the 1st Bamalion, 34th Infantry, and a
troop of armoned cavalry, moved against the encmy
battalion and badly mauled and dispersed it. On 16
March a unit of the 34th ARVN Infantry ambushed
a remnant of the battalion south of Hue, killing the
batialion commander, his staff, and 20 men. Five
prisoners taken by the 54th Infaniry said that the
population gave them no support, and only 33 men,
maostly wounded, remained alive in their battalion.

Other intrusions into the lowlands were made in
Quang Dien and Phong Dien Districts northwest of
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Hue. Infiltrating MY A Troops, mosily from the 4th
Independent Regiment, were also quickly eliminai-
ed by South Vietnamese counterattacks.

South of the Hai Van Pass, NVA sappers pene-
trated Da Nang on 8 March and fired rockel gre-
nades into subsubsector offices of Hoa Vang Dis-
trict. A heavy rocket attack on Da MNang Air Basc
on 11 March destroyed a new F-5E fighter-bomber,
Meanwhile, anillery-supported infantry  assaults
were launched against ARV 3d Infaniry Divisson,
Airbome Division, and territorial positions from
[Dai Loc 1o Que Son. Nearly all NV A assaulis were
repelled with heavy enemy losses, bul sappers werne
shle 1o get through and blow the main bridge on
Route 540 north of Dai Loc.

The situation in Quang Tin Province was more
serions. Long-expected NV A blows against the hill
districts of Tien Phuoc and Hau Duc finally fell on
10 March. Two battalions of the 3st NVA Regi-
ment, }d Division, attacked Tien Phuoc from the
north and west, while elements of the Ia NYVA
Regiment struck from the south and southeasi. In
Hau Dwusc, ancther battalion of the 31sa NVA Regi-
ment, with supporting local forces, overran the 102d
RF Battalion. Refugess from both districis began
streaming into Tam Ky, the province capital, which
itsell was hit by NVA 122-mm. rockeis on 11
March. The major RVMNAF base ai Chu Lai also
recelved a rocket bombardment.

Remnants of the 116th and 134th BF Baunalions,
decimated in Tien Phuoe, also ed eastward
toward Tam Ky. The 135th RF Baitalion lefi its
positions on Ban Cuan Mountain east of Tien Phuoc
and withdrew toward Tam Ky, but left four howi-
pers (o the enemy. The 3d Bamalion, 5th ARVN
Infantry, with the 115%th RF Baitalion, counteras-
incked at My Mountain, the last imporiant high
ground on Route 533 between Tam Ky and Tien
Phuoc, and regaimed the position. only to be drven
ofl again by intense artillery fire.

Ceneral Nhut, commanding the 2d ARVN Divi-
sion, organized a rebiel column o push oot from
Tam Ky and protect the withdrawal of the territori-
als and civilians from Tien Phooc The enemy,
however, held ithe high ground overlooking the
column's approach, including a prominent hall
called WNui Ngoc. On 11 March the RVNAF
column, composed of the 3Th and 3%th Ranger
Baitalions and the Ist Battalion, 5th Infantry, 2d
ARVN Division, stalled short of MNui Mgoc.

On 12 March, General Nhuot sent the 51th Infantry
Regiment from Quang MNgal Province and deployed
it west of Tam Ky, lis three batialions were in
depth along Route 533, the forward elements jusit
east of My Mountain. Two RF battalions, the 115th
and 135th, were north of the 5th Infaniry, between
Rouie 33} and the Ranger task force below Mui
Mgoe. The 21st Ranger Bantalion was behind the
135th RF, west of Tam Ky. Thus, General MNhuot

Viprmam From Cease-Fire 1o CarruLaTionN

had nine battalions west of Tam Ky, a5 3 strong
encmy was aboul [0 continue the attack toward that
city. Farthermore, Tam Ky was now wiihin range
of the enemy"s light arillery.

Meanwhile, in Da Nang, General Truong was
facing an even more serious problem. On 12 March,
he received the JGS order (o pull the Airborne
Division out of the ling and start 1 moving o
Saigon. The deploymeni was 1o begin on 17 March.
General Truong immediately called General Yien
o protest the decision but learned that President
Thicu had persomally directed the deployment 10
ihat the Airborne Diviston could participate in the
offensive 10 retake Ban Me Thuot General Vien
tald General Truong that, if possible, two battalions
of the new 468th Marine Hrigade and a Ranger
group would be sent North 1o replace the Airborne
Drivision,

To adjust 10 the loss of the Airborne Division,
Cieneral Truong decided 1o pull the Marine Divi-
sion oul af Cuang T and northern Thua Thien
Provinces and shift it south o cover Phu Loc
District and Da Nang., The 14th Ranger Group
would move north to relieve the marines on 13
March. Only one marine brigade, the one in Fhu
Loc, would remain north of the Hai Van Pass
Gieneral Mhut would be ordered to pull one regi-
ment oul of the Quyet Thang operation in MNghia
Hanh 1o reinforce the defense of Tam Ky, This
order effectively cancelled the successful ARVN
offensive in central Quang MNgai. Furthermore, Gen-
eral Mhut was told o defend Tam Ky ai aboul the
positions his forward battalions then occupied, such
defense in effect ending the operation to refurn (o
Tien Phuoc. | Corps was 1o defend Hue and Da
Mang, even il it had to give up Quang Tni, Quang
Tin, and Quang Ngai Province. General Truong
and General Thi agreed, however, that their ability
to hold Hue afier the Marine Division moved south
was questionable indeed.

Cieneral Truong flew 1o Saigon on 13 March 1o
participate in a secret meeting with President Thieu,
Prime Minister Khiem, and General Vien during
which Truong was told about the evacuation from
the highlands and ordered to prepare a plan for the
evenlual evacuation of Military Region 1. He also
was permitied to delay the first mirborne brigade’s
departure 10 18 March and the rest of the division
until 31 March. The President’s reasoning was that
Da Nang was most important but that the rest of the
region could be sacrificed. He would send the 468th
Marine Brigade north to help defend Da Mang as
soon as the Airborne Division arrived in Saigon.
This division was vilal 10 the defense of Military
Regions 3 and 4, without which the Republic could
na longer survive.

More disquicting news reached General Truong
after his meeting with President Thiew. NVA at-
tacks in southwestern Quang Tri Province had
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overrun iwo RF strongpoints on the western flank
of the My Chanh Line. Farther south, in the Song
Bo corridor, the 4th and 5th Marnine Banalions
fought ofl strong atiscks in the 147th Marine Bri-
gade’s sector. In the Ist ARVEN Division's sccior,
two battalions of the 3d Infantry were forced from
the Fire Support Base Bastogne area but reguined
most of their positions in & counterattack the follow-
ing day. Heavy fighting continued southwest of
Tam Ky. RF positions were crumbling, and NVA
tanks were sighted approaching from east of Tien
Phuoc. The 3d Battalion, Sth Infantry, and the 3Tth
Ranger Batialion were both locked in close combat
and in danger of being overrun,

Omn 14 March, General Truong mel with General
Thi, commanding 1 Corps troops in Quang Tr and
Thua Thien Provinces, and General Lan, the
Marine Division commander, 1o expluin his concept
for the final defense of Da Nang. He would pull all
combat forces into Quang Nam and defend Da
Mang with the 1st, 3d, and Marine Divisions on line
and the 2d Division in reserve. But this deployment
would be approached gradually as divisional troops
were relieved in Quang Tri and Thua Thien Prowv-
inces and terrain in the southern part of the region
was abandoned. General Truong ordered the imme-
diate evacustion of all military units, including the
68th Ranger Battalion at Song Ha and the &%th
Ranger Battalion at Tra Bong, and all civilians in
both areas who wanted to leave.

On 15 March, the 14th Ranger Group was fo
begin the reliefl of the 369th Marine Brigade in
Quang Tri Province. While one manne brigade
would remain in the Song Bo Valley for the defense
of Hue, the 360th Marine Brigade would deploy 1o
Dai Loc District in Quang Nam Province, and
relieve the 3d Airborne Brigade for movement (o
Saigon. Generals Truong and Thi anticipated a mass
civilian exodus from CQuang Tri as soon as the
people saw that the marines were leaving, and he
directed his stall to prepare plans 1o assist the refu-
BETH.

Meanwhile, General Truong ordered General
Nhut of the 2nd Division to keep his 8th Infantry
Regimeni south of Nghia Hanh town 1o protect
Cuang Megai City, The NVA attacked strongly
throughout Quang Mgai on 14 and 15 March, over-
running outposts all around the province capital.
Quang MNgal termtorials, mever strong, had been
weakencd further by the departure of the 5th
ARVN Regiment for Quang Tin Province and the
shift of most of the 4th ARVN Regiment 1o 2d
Division reserve in Chu Lai. Omly two regular
battalions, the 70th Ranger and the 3d Batalion of
the 4th Infantry, remained south of Mo Duc; only
three RF battalions between Mo Duc and the Binh
Dinh boundary. In the northern sectors, on the
night of 15-16 March, an NVA attack destroyed
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five PF platoons north of Binh Son and closed
Route 1 to the Quang Tin boundary.

In Quang Tin, the NV A attscked north of Tam
Ky close to National Route 1 and overran an RF
company north of the city on 13 March. When the
NV A also struck west of Tam Ky, the 5th ARVN
Infantry Regiment and the 12th Ranger Group fell
back and the 3Tth Ranger Hattalion was routed.

While a collapse was imminent in the region's
iwo southern provinces, the shifting of units in
Quang Tr Province was proceeding on schedule.
The 14th Ranger Group established its command
post at Hai Lang and sent its TTth, 78th, and T9th
Ranger Batialions forward two replace the 3659th
Marnne Brigade, which began moving south 10 re-
lieve the Airborme Division in Quang Mam, As the
Marines left, they took the courage and morale of
the territorials and civilians of Cuang Tri with
them, even though the last pockets of encmy infil-
trators in the lowlands had been eliminated by 16
March.

While this relief was going on, a rallier from the
101st Regiment, 325th NVA Division, was being

ted in Phu Loc. His testimony confirmed
the presence of the entire 325th Diviskon in southern
Thus Thien Province, supported by the 83-mm. and
130-mm. guns of the 84th Arnillery Regimenl. At
lemst two infantry regiments, the 18th and the 10151,
were within easy striking distance of Phu Loc as of
I3 March.

The 258th Marine Brigade pulled out of Quang
Tr to relieve the Airborne brigade i southern
Thua Thien on 17 March. The Marine Division
command post was set up at Marble Mouniain Air-
ficld on the beach east of Da Mang on 18 March
while the 2d Airborne Brigade moved to the Da
Mang docks for shipmenl o Saigon,

To support the defense of Da MNang, General
Truong ordered the 173-mm. gun batteries north of
the Hai Van Pass to begin moving to Da Nang
along with a company of M-48 tanks. These deploy-
menis, ordered on 18 March, would leave two com-
panics of M-48 tanks of the 20th Tank Squadron in
Thua Thien. The next day, MVA anks attscked
acroas the cease-fire ling in Quang Tn.

The evacuation of Son Ha and Tra Bong got
under way on 16 March as two CH-47 helicopiers
began lifting out civilians. The military—the GBth
Ranger Battalion, 17 RF platoons, and over 400
FSDF soldiers—were Mlown to Son Tinh, north of
Quang MNgai City. Many of the 12,000 residents of
Tra Bong began moving along the road to Hinh
Son, protected by the 69th Rangers. Also in the
column were a battery of territorial artillery, an RF
company, 22 PF platoons and 600 PSDF militia. As
the 25-kilometer trek began, the NVA attacked out-
posts north of Binh Son and severed Route | be-
tween that town and Cho Lai. NVA anillery
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shelled Binh Son causing light civilian casualties
while enemy infantry wiped oul several oulposis
south In Son Tinh District. Meanwhile, General
Whit moved the 2d Battalion, 6th Infantry, from
Mghia Hanh to the western edge of Quang Mgai
Citw.

Morih of the Hai Van Pass, in Phu Loc District of
Thus Thien Province, the 15th Ranger Group con-
tnued o restore ARV control in the Nui Bong
sector on 17-18 March. General Thi moved two M-
48 tank companies of the 20th Squadron from north
of Hue 1o south of the city.

On 18 March, Prime Minister Khiem flew to Dia
Mang. Drrastic measures to adjust the country’s de-
fenses to conform to the new national strategy were
under way in the highlands. The great, tragic
exodus from Pleiku and Kontum had started, but
calamitous evenis were rapidly overaking the sirat-
egy. The goal was to hold a truncated Vietnam with
its morthern frontier anchored at Ban Me Thuot, but
to do that required salvaging the nation’s military
strength now under savage attack from Phu Bon to
Quang Tri. Tri Tam had fallen north of Saigon, and
the NVA offensive was gathering momenium in
Tay Ninh, Long Khanh, and Binh Tuy Provinces. |
Corps had already given up one of ils strongest
divisions, the Airborne, o bolster the defense of
Saigon, and Prime Minister Khiem's mission was (o
assess the impact of s loss, discuss the rapidly
changing situation with General Treong, and advise
President Thicu on what part of Military Region 1
could be defended with the forces available,

The Prime Minister made it clear to General
Truong that no additional troeps would be sent 10
his corps; the promised new marine brigade would
remain in the defense of the capital. He told General
Trueong that the 3 Airborne Brignde had been
diverted at Nha Trang and sent 1o block the NVA
advance at Khanh Duong: the rest of the division
would proceed to Saigon. He also promised 1o send
a stafT to Da Nang, representing all interested minis-
tries, to assist in handling the monumental refuges
problems that were developing in the region.

While in Da Mang, Prime Minister Khiem lis-
temed to briefings by the five provinee chiefs and
the mayor of Da Nang. The mayor todd him that
civilion morale was very low, that many familics
had already gone to Saigon, and that the lack of
support by the United States at this critical time was
deeply felt by the people. The Quang Mam Province
chief, Colonel Pham Van Chung, told him that
morale among his troops was stilll good, but the
people were very wornied about the departure of
the Airborne Division. The reports from Cuang
Mgai and Cuang Tin, by Colonels Dao Mong Xuan
and Le Yan Mgoc, were grim; the territorials had all
but given up, and were deserting in large numbers.
Units were below half strength. The Quang Tri
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province chief, Colenel Do Ky, gave o similar
report; almost all civilians had left the province,
morale was low and the territorials could not be
expecied to offer serious resistance (o an allack now
that the stiffening presence of the marines had been
removed. Colonel Nguyen Huu Due of Thua Thien,
unduly optimistic, said that although people were
beginning o leave Hue in large numbers his territo-
rials were in good spirits and would fight,

The Prime Minister left for Saigon, and the next
day General Truong returned the visit. He was
directed to stop the evacuation of Hue and to
defend enclaves at Hue, Da Mang, Chu Lai, and
Quang Mgai City, He could, when forced, surrender
Chu Lai and Quang Ngai, but he was to defend Hue
and Da Nang at all costs,

When General Truong retumed to his headguar-
ters on 20 March, he turned around the displacing
175-mm. batteries moving to Da Mang and stopped
the evacuation of ammunition from Huoe. The Impe-
rial Cily would be defended despite the fact thai
enemy arfillery had, on 19 March, already struck
inside the Citadel and Highway 1 was clogged with
the southbound traffic of thousands of reflugees.

The contracted organization for the defense of
Hue, under the command of General Thi, was di-
vided beiween the deputy commander of the
Marine Division, Col. Tn, who was responsble
north of Hue, and the 1st Division commander,
Brig. Gen. Mguyen YVan Diem, south of the city.
Colonel Tri's outposts were just inside the Thua
Thien-Quang Tr boundary, nearly 30 kilometers
northwest of Hue. Here, under the direct command
of the 14th Ranger Group, were the TTth Ranger
Battalion, seven RF battalions, and a troop of ar-
mored personnel carners of the 1Tth Armored Cav-
alry Squadron. The four marine battalions of the
147th Brigade were in the vital Bo Corridor, within
light artillery range of the Citadel, while the 78ih
gnd T9th Ranger Battalions were on ocuiposis 10
kilometers west of the marines. South of the ma-
rines, on the high ground at Fire Support Base
Lion—aleo called Nui Gio—was the 51st Infantry,
21 Division, with two of its battalions.

Cieneral Diem’s responsibility began southwest of
his #ist Infantry, which was attached 1o Colonel
Tri's command. The 3d ARVN Infaniry Regiment,
with two battalions, held the high ground arownsd
Fire Support Base Birmingham, above the Song
Huu Trach, south of Hue, East of the 3d Infantry,
the 54th Infantry with two of its battalions defended
the Mo Tau sector, while the reinforced 1st Infantry
Regiment extended the line southeast 1o the Nui
Bong area. The 1s1 Infantry had, in addition to its
own three battalions, one battalion of the 51st Infan-
try, a company of M-48 tanks, and a roop of
armored personnel carriers. The 135th Ranger
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Grroup, with its three battahons and one battalion of
the 3d Infantry, dug in on the hills above Highway
1 west of Phu Loc District Town. The 258th
Marine Brigade, with two battalions, was also near
Phu Loc Town, while the 914th RF Group of three
batialions guarded the Hai Van Pass.

Shortly after General Truong returned from
Saigon on ) March he learned that the situation in
northern Quang Tin, which had been bleak on 16
March when the enemy pounded Thang Binh Dis-
trict Town with artillery and overran ouiposts
southwest of the village, now looked better. Two
battalions of the 3d ARVN Division, sent from
Quang Nam Province, joined two EF batialions in a
counteratiack causing high enemy cascaltics in
tough fighting cast of Thang Binh.

The prospects in Tam Ky, however, were nol 80
favorable, despite the efforts of the 2d ARVN Divi-
shon o concenirate forces there for its defense. The
city was struck by heavy rocket fire on 21 March.
On that day, the 4th Infantry Regiment moved its
command post to Tam Ky from Quang Ngai, the 1st
Battalion, 6th [nfantry, moved in from Binh Son
District, and the 916th RF Group headquariers
moved down from Thang Binh with the 135th RF
Battalion.

The situation in Quang MNgai Province was be-
coming although eclements of the 4th
ARYM Infantry succesded in opening Highway | in
Binh Son District. But west of Binh Son, the NVA
struck the long column of refugees and military
feeing from Tra Bong: the 69th Rangers were am-
buthed and dispersed. The NV A aitack south of
Duc Pho cut Highway 1. isolating Sa Huynh and
the two battalions defending it, the 70th Ranger and
137th BF Baitalions. The nest day, General Truong
gave Genernl Nhut authority to consolidate his
forces anyway be could o preserve combat
strength.

After NVA tanks and infantry had crossed the
cease-fire line in Quang Tri Province on 19 March,
they rolled stesdily south against the disintegrating
resistance of the territorials until they reached the
My Chanh Line at the boundary of Thua Thien
Province. Here the advance halted while the at-
tackers waited for the next phase (o begin. It started
west and south of Hue early on the morning of 21
March when the lead banalions of the 324B and
J25th NV A Divisions, together with the independ-
ent Tri-Thien Regiment, with heavy artillery sup-
pori, assaulied RVMAF positions from the Bo Cor-
ridor to Phu Loc. Heavy anillery fire fell on Hue.

The My Chanh line was guiet, and the attacks
pgainst the Marines in the Bo Valley were repulsed
with heavy enemy losses. But the Phu Loc sector,
taking the brunt of the attack by the 324B and 325th
Diivisions, began to crumble early. In the area of the
Ist ARVN Infantry, the 18th NV A Regiment, 325th

155

Division, supported by the 98th Artillery Regiment,
took Hill 350 and drove on to assault Mui Bong,
Although the mountain changed hands three times
that afternoon, the 2d Battalion, 1st ARVM Infan-
try, controfled it on 22 March. Other formations of
the 325th, notably the 1018t Regiment, forced the
G0th Ranger Battalion, 15th Group, from Hill 500
west of Phu Loc, and supporting artillery interdict-
ed Highway 1. A stream of refugees began piling up
along the road northwest of Phu Loc. By evening,
however, one lane was opened for traffic to Da
MNang.

To the west, in the hills around Mo Tau, the 271st
Independent Regiment and the 29th Regiment of
the 304th Division, both operating under the 324th
Drivision, attacked the 54th ARVM Infantry and
were repelled. A prisoper from the 2718t said that
casualties in his regiment were very heavy, that the
Sth Battalion was nearly destroyed.

MV A attacks continued all along the Thoa Thien
front on 22 March. An ARVN counterattack o
recapture Hill 224, a key position in the Mo Tau
sector, filed. The population of Hue had declined
to only 30,000, and the Hai Van Pass was clogged
with desperate people trying to escape. Da Mang
was inundated by a tragic Aood of humanity. City
police on 21 March estimated more than 100,000
refugees, and they were still coming. The ministerial
delegation promised by Prime Minister Khiem final-
Iy arrived on the 224, but it could offer linle help
since there was not enough rice to be bought on the
Dia Mang market.

The official count of refugees in Da Nang, based
upon police registrations, was 121,000 by nightfall
on 23 March. The unofficial estimate by the U.5.
Consal General was 400,000, All the necessities of
life were missing or rapidly disappearing: food, sani-
tation, housing, and medical care. On 24 March, the
government began moving refugees south on every
available boat and ship. Thousands made it, but
many more did not. Fortunately, NVA attacks in
Cuang MNam Province were largely blunted by the
3d ARVN Division and territorial troops; security,
although relative, was better in Da Mang than any-
where else in Military Region 1.

Southwest of Tam Ky in Cuang Tin Province,
the 2d Baitalion, 5th ARVN Regiment, had been in
heavy combat since 12 March, Starting the cam-
paign with 350 men, the battalion on 22 March was
down to only 130, after heavy casualiies and many
desertiony. General Nhut replaced it with the 2d
Battalion, 4th Infaniry, committing the 4th Infantry
Regiment southwest of Tam Ky together with two
baitalions of the 5th Regiment and a company of
tanks and sending the Ist Battalion, &th Regiment,
from Tam Ky to assist in the defense of Chu Lai.
The 12th Ranger Group remained on Tam Ky's
northwest perimeter,



The final WV A assault on Tam Ky began on 24
March. Sappers breached the perimeter and by mid-
morning were in the center of the city, blowing up
the power plant. Artillery fire was intense all along
the line and by noon tmnks and infantry broke
through an RF banalion and the 3d Batalion, Sth
Infantry. That afiernoon the city was lost, and Gen-
eral Truong ordered General Nhut to pull his forces
out of Tam Ky and assemble them lor the defense of
Chu Lai. By this ume, however, General Khut no
longer had enough control of the situation or of his
units o comply fully with these orders. He
o get the headguariers and one batialion of the 4th
Infantry, plus some scattered fragments of other 4th
Regiment units, moving toward Chu Lai that eve-
ning, Two battalions of the 5th Regiment, scatiered
i the asaull also, were assembling for the march
south. Units on the northwest perimeter including
the dispersed 12th Ranger Growp and the staff of
the deputy commander, 2d Division, were forced to
withdraw north woward Quang Mam, making it o
Fire Support Base Baldy just inside the Quang Nam
boundary on Roate 1.

General Truong also ordered the evacuation of
all forces in Quang Ngal Province; they were also (o
sasemble for the defense of Chu Lai. The feasibility
of this task was strained by MY A sappers who blew
an imporiant bridge on Highway | between Chsang
MNgai and Chu Lai,

Meanwhile, north of the Hai Van Pass, termtorials
on the My Chanh Line withdrew without orders on
I3 March. The front in the Nul Bong-Truoi River
sector stabilieed, howewer, and ARYN enginecrs
blew the bridge on Highway 1 ecast of Loc Son 1o
prevent NWVA tanks from advancing toward Hue
from Phu Loc. On 24 March, after receiving the
report of the collapse of the My Chanh line, Gener-
al Truong mel with his commanders—General Thi,
Maj. Gen. Lan, Ma). Gen. Hoang Van Lac, (depuiy
commander of Military Region 1), and Ist Air Divi-
sion commander, Arg. Gen. Nguyen Duc Khanh

The 913th BF Group had started the unauthor-
ized withdrawal from the My Chanh, and the tern-
torials refused 10 stop al the next delaying posi
near Phong Dien District Town. The 913th’s pull-
oul caused some panic among other forces, and a
general rout developed. 1 Corps officers attempted
to rally the troops at the Bo River. The mms
desertion was not motivated by fear of the enemy
but by the soldiers” overwhelming concern for the
safety of their families in Hue.

Cieneral Lag reported that Da Mang was cloe 1o
panic also, with more than 300,000 refugees jam-
ming the streets. Air Vietnam had scheduled all the
special Mights it could, but its bookings were salid
through June,

Al 1800 on 24 March, General Truong ordered
General Thi to begin the evacuation of all troops
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defending Hue. All forces nonth and west of Hue
would assemble at Tan My, the port of Hue north-
east of the city, cross the narrow channel 1o Phu
Thuan and march southwest down Vinh Loc Island.
Crossing the mouth of Dam Cau Hai Bay on a
pontoon bridge o0 be constructed by ARVN engi-
neers and moving along the beach 1o Hignway 1,
they would cross over the Hal Van Pass and on 1o
Da MNang. Mo trucks, lanks, or guns could make this
march; all wouald have to be disabled or destroyed.
The Ist ARVMN Division would protect the column
by blocking in Phu Thu District.

By the ime these orders were issued, what was
left of the population of Hue was sireaming toward
Tan My to take any available boat or ship out of
Thua Thien Province. | Corps Forward, commund-
ed by General Thi, established its command post in
Tan My, together with the command posts of the
Marine Division and the 147th Manne Brigade. The
Tith Marine Baitalion deploved there 1o secure the
pori and the command posis. The 1st Divison with-
drew from the Troui-Nui Bong sector. The 15th
Ranger Group, which had hold the Trom River for
the 1st Division, pulled back 10 Phu Bai with heavy
casualties. The 54ih Infantry Hegiment withdrew
from the Mo Tau sector o Camp Eagle, souiheasi
of Hue near Highway 1. The 3d ARVN Infantry
withdrew from its forward positions on the Son
Hue Trach and sssembled in Nam Hoa, south of
Hue. The 51t Infaniry pulled back and located just
west of the city while the division headguariers and
the 181 Infantry, which had suffered moderate casu-
altics in the MNul Bong sector, were around Huoe.

Just as the withdrawal was well under way, Gen-
eral Truong was visited by a delegation of oflicers
from the JGS, carrying orders to release the Marine
Divasion immediately for the defense of Saigon.
Pointing out that he could not defend Da Nang
without the marines, General Truong objectied, The
JGS suggested giving up Chu Lai and sending the
2d Division to Da Nang. General Truong issued the
order 10 the 2d Division but siill insisted that Da
MNang could not be held withowt the Manne Divi-
sion; by the time he recovered what was left of the
Ist and 2d Divisions, neither would be combat
effective.

The scalift from Chu Lai would begin after dark
on 25 March on L5Ts (landing ship tank) en roule
from Saigon. Boais commitied to the withdrawal of
forces in Thua Thien Province would also assist at
Chu Lai. While the shipping converged on Chu Lai,
the batiered &th Infaniry, 2d ARV Division, was
fighting iis way toward Chu Lai from Quang Ngai
The Quang Mgai province chiel and his stafl, unable
o break through the NV A uniiz on the roasd vo Chu
Lad, went by boat to Ly Son lsland.

As an embattled column of soldiers and refugees
struggled norith on Highway | north of Quang MNgad
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City, dead and wounded hittered the road, a scene
reminiscent of the carnage on the same thumsr in
Cuang Tr during the 1971 offensive. Once the
sealift from Chu Lai began, panic took over as
sobdiers fought for places on the first boats. Sufli-
cient order was restored, however, 10 move about
7,000 soldiers up to Da Nang. The remnants of the
4th Infantry and the almost nonexistent 6th Infantry
were regrouped on Ly Son Island while the 12ih
Ranger Group, down to only 500 men, and the few
remaining soldiers of the 5th Infantry, were assem-
bled near Da MNang.

The situation in Da on 26 March was
approaching chaos, but the 3d ARVN Division still
hgldi:nﬂﬂi.n-:tuﬂﬂu:ﬂlmﬂiﬂriuulglinil
mounting pressure. Early that moming, 14 NVA
heavy rockets struck & refugee camp on the edge of
Da Mang Air base killing and wounding many civil-
fans, mostly women and children. Morale in the 3d
ARVN Davision was plummeting, and distraught
soldiers deserted (o save their fumilics in Da Nang.

ion control was almost totally absemt in the
city; more than 2,000,000 people were in the sireets
trying to gather their familics and escape. Police
desertions mounted, and those who remained found
il nearly impossible to function while bands of
armed soldiers, beyvond the control of military
police, roamed the streets. There were even some
instances of shooting between soldiers and police.

The withdrawal from Thua Thien Province
began in a rather orderly fashion. The 258th Marine
Brigade knked wp with the 914th RF Group on
Vinh Loc Island to cross the narrow chanmel over
to Loc Tri in Pha Loc District. But the brdge to be
installed by ARVM engincers never got there; engi-
neer boats were evidently commandeered by other
military units attempting 10 escape. The withdraw-
ing lorces crossed anyway, using local fishing boats,
General Truong flew over the column making its
way down the long sireich of Vinh Loc Island and
noted that the only apparent disciplined, cohesive
units were marines. The rest was a mob,

Delayed by heavy seas on 23 March the 14Tth
Manne Brigade lefi Tan My the next day for Da
Nang. Also on 16 March, the marine battalion of the
258th Brigade holding the Phu Gia Pass—a short,
twisting defile about 15 kilometers east of Phu Loc
Dastrici Town—came under attack. With the enemy
approaching the Hai Yan Pass from the north and
Victnamese Navy boats breaking down fasier than
they could be repaired, General Treong stopped the
sen movement of forces and equipment from Hue.
Further, because he had been unable to reinforce
Da Nang with adequate strengih Trom the 2d
ARVN Infantry Division, he elected to concentrate
the recoverable elements of the Marine Division at
Da Nang.

On the afiernoon of the 27 March, VINAF pilots
destroyed four enemy tanks attacking near Fire

Baze Baldy, Although the NV A broke off
the anack, and the 3d Division battalions held their
positions, it was appareni that the 3d Division
would not be able to contain NVA attacks in the
outlying districts of Quang Nam. General Truong
therefore ordered a withdrawal to a shorter line
within ariillery range of the cenier of Da MNang.
Attempts 1o hold that line failed as large numbers of
3d Division soldiers deserted to save their families.
With defeat imminent, General Truong shipped all
organized forces, mostly marines, oul of Da MNang
toward Saigon. Then he and most of his staff lefi;
somec of them, Genernl Truong included, had 1o
swim through the surf to the rescuing Aeet of boats.
Da Mang, the last enclave of South Vietnam pres
ence in Military Region 1, belonged 1o the NV A by
nightfall on 30 March.

Binh Dinh

While the furious battle raged in Dariac Province,
and three MVA divisions aitacked the out-gunned
and oui-manned 23d ARVN Division, the 22d
ARVN Division, under Brig. Gen. Phan Dinh
Miem, continued to fight in Binh Dinh Province.
Although the 23d was unable to break the hold of
the 3d NVA Division on terrain controlling High-
way 19 through the An Khe Pass, ARVN soldiers
and artillery and YINAF air strikes inflicted heavy
losses on the enemy. In the carly days of the en-
gagement, General Miem expected the high casual-
ties would sooner or later cause the 1d Division 1o
withdraw. He did not, however, anticipaie the pre-
cipitous tumm of cvents in the rest of Military Eegion
2, which, in effect, made futile the gallant perform-
ance of his division in Binh Dinh.

The initial onslaught of the 3d NV A Division at
the An Khe Pass and against Binh Khe succeeded in
driving ARVN defenders, primarily ferritorials,
from positions overlooking the pass and guarding
the bridges. In some cases territorils withdrew
without putting up much resistance. By the time
General Miem had enough battalions in position to
counterattack, the enemy had exploited his early
gains and had major elements of all three regimenis
of the 3d NVA Division—the 2d, 12th, and 141s8—
plus sappers, artillery, and su local units,
concenirated at the mouth of the Vinh Thanh
Valley, between the An Khe Fln- and Binh Khe.
(Sce Map 19.)

On 10 March, as the 320th NV A Division entered
Ban Me Thuot, General Miem had three of his four
regiments committed between An Nhon, where
Highway 19 leaves Highway 1, and the eastern end
of the Anh Khe Pass. The Ist and 2d Battalions,
47th Infantry, ai the eastern entrance of the An Khe
Pass, fought off repeated atiempis by battalions of
the 2d and l141st NVA Regimenis to drive them
from the ficld. On 11 March the 3d Batalion, 4Tth
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Infantry, was airlifted to Binh Khe District Town,
completing the deployment of this regiment. The
927h RF Group still held positions inside the

but could not control the road. Iis 20%th RF Battal-
ion was overrun on |1l March, and its 218th RF
Battalion, with its companies spread thinly through
thie pass, was extremely vulnerable.

The 42d ARVN Infantry, with its commund post
in Binh Khe, was attacking west along Highway 19
1o at a link-up with the two beleagnered bat-
talions of the 4Tth. The 411 ARVMN Infantry,
having moved from Bong Son on 8 and 9 March, 1o
An Son on Highway 19, was (o secure ithe line of
communication west toward Binh Khe and to pro-
tect Phu Cat Air base.

The fourth regiment of the 23d ARVMN Division,
the 40th, remained in northern Binh Dinh Province,
holding the entrance of the An Lao Valley and
puarding the Phu Ku Pass on Route 506 north of
Phu My.

By 11 March, the 1st and 2d Battalions of the 2d
NV A Regiment had been badly hurt by ARVN
artillery and YMNAF air sirikes. The 7th Batalion,
14158t NV A Regiment, had been driven across the
conflluence of the Con and Dong Pho Rivers with
two of its companies virtually annthilated. The 3d
Battalion, 2d Regiment, and the 5th Battalion, 12th
Regiment, were also hit hard. But truckloads of
ammunition and replacements kept rolling down the
Vinh Thanh Valley and the dead and wounded
made the return trip to the NV A base aress north of
Vinh Thanh,

On 13 March, a representative of the Defense
Adtache Office visited forward positions of the 22d
ARWVN Division. His report refllected the general
confidence and optimism in General Miem's com-
mand. Heavy attacks of five NV A battalions agninst
the Ist and 2d Battalions, 47th Infantry, had been
repulsed, though four successive commanders of the
2d Banalion had been killed i action since 4 March.
Mow commanded by a captmin, the battalion was
down to hall strength and was withdrawn 1o the
division base camp for refiting. Without s 2d
Battalion, the 47th Infantry was to attack the enemy
in the eastern portal of the An Khe Pass, and link up
with the RF s1ill in the pass. The 927th RF Group,
under the operational control of the 4Tth Infantry,
had its command post west of the pass at An Khe
and companics of its undersirength battalions, the
20%th, 217th, and 218th, on outposts through the
pass. When the command post of the ZI8ith RF
Batttalion and one of ils companics were ovierrun on
12 March, the 47th Infantiry appeared unlikely 10
break through to the pass in time to find any RF
positions. intact. The 218th reorganired, and main-
lained some positions ol the west end of the pass,
but on 17 March it was again under attack by the
Sth Battalion, 12th NV A Regiment.

ViETNAM FroM CRASE-FIRE TO CAPITULATION

The fighting was intense between the castern end
of the pass and Binh Khe duning the period between
15 and 17 March. The 42d ARVN Infantry was
amempting o dislodge three battahions of the 3d
NVA Division which were occupying the high
ground mear the eastern end of the pass. Despite
killing nearly 500 encmy in two days, the 42d made
o real progress. lis commander was wounded
twice but remained on duty. Meanwhile, the 41st
ARVYN Infantry moved up 10 south of Binh Khe
District Town.

Cieneral Miem withdrew the two remaining bat-
talions of the 4Tth Infantry and sent them to north-
erii Binh Dinh Province to relieve the 2d and 3d
Battalions, 40th Infantry, which General Phu had
ordered to Khang Duong in Khanh Hoa Province.
After the 2d Bautalion, 47th Infantry, fnished refit-
ting at the division base camp, he planned to send it
north 1o replace the lsi Battalion, 40th Infantry,
which would then become division reserve,

With only two regiments available and no re-
serve, General Niem decided on 17 March he could
nol open the An Khe Pass and ordered his battal-
wns to hald in place. Althoough several thousand
civilians and several hundred territorial troops at
An Khe were cut off from Qui Nhon, there was no
longer any compelling military reason to pursue the
attack. The excdus from the highlands was already
under way along the jungle track called Route TH,

By 19 March, the NVA controlled the pass west-
ward nearly to the outskirts of An Khe. By 22
March, the 3th Battalion, 12th NV A Regiment, was
inside An Khe; all ARVN resistance there ended,
and over 5,000 people were struggling south over
rural roads and trails, trying to cscape to Qui Nhon.
On 24 March, the 42d ARVN Infaniry pulled back
along Route 19, enst of Binh Khe, and the 41s1
Infantry assumed the defense of Binh Khe.

That same day, the long-expecied NVA assaull
on Binh Khe began, and the 405t and 42d ARVN
Regiments were cut off. The 3d NV A Division then
pushed its 1415t and 12th Regimenis (except for the
5th Batalion still at An Khe) castward toward Phu
Carl. Meanwhile, the B3 Fronts 958 Regiment,
having marched east from Pleiku along Route 19,
joined the 2d NVA Regiment for the continuation
of the attack on the 42d ARVN Infaniry cast of
Binh Khe

But the 4151 and 42d ARVN Regiments did not
wait for the reinforeed atesck. Instead, on 27 March,
they broke out and aftacked castward toward Qui
MNhon, taking with them over 400 territorials res-
cued by helicopter the day before from the An Khe
area. As the 415t and 42d Regimenis dug in for the
defense of Qui Nhon, orders arrived from Saigon to
evacuate what remained of the 22d Division. Mili-
tary Region 2 was virtually lost.
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As NV A attacked Phu Cat Air base on 31 March,
the VNAF flew out about 32 aircraft, leaving about
58, mostly disabled or destroyed, on the ground, On
I-2 April, about 7,000 roops of the X2d Division
and Binh Dinh territorials boarded Vietmameseo
MNavy craft at Qui Nhon and sailed for Vung Tau.
Enemy tanks and infantry were in the strects of Qui
Nhoa.

Khanh Hos—the End in MR 2

The 23d ARVMN Dumision counteratiack (rom
Phuoc An had been decisively defeated when Gen-
eral Dung committed his 1hh Division, wp from
Quang Duc. Survivors of the 23d Rangers, territori-
als, and civilians who escaped (rom Darlac sireamed
eastward scross the plateau along Route 21, The
militnry men were assembled ai Khanh Duong, the
last district on the high plan before the highway
twisted down through the Deo Cap (M'Dirak) Pass
to the coastal hills and lowlands of Khanh Hoa
Province. (See Map 19.)

The Do Cao Pass was the obvious place for a
defensive stand to protect Wha Trang, the site of the
headquarters of Military Region 2, 1l Corps, the
headguarters of the Navy's Second Coastal Zone,
ond 2d Air Division. Mha Trang also held the
ARVEN Noncommissioned Officer Academy, and
Lam Son, a major national training center, was
nearby. Morth of Nha Trang, Route 21 joined Ma-
tional Route 1 st Minh Hoa West of Minh Hoa,
midway between the ocean and the hills of Khanh
Duong [hstrict, was the large training center of
Duc My, site of the Ranger Training Center and the
ARVN Artillery School. Thus, with s military
conceniration and population, the Nha Trang-Ninh
Hoa area was the lsi wvital enclave in Military
Region 2. Withowt it, a retum to the highlands was
virfually impossible, I it could be held, NVA divi-
sions could be prevented from rolling down High-
way | (o Saigon.

Most of the survivors from Darlac were moved
on past Khanh Duong by road and helicopter, the
Rangers to Duc My for regrouping, the 23d Divi-
sion soldiers 1o Cam Ranh and Lam Son. A forward
hesdquariers of the 23d Division was established at
Khanh Duong 1o command the forces assigned to
defend the pass; the 3 Airborme Brigade, pulled
from its ships at Nha Trang after being dispatched
for Saigon from Quang Nam, and the headquarters
and two battalions of the 40th Infantry, 22d Divi-
sion, from Binh Dinh Province.

The 1ih NV A Division took up the pursuit after
Phuoc An and closed rapidly on Khanh Duong.
The 40th ARVN Infantry pushed west of the town
to meet the advancing 10th NVA Division. The 3d
Airborne Brigade dug in on the high ground in the
pass, behind the 40th Infaniry. On 22 March, the
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leading battalions of the 10th NV A Division, with
lanks supporiing, basted into Khanh Duong and the
two battalions of the 40th ARVN Infantry were
forced to withdraw through the 3d Airborme Bri-

gade.

A network of logging roads travensed the dense,
steep foresis of western Khanh Hoa Province. [If
blocked by the 3d Airborne in the pass on Boute 21,
the NV A could send & large force south, bypassing
the Airborne, and approach Nha Trang from the
west through Dien Khanh Distnct. To guard
againsi this threat, the 4th was withdrawn 10 Duc
My, then sent south o eastern Dien Khanh to
prepare positions generally astride local Route 420,
which led due east into Dien Khanh and on into
Nha Trang. The 40th was reinforced with one RF
battalion and supporied by one [3%-mm. and two
105-mm. howitzers.

Long range reconnaissance patrols wene seni info
the forest south of Khanh Duong to try 1o detect
any significant enemy force moving south toward
Dien Khanh Mothing of any sire was detected,
although some ominous signs of recent heavy traffic
were reported.

In the Deo Cao Pass, with forward positions at
Chu Kroa Mountain, a prominent peak over 3100
feet, the 3d Airbomme Brigade dug in o await the
I0th NV A Division, whose 28ih Infantry Regiment
and tanks were already in Khanh Duong. A local
RF battalion was in the pass south of the Airborne
Brignde. The 34th Ranger Hattalion, Tth Ranger
Group, which had fought its way through the
gauntlet of fire on Route TH, was protecting the
narthern approach to Ninh Hoa atl the Deo Ca Pass.

With the Airborne still bolding on Rouwte 21,
General Phu announced on 29 March new com-
mand responsibilitics in what was lefl of his military
region. Gieneral Niem, commanding the 22d Divi-
sion, was responsible for Binh Dinh and Phu Yen
Provinces. (i Mhon, the last enclave in Binh Danh,
fell on 2 April. He controlled for & brief penod the
S6th Battalion, 21st Group, which had fought at
Ban Me Thuot and regrouped o fight again al Tuy
Thoa in Phu Yen Province.

The mountain provinces of Tuyen Duc and Lam
Dong Districts were the responsibility of Maj. Gen.
Lam Quang Tho, commandant of the Military
Academy, Vietnam's West Point, at Dalat. In addi-
thon Lo the termtorials, General Tho had some of ihe
survivors of the Zd4th Ranger Group who had
marched through the mountains after the fll of
Chunng Dhuc,

Brig. Gen. Le Van Than, the Deputy Command-
ing Gieneral of Military Region 2, was sent to Cam
Ranh. He would defend the Cam Ranh Special
Sector, Ninh Thuan and Binh Thuan Provinces, He
waz also (o re-form the 23d Infaniry Division out of
the 4,900 iroops mustered al Cam Ranh.
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The most critical mission, the defense of Khanh
Koa Provinee, fell to Brig. Gen. Tran Van Cam, in
command the 3d Airborne Brigade, the 40th Infan-
iry, the ¥th Ranger Baittalion, and territorals. But
before General Cam could move from Phu Yen
Province, where he was controlling the eastern end
of the exodus on Route 7B, the 10th MV A Division
attacked the 3d Airborne in the Deo Cao Pass on 30
March. Supporied by the #0th Artillery Regiment
and with two wmpm;nl‘unh sttached, elements
of the 281h and 66tk Regiments the next day sur-
rounded the 5th Airborne Battalion, st that time
reduced by casualties to 20 percent strength.

The 3 Airborne Brigade was deployed in depth
from Chu Kroa Mountain south for about 15 kilo-
meters along the high ground over the highway,
Heavy enemy flire knocked owi 5 of 14 armored
personnel carriers supporting the brigade, and the
three 105-mm. howitzer batteries in the force had to
move (o the rear, seiting up near Buon Ea Thi
where, unforiunately, they were beyond supporting
range of the forward Airborne positions. The ool-
lapse of the Airborne defense procesded very rapid-
Iy afterwards. At Buon Ea Thi elements of the 10th
NVA Division outflanked Airborne posittons along
the rosd and struck the &th Airborne Battalion.

ViErwasm Frov CEaSE-FIRE TO CAPITULATION

Although the knocked out three T-34
tanks, they could not hold. With the brigade split at
Buon Ea Thi, a rapid withdrawal was imperative 1o
conserve what was left of the decimated force.

The 3d Airborne Brigade, less than one fourth of
its soldiers still in ranks, marched back through Duc
My and MNinh Hoa and stopped in a narrow defile
where MNational Route 1| edged along the beach
below Hon Son Mouniain, just north of Nha Trang.

The 10th NVA Division was close behind. On |
April. NV A tanks rolled through Due My and Ninh
Hoa and headed for Mha Trang. The American
Consul General and his stafT left Nha Trang by air
for Saigon, the Il Corps staff drove south to Phan
Rang, the defeated remnants of the Airborne, Rang-
ery, lerritorials, and 40tk Iefaniry followed. The
VMNAF evacuated Nha Trang Air Boase ai 1300 and
all Myable aircraft were flown out. On 2 April,
MNVA tanks entered the city,

The momentum of the NVA advance was such
that a defense al Cam Ranh was no longer feasible.
Recognizing this, the JGS authorized the immediate
evacuation of all that remained of 11 Corps through
that port, and by 2 April, the evacuation was in full
SWing.
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The Last Act in the
South

Tri Tam and Tay Niak

The 197F Communist offensive was coordinated
country-wide. The NVA troops of OOSVN struck
their first major blow of the campaign at Tri Tam,
the district seat of Dau Tieng District at the south-
wealern edge of the Michelin Plantation. Wesi of
Tri Tam, across the Saigon River, local Route 239
passed through another large plantation, Ben Cui,
before it joined local Route 26 (LTL-26), which ran
northwest into Tay Ninh City and southeast to the
ARYN forward base at Khiem Hanh. All traffic to
Tri Tam had 10 pass over Routes 26 and 239, and by
outposis manned by Tay Minh f(errtorials. Tri Tam
was defended by three RF Bantalions and nine PF
platoons, 111 Corps had anticipated the attack on Tr
Tam—major clements of the %th NV A Division had
been observed concentrating north of the town—so
the province chiel reinforced the garrison with two
additional RF companies on 10 March. {(Map 20)

The attack on Tri Tam began ot 0600 on 11
March with an intense artillery and mortar bom-
bardment, followed by an assault by T-54 tanks and
infantry. But the success of the attack was assured
by the earlier severing of the line of communication;
al 0330, NVA infantry and tanks overran an RF
oulpost on Route 239 about 10 kilometers west of
Tr Tam.

The province chiel reacted by sending two RF
battalions east along Route 239 toward Ben Cui, but
they were stopped by heavy fire short of the loat
autpost. NV A tanks were already in the Ben Cui
Plantation. Meanwhile, as the day wore on in em-
battled Tri Tam, the territorial defenders held on,
destroying 1wo T-54s in the town. The main aitack
wis coming from the cast, and the ARVN soldiers
blew the bridge on Route 239 east of the town.
Fighting raged through the night, and as dawn
broke on 12 March, ARVN terrtanials still held Tri
Tam. The 93C and 272d NVA Regiments. and at
least a company of tanks, supporied by a regiment

of artillery, continued the atiack that day and elimi-
nated the last resistance in Tri Tam.

Meanwhile, the ARVN 111 Corps commander
had dispatched another relief column toward Tri
Tam. Task Force 318, composed of tanks and ar-
mored personnel carriers from the 3 Armored Bri-
gade, with the 33d Ranger Battalion aitached, was
stopped by heavy B-40 and 130-mm. gunfire before
it could reach Tri Tam. Three officers, including a
company commander, were among the heavy casu-
alties in initial fighting near Ben Cui.

With Tri Tam in its possession, the NVA now
controlled the Saigon River corridor from its begin-
ning, near Tong Le Chon, (o the ARVN outpost at
Rach Bap in the Iron Triangle. The ARVN base at
Eheim Hanh was now within easy range of NVA
artillery. Khiem Hanhs principal mission was to
prevent major enemy units from closing on Routes
22 or 1 (QL-22 and QL-1) near the critical river port
and road junction at Go Dau Ha. Tn Tam was thus
the first important objective in a campaign to isolate
Tay Ninh Province from Saigon, On the eve of the
assault on Tri Tam three main force Tay Ninh NVA
battalions, the D-14, D-16, and D-18, with support
fram the 100st NV A Regiment and the 75th Artil-
fery Division closed Highway 22 between Go Dan
Ha and Tay Ninh City. The 75th Artillery Division
had five regiments operating in Tay Ninh for this
campaign, and the 3TTth NVA Antigircraft Artil-
bery Ddivision had about 15 antiairerafl battalions,
somi providing direct support for infantry.

While the NVA Tay Ninh battalions blocked
Highway 22 north of Go Dau Ha, the 6th and 174th
Regimenis, 5th NVA Division, attacked out of
Cambodin and struck the ARVN base at Ben Cau,
northwest of Go Dau Ha between the international
boundary and the Song Vam Co Dong. Initial as-
saults were repulsed, and two PT-76 tanks were
destroyed. When two large concentrations of tanks
were sighted west of Go Dao Ha on 12 March,
fighter-bombers desiroyed eight and damaged nine,
losing three aircraft in the engagement. Ben Cau,
howewver, fell on 14 March as defending territoninls
pulled back toward Go Dau Ha

Ben Cau was only one of eight outposis west of
the Song WVam Co Dong thal came under heavy
attack on 12 March. Most of them held out until the
night of 13 March, but nearly all were in enemy
hands by the next day.

General Toan, commanding 111 Corps, reacied o
the crisis developing at Go Daw Ha by reinforcing
at Khiem Hanh and along Routes | and 21, He
deploved the 3d Armored Brigade, with i1s three
battalions, reinforced by the &4ith and 92d Ranger
Banalions (from Tan Uyen District, Bien Hoa) and
the 48th Infantry. 18th Division, reinforced with
armored personnel carriers (from feservie in
Long Binh, Bien Hoa) to Khiem Hanh and Go Dau
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Ha. He also pulled the 3d Battalion, Tth Infantry,
from the Sth Division at Lai Khe and sent it to
reinfonce Khiem Hanh.

While a battalion of the 48%th ARVN Infantry
attacked west out of Go Dau Ha 1o clear Route | 1o
the Cambodian frontier, the 46th Infantry attacked
north along Rouwte 12 o help territorials clear the
road o Tay Ninh against heavy resistance and
intense artillery fire. Antiaircraft fire was so heavy
in the area that General Toan was unable 1o land his
helicopter at Go Das Ha on 13 March. Rowte 22
between Go Dau Ha and Tay MNinh remained
closed.

Long An

Connecting Saigon with the delta of Military
Region 4, Route 4, even more critical than Route
22, was alwo threatened by the widespread offensive
in Military Region 3. This highway passed through
the rich, densely populated nice lands and pinecapple
farms of Long An Province on the be-
tween the two military regions. Long An termtorials
were among the best troops in the country, and they
gave a good account of themselves in initial fighting
with local main-force baitalions in ecarly March,
although suffering high casualties. Recognizing the
need 10 keep Highway 4 open, the JGS had given
Gieneral Toan two battalions of Marines, the 14th
and 16th, which comprised the new 4th Brigade, to
stiffen the defense in Long An. The Marines and RF
operated well together and secured Long An
throughout March.

The Eastern Front

While General Toan was committing more than
half of his corps to the westerm Mank, an NVA
offensive erupted in the east and center. Available
ARVN forces were inadequate 1o cope with the
widespread attacks. Since the enclaves al An Loe
and Chon Thanh in Binh Long were of no further
military or political value, the ARVN battalions
could be withdrawn and used to bolster the hard-
pressed defenses throughout the region. Further-
more, a mew enemy division was discovered near
Chon Thanh—ithe Mist from just above the ITth
parallel. To save the Rangeérs and territorials in An
Loc and Chon Thanh, General Toan began an
evacuation on 18 March. Among ihe first 10 be
moved were 12 105-mm. howitrers, while 3 of the
135-mm. howitzers had to be destroyved because the
VMAF did not have heavy-lift helicopters to move
them. But despite the appearance of the 341st NVA
Division and a new regimeni—the 273d Infantry
from MNorth Vietnam's 4th Military Region—ihe
most critical threst developed not in the center but
on the eastern Mank.
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Just before the NVA attacked. the 18th ARVN
Division was spread out. The 1st Battalion, 43d
Infantry, was securing Route 20 north of Xuan Loe,
the capital of Long Khanh Province. The Regi-
ment's 2d Battalion was south of Dinh Quan, and
the 3d Batialion was in Hoal Due District Town in
Binh Tuy Province. The 52d Infantry, minus its 3d
Battalion on Rowte | beiween Bien Hoa and Xuan
Loc, was in Xuan Loc with clements operating
northwest of the town. The 48th Infantry was still
attached to the 25th Division in Tay Ninh Province.

The NVA forces of Mambo began the Long
Khanh-Binh Tuy campaign with strong attacks
against ARVN positions on the two principal lines
of communication in the region, Highways | and 20
(QL-1 and QL-20), siriking outposts, towns, bridges,
and culverts north and east of Xvan Loc, On 17
March, the 20%h Infantry Regiment and the 210th
Artillery Regiment, Tth NVA Division, opened
what was to become one of the bloodiest, hardest
fought battles of the war, the battle for Xuan Loc.
The 209th struck first at Dinh Quan, north of Xuoan
Loc, and at the La Nga bridge, west of Dinh CQuan.
Eight tanks su the initial assault on Dinh
Cuan, and NVA artillery fire destroyed four 133-
mm. howitzers supporting the termtorials. Anticipat-
the attack, General Dao, commanding the 18th
ARVN Division, had reinforced the La Nga bridge
the day before, but the intense fire forced a with-
drawal from the bridge. Afler repeated assaults, the
20%th WV A Infantry penctrated Dinh Cuan, and the
2d Battalion, 43d Infantry, as well as the RF battal-
ion were forced to withdraw with heavy losses on
18 March. (Map 21)

The day before, the 3d Battalion, 43d Infantry,
killed 10 enemy in heavy fighting norhwest of Hoad
Due. At the same time another outpest of Xoan Loc
Diusirict, Ong Don, defended by an RF company
and an artillery platoon, came under artillery and
infantry attack. The NV A assault was repulsed with
heavy losses on both sides; and another RF compa-
ny, sent to reinforce, ran into strong resitance on
Highway | west of Ong Don. Morih of Ong Don,
Gin Ray on Route 333 was under attack by the
2T4th Infantry Regiment, 6th NVA Divion. The
18th ARVN Division headquariers therefore real-
ized that iwo NVA divisions, the 6th and the Tth,
were committed in Long Khanh, While the baitle
raged at Gin Ray, another post on Highway 1 west
of Ong Don came under attack. Meanwhile, a
bridge and a culvert on Highway | on cach side of
the Route 332 junction were blown up by NVA
sappers. Thus, all ARVN forces east of Route 312
were Bolated from Xuan Loc by formidable obsta-
cles and enemy road blocks.

Morth from Xuan Loc, on Route 20, hamlets

along the road were occupied in varying degrees by
encmy soldiers, and the territorial outpost far o the

&
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northeast near the Lam Dong boundary was over-
run, Ceneral Dao decided to counteratiack up
Route 20 with his 52d Infantry, minus one battalion
but reinforced with the 5th Armored Cavalry
Squadron from Tay Minh Province. The regiment
was ordered to clear the road as far as Dinh Quan,
But the attack quickly stalled as it met heavy resist-
ance well short of its ohjective.

Evidences of increasing heavy NVA commil-
ments in Long Khanh Mowed into 111 Corps head-
gquarters in Bien Hoa. The 14180 Regiment, Tih
NVA Division, had apparenily participated in the
atiack on Dhinh Quan, Hoai Duc was overrun by the
#12th Regiment, 6th NV A Division, while that divi-
sion's other two regiments, the 33d and 274th,
scized Gia Ray. The ARVN outpost on the conical
peak of Chua Chan, standing 2200 feet above Xuan
Lo and providing excellent observation, also fell to
Gih WV A Division forces and Xuan Lo isell began
1o receive artillery fire, including 105-mm. General
Toan responded 1o the burgeoning threat on his
eastern flank first by sending the 5th Armored Cav-
alry Squadron and then one batialion of the 48th
Infantry from Tay Minh to Long Khanh.

Tay MNinh

The rest of the 48th Infantry was still heavily
engaged near Go Dau Ha. The 3d Battalion made
contact with an NVA Company west of the Song
Vam Co Dong on 17 March, killed 36, and captured
a number of weapons. Meanwhile, on Route LTL-
26 cast of Tay Ninh City, an outpost at Cau Khai,
manned by the 350st RF Bautalion, was overrun
(See Map 20.)

The outer defenses of Tay Ninh and Hau MNghia
began 1o crumble rapidly after the fall of Cau Khol
Following an inicnse bombardment by 105-mm.
howitzers and 120-mm. mortars, the 367th Sapper
Regiment, 5th NVA Division, seized Duc Hue on
21 March, sdvancing enemy- held positions to the
Vam Co Dong southwest of the critical village of
Trang Bang on Route 1. IT ihe NVA could take
Trang Bang, Go Dau Ha and all of Tay Ninh would
be isolated.

Morth of the sirfield st Tay Ninh was the main
outpost on local Route |3, The MV A struck here on
22 March, and the defenders withdrew o an alier-
nate position, Mo Cong 11, to the south. The attack
continued on the 13d, and Mo Cong Il was lost,
compressing the perimeter north of Tay Minh to less
than 10 kilometers

The castern prong of the NV A offensive in Tay
Minh was still pressing against the vilal position at
Khiem Hanh Just north of Go Dau Ha, Khiem
Hanh was an essential int preventing the
enemy from reaching Route | from the north and
seiring Go Day Ha and Trang Bang. From Trang
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Bang, Roule | provided a high-speed approach
through the 25th ARVN Division base af Cu Chi
and on to Tan Son Nhut and Saigon. On 23 March,
ARVHN soldiers and tanks made contact with NV A
forces near Truong Mit, northwest of Khiem Hanh.
The enemy had advanced through Cau Khoi on
Route 26. A major baitle developed on the 24th and
casualties were very heavy on both sides. The 3d
Battalion, Tth ARVNM Infaniry, Sth Division, ai-
tached to the 25th Division, lost over 400 men
killed, wounded, and missing, and the anacking
2715t Regiment, 9th NVA Division, lefl nearly 200
dead. The artillery, tank, and aulomatic weapons
fire was intense; the 271st was supporied by a
battalion of 37-mm. antinircraft weapons used as
field artillery, as well as by the 42d Artillery Regi-
ment with its 35-mm. and 123-mm. guns. The deci-
mated batialion of the Tith Infaniry was withdrawn
from combat and sent 1o the regimental base st Phu
Giso in Binh Duong Province. As a precaution
against being flanked by a strong atiack down the
Saigon River corridor, General Toan sent the 2d
Battalion, Tth Infantry, to reinforce Rach Bap, the
western anchor of the Iron Triangle.

Then General Toan asked the Chief of the JGS,
Gieneral Vien, for an Airbome brigade to use in a
counterattack at Truong Mit. General Vien refused
the request; he could not agree 1o further dissipating
the small general reserve while General Toan still
had a few uncommitied units. Therefore, on 15 and
16 March, the hard-fighting 3d Armored Brigade,
together with elements of the 25th ARVN Division,
attacked the 2TIst NVA Regiment at Truong Mit
and succeeded in reoccupying the position. Losses
were again heavy on both sides. General Toan then
reinforced the defense by sending the headquarters
and two battalions of the 48th Infantry, 18th Divi-
sion, to Khiem Hanh,

Binh Long

The planned ARVN withdrawal from its two
enclaves in Binh Long Province was still under way
when the fith and M lst NV A Divisions attacked at
Chon Thanh on 24 March, A battalion of T-54 tanks
sccompanied the assault, and in the first day’s action
seven of theie were destroyed by the VNAF and
the defending 31st and 32d Ranger Groups. The
Chon Thanh position held firm, and the evacuation
from An Loc continued without interruption. On
the 26th, the 34181t NVA Division attacked again,
apparently trying to retrieve disabled tanks, but was
repulsed again. By 17 March the withdrawal from
An Loc was complete, and the 31st and 33d Ranger
Groups still held Chon Thanh. The 34lst NVA
Division, reinforced with the 273 Independent
Regiment from North Vietnam, got set for yet
another assault on the strongpoint. Following a
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3,000-round bombardment by 105-mmi. and 155-mm.
howitzers and 120-mm. mortars, a regimental-sized
force supported by an wnderstrength tank battalion
attacked Chon Thanh on 31 March, Again the de-
termined Rangers drove back the attackers, destroy-
ing 11 more tanks. But it was clear that if the
fighting siremgth of the two Ranger groups was o
be preserved to fight again, they would have to pull
out of Chon Thanh. Accordingly, on 1 Apnl the
VMAF saturated the assembly areas and bivouscs
occupied by the badly mauled 341st Division with
52 sorties; under the cover of this atack, the 32d
Ranger Group was airlifted out of Chon Thanh and
set down in another hot spot, Khiem Hanh in Tay
Minh Province. That night, three battalions of the
st Rangers and the one remaining RF battabion
began & withdrawal 0 Bau Bang and Lai Khe,
taking artillery and light tanks with them.

The northern defenses of Saigon were now about
14 kilometers north of the 5th Division base a1 Lai
Khe, but this was not really a significant change
since the fire base ot Chon Thanh had long been
isolated by strong NV A blocking positions on High-
way 13 around Bauw Long. Mevertheless, the arc of
main force NV A divisions was pressing ever closer
to the heart of the nation, and the wvital lines of
commumications (o the outer defenses were either
severed or dangerously threatened.

Washington

As the ring of Communist divisions tightened
around Military Region 3, the flow of milifary as-
sistance to Vietnam was slowed by events in Wash-
ington. Members of a House caucus on 12 March
voted 189 1o 49 in favor of a resolution opposing
more military aid for either Cambodia or Victnam
befare the end of the fscal year. The nexi day, 13
March, the House Foreign Affairs Committes re-
Jected & compromise proposal that would have pro-
vided some additional aid,

The Ford adminsiration pressed ahead with ef-
forts 1o convince Congress that additional assistance
was essential to the survival of Vietnem and that the
Congressional approach to this issue was the cause
of the Vietnamese decision to withdraw from the
highlands.

Although the decline of US. support was the
crucial factor in the overall disaster in Vietnam, the
proximate cause of the highlands debacle was the
failure of the corps commander to accept an inielli-
gence estimate and to fight the baitle of Ban Me
Thuot with forces available. Then, when he fol-
lowed this critical mistake with 1wo others—inad-
equate planning and execution of the counterattack
from Phuoc An and a horribly msmanaged with-
drawal down Route TB—he started the entire nation
on a downhill slide that not even the valor of
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thousands of loyal offeers and soldiers could re-
VRS

The Defense and State Depariments were receiv-
ing reasonably accurate daily reports from the DAD
and Embassy in Saigon, but most pournalists in
Vieinam were having difficulty discovering whai
wiis really happening on the battleficld, and © has
been argued that military assistance could not have
stemmed South Vietnam's dechine because the
South Vietnamese lacked the will to fight. As in
every war, some units performed poorly under
attack, but the growmg certaimty that defeat was
imminent, now that the United States had cut back
military assistance, was ai the root of the decline in
combat efliciency. Yet there were countless in-
stances of greal tenacity in defense and awesome
valor in combat, even in the face of overwhelming
enemy firepower and numbers.

As the end of March approached, repors from
Saigon told Washington that a crisis was rapidly
approaching. Blocked by Congress from providing
relief in the form of additional assistance, President
Ford dwpatched General Fredenck ©. Weyand,
U5, Army Chief of StafT and the last senior Ameri-
can commander in Vietnam, to Saigon o make a
personal  assessment  of the siluation.  General
Weyand arrived on 27 March. He met with Ambas-
sador Martin and Maj. Gen. Homer I, Smith, Jr.,
the Diefense Attache, as well as with Presiden)
Thicu and General Vien. He also met privately with
the sathor on two occasions before his departure 10
brief President Ford on 3 Apnl. In these two mect-
‘ngs, the author stressed the point that although a
decision (o renew the US. commitment fo Vietnam
wiis ewential 1o s survival, it was already too late
for this alone. A U5 military effort was required
amd, as a minimum, would have o inclede 1S,
airpower against MV A formations, bases, and lines
of communication in South Vieinam. The author
followed his discussions with General Wevand with
a written summary of his assessment on 31 March,
quoted in its entirety;

i BuhasAR Y.

& The GWVN has & mew sérategy. 1§ calh fod defending from
Khanh Hoa south and what remeins of GYN MR J and 4 (ae
maph Thia stralegy might have held 1he promie of success

(1) o G forees in SRS 1 omd 2 could have been eviracted
mre of less intact for employment in the south;

(X0 i the ememy lorces commiged, or 1o be Sommitiod, againat
the now, Eruscated South Viectnam were nol m the peogess al
barimp Bravaly resnfarcod and

(51 i the U5 commumen 1o the defense of South Yietnam
woere eapressed mn the form of immedsate delivenes of el
cipeipmeni, smmunition and supplies; followed by sssarences that
thiv sopport would be contineed for m long as the MNonk's
aggressios makes it necesary.

b Witk regard o facior (1), abave, of all the major formatiom
m MRS | and 1. oaly the 13d Dhvmion uands 8 chance 1o be
eabracied inksct (o of new, a wlim chanee)
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. With regand (o fscior (2], the enemy b resnfioreoed in GYN
MR 1 Heinforcement continoes and the potestial for maore is
wery real

d. Fscior {1) has sol been decided, bul defieal i all big cditan
ﬂlhﬂd.lnﬂhmﬂl Recause ol Bacton (1) asd (1), matcral

and palitical suppon miy no longer be cmough 10 provide s
sucoradiel defease. Oaly 1he spplication of US stretegic sir-
e b Soailhi Vietnem cas give this aay degree of probabality
 RVMAF Caramiiimy o RepomisUe

i Assuming necesssry oquipment n available and that the 114
ARVN Divinion i ahle o di from Hanh Dhimh, the follow-
ing cam he ready fof rodeployenant in 10w 40 days:

(1) The 12 Division (4 regimenss) (now Guesteonshle)

111 A thioe-Bisgade Mahne Dhvnson

¥} Ome other diviaon.

{4) Theee b fosr Ranger groeps.

(3 Scvem direc! suppon asd two general ssppon anillery
hanmalios.

{8} Four smoied cavalry squadross.

b Ome snd profably pwo sddivions divisiosa should be resdy
for deployment in slsoull |20 days.

. Although ihe Theee custimg ARYN devmsons in MR & have
been fairly aggresive, they ase soriosly underatrengib. Upgrad-
ing the divmons by rosssagnisg toiritorsl oo i onderway,
Ternioral forces ihrmnelves, the key o Delin securiy, must
ol i 10 e upgradied

d. Semmery: Sscoes in ihe above regroupments wosld pro-
wide ARKYM with 1} divisions {or division oguivaboais of
ARVNRangoruVNMC) within 40 days; an sdditional o dive-
wivem in fisar memiha

b ExEMy STRESGTH AvalLanny ron ME § asn & Orinamoss

W belcve that the H0a NV A Division ha ssmivesd, that the
Y30 B Devisson s cufiently earouts 1o ME § and ikt iwo other
divisiosn currently deployed | the south of from the NYN
reserve will alse move o ME § in the next one g three months.
The movemenl of uniis 1o ME J willl allow the wee of sfifirators
to rebwild umits and the albocation of significasily lrger nembers
of miEliratomn of GVN MR 4 Becamse of dilficulties an terrain
el supply, we do nal boheve that a sew NVA division will ery
1o mave o ME 4,

i Npam Tees PROFGCTION

& I ke Commumivis sllow the GVN i 16 aghl weeks belore
inathabing major attschs in ME 3, the GYN posasbly could orga-
nipe & sccesaful defense. The princigal batile ares will prohahly
b Tay Mimh Frovince where the Communings have a three-

srriving divisions o the Tay Mink srea
. Oipposing sre iwo ARYN divisbon equivalenis, plus bermiion-
als. Probably snother four or five ARVN regimental sguivslenis
wiiakd e moved 6 ibis Tionk, bul regimenis of e Sth andd 18k
ARVN Dhwriaoss now in Tay Nmh wosald retamn 16 thoir sormial
A Thus, in Tay Mink (anih overlap 5 Has Nghas) the VN
mwdhﬂrd:w:rnmn{mﬂﬂﬂﬂluﬁﬂwﬂﬁ
meends, sugponisd by a8 anmor hﬂ#dr_ Af dirhorne brigade

suppodiel by ahout nﬁtMHmﬂmlhrudﬂuim
baitaliosn. The three regrments of e 3h ARVMN Diviston would
probably require sappart by ol least anciber ropimend snd an
m‘un.l.ld-: ARVM could probably withstend & rwo-dnd-
wiom silack alibough they would probably abandon Phe Giso.
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d In emsierm MR ), cloments of ke 6ih and Tth NVA Divie
s, posashly roinforced By anciher devishan, will probably
condings atiacks 1o overmun Xusn Loc and cuablnh 5
mortls of Bien Mo ARVN has oaly the [Bih Diviason i the
wren. To meet ikis threst snd also b0 open rowtes | ased 20 wall
prohably sequire another ARVN diviuon equivalens. The GVN
migil slwe protecy the waler rootes o Seigos and ihe bey LS
firom ihe Delin.

e The movement of either the Teh or 9h ARVEN Divisien oui
of ihe sarthern Deltas wosld feusll i Rowie 4 being closed, and
the depariere of the 114 Division would esdanger Can Tho and
open up the sowmthern Dl 1o nearly unlimied Commanist gains

. The fghteng will be very beavy with high GVN o
witnech will Bave o ke replaced smmedistely. The GVMN will have
trouble Communisd §Me-mm. artillery and Y NAF efTec-

tiveness will be limited by Communiad AA weaposns The laat
Pwers recomatituled divinkins will have 1o e mlrhm
by carly susnmer. I heavy rudns oocur exrly ihis year, Comma:
niad elements in i Parrot’s Beak will probably have 1o with-
ibraw From forwsnd positions. This would sliow (ke TR time 1o
regroup and refit wnits  Tay Nmh and Kien Twong Provnoes

i Cneaci Lo,

Ii is possible ihad with sbundant resupply and @ gresd deal of
lack, the OWVN could conduct o sucoesiful defonse of what
remaims of MRS ) and 4 N oa cakremely doubiful thad W conld
wilbwland an offeesive mvalving the commitment of theer addi-
tiomal Commmunisl divisloss i MR § withowl US sorstegic aar
suppart in 5N, Wik defeas in ME 5 cmamousi 10 defeal of the
GWMN, Somib Vietnam would be almost certsin o fall winhin
three o sin mosibs (o sooser)

By this time agencies in Washington were equally
gloomy. A DIA sssessment of 3 April gave south
Vietnam only 30 Days.

Meanwhile, a misconceplion was spreading in
Washington that the current reverses in Vietnam
did not involve much combat. In his news confer-
ence of 2 April, Secretary of Defense Schlesinger
spoke of “relatively little major fighting." He re-
peated this view on “Face the Nation™ on & April:
*It is plain that the great offensive is a phrase that
probably should be in quotanion marks. What we
have had here is a partial collapse of South Viet-
namese Forces, so thai there has been very litile
major fighting since the battle of Ban Me Thuot,
and that was an exception in itself.”

Greneral Smith could not let that impression stand
and sent 8 message to CINCPAC and a number of
addressees in Washington attempting to correct the
record:

Cin the conteary, there was beavy fighiing all aloag the cosal
plain mmd in the foothlls from sowth of Pha Bai o Khash Duong
in Khanh Hoa Province.

In the hills south of Fhu Hai, the Ia ARVN Div ropelled
mumsrous heavy Pwo-diviikons] stiacks and cven galned wme
bt pondibons before o finally wan ordeted 10 wilbdraw hocaws
ity morthers Mank woa evposed.

In I"su Loc Destricn just morth of Hal Van Pasa on QL-1, an
overpoaerng attack by ep i bwo regimonts of the enemy'y
sl Dv fanoed oumumsbered ARVN defenders back fram their
poastions and severad the ling of communications.

Theeae atiacks could not he described s “little fighting ™

In 1l Am Khe/linh Khe region along GH-1% in Hank Dink
Prov, the ARVMN 20d Div defended urongly with greal perier-
verence agaisd determined and beavy NWA aitacks. Ouiflanked,
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outgusned, and cventually cub off, the 234 foagh o way Back e
ibse braches snl was evesiubly svacuabed. This was a long and
heavy hattle

Likewise alomg QL-21, the ARVN fght a1 Khanh Doong was
& haitle of major proporisons. The NWA Heh Dhy employed
throe and poashly four infsnlry regimconia o ovefcome ihe
ARVEN Defemcs. The ARYN 3 Airborne Bde was reduced do
only 600 men by the tsme # was shle o fight s way oul of
encirclement and regrosp intact near Fhan Hang

Rospocifully recommend that yos sugged 4 ihe Chairman
that he scguaint the Secrelary wilh ibseas fsois w0 thel an socwrite
representation of what kas occurred mighn be presented 1o the
Amcrican people. Thene nos "greal olfensive™ underway,

Meanwhile the bloody struggle continued as the
GVM assembled s few forces recovered from the
defeated regions, reorganized and redeployed for
the final stand,

Reorganization and Redeployment

The still ARVN resistance and strong local coan-
terattacks in Tay Minh, Binh Duong, Binh Long,
and Long Khanh Provinces caused the MY A to pull
back and regroup. Meanwhile, a relative calm set-
tled over the battlefields during the first week of
April, and the ARVN exploited the opporfunity (o
reorganize shattered units arriving from the north
and redeploy forces to meet the cerain resumption
of the MV A attacks.

On 1 Aprl, General Toan commanding [II
Corps, returned the headquarters and two battalions
of the 48th Infaniry 1o their parent division, the
18th, from Tay Ninh Province. The regiment
moved o the Xuan Loc area bui sent its 2d Hatial-
ion down to Ham Tan on the cosst of Binh Tay
Province 1o secure the city and port while large
numbers of refugees poured info the province from
the north. About 300 troops, survivors of the 2d
ARVN Division, were among those arriving from
Military Region 1. When reorganized and ree-
quipped, they would take over the security mission
in Ham Tan.

The 52d ARVN Infaniry, 18th Division, mean-
while was pressing forward on Route 20 south of
Crinh Quan and in sharp fighting on 1 April killed
over 50 NVA toops. The other regiment of the
18th was fighting east along Route |, near Xuan
Loc and in contact with a major enemy force.

General Toan also returned the battalions of the
Tth Infantry fighting on Highway 1 near Go Dau
Ha o their division at Lai Khe. This left the defense
of Tay Ninh Province and its line of communication
to the 25th ARVN Division, elements of the 3d
Armored Brigade, Rangers, and territorials.

Shocked by the necessity to withdraw the
EYMNAF from the northern military regions, in-
tensely preoccupied with the fierce batiles raging
within sight and wound of the nation’s capital, unable
tx abtain relinble information concerning the status
of withdrawing ond decimated umnits, and further
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concerned with enormowus personal and family trag-
edies that permeated all their thoughts, the officers
of the Joml General Staflf neglected until very
late—and until prodded into sction by the Defense
Attache OfMice—the planning required for reorga-
nizing and reequipping shattersd umis whose mem-
bers were pouning into the southern ports,

Colonel Edward Pelosky, Chiel of the Army
Diivasion, DAD, took the lead in encouraging the
Central Logistics Command to develop the plan. On
27 March, General Khuoyen, the Chief of Central
Logistics Command, as well as the Chief of Stafl of
the JGS, spproved a plan setting forth a schedule
for the reconstitution of units from Military Regions
1 and 2 and incleding the requirements for replace-
ment vehicles, weapons, and all types of equipment
and supplies. Unforfunately, General Khuyen had
been unable to secure from the personnel, plans, and
operations sections of the JGS information concern-
ing personnel strengths and unit dispositions, and
the plan was therefore not only incomplete bt
unworkable. Data concerning units available for
recanstitution and information on the numbers and
locations of officers, noncommissioned officers, and
soldiers for these units were therefore not even
considered. The unrealiy of the plan was aggravat-
ed by the fact that it was predicated on the availabil-
ity of funds in a supplemental appropriation and the
significant absence of a clear, Tully coordinated
statement of priorities. But despite these shortcom-
ings, planning and reorganization went ahead, and
the Army Division of the DAD reprogrammed
unused funds and called forwsrd as much supplies
and equipment as could be realistically obtained
under the severe funding limits and reasonably em-
ployed upon arrival.

By 29 March no contributions to the plan had
been received from the J-1, J-3, or J-5 although the
Dperations and Plans Division, DAQ, made another
appeal for full JGS participation. Again, although
these other stafl sections were nol represented, joint
South Vietnamese-American planning continued,
the U.5. side being represented by the DAO, and
the South Vietnam side being represented by only
EVMNAF logisticians from the Central Logistics
Command. The revised plan was approved by Gen-
eral Khuyen on 1 April and published as a JGS
document, signed by General Vien, on 5 April. By
this time, the JGS had become fully involved, and
the plan included an activation schedule that dealt
with the availability of units, personnel;, and equip-
ment as well as an obvious, although unstated, con-
cept for deployment after reconstitution.

By 2 April, the survivors of the Marine Division
were disembarking at Vung Tau. Under the leader-
ship of their commander, Maj. Gen. Bui The Lan,
they were moved imio the 4th Battalion's camp
there for processing and reorganization. In all, of
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the 12,000 Marines who had been deployed in Mili-
uﬂﬂm: I, about 4,000 were at Vung Tau. The
ll':n‘lrmrﬂnhﬂ:l-dl'h'iﬂﬂﬂwunnhudin
the Saigon- Lm;ﬂnhmhﬂmmg]tm?u;
Tluwmldbl:fdl'ﬁ:ukﬁmm
.hmnctmﬁmryludm.:sulmhlulhn
commanders and 40 company commanders had
been killed in action during March and April. Nev-
ertheless, the division rapidly ook shape. One bri-
gade of three rifle battalions and one artillery battal-
jon was ready 10 receive equipment in three daye
Ten days later, an additional similar brigade was
formed.

Meanwhile, on | Aprl the evacuation of Nha
Trang came to an end when NVA troops moved in
io occupy the harbor. Bul the evacuation of Cam
Ranh Bay continued. Farther south, Phan Rang Air
Base came under increasing encmy pressure, and is
evacuation began, although the VNAF's éth Air
Division continued limited operations from the
field. A forward command post of 11 Corps was
established ai Phan Rang under Lt Gen. Nghi and
on 7 Aprl the 2d Airborne Brigade was Nown into
Phan Rang. On 9 April, the brigade moved to Du
Long. north of Phan Rang on I-thwqr I, to block
the 1th NVA Division, moving south from Cam
in the face of intensive air strikes by the
. Meanwhile, Phan Thiet, the town and air
hu:nuthwmaﬂ‘hm Rang in Binh Thuan Prov-
ince, was under attack. Binh Thuan territonials
fought extremely well, but they could not hold for
lomg against large NYA formations approaching
through the hills from the north. Highway | would
be cut in Binh Thuan and Phan Rang isolated. Phan
Thiet on 12 April came under heavy attack, and iis
three RF battalions and 20 PF platoons were over-
whelmed at the end of a determined defense.,

As of 11 April;, aboul 40,000 iroops from Military
Regions | and 2 had reported to training camps of
had been reassigned (o wnits in Military Region 1.
The 2d ARVN Division, which had been assembled
at Ham Tan, had grown to 3,600, including two RF
batialions assigned to it from Gia Dinh Province. lis
reconstituted 4th Infaniry Regiment was senl (o
Phan Rang, relicving the 2d Airborne Brigade, bui
the balance of the division would have four light
batialions when the outfitting was complete. Re-
grettably, the #th Infantry was destroved for the
second and final time in the defense of Phan Rang.

The 3d Division on 11 Apnl had about 1,100 men
at Ba Ria, Phuoc Tuy, and would be assigned

at Ba Ria but with only two officers and 40 men.
MNear Ba Ria, at Long Hai, was the 23d Division
with about 1,000 men and 20 rifles.

The 22d ARVN Division, whose tough resistance
in Binh Dinh was one of the most remarkable feats

I3

of determination, courage, and leadership of the
war, was in better shape than other divisions. At the
Van Kiep Mational Training center at Vung Tau,
the 23d had abowt 4,600 men, one-third of whom
were territonials from Military Region 2. It was
short of all categories of equipment, however; al-
though it had enough artillervmen o man three
battalions, it had no howilzers. Nevertheless, sparse-
Iy equipped and barely organized, it was ordered (o
deploy to Long An Province on 12 April.

A critical battle was shaping up in Long An as
the 5th NVA Division, moving down from Svay
Rieng Prowvince in Cambodia, launched a strong
attack near Tan An with its 275th Regiment on 9
April. The Long An territorials fought well and
were relnforced from IV Corps by the 12th Infan-
iry, Tth ARVN Division. Against light losses, the
2d Batialion, 12th Infaniry, killed over 100 members
of the X75th NV A Regiment, forcing its commander
to ask for reinforcemeni. The nexi day, the NVA
attacked the Can Dot airfield in Tan An and, after
closing Highway 4, were driven off with heavy
losses by Long An lermitorials. In two subsequent
days of heavy fighting, the three Long An battal-
ions, the 301st, 322d, and 330th, accounted for over
120 enemy killed and 2 captured. Meanwhile, the
12th ARV Regiment, fighting two regiments of
the 5th NVA Division, killed over 350 and captured
16. Into this combat the JGS sent the reconstituted
22d Division, the first battalion arriving on 12 April
and two more following later. To provide uaity ol
command against the 5th NVA Division, the JGS
adjusted the boundary between 111 and IV Corps,
giving the Tan An battle area to 1V Corps.

The NV A kept the pressure on Bien Hoa and Tay
Minh Provinces, primarily with frequent heavy at-
tacks by fire duning the first two weeks of April.
Rockets hit Bien Hoa Air Base and the military
training center and schools al Bear Cat, while Tay
Minh was struck repeatedly by 105-mm. and 155
mm. artillery as well as rockets. The ARVN clung
to Khiem Hanh, maintaining control of Trang Bang
and Cu Chi, but skirmishes with enemy forces were
frequent. Meanwhile, the final major battle of the
war was taking shape at Xuan Loc.

Xuan Loc

The South Vietnamese fought splendidly at Xuan
Loc, but the NV A high command used the baiile as
a “meat grinder,” sacrificing its own units to de-
siroy  irreplaceable ARVN forces. Meanwhile |
Corps could slip to the west and se1 the stage for an
assault on Saigon.

After the first NVA attempt to seire Xuan Loc
hod been soundly repulsed, the 34158 NVA Division
on 9 April began a second assault on the 1own,
defended by the 18th ARVN Division. Infantiry and



174

tanks were preceded by an artillery bombardmeni of
about 4,000 rounds, one of the heaviest in the war,
With tanks firing down the sireeis, hand-1o-hand
fighting developed in a fierce battle that lasted until
dusk. By that time, the 43d ARVN Infantry had
driven mosi of the shatiered enemy force from the
town, and the 52d ARVN Infantry base on Route
200 was still in friendly hands. The enemy reswmed
the aitack the neat day, this ime committing the
165th Regiment of the Tth NVA Division along
with regiments of the 6th and 341st NVA Divisions,
Again the attack lailed. (Sec Map 21.)

West of Xuan Loc, between Trang Bom and the
intersection of Highways | and 20, the ARVN 32124
Task Force and 1st Airborne Brigade (two battal-
ions) were trying to force their way east against sill
FESELANCE,

The NVA attacked the rear base of the 5Id
ARVN Infantry on Route 20, the 43d Infaniry in
the Xuan Loc, and the 82d Ranger Battalion on 11
April, the third day of the battle. At that time, the
battalion of the 48th Infantry securing Ham Tan
went back to Xuan Loc, and the Ist Airbome
Brigade moved in closer o the town. Task Force
32} was making very slow progress opeming the
road from Trang Bom o Xusn Loc, and General
Toan ordered Task Force 313 from Cu Chi to
reinforce.

On the 12th, battalions of the 32d ARVN Infantry
were slill in heavy fighting north of Xuan Loc, buat
the town, although demolished, was still held by the
43d ARVN Infantry. NV A losscs 10 that point were
probably in excess of 300 killed, 3 captured, M0
weapons caplured, and 11 T-54 tanks destroyed,
ARVN casualtics had been moderate. Most of ithe
43d ARVHN Regiment was holding east of the town,
the 45th was southwest; the st Airborne Brigade
was south but moving north toward the 82d Ranger
Battalion; and the 322 Task Force was on Route |
west of the Rowte 20 junction, attscking toward
Xuan Log,

With the situation apparently temporanily stabi-
lized, General Smith thought it appropriate o
inform Hawaii and Washington that the RVMNAF
was puiting up a determined and so far successful
battle for Xuan Loc. He sent a message on “The
Batile of Long Khanh" to the Chairman of the Joint
Chiels of Staff, General George 5. Brown, on 13

. We have 5 wicdory in the making. Im the haitle for Loag
Khanh RVMNAF has shown unmntabably 6 delsrminaton, i
will amd i comrage bo fight even thoagh the odds wre heavily
weighted agabest ibem Although the hatile may have passed
y ihromgh Fhase I we can @y withous guestion that RY NAF

wion foend one.
. This bhabtle for comtral of tbe vitsl mosd junction of QL-1 and
-H-dlhr provimoe capital s Xuan Loc hegan on % Apnl
Hl-%“mmﬂmﬂhn.mhﬂthr

‘F...H.
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cownleratiacked and by mighifall on the firsi day of the batibe had
rrven mosd of ihe cnemy Trosn Noss Laoc, alibough NV A ronps
stall eccuphed many hambets sml villages

L Ax ihe hatile progresaed, if became chear that the enemy wan
determned 10 destroy ik defessdors and oocupy thn casdern
gateway 1o Hien Hos =i all conts. By the thard day of the haitle,
clements of three N% A diviasnm wene commibicd

4, This moming, the begmnmg af ibe fwth day of the banke,
ARV atill bealdy ign poasthoss. B bas reinforced and sow b sl
regenenia of the 18th Daw, the s Airborne Bde, two Hanger
e, three RE Bns and iwis somoved taak forces in ik badtle srea
ARVN means 1o stay. YMNAF haa provided contineous outvand-
ing chowr support. Enemy ke have been aggonng Even afler
mljustang, for poaublde doshle-counting., cnemy billed asd kel gn
the batleficld cuored | 300, The equivalbenl of a wnk Ba has been
wiped owl; mearly 30 @ais. Over 300 weaposs have been cap-
tured imcludemg s 17 gun, jen mortam., several recodles guns snd
23 B0 grensde lsunchem

5. The vabor and aggrosavences of GV crosops, cipecally e
Loag Khanh Regiomal Forom, b certmnly indicstive thal 1hee

solideers, adoguately equipped and progerly bed, are, man-forman,
vaatly supenor o their sdverssnes. The battle for Xuan Lo
appears to setile for the lime being the guestion “wall ARVN

fight.™

The message made well the point that the South
Vietnamese in Long Khanh were indeed fghting 1o
the death for their country. It was a greal coopera-
tive effort between the ARVN and the VNAF that
enabled the 18th Division, the 1st Airborne Brigade,
and the Rangers to hold on. Two resupply missions
were flown into the besicged town; on 12 April,
CH-47 helicopters brought in 93 tons of artillery
ammunition and followed with 100 tons the next
day. Meanwhile, the VNAF reactivated some Al-E
fighter-bombers and used a modified C-130 transport
to drop 15,000-pound bombs (flown in by the US.
Air Force) on encmy positions. These airplanes,
flying against intense antiaircraft fire, took a heavy
tall of the NV A divisions around Xuan Loc.

The BVA assault resumed on 13 April. By this
time, seven of the nine regiments of the 6th, Tth, and
141s Divitions had been commitied 1o the Long
Khanh battle. The attack began at (450 against the
hesdguarters and 1s1 Battalion, 43d ARVN Infan-
try, and lasted until 0930, When the enemy with-
drew, he left 235 dead and about 30 weapons on the
field, The attack picked up again at noon and lasied
until 13X, but the 43d, with heavy VMNAF support
hiehd.

Meanwhile, the Ist Airborne Brigade continued
to attack north toward Xuoan Loc, and Task Force
122, now reinforced by the 315th and 316th Task
Forces, struck from the west. VNAF observers had
discovered two balteries of 130-mm. guns northeas:
of Xuan Loc and ook them under attack.

The NVA continucd sending additional lorces
into Military Region 3. The | Corps from Thanh
Hoa Province in Morth Vietnam set up its headguar-
ters in Phuoc Long alomg wath the 312th, 3208,
315th, and 338th Divisions. The 312th stayed with
corps headquariers in Phuoc Long, but the 320B
and 325th moved 1o Long Khanh where the 325th
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entered the battle on 15 April. The 10th and 3M4th
Divisions were also on the march toward Saigon
from Military Region 2. Aerml photography re-
vealed a major concentration of antiairerafl artil-
lery, including radar-controlled B5-mm. and 37-mm.
guns around Don Luan, as well as SA-] missile
tranporters and equipment on Route 14 south of
Cheang Duc.

The JGS and the ARVN [1l Corps bolstered the
inper defenses of Saigon while the battle continued
on the vital eastern approaches at Xuan Loc. Gener-
al Ba, commanding the 25th ARVN Division, put a
forward command post with his 30th Infaniry Regi-
ment at Go Dau Ha In Tay Ninh City he had the
49th Infantry and the headquarters and one batial-
ion of the 46h Infantry. The balance of the 46th
was on Route 22 between Tay Ninh City and Go
Dau Ha (Map 22)

The inner defenses of Saigon were manned by
territorials and a few regular formations, some of
which had been recently recomstituted. Three
Ranger were on the wesiern approaches
The new Bth Ranger Group had its 1,600-man force
near Phu Lam on the edge of Saigon where Route 4
enters the city from the Mekong Delta. Southwest
of Phu Lam on Route 4 ncar Binh Chanh was the
Gih Ranger Group, recenily reorganized with about
2,600 men. North of the city was the newly orga-
nized 9th Ranger Group with about 1,900 men pro-
tecting Hoe Mon District only five kilometers north
of Tan Son Nhut Air Base. Each group had four
105-mm. howitzers but little fire-direction equip-
ment, and all were short of radios and machine
guns. The Rangers and territorials in Hoc Mon
intercepted a 100-man NVA group on 14 Apnil,
capturing five soldiers from the 115th Sapper Regi-
ment, 2Tth Sapper Division, and killing 11 others,
The sappers were accompanying o special group of
terrorists and propagandists whose misston was to
start uprisings in Go Vap near Tan Son Nhut
Liberation radio had been calling for popular upris-
ings since 11 Apnl, bui these appeals, like all oihers
in past offensives, were ignored by the population.

The castern and southeastern approaches to
Saigon were anchored ai Long Binh by a brigade of
marines. The exhausted 18th ARVN Diviston was
falling back from Xuwan Loc through Trang Bom
toward Bien Hoa City by 15 April, and Long Binh
would soon become the fromt line on the east

On the west, although Long An territorials and
the 12th ARVN lafantry were still holding at Tan
An, NVA anillery moved in close enough 1o Saigon
1o blast Phu Lam with 122-mm. rockets on 18 April.
A large ARVN radio transmitter site was located
near the Route 4 road jusetion atl Phu Lam Two
barracks housing the iroops and their dependents
were demolished. This attack, only seven kilometers
south of the Tan Son MNhut runways and the offices
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of the Defense Attache, emphasized the serious
threat 1o the city. The enemy attack plan called for
severing Route 4 near Binh Chanh. Here they
wiould prevent the Tth and %th ARVN Divisions
from moving up Route 4 to assist in the defense of
the city, and from Binh Chanh sappers and terrorist
teams would infiltrate through Phu Lam 1o Tan Son
Mhut and Saigon.

In Long An Province, the 5th NVA Division
persisted in heavy altacks along the old Military
Region 3 and 4 boundary, but by 13 April was
forced 1o pull bhack 1o the northwest. The 12ih
ARY™ Infantry had inflicted heavy losses on the
tth and 275th NVA Regiments near Tan An. By this
time, small, ill-cquipped battalicns of the reconstitul-
ed 41st and 42d Regiments, 12d ARVN Division,
had been deployed in Ben Luc and Tan An. But the
MW A Torce was growing rapidly. Elements of five
NVA divisions were now in Long An and south-
western Hau Nghia: the 3d, 5th, Bih, and %th Infan-
iry Divisions and the 2Tth Sapper [Division
Additionally, the 262d Antmircrali Regiment and
the 715t Antimirerafil Brigade had baiteries near the
Long An-Hau Nghia boundary.

Far to the east and north of the capital, the final
battles for Minh Thuan and Binh Thuan Provinces
were being fought. Major attacks by the 3d NVA
Division, down from its ssccesses in Hinh Dinh
Province, began on 14 April against the reconstitul-
ed battalions of the 2d ARVN Division, the 11t
Ranger Group and the territorals, The attacks were
repulsed on the 14th and 15th, but the defenders
were finally overwhelmed on 16 April and Phan
Rang was losi. The last of the 8th Air Divisson
abandoned the airfield with the remaining fivable
airplanes, leaving four AC-119s and two A-3Ts 1D
the enemy.

Binh Thuan Province held oul for two additional
days, but Phan Thiet fell on 18 April. Some of the
best territorial troops in the country had put up one
of the most determined and aggressive defenses of
the war.

Xuan Loc was 100 kilometers west of Phan Thiet
and it was here that the final decisive battle was sill
being fought. Afler & week of the toughest, continu-
ous combal experienced since the offensive began,
the 18th ARVN Division had to give ground and
fight its way back toward Bien Hoa. The armored
task forces on Route | had o pull back also; half of
their equipment had been destroyed, amd the 6Gih
MNVA Division was moving north of Rouwte |
toward Trang Bom. NVA [130-mm. gun batlenes
were seen in the jungles north of Route |, also
mowing toward Biem Hoa and on 15 and 16 April
the air base was hit, first by 122-mm. rockets, then
by 122-mm. gunfire. The runway had 10 be closed
for awhile on the 15th due to small eraters and
debris, bul the guns on the 16th were more accurale
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than the rockets and damaged & F-55 and 14 A-3Tw
Sappers penetraled the base on the night of the 15tk
and blew up part of the ammunition storage area
That night also marked the end of the organized
defense of Xvan Loc following a furious assault on
ARVHN positions af the junction of Routes 1 and 20,
An artillery bombardment of 1,000 rounds Fell on
the hesdquarters and 3d Battalion, 52d ARVN In-
fantry, an artillery battalion, and clements of the Sth
Armored Cavalry Squadron, Four 155-mm. and
cight 105-mm. howitzers were destroyed, and the
NVA infantry and tank attack forced the battered
ARYM lorce back along Route 1. A general with-
drawal began and continued untl 20 Apnl, by
which time no organized ARVN forces existed cast
of Trang Bom. Meanwhile, the Ist Airborne Bri-
gade, frustrated in is aitack toward Xuan Laoc,
withdrew through the plantations and jungles
toward Ba Ria in Phuoc Tuy Province, where it
would defend until South Vietnam capitulated.

The Last Week

An uncasy quiel settled over the baitlefields be-
tween 20 and 26 Apnl while the enemy made plans,
conducted reconnaissance, and issued orders for the
final drive. Sixteen NVA divisions were now in
Military Region 3 and poised for a three-pronged
attack on Saigon.

The Defense Attache Office at Tan Son Nhut had
established an evacuation control center on 1 April
and had stared sending nonessential American civil-
tan employees home on 4 Apnl. On the 20th i
began & full-scale evacuation of its personnel, de-
pendents, and Vietnamese civilian employees.

Clinging to the hope that the Morth Vietnamese
might stop the offensive and negotiate a scttlement
providing for some South Vietnamese representa-
tion, President Thicu resigned from office on 21
April. But the removal of this long-trumpeted obsta-
cle o reconciliation of MNorth and South had no
discernsble effect. The Morth’s successes on the
battlefields and the absence of any prospect of LS,
support had lefi no basis for negotiation. The South
no longer had anything to bargain with,

Preparations compleie, the NVA resumed ihe
attack on 26 April, with Bien Hoa the focus east of
Saigon. The town and air base received heavy artil-
lery fire, and the NV A divisions on Route | began
moving toward Biem Hoa Sowth of Long Binh,
Route 15 was interdicted, isolating YVung Tau, and
Ba Ris fell 1o the NV A. DAD plans for large-scale
evacuation though Vung Tau were abandoned.

The MV A in Long An and Hau Nghia Provinces
rencwed attempis to dislodge the sivborn ARVN
defenses in the wesl.

On 27 April, Vice President Tran Van Huong.
who had succeeded President Thieu, having failed
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in trying (o form a govermment with which the
Communists would negotiate, was succesded by
Duong Van “Big™ Minh. But this move wis a3 irrele-
vant as had been Thieu's resgnation.

Early in the evening of the 28th, a Might of A-37s,
piloted by VMAF pilots forced into enemy service,
bombed Tan Som Nhut Air Base. A number of
nircraft were destroyed on the ground, but the field
remained operational. The blow was more damag-
ing psychologically than materially, although most
Saigonese thought it was an attempied coup d'elar
rather than an enemy sction. It was the first time
mirpower had been used against the South and i
signalled the beginning of the end.

On 29 April a heavy bombardment of Tan Son
Mhut began. Rockets and artillery hit aircraft stor-
age arcas and runways, and rockets landed in the
DAG compound. Cu Chi was under attack, and
MNVA sappers and infaniry were in Go Vap, jusi
north of Tan Son Mhut. It was clearly the time for
the few remaining Amenicans (o leave.

By dawn on 30 Apnl the Amencan evacuation
was complete. That moming Duong Van Minh
surrendered the country 1o the Norh Vietnamese
Army,

Mote on Sources, Chapters 15=17

General Yan Tien Dung's articles on the final
offensive set the stage for the action in these chap-
ters. The faciual record of the combat sctions and
order of battle was derived from multiple sources.
Principal among them were the following: reports
of DAO Regional Lisison Officers in the feld,
particularly those in Military Regions 1, 2, and 3
who visited units in combat, as well as senior com-
manders and siafl officers; reports of the Consul
Gencrals, particularly those at Da Nang and Nha
Trang: reports of offices of the U5 Embassy,
Baigon; notes and recollections of the author, who
visited cach military region and had conversations
with senior commanders and siafl oflficers: DAD
fact sheets and assessments prepared for General
Weyand, and the author's notes and recollections of
meetings with General Weyand.

The Weekly Intelligence Summaries published by
DA and JXAIGS were also used, a8 were the final
DAD Quarterly Assessment and the report of Army
Division, DA,

Gienerals Vien and Truong read and commented
on the deploymenis, plans, and combat described,
and Amencan newspaper accounts were used for
statements of US. officials concerning the final of-
femsive.

Mosi of the data on the April reconsiituiion was
derived from the “Army Division Final Report”
Vol IX: “Recomstitution of Forces,” Defense Atta-
che Office, Saigon, 18 June 1975 (compiled by the
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Residual USDAQ Saigon Wfice, Fort Shafter, contributed by Colonel Hoang Ngoc Lung, J2/JGS,
who corrected several misconceptions and provided

Hawaii).
Finally, the most important single check on the  invaluable perspectives.
accuracy of the account of this final offensive was
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Was Defeat
Inevitable?

What happened in the last two years of the strug-
gle in Vietnam cannol really be undersiood in isola-
tion from the many years of war that preceded the
final period. Considerable treatment was therefore
given to evenis immediately preceding the Paris
agreement, 1o the balance of forces in the South, 1o
the dispositions of forces following the Communist
1972 offensive, and fo the cease-fire landgrab bai-
tles. Although measurements of power were not
atiempted, for the nature of ground combat does not
lend itsell to such analysis, it was clear that a
temporary stalemate had been reached. The South
was strong defensively and growing stronger with
its newlound confidence, stability, snd steadily im-
proving combat efficiency, all brought about largely
by the success of the Vicinamizalion program.

On the other hand, North Vietnam's expedition-
ary force, although no longer supporied by an effec-
tive southern guerrilla force and badly baitersd by
ihe battles of 1972, embarked on an inlensive pro-
gram of reorganization, modernization, and logist-
cal buildup without interference from the United
States or South Vietnam. The United States had
withdrawn its forces from South Vietnum and thay
country lacked the military stremgth to anack the
enemy's rear logistical areas and new lines of com-
munications.

Generalizations aboul the character of the strug-
gle in Vietnam inevitably fail many tests for validity
and often lead 1o less rather than more understand-
ing. That is why s much detal has been included in
this sccount. One gencralization, however, secms
clear. During the last two years of the war, the
South adopied an aggressive defense that strengih-
ened its influence and improved security in the
populated regions of the country, Seriously con-
cerned about that success, the Communists respond-
ed with plans and operations specifically directed 10
“defeat pacification.”

Alithough the antipacification plan was a failure,
the MV A eliminated step by step bolated govern-
ment outposts, most of which interfered in some

system
rapidly growing expeditionary force in the South.
S0, despile some notable Southern gains, as in the
Seven Mountains of Chau Duc and the Tri Phap,
and in Svay Rieng Province of Cambodia, the
South’s defenses around major population cenlers
eventually became the forward line of contact.

As outposts fell, the armed forces of South Viei-
nam benefited in that there were fewer demands
placed wpon struined logntical and tactical re-
sources. On the other hand, the resources thus freed
were insufficient to build up significant reserves.
The compression of South Vietnam defenses around
the population centers also meant that the advan-
tages of the NVA multiplied. Its heavy artillery
came within range of final objectives, s logistical
sysiem was able to expand withow effective obser-
vation or interference, and strategic options in-
creased. It enjoyved the decisive advantage of the
ability 10 mass, with considerable surprise, over-
whelming combal power against siralegic objective
mreas. This, essentially, is what happencd st Ban Me
Thuot.

Yei the ouicome could have been different. Unit
for unit and man for man, the combat forces of
South Victnam repeatedly proved themselves supe-
rior (o their adversaries. Missing, however, were
inspired civil and military leadership an the highest
levels and unflagging American moral and material
support. The required leadership was certainly
available in the South Vietnamese armed forces, but
it was not allowed o surface and take charge in
enough situations. The United States might conceiv-
ably have responded consistently and more gener-
ously had the South Vietnamese been able to dem-
onstrate conclusively the wvalidity of their cause
through beneficent and self-sacrificing leadership at
the top. Bul convincing reforms were needed in
South Vietnam long before the cease-fire of January
1973 in order o have reversed the momentum of
decreasing American support.

Lest the impression be left that the civil and
military leadership in North Vietnam was morally
superior to that of the South or that the citizens of
Morth Vietnam enjoved greater freedoms, one need
only look af the evenis that have transpired in the
South since May 1975, Even in embattled South
Vietnam, the citizenry largely went about its private
affairs without interruption or governmental inter-
ference, and the rule of law was preserved. But
what was missing was a national leader of great
stature and strength who was committed to personal
sacrifice, willing to get tough with inept or corrupt
subordinates, and able to rally the support he would
need 1o stay in office. Such a man did not emerge.
But even without strong leadership, substantial



| Bl Viersas Fiuos Coase-Fire 10 CAFTULATION

Amenican support for an indefinite period would  ably could have produced the leadership 1o mstitule
have made the difference. Given more time, a new  the internal reforms so badly needed.

generation of younger South Vietnam leaders prob-
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