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Foreword

The Vietnam War, which the United States joined in the early 1960s and abandoned in 1973, was and remains the most controversial struggle the country ever fought. The war had an even more searing effect in terms of its consequences and, most importantly, how the United States would act militarily to protect its perceived national security in the future. When the United States decided to enter the struggle, the country was engulfed in a wave of optimism, a spirit of “Camelot” produced by the electoral triumph of President John F. Kennedy. By the time the United States decided to withdraw from the conflict in 1973, the political careers of two presidents had been demolished and, in sharp contrast with the Kennedy era, the country was gripped by introspection, pessimism, massive protests over what many considered ten years of cruel and unjust war, and virtual paralysis in military thought generated by the country’s failure to prevail militarily in what most perceived as the new realm of unconventional warfare.

It is indeed ironic that when it reached its decision to intervene in Vietnam, the Kennedy administration did so at least in part because of a new military strategy it articulated to overcome frustrations produced by a previous war—in this case the local but still bloody struggle in Korea from 1950 to 1953. Specifically, the strategy of “Flexible Response,” which the Kennedy administration implemented to replace the previous one of “Massive Retaliation,” which the administration believed contributed to the four-year stalemate in Korea, received its first test in Vietnam.

The Vietnam War, in addition to producing striking changes in the political landscape in the United States, also represented a watershed in American military thought. At the beginning of the 1960s the subject of conventional war, albeit in a nuclear context, dominated U.S. military thought. Unlike the strategy of “Massive Retaliation,” which deterred global nuclear war but left the United States clearly vulnerable to defeat in limited conventional war, “Flexible Response” seemed to promise victory in limited war. Thus, in part, President Kennedy’s decision to intervene in Vietnam resulted from the articulation of a new military strategy. In short, the Vietnam War became a testing ground for “Flexible Response” and for the new force structure of the U.S. armed forces.

When it became clear in 1973 that victory had eluded the United States in Vietnam, military analysts quickly concluded it was due to the U.S. military establishment’s failure to appreciate and prepare for a new type of struggle they termed unconventional or guerilla war. Supporting this analysis, political and military leaders in the Soviet Union, Cuba, and other people’s “democracies” bombarded the world with bold proclamations concerning the new realm of what they deemed partisan, unconventional, guerilla, or revolutionary wars.

In the wake of the Vietnam War, most U.S. and Western military and political pundits and historians concluded that the United States had suffered defeat because American armed forces failed to understand or cope with these new types of struggles. Citing the British army’s experiences in Malaysia after World War II and many other instances, they generally agreed that the United States applied a strategy and tactics in the war suited to conventional limited or local war—that is, those suited to the newly articulated national military strategy of “Flexible Response”—to what was clearly an unconventional war.

Unlike virtually all existing books about the Vietnam War, this one challenges previous studies by asserting that the conflict in Vietnam was not simply a “classic” unconventional clash of arms. Although it was always a hybrid armed struggle, Warren Wilkins demonstrates that during 1965–1966 the Communist Vietnamese forces emphasized a traditional “big-unit” approach to war with the United States and ARVN in an effort to achieve a quick and decisive victory.

This fresh approach, based on careful and extensive research, study, and analysis of North Vietnamese strategy and tactics, as well as the course of military operations in South Vietnam, presents an altogether different mosaic of the war. In short, it provides a new perspective and balance to a subject that, largely because it has been politicized, has sorely lacked both. It should be required reading for all interested in military history and past, present, and future military affairs.

 

David M. Glantz, Colonel, USA (Ret.) 
Carlisle, Pennsylvania
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Introduction

The subject of books, articles, and documentaries, not to mention a veritable fixture in the global pop culture lexicon, few armed forces have captivated the world as much or been more fondly romanticized than the Viet Cong. Regrettably, few armed forces have ever been so woefully misunderstood, and aspects of their military campaign so neglected, as the Viet Cong and the “big-unit” war they waged against the U.S. military in Vietnam. How the Viet Cong shaped up as a military entity and big-unit adversary of the U.S. military in Vietnam is, therefore, a major objective of the chapters that follow.

If so inclined one might mention the matrimony of political dau tranh (struggle movement) and armed dau tranh at the heart of the Vietnamese Communist brand of warfare. Renowned Vietnamese communism expert Douglass Pike once averred, “The dualism of dau tranh is bedrock dogma. Neither can be successful alone, only when combined—the marriage of violence to politics—can victory be achieved.”1 General William Westmoreland spoke to this synthesis when he admitted, “Their [Viet Cong] integration of efforts surpasses ours by a large order of magnitude.”2 Consequently some might judge any effort to divorce one from the other as fatal to a lucid understanding of the Viet Cong on war and at war against the armed forces of the United States.

In addressing the big-unit war, a thorough investigation of political dau tranh need not be included so long as its incestuous relationship with armed dau tranh is readily acknowledged and addressed when patently necessary.  Thus “pacification,” an issue in which political dau tranh deserves as much if not more attention than armed dau tranh, and those aspects of armed dau tranh not typically associated with the big-unit war (kidnappings, assassinations, and so on), exceed the objectives of this work and have been excluded. Several wonderful tomes are available on the other war, not the least of which is Bing West’s classic The Village. On the other hand, the occasionally forgotten political forces, and the enduring mistruths about those forces, animating the Viet Cong big-unit war warrant—and receive—substantial coverage.

Laymen, however, generally care little about political dau tranh, no matter how instrumental it was in the Viet Cong concept of war.3 They want to know if, as pop culture maintains, peasants from a jungle nation seemingly without any of the trappings of modernity bested the mighty U.S. military on the field of battle. And if so, how—exactly—were they able to accomplish the feat? The actual fighting itself and whether they “kicked America’s ass,” to put it inelegantly, weighs most heavily on the curiosities of the general public. This curiosity can be partially sated by examining the Communist big-unit war in South Vietnam.

For several years early on, the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese Army, the official army of the North Vietnamese state, fought a big-unit war against the U.S. military. “During 1965 and 1966, the Communists fought the Americans toe to toe, making little effort to act like guerillas,” wrote Dale Andrade, a historian at the U.S. Army Center of Military History. “Those years saw the largest percentage of attacks by battalion-sized enemy units or larger—even greater than in the years of the two biggest enemy offensives of the war, 1968 and 1972.”4 Accordingly, this work will focus on the opening months of that big-unit war, namely, August 1965 to May 1966 and the activities related to it.

Author and Marine Corps veteran David Sherman once admitted: “For the most part, when I was in the 1st Marines we never wanted to fight them [Viet Cong]. But when we did we wanted them to stand and fight so we could kick ass on them.”5 The following examines within the big-unit war context the tactical framework and doctrine, noteworthy engagements, strategic objectives, and profound strategic consequences that resulted when the Viet Cong did just that.
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Map 1. South Vietnam, 1965–66 (From Carland, United States Army in Vietnam)





PART I

 THE VIET CONG





1

 Origins, Infrastructure, and Organization

Central to the Viet Cong (VC) mystique is a dubious appreciation of its origins, architects, and organization. Rather than a spontaneous uprising of heroic if manifestly ill-equipped and -trained indigenous farmers, the Viet Cong armed movement to overthrow the South Vietnamese government and reunify the country was formally approved by North Vietnam’s Communist Party Central Committee.

During the second session of the Fifteenth Plenum of the Central Committee, held in July 1959, North Vietnam’s Communist leadership ratified a resolution “affirming,” in the words of a Communist Vietnamese source, that “the Vietnamese revolution was led by the Party and that it had two strategic missions to be carried out in parallel: the socialist revolution in North Vietnam and the people’s national democratic revolution in South Vietnam. Although these two missions were different in nature, they were intimately connected with one another, because they affected, influenced, and supported one another.”1 The plenum also pronounced that “the fundamental path for the advancement of the Vietnamese revolution in South Vietnam is an insurrection to place the reins of the government into the hands of the people.... Based on the specific situation and the current requirements of the revolution, that path is to use the power of the masses, relying primarily on mass political forces supported by armed forces, to overthrow imperialist and feudalist rule in order to establish a popular revolutionary government.”2

The North’s political establishment, not apolitical rice farmers rebelling against governmental oppression, had ultimately chosen the path of political agitation and armed revolt in South Vietnam. So disposed, the Central Committee avowed: “Our Party must make active preparations in all fields” for “staging an insurrection to overthrow the U.S.-Diem regime” and “to unify the nation.”3 The die had thus been fatefully cast, and it had been cast in North Vietnam.

Following what some in the Communist leadership viewed as an imprudent course of action chartered at the plenum, North Vietnam began the process of infiltrating South Vietnam with men and supplies. For such an endeavor to succeed on a grand scale, a reliable access way to the South had to be established. In May 1959 the Military Commission of the Central Committee submitted a resolution creating Group 559, “which had the missions of, along with the liaison route of the Unification Committee, creating the first foot-travel route connecting the North and South, and organizing the sending of people, weapons, and supplies to the revolution in the South, first of all to Interzone 5.”4 From these humble beginnings and through the remarkable labors of Truong Son troops (Group 559 personnel), the “Ho Chi Minh Trail” germinated into a war-winning strategic route for Hanoi.

The first infiltrators to go south were southern-born insurgents siphoned from a pool of approximately 100,000 ethnic South Vietnamese who had regrouped to North Vietnam in the aftermath of the North-South division. These “regroupees” jettisoned all personal belongings before departing, and some were even asked to change their names.5 Extensive military training, including expert instruction in guerrilla warfare, ambush tactics, and the building of fortified positions, accompanied the infiltrators’ political indoctrination prior to their journey south along the then-embryonic Ho Chi Minh Trail. To accommodate their training, Hanoi established facilities like the Xuan Mai Infiltration Training Center and the “special training base” site located at a North Vietnamese Army (NVA) base in Son Tay. The NVA also tasked at least one division, the 324th in Nghe An Province, with training infiltrators.6

These surreptitiously dispatched infiltrators had a major impact on the Viet Cong, both politically and militarily. First and foremost they possessed excellent training, experience, and, quite often, ideological fidelity. Because of  those attributes, regrouped infiltrators formed the original nucleus of the “Viet Cong” (southern Communist) armed movement. A wartime paper documenting the roots and progression of the Vietnam conflict thoroughly addressed the makeup, qualifications, and imprint of the infiltrator: “Until late 1963, most of these infiltrators were ethnic southerners, veterans of the Viet Minh with years of military experience and training, who had regrouped to the North. They were preponderantly officers or senior noncommissioned officers; through 1961, a high proportion of them were members of the Lao Dong Party. They assumed command positions in the Viet Cong forces and also carried out a wide range of political assignments. The provided, in sum, the core of the Viet Cong military and political apparatus.”7

Liberating the South from neocolonial tyranny may have sounded noble and adventurous, but for the infiltrator the journey was fraught with hardship. Homesick and beset by fatigue and hunger, the men sent south experienced untold privation. The following verse from a young infiltrator’s diary captured their plight:In this, my youth, my life should blossom like a flower, 
But gladly, I bore hardship and danger, 
For they told me it was in the name of Peace. 
Month after month I marched by day and tried to rest by night. 
My shoes wore out, my jacket is so thin the cold easily cuts through. 
Evening finds me 
Here in the heart of the Truong Son range, 
O Mother I yearn for home.8





Hanoi also sent down a high-ranking military and political cadre to assist with the southern insurrection. Headed up by Major General Tran Van Quang, alternate member of the Communist Party Central Committee and deputy chief of the General Staff, one particularly large delegation arrived in Binh Long Province in July 1961, fully prepared to impart their revolutionary knowhow. 9 An earlier grouping of North Vietnamese military cadres allegedly had set off for the swampland areas near Ben Tre in South Vietnam’s Mekong Delta and by early 1961 had succeeded in raising the first two Viet Cong battalions  from locally obtained recruits. Individuals from the northern cadre, rather than local candidates, were said to have filled the two battalions’ officer corps.10

In conjunction with the mechanics of infiltration, North Vietnam quietly presided over a subordinate apparatus that administered to the political complexities of the Viet Cong revolution in South Vietnam. North Vietnam’s political leadership deduced early on that the hydraulics of internal political opposition in South Vietnam, including a failed 1960 coup against South Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh Diem, presented an opportunity to erect a broadly based, anti-Diem national coalition. On November 11, 1960, Hanoi’s Politburo cabled its party apparatus in South Vietnam (the Cochin China Region Party Committee, and so on) and decreed:a. Our policy at this time is to exploit the contradictions, disruptions, and confusion in the enemy’s ranks to the maximum in order to incite a large mass struggle movement aimed at overthrowing the entire reactionary clique, and especially the Diem government....
b. Because of this new situation, we must shift to new forms of struggle using new and appropriate slogans and demands to gain further support and isolate and topple our enemies. In order to accomplish these goals, we must publicly issue the program of the National Liberation Front for South Vietnam.11 


Not much more than a month later, on December 20, 1960, officials from the “southern branch” of the Communist Party headquartered in Hanoi convened in Cambodia and established the National Liberation Front (NLF), which publicly espoused the goal of overthrowing the “dictatorial Ngo Dinh Diem administration.” Ostensibly a sovereign South Vietnamese political invention, the NLF was little more than a North Vietnamese contrivance designed to deflect suspicions and put an “independent,” ideologically neutral southern face on the movement to unseat Diem’s anti-Communist government.

The party branch in South Vietnam complied with Hanoi’s wishes by announcing, aiding the buildup of, and then dominating the NLF. There was, admittedly, a non-Communist NLF constituency, but party members retained all of the important positions within the organization.12 “The Central Committee,”  said one Communist defector, “could hardly permit the International Control Commission to say that there was an invasion from the North, so it was necessary to have some name . . . to clothe these forces with some political organization.”13 The National Liberation Front provided exactly that.

Despite the elaborate lengths employed by North Vietnam to conceal its involvement, often enlisting the incredulously uncritical advocacy of influential Westerners, internal Communist memoranda betray the extent of Hanoi’s management of the Viet Cong insurrection. The Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN) issued a November 1961 directive reiterating Hanoi’s instructions to change the name of the southern branch of the party, formerly referred to as the Party Chapter for South Vietnam, to the People’s Revolutionary Party. If the change produced a name that sounded more homegrown and self-determining—and hence more palatable for domestic and especially foreign consumption—it did not free the People’s Revolutionary Party, and by extension the NLF, from Hanoi’s direction. The COSVN directive went on to clarify:1. The first thing that everyone must understand is that it is only a name change. Although the overt name will be different than that used in North Vietnam, secretly, internally and from the organizational standpoint, the Party Chapter for South Vietnam will still be a part of the Vietnam Labor Party [Dang Lao Dong Viet Nam] and will be under the leadership of the Party Central Committee, headed by Chairman Ho Chi Minh. This means that except for the name change, the Party Chapter for South Vietnam will not change in any other way.
2. Why is it necessary to have a separate name for the Party Chapter for South Vietnam?Under the current conditions of ferocious political and armed struggle, if the Party Chapter for South Vietnam openly kept its old name, identifying it as a Party Chapter of the Labor Party of Vietnam under the leadership of the Party Central Committee in North Vietnam, then our enemies, both domestic and foreign, could utilize that to spread distortions and accusations that North Vietnam was intervening to overthrow South Vietnam.14




Likewise the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF), or the more general Liberation Army of South Vietnam, was the official name of the Viet Cong armed forces. Established in early 1961, the PLAF acted as the military wing of the National Liberation Front. As with the NLF, the PLAF was designed to convey the appearance of independence, in this case military independence. In Hanoi, however, the terms PLAF and PAVN (People’s Army of Vietnam, the official name of the NVA) represented a distinction without appreciable difference. All Communist forces fighting to “liberate” South Vietnam were regarded as the logical extension of the latter (PAVN/NVA), and all were to answer to the party in Hanoi. Hanoi’s General Military Party Committee, in fact, privately acknowledged the interrelationship of Communist forces in the opening of a January 1961 communication. It read: “The Liberation Army of South Vietnam is part of the People’s Army of Vietnam, having been organized, developed, educated, and led by the Party.”15

As for COSVN, its origins dated back to 1951 and the First Indochina War. With the conclusion of 1954 and the resettlement of Viet Minh forces from South Vietnam to North Vietnam per the Geneva Agreements, COSVN gave way to a new command body, the Cochin China (Nam Bo) Party Committee, or Xu Uy Nam Bo, and disbanded. Established in October 1954, the Cochin China Party Committee assumed responsibility for the southern half of South Vietnam. The Region 5 Party Committee, incidentally, managed the northern half of South Vietnam. COSVN then reemerged on January 23, 1961, when the Third Plenum of the Central Committee in Hanoi authorized its “creation.” COSVN was subsequently activated in October 1961.16 August in name though in actuality nothing more than a roving leadership group for Hanoi’s Central Committee, COSVN had a host of responsibilities but a straightforward mandate:1. The Central Office for South Vietnam is an element of the Party Central Committee made up of a number of members of the Party Central Committee whom the Central Committee has chosen and has authorized to direct all Party activities in South Vietnam.
2. The Central Office for South Vietnam is under the leadership of the Party Central Committee, and the Politburo, acting on behalf of the  Central Committee, will provide constant direction and guidance to COSVN.
3. The Central Office for South Vietnam has the following missions and responsibilities—Based on resolutions passed by Party Congresses and on Central Committee and Politburo directives and resolutions regarding the revolution in South Vietnam, the Central Office for South Vietnam will establish concrete guidelines, policies, formulas, operating plans, and guidance to implement those Party resolutions and directives in South Vietnam.17 


For the sake of clarity, it may also be instructive to consider COSVN the “central committee” of the People’s Revolutionary Party in South Vietnam. And while it can be a bit much to digest all at once, an allied military intelligence officer intimately familiar with the Viet Cong explained how the two entities, COSVN and the People’s Revolutionary Party, interacted:COSVN receives political instruction from the DRV [North Vietnam] Politburo and passes them on in its own resolutions which are referred to as a nghi quyet [resolution]. These instructions go to a senior PRP [People’s Revolutionary Party] organizational group of party members within the Liberation Army Headquarters called the “Quan uy Trung uong Cuc.” That’s the COSVN Military Committee which includes all the senior commanders within the Liberation Army Headquarters. They take the broad instructions from Hanoi and reissue them through two channels. On the strictly military side, they issue the instructions as orders from the Liberation Army Headquarters, often referring to such and such a resolution of COSVN as the basis for a specific order. Within the party chain of command, COSVN issues sensitive implementing instructions through the PRP organization to both staff and the party and youth group members at each echelon.18





Militarily COSVN helped manage the revolution for Hanoi through its control of the PLAF or Viet Cong armed forces. COSVN Military Headquarters, at the risk of overgeneralizing the often confusing Communist military command structure in South Vietnam, commanded Viet Cong and NVA forces  in the southern half of South Vietnam. Viet Cong and NVA units deployed in the northern half of South Vietnam were directed operationally by North Vietnam.

While General Nguyen Chi Thanh, who was transferred to South Vietnam by Hanoi in late 1964, accepted overall responsibility for the Viet Cong war in the South as COSVN party secretary and “political commissar” until his death in 1967, he was not the head of COSVN Military Headquarters. That distinction belonged to General Tran Van Tra. “Tran Van Tra was the ‘Commander of the South Vietnamese Liberation Army,’ which was supposedly the NLF’s military arm,” said Merle Pribbenow, a former CIA veteran of the conflict and a highly respected expert. “General Tran Van Tra was also, from 1964 to 1967, the Commander of the COSVN Military Headquarters (Bo Tu Lenh Mien), also called the ‘Regional Headquarters for South Vietnam,’ and the Commander of the B2 Front. The B2 Front was the Communist military command for the southern half of South Vietnam. Military command of Communist forces in the northern half of South Vietnam came directly from North Vietnam.”19

General Tra was born in 1918 in Quang Ngai Province, one of the more northerly provinces of what would become South Vietnam.20 Tra had served with the Viet Minh during the war against the French, and in the years 1956–58 he traveled to the Soviet Union for military instruction at the Soviet High-Level Academy [Study Institute], becoming one of the first Vietnamese to do so. Feeling ill, he eventually left the Soviet Union but returned in 1960–61 to continue his studies. In 1963 Tra infiltrated South Vietnam to, in his words, “replace Brother [Tran Van] Quang and to establish the Headquarters of the Liberation Armed Forces of South Vietnam”21

General Thanh, meanwhile, was not a member of the General Staff in Hanoi despite his membership in the Politburo and rank as a four-star general. A “very extremist and Leftist” political general, Thanh led the General Political Department branch of the High Command, Hanoi’s “supreme military headquarters,” from the early 1950s to the late 1950s and perhaps until the early 1960s.22 He then spent a brief stint dealing with agricultural affairs in North Vietnam. After his agricultural assignment, Thanh returned to the armed forces and was ordered to South Vietnam to head up COSVN.23  Before leaving, Thanh and his colleagues received a stern farewell from Ho Chi Minh: “Fighting the French was hard, but fighting the Americans will be even harder. The Party and the Government are sending you down there to join our compatriots in South Vietnam in fighting the Americans until victory is achieved. When you see our compatriots down there, tell them that the people of South Vietnam are constantly in Uncle Ho’s thoughts.”24 In time Thanh would appreciate the enormity of the task for which he had been sent.

Fashioned along the lines of the Chinese Revolutionary Armed Forces, the Viet Cong forces operating under the auspices of General Thanh and General Tran Van Tra at COSVN or in military areas controlled directly by Hanoi consisted of three distinct factions: part-time village guerrillas or militia VC; full-time, tolerably trained, and provincially/regionally based local-force VC; and full-time, well-trained, and geographically more autonomous main-force VC. Whereas the village guerrillas or militia detachments resembled the Westernized caricature of a Viet Cong combatant—a shoddily armed, “farmer by day, guerrilla by night” fighter engaged in setting booby traps and picking off weary American infantrymen—main-force Viet Cong most assuredly did not.

Main-force units were subordinate to military regions or “fronts,” and their organization mirrored the battalion-regiment-division configuration present in conventional armies. Generically speaking a Viet Cong division possessed an operating strength of 7,350 men; a Viet Cong regiment, 1,750; and a Viet Cong battalion, 350.25 An average main-force regiment consisted of between two and four infantry battalions and a heavy weapons/“artillery” battalion. Battalions were usually composed of three infantry companies and a heavy-weapons company, though some battalions featured a fourth infantry company. Party membership, literacy, advanced military training, and very high esprit de corps characterized the makeup of most main-force units.

Although frequently thought of as operating exclusively at the company level, the local-force VC also fielded battalion-sized formations. Every province was expected to contribute at least one local-force battalion for operations within that province.26 Local-force units soldiered full time, like their main-force comrades, but they were not as well trained and educated or as likely to hold party membership. Additionally these units responded to authority at the district and provincial levels.

A hodgepodge amalgamation of village/hamlet–centered part-timers, the guerrilla-militia force usually included those who were either too old or too young to join the main- or local-force branches.27 Guerrilla units ranged from a three-man cell to a platoon in size. Guerrilla platoons, while rare, served under village/hamlet front leaders. Much of the guerrillas’ time, beyond asymmetrical insurgency warfare, was devoted to intelligence gathering for and logistical support of main- and local-force formations as they waged big-unit battle against American and South Vietnamese forces.

Below the squad level, Viet Cong organization revolved around the three-man cell. A harmonious three-man cooperative, the cell fought, ate, and quartered together.28 Conversely the “triad system” governed the formation of larger units as well. Three three-man cells equaled a squad, three squads a platoon, three platoons (plus a weapons platoon) a company, and so forth.

Of the three previously discussed VC classifications, main-force units comprised the cream of the Viet Cong armed crop. Envisaged as a companion force to the “main force fist” of the NVA, main-force units were transformed to reflect the force structure and firepower capability commensurate with the task of partnering up with the NVA to destroy the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN). General Vo Nguyen Giap disapproved initially of the push for a rapid intensification to overt, conventional-style war against South Vietnam, but he faithfully prosecuted his duties as minister of defense nonetheless. Since those included logistical and administrative obligations to Communist forces in South Vietnam, Giap gradually moved the logistically untenable mishmash of Viet Cong small arms into a standard family of weapons using a single caliber (AK-47, 7.62-mm). He also oversaw, in a manner of speaking, the export of thousands of NVA soldiers that were ultimately incorporated into Viet Cong formations in the South.29 In spite of the chastening cultural effects of integrating northern-born NVA regulars into southern VC units, the presence of skilled and well-armed professional soldiers undoubtedly enabled the main-force structure to expand sufficiently enough to meet conventional battle dimensions without a concomitant reduction in quality.

Communist bloc weapons procurement, not captured relics from a bygone era, enabled Hanoi to equip main-force formations with lethally effective modern armaments such as the AK-47 family of assault rifles, Soviet Degtayrev  7.62-mm light machine guns, and rocket-propelled grenade launchers (RPG-2s and RPG-7s). Soviet DKZ-B 122-mm rockets, 75-mm and 57-mm recoilless rifles, 82-mm and 60-mm mortars, and flamethrowers enhanced the firepower of the Viet Cong arsenal. Former Navy petty officer third class medic F. C. Brown, a solemn witness to the bodily damage wrought by Communist fire-power, noted acerbically, “The generally accepted image of a black pajama clad guerrilla with an antiquated weapon, defending his paddy against a huge mechanized American force, is simply not true. Many VC units were well armed and well supplied.”30

Michael Lee Lanning and Dan Cragg echoed Brown’s sentiments. Writing on the often contentious subject of Viet Cong weaponry, the two Vietnam veterans and subsequent authors of Inside the VC and the NVA: The Real Story of North Vietnam’s Armed Forces intoned, “By the mid-1960s, when the war escalated upon the commitment of US ground troops, the VC and infiltrating NVA units were equipped and armed with the most modern weapons and supplies Communist nations could provide.”31 Some of these weapons, like the AK-47 assault rifle, were on par with and sometimes superior to their American equivalents.

Lest anyone accuse Cragg and Lanning of disingenuously exaggerating the weaponry of the better-armed Viet Cong units out of a misplaced sense of loyalty to fellow American servicemen, others who have studied the subject reached similar conclusions. “The image of the PLAF soldier as a barefoot farmer fighting with only a home-made shotgun was as fanciful as the view that American planes bombed a North Vietnam lying helpless like Ethiopia in 1938,” wrote area specialist Douglas Pike. “PAVN and the PLAF received adequate quantities of the best military equipment that the Communist world could produce.”32 The most battle ready of the PLAF—the main-force VC units—quite naturally derived the greatest benefit from the largesse of the Communist world, particularly as the war wore on. It is not surprising, then, that 94 percent of main-force soldiers polled in a 1965 survey of Viet Cong POWs maintained that their weapons were good enough to accomplish their missions.33 Advanced firepower trickled down more slowly to the guerrilla and local-force units.

Regarding field dress, the Viet Cong had a certain standardization borne of convenience. All types of Viet Cong, but especially the guerrillas, wore  the black pants (or shorts) and jackets common to the Vietnamese peasantry. Comfortable and cost effective, the Viet Cong could fight in this “black pajama” outfit and blend in with the civilian populace. However, Viet Cong units were also seen wearing khaki, black, green, and light blue uniforms. Head dress ran the gambit from “bush” hats to the occasional helmet, though the conical hat of the Vietnamese peasant or farmer was fairly typical of the Viet Cong soldier. Footwear frequently consisted of sandals or rubber/plastic “shower shoes” or “flip flops.”

What the Communist world would not procure for the Viet Cong was the requisite cannon fodder to fight the war. The Communist Vietnamese would have to hurdle the manpower stumbling block on their own. In North Vietnam the recruiting program for units raised to infiltrate into South Vietnam was efficiently managed and deliberately discriminating, as a report based on the interrogation of an officer from the 1st Viet Cong Regiment confirmed:In order to recruit well-qualified cadres and soldiers for Group 34 [initial designation for 60th Battalion of the 1st VC Regiment] as well as other infiltration units, the General Staff sent recruiting teams to contact the directorial boards of agricultural farms, factories, and business establishments and to study the individual files of employees and interview them personally.

Those who fit the following standards and lived near Hanoi were summoned by the General Staff to assemble at the Central Re-Unification Board in Hoang Van Thu Street: (1) No civil convictions, (2) Good physical condition, (3) Belief in NVN [North Vietnam] liberating SVN [South Vietnam], (4) Willingness to infiltrate SVN. Those selected were briefed on the situation in SVN and their future assignments.34





Group 34 was comprised mainly of men recalled from farms and other business establishments, and of those most had been “regrouped” to North Vietnam between 1954 and 1955. A smaller percentage, perhaps 10 percent and with the majority of them holding the rank of an officer, came from the standing North Vietnamese Army. Interestingly enough, the interrogation report also indicates that Group 34 was “organized as an independent battalion” and directly subordinate to the General Staff.35 This revelation indicates  that a battalion from one of the signature formations of the Viet Cong—the 1st Viet Cong Regiment—answered to North Vietnam from its earliest days.

Not surprisingly Group 34 had been formed and trained at Xuan Mai. While there the group would have been exposed to a curriculum of propaganda, tactical military training, and socialist indoctrination. “Study,” wrote a later alumnus of the training facility, “consists of these subjects: Policies of the Lao Dong Party; Nature of People’s War; Nature of People’s Army; Military tactics; Ten Principles of Leadership, Use of the Ambush and the Surprise attack; How to React Quickly to Opportunities; Use of Explosive; Social Classes in Socialist and Capitalist Societies; Proselyting Efforts; Guerrilla Warfare.”36 With respect to “military tactics,” trainees at the facility studied raids, offensive actions against fortified military posts, and mobile attacks. For entertainment and heightened ideological awareness, some recruits at Xuan Mai watched Heroic Soldiers, a movie recapping the life of a revolutionary soldier.

When the time came for the voyage South, infiltrators, whether alums of Xuan Mai or not, left with an equipment allotment befitting a Spartan. One infiltrator listed only a hammock, a pack, a pair of sandals, one set of uniforms, a sweater and cap, a mosquito net, one canteen, two sets of underwear, one can of fish paste, three cans of salt, and one “shelter half.”37 Reports from other infiltrators revealed that bandages, vitamin pills, and rice were also apportioned.

Although NVA regulars and southern-born infiltrators trained at Xuan Mai alleviated some of the demand for troops, additional manpower was needed to flesh out the developing Viet Cong force and furnish replacements. Exhaustive manpower drives were instituted by Viet Cong political cadre (the Viet Cong infrastructure, or VCI) in succeeding years to attract the local South Vietnamese recruits required to sustain the armed movement. Often the “pitch” delivered appealed to the recruit’s innate sense of fraternity with the peasant class. Remarkably this “class-centric” charm offensive even managed to seduce the offspring of Viet Cong murder victims. “In the beginning, I was very hurt and angry with them for killing my father,” conceded one Viet Cong volunteer. “I quarreled with them. Then they told me that because my father had done wrong in serving as hamlet chief and thereby ‘working against his own class interests, against the poor classes’, he had to be punished.... They talked to a point where I felt that they were right. I no longer felt hurt.”38

Alternatively the Viet Cong also practiced involuntary methods for culling suitable recruits from the South Vietnamese population. Compelled by the exigencies of an expanding war, the Viet Cong after 1963 imposed a levy on draft eligible male villagers, with precious few exemptions afforded for disability or other extenuating circumstances. Discernibly draconian, this program of compulsory enlistment nonetheless bore considerable fruit. “In Bin Tre province the VC are militarily very strong this year,” remembered one former VC platoon leader, “because everywhere they force the population to yield a proportionate number of men for their troops and they no longer use propaganda to get men to enlist.”39 A 1967 survey in which an astounding 66 percent of former Viet Cong respondents claimed to have been drafted seems to affirm, at least anecdotally, the platoon leader’s observation.40 Albeit somewhat lower than the 1967 survey results, the percentage of Viet Cong soldiers pressed into service in the opinion of Marine Lieutenant Colonel and pacification advocate William R. Corson, somewhere in the neighborhood of 40–42 percent, was nevertheless substantial.41

The exact figure of South Vietnamese impressed into military service for the Viet Cong will undoubtedly remain a mystery. Moreover, the advent of fully intact NVA regiments in South Vietnam only exacerbated an already muddled and often contradictory portrait of the average Viet Cong soldier and how or why he came to fight. Still wedded in late 1964 to the implausible notion of “deniability,” Hanoi sent complete NVA regiments disguised in the black pajama garb customarily associated with the VC into South Vietnam. The invading NVA units—principally regiments from the 325th NVA Division, the 320th Infantry Regiment, and the 545th Viet Bac Battalion—received Viet Cong unit designations and weapons from China and Eastern Europe without identifying markings.42 Though the North would steadfastly deny the presence of its army in South Vietnam for years, the sheer scope of NVA intervention eventually made the use of such precautions a moot point.






2

On the Field of Battle

Inconsistent with the perception of sandal-wearing warriors innately skilled in the ways of war, the Viet Cong in actuality adhered to careskilled in the ways of war, the Viet Cong in actuality adhered to carefully considered philosophies for waging war in either an offensive or defensive capacity. Easy-to-remember and -recite slogans often reinforced these philosophies, aiding officer and soldier alike, and well-rehearsed tactics and techniques applied them to the offensive and defensive battlefield. Every so often, however, slogan and tactic merged into a phenomenon universal to all battlefields, as was the case with Grab the enemy’s belts to fight them.




OFFENSIVE WARFARE 

We resolutely chose the other tactic: to strike surely and advance surely.
 In taking this correct decision, we strictly followed this fundamental
 principle of the conduct of a revolutionary war; strike to win, strike only
 when success is certain; if it is not, then don’t strike.

—General Giap, in McCoy, Secrets of the Viet Cong

 

Authored by none other than Giap himself, the passage above enunciates VC/ NVA offensive philosophy with eloquent simplicity.1 General Thanh, after studying the battles fought in the Ia Drang Valley in November 1965 and the battles fought north of Saigon in the fall of 1965, as well as major American offensives such as Operations Attleboro (1966) and Cedar Falls (1967),  helped refine Giap’s raw philosophical blueprint. Thanh dictated a handful of lengthy essays based on his studies, and from these essays he distilled five “important lessons” on how the VC and NVA should fight:Always take control, pick the best location and the most propitious time for battle; force the enemy to fight our battle our way; always attack and move, concentrate and disperse rhythmically, cover, camouflage, hide, and disguise well, using subterfuge to fool the enemy; fight in close range and fast, fight ferociously, terminate the fight quickly (a battle should last only 15 to 20 minutes, a campaign should last only from three to five days); and the commander should understand the topography of the battlefield well, he should go to the exact location to study the terrain and understand his enemy’s modus operandi, he should anticipate the conduct of the battle using different plans, concentrate his firepower, and open fire from a high elevation to overwhelm the enemy.2





Overlapping Thanh’s lessons in certain respects, the simplistic yet incredibly functional “One slow, four quicks” credo guided the Viet Cong with regard to the planning and carrying out of military operations. Slow planning or preparation, quick advance, quick attack, quick battlefield clearance or “mop up,” and quick withdrawal comprised the credo. Irrespective of its physical expression, all Viet Cong offensive operations adhered to these principles.

Attack planning for these operations—the slow phase—was a fascinating study in bureaucratic process and military choreography. Permission to conduct an attack, at least prior to the disastrous Tet Offensive, rested with the appropriate military and party committees. Attacking units first submitted proposals to a provincial military affairs committee, whose chief in turn referred the plan and his approval (or not, whereupon the matter advanced no further) to the secretary of the provincial party committee.

If the party committee backed the proposal, the military affairs committee arranged for additional staff work. “Once the proposal is approved by the Province Committee,” the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) intelligence section investigation stated, “the Military Affairs Committee divides the preliminary tasks among its three staffs. The Military Staff sends a  reconnaissance unit to study the objective from a military point of view, and to prepare a sand table mock-up. The Political staff sends a cadre to contact the civilians in the area, to learn of their reaction to the proposed attack. It also studies the morale of the troops to see if they are mentally and emotionally prepared. If they are not, the Political staff must take the necessary measures to prepare them. The Rear Services Staff determines whether civilians can furnish food and labor, including that needed for removal of the dead and booty.”3

Reconnaissance operations then informed the final round of committee referrals and approvals. Continuous surveillance of the projected target, a key component of the recon mission, documented enemy troop strength and corresponding weaponry, possible routes of approach and withdrawal, and the overall lay of the land. Area guerrillas were queried for relevant intelligence on the target, and when conspiring to attack an enemy base, the Viet Cong at times mobilized elite reconnaissance units to infiltrate the target and collect more information. These daring incursions helped determine the locations of crew-served weapons, munitions depots, and communications stations inside the enemy base. The Viet Cong also estimated the response times of American fire support and reinforcements. Afterward the military affairs committee, which included among the attendees the commanders of all the attacking units, met and determined whether to recommend the attack plan to the province committee for final approval.4

Once granted permission to strike, the Viet Cong indulged in elaborate battlefield preparations and rehearsals. The assaulting VC forces rehearsed the forthcoming attack on sand table mockups and on land similar to the objective area. Dry runs lasted anywhere from three days to about a month. Additionally stores of ammunition, foodstuffs, and other sundry military supplies were cached near the battle zone (to be used by the attack force) in observance of a Communist military phenomenon known as “preparing the battlefield.” American commanders likened the practice to having a logistical “nose,” as opposed to an American or Western logistical “tail.”

Since slow planning called for repeated reconnaissance of the objective area, rigorous intelligence gathering, intricate combat rehearsal, and logistical prioritization, the VC required sufficient time to implement and conclude the  planning process. In tandem with that most precious of commodities—time—the Viet Cong also needed patience and the self-restraint to wait for numerical superiority. “We usually carried out an attack operation only when we had obtained reliable information as to the number of enemy troops, their weapons, and their positions,” a Viet Cong soldier said. “And we always ensured that we were absolutely superior in numbers before starting the attack. If not, we preferred to avoid contact with the enemy.”5 The soldier’s words coincide with the Viet Cong mantra of pitting “ten against one.”6

Upon completion of the planning process, and after conditions proved conducive for action, the Viet Cong would strike. Heading into battle, every member of an attacking unit understood his individual mission. He knew, for the most part, when to go, where to go, and for how long. Conditioned to stick to the script, he would hopefully go into battle and, as if by rote, perform reliably under the stressors of actual combat. His exact mission in the forthcoming attack thoroughly articulated, the VC soldier learned of the operation’s importance and of the importance of his own upcoming tactical missions to the struggle overall and to the party’s political and ideological goals. The operation and the soldier’s mission were also dutifully connected to the party’s political and ideological goals. “It has been said that the Viet Cong soldier probably is told the reason for everything that he does more frequently and in greater detail than any other soldier in the world,” stated one American study of the Viet Cong. “Almost certainly he is required to explain the reasons for his actions more than any other soldier.”7 If nothing else, such political and ideological enlightenment instilled in the average Viet Cong soldier some measure of why and for what he had been asked to fight.

Trade-offs were of course inevitable. In exchange for better command and control, which the fairly scripted Viet Cong system promoted, the VC sacrificed a degree of operational flexibility. “The Viet Cong might have had a ‘Plan B’ to fall back on,” said a former Marine Corps company commander, “but as far as a ‘Plan C’ or ‘Plan D’? Forget about it.”8 A glaring shortage of radios only compounded the problem. Indeed, although discussing the net effect of a lack of radios in Soviet tanks for much of the war against Nazi Germany, author George Nipe Jr. might just as easily have been describing some of the  VC’s communication and attack inadequacies when he wrote that “this deficiency resulted in delayed or nonexistent response to the changing events of battle, a shortcoming that was exacerbated by tactics often characterized by rigid adherence to orders regardless of losses and conditions.”9 When deprived of these technological assets, the Viet Cong had to improvise with outdated methods of communication such as human couriers and the transmitting of messages/instructions through gunshots.

Nonetheless, the Viet Cong managed to integrate four basic attack methods into a coherent offensive repertoire: the infantry raid, ambush, sapper raid, and stand-off attack. Each will be examined in turn.


The Infantry Raid 

Initiated most frequently under cover of darkness, an infantry raid was often categorized as either a “surprise raid” or “power raid.” A U.S. military handbook defined the larger and typically more violent of the two: “The ‘power raid’ is one in which the VC employ overwhelming strength and fire power in order to annihilate a defending unit. The time the raid begins is often a clue to its nature. Raids begun after 0200 hours are rarely power raids intended to overrun an outpost.”10

For a power raid against a static allied position, a Viet Cong assault force consisting of sappers, a heavy-weapons section, and a main assault unit would leave their bases and safe havens (usually after sundown) and advance quickly to staging areas close to the intended target. Normally an attack would commence without preparatory fire and under the cover of darkness, more often than not between the hours of midnight and 2:00 AM. Sapper infiltration to clear avenues of advance through minefields and other defensive obstacles preceded, and covering fire from the heavy-weapons section deployed outside the enemy base, supported the quick infantry attack by the main assault unit. Diversionary attacks could also be launched in connection with the primary assault. Thereafter, the attacking force transitioned to the recovery of redeemable battlefield items (weapons, and so on) in accordance with a quick “mop up” or battlefield clearance. If possible, the dead and wounded were also recovered. The Viet Cong then withdraw quickly, ably abetted by rear-guard activity, along predetermined “exfiltration” routes.11


The Ambush 

South Vietnamese Colonel Hoang Ngoc Lung proclaimed that the Communist ambush was “a tactical maneuver carried out in accordance with the slogan ‘fight a small action to achieve great victory.’”12 In the same vein, a Viet Cong revolutionary listed “a weak unit attacks a strong one” as one of the guiding principles of the ambush.13 Both might very well have argued that the ambush rivaled the infantry raid as the Viet Cong’s preferred method of offensive maneuver.

Analogous to infantry raid planning, ambush planning also followed the “One slow, four quicks” formula, starting with tactical reconnaissance. Sneaking undetected through the jungle, Viet Cong reconnaissance teams began recording American movement routines and unit strengths. Other teams scouted the terrain of the proposed ambush site for suitability. To warrant selection the land had to provide the ambushing unit with cover at the site and concealment when moving into and out of the ambush area, positions for the deployment of heavy weapons, and areas for the establishment of observation posts to track enemy movement. The land also had to facilitate to some degree the VC’s ability to move, encircle, and split up the enemy force. In addition proposed sites would ideally bear a resemblance to other areas along the enemy’s route and would not be the first potential ambush site along the way. Prospective sites were also evaluated for their capacity to hamper enemy movement, countermeasures, and the employment of his supporting fires.14

Having settled on an acceptable site, Viet Cong planners concentrated next on the shape of the ambush and the actions to be taken before opening fire, upon opening fire, and during withdrawal from the ambush site. As one might expect, terrain features and the expected size and composition of the enemy force influenced shape design. The rudimentary flank or linear ambush with its ambushing position placed parallel to the target for flanking fire was the most convenient and probably the most commonly used. Yet the L-shaped ambush, with the “base” providing enfilading fire and the “leg” flanking fire against an enemy force, may have been the preferred choice. Several other shapes (Z and V ambushes) and schemes (“bloody nose” and “maneuver” ambushes) were employed as well. Regardless of the shape or arrangement, the  Viet Cong practiced with professional thoroughness every sequence of the proposed ambush on sand table models and on terrain similar to the ambush site.

Force structure for an ambush depended on the scope and complexity of the operation, as many were nothing more than hastily put together and/ or small unit affairs stemming from chance meetings with American forces. The most intricate force packages featured five interdependent components: observation posts, command posts (CPs), lead blocking element, main assault element, and rear blocking element. The lead blocking element had the responsibility of disorganizing and stopping the enemy force with sudden, unannounced fire. A machine gun was often utilized to accomplish this. If the lead block succeeded in halting the enemy, the main assault element would then move to encircle, break up, and destroy the enemy force with all available firepower. At times the Viet Cong would commit some of their ambushing force to a close-in assault against the besieged enemy unit. The main assault element usually performed this task. If the entire enemy force had wandered into the ambush zone, the rear blocking element would join the main assault effort with an attack against the rear of the enemy force. If the rear of the enemy force remained outside of the ambush zone, the rear blocking element worked to cut it off and engage any enemy reinforcements.

The final two components of the five-element ambush played a critical role as well. An extended set of eyes and ears, observation posts (OPs) monitored the movement of the targeted enemy unit and the movement of enemy reinforcements. The OPs then relayed this tactical intelligence to the ambush command post via wire communication or runner. The CP, meanwhile, exercised control over the other four ambush elements, generally from a location in which the ambush zone could be observed.15

Irrespective of the force structure for or the shape of the ambush, the ambushers themselves would presumably possess certain attributes capable of contributing to its success. According to one Viet Cong veteran, the “ideal ambusher” was “courageous, decisive and firm...able to think and act quickly, kill quickly and withdraw quickly.” Necessarily close-mouthed, he was likewise adept at keeping a secret.16

Innumerable examples of Viet Cong ambushes exist from every year of the war, but for an excellent example from 1965, one need only look at the  August 18 ambush of a Marine supply convoy during Operation Starlite. This ambush exhibited a near textbook illustration of the lead block, main assault, and rear block force structure. The results of the ambush, moreover, were reasonably good. Comparatively speaking the 80th Viet Cong Battalion’s ambush of a Marine battalion four months later achieved measurably less success. In fact, the Marines of 2nd Battalion/7th Regiment counterattacked the Viet Cong ambush so swiftly and decisively that they disrupted the VC enterprise altogether.

As a participating element of Operation Harvest Moon/Lien Ket, a joint Marine-ARVN initiative aimed at the 1st Viet Cong Regiment, the 2/7 Marines had moved from the northern banks of the Khang River eastward, toward Tam Ky, in search of Viet Cong forces. Intelligence estimates had pointed to a Viet Cong battalion in the Ky Phu area, and on December 18, 1965, the Marines trudged through rice paddies framed by hedgerows and approached the village of Ky Phu. Company G, the 2nd Battalion’s forward-most unit, had advanced through Ky Phu when the 80th Viet Cong Battalion suddenly opened fire. Attacking first from the southeast, the Viet Cong hit Company G with sniper, automatic weapons, and mortar fire. Ambushing VC elements also mortared the Headquarters and Service (H&S) Company, then in the open rice paddies west of Ky Phu. Two VC infantry companies were then dispatched to penetrate the gap separating the H&S Company and Company F. This thrust was intended to encircle and annihilate H&S Company.

Lieutenant Colonel Leon Utter, commanding officer of the 2/7, responded swiftly. Utter instructed Company F, which had barely exited the eastern end of Ky Phu when the mortaring of the H&S Company started, to attack the “main VC positions on the H&S right flank.”17 The counterattack routed the Viet Cong. Subjected to Marine artillery fire, marauding Huey gunships, and Company F’s infantry counterstroke from the rear, the Viet Cong assault disintegrated and many of the VC dispersed. “Once we got them going, the VC just broke and ran,” said a Marine officer who joined Company F in the counterattack. “It was just like a turkey shoot.”18

A ways down, toward the end of the Marine column, the VC infantry attacks demonstrated greater determination. One company from the 80th Viet Cong Battalion, for example, assaulted Company H (2nd Battalion/9th  Marines, attached to 2nd/7th Marines) from each flank and from the rear with great fortitude. But after a grueling four-hour fight, the VC realized that they could not defeat the Marine unit nor prevent it from reaching Ky Phu and reuniting with the 2/7 Marines. With night fast approaching, the VC began to disengage. The fighting eventually slackened, but not before 104 VC had been killed in the ambush attempt. Fewer than a dozen Marines were killed, though more than seventy were wounded.19

After the battle, the Americans noted the tactics the VC had used at Ky Phu. In a “lessons learned” report produced by MACV, the Americans observed: “(1) VC units attacked the center of the column from positions previously traversed by the flank security elements of the advance guard, moving into these positions during the time and space interval between the flankers of the advance and rear guards (estimated as 3–045 minutes).”20 The report also cited the Viet Cong’s deliberate targeting of American commanders and radio operators with their initial fire. This VC tactic would continue with some success until the Americans became more acclimated to combat conditions in South Vietnam.


 The Sapper Raid 

Another preferred offensive maneuver, the sapper raid embodied the minimum cost, maximum benefit mentality of the Viet Cong. For a relatively minor monetary investment, and a small contingent of specialists, a sapper raid could infiltrate a U.S. military installation and kill a number of American servicemen and damage or destroy expensive American war machines.21 Neither the ambush nor the infantry raid/assault possessed as much “bang for the buck” appeal. To illustrate the point, by the close of 1969, and despite heightened allied awareness of the sapper “phenomenon,” the monetary damage incurred in an average sapper raid against an allied target had mushroomed to more than $1 million.22

Sapper raids plagued both Marine and Army facilities. MAG-12 (Marine Aircraft Group) commander Colonel Leslie E. Brown recounted the scene at the Chu Lai SATS field, site of a VC sapper raid, on the night of October 27–28, 1965: “A couple of the airplanes were on fire, and the sappers had gotten through intact.... They were barefooted and had on a loin cloth and it was  kind of a John Wayne dramatic effect. They had Thompson submachineguns and they were spraying the airplanes with the Tommy guns and . . . throwing satchel charges into tail pipes.”23

The Chu Lai sapper raid destroyed two A-4 Douglas Skyhawks and damaged six others. The very same evening, October 27–28, another Viet Cong sapper operation hit the Marines’ Marble Mountain helicopter facility located on the Tiensha Peninsula. Sappers armed with fragmentation, concussion, and thermite grenades, along with RPGs and several Bangalore torpedoes, infiltrated the Marine aviation complex and destroyed nineteen helicopters. Thirty-five others suffered notable damage. Added up, the raid wrecked or damaged approximately one-third of the helicopters at Marble Mountain. The helicopter losses, while severe, could be recouped; the deaths of three American servicemen (ninety-one wounded) could not. Colonel Thomas J. O’Connor, the MAG-16 commanding officer, alleged that the devastation inflicted on the Marble Mountain fleet “put a crimp in division plans for several months afterward.”24

Spectacular raids such as the one at Marble Mountain notwithstanding, sappers excelled in the more mundane role of opening avenues of advance for the main assault element of an infantry raid. Brandishing wire cutters, a metal rod to poke about for mines, small pins for the disarmament of mine fuses, and explosive charges, sappers inched forward through barbed wire, minefields, and other defensive obstacles erected to protect enemy targets from assault.25 Every foot the sappers cleared brought them one step closer to breaching the protective barrier surrounding the target or, if they were discovered or guilty of the slightest miscalculation, death. “We have the responsibility of being the forward group in any attack, of opening the way for the other elements, and of removing obstacles, erected by the enemy to stop our advance, with explosives,” said a sapper platoon leader from the 514th Viet Cong Regiment, operating in the Mekong Delta.26 Though mindful of the peril involved, most sappers still accepted the mission of creating corridors through defensive obstacles, and attacking targets once inside the objective, with a great deal of dedication and élan.

General Thanh was an avid supporter of the VC/NVA sapper corps. In March 1966 Thanh implored his troops to “attack the Achilles heel”—airfields,  communications posts, depots, and so on—of the American presence in Vietnam. Ideally suited for such an undertaking, the sapper, General Thanh believed, would be a “determining” factor in the war.27 With this enhanced import came greater appreciation for the independent sapper raid and an expansion of the sapper force, from VC/NVA sapper companies early on to eventual sapper battalions.

Force expansion, in fact, may very well have spurred the scheduled conversions of large conventional VC formations, like the V-25 Local Force Battalion in Quang Nam Province, into operationally viable sapper units.28 Diversification of the force followed as well, and by 1969 the Viet Cong had founded a Swimmer Sapper School in Kien Hoa, South Vietnam. In time the effects of organizational commitment, training, and individual initiative turned the sapper into a “bridge between warfare and terror, with a foot in each camp.”29

Again, much like the composition and organization of a Viet Cong ambush force, the dimensions and force structure of a sapper party differed depending on the specifications of the mission. In theory a VC/NVA sapper raid fielded an assault element to breach the enemy perimeter and assail selected targets within the enemy position, a fire-support element usually consisting of 60-mm or 82-mm mortars, a security element to attend to enemy reinforcements, and a reserve element. Sapper raiding forces in practice rarely featured a reserve element.30 Success, nevertheless, was not dependent on the four-element paradigm. The Chu Lai SATS raid in October, for instance, apparently employed very little in the way of a reserve or fire-support element.

Certainly the exclusion or inclusion of ordinary infantry had an influence on the operational conduct of a sapper raid and, presumptively, its effects. “Assaults without the infantry required fullest use of the fire support or reserve elements, either separately or in combination,” wrote Major General David Ewing Ott, author of a 1975 volume on American field artillery. Ott continued: “Sapper attacks with the infantry were either with the sappers in support of the infantry or the infantry in support of the sappers. Sapper units considered supporting the infantry a misuse of their tactical abilities. Attached to a large unit, they tended to lose the advantages of secrecy and surprise. Nevertheless, sappers continued to be employed as reinforcements to the infantry.  The second mode of sapper operation—using the infantry as a reserve, security, or secondary assault element—seemed more effective. The greatest threat to allied positions was an attack spearheaded by sappers with explosive charges, followed by the infantry some 100 to 200 meters behind.”31

No exposé on the Viet Cong sapper and his raids would be complete without referencing the training involved. Although the length and location of sapper training lacked true standardization, agreement on the need for strenuous demolitions instruction was widespread. Sapper recruits learned, among other skills, how to arm and disarm conventional explosives, defeat and convert enemy mines, and the recommended placement and quantity of explosives for destroying various enemy targets and obstacles. Instruction on stealth, reconnaissance, and infiltration techniques was provided as well.32 Sapper training, as with the training for any other specialized operational discipline, was but one predicator of future success along with individual student aptitude and good fortune on the battlefield.

How did sapper raids contribute to the big-unit war effort? The most obvious contribution was of course the destruction of American war materials and personnel, both of which sustained either directly or indirectly the American big-unit war. American firebases supported the big-unit war directly by delivering firepower to American maneuver units in the field. Successful sapper raids against the former would weaken the firepower umbrella available to the latter.33


The Stand-off Attack 

In addition to sapper raids, the Viet Cong resorted to indirect attacks by fire or “stand-off attacks.”34 Stand-off attacks, as the name implies, consisted mostly of firing rockets and mortar rounds into enemy installations from a distance. While not an especially imaginative or novel idea, the stand-off attack nonetheless solved the problem of having to “mass” for an attack against a high valued target. The stand-off attack also increased the likelihood of evading return fire. Small groups of Viet Cong could launch Soviet-made 122-mm rockets, which possessed far greater range and lethality than 82-mm mortar rounds, at an intended target and disperse with less chance of being identified and killed by enemy defensive fire than if they had attempted an infantry raid.  A U.S. Marine Corps operations report later in the war reaffirmed that basic point: “On 9 September, Danang received its second attack as the enemy fired three rockets, killing one US airman and wounding eleven others. One F-4C, one A-1E and barracks were damaged. An air observer detected the launch, and soon thereafter Marine ground forces located eight abandoned rockets, four miles southwest of the airfield. These abandoned weapons gave testimony of the enemy’s hasty departure.”35 The report, furthermore, summarized the enduring threat of the stand-off attack: “Nevertheless, it remains clear that indirect fire attacks against the fixed major air fields in I CTZ will continue to remain an enemy capability, despite the intensive preventive efforts. In no other type of engagement can the enemy hope to achieve such dramatic results, with the commitment of so small a force.”36

Over the course of the war, the U.S. military stepped up patrolling around installations, increased aerial overflights, and fired off thousands of rounds of harassment and interdiction (H&I) fire. But in the end, as the September 1967 Marine operations report admitted, the stand-off attack remained a viable Viet Cong and NVA capability.

Despite the success of sapper raids and stand-off attacks, from an offensive standpoint the Viet Cong typically generated big-unit battle against American forces via the infantry raid or ambush. Meeting engagements, which were not intrinsically offensive or defensive in nature, and encounters in which the VC engaged American units while ensconced in fortified defensive positions account for the remainder. Still, sapper raids and stand-off attacks were resource-draining distractions for the American military. Indeed, they were the quintessential “guerrilla warfare” complement to the Viet Cong’s big-unit war.




 DEFENSIVE WAR 

The more sweat on digging defensive positions, the less blood in fighting.

—Lanning and Cragg, Inside the VC and the NVA

 

Notwithstanding the ambush, and even an ambush includes some aspects of dug-in defensive warfare, the most auspicious occasion for engaging American forces on the battlefield occurred when Viet Cong forces had the luxury of  assuming a position of defensive strength. More often than not this entailed accepting combat from the relative safety of bunkers, fighting holes, and other defensive fortifications.

Excluding ambush zones and “prepared battlefields” situated near VC/ NVA campsites, the VC’s elaborately constructed defensive works were most frequently found guarding the campsites themselves. Not surprisingly all camps shared critical characteristics. Principal among them were the availability of dense overhead vegetation to obscure aerial observation and the lack of any outstanding feature like a river or vast open expanse that might complicate a swift and safe getaway. Selecting terrain with scant natural protections for would-be attackers was also regarded as crucially important.

Well versed in the excruciatingly monotonous art of “digging in,” Viet Cong soldiers were capable of quickly converting a chosen campsite into a veritable stronghold bristling with belts of defensive positions. Anywhere from fifty to two hundred meters typically separated the belts defending the less permanent campsites, and they were often patterned in the shape of an L, V, or U to promote crossfire potential. Connecting trenches linked individual fighting positions within the belts.37

Relatively permanent base camps were usually established in jungle sanctuaries outside of allied artillery range and the normal operating reach of allied sweeps, sometimes even beyond the territorial borders of South Vietnam. Dense jungles, however, were rejected as a potential area to locate base camps by some Viet Cong formations because of the American penchant for subjecting those areas to B-52 bombing runs.38 Wherever sited, the base camp provided a training, supply, and rear services area for the VC/NVA war effort. Base camps were also more intricately defended than the more temporary “safe harbor” camps:Defended base camps present a formidable obstacle to the attacker. They are normally somewhat circular in form with an outer rim of bunkers, automatic weapons firing positions, alarm systems and foxholes. Within the circle there is a rather complex system of command bunkers, kitchens, and living quarters constructed above the ground from a wide variety of materials.... Even though natural terrain features may cause  a camp to resemble a cul-de-sac there will be at least one prepared exit or escape route opposite the anticipated direction(s) of attack. Tunnels connect the bunkers and firing positions, enabling the defenders to move from one point to another. This technique enhances the effect of their firepower and gives them a significant advantage over the attacker. An unfordable river may parallel one flank of a typical camp while open paddy land borders the other.39





Base camps with a triangular layout were constructed as well. If occupied by a Viet Cong regiment, one battalion would deploy on each side of the triangle. Battalions were often located approximately three kilometers apart, while companies were spaced about a kilometer from one another. Elsewhere in the camp, support companies typically enclosed the regimental command post.40

Irrespective of the shape, Viet Cong base camps possessed tremendous defensive potential. To counteract that potential, American forces developed a “surround and pound” strategy—cordon off or surround the base with American infantry, and then pound it with air and artillery. For American commanders the cost of the alternative, a classic “close with and destroy the enemy” infantry assault, was much too prohibitive. “As an infantry commander,” recalled an American officer with the 25th Infantry Division, “I have assaulted fortified base camps both ways: the traditional closing with the enemy and the let-the-artillery-and-air-do-it, and believe me, the latter is better.”41 Ideally base camps were to remain inviolate, but if they were attacked by American ground forces, the Viet Cong at the very least had the advantage of fighting the subsequent battle from a position of defensive strength.

The VC/NVA also moved continuously through a network of less permanent campsites with each one acting as a fortified defensive stronghold from which to engage American forces when in between moves. VC/NVA battalions could reportedly control as many as twenty to twenty-five temporary camps apiece, and temporary camps were found throughout South Vietnam. However, since habitual movement was the norm, the VC/NVA never inhabited any one location for more than four days at any one time.42

South Vietnamese villages were prime locations for temporary camps. Troops from the laagering Viet Cong unit, often in collaboration with coerced civilian labor, would simply settle down and shovel out the requisite camp  defensive belts and positions within the village. To conserve time and sweat, the Viet Cong commandeered bunkers and other positions that were already a part of civilian houses in the war zone.43 Occasionally peasant labor prepared all of the village fortifications. Efficiently dug and systematically arranged, such defensive fortifications and positions ensured that the Viet Cong would not be easily destroyed or expelled from their village camp:One of the enemy’s favorite battlegrounds was the fortified village. This usually consisted of several hamlets prepared with extensive fighting positions, trenchworks, connected tunnels, and spider holes. The fighting bunkers often had five to seven feet of overhead cover and could take a direct hit from a 155-mm howitzer round. The bunkers were placed to cover avenues of approach and were interspersed throughout the village, with tunnels connecting the bunkers and trenches, thereby allowing the enemy to disappear and reappear firing from another location. Trees, shrubs, and even the earth itself were reshaped to conceal these positions.44





In part because they were so nomadically predisposed, the Viet Cong established and generally adhered to a set of movement procedures when moving between camps. Preceding any scheduled departure, reconnaissance elements from the relocating VC unit rendezvoused with district or village cadre to obtain guides and provisions and to reconnoiter the proposed route. Commanders of the parent unit were then briefed by the returning recon detachments on the nature of the terrain, enemy activity, and other pertinent factors. If circumstances dictated daytime movement, the Viet Cong concealed themselves in camouflage consisting of area vegetation and sought routes beneath the jungle canopy. Approaching aircraft, naturally, compelled the VC to hide motionless until the danger passed. For the most part, though, the Viet Cong preferred nighttime movements. Moving at night served to accentuate the Viet Cong’s seemingly innate ability to move swiftly in the dark.

Measures aimed at inhibiting American intelligence collection were assiduously enforced as well. Viet Cong units camouflaged battle positions for future use and cleaned the temporary bivouac sites of incriminating evidence.  Upon arrival at the next camp, the Viet Cong prevented villagers, if that site fell within the confines of a village, from departing lest an “imperialist puppet” slip out and inform American or South Vietnamese forces of their presence.45

An informative American intelligence study of the 273rd Viet Cong Regiment examined how a specific Viet Cong unit moved. The third in a series of three enemy regimental histories, the study charted the 273rd’s standard movement protocol:The regiment will normally build a new base camp when it moves. Sometimes, however, it will use an old base camp, even moving into a partially destroyed one and rebuilding it. The regiment normally does not move back to a base camp which has been discovered. In the rainy season, the unit usually stays in a base camp for about one month. In the dry season, it moves about every 10 to 15 days. Prior to leaving an area which has served as a base area, personnel destroy huts or bunkers and fill in trenches and foxholes.

The 273 VC Regiment normally marches in the following order: 2 Battalion, 1 Battalion, Regimental Headquarters, and 3 Battalion. Its new artillery battalion may attach its companies to the maneuver battalions. While moving, units always march in a single file. There is no flank security but the troops are trained to encircle any ambush position when they are fired upon. A reconnaissance element leads each battalion by 250 meters and is followed by an infantry company. The fire support company and the two other infantry companies follow in order.

Companies are separated by 150 meters in daylight and 50 meters at night. The battalion command element is positioned throughout the battalion, and the commanding officer is always with the last company. Battalions march about two hours apart. Although the regiment has marched during the day in jungle areas, all almost movement is at night. Before resting during the day, the unit digs uncovered foxholes. The unit has moved up to 20 kilometers in a day, and 10 to 15 kilometers is normal.46





When not moving or fighting, the VC/NVA sometimes prepared battlefields on land within striking distance of their camps in the hopes of fighting  future engagements on familiar and well-fortified terrain. Maximizing any and all topographical advantages provided by the locations of these preselected battlegrounds, the VC/NVA dug or constructed bunkers, trenches, fighting holes, and sites for heavy-weapons emplacements. Notoriously well constructed, some Communist bunkers had withstood 8-inch artillery fire until hit with a direct strike.47 Mines and booby traps were also planted, and routes of withdrawal were established. Later, when an enemy unit ventured inside an area containing two to three prepared battlefields, the VC/NVA had the option of initiating a battle on favorable terrain.

Assuming the conditions were conducive for an assault, the VC/NVA would dispatch a forward detachment to make contact and maneuver the enemy force into one of the prepared battlefields. While the forward detachment delayed and maneuvered the enemy, the main body of the assault force deployed to the designated battlefield. This force would then seek to destroy or savage the ensnared enemy unit.48




GRAB THE ENEMY’S BELTS 

The rationale behind the Viet Cong’s preference for fighting from prepared positions was both obvious and sensible. Pitted against an American foe with unchallenged air and supporting fire supremacy, the Viet Cong wished to shape or manipulate the tactical environment so that they could mete out maximum punishment while minimizing friendly casualties. In essence the Viet Cong strived to even the odds as often as possible against American firepower until the time came to disengage and withdraw. With more pragmatic imperatives like survival, killing some Americans, and registering a few victories guiding the military agenda of the average Viet Cong soldier, accepting or initiating battle from fortified camps and other defensive positions leveled the playing field and theoretically placed these imperatives within reach.

Prior to the inevitable withdrawal phase, however, the Viet Cong were known to hug American infantry as a means of reducing the effectiveness of American supporting arms. To the Viet Cong, the practice of hugging American troops evolved into a battlefield credo immortalized by the slogan “Grab the enemy’s belts to fight them.” The slogan has been associated with General Nguyen Chi Thanh, but Thanh was not the man who coined it according  to General Dang Vu Hiep. Hiep, who was the chief of political affairs for the Central Highlands Front at the time, recorded an exchange in September 1965 that he had had with General Chu Huy Man, commander and political commissar of the Central Highlands Front, and in that exchange the origins of the phrase are revealed:Then, as if having just thought of something, Chu Huy Man asked me, “Hiep, do you remember the battle of Vinh Huy in early 1965, near Tam Ky City?”

“I remember it,” I replied.

“During that battle, a squad leader from our Military Region’s 1st Regiment shouted something that I thought was very good while pursuing the enemy. He shouted, ‘Grab the enemy’s belts to fight them!’ When I heard that, I reported this statement to Nguyen Chi Thanh by telephone. When he heard it, Thanh exclaimed, ‘That’s great, Man! This is something that applies not just to one regiment or one military region; it can be applied to our entire army, to all of South Vietnam!’ I learned later that Comrade Nguyen Chi Thanh ordered all battlefield’s throughout our nation to use the phrase, “Grab the enemy’s belts to fight them” as our slogan when fighting against U.S. forces.”49





Hiep’s account thus ascribes the slogan to a soldier from the 1st Viet Cong Regiment during the Battle of Vinh Huy, an engagement fought south of Da Nang between the 1st Viet Cong Regiment and South Vietnamese forces on February 17, 1965. Thanh simply popularized it by dint of executive order.50

When dug in or otherwise defensively postured, the Viet Cong would frequently attempt to grab American infantry “by the belt” after contact had been made. Frequently, upon making contact with enemy forces, American ground troops would disengage or form a defensive perimeter in order to pound enemy units and positions with artillery fire and air strikes. Following these supporting arms strikes, American infantry would attempt to mop up holdouts and other areas of resistance with methods that were virtually indistinguishable from many previous American conflicts. The Viet Cong, though, understood all too well the dangers of giving American infantry the tactical space  required for the effective delivery of supporting fires. “But in order to fight the Americans, you had to get close to them,” insisted one battled-hardened southern regroupee. “You couldn’t fight them from a distance.”51 To avoid fighting from a distance, the Viet Cong would pursue American infantry as the latter fell back to allow input from air and artillery assets. By remaining in close proximity, the Viet Cong and NVA hoped they could prevent American infantry from disengaging enough to permit the safe and effective intervention of American supporting arms. At the very least, the VC and NVA hoped to delay that intervention as long as possible.

Fundamentally the notion of grabbing the enemy by the belt was little more than a means of separating the American infantryman from his firepower, as the Viet Minh had attempted to do years earlier to the French. General Vuong Thua Vu of the NVA General Staff expounded on the importance of the concept in his “Three cuts, one destroy” approach to fighting. In Vu’s mind the VC/NVA had to fight the Americans at close quarters, and to do that they needed to cut American infantry off from artillery, tanks, and airpower. Since the two opposing infantry forces were reasonably well matched in terms of basic soldierly competence and courage, Communist units would invariably find the odds of defeating American infantry that had been cut off from their fire support more favorable than the odds of defeating those that were able to harness the frighteningly destructive power of American support arms.

Decidedly utilitarian, the “Grab the enemy’s belts” maxim was employed in offensive situations as well. Veteran American commanders noted that the Viet Cong would spend the opening minutes of an infantry assault striving to hug American forces.52 That American firepower averted disaster here and there despite this Communist tactic and numerous instances of VC/NVA numerical superiority testifies to the unflappable disposition of American forward observers and to the American military’s unparalleled aptitude for putting fire-power on target. On other occasions, however, the tactic reduced the battlefield impact of American supporting arms.
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