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FOREWORD

This CHECO study deals extensively with military efforts made in the
latter part of 1966 to pacify northern Binh Dinh Province, one of the most-
populated and heavily-contested areas of the country. The struggle for
Binh Dinh Province began seriously in December 1964, when the Viet Cong made
battalion-sized attacks for the first time. They moved into the An Lao
Valley, captured two Army Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) fortified positionms,
and remained despite extensive air attacks and counter-operations. This
enemy initiative, an escalation in fact, which was later revealed as part of
a plan to cut South Vietnam in half along Highway 19, played a major part in

the United States' decision to raise its level of participation in the year.

Some two and a half years later, the struggle for control of this
area is continuing with definite signs of progress as indicated in this
report. Nevertheless, the fact that this important area, where the U.S.
has launched a major military effort, still is not secure, underscores the

painstaking military approach required in the unique fighting of Vietnam.

Airpower is an essential element of this approach and was used
ex-ensively, but, it, too, cannot be expected to produce sudden, dramatic,
finite results any more than the search-and-clear ground operations they
support. This hard reality, the reccgnition of a long and difficult
military task against a resilient and determined enemy, must be kept in

mind in reading this study.
This study has greater detail than previous battle studies to provide

vi
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a more complete environmental background in which the air role can be
placed in perspective. This same treatment will be given in later studies

to extended operations in other geographic areas.
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CHAPTER I

BACKGROUND

Assessment of Air Effort

The overall Allied military operations in northeast Binh Dinh Province
have, since September 1966, achieved spectacular success. The enemy mili-
tary forces were dealt, on a long-term basis, a crushing defeat, with more
than 4,000 killed b& body-count and thousands of others wounded, captured,
or returned to government control. =

The vast Viet Cong (VC) political and guerrilla infrastructure
throughout the area was sericusly crippled and in many cases totally
destroyed. The enemy was seriously demoralized and even regiments were
rendered ccmpletely ineffective. Almost the entire enemy base and logis-
tics system--organized and constructed over a period of many years to

support a full division, two independent battalions, and all its local and

guerrilla forces--was either destroyed or captured.

Superficially, in terms of killed by air (KBA) and bomb damage assess-

ment (BDA), results from the nearly 3,000 tactical air sorties and 250
2/

B-52 sorties would appear negligible compared to the effort expended.
In this case, however, reported KBA and BDA were only minor clues to the

actual success and value of the tactical and strategic air effort.

Opportunities for analyzing decisive results are all too infrequent,

1




since by far the majority of tactical and strategic bombing sorties are
flown against an unseen and subsequently unexploited target. This situation
leads to reported results that are at most minimal. Even in many instances,
when meaningful exploitation of air strikes is achieved, the enemy's pen-
chant for removing bodies and rapidly clearing away all signs of Allied

effectiveness, denies accurate results.

There have been many instances when visible and very spectacular
results have been accomplished in many close air support situations. When
an Army commander tells his forward air controller (FAC) that air support
saved his platoon, company, or battalion, from serious losses or even
annihilation, and the unit's perimeter is littered with enemy bodies
strewn around bomb craters or charred with napalm, the effectiveness, and

ofttimes decisiveness of air support stands little challenge.

Many factors contribute to an effective evaluation and documentation
of the valuableness of air support. It is essential that various aspects
of the operational milieu of this campaign, such as terrain, weather,
concepts of operations, enemy dispositions and tactics, and pertinent
Allied unit characteristics be considered. This provides a proper pers-
pective for the story of air support in the northeast Binh Dinh Province

campaign.

Binh Dinh Province

Bound on the east by the South China Sea, Binh Dinh is a central

highlands coastal province located in the northeastern corner of II Corps.

I 0 |




Approximately three-quarters of the provincial area is terrain typical of
the central highlands--that is, rugged, heavily-forested mountains with
40- to 60-degree slopes cut by fast-flowing streams. The western half

of the province contains extensive areas of relatively flat mountain
plateau which is, for the most part, heavily vegetated. The mountains are
drained by numerous small streams which converge into several major river
valleys, varying in width from two-to-four kilometers and extensively

terraced and cultivated for rice.

.As these majorArivers, the Kim Son, the An Lao, the Vinh Thanh, the
E:E:‘Ca, and the Lai Giang broaden out into the coastal plains, most of
them divide into numerous small channels which provide ample water for the
intensive rice cultivation of the paddied lowlands. It is in the terraced
river valleys and these broad coastal lowlands that the great majority
of the province's population (estimated at 876,000) 2/ live, engaging in

rice cultivation and fishing in the shallow coastal waters and bays.

The central coast of Binh Dinh is marked by three isolated mountain
masses, the Phu Cat, the Nui Mieu, and the Tiger Mountains, each perched
almost on the very brink of the sea and separated from each other and

the western mountain ranges by expanses of rice paddied plains.

Militarily and economically, the most strategic areas for the control
of Binh Dinh Province are Qui Nhon, the largest city, the various smaller
district towns, the two national highways and National Railroad which

transverse the province, the populous river valleys and coastal lowlands,



and finally the coastal waters, strategic for both the large scale fishing

industry and as a waterborne access route for supply and possible infiltration.

Qui Nhon and the district towns are garrisoned and have remained fairly
‘secure in Government Republic of Vietnam (GVN) hands, although the VC have
had the capability of massing against select district towns in force, and

at least temporarily overrunning them.

National Highways 1 and 19 are the major land transportation routes
and provide access to the north, south, and west. Highway 1, which is
paralleled by the National Railroad, roughly follows the eastern coast-
line and is the major national north-south transportation route from Saigon

to the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) and from the DMZ north to Hanoi.

Highway 19 has always been strategic in that it is the main overland
access route to Pleiku and Kontum Provinces. Control of this road has been
exigent upon the control and logistical support of both these provinces
and the major Allied border control operations such as PAUL REVERE and

SAM HOUSTON.

Thus, the overall Allied military strategy for controlling these
various strategic areas and wresting the province from VC hands was based
on three specifics. These were: (1) the establishment of key and strate-
gically located bases from which the towns, populated areas, and highways
could be secured and pacified; (2) implementation of an extensive naval
support program to control the heavy coastal traffic and prevent seaborne

supply and infiltration of enemy forces; and (3) the setting up of an air




support program adequate to insure the airpower necessary to achieve Allied
4/

objectives.
The Koreans

With the arrival of the Republic of Korea (ROK) Capital Division,
(also known as l;ké? the Tiger Division), in the fall of 1965, and the
establishment of a base camp a few miles northwest of Qui Nhon, Highway 19,
west to the An Khe Pass and a large segment of Highway 1 were gradually
secured against all major harassment. The extensive river valley north-
west of Qui Nhon, the largest single lowland plains area in the province,
was gradually cleared and pacified. By late summer of 1966, most of the
southwest quarter of Binh Dinh Province, with the exception of some of the
heaviest mountain area, had been fairly well cleared and land travel with-
in the Korean tactical area of responsibility (TAOR) had become perhaps
the safest in Vietnam. 2

Airpower played a significant role in these pacification and clear-
ing operations, although not to the extent that American units normally
employ tactical airpower for similar purposes. From 21 October 1965
through 1 June 1966, approximately 450 TAC air missions were flown in
support of the Capital Division pacification program. A great many of these
missions were of the harassment and interdiction (H&I) type. .

Tactical airpower had generally been used with frugality by Korean
forces. Their strategy of operations and assault tactics were principally

developed around the concept of fire support from division artillery, since



tactical air was not ordinarily available for use in Korean tactical plan-
ning and training programs. Furthermore, appreciation of the capabilities

of tactical air support was not normally found in Korean officer and non-

7/

commissioned officer ranks to the extent that it existed among U.S. forces.

The Koreans also expanded their tactical area of responsibility (TAOR)
gradually and in measured steps, a tactic which lent itself well to advance
preparation of adequate artillery fire support bases. =

According to Maj. Robert D. Stuart, former assistant air liaison
officer for the ROK Capital Division, when the Koreans did make contact
with the enemy, they were so eager to press their attack that they were un-
willing to wait 20 or 30 minutes for an immediate air strike to soften up
the enemy. They preferred relying upon their division artillery, getting
in there immediately, and fighting it out. Consequently, by the time air
support arrived, the Koreans were frequently so closely engaged that TAC
close air support (CAS) could not be used. '"In the seven months I have !

9

been here, I have never seen a close air support strike of any significance,"

Major Stuart said.

On the other hand, Korean forces developed a fine appreciation of
flare ships. They also conducted very successful air psychological opera-
tions (psy-ops) programs, particularly in October 1966, during Operation

10/
MAENG HO 6.

lst Air Cavalry Division

At about the same time that ROK Capital Division was being deployed

6




near Qui Nhon, An Khe, the main base camp of the lst Air Cavalry Division
was being established astride Highway 19. It was located along the Song Ba
River, midway between the An Khe and Mang Yang Passes. By fall of 1966,
the segment of highway between these two passes had been secured from all
except small sniping attacks and occasional mining incidents. Operation
DAZZLEM and other base security operations had made great strides in
eliminating enemy main force units from a large area of the’Song Ba Valley
and forcing them into the northern half of the province. =

Tactical airpower was used extensively throughout these clearing
operations. Through February 1967, H&I strikes were continually being
used within the DAZZLEM II area. This kept enemy forces off-balance and
dispersed even though actual ground contact with enemy units was extremely

12/
limited.

Tactics of lst Air Cavalry Division

Deployment of the lst Air Cavalry Division (lst ACD) was unique as a
division-sized employment of a massive helicopter transport and assault
capability. There were several factors concomitant to this capability which
had a profound effect upon the utilization of airpower as a support weapon

throughout the northeast Binh Dinh Province campaign.

The normal methods the 1lst ACD used for deployment of its brigades
during operations was to simultaneously place several companies and battalions
into numerous landing zones (LZs) scattered throughout the area of operations

(A0). They would then begin to sweep progressively away from each LZ.




Because of tremendous air mobility of the lst ACD, LZs were almost
exclusively located on high ground--usually mountain tops or ridges in
suitable terrain. When search of an area was completed, the unit was
helilifted into another LZ on the next ridge and the process began all over
again. From this high ground, the units would sweep downhill and work
out the slopes and ravines for the enemy with the obvious advantage of

13/
commanding positions over the operating terrain.

This type of operational strategy, however, necessitated availability
of a very large number of LZs. This was no problem in the coastal lowlands
and larger river valleys, but the rugged and heavily forested coastal
mountain masses and the western mountain ranges were a different story. In
mountains and valleys of the western section of the AO, a large number of
LZs already existed due to previous operations--primarily the WHITE WING/
MASHER series. These had either been cut out by chain-saw equipped

troopers, lowered from helicopters, or blasted out by air strikes.

Since many of the areas targeted for proximate and future sweeps
did not have sufficient LZ's for anticipated operations, these had to be
created. This factor, as it will be seen, accounted for an extremely large
14/
number of tactical air sorties during the ensuing operations.
There was another background factor which had a great impact on the
relative dearth of immediate CAS type sorties which most frequently

produced more spectacular results in terms of KBA. It pertained to one

of the most successful innovations of the lst ACD which involved the lst




of the 9th Cavalry (1/9th Cav). This unit, entirely helimounted in armed
OW-\3s
UH-1s and *¥=13s, served the dual-purpose of all-around scout and immediate
reaction team for developing promising enemy visual reconnaissance (VR)
15/

sightings.

When an operation commenced, the 1/9th Cav fanned out in their heli-
copters over the entire AO--the northeastern portion of Binh Dinh Province.
From an altitude of 50 feet above the terrain, they scouted the area for

egress routes through which the enemy was fleeing the sweeping ground

forces.

They also created diversions to confuse the enemy, and scouted ad-
jacent areas for signs of enemy units moving to reinforce threatened vec/
NVA troops and camps. The 1/9th Cav also killed or captured individuals
or small groups of enemy with their side and forward-mounted machine guns
and grenade launchers. This unit and its quick-reaction Blue Teams (heli-
mounted quick-reaction platoons consisting of about 50 men), frequently
provided exploitation forces for B-52 and tactical air strikes. =

These tactics, throughout the fall campaign of 1966, produced an
extremely high kill rate in small groups, as the enemy attempted to disperse
and exfiltrate the areas of ground sweep operations. Thus a large portion

of the high enemy KIA figures for the campaign were achieved on quite a

different basis than had occurred in most Allied ground operatioms.

This factor helped to explain why KBA and BDA figures for such an

extraordinarily successful operation were so minimal. A high percentage




of enemy forces were not killed in the classic troops-in-contact, CAS
type situation, but individually or in small groups by armed helicopters.
By using helicopters in this manner, a very large number of enemy prisoners
were also taken. Many important targets, subsequently struck by tactical
and strategic airpower, were elicited from these sources. =

Another tactic had an important effect on the use of airpower during
THAYER/IRVING operations. When a sizable enemy unit was contacted, the
1/9th Cav usually attempted to surround the enemy force by positioning
aerial assault troops all around the enemy. This method of trapping the
enemy occurred during the largest battle of the entire campaign. As a
result, air support could not be used on the trapped enemy because of their

18/
close proximity to friendly forces around them.

The Enemy

Northeastern Binh Dinh Province had been for many years almost ex-
clusively controlled by the Viet Cong. Until 1966, the political, para-
military, and main force (MF) communist structure was thoroughly entrenched
and developed to a highly sophisticated level. ARVN forces were committed
to the defense of numerous small outposts and district towns, but seldom
dared venture beyond them except in strength. =

Communist MF units, charged with military control of northeast Binh
Dinh and execution of the war throughout that area, consisted of two in-
dependent MF battalions. These were the E210 and the E2B (aka as the 50th),

with a normal strength of about 400 men each. The 610th NVA/VC Division

10




had a strength of three 2,600-man regiments--the 22d NVA, the 18th NVA,

the 2d VC, and supporting units--which brought the total division strength

to approximately 11,000 men. = These main forces were supported by numerous
Viet Cong local force (LF) companies and platoons. They conducted guerrilla

operations throughout their local areas and provided security for the

political infrastructure.

Preliminary Operations

The lst Cavalry Division, supported by ARVN and ROK elements in nearby
AOs, started the first major series of Allied operations against northeast
Binh Dinh Province on 24 January 1966, under the code name Operation
MASHER (see map for locations of principal preliminary operations). This
search and destroy operation was conducted by the 3d Brigade, lst ACD,
against elements of the 22d NVA Regiment and by 6 February, accounted for
a confirmed body-count of 603 enemy KIA/KBA, with additional estimates of
1,200 enemy killed or wounded. =

MASHER was followed by a quick sweep through part of the An Lao Valley
from 7 through 15 February with Operation WHITE WING. The enemy generally
avoided contact, however, and only 47 enemy were confirmed KIA during the

22/

operation.

Operations shifted to the south on 11 February, with Operation EAGLE
CLAW staging into the Kim Son Valley, the normal AO of the 18th NVA Regiment.

Heavy air support complemented this operation which lasted until 27 February.

It made a significant contribution to the more than 339 VC/NVA confirmed

11
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23/

KIA and the 1,500 enemy further estimated killed or wounded.

The Tiger or Cay Giep Mountain complex became the next target, and

the 1lst ACD moved in on 1 March with Operation BLACK HORSE. The enemy

successfully avoided contact, however, and results were only 19 enemy killed.

This operation was the beginning of a subsequent major effort to construct
24/
LZs by air strikes in this mountain complex.

This series of operations terminated with 1,342 enemy killed by body-
count and an estimated additional KIA of 1,746 and WIA of 1,348. Six
hundred and thirty-three VC/NVA were captured and 485 rallied to government
control under the Chieu Hoi program. TAC air contributed 600 sorties in
support of this effort and delivered more than 850 tons of ordn;nce against
enemy positions, LZ preps, and in the LZ construction program. =

From 3 to 16 May, elements of the lst ACD were again conducting opera-
tions in northeast Binh Dinh. Operation DAVY CROCKETT, conducted in much
the same area as Operation MASHER, pitted the 1/9th Cav, five battalions
of the ARVN 22d Infantry, and various ARVN armored personnel carrier (APC),
and 105-mm howitzer support units against elements of the NVA 22d Division.
The ensuing engagements again cost the enemy forces heavy losses with 102
Communist troops killed by body-count against friendly losses of 17 KIA
and 29 WIA. =

On the day that Operation DAVY CROCKEIT terminated, the lst ACD be-
gan an operation that resulted in the commitment of the lst Brigade against

Q;:ﬁ,;/.r e 1
large elements of the 2d VC P+vtston, which were preparing to assault the
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27/
Vinh Thanh Special Forces Camp.

Operation CRAZY HORSE continued until 5 June, keeping nearly continuous
heavy contact with the enemy. Seventh Air Force poured in 260 tactical air

c

sorties to support the troopers with 362.5

rt

cns of bombs, napalm, white

phosphorus (WP), cluster bomb units (CBU), rockets, zand 20-mm cannon fire.

When the combined operation terminated on 5 June, the 1lst Cav, ROK
Capital Division, and Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) forces had
accounted for a total of 507 confirmed enemy KIA, 381 estimated KIA, 175
enemy WIA (estimated), and 28 enemy priscners. In addition, the tremendous
quantity of enemy documents captured and information cbtained from prisoner
interrogations maae an important contribution to rhe intelligence background

28/
for the THAYER/IRVING series initiated the rollowing September.

From the end of Operation CRAZY HORSE until the beginning of Operation
THAYER I on 13 September, there were no other large Allied operations in
the area. Preparations were being made, however, to exploit the intelli-
gence gathered as a result of these earlier operations. This would pave
the way for another move into the area--this time to remain until enemy

forces were completely eliminated.

The Lull Before the Storm

After heavy losses were inflicted zgainst the Communist forces in

large scale fighting occurred. Throughout the first six months of 1966,
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the lst ACD conducted operations in other areas of the central highlands.
The enemy main forces regrouped, obtained, and trained replacements from
North Vietnam, via the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and locally, by upgrading lower
echelon VC and guerrilla forces and by manpower levies against the general
population. In this manner, the enemy managed to bring most of his combat
regiments and battalions back to fighting strength; quality had declined,
however, and supporting units frequently were without replacements. =
While this process was taking place, the provincial and main force VC
commanders were laying the strategy for a fall-winter offensive. It was
aimed at: (1) recovering areas encroached upon by Allied expansion of
their TAORs; (2) destruction of the Vinh Thanh Special Forces Camp; (3)
"liberation'" of the Vinh Thanh Valley; and (4) heavy attacks against
elements of the ARVN 22d Division, whose TAOR included the populated areas

30/
of northeast Binh Dinh.

Enemy Air Defense Capabilities

After the serious defeats suffered earlier in the year, the enemy
leaders in Binh Dinh Province were becoming acutely concerned with measures
to counteract Allied airpower and mobility. The constant tactical air
support encountered during engagements with Allied units, the unique
threat posed by the massive employment of helicopters by the lst ACD, and
the constant harassment by both fighter-bombers and B-52s throughout enemy
operating areas, were having deleterious effects on troop morale and

31/
accounting for a heavy attrition in personnel, equipment, and supplies.
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The 610th Division relied for its protection on the 200th Antiair-
craft (AA) Bn, which was heavily equipped with 12.7-mm AA machine guns
from low-level attack by tactical air and helicopter.ég/ Requirements also
called for an AA company to be assigned to eac% regiment, with a regimental
headquarters protected by six 12.7-mm guns. = Light machine guns and

automatic weapons were also abundant and could be quite effective against

low flying fighter-bombers, observation aircraft, and helicopters.

Indications of enemy problems associated with acquiring and maintaining
an adequate AA defénse capability became evident, however, when an NVA
prisoner, captured in late December 1966, revealed that his AA infiltration
company departed North Vietnam with seven 12.7-mm AA guns. By the time
they had reached Binh Dinh Province and were assigned as the AA company
for the badly decimated 18th NVA Regiment in November, their equipment
was down to three 12.7-mm guns. The remainder had been lost or destroyed

34/
during infiltration.
The increasing use of B-52 strikes was also causing concern to the

enemy. On 26 June 1966, the Binh Dinh VC Province Headquarters issued

special instruction regarding this threat. 1In an order entitled '"Defense
35/

Against B-52 and B-57 Bombings," the enemy expressed serious concern

over the problem: '"Recently the enemy has begun to use B-52 and B-57

bombings many times to aim at and cope with our activities, and destroy
our installations, assembly areas, factories, radio stations, and move-

36/
ment corridors, causing a number of heavy casualties."

These orders, captured when elements of the lst ACD overran the
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Binh Dinh Province Headquarters on 15 October 1966, listed precautions

and measures to be taken'to avoid these unfortunate casualties caused by
37/

" These were:

the enemy B-52 bombers....

"During the day at each place of work there must be
an air raid shelter, so that when the sound of air-
planes is heard from afar (especially B-52 and B-57
bombers), personnel can immediately go into shelters.
In this regard, we must strive to find natural caves
for shelters and work sites.

"Units and installations which do not have shelters
or bunkers must prepare and organize their work
(with the exception of essential projects) so that
all personnel can enjoy safety.

"At night units and installations must divide their
work in order to turn aside the threat of the B-52

bombers, and to react and give warning to comrades

in the units and installations so that precautions

can be taken. Also, the creation of the conditions
for sleeping of personnel underground at night must
be set up.

"The main mission is the protection of important
installations, but we must not become so engrossed
in this that the enemy is able to discover the
current locations of other units and installations.

"Units and installations which presently do not
have shelters must seek cover in which to work and
sleep; but if this is not possible, they must dig
bunkers immediately in which to work and sleep.

"While preparing to combat the B-52 and B-57
bombings, we must prepare at the same time against
enemy sweep operations and enemy aircraft and
artillery in the area of units and installations.

"All units must comply with the contents of this
directive immediately. All co