QUANG TRI CITY REGAINED

1 there were continued concerns about NVA threats
from the west, as Que Son and FSB Ross in August
were hit by 130mm guns and ground attacks by the
711th NVA Division* This threat to Da Nang would
continue through the following month 24

As August 1972 began, most of Quang Tri City re-
mained in Communist hands. The territory north and
west of the Thach Han River, particularly around the
A1 Tu combat base, was dotted with NVA artillery
units 2% The enemy maintained a seemingly ceaseless
artillery and mortar barrage on the South Vietnamese,
who now burrowed into the ground “like gophers .28
This was a busy time for Sub Unit One, 1st ANGLI-
CO. Lieutenant Colonel George E. “Ed” Jones, com-
manding Sub Unit One since the previous month,
recalled that in addition to controlling naval gunfire
and air strikes, ANGLICO radios and operators provid-
ed an extensive and “very solid backup system for the
operational South Vietnamese units as well as the U.S.
Marine and U.S. Army Advisors."27 Air observers from
ANGLICO continued “dawn to dusk” coverage from
American and Vietnamese Air Force aircraft, provid-
ing the primary “eyes” over areas considered no-man’s
land.

The brigades of the Marine Division were well
placed to deny the enemy resupply and to make a fi-
nal lunge into the heart of the city, the Citadel, but
were held off by the well-concealed defenders. Ene-
my fire and the congestion of friendly units in the area
severely hampered maneuver by the Marines. Marine
Brigade 147, operating northeast of Quang Tri City,
began receiving heavy pressure from the enemy, but
had thwarted several attempts by the numerically su-
perior enemy to reopen Route 560 northeast of the
city. The Marines’ supply blockade began to take its
toll on the NVA's ammunition stockpiles. All enemy
supplies making their way into the city had to be fer-
ried across the Thach Han River28

To the south, VNMC Brigade 258, with four maneu-
ver battalions under its operational control, was in
heavy house-to-house fighting around the Citadel.
The 3d VNMC Battalion attacked from the northeast,
with the 6¢th and 9th VNMC Baualions closing in from
the southwest. Each day, VNMC Brigade 258 moved
slowly forward, tightening its grasp on the enemy
forces still in the Citadel. This slow progress made
General Lan realize that he would have to reinforce
his maneuver forces if they were to averpower the three

*711¢h NVA Drvision: 31st Infantry Regiment; 38h Infaniry Regi-
ment; and 270th Infantry Regiment.
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NVA regiments holding the Citadel ** Lan continued
to keep VNMC Brigade 369 in division reserve?2®

Taking the Citadel

On 22 August, an unusual and significant contact
was made by the 8th VNMC Battalion as it confront-
ed a sizable enemy force attempting to break out from
the Citadel. Preceding the attack, the enemy artillery
provided a curtain of fire. The NVA infantry advanced
behind the cover of tanks. The Marines, surprised at
such an action, quickly rallied and drove the NVA back
into the Citadel. During the remainder of the month,
the desperate enemy increased the number of his night
attacks in an effort to rupture the tight circle the Ma-
rines had drawn. By this time in the invasion and the
Lam Son counteroffensive, the VNMC had suffered
1,358 men killed and 5,522 wounded. The Corps es-
timated that it had killed 10,285 Communists dur-
ing this same five-month period 3¢

As September began, Marine units had been in
constant street fighting inside the city for 35 days un-
der some of the heaviest enemy artillery shelling since
the invasion in March. The forward maneuver battal-
ions had been under daily counterattacks by enemy
units of the 308t NVA Division. In the city, the
VNMC 1ist, 3d, Sth, 6th, and 8th Battalions attacked
through the rubble to reach the Citadel and the QL-1
highway bridge over the Thach Han River.

On 5 September, Major Richard B. Rothwell, with
the 5th VNMC Battalion, personally helped to blunt
a local counterattack by the enemy from inside the
Citadel. As the enemy attacked the 5th VNMC Bat-
talion’s command post just at dusk, Rothwell rushed
to a balcony on the second floor of a building to gain
a better view of the enemy disposition. Although
wounded in both the head and face from an explod-
ing mortar round, he called for supporting fire.
Despite his painful wounds, he kept calling and ad-
justing artillety fire and directing air strikes. At 2130
the enemy withdrew in confusion having left behind
more than 50 individual and crew-served weapons.***

A battalion from VNMC Brigade 147 had taken up
positions at the An Tiem Bridge where Route 560
crossed the Vinh Dinh River. All enemy supply and
infiltration routes and lines of communication to the
north were effectively blocked. The Communists were
feeling the bite of supply and ammunition shortages.

**[¢ was determined later that the NVA rotated units in and out
of Quang Tii City to maintain fresh defenders.

***For his actions Major Rothwell was awarded the Bronze Suar
Medat.
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On 7 Seprember 1972, BGen Edward ]. Miller of the 9th MAB and Col Nhon of the
ARVN Rangers inspect a unit at the Ton My naval base prior to loading them on assault
ships for an amphibious demonstration. These troops were part of the successful maneuver.

HMM-165 helicoprers from the USS Tripoli turn back 5,000 yards from the coast in a
simulated assaunlt. Surface forces turned back at the same time. Both South Vietnamese and

American Marines were transported 50 as to prve every indication of an authentic landing.
Department of Defense Phote (USMC) A800692
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On 8 September, the three battalions of the 1st Ranger
Group relieved VNMC Brigade 147 of its blocking mis-
sion north of the city. General Lan now had two
brigades he could commit in the pincer movement
which would begin the all-out assault on the city. Ma-
rine Brigade 258 continued its attack along the
southern front with four battalions while VNMC
Brigade 147 attacked from the northeast with the 3d
and 7th VNMC Battalions.!

Generals Truong and Lan also requested an am-
phibious diversien by the U.S. Seventh Fleet to draw
the enemy away from the Vietnamese Marines attack-
ing the Citadel. The U.S. amphibious forces agreed
to carry out the feint, except for an actual landing.
Virtually all aspects of an assault were conducted, in-
cluding an operation order, incteased radio traffic, and
covert missions which discreetly left evidence in the
vicinity of the selected landing beaches. The USS
Juneaw (LPD 10) loaded 400 ARVN Rangers from Tan
My for the supposed surface assault.
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The Final Assault

On 9 September, the final assault on Quang Tri City
began with intensive artillery fire and air strikes on
the Citadel. On the same day, Task Force 76 and the
9th MAB carried out the amphibious diversion nerth
of the Cua Viet River. As the Vietnamese Marines
launched their attack to recapture Quang Tir City, a
B-52 strike, naval gunfire, and tactical air opened up
in the diversionary objective area2 The 9th MAB saw
the heaviest volume of supporting arms fire yet, which
reached a peak at H-Hour minus 3 through H-Hour.
Lieutenant Colonel Robert W. Kirby, observing from
the primary control ship, remembered that the “fire-
power brought to bear on that beach was enormous."3?
As these fires ceased, B-52s bombed the landing
beaches while the task force concentrated for the land-
ing. Sutface and helicopter forces approached their
turnarounds as naval gunfire stopped. Surface forces
turned back at 10,000 yards and the helicopters of
HMM-165 at 5,000 yards. Upon retiring from the

Early 11 Seprember 1972, Vietnamese Marines succeeded in gaimng the top of the Citadel’s
wall and continued to push in more men. The rubble of the 18th-century walls proved
@ mafor obstacle to anything except infantry movement and continued small unit action.

Vietnamese Marine Corps Photo
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Marine Advisory Unit Command Chronology

The Quang Tri battlefield as recorded on the Marine advisors’ situation map of 16 Sep-
tember 1972. The rop of this special map is north and the numbered grids are 1,000
meters across. Annotations include unit boundary lmes (ND for Airborne, TQIC for Ma-
rines, BDQ for Rangers). Unit headguarters are shown by the stylized flags, and company-
sized units by the numbered circles. The numbers indwate signifcant events.
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Photo courtesy of Cot Donald L. Price, USMC
Members of the 6th VNMC Battalion raised their nation’s flag over the west gate of the

Citadel. For the South Vietnamese and their Marines this was a proud moment of victory.
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beach the amphibious forces returned to holding areas
and the Rangers returned to Tan My..

The NVA reacted by hastily shifting major forces
and artillery north of the Cua Viet River to counter
this apparent amphibious assault, thus markedly
reducing the level of artillery and antiaircraft fires at
Quang Tii City. The diversionary action enabled the
Marine Division to advance rapidly. An additional bo-
nus to the deception became evident immediately fol-
lowing the B-52 strikes. As the bombers departed, the
NVA emerged from the tree line to defend against the
anticipated assault from the sea. Naval gunfire inflict-
ed casualties on these troops in the open®

At Quang Tri City an imaginary line drawn across
the middle of the Citadel became the boundary be-
tween the two Marine brigades. VNMC Brigade 238
continued its attack in the southern portion while
VNMC Brigade 147 attacked in the northern half. The
3d VNMC Battalion, now attached to VNMC Brigade
147 and closest to the northern wall of the Citadel,
stood fast while the 7th VNMC Battalion deployed
to its north. Near the southeast corner of the Citadel,
Lieutenant Colonel Do Huu Tang, commanding
officer of the 6th VNMC Battalion with VNMC
Brigade 258, set up a forward command post and
moved within striking distance of the 18th-century
walls of the Citadel, which were 30 inches thick and
15 feet high. A lot of this wall had already been
reduced to rubble, but unsurprisingly much of it still
stood. Progress toward the wall was slow because the
enemy had tunnelled an intricate and interlocking
defensive system throughout the entire fortress. On
the night of 9 September, a squad of Marines from
the 6th VNMC Battalion managed to slip in and out

of the Citadel.

At 2100 on 10 September, Lieutenant Colonel Tung
launched a night attack against the enemy on the
southeast corner and was successful in gaining a lodge-
ment on top of the wall. Early on 11 September, a pla-
toon moved over this section of the wall, and in spite
of stubborn enemy resistance, expanded to occupy a
company-sized position within a few hours.

While the fighting for the Citadel was going on,
the 1st VNMC Battalion had secured the bridgehead
where QL1 crossed the Thach Han River and held it
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despite several fierce NVA counterattacks. From 11 to
15 September, the 2d VNMC Battalion reached the
Thach Han River, closing the gap between the 1st and
6th VNMC Battalions. The VNMC 3d and 7th Bat-
talions fought their way through the northern part of
the city and reached the fortress wall on the morning
of 15 September. At 1015 that same day, the 3d VNMC
Battalion entered the north side of the Citadel. That
afternoon the enemy stiffened his resistance and called
in a massive artillery barrage to stop the 3d and 6th
VNMC Battalions as they advanced toward the west
wall. By 1700 on 15 September, the Marines had
gained complete control of the Citadel.

The NVA withdrew, stating that with “modern tech-
nology and weapons and a maximum of firepower, the
U.S. had schemed to level this area and turn Quang
Tri town into a land of death with no place for the
revolutionary forces.”35 At 1245 the next day, the red
and yellow flag of the Republic of South Vietnam was
raised over the city’s west gate by members of the 6th
VNMC Battalion. The ceremony marked the end of
138 days of NVA occupation of Quang T City.

President Nguyen Van Thieu visited the frontline
positions of the Vietnamese Marine Division on 20
September to congralate General Lan and the
officers and men of the Vietnamese Marine Corps. The
President then flew by helicopter to the command post
of VNMC Brigade 147, after which he drove to the
6th VNMC Battalion's command post. There he per-
sonally congratulated Lieutenant Colonel Tung and
his Marines on their success inside the Citadel. The
recapture of Quang Tri was probably the most signifi-
cant South Vietnamese victory of the spring inva-
sion*38 During the seven-week battle to recapture
Quang Tri City, the VNMC had suffered 3,658 casual-
ties of the more than 5,000 casualties sustained since
June 1972 —about 25 percent of the entire Corps**37
The Vietnamese Marine Division, with its victory at
Quang Tii City, had come of age as a fighting unit3®

*This prompted General Cooksey, the FRAC commander, to
tecommend the Vietnamese Marine Division for a United States
Presidential Unit Ciration.

**Edwin W. Besch, in Saigon, observed later that an “Inchon-
style” landing in North Vietnam by Vietnamese or American forces
might have been less costly.



CHAPTER 9
Returning North

Consolidation — Push to the North —Reorganization —The Eleventh Hour— Ceasefire

Consolidation

On 25 September 1972, VNMC Brigade 369 opened
a new command post at Hai Lang Village and assumed
operational control of the batralions at Quang Tri Ciry,
and VNMC Brigade 147 assumed defensive positions
along the coast and on the division’s right flank.
VNMC Brigade 258 reverted to division reserve. Major
Gordon W. Keiser took over as seniar advisor for
Brigade 258 from Major Roberc D. Kelly! For the
Americans of ANGLICO and the advisors there was
a sense of accomplishment. For the South Victnamese,
however, the battle was far from over.

The Vietnamese Marine Division had used tactical
air almost daily since the NVA invasion in March 1972.
Between June and September, there had been 3,381
American and 775 Vietnamese air tactical sorties, and
525 B-52 strikes flown in support of the VNMC. From
26 1o 28 September, 18 VNMC officers, two from each
of the infantry battalions, underwent inscruction in
close air support and naval gunfire spotter techniques,
followed by an immediate practical application with

U.S. Marine advisors. Most of the Vietnamese officers
became competent in coordinating U.S. air strikes
through an airborne FAC and controlling naval gun-
fire. This added capability further reduced the neces-
sity for ANGLICO and advisor involvement in the
control of US. supporung arms?

With the caprure of the Quang Tri Citadel and the
establishment of Marine blocking positions at the ap-
proaches to the city, the VNMC Marine Division, with
its forward headquarters at Huong Dien, was in a po-
sition to push norch. General Lan was anxious to re-
occupy all of the territory lost during the NVA invasion
prior to any kind of ceasefire negotiations. Since the
beginning of the Easter Invasion, when President Nix-
on outlined the conditions for such a ceasefire, Presi-
dent Thieu had been concerned that all lost South
Vietnamese ground be regained prior to an in-place
settlement. Enemy activity had dropped sharply after
the taking of Quang Tri City, but it was evident that
the N'VA was still present in strength just outside the
city. Identification of 2 unit from the 312¢4 NVA Di-

South Vietnamese Marines move into the ruins of the Citadel after the Communists were
driven out. Both the Marines and the living conditions show the effect of previous fighting.
Vietnamese Marine Corps Photo
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viston raised the enemy presence to six divisions in
Quang Tri Province, as reported by the 1st Regional
Assistance Command* The enemy artillery fire from
the northwest which daily showered Vietnamese Ma-
rine positions occasionally was followed by nighttime
probing attacks?

Heavy monsoon rains began to fall in October and
would continue until the end of December. The area
to the east of the city was low-lying coastal marshlands,
threaded with rivers, and was difficult enough to cross
in good weather. The torrential rains would make pas-
sage impossible in some areas. Experience had shown
that during the monsoon a 200-meter-wide river could
become a two-kilometer-wide bay overnight, a vital
consideration when moving armor, artillery, and foot
troops. With growing concern about the peace negoti-
ations in Paris, General Lan recommended that an at-
tempt to take the offensive should be made immedi-
ately, taking advantage of the lull in enemy operations
and the continued presence of 9th MAB support.
Route 560, north of Quang Tii, was the only improved
line of communications east of QL-1 leading to the

*212th NVA Division: 141t Infintry Regiment; 165th Infantry

Regiment (only clement encountered); and 209¢6 Infantry
Regiment.
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Government of Vietnam Photo
FErrepower from both sides reduced Quang Tri City to 2 uniform level of destruction. This
iy the view along Quang Trung Street after the South Vietnamese retook the city.

Cua Viet River. This was the obvious axis of attack and
Lan hoped to move north by some other route and
to do so before the monsoon restricted his options.
He ordered Colonel Nguyen Nang Bao's VNMC
Brigade 147 to attack north along Route 560 to push
the enemy beyond mortar range of Quang 'Ir1 City and
to capture Trien Phong District Headquarters. Accom-
plishment of this mission would also serve to cut a
major N'VA supply line#

On 7 Qctober, prior to H-Hour, the division’s fire
support coordination center arranged for heavy ar-
tillery, naval gunfire, and close air support. General
Cooksey's headquarters in Hue coordinated the
American fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters. U.S.
Army helicopters provided armed reconnaissance for-
ward of the axis of attack and eastward to the beach.
Flights were composed of two U.S. Army light obser-
vation helicopters with ANGLICO air observers on
board, providing excellent naval gunfire coverage on
targets up to 5,000 meters inland. This capability was
particularly valuable during inclement weather when
aircraft could not operate because of limited visibility.

Push to the North
At H-Hour, the 8th VINMC Battalion moved out in
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Depatument of Defense Photo (USMC) A80744

Marines of the 9th Battalion consolidate their gains. Here a TOW antitank missile team
stalls a launcher. At right, LtCol Nguyen Kim De, the battalion commander, and Mas
Paul L. Carlson, an advisor, supervise the emplacement of this weapons system.

the attack under difficult citcumstances along Route
560. The highway ran through a marshland between
the Thach Han River and the Vinh Dinh River, where
thick groves of bamboo and hedgerows permitted ene-
my snipers to fire point-blank at the advancing Ma-
tines. The attack continued for three days against
heavy enemy resistance. On 10 October, with the front
lines extended the desired distance, Colonel Bao, com-
mander of Brigade 147, moved his other three battal-
ions on line and awaited further orders. The operation
had resulted in 111 enemy killed and 55 weapons
captured.

On 20 October, General Lan ordered Bao to con-
duct a second operation along the eastern flank of the
brigade front. The attack, conducted by the 9th
VNMC Battalion supported by armor, was designed
to extend the friendly lines north toward the Cua Viet
River. The river was critical to the defense of Quang
Tri City; whoever controlled the Cua Viet controlled
the economic lifeline of Quang Tri Province. The river
also was sufficiently deep and wide to accommodate
landing craft inland all the way to Dong Ha and into

Quang Tri City itself. It was essential that this artery
be in South Vietnamese hands prior to any settlement.

The 9th VNMC Battalion encountered stiff
resistance as it moved north. The eastern portion of
the two-pronged attack reached its objectives, but the
westetn portion was held up by a heavy 122mm rock-
et attack. US. Army armed helicopter “Pink Teams”
were called in to suppress the rocket positions. Cap-
tain George Philip 11T, a US. Marine advisor flying
in the command and control helicopter, served as the
liaison berween the VNMC units on the ground and
these American helicopters. With the fire suppressed,
the western prong moved on line with the eastern force
on an axis about six kilometers from the Cua Viet
River, still short of its south bank?

VNMC Brigade 369, commanded by Licutenant
Colonel Nguyen The Luong, held the western pottion
of the division front against an enemy attack the first
week in October, but the remainder of the month was
relatively quiet with the exception of daily enemy
bombardments. The brigade conducted limited
patrolling to its front and meanwhile improved defen-
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sive positions in Quang ‘Tri City. During the month
several reconnaissance patrols crossed the Thach Han
River to tty to determine the enemy’s intentions.
VNMC Brigade 258, with Colonel Ngo Van Dinh in
command, remained the division reserve. By Octobet’s
end, the Marine front lines had stabilized along a line
that could permit subsequent efforts to establish a
foothold on the Cua Viet outlet to the sea. Morale
and discipline remained high for all VNMC units as
they improved positions and replacements filled the
depleted ranks.

Reorganization

Due to the preponderant number of recent recruits
who had reported to MR 1 to fill the ranks of his bat-
talions, General Lan directed that, commensurate with
military operations, all elements of the division under-
go troop inspections. Battalions rotated out of the line
and positioned themselves on the hard sandy beaches
near Wunder Beach. The US. Marine advisors were
amazed at the detailed inspections conducted. Inspect-

Advisors required material and maintenance support
for the period of Vietnamization. Maj William R.
Hart, an artillery advisor, and May Joseph . O'Brien,
an infantry advisor, confer amid the battle's afiermath.

Photo courtesy of Leatherneck Magazine
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ing officers meticulously went over each item of equip-
ment lzid out in parade-ground fashion on the beach.
Individual weapons were inspected by these officers
with the thoroughness of drill instructors. Basic skills
and knowledge were demonstrated in an area which
was only four miles behind the front lines.

On 1 November, orders came from Saigon for the
Marines to cross the Thach Han River west of Quang
Tei in an effort to expand the division’s area of con-
trol. Under the cover of eatly morning darkness,
VNMC Brigade 369 sent 600 Marines led by the 6th
VNMC Battalion across the Thach Han River directly
opposite the Citadel. The crossing, using sampans,
small boats, and barges, was not without difficulties.
Some of the Matines drowned as sampans overturned
and guide ropes broke. By dawn on 2 November,
however, nearly 200 Marines were established on the
western side, followed shortly by 200 more. As the Ma-
rines moved inland they were vigorously opposed by
the enemy. The forward elements bogged down 500
meters from the river line in the face of heavy enemy
automatic weapons and mortar fire. The NVA coun-
terattacked the Marine foothold with a regiment sup-
ported by mortars and artillery. The massive
counterattack reflected the enemy’s firm intention to
maintain positions west of Quang Tri City and to deny
the southern forces access to the Ai Tu area. Later in
the day, as the Marines moved north along QL-1, be-
tween a small canal and the Thach Han River, they
came under intense small arms fire from concealment
in the dense foliage. All of the company commanders
were killed and more than 40 Marines were reported
missing. Despite the employment of every available
supporting arm, the Marines could not make head-
way. During the hours of darkness of 2-3 November,
the 6th VNMC Battalion withdrew east of the Thach
Han River, leaving only a reconnaissance team on the
west bank. The 6th VINMC Bautalion operation was
the Marines’ last effort to cross the Thach Han River
prior to the ceasefire in January 19739

The Eleventh Hour

On 11 November, the day after the U.S. Marines
had celebrated their 197th birthday, the VNMC be-
gan an operation to extend its control to the north-
west. As Lieutenant Colonel Tran Xuan Quang’s 4th
VINMC Battalion attacked, it was stopped by intense
artillery and mortar fire and localized ground coun-
terattacks. The NVA appeared determined that the
Marines would not reach the Cua Viet River. In spite
of severe resupply problems, the NVA expended five
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times more ordnance duting November than it had
in October?

The monsoon rains curtailed both enemy and
friendly movement. Transporting supplies was difficulc
for both sides, and living conditions were equally op-
pressive. The two sides could see each other occasion-
ally, but neither seemed inclined to fire; they shared
a miserable lot. Routes previously used to resupply
were flooded. Route 555 itself was nearly obliterated
by rising water and rendered unusable®

The Communists expended every effort to keep for-
ward units close to the Marine positions and thus
hopefully to make tactical air and naval gunfire sup-
port impaossible. On one occasion, however, the tactic
did not work. A B-52 strike was conducted in support
of the 4th VNMC Battalion which was operating just
south of the Cua Viet River near the beach. Six promi-
nent hill masses were the only logical positions for the
enemy to occupy, above the flooded lowlands, Previ-
ously, B-52s had dropped their bombs with such
devastating effect that it was unnecessary to rebomb
the same position. On this occasion, however, three
of the six hill masses were programmed for addition-
al strikes six minutes after the first. As the second flight

v L !
Photo courtesy of Leatherneck Magazine
Reorganization and consolidation was transiated 1o im-
proving living conditions and personal appearance at
the unit level. In contrast to previous conditions, these
two 369tk Brigade Marines are in front of an impro-
vised living space constructed from ammuniiton boxes.

Retraining was high on the list of priorities. Here a class is given on the 8lmm mortar, a
batiglion support weapon that also proved to be a heavy load when carried by South

Vietnamese infantry and ofien was lefi bebind when equipment was moved by foor.
Photo courtesy of Learherneck Magazine
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Vietnamese Marine Corps Photo
Victory in Quang Tri is celebrated on the U.S. Marine
Corps’ birthday in 1972. From left are LtGen Ngo
Quang Truong, commanding I Corps; Cof Joshua Dor-
sey, USMC, Senior Marine Advisor; and BGen Bui The
Lan, commanding the Vietnamese Marine Division.
The event took place in front of the situation map
at the division command post at Huong Dien.

struck, NVA soldiers who had survived the first attack
had moved back into their battered positions. Viet-
namese and U.S. Marines 3,000 meters away bore wit-
ness to the devastating cffectiveness of strategic
bombers in a tactical role?

December 1972 was marked by the ever-present pos-
sibility that the continued negotiations between
American National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger
and North Vietnam'’s Le Duc Tho would result in a
ceasefire agreement and that truce accords would go
into effect. Generally the frontlines remained static
with the VNMC no closer than three and a half miles
from the Cua Viet River. During the first part of the
month the NVA initiated nothing larger than
company-sized attacks. However, at dawn on 17 De-
cember, the enemy launched a bartalion-sized artack
on the 7th VNMC Battalion, lacated west of the Vinh
Dinh Canal. The NVA, in two separate attacks, lost
37 dead on 18 December, and 132 killed the next day,
and gained no ground. Documents found on enemy
dead and on prisoners revealed that at least three regi-
ments opposed the VNMC efforts to move north. The
27th NVA Regiment? the 48¢th NVA Regiment, and
the 101s¢ NVA Regiment wete making every effort to
fix the Marines in place.

Lieutenant Colonel George E. Jones’ Sub Unit One
continued to support South Vietnamese forces in
MR 1 and throughout the rest of the countty. During
the last quarter of 1972, American ships, their fire
coordinated and controlled by ANGLICO personnel,

*QOf the BJ Front.
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fired 211,700 rounds in direct support of the Armed
Forces of South Vietnam. U.S. naval gunfire enabled
South Vietnamese artillery to move inland and pro-
vide support for areas further to the west. Due to heavy
rain curtailing airbotne air controllers and tactical air
suppott, almost twice as many naval rounds were fired
during November and December in MR 1 as were fired
by South Vietrnamese 155mm howitzers. An NVA sold-
ier captured by the ARVN Airborne Division, which
was positioned west of the VNMC Division, reported
that naval gunfire was extremely effective along the
Thach Han River and that he, and others, had sur-
rendered due ta the heavy pounding.

By the year’s end, naval gunfire spotter instruction
had been given to Vietnamese artillery forward ob-
servers who then applied their new skills upon retutn-
ing to the field.'® On Christmas Day 1972, Sub Unit

Victory in Quang Tri is celebrated in Saigon. For the
Vietnamese Marines, this campaign brought increased
popular support and prestige that was reflected in high
levels of recruitment despite battlefield losses.
Photo courtesy of Capt Edwin W. Besch, USMC (Ret)
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Phota courtesy of LtCol George E. Jones, USMC (Ret)

A large group of the normally disbursed Sub Unit One, 15t ANGLICO — the headguar:-
ers staff and others— pose in front of the unit headquarters in Saigon. At right is LtCol
George E. Jones, the commanding officer during the counteroffensive in mid-1972,

One suffered its last death in action when a Marine
air observer in a South Vietnamese Air Force Cessna
0-1 Bird Dog aircraft flew along the Cua Viet River
to inspect the NVA positions to the north. First Lieu-
tenant Dwight G. Rickman left Phu Bai that day to
confirm that the Communist forces were complying
with the truce. He never returned.t

There was very light contact between the two forces
as 1973 began. Both sides made probes and counter-
probes. On 14 January, the frontline battalions of
VNMC Brigades 147 and 258 had heavy contact with
the enemy all along the front. With a ceasefire likely,
the 9th MAB became involved in coordinating plans
to take all U.S. personnel out of MR 1. General Miller
requested that MACV make it clear to CinCPac that
the amphibious forces were the only available resources
capable of the task and that they not be used for clear-
ing mines in North Vietnamese waters.'2 On 15 Janu-
ary, under orders from Saigon, General Lan began
planning for a final effort to gain the Cua Viet River

prior to the now-certain ceasefire. The attack was to
be made by an infantry and tank force with enough
power to reach and cross the Cua Viet River. Task Force
Tango was organized with the mission to seize the
former U.S. naval base and LST ramp at che mouth
of the river.

At 0655 on 26 January, as the main VNMC attack
began, every available supporting arm was brought to
bear on the NVA. The ground attack, led by Colonel
Nguyen Thanh Tri, the deputy commandant of the
VNMC, advanced in two mechanized columns. Major
James R. Sweeney, as the senior U.S. Marine advisor
with Task Force Tango, moved forward with Colonel
Tri. One column moved notth along the coastal sand
dunes while the other took advantage of a woodline
which ran roughly chree kilometers 1nland from the
beach to move north by a parallel axis. Within three
hours, the Marines had seized the intermediate ob-
jectives despite determined resistance from the NVA.

As the 4th VNMC Batalion under Lieutenant




RETURNING NORTH

Colonel Nguyen Dang Tong, with Major William M.
Keys as advisor, proceeded towards the final objective,
the South Vietnamese armor came under fire by wire-
guided AT-3 missiles. Duting the next 18 hours, 26
M48 tanks and M113 armored personnel carriets were
lost to Communist missile teams employed 1n groups
of two and three. During this time, SA-7 surface-to-
air missiles destroyed two allied airctaft flying close
ait support. The NVA resisted fiercely as the left-hand
column closed on its fortified positions.'3

At 0145, 28 January, the column aleng the beach,
with only three tanks in support of a mixed force of
3d, 4th, and 5th VNMC Battalion Marines, made a
final assault. At 0700, 300 Vietnamese Marines broke
through the Communist lines and hoisted a red and
yellow South Vietnamese flag at the Cua Viet River.
A radio message to the task force command post
repotted the lead company had secured the LST ramp
on the south bank of the Cua Viet River and they were
standing knee-deep in the river. Colonel Tri radioed
back “ . . go deeper!”4

Ceaseftre

At 0745 the USS Tirmer Joy (DD 951) fired the last

US. naval gunfire support in the Vietnam War and

pulled off the gun line. Lieutenant Colenel Gerald
H. Turley noted this action in the advisots’ operational
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log. This was a fitting climax as the Turner Joy had
been involved in the Gulf of Tonkin since 1964. At
the same time, the U.S. withdrew all support to Task
Force Tango, anticipating the ceasefire that would go
into effect at 0800. Beginning around 0600, all ar-
tillery north and south of the front began firing,
gradually increasing in rate. Both sides had been stock-
piling artillery ammunition for the final moments of
the war. Neither side wanted the other to be able to
make any last-minute gains of ground.!®

The final enemy shelling produced some surprises,
at least for Majot Nguyen Dang Hoa's 1st VNMC Bat-
talion east of Quang Tri City. During the previous few
weeks the bartalion command group, which was lo-
cated in an abandoned village a short distance to the
rear of its forward companies, had experienced only
desultory harassing fire. As the area was quite flat and
the enemy possessed no vantage spot from which to
adjust artillety fire, it was assumed that the command
group’s location was not known to the NVA. This as-
sumption proved untrue.

After a few ranging shots of high-explosive, point-
detonating rounds, the enemy switched to shells
armed with hitherto tarely used delay fuzes. While
the well-built South Vietnamese bunkers provided a
more-than-adequate defense against the former

The opposing forces remained facing each other where the battle lines were drawn. Az
the Thach Han River ar Quang Tri, the south bank is marked by South Vietnamese flags.

Government of Vietnam Photo
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rounds, they were no match for the delay-fuzed vari-
ety. Although the area was saturated with delay
rounds, none hit any of the crowded bunkers. With
low-hanging clouds precluding any friendly air sup-
port and the U.S. Navy pulling off the gun line, there
was little else to do but wait for the ceasefire. At 0800
all firing stopped. While the Americans and the South
Vietnamese observed the truce accords, the NVA pre-
pared for a new offensive.'® Recalled Licutenant
Colonel Turley, who had served through to the end,
“all U.S. Marine advisors were formally relieved of their
duties with Vietnamese barttalions.” They returned to
the VNMC division command post at Huong Dien
where General Lan assembled the Marine Advisory
Unit for a final formation. The next morning, all but
five advisors returned to Saigon for rotation back to
the United States.!?

THE WAR THAT WOULD NOT END

For Task Force Tango along the Cua Viet River the
tighting continued. That evening the NVA launched
a counterattack against VINMC forces at the naval base.
Other NVA units cut across the rear of both columns
in an effort to separate them from support, and suc-
ceeding in this by 30 January. At this point, a
company-sized force from the 4th bartalion was en-
circled at the Cua Viet River outposts. Efforts to resup-
ply the Marines from across the beach resulted in the
loss of a mechanized landing craft (LCM). The VNMC
units attempted to break out south along the beach
on 31 January, rather than be isolated by the NVA,
“All contact with beleaguered Marines was lost and
the outpost overrun,” was the terse wording of the di-
vision operations summary as of 0935 that morning.
The South Vietnamese suffered 40 casualties and lost
20 armored vehicles in the post-ceasefire incident 12



PART IV
THE MARINES WERE THERE



CHAPTER 10
A Tract of Time

Oth MAB and the Naval Campaign — Support to the Fleet— Evacuations—Search and Rescue
NGF Airborne Spotters, Fast and Slow —Raids and Demonstrations — Redeyes at Sea
Support to Military Region 1—Fleet Support Continues
Across the Beach: The Lam Son Landings —Turnaway at Quang T

9th MAB and the Naval Campaign

Separate from the advisory effort with the Viet-
namese Marine Corps in MR 1, I1I Marine Amphibious
Force aviation and ground units participted with the
Seventh Fleet and the Seventh Air Force in reacting to
the enemy’s Spring Offensive. The North Vietnamese
attack of 30 March 1972 had found III MAF forces
deployed for rapid response to the unfolding and con-
tusing situation. Brigadier General Edward J. Miller's
9th Marine Amphibious Brigade (MAB) Headquareers
was on the USS Blue Ridge at White Beach, Okina-
wa; Colonel Walter C. Kelly's 31st Marine Amphibious
Unit (MAU) had just departed the 1.S. Naval Base
Subic Bay, Philippines, for the South China Sea on
Amphibious Ready Group (ARG) Alpha ships; Lieu-
tenant Colonel Phillip B. Friedrichs’ Battalion Landing
Team 1/9 (BLT Bravo) with ARG Bravo had left Hong
Kong for the East China Sea*! On the morning of
2 Aprl, the 31st MAU and BLT Bravo were already
off the Vietnamese coast awaiting developments in MR
1. Vice Admiral William P. Mack, the Seventh Fleet
commander, had diverted ARGs Alpha and Bravo to
positions 15 nautical miles east of the Demilitarized
Zone (DMZ) for possible evacuation of Americans
from Dong Ha. On the Trpol, Colonel Kelly and
Lieutenant Colonel William R. Von Harten, com-
manding BLT 3/4, monitored radio traffic sent by
Lieutenant Colonel Turley from the Ai Tu Combat
Base, as he “attempted to bring order from chaos."**2

Admiral John S. McCain, Jt., CinCPac, cancelled Ex-
ercise Golden Dragon on 3 April, and III MAF's com-
mander, Lieutenant General Louis Metzger, ordered
General Miller and the 9th MAB staff to remain on
the USS B/we Ridge for combar or evacuation opera-
tions. The B/ue Ridge, with the Task Force 76 com-

*ARG A: 31st MAU, BLT 3/4, HMM-165, and Logistic Suppotr
Unit Alpha on the Tripok, Anchorage, Duluth, and Schenectady.
ARG B: BLT 1/9 on the Denver, Tuscaloosa, and Mobite.

**Larer it was learned chat General Cao Van Vien of the South
Vietnamese Joint General Seaff and General Abrams were still as-
sessing the situation in MR 1 and had not sent or approved the
inirial calls for assistance to rhe Seventh Fleer, requests which had
been generared from the confused situation in MR 1. See Chaprer
4 for details.
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mander, Rear Admiral Walter D. Gaddis, and General
Miller, sailed for Vietnam on 5 April. Admiral Mack
rerurned ARG Bravo to White Beach, Okinawa, to
replace defective amphibian tractors and to load ad-
ditional supplies and personnel. These orders were
passed through the operational chain of command to
the “action agency’—III MAF in General Metzger’s
case, He recalled that Seventh Fleet was saturated with
message traffic ar this point. Aviation deployments
with “tight” time schedules required Metzger to move
his forces and to notify Seventh Fleet that unless other-
wise directed he would do so “in accordance with ord-
ers from higher authority”3

With the forward deployment of amphibious forces
to holding areas off the DMZ, Admiral Mack directed
units to conduct “ready operations,” a term that in-
cluded both contingency and support acrivities. The
9th MAB had various contingency plans which were
based on its task-organized character. After the ini-
tial atracks, the amphibious brigade turned its arten-
tton from potentially conducting emergency evacua-
tions to building up its forces. During the next 10
months there were at least nine changes in task or-
ganization as amphibious ready groups and Marine
units rotated. Changes occurred because of ship avail-
ability, contingency requirements, and the long inter-
vals at sea®*%4

Marine units at sea for operations on ¢ April were
the 9th MAB headquarters, 31st MAU, and BIT Bravo.
Upon arriving in the Tonkin Gulf, the brigade ot-
ganized itself into a regimental landing team and a
composite helicopter squadron****% Admiral Mack
kept Amphibious Squadron (Phibron) 5 in the
Western Pacific as ARGs Alpha and Bravo, despite its

***There were three general arrangemenns: firse, the pteinvasion
ready force of an embarked Marine amphibious unic and an addi-
tional bartalion landing team; next, the expansion of contingency
forces to two MAUs and ewo BLT; finally, the retention of two MAUs
as the probability of intervention lessened in late summer 1972,

****Tnitial task organization on 9 Aptil 1972; 9th MAB (TG 79.1),
H&S Co, 9th MAB (TU 79.1.0), Det, 15t RadBn (TE 79.1.0.1); RLT
4 (TU 79.1.2), Hg, 31st MAU (TE 79.1.2.0), BLT 3/4 (TE 79.1.2.1),
BLT 1/9 (TE 79.1.2.2), Det B, HML 367 (TE 79.1.2.2.1), Det A,
HML-367 (TU 79.1.3). BISG (TU 79.14), LFSP (TU 79.15);
HMM-165 (TU 79.1.6).
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THE WAR THAT WOULD NOT END
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Department of Defense Photo (USM

American Marine staffs spent the early part of the Spring Offensive preparing for a variety
of contingencies before the situation stabilized enough to take definite action. BGen Ed-
ward J. Miller, in his stateroom on board the USS Blue Ridge, at right rear, and his staff
are briefed by the MAB G-3, LtCol James L. Shanaban, on a proposed course of action.

planned return to the United States. On 11 April, the
newly arrived Amphibious Squadron 7 formed Am-
phibious Ready Groups Charlie and Delta* General
Mertzger formed an additional MAU and BLT to pro-
vide landing forces for Charlie and Delta. The 33d
MAU was activated under Colonel Robert J. Perrich,
then commanding 4th Marines. This amphibious unit
consisted of Lieutenant Colonel Edward C. Hertberg’s
HMM-164 and Lieutenant Colonel Clyde D. Dean’s
BLT 1/4. Embarkation on amphibious ships was fol-
lowed by landing exercises in the Philippines, and then
deployment to amphibious holding areas off the coast
of Vietnam.

When the USS Blue Ridge artived off the DMZ with
Task Force 76 and the 9th MAB, Admiral Gaddis and
General Miller were ordered by Seventh Fleet to con-
duct “amphibious operations as directed” Five possi-
ble courses of action arose: evacuations, landings,
demonstrations, support to the Seventh Fleet, and sup-
port to the South Vietnamese. Prompted by Admirals

*Phibron 5: USS Fzpofi (LPH 10), Duduth (LPD &), Denver (LPD
9), Mr. Vernon (18D 39), Anchorage (LSD 36), Mobile (LKA 115),
Tiscaloosz (LST 1187), and Schemectady (LST 1185). Phibron 7: USS
Ofinawa (LPH 3), Junean (LPD 10), Point Defiance (LSD 31), Alamo
(L3D 33), 32 Louis (LKA 116), Manitowoc (LST 1180), Sumeter (LST
1181), Cayuga (LST 1186), Barbour Connty (LST 1195), and Bristo!
County (LST 1198).

Mack and McCain’s need for a variety of alternatives
during April, Admiral Gaddis and General Miller con-
ducted a wide-ranging and at times frenzied planning
effore simultaneously with ongoing operations**¢ The
Marines of the 9th MAB soon wete involved in tasks
other than their basic amphibious assault mission. This
dictated separation from task force and parent units
to meet commitments that were not anticipated in ex-
isting contingency plans. Most assignments were
parallel at vatious cmes to ready operations and sup-
port to the Republic of Vietnam? “They were interest-
ing times,” concluded Genetal Miller®
Support to the Fleet

The Seventh Fleet amphibious ships soon found
that the demands of 24-hour combat watches in the
Gulf of Tonkin could not be met entirely with the
ship’s crew, most of whom were conducting both regu-
lar and general-quarter duties at such points as gun
positions, watch stations, and damage control stations.
Battalion and squadron staffs manned shipboard coor-
dination centers for operations, logistics, and fire sup-
port during periods of general quarters (particularly
when Vietnamese Marines were embarked and Task

**The 9th MAB operations officer, Lieutenant Colonel James L.
Shanahan, recalled this description as “possibly not extreme enough.”
(Shanahan Comments)
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