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Foreword

This is the eighth volume of a projected nine-volume history of Marine Corps operations
in the Vietnam War. A separate functional series complements the operational histories.
This volume details the activities of Marine Corps units after the departure from Vietnam
in 1971 of III Marine Amphibious Force, through to the 1973 ceasefire, and includes the
return of Marine prisoners of war from North Vietnam. Written from diverse views and
sources, the common thread in this narrative is the continued resistance of the South
Vietnamese Armed Forces, in particular the Vietnamese Marine Corps, to Communist
aggression. This book is written from the perspective of the American Marines who assisted
them in theit efforts. Someday the former South Vietnamese Marines will be able to tell
their own story.

By July 1971, less than 500 U.S. Marines, mostly advisors, communicators, and sup-
porting arms specialists remained in Vietnam. It was thought at the time that the success
of “Vietnamization" of the war would lessen even this small number, as it was hoped
that the South Vietnamese could continue fighting successfully. This hope vanished in
spring 1972, dashed by a full-scale North Vietnamese Army invasion. The renewed com-
bat saw the U.S. Marines return once mote to Southeast Asia in a continuation of the
war that now seemed to have no end. The fighting proceeded into the fall, and only
ceased with the signing of peace accords in Paris in January 1973.

The War That Would Not End is the product of a collaboration of two career Marines,
who brought a total of 42 years of service experience to the project while assigned to the
History and Museums Division of Headquarters Marine Corps. Lieutenant Colonel Curtis
G. Arnold began the task. A native Alabamian, Lieutenant Colonel Arnold enlisted in
the Marine Corps in 1950 and served with the 1st Marine Division in Korea. Discharged
in 1953, he remained in the Marine Reserve in inactive status while he attended Auburn
University. Following graduation, Lieutenant Colonel Arnold was commissioned in Janu-
ary 1958. He attended the Communication Officets Otientation Course at Quantico, Vit-
ginia, and served as a communications officer for much of his cateer. He served in Vietnam
with the 3d Marine Division from 1966 to 1967, receiving the Bronze Star Medal. He
was aide to Assistant Commandant of the Marine Corps General Lewis W. Walt from 1968
to 1969. He then attended Marine Corps Command and Staff College at Quantico and
remained there at the Marine Corps Schools as an instructor. He joined the Histoty and
Museums Division in 1973 and retired from the division and the Marine Corps in 1975.
Lieutenant Colonel Arnold’s efforts are reflected in the themes of Chapters 2 through
9, based on interviews and then-available records. He played a critical patt in the loca-
tion and recovery of the Marine Advisory Unit recotds just ptiot to the fall of Saigon.
Lieutenant Colonel Arnold also contributed to this project through his review of the com-
ment edition and with further advice and encouragement until his untimely death in 1990.

The project was completed by Major Charles D. Melson. From California, Major Melson
entered the Marine Corps Reserve in 1967 and in 1970 both graduated from Sonoma State
University and was commissioned. Following Basic School, he served ovetseas as an infancry
officer with assignments to Vietnam in 1972 with the 9th Marine Amphibious Brigade.
He was awaiting orders to Sub Unit One, 1st ANGLICO, when the war ended in 1973.
Major Melson spent a large portion of his career in combat and reconnaissance units in both
Fleet Marine Forces Atlantic and Pacific. He has decorations for military merit, combat
action, and humanitarian service. Beginning in 1982, he was as an instructor at the U.S.
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Naval Academy and eatned a master of arts degree from St. John's College, Annapolis,
Maryland. Major Melson subsequently was assigned to Headquartets Marine Corps, first
to the Command Center and then, in 1986, to the History and Museums Division. Major
Melson wrote the remaining eight chapters and shaped the volume into its final form.
This included revising the Arnold manuscript to make use of much additional material.
Major Melson left active service in 1990, but was recalled to active duty with the division,
including duties with the U.S. Central Command during the Persian Gulf War.

SCH S

E. H. SIMMONS
Brigadier General, U.S. Marine Corps (Retired)
Director of Marine Corps History and Muscums



Preface

Etnest Hemingway wrote about war in A Farewel/ to Arms in 1929, contending that,
“Abstract words such as glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene beside the concrete
names of villages, the numbers of roads, the names of tivers, the numbers of regiments
and the dates” For many reasons, this abservation holds true for the narrative in this
volume. The variety and scope of U.S. Marine participation in this phase of the war makes
this an account of units and individuals as part of the activities of the other Services or
of the South Vietnamese forces. This is reflected in the sources used to tell this story;
both authors had to rely on diverse material for information. In fact, most events dis-
cussed are drawn as exceptions from the normal process of records-keeping and availabil-
ity: ad hoc units and mixed-service, or even multinational organizations wete the norm.
This suggested the use of commenters who could bring together otherwise dispetsed records
to support the volume. Interviews from recorded and transcribed and other oral formars
were also especially valuable. A draft of this book was sent to key participants, 231 in-
dividuals. Of these, 114 replied. They ate listed in the appendix and referenced repeat-
edly in the text. Most of this newly acquired material has been archived for use by Marines
and other scholatly researchers.

Military evolutions ate the product of teamwork and this book is no exception. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Arnold’s chapters were reviewed by Dr. Graham A. Cosmas and Lieu-
tenant Colonel Lane Rogers. The original narrative subsequently was reorganized by Major
David N. Buckner, himself a former advisor in Vietnam. The natrative benefitted from
the transcription of advisor debriefs undertaken by Colonel Gerald H. Turley with fund-
ing by the Marine Corps Historical Foundation. He was assisted in this by Major Edward
E. Wells, representing the History and Museums Division. Majot Wells and Major Frank
M. Batha, Jr., conducted additional inquity to suppott the manuscript. Major Melson's
work was carefully reviewed by his peets: Dr. V. Keith Fleming, Jr., Major George R. Dun-
ham, Major Arthut E Elzy, Major Leonard A. Blasiol, and Lieutenant Colonel Gary D.
Solis. Their help went beyond the call of duty and reflected the Historical Branch's col-
legial approach to writing. '

Appreciation also is due the able Editing and Design Section of Mr. Robert E. Struder,
the senior editor: to Mr. William S. Hill for artwork and layout and to Mrs. Catherine
A. Kerns for editorial and composition services. They were essential in the volume's final
form and style. Further thanks are to be given the interns from The Madeira School who
assisted with the project: Ms. Soudarak S. Luangkhot for her efforts with the command
and staff lists and Ms. Jaime Koepsell and Ms. Sylvia Bunyasi for their enterprise with
the appendices. Mr. David A. Melson is gratefully recognized for his help with aircraft
identification and nomenclarure.

Special thanks are offered for the managing supervision of the involved Depury Ditec-
tots for Marine Corps History: Colonel James R. Williams, Colonel Marguetite J. Camp-
bell, and Colonel Daniel M. Smith. They wete ably suppotted in providing direction
by the efforts of succeeding chief historians: Mr. Henry 1. Shaw, Jt., and Benis M. Frank.
The project also was enhanced by the day-to-day tutelage of the senior Vietnam histori-
an, Dr. Jack Shulimson. The authors were especially dependent upon all manner of materi-
als from Mr. Danny J. Crawford's Reference Section, Mrs. Meredith P. Hartley's Cral History
Section, Ms. Evelyn A. Englander's Library Section, and Ms. Joyce M. Conyers and Ser-
geant Kevin L. Patker’s Archives Section. Their contributions are most gratefully ac-
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knowledged. Last bur not least, both authors have long wished to formally recognize the
enlisted Marines who are the often unrecognized backbone of the History and Museums
Division. _ .

Both authors are indebted to their colleagues in the historical agencies of the Army,
Navy, Air Force, and Joints Chiefs of Staff, all of whom provided information and opin-
ion, and made documentation available for analysis. Thanks are extended to all those
who reviewed the various editions and provided comments, corrections, and insights only
available from those who took part in the events described. Finally, however, it 1s the authors
alone who are responsible for the content of this history, including any errors in fact or
judgement.

CHARLES D. MELSON CURTIS G. ARNOLD
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CHAPTER 1
From the Delta to the DMZ

Nixon'’s Doctrine — Contingency Forces — Flexibility and Response — Command Relations
Residual Forces— Marine Security Guard, Saigon—The Marine Air Control Squadron Detachment
Sub Unit One, 15t Air and Naval Gunfire Liatson Company

Nexon's Doctrine

For over a decade, decisions by three presidents
transformed America’s role in South Vietnam. Reach-
ing 2 maximum troop-level of 549,000 during 1969,
the U.S. Armed Forces found themselves involved in
a long and unpopular war. With the Nixon Doctrine
of July 1969, however, the U.S. began its essential dis-
engagement from Vietnam. The United States would
meet its treaty commitments, but expected South
Vietnam to assume the greater portion of its own
defense through “Vietnamization.

By July 1971, Marines in the Pacific Command (Pac-
Com) had once again become a combat force-in-
readiness, leaving behind in Vietnam only residual
forces. General Robert E. Cushman, Jr., Commandant
of the Marine Corps (CMC), observed that the Ma-
rine Corps during this period witnessed “the emer-
gence of new forms of force, some overt, some more
difficult to recognize or define, and fewer purely mili-
taty in character than before.” He wenton to conclude
that properly balanced and properly deployed am-
phibious forces provided “an effective means—and at
times the only means— of exerting influence on situ-
ations where our interests are involved.”?

Yet for Marines stationed in the Western Pacific
(WestPac), Vietnam was a war that would not end. A
war whose continued prosecution was carried on
throughout Vietnam and Southeast Asia, from the Pa-
cific and even from the continental United States of
America. Although officially the “Ceasefire Cam-
paign.” this period is better known for the central event
of the time, the Spting or Easter Offensive in South
Vietnam3

Contingency Forces

With Marine Corps strength in Vietnam limited to
a few hundred, the 11l Marine Amphibious Force (111
MAF) in the Western Pacific reverted to a responsive
posture with the US. Navy Seventh Fleet. Marines
served in detachments on board carriers, cruisers, and
command ships. With the exception of these ships’
detachments, Marine units made up the fleet landing
force The usefulness of deployed landing forces had
been apparent since Marines first went on board ships.

2

During the Victnam war these forces consisted typi-
cally of a battalion landing team (BLT) supported by
a composite helicopter squadron, forming a basic air-
ground teamn. Seventh Fleet’s landing force, called the
Special Landing Force or SLF, made 72 amphibious
landings in Vietnam through 1969. The Seventh Fleet
assigned the SLF mission to the 3d Marine Division
on Okinawa in late 1969. The 4th and 9th Marines
provided battalions and Marine Aircraft Group (MAG)
36 sent medium helicopter squadrons (HMMs) to serve
with the fleet amphibious forces* Navy amphibious
squadrons were administrative organizations while the
amphibious ready group (ARG) was the specific or-
ganization tasked for a particular mission ** The am-
phibious ready groups deployed in two independent
configurations. ARG Alpha was organized around a
helicopter carrier. ARG Bravo centered on an amphibi-
ous transport dock. Another BLI remained on Okina-
wa as the ait-transportable contingency battalion?

After 21 November 1970, the SLF name was
changed to Marine amphibious unit (MAU) and
Headquarters, 31st Marine Amphibious Unit deployed
continuously with Amphibious Ready Group Al-
pha*** As amphibious ready groups were the build-
ing blocks of the Navy’s amphibious forces, the MAU
was the foundation of the landing force. Command-
ed by a colonel, this was a standing headquarters which
ptovided command, control, and continuity for
ground and air units which deployed in rotation. For
the 31st MAU, the war did not cease with 1II MAF's
departure from Vietnam in April 1971. The MAU was
kept within a 120-hour travel time of Military Region
(MR} 1 and BLT Bravo was no mare than 168 hours
away from commitment to operations in MR 1. In May
and June 1971, the 31st MAU with BLI' 1/9 and

*A composite squadron genetally consisted of 4 heavy-cargo lift
CH-53As, 14 personnel lift CH-46Ds, and 4 uulity UH-1Es.

**An amphibious squadron typically consisted of an amphibi-
ous assault ship (LPH), two amphibious transport docks (LPD), two
landing dock ships (LSD}, two or three tank landing ships (LST),
and an amphibious cargo ship (LKA).

*#¥The terms SLF and Special Landing Force continued to be
used informallv, As of 1989, the MAU was changed to MEU for Ma-
rine Bxpeditionary Unit, a recurn to a more waditional designa-
uon for deployed Marine forces.
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THE WAR THAT WOULD NOT END

HMM-164 was on 72-hour standby in support of the
departute from Da Nang of the 3d Marine Amphibi-
ous Brigade, the last major Marine combat unit re-
maining in Vietnam.

By July 1971, freed from direct operations in Viet-
nam, III MAF was the Pacific Command’s immediate
reserve. Lieutenant General Donn J. Robertson, as 111
MAF commander, had operational control of the 3d
Marine Division (3d MatDiv), the Ist Marine Aircraft
Wing (1st MAW), and the 3d Force Setvice Regiment
(3d FSR). 11l MAF was now a regional force with theat-
er concerns ranging from Vietnam to the Philippines
and Korea, concerns corresponding with the Seventh
Fleet area of operations. As crises occurred, the Ma-
rine units afloat were among the first U.S. ractical units
to respond. Regional responsibilities brought new
problems and concerns to General Robertson. One is-
sue was the reduction of Pacific Fleet amphibious ship-
ping from six to four squadrons during the year,
severely constraining the ability of the Seventh Fleet
to commit amphibious forces®

- The 31st MAU served as the forward element of a
Matine amphibious brigade (MAB), based on General
Robertson’s conclusion that the MAB was the size of
force that available Seventh Fleer transport could move.
Existing contingency plans reflected incremental
deployment as shipping became available. General
Robertson’s staff planned fot at least one additional
battalion landing team to be flown into an objective
area to reinforce a deployed brigade. The III MAF
planners assumed that additional Marine units could

Deparrment of Defense Photo (USN) K98639
The instrument of forward deployment was the Marine landing forces and the amphibi-
ous ready groups of the Seventh Fleet, represented here by an amphibious assauls ship
(LPH) and two amphibious transports (LPDs) underway in the Western Pactfec in the 19705,

mount out within two weeks if suppotted by the
Eastern Pacific amphibious ready squadron. Within
another two weeks the arrival of two additional am-
phibious squadrons could double the available ship-
ping for amphibious operations” When not on board
ship for contingencies, exercises, and port visits, Ma-
rine units trained ashote at [II MAF's “MAU Camp” in
the Philippines, using the neatby Subic Bay and Zam-
bales training areas* Upon joining a new Marine bat-
talion and squadron, the ARG and MAU conducted
ampbhibious landing exetcises to rehearse and validate
operation and landing plans. At the same time port
calls to Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, and Japan
caused deployments to take on aspects of pleasure
cruises.

In August 1971, Fleet Matine Force Pacific (FMFPac)
established a table of organization for a Western Pa-
cific “ready” brigade. The following month, the 9th
MAB formed a cadre staff from personnel of the three
Okinawa-based Marine commands to plan and prepare
for a scheduled exercise, Golden Dragon H, with Rear
Admiral Walter D. Gaddis’s Task Force 76. This
nucleus staff embarked on the task force’s flagship, the
USS Biue Ridge (LCC 19). Thar fall BIT Bravo (BLT
1/9) deployed to Camp Fuji, Japan, while the 31st Ma-
rine Amphibious Unit with BLT 2/4 and HMM-165
on the USS Tripodi (LPH 10) remained at sea or at Su-
bic Bay with Amphibious Ready Group Alpha.

War between India and Pakistan broke out during

*The presence of Philippine securiry fotces and Communist New

People’s Army units made these training aseas literally live-fire areas.
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Department of Defense Photo (USMC) A26566
The senior Marine in the Pacific through the end of
1972 was LiGen William K. Jones, commanding Fleet

Marine Force Pactfic. He oversaw the Marine Corps
standdown and withdrawal from South Vietnam.

this period. Vice Admiral William P. Mack of the
Seventh Fleet assigned the 31st MAU to Task Force 74
for the evacuation of Americans threatened by the
fighting in Pakistan. The MAU interrupted its prepa-
rations for Exercise Fortress Light I1 in the Philippines
and the ARG proceeded towards the crisis area. It was
replaced in December 1971 by the provisional 331st
Marine Amphibious Element of Major Raymond M.
Kostesky, known as “Ray’'s MAE" at 11l MAF. This con-
sisted of a headquarters, rifle company, and helicop-
rer detachment all on board the USS Denver (LPD
9). The India-Pakistan emergency required combined
Marine and Navy staffs to develop planning darta for
the air deployment of company-sized to brigade-sized
units to assist in the evacuations of US. civilians and
foreign nationals when requested. This planning ef-
fort provided the basis for 111 MAF evacuation con-
tingencies the following year?®

Admiral John 8. McCain, Jr., CinCPac, declared the
crisis resolved on 7 January 1972 and the 9th MAB
nucleus staff resumed planning for Exercise Golden
Dragon. Lieutenant General William K. Jones, as FMF
Pacific commander, drew three observatians from the

THE WAR THAT WOULD NOT END

crisis: first, the separation of individual ready group
ships for mote than 30 days reduced Marine readiness
to catry out the mission of amphibious assault by frag-
menting the 31st MAU; second, Marines had to sup-
plement ships’ crews because Navy manning levels did
not account for 24-hour combat operations, and fi-
nally an increased use of “special category”* message
traffic reduced the flow of necessary information need-
ed for effective planning. These observations proved
valuable in the months to come as amphibious forces
returned to Vietnam?

The 1972 New Year, the Year of the Rat in the Tet
calendar, began with Lieutenant Colonel William R.
Von Harten's BLT 3/4 assuming duties with the 31st
MAU, now under Colone! Walter C. Kelly, and Lieu-
tenant Colonel Phillip B. Friedrichs’ BLT 1/9 continu-
ing as BLT Bravo. In another change, Lieutenant
General Louis Metzger relieved III MAF commander
General Robertson** In March 1972 BLT 1/9 loaded
ARG Bravo ships at, White Beach, Okinawa, for the
crisis-delayed Exercise Golden Dragon 11, by way of
port visits to Hong Kong and the Philippines. At this
same time the assistant commander of the 3d Marine
Division, Brigadier General Edward J. “E. J.” Miller,
joined the staff on the Bfwe Ridge as brigade com-
mander for the exercise.

Flexibility and Response

During the last half of 1971, the main activity of
111 MAF aviation units in Southeast Asta was duty at
sea with the Seventh Fleet amphibious groups. Ma-
rine Medium Helicopter Squadrons 164 and 1