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Armies of the Vietnam War 1962-75

Historical Background

In 1954 an international agreement divided Vietnam, formerly part of French Indo-China, in half at the 17th Parallel. The northern half was ruled by communist-nationalist Ho Chi Minh, while the non-communist south was at first ruled by Annam’s former emperor, Bao Dai, who was deposed by Ngo Dinh Diem in 1955. Part of the agreement called for a general election in Vietnam to reunify the country, but Diem refused unless there were ‘free’ elections in the north and, with American support, a year later he refused to hold elections at all.

Diem’s decision prompted the return of many southerners who had been training in the north. With local support they formed an underground organization generally called the ‘Viet Cong’, or ‘Vietnamese communists’. They began a terrorist campaign, killing government officials. On 8 July 1958 the VC made their first large-scale attack of the war, raiding an Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) outpost near Bien Hoa, in which action one US Army advisor was killed and another wounded.

On 20 December 1960 the VC were formed into the National Liberation Front (NLF) as part of an overall plan which called for guerrilla warfare to win control of the countryside, as opposed to a North Korean-style regular invasion across the 17th Parallel. The NLF set up a three-part army with a main force, or regular army; a regional militia; and village militias. The militias could be called out only for limited times and within limited areas. Supplies and, indeed, much of the manpower for the NLF came from the north, although to keep this secret all wore the universal black ‘pyjamas’ of South Vietnam’s peasants, and they left all material indicating northern origins behind.

The Diem government hid news of NLF successes, so that it was not until an American fact-finding tour late in 1960 that the Americans realized the extent of the problem. While few wanted to commit US ground troops to an Asian conflict, advisory and financial aid to the south was immediately raised. Nevertheless, the NLF continued to grow stronger, aided by northern reinforcements coming down the ‘Ho Chi Minh Trail’, a roundabout series of rough roads down the west side of Vietnam and passing through part of Laos. On 16 July 1961 they even engaged two entire ARVN battalions for some time before pulling back. The ARVN, however, was getting better itself, forcing the NLF to change their tactics to a programme of taking over villages one at a time.

Sketch map of Vietnam, showing NLF supply routes from the North and through Cambodia. (Rebecca Katcher)
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On 8 February 1962 the small US Military Advisory and Assistance Group, Vietnam, was formally changed into the US Military Advisory Command in Vietnam (MACV) under General Paul D. Harkins. By October 1963 the command included 16,732 American troops, all in support and non-combatant rôles.

Following the defeat of an ARVN regiment by an NLF battalion in January 1963, the Americans advised Diem to switch to small-unit tactics. Diem refused, fearing the results of increased casualty lists on an already restless public. Feeling that their advice was generally being ignored, the Americans planned to pull their troops out by 1965.
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These Warrant Officer candidates wear the green winter walking-out dress of the US Army. The shoulder patch on the right-hand man is that of the US Army Primary Helicopter School, while the black helicopter symbol on an orange shield worn on the right sleeve by the others indicate that they are training to become pilots. Orange shoulder-strap loops with the school crest pinned on indicate senior students, shortly to be appointed warrant officers W1. (Author’s photo)

Although Diem was re-elected president in 1961, he narrowly avoided a coup, and he and his corrupt family were becoming unpopular with both the Americans and the Vietnamese. In November 1963 a group of generals, encouraged by the Americans, overthrew Diem. By 1964 the country had gone through a series of seven governments before finally finding several military men who satisfied both civilians and military.

In 1964 Lieutenant-General William C. Westmoreland, who had been given command of MACV, requested American combat troops to guard American installations. Westmoreland’s qualifications to command MACV were not particularly obvious. He was an artillery officer, later an airborne infantry division commander, with no experience, training or apparent interest in fighting a guerrilla war. He was, at best, very conventional.

By 1964 the NLF were growing so confident that they largely abandoned their clandestine ‘black pyjama’ peasant dress in favour of frankly military olive green shirts and trousers. It was obvious to American policy-makers that if Vietnam were to stay non-communist American troops would have to go into action themselves. On 2 August 1964 the US destroyer Maddox, sailing off North Vietnam, was attacked by three small North Vietnamese boats. Although there were no casualties, the American government had an excuse to go into action.

On 8 March 1965 some 3,500 US Marines, the first US combat troops to arrive in Vietnam, landed in Da Nang to defend the US air base there. On 8 June, following further reinforcements, General Westmoreland authorized his troops to begin ‘offensive patrolling’. On the 8th, too, some 800 Australians, followed shortly by a New Zealand artillery battery, arrived to join in the war. On 28 June the first ‘search and destroy’ sweep was made by a combined US, ANZ and ARVN force. The US 1st Infantry Division landed in July, and troops of the US 101st Airborne Division shortly thereafter. The 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) arrived in An Khe in September 1965. America was totally committed to the war.

The American plan was to set up heavily fortified base camps along the coast, at Phu Bai, Da Nang, Chui Lai, Qui Nhon and Cam Rahn, from where troops would be sent out on what amounted to large raids or ‘reconnaissance in force’. While believing that they had radically different tactics from those of the French, who had been beaten on the same ground by the same enemy ten years earlier, in fact the Americans simply became as tied to their helicopters as the French had been to the roads. Americans alone in the bush felt disoriented, and simply did not act with the same aggressiveness as the NLF. The usual result of a sweep was that the NLF would fall back after putting up a short ‘fire-fight’, only to return after the Americans and ARVNs had returned to their safe bases. The countryside remained under communist control.

The Americans felt it would take three full divisions to completely shut down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Rather than commit so many men in terrain where they could not be saved if they were encircled, as the French had been in 1954 at Dien Bien Phu, the Americans decided to rely on bombing the Trail to the point where it could not be used. The air war became, and remained until the end, one of America’s main efforts.

In May 1965, responding to growing American participation, North Vietnam sent its first regular troops south to aid the NLF. On 14 November 1965 a full NVA regiment, with NLF aid, attacked a US 1st Cavalry position near Plei Me. The fight went back and forth, with the Viets making a total of five separate attacks, all of which were beaten off. Casualties on both sides were heavy, and both sides regarded the fight—the first between US and NVA regulars—as a victory.

At the end of 1965 the US had 180,000 troops in South Vietnam. The North matched this growth, slipping whole divisions down the Ho Chi Minh Trail despite heavy American bombing. By October 1966 North Vietnam’s 324B, 325th, 341st and 610th Infantry Divisions were in the south, as well as 67,000 NLF main force troops and an additional 205,000 militia and support troops.


Foreign Troops in Vietnam, July 1967





	Unit
	Base



	3rd US Marine Division
	Phu Bai



	1st US Marine Division
	Da Nang



	Task Force ‘Oregon’ (US):

3rd Brigade, 25th Infantry Division 196th Light Infantry Brigade 1st Brigade, 101st Airborne Division
	Chu Lai



	2nd ROK Marine Brigade
	Chu Lai



	4th US Infantry Division
	Pleiku



	173rd Airborne Brigade (US)
	Pleiku



	1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile)
	An Khe



	1st ROK Infantry Division
	Qui Nhon



	9th ROK Infantry Division
	Nha Trang



	5th US Special Forces Group (Airborne)
	Nha Trang



	199th Light Infantry Brigade (US)
	Song Be



	11th US Armoured Cavalry Regiment
	Xuan Luc



	Republic of the Philippines Contingent
	Bien Hoa



	1st US Infantry Division
	Di An



	9th US Infantry Division
	Long Thanh



	Royal Thai Military Assistance Group
	Saigon



	1st ANZ Task Force
	Vung Tau



	25th US Infantry Division
	Cu Chi






The basic pattern of the war did not change, however. On 25 January 1966 US, ARVN and, for the first time, South Korean troops swept the Bong Son area as NLF and NVA troops fell back out of their path. Although 140,000 people were said to have been ‘freed’ from communist control, it was admitted that the NLF immediately took back control of the area as soon as the allies returned to their bases. This sweep was simply one of a continuing series, the characteristics of which became depressingly similar, conducted between 1965 and 1970. During the same period communist forces conducted a steady series of attacks against fortified positions—attacks which were usually more costly to them than their enemy. There were no ‘front lines’, save around the perimeters of base camps, and operations swirled throughout the countryside like water in a creek.

In late 1967 the NLF besieged a 3,500-strong US Marine force at Khe Sahn, with the 325C and 304th NVA Divisions surrounding the base while the 320th Division cut reinforcement routes from the north-east. The action at Khe Sahn, which at the time threatened to become another Dien Bien Phu, as the NVA planned, was quickly forgotten as on 30 January 1968 the NVA launched their ‘Tet Offensive’. By 5 February no less than 30 of the 44 Provincial Capitals, including the old national capital city of Hue, had fallen to the communists. Infiltrators even managed to get into the well-defended compound of the US Embassy in Saigon, although they all died in the process. Elsewhere in Saigon fighting was heavy for some days before the capital city was cleared. The main battle was for Hue, a battle which lasted three weeks and virtually destroyed the city in the process. Later it was discovered that, while in control of Hue, the communists had killed more than a thousand civilians, often with great cruelty—a fact which made them a considerable number of enemies among the South Vietnamese, and which they later admitted was a grave error. By 26 February the Tet Offensive was finished. The communists admitted over Radio Hanoi that it had been a failure. The expected general uprising in their support had not happened; the ARVN had fought back astonishingly bravely. At best the communists had made some minor gains in rural areas.
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Staff sergeant, 864th Engineer Bn. (Construction), 1965, wearing the issued pith helmet and early non-tropical fatigue uniform with MACV shoulder patch. Two ammunition pouches and an M-14 bayonet are worn on the pistol belt. (Author’s photo)

The NVA continued to besiege Khe Sahn; relief was, however, on the way. On 1 April 1968 the US 1st Cavalry was 10 miles east of the post, and by 7 April they were there. NVA attacks continued, but the chance for another Dien Bien Phu, if there ever had been one, was gone. (It should be noted that ARVN units defending the Khe Sahn perimeter alongside US troops fought with great determination, beating off the few major infantry attacks by NVA units.)

On 13 May 1968 peace talks between South Vietnam, the US, the NLF and North Vietnam began in Paris. American public opinion, shocked by the ferocity of the Tet Offensive, conducted by an enemy they had been told were virtually out of the war, turned against the government. In March General Westmoreland was returned to the US as the Army’s Chief of Staff—an interesting promotion for someone with his record—and General Creighton Abrams Jnr., who had been his deputy, replaced him. General Abrams had spent most of his time in Vietnam working with the ARVN, and was to an extent responsible for its vastly improved performance during the Tet fighting. On taking command General Abrams made sure the ARVN received better equipment, while generally switching to smaller unit tactics. Such moves sat well with an American public thoroughly sick of the war.

Recognizing this feeling, the newly elected President Richard M. Nixon announced that by 15 December 1969 35,000 US troops would be withdrawn from Vietnam, to be followed by another 50,000 in April 1970. By January 1970, however, the US had 300,000 combat and 180,000 support troops in South Vietnam. As the Americans pulled out, so did the NVA, while the NLF returned to small-scale actions. Everyone was waiting for the Americans to be gone.

In order to give time to the South Vietnamese, so that they could continue building up their own forces, the US launched one last grand ground offensive, this one against the reported NLF headquarters, defended by two NLF divisions, inside neighbouring Cambodia. On 1 May 1970 a joint US/ARVN force swept into Cambodia, meeting little resistance and turning up vast quantities of weapons, food and clothing. The invasion raised a public outcry in the United States, however, and the last US troops had returned to Vietnam by 29 June. The last ARVN troops returned by early August.

Pleased with the results of the Cambodia invasion, the ARVN launched an attack into Laos on 8 February 1971 to cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail. No US forces, except air forces, were involved and, facing heavy resistance and bad weather, the ARVN drive was stopped short of actually cutting the Trail. Using Russian-supplied armour, the NVA cut into the advance
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