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INTRODUCTION

The Vietnam War is not popularly associated with armored warfare, especially tank vs. tank actions. The familiar depictions of the conflict, especially in Western representations, lean instead toward guerrilla-style insurgency and foot-slogging search-and-destroy missions, accentuated by the mass application of air mobility and close air support. Urban warfare also showed its face during the periods of large-scale North Vietnamese offensives, such as the grim battle for Hue in 1968 during the Tet Offensive, and the multiple town and city battles during the Easter Offensive of 1972. Armor was present, but could appear to be peripheral.

In fact, the application of armor in Vietnam was both significant and widespread, especially during the 1971–75 period examined here, when the North Vietnamese ground forces, known as the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN), reached the peak of its armored strength – courtesy of an increase in Soviet and Chinese imports – and locked horns with the tanks and armored personnel carriers (APCs) of the US-backed South’s Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN). What we look at in this study, to a limited degree, are large-scale tank vs. tank engagements over open terrain, decided largely by the mass of tanks, gunnery, and mobility of opposing armor. Yet as will become evident, from 1968 onward tanks became more and more key to the outcome of battles in the Vietnam War, as what had largely been an insurgency campaign moved to conventional warfare.
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This T-54B, preserved at the Museum of the Ho Chi Minh Campaign in Ho Chi Minh City, served in the 203d Armored Regiment and was in the vanguard of tanks entering the grounds of the Presidential Palace in Saigon at 1030hrs on April 30, 1975. (Happy Midnight/Wikimedia/CC BY-SA 3.0)
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The dead body of an ARVN soldier is laid on the front of an M41A3 on the streets of South Vietnam. The photograph is not dated, but is likely to be either 1972 or 1975. Note how the muzzle of the .50-caliber M2 HB machine gun is fitted with a wide flash hider, to reduce the muzzle flash visibility to the enemy and lessen blinding flash effects for the operator. (Bettmann/Getty Images)




In this study, the armored war is viewed through a very specific prism – that of clashes between the US-supplied, ARVN-operated M41A3 Walker Bulldog light tank and the T-54 and Type 59 (a Chinese licensed copy of the T-54A) main battle tanks (MBTs) deployed by North Vietnam. In some ways the meeting of M41 and T-54 was rather like that between the biblical David and Goliath, the US tank being the smaller but plucky opponent against the heavier, and theoretically more potent, T-54. The M41 was a pure light tank, developed primarily for its speed and mobility, including the possibility of air transportation, but with a gun powerful enough to challenge heavier medium tanks. In many ways, it belonged to the past not the future. Alongside the M551 Sheridan, first fielded in 1969, the M41 was one of the last US-designed light tanks; the future of light armor would belong to more mobile, lighter, and often wheeled infantry fighting vehicles (IFVs) or up-gunned APCs. The T-54, by contrast, was at the spear-tip of a new generation of main battle tanks – clad in thick armor and armed with a long-range tank-killing gun, capable of taking on the heaviest opposing tanks.

On paper, the odds of victory in any battle between these two armored vehicles would appear to have been stacked in favor of the T-54. Yet as this study demonstrates, outcomes could play out very differently in reality: context was key. It is a core doctrine of armored warfare that tanks should rarely, if ever, operate without support from infantry and/or air assets. Armored vehicles are undoubtedly powerful, but their limited hatch-down vision, generally slow pace of maneuver (particularly in complex and challenging terrain), and high visibility – and the presence of a whole spectrum of infantry armor-killing weaponry – mean that they remain vulnerable. In Vietnam, for example, the US and ARVN armor had to face the rapid and enormous proliferation of both the RPG-2 and then the infamous RPG-7 man-portable, shoulder-launched antitank weapons, the latter still destroying tanks today, nearly six decades after it entered service with the Soviet Army in 1961. Countering such threats was largely the responsibility of foot-slogging and mechanized infantry forces, not that of the tanks that were threatened.
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Looking for photo opportunities during the Tet Offensive, a young photographer (Lo Manh Hung) takes an image with an ARVN M41A3 in the background. One soldier mans the .50-caliber M2 HB machine gun in the commander’s hatch while another, likely the tank commander or a higher-level officer, communicates via a large radio set mounted atop the turret. (Bettmann/Getty Images)





In the analysis that follows, therefore, the tactical context is central to the outcome of the engagements between these two unequal armored vehicles. This context not only included the aforementioned infantry support, but also close air support (rotary and fixed-wing), terrain, weather, training, morale, supply and logistics, political strategy, and liaison with other forces. This is not to take anything away from the abilities and courage of tank crews, nor the intelligence of commanders, but rather recognize that the result of any battle was almost always the product of multiple factors, not all of them consciously handled but collectively reaching a single conclusion.

Yet within the assessment of context, the capabilities of the individual weapon systems are of course important. The M41 and the T-54 represented somewhat different expressions of armored doctrine. As a light tank, armed with a 76mm gun, the M41 harked back to the tradition of rapid gunnery over the precision kill; light tanks compensate for their reduced firepower with the ability to fire multiple rounds quickly, several strikes leading to the cumulative destruction of the opponent. The T-54, by contrast, belonged to what has been called the “sniper tank” concept, in which a long-range, first-shot, precision kill was paramount, backed by the survivability conferred by formidable armor. The M41’s gun, as will become evident, still had a potency sufficient to disable or kill any MBT, but the ARVN tank crews had to rely on more than just gunnery if they were to survive a clash with heavier PAVN armor.

The final element that will emerge with clarity in this book is the human factor. The engagements studied occurred at a uniquely uncertain time in the struggle for Vietnam’s future. ARVN armored forces, while well equipped, were having to cope with the progressive draw-down of US support, plus the psychological depredations of systemic corruption, casualties, and declining morale. The PAVN tankers, meanwhile, were part of an army whose goal of victory loomed ever more clearly, but whose strength and resilience were sapped by sustained and dreadful levels of casualties in every engagement. The fighting between ARVN and PAVN forces specifically in Vietnam has often been sidelined in favor of studying the US war. This volume will hopefully serve as a partial corrective to this tendency.
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A T-54B moves past a PAVN infantryman in Saigon in 1975. Note how the belt of 12.7×108mm cartridges in the turret-mounted DShKM machine gun is not boxed; typically, the ammunition would be in a container. The DShKM machine gun had a maximum range of up to 3,000m. (PHAN KHAC DUONG, PHAN THANK GIAN/AFP/Getty Images)







CHRONOLOGY






    
      1944

 





    
      November



    In the Soviet Union, the Obiekt 136 then Obiekt 137 programs begin, which would lead to the T-54 tank.








    
      1945

 







    
      January 1

    

    The first prototype of the T-54 is produced.









    
      November

    

    US specifications for a new light tank are issued.






    
      1946


 







    
      September

 

    The T37 Phase I program begins, producing prototypes of what would become the M41.








    
      April 29

    

    The T-54 Model 1946 (T-54-1) is accepted for Soviet Army service.









    
      1951

 







    
      June


    

    Production of the T41E1 begins at the Cleveland Tank Plant.










    
      1952

 





    
      November


    

    The US Army gives approval for the T41E1 and T41E2 to be issued to service units.







    
      1953

 







    
      May 29


    

    The T41E1 and the T41E2 are redesignated M41 and M41A1 respectively.






    
      1955

 







    
      May


    

    The introduction of a fuel-injection system into the M41 and M41A1, plus some other changes, produces the M41A2 and the M41A3 respectively.






    
      March 8


    

    The T-54A is accepted into service with the Soviet Army.







    
      April 1


    

    Formation of the South Vietnamese Armor Command.
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A wartime M41A3 on display in a military museum in Ho Chi Minh City. Despite the US markings, the M41s were used only by ARVN formations during the Vietnam War, the M41 having become obsolete in US service in the 1950s. (Mel Longhurst/VW Pics/UIG via Getty Images)






    
      1956

 







    
      March


    

    The T-54B is approved for production.






    
      1958

 





    
      October


    

    The Chinese Type 59, a licensed copy of the T-54A, first appears in a Chinese military parade.






    
      1959

 





    
      October


    

    The PAVN establishes its first major armored unit, the 202d Armored Regiment.






    
      1965

 







    
      January–April


    

    The ARVN receives its first batch of 350 US-surplus M41A3s.






    
      March


    

    The United States deploys its first combat troops to Vietnam.







    
      1971

 







    
      February 8


    

    Operation Lam Son 719 begins.







    
      February 10


    

    The ARVN’s 1st Armor Brigade reaches Aloui.







    
      February 25


    

    FSB 31 north of Aloui is overrun by a PAVN armor–infantry force.







    
      February 27


    

    Five M41A3s wipe out multiple PT-76 and T-54 tanks for no losses during an attack on FSB 31.







    
      March 19


    

    The 1st Armor Brigade begins its withdrawal to the South Vietnamese border.







    
      April 6


    

    The 1st Armor Brigade arrives back in South Vietnam, having suffered 60 percent losses.





    
      1972

 







    
      March 30


    

    The PAVN Easter Offensive begins.







    
      April


    

    In Military Region I (MR I), M41A3s fight PAVN T-54s in several engagements, typically with heavy ARVN casualties. ARVN M48A3 Pattons account for most of the PAVN tanks destroyed in tank vs. tank engagements. In MR II, M41A3s are unable to prevent Tan Canh and Dak To II falling to armor-supported assaults. In MR III, 12 M41A3s are destroyed by PAVN T-54s and antiarmor teams in a battle around Loc Ninh on April 5.







    
      May


    

    In MR I, Quang Tri falls to the communist forces. In MR II, M41A3 units help stop PAVN efforts to take Kontum.






    
      1975

 







    
      April 30


    

    T-54 tanks break into the grounds of the Presidential Palace in Saigon as South Vietnam falls to a PAVN offensive.
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Vietnamese students in the 1980s study a PAVN Type 59 tank (a Chinese copy of the T-54A) that served in the Vietnam War. This top view shows the commander’s hatch on the left and the loader’s hatch on the right, the loader having responsibility for loading and operating the DShKM machine gun. (Alex Bowie/Getty Images)









DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT

THE LEGACY OF WORLD WAR II

The M41 and the T-54 were both developed under the very specific influences of the late actions of World War II and the subsequent emerging Cold War between the West and the Eastern Bloc. The world war had been a conflict in which three elements took center stage – armor, artillery, and air power. From the armor perspective, the escalating tensions between Washington, DC and Moscow raised the prospect once more of tank vs. tank clashes on the Central European plains, a fact that made the development of new generations of medium and heavy tanks with precision long-range “sniper” gunnery and high survivability imperative. At the same time, the accelerating move toward widespread mechanization and air mobility, combined with the potentially global nature of Cold War proxy conflicts (illustrated by the start of the Korean War in June 1950), meant that there was also a requirement for lighter – and, preferably, air-transportable – armored vehicles, to provide reconnaissance and fire support for fast-moving mechanized infantry.

For the Soviets, armored vehicle development during the 1950s focused upon APCs (BTR-152, BTR-40, BTR-50, and BTR-60), amphibious scout cars (BRDM-1 and BRDM-2) and a formidable new MBT, the T-54, plus its eventual successor, the T-62. In the United States, the emphasis was placed on two new light tanks (M41 and M551 Sheridan), the next generation of 90mm-gun “medium” tanks (the Patton series), the groundwork for a heavier 105mm tank (an armored fighting vehicle that would become the M60 Patton, itself inspired by the US acquisition of a T-54), and a new APC (the M59, plus development of what became the M113 in 1959). The M41 and T-54 occupied different columns in the tables of tactical categorization, and in the expectations of their capabilities. Yet uniting their development somewhat was the recognition that gunnery – in terms of both weapon and fire control – was central if these armored vehicles were to survive on the Cold War battlefields.

THE M41 WALKER BULLDOG

As World War II approached its end in 1945, senior military planners in the United States began a detailed tactical and technological audit of the US armed forces, viewing the nation’s requirements to counter the specific nature of the Soviet threat. The need for a new light tank to replace the wartime M24 Chaffee and the M3/M5 Stuart was a priority, not least because the principal Soviet medium tank at the end of the war – the T-34/85 – had almost the same speed and maneuverability as the Chaffee, but outgunned and out-armored the US vehicle; an imbalance later painfully brought home when the two tanks clashed during the Korean War (1950–53).

The specification for the new light tank was issued by the collective efforts of the Army Ground Forces Equipment Review Board and the War Department Equipment Review Board in November 1945. The basic requirements were that it was to weigh about 25 short tons (roughly 22,700kg) and have similar mobility to the Chaffee, but it should possess more capable firepower and improved armor protection, such that it could hold its own on the battlefield against heavier tanks. The concept of the new light tank was worked up more precisely in 1946 by the US Ordnance Department and Army Group Forces, resulting in a program called T37 Phase I. Two prototypes were built, these featuring the 76mm T94 gun, all-welded armor, torsion-bar suspension, and a 500hp engine.
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A useful view of the “family” of US Cold War tanks. The M41, visibly the lightest of the tanks, is on the right. To the rear are two medium tanks, the M47 Patton on the left and its successor, the M48 Patton, in the rear center. The heavy tank at the front is the T43, which in April 1956 was designated the M103. (Bettmann/Getty Images)
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President Harry S. Truman stands next to an early iteration of the M41, the T41, in February 1951. At this stage of development, the tank was fitted with the distinctive machine-gun “blisters” either side of the hull, but these were impractical and were removed for the T41E1 prototype. (NARA/Wikimedia/Public Domain)





Two more prototype improvement programs followed as the design was fine-tuned. In Phase II, the single prototype included a new turret design that utilized both cast and welded armor, and which housed the 76mm T91 gun. (Cast armor is more resilient, being made from a single piece of metal without joints, but is difficult and expensive from a production standpoint. Welded armor, connected together in sections, is much less expensive but suffers from weaknesses at the joints.) The Phase II vehicle also had less space for ammunition stowage, to make room for an improved fire-control system, featuring a super-imposed coincidence rangefinder connected to a two-axis Vickers gun-stabilization system (Foss 1984: 138). Next came the Phase III prototype, with an automatic loading device to increase the rate of fire, an important consideration in a light tank, plus an improved stabilizer.

The T37 Phase II was selected for advancement, and was redesignated the T41, with three prototypes produced under this evaluation and testing stage. There was still much to be done, however, and the T41 was heavily modified to improve its crew functions and fire control. Enhancements included removing the two .30-caliber machine guns, individually set in “blisters” on either side of the turret (part of the original Phase I design), plus increasing the turret-ring diameter and shifting both the commander’s and gunner’s positions to the right side of the tank (they had previously been on the left). The modified vehicle was designated the T41E1, and it was deemed to be approaching the service standards.

Responsibility for taking the T41E1 into production fell upon the Cadillac Motor Car Division of General Motors Corporation. Cadillac was faced with an immediate problem, in that its existing plant in Detroit did not have anywhere approaching the capacity to manufacture the new tank. Thus Cadillac invested heavily in developing a new plant in Cleveland, Ohio, in the process training 6,500 new workers and involving nearly 3,000 main/sub-contractors of various descriptions.

From mid-1951, T41E1s began to roll out
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    M41A3 LIGHT TANK
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THE T-54
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    T-54B MAIN BATTLE TANK
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