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Acclimating to their strange new surroundings occupied the Marines’ first few weeks in  South Vietnam.... Throughout the day, peasants dressed in pajama-like clothing and sporting conical straw hats worked the paddies behind heaving water buffalo....
If daytime scenes appeared bucolic, the arrival of sunset quickly changed that perception. Gunfire and explosions erupted at dusk. Marines nervously watched bright tracers cut colorful swaths across the night sky. From distant bamboo thickets, mortar shells flew skyward to crash in the paddies. The Marines were learning that the war in South Vietnam was unlike anything for which they’d been trained. 
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Foreword
My third war began in May 1968 when I took command of  the 3d Marine Division. For more than three years this illustrious unit had been fighting the North Vietnamese Army  regulars and the Viet Cong insurgents on scores of battlefields all across northern South Vietnam. In more than thirty  years as a Marine, few of my assignments were as challenging.
In my previous wars, at the battles of Guadalcanal,  Peleliu, Inchon, and the Chosin Reservoir, my men and I  fought for clearly defined objectives. We had to secure that  beachhead, take that island, capture that hill. We met the enemy on the battlefield, defeated him, and claimed victory.
Unfortunately, it wasn’t that way in Vietnam.
There were no clear-cut objectives. Our target was simply the enemy’s forces. Once we destroyed the enemy on a  hill we departed to seek him elsewhere, leaving the terrain  to be reclaimed by our foe. Sites of hard fought battles and  numerous casualties were abandoned because we did not  have enough manpower to occupy our entire area of operations. As a result, we surrendered to the enemy the initiative  to select the time and place to fight. It was a very frustrating  way to fight a war.
Yet, despite this handicap, the fighting prowess of the individual Marines never wavered. Whether it was a brief  skirmish at a soon forgotten night ambush site or a pitched  battle at a well-protected fire support base, the Marines in  South Vietnam fought with all the valor and tenacity of their  brethren of earlier wars.
Many of the Marines’ major battles in the Vietnam War  are well-documented: Khe Sahn, Hue, Dong Ha and Operation Dewey Canyon in the Da Krong Valley, to name but a  few. Semper Fi—Vietnam is the first book to present the full  story of the Marine Corps infantry from their arrival in 1965  to their departure in 1972. This history is skillfully written  to provide a rich blend of command strategy and heroic individual exploits. Mr. Murphy has not only been able to  present an interesting and highly readable account of Marine Corps infantry operations in South Vietnam but also  perfectly captures the spirit of the gallant men who fought  the battles and took the casualties.
Semper Fi—Vietnam will be enjoyed by veteran and non-veteran alike and will become a popular staple of any Vietnam War library.
GENERAL RAYMOND G. DAVIS, USMC (Ret.)
Medal of Honor recipient, Korean War


CHAPTER ONE
1965
At 0545 on 8 March 1965, the four ships of the U.S. Navy’s  Amphibious Task Force 76, the Mount McKinley, Henrico,  Union, and  Vancouver, steamed into the harbor of Da Nang,  South Vietnam. Slicing through four-foot-high waves, the  vessels moved into position three thousand meters offshore.  A raspy, clanging sound challenged the morning air as four  heavy anchors pulled thick chain links to the bay’s bottom.  The eyes of hundreds of anxious U.S. Marines crowding the  ships’ railings peered through the haze of a light drizzle,  furtively searching for a glimpse of the distant shoreline.
Rear Admiral Don W. Wulzen, the task force commander aboard the  Mount McKinley, ordered at 0600,  “Land the landing force!” H hour was 0800.
The well-armed Marines moved into position to begin  the ship-to-shore movement. As they clambered down rope  nets slung over the ship’s steel sides, the weather suddenly  worsened. The waiting landing craft bounced dangerously  on the building waves. Mooring lines snapped under the  strain. Soon the harbor’s surface teemed with white-capped  swells stretching to ten feet in height.
At 0730 Admiral Wulzen ordered the landing postponed  one hour so that larger, heavier, more stable landing craft  could be brought into position. Once they were lashed securely alongside the transports, the troops resumed climbing  down the treacherous nets. The loaded vessels moved into  position for the run to the beaches.
Many of the young men crouching nervously in the bobbing craft had fathers and uncles who had made landings on   Pacific Ocean islands during World War II, just two decades  earlier. These assaults had been deadly affairs. Enemy artillery shells had crashed among the assault waves, spreading brutal death. Casualties during these landings had been  horrendous. Fortunately, the only casualties the Marines of  this generation were apt to experience this day would be  from seasickness. The rolling surf heaved the boats up and  down as they neared the beach.
Corporal Garry Powers jumped from his amphibious  tractor into knee-deep water at 0903 and splashed his way  ashore. This first Marine would soon be followed by tens of  thousands more as the United States commenced a controversial ten-year effort to keep South Vietnam from falling to  the Communists. The journey to the beaches of Da Nang  had begun ten years earlier.
The Geneva Accords of 1954 ended France’s colonial role  in what was then known as French Indochina. The accords divided the new country into a Communist-supported government north of the seventeenth parallel and an anti-Communist  regime to the south. Despite the accords Ho Chi Minh, North  Vietnam’s leader, launched a subversive effort to overthrow  the government of South Vietnam and reunite the country.
The United States enthusiastically supported South Vietnam’s desire to remain free of Communist domination. To  help the fledgling country, in 1954 it established a Military  Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) in the capital of  Saigon to train the newly created South Vietnamese Armed  Forces. As the insurgents’ terrorism escalated in the early  1960s the United States took significant steps to strengthen  its ally. By the end of 1962 more than twelve thousand  American military personnel were in South Vietnam.  Among them were eighteen U.S. Marines serving as advisers to the infant South Vietnamese Marine Corps and a Marine Corps helicopter squadron.
With this major expansion in commitment, the United  States abolished the MAAG in February 1962. It was replaced by the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, a   more comprehensive structure, headed by U.S. Army General Paul D. Harkins.
Despite this massive infusion of American aid, the fragile South Vietnamese government was continually torn by  internal dissidence. A series of violent clashes between  Buddhist monks and President Ngo Dinh Diem’s national  police resulted in the arrest of the insurgent Buddhist leaders in August 1963. The crisis continued, culminating in the  assassination of Diem in November. The turbulent period of  political instability that followed witnessed numerous coups  and countercoups. South Vietnam’s leaders changed so rapidly during this time that it was often difficult for the Americans to know who was in charge of the country on any  given day.
This continued instability was not lost on Saigon’s enemies, the North Vietnamese–supported Viet Cong (VC).  Taking full advantage of the situation, the VC struck again  and again. After repeatedly thrashing the much vaunted  Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), the VC next  turned to terrorist tactics designed to demoralize the civilian  population. Among the targets were U.S. military personnel  and installations.
In retaliation, in late July and early August 1964, U.S.trained South Vietnamese naval commandos aboard fast-moving torpedo boats attacked two islands north of the  demilitarized zone dividing the two countries. Though they  did little physical damage, the attacks infuriated the North  Vietnamese. They struck back, attacking the U.S. Navy destroyer Maddox in the Gulf of Tonkin with their own torpedo boats on 2 August. A second attack against the  Maddox and the recently arrived Turner Joy came two days  later. President Lyndon B. Johnson responded by sending  naval aircraft on bombing missions against targets in North  Vietnam.
The next major event came on 31 October when Viet  Cong sappers hit the U.S. Air Force base at Bien Hoa,  northeast of Saigon. Four Americans died and five U.S.  planes were destroyed in the attack. On Christmas Eve, a   VC terrorist bomb exploded in the downtown Saigon Brink  Hotel, which served as an American bachelor officers’ billet. One American naval officer died and fifty-eight more  suffered injuries in the massive blast.
Relative quiet reigned over the country for the next few  weeks. Then, in the early morning hours of 7 February  1965, Viet Cong infantry attacked two U.S. Army installations near Pleiku, in South Vietnam’s mountainous Central  Highlands. The fifteen-minute ground assault left 8 Americans dead and more than 125 wounded.
Elevated to the presidency after the assassination of John  F. Kennedy in November 1963, Lyndon B. Johnson fought  a bitter campaign during the summer and fall of 1964 to be  elected in his own right. Regarding the building crisis in  South Vietnam, he frequently stated his objections to sending “American boys to do what Asian boys should be  doing . . .” Once elected and safely in office, Johnson  wasted no time in committing U.S. forces to the war. Less  than twelve hours after the Pleiku attack, U.S. naval fighterbomber aircraft from the carriers Ranger, Hancock, and  Coral Sea hit military targets near Dong Hoi, North Vietnam. The next day, in the second stage of Operation Flaming Dart, land-based U.S. Air Force F-100 Supersaber jet  fighters launched from the Da Nang air base. They struck  guerrilla staging and communications centers near Vinh  Linh and Chap Le, just across the demilitarized zone.
In a televised speech that same evening, President Johnson announced the air raids to the American public, saying:  “We have no choice but to clear the decks and make absolutely clear our continued determination to back South  Vietnam.” The president further stated that he had ordered  dependents of American servicemen stationed in South  Vietnam to return home. He then declared, “I have ordered  the deployment to South Vietnam of a HAWK air defense  battalion. Other reinforcements, in units and individuals,  may follow.”
Though the logic of sending a surface-to-air guided missile weapons system to South Vietnam, which had never   been threatened with air attacks, and never would, escaped  many, nevertheless the orders went out. On Okinawa the  Marines’ 1st Light Antiaircraft Missile (LAAM) Battalion  got the nod.
Battery A, 1st LAAM flew into Da Nang on the night of  8–9 February. The rest of the battalion, traveling by ship, arrived over the next week. By 16 February the five-hundred-plus Marines of the 1st LAAM occupied positions  surrounding the Da Nang air base. America’s leaders were  convinced that this show of force would persuade North  Vietnam’s leaders to curtail terrorist attacks.
They were wrong.
On 10 February, the Viet Cong attacked a U.S. Army enlisted men’s barracks at coastal Qui Nhon in Binh Dinh  Province. Twenty-three American soldiers died; another  twenty-two were wounded. President Johnson immediately  ordered another round of air strikes. Naval warplanes from  the carriers and ground-based aircraft from Da Nang headed  north on 12 February under Operation Flaming Dart II.
Significantly, President Johnson referred to these raids  not as reprisals but as “air operations” provoked by “continued aggression.” The next day, heeding the recommendations of his key military advisers—Secretary of Defense  Robert S. McNamara and the Joint Chiefs of Staff—Johnson  opted to begin a program of “measured and limited air action jointly with South Vietnam against selected military  targets in North Vietnam . . .” The air attacks would be regularly scheduled several times per week with two or three  major targets on each operation. The new campaign was  called Rolling Thunder.
Though the first strikes had been scheduled for 20 February, renewed South Vietnamese political instability put Operation Rolling Thunder on hold. The day before, a military  coup aimed at the current premier, Gen. Nguyen Khanh,  failed. However, after a subsequent vote of no confidence  from the Armed Forces Council, Khanh departed the country. The leadership of South Vietnam was again in doubt.
Confronted with an unstable political situation just as a   massive air campaign was commencing, Gen. William C.  Westmoreland, the new commander, U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), had grave reservations  about the ability of the ARVN forces to protect the U.S. air  base at Da Nang and the HAWK battalion. He ordered his  deputy, Lt. Gen. John L. Throckmorton, to determine what  level of U.S. ground forces would be needed for adequate  security. Throckmorton responded within twenty-four  hours. He recommended two battalions of Marines be deployed to guard the Da Nang complex.
General Westmoreland concurred. He sent the request to  his immediate superior, Adm. Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, Jr.,  commander in chief, Pacific, on 22 February. Admiral Sharp  forwarded his positive endorsement of Westmoreland’s request to the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
However, in a separate, private, back-channel cable to  President Johnson, the U.S. Ambassador to South Vietnam,  retired U.S. Army general Maxwell Taylor, expressed  strong reservations about committing U.S. ground troops to  South Vietnam. After the first contingent of American  forces arrived, Taylor said, “It will be very difficult to hold  the line” on further force commitments. Without a doubt,  Taylor predicted, ARVN commanders would soon relinquish other “ground force tasks” to the Americans. These  tasks were sure to escalate, the ambassador asserted, leading  to his chief worry: “The white-faced soldier, armed,  equipped, and trained as he is, is not a suitable guerrilla  fighter for Asian forests and jungles. The French tried to  adapt their forces to this mission and failed. I doubt that  U.S. forces could do much better.”
Despite Taylor’s prescient view, Washington cabled him  on 27 February that the Marines would land. Taylor was to  so inform the South Vietnamese government. On 1 March,  the minister of the South Vietnamese Armed Forces, Gen.  Nguyen Van Thieu, and the Vietnamese chairman of the  Joint General Staff, Gen. Tran Van Minh, approved the  landing. Fearing opposition by some segments of the South   Vietnamese population, Thieu and Minh requested that the  landing of the Marines be accomplished as “inconspicuously as possible.”
Two battalions from the 3d Marine Division’s 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MEB) had been aboard ships of  the U.S. Seventh Fleet sailing off South Vietnam’s coast  since January. Several times the shipboard Marines had  been within hours of hitting the beaches. Each time a cooling off of the crisis alleviated the landing. Now, however,  word for the Marines to go ashore had come directly from  Washington. There would be no last minute reversal of  these orders.
Brigadier General Frederick J. Karch, a dapper-looking,  mustache-sporting veteran of two bloody World War II island campaigns, had taken command of the 9th MEB on 22  January 1965. As the assistant division commander, Karch  had made several visits to the country over the previous  year. He did not like what he saw. In his opinion the ARVN  were so weak that if Marines were to land in Vietnam he felt  they should “make it North Vietnam, not South. If we go  into Da Nang, we’ll disappear into the countryside and  never be heard from again.”
Nonetheless, when Karch got his orders he went to work.  Spread aboard the four ships of naval amphibious Task  Force 76 were the 2d and 3d Battalions, 9th Marines. (The  Marine Corps does not use the traditional identifier “Infantry Regiment” or “Artillery Regiment” in referring to its  units. Instead, it simply refers to a regiment with its numerical designator followed by “Marines.” Thus, the 1st  Marines is actually the 1st Marine Infantry Regiment.) The  2d and 3d Battalions served as the battalion landing teams  (BLT). (The BLT is the basic Marine unit in an assault landing. The team’s core is an infantry battalion reinforced by  other mission-necessary combat and service units.) Karch  selected BLT 3/9 to make an amphibious landing at Da  Nang. The Marines would go ashore at Red Beach 2, north   and west of the city. Once ashore, they would be carried by  trucks to defensive positions at the air base. As a reserve,  BLT 2/9 would remain aboard ship.
The second of the two battalions would come directly  from 3d Marine Division units on Okinawa. The 1st Battalion, 3d Marines would be airlifted directly to Da Nang soon  after the arrival of BLT 3/9.
After completing a flurry of activities ashore related to  getting his units ready for the actual landing, General Karch  returned to his command ship, the Mount McKinley, on the  evening of 6 March. Late the next day Admiral Wulzen  handed Karch a dispatch. “Close Da Nang. Land the landing  force,” the message read.
Karch turned to Wulzen. “Don, do you think in Washington they know what time it is in Da Nang? This means a  night landing if we close Da Nang at this point.”
Besides that, the task force was experiencing the worst  weather it had yet encountered while traveling around the  South China Sea. Waves were cresting at four feet in a  strong wind. Visibility was limited to two hundred meters.  Karch contacted his headquarters. The orders were modified; the landing would commence the next day.
No enemy action awaited Corporal Powers. Instead,  when he reached the top of the beach a South Vietnamese  beauty queen placed a fragrant lei over his helmeted head. A  short distance away a stone-faced, lei-draped General Karch  watched as the four rifle companies of BLT 3/9 crossed the  wet sand. Within thirty minutes Company L had boarded  trucks and started for the airfield. It was soon followed by  Companies I and K; Company M remained behind to provide security for the unloading of the battalion’s equipment.
As the Marines of BLT 3/9 began digging in at Da Nang  air base, air force C-130s carrying members of 1/3 from Okinawa entered South Vietnamese airspace. The first planeload  touched down at 1300. Enemy snipers on nearby hills fired  numerous rounds at the planes during the landings, but there  were no injuries. By late afternoon two companies, B and C,   plus the battalion headquarters had arrived. Company A arrived a few days later. Company D was already in-country  providing security for a Marine helicopter squadron.
Though they did not know it at the time, the Marines of  the 9th MEB had turned a corner in U.S. involvement in  South Vietnam’s internal conflict. Their arrival presaged a  seven-year war that eventually called into question America’s role in world affairs, divided America’s citizenry like  no issue since the Civil War, and cost the lives of nearly  55,000 members of the U.S. armed forces.
Acclimating to their strange new surroundings occupied  the Marines’ first few weeks in South Vietnam. Few members of the expeditionary forces had ever experienced the enervating heat and humidity of this tropical country. The fetid  odor of the human waste used as fertilizer in the surrounding  rice paddies assaulted the senses. Throughout the day, peasants dressed in pajama-like clothing and sporting conical  straw hats worked the paddies behind heaving water buffalo.  Inside the air base’s perimeter, ARVN soldiers lounged lazily  as Marines worked under the debilitating sun to prepare their  defensive bunkers. About the only time the South Vietnamese soldiers stirred was to beg for American cigarettes.
If daytime scenes appeared bucolic, the arrival of sunset  quickly changed that perception. Gunfire and explosions  erupted at dusk. Marines nervously watched bright tracers  cut colorful swaths across the night sky. From distant bamboo thickets, mortar shells flew skyward to crash in the paddies. The Marines were learning that the war in South  Vietnam was unlike anything for which they’d been trained.
Indeed, U.S. Marines were not trained for defensive   roles. They were hard-charging warriors tasked with carrying the war to the enemy rather than waiting for the enemy  to come to them. But their hands were tied. In their landing  order of 7 March, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had been clear:  “The U.S. Marine force will not, repeat will not, engage in  day-to-day actions against the Viet Cong.” As General  Westmoreland told General Karch, the Marines would protect the Da Nang airfield, but “overall responsibility for the   defense of the Da Nang area remains an ARVN responsibility.”
As a result of this restriction, the Marines’ tactical area  of responsibility (TAOR) covered about eight square kilometers of relatively unpopulated terrain. It encompassed the  airfield and the high ground to the west where the HAWK  missile batteries were ensconced. Security of the area to the  south and east of the air base remained the province of the  ARVN.
With the Marines straining at their shackles, General  Westmoreland took up their cause with Washington. He  strongly recommended that U.S. forces in South Vietnam be  increased and their role enhanced. Only by adopting his  suggestions, Westmoreland argued, could the Viet Cong be  blunted and the resolve of the ARVN stiffened.
President Johnson concurred. On 1 April, he approved a  twenty-thousand-man increase in U.S. forces in South Vietnam, including additional Marines. More significantly,  Johnson also authorized a change in the mission of the 9th  MEB to allow them to participate in “active combat,” under  guidelines to be established by the secretary of defense.
The Marines wasted no time in sending more troops to  South Vietnam. On 10 April, BLT 2/3 landed across the  beaches of Da Nang. Four days later BLT 3/4 began arriving. Two companies of 3/4 were immediately flown north to  garrison the small airstrip at Phu Bai, about ten kilometers  south of the old imperial capital of Hue. By the end of April  the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade consisted of four infantry battalions and a four-squadron aircraft group, as well  as artillery and support units. Total troop strength neared  nine thousand.
General Westmoreland clarified the president’s order on 14  April by providing the 9th MEB with a concept of operations  divided into four areas. First, the Marines would establish defensive bases. Then they would conduct deep reconnaissance  patrols of the enemy’s avenues of approach. Third, they  would undertake offensive action as a reaction force in coordination with the ARVN. Finally, the Marines would undertake an “intensifying program of offensive operations to  fix and destroy the VC in the Da Nang area.”
General Karch immediately tried to implement his new  orders. Unfortunately, the local ARVN commander agreed  to only a six-square-kilometer increase in the Marines’  TAOR. There was also a small increase in the defensive  area for the 3/4 companies at Phu Bai. On 20 April Marines  at both locations began their patrol activities, extending out  as far as ten kilometers.
Two days later the Marines and the VC tangled for the  first time. A patrol of men from Company D, 3d Reconnaissance Battalion and three dozen ARVN bumped into a VC  force of more than one hundred men about thirteen kilometers southwest of Da Nang. After a flurry of small arms fire  the patrol leader radioed for help. A company from 1/3  boarded helicopters and choppered into the area. The combined force chased the VC for several kilometers, but the  enemy disappeared into the heavily foliaged countryside. In  this precursor of tens of thousands of firefights, the Marines  killed one VC while having one of their own wounded. The  Phu Bai Marines had their first contact on 24 April. A small  force of Viet Cong surprised a recon squad’s night defensive position on a hilltop two kilometers south of Phu Bai.  The fight ended in minutes, but each side lost two men.
While the Marines patrolled their new TAORs, a high-level conference in Honolulu reached a major conclusion  regarding U.S. efforts in South Vietnam. The conferees, led  by Defense Secretary McNamara, agreed that the war was  going to get worse before it got better. They thus authorized  an increase of forty-two thousand troops for service to  South Vietnam. Among them were five thousand additional  Marines in three infantry battalions and three jet aircraft  squadrons. These reinforcements would establish a new enclave at Chu Lai, seventy kilometers south of Da Nang in  Quang Tin Province.
The previous year Lt. Gen. Victor H. Krulak, commander  of the Fleet Marine Force, Pacific, had surveyed the coastal  plain dividing the two southern provinces of I Corps, Quang   Ngai and Quang Tin. (For command control purposes, the  ARVN high command had divided South Vietnam into four  corps tactical zones: I Corps, the northernmost, consisted of  the country’s five northern provinces.) Krulak selected the  area as the future site of an airfield. Because the site was not  marked on his map, Krulak dubbed it Chu Lai, the Mandarin Chinese characters for his name. The Marines planned  to construct an air base there with an eight-thousand-foot by  one-hundred-foot runway, as well as taxiways, parking, and  maintenance facilities.
Although the Marines initially expected the landing to be  opposed, MACV assured them that the ARVN would secure  the landing site. They were right.
At 0730 on 7 May, transport ships offshore disgorged  their combat troop–laden amphibious vehicles. Thirty minutes later the first vehicle nudged onto the beach. As at Da  Nang two months earlier, a group of South Vietnamese  maidens passed out leis to the sweat-soaked Marines. As  BLTs 1/4 and 2/4 came ashore, a cluster of dignitaries and  members of the press watched from nearby. The riflemen  ignored them.
What they couldn’t ignore was a large banner strung  from trees behind the beach courtesy of the U.S. Army advisers assigned to the local ARVN forces. In huge letters no  one could miss, the banner’s greeting declared: “AHOY  MARINES! WELCOME ABOARD! AREA SECURED.”  Pushing past the humiliating sign, the Marines moved inland to begin digging in. It was an uneventful landing. The  only casualties were four men suffering from the effects of  the high heat and humidity.
By late afternoon the men of BLT 1/4 had set up several  kilometers inland. Elements of the 3d Recon Battalion had  also arrived from Da Nang. They secured the beachhead’s  southern flank. The next day the advance party of the navy’s  Mobile Construction Battalion 10, which would build the  air base, arrived. The hard-working Seabees immediately  went to work.
A few days later BLT 3/3 arrived from Okinawa. The 3d  Recon Battalion then returned to Da Nang.
With the arrival of 3/3, seven of the 3d Marine Division’s  nine infantry battalions, most of its artillery, and many support  units were in South Vietnam. As a result, on 6 May, the 9th  MEB became the III Marine Expeditionary Force. However,  because the term Expeditionary had negative connotations for  the Vietnamese dating back to the French Expeditionary  Force of the early 1950s, General Westmoreland requested a  name change. The Marines complied. On 7 May, they redesignated their troops the III Marine Amphibious Force (MAF).  At the same time, the headquarters of the 3d Marine Division,  under Maj. Gen. William R. Collins, opened in South Vietnam. General Karch returned to Okinawa.
General Collins’s stay in South Vietnam did not last  long. On 5 June, Maj. Gen. Lewis W. Walt assumed command of both III MAF and the 3d Marine Division. A  stocky, rugged former college lineman, Walt was one of the  Marine Corps’ most decorated officers, holding two Navy  Crosses and the Silver Star for combat service in World  War II and Korea. He would bring a high level of aggressiveness and experience to the Marines during their early  years in South Vietnam.
Almost immediately, General Walt pushed MACV for  an expansion of his TAOR and a more aggressive role for  his men. General Westmoreland agreed. On 15 June, he authorized the III MAF to commence independent search and  destroy missions in their TAORs. The Marines wasted no  time in complying. Daily combat patrols set out from the  enclaves at Phu Bai, Da Nang, and Chu Lai (where the airfield was completed on 1 June, testifying to the outstanding  capabilities of the Seabees). Contact with the VC escalated.
Soon after he took over, General Walt had a survey made  of the area around Da Nang. It didn’t surprise him that more  than 150,000 civilians lived within a few kilometers of the air  base. As far as he was concerned, this information proved,  “We were in the pacification business.” Walt concurred with   the opinion of Marine Corps commandant Gen. Wallace M.  Greene, Jr., who told the Joint Chiefs of Staff, “The real targets in Vietnam were not the VC and the North Vietnamese,  but the Vietnamese people.”
Walt encouraged a variety of civilian pacification programs. Among them was the establishment of medical clinics in the villages and hamlets around Da Nang. Marines  and their navy medical corpsmen volunteered their free time  to provide medical assistance to needy villagers. Navy doctors also freely gave of their time to treat the civilians, many  of whom had never before received medical care. Other  members of III MAF also gave of their off-duty time to help  build schools, churches, and clinics for villages.
A unit of the 3d Marines initiated a more ambitious project. Operating by itself at Phu Bai, 3/4 decided to develop  the platoons of the South Vietnamese Popular Forces (PFs),  essentially a loosely organized local militia, stationed in the  nearby villages. First Lieutenant Paul R. Ek asked for Marine volunteers to work with the PFs. In a week’s training he  taught them as much as he could about Vietnamese customs  and the country’s political situation. Each of the four squads  was then assigned to a PF platoon.
Each PF platoon took up residence in a hamlet. The  Marines lived, ate, slept, and worked with the villagers. At  night they sent patrols into the nearby countryside to interdict any marauding VC. Over time it was hoped that the  presence and help of these combined action platoons  (CAPs) would persuade the peasants to disavow the Viet  Cong.
As the CAP program developed through the summer and  fall of 1965, its effectiveness became apparent. Nocturnal  visits by VC recruiters to hamlets dropped dramatically.  The villagers grew more confident and began supplying the  Marines with information on the local VC.
General Walt believed in the CAPs. In September, in an  obvious break with official MACV policy, he said, “The  Marines have never felt that the war stands to be won by the  grand maneuvers of large forces, by brilliant marshalship in   the Tannenberg or Chancellorsville image, but rather in the  villages.” Though the CAPs would expand and make major  contributions to the war effort in future years, General  Walt’s support of the program would bring him into conflict  with General Westmoreland.
With all this increased activity, General Walt needed  more troops. He requested the remaining battalions of the  3d Marine Division be sent from Okinawa to South Vietnam. His timing could not have been better. Expansion of  U.S. forces in South Vietnam was once again under consideration by General Westmoreland.
Westmoreland, limited to a force of just nine infantry battalions (seven Marine and the two army battalions of the  173d Airborne Brigade, which had arrived in-country in  May), did not feel that this was adequate to help the ARVN  hold back the VC. On 7 June, he asked the Joint Chiefs of  Staff (JCS) for the remaining two battalions of the 3d Marine  Division, two more army brigades, and an airmobile division.
Negotiations between MACV and the JCS continued for  several more weeks. It was finally decided on 22 June that  allied aid to South Vietnam would consist of forty-four maneuver battalions, the majority to be American, with South  Korea and Australia contributing several units (although the  American taxpayer would bear the full cost of allied deployment). Though he’d just increased his forces fivefold, Westmoreland still wanted more. He told the JCS that the  forty-four battalions were nothing more than “a stopgap  measure to save the ARVN from defeat.”
Unwilling to undermine the on-site commander’s decisions, the JCS acquiesced to Westmoreland’s request for  even more troops. At the same time, Washington gave  Westmoreland permission to commit U.S. forces to battle  “in any situation” where their use was judged necessary to  strengthen ARVN positions. America’s long slide into the  morass of the Vietnam conflict was gathering speed.
One area where Westmoreland saw fit to use his newly  authorized manpower was at Qui Nhon, in Binh Dinh  Province in the II Corps Tactical Zone. The massive U.S.   Army logistical base being built there in anticipation of the  imminent arrival of several full army divisions was too lucrative a target for the VC to ignore. As a result, Westmoreland requested that a Marine battalion be deployed  immediately from Okinawa to protect the base. Admiral  Sharp agreed but suggested that it would be easier to send in  the Special Landing Force (SLF) of the Seventh Fleet. (The  SLF was a shipboard battalion landing team that formed the  Fleet Marine Force’s floating reserve. Through an administrative technicality, command of the SLF rested with the  U.S. Navy’s Seventh Fleet commander, not MACV. Thus,  personnel assigned to the SLF were not counted against the  in-country manpower allocation. Plus, MACV had to request their deployment for specific operations. Throughout  the war individual Marine battalions rotated between SLF  service and assignment to the III MAF. This gave the battalions an opportunity to refit and retrain their personnel after a  tour as an in-country unit.) Westmoreland accepted the  modification, because it would be relatively easy to reembark the Marines once the army units arrived.
On 1 July, BLT 3/7, the SLF, came across the beaches at  Qui Nhon. They remained on station for a week before being relieved by BLT 2/7 and returning to Special Landing  Force duty. Significantly, the arrival of these 7th Marine  units in the war zone signaled a major expansion of the Marine Corps’ presence in South Vietnam, for they were a part  of the California-based 1st Marine Division.
Although General Westmoreland proved to be correct in  his prediction that the VC would find the new American  bases too tempting to ignore, when their attack finally did  come, it still caught everyone by surprise. In the early morning hours of 1 July, a Viet Cong sapper team crept onto the  air base at Da Nang. Before the sentries could react, the infiltrators destroyed three aircraft and damaged three more. Enemy small arms fire wounded three Marines as they chased  the sappers off the base. Several blood trails were discovered  at daybreak, but no enemy casualties were found.
Despite the relatively light damage, the spectacular nature of the attack caught the attention of America’s senior  officers. Within hours of the attack General Walt received  inquiring phone calls from all his superiors, ranging from  General Westmoreland to Defense Secretary McNamara.
General Walt used the political interest in the attack to  expedite to South Vietnam the deployment of the balance of  the 3d Marine Division from Okinawa. All remaining division units arrived in-country by 6 July. Walt also pressured  the local ARVN commander for a major expansion of the  Marines’ TAOR, particularly south and east of the air base.  Permission was granted almost immediately.
Marine patrols entered the expanded TAOR for the first  time on 12 July. The entire region was densely populated  with innumerable clusters of villages and hamlets. South of  Da Nang, the area below the east-west–running Cau Do  River was of particular concern. Intelligence information indicated that the Viet Cong were thickly embedded in nearly  every hamlet and had been for a generation. They strongly  resisted the Marines’ incursion into their territory.
Company B, 1/9, lost three men killed and four wounded  that first day when the VC opened fire on them in the hamlet  of Duong Son (1)1, about two kilometers south of the Cau  Do River. Only the timely arrival of Marine close air support broke the enemy’s ranks.
That same day, an eighteen-man patrol from Company  A, 3d Reconnaissance Battalion, came under heavy fire  from an estimated one hundred VC about twenty kilometers  southwest of the air base. When his radioman was hit by enemy fire, the patrol leader, 1st Lt. Frank S. Reasoner, ignored the heavy volume of fire and moved to his side to  render aid. Reasoner, providing covering fire as the radioman crawled to safety, killed two VC and silenced an automatic weapon. Despite this, the VC wounded the  radioman again before he reached cover. Again ignoring the   intense enemy fire, Reasoner bounded to the man’s aid but  was mortally wounded before he reached him. Reasoner’s  self-sacrifice brought him a posthumous Medal of Honor,  the first earned by a Marine in South Vietnam.
Determined to keep the VC off balance and under pressure, the Marines intensified their activity south of Da  Nang. Almost daily, patrols of company strength or greater  moved through the thatched huts of the villages looking for  the enemy, their weapons, and their supply caches. More often than not, the Marines came up empty-handed as their  crafty foe eluded these searches. But they frequently found  irrefutable evidence of the VC’s presence.
One such patrol brought the Marines some unneeded  publicity. On 3 August, Company D, 1/9, commanded by  Capt. Herman B. West, Jr., swept the hamlet of Cam Ne,  just south of the Cau Do River. Though they found no VC,  they did uncover nearly three hundred punji stick traps  (sharpened bamboo sticks covered with human feces and  embedded in camouflaged shallow holes designed to impale  a foot), three grenade booby traps, six antipersonnel mines,  and one multiple booby-trapped hedgerow. Sporadic sniper  fire harassed the Marines as they moved through Cam Ne,  causing several friendly casualties.
Frustrated, the Marines burned a number of thatched  huts. A television crew, accompanying CBS news correspondent Morley Safer, captured Marines igniting the straw  huts with their cigarette lighters. Though these “Zippo  Squads” were responding to the small arms fire they had  taken, when the film clip played on American television  Safer noted, “If there were Viet Cong in the hamlet they  were long gone.” These comments made the Marines seem  undisciplined, vindictive, and brutal. This story seemed to  set the tone for press coverage for the balance of the Vietnam War.
During the summer, General Westmoreland made several command decisions that greatly escalated the Marines’  role in the war. The most significant one came on 30 July.   He advised General Walt to undertake larger offensive operations against the VC at greater distances from his base.  Reminded by Walt that MACV’s April instructions restricted III MAF to reaction missions in support of South  Vietnamese units actually engaged with the enemy, Westmoreland rescinded those restrictions on 6 August. Walt  could now use his Marines in whatever manner he desired.  It didn’t take General Walt long to launch his first offensive  operation of this new war.
Operation Starlite
Throughout July the 3d Marine Division’s S-2 (Intelligence) office had repeatedly turned up information regarding a large Viet Cong buildup south of Chu Lai. Even  MACV’s intelligence staff reported that the VC might attack the Marines’ garrison at Chu Lai with as many as three  regiments.
The enemy’s intent became clear on 15 August when a  member of the 1st VC Regiment surrendered to the ARVN.  During his interrogation the enemy soldier revealed that his  regiment, numbering almost fifteen hundred men with supporting units, had established its base in the Van Tuong village complex, fifteen kilometers south of Chu Lai and about  two kilometers inland. The attack on Chu Lai would be  launched from there.
Once General Walt learned of this, he sprang into action.  Meeting with his senior commanders, Walt made it clear  that he wasn’t going to wait for the enemy to strike. He now  had the authority and enough troops at his disposal to go on  the offensive. In a whirlwind of activity over the next forty-eight hours, Walt’s staff put together the attack plan. Two  battalions would be involved. Three companies of 3/3  would make an amphibious landing at Green Beach to the  south and east of Van Tuong, blocking the VC’s southern  escape routes. The battalion’s fourth company, Company  M, would move overland from Chu Lai to set up a blocking  position four kilometers northwest of the landing beaches.
Just after the amphibious landings, Marines of 2/4 would  be air-assaulted into three landing zones (LZs) forming an  arc southwest of Van Tuong. LZ Blue, the southernmost of  the LZs, sat two thousand meters west of Green Beach.  Company H, 2/4, would touch down there. Two thousand  meters northwest, Company E, 2/4, would land at LZ White.  LZ Red, two thousand meters farther north, would accept the  helicopters carrying the Marines of Company G. Once on the  ground the three companies would attack northeast toward  Phase Line Banana, just short of Van Tuong (1).
General Walt selected Col. Oscar F. Peatross, the commander of the 7th Marines, as overall commander of the assault. Peatross’s 3/7, then the Special Landing Force, would  act as reserve. Because 3/7 was then at Subic Bay in the  Philippine Islands, 18 August was selected for D day, allowing them ample time to arrive offshore. (Historically,  Marine regiments had operated with their own organic battalions. Beginning with Operation Starlite, III MAF began  the practice of shuffling battalions, and even individual line  companies, among regiments without regard to their historical lineage. Although this habit allowed quick response to  developing tactical situations, it created many morale problems. Subordinate commanders had little chance to develop  a working relationship with their superiors, or the regimental staff. Combat commanders frequently operated without  knowing who commanded the adjacent units. As companies  and platoons were switched around, confusion over the  proper chain of command often resulted.)
In the planning sessions the operation was designated  “Satellite.” However, a harried operations clerk, working by  flickering candlelight due to a generator failure, typed the  name as “Starlite.” Rather than redo all the stenciled forms,  the name Starlite was accepted.
Operation Starlite began when Company M, 3/3, left Chu  Lai on the morning of 17 August aboard amphibious vehicles. They landed near their blocking position, then began  their inland trek. Before dawn on 18 August they were in  position and ready.
The first 155mm artillery shells slammed into the LZs at  0615 on 18 August, throwing earth and vegetation skyward.  Within minutes, hundreds of shells had ripped into the  ground. Then twenty Marine A-4 Skyhawks and F-4 Phantoms screamed in at low level. Tons of bombs and gallons  of napalm blanketed the target area. Thick rolls of black  smoke filled the air.
At Green Beach another flight of Skyhawks sprayed the  target area with deadly 20mm cannon shells. Just off shore  heavy machine guns, mounted on the amphibious craft,  added their fire to the din. Under this covering fire Companies I and K, 3/3, hit the beaches at 0630. Facing only intermittent sniper fire, the anxious Marines quickly moved  through An Cuong (1), the hamlet closest to the sea. By  0730 battalion commander Lt. Col. Joseph E. Muir had set  up his command post a kilometer west of the village. He  was soon joined by Colonel Peatross and his staff. The battle was going well.
Inland, the staccato beat of helicopter rotors signaled the  arrival of Company G, 2/4, at LZ Red at 0645. Forty-five  minutes later the men of Company E and the command  group of 2/4, including Lt. Col. Joseph R. Fisher, jumped  from their helicopters at LZ White. At about the same time,  Company H alighted at LZ Blue. The cordon around Van  Tuong (1) was in place.
Company G easily moved off their LZ. They encountered only minor resistance as they searched two hamlets  near their touchdown site. Continuing to the northeast, they  linked up with Company M, 3/3, by early afternoon.
To the south Company E ran into trouble as soon as it  moved off LZ White. From a ridgeline north and east of the  LZ, the VC used mortars and automatic weapons fire to stifle the company’s advance. Diving for cover, the Marines  aimed their M14 rifles and M60 machine guns uphill. Maneuvering by squads, the company crept up the hill. Together, grizzled noncommissioned officers and baby-faced,  inexperienced enlisted men destroyed one enemy bunker after another. Finally, after several hours of dogged fighting,   the Marines threw the VC off the hills. After evacuating  their casualties the company resumed its northeast advance.
In the meantime, along the coast, Company K, 3/3, had  advanced nearly two thousand meters north, halting at  Phase Line Banana. There, VC forces entrenched on the  high ground between them and Van Tuong (1) drove them  to the ground. Responding rapidly, Colonel Muir ordered  Company L forward from its reserve position at Green  Beach. Following a blistering mortar barrage, the two companies stormed the hill. Sharp, close-quarters fighting raged  across the hill as the Marines used rifle fire and grenades to  dig out the VC. Not until midafternoon was the fight over.  The Marines then dug in for the night.
So far, Colonel Peatross was pleased. The battle was developing as planned, his forces were in position and advancing, casualties were light, and the enemy was cornered. His  troops would be in Van Tuong (1) the next morning. Then  word of the plight of Company H, 2/4, reached the colonel.  His optimism faded.
Landing Zone Blue straddled the boundary between the  two assault battalions. This one-square-kilometer area was  bounded by three hamlets: An Thoi (2) on the north, Nam  Yen (3) on the south, and An Cuong (2) to the east. The  ground was a patchwork of rice paddies, meandering  streams, hedgerows, woods, and built-up areas, all interspersed by a maze of twisting trails. Two small knolls dominated the area: Hill 43, about three hundred meters  southwest of Nam Yen (3), and Hill 30, four hundred meters  north of An Cuong (2). Landing Zone Blue sat between Hill  43 and Nam Yen (3). To the planners it seemed an ideal site  for Company H, 2/4, to land and start its movement to the  northeast. What the operations staff didn’t know was that  the 60th VC Battalion already occupied the area.
The first incoming UH-34 helicopters carrying Company  H caught the VC by surprise. The aircraft dropped their  loads and departed safely. It was a different story for the following flights. Vicious enemy machine-gun fire from Hill   43 sliced through the formations. The choppers’ thin aluminum skin offered little resistance to the heavy slugs. The  firing was so intense that one helicopter pilot later remarked, “You just had to close your eyes and drop down to  the deck.”
The riflemen pouring out of the helicopters formed a  rough defensive perimeter. Not yet fully aware of what he  faced, company commander 1st Lt. Homer K. Jenkins sent  one platoon to handle the enemy on the hill. The other two  platoons started toward Nam Yen (3). Violent blasts of enemy small arms fire drove both groups of men to the  ground. Realizing now that he didn’t have the strength to  take both positions at once, Jenkins pulled his platoons back  to the LZ. As they regrouped Jenkins called for help. Soon  jets were strafing and bombing both the hill and the village.  When they finished Jenkins sent all three platoons up the  hill. The fighting was fierce. Well-entrenched Viet Cong  sent a hail of small arms fire down on the Marines. Finding  little cover on the hillside, the attackers pressed forward,  moving by leaps and bounds. The novice but well-disciplined Marines went after their foe aggressively. Unused to a bold enemy, the VC soon broke under the  pressure. Fleeing into the nearby underbrush, the enemy left  behind more than a dozen dead, a heavy machine gun, forty  rifles, and one wounded man.
To avoid casualties from the air strikes called in by Lieutenant Jenkins on Nam Yen (3), Company I, 3/3, moving inland from Green Beach, halted along a streambed about one  kilometer east of Nam Yen (3). Despite this caution, two  Company I members were lightly wounded by friendly  bomb fragments. At the end of the bombing run, Capt. Bruce  D. Webb advanced his Marines northward along the  streambed until they reached a point opposite An Cuong (2).  Enemy fire immediately slashed through the company’s  ranks. Webb requested permission to attack An Cuong (2)  even though it lay in 2/4’s territory. Colonel Peatross agreed.
Consisting of twenty-five to thirty huts, An Cuong (2)   was surrounded by heavily wooded areas and bamboo  thickets. A camouflaged trench line connected a series of interlocking tunnels. An Cuong (2) was a perfect VC stronghold.
Webb led his Marines in clearing the first few huts.  Halfway through the village a Viet Cong guerrilla rolled a  grenade at Webb’s feet. The intrepid captain died in the  blast. Three other Marines fell wounded. Seconds later two  enemy mortar rounds exploded nearby. Three more Marines  went down. Lieutenant Richard M. Purnell, the executive  officer, quickly assumed command. After reorganizing his  rattled men, Purnell led them through the village. A short  time later the company had punched through the enemy’s  defenses. Company I held An Cuong (2). The Marines  killed more than fifty VC in the process. After the friendly  casualties were evacuated, Colonel Muir ordered Purnell to  head northeast to help Company K with its fight near Phase  Line Banana.
In the meantime, Lieutenant Jenkins brought his company forward from Hill 43 toward An Cuong (2) to link up  with Company I. He bypassed Nam Yen (3) to the east, mistakenly believing that Company I had cleared it, too. Jenkins learned the unfortunate truth when VC in Nam Yen (3)  and on Hill 30 pounded his company with small arms and  mortar fire. The savage fire badly wounded five men in the  lead platoon. Frantic calls of “Corpsman up!” echoed across  the field. Accurate Viet Cong automatic weapons fire prevented any corpsmen from reaching the wounded. Fully  mindful of the danger, LCpl. Joe C. Paul picked up his M60  machine gun and splashed across a paddy. Taking up an exposed position between the casualties and the enemy, Paul  unleashed burst after burst of fire into the enemy’s positions. His selfless action diverted the VC’s fire long enough  for corpsmen to pull the wounded men to safety. Struck by  enemy fire and knocked from his gun, Paul ignored his  painful wounds and crawled back to his weapon. Firing  again and again, he was mortally wounded before he could  return to cover.
Jenkins, realizing he again faced more enemy than he  could handle, now ordered his company back to LZ Blue.  They started back about 1400. Then, unexpectedly, medical  evacuation helicopters began landing amidst the company,  scattering the men. The lead platoon was isolated in the resulting confusion. As the men maneuvered, concealed VC  took them under fire. They were pinned down. Surprise relief for the trapped platoon came in the form of two squads  from Company I that had been left behind to protect a  downed helicopter.
During the ensuing firefight one of the Company I squad  leaders, Cpl. Robert E. O’Malley, who had already distinguished himself in the fight at An Cuong (2), bravely  charged the enemy emplacement. His deadly M14 fire drove  the VC from their position. O’Malley was hit twice in this  encounter but still helped pull several other casualties to  safety. Fighting together, the two small Marine units made  it to An Cuong (2). Meanwhile, Jenkins and his remaining  platoons fought their way back to LZ Blue, arriving there at  1630. They were ordered to dig in and await reinforcements. The reinforcements never made it to Jenkins. Instead, they were diverted to rescue a supply column that had  been ambushed just west of An Cuong (2).
Just after noon the column, consisting of five LVTs  (landing vehicle, tracked) and three tanks, left the 3/3 regimental command post (CP) to resupply Company I, which  had just cleared An Cuong (2). Somehow, the little force got  lost in the thick woods. They ended up on a trail that took  them between An Cuong (2) and Nam Yen (3). There VC  recoilless rifle fire and a mortar barrage suddenly blasted the  unsuspecting supply train. Viet Cong infantry swept out of  the foliage. The column’s radioman called for help, but in  his panic he kept the microphone’s transmit button depressed the whole time. As a result, the supply column’s exact position was unknown. For more than an hour the  radioman cried that the men were surrounded and needed  help.
A relief force consisting of the nearly spent Company I,   some headquarters personnel, and the one remaining tank  was hurriedly organized at the regimental CP. Led by Maj.  Andrew G. Comer, 3/3’s executive officer, the Marines  headed for the column’s last known position about an hour  after it was attacked. Just after they crested Hill 30, the VC  opened fire. A recoilless rifle round slammed into the tank,  disabling it. Seconds later VC rifle fire and mortar shells  saturated the area. Within minutes, five Marines were dead  and seventeen were wounded. Comer called in supporting  artillery and air strikes. The high explosives scattered the  enemy.
Comer then ordered Lieutenant Purnell to take Company  I through An Cuong (2) to find the supply column. Initially,  Purnell experienced only light resistance. As he neared the  trapped men, however, the enemy fire increased. Soon he  was pinned down. Meanwhile, Comer and his command  group were hit by intense enemy small arms fire from a  wooded area to their right front. They took cover in the  nearby rice paddies.
At this juncture, the two errant squads from Company I  and the platoon from Company H, 2/4, joined Comer. He  sent the two Company I squads to Hill 30 for evacuation  and kept the Company H platoon with him.
While Lieutenant Purnell struggled to fight his way to the  trapped supply column, Colonel Peatross obtained the release of Company L, 3/7, from the SLF reserve force aboard  the Iwo Jima, anchored off Green Beach. After checking in  at 3/3’s CP, Company L headed out, following Comer’s  route. Enemy fire hit them as they neared An Cuong (2)  from the east. Four Marines were killed and fourteen were  wounded. Recovering quickly, Company L drove forward,  finally forcing the VC to break contact as night fell.
Deciding that it was too risky to continue searching for  the supply column, Colonel Muir now ordered Company L,  3/7, to reverse direction and link up with Companies K and  L, 3/3, near Phase Line Banana. Company I, 3/3, pulled  back to the regimental CP. Purnell’s company had suffered   particularly heavy casualties that day, losing 14 dead and 53  wounded of its 177 members. The supply column, no longer  in danger, was ordered to remain in place for the night. That  evening Colonel Peatross brought the two remaining reserve companies, I and M, 3/7, ashore.
The next day, Peatross issued his orders to continue the  battle. He planned to keep on tightening the cordon around  Van Tuong (1) and the adjacent Phuoc Thuan Peninsula.  Companies K and L, 3/3, and Company L, 3/7, were to attack north toward Van Tuong (1), the original objective.  Companies E and G, 2/4, would advance eastward, eventually linking up with the Marines moving northward. Companies I and M, 3/7, would rescue the supply column, then  set up blocking positions at An Thoi (2) to prevent any VC  from slipping southward. Company H, 2/4, and Comer’s  group were ordered back to the regimental CP; Jenkins’s  company suffered fifteen killed and thirty wounded in the  fighting. Company M, 3/3, would maintain its blocking position on the north.
The renewed attack commenced at 0730 on 19 August.  The various companies found pockets of stiff resistance as  they advanced across the rugged terrain. The region was  thick with rice paddies ringed by dikes and hedgerows,  which hampered control, observation, and maneuverability.  The VC fought back from well-concealed bunkers, trenches,  and caves. Frequently, Marines would complete sweeping  an area only to be fired on by VC from the rear as they  moved on. The Marines would then reverse direction and  dig the enemy out or blow up their tunnels. Nonetheless, by  1030 Companies E and G, 2/4, had linked up with the 3/3  units near Van Tuong (1). The combined force then swept  the rest of the peninsula. Organized enemy resistance on  Phuoc Thuan Peninsula had ceased.
Meanwhile, at 0900 Companies I and M entered An  Cuong (2). The enemy had fled. A short time later remnants  of the supply column were found. Of twenty-three men  originally with the column, five were dead and nine were   wounded. The Marines counted sixty dead VC in the area.  After evacuating the survivors, the two companies continued to An Thoi (2).
Operation Starlite continued for five more days because  General Walt felt that some enemy soldiers remained behind in underground hiding places. Before beginning this  mop-up phase, Colonel Peatross released 2/4 and 3/3 on 20  August, replacing them with 1/7. The fresh Marines, together with 3/7 and units from the 2d ARVN Division,  killed another 54 VC before Operation Starlite officially  ended on 24 August. In all, 614 VC were killed, 9 prisoners  were taken, and 109 assorted weapons were captured. The  Marines suffered 45 dead and 203 wounded.
Despite some confusion, the Marines won the battle of  Chu Lai. Credit belonged not only to the infantry but to the  supporting arms as well. Masterful employment of both artillery and close air support, brought to within two hundred  meters of pinned-down infantry, frequently proved decisive  in breaking the VC’s defenses.
At the same time, the Marines learned that the VC were  far more than a ragtag collection of rebellious peasants. Indeed, the Viet Cong were well-armed, well-led, brave, and  resourceful. They employed excellent battlefield techniques, quickly isolating small units and punishing them  with massed firepower. They exploited every opportunity  given them, including using as bait a pinned down unit, then  ambushing the relief force. The VC were not afraid of the  Marines and would not be easily beaten.
The young, mostly inexperienced Marines learned that  they were the equal of their fathers and older brothers who  had fought a crafty foe in World War II and Korea. They  could take what the VC dished out and give it back to him  with a vengeance. Though they made skillful use of their supporting firepower, it was individual heroism that often made  the difference. Six Navy Crosses, including a posthumous one  to Captain Webb, would be awarded to Marines for their bravery in Operation Starlite. Corporal O’Malley and Lance Corporal Paul earned Medals of Honor, the latter posthumously.   
Other lessons were learned as well. The allotted two gallons of water per man per day proved woefully inadequate  in South Vietnam’s oppressive heat. The quota was immediately doubled. The M14 semiautomatic rifle proved too  heavy and bulky. A search for a lighter weapon began immediately.
Operation Starlite was a major morale booster for the  Marines. They had met the VC in a pitched battle and defeated him. They had passed the first big test. What they  didn’t know was that there would be many more tests in the  future.
Based on the success of Operation Starlite, General Walt  planned to continue the battering of the 1st VC Regiment.  Intelligence sources indicated that the enemy unit had retreated to the Batangan Peninsula, about twelve kilometers  south of Van Tuong. The III MAF planned a three battalion  assault there beginning 7 September.
Operation Piranha began at 0555 that day when eight   A-4s strafed White Beach on the Batangan Peninsula’s north  shore for twenty minutes. Then a single A-4 laid a smoke  screen along the beach while the other jets turned their attention inland. There they blasted LZs out of the thick vegetation with five-hundred-pound “Daisy Cutter” bombs.
At 0635 the first wave of amphibious tractors carrying  members of Companies A and C, 1/7, nosed onto the sand.  Within twenty minutes the entire battalion was ashore. The  enemy’s response was a few poorly aimed sniper rounds.  The Marines quickly moved inland and established defensive positions.
At 0730, UH-34Ds carrying assault elements of 3/7  swooped in from the north to LZ Oak, about three kilometers southwest of White Beach. The aircraft deposited their  human cargo without incident. Over the next three hours the  helicopters ferried in the rest of the battalion. The aircraft  then went to pick up ARVN troops.
Following the extensive press coverage that the Marines  had received for their successes in Operation Starlite, the   local ARVN began openly criticizing them. The South Vietnamese felt slighted because not only had they not had a  role in the operation, they had not even been told about it  until the landings had occurred. This secrecy stemmed from  the I Corps commander, Maj. Gen. Nguyen Chanh Thi. All  too aware of the security leaks from his staff, Thi had kept  information about Operation Starlite to himself. That fact,  however, did not prevent the South Vietnamese from feeling excluded from their own war.
Consequently, two ARVN battalions were given roles in  Operation Piranha. After dropping the Marines at LZ Oak,  sixteen of the UH-34Ds headed south to load elements of  the ARVN 2/4 and the South Vietnamese Marine Corps’ 3d  Battalion. These units were landed at LZs Birch and Pine,  respectively, to the southwest of the Batangan Peninsula.  They would conduct a sweep to the northeast toward the An  Ky Peninsula, south of Batangan.
During the three days of Operation Piranha, only 1/7 had  any significant contact with the VC. On the second day, its  Company B discovered a VC field hospital in a large cave  near the center of the peninsula. Enemy soldiers within the  cave fired on the Marines, killing two and wounding five.  When the VC refused to surrender, Marine engineers detonated a large charge of dynamite in the cave. Sixty-six VC  died in the blast.
The allied force claimed 178 VC killed during Operation  Piranha, with a total of 5 Marines and ARVN killed and 47  wounded. Considering the size of the allied force, Operation  Piranha could hardly be deemed a success. In fact, by questioning villagers, the Marines learned that the 1st VC Regiment had fled the area starting several days before the  operation began. It was almost as if they’d received advance  notice of the plans. And, as soon as the allied troops withdrew, the VC returned. The Batangan Peninsula would remain an enemy stronghold for years. In 1968 it was the site  of the infamous My Lai Massacre of civilians by soldiers of  the U.S. Army’s Americal Division.
For the three months following Operation Starlite, the  Viet Cong refused to meet the Marines in battle. Though the  units of the 3d Marine Division mounted more than half a  dozen operations outside their enclaves, they uncovered few  VC. More often than not, enemy resistance was limited to  sporadic, ineffective sniper fire.
It was during the lull in the early fall that General Westmoreland finalized his plan for fighting the Vietnam War.  Because the plan contained no specific objectives, Westmoreland’s directive was more a guideline for conducting  the war than a strategy in the conventional sense. Westmoreland divided the war into three phases. The first, ending in 1965, was simply to commit those American and  allied forces necessary to halt the losing trend. The second  phase, beginning in 1966, foresaw those forces taking the  offensive in select high-priority areas. At some distant, to-be-determined date, phase three—the complete destruction  of the enemy’s forces—would commence.
Based on MACV’s guidelines, III MAF developed its  own concept of operations within I Corps. Primarily it emphasized the “ink blot” approach, whereby the III MAF was  to secure and maintain its coastal enclaves, then gradually  expand them as manpower and resources became available.  Eventually the three enclaves would meet, and the involved  populous coastal areas would be secure.
Within this framework, III MAF produced a “balanced  strategy” for the war. Its three main components consisted  of a counterguerrilla campaign within the TAORs, offensive  operations against enemy main force units outside the  TAORs, and an expanded pacification campaign within the  villages in order to destroy the Viet Cong’s infrastructure  and return the people’s loyalty to the government of South  Vietnam.
It soon became clear that there existed a significant difference between MACV and III MAF as to where the enemy posed the greatest threat. General Walt was convinced  that his first priority was to rid the populous and rice-rich   Da Nang region of the Viet Cong. General Westmoreland,  on the other hand, desired to destroy enemy main force units  in the country’s interior.
The MACV commander appreciated General Walt’s  concerns with pacification efforts. However, Westmoreland  preferred that III MAF maintain a three- or four-battalion  reaction force that could respond to large enemy unit sightings. This conflict of emphasis remained a sore point between MACV and III MAF for more than a year before it  was resolved.
Tasked with fighting both a big-unit war and an antiguerrilla campaign, General Walt requested more troops. He advised MACV that he needed a second full Marine division  to execute his mission. As a result, the 1st Marine Division  shifted its headquarters from Camp Pendleton, California,  to Okinawa. Several of the division’s individual battalions  were already in South Vietnam or in the Special Landing  Force. By early 1966 the entire division would be in-country.
As III MAF increased in size, General Westmoreland  toyed with the idea of placing it under I Field Force command. (Because the South Vietnamese already used the  corps designator, MACV developed the field force concept  to avoid confusion. Thus, a field force was essentially an  American corps but with the additional responsibilities of  supply and pacification, as well as an advisory role to the local ARVN commander.) Headquartered in Nha Trang, I  Field Force operated in the ARVN II Corps geographical  area. General Westmoreland considered placing III MAF  under I Field Force, thus creating another link in the chain  of command below him, but he did not do so. Concerned  about interservice rivalries, Westmoreland opted to allow  III MAF to report directly to him.
The Viet Cong did not remain idle for long. On the night  of 27–28 October, they hit both the newly completed Marble Mountain helicopter facility east of Da Nang and the  Chu Lai airfield.
At Chu Lai about twenty VC sappers sneaked onto the  base. The first notice the Marines had of trouble was when  an aircraft blew up. In the fire’s light, sentries caught  ghostly glimpses of the loincloth-clad sappers running  among the planes, spraying them with machine-gun fire and  throwing satchel charges. The sentries tracked down and  killed fifteen of the sappers, but not before two jets were destroyed and six more were severely damaged.
The Viet Cong attack at Marble Mountain was larger,  better organized, and more destructive. Some ninety main-force VC attacked the base under a barrage of mortar fire.  As at Chu Lai, the attack caught the airfield defenders by  surprise. The sappers raced across the tarmac, tossing explosive charges at the neatly parked helicopters. Firing automatic weapons at the sentries, the sappers finally withdrew  after a thirty-minute rampage. They left behind seventeen of  their own dead and four wounded plus nineteen destroyed  helicopters, eleven severely damaged craft, and another  twenty that were badly damaged. Three Marines died and  ninety-one were wounded in the attack.
The attacks vividly demonstrated that the Viet Cong  were the ones who chose when and where the war intensified.

Operation Harvest Moon
On 17 November, a revitalized 1st VC Regiment overran  the small ARVN garrison holding Hiep Duc, in Quang Tin  Province. This district capital sat at the western end of a fertile valley that constituted one of the most strategic areas  between Da Nang and Chu Lai. Bordered on both north and  south by rugged mountain ranges, this region, known to the  Marines as the Que Son Valley, would remain bitterly contested throughout the Vietnam War.
The next day, Marine helicopters airlifted reinforcing  ARVN troops into an LZ east of Hiep Duc. Unknown to the  pilots, a North Vietnamese Army (NVA) antiaircraft battalion held well-entrenched positions on the nearby hills. The  first wave of troop-carrying helicopters landed unopposed.   Then, just as the second wave touched down, the NVA let  loose. The heavy 12.7mm slugs slammed into the UH-34Ds.  As soon as the ARVN cleared their helicopters, the pilots  pulled pitch and flew away. The other waves were halted  while air strikes were ordered. Twenty minutes after the enemy opened fire, the first A-4s and F-4s were dropping  bombs on the NVA positions. In another twenty minutes the  troop lift resumed. Once the ARVN battalion was on the  ground and formed up, it headed west for Hiep Duc. Bitter  fighting raged for the rest of the day, but, with the help of  Marine close air support, the South Vietnamese troops recaptured the important town by nightfall.
However, before the ARVN could exploit their victory,  the VC overran the isolated outpost at Thach Tru in southern I Corps. Strapped for manpower, General Thi withdrew  his two battalions from Hiep Duc and sent them south.  While the ARVN fought to hold on to Thach Tru, General  Walt recognized that the 1st VC Regiment was in an excellent position to reenter the Que Son Valley, threatening  other ARVN outposts at Que Son and Viet An, in the center  of the valley. Over the next two weeks he met several times  with General Thi. Both commanders agreed that they  needed to launch a sizable attack against the VC before they  could establish a firm base of operations.
As a result, on 5 December, General Walt established  Task Force (TF) Delta under his assistant division commander, Brig. Gen. Melvin D. Henderson, to control the  Marine operations in the combined Operation Harvest  Moon/Lien Kiet 18. Two battalions, 2/7 and 3/3, were assigned to TF Delta.
Three days later the 5th ARVN Regiment left Thang  Binh headed southwest toward Hiep Duc, twenty-five kilometers away, along Highway 534. About halfway to their  first day’s objective, a point south of Que Son, the 70th VC  Battalion hit the ARVN with a ferocious close-quarters attack. In the first fifteen minutes, one third of the ARVN  force was destroyed. A surviving U.S. Army adviser later  said, “They attacked in a mass and hit us from all sides.   People were dropping left and right.” The survivors retreated to the northwest. Reinforcements arrived late that afternoon, but they didn’t deter the VC. At 0645 the next  morning they struck again. In the heavy fighting that followed, the VC overran the regimental command post,  killing the ARVN commander. The surviving ARVN troops  fled into the nearby hills.
As soon as he learned of the ARVN’s situation, General  Henderson ordered his Marines into action. The 2d Battalion, 7th Marines jumped aboard UH-34D helicopters at  Tam Ky, at the eastern edge of the valley, and headed for an  LZ eight kilometers west of the decimated ARVN unit.  Once on the ground the Marines moved easily eastward and  set up a night perimeter two kilometers from the LZ.
Meanwhile, the 3d Battalion, 3d Marines were at a staging area five
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