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VIETNAM MARINES 1965–73

SOLDIERS OF THE SEA

The funeral oration by Pericles praised the Athenians for making the sea a pathway to valour. This notion can describe the peculiar mix of soldier and sailor that has earned the title of ‘marine’ in the modern world. Most nations that use the ocean have had, or will have, soldiers of the sea: marines.

The period following World War Two saw a number of associated Marine Corps, three of which fought together during the war in Vietnam from 1965 to 1973. These dates define this study, with the realization that fighting went on before and after. These Corps were similar formations, but each with its own history and traditions: the United States Marines, the Vietnamese Marines, and the Korean Marines. Common was a reputation for toughness on themselves and any foreign or domestic enemies; strong unit pride and loyalty; and a privileged place within the political structure of their respective countries.

They came together in the beginnings of the Cold War that witnessed a proliferation of amphibious forces in Asia—in part because of the reputation the US Marines had earned in the cross-Pacific drive against Japan and in postwar confrontations. Marine units were to be found in the Republic of China, the Republic of Korea, the Republic of Vietnam, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand. These organizations were formed, with the help of foreign military aid, to fight the various conflicts to contain Communist expansion in the region. Also present at various times were other Marines from the Netherlands, France, and Great Britain.

What these Marines wore, carried, and fought with will be examined, with greatest emphasis on the US Marines, both because of the author’s knowledge of the subject and because of its fundamental relationship with the other two organizations.

The ‘soldier’s load’ was a subject examined critcally by S.L.A. Marshall and the US Marine Corps Schools early in the 1950s.1 The Marines who went to war in 1965 should have reflected this prior knowledge. In practice, considerations of culture, supply, and circumstances were shown to have been just as important in determining what was carried into battle. Each service will be examined here to consider its insignia, uniforms, equipment, and rations. Specific designations and numbers were used to identify clothing and equipment. This was complicated by the three countries having different languages, though in most cases names were just the translation of the equivalent terms for American items. There were also different designations for the same item: a generic term used by the Marines, the supply term used to catalogue the item, and the manufacturer’s jargon. The author has used here generic nomenclature with the vernacular terms used by Marines, trying to find a balance between regulation and reality for the decade covered, but this examination is by no means final.
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The Commandants of the US and Korean Marines exchange gifts at a ceremony conducted in Washington, DC, in 1965, the year both organizations had combat troops in South Vietnam. On the left is Gen. Wallace M. Greene, Jr., USMC, and on the right Lt.Gen. Kong Jung Shik, ROKMC. Both wear the khaki tropical or summer service uniforms of their respective Corps. (USMC)
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The Commandant of the Vietnamese Marine Corps in 1965 was Brigadier-General Le Nguyen Khang, shown here as a lieutenant-general. He served as a corps commander and as a deputy on the joint general staff. He is wearing khaki shirtsleeve service uniform. (VNMC)

The Second Indochina War

After the 1954 Geneva agreement which arranged the withdrawal of France from Indochina and the partition of Vietnam into north and south pending elections, the Americans moved to help the government of Vietnam against the Communist-supported People’s Republic of Vietnam. By 1960, the date on Vietnam’s campaign medal, a state of armed conflict existed between the two Vietnams and their allies.2 This was a civil war that had international connotations for several world powers and their clients. It was a confrontation that displayed a full spectrum of violence, from individual terrorist acts and guerrilla fighting to conventional land combat, with extensive sea and air components. It was a war that continued until the eventual defeat of the South Vietnamese by the North in 1975 and the subsequent change of regional order. It is against this background of events over almost two decades that Vietnam Marines should be viewed. This examination is confined to the crucial years of 1965 to 1973 during which Marines of Vietnam, Korea, and America fought the conflict together. This recognizes the fact that this was the Vietnamese people’s war; nor does it fail to credit the Korean Marine contribution, that was limited by scale rather than effort.

The South-East Asia theatre of operations can be divided into North Vietnam, South Vietnam, the Tonkin Gulf littoral, and the inland frontiers of Laos and Cambodia. The country of South Vietnam consisted of administrative provinces grouped together into military regions or tactical zones numbered from I to IV, from north to south. The country was divided geographically from east to west into a coastal plain, a piedmont region, and the central highlands.

A Vietnamese Marine officer described the tactical terrain for his Korean and American allies: ‘If you work in the I or II Corps area you may have the chance to climb high mountains with thick vegetation, where, in the dry season, the water problem is of more concern than the enemy. In the rainy season the water level rises considerably and currents become tremendously strong. You can send a squad patrol across a stream, and a couple of hours later this squad, on returning, will find the same stream turned into a raging river. In the III Corps you may become familiar with the Rung Sat, a wet, sticky, muddy area covered with heavy mangroves and laced with innumerable streams, many of which are not shown on your map. If you work in the IV Corps, you may be landed in U Minh Forest, an inundated terrain with thick vegetation where the water, red and dirty, rises permanently around your waist, and you will have no chance to see the sun except as a weak and indistinct light — which is what “U Minh” means.’

The enemy ranged from National Liberation Front guerrillas in South Vietnam of varying quality and quantity, to the regulars of the People’s Army of Vietnam who were infiltrated into South Vietnam along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. They also defended North Vietnam with more conventional ground, air, and naval forces.3

1 S.L.A. Marshall, The Soldier’s Load and the Mobility of a Nation (Quantico, Va.: The Marine Corps Association, 1950).

2 See Osprey’s MAA 104 and 143, Armies of the Vietnam War (1) and (2).

3 Readers should also see Osprey’s Elite 38, The NVA and Viet Cong.


THE VIETNAMESE MARINE CORPS

When the French departed Indochina in 1954 they left behind the fledgling armed forces of the Vietnamese Republic. Included were the riverine forces of the Navy and an assortment of Army commandos that had provided the troops for them. These had formed the river assault divisions (Dinassaults) that Dr. Bernard B. Fall judged as ‘one of a few worthwhile contributions’ to military tactics of the First Indochina War (1945–1954). The commandos were formed into two battalions and grouped at Nha Trang when the separation of Vietnam into north and south was completed. On 1 October 1954 these units were designated as the Marine Infantry of the Vietnamese Navy. In April 1956 they became known as the Vietnamese Marine Corps of the Navy, consisting of a Marine Group of two landing battalions. In 1961 the Vietnamese Marines became part of the South Vietnamese armed forces general reserve. Expansion resulted from successful employment against dissidents and bandits, which led to the formation of a 5,000-man Marine Brigade in 1962. Vietnamese Marine Corps (VNMC) influence increased, in part, due to its role in complex national politics that saw Marines involved in coups in 1960, 1963, and 1964. This continual balancing of factional power was reflected in the assignment of forces, the appointment of commanders, and the direction of the war.

The formation of their own training and replacement centres allowed the Marines to keep up to strength without relying on the Army for manpower. Both officers and men attended schools in the United States at Quantico, Virginia, where a generation of Vietnamese and Americans met and served together. One Marine commandant, Gen. Le Nguyen Khang, observed that his men were proud ‘to be associated in spirit and deed with the select group of professional military men of many nations who call themselves Marines’.

Of the total of 565,350 South Vietnamese in the armed forces in 1965, just over 6,500 were Marines. This figure expanded to over 15,000 men in 1973. Total casualty figures are not available, but in the heavy fighting of 1972 alone some 1,743 Marines were killed in action; another 5,302 men were wounded during the same period.
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Americans provided their own joint training, including this exercise on the submarine USS Perch in 1963. Vietnamese Marines watch an American sailor inflate a rubber boat on deck behind the conning tower. They wear the ‘sea-wave’ camouflage uniform (as they, the orginators of such camouflage, called the ‘tiger-stripes’) with no visible insignia except the parachute brevet worn by some on their right breast. The Marine in the centre is wearing an American style khaki web belt in contrast to the black belt worn by the others. (MAAG)
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The VNMC did not have heavy weapons for much of its existence, and needed the support of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam or allied forces. These Marines ride on an ARVN M24 medium tank. They are equipped with American vintage small arms and radios. The radioman on the far right wears canvas and rubber ‘jungle’ boots. On his right, looking back, is a lieutenant-colonel wearing his naval style insignia on his shirt front. Uniform insignia were limited to rank devices. (VNMC)

In 1965 the Vietnamese Marine Brigade was organized into a corps headquarters, two task force headquarters (‘A’ and ‘B’), five infantry battalions, an artillery battalion, and supporting units of engineers, motor transport, military police, medical, and reconnaissance. Headquarters were located in Saigon with outlying facilities at Song Than, Thu Duc, and Vung Tau. It was commanded by a colonel, who was ‘dual-hatted’ as the service and the brigade commander. By this time the Vietnamese Marines were separated from the Vietnamese Navy and answerable to the high command of the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces. Present was a 28-man advisory unit from the US Marine Corps and American field advisors were attached down to the battalion level.

By 1966 the Marines formed another battalion and realigned supporting units to become a more balanced combined-arms force. They were still lacking in armour, aircraft, and logistic support. In 1968 a Marine Division of two brigades was formed. In 1970 there were three brigades, nine infantry battalions, and three artillery battalions. Supporting units continued to be formed through the following year, reaching a peak of 939 officers and 14,290 men by the time the Americans withdrew. To face the military crisis in 1975, three additional battalions and a fourth brigade were formed in time for the South Vietnamese defeat.

Organization and Troop List

Marine Corps Headquarters

Song Than Base

Marine Training Command

Marine Division

Headquarters Battalion

Amphibious Support Battalion

Signal Battalion

Medical Battalion

Engineer Battalion

Antitank, Military Police, and

Long Range Patrol Companies

Brigades ‘A’ and ‘B







Operations

















Insignia














Uniforms






Equipment and Weapons








OEBPS/images/9781780967752_cover.jpg
Vietnam Marines
1965-73

I4 )
W )






OEBPS/images/9781780967752_img2.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781780967752_img3.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781780967752_img4.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781780967752_img5.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781780967752_img1.jpg





