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OPERATIONS IN VIETNAM


THE ORIGINS OF THE VIETNAM CONFLICT





[image: image]


Australia and South-East Asia. Anthony Bright.


Background to the Vietnam War


The origins of Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War lay in the collapse of French authority over the region during and after the Second World War. European contact with Vietnam dated from the 16th century with the arrival of merchants and missionaries. It was not until 1858 that France began a military conquest of Vietnam and the adjoining kingdoms of Cambodia and Laos, a process which it did not complete until 1893. The French divided their possessions into five colonies and protectorates: Cochinchina, Annam, and Tonkin (together making up Vietnam), Cambodia and Laos. French control of Vietnam was, therefore, a relatively recent event, and came about only through the displacement of long-standing indigenous sovereignty.


In their short time as the colonial masters of South-East Asia the French did not develop an enviable reputation. Naturally, they ruled for the benefit of Paris, directing Vietnam’s wealth to France while using the region as a market for the home country’s manufactured goods. Colonial administrators forced villagers off their land in order to provide labour for plantations and mines, and kept the peasants in poverty through high taxes, exorbitant rents, and exploitation by rice brokers. The French also sought to break down Vietnamese local identity by imposing European language, culture and religion.


Opposition to the French was feeble, and the Europeans quickly and brutally suppressed the few rebellions that did erupt. The colonial government also suppressed indigenous-based political parties and forced them underground. One of these parties was the Indochina Communist Party that Ho Chi Minh founded in 1930. Ho was a charismatic leader, and the party’s call for national independence and social equality were well-aimed policy goals. The Indochina Communist Party remained an insignificant force throughout the 1930s, its members numbering only in the hundreds and scattered across South-East Asia. However, it would be the communists who would become the eventual rulers of Vietnam, emerging victorious from lengthy wars against first France and then the United States.


The Indochina Communist Party took advantage of the power vacuum created in Indochina by the Second World War to advance its cause. In 1940, after a brief campaign, France fell to Nazi Germany leaving its Indochinese territories vulnerable to a militarist and expansionist Japan. The Japanese were quick to act on French weakness. At first Japan demanded only concessions such as port access from Indochina’s colonial administrators, but gradually its forces occupied all of South-East Asia. For most of the Pacific War the French technically continued to administer Indochina, but their control was a thin veneer behind which lay Japanese military might. This arrangement suited the Japanese, who did not fully remove the French until almost the end of the war. However it tainted the colonial administrators as collaborators.


In May 1941 Ho founded the Viet Minh (Front for the Independence of Vietnam) which became one of the leading opposition groups to the Japanese and their French lackeys. Espousing Vietnamese nationalism, the Viet Minh sought the withdrawal of both foreign overlords and the establishment of an independent nation. At its peak, and with some aid—albeit slight—from the American Office of Strategic Services, the Viet Minh controlled only a small part of Vietnam. Its authority extended only as far as the mountainous provinces of Tonkin near the border with China. Ho avoided military confrontation because he did not want to risk annihilation, a fate which befell other Vietnamese resistance groups. Instead, the recruitment of cadres and the building of an organisation were his priorities.


The French Indochina War


With Japan’s defeat Ho moved to take charge of Vietnam. Across Tonkin, Viet Minh agents assumed control of towns and villages, and in Hanoi, Indochina Communist Party operators occupied the government buildings vacated by the Japanese. On 2 September 1945 Ho delivered an address in Hanoi in which he declared the establishment of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam and asked the free world to recognise the country’s freedom and independence. Ho did not have a mandate from the Vietnamese people for his actions, but he had moved quickly, seizing the initiative and the organs of government.


France, however, was unwilling to acquiesce to the loss of Indochina. In October 1945 a French expeditionary force arrived to re-establish colonial authority. As the Viet Minh did not have a strong presence in the south, the French easily occupied Saigon and resumed control of Cochinchina and much of Annam. Tonkin, however, was a different matter. On 28 November fighting broke out between French and Viet Minh troops in Haiphong, Hanoi’s port, initiating a conflict that did not cease until 1954.


While France wanted the jewel of its colonial empire back, it did not have the will to wage a major war. Despite the home country’s provision of insufficient troops and inadequate support, French commanders in Vietnam did achieve some success against the Viet Minh. Whenever seriously threatened, however, the communists withdrew to their mountain strongholds, only to emerge again later to strike at French weakness. The Viet Minh, under the guidance of their brilliant general Giap Vo Nguyen, slowly sapped French will and strength, while also building a professional, well-armed and -led force that was able to conduct both insurgency and conventional warfare operations with equal effectiveness.


The United States did provide some military assistance to France, but its support was always conditional. The United States was caught in a quandary. While France was a traditional ally, and despite the United States needing French help in the rebuilding and rearming of Europe against the Soviet Union, America remained strongly opposed to the re-establishment of colonialism. Consequently, American aid was never as great, or as freely given, as it might have been.


In mid-1953, France and the Viet Minh drifted towards negotiations. The new French commander, General Henri Navarre, hoped that a military victory would influence the talks in France’s favour. He chose as his battleground the isolated valley of Dien Bien Phu, near the Laotian border with Tonkin and in the heart of the enemy territory. Navarre’s plan was twofold. First, the French occupation of Dien Bien Phu would interdict communist communications with Laos, thereby easing the pressure on that colony’s hard-pressed garrison. Second, it would lure the Viet Minh into a decisive battle in which the French would destroy the enemy force with firepower.


Navarre seriously miscalculated the capabilities of both his forces and those of his enemy. On 20 November 1953, French paratroopers descended into the valley of Dien Bien Phu and began construction of a fire base. Their only link to Hanoi and French-controlled territory was via the air.


Giap did not attack immediately. Instead he painstakingly built up a defensive ring around the garrison and dug in guns on the ridges overlooking the French. On 12 March the battle began, and the defenders soon learned that they were outnumbered, outgunned and outclassed. They also learned the limitations of a distantly deployed force dependent on an air bridge for its maintenance. Once the Viet Minh gunners came within range of the airstrip the battle was lost, although the garrison’s agony continued until its capitulation on 7 May when 12,000 French troops laid down their arms. The following day France began negotiations in earnest with the Viet Minh in Geneva.
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The United States and the Slide towards War


The Geneva Agreement of July 1954 divided Vietnam into two countries: a communist north and a free south, separated along the 17th Parallel. The agreement also called for a free national election to determine the political future of the Vietnamese people.


The Viet Minh would almost certainly have won an election had one been held. Their victory over the French had given the communists great prestige among their people. Moreover, they already had a well-developed organisation in place, unlike the nascent South Vietnamese government of Ngo Dinh Diem. Furthermore, Diem’s rule had more than a whiff of illegitimacy about it. As the war’s end neared, the French puppet emperor, Bao Dai, had appointed Diem Prime Minister. Diem lacked a support base and his rule became increasingly corrupt, inefficient and brutal. In 1954, however, he was the United States’ best option, and earned that country’s support by default.


The United States did not want to chance a risky election and moved to undermine the terms of the Geneva Agreement. The day after its announcement, the American Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, pronounced, ‘the remaining free areas of Indochina must be built up if the dike against Communism is to be held.’ In accordance with the accepted ‘domino theory’, the United States feared that if South Vietnam fell to communism the rest of South-East Asia would soon follow. Therefore, the United States embarked on a policy of financial and military advisory assistance to the Diem regime.


To further shore up support for South Vietnam, the United States established the South-East Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO). SEATO was a regional defence agreement to which Australia was a signatory. The French remained in South Vietnam until the second half of 1955, but growing American involvement curtailed their influence.
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President Ngo Dinh Diem greets Air Marshal V. E. Hancock in Saigon in 1963. Between them is the Australian Ambassador to South Vietnam, B. C. Hill.
AWM P01943.001.


The Start of the American War


During the 1960s the political situation in South Vietnam deteriorated rapidly. In part, this was a result of the power struggle within Vietnam; but it was also due to the incompetency and repressiveness of the Diem government. Assassins removed Diem in November 1963, and a series of coups followed, resulting in ‘revolving door’ government. Stability did not return until General Thieu Nguyen Van seized power in June 1965.


Well before his murder, Diem had managed to alienate nearly every sector of South Vietnamese society. In 1959, sensing the South’s frailty, the North Vietnamese Central Committee authorised the commencement of ‘protracted armed struggle’ to overthrow the Diem–United States regime. In that year, Hanoi began the construction of the Ho Chi Minh trail, and communist soldiers headed south to assist the growing network of cadres and insurgents in South Vietnam. By 1961, guerrilla warfare was widespread across South Vietnam.


Taking advantage of the instability following Diem’s assassination, the communists escalated the infiltration of the South, including the deployment of field units. Against better led and motivated Viet Cong† (VC) units the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) performed poorly. The situation deteriorated to the point that any movement outside Saigon required a large escort to ensure the safety of those involved.


The United States attempted to counteract the worsening situation in South Vietnam by increasing its assistance. By 1963 there were 16,000 American military advisers in the country. Even with this aid, however, the South Vietnamese could not stem the North’s onslaught. VC field units of regimental size appeared, and the communists unleashed coordinated offensives. When the ARVN took on the VC, the South Vietnamese invariably suffered heavy losses. Towards the end of 1964, for example, the VC infiltrated the village of Binh Gia in Phuoc Tuy Province. The ARVN relief force lost 201 soldiers killed in action (KIA) in forcing them out. By early 1965 the United States faced a stark choice: intervene militarily or concede the loss of South Vietnam to communism. Without direct American military assistance, the fall of Saigon was only a few months off.


In February 1965, United States aircraft began to bomb targets in North Vietnam, and the following month United States Marine and Army combat units deployed to the South. The American President, Lyndon B. Johnson, had decided to fight for Vietnam. The United States was at war.





Australia’s Decision to Enter the War


Shortly after Johnson dispatched ground forces to Vietnam the Australian Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, reached a similar decision. On 29 April 1965 he announced to Parliament that Australia would join the war. Members of the Australian Army Training Team Vietnam (AATTV) had been in South Vietnam since 1962 serving as advisers, but now Australia was to commit combat troops.


Menzies’ motivation behind his decision to intervene was not complex. He accepted that Australia sat isolated in a part of the globe where security threats were particularly evident. Australia was already involved in an undeclared war with Indonesia on the island of Borneo, and the threat of escalation into open conflict was palpable. Menzies shared the United States’ opposition to communism and a belief in the need to contain its spread. The Australian Prime Minister also subscribed to the domino theory and feared that all of South-East Asia would cascade into communism if South Vietnam gave way. He was also concerned that the loss of South Vietnam would increase pressure on Malaya, where Australian forces had only recently helped defeat another communist insurgency.


Menzies accepted that the cornerstone of Australian defence policy was the maintenance of a close security relationship with the United States. Relationships are two-sided, however, and if Australia were to receive American military assistance when required, it had to be seen as willing to help the United States in return. It was Australia’s participation in the Korean War, for example, that encouraged the United States to agree to the ANZUS Treaty. Thus an element of Australia’s readiness to join the United States in Vietnam must be viewed from the perspective of what has been referred to as the ‘insurance policy’.





† NOTE: The Communists fielded a wide array of different types of units in the war against the South. These consisted of locally raised guerrilla groups at the village, district and provincial level, main force field units, and, lastly, regular units of the People’s Army of Vietnam. The capabilities of these units varied widely, ranging from lightly equipped insurgents to heavily armed conventional forces. The make-up of these forces also varied, and it was not uncommon for a unit raised in the South to contain a high percentage of personnel who had infiltrated from the North. In fact, over time this percentage increased. What must be noted, however, is that despite their origins, organisation, capability, purpose or identifying name, the various types of Communist forces operating in the South followed the central direction of Communist government in Hanoi in the North. In order to simplify the identification of such a wide array of opposition, this book will employ the generic term ‘Viet Cong’ to describe the enemies which the Australian soldier fought.




STRATEGIES IN CONFLICT





The Vietnamese Communist and Revolutionary Struggle


The Viet Minh were veterans of insurgency warfare, having used it first to vanquish France and then to undermine the nascent government of South Vietnam. They would also use its principles to defeat the United States and its Australian ally.


According to communist theory, an insurgency campaign has three distinct phases: the passive phase, the active phase and the counter-offensive phase.


During the passive phase the insurgency’s emphasis is on planning and the establishment of an organisation, primarily at the village level. While para-military units are formed, they limit their actions to propaganda, intimidation, assassination, sabotage and small-scale attacks on isolated government posts.


The commencement of the active phase sees an intensification in insurgency actions. The insurgents construct base areas, organise larger guerrilla units, increase attacks on government installations and create an administration structure that parallels that of the government.


During the counter-offensive phase the insurgency becomes overt and attempts to topple the now weakened government by force. Regular manoeuvre elements appear and undertake conventional warfare operations. The insurgency’s leadership also encourages popular uprisings to bring down the government.


There is no prescribed timetable for the insurgency’s advancement through these phases. Instead, success and opportunity serve as the guideposts. Moreover, failure, or stronger than expected opposition, simply results in the insurgents’ reverting to lower levels of activity. Meanwhile, throughout each of these phases, the insurgents continue to build and nurture the movement’s organisation.


One of the key differences between the objectives of an insurgency and those of conventional war is that the former’s primary focus is on political operations that aim to win the support of the people, rather than destroy the enemy’s military strength. The Chinese leader, Mao Tse-Tung, insisted that an insurgency had to organise and unite with the people because it was from the people that the movement garnered its support: recruits, food, labour, transportation, medical assistance and intelligence. For an insurgency, therefore, political values, not military operations, were the paramount concern.
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South Vietnam.
Anthony Bright.


Insurgents regard the conduct of battle and the control of territory as being of lesser value than does a conventional military force. Furthermore, insurgents do not believe that these two factors bring victory on their own. On this point Mao observed that, ‘to gain territory is no cause for joy, and to lose territory is no cause for sorrow.’ Moreover, Mao insisted that territory should be freely surrendered at an opponent’s approach because by advancing, the enemy demonstrated its superior strength. According to communist doctrine, insurgents should only accept battle when they have a significant advantage. Otherwise, their doctrine requires them to break contact, disperse and re-form at an alternate position.




Kalashnikov AK47, 7.62mm Assault Rifle (USSR) & Chicom Type 56 (PRC)






	Calibre:


	7.62 mm





	Action:


	Magazine fed, gas operation, selective fire – semi automatic and automatic fire





	Length:


	870 mm





	Weight:


	4.3 kg empty





	Muzzle velocity:


	710 m/sec





	Magazine capacity:


	30 round box/ 75 round drum





	Rate of fire:


	600 rpm





	Effective range:


	300 m







The AK47 (Avtomat Kalashnikova) is among the most successful weapons ever produced and remains in use by many armies, especially in the Third World. It is renowned for its ruggedness, durability, reliability, simplicity and ease of use. The AK47, along with the Chinese copy—the Chicom Type 56—was one of the favoured weapons of the VC throughout the Vietnam War.
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Private Murray Withers of 7 RAR examines an AK47.
AWM GIL/67/1191/VN.
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A Russian manufactured AK47 (Avtomat Kalashnikova). RAICM


Since territory is of minor significance in an insurgency conflict, combatants cannot define the battlespace with traditional terms such as front lines, combat zones, lines of communication and rear areas. To do so would emphasise the importance of the land rather than the people. Instead, in Vietnam, units operated on isolated 360º battlefields against an opponent who could strike from any direction.


The critical individual in the communist insurgency concept of war is the cadre. The cadre is the movement’s local leader and generally comes from the village in which he or she works. The cadre’s tasks are numerous but include duties such as improving the local logistic and intelligence networks; working with youth groups to encourage them to join guerrilla units; instigating acts of sabotage; improving the care of wounded insurgents and assuring proper burial for the dead; increasing agricultural production from which the insurgency draws its food; and conducting indoctrination sessions. In a sense the cadre’s trade is that of a combined manager, priest, policeman and advocate. Without an effective cadre network the insurgency loses the support of the villagers, without which the movement is doomed.


The American Concept of War


The American soldiers who arrived in Vietnam in 1965 brought with them a clear and deeply held institutional understanding of how to wage war. Characteristically, the American way of war required the orchestration of intensive firepower, advanced technology, and abundant matèriel in order to inflict maximum damage on the enemy. The goal was to dominate the battlefield to such an extent that the American forces would quickly break the enemy’s will to resist and bring the conflict to a rapid conclusion. The origin of the US concept of conventional war lay in the American Civil War, and was reinforced by its experiences during the Second World War and Korean War. It was also the type of battle the United States planned to wage against the Soviet Union in Europe.


Confident and committed to their concept of war, the Americans did not make a distinction between the requirements for waging conventional and counter-insurgency wars. By contrast, British and Australian experience in counter-insurgency warfare highlighted the need for commanders to assign equal, if not greater, weight to a conflict’s political dimensions instead of focusing solely on military considerations. Senior United States officers did not share this belief. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Earle Wheeler, commented with complete self-assurance that, ‘the essence of the problem in Vietnam is military.’ When asked for his answer to the insurgency, the Commander of the United States Military Assistance Command Vietnam (COMUSMACV), General William Westmoreland, replied, ‘firepower’.


In 1965 it was Westmoreland’s responsibility to design, implement and oversee the American plan for the defeat of the VC. He was a devotee of the US concept of war, and his operational goal was to search out and destroy the enemy as quickly as possible. Westmoreland intended to direct a war of attrition and mobility in which he would break VC resistance by inflicting casualties at a rate greater than they could accept. Nor would the communists be able to hide. The Americans would use helicopters to swoop down on the enemy wherever they lay, and then rapidly redeploy to the next target. Westmoreland planned a campaign the intensity and speed of which the VC could not match. In the parlance of the day its aim was to ‘find, fix and finish’ the enemy, and to do it as quickly as possible.


Westmoreland’s strategy was a thoroughly conventional approach to warfighting that incorporated American cultural values and made use of his force’s strengths. However, it was also intellectually rigid and completely ignorant of the nature of insurgency warfare. MACV intended to transform the Vietnam campaign into a conventional-style war in which it would be able to bring to bear its great advantages over the enemy in firepower, technology and mass. Whether the VC would agree to this transformation and allow themselves to be annihilated, was not a point of concern for American planners.


Even had the Americans proceeded at a slower pace, and paid greater attention to the principles of counter-insurgency warfare, the realities of their concept of war made the winning of the local people’s hearts and minds prohibitively difficult. The widespread and indiscriminate application of mass firepower, and a reliance on technology rather than personal contact, had severe consequences for the well-being of the local people. The effect of the American way of war on the population, however, was rarely a factor in the force’s mantra of killing VC. In February 1967, for example, the American 1 Cavalry Division conducted an operation in Binh Dinh Province. During its three-month course, the division’s ordnance expenditure included:





•   136,000 rounds of artillery


•   5,000 rounds of naval gun fire support


•   171 B-52 sorties


•   2,622 fighter bomber sorties


•   500,000 pounds of napalm


•   35,000 pounds of tear gas


The operation was considered a success since it netted 1,757 VC KIA. Yet it also displaced 12,000 villagers whose homes and farms 1 Cavalry Division had destroyed. It is not possible to determine how many of these villagers became recruits for the VC, but the American offensive probably did little to garner the support of Binh Dinh’s peasants.


Handicapping American planning was MACV’s inability to develop a methodology that documented the efficacy of its strategy of attrition. Possession of territory and the occupation of strategic points, both traditional indicators of success, were meaningless in the context of Vietnam. Instead, MACV turned to statistics. The most infamous of these was the body count: each dead VC brought the United States closer to victory.
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General William Westmoreland (r) with the Commander of 1ATF Brigadier O. D. Jackson. AWM CUN/66/0370/VN.


The reporting process became a self-fulfilling prophecy—and one that was not really representative of the course of the war. Moreover, the importance of submitting statistical increases encouraged commanders to expend matèriel without concern for the local people. It is not known how many non-VC were included in body count submissions, but the system rewarded the reporting of the highest number possible.


There was some opposition to the attrition strategy and the concept’s inability to treat the conflict as a counter-insurgency operation. However, such opposition was aberrant. It lay outside the US Army’s mainstream, and was unable to breach the institution’s commitment to its way of war. The most vigorous alternate strategy was the United States Marines Combined Action Platoon Program. This program saw the forming of mixed Marine and Popular Force platoons. Each platoon occupied a village and provided its defence. The platoons remained in place for the duration and their members became familiar with the local people while gradually extending the safe zone around their location. This initiative did not have Westmoreland’s approval, but the Marines were a separate service and MACV could not stop them from proceeding with this policy.


When the United States opted for military intervention in Vietnam, no one in Washington or Saigon considered the nature of the army that was to deploy, whether it was prepared for the conflict, or what it would do differently from the French. Instead, reliance on the army’s concept was complete—a faith that the course of the war showed to be seriously misplaced. Setbacks resulted not in the concept’s reconsideration, but in demands for more resources in order to increase its intensity. In the aftermath of defeat, General of the Army Omar Bradley summarised his force’s performance in Vietnam as, ‘the wrong place, at the wrong time, with the wrong army’.


The Australian Experience of Counter-Insurgency War


The Australians also entered the Vietnam War with a well-considered and inculcated concept of war. However, unlike that of the United States Army, the Australian Army’s concept was specifically designed for the waging of counter-insurgency warfare against communist guerrillas in the jungles of South-East Asia. It derived from the army’s recent experience in fighting Communist Terrorists during the Malayan Emergency. The Australian Army documented these experiences in doctrinal publications such as: Ambush and Counter Ambush; Patrolling and Tracking; and The Division in Battle – Counter Revolutionary Warfare, and incorporated these lessons into the curriculum of the Jungle Training Centre at Canungra. By the time of its intervention in Vietnam the army had an institutionally accepted doctrine of counter-insurgency which had been practised in exercises.


The Australian battalion group that arrived in Vietnam in 1965 had trained to fight as light infantry. Light infantry was a logical template for a force that lacked the manpower and resources to wage war on the scale of the United States. The battalion’s skills lay in patrolling, ambushing and searching—all traditional areas of Australian excellence. The Australians also understood that progress was slow in counter-insurgency warfare; there would be no quick victory.


The American and Australian concepts of war contained points of conflict and contradiction that affected the conduct of operations, and which were never resolved during the conflict. The priority for MACV was rapid and decisive victory through search and destroy missions. For the Australians, search and destroy operations were not necessarily the most important of the available mix of mission types. Instead, cordon and search, interdiction, anti-logistic, political support, and civil action missions matched more closely the Australian understanding of how to achieve victory in an insurgency.


After his service in Vietnam, Brigadier S. G. Graham summarised the differences between the two allies. While in Vietnam he had attended a US briefing that had begun with the statement ‘Our mission is to kill VC.’ Graham believed that his mission was more complex. He described it as:


to help to ensure the security of the main areas of population and resources of Phuoc Tuy and so enable the Government to restore law and order and get on with the job of developing the social, economical, and political life of the province.


While Australian commanders had great latitude, they still had to respond to American operational priorities. Hence, search and destroy missions were always a feature of Australian operations, even when their effectiveness was doubtful. The aftermath of most search and destroy missions amounted to tired troops and, at best, a few VC casualties and the destruction of a few abandoned bases. In fact, in many cases, sweeps of the jungle failed to locate any enemy at all.
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In Vietnam medical evacuation was one of the more important roles for the helicopter. At secure LZs, dust off helicopters usually chose to land. Here an American chopper loads Australian casualties.
AWM EKN/67/0147/VN.


As very much the junior partner in the alliance, the Australians had little ability to influence US strategy. The only opportunity to shape the nature of the war occurred at a conference in Honolulu from 30 March to 1 April 1965, prior to the commitment of combat forces. Leading the Australian contingent was the Chairman of the Chiefs of Staff Committee, Air Chief Marshal Frederick Scherger. At this point the United States had not clearly thought through fundamental issues that included the overall strategy and goal of military intervention, the required force mix, and the implications of the arrival of foreign forces in a national conflict. Scherger allowed Australia’s opportunity to influence these choices to pass and, instead, the meeting focused on operational areas. The American concept remained unchallenged and it prevailed almost by default.
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Portrait of Private Robert Schaeche of 11 Platoon 7 RAR. ‘The Forward Scout’ by Bruce Fletcher.
AWM ART40553.


Military Forces of the Republic of Vietnam


The final military forces with which the Australians had to contend were those of the Republic of Vietnam. These consisted of two main categories; the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) and the Territorial Forces.


After the founding of South Vietnam, the United States made considerable efforts to build the ARVN into a conventional field force in its own image. By 1965 it was clear that this had failed: the ARVN did not have sufficient combat skill to trouble the VC in battle. Once US ground forces entered the conflict American Commanders lost interest in ARVN’s further development. In effect, the South Vietnamese Army was no longer required because the defeat of the VC had become an American task.


The ARVN did contain some high quality units, but most of its troops were suited for little more than garrison duty. When Colonel, later Brigadier, O.D. Jackson toured Vietnam he observed that South Vietnamese troops typically remained dug in on hilltops behind wire from which they rarely ventured forth. The American Ambassador to South Vietnam and a former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Maxwell Taylor, observed that ‘we never really paid attention to the ARVN Army. We didn’t give a damn about them.’


South Vietnam’s Territorial Force divided into two sections: Popular Force and Regional Force units. Their task was to provide local security at the hamlet, village and district levels. The Territorial Force was not under ARVN command; being provincial—not national—forces they were under the control of the Province and District headquarters. While at the coalface of the insurgency, for most of the war the Territorial Force attracted little interest from MACV and received indifferent support from the government in Saigon. As a result, the units of the Territorial Force were poorly led and equipped, suffered from low morale, and often had been infiltrated by the VC. It was only late in the war that a concerted effort was made to improve the Territorial Force, but by that point it was too late.
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