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"Fighting Is an Art": 
The Army of the Republic of Vietnam's 
Defense of Xuan Loc, 9-21 April 1975 

George J. Veith and Merle L. Pribbenow II1 

Abstract 
From early to mid-April 1975, the South Vietnamese 18th Division, 
defending the strategic road junction of Xuan Loc northeast of 
Saigon, held off massive attacks by an entire North Vietnamese 
Army corps engaged in a surprise assault to overrun Saigon and 
quickly end the war. Enduring extremely heavy fighting, they 
stopped the communist offensive before being ordered to retreat 
and help defend Saigon. While communist forces were guilty of 
over-confidence, the 18th Division's superb performance was 
largely the result of the combat skills, prior planning, and inspira- 
tional leadership of their commander, Brigadier General Le Minh 
Dao, who demonstrated that even in South Vietnam's darkest hour, 
the much-maligned soldiers of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
would fight when led by able officers. 

THE first artillery shell landed directly on the general's home. It was 
a small two-story house, inconspicuous really, despite its pinkish 

hues. It sat across the road from the province chiefs residence, near the 
Catholic church in the middle of the town of Xuan Loc, the capital of 

1. Pribbenow, who served in Saigon from April 1970 until April 1975, translated 
all the Vietnamese texts. 

George J. Veith is a former U.S. Army Armor captain and the author of Code 
Name Bright Light: The Untold Story of U.S. POW Rescue Efforts During the 
Vietnam War (New York: Free Press, 1997). He will soon publish Leave No Man 
Behind: Bill Bell and the Searchfor American POW/MIAs from the Vietnam War. 

Merle L. Pribbenow II retired from the Central Intelligence Agency in 1995 after 
twenty-seven years' service as a Vietnamese language and operations officer. His 
articles on the military history of the Vietnam War have been published in Viet- 
nam, Parameters, and Military Review. His translation of the official Viet- 
namese Ministry of Defense history of the war, Victory in Vietnam, was published 
in 2002 by University Press of Kansas. 
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Long Khanh province. The general lived, as did many of his South Viet- 
namese soldiers, in the quiet, somewhat shabby rural town. The round 
crashed through the roof and exploded in the bedroom, a testimony to 
the incredible accuracy of the North Vietnamese artillerymen. It was 
immediately followed by a two-thousand-round bombardment that 
lasted for precisely one hour. Fortunately, the general was not home. 

Awakened by the steady hammering from the enemy batteries, the 
soldiers of the 18th Division of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
(ARVN) and Long Khanh provincial forces huddled in their prepared 
positions on the periphery of the town. The communist gunners were fir- 
ing into the city center, unaware that the ARVN and Regional Forces 
(RF) had moved to the outskirts to escape the expected artillery barrage. 
As dawn arrived, the clank of steel treads heralded the appearance of 
North Vietnamese tanks, followed by waves of infantry, confident of their 
certain victory. It was 6:40 A.M. on Wednesday morning, 9 April 1975. 
The decisive battle for Saigon had begun. 

Despite the crucial role the struggle for Xuan Loc (pronounced soon 
lop) played during the demise of the Republic of Vietnam, Western his- 
torians know little about this epic engagement, in which the South Viet- 
namese 18th Division and Long Khanh provincial forces held off a series 
of massive combined-arms attacks by the infantry, armor, and artillery 
of an entire North Vietnamese Army (NVA) corps.2 What has been pub- 
lished is often inaccurate or erroneous. What is known is this: despite 
the tremendous setbacks suffered by the South Vietnamese military in 
1975, the 18th ARVN Division made a truly remarkable eleven-day stand 
against heavy odds during a time when many other ARVN units broke 
and ran. Why? What made it different from other ARVN outfits? What 
made its soldiers not only hold their ground but fearlessly slug it out? 
How did they withstand the massive artillery barrages and defend against 

2. Note on sources: The authors reviewed many published People's Army of Viet- 
nam (PAVN) histories to gain the communist perspective on the battle, and sought as 
many South Vietnamese sources as possible to describe the actions of the former 
Republic of Vietnam military units. The authors wish to thank Mr. Nguyen Phuong 
Hung, Webmaster of the ARVN Ranger Web site, for providing the unit patch and for 
assisting in contacting several of the former ARVN officers interviewed. Our method- 
ology was to merge multiple and always conflicting sources to create the most accu- 
rate picture of the battle. Such a process is not easy with Vietnamese accounts of the 
war. South Vietnamese often write in an almost stream-of-consciousness fashion. 
Their focus is often on demonstrating their political viewpoints rather than making 
organized, coherent arguments. The reader is required to accept their arguments 
because they are morally right, not because the writers have provided compelling 
proof. Communist authors, while generally more organized, overwhelm the reader 
with overblown exaggerations of great victories over the despised "puppets" while 
extolling the virtues of Party foresight. Trying to determine verifiable facts within this 
milieu is a difficult proposition. 
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constant tank-led infantry assaults? Most importantly, what decisions 
turned this quaint provincial capital into the scene of the heaviest com- 
bat since An Loc and Quang Tri in 1972? 

The answers some twenty-five years later are not easy to obtain, but 
what made Xuan Loc the focal point for the NVA attack was its strategic 
location. The city, situated sixty kilometers northeast of Saigon, the 
South Vietnamese capital, controlled the vital road junction of Routes 1 
and 20, the two main paved highways into Saigon from Central Vietnam. 
With the destruction of South Vietnam's two northern military regions in 
March 1975, Xuan Loc suddenly became a critical node on the impro- 
vised defensive line the desperate South Vietnamese were trying to form 
around Saigon.3 Most observers realized that whatever slim chance the 
ARVN had to defend the capital from the encircling enemy army was 
predicated on holding Xuan Loc. If the Republic of Vietnam forces could 
make a stand there, a chance remained they could stabilize the situa- 
tion, regroup their battered military, and save the country from defeat. 

The communist leadership in North Vietnam was determined, how- 
ever, to "strangle the puppets in their lair" before the South Vietnamese 
could recover. Given the chaos that caused the fall of Da Nang on 29 
March 1975, Hanoi's leaders saw an opportunity to conclude the war 

quickly with a swift attack on Saigon through Xuan Loc. They were con- 
vinced that another hard blow would crumble the last vestiges of ARVN 
resistance, and the city's loss would clear the path for a rapid communist 
advance to the very gates of Saigon, ending the decades-old conflict in 
one massive assault. To achieve that goal, the North Vietnamese threw 
their entire 4th Corps, comprised of three divisions, against the 18th 
ARVN at Xuan Loc. 

The 18th Division, however, did not crumble, and communist 
dreams of an easy victory withered in the fires of what the NVA com- 
mander, a battle-scarred veteran who had fought the cream of the 
French and American armies, called the fiercest battle of his thirty-year 
military career. Instead, the 18th's performance, shouldered at a 
moment in time when ARVN morale was at rock bottom, resoundingly 
answered the question asked by so many at the time: will the ARVN 
fight? While ultimately the division was ordered to retreat from the 
ruined town, its valiant resistance briefly raised the hope that the South 
Vietnamese might hold off the relentless onslaught of the regulars of the 
People's Army of Vietnam (PAVN), long enough either for the rainy sea- 
son to bring the offensive to a halt, or for covert diplomatic efforts to 

3. South Vietnam was divided into four fixed geographical areas called Corps. I 
Corps was in northern South Vietnam, II Corps was in Central South Vietnam, III 
Corps was in the area surrounding Saigon, and IV Corps was south of the capital. 
Each Corps was responsible for the military activities within its area. 
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achieve a ceasefire. Moreover, the poor public reputation of the South 
Vietnamese military, fed by the collapse in I and II Corps, was partially 
redeemed by the heroic stand of the 18th. 

The 18th Division was based in Long Khanh, a province in the east- 
ern part of South Vietnam's III Corps. Brigadier General Le Minh Dao 
commanded the 18th ARVN. He was one of the best officers in the South 
Vietnamese army but little known outside its ranks.4 Dao, a fiery leader 
bristling with energy, lived with his soldiers and often visited their fami- 
lies. Unlike many senior ARVN officers who stayed in their command 
posts and issued orders on the radio, Dao moved among his men during 
battle and accompanied them on many missions. He believed that the 
trust of his men had to be earned, and he asked his officers to maintain 
contact with their subordinates at least "two levels down," so that regi- 
mental commanders would grasp the situations of their company com- 
manders. Company commanders, in turn, had to know their soldiers, 
and more importantly, understand them and "ask them their problems." 
This was a radical approach for the status-conscious South Vietnamese 
officer corps, and Dao's soldiers rewarded him with their loyalty and 
admiration. A wide cultural and social gap often existed between officers 
and enlisted, making General Dao's efforts to create a bond between his 
troops and his officers unusual and noteworthy. Under his command, the 
18th quickly became "the most effective ARVN unit" in III Corps,5 and 
his strong leadership was one of the primary reasons his troops fought so 
well. The 18th had originally been designated the 10th, but Asian slang 
denoting "number 10" as the very worst, and poor performance, even by 
the low standards of the early days of the Army, forced the South Viet- 
namese Joint General Staff (JGS) to rename it.6 

4. Interview with former ARVN Major General Le Minh Dao, East Hartford, Con- 
necticut, 7 April 2001. He was given command of the 18th ARVN in March 1972. In 
November 1972 he was promoted to brigadier general and remained in charge of the 
division until the surrender. On 23 April 1975, President Tran Van Huong issued a 
decree promoting him to major general. The authors' interview with him is the first 
complete discussion with the general on the battle for Xuan Loc since his release from 
captivity in May 1992. He was one of the last four senior ARVN officers freed by the 
communists from prison. The authors wish to thank Major General Le Minh Dao for 
his efforts in helping us to understand the ARVN side of the battle. All references to 
General Dao in the text come from this interview and follow-up discussions. 

5. Defense Attache Saigon, RVNAF Final Assessment, Jan Thru Apr FY 75 

[Regraded Unclassified, 29 Jan 1980] (Washington: Department of the Army, 1975), 
5-19. The authors wish to thank Mr. Dale Andrade at the Center of Military History 
for providing extracts of the Defense Attache Office reports dealing with the battle at 
Xuan Loc. 

6. The division was activated on 16 May 1965 and was renamed by the end of 
1966. The 18th had three organic infantry regiments: the 43rd, 48th, and the 52nd. 
Each regiment had three infantry battalions. The division also had a cavalry 
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_tc pHiwiii g11 nIn early January 1975 during the open- 

l.&'._ft -· ing phase of the North Vietnamese Winter- 
< ^ l; _^ ^ ~Spring Dry Season offensive, the 18th had 
;) L 
k 

-:^^^r concentrated on regaining lost territory in 
-s t;:tPvi _ adjacent Binh Tuy province. In February, 
Wx <S;2&^ib_ after two months of steady fighting, the 

division attacked a suspected NVA build-up 
east of Xuan Loc along Route 1. In mid- 

X~6~iIN|^ 4·March, 
the division's 48th Regiment was 

^l^ ^ij _ I ~ detached and sent to fight in southern Tay 
Ninh province. By the beginning of April, 

_ lx Dao sensed an imminent attack on Xuan 
Loc. 

Dao's assessment was correct. The 
The unit patch of the 18th PAVN 4th Corps, commanded by Major 
ARVN Division. The light color General Hoang Cam, was assembling in the 
is light blue, representing the jungle north of Xuan Loc, preparing to 
sky; the dark color is dark attack the city and capture the strategic 
blue, representing the earth. ble, rg te e . road junction of Routes 1 and 20, just to The object is the sacred bow 
and arrow figure from Viet- the west of the provincial capital. The 4th 
namese history. (Patch cour- Corps was formed on 20 July 19747 and 
tesy ARVN Ranger Web site, was comprised of the 7th and the 9th 
www.bdqvn.org) Infantry Divisions, along with supporting 

armor, staff, artillery, sapper, and rear ser- 
vices units. It was subordinate to the B-2 
Front, the main military command under 

the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN), the Politburo's southern 
arm. The B-2 Front controlled communist military operations through- 
out a vast stretch of South Vietnam, from the southern edge of the Cen- 
tral Highlands to the southernmost tip of the country, the Ca Mau 

peninsula in the Mekong Delta. 
Hoang Cam had served as a battalion commander during the Dien 

Bien Phu battle in 1954, and during the interwar years had commanded 
the 312th Division. In late December 1964, the PAVN High Command 
sent him south to join the B-2 Front. He arrived in South Vietnam in the 

spring of 1965 and was eventually assigned as the first commander of the 

squadron, the 5th. The 1st Troop had M-41 tanks, while the 2nd and 3rd had M-113s. 
Dao considered the 43rd, commanded by Colonel Le Xuan Hieu, his best unit. The 
18th's main base was at Long Binh, the huge logistics center. Dao kept his forward 
headquarters at Xuan Loc. 

7. Nguyen Quoc Dung, Phan Xuan, Ho Si Luong, Pham Xuan Truong, Le Van 
Chuong, The Mekong Group [Binh Doan Cuu Long] (Hanoi: People's Army Publish- 
ing House, 1989), 80. During the Route 14-Phuoc Long campaign, it was codenamed 
"Group 301." Hereafter referred to as Nguyen Quoc Dung et al., 4th Corps. 
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9th Division, formed on 2 September 1965 as the first division in the B- 
2 area. He assumed command of the 4th Corps in July 1974 on the day 
it was created.8 

Within months of its formation, the corps saw its first action while 
leading the assault that captured Phuoc Long province during early Jan- 
uary 1975. After the victory in Phuoc Long, the North Vietnamese mili- 
tary halted momentarily, preparing for their next attack and waiting to 
judge what the American reaction would be to the first loss of an entire 
province since the Paris Accords. The communists also used this respite 
to reinforce the battlefield in South Vietnam with fresh divisions. 

One unit ordered south was the 341st Division,9 then stationed in 
North Vietnam as part of the NVA Strategic Reserve. American intelli- 
gence had long stated that the movement south of any of these North 
Vietnam-based units was a strong signal that a General Offensive was 
imminent. On 25 January, Division Commander Tran Van Tran met with 
Senior General Vo Nguyen Giap, who assigned the division a new mis- 
sion: "Move south to join the B-2 Front and engage in combat operations. 
The Division will complete all preparations by 10 February, and by 15 
February the lead unit will begin its movement south."10 The division 
complied, and the first units sent to the southern battlefield were the 
273rd Regiment and the 14th Artillery Battalion, along with a number of 
division support troops and the command staff. More than five hundred 
trucks were mobilized to transport the unit down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, 
the main supply artery from North Vietnam to South Vietnam. 

8. Colonel General Hoang Cam and Nhat Tien, The Ten-Thousand Day Journey: 
A Memoir [Chang Duong Muoi Nghin Ngay: Hoi Ky] (Hanoi: People's Army Publishing 
House, 1995), 436. The authors wish to thank Mr. Robert Destatte for loaning us this 
and several other books from his vast library of PAVN publications. Hereafter referred 
to as Hoang Cam, A Memoir. 

9. The division was created in late 1972 from various units of communist Mili- 
tary Region 4. It was augmented by reserve elements from different provinces in the 
region. The 341st was composed of three infantry regiments, the 266th, 270th, and 
273rd. Like most PAVN divisions, the 341st's regiments each had three battalions of 
infantry, numbered consecutively from 1 to 9, moving from the lowest numbered reg- 
iment to the highest. It had an organic artillery regiment, antiaircraft battalion, and 
reconnaissance elements, along with the usual complement of rear service units. The 
B-2 Front's commander, Major General Tran Van Tra, notes that the B-2 Front needed 
to assign more experienced cadre and certain "technical reconnaissance units," to 
the division to bolster its combat capabilities, since it was so inexperienced. Once the 
341st arrived, Tra and COSVN called the unit the 1st Division, which some other his- 
tories mistake as a separate unit. Tran Van Tra, History of Bulwark B-2 Theatre, vol. 
5, Concluding the 30-Years War (Arlington, Va.: JPRS, 1982), 144. Translated in JPRS 
#82782. 

10. Nguyen Thanh Hong, Nguyen Phi Yen, and Nguyen Van Thang, The Lam 
River Division [Su Doan Song Lam] (Hanoi: People's Army Publishing House, 1984), 
36. Hereafter referred to as Nguyen Thanh Hong et al., 341st Division. 
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As the North Vietnamese prepared to commence their next attack, an 
assault against Ban Me Thuot City in the Central Highlands in March, 
COSVN was ordered to launch simultaneous strikes in western and eastern 
III Corps. These attacks were designed to support the main PAVN thrust in 
the Central Highlands by tying down ARVN forces in III Corps and secur- 
ing the terrain between the B-2 and the B-3 Front and Military Region (MR) 
5 to the coast.11 This would provide communist forces a secure base area 
from which to organize for a concentrated strike at Saigon. 

American intelligence soon noted the movements. Captured docu- 
ments and a defector from the NVA 7th Division12 revealed that on 18 
February a large reconnaissance party had been sent to scout the Tuc 
Trung/Dinh Quan area on Route 20.13 The mission returned in early 
March, by which time two 7th Division regiments, the 141st and 209th, 
had slipped close to Dinh Quan. Concurrently, the communist 6th Divi- 
sion,14 based in eastern Long Khanh province, would attack Regional 
Force outposts along Route 1 east of Xuan Loc into Binh Tuy province. 
The coordinated attacks by the two NVA divisions were designed to 
erode the South Vietnamese government's control in the province and to 

11. The communists divided all of Vietnam into Military Regions. In South Viet- 
nam the communists had another designation: Front. For example, the B-2 Front was 
comprised of Military Regions 6, 7, 8, and 9, which was an area stretching from the 
southern rim of the Central Highlands to the tip of South Vietnam. The B-3 Front was 
also known as the Western Highlands Front and covered the mountainous region in 
the interior of Central Vietnam. Officially, its attached units were not designated as 
3rd Corps until 27 March 1975. Military Region 5 covered the more populous coastal 
provinces of Central Vietnam. 

12. The 7th Division was comprised of the 141st, 165th, and 209th Regiments. 
13. Dinh Quan was a district capital of Long Khanh province located on Route 

20 northwest of Xuan Loc. Tuc Trung was an important village south of Dinh Quan on 
Route 20. 

14. According to Tran Van Tra, the 6th Division was created in August 1974 for 
Military Region 7 when "COSVN Military Headquarters decided to form one light divi- 
sion for each one of our military regions by combining the independent regiments, 
providing them with additional combat support elements, and organizing a division 
headquarters staff headed by a Deputy Military Region Commander who would serve 
concurrently as division commander. Military Region 7 had only two independent 
regiments, the 33rd and the 4th, which were combined to form the 6th Division 
(minus) commanded by Dang Ngoc Si." Tran Van Tra, Bulwark B-2, 84. At some 
point, the 4th was renamed the 274th. Since the 6th was a very short-lived division, 
no PAVN history has been written for it; therefore, we know little about the 6th's 
activities during the battle for Xuan Loc other than in general terms. The 6th's com- 
mander, Dang Ngoc Si, was part of the first unit of regrouped southerners, called 
Group B500, to travel south along the newly opened Ho Chi Minh Trail in December 
1959 all the way into Cochin China. Of the original twenty-seven men sent, nine were 
killed during the war. He eventually retired as a major general. See "A meeting of 
B500 in the City named for Our Uncle" [Cuoc Hop Mat B500 Giua Thanh Pho Mang 
Ten Bac], People's Army [Quan Doi Nhan Dan], 3 February 1995, 2. 
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seriously extend the 18th ARVN and prevent its deployment elsewhere 
in III Corps. 

As units of the 341st Division began arriving in South Vietnam in late 
February, the division was formally assigned to 4th Corps. COSVN imme- 
diately gave the 341st two missions: First, it attached the division's 273rd 
Regiment to the 9th Division, where the regiment fought a series of 
engagements along Route 13 in Binh Duong province, including the first 
battle in the 341st's history on 7 March.15 Second, COSVN ordered the 
341st to "Study the Route 20 area from the La Nga Bridge to the Dau Giay 
intersection [Dau Giay is the Vietnamese name for the junction of Route 
1 and Route 20] and Xuan Loc City. Make all necessary preparations to 
conduct a large-scale massed battle of annihilation when so ordered."16 
Based on these two geographically separate missions, the 341st division 
and regimental commanders went to the Route 20 sector to make their 
personal reconnaissance, leaving the 9th to control the 273rd.17 

On 5 March the 7th Division was ordered to clear Route 20 north of 
the town of Tuc Trung, with "the overrunning and capture of the Dinh 
Quan District Military Headquarters serving as the key opening battle."'8 
Located twenty kilometers north of Xuan Loc, the small town of Dinh 
Quan was an important point on the Route 20 defensive system. It sits 
between the smaller villages of Tuc Trung and Phuong Lam. South Viet- 
namese Regional Forces were entrenched in the district capital while the 
ARVN 2/43rd Battalion held supporting positions on the outskirts. The 
7th's mission was to destroy the existing ARVN forces and seize the town 
to prevent South Vietnamese forces in Lam Dong province and the city 
of Dalat from retreating south to Long Khanh. Once Dinh Quan was 
taken, the 7th would then simultaneously attack southwest to seize the 
critical bridge over the nearby La Nga River and try to capture Phuong 
Lam to the northeast. If successful, the 7th would then continue north- 
east and clear Route 20 all the way to Dalat. 

15. Many observers of the time erroneously claimed that the 341st first 
appeared in the battles for I Corps in mid-March 1975, a mistake often continued to 
this day. Moreover, when several prisoners from the 273rd Regiment were captured 
in the Chon Thanh fighting, they provided accurate Order of Battle (OB) information 
on the three regiments. U.S. intelligence, which possessed little hard reporting on the 
341st, was confused until the beginning of the Xuan Loc battle about the location, 
correct OB, and mission of the 341st. 

16. Nguyen Thanh Hong et al., 341st Division, 43. 
17. Communist Vietnamese military doctrine calls for the commander and his 

staff to make a personal reconnaissance of the battlefield beforehand, if possible. Divi- 
sion and higher element reconnaissance troops, along with intelligence and security 
forces, also make sketches and Order of Battle studies for the unit's use. 

18. Dang Van Hung and Vu Lam, 7th Division: A Record [Su Doan 7: Ky Su] 
(Hanoi: People's Army Publishing House, 1986), 266. Hereafter referred to as Dang 
Van Hung and Vu Lam, 7th Division. 
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On 17 March, the 7th Division struck Dinh Quan with the 141st Reg- 
iment. After two days of heavy fighting, the numerically superior PAVN 
finally grabbed the high ground overlooking the town from the 377th 
Regional Force Company. Reinforced by tanks, the 141st quickly struck 
into the city center toward the District Chiefs compound, finally over- 
running it after a massive volley of B-40 rockets. Despite stiff resistance 
by the provincials, the town fell on 18 March. Phuong Lam was captured 
on the same day. 

Outside Dinh Quan, the 2/43rd ARVN attempted to hold off the 
advancing North Vietnamese but was forced to retreat. The battalion 
retreated to Tran Mountain and dug in on the high ground overlooking 
the La Nga River Bridge. A Regional Force company also held this impor- 
tant river crossing. Following their plan, the NVA forces continued to 
push southwest along Route 20, and on 20 March, two NVA battalions 
from the 209th Regiment attacked Tran Mountain. The PAVN charged 
the 2/43rd positions several times, but were driven off. On the third 
assault, the 2/43rd commander, Major Nguyen Huu Che, used two 
105mm howitzers in direct fire support. The cannons fired two antiper- 
sonnel rounds at the massed enemy troops, killing several dozen and 
stopping the attack.19 

Despite the heavy enemy losses, by late in the afternoon Che's 
defense of the hill was becoming extremely difficult. As the PAVN troops 
again attacked, Major Che called in air support. Unfortunately, a Viet- 
namese Air Force (VNAF) F-5E mistakenly hit the battalion's position 
with its bombs, causing many ARVN casualties. Between the constant 
enemy attacks and the errant bombs, the 2/43rd had suffered over eighty 
casualties. Unable to reinforce the battalion, at midnight Dao ordered 
the unit to retreat back to Thi Mountain, a high point due west of Xuan 
Loc. After capturing Tran Mountain, the PAVN units swept down toward 
the bridge. Unable to hold off the advancing North Vietnamese, the RF 
commander, Major Lau Vinh Quay, called in an artillery strike directly 
on his position next to the bridge abutment. The artillery killed about a 
dozen NVA, but the bridge still fell to the North Vietnamese soldiers. 

Faced with the constant enemy attacks, with his 48th Regiment 
detached in Tay Ninh and his 52nd Regiment tied down holding Xuan 
Loc, Dao's best unit, the 43rd Regiment, was spread across a wide area 
trying to hold territory and protect important towns and villages against 
a numerically superior enemy able to take the initiative at any time. By 
the end of March, Dao had no choice but to pull back the other two bat- 
talions of the 43rd to defend Xuan Loc and cede much of the northern 
part of Long Khanh province to the North Vietnamese. 

19. Telephone interview with former 2/43rd Commander, Major Nguyen Huu 
Che, Warren, Michigan, 22 August 2001. 
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The NVA 6th Division timed its own land grab to coincide with the 
7th Division attack. Between 15 and 18 March, the 6th cleared a large 
section along Route 2, the road leading south out of Xuan Loc to Ba Ria. 
It then turned northeast, and by 28 March the 6th Division controlled a 
fifty-kilometer section of Route 1 east of Xuan Loc into Binh Tuy 
province. The division's efforts had cut the major artery from Saigon to 
Central Vietnam and isolated ARVN forces east of the 6th's blocking 
positions from retreating to Xuan Loc.20 In two weeks, the communist 
6th and 7th Divisions had succeeded in "expanding [PAVN] lines of com- 
munications so they could be used to move large numbers of troops and 
large quantities of supplies and technical equipment to the critical bat- 
tlefield of Eastern Cochin China."21 

By the third week of March, the rest of the NVA 341st Division 
arrived in B-2.22 In late March, the 4th Corps ordered the division's 
newly arrived regiments, the 266th and 270th, to take over the Dinh 
Quan area from 7th Division. Meanwhile, the 273rd Regiment was 
detached from the 9th Division and ordered to return to the 341st.23 The 
270th Regiment was assigned to defend the newly captured territory 
while the 266th prepared to attack Tuc Trung, a military base a mere 
four kilometers from Tran Mountain, and then continue south on Route 
20 and seize the next district town, Kiem Tan. 

Dao, of course, was well aware of the need to prevent the commu- 
nists from pushing further south on Route 20. On 28 March he sent the 
2/52nd Battalion and the 52nd's Recon Company to attack north on 
Route 20 to recapture the road from the La Nga Bridge to Phuong Lam. 
Using air strikes and artillery fire, the 2/52nd was partially successful 
and regained Tran Mountain. As the battalion slowly cleared both sides 
of Route 20, the ARVN ran straight into the deploying regiments of the 
341st at the base of the mountain, a section of road called the "C" curve. 
The battle, the 270th's first combat action, raged from early in the morn- 
ing of 29 March to late the next day. Although the NVA troops held their 
positions, the 2/52nd killed fifty enemy soldiers and captured several 
others. Unable to advance further, the ARVN battalion returned to Tuc 
Trung and dug in.24 

20. Tran Van Tra, Bulwark B-2, 148. 
21. Hoang Cam, A Memoir, 442. 
22. Nguyen Thanh Hong et al., 341st Division, 52. During February, "the divi- 

sion was urgently assigning 5,000 new recruits to its units and working to complete 
their training." Nguyen Thanh Hong et al., 341st Division, 37. The authors believe 
that the division was probably near full strength when it arrived, but the caliber of its 
troops was low. 

23. It is uncertain if the 273rd actually fought in the Xuan Loc battle. The 341st 
history does not mention this regiment participating in the battles. 

24. According to the 2/52nd Battalion Commander, Captain Huynh Van Ut, the 
local people of Kiem Tan, Catholics who had fled North Vietnam in 1954 and reset- 
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When the prisoners were interrogated, Dao was astonished to see 
how young they were. Apparently the NVA was scraping the bottom of 
the manpower barrel in North Vietnam. Many of the captured soldiers 
were barely sixteen years old, yet they were carrying the latest Soviet 
bloc weapons. When they revealed they were from the 341st, Dao knew 
it was only a matter of time before the PAVN attacked Xuan Loc. His sus- 
picions had been initially raised in February when the Regional Force 
outpost on Chua Chan Mountain surprised and killed a 4th Corps artillery 
survey team. Now, with the confirmation that three NVA divisions were 
in the area, Dao knew that the enemy would soon make a massive strike 
at Xuan Loc. He immediately began to organize his defenses. 

By the end of March, communist attacks and strategic and tactical 
errors by South Vietnamese civilian and military leaders had resulted in 
the loss of the entire northern half of South Vietnam along with 40 per- 
cent of ARVN's troops and equipment. Fleeing refugees and rampaging 
ARVN deserters turned Da Nang, the second largest city in Vietnam, into 
a nightmarish bedlam of chaos, looting, and destruction. With the fall of 
Hue on 25 March and Da Nang on 29 March, the battles at Dinh Quan, 
Tran Mountain, and the La Nga Bridge received little notice, but the 
fighting on Route 20 north and Route 1 east of Xuan Loc were in fact the 
opening round in the fight for Saigon. Given the continuing intense NVA 
pressure from western III Corps since mid-March, particularly in Tay 
Ninh province, the historic invasion route into Saigon, both the ARVN 
JGS and the U.S. Embassy remained obsessed with a possible commu- 
nist attack from that direction and devoted scant attention to the threat 
of a tank-led assault from the east. However, neither Dao nor his superi- 
ors knew that the PAVN commanders had made two decisions that pro- 
vided the South Vietnamese forces some much-needed breathing room. 

The initial planning sessions for the Winter-Spring Dry Season offen- 
sive called for the liberation of part of the Central Highlands. After the 
fall of Ban Me Thuot on 11 March 1975, the PAVN changed plans and 
divided the entire campaign into three blows, or phases: first the Central 
Highlands, then I Corps, then Saigon, which Giap referred to as the "pri- 
mary battlefield."25 During the assault on Ban Me Thuot, B-2 was ordered 
to launch attacks designed to tie down ARVN forces in III Corps, open 

tied in the area, presented two cows and two hundred thousand piasters to the men 
of the 2nd for stopping the NVA at the "C" Curve battle. Letter to the authors from 
Huynh Van Ut, 18 August 2001. 

25. General Vo Nguyen Giap, with Pham Chi Nhan, The General Headquarters 
During the Spring of Total Victory: A Memoir [Tong Hanh Dinh Trong Mua Xuan Toan 

Thang] (Hanoi: National Political Publishing House, 2000), 263. 
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lines of communication with the southern part of Central Vietnam, and 
then wait for advancing B-3 Front elements. Given the rapidly changing 
situation, however, on 19 March, PAVN 4th Corps Commander Hoang 
Cam sent an urgent message to COSVN. Cam recommended that instead 
of turning the 7th Division north to attack Lam Dong province, the divi- 
sion should continue advancing south on Route 20 and strike the Dau 
Giay intersection, Xuan Loc, and destroy the 18th ARVN: 

The enemy is now changing his strategic disposition of forces, aban- 
doning a number of locations and pulling back to hold Saigon and the 
coastal lowlands. In this situation, if we can quickly destroy another 
element of the puppet 18th Division and liberate the area from Dau 
Day [Dau Day is an alternative spelling of Dau Giay] to Tuc Trung we 
will create conditions that will enable us to liberate Xuan Loc. The 
most immediate effect will be to support our effort to liberate Hoai 
Duc and Route 2. Our first step would be to move 7th Division down 
to capture Suoi Rac [Rac Stream], besiege Kiem Tan [the already 
referred to district capital south of Dinh Quan on Route 20], and 
destroy 1st Battalion/43rd Regimental Task Force and 1st Troop/Sth 
Armored Regiment. When COSVN's 341st Division arrives it and Mil- 
itary Region 7's 6th Division will liberate the area from Dau Day to 
Kiem Tan, destroy additional elements of 18th Division, and liberate 
Xuan Loc. If we delay, the enemy will be able to move elements of 
his strategic reserves up to reinforce Xuan Loc. In that case we will 
not only have lost our opportunity, we will also have to leave forces 
behind to hold "C" [a section of Route 20 at the base of Tran Moun- 
tain] and the La Nga Bridge and defend our newly-liberated areas. If 
we expand our attack up to Lam Dong as currently planned, victory 
will be certain but we will not be able to open fire until 28 March at 
the earliest. If, on the other hand, we turn around and liberate Route 
20 down to Dau Day the enemy will have no hope of being able to 
clear the road. In that case Lam Dong will no longer be of any use to 
them, and they may voluntarily withdraw from Lam Dong as they 
have from other locations.26 

It was a bold move that might have produced spectacular results for 
the PAVN. The sudden appearance of an NVA division so close to the cap- 
ital might have sparked a panicky collapse. COSVN, however, denied 
Cam's request, ordering him to "continue to expand our line of commu- 
nications to the north in order to create springboard positions for the 
attack on Saigon in the Route 1 and Route 20 sectors north and east of 

Saigon."27 

26. Nguyen Quoc Dung et al., 4th Corps, 144. The quotation is from a cable sent 
at 2130 hours 19 March 1975 by 2nd Forward Headquarters 301st [4th Corps cover 
designation] to "R" [COSVN cover designation]. 

27. Hoang Cam, A Memoir, 460. 
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The refusal was particularly odd, since at the same time General 
Tran Van Tra was pressing Hanoi to allow him to conduct a similar 
maneuver: to attack Saigon now without waiting for other NVA forces to 
reinforce him. Although the High Command at first rejected his plan, 
Hanoi began to reconsider at Tra's continual urging. On the afternoon of 
29 March, Communist Party First Secretary Le Duan sent a message to 
Pham Hung, the Politburo member in charge of COSVN, telling him to 
take advantage of the chaotic situation resulting from the collapse of I 
and II Corps. The message said, "I strongly agree with you that at this 
time it is necessary to act very promptly, resolutely, and boldly .... 
While urgently and promptly carrying out the strategic decision that has 
been made, I want to stress an urgent requirement: . . . immediately ful- 
fill the mission of carrying out a strategic interdiction and encirclement, 
and cutting off Saigon."28 In fact, Duan noted, "we may consider that the 
campaign for Saigon has now begun."29 

Tra was jubilant that he could now attack Saigon directly without 
having to wait for additional NVA forces: "Brother Ba's message to 
COSVN affirmed that the situation would develop rapidly, and that it was 
necessary to step up our attacks and move closer to Saigon."30 Tra was 
told to use existing B-2 forces to attack Saigon and not wait for the 
arrival of any reinforcements from the Central Highlands. COSVN and 
the Regional Military Party Committee immediately met to formulate a 
course of action. They decided that B-2 would make a direct attack on 
the outlying defenses of Saigon in early April. Forces in the Mekong Delta 
would attempt to strike from the south, while the 4th Corps would 
"launch an immediate attack on Xuan Loc and annihilate the puppet 
18th Division and Cavalry Brigade, strong III Corps forces, and move up 
close to Bien Hoa."31 The attack from the east was considered the main 
thrust. 

Tra left COSVN and traveled in a camouflaged jeep to the MR-7 head- 
quarters located on the banks of the Dong Nai River. On the morning of 
1 April, he met with the MR-7 Party Secretary and the senior leadership 
of the region. Later in the afternoon, Hoang Cam and Tran Van Tran 
arrived. Tra explained to them the overall situation in South Vietnam. He 
then got to the heart of the meeting: he had received a cable from the 
High Command explaining that he was to take the initiative and not wait 
for reinforcements.32 Tra then outlined the decisions of the Regional 

28. Tran Van Tra, Bulwark B-2, 153. 
29. Vo Nguyen Giap, The General Headquarters, 261. 
30. Tran Van Tra, Bulwark B-2, 154. "Ba" was the cover name for Le Duan. 
31. Ibid. 
32. Hoang Cam, A Memoir, 446. Cam states that during Tra's visit "discussions 

and exchanges became rather heated." He noted that in the past, "sometimes we 

argued when he gave me my mission orders." Cam then asks a rhetorical question, 
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Party Committee and the attack plan.33 Cam was given his new mis- 
sion-take Xuan Loc and then move to seize Bien Hoa airbase on the 
outskirts of Saigon. MR-7's 6th Division, with its two regiments, would be 
attached to the 4th Corps. The MR-7 commander and political commis- 
sar would join the corps headquarters to assist them in planning. Cam 
asked Tra to delay the assault until 9 April to give him time to plan and 
adjust his forces, to which Tra agreed.34 

Tra left on the afternoon of 3 April and returned to COSVN to meet 
with General Van Tien Dung, who had arrived the day before with the 
"entire forward headquarters of the High Command-code-named 
A75."35 When Tra arrived, a new message from Le Duan awaited him: "to 
meet our time-table [the Politburo wanted to conquer Saigon before the 
rainy season in May], beginning immediately it is necessary to draft a 
bold plan of action with the existing forces on the eastern Nam Bo bat- 
tlefield [B-2].... The Military Commission ... has decided to rapidly 
shift the forces of 3rd Corps ... southward from the B-3 theater, and has 
ordered the reserve corps [1st Corps, currently in North Vietnam] to 
move south."36 Giap also sent a message, outlining his attack concept: 
"The eastern prong, made up of the divisions now on the spot (we should 
avoid upsetting, time-losing troop movements), augmented by the nec- 
essary forces . .. must first of all annihilate the 18th Division, take Xuan 
Loc, and move up close to Bien Hoa airbase as soon as possible."37 Fur- 
ther, Giap "recommended that we quickly develop a battle plan to strate- 
gically encircle Saigon-Gia Dinh from the east and west and use a 

"Why couldn't we wait for the High Command's Main Force units to arrive to support 
the attack and ensure victory?" However, Cam also notes a cable sent from Giap on 
1 April that states they "must immediately use the forces at [our] disposal to take 
timely action, without waiting to mass all our forces before making a move." Clearly 
then, there was a difference of opinion: on the one side, Duan, Giap, and Tra wanted 
to strike Saigon quickly, while Dung and others, including Cam, wanted to mass their 
forces and then attack the capital in one massive strike. Tra quotes the same message: 
Tran Van Tra, Bulwark B-2, 159. 

33. It is not clear whether at this meeting Cam's request of 19 March to allow 
the 7th to continue attacking south on Route 20 was discussed. Tra never specifically 
mentions Cam's appeal, but does spend several paragraphs explaining his rationale for 
declining to approve the early attack on Xuan Loc, mainly, he states, because of the 
lack of artillery ammunition and the need to expand the captured area on Route 20 
north toward Dalat. Cam says he thought about bringing up the subject, but decided 
against it. He felt close to Tra, having worked with him for ten years, and he believed 
that as a subordinate receiving attack orders from his superior, it would have been 
improper to question his boss on a matter already long decided. Tran Van Tra, Bul- 
wark B-2, 156; Hoang Cam, A Memoir, 446-47. 

34. Cam notes that at the time he felt it was too late to attack Xuan Loc. 
35. Tran Van Tra, Bulwark B-2, 158. 
36. Ibid., 159. 
37. Ibid., 160. 
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powerful main-force fist to make a surprise deep strike aimed at destroy- 
ing the enemy."38 Giap further declared, "The enemy knows that we 
must attack Saigon, but he believes it will take us one or two months to 
prepare such an attack .... For this reason, at present the achievement 
of surprise is now a question of timing.... That is the meaning of the 
Politburo's declaration that the decisive battle of Saigon has now 
begun."39 

Cam and the others returned late on 3 April to the combined corps 
headquarters, now located southeast of the La Nga Bridge. He immedi- 
ately ordered the 7th Division, which was advancing north on Route 20 
toward Dalat, to turn around and head south. The NVA 812th Regiment 
from MR-6 would take the resort city by itself.40 While Cam claims his 
subordinates mulled over all possible strategies for attacking Xuan Loc, 
given Tra's probable pressure to move rapidly, and with only five days 
before the opening barrage, Cam and his unit commanders made the 
only tactical decision possible: a frontal assault on the provincial capital. 
Cam saw this as the quickest means of grabbing the city and the impor- 
tant road junction of Dau Giay. The 4th Corps commander, however, was 
concerned about the condition of the 7th Division-which had been 
worn down by continuous fighting-since it would fill the role of his "pri- 
mary attack unit."41 

The local Xuan Loc Party Chapter was consulted "to gain a better 
understanding of the enemy situation, our own situation, and to coordi- 
nate our attack with popular uprisings."42 Cam further notes that "the 
Party Chapter had prepared the way for us, providing us with the neces- 
sary support and the necessary locations to allow us to observe our tar- 
gets at a time when we did not have the time to conduct a full, 
systematic, step-by-step reconnaissance program. This was a practical 
contribution which gave us great comfort as we prepared for battle."43 

38. Vo Nguyen Giap, The General Headquarters, 263. 
39. Ibid., 266. 
40. During the attack on Xuan Loc, the 812th was believed by both ARVN and 

U.S. intelligence to be operating with the 6th Division. The authors could find no evi- 
dence of this. 

41. Hoang Cam, A Memoir, 447. Translator's note-don vi chu cong. Since their 
Viet Minh days, Vietnamese communists units had traditionally selected one of their 
subunits (a platoon in a company, a company in battalion, etc.,) to serve as the "pri- 
mary attack unit." This subunit would always be given the best weapons and the best 
troops, would receive priority in resupply, and would virtually always be assigned the 
most important role in any attack. The 9th Division held that distinction in the 4th 
Corps, but with its detachment, the 7th was the next logical choice. However, the 7th 
had also conducted the bulk of the fighting since mid-March and had sustained heavy 
losses. 

42. Hoang Cam, A Memoir, 448. 
43. Ibid., 450. 
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The 7th was too far away to conduct any recon of the area. However, 
since the 341st was close by, it took advantage of the "necessary sup- 
port" provided by the Local Forces44 to launch a complete analysis of its 
attack area. The division commander and his deputy, the regimental 
commanders, and a full complement of staff officers crossed the La Nga 
River to meet with local area party and military officials and discuss the 
terrain and possible scenarios they might encounter during the offen- 
sive. They agreed that local guerrillas would act as guides for the assault 
units, and a local force company would attempt to spark a popular upris- 
ing and would be responsible for the detention of captured soldiers. 
Moreover, 

After the conference the cadre group were guided by our reconnais- 
sance cells right up to the perimeter wire surrounding the city. Local 
armed forces selected teams to guide division and regimental recon- 
naissance personnel into the various military positions within the 
city.... Division Chief of Reconnaissance Le Anh Thien walked right 
up to the residence of the enemy Province Chief Nguyen [sic] Van 
Phuc.45 The reconnaissance forces laid out the locations of the attack 
targets, the specific points where the enemy perimeter would be 
breached, and determined the layout of perimeter wires, fences, and 
obstacles.... On 5 April our cadre reconnaissance group made its 
final reconnaissance through the enemy perimeter wire. The enemy 
continued normal activities within the city, proving that he still 
knew nothing about our operations. The enemy did not suspect that 
for almost a week our reconnaissance soldiers had been concealing 
themselves on the ground making observations and marking our tar- 
gets.46 

After conducting its recon of the northwest approaches to Xuan Loc 
and the city environs, on 6 April the 341st senior staff met to approve 
the attack plan and forward it to 4th Corps for approval. Corps agreed, 
and the following missions were assigned: 266th Regiment would attack 
the assigned targets within the city, while the 270th Regiment would 

44. The extent of the support and the number of attacks carried out by Xuan 
Loc Local Forces have been ignored by the communist writers. The authors are 
uncertain if this reflects little effort on the part of the Local Forces or if they were dis- 
regarded during the typical North Vietnamese rewrite of southern contributions after 
the war. In all the communist histories, only a handful of references concern the 
assistance of these forces. 

45. His correct name is Pham Van Phuc. A Ranger officer, he assumed command 
of the province on 1 April from Colonel Le Anh Nguyet. He attempted to restore the 
morale of Long Khanh Regional Forces, which according to Dao, was low as the 
province "had not taken care of them." He succeeded, as the provincials fought well 
during the battle. See "Pham Van Phuc takes over as Long Khanh Province Chief," 
FBIS Asia and Pacific, 3 April 1975, p. L10. 

46. Nguyen Thanh Hong et al., 341st Division, 58-59. 
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strike Gia Tan (a part of Kiem Tan) and Thi Mountain, which housed an 
ARVN artillery battalion, a communications center, and the 2/43rd. The 
55th Artillery Regiment would provide direct and indirect fires, and the 
12th AAA Battalion would provide air defense. 

The 6th Division, with its two regiments, the 33rd and the 274th, 
would circle south of the city and attack the Dau Giay road junction and 
several key points along Route 1 west of Xuan Loc between the city and 
the town of Hung Nghia. The 7th Division was assigned the primary role 
in the assault. On the night of 7 April the division arrived at its assem- 
bly areas. Initially its orders were to destroy the 48th ARVN Regiment 
and liberate the Route 1 and Route 2 intersection at Tan Phong south of 
Xuan Loc. As the 7th's staff began planning, they were suddenly ordered 
to change strategy. The division was to "liberate" the city first and only 
then focus on destroying the 18th. With less than one day to develop the 
new attack plan, the 7th decided 

the 165th would lead the primary attack against the 18th Division's 
rear base and command post in the northeastern part of the city 
[and the 52nd's base camp]. 5th Battalion, the main attack element, 
would penetrate the enemy line in the southeast, and 6th Battalion, 
the secondary attack element, would assault from the south-south- 
east. 4th Battalion would be stationed behind 5th Battalion as a 
reserve force. The 209th Regiment would liberate Route 1 from Suoi 
Cat [a small village about eight kilometers east of the town] to the 
Tan Phong Intersection, attack up from the south into the city, and 
stand ready to attack enemy . . . reinforcements. The 141st Regi- 
ment would serve as a reserve force for both sectors: for the attack 
on the city and for the battle against enemy reinforcements.47 

The 4th Corps shifted its main headquarters to a position northeast 
of Xuan Loc. The corps coordinated artillery fire for all elements and 
established supply routes to its three main assault units. On 7 April, the 
PAVN Command's Forward Headquarters and the COSVN Party and Mil- 
itary Affairs Committees met and approved the final plan for the assault 
on the Saigon front.48 The "conference carefully reviewed and discussed 
the situation in B-2, and . . . digested the instructions of the Politburo 
and the Central Military Party Committee and discussed measures ... to 
create a strategic opportunity for our forces ... to make a rapid, daring 
attack straight into Saigon in coordination with internal attacks by 

47. Dang Van Hung and Vu Lam, 7th Division, 290. 
48. Senior Colonel Pham Dinh, Senior Colonel Hoang Co Quang, Senior Colonel 

Nguyen Due Thong, Senior Colonel Ho Huu Vinh, Colonel Nguyen Quoc Dung, Lieu- 
tenant General Hoang Phung, History of the People's Army of Vietnam, vol. 2 [Lich 
Su Quan Doi Nhan Dan Viet Nam, Tap II] (Hanoi: People's Army Publishing House, 
1994), 547. 
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sappers and commandos ... to achieve a favorable offensive posture for 
us to carry out our plan of liberating Saigon using main-force units."49 

The attack was to be carried out in two phases. The first phase 
"involved attacks to strategically cut off, isolate, and surround the 
enemy ... If the situation was favorable and the enemy began to disin- 
tegrate ... If our forces could cut Route 4 and destroy the 18th Division 
. . .then we would launch our assault on Saigon immediately without 
waiting for additional forces."50 "H" hour was set for 0530 9 April. If the 
PAVN assault on Xuan Loc produced another precipitous ARVN retreat, 
nothing would stand between the 4th Corps and Saigon except a few 
Ranger units, local police, and two airborne brigades. There would be 
chaos in the city, and the thousands of Americans and their South Viet- 
namese allies, employees, and friends could not be evacuated without 
the use of American troops and airpower. 

While the communists were developing their plans, Brigadier Gen- 
eral Le Minh Dao was busy organizing his defenses. First, he closely 
examined the terrain around the city. Xuan Loc sits nestled amidst 
numerous banana and rubber plantations and lies at the base of the 
southern end of the Annamite Mountains that march from the Chinese 
border toward the sea, forming the backbone of the Indochinese penin- 
sula. The hilly terrain to the west of the city is covered by thick forest 
and is criss-crossed by several small rivers and streams, while to the east 
the land is more open, although dominated by Chua Chan Mountain. 

Although Dao had over a full week to prepare for the expected com- 
munist attack, his forces defending the city were stretched thin. Two of 
his three regiments were outside the city: the 52nd was guarding the 
Route 20 area, while the 48th was in Tay Ninh. In early April 1975, he 
only had the 43rd, rear base personnel, part of his armor, and the divi- 
sion Recon Company holding the town, although four Regional Force 
units under the command of Colonel Pham Van Phuc helped secure the 
northern section of Xuan Loc and the area around the province sector 
headquarters. However, this left Dao's rear, the area south of the city, 
wide open, the exact place the 7th Division wanted to strike. Dao knew 
he would need his full division to halt the communist attack. Dao saw his 
chance on 3 April, when Lieutenant General Nguyen Van Toan, the com- 
mander of the ARVN III Corps, came to visit him. During a briefing on 
his preparations, Dao asked Toan to return the 48th. Toan was reluctant, 

49. Senior Colonel Nguyen Viet Ta, The Resistance War in Eastern Cochin 
China, vol. 2 [Mien Dong Nam Bo Khang Chien, Tap II] (Hanoi: People's Army Pub- 
lishing House, 1993), 563. 

50. Vo Nguyen Giap, The General Headquarters, 279. 
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but Dao persisted, telling Toan that if III Corps expected the 18th to hold 
Xuan Loc, he needed to make sure his rear was secure. To convince 
Toan, he told him a small lie: that he intended to use the 48th to clear 
Route 1 east and to retake Chua Chan Mountain. Eventually, Toan 
agreed to return the 48th from Tay Ninh, but he ordered Dao to send the 
2/48th to the coastal city of Ham Tan to provide security for the hordes 
of refugees pouring in from II Corps. 

Toan returned the 48th on 5 April. On 7 April, Dao sent the regiment 
to clear the road to Suoi Cat, but no further. Leaving the 3/48th in the 
area, he pulled the 1/48th back to hold the Tan Phong intersection south 
of the city and to act as his general reserve, along with the 1st and 2nd 
troops of the 5th Cavalry Squadron, his organic armored unit. Aware of 
the disasters in I and II Corps when entire units collapsed as soldiers 
deserted to run home to rescue their wives and children, Dao moved his 
rear service units, hospital staff, and as many of the families of his sol- 
diers and local civilians as he could back to Long Binh, the huge logistics 
facility near Bien Hoa. The remaining civilians would stay in bunkers 
near the house of the province chief. 

More importantly, Dao moved his soldiers defending the city to the 
outskirts, hoping the enemy forces would concentrate their artillery bar- 
rage on the city center. He armed his recon company, commanded by a 
"very aggressive Captain," with .50 caliber machine guns and stationed 
them in the Hoa Binh High School on the northwest edge of town. Dao 
also created three separate command posts: the first was his house in the 
city, the second was at Tan Phong, and the third was in a lichee orchard 
just to the east of Tan Phong and north of Route 1. As his soldiers dug in, 
Dao continued studying the terrain, attempting to divine the PAVN 
attack plan. He soon realized that the communists would undoubtedly 
employ the same routes of advance they used when they attacked Xuan 
Loc during the 1968 Tet offensive, with some modifications based on 
current forces. He was correct in his appraisal. 

Therefore, Dao laid a trap for them. He called it the "meat grinder." 
He created a kill zone by positioning his artillery, comprised of thirty-six 
guns (twenty-four 105mms and twelve 155mms), in a triangle on the 
western side of the town. He put ten guns with the 2/43rd on Thi Moun- 
tain, leaving two 105s with the rest of the 43rd Regiment outside the city. 
Dao also placed twelve guns from the 48th Regiment just west of Tan 
Phong, and left the subordinate artillery battalion of the 52nd with them 
at Nguyen Thai Hoc. Each of these positions contained four 155s with 
eight 105s. Colonel Phuc's men had another two 105s defending their 
sector inside the town. Additionally, several days before the battle, III 
Corps sent Dao two self-propelled 175mms, which he kept near his alter- 
nate headquarters at Tan Phong. Most importantly, Dao's artillery chief, 
Colonel Ngo Van Hung, was instrumental in organizing the division's 
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"Fighting Is an Art" 

artillery preparations. Hung ordered a bulldozer to dig revetments 
to protect the guns and bunkers to pull back into after they fired. He 
personally registered all the howitzers. Dao expanded the existing sys- 
tem of bunkers and trenches not only for his artillery, but for the city 
defenders as well. He wanted to render the NVA counterbattery fire inef- 
fective. His efforts ultimately were very successful, and he later 
remarked, "Their artillery could never find us." However, because of the 
drastic reductions in American military assistance made by the U.S. 
Congress in the 1974-75 budgets, ARVN stockpiles of fuel, weapons, and 
ammunition, especially artillery shells, were desperately low. Believing 
the NVA would soon attack Xuan Loc, Dao implemented two programs. 

First, he began carefully stockpiling artillery ammunition. Since Feb- 
ruary, Dao had reduced his daily artillery expenditure by 20 percent. 
Second, he formed a reconnaissance assault platoon in each of his line 
battalions to assist in "finding the enemy." Despite the active reconnais- 
sance efforts of the 341st, Dao was not passive in the face of the 
increased communist patrolling. He used the reconnaissance platoons to 
sweep the areas around Xuan Loc. On 6 April, the reconnaissance pla- 
toon from the 2/43rd ambushed and wiped out elements of an enemy 
recon team on Ghost Hill, the major high point northwest of Xuan Loc. 
His troops then occupied other hills to prevent the communists from 
returning and using them as observation posts. 

At noon on 6 April, Dao was alerted that an ARVN Ranger unit, the 
82nd Border Ranger Battalion stationed in II Corps, had just arrived 
from its base in Quang Duc province after a harrowing escape through 
communist territory. Under the command of Major Vuong Mong Long, 
the battalion had walked many miles through the jungle to the town of 
Bao Loc in Lam Dong province.51 Long managed to get most of his bat- 
talion and almost five hundred civilians out of the jungle alive. General 
Toan quickly sent a representative from the Ranger Command to coor- 
dinate helicopters to pick up the exhausted survivors. The 82nd Rangers 
were ferried to Xuan Loc, where Dao gave them food and ammunition, 
laagered them at the local airfield, and put them under the nominal con- 
trol of the 43rd Regiment. Toan told Dao that on the morning of 9 April, 
the 82nd was to be shipped out to Saigon for reconstitution. Little did 

51. The 82nd, along with the 63rd and 81st Border Ranger Battalions, was part 
of the 24th Ranger Group. During the Ban Me Thuot battle, the 82nd was located at 
Kien Duc in Quang Duc province. After the loss of the city, the 24th Ranger Group 
was ordered to retreat on foot toward the coastal provinces and attempt to make con- 
tact with II Corps Headquarters. Picking their way through enemy-controlled terri- 
tory, stealing food from communist caches, the Rangers made a twenty-day march 
until they finally reached friendly territory. Major Long was one of the most famous 
Ranger commanders. His unit fought off a large portion of the PAVN 320th Division 
during a 1974 attack against their base camp at Plei Me. See Hieu D. Vu, A.R.VN. 
Ranger: Biet Dong Quan (Carrollton, Md.: Self-published, 1996), 94. 
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the Rangers know they had walked out of the frying pan and into the 
proverbial fire. 

On the evening of 8 April, Dao received an urgent message from III 
Corps Headquarters. The Deputy Corps Commander, Major General 
Nguyen Van Hieu, had been found dead in his office with an apparently 
self-inflicted gunshot wound. Dao considered Hieu a good staff officer 
and a friend, so Dao took his helicopter and returned to the corps head- 
quarters at Bien Hoa. He also used the opportunity to circle Xuan Loc 
several times and inspect his defensive positions, especially the open 
ground to the east of the province capital. After various discussions at 
corps headquarters, Dao flew to Long Binh to coordinate resupply with 
the logistics chief of III Corps. He decided to remain overnight at Long 
Binh. 

As night fell on 8 April, Dao's forces were arrayed in the following 
manner. The 52nd Regiment had been pulled back to defend the vital 
road intersection at Dau Giay. The 1/52nd was just south of Dau Giay, 
while the 2/52nd, the regimental headquarters, the artillery, and the M- 
113s of the 3/5 Cav were just north of the road junction. Dao's most 
northern element, the 3/52nd, defended the high ground along Route 20 
and had one company on top of Horseshoe Hill, a small hill on the east- 
ern side of Route 20 near Ghost Mountain.52 Moving east, the 2/43rd held 
the area around Thi Mountain while the 18th Division Recon Company 
was holding the high school on the northwest approach to town, with 
two Regional Force units, the 340th and the 342nd, on the right flank. 
This left a worrisome gap in the lines between the 52nd and the town, 
which Dao could cover only by artillery. The 1st and 3rd Battalions of the 
43rd held the eastern approaches to the city. The 1/48th and the other 
two troops of the 5th Cav were held in reserve, while the 2/48th was 
detached for guard duty at Ham Tan. The 3/48th was positioned astride 
Route 1 leading east out of the city. The 82nd Border Rangers were hold- 
ing the Xuan Loc airfield. Two other RF units, the 353rd and the 367th, 
occupied positions inside the town. 

During the morning hours of 9 April the PAVN attack elements moved 
into position. The 6th Division crossed Route 2 south of Xuan Loc unde- 
tected and moved rapidly through the rubber plantation north toward 
Route 1. The 7th and 341st Divisions moved up close to the ARVN 
perimeter wire. By 0500 hours, all elements reported to 4th Corps that 
they were in their assigned assault positions. The NVA artillery completed 
sighting in their guns and waited for the order to commence firing. 

52. Y. Yen, "The Battle for Horseshoe Hill," Saigon Post, n.d. Y. Yen is an alias 
for Phan Tan My, the 3/52nd Battalion Commander. He wrote the article for Dao to 
outline the events of the battle. The Saigon Post is a now-defunct refugee newspaper 
from Orange County, California. 
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In the 341st sector, ten minutes before the scheduled opening bar- 
rage, artillery observers noticed that the overnight fog had not ade- 
quately lifted, and they requested a ten-minute postponement. The 4th 
Corps approved the delay. At 0540 hours, 4th Corps radioed the signal, 
and with an ear-shattering roar, the corps and divisional artillery opened 
fire simultaneously.53 The battle for Xuan Loc had begun. 

For an hour the NVA batteries rained artillery shells, mortars, and 
rockets on the city. They hammered the city center and pounded many 
buildings into rubble. However, despite the prior reconnaissance of the 
18th's defenses, the communists had failed to spot the movement of the 
43rd and the RF forces to the outskirts. Most of the NVA shells struck 
civilian targets in the town, leaving ARVN forces sitting unscathed in 
their bunkers and trenches. Between two and three thousand rounds 
were poured onto the exposed city.54 Then, at 0640, two red flares 
flashed into the early morning sky. The signal for the infantry and tanks 
to advance had been given, and the cadre and peasant soldiers of the 
341st and 7th began to close with the waiting troops of the 18th. 

As soon as the first rounds struck at 0540, Dao's chief of staff tele- 
phoned him in Long Binh. The chief reported that the headquarters per- 
sonnel were okay, but that Dao's house, Command Post 1, had been hit 
and damaged. Dao ordered his chief to move the division headquarters 
to Command Post 2 at Tan Phong. Dao immediately took off in his heli- 
copter and flew to the battle. While en route, Dao radioed each of his reg- 
imental commanders for his assessment of the situation.55 Each stated 
he was fine. Dao told them to wait for his arrival and to prepare to 
receive orders. 

In the eastern sector, the 165th Regiment led the onslaught. Eight 
tanks soon joined them, the only armor assigned to the 7th Division.56 

53. The PAVN histories all claim that the opening rounds destroyed the com- 
munications net for the 18th and knocked down the antenna on Thi Mountain. Both 
Che and Dao deny this, and Dao states that communications with his units remained 
good throughout the battle. 

54. Accounts as to how many shells were fired during the opening barrage list 
either two or three thousand. 

55. In a paper written for General Dao by Colonel Hua Yen Len, his former chief 
of staff for operations, Len lists the regimental commanders as Colonel Le Xuan Hieu 
of the 43rd, Lieutenant Colonel Tran Minh Cong of the 48th, and Colonel Ngo Ky 
Dung of the 52nd. Lieutenant Colonel Tran Van No commanded the 5th Cavalry. See 
Colonel Hua Yen Len, "The Line of Steel At Xuan Loc (Long Khanh): 12 Days and 
Nights of Ferocious Combat Against the North Vietnamese Communists (8-20 April 
1975)" (unpublished paper, Seattle, 5 February 1998), 4. 

56. While all the communist histories state that the 7th attacked the first day 
with only eight tanks, Dao claims that an entire tank regiment was deployed at Xuan 
Loc. Contemporaneous battlefield reports from South Vietnamese sources, no doubt 
based on reporting from Dao's command, claim many more PAVN tanks were 
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Believing the South Vietnamese troops would run as soon as the artillery 
barrage lifted, the North Vietnamese soldiers confidently pressed for- 
ward. Instead, the men of the 18th ARVN held fast. The eastern side of 
the town was fairly open ground, and Dao had prepared for a combined 
tank and infantry attack by constructing strong defensive works. The 
assault elements of the 7th would have to move uphill across open fields, 
penetrate eight barbed-wire barriers, navigate several minefields, and 
scale an earthen berm before finally reaching the ARVN trench lines. 

The 165th's first infantry attack quickly bogged down. The lead T-54 
hit an antitank mine, blowing off its left track and leaving it helpless.57 
The ARVN artillery immediately opened fire, and as dawn broke, VNAF 
A-37s and F5Es began making air strikes against the exposed PAVN 
troops. As the tanks pressed forward, the NVA mounted a second charge, 
but the soldiers of the 43rd had another surprise waiting for them-2.75- 
inch rockets mounted on bipods and fired using simple electrical batter- 
ies.58 Between the air strikes and the 2.75 rockets, the ARVN knocked 
out four enemy tanks and stopped the 165th's attack dead in its tracks. 
The 209th, assigned to clear Route 1 from the east into town, ran into 
the 82nd Ranger Battalion at the airfield. The 82nd fought two battalions 

destroyed than the North Vietnamese even admit were in the conflict. There is no 
doubt that the 4th Corps possessed an armored regiment. Page 128 of the 4th Corps 
history notes that in early March, COSVN assigned to the corps two tank battalions, 
the 21st and the 22nd, and also a new tank battalion that had recently arrived from 
North Vietnam. The 4th Corps then formed the 26th Armored Regiment with these 
three battalions. Moreover, on p. 144, the history states that after the denial of Hoang 
Cam's request for the 7th to continue south instead of turning north, COSVN decided 
"to ensure that 7th Division was able to move quickly and fulfill its assignment, [and] 
COSVN Military Headquarters reinforced 7th Division with one tank-armored battal- 
ion and eighty trucks." However, the corps history never mentions the 26th Tank Reg- 
iment in the battle for Xuan Loc, although it does obliquely state that "all armor was 
assigned to the battle." A prisoner captured the first day from the 25th Engineer Bat- 
talion of the 7th Division claimed the 7th had twenty tanks. While it appears that the 
7th's tank battalion was used on the first day, the remainder are unaccounted for, 
since neither the 6th nor the 341st had any tanks. Both sides agree that four tanks 
were destroyed the first day, although Dao claims they destroyed ten. Moreover, 
unlike the rest of the PAVN attacks in South Vietnam that stressed combined arms 
operations, it appears that Cam was using his armor as simple infantry support, 
instead of massing it. See Nguyen Quoc Dung et al., 4th Corps, 128, 144; Dang Van 
Hung and Vu Lam, 7th Division, 293; FBIS reporting of Saigon military spokesman 
Lieutenant Colonel Le Trung Hien, "Communists Completely Routed from Xuan 
Loc," FBIS Asia and Pacific, 10 April 1975, p. L2. 

57. Letter to the author from Major Do Trung Chu, commander of the 1/43rd, 
Cabramatta, Australia, 23 March 2002. 

58. The PAVN leaders considered this new innovation so effective that they later 
used it against Khmer Rouge forces. 
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of the 209th to a standstill and inflicted heavy casualties on them.59 The 
3/48th pulled back to defend the division command post at Tan Phong. 

Cam's main assault force was pinned down. As the History of the Peo- 
ple's Army notes, "none of the assault waves mounted by the division 
against the headquarters base of the puppet 18th Division and the rear 
headquarters of the 52nd Regiment were successful. Our troops struggled 
with the enemy for control of each section of trench, every house, every 
city block."60 The attacks had been stopped cold not only by VNAF air 
strikes, artillery, and infantry, but also by Dao's assignment of every single 
soldier in the division to a defensive position. As he explains, "All my men 
fought. Even the rear staff officers and base camp personnel dug defensive 
positions. Plus, many of the invalid men who were to be demobilized or 
had been previously wounded, were given weapons and defensive posi- 
tions. These men also fought well and killed many of the enemy soldiers." 

The 341st Division initially fared better on the western side of town. 
Operating in less open terrain and having spent time reconnoitering 
routes into the city, the three battalions of the 266th Regiment quickly 
penetrated the first five barbed-wire fence lines near the high school and 
"Hog curve," where Route 1 makes a broad turn into the city. The divi- 
sion commander personally accompanied the 266th during the attack. 
However, ARVN artillery soon started hammering the NVA soldiers, 
while a C-119 gunship laid a stream of tracers along the breach. The 
recon company in the high school ripped the green NVA troops apart 
with heavy machinegun fire. The inexperienced soldiers of the 266th 
tried to open a second breach point to the east and ran straight into the 
two RF units, the 340th and the 342nd, which also held their ground. 
Finally, after suffering extremely heavy casualties, elements of the 5th 
and 7th Battalions of the 266th managed to bypass the high school and 
infiltrate about three hundred meters into the town, where they occu- 
pied positions near the market square, the church, the bus station, and 
province sector headquarters. 

The 341st Division history claims that by 0740 its troops had cap- 
tured several important buildings in the city, including the parking lot 

59. Dao in particular singled out the 82nd commander as being "very aggres- 
sive," and stated that his troops fought "splendidly" despite having just walked out of 
the jungle. 

60. Pham Dinh et al., History of the People's Army, 548. For readers of Viet- 
namese communist histories, with their usual relentless exhortations of resounding 
victories over the weak puppets, this is a major admission of the difficulties the 7th 
faced on the eastern flank. The authors believe that there are two reasons the 7th suf- 
fered fewer losses as opposed to the far heavier ones incurred by the 341st. First, the 
7th's line battalions were not at full strength. Second, the far more experienced troops 
of the 7th probably took one look at the defenses they were up against and decided 
to exercise discretion in their attacks. 
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near the church, the province chiefs house, and the market place in the 
city center, but that the ARVN still held most of the city.61 Despite the 
enemy penetrations, from Dao's perspective his recon company had 
stopped an entire PAVN regiment. Further out to the west, the 270th 
Regiment hit Thi Mountain and Gia Tan, but these assaults were also dri- 
ven back. Like the rest of the 18th, the 2/43rd put up tremendous resis- 
tance on Thi Mountain. Soon, the 270th also retreated, leaving dozens of 
dead and wounded on the battlefield. This attack had also failed. 

Wasting no time, at 1100 hours Dao launched a counterattack on the 
outside of town with his reserve force, the 1/48th and the armor from the 
5th Cav. The 1/48th quickly advanced, but the 341st Division ordered a 
battalion of the 270th Regiment to attack the flank of the South Viet- 
namese. The unit that assaulted Thi Mountain was diverted to help stop the 
1/48th's counterattack, which prevented the ARVN from completely encir- 
cling the North Vietnamese. Still, the ARVN artillery, in combination with 
very effective VNAF strikes, repeatedly found the PAVN concentrations and 
poured shellfire and bombs into the North Vietnamese positions.62 

Inside Xuan Loc, Dao moved to clean out the North Vietnamese ele- 
ments that had managed to break through into the city. The 1/43rd and 
Colonel Phuc's two RF units holding the province sector headquarters, 
backed by pinpoint air strikes, recaptured most of the enemy-held posi- 
tions. While some soldiers of the 266th managed to cling to a few build- 
ings, at the end of the first day, the 341st Division had taken very heavy 
casualties, close to six hundred men dead and wounded.63 

Of the three PAVN divisions, the 6th was the most successful 
because it faced the least opposition. The 274th Regiment of the 6th 
Division attacked RF positions along Route 1 west of Xuan Loc, captur- 
ing the village of Tran Hung Dao, occupying the colorfully named Mother 
Holding Baby Pass, and blocking Route 1 between Xuan Loc and the Dau 
Giay intersection. The 33rd Regiment attacked the hamlets of Hung 
Nghia and Hung Loc on the western side of Dau Giay. They grabbed Hung 

61. A FBIS report of an Agence France Presse article from Hong Kong states: 
"Fighting raged in the city all morning, and by early afternoon the South Vietnamese 
command said most of the attackers had been driven back. But fighting was still going 
on near the church and bus station. 'Only a small number of enemy troops were still 
resisting,' a high command spokesman said." FBIS Asia and Pacific, 9 April 1975, p. 
L7. 

62. The various PAVN histories state that the VNAF flew between sixty and sev- 
enty sorties the first day in support of the 18th. 

63. No breakout of casualties per unit is provided by the various communist his- 
tories, but the authors believe losses were undoubtedly highest in the 266th Regi- 
ment, although the 4th Corps sapper battalion, which was probably involved with the 
341st, along with engineer, antiaircraft, and support troops, also incurred dead and 
wounded. 
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Loc but were repulsed by local self-defense forces at Hung Nghia, and the 
attack on the Dau Giay intersection was defeated by the 1/52nd.64 

By the afternoon the battlefield in Xuan Loc was so calm that Dao 
became worried. The PAVN had suffered close to seven hundred dead 
and wounded, the ARVN less than fifty. The 18th continued to firmly 
hold its positions. For the first time in five weeks the ARVN had not 
buckled, but instead had fought back with a tenacity that surprised even 
Western military observers. The stiff resistance also rocked the PAVN, 
which noted: "Enemy aircraft taking off from Bien Hoa . . . pounded 
Xuan Loc with bombs. The battle became a hard, vicious struggle. Our 
units suffered a high number of casualties .... Our artillery ammunition 
was seriously depleted. More than half our tanks were knocked out."65 
Dao's forces captured thirty enemy soldiers who were shipped back to 
Saigon by helicopter for interrogation. As night began to fall, the North 
Vietnamese struggled to resupply their troops in the town and on the 
outskirts. The 4th Corps believed it held half the city and had cut Route 
1 from the Dau Giay intersection to the Mother Holding Baby Pass, but 
acknowledged that the 7th had failed to take its objectives. The forward 
units reported back to 4th Corps that while they had suffered losses, 
"The first day's progress had been good." But the 4th Corps decided to 
stick with the same tactics: frontal assault. Hoang Cam, however, was 
worried: "That night, Bui Cat Vu sent me a cable from the Corps Forward 
Headquarters near Chua Chan Mountain asking my approval to commit 
his reserve force to the battle. I thought it was a bit early to commit the 
reserve, but I approved his request."66 

With Cam's permission, the 7th Division would now commit its 
reserve, the 141st Regiment plus an antiaircraft battalion in a direct fire 
role. The 165th Regiment and more tanks would also resume their attack, 
as would the 209th. The 341st Division would move the 270th Regiment 
into the city to support the battered 266th battalions holed up on the 
edge of the town. The corps and division artillery would fire another 
opening barrage early in the morning to support the ground attack. 

At 0527 on 10 April, the communist batteries opened fire, pouring 
one thousand rounds into the smoking city. The 7th Division forces 
launched repeated onslaughts against the ARVN fortifications east of the 
city but could not make any headway against the 82nd Rangers or dug- 
in ARVN. On the western side, the 270th launched assaults five times 
against the mainly Regional Forces inside the capital near the market 
place and against the Le Loi base camp, home to two RF battalions. Each 

64. Dang Van Hung and Vu Lam, 7th Division, 294. All the PAVN accounts claim 
they captured the important Dau Giay intersection on the first day, which is untrue. 

65. Pham Dinh et al., History of the People's Army, 548. 
66. Hoang Cam, A Memoir, 451. 
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time the attackers were thrown back. Hand-to-hand fighting broke out at 
one point, as "a savage battle using hand grenades and bayonets 
ensued."67 Five more T-54s were destroyed. South Vietnamese artillery, 
supported by effective air strikes, continued to pound away at the NVA, 
inflicting heavy casualties. 

As the afternoon wore on, Dao counterattacked again. Seeing that 
the two regiments of the 341st were pinned down in the city, Dao moved 
two battalions to counterattack again from inside and outside the city. 
This second counterattack was too much for the teen-aged soldiers of the 
341st. Under continual fire and taking heavy casualties after two days of 
fierce battle, many of the frightened NVA soldiers lost their will to fight 
and began hiding in cellars and collapsed buildings. According to ARVN 
Commanding General Cao Van Vien, "They did not know the terrain and 
were afraid of the fighting and of the artillery. After penetrating the city, 
they hid in the sewers and did not fire any of their seventy-round basic 
ammunition load."68 

One by one the ARVN cleared the area the NVA had captured the 
day before, while the RF and the 1/43rd threw the 266th Regiment com- 
pletely out of the city. By nightfall on 10 April, Xuan Loc was totally in 
South Vietnamese hands, but the northern part of town was a smolder- 
ing ruin. One journalist wrote, 

Almost every building has been damaged, and the town center 
reduced to rubble. The streets are pocked with 130-millimeter shells 
that come whistling in from the green, brooding hills to the north. 
What once were houses are now heaps of pulverized stone and 
charred timbers. The market, its tin-roofed stalls twisted into weird 
shapes, looks like a junk yard, and the bus station, where the initial 
fighting took place, is recognizable as such only by the blackened 
skeletons of a few buses. Even the Catholic church steeple has not 
escaped. Like the ruin of some ancient tower, it looks over the 
wreckage, over the flames, and over corpses, bloated and rotting in 
the sun, of North Vietnamese soldiers that lay here and there in the 
odd positions of death. "It looks like a city from the Second World 
War," said one South Vietnamese soldier.69 

The evening provided no respite for the tired ARVN soldiers, as com- 
munist artillery fire blasted away the entire night. The PAVN fired 
another two thousand rounds into the city during the evening.70 The 

67. Nguyen Thanh Hong et al., 341st Division, 70-71. 
68. General Cao Van Vien, The Final Collapse (Washington: Indochina Mono- 

graphs, Center of Military History, United States Army, 1985), 132. 
69. Phillip Caputo, "S. Viets take skeleton of city," Chicago Tribune, 14 April 

1975, 3. 
70. Telegram, Amembassy Saigon to SecState, "Subject: Highlights of NVA 

Offensive-Summary for Period Noon April 11," 111121Z Apr 75, p. 2, Folder Vietnam: 
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18th responded with effective counterbattery fire, trying to disrupt fur- 
ther the PAVN concentrations. The 341st noted that, "The enemy bom- 
barded our artillery positions while simultaneously bombarding the 
routes from our rear bases into the city. C-130 gun-ships [sic] fired 
streams of 20mm shells into our positions. The enemy hoped to lay down 
a curtain of fire to block our efforts to re-supply our forces with ammu- 
nition and evacuate our wounded."71 

Despite the heavy casualties, the PAVN commanders would not 
relent. On the morning of the third day, the NVA resumed its attacks. 
The 4th Corps ordered the 341st to shift the axis of its attack to hit the 
43rd Regiment and link up with the 7th. At 0530 on 11 April, the PAVN 
artillery fired a thirty-minute barrage on the 43rd's positions. At 0600 
the artillery shifted fire onto Thi Mountain and Tan Phong. The 7th was 
also ordered to resume its assault. 

The results were the same. The dogged ARVN defenders threw back 
the attack columns of both divisions. Several more enemy tanks were 
destroyed. ARVN counterattacks stopped NVA penetrations and 
reclaimed any lost ground. Again the PAVN had not taken the city, and 
North Vietnamese casualties were extremely heavy and growing. Cam 
wrote, "This was the most ferocious battle I had ever been involved in! 
My personal assessment was that, after three days of battle, even after 
committing our reserves, the situation had not improved and we had suf- 
fered significant casualties." In a footnote, Cam provides figures that 
match those in the History of the People's Army: "During the first three 
days of the battle 7th Division suffered 300 casualties and the 341st Divi- 
sion suffered 1,200 casualties .... Virtually all of our 85mm and 57mm 
artillery pieces had been destroyed."72 The senior PAVN Commander, 
General Van Tien Dung, wrote, "The battle for Xuan Loc was fierce and 
cruel from the very first days. Our . . . divisions had to organize many 
assaults into town, striking and striking again to destroy each target, and 
had to repel many enemy counterattacks."73 In reality, Dao's decision to 
create an artillery ammunition reserve, the registration of artillery "kill 
zones," the effective air strikes, and his stalwart leadership are the most 
important tactical factors in the 18th's ability to hold off the PAVN 
attacks in the first few days. 

The South Vietnamese Joint General Staff realized the seriousness of 
the situation at Xuan Loc. The city's successful defense was essential for 

State Dept Telegrams to SecState, Box 21, Presidential Country Files for East Asia and 
the Pacific, Gerald R. Ford Library, Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

71. Nguyen Thanh Hong et al., 341st Division, 63. 
72. Hoang Cam, A Memoir, 452 n 1. 
73. General Van Tien Dung, Our Great Spring Victory: An Account of the Lib- 

eration of South Vietnam (New York: Monthly Review, 1977), 167. 
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protecting Saigon and critical for boosting South Vietnamese morale. If 
the ARVN could inflict a significant defeat on the NVA at Xuan Loc, the 
military crisis might be averted. Lieutenant General Nguyen Van Toan's 
battle plan for the defense of Saigon was to use his mobility to concen- 
trate his reserves at points under assault and then destroy the enemy 
formations. In addition, President Nguyen Van Thieu told Toan that if 
Toan could hold the three NVA divisions at Xuan Loc, the "B-52's would 
return."74 Fearing, however, that the 18th might be overrun, Toan made 
several moves. On 11 April Toan recalled the 3rd Armor Brigade, his last 
reserve, from western III Corps, and sent it to reopen Route 1 from the 
village of Hung Nghia to the Dau Giay intersection.75 The 3rd had also 
been heavily attacked on 9 April as part of COSVN's offensive. Brigadier 
General Tran Quang Khoi faced major assaults on both of his flanks, but 
he beat them off. Transferring the 3rd Armor, however, left the 25th 
ARVN Division in Tay Ninh in a precarious position, with no mobile 
reserve to call upon if it was attacked. 

The 3rd Armor Brigade reached Hung Nghia on 11 April and imme- 
diately ran into a 6th Division roadblock on Route 1 east of the village 
near Hung Loc. Khoi deployed his forces so that Task Force (TF) 315 
made the main attack along Route 1, while he maneuvered TF 318 to the 
north, both to guard his flank from a possible enemy assault from that 
direction and to attempt to bypass the roadblock on Route 1. He held TF 
322 in reserve. Khoi's force, however, was unable to break through. He 
was stunned when his tanks were halted by the NVA troops, stating, "this 
was the first time we had ever been unable to break through."76 

At the same time, the 2/48th, still guarding Ham Tan, was rushed 
back by helicopter to Xuan Loc. More importantly, on the morning of 11 
April, Toan began moving the 1st Airborne Brigade, one of the last units 
in the ARVN strategic reserve, and for Thieu, part of the informal palace 
guard, to reinforce the 18th. For two days, Toan used virtually every 
available transport helicopter left in the fleet to move three battalions of 

74. Telephone interview with former Lieutenant General Nguyen Van Toan, 
Commander, III Corps, West Covina, California, 17 July 2001. Toan believed that if 
given enough firepower, by which he meant B-52s, he could have stopped the PAVN 
advance outside of Saigon and destroyed their formations. While Toan must have real- 
ized the futility of such an appeal, he was encouraged by some senior U.S. officers to 
make the request. 

75. Brigadier General Tran Quang Khoi commanded the 3rd Armor Brigade. The 
brigade had no organic units, but was task organized. His three main units were Task 
Forces 315th, 318th, and 322nd. Each task force was comprised of a Ranger battal- 
ion, an artillery battery, and an armor company. See Tran Quang Khoi, "Fighting to 
the Finish: The Role of South Vietnam's III Armor Brigade and III Corps Assault Force 
in the War's Final Days," Armor, March/April 1996, 14. 

76. Interview with former Brigadier General Tran Quang Khoi, Commander, 3rd 
Armor Brigade, Chantilly, Virginia, 14 July 2001. 
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airborne infantry and an airborne artillery battalion into the city, where 
they landed near Tan Phong.77 It was the last major helicopter assault of 
the war. One South Vietnamese source notes that "Every helicopter in 
VNAF's 3rd and 4th Air Divisions, a total of one hundred UH-1B's, moved 
more than two thousand Airborne troops . . . into the battle." Airborne 
artillery platoons were transported by Chinook helicopter to the Air- 
borne Operational Headquarters, which was located adjacent to the 18th 
Division Headquarters.78 Wounded men and civilians were sent out on 
the empty helicopters. 

Dao also made an internal move to bolster his defenses at Xuan Loc. 
While essentially cut off and under artillery fire, the 52nd still held a line 
running from south of the Dau Giay intersection at Phan Boi Chau ham- 
let, moving north up Route 20 to Nguyen Thai Hoc, and on to its fur- 
thermost position on Horseshoe Hill. Other than the 1st Battalion, none 
of the other elements had faced any infantry attacks. However, the 1st 
Battalion at Phan Boi Chau was under constant pressure from the NVA 
33rd Regiment. The hamlet consisted of brick houses in the middle of a 
rubber plantation, and was easy for artillery to target. Round after round 
poured in on the ARVN defenders. When the artillery let up, the infantry 
would attack. The 1st repulsed many attacks, but was taking heavy casu- 
alties to accomplish its mission. 

Despite this pressure on the 1st Battalion, on the morning of 10 
April, Dao ordered the 2/52nd to move from Nguyen Thai Hoc to rein- 
force Xuan Loc. The 3rd Battalion moved two companies from nearby 
positions into Nguyen Thai Hoc to replace them.79 The 2nd followed a 
jungle trail north of Route 1 to bypass the 274th Regiment's roadblock at 
Mother Holding Baby Pass. They bivouacked overnight in a plantation 
near Nui Tung hamlet, just northwest of Xuan Loc. Early in the morning 

77. The commander of the 1st Brigade was Lieutenant Colonel Nguyen Van 
Dinh. The 1st Brigade was composed of the 1st, 8th, and 9th Infantry Battalions, sup- 
ported by the 3rd Artillery Battalion. There is some confusion as to the precise date 
the airborne landed. Many of the communist histories claim it was 10 April. Many 
South Vietnamese sources state it was 12 April. U.S. embassy cables and newspaper 
reporting note 11 April. The authors believe the first airborne elements landed at 
1100 on 11 April but that the brigade did not completely arrive until the twelfth. 

78. Ho Dinh, "The Xuan Loc Front," 8 May 2001, http://www. bdqvn.org/viet- 
namese/sdl8bb.html, 2. 

79. Nguyen Duc Phuong, The Vietnam War Collection: From the First Battle (Ap 
Bac, 1963) Until the Last (Saigon, 1975) [Chien Tranh Vietnam Toan Tap: Tu Tran 
Dau (Ap Bac, 1963) Den Tran Cuoi Cung (Saigon, 1975)] (Toronto: Lang Van Pub- 
lishing, 2001), 787. Phan Tan My also notes that on the night of 11 April, the com- 
pany on Horseshoe Hill destroyed an enemy reconnaissance party that stumbled into 
a claymore ambush. The dead totaled seventeen, including four senior officers, car- 
rying detailed area maps made in China, and a pass issued to "Special Military 
Research Group 301," which was scouting the area until 30 April. 
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of 11 April, the 2/52nd encountered an NVA unit holding the hamlet. A 
fierce battle raged until 1600. The 2nd killed over twenty soldiers and 
captured a 37mm AA cannon. After the battle, the 2/52nd continued its 
march toward Xuan Loc and made camp near the Hog Curve during the 
night. In the morning, the battalion caught the NVA from behind, broke 
through the enemy's lines, and joined the 43rd Regiment during the 
afternoon of 12 April. In this action, they captured over sixty enemy 
weapons and destroyed an equal number of troops.80 

On 12 April, an airborne battalion fought a difficult engagement 
south of Xuan Loc against a battalion of the 7th Division.81 On 13 April, 
Dao moved the other two airborne battalions east of the city on Route 1 
to assault the 7th Division. One airborne battalion attacked and punched 
a hole in the 7th's lines at the village of Bao Dinh along Route 1, enabling 
the other battalion to move forward and surround the 8th Battalion of 
the 209th Regiment.82 

Stopped by the 18th, and seeing the amount of ARVN reinforce- 
ments being flung into the Xuan Loc battle, the PAVN commanders 
began to reassess the situation and make new plans. Much to their dis- 
may, reports also began reaching COSVN that the 4th Corps had been 

80. Letter to the authors from former Captain Huynh Van Ut, 2/52nd Battalion 
Commander, 17 August 2001. Ut notes that he saw five enemy trucks destroyed by 
VNAF air strikes near Nui Tung hamlet. 

81. Both Alan Dawson's 55 Days: The Fall of South Vietnam (Englewood Cliffs, 
N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1977), and a communist book, Nam Ha's The Front Northeast of 
Saigon: A Report [Mat Tran Dong Bac Saigon: Ky Su] (Ho Chi Minh City: Van Hoc 
Publishing House, 1978), discuss an ambush of the airborne by this unit. According 
to Nam Ha, the 8th Battalion saw the airborne advancing and immediately prepared 
a hasty ambush. As the Red Berets closed in, unaware of the waiting enemy, the PAVN 
opened fire and inflicted heavy losses on the airborne unit. However, the airborne 
kept them pinned down, sent another unit around their flank, and surrounded them. 
The authors could find no other confirmation of this initial NVA attack. 

82. The 341st history confirms that a battalion of 7th Division was surrounded 
by the airborne attack. The 7th history notes only that they were ordered to cease 
attacking and hold their current positions. The 341st history mentions it was the 
"18th Battalion," but the authors believe that this is a misprint and should be the 8th. 
The 7th history does have a section concerning the 8th Battalion's defense at the Gia 
Lien Bridge against the airborne attack; however, the bridge is on Route 1 between 
Tan Phong and Xuan Loc and was open the entire time. Dang Van Hung and Vu Lam, 
7th Division, 298. The 341st history is quite clear that the division was ordered to 
"mount an attack to relieve the besieged 18th battalion, 7th Division." Nguyen Thanh 
Hong et al., 341st Division, 73. The authors suspect that the 8th was closer to Bao 
Dinh when the airborne attacked this location. The Front Northeast of Saigon also 
indicates this, but notes one company of the 8th did make it to the Gia Liem bridge, 
but was recalled. The book devotes a considerable amount of space to the "Lost Bat- 
talion." Nam Ha, The Front Northeast of Saigon, 157-70. 
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forced to retreat. After the euphoria of the first positive reports, the com- 
munist leadership became "very worried." The 4th Corps "complained 
about shortages of ammunition of all kinds, and especially that the 1st 

[341st], 6th, and 7th Divisions were understrength because they had 
fought continuously since the fighting along Route 20 began."83 On the 
afternoon of 11 April, after a discussion between Tran Van Tra, Van Tien 
Dung, Le Duc Tho, and others, Tra was sent directly to 4th Corps Head- 
quarters to assess the situation, and if need be, assume command. More- 
over, he was carrying new tactical instructions with him. 

Shortly after Tra departed, Van Tien Dung telephoned Hoang Cam 
and provided him an overview of the new orders Tra was bringing.84 Real- 
izing that the ARVN had massed much of its remaining reserves to help 
defend the city, Dung and the COSVN Military Headquarters recognized 
that Dao's position had two weaknesses: his dependence on the Bien Hoa 
airbase, which provided most of his air support, and the isolation of the 
52nd Regiment holding the Dau Giay intersection, which was outside of 
his main defensive network. Dung noted, "once the enemy had amassed 
troops to . . . save Xuan Loc, we need not concentrate our forces and 
continue attacking them head-on. We should shift our forces to strike 
counterattacking enemy units in the outer perimeter . . . before they 
could get their feet on the ground. We should use our long-range artillery 
to destroy Bien Hoa airbase ... so enemy fighter planes could not take 
off."85 The PAVN would now abandon direct attacks and would instead 
use maneuver to gain what they failed to achieve with frontal assaults. 
Tra and the senior PAVN leadership had not forgotten their 1972 deba- 
cle at An Loc, during which they failed to bypass the city but instead 
continued to mount frontal assaults, a situation similar to Xuan Loc.86 

After Dung's phone call, 4th Corps held a command staff meeting on 
the afternoon of 11 April to review the situation. Based on Dung's verbal 
instructions, Cam ordered the two regiments of the 7th to continue to 
hold temporarily their positions, and then slowly withdraw. The 7th's 
other regiment was ordered to outflank the airborne units. The 341st 
Division would hold its position and then slowly pull back to prepare to 
launch another attack on Thi Mountain. Additionally, the NVA "imple- 

83. Tran Van Tra, Bulwark B-2, 170. The 4th Corps history provides many rea- 
sons for its failure to take the city, including limited preparation time, worn-out 
troops and weapons, and poor attack plan, conceding "These were lessons for us on 
the road to the maturation of 4th Corps as a military unit." Nguyen Quoc Dung Dung 
et al., 4th Corps, 158-59. 

84. Hoang Cam, A Memoir, 453-54. 
85. Van Tien Dung, Our Great Spring Victory, 167. 
86. General Hoang Van Thai indirectly criticized Tran Van Tra for his failure to 

bypass An Loc during the 1972 Binh Long Campaign and exploit a sudden opportu- 
nity to capture Loc Ninh. 
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mented deception measures to make the enemy think we would con- 
tinue to attack to overrun the city during the next few days."87 

Cam's "deception plan" consisted of another two frontal attacks on 
12 April. The attack, which began before dawn, hit the 1/43rd on the 
northeast edge of the city and lasted until 0930. The VNAF used C-130s 
in a bomber role, with stacks of 750-pound bombs strapped onto wooden 
pallets and rolled out the rear cargo hatches. The ARVN artillery again 
fired with devastating effect. When the North Vietnamese troops broke 
contact, they had gained no ground, and the ARVN counted 235 enemy 
dead. U.S. intelligence believed "Enemy casualties probably much higher 
than reported body count."88 At noon, the PAVN mounted a second 
attack, again throwing the depleted units of the 341st Division against 
the dug-in 1/43rd and various staff units holding defensive positions. 
VNAF A-Is flew twenty sorties against the North Vietnamese, breaking 
up NVA formations even before they could reach the ARVN positions. 
Dao noticed that during the last attacks, after having suffered frightful 
casualties, the enemy commanders literally had to push their troops out 
of their foxholes. It was little wonder. PAVN losses were climbing toward 
a reported two thousand dead and wounded in only four days of fighting, 
while ARVN dead and wounded were only several hundred. Dao and the 
18th had turned Xuan Loc into a blood-drenched killing ground. 

However, after the battle on 12 April, as part of the new tactical plan, 
the 4th Corps received additional tanks, artillery pieces, and fresh 
troops. Tra notes that "the Corps had been reinforced [with] ... a tank 
company, and a number of field artillery and antiaircraft pieces, and had 
urgently brought in reinforcements and ammunition, so we still had good 
fighting strength."89 The evening of 12 April, the 4th Corps ordered the 
341st to pull its units away from the outskirts of the city. By nightfall, the 
266th had completely pulled back to refit, and the 270th Regiment 
shifted position to assist in the siege of Thi Mountain.90 The 6th Division 
remained in place, while units of the 7th Division attempted to hold off 
the advancing airborne troops. 

More ominous for the ARVN, however, was the secret arrival on 13 
April of the 95B Regiment from the Central Highlands, a 2nd Corps unit 
from northern South Vietnam used for the Ban Me Thuot attack. When 
the 4th Corps first ran into difficulty, Dung ordered the regiment south. 
Sending this unit signaled Dung's deep concerns. At that time, the vet- 

87. Dang Van Hung and Vu Lam, 7th Division, 298. 
88. Telegram from SSO Saigon to SSO DIA, "Subject: Significant Intelligence, 

Vietnam," Folder Saigon to Washington, 9-18 April 1975, Box 8, NSC Files: US 
Embassy Saigon, Ford Library. 

89. Tran Van Tra, Bulwark B-2, 170. Giap and others also discuss 4th Corps 
reinforcements, but provide no figures. 

90. Nguyen Thanh Hong et al., 341st Division, 78. 
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eran 95B was undoubtedly among the elite light infantry regiments in 
the world. It had participated in the attack on Ban Me Thuot, and then 
turned north to assist the NVA 320th Division in the destruction of the 
ARVN II Corps evacuation convoy on Route 7B from the Central High- 
lands. It would eventually have the distinction of being the only PAVN 
unit to be attached to all four NVA corps during the 1975 offensive. 
Throwing it against the exhausted ARVN troops could easily turn the tide 
at Xuan Loc. 

Tra arrived at 4th Corps Headquarters on 13 April and met with the 
command staff. In analyzing the situation, Tra and the other PAVN offi- 
cers "reached a clear-cut conclusion: Xuan Loc was an extremely impor- 
tant point on the enemy's defensive live, so they had concentrated many 
forces to defend it. ... We no longer had the element of surprise. Thus, 
it was not to our advantage to continue to attack Xuan Loc." However, 
"If we took and held the Dau Giay intersection ... Xuan Loc would no 
longer be a key strongpoint because it lay outside the defensive line... 
Thus, we would make two moves: One, concentrate our attack on Dau 
Giay from two directions. Second, we would withdraw from Xuan Loc."91 
Tra realized that as long as the 18th had effective air support, the North 
Vietnamese would have an extremely difficult time taking the ruined 
city. He planned to covertly move 130mm artillery within range of the 
Bien Hoa airbase and begin shelling it, trying to paralyze the airfield or 
reduce the number of VNAF sorties being flown. 

As the NVA began pulling back from the city outskirts on the night 
of 12 April, Dao wasted no time in pushing forward. Seeing the NVA with- 
drawal, the 43rd and the 48th immediately reoccupied outlying areas 
previously taken. The 18th Division also began replenishing its supplies. 
On the afternoon of 12 April, the VNAF flew in ninety-three tons of 
artillery ammunition on eight Chinooks.92 Using the same Chinooks that 
had ferried in the airborne artillery, Dao completely resupplied his 
artillery battalions. The next day, the ARVN moved in another one hun- 
dred tons of provisions, including food and small arms ammunition; how- 
ever, Dao was unaware of the change in PAVN focus and the arrival of the 
95B from the Central Highlands. 

91. Tran Van Tra, Bulwark B-2, 171. Both Tra and Hoang Cam state that Tra was 
briefed on the new attack plan when he arrived. The new strategy was developed dur- 
ing a meeting held at COSVN early on the afternoon of the eleventh. Tran Van Tra, 
Bulwark B-2, 173. 

92. The Chinooks came from the 237th and 247th VNAF Squadrons. The 247th 
had escaped from Da Nang. Half of the squadron was sent to IV Corps, and the other 
half to III Corps. Telephone interview with former VNAF Captain Nguyen Kim Phat, 
Ft. Worth, Texas. Captain Phat was a Chinook pilot with the 247th and participated 
in the resupply and later press missions. 
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The South Vietnamese government attempted to use the 18th's 
stand as a morale booster for its frightened populace and dispirited mil- 
itary. Journalists had been driving out to Hung Nghia to cover the war 
but could not reach Xuan Loc. Badly needing a propaganda boost after 
the painful retreats in the north, the South Vietnamese government 
organized a press visit to the embattled provincial capital to showcase its 
triumph. On 13 April, a bright Sunday morning, the first Western corre- 
spondents flew into town via Chinook helicopters. They landed at Tan 
Phong, where they received a briefing from a defiant Brigadier General 
Le Minh Dao, who vowed to "knock down" any NVA division sent against 
him.93 The journalists walked into town along Route 1 and surveyed the 
destruction in the northern part of the town, wrecked by five days of 
constant combat. Province Chief Colonel Pham Van Phuc gave a briefing 
to the newsmen, and Colonel Le Xuan Hieu of the 43rd Regiment pro- 
vided a walking tour of the market square, pointing out dead enemy sol- 
diers and displaying mounds of captured weapons and a few prisoners. 
Communist artillery rounds continued to land sporadically, sending 
plumes of black smoke skywards. One newsman wrote that "Artillery 
barrages and savage street fighting have reduced entire blocks to piles of 
white ash, blackened bricks and twisted metal. . . . Xuan Loc's once- 
bustling central market is now a pile of rubble about two feet high."94 

Unfortunately, the journalists' helicopter departure was a public 
relations nightmare for the South Vietnamese military. Local civilians 
scrambled to gain a seat on the VNAF Chinooks, only to be knocked 
aside by a few ARVN stragglers desperate to escape the town.95 ARVN lit- 
ter bearers, overrun by the anxious crowd, unceremoniously dumped 
several wounded men on stretchers onto the ground, while the American 
journalists pushed and elbowed their way onto the overloaded heli- 
copters.96 Given the rough return journey, the journalists' stories were 
surprisingly generous to the 18th ARVN soldiers. 

93. Just after the journalists' visit, Dao was hit in the arm by a piece of shrapnel 
from an enemy artillery shell. He realized the NVA was listening in to his communi- 
cations, so he took two actions. First, he moved his command post to his third loca- 
tion, a short distance from Tan Phong in a lichee orchard. Second, he called Hieu on 
the radio and attempted to fool the communist listeners by acting as if the shells had 
fallen on Hieu instead of Dao. 

94. Nicolas C. Profitt, "Escape from Xuan Loc," Newsweek, 18 April 1975, 22. 
95. Captain Phat says the ground commander ordered them to take off without 

trying to force the deserters off. However, the pilots radioed ahead and flew to a small 
airfield near Bien Hoa where they delivered the deserters to the ARVN Military Police. 

96. For the best description of the journalists' trip, see David Butler, The Fall of 
Saigon: Scenesfrom the Sudden End of a Long War (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1985), 244-50. For six excellent pictures taken that day (although the description of 
events is completely wrong), see Dirck Halstead, "White Christmas-The Fall of 
Saigon," http://digitaljournalist.org/ issue0005/chl.htm. 
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While the South Vietnamese government proclaimed its success, as 
night fell on 12 April, the North Vietnamese were maneuvering their 
forces for their next move, an assault against the Dau Giay intersection. 
On 13 April, massive artillery attacks and large infantry assaults pushed 
the weakened 1/52nd defenders out of Phan Boi Chau hamlet to the very 
edge of the intersection. That night, the 52nd commander ordered two 
companies of the 3rd Battalion to link up with the 1st and pull them out 
of Dau Giay and back to Nguyen Thai Hoc. Moving at night through the 
dense brush, the ARVN successfully rescued the 1st Battalion, leaving 
Dau Giay undefended. Only one-third of the battalion was left after five 
days of shelling and attacks by the NVA 33rd Regiment. Surrounded and 
unable to evacuate its wounded or receive supplies, the rest of the 52nd 
was now in an increasingly precarious position. Losing the 2/52nd had 
seriously weakened the regiment's defenses, but General Toan had 
promised Dao that the 3rd Armor would break through at Hung Loc, and 
with only the 1/52nd heavily engaged, Dao felt he needed the additional 
troops to bolster his defenses in Xuan Loc against further ground attacks. 
Moving the battalion, however, even given the surprise victory over the 
NVA at Nui Tung hamlet, was a tactical mistake by Dao. 

Heavy fighting also continued in the 1st Airborne sector, as the NVA 
8th Battalion tried to break free of its stranglehold. The more important 
action was further west, as the 3rd Armor was still unable to clear Route 
1 of the enemy roadblocks and link up with the 52nd Regiment. General 
Khoi decided to bypass the 6th Division roadblock by sending TFs 315 
and 322 in a flanking maneuver to the north of Hung Loc to link directly 
up with the 52nd. 

TF 315 was organized into two columns, A and B. Column B was 
comprised of the 64th Ranger Battalion and 1/15th Cavalry Squadron, 
commanded by Captain Pham Van Ban, who was assigned the mission of 
breaking through the enemy lines and linking up with the 52nd at 
Nguyen Thai Hoc. By mid-day on 14 April, Captain Ban's unit had suc- 
cessfully captured Hill 122, the high ground north of Hung Loc, scatter- 
ing light PAVN resistance. However, several streams halted his armor, 
and he was forced to wait while the engineers attempted to create a 
crossing. This allowed the communist forces to detect and react to the 
3rd's surprise move, and they quickly counterattacked. 

Soon, Ban's forces were under heavy fire from three directions: 
north, east, and west. Column A, which was continuing along Route 1, 
covered the south. According to Ban, "The enemy swarmed forward like 
ants, launching human wave attacks against three sides of the hill.... In 
this desperate situation I asked TF HQ for artillery and air support. 
Unfortunately, all we got were a few armed helicopters that fired rockets 
and immediately departed .... The enemy attack continued to grow in 
intensity. I thought the VC [Viet Cong] would either overrun Hill 122 or 
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surround and cut us off completely .... Suddenly, the VC pulled back 
and the fighting died down.... We lost almost 20 casualties, the Rangers 
almost 40 ... VC bodies were strewn across the rice-fields."97 Ban's col- 
umn dug in for the night. Khoi's attempt to bypass to the north was 
blocked, leaving both the 18th Division and the 52nd Regiment still cut 
off. 

To break the siege, the South Vietnamese continued to scramble for 
any means to balance the communist advantage in artillery and infantry. 
So far, the VNAF had effectively provided mobility and air power, inflict- 
ing serious damage on the NVA. Now, even more desperate measures 
were required. 

One of General Dao's main tactical advantages was his effective use 
of radio intercepts. The JGS had deployed twenty-man teams from the J- 
7 staff section to each division to monitor and intercept communist 
radio traffic. Dao states, "The enemy units would report their locations 
and strengths to their HQ's. Every day I evaluated these intercepts and 
targeted artillery on them. I also passed these targets to III Corps who 
coordinated air strikes on these locations." Without B-52s, the VNAF 
resorted to dropping fifteen-thousand-pound bombs called "Daisy Cut- 
ters"98 on high priority targets. Based on these intercepts, on 14 April, 
the first Daisy Cutter was dropped twelve kilometers northeast of Xuan 
Loc on the suspected location of the 4th Corps Headquarters. Seventy- 
five percent of the headquarters was reportedly destroyed.99 Further, 
"The VNAF on its own initiative employed eight to twelve C-130s [sic] 
on a daily basis carrying a mixture of 55-gallon drums of oil and gas," a 

97. Letter to the authors from former Captain Pham Van Ban, Commander, 
1/15th Squadron, 14 October 2001. 

98. In 1969, U.S. Air Force C-130s of the 463rd Tactical Air Wing began drop- 
ping the fifteen-thousand-pound bombs in a program called "Commando Vault" to 
make instant helicopter landing zones for follow-on Army or Marine ground troops. 
The Daisy Cutter was used to clear all major vegetation, since the intense over-pres- 
sure from the enormous bombs felled any tree within a sizable radius, even wiping 
out all insect life for several days. According to Frank Snepp, in April 1975 a senior 
U.S. official offered to arm the Daisy Cutters for the VNAF to drop. The South Viet- 
namese accepted, and USAF C-130s flew the bombs to Tan Son Nhut where they were 
reloaded aboard VNAF C-130As. However, another author claims that the first "Daisy 
Cutter" was dropped by the VNAF in November 1974. Robert C. Mikesh, Flying Drag- 
ons: The South Vietnamese Air Force (London: Osprey, 1988), 144. 

99. "VNAF Sorties for 1-19 April in MR-3 and MR-4; BDA for 'Daisy Cutter' 
Strikes," CIA Cable, dated 22 April 1975, MORI ID Number 612782, 3, 4. The Cen- 
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA) states that its information from the JGS indicated that 
VNAF flew 665 sorties in defense of Xuan Loc from 1-19 April. 
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program called "Flame Warfare."'100 The communist histories do not 
mention the attack on the 4th Corps Headquarters, although the 4th 
Corps history states, "Enemy bombing missions averaged 80 sorties per, 
and on the highest day totaled 125 sorties. They even dropped a very 
destructive type of CBU [cluster bomb unit] bomb, creating great diffi- 
culties for our units."'01 There is little doubt that the VNAF C-130 strikes 
caused serious problems for the PAVN. 

Early in the morning of 15 April, the opening phase of the new PAVN 
plan commenced. PAVN artillery opened fire on Bien Hoa as four 130mm 
guns from the 26th Battery/75th Artillery Group began shelling the air- 
base.102 A sapper squad infiltrated the base and blew up part of the main 
ammunition dump. The explosion rocked windows in Saigon. More 
rounds began finding their mark, cratering the runway and damaging 
several planes. Dao's lifeline, Bien Hoa airbase, was effectively shut down 
for half a day. 

At dawn on 15 April, the 33rd Regiment of the 6th Division and the 
95B Regiment began a coordinated surprise attack against the ARVN 
52nd Regiment defending Horseshoe Hill and Nguyen Thai Hoc. Several 

100. General William W. Momyer, The Vietnamese Air Force, 1951-1975: An 
Analysis of its Role in Combat, USAF Southeast Asia Monograph series, vol. 3, Mono- 
graph 4 (Washington: Office of Air Force History, 1985), 78. Momyer is quoting from 
the same cable and managed to get the figures wrong. There were eight to twelve C- 
130 daily bombing missions, and four to six daily "Flame Warfare" missions. Although 
the CIA states that nine Daisy Cutters were dropped, it provides details on only six. 
While the authors feel confident that at least nine Daisy Cutters were dropped, most 
writers confuse the more numerous pallet bombing and firebomb loads with the 
actual Daisy Cutters. There is also great confusion between the Daisy Cutters and a 
CBU-55, a fuel-air explosive device dropped on 21 April. Regardless, little is known 
about the VNAF's use of C-130s in a bomber role. Mikesh states that the program of 
dropping firebomb loads was originally called "Banish Beach." Mikesh, Flying Drag- 
ons, 144. Other authoritative sources, such as Wayne G. Peterson, Captain Wayne A. 
Myers, and Steven G. Bradshaw, The Fall and Evacuation of South Vietnam (Hawaii: 
Office of PACAF History, 1978), can only state that "Even C-130s were used, with 
clusters of 750-lb bombs being strapped onto wooden pallets and rolled out the rear 
cargo hatches, as the Hercules cargo planes assumed the role formerly played by U.S. 
B-52s." The authors wish to thank Dr. Wayne Thompson, Chief of Analysis, Air Force 
History Support Office, Bolling Air Force, Washington, D.C., for providing assistance 
with this debate. 

101. Nguyen Quoc Dung et al., 4th Corps, 157. 
102. Nguyen Khac Tinh, Tran Quang Hau, P Luan, and Bui Thanh Hung, People's 

Artillery of Vietnam: The Combat Moments, vol. 2 [Phao Binh Nhan Dan Vietnam: 
Tap II] (Hanoi: Artillery Command, 1986), 467, 470. 
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thousand rounds rained down on the beleaguered defenders.103 After 
capturing the vital intersection, the 33rd prepared to assault Nguyen 
Thai Hoc, but instead turned and helped defend against Captain Ban's 
column, which had resumed its advance. On the northern flank, the 95B 
Regiment began attacking a lone ARVN company defending Horseshoe 
Hill. After beating off three assaults, the 52nd Regiment commander 
ordered a second company from 3rd Battalion to reinforce the ARVN 
unit on the hill. Just as the second company arrived, resupplied the first 
company, and evacuated its wounded, the 95B launched another frontal 
assault on the hill. Waves of enemy infantry moved across the open 
fields, only to be mowed down by the ARVN troops. An NVA battalion 
was sent along Route 20 to outflank the hill position but was stopped by 
concentrated ARVN artillery barrages. 

The 3/52nd Battalion commander states, "1st and 4th Companies on 
Horseshoe Hill were forced to fight off wave after wave of enemy assaults. 
... At 4:00 PM on 15 April one of the officers defending the hill reported 
'there is nothing left around us ... the base of the hill is covered with 
enemy bodies and the jungle vegetation has been completely destroyed, 
so that it seems as if even the slope of the hill has been changed ... the 
green peak of the hill has become barren, devoid of vegetation. The thick 
orchards have become a vast garbage heap. Tree trunks and bodies are 
piled on top of each other in row after row.""04 In perhaps the 18th's 
finest moment, in one day of heavy fighting, two ARVN companies, sup- 
ported by artillery, had stopped and severely damaged one of the best 
NVA regiments. 

Failing to seize the high ground, the communists used loudspeakers 
to appeal to the South Vietnamese soldiers to surrender. In late after- 
noon the communists attacked Nguyen Thai Hoc, where the remaining 
elements of the 3/52nd, the 3/5 Cav, and the rest of the 52nd were posi- 
tioned. After ten hours of nonstop combat and shelling, at 1800 the 
52nd's Colonel Ngo Ky Dung ordered a night retreat back to friendly 
lines. Fighting virtually to the last round, the survivors at Horseshoe 
pulled back to rejoin the 3rd Battalion.105 They split into two columns at 
1830, with Colonel Dung leading one convoy and the armor out of the 
plantations, while the 3rd moved by itself. The artillery guns were 

103. The communist histories are vague about this attack. In fact, Tran Van Tra 
and the MR-7 history claim the attacks began in the early hours of 14 April, as does 
Nam Ha in The Front Northeast of Saigon. Most state 15 April, as do Western news 
accounts. Tra and the others are probably referring to the earlier attack against the 
1/52nd at Phan Boi Chau hamlet. 

104. Y. Yen, "The Battle for Horseshoe Hill," Saigon Post, n.d. 
105. Dao in particular commends his forces on Horseshoe Hill, which he said 

put up the toughest resistance of any of his troops during the battle. 
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destroyed in place. One ARVN officer stated, "There was nothing we 
could do. The communists shelled us with thousands of rounds-thou- 
sands. Then they attacked this morning with two regiments of infantry. 
Our casualties were not light, so we ran through the jungle to escape."'06 
Thousands of refugees also fled these areas, but were halted by military 
police at the nearby town of Trang Bom and not allowed to proceed to 
Saigon. The PAVN hit Xuan Loc with another thousand rounds of 
artillery to prevent the 18th and the 1st Airborne Brigade from assisting 
the 52nd. Despite the valiant defense by the 18th Division, using their 
superior mobility the communists had maneuvered their light infantry 
through the scrub brush to outflank the ARVN. What was touted as a 
major victory two days previously now was suddenly reversed. ARVN's 
failure to clear Route 1 to Xuan Loc after 9 April and to support Dau Giay 
with a strong force had come back to haunt the South Vietnamese. 

More bad news followed the next day. PAVN armor and infantry 
finally overwhelmed the ARVN at Phan Rang on Route 1 in II Corps, the 
last major ARVN stronghold north of Xuan Loc. Earlier in the day com- 
munist forces from the 341st had turned north up Route 20 and captured 
Kiem Tan and Tuc Trung. The loss of Phan Rang, the shelling of Bien 
Hoa, and the capture of the final section of Route 20 sent shock waves 
through Saigon, and ended the last chance the South Vietnamese had of 
stopping the NVA. On 17 April the U.S. Senate Armed Services Commit- 
tee, reflecting an overwhelming congressional desire to be done with 
Vietnam, rejected a Ford administration request for $722 million in 
emergency aid to the Saigon government. The immediate appropriation 
of this money, or any amount of money, would have had no effect on the 
outcome of the battle. It was far too late for money to help. Only the 
application of U.S. air and sea power could stop the North Vietnamese 
offensive and give the South the time and space it required to continue 
the defense of what remained of the country. Increased U.S. military 
aid-in the form of logistical support-was essential for the long haul, 
but without immediate combat power, the supplies could not reach the 
struggling ARVN in time to make any difference. 

General Toan, however, could not wait for the appearance of Ameri- 
can airpower. He immediately pressed the 8th Regiment of the 5th ARVN 
Division, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Nguyen Ba Manh Hung, to 
assist the 3rd Armor in breaking through the communist roadblock on 
Route 1. Hung's unit was currently holding Phu Giao, a town north of Lai 
Khe, the main base area for the 5th Division. His unit took four hours to 

106. Fox Butterfield, "A Captain Tells of Flight from Xuan Loc," New York 
Times, 17 April 1975, 20. 
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move by truck to Hung Nghia, where he joined Khoi's 3rd Armor.107 Khoi 
attached TF 322 to Hung and ordered him to clear the highway. Hugging 
the blacktop, the ARVN soldiers fought a series of engagements against 
the 95B Regiment and the 6th Division at the two deserted hamlets of 
Hung Nghia and Hung Loc west of Dau Giay. Despite repeated attacks, 
the PAVN troops had dug in, and the ARVN could not reclaim the road 
junction. Hung states, "The communists had built about ten strong 
points, each held by a reinforced platoon. It was impossible to break 
through." The 4th Corps history noted that, "The fighting at Hung Nghia 
and Hill 122 was savage."'08 Several Western newsmen who ventured out 
to Hung Nghia to see the fighting were wounded, and the communist 
shelling killed many civilians halted at the checkpoints.109 After several 
days of fighting, the 341st Division moved in to replace Regiment 95B 
and the 6th Division. Meanwhile, the four North Vietnamese 130mm 
guns, now augmented by a battery of 122mm rockets, kept up a relent- 
less barrage on Bien Hoa airfield in spite of VNAF's best efforts to locate 
and destroy them. The shelling attacks greatly restricted the ability of 
the South Vietnamese air force to provide support to Dao and Khoi. The 
326 rounds fired by the 130mm guns between 14 and 26 April helped to 
sound the death knell of Xuan Loc.110 

The communist columns along the coast continued to steamroll 
south. On 18 April, Phan Thiet, only seventy kilometers from Xuan Loc, 
fell to the NVA. On 20 April, the 325th Division and other leading ele- 
ments of the PAVN 2nd Corps arrived at Rung La (Leafy Forest, a village 
on Route 1 a scant twenty kilometers west of the city), near Xuan Loc. 
With the capture of the Dau Giay intersection and with the 18th ARVN 
surrounded and now facing a massive attack from a combat-hardened 
NVA force, undoubtedly the largest concentration of communist forces 
in the entire war, the South Vietnamese JGS had no choice. At 0900 on 
the morning of 20 April, General Toan flew in to see General Dao. His 

107. Telephone interview with former Colonel Nguyen Ba Manh Hung, Com- 
mander, 8th Regiment, 5th ARVN Division, Garden Grove, California, 19 July 2001. 
Hung began his career as an airborne second lieutenant in 1954. From 1969 to 1972, 
he commanded the 43rd Regiment of the 18th. Afterwards, he and General Khoi 
attended CGSC together. When he returned, he was given command of the 8th. Dur- 
ing a meeting with the III Corps commanders and General Toan after the Xuan Loc 
battle, Toan asked him how long he had been commanding a regiment. When Dao and 
Khoi spoke up for him, Toan promoted him from lieutenant colonel to full colonel on 
the spot. However, since they were all generals in the room, they had to send out for 
colonel's insignia. 

108. Nguyen Quoc Dung et al., 4th Corps, 161. 
109. For a good description of the wounding of the journalists, see Ron Moreau, 

"Chronicling Saigon's Last Gasps," on the MSNBC web site, http://www.msnbc. 
com/news. 

110. Nguyen Khac Tinh et al., People's Artillery, 469-73. 
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orders were blunt: retreat immediately. Toan needed Dao's forces to 
assist in the coming battle for Saigon. Dao and Toan decided that the 
18th would use Route 2, the dirt road leading south, to escape to Phuoc 
Tuy province. Once they had arrived, they would be moved by truck to 
Long Binh to re-equip and to receive reinforcements. 

While Dao agreed with Toan's decision, he was worried about retreat- 
ing down a road recently attacked by the 6th Division. The disasters in 
I and II Corps were also on his mind. To escape, the 18th would have to 
march forty kilometers on foot at night along the dirt road from Xuan 
Loc to the Duc Thanh assembly area, a tricky maneuver in the dark. 
Therefore, Dao sent a staff officer from his G-3 to make a route recon 
using Dao's helicopter to study the condition of the road and determine 
if there were any communist roadblocks. The officer reported back that 
the road was passable and appeared to be free of communist troops. 
Although local guerrillas still harassed the road, Dao believed he could 
easily brush them aside. His deeper concern was slipping away unde- 
tected from the communist troops still ringing the town. If the commu- 
nists discovered his maneuver, his columns could be easily 
overwhelmed. The retreat in II Corps had already shown how disastrous 
that could be. 

Dao developed a deception plan to distract his opponent. He ordered 
the airborne brigade to mount a major attack against the 7th Division 
units east of the town. He also ordered the 2/43rd and two artillery 
pieces on Thi Mountain to remain behind and serve as part of the rear 
guard.11 The airborne, backed by a "tremendous amount of artillery," 
fought all day on 20 April against the 7th Division elements, primarily 
the 141st Regiment, on the east side of town. 

With only half a day to formulate his strategy to extricate his divi- 
sion from the town, Dao decided on the following plan: Dao himself 
would accompany the 43rd, while Colonel Ngo Ky Dung would fly over- 
head in Dao's command helicopter to provide command and control. 
The first unit to leave from Tan Phong at 2000 hours would be the 48th, 
followed by the 5th Cav, then the remaining artillery and logistics units, 
trucks, and engineers under the command of Colonel Hua Yen Len. 
When the artillery reached the former American 11th Armored Cavalry 
Regiment base at Long Giao, they would establish a firebase, protected 
by the recon company, to support the retreat. Next would come the 
Regional Forces and any civilians. The two battalions of the 43rd Regi- 
ment, the 2/52nd, and the 82nd Rangers would be last in the column. 
During the night, the 2/43rd would abandon Thi Mountain and link up 

111. Dao told the artillery officer on Thi Mountain to fire all his ammunition and 
to ensure he destroyed the two howitzers when they departed. The guns fired all night 
on 20 April, and potentially tipped off the communists that the 18th was retreating. 
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with the airborne at Tan Phong intersection. These units would both 
move at dawn on 21 April. 

As the ARVN troops pushed off, Dao's chief of staff recalls, 
General Le Minh Dao traveled with the troop columns to provide 
command and take immediate action in response to problems 
encountered along the route of march. A command helicopter flew 
over the route of march throughout the night to provide directions 
and to support the troop columns when necessary. Route 2 was the 
main road to be used by vehicles and families moving from Xuan Loc 
to the Due Thanh assembly area. Although North Vietnamese 4th 
Corps tried to seize a number of points along the line of march and 
to establish ambush positions on a number of hills along Route 2 to 
slow the progress of the march and inflict casualties on our forces, 
fighting with high combat morale soldiers of all ranks of the 18th 
Infantry Division and attached units easily brushed aside the enemy 
road-blocks and ambushes. As a result, all forces were able to safely 
reach the Duc Thanh assembly area early in the morning of the next 
day, 21 April 1975.112 

Despite the dangers, the retreat by Dao and the 18th ARVN was mas- 
terful. Dao's personal leadership again made the difference. Walking up 
and down the column all night long, General Dao encouraged his tired 

troops to keep moving and to protect the civilians that were retreating 
with them. The North Vietnamese were caught off guard by the sudden 
move. The 4th Corps ordered all elements to pursue the ARVN but was 
unable to catch them because "we were late in detecting their movement 
and had not properly organized our blocking force."113 

However, things did not go as smoothly for the 1st Airborne and the 

2/43rd, Dao's rear guard. According to one former 18th Division officer, 

During this withdrawal the 1st Airborne Brigade confronted the 
most danger and suffered the most losses because it was the last col- 
umn and was assigned to cover the rear ... on 20 April, when the 
order to move out was given, the Brigade was still engaged in heavy 
fighting against communist forces at Bao Dinh, and the Brigade's 
dead and wounded had still not been evacuated. All of them had to 
be left behind, as had happened during the Southern Laos Campaign 
[Lam Son 719 in February-March 1971]. This had to be done 
because, for the survivors, the escape route of more than 40 kilome- 

112. Hua Yen Len, "The Line of Steel," 6. Dao states that Dung flew in Dao's heli- 
copter, which he had sent back to Bien Hoa early in the battle, and that the "heli- 
copter was used as an airborne coordination center to maintain contact with our 
units on the ground, because ... I could not contact distant units, such as the 48th 
or Colonel Len's mechanized column. When necessary, I contacted Colonel Dung 
... [who] transmitted my orders to the designated units." 

113. Pham Dinh et al., History of the People's Army, 549. 
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ters through pitch-black rubber forests would be like passing through 
the gates of hell. These were the kinds of tragedies that confronted 
the soldiers of the Republic of Vietnam. 

At 9:00 PM, just as the Airborne battalions reached Route 2, 
they encountered a memorable and emotional scene. All the 
Catholic families from the parishes of Bao Dinh, Bao Toan, and Bao 
Hoa were gathered along both sides of the road waiting to join the 
troops in the evacuation . . . The task of covering scores of kilome- 
ters down a long-neglected jungle road, Route 2 from Tan Phong to 
Duc Thanh ... was not easy for a column with civilian refugees inter- 
spersed among the troops.... Only the 3rd Airborne Artillery Bat- 
talion, escorted by an Airborne reconnaissance company, moved 
down the road. The brigade's combat battalions all moved through 
the rubber trees, covering the rear. At 4:00 am on 21 April 1975 the 
3rd Airborne Artillery Battalion and the Airborne reconnaissance 
company were ambushed by two communist battalions at Qui Ca 
Hamlet near the Long Khanh-Phuoc Tuy province border. Almost 
everyone in Artillery Platoon C and in the reconnaissance platoon 
escorting it was killed or wounded in a human-wave attack.... Aside 
from these losses, the evacuation down Route 2 went very well.114 

However, there was a mix-up between Dao and Lieutenant Colonel 

Nguyen Van Dinh. Dao needed the 2/43rd to hold Thi Mountain to pro- 
tect the northern shoulder of the retreat. The battalion would then 

slowly withdraw and link up with the airborne at Tan Phong. Unfortu- 

nately, Dinh moved out and left the 2nd behind. Upon arriving at Due 
Thanh, Colonel Hieu, the 43rd commander, reported that the airborne 
had run into problems at the Long Khanh-Phuoc Tuy border. Dao imme- 

diately grabbed his helicopter and flew toward the airborne positions to 

help assist them and guide air strikes. Along the way, Hieu called Dao on 
the radio and told him that the 2/43rd was still waiting at Tan Phong. Dao 
switched to the battalion frequency and gave orders not to use Route 2, 
but to cut through the jungle and bypass the NVA positions. Major Che 
ordered his men to break up into small units. It took them three days to 
retreat through the jungle, fighting all the way. Their casualties were 

heavy, with over 50 percent of the battalion lost. 
The only other major losses on the retreat occurred when the deputy 

province chief was killed by a B-40 rocket hitting his jeep, and the com- 
munists captured Colonel Phuc and a few of his men.115 Phuc and his 

deputy had decided to move with the airborne, while most of the 

province forces had left during the night with the 18th ARVN. On 22 

114. Ho Dinh, "The Xuan Loc Front," 10. 
115. Many histories mistakenly note that Colonel Phuc was killed in the retreat. 

Phuc remained in Vietnam after his release from prison, but recently immigrated to 
the United States. 
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April, the airborne were detached from the 18th and ordered to defend 
Vung Tau. The brigade was near the port city when the order to surren- 
der came on 30 April. 

Despite the retreat from Xuan Loc, the fighting did not completely 
stop. ARVN radio direction finding teams had located the 341st Division 
Headquarters from the heavy communication traffic as the unit had fran- 
tically tried to catch the retreating South Vietnamese. The VNAF decided 
to strike using a deadly weapon, the CBU-55, a fuel-air cluster bomb unit 
designed originally to clear minefields: 

With the help of DAO technicians, South Vietnamese pilots rigged up 
a special bomb rack for the piece of ordnance . . . the terrifying 
killing device known as the CBU-55. The effectiveness of this awe- 
some weapon was proven beyond any shadow of a doubt Tuesday 
afternoon [22 April, Saigon time]. A C-130 transport with a CBU on 
board took off from Tan Son Nhut, circled once over Xuan Loc to the 
east, and dropped its load virtually on top of the command post of 
the 341st NVA Division just outside the newly-captured town. The 
casualties were tremendous. Over 250 NVA troops were incinerated 
or died from suffocation in the post-explosion vacuum, and for a 
moment General Dung's forces staggered in mid-step.116 

116. Frank Snepp, Decent Interval (New York: Random House, 1977), 416. On 
23 April, Agence France Presse in Hong Kong first reported the weapon's use. See 
"South Vietnam Uses Asphyxiation Bombs Against Communist Forces," FBIS Asia 
and Pacific, 23 April 1975, p. L9. General Giap claims he learned of the CBU drop 
from this article, and sent a cable to the Front recommending they attack Tan Son 
Nhut and other air bases to shut down the VNAF. Vo Nguyen Giap, The General Head- 
quarters, 322. But who ordered the dropping of the CBU-55s, the location and num- 
ber of bombs, and the combat results remain a mystery. According to a very senior 
Vietnamese officer interviewed for this article who wishes to remain anonymous, only 
one CBU was ever used. It was dropped with high accuracy on top of the 341st Head- 
quarters. Most ARVN and communist sources, however, refer to bomb(s). The authors 
believe two were dropped. Colonel Hoang Dinh Tho, G-3 of III Corps, described the 
blast location as along Route 20 south of Kiem Tan. This is partially confirmed by a 
Nhan Dan broadcast of 25 April, which described the area as "between the provincial 
capitals of Bien Hoa and Xuan Loc." See "War Crimes Committee, Lawyers Group 
Assail use of CBU-55," FBIS Asia and Pacific, 26 April 1975, pp. L8-9. Tho described 
the target as "tanks and troops." He told the authors that VNAF feedback indicated 
that the drop was right on target and inflicted heavy enemy losses, enabling the ARVN 
to launch a successful local counterattack. General Tran Quang Khoi claims that the 
two CBUs were dropped on his orders. Captain Pham Van Ban of TF 315 states he wit- 
nessed the dropping of two CBU-55s in conjunction with efforts to stop the attack on 
his unit, but the authors believe he is confusing the incidents. Although the grid loca- 
tion he provides is close to Tho's location, at that time the blast would have been 
almost on top of the 52nd positions. General Toan confirms the dropping of two 
bombs, but states this decision was at his level and indicates that after the commu- 
nists bitterly complained about the use of the weapon, comparing it to something 
Adolf Hitler would do, the Americans refused to provide any more fuses for the CBUs. 
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Once the communists determined the cause of the attack, they loudly 
accused Saigon of "flouting all norms of morality and international law," 
and denounced the officials who ordered the use of the weapon as "war 
criminals."117 

The dropping of the CBU-55s was the last blow struck in the battle 
for Xuan Loc, although Khoi's 3rd Brigade and the 8th Regiment contin- 
ued to fight over Hung Nghia. On 22 April, the 8th actually retook the 
town in heavy fighting and was driving for Dau Giay, but was ordered to 
stop once the 18th retreated.118 On 25 April, the 3rd Armor was ordered 
to pull back to Bien Hoa for rest and vehicle maintenance and to tighten 
the defensive lines around Saigon. 

General Dao's troops spent three days recuperating at Long Binh. 
They had destroyed over thirty enemy tanks and inflicted several thou- 
sand killed and as many wounded on the 4th Corps, while taking heavy 
casualties themselves. On the morning of 30 April Dao's division was at 
the National Military Cemetery when the South Vietnamese government 
surrendered. Dao communicated with his family, and then he donned 
civilian clothes and escaped toward Can Tho, trying to link up with the 
IV Corps Headquarters, hoping it and other ARVN units would continue 
to resist. Despite the surrender, he wanted to keep fighting. When he 
reached the city and discovered that the corps commander and his 
deputy had committed suicide, he realized it was over, and on 9 May, he 

Toan claims the bomb was dropped on the Dau Giay intersection. Also, see Stephen 
T. Hosmer, Konrad Kellen, and Brian M. Jenkins, The Fall of South Vietnam: State- 
ments by Vietnamese and Civilian Leaders (RAND R-2208-OSD (HIST), Dec 1978), 
122-23: "C-130 transport aircraft were converted to bombing mode and were used to 
drop 15,000-lb. 'Daisy Cutter' bombs on enemy troop concentrations. CBUs (cluster 
bombs) were also used to great effect at Xuan Loc and were credited by General Don 
as having 'stopped the Communists' there. However, South Vietnam's supply of CBUs 
was very limited, and after it had been exhausted, the defense could no longer be sus- 
tained." Khoi also told the authors that when the communists interrogated him about 
this incident, they asked him if the Americans had dropped a tactical nuke on them. 
Although all ARVN sources agree that the CBU-55 was used against the 341st, typi- 
cally, the division history neglects to mention this incident. Casualty reports have 
also varied widely, between several hundred to over one thousand. The authors 
accept the much lower figure. 

117. "Foreign Ministry, Nhan Dan, condemn use of Asphyxiation Bomb," FBIS 
Asia and Pacific, 24 April 1975, p. K1. 

118. After the battle for Hung Nghia, the 8th Regiment moved back to defend 
Binh Duong Province, where it remained until 30 April. Hung relates how the com- 
munist Binh Duong province chief started calling him on the radio during the evening 
hours of 29 April, requesting a meeting. Hung refused. Then the surrender was 
announced. The communist called him again, and now Hung had no choice. He spent 
thirteen years in prison. 
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turned himself in to the communists. For the next seventeen years, Le 
Minh Dao was imprisoned in a re-education camp.119 

While COSVN's plan to attack Saigon from the northeast was foiled, 
in the end, the III Corps forces could not withstand the entire North 
Vietnamese Army. Yet, despite the public image of corruption and 
incompetence, the ARVN, as shown in the battle for Xuan Loc, was not 
an army of bumblers and cowards as it is so often portrayed. When asked 
by his captors why he did not flee like many other ARVN generals, Dao 
told them he could not abandon the soldiers who had fought so hard for 
him. I was their General, he told his jailers, and if you are holding any of 
my men in prison, I wish to be the last man from the 18th ARVN 
released. "I could not look them in face otherwise," he said. Speaking of 
the battle for Xuan Loc, he calmly states, "Fighting is an art; you must 
use not only your arms and legs, but your mind as well. Even though we 
knew we had lost the war, I still fought. I was filled with despair after the 
loss of the northern Corps, but I still fight." He gave a similar answer to 
a reporter who visited the town on 13 April: "Why had the South Viet- 
namese troops fought at Xuan Loc and not in the north? How can I speak 
for them, said General Dao, the division commander, I can speak only for 
myself, and we have fought."120 

Le Minh Dao was released from prison on 4 May 1992 and arrived in 
the United States in April 1993. He currently is active in the far-flung 
Vietnamese communities, spending much of his time traveling to see his 
former soldiers, most of whom are officers, since few of the line troops 
left Vietnam. Finally, he asked the authors, "Please do not call me a hero. 
My men who died at Xuan Loc and a hundred battles before are the true 
heroes." 

There is no need to call Le Minh Dao a hero. Some truths are self- 
evident. 

119. During his years in prison, Dao was the focus of unofficial U.S. government 
efforts to effect his release. Richard Childress, the Director of Asian Affairs for the 
National Security Council during the Reagan years, would often discuss bilateral rela- 
tions, mostly on prisoner of war/missing in action affairs, with the Socialist Republic 
of Vietnam Foreign Minister, Nguyen Co Thach. As a young Army captain, Childress 
had been an advisor in Chuong Thien province in the Delta, where he worked closely 
with Dao. During his discussions with Thach, Childress asked him to release a friend 
of his from the camps. When Thach asked whom, Childress said Le Minh Dao. Thach 
grimaced and muttered, "That's a tough one." Childress continued to press Thach, 
but his efforts were unsuccessful. 

120. Peter Arnett, "Saigon Troops in Xuan Loc are Proud," New York Times, 14 
April 1975, 18. 

MILITARY HISTORY * 213 


	Article Contents
	p. 163
	p. 164
	p. 165
	p. 166
	p. 167
	p. 168
	p. 169
	p. 170
	p. 171
	p. 172
	p. 173
	p. 174
	p. 175
	p. 176
	p. 177
	p. 178
	p. 179
	p. 180
	p. 181
	p. 182
	p. 183
	p. 184
	p. 185
	p. 186
	p. 187
	p. 188
	p. 189
	p. 190
	p. 191
	p. 192
	p. 193
	p. 194
	p. 195
	p. 196
	p. 197
	p. 198
	p. 199
	p. 200
	p. 201
	p. 202
	p. 203
	p. 204
	p. 205
	p. 206
	p. 207
	p. 208
	p. 209
	p. 210
	p. 211
	p. 212
	p. 213

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Journal of Military History, Vol. 68, No. 1 (Jan., 2004), pp. 1-352
	Front Matter [pp. 1-232]
	The Military Revolution in Russia, 1550-1682 [pp. 9-45]
	Field Officer Courts and U.S. Civil War Military Justice [pp. 47-72]
	Shoulder to Shoulder: Close Control and "Old Prussian Drill" in German Offensive Infantry Tactics, 1871-1914 [pp. 73-104]
	The U.S. War Department in the Gaslight Era: Stephen Vincent Benét at the Ordnance Department, 1870-91 [pp. 105-132]
	Anna M. Rosenberg, an "Honorary Man" [pp. 133-161]
	"Fighting Is an Art": The Army of the Republic of Vietnam's Defense of Xuan Loc, 9-21 April 1975 [pp. 163-213]
	Document of Note
	The Holtzendorff Memorandum of 22 December 1916 and Germany's Declaration of Unrestricted U-Boat Warfare [pp. 215-224]

	Review Essays
	Review: The Israeli Revisionist Historians and the Arab-Israeli Conflict: Part Two: From the 1967 War to the Present [pp. 225-231]
	Review: Small Wars in North America [pp. 233-238]

	Book Reviews
	Review: untitled [pp. 239-240]
	Review: untitled [pp. 240-241]
	Review: untitled [pp. 242-243]
	Review: untitled [pp. 243-244]
	Review: untitled [pp. 244-246]
	Review: untitled [pp. 246-248]
	Review: untitled [pp. 248-249]
	Review: untitled [pp. 249-250]
	Review: untitled [pp. 250-251]
	Review: untitled [pp. 252-253]
	Review: untitled [pp. 253-254]
	Review: untitled [pp. 254-255]
	Review: untitled [pp. 255-256]
	Review: untitled [pp. 257-258]
	Review: untitled [pp. 258-259]
	Review: untitled [pp. 259-260]
	Review: untitled [pp. 260-261]
	Review: untitled [p. 262]
	Review: untitled [pp. 262-264]
	Review: untitled [pp. 264-265]
	Review: untitled [pp. 265-267]
	Review: untitled [pp. 267-268]
	Review: untitled [pp. 268-269]
	Review: untitled [pp. 269-270]
	Review: untitled [pp. 270-271]
	Review: untitled [pp. 271-273]
	Review: untitled [pp. 273-274]
	Review: untitled [pp. 274-275]
	Review: untitled [p. 276]
	Review: untitled [pp. 277-278]
	Review: untitled [pp. 278-279]
	Review: untitled [pp. 279-280]
	Review: untitled [pp. 280-281]
	Review: untitled [pp. 282-283]
	Review: untitled [pp. 283-284]
	Review: untitled [pp. 284-285]
	Review: untitled [pp. 285-286]
	Review: untitled [pp. 286-287]
	Review: untitled [pp. 287-289]
	Review: untitled [pp. 289-291]
	Review: untitled [pp. 291-292]
	Review: untitled [pp. 292-293]
	Review: untitled [pp. 293-295]
	Review: untitled [p. 295]
	Review: untitled [pp. 295-297]
	Review: untitled [pp. 297-298]
	Review: untitled [pp. 298-299]
	Review: untitled [pp. 299-300]
	Review: untitled [pp. 300-302]
	Review: untitled [pp. 302-304]
	Review: untitled [pp. 304-305]
	Review: untitled [pp. 305-306]
	Review: untitled [pp. 306-307]
	Review: untitled [pp. 308-309]
	Review: untitled [pp. 309-311]
	Review: untitled [pp. 311-312]
	Review: untitled [pp. 312-317]
	Review: untitled [pp. 317-318]
	Review: untitled [pp. 318-320]
	Review: untitled [pp. 320-321]
	Review: untitled [pp. 321-322]

	Film Review
	Review: untitled [pp. 322-323]

	Books Received [pp. 324-328]
	Review: Recent Journal Articles [pp. 329-333]
	Letters to the Editor [pp. 334-341]
	Review: Correction: Fort Robinson and the American West, 1974-1899 [p. 337]
	Back Matter [pp. 342-352]



