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were available, but for the most part units developed and tailored their own
tactics and techniques. This was not a matter of divisional doctrine — in many
instances tactics even differed between companies within the same battalion.
Units adapted their tactics and techniques to the terrain, weather, changing
enemy tactics, their mission, and their cumulative experience. They sought
new techniques to deal with changing situations and opposition, and to
confuse the enemy. There were no manuals laying down rock-solid
“doctrine” - unlike today, that term was seldom heard. Manuals simply

During movement across
country, 10-minute rest breaks
were called every hour. The
soldier on the left uses his
elasticated helmet-camouflage
band to hold minute-delay
time fuses, M60 fuse igniters,
and a "spoon” loading adapter
that allowed 10-round stripper
clips to be loaded into M16
magazines. The soldier on the
right has a Claymore mine bag
slung beneath his left arm,
holding extra M16 magazines.

Under magnification, seven
UH-1 Huey helicopters can

be made out here, making an
airmobile assault on a valley
floor covered with rice paddies
and nestled between
jungle-covered ridges. Enemy
fire might greet the inserted
troops from any direction, or
several. The platoon being
landed will probably pull into
the jungle on the far side of the
paddies.
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INFANTRY WEAPONS

It was necessary for infantrymen in Vietnam to carry sufficient rations, water,
ammunition, and other gear over rough terrain to maintain them for several
days. Free World Forces either carried all the supplies they needed for the

duration of an operation — up to six days — or were
resupplied by helicopter. Consequently, infantry weapons
and their ammunition needed to be light, easy to operate,
and reliable in an environment of dust, mud, rain, and
heat, often with inadequate opportunities for cleaning.
The soldier’s basic ammunition load was double the
standard amount or even more, since timely helicopter
resupply could not always be guaranteed. It was not
uncommon for one side in a jungle firefight to break
contact not for tactical reasons, but simply because they
were running low on ammunition.

In most areas of Vietnam the long effective range
normally desired of weapons was not a factor, since
visibility was extremely limited due to brush, elephant
grass, and stands of bamboo. There were some areas,
such as the Central Plateau and the Mekong Delta,
where longer ranges were useful, but even there
short-range engagements were the norm.

Free World infantry were provided generous
numbers of crew-served weapons, but they and
sufficient quantities of their ammunition were too heavy
to man-pack in the field. There was little need for
antitank weapons, so these were usually placed in
storage or used for firebase defense, though a company
might carry one such weapon for attacking bunkers. The
single-shot disposable M72 light antitank weapon
(LAW) was light and compact, and these were carried
for bunker-busting and even for counter-sniper fire.
Mortars were very heavy, as was the substantial
ammunition supply needed if they were to be effective,
and in forested areas there were few sites in which to set
them up. Free World Forces always operated within
range of friendly artillery; this was responsive and
accurate enough to negate the need for mortars, and was
further backed up by attack helicopters and close air
support (CAS).

The most important infantry weapons were the
individual rifle, automatic rifle, light machine gun, and
grenade-launcher. These basic arms had a high impact
on small-unit tactics, techniques, and performance, so
are worth examining in some detail.

Rifles

The standard US rifle in 1965 was the 7.62mm M14,
a heavy semi-automatic with a 20-round magazine;
however, only the 1st and 25th Infantry Divisions
deployed with them - in late 1965 and early 1966,

US Army & Marine infantry battalion weapons
A45cal M1911A1 pistol (Colt)

7.62mm M14rifle

7.62mm M14(M) & M14A1* automatic rifles
7.62mm XM21 sniper rifle*

7.62mm M40 sniper rifle (Remington)t

.30cal Model 70 sniper rifle (Winchester)t
5.56mm M16 & M16A1 rifles

7.62mm M60 machine gun

.50cal M2 machine gun (Browning)

40mm M79, XM148* & M203* grenade launchers
66mm M72 & M72A1 light antitank weapons (LAW)
3.5in M20A1B1 rocket launcher (“bazooka”)
90mm M67 recoilless rifle*

106mm M40A1 & M40A2 recoilless rifles

60mm M19 mortart

81mm M29 & M29A1 mortars

4.2in M30 mortar

Notes: * Not used by the Marine Corps
t Used only by the Marine Corps

ARVN infantry battalion weapons

45cal M1911A1 pistol (Colt)

45cal M1A1 submachine gun (Thompson)

.30cal M1 & M2 carbines

.30cal M1 rifle (Garand)

5.56mm M16AT1 rifle

.30cal M1918A2 automatic rifle (Browning)

.30cal M1919A4 & M1919A6 machine guns (Browning)
7.62mm M60 machine gun

.50cal M2 machine gun (Browning)

40mm M79 grenade launcher

66mm M72 & M72A1 light antitank weapons (LAW)
3.5in M20A1B1 rocket launcher (“bazooka”)

57mm M18A1 recoilless rifle

75mm M20 recoilless rifle

90mm M67 recoilless rifle

106mm M40A1 & M40A2 recoilless rifles

60mm M2 & M19 mortars

81mm M1, M29 & M29A1 mortars
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UH-1 Huey “slicks” inbound

to a landing zone. Owing to
the weight of machine guns,
ammunition, troop combat
loads, and the heat and
humidity (air density), in
Vietnam Hueys could not carry
their advertized weight. Usually
only five or six infantrymen
could be transported along
with the four-man crew.

Armored troop carriers (ATCs)
of the Mobile Riverine Force
cruising on a waterway in the
Mekong Delta. Each well-armed
ATC carried a rifle platoon from
the 9th Infantry Division.
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area of operations (AO) by helicopter to make contact with an elusive enemy.
It enabled a rapid response, and an ability to move and insert forces that
made it almost impossible for the NVA/VC to fully press home attacks on
Free World installations. When the cloak of darkness was raised at dawn they
simply ran out of time to overrun their objective before the helicopters
appeared. Helicopters were, of course, hampered by bad weather, slowed by
the range they had to travel from bases, and limited by the lack of suitable
landing zones in some areas.

Water transport

This was a lesser-used means of providing
mobility, but riverine operations were extensively
conducted by the US 9th Infantry Division and the
ARVN in the wetlands of the Mekong Delta.
Specially modified riverine assault craft and patrol
boats were used on the countless rivers, creeks,
and canals of this region.* Such operations had the
disadvantage of slow movement along predictable
routes that were easily kept under surveillance
by the enemy, who could execute ambushes from
thick cover at short ranges. Nonetheless, such
operations could deliver large numbers of troops,
who need not be heavily burdened because of
the nearby support of the assault craft. Airmobile
operations also inserted troops in support of
waterborne units.

4. See New Vanguard 128: Vietnam Riverine Craft 1962-75,
which also discusses tactics.









Most movement was cross-country, and was a slow, cautious process. There
was no average rate of march, since the terrain and vegetation varied so greatly,
even within a small area. A unit might find itself moving easily across level,
forested ground with little underbrush; then virtually crawling to get through
a broad band of bamboo thicket; then pushing through dense brush, only to
emerge into a series of rice paddies that had to be crossed while totally exposed;
then wading through a bordering area of marsh, and into head-high elephant
grass flooded ankle-deep in water; and finally clambering up a ridge, densely
covered with brush and trees and crisscrossed by gullies — and all within an
hour or two. In many areas open rice paddies were too extensive to be
bypassed, and had to be crossed. They might be rock-hard and dry, muddy,
or flooded. They were divided up into individual paddies by low, narrow dikes;
if the fields were flooded these served as footpaths, but troops using these
narrow causeways were exposed to fire and booby traps.

A platoon crossing a flooded
rice paddy in a line formation;
trudging across an entire valley
of flooded paddies was a long
and tiring process. Notice the
contrasts in the terrain - rice
paddies, a forested area, and
jungle-covered hills, all in close
proximity.

The preferred method of
crossing a flooded rice paddy,
boots dry. A security element
would be sent across first to
check the far side, then the rest
of the unit would file across
the dikes.
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(All black-printed grid squares measure 1km/0.62 mile on a side)




Contact! Infantrymen fire
blindly into tall grass and trees
to flush out any enemy as they
advance. The enemy were in
fact seldom seen, even at close
ranges, and when they were
seen it was only in fleeting

glimpses lasting mere seconds.
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when an engagement had been initiated, and begin sending elements to their
flanks to engage outflanking Free World elements. However, the enemy
would leave sufficient forces in the center to keep the Free World force from
disengaging or attacking through the thinned front. Commanders were
expected to radio a contact report immediately to their higher headquarters,
reporting their own and the enemy’s location, who initiated contact, and
casualties to that point. Depending on the situation, artillery fire might be
requested, and this would arrive within minutes. The NVA/VC expected this,
and attempted to “hug” the Free World positions to prevent the artillery from
falling on them; this tactic also hampered any helicopter gunships and CAS
that might arrive on the scene.

Often the battalion commander would arrive in a command-and-control
(C&C) chopper and orbit overhead. This practice has often been condemned,
and justly so in some instances. There was a very real danger of the airborne
commander losing touch with the realities on the ground: from above, distances
seemed to shrink, and dense vegetation and rough ground hidden beneath
the forest canopy could not be appreciated. The airborne commander might
overestimate the response capabilities of exhausted, stressed troops in contact.
On the other hand, being airborne gave the commander a broad view of the
battlefield, and he might see variances in the terrain unseen by a ground
commander with only restricted visibility. The airborne CO could relieve the
already overburdened ground commander of dealing with fire control, and
could coordinate additional assets. Most battalion commanders had previously
commanded companies, and did appreciate the realities on the ground.

Once an enemy force was engaged with fire and maneuver in an effort to
fix it, every effort was made to destroy it. Fire support was coordinated;
reaction forces might be inserted by helicopter, and other units moved on the
ground to reinforce, attack from another direction, block the enemy’s
withdrawal, and pursue if necessary. Often other enemy units were located
in the area during the engagement, and the action escalated.
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