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Fig. 1. Phuoc Tuy province, May 1966.
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1
The Problem

South Vietnam is a country of remarkable geographic differences. 
Within a few hundred miles one passes through the ruggedness of the 
Annamite Chain, the rich tangle of growth on the plain around Saigon 
and the flat watery expanse of the Mekong Delta in the south, one of the 
richest rice-producing areas of the world. These geographic differences 
have partitioned the country into four fairly natural subdivisions which 
have been used by the Vietnamese Government as the basis for the four 
military regions comprising the country and through which the war 
against the Viet Cong is controlled. Each of these regions contains a corps 
of two or three Vietnamese divisions and they are numbered in order from 
north to south.

The First Corps area, adjoining North Vietnam, includes the mountains 
of central Annam and the coastal plain from which the vital cities of Hue, 
the old imperial capital of Annam, and Da Nang, the greatest military 
base in the north, have risen. The Second Corps area is dominated 
strategically by the central mountain plateau which stretches around 
Kontum and Pleiku. Sparsely populated, this area is the largest of the 
four, covering nearly three hundred miles out of South Vietnam’s length 
of seven hundred. The coastal plain is narrower than in the First Corps 
area but it is nonetheless important because of the multitude of sea 
infiltration routes which its length offers to craft from North Vietnam. 
The Third Corps area borders on the southern extremity of the Annamite 
mountains. Essentially a broad plain of some hundred miles in diameter, 
the area includes the approaches to Saigon and the rice fields, gardens 
and  rubber plantations which are so vital to the sustenance of daily 
life and commerce in the capital. The Mekong Delta begins within twenty 
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miles to the south of Saigon at a line linking the sea with the long tongue 
of Cambodia which juts south-eastwards, pointing directly at Saigon and 
coming within fifty miles of it. The Fourth Corps boundary runs from the 
tip of this Cambodian peninsula south-eastwards to the sea. The plains 
of reed and paddy stretch southwards for nearly two hundred miles to 
the tip of Cape Ca Mau, Vietnam’s southernmost extremity. The Fourth 
Corps area is peculiarly vital because of its enormous food production 
potential for whichever side controls it. Formerly a complement to the 
more industrialised Tonkin, its significance has been well appreciated by 
the contenders.

The effects of geography go further than to divide South Vietnam into 
a number of regions, for they have greatly determined the nature of the 
fighting which has occurred in each area. Proximity to North Vietnam is 
one key factor. In general the more northwards one goes the more one 
encounters North Vietnamese regular troops rather than the southern 
Viet Cong, so that the war in the First Corps area consists of fairly 
conventional large scale operations against divisional sized formations 
of North Vietnamese. The mountainous expanses and sparseness of 
the population of the Second Corps area offer more scope to the small 
bands of Viet Cong guerillas and, since it is further down the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail from North Vietnam, it is much more difficult for the North 
Vietnamese to maintain large numbers of troops there than in the First 
Corps area. The peculiar strategic importance of the Second Corps area 
is its potential for splitting South Vietnam into two pieces which may 
then be consumed separately. The Viet Cong were nearly successful in 
carrying out this manoeuvre before the weight of the American build-up 
had come into effect. The presence of the First Air Cavalry Division at 
An Khe in the central mountains and of the two Korean divisions near the 
central coast has blocked the way for further Viet Cong moves of this sort. 
The Fourth Corps area, made up of countless tiny villages and hamlets 
and inhabited by great numbers of extremely poor peasants, lent itself 
ideally to the warfare of local insurgency from which Asian Communism 
has sprung. The village guerilla squad is the essential element of the Viet 
Cong forces in this area. The overcrowding and poverty of the settlements 
have provided good conditions for Viet Cong recruiting and the Fourth 
Corps area has been an important source of manpower for Viet Cong 
forces in other parts of Vietnam.
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Fig. 2. The corps areas and major towns, South Vietnam.
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Fig. 3. The provinces, major towns and Viet Cong bases, 3 Corps area.

The most important recipient of men from the delta has been the Third 
Corps area. The country around Saigon could have provided the key to 
a swift end to the war and victory for the Viet Cong when they went over 
into their final stage of fighting battles in large formations of divisional 
size. The Third Corps area has not been a particularly good supplier of men 
for the Communist ranks and the journey by foot from North Vietnam 
through Laos and Cambodia is over four hundred miles. Consequently, 
many of the Viet Cong main force or regular units in the Third Corps area 
have been drawn from the Mekong Delta.

The Third Corps area may be considered in terms of four subdivisions. 
The south-western corner contains Saigon and the rice-producing 
province of Long An. Both of these are relatively easy for the Government 
to control since they are close to the main troop concentrations and they 
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do not contain any tracts of wild country from which large numbers of 
Viet Cong can operate. However in the north-western sector, embracing 
the provinces of Tay Ninh, Hau Nghia, Binh Long and Binh Duong, lies 
the great belt of jungle known to the Viet Cong as War Zone C. From 
this area they have directed the whole of the war in South Vietnam and 
they have built up their forces in the area to several regiments. Many of 
their bases both in War Zone C and in other areas were established in the 
nineteen-forties for use against the French and thus they are extremely 
well developed and protected. The north-eastern sector contains the 
province of Phuoc Long and the northern half of Long Khanh province. 
Stretching into both provinces is the vast, sparsely populated expanse of 
War Zone D. Although this area has not been as crucial to the Viet Cong 
as War Zone C, it has been a major area of support for the Communists 
and usually contains some regiments of main force Viet Cong. The south-
eastern sector consists of Bien Hoa, southern Long Khanh, Phuoc Tuy 
and Binh Tuy provinces. This area has also supported several regiments 
of Viet Cong based on two areas in the north-western and north-eastern 
corners of Phuoc Tuy. The Hat Dich area in north-western Phuoc Tuy 
overlaps Bien Hoa province to the west and Long Khanh to the north. 
The May Tao mountains link north-eastern Phuoc Tuy with Binh Tuy 
to the east and Long Khanh to the north and provide the second Viet 
Cong base. Phuoc Tuy and Binh Tuy provinces are important because 
they are on the sea coast. The port of Vung Tau, situated at the end of 
a long peninsula jutting out from Phuoc Tuy, is of major importance for, 
in conjunction with the road link to Saigon, Route 15, it can take much 
of the pressure off the crowded port facilities of Saigon and obviate the 
need for some vessels to negotiate the miles of tortuous narrow channels 
which thread the mangroves which lie all around the southern side of the 
capital. Long Khanh and Binh Tuy provinces are traversed by National 
Route 1, the main road link with the north, and both contain important 
rubber plantations.

The security of Saigon itself was threatened directly from two areas, the 
one to the north, the other to the south. The great area of mangroves 
which shrouds the mouth of the Nha Be river to the south is known as 
the Rung Sat. Its mangroves provide a direct labyrinthine link of tiny 
channels for Viet Cong sampans to bring men and supplies from the 
Fourth Corps area into the Third Corps area via Phuoc Tuy and the Hat 
Dich region. The thousands of small islands amongst the swamps provide 
many hides for Viet Cong guerillas, supply and transport sections and 
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for their sappers who attempt to blow up shipping in the confines of 
the Long Tau river, the channel through to Saigon. One ship disabled 
for a day could delay another thirty for the same time. To the north of 
Saigon in the sharp angle formed by the junction of the Saigon river and 
Route 13 lies another patch of dense jungle known as the Iron Triangle. 
From this triangle the Viet Cong controlled, supplied and supported all 
Communist activity in the capital only twenty miles away.

The insertion and growth of Communist forces in the Third Corps area 
had been long and carefully planned. In the mid nineteen-forties they 
established War Zones C and D and a major base in the south-eastern part 
of Phuoc Tuy along the coast. The Viet Minh then took control of the 
major axes of communication leading from Saigon, thus tying the French 
down to a number of isolated garrisons. None of these posts could easily 
support the others, while the Viet Minh were able to concentrate locally 
superior forces when they chose because they enjoyed relative freedom of 
movement. After 1954 the major Viet Minh units in the south were either 
disbanded or went for temporary refuge and training to North Vietnam. 
However, cadres of Communists were left behind in the less controlled 
areas and in the bases such as War Zones C and D. In 1957 these began 
expanding and re-emerged as the Viet Cong. By 1959 local companies 
were being formed, by 1961 battalions, by 1964 regiments and in 1965 
divisional staffs were formed to co-ordinate and command the regiments.

The strategy appeared to be similar to that of the Viet Minh, i.e. to 
concentrate and train enough men to form a strong fighting force capable 
of inflicting defeat on the Government troops, then to cut Saigon off 
from the main provincial centres and finally administer the coup de 
grâce to a dying regime. Unfortunately for this plan the commitment of 
American ground troops to the war began before the design could be 
executed. Just at the stage when the Viet Cong were established with 
several regiments in the Third Corps area and were cutting the major 
roads, forcing the Government out of many of the smaller villages, the 
First US Infantry Division, the 25th US Infantry Division and the 173rd 
US Airborne Brigade arrived to re-establish control over the provinces 
immediately to the north-west and north-east of Saigon and to provide an 
airborne mobile reserve capable of hitting the Viet Cong anywhere within 
the Third Corps area.
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However Route 15, the road between Saigon and Vung Tau, was still in 
Viet Cong hands and the security of Vung Tau itself was menaced directly 
to the point of mortar bombardment. From the Hat Dich and May Tao 
bases the Viet Cong were taking hold of most of Phuoc Tuy and parts of 
Long Khanh, Bien Hoa and Binh Tuy provinces. Over one hundred miles 
of Route 1 and the whole of Route 2, the north-south road linking Ba Ria, 
the capital of Phuoc Tuy with Xuan Loc, the capital of Long Khanh, were 
both under Viet Cong control. It was to this area that the First Australian 
Task Force was committed with the aim of restoring Government control 
to Phuoc Tuy and of clearing the Viet Cong off the southern sections of 
Routes 2 and 15.

Phuoc Tuy occupies a fairly level stretch of the central plain, approximately 
rectangular in shape, forty miles from east to west and thirty from north 
to south. Three large groups of hills or mountains thrust their way 
up through the thick green carpet of rich vegetation which covers the 
province. In the north-east the May Tao mountains rise to between two 
and three thousand feet. Centrally on the southern coast the Long Hai 
hills raise a spine of over one thousand feet in height, which juts into 
the South China Sea opposite the Vung Tau peninsula. Parallel to the 
south-western coast and the edge of the Rung Sat run the Dinh hills in 
a line eight miles long to the north-west and over sixteen hundred feet 
high. Various small hills are dotted about the broad plain such as Nui 
Nghe and Nui Dat in the central part of the province but these hills are 
too low and isolated to allow their use as a fortified defensive position 
which could become a major obstacle. The eastern third of the province, 
Xuyen Moc district, is divided off by the Song (river) Rai which drains 
the western slopes of the Annamite mountains away to the north-east. 
The Song Rai, fifty feet wide in some places, is an appreciable obstacle 
to mechanised vehicles, while it offers a navigation route for small craft to 
pass from the coast into the central eastern part of Phuoc Tuy within easy 
access of the Viet Cong bases. The island of Long Son off the south-west 
coast of the province is the final major geographic feature. Four miles long 
and over a mile in width, the island is crowned by the heights of Nui Nua 
from which a single Viet Cong machine gun post continually dominated 
the whole of the populated eastern half.
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Fig. 4. Major roads, 3 Corps area.

The heart of the province is the south central region. This area provides 
good paddy fields and gardens and it contains over three-quarters of the 
population of Phuoc Tuy. Several fishing villages have grown up along the 
coast and they reap an ample harvest from the sea, sufficient to establish 
a flourishing trade with the Saigon fish market. However, this heart area 
occupies less than one quarter of the province. The remainder is covered 
for the most part by thick jungles inhabited by isolated communities of 
hunters, peasants, charcoal burners and, of course, by the Viet Cong. The 
town of Ba Ria, officially called Phuoc Le, situated at the crossing point of 
the Song Dinh and at the junction of the Saigon–Vung Tau road with the 
main roads to the east and north, has grown to a population of some twenty 
thousand people and become the seat of the provincial administration. 
This position, well to the south of the province and directly linked to the 
major base of Vung Tau, saved the provincial administration from falling 
into the hands of the Viet Cong in 1965. As one travels eastwards from 
Ba Ria one passes through the towns of Long Dien and Dat Do, a few 
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miles apart. Twelve miles east of Dat Do lies the village of Xuyen Moc, 
the only appreciable settlement in the whole of the eastern third of the 
province. The three are joined to Ba Ria by Route 23 and each has given 
its name to an administrative district of the province. Several villages skirt 
the northern edge of the central cultivated area, chief of which is Hoa 
Long, three miles north-east of Ba Ria, while several other small villages 
lie to the north of Hoa Long, several miles apart, surrounded by small 
cleared areas and then by the all-embracing jungle.

The road network of the province has grown up around this framework. 
Route 15 runs northwards from Vung Tau to Ba Ria, and connects with 
the fishing and wood cutting villages along the western coast on its way 
north-west towards Bien Hoa and Saigon. This road was reconstructed 
by the French after the Second World War and traces of the old sunken 
cart road are still visible adjacent to the broad double strip of the new 
road. The maintenance of the security of Route 15 was complicated by 
two factors. First, the road is overlooked by the Dinh hills for most of its 
course in Phuoc Tuy. Viet Cong observation posts could see any traffic 
approaching from miles off and could launch ambushes from the steep 
hillsides or set up taxation points to take badly needed money from the 
Vietnamese civilians who used the road. Second, as with any coast road, 
Route 15 crosses a large number of small streams and thus there are many 
bridges and small culverts for the Viet Cong to blow up, cutting the road. 
Route 23 links Ba Ria with the towns and villages to the east, passing 
through open flat country covered with low scrub or through paddy fields 
until it reaches the outpost of Xuyen Moc. From there it runs to Ham 
Tan, twenty-five miles to the east in Binh Tuy province. Route 23 also 
crosses a great number of streams, including the broad Song Rai which 
had been spanned by a steel bridge nearly one hundred yards long. Thus, 
this road was also very vulnerable and could be controlled by taxation 
points along the twelve empty miles between Dat Do and Xuyen Moc.

Ba Ria is connected to the north by Route 2, a French road which runs 
with many straight stretches for over thirty miles to Xuan Loc. The biggest 
bend in its length is at Hoa Long where the road swings from the north-
east to the north. The advent of Route 2 was of great economic importance 
to Phuoc Tuy because it opened up the unused central northern part of 
the province. This country was well suited to the growing of rubber trees 
and plantations were established by the major French firms after the First 
World War. The rubber trees begin at Hoa Long, where they stretch in an 
arc around the north-western side of the village and then run eastwards 
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for a few miles to the villages of Long Phuoc and Long Tan. The next 
plantation is centred around the hamlet of An Phu, which lies on Route 2, 
four miles north of Hoa Long. From An Phu onwards to Xuan Loc the 
road runs through an almost continuous belt of plantations—the most 
important of which are those at Binh Ba, Ngai Giao and Xa Bang, the 
Courtenay Plantation on the border with Long Khanh province and 
the Ong Que Plantation in southern Long Khanh.

The population distribution within Phuoc Tuy may be seen from the above 
to be concentrated around the central hub with three arms of villages 
radiating out to the north-west, the north and the east along each of the 
major roads. 103,000 persons live in Phuoc Tuy. Of these, nearly 70,000 
live around the central southern rice-growing area, 15,000 are strung 
out along each of the north-western and northern arms and 2,000 live at 
Xuyen Moc and along the eastern axis. These people are administered by 
six districts, three of which are the heavily populated areas around Ba Ria, 
Long Dien and Dat Do. The fourth is the territory east of the Song Rai, 
Xuyen Moc district; the fifth, Long Le district, is commanded from Hoa 
Long and stretches westwards across the Dinh hills to include the villages 
along Route 15 and Long Son island; and the sixth, Duc Thanh district, 
is commanded from near Ngai Giao, and covers the north-western third 
of the province.

The province is administered by a military government possessing a certain 
degree of autonomy in local affairs but coming under the command of 
the Third Vietnamese Corps via the Eighteenth Vietnamese Infantry 
Division whose headquarters are located at Xuan Loc. The Province Chief 
was Lieutenant Colonel Le Duc Dat, a cavalry man who began his service 
with the French. Dat’s lithe figure was often to be seen darting around 
the district headquarters or in any village which our operations affected. 
By  any standards Dat was energetic. Compared with the peasantry of 
Phuoc Tuy he was a dynamo. His conversation was sharp and incisive. 
He was very easy for us to work with, not least because he spoke moderate 
English as well as excellent French. Phuoc Tuy was a good province for 
an allied nation to work in because there were no major scandals or 
disloyalty. Dat was a hard man and although his political activities led 
to his re-posting in October, 1967, he was a very capable administrator. 
He was not particularly happy in his job. Once when I asked him why 
he had given some captured Viet Cong saboteurs a heavy sentence he 
wheeled around and said: ‘For sixteen years I have been fighting these 
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people—for sixteen years they have ruined my life and killed my friends. 
I will be lenient to a Viet Cong regular who is fighting because he is forced 
to, but to saboteurs and spies who are all volunteers I will not be lenient!’

The District Chiefs were mostly captains in the South Vietnamese Army. 
They were completely responsible for all the affairs of their districts, from 
food, health and housing to justice and military security. To ask one 
officer, unaided by any save a few clerks and policemen, to cater for all 
these needs of up to 30,000 people and to administer the writ over one 
hundred square miles of territory does not make for good government. 
Yet with the shortage of administrators and soldiers in South Vietnam any 
permanent enlargement of the district staffs was not feasible. Fortunately 
the American adviser system worked down to the level of districts and 
each Vietnamese captain had an American captain or major alongside 
him. However, the American was there to advise and while he could be of 
some moral support to his District Chief he could not remove much 
of the weight of decision making.

The Viet Cong first appeared in the villages of Phuoc Tuy in 1959. 
For the next year or so they confined their activities to the political front, 
holding meetings, recruiting members for the Party, propagandising 
against the Diem regime and organising their own administrative system 
for the province. In 1961 the first armed bands of Viet Cong challenged 
the Government’s authority. One of the first targets for the marauding 
companies of regulars who came down into Phuoc Tuy from War Zone D 
was Route 15, which was attacked, ambushed, blown up and used for tax 
gathering with increasing frequency until by 1965 it had passed into Viet 
Cong control to the degree that even a battalion of Government troops 
with an armoured escort could not guarantee passage for themselves.

The armed forces of the Viet Cong fall into three categories. Their hard 
core is the regular soldier who serves for a period of several years and 
who can be moved to wherever he is needed. These soldiers are usually 
organised into regiments or divisions and are referred to as main force 
units. The  main force have become augmented increasingly by North 
Vietnamese regulars so the term must be taken to include both the southern 
Viet Cong regulars and the northerners. The main force are augmented 
and assisted by local forces of two kinds, the provincial mobile and the 
village guerilla units. The provincial mobile units are recruited usually 
from the guerillas in the province in which they serve. They are full time 
soldiers and receive a small wage to keep their families alive. They have the 
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advantages of intimate knowledge of the area in which they are fighting 
and of close contact with some of the people. They can act as guides and 
suppliers for the main force units and can provide them with detailed 
information of local Government activities, fortifications and strengths. 
The mobile force units are also equipped heavily enough to mount their 
own offensive actions and constitute a continuous threat to Allied troops 
within their particular province. The village guerillas are only part time 
soldiers, lightly equipped, usually with only an old French or American 
rifle, and are not well trained. The guerillas assist the mobile forces in 
much the same way as the latter assist the main force units. They can also 
carry out small raids and assassinations, collect taxes and carry messages.

Parallel to this structure of the Viet Cong Armed Forces is the Communist 
Party organisation which controls and co-ordinates all activity at each 
level, including military action. Hence, regional main force divisions 
are controlled by the regional Party committee, provincial mobile units 
are controlled by the provincial Party committees and the guerillas are 
directed by their village Party committees.

The Phuoc Tuy Party committee began to build up its own mobile force 
in 1961 when one company of infantry was raised. This was augmented 
by another in the following year and so the D445 Provincial Mobile 
Battalion was formed. In succeeding years several village committees were 
established and they in turn produced their crop of guerillas which went 
to make up squads and platoons so that by 1966 there were four district 
companies of guerillas within Phuoc Tuy.

The obvious areas for the Viet Cong to use for their bases were 
the uninhabited fastnesses of jungle which cover the northern half of the 
province. In the north-western corner lay the abandoned village of 
Hat Dich. This was taken over by the Viet Cong and used as a base for 
operations against the villages in central, northern and western Phuoc Tuy. 
In the north-east they took over the village of Thua Tich and organised it 
into a model Communist settlement as a commune even to the extent of 
using Viet Cong money. From these two centres the influence of the Viet 
Cong spread, beginning with the northern villages who, under the Diem 
regime, scarcely knew that there was a government in Saigon. Gradually, 
between 1961 and 1964 the villages of Xa Bang, Ngai Giao and Binh 
Ba came under Viet Cong control, leaving only the North Vietnamese 
Catholic refugee village of Binh Gia outstanding as a centre of resistance 
to the Viet Cong.
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While the north was being infiltrated another thrust was being pressed 
into the northern edge of the central region. Long Tan and Long Phuoc 
were taken over as Viet Cong villages and from these influence was 
exerted over Hoa Long. However the presence of the Long Le District 
Headquarters probably saved Hoa Long from complete takeover. Pressure 
was also applied from the east. Route 23 was cut in nine places by blowing 
up bridges and culverts, including the main bridge across the Song Rai. 
The district headquarters at Xuyen Moc was isolated and was to remain 
in a state bordering on siege for several years. A base area was established 
in the Long Hai hills and from here a significant degree of control was 
exerted over all the villages of the south central region. In particular, the 
Viet Cong achieved access to the rice harvest and so were able to establish 
the basis for the support of much larger forces within Phuoc Tuy. They 
also took control of the eastern coastline and so were able to receive direct 
shipments of specialised equipment over the miles of beaches, making 
Phuoc Tuy even more suitable for use as a main Viet Cong base.

Several of the villages along the western coast were infiltrated. Again 
two North Vietnamese Catholic refugee villages, Long Cat and Ong 
Trinh South, held out and preserved their independence. However the 
establishment of bases in the Dinh hills and the presence of guerillas in 
the villages along Route 15 gave the Viet Cong firm control over the 
area. Long Son island was taken over as a rest and training centre and as 
a terminal point for some of the supplies which came from the Mekong 
Delta across the Rung Sat. Several landing points were established from 
which the supplies were moved northwards to Hat Dich.

Much of this expansion had been due to the efforts of the D445 
Battalion but on several occasions main force units were made available 
for operations in Phuoc Tuy and from 1964 onwards 274 Regiment was 
frequently on the scene. The forces of the Government were at full stretch 
everywhere in Vietnam as a result of the decline of the Army since 1954 
and all Colonel Dat had at his command were a battalion of regulars and 
a few companies of regional force soldiers, most of whom were poorly 
trained and equipped and lacked leadership at the lower levels. With the 
tide of Viet Cong success rising throughout Vietnam in the early nineteen-
sixties there were no forces spare to help Dat and he had to make do as 
best he could. He decided to hold on to the district headquarters as vital 
ground from which some vestige of control and communication could be 
maintained. There seemed no point in wasting troops trying to defend 
villages which would stretch his forces too thinly on the ground.
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By early 1966 the headquarters of Xuyen Moc and Duc Thanh districts 
were isolated and all districts except Ba Ria itself were heavily infiltrated. 
Even Ba Ria was attacked and Colonel Dat’s house mortared as retaliation 
for one assault which he had led against what had become the fortified Viet 
Cong village of Long Phuoc. The Viet Cong had established very large 
scale bases in the northern half of the province and had moved two main 
force regiments, 274 and 275, in to make up the teeth of the Fifth Viet 
Cong Division with headquarters in the May Tao mountains. Thus there 
were by this time seven battalions of Viet Cong with heavy fire support 
units active within the province and the outlook for the Government was 
black. Consequently it was with rejoicing that Dat received the news that 
the Australian Task Force of two battalions of infantry and one regiment 
of artillery was to be stationed in Phuoc Tuy. The Task Force was to arrive 
in May 1966 to begin clearing the Viet Cong forces out of the central area 
of the province and to help restore the authority of the Government over 
the people of Phuoc Tuy.
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