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ATTACK AGAINST TAN SON NHUT ﬁ

During the early morning hours of April 13, 1966, Tan Son Nhut Air

Base was placed under a heavy mortar and recoilless rifle attack which

o

-lasted approximately th1rteen minutes The attack, wh1ch ad been well
. %,

(35

planned by the Viet Cong, was successfully executed. Two Vietnamese air-
craft vere destroyed and sixty—two USAF aircraft were damaged by the

attack., Other damages ‘include thirty-four USAF vehicles damaged or des—

: troyed, an ESSO fuel storage tank demolished, and minor runway damage.,

1/
There were nine military personnel killed and 184 personnel wounded y &

Although this key installatlon had been squected previously to isolated
2/
acts of terrorism and sabotage by the Viet Cong, this marked the first

'occasion during the Vietnam conflict that it had actually been the.target

. 3/
‘of a concentrated attack by: the enemy.

USAF officials in Vietnam had long been concerned about the probabllity
of a Viet Cong attack against Tan Son Nhut Air Base. It was recognized
that an attack on the Air Force headquarters s0 close to Saigon would be -
an important psychologlcal victory for the Viet: Cong As early as 1964
following the successful Viet Congmortar attack at nearby Bien Hoa Air
Base in November, Lt, Gen. Joseph H. Moore, 7th Air Force‘Commander, ex-

7

pressed a particular concern about an attack on Tan Son Nhut and had made

considerable efforts to prepare for it. 'Intelligence reports during late

_ 1964 had indicated that the Viet Cong were planning such an attack The’

Viet Cong had been active in the area around Duc Hoa, about twenty miles
. 4/ |
west'of Tan Son Nhut,

SECRET
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In November andibecember 1964 General Moore had meetings: with the
VNAF Base Commander, the USASC-V (which had its headquarters at Tan Son

Nhut) and the Senior Advisor to_the Capital Mllitary Region (CMR) which

was responsible for the area surrounding Tan Son Nhut. At that time

the Senior'Advisor said'that troop units allotted fo?c;he defense‘of.Tan

Son Nhut were lass than f1fty percent manned and could7not prov1de proper

defense. MACV was adv1sed of thlS by General Moore.

While internal base defenses were being contrqgally réviewed and dry

runs conducted to reveal weaknesses, it was understood that internal de—

fense could not prevent a mortar attack on the base. Overall responsi-

bilit& for the protectlon of Tan Son Nhut. was vested in the Vietnamese

.

Air Force. USAF air police were primarlly respon51ble for secur1ng Alr

Force elements and resources. Outer perimeter defenses“were a responsi—

bilitycof the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) and both regional
.1/ '

and popular forces.j - Every effort was being made to get the reSponsible

‘ ARVN forces to aggressively control the per1meter area of the base out to-
. 8/

‘the limits of mortar fire.

_Base offlcials considered that a commando—type raid, preceded by a .

9/
mortar barrage,. posed the most likely threat to Tan Son Nhut. .

It was
further considered that minlmum protectlon against commando type raids

10/
included_the following measures which had been taken:

(1) Wire barriers erected around all sensitive
elements, . These were kept under surveillance.

(2) Trip flares and/or mines utilized in areas

where surveillance was impossible or.:dmprac-
tical

SECRET
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Defense bunkers ‘employed to provide surveil-
lance of all possible’ enemy approaches. Con-
cealed approaches, such as ditches, gullies,etc.,

. which did not allow constant observance, wired,
‘and implanted with trip flares or mines.

" Close areas beyond the perimeter of the'base;
which offered similar concealment also wired.,

Numerous aipcraft,enclosed in three~sided
revetments.: :

Base defense plans only provided for elements of -
the base defense force turning out or participat-

ing in deferse actions, except in cases of self
defense. . -

Sin;f reliable intelligence sources indicated that Tan Son Nhut was

a priority'Viet Cong target, base defense was 'of urgent concern to air

police officials., A major problem facing the defense forces was the

7/3

serious personnel déficiﬁ;'of an authorized 1% persbﬁnel; only 623'

were assigned, The<mandatory‘requiremenps for securing aircraft and

" other internal sensitive resources left too few men for desired peri-

meter security. A plan to augment .the security forces with 120 non-

air police personnel was off the~"drawing boards" and in the' adminis-

trative impiémentation sta
‘ 11/

——

‘April 13, '1966.

ges just prior to the Viet .Cong attack of

Over eighteen months had passed since the Viet Cong mortar attack

against Bién,Hoa Air Base. . Meanwhile, every other majorIUSAF air base

in Vietnam, except Tan Son Nhut, had been sdbjected to enemy assaulrts.

f o

USAF officiq;é cbrrectly presumed that an attack against Tan Son Nhut

was imminent and that the.V£ét Cong were merely awaiting the most oppor-
12/ . : ) :

tune time.

- SECRET |
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Timing was ripe for the Viet Cong attack on April 13, 1966, It is

significant to note that, for several days prior to’ the attack the cail-

tal city of Saigon had been involved in serious civil disturbances stem-
ning from the tense political situation.- According to security and law
enforcement officials, it was difficult, if not impossible, to reconstruct
the pre-attack diSpositlon of the Vietnamese ground defense forces who
normally contributed to the external defense of Tan Son Nhut Air _Base,
Unknown numbers of these forces were shifted about to quell civil riots
'and disturbances should they arise.: It was apparent that throughout the
Capital Military Region, in which the city and base were located, attention

was focused on the civil situation. 0verall, the prevaillng conditions

13/
favored the Viet Cong surprlse attack against Tan Son Nhut.

The Approach and the Attack o . ‘ . S ’

The map on the following page provides a legend of the Viet Cong
attack on Tan Son Nhut.l It shows the zone of approach, the positions .

. 14/
of attack, and the withdrawal route.

As shown on‘the map, USAF officials at Tan Son Nhut later determined
that the Viet Cong attack probably or1ginated from the village of Ly Van.
‘Manh. These officials also deemed it most. likely that the enemy forces

15/
withdrew along a pre-planned escape route=back t0'the same-village.

During the early evening hours of April 12, a small Viet Cong force,
probably from the 6th Viet Cong Battalion of the 165A Regiment moved
- /
out from ‘the Ly Van Manh area and headed north to a fortified assembly

point, as markei‘on the map. From there, they moved-eastward.until reaching

4
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predesignated weapons positions, A large number of v1sitors had been *
in the local hamlets from April 10 through April 12, and it was presumed

that these persons j01ned the maln Viet Cong ‘force at the fortified assem- .
. 16/ ‘ :
bly point.

At 2100 hours, on April 12 a local guerrilla element conducted di-

_versionary harassment of a hamlet located near the approach route. This
: diver31on .which consisted of small arms fire directed into the hamlet

from the north, drew the attention of a popular force outpost nearby
17/ -
and permltted:the main force to slip by undetected.

The main force then proceeded to predesignated weapons pos1tions.

depicted on the map. A second guerrilla force moved 1nto place south

s

of the main force weapons p051tions to provide security for the main
8/
force both- during and following the attack

The first indication of possible enemy action§ appeared at approxi-
mately 0026 hours, when -USAF Sentry Dog Teams working in zones along the
west and southwest fenceline of the base alerted, received small arms

fire, and returned fire. It was later surmised that this action diverted -
o C ) : 19/
an attempted Viet Cong infiltration, .

‘The Viet Cong weapons positions then opened barrage fire with ‘the

\

first rounds hitting the base at 0027 hours. The~barrage lasted approxi-

mately thirteen minutes duringiwhich time no less than 245 rounds hit
20/ v :
the base.

It was determined that at least tnree 75mm recoilless rifles and ten
21/ : :
81lmm and 82mm mortars were employed by the Viet Cong.- The enemy attack
22/ 3 :
positions, as depicted on the map on page 5 were as follows: : T

SECRET




NS SN PILC ORISR S Lot ]
f

|/ SECRET.

(1) Two 81mm_ﬁ6rtars positioned at a distance to
center of the base - 4,200 meters (4,593 yards),
and to the hé&liport - 2,400 meters (2,623 yards).
Maximum range of the 8lmm mortar - 3,600 meters"
(over 4,000 yards).. :

Four 8lmm mortars positioned at a distarice to
center of the base - 3,350 meters (3,663 yards),
to -the heliport ~ 2,075 meters (2,267 yards).
Maximum range of the 8lmm mortar was 3,600 meters
(over 4,000 yards). :

Four 82mm mortars and three 75mm recoilless

. rifles positioned at a distance to thejcenter
of the base - 4,900 meters (5,358 yards), :
to the heliport -~ 3,400 meters (3,716 yards),

- and approximately 3,000 meters (3,379 yards)
to the perimeter of the base. The maximum
range of the 82mm mortat was 3,034 méters .
(3,320 yards), and the ‘maximum range of the
75mm recoilless rifle was 6,565 meters
(7,180 yards). - o

The§81mm and 82mm mortar rounds were mixed and fell‘generally wést
of the north;south runway: the 75mm recoilless rifle rounds fell

generally east of the north-south runway.. Plotting of the. rounds indi-

‘cated conclusively that the aircraft parking areas and other operating

installations adjacent'to taxiways and runways, as well as the 120th
' - o 23/ -
Aviation Company, were primary targets.

The Damage and the Casualties

The Viet Cong struck-withvdeadly:accuracy. Pa;t'bf the heavy
barrage landed in a fuel storage a?ea, éng one’ tank of fuel exploded-
in flames. Tﬁe flames sqérea hundreds of feet into the night sky, join-
ing flares drdpped byfA;r Force flaﬁeships:in lighting the area. Air
Fofce firemengquickly fougﬂt to éoﬁtgin the bl;z}ng fuel storés and ex-

tiﬁguished fires at other points on the base.

7
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The pinpoint accuracy of the barrage caused considerable damage to

aircraft at Tan Son Nhut, In some cases there were direct hits, in other .

'instances the mortar shells landed d1rectly in front of the revetted air-

.25/
craft and many smallpiecesof shrapnel penetrated the aircraft.’

‘Two RF—4C s parked in revetments suffered direct hits from mortar'

. shells, two Vietnamese C-47 aircraft were destroyed, and sixty—one USAFK\
' 26/ ' a. :
aircraft were damaged. ,

Thirty four USAF vehicles were damaged or destroyed, an ESSO fuel

"

storage tank was destroyed, several—hutments ‘were damaged, and there was- -
27/
 minor runway damage.

Also, as. a result’ of the attack, there were nine military personnel

H ‘—"w'v-“
killed and 184 personnel wounded in action.

- . 28/
was as follows:

The breakdown of casualties

(1) 'Killed in action: six U.S. Army, one U.S. Navy, -
and two Vietnamese personnel '

9

(2) Wounded in action: 94 U.S, Army and 90 U.S. Air

Force personnel.

It was reported on April 16, 1966 that there ‘were no serioUsly injured

U.s. Air Force personnel and those who had been committed to the hospital

29/
following the attack had been released

The Response and the Retreat

' Immediately following the outbreak of hostilities, the Tan Son Nhut

Base Commander occupied the command position in the joint VNAF/USAF
. command pos

t; the Deputy Base Commander manning the USAF base command

30/
post and coordinating recovery actions. '

 SECRET
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With the detonation of. the first hostile rounds in—place air police
forces took positions in flight line bunkers and were alert for possible -
'.infiltration. The quick—reaction force moved rapidly into position during
ithe barrage. Barracks turnout of the air police was ordered upon termi~

nation of the enemy barrage and a full expanded security posture was
3l/
assumed.

During the barrage, two U.S. Army UH-1B alert helicopters were' launched

from the base. One crew reported sighting muzzle flashes in the general

area of the Viet Cong weapons positions and expended rockets. and machine
) ) Iv

gun fire into the positions. The muzzle flashes ceased under the heli-

. 32/ . :

_copter ‘attack, -~

An operating counter-mortar radar (AN/N PQ4) set located on Tan Son

. Nhut failed to acquire a target during the attack (although muzzle
. .
flashes were sighted by the radar crew) as the Viet Cong mortar positions
¢ 33/ . S
were closer than the minimum acquisition range.’ '

/

s . .
A Vietnamese Army (ARVN) Airborne~Brigade whose camp was located.

contiguous to the base perimeter also sighted the muzzle flashes of the
: : ' 34/

mortars.‘ fermission to react was requested but not: obtained, —~
Generally, response to the attack by friendly Vietnamese forces was .

positive and immediate. At 0125, "the 35th Ranger Battalion was ordered

to a position west of Saigon and south of Tan Son Nhut from where they

began a search of the area which proved to be the Viet Cong primary firihéE}

positions. A platoon of tanks was dispatched to Ba- Quec to reinforce the.

"' outer belt, The 55th RF Battalion was ordered’ to establish blocking posi- -

tions along the east-west road leading from Tan Son Nhut. . Just after

SECRET
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40300 hours, two companies of the ?%h Airborne Battalion were moved into
35/ , .
blocking positions. o : . o -

) At approximately 0130 a Vietnamese battalion and a tank platoon
swept the area where the Viet Cong had positioned themselves. The ‘enemy

had departed. At approximately 0650, a three battalion sweep was made
without contacting the Viet Cong. 28/
Later, on April 13, a debriefing of his ‘troops by the Vietnamese Outer

Belt Commander disclosed that, at approximately 0030, two squad-size ambush
units of the 531 RF Company saw a Viet Cong element near Tan Son Nhut.»
Both ‘units engaged the Viet Cong with small arms fire, and at the same

time requested their company to fire its organic 60mm mortar on the Viet
Cong positions. Almost simultaneously with this request, the Viet Cong

began the attack on Tan Son Nhut with mortars and recoilless rifles. At

.about 0040 hours, the requested 60mm mortar was fired at the Viet Cong

positions. Although the rounds fell short, it was believed to have hastened
- | ' 37/

termination of the Viet Cong attack and their subsequent withdrawal

Ly

One isolated incident concerning the Vietnamese forces, which involved
the improper relief of an ambush site, might well have contributed to ¢hc
success of.the Viet Cong attack and withdrawal. The company'commander had
giveﬁ instructions to the NCO platoon leader to leave the ambushes in place

until the moon comes up; then bring them back in." Although offical moon- -
rise on April 13 was 0047 hours, a subsequent debriefing disclosed that the
platoon leader withdrew his men at/2400 hours unbeknown to the _company com-

mander. . Even the company commander [ instructions were in violation of the

battalion commander's policy in that all ambushes were to be established.no
O 10 '
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later than 2000 hours- daily ‘and would not be’ abandoned.before 0400»hours
' 38/ ) '

the following morning

" In summing up other respons1ve actlons, Capital Military Reglon

Advisory Detachment personnel worklng at Tan Son Nhut during and immedi-
.

ately subsequent to ‘the attack reported that the vast majority of U.S.

personnel at the air base were calm and conscientious in adhering to pre— S

.arranged active and passive defehse plans. Confusion was minimal
Vietnamese Alr Force reaction was also good in that they rapidly complied
with previously coordinated and rehearsed joint defense plans.- U.s.
armed helicopter and: flareship support was promptly requested and fur;._
nished. These were operatlonal within twenty minutes of. the time the
attack was init1ated "Armed helicopters from the 197th Aviation Company
continually provided surveillance along suspected enemy withdrawal routes
and fired on targets requested by the Vietnamese. 2/

Damage inflicted on the Viet Cong was undetermined however, from all
reports it must be presumed that the Viet Cong suffered no casualties
_before, during, .or after their brief but successful assault on Tan Son
Nhut}' The enemy- force w1thdrew at approximately 0050 hqgfs along a route
almost parallel with the .approach route.‘ A friendly Vietnamese security
force located near the withdrawal route saw a - large force of Viet Cong at .
‘approximately 0200 hours approaching from the north. Because of the 1arge
number of Viet Cong,'they abandoned their post., ‘A bridge was blown behind
them by personnel*ofvthe Viet Cong main attacking force, who then completed

. 40/
a safe withdrawal. )
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After the Attack o .' . ) s

\.

The Viet Cong attack against’ Tan Son Nhut was successfully executed,
. i : , 41/
There were numerous,cdntributing factors. Some of these were:

(1) Enemy movement to firing positions was not -
discovered. : :

(2) Ambush sites were not manned as directed.

(3) Couptermortar-radar was not successful in
locating firing enemy weapons. '

(4) Key installations within Tan Son Nhut had
been targeted in detail by the Viet Cong
‘agents.

‘
il

. : - ' ' .
Immediately following the attack, base officials reported that

several lessons had been learned from the attack. The mdst significant
42/ . » . -, ) .

were:

(1) Ground alert helicopter gun ships and fire-

. power aircraft were not adequately respon-
sive to defensive_demands associated with a
surprise mortar/artillery attack. During
the Tan Son Nhut attack, the base received
an average of 19 rounds of enemy fire per
minute. The five minute scramble time alone
‘servedgto "give" the enemy 95 rounds on target.

If ground alert helicopters and/or fire was
the best that could be provided, then alert
craft shouldbe physically rémoved from prime
target zonés on the base and parked in remote
-areas, Ideally, the parking locations of
alert craft should be changed from day to day
in a manner unpredictable  to the observant
enemy. ° ’ )

A high order of reliance could not be placed

in the effectiveness of one countermortar-

radar for the base. Sufficient radar sets

to provide coverage of all sectors contain-

ing potential hostile gun positions should

be provided. Counter battery artillery

should be associated closely with counter-
" mortar radar.

SECRET
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The USAF security force radio network needed
refinement.  During the height of the attack,
the security force could not have operated
effectively against a coordinated infiltra~
_tion action because .its radio frequency was
completely saturated with damage reports,
artillery impact reports and other.trans—

' \\§' " missions.- The base needed two frequencies

" - exclusively for security operations.

In an effort’ to decrease the probability of another successful

attack by the Viet Cong, the Capital Military Region Advisory Detach- .
43/
ment at Tan Son Nhut recommended that following actions‘

(1) Increase the primary defense forces in the
outer belt around Tan Son Nhut by one addi-
tional battalion and make these Vietnamese
Army forces rather than_regional forces.

(2) 1Increase radar sets emplaced‘at‘Tan Son
~»Nhut by two. (No action on 16 Dec 1965,
- Request for one additional set:to-date)..

Relocate base camps of ARVN general re-
serve units within the Capital Military
.Region to areds on perimeter of or with-
in the outer belt,

Joint General Staff (JGS) increase empha—
sis on establishment, conduct, and command
supervision of ambush sites,

- More stringent controls should be esta-
blished on entrance into and circulation
within Tan Son Nhut,

The Capital Military Region be assigned
" two additional ARVN battalions to reduce
and permanently occupy the Viet Cong base
in the’ Ly Van Manh area.' (Previously
‘Recommended) -
S

- On April 14, 1966 an inhuiry was received from the Headquarters USAF,

Command ‘Post as(ﬁg’why so many aircraft pdrked in revetments.were damaged

"in the mortar a&iiii’jn’agh Son Nhut. 'Colonel George Budway, the Tan Son
. . ‘ =% - . N ‘ ;3 . . . o

SECRET . . |
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Nhut Bage Commander, replied that the prlmary reason was the pinpoint

f 2N

accuracy of the attack He pointed out that the revetments.were effec-
tive in absorblng some hits ‘and preventing the spread.of damage between
aircraft parked in revetments. A solution would be increased dispersal~
between revetments. Colonel Budway pointed out, however, that "limited:-

Ispace at Tan Son Nhut for parking aircraft precludes any immediate accom-
plishment in this area." “a/ |

Of the aircraft damaged during the attack, twenty-three were in”re—
'vetments. Thirty-nine other aircraft in revetments were not damaged
Eighteen rounds were received within revetment enclosures, while twenty- ;
three rounds hit immediately in front of revetment enclosures. Flfty—
eight rounds were delivered in the immedlate area of the revetted air-x
craft, representing approximately'twenty percent of the total mortar hits.
on the base. . ‘ » v - -

Colonel B, R. Muldoon,‘Assistant Deputy‘for'Operations, 7th'Air Force,
pointed out-that "the hitsISuffered by'aircraft'in'the revetments could
only have been prevented by covered revetments with steel doors. . Two
fighters are parked in each revetment space, thus each hit in or.ln front
of the revetment encloiures normally results in two damaged aircraft. A
round landing immediately in front of the wall separating the two revet~
mentrznclOSures can and, in some cases, did damage four aircraft " ééj'

Probably the most significant lesson learned from the attack was the
inadequacy of existing measures to place suppressive fire upon enemy

mortar .or artillery positions. As .an interim measure, MACV was requested

and did place -a fire team (two armed helicopters) on airborne alert over

SECRET
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| the base from 2200 hours to 0500 hours on the night of April 13 and 14
This action was taken as an energency measure only since it was the Army
p081tion that the armed helicopters were capable of remaining aloft for
very limited. periods and did not possess sufficient firepower to engage
a number of targets successively. S

.Security and .aw Enforcement officials had suggested the maintenarlce_
of an- airborne;glert firepower capabi'lity over the base during prime

attack hours. On the other hand, Tactical Alr Control Center off:l.clals

-advised that it would be futile to place an AC 47 over the station since

‘the aircraft could not fire until clearance had been granted by CMR through

TACC. - It was 1ndicated ‘that the delays inherent in this procedure, as com-
pared with the expected short duration of an attack did not warrant - keep-
' 49/

ing an armed aircraft over the base.

\However, the Deputy Senior Advisor, CMR, stated that an ‘airborne-—

" alert aircraft could communicate directly with the ‘JOC at CMR and re—

quest permission.to fire from the U.S. Duty Officer. This officer then .
would clear this request with his counterpart at the JOC. He stated

) 50/

that such clearance would normally take ‘a moment or two only.

- Based on the foregoing, the Director of Security and Law Enforcement
- 51/
made the following summation'

"We agree with the Army position that armed heli-
. copters on airborne .alert do not constitute a
practical source of suppressive fire. We do not,
however, belfeve that the presence of a f‘areship
‘In the area provides any appreciable deterrent to
enemy attack., Present arrangements provide no
-capability for timely suppressive fire. It is
strongly recommended that an armed aircraft be

placed on airborne ‘alert over Tan Son Nhut al\d\\q
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that necessary arrarigement_'s (aé a special case.. [@:
if necessary) be made to enable the alert airw '

craft to direct prompt suppressive fire on weapons
positions.engaged .in attack on _Tan Son Nhut,"

'
ac

Cong'had ‘'shown that they were capable of launchi;ig damaging attacks

- against any U.S. air base in Vietnam with relative inipunity. The attack

@

Ot only ,,"confir':med earlier official estimates concerhing the Viet Cong

threat to 'fan Son Nhut but provided further evidence &¥ the vulnerability

of all U.S. air installations in Vietﬁam.. As early as becember_' 18, 1964,

i:he Seyenth Air Force Commander had 'corr:'ectl

-He said:

\

y assessed this \'rul'n'era-bility..
52/ . '
' 8

'...I personally believe _the*-Viet Cong can attack,
any of our insEal'lations at any time they want to
take the risk .and I believe sudden mortar attacks:

on any of these installations would have a good

chance of being successful before discovery of
mortar squads and before counter attacks could be
launched. I have expressed these fears to COMUSMACV
and DEPCOMUSMACV and they assure me they are prod-

ding ARVN officials continually to maintain and
improve base defense...." : . .
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AERIAL VIEW OF TAN SON NHUT AIR FIELD SHOWING SOME
REVETMENTS FOR AIRCRAFT PROTECTION
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TAIL SECTION OF RF-4C SHOWING SHRAPNEL DAMAGE FROM
MORTAR ATTACK-OM TAN SON NHUT
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TAIL SECTION DAMAGE TO USAF C-123 FROM DIRECT I'll'l'
DURING MORTAR ATTACK ON TAN SON NHUTY

’

. s -
[ T P SO

" CONFIDENTIAL




.
:
1
3
i

4




232 ,’,%‘« 4‘:’:
Fa 2y
ey
Aok

3
i

U 2
RPN T

o

S

Tyt

2

A
«\:‘\&‘}Qﬁ W
]

B
&
=

a3
N,

t4)
AN

R

3 a

&
=

Pl
APy
AN
el
o

Tanis
R

A
o
L5

S

e

T

peict

$E

34

k3

C2% Evwe Sy

P,
L

pLy AU Y A
anE S




