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PROLOGUE

T he only visible remains of Kham Duc Special Forces camp were
the battered concrete base and jagged steel stump of the flagpole.

Knee-high grass hid the half-buried foundations of its buildings, and the
only traces of its long airstrip were scattered patches of asphalt in a
broad field of weeds. 

Standing on the base of the old flagpole, I stared at the low hills on the
northeast and southwest ends of the airstrip, then west at the jungle-covered
hill looming over the valley. My gaze drifted eastward past the new town
where the squalid little village used to be, past the overgrown airstrip, past the
hidden camp site, past the river gulch behind it to the taller hills overlooking
the valley on the other side of the river.

The last time I saw that valley, it looked like a war movie. Once I
lived and nearly died there, and for me it is a valley of ghosts. They are
the ghosts of many hundreds of North Vietnamese Army soldiers we
killed there and the ghosts of almost two-hundred Vietnamese civilians
—the women, children, and old men of that village—killed by those
NVA soldiers. As I surveyed the peaceful scene in June 1998, memories
of the way it looked thirty years before in May 1968 slowly drifted back
in a lurid collage of sights, sounds, and sensations:

—A desperate voice in the night, shouting on the radio over the noise
of firing, begging for air support to save his surrounded company before
it was overrun by an NVA battalion…

—Flashes of firing and explosions in the darkness, where small
squads on isolated hilltop outposts were being overrun and killed… 

—The throbbing whine of a piston-engine plane, trailing smoke,
straining to climb high enough for the pilot to bail out before it burned
up and plunged to earth…

—Planes, large and small, and helicopters, large and small, crashing
and burning…
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—The shrieking howl of scores of jet fighter-bombers streaking by so
low and close that I could glimpse the pilots’ helmets… 

—The shattering blasts of high explosive bombs; the crackling ripple
of cluster bombs; the rasping growl of automatic aircraft cannons and
multi-barreled aircraft machine guns…

—Enemy bodies hurled through the air like rag dolls from a bomb hit
on an anti-aircraft gun… 

—The pitiful face of a doomed NVA soldier, wide-eyed and ashen
with fear, stumbling toward me like a robot through a maelstrom of
bullets and shrapnel, as his comrades were falling all around him,
knowing that his wasted life was measured in seconds…

—The chilling sound of Special Forces commandos, determined to
fight to the death against the onrushing horde of enemy soldiers, saying
terse goodbyes to each other…

—The thunderous boom and mushroom cloud of the camp’s exploding
ammunition dump and the roar of black rubber fuel bladders along the
airstrip erupting in huge, red fireballs…  

—Flashes of sheet lightning in a dark, towering rain cloud moving
slowly toward us, threatening to envelop us and cancel our air support,
the only thing keeping us alive… 

I thought then that I would never return to that haunted valley. When
I finally did thirty years later, it was with a U.S. military casualty
recovery team searching for the scattered remains of long-abandoned
American soldiers and Marines. More U.S. missing-in-action cases
resulted from the battle of Kham Duc Special Forces camp and a
temporary camp site called Ngok Tavak than from any other battle in
the seven years of major U.S. combat in the Vietnam War.   

As soon as I returned to Kham Duc, I began to sense a deep, vague
awareness that some important part of me had never fully left that
morbid killing ground – and probably never will.  

—James D. McLeroy 
May 12, 2018
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* * * *

Vietnam veterans are often heard to say, “I spent the first four decades
after coming home trying to forget the war and the last few years

trying to remember it.” My experience is no different. Like so many oth-
ers, I found that some memories recalled after a lapse of forty years are
painful, even of events that didn’t directly bear on my tour of duty. 

Strangely enough, I returned to Kham Duc in April, 2006 not because
I was there in July 1970, when the area was temporarily reoccupied, but
in search of answers to lingering questions about a battle that was fought
there more than two years before. When we rounded the bend in the new
highway through the Central Highlands and entered the short, narrow
valley, the air was heavy with the specter of the missing American
soldiers abandoned there on Mother’s Day, May 12, 1968, just as I re-
membered it in 1970.

The operation to reoccupy the area was a “walk in the sun,” as the
grunts used to say about an easy patrol, compared to the combat there
and at Ngok Tavak from May 10 through 12, 1968. Those who were
there in 1970, when the site of the former Special Forces camp was tem-
porarily reoccupied, felt a kind of vindication, Most of them had no
knowledge of the many Americans still missing in action from the 1968
battle. I did. 

Before flying to Kham Duc from the Americal Division base camp at
Chu Lai on July 12, 1970 to perform a very minor mission, I learned of
the abandoned bodies of those poor souls. In my private thoughts, I
believed the Army betrayed those men and their families, who were left
to grieve with no bodies to bury and a lifetime of unanswered questions
about their fate.

Decades later retired Major General A. E. Milloy, the Americal
Division commander in 1970, told me that nearly all those U.S. missing-
in-action cases were killed in an onslaught in which they didn’t stand a
chance. In an unusual departure from his normal gentlemanly manner,
he spared no unkind words for those officers he felt were responsible,
including General William Westmoreland. 

Such a harsh condemnation coming from General Milloy was
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unexpected, because I knew his reputation. He was as aggressive a
senior commander as ever served in South Vietnam, but he did not
tolerate recklessness, especially with the lives of those he commanded.
He was an up-from-the-enlisted ranks soldier’s general, who knew first-
hand from World War II and Korean War combat the kind of missions
that unnecessarily waste the lives of American soldiers. His comments
gave me a new perspective on the Kham Duc missing-in-action cases.
Reconciling what happened there in May 1968 was ultimately a question
of accountability. 

As we drove through the north end of the valley onto the remains of
the old airstrip, my mind was heavy with the thoughts of those who were
left behind there. I thought, too, of the more than a thousand enemy
soldiers, many of them fresh from North Vietnam, some still boys, who
were wasted in a battle over that innocuous little camp. I wept for all of
them, friend and foe alike. I resolved to document the story of how and
why one of the most intense battles of the Vietnam War occurred and
who was responsible for its outcome. I owed it to them all, I thought.

—Gregory W. Sanders
May 12, 2018
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PREFACE

“…their [U.S.] Dien Bien Phu is still to come, and it will come….”
—PAVN Senior General Vo Nguyen Giap1

One of the least known and most misunderstood battles in the Amer-
ican Phase (1965 to 1972) of the Second Indochina War (1959 to

1975) is the battle of Kham Duc-Ngok Tavak from May 10 to 12, 1968.
Kham Duc, a remote U.S. Army Special Forces (SF) camp near the
Laotian border of the Republic of Viet Nam, and Ngok Tavak, a tempo-
rary patrol base five miles south of it, were attacked by two reinforced
regiments (three to four thousand troops) of the North Vietnamese Army
(NVA). Like the still misunderstood war of which it was a part, the
battle is a prime example of the difference between superficial appearance
and the underlying reality. 

This is the only history of the battle published by authors with both
in-depth knowledge of it and personal combat experience in it. One
lived at Kham Duc and led an elite group of U.S. and indigenous Special
Forces troops in the battle. The other witnessed a detailed analysis of the
battle at the Americal Division headquarters prior to a six-week, two-
battalion operation at and around Kham Duc in 1970. Both are former
Army officers with masters degrees in history.

We independently researched this battle for more than ten years in all
the primary and secondary sources, including the few Vietnamese
sources. We independently revisited Kham Duc, interviewed many
direct and indirect battle veterans, and read the interview transcripts and
statements of other battle participants, including former NVA officers.
Our unique combination of personal experience in the battle and in-
depth research into all aspects of it is the justification for our correction
of the factual omissions and our contradiction of the factual misinterpre-
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tations and/or nonfactual statements in all the other published accounts
of it.2

The relevant facts of the battle that we personally experienced and/or
learned from many primary sources are contrary to all the orthodox
versions of it. Kham Duc did not “fall” and was not “overrun.” It also
was not "an American defeat,”3 “an embarrassing defeat,”4 “a major
defeat for the U.S. military,”5 “one of the most serious [U.S.] defeats,”6

“a [U.S.] battle debacle,”7 “an unequivocal [U.S.] debacle,”8 a [U.S.]
“disaster,”9 “a decisive North Vietnamese and Viet Cong victory,”10 “a
total North Vietnamese victory,”11 “a Khe Sanh in reverse,”12 “the high
point for Hanoi” in 1968,13 “one of the great [US] disasters of the
war,”14 or proof of a combat “stalemate" between U.S. and NVA/VC
forces.15

All those negative evaluations of the battle are based on the erroneous
assumption that it was an unsuccessful attempt to defend the camp.16 In
fact, it was a successful effort to inflict mass attrition on a major North
Vietnamese Army force with minimum U.S. losses by voluntarily aban-
doning an anachronistic little trip wire border camp serving as passive
bait for the attack. Kham Duc, like Khe Sanh, was an example of West-
moreland’s “lure and destroy” defensive attrition tactics that complemented
his "search and destroy" offensive attrition tactics. The battle was
another major (although strategically meaningless) tactical victory for
Westmoreland’s operational strategy of mass enemy attrition and a
major tactical defeat for two NVA regiments because of a universal
military fact. Massed airborne firepower attacking in ideal flying
conditions is always tactically superior to massed infantry repeatedly
exposed to such attacks with inadequate air defenses. 

More than a hundred combat aircraft launched a hastily improvised
counterattack on the NVA attackers in three days of ideal weather for
visual flight. The more the NVA troops massed to attack in clear
daylight, the more they were annihilated by concentrated air firepower.
The air counterattack continued for two days after the attack during the
scattered retreat of the ravaged NVA survivors. 

The NVA casualties at Kham Duc and Ngok Tavak are not recorded
or are still a state secret of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam, but a rea-
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sonable estimate of them can be made. Two full-strength NVA infantry
regiments had 5,000 troops: 3,600 combat troops and 1,400 combat
support and logistics troops.17 Troop losses of fifty percent or more were
common in all the large NVA and VC human-wave infantry attacks.18 

Even if only half of the NVA troops at or near Kham Duc and Ngok
Tavak were killed or mortally wounded from three days of air attacks
and ground fire plus two days of unrestricted carpet bombing, the two
NVA regiments probably lost between 1,500 and 2,000 troops. Total
U.S. Army, Air Force, and Marine fatalities at, near, or as a direct result
of Kham Duc and Ngok Tavak were forty-six men.19

Many of the 112 wounded U.S. soldiers and Marines did not require
hospitalization, and some of those who did soon recovered and returned
to their units. Almost all seriously wounded U.S. troops were quickly
evacuated to modern hospitals and almost all of them survived. Most
seriously wounded NVA troops in that and all other battles against U.S.
combined-arms forces did not survive.20

The battle began on the night of May 9-10, 1968 with a mortar and
rocket barrage on the Kham Duc SF camp. Simultaneously, the temporary
camp site at Ngok Tavak was attacked by an  NVA battalion that
penetrated it, but did not overrun it. On May 10, the survivors of Ngok
Tavak abandoned it, escaped, and were rescued by Marine helicopters.
The bombardment of the Kham Duc SF camp continued sporadically on
May 10 and 11, while a reinforced U.S. infantry battalion arrived and
deployed around its airstrip. 

In the early morning darkness of May 12, NVA troops overran four of
the camp’s hilltop outposts. Later that morning, multi-company units of
the two NVA regiments launched two mass attacks against U.S. troop
positions around the airstrip. Both attacks were shattered by an almost
unprecedented concentration of air firepower. That afternoon, the last
ground attack was a multi-company assault on the SF camp’s most vul-
nerable perimeter. As the last U.S. reinforcements were being evacuated
by air, the NVA attack on the SF camp was annihilated by a napalm
strike dangerously close to the SF trench line.

Twelve aircraft were shot down during the three-day battle, including
a C-130 transport plane carrying 183 civilians from the nearby village. It



exploded and burned, killing all aboard. More than 1,000 people –military
and civilian, U.S. and Vietnamese – were evacuated by air, but thirty-
seven Americans, living and dead, were left behind at Kham Duc and
Ngok Tavak. Only four survived. Three of them were rescued a few
days later, but the fourth endured five hellish years as a prisoner of his
sadistic Viet Cong (VC) and NVA captors.

Despite their appalling losses, the NVA attack on Kham Duc was
both a tactical and a strategic failure for seven reasons: 1) it failed to
penetrate the camp or the airstrip, while U.S. troops were there; 2) it
failed to lure any large U.S. military unit from a populated area; 3) it
failed to attract any major media attention; 4) it failed to kill or capture
enough U.S. or allied troops for a useful propaganda film; 5) it failed to
capture any source of food or civilian forced labor; 6) it failed to enable
the NVA to occupy the site, as long as U.S. combat forces were active in
I Corps; and 7) it failed to enable the NVA to use the road south of the
camp any more or any differently than they did before the battle, as long
as U.S. forces were active in I Corps.21

The Kham Duc SF camp had only two functions: basic training for in-
digenous militia recruits and occasional launches of top-secret reconnais-
sance-commando teams into Laos. After the camp was abandoned, both
functions were replaced elsewhere with no major tactical loss.22 In 1970, a
reinforced U.S. Army battalion and a reinforced South Vietnamese Army
(ARVN) battalion occupied the  Kham Duc valley and patrolled around it
for six weeks partly to prove that they could always do so at will.23

Kham Duc had the potential of being almost as strategic for the NVA
on May 12, 1968 as Dien Bien Phu was for the Viet Minh on May 7,
1954. On that date the Communist-led Viet Minh army captured a large
French base near the remote Laotian border of North Vietnam. With
massive technical, logistics, and artillery assistance from his Chinese
allies, the Viet Minh commander, General Vo Nguyen Giap, timed the
final assault of his troops for the day before the beginning of the Geneva
conference to negotiate the end of the First Indochina War against the
French (1946 to 1954).24

The capture of Dien Bien Phu did not tactically defeat all the French
forces in Indochina, but it strategically defeated the French government
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in France. By critically demoralizing the war-weary French public, the
filmed fall of Dien Bien Phu caused the Socialist French government to
withdraw its forces from Tonkin (northern Vietnam) and eventually
from the rest of Indochina: Annam (central Vietnam), Cochin China
(southern Vietnam), Cambodia, and Laos.

We do NOT claim that the North Vietnamese Politburo attempted to
make Kham Duc a U.S. Dien Bien Phu. We found no direct documentary
or testamentary evidence of that intent, but the official history of the
PAVN 2nd Division strongly suggests it, Among its many other
nonfactual distortions and fantasies, its fictional account of Kham Duc’s
defenses is clearly based on the French defenses at Dien Bien Phu, and
its fictional account of the NVA attack on Kham Duc is a virtual copy of
the Viet Minh attack on Dien Bien Phu.25

We also do NOT compare Kham Duc to Dien Bien Phu in terms of
the size or strategic effect of the two battles. We only argue that the
NVA capture of Kham Duc could have had a strategic impact on the war
in that critical month and year. President Johnson’s awareness of its
strategic potential is evidenced by the fact that on May 12, 1968 GEN
Westmoreland personally sent a warning telex about the battle to GEN
Wheeler, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who immediately sent it
to the National Security Council. The National Security Advisor, Dr.
Walt Rostow, immediately sent it to President Johnson at the LBJ ranch
in Texas while the battle was still undecided. Johnson mentioned it
indirectly in his memoirs.26

If more than 1,000 U.S. and allied troops had been killed or captured
at Kham Duc, a humiliating propaganda film of their capture and death
would been made by the NVA film crew sent from North Vietnam for
that purpose.27 The film would have been given to the television news
journalists among the 1,300 reporters from thirty-nine nations then in
Paris for the start of negotiations for ending the U.S. role in the war. It
would have been sensationally and repeatedly broadcast on U.S. and in-
ternational television.

The emotional impact of such a film on most Americans would have
been similar in strength, but opposite in effect, to the emotional impact
of Dien Bien Phu on most of the French population. It likely would have
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had a catalytic effect on LBJ’s hyper-macho personality and his militant
anti-Communist ideology near the bitter end of his long political career.28

The co-authors realize that the use of the term “bait” to describe
Kham Duc’s role in the battle is controversial and requires clarification.
In Westmoreland’s book he called Khe Sanh a place to “lure” NVA
troops to their death.29 As both a noun and a verb "bait" is a synonym for
"lure," but its neutral dictionary definition is different from its negative
emotional connotation. For most Americans the idea of using U.S.
troops as live bait to attract a larger enemy force is morally outrageous.

As a verb, “to bait” implies a deliberate action by an actor with a
motive for the action. That is NOT the meaning of the word as applied
to U.S. actions at Kham Duc. In 1968, the use of. U.S. troops as bait in
the active sense of baiting a trap was not an acknowledged tactic;30 the
term "bait" was not used in any formal military planning;31 and no
military unit or installation was ever officially designated as bait.32 But
as a noun, bait is as bait does.33 Anything can serve as passive bait, even
if that was neither its original nor its primary function.34

In Vietnam there were many NVA and VC attacks on isolated SF
camps. Westmoreland did NOT actively plan to use those camps as bait
for such attacks, but in his "strategy-of- tactics" such attacks were not
entirely unwelcome, because they concentrated the normally elusive VC
and NVA troops for mass attrition by U.S. firepower.35 The role of SF
border camps as passive bait for Westmoreland’s defensive tactics was
merely the result of their previous location in conspicuously vulnerable
places for completely different reasons. 

We know that comprehensive knowledge of any large and complex
battle is impossible, and that many veterans of this battle know some
facts about it that we cannot know. For the same reason, most veterans
of the battle do not fully understand what did and did not happen there 

before, during, and after it. Some of them insist on believing certain
things about it or their role in it that are nonfactual. Others refuse to
believe certain things about it or their role in it that are factual.36

We also acknowledge that perfect objectivity in our narrative and
analysis of this battle is impossible, despite our firm commitment to ob-
jectivity as an ideal. Some degree of subjectivity is inevitable in the
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narrative and analysis of any event in which one of the authors was an
active participant. Nevertheless, pending future revisions with new data
or new interpretations of our data, we believe this is the most factually
accurate narrative and most comprehensive analysis currently possible
of the battle of Kham Duc-Ngok Tavak from May 10 to 12, 1968. 

N.B.—Most numbers referring to dimensions and time and most numbers
ending in zero should be read as if preceded by “approximately, roughly,
about, around, some, estimated,” etc. to avoid excessive repetition of such
numerical qualifiers.
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CHAPTER I 

DRV STRATEGY

“Orthodox armies are the…principal power….” 
—Mao Tse-tung1

A t different times and places the Second Indochina War (1959 to
1975) in South Vietnam had some of the characteristics of a revo-

lution, an insurgency, a guerrilla war, and a civil war. Primarily, however,
it was an incremental invasion of South Vietnam by the North Vietnamese
Army (NVA) supported by their indigenous Viet Cong (VC) subordinates. 

At first, the invasion was covert and indirect, but it gradually became
increasingly overt and direct.2 Both the NVA and the VC were controlled
by the Political Bureau (Politburo) of the Lao Dong [Workers] Party in
Hanoi, the capital of the Leninist police state euphemistically named the
Democratic Republic of Viet Nam (DRV). 

By 1967, Ho Chi Minh, the President of the DRV, was an aged and
ailing figurehead, whose only power was the prestige of his name as the
founding father of the nation in 1945. The de facto leader and chief
strategist was Le Duan, First Secretary of the ruling Lao Dong Party
from 1960 until his death in 1986. 

Le Duan was not a charismatic dictator. He was a Machiavellian ma-
nipulator, who ruled the DRV collectively through its multilayered
committee system. The most important one was the Subcommittee for
Military Affairs (SMA) of the Politburo’s Central Military Party Com-
mission. Both the five-man SMA and the eleven-man Politburo were in-
directly controlled by Le Duan. 



The other four members of the SMA were Le Duc Tho (Le Duan’s
deputy) and three NVA generals with overlapping offices in the Ministry
of Defense: Vo Nguyen Giap, (Minister of Defense and Commander of the
NVA), Nguyen Chi Thanh (senior Political Commissar of the VC forces in
South Vietnam), and Van Tien Dung (Giap’s deputy and Le Duan’s
protégé). The DRV’s grand strategy in its sixteen-year quest to conquer the
Republic of Viet Nam (RVN) and establish NVA hegemony in Cambodia
and Laos was controlled by the five men on that sub-committee, ndirectly
dominated by the rhetorical power and militant zeal of Le Duan.3

Chinese influence in the First Indochina War (1946 to 1954) caused the
DRV Politburo to initially adopt Mao Tse-tung’s (aka Mao Zedong’s) rural
based, three-stage, protracted attrition model of Communist revolutionary
warfare in the Second Indochina War.4 The long-term, strategic goal of the
Maoist model was always the third stage: a decisive military victory by large,
conventional revolutionary forces over large, conventional regime forces.5

The first stage of the model from 1957 to 1961was terrorism and
guerrilla warfare by local VC squads of five to ten troops and VC
platoons of twenty to fifty toops. The second stage from 1962 to 1968
was short-term attacks on vulnerable targets by mobile, semi-conventional
VC/ NVA companies of 100 to 200 troops and battalions of 300 to 500
VC/NVA troops. From 1969 to 1972, the second stage was small-scale,
hit-and-run commando raids on vulnerable targets. The third stage from
1972 to 1975 was conventional, positional warfare by regiments of
1,000 to 3,000 NVA troops and divisions of 6,000 to 10,000 NVA
troops.  

When North and South Vietnam were divided by the Geneva Convention
of 1954, some 90,000 Communist South Vietnamese “regroupees”
moved north to the DRV. About 80,000 of them were Viet Minh
veterans of the First Indochina War against the French. Between 5,000
and 10,000 former Viet Minh cadre in South Vietnam (RVN) were
ordered by their commanders to bury their weapons and radios, live and
work quietly in South Vietnam, and await future orders.6

Many South Vietnamese Communists who moved north to the DRV
became regular soldiers in two NVA divisions composed exclusively of
them. Some 4,500 others were trained as covert military and political
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cadre. Their mission was to organize the Communist Viet Minh veterans
in South Vietnam into guerrilla squads, platoons, and companies. 

Other regroupees were trained as armed agitation-propaganda (agitprop)
teams. Their mission was to recruit disaffected South Vietnamese
civilians to serve as covert auxiliaries, indoctrinate them in Leninist
ideology, and organize them in intelligence and logistics networks to
support the main VC guerrilla forces.

In 1957, the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN), an extension
of the Politburo, ordered some of the Communist Viet Minh veterans in
South Vietnam to initiate a rural terror campaign to destabilize local
governments and organize shadow Communist governments. To enforce
total Communist control in the villages they threatened, intimidated,
kidnapped, tortured, and assassinated thousands of village leaders and
their families.7

In May 1959 the NVA’s Transportation Group 559 began work on the
Truong Son Strategic Supply Route, later called the Ho Chi Minh Trail,
from North Vietnam through the jungles and mountains of eastern Laos.
Protected by 12,000 NVA troops in Laos, they completed the first stage
of the Trail in October 1959. By the end of 1960, 3,500 South Vietnamese
regroupees trained as NVA cadre used it to infiltrate back into South
Vietnam.8

In May 1961 500 senior and mid-level NVA officers left for South
Vietnam on the Ho Chi Minh Trail network. The next month, they were
followed by 400 regroupee junior NVA officers and senior NCOs. After
all the regroupees had been sent back to South Vietnam, regular North
Vietnamese Army troop units began to infiltrate it in increasingly large
increments. By October of 1961, covert NVA cadre in South Vietnam
had recruited and organized two new VC battalions. 

In the spring of 1963, the first regular NVA battalion consisting of
600 cadre and enlisted men crossed the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) and
entered the Republic of Vietnam. By the end of 1963, 40,000 NVA
troops were stationed in South Vietnam. Their mission was to augment
the troop strength of VC platoons and companies, train them, and
develop them into semi-conventional VC/NVA battalions and regiments.
Company-size VC forces were organized at the district level, battalion-
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size VC/NVA forces were organized at the province level, and regi-
ment-size VC/NVA forces were organized at the regional level. 

In the spring of 1964, a second NVA battalion and the entire NVA 325th
Division moved south. By the end of 1964, 30,000 new VC troops had been
recruited, trained, and organized in five VC regiments. In January 1965,
main force NVA and VC units fought five regiment-level battles and two
battalion-level battles. The war began to change from a VC/NVA insurgency
covertly supported by the NVA to an incremental and increasingly overt
NVA invasion of South Vietnam supported by their subordinate VC forces. 

In the spring of 1965, Hanoi sent seven more NVA regiments to
South Vietnam plus sapper, artillery, and other combat support battalions.
In September 1965 the 9th VC Division was formed. Later that year two
more VC regiments were organized, and in 1966 a third VC regiment
joined them to form the 5th VC Division. That year, two more NVA
regiments arrived from the DRV, and in 1967 a third regular NVA
regiment joined them to form the 7th (nominally) VC Division, which
was actually another NVA division. 

In August 1965, the Politburo attempted to transition from the second
stage of the Maoist model (semi-conventional, mobile tactics) to the
third stage (conventional, positional tactics) with an invasion of the
Central Highlands of South Vietnam by three regular NVA regiments.
Their tactical objective was to attack large ARVN units, seize key
terrain, and defend it. Their strategic objective was to conquer the
Republic of Vietnam as quickly as possible before the expected arrival
of large conventional U.S. forces. 

In the Ia Drang Valley battle in November 1965 they learned that
their attempted transition to the third-stage of the Maoist warfare model
was premature. Two of the three NVA regiments leading the invasion
were ravaged by a U.S. reinforced airmobile battalion with heavy
artillery and close air support.9 The NVA/VC forces were then forced to
revert to second-stage, mobile warfare for the next three years.

In early 1967, the five key men in the DRV Politburo’s Subcommittee
for Military Affairs faced two critical situations. First, the semi-
conventional VC forces that had been fighting the main U.S. forces
since 1965 were losing the war of attrition. The air mobility and

BAIT: THE BATTLE OF KHAM DUC SPECIAL FORCES CAMP

4



firepower of Westmoreland’s big-unit “search and destroy” campaigns
allowed him to relentlessly pursue the main VC combat forces into their
formerly secure base areas in South Vietnam. His conventional tactics
were depleting the main VC forces and exhausting the survivors, who
were constantly forced to evade the airmobile U.S. forces on foot.10

In the first half of 1967, VC and NVA combat, medical, and desertion
losses exceeded 15,000 men per month, and the VC desertion rate was
doubling every six months. Infiltration of NVA troops averaged 7,000
men a month, and VC recruitment averaged 3,500 men per month. More
VC/NVA forces were being lost by attrition than were being gained by
NVA infiltrators and VC recruits.11 The depleted VC ranks were being
filled by inexperienced, minimally trained, and increasingly younger
NVA troops. As their age and training decreased, their combat effectiveness
also decreased. 

Second, the U.S. bombing campaign in North Vietnam, although
much more tactical than strategic and interrupted eight times by President
Johnson, was severely degrading the economic infrastructure of the
DRV. Much of it was too large to be moved and concealed, and the
frequent bombing was threatening to destroy what was left of it. 

The DRV had been converted from an exporting to an importing
economy and was reduced to little more than a conduit for Soviet and
Chinese war supplies. Farm workers had to be used to repair the constant
bomb damage, which led to widespread food shortages, food rationing,
and malnutrition.12

The Politburo knew that an unrestricted, sustained escalation of the
U.S. air campaign in North Vietnam would be disastrous both for the
DRV’s economic infrastructure and for their ability to support their VC/
NVA forces in South Vietnam. They also knew that a major U.S.
invasion of Laos to permanently interdict the Ho Chi Minh Trail network
and destroy the VC/ NVA sanctuary bases in Laos and Cambodia would
also be catastrophic for their forces in South Vietnam.13 Despite their fa-
natical determination to persevere, they feared that unless they could
prevent those two worst-case possibilities, they might lose the war in
both the south and the north. 

In 1968, in an attempt to regain the strategic initiative Le Duan
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replaced Mao’s strategy of protracted attrition with Lenin’s coup de
main strategy.14 It required the rapid seizure of a few strategic targets in
the RVN capitol, Saigon, combined with a simultaneous, nationwide,
civilian insurrection of both rural “peasants” and “urban proletarians.”

He believed that by coordinating all the VC forces with a few large NVA
units in a surprise General Offensive he could incite a spontaneous, nationwide
General Insurrection. According to his Leninist ideology, the oppressed
“revolutionary masses” would then spontaneously join the victorious
VC/NVA forces in a popular uprising to overthrow their “U.S. imperialist,
neo-colonialist, puppet” regime.

He called it the August 1945 Strategy, assuming it would be as
successful as Ho Chi Minh’s virtually unopposed seizure of power in
August 1945. If he had compared the military context of Ho Chi Minh’s
1945 success with the military context of his similar strategy in 1967, he
would have seen that no significant points of comparison existed. Giap
and his few Politburo supporters, including Ho Chi Minh, recognized
the fatal fallacy in Le Duan’s new strategy and strongly opposed it as
militarily unrealistic and potentially disastrous.15

Giap agreed that they needed a decisive victory in a large battle soon,
but he disagreed with Le Duan’s assumption that dispersed VC forces
could defeat the combined firepower of the U.S. and ARVN forces in si-
multaneous assaults against heavily defended urban targets. Instead, he
urged delaying the strategic transition to third-stage positional warfare,
until U.S. political will to continue the war was clearly exhausted. 

Despite the increasing VC losses, Giap wanted to continue second-
stage mobile warfare by attacking only vulnerable enemy units. He con-
sidered it essential to avoid large battles with U.S. conventional forces
and not risk more major losses in the main VC combat forces.16

Ignoring Giap’s advice, Le Duan marginalized him in the Politburo
and gave the command of the 1968 General Offensive/General Insurrection
campaign to Giap’s ambitious subordinate, GEN Van Tien Dung. Giap
then temporarily exiled himself in Hungary for “health reasons.” Ho Chi
Minh, whom Le Duan also marginalized in the Politburo for his strong
support of Giap’s opposition to Le Duan’s strategy, temporarily exiled
himself in China for medical treatment.17
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The culmination of Le Duan’s 1967 strategy was intended to be a
decisive victory over large U.S. forces in a set-piece battle comparable
to the decisive 1954 battle of Dien Bien Phu.18 That iconic event was of-
ficially portrayed as the triumph of the heroic revolutionary masses, but
Giap’s name was always associated with it. Le Duan was jealous of
Giap’s wide popularity and wanted to win a strategically decisive battle
against the U.S. forces without Giap. 

Le Duan apparently chose the U.S. Marine base at Khe Sanh as the
target.19 Lacking any technical military knowledge, he did not understand
that he could never match Giap’s victory over the French forces at Dien
Bien Phu with a victory over the U.S. forces at Khe Sanh for technical
reasons beyond his control. Westmoreland confidently welcomed a mul-
ti-divisional attack in such a remote area with no collateral damage to
civilians from U.S. firepower. 

Khe Sanh had an all-weather, twenty-four-hour, radar-controlled bomb
targeting system; secure, external artillery support; virtually unlimited,
first-priority air support; and acoustic, seismic, and infrared sensors that
could precisely detect NVA troop locations and movements. With that
data, U.S. air power and long-range artillery firepower could preempt
any size and number of NVA ground attacks under any conditions.20

The NVA isolated Khe Sanh by land, bombarded it with long-range ar-
tillery, dug deep trenches near its perimeter, and repeatedly attacked the
surrounding high ground, but the crude, WW I entrenching and bombardment
tactics that were successful against the French at Dien Phu in 1954 failed
disastrously against the U.S. ground and air forces at Khe Sanh in 1968
They resulted in the loss of at least 10,000  elite NVA troops without ever
penetrating the perimeter of the massively defended base.21

On the last day of January 1968 Le Duan launched his nationwide
General Offensive/ General Insurrection campaign. Some 84,000 VC
troops simultaneously attacked five of the six major RVN cities, thirty-
six of the forty-four provincial capitals, and sixty-four of the 245 district
capitals. In doing so, they lost an estimated 58,000 VC troops and failed
to achieve any of their main objectives. Some VC/NVA troops held out
for three weeks in Hue and parts of Saigon and Cholon, but most were
eventually killed, and the relatively few survivors retreated.22
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Not surprisingly, there was also no General Insurrection of South
Vietnamese civilians. The mass civilian atrocities by the defeated VC
forces in Hue and other towns alienated even most of the formerly
passive VC sympathizers. For the first time in the war, national patriotism
and hostility toward the VC began to develop in South Vietnam.23

If Le Duan was surprised by the disastrous failure of his strategy in Tet
1968, his surprise was likely equaled by the U.S. media’s portrayal of it as
the failure of Westmoreland’s attrition strategy and by implication the
failure of President Johnson’s war in Vietnam.24 The five key men in the
Politburo’s SMA must have known that the disastrous VC/NVA losses in
the Tet battles demonstrated the effectiveness of Westmoreland’s mass
attrition “strategy-of-tactics” beyond his own most optimistic expectations.

The U.S. media’s radically misleading reporting of those battles, their
failure to report the huge tactical losses of the VC-NVA forces, and their
discrediting or ignoring the tactical success of the U.S. and ARVN
forces was a serendipitous gift to Le Duan. That strategic propaganda
victory in America outweighed all the tactical failures of his forces in
South Vietnam in 1968.

Most of the U.S. media seemed to believe a simplistic cliché about the
war in Vietnam: if the “counterinsurgency” forces are not consistently
and visibly winning the “guerrilla” war, they must be losing it or else
hopelessly stalemated.25 That widespread fallacy was based mainly on
the rumors, superficial impressions, and gossip of a few cynical and mil-
itarily ignorant American reporters in Saigon. Their view of the war was
pseudo-authenticated by their brief, occasional visits to U.S. troops in
the field for background scenes to enhance their staged war reporting.26

Their militarily ignorant view of the war was further validated by a
covert, deep-cover DRV agent of influence. A graduate of a U.S. college
and fluent in American English, he was a Saigon reporter for Time
magazine. After the NVA conquest of South Vietnam in 1975, Pham
Xuan An, the helpful friend of so many U.S. reporters for so many years,
revealed himself as a general in the DRV intelligence service.

His unique contribution to the ultimate NVA victory was not tactical
information from spying, but strategic disinformation covertly planted
in his conversations with credulous U.S. reporters, who passed on his
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covert disinformation messages their reports to the U.S. public. His
“poisoning the well” technique discredited the U.S. military’s war
reports and convinced many reporters that, contrary to official claims,
U.S. forces were losing the war to the “Viet Cong.”27

Most U.S. news editors were not pro-Communist, but seemed to be
almost viscerally anti-anti-Communist. They ignored or minimized the
fact, reported by a few objective journalists in Vietnam, that the VC
fought the 1968 Tet battles with semi-conventional tactics, not guerrilla
tactics, and the U.S. and ARVN forces destroyed the VC forces with
conventional tactics, not counterinsurgency tactics.28

Those news editors seemed not to understand that in the Tet battles.
They refused to believe that the U.S. and ARVN forces had permanently
destroyed most of the VC combat forces, and the few surviving VC
combat forces were no longer an existential threat to RVN sovereignty.
They also minimized or ignored the key fact that the ravaged VC forces
were being constantly replaced by large, conventional NVA troop units
in an accelerated and increasingly overt invasion of the DRV.

In 1968, most Americans got their international news in capsule form
from three national television networks. Some TV news editors were
more like editorial writers than disinterested journalists reporting factual
news in a balanced format. Their negative visual and semantic messages
about the war in 1968 led to the popular belief that as long as the “VC
guerrillas” could fight big battles, the U.S. forces must be either
stalemated or losing the “counterinsurgency” war in South Vietnam, re-
gardless of the greatly favorable tactical results of those battles for the
U.S. forces. 

Many news editors seemed to be overtly prejudiced against the RVN’s
authoritarian regime. They seemed reluctant to acknowledge that the
DRV and the RVN were two nations, not one nation with two names,
and regardless of their racial, linguistic, and cultural similarities, both
Vietnams, like both Koreas and both Germanys, were officially recognized
as such by numerous other nations. They also resisted acknowledging
that a war between two nations is not primarily a civil war, and an
invasion of one nation by the forces of other nation is not primarily an
insurgency.
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The irony of the failure of the NVA’s 1968 Dien Bien Phu strategy at
Khe Sanh and the failure of the VC’s General Offensive/General Insur-
rection strategy everywhere else in South Vietnam is that both of those
moribund strategies were resuscitated by most of the politically adversarial
and militarily ignorant U.S. media. That unexpected result evidently
convinced Le Duan that a second series of such battles in May would be
reported by the media as U.S defeats, regardless of the greatly dispro-
portionate NVA losses, merely because they were fought.

The DRV had a propensity for commemorative battles, and May was
important to them for eight historic events: 1) Ho Chi Minh’s birthday;
2) the 150th anniversary of Karl Marx’s birth; 3) the founding of Giap’s
“Vietnam Liberation Army” in 1945; 4) the founding of the Lao Dong
Party in 1951; 5) the Dien Bien Phu victory in 1954; 6) the beginning of
the Ho Chi Minh Trail in 1959; 7) the founding of the military facade
called the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF) in 1959; and 8) the
strategically decisive Second Geneva Conference in 1961.29

The NVA had no tactical need to attack Kham Duc or Ngok Tavak.
The pseudo-soldiers of Kham Duc’s Civilian Irregular Defense Group
had never even attempted to interdict the constant infiltration south of the
camp by thousands of regular North Vietnamese Army troops. Because
of that fact, the use of two full NVA regiments to attack a place of so
little intrinsic value was tactically senseless. A much better use of those
troops would have been in attacks on far more important lowland targets
in the second wave of the NVA’s 1968 General Offensive in May.

Nearly thirty years later retired NVA MG Phan Thanh Du, the
operations officer of the 2nd NVA Division in the battle of Kham Duc,
implied that the main NVA tactical objective of the attack was simply to
lure U.S. reinforcements to that remote area and destroy them.30 The
reason given for the battle in the official history of the PAVN 2nd
Division is that it was a prerequisite for repairing QL 14 north and south
of the SF camp and extending an old French road eastward toward to the
piedmont valleys.31

That plan was unrealistic, however, as long as U.S. combat forces re-
mained active in I Corps. A constant and ultimately futile NVA
engineering effort would have been required to repair the damage caused
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by frequent air attacks and artillery attacks from U.S. fire bases in range
of QL 14 and the other road in the more open terrain east and south of
Kham Duc. 

Exploiting the U.S. domestic political divisions over the war was not part
of the Politburo’s original strategy for their 1968 General Offensive, but by
May of that year it might well have been included. The Politburo knew that
a large-scale NVA battlefield victory at that time would be enthusiastically
exploited by the far-left leaders of the U.S. anti-war movement.

An April 8, 1968 memorandum by the Central Intelligence Agency’s
Office of National Estimates (ONE) noted that a decisive stage in the
war had arrived and intensified military action would strengthen Hanoi’s
bargaining position vis-a-vis the United States in Paris.32 A May 3, 1968
memorandum by the CIA’s Directorate of Intelligence concluded that
Hanoi could be planning to launch major military actions in South
Vietnam just before or shortly after the opening of the Paris talks for the
same purpose.33

A May 6, 1968 CIA memorandum on the likely North Vietnamese
strategy in Paris and South Vietnam assumed that the Communist
position in South Vietnam was “not at all what [the Politburo] thought it
would be…when they conceived the winter-spring campaign last year.”
It concluded that the military initiative had passed to the U.S. in many
areas, but the NVA forces would make every effort to regain it.34

That memorandum predicted a coordinated DRV military-diplomatic
strategy in the second half of 1968. It considered the simultaneous
timing of the Politburo’s May 3 agreement to meet the U.S. delegation
in Paris and the timing of the NVA’s nationwide “Mini-Tet” May
offensive “no accident.” It predicted that future Politburo actions would
be designed to enhance the DRV bargaining position in Paris.35

The accelerated NVA combat in their 1968 General Offensive was
predicted to culminate in a large, set-piece battle somewhere in I Corps.
In allied intelligence circles that prediction was called the “Dien Bien
Phu gambit” or the “other shoe scenario.”36 President Johnson recognized
the potential impact of the battle on the start of the Paris talks, but he un-
knowingly understated the size of the NVA forces attacking Kham Duc
by half. In his Presidential memoir he wrote: 
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“Just before dawn on May 12, the day before the full Paris talks be-
gan, a North Vietnamese regiment attacked our troops in northern I
Corps near Laos [Kham Duc]. Westmoreland reinforced the units
under attack, then skillfully pulled them out…. the North Viet-
namese had been denied a tactical victory, but we knew they would
continue to try. They wanted to create the impression that they were
stronger than they were and could strike at will.”37

U.S. military intelligence also predicted a strong NVA military
initiative to influence the Paris peace talks. It was speculated that a
dramatic NVA victory in a large battle with significant U.S. losses
might influence the 1968 U.S. Presidential election by swaying public
opinion in favor of a radically anti-war candidate.38

If Le Duan’s strategy for the second phase of his 1968 General
Offensive included a large, potentially strategic battle in May just prior
to the start of the Paris peace talks, the target of that battle seems to have
been Kham Duc. Although smaller than Dien Bien Phu, its characteristics
were eerily similar. 

Le Duan’s choice of Khe Sanh for his first Dien Bien Phu gambit was
the result of his own ideological self-delusion and military ignorance,
but his apparent choice of Kham Duc as the target of his second Dien
Bien Phu gambit was realistic. Compared to the 6,000 U.S. Marine, SF,
and RVN defenders of Khe Sanh, who were heavilt armed and constantly
supported by massive air and artillery firepower, Kham Duc was like
ripe, low-hanging fruit.

The problem with attacking it as a strategic gambit was that capturing or
killing a few more U.S. Special Forces men and their indigenous troops
would not attract major media attention, and a film of such a remote and in-
significant event would have no strategic propaganda value. Unless the
attack resulted in the capture or death of numerous U.S. troops, the
media could not portray it as a U.S. Dien Bien Phu, as they repeatedly
tried to portray Khe Sanh.39

Enough U.S. reinforcements had to be sent to Kham Duc to make
their death or capture sensational television news in America. The 1967
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battle of Dak To, an SF border camp in II Corps, gave Le Duan reason
to expect that Kham Duc would be similarly reinforced.40

Le Duan evidently thought that the best way to attract major reinforcements
to Kham Duc was to convince Westmoreland that if he did not heavily
reinforce it, it would soon be overrun by NVA forces. Apparently to
convey that message, the NVA planned to first attack Ngok Tavak, a
small patrol base south of Kham Duc, where an SF indigenous mercenary
company and a Marine artillery platoon were temporary encamped.

In addition to their possible strategic objective at Kham Duc the NVA
had at least two tactical objectives. First, they wanted to lure an Americal
Division brigade away from its defense of the lowland population centers to
increase their chance of success in their attacks on those targets. Second,
they wanted to inflict prolonged attrition on the U.S. reinforcements at
Kham Duc. Its remote location surrounded by jungle-covered mountains
close to the NVA’s supply lines and sanctuary bases in Laos was ideal for
their large-scale ambush tactics. 

Le Duan undoubtedly knew that a shocking, nationwide media message
about the fall of Kham Duc might influence the peace talks in Paris. With that
strategic potential and with both the numerical odds and the weather odds in
his favor he must have thought the maximum tactical risk of losing up to two-
thirds of the 2nd NVA Division was a calculated risk well worth taking.
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