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Charlie Company’s
Battle for Hue

An examination of an after-action report on urban combat

fter-action reports (AARs)

are standard practices for

militaries and provide les-

sons for current and future
generations of warfighters. This article
examines one such tacrical AAR from
Charlie Company, 1st Battalion, Sth
Marines, 1st MarDiv (C/1/5), during
Vietnam’s Battle of Hue by examining
the evenc’s historical context, pinpoint-
ing what the AAR successfully includes,
and outlining the larger political and
strategic considerations that impacted
events on the ground, thus demonstrat-
ing the strengths and shortcomings of
AARs at the tactical level. Overall, the
operation to retake Hue City after the
1968 Tet Offensive offers insight into
urban warfare and provides lessons
learned for future operations in similar
situations, such as the Battle of Fallujah
in Traq or Operation MOSHTARAK in
Afghanistan, and demonstrates that the
Marine Corps has been and continucs
to be a learning organization.

On 31 January 1968, during the Chi-
nese lunar New Year, elements of the
North Vietnamese Army (NVA) and
Vietcong (VC) infiltrated the old im-
perial city of Hue virtually undetected
as part of GEN Vo Nguyen Giap’s Tet
Offensive strategy. Local commanders,
taken by surprise, failed to maintain pos-
session of most of the city’s allied installa-
tions. On 1 February, Communist units
initiated methodical searches to appre-
hend Catholics, Army of the Republic
of Vietnam (ARVN) troops, American
personnel, and South Vietnamese gov-
ernment personnel.! The NVA/VC’s pri-
mary objective was to ignite a popular
insurrection for the purposcs of causing
ARVN to disband and inidating a re-
volt against Saigon.? The United States
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would then reduce their activity in the
north and be forced to negotiate a peace
on terms favorable to the NVA/VC.?
However, the net result was 26 days of
severe urban fighting, the likes of which
had not been scen since the retaking of
Seoul during the Korean War.4 At the
peak of the fighting, it is estimated that
the NVA/VC had approximately 15,000
troops active in Hue.?

On 13 February, Marines were
ordered to reclaim the Citadel, the
barracks of the Presidential Guard in
South Vietnam, after ARVN failed to
complete the task, partially due to the

inadequate air and artillery support
resulting from unfavorable weather
conditions.® C/1/5 entered the fray at
one of the few remaining installations
in allied hands in order to attack the
Communist forces internally so as to
remove enemy forces that had captured
major sections of Hue during the sur-
prise NVA offensive.” By 17 February,
and after only 5 days of combat, 47
Marines from 1/5 were dead and 240
were injured. It was reported that with
escalating casualtics, fresh replacements
were frequently killed or injured be-
fore their names were memorized by

www.mca-marines.org/gazette 47

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



IpEAs & Issues (HISTORY;

their squad leaders.® Throughout the
fighting, some squad-, platoon-, and
company-level casualty rates reached
75 percent or higher.?

At the end of the fighting, 9,776
of 17,134 houses in Hue were demol-
ished.!” NVA/VC casualties were es-
timated to be 5,000 with 1,959 dead,
with ARVN dead reaching 384 and in-
jured at 1,830. American forces suffered
216 killed and 1,364 wounded. Some
110,000 of Hue’s 135,000 inhabirants
were left homeless.!!

As a result of the engagement, C/1/5
wrote a constructive and comprehen-
sive AAR that summarized the lessons
learned from the battle for Hue City at
the company tactical level. Although it
focused primarily on Marine infantry
tactics in urban terrain (briefly includ-
ing naval fire support), it remained un-
biased, recognizing Marine shortcom-
ings and displaying respect for NVA/
VC tactics, while simultaneously dis-
playing the Marines’ improvisation,
adapration, and ability to overcome
obstacles.

The lessons learned concerned many
factors, such as the use of rules of en-
gagement (ROE). Because of historic
and religious structures in Hue, Ma-
rines were not initially allowed to use
all the resources at their disposal, which
severely limited their ability to dictate
the pace of battle. Also, intelligence was
inadequate , giving enemy units the ele-
ment of surprisc. As C/1/5 determined:

We recommend that all intelligence
assets, recon units, and surveillance
devices that can be made available
are deployed in a significant effort to
fix the exact location of enemy units.
The combatant who knows where his
enemy is hiding experiences a decided
advantage in surprise and deployment
Ufﬁrt: PUWCr.lZ
Furthermore, the proper use of fire sup-
port was addressed (armored vehicle, ar-
tillery, air, and naval), providing battle-
tested conclusions, such as, because of
their high trajectory, the superiority of
mortars compared to artillery in urban
environments.!3

The lack of proper military opera-
tions on urbanized terrain (MOUT)
training priot to Hue forced C/1/5, ac-
customed to jungle warfare, to develop
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Marines carry a wounded buddy out of the line of fire. (Photo from Alexander,)

tactics while engaged, reinforcing the
timeless lesson that training is essential
to success. The AAR states:
Entry techniques, room search, clear-
ing techniques, voice commands, fire
discipline, supporting fires, commu-
nications must be rehearsed and im-
proved until they are second nature.!4

The Marines displayed their ability to
learn and adapt, such as in their usc of
streets and alleys as firing lanes and the
adoption of smoke as cover to cross open
arcas, and issues dealing with noncom-
batants. One clear lesson learned came
after several weeks of urban combat in
which an approximate 50 percent casu-
altics were suffered; Charlic Company
shot off CS gas (commonly referred to
as tear gas) and 1/5, in roughly 3 hours,
retook the final 12 blocks without losing
a single Marine.!

Finally, the importance of dissemi-
nating operational details down to the
fire team level was outlined. During
Operation HUE CITY, C/1/5 lost all of
its officers except two, staff sergeants be-

came platoon commanders, and privates
first class were squad leaders.!6 In short,
to retain the initiative in urban conflict
situations, “command and control needs
to be understood at every level down to
the basic Marine.”17 Also, the inability
of commanders to see the battlefield at
Hue illustrated the urgency for com-
mand to be given to small unit leaders
so that proper coordination of fire and
mancuver was cxcrcised and thac re-
quired adjustments were implemented
in a timely fashion as the need arose.!8
However, C/1/5 declined to men-
tion several critical factors that directly
correlated with its level of combat ef-
fectiveness. First, it neglected to address
some tactical factors, such as the ability
of friendly Vietnamese sympathizers to
serve as guides and interpreters.!? Also,
the logistics of resupply and air support
is hardly mentioned besides declarations
such as, “urban terrain is not forgiv-
ing to helicopters that may be forced
to make an emergency landing.”20
Second, the AAR does not deal with
the NVA/VC'’s history, campaign plan,
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and overall strategy. These are not in-
cluded to suggest that C/1/5 or any rifle
company should or would comment
above the tactical level in their AARs,
but only that the absence of these criti-
cal components means a failure to fully
and adequately explain the battle and its
aftermath in their entirety. For example,
if GEN William Westmoreland, USA,
had fully delved into Vietnamese history,
he would have seen the precedent for the
Tet Offensive. During the first Tet Of
fensive in 1789, Nguyen Hue, a famed
Vietnamese emperor and warrior, used
the element of surprise to drive Chinese
forces back across the Red River and into
China.?! Again, this was a mistake made
at higher levels that had direct conse-
quences for C/1/5’s ground operations.

The NVA/VC hoped to repeat Nguy-
en Hue’s success in Hue. Hue presented
the opportunity to control a political,
cultural, and economic hub which would
dissolve the South’s ability to maintain
legitimacy, reduce morale, and effec-
tively disrupt its capacity to wage mili-
tary nperal’ions.22 Economically, criti-
cal infrastructure was also targeted in
Hue, as a railroad and major highway
that linked the Marine Corps command
at Da Nang to the demilitarized zone
passed through the city, and the Navy
utilized the Perfume River for its resupply
operations.?3 It was also hoped that the
failure of the South to hold Hue would
result in reduced legitimacy for them,
thereby mobilizing popular support for
the North as the accepted authority.24
Therefore, the U.S./ARVN’s capability
and will to fight was to be destroyed,
leaving the North to fill the vacuum.

Third, U.S. strategy was not fully
addressed. Although C/1/5s assessment
addressed intelligence at the tactical
level, it did not confront intelligence
at the strategic level. Intelligence unsuc-
cessfully predicted or forewarned of the
attack and lacked in its assessments of
NVA/VC troop levels and objectives
after the invasion.2> This miscalcula-
tion in an inadequate deployment of
forces and overall response for regaining
control of Hue directly correlates with
the high death tolls and the resistance
C/1/5 met.

A strategy of systematically clear-
ing Hue should have been implement-
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ed only after successfully isolating the
NVA/VC from outside resupply and
reinforcement and establishing a strong
foothold.26 As Michael Desch states,
“[clities that are descending into chaos
must be isolated from the countryside
and outside reinforcements, supplics, or
sympathizers prevented from reaching
urban centers.” Having been achieved,
the NVA/VC fighting capacity would
have been neutralized as supplies, am-
munition, and reinforcements were
cut off.27 Initially, the United States
failed to implement this strategy, and
the NVA continued to be resupplied
because GEN Westmoreland failed to
successfully place a sole commander
in charge of operations.?® The lack of
a commander resulted in an absence
of coordination between the Marine
Corps, Army, and ARVN, which had
the disastrous consequence of failing to
establish a cohesive battle plan, rcsu|[ing
in continued outside assistance being
received by the NVA/VC.2? Therefore,
although it would not be expected for
C/1/5 to address failures of strategic
intelligence reports and disruption of
NVA/VC resupply lines, thesc factors
were an integral part of the equation in
Hue and directly affected C/1/5’s ability
to carry out its mission objective on the
tactical level.

Finally, C/1/5’s AAR does not ad-
dress U.S. political objectives outside of
the initial ROE restrictions placed on
the company because of the city’s his-
toric and cultural importance. Politics
were not mutually exclusive to events on
the ground, and their exclusion fails to
paint a complete picture of the signifi-
cance of Hue. Although one of the main
U.S. objectives was to contain the spread
of NVA/VC operations, politically, the
objective remained to ensure democracy
prevailed in South Vietnam.3? Howev-
er, this preservation of democracy relied
on the South retaining and acquiring
political legitimacy in the eyes of the
populace, which is achieved through
cconomic stability, the rule of law, and
providing sccurity for its citizenry.?!
The NVA/VC successfully attacked this
legitimacy, which made the retaking of
Hue essential for the South to prevent
negative momencum being gained by
the enemy. Therefore:

... [dhe denial or capture of these
centers [such as Hue] may yicld de-
cisive psychological advantages that
frequently determine the success or
failure of the larger conflict.3?

However, the manner in which
forces respond to such disturbance is
important because military responses
also send a political statement. In the
casc of Hue, the statement was of the
“credibility of American commitments
and nature of American policy.” This
political message can be directed domes-
tically, especially in a globally connected
world, and the political costs from ci-
vilian and military casualties were not
addressed in C/1/5’s assessment, nor
would they have any way of knowing
[hCSC ]()ﬂg-[crn] CFFCCI:S on SuhSEqUC“[
operations at the time of the AAR’s
writing. This is not to say C/1/5 was
in any way responsible for analyzing
Hue ac this political level, buc instead
only demonstrates the importance of
the links between the two to illustrate
Hue’s significance on the macro level.
Hue was a revolutionary phenomenon
for the media, as it was the first time
in history that a battle could be viewed
by Americans sitring in the comfort of
their homes. Therefore, despite being a
tactical accomplishment for the United
States and its South Vietnamese allies,
it was a strategic victory for Hanoi as it
achieved the goal of making Americans
question the costs of war.>*

C/1/5's AAR did little to explain che
strategic and political objective involved
with Hue, although, as previously men-
tioned, it must be recognized that arifle
company should not be concerned with
these issues while writing an AAR—it
does, however, dlearly show how politics
and strategy can affect tactical success
on the battlefield, which remains cs-
sential for militaries determining their
grand strategies and relations with their
civilian administrators. This relation-
ship was illustrated by restrictions on
ROE:s due to political concerns. Also,
the failure to have a strong intelligence
structurc and central command resulted
in a poor overall strategy in dealing with
Hue and allowed NVA reinforcement
and supply lines to continue operat-
ing, which wete responsible for the stiff
resistance C/1/5 encountered. Thus,
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shortcomings in politics and strategy
sustained the battle and were respon-
sible for increased casualties.

All in all, C/1/5 displayed the rel-
evance of AARs to militaries as a means
to prepare for future operations/engage-
ments by learning from those past, es-
pecially at the tactical level. After Hue,
C/1/5 joined Operation HOUSTON
in the Phu Loc District in March to
open supply routes to Da Nang along
Route 1 before being relocated to the
An Hoa Combat Base in Quang Nam
Province and returning to jungle/vil-
lage warfare.?® There they primarily
conducted small unit search and clear,
rice denial, and pacification operations
in the Arizona Territory, Base Area 112
around Liberty Bridge, and in the Que
Sons for the rest of their time in Viet-
nam until withdrawing from combat
operations in 1971, never again par-
ticipating in the heavy urban combat
they encountered in Hue. For example,
Operation TAYLOR COMMON required
1/5 to stop NVA/VC infilcration from
the Laotian border, where they repelled
an NVA atrack at Liberty Bridge and
denied the NVA/VC units access to the
rice harvest during Operation MUSK-
OGEE MEADOWS.36 37

Nonetheless, the ability to develop
MOUT tactics outlined by C/1/5
during Hue remains important even
in contemporary U.S. conflicts such as
Iraq and Afghanistan, where Marines
found themselves fighting in urban
environments. AARs at this level have
nothing to be gained by injecting them
with bias. Although some officials may
benefit from a flowery and supportive
AAR, failure to objectively acknowledge
your strengths and weaknesses will re-
sult in high casualties or defeat on the
bactlefield. Therefore, the Marine Corps
has learned and will continue to learn
from AARs like C/1/5’s to adequately
evolve tactics such as fire support, de-
velop MOUT training, support small
unit leadership, and disseminate infor-
mation down to the team level to ensure
cvery Marine maintains che ability to
retain the initiative in the United States’
flltufﬁf CngagcmcﬂtS.
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