
tah Mesa, a joint U.S. Marine, 
U.S. Army and South Vietnamese 
Army operation, was in its fourth 

day when a rumor that the 9th Marine Reg-
iment was leaving Vietnam began stirring 
up interest in “Alpha” Company, 1/9.

“No one believed it,” said Private First 
Class Jim Brondyke of San Jose, Calif., 
“but then a few days later we were told 
RI¿FLDOO\� WKDW�ZH�ZHUH� JRLQJ� WR� OHDYH�
Vietnam and go to Okinawa. You should 
KDYH�VHHQ�WKH�PRUDOH�ERRVW��:H�FRXOG�KDYH�
humped another 30 miles.”

Before Utah Mesa ended July 9, the 9th 
0DULQHV�JRW�WKHLU�FKDQFH�WR�KLNH�³DQRWKHU�
���PLOHV�́ �7KH�0DULQHV�DOVR�JRW�D�FUDFN�DW�
WKH�HQHP\��:KHQ�WKH�¿QDO�WDEXODWLRQ�ZDV�
made, 309 NVA had been killed by the 
FRPELQHG�IRUFH��VHYHQ�KDG�EHHQ�FDSWXUHG�
DQG�����LQGLYLGXDO�DQG����FUHZ�VHUYHG�
weapons had been taken out of enemy 
hands.

Defeating the enemy on his own ground 
was nothing new to the 9th Marines. The 
UHJLPHQW�SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ����ODUJH�VFDOH�
FRPEDW�RSHUDWLRQV�GXULQJ�LWV�IRXU�\HDUV�
and four months in Vietnam, beginning 
with the arrival of Battalion Landing 
7HDP�����RQ�0DUFK���������
7KH�ODQGLQJ�DW�5HG�%HDFK��MXVW�QRUWK�RI�
'D�1DQJ��PDUNHG�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�DFWLYH�
SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�ZDU�RQ�WKH�SDUW�RI�WKH�
United States. Prior to that time our efforts 
KDG�EHHQ�VWULFWO\�LQ�DQ�DGYLVRU\�FDSDFLW\�

Colonel Frank E. Garretson, when he 
ZDV�FRPPDQGLQJ�RI¿FHU�RI�WKH�UHJLPHQW��
EURXJKW�WKH�XQLW¶V�FRORUV�WR�9LHWQDP�RQ�
-XO\����������DQG�E\�$XJ������WKH�HQWLUH�
UHJLPHQW� KDG� DUULYHG� LQ� FRXQWU\� DQG�
ZDV�DFWLYHO\�HQJDJHG�LQ�URXWLQJ�RXW�WKH�
9LHW�&RQJ��9&��LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�LQ�WKH����
YLOODJHV�DQG�����KDPOHWV�VXUURXQGLQJ�'D�
Nang.

It was not an easy task.
2QH�FDQ�UHPHPEHU�WKH�FRQVWDQW�SDWURO�
OLQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�FRXQWU\VLGH��7KH�HYHU�
present fear of mines and boobytraps and 
WKH�FRQVWDQW�WKUHDW�RI�IDOOLQJ�LQWR�SXQML�
SLWV��WKRVH�KROHV�LQ�WKH�JURXQG�LQ�ZKLFK�
the Viet Cong planted sharpened bamboo 
stakes.
7KH�FLYLOLDQV��KHDYLO\�WD[HG�E\�WKH�9&��
ZHUH�NHSW�LQ�OLQH�E\�IUHTXHQW�DFWV�RI�WHU�
URULVP�ZKLFK�RIWHQ�UHVXOWHG�LQ�WKH�GHDWKV�
RI�WKH�YLOODJH�FKLHI�DQG�KLV�IDPLO\�

Step by painful step, the Marines won 
WKH�VXSSRUW�RI� WKH�FLYLOLDQ�SRSXODWLRQ��
HVWLPDWHG�DW�PRUH�WKDQ���������DQG�EHJDQ�
PDNLQJ�KHDGZD\�LQ�KHOSLQJ�ULG�WKH�����
square miles around Da Nang of the VC.
2SHUDWLRQV�DJDLQVW�JXHUULOOD�IRUFHV�ZHUH�

more or less ad lib in those early days of 

the war. There were few books to go by. 
$FWXDOO\��WKH�0DULQHV�ZHUH�ZULWLQJ�WKH�
books as they went along. The 9th Marines 
DGGHG�PDQ\�FKDSWHUV�WR�WKDW�ERRN�
7KH\�GHYLVHG�D� WHFKQLTXH� WR�SURWHFW�
WKH�ULFH�KDUYHVW�DQG�FDOOHG�LW�³2SHUDWLRQ�
*ROGHQ�)OHHFH�́ �7KH�¿UVW�ZDV�FRQGXFWHG�
VRXWK�RI�'D�1DQJ�LQ�6HSWHPEHU�������DQG�
SURYHG�VXFFHVVIXO�IURP�ERWK�PLOLWDU\�DQG�
SROLWLFDO�VWDQGSRLQWV�
7KH�0DULQHV�FRQGXFWHG�H[WHQVLYH�VHDUFK�
DQG�FOHDU�RSHUDWLRQV�LQ�WKH�YLFLQLW\�RI�WKH�
KDUYHVW��SURWHFWLQJ�WKRVH�JDWKHULQJ�WKH�ULFH��
ERWK�DW�ZRUN�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�DQG�LQ�WKHLU�YLO�
lages. By doing so, the enemy was denied 
KLV�WZR�PDLQ�VRXUFHV�RI�VXUYLYDO²VXSSRUW�
from the people and food to live on.
$�VHFRQG�PLOLWDU\�LQQRYDWLRQ�DWWULEXWHG�
WR�WKH��WK�0DULQHV�ZDV�WKH�FRXQW\�IDLUV�
ZKLFK�HPSOR\HG�WKH�¿UVW�FRUGRQV�XVHG�LQ�
9LHWQDP��7KH�0DULQHV�ZRXOG�HQFLUFOH�D�
YLOODJH�DQG�WKHQ��ZLWK�WKH�DVVLVWDQFH�RI�
South Vietnamese military personnel, go 
into the village and identify Viet Cong 
DJHQWV�ZKR�PLJKW�EH�GLVJXLVHG�DV�FLYLOLDQV�
$OO�PLOLWDU\�DFWLYLW\�WDNLQJ�SODFH�GXULQJ�
WKH�RSHUDWLRQV�ZDV�DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�VWURQJ�
FLYLF�DFWLRQ�SURMHFWV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�FLYLOLDQV�
ZHUH�JLYHQ�IRRG��FORWKLQJ�DQG�PHGLFDO�
FDUH�
7KURXJKRXW�WKLV�SHULRG��IURP������WR�
HDUO\�������WKH��WK�0DULQHV�FRQGXFWHG�D�
VWURQJ�PLOLWDU\�FDPSDLJQ�RQ�RQH�KDQG�DQG�
DQ�HTXDOO\�VWURQJ�FLYLF�DFWLRQ�SURJUDP�
on the other.

“One is no good without the other,” 
*HQHUDO�/HZLV�:��:DOW��WKHQ�FRPPDQGLQJ�
JHQHUDO�RI�,,,�0$)��WROG�KLV�IRUFHV�LQ�,�
Corps. “We have to employ both military 
WDFWLFV�DQG�FLYLF�DFWLRQ�WR�ZLQ�KHUH�́
,Q�$SULO�������WKH��WK�0DULQHV�OHIW�'D�

Nang and moved north along with other 
units of the 3rd Marine Division, leaving 
WKH��VW�0DULQH�'LYLVLRQ���VW���WK�DQG��WK�
5HJLPHQWV��WR�NHHS�ZDWFK�RYHU�'D�1DQJ�
and the surrounding area.

Based at Dong Ha, the 9th Marines 
ZHUH�WR�¿QG�IHZ�9&�ZLWK�ZKRP�WR�GR�
battle. This was North Vietnamese Army 
(NVA) territory and from the time of their 
arrival until they pulled out, the Ninth 
Marines were to see the NVA almost daily.
$QWL�JXHUULOOD�WDFWLFV�KDG�EHHQ�WKH�RUGHU�

of the day around Da Nang, but this was 
VHOGRP�WKH�FDVH�XS�QHDU�WKH�'HPLOLWDUL]HG�

Cpl Michael T. Neel left Vietnam with his 

rifle in one hand and an American flag in 

the other.

The 9th Moves Out

Story and photos by SSgt Bob Bowen, USMC

From the Leatherneck Archives: November 1969

U
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Zone. Massive battles, some lasting as 
long as three months, found the “Striking 
9th” switching from unconventional to 
conventional warfare.

In 1967, the 9th Marines participated 
LQ�VRPH�RI�WKH�PRVW�ELWWHU�¿JKWLQJ�RI�WKH�
war. Shortly after arriving at Dong Ha, 
the regiment conducted Operation Buffalo 
near Con Thien and killed 991 of the 
enemy while under an almost constant 
enemy artillery and rocket barrage.

Later that same year, in September, the 
enemy launched a 12-day attack against 
Con Thien. The 9th Marines, who were 
manning the perimeter, turned back 
several NVA assaults, and with the aid 
of Allied air and artillery, prevented the 

enemy from taking the strategic U.S. 
artillery base.

January was just beginning to roll into 
February 1968 when the 9th Marines again 
made the headlines. The 1st Battalion 
combined forces with the 26th Marines 
DQG�NHSW�D�¿UP�JULS�RQ�WKH�GHIHQVHV�DW�
Khe Sanh for almost three months despite 
enemy shellings which averaged some 
1,000 artillery rounds a day.

The enemy was forced to retire in early 
April after losing more than 1,000 men 
and a good deal of face. The defending 
forces were presented the Presidential 
Unit Citation for that action.

Summer 1968 found the 9th Marines 
around Vandegrift Combat Base and the 

Above: PFC Jim Brondyke said, “We 

could have humped another 30 miles.”

PFC William L. Myers experienced his 

last close shave in Vietnam prior to 

boarding a ship bound for Okinawa.

The 9th Marines left Vietnam in increments. Initially, 1st Bn pulled out, followed by 

the 2nd and 3rd Bns and supporting units.
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Rockpile where they met daily opposition 
from the communist North Vietnamese. 
Large caches of weapons and supplies 
were found in July and August during 
Operations Lancaster II, and more than 
1,000 enemy were killed.

Following these two operations which 
ended around the middle of September, 
the 9th Marines had little contact with 
the well-trained NVA until January 1969. 
7KH�HQHP\�KDG�WDNHQ�D�WHUUL¿F�VKHOODFNLQJ�
from the 9th Marines and other Allied 
units in northern I Corps, and he had 
retreated to the relative safety of neighbor-
ing Laos and the DMZ to regroup and 
lick his wounds.

In January, intelligence reports indicated 

the enemy was massing huge forces in the 
Ashau Valley south of Vandegrift Combat 
Base. The 9th Marines were given the 
task of kicking the enemy out of the valley 
and Operation Dewey Canyon was 
launched.

When the 56-day operation ended 
March 18, more than 1,600 of the enemy 
were dead and 215 crew-served weapons 
had been captured, including 12 Russian-
PDQXIDFWXUHG�����PP�¿HOG�JXQV��,W�ZDV�
the largest arms and ammunition cache 
of the war with more than 500 tons of 
enemy munitions and weapons captured 
and destroyed.

South Vietnamese President Nguyen 
Van Thieu sent a letter to Gen Creighton 
W. Abrams, commander of all U.S. Forces 
in Vietnam, commending the 9th Marines 
and a battalion of the 3rd Marines for their 
efforts during Dewey Canyon.

“ ... As a matter of course, no victories 

are without costs,” President Thieu wrote. 
“And in the above operation (Dewey 
Canyon), the First, Second, and Third 
Battalions of the Ninth Regiment and the 
Second Battalion of the Third Regiment, 
USMC, had to deplore 121 killed and 
803 wounded in action. To the families 
of the fallen heroes and to the wounded 
troops, I should like to ask you to extend 
my most heartfelt sense of gratitude for 
their incomparable contribution to the 
cause of Peace and Liberty in Vietnam.”

Operations Apache Snow, Cameron 
Falls and Utah Mesa were next on the 
agenda for the 9th Marines and it was 
while engaging the enemy on Utah Mesa 
that the “Striking 9th” learned it was 
leaving the war.
,GHQWL¿FDWLRQ�RI�XQLWV�EHLQJ�ZLWKGUDZQ�

from Vietnam followed soon after Pres-
ident Nixon’s announcement on Midway 
Island, June 8, that he was pulling 25,000 

Groups of South Vietnamese, both mil-

itary and civilian, were on hand to bid 

goodbye to the 9th Marines as they pre-

pared to leave Vietnam.
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8�6��¿JKWLQJ�PHQ�RXW�RI� WKH�ZDU��7KH�
3UHVLGHQW�KDG�PDGH�WKDW�GHFLVLRQ�DIWHU�
FRQIHUHQFHV�ZLWK�3UHVLGHQW�7KLHX� DQG�
VHQLRU�$PHULFDQ�PLOLWDU\�PHQ�LQ�9LHWQDP�
7KH� �WK� 0DULQHV� SXOOHG� EDFN� WR�
9DQGHJULIW�&RPEDW�%DVH�ZKHQ�2SHUDWLRQ�
8WDK�0HVD� HQGHG� DQG� VWDUWHG�PDNLQJ�
SUHSDUDWLRQV�WR�OHDYH�
³,W¶OO�EH�QLFH�WR�VOHHS�LQ�D�EHG�DJDLQ�DQG�
KDYH�D�URRI�RYHU�P\�KHDG�́ �VDLG�/DQFH�
&RUSRUDO� -LP�/LOOLEULGJH�� DQ� DVVLVWDQW�
PDFKLQH� JXQQHU� ZLWK� $OSKD� &R�� �����
ZKLOH�KH�DQG�KLV�EXGGLHV�ZHUH�VRUWLQJ�
RXW�WKHLU�SHUVRQDO�EHORQJLQJV�DQG�WDNLQJ�
LQYHQWRU\� RI� WKHLU�PLOLWDU\� JHDU�� ³1RW�
KDYLQJ�WR�ZDOORZ�LQ�WKH�PXG�DQG�KXPS�
PRXQWDLQV�LV�JRLQJ�WR�WDNH�JHWWLQJ�XVHG�
WR�WKRXJK�́
'XULQJ�WKRVH�ODVW�IHZ�GD\V�DW�9DQGHJULIW��
WKH�HQHP\�PDGH�OLIH�DV�PLVHUDEOH�DV�SRV�
VLEOH�IRU�WKH�2NLQDZD�ERXQG�0DULQHV��)RU�
WZR�GD\V�LQ�D�URZ�WKH�19$�WKUHZ�URFNHWV�

Above: SSgt Harold Nelson conducted a class on shipboard routine before the 

Marines left Vandegrift Combat Base. They would attend many lectures during the 

next few weeks.

A group of high school girls from Da Nang presented traditional neck ribbons to 

members of the 9th Marines during a farewell ceremony.
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into the camp, forcing the Marines to 
think more about leaving Vietnam alive 
than just leaving Vietnam.

“I don’t know what size rockets they 
were,” said First Lieutenant John L. 
*RZJHU��FRPPDQGLQJ�RI¿FHU�RI�)R[WURW�
Co, 2/9. “I didn’t get out of the bunker 
to see.”

The 9th left Vietnam in increments. The 
�VW�%DWWDOLRQ�SXOOHG�RXW�¿UVW��IROORZHG�E\�
WKH��QG�DQG��G�%QV��7KH�PHQ�ZHUH�ÀRZQ�
to Da Nang in C-130 transport planes and 
trucked to the Navy’s deep water pier at 
the base of Monkey Mountain where 
ceremonies were held before boarding 
USS Paul Revere (APA-248) for the 
voyage to Okinawa.

The 9th Marines didn’t leave alone. 
They took all supporting units which 
included D Battery and a 4.2 mortar 
battery from 2/12;  Co C, 3d Tank Bn;  
Companies C and D, 11th Engineer Bn;   
Companies A and C, 3d Motor Transport 
Bn; and Co C, 3d Shore Party Bn.

Some of the Marines had been in 
Vietnam less than a month. Some had 
no combat time at all, while others were 
on their second or third tours in Vietnam. 
Most were happy about leaving, but there 
were a few who wanted to stay.

“Sure, I’d like to stay here,” said Cor-
SRUDO�*DU\�'��%RRFNV��D�¿UH�WHDP�OHDGHU�

with Hotel Co, 2/9. “There are quite a few 
of us who’d rather stay.”

“I’m glad to be leaving,” commented 
PFC Eddie Oliveras, a mortarman with 
the same company, “but I wouldn’t mind 
coming back. It’s part of my job.”
/&SO�/XWKHU�/��6KHUURG��D�¿UH� WHDP�

leader with Echo Co, 2/9, said, “I don’t 
guess anyone really wants to come over 
KHUH�DQG�¿JKW��EXW�LW¶V�RXU�MRE�DQG�ZKHQ�
you see a buddy get killed ... that’s when 
\RX�GR�ZDQW�WR�¿JKW�́

At least one Marine, PFC William L. 
Myers, had a different reason for wanting 
to stay. The Hotel Co, 2/9, mortarman 
said, “In ’Nam you don’t have to worry 
about stamps. Back in the world I was 
always forgetting to put stamps on my 
letters. Over here our mail goes free.”

Whether they wanted to go or not, they 
did, and when Col Edward F. Danowitz 
took the “Striking 9th” to Okinawa, one 
could only wonder what future months 
held in store for the remaining American 
forces in Vietnam. The 9th Marines landed 
¿UVW�DQG�WKH\�OHIW�¿UVW��DQG�WKH�GHVWLQ\�RI�
other American units in Vietnam would 
depend, to a great degree, on efforts at 
the Paris Peace Talks.

One could only look to the future and 
hope.

Above: For the 9th Marines, it was all 

over—temporarily, at least. They were 

crowded, but they could relax.

Members of Co C removed the live ammunition from their magazines prior to boarding USS Paul Revere.
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