Operation DUKE

By LT. COL. NOLAN C. RHODES

Corps of Engineers, United States Army

its battalion units—the 19th Engineer Battalion,

(‘ombat. and the 84th Engineer Battalion, Con-
struction—were in the vicinity of Qui Nhon, approxi-
mately 50 road miles south of the Song Lai Giang,
Vietnam. in \ugust 1966. when they were assigned
to provide combat engineer support for the 1st Cav-
alry Division (Air-mobile) in clearing the enemy
from Phu Cat to the sea and north to Bongz Son in the
Binh Dinh Province. (See Figure 1.0 Following this
mission. it was planned to move the bulk of the Air.
mobile Division north of the Song Lai Giang to con-
duet operations in the An Lao Valley and the Bong
Son Plain. This move would require an airfield north
of the river to handle sustained C-130 traffic. The
937th Group was ordered to select a site and build the
required airfield.

T HE 937th Engineer Group. Combat, and two of

THE SITUATION

From Qui Nhon, highway Route 1 was open to Al-
lied traffic for about 15 miles to the north but. bevond

that. it was controlled by the Viet Cong and the Norty
Vietnamese Army. The road was in poor conditioy
with numerous cuts. washouts. fords, blown bridgeg
and a few bridges of low classification still intaet
With an adequate security force and dry weather the
route could be nezotiated with light vehicles.

At Bong Son, the Song Lai meandered over a wide
flat valley. The river bed consisted of sand. mud lenseg
and fine gravel, which in the dry season and at low
tide was largely exposed. At high tide it was inun.
dated with from 18 inches to 4 feet of water. The maip
stream of the river varied from approximately 150
feet wide at low tide to about 1.600 feet at high tide
with the main channel about 8 feet deep. The Route 1
highway bridge crossing the river was a multiple-span,
single Eiffel truss. 1.600 feet long. Several of the spans
had been damaged and the maximum capacity was 19
tons. A few hundred meters to the east an undamaged
railroad bridge spanned the river. Both bridges led
directly into the town of Bong Son on the north bank
of the river. _

Near the village of De Duc, about 4 niiles north of
Bone Son. a regiment of the 22nd Division. Army of
Vietnam (ARVN). was camped in a semifortified
position. This cantonment was served by a laterite
landing strip 1.700 feet longz. The 8th Engineer Bat.
talion of the 1st Cavalry Division (Air-mobile) had
constructed this strip during a sweep of the An Lag
Valley and had named it “English” after a soldier
killed in that operation. Another airstrip. some 1,500
feet long. served a Special Forces camp just west of
Bong Son. Reconnaissance showed that English of.
fered the best possibilities for expansion. Extensive
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earthmoving would be required, and it was obvious
that heavy earthmoving and construction equipment
wonld be needed. - )

The problem was how 1o get the construction squip-
ment to the site. It appeared possible to get it up
Itoute 1 to the river. but ¢rossing was another matter.
A detailed reconnaissance showed no suitable egress
poiuts on the far shore. and to construct them would
require zoing through beavy eopra groves or houses
inn the town. The wide shallow water and sand to be
erossed made float bridging on the river impraeti-
eable. and the main channel was too deep to ford. Be-
cause of the river obstacle. combined with the prob.-
lems of overland movement. this approach was aban-
doned in favor of a movement up the coast by sea.

In the previous Cavalry Division operations above
the river, logistical support had been brought in by
sea to a point on the beach some 8 miles north of De
Due. In that action a causeway and a bridee had been
built across a tidal inlet to reach the beach dunes and
the sea. The dunes had been partiy flattened and cov-
ered with laterite to form a stabilized handling area.
When the operation ended. the bridee had been pulled
out and the site abandoned. The Viet Conz and North
Vietnamese Army quickly re.establisied themselves
in the area.

Aerial reconnaissance of the rezion showed traces
of the laterite cap and part of the causeway remain-
in. Weather and tidal action had badly eroded both.
Inland. about a mile from the beach on the route to
the village of Tam Quan and Route 1. a 60-foot bridge
appeared to be intact. It was decided to use this same
site to brinz in the engineer equipment.

PREPARATIONS

The 937th Group named the operation DUrE

The 19th Engineer Battalion was assigned to land
two companies on the beach. construct a bridge across
the tidal inlet. repair the causeway. and clear the road
from the beach to Tam Quan and then south to De
Due for the passage of a construction company and
its heavy equipment.!

The 84th Engineer Battalion. Construction?® was
ordered to provide the coustruction company and ex-
tend the landing strip at Enelish to 4.000 feet.

Arran ents were made for a security contingent
from the 22nd ARVN Division at Bong Son and for
sra transportation and supporting Naval gunfire.

YWhen the construction company reached De Due,
phase T of the operation would be complete. The 19th
Battalion elements were to make their way overland
back to Qui Nhon and the ARV was to secure the
beach and bride=es until the construction company had
ecomplet~d its work and was readyx to be extricated.
The extraction would be phase T1. -

The Navy agreed to provide transportation but be-
ecause of heavy Naval eommitments the type of <hip
which eould be reieased would not be known until a
fow hours before it was available. This meant that the
move mizht be made in a 2.J00.1on LST, a 1.650-ton
LLAT. or in a larzer ship of the LED rype. The sunfirs
ships would be released at the appropriate time and
would rendezvous with the force at the landing site.

The ARTN Division agreed to provide a battalion

"The 19th Battalioa task was smgmed o Coampany A and ta the
At Eagimeer Company i Pasel Hodge), shich was stiached lo the
19k

"The Bdih Batialion issk was swigned w Compssy B, Reinlforced,
af the Bdth.
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s~vurity foree but stated that the foree would move
to the landing site only one time and would remain
there until the end of phase 1I. For security reasons,
the Vietnamese refused all but aerial reconnaissanee
of the region until the landing 100k place.

Working from a flizht over the site and from acrial
photographs. the 19th Engincers constructed a seale
model of the landing area. It appeared that the bridze
cunstruction site would be in a sandy area and would
be constricted by trees and village huts. The length
of the bridge needed was judged to be 220 feet. A
Bailey bridge span of this length would require a
double double truss to carry the anticipated loads.

In preparation for the project. the 309th and Com-
pany A conducted intensive Bailey bridge training.
They worked in both daylizht and darkness and in
heavy sand. Company A organized special clearing
teams for mines and booby traps. Loading plans were
made for a ship of each of the three sizes which might
be used. Truck drivers were trained in backing with
trailers so that loading would not be delaved. The
509th obtained the bridzing required and detailed
lvading lists were prepared. The bridging was stacked
by lvads, and men and vehicles were returned ro their
pr»e-Dl;xr tasks awaiting orders to move.

During this period. the S4th Engineer Barralion
was also heavily enzaged in preparation for its con-
siruction task and for the sea movement. Construe-
lwn equipment was put into the best possible state
of repair and an advance party was flown 1o De Due
to make survers and other preparations so that the
construction force could begin work immediately upon
arrival. Thus prepared. the £4th also waited.

After several days passed and no ship had become
available. another reconnaissance flight wa- made over
the landing area to verify the conditions. Two very
significant changes had occurred. In an apparent reac-
tion to the earlier flights. the Viet Cony had hlawn
the 60-foot bridge near Tam Quan. destroving most
of the abutments as well. At the causeway, hizh tides.
resulting from storms in the South China Sea. had
washed out another section of the road. This greatly
increased the requirement for bridging A 70-foot
double single Bailey span would be requirsd for the
blown gap and a 250-foot double double rruss with
2o intermediate panel pier would be vesded to repair
the causewar. Ship space now became eritical. and.
to accommodate the additional bridzing. the loading
plans had to be changed. Several panel and transom
loads were shifted from dump trucks to 5-ton float-
bridge trucks and a number of the combat crmpany
dump trucks had to be climinated from the plan. Since
continued washing of the causeway. with <rill more
brulring requirements. eould jeopardize the whole
operation. the landing arca was watched with mount.
ing concern.

At about noon on September 13 the U'SS Guaston
Hall. a Landing Ship Dock LSDV. arrived ta sup-
port the mission, The embarkation officer went ashore
1o ~o-ordipate the loading. and Company A\ and the
300th Company begzan loading preparations. Four
Landing Craft Utility (LCU's) were engagzed to
shuttle from the Qui Nhon port landing ramps to the
Gunston Hull. Loading began at 4 p.m. and was com-
pleted by 2 am. the next morning. Although the em-
barkation was slowed by rough water washine into the

m



well diwk of the L3 annd ome S-ton sdump truck was
dropped by the crane as it was lifted from the well
ek 1o the main ddeck. the Gunston Hall moved out
10 sen shortly after loading was complered

i i the same mornmer the ARVXN Task Foree moved
sl of D Due and reached the landingr site at approxs-
peately 0 am., baving met only sporadie resistance
#u route. During the night the Guusten Hall had
rendezvoused with a destrover and a L=ME  Landine
<hip Medimu Rocket; and all three ships were stand-
ez off the beach when the security fores arrived. Al
themgli the weather at the site was good as prepara-
tieis for landing were begun. storms farther out in
the South China Sea were causing a hizh surf. This
amd the beach sand. which was far less stable than had
bevn anticipated. made landing estrem=ir diffenlt
«venn for determined and well-equipped engineers
lnlllozers were put ashore first. followed by dump
rrucks. High waves washed completely over several
trucks stalling them just in front of the landing ecraft
and the excess water added to the already very heavy
brid=e loads. The trucks could not negotiate the deep
~and and had o be towed by the bulldozers to the
laterite-stabilized area. Several 14-ton vehicles were
totally inundated and the trailers flooded. resulting
in the has of 3 number of radios. thus reducing com-
munications throughout phase 1.

AMost of the troops were brought ashore in the afrer-
noon. Although the LUT s could get fairly near shore.
the men were heavily pounded by the surf as they
fought their way toward the beach. When unloading
was completed. the Gunston Hall returned 1@ Qum
Nhon to pick up the construction company

The troops ashore moved quickiy to join with the
ARYNX soldiers in a defensive perimeter and to their
preplanned tasks. It was found immediately that there
was insufficient construction area for the bridge. Sand
had drifted into a dune almost 30 feet high. within
60 feet of the causeway exit. and would have to be
dozed aside. No sooner had the work begun than it
was discovered that the local inhabitants had used
this area for buryving their dead. Several interments
had been made as recently as 30 days before the land-
ings. Since pacification begins with respect for the
feelings of the Vietnamese people. an orderly dis-
interment was sought. American soldiers worked mith

the ARVN to find the families concerned. and they
were then paid to remove their deceased members.
The =ngzineers were annoyed by this delay but moved

Tracter Aunting Truek in Sandy Area
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Loaded Bridge Trucks in Wall Deck of LSD. Gemten Hell

ahead with what ther could do. Fifteen-man assault
boats were used to ferry panels out to the pier site
and pier eonstruction was begun. Cables were strung

for anti-mine- booms and M-4 balk were attached for
floats. The larout erews went to the far shore and
worked back toward the construection site with eribbing
and rollers. Bridge equipage was stacked for quick
aveess. Defensive locations were dur and a barbed.-
wire perimeter was strung. By the afterncon of Sep-
tember 16. the graves were all removed and dozing to
open up the construction area bezan. As rapidly as the
sand was pushed aside. the bridge assembly progressed.

The enemy harassed the ARVN perimeter with spo-
radie fire and oeccasional probing but did not move
with force. Twice on the second night ashore the
American defenses were probed. The enzineers were
inhibited from firing inasmuch as the ARVN battalion
was suppesed 1o be manning a perimeter outside the
work area

On September 16. Company B of the S4th Battalion
ithe construcriorn company) began its move ashore
and the combat troops pushed throughout the night
to finish the bridge. The following morning mine-
clearine teams advanced across the bridge and began
sweeping the route to the second construction site.
The 509th Ensineers erected the 70-foot bridge there
in less than three hours. and by early afternoon. the
S miles of road to De Due had been cleared. Eleven
mines and zizht boobyr traps had been discovered and
blowrn alonz the wayr. The construction troops followed
as the road was opened and by midafternonn reached
the airficld construction site. By nightfall all troops
from the 1™h Barttalion had moved to the south bank
of the Song Lai Giang with their vehicles. The next
morning. joined by a security element from the 1st
tCavalry Division. they made their way down Route 1
v Qui Xhon. Phase 1 of Duge was complete

PHASE 1l

hase II becan in early Ovctnber when the 19th
Dattalion received orders 1o ppwwe the enginesr von-
struction company back {row English airtichl to the
heach lanidine site. to remove bath the Til.foot and
250.foot Bailer bridzes. and to replace them, respec-
tively, with a 60-foot Class 12 steel siringer bridge
and a 230-foot suspension fontbridee? The hattalion
with its equipage was then to be withdrawn by sea,

In the interim from phase 1. considerable improve-
ment had been made on Route 1. and Company A of
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e 1Mh had bven assizned o ennsirnet mweeess and
geress 10 the railroad bridee ot Tlong Son and 1o deck
the bridge for vehivnlar reaffie.

On October 6 the MTL sond the 53535th Compuanies
poved ot From Qui Nhon beanbind with sonpe 2000 rons
of stee]l amd lumber for use on the railroad bridee.
in snhildition to the eonstruction material for thear own
pit==tet cexcept the 60-Foot steel stringers which were
pwe lone 1o be moved that distance by road | These
yuit< reached the river late that afternron and un-
lwndeid the materials for the railroad bridee. The nest
aiting they wers able, with their Helitoned andd
pty velicles. to mova acrnss the highway brides ro
Iienz Son and on up Route 1 1o De Due. There they
were joined by an ARVX security unit far the move
1n the beach,

The activities of the Cavalry Division south of the
river had foreed the Viet Conz and the XNorth Viet-
namese Armyv into zetion and. as a result. the route to
thi~ beaeh bridges and the area around them were much
mwre hostile than had been the case in phase 1. The
~nietny had been watching the progress of constructiun
ar the airfield and knew that as it neared completion
the oxtrication phase was imminent. The enemy were
ivinee held baek only by the very effective artillery fire
from the ARVXN ecamp near De Due and from the two
Naval runfire ships which had returned concurrently
with the engineer trcops.

When the engineers reached the site, thes pra“ared
defensive positions and «lid such preparatory work as
th=v could. short of pulling the bridges out. As in
phase I. the key to the timing of the mission was the

availability of a ship ta take the men and equipment
off the beach.

Meanwhile. a light “1.650-ton" LST pulled in to
tive ramep at Qui Nhon on October § to take on the
stoel stringers for the <hort bridge. This steel had
bern loaded on a 3-ton traetor with a trailing dolly.
It was intended that the rir be backed into the well
of the LET. but the sivpe of the ramp was such that
this vould not be done. The steel had to be unloaded
innd winched onro the well deck. This required that
the steel be dragzed off by bulldozer at the beach. The
L=T departed Qui Nhon and. on the mornine of the
rh. was off the bweaeh site. Several attempts were
muide to land mear the troops but shiftine sand had
miade the water too siallow. Finally, the LST was
able to zet mear the shore several hundred meters
~cuth of the bridee <ite where the steel was Jdragged
off by bulldozer. Wiwn it became obvious the LST
weeltld not be able 1o take an the heavy eonstruction
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Ergineers Werking on the Suipension Footbridge

squipment and extricare itself from the beach. a mes-
e was radioed to Qui Nhon requesting LUT s be
sent up the enast to complete the mission.

ting the nivht of Oetober 9. a L-man enema team at
ricked the perimeter of the engineer camp. In this
-\L-rl.ln-'r- one attacker was killed and a mortar round
destroved one 21..-ton truck. Papers found indicated
that the dead man was a captain in the North Viet-
mamese Army and also that the enemy intended to
artack and destroy the bridges. The perimeter was
promptly reinforeed. equipment was shifted. and the
troops wers ordered to zet the Bailler bridees out be-
fore the enemy eould attack them. The engineers
worked with grim determination. and by the next
evening the bridzes had been pulled and disassembled
and the towers of the footbridee had been anchored
i place, About midnight the enemy struck 1o force
with heavy mortar fire on engineer positions. The
bartle eontinued throuchout most of the night with
Naval vunfire and Air Force Dragon ({C-47 Minigun)
planes joining in the defense. Casualties were 15 engi-
neers wounded. but the enemy fared much worse. By
daxlichr the troops were back on construction. more
vawer than ever to complete the job and get off the
beach.

Two days larer the LCU's. having delivered the
vonsiruction force of the £4th Bartalion to Qui Nhon.
returned to the beach for the bridge companies. These
smaller vessels and the slow turnarcund rime involved
meant that some of the engineers had o stay on the
beach for several more days. It was Oetober 18 when
the last troops and their equipment were put ash
in Qui Nhon.

"p*rnr on DURE was nver. Another in an
~ories of difficult enginver challenges in Vietnam had
bvern met and overcome. With two days rest and re-
gFrinz. the 50l Company moved north az=ain on
another brideinge mission.
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