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Appendix B

LESSONS LEARNED, OPERATION “HUE CITY”

Charlie 1/5/1, January 31, 1968 to March 5, 1968

Scott Nelson, First Lieutenant Commanding Officer, C/1/5

Nicholas Warr, Second Lieutenant Platoon Commander, C/1/5

Travis Curd, Second Lieutenant 2/11 Artillery FO, attached to
C/1/5

John Mullan, Staff Sergeant Platoon Sergeant, C/1/5

John Loudermilk U.S. Navy Corpsman, C/1/5

Captain Dale Dye, USMC (retired) H/2/5 and D/1/5

Even under the best of circumstances, street fighting is a bloody
business.  This was, in the end, the ultimate lesson learned by the
U.S. Marine Corps personnel who participated in this historical bat-
tle, considered by many to be the bloodiest of the Vietnam War.

The Marine forces involved in Operation “HUE CITY” lost 142
Marines killed in action during the month-long battle, including the
initial fierce clashes involving, primarily, fighting throughout the
southern sections of the city, and the climactic full-scale battles in-
side the Citadel fortress itself.  Hundreds more Marines were
wounded and had to be medically evacuated on both sides of the
river.  Enemy casualty estimates range well into the thousands.



96 Ready for Armageddon

Although Operation “HUE CITY” will be long remembered as an
overwhelming American/ARVN victory over the best conventional
forces the enemy could throw at us, and although the Fifth Marines
overcame very unfavorable odds and ultimately triumphed in the
finest traditions of Marines in combat, in truth this battle was a very
close thing.  At the squad, platoon, and company levels, casualty
rates were very severe, as high as 75 percent or more in some units.
This was especially true during the first day or two of each unit’s
initial experience in full-scale urban combat.

The ultimate success of this operation could have been significantly
improved, in our opinion, by several factors, including:

• Improved (less restrictive) rules of engagement, including situa-
tional flexibility down to the platoon level.

• Acquisition of improved intelligence data, in particular concern-
ing the disposition and size of enemy forces.  Reconnaissance
and small-unit probes to fix enemy positions are critical.  ARVN
forces fought the NVA for over a week (February 1–12, 1968), on
the same battlefield as the 1/5 Marines would fight, but abso-
lutely no direct knowledge transfer took place between ARVN
commanders and Marine commanders, at any level, prior to
1/5’s attacks on February 13, 1968.

• Improved communication of intelligence information to all lev-
els of command.

• Improved supporting fire plan.  Access to artillery, naval gunfire,
direct fire from armored vehicles (tank/Ontos “killer teams”),
and air support.  All supporting arms should be judiciously de-
ployed.

• Significantly increased training for urban conflict (street fight-
ing).  Practice and preparation.

• Deployment of available chemical weapons (CS tear gas) for
offensive operations during the early stages of the operation.

• Improved dissemination of operational plan details, down to the
fire team level.

On the other side of the scale, 1/5 resoundingly defeated the NVA
forces inside the Citadel fortress [despite being seriously outnum-
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bered, the (initially) very high Marine casualty rates, and the result-
ing confusion created by the rapid turnover of officers and NCOs].
Factors in 1/5’s success during Operation “HUE CITY” included:

• Small unit combat experience,

• Individual Marine determination,

• The buddy system,

• The quick learning capacity of Marines under combat condi-
tions,

• The combined leadership (officers and NCOs) of 1/5 at all levels,

• Our ultimate ability to coordinate fire support and execute street
fighting tactics under heavy enemy fire.

Certainly, using the 20/20 perspective of hindsight, this battle could
have been decided in an even more timely and decisive fashion,
reducing friendly casualty rates in the process, by paying attention to
the fundamentals of planning Marine combat operations.  Proper
prior planning prevents p--- poor performance.

The following details regarding the lessons learned from Operation
“HUE CITY” are offered from former officers and NCOs of Charlie
Company, First Battalion, Fifth Marine Regiment, First Marine Divi-
sion, all of whom served in combat during Operation “HUE CITY,”
and all of whom were directly involved in the battle with NVA forces
inside the Citadel fortress from February 13, 1968 through March 5,
1968.

SITUATION

Terrain

There is an infinite variety of possible landscapes that will confront a
Marine force given the mission of attacking an enemy force in urban
terrain.

When the Tet Offensive broke out on January 31, 1968 and conven-
tional NVA forces overran major sections of the largest cities in South
Vietnam, Marine forces were literally knee-deep in rice paddies and
jungle mud.  Since first establishing beachheads in Da Nang and Chu
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Lai in 1965, Marines had been assigned the mission of conducting a
counterinsurgency type of war.  The Vietnam War was decidedly a
rural conflict, and Marines were for the most part fighting a guerrilla
army.  The Tet Offensive changed all of that.  Suddenly and unex-
pectedly, for the first time since the height of the Korean War,
Marines found themselves with a mission that involved urban com-
bat.

Preparing to remove an enemy battalion that has captured a 40-story
skyscraper or a college campus is a much different mission than get-
ting an enemy squad out of a house, school, or church in a small
town.  Urban combat is going to occur in large cities and middle-
sized towns, and each urban battlefield will take on a unique charac-
ter and challenges of its own.  The common factor in all of these
variations, however, is that in all cases of urban combat, structures
dominate the terrain.

Studying and assessing terrain is a fundamental issue for Marine
commanders when planning missions.  This is even more critical in
planning house-to-house combat operations.  Among many other
considerations, building materials vary widely in their ability to pro-
vide small-arms cover.

Through the use of reconnaissance and intelligence, we recommend
conducting a serious assessment of each building or structure that is
within your unit’s area of operations, because the tactics involved in
taking each objective (building, structure, etc.) may be different in
each case.  A small, wood frame house may offer the illusion of cover
from small arms fire but little else; in some places walls are paper-
thin.  Even houses that use some form of plaster or concrete con-
struction can prove to be unexpectedly porous at the worst possible
time.

Know the basic layout of a structure before entry to as great an extent
as is possible.  Approach each structure with an entry plan and a
search plan, and make sure each member of a fire team and squad is
well versed in these plans.  Establish voice codes and commands and
communicate regularly with each other.  Consider entryways
(existing doors and windows) to be extremely dangerous, likely loca-
tions for booby traps, and spots to be avoided if at all possible.  Blow
entry holes using satchel charges or rockets wherever possible.  Once
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the entry plan is finalized and understood, it must be executed with
fierce determination.  Be prepared for anything, and be ready to im-
provise.  Be systematic.  Check everything (e.g., basements, sewer
access, attics, rooftops, trash cans) thoroughly before declaring that
an objective is secure.

Another critical aspect of urban terrain is the spaces between build-
ings.  Streets, alleys, and other pathways are normal routes for hu-
mans.  It is therefore likely that they are under observation and cov-
ered by enemy fire.  Whenever possible, take the most difficult route
from house to house.

Establish, in advance, a plan on what to do in the event noncombat-
ants are found in urban combat zones, and for marking buildings
that have been cleared.

Make absolutely sure that your Marines are aware that they are at risk
from both within and without while inside a building being secured.
Always assume that every room, of every floor, in each and every
house, contains enemy soldiers.  Always move very quickly when
moving in front of windows or doorways.  Always know where enemy
positions may be in buildings that are adjacent to yours.  As in all
Marine operations, watch your buddy’s back, and run as fast as pos-
sible when traversing open ground.

Multiple-story structures present an even greater challenge than
single-story buildings.  In a medium-size village, town, or small city
that is dominated by one-, two-, and three-story buildings, Marines
should be especially concerned about the taller buildings.  They are
naturally used by the enemy as “high ground.”  If possible, make
entry to taller, multilevel buildings via the roof and work systemati-
cally and thoroughly downward.

Mission

The mission assigned to Marine forces during Operation “HUE CITY”
was to attack and destroy enemy forces that had captured major sec-
tions of the ancient imperial capital of Hue during the surprise NVA
offensive that was quickly dubbed the Tet Offensive.  Due to the his-
toric aspect of many of the buildings in Hue, the usage of heavy
weapons was significantly restricted during the initial days of fighting
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on both sides of the river.  As friendly casualties mounted, and as ini-
tial estimates of the size of the enemy force in the Hue City area was
significantly increased, fire restrictions on supporting arms were
ultimately lifted.  In our respectful opinion, our ability to successfully
complete the mission was, initially, severely impacted by the rules of
engagement.

Although it is understood that mission and rules of engagement are
not the exclusive responsibility of Marine leadership at the platoon,
company, battalion or even the regimental level, it is strongly rec-
ommended that every effort be made, at every level in the chain of
command, to ensure that balance has been achieved between the
demands of the mission and the effect of the rules of engagement on
the ability of the command to perform the mission successfully.

EXECUTION

Reconnaissance and Intelligence

Urban combat is nearly always conducted at very close quarters.  It is
not uncommon to have opposing forces fighting from positions a few
dozen meters apart; most of the fighting is done from a distance
between 25 and 100 meters.  Due to this close-in nature, it is critical
to know where the enemy is and how they are deployed.  This lesson
was learned the hard way during the initial stages of the battle inside
the Citadel.  During the first two major clashes between Marine and
NVA forces on the morning of February 13, 1968, the enemy sur-
prised us and wreaked significant damage very quickly.  This
occurred mainly because we weren’t exactly sure where the NVA
were deployed.  Although the ARVN had been in several major battles
inside the Citadel, we don’t recall receiving any intelligence
attributed to them regarding the enemy’s exact location.  Further, to
our knowledge, no Marine reconnaissance unit was sent in to check
out the situation before we attacked on the morning of the 13th.

We recommend that all intelligence assets, reconnaissance units,
and surveillance devices that can be made available are deployed in a
significant effort to fix the exact location of enemy soldiers and units.
The combatant who knows where his enemy is hiding experiences a
decided advantage in surprise and the devastating deployment of
firepower.
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Urban Combat Tactics

The tragedy of urban conflict is that the “battlefield” for each firefight
is a neighborhood; each objective taken is someone’s home, a
school, church, or some other structure that has significant value and
meaning to its inhabitants.  Considering the possibilities, it is not
difficult to imagine tank battles across mall parking lots; mortar fire
hitting a church, a hospital, or a community center; heavy small-
arms firefights between homes; or an artillery barrage on a school-
yard.  While these images may be grist for the mills of Hollywood,
when we think about them in relevance to our homes and our neigh-
borhood schools and churches, the tragedy is somehow increased,
made more politic.  However, it is our collective belief that the life of
one Marine is more precious than ten, one hundred homes, schools,
churches, shrines, shopping malls, or any other building known to
man.  Therefore, all efforts should be made, using any and all
weaponry available, to stun the enemy and support Marine advances
through the use of supporting arms and without regard to damage to
buildings.

At the same time, the use of heavy weaponry in urban combat is
assuredly a “two-edged sword,” as are many assets in modern war-
fare.  Rubble can be nearly as affective as a building for protecting
enemy firing positions.  Further, artillery and other “flat trajectory”
weapons may be somewhat restricted by the height of buildings and
their distance from each other.  In many cases, mortars, although
smaller in caliber, are superior to artillery because of their higher tra-
jectory and are thus able to hit enemy targets that are screened
effectively from direct fire weapons by buildings or other structures.

Dale Dye’s Urban Combat Tactics Update

Editor’s note:  Dale Dye fought with Hotel 2/5 on the south side of the
Perfume River in early February 1968, and then “dropped” to Delta 1/5
for the fight inside the Citadel.  Dale may well be the only U.S. Marine
who fought on both sides of the river during Operation “HUE CITY.”
An E-5 sergeant at the time, Dale was “officially” a combat correspon-
dent, but says, “All I can remember doing during Hue City is changing
magazines and pulling triggers.”
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When asked to read and comment on this white paper, Dale offered
the following:  “Having mulled this over for some time now, I’ve come
up with what I think will be valuable hints for the infantry small-unit
leader to bear in mind while training his Marines for urban combat
operations and for employment when/if the situation arises for real.
All of these observations/hints are based on things I actually experi-
enced or learned while fighting in Hue.  By the way, I coined a military
acronym for this stuff after deciding that MOUT (Military Operations
on Urbanized Terrain) and FIBUA (Fighting In Built-Up Areas) just
didn’t fit the bill.  In my view, we should classify all this stuff under the
acronym FISH (Fighting In Someone’s House).”  Here, then, are Dale
Dye’s “21 Tips for Successful FISHing:”

1. Tactical movement past windows/doors.  Most movement in
urban fighting tends to be quick and short.  That’s good, but it
leads to ignoring the obvious at times.  We had a lot of Marines
killed or wounded—particularly on the south side of Hue—
because they exposed themselves when moving past windows or
doors.  In general, avoid moving past doors (open or closed),
period.  You will have to move past windows, but be sure to duck
below the window level.  Also, don’t forget that many structures
have ground-level windows that provide light and ventilation to
cellars or basements.  Step over these ground level windows and
do not expose your legs and/or lower body to enemy fire from
within.

2. Shoot through.  Our infantry weapons loaded with standard ball
ammo have a hell of a penetration factor.  As Murphy urges,
when in doubt, empty the magazine!  Be especially careful of
stacks of furniture, desks, cabinets, armoires, closets, clothing
presses, etc. when searching or clearing rooms.  You can shoot
right through these items and a couple of well-placed rounds
may save your life.  On the south side, I was right behind a
Marine who instinctively put a burst of fire from his M-16 into a
large wall cabinet and was rewarded with a dead NVA who fell
through the door and out onto the floor.  This technique rapidly
became SOP.

3. Increased shrapnel effect.  Don’t get salty—or let your troops
get salty—regarding helmets and flak jackets in urban fighting.
Many of our MSW [multiple shrapnel wound] casualties on both
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the south and the north sides of the river resulted from the
increased burst effect of RPGs, mortars and ChiCom grenades
that occurred due to flying masonry.  Always be aware that high
explosive type weapons will create an increased shrapnel fan in
urban areas.  A flying piece of brick, concrete, or macadam can
kill you just as easily as shrapnel from the actual weapon.

4. Use of fragmentation hand grenades.  Up until we were com-
mitted to Hue, I noticed that a lot of Marines were reluctant to
carry and/or use frags.  Get over—and get your Marines over—
this reluctance in a hurry!  A basic load should be four to six
frags per man before you enter the area.  Teach Marines how to
deliver frags with either their left or right hands.  Also teach
Marines to “cook off” a frag before tossing or lobbing it into a
room or building.  They’ve got four to six seconds on a standard
frag fuse and that’s enough time for a nimble enemy to retrieve
and toss it back in your lap.  This happened several times on the
south side of Hue and at least once (with fatal consequences) on
the north side.  I like to count three, but two is sufficient, after
the safety lever is released before delivering the grenade.  When
heaving a grenade into a room or building, generally heave it as
hard as you can.  The frag will bounce around off the walls or
furniture and that makes it hard for the enemy to chase it down
and retrieve it.

5. Steal civilian vehicles.  Every Marine unit operating in an urban
environment finds itself in need of quick transportation for re-
supply, rapid troop movement, or evacuation of casualties.
Naturally, there is no transportation available when it is criti-
cally needed.  We learned in fighting on the south side of Hue to
hot-wire and steal civilian vehicles.  Emphasis is on “civilian,” as
military vehicles left behind by an enemy may well be mined or
booby-trapped.  Steer clear of the enemy’s half-tracks, aban-
doned armor, or military trucks in general.  What you want is the
family sedan or pickup truck.  In any Marine unit there is gen-
erally a character who has had some “previous experience” in
this area.  Find him, and use him.  This saved lives time and
again on the south side of Hue.  We even hot-wired several of the
three-wheeled cyclo type vehicles and they worked just great for
resupply and CasEvac.  I humbly admit to being one of the star
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players in this effort, which made me the go-to guy for Captain
Ron Christmas commanding Hotel 2/5.

6. Supply points and rally points.  Resupply of weapons, water,
and ammo is always a problem in urban fighting as trucks or
other transport attempting to reach the fighting units rapidly
become prime targets.  The solution is to establish street corner
supply points.  Have your support people simply run the gear up
and dump it on a designated street-corner or intersection.  At
that point, fire teams, squads, and platoons can send working
parties to the designated point, get what they need and bring it
forward with no danger to the supporting supply pipeline.  Also,
establish rally points for lost troops or units.  As you move a unit
forward, pause at easily recognizable intersections, buildings, or
corners and let everyone know this is a rally point.  If they get
lost or lose contact with the higher unit, they simply find the
rally point and wait.  The platoon guide or a designated runner
can make regular checks of these points and police up the
missing people.  This worked particularly well for re-assembling
lost squads in the north side fighting.

7. Recoilless weapons.  The M-72 LAAW, the AT-4 and any other
available recoilless weapon is extremely valuable in urban
fighting for obvious reasons.  However, it’s important to con-
sider the back blast when using these weapons from enclosed
areas such as rooms, blind alleys, etc.  I fired a LAAW from a
second-story window on the north side, and was extremely
proud of myself until I discovered the back-blast damn near
killed the other two guys in the room with me.  The back-blast
from a recoilless weapon will carom off walls and act like a
miniature tornado!

8. Countersniper techniques.  Working in buddy-teams in Hue, we
rapidly learned to play fox and hounds with NVA snipers.  The
generic problem was that someone got dinged before we man-
aged to spot the shooter that dinged him.  When under fire from
an unknown sniper position, one man will have to serve as tar-
get while the other man spots and shoots.  We finessed this
technique by selecting a short run to cover for the target or bait
man in an attempt to draw the sniper’s fire.  If he moved quick
and low from cover to cover, we would generally get the sniper
to fire a badly aimed shot or burst.  This revealed his hide and
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the cover man could deliver fire on the sniper’s position or call
for fire from the remainder of the squad by putting a tracer or
two into the hide.  Train in this technique!

9. Focus high/look low.  In Hue we tended to focus on high firing
positions for the enemy.  He’s an infantryman and he knows the
value of the high ground, so we tended to look for him high.
Unfortunately, this led to a tendency to ignore spider-holes and
low-level fighting positions that frequently caught us by sur-
prise.  An enemy in urban defense will frequently lure you into
committing to an assault by firing from high while his shooters
are dug into low positions around a building.  We got nailed in
the assault on the treasury and hospital areas on the south side
by not checking the low ground before we went over into the
assault.

10. Unlikely hides.  On the north side during the Citadel assault, I
lost a man and nearly got nailed myself because we did not think
anyone could be dug in under a pile of household junk.  It was a
pile of discarded material with a broken bicycle on top, looking
just like a trash pile in any other city.  Unfortunately, an NVA
had dug under the trash-pile from the rear and made himself a
firing embrasure at absolute ground level.  Never presume an
enemy can’t be somewhere.  He will be there.

11. Sewer and drainage canals.  Most of the NVA who moved into
Hue on the nights of January 30–31, 1968 got into the city unde-
tected by moving through Hue’s sewage system and drainage
canals.  In the offense, spot the manholes and check them out.
In the defense, explore the canal/sewer system and use it to
move troops from point to point.  Marines should be trained to
do this as a matter of course.  Just as we designated and trained
tunnel-rats for work underground in the jungle, we should Train
Marines to explore, move, and fight beneath city streets.

12. High observation posts.  Rooftops are extremely valuable as
OPs.  A good man up high can direct fire and movement for
troops below and save you a lot of time and trouble in spotting
potential or real danger areas.  Get an observer high and work
out a system of signals so he can direct your fire or movement.
An observer with a magazine of tracers can be extremely valu-
able in this endeavor.  In selecting the rooftop OP, don’t let
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yourself get silhouetted.  If possible, tear yourself a mouse-hole
somewhere in the shingles and observe from there.

13. Weak hand shooting.  Cover in urban fighting is most often
what’s available rather than what you would select.  This makes
it important that all Marines become adept at weak hand
shooting.  Learn to fire accurately—or at least effectively—from
either shoulder so you are not forced to expose yourself when
firing from behind inconvenient cover.

14. Use cover.  Obviously, you should hug walls rather than moving
down the center of an alley or street.  On the north side of Hue,
we found ourselves advancing up streets adjacent to the Citadel
walls by rushing from doorway to doorway, which minimized
our exposure to fire from the walls.  Unfortunately, this left us
with our backs to doors very often, and NVA inside the buildings
would shoot through the doors at us.  When ducking into door-
ways for cover, be aware of what’s at your back.  If it’s a door, get
low and be prepared for incoming fire from inside the building.

15. Sneak a peek.  At regular intervals in urban fighting you will find
yourself at a corner or intersection, wanting desperately to know
what’s on the other side.  Learn to observe quickly by getting low
and taking a quick peek around the corner or the wall.  Two or
three quick peeks minimizes exposure and lets you get a picture
or plan for your next move.  Don’t hang your face out there for a
prolonged observation.  [Editor’s note:  If this technique is em-
ployed, do not “sneak a peek” at the same point each time.  The
enemy will be ready for the second, third, or subsequent “peeks.”]

16. Fire on embrasures or loopholes.  Due to the rapid, violent,
confusing nature of urban fighting, there is a tendency to “spray
and pray” when putting fire on an identified target.  Fight this
element of human nature!  When you have spotted a firing em-
brasure or loophole from which an enemy is firing at you, slow
down and put deliberate, aimed fire on the target.  In Hue we
frequently took fortified positions under fire causing the enemy
shooter to duck and cease firing.  When we moved, he was back
up and shooting.  The solution is to kill him with aimed rounds
right into the slot.

17. Enter and exit low.  An enemy is under just as much pressure
and adrenaline rush as you are.  Remember that and when you
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enter or exit a building, get low!  An enemy’s initial tendency
under pressure is to aim and shoot center-mass for a standing
man.  If you’re under that point of aim, you may survive the fire.

18. Don’t mask your covering fire.  Unfortunately in Hue there were
a number of instances in which Marines attempting to move
under covering fire from other Marines ran right into friendly
fire.  Put this down to confusion and the “fog of war,” but you
can avoid it if you think before you move under covering fire.  Be
sure you know where your covering line of fire is.  From his posi-
tion to the target, select an intermediate or terminal position
that is outside this line of fire before you move.

19. Fix bayonets.  In Hue we experienced a number of very close
encounters with NVA soldiers inside buildings or when turning
into alleys or hallways.  These eyeball-to-eyeball meeting en-
gagements happen all the time and Marines need to be prepared
for instant action.  The best insurance is to have your bayonet
fixed and to be prepared to deliver a quick, decisive thrust at the
face or chest.  If you don’t kill him, you’ll scare the hell out of
him and cause him to retreat rapidly.  This happened at least
twice that I know of on the south side resulting in a wild hand-
to-hand melee that could have been avoided and decided in the
Marines’ favor with a quick bayonet thrust.

20. Fire factor.  Most buildings in an urban environment contain
lots of material that will burn.  We learned quickly on the south
side of Hue, absent tear gas grenades at the squad level, that we
could take white phosphorus [WP] grenades, toss them into a
house and depend on whatever was inside to catch fire.  The
resulting blaze often forced hiding NVA shooters into a panicky
exit and we were able to kill them in the open.

21. Slow the tempo.  Finally, one of our most valuable lessons
fighting on the south and the north sides of Hue was to slow
down and be deliberate.  Before we got a feel for urban ops we
had a tendency to just go hey-diddle-diddle right up the middle
and rely on the momentum of our attack to shock the enemy.
He was not easily shocked, as we learned to our detriment.  The
solution was to slow down, assess the situation, make a deliber-
ate plan, and carry it out with vigor!
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Urban Tactics for Supporting Arms

Supporting arms are most effective prior to “danger close” to mini-
mize the potential of friendly casualties, and to maximize prepara-
tory fires to support the infantry’s attack.  During Operation “HUE
CITY,” the most effective indirect fire during “danger close” was from
the 8-inch gun.  We recommend that the supporting axis of fire be
perpendicular as well as parallel.  Finally, in the event, as in the case
of Operation “HUE CITY,” that due to political considerations proper
preparatory fires would not be allowed, a variety of artillery fires such
as smoke, delayed fuses, high angle, etc. should be incorporated with
the infantry’s attack.  Combined arms coordination training for
urban combat is critical.

Other advantages of preparatory fires include the destruction of the
camouflage of enemy positions, the psychological shock factor
against enemy troops, and the fact that heavy weapons can create
new avenues of attack and egress for armored vehicles.

One of the most effective aspects of supporting arms during the bat-
tle for Hue were the “killer teams” that evolved; an M-48 tank and an
Ontos would pair up and maneuver together as a team.  This would
allow either the tank or the Ontos to maneuver into a good firing
position, while the other covered.  Further, the devastating firepower
put out by the 90mm tank cannon and the [six] 106’s of the Ontos
turned out to be extremely beneficial because of their capabilities to
deliver pinpoint firepower.  Armored vehicles can provide many
benefits to the infantry engaged in urban combat, as they provide
some cover from enemy small arms fire.  However, armored vehicles
can also become “rocket magnets” producing casualties for infantry
troops in close proximity.

Other than in instances of harassment and interdiction fires, build-
ings that are hit by heavy weapons should be attacked immediately,
using whatever shock benefit that may be derived, and all efforts
made to clear and neutralize all enemy positions in that particular
building before the attack is stopped (whenever possible).

Remember that when calling in fire missions, you can request
“splash” so that friendly troops have time to take cover immediately
prior to impact.
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In daytime operations, the usage of covering smoke is often helpful
when Marines must attack across open areas.

However, as was learned during Operation “HUE CITY,” even with
proper support of heavy weapons, which was ultimately provided to
the Marines, we faced “hard core” North Vietnamese Army troops
who fought from prepared positions, moved to secondary positions,
fought again, and finally, very reluctantly, died.  In the capture of
each room, each floor, each rooftop, each building, each street, it was
ultimately the Marine rifleman who won the battle.

It is critical for infantry units to know both the capabilities as well as
the limitations of supporting arms.  For example, naval gunfire is a
more flat-trajectory weapon, and not necessarily effective due to the
vertical terrain (buildings).  Further, in our experience, it was not
smart to be on the gun-target line because the first round was typi-
cally not as accurate as artillery or mortars in terms of range speci-
fied.

Another aspect of supporting arms limitations has to do with heli-
copter support.  Urban terrain is not forgiving to helicopters that
may be forced to make an emergency landing.  Thus, helicopter
pilots may be reluctant to fly over urban terrain.  Further, maneuver-
ing helicopters in urban terrain is a very difficult and dangerous
proposition.

One very tragic aspect of the use of supporting arms in urban combat
is that the likelihood of civilian casualties is very high.  In at least two
situations that we are aware of, the NVA used civilians as “screens”
for their infantry troops, and fire missions were, of necessity, called
in on those positions.

On the Use of Chemical Weapons

During 1/5’s battle inside the Citadel fortress (which kicked off on
February 13, 1968), the battalion progressed a total of four blocks
along our avenue of attack, which was four blocks wide.  Thus, 1/5
secured a total of sixteen city blocks within our assigned area of op-
erations after nearly two weeks of heavy street fighting (February 13–
25, 1968).  Accomplishing this, we suffered nearly 50 percent casual-
ties at the hands of a well-prepared, determined force of NVA sol-
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diers, a force that was finally estimated to be nearly 11,000 strong in
the Hue City area of operations.

On February 25, 1968, Marines from Charlie Company shot off three
E-8 gas launchers, each carrying about 40 CS gas grenades, toward
the enemy’s last known position.  The next morning, 1/5 took control
of the remaining twelve city blocks in about three hours, without a
single casualty, because the NVA was not equipped to deal with the
tear gas attack and was forced to withdraw.

No one can ever be certain that the use of chemical weapons would
have made a difference in the initial stages of the battle (although we
were all issued new gas masks the day before we went into Hue City!),
but many of the veterans of that battle have often wondered what
might have happened if the E-8’s had been deployed in the early
stages of the battle.  We recommend the judicious use of chemical
weapons, such as tear gas, etc. for urban combat operations.

ADMINISTRATION

Planning and Preparations

The inherent complexities of urban combat are such that special
attention needs to be paid to planning and preparations.  Training,
training, training; practice makes perfect.  A coordinated Marine at-
tack on an enemy-held position in a town or city can be equated to
an intricate opera or Broadway production, although the stakes are a
bit higher.  Entry techniques, room search and clearing techniques,
voice commands indicating movement or progress, fire discipline,
the use of grenades, rockets, and supporting fires, communications,
all of these must be rehearsed and improved, until they become sec-
ond nature to our urban warriors.

Further, all plans must be communicated and rehearsed at each level
of command, from the fire team to the company and above.  In par-
ticular, platoon commanders, platoon sergeants, squad leaders and
fire team leaders must be aware of each man’s assignment.  This
should include who goes into a structure first, who covers.  Hand and
arm signals, as well as vocal commands, should be established and
practiced.
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Medical (Input from Doc John Loudermilk, U.S. Navy
Corpsman)

The following recommendations are made regarding training and
preparations for field corpsmen who support Marine units in urban
combat:

• Augment corpsmen’s field pack with a medical surgical kit and
antibiotic creams.

• Increase knowledge of:

— Treatment of rashes and dermatitis.

— Treatment for opening airways/crico thyroidatomy.

— Treatment of battle trauma (psychological).

• CPR certification/refresher.

• Periodic training sessions, to include opportunities for corpsmen
to ask questions.

• Increase knowledge of childbirth procedures.  [Editor’s note:
Although this comment was made in a somewhat lighthearted
way, there is a serious aspect to this issue.  Doc Loudermilk helped
a Vietnamese woman give birth during the battle inside the
Citadel of Hue.]

• Follow up information regarding casualties back to their unit.

• Time off after major battles.

• Better record keeping.

• Small, motorized vehicles will be required for both supply and
medical evacuation.  This will reduce the number of able-bodied
Marines required to move wounded to the rear area.

COMMAND AND CONTROL

In full-scale urban conflict, especially in situations during which
enemy dispositions are not well known, initial contact with the en-
emy can, and most likely will, be unexpected, at very close range, and
massively devastating.  Command and control, the basic Marine’s
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connection to his leadership, can disappear in the blink of an eye.
During Operation “HUE CITY,” C/1/5 lost two of its three 2nd lieu-
tenant platoon commanders; SSgts became platoon commanders;
PFCs were squad leaders.  In urban combat it would not be at all sur-
prising to find corporals as platoon commanders given the poten-
tially high casualty rates.  The critical factor for unit survival in these
situations is that unit’s ability to immediately determine the enemy’s
positions and to return a high volume of sustained fire on those
positions, allowing maneuverability against them.

During the first day of 1/5’s involvement in Operation “HUE CITY,”
Alpha Company lost its CO, its XO, and much of the company CP
group.  Of necessity, Alpha was pulled back to the battalion rear for
reorganization.  The loss of a few leaders effectively eliminated an
entire company.  This also delayed the battalion’s attack, blunting
our initiative.

The individual Marine who is under heavy enemy fire from very close
range, who may now be cut off from his team and/or squad leader,
needs to have been thoroughly informed of communications codes,
lines of departure, lines of stoppage, friendly unit dispositions, and
the ability to call in supporting fires and conduct contingency plans.
In short, in urban conflict situations, command and control needs to
be understood at every level down to the basic Marine.

Based upon our experiences during Operation “HUE CITY,” we
recommend you train for high levels of performance, expect the
unexpected, expect chaos, and plan for all possibilities.

Respectfully submitted, and Semper Fidelis!

Operation “HUE CITY” Veterans


