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BACKGROUND PAPER
ON
SECURITY POLICE DEFENSE
OF

TAN SON NHUT AB

During the early morning hours of 31 January 1868, the 377th
Security Police Squadron came under a masasive attack. Although the
Security Police lacked formal training and proper weaponz they were
credited with gaving Tan Son Nhut AB and the lives of thousgands of
people. The purpose of this paper iz for you te understand why
Security Police need be well trained in Air Basze Defenze.

Firat thig paper will discuss the primary mission Security Folice
had prior to Vietnam. Then it will inform you about evente leading
up to the attack on Tan Son Nhut AB. Finally, thias paper will guide
you through significant events during the battle for Ton San Nhut.

Security Police and their application of Air Base Grournd Defensge
evolved tremendously during the Vietnam war. Prior t¢ the TET
Gffenaive in 1068 the primary mission of Alr Force Security FPolice
gtated Iin AFR 207 directives, was to protect Alr Force perszonnel and
rezourcesg againgt szmall unit and terrorist attacks. To accomplish
this rezource protection, Security Police use flight line gentriesa,
vehicle patroleg, and entry contrcllers. After the TET Offenzive,
and specifically the mazzive attack on Tan Son Nhut Air Base, the

migsion of the Seaurity Police would be altered.
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This wase reinforced when PACAF 1G MSgt Fred Zarzour stated, “When
the enemy escalated and made itz firat major attack againet Tan Son
Nhut Air Base, we found it necegszary to neevaluate and boleter our
baze defense msyatem”™ .  (1:18) It became apparent that Becurity Police
are the firat line of defengse during attacksz where the miasion is to
overrun an alrbase. With this becoming oclear, Security Police
needed to engage the enemy as far from USAF reaources as possible
and at the maximumm distance their fire power would allow. Therefor
it wag necezgaany for Security Police to build up and man bunker=s
ocver the entire perimeter of an airbase in order to establish
interlocking fields of fire. Security Police realized they were no
longer just flight line Becurity. They needed to know small squad
tactice, patrelling technigques, heavy weaponz, and the ability to
call for effective artiliery.

However, this was not the case during the Vietnam War. The
majority of Security Police entering the country receive no
additional training prior to their arrival. The 377th Security
Pcocllee B8q., stationed at Tan Son Nhut AB, took it upon themzelvea to
traln their people. The 377th SPS8 would require newly arriving SP'=g
gpecialized training in areas of heavy weapona and tacticz. Had
thisg not been the regquirement, their battle during the early hours
ot the TET Offensive may have been digastrou=.

The TET Offensive of 1988 required a great deal of planning,
coordination, and equipment. The primary purpose of the offenaive
wag to Incite a general upriging of the urban populace believing

thias would unite the couniry.



Attacking and then controlling the capital city of Saigon was a very
high priority for the North Vietnamege. (6:59) An intregal part of
controlling Salgon was the Air Bamse at Tan Son Nhut, (TSN}). So
important was this, that 7 of the nine battaliona of Viet Cong
georetly infiltrated into the Saigon area were gommitted to
attacking the airbase. In thelr pocketzs they carried the ordera to
detend at all cozt, any gaina they had made. {7:2)

The reaponaibllity of capturing TSN fell to 38 five year old
Colonel Nam Truyen, commander of the Sth Viet Cong Infantry
Divigsien. In 1688%, Thig diviaion was reported to be 184,260 soldiers
gtrong. (2:263) In a bold move on Chriasatmas day 1987 Col Truyen,
digguiged as a gtudent, visilted TSN alrbaze for a firat hand
lock. (6:59-68) 1t has been documented that extensive reconnaissance
of UT.8. Airbases prior to TET focused on Security Pollce patrol and
reliet achedules. (3:-)

Intelligence reportr and raw data indicated some type of enemy
action may take place during the TET holiday. Although 1t wasm
eatimated that the enemy could mount a large acale rocket or mortar
attack. The reporta went on te may the enemy were limited to
mounting a ground attack with no more than a reinforced battalion.
However, this was enough information to caume the 37Y7th SFS
commandera to inltiate an exercise designed to teat the capabilities
of the gecurity forcesa assigned to TSN. At 6625 hra on 27 Janusary
1868, Exercise TET began. The moat vulnerable point on baze wag
conglidered to be on the Wezt perimeter near a bunker numbered 851.
Exercige commanders selected this area to practice enemy penetration

scenarice, then discugsed after action plans.



During the next few days Intelligence agenclies gave no indication
of any type ¢! enemy activity in the Baigon area._ (4:543)

But this waa of no consolation to Gen William Momyer, Commander of
Tth AF. At 1738 houre on 38 January 1868, he ordered Security
Police at Tan Son Nhut to agaume Security Condition Red, Option 1.
Thus, the 377th Security Police became the only forcea in the Saigon
area to be in thias high gecurity posture.(4:3) The increasged
pogture led Serurity Police Commander, LtCol Billy Carter, to
increasze hig manning of security forcea. 1In addition to the 487
Security Police already on poat, elght-13 man Quick Reaction Teams,
(QRTz), were formed and ready for immediate reasponse. LtCol Carter
alao had three platoons of U8 Army personnel, (Task Force 35), at
his diapogal and placed them on a five minute atandby atatus az a
reaerve loroe.  {8:B) The 282 remaining Security Police were armed
and billeted in the agquadronz barracks for immediste recall.

The first reporta of enemy activity were received by the Joint
Defenge Qperationa Center, (JDOC), located on TSN. At 8384 on 31
January 1068, JDOC was notified that the US Embassy in Saigon was
under attack. 28 minutes later a Security Policeman in Guard Tower

#1868, located on the SouthEast area of Tan Son ¥hut, reported small

armg fire coming from off baze directed at the POL area. In
addition Security Police at Gate #2 alzo reported Eemall arms fire.
At 8327, securiiy forces in a Northern bunker reported the sighting
of 38606 men, 480 meters from their poaition. A helicopter Light Fire
Team, {(LFT}, was directed to take off and orbit the area. At 8333,
five membere of the 377ih Security Police located inaide Bunker @81,

watched as a taxl drove up to the Weati perimeter fence.



Even with all the other reported hoatile activity around the air
bage, the Security Policemen inside Bunker 851 were prevented from
firing on individuvala approaching the fence. MACV Rulez of
Engagement prevented Securitiy Police from firing on people until
they exhibit hostile intent.{(8:8) A minute later Bangalore
torpedoes exploded and ripped a hele in the perimeter wire. Thise
work was likely done by memberng of the C-18 Sapper Battalion. Theze
Sapper units originally served with infantry battalionag to clear
obgtacleg and lead attacks on bullt up positions.(2:84) The breech
in the perimeter enabled the VC to pour intoe TSN airbazse. The SP’=s
inaide Bunker #5851 notified their command poast of the amssgault and at
the same time returned fire. Shortly after engaging the lead =sapper
unit, Bunker 851 received two direct hits from rocket propelled
grenadesa, killing four of the five Security Police inzide.

Upon receiving Bunker 851 calls for help, Ceniral SBecurity Control
immediately di=spatched four aeparate mecurity alert teams. The
firat SAT tc arrive was a four man team, (Echo—-1), which took a
pogition juat East of Bunker #8]1. Here they engaged the enemy
pouring intc TSN until they were forced to withdraw due to lack of
ammunition. Echo-1 withdrew 1858 metersz South of the bunker,
received a new supply of ammunition and re-engaged the advancing
Viet Cong. Additional Quick Reaction Teams and one platoon of US
Army Tark Force-38 arrived to form a blocking force to contain the

attack.



By this time, an egtimated 686 Viet Cong were penetrating the
airbase and advancing. The main assault force were armed with BRPG2
and RP37 rocketz, 8lmm Motara, _8& Calliber machine guna, explogive=s
and automatic weapong. The Security Police and TF-35 were out
numbered and out gunned 4 to one. But they were able to maintain a
steady field of fire and halt the advancing Viet Cong. (8:8)

At 83859 hra Tower %4, which 1a 58 metera Eaati of Gate 851 and
right in the middle of the battile, reported that enemy forces were
mounting an addiiional asmault South of hias tower. As Tower ¥4 was
reporting this, a IS Army 2quad on patrol engaged this unit
believing it to be platoon s2ize. After a few minutes of intense
fire they pealized the force waz muoh larger. In fact it waa later
determined this force conaisted of two reinforced battalions
totalling 1,808 men. This unit was probably elements of Col
Truyen's 6th VC Infantry Divigion. {§:362) The Army squad called for
a helicopter Light Fipre Team, {(LFT), to strafe the area and cover
thelr withdrawal. It ia2 belleved this unit were reinforcements
coming to ald the initial enemy assault. However, once the LFT
engaged thia force, they digpersed for cover, thus delaying the
gecond aggsault.

At this point the Central Security Control requested fire support
from this zame LFT. They were to atrafe the area immediately around
the breech in the perimeter. However, once over head the LFT could
not determine bheiween friendly and enemy forces. The fighting
hetween them had become just to close, 2o they were forced to

withdraw.



During this tirst 38 minutesz of battle the Viet Cong and Nortith
Vietnamegse Army were simultanecusly attacking eight other points
around the base perimeter. Security Police commanders were
deploying 13 man Quick Reaction Teams, {(QRT'a), and three man
Becurity Alert Teams, (SAT'2) all around the base. Multiple
Response teams were deployed to the North perimeter to reinforce
Republic of Vietnam peraonnel. One QRT and two SAT'z were deployved
to defend the POl site, which had come under heavy enemy fire.
Additional teame of recalled Security Police were deployed to Gate
#1 and the Main gate which were under attack from pozitionz oft
base. Elzewhere memberz of the Security Police were algso heavily
engaged in fire fights on the Eagt perimeter. Of the 985 Security
Police and Socldiers at hisz command, LtCol Carter had one last
platoon from Taak Force 35 left. Thiz thirty man force, he kept in
regerve in the event of a Viet Cong break through. Meanwhile, LtCol
Carter work feverishly trying to seocure artillery, armor, and
infantry support for his beleaguered Security Policemen. (8:8) After
an hour of intense fighting on the West perimeter, Security Police
were beling pinned doewn. By thiaz time Bunker 85] had fallen into
enemy hands, and they were firing captured recoilless prifle pounds
into friendly pozitionz. Furthermore, the formidable force located
just outside the West perimeter began to re-assemble., Ag they were
torming up, three Vietnamese light tanks arrived. Unfortunately
within fifteen minutes, two tanks were deastroyed and the third wa=z
forced to retreat. At 8523, nearly two hours after the initial
attack, the firat artillery rounda began slamming into the VC

aggault forcesa.



Stil11, the reinforced battalions continued to peneirate the Weztern
perimeter. VC and NVA Forceas were now maneuvering to outflank the
Security Police blocking forcea.

By now a number o0f unita in the blocking forces were running
dangerously low of ammunition and urgent request for regupply were
made. Under the intense automatice weapons fire, individual Security
policemen raced between unitsz to accomplieh the resupply. Because
of this action the blocking forcez were able to hold their positions
and halt the further advancement of the reinforcementa. The area
eztimated to be under enemy control was about 68#& meterz deep by 388
metera wide, ineside the perimeter of Tan Son Nhut ARB.

Meanwhile, back at the main gate, military and c¢ivilian workers
who lived off base began arriving for work at #668. Not knowing
what was happening they found themaelvea in the middle of heavy
crogafire from enemy aniperx. A team of Security Policemen
defending the gate sacorted theme people to safety on baze, often
uging their own bodiea to shield the perzonnel being eascorted. (8:12)
They continued to escort these people in this manner until 66086.

At roughly 8638 hours, elements of the 4th Cavalry regiment began
arriving from the North on Hwy ¥1, towards Gate #5]1 and engaged the
enemy on their northern flank. With the additional forces from the
4th Calvary, the Security Police and membera of Task Force 35 were
able to increase their firepower, and engage the enemy heavily for
the next hour. It was at this time the VC began to withdraw through
the perimeter. Realizing this, the 377th Security Police and other
defengive forceg counteraitacked from the East. After two hours of
glow but msteady maneuvering moat of the VC had been driven from the

bage .



The only enemy resistance left inaide the perimeter of TSN lay
inagide of Bunker #851. As a result, VC occupants inside of Bunker
851 were directing effective fire inte the Southern flank of
triendly forces. At 148686 hrs, moat attention was directed at
gecuring Bunker #51.

Firgt, U8 tanka from the 4th Cavalry attempted to knock out the
bunker, but failed. Next, A helicopter Light Fire Team, then
engaged the bunker but was shot down. Finally, at 1218 membera of
the 377th Securiiy Police agasaulted Bunker #3851, and by using gnenade
fire, neutralized and asecured the bunker.{(8:11)

By 123& houra the breech in the perimeter was closed and secured.
Security Forcea on TSN would continue to receive enemy fire of
various intensity for the next two daya. However, no othenr
penetrations or large scale attacka ocourred.

Memberg of the 377th Security Police performed heroically during
the nine hour battle. Casualtiea were amazingliy light. They
seuffered only 4 Security Police Killed in Action and 11 wounded.
All the KIA had been in Bunker @81 when 1t was rocketed during the
early minutes of the asgsault, with the fifth SP sustaining seriousn
woundsz. It was obwvious the VC wanted control of TSHN. Howevenrn
they paid a high price with Viet Cong and NVA cagualtiez numbering
up to 1,268 KIA. Thia included 157 bodiea counted inzide the West
perimeter fence and 267 bodies immediately outaide the fence. Thi=z
area waz the only breech of the TSN perimeter. Battile damage to the
base was extremely low, with only 13 aircraft receiving light

damage, moatly from stray bulleta.



After thim attack it became clear that., Security Police are the
firat line of defense for an air base. They would soon realize that
Air Base Ground Defense tactics needed to be developed, then taught
to all USAF Security Police. Thia hars become a reality in todays
Air Force. Security Police are among the beat trained and equipment
fighting forcea today. They have at their dizpozal a varlety ot
training sites that provide various levelgs of instruction depending
on your rank or duty title.

However Security Police were not ithe only one changing tactica arm
a result of the attack on Ton San Nhut. After the TET Offensives,
VC/NVA virtually abandoned attempts to overrun US positions by

frontal attacks. (2:84)
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