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The Vietnam Conflict only
recently became history, vet tech-
nigues learned in the rice paddies
and jungles are already being for-
gotlen, Hidden in old field manuals
and reports, valuable lessons are in
danger of gathering dust on back
shelves.

The eurrent situation in Central
America, U5, Army contributions
totraining friendly armies, and our
need to be ready to operate in a
jungle environment should prevent
us from putting these lessons in the
archives too soon,

Uneimportant engineer story that
deserves to be returned to the lightis
our experience with tactical land-
clearing eperations in Vieltnam from
1966 to 1971,

A key mission in jungle
operations
The Avmy turned to land clearing

to deny cover o the Yiet Cong and
the North Vietnamese Army, who
concealed base camps, infiltration
routes, and sanctuaries in jungle
vegetation. We also needed to com-
hat the jungle itself—modern tools
of war can't move through dense
rain forest. Eventually, land
clearing became the key to mobility
and success in many American
offensive operations.

We create the Rome Plow

In November 1985, General
Westmoreland dispateched an engi-
neer officer to Australia to waleh
bulldozers towing heavy stesl balls
and ship anchor chaing through the
jungle. The officer actually brought
a lost art home—our engineers
taught the Australians how (o do
this early in World War I[I. The
dozers proved able to clear trees less
than 10 inches in diameter.

The Army also tested a dinosanr
called the Transphibian Tactical
Tree Crusher, which floated owver
swampy jungle floor and could fell
trees up (o 6 feet in diameter,
Unfortunately, it was vulnerable to
enemy fire, andits complex hydraulic
system often broke down.

While the specially-designed
Transphibian proved unreliable, a
simpler system using a sharpened
bulldozer blade realized great sue-
cess. The blade, made by the Rome
Construction Company of REome,
Georgia, was originally designed to
clear American farmland. The Avmy
tested four blades with accessories,
including a gasoline-powered hlade
sharpener, in August 1966,

The Army installed the Rome
blade on medium tractovs, usually
the DTE or HIGM, and added a
steel cab to profect operators from
feoniinued on page 34)

The Rome Plow rapidly became the Army's workhorse for land

clearing in Vietnam.
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Rome Plows easily felled trees in the dense Victnamese jungle.

falling limbs, trees, and brush. This
tractor and blade, seon known all
over Yietnam as the “Home Plow,”
hecame the mainstay of taclical
land-clearing units in Vietnam.

The Rome Plow's blade was sup-
ported by shoes mounted on the
hottom of the blade. Thus it vode
about 6 inches above the ground,
eliminating standing vegetation but
nol pulling up the roots or digging
into the earth. The Beme Plow could
slice through a 12-inch tree with one
pass. Repeated passes by the knife-
like stinger mounted on the lefl side
of the hlade felled trees up to 48
inches in diameter,

Land-clearing units

The Home Plow force grew [rom
the original four test plows of T9G6 to
three platoons, each with thirty
plows, by the summer of 1967, In
January 19689, the force reached its
peak strength—six full companies
with thirty plows each. Three of
these companies operated indepen-
dently under the 18th Enginecr
Brigade and supported 1 Field Force
inthe central highlands of Yietnam.
The other three companies formed
the 52d Engineer Battalion (Land
Clearing) under the 20th Engineer
Brigade, and supported IT Field
Foree in the lowlands north and
northwest of Saigon,

The 62d Engineer Battalion was

designed to work in the large tracts
ol relatively level jungle found in the
1[I Corps Tactical Aone, an area
with & well-established road net and
a large foree of enemy soldicrs.

The tactical land-clearing concept
directly addressed the need to
operate on Vietnamese tervain; its
suceess owed much to the fact that
technigues and doctrine were
tailored in the field, The REome Plow
companies’ organization, for
example, was based direcily on
results of the field tests run in 1966,

These tests showed that platoons
had too little maintenance support
and too few operalors to use an
oplimal number of plows. Sinee ade-
quate maintenance was clearly erit-
ical for successful operations, the
land-clearing companies formed in
1967 were given adeguate organiza-
tional and direct-support main-
tenance. The company organization
ineluded enough operators Lo keep
thirty tractors functioning.

Tactical operations
Land-clearing operations were of
two kinds—area cutting and sivip
cutting. These operations fit two
missions: 1) Cleaying extensive
areas of vegetation lo deny cover
where enemy activity was suspected,
and ) Clearing vegetation along
roadways, trails, aicfields, and
installations te provide chservation

and fields of fire and to reduce the
danger of ambush.

Area cuiting operafions. Area
cuts were aimed al enemy supply
and hase areas and infiltration
routes, and were usually condueted
by company-size units. Guided by
an officerin a helicopter overhead, a
plow operator cul an outline of the
area bo be cleared, The other tractors
followed counterclockwise around
the delineated area, forcing debris to
the outside, Using this method, a
land-clearing company could clear
1500 200 acres a day, depending on
enemy action, the terrain, and main-
tenance problems.

Strip cuts, Steip cuts helped secure
lines of communication (LOCs) and
installations by clearing the jungle
for 200 meters on either side of roads
and trails or around base areas.
Security measures. Land-clearing
companies had to provide them-
selves with Mexible bazes for opera-
tion, They established a nightly
defensive position (NP} with
centralized maintenance and
resupply at each project. New NDPs
were cut as work progressed so that
the tractors would not have Lo
“walk” more than 4 kilometers to
the work site.

The enemy was a constant and
formidable problem to land-clearing
units, which, lacking defensive
manpower, relied on infantry or



armor unite to provide work-site secu-
vity. The 62d Engineer Battalion
iLACY found that land-clearing
operations worked best as coordi-
naled engineer-infantry-armor
operations. The unit posted twaoinfan-
trymen on the lead tractor during
aperations o recon the jungle by
fire.

Fome Plow operators often found
themselves clearing the jungle far
ahead of their infantry security.
They carried .45-caliber submachine
puns to protect themselves against
pnemy altack, since the standard
issue MIG was too long for the
enelosed cab,

Mosl casualties suffered by land.
clearing companies were inflicted
by mines, booby traps, and mertar
attacks on NDPs Nearly two-thivds
of the men in these companies weres
wounded by enemy action during
their 1-vear tours, In asingle, 75-day
nperation, almoest 30 percent of one
land-cleaving unit was wounded,
Other hazards included falling trees
and limhbs, bamboo slivers, snalkes,
swarms of bees, and extreme heat.

Maintenance and transportation

Maintenance problems abounded.
It was common for one-half Lo two-
thirds of the plows to suffer severe
damage during an operation. Repair
parts were in short supply, and fre-
guently had to be flown in by heli-
copter. Heavy monsoon rains, thick
dust, and constant mortar attacks
on Lhe NDP: made maintenance
more than a challenge. Most main-
tenance was done by the company’s
organizational and direct-support
mechanics al the cutting site or in
the NDP.

Lack of transportation assets for
the Rome Plows limited compangy
mobility. Assigned len semitrailer
lowbeds, a land-clearing company
counld mave only one-third of its
plows at a time. In the Mekong
[elta, where roads were impassable
much of the vear and the main
supply routes were canals, land-
clearing companies used US. Navy
landing eralt and Army Md4T6 rafis
to move between worl sites,

Operation Cedar Falls
Almoslimmediately, the new units
becarme an innovative assault tool,
[n the first use of land clearing as
direct support of an infantry thrust,

they [ormed the leading edge of the
infantry assaultin Operation Cedar
Falls iJanuary 1267 The 168th
Engineer Combat Battalion, with 1§
hulldozers and 2 Home Plows, was
joined in the attack by 35 bulldowers
and 2 Rome Plows from the 1si,
27th, S6th, and 585th Engineer
Battalions.

The operation’s mission was to
drive the enemy frem Lhe Tron
Triangle, northwest of Saigon, Trac-
tor teams plunged into the jungle o
open a path for mounted and dis-
mounted infantry assauall forces. As
dozer and infantry columns ad-
vanced, the engineers leveled enemy
base camps and supply areas and
established helicopter landing zones
for resupply and casualty evacua-
tion, When Cedar Falls ended, land-
clearing companies had clearved
2 711 aeres of jungle and had given
maneuver commanders an impres.
sive first look al the value of tactical
land clearing.

Other operations in which tactical
land-clearing teams were part of a
maneuver assanlt force included
Junction City (February 1967), in
War Yone O, northwest of Saigon,
and the Cambodian incursion in
May and June 1970 In the Cam-
hodian operation, the 62d led the
way with land-clearing operations
to provide aocess Lo suspected enemy
hase areas.

Civic action applications

Tactical land-clearing operations
provided more than just a means for
penetrating the jungle or for making
voads and trails safe Trom ambush,
Strip clearing along main supply
routes aided willagers on their way
Lo markel by eliminating hiding
places for the Viet Cong highway
“tax collectors.”

Besides providing security for
military hases, area clearing opera-
tiong opened heretofore uncullivated
land. Vieinamese farmers moved
onto cleared land, particularly along
roadways, as soon as debris was
removed. In one civie aclion project,
the 201h Engineer Battalion cleared
more than 2 square miles of forest to
make way for Montagnard farm-
lands and homesites.

Land-clearing units operating
near villages had to take carve noet to
disrupt the lifestyle of the inhab-
itants. The Vielnamese hold land

dear, so the 1.8, Army learned to
avoid unwarranted destruction of
wooded arcas. Units in the Mekong
Delta found that the Viethamese
eustomarily buried their dead in the
woodlines on high ground, Such
loeations were lelt undisturhed,

Tactical land-clearing operations
were a valuable rezource (o maneun-
ver commanders in Vietnam, and
nceasionally henefited the economy
of Scuth Vietnam and farmers in
the countryvside, Tactical planners
at firat believed that land-clearing
operations could deny ambush sites
and sanctuariesindefinitely, accom-
plishing what repeated infantry
nperations could not.

But the jungle guickly retuened,
and with it the enemy. & few months
after operation Cedar Falls, the
jungle and the Viet Cong had
returned to the [ron Triangle. Within
a vear, the enemy used the area as
its hage for the 1968 TET Offensive
attack on Saigon.

Fay further reading, see: MG
Babert K. Ploger, Vietnam Studes,
'S Army Mngineers, 18651870,
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