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Evolved from the colonial units created by the French, this book discusses the original
reorganization of these forces into the first national army. Complete with a detailed history of the
command structure and orders of battle, the author also sheds light on the little known divisional
histories of the army through rare, original source material. Moreover, the author examines in
detail the evolution of such key units as armoured forces, ranger commands as well as combat
unit organisation. This together with a detailed analysis of the experiences of the typical rank
and file soldier as well as officer corps provides a concise and detailed history of an army that is
too often neglected or quickly judged.

“A brief but thorough history of the First National Army of Vietnam from its original colonial
structure implemented by the French and its re-organization of the Vietnam forces. The author
includes a comprehensive analysis of the experiences of the typical soldier and officer corps
that is often ignored or forgotten [and] provides a detailed history of command structure and
order of battle.” ―www.mataka.org (November 2010)“... an interesting, concise and in-depth
history of an army that has been relatively neglected in the wake of the Vietnam War.” ―Toy
Soldier & Model Figure (May 2011)--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About
the AuthorGordon L. Rottman entered the US Army in 1967, volunteered for Special Forces and
completed training as a weapons specialist. He served in the 5th Special Forces Group in
Vietnam in 1969-70 and subsequently in airborne infantry, long-range patrol and intelligence
assignments until retiring after 26 years. He was a Special Operations Forces scenario writer at
the Joint Readiness Training Center for 12 years and is now a freelance writer, living in Texas.
The author lives in Cyprus, Texas. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.
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Men-at-Arms • 458Army of the Republic of Vietnam 1955–75Saigon, Tet Offensive, February
1968: an ARVN Ranger fires at enemy movement; note the AN/PRC-25 radio carried on an
aluminum rucksack frame. (Nguyen Ngoc Hanh)Gordon L. Rottman • Illustrated by Ramiro
BujeiroSeries editor Martin WindrowCONTENTSINTRODUCTIONThe country, and the
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ORGANIZATIONInfantryArtilleryArmor CorpsTERRITORIAL FORCESTHE ARVN
SOLDIEROfficersSELECT BIBLIOGRAPHYPLATE COMMENTARIESARMY OF THE
REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM 1955–75INTRODUCTIONThe Army of the Republic of Vietnam was
one of the many enigmas of the Vietnam War. For a country of its size and population, South
Vietnam possessed one of the largest and best-equipped among comparable armies, but the
ARVN was an organization of strikingly inconsistent capabilities. It had great potential, but for a
wide variety of reasons it often failed to fulfil expectations. Nevertheless, there are many
examples of operations, large and small, in which ARVN troops performed valiantly and
effectively. The ARVN as a whole has been vilified, but at the same time some of its elements
have been justly praised.There were many reasons for the ARVN’s grave overall inadequacies,
which left a legacy to which no army would aspire. It has been criticized for being inefficient and
unprofessional, unmotivated and ineffectual, guilty of terrible treatment of its own citizens,
hobbled by a cumbersome command structure and weakened by an institutional unwillingness
to fight, and its officer corps (particularly at senior levels) has been condemned as self-serving,
politically devious, and corrupt. Many of these charges are true to varied degrees; but to
understand them it is necessary to look deeper, into the cultural and historical background that
made any direct comparison between the ARVN and US forces meaningless.The size of this
book does not allow analysis of the reasons behind these charges, but they can be briefly
summarized. The fledgling Republic of Vietnam suffered from a lack of national solidarity and of
achievable political goals, and was failed by self-serving politicians and commanders at national
and local levels. It was riven by differing cultural and religious traditions – partly born of the influx
of North Vietnamese refugees at the time of partition in 1954–55 – and by a long “warlord”
tradition of local power-brokers. It was weakened by the legacy of the French colonizers; by the
broad gulf between the uneducated peasant population and the French-developed upper
classes; and – paradoxically – by the overshadowing presence of the Americans.An M60
machine gunner slithers through the mud during a training exercise. Despite the manpower
demands of extended combat operations, ARVN units were rotated through training programs to
upgrade their capabilities. (Nguyen Ngoc Hanh)The American–Vietnamese relationshipThis last
was as responsible for the contradictory character of the ARVN as were the myriad of other



reasons. In its development of the ARVN from a hodge-podge of individual colonial units into a
potentially powerful army the US did many things right, but there were things it did wrong.
Militarily the main problem area was tolerating a dual command system rather than establishing
a true combined operational command of all US, Vietnamese, and Free World forces. There
was, of course, a degree of coordination and integration between the American and Vietnamese
commands, but the relationship was cumbersome and barely responsiveARVN Rangers trudge
through a swamp accompanied by a US advisor; these Americans were authorized to wear the
uniform and headgear of the unit to which they were attached. Ranger advisors were all
graduates of the eight-week US Army Ranger Course. Note the use of M1 or M2 carbines and
M1 Garand rifles, probably dating this photo before 1966/67.The psyche of the Vietnamese
people was barely understood by the vast majority of Americans, whose habits of mind were
formed by an utterly different world. Even when senior US officers and diplomats did study local
attitudes their understanding remained limited, and could seldom be adequately incorporated
into policy or decision-making. The Americans’ “can-do” determination to get the job done, and
done right, was beyond the comprehension of many Vietnamese, products of a fatalistic Asian
culture; conversely, the Americans were frustrated that a people whom they were trying to help
showed little inclination to invest themselves in their own national cause.An American advisor
assigned to an ARVN unit would try to inflict his new ideas, but typically he would be gone in a
year, to be replaced by another with different ideas, while the unit’s ARVN officers would still be
there, trying to cope. The Americans often rushed changes and expansions through before the
Vietnamese were ready for them. The development of Vietnamese officers, NCOs, and
technicians capable of real leadership and of absorbing unfamiliar doctrine and new equipment
– and thus, the creation of experienced cadres around which to form new units – could never
keep up with the pace of expansion. All this was in the midst of a vicious, large-scale war against
a well-trained and resolute enemy, in very difficult terrain and climatic conditions, in a country
with barely developed infrastructure.Among the Vietnamese there was a widespread feeling of
“Why fight, if the Americans are willing to do it for us?” As LtGen Nguyen Cao Ky would write:
“Always emphasizing the role of the Americans in Vietnam, they transformed the Vietnam War
into a conflict between the United States and North Vietnam, relegating the people, the
government and the armed forces of South Vietnam to a subordinate role. The government of
South Vietnam thus became, in the eyes of the people of Vietnam and of the world, a puppet
regime serving the interests of American imperialists.”This bred a national inferiority complex
that naturally infected the ARVN. Virtually everything the army used, from mosquito repellent and
boots to rifles and artillery, was made in the USA. It was not difficult for VC propagandists to
convince ARVN soldiers that they were “imperialist puppet troops,” since it was not far from the
truth. Regardless of the fact that it was their country that was at stake, many could not truly feel
that it was “their war.” A common American perception was that they did not have the will to fight
to preserve their country, and many US soldiers were resentful not only of the ARVN’s apparent
ineptitude but of their lack of motivation. While Vietnamese forces were engaged over a much



longer span of time than US forces, there is still an obvious differential in casualty rates: US –
47,424 killed in action and 313,616 wounded; ARVN – at least 185,528 KIA and 499,026
WIA.The American soldiers themselves had little praise for the ARVN, but the reality was that
most of them seldom worked closely with the Vietnamese. Combined operations might see US
and ARVN battalions on the same battlefield, but they operated separately, and Americans
seldom saw the ARVN in action. When they did see them in the field they often presented a sad
image, with apparently poor discipline and unmilitary bearing (not that all US units could claim
“elite” status, by any means). To Americans the South Vietnamese soldier was “Marvin the
ARVN” or, sarcastically, “Marvelous Marv,” and over the radio they were “Victor Novembers” (the
phonetic alphabet for Vietnamese) or simply “little people.” The cultural gulf was so wide that to
Americans the Vietnamese were often beyond all understanding.In the rubble of Saigon, a
Ranger covers his buddy while he reloads M16 magazines. The Tet counter-offensive against
the coordinated VC attacks on South Vietnam’s cities in February 1968 was one of the
occasions when units of the ARVN General Reserve performed notably well. (Nguyen Ngoc
Hanh)The country, and the enemyThe Republic of Vietnam (RVN) was a roughly crescent-
shaped country measuring some 700 miles north to south and between 40 and 130 miles wide.
It was bordered to the east and south by the South China Sea, to the west by Laos and
Cambodia, and to the north by the 17th Parallel and the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) dividing it
from North Vietnam – the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV). From the DMZ down to the
Saigon area in the south the coast was edged by a fertile plain where much of the population
lived. Inland were the Central Highlands of rugged, forested mountains enclosing a central
plateau, which sloped off to the south in a piedmont of rolling, wooded terrain. The southernmost
quarter of the country was covered by the low, flat Mekong Delta. Roads and railroads served
the coastal plain, and some roads reached into the interior, but for the most part the inland
transportation system was very sparse. The ARVN and Free World forces used every means
available – tracked and wheeled vehicles, watercraft, fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters – to take
the fight to their elusive enemy, who used the vast forests, swamps and rugged hills to hide their
movements, but mostly the terrain demanded exhausting physical effort by men in
boots.Besides the terrain and climate there were two enemies. The National Front for the
Liberation of South Vietnam (Mat tran Dan toc Giai phong mien Nam Viet Nam) or NLF was a
political organization that superimposed its own parallel government on RVN territory. Its
insurgent military arm was the People’s Liberation Army, PLA (Quan Doi Giai Phong); they were
usually called the Viet Cong or VC, a contraction of Dang Viet Nam Cong San (Vietnamese
Communist Party).1 Although born of the Viet Minh that had fought the French in 1946–54, the
PLA had formally been created in October 1960. The other enemy was the People’s Army of
Vietnam, PAVN (Quan Doi Dang Dan), more commonly known as the North Vietnamese Army,
NVA – the army of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, the Communist state established in
1954 when France withdrew from her former colony of Tonkin.2Hanoi, 1954: Paratroopers of the
Armée Nationale Vietnamienne 3rd Airborne Battalion (in Vietnamese, TD3ND, or in French, 3e



BPVN) on parade, led by two NCOs of the unit’s French cadre. The establishment of an ANV
bataillon aéroporté was 12 French and 22 Vietnamese officers, 58 French and 51 Vietnamese
NCOs, and 67 French and 618 Vietnamese enlisted men. (ECPA)Both of these forces were so
resolute, proficient, and formidable that the ARVN generally found itself hard-pressed even to
contain them, but on many occasions, either with or without US support, ARVN elements did
prove capable of defeating NVA/VC efforts. Despite the self-serving, corrupt and incompetent
commanders found at all echelons, even within poor-quality divisions there were many officers
of just the opposite material. Unfortunately, there were occasions when officers who performed
well were punished or removed, for showing up the inadequacies of others. There were some
divisions with extremely good reputations, especially the 1st Infantry, Airborne, and Marine
Divisions; others were considered effective at different periods, when they were led by high-
quality commanders. Some divisions never rose above the poor or marginal standard, but even
within these formations there were sometimes units that performed well; this was especially true
when Vietnamese commanders and their US advisors developed effective relationships.1 See
Osprey Warrior 116: Viet Cong Fighter2 See Warrior 135: North Vietnamese Army Soldier 1958–
75; and Elite 38: The NVA and Viet CongEVOLUTION OF THE ARVNBetween December 1946
and spring 1954 the French Far East Expeditionary Corps (CEFEO) had attempted – latterly,
with US material and financial aid – to hold on to France’s colonial Indochinese Union (Vietnam,
Laos and Cambodia), against, in Vietnam, the Communist Viet Minh insurgent movement born
during its World War II occupation by Japanese forces.3 The main arena of the war had been
North Vietnam (Tonkin), where in March–May 1954 a catastrophic defeat at Dien Bien Phu finally
destroyed France’s national will to fight. On April 27, 1954, the international Geneva Conference
granted Indochina independence from France; the French were to evacuate North Vietnam, with
subsequent elections both North and South to determine the future status of the two supposedly
transitional states. About 800,000 largely Roman Catholic refugees fled south, with US
assistance, before French withdrawal from the North in October 1954. South Vietnam, carved
out of Cochinchina (French South Vietnam) and about two-thirds of Annam (Central Vietnam),
was established as an independent nation by the Geneva Accords on July 21, 1955.The
elections never took place. In the North, Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh ruthlessly purged all dissenting
elements and established the Communist DRV. In the South, the Republic of Vietnam (Cong
Hoa Mien Nam Viet Nam) was declared on October 26, 1955, when Premier Ngo Dinh Diem
seized control through a rigged referendum. Diem pressed for the departure of the remaining
CEFEO troops sooner than had been anticipated, preferring the US backing that he had already
been negotiating, and all French forces left the RVN by April 1956. Although the CIA had been
active throughout these events, the first US military advisors arrived on February 12, 1955. At
that point America inherited a then-latent but soon widespread guerrilla war, and responsibility
for the remnants of an untrained, under-equipped, poorly motivated army that was “national” in
name only.US and French advisors inspect a US equipped Vietnamese National Army unit in
1955; the troops are armed with M1 Garand rifles, but still wear the plastic liners of French



M1951 steel helmets and M1947 treillis de combat fatigues. Note (center) a US supplied 2.36in
M9A1 bazooka. Other crewserved weapons that would be supplied included the 3.5in M20A1
bazooka, the 57mm M18A1 and 75mm M20 recoilless rifles, and – late in the war, to selected
units only – the 90mm M67 and 106mm M40A1 RRs. (Courtesy Paxton Williams)L’Armée
Nationale VietnamienneFrom the first, the French had recruited both units of Indochinese
auxiliaries (supplétifs), and local volunteers to bulk out regular CEFEO units. In 1953 these
Indochinese in French regular ranks numbered some 53,000 – a significant figure, given a total
CEFEO regular strength of about 175,000 – and this “jaunissement” (“yellowing”) had brought
some French units up to 50 percent local manpower.Separately from the CEFEO, the
Vietnamese National Army, ANV (Quan doi Quoc gia Viet Nam) had been instituted by the
French in July 1951, nominally under the control of a new Vietnamese Ministry of Defense. The
USA undertook to provide material aid for the new force, though equipment deliveries were
delayed by the simultaneous demands of the Korean War. The ANV was never an army in the
true sense, however, but merely a collection of individual battalions and companies. For the first
year or two the original units were incorporated within French regiments and led by large cadres
of French officers and senior NCOs. From winter 1952/53 these units were split off as ANV
battalions, while many others were formed from scratch, most of them with at best a handful of
French advisors. Illiteracy and local prejudices denied promotion to many of the most battle-wise
junior leaders – often from ethnic minorities – from the pre-existing auxiliary units. The combat
performance of the ANV in 1951–54 was extremely patchy, ranging from the admirable to the
pitiful; it often reflected the ethnic composition of particular units, in an army conscripted from
among the whole diverse population of the peninsula. By the end of 1953 the ANV claimed a
strength of some 160,000 men, in four purely “paper” regional divisions, but in fact there were no
higher echelons of command other than a few two-battalion mobile groups; for major operations
individual units were simply attached to French formations in temporary task forces. There was a
military academy for training officers, but there was no National Army headquarters, indigenous
general staff, or logistics organization.4ARVN infantrymen carry a litter casualty. While their web
gear is mostly US issue, the leftmost man still has a French canteen, identifiable by its wide
mouth. Note that they carry Garand rifles (“Sung Truong M1”). After the US took over
sponsorship from the French in 1955 the US weapons of World War II and Korean War vintage
that had been supplied by MAAG for the old ANV continued to be issued in larger numbers and
variety, with French types being gradually relegated to militia forces. Superior in many cases, the
US weapons were, however, no more compatible with Vietnamese stature. The average
Vietnamese was 5ft 1in–5ft 4in tall (1.57–1.63m) and weighed 110–122lb (50–55kg); US small
arms were designed for men at least 4in taller and 20–30lb heavier. Apart from their greater
weight and sometimes sharper recoil, the buttstocks were often too long for comfortable aiming.
(Courtesy Paxton Williams)Many of the ANV units were disbanded as the French withdrew,
leaving South Vietnam with a shadow of an army that the Americans had to transform into
something capable of performing internal security and conventional defensive missions. The first



US proposal in the spring of 1954, before complete French withdrawal was anticipated, was to
consolidate the existing 80-plus battalions – many of them tied down in static security duties –
into four “light” and three “field” (medium) divisions, plus a reserve of eight battalions. It was
proposed to detach some of the French and experienced Vietnamese troops from existing
battalions as cadres for new mobile units, to be led by the French and equipped by the US. (This
underlines a major contrast in French and American control and training of Vietnamese units.
The French used almost exclusively their own officers and senior NCOs to lead the units, while
the Americans would later attach advisors to ARVN units that were led by their own officers.
Both methods have their pros and cons: the American method was intended to yield long-term
benefits by letting Vietnamese officers lead and learn for themselves rather than doing it for
them, which is only a short-term solution.)
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P. Athanasiou, “An excellent account of the a relatively little researched subject. This little volume
provides a concise but excellent account of a relatively little researched subject. Gordon
Rottman is a gifted writer, and has authored a number of consistently excellent Vietnam War-
related publications, of which this is but one. His personal familiarity with the subjects he treats
in his works guarantees first-class accounts of militaries, their organisation and equipment,
which readers accross the board (from military enthusiasts to amateur historians) are bound to
benefit from. The coloured illustrations accompanying this little volume greatly contribute to its
overall quality, and are bound to please modellers, in particular, providing a source of inspiration
for their work. Overall, an excellent publication.”

FX BENNY SETYABUDI, “Item condition & price.. I received the item perfectly. The price is quite
competitive. Except the shipping and handling fee is high. I hope amazon could revise it in order
for us to get more cheaper. At least the high rate of shipping and handling fee is one of buyer
consideration to buy things from amazon. This is somehow one of my friend tell it so and advise
me to reconsider the shipping and handling fee if I want to buy things from amazon.”

RAYMOND C. CLAY, “Five Stars. thank you”

Tamlinh, “Four Stars. I like it”

Ryan, “Five Stars. great book”

bjorn swinnen, “Five Stars. as expected”

Filipe amaral, “Gordon L. Rottman strikes again. This is the first book on the ARVN I bought, it is
so good that I bought the books 'Angels in Red Hats', 'Vietnam Airborne' and 'Vietnam Marines
1965-1973' to learn more about these brave little soldiers. As usual, Americans blame all its
failures in Vietnam on their allies - which had few opportunities to defend themselves from these
charges. This is the book for the uninitiated reader who does not know the ARVN. As always,
Gordon L. Rottman writes for all types of readers and is always very clear in his narrative. I loved
the book and I became a fan of the armed forces of South Vietnam.The plates are good as
Osprey's plates always are, and the pictures are marvellous and rare. There are boxes with the
Vietnamese terms translated to English, and one of those has the Vietnamese phonetic
alphabet. Rottman also compares the capabilities of US and ARVN units, showing their numbers
and equipments. A very good book. The author should make a Warrior title about the ARVN, just
like he did about the NVA.As the author states, in page 42: "If provided with effective leaders and
adequate fire support, ARVN soldiers were as good as any in Asia. They were generally well
equiped, and were particularly effective when US artillery and air support was available. The



ARVN soldier demonstrated his qualities well during the costly 1968 Tet Counter-Offensive, and
the defeat of the 1972 NVA Easter Offensive in the northern provinces; sadly, he was all too
often failed by his higher command and by the politicians he fought for."”

M lofthouse, “Four Stars. Very good book on the Vietnam war”

patrick locufier, “Really good. Really interesting and insightful read. Great artworks.”

The book by Gordon L. Rottman has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 28 people have provided feedback.
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