LTS* Hom nay ngay 30 thang 3 nam 2020, dung 47 nam ngay ky niém tran Khanh
Duong, Lit doan 3 Nhay DU rt quan vé Phan Rang, theo sau la doan xe ciia quan doi va dong
bao theo chan quan déi qudc gia xudi vé nam lanh nan cong san. (TréDepOnline,com)

bém Hoa Dang Bi Tham
Mii P6 Nguyén Vin Lap

( Translated into English by Writer, Merle L Pribblenow below. Thanks)

Téi chiém Quang Tri xong, Su doan Nhay DU tiép tuc dong chdt trén ddy Trudng Son lam thanh
mot tuyén dai Bic Nam tir bo Nam séng Thach Han vé dén cin cir Bastongne tay bac Hué, Ilc
nay Hiép dinh Paris di rdo muc voi nhitng dot XAm nhap cua cong san Bic Viét theo dudng mon
Ho6 Chi Minh nam su trong day Truong Son am u, chiing dinh cit Quan khu 1 1am d6i nén nha
b6t hoat dong nhung van duy tri 4p luc dé cam chan hai Su doan tong trir bi Nhay DU va Thiy
Quan Luc Chién tai Quang Trj dé danh vao Thuong Ptic thude tinh Quang Nam, nén Lit doan 3
Nhay DU duoc didu dong 1am thanh mot phong tuyén kéo dai tir Hoa Thanh sat voi Béo Hai Van
dén bo sdng Thu Bon dé bao vé Bo Tu Lénh Quan Poan 1 tai Pa Nang. B6 Tu Lénh Su doan
Nhay DU ciing rit vé dong tai phi trudng Non Nude.



Tiéu doan 2 Phé&o binh Nhay DU caa ching toi vé dén Qudng Nam gitra thang 2 nam 1975. Sau
gan ba nim hanh quan ngoai Trung, 1an nay tdi c6 cdm tudng day la cudc hanh quan xudi Nam
1an cudi roi gia tir Vinh vién mién Trung. Trung doi tdi dong sat chan nli chi cach ddi 1062 d6 8
cay sb dé yém tro cho nhiéu tran dénh 4c liét tai day, Tiéu doan 6 DU rdi Tiéu doan 3 DU thay
nhau tai chiém ngon ddi mau nay. Gan Tét, phéo binh Thuy Quan Luc Chién dén thay. Trung doi
t6i rt ra dong chung véi Bo chi huy mot Tiéu doan Dia Phuong Quan tai mot ngon doi thoai
thoai phia trudc quan Pai Loc, ngd xudng Cau Gay. Nhiém vu bay gid chi 1a yém trg tong quat
tang cudng cho cac don vi ban, nén chiing tdi c6 thi gio di vao lang dan tham hiéu tinh hinh ludn
tién 1am cong tac dan su vu. Mic du khdng phai 1a nhiém vu chinh caa don vi tc chién nhu
chung t6i, nhung thay tinh canh ddng bao nghéo kho t6i nghiép qua, dau yéu thude men gi ciing
khong c6, nén tdi bao y ta co bat cir loai thude gi ¢o thé cho thi cho dong bao rdi bao céo xin lai
sau, va gao xay thi ting cho ba con hét, ké ca mot s6 gao thiang du hang ngay thay vi ban dé mua
thém thirc n cho trung doi, toi cling bao dem cho hét. Ngay 30 Tét, Ban dai dién 4p va ba con
dem banh tét va banh t6 1a mot loai dic san Quang Nam dén ting cho Trung doi tdi an Tét, tinh
nghia quan dan that thim thiét, nghi lai cAu ndi bac nhu dan bat nhan nhu linh ma tdi nghe trudc
day that ding la xuyén tac. Vién Truong ap néi véi toi quan doi minh tot qua, & day thudng mat
an ninh, néu Nhay D0 ma rut di chic ba con chiing toi ciing bo lang di theo. Cau n6i nay da in
sau vao 1ong tdi nhiéu nam sau nay, va toi tiéc 1a khi ching toi roi Quang Nam vai ngay sau d6
dé vé Nam thi dong bao Pai Loc khdng theo chiing tdi dugc.

Khi Thay Quan Luc Chién hoan toan thay thé Nhay DU tai mat tran Thuong Dtc thi Su doan
Nhay Du duoc 1énh vé hau ct, ching toi hoan toan khong ngd day l1a mot cai 1énh bo Quan Khu
1. Toi dugc Tiéu doan diéu dong ¢ lai sau chét dé thu don quén dung lén Hai van ham 505 vé
Saigon. Sau gan hai ngay 1&nh dénh trén bién, thay vi vé Saigon, tau dua ching ti vao quan
cang Cam Ranh rdi quan xa ché ching ti vé Duc My. Lit doan 3 Nhay DU da c6 mit & Khanh
Duong dé chan budc tién cua dai quan cong san sau khi Tong Thong Nguyén Vin Thiéu ¢6 y
dinh boé nét Quan Khu 2. Thiéu ta Tiéu doan trudng, Nguyén Ngoc Triéu giao cho tdi nhiém vu
lam St quan lién lac Lit doan 3 DU, néu tdi vé trude dd mot ngay thi c6 18 khong bao gior c6 viée
cam but viét lai hdi Ky nay vi tdi sé duoc thay thé cho Pai Uy Tuan, Phao d6i Truong A2 bi bénh
nén Pai Uy Téng Vin Tung khoa 26 Thi Btic va 1a ban hoc cling 16p vai tdi sudt 4 nam Trung



hoc Tran Luyc, nay 1a Phu ta Ban 3 vao thay. Sau tran Khanh Duong, Tung bi bat va bi cong san
Bic Viét dem ra san van dong Nha Trang xir tu.

Theo nhiém vy, t8i duoc quyén Xxin toan bo hoa lyc ctua Truong Phao Binh Duc My gdm mot
phéo d6i 105 ly, mot phao doi 155 ly, va mot lién doi 175 ly gdm 3 khau dé tac xa ting cuong
cho Lit Poan 3 Nhay di gdm cac Tiéu doan 2,5, va 6 Nhay di dong tir Khanh Duong tirc cira
ngé vao tinh Ban M@ Thudt chay dai dén phia Bac ciia Trung tam Huan luyén Lam Son. Con
Tiéu doan t0i yém tro truc tiép cho cac don vi tac chién thudc Lir Poan 3 Nhay di voi gdom 18
khau dai bac 105 ly kiéu M102 kich nong ban cuc nhanh ma chinh phéo binh Hoa Ky ciing
khong dugc trang bi, vi chi danh riéng cho Ph&o binh Nhay Du Viét Nam Cong Hoa la don vi
duy nhat xir dung loai vii khi ndy cho thich hop véi dic tinh di dong nhe. Sau khi Ban Mé Thuot
that tha, toan b cac don vi don trd rat hét vé Nam qua qudc 16 s6 21, va bay gio Lit Poan 3
Nhay DU phai mot minh ngin chan cac Su doan 3 va 10, va mot s6 don vi khac cta cong quan tai
day, tuong quan luc lugng cd mot chdng mudi 1am t6i nhé lai ngay nao Tiéu doan 11 DU tir thu
Charlie tai Kontum, nay sé gidng hét nhu Lir doan 3 DU tai Khanh Duong. Cong quén ap luc
khip noi tir ca hai mat dong va tay ndi non hiém trg, con qudc 16 21 thi cong san khdng dam theo
duong bo tran xudng, bo binh va xe tiang cua dich theo nhitng dudng mon trong rimg nii danh ra
dén deo Phuong Hoang (M’Rack) thi bi chan lai, hang trim x&c Viét cong bi bo thay tai day
cling véi mot xe tang T54, tinh hinh chién su dé ning 1&n vai bé gia Lir doan truong, Pai T4 Lé
Vin Phét. Khong ai bao ai, moi nguoi déu biét tinh hinh nay kho thé kéo dai néu khdng c6 quan
tiép vién, sudt trong mot tuan 1& va nhit Ia trong hai ngay 29 va 30 thang 3 niam 1975, cac don vi
Lir doan dung d6 lién tuc véi cong quan, phao binh Nhay Du ciing phéo binh cong quan déu
phéo hau nhu lién tuc. C6 1¢ toi 1a mot phao thu duy nhét 1an dau tién duge st dung toan bo hoa
luc ctia Truong Me dé yém tro chién truong 4c liét cach Trudng Phao Binh khong xa, i di goi
bén gan nhu lién tuc ngdy dém cac muc tiéu phan phéo hoic tiéu huy voi dai bac 175 ly, va
nhiéu tuyén can voi dai bac 155 ly va 105 ly, ngoai cac muc tiéu ma céc Si quan lién lac tir cac
Tiéu doan DU xin ban, tdi con phai cham thém nhiéu tuyén can dé tac xa. Cong quan khdng phao
kich Bo chi huy Lir Doan ma chi danh céc Tiéu doan DU bang phéo kich véi phéo binh va xe



tang xong roi bd binh xung phong theo chién thuét c6 dién tién phao hau xung, Khong Quan cta
ta tir phi truong Thanh Son 18n yém tro ciing khong duoc hiru hiéu lim ddi v6i cac chién truong
xé 1& va tiép can hang chuc thudc nhu thé nay.

Pén tang sang ngay 31/3/1975 thi toan thé cac don vi tac chién ké ca cac phao doi Phéo binh Du
bi tran ngép, va trude khi rat di da pha huy hét dai bac. Khong hiéu sao Truong Phao Binh nghe
duogc va ty dong ngung tac xa, t0i goi mai dé chudn bi néu cac don vi ban yéu cau thi bin ngay
trén dau cuing chét véi dich tirc 1a dong u quy tan, nhung khdng ¢6 mot dai nao tra 1o hét. Do
nira tiéng sau t6i nghe tiéng dong co nd lién tuc tai Truong Phdo Binh ma sau cing 1a tiéng xich
sit ciia c4c khau phao 175 ly. C6 18 Trudng Phéo Binh da nhan Iénh di tan tir & dau dau trudce
day nén tu dong tan hang, ké dén 1a Trung TAm Huén Luyén Biét Pong Quan Dyc My nam sat
bén ciing tu dong rat di, va sau cung la Trung TAm Huén Luyén Lam Son. Mot sé cac don vi
thudc Lit doan 3 Nhay du hién dang im ling vo tuyén roi bo vi tri, chi biét 1a hau hét bi dich tran
ngap, khdng mot Bé 16 nao ciing nhu Si quan lién lac phao binh Ién may, ma co lién lac duogc gid
phit nay ciing khong con héa luc phao binh yém trg nira. Bo Chi huy Lir doan 3 DU ra 1énh rit
va B chi huy Tiéu doan 2 Phéo binh DU phai di tan theo vé Déo R Ri, d6 mot tiéng sau la go
toan bo can cur di tan ra khoi phi trudng Duc My, tdi dugc 1énh & lai can clr voi mot may truyén
tin PRC 25, mét tai xé, va mot chiéc xe Dodge. Trung T4 Tran Dang Khdi, L Poan Phd din toi
ctr & tai phi trudng cho dng bay truc thang quan sat xong sé quay tré lai boc toi di, viec dé lai tai
xé v6i chiéc xe Dodge ndy mang y nghia néu 6ng khong vé don thi tdi sé cing dé tir chay vé Béo
R0 Ri tim Lir doan. Gio nay thi ca huan khu rong 16n va phi truong Duc My chi con ¢6 mot minh
t6i va ngudi dé tir. T6i nhin vé hudéng Tay Béc noi hinh NGi Vong Phu vuon Ién trén bau troi
nhat nang mai, nguoi chinh phy cling dira con hoa dé kia da bao nam sat son dimg doi chong vé
van con dung d6, va ¢ dudi chan Ba, nhidu thé hé sau dang viét tiép mot chuong bi tham ciia
nhitng ngudi di chinh chién khdng vé, lich sir 1A mot su 1ap lai khéng ngimg. Trong niém dau
thuwong u uat do, tdi mong nghe c6 tiéng goi ciia dong doi toi thudc bét ctr don vi ndo tim duong
ra quoc 10, toi sé¢ hudng dan nhu da lam trong qua khir, nhung khong thiy ai I&n tiéng. Gan mot



tiéng roi khong thay truc thing cua Trung td Khoi bay vé, tdi mé céc tan sd goi lién tuc, vo vong,
ké ca tiéng Trung ta Khdi ciing khong thay tra 1oi. Toi 18n xe bao nguoi tai x& mé may truc chi
vé Nha Trang.
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Doc dudng, dong bao bang du moi phuong tién xe do, honda, xe bo, ké ca di bd, co ngudi trén
vai ganh céi gia tai vo gia Ia hai nguoi con nho ngdi hai dau, ho ciing xudi Nam theo chan quan
d6i quc gia, ho di theo dudng quan doi rat, dé tim ty do. Bé phuc vu cho &m muu phan chién,
bon phdng vién khdn nan nude ngodi chi gidi loan bao nhirng tin that thiét xuyén tac cudc chién
tranh tu vé ctia quan dan mién Nam, chling khong bao gio ¢d thi gio tim hiéu tai sao nhiing
ngudi dan lanh 1anh nan cong san, tai sao dong bao toi lai theo chan quan doi qudc gia vé mién
dat hira bang d6i chan ty do nhu thé ndy. Xé trua thi t6i vé dén Déo RU Ri gan Nha Trang gip lai
Tiéu doan, t6i trinh voi Thiéu Ta Triéu 1a khong nghe bt cir dai nao goi. Po nira tiéng sau,
Trung T4 Khdi ciing bay vé, 6ng hoi tdi sao khong doi, toi tra 101 ca mot huin khu to 16n nhu thé
rat hét, chi con hai thay tro tdi va khong lién lac dugc ai nira nén phai vé day. Luc nay toi ciing
khong ro Lit doan sé di dau, vao Nha Trang hay vé Saigon theo duong bd. Sau do thi ¢é 1énh rit
vé quan cang Cam Ranh. V& dén cong quan cang thi ca mot rimg quan xa ctia nhiéu binh chiing



va dan xa du loai da bit kin hét cong ra vao, xe co dau dai ca chuc cdy sb. Nhitng ngudi linh quan
canh gé&c cang chi biét lic dau noi khong c6 tau, tinh canh ndy ma mé cong thi ¢6 troi cling
khdng can ndi canh hon loan.

Ldc gan chiéu thi Pai T4 Phét Lir doan trudng quyét dinh rdt vé Phan Rang theo duong bo, khi
doan xe cta L doan trd dau ra khoi quan cang thi toan thé rimg xe ¢ kia ciing ty dong ndi dudi,
cip bén hong 1a xe gin may cua ddng bao, hang ngan xe cd, dan xa, chién xa, dai bac, va quan xa
ctia mot phan Quan khu 2 dong cé chuc ngan ngudi theo sau doan quan Mii Do ¢ trén mot trim
ngudi mé duong tién vé Nam. Giira cai khung canh bi hiing nhu thé, tdi ¢6 cAm tudng giéng hét
nhu ngay xua 6ng Mdi Sen dan dan Do Thai vuot qua Bién Do tim vé mién dét hta lanh nan
quan Ai Cap. Xe chay kha cham dé phia sau theo kip, thinh thoang phai dimg lai dé quan sat do
duong. M6i 1an ngimg lai, ching t6i nan ni dong bao ding chay xe gan may cip st xe ching t6i,
16 bi phuc kich thi bi chét oan, nhung dong bao cuong quyét ndi “Nhay du di ¢au ching toi di
theo, c6 chét ching tdi cling chiu”, danh phai dé cho ba con chay theo nhu thé. Trong doi linh,
néu cac ban di timg nghe duoc chinh miéng nhitng nguoi dan lanh vo toi da dat hét sinh mang va
tai san vao tay quan doi qudc gia trong gid phut tuyét vong nhu thé nay, méi thay duoc su hy
sinh ctia ngudi linh ching ta khdng phai vo ich. Ngbi trén xe, nhé lai ngay mong 2 Tét nim
1973, t6i di dé 16 cho Tiéu doan 2 Nhay du ctia Thiéu T4 Nguyén Dinh Ngoc, c6 Pai doi 1 Hic
B4o 1a mot dai doi bo binh noi tiéng nhat ciia Su doan 1 B binh do mot vién Thiéu T4 lam Dai
do6i truong ting cudng di chiém lai 1ang An L3 nam sat ngay qudc 16 s61 Thira Thién, Viét cong
vi pham Hiép dinh Paris, danh dan 1an dat, chiing di loi dung ngung bén, chiém tron lang nay, va
ding dong bao 1am bia do dan. Ton trong 1énh ngung ban, ching t6i khong st dung phéo binh dé
yém tro, Hac B4o 1am trir bi, Nhay DU dan hang ngang lam né Iyc chinh, can than chiém lai timg
ngdi nha véi 1énh cb ging tdi da bang moi gia khong 1am thiét hai dén tinh mang va nha cira cia
dong bao, chiém dén dau giao cho Hic Béao giir ¢én d6. Khi chiém lai toan bo x4, bit song ciing
nhu ha tai chd nhiéu dich quan, nha ctra cia dong bao hau nhu con nguyén ven, khdng mot nguoi
linh DU va dong bao nao bi tir thwong, con hon 1a phép la.

Pén Du Long thi troi da ti, nhin lai phia sau, ca chuc cay sé dén pha sang trung, nguyén mot
goc trdi dén xe nhu mot con giao long dang uén khic, sang long lanh trong dém hoa dang bi
tham, dém nay dong bao Khanh Hoa bo phiéu cho tir do, khdng can biét vé ddu mién quan doi
qudc gia di dau thi ddng bao di theo dén d6. Ciing may, khdng mot tiéng sing nao nd thém trong
dém nay va toan bo doan quan dan vé dén Phan Rang binh an vo su.




Xe ctia Nhay di chay di dau thi doan xe khong 16 phia sau ciing ndi dudi, dén khoang 3 gior sang
ngay 01/4/1975 thi vao dén Phan Rang, xe chay ra sat bién thi ding lai, con doan xe di thap ting
ching tdi thi tiép tuc cudc hanh trinh v Nam va dén Phan Thiét trong ngay hdm dé. Lir doan 3
Du nhan dugc 1énh mai vao phi truong Thanh Son nay do Bo Tu 1énh Su doan 6 Khdng Quéan
v6i con phuong hoang Phan Rang, mét vi tudng mit tran, Chuan Tudng Pham Ngoc Sang tran
nham, con vi Tinh truéng Phan Rang, Pai T4 Tran Van Tu thi dang t& tlc trong phi trudong dén
ngay 07/4/1975 méi tré vé nhiém so. Sang hdm sau ngay 02/4/1975, mot trung doi thude dai doi
chi huy caa Lit doan 3 DU do mét Trung si huéng dan di theo mot vién Dai Uy Dja Phuong
Quan, vi nay nguyén la Truéng Ban 2 quan chau thanh Phan Rang nay duoc dé cir gitr chirc tan
Quan Trudng va duoc Nhay D ho tong di tran an dan ching. Toi duoc 1énh di theo v6i nhiém
vu chinh 13 tim dai bac 105 ly nao cia ta bo lai con sir dung dugc thi sé kéo vé phong tha phi
truong, nhung tit ca dai bac ké ca 155ly déu bi pha nong dé 10 roi vao tay dich thi khong st
dung dugc. Tai tiéu khu Ninh Thuan, toi da gip nguoi thay thé 6ng Tinh dang ta tlc & trong phi
truong |4 vi Trung Ta Tiéu khu phd, dang lién lac bang tiéng Anh voi mot chiée truc thing bay
vong vong trén dau nghe ndi 1a ciia mot cuu ¢b van My dang hoi tham tinh hinh. Trong Ilc cho
doi, t6i di vong vong quanh tinh thi gap mot toan Tham Sat Tinh (tiéng Anh 1a Province Recon
Unit goi tat 1A PRU), anh em nay nhan ra tdi 1a cyru huan luyén vién CT tién than cua PRU, tay
bat mat ming, anh em cho biét tinh hinh trong tinh van twong dbi yén on tuy c6 vai vu cudp bac,
con Viét cong thi chua vao duoc thanh phd. Tdi n6i Nhay DU vé gitr Phan Rang, néu thun tién
anh em théng béo cho dan ching biét. Xong toi tir gia va tiép tuc di theo xe cua trung doi Nhay
DU chay vong quanh thi xa tim stng dai bac, roi ra dén ngoai 6, dén noi dau vién Pai Gy Quan
Truong déu bic loa ndi Nhay DU da vé Phan Rang xin ba con tré lai sinh hoat binh thuong. Chi
trong vong mot budi sang, da thay sinh khi c6 vé di trd lai véi Phan Rang, ving dat ma tir nay da
trd thanh dia dau gidi tuyén, nhung toi van khdng tim duoc khau dai bac nao con nguyén ven,
phéo binh quyét dinh chién truong, khdng c6 phao thi viéc phong tha phi truong cang thém kho
khan.

Tai cira bién Phan Rang, sat mot lang chai ludi, dong bao bao cao ¢d mot bon cudp ¢6 sing, loi
dung tinh hinh s6i dong da cudp boc nhiing hai dan 1anh ca thang nay, hién bon ndy dang nam &
nha, xin quan doi di bat, vién Pai Uy khdng con quan nay xin Nhay DU di bit cudp, toi dé nghi
vién Trung si Truong toan Nhay DU cho di, va da bat duoc hai tén cudp nay that d& dang, roi troi
lai roi dua ra ngay ctra bién noi c¢6 chiéc ghe cua gia dinh tén chanh dang cudp dang neo tai bén.
Ba con nghe tin kéo dén that dong, vién Pai Uy hoi y kién ba con xir tri nhu thé nao, moi ngudi
déu hod to xir tir, nhanh nhu chép vién Dai Uy Quan Trudng lap tic gio M16 nham vao tén chanh
dang dang quy cach d6 khoang chuc thudc va ban ba phét, tén chanh dang vira giay chét thi chiéc
ghe kia ciing mé may chay. Con lai tén tha hai thi cé mot vi b6 1ao ndi la con va xin tha, vi con
6ng chi la ddng bon bi ép budc, nay dan ching ciing Xin bao 14nh tha toi chét, t6i ciing n6i thém
vao xin Pai Uy tha cho nd, va that giéng nhu 12 xi né, tén nay duoc vién Quén Trudng cdi troi va



tha tai chd giéng nhu “not guilty” tai phién toa xir vO ti tai M. Chuyén ndy vé sau xem phim
Hdng Kong, tdi c6 ¥ nghi ngd nghinh 1a Nhay DU din Bao Cong di xtr &n tai Phan Rang.

Vé dén Tiéu doan, tdi bao c4o moi chuyén, Thiéu T4 Triéu cit t6i tiép tuc lam Si quan lién lac
Lir Poan dat canh B chi huy hanh quan chién cudc ciia Khéng Quan, va nho phuong tién lién
lac t6t cia Khdng Quan, tdi da lién lac duoc Hai phdo Hoa Ky ngoai khoi hai phan Viét Nam
qua mdt si quan lién lac hai phao ngudi Viét. T6i trinh bay moi viéc va yéu cau yém trg hai phao
khi dung tran, vi hién nay ching tdi khdng con phéo binh, ho chap thuan yéu cau trén nguyén
tac, nhung sau d6 da 1o di vi Hoa Ky vinh vién phiii tay véi nguoi ban dong minh. Ngay
9/4/1975 da dién ra mot cude bdc quan cudi cling va vi dai nhat cia Khdng Quan Viét Nam
Cong Hoa, Khdng doan 72 chién thuat cua Trung ta Lé Van Bt di dung 40 truc thing UH1B
cong v6i 12 tryc thiang vé trang, va 8 chiéce tryc thang Chinook tir phi truong Bién Hoa ra bay
nguoc vé Khanh Duong bdc “mat slick duy nhat” duge gan hét cac quan nhan Lir Doan 3 bi that
lac gan 600 ngudi ma da sb 1a Tiéu doan 5 Nhay du ctia Trung T4 BUi Quyén va mot s6 anh em
Tiéu doan 2 va Tiéu doan 6 DU, con riéng cac phao doi Nhay du thi sau nay cd ngudi tim ra dugc
qudc 16 va cudi cung vé dén don vi chi duoc vai nguoi, con lai ngoai s6 bi tir tran, mot sd bi bat
lam t0 binh nhu Pai Gy Nguyén Thai Chan hang chuc nam sau méi dugc tra ty do. Vai ngay sau,
khi toan bo Lir doan 2 Du ra thay Lit doan 3 xong, va Trung Tuéng Nguyén Vinh Nghi ra lam tu
1énh mit tran Phan Rang, thi Tiéu doan tdi dugc 1énh tré vé& hau cr Nguyén Hué dé bd xung luc
luong sau gan 3 nam tham chién tai mién Trung.

Qua ctra phi co nhin xubng Phan Rang, qudc 16 s6 1 voi nhirg hang dira ngut ngan chay song
song véi bién Thai Binh Duong, t0i con hinh dung dugc hon mot tuan trude, ¢ phia dudi kia da



dién ra mot dém hoa ding bi tham soi dudng cho mot cudc di tan trong vong trat tw, vi tu do, Vi
ddng bao, chiing tdi da ngdi day, va cam sung tiép tuc chién dau.

“Night of the Flowered Lanterns” [Dém Hoa Pang Bi Tham]
By Nguyen Van Lap [Nguyén Vin Lap]
Translated by Merle L Pribbenow

After recapturing Quang Tri, the Airborne Division remained stationed there atop the Annamite
Mountain Range, deployed in a long line north to south, running from the southern banks of the
Thach Han River to Fire Support Base Bastogne, northwest of Hue. At this time the ink on the
Paris Agreement had dried with waves of North Vietnamese communist infiltration down the Ho
Chi Minh deep within the vast Annamite Mountain Range. The communists planned to cut
Military Region I in two, so they reduced their activities but still kept up pressure to tie down the
two general reserve divisions, the Airborne and Marine Divisions, in Quang Tri so that they
could attack Thuong Duc in Quang Nam Province. The 3rd Airborne Brigade was sent down to
deploy in a line stretching from Hoa Thanh near the Hai VVan Pass to the banks of the Thu Bon
River to protect the | Corps Headquarters in Da Nang. The Airborne Division Headquarters also
moved back and re-located at the Non Nuoc Airfield.

Our 2nd Airborne Artillery Battalion moved down to Quang Nam Province in mid-February
1975. After nearly three years of operations in Central Vietnam, this time | had the feeling that
this would be our last move south before we bade farewell forever to Central Vietnam. My
platoon was stationed at the foot of a mountain only eight kilometers from Hill 1062 in order to
support many savage battles that were fought there. The 6th Airborne Battalion and then the 3rd
Airborne Battalion took turns recapturing this bloody hilltop position. Just before Tet, Marine
artillery arrived to replace us. My platoon pulled back to a position co-located with the
headquarters of an RF battalion stationed on a gently sloping hill in front of the Dai Loc district
capital, looking down on Cau Gay [Broken Bridge]. Our mission at that time was just to provide
general support to friendly units, so we had time to go out into the local villages to find out the
situation and to carry out civilian proselyting and support operations. Even though this was not
the primary mission of combat units like ours, after seeing the poverty and the hardship that the
local civilians suffered, with no medicine for the sick, I told our medic to give the civilians
whatever medications they needed and then request replacement supplies later. We also gave all
of our milled rice to the people, including even the leftover rice from the daily rations. Rather



than selling the leftover rice to buy other types of food for the platoon, as we usually did, I told
my men to take it all out and give it to the civilians. On the last day before the Lunar New Year,
the local hamlet committee and the local civilians brought Tet cakes and “Banh To,” a Quang
Nam Province specialty cake, to give to our platoon to celebrate Tet. There was great affection
between the soldiers and the civilians, and | knew that the old saying, “As ungrateful as civilians,
as inhuman [savage]as soldiers,” that | had heard earlier was truly a lie. The district chief told me
that our army was very good. He said that security was usually bad in the area and that if the
paratroopers left, he and the rest of the civilian residents of the hamlet would probably leave as
well. That statement has remained deeply engraved in my memory for many years, and | am
sorry that when we left Quang Nam a few days later to move south that the citizens of Dai Loc
were unable to accompany us.

After the Marines completed their replacement of the Airborne Division on the Thuong Duc
Front, the Airborne Division was ordered to return to our rear base [in Saigon]. We never
suspected that this was actually an order to abandon Military Region 1. The battalion ordered me
to remain behind to the end to collect our quartermaster gear and load it aboard LST HQ-505 for
shipment back to Saigon. After almost two days at sea, instead of returning to Saigon the ship
delivered us to the Military Port of Cam Ranh Bay, and then military trucks transported us to
Duc My. The 3rd Airborne Brigade was already in Khanh Duong to block the advance of the
communist army after President Nguyen Van Thieu decided to abandon Military Region 2.

The battalion commander, Major Nguyen Ngoc Trieu, assigned me as Liaison Officer to the 3rd
Airborne Brigade. If | had arrived one day earlier I might not have ever been able to write this
account, because | would have been assigned to replace Captain Tuan, the commander of Battery
A2, who had become ill. Captain Tong Van Tung, a graduate of Thu Duc Officers School Class
26 and a classmate of mine for four years at Tran Luc High School, who had been Assistant G-3,
was assigned to replace Captain Tuan. After the battle of Khanh Duong Tung was captured, and
the North Vietnamese took him out to the Nha Trang Soccer Stadium and executed him there.

My orders gave me authority to call on all the firepower of the Duc My Atrtillery School,
consisting of one battery of 105mm howitzers, one battery of 155mm howitzers, and one section
of three 175mm long-range guns, to reinforce the combat units assigned to the 3rd Airborne
Brigade, which included 18 fast-firing Type M-102 105mm howitzers, a weapon that had not
even been issued to U.S. artillery units, because it was reserved specially for the ARVN Airborne
Acrtillery, which was the only unit that employed this light, mobile gun. After Ban Me Thuot was
overrun, all units stationed there withdrew south down Route 21, and at this time the 3rd
Airborne Brigade was left all alone to block the communist 3rd and 10th Divisions, along with a
number of other units that gave the enemy a ten-to-one superiority over us. | remember thinking
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that the 3rd Airborne Brigade’s defense of Khanh Duong would be just like the 11th Airborne
Battalion’s defense to the death at Fire Support Base Charlie in Kontum in 1972.

Communist forces pressured us everywhere, both east and west of the rugged mountain, but the
communists did not dare to drive down Route 21 to flood into the lowlands. Instead their infantry
and tanks moved down trails through the mountains to attack the M’Drack Pass, but they were
blocked their and left hundreds of bodies and one T-54 tank strewn across the battlefield. The
entire weight of this military pressure was placed on the shoulders of the “Old Man,” the Brigade
Commander — Colonel Le Van Phat. Without anyone saying anything to anyone else, everyone
realized that it would be difficult to maintain our positions unless we received reinforcements.
For an entire week, and especially on 29 and 30 March 1975, the brigade’s units clashed with
communist forces continuously, and airborne artillery constantly dueled against communist
artillery units. Perhaps | was the first and only artillery officer ever to utilize the entire firepower
of our Mother School [the Artillery School]to support savage fighting not far from the Artillery
School. | called in artillery virtually continuously, night and day. | called in counter-battery and
destructive barrages to the 175mm guns and laid down many blocking barrages with 105mm and
155mm howitzers. In addition to the targets requested by the liaison officers with the individual
airborne battalions, I also marked out many blocking lines for artillery fire. Communist forces
did not shell the brigade headquarters but instead just hit the individual airborne battalions with
artillery and tank fire and then followed up with infantry assaults, in accordance with their old,
familiar tactics. Our air force flying out of Thanh Son [Phan Rang] Airfield provided air support,
but it was not very effective because of the widely-scattered nature of the fighting and because
the battles were fought at close range, with the opposing forces separated from one another by
only a few dozen meters.

By dawn on 31 March 1975 all of our combat units, including our airborne artillery batteries, had
been overrun. Before they retreated they destroyed all of their guns. | do not know if the Artillery
School heard the radio reports about what had happened, but they suddenly stopped firing. |
called the school continuously to be ready in case we got a request from one of our friendly units
for fire right on top of their own positions, but no one replied to my radio messages. After about
half an hour | heard a long series of explosions from the direction of the Artillery School and
then heard the sound of the tracks of the self-propelled 175mm guns. Perhaps the Artillery
School had received an order from somewhere to evacuate, and that is why they deserted their
positions. They were followed by the Duc My Ranger Training School, which was located right
next to the Artillery School, and finally the Lam Son Training Center also was evacuated. A
number of units of the 3rd Airborne Brigade that were maintaining radio silence abandoned their
positions. | only knew that almost all our units had been overrun. No commander and no artillery
liaison officer came up on the radio, and even if we had made radio contact there was no artillery
support left in any case.
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The 3rd Airborne Brigade Headquarters gave the order to retreat, and the headquarters of the 2nd
Airborne Artillery Battalion had to evacuate with them back to the Ru Ri Pass. About an hour
later we had packed up the entire base and evacuated back from the Duc My Airfield when |
received an order to stop and stay at the base with a PRC-25 radio, a driver, and a Dodge truck [a
half-ton truck]. Lieutenant Colonel Tran Dang Khoi, the Deputy Brigade Commander, instructed
me to remain at the airfield to wait for him as he flew in a helicopter to inspect the situation. He
said he would return to pick me up, but leaving me with a driver and a Dodge truck meant that if
he did not return to pick me up I and the driver were to flee back to the Ru Ri Pass to find the
brigade. At that time in the entire vast training area the only people left were my driver and I. |
looked off to the northwest, where I could see the shape of Widow’s Mountain in the pale
sunlight. The faithful wife and her child, both of whom had waited so long that they had turned
to stone, still waited there, and at the Widow’s feet many succeeding generations were playing
out another tragic chapter in the story of those who go off to war and do not return, history
repeating itself over and over again [Translator’s Note: This is all an allusion to an old
Vietnamese story, told in a famous Vietnamese work of literature, of the loyal wife and child
who wait patiently for the husband and father who goes off to war and never returns. The wife
and child waited so long that finally they turned to stone]. With my heart filled with sadness and
pain, | longed to hear the voice of my comrades-in-arms, from any unit at all, calling for help in
finding their way out to the main road, so that I could guide them as | had so many times in the
past, but I heard nothing.

After almost an hour of waiting, Lt. Colonel Khoi’s helicopter still had not returned. | switched
from frequency to frequency and made radio calls constantly, but it was hopeless. There was no
response — not even from Lt. Colonel Khoi. I got in the truck and told the driver to start the
engine and head back to Nha Trang. Along the way we saw civilians traveling by every
conceivable method — by bus, by motorcycle, by oxcart, and even walking. Some people carried
their most precious possessions — their children — on their shoulders. All were headed south,
following the national army. They were following the route of the army’s retreat, trying to see
freedom. To serve their anti-war schemes, the damned foreign journalists only put out false and
distorted stories about the war of self-defense being fought by the people of South Vietnam.
They never took the time to find out why innocent civilians fled from the communists, and why
my compatriots followed on the heels of the national army, trying to reach the promised land of
freedom on foot.

Around noon | reached the Ru Ri Pass near Nha Trang and met up with my battalion. I reported
to Major Trieu that | had not been able to make radio contact with anyone. About half an hour

later Lieutenant Colonel Khoi flew in. He asked me why I had not waited for him. I replied that
the entire vast training area had been evacuated and was completely empty. The only people left
there were my driver and I, and | had not been able to contact anyone on the radio, so | had been
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forced to pull back to this location. At that time I still did not know where the brigade would go,
to Nha Trang or back to Saigon by road. Then we received an order to retreat to the Cam Ranh
Military Port. When we reached the military port we found a huge crowd of military vehicles
(including every branch of service) and civilian vehicles of all kinds completely blocking the
gate and stretching out in a line at least ten kilometers long. The military policemen standing
guard at the gate to the port could only shake their heads to deny entrance and tell people that
there were no ships at the port. In this situation, if the gates had been opened even the gods could
not have prevented chaos and rioting.

As evening approached Colonel Phat, the Brigade Commander, decided to move back to Phan
Rang by road. When the brigade’s convoy turned around to leave the port area, the entire crowd
of vehicles followed behind us. With motorcycles carrying civilians putting along beside the
flanks of our trucks, thousands of vehicles, including civilian cars, tanks, artillery pieces, and
military trucks representing a portion of Military Region 2’s forces, a total of at least ten
thousand people, followed behind the small convoy of Red Beret paratroopers, totaling little
more than a hundred men, who led the way south. In the middle of this tragic situation I had the
feeling that | was in a scene from the Old Testament in the Bible, when Moses led the Israelites
across the Red Sea to the Promised Land to escape the Egyptian army. The trucks drove rather
slowly to allow the vehicles behind to keep up, and occasionally we had to stop to allow us to
observe and check out the road ahead. Each time we stopped, we pleaded with the people not to
drive their motorcycles right next to our trucks, because if we ran into an ambush they might be
killed as well. However, the people determinedly replied, “Wherever you paratroopers go, we
will follow. If you die, we will die with you.” So we had to let them continue to accompany us in
this manner. In one’s military career, when one heard from their own mouths how innocent
civilians placed their lives and property in the hands of the national army at such a hopeless,
tragic moment, one realized that the sacrifices of our soldiers were not in vain.

As | sat in my vehicle, | remembered back to the second day of Tet of 1973. | was assigned as
artillery officer to Major Nguyen Dinh Ngoc’s 2nd Airborne Battalion. The 1st “Black Panther”
[Hac Bao] Company, the most famous infantry company in the 1st Infantry Division, a company
that was commanded by a major, was attached to the battalion as reinforcements. The battalion
had been ordered to recapture An Lo village, located right along Route 1 in Thua Thien
Province. The Vietcong, in violation of the Paris agreement to seize people and territory, had
exploited the ceasefire to capture this entire village and were using the civilian residents as
human shields. Respecting the ceasefire order, we did not use artillery to provide fire support.
With the Black Panthers serving as the reserve force and the paratroopers deployed in a line to
conduct the main effort, we carefully retook the area, one house at a time, with orders to make
every possible effort not to harm the lives or property of the civilian residents. As we advanced,
we turned over responsibility for the retaken area to the Black Panthers. After we recaptured the
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entire village, we had captured or Killed a large number of enemy troops, but the houses of the
people were all virtually intact and not a single paratrooper or civilian had been killed. It was a
miracle — more than a miracle.

By the time that we reached Du Long night had fallen. Looking back behind our convoy, | could
see headlights stretching back into the distance, at least ten kilometers. An entire section of the
night sky was illuminated by the headlights of the vehicles. It looked like an enormous dragon
twisting and turning, shining brightly in this tragic night of flowered lanterns. That night the
people of Khanh Hoa cast their votes for freedom. They did not care where they were going —
they were determined to follow the national army, wherever it went. Fortunately, not a shot was
fired that night, and the entire long column, both military and civilian, arrived in Phan Rang
safely.

Followed by this gigantic vehicle convoy, the airborne trucks arrived at Phan Rang at about 3:00
A.M. on the morning of 1 April 1975. The vehicles down right next to the seashore and stopped,
while the vast convoy of vehicles that had accompanied us continued their long journey south
and reached Phan Thiet that same day. The 3rd Airborne Brigade received new orders to move
into the Thanh Son Airfield, which was occupied by the Headquarters of the 6th Air Division,
led by the Phoenix of Phan Rang, a Front-Line General, Brigadier General Pham Ngoc Sang.
The Phan Rang Province Chief, Colonel Tran Van Tu, was taking shelter inside the airfield, and
he stayed there until 7 April 1975 before he finally returned to his own headquarters.

On the morning of 2 April 1975 a platoon from the 3rd Brigade’s headquarters company was
sent out, led by a sergeant and accompanied by an RF captain. The RF captain, who had been the
G-2 of the Phan Rang City district headquarters, had been appointed as the new district chief and
he was being sent out, with a security detail of paratroopers, to calm the fears of the civilian
population. I was ordered to accompany this group. My primary duty was to try to find any
operable 105mm howitzers that had been abandoned by other units to bring back to help defend
the airfield. However, the barrels of all the cannons | found, including the 155mm howitzers, had
been destroyed by our retreating forces to prevent them from falling into enemy hands. None of
them were usable. At the Ninh Thuan Province Military Headquarters | met the officer who had
replaced the province chief, who was still hiding at the airfield. This man was a lieutenant
colonel, the deputy province chief, and he was talking in English on the radio to a helicopter that
was circling overhead. | heard that the person in the helicopter was a former American advisor
who was checking on the situation. While waiting, | took a walk around the province compound
and ran into a PRU (Provincial Reconnaissance Unit) team. They recognized me as a former CT
(Counter-Terror) instructor — the CTs were the predecessor organization to the PRU. They
joyfully greeted me and told me that the situation in the province was still relatively calm.
Although there had been a few incidents of robbery and looting, the Viet Cong had still not yet
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been able to enter the city. I told them that the Airborne had arrived to defend Phan Rang, and
said that whenever they had the chance they should tell the civilian population that we were here.
Then | said goodbye and drove off in the truck with the airborne platoon to drive around the city
to look for artillery pieces we could use. We then drove around the outskirts of the city.
Everywhere we went the RF captain who was now the district used a bullhorn to inform the
civilian population that the paratroopers had arrived in Phan Rang and to ask the people to return
to their normal daily lives. In just a single morning we saw life return to Phan Rang, an area that
had now become our northern front line. However, 1 still was unable to find a single artillery
piece that was serviceable. Artillery is the king of the battlefield, and without artillery defending
the airfield would be even more difficult.

At the Phan Rang Inlet, right next to a fishing village, local residents told us that there was a
gang of armed robbers who had been exploiting the unsettled situation to rob from the village
residents for the past month. The people said that the robbers were at home and asked the army
to arrest them. The RF captain had not troops, so he asked the paratroopers accompanying him to
arrest the thieves. | asked the sergeant commanding the airborne detail to let me come along. We
captured two of the thieves easily, tied them up, and took them out to the inlet, where a sampan
belonging to the family of their ringleader was anchored. Local residents swarmed around to
watch. The captain asked the people how he should handle the thieves. Everyone shouted that
they should be executed. Quick as a flash, the captain aimed his M-16 at the ringleader, who was
kneeling about ten meters away, and fired three rounds. As the ringleader’s body shuddered in
his final death throes, the sampan started its engine to escape. An old man who said he was the
father of the second thief came forward and asked that he be pardoned because the father said
that the others had forced his son to commit these crimes. The other residents also asked that the
second thief not be executed. | also suggested to the captain that he release this man. Just like a
scene out of a movie, the captain untied the man and released him, just like a “not guilty” verdict
in a trial in the United States. Much later, while watching a Hong Kong movie, | suddenly
thought that the paratroopers were taking Bao Cong [the character]out to execute him in Phan
Rang.

When | got back to battalion headquarters | reported everything that had happened on my trip.
Major Trieu ordered me to continue to serve as liaison officer at brigade headquarters, which was
located next to the Air Force Combat Operations Headquarters. Using the Air Force’s excellent
radio equipment, I made contact with a U.S. warship off the coast through a Vietnamese naval
gunfire support officer. | reported everything that was happening and, because we had no
artillery of our own, I requested that the ship provide naval gunfire support if fighting broke out.
The warship accepted my request in principle, but later they ignored us, because the U.S. had
already washed its hands of any involvement with its former ally.

15



On 9 April 1975 VNAF conducted its last and its largest troop evacuation. Lieutenant Colonel Le
Van But used 40 UH-1B helicopters, along with 12 helicopter gunships and eight Chinook
helicopters from Bien Hoa Airfield to fly up to Khanh Duong and pick up in a single lift virtually
all of the missing 3rd Brigade personnel, almost 600 men. Most of them were from Lieutenant
Colonel Bui Quyen’s 5th Airborne Battalion, and there were also some men from the 2nd and
6th Airborne Battalions. As for the personnel of the airborne artillery batteries, only a few of
them found their way back down the highway and arrived back at the unit. The rest were either
killed in battle or where taken prisoner, like Captain Nguyen Thai Chan who spent a decade in
prison before he was finally released.

A few days later, when the entire 2nd Airborne Brigade arrived to replace the 3rd Airborne
Brigade and when Lieutenant General Nguyen Vinh Nghi arrived to serve as Front Commander
of the Phan Rang Front, my battalion was ordered to return to Nguyen Hue Base, our rear base,
to receive replacement personnel after almost three years of fighting in Central Vietnam.

Looking out of the window of the aircraft at Phan Rang, | saw Route 1 lined with its long rows
of coconut palms running parallel to the coast. I could still picture in my mind the scene from
more than a week before, when the area below me had witnessed a night of tragic flowered
lanterns, lighting the road in an orderly evacuation conducted for the sake of freedom and for the
people. We sat up and gripped our weapons to continue to fight.
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