Tanks From The Ground Up
By Robert Peavey

“We gotta go back?” was the incredulous cry from the surviving members of India Company, 27th Marines. “Not again?” stating the question more then asking it. 


Their parent unit, 3rd Battalion, was deep in the shit again and was asking for its missing rifle company— no matter how under strength it was. Only ten days earlier, on May 17th, India Company had nearly been wiped out on a patch of land known as Goi Noi Island. India took 36 KIAs and as many heatstroke victims due to the 120+ degree heat they found themselves in. India was a little more than two platoons in numbers since being taken out of the field and refitted while the battalion was still on the island.


Goi Noi wasn’t really an island but a patch of land surrounded by two major rivers and several riverbeds that flooded during the rainy season; on a map you would be hard pressed to call it an island. It was in one of these semi-dry riverbeds that India Company had been severely mauled on May 17. Goi Noi was twenty miles southwest of Da Nang and the 36th Regiment of the 308th NVA Division and 3 VC battalions owned every square foot it. It was bordered on the south by the Arizona Territory and Dodge City on the north, two notoriously bad areas the Marines had nicknamed years earlier. Goi Noi Island was as bad a place as one could go, and to India Company, it seemed as if a death sentence had just been issued. They were going back in.


A railroad line bisected the island and it ran atop a very commanding 20-foot berm. It crossed the Song Thu Bon River on the northern side and the Ky Lam River to the south; both bridges had been blown 2 years earlier. Several small villages dotted the island but it had become pretty much become a free fire zone by May of 1968. 


“India’s second platoon leader, Lt. Prish, remembers going back in on May 27. His platoon took the lead for the battalion where it immediately ran into a hornet’s nest at Cu Ban 4. He recalls, “We had heard there were NVA in a tree line across an open field. We were ordered on line and advanced. We got pinned down by what we thought were a bunch of snipers. The CO said he was sending tanks and to get on line with them and move into the tree line. As three tanks came up, we got up and on line when all hell broke loose! One tank (from 1st Tank Battalion) got hit by an RPG killing at least one crewman. The other two pulled back and almost ran over us and we were still pinned down.


“My radio man and I pulled back to a shell crater, found my machine gun squad, but couldn’t reach anyone else. Lots of KIAs. Next radio message was, ‘Tanks are coming back, move forward and check on casualties.’


Two tanks came up and I and a few volunteers got behind them without weapons since we knew that we’d get killed; we went forward. I got on the tank/infantry phone to guide it but there was such chatter between the tankers that I couldn’t do much good. We were all scared.


Anyway, the tanks put out such a volume of fire, cannon and machine gun, that we didn’t take one round of incoming. I didn’t recover any of our KIAs, but Sergeant Ray Allison, alone behind the other tank, did. 


I sure do remember crawling out ahead of the tank (under its main gun) to look for KIAs when it fired. It must have lifted me two feet in the air.”


The 27th Marines were a unique outfit. Hastily assembled in Camp Pendleton in response to the Tet Offensive. Men from all over the base were thrown together to form the Regiment. Four hundred men from other support units were added from every job description one can imagine; twenty had been taken from 5th Tank Battalion alone. Men who had never worked together were suddenly patrolling in Vietnam 2 days later. You need to know this to understand what happened after the tank already mentioned was knocked out for the tank was rescued and continued the fight with four former Pendleton-tankers who had been assigned to the 27th Marines! They eventually brought the tank out when relieved from Operation Allen Brook.

Another 3/27 officer, the S-2, Terry Rigney, says his most vivid recollection of tanks on Operation Allen Brook was, “In June of ’68 I was at Liberty Bridge, at the entrance to Hell (Goi Noi Island). One of the tankers had an itchy trigger finger and showed us what his turret could do. He cut down a tree, probably a foot or so in diameter, from 400 yards away with a burst of his .50 cal. I’ll never forget that. Awesome!”
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