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For our fourth game of the 2011 season, GAG members 
gathered at Mr. John’s miniature shop after operating hours to mimic 
in 1/72 scale an assault on the U. S. Marine Firebase established on a 
prominent hill near the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) called C� n Tiên 
(Con Thien).  Roughly translated, the name means “Hill of the 
Angels.”   

 
Background  (taken, edited, and paraphrased from Wikipedia and US Marine veteran group  
                         sites) 
 

Con Thien was a prominence (actually a grouping of three 
summits) about 158 m. in height situated in Quang Tri Province 
(16°54�35� N 106°58�48� E or 16.90972°N 106.98°E) along the 
eastern edge of the northern highlands of South Vietnam.   

Originally, the US military established the hilltop as a Special 
Forces/Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) camp before the Marines moved 
in during December 1966 taking over the job of guarding the DMZ.  The base was 
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an element of the “McNamara Line,” a proposed open pathway through the jungle implanted with motion detectors connecting a series 
of bases all intended to prevent North Vietnamese army forces (NVA) from infiltrating across the DMZ.  Con Thien eventually 
became the northwest corner of what the Marines called “Leatherneck Square,” formed in conjunction with bases at Gio Linh, Dong 
Ha and Cam Lo.   

Con Thien firebase was strategically 
important because it offered unfettered views 
for 15 km east to the South China Sea and north 
into North Vietnam, but it also was very 
vulnerable to NVA artillery fire from north of 
the DMZ, which was largely immune to 
counter-battery fire from the base.  

Con Thien was the site of fierce 
fighting from February 1967 through February 
1968.  Marine command rotated battalions in 
and out of Con Thien every thirty days.  
Nevertheless, the constant shelling and the 
threat of an NVA assault took a psychological 
toll on the Marines; they nicknamed the base 
"Our Turn in the Barrel" or "the Meat Grinder," 
while they re-named the DMZ "Dead Marine 
Zone." 

The onslaught at Con Thien began on 
27 February 1967, after the commencement of 
“Operation Highrise” a fire mission to eliminate 
the threat of missile battery sites in and north of 

the DMZ.  The NVA responded on 20 March with mortar, rocket and artillery fire on Con Thien and Gio 
Linh, which continued sporadically for two weeks.  This brought about the implementation of Operation 
Prairie III.  On 24 March 1st Battalion, 9th Marines (1/9) assisted by the 3rd Battalion, 3rd Marines (3/3) 
encountered an NVA battalion in a bunker complex southeast of Con Thien.  After a two-hour fight, the 
NVA withdrew leaving 33 killed in action.  Sergeant Walter K. Singleton, (at left) Alpha Company, 1/3 
Marines, was posthumously awarded a Congressional Medal of Honor for his actions in the attack.  

In mid-April Charlie Company, 11th Engineer Battalion was tasked with clearing a 200m wide 
strip through the landscape from Con Thien to Gio Linh, a distance of 10.6 km, part of the “McNamara 
Line.”  The engineers were protected by a task force consisting of the 1/4 Marines, an AMTRAC (LVT-
5) platoon, a platoon of M42 Dusters from the 1st Battalion, 44th Artillery, and some Army of the 
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) units. By 19 April, despite harassment from NVA mines, small arms, 
recoilless rifle, mortar and artillery fire, the strip was half-completed. 

In order to protect Route 561 (today Rt. 15?), a north-south supply line to Con Thien from Route 9 (east-west through Cam 
Lo), the Marines had established two outposts, C-2 Base was located 3 km southeast of Con Thien and contained artillery and infantry 
positions, while C-2A nicknamed the Washout was on low-lying ground overlooking a bridge. 

 
The spring 1967 operations induced the NVA to attack the Marine 

firebase at Con Thien. 
On 8 May, at 03:00 some 300 rounds of mortar and artillery fire 

hit the base, while NVA sappers with Bangalore torpedoes breached the 
perimeter wire. At 04:00 two battalions of the 812th NVA Regiment armed 
with flamethrowers attempted to overrun the base.  At the time of the 
attack the base was defended by the command element and Companies A 
and D of 1/4 Marines and a CIDG unit. The attack fell primarily on 
Company D.  A relief column from Company A was sent with an M42 
Duster, 2 LVT-5s and 2 1/4 ton trucks.  The M42 was hit by an RPG-7 and 
an LVT-5 and one truck were destroyed by satchel charges. By 09:00 the 
NVA had withdrawn leaving 197 KIA and 8 prisoners.  The Marines had suffered 44 KIA and 110 wounded. 

After these American successes, the NVA re-militarized the DMZ using it as a sanctuary for attacks into I Corps.  The US 
Government lifted the prohibition on US forces entering the DMZ.  U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) authorized 
the III Marine Amphibious Force (III MAF) to conduct combat operations into the southern half of the DMZ.  Shortly thereafter, from 
13–16 May, 1/9 Marines cleared Route 561 from Cam Lo to Con Thien and fought a well-entrenched NVA force south of the base. 
The NVA subsequently withdrew into the DMZ. 
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  These NVA actions spurred a series of combined US/ARVN activities.  From 18 to 26 May 3rd Marines advanced to the Ben 
Hai River in the DMZ.  Under Operation Lam Son 54, the 1st ARVN Division advanced 
parallel to 3rd Marines while the amphibious Special Landing Force Alpha secured the 
coastline south of the Ben Hai River under Operation Beau Charger and Special Landing 
Force Bravo linked up with 3rd Marines under Operation Belt Tight.  Once at the Ben Hai 
River, the forces swept south on a broad front to Route 9.  From 19 to 27 May when Lam 
Son 54 ended the ARVN were in constant contact with the NVA.  The ARVN suffered 22 
KIA and 122 wounded, while the NVA suffered 342 KIA and 30 captured.  The amphibious 
element of Operation Beau Charger met no opposition while the helioborne assault dropped 
into a hot LZ.  Only one platoon was landed and it remained isolated until rescued several 
hours later. Beau Charger continued until 26 May with minimal contact.  85 NVA were 
killed. 

In Operation Hickory the 2/26 
and 2/9th Marines advanced north from 
Con Thien on the morning of 18 May to 
press any NVA against a blocking force from the 3/4 Marines on the Ben Hai 
River.  Operation Hickory concluded on 28 May, the Marines had suffered 142 
KIA and 896 wounded for 362 NVA killed. Lam Son 54, Hickory, Belt Tight 
and Beau Charger also resulted in the removal of the entire civilian population 
from the area with the result that it was all now a free fire zone. 
 Following Operation Hickory, MACV ordered several other operations:  
Operation Prairie IV –  20 April to 20 May (USMC casualties, 164 killed, 1,240 
wounded vs. NVA casualties, 505 killed and 9 taken as prisoner of war; 
Operation Cimarron  – 2 June to 2 July, during which he land-clearing project 
from Con Thien to Gio Linh was completed with the clear strip widened to 600 
m.; and Operation Buffalo – 2-14 July, a sweep of the area north of Con Thien.  
As the infantrymen moved along Route 561 in an area called the Marketplace, 

the NVA attacked inflicting severe casualties on Company B.  That day was the single worse day for Marines in Vietnam (86 killed). 
Operation Buffalo concluded at a cost of 159 Marines KIA and 345 WIA. The NVA suffered 1290 KIA. 

However, during Operation Kingfisher (15 July – 31 October 1967) the siege of Con Thien occurred.   
 

In September 1967, the NVA started their major shelling. 152mm howitzers, 120mm and 82mm mortars, and 122mm rockets 
hit the base daily.  During the climax of the attack (19-27 September) over three thousand rounds of artillery pounded the fire base. On 
September 25, a reported 1200 rounds pounded the hill sides of the 158m mound of red dirt.  September and October 2/4 Marines 
were involved in three major firefights:  the Battle of Phu Oc southeast of Con Thien with the 90th NVA Regiment on 21 September; 
14 October, the Battle of WashOut Bridge south of Con Thien on route 561 also with 90th NVA Regiment; 25-27 October, the Battle 
for Hill 48 northeast of Cam Lo. The BN CO was wounded and the BN XO was killed. More than 1400 Marines were killed and 
nearly 9300 wounded in the fighting in and around Con Thien. NVA losses were put at nearly 7600 killed in action and 168 prisoners 
of war. 

This siege of Con Thien was publicized in a feature story that 
appeared in the 6 October 1967 Time Magazine, which was instrumental in 
bringing the reality of Vietnam combat to American readers.  Photographs 
taken by David Douglas Duncan of the Marines at Con Thien were featured 
in the 27 October 1967 issue of Life magazine and in his book War 
Without Heroes.  Much has been written in the media about the siege, from 
information gathered by people who were not there, or taken from historical 
Marine documents. On the Internet there are several first-person accounts of 
war at Con Thien. 

Con Thien was the battle before T� t Nguyên � án or T� t 
("Vietnamese Lunar New Year").  The Wikipedia site contributors write that 
the fight in September at Con Thien was one that at the time US 
commanders dismissed as an isolated engagement, when, taken with other 
operations by the NVA and Viet Cong, might have suggested an NVA 
buildup, which culminated in the famous Tet offensive in January-February 
1968. 

 
 The saga of Con Thien continued through 1968 and 1969.  The 
result, Marines held off the NVA, but eventually American forces were 
replaced by ARVN troops during the “Vietnamization” period of the early 
1970s.     
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Game Scenario 
 The scenario selected by Mr. John, was based loosely on an NVA attack on 8 May 1967.  However, the NVA troops did not 
have flamethrowers, but they had sappers, mortars, some Red Chinese or Russian tanks, and there was an initial NVA missile attack..  
Secondly, Mr. John’s home brewed rules did not include any type of close assault or melee rules.  The Marines had assorted heavy 
weapons including an APC, several tanks, and half-tracks.  They also had air support from one F-4 Phantom II and a Huey helicopter 
gunship.  Periodically, there was off board naval gun fire coming in from the South China Sea. 
 
Opponents 
 For the U. S. Marines, we had Woody at the south and southwest end of the camp, Chip holding the prominence at the north 
end, and the trenches at the west side, and guest player Ed Miller holding the trenches on the east side.. 
 For the North Vietnamese we had “George,” hitting from the north, Bob hitting from the West, Bill from the south, and Josh 
from the east. 
Game System 
 
 The game system was one dreamed up by Mr. John.  As with most GAG games, the rules are very “beer and pretzel.”  His 
system utilized mostly D12s, but also D6s and D10s. No part of the game was in the jungle.  Note:  The tables below were compiled 
using a draft sheet prepared by Mr. John, and from the editor’s memory.  Some details were guessimated from game play by the 
editor.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

MOVEMENT 
Type Open Jungle Roadway 

Infantry 8” 6” 10” 
Minigun 8” 6” 10” 
Lt. Armor 8” 6” 10” 
Heavy Armor 6” 4” 8” 

RANGES 
Type Open Jungle 

Infantry 24” 12” 
Lt. Armor 36” 6” 
Heavy Armor 48” 8” 
Mortar 48” 8” 
RPG 18” 10” 
Satchel/Claymore 4” 2” 

HIT TABLE (D12s unless otherwise noted) 
Type Open Jungle/ in 

Cover 
# Die to Hit / Destroy 

Infantry    
     Rifle 8+ 12 1D/Base 
     MG 8+ 12 x6  
Miniguns 8+ 12 x18 If Hit: 1D6, 1= tred; 2-3, no effect; 4-6, destroyed 
Claymores 8+ 12 x6 D6 1-3, KIA 
Satchel Charges 1-3 1-3 x1 D6 Move next to wire, 1-3 blow wire 
Lt. Armor 8+ 6” x1 If Hit: 1D6, 1= tred; 2-3, no effect; 4-6, destroyed 
Heavy Armor 8+ 12 x1 If Hit: 1D6, 1= tred; 2-4, no effect; 5-6, destroyed 
Mortar 8+ 12 x1 +Hit/Scatter Die +1 D6 
RPG 8+ 8” x1 + Hit/Scatter Die +1 D6 
Foo Gas/Mine Field Adjacent Adjacent 6xD6 1-3, KIA 

NVA A-A Guns N/A N/A 2 D10, 1 
D6 

At Chopper: 70-100 to Hit;1-4, Crash, 5-6, Explode. 
At F-4: 95-100 to Hit; 1-4, Crash, 5-6 Pilot ejects. 
Scatter Dice +2 D6 to Crash/Parachute Site   

Huey Gunship 8+ 12 x 2   
F-4 Phantom II 8+ 12 x12  Bomb / Napalm 

NVA Missile 8+ 12 x12 
Player faces away 3 feet from end of table, throws 
small rubber bands over shoulder to locate missile 

hits. 
US Naval Guns 6+ 8+ x12 Scatter Die + 1 D6 
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Game Play in Pics 

 Three views looking east across the compound.  At the beginning of the first turn, the NVA rocket attack was effective; they 
dropped many of their rockets on the fuel dump that also took out a couple APCs and at least one Marine tank.  “Smoke” in the center 
image marks the spot where many of the rockets fell.  Also note, the Vietnamese buildings outside of the base parameter are more 
decorative than realistic.  The area for several “klicks” around the base was a free-fire zone.  The US military vacated the civilians in 
the surrounding villages and destroyed them. 
      


