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INTRODUCTION:

UNDERSTANDING THE ARMY OF
THE REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM

The Army of the Republic of
Vietnam, often abbreviated as ARVN,
was the ground warfare branch of the
Republic of Vietham Military Forces, the
military of South Vietnam from 1955
until the fall of Saigon in 1975. This
professional fighting force was the
primary military organization tasked with
defending South Vietnam against
communist forces from the North, as well
as insurgent groups operating within the
country's borders. While the Army of the
Republic of Vietnam has often been the
subject of intense historical debate and
criticism, understanding its formation,
evolution, challenges, and ultimate fate
is essential for anyone seeking a
nuanced perspective on the Vietnam
War. The story of the ARVN is not simply
one of defeat, but rather a complex
narrative of a nation struggling to build a
modern military institution under
extraordinarily difficult circumstances.

FORMATION AND EARLY YEARS
OF THE ARVN

The origins of the Army of the Republic
of Vietnam can be traced back to the
Vietnamese National Army, which was
established by the French colonial
authorities in 1949 during the First
Indochina War. Following the Geneva
Accords of 1954, which temporarily

divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel, and
the subsequent establishment of the
Republic of Vietnam in 1955 under
President Ngo Dinh Diem, the
Vietnamese National Army was
reorganized and rebranded as the Army
of the Republic of Vietnam. This
transition marked a crucial moment in
Vietnamese history, as the country now
had a national army that was ostensibly
independent from French colonial
control.

In its earliest years, the Army of the
Republic of Vietnam faced the
monumental task of asserting control
over a nation that had been devastated
by nearly a decade of war. The primary
initial threat came from the remnants of
various religious and criminal factions,
such as the Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and the
Binh Xuyen, which controlled large areas
of the countryside. The ARVN's first
major test was the campaign to
consolidate power against these groups,
which it largely accomplished by 1956.
However, these early victories masked
deeper organizational and structural
problems that would prove difficult to
overcome. The army was heavily
dependent on US financial and material
support from the beginning, a
dependence that would shape its
strategic character for the next two
decades. Military advisors from the
United States began working with the
Army of the Republic of Vietnam almost
immediately, helping to train and equip
a conventional force that was prepared
to repel a conventional invasion from
North Vietnam.
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ORGANIZATION AND STRUCTURE
OF THE ARVN

The Army of the Republic of Vietnam
was organized along conventional lines,
modeled closely after the United States
Army. At its peak, the ARVN numbered
over 400,000 active personnel, making it
one of the largest armies in the world
during the 1960s and early 1970s. The
organizational structure included four
primary corps tactical zones, which were
essentially geographic regions covering
the northern, central, and southern parts
of South Vietnam. Each corps tactical
zone contained several infantry
divisions, along with supporting artillery,
armor, and engineering units.

Beyond the regular infantry divisions,
the Army of the Republic of Vietnam also
fielded several specialized branches:

e The Ranger Command: Elite
light infantry units trained for
special operations and
counterinsurgency missions.

e The Airborne Division:
Paratrooper forces that served as
strategic reserves and could be
rapidly deployed across the
country.

e The Marine Division:
Amphibious assault forces,
although technically part of the
Republic of Vietham Marine Corps.

e The Special Forces: Trained for
unconventional warfare,
intelligence gathering, and
working with indigenous minority
groups.

e The Regional and Popular
Forces: Local militia units
responsible for defending villages
and hamlets.

This organizational structure was

impressive on paper, but it created
significant command and control
challenges. The rapid expansion of the
Army of the Republic of Vietnam during
the early 1960s meant that many
officers were promoted quickly, often
without the necessary experience or
training to handle complex battlefield
operations. Leadership was sometimes
compromised by political considerations,
as appointments to key positions were
often influenced by loyalty to the
government rather than purely by merit.
Furthermore, the reliance on US
logistical support meant that the ARVN
never developed a fully independent
sustainment capability, which became a
critical vulnerability when American
support wavered in the early 1970s.

EQUIPMENT AND WEAPONRY OF
THE SOUTH VIETNAMESE ARMY

The Army of the Republic of Vietham
was equipped primarily with American
weapons and equipment, reflecting the
close military alliance between the
United States and South Vietnam. During
the early years, the ARVN used a mix of
equipment left over from the French
colonial era, including MAS-36 rifles,
MAT-49 submachine guns, and AMX-13
light tanks. However, as the US
involvement escalated, these older
weapons were gradually replaced by
standard American-issue equipment.

By the mid-1960s, the typical ARVN
infantryman was armed with the M1
Garand rifle or the M16 rifle, depending
on the time period and unit. The M16,
although controversial in the early
stages of its deployment, eventually
became the standard infantry weapon
for most ARVN units. The standard squad
automatic weapon was the M60 machine
gun, and the M79 grenade launcher
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provided close-in fire support. The Army
of the Republic of Vietnam also operated
a substantial armored force, consisting
of M41 Walker Bulldog light tanks and
M113 armored personnel carriers. These
provided mobility and firepower that
were essential for conventional
operations.

Artillery support came primarily from
M101 and M114 105mm and 155mm
howitzers, while the air force was
provided by the Republic of Vietham Air
Force, which operated A-1 Skyraider
attack aircraft, F-5 Freedom Fighters,
and UH-1 Iroquois helicopters. The
ARVN's logistics and supply systems
were entirely dependent on the US
military, which managed the flow of
ammunition, fuel, spare parts, and other
supplies. This dependence had severe
consequences when Congress reduced
military aid to South Vietnam in the early
1970s, leaving the Army of the Republic
of Vietnam increasingly unable to
sustain prolonged operations.

MAJOR BATTLES AND CAMPAIGNS
INVOLVING THE ARVN

The Army of the Republic of Vietham
participated in some of the most
significant battles of the Vietham War.
Understanding these engagements
provides important context for
evaluating the ARVN's performance
under fire.

Battle of Ap Bac
(1963)

This early engagement, although a
tactical defeat for the ARVN, is often
cited as a harbinger of the challenges
that lay ahead. A relatively small Viet
Cong force inflicted heavy casualties on

a much larger ARVN force, highlighting
deficiencies in leadership, tactics, and
morale.

The 1968 Tet
Offensive

The Tet Offensive was a turning point in
the war, and the Army of the Republic of
Vietnam played a crucial role in repelling
the communist attacks. ARVN units,
particularly the Airborne and Marine
divisions, fought tenaciously to defend
cities and military installations across
the country. The performance of the
ARVN during Tet was considerably better
than many observers had expected, and
the communist  forces suffered
devastating losses. The battle for Hue, in
particular, saw ARVN forces fighting
side-by-side with US Marines in intense
urban combat.

The Cambodian
Incursion (1970)

ARVN forces participated in the joint US-
South Vietnamese operation into
Cambodia aimed at destroying
communist base camps and supply lines.
The ARVN demonstrated improved
capabilities during this campaign,
particularly in terms of combined arms
operations and logistical coordination.
However, the incursion also revealed
continuing dependence on US air
support and intelligence.

Operation Lam



Son 719 (1971)

This operation was a significant test for
the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, as
it was conducted without direct US
ground support due to congressional
restrictions. The goal was to disrupt
North Vietnamese supply lines along the
Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos. The operation
ended in a costly withdrawal, with heavy
losses in helicopters and armored
vehicles. While some ARVN units
performed well, the overall execution
was marred by poor planning,
inadequate air support, and weak
leadership at critical moments.

The 1972 Easter
Offensive

This was the largest conventional
offensive of the war, involving three
main thrusts by the North Vietnamese
Army across the DMZ, into the Central
Highlands, and toward Saigon. The Army
of the Republic of Vietham, supported by
massive US air power, successfully
repelled all three attacks. This victory
was the ARVN's finest  hour,
demonstrating that with adequate air
support and logistical backing, it could
defeat a conventional invasion. The
defense of An Loc, Kontum, and Quang
Tri City became legendary within the
South Vietnamese military.

The Final
Collapse: 1975

The 1975 Spring Offensive was the final
campaign of the war. The Army of the
Republic of Vietnam, weakened by

massive cuts in US military aid, lack of
spare parts, and declining morale, was
simply unable to hold back the fully
equipped and highly motivated North
Vietnamese Army. The strategic blunder
of abandoning the Central Highlands
under President Nguyen Van Thieu's
order led to a catastrophic retreat that
turned into a rout. Within just 55 days,
the entire nation fell under communist
control, marking the devastating end of
the Army of the Republic of Vietnam.

LEADERSHIP AND KEY FIGURES

Throughout its history, the Army of the
Republic of Vietham was led by a cadre
of officers who had often been trained in
French or US military schools. Some of
the most prominent figures include:

e General Cao Van Vien: Served
as the Chairman of the Joint
General Staff from 1967 to 1975
and was one of the most respected
ARVN generals.

e General Duong Van Minh: A
prominent general who briefly
served as president and was
known for his coup against Ngo
Dinh Diem in 1963. He later
surrendered the country in 1975.

e General Ngo Quang Truong:
Considered by many historians to
be the most capable ARVN field
commander. He successfully
defended Hue during the Tet
Offensive and led | Corps during
the 1972 Easter Offensive.

e General Nguyen Van Thieu: An
ARVN general who became
President of South Vietham and
served as the political leader of
the country from 1967 to 1975.

Despite the presence of capable leaders,
the Army of the Republic of Vietnam
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suffered from a persistent problem of
political interference in military
appointments. Many high-ranking
positions were filled based on political
loyalty rather than professional
competence, which negatively affected
operational effectiveness and soldier
morale.

CHALLENGES AND WEAKNESSES

Any fair assessment of the Army of the
Republic of Vietham must acknowledge
the extraordinary challenges it faced.
First and foremost, the ARVN was tasked
with defending a country that was
inherently difficult to defend: a long,
narrow, and strategically vulnerable
territory with a highly penetrable border.
The army was also required to fight both
a conventional war against a regular
North Vietnamese force and a
counterinsurgency campaign against
Viet Cong guerrillas, often
simultaneously.

Another major challenge was morale.
Soldiers in the Army of the Republic of
Vietnam were often poorly paid,
inadequately supplied, and subject to
draft policies that allowed wealthy
citizens to evade service. This created
an army that was disproportionately
composed of rural and lower-class
soldiers, while the urban elite often
avoided military service entirely.
Desertion rates were a persistent
problem, especially during periods of
high-intensity combat.

The issue of corruption also plagued the
ARVN. Officers sometimes inflated unit
rosters to collect pay for nonexistent
soldiers, sold military supplies on the
black market, or used military resources
for personal gain. This corruption eroded
combat effectiveness and undermined

trust between soldiers and their
commanders. Furthermore, the reliance
on American military doctrine and tactics
sometimes proved ill-suited to the
unique conditions of the Vietnamese
battlefield. US  advisors initially
emphasized conventional warfare, while
the primary threat was often a guerrilla
insurgency. This mismatch in strategic
thinking took years to correct and cost
many lives in the process.

LEGACY AND HISTORICAL
ASSESSMENT

The legacy of the Army of the Republic
of Vietnam is deeply complex. For
decades, Western popular culture and
historical writing often depicted the
ARVN as a poorly motivated, ineffective,
and corrupt force that was ultimately
saved by US combat troops and then
abandoned to its fate. While there is
some truth in certain aspects of this
criticism, it is a deeply reductive and
unfair characterization.

In recent years, historians have done
more nuanced work, evaluating the
ARVN on its own terms and within its
proper historical context. The Army of
the Republic of Vietham fought for over
two decades, evolved significantly over
time, and demonstrated genuine
competence and courage in major
battles such as the 1972 Easter
Offensive. The idea that the ARVN was
simply a passive recipient of US support
ignores the fact that South Vietnamese
soldiers suffered enormous casualties in
defense of their country. By some
estimates, over 200,000 ARVN soldiers
were killed in action, a staggering
number that testifies to the intensity of
the fighting and the sacrifice made by
ordinary soldiers and their families.



