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ABSTRACT

NIGHT JUNGLE OPERATIONS by Thomas B. Bennett, USA, 55
pages.

This monograph examines the adequacy of current
jungle and infantry doctrine in addressing the conduct
of night operations in a jungle environment. Daytime
jungle operations already have much in common with night
operations in general due to the limited visibility
afforded by the dense vegetation. The degree of
difficulty increases dramatically when operating during
darkness. Such operations require a thorough
understanding of why, when, and how to conduct them.

This monograph first examines the night jungle
operations conducted during WWII and the Vietnam
Conflict to gain a historical perspective of the types
of operations conducted in the past as well as their
success. It then reviews and analyzes current doctrine
for night fighting to determine its applicability to a
jungle environment.

Next, the monograph contrasts past night jungle
operations with current doctrine and concludes that
current doctrine does not sufficiently address the
conduct of night jungle warfare. Lastly, the monograph
offers some recommendations for inclusion to doctrine to
address the shortcomings identified.
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SECTION I: Introduction

The predominate thinking among historians is that

the enemy "ruled the night" in Vietnam. The United

States Army has heard the accusations that one of its

failures during the conflict was its inability to

operate effectively at night, or more accurately, to

prevent the enemy from doing so. This has led to the

prevalent attitude that the U.S. Army, when operating in

a jungle environment, must conduct extensive night

operations in order to ensure no repetition of this

phrase in the future. Unfortunately, some of the most

fervent advocates of night jungle operations lack jungle

warfare experience and possess no conception of the

complexities involved.

Conditions of jungle terrain vary greatly from

forested mountains to swamp areas. Tropical areas are

catagorized as primary jungle, secondary jungle, or

deciduous forests. They may contain single, double, or

triple canopy overgrowth and usually contain dense

undergrowth. It can be said that there is no such thing

as "typical jungle country". The features common to all

such areas are a lack of roads and railways, limited

cross-country movement for vehicles, and limited

visibility for both air and ground forces. 1

Daytime jungle operations, by their nature, already

have much in common with night operations: an emphasis
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on the supreme importance of control, the need for

limited objectives, the difficulty in keeping direction,

the difficulty in using covering fire, the reliance upon

the ear rather than the eyes, and the need to allow
2

plenty of time for an operation. These factors are

further compounded when attempting to operate in the

jungle at night.

The current edition of FM 90-5 Jungle Operations

contains only a single reference to night operations. It

states "since night operations, especially ambushes, are

common in jungle fighting, units should emphasize night

training". 3 it offers no planning or training

considerations to assist commanders ±n their

preparations nor does it address the types of night

operations conducive to jungle fighting or the scale

upon which they should be undertaken. Most importantly,

it fails to provide any special techniques which may aid

in their execution.

Current infantry doctrine corntained in FM 7-20 The

Infantry Battalion and FM 7-10 The Infantry Rifle

Company proclaims that limited visibility is the basis

4
for infantry operations. It offers tactics, techniques,

and procedures for such operations but only as they

pertain to the attack and defense. Also, the doctrine

relies heavily on technology which may not be useable

in all environments.
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This monograph asks the question of whether current

U.S. Army doctrine sufficiently addresses night

operaticns. To do this, the first section will examine

the night jungle operations conducted, and the tactics,

techniques, and procedures utilized in World War II and

in the Vietnam Conflict to determine how night jungle

operations were conducted as well as their degree or

success. Although there were many different nations

involved in these two conflicts, this monograph will

only focus on the U.S. and .ts principle enemies' jungle

operations.

Following the historical examination, the monograph

will then review current doctrine for night fighting in

order to determine its applicability to a jungle

environment. By contrasting past night jungle oper7-'ions

with current doctrine, the monograph wilL' then offer

some conclusions as to the adequacy of current doctrine

for night jungle warfare. Lastly, some recommendations

for inclusion to doctrine will be provided to address

the shortcomings identified.

Jungle fighting is not a new phenomenon to the

United States Army. Extensive jungle operations were

conducted in the Pacific and China-Burma-India (CBI)

Theaters during World War II and in Vietnam twenty years

later. Unstable regimes in Latin America and our

increasing involvement in the counterdrug campaign may
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well find the United States involved in jungle warfare

again in the future. To preclude failure and avoid

having to expend time and effort developing effective

techniques it is essential that we have a thorough

understanding of night jungle warfare and possess a

coherent doctrine for conducting both day and night

jungle operations.

SECTION II: World War II Study

The Japanese

We were too ready to classify jungle as
impenetrable, as indeed it was to us with our
motor transport, bulky supplies, and
experience. To us it appeared only as an
obstacle to movement and to vision; to the
Japanese it was a welsome means of concealed
maneuver and surprise.

With those words, Lieutenant General William Slim

demonstrated that he fully understood the manner in

which the Japanese viewed the jungle. They conducted

extensive night jungle operations during World War II in

both the Pacific and CBI Theaters. In fact, Colonel G.C.

Thomas, Chief-of-Staff of the 1st Marine Division,

stated that he and his officers felt that the Japanese

placed so much stress on night fighting that they were

unable to fight well in the daytime. 6

The Japanese prefered to operate exclusively at

night whenever possible. They conducted numerous

movements, infiltrations, and attacks during the hours

of darkness. They were skillfull in their use of
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disguises, silent movement by night, and movement

along jungle paths and waterways when they wished to get

between and behind enemy defenses. 7

Japanese essentials for the success of night

operations were simplicity, maintenance of direction,
8

control, and surprise. Simplicity was maintained

by assigning limited objectives and developing a simple

plan. Direction was maintained by compass, guides,

choosing unmistakable natural and artificial features to

march on, and sometimes by 5th columnists who would

light bonfires to serve as points to march on. Control

was maintained by selecting objectives on well defined

terrain features such as hilltops. Stealth, silent

movement, and ruses facilitated surprise.

The Japanese devoted an enormous amount of time to

night training. Night maneuvers played an important part

in the training of troops of all arms. A concerted

effort was made to get every combat soldier out at least

once a week on some sort of night problem. Commanders

emphasized individual, section, and platoon exercises.

Even during basic training, soldiers were tasked to

conduct individual night movements through dense jungle

in order to familiarize them with conditions of

darkness. The Japanese troops designated for the attack

on Hong Kong devoted more than one half of the six weeks

of intensive preparatory training to night
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operations.

Japanese doctrine called for the use of

infiltration methods in all types of terrain under any
11

condition, particularly at night. Describing his Burma

Corps' nine hundred mile retreat across Burma in 1942,

LTG Slim wrote that "time and again the Japanese put in

infantry attacks, attempting to infiltrate under cover

of darkness and shelling".12 At times, large units were

infiltrated for the purpose of conducting an attack but

more often small units were infiltrated to harass or

interdict key targets.

A favorite Japanese tactic was to infiltrate

at night between enemy fighting positions and persuade

troops new to the area to engage each other in fire.

Often, infiltration parties were tasked to silence

positions with bayonets or knives , cut the wire lines

leading from forward positions to the rear, or emplace
13

demolitions on artillery or other key rear areas.

The notebook of a Japanese lieutenant of the 80th

Infantry Regiment described in detail their infiltration

tactics. A typical mission was to assault for the

demolition of an artillery firing position or some other

key facility. The strength of the infiltration party

varied from five to thirty men, usually about fifteen.

The party consisted of demolition and security teams

wearing enemy uniforms if available. Prior to the

6



infiltration and attack a thorough reconnaissnace of

the objective and route was accomplished. The party

began its approach from a "concealment point" five

to six hundred yards from the objective. The approach

was made across the most difficult terrain with the

infiltration party crawling the last one hundred yards.

The Japanese felt that the most opportune time to

conduct the operation was between 0200 and 0300 or one

hour after the moon had set. 1 4

In addition to night infiltration, the Japanese

also stressed large and small scale deliberate night

attacks and counterattacks. The large scale attacks were

usually conducted by battalions of three to four hundred
15

men in a headlong rush heralded by shouting. If forced

to withdraw, parties of Japanese who had formed part of

the attacking forces occasionally remained concealed

near the enemy perimeter and ambushed mopping-up patrols

when they moved out of their defenses at daylight.

More often, the Japanese attacked with small groups

of men (approximately fifty) against limited objectives

which had previously been definitely located. A U.S. War

Department note to Task Force Commands described

Japanese night operations as being:

characterized by stealth and a sudden attack
with knives or bayonets. Firearms are used

sparingly, but noises to simulate firing are
frequently employed to confuse the enemy.
Attempts are made to outflank and surround

7



defensive points and cut their cymunications

to supporting and adjacent units.

The Japanese placed special emphasis on gaining a

thorough knowledge of the terrain and disposition of

hostile forces when preparing for an attack. If time

permitted, successive patrols reconnoitered the enemy

positions. These patrols normally consisted of five or

six men, never more than ten, and at least one was sent

out during the hours of darkness. Often, they would

maneuver as close as possible to the objective and

induce the defenders to fire in order to reveal strength
17

and positions. Patrols also obtained information on

obstacle emplacement. Forward outposts were established

and maintained in the vicinity of the objective to

observe any new developments. When possible, all

personnel tasked to participate in the attack were

afforded an opportunity to view the objective.

Soon after dusk, a patrol prepared the approach

route. The route typically followed continuous terrain

features such as trails or ridge lines in order to

facilitate the maintenance of direction. White paper,

ropes, or people were used to mark the route.

The attacking unit usually approached in a line of

columns to ensure control. Left and right security was

positioned thirty to fifty yards from the column

during movement. Runners maintained communications with

8



battalion headquarters.

Most commanders maintained one platoon in reserve

for use against enemy counterattacks or to use for a

flank -attack. Each platoon participating in the attack

designated demolitions teams whose mission was to cut

the wire entanglements in front of the enemy positions.

Commanders allowed two to three hours for one man to

accomplish this and one and one half to two and one half
18

hours for two men.

As the attacking force approached the objective, a

brief halt was conducted approximately three hundred

yards short of the objective to make final preparations.

The force then moved slowly and with stealth to their

assault positions. When the commander ordered the

assault, the force rushed the enemy positions with great

energy, but silently and without fire. Normally, the

goal was to take the objective by use of the bayonet
19

only.

The Japanese preferred to assault from the rear

whenever possible. Ruses from the opposite direction of

the planned attack were often conducted in an attempt

to confuse the defenders. A hidden soldier working his

rifle bolt back and forth, lighting fire crackers, or

yelling in English were typical ruse techniques.

Following a successful attack, the commander

would reorganize his force for the defense and send out

9



patrols for secuity.

In addition to conducting attacks during darkness,

the Japanese also preferred to conduct their

counterattacks exclusively at night. Even if they lost a

particular position early in the day, they generally

waited until dark before attempting to recapture it. If

the first attack was unsuccessful, a second or even

a third assault was ordered. 2 0

Other techniques employed by the Japanese to assist

them in their night fighting were the wearing of enemy

uniforms or civilian attire to decieve the enemy and the

"hugging" of enemy positions. "Hugging", concealing

themselves as close to the enemy as possible, was a

favorite tactic of the Japanese at night in order to

escape the effects of artillery fire. They also made

considerable use of their 70mm mountain guns and

mortars, preferring to fire them at night while enemy

artillery was firing in order to give the illusion of

short rounds.
2 1

The Japanese prefered night jungle fighting and

trained and operated accordingly. Such was not

necessarily the case with the Americans.

The Americans

But their ground tactics were generally
straight forward enough: the Americans
attacked in force during the day and hunkered
down at night within their defensive
perimeters...The Americans shot at anything

10



that moved after dark, including not only the
enemy but 2)ater buffalo and GIs outside the
perimeter.

Anthony Arthur's quote from Bushmasters, although

possibly not entirely accurate, aptly describes the

defensive nature of American night jungle tactics during

WWII.

Following the campaigns in Guadalcanal and the

Philippines, captured Japanese documents noted that "at

night [the Americans] generally remain at rest in the

position where sunset finds them" and "they almost never
23

make night attacks".

The Japanese realized early in the fighting that

Americans mainly used the hours of darkness to better

their defensive preparations. They anticipated that the

Americans would continue to make use of superior

firepower and not engage in night fighting due to the

organization of their military forces, national
24

characteristics and habits. It was a point of which

the Japanese thought they could take advantage.

The U.S. War Department's Notes to Task Force

Commands in Pacific Theaters in 1943 stated that:

Night operations, when properly organized,
constitute one of the most effective and
economical methods of advancing, closing with
the enemy, and capturing important objectives.
When linked with daylight operations thm
permit continuous pressure to be maintained.

The tactics it set forth for night jungle attacks were:

11



Preliminary to the night attacK, a survey must
be made to determine the location of the
outline of the hostile position and the exact
positions of machine guns, mortars, and
artillery. Units making the night attack
should be given limited objectives, located
preferably on conspicuous landmarks.
Unmistakable routes of advance must be
designated and definitely marked by advance
parties. Infiltration parties are given the
specific missions to destroy machine guns,
automatic rifles, and mortar positions2 i enemy
command posts; and radio transmitters.

In reality, American forces rarely conducted night

attacks while in the jungle. In fact, the same

publication which issued methods on how to execute a

night attack seemingly contradicted itself by stating

"In order to avoid ambush, troops should be moved by
27

daylight through thick country".

An Australian brigade commander, acting as an

Allied observer of the fighting in New Guinea, noted the

difficulty in conducting night attacks due to the loss

of direction and the fact that the Japanese used

alternate positions. He felt that attacks at meal times

were most successful and usually caught the enemy off

guard or in bunches. 2 8

Another observer reporting on the Guam and Leyte

fighting noted that it was rarely practicable to make

large movements at night in that theater. He added that

the time of attack was varied but that he found it

necessary to allow troops at least one and one half

hours after daylight for procuring their breakfast and

12



preparing for the attack. 2 9

Further evidence of Americans prefering not to

attack at night in the jungle comes from combat reports

from the Pacific late in the war which revealed the

increasing effectiveness and success of US night attacks

once operations shifted from jungle to open terrain. 3 0

The Americans did, however, attempt to emphasize

night training in their combat preparations. The

following portions of the jungle training guide for unit

commanders attest to this:

-To obtain realism, problems should be
conducted in actual jungle type country at
night and the enemy should always be
represented by actual personnel.

-Movements of infiltration groups by day and
night to attack enemy trucks, gun an tank
parks, command posts, and convoys.

-Practice troop movements of all arms at night
without lights to attack or occupy defensive
positions.

-Marking of routes by guides with luminous or
other markers.

-Hand to hand combat at night.
-Training of runners, animal or bird calls,
pyro, id recognition signals between
patrols.

However, like night attacks, night training was

generally not conducted. Troops interviewed following

the fighting at Leyte expressed the view that their

training was sound and that the methods they had used in

the past against the Japanese were useful. They felt,

though, that greater emphasis in training needed to be

placed on night patrols and night movements near the

13



enemy lines.
3 2

The Japanese actually initiated the majority of

the night jungle fighting in which American forces

participated. An example of typical night actions

occured at Breakneck Ridge in Leyte. During the eleven

days of fighting, the 24th Infantry Division attacked

during the day and dug in at night to hold their gains.

The Japanese had an elaborate system of trenches and

spider holes. They used reverse slope defense to negate

the effects of American artillery and counterattacked at

night or tried to infiltrate. 3 3

Accordingly,

It was found advantageous to establish a night
perimeter before dusk. An early establishment
of the perimeter enabled the troops to take
effective countermeasures against Japanese
infiltrations and night assaults. The soldiers
also had an opportunity to become familiar
with their surroundings and were less liWly
to fire indiscriminately during the night.

Similarly, commanders fighting on Guadalcanal

instructed that "when the attack extends into the

afternoon, select the night positions for your unit, dig

in, and establish your coordinated defensive fire plan
35

for all weapons befor darkness".

Having learned that the Japanese attacked and

counterattacked almost exclusively at night, the

Americans devised night defensive tactics to counter the

actions. Commanders advocated the following methods:

14



-deceive enemy daylight reconnaissance by
changing dispositions after dark, using false
fronts and flanks by day, and pushing forward
false flanks at night.

-establish standing patrols at dusk close to
the enemy flanks on routes which he may use
for outflanking movements by night.

-watch all routes well beyond the perimeter
of the defense.

-push offensive detachments well beyond the
defensive area to strike enemy flanking
forces in the rear. 36

-use trip wires and other alarm signals.

Patrols disposed around the perimeter of the

defense had the mission of engaging and destroying enemy

patrols as they approached. Ambush was the preferable

method. Barbed wire in double apron fences to canalize

the enemy comprised the obstacle system. After

discovering the adeptness of the Japanese at cutting the

wire during the hours of darkness, the Americans began

to emplace numerous noise making devices on the wire. 3 7

Commanders also liked to employ tanks in the

defense at night. Some felt that they should be placed

well within the infantry defensive perimeter and

be assigned whatever fields of fire were available. 3 8

Others felt that they should not be emloyed as

stationary pillboxes but kept in covered positions close

to the Main Line of Resistance, ready to repel enemy
39

thrusts along trails or roads. Both methods were used

extensively.

The Americans discovered three techniques for

illuminating the jungle battlefield at night to support

15



their defenýse: 1) anti-aircraft searchlights directed

and focused agains;t low hanging clouds so that the

reflection fell to the target area and approximated

moonlight, 2) 60mm illumination flares were considered

the best for disclosing enemy surprise attacks and

observing direction of nigLkt fire by providing

twenty-five seconds of 100,000 candlelight power, and 3)

aircraft flares hung from trees and ignited by

electrical detonaters provided three minutes of 850,000

candlelight power but suffered the disadvantage of being

irreplaceable during any one period of action. 4 0

American views of night jungle fighting differed

dramatically from those of the Japanese. Both met with

varying degrees of success. An analysis of these two

jungle fighting experiences will highlight the lessons

that should have been learned and applied to doctrine.

WWII Analysis

"Island hopping" characterized the American Pacific

Theater strategy. The Japanese bitterly oppossed it and

once engaged, fighting forces generally maintained

constant contact. The Americans attacked almost daily

while the Japanese counterattacked nightly.

Throughout the war, the Japanese favored extensive

night operations to include movements, infiltrations,

attacks, and counterattacks. The Americans, meanwhile,

seldom conducted any type of offensive night operation,

16



preferring instead to dig-in and repel Japanese

counterattacks. They did conduct limited patrolling,

mainly ambushes along the ipproaches to their defenses,

to enhance security and provide early warning.

The Japanese initially enjoyed huge successes in

Malaya and Burma. They accomplished limited success

against American forces which were not knowledgeable of

Japanese tactics early in the war. However, the

Americans quickly learned how to counter Japanese

night tactics. Attacks were necessarily always preceded

by extensive reconnaissance to determine the location

and disposition of the defense. Colonel Merritt Edson,

commander of the 5th Marines at Guadalcanal, noted that

"the Japanese night attacks have limited objectives,

sometimes withdrawing after dark as much as fifty yards
S41

will fool them and they will not know where you are".

If the Japanese failed to find 'he defenses where they

had expected they became confused and leaders lost

control. Slim noted "I had not realize" how the Japanese

are thrown into confusion by the unexpected". 42

Through training and experience the Americans

learned not to get excited by noise in the jungle at

night. Master Gunnery Sergeant R. M. Fowle of the 7th

Marines noted "the Japanese make noise to mislead us,

they shot off some fire crackers at the start but we
I43

have learned that wh-:re the noise is, he ain't"

17



Troops quickly learned to expect an attack if they fired

a weapon at night. Training emphasized firing at

observed targets only and that the answer to noise was

usually silence.

The Americans also quickly realized that the

Japanese often followed distinct terrain features when

maneuvering to an objective at night in order to assist

in navigation. Accordingly, they covered the approaches

with direct and indirect fires and sprinkled them with

booby traps.

Generally, the Japanese conducted their night

attacks in mass to ease control. By employing accurate

artillery fire and carefully establishing fields of

fire, the Americanb usually annihilated the attackers.

Artillery became particularly adept at creeping fires to

within twenty-five to fifty meters of the defensive line

in order to break assaults and negate the Japanese

tactic of "hugging". Commanders learned that close and

accurate indirect fire available immediately on request

was one of the best methods for preventing casualties.

The Americans, based on observiig Japanese

operations early in the war, initially advocated night

attacks but quickly realized the difficulty of

successfully executing them in thick jungle terrain.

Japane..se defenses included spider holes and trenches in

depth with reverse slope positions. It was more

18



advantageous to assault during the day and hold gains

through the night. MG 0. W. Griswold observed the

Pacific fighting and reported "we learned to stop early

enough in daylight to organize for the night". 4 4

In summary, night movements were successfully

executed during WWII after prior route reconnaissance

and marking. Night patrolling, mostly in the form of

local ambushes to enhance security of defensive

positions, was also successful. Night attacks were

successfull against untrained and ill-prepared troops

but required extensive prior reconnaissance. Night

attacks were unsuccessful against well trained and

experienced defenders possessing ample firepower and

knowledge of enemy tactics. All night jungle operations

required extensive training.

Little of the American jungle experience in WWII

made it into doctrine. Doctrine was primarily oriented

on a European warfare scenario which, of-course,

excludes jungle. Accordingly, when the U.S. became

involved in conflict in the tropical terrain of Vietnam,

many lessons had to be learned once again.

SECTION III: VIETNAM CONFLICT

The Vietcong/North Vietnamese Army (VC/NVA)

Communist forces fighting in South Vietnam

consisted of Local and Main Force3 Vietcong (VC? and

North Vietnamese Army (NVA) regulars. Main Force VC and
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