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THE ARSENAL OF THE JUNGLE: A COMPREHENSIVE
LOOK AT WEAPONS IN THE VIETNAM WAR

The Vietnam War was not only a conflict of ideologies but also a
brutal testing ground for military technology. The dense jungles,
vast rice paddies, and intricate tunnel systems demanded a
unique array of weaponry from both the United States and its
allies, as well as from North Vietham and the Viet Cong. The
weapons used during this era shaped combat tactics and left a
lasting legacy on modern warfare. From the iconic M16 assault
rifle to the devastating B-52 bomber, the weapons in the Vietham
War were as diverse as the terrain they were used upon. This
article provides an in-depth exploration of the primary small
arms, artillery, aircraft, and special weaponry that defined one of
the most controversial conflicts of the 20th century.

INFANTRY RIFLES: THE ICONIC RIVALRY

.223 caliber round. However, early models suffered from
reliability issues in the humid jungle environment, a problem that
was later addressed. The AK-47, used extensively by the North
Vietnamese Army (NVA) and Viet Cong, was renowned for its
ruggedness and ability to function in mud, water, and sand. This
rivalry between the two rifles became a defining characteristic of
the conflict.

Other Small Arms

Alongside these mainstays, many other firearms saw action. The
M1 Garand and M1 Carbine were still used early in the war,
particularly by South Vietnamese forces. The Soviet SKS semi-
automatic carbine and the PPSh-41 submachine gun were also
common in communist hands. For close-quarters combat in the
tunnels, soldiers on both sides favored compact weapons like the
M3 “Grease Gun” and the silenced Sten gun. The variety of small
arms reflects the chaotic and adaptive nature of the fighting.

At the heart of any soldier’'s experience is the rifle. In Vietham,
the American M16 and the Soviet-designed AK-47 became
symbols of the opposing forces. The M16, lightweight and
capable of selective fire, offered American troops a high-velocity

MACHINE GUNS AND SQUAD SUPPORT

Every infantry squad relied on machine guns for sustained fire.
The American M60, often called “The Pig,” was a belt-fed general-
purpose machine gun that provided suppressive fire despite its
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weight. The M60’s distinctive sound became a staple of combat
films set in Vietnam. On the opposing side, the RPD light machine
gun and the heavier PKM offered similar roles, while the Chinese
Type 56 light machine gun was also widely used. The .50 caliber
M2 Browning machine gun was mounted on vehicles and in
defensive positions, delivering devastating anti-personnel and
anti-material fire.

e M60 - Belt-fed, 7.62mm, carried by U.S. squads.
¢ RPD - Soviet-designed, 7.62x39mm, used by NVA.
¢ M2 Browning - Heavy .50 caliber, often vehicle-mounted.

GRENADE LAUNCHERS AND EXPLOSIVES

To bridge the gap between hand grenades and mortar fire,
American forces adopted the M79 grenade launcher. This single-
shot, break-action weapon fired a 40mm high-explosive round
and was invaluable for clearing bunkers and jungle cover. Its
distinctive “bloop” sound was unmistakable. Later in the war, the
M203 under-barrel launcher was introduced, allowing M16
riflemen to fire grenades without switching weapons. The Viet
Cong and NVA relied on the RPG-2 and RPG-7, rocket-propelled
grenades that were effective against armor and fortified
positions. The RPG-7’s portability and lethality made it one of the
most feared weapons in the conflict.

Demolition charges like C-4 plastic explosive, satchel charges,
and claymore mines were used extensively for ambushes and
clearing obstacles. The M18A1l claymore, a directional anti-
personnel mine, was a favorite for defensive perimeters. Its iconic

phrase “front toward enemy” is still recognized today.

ARTILLERY AND MORTARS

Artillery played a massive role in supporting infantry operations.
The U.S. Army and Marines used the M101 105mm howitzer and
the M114 155mm howitzer for general support. The 105mm was
particularly prized for its mobility and rate of fire. For close
support, mortars like the M2 60mm and M30 4.2-inch were
employed. The NVA and Viet Cong countered with Soviet 122mm
howitzers and 82mm mortars, often hidden in caves or tunnels to
avoid counter-battery fire. The threat of mortar attacks on fire
bases was constant, and both sides developed sophisticated
sound-ranging and radar systems to locate enemy guns.

Rocket Artillery

The U.S. also used the M55 105mm rocket launcher mounted on
trucks, known as the “Flying Dutchman.” In contrast, the NVA
employed the BM-14 and the infamous Katyusha-style multi-
launch rocket systems. These rockets could saturate an area with
high explosives in seconds, leaving defenders little time to react.

ATTACK AIRCRAFT AND HELICOPTERS

The Vietnam War saw the first large-scale use of helicopters in
direct combat roles. The Bell UH-1 Iroquois, or “Huey,” became
the workhorse of the war, performing troop transport, medical
evacuation, and gunship missions. The AH-1 Cobra was purpose-
built as an attack helicopter, armed with miniguns, rockets, and
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grenade launchers. Fixed-wing close air support included the A-1
Skyraider, a propeller-driven attack aircraft that could loiter for
hours and deliver a heavy payload of bombs and napalm. The A-4
Skyhawk and F-100 Super Sabre also provided ground support.

The B-52 Stratofortress was used for strategic bombing,
delivering massive carpet bombings from high altitude. Its “Arc
Light” missions devastated large areas of jungle and suspected
enemy base areas. The F-4 Phantom Il was the primary fighter-
bomber, armed with missiles and bombs for air superiority and
ground attack. On the other side, the North Vietnamese air force
operated MiG-17, MiG-19, and MiG-21 fighters, which challenged
U.S. air supremacy, particularly near Hanoi and Haiphong.

NAVAL AND RIVERINE WEAPONS

The Mekong Delta and extensive river systems demanded
specialized naval warfare. The U.S. Navy’s “Brown Water Navy”
used Patrol Boat, River (PBR) and Swift Boats, armed with .50
caliber machine guns, M60s, and grenade launchers. These small,
highly maneuverable craft patrolled canals and rivers, engaging
Viet Cong sampans and ambush positions. The Monitor (the
“Riverine Assault Craft”) was a heavily armored version armed
with a 40mm cannon and 81mm mortar. The North Vietnamese
used surprise attacks with underwater swimmers and limpet
mines, as well as small boats armed with recoilless rifles.

CHEMICAL AND INCENDIARY WEAPONS

No discussion of weapons in the Vietnam War is complete without
mentioning the controversial use of chemical agents and

incendiaries. Napalm, a jellied gasoline mixture, was dropped by
aircraft to clear jungle cover and destroy enemy positions. Its
horrific effects on human flesh made it a symbol of the war’s
brutality. Agent Orange, a defoliant, was sprayed from specially
equipped C-123 aircraft and helicopters to strip the forest canopy
and deny cover to the enemy. The long-term health
consequences for both Vietnamese civilians and U.S. veterans
have been severe, with links to cancers and birth defects. White
phosphorus was also used in artillery shells for its incendiary and
smoke-producing properties.

GUERRILLA AND IMPROVISED WEAPONS

The Viet Cong were masters of improvisation. Booby traps such
as punji pits - sharpened bamboo stakes hidden in the ground -
caused severe injuries and psychological fear. Tripwires
connected to grenades or artillery shells created deadly “toe
poppers.” The Bouncing Betty mine, when triggered, launched a
fragmentation charge waist-high. Simpler yet effective were the
many varieties of mines made from unexploded ordnance. The
Viet Cong also manufactured their own small arms, such as the
K-50M submachine gun, a copy of the Chinese Type 50, and
improvised mortars cut from water pipes. These weapons, though
crude, were perfectly adapted to the environment and the
guerrilla strategy.

LEGACY AND CONCLUSION

The arsenal of the Vietham War was a mix of cutting-edge
technology and time-tested guerrilla weaponry. The conflict



accelerated innovations in assault rifles, helicopter warfare, and
close air support, many of which remain central to modern
military doctrine. At the same time, the devastating effects of
napalm, Agent Orange, and guerrilla traps highlighted the human
cost of war beyond the battlefield. Understanding the weapons in
the Vietnam War provides insight into the tactics, struggles, and

lasting scars of a conflict that reshaped the world. The lessons
learned continue to influence defense policy and weapon design
to this day, reminding us that the tools of war are never
neutral—they carry the weight of history and the echo of lives
changed forever.
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