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OPERATION NIAGARA

Introductlon

Operation NIAGARA was a cgpcentrated air effort executed by the 7th Air
~Force Commander in early 1968 to djsrupt a potential major offensive 1in

. northwestern 1 Corps and the contiguoUs area of Laos. An extensive enemy

~ build-up n the western DMZ area in late 1967 and early 1968 indicated that
a maJor offensive was developing, with the eat1mated obJect1ve of overrunning
Khe Sanh and other friendly positions located astride Route 9--the most
‘readily accessible inf:]t(ationfroute for North Vietnamese.foréés bypassing
the DMZ into South Vietnam. It was further estimated that the enenmy would
launch his offensive on or about -30 Jénuary--when the Sbuth Vietnamese woﬁ]d
be observing the Lunar New Year.. Thus, at the direction of COMUSMACV, the

- 7th Air Force Commander and his operations and inte11igence staff planned
and dirécted SLAM-type operations 1in the NIAGARA area several days prior to
tﬁé Tet.Holidays( These operat1ons]were accorded the highest. pr1or1ty, and
were applied on a sustained basis. -

SLAM-type operat1ons began in the NIAGARA area on 22 January, w1th 595
tactica? str1ke sorties (including 7AF, USMC, and USN) and 49 B-52 sorties
‘flown against enemy targets. When Operation NIAGARA officially terminated on
31. March 1968, over 24,400 tactical strike sorties and 2,500 B-52 sorties
had been flown. This was the greatest sustained canenfration of airpower in
‘the Vietnam conflict to date. The purpose of this report is to bring the
statistical weight of effort into proper berspective through the narrative

study and documentation of significant developments. It addresses in

1
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pdrticu1ar those operational areas of 7th Air Force evaluative concern--i.e.
operational problems and lessons learned, coordination and control, the
deve1opmént of targets and tactics, and-the fesponsiveness of airpbwer to
the tactical situation. & ' ' |
During the progress of NIAGARA operations, COMUSMACV deSignated the
Deputy Commander for Air Operations as the sinQ]e manager for control of |
- tacticaT air résoﬁrces (strike and reconnaissance) throughout South Vietnam
and the extended battle area. The Deputy Commander for Air was specifically
charged with the responsibility for coordinating and directing the tactical
air effort. Although Operation NIAGARA precipitated the single management
directive, the 1ntricacies of this subject deserve.mdre in-depfh treatmgnt.
A separate Project CHECO study, "Single Manager for Air in SVN," addresses
the single manager concept for control of tactical air resources as applied
in South Vietnam and the extended battle area; Only those specific problems .
resu1ting from divﬁded control in the NIAGARA area are discussed in this

text.

The Tactica] Situation i N

A fair assessment of the deVe]opihg situation was'fhat thé enemy, withé
in his'avaiiab1e resources, had been temporarily stalemated by aggressive
joint air/ground operations, and that he would now make é major attempt to
reverse this tactiéa1 situation. This attempt would require a greatly
increased infiltration effort. Thus, Whi1e promoting increased talk of
negotiations on the international front, the enemy had used monsoon cover

and the Christmas truce to:acce1erate his infiltration of men and materiel

- SECRET
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to the southern assembly areas, which gpcluded Cambodia. The stage for T

widespread offensives in South Vietnam and Laos was being set.

A compariéqn of truck sightings 1n thé infiltration corridors c}eariy
shows the ‘quantum Surge in the-enemy's 1nf11tiii;on capability to support.the
upcoming offensive. 'As an examble: for the first nine mpnths of 1967,‘there
was a monthly average of 480 truzk sightings. Sightings surged to 1,116 in
Oétober,.3.823 in November, and 6,315 in December; this is in sharp contrast

' to the monthly average of 256 s'ghtings during the"lastv three months of 1966.
“Although there had beén a major improvement in 7AF capabilities for truck
detection, the surge was st::1 evident. 4 Friendly ground forces were

engaged 1in smal!-scé1e operatons thrqughoyt the cbuntry‘ COMUSMACV advised
 hi's staff in early January that "the enemy has completely shifted his -

;strategy", He reported that enemy forcgs had moved from the defense to the

of fense, and were "on the move everywhere"nlﬂj

Although enemy activity Was on the rise‘throughout the southefn infiltra-

.if tion corridors aﬁd'tact1ca1 zones, the greatest threat appeared to be fn.thé
111 Marine Amphibious Forces (MAF) tactical area of responsibiiity_(TAORs in
 northern I Corps. Over the past several months, the Marine TAOR had closed
" northward; and fixed positions had been established across the nbrthern

‘portion of I Corps to effect a barrlef below the DMZ. Also, several large
scale ground operations had been executed by I1II MAF to counter the growing
threat throughout_thé northern provinces, and U.S. Army and ARVN ground units

had moved northward to strengthen the Allied posture. As the threat grew,

further augmentation.of the Marine ground capabiTity,became necessary, as did

3.
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the application of increased B-52 and tactical airstrikes in support of the

critical ground situation,

A prelude to Operation NIAGARA was III MAF's Operation SCOTLAND, which
had been conducted since November 1967 to counter the growing threat to Khe
jSanh, Camp Carroll, Quang Tri City, and.other positions in northwestern I
Corps. Dur1n§ mid-January, the ‘undeniable threat in the Khe Sanh aréa
prompted the .greatest concern. Not only had thé enemy positioned a large
number of forces around'Khe Sanh, but inte]Tigence sources reported that
Routes 92 and 9 in Laos showed signs of an increased logistical movement
‘nto thjs.areai-indicating a pivot point for operations leading toward Khe
Sanh. ¥ |

To exploit this situation, COMUSMACV ordered an-all sourcé intelligence
effort directed by MACV J-2 to devéloputarget boxes for B-52‘strikesn A
maximum B-52 effort was applied against targets generated by this program;
Known as NIAGARA I, this effOft was executed iﬁ mid-January,‘ Planning for
SLAM—type ope}ations.a?ound the Khe Sanh area (NIAGARA 11) envisioned the
employment of all available USN, USMC and USAF strike, reconnaissance, and
electronic warfare aircraft resources as required. Lower scaies of activity

_ 6/
were contemplated consistent with threat levels.

In planning for NIAGARA, COMUSMACV advised the CG, III MAF on 6 January.
7/ 0 - . .
1968: ~

"The anticipated build-up of enemy forces in the
‘western DMZ area provides an opportunity to plan
a comprehensive intelligence collection effort
and to make preparations fer coordinated B-52 and

4
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tactical airsirikes. We should be prepared to surprige and
disrupt enemy plans for an offensive against Khe Sanh with
heavy bombing attacks on a eustained basis.'

‘ . .

Following a meeting w'th COMUSMACV on the téctica?'situqtion, the 7th
Air Force Commander advised his operations and intelligence staff on 9
January that a major enemy offensive w:thin the next few weeks was deemed a

certainty. He cautioned, however, that the offens<ve could be directed against
8/
targets throughout South Vietnam. His memorandum of 9 January advised: —

-,

"The evemy ncw has the better part of the 325th, 304th and
320th Divisiong in the vicinity of Khe Sanh. From the
disposition of these forces, it would appear that Khe Sanh
16 the intended target., However, there ts no hard evidence
tc support thie coursz of aziicn as the enemy's intention.
‘The burld-up of forces and materiel scems to indicate a

much brecadzr obgective than Khe Sarh. He may be tn the
midst of a magor build-up t> wrest the initiative from ue
throughzut the country ALl of the talks of negotiztion

may bz a trap to get the bombing stcpped so as to accelerate
. the delivery of mcre equipment into SVN with the objective
of -a military victory in (968. He may be after much bigger -
game than Khe Sanh." - '

;, The Commander cautioned his staff that action *n all four Corps Tactical

Zones (CTZ) was on the upswing. There were no large unit fights at the time,
o ' 9/
but there was a significant increase in small unit actions. He advised: -

"It is expected this trend will comtinue. MACV thinks -
the number of enemy actions is at an all time high

since 1965--certainly higher than at any time in my tour.
All of these small unit fights seem to tie together a
general strategy of offensive actiong at all levels
throughout the country. Many of the attacks are directed
againet local leaders. The obvicus aim 18 to tighten
control on the local people. Hie fight hae always kept
the objective of controlling the people uppermost.”

5
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This would prove to be a soqnd assessment of the developing situation
wﬁen the enemy léunched his Lunar New Year’offensiﬁe a few weeks later. In.
the ﬁéanwhile, the_disposztion of enehy forces 1n the NIAGARA area represented

" a very real threét to the Marines at Khe Sanh, while also presenting "an
undeniable opportunity for concentrated airstrikes on a Sustained basis."
Mounting enemy infiltration, coubled’with intel1igenceﬁe$timates that Tet
was the key date in enemy planning, prompted a strong sense of urgency
-concerning the defehse of Khe Sanh. The 7AF Comménder directed hiS staff

to assemble a planning team for NIAGARA. "I want to emphasizé the urgency

L R

of the plan," he stated, "You have authority to draw on whatever staff
"assistance 13 needed. Marines must be brought in as the plan develops. It

10/
must be our best effort to support their defenses at Khe Sanh." ~

7¢h Air Force Planning

COMUSMACV advised that he considered it imperative that "maximum air

firepower avai]ab]e" be used to meet the enemy threat in I Corps. He also

R W e e

emphasized the requirement to "effect detarled application of air resources

e o

s e e e

in I Corps," which would require a more centralized directron of the air
effort in the threat area. To this end, he defined the command and control

. . AV

procedures which would apply in NIAGARA operations:

"Tc meet the threat in the Quang Tri - Thua Thien area,

I have directed my Deputy Comdr MACV Air, Gen Momyer,

to develop a plan to concentrate all available air re-
sources (SLAM-type Operation). The direet support of
Marine units by the Ist MAW is not affected by this
plan.. The initial area of concentration will be arsund

the Khe Sanh (NIAGARA II) area. Depending upon the
tactical situation the area will be shifted. Dep COMUSMACV
for 4ir Operations will coordinate the details of this air

6
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- plan with the 1st Marine Air Wing and III MAF as
appropriate. I have charged him with the overall
responsibility for air operaticns for the execution
cf this plan. He will cocrdinate and direct the em-
- ployment of the tactical air, Marine air, diverted -
atrstrikes from out of country air operatioms, and
such naval air that may be requested. B-52 etr1kos
will be ccordinated through him:

"Until further notice, it 1s directed that III MAF

make available to 7AF all tactical bomber sorties not
required for direct air support of Marine units. These
gorties will be initially committed to the NIAGARA opera-
tion.

"I wish tu stress the absolute necessity fer coordina-
tion of all elements of the command to bring our fire-
power agaznst the enemy in the most effective manner.

The serious threat we face i1nm I Corpa and Khe Sanh in
particular, demands this. I have directed my Air Deputy
to insure in my name that these air resources are applied

to this end. "

To insure that adequate air resources and tactical flexibility were
available to the 7AF Commander, COMUSMACV requested authority from CINCPAC to-
divert as much of the air effort committed to ROLLING THUNDER "as may be

' considered necessary td counter the enenmy build-up in Quang Tri Province".

This included both Thailand based USAF aircraft and Seventh F]eet resourceslg/ |

‘_CINCPAC concurred, but advised that "it is essent1al“ that- 1nterd1ct1on efforts
in Route Package I and Laos be continued. . This authority for Thai-based
aircraft to conduct strikes against térgets in I Corps marked the first use
of Thai-based atiraft iﬁ South Vietnam (SVN). The rules of engagement had

previously restricted use of these aircraft to strikes in Laos and North .

Vietnam (NVN).
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: From the outset of NIAGARA plann-ng, the 7AF Commander directed his
staff td make a major effort to insure that effective coordination betWeen

"

participating forces was accomplished. He further directed that the air
' 14/
effort be'geared to the overall defense plan for the tactical area. As
15/
advised in a message to IlI MAF on 19 January:

"Deputy COMUSMACV for Air is preparing an outline plan
tc insure that all elements of air planning for support
of Operation NIAGARA are complete and that command, con-
trol, and escrdination arrangements among forzes in-
v,Zvﬂd are adequafg t2 tha full seale of intensity of
possible air operations.’

Sbecific pianning for operations as approved by COMUSMACV in NIAGARA II
called for a maximum B-52 effort; with foilow-up reconnaissance--both visual
and photo. Tactical air wouid expend under FAC control. Airborne Command
‘and'Control Center (ABCCC) aircraft orbiting over Laos would control the
SLAM effort. The ABCCC WOuld serve as an extension ta the 7AF Tactical Air
Confrol Center (TACC), and would be tied into the Marines at Khe Sanh and Dong
Ha for art:ilery fire. Intensifred armed reconnaissance into and leading out
of the NIAGARA a-ea would be required, and all roads leading from Labs into
the area were to be 'nterdicted. The 7AF Commander also directed that SLAM,.
surveillance and suppress:on were to be available 1f required, and that Air
Defense CAP be prepared to screen off offensive air that might covertly develop.
He also directed on the spot analysis at the TACC for indications of enemy
attempts to put an airfield 1nt0'operat1on in Laos and Route Packagé I.

. _ 18/
Detailed photo coverage would be directed for both day and night.
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‘TACC directed the "Covey" FACs flying out of Da-Néng and Ubon Air Bases

| tp place first'prior1ty on subport of Operation NIAGARA. The Marine ground
fbrceévwou1d be given full ALO/FAC support whenever required. The I‘Cbrps

VR program would also recelve top priority. They advised the 20th Tactiéa]
Air Support Squadrdn (TASS) to "keep ahead of FAC and aircraft requiréments.
and- notify TACC of additiona! needs available". 1 Hq 7AF .TACC also dire;ted»
that it was essential that “7AF FACs develop and report all éuspect activfties
observed in the threat area." l[n addit:on to the Laotian portion of the
threat area, "all routes and trail nets leading into the Kﬁe'Sanh area" would
be covered extensively for troops and logistic support infiltrations. &/
A special 7AF NIAGARA'InteIngen;e Contro! Center was also established to
effect an around the clock priority effort to insure the effectiVe manage-

ment of 'ntelligence resou-ces. This wil! be discussed later under "Targeting
| g g

and Tactical Response". ' (k\
‘ J4

Control and coordination limitations had been of recurﬁing concern during
joint aﬁk/ground operations n the [il MAF TAOR. Thus, when COMUSMACV
- issued the execution order for NIAGARA 1I on 22 January, theA7AF Commander
in turn directad his operations and 1nfell:gencé staff to effect immediate
coordination with 111 MAF off1c1als,l 7Af officials proceeded that afternoon |
to I11 MAF at Da Nang to brief and coordinate plans for air support of
NIAGARA Il  .Present at the conference weré the CG, 111 MAF, Comdr Ist MAW,
the II1 MAF Chief of Staff, and several key 11l MAF staff officers. The MAF

. 19/
- Deputy Director, TACC, reported on this meeting: ~

N 9
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"General Cushman (CG, III MAF) stated that he wanted all
the air that he ciuld get in support of his ground forees
-and that he preferred to use air to the maximum extent
possible rather than artillery because of logistic resup-
ply tc the Khe Sanh area. General Cushman was concerned
about Marine ground forces deplcyed in and around the

Khe Sanh area and wanted to be sure that procedures were
established to wnsure the safety of these trcops. Also
that the 155-mm artillery at Khe Sanh could be used, when
necessary, under the zonirol cf the Fire Support Coord%na—
tion Center (FSCC) at Khe Sanh. I informed General Cushman
in my opiniov this ccordinaticn was easily effected through
the ABCCC and strikes made an the close proximity of Khe
Sanh wculd be coordinated through that fasility. In addi-
tion, 1f communicationg were lsst at Khe Sanh I suggested
that the Division FSCC at Dong Ha provide the necessary
coordznatzon

"Upon my departure from III MAF, I was convinced that

General Cushman was delighted that 7th Air Force had taken

the initiative and waa providing air powsr to asaist his

ground forces  Hz further informed me that the.owly thing

he asked was that strikes in the vicinity of hig troops be.

thoroughly zccrdinated with his controlling agencies and that

he rprefsrred to use air rather than artillery because of

the czpab It 5 to.deliver greater tcnviage on the enemy." .
It was agreed that the ABCCC would directly contro! all air operations

in NIAGARA with the exception of those Marine sorties that were to be used
for ciose air support of Mar:ne ground forces. It was clearly understood that
‘the procedures established would 'n no wéy restrict Hillsboro ABCCC from
employing airpower 'n any area of NIAGARA, but certain coordination procedures
would be required fov the protect1on of fr1endly troops and effective use
of artillery, For instance, a zone was established in the immediate vicinity
of Khe Sanh where Marine troops were deployed that would require all strikes
to be FAC controlled and with coordination through the FSCC. Outside of this
zone, and out to a circle designating the 155-mm artiliery range, strike;

would be conducted after coordination with the Marine FSCC at Khe Sanh to

SECRET
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jhsdre that artillery and airstrikes did not interfere with eacﬁ other. In
l - other areas cont1guo§s to the NIAGARA area, i.e. to the east through south,
////existing procedures. would remain in effect. A free fire zone waS'established
// outside'the }55-mm érti]]ery range. Strikes could be made in this'area
E i without coordination of the FSCC. = |
' in specific areés designated by III MAF, fn the immediate vicinity of
' Khe Sanh where Marine ground forces were dep]oyed Marine air would be used

Y to the maximum extent posswb]e( Addit? ona] strikes would be requested by

the ground forces commander concerned.” These strikes would be controlled
. : 21/
|

| either by FAC or MSQ/TPQ depending on the closeness of friendly troops.

It was agveed that all aircraft operatlng in the NIAGARA area would A
check in and out w:th the ABCCC for target/FAC assignment with the exception
of those Marine aircraft under FAC control conduct1ng close air supportu
of Marine ground forces in the 'mmediate Khe Sanh area. The ABCCC woﬁ]d
mainta:n :oe?diﬁat%on of these strikes through the Marine sub-DASC-at Khe Sanh,

'I; : ggr the awrborne'DASC if on statidnt When Marine aircraft were not g;ed in
this role they wou'd contact the ABCCC to be put on other targets. =/

With these agreemenfs,.fhe Deputy Director, TACC, departed Da Nang for
‘Udorn to brief the ABCCC crews and to fly on Hillsboro ABCCC on 23 January
to insure that these‘procedures were workable. e reported to the 7AF |

23/

Commander:

"While acthg as the ABCCC Commander (Hzllsboro: on the
23d I found that these procedures were effective and
the ape“atzon went rather smcothly. The only prﬂblem

N
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encountered was tnitial coordination with the FSCC

at Khe Sanh. ABCCC was unable to maintain radio

contact with the FSCC. The orbit of ABCCC wae moved

in an attempt to gain constant radio contact; however,
only intermittent contact was obtainable. Following
this failure we established procedures to maintain
constant radio contact with the Marine airborme DASC
really a TACP) that was on station between Da Nang

and Khe Sanh. Once this procedure was established we
had no more problems of coordinating strikes. For the
firet day I felt the operation went very well. However,
procedures will continue to be refined and closer coordi-

nation attained. E

"Baged on my experience on the 23d, I feel that the ABCCC
can succeéssfully handle 700 to 750 strike sorties in a
24 hour period so long as these sorties are not alloved

‘to gang up at any one period. This situation can eastly

be prevented by proper scheduling and maintaining adequate
tankers on statiom.” ’

| Despite these early agreements, coordination and control problems did
arise in NIAGARA, especially during the first three weeks . These pfob]ems,
along with certain developments in ths areé of concern, are addressed under
"Coordiﬁation and Céntrol", Also, there was consideréb]e coordination in
other areas which are not addresséd By'th1s study,' One example was coordina-
tion between COMUSMACV and theanS, Ambassador to;kaos on SLAM operations
in the Laotian portion of the NIAGARA area- Ambégsadoria1 concurrence was
obtaingd, and prior approval on a large list of B-52 targets was givenlto ,
insure no delay in tﬁe effective application of this weapons system. Along
with other necessary restrictions, a no-fire zone was dréwn around a friendly -
Laotian outpost just across the border on:Route 9. This restriction was
lifted short1y after NIAGARA operations began, when this outpoét was overrun

by NVN forces,
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The Fall of "Elephant”

Several days prior to the beginhing of NIAGARA, it was réported that
the enemy had effectively‘restr1cted movement by friendly forces operqgihg
out of the Marine Base Camp at Khe Sanh and surrounding outposts. At this
time, the III MAF had ten ground reconnaissance teams located at Khe Sanh,

A MACV report advised that these teams had been able to accomplish "some
ground reconnaissance", bdt had not produced "tangible" intelligence.

'Patrol range had been 'imited to an eight to ten kilometer radius of Khe

o

Sanh because this was the limit oﬁa%gpporting fire available. A]sd, enemy

counter reconnaissance patrols were able to screen the location and movement

— : - 24/
of units, and prevented the collection of data by engaging friendly patrols.

Ea SR,

By -the time NIAGARA operations began, the situation had become more
critica!; Enemy forces had already begun sporadic but continuous shelling

of the Khe Sanh Base Camp, and friendly outposts were effectively pinned down.

. -

Selected notes from the MACV Combat Operations Center log on 21-22 January
25/ : '
- tell the story:

- At 210430 K/3/26 USMC on Hi11 861 received a groumd 5
1 o attack from an estimated 200-300 enemy. Friendly
4 ' position was not penetrated and contact became sporadic
- unt11 approximately 1200H when enemy broke contact.

Sporadic small arms fire continued throughout the after-
noon.

. At 210505H the Khe Sanh Combat Base received an unknown
nuniber of mortar rounds. Incoming mortar fire continued
until 1200H. FEvening of 21 January, the enemy began prob-
ing the perimeter wire defenses to the south and west of
the airstrip. . L/3/26 USMC repulsed the probe killing 25
enemy. ' :

~ Friendly casualty report. for the day -- 14 KIA, 43 WIA.

3.
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- Three kilometers NNE of Khe Sanh at 211700H, three
UH-1Ds in support of ARVN forces received heavy ground
fire on.approach to LZ. One UH-1D touched down in LZ,
received heavy fire, and exploded. The other two UH-1Ds
aborted mission and returned to Khe Sanh.

. On 22 January, both Khe Sanh and Hill 881 came under
eriemy mortar bombardment. Enemy positions taken under.
fire by tactical air and 105 fire. -

- At 221300H, unknown number of civi]iané continue evacuat-
ing village of Khe Sanh to area near combat base.

- Approximately 1500H, an H-34 helicopter was shot down oR
Hill 881-5 while on resupply mission. Vicinity Hill 861
‘an H-34 was shot down by enemy fire. Patrol located air-
craft but could not locate crew.

- Twelve k1lometers SSE of Khe Sanh at 221525H, an. F-4B on
CAS mission was hit by enemy ground fire.and crashed.

- Eight kvlometers NW of Khe Sanh at 221730H, 1/3/26 USMC
observed 20-40 enemy. Artillery missions and taciical air
strikes directed on enemy positions. ‘Results, 21 KIA.

. UPDATE. Twelve kilometers south of Khe Sanh at 211500H an

air observer directed eight fixed wing strikes on enemy
positions. Resuits, 40 KIA.

In the meanwhile, heavy enemy movement continued on the Laotian side of

the NIAGARA area; and on the night of 23 January, an estimated three battalions

of NVA sé]diers attacked the Laotian outpost b]ocking Route 9 into South
Vietnam,ggj This friendly Laotiarn e]ement,»located at Ban Houi Sane, was
officially known as BV-33, but was better known by its radio call sign --
~"Elephant", especially to 7AF Covey FACs. These FACs were staging out of
Khe Sanh prior to NIAGARA, but had been relocated to Da Nang and Ubon as tge
Khe Sanh situation became critical. The Elephant forces had proved to be a

valuable intelligence source to the FACs, who not only maintained radio contact,

but often flew into the camp's STOL strip for a visit with the BV-33 Commander,
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Lt. Col. Soulang, and his people. ‘
:As pfeviously stated, 7th Air Force had gone to great lengths to preciude
inadvertent strikes against the Elephant contingent, as well as other friend-
%y positions on both sides of the border. A no-strike zone was drawn around

the friendly postitions, and the ABCCCs, the FACs, and ai] strike pilbts were

thoroughly briefed on these restricted areas. After 24 Janhary, strike

restrictions in the Elephant area were lifted--NVA forces had overrun the
28/ - |
Elephant contingent. S

, , 29/ : _ ‘
had advanced along Route 9. ™ Weather was extremely bad in the area during

the enemy advance, and this severely restricted air support for'thé Elephant

30/ oo

T

QA

l The attack on Elephant was supported by seven armored vehicles which
1 forces. One Covey FAC described the weather:

"On 24 Jarmary, I took off at 3:30 in the morning to
1 " support Elephant who was in the process of being over-
o ’ run. When-I arrived in the arvea, Candlestick was there
- flaring the battle scene. The scene was. low overcast,
S probably up to around 2,000 to 3,000 feet solid, with
4 a high overcast based at about 12,000 feet cr so. We
o : were unable to work visually in the area at all....”

~ Because of weather conditions, all strikes made in support'of Elephant

“had to be directed 1n by the Marine TPQ ground directed radar bombing system
31/ '

located at Khe Sanh.. The FAC reported:

"Candlestick and I were flying through the layers;
Candlestick flaring at the request of Elephant.
Elephant reported he was under heavy ground attack.’
'He reported tanks and trucks coming down Route 9
from west to east. His outer perimgter had already
been breached, and he was calling for air strikes. -
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MSince we were wnabls to define the situation on the
ground, all we cculd dc was to take coordinates given
to ug by Elephant and relay them to Alleycat (Night
ABCCC} and have them TPQ 1t with Carstairrs Bravo

- (Marine contrcl at Khe Sanh). Even if the TPQs were
pinpoint in accuracy, the problem here was that the
NVA were mcwing go fast that by the vime the TPQs
hit, they were probably well away from the target area
~and continuing, with the attack. ' :

"We had two Yellowbirds (B-573) iv the area with fire
bombs, bu: we zould nct expend them because we could
net identify the bartle cn the ground. We just had

 to git. up there, rather frustrared, and TPQ to help
them out. Juet befcre dmm, Elephant reportsd that
they were bzing overemmm. I could hear the machine guns
and mortars iv the background as he talked ravher sadly
over the radio. ... " -

Lt Col Soulagg advised the FAC that he was going to have to evac-
uate thé command post and'ret;eat to tﬁe east toward.the Lang Vei Special
‘Forces -Camp -- Just across the border in South ertnam,ég/The BV-33 -
Commander later fepofted that he radioed for he1p~td Lang Vel and re-
quested helicopter airlift, but helicopters were not available. He then

- directed his people to evacuate‘on foot across the border toward Lang

" Vei. This group included 276 BV-33 troops, approximately 200 Meo troops,

and approximately 2,300 refugees, some.of whom were BV-33 dependents.

Midway, the BV-33 Commander contacted an indigenous soidier at
Lang Vei and again asked for helicopter support. He was given an affirmative
answer, ‘but none arrived by 1700 hours. The refugees coritinued to move

. -3_9_/
along Route 9.

Their withdrawal was covered by air. The weather cleared
slightly during the.day. and while one FAC directed strikes in against the
former Elephant command post, another FAC followed the refugees. Covey 263
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lTocated the refugees on the road, and began directing strikes in on
: 35/ - . '
bridges behind them. ~ Probably due to these strikes, enemy pursuit was
: 36/ , . '
not aggressive.

37/

Hillsboro ABCCC reported on the BV-33 withdrawal:

"Elephant had bezw overrun before Hillsboro 'daylight
eall sign) tosk station and the survivors and refugees
were travelling along Route 9 toward Khe Sanh. - Covey
FACs remained cver the colum throughout the day and
saw them into the compound at Lang Vei. The presence
of the FAC airzraft apparently prevented -further haras-
sment. Elephant vepcrted three mediwn tanks supporting
the battaciion attacking him. FAC peceed the area and
‘reported tracks of some type of vehicle with cleated
treads but found wo tanke  Route 9 was interdicted
‘and a bridge bombed for a prezautionary measure after
the refugees had proceceded weet of it." ‘

An Army debriefing officer reported later on the BV-33 arrival at
: - 38/ N : L
Lang Vei:

"ddvanced platvon arrived at Lang Vei SF Camp, where
they were disarmed as were rest of umit arriving later.
Lt Col Soulang remcmetrated with Commander of lI3SF, a
Lt Col, who ordered that weaprws be given back tc BV-33.
He then tcld BV-33 CO to deplcy his unit in defense
- positions at Old Lang Ver Camp (approx 1,000 meters
north of SF Camp). Refugees were herded to location
‘approximately 800 meters east just off Rte 9. BV-33
stayed at their positions at Lang Ver and made several
patrols aeccompanied by USSF persomnel. BV-33 lost

1 officer, MIA, and two USSF on these patrols. Afver
the 27th of January, adequate amounts of focd were pre-
pared, both rice and C-rations, but no arme, amme,
elothing nor shovele to dig adequate defense positions.

The Laotian soldiers and refugees were now in a zone of comparative -
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safety, but only temporarily Within two weeks, the Lang Vei Spécja]
Forces Camb would also be errrun and would no longer fepresent a haven..’
The attack on Eléphant was the first.%ndiéation of enemy armored'vehicies'
being in the area. Although tﬁe,BV;33 Commander was usually a reliable
source of intelligence, his report of tanks was viewed with skepficism
by some officials, primafily because there was no visual sighting of
' tanks prlof to the Lang ng atfackl Tracks had -been sighted, but fhese
could have been made by véhicles other than tanks. Bad weather and )
camouflage techniques successfully masked the enemy"s true ihtentoégj
Loss of the’Elephqnt camp meant the loss of a Valuab]e intelligence
source. Lt Coi Soulang had often been able to advise-the»Covey FACs of
ehemy movement 1n the'Route 9 area,-and his forces had been the first
to detect the enemy s construction of a new road bybasséng Route 9»1nto
Quané Tri Province Th's new road, wh'ch was well concealed beneath the
-@jung]e canopy, was being éonstructed in the Co Roc Modﬁtain'area just south

of Route 9 Some of the more lucrative targets struck in the Niagara
' 40/ : ‘

effort were in the Co Roc Mountain area During the period 7-17 January,
BV-33 guerrilla teams operating southeast of Ban Houei Sane also discovered
extensive enemy positions in vicinity of Co Roc Mountain (XD 741 316).

4y
' Their observation was reported as follows:

On 11 January, a team found an occupied 50-man
foxhole complex at the top of Co Roc Peak.
On 13 Januény, a patrol observ;d 75 NVA soldiers

and sighted heavy ground fire, including 50-
caliber machine guns, firing at an aircraft.

18
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-On 15 January, a team observed a hut with a 1ong .

wire antenna set up next to it. The area showed

signs of heavy foot traffic in the 1mmed1ate
~ovicinmity.

On 16 January, two caves were discovered, one of
which contained twQ tons of rice. Three enclosed
structures were locBted nearby which could house 30
men each. Approx1mg£e1y 900 meters SE of the caves,-
an extensive bunker’complex was discovered. The
team counted five hundred bunkers, and reported that -
many were of 10-man capacity- One large bunker was
estimated to be for a regimental command post. The
other bunkers were constructed with gun ports for
. defensive action
Loss of thé'EIephant Camp reemphasized a lesson learned in the
Vietnam conflict When small friendly garrisons and outposts have been
subjected to determined, heavy enemy assaulfs, tactical airpower has been -
essential to successful defense and/or evacuation.” Under conditions
favorable to the enemy, e g 'nclement weather, tactical airpower has not
always been able to preclude them from being overrun. Radar directed
strikes have helped to offset weather disadvantages 1in Vietnam. but
such strikes are limited when forces are closely engaged. The impact of
new weapdns, such as wide area anti-personnel mines (WAAPM), on similar
‘situations has yet to bedetermined. Similar attacks have been broken
when defending forces were able to withstand the assault until the
weather cleared, or when the defending forces called in strikes on
their own positidns. Of course, a larger fixed position such as Khe

~Sanh would be a different matter. Launching a major assault against

Lt
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positions such as Khe‘Sanh would mean the massing of enemy forces, thus
méking them éxtheme}y'vuTnefable to airpower -- especia]]y'whéh it was
appliéd on a SLAM-type basis

Although superior enemy forces usuallybhad little difficulty over-
powering small fixed positions in bad weather, the1k‘usga1 tactic was
withdrawal rather than attempting to hold the position once it Was
abandonéd by the oécupants, This precluded effective air bombardment
of the abandoned'bosition; and quite‘often Forced aircraft to éxpend on
uncerfain withdrawal route targeté However, enemy withdrawal and
tactical arr effectveness n th1s particular s1tuation presented a
departure from the norm. Enemy obJectrvés in the area offered limited
withdrawal a!ternaf'ves Movement 1in any_direction st111 placed the enemy
1n'thé NJAGARA targeting area, and the extensive application of B-52s and
tactical aifpbwe? under the NIAGARA contept reduced the probability of

escape.

_”NIAGARA and_the Tet Offensive | -

| Obviously, the attack on BV-33 was designed to eliminate surveillance
of enemy mdvement in the area. Continued survei]]ance'by the Covey FACS,
the Special'Forcés at Lang Vei, and other outpoété and patrols helped
offset the loss of the BV-33 tamp» Reports on heaVy enemy movement -in the -
area continued to be made. On the day the Elephant camp was evacuated,
a Marine outpost three kilometers northwest of Khe Sanh reported that two
rows of its Qefensive wire had been cut and replaced as t0'indfcate it was

undisfurbed; On the same date, ofher outposts and patrols in the vicinity
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of the Khe\Sanh combat basé reported extensive enemy troop movement to
tHé east 6n Routé 9 HeaVy enemy troop movement wasialso reported in
the Qiciﬁlty of Lang Ve{~$g/
Refugee movément on .Route 9 presénted a,probleh, vaey FACs re-

ported over i,OOO refugees on Route 9 from the'Laotfén border to Lang
Vei, and in cek;ain instances their présenqe helped. protect enemy forces
from air strikes In 5ne instance, a target 500 meters novtheast of R
Lang Vel was passed t§ Hillsboro for immediate air strike. The target
was described as a troop concentration and command post three miles south-
west of Khe Sanh A FAC 1n the area reported 200-300 refugees on Route 9,
500 meters from the target, and 500 more on a trail from the target to |
Rou£;-9, 4The target was not struck because of the proximity 6f the
Eefugees, and the possibility that the troop concentration was in actua]ity
a Qroup of refugees Again, monsoon weather was favorable to enemy move-
ment, and hindered visual conflnnatidnvﬂéf

~* On 26 January, Covey 252 and anbther FAC were f1y1ng'oVer the Special
.'Forﬁes Camp at Lang Vei, when the Elephant Commander and members of the
Special Forces Group repofted fruﬁks'moving down Route 9 toward their

g . o a4/
positions. As Covey 252 reported:

"Of course, we fcresaw a reenactment of the disaster

at Elephant. We requested some napalm.and CBU and a
flareship, none of which were available. We ended up
hitting the coordinates where the trucks were supposed
to be located with some M~ll7s -- a flight of F-100s.

We notified 7AF that we considered it necessary to rave
napalm and CBU available, to use on troocp concentrations
and vehicles." ‘ . Co
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Khe Sanh wés already effective1y pinﬁed down, with airlift beindw
the only means of resupply and evacuation oﬁ}persdnne1; The-Marfne
base camp was under constant fire from énemyrmoftars, rockets, and
afti]lery; and much of their own artillery ammunition had been de{
Stroyed when enemy rounds hit their ammo dump on 22 Jénuary, New enémy
positions were springing up 51i around Khe Sanh defensive positions, with
reinforcements continua11y moving into the area. It appeared that a
“major assault on Khe Sanh was imminent. In addition to other intelligence
sources, an NVN officer who ra!]iediat Khe Sanh airfield on 20 January
said that "begrnning with Khe Sanh, every U.S. base between the Laot1an
border and Con Thien is to be taken before Tet. ”45/

Iq view of the i1ncreased activity 'n I.Corps, COMUSMACV contacted
the American Ambassadbr and requested that the planned truce dUring.the
Tet Ho1idays be cancelled. Concomitantly, the 7AF Commander advised thét
enemy actions in the NIAGARA area were considered to be . "preparatory fo
the main battle". “He adJ1sed his Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations

46/
on 24 January

"When the main thrust comes we will kviow it by the
level -of ccordinated preparatory fire followed by
assaulting enemy infantry. All the air we have
avatlable will be shuttled night and day. Our tactics
will be predicated on that basis. Whenever it is
posstble, we should mass the B-52s and then fcllow

" with the TAC air. This has always been sound and we
shouldn't get away from it here. This is -the tactic
I will propose to General Westmoreland when the main
ba+tle begins,
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"The strikes Monday afrermcon (22 January) against the

300 troops according to the refugees from Khe Sanh was
far more effective than first report. According to
reports given by these people at least four hundred or-
morez NVA troops werz killed by the CBU attack. We should

- eontinue to employ a balanced load of hard bombs and
CBUs. The bombs to open up the canopy with CBUs tc get
exposed personnel. We will find in this battle more
concentration of troops than has been the case in the
past. Consequently, CBU-2s and 24s should be cur primary
weapsn if the situation develcps as deseribed.

"Again I wait tc be sure you fully understand my guidance
on the total use of the forces. We must provide zlose
air support vo troops who are in contaet, It dsesn't
matter where this 1e. These requirements will be met.
above all cthers. I construe troops in contact to also
inelude helicopters, AC-47s or any other air vehicle
which 1e erigaging enemy troops. Since the battle in
Khe Sarh may go for an exteénded time we must be in a
posturz o sustain our effort. Hold back our surge
unt1tl I decide to make the all out effort.

"We must continue with the interdiction in Laos and
Rt Pkg I  Strikes in rhe North will be reduced when the
weather 1s8 bad ts bolster the inverdiction effort in
Laos If the weather breaks we will go for a maximwn
effort in Lacs providing there 18 not a crisis at Khe
Sanh  If there 18 a crieis at Khe Sanh, 1t will take
pricrity over all -strikes in the North."

- L o 47/
Further guidance was provided by .the 7AF Commander on the 24th:™

"Until the evemy commits himself at Khe Sanh the level
of effort should be balanced against the interdiction
program in Laos. Particular attention should be given
tc Route 9. I expect this to be the main supply route.
As soon as the refugecs are cleared, and under FAC con-
trol to be -sure of their clearance, I want to keep this
route interdicted night and day. You should be working
on it wesr of Elephant area now. Combat Skyspot should
be utilized when the weather is bad. -
"First thing tomorrow morming (25 Jan) put stnikee against
the Elephant Airfield. This field should be kept knocked

3
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out- I would also like to keep all potential operamng
- locations for MIGs which are within range of the Khe

Sanh -area knocked out. We know the airfields, so it is
a matter of cosrdinarion be*weavz ourselves and the Navy."

g

- From this point on, concentrated airpower would provide fhé primary
defense for the Khe Sanh area. Weather was extremely unfavorable, but -
ground directed radar strikes would‘help offset this disadvantage. There
was no shortage of lucrative targets, and the SLAM effort insured around-
the-clock availabr1lity of strike a*réraft F~om 22 through 29 Januany,
over 3, 000 tactical strike sorties were flown 1nto the NIAGARA area. |
Bomb damage assessment (BDA) for these strikes was reported as fo]]ows:
346 secondary explosions and frres, sixteen trucks destroyed and seQen

_daméged, 18 gun bos1tioné destroyed and three damaged, 29 bunkers
-destroyéd and ten daméged 181 structures destroyed and 65 damaged, and
241 KBA. Thrs BDA was reported by v1sua1 sighting, and is undoubtedly
deflated in view of the extremely bad weather at the time. Well over
200 B-52 sorties were also flown in NIAGARA during this per1od =
- Even approximate BDA on these strikes was prohfbited by severe weather
conditions and the lack of ground fbl]ow-upv ARC LIGHT BDA wil1'bé
‘discussed later in this study. |

On the day before Tet, the Vietnamese Government cancelled the 36
hour ceasefire throughout South Vietnam,42/ In the NIAGARA area on the
29th, reports from special air delivered sensors indicated -"a lot of

| 30/
activity in Khe Sanh area". These reports said further:
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" "Many troop mcvements of large and small units fz'om.
- Laotian border as far south as ten miles below Khe
Sanh. ALl movements toward Khe Sanh. Seems to be
big push." )
Then, the enemy launched his wrdespread Tet Offensive. While main-
taining pressure agawnét friendly positions in the NIAGARA area, the
Aenemy struck Saigon, Hue and 34 of 45 provin?1a1'cap1tals, and_numeroug
- U.S. and Vietnamese military iﬁstallatlons.g—/Demands upon airpower
during the Tet Offensive emphastzed mo~e than ever the need for centralized
control of all air resources uhdek the Députy COMUSMACY for Air(bperationso
The foremost consideration facing the 7AF Commander was to insure air-
 power responsiveness to requirements generated by multjple widespread
etactfcal situations, wh11e_maintafning the required weight of effort in

Operation NIAGARA. On 30 January, the Commander directed that all air

Cunits maintain a 1.2 sortie rate and be prepared to surge upon his
’ 52/

difectionn He directed the following priority for the air effort:

"~ Adjust to meet live targets as first priority.

Carrier forces to be directed against the enemy
headquarters in NIAGARA and in support of Khe Sanh,

Tharland-based forces to be applied against Laos
LOCs (1) and in support of Khe Sanh (2).

SVN-based 7AF resources to provide emergency sup-
port Pleiku and other Corps areas (1) and Khe
Sanh (2). .

Marine forces: (1) Khe Sanh, (2) Camp Carroll, and
(3) Emergency support.

Authority to frag and divert Thai-based strike aircraft into
specific areas of South Vietnam, along with the planned input of carrier

25
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forces, helped provide adequate resources and the operational t1exif
bility'required to insure that the NIAGARA adr effort was not di]uted.

'The NIAGARA sortre rate during the 1n1txa1 Tet thrust shows c]ear]y
that Khe Sanh and Camp Carrol] were not left exposed while a1rpower
responded to other tactical requurements For the first three days
the Tet Offensive, the sortie rate in the NIAGARA area was actually
higher‘than 1t had been on the previous three days. 1,!13 tact1cal

_ strike sorties and 86 B-52 sort-es were flown inbNIAGARA during the

- three days prior to Tet, wh11e 1,164 tactical and 123 B-52 sorties

were flown the first three days of the_offenefve 2/

Responsveness was a requirement that impacted as much on'FAC,
reconnaissance and intelltigencze as 1t did on strike operations. Twice
dnring NIAGARA;.maJor shifts of emphasis were made to dea! with critical
tactical requirements. The first on 2 Fehruany entailed a 40-hour .
“craeh” targeting effort designed to preempt enemy action agajnst Camp
Carroll, near the eastern edge of the NIAGARA area. The second,
occasioned by the rocket bombardment of Tan Son Nhut that began on’

18 February, required redeployment of FACS'and an urgent redirection

of the reconnaissance and targeting effort until the threat could be
brought'under control Both these tasks were successfully accomplished
wrthout seriously 1mpairing the target1ng of the enemy threat to Khe Sanh,

although they severely tasked the human and mater1a1 resources ava11ab1e

By 2 February, the expected enemy assault against Khe Sanh had not

* developed. 'COMUSMACV estimated on -2 February that the ettack would develop
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"tonight or tomorrow morning". He also anticipated an attempt by the

55/
Commander provided directions for the air effort:

"Weather will be bad in both arecas We need to
increase our Sky Spot effort in both areas tonight
and tomorrow. General Westmoreland alsc pequested
that we bring the Sky Spct in as elose as we can.
Coordinate thie effort with the Marines to maximize
the effort of the CSS.

"CBUs are peleased for use in the same area. The
restrictions set forth in MACV wire apply. Be
prepared to use these weapons as requeeted or re-
_quired. Alert three wings of pOScLbZe use .

- ' . enemy to overrun Camp Carroll-at the same time. Accord1ng]y, the 7AF

. "If attack at Khe Sanh/Camp Carroll does come to-
night or tomorrow, I want to apply maximum effort ae
soon as the weather permits. Due to the other battles,
~ we should plan on using as much ¢ffort from out of
co.miry fbnﬁeg as feasible. We should stay with the
100 sorties from the Navy with plane for requesting
another 100 sorties We should not lose sight of the
possibility thé ememy may launch oiher zoncerted
attacks arv Pletku, Kontum, Quang Tri City, Hue, and
conzeivably, DalNang. Thus, there may be large demands
at one time- In that zase, we will use all sut of
country forces in SVN and thin out other requirements
1 the south.”

Concerning this poss'ble major effort by the enemy, the following
56/

7AF actions were taken to make opt1mum use of in-country forces:

The force was notified to be prepared to go to
an increased state of alert and surge as required.

A1l CSS sorties were diverted, range permitting,
to NIAGARA.

For all TOTs (T1me over Target) prior to 1200, 3 Feb,
bases in range of NIAGARA (Phu Cat, Tuy Hoa, Cam Ranh
. Phan Rang) would load hard ordnance for CSS. They -
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would be launched on prehlanned TOTs for Bétfér
flow control. If Hitlsboro <could not handle the
flight, it would proceed to fragged target. Loads
for afternoon‘would depend on weather outlook.
Again,.the estimated enemy assault did not deveiop, and after'the
ihitia] Tet thrust, priorit1és established by MACV did reduce. the air
effort 1n NIAGARA. This reductloh was primarily to meet the support
required 1n other Corps areas, and it applied to the subpoft required
" from 7AF, Navy, and Marines, as.well as the diversion of selected Arc
Light sorties §LFr‘om 23 January through 1 FebFuary, there was a daily
éverage of 429 tactical! strike sorties flown in NIAGARA. For the |
next ten day per:bd,‘the daily average Was 219 sorties. Although there
was some diversion of selected B-52 sortles,.fhe daily rate actually
continued at a h:gher level -- an average of 36 sorties per day fromv
. 23 January through 1 February, and a daily average ot 38 for the next
ten days 2 - |
The taciital sortie rate going into NIAGARA continued at a sub-
~ stantial level!  Although a majoe push;agafﬁst Khe Sanh dfd not deve]opv
during fhe jnltia! Tet thrust, the enemy forces stil! represented a
threaf. Khe Sanﬁ was.complete1y surrounded and under constant artillery,
rocket and mortar bombardment. This fire was coming from virtually all
directions, including the village of Khe Sanh, which the enemy had occupied
at w1l Monsoon weather was still in the enemy's favor, and it was known
4that he had the capability to ‘taunch a mass asséu]t; however, to do so would
make his forces moré vulﬁerabfé t0»airpoweg§/ Thus, the tempo of air -

operations was maintained at a high level.
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"The Fall of Lang Vei | _

' Although there was more than sufficient advance notice that the .
.Spec1a] Forces Camp at Lang Ve1 wou1d come under heavy attack probab]y
backed by armored support, the enemy appeared to have 11tt]e difficulty
in overrunning this outpost on 7 February. An Ass1stant Platoon Leader

' ““"In the 304th NVA Division rallied to the Lang Ve1 camp on 30.January,

and stated that Lanq Vel was to be overrun. The interrogation report
60/ : '
said:

-

e

"Source stated his battaliow, the 8th, began infiltrating
in September 1967. During znf%?tratton, the battalion
was hit by B-52 strikes and lcst 50 per cent of its.
strength to casualties, many more to desertion, and re-~
turned to NVN forereplacements. His unit, subordinate

to the 66th Regt, arrived in the Khe Sanh area on 20
January and on 21 January attacked the district head-
quarters there. Again, the battalion lost over half its
&trength and nsw has a strengrh of about 200 men, They
are deployed immediately west of Khe Sanh village near:
Route 9 (XD 839383) awaiting srders to overrun the Lang
Vei camp. The battalion command post and an unidentified
part cf the 66th Regt are in artillery-proof bunkers.
Although source heard of no outside suppert, he stated
that the 304th NVA Divisicn is to 'help take *he Khe

Sanh Combat Base'."

Q

-4

1
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This source, of course, could have represented an enemy strategem,
© but there were even more reliable indications that Lang Vei would be
attacked. Special "Igloo White" sensors’ detected considerable pers-

onnel and vehicle movement toward Lang Vel, and patrols and outposts

continued to report heavy enemy activity in the area. Both Elephant

and the Special Forces Commander had reported the same information.
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The radio call sign for the Lang Ve1 Special Forces Camp was
"Spunky Hanson', a namé equally fami]iar to Air Force Covey FACs as
fhat of "Elephant”. Coveys flying in the NIAGARA area were in daily
radio contact with the.Special Férces Camp, and these pl]ots felt é‘
strong personal involvement on the morning of 7 February when the |
urgent‘ca11 came over the radio that “Spunky Hanson" was under heavy
.ground assault. ey

First :ndications of the attack came on the previous evening.
At approximqtely.1840 hours on 6 Februéry, “Spunky Hanson" reported
recetving heavy high-angle enemy fire. Four hours iater, the Marine
Base at Khe Sanh came under heavy'artillery, rocket and mortar bomb-
ardment; s1mu1taneously, the Marine 0uppost on Hill 861 overlooking
Khe Sanh reported an enemy ground probe. ‘Theh, shortly aftér mid-
night, the urgent call came from "Spunky Hanson" that Lang Ve1’was
under attack from a large enemy force suﬁported by tanks and flame-
throwers. 8/ |

A flareship and Covey 235 were on stat:on diréct1hg tactical air
strikes against the énemy forces; however, the strike aircraft in the
area at the time were loaded w*th hard ordnance, which was nof too
effective in this particulér_situation. Covey 235 had expended his
flares and rockets, and a relief had been scrambled from Da Nang Air
Base at approximately-0015 hours.~lThe relief, Covey 232, who had
Covey 280 in the fight seat‘of his 0-2 aircraft, érrived on the scene

. ) 63/ -
approximately 45 minutes later. Covey 232 described the situation: ~
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.Weather was not the best. The gouthern half of Lang
Vez was anywhere from 1200 to 1000 feet broken, but mostly
overcast. The northern half was about the sama, most ly -
1200 broken. We had a flareship on station, 'Bagketball', ¥
who was doing as good as he could under the weather con-

. ditions. The ground fire was very heavy, extensive, making -
i1t almost impossible to stay in one position, because the
minute you did they had you under fire. Artillery was also
firing into the area from Khe Sanh. I received ¢ne set of
fighters, YeZZowbzrd 59 (B-578), right after I made the
request...."

radio. Covey 232 1dentified h1mse1f, and “Spunky Hanson" reported
64/
excitedly:

"We have tanks in the area! We have tanks in the area!
I have one tank on top cf my TOC at this time, there's
another tank trying to enter the gate, coming into the
eompound, and I think there is another one coming down
the road. _Forget the one on top of the TOC, but see
1f you can hit the one coming through the gate, and the
one coming down the rocad!'

l “When Covey 232 arrived on the scene, "Spunky Hanson" was.on the

That was the last contaé§ Covey 232 had with “"Spunky Hanson".
lI’They Qere-trepped in their bunker, and apparently their equipment
was damaged, and they had to go off the radio," the FAC recalled.

 This 1bss'of communications made a bad situat*on'worse The camp
was pract1ca11y overrun at th1s time, and without communications
with the ground, 1t was impossible to adequately differentiate
between fr1end1y and enemy ground %orces 8/

Using a POL fire as'navigational'reference, the FAC located
the tgnks that “Spunky Hanson" requested struck. After Covey marked
the targets with rockets, Yellow Bird 59 expended his ordnance
destroyfﬁg beth téqks and obtaining 15 secondary explosions. Covey"
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- was hindered from directing strikes into the compound itse]f because
he had lost contact with "Spunky Hanson" and could not determ1ne the
exact ground s1tuat1on He was then g1ven 1nstruct1ons by the ABCCC

;to move out of the area to enable the Marines to f1re artxllery
aga1nst the attacking force at Lang Vei. Covey 232 moved batk from
the .area and aSSlSted by spotting for the artillery. 8/

ABCCC "Moonbeam”b an additional control aircraft staged from
Udorn espeo1ally for.NIAGARA night operations, reported: '"When
Carstairs II advised a!l air in the Lang Vei area to withdraw while
'Firecracker' (special Marine ordnanca was executed, air was with-
drawn as directed bur str1kes cont1nued in all other locations in
support of the rest of the Khe Sanh area. Upon complet1on of
'Firecracker', no agencies were able to establish radio contact with
Lang Vei; since friendlies were known to'be in Lang Ve' it was not

possible to conduct additional visual or CSS strikes 1n extremely
67/

close air support roles of the camp.'

. Later, as:dawn approached, Covey 68§ from Ubon was on the scene
supporting relief operations. The enemy had complefely overrun the
camp by this time, and the Special Forces defenders were trapped in -
their commahd'post bunker. An element of the BV-33 batta1ion advised
by a U.S. Army Special Forces NCO.weré moving ih froh theio]d Lang Vei.
siteiln a rescue attempt. Covey 252, who Jo1ned CoVéy 688 at 0800

68/
~ hours, defined the situation at-th1s point:
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' "Our. advisors (Spunky Hanson) were trapped in the
- ) TOC bunker in. the middle of the camp, and the NVA
| were swarming all cver it, throwing satchel charges
and smoke bombs down through the vent. The relief
forces, 'Spunky Hanson 15-Alpha,’' which I under-
| stand werz led by Special Forces Sergeant Ashley
had moved up from the old Lang Vei Camp. But they
were now pinned down by NVA mazhing gun fire. '

. "Covzy 688 was in contact with 15-Alpha. He had a
Canasta flight, Navy A-ls, ow station. There was.
an cvercast at the time, about 500 feet base, up to
_ about 1500-2000 foot, with very few holes in it,
Also a high overcast up to about 4;000 feet. 15-
- : " Alpha, who was in eontacs with the trapped forces,
' requested that the A-1ls attempt strafing passes -
against the enemy surrcunding the bunker. The A-1ls
alew had 250 b and 500 1b bombs, and gsome napalm."

_ With the Canasta A-1s in trail, Covey 688 led them through the.
.c1oudsfto the target, descfibing it as best he could. With the FAC
"talking" them into the target, the A-Js were able to effectively strafe
the TOC. Tﬁey then reméined below the 500 foot overcast in hilly terrain

and éontinued to make strafing passes in support of the trapped forces.

- Covey 252, who was still on station monitoring the situation, reported:
LY ‘? .

" ..15-Alpha scveral times mentioned he was having .

trouble getting the BV-33 people with him to advance

against the enemy foroces and the TOC. He mentioned

at cne point that he prastically had to use gun ' :

‘point to get them to move. 15-Alpha went back to - T
' - thz old camp alone and returmed with a 37-mm recotl-

) 1 less rifle. He was able to silence a couple of

: ' ' mazhine gun “ests with, "

1l - -
«@fﬁ

.‘ -+ At this point, the weather began to break, allowing the A-]s to

effectively expend their bombs and napalim. Théy began conducting strikes

on the west side of the camp - Although these strikes resulted in §evera1
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fires and explosions, the NVA forces still managed to keep several

of their machine gun positions in pperationn . v '
Covey 252 took over from 688 after the Canasta flight completed
jts strikes and returned to base. Two Air Force A-1s, Hobo 01 and-
Hobo 02, arr}yed on station with CBU, napalm, and 20-mm, and Covey
252 began d1rect1ﬁg them on strikes i1n the western perimeter. The
objective was to suppress fire at the western end of the camp, while
vIS-Alpha attempted to storm the TOC. COvey reported that the Hobgs
were right on target, and "were flying through their own napaﬁm émoke"
to suppress the enemy fire . Although this suppressive fire was

provided, the trapped men st*11 were not rescued at this time
~ ' ' 71/

because the BV-33 forces still reportedly refused to storm the TOC.

Shortly aFtérwérds, a SO;man heliborne relief force led by Akmy
Special Forces personnel from the Khe Sanh Combat Base was dispatched ‘
with the ﬁission of joining wifh the BV-33 umt in a raid on the camp.
" Gunships and‘tactLgal'alr continued to_conducf strikes on thé.TOC and
surrounding .area at Lang Vei 1in preparation for the raid. Under cover
of this fire and prior to the arrival of the'relief force, the friendly
personnel on site took escape and evasion action. e
The relief force put down at old Lang Vei and moved overland to
the new Lang Vet site. Enroute, they encountered 13 U.S. personnel who
had been in the camp at the time of the initial attack. 4 Advancing
into the camp‘under protective artillery fire and air strikes, th;; _

14/ o
force was able to recover the remaining personnel.
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It was later reportga that nine PT-76 light émphibious tanks of .
Soviet manufacture had been engaged in the assault, and that five of |
these were evéntua]]y'disab]ed or destroyed by air strikes. Aerial
photography confirmed the use of PT-76 tanks and‘use of the Xe Poneé
River as-approach route to Lang Vei. It was also reported that the
attack on the camp was composed of an estimated enemy company supported
by armored vehicles, including an armored personnel carrier. The.A
defensivé wire around the camp was'not an effective barrier to the
armored thrust. Reports from the Special Forces indicated that Cal.
.50 AP ammunition had no apparent effect on the armored vehicles,

and the M-72 (Lightweight anti-tank weapbh) was marginally effective,
due to malfunction of some of these weapons.

Covey 232 reported two important lessons learned in the Lang Vei
76/ -
attack. These were:

Covey 235, the FAC on station when the attack began,
had an insufficient rocket load to meet the requirements
of an intense situation such as the Lang Vei attack. C=
With only one pod of rockets (seven rockets) he had
expended much of his rocket supply directing fighters
against earlier targets. Thus, when the enemy struck
Lang Vei, he found his target marking capability
severely limited. This was later brought to the
attention of the Covey Operations Officer, and the Coveys
- flying into the area were loaded with an additional
rocket pod and two flares.

A series of unfortunate circumstances placed limitations
on air support during the Lang Vei attack. Inclement
weather decreased flareship effectiveness as well as:
FAC and strike operations. Not only did the FAC on
station at the beginning of the attack find himself
short of rockets, but the strike aircraft immediately
available were armed with hard ordnance--heavy bombs

for NIAGARA interdiction targets. The close ground
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_situation preciuded the effective expenditure.of

such ordnance. When the relief FAC arrived on

station, the situation was critical. Air support

at this point could have been more effective if -
applied against the enemy forces closer to the

friendly troops-- possibly right on top of the friendly
troops who were trapped in bunkers. However, the FAC
could not do this without direction from the friendly
forces themselves, and he found himself without -

radio contact with the ground. .He di1d have radio
contact with "Spunky Hanson 15A", who was attempting

to rescue the trapped personnel, but "Spunky Hanson 15A"
was unable.to give complete information as to their
‘location and could not provide clearance for close-in
strikes. Covey 235 recommended that outposts and .
Special Forces Camps adopt a visual means of communication
for use at night in the event radio contact is lost.
Perhaps a ground flare system using various colors

to keep the FAC advised of the ground situation and
requirements could be adopted. As 1t turned out, the
most significant role pl’ayed by air and artillery at
Lang Vei was to force temporary enemy withdrawal
allowing evacuation of friendly forces.

Ear]iér'at the Khe Sanh Base Camp, the Air Force ALO hadﬁZZestioned

how the camp would:imark its lines for visual identification if air support

were required in defense of the camp. Khe Sanh officials advised that
" at night they. would JSe strobe Tights. The ALO commented that at night,

strobe lightsliooked just like muzzle flashes from small arms, and this

. 77/
was not the "best means" to mark .their lines. He suggested:

- "I requested that they use some type of flare, or .
perhaps g 55 gallon drum with fuel oil sunken in the
ground so small arms would not penctrate. They could
light these arcund thsir perimeter, and it was possible
that this would penetrate even a low layer of fog.

This would allcw them to direct air strikées even under

. fog conditions. It took cver three weeks to get any
action taken on this. No action was taken until one

" of the FACe wrote up the prcblems that he encountered
‘at Lang Vei where they had ns way cf directing airpower
because of no-visual reference to the ground..."
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The—éftérmath'df Lang Vei's fall resulted in an unfavorable
tactical §jtuation--one'wh1ch had:tragic overtones. Khe Sanh, which was
a]ready crowded with some 6,000 Mérines, ARVN soldiers and supporting
pefsonne1,f;qm other services, suddenly represented the only haven to
several thousand refugees--both Laotian and South Vietnamese of -various
ethnic origins. Earlier, on 22 January, 1,050 refugees from Khe Sanh

Vi]]ége.had been airlifed to more secure aréas; however, mény were

o .‘ 78/
required to remain behind. III MAF reported on this:

-

"Commanding General, J'Corps,'GeneraZ Lam, made decision
that 5,000 - 6,000 Breu who desired to be evacuated from
Khe Sanh could nct be permitted to do so. The official
 reason given was that there is no place to relocdte them
nor-any available foodstuffs to feed them. Unofficially,
however, it 1s felt that the age old animosity between
the Montagnards and the Viztnamese was a motivating
- factor behind General Lam's decision. Approximately 10,000
pounds of rice available at Khe Sanh was drstrivuted to
' the Breu there *o alleviate their hunger.'.
Another Marine report stated that during the period 25 January -
8 February 1968, some 3,000 - 4,000 Breu (Montagnard) tribesmen
"congregated in the village near the Khe Sanh Combat Base". The reasons
given for not evacuating them were: (1) the problem of 1dent1fying
Viet Cong (VC) sympathizers among them, and (2) the lack of a suitable
location and food for them in a Quang Tri Province location away from the
Khe Sanh area. Further, they were unable to return to their hamlets
19/
which had come under NVA control.
In the past, the enemy had not béen above using local villagers as

shields for their assualts. Although this_situétiqn did not develop at
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‘Khe Sanh, the Covey FACs reported on the situation facing the Marine
v 80/ _ .

Commahder at Khe Sanh:

<

"They have a lot of Brew tribesmen, Montagnards, at Khe
Sanh., Trcops, nst the refugses. Many of thzse refugees
outside the camp are dependents or friends of the troops
ingide. They either elected or had to stay outside the
base perimeter, therefore om their cwn, and at the mercy
of the NVA. A lzgical application by the NVA in this
eircumstarce would be to rake the Breu families and
charge the camp with the refugees in front. Naturally,
the Breu troops would n.t fire on thezm, and 1f we fired -
on them, the Breu tribzsmev inside would probably fire
on us...." : Co.

Y -

/

The 3rd Marine Division reported the following developments
~ 81/
concerning the refugees durf%g February:

"The Breu problem was compounded by an wnflux of Lao
‘refugess, Laz mi’itary personnszl, Mike Force avd CIDG
personnel from the Lastian border area and/cr from Lang
Vei into the Khe Sanh area due to the deteriaration of the
combat situaricn along the border. Ninety-one Lao military
and ctvilians were airlifted from Khe Sanh to Da Nang on
29 January while 90 Mike Forces and CIDG persconnel were
evacuated by the same means on 28-29 January. - The
- remainder of the Lao refugees rerurved ts their country
wher the tactieal situariom permitrzad.

I
3
l
1

[

"On 10 February the Breu zrital leader, Mr. Anya, four
Breu v»illage chiefs and their familieés (a tstal of 30
personsg; were air-evacuated from Khe Sanh to Quang Tri
via Da Nang. On 13 February, approximately 1,400 Breu
walked from Khe Sanh to the Ca Lu area to escape heavy
fighting in Huong Hoa District  Arrangements were made
toc gutde them from Ca Lu to the Cam Lo Refugee Center,
for resettlement, by a foot march via the Balong Valley
and Route 558. On 17 February, 1,150 of the Breu ref-

. ugees began their march and arrived at Cam Lo om 18
Febuary. They were joined by additicnal Breu -traveling
the same rsute during the period 20-23 February. At the
end of that périod, the number of Breu who had relocated
from Khe Sanh to Cam Lo totaled 1,990.
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"On-16-17 February some 2,000 to 4,000 Breu attempted to

- displace from Khe Sanh t> Ca Lu to escape the fighting
but were intercepted by the NVA at XD 882 399 and were
turned back to their villages along Route 9 west of Khe
Sanh. Some of these people were the relatives and fam-
ilies of the indigenous military personrel assisting in
the defense of the Khe Sanh Combat Base. The “presence
of these Breu civilians in villages west »f Khe Sanh
constituted « ‘serious derriment to 3d Marine Division
artillery fires along the axis of Route 9. Arrangements
were being made, as February ended to air evacuate those
Brew who desired to dz §o from Khe Sanh as airlift
became avatr.able.”

[O

_—U
.

For the second time in two weeks, the Laotian BV-33 soldiers and
villagers felt the brunt of an enemy attack-- first, their own camp
in Laos and now the Lang Vel Special Forces Camp. The following log

of events as related by the BV-33 Commander to the U S Army Attache at
: : : ~ 82/
Vientiane on 17 February best tells their side of the story:

6 Feb 68: Attack on Specia’ Forces Camp began. On this
day BV-33 issued approximately 24 hand grenades. The
U.S. Camp overrun by enemy tanks and ‘many U.S. Special
Forces trapped 1n command- bunker.

/ Feb 68: 0Ore U.S. Special Forces personnel escaped to BV-33.
and requested BV-33 help Col Soulang sent a company to
the U.S. Camp and was able to rescue approximately 7 U.S.
Special Forces personnel including U S. LTC who was seriously
wounded. Enemy had not occupied camp but had pulled back
approximately 300 meters to avoid artillery fire and air
strikes. BV-33 then radioed Xom Cham (Khe Sanh) for evacuation
helicopters. U.S. Special Forces Major at Xcm Cham
stated he would send two helicopters, one for U.S. and one
for BV-33 but when helicopters arrived they picked up only

" U.S. Specia) Forces and South Vietnamese. They did not
return. At this time enemy mortar and artillery fire intensified.
LtCol Soulang gave orders to his unit commanders that they
were to break up into small groups and attempt.to reach Khe
Sanh 1f possible. 1If not, to try to evade into Laos. Later,
a light observation plane was sighted and Lt Col Soulang
made radio contact requesting evacuation helicopters. Two
were dispatched and took two loads of BV-33 personnel
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to Khe Sanh. Upon return to Lang Ve1, one helicopter
picked up a number of Lao soldiers, other returned
empty. Enemy shelling and firing was intense and
there was no one left to pick up. BV-33 had lost
approximately 26 from enemy fire and U.S. air strikes.
Refugees had already arrived at Khe Sanh on foot.
They had moved as soon as attack on Lang Vei had begun.
The 40 men-who were picked up-by helicopter.and 74 who
walked to Khe Sanh were disarmed and placed in craters
- or holes holding approximately 15 to 20 men and guarded
by U.S. Marines. They felt as if they were being
treated as POWs. Lt Col Soulang alone was allowed to
"keep his side arm. No food was issued to either BV-33
or refugees. :

8 Feb 68: “After Soulang remonstrated with a U.S. Special
Forces Major, weapons were returned to the BV-33 personnel
but they were required to remain outside the wire. No
food on thrs day erther except that U S. soldiers and
marines shared with them.

9-10 Feb: Enemy mortars, rockets, and artillery rounds
continue to fall and refugees and BV-33 still had not
recerved any food. U S. and SVN officers allegedly said
existing rice not for Lao. Refugees decided on the 10th
of February to try and return to Laos. They feared that
they would die at Khe Sanh and preferred to die in Laos
rather than Vietnam. Refugees walked back to Laos on
Route 9 on the .10th. - '

11 Feb: Lt Col Soulang and 113 personnel evacuated to
Da Nang by C-130. ‘ :

12-14 Feb: BV-33 personnel were disarmed again at Da

Nang but were fed, bathed, clothed, comfortably housed
and treated well in all respects. Lt Col Soulang and

two officers went to Saigon to contact Lao Embassy at

this time. Wounded were taken care of. An Air Force

Civic Action Team was primarily responsible for their

efforts on behaif of BV-33.

15 Feb 68: BV-33 evacuated from Da Nang to Savannakhet,
Laos by Royal Laotian Air Force C-47 aircraft.
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