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DISTRIBUTION I 
Hg USAF SAFOI ............ 2 Cys 12AF (DI) ......... 1 Cy t 

SAFLL 1 Cy 19AF (DA-C) 1 Cy . ~ ............. ' ..... " \ 
AFAAC · ........... 1 Cy SAFAA ............ 1 Cy USAFAGOS . ........ 1 Cy \ 
AFAMA · .......... '" 1 Cy USAFSAWC (DO~ ..... 1 Cy ! 

AFBSA · ............ 1 Cy MAJCOM USAFTAWC (DA ..... 1 Cy 
AFCCS-SA . . . . . . . . . 1 Cy USAFTARC (DI) .... 1 Cy 
AFCHO ........... . 2 Cys AU (ASI-HA) . . . . . . 2 Cys USAFTALC (DA) .... 1 Cy 
AFGOA · ........... 2 Cys AU (ASI-ASAD) . . . . 1 Cy USAFTFWC (CRCD) .. 1 Cy' 
AFI IN · ........... 1 Cy' AU (AUL3T-66-7) .. 1 Cy FTD (TOPI) ........ 1 Cy 
AFISI • •• II • '" •••••• 

3 Cys AU (ACSC) ..•..•.. 1 Cy AFAITC ........... 1 Cy 
AFISL • t· •••••••••• 1 Cy ADC (ADOOC) .....• 1 Cy SRAFREP (SWC) .... 1 Cy 
AFMSG • ••••••••• • II 1 Cy ADC (ADOOP~ ...... 2 Cys 
AFNINA .............. 1 Cy ADC (AOLPP ...... 2 Cys PACAF .", \ ---AFNINCC • •• II •••••• 1 Cy TAC (00-0) ....... 1 Cy . ~ 
AFNINOE ....•...... 3 Cys TAC (OPL) 2 Cys DP 1 Cy • ....... . · ...... '" ....... 
AFOAPS • •• t ••••••• 1 Cy TAC (DOTS) ...... . 1 Cy 01 · .............. 1 Cy 
AFOCC ..... ....... 1 Cy TAC (DORQ) ...... . 1 Cy DO · .............. 1 Cy 
AFOCE •••••••••• ·.·0 1 Cy TAC (Dr) ......... 1 Cy DPL .......•....... 1 Cy l AFOMO • •• 0 •••••••• 1 Cy MAC (MAFOr) ..... . 1 Cy DXIH ••••••• ',' I .••• 1 Cy 
AFOWX ..... " ..... . -, 1 Cy MAC (MAOID) ... .. . 1 Cy 5AF (DOP) ........ 1 Cy 
AFPDP · ........... 1 Cy MAC (~1AOCO ) . .; .... 1 Cy 7AF (DOAC) . ...... 9 Cys 
AFPMRE •••••• G.· •• 1 Cy AFSC (SCL) ....... 8 Cys 13AF (DOP~ . ...... 1 Cy 
AFRDC · ........... 1 Cy AFSC !SCO) ....... 2 Cys 13AF (DXI • ••• I • I 1 Cy 
AFRDR 1 Cy AFLC MCO 1 Cy 834AIRDIV 1 Cy « " • I ••• I •••• MCf~ . . . . . . . ........ 
AFRDQ · ........... 1 Cy AFLC ....... 1 Cy 3TFW . ............. 1 Cy 
AFSLP · ........... 1 Cy ATr. (ATXDC) • I I ••• 1 Cy 8TFW • 1'1 I I. I ••••• 1 Cy 
AFSMS • •••••••• I I I 1 Cy SAC (DO) ......... 1 Cy 12TFW I I •••• I.' 1.1. 1 Cy 
AFSME · ........... 1 Cy SAC ~DPL~ ........ 1 Cy 14S0W · ........... 1 Cy 
AFSSS · ... " ....... 1 Cy SAC DXI •••• I I" 1 Cy 31TFW .......... I •• 1 Cy 
AFSTP · ........... 1 Cy SAC (0 I X) ........ 1 Cy 35TFW . ........... 1 Cy 
AFXOP •••• I ••• I ••• 1 Cy SAC (OA) •.••••••• I 1 Cy 37TFW • •••••••• ! •• 1 Cy I. 
AFXOPS · .......... 1 Cy USAFA (01) .•....• 1 Cy 56ACW • •••• I •••••• 1 Cy 
AFXOSL 1 Cy USAFA (DFH) ...•.• 1 Cy 315ACW 1 Cy' 

,. ............ . · .......... 
AFXOSO 1 Cy USAFE (OPL) 2 Cys 355TFW - 1 Cy · .......... ••• I, •• · .......... 
AFXOSN · .......... 1 Cy USAFSO ! BlOB) •••. 1 Cy 366TFW · .......... 1 Cy 
AFXOPR · .......... 1 Cy USAFSS ODC) ..... 1 Cy 388TFW · .......... 1 Cy 
AFXOTZ · .......... 1 Cy USAFSS COI-5) ... 1 Cy 432TRW · .......... 1 Cy . 
AFXPD · ............ 9 Cys 460TRW · .......... ' 1 Cy 
AFXOOC · .......... 1 Cy OTHERS 483TAW • •••••••• I • 1 Cy , 
AFXDOD · .......... 1 Cy 553RECON WG ...... 1 Cy 
AFXDOL · ' .......... 1 Cy 9AF (DO) • •• I ••••• 1 Cy 6400 TEST SQ . .... 1 Cy 

DOTEC • •••••••• I> •• 6 Cys 

iii I 
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SECRET 

OPERATION NIAGARA 

Introduction 

Operation NIAGARA was a c~centrated air ~ffort'executed by the 7th Air 

Force Commander in early 1968 to disrupt a potential major offensive ln 

northwes tern I Corps and the con ti guous area of Laos, An extens i ve enemy' 

build-up in the western DMZ area in late 1967 and early 1968 ind1c~ted that 

a major offens\ve was develop~ng, with the estimated objective of overrunning 

t Khe San~ and other frlendly ~osltions located astride Route 9--the most 
"i' 

readily access'!ble infl1trat10n route for North Vietnamese. forces bypassing 

the DMZ into South V let.nam It was further' estimated that the enemy would 

launch his offens've on or about ·30 January--when the South V'~etnamese would 

be observing the Lunar New ·Yea r . Thus ,at thedi recti on of COMUSMACV, the 

7th Air For::e Commander and his operations and intelligence staff planned 

and directed SLAM-type operations in the NIAGARA area several days prior to 

t.he Tet Holidays, These operations were accorded the highest. p'riority, and 

were applied on a sustained basis. 
2/ 

SLAM-type operatlons began in the NIAGARA area on 22 January, with 595 
Sr 

tactical strike sorties (in:luding 7AF,USMG, and USN) and 49 8-52 sorties 

flown against enemy targets. When Operation NIAGARA officially tenninated on 

31. March 1968, over 24,400 tactical strike sorties and 2,500 8-52 sorties 

had been flown, This was the greatest sustained concentration of airpower in 

the Vietnam conflict to date, The purpose of this report is to bring the. 

statistical weight of effort into proper perspective through the narrative 

study and documentation of Significant developments, It addresses in' 
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particular those operational areas of 7th Air Force ~valuative concern--i.e. 

operational problems and lessons learned, coordination and control, the 

development of targets and tactics, and the responsiveness of airpower to 
. 2/ 

the tactical situation. 

During the progress of NIAGARA 'operations, COMUSMACV designated the 

Deputy Commander for Air Operations as the single manage~' for control of 

tactical air resources (strike and reconnaissanc~) 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 intricacies of this subject deserve more in-depth treatment. 

A separate Project CHECO study, "Single Manager for Air in SVN," addresses 

the single manager concept for control of tactical air re'sources as applied 

,in South Vietnam and the extended battle area. Only those specific problems, 

resulting from divided control in the NIAGARA area are discussed in this 

text. 

The Tactical Situation 

A fair assessment of the developlng situation was that the enemy, with~ 

in his available resources, had been temporarily stalemated by aggressive 

joint air/ground operations, and that he would now make a major attempt to 

reverse this tactical situation. This attempt would require a greatly 

increased infiltration effort. Thus, while promoting increased talk of 

negotiations on the international front, the enemy had used monsoon cover 

and the Christmas truce to accelerate his infiltration of men and'materiel 

2 
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to the southern assembly areas, WhlCh ~cluded Cambodldn The stage for 

widespread offenSIves in South Vietnam and Laos was being seL 

A compar1SQn of t~uck s1ghtlngs in the infiltration corridors clearly 

shows the quantum surge 1 n the -enemy IS' nfl! t'jIW on capabil Hy to support the 

upcoming offenslve. As an example: for the first nine months of 1967, there 

wa~ a monthly a~erage of 480 tru:k s1ghtings. Sightings surgod to 1,1 16 in 

October,. 3,823 in November, and 6,315 in December; this is in sharp contrast 

,. to the monthly average of 256 s'ghtings during the last three months of 1966. 

'-Although there had been a maJJr improvement in 7AF capabilities for t~uck 
}j 

detection, the'surge was st1~1 eVIdent, Friendly ground forces were 

engaged in smal1-st:a 1e operat'.:>ns throughout the countf'y, COMUSMACVadvised 

hi's staff .in early January that lithe enemy has completely shifted his· 

strategy". He reported that enemy forces had moved from the defense to the 
. 4/ 

offense, and were lion the move everywhere" 0 --

Although enemy actlV)ty was on the rise throughout the southern infiltra- . 

.• t10n corridors andtactlcal zones, the greatest threat appeared to be in the 

III Marine AmphibloUS Forces (MAF) tactical area of responsibility. (TAOR) in 

northern I Corps. Over the past several m6nths, the Marine TAOR h~d closed 

northward, and f~xed positions had been established across tho northern 

portion of I Corps to effect a barr1er below the DMZ. Also, several large 

scale ground operations had been executed by III MAF to counter the growing 

threat throughout the 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 capability became necessary, as did 

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

c~itlcal ground situatlon. 

A prelude to Operation NIAGARA was III MAF's Operation SCOTLAND, which 

had been conducted S1nce November 1967 to counter the growing threat to Khe 

Sanh, Camp Carroll, Quang Trl City, and other positions in northwestern I 

Corps, DUflng mld-January, the 'undeniable threat in the Khe Sanh area 

prompted the .greates t concern, Not only had the enemy pos iti oned a 1 arge 

number of fJfces around Khe Sanh, but inteliigence sources reported that 

Routes 92 and 9 in Laos showed signs of an increased logistical movement 
., 

~nto this, area--indicating a pivot point for operatlons"leading toward Khe 
.?,i 

Sanh. 

To explolt th1s sltuatlon, COMUSMACV ordered an all so~rce intelligence 

effort dlrected by MACV J-2 to develop.target boxes for B-52 strikes. A 

maximum B-52 effort was applled against targets generated by this program, 

Known as NIAGARA I, this effort was executed in mid-January, Planning for 

SLAM--type operations at-ound the Khe Sanh area (NIAGARA II) envisioned the 

employmel1t of all avallable USN, USMC and USAF s~rike, reconnaissance, and 

e lectroni c warfare aircraft resou.(ces as requi red., Lower scaies of acti vi ty 

were contemplated consistent with threat levels, 
§J 

1968: 

In planning for NIAGARA, COMUSMACV advised the CG, III MAF on 6.January l! .;) 

"The antiCipated build-up of enemy forces in the 
western DMZ area provides an opportunity to pZan 
a aomprehensive inteUigenae aoUection ~ffort 
and to make preparations· fcr aoordinat~d B-52 and 
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tactical air.a1;rikes, We ahauld be prepared to surprise and 
d-;'sl"'.A.pt em~my plans for an offensive against .Khe B-:mhw.ith 
heavy b~mbing atr-aoks on a sUJ3tained basis" " 

~. 

Followlng a meet~ng w-th COMUSMACV on the tactical' situation, the 7th 

A;r Force Commander"advised his operat\ons and intelllgence staff on 9 

January that a maJor enemy off'enslVe w:,thin the next few weeks was deemed a 

certainty" He caut10ned, however, .that the offens~ve could be directed against 
8/ 

targets throughout South Vletnam, H1S memorandum of 9 January advised: -

"The t3"lemy new has the bqtter pari; af +..he 325th~ 30.4th a1'Ld 
J20th Dii.JZ-S1..OYi.8 in the viain'cty of ](he· Sanhn From the 
disposition of these fOr'ce8~ it would appear that, Khe Sanh 
tS the ~ntey~ed target n Howevar J there is no hard evidenae 
tc support this course of a::'~;n a-s the enemy's ,intentione 
ThG bu-dd-1AP cf f:;rceo and m:z,ter"eZ ,seems to ~ndicate a 
mlA.Oh brcad~ ( obJeC!t~ve than Khe &nih, He may be in the 
mtdat of ~ major bu~~ Zd-"v;p tJ wr%t the inihat1,ve from us 
thr!;-... gh::.ut the country i1 U .;;f t;hfi: talks af ne9')t~',::~tion 
may bi!: a trap t:; get the·bombing stopped so as to ac-.::elerote 

. the dal7.,.very of more eqtdpmeat 1,nto SVN with the obJ'eotive 
of 'a .'717.,. U tar-y vwtary '!-n .~968, He may be after much bigger 
game than Khg Sanh, 1/ 

tl The Commander caut.ioned h~5 3taff that action ~n all four Corps Tactical 

Zones (CTZ) was on the upswing. There were no large unit fights at the time. 
. 9/ 

but there was a sign1ficant increase in ~mall unlt action$" He advised: -

"It is expected tht8 trend win continue- MACV thtnks 
the number- of enemy actiQ'Y/,s is at an a~l time htgh 
since 1966--certa~nly highgr than at any time ~n my tour. 
A z,z of these sma n unit f1:gh ts seem to tie. together a 
genera~ strategy of offensive a~tions at al~ ZeveZ8 
throughout the countrYn Many of the attacks are direoted 
again8t locaZ leadersn The obvious aim i8 to tighten 
controZ on the locaZ people. His fight .has always kept 
the obJ'eotive of r;ontroHing the peop~e uppermost,.'" 
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, 
This would prove to be ~ sound assessment of the developing situation 

when the enemy launched his Lunar New Year offensive a few weeks later. In 

the meanwhile t the di!'pos;tion of enemy fones 1n the NIAGARA area represented 

a very real threat to the Mannes at Khe Sanh, while a1so presenting "an 

undeniable opportunlty foY" concentrated airstrikes on a sustained basis.1I 

Mounting enemy lnfiltratH:m, coupled with i·ntell1gence estimates thatTet 

was·the key date in enemy planning, prompted a strong sense c.f urgency 

cont:erning the defense of Khe Sanh. The. 7AF Commander directed his staff 

to assemble a p1annHlg team for NIAGARA, III want to emphasize the urgency 

of the plan," he stated, "You have authority to dl'aw on whatever staff 

assistance is needed, MarInes m~st be brought in as the plan develops. It 

must be our best effort to support their defenses at Khe .Sanh,1I 
lQ/ 

7~h Air Force Plannlt1a 

COMUSMACV advised that he considered it imperative that IImaximum alr 

firepower available" be used to meet the enemy threat in I Corps, He also 

emphasized the requlrement to "effect detaIled application of air resources 

in I Corps," WhlCh would require a more central1zed direct~on of the air 

effort in the threat area" To this end, he deflned the conmand and control 

procedures whlch would apply in NIAGARA operations: 
ll! 

"To meet the·threat in the Quang TY'i - Thua Thien area .. 
I have dire':Jted my Deputy Comdr- MACV Ail" .. Gen M:imyel' .. 
to develop a plaY/. to':Jon~ent;.l'ate all" available air l'e
souraes (SLAM-type Operation) .. The dil'eat suppor>t of 
Marine unita by the let MAW is ndt affeated by this 
pZan. The initial area of aonaentration wiU be around 
the Khe Sanh (NIAGARA II) al'ea, Depending upon the 
taatiaal situation the area wilZ be shifted, Dep COMUSMACV 
fol' Aii'> OpeY'atiOYl.B lInU ':Jool'di.nate the detaiZs of this air 
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pZan with the lsb Marine Ail" Wing an.d III MAP as· 
appl"opl"iaten I have chal"ged him with the ovepaU 
reaponsibilityfol" ail" operations fop the execution 
of this pZan" He wiU coordinate and dil"ect the em
pZoyment of tho. tacticaZ ail"J Mapine a~J divel"ted 
airstl"ikea fl"om out of countl"y ail" opel"ations J and 
such nava~ air that may be requested" 8-52 strikes 
wi U .be aoordinated thl"ough him; 

"Until further notiaeJ it is direoted that III MAP 
make available to ?AP all tactical bomber sorties not 
l"equired fol" di.reat riil" 8upport of Marine units" TheBe 
Bopties 'W1-U be initiany cOl'/1J11itted to the 'NIAGARA opera-
tion, . 

"I wish b stress the absolute neae8sity fer coordina
tion ,Jf aU elements ;:;f the aomman.d to' bring our fil"e
power against th€ enemy in thIS most effective mannel", 
The seriOUB thl"ea-c we fa,l)e i~ I Corps an.d Khe Sanh in 
parttcularJ demands th~8, I have dil"eated my Air Depu-cy 
to insure in my name that the8e ail' l"esouroes ape applied 
to this end." 

To 'insure that adequate air resources and tactical flexibility were 

available ~o the 7AF Commander, COMUS~ACV requested authority from CINCPAC to 

divert as much of the air effort committed to ROLLING THUNDER lias may be 

cons1dered necessary to cO!,lnter the ~nemy bui ld-up In. Quang Tri Province ll 
0 

lY 
This included both Thailand based USAF aircraft and Seventh fleet resources. 

CINCPAC concurred, but advised that lIit is essential ll that' interdiction efforts 
ill. 

in Route Package I and Laos be cont'inued, This authority for Thai-based 

aircraft to conduct strikes against targets in I Corps marked the first use 

of Thai-based alrcraft in 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 p1ann'ng. the 7AF Commander directed his 

staff to make a maJor effort to insure that effectfve coordination between.., 

partlcipatlng forces was accomplished. He further dlrected that the air· 

effort be'geared to the overall defense plan for the tactical area. 
15/ 

advised 111 a message to III MAF on 19 January: -

"Deputy COMUSMACV for Ail" io preparing an outline p~an 
to insure that a.U e~emen!s of ail" pZannirlfj for 8upport 
of Operation NIAGARA are complete and that command~ aon
tT'vl~ a.nd (),)';l'd-;.n?t /.,:/'1. a!'l'angements amorlfj foy~es in- . . 
v:;lved 'J.l'.e adequate t7 the fun oca~e of intensity of 
possible air 6psl''J.tiona.'' 

.liI 
As 

Specific plannlng for operatIons as approved by COMUSMACV in NIAGARA II 

called for a maXlmum B-52 effort~ with follow-up reconnalssance--both visual 

and photo.. Tactl';al alY wouid expend under FAC control, Airborne Command

and Control Center (ABCCC) a1fcraft orbit;ng over Laos would control the 

SLAM effort .. The ABCCC would serve as an extens10n t:> the 7AF Tactical Air 

Control Center tTACC). and would be tied into the Marines at Khe Sanh and Dong 

Ha for art~! lery fIre. Intens~fled armed reconnalssanceinto and leading out 
;:~. 

of the NIAGARA a~ea would be requl r ed, and all roads leading from Laos into 

the area were to be 'nterdlcted" The 7AF Commander also directed that SLAM 

surveillance and suppress:on were to be available if required, and that Air 

Defense CAP be prepared to screen off off~nsive air that might covertly develop. 

He also directed on the spot analysis at the TACe for indications of enemy 

attempts to put an airfield into ope r atlon in Laos and Route Package I. 
. 1§j 

Detailed photo coverage wpuld be directed for both day and night, 
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. rACC d i r-ected the "Covey" FACs flYl ng out of Da· Nang and Ubon Ai r Bases 

to place first prionty on support of Operatlon NIAGARA. The Marine ground 
'. 

forces would be g1venfull ALO/FAC suppo~t whenever required. The I Corps 

VR program would also recelve top prlority. They advised the 20th Tactical 

Air Support Squadron (TASS) to"keep ahead of FAC and dlrc"'aft requirements. 
ILl 

~ and· notlfy TACC of addHiona1 needs aVd";lable"" Hq 7AF .TACC also directed 

that it was esientlal that "7AF FACs develop and report all suspect activities 

.observed in the threat area," In addit:on to the. Laotian portion of the 

'i;', threat area, "all routes and t/d!l nets leading into the Khe Sanh area" would 
18/ 

be covered extei1slVe 1y for tyoops and lqg1Stic support infl1trations. -

A special 7AF NIAGARA Intell 1 gense Control Center was also establ~shed to 

effect an around the clock pYiont.y effo:-t t.o insure the effective manage-

ment of 'ntelligenc.e resources, Th"s w-;l: be discussed later under "Targeting 

and Tactlc.al Response", 

Control and coo r dinat10n limitations had been of recurring concern ~uring 

joint ai~/g(ound operations ~n the IiI MAF TAOR. Thus, when COMUSMACV 

. issued the ex:ecut 1 on order fo' NIAGARA I I on 22 January. the 7AF Commander 

in tlJr'n directed his operation:; and 1nt.ell1gence staff to effect immediate 

coordination with III MAF offic:als, 7Af officials proceeded that afternoon 

to III MAF at Da Nang to brlef and coordlnate plans for air support of 

NIAGARA II.P~esent at the conference were the CG. III MAF. Comdr 1st MAW. 

the III MAF Ch1ef of Staff, and several key III MAF staffofficel"s. The MF 
19/ 

Deputy Directo"", TACC, reported on this meeting: -

o· 
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"GeneI'al Cushma'YI. (CG .. III MAF) stated that he wanted an 
the ~ir> that he a:;uld get in SUppOI't of h"-o gr>ound fOI'aes 
and that he prefeY'I'ed to use a~I' to the maximum e~tent 
possible Y'ather than artillery bec~Be ?f logistic resup
ply tc theKhe Sanh area 0 General Cushman Was aonaepned 
abou t Mar~ne. gr'ol..l.nd foraea deplcyed in and around the 
Khe Sanh area and wanted to be sl+1'e that procedut·es were 
estabZ~8hed tv 7..n,surethe safety ?f these trcops, Also 
that the 155-mm artiZZ:ery at Khe' Sanh aould be used .. when 
neaesoar>y .. under 1;he :!ontrol ,;f the Fire SupportCoordirza
ti?n Center (FSCC) at Khe Sanh, I ~nfor>med General Cushman 
in my opin1-?Ytthis ac:;rdinaticn Was easiZy effeated through 
the ABCCC and BtY'ikes made .in the alose proximi1;y of Khe . 
Sank wculd be aO:Jr>d1,nated through r;hat fa~ility. In addi
hon .. ~f aonrnumaatl..-?YlS WeI'e lost at Khe Sanh I suggested 
that the Divisw'1 FSCC at Dong Ha pr>c;lJide the necessary 
aool'dination, 

"Upon my departure from III MAF .. I was convinaed that 
Genel'~l Cu::.hman wa:s de~~ghted that 7th A~r FOY'ce had taken 
the tn~tiat~ue and was prov~ding a7..p power> to assist his 
gr.:;und f0tC~es li~ f/,l·rthep ~'1fc;rm6d me that the· only thing 
he asked was that strikes in r;he v1,cinity of h~8 tY'oops be 
thoroughLb -;:;c;rd7.."Iated wl-th hi;;; contl'olLing agenc~es and that 
he 'pl(:fen ed to us ea.l.-t' rat her than art i ZZel'Y beaause of 
the. c:a.p:lb .... hty t:J. de?.iu6r grecr.f:.er tCYI;"l.age on the enemy,,". 

It was agreed that the ABCCC would directly control all air operations 

in NIAGARA WIth the e~ception of those Marine sorties that were to be used 

for close air support of Mar-ne ground forces, It was clearly understood that 

the procedures establlshed would In no way restrlct Hll1sboro ABCCC from 

employing airpower In any area of NIAGARA, but certain coordination procedures 

would be required fo~ the protection of friendly 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 requ·;re all strikes 

to be FAC controlled and with coordination through the FSCCo Outside of this 

zone, and out to a clycle des~gnat;.ng ~he l55-nm artillery range. strikes 

would be conducted aft~r coordination with the Marine FSCC at Khe Sanh to 
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I 1nsure that artlllery an~ air~tnkes did not interfere with each other, In 

I /' other areas contlguou~ to the NIAGARA area, ;,e. to the east through south, 

/ 

existing procedures would remain in effect, A free fire zone was·established 
./ Iv/' outside· the 155-1111] arti 11e ry range, StY lkes could be made in this area 

/ . 20/ I without coordlnation of the FSCC, --

I 
In spec1fic areas designated by III MAF, in the immed~ate vicinity of 

Khe Sanh where Manne g"Qund forces were deployed, Marine air would be used 

to the maximum extent possible, Addit~onal strikes would be requested by 
~t:'L) 

the ground forces commander concerned;~":'These striKes ·would be controlled 
~ . 21/ 

e1ther by FAC 0(' MSQ/TPQ depending on the closeness of friendly troops. --

It was agreed that all alrc~att operatlng in the N:AGARA area would 

check ~n and out w~th the ABCCC for target/FAC asslgnment wlth the exception 

of those Ma('ine aIrcraft ~nde( FAC control conductlng Llose air support. 

of Marine ground forces in the Immediate Khe Sanh area. The ABCCC would 

mdinta~n :0o~dinat!on of these strlkes through the Marlne sub-DASC·at Khe Sanh, 

r, ~r the aHbo"'-ne DASC If on station. When Marine aircraft were not used in 
fJf 22/ 
th1s role they would contact ·the ABCCC to be put on othe~ t~rgets. 

With these agraements, the Deputy Director, TACe, departed Da Nang for 

Udorn to brief the ABCCC crews and to fly on Hillsboro ABCCe on 23 January 

to insure that these procedures were workable. ~e reported to the 7AF 

Commander: 
?1J 

"Whde aating as the ABCCC Corrunander (HiLlsboro) on the 
23d I found that these proaedures were effeotive and 
thg ope·l'ar;ion went rathel' smoothlyo The only' pr~blem 
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encountered was initial coordination with the FSCC 
at Khe Sanh, ABCCC was unable to maintain radio 
contact with the FSCCn The orbit of ABCCC was moved 
in an attempt to gain constant radio contaot; howeverJ 

only intermittent contact was obtainab~eo Following 
this fai lure we estab Ushed procedures to maintain 
constant radio contact with the Marine airborne DASC 
(really 9- TACP) that was on 8tation betzJee~ Da Nang 
and Khe Sanh, Once this procedure was established we 
had no more problems of coordinating strikes, For the 
first day I felt the operation went very 1JJeZZ, However J 

procedures will continue to be refined and closer coordi
nation attained, 

"Based on my experience on the 23dJ I'feel that the ABCCC 
can aucaessfully handle 700 to 750 strike sorties in a . 
24 hour period 80 long as the?esorties are not aZZowed 
to gang up at any one p~riod. This 8ituation can easily 
be prevented by proper scheduling andma'1-ntaining adequate 
tankers on station," 

\ 

\ 

Despite these early agreements, coordination and control problems did 

arise in NIAGARA,especially during the first three weeks, These problems, 

along with certain developments in th;s area of concern, are addressed.under 

"Coordination and Control". Also, there was considerable coordination in' 

other areas which are not addressed by th,s study. One example wascoordina-

ticn between COMUSMACV and the U,S. Ambassador to Jaos on SLAM operations 

in the Laotian portlon of the NIAGARA area. AmbaSsadorial concurrence was 

obtained, and prior approval on a large llst of 8-52 targets was given to 

insure no delay in the effective application of this weapons system. Along 

wi th other necessary res tri ctions, a no-fHe zone was drawn around a fri endly 

Laotian outpost just across the border on Route 9, This restr;c\ion was 

lifted shortly after NIAGARA operations began, when this outpost was overrun 

by NVN forces, 
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The Fall of "Elephant" 

Severa 1 days prlor to the begi nh i ng of NIAGARA, it was reported th'at 
. . 

the enemy had effectively restrlcted movement by friendly forces operating 
,. ~ 

out of the Manne Base CalT'tp 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", but had not produced "tangible" intelligenceo 

Patrol range had been' 1 imited to an eight to ten kilometer radius of Khe 

Sanh because this was the 'limit o~pporting fire available; Also, enemy 

counter reconnaissance patrols were able to screen the location and movement 
. 24/ 

of unlts, and prevented the collection of data by engaging friendly patrols' 

By ,the t'~me NIAGARA operatIons began, the situation had become more 

critica1, E~emy forces had al~eady 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/ 

te 11 the s tory ~ 

At 210430 K/3/26 USMC on Hlll 861 received a grount1 '. 
attack from an estimated 200-300 enemy, Friendly 
posit10n was not penettated and contact became sporadic 
untl1 approximately 1200H when enemy broke contact" 
Sporadic small anns fire continued throughout the after
noon" 

At 210505H the Khe Sanh Combat Base received an unknown 
.number of mortar rounds, Incomi ng mortar fi re conti nued 
until 1200H, Even' ng 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, 

o F ri end 1y casua 1 ty report, for the day -- 14 KIA, 43 WIAn 
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Three kl10meters NNE of Khe Sanh at 2ll700H, three 
UH-1Ds In support of ARVN forces received heavy ground 

.fire on approach to LZ. One l:JH-1D touched down;n LZ, 
recelved heavy fire, and exploded. The other two UH-1Ds 
aborted misS 1 0n and returned to Khe Sanh, 

, On 2.2 January, both Khe Sanh and Hi 11 881. came under 
enemy mortar bombardment, Enemy positions taken under. 
fi re by tact; ca 1 a; rand 105 fi re, . 

At 221300H, unknown number of civilians continue evacuat
lng village of Khe Sanh to area near combat base, 

Approximately l500H, an H-34 he 1 1 copter was shot down OR 
Hill 881-S whl1e 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 k, lometers SSE of Khe Sanh at 221 52,5H , an. F-4B on 
CAS misSlon was hi.t by enemy ground fire·and cras'hed, 

, Eight k,lometers NW of Khe Sanh at 221730H, 1/3/26 USMC 
observed 30-40 enemy. Artillery mlssions and tacUca1 air 
stri kes dH'ected on enemy pos 1 ti ons . Results , 21 KIA. 

UPDATE. Twelve kilometers south of Khe Sanh at 211500H an 
air observer dlrected e 1ght f.ixed wlng strikes on enemy 
pos it 1 ons. Results, 40 KIA. 

In the mep,nwhlle, heavy enemy movement 'continued on the Laoti an s; de of 

the NIAGARA area~ and on the nIght of 23 January, an'estlmated three battalions 

of NVA soldiers attacked the Laotian outpost blocklng Route 9 into South 
26/ 

Vietnam.- ThiS friendly Laotian element, located at Ban Houi Sane, was 

officially known as BV-33, but was better known by its radio call sign 

"Elephant", espec1ally to 7AF Covey FACs, These FACs were staging out of 
\' 

Khe Sanh prior to NIAGARA, but had been relocated to Oa Nang and Ubon as the 
o 

Khe Sanh situation became crltical, The E1~phant forces had proved to be a 

valuable intelligence source to the FACs~ who not on~y maintained radio contact, 

but often flew into the camp's STOL strip' for a visit with the BV-33 Conmander, 
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y./ 
Lt. Col, Soulang, and h~s people. 

'As previously stated, 7th Air Force' had gone to great lengths to preclude 

inadvertent strlkes agaln5t the Elephant contingent, as well as other friend-
Q 

ly pos~tlon5 on both sides of the border. A no-strike zone was dr.awn around 

I the friendly pOS1tion5, and the ABCCCs, th~.FACs~ and all strike pilots were 

I thoroughly brlefed on these "restricted areas, Afte'r 24 January, strike 

restrictions 'n the Elephant area were lifted--NVA forces had overrun the 
- ':, 28/ 4 Elephant cont'ngent. 

I 
, 

The attack on Elephant was s,upported by seven annored vehicles which 
~2./ 

had ~dvanced along Route 9- Weather was extremely bad ln the area during 

the en~my advance, and thlS severely restricted air support for the Elephant 
30/ 

forces. One Covey FAC descrlbed the weather: 

"On 24 January~ I took of! ':J.t 3:30 in the morning to 
SUppOl"t E~ephant who lJas in the pl"OCeSB of being ovel"
runo When-,I al"r'l,:lJed in the al"ea~ Candlestick lJaS thel"e 
f~aring the battle scene, The scene was, low ovel"cast~ 
pl"obabZy up to around 2~000 to 3~000 feet so~idJ with 
a high ovel"cast based :l.t about 12J OOO feet- Cl" so. We 
Wel"e unaple to work l)1"SUany in theal"ea at alL " . " 

Because of weather conditl0ns, all strikes made in s~pport of Elephant 

had to be directed ln by the Marine TPQ ground directed radar bombing system' 
RI 

located at Rhe Sanh., The FAC reported: 

"Candlestickand I Wel"e flying through the layel"8; 
CandZestick fZal"ing at the l"equeat of Elephant, 
Elep'fzant l'epol"ted he l,Jas undel" heavy gl"ound attack,' 
He repol"ted tanks and tl"Ucks aoming down Route 9 
from west' to east, His out8l" PGI'im~tel" had already 
been bl'eaahedJ and he was aalling fol" ail" strikes. 
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,iSin:ae !Je !Jerg ur;,.abZ,e to d.gfl.,lie the situation on the 
ground~ al? W6 c~u~d de was to take aoordinates given 
to us by ELephaYLt and re'Zay them to A Ueyoat (Night 
ABCCC) and have the.m TPQ l.,t wt~h Carstairs Bravo 
(Marine contr'oZ at Khe Sanh. l • EVen if the TPQs !Jel'e 
pinpoint '/..11. aa-:;uraay~ the pt'obZem here was that the 
NVA !Jere mc')ing so fast that by the t;·img the TPQs 
hH,,~ they wet'e probabZy !Je n CI)'X1.y fro'lJ1 the tar'get a1'ea 

. aYLd aontivtuing.!Ji th the attaak. . 

"We had two YeUowbtrds ;B-57s.1 :"1 the area !Ji.th fil'e 
bomb8~ bu.:: we ~O'AZ:1 'I'lct expend them because !Je ooul.d 
no t ideY/. ti fy the: b-::r.t t' l.e an. the g _"'ound 0 We . .i us 't, had 
to sit, '~P ":.h~re., ('':l-r:her ft'ustt'at~d~ aYLd TPQ to hel.p 
them ~na;, J').c t befcr'6 d".J.WYI., EZ,ephant 't'epol'ted th-::r.1; 
the:y !Jere b'::::'1.g ::;)')~r't''A.n, I aauZ,d hear the machtne: guns 
and. mortal'S i.v;. the b-::r.·::kground as he t-::r.~ked t':J.r::her sadly 
")'Jer the ['2d10 " 

L t Col Soul ang adv') sed theFAC that he was going to have to evac
I 

uate the command post and retreat to the east toward the Lang Vei Special 
32/ 

Forces 'Camp -- Just across the borde~ in South Vletnam---- The BV-33 

Commander later ~eported that he radioed for help,to 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 

VeL This group lnc 1uded 276 BV-.33 troops. approximately 200 Meo troops, 
33/ 

and approxi mate ly 2,300 refugees, some, of whom we're BV-33 dependents.-

Midway, the BV-33 Commander contacted an indigenous soldier at 
f;' 

LangVei and again asked for helicopter support, He was given an affirmative 

answer,but none arri ved by 1700 hours, The refugees coriti nued to move 
341 ' 

along Route 9,- The; r wi thdrawa 1 was' covered by ai r. The weather c1 eared 

slightly during the day, and while o~e FAC directed strikes in against the 

fonner Elephant command post, another FAC followed the refugees. Covey 263 
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located 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.j 
Hillsboro ABCCC reported on the BV-33 withdrawal:-

. "EZephWit ha.d. betEYJ o')er::,'u"l before Fii Usboro :daylight 
CXll.l sign) to;;;k station and the BUf';)£VOrB and refugees 
were 1;'{'a'Jelli¥Lg along Route 9 'toward Khe Sanh 'Co?)ey 
FACs remained over ,the ~oLumn throughout the day and 
saw the~ ~nto the ~omp~und ~t Lang Vei. The presence 
of the FAC a~r"::rr.1.ft apparently prevented -jurothel' haras
sme"lt. EZephaYlt 't'8pct·ted thl'ee medium tanks supporting 
the battaZion. at taoktrtfj hLm, FAC re~ced the area and ' 

. I·eported tra,::k5 of some type of l)ehide with aleated 
tl'ead5 but f()'-4."ld Yl,:;i :a.nks Route '9 W:::lS iYltel'diated 
aYld a bridge bombed for a prbC!autwnaJiij measupe ,after 
the r'3f AfJ%8 had p_"'o~eeded W£.st of it," . 

An Army debrIefIng offlcer reported later on the BV-33 arrival at 
38/ ~ ,+ 

Lang Vei :--

"Advan~ed. p La';'Jon arnved at Lang Vei SF Carnp~ where 
t1'Eey were disCU'med as were rEst of un1- t ar'!'iving late:!'. 
Lt Cd SC1 ... laYi.g remc"nstr::n.ed with Comaflder of J/SSF~ a 
Lt CoZ~ Who o~e~ed that weap~ns be given baa~ to .BV-J3. 
Fie then teld BV-.33 CO to depk;y his unit in defense 
pos'1-t1-ons at; Old Lang Vet Camp (approx 1~ 000 meters . 
no .. "'th of SF :.'amp) Ref'''gees w€.re. herded to ,Zo~atiQn. 
apppoxLmately 800 meters east JUBt. "off Hte 9, BV-33 
stayed at the1:1' P.,s z. tLQn8 at Lang Vet and made several 
patrols al)'::ompani€.d by USSF personnez,. BV-3J lost 
1 officel'~ MIA, and twD VSSF O"'l these patro~8. After 
~he 27 th of Ja"luary~ ad~qua1;e amounts of food we:!'e pre
pa:l'ed~ both rice and C-:rarionB~ bur; no a.rmB~ ammo~ 
CZ,Oth1~"lg nor shovels to dig adequate defense positions. 
Medi(J,.7.Z r),7:d p.rolJided BV-33 WIA;." - /I 

The Laotian soldiers and refugees were now in a zone of comparative 

17 

SECRET 



SECRET 

safety, but only temporarl1y Within two weeks, the Lang Vei Special 

Forces Camp would also be overrun and would no longer represent a haven",' 

The attack on Elephant was the first indication of enemy armored vehicles 

being in the area. Although the BV:..3.3 Commander was usually a reliable 

source of intell ig'ence, his report of tanks was viewed with skepticism 

by some officials, primarily because there was no visual sighting of 

tanks pnor to the Lang Vei attack, Tracks had ,been sighted, but these' 

could have been made by vehicles other than tanks. Bad weather and 
39/ 

camouflage techmques successfully masked the enemy's true intent.-

Loss of the Elephant camp meant the loss of a valoable intelligenc~ 

source L t Co 1 Sou 1 ang had 0 ften been ab 1 e to adv i se the Covey FACs of 

enemy movement 1n the Route 9 area,'and his forces had been the first 

to detect the enemy s construct' on of a new road bypass~ng Route 9 into 

Quang Trl PrOVlnce Th's new road, wh'ch was well concealed beneath the 

~jungle cano~y, was being constructed in the Co Roc Mountain area just south 

of Route 9 Some of the more lucratlve target~ 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 vicln 1 ty of Co Roc Mountain (XD 741 316), 
41/ 

Their observation was reported as follows~--

On 11 Janua'V'y, a team found an occupied '50-man 
foxhole comple~ at the top of Co Roc P~ak, ' 

~ 

On 13 January, a patrol observed 75 NVA soldiers 
and sighted heavy ground fire, including 50-
caltber machine guns. firing at an aircraft. 
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·On 15 January, a team observed a hut with a long 
wire antenna set up next to ito The area showed 
signs of heavy foot trafflc in the immediate 
vi Cl.nl ty 

\ 

On 16 January, two caves were di.scovered, one of 
wh 1 ch conta 1 ned twQ... tons of ri ce, Th ree enclosed 
structures were 10Cited nearby which could house 30 
men each. Appro)( lm~e ly 900 meters SE of the caves,· 
an extenSlve bunker/complex was discovered. The 
team counted fIve hundred bunkers, and reported that 
many were of 10-man capacity. One large bunker was 
estlmated to be for .a regimental command post, The 
other bunkers were COf1S tructed wi th gun ports for 

. defen~lve action 

Loss of the ~tephant Camp reemphasized a lesson learned in the 

Vietnam conf1lct When small frIendly ga rr lsons and outposts have.been 

subjected to determined, heavy enemy assaults, tactical a1rpowe r has been 

essential to suc:essfu 1 defense and/or evacuation,0 Under conditions 

favorable to the enemy, e g Inclement weather, tactical airpower has not 

a lways been able to p· .... ec 1 ude them f rom be 1 ng ove rrun, Radar directed 

strikes ha1e helped to offset weather disadvantages ln Vietnam. but 

such strikes a~e l1mited when forces are closely engaged. The impact of 

new weapons, such as wide area ant1-personnel mines (WAAPM). on similar 

situations has yet to be'""4detemllned. ·Similar attacks have been broken 
" 
when defend\ng forces were able to withst~nd the as£ault until the 

weather cleared, or when the defending forces called in strikes on 

their own positions. Of course, a larger fixed position such as Khe 

S~nh would be a differen~ matter. Launching a major assault against 
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positions such as Khe Sanh would mean the massing of enemy 'forces, thus 

making them extremely vulnerable td airpower -- especially' wheri it was 

applied on a SLAM-type basis 

Although super-lor enemy fOf'ces usual1y had little difficulty over

powering small fixed posit10ns in bad weather. theli usual tactic was 

withdrawal rather than attempting to hold the position once it was 

aba~doned by the occupants. Th;s precluded effective air bombardment 

of the abandonedposition~ and quite often forced aircraft to ~xpend on 

uncertain withdrawal route targets However, enemy withdrawal and 

tactical aIr effect'veness In thls partlcu 1ar sItuation presented a 

departure f~om the norm Enemy obJectlve~ in the area offered limited 

withdrawal alternat'ves Movement 1n any direction stlll placed the enemy 

in the N1AGARA target1 ng area, and the extensIve application of B-52s and 

tactical alrpowe r under the NIAGARA concept reduced the probabiiity of 

escape. 

~~~IAGARA and the Tet Offensive 

Obviously, the attack on BV-33 was designed to eliminate surveillance 

of enemy movement in the area· ContHlUed surveillance by the Covey FACs, 

the Special Forces at Lang Vei, and other outpoits and patrols helped 

offset the loss of the BV-33 camp 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 defensive wire had been cut and replaced as to indicate it was 

undisturbed. On the same date, other outposts and patrols in the vicinity 
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of the Khe Sanh combat base reported extensive enemy troop movement to 

the east on Route 9 Heavy enemy troop movement was also reported in 
421 

the v;cin1ty of Lang Ve i . 

Refugee movement on.Route 9 presented a .problemo Covey FACs re

ported over 1,000 refugees on Route 9 from the Laotian borde~ to Lang 

Vei, and ir certain instances thel r presence helped p~otect enemy forces 

from air str,kes In one instance, a target 500 meters northeast of 

Lang Vel was' passed to Hll lsboro 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 a~ea reported 200-300 refugees on Route 9, 

.500 meters fr6m the target, and 500 more on a trail from the target to 

Route 9, The target was not struck becaiJse of the prOXlmity of the 

refugees, and the posslb,lity that the troop concentratlon was in actuality 

a group of refugees Again, monsoon weather was favorable to enemy move-
43/ 

ment, and hindered visual conflrmation.-

, On 26 January, Covey 252 and another FAC were flYlng over the Special 

.Forces Camp at Lang Ve i, when the E 1 ephan f Commander and members of the 

Special Forces Group reported trucks moving down Route 9 toward their 
44/ 

pos.i ti ons As Covey 252 reported:-

. . 
"Of aOU1'se., we fCl'esCQ;) a r>eenactment of 'the disaster> 
at EZephant. We r>gques~ed some napaZrn.and CBU and a 
fZtU'eship., none of whiah wer>e avaiZabZeo We ended up 
hi~ting the aoo:r>dinates wher>e the. tr>uaks wer>e supposed 
to be Zoaat.ed with some M-:-l17s -- a flight of F-ZOOs. 
We not.ified ?AF that we aons1,der>ed it neaessary 1;0 t~!.ll)e 
napal:m and CBU a'Ja1-lable., to use ontr>oop aonaentr>ations 
and vehiales" " 
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"'. Khe Sanh was ~lready effectively pinned "down, with airlift being 

the only means of resupply and evacuation of, personnel. The Marine 

base camp was under constant fire from enemy mortars, rockets, and 

artille~'Y, and much of their 'own artillery ammunition had been de-

s troyed when enemy rounds hit the; r ammo dump on 22 January, New enemy 

positions were springing up all around Khe Sanh defensive positions, with 

rei nforcements continually movi ng into the area, It appeared that a 

major assault on Khe Sanh was imminent, In addition to other intelligence 

sources, an NVN .office r who ral1 ied at Khe Sanh airfield on 20 January 

said that "beginnlng with Khe Sanh, every U.S. base between the Laotian 
a 45/ 

border and Con Thien is to be taken before Tet."--:-

In view of the Increased actIvity In I Corps, COMUSMACV contacted 

the Ameri'can Ambassador and requested that the p.l anned truce duri ng the 

Tet Holidays be cancelled, Concomitantly, the 7AF Comma"nder advised that 

enemy actions in the NIAGARA area were considered to be "preparatory to 

the main battle", 'He ad,,'sed his Deputy Chief of Staff 'forOperations 
46/ 

on 24 January:--

... 

"Wh6Y/. the ma~·Y1 thru6 t comes we w~ L 7" know it by the 
7"evel·of ();ol"iiY/.ated pP6paraatory fire foUowed by 
assau?.tirtg e"iemy infaY/.tty. A 7" l the air we have 
available will- be ahuttZed mght and day •. Our tactias 
wi lZ be pf'fi;d1.,a~ted OY/. that basis. WheY/.8ver ~t is 
pOBBible~ w~ sho1."ld mass the 8-528 and then fcHow 
with .the TAC air" Th~6 has always been Bound and we 
shouldn't get away from it here" This is ·the taatic 
I wi II propose to General WeB tmore land when the main 
battle begins. 
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"The strikes Monday afr;e .. "'naan (22 Januazy) against the 
300 tr::i:}Fs aaoording to the refugees from Khe Sanh was 
far more effeative than fl-rst repol't·o Aaoording to 
reports given by these people atle~st foUl' hundred or 
mor~ NVA 1;1'::i0PS were killed by &he CBV at&aak, We should 
continue to empby a balanced load of hard. bombs and 
CBVs. The bombs to open up the canopy with CBUs to get 
exposed 'personnel" We will. find in this battle more 
ooncentration of troops than has been the case ~n the 
past .. ' Consequentl,y, CBU-8s and 24s should be our pnmazy 
weap:;ni...f the a 7, tua.!io1 d<El.le lops as described. 

"Aga1..n I W<Z1!; t~ be 8Ul'e you fuZZy understand my guidance 
on "the totaL use of the fOl'ces,We must provide close 
ail' support r;o troops who are in oontaat, It d~esn't 
matter whel'e th1..6 1-8, TheBe' requil'emeYJ.ts wi ll. be met. 
above. aU ,;.:;hers. I c:mstr'.le '~Y'?QPS .1..YJ. aontaat to also 
inalude· heLia.;;pters, AC-4 7 s or any other aI-I" vehicle 
whi'ch 1.·8 f?--riqagi11fj eYJ.eorry r;mops SiYJ.ae the batt?.e in 
Khe Sw.h may go for an 6xte!l,dedtime we mus"t be iYJ. a 
pas ture ~q B us t~~ ,,!')41' effort. Hold baak . our 8 urge 
untiI I dea1..de to make the all out effort. 

"We m,..t6! oOYJ.~inue with' t·he inte:o·i1..at1..oYJ. in Laos and 
Rt Pkg J St~ikes iYl the NOl'th wi 2.7, be reduced when "the 
weather t.s bad tc; bolate.r the 1..YJ.terdu:t1..OYJ. effo1't in 
Laos If the weather b:t'eaks .we wi n,. go for a maX1,mum 
effon 1,YJ. Laos pr01)iding there 1...8 not a Ol"1..Bis at Khe 
Sanh If there is a orisis at Khe Sanh, it will take 
prioI''1-ty ?%1' aU·stl'ike87~n the NOI'th," 

47/ 
Further gUld3nce was provided by the 7AF Commander on the 24th:--

"l/ntt.l the g.-.emy aom'71'Lts himself at Khe Sanh the le1)el 
of effort should be balanced against .the. interdic,tion 
progl'cun iYJ. Laos- Pa.rtic:..t.lar atteYJ.tion should be given 
to Rour;e 9, I expeot thts to be -r;he main .supply route, 
As soon as the refugees are qleared, and under FAC con
t~o! to be ,~e.of ~hq.ir cl~aranae, I want to keep t~is 
route interdicted night ~d day, You shoutd be working 
on it wes"t of EZephant area now,. Combat Skyspot shouZd 
be utilized when the weather is bad, 

"First thiYl.g "tomorrow mOPl'ling (25 Jan) pl,tt str,;ikes qgainst 
the Elephant Airfield, This fieZd shouZd be kept knocked 
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out- I would ~Zso Z~~e to ~eep aZl potential operating 
- loaations fop MIGs whioh ~ within range of the Khe 
Sanharea knoaked out, We know the airfieZdB~ 80 it is 
a mat'tel' of oooL'dinatio'1 between oU1'selves and the Navy, " 

4 
From thlS point on, concentrated airpower would provide the 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 ta~gets, ~nd the SLAM effort lnsured around-

th~-clock availab,Hty of stl"lke aB'e'-aft, F "om 22 through 29 January, 

over 3,000 tact1cal strike sorties were flown ,nto the NIAGARA area. 

Bomb damage assessment (BOA) for these :; tri kes was reported as follows: 

346 secondary explos 1ons and f 1 f'es. sixteen tf'ucks destroyed and seven 

damaged, 18 gun pOSl tions destroyed and three damaged, 29 bunkers 

destroyed and ten damaged, 181 st,"uctures destroyed and 65 damaged, and 

241 KBA, Th,s BOA was reported by Visual sight1l'1g, "and is undoubtedly 

deflated in vi~w of the extremely bad weather at the time. Well over 
48/ 

200B-52 so"'ties ~ere also flown in NIAGARA du,...,ng this period,-

EVen approxImate BOA on these strikes was prohibited by severe weather 

conditions and the lack of ground follow-up ARC LIGHT BOA will be 

discussed 'later in this study 

On the day before Tet, the Vi etnamese Government ca-ncelled the 36 
, 49/ , 

hour ceasefire throughout South Vietnam.-- In the NiAGARA area on the 

29th, reports from special air delivered sensors indicated"a lot of 
501 

activity 1n Khe Sanh area" These reports said further:-
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. "Manytl'oop rriovemeYl.1;s of l2.l'ge and smaH units Ir·om 
Laotian border as fa~n 8out-hlS ten miZes be low Khe 
Sanh, All m~')emeYl.ts towar-d Khe Sanh, Seems to be 
big push. " 

Then, the enemy launched his w~despread Tet Offensive While main

taining pressure agaInst friendly posltions in the NIAGARA area, the 
., 

enemy struck Salgon, Hue and 34 of 45 proli1nclal capitals, and numerous 
51/ 

U.S and Vletnamese m11 1tary insta 11 at 1 ons.-· Demands upon a;rpower 

during the Tet OffenSlve emphaslzed mo~ethan ever the need for centralized 

control of all air resources urider the Deputy COMUSMACV for Air Operations. 

The foremost cons 1 de r at i onfacing the 7AF Commander was to insure ~ir-

. power responslVeness to requlr"ements generated by multJple widespread 

~actical situations, wh,le maintaining the requ1red weight of effort in 

Operat'ion NIAGARA. On 30 January, the Commander directed that all air 

units maintain a 1 2 sortie rate and be prepared to surge upon his 
52/ 

direction. He directed the fol1owlng priority for the air effort:--

Adjust to meet l1ve targets as first priority. 

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

ThaIland-based forces to be applled against Laos 
LOts (1) and In' support of Khe Sanh (2). 

SVN-based 7AF resources to provide emergency sup
port Plelku 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 str.ike aircraft into' 

specific areas of South Vietnam, along with the planned input of carrie~ " 
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forces, helped provide adequate resources and the operational flexi

bility required to insure that the NIAGARA air effort was not diluted. 

'The NIAGARA sort1e rate during the initlal Tet thrust shows clearly 

that Khe .Sanh and Camp Carroll were not left exposed whlle' airpower 

responded to other tactlca l requirements, For the flrst three days of , 

the Tet Offensive, the sortle rate In the NIAGARA area was actually 

higher than It had been on the pt"elilous three days, 1,113 tactical 

strlke sorties and 86 B-52 sort'es were flown in NIAGARA during the 

three days pr10r to Tet 1 whl 1e 1,164 tactical ~nd 123 B-52 sorties 
5.31 

were flown the first three days of the offens·ve· 

.Respons ~ ve'ness was a requ i rement that Impacted a.s much on FAC, 

reconnaissa.nce and jntelrigen':e as It' did on strike opeY"ations .. Twice 

during NIAGARA, maJot shifts of emphasis were made to deal with critical 

tacti ca 1 requi ,"'ements· The fi rs t on 2 February el1tai 1 ed a 40-hour '. 

"crash" targeting effort designed to preempt enemy action against 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 
, .. _....... . . '. 

w1thout seriously Impairing the targeting of the enemy threat to Khe Sanh, 
54/ 

although they severely tasked the human and material resources available.-' 

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

. developed, COMUSMACV estimated on ·2 February that the attack would develop 
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"tonight or tomorrow morning"o He also anticipated an attempt by thE! 

enemy to overrun Camp Carroll 'at the same time, Accordingly, the 7AF 
55/ 

Commander provided d're~tions for the air eff~rt:--

"Weather wi II be bad "n both areas We need to 
increase oux' Sky Spa t effort in both at'eas tonighT; 
and tomorrow 0 General Westmoreland also requested 
that we briyzg 7;he Sky Spot in as cLose as we ' can. ' 
Coordinate thts effort with the Marines to maximize 
die q !fort of the CSS 

'CBVa are released fa~ use in the same area· The 
rest rictions set forth in MACV wire apply" Be 
prepar6d to use these weapons as requested or l'e

. ql~ired; Alert three wings of possible use, 

• "If atta:Jk at Khe SaYih/Carnp Ca'X'roH does aome to-
m .. ght; ()l' tomorr:Jw, I wani: tQ app Z-y maximum effort as 
soon as the weather permit8, Due to the other battle8, 
we should p'~an ::;n using as m,.eh e,ffort from out of 
co.mtry force5 as feasible. We should stay with the 
lOu sorties f~om the Na~y With plans for requesttng 
another 100 sorties We should not lose sight of the 
possibdt'ty the enemy may l'1.unch other ,",oncerted 
attacks at; Pletku, Kontum, Quang Tri City, Hue, and 
oon':!eivably, DaNang. Thus, there may be large demands 
at one time - In that :::ase, we W7 .. U use aU 'Jut of 
country forees in SVN and thi'Yl O/A.t othel' requu'ements 
l..n i-:he south, " 

Concerning this pOSSIble major effort by the enemy, the following 
56/ 

7AF actions were t~ken to make optimum use of in-country forces:--

The force was notl fi ed to be prepared to go to 
an increased state of alert and surge as required, 

All CSS sorties were diverted, range permitting. 
to NIAGARA c, 

For alf TOTs (Time 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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woul d be 1 dunched on prep 1 anned TOTs for !fetter 
flow control. If Hillsboro could not handle the 
flight, it would proceed to fragged target .. Loads 
for afterrioon'would depend on weather outlooL 

Again, the estImated enemy assault did not develop, and after the 

initial Tet thrust, pr i orit 1es established by MACV did reduce the air 

effort. In NIAGARA, This redUctlon was prlm~rily to meet the support 

re~Ulred 1" other Corps areas, and it applIed to the support required 
I . 

from 7AF, Navy, dnd MarInes, a~ well as the divers'on of selected Arc 
57/ 

Light sortIes -- From 23 January through 1 February, the~e was a daily 

average of 429 tactical strike sort~es flown in NIAGARA. For the 

next ten day per~od,' the dai 1y average was 219 sortleso Although there 

was some dIversion of selected 8-52 sortIes, the daily rate actually 

contInued at a hlgher level -- an average of 36 sortiespel" day from 

. 2 .. 3 January through 1 Februar"y, and a dally average of 38fo.'" the next 
58/ 

ten days 

The tactical sortIe rate going into NIAGARA continued at a sub-

stant;al level Although a major" push against Khe Sanh did not develop 

during tlole ;nlt~al Tet.thrust, the enemy forces stl11 represen~ed a 

threat Khe Sanh was completely slJrrounded and u~der constant artillery, 

rocket and mortar bombard~ent. ThiS f 1 re was coming from virtually all 

d i recti ons I inc 1 ud, ng the vi 11 age of K.he Sanh, wh, ch the enemy had occupi ed 

Monsoon weather was stl11 in the enemy's favor, and it was known 

that he had the capability to launch a mass assault. however, to do so would 

make his forces more vulnerabfe to a1 rpower, Thus, the tempo of air' 
59/ 

operations was malntalned at a hIgh level,-
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The Fall of Lang Vei 

Although there was more than sufficient advance notice that the. 

Special Forces Camp at Lang Vei would come under heavy attack, probably 

backed by armored support, the enemy appeared to have little difficulty 

in overrunning this outpost on 7 February, An Assistant Platoon Leader 

~n the 304th NVA Divis;ot1 rallied to the Lang Vei camp on 30,January, 

and stated that Lang ~ei was to be overrun The interrogation report 
60/ 

said: 
('.;. \: . 

'I C7 

"Source stared hi.s battalio'1.~ the 8th~ began infi l-cr::I.T;.ing 
in September 196? During infiltl'ation~ the battalion 
was hit by B-52 stri1<.es and test 50 pgl' cent of its· 
strength to cas:'A.Q.lties, many mor'e to desertion.) and l'e
tUl'ned to.NVN f?r-repZacements.· His unit~ subordinate 

I 
I 
I 

"t,; 
" 

I 
c.~ 

:<I'J'" , 

to ·the 66th Regt, arrived in the Khe Sanh aPea on 20 
Januar>y and :m 21 January attacked the district head
qUaPters there, Again, the ba&talion lost over half its 
$tl'ength and 'Y/.')W has a stl'ength af about 200 men, T,hey 
are deployed i."nmediate.~y west of Khe Sanh viZZage near' 
Route 9 (XD 839383) awaiting ';l'ders ta overl'itn the, Lang 
Vei eanrp, The batt.aUon command pact and an unidentified 
part ef the 66th Regt al'e in arHllery-proof bunkers. 
A 7,tho?l.gh Sr)IA1'ce heal'd of no outs{de support, he stated 
that the 304th NVA Divisicn 1:S to 'hq Zp take +he Khe 
Sanh Combat Base'." . 

Thi~ source, of course, could have represented an enemy strategem, 

but there were even more rellable lndlcatlons that Lang Vei 'WOUld be 

attacked. Specia1 IIlg100 White ll sensor~1 detected considerable pers

onnel and vehicle movement toward Lang Vei, and patrols and 9utposts 

continued to re'port_.~.eavy enemy activity in the area. Both Elephan't 

and the Speci a 1 Forces Convnander had ,reported the same i nformati on. 
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The radlo cal1s'gn for the Lang Vel Speclal Forces Camp was 

"Spunky Hanson", a name equa lly fam; 1 i ar to Ai r Force Cqvey FACs as 

that o·f liE 1 ephant ". Coveys flyi ng in the NIAGARA area were ; n daily 

radio contact with the Special Forces Camp, and these pl10ts felt a 

strong p~rsona1 lnvolvement on the morning of 7 February when the 

urgent call came over the radlo that "Spunky Hanson" was under heavy 
611 

.ground assault. 

Fjrst :ndications of the attack came on the prev10us evenlng. 

At approximately 1840 houys on 6 February, "Spunky Hanson" reported 

recelvlng heavy h~gh-angle enemy fire Four hours later, the Marine 

Base at K~e Sanh came under heavy art; 11 er'y , rocket and mortar bomb

ardment; slmultaneously, the Maf"lne outpost on Hill 861 overl00k~ng 

Khe Sanh reported an enemy ground probe Then, shortly after mid

night, the urgent call came from "Spunky Hanson" that Lang Vei was 

under attack from a large enemy force supported by tanks and flame-
621 

throwers. 

A flareship and Covey 235 were on stat~on dlrectlng tactical air 

stnkes agalnst ·the e.nemy forces; however, the strike alrc r aft ~n the 

area at the time were loaded w'th hard ordnance, which was not too 

effective 1n this particular situation Covey 235 had expended his 

fl.ares and rockets, and a relief had been scrambled from Da Nang Air 

Base at app roximate1y 0015 hours. The relief, Covey 232, who had 
, 

Covey 280 in the right seat of his 0-2 aircraft, arrived on the scene 
63/ 

approximately 45 minutes later. Covey 232 descri·bed the sltuation: -
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",., . Weathero was not the best. The southern hrJ,lf of tang 
Veiwas anywheroe froom 1200 to 1000' feet brooken~ but mo&tly 
overcast. Thenorothern half was about the same, mostly 
1200 brooken. We had a flareship on station~ 'Ba$ketball'~ ~ 
who was doing as good as he could undero the weathero con-

. ditions. The ground firoe I.·)as veroy heavy~ exte.nsive, making 
it almost impossible to stay in ::me position~ because the 
mihute you did they ha.d you under fire. Artillery was aZso 
firoing into the area from Khe Sanh. I received Qne set of 
fighters~ Yellowbird 59(B-5?s~ right after I made the 

t " . reques , ... 

. When Covey 232 arrived on the scene, "Spunky Hanson" wason the 

radio, Covey 232 1dentified himself, and "Spunky Hanson ll reported 
64/ 

excitedly: 

I 

"We have tanks in the area! We have tanks in the area! 
I have one tank on top cf my Tac at this time, there's 
another-tank trying to enter the gate~ coming into the 
compound, and I think there is another one coming down 
the road. _Forget the one on top of the TOC~ but see 
if yo~ can hit the one coming through the gate, and the 
one coming down the road! /I 

That was the 1 as t conta~ Covey 232 had wi th IISpunky Hanson '!·, 

IIThey were .trapped 1n their bunker, and apparently their equipment 

was damaged, and they had to go off the radi 0, II the FAC recalled. 

This loss of communications made a bad situation worse. The camp 

was practically overrun at this time, and without communications 

with the ground, it was impossible to adequately differentiate 
65/ 

betw.een fri endly and enemy ground forces, 

Using a POL fire as navigational reference, the FAC located 
l' 

the tanks that IISpunky Hanson ll requested struck. After Covey marked 

the targets with rockets, Yellow Bird 59 expended his ordnance 

destroying both tanks arid obtaining 15 secondary explosions. Covey 
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was ,hindered from direct1ng stnkes into the compound itself because 

he had lost contact with "Spunky Hanson" and could not 'determine the 

exact ground situation. He was then given 1nstructions by the ABCCC 

to move out of the ar'ea to enable the Marines to fire art1l1ery 

aga ins t the attack 1 ng force at Lang Vei. Covey 232 moved ~k from 
66/ 

the ,area- arid assIsted by spotting for the artillery. 

ABCCC "Moonbeam"-, an add; tIona 1 cent ro 1 a i rc raft staged from 

Udorn espec 1 a 11y for NIAGARA n 1 ght operatl ems, reported: "When 

Carstairs II advised all a1T in the lang Vel area to withdraw while 

'Firecracker' ~peclal Ma~;ne ordnanc~ was executed, air was with-

drawn as directed but strikes contlnued In all other locations ;n 
, 

support of the rest of the Khe Sanh area, Upon completion of 

'Firecracker', no agencies were able to establish radio contact with 

Lang Vel; Since fr1endllE~s were known t.o·be in Lang Vel it was not 

possible to conduct additlonal visual or CSS strikes 1n extremely 
671 

close air suppot"t roles of the camp.'" 

later, as dawn approached, Covey 688 from Ubon was on the Scene 

support1ng rellef opel"ations. The enemy had completely overrun the 

camp by this time, and the Special Fo~ces d~fenders were trapped in . 

their co~mandpost bunke~ An eleme~t of the BV-33 battalion advised 

by a U.S. Army Special Forces NCO.were moving in from the old Lang Vei 

site.,n a rescue attempt. Covey 252, who Joined Covey 688 at 0800 
. 68/ 

hours, defined the sltuation at this point: 

32 

(" 

SECRET 

-r 
• • r 

.~ ... , 

· . t 
.t- 0 

-,. , 
~. .•. 

~ , '. 
'r. , 

t 
J 

'I 
, T , 

~ 
4- . 

I 
I 
I '. 

I 
t ! 

~. 

''> 
r 
~. 

" r 

I 
." 

] 

j 

J 
.;J 



I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
l 

..... 

I 
I 
I 
I 
• l' 

r 

SECRET-

"OUX' advisors (Spunky Hary.son) were trapped in the 
TOC bunker in the middle of the aamp, and the NVA 
were swarrnirtg aU vver it, thr(}/j)ing s'atahel aharges 
and smoke bombs down through the 7Jent, The relief 
f'Jraes ~ , Spun7<.y Hanson J5-A lpha, , whiah I under
stand W61'8 led by Speai'al Foroes Sergeant AshZey 
had mQ'.-Jed up fr'':Im the old Lang Vei damp, But they 
were now pinned dourt. by NVA ma~hine gun fire, 

"Covey 688 was in oontact w7.-th 15-Alpha. He had a 
Canasta flight, Na~y A-ls, o~ stati'Jn. There was 
WI o')ercast at the t1"me, about 500 feet base, up to 
about 1500-2000 foot, with very few holes in it, 
Also a high o!Jeroast up to about 4,;000 feet. 15-
Alpha, who was in c~ntac~ with the trapped foraes, 
l'eq1.A.·<3s ted r,hat the A-ls attempt stt>afirtg passes 
against the enemy s'Lrrc~dingthe bunker, The A-ls 
als? had. 250 lb and 500 lb bombs, and some napaZmo" 

" With the Can~sta A-ls in trail, Covey 688 led them throu~h the 

c'oudsto the target, describing ft as best he could. With the FAC 

"talking" them Into the target, the A-ls were able to effectively strafe 

the TOC, They then remained below the 500 foot overcast in hilly terrain 

and continued to make strafing passes in support of the trapped forces. 
§Jj 

Covey 252, who was St"1 1 l on stat10n monitoring the situation, reported:' 

I'. ,. lS-AZ.pha several ti.mes mentioned he was having .' 
troub1e gettiy~ the BV-J3 peopZe with him to advanoe 
against the enemy for::e3 and the TOC, He mentioned 
at cne pvint that he pra.~tio~lZy had to use gun 

'po1"nt t'J get them to m:Jlie· ?5-Alpha went baok to 
--;hz ali ~amp a~one and !'etumed with a 3?-mm recoiL
less rifLe 0 He was able to silence a aoupLe of 
ma~hine gun 'tes'ts wi ~h'",r' , , " 

At this point, the weather began to break, allowing the A-ls to 

effectively expend their bombs and napalm, They began conducting strikes 

on the westsid~ of the camp. Although these strikes ~esulted in several 
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fires and explosions, the NVA forces still managed to keep several 
, 70/ 

of thelr machine gun positions in operation. 

Covey 252 took over f~om 688 after the Canasta flight completed 

its strikes and returned, tti base. Two Air Forc~ A-Is, Hobo OI'and 

~obo 02, arrived on station with CBU, napalm, and 20-mm, and Covey 

252 bega~ dlrectlrig them on strikes ln the western perImeter. The 

objective was to suppress fire at the western end of the camp, while 

IS-Alpha attempted to storm the TOC. Covey reported that the Hob9-s 

were right on target, and "were flying through their own napalm smoke" 

to suppress the enemyflre Although th 1 S suppress lYe fi re was 

prOVlded, the trapped men st,11 were not rescued at thlS t,me 
71/ 

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

Shortly afterwards, a 50-man hellborne rel1ef force led' by Army 

Special Forces personnel from the Khe Sanh Combat Base was dispatched 

with the mission of joining with the BV-33 unlt in a rald on the ~amp. 

, Gunships and tactj~al al~ continued to conduct strikes on the TOC and 
6' . 

su~roundjng.ayea a~ Lang Vel in preparation for the raid. Under cover 

of this fire and prior to the arrival of the relief force, the ,friendly 
, 721 

personnel on sIte took escape and evasion actlon. --' 

The rel1ef force put down at old Lang Vei and moved overland to 

the new Lang Vel slte. Enroute, they encountered 13 U.S. personnel who 
73/ 

had been in the camp at the time of th~ Initial attack. -- Advancing 

into the camp under protect\ve artillery fire and air strikes" this 
, 74/ 

force was ab 1 e to recover the rema i ni ng personne 1. -. , 
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It was later report~ that nine PT-76 light amphibious tanks of 
. . 

Soviet manufacture had been engaged in the assault, and that five of 

these were eventually 'disab1ed or des·troy~d by air strikes. Aerial 

photography confirmed the use of PT-76 tanks and use of the Xe Pone 

Ri~er as approach route to Lang Vei. It was' also report~d that the 

attack on the camp was composed of an estimated enemy company supported 

by armored vehlcles, including an armored personnel carrier. The 

defensive wire around the camp was not an effective barrier to the 

armored thrust, Reports from the Special Forces indicated that Cal . 

.59 AP ammunition had no apparent effect on the armored vehicles, 

and the'M-72 (Lightweight anti-tank weapon) was marginally effective, 

due to malfunction of some of thes~ weapons. 
J2J 

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. 
Wi th on ly one pod of Y'o.ckets (seven rockets) he had 
expended much of hlS rocket supply directing fighters 
against earlier targets. Thus, when the enemy struck 
Lang Vei, he foundhls target marking capability 
severely limi-ted. 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 ope~ations. Not only did the FAC on 
station at the beginning of the attack find himself 
short of rockets, but the strike aircraft ill1T1ediately 
available were armed wi'-h hard ordnance--heavy bombs 
for NIAGARA i nterdi cti on ta'~gets. The close ground 
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,situation precluded the effective expenditure of 
such ordnance. When the relief FAC arrived on 
station, thesltuatlon 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 wlthout direction from the friendly 
forces themselves, and he found himself wlthout 
radio contact w!th the ground .. He dld have radio 
contact with "Spunky Hanson 15A", who was attempting 
to rescue the trapped personnel, but "Spunky Hanson 15A" 
was unable·to give complete informat10n as to their 
location ~nd could not provide clearance for close-in 
strikes. Covey 235 t"ecommended that outposts and 
Special Forces Camps adopt a visual rneans of communication 
for use at night in the event rad,io contact is lost. 
Perhaps a ground flat"e· system using variou~ colors 
to keep the FAC adVised of the ground situation and 
requirements could be adopted. As 1t turned out, the 
most significant role played by air and artillery at 
Lang Vei was to force temporary enemy withdrawal 
allOWIng evacuation of friendly forces, 

Earlier at the Khe Sanh Base Camp, the Air Force ALO ha~estioned 
how the camp wou1diJ.narklts lines for visual ldentification .if air support 

were requ1red In defense of the camp. KheSanh officials advised that 

. at ntght they. would ~e strobe llghts. The AlO commented that at night, 

strobe lights looked just like muzzle flashes from small arms, and this 
77/ 

was not the "best means" to mark .thetr lines. He suggested: 

/II r-eques tgd that they use aome type of fLare, or . 
per.haps ~ .56 gallon drlAJn w~{th fu.el oil sunken in the 
ground so smaZl arms would not penetrate, They could 
"light these around thr;il' p{;!pimetel', and it was poss'/..bZe 
that t.his would penetrate even a Zow layer of fog. 
This would allow them to dil'~at ail' strikes even under 

, fog condi tiona. It took e7)er- three weeks to get any 
action taken ~nthis. No actian was taken until one 
of the FACs wrote up th6 pl'obcems that he encountered 
at Lang Vei where they had na way cf directing aippower 
because of no visual reference to the ground.,." 
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The aftermath of LangVei's fall resulted in an unfavorable 

tact; cal s,i tuat 1 on--one whi ch had tragi c overtones. Khe Sanh ,wh; ch was 
, 

already crowded With some 6,000 Marines, ARVN soldiers and supporting 

pe~sonnel from other services, suddenly represented the only haven to 

several thousand refugees--both Laotian and South Vietnamese of various 

ethnic drig1ns. Earlier, on 22 January, 1,050 refugees from Khe Sanh 

Village. had been airlifedto more secure areas; however, many were 
78/ 

requ ired torema in beh 1 nd . III MAF reported' on this: 

"Comm~nding GeneraZ~ I Cor-ps~ General Lam~ made deoision 
that 5,000 - 6~OOO Breu who desired to be evaouated from 
Khe Sanh oOuld ncr. be permitted to do so, The offioial 
reason given was that t.hqre is nu pZace to relocate them 
nv'Y',·a.ny avai'lable foodstuffs to feed them. rJnoffioially~ 
however, it 15 1t3 U that 1;he age old animos~ty between 

.. the Montagnards and -I;he' Vi8tnamese was a motivatiY/,g 

. faot?:.. ... behin.d Gener'al Lam'f; decision. Appr::xx:imlJ.tely 10,000 
pounds of '{'ioe avaiZable at Khe San'h was d1,strivuted to 
the Breu there +-0 aZleviate thgir 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 Kh~ Sanh Combat Base". The reasons 

given for not evacuating them were: (1) the problem of identifying 

Viet Cong (VC) sympathizers among them, and (2) the lack of a suitable 

location and food for them in a Quang TriProvince location away fromth~ 

Khe Sanh area. Further, they were l!na~le to return to their hamlets 
79) 

which had come under NVA control. 

In the past, the enemy had not been above using local villagers as 

shields for their assualts. Although this situation did not develop at 
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Khe Sanh, the Covey FACs reported on the situatIon facing the Marine 
80/ 

Commander at Khe Sanh: 
L' 

"They h-ave a lot af Bpe/A tribe8men~ Mon1;agnards~ ,at Khe 
Sanh. Trcopa~ n~t the refugees. Many af thBae refugees 
outside the camp are d€:p~ndent8 Dr fr-ier-.ds c;f the t:rooops 
inside. They eithp::ro e ,;ected or had 1;0 stay outside the 
base perimetql'~ therefore em, their' C;lJY,~ and at thg me:roay 
of the NVA. A l-Jgiaa2 'J.ppUaatioY/. by' the NVA in this 
airawnstaYl.ae ux;u~d be to'; t'21(~ :;heBreu families aY/.d 
ciharge t;he aanrp 'iJ)"th thl? refugees in fp:.nt. NatU1'any~ 
t;he Breu trQaps u:ouZd 11: ': fire OY/. thq;m~ and 1,f we fired 
an them~ t.h.:: Breu L",;..oeS71e'1 1..Yl.side U)IY',AZd prababZy fi:roe 
on us .... If 

The 3rd Marine Divislon reported the fol1ow~ng developm~nts 
81/ 

concerning the refugees dur~g Februa~y: -' -' 

"The Breu pr·:;blem was c~rrtpvu.nded by an Ul.fZ·u.x of Lao 
'refugees~ La':) mt'''.itary personr>,d~ MU<.e F()f'~e aYid CIDG 
persa:1.nel fr?m the La!)1;7~ayt, border- ar>ea 'J.nd/,:;p from Lang 
Vei into thG Khe Sanh at'ea due to the, de te:roi?l'aticn of the 
comba7;, Si1;lA.ar.1...;n :zZ'Jng the bor-der. Nim~ty-()ne Lao· miUtary 
and civ1~ Uans 7.JQr-e ail"Ufted f:ro~m Khe Sanh tc; Da Nang on 
29 Jar(l(I.a1'y wh1.J .. e 90 M1J<.e Faroe.;; and CIDG pe:rosonnel lJel"e 
eVQ(..."Uated by the sam", means:m 28-29 . Janua:roy . 'The 

. remainde:ro :)i the Lao refugees re rurw"ed '1;.J t;he ~r' a.ountpy 
whey; the· tcwf;"caZ s'~,;ua.t;7:~n pef'71tt.r;::;d. 

'''On 10 February the Br>eu. :riba1. Zeader~ Mr'. Anya~ four 
Breu'..lillage ch,.efs and thdr> fami lies (a t-:;ta7.. of 30 
pe:rosons.i we:roe a1:r-evacuated from Khe' Sanh to Quang Tri 
via Da Nang. On 1.3 FebY"'Aa Y'y ~ appr'Jximafe ly 1 ~ 400 B:roeu 
walked f:ro:Jm Khe StlYlh to the Ca Lu area t,) esaape heavy 
fighting in Huong Boa District Ar>l'angementl? lJer>e made 
to guide them fl''Jm Ca £1..1. to t.he Cam La Refugee Cente:ro~ 
fa:!' :roesett7..emenf.~ by a f,-:.;o1. march v'ia the BaZan.g VaZ Zey . 
and Route S58. On 17 Feb:roua.ry~ l~JSi) of the B:roeu ref-

. ugees began their maraJz anda::'l't ?Jed cit Cam La ~n 19 
Febuary. They «'ere jainq.d by addi tionaZ BreutraveUng 
the. same :ro~ute d.ul'~ng the per>i'Jd 20-23 February • . At the 
end of that pk:roiod~ the number> of Breu who had I'eloaated 
fr'om Khe Sanh to Cam Lo ~ota.led 1~990. 
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liOn 16-11 FebY'uaTy somq 2~000 to 4,000 BY'eu a'tterrrpted to 
di8p7;aae fY'~m Khe Sanh t::; Co. Lu to escape the fight7.-ng 
but'lJeY'e interoeptedby thf! NVA at' XD 882 399 and lJeY'e 
turned back to theiY' villages al~ngRoute 9 lJest of Khe 
Sanh. Some of these people were the relatives and fam
ilies of the indigen.9u8 military peY'sonnel,a8sisting in 
the defenae of the Khe Sanh Combat Base. ThecpY'esenae 
of these B1"eu cl,vilians 7.-'11. vz.llages lJest '')f Khe Sanh 
con8titu.ted a'seY'1;OU8 detriment to 3d Mal'in.e Div1,sian 
al'ti l lery fires a tong the axis of Route 9, A1"1"aYl.gements 
1..J~re b~1"ng made, as February rmded to 0.1.-1" evacuate those 
Br'31A. who de.s1..red 1':? d;, so from Kh'3 Sanh as aiplift 
became a'.la2~able." 

For the second time In two weeks, the Laotian BV-33 sold,ers and 

" . 

~: ., 

villagers felt the brunt of an enemy attack-- f 1 rst, thelr own camp 

ln Laos and now the Lang Vel Special Forces Camp. The fo 11 owi ng log 

of events as 

Vientiane on 

related by the BV-33 Commander to the U S Army Attache 
~, 821 

1 r February bes t te 11 s theIr s1de of the story: 

6 Feb 68: Attack on Specla~ 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 ln command, bunker. 

at 

7 Feb 68: One 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 lncluding U S. LTC who was seriously 
wounded. Enemy had not occupled camp but had pulled back 
approximately 300 met.ers to avoid arti llery fire and au 
st~lkes. BV-33 then radloed Xom Cham (Khe Sanh) for evacuation 
helicopters. U.S. Speclal Forces Maj~r at Xom Cham 
stated he would send two helicopters, one for U.S. and one 
for BV-33 but when hel1copters arrlved they plcked up only 
U.S. Specla 1 Forces and South Vietnamese. They did not 
return. At this time enemy mortar and artillery fire intensified. 
LtCol Sou1ang gave orders to hlS unit commanders that they 
were'to break up into small groups and attempt.to reach Khe 
Sanh if possible. If not, to try to evade into Laos. Later, 
a light observation plane was slghted and Lt Col Soulang 
made radio contact requesting evacuation hellcopters. Two 
were dispatched and took two loads of BV-33 ,personnel 
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to Khe Sanh. Upon ~eturn to Lang Vel, one helicopter 
picked up a number of Lao soldiers, other returned 
empty. Enemy she 111 ng and fi r·i ng 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 Vel 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 approx 1mately 15 to 20 men and guarded 
by U.S. Marines. They felt as ,f they were being 
treated as POWs. Lt Co 1 Sou 1 ang a lone was a 11 owed to 

. keep his side arm. No food was issued to either BV-33 
or refugees. 

8 Feb 68: ~After Sou1ang remonstrated wlth 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 thls day e1ther except that U S. soldiers and 
marines shared WIth them. 

9-10 Feb: Enemy mortars, rockets, and al'tlllery rounds 
contInue to fall and refugees and BV-33 still had not 
receIved any food. US and SVN offIcers allegedly sald 
eXlst'ng rice not for Lao. Refugees decided on the 10th 
of February to try and return to Laos. They feared that 
they would d1e at Khe Sanh and preferred to die in Laos 
rather than Vietnam. Refugees walked back to Laos on 
Route 9 qn the 10th 

11 Feb: Lt Col Sou1ang 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 Teamwaspr1marily responsible for their 
efforts on behalf of BV-33. 

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