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Foreword

The year 1973 saw the end of direct American combat involvement in the
Southeast Asia conflict—a conflict sometimes referred to as the Indochina War,
the Vietnam War, and by other assorted sobriquets. This is an iliustrated
account of United States Air Force activities in that war from 1961 to 1973. It
makes no pretence of being a comprehensive history of the war, or even of
Air Force participation therein—not because it lacks historical authenticity (it
contains only verifiable material), but simply because it is, by design, limited
in scope and depth. Official, definitive histories are in progress but will not
be widely available for several years. In the interim, this book can help fill a
void in public knowledge of the Air Force’s experience in Southeast Asia.

That experience was marked by great frustration—frustration flowing from the
lack of a clear, definable, attainable objective and means for measuring success
in achieving that objective—frustration arising from constraints that could only
appearunreasonableto airmen—frustration from stringent rules of engagement
which tended to offset advantages in skill and technology. This, however,
should not be permitted to obscure the great dedication and zeal with which the
men and women of the Air Force invariably carried out the job given them in
Southeast Asia—despite the fact that missions, tactics, and targets frequently
seemed inconsistent with their experience, training, and doctrine. The entire
episode provides eloquent testimony to the disciplined professionalism of Air
Force people. This effort to chronicle and depict some of their wartime activities
should contribute to a broader understanding of the Air Force role in the Viet-
nam War.

DAVID C. JONES
General, USAF
Chief of Staff
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U.S. Army Air Force fighters and
bombers flew their first combat mis-
sions in Southeast Asia during World
War Ill. From bases in India, China, and
the Philippines, they went into action
against Japanese land, sea, and air
targets throughout the area, including
those in enemy-occupied French In-
dochina. Among targets attacked by
Air Force planes in 1942-1944 were
Haiphong harbor, Hanoi's Gia Lam
airfield, andt Japanese shipping in the
Gulf of Tonkin. Beginning in June
1944 B-29 crews joined the air cam-
paign. Flying from Indian bases, they
bombed Japanese ammunition and
supply dumps, oil storage facilities,
naval installations, and other targets
at Saigon, Phnom Penh, Bangkok
Rangoon, and Singapore. The Super-
forts also mined nearby Cap St.
Jacques (Vung Tai), and Cam Ranh
Bay. In the spring and summer of
1945, Philippine-based fighters and
bombers swept the coastal railroad,
hitting targets at Phan Rang, Nha
Trang, Tuy Hoa, and Tourane (Da
Nang). On 15 August 1945, following
the atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshi-
ma and Nagasaki, Japan surrendered.

Sixteen years later Air Force crews
returned to several of the places
bombed during World War ll—to Thai-
land and the territory of the belea-
guered Republic of Vietnam (South
Vietnam). The latter for several years
had been subjected to guerrilla at-
tacks supported by its northern neigh-
bor, the Democratic Republic of Viet-
nam (North Vietnam).From bases in
Thailand and South Vietnam, Air
Force pilots during the early 1960's
began flying the first of thousands of
combat missions over the Republic of
Vietnam and southern Laos, the latter
the location of the famous Ho Chi
Minh trail. In time this new war spilled

-« INtroduction

over into North Vietnam and Cambod-
ia. For some of the participating air-
men, Southeast Asia became the
scene of the third war they had fought
in less than a quarter of a century.

However, for most members of the
U.S. Air Force who served 1-year tours
of duty (many of them had multiple
tours) in the area, the war against the
Viet Cong and North Vietnamese was
their first experience in combat. Along
with air veterans of World War Il and
Korea, they were ordered into combat
by three Presidents of the United
States. The first of these chief execu-
tives—John F. Kennedy—had con-
cluded that the United States should
provide additional military assistance
to South Vietnam and the Royal Lao-
tian Government (RLG) to prevent
their takeover by Communist forces.
His successors, Lyndon B. Johnson
and Richard M. Nixon, also reaffirmed
their support for the preservation of
non-Communist governments in the
area. Initially backed wholeheartedly
by Congress and the American peo-
ple, their decisions ultimately resulted
in the longest, most controversial, and
financially most costly war in the na-
tion’s history.

Origins of the War

The conflict in Southeast Asia had
origins in the Vietnamese nationalist
movement going back to the end of
World War |, aimed at ending French
colonial rule. The government of
France, however, resisted all Vietnam-
ese efforts to achieve their independ-
ence. Following Nazi Germany’s con-
quest of France in 1940, Japan moved
in on Indochina intending to incorpo-
rate that territory into its empire. But
after the defeat of Germany in 1945,
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the French determined to reassert
their colonial rule. However, President
Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1943 had
urged the freeing of all colonial peo-
ples, including those of Indochina, in
the postwar period.

During the last months of the war,
U.S. agents had been parachuted into
the hills of Annam where they joined
up with insurgent forces led by Ho Chi
Minh. These local forces, known as
the Viet Minh, included both Com-
munist and non-Communist elements,
all united in their desire for independ-
ence. The Americans brought with
them a small supply of rifles, mortars,
machineguns, grenades, and bazoo-
kas and began training Ho’s troops to
use them against Japanese occupa-
tion troops. On 15 August 1945, fol-
lowing Japan’s surrender, President
Harry S. Truman issued General Order
No. 1 governing procedures for dis-
arming Japanese forces in the Far
East. In the case of Indochina, he des-
ignated the 16th parallel as the line
north of which Chinese Nationalist
troops would disarm the Japanese.
South of that line British forces were
to accept the Japanese surrender.

On 9 September 1945, when ad-
vance elements of about 200,000
Chinese troops arrived in Hanoi, they
found that Ho Chi Minh'’s forces had
already taken contro! of the northern
region, replaced all French street
signs with Vietnamese ones, and is-
sued a Declaration of Independence
on 2 September establishing the
Democratic Republic of Vietnam. On
12 September British Commonwealth
forces landed at Tan Son Nhut airfield
outside Saigon accompanied by a
detachment of 150 French troops.
Three weeks earlier British authorities
in London had determined to restore
France’s administration of Indochina.
By 23 September the French, with the
help of the British, reassumed control
of Saigon. The French subsequently
began negotiations with the Chinese
to permit French military forces to
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move into the northern part of Vietnam.
An agreement was reached and, in
March 1946, a French military force
arrived at Haiphong to relieve the
Chinese Army of its responsibilities
under General Order No. 1. The
French commander, Gen. Jacques
Leclerc, began negotiations with Ho
and, on 6 March, an accord was
reached. Under its provisions, the
French agreed to recognize the Demo-
cratic Republic of Vietnam “‘as a free
state, having its Government, its Par-
liament, its army, and its finances, and
forming a part of the Indochinese
Federation and the French Union.”

Further negotiations spelling out
details of Vietnamese independence
got under way in the spring of 1946 at
Dalat, at a time when Vietnamese
guerrilla warfare was under way in
southern Vietnam (Cochinchina). But
the discussions foundered on the is-
sue of Vietnamese autonomy, where-
upon the French announced the es-
tablishment of an “independent”
Cochinchina within the French Union.
This act only exacerbated the situa-
tion and stimulated guerrilla warfare
in the south. Another attempt to reach
an agreement came during the sum-
mer of 1946, when Ho and a Viet Minh
delegation travelled to France for 2
more months of discussion of the is-
sue. Once again, the talks failed over
the issue of Vietnamese independ-
ence. The Viet Minh delegation re-
turned home and, shortly after, forces
commanded by Gen. Vo Nguyen Giap
launched a series of attacks on French
posts and truck convoys, inflicting
heavy casualties and provoking gen-
eral hostilities.

While these events were unfolding
in Southeast Asia, Washington's at-
tention was focused on a divided Eu-
rope whose eastern half was firmly
under Soviet control. An additional
cause for worry was the substantial
political support the Communist par-
ties of France and Italy began winning
during the early postwar years.



American officials felt it was essential
to restore France so as to enable her
to reassume her historic role in west-
ern Europe. Support of French policy
in Indochina followed. Thus, the Unit-
ed States accepted the French pro-
posal to give limited autonomy to the
Associated States of Vietnam, Laos,
and Cambodia. A number of Vietnam-
ese—such as Emperor Bao Dai—went
along with the French and he emerged
as head of the new State of Vietnam
(which incorporated Cochinchina).
The United States recognized the Bao
Dai government on 3 February 1950.

Meanwhile, the guerrilla war had
spread and France found it necessary
to send more military resources to
Indochina. Exacerbating the French
situation was the arrival of Mao Tse-
tung’s victorious troops on the north-
ern border of Vietnam in December
1949. Ho’s Viet Minh immediately rec-
ognized the new Chinese Communist
government, was recognized in turn
by Peking, Moscow, and the satellite
regimes of Eastern Europe. On 16
February 1950 France formally re-
quested American military and eco-
nomic assistance in prosecuting the
Indochina war.

At this point the Truman administra-
tion undertook an evaluation of the
situation in Southeast Asia. It conclud-
ed that “the threat of Communist ag-
gression in Indochina is only one
phase of anticipated Communist plans
to seize all of Southeast Asia.” Iin Na-
tional Security Council Memorandum
64, dated 27 February 1950, it further
stated that “all practicable measures
[should] be taken to prevent further
Communist expansion in Southeast
Asia...The neighboring countries of
Thailand and Burma could be expect-
ed to fall under Communist domina-
tion if Indochina were controlled by a
Communist-dominated government.
The balance of Southeast Asia would
then be in grave hazard.’”’
Subsequently, on 1 May 1950, Presi-
dent Truman approved an initial allot-

ment of $10 million for French Indo-
china.

The U.S. Air Force in Indochina

Starting in the summer of 1950 and
during the next two decades, U.S. Air
Force personnel—military advisors,
maintenance and .supply experts,
combat crews, etc.—were ordered
into French Indochina and later to its
successor  states, South Vietnam,
Laos, and Cambodia in support of na-
tional policy. Besides serving as
members of the Military Assistance
Advisor Group (MAAG) in Saigon be-
ginning in July 1950, USAF personnel
during the early 1950’s were sent to
Indochina on temporary duty (TDY) for
specific purposes. For example, in
January 1953 a Philippine-based Air
Force aircraft maintenance and sup-
ply detachment was sent to Nha Trang
airfield to help the French to maintain
C-47 transports lent to them for use
against the Viet Minh. The detachment
completed its work and withdrew in
August 1953.

In February 1954, several months
prior to the crisis surrounding the bat-
tle of Dien Bien Phu, several hundred
USAF mechanics were again sent to
Indochina to help keep other U.S.-loan
aircraft in flying condition. In the early
spring of 1954, at the request of the
French the Air Force helped fly in
troop reinforcements from North Afri-
ca and France to bolster the deterio-
rating military situation at Dien Bien
Phu. Just prior to the climax of the
battle in May, President Dwight D. Ei-
senhower and his advisers mulled
over U.S. intervention in the form of a
possible Air Force and U.S. Navy tacti-
cal strike, to include the use of B-29
bombers—to relieve the enemy’s pres-
sure on the French garrison. In this
regard, Brig. Gen. Joseph D. Caldara,
commander of the Far East Air Forces
Bomber Command in Japan, in April
1954 reconnoitered the Dien Bien Phu
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(1-2) The U.S. gcvernment loaned France a number of Air Force C-47 trans-
ports to bolster French Air Force airtitt operations against Viet Minh forces. (3-
5) Air Force C-123's, converted into spray aircraft, were employed to defoliate
jungle vegetation which provided cover for guerrillas who ambushed mihtary
angd civilian traffic in South Vietnam. (4) An Air Force Forward Air Controller
discusses a mission with his Vietnamese counterpart. (6) President Eisenhow-
er (1.) and Secretary of State Dulles (r.) confer in the White House with Presi-
cent Ngo Dinh Diem of the Repubiic of Vietnam, 8 May 1957. (7) Viet Minh
prisoners captured by the French unioad military supplies from a USAF C-54







battlefield in a B-17 and concluded
that a B-29 strike would be successful.

However, in Washington key mem-
bers of the Congress balked at U.S.
military intervention unless the British
agreed to participate. When Prime
Minister Winston Churchill refused to
go along, the President dropped the
idea of an air strike. On 7 May 1954 the
French were overwhelmed by Viet
Minh troops under General Giap,his
victory in effect marking the end of
nearly a century of French rule in In-
dochina. The very next day, at a pre-
viously scheduled international con-
ference in Geneva, Switzerland, repre-
sentatives of the major powers and of
the Indochinese people met to discuss
a cease fire agreement, which was
subsequently approved on 20-21 July
1954.

The conferees recognized the inde-
pendence of Vietnam, Cambodia, and
Laos. They agreed that Vietnam would
be temporarily divided at the 17th par-
allel pending nationwide elections to
be held in July 1956 to unify the coun-
try. Under terms of separate agree-
ments signed by the French and the
Viet Minh, France agreed to withdraw
her forces and presence over a period
of several years. The Geneva Proto-
cols prohibited the reinforcement of
local military forces or reequipping
them with improved armaments be-
yond what was in the country in mid-
1954. The Protocols did not require
the U.S. Military Assistance Advisory
Group—then at an authorized
strength of 342 men—to withdraw
from South Vietnam. The Geneva
agreement also established an Inter-
nationa! Control Commission (ICC) to
supervise the various agreements.

At the 17th parallel, a demilitarized
zone (DMZ) was created between the
two Vietnams with people on both
sides being allowed to resettle wher-
ever they wished. Some 900,000 Viet-
namese in the northern region chose
to go south, over 300,000 of them
being evacuate by U.S. Navy vessels.
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More than 100,000 Viet Minh soldiers
and civilians in the south went north,
where some formed the military
cadres that led the subsequent armed
struggle in the south. Meanwhile, in
Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh on 11 October
1954 once more proclaimed the estab-
lishment of the Democratic Republic
of Vietnam. In Saigon the State of Viet-
nam, originally sponsored by the
French, emerged under a new leader,
Premier and later President Ngo Dinh
Diem. He proclaimed his state a Re-
public and was immediately recog-
nized by President Eisenhower.

In September 1954 the United States
also sponsored creation of an eight-
nation Southeast Asia Treaty Organi-
zation (SEATO), which threw a mantle
of protection over Laos, Cambodia,
and “‘the free territory under the juris-
diction of the State of Vietnam...” The
Senate ratified the SEATO treaty on 1
February 1955. Meanwhile, the United
States transferred its economic and
military assistance from France to the
new Saigon government and to Laos
and Cambodia. President Eisenhower,
who accepted the “‘domino theory” as
expressed in NSC 64—i.e., that all of
Southeast Asia would fall under
Communist rule if Ho Chi Minh’s gov-
ernment controlled all of Vietham—
decided to assist Saigon to expand its
armed forces.

Thus, he approved Diem'’s plans to
build an Army of the Republic of Viet-
nam (ARVN), consisting of 4 conven-
tional infantry divisions, 6 light divi-
sions, an airborne brigade-size com-
bat team, 13 territorial regiments, sup-
port troops, and limited air and naval
forces. The small Vietnamese Air
Force (VNAF) was authorized 4,140
men and was equipped with obsolete,
rion-jet aircraft. It consisted of an F-8F
fighter squadron, two C-47 squadrons,
two L-19 (liaison) squadrons, and an
H-19 helicopter unit. The MAAG took
over training responsibility of most
South Vietnamese forces after France
relinquished command authority on

This Soviet llyushin transport
was photographed dropping
supplies to leftist rebels in
Laos. President Kennedy told
a Washington press confer-
ence the Russians had flown
more than 1,000 sorties on
behalf of the Pathet Lao.




USAF technicians served on
temporary duty in Indochina
to assist the French Air
Force to maintain C-47 air-
craft transferred to France.

12 February 1955. The French, howev-
er, continued to train the VNAF until
May 1957.

In 1956, the year when national elec-
tions were to be held to unify the
country, South Vietnam—which had
not been a party to the French-Viet-
Minh military agreement or the Geneva
Accords and had strongly protested
the election provision—decided to
ignore the entire matter. Diem argued
that the northerners would not be able
to vote freely under Ho's one-party
rule and that the bloc vote of the North
would overwhelm those cast in the
South. The fact was, however, that
although a Communist, Ho Chi Minh
was—as President Eisenhower once
remarked—a legendary hero to the
Vietnamese people and would proba-
bly have won any nationwide election.
In any event, the election was not held
and for several years the two Vietnams
went their separate ways. But in May
1959 the Central Committee of the
North Vietnamese Lao Dong (workers,
i.e., Communist) Party—having firmly
established control over the country-
side by suppressing peasant resist-
ance —called for reunifying the coun-
try through armed struggle.

Shortly thereafter, a North Vietnam-
ese Army (NVA) transportation group
began work on the Ho Chi Minh trail,
the infiltration route through Laos to
the South. The first of an initial 4,500-
man military cadre—most ethnic
southerners who had received train-
ing and indoctrination in the north—
arrived in South Vietnam. These hard-
core Viet Cong cadres were funnelled
into Communist jungle base areas in
Tay Ninh province on the Cambodian
border (later designated by American
officials as War Zone C), an area
northwest of Saigon (War Zone D),
and in the dense U Minh forest area of
the Ca Mau peninsula.

Meanwhile, Viet Cong terrorism had
steadily increased between mid-1957
and mid-1959, and several MAAG per-
sonnel fell victim. Thus, on 8 July 1959

a U.S. Army major and master ser-
geant were killed in a Viet Cong attack
on Bien Hoa. Two months later, sever-
al Viet Cong companies ambushed a
South Vietnamese army force search-
ing for guerrillas in the marshy Plain
of Reeds southwest of Saigon.
According to the Viet Cong, this inci-
dent marked the official start of the
armed struggle. Reacting to it, Ameri-
can officials in October 1959 recom-
mended an increase of the strength of
the MAAG from 342 men to 685 so as
to provide for U.S. Army Special
Forces teams to train ARVN rangers
forborderpatrols. Despite Communist
protests to the ICC, Washington on 5
May approved the recommendation.
The Special Forces teams arrived in
South Vietnam by the end of October.

The Eisenhower administration’s
primary interest at this time was to
improve South Vietnam’s counterin-
surgency efforts. Not until several
months later did it give serious atten-
tion to the Vietnamese Air Force, after
its commander, Col. Nguyen Xuan
Vinh, grounded all of his old F-8F
fighters because they were unsafe for
flight. The United States responded in
September 1960 by shipping the first
of 25 U.S. Navy AD-6 aircraft to Viet-
nam to replace the F-8F's. Later,
Washington also agreed to provide
the VNAF 11 H-34 helicopters. The first
four arrived in Vietnam in December
1960, followed by the others over the
subsequent 3 months. However, logis-
tical actions to support the AD-6’s and
H-34’s lagged and many of the aircraft
soon were out of commission for lack
of parts.

Meanwhile, MAAG and Pacific
Command (PACOM) officials drew up
a counterinsurgency plan which
called for providing substantial U.S.
aid to the South Vietnamese in dealing
with insurgency. The draft plan, com-
pleted by the Commander in Chief,
Pacific (CINCPAC) in April 1960, was
approved by the Joint Chiefs of Staff
(JCS). The latter proposed that South
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Vietnam unify its military command,
enlarge the army, and augment slight-
ly (by 499 men) the Vietnamese Air
Force.

Kennedy Administration
Policies

Two weeks before John F. Kennedy
was inaugurated as President in Janu-
ary 1961, Soviet Premier Nikita
Khrushchev made a speech in Mos-
cow to the Communist Party Congress
which had a decisive influence on the
new chief executive's view of events in
Southeast Asia. Describing various
kinds of wars which might occurin the
future, Khrushchev announced that
the Soviet Union would “‘wholeheart-
edly” support wars of national libera-
tion, examples of which were, he said,
“the armed struggle waged by the
people of Vietnam and the present war
of the Algerian people...."” Impressed
by Khrushchev's speech, President
Kennedy indorsed the counterinsur-
gency plan in principle and ordered
his key assistants to undertake a ma-
jor study of doctrine and force re-
quirements to support it. Aimost con-
currently, Hanoi announced the estab-
lishment within South Vietnam of the
National Front for the Liberation of
Vietnam (NLF).
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Kennedy had scarcely settled in
office when he was faced with a series
of crises centering on Southeast Asia,
including a deteriorating situation in
Laos, where the government was
threatened by Communist Pathet Lao
forces. In a press conference state-
ment on 23 March 1961, the President
told the American people that:

Soviet planes, | regret to say, have
been conspicuous in a large-scale
airlift into the battle area—over. ..
1,000 sorties since last December
13th, plus a whole supporting set of
combat specialists, mainly from
Communist North Viet-Nam, and
heavier weapons have been provided
from outside, all with the clear object
of destroying by military action the
agreed neutrality of Laos...we
strongly and unreservedly support
the goal of a neutral and independent
Laos, tied to no outside power or
group of powers. ..

Within  South Vietnam, similar
forces continued to threaten the Diem
government. Whereupon, in May 1961
Mr. Kennedy dispatched Vice Presi-
dent Lyndon B. Johnson to South
Vietnam to consult with Diem.
Subsequently, President Kennedy
agreed to increase U.S. military assist-
ance to South Vietnam. It included, in
the case of the Air Force, the dispatch
of a mobile control and reporting post
(CRP) from the United States to Tan
Son Nhut Air Base (AB) outside Sai-

Ho Chi Minh visited Moscow
on the 44th anniversary of
the birth of the Soviet state,
7 November 1961. Among
the Communist leaders pres-
ent were (I. to r.) Blas Roca
of Cuba; Ho; Soviet Premier
Nikita Khrushchev; Janos
Kadar of Hungary; Soviet
President Leonid Brezhnev;
Deputy Premier Fre! Koslov;
Presidium member Mikhail
Suslov; and First Deputy
Premier Anastas Mikoyan.



On 3 January 1962 President
Kennedy met with Secretary
McNamara and the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, in Florida.
They are (. to r) Gen.
George H. Decker, Army
Chief of Staff; Gen. Lyman L.
Lemnitzer, Chairman, JCS;
Gen. Curtis E. LeMay, Air
Force Chief of Staff (back to
the camera); Vice President
Johnson, President Kennedy,
McNamara; Adm. George W.
Anderson, Jr., Chief of Naval
Operations; Gen. David M.
Shoup, Commandant, Marine
Corps.

gon. A detachment of the 507th Tacti-
cal Control Group departed Shaw
AFB, S.C., on 26 September 1961. By
5 October the control and reporting
post was operational and began pro-
viding radar control and warning in
the Saigon area while also serving as
a facility in which to train VNAF radar
technicians.

In 1961, the President also approved
“in principle” a 30,000-man increase
in South Vietnam’s armed forces. The
Vietnamese Air Force was authorized
its second fighter squadron, a third li-
aison squadron, and a photo recon-
naissance unit. Secretary of Defense
Robert S. McNamara directed that the
Vietnamese be provided armed T-28
trainer aircraft for the fighter squad-
ron. The U.S. ambassador in Saigon,
Frederick E. Nolting, Jr., rejected a
separate Air Force proposal to equip
the VNAF reconnaissance unit with
four RT/T-33 jets, citing the prohibi-
tion on jet aircraft in the Geneva Pro-
tocols. The third liaison squadron was
equipped with L-19's, transferred from
the VNAF training center at Nha
Trang.

President Kennedy also approved
the establishment of a U.S. South Viet-
namese combat development and test
center in Vietnam, under the direction
of the Defense Department’s Ad-
vanced Research Projects Agency, for

the purpose of learning and improving
counterinsurgency techniques and
tactics. Among the ideas listed for
examination was the use of aerial-de-
livered defoliants to reduce jungle
cover along major highways, where
Viet Cong units frequently ambushed

government troops. That such a
project was needed became apparent
to two U.S. Congressmen who visited
South Vietnam in late 1961 for a first-
hand look at the war. Rep. William E.
Minshall later reported that 15 miles
outside of Saigon the situation re-
mained “very tenuous. . .very strained.
The roads are being cut every night.
There are road blocks set up every
night and you can hear mortar fire
every night.”

Gen Curtis E. LeMay, Air Force
Chief of Staff, responded to the Presi-
dent’s interest in having the armed
forces prepared to fight guerrilla wars
by establishing the 4400th Combat
Crew Training Squadron (Jungle Jim)
at Eglin AFB, Fla, on 14 April 1961. It
quickly attracted highly motivated
airmen who were rapidly qualified to
conduct sub rosa air commando oper-
ations. On 11 October the President
authorized deployment of a Jungle
Jim detachment to South Vietnam for
training purposes. After Saigon ap-
proved, Detachment 2A, 4400th Com-
bat Crew Training Squadron—desig-

11




nated Farm Gate—departed the Unit-
ed States for Bien Hoa, South Viet-
nam. Farm Gate included 151 officers
and men and 8 T-28’s, 4 SC-47's and 4
RB-26's. The T-28's and SC-47's ar-
rived at Bien Hoa on 4 November
1961; the RB-26's reached Vietnam
some time after 18 December 1961.
All aircraft carried Vietnamese Air
Force markings.

Meanwhile, in the fall of 1961, Com-
munist Pathet Lao forces accelerated
their operations against the Royal
Government of Laos. At the same time
several Viet Cong units of up to 1,500
men began cutting strategic highways
in the vicinity of Saigon and other
urban areas. This notable rise of insur-
gent activities led President Diem to
proclaim a state of emergency.
Surprised by this outburst of Com-
munist activities, USAF advisors asked
for the deployment of a detachment of
four RF-101’s to Tan Son Nhut to con-
duct reconnaissance missions over
Vietnam and Laos. An invitation from
the South Vietnamese for the U.S. Air
Force to take part in an air show in
October 1961 provided the occasion
to send these jets into the area.
Between 20 October and 21 Novem-
ber, these aircraft flew 67 sorties.
Early in November, four RF-101's of
the 45th Tactical Reconnaissance
Squadron based in Japan were de-
ployed to Don Muang Airport, Thai-
land, to augment and then replace the
Tan Son Nhut-based detachment. By
the end of 1961, the 45th had flown
some 130 missions.

President Kennedy—concerned
about a lack of confidence in Saigon
resulting from the recent Viet Cong
successes—on 13 November 1961
approved recommendations made by
Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor and Dr.Walt W.
Rostow, his national security advisor,
both recently returned from a visit to
South Vietnam. To increase Vietnam-
ese military mobility, the President
authorized deployment of three U.S.
Army H-21 helicopter companies (40
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aircraft), a USAF squadron of 16 C-123
assault transport planes (code name
Mule Train), and the loan to the VNAF
of 30 T-28 aircraft. On 30 November
the President permitted an aerial
spray flight of six C-123's (Ranch
Hand)—which had arrived at Clark AB
in the Philippines— to continue on to
Vietnam to undertake ‘“‘carefully con-
trolled” defoliation operations. Most
of the USAF units were in place in
South Vietnam by year's end. They
came under the command of Brig.
Gen. Rollen H. Anthis, who landed at
Tan Son Nhut on 20 November to as-
sume command of four numbered
detachments, three located in South

USAF spray missions to de-
foliate jungle vegetation, to
eliminate ambush sites, gen-
erated much controversy
during the war.



(Above) Dr. James W.
Brown (2nd from left), a civil-
ian expert assigned to the
Pentagon, directed the initial
defoliation tests in South
Vietnam.

Vietnam, and one in Thailand. His ini-
tial organization was designated as
2nd ADVON.

During the waning days of 1961, the
first combined U.S.-South Vietnamese
air mobile operation was launched
against the Viet Cong’s War Zone D
headquarters northeast of Saigon. Its
purpose was to locate and capture a
clandestine Viet Cong radio transmit-
ter. Two newly arrived U.S. Army heli-
copter companies lifted 360 Vietnam-
ese airborne troops to five landing
zones in the area on 23 December.
Additional troops were brought in on
the 27th. During the critical phases of
these helicopter lifts, a Vietnamese

Forward Air Controller (FAC) in a L-19
and two VNAF AD-6’s flew overhead.
The operation resulted in 2 Viet Cong
killed, 1 wounded, and 46 suspects
captured. The Viet Cong radio trans-
mitter went off the air and was not lo-
cated.

The U.S. military units dispatched to
South Vietnam—initially viewed by
President Kennedy as serving in a
combat “training” role—were author-
ized to ‘fire back if fired upon.” A
major prohibition on their operations
was to avoid injuring or killing non-
combatants. As a consequence, al-
though Air Force reconnaissance
planes discovered many Viet Cong
targets and President Diem urged vig-
orous air action against them, USAF
pilots did not attack because of con-
cern over possible harm to Vietnam-
ese civilians. In December 1961 Secre-
tary McNamara authorized, and the
JCS directed Gen. Emmett O'Donnell,
Commander in Chief, Pacific Air
Forces (CINCPACAF), to deploy a tact-
ical air control system (TACS) to
South Vietnam to provide “coopera-
tive”’ use of VNAF and USAF strike,
reconnaissance, and transport capa-
bilities.

On 26 December 1961 Washington
issued a new directive prohibiting
Farm Gate aircraft from engaging in
combat operations over South Viet-
nam except when a Vietnamese crew-
man was aboard or when the VNAF
lacked the ability to perform certain
missions. In the months and years that
followed, those simple rules of en-
gagement grew into many pages of
detailed operating instructions telling
Air Force pilots what they could or
could not do in combat. The President
and his chief advisors through much
of the war retained tight controls over
aerial operations in Southeast Asia.
Their reasons were clear—to avoid the
military intervention of Communist
China, as had occurred during the
Korean War, or that of the Soviet Un-
ion.
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=« AIr Operations
In South Vietnam

T-28’s over South Vietnam.

1962 - 1964

In January 1962 the Farm Gate de-
tachment began training 25 VNAF pi-
lots to fly T-28’s of the newly organized
2d Fighter Squadron. It set up sever-
al classes for the Vietnamese and
taught them methods of day and night
bombing, rocketry, and gunnery.
Other USAF personnel instructed Viet-
namese ground crews T-28 mainte-
nance and supply procedures. By
March 1962 all 25 pilots had been
checked out in formation flying, tac-
tics, and instruments, and shortly af-
ter, the squadron was declared opera-
tional. The Americans found that the
VNAF airmen were excelient pilots,
although few had night flying experi-
ence. One reason for this was that
some of the U.S. aircraft provided
under the Military Assistance Program
—particularly the 1st VNAF Fighter
Squadron’s obsolete AD-6's—lacked
landing lights or serviceable artificial
horizon instruments.

Because the Viet Cong became ac-
tive mostly after dark, the Americans
emphasized the importance of night
operations. Thus, shortly after their
arrival in South Vietnam, the Farm
Gate crews began experimenting with
aerial flares, dropped from an SC-47,
to light up a target for night strikes by
the Vietnamese Air Force. The tech-
nique worked well and was quickly
adopted by VNAF airmen, who began
flying their own flare missions on 5
February 1962. The success of the
flare-and-strike technique—the Viet
Cong would break off their attacks
when the flares ignited—Iled Secretary
McNamara to direct that Vietnamese

villages be equipped with radios to fa-
cilitate calls for air support. By June
1962 more than 520 radios had been
distributed.

In the early weeks of 1962 USAF
crews also began test defoliation
flights along the highway between
Bien Hoa and Vung Tau in an effort to
destroy the heavy jungle vegetation,
perfect cover for enemy troops. These
operations stirred the Viet Cong into
denunciations of the United States for
resorting to “‘chemical warfare.” As it
turned out, the initial defoliation spray
was dispensed too thinly and the veg-
etation was unaffected. On 2 February,
during one of these spray flights, a C-
123 crashed, killing the crew of three.
It was the first Air Force plane lost in
South Vietnam.

Nine days later a second USAF air-
craft—an SC-47—also crashed while
flying a psychological warfare leaflet
dispensing mission near Dalat. Six Air
Force personnel, two U.S. Army men,
and one Vietnamese airman died. In
subsequently criticizing the operation,
Secretary McNamara reemphasized
that U.S. forces were supposed to be
training the Vietnamese and not en-
gaging in combat activities.

Early in 1962 the Air Force also be-
gan to assist the Vietnamese in setting
up a Tactical Air Control System
(TACS). It initially relied upon USAF
radars at Tan Son Nhut and Da Nang
and a Vietnamese-operated radar at
Pleiku. This radar network, which
provided limited aircraft control and
warning coverage over all of South
Vietnam, soon began picking up
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tracks of numerous unidentified air-
craft. Some of these later proved to be
U.S. Army helicopters or light planes,
which had arrived in South Vietnam
beginning in late 1961. Ironically, the
TACS was first tested operationally on
27 February when two disaffected
VNAF pilots strafed and bombed the
presidential palace in Saigon. One
plane was shot down and the other
escaped to Cambodia.

The system was next exercised dur-
ing the night of 19 and 20 March 1962
when unidentified low-flying aircraft
were detected over the Central High-
lands. Concerned about them, Diem
requested—and Ambassador Nolting
quickly arranged—the deployment of
USAF jet interceptors from Clark to
Tan Son Nhut. On 22 March four
F-102's began flying missions over
South Vietnam. After flying 21 sorties,
they were relieved a week later by U.S.
Navy interceptors on a rotational ba-
sis. USAF and Navy crews failed to
find any enemy aircraft.

Subsequently, the Tactical Air Con-
trol System was refined and expanded
to provide the communication net-
work which enabled the Seventh Air
Force commander to exercise central-
ized control over his forces and to
monitor the air/ground situation.
Within this system, the Tactical Air
Contro! Center (TACC) at Tan Son
Nhut allowed the air commander to
plan and coordinate the diverse oper-
ations of his tactical forces within the
four nations of Indochina. A number
of Control and Reporting Centers
came directly under the Center and
supervised activities of subordinate
radar elements known as Control and
Reporting Posts.

While work on the Tactical Air Con-
trol System proceeded, USAF advisors
were encouraging VNAF airmen to
attack Viet Cong jungle sanctuaries in

-an effort to keep the insurgents off
balance. In this regard, in 1962 Adm.
Harry D. Felt, Commander in Chief,
Pacific, proposed that Saigon’s
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ground forces undertake offensive
operations to root out the enemy from
those areas and pacify the country-
side. A pacification program was sub-
sequently drawn up, based on a propos-
al made by Robert G.K. Thompson,
head of the British Advisory Mission in
Saigon (1961-1965). Drawing upon
Britain's experiences with Chinese
terrorists in Malaya in 1948-1959,
Thompson recommended the South
Vietnamese undertake a strategic
hamlet program. The idea was to build
fortified hamlets in relatively safe
“white” areas. From there ARVN
troops would move farther and farther
into Viet Cong ‘‘red” areas—‘like a
spreading oil spot’’—thus presumably
driving the insurgents out of the coun-
try entirely.

On 16 March 1962, in a much publi-
cized start of the strategic hamlet pro-
gram, the ARVN 5th Division launched
Operation Sunrise. It began with a
motorized deployment of ARVN troops
to the southern fringes of the Viet
Cong's Zone D sanctuary in Binh
Duong province. Once there, the sol-
diers moved out to uproot Vietnamese
peasants—believed to be supplying
the insurgents with food—to relocate
elsewhere in fortified hamlets they
were compelled to build. Following
the success of this initial operation,
President Diem ordered a rapid ex-
pansion of the strategic hamlet pro-
gram.

Meanwhile, U.S. Army advisors were
working to develop ARVN airborne
helicopter assault tactics, using
equipment of two U.S. Army compa-
nies which had arrived in Vietnam in
late 1961. Almost at once a problem
arose over fixed-wing/air-ground co-
ordination. According to directives
issued by the newly organized U.S.
Military Assistance Command, Viet-
nam (USMACV)," all helicopter opera-
tions into areas where enemy opposi-

*Established on 8 February 1962 with Gen.
Paul D. Harkins, U.S. Army, as commander.




tion was expected were required to
have fixed-wing tactical air cover. U.S.
Army corps advisors who controlled
helicopter usage, however, tended to
ignore the requirement.

In April 1962, during a visit to South
Vietnam, General LeMay learned that
Army advisors were not calling for
fixed-wing air support, that only about
10 percent of ARVN heliborne opera-
tions were accompanied by VNAF air-
craft, and that the Air Support Opera-
tions Center and Joint Operations
Center at Tan Son Nhut frequently
were not informed about such opera-
tions. Concerned about this situation,
LeMay subsequently obtained permis-
sion to assign air liaison officers
(ALO’s) to all ARVN corps and division
headquarters and USAF forward air
controllers to augment VNAF liaison
squadrons. Moreover, soon after the
Viet Cong succeeded in shooting
down four Army H-21 helicopters,
Admiral Felt directed General Harkins
to make maximum use of the fixed-
wing aircraft during offensive opera-
tions. This produced an immediate
increase in the number of ARVN calls
for fighter cover. For example, where-
as during the first 5 months of 1962
only 81 fighter flights supported heli-
copter assault operations, during July
alone there were 139 sorties. Between
1 May and 12 August 1962, approxi-
mately 40 percent of all ARVN opera-
tions employed fixed-wing air support.

Meanwhile, the Viet Cong continued
to exploit the jungle environment with
great skill to interdict South Vietnam-
ese road and rail traffic. On 16 June
two enemy battalions ambushed an
ARVN convoy south of Ben Cat, killing
23 Vietnamese soldiers and 2 U.S.
Army advisors. Following this incident
and a rash of lesser ones, General
Anthis recommended—and General
Harkins approved—the mandatory use
of air cover over all Viethamese road
and train convoys. The Vietnamese
Joint General Staff issued the neces-
sary directive. There followed a com-

plete turnaround in the number of
enemy ambushes. During the first 8
months of 1962, the Viet Cong am-
bushed convoys on 462 occasions;
thereafter, for more than a year, no air-
escorted convoy was hit.

On 23 July Secretary McNamara—
mindful of President Kennedy’s policy
that the major task of U.S. advisors
was to prepare Republic of Vietnam
Armed Forces (RVNAF) for combat—
ordered an increase in the training of
their troops and delivery of additional
equipment so as to phase out U.S.
combat, advisory, and logistic support
activities. At the same time, he hon-
ored General Harkins’ request for
two more U.S. Army helicopter com-
panies to support the ARVN’s expand-
ing ground operations. Harkins and
McNamara initially delayed acting on
a request from General Anthis to
augment Farm Gate with 5 T-28’s, 10
B-26’s, and 2 C-47's to enable him to
meet the support requirements. The
delay resulted from the fact that the
request had not been presented to the
JCS and was contrary to the Presi-
dent’s policy. it was not until Novem-
ber 1962 that CINCPAC recommended
the measure to the Joint Chiefs, who
spent another month studying the
proposal before recommending it to
the Defense Secretary. Not until the
proposal was cleared by the State
Department 2 weeks later did Mc-
Namara recommend the President’s
approval. Another 11 days elapsed
before the White House gave the “‘go-
ahead.”

Aerial reconnaissance was another
area where the Air Force could not
keep pace with expanding combat
operations (see also Chapter Xli). In
1962 the Vietnamese Air Force pos-
sessed two camera-equipped C-45's
to conduct photo reconnaissance
flights; at the same time, its visual
reconnaissance activities had been
reduced following transfer of L-19 pi-
lots to fighter cockpits. The few RF-
101’s at Don Muang were heavily in-
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volved in meeting intelligence require-
ments in both Vietnam and Laos. All
combat film was processed in Saigon
or at an Air Force laboratory at Don
Muang. However, the time between
receipt of a request for aerial photos
and their delivery proved much too
lengthy in a situation involving fast-
moving, elusive guerrilla troops who
could hide in jungle growth.

To correct this situation Harkins
proposed—and Admiral Felt author-
ized—equipping the VNAF with a tacti-
cal reconnaissance squadron com-
posed of 4 RT 33's, 3 RC-47's, 18 RT-
28’s and several field processing cen-
ters. McNamara eliminated the RT-33
jet aircraft and approved the squad-
ron. In September the VNAF activated
the 716th Reconnaissance Squadron
at Tan Son Nhut with two RC-45’s while
awaiting delivery of the other equip-
ment. Meanwhile, Farm Gate crews
obtained two RB-26's to meet the
growing needs for reconnaissance
photography.

In early 1962 the Joint Operations
Center Airlift Branch—manned by Air
Force personnel—prepared daily
schedules for the C-123’s. Inadequate
aerial port and mission control facili-
ties caused serious inefficiencies,
however. To overcome these prob-
lems, MACV in September organized a
theater-level managerial apparatus
known as the Southeast Asia Airlift
System (SEAAS). It consisted of C-123
units, aerial ports, and countrywide
control detachments, which operated
in support of MACV J-4 workload allo-
cations. Meanwhile, a second C-123
squadron arrived in South Vietnam to
beef up the airlift system. In April 1962,
to stretch the scant aircrew resources
of the VNAF, 30 USAF pilots (who be-
came known as the Dirty Thirty) were
detailed to serve with the Vietnamese
C-47 squadrons, allowing transfer of
some Vietnamese pilots to T-28 units
(see also Chapter IX).

Meanwhile, after several U.S. Army
light transport aircraft were lost to
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enemy fire in Vietnam, General Har-
kins recommended deployment of the
Army's Hu-1A (Huey) helicopter gun-
ships to provide local fire support for
air mobile operations. The Joint
Chiefs of Staff recommended and
Secretary McNamara approved the
additional deployment in order to test
under field conditions the concept of
armed helicopters. In September,
15 Huey gunships arrived in South
Vietnam. They were joined later by six
OV-1 Mohawk turboprop observation
aircraft, equipped with .50 caliber
machineguns as well as cameras.

The National Campaign Plan

During the late summer and fall of
1962, General Harkins’ staff drafted a
National Campaign Plan (NCP) de-
signed to defeat the Viet Cong. Under
this plan the Vietnamese armed forces
would be reorganized preparatory to
launching a three-phased military op-
eration. Initially, their mission was to
drive the enemy back into his base
sanctuaries inside South Vietnam.
This done, the Vietnamese would
launch a general offensive or “explo-
sion” of all their forces in all corners
of the country to destroy the enemy.
Finally, it would be followed by a con-
solidation phase during which Sai-
gon’s authority would be extended
throughout the Republic. Harkins
proposed the general ARVN offensive
begin in early 1963, after the Buddhist
Tet holiday; he thought it could pro-
duce a military victory by year’s end.

On 8 October 1962 he briefed Secre-
tary McNamara on the plan and se-
cured his approval to submit it to the
South Vietnamese. President Diem
endorsed the concept and on 26 No-
vember issued orders to reorganize
the Vietnamese armed forces. Viet-
namese Army, Navy, Air Force and
Special Forces commands were sub-
sequently activated as major opera-
tional components serving under a



Joint General Staff (JGS). Beyond the
Capital Military District, the country
was divided into four corps tactical
zones (CTZ’s). A new Joint Operations
Center, set up to serve the Vietnamese
General Staff, impacted upon the ex-
isting VNAF-USAF Joint Operations
Center. The latter, twice redesignated,
eventually emerged as the Air Opera-
tions Center (AOC).

Meanwhile, Admiral Felt and Gener-
al Anthis alerted Harkins to the fact
that there was a serious shortage of
fixed-wing aircraft to support the na-
tionwide offensive and reminded him
of long-pending Air Force requests
to strengthen Farm Gate units.
Whereupon, on 7 November 1962, Har-
kins authorized an increase of 5 T-
28's, 10 B-26’s, and 2 C-47’s. There
was a delay in receiving approval from
Washington, and it was not until 31
December 1962 that President Kenne-
dy authorized the increase in the
number of USAF aircraft in South Viet-
nam.

Although the additional aircraft ar-
rived at South Vietnam in January
1963, General Anthis was worried
about the national campaign plan. He
thought it would place demands upon
the Vietnamese Air Force far beyond
its capability, especially since its
scheduled expansion and training
would be taking place during the “‘ex-
plosion” phase of the plan. Citing the
sizable gap between expected re-
quirements and available air assets,
he asked for the interim deployment of
one USAF T-28 squadron, one B-26
squadron, two RF-101 reconnaissance
aircraft (bringing the total to six), and
two RB-26's for local photographic
services at Da Nang and Pleiku.
General Harkins’ headquarters, then
completing detailed studies on several
parts of the three-pronged NCP, did
not immediately respond.

A highly relevant aspect of the cam-
paign involved the movement of es-
sential supplies to support it. MACV
proposed using U.S. Navy ships to de-

liver supplies to five other major port
centers in South Vietnam. From there
USAF C-123's would airlift the cargo
to airfields in the four corps tactical
zones, from where U.S. Army aircraft
would deliver the war materiel to
frontline units. To support this plan,
Harkins requested deployment of two
more C-123 squadrons and one CV-2
Caribou unit to join one recently de-
ployed to the theater.

While the buildup of offensive
forces got underway, the South Viet-
namese launched a series of ground-
air operations in support of the stra-
tegic hamlet program. In October U.S.
Army Huey gunships began working
with the ARVN 21st Division in the Ca
Mau peninsula. Elsewhere, northeast
of Saigon, C-123's and C-47's on 20
November dropped 500 ARVN para-
troopers into the eastern fringes of the
Viet Cong’s Zone D sanctuary. From
this base of operations, Vietnamese
rangers on 19 December launched a
nighttime drive through the jungle
accompanied by B-26's and T-28's
overhead. U.S. Army advisors reported
general-purpose and napalm bombs
dropped by these aircraft had pene-
trated the jungle cover with good ef-
fects.

Elsewhere, an ARVN heliborne op-
eration was launched just before
Christmas Day 1962 near Tuy Hoa in
the Il Corps Tactical Zone. Twenty-
nine U.S. Army H-21's were committed
to the operation without fixed-wing air
support. The first three helicopters
safely landed the Vietnamese troops,
but six others were suddenly hit by
hidden Viet Cong automatic weapons,
which inflicted a number of casualties.
A US. Army company commander
told the famous war correspondent,
Richard Tregaskis, the casualties were
caused by the fact that “there had
been no softening-up” attack at the
landing zone (LZ) before the helicop-
ters wentin.

No such error was made on the
morning of 2 January 1963 when the
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JGS committed the entire VNAF-USAF
force at Bien Hoa to Operation Burn-
ing Arrow, a maximum hour-long air
strike against pinpoint enemy targets
in the Tay Ninh area. The preliminary
fixed-wing bombardment apparently
surprised the enemy and was followed
by air drops and a landing of helicopters
carrying paratroopers and rangers
who seized their objectives against
very light resistance. Subsequent in-
telligence received from Communist
safe havens in Cambodia revealed that
a number of NLF leaders had been
killed and wounded.

Unfortunately, within hours of this
success the ARVN 7th Division suf-
fered a major defeat in an operation to
seize a Viet Cong radio transmitter
near the village of Ap Bac, approxi-
mately 15 miles northwest of My Tho.
The division commander believed a
Viet Cong company was encamped at
Ap Bac. His plan called for heliborne
troops to land in an arc north and west
of Ap Bac and then sweep south to
meet an armored M-113 amphibious
vehicle company moving to the north.

Although informed that no tactical
air support was available (all strike
aircraft having been committed to the
Tay Ninh operation), U.S. Army offi-
cials agreed to use Huey gunships for
cover, escort, and fire support.
Unknown to the division commander
and his senior U.S. Army advisor, Lt.
Col. John P. Vann, a well-armed Viet
Cong battalion—equipped with sever-
al heavy machine guns and automatic
rifles—was dug in under tree lines
adjacent to the planned helicopter
landing zones. As the heliborne force
went in, it came under heavy fire
which the Huey gunships were unable
to suppress. Five helicopters were
destroyed and nine others damaged.

At mid-morning, the Air Operations
Center received emergency calls for
help and diverted two AD-6's to the
scene. Unfortunately, friendly artillery
firing through the air space forced the
AD-6's to hold up their attack against
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plainly visible enemy positions. A B-26
replacing them arrived after the artil-
lery stopped firing and dropped na-
palm; two additional AD-6’s and six T-
28's also provided air support. Later,
another B-26 and two AD-6's were
dispatched. The B-26, although strik-
ing with accuracy, was finally forced
away by artillery fire. To add to the
general confusion, Vietnamese FAC'’s
were unable to direct air strikes with
any accuracy. The enemy’s fire contin-
ued to range freely over the rice pad-
dies, inflicting telling losses on crews
of the armored personnel carriers. In
the late afternoon, six C-123’s arrived
overhead with three companies of
ARVN paratroop reinforcements but
the IV Corps commander, Brig. Gen.
Huyn Van Cao, ordered them dropped
west of Ap Bac even though the Viet
Cong were withdrawing to the east.
During the night the enemy escaped,
while confused ARVN troops engaged
each other in firefights.

Friendly casualties at Ap Bac includ-
ed 65 Vietnamese troops and 3 U.S.
advisors killed and 100 Vietnamese
and 6 U.S. advisors wounded.
According to the Viet Cong, this victo-
ry was a major turning point in their
war effort. It rejuvenated their flagging
morale and taught them tactics which
were described in a new slogan,
“wipe-out-enemy-posts-and-annihi-
late-enemy-reinforcements.” Highly
critical American press coverage of
the battle for Ap Bac left President
Diem festering with bitterness.

During a visit to Saigon several days
later, Admiral Felt strongly criticized
MACYV for having allowed the Ap Bac
operation to proceed without fixed-
wing air support. He asked the Viet-
namese JGS to require the mandatory
employment of tactical air units in
all future heliborne operations.
Subsequently, when briefed on the
extent of air cover required to support
the National Campaign Plan, Felt
bluntly labeled the plan infeasible and
called for its revision. He urged sup-
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port of General Anthis’ earlier request
for two liaison squadrons but only one
of two C-123 squadrons, and also
acknowledged the Air Force’s need
for two additional RF-101's and two
RB-26's. He also recommended to
Washington that Farm Gate strength
be increased to permit the Air Force to
fly more sorties with existing aircraft.
Shortly afterwards, the Air Force was
directed to double Farm Gate’s
strength. Admiral Felt also indorsed
Harkins’ request to bring in a second
Caribou squadron, plus 8 U-1A liaison
aircraft, and 10 UH-1B’s for use by
U.S. Army senior corps advisors.

In Washington, however, senior
officials still hoped to limit U.S. mili-
tary involvement. On 25 March 1962
McNamara decided to send the C-123
squadron recommended by Felt but
only one USAF liaison squadron and
one U.S. Army O-1A squadron. He di-
rected that they be operated no more
than 1 year, after which they were to
be turned over to the Vietnamese.
Subsequently, the Air Force deployed
an additional C-123 squadron to Da
Nang, where it arrived on 17 April. The
Army Caribou company reached Vung
Tau in July. O-1 assets of another

Army company were divided among
U.S. Army senior corps advisors. On 8
July 1963 the Air Force activated the
19th Tactical Air Support Squadron at
Bien Hoa; it became fully operational
in mid-September.

Meanwhile, General Anthis had
readied an air strike team of B-26’s at
Pleiku and a similar T-28 strike unit at
Soc Trang to support the impending
ARVN ground operations in the Il and
IV Corps areas. The Pleiku airstrip had
been upgraded but the improved
3,200-foot Soc Trang runway could
accommodate only the T-28’s. Even
these planes had difficulty landing at
Soc Trang at night or when rain
slicked the short runway. Under these
conditions, the T-28’s could take off
but were unable to land safely and
normally would head for Tan Son
Nhut. In addition to the Farm Gate
units, the VNAF maintained an A-1H
detachment at Pleiku and also operat-
ed eight T-28’s at Da Nang in support
of 1 Corps operations.

On 22 February 1963 the Vietnam-
ese JGS issued a general offensive
plan, closely patterned after MACV’s
suggested national campaign plan. It
called for corps commanders to begin
initial operations against the Viet
Cong by mid-March 1963, to be fol-
lowed by a general offensive on adate
to be announced by the Joint General
Staff. The freedom accorded the corps
commanders, however, resulted most-
ly in uncoordinated operations. For
example, air liaison officers in | Corps
reported that the ARVN 1st and 2d
Divisions in the north—content to
control the coastal plains—followed a
live-and let-live policy with the enemy
forces in the mountains to the west.
The corps commander kept tight con-
trol on air strikes in his area, requiring
prior authorization from himself or his
chief of staff. Unfortunately, there
were times when the operations cen-
ter received requests for emergency
air support but the two officers could
not be located.
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(1} A1C Norman L. Morgan inspects AC-47 miniguns. (2) The first AC-47
gunship and its crew. (3) Gunship interior. (4) F-100 releases its ordnance
on a bombing mission over South Vietnam. (5) An Air Force bomber unloads
a phosphorus bomb on enemy forces dug in along a river bank in South Viet-
nam. (6) Maj. Robert P. Knopf, a gunship commander, retaxes between mis-
sions. (7) Gunship at Nha Trang Air Base, South Vietnam. (8) $Sgt Allen D.
Niehaus loads ammunition into a minigun. (9) USAF O-1E pilots on a FAC mis-
sion. (10) side-firing mini-guns.
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in the Il Corps area, the ARVN 22d
Division—which had deprived the Viet
Cong of food sources by resettling
many of the Montagnard tribesmen—
policed the Central Highlands.
Elsewhere, along the coast the 9th
Division undertook clear-and-hold
operations in Binh Dinh and Phu Yen
provinces. The 25th, which became
operational in January 1963, under-
took to pacify guerrilla-ridden coastal
province of Quang Ngai. Both the 9th
and 25th asked for deployment of air
strike teams at Qui Nhon and Quang
Ngai City, but the limited resources
made this impossible . Instead, VNAF
T-28’s and FAC’s were sent to nearby
airfields whenever ground operations
were planned.

Unfortunately, even when given
advance notice of up to 48 hours, Nha
Trang-based T-28’s were seldom able
to react on time. During a month-long
campaign launched by some 10,000
Vietnamese Army and Marine troops
on 24 April 1963 against the Do-Xa
mountain redoubt, the VNAF moved a
forward echelon of the Air Operations
Center to Plateau Gi and launched a
heavy 3-day preliminary bombardment
of enemy strongpoints. The combined
ground-air assaults enabled Vietnam-
ese troops to overrun the Do-Xa area.
Elsewhere, Viet Cong troops, taking
advantage of the 25th Division’s
preoccupation at Do-Xa, attacked
Quang Ngai hamlets. However, pro-
vincial defense units inflicted heavy

casualties on them and drove them’

In i Corps, pacification appeared to
be a complete success, with the
Communists clearly thrown on the
defensive by mid-year. At this point,
General Harkins recommended—and
the JGS approved—redeploying the
ARVN 9th Division southward to the
Mekong Delta, where the enemy had
maintained a strong presence for
many years. However, the Viet Cong'’s
decline in 1l Corps proved transitory.
During the last half of 1963, South Vi-
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etnamese military effectiveness de-
clined—apparently due to the govern-
ment's disarray during the Buddhist
crisis (see discussion below)—the Viet
Cong returned to their Do-Xa moun-
tain stronghold.

In the Il and IV Corps, the Commun-
ists continued to dominate large parts
of the countryside despite ARVN ef-
forts. Factors inhibiting successful air
operations there included inadequate
air-ground communications and a
shortage of VNAF forward air control-
lers. In Tay Ninh province bordering
Cambodia, the ARVN 5th Division
came to rely more and more on U.S.
Army helicopter gunships to provide
local air support, primarily because it
could not get in touch with the air
operations center. When fixed-wing
air support was finally provided, ARVN
forces were able to penetrate into
Zone D and the enemy’s headquarters
plus several camps along the Ma Da
river. This success, however, also
proved to be transitory. The Viet Cong
later returned to their burned-out
Zone D headquarters, dug deeper into
the earth, and built stronger log-cov-
ered bunkers which enabled them to
survive all but direct air strikes.

In the IV Corps area, the battered
ARVN 7th Division—still recovering
from its Ap Bac defeat—showed little
initiative against the enemy, even
though it had good intelligence on
Viet Cong activity. Captured docu-
ments disclosed that the enemy was
moving rice from the Delta through
the 7th Division’s area to feed his
troops in Zones C and D. To stop these
shipments, Col. Winston P. Anderson,
the 2d Air Division’s Director of Opera-
tions, in March 1963 obtained MACV
and JGS authorization to undertake
quick reaction air surveillance and
strikes in the 7th Division area, using
ARVN personnel as forward air guides
to mark targets. However, VNAF offi-
cials refused to accept targets marked
by ARVN troops, rather than by for-
ward air controllers.




Viet Cong troops cross an
improvised foot bridge in
South Vietnam.

In the lower regions of the Delta, the
ARVN 21st Division frequently called
upon five USAF T-28’s at Soc Trang to
provide air cover and support for heli-
copter operations, often launched on
the spur of the moment against rela-
tively well armed Viet Cong. However,
both T-28’s and B-26's were too vul-
nerable to enemy ground fire. In Feb-
ruary 1963, after two B-26's were shot
down, Lt. Col. Miles M. Doyle, the
Farm Gate detachment commander,
requested additional aircraft for his
unit. But General Anthis did not have
the aircraft to give him. Indeed, in
March 1963 the Air Force was able to
honor only about 60 percent of the
requests from Delta-based units for
immediate air support.

Effects of the 1963
Buddhist Troubles

During the spring of 1963 there was
a notable cooling of American-South
Vietnamese relations against the
background of growing Buddhist
opposition to President Diem. The
problem surfaced in May 1963 when
the Buddhists—disaffected by Diem’s
policies—organized street demonstra-
tions in the ancient capital of Hue.
When civil guard troops fired upon
them, a riot ensued. During the next 2
months the unrest spread to Saigon,
which witnessed the self-immolation
of a Buddhist priest in the heart of the
capital. This incident shook the gov-
ernment—as well as television audi-
ences around the world—and brought
down upon Diem’s head a torrent of
international criticism. As the political
situation deteriorated, so did the mo-
rale of the Vietnamese armed forces
and their effectiveness in the field.

While the Buddhist crisis continued
to dominate the headlines, the Viet
Cong increased their attacks against
the strategic hamlets during June and
July 1963. Their tactics were shrewd
and effective. If a probing showed

South Vietnamese defenses were
“soft”—as in the Ban Me Thuot area—
the Viet Cong launched sudden night
attacks which were successful. Where
hamlets were well-defended, as in |
Corps in Quang Ngai province, the
enemy sent in infiltration teams to
urge the people to join “the struggle
of the Buddhists.” The effects of the
crisis were soon reflected in the de-
cline of VNAF-USAF tactical sorties
during the last half of 1963.

Thus, VNAF flights fell from a high
of 1,013 sorties flown in May to 736 in
September and 831 in October. As for
the Farm Gate detachment—-succeed-
ed in the summer of 1963 by the 1st Air
Commando Squadron-it had planned
to double its combat sorties. However,
its intentions were thwarted by aircraft
losses to enemy fire and declining air-
craft serviceability. The latter situation
was highlighted on 16 August when a
wing broke off a B-26 and its crew died
in the crash. By 11 October the squad-
ron was down to 9 T-28's and 12 B-
26’s, with the latter under flight re-
strictions to avoid undue wing stress.

After mid-1963, calls by embattled
Vietnamese outposts for air support
increased noticeably. In June the Air
Force flew 70 flare and 40 strike sor-
ties, in July 75/52, and in August 79/62.
C-47 pilots were swamped with many
other unanswered calls for help. In
September the 2d Air Division placed
some C-123’s on flare duty and man-
aged to provide 172 flare/132 strike
sorties. During this period no outpost
or hamlet assisted by a flare-and-
strike team was ever overrun; others
went under because of lack of such
support or because their calls for help
were never received by the Air Opera-
tions Center.

During the period May through
August 1963, the VNAF-USAF force
was unable to fill 534 preplanned air
support requests from |l Corps
alone—167 for lack of aircraft and
244 for lack of VNAF forward air con-
trollers. It was not suprising that 1li
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Corps ARVN commanders gave up
and turned to the more readily availa-
ble U.S. Army gunships. _

The gravest situation was in th
southernmost regions of the Delta,
where during the late summer of 1963
the Viet Cong launched open field
warfare with well-armed, highly moti-
vated battalion-sized forces. On the
night of 10 September enemy mortar
squads laid down a barrage on the
Soc Trang airstrip while other troops
attacked two district towns some 70
miles to the southwest. During the Soc
Trang attack, four American pilots
managed to get airborne in two T-28’s
and helped beat off the enemy. These
USAF airmen later received com-
mendations for their initiative and a
reprimand for engaging in combat
without the required VNAF crewmen
aboard. After 4 days of continuous
fighting, heliborne Vietnamese mar-
ines defeated the enemy around the
two district towns, helped by para-
troopers dropped from C-47 and C-
123 aircraft. The towns, however, were
reduced to rubble. During the fight a
Viet Cong .50-caliber machinegun
downed an Air Force T-28.

On 19 October the ARVN 21st Divi-
sion was ambushed near Loc Ninh in
Chuong Thien province. Responding
to this emergency, the Air Operations
Center committed two A-1H's, one B-
26, and five T-28's—the only aircraft
available~to cover Army helicopters
sent to the scene. Ali aircraft expend-
ed their munitions by mid-morning in
afutile attempt to silence enemy guns,
which downed one helicopter. Other
aircraft from Bien Hoa and several T-
28's managed 31 more sorties before
the day’'s end. The Viet Cong, howev-
er, held their positions, withdrawing
after dark. Friendly losses were 41
personnel killed and 84 wounded ((in-
cluding 12 Americans). In addition to
the downed helicopter, enemy fire
damaged two B-26's and six T-28's.
The Viet Cong hailed Loc Ninh as an-
other victory equal to that at Ap Bac 10
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months before.

In late September Secretary Mc-
Namara and General Taylor, Chairman
of the JCS, visited South Vietnam.
McNamara urged Diem to deploy addi-
tional troops to the Delta and to slow
construction of strategic hamlets until
existing ones could be protected.
While in Saigon he also reviewed the
Southeast Asia airlift system which—
under the management of Col. Thom-
as B. Kennedy, a veteran airlift com-
mander—-had met all requirements
with capacity to spare. Since logistic
requirements had never reached
MACV's estimate of 34,000 tons a
month to support the general offen-
sive, McNamara ordered the return to

(1) An A-1E Skyraider at-
tacks enemy supply areas.
(2) An A-1E assigned to the
602nd Air Commando
Squadron.




(1) B-57 Canberra tacticat
bombers on a mission over
the Mekong Delta. (2) The
last VNAF graduating class
trained to fly the A-1E by
USAF crewmen.

the United States of one Army CV-2
Caribou company by December as
part of a planned 1,000-man U.S. force
reduction. He also called for an accel-
erated buildup of the South Vietnam-
ese armed forces to allow the early
withdrawal of the remaining 15,640
American military men in the country.
Back in Washington, McNamara
and Taylor reported to President Ken-
nedy that Diem’s repressive measures
against the Buddhists would likely
affect the Allied military effort. The
new U.S. Ambassador to Saigon, Hen-
ry Cabot Lodge—he replaced Nolting
on 22 August--concluded that Diem
and his brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, head
of the secret police--were hopelessly
alienated from the people. On 2 Sep-

tember 1963 the President comment-
ed publicly that the Saigon govern-
ment had ‘“‘gotten out of touch with
the people” but that there was still
time for it to regain their support
through policy and personnel
changes. By this time, however, dissi-
dent Vietnamese officers under the
leadership of Gen. Duong Van Minh
had begun to plan a military coup to
overthrow Diem.

Departure of the ARVN 9th Division
to the Delta and the relocation of the
IV Corps Tactical Zone south of the
Mekong,effective 1 November, insured
the success of the coup. These ac-
tions upset the delicate balance of mil-
itary forces maintaining Diem in pow-
er. On 1 November 1963 the coup
leaders launched their revolt. To fore-
stall intervention by the Vietnamese
Air Force, they seized its commander.
His deputy sided with the rebels and
sent four A-1H's and two T-28’s
against the presidential compound in
Saigon. A move by loyal Diem troops
to Saigon was deterred by the threat
of air attack. On 2 November Diem and
his brother Nhu surrendered to the
rebels and were killed. Thé same day a
Military Revolutionary Council of
ARVN generals and colonels led by
General Minh formaily took over the
government and began the wholesale
removal of Diemist officials. This ac-
tion, together with their lack of admin-
istrative experience, soon produced
governmental paralysis.

Reacting to Diem’s overthrow and
the governmental disarray, the enemy
launched numerous attacks through-
out South Vietnam. During this emer-
gency USAF and VNAF pilots flew 284
flare and 298 strike sorties during
November in defense of threatened
hamlets and outposts. However, the
demoralized ARVN ground forces
were no match for the enemy and,
before month’s end, Viet Cong forces
had captured enough weapons to arm
five 300-man battalions. Thus, in IV
Corps, the ARVN 21st Division was
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ambushed in an Xuyen province on 24
November as it mounted a heliborne
attack against a Viet Cong battalion at
Chu Lai. The hidden enemy force,
equipped with five 7.9-mm machine
guns and a twin .50 caliber weapon,
shot down 1 helicopter and 1T-28 and
damaged 10 helicopters, 2 VNAF A-
1H’s, and 1 T-28.

In lll Corps, the failure of an ARVN
5th Division officer to use fixed-wing
air support apparently contributed to
another major defeat on 31 December.
The unit involved, the 32d Ranger Bat-
talion, was surrounded west of Ben
Cat. The Division’s G-3—instead of
asking a VNAF forward air controller
and two A-1H’s orbiting overhead with
full loads of 100-pound bombs to pro-
vide assistance--called for and used
three flights of Huey gunships which
proved ineffective. The rangers took
heavy casualties in a battle which
might have produced an ARVN victory
but instead ended 1963—the year of
the general offensive—with another
disheartening defeat.

Earlier, President Kennedy—in his
last public statement on Vietnam be-
fore his assassination—on 14 Novem-
ber reiterated America’s pledge to
continue to assist the South Vietnam-
ese to maintain their independence.
His successor, Lyndon B. Johnson,
reaffirmed that commitment. On 21
February 1964, in one of his first pub-
lic comments on the war, President
Johnson warned Hanoi to end its sup-
port of the insurgent forces in South
Vietnam and Laos. Although he ap-
pointed a committee of State and De-
fense Department representatives to
study ways to increase pressure on
North Vietnam, he reiterated the past
policy that the South Vietnamese and
Laotian people were primarily respon-
sible for their own defense. Thus, on 3
December 1963 the first 1,000 Ameri-
can military men departed South Viet-
nam in accordance with McNamara's
previous announcements. Among
them were members of the famed Air
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Force “Dirty Thirty” C-47 pilots and
the U.S. Army’s Ist Aviation Company.

Efforts to Revitalize
Military Operations

When General Minh's junta assumed
power in November 1963, it an-
nounced plans to improve the effec-
tiveness of the armed forces by plac-
ing them directly under the four corps
commanders. The latter were made
responsible for carrying the war to the
enemy. Subsequently, the ARVN on 18
January 1964 launched the largest hel-
icopter operation ever undertaken in
South Vietnam up to that time. It in-
volved 115 helicopters which airlifted
1,100 troops into Zone D. The opera-
tion went smoothly but unfortunately
not a single Viet Cong could be found
in the area.

Unsuccessful operations such as
these, combined with continuing po-
litical instability, sparked yet another
coup on 30 January. Maj. Gen Nguyen
Khanh, commander of | Corps, flew to
Saigon, ousted General Minh’s coun-
cil, and stated his intention to increase
operations against the enemy. On 22
February, he issued his *“Chien Thang
National Pacification Plan,” a modifi-
cation of Thompson’s “‘spreading oil
stain” proposal. It called for launching
a series of clear-and-hold operations
in relatively secure areas. From there
the Viet Cong would be rolled back
while simultaneously a “new life de-
velopment program’ would get under
way to raise the people’s standard of
living. Khanh gave the four corps
commanders complete responsibility
for the clear-and-hold operations and
follow-up actions in their respective
areas. General Harkins thought the
plan had a good chance to succeed,
providing Khanh's fragile government
stayed in power.

On 31 January, Maj. Gen. Joseph H.
Moore arrived in Saigon to assume
command of the 2d Air Division from



General Anthis. In reviewing Khanh’s
plan, General Moore was alarmed by a
provision in it which called for assign-
ing VNAF units to the corps com-
manders. However, the new VNAF
commander, Nguyen Cao Ky, quickly
assured Moore he would not allow his
air force to be parceled out. Ky inter-
preted the plan’s wording to require
assignment of VNAF units to corps
tactical zones, not to individual corps
commanders. Subsequently, he or-
ganized separate VNAF wing head-
quarters at Da Nang and Pleiku under
the command of two knowledgeable
air officers. They became the principal
VNAF advisors to the | and Il Corps
commanders. He also proposed to set
up similar wing headquarters for the lll
and IV Corps in 1965.

In keeping with Washington’s policy
of expanding VNAF air capabilities so
that U.S. units and equipment could
be withdrawn, MACV and 2nd Air Divi-
sion in early 1964 undertook major
reviews of the military situation.
Although their findings were not en-
couraging, they prepared plans for the
withdrawal of the Air Force’s 19th
Tactical Air Support Squadron in June
1964, followed in 1965 by the 1st Air
Commando Squadron. To make up for
this loss, several VNAF squadrons
were to be equipped with A-1’s, T-28’s,
and C-47's. Meanwhile, the 2d Air Divi-
sion’s aircraft were taking a beating
from the enemy and age. In February
two T-28's were lost to machinegun
fire and, on the 11th, all B-26’s were
grounded after a wing failed during a
combat flight.

On 17 February 1964, during a
MACV meeting, Harkins’ new deputy,
Gen. William C. Westmoreland (he ar-
rived in Saigon on 27 January), urged
something be done to restore the Air
Force’s “Sunday punch.” In Hawaii,
Gen. Jacob E. Smart, who succeeded
General O’'Donnell on 1 August 1963
as Commander in Chief, Pacific Air
Forces, reasoned that the Geneva
prohibition against introducing jets

into Vietnam was no longer pertinent.
He recommended deployment to
South Vietnam of one of two B-57 light
jet bomber squadrons. Secretary
McNamara, however, rejected the
proposal on the grounds that it not
only would violate the Geneva agree-
ment but was contrary to Washing-
ton’s policy of preparing the Vietnam-
ese to fight their own war. He did,
however, agree to further strengthen
Saigon’s air force and authorized
equipping a new VNAF squadron with
A-H’s and to replace the 1st Air Com-
mando Squadron’s T-28’s and B-26’s
with 25 A-1E dual-pilot attack bomb-
ers.

These decisions, unfortunately,
came too late for two T-28 Air Force
pilots and their Vietnamese crewmen.
On 24 March 1964 one plane--piloted
by Capt. Edwin G. Shank, Jr.—crashed
after its wing sheared off during a
bomb run, killing both men. On 9 April
asecond T-28, piloted by Capt. Robert
Brumett, put his aircraft into a dive
and failed to come out. Other pilots
watched with horror as the wings fell
off and the plane plowed into a rice
paddy. A few days before this second
crash, General Moore had noted that
with the loss of B-26 aircraft and sus-
pected weakness in the T-28's, “the 2d
Air Division is practically flat out of
business.”” However, by borrowing
nine surplus T-28B’s from the VNAF,
the 1st Air Commando Squadron
managed to stay operational but pilot
morale sagged.

Meanwhile, the Viet Cong were ex-
panding their military operations,
apparently in connection with a diplo-
matic offensive by Hanoi to neutralize
all of Indochina. They began on the Ca
Mau peninsula, where the insurgents
boasted they could take any district
town at any time. They proved their
prowess on 12 April 1964 with a dawn
attack on the district capital of Kien
Long. VNAF A-1H'’s performed valiant-
ly under flare lights, destroying a Viet
Cong 105-mm howitzer and, after
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(1) USAF strike aircraft of the 3d Tactical Fighter Wing provided close air sup-
port to the U.S. Army's 11th Armored Cavalry which attacked enemy positions
northwest of Saigon. (2) Rebellious VNAF pilots, flying AD-6 fighter bombers,
attacked President Diem’s palace, May 1962. He was unharmed. (3) C-123. (4)
Capt. Thomas A. Dwelle, USAF, poses in front of his A-1E at Bien Hoa AB,
South Vietnam. (5) A Vietnamese government observation post, 1963. (6) An A-
1E Skyraider attacks enemy forces. (7) Capt. Phan Lang Sue, commander,
VNAF 516th Fighter Squadron lands at Nha Trang after completing a mission.
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daybreak, providing relays of close air
support strikes. One fighter took out
an enemy machinegun set up less
than 100 meters from ARVN troops.
Despite the valiant air-ground defense
of Kien Long, the enemy succeeded in
overrunning the city, killing more than
300 ARVN troops. Some 200 civilians
also were left dead or wounded. This
defeat was followed by widespread
terrorist attacks throughout the coun-
try. One daring Viet Cong operation
took place on 2 May 1964, when an
underwater demolition team sank the
USS Card, which had been unloading
helicopters at the Saigon waterfront.

Secretary McNamara, concluding
that more aerial firepower was need-
ed, authorized the Air Force to equip a
second USAF air commando squad-
ron with A-1E’'s. Nevertheless, during
his next visit to Saigon in May 1964, he
reiterated the administration’s policy
that all U.S. airmen should be out of
combat within a matter of months. In
addition, he decided that Air Force
pilots could no longer fly combat mis-
sions, even with Vietnamese observ-
ers aboard. They were told to limit
their activities to providing bona fide
training only. To balance the loss of
USAF strike support, he further direct-
ed that four VNAF squadrons be outfit-
ted with A-1H's as soon as possible
and he authorized VNAF expansion by
another two squadrons, which were to
take over from the two USAF air units
scheduled for withdrawal.

Meanwhile, on 12 March General
Harkins submitted a plan to the Penta-
gon to reorganize the command struc-
ture in Vietnam to eliminate overlap-
ping responsibilities between the U.S.
Military Assistance Advisory Group
(established 12 February 1954) and
the U.S. Military Assistance Com-
mand, Vietnam (established 8 Febru-
ary 1962). His goal was to eliminate
the advisory group as an intervening
command so as to be able to respond
more directly to Saigon’s military re-
quirements. The JCS approved Har-
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kins' proposal in April 1964 and it be-
came effective on 15 May. Although
Air Force officials felt that USAF doc-
trines and organizational views were
being ignored, the 2d Air Division did
gain some strength and stature under
the reorganization. The Air Force Ad-
visory Group, formerly a part of the
MAAG, was reassigned to the Division,
thus bringing all USAF activities in
Vietnam under one agency. MACV,
which had “coordinating authority”
for the Air Force reconnaissance effort
over Laos, subdelegated it to the 2d
Air Dvision.

Subsequently, changes were made
in the top level commanders. On 20
June General Westmoreland succeed-
ed Harkins as Commander, MACV. On
1 July, Adm. Ulysses S. Grant Sharp
replaced Admiral Felt as CINCPAC
and Gen. Hunter Harris succeeded
General Smart as CINCPACAF. Also, 1
July, General Taylor was designated
the U.S. Ambassador to Saigon, suc-
ceeding Henry Cabot Lodge.

Continuing
Military
Reversals

After Hanoi's diplomatic efforts to
convene an international conference
to neutralize all of Indochina had
failed—President Johnson termed it
“only another name for a Communist
takeover’’—the Viet Cong turned July
1964 into the bloodiest month to date.
On the 6th, enemy troops struck the
Nam Dong Special Forces camp in |
Corps, killing 55 ARVN troops, 2 U.S.
rangers, and an Australian advisor.
Although a flare plane illuminated the
area, no VNAF strike aircraft were
available to respond to calls for help.
Fifteen days later the Viet Cong am-
bushed 400 ARVN troops in Chuong
Thien province in the Delta. After the
battle only 82 able-bodied survivors
could be found. Nearly an hour
elapsed before a VNAF forward air




An A-1E at Qui Nhon, May
1965.

controller arrived over the battle site.
Strike aircraft from Bien Hoa did not
arrive for 1%z hours.

With the Chuong Thien disaster in
mind, Westmoreland asked General
Moore and Brig. Gen. Delk M. Oden,
commander of the U.S. Army Support
Command, Vietnam, to prepare an
agreement to govern coordination of
all aviation activity in South Vietnam.
They subsequently proposed to collo-
cate MACV'’s Army Air Operations Sec-
tion with the Joint USAF-VNAF Air
Operations Center at Tan Son Nhut
and to collocated air support centers
in the corps areas. Henceforth, senior
U.S. Army advisors would conduct
preplanning conferences on at least a
daily basis with their Air Force coun-
terparts to insure full utilization of
fixed-wing strike aircraft. The new ar-
rangement became effective in August
1964.

Moore also was authorized to estab-
lish a VNAF air request net manned by
Vietnamese personnel so as to enable
ARVN commanders to flash calls for
air assistance directly to an air sup-
port center. Intermediate ARVN head-
quarters, monitoring the requests,
could cancel them only if there were

more urgent ones. The VNAF net was
installed in the four corps areas by the
end of 1964. Although ARVN com-
manders were unhappy with the ar-

rangement, the Vietnamese high
command on 1 March 1965 directed
that the VNAF net would serve as the
primary system for obtaining emer-
gency air support.

The first direct clash between North
Vietnamese and American forces oc-
curred on 2 August 1964 when enemy
torpedo boats attacked the Maddox-
while it was on patrol in the Gulf of
Tonkin. The attack was apparently in
retaliation for U.S. sponsored South
Vietnamese raids along the North Viet-
namese coast. Two nights later, the
Maddox and a second destroyer, the
USS C. Turner Joy, reported addition-
al enemy attacks against them.
Whereupon, President Johnson or-
dered a retaliatory strike against North
Vietnamese coastal torpedo bases
and an oil storage depot on 5 August.
The President then requested and
Congress on 7 August adopted the
Gulf of Tonkin resolution. It author-
ized Mr.Johnson touse all measures—
including the commitment of the
armed forces—to assist South Vietnam
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to defend its independence and terri-
tory. During this crisis two B-57
squadrons were dispatched from
Clark AB in the Philippines to Bien
Hoa. In addition, USAF F-100 and F-102
squadrons were sent to Da Nang and
still other fighters moved into Thai-
land.

A white paper subsequently issued
by Hanoi admitted the North Vietnam-
ese patrol boats had fired upon the
Maddox on 2 August because of its
support of South Vietnamese naval
incursions. It denied, however, that
NVA boats were in the area where the
second attack reportedly occurred. In
any event, Hanoi signalled its determi-
nation to fight by redeploying 30 MIG
fighters from a South China base to
Phuc Yen airfield on 7 August. Several
weeks later, the 325th Division of the
North Vietnamese Army headed down
the Ho Chi Minh trail towards South
Vietnam. During this period, Viet Cong

regiments in Zones C and D--aug-
mented by guerrilias brought up from
the Delta--were formed into the 9th
Viet Cong Division. This unit in early
autumn began to move to the coastal
regions of Phuoc Tuy province, where
it was outfitted with Soviet and
Chinese weapons apparently brought
in by sea.

Meanwhile, Ambassador Taylor
sought new ways to shore up the
South Vietnamese. On 18 August, he
recommended to Washington that fur-
ther military steps be taken *to gain
time for the Khanh government to
develop a certain stability.” One of his
proposed actions called for ““a careful-
ly orchestrated bombing attack”
against North Vietnam, aimed primari-
ly at infiltration and other military tar-
gets. While these recommendations
were being reviewed in Washington,
dissident ARVN troops from IV Corps—
led by Brig. Gen. Lam Van Phat—in




This USAF aircraft was one
of several destroyed at Qui
Nhon during a rocket attack.

September moved against Khanh but
withdrew from Saigon after General
Ky sent his VNAF units over the city.
The political crisis was temporarily
resolved on 26 October following in-
stallation of a provisional civilian gov-
ernment headed by Tran Van Huong,
Saigon’s former mayor. However,
Premier Huong found himself unable
to bring order to the administration.

Against this background of continu-
ing governmental instability, the Viet
Cong seized additional portions of the
South Vietnamese countryside and
launched a series of attacks aimed
specifically against the Americans. On
the night of 1 November 1964, Viet
Cong squads easily approached with-
in 400 yards of Bien Hoa's perimeter
and shelied the crowded airfield with
81mm mortars. Four Americans were
killed and 72 others wounded. Losses
included 5 B-57’s destroyed and 15
damaged as well as 4 VNAF A-1's de-
stroyed or damaged. At this point,
Ambassador Taylor concluded that
while a viable Saigon government
could not be created through military
actions alone, a campaign to reduce
or halt the continuing flow of rein-
forcements to the Viet Cong from the
north might resolve some of South
Vietnam’s problems. He suggested
that air operations beyond the borders
of the country could contribute to that
objective.

In late November, Taylor was re-
called to Washington for critical week-
long discussions with the President
and his key Defense and State Depart-
ment advisors on future courses of
action. They agreed the political
chaos in South Vietnam had to be ar-
rested and further coups avoided.
They also agreed that a graduated mil-
itary response against North Vietnam-
ese lines of communication(LOC’s)
would help Saigon’s morale and the
effectiveness of ARVN operations.
Whereupon, on 2 December 1964
President Johnson approved a pro-
gram of controlled air strikes against

enemy LOC’s in Laos to “signal” his
determination to counter Hanoi’s in-
creasing military activities and to
strengthen the governments of South
Vietnam and Laos. On his return to
Saigon, Taylor passed word of these
decisions and of U.S. reaffirmation of
support of Premier Huong to the
South Vietnamese. On 20 December,
however, General Khanh’s Armed
Forces Council withdrew its support
of Huong and the governmental crisis
remained unresolved.

Meanwhile, good flying weather in
December 1964 allowed VNAF and
USAF airmen to score heavily against
Viet Cong units. On 9-10 December
VNAF crews helped in the successful
ARVN defense of Tam Ky in Quang Tin
province and An Lao in Binh Dinh
province, both in | Corps. In the IV
Corps area, VNAF A-1H and USAF A-
1E Skyraiders inflicted more than 400
casualties and were credited with
averting destruction of a regional
force company surrounded near Long
My after a convoy was ambushed.
Altogether, the air forces claimed an
estimated 2,500 Viet Cong troops
killed during the November-December
period—-more than 60 percent of all
reported enemy deaths.

Despite these successes, South
Vietham came increasingly under
enemy attack. On Christmas Eve, the
Viet Cong exploded a powerful charge
in the Brink Hotel bachelor officers
quarters in downtown Saigon, killing 2
and wounding 71 Americans. On 27
December, the Viet Cong’s 9th Divi-
sion attacked Binh Gia village in
Phuoc Tuy province, southeast of Sai-
gon, setting off a 6-day battle during
which the 33d Ranger and 4th Marine
Battalions were virtually destroyed.
ARVN armored and mechanized
forces sent to their aid also took heavy
casualties. The battle of Binh Gia, the
Viet Cong later boasted, marked the
end of insurgency phase of its cam-
paign and the start of conventional
field operations.
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Air War

1965—1972

As 1965 opened, there was a desper-
ate feeling among American officials
in Washington and Saigon that some-
thing had to be done to raise South
Vietnamese morale and reverse the
depressing political and military situa-
tion. In early January, General Khanh
agreed to continue supporting Pre-
mier Huong, but at month’s end he
ousted Huong from office. South Viet-
nam’s governmental turmoil did not
end for another 6 months. During that
period the military installed and re-
moved a second civilian premier and,
finally, ousted Khanh himself who
then went into exile. On 21 June, the
Armed Forces Council installed Maj.
Gen. Nguyen Van Thieu as the new
chief of state and Air Marshal Ky as
prime minister.

While the South Vietnamese were
still struggling to organize a viable
government, the Viet Cong launched a
series of destructive attacks on allied
facilities. Thus, in the early morning of
7 February 1965, enemy mortar and
demolition teams struck with 81-mm
mortars against the U.S. advisory
compound and airstrip at the ARVN |l
Corps headquarters in the Pleiku area,
killing 8 Americans and wounding
more than 100. Five U.S. helicopters
were destroyed and other aircraft
damaged. An hour later the Viet Cong
attacked and set fire to aviation stor-
age tanks at Tuy Hoa airfield. Fortu-
nately, there were no casualties.

These events triggered a meeting in
Washington of the National Security
Council and President Johnson’s de-
cision to order immediate retaliatory

air raids against barracks and staging
areas in the southern reaches of North
Vietnam. That same afternoon, al-
though the target areas were covered
by clouds, 49 aircraft from naval car-
riers struck North Vietnamese Army
barracks at Dong Hoi. The USAF-
VNAF portion of the retaliatory re-
sponse was held up because of ad-
verse weather. However, the next af-
ternoon—accompanied by F-100's
flying flak suppression missions—30
Farm Gate A-1’s hit barracks at Chap-
Le. The President, emphasizing that
these air strikes (Operation Flaming
Dart) were reprisals for the earlier at-
tacks, reiterated that the United States
sought no wider war.

The enemy replied on 8 February
when the Viet Cong struck Soc Trang
airfield without inflicting casualties or
damage. Two days later, however,
they blew up a U.S. Army enlisted
men’s barracks at Qui Nhon, killing 23
Americans, 7 Vietnamese, and wound-
ing many others. The Allies responded
immediately, launching Air Force,
Navy, and VNAF planes against NVA
barracks at Chanh Hoa and Vit Thu Lu.
Despite these strikes, the enemy was
undeterred and announced he would
continue to attack U.S. military instal-
lations throughout South Vietnam.
The reprisal raids, however, did tem-
porarily lift the sagging morale of the
South Vietnamese.

In addition to mounting attacks
against the Americans, Viet Cong
troops managed to achieve impressive
gains in the Il Corps area. Whereupon,
on 19 February General Westmore-
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(1) Secretary McNamara (I.) and Gen. Earle G.
Wheeler, Chairman, of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
visit Saigon on 25 November 1965, where they
conferred with Lt. Gen. Nguyen Huu Co and
Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge. (2) Gen. Curtis
E. LeMay, Air Force Chief of Staff (1) consults
with Gen. Pauf D. Harkins, Commander, U.S. Mili-
tary Assistance Command, Vietnam, in April 1962.
(3) Gen. Wiltiam H. Blanchard, Air Force Vice
Chief of Staff (1), Secretary of the Air Force Eu-
gene M. Zuckert, and Gen. John P. McConnell,
Air Force Chief of Staff.




(1) Prime Minister Nguyen Cao Ky (I} confers
with Maj. Gen. Joseph H. Moore, Commander, 2d
Air Division. {2) Gen. John D. Ryan, Commander
in Chief, Pacific Air Forces visits Binh Thuy AB in
Vietnam, September 1967, and greets Maj. Clif-
ford R. Crooker, an 0-2A FAC pilot. (3) Gen.
George S. Brown, Commander, 7th Air Force,
accompanies Secretary of the Air Force Robert C.
Seamans on a tour of USAF activities in South
Vietnam. (4} Gen. John D. Lavelle, Commander,
7th Air Force, greets Gen. Creighton W. Abrams,
Commander, U.S. Military Assistance Command,
Vietnam.
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land—invoking authority given him 3
weeks earlier to use jet aircraft under
emergency conditions—sent 24 Air
Force B-57’s against the Viet Cong 9th
Division’s base camp deep in the jun-
gles of Phuoc Long province along
the Cambodian border. Two days later
an Army special forces team and a Ci-
vilian irregular Defense Group (CIDG)
company were caught in a Communist
ambush at the Mang Yang pass on
Route 19. Supported by F-100 and
B-57 strikes, which prevented the
enemy from overrunning Allied forces,
U.S. helicopters moved in and suc-
cessfully evacuated 220 men who
might otherwise have been lost.

The events of February 1965 marked
a turning point in the history of the
war, although the military situation in
Vietnam remained discouraging. In
Washington, officials no longer talked
about withdrawing American military
advisors. Instead, they now recom-
mended deployment of additional U.S.
forces to Southeast Asia, proposals
which the President generally ap-
proved. While a campaign of air
strikes against North Vietnam was
being readied and launched, Wash-
ington also lifted major restrictions on
air strikes within South Vietnam. On 6
March, Westmoreland received au-
thorization to use U.S. aircraft when-
ever the VNAF could not respond on a
timely basis. The former requirement
that USAF planes carry Vietnamese
crew members was dropped.

On 8 March the 9th Marine Expedi-
tionary Brigade landed at Da Nang to
secure American installations there.
On 5 May the Army’s 173d Airborne
Brigade arrived at Bien Hoa to defend
the military complex there. By the end
of May 50,000 American troops were
in South Vietnam, 10,000 of them Air
Force, and more were to come. On 25
July the President, deciding that an
even larger force commitment was
necessary to save South Vietnam,
authorized an additional troop build-
up to 125,000 men.
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As the American ground forces in-
creased, so did U.S. air power. In Feb-
ruary 1965, the Strategic Air Com-
mand deployed two B-52 squadrons to
Andersen Air Force Base, Guam, for
possible use over South Vietnam. in
April the Air Force activated four 0-1
squadrons in South Vietnam. The first
U.S. Marine F-4B’s arrived at Da Nang
on 12 April and immediately began
flying close air support missions. A
number of Air Force tactical fighter
and bomber squadrons also deployed
to Vietnam on temporary duty assign-
ments, which were later made perma-
nent. In October 1965 the first of five
F-100 squadrons moved to Bien Hoa
and Da Nang. They were followed in
November by F-4C Phantoms of the
12th Tactical Fighter Wing, which
were based at Cam Ranh Bay, and
experimental AC-47 gunships at Tan
Son Nhut. By year’s end, the Air Force
had more than 500 aircraft and 21,000
men at eight major bases in South
Vietnam.

Other SEATO nations also sent mili-
tary, medical, or civic action units to
South Vietnam. They included a 1,557-
man Australian ground-air task force,
a New Zealand howitzer battery, a
Philippine civic action group, and the
Queen’s Cobra Regiment from Thai-
land. The largest third-country contri-
bution came from the Republic of
Korea which was not a SEATO mem-
ber. It initially dispatched one infantry
division and a marine brigade totalling
20,600 men by the end of 1965. Later,
Korea sent a second infantry division
to Vietnam.

Viet Cong-NVA strength also contin-
ued to grow and enabled the enemy to
retain the initiative and ability to inter-
dict almost any line of communica-
tions within South Vietnam they
chose. For example, Communist
forces during 1965 almost totally iso-
lated the Central Highlands of South
Vietnam. To help counter enemy activ-
ity, President Johnson on 1 April au-
thorized Westmoreland to employ

Gen. Hunter Harris, Com-
mander in Chief, PACAF,
stops at Pleiku AB during an
inspection of USAF units.



Gen. Vo Nguyen Giap, North
Vietnamese Defense Minister.

American troops not only to defend
American bases but also to join with
the South Vietnamese in taking the
fight to the enemy. On the 18th, the
giant Air Force B-52’s were brought
into play for the first time. Flying from
Andersen AFB, they struck a suspect-
ed Communist troop base area in Binh
Duong province north of Saigon. Al-
though the initial attack was unsuc-
cessful—ground patrols could find lit-
tle damage before the enemy drove
them out of the area—the operation
marked the beginning of extensive B-
52 operations throughout Southeast
Asia (see also Chapter Vill).

Aware of the military weakness of
South Vietnam, General Westmore-
land decided the first phase of Allied
operations should consist of a holding
action in areas already under Saigon’s
control. Beyond those areas, he pro-
posed a series of “spoiling attacks”
against enemy positions to keep the
Communists off balance while the Al-
lied force buildup continued. That is,
the emphasis was to be on “search
and destroy” operations rather than to
seize and hold new territory. Under
this strategy, air power was called
upon to support all major ground unit
actions while also assisting small spe-
cial forces reconnaissance teams and
outposts collecting intelligence of Viet
Cong/NVA activity along South Viet-
nam’s Cambodian and Laotian bor-
ders.

The deployment of USAF, Navy, and
Marine units to Southeast Asia during
the first half of 1965 represented the
greatest gathering of American air-
power in one locality since the Korean
War. More than 142,000 USAF combat
sorties of all types were flown and in

excess of 56,000 tons of munitions

dropped on enemy targets. The joint
USAF-VNAF effort alone accounted
for an estimated 15,000 enemy dead
and thousands of other casualties dur-
ing the period.

The first major combat action in-
volving American troops came in

August 1965 in | Corps. During Opera-
tion Starlight, elements of the 3d Mar-
ine Division detected and pinned
down the 2d Viet Cong Regiment,
which found itself trapped along the
coastal lowlands of Quang Ngai prov-
ince, 15 miles from Chu Lai. With their
backs to the sea, the enemy fought a
bitter 2-day battle during which they
suffered more than 700 casualties.
Pilots of the 3d Marine Air Wing effec-
tively shut off escape attempts by the
Viet Cong.

In the Central Highlands in Il Corps,
the North Vietnamese launched a
large-scale attack against the Plei Me
Special Forces camp in October. An
enemy regiment of an estimated 2,200
troops began its assault on 18 Octo-
ber and tried vainly during the next 10
days to overrun it in the face of inten-
sive USAF air strikes. On several occa-
sions the ferocity of their attack car-
ried enemy troops to within 20 yards
of the stronghold, only to be beaten
back. In support of the camp, Air
Force pilots flew 696 sorties and
dropped more than 1,500,000 pounds
of bombs on the attackers.

An even bloodier operation soon
followed. Two NVA regiments were
found in the Plei Me area, which setin
motion a month-long American and
ARVN search and destroy sweep
which killed an estimated 1,800 enemy
troops. This offensive was supported
by 384 tactical air strikes, 96 B-52 sor-
ties, and numerous night flare mis-
sions. The Communist troops fought
hard, giving ground only grudgingly.
However, the pounding from the air
took a heavy toll, enemy resistance
finally broke, and the survivors fled
across the South Vietnamese border
into Cambodia. But the allied side was
not always successful. In November
1965 a South Vietnamese regiment,
which had defeated the Viet Cong
281st Regiment, was overrun by the
272d Viet Cong Regiment, suffered
heavy casualties and was put out of
action. Its Vietnamese commander
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(1) 2d Lt. Edward Ridgley, CO, 3d Battation, 9th Infan-
try Division, calls in an air strike. (2) An allied truck
convoy heading for the Khe Sanh. (3) Elements of the
U.S. Army's 1st Infantry Division arrive at Vung Tau
Bay on 13 July 1965 as part of the buildup of US.
Forces in Vietnam. (4) ARVN troops march to helicop-
ter prior to launching an operation against enemy
forces in Can Tho, February 1966. (5) Australian air-
men arrive in South Vietnam, August 1964. (6) Troops
of the Korean Tiger Division prepare to board a C-130
at Qui Nhon AB for airlift to Phan Rang AB, May 1966.
(7) An airman inspects aircraft ordnance prior to a
mission. (8) Resupply drop at Ben Het, South Viet-

nam.







was killed in the battle.

During 1966 American troop
strength continued to grow, reaching
atotal of 385,000. The allies also were
bolstered by arrival of a second Kore-
an infantry division and additional
Australian and New Zealand forces.
Other air equipment arriving in South
Vietnam included an F-5 fighter
squadron, two F-4 squadrons, and
additional AC-47 gunships.

On 24 January 1966 fierce fighting
broke out during search and destroy
operations in | Corps involving some
20,000 1st Air Cavalry Division troops
in Binh Dinh province and the U.S.
Marines in the adjacent Quang Ngai
province. Their objective was the 19th
and 98th North Vietnamese Regiments
and the 1st and 2d Viet Cong Regi-
ments. The operations were highlight-
ed by excellent cooperation between
Air Force, Navy, Marine, and VNAF air
crews who provided round-the-clock
support. AC-47 gunships were espe-
cially effective at night in inflicting
heavy casualties on the enemy. When
the operations ended 6 weeks later,
the Air Force had flown more than
1,100 combat support missions.

The only significant enemy success
during the year occurred in March in
the A Shau Valley when a Special
Forces camp was overrun. Located
astride a section of the Ho Chi Minh
trail, two miles from the Laotian bor-
der and 60 miles southwest of Da
Nang, the camp was defended by 219
Vietnamese irregulars and 149
Chinese Nung mercenaries, assisted
by 17 American Special Forces advi-
sors. Before dawn on 9 March an esti-
mated 2,000 North Vietnamese regu-
tars opened an attack on the outpost.
Poor weather limited the number of
sorties that could be flown the first
day to 28. A CH-3C rescue helicopter
managed to land and evacuate 26
wounded defenders that day. An AC-
47 gunship reached the scene but was
shot down; three of its six-man crew
were rescued by helicopter, two were
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killed, and one was missing in action.

On 10 March the NVA launched re-
peated assaults against the camp
under cover of a thick overcast which
hid the tops of the surrounding hills
and mountains. Almost miraculously
an A-1E pilot made his way into the
valley through an opening in the cloud
cover. Other aircraft followed him
down and flew 210 strikes that tempo-
rarily slowed the enemy attack. Ac-
cording to one American survivor of
the battle, tactical aircrews tried to
hold off the enemy by flying strikes
under such dangerous conditions that
they “had no business being there.”
General Westmoreland later called the
air support there one of the most
courageous displays of airmanship in
the history of aviation. The camp
commander, Capt. Tennis Carter,
USA, estimated the A-1E pilots of the
1st Air Commando Squadron killed
500 enemy troops outside the camp
walls.

During the day’s action, Maj. Ber-
nard C. Fisher became the Air Force's
first Medal of Honor recipient in
Southeast Asia, when he made a dar-
ing rescue of a downed fellow pilot,
Maj. D. Wayne Myers. Myers’ badly
damaged A-1E had crash-landed on
the camp’s chewed up airstrip. Major
Fisher made a quick decision to try to
rescue Myers. Covered by his two
wingmen, Fisher managed to land his
A-1 on the debris-strewn runway, tax-
ied its full length, spotted Myers at the
edge of the strip, wheeled around,
picked him up, and then took off
through a rain of enemy fire.

On the evening of 10 March, the
camp was abandoned. Strike aircraft
forced the enemy back while rescue
helicopters went in and picked up the
survivors. Of the 17 Americans, 5were
killed and the other 12 wounded. Only
172 of the camp’s 368 Vietnamese and
Nung defenders survived to be evacu-
ated. The North Vietnamese suffered
an estimated 800 deaths, most of them
attributed to air strikes. As the last hel-

New Zealand artillery unit
arrives in South Vietnam.




Royal Australian Air Force
helicopter gunship goes into
action against enemy troops.

icopter departed, the enemy moved in
and subsequently began developing
the camp as a major logistic base and
connecting roads to the Ho Chi Minh
trail. Two years would elapse before
any allied troops returned to retake
the A Shau valley.

In mid-1966 General Westmoreland
prepared to begin Phase Il operations
—a series of offensive actions aimed
at blunting enemy advances into the
highlands and neutralizing NVA/Viet
Cong food and manpower resources
in coastal regions. Planned to run
through 1967, this phase emphasized
Special Forces operations and em-
ployment of his fast growing USAF
strength, now directed by his new
Deputy for Air, Lt. Gen. William W.
Momyer* (who also wore a second hat
as commander of the Seventh Air
Force, which replaced the 2d Air Divi-
sion on 1 April). Long range ground
reconnaissance patrols, working out
of fortified base camps, infiltrated into
enemy areas seeking weak spots and
potential targets. In turn these base
camps became the enemy’s priority
target.

On 2 June 1966 U.S. Army and ARVN
elements moved against a North Viet-
namese regiment at Tou Monong in
the highlands of Kontum province. A
vicious battle ensued which lasted 19
days and resulted in more than 500
enemy dead and decimation of the
NVA regiment. Air units played a major
role during the battle. At times, the
opposing forces were so close that
strike pilots were forced to try pin-
point bombing well inside the usual
strike limitations. In one instance, a
company commander called for and
received air strikes on his own posi-
tions, which were being overrun. The
strikes stopped the attack long
enough for the Americans to establish
a new defense perimeter.

A milestone of significance to Gen-
eral Westmoreland’s operations was

*He succeeded General Moore on 1 July 1966.

17 June 1966, when the B-52’s com-
pleted their first year of action over
Southeast Asia. Westmoreland later
wrote: “The B-52's were so valuable
that | personally dealt with requests
[for B-52 strikes] from field copmand-
ers, reviewed the targets, and normal-
ly allocated the available bomber re-
sources on a daily basis.” The MACV
commander also ‘“‘continued to urge
that action be taken to substantially
increase B-52 sorties.”

About this time, two actions were
taken to enhance B-52 flexibility of
operation. The first of these involved
introduction of the Combat Skyspot
bombing system, whereby ground
radar control units directed the big
bombers over an enemy target and
indicated the exact moment of bomb
release. The system reduced planning
time and provided a flexibility of oper-
ations which allowed diversion of the
B-52’s to targets of opportunity. The
second innovation was establishment
of a six-aircraft force of B-52’s which
was kept on continuous alert on Guam
and which could be launched quickly
whenever a battlefield situation re-
quired their assistance.

Another highlight of 1966 opera-
tions was the defeat of the Viet Cong
9th Division, which had an almost
unbroken string of victories to its
credit. in June and July, the 1st U.S.
Infantry Division and the ARVN 5th
Division—supported by tactical air
units—launched attacks on the 9th,
then massing for an attempt to seize
the provincial capital of An Loc. In a
series of five engagements, they
soundly whipped the enemy division,
forcing it to withdraw to sanctuaries
deep in War Zone C, northwest of Sai-
gon. It left behind more than 850 dead.

Subsequently, the 9th Division was
outfitted with fresh troops and new
equipment. In October—bolstered by
the NVA 101st North Vietnamese Regi-
ment—the 9th returned to action, this
time in an operation aimed at a Spe-
cial Forces camp at Suoi Da. It pur-
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sued a classic strategy—initiate an
attack with a minimal force, trigger a
rescue mission by relieving troops
who would then be decimated by the
main enemy force through ambushes
and counterattacks. Initially, the sce-
nario unfolded as planned. Four com-
panies of U.S. mobile strike forces
were heliborne into landing zones
south and east of Suoi Da, where they
were immediately attacked by the
enemy. One company was overrun
and the others had to withdraw or be
evacuated by helicopter.

Responding to this pressure, West-
moreland committed some 22,000
troops from the U.S. 1st, 4th, and 25th
Divisions, and the 173d Airborne Bri-
gade. This triggered a raging 9-day
battle with the enemy stubbornly hold-
ing his ground. Tactical air strikes
came in so continuously that aircraft
frequently were stacked 1,000 feet
above each other waiting to drop their
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bombs. Their pressure, plus the heavy
pounding by the B-52's, finally broke
the enemy’'s resistance. More than
2,500 tactical sorties were flown in
support of the American troops, in-
cluding 487 immediate requests for
close air support. The B-52’s flew 225
sorties. In addition to this strike sup-
port, 3,300 tactical airlift sorties deliv-
ered 8,900 tons of cargo to the ground
forces and transported more than
11,400 men into and out of the battle
zone.

By early November 1966, the battle
was over. Allied forces had killed more
than 1,100 enemy troops and wound-
ed hundreds more and seized enor-
mous quantities of weapons, ammuni-
tion, and supplies, including 2,000
tons of rice. The 9th Viet Cong Divi-
sion was so badly whipped that it was
unable to return to combat until the
spring of 1967.

Taking stock at year's end, US.

A CH-3E helicopter airlifts
troops on a mission against
enemy forces, June 1968.



An Air Force cameraman
photographs a machine
gunner strafing an enemy
position.

officials estimated that North Vietnam
—in order to make up for the huge
Viet Cong losses—had been forced to
commit more than 58,000 NVA regu-
lars and take over a greater share of
the fighting, especially in the two
northern corps areas. They estimated
this boosted total enemy forces to
282,000—110,000 being North Viet-
namese, 112,000 guerrilla troops,
40,000 political cadre, and 20,000
support personnel. That enemy mo-
rale was low was testified by captured
soldiers who complained about the
allied heavy bombardment (especially
those by the B-52’s) and their personal
hardships—inadequate food and sup-
plies and long separations from home
and family.

The increasing effectiveness of air
power in 1966 was in large measure
the result of improved tactics and
weapons. Airborne forward air con-
trollers developed an effective system

of visual reconnaissance. Assigned to
specific geographic areas, they were
able to identify changes in the land-
scape below which might indicate the
enemy presence. Night reconnais-
sance operations were enhanced by
several research and development
programs and by refinement of exist-
ing instrumentation. A particularly
useful device was the starlight scope,
developed by the Army, which ampli-
fied starlight and moonlight so that its
operator could see movement on the
ground quite clearly at night. Infrared
viewers also facilitated night aerial
reconnaissance operations. Munitions
introduced into the inventory included
cluster bombs, each containing sever-
al hundred bomblets, and a delayed-
action bomb capable of penetrating

“heavy tree cover and then exploding

on the ground. Another tactic of im-
portance was the routine employment
of USAF fixed-wing gunships for night
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hamlet defense. Their ability to remain
aloft for many hours and to respond
quickly to calls for close air support
proved indispensable to hundreds of
besieged posts, villages, and hamlets.

The Combined Campaign Plan

During 1967—the second year of the
buildup of U.S. forces in Vietham—
American strength in the war zone
rose from 385,000 to 486,000 person-
nel and enabled the allies to continue
to pursue the enemy. In accordance
with a joint Vietnamese-American
“Combined Campaign Plan,” ARVN
troops were given the mission of paci-
fying the countryside while U.S. and
allied forces conducted combat oper-
ations against NVA and Viet Cong
units.

A move to root out Communist
forces in the Central Highland prov-
inces of Pleiku and Kontum got under
way on 1 January and continued peri-
odically throughout the year. During
the first 95-day phase, designated
Operation Sam Houston, elements of
the 4th and 25th Infantry Divisions
concentrated on destroying the NVA'’s
1st Division operating from bases in-
side Cambodia. This was foliowed in
April with the 6-month-long Operation
Francis Marion. Finally, in November,
there occurred the Battle of Dak To in
Kontum province, supported by mas-
sive tactical and B-52 strikes—more
than 2,000 in number. At times, the
battle was fought so closely that na-
palm and cluster bomb units fell with-
in 22 and 27 yards of friendly positions
while larger 750-pounders were
dropped within 77 yards. The Com-
munists broke off the fight after losing
more than 1,600 dead and sustaining
many more wounded. MACV attribut-
ed more than 70 percent of the enemy
casualties to air strikes.

In the lli Corps area, U.S. and Viet-
namese troops on 8 January 1967
launched another sweep into the “lron

Triangle.” This 60-square-mile jungle
area contained the suspected location
of the Viet Cong’s 4th Military Region
headquarters, which directed opera-
tions in the Saigon areas. A 3-week
offensive, it involved troops of the 1st
and 25th Infantry Divisions, the 173d
Airborne Brigade, and the 11th Ar-
mored Cavalry Regiment, pius ARVN
forces. They succeeded in overrun-
ning a vast “underground city,” de-
stroyed the enemy headquarters, and
seized enough rice to feed 13,000 men
for a year. They also seized almost a
half-miflion pages of enemy docu-
ments and captured 213 enemy per-
sonnel. According to the U.S. Army
ground commander on the scene, the
air strikes—1,113 tactical and 102 B-
52 sorties—were responsible for the
majority of the 720 enemy dead.

The Iron Triangle offensive had
barely ended when General West-

‘'moreland initiated the largest opera-

tion of the year in the same corps area.
It involved 22 U.S. and four ARVN bat-
talions which were set into motion on
22 February against reoccupied ene-
my bases in War Zone C. It also saw
the first American parachute assault
of the war aimed at intercepting any
enemy troops attempting to flee into
Cambodia. Initially, the enemy sought
to avoid combat but later began to
challenge the American forces, paying
heavily for it. According to their own
captured casualty lists, the enemy sus-
tained 2,728 deaths and several thou-
sand wounded. The allied troops also
captured 600 crew-served weapons,
800 tons of rice, and vast amounts of
ammunition, medical supplies, and
field equipment.

The Air Force flew more than 5,000
tactical strike sorties and 125 B-52
sorties during the 83-day operation. In
all, USAF crews dropped 12,000 tons
of munitions, much of it in a softening-
up zone just ahead of advancing
troops. USAF crews also airlifted
11,307 tons of supplies, in 2,057 sor-
ties. Both officers and men of the
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Army’s 1st Infantry Division praised
the air support in the following words:
“We find the enemy, we fix the enemy,
air destroys the enemy.'* High-ranking
Viet Cong defectors later reported that
the Allied operation was a major disas-
ter for their side. Loss of the base
camps in War Zone C led to large-
scale deterioration of their forces
throughout the 1l Corps area and a
revamping of their operational tactics.
Enemy main force units were forced to
pull back into Cambodian sanctuaries,
taking with them hospitals, supply
depots, and training centers.

Military experts from China, Cuba,
and North Korea reportedly visited
South Vietnam in the spring of 1967
during Operation Junction City and
apparently concluded that time was
no longer on Hanoi’s side. Communist
forces had not won a single major bat-
tle in almost 2 years. U.S. firepower,
especially tactical air, had decimated
their main force strength. Desertion
was rampant and the Viet Cong infra-
structure was being destroyed.

It was against this background that
General Giap and other North Viet-
namese officials flew to Moscow in
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March 1967 seeking additional mili-
tary. and economic aid. The Soviets
subsequently announced they would
send Hanoi “even more planes, high-
altitude missiles, artillery and infantry
weapons, together with factories,
means of transportation, petroleum
products, iron and steel and nonfer-
rous metal equipment, food, and fertil-
izer.” Indeed, the number of Soviet
vessels reaching North Vietnamese
ports rose from 122 in 1966 to 185 in
1967. In September Giap claimed in
articles published in his armed Forces
newspaper, Quang Doi Nhan Dan, that
the allied pacification program had
failed. He forecast very heavy fighting
ahead and a Communist victory. He
did so in the context of a strategy
which he claimed had drawn allied
troops to remote areas, thus enabling
Communist guerrilla forces to achieve
victory in the heavily populated zones
of South Vietnam.

But Giap’s statements were an at-
tempt at deception. Instead of relying
on the badly battered Viet Cong
forces, beginning in the spring and
summer of 1967 he deployed 37 NVA
battalions into the area just north of

Viet Cong guerrillas fire boit
action rifles against low-
flying allied aircraft.




Fire support in defense of an
outpost near the Cambodian
border.

the DMZ preparatory to launching a
full-scale invasion of South Vietnam.
The allies detected the threat and has-
tened completion of a line of fortified
bases just south of the DMZ. On 6
April Giap made his first move,
launching attacks against Quang Tri
City and the neighboring towns of
Lang Vei and Hai Lang. The North Vi-
etnamese also opened up intense and
continuous barrages of mortar and
artiliery fire against the allied bases
near the DMZ. Shortly after, NVA
troops began moving into position
around Khe Sanh. On 16 May MACV
called in tactical air power to silence
enemy artillery in the area. Within 2
days, 30 sites were put out of action.
General Westmoreland also deployed
Army troops to the northern province
of | Corps to support the Marines.

In a further effort to halt enemy
shelling of the Marine border base at
Con Thien, an air plan was devised
and refined under the direction of
General Momyer—its goal was the
destruction of the Communist posi-
tions to the north. Designated Opera-
tion Neutralize, it began on 12 Sep-
tember 1967 and employed Air Force,

Navy, and Marine strike aircraft plus
off-shore naval guns and Marine heavy
artiliery. During the 49-day operation,
FAC pilots played a key role, flying
dangerously close to enemy positions
north of the DMZ and pinpointing
them for strike aircraft. B-52’s saturat-
ed NVA troop sites. Special long-
range ground reconnaissance patrols

_ were used whenever possible to enter

target areas to assess bomb damage
and locate additional targets. By the
time the operation ended, more than
3,100 tactical and 820 B-52 sorties had
been flown. Of these, 916 were under
Combat Skyspot contro! because of
inclement weather. The shelling of
Con Thien dwindled away after Opera-
tion Neutralize succeeded in destroy-
ing 146 enemy gun, mortar, and rocket
positions, and damaging 83 others.
These American offensive actions
succeeded in blunting North Vietnam-
ese efforts to prevent the Allied con-
struction of the line of bases south of
the DMZ and capped the failure of
General Giap’s Phase | strategy. His
setpiece battles did not drain off
American strength from populated
areas, as hoped. Indeed, U.S. air pow-
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er was more than adequate to defeat
the enemy whenever and wherever he
massed. The NVA next turned its at-
tention further south to areas closer to
its Cambodian sanctuaries, where it
could more easily move out and har-
rass Allied positions in South Vietnam.
On 27 November the enemy hit at the
village of Song Be in Phuoc Long
province and two days later at Loc
Ninh near the Cambodian border in
neighboring Binh Long province. In
both instances, they were soundly
beaten.

During a visit to Washington in
November 1967, General Westmore-
land reported directly to the President
and the American people. In an ad-
dress to the National Press Club, he
expressed confidence that the tide
was turning and that the allies were
winning the war. The enemy, he said,
was staking his hopes on a tactical
victory to influence American public
opinion and force the United States to
throw in the towel. By the end of 1967,
the enemy had not achieved that goal
but evidence was piling up of a notice-
able buildup of his forces in their
Cambodian and Laotian sanctuaries
for yet another try.

The 1968 Tet Offensive

At the beginning of 1968, more than
486,000 Americans—56,000 of them
U.S. Air Force personnel—were in
South Vietnam. During this climactic
year, the Air Force flew 840,117 com-
bat sorties in support of allied ground
forces. A new forward air controller
aircraft, the OV-10A, made its appear-
ance and night operations were en-
hanced by introduction of low-
light-level television equipment and a
laser quided bomb. The year also saw
General Giap order implementation of
Phases Il and Il of his offensive plan
within 10 days of each other. One of
his targets was the Marine base at Khe
Sanh, selected—according to General
Westmoreland—as the place where
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Giap hoped to emulate his great Viet
Minh victory over the French achieved
14 years earlier at Dien Bien Phu.
Located on a plateau in the northwest-
ern corner of | Corps and command-
ing the approaches to Dong Ha and
Quang Tri City from the west and the
coastal corridor leading to Hue, Khe
Sanh was an important strategic post.
By capturing it, the North Vietnamese
would have an almost unobstructed
invasion route in the northernmost
provinces, from where they could out-
flank American positions south of the
DMZ. Anticipating such an attack,
General Westmoreland decided—and
the members of the JCS agreed—to
defend the base.

On 21 January 1968 the North Viet-
namese unleashed a heavy mortar, ar-
tillery, and rocket attack on the Marine
base and began assaulting outlying
defenses west of it. This attack trig-
gered Operation Niagara, an air cam-
paign in defense of Khe Sanh. Nearly
600 tactical sorties (including 49 by
the B-52's) were launched against
enemy positions. Before the campaign
ended 2%2 months later, control of all
tactical air units—Air Force, Navy, and
Marine—had been centralized under
General Momyer as the Single Manag-
er for Air, effective 8 March. In the
case of | Corps, Momyer made use of
the Marines, direct air support center
at Da Nang, enlarged it, and assigned
non-Marines there. To coordinate
tactical air operations, Seventh Air
force deployed a C-130E Airborne Bat-
tlefield Command and Control Center
to the northern corps.

The extensive use of air power at
Khe Sanh paid off. More than 24,000
tactical and 2,700 B-52 sorties
dropped 110,000 tons of ordnance.
The heavy air attacks—averaging 300
tactical sorties a day with a three-ship
B-52 cell arriving overhead every 90 or
so minutes during the height of the
battle—destroyed enemy bunkers and
supplies, exploded his ammunition
dumps in the area, and caved in his
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tunnels near the Khe Sanh perimeter.
At night, AC-47 gunships kept up a
constant chatter of fire against enemy
troops. Because of poor weather,
about 62 percent of all strikes were
directed to their targets by Combat
Skyspot.

Nine days after the siege of Khe
Sanh began, NVA and Viet Cong
troops launched the Tet Offensive of
1968. In simultaneous attacks
throughout South Vietnam, they
struck at 36 of 44 provincial capitals,
five of six autonomous cities, 23 air-
fields, and numerous district capitals
and hamlets. Saigon and the old impe-
rial capital of Hue were among the
prime targets. This nationwide enemy
offensive apparently had as its ulti-
mate goal the disintegration of the
South Vietnamese armed forces, to be
followed—as Communist dogma had
it—by the people rallying to the NLF.
But that did not happen.

The initial fury of the attack did ena-
ble the enemy to seize at least tempo-
rary control of 10 provincial capitals,
and he succeeded in penetrating Sai-
gon, Quang Tri City, Da Nang, Nha
Trang, and Kontum city. However,
except for Hue, which took the allies
several weeks of rugged fighting to
clear, the enemy was ousted in two or
three days. Most of 23 airfields at-
tacked by the enemy were soon back
in full operation.

Despite the heavy demands placed
upon it to help defend Khe Sanh, the
Seventh Air Force was still able to
provide enough firepower to be a
major factor in the defeat of the enemy
offensive. Within Saigon and Hue, the
Air Force launched carefully con-
trolled strikes against enemy lodg-
ments. Outside the cities USAF crews
launched heavy attacks against Com-
munist forces. Forward air controllers
remained aloft around the clock di-
recting strikes at enemy storage areas,
troop areas, and providing close air
support for allied units in contact with
Viet Cong and NVA forces. At Hue,
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only a trickle of essential supplies
reached the besieged NVA troops. B-
52's continued saturation raids on
suspected enemy areas.

By late February it was evident that
the Tet offensive had failed, and Ha-
noi's dream of a collapse of the South
Vietnamese government and armed
forces was chimerical. Instead, Viet
Cong/NVA troops had suffered heavy
losses—an estimated 45,000 men
(8,000 of them in and around Hue
alone). Unfortunately there also was a
heavy civilian toll. More than 14,000
died, some of them (as in Hue) victims
of NVA execution squads. Another
24,000 were wounded and 627,000 left
homeless.

The extent and nature of the 1968
Communist Tet offensive proved to be
a political disaster to the Johnson
administration. The American people
—who had only recently been assured
the allies were winning the war—were
shocked by the enemy’s ability to
strike throughout South Vietnam,
even to the gates of the U.S. Embassy
in Saigon. News accounts and particu-
larly television films showing the dev-
astation wrought by the enemy seri-
ously hurt the administration. While
additional U.S. troops were dis-
patched to bolster Westmoreland’s
forces, Washington attempted to
speed up the previously planned third
phase of American strategy, that is, to
turn over most of the responsibility for
the war to the South Vietnamese.

As domestic criticism of the admin-
istration reached a crescendo against
the background of an earlier embar-
rassing incident—North Korea's sei-
zure of the USS Pueblo on 24 January
1968 in the Sea of Japan—President
Johnson on 31 March ordered a halt to
all bombings north of the 20th paral-
lel. He hoped this action would induce
Hanoi to begin peace negotiations. At
the same time the President an-
nounced he would not run for a sec-
ond full term of office. Hanoi's leaders
agreed to meet in Paris to begin the



discussions, but they also continued
to pour troops into South Vietnam at
the rate of about 22,000 per month.

By mid-April intelligence revealed
another enemy buildup in progress
around Hue. Accordingly, on 19 April
the allies mounted Operation Dela-
ware/Lam Son 216, aimed at destroy-
ing the NVA logistic base in the A
Shau Valley and denying the enemy an
essential source of supply and a line
of communication for further opera-
tions against Hue. A Viet Cong colo-
nel, defecting to the South the same
day, disclosed plans for a terrorist at-
tack against Saigon beginning 4 May.
It proved the start of another nation-
wide wave of assaults against 109 mili-
tary installations and cities, including
21 airfields. Once again, U.S. air pow-
er played a major role battering the
weary enemy.

Although visibly weakened, the
Communists continued to probe Al-
lied defenses. They established a
stronghold at Cap Mui Lay on the
coast just south of the Demilitarized
Zone, and harassed nearby U.S. Mar-
ine positions with mortar and artillery
fire. On 1 July a week-long well-coor-
dinated bombardment by air, Marine
artillery, and naval guns was begun
against enemy positions. Almost 1,800
tactical and 210 B-52 missions saturat-
ed the area and destroyed some 2,000
Communist gun positions and struc-
tures. Shortly thereafter, alerted that
11 NVA regiments were massing for
another assault on Saigon, Gen.
Creighton W. Abrams (he succeeded
Westmoreland on 11 June 1968)
launched a large number of *‘spoiling
operations’ and air strikes. Electronic
sensors, monitored by reconnais-
sance aircraft, girded the city to alert
the allies of the expected attack.
When finally launched in mid-August,
the enemy assault proved quite inef-
fective and was easily repelled.

Three weeks earlier, on 23 July
1968, Maj. Gen. Robert F. Worley, Vice
Commander of the Seventh Air Force,

was killed when an RF-4C jet he was
piloting northwest of Da Nang was hit
by ground fire and crashed. The sec-
ond pilot in the plane ejected safely,
however, and was rescued. General
Worley became the second Air Force
general killed while on an operational
mission. The first, Maj. Gen. William J.
Crumm, commander of SAC’s 3d Air
Division, died in a mid-air collision of
two B-52’s on 6 July 1967 (see Chap-
ter VHI).

As part of Hanoi's continuing effort
to influence American public opinion
and the peace talks (which began in
Paris in May but quickly bogged
down), General Giap on 23 August
sent 4,000 NVA 1st Army Division reg-
ulars against the Duc Lap Special
Forces camp, located some 3 miles
from the Cambodian border and 15
miles from Ban Me Thuot. The 2,500
South Vietnamese, Montagnards, and
Americans defending the camp were
taken by surprise and the perimeter
breached. However, 30 minutes after
the first call for help went out, U.S.
Army helicopter gunships arrived in
the area, followed 15 minutes later by
AC-47 gunships. Placing the attackers
under heavy fire, the AC-47's re-
mained overhead spotting and ‘‘hos-
ing down” enemy units as they ap-
peared. Their effectiveness drew high
praise from the defenders. In all, more
than 100 gunship and 392 tactical air
sorties were flown in support of Duc
Lap. The senior Army advisor on the
scene, Col Rex R. Sage, later credited
USAF tactical air and gunships with
having saved the camp from being
overrun.

In October 1968, finally recognizing
that it could not occupy and control
the South Vietnamese countryside,
Hanoi began withdrawing 30,000 to
40,000 troops. On 31 October, after
receiving assurances from the North
Vietnamese that “serious’ talks to end
the war would get under way in Paris,
President Johnson ordered a halt of
all bombings north of the DMZ effec-
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(1) U.S. Army 7th Infantry trooper carries an M-60 machine gun past rubble of a residential
section of Cholon, Saigon, following the 1968 enemy Tet offensive, January-February 1968.
(2) Hue city officials help prepare victims of the Communist Tet Offensive for burial. (3) A
Skyraider approaches Qui Nhon. (4) Smoke and dust obscure part of the Marine base at
Khe Sanh, during North Vietnam's unsuccessful attempt to seize in the 1968 Tet offensive.
(5) Rocket attack on Duc To, 15 November 1967. (6) Weapons and ammunition seized from
the enemy following the battle of Bong Son. (7) Vietnamese marines assemble Chinese-
made 240-mm rockets, captured during an allied sweep northwest of Saigon, 1969. (8) A

South Vietnamese outpost constructed in a tree-top served as a vantage point for ARVN
rangers near Trunglap.
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B-52 Pilot

tive 0800 Washington time on 1 Nov-
ember. Beforehand, the U.S. delega-
tion in Paris explained to Hanoi’s rep-
resentatives that the United States
would end “all bombardments and all
acts involving the use of force” but
that U.S. air reconnaissance would
continue. The Americans repeatedly
used the above phrase in their talks
with the Communists, arguing that
reconnaissance was ‘‘not an act in-
volving the use of force.” The North
Vietnamese accepted the phrase and
used it in their statement to the inter-
national press after the cessation of
the bombings.

Vietnamization and Withdrawal

A few days later Richard M. Nixon
defeated Hubert H. Humphrey in the
1968 presidential elections. During the
campaign Nixon had pledged to bring
American troops home while winning
an honorable peace. An obvious as-
pect of this policy was to speed “Viet-
namization” of the war effort. In March
1969 Secretary of Defense Melvin R.
Laird visited South Vietnam to discuss
an accelerated buildup of the Viet-
namese armed forces (see Chapter
XX). Thereafter, President Nixon met
with President Thieu and gained his
approval for the buildup. On 8 June
Mr. Nixon then announced his plan to
withdraw U.S. combat troops. The first
of these Americans departed Vietnam
in July. By year’s end 69,000 had been
withdrawn.

Meanwhile, the Air Force not only
continued to assist allied operations
in South Vietnam against enemy
forces in the border regions but soon
emerged as the primary military arm to
support the policies of Vietnamization
and withdrawl. Thus, a multi-battalion
helicopter-airborne Marine assault
during May-June in the A Shau Valley
was preceded by 94 preplanned sor-
ties and 28 immediate sorties which

prepared the landing zone and provid-
ed air cover. The Commanding Gener-
al, lli Marine Amphibious Force, was
unstinting in his praise of the USAF
fighter pilots, air liaison officers, for-
ward air controllers, and other partici-
pants. The Air Force also continued to
support U.S. Army fire support bases,
many of them situated in exposed pos-
itions. On 7 June, the enemy tried to
overrun one of the bases astride a
major enemy line of communication
into Tay Ninh province. Responding to
a call for help, USAF fighters struck
the Communist force with bombs and
napalm while gunships supported the
action with flares and minigun fire. A
subsequent sweep of the area re-
vealed 323 enemy troops killed, all at-
tributed to air power. Friendly casual-
ties totaled seven wounded.

During the same period—between 8
May and 2 July 1969—the enemy
launched an intensive attack on the
Ben Het Civilian Irregular Defense
Group camp. FAC’s flew 571 sorties
and AC-47’s and AC-119’s more than
100. Tactical air swarmed overhead in
1,828 sorties and SAC bombers, 804
sorties. Nearly 20,000 tons of bombs
assailed the enemy day and night, in
all kinds of weather, and finally forced
the enemy to retreat.

In August 1969 the Air Force con-
ducted *‘spoiling operations” in an
effort to keep Communist troops off
balance. Thus, when intelligence dis-
closed an enemy troop buildup in
Bing Long province near An Loc and
Loc Ninh—close to the Cambodian
border in IlI Corps—B-52’s struck
numerous times and inflicted exten-
sive damage on the enemy force. Dur-
ing the last months of the year, B-52
Stratoforts helped ARVN troops
counter a major enemy threat in the
Bu Prang and Duc Lap areas of Quang
Duc province. In November the B-52’s
hit 57 enemy targets and struck 24
more during the first half of Decem-
ber. During the next 5 weeks the heavy
bombers unloaded more than 30 mil-
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(1) Damage caused at the U.S. Embassy, Saigon, during the 1968 Tet Offensive.
(2) Vietnamese Sgt. Con Nha Tan and USAF Technical Sgt. Richard H. Nelson, a weap-
ons maintenance advisor, load flares aboard a C-47. (3) Damage caused by a rocket at-
tack at Qui Nhon, 18 May 1965. (4) A civilian dashes water on the smoldering remains of
his home, following a Viet Cong rocket attack, Aug. 1968. (5) Maj. Bernard C. Fisher,
Juna, Idaho (I.) and Maj. Stafford W. Myers, Newport, Wash., following the March 1966
rescue of the latter at an airstrip in the A Shau valley. (6) U.S. and Vietnamese A-1E pi-
jots discuss a mission against the enemy, 1965. (7} An A-1E pulls away after untoading his
ordnance on an enemy target.




lion pounds of bombs against enemy
troop concentrations, staging areas,
and fortifications. Indeed, in 1969
General Abrams came to depend more
and more on USAF air power to keep
the enemy from massing while U.S.
forces withdrew and the Vietnamese
armed forces buildup went forward.

in 1970, when the first USAF ele-
ments also began to leave Southeast
Asia, the VNAF grew to 9 tactical
wings and some 40,000 personnel and
greatly expanded its training program.
Its inventory of nearly 700 aircraft in-
cluded A-1’s, A-37's, F-5's, AC-47's,
O-1’s, and C-119’s. Despite the ene-
my’s reduced activity in South Viet-
nam, a noticeable buildup was detect-
ed in the “Fishhook” area of Cambod-
ia, immediately across the border from
Tay Ninh province. In response, the
President authorized a major incur-
sion into the enemy’s Cambodian
sanctuary by allied troops, supported
by extensive American and Vietnam-
ese tactical air units (see Chapter VII).
However, both the U.S. and Vietnam-
ese Air Forces also continued flying
strike missions inside South Vietnam.
By the end of 1970 the Air Force had
flown 48,064 attack sorties, while the
VNAF flew another 28,249—almost 40
percent of the total sorties over Viet-
nam.

Even as the U.S. withdrawal contin-
ued into 1971, the allies laid plans to
send an ARVN invasion force into the
southern panhandle of Laos to seize
Tchepone on the Ho Chi Minh ftrail,
destroy enemy forces, and interdict
NVA traffic into South Vietnam and
Cambodia. Crossing into Laos on 30
January 1971, the South Vietnamese
were supported by a large tactical air
fleet. The NVA reacted strongly, send-
ing in large numbers of tanks, artillery,
and AA weapons to fight the South
Vietnamese. Elements of ARVN forces
managed to reach the Tchepone area
with the help of massive USAF B-52
and tactical air strikes. Casualties
were heavy on both sides. The North
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Vietnamese lost about 13,000 men and
an estimated 20,000 tons of munitions.
The South Vietnamese, having suf-
fered 5,000 dead, retreated from Laos
without achieving the initial objectives
of the incursion.

By December 1971 the Air Force had
reduced its inventory of fighter and
strike aircraft in South Vietnam to 277
(from a high in June 1968 of 737). The
number of personnel in-country also
declined dramatically—from the 1968
peak of 54,434 to 28,791 at the end of
1971. By then the Vietnamese Air
Force was responsible for about 70
percent of all air combat operations.
The enemy—temporarily put on the
defensive by the moves into Cambodia
in 1970 and Laos in 1971—began de-
ploying new NVA forces southward in
preparation for another major offen-
sive. They deposited a huge amount of
supplies in their old sanctuary areas
near the Central Highlands. U.S. intel-
ligence detected the enemy buildup
but NVA plans for the impending oper-
ation were unknown. In an effort to
meet the threat, in mid-February 1972
hundreds of sorties were flown
against NVA targets just north of the
DMZ.

Some 6 weeks later—on 30 March
1972—the North Vietnamese launched
a large, three-pronged invasion of
South Vietnam, spearheaded by tanks
and mobile armor units. One NVA
force swept south across the DMZ, its
goal apparently the conquest of the
northern provinces and the seizure of
Hue. The initial NVA surge led to the
seizure of Quang Tri City. A second
NVA force drove from Laos into the
Central Highlands, and a third effort
involved a drive from Cambodia into
Binh Long and Tay Ninh provinces,
northwest of Saigon.

Fierce fighting ensued on all three
fronts, with tactical aircraft and B-52's
launching repeated strikes against the
advancing NVA armored units. The
enemy’s greatest success was in the
northern provinces, but perhaps the

Soviet tanks,




Demolished VNAF C-47 fol-
lowing an April 1966 enemy
mortar attack on Tan Son
Nhut.

most critical and potentially most dis-
astrous battle occurred at An Loc.
There, the badly outnumbered and
outgunned South Vietnamese stood
their ground within the besieged city
and survived the heaviest enemy at-
tacks of the entire war. They and the
city were saved in large measure by air
power, much of it supplied by the Viet-
namese Air Force. More than 10,000
tactical and 254 B-52 strikes were
flown in support of ARVN forces. Air
Force gunships once again proved
invaluable at night turning back at-
tacking NVA troops. When the battle
for An Loc was over near the end of
June, the enemy force there had lost
all of its tanks and artillery.

In the Central Highlands, the fight
started out well for the Communists.
Employing Soviet-built T-54 tanks and
heavy armor, the North Viethamese
quickly seized control of much of Kon-
tum province. The Air Force respond-
ed to this crisis by redeploying addi-
tional strike aircraft to South Vietnam
and by considerably increasing fighter
strength in Thailand. This bolstered
force helped decimate enemy units,
with AC-119 and AC-130 gunships
being especially effective in the open
highland country. By 1 June the North
Vietnamese began withdrawing from
some of their advance positions.

By the summer of 1972 the battles of
An Loc and the highland regions were
largely over, and attention turned to
the northern provinces where the NVA
had seized considerable amounts of
South Vietnamese territory. Heavy air
strikes had helped stop the enemy
advance and destroyed much of his
armored forces. But when the fighting
wound down, the North Vietnamese
were in control of much of the coun-
tryside below the DMZ plus a strip of
South Vietnam’s territory running
along the Laotian and Cambodian
borders. The major population cen-
ters, however, remained under the
South Vietnamese. Still, North Viet-
nam retained substantial lodgements

within the Republic of Vietnam, which
posed a continuing threat to the Sai-
gon government.

From the US. point of view, perhaps
the most heartening aspect of the
enemy offensive—which cost North
Vietnam an estimated 120,000 casual-
ties and heavy equipment losses—was
the performance of the Vietnamese Air
Force. VNAF pilots—many of them
with 4,000 hours of combat flying
under their belts—demonstrated great
skill and initiative in attacking the
NVA. During 1972, they flew 40,000
strike sorties in support of ARVN
ground forces, most of whose troops
held on and fought valiantly.Some
units did panic and abandoned Quang
Tri City during the early phases of the
Communist offensive, but the ARVN
subsequently recaptured it.

Against the background of the mas-
sive NVA invasion of South Vietnam in
the spring of 1972, President Nixon
ordered renewed bombing of North
Vietnam by both tactical aircraft and
B-52’s. On 8 May he also authorized
the mining of the harbors and river
inlets of North Vietnam to prevent the
rapid delivery of replacement arms,
munitions, and other war essentials
from the Soviet Union and Communist
China (see Chapter IV). This latest in-
terdiction campaign against North
Vietnam continued throughout the
summer and early fall of 1972.

In October Dr. Henry Kissinger, the
President’s Special Assistant for Na-
tional Security Affairs, returned from
the Paris negotiations to inform the
nation that “peace is at hand,” and the
bombing of North Vietnam was halted.
Unfortunately, at the last moment the
enemy balked over some of the cease-
fire provisions, that is, Hanoi insisted
that the United States install a coali-
tion government in Saigon. A 2 -month
deadlock ensured, which led the Pres-
ident to order new and more drastic
measures to end the war. On 18 De-
cember 1972, on his orders, the heavi-
est air attack of the war were
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(1&2) Propaganda leaflet
operations. (3&4) An enemy
soldier holds a surrender
leafiet. (5} A Vietnamese
officer speaks to villagers of
Ap Trung, northwest of My
Tho. (6) South Vietnamese
psychologica! warfare team
hands out leaflets to villag-
ers. (7) A Viet Cong surren-
ders to government troops
after picking up a propagan-
da leaflet. (8) Airmen load-
ing a leaflet bomb.

launched against military targets with-
in Hanoi and Haiphong; on 29 Decem-
ber, the North Viethamese agreed to
proceed with the negotiations. A nine-
point agreement was finally worked
out and formally signed on 27 January
1973.

Under the agreement, U.S. forces
would withdraw from South Vietnam
and all prisoners of war would be re-
turned within 60 days. The United
States tacitly recognized that the
North Vietnamese were in strength
within the territory of South Vietnam.
Indeed, for the first time, North Viet-
nam acknowledged that it had 100,000
troops in the northern and western
parts of the Republic of Vietnam. Ex-
actly on schedule, on 28 March 1973,
the last American military personnel
departed South Vietnam, and MACV
headquarters was inactivated. Thus,
after more than a dozen years, an ac-
tive American military role in South
Vietnam came to an end.
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Against North Vietnam

Airmen load ammunition on
a strike aircraft prior to a
mission over North Vietnam.

As noted in Chapter Il, the United
States launched its first air strikes
against North Vietnam in August 1964
in response to the attack on the Navy
destroyer, USS Maddox. Navy carrier
planes hit four North Vietnamese
coastal torpedo bases and an oil stor-
age facility. On 2 December, the Presi-
dent approved a limited Air Force and
Navy air campaign against Communist
lines of communication used to sup-
port the insurgency in South Vietnam.
The second air strikes against North
Vietnam, nicknamed “Flaming Dart |,”
was launched by the Navy on 7 Febru-
ary 1965 after enemy mortar and dem-
olition teams attacked U.S. and South
Vietnamese military facilities near
Pleiku. The following day, as part of
this riposte, VNAF A-1 aircraft—ac-
companied by six Farm Gate A-1E’s
commanded by Lt. Col. Andrew H.
Chapman of the 3d Tactical Group, 2d
Air Division—dropped general pur-
pose bombs on the Chap Le barracks.
Several of the 20 accompanying USAF
F-100’s attacked enemy antiaircraft
artillery (AAA) sites. Three RF-101's
provided photographic coverage. On
11 February, a third air strike (‘“Flam-
ing Dart II’) was conducted by Navy,
USAF, and VNAF aircraft against NVA
barracks at Chanh Hoa and Vit Thu
Lu. It was in response to another
enemy attack, this time against U.S.
facilities at Qui Nhon which killed
more than 20 Americans.

A 19-day pause followed the second
Flaming Dart strikes. When air attacks
against the North resumed on 2 March
1965, they carried the appellation
“Rolling Thunder.” On that date, Gen-
eral Moore dispatched 25 F-105’s and

20 B-57's—accompanied by KC-135
refueling tankers and other support-
ing aircraft—hit an NVA ammunition
depot at Xom Bong about 35 miles
above the DMZ, causing heavy dam-
age.

The Rolling Thunder campaign was
substantially different from those of
World War | and I, resembling rather
the geographically limited air war over
Korea. That is to say, President John-
son—determined to avoid a larger
conflict with China and the Soviet
Union—imposed stringent controls on
air operations. The strikes had a three-
fold purpose: to raise the morale of
the South Vietnamese, impose a pen-
alty on Hanoi for its support of aggres-
sion in the South, and reduce the infil-
tration of men and supplies into the
South. The air campaign also was
based on the hope that the gradual
destruction of North Vietnam’s mili-
tary bases and constant harrassment
and attacks on its LOC’s would bring
its leaders to the negotiating table.

The restrictions imposed upon the
Air Force made execution of Rolling
Thunder strikes very complex.
Coordination of USAF and VNAF air
operations devolved upon General
Moore and his successors. Besides
being responsible to Washington au-
thorities and the two unified com-
manders—Admiral Sharp and General
Westmoreland—the 2d Air Division
commander also was required to work
closely with the U.S. ambassadors in
Saigon, Vientiane, and Bangkok. In
undertaking air strikes, political con-
siderations were usually paramount.
For example, Air Force squadrons
based in Thailand could attack targets
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in North Vietnam and Laos but not in
South Vietnam. In June 1965 General
Moore was assigned the additional job
of serving as MACV Deputy Com-
mander for Air Operations, but it did
not greatly increase his authority or
alter his responsibilities for three sep-
arate but related areas of operations—
South Vietnam, North Vietnam, and
Laos.

The President retained such firm
control of the air campaign against
the North that no important target or
new target areas could be hit without
his approval. His decisions were re-
layed through Secretary McNamara to
the Joint Chiefs, who then issued
strike directives to CINCPAC. The lat-
ter, in turn, apportioned fixed targets
and armed reconnaissance routes
between the U.S. Air Force, U.S. Navy,
and the Vietnamese Air Force, with
USAF crews normally providing air
cover for the VNAF, which later with-
drew from operations north to con-
centrate on supporting ARVN forces
within South Vietnam. In conducting
operations over the North, the Ameri-
can crews were enjoined to minimize
civilian casualties as much as possi-
ble. This policy—and the overall target
restraints imposed by the White House
and Pentagon officials—helped avoid
in North Vietnam the heavy civilian
losses that characterized bombings
on both sides in World War ll.

The initial air strikes were limited
primarily to enemy radar and bridges
between the 17th and 19th paraliels.
Later, the airmen were allowed to hit a
number of other military targets below
the 20th parallel. The first target hit
above the 20th parallel, the Quang
Soui barracks, was attacked on 22
May 1965 by Air Force F-105’s and the
first above Hanoi in late June. After
mid-1965, the airmen were authorized
to attack important bridges and seg-
ments of the northwest and northeast

rail lines between Hanoi and the
Chinese border. For an extended peri-

od, Washington exempted from attack
70

sanctuary areas around Hanoi and
Haiphong, a buffer zone near China,
surface-to-air missile (SAM) sites, and
MIG bases located within the Hanoi-
Haiphong areas. After the first few
sporadic strikes, Rolling Thunder pil-
ots on 19 March began flying strike
sorties against individual targets and
target areas on a weekly basis. Begin-
ning on 9 July 1965, targets were pro-
grammed on a biweekly basis; after
1965 new targets were selected peri-
odically.

The first Air Force tactical strikes
were by aircraft already in South Viet-
nam and Thailand. As additional air
units arrived, those assigned missions
against targets in North Vietnam and
Laos—and a portion of the B-52 fleet—
were sent to six large airfields, some
newly built, in Thailand. USAF
strength in Thailand grew from about
1,000 personnel and 83 aircraft in ear-
ly 1965 to a peak of 35,000 personnel
and 600 aircraft in 1968. U.S. Navy air-
craft and South Vietnam-based Ma-
rine aircraft also flew many missions
over North Vietnam and Laos.

The principal Air Force tactical
strike aircraft during Rolling Thunder
operations was the F-105 Thunder-
chief. Mass-produced after the Korean
War, it served throughout the war in
Southeast Asia. A newer fighter, the
twin-seat F-4 Phantom, manned by an
aircraft commander and a weapon
systems officer,* initially was used in
a combat air patrol (CAP) role.
Committed to battle gradually, it flew
its first strike mission at the end of
May 1965 and its first armed recon-
naissance mission in August. A third
Air Force fighter, the twin-seat, swept-
wing F-111A, reached Thailand in
March 1968, underwent combat evalu-
ation that year, and was withdrawn.
Subsequently, in the latter stages of
the war, this sophisticated night and
all-weather aircraft returned to South-

— .
*The latter was trained as a navigator.




F-105’s in Thailand.

east Asia and flew regular combat
missions.

A number of older, lower-perform-
ance and more vulnerable aircraft
were used briefly or sparingly over the
North. The F-100 Super Sabre and the
F-104 Starfighter saw action chiefly in
a support role above the DMZ. Some
Starfighters flew strike missions and
the B-57 Canberra light bomber was
employed largely in night operations.
Eventually, all were withdrawn from
northern missions, with the F-100
being used primarily for close air sup-
port in South Vietnam.

The B-52 Stratofortresses made
their debut over North Vietnam in April
1966 with a strike near Mu Gia pass.
During the next 6 1/2 years, these
heavy bombers were employed
against enemy targets in North Viet-
nam’s panhandle, staying far away
from the dangerous SA-2 missile sites
located mostly in the Hanoi-Haiphong
area. Based initially on Guam and later
in Thailand, the B-52's were primarily
employed to interdict North Vietnam-
ese lines of communication leading to
the DMZ and the Ho Chi Minh trail in
Laos. On these missions, they normally
dropped 25 to 30 tons of ordnance.
Gen. John P. McConnell, LeMay’s
successor as Air Force Chief of Staff,
remarked on the irony of the use of
these strategic bombers to hit tactical
targets. But it was only one of several
improvisations introduced by the Air
Force in waging the unorthodox air
war.

The role played by SAC’s KC-135 air
refueling tankers proved vital to the
execution of Rolling Thunder (see
Chapter Xl). Prior to 1965 they had
been used primarily to refuel B-52’s
but they also had provided mid-air
refueling service to tactical aircraft
deploying from one part of the world
to another. Gen. William W. Momyer,
commander of the Seventh Air Force
(1966-1968), observed that few airmen
“foresaw that air refueling would be-
come a basic part of the scheme of

employment of fighter forces over
North Vietnam.” Since much of the
USAF tactical air fleet was based some
350 nautical miles from their targets in
the North, refueling was essential if
the F-105's and F-4’s were to deliver
substantial ordnance loads on their
targets. The KC-135’s also enabled
many fuel-short or damaged aircraft to
return safely to their bases.

Among the problems facing U.S.
airmen flying over North Vietnam were
the heavy forests, the jungle terrain,
and the annual northeast monsoon
which was most severe from mid-Oc-
tober to mid-March. Both affected
operations over the North. They also
placed a premium on the ability of
reconnaissance aircraft to locate
enemy targets and assess bomb dam-
age. To obtain this information, the Air
Force employed a number of manned
and unmanned aircraft. Perhaps the
most famous was the U-2, which first
attracted worldwide attention in May
1960, when Soviet missilemen shot
one down over central Russia while it
was on a high-altitude reconnaissance
mission. Later, in the fall of 1962, a
SAC U-2 detected the first Soviet stra-
tegic missiles deployed in Cuba. In
Southeast Asia, the U-2 flew recon-
naissance missions over North Viet-
nam beginning in 1965 (see also
Chapter XII).

Throughout the war zone, the Air
Force also operated other reconnaiss-
ance aircraft, including the RB-57, the
workhorse RF-101, the RF-4C, and
drones. Some of these aircraft,
equipped with infrared and side-look-
ing radar, helped advance the technol-
ogy of reconnaissance during the war.
In 1965, SAC’s Ryan 147D (and other
model) drones made their initial
flights over North Vietnam. Dropped
from DC-130 transports, they were
able to obtain photo intelligence over
the Hanoi area. As North Vietnam
began developing a modern air de-
fense system, the Air Force also began
using aircraft capable of obtaining
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(1) F-105’s in Thailand. (2&3) An Air Force reconnaissance photo of Phuc Yen airfield near Hanoi shows MIG 17's
and MIG-21’s in revetments. (4) An F-4 Phantom. (5) President Johnson in October 1967 personally approved this
first strike against enemy MIG’s at Phuc Yen. (6) Kien Am airfield with MIG’s in revetments. (7) Gia Lam airfield near
Hanoi. It was off limits from attack throughout most of the war.




target data via various electronic
methods.

Rolling Thunder, 1965-1968

From the first handful of strikes over
the North in early 1965, Air Force and
Navy attack sorties rose from 1,500 in
April to a peak of about 4,000 in Sep-
tember. In October, with the onset of
the northeast monsoon, they declined
steeply. While the weather was good,
U.S. pilots destroyed or damaged a
variety of military targets: bridges,
vehicles, rolling stock, barracks areas,
supply and ammunition depots, fer-
ries, watercraft, and antiaircraft artil-
lery and radar sites. They bombed rail-
road tracks and roads to prevent the
movement of men and supplies. The
results of the air strikes could not be
accurately assessed and became the
subject of considerable debate. But
they reduced or delayed the enemy’s
operations and infiltration into the
South. They led the North Vietnamese
to adopt the practice of travelling
under cover of night and bad weather
—taking full advantage of forested or
jungle terrain. They also diverted con-
siderable manpower and materie! to
repair their roads, rail lines, and
bridges and increased their antiair-
craft defenses.

Because of the limitations imposed
on air operations, war materiel from
the Soviet Union, China, and other
Communist countries flowed in easily
through Haiphong and other North
Vietnamese ports and over rail lines
from Kunming and Nanning, China—
all of which helped Hanoi to make up
for its losses and which facilitated a
rapid air defense buildup. During
1965, for example, North Vietnam's
AAA inventory expanded from an esti-
mated 1,000 guns to 2,000 pieces and
about 400 antiaircraft sites by year's
end. These consisted primarily of 37-
and 57-mm guns but included a few
85-mm and 100-mm weapons as well.
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Smaller but deadly automatic weap-
ons—which inflicted much of the loss-
es and damage to U.S. aircraft—also
proliferated.

The Soviet surface-to-air missiles
were first detected by a SAC U-2 air-
craft on 5 April 1965. By year’s end,
USAF and Navy reconnaissance had
pinpointed 56 SAM sites. The North
Vietnamese, who took great pains to
conceal them, readily abandoned sites
to build new ones. By building a large
number of sites, some of them
equipped with dummy missiles to
deceive USAF crews, they were able to
use a “launch and move’’ tactic. They
employed a similar tactic with their
AAA guns. Another key element of
Hanoi's air defenses was the North
Vietnamese Air Force (NVAF), which
was equipped with 50 to 60 MIG-15's
and MIG-17’s plus a few IL-28 bomb-
ers. Although the MIG’s began chal-
lenging U.S. strike aircraft at an early
date, they did not become a serious
threat until 1966-1967. The sum of the
enemy’s array of AAA guns, automatic
weapons, SAM’s, and the MIG force—
backed up by an expanding defense
radar complex—enabled Hanoi to
build one of the most formidable air
defense systems ever devised.

On 23 July 1965, after several
months of USAF operations against
North Vietnamese targets, the first F-
4C was downed by an SA-2 missile.
Four days later, with Washington’s
approval, Air Force Thunderchiefs
mounted the first strike of the war
against the SAM’s. In August, a Navy
aircraft was downed by a SAM, which
led to a series of special U.S. “Iron
Hand’ missions aimed at North Viet-
nam’s rapidly expanding SA-2 sites. At
first, most of them were in the Hanoi-
Haiphong sanctuary area and thus
could not be attacked, but others were
emplaced along major rail and road
junctions, bridges, and cities north
and south of the North Vietnamese
capital. In known SAM areas, Air Force
pilots would drop to lower altitudes to

Crews flying strike missions
over North Vietnam are con-
tinually hampered by heavy
flak over the target areas.




Shrike and Bullpup missiles
on an F-105.

avoid the SA-2’s but this tactic made
them more vulnerable to conventional
AAA and especially to smaller auto-
matic weapons. By mid-1965, the lat-
ter were credited with shooting down
most of the approximately 50 Air
Force and Navy aircraft over North
Vietnam,

An electronic war subsequently
ensued between U.S. tactical aircraft
and the enemy’s complex of radar-
controlled AAA guns and SAM’s and
other defense radars. The Air Force
employed specially equipped aircraft
to counter SAM radars. Initially, fight-
er pilots relied on the electronically
equipped EB-66's and “Wild Weasel”
F-100’s and F-105’s to neutralize or
warn them of radar emissions from
enemy “Fan Song” equipment which
signalled that they were being tracked
or that a SAM firing was imminent.
These countermeasures plus the SA-
2's generally poor guidance system
kept losses low. Thus, of the approxi-
mately 180 SAM’s launched in 1965,
only 11 succeeded in downing an air-
craft, 5 of which were Air Force.
Nonetheless, the inhibiting and har-
assing effects of the SAM’s had consi-
derable impact on air operations. After
1967, the fighters carried electronic
countermeasure pods of their own. A
number of EB-66's and Wild Weasel
aircraft continued to be used, howev-
er.

The North Vietnamese Air Force,
flying from airfields which Washing-
ton officials decided could not be hit
because of their location in the heavily
populated Hanoi-Haiphong area, was
not a major threat to USAF pilots dur-
ing 1965. Although North Vietnamese
pilots shot down two F-105’s in a sur-
prise attack in April, throughout the
year the American airmen clearly held
the upper hand in aerial fighting. In
June Navy pilots downed two enemy
aircraft. On 10 July the Air Force
scored its initial kills, when Captain
Thomas S. Roberts and Ronald C.
Anderson in one F-4 and Captains

Kenneth E. Holcombe and Arthur C.
Clark in another were credited with
the shoot-down of two MIG-17’s.

Early in the year, several Air Force
EC-121's were deployed over the Gulf
of Tonkin to maintain a ‘“MIG watch”
over Southeast Asia. Flying off the
coast of North Vietnam, these indis-
pensable aircraft not only were able to
alert U.S. fighter and support aircraft
of approaching MIG’s, but also served
as airborne radar and communication
platforms. They also warned American
pilots who flew too near the Chinese
border and assisted air-sea searches
for downed air crews. Later, the EC-
121’s equipment was employed in an
integrated fashion with the Navy’s sea-
based radars, enabling U.S. pilots to
obtain a variety of additional timely
information about the enemy’s and
their own air operations over the
North.

The political restraints placed by the
President on air operations over North
Vietnam denied U.S. pilots certain
advantages of surprise. Another prob-
lem was the relatively small geograph-
ical area overflown by Rolling Thun-
der crews. It forced pilots to use cer-
tain air corridors going into (ingress-
ing) and departing (egressing) a tar-
get, a task made all the more difficult
by the need to avoid civilian casualties
as much as possible. A third opera-
tional factor was the weather cycle in
North Vietnam, which generally al-
lowed optimum operations in late
mornings or afternoons when clouds
and fog were minimal or absent. All of
these factors contributed to stereo-
typed American air tactics which the
enemy quickly became aware of and
which enabled him to deploy his AAA
defenses to great advantage. Also, the
relatively short duty tours created
much turmoil in air operations.
Experienced airmen were constantly
departing and less experienced re-
placements arriving, which diluted
both planning and flying expertise in
the theater.
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(1&2) Maj. Donald J. Kutyna flew missions over North Vietnam in an F-105 which he
named the Polish Glider (3) F-105 (color painting). (4) F-111's at Takhli AB, Thailand.
(5) An F-105 unloads a 750-1b bomb on North Vietnam's Hoa Lac airfield. (6) USAF
strike aircraft destroy a North Vietnamese oil storage facility near Hanoi. (7) Captured
enemy 37-mm AAA gun. (8) F4E Phantoms arrive at Korat AB, Thailand, November
1968. (9) A B-66 controls a flight of F-105's on a mission over North Vietnam's panhan-
dle. July 1966. (10) Air Force bombers destroyed more than 30 enemy supply trucks in
North Vietnam.
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To reduce mission interference
between land-based Air Force and
Navy carrier aircraft operating over
North Vietnam, in December 1965—
after consulting with Air Force and
Navy officials—Admiral Sharp divided
the bombing area into six major
“route packages.” Generally, the
longer-range USAF fighters attacked
the inland route package targets while
the shorter-range Navy aircraft con-
centrated on those near the coast. In
April 1966, General Westmoreland
was given responsibility for armed
reconnaissance in and the intellig-
ence analysis of the *“‘extended battle-
field” area of route package | above
the DMZ as it affected allied opera-
tions in South Vietnam.

The Bombing Pauses

During the first 2 years of operations
over the North, President Johson peri-
odically ordered bombing pauses in
an effort to bring Hanoi's leaders
around to discuss a political settle-
ment of the war. The first bombing
pause of about 6 day’s duration was
ordered in mid-May. The second one
began on Christmas Eve 1965 and
continued until 30 January 1966. In
both instances, North Vietnam did not
respond to U.S. action and, indeed,
used the bombing respites to rebuild
its strength and speed the infiltration
of men and supplies southward. USAF
reconnaissance also disclosed major
North Vietnamese efforts to repair
damaged roads and bridges and to
install more air defense weapons.
President Johnson also approved
briefer bombing standdowns, to per-
mit celebration of the annual Vietham-
ese new year (“Tet”), Buddha’s birth-
day, Christmas, and New Year’s Day.

When U.S. diplomatic efforts to get
the North Vietnamese to the confer-
ence table got nowhere, the President
in the late spring of 1966 approved a
series of heavier air strikes against

North Vietnam. Added to the approved
target list were POL storage facilities
at Haiphong, Hanoi, Nguyen Ke, Bac
Gian, Do Son, and Duong Nham.
Others included a power plant and
cement factory in Hanoi, an important
road-and-rail and road bridge on the
northwest line, and an early warning
and ground control intercept radar
facility at Kep. The first major POL
strike was conducted on 29 June 1966
when Air Force F-105’s hit a 32-tank
farm less than 4 miles from Hanoi.
About 95 percent of the target area
was destroyed. Navy aircraft struck
another important POL facility near
Haiphong.

Beginning on 9 July 1966, as part of
an expanded Rolling Thunder pro-
gram, U.S. aircraft bombed additional
POL facilities, flew extended armed
reconnaissance missions throughout
the North (except for most of the Ha-
noi-Haiphong sanctuary area), and
began heavier bombing of the north-
east and northwest rail lines in route
packages V and Vi. Admiral Sharp as-
signed interdiction of the railroads to
the Air Force. Additional presssure
against the enemy was brought to
bear on 20 July when the Air Force
and Marines launched a new cam-
paign (Tally Ho) against infiltration
routes and targets between the DMZ
and the area 30 miles northward in
route package |. The U.S. air offensive
expanded in the ensuing weeks, peak-
ing at about 12,000 sorties in Septem-
ber.

By that time, Rolling Thunder had
taken a heavy toll of enemy equip-
ment, destroying or damaging several
thousand trucks and watercraft, hun-
dreds of railway cars and bridges,
many ammunition and storage supply
areas, and two-thirds of the enemy’s
POL storage capacity. Many sorties
were flown against AAA, SA-2, and
other air defense facilities, thousands
of cuts were made in enemy road and
rail networks. To counter this air cam-
paign, Hanoi was forced to divert an
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(1) Sgt. Leonard B. Williams works on F-100 converters at Phan Rang AB, South Vietnam.
Sgt. Philip J. Smith adjusts the drag chute cable (2) Col. Robin Olds, Commander, 8th Tact-
ical Fighter Wing, is carried off by his men after completing his 100th mission over North
Vietnam (3) A B-52 drops its bombs on a Viet Cong stronghold (4) F-4 Phantoms destroy 6
of 11 spans of the Lang Giai bridge in North Vietnam, 25 May 1972.




estimated 200,000 to 300,000 full and
part-time workers to repair roads, rail-
way lines, bridges, and other facilities,
and to man its air defenses.

Although infiltration southward
could not be stopped, U.S. command-
ers in South Vietnam credited the
bombing with reducing the number of
enemy battalion-sized attacks. A new
Rolling Thunder program, dated 12
November, added more targets includ-
ing the Van Vien vehicle depot and the
Yen Vien railroad yards, both within
the environs of Hanoi. These targets,
struck by Air Force and Navy pilots in
December 1966, produced collateral
damage and civilian deaths which led
to a political and diplomatic furor. By
the end of 1966, U.S. tactical aircraft
had flown about 106,500 attack sorties
and B-52's another 280 over North
Vietnam, dropping at least 165,000
tons of bombs.

The North Vietnamese accepted the
tremendous losses and fought back.
By dispersing and concealing much of
their POL supply, they were able to
reduce the full impact of the air at-
tacks. Bad flying weather and exten-
sive use of manpower enabled the
North Vietnamese to keep open por-
tions of the northern rail lines so that
some supplies continued to flow in
from China. More importantly, Hai-
phong and other ports—still off-limits
to U.S. aircraft—daily unloaded thou-
sands of tons of war materiel. Despite
the air attacks, AAA and especially
small automatic weapons took a rising
toll of American aircraft, downing a
total of 465 by the end of 1966 and
damaging many more. The number of
SAM sites rose to about 150 during the
year, but improved flying tactics—plus
the installation of electronic counter-
measure (ECM) equipment on U.S.
aircraft—reduced the effectiveness of
the missiles.

Until September 1966 the North Vi-
etnamese Air Force made only sporad-
ic attempts to interfere with Rolling
Thunder operations. But on 3 Septem-
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ber NVN pilots went on the offensive.
Equipped with MIG-21's carrying in-
frared-homing air-to-air missiles, they
operated freely from five bases—Phuc
Yen, Kep, Gia Lam, Kien An, and Hoa
Loc—in the Hanoi area which could
not be attacked. Confronted by daily
MIG-21 challenges, General Momyer
temporarily diverted Air Force F-4C’s
from their primary strike mission to
exclusive aerial combat against the
MIG’s.

A favorite MIG tactic was to pop up
suddenly and try to force the heavily
ladened F-105's to jettison their
bombs before reaching their targets.
To offset this, Sidewinder-equipped
Phantoms flew at lower altitudes to
enable their pilots to spot the MIG's
earlier and then used their higher ac-
celeration and speed in hit and run
tactics. They avoided turning fights
because the MIG’s had great maneu-
verability. The EC-121’s helped materi-
ally by allerting the F4's to the pres-
ence of the enemy aircraft. During
1966, U.S. fighters shot down 23 MIG’s
17 of them credited to USAF crews, as
against a loss of 9 aircraft, 5 of them
Air Force.

Early in 1967, Washington officials
approved new Rolling Thunder targets
closer to Hanoi. To protect vital in-
dustrial and LOC facilities, North Viet-
namese pilots—operating with nearly
100 MIG's—were thrown into the air
battle. To dampen their ardor, General
Momyer and his staff devised a ruse
nicknamed Operation Bolo. The de-
tails were worked out and executed by
Col. Robin Olds, Commander of the
8th Tactical Fighter Wing. Baited by
what appeared to be a normal Rolling
Thunder strike by F-105’s, the NVAF
on 2 January suddenly found itself
engaging F-4’s in the largest aerial
battle of the war to that time. Colonel
Olds and his pilots shot down 7 MIG's
in 12 minutes without losing an air-
craft. Olds personally downed two of
them. On 6 January 1967 the North
Vietnamese lost two more MIG’s.

Destroyed bridge in Laos,
1965.




An Air Force reconnaissance
plane photographs bomb
damage at the Thai Nguyen
iron and steel complex, 35
miles north of Hanoi.

Stunned by the losses, the NVAF
stood down to regroup and retrain.

The American air offensive contin-
ued into March and April. On 10-11
March, F-105's and F-4C’s hit the
sprawling Thai Nguyen iron and steel
plant about 30 miles from Hanoi. Air
Force and Navy follow-up strikes also
hit portions of the plant. The attacks
disrupted but did not completely halt
pig iron or steel production. Also, for
the first time, Air Force jets struck the
Canal Des Rapides railway and high-
way bridge, 4 miles north of Hanoi.
Enemy pilots did not attempt to chal-
lenge American aircraft again until the
spring of 1967, which saw 50 engage-
ments fought in April and 72 in May,
the largest 1-month total of the war.
During the fierce May battles Air Force
crews destroyed 20 MIG’s—7 of them
on the 13th and 6 on the 20th.

A revised Rolling Thunder target list
issued on 20 July permitted air attacks
on 16 additional fixed targets and 23
road, rail, and waterway segments in-
side the restricted Hanoi-Haiphong
area. Bridges, bypasses, rail yards,
and military storage areas were
bombed in an effort to slow or halt
traffic between the two cities and to
points north and south. On 2 August
1967 Hanoi’s famous Paul Doumer
railway and highway bridge was hit for
the first time. The center span was
knocked down and two other spans
were damaged. Struck again on 25
October, another span went down and
finally, on 19 December, the rebuilt
center span was dropped again.

Despite these successes, the North
Vietnamese during the year managed
to inflict a steady toll on the Air Force
and Navy, and their MIG’s were unu-
sually aggressive. The increasing loss-
es led Washington to approve—for the
first time—the destruction of most of
the MIG bases. Beginning in April,
USAF and Navy pilots repeatedly
bombed Kep, Hoa Lac, Hien An and
Phuc Yen airfields, destroying several
MIG’s on the ground in the process.

Except for 18 aircraft left at Gia Lam,
which was spared because it was
Hanoi’s only international airfield, the
MIG’s flew to nearby Chinese bases.
On 16 August 1967, General Momyer
told a Senate committee that". . . we
have driven the MIG’s out of the sky
for all practical purposes. . .” Ameri-
can air supremacy was underscored in
1967 by a record 75 MIG’s downed as
against 25 losses in air-to-air combat.

However, by early 1968 neither U.S.
air superiority, Rolling Thunder, nor
air-ground operations within South
Vietnam deterred Hanoi's leaders
from continuing their efforts to de-
stroy the Saigon government.
Although suffering heavy manpower
and materiel losses, the North Viet-
namese were able to continue the
conflict with the help of Moscow and
Peking. Washington’s military re-
straints—aimed at avoiding a wider
war—permitted foreign military assist-
ance to flow unhampered through the
seaports of North Vietnam. In addi-
tion, the enemy had almost unrestrict-
ed use of Cambodian territory adja-
cent to South Vietnam for stockpiling
supplies (much of it flowing in from
Cambodia’s major seaport at Kom
Pong Som) and for resting and re-
grouping their troops.

In taking advantage of the oppor-
tunities provided by American re-
straint, the Communists conceived a
plan for a major offensive against the
Republic of Vietnam in hopes of
achieving a dramatic victory—such as
they had won over the French at Dien
Bien Phu in 1954—which would per-
suade Washington and Saigon to ac-
knowledge their defeat. Whereupon,
in late January 1968 they laid siege to
the Marine base at Khe Sanh and then,
at month’s end, they launched the
famous Tet offensive throughout
South Vietnam. At Khe Sanh, the allies
threw the enemy back with heavy loss-
es. Elsewhere, after initial but brief
gains, the enemy’s nationwide offen-
sive slowly sputtered out and was
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(2&3) USAF F-105's destroyed the Doumer Bridge on 18 December 1967. After the North
Vietnamese rebuilt it, U.S. bombers destroyed it again in 1972. (4) RF-100 Voodoo pilot
photographs a railroad bridge 135 miles south of Hanoi, April 1965. (5) An RF-101 casts a
shadow over a missing span of the My Duc highway bridge in North Vietnam, 22 April
1965. (6) North Vietnamese highway bridge, destroyed by F-105’s. (7) Destroyed highway
and railroad bridge about 5 miles north-northwest of Dong Hoi, North Vietnam.
(8) Destroyed bridge between Yen Bai and Bao Ha, North Vietnam, 22 May 1972.




(1&2) B-52 bombers destroyed the Kinh No railroad yard, 7 miles
north of Hanoi, 27 December 1972. (3) 750- and 3,000 pound
bombs impact on and near a railroad and highway bridge crossing
the Canal des Rapides, 5 miles northeast of Hanoi. {4) Bomb dam-
age caused by F-105's on the Thai Nguyen rail yard, April-May
1966. (5) An air strike on North Vietnam army supply depot, Thien
Linh Dong, 16 June 1965. (6) B-52 bombers destroy the Ai No
warehouse 18 December 1972 in the Hanoi area. (7) An Air Force
strike on the Thai Nguyen therma! power pfant in North Vietnam,
29 March 1967, knocked out the boiler plant (lower |.) and the
administration building.
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1966
slowed, halted, and reversed. But if
the North Vietnamese military cam-
paign did not succeed, it did lead to a
change in American war policies. As
noted in Chapter Ill, President John-
son on 31 March ordered a halt to the
bombing of North Vietnam north of
the 20th parallel, then north of the
19th parallel. As a quid pro quo, the
Hanoi regime agreed to meet with U.S.
delegates in Paris to discuss an end to
the conflict. In the meantime, the Air
Force and other services virtually
doubled their air strikes in the area
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below the 19th parallel, interdicting
enemy troop and supply movements
across the DMZ into South Vietnam.
They also stepped up raids against
enemy positions in southern Laos.

In Paris, after many meetings and
months of deadlock between the two
sides on how to bring the war to an
end, American and North Vietnamese
representatives agreed on a certain
“essential understanding” enabling
President Johnson on 31 October
1968 to end all air, naval, and artillery
bombardment of North Vietnam as of




A sequence of frames show-
ing the destruction of a
USAF RF-4C reconnaissance
plane by an SA-2 missile, 12
August 1967. The 2-man
crew, Lt. Col. Edwin L. Atter-
berry and Maj. Thomas V.
Parrott successfully ejected
and were captured and in-
terned. Colonel Atterberry
died in captivity.

A North Vietnamese
SAM missile.

0800 hours Washington time, 1 No-
vember. The understanding, as Mr.
Johnson expressed it, was that the
other side intended “to join us in
deescalating the war and moving seri-
ously towards peace.”

Ninety minutes before the Presi-
dent’s order was issued, Maj. Frank C.
Lenahan of the 8th Tactical Fighter
Wing made the last target run in an F-
4D against a target near Dong Hoi.
Thus, 3 years and 9 months after it
began, Rolling Thunder operations
came to an end. The Air Force and the
other services had flown approximate-
ly 304,000 tactical and 2,380 B-52 sor-
ties and dropped 643,000 tons of
bombs on North Vietnam’s war-mak-
ing industry, transportation net, and
air defense complex. Notwithstanding
the variety of constraints imposed on
air power, the post-1965 aerial assault
on North Vietnam helped to reduce
the movement of manpower and sup-
plies going southward and contribut-
ed to the 1968 diplomatic efforts to
lower the tempo of combat.

Except for Air Force and Navy re-
connaissance missions, which were
permitted in a separate understanding
between the Americans and North Vi-
etnamese in Paris, all air operations
over the North ceased. Later—after
President Nixon assumed office—U.S.
retaliatory air strikes were launched
against enemy air defense units which
began firing at U.S. reconnaissance
aircraft in violation of the above “un-

derstanding.” In February 1970, after
the North Vietnamese again fired
upon U.S. reconnaissance aircraft, the
President authorized certain “protec-
tive reaction” strikes against NVA anti-
aircraft and SAM sites and also enemy
airfields. When U.S. aircraft continued
to receive ground fire, the President
ordered ‘‘reinforced protection reac-
tion” strikes on the enemy’s air de-
fense system.

The first of these latter missions
were flown during the first 4 days in
May 1970. Nearly 500 Air Force and
Navy aircraft hit missile and AAA sites
and NVA logistic facilities near Barthe-
lemy pass, Ben Karai pass, and a sec-
tor north of the DMZ. During the next 6
months interim smaller strikes were
flown. On 21 November the Air Force
launched two major operations over
the North. The first involved a joint Air
Force and Army commando attempt to
rescue American prisoners of war
(POW’s) believed confined at the
Son Tay prison compound, about 20
miles northwest of Hanoi. Planned by
Air Force Brig. Gen. Leroy J. Manor
and Army Col. Arthur D. Simons, the
volunteer commando force flew 400
miles from bases in Thailand to Son
Tay in HH-53 helicopters, with A-1E
Skyraiders and specially equippped C-
130E’s providing support. As it landed,
Air Force and Navy aircraft launched
heavy diversionary strikes in the area
to distract the North Vietnamese.
Members of the commando force
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(1) Enemy mobile AAA units near Haiphong. (2) An alert sends
North Veitnamese pilots scrambling for their MIG aircraft. (3) A
dummy SA-2 site in North Vietnam. (4) Soviet ships delivered not
only thousands of trucks to the North Vietnamese but also tanks,
rockets, and other implements of war. (5) North Vietnamese 37-
mm gunners fire at U.S. jets, August 1965. (8) An SA-2 site in the
Hanoi area.
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quickly discovered, to their dismay,
that the prison compound contained
no prisoners. During the 28 minutes
the rescuers were on the ground, they
killed about 25 North Vietnamese de-
fenders. The only American causualty
was an enlisted man who suffered a
broken ankle. One helicopter was de-
stroyed on landing.

About 6 hours later, the second op-
eration of the day was launched after
an RF-4 aircraft was lost. An armada of
200 Air Force and Navy strike aircraft
—supported by 50 other planes—
launched a major retaliatory strike in
the vicinity of the Mu Gia and Ban
Karai passes and the DMZ. Their tar-
gets included SA-2 missile sites, ene-
my trucks, and supply and transporta-
tion facilities. All aircraft returned
safely to their bases.

During the 2 years after Rolling
Thunder operations ended on 1 Nov-
ember 1968, the United States had
flown more than 60 separate strike
missions in retaliation to ground fire.
When the North Vietnamese contin-
ued to fire at U.S. reconnaissance air-
craft, Washington officials authorized
stepped up ‘“reinforced protective
reaction” strikes. In February 1971,
the Air Force launched Operation
Louisville Slugger. Flying 67 sorties,
USAF crews destroyed 5 SAM sites, 15
SAM missile transporters, and 15 vehi-
cles in the Ban Karai pass area. On 21-
22 March, the Air Force teamed up
with the Navy in Operation Fracture
Cross Alpha during which they flew
234 strike and 20 armed reconnaiss-
ance sorties against enemy SAM sites.
In August 1971, in an effort to curb
enemy road construction across the
DMZ into Military Region I* in South
Vietnam, Air Force jets flew 473 sor-
ties, seeding the road with munitions
and sensors. On 21 September, flying
in poor weather, 196 U.S. tactical air-
craft hit three POL storage areas

*The four corps tactical zones were redesig-
nated Military Regions in July 1970.
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south of Dong Hoi, destroying about
350,000 gallons of fuel. It was the first
all-instrument air strike, employing
exclusively the long-range electronic
navigation (LORAN) position fixing
bomb system.

These intermittent protective reac-
tion strikes—launched mostly in the
southern panhandle of North Vietnam
—did not affect Hanoi’s efforts to re-
build and reconstitute its air force. By
late 1971, it had an inventory of about
250 MIG’s, 90 of them MIG-21's, and
once more it prepared to challenge
American operations over the North
and, to a limited extent, over Laos. By
this time the North Vietnamese Air
Force was operating out of 10 MIG-
capable bases, 3 of them located in
the panhandie area. USAF and Navy
pilots, who over the years had
achieved roughly a 2 1/2 to 1 victory
ratio over MIG fighters in aerial bat-
tles, saw the odds drop. However, this
was attributed to the U.S. rules of
engagement, which again exempted
MIG air bases and to the geographical
and electronic advantages possessed
by the defenders rather than to the
superiority of enemy pilots.

To counter the enemy air threat, EC-
121 aircraft—which had redeployed
from Southeast Asia after Rolling
Thunder operations ended in
1968—were returned to the theater to
resume their “MIG watch.” Once
again, as in 1967 when the NVAF last
posed a serious threat to air opera-
tions over the North, USAF command-
ers urged that MIG air bases be at-
tacked. Washington officials agreed,
and on 7-8 November USAF and Navy
pilots bombed airfields at Dong Hoi,
Vinh, and Quan Lang. After neutraliz-
ing these air bases, U.S. pilots on 26-
30 December launched the heaviest

Capt. Lawrence H. Pettit,
55th Tactical Fighter Squad-
ron, discusses his MIG kill
with his crew chief, Sgt.
Horace G. McGruder.




USAF Linebacker Il Offensive Against North Vietnam
December 1972_
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air strikes since 1968—1,025 sorties—
against a variety of military -targets
south of the 20th parallel.

The Communist Spring
Offensive, 1972

Still hoping to end the war through
negotiations, the Nixon administration
kept a tight rein on its principal bar-
gaining card—air power. Hanoi, how-
ever, was thinking in terms of another
military offensive. By late 1971 evid-
ence began to accumulate that Hanoi
was planning a large-scale invasion of
South Vietnam. Gen. John D. Lavelle,*
who in August 1971 succeeded Gen.
Lucius D. Clay, Jr.,, as Seventh Air
Force commander, requested the re-
call of certain USAF units to the thea-
ter. By the spring of 1972, North Viet-
nam had assembled a force of about
200,000 men for a push into the South.

The invasion began on 29-30 March
1972, with some enemy forces rolling
directly across the DMZ into Military
Region | while others penetrated into
Military Region Il from Laos. All were
supported by considerable numbers
of tanks and other armored vehicles.
The South Vietnamese army, although
greatly improved since 1968, was still
plagued by poor leadership and mo-
rale and was forced to retreat. U.S. air
power—plus the strengthened Viet-
namese Air Force—was thrown into
the battle. Air Force F-105's, F-4's, A-
7's, AC-130’s and B-52's were joined
by Navy and Marine aircraft in pound-
ing the enemy daily between the 20th
parallel in the North and the battle
lines inside South Vietnam. Bolstered
by aircraft reinforcements from the
United States and elsewhere, attack
sorties over the extended battlefield
averaged 15,000 per month, almost
two-thirds of the peak monthly rate in
1968.

* General Lavelle was recalled from his post in
April 1972, charged with having authorized cer-
tain “protective reaction” strikes beyond those
permitted by the rules of engagement. He was
succeeded as Seventh Air Force commander by
Gen. John W. Vogt.
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A gun camera sequence
shows the destruction of an
enemy MIG-17, 3 June 1967,
by an F-105 crew, Maj. Ralph
L. Kuster and Capt. Larry D.
Wiggins.
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With Hanoi's forces ensconced in-
side South Vietnam and determined,
despite heavy casualties, to maintain
their positions below the DMZ, Presi-
dent Nixon on 8 May suspended the
peace talks in Paris and authorized
the launching of Operation Lineback-
er. For the first time, the United States
imposed a naval blockade and mined
the waters of Haiphong and other
North  Vietnamese ports. Si-
multaneously, the President author-
ized a renewal of air strikes through-
out North Vietnam above the 20th par-
allel. Old and new targets were struck,
including the rebuilt Paul Doumer
bridge in Hanoi, bridges along the
northwest and northeast rail lines
from China, fuel dumps, warehouses,
marshalling yards, rolling stock, vehi-
cles, power plants, and a POL pipeline
running from China. All recently em-
placed SA-2 missile sites in or near the
DMZ were destroyed as were many
SA-2 and AAA sites further north.

To degrade or neutralize North Viet-
nam’s rebuilt or new bristling air de-
fenses, the Air Force made full use of
its electronic technology. It employed
EB-66's, Wild Weasel F-105’s, and EC-
135's to augment electronic counter-
measure equipment used by most
fighter aircraft. It also employed a pro-
fusion of laser and optically-guided
bombs, which had been developed in
the late 1960’s. Mostly 2,000 pound-
ers, the guided bombs enabled fight-
er crews to strike targets with great
accuracy. Thus, the spans of the
strongly defended Than Hoa bridge—
which had withstood U.S. bombs for
years and had cost the Air Force and
Navy a number of downed aircraft—
were dropped in one strike by an F-4
with guided bombs.

By June 1972 North Vietnam’s offen-
sive had stalled outside of Hue and
elsewhere as South Viethamese
ground forces began to fight back. On
29 June, President Nixon reported that
with the mining of the harbors and
bombing of military targets in the

North—particularly the railroads and
oil supplies—the situation “has been
completely turned around... The
South Vietnamese are now on the
offensive.” He reiterated his proposal
of 8 May for an international ceasefire
and the return of American prisoners
of war, warning that the United States
intended to bargain from strength.
The peace talks resumed in Paris on
13 July. In the ensuing weeks, Sai-
gon’s forces, heavily supported by
U.S. and VNAF air strikes, continued
their offensive against the 200,000
enemy troops who had seized control
of large portions of the South Viet-
namese countryside.

Meanwhile, North Vietnamese pilots
were reacting aggressively in the
Hanoi-Haiphong area in an effort to
drive American pilots out of the skies
over their heartland. The renewed
American-North Vietnamese air bat-
tles shortly produced several Air Force
aces. On 28 August 1972, Capt. Ri-
chard S. Ritchie, flying an F-4C
Phantom, participated in his fifth
shootdown and became the nation’s
second ace. (The U.S. Navy produced
the first.) His weapon systems officer,
Capt. Charles DeBellevue, who had
flown with Ritchie in three previous
“kills,” became an ace on 9 Septem-
ber when he destroyed his fifth and
sixth MIG’s, becoming the first weap-
on systems officer to achieve this
status. Capt. Jeffrey S. Feinstein, also
an F-4 weapon systems officer, be-
came an ace on 13 October when he
helped bag his fifth MIG. These were
the only Air Force aces of the war.
Two Navy pilots likewise became
aces.

The 11-Day Air Campaign

On 23 October 1972, when it
seemed that the Paris talks were lead-
ing to an agreement to end the war,
the United States again halted air op-
erations above the 20th parallel. Soon
after, however, the negotiations
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(1) Six F-4C crews pose before their planes in April 1966, following de-
struction of six MIG aircraft over North Vietnam. (2) The first MIG downed
during the war was credited to Capts. Kenneth E. Holcombe and Arthur C.
Clark, 10 July 1965. (3) After their 3 June 1967 shootdown of a MIG-17,
Capt. Larry D. Wiggins and Maj. Arthur L. Kuster review the tactics they
used. (4) Col. Robin Olds, commander of the 8th Tactical Fighter Wing,
and other airmen pose on the occasiorrof the unit's 15th air victory over
enemy MIG's. (5) Capt. Jeffrey S. Feinstein, a weapons system officer was
credited with five aerlal victories over enemy MIG's.




(1) 1st. Lt. Clifton P. Dunnegan, of the 8th Tactical Fighter Wing, shot down 1
of 7 enemy MIG’s destroyed over North Vietnam on 2 January 1967 (2) Capt.
Charles B DeBellevue, credited with six aerial victories, poses with Col. Scott
G. Smith and Capt. Richard S. Ritchie, who became the first USAF ace in
Southeast Asia. (3) The five genera! officers shown below are World War Il aces
with five or more enemy aircraft “kills™ to their credits, for a total of 41%: victo-
ries  directed USAF operations in Southeast Asia during 1966-1967. They are:
Lt. Gen. (later General) William W. Momyer (center, front), 7th Air Force com-
mander. The others are (l. to r.). Maj. Gen Gordon M. Graham, vice command-
er; Brig. Gen. Franklin A. Nichols, chief of staff; Brig. Gen. Donavon F. Smith,
chief of the Air Force Advisory Group in Vietnam; and Brig. Gen. William D.
Dunham, deputy chief of staff for operations. (4) Maj. Robert G. Dilger, F-4C
commander (r.) and his pilot, 1st. Lt. Mack Thies (center) report to their CO, Lt.
Co!. Hoyt S. Vandenberg, Jr., how they destroyed a MIG-17 during a dogfight
over North Vietnam, 1 May 1967.




stalled amid indications that Hanoi
might renew its offensive in South
Vietnam. Whereupon, President Nixon
ordered a resumption of air strikes
above the 20th parallel. There fol-
lowed a final 11-day bombing cam-
paign, nicknamed Operation Line-
backer II, which resulted in the heavi-
est aerial assault of the war. The Air
Force dispatched F-105's, F-4's, F-
111’s, and—for the first time, B-52's—
over the heavily defended enemy capi-
tal and the adjacent Haiphong port.
The tactical aircraft flew more than
1,000 sorties, the B-52's about 740,
most of them against targets previous-
ly on the restricted list. They included
rail-yards, power plants, communica-
tion facilities, air defense radars, Hai-
phong’s docks and shipping facili-
ties, POL stores, and ammunition
supply areas. They repeatedly
bombed the principal NVAF MIG
bases and transportation facilities.

The North Vietnamese responded
by launching most of their inventory of
about 1,000 SAM’s and opening up a
heavy barrage of AAA fire against the
attackers but USAF electronic coun-
termeasures helped keep losses to a
minimum. Of 26 aircraft lost, 15 were
B-52’s which were downed by SAM'’s.
Three others were badly damaged.
However, by 28 December the enemy
defenses had been all but obliterat-
ed and during the last 2 days of the
campaign, the B-52’s flew over Hanoi
and Haiphong without suffering any
damage.

Deprived of most of their air bases,
North Vietnamese pilots were able to
launch only 32 aircraft of which 8 were
shot down, 2 by B-52 tail gunners.
Hanoi claimed the strikes on Hanoi-
Haiphong produced substantial collat-
eral damage and more than 1,000 fa-
talities. Considering the size of the air
assault, the bombing was well con-
trolled and not indiscriminate.
Impacting fragments from enemy
SAM’s contributed to the destruction.
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(Above) B-52 unloads its
bombs.

{1) Weather observer SSgt.
Ronald L. Galy and equip-
ment repairman Sgt. George
F. Hammett, Jr., inflate a
weather balloon in South
Vietnam. (2) Weathermen
played a key role throughout
the war. Maj. John A. Lasley,
the unit commander (i.), dis-
cusses the day's activities
with Sgt. Hammett. (3) Sgt.
William E. Collins, chief ob-
server of the weather detach-
ment at Phu Cat AB, South
Vietnam; S$Sgt. William S,
Grady checks weather obser-
vation charts. (4) Sgt. Grady
checks weather observation
charts and satellite photo-
graph.

On 30 December 1972, President
Nixon announced in Washington that
negotiations between Dr. Kissinger
and North Vietnam’s representative,
Le Duc Tho, would resume in Paris on
8 January. While the diplomats talked,
American air attacks were restricted to
areas below the 20th parallel. Air
Force, Navy, and Marine jets flew
about 20 sorties per day with B-52’s
adding 36 to the daily total. On 15
January the United States announced
an end to all mining, bombing, shell-
ing, and other offensive actions
against North Vietnam. On 23 January,
the Paris negotiators signed a nine-
point cease-fire agreement effective
28 January, Saigon time.

Thus, air power had played a signifi-
cant role in preventing the complete
takeover of South Vietnam by the
northerners and in extracting an
agreement to end the war. Between
1968 and 1972, only 51,000 tactical
and 9,800 B-52 sorties were flown

against the North, most during the two
Linebacker campaigns. The tactical
aircraft dropped about 124,000 tons of
bombs and the B-52's about 109,000
tons with their “Sunday punch” mis-
sions of late December 1972 being
perhaps the most noteworthy. An even
heavier rain of bombs pounded enemy
forces in South Vietnam’s Military
Regions | and Il

In addition to the cease-fire, the 23
January 1973 agreement provided for
the return of all American and allied
POW'’s within 60 days, establishment
of a commission to supervise truce
and territorial disputes, the rights of
the Vietnamese people to determine
their own future peacefully, a promise
of U.S. economic aid for the Indochina
states, and an affirmation of the neu-
trality of Laos and Cambodia. The
United States tacitly recognized the
presence of about 100,000 North Viet-
namese troops still entrenched in
northern South Vietnam.
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Chapter V

A flare is readied for drop
during a night mission

Interdiction In The
Laotian Panhandle

On 3 April 1965 an Air Force C-130—
equipped with flares and accompa-
nied by two B-57's—flew a night mis-
sion over routes 12, 23, and 121 in the
southern panhandle of Laos. The
crews of the three aircraft searched
for Communist vehicles and other
enemy targets moving down the Ho
Chi Minh trail toward South Vietnam
and Cambodia. The mission marked
the beginning of Operation Steel Ti-
ger, a limited U.S. air campaign
against enemy troop and supply
movements within the panhandle of
southern Laos. It had been preceded
by Operation Barrel Roll, another lim-
ited interdiction effort aimed princi-
pally against Communist Pathet Lao
and North Vietnamese troops which
began in December 1964 (see Chapter
Vl). Both were supported by U.S. re-
connaissance missions inaugurated in
May 1964 to obtain target information.

The Ho Chi Minh trail, consisting of
numerous winding roads and path-
ways, had served for many years as an
infiltration route between the northern
and southern sectors of Vietnam. Dur-
ing World War Il and after, Viethamese
insurgents used it to fight the Japa-
nese and later the French. After Hanoi
launched a guerrilla war against the
Saigon government, the trail was used
by South Viethamese “returnees’ and
indigenous North Vietnamese person-
nel sent to South Vietnam to aid the
Viet Cong effort at unseating Pres-
ident Diem and unifying the country.
By 1964, the trail had developed into a
system of many dry-season truck
roads and smaller paths for bicycles
and human portage. By early 1965 the
trail had become the principal artery
by which Communist personnel and

supplies reached the northern sectors
of South Vietnam.

The first Steel Tiger strikes—initiat-
ed a month after the start of Rolling
Thunder attacks against North Viet-
nam—were directed against enemy
personnel and supplies moving into
South Vietnam through the DMZ or
into the Laotian panhandle. Steel Ti-
ger’s mission was one of complement-
ing Rolling Thunder. In both cam-
paigns, political considerations were
dominant and affected the tempo of
the air strikes, which were generally
limited in scope.

In undertaking these operations,
Washington’s primary concern was to
avoid involving Communist China and
the Soviet Union in the war, while main-
taining the “neutral’’ status of Laotian
Prime Minister Souvanna Phouma’s
government in Vientiane. This had
been guaranteed in the 23 July 1962
Declaration on the Neutrality of Laos,
signed by the Peoples Republic of
China, the Soviet Union, the United
States, France, Great Britain, and
other nations. Thus, U.S. officials
desired to avoid a large-scale air or
ground campaign in Laos by any of
the big powers which might under-
mine Souvanna Phouma'’s fragile re-
gime. Another constraint on USAF
operations in Laos was the Vientiane
government’s desire not to subject
its people or troops to the hazards of
unrestricted aerial warfare. Accord-
ingly, the number of U.S. strike sor-
ties, the areas where they could be
flown, and the use of ordnance ini-
tially were severely restricted.

Because of this, command and con-
trol arrangements for Steel Tiger (and
other air operations over Laos) were
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(1) A gunship in action (2) Interior of an AC-119 gunship (3) Aerial
mines are dropped to interdict an enemy ferry and ford near Tche-
pone, Laos, 1968 (4) AC-119 gunship over Tan Son Nhut, 1969







highly complex. The JCS relayed high-
level Washington target authoriza-
tions to USAF and Navy commanders
through CINCPAC in Honolulu and
MACV in Saigon. Because USAF
planes flying over Laos were based in
South Vietnam and Thailand, the U.S.
ambassadors in Saigon, Bangkok, and
Vientiane also played important roles
in controlling air operations. The posi-
tion of the American ambassador in
Vientiane was, however, unique. In the
absence of a formal U.S. military
command in Laos (such as MACV in
South Vietnam), he became the princi-
pal American military as well as politi-
cal authority there. On air operational
matters, he normally exercised his
authority through the office of the Air
Force Attache.

In Saigon, General Moore’s 2d Air
Division, a MACV component, coordi-
nated Air Force and other U.S. service
air units employed in Steel Tiger. To
meet political requirements arising
from the use of Thai-based Air Force
aircraft operating over Laos, General
Moore had a Deputy Air Commander
located at Udorn RTAFB. In April 1966,
when the division was replaced by the
Seventh Air Force, he became Deputy
Commander, 7th AF/13th AF, report-
ing to the Seventh on operational mat-
ters and to the Thirteenth on adminis-
tration and logistic matters.

At the start of Steel Tiger opera-
tions, the Air Force relied chiefly on
the RF-101 and RB-57 for target detec-
tion and bomb damage assessment.
For air strikes, it employed the F-100,
the F-105, and the B-57 bomber—the
last normally in conjunction with a C-
130 Hercules flareship for night armed
reconnaissance. As in the case of op-
erations over northern Laos and North
Vietnam, SAC KC-135 tankers were
indispensable for refueling aircraft
heading to or from targets or target
areas. Air Force and Navy strikes ini-
tially concentrated on cutting roads
and bombing traffic “choke points”,
particularly along routes leading from
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the Mu Gia and Nape passes, two prin-
cipal entry points from North Vietnam
into Laos. They also struck trucks,
bridges, and troop and storage areas.
The Air Force averaged 9 to 10 sorties
per day, the Navy a slightly higher
number.

Soon after Steel Tiger operations
were launched in April 1965, the an-
nual May to October southwest mon-
soon began sweeping over Laos,
sharply curtailing Air Force and Navy
operations. Enemy personnel, on the
other hand, adept at using jungle
growth to conceal their troop and
supply movements southward, contin-
ued their logistic activities. If the mon-
soon rains washed out roads and
trails, they used watercraft on swollen
streams and rivers to transport their
men and supplies.

Introduction of New Tactics

By mid-1965, despite the poor
weather, Air Force and Navy pilots
were flying more than 1,000 Steel Ti-
ger sorties per month. To improve
their operations against targets of
opportunity, the Air Force placed sev-
eral F-105's on “strip alert” at a Thai
air base. The use of the Thunderchiefs
on strip alert (nicknamed “Whiplash”)
became an enduring Steel Tiger tactic
against fleeting targets. Another
measure undertaken was to send
South Vietnamese ground reconnaiss-
ance teams—trained and led by U.S.
Army personnel — into the border
areas of the Laotian panhandle to lo-
cate and determine the extent of
enemy traffic along the trail. The first
team was flown in and removed by
helicopter in October 1965. Other
ground reconnaissance teams fol-
lowed and soon began contributing
to Steel Tiger operations by directing
strikes on enemy positions, truck
parks, and POL, supply, and ammu-
nition stores normally concealed by
the jungle growth or bad weather.




As the southwest monsoon subsid-
ed in late 1965, the Communists
stepped up their infiltration, exceed-
ing earlier U.S. estimates that they
would send 4,500 men and 300 tons of
supplies monthly into Vietnam. As a
result, American and Lao authorities
agreed to concentrate more air power
on a segment of the Ho Chi Minh trail
most contiguous to South Vietnam
and used extensively by the infiltra-
tors. Air Force Col. John F. Groom
drew up the operational, command,
communications, and support re-
quirements for the new air program.
Nicknamed Tiger Hound, it began in
December 1965. Tiger Hound required
more resources than the Air Force had
employed in Laos up to that time. An
airborne battlefieild command and
control system was established, in-
volving initially C-47's which were lat-
er replaced by C-130’s, for overall con-
trol of air operations within the strike
area. Air Force O-1’s and A-1E’s, along
with Royal Laotian Air Force (RLAF) T-
28's, served as FAC’s. RF-101's and
the newly-arrived RF-4C aircraft,
which were equipped with the latest
infrared and side-looking radars, also
were employed for target detection.
UC-123 spray aircraft defoliated jungle
growth along roads and trails to im-
prove visibility. The principal strike
aircraft were B-57's, F-100's, F-105's,
and AC-47 gunships. Substantial Mar-
ine, Navy, and Army air joined in the
operation. The Army provided addi-
tional O-1's for FAC missions while its
OV-1 Mohawks, which were equipped
with infrared and side-looking radar,
were used mostly at night and often
flew with Air Force C-130 flareships.

To facilitate the search for and de-
struction of targets, Tiger Hound rules
of engagement were somewhat less
stringent than elsewhere in Laos. By
the end of December, the Air Force
had logged 384 strike sorties in Tiger
Hound, 51 of them at night; the other
services flew an additional 425 sorties.
The chief targets were trucks, storage

and bivouac areas, bridges, buildings,
and enemy antiaircraft sites. A sub-
stantial number concentrated on cut-
ting roads and creating traffic choke
points. On 11 December, B-52’s struck
the Mu Gia pass area, marking their
first use in Laos.

In January 1966, the Air Force
launched another air program in Laos
called Cricket. it involved the use of O-
1 and A-1E aircraft, based at Nakhon
Phanom RTAFB near the Laotian bor-
der, to fly visual reconnaissance or to
serve as FAC’s in the northern Steel
Tiger and southern Barrel Roll sec-
tors. In the Barrel Roll area, the mis-
sion was primarily to support friendly
ground units; in Steel Tiger, it was
armed reconnaissance. Air Force air-
craft ranged outward about 300 nauti-
cal miles from Nakhon Phanom, con-
centrating on roads to the south of Mu
Gia pass—Routes 12, 23, and 911.
RLAF observers flew with some U.S.
FAC's to validate targets before allow-
ing the F-100’s, F-105’s, and AC-47's
to strike. The FAC pilots worked with
both ground air liaison officers and
road reconnaissance teams inside
Laos who helped pinpoint targets.
Although Cricket was a relatively mi-
nor operation, it proved quite effective
in destroying or.damaging enemy
trucks and supplies.

In early 1966 Tiger Hound opera-
tions gathered momentum with each
passing month. In March, for example,
tactical air strikes destroyed an esti-
mated 210 trucks and damaged about
278 more. SAC B-52's flew more than
400 sorties in the first half of the year,
conducting saturation strikes on roads
to block enemy traffic and to hit troop
encampments, supply dumps, and
truck parks. By May, Tiger Hound at-
tacks had destroyed or damaged an
estimated 3,000 structures, 1,400
trucks, scores of bridges, and more
than 200 automatic weapon and anti-
aircraft positions.

Recognizing the need for aircraft
with a long loitering capability to help
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(1) View of an AC-119 20-mm cannon (2) AC-119 gunship (3) Mini-
gun firing (4) Loading 20-mm ammunition on a gunship (5-6) 15,-
000 Ib. bomb used to create jungle landing zones (7} An AC-130
gunship at Nha Trang AB (8) Servicing a 20-mm cannon




locate and attack an enemy concealed
by jungle or weather, the Air Force
deployed eight slow, nonjet A-26's (of
World War Il vintage which were re-
equipped) to Nakhon Phanom in June
1966. Used in both a hunter and killer
role against trucks, these aircraft re-
placed the older-model AC-47 gun-
ships (which were later succeeded by
improved AC-119 and AC-130 gun-
ships). Also in June, the Air Force in-
stalled an MSQ-77 Skyspot radar at
the base. Its 200-mile range permitted
more accurate bombing day or night
and in poor weather. The enemy react-
ed to the increased tempo of air oper-
ations by deploying more AAA weap-
ons which took a steady toll of the at-
tacking aircraft.

By May 1966 they had downed 22
U.S. aircraft in the Steel Tiger/Tiger
Hound areas. With the onset of the
annual southwest monsoons in the
spring, air effectiveness again dimin-
ished as did the pace of infiltration. To
maintain their supply flow southward,
the Communists shifted to roads in
North Vietnam (route package 1)
above the DMZ.

In October 1966, when drier weather
returned, the enemy resumed large-
scale supply movements and Steel
Tiger and Tiger Hound operations in-
tensified once more. From January
through April 1967, the dry months of
the year in the Laotian panhandle,
American pilots flew 2,900 to 3,400
strike sorties per month. In February,
in undertaking one of the largest sus-
tained air assaults in Laos, they flew
500 sorties against enemy concentra-
tions opposite Kontum province in
South Vietnam, thereby aiding con-
siderably Allied operations against the
Communists in that threatened prov-
ince.

Subsequently, air operational rules
were changed following the division
of the Steel Tiger/Tiger Hound areas
into four zones. In zone one, closest to
South Vietnam, pilots had relative
freedom to strike targets of opportuni-
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ty. However, there were progressively
more stringent strike rules governing
the three zones westward. In those
areas targets could not be hit unless
authorized by Laotian officers, low-
flying U.S. FAC's, or by the office of
the American ambassador in Vienti-
ane. In bad weather, all missions had
to be under Skyspot radar control.

To maintain an umbrella of air pow-
er over the Ho Chi Minh trail, USAF
commanders tried new tactics and in-
troduced more specially-equipped
aircraft. They also inaugurated the
practice of having FAC pilots fly over
“target boxes’’ in the same geographi-
cal area on a daily basis. This enabled
them to become familiar with the ter-
rain, aided in the detection of the
enemy’s presence, and simplified the
command and control of strike air-
craft. The use of additional ground
reconnaissance teams led to the dis-
covery of numerous concealed targets
or target areas for air strikes. SAC B-
52 bombers stepped up their opera-
tions, flying 1,718 sorties in the Lao-
tian panhandle in 1967, nearly triple
the 617 sorties flown in 1966. The
Royal Laotian Air Force flew more T-
28 FAC and strike missions, although
its main effort continued to be in the
Barrel Roll area of northern Laos.

The Air Force's most effective
“truck killers” were the AC-119 and
AC-130 gunships, the B-57, a few C-
123’s equipped with special detection
devices and BLU bomblet cannisters,
and the A-26. Carrying flares and de-
tection devices, these aircraft flew
mostly at night when Communist
truck travel was heaviest. They also
could serve as FAC's, calling in “fast
movers’” such as F-4C Phantoms for
additional strikes. Other aircraft with a
FAC capability included Air Force A-
1E’s, Navy P-1's. and RLAF T-28's. In
1967 O-2’s began replacing O-1's and
in 1968 the Air Force introduced the
larger OV-10 Forward Air Control air-
craft. The nighttime detection capabil-
ity of a few tactical aircraft was en-




hanced by equipping them with the
Starlight Scope, originally developed
by the Army for its M-16 rifle. During
the last 2 months of 1967 an important
advance was made in the Allies’ ability
to detect enemy movements through
the Laotian panhandle. This was a ru-
dimentary, air-supported electronic
anti-infiltration system, which consist-
ed of “strings” of seismic and acous-
tic sensors dropped from aircraft in
designated jungle areas. These de-
vices, planted along a number of infil-
tration roads and trails, almost at once
began picking up the sounds and
movements of enemy vehicular traffic
and personnel movements. The infor-
mation was transmitted to a high-
flying EC-121 which, in turn, retrans-
mitted it to an Air Force infiltration
surveillance center at Nakhon Phan-
om. There data were collated with
other intelligence information.

The anti-infiltration detection sys-
tem had a succession of nicknames,
with Igloo White being best known and
used the longest. It was another tech-
nological innovation for locating an
enemy shielded by terrain or bad
weather. A unit organized under the
command of Air Force Brig. Gen. Wil-
liam P. McBride, named Task Force
Alpha, built and operated the infiltra-
tion surveillance center. To dispense
the sensors, the Air Force relied upona
small number of A-1E’s, CH-3 helicop-
ters, and also some F-4D’s. Navy OP-2E
aircraft also were employed to dis-
pense the sensors. In January-Febru-
ary 1968, after the Communists laid
siege to the Marine base Khe Sanh,

General Westmoreland diverted Task

Force Alpha resources to its defense.
Dropped in the vicinity of the base, the
sensors in one instance were able to
detect North Vietnamese troop move-
ments and preparations for a large-
scale ground assault against the Mar-
ine positions. Thus alerted, the threat
was thwarted and beaten back by
heavy air strikes and Marine artillery
fire.

Commando Hunt Operations

As was noted in Chapter Ill, the Tet
offensive and siege of Khe Sanh trig-
gered changes in U.S. policy in South-
east Asia. On 31 March 1968, Presi-
dent Johnson ordered an end to all
bombing of North Vietham above the
19th parallel to facilitate peace nego-
tiations, hopefully paving the way for

withdrawal of American troops from

the theater while simultaneously
strengthening Saigon’s military forces.
While U.S. air power hit hard at enemy
infiltration through the DMZ, the an-
nual southwest monsoon once again
reduced Communist traffic in the Laos
panhandle and air action against it.

In November 1968, on the basis of
an ‘“‘understanding” reached with
Hanoi, the President ended all attacks
upon North Vietham. The enemy
threat to South Vietnam, however,
remained undiminished. Abatement of
the rainy season in Laos, which coin-
cided with the end of all bombing of
the North, found infiitration down the
Ho Chi Minh trail heavier than ever. To
reduce it, the Air Force, Navy, and
Marines launched a new air campaign
nicknamed Commando Hunt. lts ma-
jor objectives were to destroy as many
supplies as possible being moved
down the trail, to tie down enemy
manpower, and to further test the
effectiveness of the sensor system.
Initial operations were confined
roughly to a 1,700 square-mile sector
of Laos contiguous to South Vietnam.
The Air Force employed an array of
FAC, strike, and reconnaissance air-
craft, B-52’s, C-130 airborne battlefield
command and contro! centers, and
AC-47 and AC-130 gunships. The gun-
ships proved especially valuable in in-
terdicting enemy truck traffic. In 1969,
AC-119 gunships—some manned by
Air Force reservists mobilized by Presi-
dent Johnson in May 1968—also fiew
missions against the trail.

Initially, about 40 percent of all sor-
ties attempted to block narrow road
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passes, 35 percent hit truck parks and 1 ,_wg. AIE

storage areas, 15 percent truck traffic,
and 10 percent enemy AAA positions.
By the end of April, after 6 months of
these operations, U.S. analysts be-
lieved that the Commando Hunt oper-
ations had destroyed or damaged
enough vehicles and supplies to force
the Communists to rely more heavily
on water routes including the Cambo-
dian port of Kompong Som (apparent-
ly with the acquiescence of Cambodi-
an officials). As the pace of the aerial
assault quickened, the number of tac-
tical sorties rose from about 4,700 in
October 1968, to 12,800 in November,
and 15,100 in December. B-52 sorties
jumped from 273 in October to more
than 600 for each of the last 2 months
of the year. During 1968 SAC bombers
logged 3,377 sorties over the Laotian
panhandle, nearly double the total for
1967. Somewhat greater operational
flexibility allowed air commanders in
early 1969 facilitated the upward sor-
tie trend. Notwithstanding their rising
materiel losses, the Communists dog-
gedly continued to send a substantial
flow of supplies through Laos into
South Vietnam.

Commando Hunt I, begun in May
1969, coincided with the beginning of
the annual southwest monsoon
and the usual reduction of enemy
movements and U.S. operations over
southern Laos. American pilots
nonetheless continued to harass or
hamper the efforts of the Communists
to repair roads and trails washed out
by floods. Within North Vietnam, the
enemy assembled more manpower,
trucks, and watercraft and stockpiled
supplies near the Laos border to pre-
pare for the next infiltration surge
through Laos after the monsoon abat-
ed. They also built a POL pipeline into
the southern Laotian panhandle and
augmented considerably their antiair-
craft defenses. This activity was facili-
tated greatly, of course, by the end of
the bombing of the North and the con-
tinued, unrestricted flow of trucks,
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(1) A Chinese built truck, captured in Laos.
1971 (2) U. S. Army helicopters supported
Lam Son 719 in early 1971. (4) Captured
Soviet PT-76 amphibious tank (5) A North
Vietnamese antiaircraft gun captured in
Laos by Saigon's troops in 1971

ENEMY TRUCKS
22 MILES NORTH OF
MU GIA PASS



guns, equipment, and supplies from
China or through Haiphong and other
seaports. Gen. George S. Brown, Sev-
enth Air Force commander (August
1968 to September 1970), observed
that the enemy had a “free ride” to the
borders of Laos and South Vietnam.
Commando Hunt lll, launched as the
dry season began in November 1969,
again witnessed more intense air op-
erations against an expanded flow of
enemy troops and supplies south-
ward. The use of many seismic and
acoustic sensors, unaffected by dark-
ness and weather, provided consider-
able data on NVA movements and re-
sulted more frequently in more timely
air strikes. The AC-119 and AC-130
gunships, and C-123’s equipped with
bomblet cannisters continued to be
the best truck killers. Of the total
number of trucks claimed destroyed
or damaged between late 1969 and
early 1970 (one estimate ranged up-
wards to 10,000 trucks), the gunships
and C-123's were credited with about
48 percent, although they flew a rela-
tively small number of total Comman-
do Hunt sorties. Some analysts be-
lieved that no more than 33 percent
of the supplies that entered the Ho
Chi Minh trail reached South Viet-
nam while the rest were destroyed,
damaged, or consumed en route.
During Commando Hunt Ill, the
tempo of air operations declined grad-
ually. Washington authorities, confi-
dent that American objectives in
Southeast Asia were being achieved,
imposed budgetary limits on the over-
all U.S. war effort which led to some
reduction in Air Force and Navy sortie
ceilings. Sortie requirements were
reduced beginning 26 February 1970
when enemy traffic in southern Laos
suddenly dropped to half of the vol-
ume observed in the preceding weeks.
Meanwhile, there were requests to use
air assets elsewhere. In February 1970,
for example, numerous tactical and B-
52 missions—the latter for the first
time—were diverted to the Barrel Roll
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(1) Reconnaissance photo of camoflaged truck
in Laos (2) Truck park on the Ho Chi Minh trail
(3) A military camp located at the Mu Gia pass,
North Vietnam (4) Enemy truck traffic heading
towards the Mu Gia pass (5) A camoflaged
enemy truck was spotted and destroyed (6) Aer-
ial interdiction operations on Ho Chi Minh trait
(7) Road interdiction near a Mu Gia pass choke
point
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sector of northern Laos to counter
stepped up Pathet Lao-North Vietnam-
ese activity there. Other diversions
occurred in April and May 1970, when
U.S. and South Vietnamese troops
invaded the *“Parrot’'s Beak” and
“Fishhook™ regions of Cambodia to
attack Communist base areas and
supply concentrations. in fact, air re-
quirements in Cambodia, South Viet-
nam, and northern Laos for the time
being took precedence over those in
southern Laos.

Lam Son 719

Late in 1970, attention again was
directed to an upsurge of Communist
movements in the Laos panhandle.
There was evidence of considerable
stockpiling around Tchepone, a sup-
ply hub on the upper end of the Ho Chi
Minh trail, not far from the DMZ. The
enemy seemed to be preparing for a
major ground offensive into South
Vietnam’s two northernmost prov-
inces, Quang Tri and Thau Thien.

As the enemy buildup grew, U.S.
and South Vietnamese authorities
decided to conduct a military thrust
across a portion of the Ho Chi Minh
trail toward Tchepone with the objec-
tive of thwarting the NVA attack and
cutting a segment of the infiltration
route. As in the earlier invasion of
Cambodia, the incursion into Laos
promised to “‘buy time”’ to insure suc-
cess of Vietnamization and the with-
drawal of U.S. and Allied troops from
South Vietnam. Because Congress
had prohibited the use of American
ground forces in Laos, only South Vi-
etnamese troops were committed to
the invasion, supported primarily by
U.S. air power. Nicknamed Lam Son
719, the operation was conducted
between January and April 1971. Air
assets earmarked earlier for Comman-
do Hunt V (October 1970 to April 1971)
were diverted to Lam Son 719.

The first phase of the joint South
Vietnamese-American  undertaking
began on 30 October when U.S.

114

ground troops in Quang Tri province
cleared an area near the Laotian bor-
der in order to establish logistical
bases at Khe Sanh and the Vandegrift
(Marine) camp. Construction of a new
assault air strip and stockpiling of fuel
and supplies followed. Air Force C-123
and C-130 transports played a major
preparatory role, flying about 1,900
sorties to airlift 12,846 personnel,
mostly South Vietnamese troops, and
19,900 tons of cargo to the jump-off
areas.

The invasion was launched on 8
February 1971. South Vietnamese
troops—drawn from a ranger, air-
borne, and ARVN infantry division and
including some mechanized elements
—fought for the first time without
accompanying U.S. advisors. Initially,
a mechanized unit rolled across the
border to establish and secure land
lines, while other ARVN troops were
airlifted by helicopter to the A Loui
area, south of Route 9 leading to
Tchepone. In support of the Vietnam-
ese, the Air Force operated a tactical
air control system from the forward
direct air support center (DASC) set
up and collocated with the U.S. XXIV
Corps forward command post at
Quang Tri. It also provided most of the
0-2 and OV-10 FAC aircraft.

English-speaking Vietnamese flew
with the Air Force FAC pilots and
aboard C-130 aerial command posts
to bridge language difficulties be-
tween Vietnamese commanders and
ground personnel. Other participating
USAF aircraft included F-100’s, F-
4C's, AC-119's, AC-130’'s, and B-
52's—all for direct support or inter-
diction purposes. Also supporting the
operation were RF-4C’s for recon-
naissance, A-1E’s for air cover res-
cue missions, and KC-135’s for air
refueling. C-130, C-123, and C-7
transports airlifted more than 30,000
tons during the invasion. U.S. Marine
and Navy aircraft provided considera-
ble tactical support and the Army
employed helicopter gunships and




hundreds of other helicopters for troop
and supply airlift. The VNAF also prov-
ided combat and airlift support.

By the end of the first day, 6,200
South Vietnamese troops were in
Laos, most of them airlifted to predeter-
mined locations. They built fire bases,
conducted patrols, and uncovered
numerous supply and ammunition
caches. The bodies of many NVA
troops were found, killed by air
strikes. By 12 February about 10,000
South Vietnamese were in Laos and
shortly after their strength peaked at
about 17,000. Enemy resistance ini-
tially was light to moderate.
Meanwhile, U.S. aircraft continued to
strike heavily at NVA positions and
their LOC’s. At night Air Force FAC's,
flareships, and gunships provided
cover for friendly troops; on 14 Feb-
ruary the B-52's launched their first
close air support strike. By the 23d,
the B-52's had flown 399 sorties,
which helped clear the path for the
advancing Vietnamese and to pre-
pare helicopter landing zones. Air
Force C-130’s joined in, unloading
15,000-pound bombs on suspected
enemy concentrations and using
them to create instant helicopter
landing areas.

On 25 February 1971, the North Viet-
namese launched a counter offensive.
They first attacked the forward sup-
port base at A Loui and expanded
their operations in the ensuing 5 days.
The size and intensity of their re-
sponse proved greater than anticipat-
ed. Some 24,000 NVA combat troops
—supported by about 11,000 support
personnel—reached the vicinity of the
forward elements of the South Viet-
namese force moving westward. The
NVA troops were equipped with about
120 tanks, considerable artillery, and a
profusion of antiaircraft automatic
weapons. The AA guns soon began
taking a heavy toll of low-flying U.S.
Army helicopters.

With the help of fixed-wing air pow-
er, the South Vietnamese briefly con-

tained the enemy assaults and, on 3
March, they resumed their westward
drive. On the 7th three battalions
reached the area around the logistic
hub of Tchepone, the principal objec-
tive, where they were joined by two
other battalions. Enemy resistance, at
first relatively light, grew stiffer be-
tween 3-10 March as NVA reinforce-
ments arrived in the Tchepone area.
Other NVA attacks of growing
strength began to hit the ARVN troops
and fire-bases stretching from South
Vietnam’'s border to Tchepone. A
number of enemy ambushes inflicted
heavy casualties on the invaders.

Faced with mounting personnel and
equipment losses, Lt. Gen. Hoang
Xuan Lam, the commander of the in-
vasion forces, decided to cut short the
operation and ordered a withdrawal.
In the hasty retreat that followed, with
many personnel being evacuated by
helicopter, the South Vietnamese
abandoned large quantities of armor,
tanks, trucks, and other military hard-
ware. Intense enemy ground fire made
helicopter missions extremely danger-
ous and scores were shot down or se-
riously damaged, leading to panic
among many ARVN troops. However,
under massive tactical and B-52 air
cover, virtually all South Viethamese
troops were extricated by 24 March. A
number of ground reconnaissance
units fought a rearguard action as
Lam Son 719 officially ended on 6
April.

The cost was high to both sides. The
North Vietnamese suffered an estimat-
ed 14,500 personnel killed, about 4,800
by air strikes, and unknown numbers
of wounded. Aircraft were credited
with destroying the greatest part of
about 20,000 tons of food and ammu-
nition and 156,000 galions of fuel.
About 1,530 trucks were destroyed
and 480 damaged and a NVA tank reg-
iment-—with about 74 tanks destroyed
and another 24 damaged—was virtual-
ly wiped out. The enemy also lost an
estimated 6,000 weapons. The South
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Vietnamese suffered 1,519 killed,
5,423 wounded, and 651 missing in ac-
tion. ARVN equipment destroyed or
captured included about 75 tanks,
many armored personnel carriers, 198
crew-served weapons, and about 3,000
individual weapons.

American air support had been
massive. More than 8,000 tactical air
sorties were flown and some 20,000
tons of ordnance dropped. The B-52’s
flew 1,358 sorties in direct support of
the South Vietnamese troops. U.S.
Army helicopters flew thousands of
sorties in airlifting troops into and out
of Laos, resupplying units, and evacu-
ating casualties. Considering the mag-
nitude of the air effort and the North
Vietnamese response to it, aircraft
losses were relatively small. The Air
Force lost six aircraft, the Navy one.
U.S. Army helicopters suffered the
heaviest attrition. At least 107 were
destroyed and upwards of 600 dam-
aged, many so badly that they would
not fly again. American casualties
totalled 176 killed, 1,042 wounded,
and 42 missing in action. One lesson
of Lam Son 719 was that neither the
invasion nor the withdrawal would
have been possible without the ex-
tensive use of air power.

Following the operation, both sides
were forced to reconstitute and re-

116




(1) U. S. fighter bombers de-
stroy enemy truck in Laos (2)
Four enemy trucks damaged
by U. S. aircraft in vicinity of
the Mu Gia pass (3) Air
Force fighter-bombers at-
tacked enemy petroleumn
drum cache on the Ho Chi
Minh trait (4) Three Soviet
PT-76 tanks damaged by Air
Force fighter bombers (5)
Enemy tanks destroyed in
Laos

equip many of their units. Having suf-
fered by far the largest number of cas-
ualties, the North Vietnamese had to
replace and retrain many personnel.
They also had to repair roads, trails,
bridges, and restock stores of food,
POL, and ammunition in the battle
area. As a consequence, Hanoi’s plans
for a new major offensive against
South Vietnam suffered a temporary
setback and bought additional time
for Washington and Saigon to ad-
vance the on-going Vietnamization
program. :

Additional Commando
Hunt Campaigns

During the annual May to October
monsoon in 1971, when Commando
Hunt operations diminished, the North
Vietnamese maintained an above
normal level of activity in southern
Laos. They added about 140 miles of
new roads to the Ho Chi Minh trail
which, by October, brought the total
to 2,170 miles—including single lanes,
multiple parallel routes, by-passes,
and spur roads. They also expanded
their air defenses. By late 1971, about
344 antiaircraft guns and thousands of
smalier automatic weapons defended
vital points along the trail. A number
of SA-2 missile sites on the North Viet-
namese border and in Laos posed a

new threat, as did rebuilt air bases in
southern North Vietnam. The latter
enabled MIG pilots to challenge or
harass Commando Hunt aircraft. As
more North Vietnamese troops ar-
rived, American officials estimated
enemy strength in Laos—south and
north—at about 96,000. In Cambodia
there were about 63,000 North Viet-
namese and in South Vietnam about
200,000.

Thus, with the onset of the dry sea-
son in late 1971, the Communist threat
again was formidable. To counter it,
the Air Force launched Commando
Hunt Vil, extending it beyond the Steel
Tiger area of southern Laos. However,
there were fewer U.S. aircraft available
for Laos because of competing re-
quirements in Cambodia, for North
Vietnam where ‘“protective reaction”
strikes were under way, and because
of U.S. budget cutbacks and the con-
sequent withdrawal of U.S. air and
ground units. To compensate for few-
er U.S. aircraft, USAF officials called
for greater participation in Comman-
do Hunt VIl by the indigenous air
forces of Laos, Cambodia, and South
Vietnam, more flexible employment of
U.S. tactical and B-52 aircraft, and the
use of the newest technological ad-
vances for interdiction.

By 1971, U.S. research and develop-
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ment activities had wrought many
changes in interdiction techniques
and ordnance. OV-10 FAC aircraft
were now able to direct laser-guided
bombs dropped by fighter aircraft
flying day or night missions, and also
were more effective in assisting air
rescue operations. The target-detec-
tion and truck-killing capability of the
B-57G and the AC-119 and AC-130
gunships had been upgraded. The AC-
130 was equipped with a variety of
target acquisition devices, including
low-light-level television, illuminators,
beacon-tracking radar, and infrared
sensors. LORAN-equipped F-4’s could
lead other aircraft not so equipped to
targets at night or in bad weather. The
Task Force Alpha infiltration center at
Nakhon Phanom assumed a more di-
rect operational role while continuing
to collect, analyze, and disseminate
sensor-gathered data on enemy move-
ments. And pilots had available more
deadly types of cluster bombs, more
accurate laser-guided bombs, and
improved aircraft guns.

Commando Hunt VIl operations in
the Stee! Tiger area of Laos were con-
ducted in three phases. Beginning
with Phase | on 1 November 1971,
strike aircraft concentrated on hitting
several entry points from North Viet-
nam into Laos, principally the Mu Gia,
Ban Karai, and Ban Raving passes and
the western end of the DMZ at the 17th
parallel. During Phase I, as the North
Vietnamese moved supplies further
southward along roads and trails in
the Laotian panhandle, strike aircraft
shifted attacks to those routes in order
to create “blocking belts’ at key trans-
portation points or areas. These were
formed first by cutting a road with las-
er-guided bombs and then seeding
the road area with air-dropped land
mines. When ground sensors detected
the enemy clearing minefields or by-
passing the belt area, aircraft were
quickly dispatched to the scene.
During Phase Il operations in early
1972, U.S. tactical and B-52 aircraft
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HIGHWAY BRIDGE, ROUTE 9
TCHEPONE AREA, LACS
16-42N 106-13¢

shifted their attacks to seven principal
exit points from Laos into South Viet-
nam and Cambodia.

Commando Hunt VIl operations
were completed at the end of March
1972. By then, since Steel Tiger opera-
tions began in the Laotian panhandle
in April 1965, U.S. tactical aircraft had
flown about 31,500 sorties, with the
Air Force flying more than half of the
this total. As previously, the B-52's
participated, flying 3,176 strikes.
About 70 percent of the tactical mis-
sions were directed against interdic-
tion points, trucks, and storage areas.
Many of the strikes triggered explo-
sions and secondary fires and analysts
estimated that the enemy lost many of
his trucks and a substantial part of
about 31,000 tons of supplies moving
through southern Laos during the 5-
month campaign. Despite intense
enemy AAA fire in some areas, the
United States lost only 13 aircraft in
the Steel Tiger sector during Com-
mando Hunt VII.

This bridge in the Tchepone
areas of Laos. destroyed in
early 1964, was rebuilt by
enemy forces and later
downed again.




USAF aircraft interdicted this
bridge in Laos in 1969.

Air Power Shifts Again

While absorbing its losses in Laos,
the Hanoi regime remained free from
air attacks north of the DMZ, except
for occasional protective reaction air
strikes, to build up its troop strength
and supplies. In April 1972, as the
northeast monsoon began to abate,
the North Vietnamese launched their
“spring offensive,” sending about 100,
000 men into northern South Viet-
nam. The United States responded
forcefully, with President Nixon order-
ing a naval blockade of the North for
the first time, renewed regular strikes
above the DMZ, and a buildup of U.S.
units to provide air support to South
Vietnamese forces. Augmented by 50
more B-52’s, American air units again
pounded the enemy. By July, the NVA
offensive had been contained but the
North Vietnamese had succeeded in
seizing large portions of South Viet-
namese territory in the northern and
western portions of the Republic of

Vietnam. As a result of Hanoi’s spring
invasion of South Vietnam, air strikes
in Laos dropped to the lowest level
since 1965. In September the tempo
increased with B-52’s concentrating
on the Steel Tiger area and tactical
aircraft hitting enemy troops in the
northern part of the country. in Octo-
ber, as the southwest monsoon de-
clined, the North Vietnamese for the
first time in several years did not step
up drastically their infiltration activity
in southern Laos. The Air Force, in
turn, did not launch another Comman-
do Hunt campaign. It continued, how-
ever, to fly air strikes against seg-
ments of the Ho Chi Minh trail, em-
ploying for the first time the A-7D Cor-
sair Il for close air support of friendly
Lao units and the swept-wing F-111 for
armed reconnaissance. Both aircraft
possessed sophisticated radar equip-
ment for poor weather operations.

These air missions continued at a
low but steady pace until 18 December
1972, when Linebacker Il operations
were launched against the North Viet-
namese capital area, including the
port of Haiphong. The 11-day Line-
backer Il campaign was followed on
23 January 1973 by the signing of an
accord, effective on the 28th, Saigon
time, between the United States and
North Vietnam providing for the re-
lease of all American and allied pris-
oners of war in exchange for a U.S.
withdrawal of all combat forces from
South Vietnam. However, tactical and
B-52 sorties continued to be flown in
the Laotian panhandle until 21 Febru-
ary 1973, when the rival Laotian fac-
tions reached a ceasefire agreement.
The bombing, halted the next day, was
renewed on 23 February at the request
of the Vientiane government because
of ceasefire violations. The B-52’s re-
turned to action in April, again in
connection with a breakdown in the
ceasefire. With the completion of
these strikes against targets on the
Plain of Jars, all American air opera-
tions in Laos ceased.
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Chapter VI

Airman 1st Class Harold P.
Johnson stands by as Capt.
R. P. Roseclans, Jr., taxis his
A-1E at Udorn AB, Thailand,
1968

Air Operations Over
Northern Laos

After nearly 9 years of operations
over northern Laos, the Air Force on
17 April 1973 flew its last combat sor-
tie in support of the Royal Laotian
Government (RLG). Unlike the Steel
Tiger interdiction strikes against
North Vietnamese traffic on the Ho
Chi Minh trail in the Laotian panhan-
dle discussed above, the northern
operations known as Barrei Roll pri-
marily supported friendly government
ground forces—the Royal Laotian
Army and Neutralist troops but espe-
cially the army of Maj. Gen. Vang Pao,
consisting of about 5,000 ClIA-trained
Meo tribesmen, a mountain people liv-
ing within Laos. Operating mostly as
irregulars, the Meos did much of the
fighting, helping to defend an area
which included the capital at Vienti-
ane and the politically important Plain
of Jars. Northeast of the plain was
Sam Neua province, the Pathet Lao
capital of the same name, and major
east-west roads leading to and from
North Vietnam.

Air Force operations over northern
Laos had origins in the failure of the
Geneva Accords of 23 July 1962.
Signed by the United States, the Sovi-
et Union, the two Vietnams, and eight
other countries, the agreement recog-
nized Laos as a neutral, independent
country to be ruled by a tripartite gov-
ernment divided among Rightists,
Neutralists, and the Pathet Lao.
Foreign military personnel—other
than accredited military attaches—
were prohibited from being stationed
in Laos. Thus, the 750-man U.S. Mili-
tary Assistance Advisory Group—
which had been in Laos for about 2
years before the accords were

signed—had to leave, its departure
being monitored by the International
Control Commission. But on the other
side, North Vietnamese forces lin-
gered on in Pathet Lao territory and
prevented the ICC from inspections by
obstructive tactics which were abetted
by the Communist member of the
Commission.

When efforts by Prime Minister Sou-
vanna Phouma to form a tripartite
coalition government proved unsuc-
cessful, he requested American eco-
nomic and military aid, including sup-
plies, spare parts, and aircraft for the
Royal Laotian Air Force. T-28 fighter-
bombers were subsequently delivered
to the RLAF, replacing worn-out T-6’s.
To manage the increased materiel
flow, the United States maintained in
its embassy in Laos a small contin-
gent of civilians (most of them re-
tired military men). In the spring of
1964, after Pathet Lao and NVA
forces launched attacks against Neu-
tralist forces on the Plain of Jars,
government troops evacuated the
area. This prompted the Neutralist
general, Kong Le, to warn RLG offi-
cials that without immediate air sup-
port all would be lost to the Com-
munists.

Thereafter, with Washington’s ap-
proval, Leonard Unger, the U.S. am-
bassador in Vientiane, released the
fuzes for the bombs previously deliv-
ered and allowed the Laotian Air
Force to attack with live ordnance. He
also proposed, and Souvanna Phouma
approved, low-level reconnaissance
aircraft in early June 1964. Soufanna
authorized the use of tactical fighters
to accompany the unarmed jets after
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one of the reconnaissance aircraft
was lost on 6 June. Following the sec-
ond loss of a Yankee Team aircraft,
President Johnson ordered a retaliato-
ry strike by eight F-100’s on 9 June
against a Communist AAA installation
at Xieng Khouang on the Plain of Jars.

Three months earlier, in response to
Souvanna Phouma’s request for help
to the RLAF—the Air Force deployed
Detachment 6, 1st Air Commando
Wing, to Udorn, Thailand. Two of its
major jobs were to establish a T-28
flight checkout system for Laotian pi-
lots and to assist with aircraft mainte-
nance. Forty-one airmen, along with
four aircraft, opened for business at
Udorn in April 1964. Subsequently, as
support of friendly ground operations
increased, Air Force personnel were
assigned to work as ground control-
lers or forward air guides in Laos,
since few Laotians could speak Eng-
lish and none were familiar with pro-
cedures for directing air strikes
against enemy positions. In early 1965,
Detachment 6 began training English-
speaking Lao and Meo personnel to
direct air strikes from the ground. As
these personnel became proficient,
USAF airmen withdrew from this role.

When Barrel Roll operations got
under way in December 1964, the U.S.
ambassador in Vientiane as head of
the “country team’—that is, all Ameri-
cans officially assigned to the embas-
sy—assumed responsibility for the
direction, coordination, and supervi-
sion of U.S. military activities—almost
entirely air—in support of the govern-
ment. The Air Force attache and a
small contingent of military and CIA
personnel assisted him.

Although Unger and his succes-
sors—Ambassadors William H. Sulli-
van and G. McMurtrie Godley—did not
concern themselves with details of
operations (the number or types of
planes employed), they validated all
targets and none could be bombed
without their permission. Strikes were
limited to specific areas and conduct-
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ed under strict rules of engagement.

As the tempo of operations in-
creased, the Air Force in November
1965 established Headquarters 2d Air
Division/Thirteenth Air Force at
Udorn, some 45 miles from Vientiane
to serve as a focal point for Laotian air
support requests. The commander, a
major general, as the senior Air Force
representative in Thailand, had multi-
ple responsibilities: he reported to the
American ambassadors in Thailand
and Laos on military matters in their
respective areas; to the Commander,
Thirteenth Air Force for administrative
and logistic matters involving USAF
units in Thailand; and to the Com-
mander, Second Air Division in Saigon
for the combat operations of those
units. Thus, the Second Air Division
actually issued the directives (the daily
“frag” orders) for Barrel Roll missions
in the Laotian panhandle. The Udorn
headquarters in April 1966 was redes-
ignated as 7th/13th Air Force fol-
lowing establishment of Seventh Air
Force at Tan Son Nhut AB, South
Vietnam.

The Effects of Weather

As elsewhere in Southeast Asia, the
seasonal weather was a major factor
in the ground struggle between gov-
ernment forces and the Pathet Lao-
NVA in northern Laos. Enemy troops
normally became active during the dry
season between October and April. In
the 6 months of the wet season that
followed, the weaker government
forces became active. Thus, with the
onset of the dry season in the fall of
1965, enemy troops launched their
largest offensive up to that time in an
attempt to eliminate all government
outposts on the Plain of Jars and es-
tablish secure lines of communica-
tion. The expanded fighting brought a
sizable increase in the embassy work-
load and led the Secretary of De-
fense to increase the attaché staff to
117 military and 5 civilian person-
nel—42 of them from the Air Force.




The number of Air Force personnel
continued to increase during the
next several years until it totaled 125
in 1969. They helped establish Air
Operations Centers within the five
military regions of Laos, which were
jointly manned by Laotian and USAF
airmen to manage air support re-
quests. In addition, the Air Force as-
signed forward air controllers to
Royal Laotian Army units and Vang
Pao’s Meo forces as a means of over-
coming the language barrier between
them and the strike aircraft crews.
Operating under the designation of
Raven, these FAC's flew O-1's, U-
17’s, and T-28's on 6-month tours of
duty. And, as necessary, the Air
Force deployed a C-47 airborne bat-
tlefield command and control center
to the area.

Despite the American air assistance,
enemy forces overran a number of
government posts in Sam Neua prov-
ince in early 1966, including the key
airfield at Na Khang—known as Lima
Site 36 (LS-36)—which fell on 17 Feb-
ruary. On 20 March a two-battalion
enemy force seized a Neutralist strong-
hold and induced defection of its
troops. To ease the pressure on friend-
ly forces, USAF pilots flew 32 strike sor-
ties daily, some with aircraft diverted
from North Vietham and the Ho Chi
Minh trail.

The air strikes gradually took a
heavy toll of enemy resources, de-
stroying large quantities of supplies
patiently built up over the previous
year and slowing down his offensive.
This success enabled Vang Pao’s ir-
regulars to take the offensive with the
start of the wet season and recover a
number of government posts, includ-
ing Lima Site 36. By August 1966, the
irregulars had reached Nam Bac, only
45 miles from the North Vietnamese
border and a major point on the his-
toric invasion corridor from the north.
In effect, the Communist Pathet Lao
dry season offensive of 1965-1966 had
been afailure.

North Vietnam reacted to this turn
of events by dispatching 14,000 first-
line troops to northern Laos, bringing
the total Communist strength to about
50,000 men for the start of the next dry
season offensive. As the weather im-
proved during the fall of 1966, enemy
forces moved against government-
controlled Lima Sites in northern
Laos. By early January 1967 they had
advanced to Na Khan where the Meo,
supported by Thai T-28 pilots (trained
by USAF instructors), drove them back.
When the enemy tried to overrun LS-
52, located some 20 miles from the
Pathet Lao capital at Sam Neua, allied
air power again saved the day.
Frustrated by these setbacks, the
Communists on 2 February mortared
the Luang Prabang airfield, destroying
eight aircraft and badly damaging
three others as well as the air opera-
tions center. The attack was unprece-
dented, since both sides had always
considered the royal capital immune.

The airfield attack had major impact
on the opposing forces. The govern-
ment troops became demoralized
while the enemy appeared to gain a
new momentum. On 4 April, he again
struck at LS-52, attacking from three
sides. Adverse weather deprived the
government troops of their air support
and they quickly fled, only to fall into
an ambush, and were severely mauled
by the North Viethamese. For the next
2 months, operations were at a low
level. Then, on 16 July, the enemy
again struck the airfield at Luang Pra-
bang, destroying 10 or 11 T-28’s along
with a major portion of the govern-
ment's ammunition supply. The raid
left the RLAF with only 38 T-28's.
Pending delivery of additional aircraft,
Seventh Air Force in July diverted sor-
ties from Rolling Thunder to take up
the slack.

After slowly rebuilding his forces,
Vang Pao on 2 August 1967 attacked
and captured Muong Ngan, depriving
the enemy of the year’s rice harvest in
that area. Both sides then built up
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(1) Munitions storage area at Vie-
tiane, Laos, 1970 (2) 20,000 Laotian
refugees were evacuated from Sara-
vane in 2 1/2 days by three American
C-46 transports (3) A C-7A Caribou
delivered supplies to remote Laotian
bases (4) An Air Force F-111 takes off
from a base in Thailand on a bomb-
ing mission against enemy targets in
North Vietnam (5-6) Damage caused
by an enemy rocket attack which
destroyed six aircraft and damaged
three others at the Vientiane airport
on 2 February 1967. (7) Royal Laotian
forces captured this Soviet PT-76
tank on the Plain of Jars




their forces in the Nam Bac valley in
anticipation of the dry season offen-
sive. The government tried to move
first, but weather and inadequate lo-
gistic support produced costly delays.
Then, in early September, the T-28's
inadvertently bombed their own
troops, who promptly fled.
Subsequent air strikes were poorly
coordinated and controlled and by
mid-October the situation at Nam
Bac was critical. A relief operation
proved far too complicated to suc-
ceed, although Vang Pao’s guerrilla
force gradually fought its way way
toward Nam Bac. Finally, during the
night of 14-15 January—with Vang
Pao’'s force only 12 kilometers
away—the Royal Laotian garrison
abandoned the town and fled into
the jungle. Of the 4,000-man garri-
son, only 1,400 were eventually ac-
counted for. They left behind seven
105-mm howitzers, thirty-six 60-mm
mortars, forty-two 57-mm recoilless
rifles, and more than 1 million
pounds of ammunition.

The Loss of Lima Site 85

Following this success, the enemy
turned his attention to Lima Site 85,
isolated on a 5,200-foot mountain 25
miles west of Sam Neua and 160 miles
west of Hanoi, deep within Pathet Lao
territory. Accessible from only one
side of the mountain, LS-85 was near a
700-foot dirt landing strip which had
been scratched out in a narrow valley
several hundred feet below. In 1966
the Air Force installed a tactical air
navigaticn system there, primarily for
the direction of aircraft headed for
North Vietnam and northern Laos.
Late in 1967 the Air Force replaced the
original facility with an ali-weather
navigation system, operated and
maintained by 19 USAF personnel!.

The increased activity on the moun-
tain’s heights aroused North Vietnam-
ese suspicions and, on 12 January
1968—in one of the bizarre air actions
of the war—Soviet-manufactured, sin-
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gle engine NVAF Colt aircraft (AN-2's)
attacked the site, the crews firing
machineguns out the windows. At this
point an American helicopter with
security forces aboard returned fire
and shot down one Colt. A second
NVAF plane crashed while attacking
the site, and a third Colt was chased
toward North Vietnam by the U.S. heli-
copter. The third aircraft was forced to
crash land some 18 miles north of the
site in Laos. Whereupon, the North
Vietnamese sent units to seize LS-85.
By 10 March they had captured the
landing strip and then advanced up a
supposedly invulnerable side to the
top of the mountain, where they de-
feated in hand-to-hand combat some
100 Meo guarding the site. Once
there, they methodically destroyed the
radar equipment. Of the 19 Air Force
personnel operating the equipment,
12 managed to escape and were res-
cued by helicopters, 4 bodies were
seen in the ruins of the facility, and 3
remained unaccounted for.

Following the loss of Lima Site 85,
the enemy launched a drive against
Vang Pao’s troops. Friendly outposts
fell one by one while most Air Force
and RLAF planes remained grounded
by weather. By early May the Com-
munists had massed five battalions at
Na Khang, which was defended by
some 1,500 men. At this point the
weather improved, enabling Allied
airmen to fly several hundred sorties
which blunted the enemy thrust. In
June Vang Pao went over to the offen-
sive and drove the enemy back to-
wards Sam Neua. Before the summer
was over, his forces and other friend-
ly troops—supported by some 700 Air
Force sorties—had recaptured most
of the posts and territory previously
lost to the enemy.

At the beginning of the 1968 dry
season, when the enemy normally
launched his offensive, Vang Pao de-
cided to seize the initiative by heading
straight for Lima Site 85. In December,
as his troops reached the mountain



site, they received heavy mortar fire
from the enemy. Whereupon, Air
Force FAC’s directed numerous
strikes against the Communist posi-
tions. Seventh Air Force allocated 250
sorties for the operation, 50 being
flown daily for 5 days. After the enemy
guns fell silent, the Meo recaptured
the airstrip. It proved a transitory suc-
cess; on Christmas Day three fresh
Communist battalions from Sam Neua
counterattacked and drove the Meo
from the area. Lima Site 85 remained
in enemy hands.

NVA troops also moved to regain
control of Route 7 and the Plain of
Jars. By late February they were
threatening Lima Site 36, the scene of
repeated fighting and the location of
the only tactical air control system in
northeast Laos. An all-out air effort
was launched to save the site.
However, so many aircraft were divert-
ed to the scene that the FAC’s found it
necessary to return some to their orig-
inal targets because they could not
properly handle them. Unfortunately,
the enemy troops had dispersed in
small groups and the FAC’s—assum-
ing they were hidden in the jungle—
directed most of the ordnance there.
An AC-47 gunship also went to the
support of the badly battered govern-
ment troops. On 1 March, however,
after all their officers had been killed,
the Laotian troops abandoned LS-36
and withdrew under cover of USAF
aircraft.

Following their capture of the site,
the Communists turned their attention
to Vang Pao’s headquarters at Long
Tieng (Lima Site 20A). As a counter-
move, Vang Pao proposed a three-
pronged preemptive attack with air
cover to seize the main towns on the
Plain of Jars (including the provincial
capital of Xieng Khouang), interdict
Route 7 east and west of Ban Ban, and
capture Tha Thom south of the plain.
However, his American advisors urged
a less ambitious offensive, which he

accepted and which began on 23
March 1969. It involved a two-pronged
attack with air support along the
plain’s western rim with separate ad-
vances to the enemy’s rear. In advance
of the attack, on 17 March Seventh Air
Force and RLAF units launched the
first of a series of attacks against
enemy targets. During the first 4 days,
261 Air Force and 43 RLAF sorties
struck more than 600 enemy struc-
tures, including bunkers and trench-
es. Of 345 targets in the Xieng
Khouang area, 192 were knocked out.

By the time these air operations
ended on 7 April, the Allied air forces
had flown 730 sorties. They were
credited with causing hundreds of
secondary explosions and fires but,
more importantly, they enabled Vang
Pao’s troops to walk virtually unop-
posed into Xieng Khouang in late
April, a feat thought impossible at
the start of the campaign. There they
found large caches of supplies, in-
cluding trucks, jeeps, 37-mm guns,
and armored personnel carriers.

Following the capture of Xieng
Khouang, the Meo leader launched
diversionary attacks on Routes 61 and
7 to force the enemy to withdraw from
Routes 4 and 5 south and east of
Muong Soui, the old Neutralist head-
quarters and gateway from the Plain
of Jars to the major north-south road
between the two Laotian capital cities
of Vientiane and Luang Prabang. The
Air Attaché in Vientiane requested an
augmentation of 50 sorties a day for 5
days in addition to the 70 regular Bar-
rel Roll sorties to support the opera-
tion. Unfortunately, bad weather inter-
fered with bombing some 150 targets,
and Vang Pao’s troops met stiff resist-
ance from enemy units sent from Sam
Neua.

At the same time, NVA troops
opened their offensive against Muong
Soui. About 4,000 Neutralist troops
backed by a 300-man Thai artillery
unit, defended the town. Both sides
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(1) This Soviet-made North Vietnamese Colt aircraft was
downed on 12 January 1968 by an American helicopter crew
which returned the enemy's fire near-LS-85. (2) Meo children,
10 to 12 years old, served as infantry troops in combat against
Communist forces (3) Jars and enemy caves on the Plains of
Jars (4) Captured enemy POL storage drums on the Plains of
Jars (5) An American transport on a resupply mission in Laos
© N.G.S. (6) In October 1961 key Laotian figures met at the
Bridge of Peace Truce Talks to come to political agreements.
The arrows identify (I. to r.) Gen Phoumi Nosavan, Prince
Buon Oum, and Prince Souvanna Phouma. (7) Maj. Gen. Kong
Le (1), commander of the Lao Neutralist forces in Laos, meets
at the Pentagon with John T. McNaughton, Assistant Secre-
tary of Defense (International Security Affairs), October 1965
(8) An O-1 FAC aircraft at Vientiane, Laos, April 1970




realized that its capture would be a
serious blow to Souvanna Phouma's
government. Although the Neutralist
force outnumbered the NVA troops by
three to one, the latter had been or-
dered to take Muong Soui at all costs.
At first light on 24 June 1969, as the
NVA launched a tank-led attack, Rav-
en FAC's directed air strikes which
destroyed three and damaged a fourth
tank. But the NVA pressed on and cap-
tured three 155-mm and five 105-mm
guns, plus portions of the nearby dirt
strip (Lima Site 108). The fighting then
died down and remained sporadic for
3 days. By this time the Neutralist
troops—traditionally poor fighters to
begin with—were in complete disarray
and an evacuation was ordered.
Sixteen American helicopters covered
by support aircraft managed to extract
the Thais and Neutralists, including
200 families of the latter. Air strikes
destroyed stores and equipment left
behind, including nineteen 105-mm
guns, 84 trucks and 1 helicopter pre-
viously shot down.

The loss of Muong Soui was a heavy
blow to the Royal Government.
Despite the general gloom, Vang Pao
decided to go over to the offensive in
an effort to retake the town. On 1 July
1969 the Air Force flew 50 strikes
against Communist forces in Muong
Soui, destroying 30 bunkers and pro-
ducing 18 secondary explosions.
Helped by their “flying artillery,” the
Meo met little resistance until they
neared the town, when Vang Pao’s
plans went awry. Some 1,000 Neutral-
ist troops committed to the operation
did not move as planned and adverse
weather hampered vitally needed air
operations. On 8 July only six sorties
could be flown; on the 12th, there
were none. Without air support, the
government advance slowed to a vir-
tual standstill. On 12 July the enemy
faunched a counteroffensive which
overran the government forces, inflict-
ing heavy casualties and ending the
operation.
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A Major Government Victory

Vang Pao next proposed an opera-
tion which one embassy official called
the “first major victory in the history of
the Royal Government.” His plan called
for RLG troops to reestablish the gov-
ernment’s presence on the southern
fringes of the Plain of Jars, while his
Meo guerrillas—operating from several
Lima Sites (LS-2, LS-6, LS-32, and LS-
201) in enemy-held territory—disrupt-
ed supply lines to the rear, particularly
on Route 7. Poor weather again re-
stricted air support. Thus, althou