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1. (C) References:' 

a. Dien Bien Phu Briefing presented on 11 Feb 68. 

b. DF. MACJ03I to CofS, Subject: Dien Bien Phu Briefing, dtd 17 Feb 68. 

2. (C) P\1rpose: To evaluate the Khe Sanh situation in light of previous sieges. 

3. (C) Background: 

a. The posture of our forces at Khe Sanh bears a marked similarity to many inves:tnlentB of fortresses and entrenched cam.ps throughout hbtory. A brief summary of a few is attached. (Inel 1) 

b •. .Although weapon ayatems, fortifications, and siege craft have changed thr .. - ~h the years, 'there appears to be certain chara:cteristics or principles whi~ I' . app .. _r constant or recurrent. A singular characteristic cox:mnon to invested fortresses is that very few have survived the siege. Their inability to withstand a siege is attributable to several factors: 

(1) The besieged force fixes itself and forfeits the- initiative. This leayes the enemy freedOlJ1 of action to concentrate hiil forces and reduce the fortress in the manner and at the tiIne of his choosing. .Although in some cases the invested force has attempted to regain the initiative by sallying forth and striking the enetny, these attempts have generally been unsuccessful for several reasons. They are invariably lacking in COJD,bat strength compared with the investing force. It is difficult to gain surprise. They must always attack against enemy strength itt the prepared encircling positions. And, lastly, the relative security oHered by the defensive position militates against an oHensive spirit. (Mantua. 1896-97; Genoa 1800; Dien Bien Phu 1954.) 

(2) Supply problems generally de~lop. 

(3) During sieges of any length the defenders become demoralized by the lack of initiative, waiting, bombardment, and supply shortages. Unless plausible relief is oHered, a feeling of futility soon sets in. . 
~ . ~~. 

\ . ,c. In those cases where invested force has survived, success has generally been \...uibutable to one of the folloWing reasons: DECLASSIFIED f 
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MACJ031 3 March 1968 SUBJECT: Analysis of the Khe Sanh Situation in Light of Previous Sieges (C) 

(1) The investing force has been withdrawn because of inability to continue the siege from a logistic point of view, or more pressing needs for the force elsewhere. (Napoleon at Acre 1799.) 

(2) A relieving force has attacked and defeated the investing force. These successes have uniformly been the result of the relieving force maintaining freedom of znaneuver and employing offensive action to attack the besieging force. (Siege of Prague 1757; Tobruk 1941; Leningrad 1944; Bastogne 1944-45.) In cases where the relieving force has attempted to reinforce the beleaguered force, the siege has generally been successful and the relieving force has only served to swell the ult:i.znate losses. (Mantua 1796; Dien Bien Phu 1954; Metz 1870; Sedan 1870.) 

(3) The beleaguered force has broken out or been extracted. 
(Sevastopol 1855; Na Sam 1953; Lai Chau 1953.) 

4. (S) Current Situation. It appears that Khe Sanh is following the pattern of pri
, .ous sieges. The force is on the defensive in a fortified camp surrounded by a strong enemy. The relative strength of the investing forces precludes decisive offensive action by the Khe Sanh force. The enemy holds the initiative and is applying his timetable and techniques to conduct of the siege. In one important respect, however, Khe Sanh is different from previous investments. It is supported by independent znassive firepower from outside the camp. Although we are strong in firepower, the enem.y is seeking ways of offsetting our fire­power through the use of bunkers, tunnels, dispersion, concealment, and hugging tactics. 

5. (S) Discussion: 

a. Several options lay open to us: 

(1) Continue to znaintain the position supported by al~ available fire-
power. 

(2) Reinforce the position and initiate offensive operations. 

(3) Initiate offensive with a relieving force aimed at attacking the enemy's forces deployed at Khe Sanh. 

I 
, (4) Withdraw. 
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MACJ031 3 March 1968 
SUBJECT: Analysia of the Khe 5aDh Situation in Light of Previous Sieges (C) 

b. Success in our current course of action lies only in deterring the 
eneDlY froDl his purpose. by using our firepower to make success too expensive 
for bitn in Dlen and logistics. His passive measures have thus far been effective 
in reducing our ability to locate targets through aerial reconnaissance and in 
limiting the effectiveness of our firepower. Although our firepower can still 
make his assault on Khe Sanh very costly, he is apparently willing to pay the 
price. In his calculations of the troop, weapons and supply strength required to 
take Khe Sanh, he has undoubtedly taken into account and made allowances for 
the attrition he will lIlIfier iD the process; Since he is apparently intent upon 
pressiDgthe siege regardless of cost, the only question is whether he will exhaust 
his resources before overrunning the position. This course of action also has the 
obvious disadvantage of reliDquisbing the initiative to the enenlY. He chooses the 
Dlethod, location, and timing of his attack. 

c. To reinforce the position would merely raise the ante regardiDg how 
much iD the way of resources he must apply. The question would reInaiD, will 
he. ~Uaust his resources before he can succeed. As iD the past, attacks mounted 
fr( .• the base would hit bitn where he is best prepared. Surprise would be 
difficult to obtain. And, fiDally, such operations do not hold nluchpromise of 
decisive action. , 

d. Although our air and artillery attacks iD the Khe Sanh complex may 
constitute an attack on the enemy byoutaide forces, as noted above, tlIe ultimate 
effectiveness of this firepower is bleInished by the enemy's meticulous cover 
and conceahnent, hi. hugging tactics, and ouriDability to precisely locate targets 
at any distance from the fire support base. A ground attack Dlounted agaiDst the 
eneDlY with forces frODl outside the Khe Sanh base would have several advantages. 
It would deprive hitn of the initiative, disrupt his operations, and relieve pressure 
on the Khe Sanh position. The enemy would be compelled either to withdraw or to 
stand and fight. In the fonner ease, we would probably at the minimum succeed 
in destroying a quantity of his supplies stocked iD the area as well as lifting the 
siege. In the latter case, we would be able to fix the enemy forces, bring. our 
firepower to bear more effectively, and fight on grounds of our Choosing. In 
either case, he would have to abandon or suspend the siege .. Even limited 
objective spoiliDg attacks would disrupt his plans, cause a suspension or delay 
of the siege, and cause him damage. 

e. There are, however, certain dangers, or limitations inherent iD under­
talf~ ~ independent ground operations. If the relieving force is not suff~ciently 
str\;"':g, it is subject to beiDg defeated in detail. We might end up with two invested 
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3 March 1968 SUBJECT: Analysis of the Khe Sanh Situation in Light of Previous Sieges (C) 

forces. A major force operating the rugged, roadless terrain may not be logistic­ally supportable at this time. However, a limited objective airmobile spoiling attack or reconnaissance in force can undoubtedly be supported. Such an operation would at least enhance target location; and, depending on enemy reaction, may be able to do substantial dcunage to the enemy. Such an operation has the advantage of being capable of being extracted should the enemy turn on it in strength. 
f. Withdrawal is strategically, politically or psychologically unaccept-, able. 

6. (S) Conclusions: 

-' a. If a purely defensive course of action is pursued at Khe Sanh, the enemy may succeed in concentrating sufficient combat power to overwhelm our base in spite of our firepower, as has been the case in most sieges in the past. 
b. Offensive action by forces from outside the Khe Sanh position offers pr« se of disrupting the enemy's operations and bringing our firepower to bear mo~e effectively. 

7. (S) R.ecommendation. That urgent consideration be given to employing an outside force in offensive action against the enemy's forces devoted to the­siege. 

lIncl 
as 

, / Ji);JiJ\/7 (i. W. AR.~/JpJ I 
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A SUMMARY OF SIEGES 

1. General: 

a. During the medieval period fortresses had a fair record of 

withstanding sieges. They held out more often than not. Their success 

was attributable to several factors. Since explosives had not been 

developed, siege craft con.aisting of battering type devices, catapults, 

fire, and scal.iDg equipment, had limited effectiveness against a we11-

constructed fort. Starvation, for the most part, was the pr:!mary tool. 

However, .!nce field logistics systems had not been developed, the well 

stocked fortress could generally outlast the investing force. In cases 

where the balance was reversed, the fort had to rely on an ally to take 

to the field and defeat the besieger, thus raising the siege. Where out-

side help was not forthcoming the fortreBB fell. 

b. With the advent of gunpowder, the time required to breach a 

fortress was reduced to within the limits of endurance of the investing 

. force. This period of decline of the fortress was heralded by the fall of 

the impregnable fortreBB of Constantinople in 1453. 

c. Elaborate fortresses were designed and constructed during 

the Seventeenth Century. The Yauban system of fortification with its inter-

locking fields of fire, mutually supporting lunettes and readouts, all 

protected by moats, was the ultimate in this period. These grand fortresses, 
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however, were far from impregnable. They merely increased the am.ount 

( 

of force, efiort, and time that would be required to reduce them. Vauban 
also developed the formalized siege system of parallels, saps, and mines 
to reduce them. (Gap used this system virtually unmodified at Dien Bien 
Phu. He appears to be using it again at Khe Sanh.) So well was it recog-
nized that a fort could not withstand a siege that formalized rules for sur-
render were observed by all commanders. Initially the attacking force 
was required to develop their saps and three parallels and blow a major 
breach in the wall. When the defender had repelled two assaults he 
could surrender. By the Eighteenth Century, as an economy measure, 
the rules had been relaxed to a minor breach of the wall and the repelling 
one assault. 

d. At the end of the Eighteenth Centllry the system had been 
revised. FortiS were held tenaciously, although almost uniformly unsuc-
cessfully. During the Nineteenth Centllry with the improvements in 
weaponry, the Vauban fortifications gave away to the developments of 

. the fortress consisting of a number of mutually supporting forts. These 
were, however, no more successful than their predecessors in with-
standing an investment. ,They did require the enemy to concentrate sub­
stantial combat power to reduce them and bought time for a nation to 
mobilize its army and take to the field. 
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Z. The following is a llit of aome of the more notable sieges. The 
notation "UWluccetlsful" indicates that the fort fell. 

Defender Attacker Results 

Constantinople 1453 Byzantines Turks Unsuccessful 

Belgrade 

Belgrade 

Rhodes 

Vienna 

Vienna 

Prague 

Yorktown 

Mantua 

1456 Serbia Turks 
(Relieving force attacked Turks and 
raised the siege.) 

15Z1 Serbia . Turks 

1480-81 Knights of St. John Turks 
(Turkish ruler, Mohammad, 
died and the siege was lifted! ) 

15Z1 Knights of St. John Turks 

15Z9 Austrians Turks 
(Bad weather. The Turks were unable 
to bring up siege artillery or maintain 
themselves logistically.) 

1683 Austrians Turks 
(A united German and. Polish relief anny 
defeated the"Jiirks and raised the siege.) 

1757 Austrians Pmssians 
(A relief force from Vienna under Count 
Von Daun attacked Frederick the Great's 
invetlting forces, fought him to a draw, 
and caused him to raise the siege before 
the city starved. ) 

1781 British US 8r French 

1796-97 Austrians French 

Succellllful 

Unsuccessful 

Successful 

Successful 

Successful 

Unsuccessful 

Unsuccessful 
(Four attempts were made to relieve the 
fortres.. All were defeated by the investing 
French forces under Napoleon. One relieving 
force joined.the Mantua garrison but ultimately 
only contributed to the logistic problem. 
Several attacks were mounted by the invested 
force but all were contained and defeated. ) 
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Acre 

Genoa 

Danzig 

( 

Konigsberg 

Saragossa 

Riga 

Sevastopol 

Fort Donaldson 

\ -'icksburg 
" oJ 

Year Defender Attacker 

1799 Turks French 
(A relieving force from Damascus 
caused the siege to be suspended and 
weakened the French force, although 

. it itself was ultimately defeated. The 
French under Napoleon had to abandon 
the siege because' the operation could 
not be supported logistically. ) 

1800 French Austrians 
(The French force under Massena 
attempted to break out and attack the 
investing force but was defeated. ) 

1807 Prussians French 
(Prussians reinforced the city by sea 
and attempted to attack the investing 
force. They were defeated and 
surrendered the well stocked bastian. ) 

1807 Prussians French 
(Pruasian force broke out and escaped. ) 

1809 Spanish French 

1812 Russians Prussians 
(.Prussians under French control lifted 
siege and withdrew when main French 
force was defeated elsewhere.) 

1757 Russians French-British 
(Russians reinforced garrison and 
attempted to defeat investors. They 
finally broke out and escaped.) 

1862 Confederate Union 
(Gen Forrester broke out and escaped 
with a cavalry element the night before 
the fort fell. ) 

1863 Confederate Union 

4 

Results 

Successful 

Unsuccessful 

Unsuccessful 

Un'succe ssful 

Unsuccessful 

Successful 

Unsucce ssful 

Unsuccessful 

Unsuccessful 
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Chattanooga 

Knoxville 

Metz 

Sedan 

Paris. 
( 

Liege 

AntwerP 

Na:rnur 

Maubeuge 

Przemysl 

Warsaw 

Ft Eben Emael 

Corregidor 

Leningrad 

~, 

Year Defender Attacker 

1863 Union Confederate (Relieving force cleared a secure LOC. ) 

1863 Union Confederate (Confederate forces were without a siege train. The threat of a two corps relief force enroute coupled with the confeder­ate defeat at Chattanooga caused the 
sie ge to be lifted. ) 

1870 French Prussians (French Army withdrew into fortress and were lost. ) 

1870 French Prussians (Same as above.) 

1870-71 French Prussians 

1914 Belgians Germans 

1914 Belgians Germans 

1914 Belgians Germans 

1914 French Germans 

1914-15 Austrians ·Russians 

1939 Poles Germans 

1940 Belgians Germans 

1941-42 . US Japanese 

1942-44- Russians . Germans 
(A marginal LOC was driven into city. Investing forces later were defeated in the field by relieving forces. ) 
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Results 

Successful 

Successful 

Unsuccessful· 

Unsuccessful' 

Unsuccessful 

Un·succe ssiul 

Unsuccessful 

Unsuccessful 

Unsuccessful 

Unsuccessful 

Unsuccessful 

Unsuccessful 

Unsucce ss£ul 

Successful 
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Fort Year Defender Attacker Results 

Sevastopol 194Z ·Russians Germans Unsuccessful 
(Reinforcements were bottled up in t 

the fort.) 

Stalingrad 194Z-43 Germans Russians Unsucces sful 

Bastogne 1944-45 US Germans Successful 
(Strong relief forces under General 
Patto)l. attacked and defeated invest-
ing force.) 

NaSam 195Z-53 French Vietminh Unsuccessful 
(French force was covertly extracted 
by air.) 

Lai ehau 1953 French Vietminh Unsuccessful 
(French force broke out and attempted 
to withdraw overland--mostly 
de stroyed. ) 

Dien Bien Phu 1953-54 French Vietrrunh Unsuccessful 
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