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OPERATION NIAGARA

Introduction

Operation NIAGARA was a concentrated air effort executed by the 7th Air
Force Commander in early 1968 to disrupt a potential major offensive ‘in
northwestern I Corps and the contiguous area of Laos, An extensive enemy
buitd-up in the western DMZ area in late 1967 and early 1968 indicated that
a major offensive was developing, with the estimated objective of overrunning
Khe Sanh and other friendly positions located astride Route 9--the most
readily accessiple infiltration route for North Vietnamese forces bypassing
the DMZ into South Vietnam. It was further estimated that the enemy would
launch his ofrensive on or about 30 January--when the South Vietnamese would
be observing the Lunar New Year. Thus, at the direction of COMUSMACY, the
7th Air Forze Commander and his Operaiions and intelligence staff planned
and directed SLAM-type operations in the NIAGARA area several days prior to
the Tet Holidays. These operations were accorded the highest priority, and
were applied on a sustained basis. Y

SLAM-type operations began in the NIAGARA area on 22 January, with 595
tactical strike sorties {including 7AF, USMC, and USN) and 49 B-52 sorties
flown against enemy targets. When Operation NIAGARA officially terminated on
31 March 1968, over 24,400 tactical strike sorties and 2,500 B-52 sorties
had been flown. This was the greate:zt sustained concentration of‘airpower in
the Vietnam conflict Lo date. The purpdse of this report is to bring the
statistical weight of effort into proper perspective through the narrative

study and documentation of significant developments. It addresses in

i
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particular those operational areas of 7th Air Force evaluative concern--i.e.
operational problems and lessons learned, coordination and control, the
development of targets and tactics, and the responsiveness of airpower to
the tactical situation, &

During the progress of NIAGARA operations, COMUSMACV designated the
Deputy Commander for Air Operatfong as the singie manager for control of
tactical air resources (strike and reconnajssance) throughout South Vietnam
and the extended battle area. The Deputy Commander for Air was specifically
charged with the responsibility for coordinating and directing the tactical
air effort, Although Operation NIAGARA precipitated the single management
directive, the intricacies of this subject deserve more in-depth treatment.
A separate Project CHECO study, "Single Manager for Air in SVN," addresses
the single manager concept for control of tactical air resources as applied

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

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

text.

.

The Tactical Situation

A fair assessment of the developing situation was that the enemy, with-
in his available resources, had been temporarily stalemated by aggressive
joint air/ground operations, and that he would now make a major attempt to
reverse this tactical situation, This attempt would require a greatly
increased infiltration effort. Thus, while promoting increased ta]klof
negotiations on the international front, the enemy had used monsoon cover

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

2
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to the southern assembly aveas, which included Cambodia. The stage for

widespread offensives in South Vietnam and Laos was being set,

A compartson of truck sightings in the infiltration corridors clearly
shows the quantum surge 1n the enemy's infiitratton capapility to support the
upcoming offensive. As an example: for the first nine months of 1967, there
was a monthly average of 480 truck sightings. Sightings'surged to 1,116 in
October, 3,823 in November, and 6,315 in December; this is in sharp contrast
to the monthly average of 256 sightings during the last three months of 1966,
Although there had been a majoe improvemgnt in 7AF cababi1ities for truck
detection, the sirge was stiil evidentn'il Friendly ground forces were
engaged in small-szale operakions throughout the cdhntry" COMUSMACY advised
his sraff in eariy January that ﬁthe enemy has completely shifted his

strategy”. He reported that snemy forces had moved from the defense to the
: y

- offense, and were "on the move everywhere".

Although enemy activity was on the rise throughout the southern infiltra-
tion corridors and tactica! zones, the greatest threat appeared to be fn the
[I1 Marine Amphibious Forces (MAF) tactical area of vesponsibility (TAORS in
northern 1 Corps. Over the past several months, the Marine TAOR had closed
northward, and fixed positions had been established across the northern
portion of | Corps to effect a barrier below the DMZ. _A1so, several 1arge
scale ground operations had been executed by 11I MAF to counter the growing
threat throughout the northern provinces, and U.S. Army and ARVN ground units

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

further augmentation of the Marine ground capability became necessary, as did




the app]icétion of 1ncreased B-52 and tactical airstrikes in support of the

critical ground situation,

A prelude to Operation NIAGARA was III MAF's Operation SCOTLAND, which
had been conducted since November 1967 to counter the growing threat to Khe
Sanh, Camp Carroll, Quang Tri City, and other positions in northwestern I
Corps. During mid-January, the undeniable threat in the Khe Sanh area
prompted the greatest concern. Not only had the enemy positioned a large

'number of forces around Khe Sanh, but intelligence sources reported that
Routes 92 and § in Laos showed signs of. an increased logistical movement
into this area--indicating a pivot point for operations leading toward Khe
Sanhn'éf

To exploit this situation, COMUSMACY ordered an all source inte1ligencé
effort directed’by MACV J-Z2 to develop target boxes for B-52 strikes. A

_maximum B-52 effort was applied against targets generated by this program.
Known as NIAGARA I, this effort was executed in mid-January. Planning for
SLAM-type operations around the Khe Sanh area (NIAGARA 1I) envisioned the
employment of all available USN, USMC and USAF strike, reconnaissance, and
electronic warfare aircraft resources as requiredé Lower scajes of activity
were contemplated consistent with threat levels, ~/

In planning for NIAGARA, COMUSMACV advised the CG, Ill MAF on 6 January
1968: z

"The anticipated build-up of enemy forces in the
western DMZ area provides an opportunity to plan
a comprehensive inielligence collection effort

and to make preparations for coordinated B-52 and

4
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raczical airstrikes.  We should be prepared vo surprise and
disrupt znemy plans for an offensive againsti Khe Sanh with
hzavy bombing attacks on a sustained basis.”

Following a meettng with COMUSMACY on the tartica) situation, the 7th
Air Force Commander advised his operations and intelligence gtarf on 9
January that a major enemy offensive within the next few weeks was deemed a

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

-
"The gaemy now has the betier part of the 325th, 304th and
380th Divesiona in the vieinity of Khe Samh. From the
disposition of these forces, it would appzar that Khe Sanh
v3 thz nrended target, However, thare s no hard evidence
Lo suppzrt this coursz of avvion as the enemy's intention,
The buiid-up of firces and materiel szems to indicatz a
much broadsr cbjective than Khe Samh. He may bz in the
midst of o magor build-wp to wrest the initiativs from ue
throwghour the countey. ALL of vthe “alks of wegatiztion
may bz a trap to get the bombiag s:ispped 30 as to asoelerate
the delivery of more ejurgment ints SWN wolh rthe objective
of a military victory in 1968, He may ba afrer much bigger
game than Khz Sanh."

The Commander cautioned his staff that action ‘n all four Corps Tactical

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

"It ig expected this trend will eontinue, MACV thinks
the number of ensmy astizng is at an all iims high

since 1965--certainly higher than it any time in my tour.
ALl of thise small unit fights seem to viz together a
general strategy of offensive actions at all levels
throughout the couniry. Many of the attacks are directed
againgt local leaders. Thz obvisus aim 1s to tighten
contrul on the local people. His fight has always kept
the objeziive of contrclling the psople uppermost.”

i




This would prove to be a sound assessment of the developing situation

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

the meanwhile, the disposition of enemy forces in the NIAGARA area represented

a very rea} threat to the Marines at Khe Sanh, while also presenting "an
undeniable opportunity for concentrated airstrikes on a sustained basis,"
Mounting enemy infiltration, coupled with intelligence estimates that Tet
was the key date 1in enemy planning, prompted a strong sense of urgency
concerning the defense of Khe Sanh., The 7AF Commander d{rected his staff
to assemble a planning team for NIAGARA. "I want to emphasize the urgency
- of the plan," he stated, "You have authority to draw on whatever staff
assistance is needed. Marines must be brought in as the plan develops. It

_ 10/
must be our best effort to support their defenses at Khe Sanh,"

7th Air Force Planning

COMUSMACY advised that he considered 1t imperative that "maximum air
firepower available" be used to meet the enemy threat 1h [ Corps. He also
emphasized the requirement to "effect detailed application of air resources
in I Corps," which would require a more centralized direction of the air

effort in the threat area. To this end, he defined the command and control
11/

procedures which would apply in NIAGARA operations:

"Te mzet the fhreat in the Quang Tri - Thua Thien area,

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

fo develcp a plan ts conzenirate all available air re-
sources {SLAM-type Operation). The direct support of
Marine wnits by the Ist MAW is not affected by this

plam. The wmitial area of concentration will be arsund

the Khe Sanh NIAGARA IT) area. Depending upon the
tactical sittugrion the area will be shifted, Dep COMUSMALY
for Air Operations will coordinate the details of this air

6
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plan with the 1st Marine Air Wing and IIT MAF as
apgrepriate. I have charged him with the overall
respensibility for atr cperaticns for the execution
of this plan. He will coordinate and direct the em-
ployment of the tactieal air, Martne air, diverted
arrstrikes from cut of country atlr opgrations, and
such naval avr that may bes requested. B-52 strikes
will be coordenated theough ham,

"Untvl further notice, it is directed that ITI MAF

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

tron.,

"I wish tu giress the absolute necessity fer coosrdina-

tron of all zlements of the command to bring cur fire-

pcwsr against the enemy in the most effective manner.
Y

The serious rhreat we face in I Corps and Khe Sanh in
particular, demands this. I have directed my Air Deputy
to wnsure in my namg vhat these air resoursezs are applied
to this end. "

To insure that adequate air resources and tactical flexibility were
éva11ab]e to the 7AF Commander, COMUSMACV requested authority from CINCPAC to
divert as much of the air effort committed to ROLLING THUNDER "as may be
considered necessary to counter the enemy build-up in Quang Tri Province",
This included both Thailand based USAF aircraft and Seventh Fleet resources%g/
CINCPAC concurred, but advisad that "it s essential" that interdiction efforts
in Route Package I and Laos be continued. = This authority for Thai-based
aircraft to conduct strikes against targets in I Corps marked the first use
of Thai-based aircraft in South Vietnam (SVN). The rules of engagement had

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

Vietnam (NVN}.

<
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From the outset of NIAGARA planning, the 7AF Commander directed his
staff to make a major effort to insure that effective coordination between
participating forces was accomplished. He further directed that.the air

14/
effort be geared to the overall defense plan for the tactical area, As

15/
advised in a message to [l MAF on 19 January:

"Deputy COMUSMACY for Air is preparing an outline plan
te wnsure that all elements of air planning for support
of Operation NIAGARA are complete and that command, con-
trol, and ccordination arvangements among forzes in-
valved are adequate to the full scale of intensity of
possible air cperationg.”

Specific planning for opevations as approved by COMUSMACY in NIAGARA 11
called for a maximum B-52 effort, with follow-up reconnaissance--both visual
and photo. Tactica! air wouid expend under FAC control. Airborne Command
and Control Center (ABCCL) aircraft orbiting over Laos wou'ld control the
SLAM effort., The ABCCC would serve as an extension to the 7AF Tactical Air
Control Center (TACC), and would be tied into the Marines at Khe Sanh and Dong
Ha for artillery fire. Intensified armed reconnaissance into and leading out
of the NIAGARA area would be required, and all roads leading from Laos into
the area were to be interdicted. The 7AF Commander also directed that SLAM
surveillance and suppression were to be available if required, and that Air
Defense CAP be prepared to screen off offensive air that might covertly develop.
He also directed on the spot analysis at the TACC for indications of enemy
attempts to put an airfield into operation in Laos and Route Package I.

16/
Detailed photo coverage would be directed for both day and night.
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TACC directed the "Covey" FACs flying oﬁt of Da Nang and Ubon Air Bases
to place first priority on support of Operation NIAGARA. The Marine ground
forces would be given full ALO/FAC support whenever required. The I Corps
VR program would also receive top priority., They advised the 20th Tactical
Air Support Squadron {TASS) to "keep ahead of FAC and aircraft requirements
and notify TACC of additional needs available". = Hq 7AF TACC also directed
that 1t was essential that "7AF FACs develop and report all suspect activities
observed in the threat area." I[n addition to the Laotian portion of the
threat area, "all routes and trail nets leading into the KHe Sanh area" would
be covered extensively for troops and logistic support infiltrations, L
A special 7AF NiAGARA Intelligence Control Canter was a'so established to
effect an around the clock priority effort to insure the effective manage-

ment of *atelligence resources. This will be discussed later under "Targeting

and Tactical Response".

Control and coordination limitations had been of recurring concern during
joint air/ground operations in the [II MAF TAOR. This, when COMUSMACY

issued the execution order For NIAGARA Il on 22 January, the 7AF Commander
e e —_— -

in turn directad his operations and intelligence staff to effect immediate
coordination with [LI MAF officials. T7AF officials proceeded that  afternoon
to I11 MAF at Da Nang to brief and coordinate plans for air support of
NIAGARA I1. Present at the conference were the CG, 1IT MAF, Comdr 1st MAW,
the IIT MAF Chief of Staff, and several key III MAF staff officers. The JAF

19/
Deputy Director, TACC, reported on this meeting:
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"General Cushman 0G, IIT MAF) siated that he wanied all
the air that he could get in support of his ground forces
and that he preferred to use air to the maximum extent
possible rather than artillery becausz of logistic resup-
ply to the Khe Sanh area. General Cushman was concermed
about Marinz grownd forces depleyed tn and around the

Khe Sanh areq and wanted to be sure that procedures were
established w2 wnsure the safety of these troops.,  Alss
that the 155-mm artillery at Khe Sanh could be usad, when
nesgssary, under the zontrol of the Fire Support Coordina-
tion Center (FSCC) at Khe Sanh. I informed General Cushman
whomy opiniov this cocrdination was easily effected through
the ABCCC and sirikes made in the close prowimity of Khe
Sanh would be coordinated through that facility. In addi-
tion, tf communications were loat at Khe Sanh I suggested
that the Dwistom FSCC at Dong Ha provide the neécessary
coordination.

"Upon my departure feom III MAF, I was econvinced that
General Cushman was delighted that 7th Air Forze had taken
the tnitiative and was providing air power to assist his
grownd forczs. He further infcrmed me that the only thing
he asked was that sirikes in the vicinity of his troops be
thoroughly «isrdinated with his controliing agencies and that
he prefsrred (0 use air rather than artillery because of
the capabulity t: dzliver greater tonnags on the enemy.'

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

in NIAGARA with the exception of those Marine sorties that were to be used ~
for close air support of Marine ground forces, 1t was clearly understood that
the procedures established would in no way resteict Hillsboro ABCCC from
employing airpower in any area of NIAGARA, but certain coordination procedures
would be required for the protection of friendly troops and effective use

of artillery. For instance, a zone was established in the immediate vicinity
of Khe Sanh where Marine troops were deployed that w0u]d require all strikes
to be FAC controlled and with coordination through the FSCC. Outside of this
zone, and out to a circle designating the 155-mm artiliery range, strikes

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

10
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. insure that artiilery and airstrikes did not interfere with each other. In
z other areas contiguous to the NIAGARA area, i.e. to the east through south,
" existing procedures would remain in effect. A free fire zone was established

outside the 155-mm artillery range, Strikes could be made in this area

20/
without zoordination of the FSCC.

In specific areas designated by III MAF, in the immediate vicinity of

Knhe Sanh whare Marine ground forces were deployed, Marine air would be used

to the maximum extent possible. Additional strikes would be requested by

the ground forces commander concerned. These strikes would be controlled
either by FAC o~ MS5Q/TPQ depending on the closeness of friendly troops. v
[t was agreed that ali aircraft operatfng in the NIAGARA area would
check in and out with the ABCCC for target/FAC assignment with the exception
of those Marine aircraft under FAC control conducting close air support
of Marine ground forces in the immediate Khe Sanh area. The ABCCC would .
maintain coordination of these strikes through the Marine sub-DASC at Khe Sanh,
or the airborne DASC if on station. When Marine aircraft were not used in
this role they wou'd <ontact the ABCCC to be put on other targets. =
With these agreements, the Deputy Director, TACC, departed Da Nang for
Udorn to brief the ABCCC crews and to fly .on Hillsboro ABCCC on 23 January
to insure that these procedures were workable. He reported to the 7AF

23/

Commander:

"While asting as the ABCCC Commander (Hillsboro) on the
23Jd I found that thesge procedures wsve effeciive and
the cperarion wane rather smoothly. The cnly problem

11
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encountered was varbiral eoordination with the FSCC

at Khe Sanh. A4BCCC was unable to maintain radic
contact with the FSCC. The orbit of ABCCC was moved

in an attempt to gain constant radio contact; however,
only intermittent contact was obtainable. Following
thie failure we established procedures to maintain
oonsgtant radio contaet with the Marine airborne DASC
(really a TACP! that was on station begtween Da Nang

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

"Based on my expsrience on the 83d, I feel that the ABCCC
can sucezssfully handle 700 to 750 strike sorties in a

24 hour perisd so long as these sorties are not allowed
to gang up at any one pertod. This situation can easily

be prevented by preper scheduling and maintaining adequate
tankers on station.”

e
Despite these early agreements, coordination and control problems did

arise in NIAGARA, especially during the first three weeks. These problems,
along with certain developments in this area of concern, are addressed under
"Coordination and Control". Also, there was considerable coordination in
other areas which are not addressed by this study. One example was coordina-
tion between COMUSMACY and the UnSn Ambassador ﬁo Laos on SLAM operations

in the Laotian portion of the NIAGARA area. Ambassadorial concurrence was
obtained, and prior approval on a large list of B-52 targets was given to
insure no delay in the effective application of this weapons system. Along
with other necessary restrictions, a no-fire zone was drawn arounda friendly
Laotian outpost just across the border on Route 9. This restriction was
1ifted shortly after NLAGARA operations began, when this outpost was overrun

by NVN forces.

12
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Several days prior to the beginning of NIAGARA, it was reported that
the enemy had effectively restricted movement by friendly forces operating
out of the Marine Base Camp at Khe Sanh and surrounding outposts. At this
time, the TI1 MAF had ten ground reconnaissance teams located at Khe Sanh,
A MACV report advised that these teams had been able to accomplish "some
ground reconnaissance", but had not produced "tangible" intelligence.
Patrol range had been 'imited to an eight to ten kilometer radius of Khe
Sanh because this was the limit of supporting fire available. Also, enemy

counter reconnaissance patrols were able to screen the location and movement
24/
of units, and prevented the collection of data by engaging friendly patrols.

By the time NIAGARA operations began, the situation had become more
critical. Enemy forces had already begun sporadic but continuous shelling
of the Khe Sanh Base Camp, and friendly outposts were effectively pinned down.

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

« At 210430 K/3/26 USMC on Hill 861 received a ground
attack from an estimated 200-300 enemy. Friendly
position was not penetrated and contact became sporadic

until approximately 1200H when enemy broke contact.
Sporadic small arms fire continued throughout the after-

noon.

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

enemy.

Friendly casualty repoct for the day -- 14 KIA, 43 WIA.
13
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» Three kilometers NNE of Khe Sanh at 2117004, three
UH-1Ds 10 support of. ARWN forces received heavy ground
fire on approach to LZ. One UH-1D touched down in LZ,
received heavy fire, and exploded. The other two UH-1Ds
aborted mission and returned to Khe Sanh.

- On 22 January, both Khe Sanh and Hi11 881 came under
enemy mortar bombardment. Enemy positions taken under
fire by tactical air and 105 fire,

< At 221300H, unknown number of civilians continue evacuat-
tng village of Khe Sanh to area near combat base.

- Approximately 1500H, an H-34 helicopter was shot down on
H11l 881-8 while on resupply mission, Vicinity Hi11 861
an H-34 was shot down by enemy fire. Patrol located air-
craft but could not locate crew.

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

-~ Eight kilometers NW of Khe Sanh at 221730H, 1/3/26 USMC
observed 20-40 enemy. Artillery missions and taciical air
strikes drrected on enemy positions. Results, 21 KIA,
© UPDATE.  Twelve kilometers south of Khe Sanh at 211500H an
a1r observer directed eight fixed wing strikes on enemy
positions. Results, 40 KIA.
In the meanwhile, heavy enemy movement continued on the Laotian side of
the NIAGARA area, and on the night of 23 January, an estimated three battalions
of NVA soldiers attacked the Laotian outpost blocking Route 9 into South
: 26/
Vietnam. This friendiy Laottan element, located at Ban Houi Sane, was
of ficially known as BV-33, but was better known by its radio call sign --
"Elephant", especially to 7AF Covey FACs. These FACs were staging out of
Khe Sanh prior to NIAGARA, but had been relocated to Da Nang and Ubon as the
Khe Sanh situation became critical. The Elephant forces had proved to be a

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

but often flew into the camp's STOL strip for a visit with the BV-33 Commander,
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21y
Lt. Col. Soulang, and his people.

As previously stated, 7th Air Force had gone to great lengths to preclude
inadvertent strikes against the CElephant contingent, as well as other friend-
ly posttions on both sides of the border. A no-strike zone was drawn around
the friendly postitions, and the ABCCCs, the FACs, and all strike pilots were
thoroughly briefed on these restricted areas. After 24 January, strike

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

The attack on Elephant was supported by seven armored vehicles which
29/
had advanced along Route 9. —  Weather was extremely bad in the area during

the enemy advance, and this severely restricted air support for the Elephant
30/
forces. One Covey FAC described the weather:

"On 24 January, I took off at 3:30 in the morning to
support Elzphant who was in the process of being over-
vin. When [ arrived in thz area, Candlestick was there
flaring rhe bartle scene. The scene was low cuercast,
probably wp to around 2,000 to 3,000 feet solid, with
a high cvzreast based at about 12,000 feet zr so. We
were unable to work wvisually in the areq at all...."

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

had to be directed i1n by the Marine TPQ ground directed radar bombing system
31/
located at Khe Sanh. The FAC reported:

"Candlestick and I were flying through the layers;
Candlzstick flaring at the request of Elephant.
Elephant reported he was under heavy ground avtack.
He reported tanks and trucks coming down Route §
from west to east. {is outzr perimgter had already
been breached, and he was calling for air strikes.

15
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"Since we wepe wrable to define the siiuarion on the
growwd, all ws could de was to take ccordinates given
T us by llephant and relay them to Alleycat (Night
ABCCC and have them TPQ it wrth Carstatrs Bravo
{Marine ccurrel at Khe Sanh!. Even if the TEQs were
pinpGint in agtdracy, the preblem here was that the
NVA were msing so fast that by the time che TPQs
hit, thsy wece probably well away from the target area
and contivuing with the attack. '

"We had two Yellswbirds (B-573) 1n the area with Fire
bombs, bus we could not expand tham because we sould
not tdeqtify the bartle on the ground., We just had
vy sii up ~here, rarher frusctrated, and TP to help
them our. Juit befree dawm, Elephant repoetzd thas

they wera biing ouarrun. I could hear the mashive guns
and moptars in rthe background as he talked vyther sadly
ouzr the rades. .0

Lt Coi Soulang advised the FAC that he was going to have to evac-
uate the command post and retreat to the east toward the Lang Vei Special
Forces Camp -- jJust across the border in South Vietnamngg/The BV-33
Commander later reported that he radioed for help to Lang Ver and re-

quested helicopter airlift, but helicopters were not available. He then

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

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

and approximately 2,300 refugees, some of whom were BV-33 dependentsoéé/
Midway, the BV-33 Commander contacted an indigenous soldier at

Lang Qei and again asked for helicopter support. He was given an affirmative

answer, but none arrived by 1700 hours. The refugees continued to move

along Route QﬂQE/Thexr withdrawal was covered by air. The weather cleared

slightly during the day, and while one FAC directed strikes in against the

former Elephant command post, another FAC followed the refugees., Covey 263
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located the refugees on the road, and began directing strikes in on

35/

bridges behind them.” Probably due to these strikes, enemy pursuit was

36

not aggressive.

37/

Hillsboro ABCCC reported on the BY-33 withdrawal: —

"Elzphant had besn cverrun before Hillsboros !daylight
zall sign) toik station avd the survivors and refugees
were rravalling along Route 9 rcward Khe Sanh., (ovey
FACs remained cver the column throughout the day and
saw) them winto the compound at Lang Vii. Thz praseace
of the FAC avreraft apparently prevented further haras-
gment, Elephant repcrred three medium tanks supporting
the batraiion attacking him. FAC pecoed the area and
repurted tracks of come fype of pehiole weth cleated
treads but found wo tanks. Route 9 was iuterdicted
and a bridgs bombed for a presautionzry msasure after
the refagezs had procseded weet of 1t."

An Army debrefing officer reported later on the BY-33 arrival at

38/

‘Lang Vei:

"ddvarized platson arrived av Lang Vzi SF Camp, where
they wers disarmed as were rest of unii arriving later,
Lr Col Soulavg rimonstrated with Commander of UISFE, a
Lt Col, who oxrdered thar weapons be gilven baczk to BV-33,
He then f:ld BV-33 00 %o deplcy his wnit in defense
pesvtions at 0ld Lang Ver Camp {epprox 1,000 meters
nooth of SF Campl. Refiugees were herded to location
approximarzly 300 meters east Juet off Rie 9. BV-33
stayed ar their positions av Lang Vet and made several
patrols arssompanied by USSF persoanel, BV-33 lost

1 2fficzr, MI4A, wnd two USSF on these patrols., Afver
the 27th of January, adzguate anounts of food were pre-
pared, bsth rice and (-rations, but no armsg, ammo, -
elothing nor ghovels to dig adequire defense positions.
Medical aid provided BV-33 WlA....."

The Laotian soldiers and refugees were now in a zone of comparative
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safety, but only temporarily. Within two weeks, the Lang Vei Special
Forces Camp would also be overrun and would no longer represent a haven.
The attack on Elephant was the first indication of enemy armored vehicles
being in the area. Although the BV-33 Commander was usually a reliable
source of intelligence, his repart of tanks was viewed with skepticism
by some officials, primarily because there was no visual sighting of
tanks prior to the Lang Vei attack. Tracks had been sighted, but these
—~could have been made by vehicles other than tanks. Bad weather and
“camouflage techniques successfully masked the enemy's true intentﬂég/

Loss of the EIephqnt camp meant the loss of a valuable intelligence
source. Lt Col Soulang had often been able to advise the Covey FACs of
enemy movement in the Route 9 area, and his forces had been the first
to detect the enemy's construction of a new road bypassing Route 9 into
Quang Tri1 Province  This new road, which was well concealed beneath the
jungle canopy, was being constructed in the Co Roc Mountain area just south
of Route 9. Some of the more lucrative targets struck in the Niagara
effort were in the Co Roc‘Mountain areaaﬂg/During the period 7-17 January,
8V-33 guerriila teams operating southeast of Ban Houei Sane also discovered
extensive enemy positions in vicinity of Co Roc Mountain (XD 741 316).

41/
Their observation was reported as follows:

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

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

18
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On 15 January, a team observed a hut with a long
wire antenna set up next to it. The area showed
signs of heavy foot traffic in the immediate
vicinity.

On 16 January, two caves were discovered, one of
which contained two tons of rice. Three enclosed
structures were located nearby which could house 30
men each. Approximately 900 meters SE of the caves,
an extensive bunker complex was discovered. The
team counted five hundred bunkers, and reported that
many were of 10-man capacity. One large bunker was
estimated to be for a regimental command post. The
other bunkers were constructed with gun ports for
defensive action.

Loss of the Elephant Camp reemphasized a lesson learned in the
Vietnam conflict. When small friendly garrisons and outposts have been
subjected to determined, heavy enemy assaults, tactical airpower has been

essential to suctcessful defense and/or evacuation. Under conditions

- favorable to the enemy, e.g. inclement weather, tactical airpower has not

always been able to preclude them from being overrun; Radar directed
strikes have helped to offset weather disadvantages i1n Vietnam, but

such strikes are limited when forces are closely engaged. The impact of
new weapons, such as wide area anti-personnel mines (WAAPM), on similar
situations has yet to be‘ﬁeterm1nedn Similar attacks have been broken
when defending forces were able to withstand the assault until the
weather cleared, or when the defending forces called in stﬁikes on

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

Sanh would be a different matter. Lauhching a major assault against
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positions such as Khe Saah would mean the massing of enemy forces, thus
making them extremely vulnerable to airpower -- especially when it was
applied on a SLAM-type basis.

Although superior enemy forces usually had Tittle difficulty over-
powering small fixed positions in bad weather, their usual tactic was
withdrawal rather than attempting to hold the position once it Qas
abandoned by the occupants. This precluded effective ajr bombardment
of the abandoned position, and quite often forced aircraft to expend on
uncertain withdrawal route targets. However, enemy withdrawal and
tactical air effectiveness n this particular situation presented a
departure fsom the novrm. Enemy objectives in the area offered limited
withdrawal alternatives. Movement in any direction still placed the enemy
in the NLAGARA targeting area, and the extensive application of B-52s and

tactical airpower under the NIAGARA concept reduced the probability of

escape.

NIAGARA and_the Tet Offensive

Qbviously, the attack on BY-33 was designed to eliminate surveillance
of enemy movement in the area. Continued surveillance by the Covey FACs,
the Special Forces at Lang Vei, and other outposts and patrols helped
offset the loss of the BV-33 camp. Reports on heavy enemy movement in the
area continued to be made. On the day the Elephant camp was evacuated,

a Marine outpost three kilometers northwest of Khe Sanh reported that two
rows of its defensive wire had been cut and replaced as to indicate it was

undisturbed. On the same date, other outposts and patrols in the vicinity
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of the Khe Sanh combat base reported extensive enemy troop movement to
the east on Route 9. Heavy enemy troop movement was also reported in
the vicinity of Lang Vel.ﬂg/

Refugee movement on Route 9 presented a problem. Covey FACs re-
ported over 1,000 refugees on Route 9 from the Laotian border to Lang
Vei, and in certain instances their presence helped protect enemy forces
from aivr strikes. [n one instance, a target 500 meters northeast of
Lang Vei was passed to Hillsboro for immediate air strike. The target
was described as a troop concentration and command post three miles south-
west of Kne Sanh. A FAC in the area reported 200-300 refugees on Route 9,
500 meters from the target, and 500 more on a trail from the target to

Route 9, The targef was not struck because of the proximity of the

" refugees, and the possibility that the troop concentration was in actuality

a group of refugees. Again, monsoon weather was favorable to enemy move-
43/
ment, and hindered visual confirmation,

On 26 January, Covey 252 and another FAC were flying over the Special
Forces Camp at Lang Vei, when the Elephant Commander and members of the

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

positions. As Covey 252 reported:

"Of course, we foresaw a reenactment of the disaster

at Elephant. We rzquested some napalm and CBU and a
flareship, none of which were aqvatlable. Wz ended up
hitring the ccordinates where the trutks were supposed
to be located with some M-117s -- a flight of F-100s.

We nctified AP that we cznsidered it necessary o have
napaim and CBU available, ro use on trosp concentrations

and wechicles, "
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Khe Sanh was already effectively pinnéd down, with airlift being
the only means of resupply and evacuation of personnel. The Marine
base camp was under constant fire from enemy mortars, rockets, and
artillery, and much of their own artillery ammunition had been de-
stroyed when enemy rounds hit their ammo dump on 22 January. New enemy
positions were springing up all around Khe Sanh defensive positions, with
reinforcements continually moving into the area. It appeared that a
major assault on Khe Sanh was imminent, In addition to other intelligence
sources, an NVN officer who rallied at Khe Sanh airfield on 20 January
said that "beginning with Khe Sanh, every U.S. base between the Laotian
border and Con Thien i3 to be taken before Tet.”ﬂg/

In view of the increased activity in I Corps, COMUSMACY contacted
the American Ambassador and requested that the planned truce during the
Tet Holidays be cancelled. Concomitantly, the 7AF Commander advised that
eneny actions in the NIAGARA area were considered to be "preparatory to
the main battie". He advised his Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations

46/
on 24 January:

"When the marv thrust comes we will know it by the
level of ziordinated preparatory fire followed by
assaulting eazmy ivfantry. ALl the air we have
avatlable will be shuttled might and day. Our tactics
will be predicared on that basis. Whenever it s
possible, we should mass the B-53¢ and then follow
with the TAY zir. This has always been sound and we
shouldn't get away from 1t here. This is the tastic
I will propese to Gengral Westmoreland when the main
battle bzgins,
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“The strikes Mowday afrvervioon (22 January) against the

300 vrocps azeording to the refugezs [rom Khe Sanh was
far more effective than first repowrt. Aczording to
reports given by these people at least four hundred or
move NVA vroope wers killed by rthe (BU actuck. We should
continuz te smploy a balanced load of huvd bombs and
CBUs. The bombs vo open up the ecanopy with CBUs to get
exposed personnel, We will find in this battle more
concentracion of trocps than has been the case in the
past. Lonsequently, CBU-Z2s and 24s should be our primary
weapun. L f the situatton dzvelops as dzsoribed.

"Again I wait to be sure you fully understand my guidance

on the total use of the forces., We must provide close
atr support to troops who are in contaect., It doagn't
matter where this ts. These requirements will be met
above all others. I construg trosps in z2ontact to also
inelude helicopters, AC-47s or any other air vehicle
which 1@ engaging enemy troops. Since the battle in
Khe Sarh may go for an exterded time we must be in a
posturz fo sustain our effort., Hold bazk our surge
wnt1l [ decide to make the all out effort.

"We maust 2ontivue wWith the interdictiom in Laoce and

47
Further guidance was provided by the 7AF Commander on the 24th:™—

Rt Pkyg I. Srerikzs in the North will be reduced when the
wearher tg bad tc bolster the inserdiction effort in
Lass. [f the weather breaks we will go for a maxtimum
efforr in Lacs prouiding there 18 not a crisis at Khe
Sanh. [If there 15 a ¢rigis at Khe Sanh, i1t will take
pricerty 2ver gll stritkee in the North."

"Until the enemy comnits himself at Khe Sanh the level
of effort should be balanced agatnst the winterdiction
progoam in La2s. Paptieular attention should be given
to Rourg 9. I expect this to be the main supply route,
As soom as the refugees are cleared, and under FAC con-
trol to be sure of therr clearance, I want to keep this
route interdicted night and day. You should be working
on it west of Llephant area now. Combat Skyspot should
be utilized when the weather is bad,

First thing tomo 0w morning (2& Jan) put strikes against
the Elephasat Atrfield., This field should be kept knocked

N




out. [ would z2lso like to keep all porentigl operating
Locations [or MICs which ace within range of the Khe

Sanh area kncsolked out. We know the atrfields, so it is
a matrer of cocrdinasion befween ourselves and the Navy. "

From this point on, concentrated airpower would provide the primary
defense for the Khe Sanh area. Weather was extremely unfavorable, but
ground directed radar strikes would help offset this disadvantage. There
was no shortage of tucrative targets, and the SLAM effort insured around-

the-clock availability of strike aircraft. From 22 through 29 January, —

over 3,000 tactical strike sorties were flown 1nto the NIAGARA area. e
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Bomb damage assessment {BDA) for these strikes was reported as follows:
346 secondary explosions and Fires, sixteen trucks destroyed and seven
damaged, 18 gun positions destroyed and three damaged, 29 bunkers
destroyed and ten damaged, 18} structures destroyed and 65 damaged, and
241 KBA. This BDA was reported by visual sighting, and is undoubtedly
deflated in view of the extremely bad weather at the time. UWell over
200 B-52 sorties were also flown in NIAGARA during this period.ﬁg/

Even approximate BDA on these strikes was prohibited by severe weather

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

discussed later in this study.

On the day before Tet, the Vietnamese Government cancelled the 36

, 49/
hour ceasefire throughout South Vietnam,. In the NIAGARA area on the
29th, reports from special air delivered sensors indicated "a Jot of
50/
activity in Khe Sanh area”. These reports said further:
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"Many troop movements of large and small wnirs From
Lastian bonder as fas south s ten milss bzlow Khe
Sana.  ALL mouemevits toward Khe Sanh.  Seems to be
big push,"
Then, the enemy launched his widespread Tet Offensive. While main-
taining pressure against friendly positions in the NIAGARA area, the
enemy struck Satgon, Hue and 34 of 45 provincial capitals, and numerous

51/

,~ U.S. and Vietnamese military installations.”  Demands upon airpower
p

d w”“ﬁuring the Tet Offensive emphasized more than ever the need for centralized
¢~ control of all air resources under the Deputy COMUSMACV for Air Operations.
The foremost consideration facing the 7AF Commander was to insure air-
power responsiveness to requirements generated by multiple widespread
tactical situations, while maintaining the required weight of effort in
Operation NIAGARA. On 30 January, the Commander directed that al] air

S units maintain a !.2 sortie rate and be prepared to surge upon his
direction. He directed the following priority for the air effort:ég/

Adjust to meet live targets as first priority.

Carrier forces to be directed against the enemy
headquarters in NTAGARA and in support of Khe Sanh.

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

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

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

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

25
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forces, helped provide adequate resources and the operational flexi-
bility required Lo Insure that the NIAGARA air effort was not diluted,
The NIAGARA sortie rate during the inttial Tet thrust shows clearly
that Khe Sanh and Camp Carroll were not left exposed while airpower
respondéd to other tactical requirements. For the first three days of
the Tet Offensive, the sortie rate in the NIAGARA area was actually
higher than it had been on the previous three days. 1,113 tactical
strike sorties and 86 8-52 sorties were flown in NIAGARA during the
three days prior to Tet, while 1,164 tactical and 123 B-52 sorties
were flown the first three days of the offensiveaéif

Responsiveness was a requirement that impacted as much on FAC,
reconnaissance and intelligence as it did on strike opecations. Twice
during NIAGARA, major shifts of emphasis were made to deal! with critical
tactical requirements The first on 2 February entailed a 40-hour
"crash" targeting effort designed to preempt enemy action against Camp
Carroll, near the eastern edge of the NIAGARA area. The second,
occasioned by the rocket bombardment of Tan Son Nhut that began on
18 February, required redeployment of FACs and an urgent redirection
of the reconnaissance and targeting effort until the threat could be
brought under control. Both these tasks were successfully accomplished
without serifously impairing the targeting of the enemy threat to Khe Sanhé4/
although they severely tasked the human and material resources available.”

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

developed. COMUSMACY estimated on 2 February that the attack would develop
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"tonight or tomorrow morning". He also anticipated an attempt by the

enemy to overrun Camp Carroll at the same time. Accordingly, the 7AF

55/

Commander provided directions for the air effort:

"Wearher will be bad <n both areas. We need to

tnereasa our Sky Spot effort inm both areas tonight
wid tomsrrow.  General Westmoreland alse requested
that ws bring the Sky Spct in as closz as we san.

Coordinate this effort wirth the Marings to maximize

the =ffort of the (85,

"CBUs are released for use in the same area., The
resieictions et forrh in MACV wire apply. Be

prepared to use these weapons as requssted or ra-

quired.  Alert three wings of possible use,

"If atrtack ar Khe Sanh/Camp Carroll docs some to-

nighr or tomcrrow, I want to app ly maximum effsrr as
svun e the wsather permits. Due to rhe other battles,
we shuwid plan wn using as much effart from out of

cowntry forces as feasible, We should stay with

the

100 soreics from the Navy with plang for re HESLLN
Y 2 q g

o ther 100 sorties.  We should wot lose srght of the

puseibilery rthe enemy may Launch other aomeerted

atlacks av Pleiku, Kontwn, Quang Tei City, Hue, and
concelvably, DaNang. Thus, there may be large demands
at ong vime. In that zase, we will use all sut of

country forces wn SUN and thin out cthes requirements

in the gsouth. !

Concerning this possible major effort by the enemy, the following

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

- The force was notified to be prepared to go to
an increased state of altert and surge as requi

red,

. A1l CSS sorties were diverted, range permitting,

to NTAGARA. -

56/

. For all T0Ts (Time over Target) prior to 1200, 3 Feb,

bases in range of NIAGARA {Phu Cat, Tuy Hoa, Cam Ranh,

Phan Rang)} would load hard ordnance for CSS.
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would be launched on preplanned TOTs for better
flow control. 1f Hillsboro could not handle the
flight, 1t would proceed to fragged target. Loads
for afternoon would depend on weather outlook.

Again, the estimated enemy assault did not develop, and after the
initial Tet thrust, prioritias established by MACV did reduce the air
effort 1n NIAGARA. This reduction was primarily to meet the support
required 1n other Corps areas, and it applied to the support required
from 7AF, NaVy,7qnd Marines, as well as the diversion of selected Arc
Light sortfes.é;fFrom ¢3 January through 1 February, there was a daily -
average of 429 tactical strike sorties flown in NIAGARA. For the e
next ten day period, the daily average was 219 sorties. Although there -~
was some diversion of selected B-52 sorties, the daily rate actually
continued at a higher level -- an average of 36 sorties per day from
23 Januarg through 1 February, and a daily average of 38_f0r the next
ten daysuﬁgf

The tactical sortie ~ate going into NTAGARA continued at a sub-
stantial level. Although a major push against Khe Sanh did not develop
during the initial Tet thrust, the enemy forces still represented a
threat. Khe Sanh was completely surrounded and under constant artillery,
rocket and mortar bombardment. This fire was coming from virtually all
directions, including the village of Khe Sanh, which the enemy had occupied
at will, Monsoon weather was still in the enemy's favor, and 1t was known
that herhad the capability to launch a mass assault; however, to do so would
make his forces more vuloerable to airpower. Thus, the tempo of air |

59/ :
operations was maintained at a high level.
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The Fall of‘Lang Vel

Although there was more than sufficient advance notice that the
Special Forces Camp at Lang Vei would come under heavy attack, probably
backed by armored support, the eneny appeared to have little difficulty
in overrunning this outpost on 7 February. An Assistant Platoon Leader
in the 304th NVA Division rallied to the Lang Vei camp on 30 January,

and stated that Lang Vei was to be overrun. The interrogation report
60/
said:

"Source stared his battaliom, the 8th, began infiltrating

1 September 1967, During infiltration, the battalion
was hit by B-52 strikes and lost §0 per cent of its
strength to caswalties, many more to desertion, and re-
turnad (o NVV for replacements., His unit, subordinate
to the 66th Regt, arrived in the Khe Sanh area on 20
January and on 21 January attacked the digtrict hedd-
quarters there. Again, the battalion lost over half its
strengih and now has a strengch of abour 200 men, They
are deployed immediately west of Khe Sanh village near
Route § (XD 833383) awaiting crders +o sverrun the Lang
Ver camp, The battalion eommand post and an unidentified
part c¢f the 66th Regt are in artillery-proof bunkers.
Aithough source heard of no outside suppert, he stated
that the 304th NVA Division is to 'help take the Khe
Sanh Combat Bage’."

This source, of course, could have represented an enemy strategem,
but there were even more reliable indications that Lang Vei would be
attacked. Special! "Igloo White" sensors detected considerable pers-
onnel and vehicle movement toward Lang Vei, and patrols and outposts

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

and the Special Forces Commander had reported the same information.
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The radio call sign for the Lang Vel Special Forces Camp was
"Spunky Hanson", a naue equally familiar to Air Force Covey FACs as
that of “Elephant”  Coveys flying in the NJAGARA area were in daily
rad1o contact with the Spectial Forces Camp, and these pilots felt a
strong personal 1nvolvement on the morning of 7 February when the
urgent call came over the radio that "Spunky Hanson" was under heavy
ground assault, = |

First indications of the attack came on the previous evening,
At approximately 1840 hours on 6 February, "Spunky Hanson" reported
receiving héavy high-angle enemy fire. Four hours later, the Marine
Base at Khe Sanh came under heavy artillery, rocket and mortar bomb-
ardment; simultaneously, the Marine outpost on Hill 861 overlooking
Khe Sanh reported an enemy ground probe. Then, shortly after mid-
night, the urgent cail came from “Spunky Hanson" that Lang Vei was
under attack from a large enemy force supported by tanks and flame-
throwers. 2

A_flareshﬁp and Covey 235 were on station directing tactical air
strikes against the enemy forces; however, the strike aircraft in the
area at the time were loaded with hard ordnance, which was not too
effective in this particular situation. Covey 235 had expended his

flares and rockets, and a relief had been scrambled from Da‘Nang Alr

e

Base at approximately(6615 hours) The relief, Covey 232, who had

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

approximately({ﬁpminutes later, Covey 232 described the situation:
\.__‘ ________ e
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Weather was not the best. The southern half of Lang
Vev was anywiere from 1200 £o 1000 feet broken.. huk mostly
UVQ”PG t, The northern half was about the same, mostly
200 brokon We had a flareship on staiticn, 'Basketball’,
u%o was deing as good as he could under the weather com-
ditione. lhe ground fire was very heavy, =zxtensive, making
ve o aimost impossihle to stay in one positisn, because the
minute you did they had you under fire. Artillery was also
fzrang nEo !h@ area ffom Khe Sanh I recﬁaapd one set of

e s g L1 A AL § kb Al +AaR bty

When Covey 232 arrived on the scene, "Spunky Hanson" was on the
radio. Covey 232 1dentified himself, and "Spunky Hanson" reported

8%/
excitedly:

"We haue tanks tn the areal! We have tanks in the areal
I have one tank on top of my TOC at this time, there's
ancther tank trying to enter the gate, coming into the
compcund, and I think there is ancther one coming down
the road. Forget the one on top of the T0C, but see
tf you can hit the one coming through the gate, and the
one coming down the rcad!’
That was the last contact Covey 232 had with "Spunky Hanson".
"They were trapped in their bunker, and apparently their equipment
was damaged, and they had to go off the radio," the FAC recalled.
This loss of communications made a bad situation worse. The camp
was practically overrun at this time, and without communications
with the ground, it was impossible to adequately differentiate
65/
between friendly and enemy ground forces.
Using a POL fire as navigational reference, the FAC located

the tanks that "Spunky Hanson" requested struck. After Covey marked

~~
kY
o~

the targets with rockets, Yellow Bird 59 expeanQwﬂlimprdnancg

destroying both tanks and obtaining 15 secondary explosions, Covey

...........
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was hindered from directing strikes into the compound itself because
he had lost contact with "Spunky Hanson" and could not determine the
exact ground situation. He was then given instructions by the ABCCC
to move out of the area Lo enable the Marines to fire artillery
against the attacking force at Lang Vei. Covey 232 moved back from
the area and assisted by spotting for the artiilery. =4

ABCCC "Moonbeam", an addrtional control aircraft staged from
Udorn especially for NIAGARA night operations, reported: '"When
Carstairs TI advised a!l air in the Lang Vei area to withdraw while
'Firecracker' (special Marine ordnance) was executed, air was with-
drawn as directed butn strikes continued 1n all other Tocations in

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

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

Lang Vei; since friendlies were known to be in Lang Vel 1t was not
possible to conduct additional visual or CSS strikes in extremely
close air support roles of the camp.” =

Later, as dawn approached, Covey 688 from Ubon was on the scene
supporting relief operations. The epemy had completely overrun the
camp by this time, and the Special Forces defenders were trapped in
their command post bunker. An element of the BV-33 battalion advised
by a U.S. Army Special Forces NCC were moving in from the old Lang Vei
site in a rescue attempt. Covey 252, who joined Covey 688 at (0800

68/
hours, defined the situation at this point:
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"Our advisors (Spunky Hanson) were trapped in the
TOC bunker in the middle of the camp, and the NVA
were swarming all cver it, throwing satchel charges
and smokz bombs down through the vent. The relicf
forees, 'Spunky Hansom 15-Alpha,’' whieh I wunder-
stard were led by Spesial Forces Sergeant dshley
nad moved wp from the old Lang Veu Camp.  Buv they
were now pinnmed down by NVA mazhine gun fire,

"Covsy 688 was in contast with 15-Alpha. HNe had a
Canasta flight, Navy A-ls, ov sratisn. There was
at overcast at the time, about 500 feet bgsa, up to
abour 1800-2000 foot, with very few holzs in iu.
Also SHHGHP TS ogst up to about 4,000 fees, 15-
Alpha, who was in contaer with vhe trapped forces,
requzsted that the A-Is attempt strafing passes
against the ensmy surrcunding the bunken, The A-ls
also had 250 1b and £00 1b bombs, and some nzapalm.”

With the Canasta A-1s in trail, Covey 688 led them through the
clouds to the target, describing it as best he could, With the FAC

“talking" them 'nto the target, the A-Ts were able to effectTVer strafe

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

and continued to make strafing passes in support of the trapped forces.
69/
Covey 252, who was sti1ll on station monitoring the situation, reported:

"...15-Alpha sezveral vimes mentioned he was having

trouble getting the BV-33 pesple with him to advance
agains® the enemy forces and the T0C. He mentioned
at cne point that he prastically had to use gun
point to> get them ts move. 16-Alpha went bazk to
the old zamp alone and returned with a 37-mm recoil-
less rifie. He was able to silence a couple of
mazhing gun nzsts wirth it...."

At this point, the weather began to break, allowing the A-1s to
effectively expend their bombs and napalm. They began conducting strikes

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

70/
of their machine gun positions in operation.

Covey 252 took over from 688 after the Canasta flight completed

its strikes and returned to base. Two Air Force A-ls, Hobo 01 and

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

252 began directing them on strikes in the western perimeter. The

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

15-Alpha attempted to storm the TOC. Covey reported that the Hobos

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

to suppress the enemy fire  Although this suppressive fire was

provided, the trapped men s$t111 were not rescued at this time

1/

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

Shortly afterwards, a 50-man heliborne relief force led by Army

Special Forces personnel from the Khe Sanh Combat Base was dispatched

with the mission of joining with the BV-33 unit in & raid on the camp.

Gunships and tactical air continued to conduct strikes on the TOC and

surrounding area at Lang Vei in preparation for the raid.

personnel on site took escape and evasion action.

72/

Under cover

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

The relief force put down at old Lang Vei and moved overiand to

the new Lang Vei site. Enroute, they encountered 13 U.S. personnel who

73/

had been in the camp at the time of the initial attack.

Advancing

into the camp under protective artillery fire and air strikes, this

force was abie to recover the remaining personnel.
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It was later reported that nine PT-76 light amphibious tanks of
Soviet manufacture had been engaged in the assault, and that five of
these were eventually disabled or destroyed by air strikes. Aerial
photography confirmed the use of PT-76 tanks and use of the Xe Pone

River as approach route to Lang Vei. It was also reported that the

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

by armored vehicles, including an armored personnel carrier. The

defensive wire around the camp was not an effective barrier to the
armored thrust. Reports from the Special Forces indicated that Cal
.50 AP ammunitvon had no apparent effect on the armored vehicles, '

and the M-72 (Lightweight anti-tank weapon) was marginally effective,
75/
due to malfunction of some of these weapons.,

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

Covey 235, the FAC on station when the attack began,

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

A series of unfortunate circumstances placed 1imitations
on air support during the Lang Vei attack. Inclement
weather decreased flareship effectiveness as well as

FAC and strike operations. Not only did the FAC on
station at the beginning of the attack find himself
short of rockets, but the strike aircraft immediately
available were armed with hard ordnance--heavy bombs

for NTAGARA interdiction targets. The close ground
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Sttuation preciuded the effective expenditure of

such ordnance. When the relief FAC arrived on

station, the situation was critical, Air support

at this point could have been more effective 1f

applied against the enemy forces closer to the

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

radio contact w!th the ground. He did have radio
contact with "Spunky Hanson 15A", who was attempting

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

to keep the FAC advised of the ground situation and
requirements cou'ld be adopted. As it turned out, the
most significant role played by air and artitlery at
Lang Vel was to force temporary enemy withdrawal
allowing evacuation of friendly forces.

Earlier at the Khe Sanh Base Camp, the Air Force ALO had questioned
how the camp would mark its lines for visual identification if air support
were required in defense of the camp. KXhe Sanh officials advised that
at night they would use strobe lights. The ALO commented that at night,

strobe lights looked just like muzzle flashes from smali arms, and this
77/ .
was not the "best means” to mark their lines. He suggested:

"I requested that they use some type of flare, op
perhape a £ galion dewn with fuel ovl cunken tn the
greund so smull arms would not penstrate. [They could
light these around their perimeter, and 1t was possible
that thie would penetrate even a low layer of fog.

This wouid allzw them to diress air strikes even under
fog conditisnz. [t took cuey thres wzeks to gei any
action taken un this., No aztion was taken uniil one
of the FACs wrots up the preblems that he encountered
at Lang Ver where they had ne way of directing airpower
because of wo visual reference to the ground..."
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The éftermath of Lang Vei's fall resulted in an unfavorable
tactrcal situation--one which had tragic overtones. Khe Sanh, which was
already crowded with some 6,000 Marines, ARVN soldiers and supporting
personnel from other services, suddenly represented the only haven to
several thousand refugees--both Laotian and South Vietnamese of various
ethnic origins. Earlier, on 22 January, 1,050 refugees from Khe Sanh
Village had been airlifed to more secure areas; however, many were

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

“"Commanding Gewnsral, I Corps, Genmeral Lam, made decision
that 6,000 - 6,000 Breu whs dasired to be evacuated from
Khe Sanh could ast be permitted to ds sn. The official
reasov. given was that there s nu place to relozate them
nsr gy avariable foodstuffs to feed them.  Unoffizially,
howegver, it 18 felt that the age old animzsity between
the Momtagnards arnd the Vizinamese was a murivating
fuctor behind Goveral Lam's dezisicn. Approzimately 10,000
pounds of vice avaiiable at Khe Sanh was dissrivuted to
the Breu there 2 alleviate thair hunger."

Another Marine report stated that during the period 25 January -
8 February 1968, some 3,000 - 4,000 Breu (Montagnard) tribesmen
"congregated in the village near the Khe Sanh Combat Base". The reasons
given for not evacuating them were: (1) the problem of identifying
Viet Cong {VC) sympathizers among them, and (2} the lack of a suitable
location and food for them in a Quang Tri Province location away from the
Khe Sanh area. Further, they were unable to return to their hamiets

79/

which had come under NVA control. _

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

shields for their assualts. Although this situation did not develop at

37

(L

-




C

®

o

SEERAF

Khe Sanh, the Covey FACs reported on the situation facing the Marine

80/

Commander at Khe Sanh:

"They have a Tot of Brew tribesmen, Montagnards, at Khe

- Sanh. Troops, not the refugees. Many of thase refugees

outside the cump ore dependents or friends of the troops
wngide. They either elected or had to siay outside the
base perimetzr, therzfore om their cwn, and at the merey
of the NVA. A l-gical cpplication by the NVA in this
circwngtance wiuld be to take the Breu families and
charge the camp with the vefugees in fromt. Naturally,
the Breu troope would nit fire on them, and 1f we fired
an them, ths Brew tribesmen iwnside would probably fire
on us...."

The 3rd Marine Division reported the following developments

81/

concerning the refugees during February:

"The Brew probiem wos compounded by an wnflux of Lao
refugees, lLa» military personmnzl, Mike Fuorce and CIDG
personnel from the Lasiian bovder area and/se from Lang

Vei into the Khe Sanh area due to the deterisraticn of the
combat situarizn along the border., Ninety-cne Lao military

and stvilians were airiifted from Khe Sanh t2 Da Nang on
29 January whilz 90 Mike Forces and CIDG personrnel were
evacuated by the same means on 28-29 January. The
remaindsr f the Lao refugees refturned +o thelr country
wher the tactical situaticn permitied.

"Or 10 Febriary the Brew iribal leader, Mr. Anya, four
Brew willage chizsfs and their families (a tstal of 30
persoms} weps air-gvacuated frem Khe Sanh to Quang Tri
via Da Nawg. On 13 February, apprexzimabely 1,400 Brew
walked from Khz Sarh to the Ca Lu area tu escape heavy
Fighting in lucnyg lloa District  Arrangsments were made
to guide them from Ca Lu to the Cam Lo Refugee Center,
for resetitlemant, by a foot march via the Balong Valley
and Rouke §68. On 17 February, 1,150 of the Breu ref-
ugees began fheir march and arrived at Cam Lo on 19
Febuary. They were joinsd by additional Breu fraveling
the same rowte during the period 20-23 February., At the
end of thatl period, the nwrbar of Breu who had relocated
from Khe Sanh to Cam Lo totaled 1,990,
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"On 16-17 Pebruary some 2,000 to 4,000 Breu avtempted to
drepiuase [rom Khe Sanh to Ca Lu to escape the fightiag
but wers intercepted by the NVA at X0 982 389 and were
turned back fo theip villages along Duwte § west of Khe
Sanh. Some of these people were the reiavivas and fam-
tlics of the indigenoue military persons! assicsting in
the difionse of the khs Sunh Combat Bacsz. Ths presence
of thess Breu civilians in villages west of Khe Sanh
eonstiluted a serious detriment tu 3d Marine Division
artiliery [ires along the amie of Route Y. Arrangements
were buung made, as February ended s aur evicuase those
Brew whs desived +o ds so from Khe Sanh as airlift
beeame avarviable.”

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

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

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

7 Feb 68: One U.S. Special Forces personnel escaped to BY-33
and requested BV-33 help. Col Soulang sent a company to

the U.S. Camp and was able to rescue approximately 7 U.S.
Special Forces personnel including U.S., LTC who was seriously
wounded, Enemy had not occupied camp but had pulled back
approximately 300 merers to avoid artillery fire and air
strikes., BVY-33 then radioed Xom Cham {Khe Sanh) for evacuation
helicopters, U.S. Special Forces Major at Xom Cham

stated he would send two helicopters, one for U.S. and one
for BV-33 but when helicopters arrived they picked up only
U.S. Special Forces and South Vietnamese. They did not

return. At this time enemy moriar and artillery fire intensified.

LtCol Soulang gave orders to his unit commanders that they
were to break up into small groups and attempt to reach Khe
Sanh 1f possible. If not, to try to evade into Laos. Later,
a light observation plane was sighted and Lt Col Soulang

made radio contact requesting evacuation helicopters. Two
were dispatched and took two loads of BV-33 personnel
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to Khe Sanh. Upon return 1o Lang Ver, one nelicopter
picked up a number of Lao soldiers, other returned
empty. Cnemy shelling and firing was intense and

there was no one left to pick up. BV-33 had Jost
approximately 26 from enemy fire and U.S. air strikes,
Refugees had already arrived at Khe Sanh on foot.

They had moved as soon as attack on Lang Vei had begun.
The 40 men who were picked up by heltcopter and 74 who
walked to Khe Sanh were disarmed and placed 1n craters
or holes holding approximately 15 to 20 men and guarded
by U.S. Marines. They felt as if they were being
treated as POWs. Lt Col Soulang alone was allowed to
keep his side arm. No food was issued to either BY-33
or refugees.

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

marines shared with them.

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

11 feb: Lt Co? Soulang and 113 personnel evacuated to

Da Nang by C-130.

12-14 Feb: BV-33 personnel were disarmed again at Da
Nang but were fed, bathed, clothed, comfortably housed
and treated weil{ in all respects. Lt Col Soulang and
two of ficers went 1o Saigon to contact Lao Embassy at
this time. Wounded were taken care of. An Air Force
Civic Action Team was primarily responsible for their
efforts on behaif of BV-33.

15 Feb 63: DBV-33 evacuated from Da Nang to Savannakhet,
Laos Dy Royal Laotian Air Force C-47 aircraft.
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Aftef hearing Lt Col Soulang's report, one high ranking Laotian
military official, General Boun Pone, CG Tactique Sud, reportedly
said that after what happened to 8Y-33 that the Laotian Forces Armee
Royale "must consider South Vietnamese as enemy because of their conduct".
He pointed out, however, that he was not too concerned with "what
happened in the past", but rather "more interested in getting back as many
refugees and BV-33 personnel as possible”. Many evadlng.members of BVY-33
did eventually make their way back to friendly Iines and were able to
make contact with American agents 1in Laos. =4 Others were not so fortunate.
Many of the refugees were either killed by NVN forces or pressed into
porterage service for the enemy, =/

The Covey FACs observed the refugees on several occasions moving
at various points hetween Khe Sanh and the Laotian border. On 8
February, Covey 252 was over Khe Sanh at approximately 0745 hours. He
was advised by the Khe Sanh control agency that "people were walking
from east to west", from Khe Sanh City toward Lang Vei, There were
several hundred of them in small groups along the road, and the
Marines were "seriously considering" directing artillery fire against
them; Fortunately, Covey 252 suggested that he first take a closer
look at these people. He was able to identify them as refugees, and
they were not fired upon. =4

Heavy refugee movement continued on Route 9 over the next few days,

and on several occasions the Covey FACS were able to make confirmation

of the noncombatant role of these persons-~thereby precluding the
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[n response Lo a request From the Marine conleol agency al Khe Sanh,
the FACs moved away from Route 9 to direct strikes against mortar and
rocket positions on a ridgeline approximately one kilometer from the
Khe Sanh runway. Canasta 403, a flight of four Navy A-1Hs, were on
station with Mk-81s, Mk-82s, and 20-mm. The Coveys directed the Canasta
flight on ane bombing run against the ridge, received one secondary ex-

plosion, and then "held them high" when Khe Sanh radioed that they had
91/
lost contact with the outpost on Hill 861.

Covey 252 received the outpost coordinates from Khe Sanh, and

immediately flew over the area. He first observed several men huddied
g2/
in trenches. The FAC recalled: ~

"I eouldn't really teil whethar they were friendly cr
enemy trocps, because the color of the wniforns all
Looked tha same. Thay locked like oup peopie, but

there was always the possibility that our pesple had been
cverrun and wers atrempting to regain their positions.

As remote ag this was, Tt was still a possibility, and

it prevented us from making tmmediate strikes.”

Khe Sanh contro}l finally gave clearance for the FACs to direct
strafing and bomb runs on the northwest base of the hill which was in
defilade from khe Sanh's suppressive fire. According to the FAC, the

suppressive fire from Khe Sanh was effective except for the backside

of the hill, where the enemy were actually located. The FAC described
93/

the Canasta 403 strikes:

"They did a fantastic Job of placing their bombs and
strafing passes right wup the hill toward the outpost.

While attacking, thzy would suppress the NVA fire, but

as soon as I would hold them off, to swrvey our effectivness,
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enemy assault against Khe Sanh was forthcoming. A COMUSMACY aSseSSment

on 10 February said: "Attacks by elements of up to six regiments are
probable against Khe Sanh. These attacks can be supported by artillery,
rockets, mortars, and a few armored vehicles. Interrogation of returnees f
indicates attacks throughout the DMZ will be supported by tanks and air- -
craft. The recent use of tanks at Lang Vei indicates the enemy may
introduce new equipment and tactics to support offensive activity in
I Corps.” = I");

A 7AF Intelligence Report advised: "It appeared at first as if
the attack on Lang Vel might be the first of a series of assaults along )
Route 9. Now the situation s unclear., The enemy has delayed consider-
ably in following up his success at Lang Vei with an attack on Khe Sanh.
There have been several vigorous attacks against the high ground to the (3
.north of Khe Sanh, particularly Hi1l 861. It is possibie that the enemy
1s reluctant to ﬁndertake to overrun Khe Sanh without first securing i
the high ground around it." =/ o)
Attack Against Hill 861

Marine outposts around Khe Sanh were subjected to continuous har- “J]
rassment from enemy mortar fire and ground probes. One of the more ‘
significant ground attacks was made on 8 February against an outpost on
Hill 861 immediately north of Khe Sanhi Just prior to this attack, Covey 251 2
and Covey 252 had arrived in the area at approximately 0745 hours, had
checked igoyith the ABCCC, and were reconnoitering refugee movements on

Y

Route 9. = g
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the attack would resume. e then requestad Spooky and
some A-de. We wanted napalm, CBU, and prockats.

"We wanted any propeller driven aireraft available, to
remuin 2loge o the tavget at low altitudss., In our
opinion the outpost was in the process of bsing overrun,
and 1f we didn't get air, it would be."

As reported by Hillsboro, the weather was unworkable for jets, and
the proximitylof friendly troops prevented Sky Spot directed strikes.
Task Force Alpha at Nakhon Phanon AB, Thailand immediately scrambled a
flight of three A-26s, call signs Nimrod 32A, 34A, and‘35A, to aid the
outpost. Three T-28 "Zorros" from Nakhon Phanom were already airborne
on armed reconnaissance in the STEEL TIGER area, and these were
immediately diverted into NIAGARA by the ABCCC. Both the Zorros and the

Nimrods arrived sn time to repulse the attack. The Zorros were credited
94/
with 5 KBA confirmed, and the Nimrods with 45 KBA confirmed. The FAC
95/
reported on their effectiveness:

"Both flights were extremely effective. The A-26s just
abour caved rthe situation irmmediately with their area
ecoverags, thelr strafing passes, their napalm, ete,
When the Nimrods completed their passes, the attack was
suppressed--enough so that the men in the outpost could
stand up and walk off the hill without receiving fire.
Apparently, they were in the process of evacuuiing the. out-
pest at the time. APCs from Khe Sanh had urrived, and
they were actually leaving the outpost. However, when
the firing ceased, they decided to retvrn ce the hill.
They went cver the hill, captured several crew served
weapons and small arms, and counted over 50 enemy KBA."

Targeting and Tactical Response

When the 8 February attack against Hill 861 was repulsed, the
45
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enemy buildup in the Khe Sanh area had already reached 1ts peak;
however, no major ground engagement followed. Ground contact beyond

the covering fires of the camp perimeter did continue, and attacks by
96/
fire agarnst Khe Sanh became continuous. That enemy forces in the

area still represented a major threat was made clear on 23 February
when the Khe Sanh area reportedly received 1,000 rounds of artillery,
mortar, and rocket fire in one five hour périod.gzj Concomitantly, the
sustained air effort continued at a high 1eve1,2§/

Equally as unprecedented as the sustained strike effort in the
NIAGARA area was the iatensive and carefully managed reconnaissance
targeting cycle that made an effective round-the-clock air offensive
possibleugg/ Within 40 hours arter the 7AF Commander was tasked by
COMUSMACY to injytvare NIAGARA [l SLAM operations on 3] January, a NIAGARA
Intelligence Controi Center was activated by the 7AF DCS/Intelligence and
began generating sufricient tactical targets from an all source data base
to assign specific objectives for the entire forceﬂ A1 out-country
intelligence programs, except essential ones, were halted to maintain
this special capabillty“lggj

101/

The primary objective of this task force was defined as follows:

... to lozate, idensify, confirm and nominatre for
attazk taztizal targets v the NIAGARA area, assess
the effects 2f avrazks against theee targets and
determive reabtazk pequiremsarg,”

Many targets were visually acquired and struck. Reports of these

strikes, added to other FAC sightings, provided a valuable input to the
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