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.. SECRET 

Introduction -----------
OperatIon NIAGARA was a concentrated air effort executed by the 7th Air 

Force Commander 1n early 1968 to dIsrupt a potential major offenSive 'In 

northwestern I Corps and the contiguous area of Laos. An extensive enemy 

build-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 accessible infiltration route for North Vietnamese forces bypassing 

the. DMZ into S3uth V'etnam.. It 'was further estimated that the enemy would 

1 aunch his ofi ensi ve on or abou t 30 January --when the South V': etnamese wou 1 d 

be obserVIng the Lunar New Year. Thus, at the d'irection of COMUS MAC V , the 

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

and d i rec ted SLAM- type. opera t i onsl n the NIAGARA area several days pri or to 

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

were applied on a sustained bdsis. 
.!.i 

SLAM- type ope ra t lOns beg an j n the NIAGARA area on 22 January, with 595 

tactical strike sortles (including 7AF, USMC, and USN) and 49 8-52 sorties 

flown agdinst. enemy t.argets,. When Operation NIAGARA officially terminated on 

11 March 1968, over 24,400 tactical strike sorties and 2,500 B-52 sorties 

had been flown. This was the greatest sustaIned concentration of airpower in 

the Vletnam conflict to date. The purpose of this report Is to bring the 

statistical weIght of effort into proper perspective through the narrative 

study and documentation of s1gniflcant developments. It addresses in 

. -.-~-.-----. ---_ ....... _ ........ . 
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particular tilose operutional areas of 7til Air Force evaluat'ive concern--.i.e. 

operational problems and lessons learned, coordination and control, the 

development of targets and tactics, and the responsiveness of airpower to 
y 

the tactical situation. 

During the progress of NIAGARA operations, COMUSMACV designated the 
I 

Deputy Commander for Air Opera t ions as the s i ngl e manager for contro I of 

tactical air resources (strike and reconnaissance) throughout South Vietnam 

and the extended battle area. The Deputy Commander for Air was specifically 

charged with the responS'ibility for coordinating and directing the tactical 

air effort. Al though Operation NIAGARA precipitated the single management 

directive, the intricacies of this subject deserve more in-depth treatment. 

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

the single manager concept for control of tactical air resources as applied 

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

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

text. 

The Tactical Situation 

A fair assessment of the developing sHuation was that the enemy, with­

in his available resources, had been temporarily stalemated by aggressiv," 

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

reverse this tactical situation. This attempt would require a greatly 

increased infiltration effort. Thus, ,while promoting increased talk of 

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

and the Christmas truce to accelerate his infiltration of men and materiel 
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to the southern assembly areas, which Included Cambodia. The stage for 

widespread ·~ffens'ves in South V'etnam and Lilos was be\ng seL 

f\ COlilpar :.;on ofvuck ;lght-ings in theinf! I ((a('Ton corrldors clearly 

--_ .. _ .. -._---_._-_. 

shows the quantum;u(ge Tn the enemy's lnfiltrat:1on capaoi J Ity to support the 

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

was a monthly a,erage of 480 trud sightings .. Sightings surgod to 1,116 in 

October, 3,82.3 In November, and 6,315 in December; this is 'in sharp contrast 

to the monthly average of 256 slghtings during the last three months of 1966. 

A 1 though there had been a majol'improvement in !AP cilpabl1 Ities for truck 
3/ 

detection, the surge was still evident. Friendly ground forces were 

engaged in small-scdle operations throughout the country .. COMUSMACVadvised 

his staff in early January that "the enemy has completely shifted his 

strategy". He reported that eoemy fo('ces had moved from the defense to the 

offense, and were "on the move everywhere". 
3i 

Although enemy actIvity was on t.he rise through'Jut the southern inf'l1tra-

ticn corridors and tactical zone~, the greatest threat appeared to be In the 

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

o northern I Corps .. Over the past several months, the Marine TAOR had closed 

northward. and fixed positions had been established across tho northern 

portion 0f 1 Corps to effect a barrier below the DMZ. Also, several large 

C sC3ie ground operations had been executed by III MAF to counter the growing 

threat throughout the northern proyinces, and U,S" Army and ARVN ground units 

had moved north'ward to strengthen the Allied posture.. As the threat grew, 

(> further augmentation of the Marine ground capabi'llty became necessary, as did 

o 
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the application of increased 8-52 and tactical airstrlkes In support of the 

critlcal 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. Dunng mjd-January, the undeniable threat in the Khe Sanh area 

prompted the greatest concern. Not only had the enemy posHioned a large 

number of forces around Khe Sanh, but intelligence sources reported that 

Routes 92 and 9 in Laos showed signs of· a.n increased logistical movement 

into this area--Indicatlng a pivot point for operatlons leading toward Khe 
2/ 

Sanh. 

To exploit this situation, COMUSMACV ordered an all source intelligence 

effort directed by MACV J-2 to develop target boxes for 8-52 strikes. A 

maximum 8-52 effort was applled against targets generated by this program. 

Known as NIAGARA 1, this effort was executed in mid-January. Planning for 

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

employment of all avai lable USN, USMC and USAF strike, reconnaissance, and 

electronic warfare ai;rcraft resources as required" Lower scales of activity 

were contemplated consistent with threat levels. 
§j 

1968: 

In planning for NIAGARA, COMUSMACV advised the eG, III MAF on 6 January 
?J 

"The antiotpaloed buHd-up of enemy for'ces in the 
western DMZ ar'ea pl'<.JVides an oppoptunity to plan 
a cDmppehens ';1)6 in~e Uigence 00 Uection effort 
and to make pl"epar'at~ions fop oool'dinated B-52 and 
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1;a"';tCJc)~ dr·ouii<es. We ahouU be p,~epal'ed LJ suc"pr>ise and 
disn.pc '3neny p~?r.a !-Jr an offensive ?ga(,t,6 Khe Sanh with 
h-3'a:..-'Y b:rn91>tg t'J.t;;ackB 0'1 a s!'{'·5tai11.2d bQ.,st:·5., " 

FollowIng a meet!ng w,th COMUSMACV on the tactical situation, the 7th 

Air Force Connander adJised hlS operations and intelligence staff on 9 

January that a majo" enemy offensive with'in the n'2xt few weeks was deemed a 

certainty. He cautioned, however, that the offensive could be directed against 

targets th roughou t Sou th Vie tnam.. His memorandum of 9 Janua ry advi sed: 

./ 
"Th" 6"emy new has the bgte'f' pari.: cf ~he J25th. 304th and 
320ch Divo5W"2 il1 thE, 1)ieinay ",j' Kize Sanh. Fl'~m the 
diap~5~ticn of theae fOJ'ces J it wouZd appqar that Khe Sanh 
';"'-3 t~l5. !..:-'i"C2rJ.f.;d t"7.(lget o H::nJ8VdY'J th:J'r''3 iB no h,'1..rd evidence 
to SUpP';;t,~, (·his c,:ni('.5,~ -:;f a:::·ion Q,,3 t·he evterny's' intentiono 
The b","d.-l<P ~f f~t'·~eo and m:zter>iel diems to indic:zte a 
much b:.c.~d.~! obJ,,~.t·::7Je tha~. Kh" SanA fie may ba in the 
m'idst cf ~ m·7.Jor b'~i ,d-up t;;, wt'£·3t chq i<lLhaii,;o from U8 

thr"'<Jk;ur ,hg .~:niYIr.t'y.. AU of "h~~.~.2k.3 ~f :1£'g:Jc(:':tion 
may b~ a c:'f':1P i.J get the bQmbi:1g ac;·pped 50 as t.? aC:(Jeler'ate 
thG d~[I.-i..-e'[d t:JI'rw;rl? e:juigme,v,c ~/,t·:J Q'VN IJhl.h r:hti obdc;~ct'ive 
of a mcUt~l:~)j victc·r'Y 'in .-i968,. lie m·2.Y be afle~' m.Ach b'i'gger> 
game than Kh3 Sarth,. II 

§j 

The Commander caut.ioned h1;,taff that action '0 all four Corps Tactical 

Zones (CTZ) was on the upswing. There were no large unit fIghts at the time, 

but there was a significant increase in small unIt actions. He advised: 

II niB expected thio trend w'iU cc'ntinue" M4CV thinks 
the number' of enemy ae>c:';'1s iB a-c art a~l il.:m6 high 
since 1 fI6.5--·ce'f'ta~l1ly hLghqr thanlt any cime,:n my tour>. 
All of t.iEse smd!. W1it fights seem te' r,.'<i r')getiJer> a 
gener>al s t'f'ategy of offel1o ,ve actions at aU l,,')el$ 
I;hrough:c:d the ']oul1!.ry. Many of -I;he .').ttackl! are dir>ected 
agc.insi t.)cai- leaders.. The obvious aim 1.S t~ tighten 
cvntr'''~ on (:he ~oc·:zl people. liis f£gin has aZways k.ept 
the obJe.~&1.v" :Jj' ,~.)ntr::Zling the P;OP~g uppermost," 

2/ 
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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 meanwhi Ie, the dlspos' t Jon of enemy forces 1n the NIAGARA area represented 

a very real threat to the Marines at Khe Sa.nh, while also presenting "an 

undeniable opportunit.y for concentrated airstrikes on a sustained basis." 

Mounting enemy infiltration, coupled with intelligence estimates that Tet 

was the key date in enemy planning, prompted a strong sense of urgency 

concerning the defense of Khe Sanh, The 7AF Commander directed 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 

assi3tance is needed. MarInes mUSL be brought in as the plan develops. It 

must be our best effort to support their defenses at Khe Sanh. " 
lQI 

Z~_~i~_t£~~~_~l~~~~[ 

COMUSMACV adVised "hal 11e considered It imperative that "mdximum air 

firepower available" be used to meet the enemy threat in I 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 Mea" To this end, he defIned the command and control 

procedures which would apply in NIAGARA operations: 
l!! 

"Te meet ,;IUi (ilrgat in the Q'~aYI{J Tri - Thua Thien ,,-rea, 
I have dire~t6d my Deputy Comdr MACV Air, Ge"1 M:::my"n', 
fo devekp a p~an t:; ~on~entrat;e ~U a;)aHab~e air re­
SDUroes is[4/1-:cype Operati:JnJ. The diroeot support of 
Manne w1ito by the l'st MAW 1:S not affeoted by th,;s 
pl:l>1. The ,1HUa/-:;::'ea of oonoentration wiU be ar:;urui 
ths /(/w Sanl, N lIlr./lRIl jTJ area, Depend,:ng upon '-he 
caotica~ 6~tlJadon thg area wiH be shifted, Dep COMUSMACV 
fDr Air OpeMtl~)"S linE ooordinate the details of this ail' 
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plan l.Jith the 1st Marine Ilir' Wing and III M41i' as 
ap~l'oprwtg [hal}e char'ged him "itil the over'aU 
1"8;pcn&ibi,/ ity for' ail" cpel'aticns f:Jr" the execution 
Dr thia plan, lJe wiZZ coordinate and direot, the em­
;;:/lDymgYd '~)f -th~ tactica~ air .. Mar1.:ne a·[~., diver'tqd 
at:"3trikes fro:n out of cDunti''Y air' opgrat'i?ns, and 
Bu~h navat :HI" that; ma.y bs r'eque.st,ed. /i-52 8t.l'tkes 
wiH be cc;oniw,::tted thi'DUgh inm, 

"Unti[ lutcher- n:Jtic:e, it i.g dir'ec~ed tha.t, III MAli' 
make available to ?AIi' all mati-cal, bcmbe't' sarlies not 
requi:'ecl Jor' dir'ect air 5UppOl't oj" Ma!'~l1e units" These 
sQr'ties W'l. E be ini tia ~ ly commi tted to the N.IAGARA opera­
t·ion" 

"I 1.J~~'h i;r) SGr8aS the absoZute nec·essity fel' o:J?:rdina­
ti.Qn;f all demel1ts of the command '(;0 b.r-'£ng our fire­
pC1J~l' ag,:nns t. th" enemy in th" m?8i; effeo::t!l)e m21'1n8r', 
The ser'w/As chpe2t we faC!e i'l I Cvrpa and Khe 8anh i.n 
panwular, demanda riJ-i,3, .r have direor,ed my Air Deputy 
to il1,s;-<.re ?~n my n'XTf1e t.hat thf..S'8 ai.r re.s07i.l'l0gS are appZ.ied 
to t'r~~8 ~Yldr II 

To insure that adequate air resources and tactical flexibility were 

ava 11 ab 1 e to the 7 AF Commander, COMUSMACV reques ted authori ty from CINCPAC to 

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

considered necessary to count.er' the enemy bui Id-llpin Quang Trt Province", 
12/ 

Th i 5 i nc'l uded both rha i 1 and based USAF a i rera ft and Seventh Fl eet resources-.-

CINCPAC concurred, but adVised that "it is essential" that interdiction efforts 
13/ 

in Route Package I and Laos be continued. -, This authority for Thai-based 

aircraft to conduct strikes against targets 1n I Corps marked the first use 

of That-based aircraft 1n 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 NIAGilRA plann'lng, 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 overdll defense plan for the tactical area. - As 
15/ 

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

"Deputy COMU5'MACII for' Ail" ici prepa.ring an outUne plan 
Ie on"u!'" !;ha.1c a.u.. elements of ail' plan>1·i.ng for Bupport 
of Oper'a('icm NIAGIlRA are complete and l;hat corrvna/'ld, oon­
trol, and Co ~l'd:na.t.ion ar·r·,xngements among forces in­
v?lved are adequate L' the fuLl soale of intensity Of 
pos8ib~e air cpe(':).tior;sn" 

Specific pldnnlng for operdtlons as approved by COMUSMACV in NIAGARA II 

called for a maxImum B-52 effort, with follow-up reconnaissance--both visual 

and photoo Tactical aIr wOIJl.d expend under FAC controL Airborne Command ,. 

and Control Center (ABCCC) aircraft orbitIng over Laos would control the 

SLAM effort. The ABCCC would serve as an extension to the 7AF Tactical Air 

Control Center (TACe), and would be tied Into the Marines at Khe Sanh and Dong 

Ha for artillery fIre. Intensified armed reconnaissance into a.nd leading out 

of the NIAGARA area would be required) and all roads leading from Laos into 

the area were to be \nterdl cted" The 7AF Commander also directed that SLAM 

surveillance and suppre~~ion 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. 

Detailed photo coverage would be directed for both day and night. 
l~ 
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TACC d'irected the "Covey" FACs flying Ilut 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 prog'anl would also receive top priority. They advised the 20th Tactical 

Air Support Squadron (TASS) to "keep ahead of FAC and dl (craft requirements 
~y 

.. 

and norlfy fACC of additional needs available". Hq 7AF TACC also directed 

that it was essential that "lAF FACs develop and report all suspect activities 

observed In the threat area." In addition to the Laotian portion of the 

threat area, "all routes and t/'ail nets leading into the Khe Sanh area" would 

be covered extensively for troops and logistic support Inflltrations. l§! 

A special 7AF NIAGARA Intelligence Control Center was also established to 

effect an ai'ound the cio(k priority effoy,t til insute the effective manage-

ment of 'ntelligenle resources. ThiS will be discussed later under "Targeting 

and Tact 1 ca; Resp:Hlse" c 

Cont~ol and coordin3tlon 1 imitations had been of I'ecurr'ing concern dudng 

joint air/ground operations in the III MM TAOR, Thus, when COMUSMACV 

issued t.he execution order for' NIAGARA I I on 22. January, the 7AF Commander 
~ -----

in turn directed his operations and lntelllgence ~taff to effect immediate 

coordinaUon with III MAF offic'ials" 7AF officials pruceeded that afternoon 

to III MAF at Da Nang to brief and coordInate plans for air support of 

NIAGARA II. Pre;ent at the conference were the CG, III MAF, Comdr.lst MAW, 

the III MAF Chief of Staff, and several key III MAF staff officers. The 7AF 

Deputy Directo"", TACC, reported on this meeting: 
12/ 
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"General CU8h:"'~'1 :'CG, III MAP) Btated that he~'aYlted all 
the ail' that he c:,uld get in support of h'_3 gt'ound fOr'ces 
and that he prefer'r'ed to use ail' to the maximum extent 
pos3ible mther than artiller'y be<:Jause of ZOg1:StV: resup­
ply to "Iw Kfw Sanh area, Gener'al Cushman WaB cOYlcel'ned 
about Mal'in" O'0'AV,cl ["raes deplcyed in and aI'owtd the 
Khe Sanh Gl'ea a,~d wanted to be sure that pr'ocedures >Jere 
estahliBhed (; ~";:"re the safety Qf these trcops, AlB" 
that the lSD-mill artillery at Khe Sanh could be usgd, when 
n~agsaal'y" Ul1der the ';;ntl'ol ~f the Pil'e SUPPQrt Cool'dina­
hon Center' (FSCC; at Khe Sanh, I informed Geneml Cushman 
in my opim?v, this co~rdinaticn was easily effeel;ed through 
the ABCCC and d t;r'ikes made in the close proxim£ty of Khg 
Sanh wculd be cx,rdinated thr'ough 'Chat faciUty, In addi­
tion, if ocnmum,:atc.?YlS wer'e lost at Khe Sanh [ 8').9ge8 ted 
that the D1:viswYl FSCC at Dong Ha provide the neoessat'y 
coor'dinatioll, 

"UpQn my depar'~ul"e fMm III MAE', I was oonvinced t,hat 
General Cu~hmal, ")."8 dehghted that 7th AU' E'or-:JB had t;aken 
the im:tiat,1-i,16 '2'"d wail prouiding ::til" power' to assist his 
gr':JUYld !'orcB3, II;! further' iYlfcr'med me that the o~ly thing 
he acsked "Jas ih'2'; si,dkes iYlthe vioinity of his troops be 
chor'ough~ii (.!);:;tdin:1ted with hi" cont11oUing agencnBs and that 
its e'efonqd U Wig ail' rather than ar'tiUery bec,"use of 
the c2J?2bd,it y L ddiv:;;r' gr'eater' ton"'age on the enemy./t 

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. It was clearly understood that 

the procedures establlshed would in no way restrict Hillsboro ABCCC from 

employing airpower in any area of NIAGARA, but certain coordinatl0n 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 Mdrlne troops were deployed that would requ'ire all strikes 

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

lone, and out to a CIrcle de;;gnating the 155-nm artillery range, strikes 

would be conducted after coordInation with the Marine FSCC at Khe Sanh to 
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lnsure that artll lery and airstrikes did not interfere with each other. In 

other areas C0n ~ \ guous to the NIAGARA area, 1. 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 

without CJOrdlnatlon of the FSCC. 
?e.Q'! 

In specific areas designated by 111 MAr, 'in the immediate vicinity of 

K,he Sanh wher'e Manne grOlJnd forces were deployed, Marine a'ir would be USE!d 

, to the m&xlmum extent possible. Additional strikes would be requested by 

the ground fotce:) (ommdnder concerned. These strikes wou'ld be controlled 

either by FAC o~ MSQ/TPQ depending on the closeness of friendly troops. ?:.J.I 

It was agreed that all aircraft operating In the NIAGARA area would 

check In and o~t with the ABCCC for target/FAC assIgnment wlth the exception 

of those Marine aircraft under FAC control conducting close air support 

of MarIne ground fo)'ces in the immediate Khe Sanh area" The ABCCC would, 

)1 

'J 

maintain coOr~'"ation of these strIkes through the Marine 5ub-DASC at Khe Sanh. l) 

01" the o'irbo';'ne DASC if on stat.ion, When Marine airer'aft were not used in 

this role they would contact the ABCCC to be put on other targets. 
?:.V 

Wi th these agreements, the Deputy Di rector. TACe, departed Da Nang for 

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

to insure that these procedurp~ were workable. He reported to the, 7AF 

Commander: 
nJ 

"Whole a0t,i,ng as the ABCCC Commander' (Hillsboy,o) on the 
23d 1 {'Ju.''id t.h'Jt thRse py.~cedur8S /.J6"f1~ gj'j'8e~lve and 
ths cp"t2,i,?~ W9n, -rather' -smoothly" The C1Zi/ pr'~blem 
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encountgred was ~c1~t1a;1 coordination with the FS'CC 
at Khe S'anh,. ABCCC Was unabZe to mainta~n radio 
contact w{(h the FSCCo The OJ:'hit of ABCCC was moved 
in an. attempl; to gain c::mstant radio contact; however, 
only ';ntepmiict grd contact was obtainab leo Fo llowing 
this fanure we estabLished proc"duI'es to maintain 
aonstant rad;;o CO'1tact wi th the Marine aiI'borne DAS'C 
(peaUy a 7'ACP) r;hat was on stadon between Da Nang 
and Khe S'anh, Once this pI'oaedur-e Was established we 
had no mope ploblemc of ooordilUJ.i;{ng strikes. Fop the 
fi,(,st day I felt the opemtion Went veI'y well. However, 
pI'ocedUI'es wd ~ continue to be refined and olose'(' caordi­
nation attained, 

"Based on my experiel1ce on the 2:ld, I feel that the ABCCC 
can Buccessfully handle 700 to ?iiO st'('ike sorties in a 
24 hour per£,Jd s) I,ong as these "orties ape not allowed 
to gang up at anyone pe'('iad. Thi5 situation can easily 
be prevented biJ p!'cper scheduling and maintaining adequate 
tankers on s ta t,io.n, " 

Despite these early agreements, coordination and control problems did 

arise in NIAGARA,espec1ally during the fir5t three weeks. 
L, 

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 ate not addressed by this study. One example was coordina-

tion between COMUSMACV and the U.S. Ambassador to Laos on SLAM operations 

in the Laotian portlOn of the NIAGARA area. Ambassadorial concurrence was 

obtained, and prior approval on a large list of 6-52 targets was given to 

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

with other necessary res tn ct ions, a no-fj re zone was drawn around a fri endly 

Laotian outpost just across the border on Route 9, This restriction was 

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

by NVN forces. 
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Several days prior to the beginning of NIAGARA, it was reported that 

the enemy hild effe~tivelyrestricted movement by friendly forces operatin9 

out of the Marine Base Camp at Khe Sanh and sur~oundjng outposts. At this 

time, the III MAF had ten ground reconnaissance teams located at Khe Sanh. 

A MACV report advised that these teams had been able to accomplish "some 

ground reconnalssance", but had not produced "tangible" intell Igence. 

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

Sanh because this vias the limit of supporting fire available" Also, enemy 

counter reconnaissance patrol§ were able to screen the location and movement 
24/ 

of units, and prevented the collection of data by engaging friendly patroli: 

By the tlme NIAGARA operations began, the situation had become mot'e 

criticaL Enemy forces had already begun sporadic but continuous shellin9 

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

Selected notes from the MAC V Combat Operations Center log on 21-22 January 
25/ 

te II the story: 

At 210430 K/3/26 USMC on Hill 861 received a ground 
attack from an estimated 200-300 enemy, Friendly 
posit:on was not penetrated and contact became sporadic 
untjl approximately 1200H when enemy broke contact. 
Sporadic small arms fit'e continued th('oughout the after­
noon. 

At 210505H the Khe Sanh Combat Base received an unknol'!n 
number of mortar rounds. Incoming mortar fire continued 
until 1200H. Evemng 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 kjlling 25 
enemy. 

F~lendly casualty report for the day -- 14 KIA, 43 WIA. 
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Three kilometers NNE of Khe Sanh at 211700H, three 
U~-IDs In support of. ARVN forces recelVed heavy ground 
fIre on approach to LZ. One UH-ID touched down in LZ, 
received heavy fire, and exploded. The other two UH-lDs 
aborted mIss'on and returned to Khe Sanh. 

On 22 January, both Khe Sanh and Hill 881 came under 
enemy mortar bombardment. Enemy pos i ti ons taken under 
fire by tactical air and 105 fire. 

At 221300H, unknown number of civilians continue evacuat­
ing vi Ilage of Khe Sanh to area near combat base. 

Approximately 1500H, an H-34 helicopter was shot down on 
HIll 881-S while on resupply mhsion. Vicinity Hill 861 
an H-34 Vias shot dOVin by enemy fire. Patrol located air­
craft but could not locate crew. 

TVielve kilometers SSE of Khe Sanh at 221525H, an F-4B on 
CAS miss Ion Vias hi t by enemy ground fire and crashed. 

Eight k' iometers NW of Khe Sanh at 221730H, 1/3/26 USMC 
observed 30-40 enemy. Art; 11ery missions and tac';ical air 
s tn kes d I rec ted on enemy pos it ions" Res u Its, 21 KI A. 

UPDATE. TVielve kilometers south of Khe Sanh at 211500H an 
air observer dIrected eight Fixed wing strikes on enemy 
positIons Results, 40 KIA. 

I n the meanwh I '1 e, heavy enemy movement cont i nued 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 frlendly Laotian element, located at Ban HOlli Sane, Vias 

officially knoVin as BV-33, but Vias better knoVin by its radio call sign 

"Elephant", especially to 1M Covey FACs, These FACs Vlere 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 intelligence source to the FACs, Vlho not only maintained radio contact, 

but often flew into the camp's STOL strip for a visit Vlith the BV-33 Commander, 
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LL Col, Soulang, and his people, 

As prevjous ly stated, 7th Air Force had gone to great lengths to preclude 

inadvertent strikes agalnst the Elephant contingent, as well as other friend-

ly positIons on both sides of the border. A no-strike zone was drawn around 

the friendly POSitions. and the ABCCCs, the FACs, and all strike pilots were 

thoroughly bflefed on these restricted areas. After 24 January, strike 

restrictions jn the Elephant area were lifted--NVA forces had overrun the 

Elephant contlngent. 
~~/ 

The a ttack on Elephant was supported by seven armored veh i c I es whi ch 
~V 

had advanced a J ong Route 9. Weather was extreme ly bad in the area during 

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

forces. One Co~ey fAC described the weather: 
lQ.i 

"On 24 JaY"Aary, I t:JQ7< off ?t 3:30 in the morning to 
BUPP01', I,"/.gpht:mt who was ~n ,h,g process oj' bnng over­
PAY'" Whc;n I al" rived '~n chg apea, Candles t wI<. W26 thep6 
fla{"ing "he bar-tle sc:ene,. The Beene was low cuepcast, 
ppob()b~!J up co <,PO'And 2,000 to 3,000 f%t s:JUd, with 
a In.gh OIF3NJas/:· based .J.t. ahou~12,OOO fe0t eX' GQ, .We 
were un"b~e to work visuaEy i;v. the area at alL, •• " 

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

had to be directed In by the Marine TPQ ground directed radar bombing system 
.1lJ 

located at Khe Sanh, The FAC reported: 

"Candlestick and I wepe flying through the layer.s; 
Candles t,ick f~aring at the request of Elephant, 
Elepha'1 t reported he Was ,mder' heavy gr?unrl at;tack. 
He repor'ted tanks and trucks coming down Route 9 
{porn W9.'] 1; (;0 eas t: ,. lIi.s o~rt;-22'J rerz.m~ to" ho..,1 a Z,l'gady 
been iJreached, and he was calhng for ah' st.,'·,kqa. 
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IISince IJq IV:','[l,'.; ,~A.y,,:zblq. to l.Qftn.9 the S1/ti'(ar;'i:;n. on 1;he 
g't":,und j al! IJS -:;:;u.Zd de I;):.1S to t;.ake cvoruinates given 
~,; ~3 by I','!ephant and rday t1wn to AUgycat (Night 

11 BCCC ' a",') h(}.')? them TPQ tt W~ th Car's tair's Br,wo 
(MaNne 'x~"v/1 .:It [(he Sanh,:" Suen if the TNJs were 
pinpat.n "n, aaco'ArClcy, the prob~em here lJas,hat the 
NV/J we t'.;, m~ 'J'ng so fas t tha'l; by the timg che TPQs 
hu, I;hey lJu'e probab~y lJen away ft'om the target at'ea 
and CO'1ti."'/,/Ulg weth the attac/(" 

"We had two Yell';lJb~t'd8 !B-57s.i i", the at'ea w7,,;;h fir'e 
bombs, /)1,,:: 7ui' ']culd n~t e::cp~nd them becm,se Wg could 
n(it 'ide"lt,ffj ,he b'J.tde on the g."?und, We jU3t had 
"0 sit "'P -h,,;,oe, ,":nhgr fr'<s7;t':J.t'id, a"ld TPQ tQ hdp 
them ')',(T;, d;)',: ~ bef-;'f'G dawn.~ Eleph.a~.t r\~poLl>t ~d that; 
~:}u:.,y Wt-;i"g u'-:;::V?'d :)'.:~r{';An, I cO':A.~,d hea1~ the m'2'.~h"I't,:::; guns 
cad m;r't'Jt's .:," ,he b'2,3:(Jt'cund as he t;cd/(gd r',;g·h,r sadly 

" 

Lt Col Soulang adVised the FAC that he was going to have to evac-

uate the comma~d post and retreat to the east toward the Lang Vei Special 
32/ 

Forces Cal1lp - - Just across the border In SO'Jth Vietnam,,-- The BV-33 

Commander later reported that he radioed for help to Lang Vel and re-

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

di rected his peop 1 e t.o evacuate on foot across the border toward Lang 

Vei. Th i s group I nc I uded 276 BV-33 troops, approximate Iy 200 Meo troops, 
33/ 

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

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

Lang Vel and again asked for helicopter supporL He was given an affirmative 

answer, but none arrived by 1700 hours. The refugees co~tinued to move 
34/ 

along Route 9.-- TheIr withdrawal was covered by air. The weather cleared 

r 

.' 

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

former El ephant comllland pos t, another FAC fo I lowed the refugees. Covey 263 
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located the refugees on the road, a~d began directing strikes in on 
35/ 

bridges behlnd them -- Probilb1y due to these strikes, enemy pursuit was 
36, 

not agg ress i ve, 

37/ 
Hillsboro ABCCC reported on the BV-33 withdrawa1:--

1I~'iephay't had be8.~ OUer',~U'l bef:m, HillsbOt'J (dayl~ght 
~Q.ll sigYl! to~k 8T.atiJYI and the ilUf':;":VOf'S aYidrefugees 
were c!':lnlhYlg a.kmg RO'Ate 9 :co)a·t,d Khe Sa.Ylh, 0'')')6Y 
FA0's remain,d DVO' the eJDl-umn tht'cughou: the day and 
S~V th2 rn 1~nt;G thg ,:!ornpDuv.d ,:xi: La~~g VS'l:., The ptJ6se:'1Ce 
::;f the FAC a~r:r'''ft appa.rentl.y pr,,;);mt€d further haras­
sme'lt, E:!.ephCl~t ~epc!'"ed enree medium (anl(s supporting 
the batta~wo1 aitaeking h~m. FAe r"'c)"Jed the area and 
i"cp.:./Y' 1,(;,:1 t'l"::l.:-:la· o/' CQrnr~ (ype. of i);;h{.;~e lJl-th cleated 
:re00 b'At f.:"A"d 'lD "PIka. &)ute 9 WClS i'ltzrdicted 
a"!d a bndg; bombed for' ':i pt'6C!aU!;Wn(1t'y msasure after 
r.he r"fA/roJ h:d p!,:Jc~Gded wu~t of it." 

An Army debrleflng officer reported later on the BV-33 arrival at 
381 

. Lang Vel: ---

"Advan'3.;,:i pZa~')oYl al'Y'iVBd at Lang VEi SF Ca7lp., wh6r'e 
ihey wt;:)".g dl.3ar'med as were rest oj' uni t a:':"'t,1J 1:ng l,atepo 
[,t e.:;-! .S;;,liAlavUJ .. ~>,:m.::"'YJ.ctr'),ted with C0'71l7la;1.1ero of [J5'8F'~ a 
[,1; Col., who o.~0.eN!.d ~ha.!: weapc,'1s be gi?!6Yl b'2,,,l{ to BV-33. 
lie the" ! :.I.d BV- 33 CO t:J dsp Ly rns,."it Ln def'mse 
P0S /.tU;>lS al; Old ['a'lg Vei Camp ! appr',xc J, 000 meters 
nDt,th of SF Camp) 0 RefiAgees were hel'ded ta lc,.~ation 

apr.ro:Ct.'11ac,e ~y 800 metH's eat,t J'UB 1; off Rte 9,. BV-33 
;; tayed at thdr p?sHi'Jt!s a!: Lang Vei and made ;sevel'al 
patFC<Zs ':w':'Dmpa.n~ed by USSF pSl's:mnel. BV-.~J .ost 
1 ?j'ftc<.r', MIA, and n!:} USSF on l;heise pc:.t.ro(s. Aftel' 
the 2 7 th ?f ,}a'1U!),ry, adq'Aa"g arno'u'Its OJ foed weo~e p.re­
p2red, b-;;th rioe and C-rarions, hAlO '10 arms, amm~, 0 

clo~hiytg nor shovels r;o di;g adeq!t,~te dej'",nse POS'1-t'1-ona. 
Medieal o/d pr?)ided BV-3,3 W,[A •. 00., , " 

The Laotian sold'ie r s and refugees were now in a zone of comparative 
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safety, but only tempor-Mlly Within two weeks, the Lang Vel Special 

Forces Camp would also be overrun dnd would no longer represent a haven. 

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

being in the area, Although the BV-3.3 Commander was usually a reliable 

source of intelligence, his report of tanks was viewed with skeptlcis~ 

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 
39/ 

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

Loss of the Elephant C",'llP meant. the loss of a valuable intelligence 

source. Lt Col Soul.)ng had often been able to advise the Covey FACs of 

enemy movement In t.h~ Route 9 area, and his forces had been the first 

to detect the enemy's construction of a new road bypass;ng Route 9 into 

Quang Trl 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 
40/ 

effort were in the Co Roc Mountain area'-- During the period 7-17 January, 

BV-33 guerrilla teams operating southeast of Ban Houel Sane also discovered 

extensive enemy positlOns in vicinity of Co Roc Mountain (XD 741 316). 
41/ 

Their observation was repol-ted as follows:-

On II J anua 'y, a team found an occup i ed 50-man 
foxhole complex at the top of Co Roc Peak. 

On 13 Janua.ry, a patrol' obsl~rved 75 NVA soldiers 
and sighted heavy ground fire, including 50-
caljber Indchlne guns, firing at an aircraft. 
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On 15 January, a team observed a hut with a long 
wire antenna set up next to It. The area showed 
signs of heavy foot traffiC in the immediate 
v'clnlty .. 

On i6 January, two caves were discove.red, one of 
which contained two tons of rice. fhree enclosed 
structures were located nearby which couid house 30 
men ea.:h. 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 la-man capacity. One lorge 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, tactlcal airpower has been 

essential to suc:essful defense and/or evacuation.. Under conditions 

favorable to the enemy, e.g. Inclement weather, t':lctlcal airpower has not 

always been able to preclude them from being overrun. Radar directed 

strikes have helped to offset weather disaciv3ntages 10 Vietnam, but 

such strikes are lImited when forces are closely engaged. The impact of 

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

situations has yet to be' I(jete rml ned,. Similar attacks have been broken 

when defendlng forces were able to withstand the assault untl I the 

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

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

Sanh would be a different matter. Launching a m'ljor assault against 

)<) 

. ) 

() , 

'.J 

u 
I 

I ------·---·T 



() 

o 

o 

o 

o 

o 

C) 

• S!CIt!, 

positions such as Khe Sanh would mean the massing of enemy forces, thus 

rnaking thern extremely vulnerable to airpower -- especially when it was 

app lied on a SLAM·· type bas IS, 

Although superior enemy forces usually had little difficulty over­

powering small fixed POSItIons in bad weather, thelf usual tactic was 

01thdrawal rather than attempting to hold the position once It was 

abandoned by the occupants, This precluded effective air bombardment 

of the abandoned POSItIon, and quite often forced aircraft to expend on 

uncertain withdrawal route targets, However, enemy withdrawal and 

tactical air effect'veness 'n this partlcular situation presented a 

departure from the norm Enemy objectives in the area offered I imited 

withdrawal alternatives Movement in any direction stIll placed the enemy 

in the NIAGARA targetIng area, and the extensive application of B-52s and 

tacti ca I a i rpower under the NIAGARA concept reduced the probabi II ty of 

escape, 

NIAGAR~~~~th~_I~~Of!~~~iv~ 

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

of enemy movemen t j n the a rea, Cont 1 nued s urve i 11 ance by the Covey FACs, 

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

offset the loss of the GV-33 carnp, Reports on heavy enemy rnovernent in the 

area continued to be made, On the day the Elephant carnp 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 extens ive enemy troop movement to 

the east on Route 9. Heavy enemy troop movement was a Iso reported in 
421 

the vicInIty of Lang Vel 

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 

Ve i , and in certa in j os tances thei r presence he 1 ped protect enemy forces 

from air strIkes. [n one instance, a target 500 meters northeast of 

Lang Vel was passed to HIllsboro for immediate air strike. The target 

was described as a troop concentration and command post three miles south-

wes t of Khe Sanh.. A FAC in the area reported 200-300 refugees on Route 9, 

500 meters from the target, and 500 more on a trai I from the target to 

Route 9. The target was not struck becalJse of the proximity of the 

refugees, and the posslbl1ity that the troop concentration was in actuality 

a group of refugees,. Again, monsoon weather was favorable to enemy move-
431 

ment, and hindered visual coofmnation .. --

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

Forces Camp at Lang Vel, when the Elephant Commander and members of the 

Special Forces Group reported trucks moving dO\~n Route 9 toward their 
44/ 

pas it ions" As Covey 252 reported:-

"Of aO!.Lrse, we fvr'esCM a reenaotmenT; of the disaster 
at InephaYlt" We r'eques ted "ome napaZm and CBU and a 
fZClres ll1;p, none of whioh were aV,;di.:lble. 'VB el1ded up 
hi ~t{ng the ccordinat.ea where the r.r-~,,')J.:s w~rle .supposed 
tQ be looated with B·)me M-I,pS -- a f~ight. of }'-ZOOs, 
rve Y!c.t1.-f-I:f:ri ?AF that lJg c·::;nstdelled i.": necessary 1;0 have 
napalm aYld CBU a:Ja'~ .~ab Ie, co !.Lse Qn I:!'OOP conoentrat.ions 
and 'jell'Lutes" If 
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Khe Sanh was already effectively pinned down, with airlift being 

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

base camp was under cons tant fi re from enemy mortars, rockets, and 

artillery, and much of thelr own artillery ammunition had been de-

s troyed when enemy rounds hit thei r 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 addltion to other intelligence 

sources, an NVN offlcer who rallied at Khe Sanh airfield on 20 January 

said that "beginning vii th Khe Sanh, every U.S. base between the Laotian 
45/ 

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

In view of the Increased activity in I Corps, COMUSMACV contacted 

the American Ambassador dnd requested that the planned truce during the 

Tet Holidays be cancelled. Concomitantly, the 7AF Commander advised that 

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

the main battle".. He adVised his Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations 
~ 

on 24 January: 

"rv'h8yZ, 'the nI:lI,V/ t;.hX·'.A.6t cQmes we 1.AnZl KI1CW ,it by the 
~el)el of '"::;"'-jP'lated prepa:mtor'Y fire followed by 
assaulting ~~emy i>1fan.tt'y. An the air we have 
aua,';labLe WI . .'.l l)q shutaed m~ght and day. OUt' '.;acHcs 
wU~ be pt'~du,~,ed D"l that ba.,is. Whenever' &t ';6 
possibl"~ w·~ si1?,.td mass ,he 8-528 and t.hen fd1ow,. 
wi th tng TIV 2Lt', Thts has always begn sou"ld ·a>1d we 
sh-:n,ldn'r. gee away ft'?m it here, This to the ta~tia 
I will pr")pca'! to Gen.erat WeB trnol"gZand whi1n. the mai"l 
battle bE-gins, 
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"The strl:k.;s MO'lday afte.~n?on (22 January) against the 
JOO t,";~PS a~co."ding t? the refugees [!'Om Khe Sanh was 
fa~ mor" effective than ii-rat repor-t. AC.'::Dt'ding to 
y'epo:";s given by !;he.ge people at least f:;"<l' hundt'ed 01' 
rnOI'Ei NVft "nops Wet's ki Ued by r.he CBU anew/(. Ive should 
conr.[,,,,,, tc?rnpl.)y a balanced Z,oad of ha:'.j b?mbs and 
CBUa. The bombs co open up the canopy wi ch CBUs 00 get 
exp?sed p,n'sonne 1.., We wi n find in dna batHe mOl'e 
ccncent-,{,J,t;'ion of ti"OCpS than. haB been. the case in the 
past. Co~sequent1.y> CBU-2s and 24s should be OUl' prima:r'Y 
'.Jeap:;;i ,,1' the s{tuatio'~ de De lOPI; as des':fnbed. 

"ilgai'1 [ wa1!: to be sut'e you fu1.ly unders cand my guidance 
0'1 the tow/. 1A5e of the j'orces, fve must prol)'['de ~lose 

air' 6 1Appo:er: "to troops who are in conta.ci;~ It 1?esn't 
matter IJhqY'e this 18. These l'eq,,dr'ements will be met 
above an cc,·h61'5 , I c:mstrue ";.~?OPS in C)Qntact to also 
inclule he Li C).?P tel's, ilC- 478 oX' (my othel' air' vehicle 
IJhich IS (Flqagi'1g enemy ~l'OOps, Si'1ce the battle in 
Khe Sa ... h !/lay go fot' a'1 extended time we must be in a 
P')st1.Lre to ,3ustmn our effo~t, Hold ba-:;k out' sUr'ge 
,,,,t;iI. I dectde co make the aH out etfo,>t. 

"We m'A6 t .:]QntinlAe with the inte:"Vldiotton 'in Laos and 
Rt l'ky J. S !.,-;.bs in ,he North wi U z's red,.·%d when the 
weather' is bad tc bolster the intet'd1.ction efj'ot't -in 
Laos, Ij' the weather b:t'eaks we wi U go j'or a max-imum 
effort in [,a:Js pt'o';iding there 1.S not a cr~sis at Khe 
Sanh [1' there is a ct'1.sis at Khe Sanh, it will take 
Pt'i';{'1, ';y ?1J6::' aU strikes i,n the Noy,th." 

47/ 
Further gUldance was provided by the 7AF COlnmander on the 24th:-

"Untd the enemy com'nita himself at Khe Sanh the level 
of effof't .should be balanced against the intel'dl.ction 
p"'ogl'am en [,a?8, Paf'ticu~at' att;en.C1.on 8hcu~d be gi7Jen 
to Rour;e 9. I expect this to be! the main a "'pp Zy rou te, 
As soon as the r'ej'ugees are cleat'ed, and under' PAC con­
tl'O~ ·~o be e,<:;fe of »ie.·ix' cZeal'alwe, .I want to keep this 
Mu1;e inter'dicted night and day, You should be working 
on i; ewes t of ElephaY/t at'ea now. Combat Skyapot should 
be uh l.i 3"-3. wiJqn the weather is bad, 

11 P-I,pst th1.ng r.omor.mw mOr'Yling (25 Jan) put s'ct'ikes against 
the E.'Zepha:1t ftirj'ie/.d. This j'ield s!zo'Ald be kept knocked 
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out. I wo'.,i.d 2~B:J ~~ke to keep aU p';GeYl(;"a~ :Jp6Y'Clting 
.'!.o r;.','J. t7»I! f; f';:' M T(;u IJl-zi:ch a:'(' 1,J7~ tJu~n l'lWl,tj(; ::Jf the J(h~ 
Sallh at'eo. iu!""ked Ot/t. We: k~ow the air'fie~ds> GO it is 
a matt"r of cy;{',hlla~io'1 bet.lJee'1 o'-'t'se~ves awl the Navy," 

From this pOint on, concentrated airpower vlOuld provide the primary 

defense for the Khe Sanh area, Weather was extremely unfavorable, but 

ground dlrected radar strikes would help offset this disadvantage. There 

was no shortage of lucrative targets, dnd tile SLAM effort lnsured around-

the-clock avai labl l1ty of strike aircraft. From 22 through 29 January,~· 

over 3,000 tact.ical strike so.rt.ies were flown lnto the NiAGARA area, (..../ 

80mb damage assessment (BOA) for t.hese strikes was reported as follows: 

346 secondary explosions and flres, slxteen trucks destroyed and seven 

damaged, 18 gun posltlons destroyed and three damaged, 29 bunkers 

destroyed and ten damaged, )81 structures destroyed and 65 damaged, and 

241 K8A, This BOA was reported by visual sighting, and is undoubtedly 

deflated in view of the extremely bad weather at t.he time. Well over 
48/ 

200 8-52 sorties were also flown in NIAGARA durlng this period,-

Even approximate BDI\ on these strikes was prohibited by severe weather 

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

discussed later in this study. 

On the day before Tet, the Vietnamese Government cancelled the 36 
49/ 

hour ceasefire throughout South Vietnam,- In the NIAGARA area on the 

29th, reports from special 

activity in Khe Sanh area" 

air delivered sensors indicated "a lot of 
50/ 

These reports said further:-
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"M'2ny tr'CJc;p "ICVeme~ts of ~'2t'ge GY1d small uYl&ta ft'om 
La)t."L(Ui /J')('del' as' fa.'" sou"t.h .),.$ ~tJYl Ug 1-:j,s br:dClJ Khe 
SClVl.h, A II m':;')grn~~"t6 touJ'J.rd Khe Sanh· Seems to be 
big p,wh, " 

Then, the enerny launched his widespread ret OffenSIve, While rnain-

taining pressure against friendly positions in the NIAGARA area, the 

enemy struck SaIgon, Hue and 34 of 45 provincial capitals, and numerous 
51/ 

U.S, and Vietn<lmese mil itary installations.--· Demands upon airpower 

~uring the Tet Offensive emphasized mo~e 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 W.:lS to insure air-

power responS1veness to requlrernents generated by multIple widespread 

tactical situations. whIle maintaining the required weight of effort in 

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

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

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

Adjust to meet live targets as first priority. 

CarrIer forces to be directed against the enemy 
headquarters in NIAGARA and in support of Khe Sanh. 

Thailand-based forces to be applIed against Laos 
LOCs (I) .:lnd In support of Khe Sanh (2). 

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

Marine forces: (I) Khe S<lnh, (2) Camp Carron. and 
(3) Emergency support-

Authority to frag and divert Thai-based strike aircraft into 

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

bility requIred to Insure that the NIAGARA air effort was not dl1uted. 

The NIAGARA sortie rate during the Initial Tet thrust shows clearly 

that Khe Sanh and Camp Carroll were not left exposed whl Ie alrpower 

responded 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 sortles were flown in NIAGARA during the 

three days prJor to Tet, whIle 1,164 tactical and 123 8-52 sorties 
53! 

were flown the fir~;t three days of the offensive.,--

-

o ~ 
Responsl veness was a reqlJl rement that Impacted as much on FAC, 

o 

(1 

c 

c 

() 

reconnaissance and intelligence as it did on stnke operations. Twice 

during NIAGARA, majOr shIfts of emphasis were made to deal with critical 

tactical requi ,rements The first on 2 February ental led 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 accol11plished 

WIthout seriously lmpalrlng the targeting of the enel11Y threat to Khe Sanh, 
54/ 

although they severely tasked the hUl11an and material resources available.-

8y 2 February, the expected enemy assault against Khe Sanh had not 

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

enemy to over,run Canlp Carroll at the same time, Accordingly, 
55/ 

Commander provided directions for the air effort:--

"I/eachel' w': n be bad ~;'1 both a1:'eas. lie ')eed to 
-irWl'e:l80 OW" 8k.y 8pat e[f-n·t in both ar'ea3 t:;ytighr; 
a,'1d ';YI/~,rl'''W, Gew:l'al. Wes t;moreZ,md alse "equested 
that W~ b,~i;1{J ",he 8ky 8pe: i'1 as o&ose CIS we :Jan., 
Cool'd,rza,:e this e[[oc:>t wi ch the MCl1:',;ytes co maximize 
the ~f r~ ('t of the C88, 

"CBUs at'e l'e leased [:Jr' use in the 8C1me area, 
resl.f'(ct'ion& Get f'Jr'rh in MACV ",ire app/.&, 
pr·epa."';;.d tc. I"S8 r;he.s2 weapons ab' r>eqlA,e6'':ed. 
qUiN:d A[ef't three wings of p;;;sGLble U5~, 

The 
Be 

o t' t'6-

the 7AF 

"If aUao.1( at Khe S:ly,h/Ca;mp Carroll d)ee~':Jme to­
ncqh, 0':' >::merr:Jw, T wa'1i; 0 apr"Y rnZX;/m'"m eff~f't as 
8j .. ::.:"; ',2'; eli':!. W<3atndl' pefflP",ts, VI,le t-:; ,--It.:.. otht:;,"{, batttes~ 
u'e slu"irJ plu,,~" USPlg as m'AC'h "'fF"r'/. J'r:;m out of 
cJI,<"ltr'!i For,;eo as feaciblp., W". shc>u"d BUy with the 
'G'O 2eJnie6 From the Na,~y ,,)i;t.h plczY/s f~," requssting 

(J,I10t;/WY' 100 (L)r·~?;Rs.. We 3~otdd "i-,:Jt. l')[l(; b'!-qht of the 
p.:;ssib'l,::':..t:y ~h8 €l1remy may {'''.lunch o1;hG1" ,]~YJ..,:)6l'ted 
2tc(1cks at Pletku, K:mtum, Quang l'{'i City, 117).6, and 
c~Y!:'eLuabZy, DaNang. Thus, tho:'e may be large demands 
at. OYt6 drne, Tn that :as<?, we wUl "Be all 'Jut of 
co'mtpy r~t'ces in SVN and thin Dut ethel' l'eq,,,'/-pements 
ivz -r:h~ oQiA.th" If 

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

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

The force was not; fied to be prepared to go to 
an increased state of alert and surge as required. 

All C55 sorties were diverted, range permitting, 
to NIAGARA, 

For all TOTs (Time over Target) prior to 1200, 3 Feb, 
bases in range of NIAGARA (Phu Cat, Tuy Hoa, Cam Ranh, 
Ph an Rang) would load hard ordnance for C55. They 
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would be launched on p~eplanned TOTs for better 
flow control If Hillsboro could not handle the 
flIght, It would proceed to fragged target. Loads 
for aFternoon would depend on weather outlook. 

AgaIn, the eSI;lnldted enemy assault did not develop, and after the 

initial Tet thrust" priorities established by MACV did reduce the air 

effort In NIAGARA, This reductIon was prImarily to meet the support 

required In other Corps areas. and it applied to the support required 

from 7Ar. Navy, ~ncl Mannes. as weI] as the diversion of selected Arc 
57/ 

Light sortles.- From 23 January through I February, there was a daily 

average of 429 tactIcal stnke sorties flown in NIAGARA. For the / 

next ten day period, the dally average was 219 sortIes. Although there / 

was some dIVersion of selected 8-52 sornes, the daily rate actually 

continued at d hlghe.r level -- an average of 36 sorties per day from 

23 January through I Feb.ruary, and a dai Iy average of 38 for the next 
58( 

ten days. 

The tactical sortIe rate going Into NIAGARA continued at a sub­

stantIal level. Although a major push against Khe Sanh did not develop 

during the initlal Tet thrust, the enemy for-::es stIli represented a 

threato Khe Sanh was completely surrounded and under constant artillery, 

rocket and mortar bombardment. This fIre was coming from virtually all 

d i re~ t ions, I nc Iud 111g the v i I I age of Khe 5anh. wh I eh the enemy had occup i ed 

at WIll., Monsoon w,~ather was stjll In the enemy's favor, and lt was known 

that he had the c'Jpdbi 11 ty to launch 11 mass assault; however, to do so would 

make his forces more vulnerable to alrpower., 
59/ 

operations was maIntaIned at a h1gh level.--
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The Fall of Lan~Vej 

Although there was more than sufficient advance notice that the 

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

backed by armored support, the enemy appear'ed to have little difficulty 

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

in the 304th NVA Dlvision rallied to the Lang Vei camp on 30 January, 

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

said: 

"Source s tared his battalion, the 81;h, began infi Ur7.ting 
"'" Sep1;omb"1·196? Dur'ing ,:n!'il.tcr·ai;,;.:;m, "he battalion 
was h1.t by B-,"2 strikes and lest 50 pel' cent of its 
8 treYlgt:h to cas ua l tIes ~ many ma,N? to des (J r-ti~?n" and re­
tU.Med to NVN f.~r replacements. His unit, subordinate 
to the 66th Regt, arr'ived in thq Khe SeJ.nh area on 20 
JanUCll"Y and on 21 January attack.ed the d,s trict head­
qUQ,t,-I;';}f'[3 [l'ler'e. A ga.-i 11." t-he ba1;(alio.~~ !,)t/;. Ol)ep ha?~f its 
s!;pqngt.h aYod wow has a atrqng{;h '1 abQI<!: 200 men. They 
are d';pZ.,'y"d i'nmqdiateLy west of Khe Sarth viZ lage near 
Route 9 iXD 83938.3) awa1;ting orders ~:J Qverl'un the Lang 
Vei ca.rnp. The battalion command pos t and an unidentified 
part cf the 66th Regt are in arti:ZZgry-pmof bunkers. 
A?th{~\~gh 8(lu'1"ce he!J.Y'd of na outs~:de SUPP(}i1t'J he <Jtated 
that the 304th NVA Division 1:S to 'hdp ta.k.e the Khe 
Sal1h Combat Base'." 

This source, of course, could have represented an enemy strategem, 

but there were even more reliable indications that Lang Vel would be 

attacked. Special "Igloo White" sensors detected conslderable pers­

onnel and vehicle moven~nt toward lang Vel, and patrols and outpos~s 

conti nued to report heavy enemy acti vity in the area. Both El ephant 

and the Special Forces Commander had reported the same information. 
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The radio cal J S'9" for the Lang Vel Special Forces Camp was 

"Spunky Hanson", a name equally familiar to Air Force Covey FACs as 

that of "Elephant" Coveys flying in the NIAGARA area were in daily 

radiO contact wlth the SpecIal Forces Camp, and these pilots felt a 

strong persona I I nvo I vement on the morni ng of 7 February when the 

urgent ca 11 came ove!' the rad' 0 that "Spunky Hanson" was under heavy 
61J 

ground assaul t. 

First Indications of the attack came on the prevIous evening. 

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

receiving heavy high-angle enemy fire .. Four hours later, the Marine 

Sase at Khe Sanh CdmE' uncle.r heavy artillery, rocket and mort.ar bomb-

ardment; Simultaneously, the Marine outpost on Hill 861 overlooking 

Khe Sanh reported an enenw ground probe_ Then, shortly after mid-

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

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

throwers. 

A flareship and Covey 235 were on stat:on directing tactical air 

strikes agalnst the enenw forces; however, the strike aircraft in the 

area at the tIme were loaded WIth hard ordnance, which was not too 

effective in thlS particular situation. Covey 235 had expended his 

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

Base at approximately(OOl5 hours .--_._-..,.-- The reI j ef, Covey 232, who had 

Covey 280 in the rlghr seat of his 0-2 aircraft, arrived on the scene 
631 

approx imate ly <f~-;;;i~~t~~--i-~-i:-0 Covey 
~ .. - .... ---.- 232 described the SItuation: 
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"" ,Weather was nat the best, The sauthgrn half af Lang 
Vei '.Jas anywhae from E!2P to 1 O'!!'Q.Jf3?.t..Ju:;;;k~J:!, ... .hutJ1Q§.tJJj 

_?y,e.!::225t, The nOl'thern half was abou·t th~ same, w)stly 
~ 2.qO .2..C(}kE?Y1~.. Iv'e had a f~Cil'eship on stat'ion, 'Basketball', 

wIJa was duing as good as he could undel' ehs weather can-
d~f;1",onc. :l'he fjl'Dund f'iY'e was ver'Y hea.vy~ :;.xLe.nfrive., making 
&D ct.ZrrV.N;i; :'mpuGw~.ble to stay in Qne pos-i't;i::-'rt> because the 
rrrim,.~e you did they had you under fil'eo Ilrti Z ~ery was also 
fil'Lng ""to' Ow al'ea from Khe Sanh, I l'eceived one set of 
j'i'lhtel'D, Yellowbil'd 59 fB-5?sl.J:i.l1l:!.C;;'ji;i;i:.·f.·;lja(zfe:"ilie--

-·r'-c(1'i;·~·[~i~·":·~·-:·j""·····-···-·-·'~ __ "4~_'_- " -'-_ ... _ ............ . 

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

radio, Covey 232 Identified himself, and "Spunky Hanson" reported 
B! 

exci ted 1y: 

"We ha;x Icanks in the area! We have tanks in the area! 
I hCiveunet(lYlk en. top cfmy 2'OCat this time, thel'e's 
w'''(;the:r' ·t:mi< trying to ent6l' the gate, c')m!.ng 'into the 
compeund, and I think t.here is ancther one coming down 
,he rc;Cld, Parget th~ one on top of the TOC, but see 
if YOu can hU t.he one com1:ng through the gate, and the 
one c7ming de".Jn the read! /I 

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 

J, 

:) 

the targets with rockets, Yellow Bird 59 ex.p~o..1~1.~Q,t~,.",~rdnanc~ (£-; ',) 

destroying both tanks and obtaining 15 secondary explos'lons" Covey 
___ w ......... _ ................. ··'~~·"···~ 
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was hindered from directIng str,kes into the compound itself because 

o 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 to enab Ie the Mari nes to fi re art Illery 

o 

C) 

c' 

C) 

against the attackIng Force at Lang Vel. 

the area and assisted by spotting for the 

Covey 232 moved back from 
66/ 

artillery. 

ABCCC "Moonbeam", an add,tlOnal control aircraft staged from 

Udorn especIally for' NIAGARA night operatIons, reported: "When 

Carstairs II advised all all' in the Lang Vel area to withdraw while 

'Firecracker' ~pecJal Marine ordnanc~ was executed, air was with-

drawn as directed but strikes continued In all other locations In 

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

'Firecracker', no agencIes were able to estabJ ish radio contact with 

Lang Vei; since friendlles were known to be In Lang Vel It was not 

possible to conduct additional visual or CSS strikes in extremely 
fl! 

close air support roles of the camp." 

Later, as dawn approached, Covey 688 from Ubon was on the scene 

support.lng relief operatIons. The enemy 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 NCO were moving in from the old Lang Vei 

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

hours, def1ned the SItuatIon at this point: 
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With 

clouds to 

"talking" 

"Ouro Cld')l;.gOr'S (S~unky Hanson) weroe croapped in the 
'[,DC b,"~kelo ';'1 the '7dddle of the camp, "'1d ·the NVA 
we <"9 8'Jal"m£'1q aU o~eY' 1: t, thY'OIJing' sat-::he 1. ahaY'ges 
and smo~" b?mbs dow'1 throough th'" 'J8'1r, The Y'elief 
f>r'ce S, 'Spunky Hanso'1 ] S-A lplv:z .• I whi"h r wdet'­
sta'1.-:1. 1,)e;O-'G 'lq-1 by Sp~vJia.l Force;:; SeY'qsa}2! ,4shZey 
ha.d !1I')~led up ffl';m ·the o~i ~anq VeL Camp.. But; they 
wer'e~aw pl-nned d?U!rl by NV,4 ma~hine g"" [,: "e, 

II Co.~s'J 688 W:1.S in contact w~th 15-Alpha. lIe had a 
Ca"2sta fl~ght, Na~y' A-18~ Q'" statiJn. Theroe ',las 
tXi'Z CF')8['(';Q.st at the time~ a.bolA.t_j)OOJ.t},f'!,.~.~.b/:lr.~r::.~ 'Up to 

ab::'." .i~OI)-2000 faot. with very f<3w holes tn it. 
~...,'., -. .. ~~:J»~'" . • 

Also !t hig'11: O!)erc2st up tQ 2bout 4,000 feee. .15-
A ?pha, wh::; was in (!::-ntae> with ,;he tr:;;pped f?raes, 
l'eq'A8sted 'ch2t the A-.is attempt strc.fl>lq passes 
aJai"!s:: the 6'1.emy eur.rc7./'1ding the bu.nket', .TheA-ls 
ats') 1,21 850 tb and EOO Zb bambH, a"ld SO'l1Q n:zpaZ'I1." 

the C-3n-lsta A-ls in tra 11 , Covey 688 led them th rough 

the target. des cri bi ng it as best he cou !d, With the 

the 

FAC 

th"m ' nto ~he tilrg'?t. the A-ls we~e able to effectively strafE! 

and continued to make strafing passes in support of the trapped forces. 
69/ 

Covey .252. who was stll! on stat;on monitoring the situation, reported:-'-

"." ;.S-Alpha several times mentioned he wao having 
t.Y"~uble getting the Bv-.n pe:;pZe with him to 2dvan-::e 
agai'1s t t:he en~my fo;".~q S (J"Yld the TOC., He mentio'1ed 
at ene pcint that: he pr·:;.,]ticalZy h·;:d to use gun 
P01-''LC t:; ge t them t~ m:n.g. 15-A lpha went ba·~k to 
~he old~amp aZone and t'eturned with a ;P-mm :t>ecoil­
less Nf~g. He was ab2-e t.o silence a ~D-,"ple of 
m2'Jhin~ g'.In nq.·sts ',lith ;ct ••• 0" 

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

effectively expend their bombs and napillm., They began conducting strikes 

on the west side of the camp, Although these strikes resulted in several 

SIH!!It! i • 
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fires and explosions. the NVA forces still managed to keep several 

of their machine gun positions in operation. 
!!)j 

Covey 252 took over from 688 after the Canasta flIght completed 

its strikes and returned to base. Two Air Force A-Is, 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 

IS-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 ene",y fire J\lthough this suppre~slve fire was 

provided, the trapped men still were not rescued at this time 

because the BV-33 fOI'ces ~t.i 11 reportedly refused to storm the TOC. 

Shortly after\l/ards, a 50-man heliborne re'llef 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 a 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. Under cover 

of thIs fire and prIor to the arrIval of the relief force, the friendly 
!Jj 

personnel on site took escape and evasion actlon. 

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

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

had been in the camp at the time of the jnitial attack. Advancing 

into the camp under pr()tectlVe artillery fire and air strikes. 
74/ 

force was able to recover the remaining personnel. -
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It was later reported that nine PT-76 light amphibious tanks of 

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

these were eventually disabled o.r 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 ammunitIon had no apparent effect on t;he armored vehicles,' 

,... and the M-72 (Ughtwejght anti-tank weapon) was marginally effective, 

due to malfunction of some of these weapons. 
1'V 

Covey 232 reported two Important lessons learned in the Lang Vei 
76/ 

attack. The5e 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 Vel, he found his target marking capability 
severely limited. This was later brought to the 
attention of the Covey Operations OffIcer, and the Coveys 
flying into the area were loaded WIth an additional 
rocket pod and two flares. 

A series of unfortunate circumstances placed limitations 
on aIr support during the Lang Vel attack. Inclement 
weather decreased flareshlp 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 
avai lable were armed with hard ordnance--heavy bombs 
for NIAGARA interdict,,)n targets. The close ground 
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situatIon precluded the effectIve expendIture of 
such ordnance. When the reJlef FAC arrlved on 
station, t.he SituatIon was critical, Air' support 
at this point could have been more effective jf 
applIed against the enemy forces closer to the 
friendly troops-- possibly right on top of the friendly 
troops who were trapped in bunkers. However, the FAC 
could not do thIS wIthout direction from the friendly 
forces theiliselves, and he found himself wIthout 
radIO contact w'th the ground. He did have radio 
contact 'Ill th "Spunky Hanson 15A", who was attempting 
to res CUi" the trapped personne I, but "Spunky Hanson 15A" 
was unable to gIve complete information as to their 
locatIon and could not provide clearance for close-in 
strikes. Covey 235 recommended that outposts and 
SpeCial Forces Camps adopt a visual means of communication 
for use at night in the event radio contact is lost. 
Perhaps a ground flare system using various colors 
to keep the ~AC adVised of the ground situation and 
requirements could be adopted. As it turned out, the 
most sigrnflcant role played by air and artillery at 
Lang Vel was to force tenlporacy enemy wi thdrawa I 
al lOWing evacuation of friendly forces, 

Earlier at the Khe Sanh Sase Camp, the Air Force ALO had questioned 

how the camp would rmrk rts lines for visual identification if air support 

were required in defense of the camp. Khe Sanh officials advised that 

at night they would use strobe lights. The AI_O commented that at night, 

strobe lights looked just like muzzle flashes from smal; arms, and this 

was not the II bes t means II to mark the j r II nes. He sugges ted: !!J 

"I y,gqtj(~s i."(;d "1;h.'1t: thq,y use :3ome I;ypq of j'lare" Of' 

po.r'haps a !;6 g(J.LL)~"! dr'wll 1;)1,tl1 fi.l.el Qi;~ sunken in "the 
grcund S::) Brn'~ ~ 7, arms would not pent3tr:J.~e, Thel:! could 
Zi ght i;hq.'i? Q"t'cnmd th.;i>{· per{me t £31', and it '.Jas pass ib le 
that th.i;: ")c.uld pe'1.qtrate even a Zow lay~r of fug. 
This WGI,(lrl :127::w Uzern to dI.f'€ct; o.ir st.rik.e.5 even ~mder 
jog condi t£·J'i,? [t took cvel' th:!'eg weeks to get any 
act;/~on tal(f-Jl'l :)11 this. No a:::tL·'JYL was taken un!;i; lone 
ofche PA(:$ ;J~d;" up 1;hq problems th'J.t he encountered 
at Lang Vei ;..;I,,'re I'hey had n-::> way af dir>ecting airpowe:r 
because of' '10 ');'w,"~ -reference tcJ the ground •.. " 
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The aftermath of Lang Vei 's fall resulted In an unfavorable 

I;act'cal sHuation--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 

required to remain behind. III MAF reported on this: 
~§! 

lfr;ornmavl,d-i"Ylg Gr:J.l1,e'{laZ~ :r CC(PS~ General. [.am~ made decision 
OWl; 5, 000 - 6, 000 Breu ,»h') dqsirGd to be evacua1;ed frcm 
Khe Sanh c,nild·,:;" be peY'!T/1:t ~ed to do; so.. '['he offioial 
Y'eas()Y given was tha~ rhH'6 £s nu p:a,:e to P6~o~ate them 
rICt' a~y a;)'J.d:lbie fMdstuffs t? fe~d £h"m. UnoffiCJiaHy, 
ho'uqv" l", i r. 1-5 fdt 7;hat ,he age 0 lei ammo·sity betweqn 
.~he M)yt t,agl~ard.e rJ.rod 1;hg Vi,~ tnames~~ was a m:" ti uatiYlg 
fach_" b"'hi''l.d G;meY'al. Lam's detJidoVJ. Appr>;'xinn':e.7.y 10,000 
p?unds Of y·ioe available at; Khe Sanh was d'iM."Lvuted to 
the Bt'eu thel'e~] alil"v':ate thsir hung6.,." " 

Another Marine report stated that during the period 25 January -

8 February 1968, some 3,000 - 4,000 Breu (Montagnard) tribesmen 

"congregated in the vll Jage 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 thei r haml ets 
79/ 

which had come under NVA control. 

I n the pas t, the enemy had not been above us! ng I oca I vi 11 agers as 

shields for their assualts. Although this situation did not develop at 
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Khe Sanh, the Covey FACs reported on the situation faclng the Marine 
(10/ 

Commander at Khe Sanh: 

IIThcy have u ~'J! fJ./" !Jr(;'}~ tY'1:be,smen" Moncagnard;;.., at: Khe 
Sar.h, Tr'c,~p,c.' 'V~ the r-e!,-,gees. Many af th%e refugees 
outside rhe"u:np '7J'Q dep,md,mts or friends of the troops 
{nside. Th('y "":th~l" 1J,'ected c'r had co stay outside the 
base pel"ime t.e r'> the r'efo:'e on thgir (iWn, and at thg mercy 
of the NVA. A Zog7;ccal applicat1;on by the NVA in this 
ci,rcumst'2'''''' w·:u!d be tc t.2ke 'ohe Brgu families a"ld 
charge ;;h8 oo:"p (c';' th the refugees in fl"orrt. Nat1.<raPy, 
the Breu tt',?ope "'.)uZd n; t fiY'e on them, and 1:[ we fired 
em them" t."lr;c; Bte i_,: t;""i:-bes7Ien i11.side u):Y'.J.Z-d probably fire 
on us .... If 

The 3('d Marine DIvision reported the following developments 
81/ 

concerning the refugees during February: 

"'l'he Bf'6/J. p:':)Lu;Ptl1 was Ci)mp0Undgd by an 7Jlj"2.UX .. ,,"-It Lao 
l"sfugees, Up ,"',~i.'tary pp.rBC>nn~Z, MLke For::e ay;d CIDe 
p£r'son'(el fr';,," ':he l.a:n/,]"I bOl'de'(' area 'J,nd/.,,,, f,(,"111 tang 
Vei into 1;1:" Khe Sanh ar'ea due to the deted~X'a'tiL;n of the 
cJmbat sit;·,,/g'i.; . ."1 :1kng the boy,der. Ninety-,~ne tao lIIi Utary 
and CiV1: 1i:;mg '')'Ji''e aidifted fr~m Khe Sanh h Da Nang on 
29 January 0hi,.>, 90 MU<e Forces and CIDC perscnnel were 
evac'J.rJ.t,yi hy th" sam" means .,on 28-29 January. The 
remai ndel' ~ f I;h" Doo ref'~gee8 '('etur'ned to the i r country 
whey" the l;lJ.ctl~~cr)J s'l~ruar;1:cn perrm:tt:ed. 

'IOn 10 Pf"d.bt'i)/J.('Y the Hfleu tribal. leader" Mr. Anya., fc-u:f1' 
BNW()iUage ch;qfs awl th,,?;r families (a toatal of 30 
per'sons..1 We (> .. ? ';P: y-evQ.(;uated [roern Khe Sanh to Quang Tri 
vLa Da Na)7a. 01'~ 7.3 Feb.r'ua.ry.J appr.:...ximately .1., "100 lJr'eu 
wai,ked fr':..,n Kh", Sanh t.o the Ca Du area I;; e&cape heavy 
fight·,>rlg Ln IJuonq lloa D-is1;rict:· Apl~ang6merdG wer'e mfJde 
t,) guide l'hem /1"')111 Ca D'A to thg Cam £0 R,?fugc;e Centgr, 
foY' i'esel;d,,,,,",,,+., hy a f:~'()t march via the BaZ.)>1g Valley 
a>1d Route 851J, On _: 7 Pebruary, 1, J SO of the Bre1.< ref­
ugee" bega" I:heir' march and a"l"t')ed at Cam ["'):m ,19 
Febuar'Y_ They ,Jere ,jainGd by add1:tiona,~ Breu travding 
the same F~ut'3 dIAr'1:ng the pC!r1:?d 20-23 Febr'Aary, At the 
end of thaI' [x!"'.:;d, l;i1.e number' of Breu who had relocated 
from Khe Sanh 1:0 Cam La totaled 1,990. 
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"On 16-11 Pebt'uQY'y 3GWi 2,000 t·o 4,001) By-ei.< acc"'npted to 
a"i.8pl:.1~:e Fr' >'fI f{he SQ)'1h. t:) Ca Lu f;) e{){,~Qpe ehe f~ghti;1,g 
z,,((: IJ",'" i"'-';er,,~qpted by ths NVA at ,iii fiE;; 399 and were 
tl,tl't),c.d hoe!: !;-,;. '(,hq1_Y' V1: Z Zages aZ;)ng li':;"(1 ~f; ,r.; i.<Jest cf Khe:. 
Sanh. Se;·me cfchese peeJpie weY'e the re;:'a"<UGS and j'am-
'I' }'th "/' .,. I" .. , I.-,'U.?S o· ,e 'i.-ru.·~,geYlOi...'2 rm"l,1:a.ry pc:r'Bon,-n';;', aSB~Bt1.,ng tn 

Ule de f":r! 3 ';': oj' r.Jw lah 5'r.n~h Conlba ~ lhD;;;. 'tits pt'esen"'Je 
(Yf f;hq,'J.:3 Br;cu. c'/...viliaYis 'in 7,.'r iZlo.g::::s wei.:~ ,jj' J(hq 30;nh 
cunst·/~/;l.,(te,d a seri;o'l).s detriment i;::.,.' 8d Ma'f'·:n.e D-i,1,)1;.si0n 
ar·Ulicr'y Fires aiong t.he! ao:is of R'Jute Y Ar'."cmgements 
l.Jere /:)'3~,ng I11lJ.de.J '23 February qnded Co''; ~'/..p eV-;((:iA.aCe ~h;Jse 
BY'eu 01F) dee'i,red 1CC' d; so j':'Om Khe Sanh as ai.Y·1.ift 
bec,)me o,~at' Zable. II 

For the second time in two weeks, the Laotian BV-33 soldiers and 

villagers felt the brunt of an enemy attack-- f1rst, tneir own camp 

in Laos and now the Lang Vel Special Forces Camp. The following log 

of events as I"elated by the BV-33 Commander to the U S Army Attache at 
82/ 

Vientiane on 17 February best tells thelr Side of the story: 

6 Feb 68: Attack on Speciai Forces Camp began, On this 
dayBV=33 issued approximately 24 hand grenades., The 
U. S. Camp overrun by enemy tanks and many U.S. Speda] 
Forces trapped 1n command bunker. 

7 Feb 68: One U,S. Special Forces personnel escaped to BV-33 
ana- requested BV-33 help. Col Soulang sent a company to 
the U.S. Camp and was able to rescue approximately 7 U.S, 
Spec1aJ Forces personnel 1neluding U ~, LTC who was seriously 
wounded. Enemy had not occup 1 ed camp but had pu 11 ed back 
approximately 300 mer,ers to avoid art! llery fire and air 
strikes. BV-33 then radioed Xom Cham (Khe Sanh) for evacuation 
helicopters. U.S. Spec1al 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 mortar and artillery fire intensified. 
LtCol Sou lang gave orders to hIS unit commanders that they 
were to break up into small groups and attempt to reach Khe 
Sanhl f pass i b Ie. I f not, to try to evade I nto Laos . Later, 
a light observation plane was Sighted and Lt Col Soulang 
Ilia de radlo contact requesting evacuat'on hel icopters. Two 
were d1spatched aDd took two loads of BV-33 personnel 
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(0 Khe Sonll. Upon return t.O Lang Vel, one helicopter 
picked up a number of Lao soldiers, other returned 
empty. Enemy 5hel 1l n9 and flrlng was intense and 
there was no one left to pick up. BV-33 had lost 
approximately 26 from enemy fire and U S. air strikes. 
Refugees had already arrlved at Khe Sanh on foot. 
They had moved as soon as att.ack on Lang Vei had begun. 
The 40 men who were picked up by helicopter and 74 who 
walked to Khe Sanh were disarmed and placed ln craters 
or holes holdlng approximately 15 to 20 men and guarded 
by U.S. Marines. They felt as jf they were being 
treated as POWs. Lt Col Soulang alone was allowed to 
keep hiS side arm. No food was Issued to either BV-33 
or reful)ees. 

fl_£:~§!~: After Sou1ang remonstrated wah a U.S. Special 
Forces Major, weapons were returned to the BV-33 personnel 
but they were required to remain out5ide the wire. No 
food on thiS day either except that U.S. soldiers and 
marines shared wlth them. 

9-10 Feb: Enemy rnonars, rockets, and a,r·t j Ilery rounds 
cant' nUE,- to fa II and refugees and BV-33 st; II had not 
received any food. U.S. and SVN officers allegedly said 
eXlstlng rice not for Lao. Refugees decided on the lath 
of February to try and return to Laos. They feared that 
they Wou Id c1 1 e at Khe Sanh and preferred to dle in Laos 
rather lilan Vletnanl. Refugees walked back to Laos on 
Route 9 on the 10tho 

11 Feb: Lt Col Sou)ang 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 wei I in all respects, Lt Col Soulang and 
two officers went (0 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 behalf of BV-33. 

15 Feb 6:3: GV-33 evacuated from Da Nang to Savannakhet, 
Laosby i~oya) Laotian Air Force C-47 aircraft. 
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After hearing Lt Col Soulang's report, one high rank1ng Laotian 
military official, General Soun Pone, CG Tactlque Sud, reportedly 
said that after wflat happened to GV-33 that the Laotlan Forces Armee 
Royale "must consider South Vietnamese as enemy becduse 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 evading members of BV-33 
did eventually make their way back to friendly lines and were able to 

831 
make contact with American agents 1n Laos. Others we.re not so fortunate. 
Many of the refugees were either ki lled by NVN forces or pressed into 

~!I porterage serVice fo~ the enemy. 

The Covey FACs observed the refugees on several occasions moving 
at various paints between Khe Sanh and the Laotian border. On 8 

February, Covey 252 was over Khe Sanh at approximate ly 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 Ve\. There were 

several hundred of them in small groups along the road, and the 

Marines were "seriously considering" directing artlllery 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 fi red upon 0 

Heavy refugee movement cant 1 nued 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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In response La d request frolll the Mar1ne conLrol ayency at Khe Sanh, 

the FACs moved away frolll Route 9 to direct strlkes against mortar and 

rocket positions on a ridgeline approximately one kilometer from the 

Khe Sanh runway. Canasta 403, a flight of four Navy A-IHs, were on 

station with Mk-Sls, Mk-S2s, and 20-0101. The Coveys directed the Canasta 

flight on one bombinq run against the ridge, received one secondary ex-

plosion, and then "held them high" when Khe Sanh radioed that they had 
911 

lost contact with U1e outpost on Hill iJ6L 

Covey 252 received the outpost coo,rdinates from Khe Sanh, and 

Immediately flew over the area, He first observed several men huddled 
92/ 

in trenches. The FAG recalled: 

If I c?uldy;- I ~ r,:;u.?'?y t;(.:,[[ whg"th'-:;'(1 they l..lqre fp:Eqndly c'x' 
enemy tr';op.s, beo'1us'i the cQcor af the uni.fof'",$ aI-I 
lc,:;J(ed I.he ;JeJ.I!1{';'. 'fl1:-:Y lock .. ed Z1:k!? ']IAf' pq0ple~ bu~ 
there was a.lu'ay:, the p?8sibiZity that our people had been 
Qverl"7.i.l1 and Wept? af:tL?mpt?:ng tc £'egain their' p(]sit-itJns. 
As remote a.s ,)11;,s ',las, it Was st;iU a possi,bility, and 
it preve"ted 'Ai; fr'?m making irrmediate strikes." 

Khe Sanh control 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 suppresslve fire. According to the FAC, the 

suppressive fire fr~n 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 fa'1'''s t,io j:;b cf placing th"Jir bombs and 
st;rafing pass,," righ l; up the hiU towar·d thq 0'" tpos I;. 
While attaa7dng, (;hey would suppress the NVA fire, but" 
as SQ,m as I uJOuld hold them off, to survey our effechvness, 
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enemy assault against Khe Sanh was forthcoming. A COMUSMACV assessment 

on 10 February sald: "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 

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 
88/ 

Corps. " 

A 7AF Intelllgence 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 is unclear. The enemy has delayed consider-

ably in following up his success at Lang Vel with an attack on Khe Sanh. 

There have been several vigorous attacks against the high ground to the 

north of Khe Sanh, particularly Hill 861. It is possible that the enemy 

is reluctant to undertake to overrun Khe Sanh without first securing 
89/ 

the high ground around it." 

Attac~ Against Hill 861 

Marine outposts around Khe Sanh were subjected to continuous har­

rassment from enemy mortar fi re 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 Sanh. Just prior to this attack, Covey 251 

and Covey 252 had arrived in the area at approximately 0745 hours, had 

checked in with the ABCCC, and were reconnoitering refugee movements on 
90/ 

Route 9. 
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the att.ack 1;)ouZd resume. We then r-eq •. watad Spooky and 
60me A-fie. fve wanted napalm, CBV, and f-oci(ets. 

"f/e wanted any propelleY' dr·iven aiY'cY'aft a'xlilable, to 
l'crrl/;1ir~ aZ0&,(; t::.; th9 tar/get at low alt'l.tWJ.'5S, In our-
Op-i'r'lion -f.-he outpost was in the process of b;ing overrun,., 
and if 1.0)'3 d,:dn 'I; get air, it would b6." 

As reported by Hillsboro, the weather was unworkable for jets, and 

the proximity of 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 "lorros" from Nakhon Phanom were already airborne 

on armed reconnaissance In the STEEL TIGER area, and these were 

immediately diverted into NlAGARA by the ABCCC Both the lorros and the 

Nimrods arrived 'n t:me to repulse the attack. The lorros were credited 
94/ 

with 5 KBA conflrmed, and the Nimrods with 45 KBA confirmed. The FAC 
~i 

reported on their effectiveness: 

"Both flights were extremely effective. The A-26s just 
abo •• r:,.(wed the: si.tuation immediately wIth chqir· aY'ea 
cOVU-~gi;, their stY'afing passes, theiY' napalm, eta. 
fmen (he Nimr~ds oompl.eted the·iT- pass"s, the attaok was 
suppres-sed--enough so that the men in the outp.Jst cou~d 
Bcand L<p Qy.d walk off the hill .,ithout ('eaeiving fire. 
AppaY'entry, they ;)e('e in t·hr? proaess of evaauQt?:ng the. out­
pesr at the time. APes from Khe Sanh had ClY'r'ived, and 
they were aet;ualZy leaVing the outpost. However', when 
the fir{nq ceased, they decided b Y'i?;'urYl [,;> the hilz.. 
~-hey 1Jent over' the hi/.l, captur'ed sever'aL CY'eW seY'ved 
weapons and smaU arms, and Gount;ed over' 50 enemy KBA. /I 

Targeting and Tactical Response 

When the 8 February attack against Hill 861 was repulsed, the 
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enemy bUI ]dup in the I<he Sanh area had already reached Its peak; 

however, no major ground engagement fo] lowed, Ground contact beyond 

the covering fi res of the camp perimeter did continue, and attacks by 
96/ 

fi re agaInst Khe Sanh became continuous,-- That enemy forces in the 

area Stl J I represented a IIlclJor threat w"s made clear on 23 February 

when the Khe Sanh area reportedly rece:ved 1,000 rounds of artlllery, 
2!J 

mortar, and rocket fire in one five hour peri od 
98/ 

high level,-sustained air effort continued at a 

Concomitantly, the 

Equally as unprecedented as the sustaIned strike effort in the 

NIAGARA area was the :nten~lve and carefu]ly managed reconnaissance 

targeting Cycle thilt made an effective round-the-clock air offens1Ve 
99/ 

possible, Within 40 Ilours after the 7AF Commande,r was tasked by 

COMUSMACV to inlt'-He NIAGARA II SLAM operatIOns on 31 January, a NIAGARA 

Intelligence Controi Ce~ter was activated by tne 7AF DCS/lntelligence and 

began generdting suffiCIent tactical targets from an all source data base 

to assign specifiC obJectlves for the entIre force, All out-country 

intelligence programs, except essential ones, were halted to maintain 
100/ 

this special capabIlIty, 

101/ 
The prll11d.ry Ob,J8ctIVe of thiS task force was defined as follows:--

'I 'X) l:; ::'L.r::e, l.j!JYlr;;..j'y, ::.·.?nfir>m a'1.d n~m1.."l2tq. fot> 

attQ:,~k ta:::t"~'lZ (ac'g6 ts in che NIAGARA ar'6Q:, a8S%S 
-:,h-s <.:ff':;;':Jtf, )( :.1~·,t2;l<5 aga.u·u;t thee'?- t;o.t'get3 a 11/1 

det.g,.rmiv,g l~C3.I.1.tta/;'I( ('gql.{.irf::rn~:1.r.;so'f 

Many targets were visually acqUired and struck, Repdrts of these 

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