pter Company

flight of UH-1 Hueys on a combat assault
into Laos in support of LAMSON 719

BELOW: 71st Assault Helico
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Part Il;
The Battle

LAST MONTH “Part I:

~ Prelude To Air Assault” presented
-a'review. of the history of the Viet- . - ‘

nam War leading up to-LAMSON
719, the most significant  aifmo-

' - bile/air -assault' battle of theé war, -
---and-the-eonly historical example.-of- ...

contemporary Army Aviation op-
erating in a mid-intensity conflict.
Part I defined the levels of conflict.
It also described Army Aviation
missions and units, concepts of fire
support bases, and airmobility in
the Republic of Vietnam.

Part 11 describes the immediate
events leading up to LAMSON
719,2 the operations order, the
battle itself and the battle statis-
tics. Next month, Part 1II will con-
clude with a review of battle
statistics and discuss some reflec-
tions and values of lessons learned
from LAMSON 719 and from the

1Going into the Vietnam War, “airmobile” was
used to describe Army Aviation helicopter
operations. As helicopter tactics emarged and
were refined, armed helicopters became
better and betler equipped to attack the
enemy with gunships and to supply and carry
troops in transport helicopters into the attack.
Air agsault then became a term that meshes
together airmobile operations with the
ever-increasing development and refinement
of gunships (firepower) and troop carrying
helicopters in air assaults (mobiity).

2Several South Vietnamese operations were
named “LAMSON" after the birthplace of a
Vistnamese hero who led an army to expel the
Chinese from Vietnam in the 15th Century.
The use of “718" signifies the year “1971" and
the battle area along Roule 9.




LAM SON 719

U.S. military involvement in Viet-
nam in general,

The Ho Chi Minh Trail
(Figures 1 and 2)

After North Vietnam lost the use
of the resupply port at Kompong
Som in Cambodia in 1970, all sup-
plies and reinforcements had to be
brought down the Ho Chi Minh
Trail through Laos. With the suc-
cessful offensive of U.S. and South
Vietnamese troops into Cambodia,
also in 1970, the North Vietnamese
Army (NVA) had to dramatically
increase activity on the Ho Chi
Minh Trail to try to reconstitute

* their forces in the south.

Even though the Ho Chi Minh
Trail network had been continually
bombed for years, by late 1970 the
Communist supply system had
been greatly improved. The trail
system spread out over Laos like a
spider web of between 3,500 to
8,000 miles of roads and trails.
More than 150,000 Communist
volunteers, soldiers and forced la-
borers built and maintained the
trail system. During this time some
5,000 to 14,000 trucks traveled
along the trail network usually at
night to avoid detection. The
North Vietnamese even had a 4-
inch fuel pipeline that ran from
North Vietnam as far south as the
A Shau Valley.

The trail system was divided into
command centers, transshipment

. points, base areas and way. stations.

which were called “binh trams.”

- ‘Each binh tram operated as a com-

plete logistical center-with-its own

area”of responsibjlity. Binh’ trams.
had medical,-engineering, storage,
© transportation-dfid ‘mraintenance

support as well as infantry and an-
tiaircraft troops to provide secur-
ity.

The Ho Chi Minh Trail was fur-
ther divided into three routes.
Trucks only carried heavy supplies
and went on one route. Light
equipment and supplies were car-
ried by people, bicycles and ani-
mals on another route. Combat
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troops marched on foot on still
another route, often in troop
strengths as high as 600 people. It
could take foot soldiers up to 100
days to reach their destinations in
South Vietnam. Depending on the
type of route, each binh tram was
located a day’s movement apart.

The two largest Communist base -

areas found along the Ho Chi
Minh Trail were designated “604”
and “611”: These became the prin-
cipal targets of the LAMSON 719
operation.

The Laotian panhandle experi-
ences two seasons each year. Most
supplies were moved along the Ho
Chi Minh Trail in the dry season
from October to March. For the
rest of the year monsoon rains se-
verely limited traffic.

All of the factors of season,
troop and supply buildup on the
Ho Chi Minh Trail, and willingness
to incur into Communist territory,
as demonstrated by the U.S./South
Vietnamese Cambodian offensive,
were common knowledge to both
sides. The Communists expected
an attack into Laos. But, rather
than abandon their base areas and
supplies to avoid a decisive defeat,
as they did earlier in Cambodia,
the Communists upgraded their
defenses and troop strength to
stand and fight. By the end of
1970, an estimated 18,000 addi-
tional combat troops, including 20
antiaircraft battalions, were sent to

Laos. to reinforce base areas 604 .
~ and 611. These units were equipped '

-with-several-hundred 12:7-mm-¢50
-caliber) -and :14.5 mm antiaircraft
L.guns,23 mm ¢annons; and 37 mm,.
57 °'mm, 85 mm ‘and 100 mm anti-
‘aircraft assets among an estimated
3,000 prepared emplacements over

the Laotian panhandle.

In the mountains and jungles of
Laos there were few sites suitable
as helicopter landing zones (LZs).
The North Vietnamese triangu-
lated these clearings and much of
the high ground with antiaircraft
weapons, and preregistered their
mortars and artillery to zero in on

CHI1 NA
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FIGURE 1 (ABOVE)

FIGURE 2 {RIGHT)

the potential LZs. By the end of
1970, North Vietnam had three in-
fantry divisions, two artillery regi-
ments, and one armor regiment in
the 604/611 base areas, with eight
additional regiments available
within 2 weeks as reinforcements
from other areas.

The Americans and South Viet-
namese were alarmed by the seri-
ous buildup of activity along the
Ho Chi Minh Trail. Intelligence re-
ports indjcated -that . the North .

mvcsagmnst'Cambodla-and*several”'"'
-provinces-of-Souti:Vietnanr at the-
- énd of thé A p-
~tive strike-wagtempHingand a-risk
‘worth taking=Tie-Somi Vietnam: - ="

y-Season. A preemg

ese and Americans had turned the
war around and were on the offen-
sive. In December 1970 the U.S.
proposed an offensive which was
quickly approved by the South
Vietnamese.” Joint planning for
LAMSON 719 began in January
1971 with barely a month to work
out operations plans and to pre-
pare units,
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The principal objectives of
LAMSON 719 were to interdict
and disrupt the flow of enemy
troops and supplies into South
Vietnam along the Ho Chi Minh
Trail in Laos. LAMSON 719 would
be the first major test of the Viet-
namization effort. No American
ground combat troops or advisars
would accompany the Army of the
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN}) in
the attack against the Ho Chi Minh
Trail. LAMSON 719 would be the
greatest test of airmobility/air as-
sault and fire support base (FSB)
concepts. It would hopefully crip-
ple North Vietnam’s ability to
launch any offensives and buy
more time and safety for the con-
tinued withdrawal of U.S. troops.
And, hopefully, it would enhance
peace negotiations which were
already underway.

LAMSON 719 Operations Plan.
The operations plan proposed
four phases.
Phase I called “Dewey Canyon

41,” would be a U.S. operation 10
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reopen the base at Khe Sanh and
clear Route 9 up to the Laotian
border.®

Phase I would be an ARVN
infantry and armor attack down
Route 9, with northern and south-
ern attacks to establish FSB protec-
tion on the flanks. The Phase I1
objective was the town of Tche-
pone, some 40 kilometers or nearly
25 miles west into Laos. The opera-
tional area was 10 to 20 miles wide

from north to south, closing in on
Tchepone.

Phase 1[Il would be the exploi-
iation phase when ARVN troops
would fan out to conduct search
and destroy operations against
enemy troops and bases.

Phase TV involved the orderly
withdrawal of ARVN troops from
Laos. The operation was to last up
to 90 days or until the onset of the
rainy season.

3Intereslingly, it was during White House discussions on LAMSON 719 thal President
Richard M. Nixon first had voice-activated recording equipment installed in the Oval Office

to record the history of his administration. fronically, this ted to his downfall by resignation
and, to a large degree, the downfall of South Vietnam in 1975 when Congress withdrew
support to Seuth Vietnam and President Nixon was powerless {o react 1o the North

Vietnamese invasion.

*The Vietnamization effort was intended to devetop, through training and equipping. South
Vietnamese military forces to the point that they could stand alone and defeat the Viet

Cong and Morth Vietnamaese forces.

“Aoute 9" also known as “Highway Nina" was a two-lane paved road thal ran from Quang

Tri to FSB Vandergrift. From there it was a one- to two-tane dirt road to Laos.
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Although the terim was not men-
troned tn afteraction reports,
LLAMSON 719 was to be an air-
mobile  “deep battle” or attack,
wholly dependent on ULS. helicop-
ter support for resupply and troop
inscrtions and extractions. FM 101-
5-1 defines a deep battte as all
actions “that support the friendly
scheme of mancuver and which
deny t¢ enemy commanders the
ability to employ their forces (not
ver engaged) at the time and place,
or in the strength of their choice.

LAMSON 719 also was to be the
most significant “combined opera-
tion” in the Vietnam War because
LS. advisors would not accom-
pany the ARVN troops into [aos.
FM 104-5-1 defines a combined op-
eration as an operation conducted
by forces of two or more allied

nattons acting together for the ac-

complishment of a single mission,
In previous US./ARVN opera-
tions, U.S. advisors usually served
as fire and air support coordina-
tors, and frequently served as com-
mand and control in air assaults
with U.S, helicopters. In support
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ol LAMSON 719, the United
States would commit more air and
artillery support to a single battlc
than at any time during the Viet-
nam War.

The ARVN units were supported
by U.S. Army units of the 24th
Corps, but principally, and tor all
aviation operations, by the 101st
Airborne Division (Airmobile).
Nearly 700 helicopters and 2,000
fixed wing aircraft were committed
to the battle. Estimates ranged as
high as 50 percent of U.S. air assets
in South Vietnam being committed
to the operation. The total Ameri-
can force numbered about 10,000
troops consisting of the equivaleat
ol about six combat aviation bat-
talions, four infantry battalions,
three artiliery battalions and bat-
talions of mechanized infantry, en-
gineers, military police and other
support personnel.

The ARVN force involved nearly
20,000 troops containing about 42
battalion-size units, 34 of which
were committed in the Laos opera-
tion. These units included the
ARVN Airborne Division, a

Marine division, the Ist Infantry
Division, the Ist Armor Brigade
and the tst Ranger Group. These
were the elite of South Vietnam’s
Army, leaving only about a battal-
ion in their entire national reserve,

Phase I Dewey Canyon [I.
Phase I was launched on 30 Janu-
ary 1971 with brigades of U.S.
mechanized infantry clearing
Route 9 and an infantry brigade
guickly securing the Khe Sanh area
in a helicopter assault. Little oppo-
sition occurred and in a few days
the airstrip was repaired and artil-
lery units dug in. During this time
the ARVN units assembled in the
Khe Sanh area and prepared for
the attack.

Phase Il The Attack. The
ARVN attack into Laos began on 8
February and consisted of three
main thrusts {maneuvers can be
followed by referring to figure 3).
Several battalions of armor and in-
fantry, plus an engineer battalion,
crossed the border into Laos on
Route 9. Several units from the Ist
Infantry Division were helicopter
assaulted south of Route 9 o es-

LEFT: The Rock Pile, a well known
terrain feature along Route 9.

BELOW: Fire Support Base Vandergrift
at the bend in Route9- -~ - * - -
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tablish FSBs HOTEL and DELTA
on 9 February. North of Route 9,
airborne and ranger units were hel-
icopter assaulted to establish FSBs
on LZs 30, 31 and RANGER
SOUTH.* Only the RANGER
SOUTH assault received signifi-
cant antiaircraft fire, quite possibly
because nearly a dozen B-52
bomber strikes were made before
the attacks and dozens of helicop-
ter gunships assisted in the attacks.

On 10 February, a helicopter as-
sault landed an airborne battalion
on Route 9 at Ban Dong and estab-
lished an FSB named A LUQCI.
Later that day the armored column
reached A LUOI, which was half-
way to the objective—Tchepone.
From this point on, enemy resis-
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tance and antiaircraft fire began to
increase on a daily basis. A num-
ber of helicopters were shot down
from the 10th through the 13th of
February as FSBs were set up and
bolstered on 30, 31, A LUOI,
RANGERS NORTH and SOUTH,
HOTEL, DELTA and DON.

For nearly a week, units of the
1st Infantry Division on the south-
ern flank conducted Phase Ifi
operations searching out and de-
stroying enemy troops and sup-
plies. Virtually everywhere the
ARVN troops went they found sup-

ply caches and the bodies of enemy
soldiers killed by U.S. air strikes.
Several other FSBs and LZs were
established on the escarpment as
far west as DELTA 1. Unfortu--
nately, the armored column did not
move. This took away valuable
time that the ARVN forces needed
to react and allowed the Commu-
nists the advantage of more time to
counteract. On the northern FSBs,
ranger and airborne units became
more and more decisively engaged.
Helicopter assaults to LZ GREEN
in the south were broken off be-

$There is a dilference between an LZ and an FSB, An LZ that had artillery pleces eitlifted

and emplaced was renemed an FSB,
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Although not clear, this photo taken on 8 March 1971 shows an aerial view of Khe Sanh just prior 10 the largest
combat alr assault in Army Aviation history. The dark specks around the two runways are UH-1H helicopters loading

ARVN troops.

cause of intense enemy antiaircraft
fire, and ARVN forces around LZ
GRASS were in continuous enemy
contact,

By 19 February the North Viet-
namese had reinforcements in
place. Large numbers of troops
and trucks were seen in the north-
ern area converging on the ranger
bases, which had both come under
serious attacks. Intense allied air
and artillery strikes hit the enemy
around the beleagured ranger posi-
tions. But, by the morning of 20
February the enemy was so close to
the wire perimeters of RANGER
NORTH that helicopter landings
were tenuous at best. Attempts to
resupply and medical evacuate
troops from RANGER NORTH re-
sulted in several helicopters being
shot- down,” That afternoon the
base was overrun. Three days later
RANGER SOUTH was aban-
doned before it too would have
been overrun.. -

Thée ARVN lost nearly 300
troops in the defense of the

RANGER FSBs, but a much .

greater toll had been taken on the
enemy (more than 600 killed).
Using ranger and airborne units on
the northern flank was a tactical
error. These units were light infan-
try and did not have the firepower
that the ARVN Ist Infantry Divi-
sion possessed. While the rangers
were beaten, they showed remark-
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able courage and tenacity in de-
fending for as long as they did
against rocket, mortar, artillery fire
and “human wave” attacks.

From 23 February to 2 March
the airborne units on FSBs 30 and
31 bore the brunt of the North
Vietnamese counterattacks. ARVN
infantry forces to the extreme
southern positions also were under
increased enemy pressure. By the
end of February several units were
extracted from the southern bases
(HOTEL iI and GREEN) and re-
deployed by helicopter farther west
on the escarpment to DELTA 1 and
BROWN. On 27 February an air-
borne battalion was inserted into
FSB ALPHA to secure and hold
open Route 9 to the south.

The most far-reaching battle for
the ARVN came 25 February at
FSB 31. The airborne troops had
been under attack for days, but

_that- afternoon they came under a

three-pronged conventional assault
by some 20 PT-76 and T-54 tanks in

‘conjunction with an estimated

2,000 infantry. Despite being
greatly outgunned and outnum-
bered, the ARVN troops fought off
two assaults with the help of tacti-
cal aircraft and artitlery that de-
stroyed several enemy tanks just
inside the ARVN defenses. On a
third attack FSB 31 was captured.
Once again the Communists lost
many more troops than the ARVN,
plus I1 tanks on the assault, but
the hill was in enemy hands. Based
on intelligence estimates, it quickly
became quite clear that the enemy
had more artillery, tanks and com-
bat troops than expected.

The airborne troops on FSB 31

- were supposed to be rescued by an

armored column moving north
from Route 9, but the column
never reached them in time. Be-
tween 25 February and 2. March
this armored column and another
fought the first head-to-head ar-
mor battles of the Vietham War.
The ARVN performed well in these
battles and with the help of U.S.
air strikes, decimated nearly I,500

From one of the asromedical evacuation halicopters medical specialist SP4 Dennis Fujii
was wounded and bacame stranded on the base. SP4 Fujii remained to help treat
wounded and coordinate close air strikes befors being picked up on FSB 31. The rescue
aircraft was seriously damagsd and crash landed on FSB 30. The next day SP4 Fujii and a

score of wounded ARVN soldiers were evacuated.
United States' highest award —the Madal of Honor.

For his valor SP4 Fujii received the

U.S. ARMY AVIATION DIGEST




A unit of M109, self-propelied, 155 mm howitzers deploys on the Khe
Sanh plateau in support of LAMSON 718. Note bomb crater in right
foreground.

The 8-inch (203 mm) self-propelled howitzer was consldered the mast

accurate artitiery piece used by the Army during the Vietnam War.

enemy troops and destroyed more
than 20 tanks. The ARVN lost
about 200 troops, three tanks and
25 armored personnel carriers.
The airborne troops on FSB 30
held out until 3 March before
abandoning the base, Enemy tanks
assaulted FSB 30 but could not as-
cend the sharper slopes of the hill,
so they stayed within range and
provided direct fire support. De-
spite massive U.S. air power and
artillery support that could be
brought to bear in the areas north
of FSBs 30 and 31, the enemy had
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A 175 mm self-propelled howltzer supports LAMSON 719 operations.

created “no go” terrain for helicop-
ters and most fixed wing airplanes,
By sheer numbers in troops and
firepower the enemy had the ability
and audacity to move troops, tanks
and vehicles in the open. Even with
three divisions’ worth of air assets
in the 101st Airborne Division, all
of the Air Force, Navy and Marine
tactical aircraft, and dozens of
B-52 strikes, the enemy had more
firepower over most of the area of
operation than could possibly be
suppressed. Targets of opportunity
were everywhere,

For nearly 3 weeks the armored
column at A LUOI quite honestly
“dragged its tracks.” It was clear
with the deteriorating situation
north of A LUOQI, that the column
could not advance toward Tche-
pone, Instead, it was directed to re-
main in a defensive role and an air
assault was planned to reach the
Tchepone objective.

On 2 March ARVN Marine units

were airlifted to- FSBs DELTA and
HOTEL to relieve the 1st Infantry’s
troops. On 3 March a battalion of

-Ist- Infantry- troops was helicopter

assaulted into LZ LOLO. This was
one of the darkest days in Army

Aviation history.. Eleven UH-1

Huey aircraft where shot down in
the immediate area of the LZ that
day, and some 35 UH-Is received
combat damage. The air mission
commander actually instructed the
follow-on aircraft to, “Land to the
burning aircraft!” that fateful day.
Despite the losses, Army Aviation
completed the mission to establish
an FSB at the LOLO location. By 5
March the string of LZs and FSBs
along the escarpment south of
Route 9 and the Xepon River was
complete. These included FSBs
SOPHIA WEST and DELTA 1
along with LZs LOLO, LIZ and
BROWN.

The FSBs and LZs along the
escarpment provided the ground
track for most helicopters to fly
back and forth conducting resup-
ply, combat assaults and aeromedi-

cal evacuation. These bases also ~

provided the path for withdrawal
after the assault on Tchepone. FSB
SOPHIA WEST with its eight ar-
tillery pieces was also within range
of the Tchepone area.

The 6th of March started as a
beautiful, clear blue day. B-52s
changed that by pounding the
Tchepone area that morning. That
afternoon, two battalions of the
ARVN lst Infantry Division were
airlifted into LZ HOPE near Tche-
pone on the largest helicopter com-
bat assault in the history of Army
Aviation! An armada of 120
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A 174th Assaul Helicopter Company UH-1C “Charlie” moda| gunship refueis
. at Khe Sanh. The gun platoon of this unit was called the “Sharks "

UH-1s departed Khe Sanh in a
single-ship, 30-second separation
formation on the 50+ mile round
trip. A score of helicopter gunships
and fixed wing, tactical aircraft
flanked the UH-1s on that assault.
Only one helicopter was shot down
on an approach into LZ HOPE
with a few others receiving “hits”
from enemy fire,

On the ground, ARVN troops
encountered little resistance and
Tchepone was occupied for a few
days. In the wake of the B-52s'
powerful strikes, ARVN troops
counted hundreds of North Viet-
namese killed, A virtual “moun-
tain” of food, supplies and
weapons was also captured or de-

The Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos winds
near the RANGER fire support bases.
Bomb craters, mostly from B-52
sirikes, are visible along the roads and
especlally by a river crossing point.
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stroyed. On 10 March units operat-
ing from LZ HOPE linked up to
the south with units from SOPHIA
WEST. This marked the end of
Phases II and I1I and the beginning
of Phase IV, Recall that Phase III
was the exploitation phase during
which search and destroy opera-
tions were conducted by units
around their respective LZs and
FSBs. Such operations were on-
going throughout Phase I1.

Phase IV: The Withdrawal.
Withdrawal from positions along
the escarpment and on Route 9 was
accomplished on foot and by heli-
copter extractions. From 11 to 14
March units from SOPHIA WEST
and LIZ were extracted to
SOPHIA EAST and DELTA 1. By
this time viturally all of the fixed

locations of ARVN troops were in

frequent contact with the Commu-

~nists” whose “antiaircraft emplace-
- ments were everywhere, intent on
~ defeating efforts to resupply or ex-

tract troops, The ARVN needed to
execute an orderly withdrawal from
a deep attack while under intense
enemy pressure. (This is one of the
most difficult military maneuvers
to conduct.) At this point ARVN
troops had little or no artillery sup-
port of their own. Many of their
units were running dangerously
low on ammunition, and the
troops were very fatigued,

To complete extractions under
¢nemy contact, most ARVN units
had to move their locations at
night. They had to break contact
with the enemy and then find a
suitable pickup zone (PZ) where
extractions were feasible. Fre-
quently, extractions could only be
completed after or during intense
artillery, helicopter gunship and
tactical air support. By 18 March
ARVN units, with mounting
losses, had withdrawn east on the
escarpment south of A LUOL.

On 19 and 20 March evacuation
of armor and airborne units com-
menced with the closing of A
LUOI. The armored columns
moved east along Route 9 without
too much difficulty until reaching
FSB BRAVO where they ran into a
Communist blockade, ambushes
and tanks, 7
_.From 20 through 22 March the
last armored columns on ‘Route §. .
tried to return to Khe Sanh, but
most were ambushed and de-
stroyed. This marked the end of
the Route 9 withdrawal except for
stragglers who managed to come
through during the next day or so.

On the éscarpment, all ARVN
Ist Infantry Division troops were
extracted by 21 March, but not be-
fore Army Aviation became en-
gaged in intense combat the day
before. While making repeated

U.S. ARMY AVIATION DIGEST




flights to extract ARVN troops
from PZ BROWN, 10 UH-1H heli-
copters were shot down. About 50
more received combat damage.
Once again Army Aviation was put
to the ultimate test. It took serious
losses, but completed its mission!
The ARVN Marines were the last
units left on the escarpment at
FSBs DELTA and HOTEL. On 20
and 21 March a brigade on FSB
DELTA came under continuous at-
tack. Four times combined human
- wave -and tank attacks were re-
- pulsed with the aid of U.S. artillery
and air support to include close-in
B-52 strikes. North Vietnamese
tanks and high troop concentra-
tions appeared everywhere along
Route 9 and on the escarpment.
On 22 March the ARVN Marines
were finally driven off of FSB
DELTA by flame-throwing tanks,
The next day as many Marine units
as possible were extracted from
Laos and on 24 March the last
elements of ARVN troops were
extracted from FSB HOTEL,
LAMSON 719 ended with a tre-
mendous show of North Vietnam-
ese firepower, stopping short of
advancing into South Vietnam
toward Khe Sanh to continue the
battle. LAMSON 719 fighting con-
tinued up to 6 April, but after 24
March only a couple of 1-day raids
were conducted into BASE AREA
611 with little casualties or conse-
quence.

Battle Facts and Statistics
Throughout LAMSON 719,
Army Aviation units continued to
encounter intense enemy antiair-
craft fire while resupplying troops
and extracting the wounded and
dead. Most approaches to LZs
along the escarpment and on Route
9 received heavy fire going in. In
the LZs, the aircraft received mor-
tar and small arms fire as well as
occastonal artillery barrages. But
the worst part of the gauntlet came
when the UH-1 Hueys would de-
part the LZs and attempt to climb
out. Then a droning fusilade of fire
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The escarpment south of Route § in Laos is aurrounded by dense jungle,
sharp cliffs, mountains and plateaus that made the battle area a place not -

easlly forgotten.

An abandoned Montagnard (Mountainyard) village on the escarpment nesr
LZ Delta in Laos. The ridgeline overlooks the vallsy where the Xepon River

and Route 9 are located.

LZ Brown on the escarpment in Laoa overlooks the Xepon River and
Route 9.

would be unleashed from several
locations, making it difficult to
maneuver away from the fire,

The most frequently used and
frightening antiaircraft weapons

the Hueys encountered were the
12.7 mm or 50 caliber machine-
guns. These weapons had a distinc-
tive sound and fired tracers every
few rounds, which looked like bas-
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ketballs or pumpkins coming at the
aircraft. Even with two and four
gunships for support and occa-
sional tactical fighters, some sor-
ties could not be completed.
Toward the end of the operation,
the North Vietnamese altered their
strategy by letting some aircraft
make approaches without being
shot at, then suddenly unleashing
mortar, artillery and antiaircraft
barrages at the helicopters upon
landing and taking off. At times
more than 20 ARVN soldiers
would be lifted out by straining
UH-1Hs, with soldiers clinging to
the skids, Media portrayals of
these incidents were used as proof
that the South Vietnamese had
been “routed” from Laos.

Weather was a serious problem,
hindering LAMSON 719 opera-
tions, Most aircraft were stationed
on the coast more than a half-hour
flight to Khe Sanh in a UH-1. Re-
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fueling and staging was done
mainly at Khe Sanh or FSB VAN-
DERGRIFT. Bad weather over
Laos, Khe Sanh or the coast too
often caused delays or cancellation
of missions, occasionally at critical
moments during the battle.

Resuits of the LAMSON 719
operation brought criticism from
some about the concepts of airmo-
bility and fire support bases.
ARVN troops were unable to effec-
tively patrol around their FSBs and
thereby failed to prevent enemy
hugging tactics. Successful patro}
was necessary to provide security
for helicopter operations. Also,
fixed positions engaging superior
enemy firepower were questionable
and provided a distinct disadvan-
tage in counterbattery fire —a com-
mon occurrence during LAMSON
719, The Communists had greater
mobility, familiarity with the area,
and longer artillery standoff ranges

LEFT: Remains of a Russian tank
destroyed in a battle during LAMSON
719 near the Laos and South Vietnam
border, just south of Route 9.

BELOW: An AH-1G gunship Is hit by
gunfire and autorotsted to a field near
Route 9 in Laos. South Vietnamese
track vehicles soon arrived to provide
security and rescue the crewmembers.

than the ARVN. Hence, greater
mobility in the deep attack prob-
ably would have been more service-
able. While the concept of
airmobility may have been ques-
tioned, a review of the battle statis-
tics shows that Army Aviation
could perform its mission in a mid-
intensity conflict, which includes
heavy concentration of antiaircraft
fire (figures 4 and 5). In such an
environment, a significant loss of
aircraft and people was inevitable!
However, considering the number
of sorties, the loss rate was remark-
ably low.

The outcome of LAMSON 719
on the ground was questionable.
But the successful performance of
Army Aviation supporting a deep
attack as a maneuver element of a
combined arms team (which in-
cluded an allied force) proved the
concept of airmobility without
doubt. The North Vietnamese
knew well the four employment
principles of air defense: mix,
mass, mobility, and integration.
But, Army Aviation countered
enemy efforts more times than not.

The significance and success of
the helicopter on the mid-intensity,
mobile battlefield finally proved
the helicopter’s unique capabilities
that had until then only been an-
ticipated/conceptualized, never be-
fore proven in combat. An attack
of such magnitude never could
have been accomplished from start
to finish in just 45 days without the
airmobility capabilities of the heli-
copter. Without U.S. firepower and

airmobility tactics, a deep attack

into the Communist’s most-de-
fended base areas (which incorpo-
rated intense enemiy firepower and
large troop concentrations) would
have been foolhardy. The result
would be little success and prob-
able casualty rates in excess of the
near 45 percent level experienced
by the ARVN task force.
LAMSON 719 was different
from overall operations in South
Vietnam, and also different from
current tactical doctrine in Army
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~ Aviation. Throughout South Viet-
nam, helicopters generally oper-
ated in a low-intensity antiaircraft
fire environment, Helicopters usu-
ally were only sporadically en-
gaged, primarily with just small
arms fire, During combat assaults,
gunship support was often success-
ful in suppressing enemy fire.

Even up to the standdowns in
1972, low level (nap-of-the-earth)
flying was prohibited and viewed
as unsafe. Aircraft were supposed
to fly at 1,500 feet above ground
fevel'in Vietnam and at least 3,000
feet above ground level in Laos and
Cambodia.

On single helicopter missions,
tight circling approaches and
climbouts were typical for getting
into and out of LZs. Multiship
combat assaults also conformed to
the altitude restrictions and usually
were conducted in lifts of UH-1s in
tight formations to get as many air-
craft as possible into a PZ/LZ,
Usually one gunship team of two
helicopters would provide fire sup-
port around a PZ/LZ by flying a
racetrack pattern on one side of the
flight at an altitude 500 to 1,000
feet above ground level.

In Vietnam such tactics were
successful, but in Laos they were
disastrous. Before the end of
LAMSON 719 single helicopter
sorties were routinely flown at low
level; combat assaults were con-
ducted by single ship landings with
30-second separations, and gun-
ships made runs from higher alti-
tudes. The LAMSON 719 battle
did more than any other operation
in the history of the Vietnam War
to revert Army Aviation doctrine to
the development of nap-of-the-
earth flight tactics (such as were
being developed at the Aviation
Center, Ft. Rucker, AL, in the late
1950s and early 1960s). Also Viet-
nam helicopter tactics were moved
away from close formation combat
assaults!

Who really won the LAMSON
719 battle? Both sides claimed vic-
tory, but a review of the major ob-
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Killed Woundad Missing Equipment Lost
in action in action in action (excluding aircraft)
u.s. 102 215 53 (ncne in Lacs)
1,146 4,238 246 71 tanks
RAVN 96 artillery
45% casualty rate for committed troops in Laos. 278 trucks
NVA 4,000 Unknown Unknown 100 tanks
Estimated 50% casualty rate. 290 trucks
FIGURE 4; Casualty Statistics.
Aircraft Total © | Aircraft Damage Aircraft: FPercentage | -
: Alrcrafl .Damaged Incidents - {---- Lost ) ookest e
OH6A | 50 22 | 34 6 '
UH-1C 60 B - RN RN ;- R
‘UH-1H 312 1 237 . 344
AH-1G 117 101 . 152
CH-47 80 30 a3
CH-53 16 14 14
CH-54 10 U 1
QH-58 5 ‘| NoData | NcData
TOTAL 659 453 644

FIGURE 5: Helicopter Damage and Loss Statistics.

jectives of the operation showed
that it was more of a success for
the South Vietnamese, They did
interdict into Laos and disrupt the
flow of enemy troops and supplies
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. In
fact, because of this campaign, it
was more than 1 year before North
Vietnam iaunched any significant
offensives in the south.

LAMSON 719 revealed some
serious flaws, particularly in the
Vietnamization effort. The ARVN
force was not sufficient in size, and
it was a long way from being able
to provide its own air and fire-
power to thwart the determined
Communist aggression.

Despite the Communist losses,
the significant losses sustained by
ARVN troops damaged the morale
and confidence of the South Viet-
namese. In particular, the Viet-
namese people were shocked and
hurt that so many dead and
wounded were never extracted
from the battlefield. Recall that the
Vietnamese culture was dominated
by ancestor worship: Failure to re-
turn the bodies of fallen soldiers
accentuated the grief of family
members.

LAMSON 719 was supposed to
last up to 90 days instead of only
45 days. Clearly, the Communist’s
significant counterattacks short-
ened the duration of the operation.
Finally, within a week after the bat-
tle, Communist activity on the Ho
Chi Minh Trail had resumed with
its usual earnest, never to be seri-
ously threatened again.

The final battle tallies and avia-
tion statistics were taken from the
101st Airborne Division (Airmo-
bile) afteraction report {April to
May 1971). The afteraction report
was declassified after 12 years (De-
partment of Defense Directive
5200.10). The casualty numbers
shown in figure 4 are based on the
total troops committed in LAM-
SON 719. Official dates given for
aviation statistics were 8 February
to 24 March 1971, or 45 days.
Damage and loss statistics for the
Army Aviation rotary wing assets
committed to the operation are
shown in figure 5. .

Next month LAMSON 719 cov-
erage concludes with “Part III:
Reflections and Values.,” In it, the
lessons learned from LAMSON
719 will be summarized. <=t
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