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Fran the tint day al Lam Son 719 lhe 
U.S . .me.a- tl:ylnq .,... Lea enooun­
lored leracioua Ncrtb Vletnazmm air .. 
ten.. For the ~ pilcla lonytng 
troopo and aippli-. tl:ylnq Cobra gun­
lhipe and m9drrac bllicoplen. and 
IDOUling lhe _..y ID .W...- lighl 
ciw valkm i.llcopler.. (LOl:fa. or 
"Loadwm"), Lea WQI ail mm.Ir ..... 
kind al warlare. n. .....y bad i--­
par.d the ground belilr lhan - bibe 
lo cW...d agalMI Am.nc:an alnDcllility. 
"We're lighting a CCllJ¥'ClicDal war cut 
tt..; a ffmr cnrwman IOid al the Laos 
incuni<>n. "Oiopp.ra ••. [are) acl .built lo 

1cmgi. with tl>me ~· Anllalraaft 
artili.ry lined tlw -.a111or lmdlng lo Td>e­
pcx., and 12..7- macbim gum -­
deployed wldi ~ &lllda d.. llre 
OD high ground a lr:ilaiMW or ., lrcm 
"'"1:f P*nllai landing-. A belioaplor 
doclginlJ 8re lrcm en. directlaa bmd It­
.it oaremiog ~ ·~ .Da:hlne 
g\m~ • . ~ .......... 

1n V..mam aDd CambodiQ, U.S. pilala 
bad~ onlr llmbod 12.7Kll'.iire, 
..m.... ID Laoe 12..7- fire encl a.. " 
..... majcxUy al bellcxoplw hltl and "kllla." 
ID. IP» ·al the '-"'t CXUJOilllotion al 
larger c:aln- weaponll and aDllalraall 
artm..,.-23-. 37MK.· and s1- "flak" 
gum-pildl ltill· liiimd the 12..'hal ma­

chine gun 10 be the - ~The 
12.7- - ro<md "'laalm llli:a a bcmlmt­
ball" oamlng paot. ~ ...... . lll8r 
report.:l. . ·, . 

Helioop.on reb.lrDed lo Kbe &mh wUh. 
tbeir Plalglas lr"""8 blalll9d Ill. tboir .... 
CIDd bladeo punctured wilb buDoit and 
Dapml bcles, their ... ~ with 

blood. fl """ a dimiag _..... tiit:1 
tbe cocly aDd blQblr decaal9d. ,,Goi;'"£ ·"'niif Jomt 
and~ al tbe 10111 Airborne [)hf!( ....-..., 
11on <Alrmabll.J = 11ie al'- a1r cawalai· lnllka tie 
unllm ~ lo tbe operallca. -nu. i.· 1'lloll ~!-... l\'1111 

two. maybe three - wqlW tbao Cam- ..... al gNCllllt tined la .. 
badia,; Wamml om... am-:. J. ~ lMry day tb9r lraded W...~IAo 
.-o, a Uxxh pllat. _,..In hi. diary~ ...my gun pamiono. ...lllaa l<IClb, 
1or 1br.. dayw al 11y1nq ID Lam Son 719. llyiDg ra-. Qxnmnn!ootlm """naf 
"Laao la in a ckmo by iloolf .••• 11'1 cmlr a waya allac:th.. bawwts, aad 
matter al time bibe I 991 ldllad. • {l!p- ~ U.S. and ARVN pilals, alaa 
_.,aunt-!. lecmng cambal allar "'- in aippart al Lam Son 719 . ..... 
weeb with a ......,.. WCJUDd In the abaky. Earir In the q>o!'aticc. pilala' 
abauliW.) On the """" day, Major Burt al lamillarity wllb the tonaln CIClll lhe 
Allen braught in bia heliocpW pierced al tbe I Capi cpsatlam and loglllk:I . 
with builel ...- ·r .. i-. flying 1or m tican aad a1 bir "'""' phalCJ9l'apblDI! 
mcntha. lock my lint hil yeolerciay. and aid Vialnam bmda I.any Burrowa cl 
11i11c1 Ihm t.... lcdmn ~ • he mid. and Hmri H'* cl AP, <11 well <11 

"We bad a hundJwd paramller, - Kalli Paw and IC.eimbwo Sbimamab 
chappsw bil cut cl aeven • The NVA cmli- ,._____ All wmw an a lligbl cl . 
ain:::raft del...,.. ID·laca were~ VNAF ~ JIJiag ID Ranger 
by manr 1o i.. the btavieel in an a m. Soulh. ·-n..r piclmd the wrong l*lli 
docbina, aupalliClg ...., the heme .. lbe m. and lwned aanb belar'9 
--cl Ncrtb V'JetDam. ahauld bcne,. reCICIUllled Lieulonant 

F.qulppecl lor the 6nl time in the liald nel Rab.t r. Mallnelli. rm -lei al . 
with a iarmicbble array al lirepowwr, the 2d Squadron. 17th Cavalry, wba """ · 
NV A adapl9d MW lactica lo .w.d ill lo- bame and wllhln ligbl at the limo. 
gllllcl ""'""'" In ta:.. In Saulb V'ielnam ....... headiag rigbl b- ... becnlMI 
-ur IClldlo<a hac:I dim aDaw.i U.S. oen1ra11cn cl 37- gum in tba1 
i.llcopler.. and pb.. lo pcm "'9l'bead ta:.. n.., _.. In a llighl cl laur 
wlthoul tiring OD them. kr U al .....m- al 1,500 lee!. in l!z. and al 9'gblr 
inq their pcoilionll. Jn X...., """-• tbe We ICIW tbam oamlng and _... 
NVA abol al Yir1ually fRW"/ ICJl9'I. tbougb lhml OD all ~ lo wmn 
they uma11J lee the ...art cl Cabra gun- away. n. tint [wllb e. ARVH 
ablp and Lcacbta pcm bob. firing OD bl.w up in midair, aad .. lour1b 
the~~ 11*rtbld< the-I loCllr Cl hi 1nii.-., 
cx:u:Jllllbaliaiii al wecipona gave the NV A ICllta blr:da. • 
the CCll;llideoCJe lo abJ II aw wilb tbe aky Macblne gum and anllmrc:rafl 
cxrvalry. ID addition . lo ~ placed lery -. acl the cmJy weapcm 
arcuzd ~ bndlDg -. anli- '-"'t lalJ OD the bolicopWI. ~ 

· airaafl ~ _... pcaiticned . alr:mg the diapemag .i.n.i:-I Jn a wld9 
.............. nartb and ICUlb al.Jb,m 9; form, pOftld ~ . 
wblch ollored tbe boll navigallcnal ~. btli::r:ipan ..alng dotni cm a . 
tbrcugh the maunlalna. In lbe · ireqlJel ..,._ Earir In Lam Son 719 a · 
bad w.alb«, tbe ~ wm the .<;dr.(; ~ "lllick lbfiP' .-
.,,.. lo the lorward ~ and tbe bell- al ..... al the mxilmD ~: 
cop6lrs bad lo run a 9<JUllllet al fire. martJr ol..a. begl:m 'r'*1liig ..... 

Ewe the ncrma11y _.,..,.cl blgb m- ~ -wi.; e.t- bam·m .. 
tmm dia:q;pewed in Laaa. -n.., hil .. llllde al lh"! lalldmg-. -a-~ 

"at' 2JiOO ........ Wammt Olfiaooo Harald - lllde; wben tb9r ..iamd tallag 
. Sm11b i.pc,r1lld ~ !m· Hu.y limped - aide. W. U-backJE> ._.~ 
back 1o Xbe Sanh dripping fuat "In V181- ~ nr.t · Lliiu6aaaal 
nam r • ......;,. """" bemi !ired a1 mx- Wblllng. bla. ~- padoad: 
1,500 ioel" Ta coun!er tbia, pilcla ar:lapled l'!Nlll!-6- obrapml ~ m.·.:·· 
''nap cl the earth" tacticl, Dying jual lion. Aa the ChappenboMed ~ . 
aba9e tree i...I. Bui near 1cmdinq ~ liODg ...andli, the Scuth.. Vi 

~ 8:::.. ~~lo~~~~ =.'° ..:-= ·:; -" 

. .. 
...... [t.ARVNa] 

adl-:11!11••·· --...,._.._ 
aiiiAIMlna,. ....... llCI 

.... 1n11 .... _,......,. ... 1o 111p-

.. ~ ... mi cm6llrc:rall ... 

- .. bldlag - ta b:t. wldl llCI 
A...tacm -..idlen ·cir ........- an e.. 
grcund. t.... - .... -1 ..p.. 
rionClld ..,.qi b aplatn Cl llllil'• .... 
lo tbepllali.cr lo~ bxling and 
unboclng. 

Latw, durin; lhe retreat Iran i..... the 
atractlan cl lrOClpl pr""9d QI dillicult all 

had their in-tian. With the eiemy in 
c1me p-.11. ....,.. Saulb v~ 
lrocpl _,.., bard pr-i lo break o:m­
tact wi!h the enemy and cnoai. a _. 
pickup za>e. Each time llDill paumd lcnq 
enaugb lo clear ewn a rudimmay land­
ing ,..,., the NV A pcured mar1ar fire in1C1 
their pCJlilicma. U.S. pb.. and beliccp­
"'"' al th. l581h A'lialian I1a1tation. i.ct by 
~ Calcnel William N. Peachey, 
CCIClducl.d a daring ,.._,.,., cl one aucb 
ballc:dian-tbe 2d Airbame-whlch wm 
trapped nar1h al FSB Alpha. After '-iDg 
~ puobed elf ,....._. 30 durin; the 

lint -- cl Mardi. the uni! bad i:-. 
lighling the lllerlly kr """ --.. On the 
nimlMa!i. Peachey alllmptad lo ,_,.... 
lhml but wm lruotrated by enmiy IJoopl 

who - wl!bin lilly -. cl the land­
ing ..... all day. n. batlored uni~ wllh 
illl liflr- .....m.d men. lllOWld clur-

q: ~ a&ghl lo what """ b.-t lo be a --li:mdlng-,,,. ..a lllDn>in!r Cd:irm and 1ac11aa1 

mrcrall ""'* "9cdiey'1 cammcmd 
blCllled ... Jungle beak» and bebind tbe 
lrOClpl, eriablinq tbe ecldlers lo '}II lar 
..,.qi ahead " the emmy lo lllamp 
down lhe eighl-laat-hlgb elepbanl gram 
Ima an 12 lor lbe arbillag c:bcpp.s. Fear­
lul cl drawing mar1ar fire, i....-. lhe 
ARVN IClldlo<a repeal9dly nitu.c1 lo .,.. 

--....... grenaclm lo mark !heir Jaax. 
tlal. and in !he ham cl amab Iran 9111>­
ohlp fire and burnini] 9fm9, !he 
beliaiptera cauld acl !ind the lrocpa. Fl­
nally, P.acber l:rau;hl bia own ocm­
mand btliacpler down lo drq> amab 
~ but an bia Wfr'/ cut """"'Y ri!I. 
men bit the helicopter, wounding Pecdwy 
in the abauldor. DebN lllNdr m. bee, 
blackb:ag ~ \IZlCCID8ciaul. H;a cxipJal 
atruggled lo pull the ~ cut cl tbe 
LZ. 

Peachey 19<J<llned bia - al abcut 
!,(JOO leet E_,- };ght an the oan1ra1 panel 
glcnd red-UIClll cl the c:bcpper'1 ..... 
wwe dawn. Neilh« Peacher'• C1C1111ra1a 
nar bia mike wcrbd. He D:xik the c:qii­
lal'1 arm and obauied. "Land the damn 
thing or w9re 9CllllO craobl" "Na, DQ. • lhe 

copi)at yelled baclc. ·- CJaD ..... ii lo 
IQ,. SaDh. • "Yau're 9C1111Q land tbia gad­
dam thing or I'm 9C1111Q blew your head 
all!" P.acber llhauted. The cxipJal 

~ 

abey.d. He pm...I tbe boliaapao dOwn. 
m'*inq a rough landing jull QI tbe hf­
dnaJlic lluida n:m out. The """ pilala lpOlll 
CJDlr ...._ OD tbe ground hebe cm­
.... h8liaopw pcbd .... cm:! the 
ARVN ddioc'I up. All mo:I. H ICIWy back 
lo IOie Scmh. 

The '-"'t ~ inllicted an U.S. beli­
oap11n during Lam Son 719 braught inlo 
qmmon the .iabllily cl air cxrvalry in a 
CICl1...iicnal CICllJ!lict. Cammanden ollen 
CWWt-.1 and mlaim btliccplen. loCI al-
1111 apec.1ing them lo &;bl the ln­
limlryman'1 bal!le. y el low di.agreed 
wi8i Brigadier c.-aI William J. ~­
elm. Ir. director cl U.S. Army Aviatiaa. 
whoa he reminded critica that wilhaut the 

100.000 -- Dawn br balicapWa. the 
battle In Lea wauld indeed t.... bMn a 
&gbl ·-by trw alr:mg Highway 9." Still. 
aimdiility ~ a """"' price. rdty­
ha U.S. pilc:a and crewmeo 1aa1 lhelr 
~ 178 ....... wounded. and 3' ........ 
!isled QI mimiDg in actiCID. Many more 
beliacplsa wwe hit but llllCllXJr}ed lo fir 
baclt lo !Che SaDh. o..an. the U.S. listed 
108 belicoptara laal and 618 ~ 
E-. "" maay crriaton loll tba1 ac1 all 
a-......... repc:n.d ., that lbe picture cl 
b.liacplms' aint.abillly wauld be raoier. 
Said ane <X>laml: ·u they CJaD cut the lail 
DUD>ber cut cl the wrecliage and glue a 

"""' chappw onto ii. !!...,ii - admit 
that lhe airc:n:dt wm laol. • 

A NO<tli Vietnam•• 12.710f mach/ne-qun leam lizw oa U.S. ®croJr or Rouv-r 11aM Nardo dul'l~ te. 



Many oi the l 47th Brigade lllragg'len laund tboir way lo 
lrim>dly pomticm. During the withdrawal mcmy aoldiera at 
the lirebaMs looked fer any cpportwlity to eecape the bal­
Uelield, and they tried to clamber aboard OWiaowded 
helioopteni. To reduce the number oi trips through anti­
airaaft lire, Briq. Gen. Berry ordered his pilola to brinq 
out OB mcmy V ieln<IrneM as poaible in each fliqht. Seeinq 
helioopteni lilled lo overilowinq, and afraid o1 bein<J aban­
doned. the aoldiers panicked. ''They would do abeolutely 
anything to gel oul of Laos." eaid lJ. Col. Peachey, who 
flew lhrouqhout most ol Lam Son 719: 

The Maltby would nm over the dead and wounded. We W<>Uld 
hOYW at m or oeven feel and the crew chief and 9WlMr would 
lay on their bellies and pull people up. If you qol on lhe ground. 
they would tum the heliccpler over. A later laciic was lo nm and 
jwnp on the lhauldel"ll cl people and qrab on to the Kida. The 
heliooplel"ll would 90 up lo 3,000 or 4,000 feet. and aher five or 
len minutes, they'd gel tir9d and tum ""-· I can otill see the 
bodies coming down through the li:f. 

The armored briqade and Airborne troops with­
drawinq alonq Route 9 fought throuqh ambushes and 
steady harassment. losinq many of their vehicles. U.S. 
planes destroyed the damaqed and abandoned vehicles 
to prevent the North Vietnamese from makinq Wl8 ol them. 
"Roule 9 was cluttered full of jUnk.'' said marine Lieuten­
ant Colonel Robert Darron. llyinq in a FAC plane. "Tanks 
and trucks and all kinda ol thinqs . . . stretched about a 
mile." About nine kilometers west of that site, Darron al9o 
spotted twenty enemy armored vehicles, led by TS4 tanks, 
rollinq dawn Route 9 in pursuit of the ARVN oolwnn. U.S. 
planes bombed the tanks, but North Vietnamese qunners 
firinq the 12.7IOI machine quns on the tanks claimed one 
F - I 00 Supersabre and its pilot 

To avoid more ambushes. the task force, with 100 ar­
mored vehicles and the I st and 8th Airborne Battalions, 
left Route 9 and crashed throuqh dense junqle searchinq 
for a way back. Finally the column crossed the Sepone 
River and returned to Vietnam on March 23. By March 25. 
lar1y-live days after they had entered the country, moat 
South Vietnamese troops had quit Laos. 

As the South Vietnamese retreated toward Khe Sanh. 
NV A tanks appeared in live locations on the Laotian side 
of the border but were driven back by qunships and liqht· 
ers. The North Vietnamese pursuit had a momentum that 
seemed lo carry across the border. Khe Sanh ilmelf had 
come under increasinq atlack !ram artillery and sappers, 
so units hurriedly pacited. up to leave (see photo essay, 
paqe 92). ARVN launched two small face...savinq raidS 
ink> a border reqion called the Laotian Salient that julled 
inlo Vtetnmn. By the lime the seoond raid concluded on 
April 6, Khe Sanh had aqain been abandoned. and Oper­
ation Lam Son 719 was over. 

No sooner had the operation ended than Saiqon and 
Hanoi traded boasts of qreat victories, each presenting 

oppl9ing version& o1 the oampaign. Reviewinq . his Air­
borne lroop9 at Dcnq Ha. President Thieu told them, ''Thill 
is the biqq..t victory ever . .. a moral, politic:al and psy­
choloqioal Dien Bien Phu," in which the South Vietnameme 
had killed more than 13,000 North Vietnamese at a cost of 
fewer than 6,000 ARVN killed and wounded. 

In its awn account of Lam Son 719, published shortly af. 
ter the bottle, Hanoi trumpeted "the heaviest defeat ever" 
for "Nixon and Company," and ridiculed the cooperation 
between the Americans and ARVN. especially durinq the 
withdrawal.. Hanoi alleqed that the helicopter pilots had 
"plastered the choppers' skids with qr ease to prevenl the 
Saiqon soldiers from hanqinq onto them, leavinq the poor 
devils in the lurch! A fine picture of Vietnamization in­
deed!" The North Vietnamese claimed that they had 
killed, wounded, and captured 16,400 men. includinq 200 
Americans, in the "Route 9-Southern l..aas victory." Ac­
cording to U.S. XXIV Corps liqures, Saiqon had lost more 
than 9,000 lcilled. wowtded. and captured, a casualty rate 
of nearly 50 percent. U.S. 9Upport for<:eS, both helicopter 
crews in Laos and qround troops in Vietnam, had lost 253 
killed and miaai"9 and l , 149 wowided. for a total ol 1.402 
American casualties. 

For all ol the casualties, ARVN had accomplished some 
ol its objectives by intenupling the enemy loqiatical build­
up in Laoe and halting the flow of materiel into South Viet­
nam. Accordinq lo Lt. Gen. Sutherland, Lam Son 719 had 
forestalled an enemy offensive for at least six months. or 
until the beqinninq ol the next rainy season in Laos, which, 
as a rule, would provide another few months breathinq 
space. Yet at best the invasion had scored only short-term 
qaina. Within a week ol the climactic batt!M at Firebase 
Delta. reconnaissance aircraft reported North Vietnamese 
traffic moving freely down the trail. and a month later ac­
tivity had resumed around Tchepone. Furthermore. the 
North Vietnamese continued to upqrade their conventional 
combat for<:eS in Laos and consolidated their hold on the 
panhandle. Hanoi knew that the ARVN had spent itself 
and was unlikely to invade Laos aqain. With American 
bombing declininq, North Vietnam felt more secure than 
ever in its Laotian sanctuary. Even thouqh ii would require 
lime to restore war materiel Hana could do so virtually 
unimpeded by the ARVN or U.S. forces. 

South Vietnam. meanwhile, reverberated from the 
shock of Lam Son 719. Thieu banned U.S. news maqazines 
Tune and Ne~ and .-al oppomtion newspapers 
wh<.e ooverage ol the operation oonllicted with Thieu's 
version ol events. He al.o kept the hard-hit Airborne and 
Marine Divisions in the north. rather than returninq them 
to their bases around Saig<xi. where their bloodcurdlinq 
stories were bound to circulale amonq the public and their 
families. These units were lilled out with many sons ol up­
per-dcms South Vl8tnamese. Now these influential fami­
lies were qriel stricken. and because dead and wounded 
had been leJt in U-, many families had no bodies 10 ven-

erate. Acc:crdinq lo a Vielnameme commentator. the fami­
lies were thus "condemned to live in perpetual sorrow and 
doubt. It was a violation ol beliefs and familial piety that 
Vietnamese aenliment would never forqet and forgive." 

Many in South Vietnam. includinq !home in the military, 
found fault with the Lam Son 719 plan and with its execu­
tion. The use ol fixed lirebaaes, in slavish imitation cl 
American tactics in South Vietnam, came in for severe 
criticism. firebases in territory Olready prepared by the 
enemy merely presented him with fixed targets to hammer 
with artillery. Critics said that firebases should have been 
moved frequently to thwart artillery attacks and that 
ARVN failed to perform aqgressiw patrol.linq required for 
firebase security. The helicopter, desiqned lo free infantry 
from the "tyranny of terrain," became itsell tyrannized by 
llyinq throuqh antiaircraft fire to ARVN' s fixed positions. 

The inexperienced ARVN qenerala, mired in parochial 
disputes and disaqreeinq over military strateqy, seemed 
besel by inertia. A stronq North Vietnamese reaction had 
been expected, and intelliqence, thouqh it miased the 
threat of armor. had correctly predicted (albeit from the 
wrong direction) NV A reinlorcement within two weeks. 
Armed with this information, the South Vietnamese never­
theless allowed opporlun.ities to slip away through in­
decision. General Lam in ~ proved himsell un­
equal to his post and reapoN1ibilitieL "I remember seeinq 
him one morning towards the end ol the operation when 
thinqlr were worms in Laos ... ," said Lt. Col. Darron of the 
XXlV C«p. headquarters stall "He was laying back, 
kind o1 · a cruciliecl po9ilion.._ leaning back against his 
bunker ... looking up in the sky with his ey... closed, and 
he was obwiously under a terrible. terrible strain. Frankly, 
l lhink he was just in over his head." 

Many jwlior officers and men in the remits were under­
standably bitter about their superiors' failinqs. One Viet­
namese Marine lieutenant spoke for many when he told 
adviser Major William Dabney o1 the U.S. Marines. "It is 
my percaptign that the Americans were using us [lroop9) 
as training aids for the senior staff." 

The future of VietnanUzation 

The performcmce of Saiqon's troops, who were slated to 
take over all ground combat responsibility in the summer 
of 1971 at the completion of Vietnamization's Phase I, re­

ceived mixed reviews. A lastin9 impnMion ol ARVN in 
Lam Son 719 came from the panic ol dimorganimd retreat. 
But in fact many ol the South Vietnameee had performed 
well in individual battles; MACV took some heart from the 
ARVN performance. Citinq XXIV Corps figures cl more 
than 14.000 enemy lcilled, the MACV Command Overview 
said, ''The results were obvious: the NV A had taken still 
cmother beatinq." General Abrams passed on his en­
thusiasm to Washinqton. and President Nixon credited the 
South Vietnamese with havinq tied dawn some of the 

enemy' a best divisions and with havinq diaupted his llUp­

ply lines for siz weeks. "General Abrmns •. . aaya that 
90me [ARVN] units did nol do so well" oaid NUoon, "but 18 
out cl 22 battalions conducted themaelvee with hiqh mo­
rale, with qreat conlidenoe, and they are able to defend 
themselves man for man against the North Vietnamese." 

Those closer lo the scene than President Nixon or even 
General Abrams tended to disaqree with that assessment. 
They said the South Vietnamese knew they had suffered a 
defeat and that their morale miqht prove difficult lo re­
store. Maj. Dabney, who flew over La<11 as an airborne co­
ordinator, contrasted the VielnameM Marines before and 
alter the operation. ''1bese were brave men, well led. well 
supplied, who had a certain elan and a certain conlidence 
in themselves when the went in." Dabney said . "When 
they came oul they'd been whipped. They knew lhlry'd 
been whipped and they acted like they'd been whipped." J 

Although. as Presidenl Nixon said, ARVN soldiers miqht 
have been able to handle NV A requlars, the South Viet­
namese succumbed lo a nwnerically superior. conven­
lional army. one with armor and artillery. Aller Lam Son 
719 Saiqon and MACV had to conlront the probability ol 
further conventional warime. It was not until 1970 that 
plans were approved for a combined arms school where 
officers would leorn to employ jointly infantry, armor, and I 
artillery. Now this proqram took on pressinq importance; 
soon MACV and RVNAF planninq qroups beqan 1o col­
laborate on The Combined Anna Dodrinal Handbook. I 
which was to bee-ome a key element in RVNAF traininq. 
Shortly after the conclusion of Lam Son 719. General 
Abrams requested the urqenl shipment lo Vietnam ol a 
battalion ol fifty-four M48 lanks, more sophisticated than 
the M4J, lo counter the NVA's Soviet-supplied armor. 
MACV and RVNAF planners hurriedly devised an abbre­
viated traininq proqram ol six months (as opposed to the 
norm of one year) for Vietnamese tank crews. 

For the United States, Lam Son 719 raised questions 
about Pho... II cl Vietnamization in which Sou th Vietnam 
was to develop air and naval supporl systems and artil­
lery, loqiatical, and maintenance systems to replace those 
that since 1965 had been supplied by the United Stales. 
Althouqh no timetable was established for the completion 
ol PhaBe ll, U.S. planners adnUtted that ii would take 
longer than Phase [ had because of the complex traininq 
involved. The Laos operation had been possible only be­
cause of the enormous air support and loqistical eflurt 
mounted by the United States. While the war continued 
and peace neqotiations remained slalled, the U.S. would 
need lo maintain that level of support even as ii qradually 
pulled out of the war on the qround. 



while the battalion's other two companies patrolled the 
mountain ranges northeast. Another battalion had already 
been thrown off the mountain range to the northwest, los­
ing over 100 killed, missing, and wounded in less than a 
day. The mountain range and the valley that ran to FSB 31 
belonged lo the enemy,' and from there the North Vietnam­
ese pounded away at the base with artillery and mortars. 

Airborne Division commander Lieutenant General Du 
Quoc Dong feared that with his men stuck in static lire­
base positions, their usual aggressiveness had been stifled 
by General Lcun's plan. Dong felt ill-used by Lenn. "He re­
marked on many occasions," said the U.S. adviser, Colo­
nel Arthur Pence, "that General Lenn considered the 

I Rangers the first co •. the Airborne the distant cousins 
and the lst ARVN Division the son." Dong ailO criticized 
U.S. air support for its inability to supply FSB '31. But 
enemy antiaircraft lire drove off any helicopters attempt· 
ing to land. Col. Pence suggested dropping supplies by 
parachute, but Dong declined, not wanting to risk lower­
ing morale by letting his men know how desperate their 
plight was. Over lour days the number of casualties 
mounted and evacuation was ~le. 

Several of the supporting American helicopter pilots I decided to attempt a daring descent into the base to take 

I 
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out the moat seriously wounded. Led by Lieutenant Colo-
nel William N. Peachey, commander al the 158th Aviation 
Battalion, the helicopters braved the antiairaalt lire and 
flew into FSB 31. When they touched dawn. however, moat 
able-bodied soldiers stayed in their bunkers, lor the arri-
val of helicopters brought a new round of enemy mortar 
and artillery lire. With few men lo help them into the heli­
copters, the seriously wounded remained behind, and 
only some walking wounded made it into the airaalt and '< 

escaped FSB 31. The Hueys pulled out the dead in sling 
loads swinging beneath. 

At Col. Pence's suggestion, Dong ordered Colonel Ngu­
yen Trong Lua!, commander of the armored task force un­
der Dong's control, to move some tanks of the 17th Ar­
mored Squadron north from A Luoi to reinforce FSB 31 
against ground attack. By radio Dong ordered Companies 
31 and 32, which were patrolling the mountains northeast 
of the firebase, to link up with the tanks and lead them 
back. The tanks never arrived at the lirebase; the reason 
why was never suitably ezplained. 

Colonel Pence maintained that Colonel Lua! simply ig­
nored Dong's orders and a follow-up order from General 
Lenn. Although the armor was attached lo the Airborne Di­
vision, and thus under Dong's command, "General Dong 

had ab.olutely no control over the task lorce commander," 
said Pence. "General Dong did ewrything he could do ... 
except oall the commander in and lhoot him." The Ameri­
can senior adviser lo the armored briqade told a diHerent 
story. Acoording lo Colonel Raymond Battreall, the armoc 
commander had received conflicting orders from Gener­
als Lenn and Dong, and the column of live M41 tanks with 
accompanying infantry halted as ordered by the Airborne 
Division commander south of FSB 31. Moreover, in the 
coming confusion, Battreall said, the inexperienced Air­
borne Division stall simply forgot about the armored ele­
ment and neglected to issue any orders. Whatever the 
reasons, the armor column was still several kilometers 
southeast al FSB 31 on f'ebruary 25. 

Conventional warfare 

On that day the North Vietnamese sent a rain of artillery 
fire into the base and followed up with the first large-scale 
conventional attack of the war. Hanoi was changing the 
face of the war, abandoning cnnbushes and hit-oncl-run 
attacks and NIOrling lo conventional wariare . The North 
Vietnamese turned long-range heavy artillery onto their 
target brought up tanks powered by ample diesel fuel. 

and attacked with infantry regiments ol some 2,000 men. 
Throughout the war, MACV had longed for such large 
NVA targets lo deetroy with U.S. firepower. But now that 
the North Vietnamese were showing their faces, U.S. 
lora9s pcmeued little means lo affect events. 

A pall of smoke, dust, and haze caused by artillery, air 
strikes, and napalm hung over FSB 31. rendering the 
slopes of the 456-meter-high hill invisible to the U.S. for­
ward air controller, who was flying at nearly 4,000 feet to 
avoid antiaircraft lire. Just alter noon. the men of the 31st 
Company saw enemy tanks south of the base and they 
called artillery from FSB A Luoi and FSB 30. Directed by 
the FAC, a flight ol tactical aircraft destroyed several ot 
the tanks and drove back the armored thrust. 

Alter another fierce artillery barrage an hour later 
North Vietnamese infantry and camouflaged tanks. PT76s 
and T54s, closed on the base from the northwest and east 

The North Vietnamese had FSB 31 surrounded. The South 
Vietnamese had seen before the thinly armored Pr76 am­
phibious tanks, little more than armored cars. But the sight 
of Soviet TS4s-huge lhirtyiiiWo-ton battle tanks wiih iOOIJll( 
cannons and 12.7u machine guns-crashing toward 
them came as an overwhebning shock. The outer defense 
al FSB 31 consisted of but one ring ol concemna wire 

At that moment a U.S. Air f'orce F -4 Phantom was hi• 
by antiaircraft fire and the pilot and crewmen e;ected 
parachuting down into the jungle far from the bat-Je The 
forward air controller left his station high above FSB 31 to 
track the airmen and direct their rescue by helicop:er His 
abience left the nimaining aircraft without instrucoons er. 
guidance, interrupting the air support that wca~a 
the beleaguered base. It was an eqreqious mi.iake 

With no planes to slow its advcmce, another co'.:i..-nn of 
tanks and infantry attacked from the north A lone helicop­
ter attacked the column with its M60 machine gt.L"!S but 
NV A soldiers rolled onto their backs and fired up, driving 
it off. The NVA tanks and infantry breached the dele..-ise. 
and fought their way into the firebase, capturing it within 
lorty minutea. Some of the Airborne troops broke ou: ,;,os! 
were capturecl. The victorious tanks spread throughout the 
base. "The tanks were there, big and ugir." said Lt Col 
Peachey, flying overhead and peering down through the 
haze. "They were on top al the bunkers, clciog 360 ciecJa-­
tuma, driving around and around .. 

Brigade commander Col. Tho and his staff were 
trapped in a collapsed bunker. They raised FSB'A boi on 
the radio and reported that North Vietnamese soldiers 
were tearinq the top off the bunker. They asked lo.- artil­
lery lire on their own positions, cmd it came but appar­
ently without eUect. The men surrendered. and shcr.iy al­
ter their capture they made statements o-1er the North 
Vietnamese radio c1enouncinq Lenn Son 719. . 

ARVN soldiers rush wounded comrao'es lo a medeva: heli­
copter. which has landed near an armor unit a: FSB A Luoi 



~bodied Rangen bt their nerve and tried to climb 
aboard the la.a aMdevacs leaving RCln!IM' llaM Norih. 
When Ibey were repulMd, Ibey deterted by cllnqinq to the 
runners and ridlnq back to Vietnam, where they were 
phoiographed by televlman camel'CJB ancl repcr1ers clus­
tered at Khe Sanh waiting for word ol the first major battle 
ol the Laotian campaign. The .iqht ol ARVN 80ldiers 
clinging lo helioopW lkide to -=ape from Laca ancl the 
North Vietnam- became the enduring image ol Oper­
ation Lam Son 719. 

Although LL Gen. Sutherland exaqqeratad in calling 
the battle "a great victory tor the Rangers," the fact that 
many more men had fought caurageoiWy tended lo be 
overlooked. Repcr:ten aaked the-only American witnesa, 
Sp4 Fujii. about healthy Rangera pu8hing past wounded 
to get aboard helicoptera. FuPi had alNady told hia r.tl­
cuers that the Rangers had trampled him in their rush lor 
the helicoptlU'S. But to the press he denied that ii had oc­
curred. add.inq, "I think the Vie!namese Rangers are some 
ol the most professional and qualified V'ietnameee soldiers 
I ever worked with. and I would like to work with them 
again.'' Lt. Col. Molinelli expresaed similar sentiments. 
"Seventeen of their men did panic ancl they did leave 
hanging on to helicopter llkids," he said. 'There were a lot 
more who did not.'' In spite of the many protestations, 
however, the image conveyacl by the pictures persisted. 

I Another casualty ol the Ranger base battles, although 
an indirect one, was ARVN Lieutencml Gerieral Do Cao 
Tri. commander of ITT Corps and hero of the 1970 Cam-
bodian incursion. The Ranger battles north ol Route 9 had 
been the first major enemy blows agaiNI the South Viet­
namese invasion cmd the first challenqe for Gen. Lam. He 
had deployed the lightly armed Rangers lo the north to 
delay NV A reinlorce_menla headinq toward Route 9 until 
heavy firepower could be brought in. By hia indecision 
and poor stall coordination during the battles, however, 
Lam had glaringly exposed his inadequacies. 

Disappointed in Lam' a performance, President Thieu 
swrunoned Gen. Tri from hia ID Corps headquarters to 
Saigon and on February 23 turned over command ol Op­
eration Lam Son 719 to the dynamic general. Leavinq Sai· 
gon to take over, Tri periahed in a helicopter amh. cmd 
General Lam retained hia post. 

Attack on F"trebase 31 

Located eight kilometers north ol A Luoi cmd virtually 
aatride a Communist nor1h-eouth supply line on Route 92, 
Fire Suppon Balle 31 protected the north flank ol the main 
column after the withdrawal ol the Rangers, and it now 
bare the brunt of North Vietnamese attack.s. Headquarters 
for the 3d Airborne Brigade and Colonel Nguyen Van Tho, 
the base also held the 3d Airborne Battalion. Two ol its 
companies, the 33d and 34th Rifle Companies-the latter 
reduced by casualties to sixty- live men-defended FSB 31, 
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