


bodian incunion. provcldnq laughter on all lidee. Sane 
aoldiers talked. as men oiten do, about wanen In the land 
ahead. But en thla D-Day 11C11De did not llhare the ocn­
fidence that came from progrealng without a llign al 
-y oppo.tliaL Waiting 1or hia wlit to move out, Ranger 
Serqeanl Ngo Van Thi pulled hia blanltet lighter around 
his ahouldera to ward elf the mominq chill and eaid. "rve 
already louqhl in Cambodia. and now I'm going into Lacs 
. . . I think ii will be harder than Cambodia.'' 

That Lam Son 719' would be harder was guaranteed 
by a red and while painted sign the men paa«i as they 
croe-i from South Vietnam into Laos. It read: "Waminq­

. No U.S. Personnel Beyond This Point." Neither U.S. ground 
troop& nor adviaers were going to enter Laos during the 
operation, which was expected to extend for three months 
and involve the best aoldiers South Vietnam could put into 
the field: the ARYN 1 a1 Infantry Division and !st Armored 
Briqade from I Corpe and a Ranger group. Airborne 

·troops and Marines. wh.- battalions and brigades oon· 
stituted the national reserve, were being brought together 
as divisions for the first lime to join in Lam Son 719. The 
plan. the brain child of General Creighton Abrams, was 
first to send lroope on a quick strike lo Tcbepone, a trans­
shipment point b1y-two kilaneters inside Laos. Other 
troops were to man lire support bases inside Laos to pro­
tect exposed flanks. All were eventually to withdraw south 
and southeast throuqh North Vietnamese base area 611, 
the regioo in Laos attacked by the 9th Marines two years 
earlier in Operation Dewey Canyon. 

The 16.000 South Vietnameee embarking on Lam Son 
719 equaled about one-hall the c:ombinecl Vietnameee­
U.S. force that had invaded Cambodia in April the pre­
vious year. Later reinforcements would swell the Vietnam­
ese force to 20,CXXJ. Although American ground troops and 
advisers were barred from Laos, U.S. helicopter and air­
plane pilots were exempt from the ban against lighting 
there, and. in fact, Lam Son 719 depended heavily on U.S. 
lire support and logistics. Some 10,CXXJ U.S. c:ambat, engi­
neering, and support troope remained in Quanq Tri Prov­
ince to provide aecurity, logiatiool and c:ambat support, 
and to maintain and arm 2,CXXJ liud-wing airaalt and 600 
heliccplers. Meanwhile, lo mialead Hanoi about the real 
objectives al the attack, a naval task force carrying U.S. 
Marines made ready lo a1eam into the Tonkin Gulf. 

At the Laotian border American advisers to Vietnamese 
wlits halted and, as the lira1 day of Lam Son 719 wore on. 
one U.S. adviaer alter another handed over a map case to 
hia oounterpart. shook hands, and wished him good luck. 
In practic:e, at the battalion and company level, adviaers 
performed the role of lire oupport coordinators. In the 
chaos al battle, they took over the radios, calculating dis-

Preceding page. ARVN troops roll down Route 9 toward Laoa 
al the o~ning ol Operation Lam Son 719. 

tancm, marking targeta, callinq in artillery, coordinating 
with olb.r nearby wlita. and chattering with forward air 
oonlrollers who were themaelves orchestrating aerial baJ. 
let. al gun1bips and la<:lioal air 11UppOr1. Lam Son 719 was 
predicated en air mcbility and the miqht of American lire­
poww to aupprea NV A opposition, and South Vietnamese 
battalion and company commanders were going to have 
lo coordinate lire support by themselves for the first lime, 
articulating the complica!ed jargon al shorthand ligurea, 
facts, and nwnhers in Engu.h ar throuqh interpreters fly. 
ing with lorward air cantrollers. The succeu of Lam Son 
719 depended on many lacton-coordination of ground 
lroope, the tenacity of the North Vietnamese, the boldness 
and ellicieocy of the plan itaell. But at the tactical level the 
operation was going to succeed or fail in large part be­
cause al the leadership al the officers and the skill of the 
ARVN eoldiers. 

The troop& entering Laos remarked on the lush green­
ery of the jungle, so different from the ravaged Khe Sanh 
plateau where chemical defoliants and countless Ions of 
bombs had denuded the red earth. When a convoy of ar­
mored vehicles halted, however, the soldiers noted that not 
a single bird chirped. Perhaps the preparatory artillery 
strikes had chased awcy the birds, some suggested. There 
was virtually no resistance as the troops advanced, and 
that very absence of opposition was worrisome. A corre­
spondenl ridinq in the armored oolwnn reasoned that 
NVA patrols must 11.1r9ly be following and watching. Bui 
"with Cobra gunships firing rockets all around us," he 
wrote, .. _ advanced the next day 25 klicks into Laos. 
There was no return lire and I felt ii was an w.I A tactic to 
draw us in deeper." 

Problems of planning 

From concept to execution. the plan for Lam Son 719 had 
taken shape in just a few weeks and in tight security. This 
had numerous ramifications. Because Communist espio­
nage oella were active within ARVN, the joint planning 
committee had a strictly limited membership involving 
only the intelligence and operations stall members al 
I Corp. under Lieutenant General Hoang Xuan Lam, who 
was lo command the operation, and U.S. XXIV Corp., 
headed by Lieutenant General James W. Sutherland, Jr. 
Units did not learn they would plcy parts in Lam Son until 
January 17, and the Airborne Divisioo that was to lead the 
operation received no detailed plana until February 2, lea 
than a week before the February 8 D-Day. 

In the end. eec:recy was breachecl on all aides. Accord· 
ing to one CIA soun:e, Vietna>neM Communists had infil­
trated the translating and printing lhops at I Corps head-

.,,,_ South V'-had named many al their operations Lam Son. 
the birthplaoo al 6flwnlh C9!lhuy hero Le Lei. who led a ton-year fiqht 
lo •-1 the ChiDne Iron! V'ietnam. The numoralo oiqnily the year 1971 
and the Roule 9 cna. 

America/ DiviliO(l lroops ride APCs loward Lang Vei en part ol Dewey Canyon II, the U.S. operation to cleaT Roule 9 lo the Lao­
tian border lordleSoulli V~iD.......,, 
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JIVN lirebaaea, notably Lolo and A Luoi. 
On March 9 the bottaliona and the 2d Regiment can­

iand pc.a set out on foot to climb the ridge to F'lrebase 
cphla. Cautious about ambuahea, the lroop9 maintained 
~ lilence so as not to disclose their location and 
1oved their poeitions every two hours durinq the night 
hey arrived salely at the firebase the followinq day, and 
1e ARVN "occupation" ol Tchepone, a principal terrain 
bjective ol Opel'<Jlion Lam Son 719, was complete. 

>isengagernentbegins 

heir goal achieved. President Thieu and Gerieral Lam 
rdered South Vietnam's withdrawal from Laos beginning 
n March 9. During the remainder of March, ARVN forces 
1ere to fall back toward Vietnam. destroying base areas 
01d supplies in their paths. Gerieral Abrams 1U9ed Thieu 
> reconsider. He suggested that instead of retrealinq, 
'hieu send the ARVN 2d Division from I Corps Tactical 
:one as reinforcement into Laos to =nplish the mis­

ion's original objective-the disruption cf the enemy's 
upply system until the rainy season halted all movement 
'" the trails. 

Finding the reasons for withdrawal cxmpelling, Thieu 
lecliried. The terrain. which the enemy knew, and the 
•eather. which hampered air support, both favored the 
lorth Vietnamese. Their air defenses showed no signs ol 
•eakening. Despite U.S. counter-
"easures, antiaircraft fire remained 
(...,astating. The North Vietnamese 
10d also moved SAM misailes into 
.aos west of the Ban Raving Pass, 
Old these represented a riew threat 
) air support. Though diaoounted be­
>re the invasion, NV A armor was 
•roving decisive. The NVA's ability to 
>aneuver tanks over hidden forest 
caila, while the ARVN was confined 
> congested one-way roads, gave 
'e enemy another advantage. In ad­
~tion. the North Vietnamese were 
lever at employing the tanlca as 
ighly mobile field guna, even using 
>em to oonduct ambushee and then 
scape through a MeDlinqly impene­
·able forest. It was the NV A oapaci.ty 
> reinlorce that proved most llignifi­
ant. One month into the .operation. 
forth Vietnamese forces already out-

'' FSB Sophia, the weslemmost ARVN 
ncampment inside Laos, soldiers peer 
·om behind a battery of I OSMM how­
zers as 8- 52• make a strike on a ridge 
verlooking Tchepon•. 

numbered ARVN two to one. and more regiments were on 
the move toward the Route 9 area. Y el ARVN had reached 
its limit, as the one Marine brigade in national reserve 
dramatized. South Vietnam might have sent another divi­
sion. as Abrams 1U9ed, but that wcuJd have left its area cf 
operationa in South Vietnam expoaed lo enemy troops or 
sappers already in I Corps Tactical Zone. 

As events soon demonstrated. the advantages held by 
the North Vietnamese translated equally well into attack­
ing a withdrawing army as thwarting an invading one. 
When it became apparent to the North Vietnamese that 
withdrawal was underway. th~ concentrated on choking 
off resupply and evacuation helicopters, on attacking in­
creasingly undermanned firebases. and on ambushing 
forces retreating on the ground. The North Vietnamese 
suffered great losaes, especially to tactical air strikes and 
B-52a, but as usual they considered the sacrifice of men 
secondary lo the attainment of their political and military 
goals-in this case manhandling South Vietnam's best di­
visions while at the same time seeming to throw them out 
of Laos. Only a well-trained. coordinated, and disciplined 
army can effect an orderly retreat. In the case of the army 
ol South Vietnam, withdrawal quickly became a rout. The 
ordeals cf the 4th Battalion. I st Regimen~ I st Division. and 
the l 47th Marine Brigade epitomize the most trying as­
pects of the withdrawal. 

On March 11 the 1st and 2d Regiments began pulling 

back from the westemmad ba-. Sophia. Liz. and Lolo, 
· and leapfrogqing into othlll' ba.ies to the east. Both were lo 
fan out along Route 914, M<UChing for enemy base areas. 
Alter the 2d Regiment had left F'irebaile Sophia. U.S. fighl· 
ers bombed the baae, daatroying the eight abandoned 
105IUI howi1%era to bep them from falling into eriemy 
hands. At F'lrebase Lolo the 1111 Regiment found ibleU sur­
rounded by the North Vielrlam8911. With all air supply and 
the poesi.bility of evacuation cut off. the I st Regiment 
planned a breakout on foot, with the 4th Battalion holding 
the base in a rear-quard action. 

Most ol the regiment did manage to escape, and then 
the 4th Battalion. rejecting NV A call& lo surrender. fought 
its way out. For two days the batlalion kept on the run, 
with the enemy in dose pursuit Near the Sepone River. 
the North Vietnamese intercepted the battalion, and the 
resulting firefight lasted most of the day. The battalion 
commander and most of the officers died in the battle. The 
survivors eaoaped and worked their way toward Route 9, 
where on the followinq afternoon U.S. helioopters and. tac­
tical aircraft mounted a daring rescue. Two helicopters 
took fire and crashed and orie fighter plane, hit by the 
enemy, exploded. The choppers managed to pull out the 
remnants ol the 4th Battalion-just thirty-two men. The fol­
lowing day another fifty stragglers reached salety. In ful. 
filling its rear-quard mission for the regiment. the battal­
ion had sacrificed more than three-quarters ol its men. 

Al Fire Support Base Delta the 147th Marine Briqade 
laced ita awn trial by fire. Havinq moYeci up from the A 
Shau Valley, two regimenta of the Nor1h Vietnameu 324th 
Division-the 29th and 803d-surrounded Della. while the 
division's 8121h Regiment attacked the 258th Marine Bri· 
gade at Firebcme Hotel in the Co Roe Highlands. With ten 
antiaircraft guna positioned in the hills arouocl Delta. the 
North Vietnamese closed down air access to the base 
while poundinq it steadily with 130MM artillery. NVA in­
fantry, oalled "suicide troop" by the South Vietnamese, 
reoched the defense perimeter and dug in. At dawn on 
March 21. an intensive barrage ol mortars and direct fire 
from tanks signaled an attack. but with artillery lire, tacti­
cal air support. and a B-52 strike (which a prilloner later 
revealed had caught his battalion squarely, lcilling 400 
men), the marines held the base, though at a cost of more 
than JOO killed and wounded. 

Ammunition began to run out. however. and the nex1 
day the NV A overran the base. They l=ched the assault 
from positions inside the marine perimeter. supported by 
ten flame-throwing tanks. NV A inl001trymen NShed over 
the bodies of their slain comrades to charge inlo the base. 
The marines knocked out four tanks, then fell back. Trying 
to break out, the three battalions r001 into NV A ambushes. 
The troops scattered. One survivor recounted:. 
The last attack came at about 8:00 P .ll. They shelled us lini and I 
!hen came lhe tanks moving up inlo our poaitiona. The whole bri-

gcxle ran down !he hill Ii.Ire ants. We 
jumped on each other lo gel out ct that I 
place. No man had lime lo look lor hia 
canmanding ol!icer. II was quick. quick. 
quick or we would die . . . When I was 

far from !he hill, with about 20 other ma-1 
rina, there was a lint lieu1e?lOnl wilh ua. 
We maved like ghollls. larrilied ct being • 
ambushed by !he North Vie!namese. We 
slopped moving many times when there 
was firing-not daring lo breathe ... • Our 
group bumped into a Nor1h Vi~ I 
unit. and we ran again like ant&. And the 
lieutenant, he whispered lo us. "Dispene. 
~. don'! &lick lagelher er we will all 
be lcilJed." Aller each firing, there went 1 
fewer and fewer ct ua. 

A marine who eecaped Delta de­
scribed the agony ol the Vietnamese 
leaving their wounded comrades. 
They lay there crying, knawiDq the B-52 
bcmbo would fall on them. They aoluod 
buddies lo ahoot !hem. bur none al us 
could brin9 himsell lo do tbat. Sc !he 
wounded cried out b- grenades. lint one 
man. then anolher, !hen mere. I coWd not 
bear it We ran out at 8:00 P x . and about 
midnight we heard the bombo aplode 
behind ua. No more bodiesl They all be­
came dwst. 



Two memben o/ a 
he/icopler l'WC'Overy 
team al Firebcne A 
Luoi turn their 
bad:s to dust 
whipped up as a 
Huey "•liclc" hoists 
a light observation 
helicopler, which 
has been shot down 
by NVA antiaircraft 
/ire. Although 
ground troop• were 
forbidden from 
entering La0<. 
American pilots 
flew in •upporl o/ 
Lam Son 719. 

General Dong ordered a aountera11ack by 31 and 32 
Companis, 1upported by the armored taak lorce located 
to the ooutheast. But communication wao poor, and con­
llicting reports about the diapoosition of friendly and enemy 
troops left the situation hopeleuly ex>nluaed. The weather 
also worsened. precluding furlher air support. Fire Sup­
port Base 31 remained in North Vietnamese hcmds. at a 
cost to them of an estimated 250 KIAs and eleven Pl76 and 
T54 tanks destroyed. The Airborne sullered 155 killed and 
over I 00 captured and had lost ill battery of IOSMM how­
itzers. The 3d Battalion was decimated. The Airborne sur­
vivors felt particularly bitter toward the armor unit that 
had failed to come to their rescue. 

Fire Support Base 30 lasted less than a week longer. 
Although enemy tanks could not <DCend the precipitous 
slopeo to the mountaintop base. the tanks' cannons added 
direct fire to the indirect lire falling on the base from artil­
lery and mortars. B-52 strikes and fixed-wing gunships 
helped the 2d Airb:irne Battalion to hold the base for a 
time. By March 3, howevef', all the base's artillery-six 
105MM and six 155MM howitzers-had been damaged, and 
the 2d Battalion received orders to destroy its guns and 
evacuate the base. 

A few days earlier, the tanks of the 17th Armored 
Squadron had finally joined the battle north of Route 9, 
fighting the North Vietnamese to little better than a stand­
still in the first toe-to-toe armored battles ol the Indochina 
War. In the five days between February 25-the day FSB 
31 lell-and March I, the relief column. conaisting of live 
M41 tanks, nwnerous APCa, the 8th Airborne Battalion, 
and remnants of the 3d Battalion. barely outgunned the 
NV A tanks and infantry in three major battles. With the 
help of U.S. air strikes. the ARVN destroyed. seventeen 
P176 and six T54 tanks and killed a reported 1,130 ooldiers 
in the process. The ARVN lost twenty-live APCa, as well 
as three of the live M41 tanks. ARVN also lost over 200 
killed and wounded. 

Two days later in the same vicinity, the reinforced tank 
colwnn encountered a battalion of North Vietnamese ool­
diers without armor and. aided by B-52 strikes, virtually 
wiped it out, reccrding nearly 400 killed. In the week of 
battle, the ARVN armor had performed well. killing the 
equivalent of a regiment of North Vietnamese eoldiers. But 
it had not arrived in time lo p~nl the fall ol the fire. 
baoes, and now the ring of armor to the north of FSB A 
Luoi was all that stood between the North Vietnamese and 
the main ARVN column dug in on Route 9. 

On to Tchepone 

With the main armored colwnn mired at A l.uoi for three 
weeks and ARVN losses mounting, President Thieu and 
General Lam decided to launch an airborne assault to 
take Tchepone, now more a political and psychological 
symbol than a valuable military target. South Vietnamese 

and U.S. leaders, as well ao corre.pondenta, had IOC\IHd 
on Tchepone as one of the main objectivee of Lam Son 719. 
Now the goal -med to be merely to set fool in it rather 
than to destroy the North Vietnamese logistical ayslMIL U 
hia forces could "occupy" Tchepone, Thieu would have a 
political excuse for curtailing the Lam Son 719 operation 
and withdrawing his forces without total loss of lace. Dis­
turbing inlormation later reached Washington about Thieu's 
intentions: that he had originally ordered his commanders 
to halt the operation when ARVN casualties topped 3,000 
and that he had alwa)'s wished to pull out in any case at 
the moment of "victory"-preawnably the taking of Tche­
pone-in order to parade at the head of hit troop&, thus 
accumulating political capital for the tall elections. 

A small town on Route 9. Tchepone had been aban­
doned long ago by its civilian population. It was a clutter 
of ruins and bomb craters Surrounding forest5 and moun­
tains, especially to the west, held caches of war materiel. 
and enemy lines of communication existed to the east and 
west, by-pasainq the town proper. Tchepone itself had .no 
military significance. 

The operation to take T chepone nevertheless beqan on 
March 3. Larqely because of its familiarity with. and 
obedience to, General Lam. the ls! ARVN Division was 
chosen instead of the weakened Airborne to make the as­
Ba\ill Two brigades of the Marine Division reserve moved 
into Firebases Delta and Hotel. releaoinq I st Division 
troops to move westward. This brought the reser.·e not 
only for Lam Son 719 but for the entire nation down to one 
Marine briqade. The 1st Division moved west. Htablishing 
against strong enemy resistance a string of three bases 
named l..olo, Liz. and Sophia on the escarpment soulh of 
the Tchepone River and Route 9. (Lalo and Sophia were 
lirebases. Liz only a landing zone.) Eleven helicopters 
were shot down and forty-lour others were hit as they 
brought one battalion into Firebase Lalo. "They put in live 
hours of airstrikes and Cobras on that hill.side," SC::d one 
pilot of a downed chopper ... Then we went in and it 
sounded like a million people opened up on us." At Fire­
base Sophia, only four-and-one-hall kilometers from 
Tchepone, two battalions of the 2d Reqiment set up eight 
105IOI hawiizers, which put the town easily within range. 

On March 6 an armada of 120 Huey helic:opi.n. pro­
tect9d on all sides by Cobra gunships and lighter planes. 

lifted the 2d and 3cl Battalions of the 2d Regimem from I 
Kha Sanh to Tc:hepoae-the im9est. lon9est bel.icopw aa­
llCJlllt al the wa:r. Losing only I helicopler to antiaircratt lire 
en route, the fleet set down the troops amid sporadic gun­
fire at U Hope, lour kilometers northeast of Tchepone. 
Thanks to intensive B-52 and tactical air strikes, little re­
sislance =ne on the qrnund. For two days the two battal­
ions prowled the deserted Tchepone region. including the 
shcnnbles of the town itself. lincling little but bodies of 
enemy soldiers killed in air strikes. The NV A respon11e to 
the assault on Tche!)C>M was to increase fire against 


