


1 bodian lneurwioll, pc'O'IOidng · Jaughler on all lidee. Sane 
llO!dlen talked. as men often do, about women In the land 
ahead. But on this D-Day llOllle did not ahare the ocn­
lklenoe that came lrom progreulng without a llgn ol 
-Y oppomillon. Waiting I« hill unit lo move out. Ranoer 
Sergeant Ngo Van '!hi pulled hia blanket llqhter c:aound 
hill lhoulden to ward all the mom!nu chill and mid, "rve 
already fought In Cambocfla, and now I'm going into Laoe 
... I think It will be harder than Cambodia." 

l That Lam Son 719• would be harder was quarantaed 
by a red and white painted sign the men paued as they 

I croased from South Vietnam Into Laoo. It read: "Wamlng­
No U.S. Peraonnel Beyond This Point." Neither U.S. qround 

I troope nor advisers were going to enter Laos during the 
operation, which was expected lo extend for threit montha 
and involve the best ecldiera SoUth Vietnam could put into 
the field: the ARVN lot Wantry Division and ht Armored 
Brigade from 1 Corp9 and a !\anger group. Airborne 

I 1roop1 and Marines, wh.- battaliona and brigade. con­
stituted the national reaerM, were beizv.1 brought lo911her 

I as divisions for the first time to join in Lam Son 719.' The 
plan. the brain child ol General Creightoh Abroma, was 
first to aend \rooptl on a quick strike to...,_, a trana­
shipment point i-1~ ,.,... ~ !nsfde tdbs. Other 
troope were ID man fire support bases inside Laos to pro-

1 

tee! expoaed flanka. All were eventually to withdraw IOUth 
and southeast through North Vietnamese base area 611, 
the reglan in Laos attacked cy the 9th Marines two years 
earlier in~._ llW '7cs:.!oP &Hb811!tn 

' The 16.Wl ~ VielMlnle9e g on Lam Son 
j 719 equaled about OIMl-b'111. the combined Vietnamese-

U.S. force that had invaded Cambodia In April the pre­
vious year. Later reinforcements would swell the Vietnam-

! 
eae lorc:e to 20,000. Although American ground troope and 
adviaen were baned from Lace, U.S. ~...e-. 
.-..~-_,,..~ tlwrbmt~ ......... 
there, and. in fact. Lam Son 719 depended hecrvily on U.S. 
lire aupport and lo(liatica. Some l~ ~. eng!­
~ ...i ~ 1ieape mllGined 11o ~TH Pn:IV­
ince to provide security, logistical and combat support, 
and to maintain and arm~-- i14..,... and«IO 
hhA111 Meanwhile, to millead Hanoi about the real 
objecl!ves ol the attack, a naval task lorc9 carrying U.S. 
Marines made f9CJCly to steam into the Tonldn Gull. 

At the Laotian border American adviaen to Vietnamese 
units halted and, as the first day ol Lam Son 719 wore on, 
one U.S. advieer alter QllOther handed over a map case to 
his counterpart, ahoolt hands, and wished him good luck. 
In practlae, at the battalion and company 1-1. cidvlaera 
performed the role of llmoo FJ I --iinalor9I In the 

\ chaos of battle, they took aver the radioe, calcul~ clla-

J!recedln9 page. ARVN lroopa roll down Route 9 toward Lcroa 
al the opening of Operation Lam Son 719. 
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IGDC*, marking targell, culllng In artillery, coordlnatlnw 
with oil.. nearby unlta, and chattering with forward air 
ccnlrollen who were themaelV'98 orcltMlraling aerial bal­
leta of ~ cmcl tCllllloal air 1111pptttt. Lam Son 719 waa 
predicated on aaaWlity and the might of American llN­
paw91' to irupprea NV A oppolllion, and South Vietn~ 
battalion and campany eommanden were going to have 
to coordinate fire auppart by themMI.,.. for the linlt lime, 

• artlc:ulatinq the =plicated jargon ol llhorlhand figure., 
lca:ta. and numbers in English or through lntwpteters Qy. 
inq with forward air controllen. The 9UCC8lll ol Lam Son 
719 depended on many factOl'8-C<lCIC'dln ol ground 
troope, the lenaclly of the North Vietnameee, the boldMa 
and elliclenc:y of the plan itaeU. But at the tactical level the 
aperation was 9Ding to succeed or fall in large par1 be­
CCIUll8 of the leadership of the olficera and the akW o1 the 
ARVN eoldiers. 

The troops en'9ring Laoii remarked on the luah green­
ery of tit• juhgle, 110 ctihrent from the ravaged Khe Sanh 
plateau where chemical delolianta and OOW\tlesa tons of 
bombs had denuded the red earth. When a convoy of ar­
mored vehicles halted, however, the 10ldie1'11 noted that not 
a lingle bird c:hirped. Perhaps the preparatory artillery 
slrilrM had c:hcmed away the bird., some suggested. There 
was vU1ually no resistance as the troops cdvonced. and 
that very absence of opposition was worrisome. A corre­
spondenl riding in the armored column reasoned that 
NVA patrols must l!Ufttly be followlnq and watehin;. But 
"with Cobra gunlhipa firing rockets all around us," he 
tl'role, "we advanced the next day ~ klii:ks ill.to. l.,ggji. 
There was no return lire and I felt it was an NV A tactic to 
draw us in deeper ... 

Problmna llfpl~ ' 
From concept lo exec:utlon, the plan .for Lam Son 719 had 
taken ahape In just a few weeks and in tight eecurity. Thia 
had nwnerous ramifications. Becauae Commwiiat espio­
nage calla were active wi1hin ARVN, the joint planninq 
committee had a strictly limited membwship involving 
an1y tbs intelligence and operations staff memben oi 
I Carps under Lieutenant General Hoang Xuan Lam, who 
was lo command the operation, and U.S. XXlV CCf1», 
headed by Lieutenant General James W. Sutherland. Jr. 
Units did not learn they would play parts in Lam Son until 
January 17, and the Airborne Divt.ion that was to lead the 
operation received no detailed pla1111 until Febniary 2. 1-
than a week before tha ....... ll D-Day. 

In the end. MCl'9CY was breached on all sides. Accord­
lnq lo one CIA llOUlQt, Viet - Oil!nftlunlal9 had 1Nll-
11Gied the~ and printllllJ ... at 1~ heaQ-

"!be South vi.- bad named many al their --I.am Son. 
!be bl.rthplca cl tHt.nlh .. ntury hora Le Loi. who led a ten-yes 69bt 
to npo1 the ou- trom Vlo!nam. n.. numerala llgnily they- t9?1 
and tbe Roult 9 ana. 

America/ DivllliOll troopa ride Al'CI toward Lanq Vei as part oJ Dewwy Cmryon ll, the U.S. operatiaa to clear Roule 9 to the Lao. 
lian border for the South Vietnam- invmlon. 
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quarlet11 and filched copies ol Iha plant, pl'Obably 
Including sites ol proposad helicopter landing rones cmcl 
Bntbmaa. ln cmy 8V8fll, such aaplonaga was llCClrCely ra­
qujnd IO divine the general thrual cl !he plant. 

j MACV briefed American reporleno off !he record on !he 
Impending action bul lhen, to enhance llllCUlity, impouc:I a 
rare presa embargo on the reporting of troop movements. 
Ths...,_.o, Henry Kiuinqer wrote later, "~to be 
Q: DQi.11•ulli .... " Communists and other news sources not 
bound by the embargo published reports ol• the incursion 
inlo Laos, and the very word of lhe emban;J.o when it 
reached Washington tipped ofl news edilors that some­
thing of that nature was in the offing. The result was thal 
even before the embargo was lifted on February 4, word 
of the impending operation was on the · Iran! pages of 
newspapers in the Stalas, CJ!ld their editorial pages were 
cautioning aqainal the expedition. 

"The worst may have happened already," Serlalor 
George Alken ol Vermont complained Cl'I February 2. 
"The enemy certainly knows whal is happening. I think · 
the American people should have the same _,rlvilege." 
The embargo was lifted on February 4, cmcl newspapers 
released storie11 about the build-up of Americcm troops 
and engineer units who, with Operation Dewey Canyon n. 
had begun to reopen the base to Khe Sanh and rebuild 
·the roads for a penetration across the Laotian frontier. 

U.S. ollicials attempted to manage the press lwihar by 
'llJ 1lliioli __,. .~ ITCll'll the •newsmen 

clamoring lo cover the invasion. There was no civilian 
transport in the area, but military officials invoked an ob­
scure Department of Defense rule against competing with 
civilian airlines in carrying pa98engers across inter­
national boundaries. Thal rule had not been invoked In 
the Cambodian incursion. Raporters could gel to the war 
zone only m the few helieoplel'll flown by Vietnam...,., and 
of those who resorted to this, four photographen were shot 
down on February 10 (see sidebar, page 88). 

The plans for Lam Son 719 were kept cloaely held for so 

long thal the units involved had too little lime for tactical 
planning and preparation. This waa particularly iplpor­
lanl because many of the units, principally the Airborne 
troops and Marines, had worked only as separale battal­
ions and brigades cmcl had no experience of maneuvering 
together or of cooperating in adjoining areas. Command­
ers and upper level staff members were unaccustomed lo 
working in concert. Exce~ at the highest levels, the U.S. 
and ARVN staffs did not work together in coordinating 
plans for the operalion. "Planning was rushed. handi· 
capped by aecurlty reslrictiona, and conducted separately 
and in isolation by Vietnamese and Americans," con· 
eluded Brigadier General Sidney B. Berry, assistant com­
mander of the 10 I st Airborne Division, who took charge of 
helicopter support. "Planning and coordination for Lam 
Son 719 were, al the Corps Commanders' level, of unac­
ceptably low quality." 

Since the operation lacbd a unllled .,.i.n al. ccm· 
mand and ccntrol, aoordinallan pcmd nearly lmur· 
mountable probl.ua. Ccmmand pa9la were located at 
Khe Sanh. Dcog Ha, and Quang Tri. and lnevllably there 
were lai-e in canmunic:allon between them. Problarm al. 
cornmunicatian went beyond the phy.tcal location al. 
headquart81'8. All national rnerve unita, the elite Airborne 
and Marine units nonnally answered to Saigon. the Joint 
General Staff and Prt!Olident Thieu, but for Lam Son 719 
they came under the control of ~ Corps 'and were subordi­
nale lo overall commander Gen. Lam. Except for the 
heads of the I st Division and I st Armored Brigade in I 
Corps, no commanding. genEllDI had allegiance to I.am, 
and in the highly politicized ARYN, allegiance was as im· 
porlant as rank. In fact Marine commander Lieutenant 
General La Nquywn Khang, a strong supporter of Vice 
President Ky. actually outranked Lam and. moreover, was 
critical of the Lam Son 719 plan. "We [felt) very Wlhappy 
with the poor' cornmand." General Khang .aid later. 

Gen. Lam had survived as commander of I Corps for 
five years because ol his administrative and politiclciQ9 
skills. One of Thieu's poeaible molive11 in launching Lam 
Son 719 was to build Lam into a hero, thus enabling him to 
bring Lam to Saigon m head of the Joint General Staff, re­
placing General Cao Van Vien who wished lo step down. 
But lira! Lam needed lo conduct an operation al a magni­
tude and cliwrsity he had never belore attempted. Lam 
Son 719 repr-nted his first greal military c:hallenge. 

Delpite signs of inadequale preparation, in !ale Janu· 
ary and early February, as the planning for Lam Son 719 
progresaed, U.S. cmcl ARVN commanders and staffs 
waxed confident. Follawinq a briefing al XXIV Corps 
headquarters, CeI.el-Anllur- W. Pftee, senior adviser to 
the Airborne Division, llW1lltlarized the planzwrs' mood: 

It was apparent crt UU. time that United States in~ felt 
that the operallcn would be lightly oppooed and that a two.day 
preparation of the area prior lo O.Day by tactical air would ef.. 
lectively neutralize the enemy antiaircraft capabfllty although the 
enemy was crediled with hcMng 170 lo 200 antiaircraft W80pOl1I 

of mind caliber in the operaticnal area. The tank th.- WOii 

considered minimal and the reinforcement capability wao listed 
as 14 clays !or two diviaiona from north al the DMZ. 

Thia intelligence outlook waa quite inaccurale. AA It 
turned out, the only ·<:OrTeCt prognosis proved to be about 
the reinforcements available to the North Vietnamese, al· 
though they were already stationed in the IDUth in the A 
Shau Valley and in base area 612 and did not have to 
come from the DMZ. Poor weather over Lace in the two 
days prior to the beginning of Lam Son 719 prevented 
preparalory air strlkea from belnq carried out, so the 
enemy's antiaircraft weapons were never altacked. 

Tactical aircraft did take to the air, only to be turned 
back by the weather. At twilight on February 6 one navy 
pilot mistook the ARVN task force poised al the border for 
enemy positions. The plane dropped duster bomba, killing 

At twilight on Februaty 6, a U.S. pllol accidentally bombed ARVN troop• poind /or lhe Lam Son 719 strike inl<I Laos. Here a 
soldier I• caught in the blast ol a elumr bomb. 
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silf. woundinq lilty...one, and de11troyinq an armored per. 
sonnel oarrier. "lt ia sad to loee men in this way," said 
Ll.w.imnt Colonel Bui The Dung ol the first ARVN casu­
alt1911 of Lam Son 719. The attack by friendly fire wlder' 
llCOl'9d the clillicultiea ARVN and U.S. support ICJrCIC 
would lace in ccordlnating llrepawer and cx:mtrihuted to 11 

reluctance on the part ol ARVN to trust In U.S. tactical aitt 
power at close quarters. • 

The South Vietnamese croaed into Laos altinq three 
parallel lin911 (aee map, paqe Bl). The Ranqers and lat (n. 

la:inlry Division moved by helicopter toward landing zones 
on the northern and touthern Oanlca, while the 4,000-man 
armor-airborne colwnn (the 1111 Armor Brigade and lat 
and 8th Airborne Battalion•) advanced along Route 9, 

rorword into I.am. On the llr1t day of th• invooion, rebrumi 
8, 1911, ARVN lroopa pt8p0re to enter Loo11an· twritory via 
h.,licopler (left) and on /DOI (below) 

which lay in the broad Sepone Rivet Vall8y with moun­
tains ~ on both sicleL nw mi.mon d the armer bri· 
gadlt, a company al 118V811teen M41 Wallr.er Bulldog lmW 
plus Mll3 armored pe1'90Mel omriera, ~ lo opeii and 
secure Route 9 to Ban Dong, about twenty kilomelers In· 
side Laoe, then to push the final twenty-two kilometers to 
T~. (The annar brigada wcm later to be reinJoroecl.) 

AdtpLIM . 
fear of ambushes In the dense jungle on both 1ide11 d the 
road slowed the advance, aa did huge bomb cratec.. hid­
den from reconnaiasance aircraft by thick grass and bam­
boo. The first day'1 progress amounted to only a tedious 
nine kilometers. "It was like battering down a bamboa 
tWIMI," said Japanese photographer Aklhiko Okamura, 
wM had defied the pr.s b:m and hidden in one of the ar· 
mored vehicles. The ARVN 101st Combat Engbwer Batta!-

ion clearecl parlll d the road and Ul8cl ita bulldozers to 
oonstruct detoww where the road waa lalally destroyed. In 
spite d the ~· eUarta lo open the road. lhioughout 
Lam Son 719 Route 9 remained Wtually ilnpgaable to all 
but tracked vehicl•, so the ground line d communication 
was never completely opened. Since no trucks or jeeps 
were able to negotiate the terrain, the trocpa along Route 
9 became totally dependent on over1axed U.S. helicopters 
for resupply of luel ammunition, food, and spare parta. 

Heovy raina on the eeoond day turned Route 9 into a 
red quQgn:tire. The engineer. could nol work. The armor 
could not move. On the third day the weather cleared and 
the colwnn drove to Ban Donq, linldnq up with another 
airborne battalion. the 9th. which landed at U , . ._i 
near the close of day. The men sat about conatruc:tlng a 
camp and patrolling In the vicinity while awaiting ordel"I 
to continue westward. The main South VielnalneM thrust 
had reached halfway to~. opposed only by apo-
radic llJliper lire. ' 

The situation on the flanks was cl!Uerenl At 8:20 on the 
opening morning, U.S. gunships north of Route 9 made 
contact with enemy armor. attacking four traclced vehicles. 
one of which had a 37MM antiaircraft gun in tow. Before 
noon. gunships spotted more armored vehicles northwest 
of a hilllop landing zone desiqnalecl 31. eight kilometers 
north of Ban Dong. The 3d Airborne Battalion and 3d Air· 
borne Briqade headquarters occupied~~ ~t ieY 
hostile fire and turned it into a lirebme with a battery of 
six 105MM howitzers. The 2d Airborne Battalion bad mean· 
while reached LZ 30. alao located north ol Route 9. The 2d 
Battalion brought in a 105MM and l 55MM batteries. 

Northwest of LZ 30, enemy 12.7NM machine guns fired 
on a fleet of hellcopters carrying the .2.lat Ranqer Battalion 
to a landing zone a:illed ~ SoUth. .nu- days later. 
just as the armor colwnn was reaching Ban Donq, the 39th 
Ranger Battalion deployed to R,...... ime Milnb. With 
the establishment of this northernmost outpost-little more 
than a bivouac-the network ol lour mulually supporting 
bases on the north flank of Route 9 was in place. 

General Lam considered the Ranger bases to be obaer· 
vation and lla1ening posts; the Rangers were to provide 
early warning to the main column of any enemy force 
moving south. Light infantry without armor or artill..y, the 
Rangers were expected to delay any NV A advance until 
heavier firepower could be brouqht to bear. 

South ol Route 9, thnte battalion& of the 3d Regiment, lat 
Infantry Division, occupied !..Zs Hotel and Blue against 
scattered resistance on the first day of Lam Son_ Within 
days other I st Division battaliom flew westward. estab­
lishing LZs Delta, Don. and Delta I. the last just six kilome­
ters southeast of Ban Dong. With the 1st Division manning 
thaae live lirebases, the southern flank was secured. 

While awaiting lur1her orders from I Corpe, the South 
Vietnamese patrolled the areas around their ten Laotian 
ball&s-which began to come under monar and 122Mll 



rocket lire-and encountered increaaingly heavy enemy 
resiatanoe. A patrol from Ranger North Jcilled a reported 
forty-three North Vietnamese and seized two 37- anti-

' aircrafl artillery guns. In the eouthem MC!or, patrola from 
the Isl Division's lirabcJlle8 not only ran into enemy llOl­
diera, but they also found major enemy caches that held 
individual weapons and ammunition. as well as recoill8118 
ri/lea, petroleum In fllty-flw-gallon druma, and huge 
quantiti• ol food. They also discovered bodies of enemy 
aoldiera killed by U.S. air atrikee, lwwlty-thnte in ohe loca­
tion, fifty in cmother. American air atrike1 were so wide­
spread that the dacovery of enemy aoldien killed 1rom the 
air became a conunon occurrence. 

Ji1i19 rebrua!'f 1 I 1he armor9d oolwnn in place at Ban 
Donq awaited ord.ers fuirn General Lam'a I Ccirpe head­
quarten to continue the oilensive. But no orders arrived, 
and the commanders had little initiative to move aqgrea­
sively toward TchepoM. Probinq Route 9 some two or 
three kilometers to the weal of firebme A Lua!, APCs and 
bulldozers repeatedly ran Into minelielda which, although 
cleared by ARVN 90ldiera with mine delectQn, were re­
seeded during the nighl Meanwhile F'1rebaM A Luoi be­
gan to take mortar and roclr.et lire during the day as well 
as at night. The daytime lirlnq became so heavy that after 
a week the tank patrola oould advance no more than a 
fevt ~mei.rs. 

In the abeence ol orders from I Corps headquarters, 
Lam Soo 719 ...._.._.__.erltld!!'daya. In Saigon on 
February 14, General Abrams urged General Cao Van 
Vien to get the South Vietnamese units to Tchepone as 
quickly ae pouible. Abrams'• plan for Lam Son 719 
hinged on takinq Tchepone rapidly, but two more dars 
paBled without any progr-. Q.ooilwtMJMP '!l!''K!srams 

I and XXIV Ccirpe commander General Sutherland met 
with Gen9rala Vien and Lam at the I Corpe forward com­
mand post at Dong Ha. Together they decided to extend 
the lat Division's line of lirebaaft on the mountaintops 

I 110Uth al Route 9 to cover the Airbome'1 puah lo Tchepone, 
eetlmating that it would take three to live daya for the I at 
Oivmon to get Into poeitlon. Three to live daya, however. 
repre.nled a latelul block of time for Operation Lam Son 

1 719. Each clay that paued the South Vietru:zm.e were 
aquandering opportunities. The battlefield balance was 
ohilting away from them, and the reactions o! the North 
Vietnam- were daily growing llronqer. 

North V:aetncun joins the battle 

North Vietnam' a reaction to the invasion built gradually. In 
the first daya alter ARVN c:roued Into Lace, Hanol'a atten­
tion waa alao drawn to the U.S. DCMXi task lcrce, aug­
mented by two aircraft carriers and eecort -11, c:rW. 
ing In the Tonkin Gull eeventy ldlametera oil the part city ol 
Vlnh. The mluion of the force was to feign an attack on 
vWi. Each clay the 31st Marine Amphlbloua Unit prac-

... 

ticed Cl.board the ships for an air assault. The helicopters' 
went through the motions of loading troopa. without ac­
tually emplaning them, then n- lo a point ju.t beyond the 
twelw-mile territorial limit. Jet1 from the carrier contin­
ually Oew overhead aa ii providing air cover far a landing 
fo:ce. The pcuibility al an attacl< on Vlnh seemed real 

· enough that Hanoi moved some trcx>p1 north from the DMZ 
to the Vlnh region. 

Aa the South Vietnameae build-up In Laos continued, 
however. Hanoi decided that the Ihnat into Laos was the 
real threat at hand and committed the 70th Corpe Com­
munill troope to battle. The 70th Corpe controlled three di­
viaiona already in the area, the 304th, 308th, and 320th. (In­
deed. an ARVN airborne battalion patrolling in the wake 
ol a B-52 slriJce di.ccvered the 308th Division command 
poet jusl two kilometers north ol Route 9.) The 2d NV A Di­
vilion had also moved up from the BDUth to the Tchepone 
area and began ehilting to the east in early Feb~ lo 
blunt the ARVN'a armored advance. Hanoi c:aitinued to 
respect the U.S.-ARVN diversions by deploying just one 
regiment-the 64th of the 320th Division-from the DMZ re­
gion. By early March, Hanoi had maaed ~ 1roopa in 
the Lam San 719 area, outnumbering ARVN by more than 
a r--..._llllllilti. 

'rhe North Vietnamese tactics were lo mass forcu for 

attacl<, overwhelming the outnumbered foe. Lam Son 719'1 
isolated firebcm.a pr8Mlltecl the NV A with excellent op­
portunities to encircle them and defeat them one by one. 
The first llep was to cut the lire base'• aerial 111pply lines 
with aniiaircrafl lire and to demorali28 the man delending 
the base with round-the-dock mor1ar, roclcet, and artillery 
barrag... Next the Communill soldiera would storm the 
base, using a combined inlantry-armor force wherever It 
WQll poaible, 

The ARVN' a coun19rpunch wcm firepower lram artillery 
and 11Upporting ain:raft. But their arlillery provk:led them 
with no great advantage lince it had a shorter range than 
the NVA'1 130MN and 122MM guns, and the NVA ollered no 
fixed targela. Aa for taclical air, helicopter and fiud-wlng 
gunahipe and jeta slayed on the ground In bad weather 
and, when they Oew, had to contend with fierce anti­
aircraft lire. Although B-52a traveled above the anti­
aircraft acr11en .and borhhed through bad weather, the 
Stratolortreaaea required large targeta located beyond a 
safety zone o! three kilometers from lrienclly lorcee. II the 
North Vietnameae did not mass until lhelr /lnal attaclc. or ii 
they 1tayed close to the ARVN t.cm.a,' halcling their ground 
by ambuahing ARVN patrola (and at the same time cutting 
the ARVN'a ground relief route), they elfecllft!y thwarted 
the B-S2 as the protedar al a ~. In fact the cloeer 
the NV A came to the ARVN perimeter, the more they dla­
armed the ARVN'e llrepows euperlortty, becauM ape­
rienced cammanclera -n in the bl9t al cln:umatancee 
hesitated to call In artillery or tacti<:al air 11Upporl c:loee to 
their awn men. 

\· 
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l:bncu11ion-lhochd lroop• da99•r from lh•lr Yehld•. whlc:h hil a land min• on Roullt 9 In Laos wesl ol Flreba .. A £uol. -----



Ranger bases und.tf8i9Q-8 ----~ 
!'he North Vietnamese moved first against the more lightly 
:iefended Ranger and Airborne hemes north cf Route 9. 
!'hey threw nooses around R t i Me'*t w•d Soult! 
:md on ~ ~obeqan tightening them with artillery 
and mortar barrag89, followed by infantry attaclca. Fight­
ing lasted throughout the night, as artillery and tactical air 
sought the enemy, and llareflhipa patrclled overhead. 

The next morning the NV A infantry withdrew from 
~ j3g;se So\1111. while keeping up pressure with artil­
lery fire, and moved against the 39th Battollon at Ranger 
Base North. Accurate recoilleu rifle lire and mortar 
rounds fell for hours on the bose and then the NVA In­
fantry, the I 02d Regiment of the 308th Division, all in crisp 
uniforms and using rww automatic weapons, attacked 
from the east where the Ranger delemea were weakest. 
With the he!p of artillery and tactical air support, the 
Rangers held oil the ottacka. For a -=end day the ex­
hausted soldiers fought on altar dark. 

As the enemy praesure Intensified, President Thieu, vis­
iting I Corps headquarter&. advised General Lam to pro­
ceed coutiouely and poetpone taking T chepone. lns!eod. 
Thieu sugg89ted more extensive l8Cll'Ch activities toward 
the southwest in an effort to cut all.Route 914, while owait­
inq further developmenta. Lam naturally obeyed and In eo 
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doing sunenderad any momentum Lam Son 719 had oc­
qulracl. By ata:ndlng atlll. the South Vietnamese were ploy• 
Ing right into enemy hands. 

Durlnq daylight on ~ :IQ some helicoplett 
braved Iha anlioircroft fire to bring ammunition to the 39tb. 
Bcnlallcm al ~ Bma NMh and evacuate wOW1cled: 
North Vietnam- qwuiera brought c1own·a madevoc hell· 
copter, and wounded American crewman Specialist 4 
o-.ia i..;il was stranded at the base ofter several al· 
templs to rellCU& him failed. Fujii remained to help treol 
the Vietnameee woundacl as well as to coll in many of the 
tactical air aorlies flown that day. A rescue helicopter ft. 
nally suocaeded in picking up-fia!ll. but it was hit as it 
lifted out and crcmh-landecl at ~ -.ith. Tactical air 
continued to pound enemy poeit!ona. "[Ranger North] 
loolcacl like World War II must hove," air force Captain 
William Ca!My, an F-4 pilot with the 40th Tactical Fighter 
Squadron, eold of the apocalyptic scene. "We put a na· 
palm strike within 100 metera of [ARVNJ troope. That was 
tight. W a could aee them In the trenchea." 

By late afternoon nearly ~ !fcrth V~ 
soldiers had encircled the 39th Battalion, which had 
dwindled to fewar than 300 Qble-bodied R01199ra. With 
certain defeat looming, the battalion co!Miander shut 
down hia radio and ordered a retreat 10..Vard Baapr 
Base !elllh Iii& kilometers. ~ay. Carrying their wounded. 

the man fought their way through the Norih Vietnamese 
lines. "'lbe ARVN RaDlJ&rs were outnumbered aix or eight 
to one," IClid Lieutenant Colonel Robert F. Molinelli. com­
mander of Iha 2d Squadron. 17th Air Cavalry, who ob­
:erved the 39th !rom above. "FCI -... -.,. - ~ 
.nl:Jhj.p IQ ~~to them. When they were low on 

.Jmmunition, they went out and took NV A rifles and am­
munition and fought on. When thll)' decided to move oil 
their hill. th8'f beat their way right through that North Viet­
namese regiment. killing them with their own gwis and 
ammunition." 

Qiie ~ •••• , l'ltll& 9l%l"1Mn ~ ~ 

S-NYlll9"~ 107-. lll!llable1o411Jht Casu­
.tltiea ill JM lbr'lt-dQY light exceeded 75 ~ Of a to-

,J Gil a'-1 430 a-,-, }78 - lo11ed or missing and 
14& h.a ..._ ....."8ci The 39th Ranger Battalion woa. 
li.niahed oa a unit. It had taken a toll of the enemy, how· 
ever: Reoonnaiasonc:a photo anQJyn counted..53a tNrth 
~lladia..onile alrJH ei.Bangw Bma NGrth. 

The North Vietnomeae now ahilted their attention to 
Rangwr Base South, lncr-1nq their artillery fire and turn­
ing their long-range 130Mx field 9Wl8 onto the base. The 
follawing day the Americana and South Vietnamese QI'· 

ganized a huge effort ol coordlnated firepower and air 
suppori in order to evacuate wounded. 0- lbirlMn 
~~eli<;Op\l\fa were airborne and en route to Ranqer 

Bombs from B-52 Sttatolonrellff• po<Jnd a nag• live ~e­
le,. away at •oldiera watch iTOm f'irei>aM A l.<loi. Z::..1pile 
the bombing, North Viatnam••e artillery or. the ridge 
rMumed firing rwe/ve hours later 

Boae South, a combinQ!ion ol taciical oircro!! air cmalry 
gunrhips, and aerial and growui artilley &UrTOUndad the 
base with a curtain of lite, sui;ipreaslpQ' aurpected eumy 
positions for nearly an hour while the. heliocptera landed 
J::iahipd ..... _ _.. ... ..- lo\P ~ 

ch.Miiag.Sp4Mjli. 
fQllO ~-~ 100!ro!lt1he 39th Battal­

ion, h'll.l;l ~ a.. iolilh for ano!her two daya balore 
General Lam declared their position un:enable. The 
amount ol ¢r and artillery support r&q\lll11d for each 
rnupply and evacuation flight outweighed the mi!itcny 
advantage of the position, and Lam chcae r..oc IO aaoifice 
another battalion in a doomed attempt to held It. He dr· 
dared the 21111 Battalion to withdraw live kilometers ~lh­
&Olt to FSB 30, from which they were evacuaied and re­
turned to South Vietnam. 

Althouqh the Rangers hod been driven lrocn their poei­
t!ons, and the 39th Battalion decimal&d. !Iii!. l;IQlt ..-.. 

~otlMhatlla<DB gm._tf IA __,:1ss111 
bama Iba priid. gj ~ lwMyoet ~·~ and, br ex­
tension, the policy ol Vietnornizatlon itseU A nwnlc at 
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General Dong ordered a caunleratlack by 31 and 32 
Compcmie9, aupported by the armored taak lorce located 
to the 90Utheml. But communication was paor, and oon· 
llicting repcrta about the diapoellion ol lriendly and enemy 
troops left the situation hopelealy c:onfuaed. The weather 
also woraened. ptecludinq further air IUppO?t. Fire Sup­
port ea... 31 remainad in North Vietnaineae hands, at a 
cost to them of an estimated :li<l oKIAs and ele~ and 
.r~, la;llia~. The Airborne suffered ISS killed and 
over 100 captured and had lost its battery et tOSMM """'· 
itzers. The 3d Battalion was decimated. The Airborne sur· 
vivors felt particularly bitter toward the armor unit that 
had failed lo come to their rescue. 
i'n..._. 8-a 3Q i.- tem lhc!I a '#eel: ~· 

Although enemy tanks oould not cmc:end the precipilous 
siopfl to the mountaintop bam, the tanks' cannons added 
direct lire to the Indirect lire lalling on the base from artil· 
lery and mortars. B-52 strik1111 and lixad-wing gunships 
helped the 2cl Airbo~ne Battalion to hold the base !or a 
time. By March 3, howeYer, all the base's artllitlry-slx 
l 05MM and six 155MM howitzers-had been damaged, and 
the 2d Battalion received orders lo cimlroy ila guns and 
evacuate the base. 

A few clays 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 llland· 
still !rt th11 .lirsl ~ce~\Q..JQe annored battle!f 'tit Ute ?ndochlna 
War. 1n the live days between February 25-the day FSB 
31 !ell-and March I, the relief c:olwnn. consisting of live 
M41 tanks, numerous APCs, tlta &ih AiriDcin. lkmal!on, 
and remnants of the 3d Battalion, barely outgunned the 
NV A tanks and inlantry in three major battles. With the 
help of U.S. air strikes, the ARVN destroyed seventeen 
mi GA<iailt TS4 lanlis GAii killed g '9PQrilld-l.130 wldiers 
in the process. The ARVN lost twenty-live APCs, as well 
as three of the five M4 I tanks. ARVN also loat over 200 
killed and wounded. 

Two days later in the same vicinity, the reinforced tank 
column encountered a battalion al North Vietnamese aol­
diers without armor and. aided by B-52 strikes, v!rtually 
wiped it out, recording nearly 400 killed. In the week of 
battle, the ARVN armor had performed well, killing the 
equMxlent al a regiment of North Vietnam9119 aoldiers. But 
It had not arrived in lime lo prevent the fall of the llre­
baaes, and now the ring of armor to the north al FSB A 
Luo! was all that stood between the North Vlelnam.9119 and 
the main ARVN colwnn dug in on Route 9. 

On to fchepoD! 
With the main armored column mired at A Luo! for three 
weelca 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 as correspondent&, had focuaed 
on Tc:hepone as one of the main ob)eclives of Lam Son 719. 
Now the goal seemed to be merely lo 19t loot In It ralher 
than lo des1roy the North Vietnamese logiatic:al system. U 
his forc1111 could "occ:upy" Tchepone, Thieu would have a 
political excuse for cw1ailing the Lam Son 719 operation 
and withdrawing his forces without total loss of lace. Dis­
turbinginlonnatlon later reached WashlngtonabautThleu'11 
intentions: that he had originally ordered his commanders 
to halt !he operation when ARVN casualties topped 3,000i 
and that he had always wished IO pull out in any case al• 
the moment of "viclilDry"-presumably the taking of Tche· 
pone-in order to parade at the head of his troops, thus 
aocumulatinq political capital for the !all elections. .,: 

A small town on Route 9, T~e hao bE!et'I aban• 
.,_.~ aqo bY ils ... ~'l..;1!11'1 population. It waa a clutter 
6f ruins Giiii l::ieialecralers Sunaunding loresls and moun• 
tains, eip8C!QJly ·to the -~ held caches of war materie~. 
and enemy lines ol communication !!!dated to the east anf 
wes~ by-paain<a the town proper. Tchepone itself had no 
military lignilicance. . 

The operation to take Tchepone nevertheless beqan on 
March 3. Largely because of its familiarity with. and 
obedience to. o-ra1 Lam, the 1st ARVN Division was 
chosen instead ol the weakened Airborne to make the a•· I 
sault Two brigades of the Marine. Division reserve moved 
into ~ ~tr:t Clfttl Kbl'el. relecrainq 1st Division 
troops to move westward. This brought the reserve not 
only for-.iaor'7HH:>ut for the entire nation down to one 
~bt'lgef!e. The 1st Division moved west. eetai:ilishing 
against strong enemy resistance a string ol three bases 
named i.lo. Ma., GllCi iophia on the escatplllent south of 
the Tchepone River and Route 9. (Lll!e and SophiCI were 
liMbcmes. liz only a landing tO!leJ Elevt11 ~ 
were ~di down and ft:lrf7-10ur others were hit as they 
-.. one baltaliGn...., ~ 'lolo. "They put In live 
hours of airstrikes and Cobras on that hillside," said one 
pilot ol a downed chopper. "Then we went in cmd it 
sounded like a million people opened up on us." At Fire- j 
base Sophia, only four-and-oile-haU lcilomelers from I 
Tchepone, two battalions of the 2d Regiment set up eight 
105MM howitZers. which put the town easily within range. 
~ Mmi;:h G an aimada al 120 Huru ~~~ 

tected on all aid8e ep Cobra guneh.ipa and ligbtar --.,s, 
Wtad th& 2d and 3d Bottalione ai lhe 2d l'le<J!ment !tom 

Kha Scmh to~ lai9est. ~~ --1 
-.alt afihe-_.. Lminq only I helicopter to antiai~ lire 
en rOlll9, th& a...-._ tile troops amid :;pomdic 'iJlolD" 
fire at LZ Hos-. lciw kilometen; norlhecat al T ..... 
Thanks to intensive B-52 and tactical air strikes, little re· I 
sistance came on the ground. For two days the two battal­
idns prowled the daaerted Tchepone region. including the 
shambles of the town itseli. finding 'little but bodies of 
8MIRY mldian killed ht w Mikes. The NV A response to 
the assault on Tehepone was to increase fire aqainal 



ARVN f~. notably Lolo and A Luoi. 
On March 9 the battalions and the 2cl Regiment c:om­

" mand poet set out on foot to c:llmb the ridge IQ f'lrabo8e 
iqllllc. Cautious about arnbUlhes, the tnlopB maintained 
radio oilenc:e llQ as nOI to diac:loee their loc;ation emd 
mowd their poeltions every !Wo hours during the night. 

· They arrived aafely at the firebaM the following day, and 
the ARVN "occ:upation" c4 Tchepone, a principal terrain 
objective cl Operation Lam Son 719, was complete. 

DisengQgement begins 

Their goal achieved. President Thieu and General Lam 
I ordered South Vietnam's withdrawal from Laos beginning 
I on March 9. During the remainder ol March, ARVN forces 

were to tall back toward Vietnam, destroying base areas 
cmd supplies in their patha. General Abrams urged Thieu 
to reconsider. He suggeated that instead of retreating, 
Thieu send the ARVN 2cl Diviaion from 1 Corpe Tactical 
Zone as reinforcement into Laos to ac:c:ompliah the mis­
sion's. original objective-the dlaruption ol the enemy's 

I supply system witil !lie rainy season halted all movement 
on the trails. , 

finding the reasons for withdrawal compelling, Thieu 
declined. The terrain, which the enemy knew, and the 
weather, which hampered air support, both favored the 

I 
North Vietnamese. Their air defenses showed no liCJIVI of 
weakening. Despite U.S. oowiter-
measures, emtiaircralt lire remained 
deovaatating. The Nor1h Vietnamese 
had also moved SAM mlaailes into 
I:nce w!'SI of the Bem Raving Pau, 
and these represented a new threat 
to air support. Though discounted be-

1 

fore the inllClllion, NV A armor was 
proving decisive. The NV A's ability to 

I maneuver tanks over hidden lores! 
I !Tails, while the ARVN was confined 

to congested one-way raada, gave 
the enemy emother adwntage. In ad­
dition, the North Vietnamese were 
clever at employing the tanks as 
highly mobile field guns, even uainq 
them to conduc:t ambushes and then 
escape through a 8"111ingly Impene­
trable fo1'911. It was the NV A capacity 
to reinforce that proved m09I liqnili­
cant. 0.. ~ irlll» lbe .~, 
NQAh Vietnam.. ~ alreadyllal-

At F'SB Sophia, the westernmoal ARVN 
encampment in•ide Laos, soldiers peer 
lrom behind a battery o/ I 05MM how· 
itzen as B-S2s ma.l:e a strike on a ridge 
overlooltlng Tc:hepone. 

ntmlblred ARVN ft,'o i.-. ~more reglmenla were on 
the move toward the Route 9 area. Yet ARVN had reached 
Ila limit, aa the one Marine brigade in national reserve 
dramatlzad. South Vietnam miqht have sent emother d!Yi­
aicn, as Amama urqecl. but that would have left ita area c4 
operations in South Vietnam expoeed to enemy troope or 
sappers already in I Corps Tactical 7.one. 

As events soon demomtraled, the cadvantagee held by 
the North V'181nomese tranala1ecl equally well into attack­
ing a withdrawing army as thwartinq an lnvciding ane. 
When it became apparent to tho North Vietnameee that 
withdrawal was W'!Clerway, thll')' concentrated on ch~ 
off reaupply and evacuation beK<:opterv, on attacking in­
c:reasinqly undermanned flrebase' and on ambushing 
forces retreating on the ground. The North Vie1nameee 
aulfered. great loeaes, especially 10 tactic:al air strikes and 
B-52&, but as usual the)' can.idered the sacrifice of men 
secondary to the attainment of their polltic:al and military 
goala-.in thia c:a.se manhandling South Vietnam'• beat di­
visions while at the same time aMming to throw them out 
of Laos. Only a well-trained. coordincdecf, emd diac:iplined 
army can effect an orderly retreat. ln the case of the army 
of South V~. withdrcrwal q-... u:H( became a rouT''t'he 
ord9lililol the 41h Battalion. la! ~t. bt Qtvieieln, ond 
the 1411h Marine Britpde ~~ IPe most trying as· 
peota ol tht. ~awal: 

On Mardi 11 lie Isl emd 2cl Regimenta begem pulling 

back from the westernmost ha-.. 5'pbig. ~ and !do, 
emd leapfrogging inlo oth• baMe to the east. Both were to 
fem out along Route 914, searching lor enemy base areas. 
Alter the 2cl Regiment had left Firabcmetilpilio. U.S. Bght­
era bombed the base, dastroyinq lhlt eight ab sr d 1ed 
105Mlt howilamll lo laeep ..._ II-. lallinq into enemy 
handa. At ~ lao th9 ttt Regimenl fowid itaelf sur­
rounded by the Norih Vie~ With all air aupply emd 
the poesib!lity o1 8'VCICUation cut off. the Isl Regiment 
planned a breakout olt icx>t, with the 4th Battalion holding 
the base in a rear~ action. 

Moel of the regiment did manage to escape, emd then 
the 4th Battalion, rejecting NV A c:alls to llUmlnder, fought 
i ta way out. For two days. the battalion kept on the run. 
with the enemy in dose purllUll. Near the Sepone River, 
the North Vietnamese intercepted the battalion. emd the 
r-utlng firelight lasted most of the day. The battalion 
commander and moat of the officers died in the battle. The 
•urvivoni esoaped and worked their way toward Route 9, 
where on the following afternoon U.S. helicopters and. tac­
tical aircraft mowited a daring rescue. Two helicopters 
took fire and crashed and one fighter plane, hit by the 
enemy, exploded.. The choppers manciged to pull out the 
remnants cl the 4th Battalion-just thirty-two men. The fol­
lowing day another fifty atraqglera reached aafety. ln ful­
lilli.nq ita rear-91JC11d mission for the regimen~ the battal­
ion had eacriJiced more them three-quarters of ita men. 

At Fire Support Base Dmla di. 147th Marine Br!Qade 
iClcecl !ta own trial by Bra. Having moved up from the A 
Shau Valley, two regiments of the North Vielnmnele 3Mlh 
Division-the 29th and 803d-aurrounded Dlilla. while the 
divtaion'a Bl21h Regiment attacked the 258th Marine Bri­
gade at F.,.._ Hillel In the Co Roe: Highlands. With ten 
antiaircraft guns poeltlonec:l In the hilla around Delta, the 
North Vietnamese closed dawn air access to the base 
while pounding ll steadily with l 30MIC artillery. NV A in­
fantry, called .. suicide 'lroapa" by the South Vietnamese, 
reached the defense perimeter cmd dug In. At dawn on 
---'21., an intensi'lllt barrage cl mortars and direct lire 
from tanks aignalad an attac:k. but with artillery fire, to:ti­
c:al air aupporl, and a B-52 strike (which a prisoner later 
revealed had caught hi11 battalion squarely, killing 400 
men), the marines held the base, though at Cl c:oet of more 
than 300 killed cmd wounded. 

Ammunition begcm to run out; howfter, and the next 
day the NV A overrem the lxuie. They launched the auault 
from · politions inside the marine perim81er, s.apported by 
ten flame-throwing tanks. NV A infantrymen rushed over 
the bodies of their alain comrades to chClfge into the baae. 
The marines knocked out four tanks, then fell back. Trying 
to break out, the three battalions ran into NV A arnbushee. 
The troop& acattered. One survivor reo:>unted: 
The kDt attack came at abou.t 8:00 P.M. They ahen.d ua fim and 
then came the tanks moving up into our poaltic;m. Tho whale bri-

gade ran dawn the hill lilre cmta We 
jumped on eoch other to glll out al that 
place. No mcm had time to look b- hla 
ccmmancling ofllcer. II was quick, quic:lr, 
quick or we would die , , .. When 1 was 
far from the hill, With about 20 other rnCl­

rinee, there was a !inst lieuleDant wilh us. 
We moved like ghooll, terrilied al l::.e!n, 
ambuohed by the North v~ We 
stopped moving mcmy timm when U-. 
was firing-not daring lo breathe . • Our 
group bwnped into a Nor.b v1..­
unit, and we ran again like cmta. And the 
U.Utanant he whilpered to us. "Disperwe, 
dlaperte, dcm't llick ~or we will all 
be killed." Alter each firing, there were 
fewer and few.. crl ua. 

A marine who esoaped Delta de­
ec:ribecl the agony of the Vietna:m..e 
leaving their wounded canrad-. 
Thay lay there crying, lmowinq the 8-52 
bombo would laD en them. They aolted 
buddies to shoot them, but none al ua 
could bring himlell lo do tbaL Sc the 
wounded cried out for greradea, finr one 
man, then another, then mere. I c:oWd not 
bear it. We ran out at 8:00 PX. and about 
midnight we heard the bombs apb:lie 
behind U6. No more bocflell They all be­
came dust. 


