





Indochina Monographs

This is the first of a series of studies to be published by the
U.S. Army Center of Military History that have been-written by offi-
cers who held responsible positions in the South Vietnamese, Cambo-
dian, and Laotian forces during the war in Indochina. The General
Research Corporation provided writing facilities and other necessa-
ry support under an Army contract with the Center of Military His-
tory. The monographs were not edited or altered and reflect the
views of their authors--not necessarily those of the U.S. Army or
the Department of Defense. The authors were not attempting to write
definitive accounts but to set down how they saw the war in South-
east Asia. )

Colonel William E. Le Gro, U.S. Army, retired, has written a

forthcoming work allied with this series, Vietnam: From Cease-Fire

to Capitulation. Another book, The Final Collapse by General Cao

Van Vien, the last chairman of the South Vietnamese Joint General
Staff, will be formally published and sold by the Superintendent
of Documents.

Taken together these works should provide useful source
materials for serious historians pending publication of the more de-

finitive series, the U.S. Army in Vietnam.

JAMES L. COLLINS, JR.
Brigadier General, USA
Chief of Military History
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CHAPTER I

Introduction

The overall situation throughout South Vietnam began to imprer
soon after American troops were committed to the ground war; and as
the enemy gradually lost the initiative, his main force units were
driven away from populated regions and other areas vital to the defense
of the country. The Armed Forces of the Republic of Vietnam (RVNAF)
regained their poise and, with increased United States assistance and
support, were greatly strengthened.

The exertions made by the Communists during the 1968 general offen-
sive gseriously depleted their strength. The huge losses they incurred
during this campaign — 200,000 troops killed, taken prisoners or rallied
to the GVN caused entire units of the enemy's main force to be para-
lyzed and considerably weakened his infrastructure. Consequently, as
of late 1968, it became evident that the improved military situation
provided the opportunity for an energetic revitalization of the Republic
of Vietnam. To consolidate the gains, the United States found it neces-
sary.to further strengthen the Armed Forces of the Republic of Vietnam
and increase American assistance in all forms. Firepower and troop
morale of ARVN combat units were quickly improved as a result of force
structure increases, the creation of new units and the delivery of modern
weapons such as the M-16 rifle, M-60 machine-gun and M-79 grenade-
launcher.

In 1969, the new Nixon administration reemphasized efforts begun
in the last part of the Johnson administration to obtain a lasting
peace in Indochina. New efforts were made in Paris and the United
States adopted a more flexible negotiating stance aimed at reaching
an early compromise. While at the Midway meeting of 8 June 1969, the
President of the United States and the President of the Republic of
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lower Laés. U.S. advisers could still provide assistance to ARVN staffs
but only at command posts locaﬁed on the RVN side of the border. Even
division senior advisers were not authorized to fly over lower Laos.8
To compensate for thé absence of advisers who always helped in communi-
cating with U.S. units for support, it was decided to assign a Vietnamese
serviceman-interpreter to each of the FAC teams and to the 7th Air Force
airborne command and control center. It was also planned that one member
of each division advisory team would be airborne over the AO of their
respective units. This was intended to alleviate some of the problems
related to language and communicatious. 4

The U.S. 108th Artillery Group received the mission of augmenting
the firepower of I Corps Artillery. This group consisted of the 8th
Battalion, 4th Artillery (with four 8-inch howitzers and eight 175-mm
guns), the 2d Battalion, 94th Artillery (with the same number of artillery
pieces), and B-Battery, lst Battalion, 396th Artillery (with four 175-mm
guns). As required, the 108th Artillery Group could be augmented by the
5th Battalion, 4th Artillery (with eighteen 155-mm self-propelled howitzers),
which was the direct support unit of the U.S. 1lst Infantry Brigade
(Mechanized).

Procedures for coordination and liaison were clearly established.
Fire coordination was to be effected at I Corps FSCC between fire support
elements of I Corps and XXIV Corps, and communications with I Corps
artillery was to be maintained through U.S. advisers. Plans were also
made to provide for close coordination between supporting and supported
units. This was done by an exchange of liaison officers between the U.S.
108th Artillery Group and ARVN infantry divisions and brigades operating
separately. Fire support requests from ARVN units in Laos could be
routed through either one of two alternate channels. The first channel
was from requesting units to division or separate command posts where
the U.S. 108th Artillery Group's liaison officers would receive and

8After Action Report on LAM SON 719; 1 April 1971, by Colonel
Arthur W. Pence, p. 3.
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Map 14 — Integrated Transporttion System, LAM SON 719
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trams, each.equivalent to a regimental size force in terms of ground
defense and antiaircraft capabilities. Within a period from one to two
weeks, the enemy was capable of reinforcing with up to a total of eight
additional infantry regimehts, not to mention artillery and other units
from North Vietnam. To defeat these 1l infantry regiments and the
defense forces of the binh trams, I Corps committed, according to the
initial plan, only eight infantry regiments or brigades. Our forces
enjoyed the advantage of an armor brigade but our tanks might be of
little value off the main axis. Even if, at the limit of its capabilities,
I Corps would bring in two additional regiments (the remaining Marine
brigade and the third regiment of the lst Infantry Division), it would
only have 10 regimental size units and the balance would still be in
favor of the ememy. Additional reinforcements would be highly improbable
and any such effort to obtain them would certainly meet with difficulties.
In the effort to obtain the tactical advantage in the area of
operations and to compensate for the lack of force superiority, the
planners of LAM SON 719 expected too much from the support of United
States tactical air and air cavalry gunships. The question that should
have been asked then was: how effective would air power be in support
of ground combat troops deep in the Truong Son mountain range? If the
bombings of North Vietnam had been an indication of this effectiveness,
then were the results to be obtained exactly what we had desired? Over
the years, the U.S. Air Force had bombed the Ho Chi Minh trail heavily.
Was the effect of these bombings enough to paralyze the enemy's activities
on the battlefields of South Vietnam and Cambodia? Too much was expected
from airpower and this problem should have been weighed with caution by
the planners. ,
Then there was the role to be played by helicopters. With the ex-
ception of mechanized forces operating along Route No. 9 which would be
resupplied by road transportation according to plans, all other opera-
tional units would have to depend on helicopters for movement of troops
and artillery, supply and medical evacuation. This was the only means
practicable as long as these forces were required to operate considerable

distances from roads and fire support bases. There was no doubt that
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With most of the wounded of the 39th Ranger Battalion still stranded
in the 2lst Rangers' positions, this unit received intense attacks by fire,
including 130-mm artillery, on the night of 21 February. Plans were made
to evacuate the wounded rangers the following day. Toward noon on 22
February, the area around the battalion position was subjected to a heavy
barrage of fire iavolving tactical air, air cavalry, aerial artillery and
ground artillery for nearly an hour while 13 medical evacuation helicopters
were airborne, ready to go in. All of them landed and successfully picked
upl22 wounded as well as one U.S. pilot who had been stranded there since
his aircraft was shot down. The ranger force remaining in combat position
at Ranger South numbered approximately 400 men including 100 from the 39th
Battalion but two days later, on 24 February, the battalion was ordered
by the I Corps commander to withdraw to FSB 30. From there they were
helilifted to FSB Phu Loc.

While the 39th Ranger Battalion was holding out, numerous activities
took place in other areas. U.S. air cavalry continued to search for and
destroy pipelines. Units of the lst Infantry Division moved further south,
striking along Route 92 and finding a number of enemy installations, but
also making numerous contacts and receiving attacks by fire. The 8th
Airborne Battalion and armored elements engaged the enmemy two kilometers
north of Ban Dong, destroying one T-34 tank and a 23-mm gun position.

This was another strong indication of enemy armor involvement. On the
friendly si&e, a number of U.S. helicopters were shot down while on supply,
med{cal evacuation or support missions. _

The corps commander had concluded that the position held by the
21st Rangers and the survivors of the 39th was untenable. A maximum ef-
fort in air and artillery support was required for each resupply and
evacuation mission and he had other pressing demands for this support.

The position was not an objective in itself and there was no military

advantage in sacrificing a ranger batf ~lon in a doomed attempt to hold
it. The corps commander was looking toward his objectives in the west
and he wished to conserve as much of his combat power as possible for the
main migsion.

In the southern sector of the lst Division, within objective area
A-Ro, the 2/3 Battalion came into heavy contact with the enemy on 23 Feb-
ruary. The 3/3 Battalion was brought in to reinforce but the enemy would
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CHAPTER V

The Withdrawal Phase

The Disengagement

In the early morning of 7 March, the first enemy reactions to the
lst Division's presence at Tchepone occurred in the form of artillery
and mortar fire against Fire Support Base Lolo. The first attack,
which was brief and light, caused only five casualties, but the second
attack was heavier as indirect fire poured in from all calibers of guns
from 82-mm mortars to 152-mm artillery. More than 20 soldiers were hit
— three were killed — and all of the bulldozers used in the construction
of fortifications were damaged. While the troops om Lolo were digging
in under this heavy bombardment, Fire Support Base A Luoi was also
subjected to a heavy attack by fire. NVA artillery fell on the posi-
_tions intermittently throughout the day, disrupting the scheduled
heliborne supply and evacuation runs. '

On the same day, the Black Panther (Reconnaissance) Company of
the 1lst Infantry Division, which had been attached to the US 10lst
Airborne Division from the beginning of the campaign, landed troops
about five kilometers west-southwest of Ban Dong to rescue the crew
of a U.S. aircraft which had gone down two days before. The Black
Panthers scored a major combat exploit by rescuing all the Americans
and subsequently made contact with the enemy, sustaining light casual-
ties but killing more than 60 Communist troops. During this violent
action, they also seized 30 NVA automatic rifles, destroyed an anti-
aircraft gun position, and found another 40 NVA soldiers killed by
airstrikes. ,

The 2d Battalion, 2d Infantry, on a mission to assess B-52 bomb

damage in an area east of Tchepone, found a smashed weapons supply

98




















































































CHAPTER VI

A Critical Analysis

The Balance Sheet of LM SON 719

The picture of ARVN soldiers hanging on the skids of a helicopter
which evacuated them from lower Laos and other equally dramatic photo-
graphs showing battered I Corps troops returning back across the Laotian
border caused grave concern among South Vietnamese, military and civil-
ian alike. Their concern deepened when they read the tantalizing news
articles first carried by American newspapers and magazines then picked
up by the foreign and Vietnamese press which all reported that the
ARVN incursion into lower Laos was being terminated. The GVN military
spokesman had a hard time denying these reports. He announced that
this was simply an exchange of operational forces and for all practical
purposes, LAM SON 719 was still underway and that ARVN forces were
continuing their destructive forays against Communist logistical bases
and infiltration routes on the other side of the border. President
Nguyen Van Thieu echoed this line during his press conference at Dong

Ha on 1 April 1971, but news. about raids in lower Laos no longer in-
| terested Vietnamese public opinion-which was more concerned about the
real outcome of the well-publicized campaign. In the absence of of-
ficial announcements, rumors and speculations proliférated. Everyone
wanted to know the truth about friendly losses. But when official
results were later made public, no one seemed to believe that they
reflected the truth,

Despite the high figure of ARVN casualties which the GVN cqnfirmed
at nearly_6,000,.there was still suspicion that the true figure was
being concealed from public view. Newsweek magazine correspondents
estimated this figure unofficially at nearly 10,000. But their figure
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Table 1 — GVN Released Results for LAM SON 7191

ALLIED LOSSES
UNITED STATES
Desd: 102
Wounded: 215
Missing: 53
SOUTH VIETNAM
Unofficial
figure report
Dead: 1,146 3,800
Wounded: 4,236 5,200
Missing: 246 775
HELICOPTERS
Destroyed: 92
Cost about $30 miilion
Damages to others about
$10 million
PLANES
Destroyed: 5

Cost about $8 million

ENEMY LOSSES
TROOPS .
Desd: About 13,000
(Saigon government figurs)
Captured: About 50
(Saigon govermment figure)

WEAPONS
Captured or Destroyed:
1,968 crew-served
4,545 individual

VEHICLES
Captured or Destroyed:
100 tanks 291 trucks

SUPPLIES
Captured or Destroyed:
128,000 tons of ammunition
1.3 million drums of gasoline
7,600 yards of pipeline
Food, medicine and clothing

1'l'hic informstion was published in the American Newsweek magazine, April 5, 197 1, p. 29.
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The assessment of bomb damage inflicted by B-52 missions was nearly

impossible to carry out, however. In general, only about 10%Z of all

B-52 targets were searched through by ground troops; their BDA reports

are sumarized in Table 11.

In addition secondary éxplosions were

observed by B-52 air crews and other aerial observers over 480 targets.

Table 11 — BDA Results on 55 Arc Light Targets

Categories of Damage Quantities

KIA 2644

WIA 12

INDIVIDUAL WEAPONS 1541

CREW SERVED WEAPONS 82

MORTARS 93

ROCKET LAUNCHERS 300

AAA 16 (INCLUDES 23MM, 37MM and S57MM
WEAPONS)

AA/AW 41 (INCLUDES 12.7MM WEAPONS)

TRUCKS 72

TRACKS 11 (INCLUDES ONE TANK)

ARTILLERY PIECES 13

AMMUNITION 933 TONS

FOOD 1101 TONS

STRUCTURES 890

BICYCLES 300

BUNKERS 176

FUEL 151,925 GALLONS

Last but not least, U.S. artillery units, despite their location

on the RVN side of the border, contributed significantly to the ef-

fective support of ARVN forces due to their long range and accurate

fire. Their support was particularly useful at night or in bad

weather. (Table 12)
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cooperation and teamwork. Armored vehicles were mostly used for
trangportation. When an engagément was made, infantry troops left
tanks unprotected in the jungle and tanks were compelled to fend for
themselves, alone. It was apparent that because of this lack of team-
work and mutual protection, the Airborme Division and the four armor
squadrons could not operate effectively along the road and in the
jungle of lower Laos.

Another serious shortcoming was the employment of reserves. During
LAM SON 719, all participating divisions had their own reserve force.
I Corps, on its part, had a reserve force consisting of a Marinme bri-
gade and a Ranger group. But the strange thing was that in no instance
during the course of the operation was a reserve force thrown into
combat to help clear an area from heavy enemy pressure. All reserve
forces were used plecemeal at the rear echelon. No commander ever
thoughﬁ of using them at the forward echelon to his advantage. When
a FSB was threatened with being overrun, the only course of action our
unit commanders took was to destroy the artillery, abandon the base
and extricate their troops by helilift. It was apparent that to be
more combat effective, ARVN units needed to iearn how to organize
reserves and employ them decisively on the battlefield.

A lesser but no less dangerous shortcoming was the lack of com="
munications security. In general, ARVN units at lower levels were not
disciplined enough in the application of security procedures concerning
radio communications. At corps and division levels, however, these
procedures were more strictly observed through the systematic encoding
of messages sent by CW radio or radioteletype. But at lower level
units, which made extensive wugse of FM voice radio sets, communications
were usually sent in clear text in sheer disregard of basic encoding
procedures. ARVN commanders were accustomed to talking freely over
radio networks, using the most rudimentary system of codes. Something
was missing in the enforcement of communications discipline among
ARVN units, ,

Finally, the withdrawal operation conducted by I Corps was such
that this experience should be examined with utmost candor. First of
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CHAPTER VII

Observations and Conclusions

LAM SON 719 was a combined RVNAF-US operation conducted under
several constraints. No U.S. ground combat troops were allowed to cross
the border into Laos. There was no joint command for the control of
operations. Both the ARVN I Corps commander, who directed the opera-
tional effort in Laos, and the Commanding General, U.S. XXIV Corps,
his senior adviser, worked together on an equal footing in keeping with
the principle of cooperation and coordination. In contrast to the
usual practice, ARVN.forces went into combat without their advisers;
neither could they expect a helping hand from U.S. or other Allied
infantry troops while on Laotian soil. On the other hand, U.S. combat
support for the offensive effort was greatly increased in terms of
firepower and helilift. This support was vital since the objectives
of the operation lay outside the RVN national border in a terrain which
was not only unfamiliar and difficult but also held for a long time
by the enemy and organized into an important logistical base area.

To break the RVN attempt to strangle their lifeline, which was
the only oné remaining in the entire southern Indochina area, the
North Vietnamese Communists reacted swiftly. Elements of five infantry
divisions with their armor and artillery support and all logistic units
operating in the area were eventually thrown into the battle. This
combat force was estimated at over 40,000 men. 1In an effort to com-
pensate for his inferiority in firepower, the enemy employed the tactic
of massive infantry attacks. In response, our devastating firepower
inflicted severe losses on the enmemy; about one half of his committed
combat strength was sacrificed. An enemy regiment went into Laos in
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by their limited capabilities. However, this goal was not in reach
within the foreseeable future. In the immediate present, LAM SON 719
made it all too clear that not only was North Vietnam's combat strength
increasing, its capabilities surpassed the RVN's by a large margin in
terms of anti-aircraft weapons, armor and artillery. The question posed
at that time appeared to be whether the RVN, without U.S. presence and
support, could meet the challenge presented by the enemy's continued
expangion and development.

LAM SON 719 did not come as a surprise for the enemy as intended.
This was a profound disappointment for our side. We had tried to keep
the planning and preparation process as leak-proof as possible, even
at the expense of carefully preparing our units for the challenge. But
the enemy had correctly anticipated our possible action five months in
advance.l To counter it, he had activated a Corps level control head-
quarters, Front 70B, as early as in October, 1970 to exercise control
over the 304th, 308th and 320th Divisions. The battleground had also
been carefully prepared. To the dismay of ARVN units, they found that
regardless of their direction of advance in the area of operation, they
encountered well-organized defense positions. Enemy artillery was also
pre-registéred to every hilltop susceptible of becoming a landing zone
for our helicopters. In addition, enemy prisoners testified that a
substantial part of supply caches had been removed to other areas.
What we had hoped to be a surprise turned out to be something the enemy
had planned for as a contingency ever since the Cambodian incursion was

terminated. On the contrary, the surprise, in some areas, was ours.

lDeposition made by a Communist sergeant from the 24B Regiment,
NVA.304th Division who defected to our side. Enemy units had received
orders to counteract a possible ARVN offensive along Route No. 9 five
months before it was launched.
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