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FOREWORD

This monograph is the fifteenth in a series of historical studies
covering USAF plans, policies, and operations in Southeast Asia,
published under the general title, The Air Force in Southeast Asia.
Its focus is the role of the Air Force in'support of American De-
cisions to withdraw U. S. combat troops and to turn the conduct of
the war over to the South Vietnamese. Massive USAF efforts were
devoted to attacking and destroying enemy stockpiles and troop
concentrations in Cambodia and Laos, to supporting South Vietna-
mese ground attacks in the Laotian panhandle, to attempting to
Vietnamize the interdiction function, and, finally, to countering
the enemy air buildup in late 1971. Complicating these endeavors
was the requirement to withdraw certain American air units as part
of the overall drawdown from Southeast Asia.

In describing these actions, the author reviews key national pol-
icies and other developments that affected operations. These pro-
vide a background for understanding the dramatic events of 1971 in
which the USAF was so much involved. It is an exciting and signi-
ficant aspect of Air Force history.

STANLEY L. FALK
Chief Historian
Office of Air Force Historv
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PREFACE

(U) The story of U. S. air power in Southeast Asia in l9?1
is the story of the Administrationts continuing, &rid at times
intensified, use of it to thwart enemy initiatives everywhere
in Indochina and insure the success of U. S. Vietnamization
and withdrawal programs. On withdrawal, above all, President
Richard M. Nixonts course remained as firm throughout lg?l
as in February when he told Congress: "They will not deflect
us from our overall course of phased withdrawal from
Indochina.rt*

(U) With ever fewer U. S. ground troops and increasing
signs of enemy aggressiveness, there was, naturally, concern
within the Administration that its carefully laid withdrawal
plans might be upset by some new enemy offensive. This was
why the President did not cease warning Noittr Vietnam that if
its actions jeopardized remaining U. S. forces, the United
States would respond, particularly with air power. This was
why he directed new operations in 1971 interdicting enemy
forces and supplies in Cambodia and Laos and North Vietnam--
to prevent them from building up for new: offensives in the
south. This was why he warned Congress that North Vietnamese
actions could require still higher levels of American air oper-
ations in order to further Vietnamization and U. S. withdrawals. /
Ttri-s was why he repeatedly'stressed looking aheaci to with-
drawal schedules for Ig72, when there would be even t'ewer troops
and greater vulnerability. He noted that: ttThe more disruption
of the trails that occurs . . . now . the greater the possi-
bility that the United States may be able to increase the rate of
its withdrawal. rr

'k Mr. Nixonrs 1971 statements regarding U. S. policies in
Richard
158,

I ttre President alluded to this requirement three times in the
course of his second annual report to the Congress on U. S.
foreign policy, on 2b Feb ?1.

Southeast Asia are in Public Papers of the President,
M. Nixon, 194 (Washington: Govt Print Ofc, 1973, pp
257, 266, 287-8, 390, 395, 449, 54I-2, ll}4.
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(U) In keeping with the strong U. S. commitment to with-
drawal, however, the Administration arso ordered cutbacks
and reductions in air strength, especially in the second half
of 1971. But these had to proceed cautiously, for although
secretary of Defense Melvin R. Laird pressed for the reduc-
tions !o quiet domestic criticg of the war, the field command.ers
always argued strongly agaiqst cutting back their only remain-
ing weapon.

(U) Vietnamization, the other side of the U. S. withdrawal,
came in for greatly increased attention in 1g?1. The Adminis-
tration, for example, made an intense effort to find ways for the
south'vietnamese to take over more of the. interdiction role in
stoppi.ng enemy infiltration. Because the south vietnamese
could not duplicate the sophisticated u. S. air interdiction capa-
bilities' attention focussed on their using ground force inter-
dietion or a combination of air and ground elements. Both the
size and t he responsibilities of the South vietnamese Air Force
increased substantially, and during lg?I it made very remark-
able progress. But pilot training requirements and their air-
craft inventory remained major limitations, especially in the
face of Hanoirs stepped up MIG activity during the ratter part of
the year.

(U) As for the Presidentrs parallel policy of negotiations,
prospects in 1971 remained bleak. The President repeatedly
pushed his oetober 1970 cease-fire proposal, but Hanoi did not
respond. As he had noted on an earlier occasion, negotiations
were not entirely in U. S. hands. And indeed, as 1971 ended,
the enemy had greatly aceelerated his military preparati'ons and
operations--especially in air defense. As a result,the united
States in late 1971 found itself camying on the biggest air strikes
against North vietnam since the November 1968 bombing halt.

ulf cLAsstflEII
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I. USAF OPERATIONS IN SUPPORT OF NATIONAL POLICY

(U) Air operations played a central role in the two major U. S'
military actions during 1971: the defense of Cambodia against
strong enemy attacks during the first part of the year, and the
support of Lam Son 7I9, South Vietnamrs cross-border opera-
tion into Laos to interdict enemy buildups preparing there for
a new offensive. Since U. S. ground forces were leaving South
Vietnam so rapidly, there was,really no alternative for the
Administration but to use air to support both operations.
tr'urther, if one thing was clear, it was President Nixonrs
apparent confidence in, and determination to use, the air
weapon in trying to withdraw while holding off North
Vietnamese attack.

Presidential Policies on Use of Air

(U) In a 4 January 19?1 television interview with four oromli-
nent news reporters, the President laid out his position on the
use of air power in SEA in unmistakable terms. He first cited
the November 1968 understandingl. permitting unarmed recon-
naissance planes over North Vietnam and reconfirmed his ewn
orders to U. S. airmen to fire on SAM sites or whatever else
attacked their planes. He then spoke at length of "the other
understanding. . . one that I have laid down . . . a new one which

* During meetings in Paris with the Hanoi delegation, following
President Lyndon B. Johnsonrs order on 31 October 1968 ending
the bombings north of the demilitarized zone (DJ|i'f.ZI, the Ameri-
can negotiators explained the U. S. would end ttall bombardments
and all acts involving the use of forcet' but that U. S. air recon-
naissance would continue. The U. S. delegates repeatedly useci
the above phrase with the North Vietnamese, arguing that
ttreconnaissance is not an act involving the use of force. tt The
North Vietnamese suggested other words but finally accepted
the phrase and used it in their statement to the press issued
after the bombing halt. [See Department of State Bulletin,
vol LIX, no 1536, 2 Dec 68, pp 563'4. l

ul{crAsstFtED
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goes along with our Vietnamization program and our with-
drawal program.tt When asked if it didnrt bother him that
this new policy was not made clear before he ordered the
heavy December 19?0 bombing raids on supply lines in the
passes from North Vietnam into Laos, the President
replied:

I made it clear not just a month ago, but
in November [1969]. . when I warned the
North Vietnamese that if at a time 'we were
withdrawing they stepped up their infiltra-
tion and threatened our remaining forces,
that I would retaliate.

I have said that on eight different occa-
tions on national television and radio' I have
said it also in other messages to them that
have gotten to them very loud and very clear'
So there is no question about the understand-
ing, and that was whY we did this.I

(U) Nevertheless, in now referring to his pglicy as a "new' "
"othert'understanding which he had laid down, the President
for the first time clearly distinguished it from President
Johnsonrs, and implicitly acknowledged that his policy on

bombing had indeed ehanged over the months and years of his
administration. He was to reiterate his "newtt position again
and again in 19?I, never hesitating to make his intentions un-
mistakably elear as when he saidttl am not going to place any
limitation upon the use of airpower except. . . use of tactical
nuclear weapons.r12

(U) The Presidentrs repeated threats to use air power
were not just idle saber rattling. As 19?l progressed, it became
all too clear that enemy activity was pointing more and more
to the very contingency the President was warning against. Thus'
while he was making the firm statements about using air on 4

January, he was faced with rising enemy aetivity on three fronts.

UNCTASSIFIEt|



In Cambodia, North Vietnamese forces were in effect strang-
ling supply lines into the capital of Phnom Penh and moving
into new sanctuary areas; in Laos, the Pathet Lao were again
seriously threatening Gen Vang Paors forces; and along
North Vietnamese passes into Laos and along the Ho Chi
Minh trail in southern Laos, enemy stoekpiling was reaching
ominous proportions. The President was determined to
head off the future offensive implicit in these enemy moves.
He was also determined to continue withdrawing U. S. ground
forces. Failure in either of these objectives, he knew, would
be relentlessly exploited by the opposition in the upcoming 1972
presidential elections. The one way to cover all these threat-
ening contingencies was to make maximum use of air, his re-
maining forceful weapon. Hence his long, careful and contin-
uing efforts to lay the groundwork justifying such use.

(U) The Presidentrs main strategy in trying to assure
success of his policies centered on stopping or slowing up, by
whatever means, the buildup and the flow of men and materia'Is
to South Vietnam. Lr his report to Congress on 25 February,
President Nixon (saying he might need increased air activities
to accomplish it) stated this strategy very clearly:3

. we are trying to prevent the enemy from building
up their capabilities for major offensives. Our aim
is to destroy their suppties and disrupt their planning
for assaults on allied forces in South Vietnam

If this was not done, he explained, Vietnamization gains made
thus far could be lost before they had time to become effective.
Worse,the pressures on South Vietnamese forces left increas-
ingly alone to face the North, would become too severe, and they
might suffer some major defeat. Past efforts to destroy enemy
build ups--particularly the Cambodian invasion and the B-52 i'

strikes there--had succeeded in keeping major offensives from
developing on South Vietnamese territory and in buying time
for the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF) to irpprove.
But now, with i.ncreasing U. S. withdrawals, the enemy was be-
coming ever bolder in infiltration efforts towards and into the
northernmost provinces of South Vietnam. Above all, he was
renewing infiltration efforts across the border into Cambodia
and Laos, both of which he clearly aimed to use as springboards

(ffris page is Unclassified)



for assaults on SVN. Further, to help his plans along, the
enemy was endeavoring to oust the pro-American govern-
ments stnuggling to survive in both places.

(U) Since enemy successes outside South Vietnam (in
adjaeent areas) bore directly on security inside it, the U. S.

could not confine its actions just to its Saigonrs territory.
Hence the President did not wait until enemy forces and
supplies crossed the border at a time of Hanoif s choosing--
perhaps in some major push in l9?2 when, with U. S. ground
forces almost gone, South Vietnam would be highly vulnerable.
As in the case of the 19?0 Cambodian sanctuary incursion, he
more and more directed his interdictior efforts in a pre-
emptive manner outside South Vietnam, into Cambodia and
Laos and later in the year into North Vietnam itself.

Cambodia

C) tfre Administration turned to air power in early l9?l
for help for Cambodian forces struggling against an enemy
infiltrating new sanctuary areas and tightening its hold on
major lines of communication (LOC) in the country. Besides
eontrolling main roads, Viet Cong (VC) and North Vietnamese
Army {NVA) forees were harassing Mekong River traffic and
pressing attaeks on villages close around the capital. On 22

January, an enemy sapper attaek destroyed or damaged 69
aircraft on Phnom Penh airfield (52 Cambodian and l7 South
Vietnamese). To eounteract this inereasing threat of enemy
takeover, the Administration during January and February
directed expanded U. S. air operations, bringing aerial activity
in Cambodia to its highest leve1 since the incursion of June
1970.4

O) This step-up in U. S. air operations provoked an
immediate outery from the U. S. press and some members of
Congress. The latter charged that the President was violating
the Cooper-Church 'k amendment (which banned U. S. ground
troops i1 Cambodia), as well as his promise of the year before to
get all U. S. rorces out of Cambodia at the end of the tncursion on

* Senators John Cooper of Tennessee and Frank Chureh of Idaho.



30 June. The President at that time had said the United States
would continue air interdiction aetivity after U. S. troops with-
drew. But it was not widely known that he had at the sarne time
authorized a much broader variety of U. S. ail support which
had continued and intensified throughout 19?0. a

(U) Secretary Laird replied for the Administration in a 20
January news eonference, making no bones about past or pre-
sent use of air power:

We did. . . use air powe in Cambodia, and we
have continued to use it, * s116.ugh it was not
directly related to the South Vietnamese sanetuary
operation.

I donrt want to get into a semantic problem
here of what this mission is called, or that mission,
I have always called it ttair activities,tt ttair
supportnt as far as Cambodia is concerned; we will
use air power, and as long as I am serving in
this job, I will reeommend that we use,air power
to supplement the South Vietnamese forces, as far
as the air campaign in South Vietnam, Laos and
Cambodia.. to reduce American casualties. . and
see that the Vietnamization program.. is assured. . r
We are going to supplement as far as air power is
concerned.

I donrt want anyone to leave this room with any
other understanding. We have this authority. It
was spelled out clearly in the Congressional amend-
ments which limit ground eombat activities, which
I support. . . but as far as air and sea aetivities,
the law is very clearthat as far as the sanetualies
or as far as protecting the Vietnamization program.. .

insuring withdrawal, all those terms are written
very emphatically and clearly into the. .legislation.

nk Although Mr. Lairdts statement eonceded the past use of air
power in Cambodia, its full import did not become apparent until
lIl2 years later when the Department of Defense issued a de-
tai.led report on the "seerettt bombing of that country, initiated on
19 March 1969 with the approval of the Cambodian leader, Prince
Norodom Sihanouk. For further details, see Appendix 2.

'*rffis



When asked if his statements meant there were no inhibitions
of any kind on the use of air power in Cambodia, Secretary
Laird replied that he didntt care to discuss the operating
orders, but added that rrcertain protections" were written into
these orders. He said he doubted that the United States
would get up to the level of last year, "but we could. I donrt
want to be in a position of putting a sortie limitation. . . "

(U) The following day, 64 members of the U. S. House of
Representatives introduced legislation barring funds for U. S.
sea and air combat support. This measure failed, however,
and a few days later Secretarf of State William P. Rogers
took up the defense of U. S.'air in Cambodia. He said this
was not going to get the U. S. bogged down in a land war in
Cambodia or Laos. "But, " he said, t'we are going to continue
to use that air power because it protects American lives.
Itts the least costly way to protect our men--and why we
should have any restrictions on the use of that air power to
protect American lives, I dontt know. tt He noted how the
President had repeatedly said he would use air power as he
saw fit against enemy forces, supplies and communications,
and to prevent him from re-establishing sanctuary areas.
And he added:

Now, we donrt have to wait in that connection.
We donrt have to wait until the base areas have been
re-established. We want to take the action which is
necessary to prevent that from happening. 6

ALr Operations in Cambodia

5) tfre expanded U. S. air assistance directed by the
Administration in January brought aerial activity in Cambodia
to its highest level since the incursion of June 1970. Its immed-
iate aim was to help lift the threats from various directions on
the capital of Phnom Penh, and to support a Cambodian-South
Vietnamese operation trying to open Route 4 from the port of
Kompong Som to the capital. USAF forward air controller
FACs directed tactical air and AC-119 gunship strikes in direct
support of Cambodian and South Vietnamese ground forces.

{ffi
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In addition, B-52 bombers made over 100 raids a month into

Cambodia during the spring months to support Forces
Armees Nationai Klemeres (FANK)--The Cambodian Army'
During January alone' the USAF flew a total of 4'776 and the

VNAF, 1,400, sorties in Cambodia. T On 12 January, (COMUS-

MACV)' Gen. Creighton Abrams, Command€r' IJ' S' Military
Assistance Comma.td, Vi.tt"m implemented a combined
Mekong Convoy Security Plan, by which convoys under USAF'

U.S. Army (USA), U.S. Navy (USN), andlater VNAF'
aerial escort--a11 controlled by the seventh Aill Force--became
the major source of resupply for Phnom Penh' B

(Il)TheAirForcealsoprovidedsupportforamajorjoint
cambodian-south vietnamese operation (Toan Thang 01-71)

aimed at disrupting enemy efforts to reestablish sanctuaries
along the Mekong in the cambodia-south vietnam border area s'
In December lg?b MACV had asked--and got--support from
Admiral John S. McCain, Commander in Chief' Pacific
( CINCPAC), for this operation and it began in January 1971.

seven Army of the Republic of vietnam (ARVN) battalions par-
ticipated, "iA"a 

by U. S. troop lifts, tactical air' fixed wing

and helicopter gunships, and B-52 air strikes' 9 A11 air strike
authorizations had already been extended in December 1970 to

i M;t 19?1.10 Later, in April, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS)

ordered them further extended, 11 and also changed the rules
of engagement to permit ground fire to be returned in all areas

where USAF strikes were authorized' 12

lllDurlng the first weeks of Operation Toan Thang' there

wasonlylightcontactwiththeenemybutinmid-MarchaZ-day
battle erupted in the chup plantation area. ARVN artillery' u; s.

helicopter gunships, USAF and VNAF tactical air and B-52

strikes p"orrid"d support, and the enemy sustained heavy lossoes'

including some 400 personnel reported tiUed by air strikes. ro

In operations around Snuol in Miy, the enemy routed the South

Vietnamese, but lost many of his own men' including some 500

presumed kil1ed by air.14" m late September the enemy initiated
carefully pr.p"r"i attacks against fire bases in the Krek area'
But reinforced ARV N forces, with heavy fire support' forced
him to withdraw with significant losses. The fire support
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consisted of 89 B-52 strikes, 1,156 USAF tactical air sorties;
1, 398 VNAF tactical air sorties, 3, 689 U. S. helicopter gun-
ship sorties, 4,800 U. S. artillery rounds and lbB, ?00 ARVN
rounds.15 In mid-December B-52 and tactical air strikes
enabled ARVN elements to break through stubborn enemy
positions around Route 6 north of Phnom Penh and continue
operations in the Chup area. But at yearrs end the road re-
mained partially under enemy control.

(Q a6" use of air in Cambodia was of great help to the
defending forces, but it could not by itself determine the out-
come of the fighting, particularly in view of the low military
capability of the Cambodian forces. A CINCPAC assessmenta
made in May, noted that a major weakness in effectively '-
applying available air power was the Cambodian armyrs lack
of necessary sophistication in developing and exploiting enemy
targets, owith the result that lucrative opportunities were over-
Iooked."Nevertheless, General Abrams considered that tac-
tical air and B-52 sorties had produced significant results. 1?

The combined use of air and allied ground force operations had
not halted the advance of enemy troops, but it had upset their
time-tables and help-e^d stabilize the military and political sit-
uation in Cambodia.lB

Laos: Lam Son 719

9ttre 1971 military operation involving the greatest use
of U. S. air in support of the Presidentts interdiction strategy
was the Lam Son 719 operation against the enemy buildup in
Laos. As in the Cambodian incursion the year before, the aim
was to cut off the enemyts supplies and reinforcements to pre-
vent a potential offensive. Lr late 19?0 and early l97l there had
again been sharp increases in the supplies moving into the enemvrs
southern Laos base areas around Tchepone and sysn infe
the demilitarized zone (DMZ). Intelligence agents reported an
intended enemy move in late January against the two northernmost
provinces of South Vietnam: Quang Tri and Thua Thien. To
meet this threat--since u. s. ground troops were forbidden to go
into Laos and were, moreover, rapidly redeploying--South Viet-
namese forces undertook a large-scale ground offensive, with u. s.
forces oroviding aviation, airlift, and most of the firepower. The
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president granted approval for this action in early January' x19

(U)ThreeARVNdivisionsparticipatedinoperationLam
Son ?19, and the U. S. Armyts XXIV Corps provided them sup-

porting fire and helicopter support' In charge of the entire
Lam Son ground ""*p"igo was Lieutenant General Hoang X_uan

Lam, the commandirlg general of ARVNTs I Corps' General

Creighton W. Abram" "ottt-"ttded 
all U' S' forces involved'

assisted by separate air and ground commanders' 20 
$ ,.,{

Air Suooort

I) A separate direct air support centet' DASC Victor'
established at XXIV Corps Headquarters at Quang Tri' served

the taetical air control parties (TACP;s) at each of the three
ARVN division tactical tperations centers. Seventh Air Force,

which prepared the air s}Pnort package, had direct control of

tactical air operations. 2I -tt 
"uttt 

a liaison officer to familiarize
the XXIV Corps staff with B-52 operating and targeting_ proced-

ures, and arranged to forward seventh Air Force intelligenee
;"g"t nominatioirs. After the RVNAF entered Laos' Lieutenant

General Lam, commander of the RVNAF forces, personally
selected almost all the B-52 targets for the sorties allocated to

Lam Son ?19 bY MACV. 22

* There was apparently some uncertainty at the outset concern-
ing Lam Son ?tg. Although JCS approved it and stipulated oper-
ational authorities on 19 January, the Laotian Premier, Prince

Souvanna Phouma, and the State Department oppo'sed it and on

2? January, MACV recommended cancellation' CINCPAC

"orr"rrtt"d 
with MACV, with reservations along purely military

lines. JCS thereupon asked'MACV for a recommendation for
the operation based on military considerations alone. MACV,

with strong CINCPAC concurr€oc€r then recommended the

operation go on as scheduled. JCS approved execution on 28

January and it began on the 29th. t
19?1 (TS)' Vol I, PP 182-3).
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|l} On 30 JanuarX, U. S. ground forces launched an
attack towards the Laotian border to set up forward
logistical bases at Khe Sanh and Vandegrift base camp for
prestocking fuel and munitions for U. S. helicopter oper-
ationp, and.to construct an assaul_t airstrip. The employ-
ment of helicopiers wii-c"itical in the Lam Son ?I9 pfan.
They were the basic mode of transportation, the three ARVN
divisions being completely dependent--for the first time in
the war--upon helicopters for assault, resupply, and extrac-
tion. Before the operation endedr oV€r 27,000 sorties were
flown. 23

O ttre actual " invasiont! began on B February preceded
by eleven B-52 strikes and massive artillery fire preparing
the way for the ARVN thrust,into Laos. * U. S. aircraft, both
Army and Air Force, continued to support the south vietna-
mese as they moved into the Laotian panhandle towards the
major traffic hub of rchepone. B-b2s bombed the landing zones
before ARVN troops made their helicopter assaults, the latter
were accompanied by tactical air strikes tohelp suppress enemy
attacks. sometimes, just before the helicopter assault, tactical
air elements laid down smoke screens interspersed with cas-
ualty-producing cluster bomb unit (cBU) munitions. The usAF
also employed 15,000 tb bombs, using 6 of them to blast out
helicopter landing zones and 19 against large mass targetb - -such as suspected troop concentrations and storag" ^r"^s. 

24
Throughout, to reduce the combat effectiveness of the North
vietnamese Army in the Lam son ?lg area, an extensive air
interdiction effort struck enemy trucks, supply and storage
areas.

fl ttre daily number of tactical air sorties during Lam son
719 ranged from just over 100 on B February to a high of BB? on
10 March. A total of B, bl2 tactical air sorties, I 1, 3bB B-b2

* See Appendix III for an account of the earlier "secrettt B-52
bombings over Laos.
I fnis included more than 24,000 fighter passes against
targets well defended by AAA weapons. The Air Force lost 6
aircraft during the operations: three F-4s, one F-100D, one
A-lH, and one 0-2A. (Proj CHECO rpt on Lam Son ?19, p 121. )

*I9l5L
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sorties, and 2,809 tactical airlift sorties supported the
operation. During peak periods fighter aetivity surged to
a rate of 1.5 sorties a day per aircraft and for a week
during March the U. S. Navy augmented these strikes with
planes from three carriers off Yankee Station. Most of the
supporting U. S. air forees were diverted from the Commando
Hunt V interdiqt_ion campaign in the Steel Tiger area of
southern Laos.25 They made a major shift in turning from
interdiction to close air support, since only about IA% of
their strike sorties had previously been in the ground sup-
port role. This shift lowered the interdiction effort in
other parts of the Ho Chi Minh trail, but the heavy coneer-
tration of enemy trucks and supplies in the Lam Son area
provided an abundance of lucrative targets. The 1' 433
sorties fl.own against vehicles in the Lam Son area reportedly
destroyed 1,539 and damaged 485. 26 Th. VNAF also flew
230 close air support sorties during March and provided
Iimited helieopter troop airlift. However, most VNAF re-
sources were used in South Vietnam and Cambodia during
this period.2?

ASVN Dependence on Air

C The ARVN forees relied heavily on U. S. firepower
not only to destroy enemy installations and troop eoncentra-
tions, but to defend their positions and fight their battles.
Thus, while B-52s at the outset struck selected targets such
as artillery ernplacements, storage areas' and suspected troop
positions, from about mid-Febrr&r/ oru they inereasingly
supported ARVN troops in contact. The latter devised various
tactics for making use of this support. For example, unifs of
the lst Infantry Division would request a B-52 strike on a
target area where enemy troops were deployed' engage the
latter in combat and then, about half an hour before the sched-
uled time-over-target for the B-52s, withdraw. The Comman-
der of the Division, Br-lg. Gen. Phan Van Phu reported: 2B

The enemy tries to get very close to us, hoping
we will get hit by one of our own bombs. We let
them come elose, then pull back just before the
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ai.r strikes, elosing again when the bombers
have finished. If you want to kill peopl€r Xoumust use maximum air. . . During the heavy
fighting around Fire Support Base (FSB) Lo :N

Lo. .I called for B-b2 strikes within 800
yards of my unit. Many of the nearly l, ?00
enemy soldiers reported killed in that
fighting died in those strikes.

Q General Abrams also leaned heavily on the B-b2s,particularly as the action intensified in the latter half ofFebruary. On 1? February, he renewed an earlier request
for a new special B-b2 operating area around rchepone, that
would lower the bombing restrictions from 8,-000 to t, SOOmeters on six Pow sites nearby. The u. s. Ambassador to
Laos, G. McMurtrie Godley, opposed this, but CINCpAC
supported Abrams' and JCS (reporting eoneurrence by the
Seeretaries of State and Defense) recommended f,000 metersas adequate restriction and approved the bombi"g-'irrith;;;-- -
question. " on 20 February the Ambassador concurred and
CINCPAC immediately confirmed the change, to apply onlyr
during Lam son ?1g however.29 At the request of MACV and
CINCPAC, B-52 sorties supporting Lam Son ?19 increased
{l* 1, 000 to 1, 200 3_-orrtt- teginiing Za f,efruar". ;-;.25th MACV also asked that B-bz weapon loadings'be increased
from the standard 66, to l0B bolnbs (s4 Mk-B2s and 24 M-ll?s)per sortie to inerease weapon fragmentation effects on troopconcentrations. Both the'higher B-b2 sortie rate and the
increased bomb loads continued, at the reguest of the field
comrnanders, through 3l May. * 30

34" enemy pressure mounted, the number of U. S. tactical
a_ir sorties against enemy personnel rose to a high of l8b on
17 March and most enemy attacks wene broken off only bv re-peated' accurate tactical air strikes on their troops. 31 or tn.
13,642 enemy troops which the RVNAF reportec ti[ea during
the operation, some 4, 300 were attributed to aerial activity.-
However, this figure may have been in fact higher sinee ground
sweeps were eondueted only in a very small percentage of the

x The Air Force
loads sooner (see

wanted to reduce both the sorties and the bomb
pp zs-?o).

.',{
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areas struck. 32 Thes" heavy enemy losses occurred mainly
when he massed his forces to attack.

il tne North Vietnamese were staong and well eqgipped- -
as well as possibly well-informed about Lam Son 7I9 by
agents within ARVN and the Saigon government. As the
campaign went on, despite their heavy losses to air attacks'
they were able to inflict mounting casualties on the South
Vietnamese, forcing their drive to bog down. Whereupon
General Lam ordered a withdrawal 0n 1? March under cdvdr
of tactical air and U. S. artillery fire. An ARVN armored
force of 100 tanks and heavy tracked vehicles succeeded in
fighting its way out of Laos, but the ARVN retreat as a whole
became disordered lin the face of heavy enemy ground fire'
and tactical air and B-52 strikes intervened to inflict heavy
losses on the enemy. U. S. helicopters, with some difficulty'
extracted many of the ARVN units. 5J Other air strikes destroyed
abandoned heavy equipment left behind by the South Vietnamese
to keep it from falling into enemy hands. rt

(;ft was not without reason that General Abrams called air
operations during Lam Son ?19 the most significant single tac-
tical air-ground support activity during 19?1.:tb The air role
throughout was unanimously acclaimed and dependence on it was
always evident. Taking RVNAF forees deep into an enemy area
by helicopter to landing zones near Tchepone would have been
virtually impossible without intensive prepping by t actical air and
B-52s. And once arived' these forces, outnumbered and on un-
friendly, unfamiliar terrain, could not have survived without the
help of tactical air, gunships, and B-52s--and the tactical airlift
support which kept them maneuverable in the sustained ground
combat. 36 |

lri) Another crucial contribution of tactical air was suppression
of enemy aircraft weapons--artillery, machine $ufisr small
sflTrSr mortars, roekets and grenades -- which assailed the

ffi
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helicopters. * MACV lists 102 helicopters lost, 601 damaged.
But, as the authors of the Project CHECO study of Lam Son
719 commented, t'it is au/esome to imasine what the losses
would have been without AA suppressioir. tr4437 During the
campaign, tEc^tical air strikes destroyed 109 AA sites and
damaged 18. ro Perhaps the most dramatic contribution of air
was its use against enemy armor. The enemy had deployed
a whole regiment of some 120 tanks and of these, tactical
air strikes destroyed a total of 74 and damaged 24.39 In
the last days of the campaign, the enemy made a concentrated
effort to cut off retreating RVNAF forces with the tanks, but
tactical fighter strikes, knocking out many of them or forcing
them to cover, thwarted the plan. In both antiaircraft sup-
pression and anti-armor operations, the laser-gulded Pave-,,,,,*
way bomb was extremely accurate and effectin".40

Controversies over Helicopters and Air Support

l| tfre Lam Son ?19 operation brought up some old contro-
versies about the U. S. Armyrs use of helicopters and the close
air support role. An 11 March New York Times story by Drew
Midd1etonquoted''infantryorri@n,FortBragg,
N. C. r &nd Fort Carson, Col., all with experience in Vietnorrr, rt

as suggesting that t'the helicopter had been oversold in one of
its roles, that of gunship supporting ground troops. tt To some

* Small arms and automatic weapons--not the sophisticated S,AA
weapons--were responsible for 618 of the 695 hits reported on
helicopters. The largest number of hits were taken by the UH-
lHs, which carried the troops, and the AH-1G1which flew gun-
ship escorts. [See Col J. F. Loye, Jr. , Maj. G. K. St. Clair,
Maj L. J. Johnson, Mr. J. W. Dennison, Lam Son ?19, 30 Jan-
24 February (SXHq PACAF, Project CHECO, 24 Mar 71), pp
Be-[O. ]** The figures given by the authors of the Proj CHECO study
(p xvi) are "an estimated 200-plus helicopters destroyed, plus
several hundred damaged. tt

rf,ffififn '
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Air Force analysts, it was a case of the Army stubbornly
depending,on its own,organic helicopters to the point of sus-
taining heavy losses before calling on the Air Force for
tactical air support.4L Thus, reminiscent of earlier oper-
ations with high helicopter losses in 1964 and 1965, the Lam
Son operation undertook a helicopter assault on a landing
zone in Laos on 3 March which cost the Army 7 helicopters
destroyed, 42 hit, and 20 declared nonflyable. After this
incident, General Abrams directed closer coordination of
landing zone preparations with the result that when the next
ARVN battalions moved into the area, tactical air sorties i4-
support of ground forces more than doubled previo,r" oo"".42

|| MACV later conceded that airmobile operations had
encountered heavy small arms fire, antiaircraft weapons,
and mortar and artillery fire, but maintained that the heli-
copters had proved survivable in the ttmid-intensity'r air de-
fense environment in Lam Son ?19.43 The Air Force analysts
did not agree. They pointed to the high helicopter losses, o

suggesting the Army had not sufficiently heeded Seventh Air
Forcers warning about the AA threat in the Lao Panhandle'
and insisted enemy antiaircraft activity had drastically dis-
rupted the helicoptersr operations.44 Both the Air Force and
the Army agreed afterwards that future operations of this
nature reqgired a higher degree of coordination and prior
planning.45

(ffOperation Lam Son 719 was controversial in other
ways. Some South Vietnamese said the operation fell short of
its goals because of a lack of American air and helicopter
support. Brig Gert Phan Van Phu, commander of the First In-
fantry Division, according to a news report from Saigon' re-
peatedly said he did not receive the tactical air support he had
antieipated and that even if he had, it would not have been enough-
One of his aides added "We went in with fewer troops than the
enemy and counted on American planes to make up the difference.
Candidly, I must say, the Americans let us down. "46 Some
Americans suggested that the operation failed when President
Nguyen Van Thieu of South Vietnam refused to commit addi-
tional troops to it, and American pilots and advisers said the
South Vietnamese did not know how to guide air strikes and

$gff+'*,
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often.e_ndangered pilots by directing them into antiaircraft
fire.4't Certainly, the fact that General Lam took his orders
only from President Thieu and did not always coordinate his
moves with XXIV Corps and Seventtf Aif Fgfgg. {epresentatives,
did not r,r,r_ehe for i.nsuri.ng ![e__4ost effective .air support. 48

I) One news correspondent (Alvin Shuster for the New
York Times) wrote somewhat heatedly about the "suppl#nt-
;i'Tffiro1e:''It'sasifaninvestorsaysyouputup$I0
and Ir11 supplement it with $15,000. " He said: ttThere is no
doubt that the whole operation could not have occurred if it
were not for the American war planes overhead. t'49 The
authors of the Project CHECO study on Lam Son 719 said that
'talthough it has never appeared in an offi.cial report on the
operation, without the air superiority provided by the U. S. Air
Forcqpver the battlefield, there could have been no Lam Son
?I9. """ General John D. Ryan, Air Force Chief of Staff, was
more diplomatic. Praising the role of the USAF in Laos, he
said that to contend that air power prevented "a catastrophe, t'

would be:

. .. a gross exaggeration and a narrow view. The
operation wouldntt have been planned at all with-
out the availability of our tactical air support and
our B-52s. It was known from the beginning that
the use of air power was necessary. The qround
troops would have had difficulty without it. "r

The Public vs the Administration on Use of Air

(U) As in the case of the Cambodian incursion, so in
Operation Lam Son 719, there was considerable domestic appre-
hension and outcry that the Administration was expanding the
war, including speculation that South Vietnamese invasion of
North Vietnam would come next. Massive new protests were
held in Washington and elsewhere. The Presidentrs answer
was to equate the Lam Son operation with the Cambodian
invasion of 1970. As the latter had cut off one enemy lifeline,
this would cut off another--both buying time for the United 

^eStates and South Vietnam and facilitating faster U. S. withdrawal. "'

L1
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(u) Mr. Nixon argued that it was necessary to shi-erd
u. s. withdrawal by raunching sweeps against future enemy
buildups, and to employ the air weapon as needed. 53 H;
cited the large amount of ammunition and equipment captured
or destroyed and .argued that, "there has been a bb% decrease
in truck traffic south into south vietnam. tt The Laos venture,
he said, would save 1ives in 1g?1 by destroying equipment*that
might have moved into I corps, and would serve to guarantee
the continued U. S. withdrawal. He noted the enemyls superiority
in troop strength in Laos, and restated that it was necessary for
south vietnam to have u. s. air support in order to equalize
that difference. S4

(u) secretary Laird and other officials backed the presi-
dent up. Secretary of State Rogers said: 55

We do not rule out the use of air power to
support Asians in any effort that they make to
fight a common enemy. There is one enemy
in Indochina. Thatrs North Vietnam, and it is
invading Laos, and Cambodia, and South Vietnam.
And the Asians are fighting that common enemy,
and we are going to provide whatever air power
is necessary to protect our men while we are
withdrawing from South Vietnam.

Admiral Thomas H. Moorer, chairman of the JCS, gave the
most explicit justification for using air in the Laos Jperation:56

Here again our use of air power in support of
the South Vietnamese is in accord with the
Nixon Doctrine and is linked direcily to our
Vietnamization objectives. I am of the firm
opinion that any restriction in our use of air
power in Laos, Cambodia, or Vietnam would
cause a stretchout in the time required for the
South Vietnamese and the Cambodians to fully
develop their defenses.

(This page is Unclassified)

'-$*Bffr-r.
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This, in turn, would stretch out the time
required to achieve Vietnamization and dis-
engage U. S. forces...

I said at the time, and t will say again now,
that the use of airpower in Cambodia, as in
South Vietnam and in Laos, is the best means
to exploit our technological advantage and
achieve our objectives with mini-,r* casual-
ties. Our objectives are to prevent the enemy
from re-establishing his supply routes and
sanctuarids and prevent him from gaining a
favorable position from which he could threaten
allied forees in South Vietnam.

(u) Despite all the official vindications and even optimism,
Lam son ?19 could not but have chilled Administration hopes
for vietnamization. Because the south vietnamese could not
duplicate the sophisticated u. s. air interdiction capabilities
to stop enemy infiltration, most efforts to "vietnamize" this
function had centered on substituting RVNAF ground force
interdiction. But Lam son ?rg--planned 

"s a grornd interdic-
tion operation par excellence--d.id litile to sustain this thesis.
hrdeed, its unfavorable outcome may have been a major reason
that the Administration continued to insist so strongly on the
legitimacy of its use of U. S. air power. More than ever, it
remained the only alternative.

UNCI.ASSIFIED
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II. THE ENEMY CHALLENGE

(U) Besides using air power against enemy forees and
s_upply buildups in Cambodia and Laos, the President in 19?1
authorized resumption of air attacks against North Vietnam.
Initially these "protective reaction" strikes, as they were
called, were directed primarily at SAM sites, but their scope
broadened as the year went on. The expanding attacks pro-
voked much eomment in the press, with strong criticism of
U. S. policy for escalating the war. The troop withdrawals of
1969-1970 had created a general public impression that the
United States was getting out of the war entirely and the re-
newed air attacks brought severe eriticism of the Presidentrs
willful use of force. The facts wtr e not that simple.

Enemy Efforts to Counter U. S. Air

(U) As 1971 progressed, it became ever clearer that
North Vietnam, while decreasing its ground actions, was con-
tinuing buildup efforts for an offensive and in particular was
increasing its efforts to eounter U. S. air power. There were
obvious reasons for this. President Nixon had repeatedly said
U. S. air power would gllgue to be used ttas long as necessary. "
Thus, despite ground withdrawals, the United States had in air
power a very effective remaining rff€&porir especially against the
launching of any successful offensive. Time and again the B-52s
had hamstrung enemy battle plans and nullified their combat
efforts, and American planes constantly destroyed their south-
bound supplies and reinforcements. If future offensives were to
succeed, it was necessary to counter U. S. air aetivity. Now,
with U. S. ground troops constantly receding, the enemy could
push his anti-air activities ever farther south with decreasing
risk. He could also afford to be bolder in view of the acceler-
ating U. S. air redeplo;rments of which he was undoubtedly aware.
North Vietnamrs efforts to counter U. S. air took two main
directions: stepping up offensive action by its air foree, and
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greatly inereasing air defense activities with SAMs and AAA
weapons. These new enemy efforts clearly required, in
turrL stronger, U. S. defensive measures to protect allied

'tair operations.

tl Before November 19?0, the North Vietnamese Air
Force (NVAF) had kept its planes seeurely up in the north,
seldom venturing beyond the countryrs borders. Thereafter
it began not only to deploy planes farther south but even to fly
them outside the country. MIGs began penetrating Lao air-
space, and in April and May 1971 they made several passes
at FAC aircraft. They also began deploying to airfields in
the southernmos.t part of North Vietnam--Vinh, Quan Lang,
and Bai Thuong.l bn f? Marc,h, USAF reconnaissance photo-
graphy showed that the North Vietnamese had resurfaced the
runway at Quan Lang with steel planking, giving them an elll-
weather capability below 1900 North and increasjng the MIG
threat to Steel Tiger interdiction operations in the Laotian
panhandle. They had also deployed a new ground-controlled
intereept site that extended their warning and intercept capa-
bility as far south as Hue in South Vietnam and Tchepone in
Laos.2

I Concumently, Hanoi intensified its AAA and SAM
aetivity against U. S. air operations. Photography on b Jan-
uary showed eight B5-mm guns in the Sam Neua area of Laos
near the North Vietnamese border, and two high-threat areas
of 100-mrn guns--intended especially to harass B-52s--in the
Ban Karai Pass area and possibly in Mu Gia Pass and south-
east of Tehepone as w,e11. On 12 May, MACV announeed that
five F-4s, fired on by B5-mm guns while flying over Laos,
knocked out 13 anti-aircraft guns (eight i?-mm and five 37-mm
guns) rrear the Mu Gia Pass in North Vietnam in less than an
hour. r The enemy also increased his use of modified ground-
to-ground rockets to harass gunships and their escorts 4 and,
according to U. S. field commanders, moved some twelve 122-
mm artilery pieces into the central part of the DMZ con-
trary to the agreement on keeping forces out of this area.5

' Jf$ftSr
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The U. S. Response

Q Increased SA-2 deployments to lower North Vietnam
were another major disruptive factor. On I January, SA-2s
fired at B-52s making interdiction strikes near Ban Karaf
Pass, and again on 15 and 16 February in the same area. On
25 February they fired at a flight of Navy A-?s. The U. S.
response was a reinforced protective reaction strike into
lower North Vietnam called Itlouisville Slugger. " This was
a Seventh Air Force operation, aimed almost exclusively at
SAM sites. It made 67 strike sorties on 2O, 2I, and 28
February, destroying or damaging five SA-2s, 15 SA-2
transporters, and 14 vehicles. o

lJl m March, reconnaissance discovered four SAM sites
in Laos and during the month the enemy fired 21 of these
missiles at U. S. aircraft. One of them downed an RAAF
(Royal Australian Air Force) Canberra southeast of the DMZ
on the 14th, another hit arr F-4 over Tchepone on the 19th,
and on the 22nd, a third downed one of a flight of four F-4s
escorting a photo reconnaissance mission near Dong Hoi in
North Vietnam. A cell of B-52s striking a target southwest
of the DMZ also reported being fired on by two SA-2s on *
1? March. 7 hr resp nse to these attacks, the U. S. govern-
ment ordered a protective reaction strike, "Fracture Cross
Alpha, tt on 21 and,22 March against missile sites about 1?5
miles inside North Vietnam. Seventh Air Force and Navy
Task Force '17 aLrcraft, each striking within their assigned
target areas, flew a total of 234 strike and 30 armed reconn-
aissance sorties.

(U) Tne intensified North Vietnamese action against U. S.
air operations during February and March had been directed
primarily at U. S. air activity in support of Lam Son 719, as
Secretary Laird publicly acknowledged when he announced the
"Fracture Cross Alphatt strike. Pointing out how the North
Vietnamese in the last 4 or 5 weeks had fired SAMs across the
DMZ for the first time since the November 1968 bombing
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ha1t, he attributed this vehement enemy reaction trto thpUnited States aircraft flying in Laos . . . in support of
_[fam Son ?19J. . . " Despite tne U. S. counter strikes, theNorth vietnamese continued to move their sAMs croser
to the DMZ and the Lao border and to bring prespure tobear on air operations supporting Lam So"-ftg. 8

xt cINcpAC' apprehensive over the increased MIG
and enemy AAA activity, wanted to take counter measureB
to insure the safety of reconnaissance forces and offriendly air forees in adjacent Laos and south vietnam. on
1 April he asked expanded authority to engage MIGs when_
e_ver they (1) operated on NVIrI below 20o ll"rtt latitude,(2) were on the ground in NVN below this line, ""0 tgtoperated within 20 nautical miles of the Bairer Ro[ East
area of Laos. He also asked authority to permit pre_emp_tive strikes against detected SAM/AAA instattatiols and
equipment below 1go North in North vietnam, and fo[ow-
on strikes on such sites of up to ?0 hours, extended to one
week if weather precluded earrier strikes. Higher authority
denied approval. T\"o weeks rater, on April 1z and again on
1 May and 14 May, CINCPAC repeated his request ,in regardto the MIGs b't each time met w.ith ais"pp.on"t. In addition,
on 25 April and again in May, with the Sg,fVf/aaa build_upcontinuing, CINCPAC asked for authority to attack thesetargets and was strongly supported by the JCS.v But, as JCS
subsequently reported' "higher authority had carefully con-sidered the factors invorved and determined that itwolra;reinappropriate to conduct the SAM|strikes at the time. rr I0 

- -

Throughout the spring and into the summer, all such requestsfor countermeasures \ryere disapproved. Turning down another
one in late July, the JCS said: fras stated previotisry in similarcircumstances by the SECDEF on 1b and is ivt"y and r? June,existing authorities are eonsidered to be adequalg.tr 11

5) on 1 August' General Abrams told the newry amived
Seventh Air Foree Commander, to arm his escorts withsufficient foree to protect u. s. aircraft and to achieve the im-pact desired for a fully punitive response to enemy air
defense tactics under current authorities. He furiher
advised that 'tinterlocking and mutually supporting NVNair defenses constitute an unacceptable halard tolir crews
typing to identify a particular sAM/AAA firing site, and
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that it was trconsidered appropriate for escort forces to
direct immediate protective reaction strikes against any
identifiable element of the firing/activated air defense
complex.rrl2

[Ianoi Steps up its Counter Air Campaign
t.I

$During the latter half of 1971 the North Vietnamese
campaign againsd the U. S. air became more and more
apparent. For the first time during the rainy season they
maintained MIGs south of 20o North, primarily at Bai
Thuong. thn"y built four small hangers at Quang Lang
airfield, improved the runways at Na San and Dien Bien
Phu, and extended the runway at Dong Hoi to 7' 500 feet.
By the end of the rainy season they could launch jet attacks
from four airfields south of 20o North. MIG pilots were
training in ground suppor| operations and intercept tactics
for slow-moving aircraft.'* Although the Ncrth Vietnamese
Air Force possessed roughly the same number of MIGs as
in 1g6g, th; NVAF had cirefully protected them in northern
North Vibtnam. Now they boldly moved them farther
south, and during September and October they also returned
to North Vietnam some 30 MIGs tfpt had been located in
southern China for several years.taDuring the last half of
19?1, the MIGs operated from bases near the DMZ (Bai
Thuong, Vinh, and Quang Lang)' from whiqfrothey could
penetrate ttre DMZ in less than 1? minutes."In addition,
operating from Yen Bai and Phuc Yen airfields northwest
of llanoi, they could easily reach targets in nortn-eastern
Laos (the Barrel Roll """") with intercept Allied aircraft and
little or no detection by fbiendly air defense radar and remain
under ground-controlled intercept (GCI) throughout the
attacks. Thein GCI sites at Moc Chaun, Cam Quang and Ba
Don provided radar intercept capabilities which, at 25,000
feet, extended into the Plain of Jars, into most gf, Steel"figer
and well into Military Region I of South Vietnam.''Like-
wise, instead of moving their sAM sites back north during
the rainy season as they had done before, the North Viet-
namese left them in place and brought additional ones

'{ff#
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southward. 18 seventh Air Force Intelligence believed that
many of the anti-aireraft guns too were placed in storage
this time rather than returned to North Vietnam.19

I| tne North Vietnamese at this time also continued
work on two petroleum pipel ine systemsr on€ entering
Laos through the Mu Gia Pass and another just north of
the DMZ. According to agent reports they had even
built warehouses in the DMZ and in euang Tri province,
and further south in western Thua Thien province were
distributi-ng supplies entering from Laos to their units as
needed.20 They also expanOed their road construction and
extended NVN Route 103 across the DMZ down into MR-t
of South Vietnam, significantly reducing transit time for
supplies as well as exposure to air interdiction attacks.
Seventh Air Force seeded segments of this road with muni-
tions and emplaced sensors along it and in August flew 4?3
strike sorties to destroy it. Despite the problems and de-
lays this cause4the North Vietnamese continued work on
the road up to 26 september after which date reconnaissance
detected no further construction. * 21

C By September 19?1, as the approaching dry season
permitted more air activity, MACV began to realize the
extent of enemy intentions against A1lied planes, and he
directed additional 'rprotective reaction " strikes by U. S.
aircraft. 22 Nor-"l1y these were strikes ;;;i;;; "rr"*ypositions by reconnaissance aircraft or by I.-10bG SAM-
suppression aircraft. A few of them like Louisville
Slugger in January and Fracture Cross Alpha in March
(see pp 28-29) had been major, pre-planned strikes, auth-
orLzed from Washington. On 2l September another major
air strike, called Operation Prize 8u11, with a broadened
objective beyond retaliation was authorized. During this
operation, 196 aireraft struck three pOL storage areas

* According to a news report, North Vietnamese engineers
were planning to use stretches of old American military
road between Khe Sanh and the DMrZ, bulldozed out of the
jungle for support of T,am Son 71g, to push their road for-
ward into South Vietnam. (Washington post, IB Sep ?1,
rpt from Quang Tri by J""tEElElJ--
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within 35 miles of the DMZ, at Thu T hu, An Bo, and Xuan
Duc just south of Dong Hoi. The strikes destroyed an esti-
mated 4?0,000 gallons of storage capacity and started
several fires that burned two days or more, dealing the
enemyts dry season logistic effort a major blow.23
Because of poor weather conditions, Prize Bull was the
first all-instrument strike of such magnitude ever con-
ducted using the Loran bombing system exclusiveIy.24

(U) Like the other major protective reaction strikes,
Operation Prize Bull caused much speculation and comment
in the press both at home and abroad. Two days after the
original communigue, ascribing the strike to retaliation
against SAMs, MACV headquarters in Saigon acknowledged
it had also been directed against fuel storage facilities. zD

On the same day, Presidential Press Secretary Ronald
Ziegler said the raid had been personally ordered by the
President, "to protect American troops as they withdrew
fr-om Vietnam. tt26 Questions at new briefingg howev€f r t :::'t

established that the Administration was using major pro-
tective reaction strikes of this kind to keep North Vietnam
off balance and prevent a buildup for an offensive. "Essen-
tially, werre hitting targets of opportunity as they present
themselves, t' one Pentagon official explained, t'with an
eye toward stopping any major buildup before it develops. "
Jemy W. Friedheim, the Pentagon press spokesman, asked
earlier if current policy provided that t'whenever there is a
heavy enemy buildup, go up and bomb it, " replied, "Thatts
it. "z't In other words, interdiction bombing of the North had
in effect resumed.

(Jleut the North Vietnamese did not take this lying down.
As the winter months approached' they increased their con-
centrations of SAMs and antiaircraft guosr not only to pro-
tect their lines of communications in North Vietnam' but also
to shoot down B-52s and other U. S. aircraft. The frequency
of traekings by the SAM site radar systems followed by SAM
firings at unarmed U. S. reconnaissance aircraft over North
Vietnam, grew alarmingly. MIG activity increased at a
parallel pace. On 4 Octobef a MIG--in the first such



28

attempt--tried to intercept a B-52 cell in the Tchepooe &r€&r
and on the 13th ano_tler MIG penetrated airspace in the Barrel
RoIl area of Laos.28 Or, 9 November, COMUSMACV headquarters
in Saigon announced that Air Force and Navy jets had pounded
enemy airfields at Dong Hoi, Vinhr ord Qrang Lang on 7 and
B Novegqber, irr retaliation for attaeks on U. S. reconnaissance
planes.-"In fact the suspeeted or potential presence of MIGs
at these airfields was the main reason for the attacks. Quang
Lang especially--from which four to six MIGs stagq$ regu-
larly--was consi.dered a primary air-to-air threat.""Despite
the attacks on their airfields, the MIGs continued their
activity. On 12 November, a MIG flew over Laos in the Mu
Gia Pass area, and there were two more incursions involving
two MIGs on 20 November, wittr one of them firing a missile
at a B-52 near Mu Gia Pass. rr

{grther Enemy Activity and the U. S._Response

fles earlier in the year, CINCPAC and MACV had
continued to request changes in the rules of engagement to
meet the expanding threat, but still met with eonsistent denial
from Washington. A11 they could do was make maximum use
of existing authorities and broaden the interpretations of them. *
They continued to do this, at times stretching the interpreta-
tions considerably. Thus, on 22 November, two days after a
MIG attempted to shoot down a B-52, Admiral Moorer inter-
preted hostile intent of enemy aircraft as follows:

1' The Administrationrs reluctance to extend the bombing can
probably be related both to Henry Kissingerts seerettrip to
Peking in July and to the sensitive negotiations going on for
ending the war. These extremely delicate conversations
culminated in the agreement on 25 October between the United
States and Hanoi to hold secret talks beginning 20 November.

#:'. "'ltt
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In my view there is no question that MIG
aircraft which depart NVN airfields south
of 19o North are suspect and if all source
collateral information correlates with B-52
or other U. S. /Allied air operations in NVN/
Laos border area this would constitute
prima-facie evidence of hostile intent. 32

fltl By early December, however, the MIG threat to B-b2s
was such that Gen. Bruce K. Holloway, Commander in Chief'-N
SAC, jconsidered grounding them until something was done about
proteetion against the MIGs.33 As a result, a high level con-
ference was hastily'called at Honolulu on 4 and 5 December to
deal with this problem. Here Gen. John W. Vogt, Jr., Director
of the Joint Staff, urged the field commanders to be more aggres-
sive, more flexible in using existing authorities, and to increase
fighter eseorts for reconnaissance aireraft, from the current two
or four, to B or 16 to insure adequate damage on protective re-
action strikes.34 Maximum escorts were to be provided whenever
MIGs were present. He told they they could expeet full backing
from JCS and that the letter would not question aiming points on
protective reaetion strikes. 35 tn December 19?1 and l"n.r"ry
7972, Seventh Air Force applied this "more vigorous proteetive
reaction posture" adopted by the SEA commanders at the Hono-
Iulu eonference, and used it to achieve what the JCS referred
to as ttseveral highly successful protective reaction strikes.tt
But, although the ttspirittt of the regulations appeared relaxed,
the ttlettertt seemed to remain intact. Thus, when General
Lavelle discussed the buildup, the MIG incursions, and the
new aggressiveness of the North Vietnamese, with Seeretary
Laird in Saigon in early December ,i the latter did not offer
mueh real he1p. He said it was an inopportune time to request
additional authorities from Washingtbnr afld that the field :i{J

commanders should make maximum use of existing authorities
and he would support them.36

5}fhe enemy, meanwhile, eontinued undetemed on his
militant path. Between 20 November and the end of December,
18 penetrations involving 24 MIGs oceurred in northern Laos,
mostly in the Barrel Roll area. On 10 December a SAM fired
from within the Mu Gia Pass downed the first F-105G model
to be lost in Southeast Asia. On 1? December, SAMs caused
the pilot of an Air Force F-4 to lose eontrol of his aircraft
and the erew had to eject.37 Between 1 November and 31
Deeember there were 22 SAM firings--exeluding the 45 firings
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in Operation Proud Deep Alpha in late December (see. below]'

During the same period in 19?0 there had been only three'""
On I Nlvember thlre were some 345 AAA guns in Laos; bY

the end of 19?1 there were 554. And in a new coordinated
ground support emphasis, the enemy moved the-se guns into
ihe pl"it, of Jars area in support of the NVA offensive
there. 39

D Not surprisingly all this expanded North Vietnamese

air defense activity nEgan to deny B-52s, gunships' and FAC

aircraft the infiltration areas west of Mu Gia' Ban Karai'
and Ban Raving Passes, making U. S' interdicticn .refforts
overtheHoChiMinhTrailincreasinglydifficultS'Thus,
after SAMs fired at attacking B-52s on 9 November, heavy

bomber strikes in the Ban Karai Pass were suspended until
20 November' and lighter strike forces"ligne,were unable to

keep the roads closed. When the B-52 fLights resurned on the

z}th, a MIG fired a missile at the first bomb-er ocgll' causing

other B-52 flights for that day to be diverted' f"When six
SAMs fired at aircraft in the Mu Gia Pass on 10 December

B-S2bombinginthepassesthereafterwasrestrictedtothe
DIII'Z ^r"^l2ine 

search and rescue effort for the F-4 crews

downed on 18 December disrupted Steel Tiger air strikes for
several days, and sorties flown for MIG combat air patrol
reduced the number of flights available for interdiction' when-

ever MIGs appeared onthe scene' U' S' fighter-bombers had

to jettison bombs and fuel and prepare to fight rather than carry
outtheirbombingmissions.AndhighlyconcentratedAAAfire
in specifi", ,r"t"l*ly defined areas often prohibited gunship

operations in that area.

I tn addition, the North Vietnamese' besides using their
GCI radars to guide MIGs on intercepts of U' S' aircraft' had

begun to link their GCI radars with SAM sites in a way that

permitted SAMs to leave their radars on only a very short time

lna- fr"rr"" reduced their vulnerability to U' S' anti""qi"ti:l^^-
missiles. since few u. s. aircraft were equipped to detect GCI

tracking as they were SAM tracking' the enemy could aim SAMs 43

undetected until the instant of firing.44 According to General

{$$f$ffi,*
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Lavelle' this system eventually accounted for the loss of two'
aircraft and crews.abThis new enemy tactic presented one more
threat to seventh Air Forcels aerial reconnaissance mission in
Route Package 1 as well as to air operations in the border areas
of south vietnam and Loas. It was not until January lg72 that
General Abrams, after numerous requests, finally received
authority to attack the GCI radars. 46 But in the interim, enemy
defensive efforts were becoming a constant hindrance to the
interdiction campaign. 47

Operation Proud Deep Alpha "rr3

m Right after the 20 November MIG attempt against the
B-52s, high governmental and military planners decided a
countering strike operation had to be undertaken. The Joint
chiefs directed cINcpAc to consolidate two existing plans:
FractureDeep,f ormulatediqJulylgTlana-p--------------roudBunch
proposed 1B November 1g?t.4BThe new, revised plan, calledttProud Deept'' incorporated the main objectives or tne orig-
inal plans: 49

a. Destruction of MIGs on the ground and attainment of
a leve1 of damage of Bai rhuong and euang Lang sufficient
to inhibit further use of these bases by the NVAF for MIG
operations against B-b2s and gunships in Laos.

b. Destruction of logistical and other military targets in
NVN south of l8o North, with priority on targets of
greatest importance to the enemy as storage and input
elements for his logistics system in Laos.

The decision to go ahead with the plan was still not forth-
coming by mid-December, weather being the overriding factor.
Meanwhile, between 16-19 December, in separate Barrel Roll
air action supporting a desperate stand by General vang paors
forces near Long Tien in Laos, three F-4s were lost. Two
fell to automati!: weapons and AAA fire and the third was
evading a sAwt.50on iB o.""*ber a MIG-2l downed the first
U. S. aircraft since June 1968, a USAF F-4D flying MIG CAp*
over the north, approximately ?0 miles west/northwest of
x Anti-MIG Combat Air patrol

31
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q.t
Bai Thuong.ot6n the same day two USAF F-4s searching for
the crew of this downed aircraft were engaged by two MIG41s,
ultimately resulting in the ejectioppf the two F-4 crew, for -lack

of fuel, and loss of their aircraft.S2COVfUSUACV immediately
forwarded another plea to execute the Proud Deep plan: ttln

view of recent hostile MIG activity culminating lin the] loss of'
F-4 aircraft this date, strongly recommend execution Proud
Deep.tr 53

(3 The Chairman of the JCS' Admiral Moorer, sent.
the execute authority the next day. It widened the target area
to all valid military targets in North Vietnam south of 20o. $ortl]
(rather than just the fogr-r airfields and targets south of l8o North
as in the originat plan) bu! peptricted the duration of the strike
to T2hours rather than the b days provided in the pr"".Sagetween
26 and _30 _Dlgqemb,er (weather conditions were so bad the 72

hours had to be extended), usAF and usN planes flew 1' 025

strike sorties against varied targets in North Vietnam below
20o North.

(ffnis operation, re-christened Proud Deep Alpha' was the

biggest attack and deepest penetration of North Vietnam since the
Novlmber 1g68 bombing halt. It did not, however, achieve the

objectives of destroying MIGs on the ground and inhibiting further
use of selected airfields. This was primarily because of consis-
tently poor weather, throughout the five d3tss., which necessitated

"Jl,Tr"riJitrrl?L"tttuing 
system"-1o"-" ma36rity of the targets. 55

The destruction of logistical targets--POL dumps, airfields'
transportation points, and military complexes--rvas also not
eminently successful, the most significant accomplishment !:i1%
the destruction or damage of more than 31,000 b_arrels of Pot .9o
The U. S. lost three aircraft, all to SAMs: one USAF F-4' *and

one USN F-4, and one 4-6.57

ffiII says the USAF F-4 "was lost to possible
A@stdayoftheoperation.''Itdisappearedduring
AAA fire near Thanh Hoa. There was no contact with the crew.
(Commando Hunt VII (S)' p 147. )
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If Aside from having to depend entirely on instrumental
flying, Operation Proud Deep Alpha also suffered from delays
and from political constraints. For example, most of the long-
awaited good weather fell during holiday cease fires which could
not be abrogated. A significanf increase in enemy SAM and AAh
defenses lvas a further hindrance--there were 45 confirmed and
two possible SAM firings during the 5 day operation. 58 The Air
Force nevertheless sought to draw as much profit from the oper-
ation as possible. General Lavelle solicited comments and re-
commendations from his wing commanders for improving future
operations of a similar nature. He said that "As long as the
possibility remains that we may be directed to go North again
and forced to strike IFR (Instrument Flight Rules), we must
develop and maintain the best possible capability of performing
the task. ttg 59

C tne MIG incursions continued and intensified in the new
year, 1972. By 31 January 1972, U. S. forc^e-s had flown 1, 933 air
defense sorties to counter the MIG threat. ou In tate December
1971 it became apparent that additional warning and surveillance
aircraft were required, so CINCPAC approved the deployment

* JCS had for some time been prepared for having to "go back
northtt to counter the nightmare possibility the President constantly
warned about--that NVN might launch an offensive in SVN as U. S.
troop strength declined. CINCPAC, at JCS direction, had for-
warded a contingency plan for such an eventuality on 22 October
1970. The JCS revised it to add tactical air to the forces that
might be used against NVN, and the new plan, called Fresh Mandate,
was promulgated 2? February l9'?1. In addition, CINCPAC contin-
ually reviewed the Rolling Thunder Target List to reflect the
current status of North Vietnamese target systems should air
strikes against them again be authorized. As of 31 December 1971
he reported there were 340 targets worthy of strike, including 24
air defense, 115 electrical power, 68 military complex, 23 POL
storage, 93 transportation, and 17 war*supporting facilities.
(CINCPAC Command History 1971 (TS) pp 152, 667. )
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of a College Eye Task Force of four EC-121T airc.qaft from
Kwang Ju Air Base, Korea to Udorn in Thailand. 61

I ttre increased enemy air activity and U. S. aircraft
losses in November and December also precipitated consid-
erable re-evaluation within the Ai r Force of what had until
recently been regarded as only a sporadic threat. Throughout
the fall of 1971, Seventh Air Force had raised questions about
air defense problemsr &rrd in early December a conferenee was
held on the subject at Udorn in Thailand, followed by another at
Seventh Air Force.- As losses increased in mid-December,
Headquarters USAF undertook an examination of what lay
behind lhem.62 As a result, a strong new emphasis was given
to tightening up and improving air defense mission operations.
This together with air defense dedicated crews and increased
aircraft alerts, began to produce results in the early months ,r
of 7972. 63

(U) Other Defense Department officials also acknowledged
the seriousness of the new air threat from North Vietnam. On
B November, Secretary of the Air Force Robert C. Seamans
said that while in the entire war over North Vietnam the ratio
of U.S. air superiority had been about z-Llz.to 1, in the last
months in the ratio had approached 1 to 1. 64 (lni" included
enemy radar and missile forces as well as MIG-21s. ) Secre-
tary of Defense Laird, in justifying the massive U. S. strikes
of Proud Deep Alpha to the press at a 27 December news con-
ference, cited among other reasons--the fact that ttin the
month of December more U. S. planes of all types have been
attacked by North Vietnam than in any month since I have been
Secretary of Defense. t'65 The U. S. command in Saigon, while
maintaining silence on the Proud Deep Alpha strikes until they
were ended, claimed the targets had been supply depots, AAA
sites, and ttcertain airfields south of the 20th Parallel from
which there has been increasing MIG aircraft activity in
recent weeks. . . rt 66

(U) Domestic reaction to our bombing of North Vietnam
became intense in some quarters. Democratic election opponents
called the bombing a desperate attempt to salvage the Presidentrs
wrecked Vietnamization policy and 31 members of the House of
Representatives telegraphed the President, labelling the raids

(ffi)
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tta reversion to the discredited bombing policy of the past. tt 67

Although some columnists had noted the increased MIG and
SAM threats, the Administration still pushing withdrawal, did
not stress this factor. The President, in his 12 November
press conference, simply emphasized onee again the need to
use air power to stem enemy infiltration and protect remaining
U. S. troops. If infiltration increased substantially, he said,
it would be necessary not merely to continue the air strikes,
they would have to be stepped up. He was not going to let the
enemy "pounce on [the remaining U. S. troops] by reason of our
failure to use air power.. "

(U) This was of course still the basic factor. The North
Vietnamese ca6paign against U. S. aEimed precisely at
eountering the Ameriean air interdiction campaign to which the
President had keyed all his hopes for success--in making North
Vietnam give up the fight and negotiate, and in giving Vietnami-
zatlon the time and opportunity to work. But North Vietnam had,
in effect, accepted the Presidentrs air challenge. So it was not
strange that widespread criticism and cries of "moral outrage"
did not deter President Nixon from ordering the heavy air attacks
of Proud Deep A1pha. In the face of }lanoirs new effort to thwart
his objectives, he had no alternative.

(U) At stake was not just the continued effectiveness of the
U. S. air interdiction campaign in its efforts to inhibit new enemy
buildups. There were other far-reaching implieations. The
South Vietnamese had no aircraft to compete with the MIGs, and
with U. S. air support leaving, and North Vietnam able to shoot
the planes of the VNAF and RLAF out of the skies, the effective-
ness of the South Vietnamese armed forces, with their great
dependence on air support, would come into serious question. [f
Vietnamization were seen to fail, this would be a severe blow to
President Nixonrs prestige, especially in an election year. His
plans for a new China policy and visit to Peking, as well as sub-
sequent approaches to Moscow, might run into snags if the war
took such a turn. The warning of t'a highly placed military au-
thority in Saigon" was not jusian empty one: "Continued use of
MIGs could put the entire war into a new perspective. tt68 Nor did
Neil Sheehan write in the New York Times without justification:
''Much-perhapsvietnam@Mr.Nixln'spo1itica1^^
future - now rides with the American airmen in Southeast Asia. "oY

(tfris page is Unclassified)
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III. VIETNAMIZATION

tD Despite the continuing military aetivity, and an unre-
lenting air interdiction campaign , the year lg?1 was primarily
one of intense planning and preparation by the Administration
to Vietnamize the war and withdraw U. S. forces by mid-Ig?Z.
Since the alt-important withdrawals depended so directly on
Vietnamization, the stress was very heavily on assuring and
accelerating the latter. on 6 January Secretary Laird announced
that vietnamization programs were ahead of schedule and that
the -A'merican ground combat responsibility would come to an end
in the course of the year.r In mid-February he reminded the
Service Secretaries and the Chairman of the JCS, "I want to make
sure there are no misunderstandings in DOD as to the direction
we are moving in our long-standing efforts to improve and
modernize the RVNAF . the object is to transfer progressively to
the RV$ greatly increased responsibility for all aspects of the
war,l' '

Expansion and Acceleration

5lb One of the usual first American recommendations tlcr
improving the south vietnamese forces was to increase their size
by adding men and equipment. But in the case of the Vietnamese
Air Foree, there was always a problem as to how much the improve-
ment could be accelerated, beeause of the skilled manpower and
training prfr-lems involved. At the end of 19?0, IVIACV and the
South Vietnamese Joint General Staff (JGS) had recommended
acceleratian of the 1.1 million RVNAF manpower ceiling from
FY 19?3 to FY 1972. For the VNAF, this meant attaining a
strength of 46,998 by the end of FY 72. br addition, there was to
be an increase of over 5,000 by the end of FY ?3 for a total of
52,L?I. The proposal did not call for activation of major VNAF
units in this time fi:ame, but provided lecruiting and training for
units scheduled for activation in FY 73. 5 CntCpAC approved these
proposals and on l7 February 197I, forwarded them to JCS who
approved therr] on 19 April,-4 as did Secretary Laird on 3 June.5
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f,|l There was nevertheless the hope that acceleration
could go further. On 12 February Secretary Laird directed a
special inquiry to the JCS about the possibility of providing an
additional 100 prop-driven, Iong-loiter aircraft to South
Vietnam, to increase the air support capability of the VNAF. t6
JCS replied that the aircraft could be delivered, but the crucial
factor was the VNAF's capability to integrate them into the
current force and use them--pilots could not be traine_d n-or the
maintenance capability developed rapidly enought. '' JCS did
however repeat an earlier suggestion for immediate procure-
ment of more T-2Bs for Laos' Cambodia' ?rd Thailand, in
order to enhance the overall allied posture while taking some
of the pressure off South Vietnamts requirements. B Secretary
Laird echoed Jcs objections about adding 100 more vNAF air-
craft in a memo to Henry Kissinger' asserting that any near-
term changes to add different types of aircraft would result in
diluting the experience level of the VNAF to the point where
safety would be compromised. 9 He acted speedily on the sub-
stitute JCS proposal however, approving on B April 1B T-29F
for Cambodia, 86 for Laos, and 60 for Thailand in,FY ?2. 10

The President Asks Further Efforts

G On 26 March, the President expressed interest in ao

further expansion and improvement of the RVNAF at a meeting
with Defense secretaries Laird and Packard and Admiral
Moorer. **

* In a related backgrourid paper,
originated with the President but
basis for it.

JCS noted this inquirY had
that they did not know the

** This meeting took place right after some of the most
troublesome developments of the Lam Son 719 campaign
(see pp 1?-18). Since the RVNAF performance in this
Operation did not give much cause for optimism, it is not
strange that the administration felt a new urgency to
strengthen its hand.
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Henry Kissinger outlined the specifics of the Presidentts
wishes in a memo to Secretary Laird:

. . the President has directed that you join with me and
CJCS in conducti4g a detailed analysis of future plans for
expanding and modernizing the armed forces of VN .

The President specifically requested, among other things, eval-
uation of illustrative levels of major items of equipment for
Vietnamese air and navy units, with emphasis on helicopter
troop and carso'lift, helicopter gunship and tactical air capa-bilities. 11

fl) The JCS replied on 23 April that neither the manpower
nor the economic base in RVN could support a military force
above 1.1 million men. Any drastic force structure change or
addition of unprogrammed new and sophisticated^equipment could
impede the success of their current programs. rz The field
commanders also stated that it did not appear possible at this
time either to advance VNAF tactical air activations further or
to increase the force level beyond 50 squadrons. There was no
way to expedite training that could improve VNAF combat capa-
bilities. The only feasible augmentation was to program helil
copter squadrons four to five months early, but this had to be
carefully weighed in view of the maintenance and other require-
ments it entailed. 13 The Secretary of the Air Force had reported
earlier that the VNAF now had 36 squadrons of the projected 50,
L4 of them activated within the past year -- five on an accelerated
basis, aided by USAF maintenance augmentation. He said he had
discussed a further speedup personally with General Lucius D.
Clay, Jr. , of Seventh Air Force, who felt the program had been
accelerated to about the maximum feasible limit.14

ti Ttre President meanwhile showed he was watching, and
counting on, improvements within the VNAF. On 16 April,
speaking of an upcoming withdrawal announcement and what tliis
depended on, he said that he would among other things "anaLyze
the training of the South Vietnamese forces and particularly
their air force at that time. " 15 Just the day before, Dr. Kissinger
had directed that a series of 12 studies be undertaken, ttin order
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to carry out the Presidentrs instructions to make a complete
assessment of the situation in South Vietnam through I972."L6
One of the studies called for a detailed examination of possible
improvements in the RVNAF, including increased hardware
and helicopters and additional air interdiction options. After
reviewing the studies, the Senior Review Group (SRG) agreed
that the threat facing the RVNAF at probable U. S. force levels
inL972 was serious and that certain measures should be taken
now "on an upgent basis" to further strengthen the South
Vietnamese.''Their forces had two main tasks: stopping an enemy
main force threat, and countering his infiltration of men and
supplies. For the South Vietnamese Air Force, this meant pro-
viding the ground forces with mobility and airlift, and developing
interdiction capabilities. Due to south vietnamts lack of roads
and other transportation facilities, and to the U. S. groundotBgtics
its forces had been trained in, the RVNAF|s dependence on air
support was very high. With many of the U. S. forces supplying
mobility, airlift and firepower now being withdrawn, it was very
necessary for the VNAF to acquire these capabilities as quickly
as possible.

Measures to Improve Mobility, Firepower ard Airlift

(Q Under President Nixonrs prodding, as noted above, the
VNAF acquired four helicopter squa.drons ahead of schedule, i. e. ,
Uy 4X 72 instead of FY 73, with two of them even activated during
1971.'"This added up to 16 helicopter squadrons as of 31 December
1971, and to a force of 500 UH-IH and 82 CH-47 helicopters. As
pointed out by Secretary Packard, this gave South Vietnam a
"tacticalrmobility significantly exceeding tfrat of the NVA/VC
force."lgln addition, the U. S. withdrawal plans provided for re-
taining maximum helicopter support as late as possible in the
cycle. Based at major U. S. army airfields, helicopter units
were to operate from forward bases to provide the required
support. 20 ( *

Ci fignter squadrons did mt expand in l9?1, primarily be-
cause of a shortage of combat-ready crews. The high priority
accorded helicopter pilot training in both 19?0 and 1971 had

ff{foftf? *
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VNAF Aircraft as of 31 December 1971

4L

Aircraft
UH- I
CH- 47
A-1
A- 37
F/RF - s
o-1
c -119
C-L23
AC - 119

On hand
31 Dec 70

262
16
61

100
z6

10s
16

0
0

On hand
31 Dec 7L

489
20
70

108
23

268
19
48
24

Net
Gain

227
4
9
8

-3
163

3
48
7,4

469
16
60
90
24

155
16
48
18

Authorized CRIMP
31 Dec 71 Authorization

500
32
96

L44
26

200
16
48
18

df

Comparisons of

Source: CINCPAC Connand History 1971 (TS) p 658

VNAF Force Readiness as of 31 December Each year

1968 1969 L970 I97L
Total pilots available
Nr aircraft on hand (a11 types)
Nr combat aircrews ready

861
361

NA

,065 1,645 2,57I
451 7 46 r,222
NA 558 984

Source: USN{ACV Comnand Hist 1977
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absorbed most available pilot trainees.2l Nevertheless, the
existing fighter force gained experience and matured in flying
hour management, as the percentage of vNAF attack sorties
increased in 1971. At the end of the year, the vNAF flew over
63% of the in-country combat sorties and Bg% of those in
cambodia. For the year as a whole, sorties had increased by
69.8%22 over calendar year 1g?0, &fld hours flown by b6%
(163' 000, flying hours were logged in the fourth quarter of the
year). zo In September the USAF transferred an AC-119G
Shadow gunship squadron to the VNAF and this gave them a
second gunship squadron. 2 4 Witn the acquisition of AC-llgs
instead of the AC-47s originally planned, a shorter training
time became possible, since the C-119G was already in
the VNAF inventory. 25

(C To support airlift requirements, transport squadrons
grew from two in 1970 to five in 1g?1. Three squadrons of
c-123s (48 aircraft) were introduced into the vNAF inventory,
and aII were operational by December 1g?1. Three C-11gs
were added to the 16 on hand at the beginning of the year. The
VNAF share of the total RVNAF airlift workload rose to B0%
during the course of the year, and in the passenger workload
to nearly 60T0. 26

Support Functions and Training

|l) a greatly accelerated turnover of support functions to
the VNAF--base defense, civil engineering, communications
and logi$ ics--also took place during Lg7l. By the end of the
year, the VNAF owned and was operating the Tactical Air
Navigation (TACAN) facilities at Binh Thuy, Ban Me Thuot,
Bien Hoa, Nha Trang, Pleiku, Da Nang, Chu Lai, and phu Cat.
The Direct Air Support Centers (DASC) at pleiku, Bien Hoa,
and DaNang passed to VNAF control by Novernber. On b
November, Tan Son Nhut became a VNAF-owned, operated and,
maintained facility, and in December, phu cat became the eighth
major air base facility to be turned over to the VNAF. 27

lD ttre assumption of all these support functions made great
demands on the VNAF training system. Agressive programs at
all in-country training facilities and on-the-job training were the
mainmeans for coping with the problem. The trend toward
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achieving independence from training programs in the United
States intensified as time became increasingly short for taking
over responsibility from U. S. forees. Even pilot training in
the United States tapered off. The USAF 14th Special Operations
Wing conducted in-country training for VNAF C-123 and AC-119
combat crews as well as C-7 training. These graduates in turn
trained as instructors and assisted in training succeeding VNAF
students. 2B

e) In sum, the VNAF did manage to accelerate their devel-
opment as the Administration desired, by activating squadrons
before the scheduled times, impossible as this at first seemed.
As Brigadier General Kendall S. Young, a member of the Air
Force Advisory Group in Vietnam at the time, said "We flgtfed
the program was so tight, a sneeze would blow it apart." zg
But the tight schedules were exceeded in almost every category,
and the VNAF achieved a 4OTo increase in the number of activated
squadrons and a comesponding increase in their share of the air
war in SEA. Still, serious gaps remained, if they were to take
over responsibility for the air role from U. S. forces. The two
major ones were in air defense and interdiction. Both tacitly
involved the powerful, sophisticated aircraft which the United
States had been using to perform these missions and which the
VNAF were denied. This basic factor was built-in dilemma in
trying to provide South Vietnam with a capability to take over
responsibility in the air.

Vietnamization of Air Defense

(U) If U. S. air power was to be reduced to any great degree,
the question of who would assume the air defense of Southeast
Asia had to be addressed. In tight of North Vietnamese Air Force
aggressiveness later in l9?1, this problem was to take on special
significance.

The USAF Air Defense Saper

C Already at the beginning of the year, the Air Staff was
working on a "SEA Air Defense Paper. t' On 23 February, Lt Gen
RusseII E. Dougherty, Deputy chief of staff, plans and operations,
sent the Chief of Staff a status report on it saying the paper not
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only discussed air defense problems and force options to
meet various threat levels, but also addressed some policy
issues that would have to be resolved. rHe acknowledged the
many unknowns and uncertainties in the matter, but thought
the paper would be tta useful starting point, and our objective
is to get us started,gn the road to having a_better view of
what must be done."ruAbout this same time, Admiral Moorer
asked the Joint staff for a thorough re-evaluation of the RVNAF
I&M program and requested preparation of a separate appendix
evaluating the air defense posture of svN ttto incrude "o*-3frdand control and early warning requirements after the U. S.
troop withdrawals have been completed. r' 31

lD On 2 April the Chief of Staff forwarded to JCS the
eompleted Air Force study (64 pages). One of its major con-
elusions was that current south vietnamese and rhai air defense
systems were incapable of sueeessfully defending northern RVN,
eastern Thailand, northern Cambodiar &rrd Laos against an all-
out air attack by North Vietnam, and could not be maintained
without U. S. logistical support for the foreseeable future. Some
type of U. S. presence and/or commitment was required as a
deteruent!' and an improved system was necessary to support the
planned RVN interdiction program and counter North Vietnamts
air support of their ground force operations. Effectiveness
could be improved by installing additional radars and improving
existing onesi increasing the number of interceptors to permit
defense-in-depth, dedicating a speeific number of aircraft to the
mission, and providing additional aircraft shelters and ground-
to-air weapons to reduce vulnerability in high threat areas.
Regardless of whether additional resources could be made avail-
able, the survivability of South Vietnam, T aos, Cambodiar &rrd
Thailand depended on their cooperation under a mutual security
amangement. The study recommended that the United States
actively sponsor sueh a security aryangement, and offered ten
specific operational proposals in line with its conclusions. 32 TJhe
JCS forwarded this study to CINCPAC on 30 April. 33

JCS and Field Views on SEA Air Defense

fl The field commanders, responding in mid-April to a
different guery, had said accelerated delivery of the planned
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F-5E air defense aircraft would improve the VNAF air
defense posture, but if present delivery dates remained in
effect, either the U. S. air defense capability would have
to remain in SEA or the United States would have to aceept
the risk that North Vietnam could launch an air assault.54
A JCS "RVN Assessment" study in mid-May maintained
that U. S. air defense missions would still be necessary in
FY 72 because of the VNAFts stage of development.35
CINCPACTs comments on the USAF air defense study later
that month said some order of priority ought to be estab-
lished, for example, provision of air defense interceptor
aircraft to Thailand should not be at the expense of eounter-
insurgency aircraft. CINCPAC also stressed the heavy addi-
tional financial burden involved in a common air defense sys-
tem as well as the unlikelihood of getting any mutual agree-
ment among the concerned. 36

Il tfre JCS concurred with the Air Force study and for-
warded it to Secretary Laird on 28 June, alrnost exactly as
written. JCS doubted that a regional security system could
be established without a U. S. military presence of short
or direct enemy threat, but nevertheless recommended
that negotiations be undertaken, in conjunction with the
S-tate Department and Country Teams. They conceded that ,vl
'rwithout adequate air defense, and RVNAF air interdiction
program in Laos or northeastern Cambodia could be rendered
impraetical by the intercept capability of North Vietnam over
these areas. " They also eited the matter of the eapability of
these countries to maintain and operate complex air and
ground equipment, despite U. S. efforts to provide a relatively
unsophisticated system. And finally, JCS recommended
that as long as U. S. aircraft supported the RVN effort, U. S.
air defense aircraft should be committed to SEA and defense
operating teams retained at key radar sites as determined
by CINCPAC. o 

'

Seeretary Lairdrs View

3 Seerutary Laird told JCS on 20 July that he was in
general agreement with their eonclusions, and in particular that
"undue sophistication should be avoided, and additional air defense

"ttcFI*_t!!.Hr
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improvements kept in perspective of overall requirements. t'

He thought bilateral relationships between South Vietnam and
Thailand should be improved as a way to a more effective air
defense effort, but saw no over-riding need for, or prospect
of, multilateral air defense agreements at this time. He said
that the U. S. air defense capability should be retained to pro-
vide protection for U. S. forces. Regional protection derived
therefrom was incidential to, rather than the reason for, such
a U. S. capability. He agreed that air defense would be im-
proved by augmenting present equipment' but recommended
taking advantage of resources already available, such as the
2, 600 50 caliber machine guns curuently authorized. Like-
wise, he felt that local warning and passive defense measures'
if effectively planned and executed, could probably do more to
counter the limited air threat than introduction of expensive
and complex systems beyond each countryts capability to
maintain and operate.3S In other words, as of 20 July, Secretdry
Laird did not appear overly concerned about an air threat from
North Vietnam.

Second Thoughts on SEA Air Defense

ll) In the Combined Interdiction Campaign Plan forwarded
to Secretary Laird on 23 August, the JCS noted that they had re-
viewed, but rejected, the possibility of increasing the VNAF airr
defense interceptor force. They had not considered this a
feasible or realistic option because of South Vietnamrs resource
austerity and the relatively low priority accorded to VNAF force
independently capable of countering a future MIG threat.39 tn
December, after the step-up in MIG activity, the Chiefs beeame
more concerned about an air defense capability for South Vietnam.
On 10 December' replying to Secretary Lairdrs urgent request
for action on providing STOL aircraft for a VNAF interdiction
capability, they deferred approval (see below p 65). But they
said they were considering other options" including accelerated
production of F-5E aircraft, which not only had a capability for
interdiction in a high threat environment, but would provide in-
creased air defense capability. They acknowledged that the cur-
rent increase in MIG activity and construction of MlG-capable air-
fields in souther4 North Vietnam posed an increased threat to
South Vietnam.
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And since air interdiction was dependent on air superiority,south vietnamrs capability to perform the air defense missionwould !6come increasingly important in the absence of u. s.rorces.^- on 30 December rg?1, secretary Laird approved theFY 73 proc'rement of the remaining 5? VNAF r-sn aircraftwhich had been programmed as an _Fy 1g?B buy for 29 aircraftand a FY 1974 buy of 28 aircraft. 4I

c nr sum' up untir the latter part of 19?r, the deficiencyin south vietnamts- air defense posture had been acknowledged,but only the u' s. Air Force hai suggested specific measuresto improve it. As North vietnamese air aggressiveness inten-sified in the last months of 19ZI however, this gap in VNAFcapabilities came sharpry into focus. The other major g;p'notedabove, south vietnamts rack of interdiction capabilities, hadby contrast been a major preoccupation of a[ Leherons through-out the year. The scope and intensity of these efforts weresuch that they merit a separate discussion, which immediatelyfollows.

fruf0ntFl'
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IV. - VIETNAMIZATION OF INTERDICTION

(U) h all past Vietnamization efforts' the question of
turning over: to south vietnam responsibility for interdiction
had been ignored or sidestepped. There had never been any

plan to give sor th vietnam the sophisticated aircraft the u. s.

used in this mission, and it was more or less assumed that

the U. S. would continue to perform it.

Secre Laird: Vietnamization Includes Interdiction

f) On 19 February l9?1 Secretary Laird jolted these

assumptions about interdiction when he firmly told the

service secretaries and the chairman of the JCS that trans-
feruing responsibility for all aspects of the war to South

Vietnam included interdiction. He said:

. . . We must not let semantic difficulties obscure the

fact that an interdiction capability can be Vietnamized'
In the broadest sense' optimum interdiction of enemy

supplies would occur if the North Vietnamese and their
suppliers were to bear the fulI expense and backbreaking
burden of moving materials to locations in or around

SVN only to havelhose supplies fall into the hands of'
andbeuseableby,theSouthVietnamese'Similarly'
optimum interdiction of enemy troop movements wouLd

take place only after the enemy had invested consider-
able time andLffort in moving those men southward. . .

My point is that acceptably effective interdiction
can occur very near or even at destination points'
Possible forrns of interdiction would include disruption
by ground and naval forces, capture of caches located

under stimulus of financial incentives, political press-
ures and' of course, air interdiction'

In other words, interdiction was not just a matter of bombing

outside the country as the U. S. had been doing--especially
along the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos--and as South Vietnam
did not have the capability to do. Secretary Laird was seeking

a way for south vietnam lo take over the interdiction function
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and therefore he was tailoring the mission to their capabilities.
He reqrn sted JCS's assessment of South Vietnamrs capability,
both now and after completion of the current I&M program, to
interdict North Vietnamrs infiltration. He also said he "would
be interested" in recommendations for improving South Vietnamr€
overall interdiction capabitities. 1

USAF and JCS Reaetions

C) The Seeretary of the Air Force replied on 16 April,
saying that the Air Force was continually seeking to provide an
improved VNAF interdiction capability. He reaffirmed an
earlier suggestion for replacing the AC-47 with the AC-119K
as the preferued gunship for the VNAtr', because there would be
less impact on VNAF manpower, training, maintenance, and
logistics requirements, and no major force structure change-
required. As for Secretary Lairdfs more general Vietnamization
objectives, he rra de thr:ee observations, The Air Force agreed
that we could not give the VNAF aII the capabilities U. S. forces
now had in SEA; in order to have a significant interdiction capa-
bility in the high threat are a of southern Laos, the VNAF would
require more modern and sophisticated aircraft; the current
VNAF I&M program had already been accelerated to about the
maximum feasible extent. 2

(C Secretary Laird had in the interim received from Dr.
Kissinger the Presidentrs request for additional strengthening of
South Vietnamese forces, (see p. 46).J In forwardlng to JCS
this new request, he reaffirmed his 19 February requirernents on
Vietnamizing interdiction, adding that he hoped this would in-
clude all aspects of interdiction, €.9., air, land, sea and even
political apploaches which might provide the goals soug[ t by
interdiction.^ A few days later Secretary Laird asked JCS to re-
assess U. S. military strategy in SEA. As one specific topic,
he asked them to consider "alternate ways to interdict enemy
materiel infiltration that RVN might adopt when the U.s. air
interdiction effort is reduced or eliminated. " 5

fl On 19 April the JCS replied to both of these memos.
They said the.current CRIMP had not been designed to provide the
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RVNAF with an out-of-country air interdiction capability, to
which the U. S. was devoting some two-thirds of its SEA
tactical air operations. The CRIMP was merely designed to
provide SVN by mid-19?3 with a capability to cope with a com-
bined VC/NVN threat and, to achieve this, certain U. S. out-
of-country and offshore tactical support would be required
beyond mid-19?3. while most missions would be transferred
to the South Vietnamese as U. S. forces redeployed, the
United States would retain and continue to provide such
missions as out-of-country interdictions, air defense, and
B-52 strikes. If the VNAF had to assume the responsibitity
of interdicting enemy lines of communication as U. S. air
operations in SEA declined, it would have to be modernized
with more sophisticated and less vulnerable aircraft--unless
the enemy AAA threat along these LOCs decreased signifi-
cantly. The VNAFTs capability to conduct Limited air inter-
diction operations outside the borders of SVN against low
threat areas could be improved by substituting aircraft with
greater capabilities for those currently programmed' for
example, AC-119Ks for AC-47s. The helicopter assets
planned for FY ?3 would give the RVNAF a modest capability
to conduct air mobile assault operations to interdict enemy
base areas and LOCs. The RVNAF|s special cross-border
capability, oriented primarily to intelligence collection' also
represented a limited interdiction capability in the form of
small-scale raids and ambushes. As for Secretary Lairdts
suggestion that effective interdiction could occur near'tistin-
ation points, the JCS flatly disagreed. They argued that
interdiction of vulnerable choke points in the infiltration
system was more productive, although they agreed that strikes
against other destination points should parallel the primary
effort. 6

A DOD View

(fl}.{ quite different view appeared in one of the reassess-
ment studies requested by Kissinger in April, a Department of
Defense evaluation of the RVNAF I&M program which Secretary
Laird forwarded to the President on 1B May. The study said in
part:
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Vietnamese forees need some reasonable capability
to impede the flow of men and material from North
Vietnam to forces in the south. We should not expect
the RVNAF to be able to stop the flow--indeed, the
large and costly U. S. effort was unable to do this or
even to reduce the amounts of supplies reaching the
south below the basic needs of the VC/NVA. But they
should be able to exact some price and complicate the
enemy's logistical efforts. . . Though the aerial bO?n-
bardment in the Lao panhandle has been a principal
feature of the U. S. interdiction effort, similar capa-
bilities in magnitude and sophistication cannot be dup-
licated even from the combined resources of all forces
in SEA, including Thailand, Laos and Cambodia. Our
approach, therefore, has been to analyze the entire
interdiction system and to maximize those capabilities
which are compatible with indigenous potential. . . .

with emphasis on those relatively inexpensive ground
and air systems and tactics which can be sustained by
SVN. Such systems and techniques exist but need eon-
tinued improvement and added impetus . . . .rr

The study said the VNAF would have a limited air interdic-
tion capability, composed of.25B A-1, A-37, and F-5 fighters
by FY ?3, and two gunship squadrons. Other studies were
continuing on alternate weapons systems of less sophistication
and cost like a "mini gunshiptt force. Since U. S. air inter-
diction must eventually phase out however, the South Viet-
namese would have to have a capability to interdiet men and
materiel further down the pipeline where targets became
more numerous and dispersed. A variety of teehniques
was under consideration for expediting reaction to intelli-
gence on infiltration, and improving cross-border re-
connaissance operations. The study also emphasized that
the most effective means of interdiction was to shut off the
flow at the source. The loss of Sihanoukville and the
Cambodian sanctuaries through political developments
was credited with doing more to degrade enemy capabilities
in southern RVN than the bombing campaign ever could have.
It recommended that continued efforts be made along such
lines, particularly in trying to diminish Hanoirs support by
Moscow and Peking.
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The interdiction of m€n and materiel was not exclusively a
function of the tonnage of bombs dropped, and as U. S. in-
volvement continued to wind down, other interdiction methods
had to be used to help keep the threat within South Vietnam
at manageable proportions. 7

Laird and Packard Intensify Vietnamization Efforts

(6 Whife these studies and replies to previous directives
filtered back up to the Secretary of Defense, the latter pre-
pared two new directives which left no room for doubt about
the intention to Vietnamize interdiction. The first was a 10

May_memo for the Serviee Secretaries and the Director of
the Defense Special Projects Group (D,SPG), signed by
Deputy Secretary of Defense Packard.8 The second, a week
later, was addressed to the Chairman of the JCS and signed
by Secretary Laird. 9 Both -urno"^.ontained the sentence:

It is apparent the highly sophisticated U. S. aerial
bombardment eapability cannot be duplicated in VNAF
just as it is apparent that the U. S. effort cannot be
continued indefinitely.

Both went on to say that more had to be done to improve indi-
genous capabilities with less sophistieated systems. As
Secretary Laird put it in his memo:

I have concluded therefore that greater emphasis must
be placed on the imaginative combination of tactics'
techniques and the technology to improve RVNAF inter-
diction capabilities at a level of sophistication below
B-52s and F-4s.

In his memo, Deputy Seeretary of Defense Packard listed
five projects he wanted assessed. First, he wanted the Secre-
tary of the Air Force, in conjunction with others, to investi-
gate the desirability of adding the CBU-55* weapon to the VNAF

* Cluster Bomb Unit.
containing three I30-lb
oxide.

fruel Air Explosive (FAE) munition
modules filled with 70 lbs of ethylene
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inventory because of its effectiveness against sheltered and
dug-in enemy personnel or against emplanted enemy mines.
Secondly, he asked the Secretary of the Air Force to make a
detailed investigation of the concept of providing the VNAF
with a ttmini-gunshiptt fleet to replace the U. S. AC-Ilg,
AC-130 and B-57G famity of aircraft used in Commando
Hunt operations. Third, he also asked the Seeretary of the
Air Force to investigate improved equipment to permit ex-
panded use of small airborne raiding parties against segments,
both personnel and materiel, of the Laoti;an infiltration
system. The fourth request asked the Director of DSpG, with
others, to evaluate the feasibility of developing a "strategic
read-out system" for the RVNAF to measure infiltration in-
put. The fifth project asked the Seeretary of the Army and
the Director of DSPG to appraise the RVNAF need for ad$.i1
tional border surveillance equipment. hr eaeh of these five-
studies, Secretary Packard ttearnestly requestedtt the Service
Secretaries to recognize the need for developing simple,
straightforward solutions, ttnot necessarily corsistent with
normal American military practice. tt

G) 56"retary Lairdls memo to the Chairman of the JCS
endorsed the five studies and said their results would be re-
femed to JCS for comment. Then he asked for JCS views on a
suggested program for RVNAF targeting of the enemy personnel
infiltration system, by either ground or air operations and using
cumently planned force levels. He further asked them to re-
commend changes in the Rules of Engagement that might facil-
itate such targeting, and to consider the desirability of a dedi-
cated force to exploit intelligence on the infiltration system.
He concluded by saying greater imagination and ingenuity was
essential in developing vietnamese solutions to the interdierfion
program. ]o

The Air Force Replies

(fi The Secretary of the Air Force replied to Deputy
Seeretary Packard on 10 June, forwarding the three studies the
latter had requested. The Secretary described all three as in-
cluding t'ongoing Air Force considerations to improve VNAF
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interdiction capabilities.rt He said he expected to discuss these
projeets with field commanders during his forthcoming trip to
SEA, and to proyide further comments and recommendations
upon his return.'tThe first study identified programs and actions
underway for providing the VNAF with the CBU-55 weapon. This
weapon would significantly increase the kill capability of VNAF
fixed-wing and helicopter units against concealed forces and
devices, and could be effective against AAA sites if the aircraft
could penetrate such defenses to deliver it. The second study
discussed special comrnunications and navigation equipment,
supplemented by sensors' to support airborne raiding parties
engaged in reconnaissance, ambush, and exploitation operations
to harass and disrupt enemy infiltration routes.

(G Tfre third study, on the mini-gunship, described a
method for increasing RVNAF self-sufficiency in firepower and
mobility through use of a large number of armed light STOL
aircraft. Prepared by the Air Staffts Assistant for Vietnamization'
Maj Gen Leslie W. Bray, Jr., it re-oriented interdiction efforts
from southern Laos to the contiguous border areas of South
Vietnam and Cambodia and aimed at developing an interdiction
capability in conjunctio n with small highly mobile ground teams
and use of unsophisticated sensors. * The study (named t'Credible

Crusadet') gave details on all the plaruring aspects and require*
ments for the mini-gunship program. The generally positive
approach of this study suffered somewhat from the inclusion of
an Intelligence Annex which painted a very dark picture of pros-
pects for a VNAF interdiction capability. **

JCS Replies

(lll On the same date, I0 June, the JCS answered Secretary
Lairdts 12 April request for a reassessment of SEA military
strategy, including alternate South Vietnamese interdiction

@uch a VNAF interdiction role was dis-
cussed by the Deputy Director of Defense Research and Engin-
eering (DDR&E) Leonard Sullivan Jr., in a 14 April memo to
Gen. Bray on proposed RVNAF interdiction alternatives.
** See Appendix 1 for a full account of efforts to develop the
mini-gunship program.
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options after the United States air interdiction effort was
reduced or eliminated. They offered three strategy options,
which "differed primarily in the leve1 and scope of the inter-
diction envisioned, t' and which stipulated that continued
effective air interdiction by U. S. forces was essential
under any of the three.l2Firre days Iater, the JCS answered
Secretary Lairdts memo which had enjoined more imagin-
ation in developing Vietnamese interdiction solutions. They
approved putting more emphasis on targeting the personnel
infiltration system; this could be done by integrating sensor
reports and reconnaissance sightings, with timely processing.
They recommended significant changes in the Rules of En-
gagement, i. e. , relaxation of restrictions, to improve cross-
border operations. They did not approve setting up a RVNAF
force dedicated solely to infiltration interdiction, nor creating
a single command to handle such activities, but recommended
a strong, centralized planning element under the South Viet-
namese Joint General Staff (JGS). The JCS also attached an
important caveat: all these improvements were feasible,
"given JGS willingness to commit forces of sufficient magni-
tude against infiltration targets. " In addition, a 9-page \
appendix (on which JCS said they had based their conclusions,
gave a formidable picture of what the South Vietnamese would
be up against. Tkre enemy, the appendix claimed' knew the
importance of his line of communication in the Lao panhandle
and had stationed some 60-B0,000 men there. Within the past
year he had increased the number of personnel manning it by
half and deployed 20 SAMs and some AAA battalions to
secure it. Some twenty tactical battalions with an unknown
number of tanks protected the line in southern Laos, and 254
MIGs could operate over the entire panhandle from secure
bases in North Vietnam.

(ff) There had been a drastic reduction of gr.ound intelli-
gence collection along the trail since U. S. cross-bordef opera-
tions into Cambodia and Laos had terminated. The current 117

U. S. reconnaissance teams were scheduled to reduce to 30 by
FY 73, and if SVN continued these operations on its own, the
risks would increase and the results decrease. There was no
existing U. S. intelligence system that could be provided to the
RVNAF that would reliably locate infiltrating personnel. In all
areas, the RVNAF would be working with a much smaller




