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PREFACE

Lamson 719 was an important battle. It was the last major allied
offensive in which American forces were directly involved. It was a
dramatic test of South Vietnam's military capability and the Vietnami-
zation program. Like many of the earlier allied offensives, the 1971
Vietnamese incursion into Laos did not achieve all of its stated or
implied objectives. However, unlike previous campaigns, this operation
received only superficial treatment among secondary accounts. Part of
the reason was the inaccessibility of various classified documents, many
of which have just been declassified. Then too, Lamson 719 was a rela-
tively recent operation and was overshadowed by more dramatic events--
particularly, the Cambodian invasion in 1970 and the Communist spring
offensive in 1972. This paper will focus on this operation in which the
United States Armed Forces played a secondary role.

In some of the footnotes, the page citations from several of the
military documents will appear to be quite confusing. Regrettably, near-
ly every document used its own individual coding system. Hence, for the
Final Report of the 10lst Airborne Division, a citation such as II, IV
194 means page 194 of enclosure IV in volume II. In another document,
4B2 is page 2 of tab B in the fourth enclosure of the parent document.

As confusing as it may seem, that is how the pages were numbered. Still,

it proved to be the easiest way to note a specific reference.



CHAPTER I
THE OBJECTIVE

I

North Vietnamese interest in the Kingdom of Laos dated back to the
first Indochina War.l By the time of the 1954 Geneva Conference, the
indigenous Communists known as the Pathet Lao and Viet Minh held firm
control over two of the sixteen Laotian provinces; both bordered on North
Vietnam. Both Communist factions sought to overthrow the royalist-
neutralist government. Although North Vietnamese advisors continued to
work with the Pathet Lao, Hanoi's immediate objective was to keep Laos
neutral. A pro-Communist Laos might have encouraged Thailand, the United
States, and the Republic of Vietnam to intervene, while an anti-Communist
Laotian government might have challenged North Vietnam's position in the
border provinces and southern Laos. Apparently, as early as May 1959,
North Vietnam had selected the Laotian panhandle as an invasion route
into South Vietnam.

There were two major infiltration routes into South Vietnam: one
through the Laotian panhandle, and the other through the Cambodian sea-
port of Sihanoukville. Because greater quantities of equipment could be

shipped safely through Sihanoukville, it became the busier of the two

lDien Bien Phu lies astride a major invasion route into Laos. One
of the reasons that French forces occupied this area in 1954 was to pro-
tect Laos from another attack by the Viet Minh. Bernard F. Fall, Anatomy
of a Crisis: The Laotian Crisis of 1960-61, ed. Roger M. Smith (New York,

1969), pp. 52-53.




infiltration routes during the latter half of the 1960's. Laos, however

was still used for the movement of troop replacements and light equip-
ment.

When Prince Norodom Sihanouk was overthrown in March 1970 and re-
placed by an anti-Communist regime, North Vietnam lost its Cambodian sea-
port. Two months later, the Communists suffered another reversal when a
combined United States - Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) offensive
destroyed several major supply depots inside Cambodia. These two set-
backs made the Laotian panhandle particularly important to the North
Vietnamese Army (NVA) operating in South Vietnam. It was the only re-
maining avenue for supplies and reinforcements coming from the North.

The Laotian government controlled a thin strip of land along the
Mekong River that formed the border between Thailand and Laos in the
southern panhandle. Although some parts of this region were not domina-
ted by either the neutralists of the Communists, the eastern half of
southern Laos was firmly held by the NVA and their Pathet Lao allies.3
It was through this area that an extensive transportation and communica-
tions network, known as the Ho Chi Minh trail, continued to supply and
reinforce the Communists insurgency in Cambodia and South Vietnam.

The "Traii," as it became known, was a twelve thousand mile inter-
lacing transportation system including narrow dirt roads, rivers, peril-

ous mountain trails, and the larger, more easily defined road

2Arthur Dommen, Conflict in Laos: The Politics of Neutralization
(New York, 1964), pp. 254-255.

3Christian Science Monitor, 6 February 1971, p. 5
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structures which flowed down the eastern side of Laos.” The trail

didn't simply work its way down through Vietnam. It left North Vietnam

and entered Laos. Driving south and west, it drifted to the Plains Des

Jarres as well as down into Cambodia through Southern Laos.
The Ho Chi Minh trail was a unique logistics complex_s it

height of its development, it consisted of narrow, winding footpaths

that seemed to lead nowhere and two-lane dirt roads carefully cut
through mountainous terrain and thick vegetation. Trails that

passed through small clearings were covered by a trellis with live
vegetation placed over it to conceal the road from aerial observation.
After the United States began bombing the panhandle in 1964, bridges
that once had crossed a river were rebuilt below the water line, thus
hiding them from Air Force reconnaissance photos.

Along the major roads, small reinforced bunkers provided shelter
for the truck drivers during an air raid. Supplies were stored as much
as two miles away from principal thoroughfares. Sometimes other supplies
were placed inside airtight drums and floated down river to be picked
up by another transportation unit. Pipelines, carefully concealed and
often buried, stretched from the North Vietnamese border to South Viet-

nam to keep the trucks on the trail, and later the tanks in the field,

adequately fueled.6

4Richard S. Drury, My Secret War, (Fallbrook, Ca., 1979), pp. 19-20.

ed., The Air War in Indochina

5Ralphael Littauer and Norman Uphoff,
(Boston, 1972), p. 71.

The United States Air Force in Southeast Asia,
P 116-119.

6Carl Berger, ed.,
1961-1973 (Washington, 1973), P

. ———————————————




I
The Communists reduced the effectiveness of the Air Force inter-

diction campaign by creating dummy supply depots and establishing several

anti-aircraft positions to defend the entire trail complex. Parallel

roads gave the enemy the ability to continue moving troops and equipment
south if one road or a portion of it was destroyed by bombing. New roads
were always under construction to replace the ones which had been or soon
would be destroyed. And finally, nearly all movement along the Ho Chi
Minh trail was done at night,

The North Vietnamese were concerned about the vulnerability of
their Laotian sanctuary. Although the Royal Lao Government had never
offered any serious challenge to NVA control of the Ho Chi Minh trail,
several special South Vietnamese and American units had successfully
threatened isolated areas near the Laotian-Vietnamese border. Beginning
in 1964, six-man reconnaissance teams from the Army of the Republic of
Vietnam occasionally would parachute into Laos to observe and harass the
NVA. These missions usually failed. By the following year, specially
trained nine-man teams--three Americans and six Vietnamese--operated
in the Laotian panhandle for brief periods of time.7 They destroyed

isolated supply depots, mined roads, seized prisoners, and directed air

strikes against enemy installations. These small unit raids probably

forced the North Vietnamese to leave additional troops in Laos in order

to defend their lines of communication.

The clandestine operations in southern Laos were safe and relatively

7Willian C Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (Garden City, 1976),

pp. 107, 109.




inexpensive exercises,

With j
Just a few well-trained soldiers, thousands

3 emy troops i . 2
of enem Ops were tied down ipn Providing security for the area and

: ware '
its facilities. But these Operations never stopped the increasing flow

of men and material moving through the Laotian panhandle to the battle-

fields in Cambodia and South Vietnam. Accordingly, American officials

considered more definitive means of terminating enemy infiltration

through Laos.

Exrly in 1964, a special advisory staff under President Lyndon
Johnson proposed using the South Vietnamese Army to attack the Ho Chi
Minh trail in Laos,8 but the first complete plans for such an operation
developed under the direction of William C. Westmoreland, then the Com-
mander of United States Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV).
From 1566 to 1968, three different plans were considered for an allied
offensive into southern Laos. The first plan was the most ambitious.

It called for one U.S. division to be airlifted by helicopter into the
central plateau of the Laotian panhandle. Another American division
would attack west from Khe Sanh along Route 9 and seize the transporta-
tion center of Tchepone. While these two thrusts were taking place, an
American division and an ARVN division would push through the A Shau Val-
ley and hit the Ho Chi Minh trail from the southeast. The second plan
called for two American divisions and one ARVN division to strike west
from Khe Sanh, while a Thai or Laotian division attacked from the Mekong

River region. All four divisions would converge on Tchepone. T frauEed

Kendrick, The Wound Within: America in the Vietnam Years,
)

8Alexander
1945-1974 (Boston, 1974), p. 172.



final ¢ 2
and final proposal envisioned employing only four brigades of infantry.

Again, the attack would be launched from Khe Sanh and the A Shau Valley

with Tchepone as the immediate objective 9

The i
se plans, however, were never implemented. The first proposal,

developed in 1966, required a corps-size force that could not be spared

at that time. The third scheme called for a reduced number of troops,

but no commensurate reduction in objectives. The second plan was feasi-

ble and strongly supported by South Vietnamese and American military
planners. But Laotian neutrality, political discontent in the United
States, and increasing enemy pressure in South Vietnam prevented the
Johnson administration from approving any of the proposed operations.10
Nonetheless, Westmoreland never lost hope for a cross-border attack
into Laos. Indeed one of the reasons why the Americans maintained a
fire support base (FSB) at Khe Sanh was in anticipation of using the
facility as "an eventual jump-off point for ground operations to cut the
Ho Chi Minh trail.”11 During the closing phase of the 1968 Tet Offen-
sive, General Westmoreland renewed his efforts to gain permission to
launch a "win-the-war" campaign, which included among other things, an

allied offensive into Laos. Burdened by domestic pressures and fearing

an expansion of the war, president Johnson refused to grant the General's

12
Tequest.

9Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports, Ppp. 271-272.

1OWestmoreland, A Soldier Reports, p. 148.

p- 336.

11Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports,
12Frances Fitzgerald, Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and_the

. 398.
Americans in Vietnam (Boston, 1972), P
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America
"% Proposals to cut the Ho Chi Minh trajl symbolized the

conduct of the Vi

iet |
nam War from at least 1965 through 1968. The conflict

had become Americanized. Planned offensives into Laos called for Ameri-
can units to spearhead the attack, with an ARWN division tagging along

for support. The Americans conceived the operation and identified the

objectives, not the South Vietnamese. Moreover, Americans monitored

enemy traffic in the panhandle and employed sophisticated weapons to

reduce that traffic. The South Vietnamese contributed little to these
activities.

Certainly, part of the reason for the Americanization of the war
was the inability of the South Vietnamese to cope simultaneously with
all of their problems. Wracked by internal dissension, political cor-
ruption, a growing guerilla war at home, poor training, and inadequate
equipment, ARVN units could barely hold their own even when fighting
alongside U.S. forces.13 Accordingly, in March 1968, President Johnson
directed General Westmoreland to 'Vietnamize" the conflict. South Viet-
namese armed forces received new and better weapons, more training, and
increased unit strength through a general mobilization of the country's
p0pulation.14 In turn, the South Vietnamese were expected to assume a

greater share of the fighting. By the following year, Vietnamization

and a gradual American disengagement became the official policy of the

n the 1960's are summarized in U.S.G. Sharp

13
g s 1d Report on_the War in Vietnam (Washington,

and William C. Westmorelan
1968) , pp. 83-86, 211.

-166.
14Geurnter Lewy, America in Vietnam (New York, 1978), pp. 164-1




new Nixon administration,

The Vietnamizati .
ion of the war in Southeast Asia formed the corner-

stone for the success or failure of tpe Nixon Doctrine Th d
‘ e spee

with which the United States could withdraw from South Vietnam, and thus
fully implement the Doctrine, depended on the ability of the Republic of
Vietnam's Armed Forces (RVNAF) to replace their American counterparts.

By early 1971, the Vietnamization program was the dominant consideration

among soldiers and politicians alike, and Washington was eager to pro-

claim its success.

Troop withdrawals, begun in June 1969, gradually increased so that
by May 1971, projected American forces in Vietnam would be almost half
of what they had been two years earlier. The reduced combat role also
marked a decline in American casualties. The countryside was more secure
and ARWN forces were on the offensive in all four corps tactical zones.
When an anti-Communist coup replaced Prince Sihanouk of Cambodian in
March 1970, the North Vietnamese suffered a serious setback that was
aggravated later by the U.S.-ARVN Cambodian invasion that spring.16 In
that operation, RVNAF demonstrated its newly acquired offensive capabil-
ities. By all outward appearances, the Vietnamization program was working.

In December 1970, the U.S. Commander in Chief, Pacific, Admiral John

S. McCain, Jr., was ordered by President Nixon to ask General Abrams,

. 't
Commander of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), to submit a

ine i ia," Current
"The Nixon Doctrine 1I Southeast Asia,

15 .
Richard Butwell, pp. 321-326, 366-367.

History, LXI (December 1971),

16 167-177.

Lewy, America in Vietnam, PP-
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adviser, Dr. Henry Kissinger, had previously emphasized to the U.S.

Joint Chiefs of Staff the need to step up Vietnamization 17

By January 1971, the South Vietnamese leader Nguyen Van Thieu had

agreed to invade the Laotian panhandle. Thieu selected the commander of

the ARWN's I Corps, Lieutenant General Hoang Xuan Lam, to direct invas-
ion planning, authorizing him to utilize the nation's general reserve,
the elite Airborne Division and Marine Brigade, and a Ranger Group of
three battalions.

As the final objective for Lam's operation, Thieu designated the
town of Tchepone, about 22 miles (35 km) inside Laos, where Route 9
intersected the Ho Chi Minh trail. Thieu believed that the seizure of
Tchepone would cut the Ho Chi Minh trail and thus disrupt the enemy's
wet-season offensive. General Lam planned to advance toward Tchepone
along three axes: the lst Armored Brigade was to move westward on Route
9; the Airborne and Ranger battalions were to move by helicopter along
the hilltops north of Route 9; the lst Infantry Division was to be heli-
lifted along the escarpment--some 1,000 feet (300m) high--south of
parallel to the south side of Route 9. The Ma-

Xepon, a river flowing

rines would form a reserve force.

. 190.
17R3y Bonds, The Vietnam War, (New York, 1980), P

ISBonds, The Vietnam War, P. 191
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IV
Named afte i i
r a Vietnamese victory over the Chinese in 1427, "Opera-
) ams - " 3
tion Lamson 719" (the American part of the operation was designated

"Dewey Canyon II'") comprised four phases.19 Beginning on January 30

ARVN and U.S. forces would clear Communist ambush sites and mines on

Route 9, from central Quang Tri province to the Laotian border, so that
South Vietnamese ground forces could concentrate near the former combat
base of Khe Sanh in northwest Quang Tri province. In Phase II, begin-
ning on 8 February 16,000 South Vietnamese would advance in tanks,
armored personnel carriers, and helicopters to Tchepone. For the next
two days--the consolidation phase--Lam's men would consolidate against
counterattack and destroy all enemy supply dumps in the Tchepone area.
The withdrawal phase would begin on 10 March or later, depending on the
strength of enemy resistance.

During the planning of Lamson 719, Lieutenant General James W.
Sutherland, commanding XXIV Corps--the largest U.S. military formation
in the South Vietnamese I Corps tactical area--was ordered by General
Abrams to assist General Lam. Sutherland committed several units to the
operation; XXIV Corps Headquarters contributed an artillery group, an
ombat aviation battalion, and a military police bat-

engineer group, a C

talion; the 101st Airborne Division (Airmobile) provided two brigades of

airborne infantry, three battalions of divisional artillery, and a combat

1901 jke all American military code names, the designation has no

i i Operation Dewey Canyon,
ignifics for the first action, Ope
g g o ins d by the wet weather in that area of

lled by whoever first wrote it down."

is believed to have been 1nspire
South Vietnam, with 'dewy' m1SSpe 4
New York Times, 6 February 1971, p. *-
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aviation group, the 1st Brigade of the
Sth U.S I Ty ivisi

(Mechanized) and the 11th Brigade of the 23rd y s Infantry Divisi
Sy 1510n

(Americal) also participated. The total American force numbered 10,000

men, 2,000 fixed-wing aircraft, and 600 helicopters--but only the air-

craft were to cross the border in close support of the South Vietnamese 20
e had i : .
There had been increasing speculation outside Vietnam that there

would be a ground offensive against the Ho Chi Minh trail and the Com-

munist sanctuaries in southern Laos. A number of factors indicated that

it was imminent. With the start of the new year, tactical air strikes

were diverted from other areas in Indochina and directed along the Ho
Chi Minh trail.21 Within two weeks, these air raids destroyed over 1,000
North Vietnamese trucks in the Laotian panhandle.22 This was nearly
three times the number of enemy vehicles normally destroyed in a two-week
period during the dry season.23

Still, this subtle change of tactics probably would have gone un-
noticed had it not been for the rapid succession of events during the
last three days of January. On the 29th, the President of the Republic

of Vietnam, Nguyen Van Thieu, met with U.S. Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker

20Bonds, ne Vietnam War, p. 194.

)

-

1See for instance: ”Operation Steel Tiger," ﬁEﬂEEEEE' LXXVII (18

January, 1971), p. 25.

22 18 January 1971, p. 6.

Christian Science Monitor,

from source to SOUTCE, but the most manage-

i 1
i w York Times, 22 February 197 ,
D ehiclés were destroyed in

23Precise figures vary
able statistics can be foun
p. 12. The Times reported that 7,000 enemy v hat tine was 2,000 more
Laos during the 1970-71 dry season, which at tha
than the year before.



13

and General Creighton W, Abrams, the MACV Commander That d
. at same day,

a news embargo was i oy
a g imposed on a]] military operations and movements

-
t‘.'n v’lacs 3 ‘\ .44
aking 7| e in MRI In a press conference, also on the 29th. Secre-

. te Willi
tary of State William P. Rogers Suggested that the United States might

support an ARVN attack into Laos.25 Two days later, the New York Times

printed a front-page article in which the Premjer of Laos, Prince Sou-

vanna Phouma, indicated that he expected the North Vietnamese to launch
a new offensive against the Royal Laotian Army.26

Even with the news embargo, the American Public--and for that mat-
ter, the entire world--received almost daily alerts of an impending South
Vietnamese invasion of Laos. The Japanese Kyodo news agency, quoting
"reliable sources," reported that several thousand ARVN paratroopers had
struck deep inside southern Laos.2’ Ellsworth Bunker flew to Washing-
ton on 1 February28 and the press openly speculated when the invasion

might take place.29 Even the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese anti-

cipated an offensive into Laos30  In what was probably just a small

24The instructions given to correspondents concerning the news
embargo were printed in the New York Times, 5 February 1971, p. 10.

25New York Times, 30 January 1971, p. 4.

26New York Times, 31 January 1971, p. 1.

27105 Angeles Times, 2 February 1971, p. 1.

28The New York Times considered this, as well as previous high-

. ; i indication that
level meetings in Saigon and Washington, an 1mpor§a2§t122;§idered -
something was afoot. Of course, these events wer o o ew York Times,
nificant until after the incursion into Laos began; see: !

9 February 1971, p. 16.

A O
2% ew York Times, 1 February 1971, p

30y, 7> February 1971, P- 8.

Mew York Times,
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”nit ifﬂ]ld l(ko““ai ssance Ol lhe area th p th d]
’ .te y

announced that South Vietnamese troops had invaded the Laoti
aotian pan-

handle and penetrated as far as Tchepone. South Vietnam, however, d
5 N ver, de-

nied that any of its soldiers had entered Laos.S! 1In an attempt to

dispel these rumors, the South Vietnamese government announced that no
nlarge-scale operations into Laos'" were scheduled for the immediate
3 J

S . 5§
future. After nearly a week of inactivity and misinformation, the

press accepted the announcement at face value.33 Then, on 8 February,
elements of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam crossed the internation-

al border to initiate Operation Lamson 719.

31New York Times, 7 February 1971, p. 14.

32Christian Science Monitor, 6 February 1971, p. 1.

33L0s Angeles Times, 7 Febfuary 1971, p. 1.
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CHAPTER 17

THE INCURSION

Two significant factors were to make Lamson 719 different from

previous operations. For the first time since 1965 there was to be no

thought of assistance from American combat troops; U.S. units were for-
bidden to enter Laos, meaning General Lam's ARVN forces would be com-
pletely on their own once they stepped beyond the border. Perhaps even
more noteworthy, neither could advisors accompany their counterparts.
Not in a decade had South Vietnamese units gone into battle without
American advisors. This was a big step in the weaning process of Viet-
namization. American helicopters and tactical air would work in Laotian
skies, and U.S. artillery would assist for as far as it could reach from

fire bases along the border, but, on the ground, it would be entirely

up to ARVN,
On the other side, put on guard by the Allied incursions into Cam-

bodia, the NVA was ready. The North Vietnamese government had over twenty

thousand men in the area, including thirteen thousand first line combat

troops. Ammunition was pre-stocked, defensive positions were set,

Counterattack plans had been completed and released, high speed routes

. . 3 1
into the area had been improved, anti-aircraft defenses were heavily

There would be no running

bolstered. Base Area 604 would be defended.

away as there had been in Cambodia.
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The Lamson operati
perational ares eéxtended for some 22 miles (35 km) from

east to west

, and about ;
19 miles (30 km) from north to south. Much of

copter operations. During the i
g northeast monsoon period, rain, fog,

haze, and low cloud cover prevailed, forcing pilots providing air sup-

port to ground missions to fly very low. Anticipating this, the North

Vietnamese had sited anti-aircraft batteries in those valleys where such

aircraft were most likely to be operational.l

The airmobile operations of Lamson 719 were spread through three
areas: the coastal base camps where most of the helicopters were kept
at night; the forward staging area at Khe Sanh, where only a few heli-
copters remained overnight; and the operational area over Laos. Weather
conditions at any one or all three locations could have a major effect
on helicopter support. The right combination of weather conditions had
to exist before helicopters could take off from the coastal base, land

at Khe Sanh to refuel and be briefed for missions, and fly into the

operational area over Laos.

Early morning fog, rain and cloud cover, sometimes delayed air-

mobile operations until late morning or early afternoon. Rarely did

weather conditions preclude operations all day throughout the operation-

i ilings
al area. On occasion, airmobile operations Were conducted under ceiling

i ir support.
and weather conditions that precluded employment of tactical air supp

1Bonds, The Vietnam War, P 192.
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Besides the

T t servi ;
eGSR vice force of engineers, transportation, and anti-aircraft

troops, the NVA forces included elements of five divisions, twelve in-

fantry Tegiments, a tank regiment, an artillery regiment, and nineteen

anti-aircraft battalions. Each of the divisions had previously fought

in South Vietnam and most of the enemy had taken part in the large-
scale operations around Khe Sanh and Hue in 1967 and 1968.

The major ARVN forces assigned to Lamson 791 were the st Infantry
Division, lst Airborne Division, the Marine Division, three battalions
of Rangers and the 1st Armored Brigade with three cavalry squadrons.
The U.S. elements operating in direct support of the ARVN troops inside
Laos consisted of the 2nd Squadron, 17 Cavalry with four Air Cavalry
troops, the 101st Aviation Group, with a number of aviation units under

their operational control from the lst Aviation Brigade, and one squad-

X 3
ron of Marine medium transport helicopters.

The tactical concept for Lamson 719 envisioned the Airborne Divi-

» 3 -~ b
sion, with the lst Armored Brigade attached, making the main attack by

: . i, and then
air assault and overland movement astride Highway 9 to Aluoi,

1961-1971 (Washington, 1971), p. 238.

2John J. Tolson, Airmobility 179°-"2"—

Molson, Airmobility, p. 240
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sroceeding in subsequent attacks
: to Tchepone, Highway 9 was to be

opcncd as the main supply route.

The 1st Infantry Divison, according

concept
to the concept, was to attack On a paralle] axis to the main att k
ac

the high
e high ground south the Ye Pon River and protect the left flank

5 Airh e
of the Airborne Division, The Ranger group would establish a fire base,

near the Laotian border north of Tabat, and protect the right flank of

the Airborne Divison. A Marine brigade was to be the reserve in the
vicinity of Khe Sanh.

From the start, however, there were clear indications that this

woull be a difficult exercise. The terrain hampered offensive opera-
tions; only one heavily-mined dirt road led directly to Tchepone, and it
ran through a deep valley surrounded by a double canopied jungle. There
were very few naturally cleared areas in which helicopters could land.

To remedy this situation, Air Force aircraft frequently created suitable
landing zones in the midst of the forest by dropping 15,000 pound bombs .4
Generally, high ground ran in a north-south direction, as did many of

the footpaths and roads that formed part of the trail complex. Thus,
while ARVN units were crashing through the jungle en route to Tchepone,

the NVA could still maneuver with relative ease along their trail net-

work--unless that trail was physically blocked or occupied by an ARVN

unit.5

After the first day of the operation, the ORI EORENESE NS

: irlifted
had barely penetrated beyond the border. Helicopters had airlifte

i i P I 8-10.
101st Airborne Division, Final Report, I,

4Headquarters, L
101st Airborne nivision, Final Report, 11 , 7-8.

S :
"Headquarters,
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these landing zones,
By sunset,

i i , was
barely nine kilometers insi 6
side Laos,

lowi :
The following day, inclement weather cancelled all airlifts in the
area, and the 1st ARVN Armored Brigade crept forward another two kil-

7
ometers. On 10 February, the weather cleared and an Airborne battalion

was inserted into Objective Aluoi. The tanks, trucks and armored per

sonnel carriers moving down Route 9 linked up with the Airborne forces

that afternoon.8

Aluoi would be the farthest westward advance for the
South Vietnamese armor.

Events now began to develop at a more rapid pace. While the air-
borne forces moved to secure Aluoi, an ARVN infantry battalion made a
combat assault into LZ Delta, five miles southwest of FSB Hotel.? Allied
intelligence indicated that elements of the North Vietnamese Army were
moving into the Laotian panhandle from positions in Cambodia, northern
Laos, North Vietnam, and the A Shau Valley of South Vietnam. One NVA

regiment moved south from the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) in an apparent

attempt to isolate ARVN forces that had already entered Laos.10 To

i iati ion Lamson
01st Airborne Aviation Group, Opgrat1on
: 1971 (Republic of Vietnam, 1971), 1;

101st Aviation Group, Operation Lamson

6Headquarters,
719: February 8, 1971 to March 25,
hereinafter cited as Headquarters,
719

i 240-241.
7John J. Tolson, Airmobility 1961-1971 (Washington, 1973), 240-241

*Tolson, Airmobility, 241.

i on 719, 2.
9Headquarters, 101st Avaition Group, Operation Lams
son 719, 3.

p i m
st Aviation Group, Operation La

Ir'V'Headquarters, 101
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X this é 3 VN
counter threat, the 39th ap N Ranger Batta);
On was inserted into

Lz Ranger North. During the following week
eek,

the South Vietnamese estab-

lished positions at Objectives D
On, Hotel 2, pelta 1
’ » and Grass. They

that United States military personnel were aiding the South Vietnamese
in Laos. Some American soldiers indicated that they had fought pitched
battles inside Laos. Two network reporters claimed that they had seen
Special Forces officers, some dressed in ARVN uniforms, working with
the South Vietnamese, and that U.S. helicopter pilots would substanti-
ate these claims. Other press reports suggested that Americans definite-
ly were operating in Laos, but only to gather intelligence in support
of the South Vietnamese and to assist in the evacuation of downed heli-
copters and crews.l2

The military response to these accusations was confused. Initially,
the American military command insisted that no U.S. troops had set foot

in Laos.13 Local commanders, however, admitted that some American

soldiers had entered the panhandle to rescue pilots and retrieve their

aircraft. By the end of the month, that became the "official" re-

14

sponse. Though technically illegal, it is probably that this was the

o : I, A 17-21.
jeadquarters, 101st Airborne Division, Final Report, I

ration Lamson 719, p. 2.

12Headquarters, 101st Aviation Group, Ope

Operation Lamson 719, pp 2-5.

13Headquarter5, 101st Aviation Group,

, , 1971, p- 14
1405 Angeles Times, 11 February P
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eager-to-be-interviewed soldjers, 15

idea that i
The i at Special Forces (SF) troops were operating inside Laos

was not new. Throughout the 1960's, these elite soldiers worked with

the Central Intelligence Agency in Laos to organize a counter-insurgency

movement against the Pathet Lao and NVA. In fact, during the Laotian

incursion, some of these friendly guerilla forces helped interdict Com-
munist traffic west of Tchepone along the Ho Chi Minh trail. There

was, however, no firm evidence proving that SF units or individuals were
joined with the South Vietnamese in Laos.

As the incursion neared the end of its second week, the public re-
ceived the first complete and relatively accurate casualty reports.
After twelve days of Operation Lamson 719, the South Vietnamese Army
had lost two helicopters and suffered 691 killed and wounded in action.
American units supporting the Vietnamese had twenty helicopters shot

down and fifty-four casualties, nine of which were missing in action.

ARVN troops had unearthed several small supply caches inside Laos, which

resulted in the seizure of 111 crew served weapons, 759 individual

weapons, 400 bicycles, one field radio, and 500 dwellings. Seventy-eight

yed (probably by air strikes), 690 NVA soldiers

4,10

tanks were reported destro

were killed and eight more were capture

: i n, but it
NVA resistance had been building since the operation bega

o L
15165 Angeles Times, 27 February 1971 P

v D
16155 Angeles Times, 17 February ks b



was too weak to stop the

By the end of the
second week, however,

the ene
my slowed the South Vietnamese advance.

And now, aided by deteriorating weather and more man
power,

the Commun-
ists launched their counterattack .

LZ Ranger North was surroundeq. After 18 February, ground fire

became so intense that no helicopters could land to deliver supplies or

evacuate the wounded. An attempt to rescue an American soldier shot down

earlier in the battle failed; perhaps indicative of the desperate situ-
ation was the awarding of twelve decorations for valor to the pilots
and crew that tried.l” Low ceilings prevented the use of tactical air
strikes to disperse the enemy. An armored task force left Aluoi to re-
lieve the beleaguered Rangers, but arrived too late. With overwhelming
numbers of troops and the use of heavy artillery, the NVA overran LZ
Ranger North on the evening of 20 February.18

The South Vietnamese government was surprisingly candid when it
announced that the 39th Ranger Battalion had '"no more combat capabil-
ity."19 The survivors of the battle, perhaps half of the 45-man battal-

ion, infiltrated through the jungle to LZ Ranger South, where there were

X s 20
strong indications that a similar fate awaited that position.

LZ 31 and LZ Ranger South were the next two targets for the Com-

aCk. actl\—a 1T )

i i O
101st Aviation Group, Operation Lamson 719, p

l-/"r!eadquarters,

1SHeadquarters,

1olonel Hien (ARVN Spokesman),
February 1971, p. 7.

i p I1I p« 2.
101st Airborne Division, Final Report, II, )

quoted in the New York Times, 23

igtion Group Operation Lamson 719, p. 5
iatl , Op

5
"UHeadquarters, 101st Av
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avy artillery kept
Leav: Pt the enemy frop massing sufficient f
orces to seize

+hese two positions
the [ before Ranger North fell, but it became i
€ 1ncreasingly
i£ficult to resu
diff PPly the rangers ang Paratroopers and simultaneously

racuate their wou
svat nded. On the day that the survivors from the overrun

LZ North arrived at Ranger South, a Near-panic gripped the frightened

defenders. Soldiers trying to escape the raging battle overwhelmed the

helicopters, and often caused wounded personnel scheduled for evacua

tion to be abandoned on the pickup zone (p2).2! s 4 result, the U.S
] aJa

aviation commander refused to allow his helicopters to land at Ranger

South until the situation was brought under control. Hovering heli-

copters dropped additional supplies, but the wounded could not be
removed . 22

By 22 February, the situation had improved at LZ Ranger South so
that American helicopters could land without being mobbed. The follow-
ing day the lst ARVN Armored Brigade sent a task force toward LZ 31.
Since pressure was also building south of Route 9, the ARVN Corps Com-
mander decided to narrow the Laotian salient and push further west.

The South Vietnamese abandoned their positions at FSB Hotel 2, LZ Green

(taken earlier in the week), and LZ Grass. Under heavy fire, the units

airlifted to new positions code named Delta 1, Brown and Brick.

New York Times, 23 February 1971, p. 6

iati ration Lamson 719, pp. 5-
101st Aviation Group, Ope o o) 434 not

i Divisi
6. The Fi R t of the 101st Airborne a3 i1ity). The onl
mention tiza;anfgfrand neither did LTG. Tolson \Alrmoblllty) y

i imes, 22 Feb-
press report that could be found was in the Los Angeles Tim
fuary 1971, p. 1.

Headquarters,




On 25 February
Y, the ARVN abandoned Ranger South. A1l the rangers

were repositioned inside South Vi
letnam at a fire
support base north of

Tabat. On the 26th, two Nva regiments

Supported by twenty tanks, over-

ran L2 31 despite tenacious South Vietnamese resistance. Although the

Communists succeeded in pushing the ARVN forces off the Lz, they were

unable to hold it. The North Vietnamese deserted the hilltop, leaving

behind eight disabled tanks. In spite of the valiant fight for the

1

hill, the cost of holding the position was too high for the South Viet-
namese. Rather than reoccupy the objective, the paratroopers withdrew

south toward Aluoi. To avoid yet another costly battle, LZ 30 was

evacuated on the 27th.24

In the past two weeks, the South Vietnamese armored column had
made no significant progress. Mined roads, enemy ambushes, and the
harshness of the terrain had hampered their effectiveness. To prevent
total dependence on aerial resupply, the South Vietnamese had expected

to use Route 9 as the principal logistical artery for the Laotian in-

cursion; but the road had never been totally secure. With friendly

tanks bogged down at Aluoi and enemy pressure mounting north and south

of the highway, even the tenuous hold on this overland lifeline was in

jeopardy. Accordingly, on 1 March, an Airborne battalion established
i d out
FSB Alpha to help secure the one east-west road that led into (an

24 February 1971, P- 16.
1.

5 o T g
~3New York Times,

24, 24 February 1971, P-

New York Times,
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of) Laos.

As Lamson 719 entered its second week
eek,

a flurry of conflicting

reports confirmed the suspicion th
at somethin
g was wrong,

operation began,

Later, ARVN spokesmen suggested that Tchepone was not necessarily th
e

objective, and that the slow advance of ARVN troops resulted from the

numerous enemy supply depots found in the area.25 This was followed by

an announcement that the offensive was stalled because of poor weather,
increasing enemy resistance, and insufficient logistical support. Fin-
ally, the day before LZ Ranger South was evacuated, the South Vietnamese
military command made the most startling revelation of the week; they
were a scant sixteen miles inside Laos and had no intention of going any

further ''right now."26
Clearly, the South Vietnamese had serious problems. The marginal

weather made airmobile operations difficult to execute, and each day

brought more enemy troops into the conflict. Moreover, the NVA proved

to be stronger than originally anticipated. The Communists had Russian-

built medium tanks to use against the American-built light tanks. And

when the ARVN forces in Laos used 105mm and 155mm howitzers, the NVA

. . 27
countered with 130mm and 512mm artillery pieces. Moreover, enemy

i ldiers
supply depots were so widely scattered and snall units of FV& SO%¢3

25.’\.'ew York Times, 19 February 1971, p- 3.

71, p- 1.
26New York Times, 20 February 1945, P

971, p- 1
27New York Times, 24 February ! ’



position.

khe Sanh ha i
S not been OCcCupied Since 1968 Although
d . the area had

n under careful s ;
bee urveillance, the Allies were still concerned about
abou

the strength and disposition of NVA and Viet Cong (VC) forces in th
€S 1n the

region. Surprise and mobility were essential. To confuse the enemy

during the 1nvestment of Khe Sanh, American units launched artillery

raids in the A Shau Valley,?8 and broadened their area of operations in

the two northern provinces of South Vietnam, thereby freeing additional
ARVN units for other combat operations.29 At the.same time, engineer
units worked feverishly on Route 9, improving the road for vehicular
traffic and clearing away mines and other obstacles. The airstrip at
khe Sanh was repaired and new helipads were built around the growing
installation.30
In the week that followed, American units patrolled the area

around Khe Sanh, but they encountered only sporadic and light enemy

resistance. 3l Approximately 20,000 ARVN soldiers worked with the 9,000

of artillery (usually a

zers) deep inside enemy
g before the

2 .

28This involves the rapid air movement
battery of six guns and usually 105mm howit .
territory to fire at pre-planned targets and then leavin
enemy can react.

2 . . vision (AMBL), Operational Report -
9HeadQuarters, 101st Airborne D1VIstAirmobile), B T ending 30

Lessons Learned, 101st Airborne pivision . . -
April, 1971 (Reﬁublic of Vietnam, 1971, 4 hereinafter cited as Hea
quarters, 101st Airborne Division, ORLL.

orne pivision,

ORLL, pp- 53-54.

30Headquarters, 101st Airb
187th

3rd Battalion (AMBL) ,

31gee for instance: Headquarters,
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american troops in

i1itary Regior i
as Military Region 1 (MRI). Injpia)y, the South vj
Y, letnamese units

~1aved a nassive r i i
IAn\Oi _ ole in the allied offensive For the fj f
. irst few days,

» confined thei
they ¢ i 1r movements to relatively secure areas £ of
east of Khe

h sud ‘
Sanh, but suddenly, on 3 February, Several ARVN units arrived by heli
y heli-

-opter at the fire base. Th

copte se € next day, an American infantry battalion

and an artillery battery established positions near the abandoned bord
order

village of Tabat. An ARVN armored column moved down Route 9 and stopped

at the South Vietnamese Laotian border. They waited there for four
days.

Three weeks of fighting in Laos left one ranger battalion badly
mauled. Two other ranger battalions had withdrawn from the area of
operations. Two positions were overrun, and six others were abandoned.
The ground assault was stopped almost half-way to Tchepone, and enemy
attacks were pressing against the front, flanks and rear of the Laotian
salient. Route 9 could not be secured for convoy traffic, and the un-

predictable weather hampered aerial resupply operations. Clearly, the

South Vietnamese were left with only two options: withdraw from Laos, or

change the tactical plan.

Withdrawal was out of the question. Even though the operation was

Report, Operation Lamson

i ter Action :
ation Af Tereinafter cited as

paragraph 11;
Report.

_ Slinfantry, Combat Oper
719 (Republic of Vietnam, 1971), paI
Headquarters, 3-187th In, After Action

1d Report,
The Y.S. Gamble," U.S. News and Wor p

o

32'Laos Invasion -
LXX (22 February 1971), p- 17-
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to be "limited in time and in Space n33
’ 1t stil] was much tog early to

1 ] out- - ecC 1311 4 i“ V i ew Of t]le mea er e dV [ o ey
PU t p ) g reSult 1
| S alr a a hi
| €S | ed
Moreov er, 1the S1 i i .
‘] r s de ]lad Ja "ed or Strateglc
adV&“tag ’

ance might be. According] i
gly, the Commanding General of the I ARVN Corps

J t
arranged. for the relsiss and redeployment of reéserves stationed in th
e

Republic of Vietnam. Concurrently, six American infantry battalions

' i the a s
moved into the area around Khe Sanh, relieving other Vietnamese units

for the Laotian operation. The plan was going to be changed 34

II
The allies modified the original concept of the operation. In-
stead of the paratroopers taking Tchepone from the north, the lst ARVN
Infantry Division would take the village from the south. The armored
column would remain in place, and the lst ARVN Airborne Division would
protect the tenuous hold on Route 9 inside Laos, while the ARVN Rangers
and American troops did the same in South Vietnam. Most importantly,

the new plan called for airmobile insertions into positions far beyond

established South Vietnamese support bases.

inni i eries of
Beginning on 3 March, the South Vietnamese launched a s

airmobile assaults south of Route 9 along the high ground leading to

Tchepone. Two brigades of South Vietnamese Marines occupied FSB Hotel

Infantr
and FSB Delta, freeing additional elements of the Ist ARVN In y

e

33Nguyen van Thieu, speech @
Printed in the New York Times, 8 Fe

. ’ -
101st Airborne pivision, Final Repo

nnouncing the Laotian incursion,
bruary 1971, P- 14
IT1 I 9-10.

34Headquarters,
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proximately half-way between Aluot ang Tchepone. It was identifieq
’ ed as

lo, and it be
LZ Lolo came the mogt hotly contested combat insertion of the

Laotian incursion.

On the day before the attack into Lolo, the Commanding General of

the 1st ARVN Infantry Division informed his regimental commanders that
regardless of the casualties, the operation would continue on schedule

and chat Tehepone would be taken.®® Initially, one battalion of 537

soldiers was to be landed on the LZ during the morning of 3 March, but
anti-aircraft fire was too intense for the troop-lift helicopters to
reach the objective. They backed off while tactical air strikes and
attack helicopters pulverized the landing zone and the surrounding
area. Even after this preparation, the battalion and its helicopters
encountered deadly accurate fire when they returnmed to the objective

that afternoon. Forty-two helicopters were damaged or destroyed during

the insertion. 37

The three factors contributing to the difficulties at Lolo were

. t,
characteristic of the problems faced throughout the operation Firs

11, 2-3.
BSHeadqnarter“ 101st Airbornme Division, Final Report, II, III,
Oy

he 101lst Air-
ision Commander of t
25?;‘23, Republic of Vietnam, transcript

d Operation Lamson 719, (9 March 1971),
et al., Operation Lamson 719.

3¥sjidney B. Berry, Assi
borne Division (Airmobile),
of informal discussion entitle
8; hereinafter cited as Berry,

n Lamson 719, p. 10.

io
‘ ; Group, Operat
37Headquarcers, 101st Aviation ’
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a: but worse still,

; 38
copter at a time. until the i

engineers expa
nded the landin
g zone,
enemy gUNNETS OVeTr two miles away h
\ ad numeroys iti
Opportunities to loc
ate

suitable targets. Second, there was no alternate landing zone selected
cte

in case LZ Lolo turned out to be "hot." When the ARVN battali d
ion an

their American pilots arrived at the objective and found that it was

still covered with overlapping fields of machinegun fire, it was either

" A ' ' 39 N . X
go" or "no go." And the ARVN Division Commander had made that de-

. 10X Bl £ie Jay bt Generally, these problems resulted

from the Laotian terrain, but the third factor was human error. The

South Vietnamese had requested a B-52 air strike on the landing zone

for 2 March. It never happened. Of the nine bombing missions scheduled

that day, all were flown on target except the one on LZ Lolo.40
Nonetheless, the tactical air strikes, attack helicopters, and

long-range artillery from FSB Tabat were enough to permit the ARVN bat-

talion to land and begin preparing their newly-acquired fire support

base. By the 4th, Lolo was relatively secure. Helicopters flew a

regimental command post and another battalion into the LZ, along with

At the same time, an artillery battery and an

The next day 1,134 troops

two artillery batteries.

infantry battalion were airlifted to LZ Liz.

3 . . .10
°8Berrv, et al., Operation Lamson 719, p- 1

p- 12,

N Operation Lamson 719,
s

Berry, et al.,

an

dent.

4OBerry, et al., Oper
Nation given for this failure,
Were consulted mentioned the 1ncl
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red to LZ Sophia (als
. I 0 known ag Sophia West) 41

The South vji
had regained the initiatjye and were ese
now 1n pos 3 2
1tio

On 6 March,

tian incursion, 164 helxcopters ¢ i
arrying two batta]j .
ions of infantry

converged on LZ Hope, eight kilometers north of LZ Sophia and withi
within

walking distance of Tchepone. Tactical air Strikes and heavy artille
ry

bombardment had preceded this combat assault. At the same time bat
. , a bat-

talion of paratroopers established a fire Support base at Objective
Bravo, about nine kilometers from the Laotian-Vietnamese border on
Route 9,42

The following day, South Vietnamese units from Lz Hope and LZ
Sophia linked up at Tchepone.43 Although the town was leveled by
aerial bombardment, ARVN troops discovered a Communist supply depot

44

intact. It contained 300 tons of ammunition, canned goods, rice,

41Headquarters, 101st Aviation Group, Operation Lamson 719, PP-
10-11. There is no established format or limitatilon on naming landlpg
zones or fire support bases. They are usually named by the using unit's
commander or an operations officer. In this instance, some press re-
ports indicated that the three prominent hilltops known as LZ Lolo, %Z
Liz and LZ Sophia were named after three equglly prominent actr:sse;:mes
Gina Lolobrigida, Elizabeth Taylor, and Sophia Loren. Los Angeles Times,

§ March 1971, p. 14.

Operation Lamson 719, pp. 11-

43Headquarters, 101st Aviation Group, 11 3.

. . . ll
12. Headquarters, 101st Airborne Divisionm, Final Kepolit, 2L,

. - I, III 3;
43Headquarters, 101st Airborne Division, Eigg%_ggg%féarih Rt
Volume I, I 10 claimed that Tchepone was 0CCUPL®

in Tchepone prior
later date is probably more correct. Any ARWN trgggieinthan gor i
to 7 March were probably there on reconnaissance

cal occupation of the town.

n the elaborate nature of

1. Give
$New York Times, 7 Margh 1971i g- it is quite probable that such a
the entire Ho Chi Minh trail compleX, 20 %2 % 1 rubble.

i mids
supply depot could be found intact &
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five trucks, fifteen anti.
f1v Nti-aircrafe Weapons
’

and 2,000 gas masks,

-t : In
separate ACtions outside of Tehepane 5o NVA soldj
- 13 oldiers were reported
killed.
Apparently,

Hope moved overland to LZ Sophia, and on 11 March, elements of the Ist

ARVN Infantry Division left Sophia and moved to LZ Liz

8

The evacuation
of Laos had begun.4

[t is not clear why the evacuation began so soon. At first, it
was suggested that the South Vietnamese were merely shifting their
positions in order to avoid a pitched battle with numerically superior
enemy forces.?? But this was more than just a simple relocation of a
few units; entire battalions were leaving the area. Another claim was
that the deteriorating weather would seriously restrain further air
support.SO Although the weather had hampered airmobile operations and
tactical air support in the previous five weeks, the climatic condi-

. 51
tions were no worse than before the withdrawal began. Moreover, the

45¥ew York Times, 8 March 1971, p. 10.
46Headquarters, 101st Airborne Division, Final Report,
Operation Lamson 719, p. 15.

I, III 3.

47Headquarters, 101st Aviation Group,
Operation Lamson 719, p. 15.

48Headquarters, 101st Aviation Group,
4%ew York Times, 13 March 1971, p. 3.

0105 Angeles Times, 14 March 1971, p. =-

s . oFt,
101st Airborne pivision, Final Rep

11, A 1-7.

JlHeadquarters,
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1ry season, which wa: ) )
ary ¥ S the peak periog for the Ho Chi Minh
: 1 Minh Trail, diq
not end until the monsoons arrived ; ,
in early May,

Others have sy
that "most of the objectives of Lanson 719 hag ) ggested
ad bee

ing ARVN troops into Laos i
ing had been to physically Stop the flow of

troops and equipment moving down the Ho Chi Minh traq and thi
’ 1s early

departure only permitted North Vietnap to resume its resupply effort
eriorts.

By month's end, as many as 2,500 trucks were again moving through the

trail network each day. Rather, the withdrawal probably began because

the South Vietnamese were beginning to realize what U.S. intelligence
sources had already discovered: elements of five NVA divisions, plus
support troops and auxiliary forces, totalling over 36,000 men were
converging on a narrow and indefensible salient barely twenty-five miles
long and ten miles wide.%3

The withdrawal began with an orderly displacement from Hope and
Sophia to Liz. From there, two battalions and a regimental command
post were airlifted to LZ Sophia 2 (also known as Sophia East). By 12

March, LZ Liz was deserted. The following day, helicopters inserted

two companies of ARVN paratroopers into positions north of Tabat in

. . 9.
order to clear the border region of enemy infiltrators around Route

54
One battalion flew out of Sophia 2 back to Khe Sanh.

T R

2Tolson, Airmobility, p. 242.
Airborne pivision, Final Report, II, A 23.

eration Lamson 719, p. 15

101st Aviation Group, Op

53Headquarters, 101st

54Headquarters,
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Over the n i

, Xt five days, ary units fought series

yattles with their Nva Counterparts, Often anti-air Of.running

intense for helicopters to deliver —_— craft fire was too

South Vietnamese at Lolo had to B gt :: €vacuate troops. The
y out

. ' » leaving behi
their heavy equipment and artillery S5 - ind
: e ARVN had broken
con-

tact with the enemy ea
y east of Lolo, helicopters Swooped in t
0 rescue the

’

troyed the equipment left on the 7 56

Some i

intense enemy pressure, Brown was quickly evacuated; Delta 1 and Sophia

-

2 were abandoned in the same manner. Other fire support bases in Laos

faced similar fates, and enemy artillery even hit the Americans at Khe

Sanh.58

ITI
The NVA counterattacked not only in Laos, but in South Vietnam as

well. Small unit attacks, ambushes, and indirect fire harassed Ameri-

can patrols and convoys around Route 9. Between Hue and Danang, the

VC increased their acts of terrorism and sabotage. Two NVA commando

The military reports

SS\ew York Times, 17 March 1971, p. 1. '
d not specify when or where

alluded to abandoned equipment, but they di
It happened.
56”51U8ging It Out," Newsweek, LXXVII (29 March 1971), p. 34.
20 March 1971, p- 9.

Operation Lamson 719, pp-

1st Aviation Group, Yp
242, 244.

g7
°’Los Angeles Times,

- *BHeadquarters, 10
’-18. Tolson, Airmobility, PP-
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122mm field guns_60

In the early morning hours of 23 March, forty énemy soldi
1ers, sup-

ported by mortars and rockets, penetrated the perimeter at Kne San
e Sanh.

They destroyed two helicopters and ammunition, damaged four other heli

copters, and inflicted twenty-two casualties.®l gyt American Tesistance
was stiff. Indeed, one American soldier received the Congressional
Medal of Honor for his part in repelling the attack.62

Four days earlier, on the 19th, the 1st ARVN Armored Brigade left
Objective Aluoi. They reached FSB Alpha without incident; but when
the armored column passed FSB Bravo, they were stopped. Mines,
machinegun fire, mortar fire, and snipers saturated the last ten kilo-
meters back to Vietnam. As the lead tanks were destroyed, their
wreckage provided another obstacle for subsequent vehicles. Some men
abandoned their transportation and tried to make it on foot. The or-

derly withdrawal, that had begun just ten days earlier, was rapidly

deteriorating into a rout.

After the tanks left Aluoi, helicopters arrived to extract the

ivisi . 17
59Headquarters, 101st Airborne Division, ORLL, p
n, ORLL, p. 70.

604eadquarters, 101st Airborne Divisio

[3%]

Operation Lamson 719, p. 21.

101st Aviation Group, Operation Lafl>o_ ———

61
Headquarters,
q 1 Order 39, Nov. 1973.

’ nt of the Army, Genera

5
“Headquarters, Departme

i )% 11, III 4.
101st Airborne pivision, Final Report,

63Headquarters,
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helicopters arrived to extract the —
a rOOpers

Enemy fire i
e .
fied, and then something Snhapped: ‘Rtens]-

the
Paratroopers Panicked. Dpozens

of soldiers dashed for the -
aft and other
S grabbed the he

i er iCOpter
S h
SkldS as the ChOPP S took off. At least one of those men fell
e to his

death on the flight back to South Vietnan 64

ARVN i
The armored column limped across the border into South Viet

nam on the same day that NvA Sappers attacked Khe Sanh 65 Perhaps as

; 2
many as 200 tanks, trucks, and armored personnel carriers had entered

ix w {er 66
Laos six weeks earlier. Less than half came back. Additional troops

withdrew from FSB Delta, leaving FSB Hotel the only ARVN-occupied
position inside Laos. Hotel was evacuated on 24 March, but later
reoccupied by two reconnaissance teams. Finally, that hilltop was
abandoned on the 28th.67

As ARVN units approached the border, American forces struggled to
keep the area secure and to cover the battle-weary troops re-entering
South Vietnam. An armored task force attacked west from khe Sanh to

clear Route 9 and join an infantry battalion that was holding off ene-

my attempts to cut the road near the border. U.S. forces were kept

busy east of Khe Sanh too. Hundreds of small unit engagements occurred

— 68
through the area, with the NVA usually initiating contact. These

1971, p. 1.
64New York Times, 19 March 1971, p. 1 and 21 March P

- veport, 1I, III 4.
65Headquarters, 101st Airborne Division, Final Report,
%6105 Angeles Times, 24 March 1971, p- 1.
111 4.

isi inal Report, II,
101st Airborne pivision, Final Repor

After Action Report,
[ 13-16.

67Headquarters,

3-187th In,

Headquarters, “ne Divisiom, ORLL,
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incidents marked a signif

| f ac i i i i
the inknlsl\’ ]“R‘ ’

The allies h wever w
h » NOwWever, were not yet willi
illing to g
give u

. P the offensi
The final evacuation of FsSp o

Hot i
el technically Tepresented the end of

ian incursion, but Amerj and
Laotia but erican and South Vietnamese military official
1cials

1 h 1 : it
had other plans For both political and tactical reasons these offi
» orfri-

cials launched a series of airmobile raids into Laos using the eli
e elite

Hac Bao (Black Panther) Company of the 1st ARVN Infantry Division

The first raid was postponed. Originally scheduled for 28 March

poor weather and a defense in depth of anti-aircraft weapons forced

the planners to change the objective to a more vulnerable target far-
ther away. On the 31st, approximately 300 ARVN troops attacked an
isolated enemy position eight kilometers inside Laos. Preceded by B-52
bombers and tactical air strikes, which accounted for eighty-four NVA
killed, the Black Panthers destroyed 1,000 gallons of fuel, one ton of
ammunition, one ton of rice, and thirty-eight weapons. They killed
one NVA soldier, and attack helicopters hovering overhead killed six

others.69 That night, the South Vietnamese called in a tactical air

strike on a truck convoy heading south. The ARVN unit withdrew the

following day.

3 "
The public was not impressed. One journal called the raid "an

. i 0 i er account suggested that
exercise in public relations," while anoth g

nthe vast stores of

L. to
the raid's vesults were @ nplnprICkH compared

T P 4, V2.
borne pivision, Final Report, II III 4,

69 ‘
Headquarters, 101st Alr
q LXXVII (12 April 1971), p- 42.
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cupplies and ammunition believed tq b
e located in the area "7l

theless, Operation Lamson 719 ti e
Still was in progress -

» S0 the South
vietnamese scheduled another rajq for 6 Apri] Aft
. er American airpower

had softened the objective, 150 ApyN troops landed on a
N uncontested

. '
L2 (one of the few encountered during the entire Laotian operation)
ation).

They killed fifteen NVA soldiers, and destroyed seventeen weapons and
an

thirteen tons of rice before leaving the area that afternoon.’?

The airmobile raids were a
modest
success, but only because the

objectives were carefully selected and the operations were well planned.
Moreover, the Hac Bao Company was relatively fresh, having served prior
to the raids as a security force for aircraft and crews that were shot
down over Laos.73 The same could not be said for the rest of the I
ARVN Corps. The rapid withdrawal from Laos had left some units totally
disorganized and still others without essential combat equipment. The
Black Panthers alone could never sustain even the hint of a continued
Laotian offensive, and the South Vietnamese had new battles to fight

within their own borders. On 9 April 1971, Operation Lamson 719

officially ended.74

71Christian Science Monitor, 3 April 1971, p. Se

i P 3.
101st Airborne Division, Final Report, II IIL 3, v

i Vv 99-100.
101st Airborne pDivision, Final Report, IL, 1

Several military documents

72
Headquarters,
73Headquarters,

o i i1 1971, p- 7- i neous
New York 122521’ 9 Apra ’ i1, but that date is erro -
date the operation's termination as 6 Ap:;aé was the last combat assault
The i n is cited becausé : eration and the
of t§2r§;25r222§ Ofgfnce this was a South Vletzzmssetﬁz latter date
South Vietnamese-chose the 9th to end the caspaifty

would be more accurate.



Calling
le " '
the battle "a complete victory," Hamot claimed to have killed, wounded,

or captured 16,400 men, including 200 Americans, Saigon, however, al
’ ’ -

leged that General Lam's troops had killed 13,636 North Vietnamese at
a cost of a little more than 6,000 killed and wounded. American experts
estimated that the South Vietnamese had actually suffered approximately
50 percent casualties--nearly 10,000 killed, wounded, or missing.1

Was Lamson 719 an impressive South Vietnamese victory, a stale-
mate, or a devastating defeat? In answer, it must be determined whether

the incursion attained its two fundamental objectives: first, to foil

enemy preparations for a spring offensive; second, to show that the

South Vietnamese could fight virtually on their own--the measure of

the Vietnamization program.

ffen-
Lamson 719 succeeded in disrupting many North Vietnamese ollen

ral Lam's forces in-
sive preparations in the Laotian panhandle. Gene

i i nt General James
flicted enormous losses upon the Communists: Lieutena

———

» L
INew York Times, 10 April 1971, P

43
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w. Sutherland, commanding xxrv Corps, reviewed 4 tud
Study made by h
staff, -

that estimated the Soyth Vietnamese haq killed 10,5
,205

in fact,
he underestimated by six months the tipe the North Vietnamese would
wou

need before launching another major offensive,? However, wheth
’ er

Hanoi waited twelve months because of the losses sustained during Lam-
son 719--or whether the North Vietnamese were instead awaiting the
withdrawal of American troops before renewing their assault--cannot be
determined from the intelligence available.

Along the Ho Chi Minh trail, Lamson 719 had disrupted Communist
logistical activity only briefly. Within a week of the battle at Fire
Base Delta, U.S. pilots reported that North Vietnamese vehicles again
moved freely down the trail. In May, intelligence sources reported
that the North Vietnamese had rebuilt Tchepone. Only permanent deploy-
ment of large ARVN ground forces along Route 9, from South Vietnam to

; 3
Thailand, could have substantially interdicted the Ho Chi Minh trail.

IFL
As a test of Vietnamization, Lamson 719 revealed both strengths

: in the opera- .
and weaknesses in ARVN leadership and training. Early

ition had made the South Vietnamese

tion, a comparative lack of oppos

—

2Tolson, Airmobility, p. 249

3!\'e\.ls».u‘:ek, 21 April 1971, p- 1.
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Ovpf\.o ” ld : u l JL 'S ad\‘anCe bo ed down
gg near Al i
Uol,

sverconfidence was quickly replaced
\ by undue rejj
1ance on y.8,

port, helicopters, and artillery,

General Lam's staff had made i
a major plannin .
g error in plaCin
4

the Ranger and Airborne battalions o
n the most vulne
rable northern

: ined i i i
flank. Trained and €quipped as light infantry angd inexperienced in

operations at divisional level, the Ranger and Airborne troops lacked
e

the skill, armor, and firepower to withstand armored assault and North

Vietnamese artillery bombardment. The ARVN 1st Infantry Division

with its armor, artillery, and extensive experience in large operations
’

would have been better able to hold off the North Vietnamese and keep
Route 9 open. The inflexibility of I Corp's staff prevented it from
recognizing and rectifying the error until early March.

The North Vietnamese had displayed fairly efficient conventional
tactical skill against a strong South Vietnamese task force. Adverse
weather and rugged terrain, compelling U.S. helicopter pilots to fly

low along predictable routes, enabled Communist anti-aircraft gunners

to put up effective barrages over every hilltop occupied by the ARVN.

The North Vietnamese also exploited the ARVN's failure to send out pa-

ish-
trols beyond fire base perimeters to prevent the enemy from establi

: iti ver U.S.
avenues of approach to South Vietnamese positions. Whene

iegi RVN-held hilltop,
aircraft threatened Communist tTOOpS besieging an A e
i "hugged" it so
the eénemy easily advanced to the defense perimeter and 'hugg

n held their fire for fear of inflict-

closely that American pilots ofte

Ing casualties upon friendly tTOOPS: o |
i} ARVN's three best divisions in

The heavy losses incurred by the
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Lamson 719 probably discouraged South Vietnam's military leaders very

greatly: Thieu had deployed his general reserve divisions alongside

ceneral Lam's lst Infantry Division--a unit often praised by U.S. Army

Hfficers as a model for Vietnamization. But despire support from

5utheT13"d'5 XXIV Corps and from nearly half the U.S. air power avail-
gble in Indochina, the elite ARVN formations left the Laotian panhandle
under great pressure and with considerable losses. Without substantial
aperican air support, it is doubtful whether the South Vietnamese could
have stayed so long in Loas--or have withdrawn with a casualty rate of

only S50 percent.
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