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FOREWORD

In cur continuing desire to brimg to the reader an in-depth
look at the use of airpower in Southeast Asia, we present in
this volume a truly monumental effort at recounting the
myriad of widely separate but not unrelated events and opera-
tions that took place during the spring invasion of 1972,

In this monograph, the authors from the Air War College present
an illuminating story of the peoaple and machines that fought

so gallantly during this major enemy offensive. The authors'
breadth of experience in and out of comhat enables them to
provide a penetrating account ol how airpower was brought to
bear wpon the enemy.

the “Vietnamization'" program, begun in 1969, had by March of

1972 reduced U. $. manpower involvement in Vietnam from 500,000
to 95,000, U. S. airpower involvement, however, did not decrease
proportionately. Although the South Vietnamese Air Force took

up the "lion's share" of the efforr, U, S. airmen were still

very mich involved. During the offensive, their skills, courage
and professionalism were tested 24 hours a day, directly con-
tributing to the ecvenrtual successful outcoms.

The reader should learm from this story that not only is air-
power an essential element of anvy major operation, but that
its employment is a team effort. More so, it involves men
and women on the ground as well as in the air -- one cannct
function without the other.

*

Al
WILLTIAM V. McBRIDZ, General, USAF
Vice Chief of Staff
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introduction: Prelude to Invasion

March 1972. The war was ominously quiet after years of turbulence.
War-wcary ctizens ol the South Vietnamese republic locked to the
future with hope. Since 1968, Allied programs of “‘pacification” had
taken root, and now scemed to promise security and economic recovery
for the yet impoverished countryside. Improved South Vietnamesce
armed forces, backed by the citizen Regional and Popular Forces,
appeared capable of contzining the Communist threat. The Communist
cause seemed in decline, although guerrillas still harassed the populace
in some locales, and North Vietnamese regiments remained active in
border and remole areas.

The situation appeared to vindicate the three ycars of American
policy under President Nixon. Since 1969, Nixon had gradually dis-
engaged American ground forces, withdrawing combat units in incre-
ments. Simultancously, an accelerated plan for “Vietnamizing” U.S.
war roles had taken form. Both American goals—disengagement and
Vietnamization—reflected a broader blueprint for Asian policy sketched
by Nixon. Under the socalled Nixon Doctrine, America would aid
its Asian allies with materials, technical advice, and if necessary with
air and naval power. Beyond this, the nation remained determined 10
avoid further new commitments of US. ground forces.

American military manpower in Vietnam at the end of March 1972
stood at 95,000, down from more than 500,000 three years before. The
reductions had been heaviest for the U.S. Army and Marines; USAF
sirength in Vietnam, at 20,000 was roughly one-third the former peak,
bhut another 27,000 USAF members were stationed in Thailand. The
South Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) now shouldered the brunt of the
in-country air war—Allied airstrikes within South Vietnam totalled
4,000 during February 1972, of which 3,300 were flown by VNAF.
Meanwhile, the Amerrcan ground combat role had become wholly
defensive.

North Vietnamese Ilecaders could scarcely miss the implications of
these trends. Not only did the growing stability in the South weaken
the likelthood of eventual Communist victory, but the apparent success
of Vietnamization reinforced American willingness to continue heavy
fiscal support. Furthermore, the possible re-election of Richard Nixon



in the American Presidential campaign just beginning, promised con-
tunuing firmness i American policy toward the war. Thus, from the
Communist view, the logic of a bold sirike in 1972 was compelling.
Batileficld victories on several {ronts, at the least, could make wreckage
of Nixon's past policies and the public support upon which they rested.
And there remained the further hope that initial successes could pro-
duce a [ast deterioration of South Vietnamese will and ability to resist.

The apparent architect of the 1972 Spring Oflensive was Gencral
Vo Nguyen Giap, Defense Mimister of the DRV, Giap had been an
carly associate of He Chi Minh and had directed the victory over the
French at Dien Bien Phu. In 1968, he planned the countrywide Tet
Offensive and the extended sicge at Khe Sanh, the U.S. Marine basc
al the northwest corner of South Vietnam. The Allies defeated the
Communisis in 1968, largely through the heavy application of U.S.
airpower. Now, in 1972, Giap again bid for victory, gambling the full
strength of the North Vietmamese Army and its weaponry built up
over the years at heavy cost.

The ensuing campaign tested two very different systems of war. The
government of South Vietnam, on the one hand, maintained over a
million men under arms. Over half of these were lacal paramilitary
forces—Regional and Popular Forces. The active Army numbered
414,000 men employed nnder the operational control of the four corps
commanders, each responsible for one of the four military regions ol
the country. A national strategic reserve, at most times consisting of
several brigades of paratroops and Marines, remained subject o Joint
General Staff direction. Strategic reserve units were shilted among the
military regions (o meet immediate contingencies, usually moving by
air. A few elite units werc tained in long-range patrol 1actics and
cmployed in counter-guerrilla actions. Generally, the Army of Vietnam
reflected its American training, having learned 1o rely heavily on air
and artillery fivepower and to exploit the advantages ol helicopter air-
mobility. South Vietnamese troops [ought well on most occasions, al-
though accounts of indiscipline and panic duving the painful 1971
incursion into Laos (LAM SON 719) lelt nagging doubts as to the
Army’s real mettle.

The North Vietnamese Army practiced a very diflerent style of war.
Air support and air transport had almost no place in Communist
methods, which were designed o minimize the effects of Allied air-
power. Units mnoved by night, and incessantly practiced techniques ol
camouflage; Communist troops knew how to dig in amd fortify for
safelty from Allied firepower. Techniques for delivering automatic
weapons firc against low-flying aircraft were well-practiced. Special
troops were trained for sapper and shelling attacks on Allied air
bases—90 USAF craft had been destroved in ground attacks since 1962.
Commumist logistics methods similarly depended on camouflage, dis-
persion, and night moveament. Lacking the kind of mohility possessed
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by Allied units, the Conmnunists remained patient and resourceful in
building up for regional offensives, and showed great skill in exwracting
from difficull cngagements. Most weaponry was Soviet and Chinese
manufactured. Before 1972, tanks had been rarely employed in South
Vietnam, anti-aircralt missiles not at all. Although exposed to great
privation, Communist troops were well-disciplined and highly-indoc-
trinated, and often fought well in both auack and defense. Allied
psychological warfare campaigns seemed successful at times in causing
desertions, but the Communist military forces in the South remained
vigorous.

Allied reconnaissance and intelligence reports in Jate 1971 indicated
that the North Vietnamese were undertaking tmusual logistics prepa-
rations. Aerial photos showed 7,000 to 8,000 trucks in North Vietnamese
supply depots and parking lots, apparently loaded with military sup-
plies and waiting for the Lacuan trails te dry out. Simultanconsly, the
North Victnamese imtensificd road-building efforts southward from
Hanoi and Haiphong. Two fuel pipelines reached [rom Ilaiphong
toward the DMZ. By ecarly 1972, Allied officers agreed that an early
oflensive was possible, differing mainly on the timing and extent of
the blows. T'wo approaching events caused the analysts to focus on the
middle of February- -the occurrence of Tet (the Lunar New Year
celebrated in Vietnam), and the scheduled visit of Nixon to the
People’s Republic of China. Allied aircralt staged a2 maximum strike
effort against suspected enemy buildups in the Pleikn highlands, Iast-
ing 24 hours during 12-13 February; a similarly concentrated effori.
pounded the DMZ region on 16-17 February, Results appeared unim-
pressive, but the month passed without significant Communist action.
Meanwhile, the drawdown of U.S. forces contimred on schedule and
according to plan.



Chapter One: The Opening

‘The hammer fell on Easter Weekend, 1972. Soon after midnight,
in the early-morning darkness of Good Friday, 30 March, thousands
of Communist mortar, rocket, and artillery rounds began battering
South Vietnamese positions along the northern border of the Republic,
By mid-day, multitudes of North Vietnamese regulars had moved
across the so-called Demilitarized Zone (DMZ), assaulting fire bases
and linking with other Communist units already to the south. Bewil-
dered by the mass and ferocity of the attacks and the pressures on their
communications, the defenders quickly fell back from the advanced
posis.

For the next several days, thick overcasts, low ceilings, and rain
helped shield the Communists in the DMZ region from air attack. The
invasion was open and direct—largely absent were those tactics of
camoullage and dispersion typical of Communist methods in the past.
Three North Vietnamese divisions—some 40,000 troops in all—
delivered the main blows, driving against Quang Tri city and later,
Hue. Further weight came from certain weapons seldom or never seen
previously in South Vietnam. Among these were the Soviet T-54, T-34,
and older PT-76 tanks, the Soviet-made SA-2 and SA-7 anti-aircralt
missiles, the Russian 130-mm. gun, and the AT-3 wire-guided anti-tank
missile. The 130-mm. gun, with a firing range of 17 miles, was espe-
cially effective in sustaining the invasion. Defending the region were
largely untested South Vietnamese infantry, reinforced by two brigades
of Vietnamese Marines and the local Regional and Popular Forces.
Fewer than 9,000 men spread over the northernmost 300 square miles—
a force clearly inferior to the attackers.

A second major Communist invasion took form simultaneously,
gaining momentum in the forested and rugged highlands north and
west of Pleiku. Moderate-scale attacks on the region’s fire support bases
began on 30 March. Within a few days, pressures intensified on more
than a dozen posts, including the ridge positions west ol Kontum and
Dak To. Communist units threatened the important roadway between
Pleiku and Kontum, and on 3 April occupied high ground near the
Dak To airfield, bringing it under artillery fire and closing down air
operations. By mid-April, the invading force in Military Region TI
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the track mounted twin 57-mm. anti-aircraft gun with target acquisi-
tion radar. The North Vietnamese secretly moved this weaponry into
position prior to the assaults over new roads built beneath the thick
jungle canopy.

A third major drive unfolded in the border provinces immediately
north and northwest of Saigon. The Allies had been awarc since early
March of concentrated Viet Cong propaganda eflorts in the regions
between Cambodia and Saigon. The first attacks came in the rubber
plantation region of northern Tay Ninh province—600 rounds of
recoilless rifle and rocket rounds pounded the fire support base at Lac
Long at dawn 2 April. Two days later Communist tanks carried the
position. The pressures in Tay Ninh, however, were but diversions for
the main blows launched by three Communist divisions on 5 April in
Binh Long Province. The main objectives in Binh Long were the
towns and airfields in Loc Ninh, An Loc, and Quan Loi, along with
positions astride highway 13, the main roadway connecting the region
with Saigon. Again, Communist purposes appeared both political and
military—first, to establish a regional government, and second, to
prepare for possible further operations against more vital objectives
such as Saigon itself. As elsewhere, the Binh Long drive featured the
employment of substantial numbers of tanks and weaponry more
advanced than that used in the past.

Both sides recognized the pivotal significance of the moment. Presi-
dent Thieu called upon his nation to rally, describing the invasions as
“the final battle to decide the survival of the people.” Hanoi, captured
documents later indicated, belicved that ant-war factions in America
would limit any strong reaction to the invasion; the Communists ex-
pected that batdefield victories would inflice losses on American forces,
delcat the Vietnamization program, and undermine Nixon's stature
at home.

Allied Air Power in South Vietnam

The Allies in past years had repeatedly applied the tactical air wea-
pon against Gommunist forces and communications with devastating
cffect. Infantry operations had often been viewed as a means to expose
the enemy to the killing action of air and artillery firepower. A foremost
example was the 1968 Khe Sanh campaign, when two Communist
divisions became fixed by their own intent to besiege the isolated
Marine base, thus becoming subjected to decimation by Allied fire-
power, largely from the air.

The classic instrument of air suppott and in-country interdiction
was the fighter-bomber airaraft, either jet or propeller-driven. At the
peak of the war, more than 350 USAF jet fighter bombers were based
in South Vietnam. These F-100 and F aircraft could carry an im-
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pressive variety of bombs, guns, and rockets, and deliver devastating
cifects on single targets—the F—1 could lift as many as 19 750-pound
bombs. F-1's dircctly supporting wroopsin-contact achieved greal accu-
racy by using napalm and 500-pound Snakeyc high-drag bombs, allow-
ing close-in release. Bombs werc typically delivered in a shallow 15-
degree dive, releasing about 800 feet above the terrain, with an imme-
diate pullowt. When accuracy was less critical or ground fire more
intense, pilots made dive bombing attacks from angles of ahout 43
deprees, releasing (ofhcially) Irom 7,000 feet.

The high speed of the jet fighter-hombers allowed them to press
attacks in the face of heavy ground fire. At 500 knots or more, these
“fast-movers” made difficult targets for Communist gunners. The jets
were at a disadvantage, however, when operating under low ceilings
and in poor visibility, since their speed and design increased the need
for maneuvering room. More suitable for attacking targels in marginal
weather were the “slow-movers”—propeller cralt like the A-I, and
lower performance jets like the A-37 and B-57. The Cessna A-37 had
been built originally as a USAF trainer, and had been modified for use
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in close air support, with stations for six 500-pound bombs. The
Douglas A-1 Skyraider could lift twelve 500-pounders, or a total load
of 6,500 pounds.

The USAF fighter-bomber posture in Vietnam in March 1972 was a
pale reflection of past strength. ‘Three squadrons of F+4's and a single
squadron of A-37's remained in Vietnam, a total of 76 fighier and
attack aircrat. Present in Thailand and elsewhere in the Pacific were
another 300 jets, along with roughly 20 A-1's. This total included a
squadron of F-4's, shifted from the Philippines to Thailand in carly
February in reaction to the reported Communist build-ups. Operating
off the coast of Victnam were two U.S. Navy attack carriers, Hancock
and Corel Sea, each with an air wing ol some 90 aircralt—principally
F-4's and varied attack craft. Like the USAF units in Thailand, the
carricr-based squadrons in recent years were used principally to hit
targets in Laos and Cambodia. The South Vietnamese Air Force—
laboriously built up during the years of Vietnamization—now possessed
a squadron of F-5 jets, plus about 150 slow-mover attack aircraft. Over
200 VNAF tactical fighter crews were formed and rated “combat-ready.”

Basic to the application of tactical air was the targeting problem—
finding and identifying enemy targets profitable for attack. Allied re-
connaissance aircraft cach day sought out encmy activities and build-
up points. Communist resourcefulness and the forested terrain made
effective photo reconnaissance and strikes extremely problematic in
Southeast Asta. The answer camc in the airborne FAC—the Forward
Air Controller—an experienced fighter pilot, aloft in a low-perform-
ance observation aircraflt. The FAC was expected to reconnoiter tat-
get arcas, secking out and marking enemy targets {or destruction by the
fighter-bombers. Although the FAC was vulnerable in his long scarches
at low altitude, the Communists ¢uickly learned that he was a danger-
ous 1arget—a few bursts against 2 lone FAC was likely in minutes to
bring down ordnance-carrying fighters. FAC's coordinated strikes by
radio talk with ground troops, air control agencics, and the fighter
pilots. USAF TFAC’s worked equally well with either USAF or 1.5,
Navy fighters. FAC aircraft included the twin-propeller O-2 and OV-
10, both twoseaters and the latter secondarily capable of carrying
modest ordnance loads. Present in Vietnam in March 1972 were 144
USAF FAC airplanes, including 37 OV-10's. A VNAF FAC capability
had been pressed by the Americans, and in 1972 the VNAF possessed
nearly 300 liaison aireraft, mose of them very light O-1 craft.

An important supplement to the fighter-bomber force were the air-
borne gunships—fxed-wing transports modified with 7.62-mm., 20mm.,
or 40-mm. weapons. The fixed side-firing guns were aimed by maneu-
vering the aircraft in precise left-hand turns, at altitudes just above
cffective small-arms reply. The gunships could remain aloft for ex-
tended periods, and were especially valuable in night work, sustaining
many an isolated outpost during prolonged attacks in darkness. Gun-
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ships could drop flares, illuminating attackers to destruction by the
defenders, fighters, or by the gunships themselves. Sensor-equipped
gunships had been increasingly used for interdiction attacks in Laos,
but the dose support role in Vietham persisted. Some late model
AC-130 gunships carried the 105-mm. cannon. The fixed-wing gun-
ships represented an imaginative adaptation to conditions in Vietnam,
made successful because of the absence of significant anti-aireraft and
missile opposition. A total of 28 USAF AC-119s and AC-130's remained
in Victnam and Thailand in March 1972; VNAF possessed two dozen
ACA7 and AC-119 craft.

Another adaptation in Southeast Asia was the employment of long-
range strategic bombers for attacks on tactical and incerdiction targets.
The B-52’s of Strategic Air Command had a primary mission of nuclear
deterrenece, but proved excellent carriers of “iron bombs” as well. A
single B-52, after modifications in 1966, could carry up to 84 500 or
750-pound bombs. Striking silently from high altitude, a cell of three
B-52's could produce devasting physical and psychological cffects on
enemy units. Bombing runs were directed using ground radar, yielding
high accuracy and allowing last-minute changes in iargets. Again and
again, the B-52's provided the crunching weight of power to break
Communist concentrations—at Dak To and on the DMZ in 1967, aL
Khe Sanh in 1968, and during the Laotian incursien in later years. The
B-52 (or Buf—"Big Ugly Fellow™} operated from Andersen Air Force
Base, Guam, and U-Tapao base in Thailand, refueling aloft from
KC-135 tankers when necessary.

As U.S. involvement in Vietnam gradually diminished between 1969
and 1971, B-52 hombing decreased also. From a peak of about 1800
sorties per month, the rate dropped to about 1000 sorties per month
in 1971, all from U-Tapao. During Febrvary 1972, SAC returned B-52
bombers and KC-135 tankers to the Pacific from five Stateside bases.
Besides offsetting Communist buildups of men and supplies, the deploy-
ments warned that the United States would not stand idly by during a
major North Vietnamese attack.

The contributions of air transport in Southeast Asia had been
enormous. Starting in the carly sixtics, USAF operated a substantial
airlift fleet in Vietnam, performing a varety of troop-movement and
resupply roles. Upon the entry of substantial American ground forces
in 1965, the four-engine turboprop G-130 became basic to Allied in-
country strategy. Eight or ten C-130%, for example, could form an
airlift stream, hauling troops and equipment into some relatively primi-
tive forward airstrip, following up with 15-ton resupply loads. Allied
ground forces could thus make preventive or reaction strikes into remote
areas, exccuting “‘scarch-and-destroy” operations designed to break up
encmy main force units and base areas. The ability of the C-13('s to lift
units into fresh regions further encouraged the offensive strategy, since
airlift could he depended on when nceded to quickly reinforce thinly
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held regions. Further, Allied forces could temporarily disregard threats
to road communications, knowing that the C-130’s if necessary could
perform sustained and massive air resupply. Air transports periodically
made emergency deliveries and reinforcements to besicged posts—the
sustained resupply of Khe Sanh in 1968, primarily by paradrops under
instrument weather condilions, was the most notahle of several such
examples.

At one time, the C-130 force in Viemam numbered nearly 100 ships
flown around-theclock. By early 1972, only two dozen C-130's re-
maincd at Tan Son Nhut. Most of the smaller transports—C-123"s and
C-Ts—which had once supplemented the C-130's, had left Vietnam.
VNAF possessed six transport squadrons, including three equipped
with C-123s but lacked the capahility for sustained high-volume effort
known within the USAF airlift establishment.

Since 1961, when a1 small force of USAF “air commando”™ sirike air-
craft and transports entered Victnam, over 900 USAF craft had been
destroyed in Vietnam. Nearly wwo-thirds of these had been lost as a
result of enemy action. Nearly 800 aircrewmen had heen killed, cap-
tured, or listed as missing in South Vietnam. $till present in Victnam
and Thailand were 800 USAF craft—primarily the sirike, FAC, and
transport aircraft, but also including air rescue helicopiers, reconnais-
sance cralt, and severzl dozen KG-135 tankers. To this could he added
nearly 1,300 aivcraft of VNAF—a significam force numericaily but in
several respects unprepared lor the all-out campaign now beginning.

Table I-1. USAF Order of Battle—SVN and Thailand*
Strika Ajrcrafl, 31 March 1972

Bien Hoa Da Nang Korat
23 A37 60 F-4 35 F4
5 ACG-118 16 F105
NKP
10 AC-119 Uben Udorn
15 A1 10 B-57 52 F4
4 :g i_é130 U-Tapao
52 852

* 31 B-52 at Guam
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Chapter II: The U.S. Global Response

Reactions in Washington to the Communist invasion were fast. Early
decisions set in motion fresh deployments of American combat aircrafc
into Southeast Asia. Initial shilts brought into Vietnam and Thailand
units based elscwhere in the Pacific. Soon, the expansion drew from
Stateside forces, entailing movements nearly halfway around the world,
The fast rcinforcement of Allied airpower bolstered capabilities for
direct support of the South Vietnamese Army and for air interdiction
attacks in Laos and North Vietnam. For some aircrewmen, the deploy-
ments meant a rewurn to a fight they had only recently left.

Rapid transoceanic deployments were not new for the United States
Air Force. For the past two decades, men and units of the Stateside-
based Tactical Air Command—supported by longrange transports of
the Military Airlift Command—had developed and practiced tech-
niques for worldwide mobility. TAC units had responded to repeated
crises in Europe, the Middle East, and the Far Fast, rapidly augment-
ing theater air forces in demonstrations of American firmness. Now, in
this most direct challenge to long-established American goals in South-
cast Asia, the flexibility of Ametican air power came under test.

Early Reactions

The third day ol the offensive in Vietnam, 1 April, was to have been
the second day of a long Easter weekend at Kunsan Air Base, Korea.
Soon afier dawn, a telephone call wakened Colonel ‘1'vler G. Goodman,
Deputy Commaneler for Operations of the 3rd Tactical Fighter Wing,
summoning him to the wing command post. Goodman went dircctly
to the command post, and talked with 5th Air Force headquarters in
Japan, usmg the “walk-talk™ secure teletype system. Fifty minutes later,
all members of the 35th tactical fighter squadron were called to their
squadron area, using “silent recall” procedures designed to minimize
general knowledge of the action. Crewmen responded with some sus-
picion, ntoting the coincidence of April Fools’ Day.

At mid-morning, Goodman briefed the assembled members of the
35th, tellimg them that the unit was to move o Clark Air Base in the
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Philippines that afiernoon. Fourteen F-4DD aireralt, in flights of six and
eight, one hour apari, were to deploy. The flight would be noustop,
with a single in-flight refueling rom airborne tankers over Okinawa.
A painful decision was taken, that those squadron members finishing
their overseas tours and scheduled to return shortly to their familics,
would not be excused [rom the deployment. Pilots and navigators re-
turned to their quarters to pack belongings. Personnel processing began
aL 1100 hours, including checks of identification cards, individual
records updates, and currency conversion.

Meanwhile, all personnel at Kunsan were recalled to duty locations,
to facilitate preparation of aireraft and equipment for the depariures.
Personal equipment specialists worked at preparing aircrew equipment,
giving special attention to the emergency survival vests. Flight briefings
for the aircrews began at 1200. Station and enginestart times were
twice postponed to give the maintenance force extra time. At 1330,
the six aircraft of Jambo 11 flight made successful takeoffs, Eight ships
followed an hour later with Jambo 21. Thirteen ships landed at Clark
after flights of 314 hours; one ship returned to Kunsan with fuel fow
troubles. Spare crews flew to Clark that evening as passcngers aboard
C-130’s. Four more ships and crews flew to Clark the next morning,
refucling on the ground at Kadena Air Base, Okinawa.

After a night's rest, the 35th aews at Clark spent Easter Sunday
morning briefing and planning for further deployments into Southeast
Asia. During the afternoon, all attended relresher instrnction in jungle
survival training. Jambo 61 departed at mid-morning on the 2nd, for
refueling off the Vietnam coast. By nightfall, nine aircraft and crews
were present for duty with the 366th Tactical Fighter Wing “Gun-
fighters” at DaNang; ninc other ships and crews were on the ground
with 8th Tactical Fighter Wing at Ubon, Thailand. FTwo-day theater
indoctrinations given by the host units followed, induding bricfings
on local flying procedurcs, munitions, and current intelligence. Crew-
men from the 35th began flying missions from Ubon on 5 April, from
DaNang the next day. Seon afterwards, the Ubon element shifted to
DaNang, bringing the F-4's just 50 miles or ten minutes from the
Quang Tri hattles.

Mcanwhile, the [amiliar words, “The Marines have landed,” again
sounded at DaNang. On 6 April, twe U.S. Marine F-4 squadrons began
deploying to Victnam from Jwakuni Station, Japan, to the war zone.
By evening of the 7th, 22 aircraft and crews were on-station at DaNang.
By the 11th, the Marines had begun flying combat missions with the
host UGSAF 366th Tactical Fighter Wing. Two days later, a third
Marine F— squadron arrived at DaNang from Kapeohe Siation,
Hawaii. Simultaneously in early April, a detachment of Marine EA-6A
cralt deploved to Cnbi Poini, Philippines, cstablishing a forward ope-
rating point for electronic countermeasures missions in Southeast Asia;
soon afterwarids, two-seat TA-1Fs moved to DaNang to perform air-
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his request the same day, and TAG initiated a series of major deploy-
ments known as Constant Guard I, 11, IIT, and 1V.

Constant Guard 1 cntailed movement of a squadron of F-105G
Thunderchiefs from McConnell Air Force Base, Kansas; two ¥F-4
Phantom squadrons from 4th Tactical Fighter Wing at Seymour John-
son AFB, North Carolina; and several EB—66's from Shaw AFB, South
Carolina. First to depart (on 7 April) were the F-105G’s from 561st
Tactical Fighter Squadron—the so-called Wild Weasel birds, which
had been designed to counter surface-to-air missile threats. The last
F-105 arrived at Korat, Thailand, on the 12th; combat missions began
the same date. Four EB—66's closed at Kerat on the 16th, joining four
others ordered deployed from Shaw in late March. The EB-66’s were
configured as “Standoff Jammers,”1 to provide electronic counter-
measures support for strike aircraft operating in heavily defended areas.

The special capabilities of the Wild Weasels and EB-66"s were asso-
ciated with sirikes against North Vietnam, where missile defenscs were
the heaviest. More clearly focused on the situation in South Vietmam
was the F-4 deployment from Seymour Johnson. On 5 April, Colonel
James R, Hildreth, commander of 4th Tactical Figliter Wing, received
a secure voice call from Headquarters, TAC, ildreth replied to gues-
tions, giving assurances that the wing was capable of launching two
18-ship F—4 squadrons for duty in Southeast Asia, within 72 hours.
Warning and implementing orders came in fast succession during the
early hours of the 6th. Both squadrons—the 334th and 3$36th Tactical
Fighter Synadrons—had heen fully enmeshed in a TAC Operational
Readiness Inspection, one of those periodic tests sel up by higher head-
quarters to measure the ability of opcrational units 1o meet strenuous
standards. The Seymour Jolmson units abruptly put aside this peace
time test, to face the real pressures of a2 wartime mission.

By noon of the 6th, processing of over 1,000 personnel had begun,
and a team from Military Airlift Command (MAC) had arrived to
plan for and control the expected flow of supporting transports. C-141
jet transports hegan arriving late that night, taking aboard support
personnel and equipment for airlift 10 Thailand. Over the next 72
hours, 38 C-141's landed and departed, lifting out 854 treops and over
400 tons of cargo. Meanwhile, four C-130’s of TAC hauled out teams
and equipment needed to service the F4's at the scheduled en route
stops.

After 48 hours of fast but orderly preparation, 18 F-4E’s and crews
left Seymour Johnson on the 8th, departing in cells of six aircraft,
thirty minutes apart. All ships reached Hickam non-stop after cleven
hours of flying and multiple in-flight refuelings. The discomfort of the
long day in the cramped cockpit, wearing parachute, survival gear, and

t«Standofl Jammers™ orbiled out of range of enemy AAA and SAM siles as they
provided clectronic conntermeasurces support for the strike flight.
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ZIEl” an anonymous author from the host 8th Tactical Fighter Wing
wrote:
“Happiness 15 . . . having the Stateside warriors arrive telling you
how good they are . . . then Ietting them fly, and finding out they
are better than they say they are”

Under Constant Guard 11, 1wo more TAC F-4 Squadrons moved to
Thailand. Beginning on 1 May, the 308th Tactical Fighter Squadron
at Homestead AFB. Florida and the 58t Tactical Fighter Squadron
from Eglim AFB, Florida made the long journey from their home bases
to Udorn. The shift brought 86 F—E aircralt—TAC's best highier for
air-to-air combat—into the theater.®

Constant Guard TIT became the largest single move in the history ol
‘TAC. The deployment from Holloman AFB, New Mexico, of the 49th
Tactical Fighter Wing, its four squadrons of F41I¥s, and most members
of the 49th Combat Support Group, duplicated on a grander scale the
movement of the Seymour Johnson squadrons in April. The wing
received its tasking message in the early morning hours of 4 May, All
persouncel were promptly alerted, and the routine of briefings, plan-
ning, and packing began. Most men did some hasty shopping, knowing
that the new home at Takhli, Thailand, was officially desaribed as a
“bare Dbase.” Takhli had once been the launch base {or some of the
heaviest strikes against North Vietnam, but had been closed [or USAF
operations 13 months before and placed in caretaker status under the
Thai Air Force. Major rchabilitation was clearly required, but could
be compleied only well afier deployment of the 49th.

The first aircralt to depart were the F-4D's of the 417th Squadron.
With ali preparations completed, the squadron held a special gathering
at the Officers’ Club the final night, 6 May, reducing the tensions of the
moment. Members ceremonially burned the TAC-blue “dickies” worn
by all members of the 4% aL the insistence of the wing commander,
Brigadier General Jack Bellamy. Bellamy, scheduled to lead the first
cell the next morning, was the first 10 burn his.

Some “old hands™ in the 4%1th noted one change from past methods
for the trans-Pacific flight. The idea was relatively new, of pairing a
KC-135 tanker with several fighters and essentially travelling the entire

* There is a considerable difference beoween members of the F—4 family of aircrafi.
In 1972, the Air Force had two fighter versions in SEA: the F-1D and the F-4E.
Most of the units already in SEA had the ¥—4D, an earlicr model of the Phaniom
which was craployed mainly as a platform to deliver bombs in a high-threat environ-
ment, The FE contained an integral cannon and other improvements such as an
up-dated radar system. The F—E was thus better suited for achieving and main-
taining air superiority than the F4D, and equalled it in bombing capability. Because
LS. planners did not know the exact nature of the total North Vietnamese threat
they clected o send F-4E's to the initial deployments. Events subsequently proved
that air supcriority was not contested by the North Vietnamese in the immediate
arca of the invasion, so F-4E's were used mostly as fighter bombers in (hat locale.

24



distance together. The older system required fighters to meet tanketrs
at intervals of roughly 800 miles over the ocean.. The buddysystem
hecame possible because of the speed and altitude performance of the
jet KC-135%, and ecnded the anxictics known to all fighter pilots lest
tankers fail 1o appear on schedule ahead.

The landings «t Hickam pormitted revivals of old friendships. dMem-
bhors of Figlter Directorate. Pacific Air Forees, mel each arriving crew
with liquid refreshment, receiving comments in return on the “rigors
of duty” in Iawaii. Actually, few fighter-pilot *“desk-jockeys™—ceven
those stationed in the Islands—would twm dowa a chance to return
to action in a cockpit with the 19th.

Seventy-one of the wing's 72 F—I's arrived at Takhli on schedule.
MAC and contract jet transports haunled in men aml equipment from
Hollomai—over 1,350 1ons were lifted out from Holloman in the first
few davs. One member of the 8th Tactical Fighier Squadron—the
Blackshecp squadion- gave an account of the first weeks at “Takhli:

The crews were greeted at the aiveraft in wraditonid fashion with
cold heer and at the same time received a rather sad picture of
living conditions. The Blacksheep moved right in, building shelves,
tables. benches, and a duty desk at Operations out ol shipping
crates as well as a bar for the lonnge in the living arca. We all
huilt our own shelves so we could unpack. Foot lockers came two
weeks later. When we first arvived, using temporary generators, we
had electricity in essential buildings. Takhli had been well stripped
after its closure in 1971, including nearly all of the wiring. There
was no hot water or air conditioning on the base. All water
required testing for potability belore we could drink it. After two
weeks of drinking bottled water, medical services reported the tap
water as potable and living was more comfortable. Air conditioning
soon lollowed full restoration of clectrical power.

Combal operations began promptly. Twenty-four hours after arrival,
the 117th Squadron flew 27 nissions supporting South Vielnamese
troops in the An Loc area. Flight leaders attained cleavance to lead
strikes alter two rides with instructor pilots based at Korat. For most
crewinen, combat readiness was principally a matter of paperwork—of
25 aircraft commanders deploved with 9th Sqnadren, for example, all
but one had served at least ouc previous tour in Southeast Asia; lour
men had two previous tours. Mission activity soon expanded 1o include
atlacks near Kontum and in other regions of the northern half of
South Vietnam.

Constane Guard IV began on 13 May with the deployment of two
C-130E squadrons to join the 371th Tactical Anliflt Wing at Ching
Chuan Kang Aiv Base, Taiwan. Early in the oflensive, the 3741 Wing
had expanded its C-130 operating clement in Saigon, and its four as-
signed squadrons had since flown to the limit ol surge capabilities. The
Constant Guard force included 32 C-130's, 61 crews, and supporting
maintenance contingents, principally from the 36th Tactical Airlift
Squadron mt Langley AFRB, Virginia, and the 6lst Squadron at Little
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Raock. One of the two squandrons possessed aiverall specially equipped
with the Al Wenther Air Delivery System (AWADS—a yadar and
computer combination desgned for paradrop work in instrmment
weather, ‘I'he Air Foree's weakness in allweather drops haed bheen
chronic since World War 11, and the new AWADS Tad been Tunded 1in
part as 2 result of the prolonged aitdrop resapply of Khe Sanh in 1948,

Table II-1. Summary of USAF Tactical Air Deployments

’ An[;;(-);(-ii-l:l-mc ASfG number Deplayment
date Unit Lecation and type bzse

8 Feb .. . 523 TFS Clark AB, PI 18 F-4D Udorn

3 Apr .. 35 TFS Kunsan, Korea 18 F-4D Da Nang
{Constant Guard 1} and Ubaon

11 Apr _. 521 TFS McConnell AFB, Kansas 12 F-105G  Korat

11 Apr 334 TFS5 Seymour Johnson AFB, NC 18 F4E Ubon

11 Apr .336 TFs Seymour Johnson AFB, NC 18 F-4E Udorn

11 Apr .___. 39 TEWS Shaw AFB, 5C 8 EB-66 Korat
{Constant Guard I}

1 May . 308 TFS Homestead AFB, FL 18 F4E Udorn

1 May .. . 58 TFS Eglin AFB, FL 18 F-4E Udarn
(Constant Guard IlI}

13 May _. 49 TFW Holloman AFB. NM 72 F. 4D Takhli
(Constant Guard V)

13 May . 36 TAS Langley AFB, VA 18 C130E CCK

13 May . 61 TAS Little Rock AFB, AR 18 C—13{)E CCK

An cloquent comment on the Lt augmentations of his command by
the TAC unis came from General Lucius DL Clay, [r., Commander of
Pacific Air Forces:

I think probably the most significanr change in airpower over
the last 25 vears . . . Iy this rampl(h’ He ubrhh- and our capactly
to respond al a moment’s notice. Il anvhody had told me 25 ears
ago that you could 1ake a highter wing out of Halloman Air Force
Base, New Mexico and fiave 1t overseas in less thay a wreck and
fave it flying combat, T'd have said “Youre nuts!”™ [ 1link this
exercise has really }nmcd that the Air Force has grown with the
times, It shows our flexibility w0 go anywhere n the wovld and do
the job assigned. 1ts slmpl\ a Fmtastic operation. Ihen you see
a young fighter pilot who cimbs into an F—1 a1 Seymour-Johnson
AFB in \011]1 Caroling, hits a tanker about 6 16 10 times, Tds
here ar Hickman, hops out, and is ready to press on the nexi
morning full of enthusicsm and pride. boy, it reaHy makes you
wiant to take your hat off and say i
when youw've got men like that nmaking it go.”

Augmentations From the Strategic Air Command

Expansion of the Pacific-based B-52 amd anker forces was hanmdied
outside the Constant Guard operations. Augmentations of B-527 from
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mobility.” By the end of May, USAF forces i Southeast Asia inchuled
nearly 100 F-+s and F-10%'s—nearly double the strength in tactical jet
fighters than wt the stave of the offensive. B-52 strength in the Pacific
wias 171 up more than threefold. The munnber of C--130 aivlifr squad-
rons present in the Western Pacific had heen raised from four 1o six, and
the daily G-130 working loree in Viemam increased o 38 planes. The
rapidity and efliciency of the Constunt Guard moves by TACG. the SAC
Buller Shot shilis, and the Navy and Marine air deployments, appeared
1o validate the wmability and readiness imherent in the air weapon. The
real meaning of the buildup. however, still depended on the ability of
the Allied air arm to blunt the momentum of 1the Communist invasion.

Tahte 11-4. USAF Order of Battle—SVN and Thailand*
Strike Aircraft, 30 May 72

Bien Hoa Korat Udorn

20 A-37 34 F-4 86 F.-4
2 A1 31 F_105
5 AC-119 U-Tapao
NKP 54 B 52
Da Nang 4 AC119 khli
60 F-4 16 A1 Takhh
5 AC-118 4 F-4 72 F4
2 A1
Ubon
92 F4
14 AC 130

“117 B 52 at Guam
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Chapter Ill: The Defense of Military Region |

An American Air Foree Captain guided his OV-10 Bronco through
the Ltyers of overcast, concentrating on his {light instraments but alert
for those glimpses ol terrain that would permit transition to visual
reference. The pilot’s mission was to locate survivors of an EBG6
clectronic warfare ship, downed a few hours eatrlier ncar the Demili-
tatized Zone (DMZ) dividing the two Vietmams, Since the start of the
Communist attacks on the fire support bases above Quang Tri three
ks carlier, Allied airmen had strenuously ried 1o work the region 1o
combat the yet unelear enemy thrust. Constant low ceilings and poor
visibility, however, had masked the full strength and movements of the
North Vietnmucese invaders.

Almost directly over the Ben Hai Raver, at the center of the DMZ,
the OV-10 broke ino the clear. Staving tnder the [ow clouds, the pilot
“jinked” hurriedly back ind forth to avoid small-arms fire from beloyw.
The young ofiicer radioed excitedly to another OV-10 still overhead:
“My God, you should sce the people down here—all over the place-
People, 'Tanks, Trucks. the whole nine yards—and cverybady is shoot-

ing.” Captain Richard M. Archison, listening in the second OV-10
overhead., remembered, “that’s when we knew that big things were
coming.

Several factors accounted for the carly Communist success agaitst
the fire support bases above Quang 11i. Abhough Allied imelligence
had detected Communist preparations, the precise timmg and natore
of the blows came as a partial surprise. The lingering northeast mon-
soon brought ceilings along the DAIZ below 500 icet, making cllective
close air suppore almost impossible except for high-alttude electronic
bombing by B-52s and tactical aircraft. Communist forces were both
physically and psychologically well-prepated for the gramd siroke—
captured enciny soldiers told of indoctrinations, teaching thar air
strikes and B-52's were harmless, and that the South Vietnamese would
run when they saw tanks and [elt the massed artillery fire.

‘I'he South Vierpamese had been poorly prepared in one importan
respect—their comnuand and control system for applying large amounts
of airpower. The policy of Vietnmwmization had shilted primaty respon-
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sibility for the Tactical Air Control System! in the region to the
VNAF, with only limited support and advice from Amerncan advisors.
The Air Liaison Officer advisor 1o the South Vietnamese 3rd Infantry
Division, summed up the outcome during the initial operations:

I was immediately drawn into a situation where I became the ALO
and air opcrations officer to ‘everybody in the world.” Because of
the seriousness of the sitvation and the need lor action, 1 processed
air requests from all units in coordination with G-3, G-38 Air, and
other U.S. advisors, . . . It was at this point that the Tactical Air

*System for directing and managing tactical air operations to assure responsive
and effective air support.
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Control Svstem became an American operation. . . . The number
of requests subimitted by the Srd ARVN, during the first davs was
astronomical. . .. One of the most difficalt problems at times was
getting clearance initials, political and military.? o strike imme-
dinte targets.
Nor were the Americas well prepared 1o undertake the vastly ex-
pinded tactical aiv conrol responsibility. The drastically scaled-down
American system present. in 1972 was no longer accustomed to handling
Large numbers of sorties. Adjustment was fast  resources were shifted
fromu Laos to mecet ithe invasion. There were rapid changes in priorities
and missions, The USAF Tacticd Atr Contral System reeled a bt nnder
the swlden pressure—-but it held, regronped, and went on 1o punish
the invaders.

AAA and SAM’s*

In prepenving for the invasion, the North Viernamese vastly expanded
their anti-airaralt capabilities in the region. Allied pilots reporied
that the intensity of fire near the DMZ was equal to that encountered
during earlier raids in the Haoi area. Resides the 23 mm., 37-mm.,
and A7-mm. weapons wsed in the past. the Commumsits introduced
8-mm. and 100anm. guns inte and souih of the DMZ. In the weeks
hefore the invasion, Allied pilots realized that the Communists were
alse bringing in signtficamt numbers of surface-to-air missiles. 1.t Colo-
el Gabriel A. Kardons, communrder of the USAF FAC uni at DaNang,
claborated on the missile huild-up:

The SA-2 missile was considered a threat only in North ¥ietnam
amdd parts of Laos untl the later part ol January 72. Prepartory
ta the Aprid invasion the DMZ area was jammed with hundreds
of AAA picces, artillery, and SAM-2 missiles. On the 17th of
Fehruary I narrowly evaded a SAM-2 while flving at 1,200 fect in
the DMZ. That day, 81 SA-2s were fired in the DMZ area and
downed three F—1 aircralt.

The North Vietnamese fired the SA-2 missiles in singles, and some-
umes in volleys of two or three. A [avorit tactic against low flyers was
to fire a high velley from one site just to miract attention; then while
the pilot was busy dodging these, another »ite would hit him from be-
Iow. Along with the AAA, the SAM challenge was enormous. hoth
mentally and physically, espedially for the low-andslow flying forward
air comntrollers. According to one OV-10 pilot, @ mission in the DMZ
awrea meant “four hours of dodging SAM's and AAA continuously, with
not more than fkve minuetes that vou weren’t swinging to avoid some-

2 Command and control weaknesses may have been put of the RVNAF's fnability
fo use iis superior airpower 1o advantage in the 1975 invasion.
* Angi-airceafe artillery and surface-to-nr missiles.
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thing.” Here is one acount of a SAM encounter by an OV-10 arew-

member:

They started 1o Tuummer ws hard, We got a SAM warnmng, 1 looked
up amd saw three of them high, and just abont the time Rocky
started 1o break. 1 saw two more coming low. The two low ones
passed behind us, the three high started to come down on us. Sud-
denly I saw a big pull, beepers are going olf and just as we were
coming up to the beach, I heand a call coming from Covey 282
They were hit about two miles olf our left wing—he just Il went
down. We were doing our own act -Rocky broke to the right, but
a SAM was coming Irom the 1ail: whether it had gone up amd
made a turn. Il pever know, but Rocky 100k the aireralt and put
it straight down aned the SAM went ofl i full view of the canopy
at abonut 300 feet. Shook us up badly, we had to go over the beach
and ke a water bonle break.

The daily battles between the aimmen and the Commumist gun and
missile crews were of high drama. The Communist orews knew the
importanee of stopping the AHicd aircralt and gained several kills in
the first davs, The airmen knew the necessity of defeating the guns and
missiles, in order Lo bring their weisht to bear on the North Vietnamese
advance on the growd. Fortifving the resolution of every Alied pilot
was the knowledse that. if shot down. his comrades would do cvery-
thing humanly possible o bring him out. One rescue operation—the
saga of Bat-21—hecane a symbol of the whole siruggle to apply air-
power to stop the Commumist invasion.

On the afternoon of 2 April, two EB-G6's  (Bat-21 and 223 owe of
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Meanwhile, Kempton had Hown southward, making calls 1o find
someone 1o go mt and pick up Hambleton. Soon he was returning with
four 1.5 Army hehcoprers in row—two UH-1B “Cobra”™ gunships and
fwo U passenges-carrying “slicks.”  Approaching Hambleton's
Pesttion, two of the four choppers were shot down. One UEL-TH was
completely destroyed with no survivors. The Cobra, Blue Ghost 28, was
able 1o reach the beach, and its two crewmen were soon picked up.
Bud darkness was approaching last. There would be no pickup for Colo-
nel Tambleton thar night.

A2 howrs, Nail 5% relicved the DaNang FACGs. Nail 59 was llving
a new version of the OV-10 aivcraflt with the Pave Nail system on
board ® "The Pave Nail predision Loran equipmem had proved iself
on rescue operadions by providing accurate survivor posttton informa-
tion at night and in had weather, Nail 59 made contact with Hambie-
1on on the ground. By ining a series ol radio bearings off the survival
radio and their Loran equipment, Nail established his exact position
iz few minntes. Hambleton was about & thousand meters north of the
town of Cam Lo on the north bank of the Mien Giang River.

Mixing Rescue and War

Throughom the night, FAGS from DaXNang and Nakhon Phanom
iNKP, Thailand. maintained continuous patrol over Hambleton.?
Shortly before dawn on April 5, 1wo Pave Nail OV-10's from NKP—
one crewed by Captain Rocky (3 Smith and Captain Ricliard AL
Aiehison- —underwent. briefings and  pre-Hight  preparations,  leaving
NKP so as 1o arrive over Bat-21 an firse hight.

Hambleton had meanwhile taken refuge in a big ddump of bushes sur-
rourded by a vory large field, and reporied that there were North
Vietnamese troops still all around. The first 1ask for the overhead
FAC's, then, was to put down a ring of arca-denial ordnance, surround-
ing Hambleton's position. Because of the foul weather, visual airstrikes
were not possible. Smith and Atchinson relayed the Loran coordinates
of Hamnbleton's position back 1o the “I'ask Force Alpha targeung center
at NKP for analysis. ‘There, personnel checked recent photography of
the arca. corrected the trget coordinates for mapping crrors, and pu
together the infonmation necessary for Lovan airstrikes® The strike
data was then passed back to the FAC's on the scene. Within hours.

* Pave Nail OV 10 were equipped with precision Loran ¢’o pavigation equipment,
i light imtensification viewer, a laser designator, and a computer system. ‘Two crew-
men were used—pilot and weapon sysiems operator.

TFACS from DaXNang AB, South Vietnam had «all signs Covey and Rilk while the
FAC'S from NK!I' in Thailand used the call sign Nail.

* This procedure had been developed in a joint FACG-Task Force Alpha program
and used extensively in previous rescoe operations in 1971-1972.
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Henderson landed north in a big ficld—within 500 meters of
Bat-21. Henderson told me afier his release that ten or fifteen
people came out of the woods and chased him. He found a clump
of bamboo and jumped in—they couldn’t find him. That night
a group came out and started cuwing down the hamboo. They used
it for camoutflage. ‘They worked right over Bill's shelter. e doubled
up with machewes going over his head. They cut all of his bamboo
down—he was then taken nrorth.

Mark found a harbed wire enclosed area—hgured it was a good
place 1o hide. He aawled under the wire. We worked the whole
arca over with Loran weapon deliverics—then the clouds broke
and we worked the fghters visually.

For the rest of that day and the next twe days, the FAC's and fighters
warked the area over. There were plenty ol targets, since the Army
advisors had selected about 600 in additien to the North Vietnamese
artllery fire bases. Reports of tanks moving down from the DMZ prom-
ised further good hunting.

One episode illustrated the meaning of battlefield interdiction. A
“Covey” FAC out of DaNang spotied a column of tanks moving down
Highway One (The Street Without Joy) toeward Dong Ha City. He
called & Pave Nail FAC to come over and take a look—sget a good
position on them.

It was one of ouwr preplanned targets. In fact the column was
moving hetween two preplanned targets, so we went on secure voice
and started it back through 'I'ask Force Alpha to 7th Air Force.
In about 30 minutes 6 “Bufs” [B-52's] came in and rippled that
road. They got 35 1anks, and we found out later the command

hunker of the NVA division in that area.

For the rest of that day and the next two days Seventh Air Force
worked the whole area over heavily. Objectives were twofold—first, 1o
stop the invasion forces, disrupt their movement and cut their supply
lines, and second, to heat down the defenses arcund Hambleton and
Clark so that a pickup could be made. After several days of continuous
air attack, the arca looked relatively quiet. A FAG said later,

We had hombed it, we had destroyed all the troop camps, all the
bridges, and the headquarters buildings, all the firc bases inside
that area. There was no movement.

On 6 July, the first attempt was made to pick up the two SUTrVIVvOTS.
Jolly 62, 1he rescue helicopler, was escorted by a flight of A-1E Sandys,
entering from the southeast. The plan was te run in over Clark’s posi-
tion on a northwesterly heading, cross the river and the road, pick up
Hambleton, make 2 left turn, pick up Clark ahout one kilometer
away, and exit out Lo the South.

Jolly 62 got across the river safely, but as they started to go for Bat-21,
they came under firc from a village. Jolly 62 was rcally getting hosed
down—they started 1o turn right, heading right for the village, when
somebody in the helicopter pressed down on the radio transmit button
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watching {from his location south of the river, and had seen a North
Vietnamese sisnalman on the river bank with o big red scarl. When-
ever aireralt cime in at low level, he would wave his scarf, and all hell
would break loose. That scarl activated every gnn in the avea.

For the next several days, the air forces kept the pressure on the
whole area. There were plenty of targets asiride the North Vietnamese
lines of comnunications and plenty of action. The rescue had become
an mportant struggle within the Iarger hattle. as Allied airmen con-
tinned 1o sow the “circle of hate” arounel their men, and punish the
zunt positions and troops that fired on the Jollys and Sandys. The two
survivors continued to hide and cvade while remaining int contact with
their small survival radios. Hambleton said lawer that “Fhe radio was
the most wonderful thing I had. T made it Jast 12 days on onc battery
. - - . the radio was my biggest help.”

The area around Hambleton and Clark was siill pretty hot. Some
of the wirmen wanted 10 try another pickup, others said no—too risky.
There was talk about putting in a LS. Army light observation heli-
copter at night. As the TAGTS talked 10 the Avmy advisors a1 DaNang
about the possibilities,

In walked a U8 Marine Colonel, built like a fire hydrant. He
said, T undersiand you have people you want taken out.” Yes sir,
we do. “Well, I have a full carrier of guvs that would love 1o do
that.” We showed him where they were—he took o Marine ground
team and some ARVN rangers and they went up the river,

After receiving word ol the new plann Clark and Hambleton started
working their way down river 1o meet the Marines. Clark was closest o
the river. He swam and floated down river and met the team Nirst
Hibleton had 1o come through a nile of mine field—it ook four
hours 1o veach the river, After resting, he crossed the river, found a log
and hegan floating downstream. After dawn, he hid in the foliage along
the bank.

For three nights, Hambleton made his way slowly downniver, his
progress constantly followed by 1the FAGSH. On the fourth day he sighted
a sampan; using a pre-arranged signal he called out his rimk and
favorite color. The Alarines on the sampan acknowledged—they took
Hambleton aboard and covered him with Ieaves. The ordeal was nearly
over. Alter 12 days, Bat-21 was on the way home.

The SA-7 Strela

The SA-7 surlace-toair missile made 11s first appearance in South
Vietmn in April. Man-portable, fired from the shoulder, and possess-
ing an infraredssensing homing system, the SA-7 Sirela became ar once
aserious threat to all aiveraft, espedially to helicopters and other slow-
flving aireraflt. Wesiern intelligence had known about this Sovier wea-
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pon for about three years, although it had never belore heen deployed
m combat.

Allied flyers knew how to deal with the SA-2 missile from experi-
ence over North Vietnam, but the $A-7 was entircly new. Some of the
first FAC reports deseribed “funny little black missiles following some
of the fastmovers off the target.” Various countermeasurcs came into
carly use, especially among the slow-movers. FAC's and gunships
raised operating altitudes. Crews kept alert to missile firings, making
abrupt evasive mancuvers 1o avoid the missile flight path. A hard turn
was sometimes eflective, by allowing the fusclage and wings to cover the
engine heat, upon which the missile homed, Aireralt with flare dis-
pensers, such as C-130's, released flares in order to decoy the missiles.

SA-7’s brought down several A-1s and FAC aircraft in the northern
provinces during April and May. An SA-7 succeeded in bringing down
the first AC-130 cver downed in South Vietnam on 18 June.!® The
gunship was operating southwest of Hue at an altitude that should
have protected it [rom the Strela. The target was in mountainous
terrain—in a valley with hills avound it that reached up to 3,500. The
SA-7 was fired from the side of one ol the hills. Sgt. William B. Patter-
sont had the job of watching for missiles and AAA firc. He lay on the
aft cargo deor, aclually hanging out mnto the airstream so he could get
a good field of view below the aircralt. It was dark and Sgt. Patterson
spotted the tell-tale flash of light when the missile was fired. It arched
up toward the aircralt in a smooth curving trajectory, the motor
burning with an cery bluc-white light, holding siraight to its course,
not porpoising back and forth the way SA-7's usually did. When the
missile was 2-8 sccond away, the crew fired a decoy flare, but the SA-7
kept boring right in, hitting the right inboard engine. There was a
loud explosion and a flash of fire as the missile struck. The aircraft
shuxidered, rose up at the nose slightly and then settled down; the #3
engine separated from the wing. The flight engineer called on inter-
com that they were losing altitude, the pilots worked to pull her up.
Somcone else was calling out on the UHF radie that Specire 11 had
been hit by a missile.

Sgt. Patterson rolled back into the aircraft, unhooked the restraining
strap which kept him from f{alling out, and reached for his chest-pack
parachute, At about that time, the right wing came off and the aircraft
started into a cartwheeling roll. Patterson managed to hook only one
side of his parachute to his body harness, in his haste attaching it back-
wards, when fresh explosions blew him into the blackness outside.
Fortunately, Patterson was an experienced chutist, with a hobby of
skydiving. The scrgeant lived to tell how he somchow found the rip-

® Two AC-130 gunships had Leen lost over Laos in March to $A-2 SAMSs, and one
had Leen hit by an SA-7 but not downed over An Loc in Military Region III to the
south.
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the Loran targer data, the run-in heading, and cleared him for the
strtke. Greaser flight thought he was wtalking o an airborne FAC over
Malitary Region I: he delin't know that his FAC was actually sipping
colfce over a1 controller console in Thailand. So Greaser flight wem
in, released, and reported back 1 have secondiary explosions through
three Lavers of ¢louds.” Qur friend got into a bit of rouble over tha
strike—it seems there was some question about whether the proce-
dures he ued were strictly according to “the hook.”

The Battle for Quang Tri

Meanwhile, the battle for Military Region I continued. By 2 Apiil
the NVA had overrun all 12 fire support bases and were ready to turn
on Qung Tri. Intelligence on enemy positions and movements, pre-
viously provided by the South Vietnamese ground forces now in retreat,
was lost. Such inforation was now available only through the aerial
observations provided by the FACS llving from DaNang and NKP.
Upon request from Milivuy Assistance Command Vietnan  (MACY),
Sceventh Air Force issued orders to provide continuous darlight TS
FAC coverage Jor the 3rd Ihvision’s eatite arca of operations. Later,
during the height of activity at Quang Tri Gity. the requircment was
extended 10 include 2Ehour-a-day coverage. Loss of the fire support
hases also meant that ULS. naval gunfire became the primary soorce of
allied artillery in this area. Because of this. USMG gunfire observers on
2 April began flving with Air Foree FACs 16 divect andd adjust the naval
firing.

FAQ responsibilities in Quang ‘1t Province were divided into three
categorics. “Fast FAC',” flving F—'s, operated deep into enemy ter-
ritory. Ranging forward of the battle front, O 2X°s and OV-I0's pro-
vided direction for close air interdiction. Meanwhile, VNAF FAC
fiving (-1"s covered the [ront line of batile providing close air support
for the ARVN. However, Major Brookbank, Srd ARVN Division
ALO. reported a hreakdown in this arraugement:

The VNAF forward air controllers cither failed to go o their
assigned arcas or they wonld not make contact with the ARVN
sround commarders. Consequently, the U.S. FAC's had 1o assume
complete responsibility for visual reconnaissance and close air
SUPPOTL.

Probably contributing 1o this problem was the fact that VNAF
forward air controllers did not enjoy the status or reputation of their
.S, counterparts. Colonel Harold B. Fisher made the following obser-
vations about VNAF FAQCs:

The lack of pride and prestige . . _ is a major hindrance to nussion
eflectiveness. "T'he lack of pride seems 10 stem from the fact that
most VNAF oflicers somechow cousider FAC's something less than
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necessary. . . . FACS are at the bottom of the military and social
totem pole. . . . The ALO'S that are assigned to direct the FAC
operations at each Division are olten selected because of a previons
shortcoming and sent to the [lorward operating locations] as
punishment.

The effectiveness of the American forward air controllers in picking
up the slack und divecting close air support was reported by Major
W. T. Sweeney, USMC, advisor 1o 2nd Battalion VNMC:

The Air Force FACS were Iighly professional and cager to help
us [olks on the ground. During one three-day period on about 20
April when the enemy was putting in about 400 rounds of artillery
and hitting other positions with divect fire weapous and antiaireralt
guns. T had available through the FAC' nearly unlimited close
air support. . . . Some of the air support was at night under flares
and extremely effective. The FACTs staved on station around the
clock. ’ ’

The South Vietmamese in mid-April launched a series of limited
counter-zttacks. In one action Just west of Quang Tri, South Vietna-
mese Marines wud airmen carried the battle to the enemy. U.S. Alarine
Lt Colonel G, H. Turley described the results:

As a counterattack was Launched towards FSB Pedro, a flisht ol
our VNAF A-T aireralt came on stavon. Within two hours 13 of
16 T-54 tanks lid been destroyed by mines, tank fire, aw strikes
and Vietnamese Marine Infantry weapons.

This action was exceptional. In most cases, South Vietnamese actions
were cautious amd produced no significant results. Some Americans
thought that, in view of the strong 1actical air support available, the
South Victnamese should carry the battle to the enemy and retake lost
territory. Instead, a Iull seitled over the bantle area. The North Vietna-
mese used the time to replace their heavy losses from the tactical air
and B-32 sirikes and to prepire for new atlacks.

Finally, on 27 April. the North Vietnamese mounted multi-pronged
attacks against the Dong Ha-Quang ‘Iri arca. The attacks began with
heavy artillery and monar fire; tanksuppotied infanry attacks fol-
lowed. Onee again the enemy wisely chose 1o strike when the weather
hampered air support. The Allied sitnation deteriorated rapidly. Dong
Ha Icll on the 28th, and South Vietnamese forces fell back toward the
Quang Tri Ciaadel, continuing delensive actions. As weather ninproved,
air support again increased—io as many as 200 close air support sorties
per day, the volume ol ciffort straining the Allied tactical air control
systemns. Increased combat activity and poor coordination eaused much
interference between South Vietnamese artillery and lighter atack
patterns—it proved diflicult to resirain ARVN artillery Irom firing
long enough 10 permit tactical airerafe o make their strikes. To mecet
this difficulty. continuous FAC coverage became imperative.

Farly on the morning of 29 April North Viemnamese [orces hegan
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their final advance on Quang Tri. The city was threatened by the
equivalent of four Nornh Vietnamesc divisions—about 40,000 men,
ountnumbering friendly forces three 10 one. Two known encmy regi-
ments, with about 30 tanks, were situated northwest ol the city; two
regiments with 20 tanks were southwest; and onc or two regiments
with an unknown number of tanks were 1o the southeast. Frontal al-
tacks started at 0315, and the situation soon hecame critical, altheugh
ARVN forces, supporied by VNAF and U.S. tactical air, repeatedly
repelled assaulls and inflicted heavy casualties on the enemy. Major
James R. Joy, USMC, VNMC advisor, described one ol these battles:

During the night of the 28th ol April {(at about 0200 on the
2Gth) the enemy launched a tank and mfanury attack on the north
cnd of the bridge leading mto Quang Tri City. The attack origi-
nated from the west and quickly rolled up the 2nd Regimenis, the
clements that were defending in that divection. The I8th Cavalry
vehicles fought well and held the enemy on the noerth side as they
fell back across the bridge. ‘Then in one of the most timely and
most devasiating air shows ever witnessed, Tactical Air, guided by
a Forward Air Controller with flare lighi, put in air strike after
air strike on the enemy an the north end of the bridge. The attack

ras beaten ofl and resulted in 5 ont of 5 tanks destroyed 10 the
northwest of the bridge.

By the 30th things looked bleak, as sustained artillery bombardments
amd ground attacks drove all Iriendly forces into the conlines of (Juang
Tri Ciry. During the day, over 4,500 rounds of enemy artillery and
rocket fire fell on the city. In hasty withdrawals from forward arcas, the
South Vietnamese abandoned intact much artillery, tanks, POI. dumps,
and stored ammunition. U.S. 1actical aircraft and naval guns destroyed
these supplies and cquipment to deny their nse to the enemy.

Considering the situation hopeless, the ARVN commanders at noon
on 1 May issued evacuation orders. A rapid disintegration of the South
Vietnamese command and control structure ensued, complicating the
exit of American and South Vietnamese personnel from the walled
Quang Tri Citadel. Seventh Air Force accordingly underiook the
cmergency cvacuation of the trapped American advisors. Three Ameri-
cant FAC's were assigned to work the Citadel situation, in addition to
those covering the disorganized RVNAF units retrcating to the south
towards Hue. At 1400 hours, Seventh Air Force ordered the 37cth Acro-
space Rescue and Recovery Squadron, at DaNang, to begin the Quang
Tri rescue plan. By 1325, a rescue task force was orbiting over water
east of Quang Tri. While waiting, the Jolly Green crews used the time
to recheck all items—guns, armor adjustments, and fuel and power
computations. Aboard Major Jacksen R. Scotl’s helicopter was an
Army helicopter pilet whe had been into the Citadel many times. He
would serve as a guide for the lead Jolly Green. Scott’s copilot, Capt.
David E. Mullenix, spent much of the waiting time explaining the
Jolly Creen’s characteristics to the Army lieutenant, who flew the
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smaller Army Cobra and ITuey. An American advisor inside 1he Cita-
del coordinated fire support and rescue cfforts from his position. He
described the events:

FAC . . . instructed to commence air support at 1530 with the
Jolly Greens due in at 1535. The power station was blown at 1520
by the NVA and the control of 1actical aireraft was turned over
to I DASGI' by land line. Army Advisors proceeded to bum
classificd materials and destroy all equipment with high explosives.
Four squads had been formed in case the evacuation failed and a
breakout had to be made. The air cover commenced at 1530 as
F—1's delivered every type of orduance. The tactical situation dic-
taled normal sale distances be waived. So, we could do nothing but
watch, wait, and thauk GOD {for the U.S. Air Force.

Finally, the FAC's called for the rescue forces to come in. There were
four Jolly Greens and six Sandys. Voices cracked continuousiy over the
radio. Sandy Seven, the A-1E leader, came on the air, “T'm going to put
a smoke rocket on the beach where [ want you to enter.” Aajor Scott
arknowledged and staried in toward the Citadel. Two A-1s laid down
2 smoke screens hetween the enemy and the landing pad in the Citadel.

Arullery and rocket shells were exploding all over Quang “I'ri, and
as Scott’s aircraft drew near the LZ, machine gun fire conld be heard,
cven above the engine’s roar. The North Vietnamese were shooting
blindly. however, since a heavy smoke screen blanketed three sides of
the L.Z.

“OK, we're down,” somebody said. “Let’s get those people on!”

“35, 56, 37, that's i, that's i1.” called Sergeant LaPointe who was
supervising the loading, “Take “er up!” Major Scoit called the FAC,
“This is Jolly Green Seven Once—we're on the way oul.”

The sccond Jolly Green picked up 13 people instead of the expected
30. The chopper was heavy—alfier liftoff Capt. Roney S. Grithth
crossed the Citadel wall deseending and trying to milk up the rotor
speed. ‘They skimmed across the rice paddies trying to get up cnough
speed to climb, right past an encmy tank -Juckily, it was just a burned-
out shell. Halfway back to the beach they got up to 3,500 feet and for
the first time Griffith figured they just might make it.

The third Jolly, piloted by Capt. John R. Weimer came out with 50
people. They picked up some light fire as they lified off and as they
moved out over the wall, they could see enemy ground troops making
their way toward the landing zone. It appeared that all friendlies had
heen lilted out. But then, Jolly Green four picked up a radio message
from the Gitadel. “Hey,” the voice said, “we've got some more people
down here,” Captain Donald A. Sutton took his HH-53 into the L.7.

M Direct Air Support Center—a sobordinate operational component of the tactical
air control system designed for control and dircction of close air support and other
tactical air support operations. The DASC normally collocated with fire support
cooxdination elements.
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They waited-- nobody showed up. Aavbe it was a trap. Sgt. William J.
Thompson stuck his head out the back te have o look. A Communist
soldier started walking a1 stream of AK—47 fire toward the helicopter.
Thowmpson jumped to his 7.62mm. minigun—a short burst stopped
the soldiet in his tracks. Sgt. Daniel G. Manion. firing the wminigun on
the opposite side, silenced sniper fire.

Meanwhile. Sutton confinned by radio that there were no more sur-
vivors, and he moved Jolly Four out of there. Sutton’s crew were the
last Americans in Quang Tri. Within minutes, the Citadel was overrun
by the enemy.

The Defense of Hue

With the fall of Quang TTi, it appeared that the North Vietnamese
were in a good position to move against Hue, The road south of Quang
T'ri was littered with equipment and baggage of the disorganized South
Victnamnese. Tt Col Ray E. Stratton deseribed the scene from a FACG
aircradt:

It was an appalling sight. From Fire Base Nancy at the My
Ganl River to the north along Ilighway One there was just a
complete litter of U.S. bult armored personnel carriers, tanks, and
trucks. In the rice fields off to the east of the highway you conld

see where the tanks and APC’s had run out of gas. They werc
abandoned in twos and threes.

Meanwhile, Victnamese observers inside Hue described the scene in
the former imperial capital as “an agony,” with the streets full of sol-
thiers runming aimlessly about. To salvage the situation, President
Thicu relieved the Military Region I commander and replaced him
with one of South Vietnam's ahlest generals, a veteran commander
during the 1968 defense of Hue.

The new I Corps commander, ¥t General Ngo Quang Truong,
organized a line of resistance along the My Chanh River. Truong asked
for and received American consent to shift the I DASC [rom DaNang
1o Hue, installing it adjacent to the repositioned I Corps Headquarters
andl 2 new Fire Support Coordination Center designed to coordinate
artillery, air, and naval firepower.

The return of good flying weather in the first week of May at last
permitted full application of the Allied air forces. An early task was the
destruction of equipment abandoned by the South Vietnamese, espe-
cially the artillery and ammunition left at Fire Base Nancy, just north
of the My Chanh. Mecanwlhile. in an apparent hid for fast victory, the
North Vietnamese were now moving forces by daylight and in cdear
weather. Large convoys of 100 or more trucks, tanks, and artillery,
drove down the roadways and across the beaches, totally exposed to air
interdiction. General Truong established priorities for the classic air
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The American fighter-bombers also made a concerted effort to bring
down all bridges between the DMZ and the My Chanh. Afier three
days, 45 bridges were made unusuable. Blowing the bridges didn’t stop
the Sovict-made tanks, which could swim. But it made the going a Jou
tougher for all vehicles: tanks, trucks, self-propelled guns, and 1owed
artillery.

The North Vietnamese 130-mm. guns presented special problems.
The weapon had already proven both lethal and frightening to the
oot soldier—extremely accurate, capable of firing seven rounds-per-
minute, and with a range of 17 miles. It was towed by a tracked vchicle,
capable of traversing almost any terrain, including jungle mountain
trails. An intensive air campaign against these guns began on 7 May.
Destruction ol the guns, once located, was not a major problem, but
detection proved difficult. Even when the general location of the gun
sites was known, Communist camouflage techniques made specific loca-
tion difficult. FAC and AC-130 crews flew over areas of suspected gun
locations almost continually, in hopes of sighting muzzle Hashes. Detec-
tion was especially difficult in daytime, and from the altitudes made
neccssary by the threat of SA-7 missiles. Nevertheless, the presence of
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aircralt overhead, especially the AG-130°s, caused the 130-mm. gun
crews to limit their fire for fear of detection and destruction from the
air.

Tanks were a different story—aone of the most successful applications
of airpower in this battle was against armor, especially in the area
north of Hue where open terrain aflorded little concealment. From
1 April through 15 August 1972, American and Victnamese airpower
destroyed 285 North Vietnamese tanks in Military Region L. Through-
ont all of Vietnam during Aptil and May, over 70 percent of the tanks
destroyed and damaged were victims of 1actical aircraflt and gunships.

Especially suited for stopping tanks were the new Iaser guided bombs
(L.GB), carried by the F—4's from the 8th Tactical Fighter Wing at
Ubon. The weapon consisted ol a 2,000 or 3,000-pound general purpose
bomb, equipped with a laser guidance package and a small set of wings.
An airborne obscrver, for example in a Pave Najl OV-10, directed
cnergy on the designated target using a laser gun, The LGB sensor
then locked on the reflected laser energy and glided jtsell onto the
target. The LGB’s proved phenomenally accurate. A rustic FAC, Lt
Colonel Ray Stratton, described a cank kill using these “smart bombs:™

I found two tanks just north of the Marines position on the My
Chanh River. It was at twilight. There was a PT-76 and a T-54,
The PT-76 was trying to pull the T-54 out of a dry stream hed.
They were just about a mile to the east of Route I and about a
mile and a hall north of the town of My Chanh, I called for ord-
nance and there was none available. I waited and finally Schlitz
and Raccoon, two F-1's out of Ubon, showed up. They were
cquipped with a laser-guided bomb system kmown as Paveway
One. Raccoon was the “illuminator,” that is, he carried the Iaser
gun nsed to direct the laser energy onto the target. Schlitz carried
the laser-guided bombs.

They checked in with two or three minutes of “playtime” left—
that is, they were running short on fuel I briefed them on the
way in to save time. I put the smoke down marking the iarget.
By this uime, the illuminator, Raccoon was in orbig, he asked me
which tank we wanted to hit first. 1 suggested the one that was not
stuck. Within ahout 30 scconds he said “T've staried the music”
meaning the laser beam was on the target. Schlitz was already in
position for the drop - the LGB hit right on that P'I'-76, blew the
wurrct off and fipped the tank over. The blast covered the second
tank with mud, so [ put another smoke rocket down, Raccoon
“started the music” again. Schlitz meanwhile had pulled right
back up on the porch for another run. The whole operation was
over in three minules. Two bombs—two tanks destroyed. I logged
them in al 6:18 and off at 6:21—that raust be close to a record of
some kind.

Alithough the new laserguided bombs were the most efficient air-
delivered munition against tanks, most tanks were destroyed by 500-
pound gencral purpose bombs. Many were released from VNAF A-I’s
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