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FOREWORD ---- 

In our continuing des i re  to bring to t h e  readcr an in-depth 
look at the use of airpower in Southeast  Asia, we present in 
t h i s  volume a t r u l y  monumental effort at recounting the 
myriad of widely separate hut not u n r e l a t e d  events and opera- 
tions rhat took p l a c c  during thc spring invasion of 1972. 

In this  monograph, the authors from the Air k'ar College present 
an illuminating scory of the people and machines that fought 
so gallantly during t h i s  major enemy of fens ive .  The authors' 
breadth of experience in and out of comhat cnahles them t o  
provide a penetrating account 01 h o ~  airpouer was brought to 
bear upon the enemy. 

The "Vietnamization" program, begun in 1969, had by March of 
1972 reduced U .  S. manpower involvement in Vietnam from 500,000 
to 95,000. 11. S .  airpower involvement, however, did not decrease 
proportionately. Although the South Vietnamese Air Force took 
up the "lion's share" oC the effort,  U .  S .  airmen were st i l l  
very m ~ c h  involved. D~ring t h e  of fcnsive, their ski 11s , courage 
and professionalism w e r e  t e s t e d  24 hours a day, directly con- 
tributing to the cventtral succcss f u l  outcorns. 

The readcr should learn from this story that not  only is air- 
power an e s s e n t i a l  element of any major operation, bat that 
its employment is a tram effort. More so, it  involvcs men 
and women on the  ground as w e l l  as in the air -- one cannot 
function without the other .  

d5L h-GL-2 
k' 1 1.LIAM V. McBRIDZ . Gcneral , USAF 
Vice Chief of staff 
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It'itll one cxrel~tital. l l ~ e  aut l~orb ot t11is 1%-ork servetl in Solltlicast 
,Asia, scvt~-;~l tluring 111c 1972 Caillpaigll. Their colIe~tirc cunhnt ex- 
pericnces give a special autl~enticity to this account. l 'Iie~= I~ l i evc  t11;1t 
the responw of American nit- nnrI 11av:11 power to meet thc dlallcngc 
was dccisive in first blunting, rhen breaking the niorilcntllirl nf tllc 
Communist stcnmrolIer. They lurther belier-c that  theirs is n story 
1%-l-llicl~ cvery :lmerirnn s11011ltl k~iorc-, recprdIcss of opinions 011 the 
larger aspecls or the war. This  ir n history of airporvcr at)d airrncn; it 
is an accollnt uf profcssionalim~ in wliich every .4mericail can take 
s;~lisfactio~i. 

'Tlie facilities at Maawe11 AYII oncr a rich variety of sol~lre malerials 
for the study of a i r p ~ r c r  in Southeast Asia. The team that rvorkcd on 
this projert rspccislly ~vislles LO recognize thr: assista~lce uf Mr. Kol~crt 
U .  Lorve and his staft' oI the Bir IJniversity I.ihray. Lt Cnl hlalcolii~ 
S. Bounds of the Xiaxwell CORONA IIARVES?' office, anrl Mr. 
I.lopl H. Col-nett, Jr., snrl his staff at the Blljert F. Simpson Histori- 
cal KesearcIl Ccnter. 

Col Donald 1'. Hum scrrml as the sturlcrlr tcrani cIlicf on this projcct. 
IIe richly rlewrvcs the tllanks of his learnmatts and their f;lcuIty 
atlriso~; CoIo~lcI nonaldso~~ 1). Frizzcll. 

?'hc Ail- Force O&cc of Ilistol-g r t ~ i e r ~ c d  the manuscripts ; I I I ~  prrs 
vitlml ffacilities duril~g tI~c final editing. Final roordin;~ticm of maps. 
pllotm, ant1 marll~script was 11). Capt i i~ l lh?  1). Elmorc. 

The Fditors 
Col Ilonaldmn I). FI-ixxell, .%i r \Vat ColIege, Maxwell AFB, i\I .. 
Col Ray L. nowcrs, Office of hl: Hislory. 1%-'adiingtor~. D.C. 





staff (PACAE') and served as Acting Director of thc Tactical Forces 
Directorate. IIc llas cornbat experience in hot11 air dcfense (F102) a11rl 
tactical figlitcr ( F 4 )  aircraft. IIc also is a graduate of tllc Air War 
Colkgc. 

COL JOHN M. RAM-(BA. Bethany College) is assigned as t l ~ e  
Marine Corps repr~xntative to Air IJnivcrsit); hfaxw-ell AFU, Ala. 
Commissioned an infant7 officer, he was later designated a naval 
aviator. IIc t l i t ~  harl I>oth pounrl and air assignments wit11 a majority 
of assignments in the lattcr. He had two tours i n  Sour11 Vietnam, the 
latter was an assignment a t  Bien IIoa AB during. tlle 1972 Spring 
Invasion. He i s  a graduate of the Air War Collegc. 

COI. KAY Y. IIrAT.nER!. JR.,- (B.G.S., Universi~y of Nebraska 
Omaha) is Deputy Director, FigllteriReconnaissarice Tanker Divisioi~, 
HQ 9th Air Force, TAC, Shaw- AFB, Snllth Carolina. IIe has had assign- 
ments in 7':iC, USAFE, and PACAF. He had two tours in Southeast 
Asia. IIe commandd ail F-4E Squadron there dming the 1972 Invasion. 
He is a graduate of Air hmrnantl and Staff ColIegc and Air War 
Cmllegc- 

COL LORENZ F. WZ!STKER- (B.A., Gonzasa Univcrsit)f) is chief 
O [  tllc Kesolirces Man;~gcme~lt Division, Robins ALC, Kohins AFB, 
GA. IEc has sewed in scvcral tactical fighter units. In 1967. he flew 2-45 
comhat missions ill F-100s while sta~ioncd at Bicn Hoa. Returning to 
Soutllcast Asia in the Spring oi 19-72, he commandcd tlie 335th Tactical 
Fighter Squadron at 'lJl,on -413, -I'l~ailand, and flew an additional 9ti 
combat missions. Othcr ;~ssignmcnts i~lclude Cllief of Main~enance oE 
the 4th Tacliral Figliter Wing, Scymonr Jolmson AFB. North Carolina. 
He is ;I graduatc of the Air War ColIegc- 

I.'I' COL CHAKLES \YY BOND-- (%lP,.I. Aulmrn LTnivrrsity) is 
prcse~~tly assigned to h-1t:ConnelI AFR, Karisas. Ile has had flying rtssig11- 
mcnts in KC-135's with Strategic Air Cammand and flew rcwue heli- 
copters in Soutb~x~st Asia in 19G%70. His subsequent assignments haye 
l ~ r n  ~vi t l i  Slrike C~mmantl and Joint Chicfs oE StaK He is a grnduatc 
of the Air War College. 

LT COL EUGENE -1'. BUCKNER- (PIl.D., Rrigllam Young Uni- 
versity) is Conimandcr 01 1 jlst Cornl>n~ Support Sq~ladron (TAG) 
Utah Air Kational Cuard. He has had rcserve assignments in person- 
nel and administration. His active duty service was in personnel a ~ ~ r l  
supply. In  civilian lile, he is a ~fiycl~ulogist and educator. IIe i s  a 
gradute of lhc Air Wsr College. 

LT COL KOKM;I.;ZN EIXAR-(Bh,  'l'roy Statc University) 113s 
scnwl in ATC, SAC, PACAF ant1 MAC. He has flown T-28, T-33. 
KC-97, r-130, and C-141 aircraft. Whilc in Soutll Vietnam and 1.a- 
in 1970, 11c flew 350 missions in the Ov-IOIZ as a iom-ard air conlroller. 
He is a graduatc of Squadron Officer Scl~ool. Ind~~strial Collepe of t l ~ e  
Armed Forccs and the Air War Collese. 

L T  COL RORERT L. EVERS-(MBA, Gcor,ge Wasliington IJni- 



versit)-.) is I>eputy Cgroup ConlmailrIer at SIlcppard XFR, -1'exas. IIis 
p r e r i o ~ ~ s  assignments have Ixen with tllc Strategic Air Command as ;I 

~ ~ a v i g q ~ o r .  IIc fIcw C-130's i11 Southeast Asia in 1968 ailrI was a n  Arc 
1.igllt (l<-52) ~ll;~ilrtcl- ; t ~  HQ 8th Air For~ur, .\ndcrseil AFE, Cuam, 
rluring the l ~ r i o r l  of the Spi-ing Invasion 1972. TIC is a graduate of the 
Air \%Tar CoIIcgc. 

I.?' COT. JAMES K. H ARDIKG-- (M.S.P.A., George UIashington 
University) is i ~ ~ ~ i ~ q l ~ < l  10 tile 3lst 'l'aclical Figl~tet 1-\;ing, Homcstcacl 
AFK, Fla. 1'1-ior assignmcnts were primarily associatd wit11 -1'actical 
F i d l l c ~ s  ~ t - l ~ e r c  he 11;1s cxpcricrlce iii ~l~aintenarire  ant1 opc~ations. Hc was 
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Command rind Staff Collcge 2nd Air War College. 
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sicpcd lo [he 305tll Air llelticli~lg lying, GI-issom >IF]<, lntliana. Prey- 
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K G l S 5 ' s .  IIr: lias in cxcess uf 700 hours of coml~at refticling (luring 
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Introduction: Prelude to Invasion 

h;iarcl~ 1972. T h e  war was ominously quiet after of turbulence. 
War-wary citizens ol tlie South Vietnamese republic lmkccl to tllc 
future with Ilo~w- Since 1968, Allial programs of "lmcitication" l ~ a d  
taken root, and now scemcd to promise wcurity and economic r~cri\~ery 
for the yet impovcrishd countryside. Improved Sor~th Vietnarncsl- 
armed forccs, backd by tIlc c i t ize~~ Regional and Popular Forces, 
appeared upahlc of containing the C:ornrnunist threat. ?'he Communist 
cause wcrnetl in decline, altho11g11 guerrillas still llarassed the ppulace 
in some localc.5, anrl Nor111 Vietnamese regiments remained active in 
horiler anrl remole areas. 

-l'he situation appeared to vindicate the three yl.drS of American 
~mlicy under President h'ixon. Since 1969, Nixoa had griddually dis- 
engaged American ground forces. withdrawing combat units in incre- 
mcnts. Simultaneously, an acwlcratd plan for ''Vietnamizing" U.S. 
war rolcs had taken form. Both American goals-disengagrnneiit anrl 
Vietnamiration-reflected a Ixoader hlucprint for Asian policy sketchcd 
by Nixon. Unrler the s~cal led Nixon Doctrine, America would aid 
iu Asian allies wit11 malcrials, tecllnical advice, and if  necessary with 
air m d  naval power. Bq-onrl this, the nation remained determined to 
avoid ft~rther rlew commitments of U.S. ground iorces. 

American military manpower in Vietnam at tlie end of March 1972 
st& at 95,000. down from more than 500,000 three years 1,efore. I'hc 
reductions had been Ileaviest for the U.S. Army and Marines; USAF 
s~rcngth in Vietnam, at 20,OM) was tougl~ly one-~Ilirrl the former ~ a k ,  
but another 27.00 USAF members were stationed in Thailand. 'I'he 
Soutll Vietnamese Air Force P N A F )  now sliouldererl the brunt uf thc 
in-country air war-Allietl airstrikes within South Vietnam tolalletl 
4,000 during Fehrl~ar): 1972, of w-IiicIl 3,300 were flown hy VNAF. 
Meanwllile, the American pround combat role had become wholly 
defensive. 

North Vietnamese Laders colild scarcely miss the implications of 
these trends. Not only did r l~e  gowing  stability in the Sonth weaken 
the l ike l i l id  of eventual Communist victoq. but the apparent success 
of Vietnamization winforccd :lmerican willingness to continuc heavy 
fiscal support. Furthermore, the pssible reelection of Ridlard Kixon 



io tlic :Imerican P~-c s ide~~ t i ;~ l  campaign just beginning, jlromiserl con- 
l i t i n i ~ g  firmness in A~nerican policy toward tiit war. Thus, from the 
Comi~l~rnist  ~ i c w ,  tllc logic of n bolt1 strike ill 1972 was compelling. 
1Vattlefield victories o n  scwral i ron~s,  at the lcast, croulrl makc wreckage 
of Kixon's past polities and the ~ l l l l l i c  s l i p p ~ r t  upon 1vIiic11 they rested. 
h m I  there remained the i~lrtl ler liolx that initial successes coulrI pr* 
ducu: a fast dctcrior;ition of Sour11 Vie tnam~w wiIl and a b i l i t ~  to resist. 

'I'he aplmrent :trcllitect of the 1972 Spring Offensive was CencraI 
V<:o h-gu)-.cn Cinp, Defense XIitiistel- of the DRV. Giap had I,ecli all 

carly associate of Ho Chi Mitlh ant1 hat1 directed tllc victory ovcr the 
Frcncl~ 3t Dicn Bicn Pllu. I n  1968. Ilc planned the coutltrywide T e t  
Offerlsil=e ;~rld t l ~ c  t ~ t e n d e d  siegc a t  K11e S i n l ~ ,  the U.S. Marine basc 
aL the north~t-cst coriler of S O L I ~  Victnam. The Allies de f ea t4  the 
Comm~~n i s l s  it1 1968, I;u'.@g tIlrollgh the I~eavy application of U.S. 
airlmwer. Now, ill 1972, Giap s p i n  ]>id for victory, gambling tlie f d l  
stre~lgtll of t h e  Sort11 Victn~nicsc Army and  its wca lw~~ry  t111ilt 11p 
o w r  tile Tears nt h c n y  cost. 

TIic e ~ a u i n g  rn~npai~gn tcstccl two w r y  rlifiererlt systems of war. -1'11~ 
.gnvernment of S o ~ ~ t l l  Victrianl, uii the one hand, maintained over a 
n~ill ion 11ie11 1111tlel- amis. Over lialf of tl1e.w were local pararnilital-y 
fore+Ke,@onal a ~ n I  Popular Forces. The active Army numl>ererl 
414,000 mcn cmploytvl t~ntler ~ h t :  operational control uf the four cor1)s 
cnmmanrIers, each reslmnsible for nne of the four military rq ions  of 
the country. A national rtratcgic reserve, a t  most times consisting of 
scvcral I~rigadcs 01 paratroops a r ~ d  i\Iari~~es, 1-mnainerI s~~l>jec t  la Juint 
C:elle~-al Staff dircctiot~. Strategic reserve llnits were shiltetl ;unollg the 
1lliliti11-~ I-cgior~s 10 111rxt immediate coni ingencics, 11s11ally moving by 
air. A few clitc nnits werc trnincd i n  lung-range 1m1rol lactics and 
cmployerl ill c-oiililer-gt~crrilln actions. Gcncrallg, the .\rniy of Victnam 
mflcr-tccl its Amcl-ir-;111 training, having Iearncrl lo rcly hc;~vil!= on air 
ntlrl ;lrtillcl-?. 51-epnwet- ; ~ r t t I  to exploit the ntIvantaxcs or 1lclicol)ter air- 
 obili lit!=. Sout l~  Vie~namcse troops I r~ug l~ t  wcll on most occasions. al- 
t l~o~lg l l  ;IrroIlnts uf inc1iscil)line snrt p n i c  rlul-iilg the 1):lin CIII 1971 
inrursion into 1.ans (LAM SOK 719) leIr naggi~lg tlonl~ts as ro the 
Xrn~y's rcaI ~ n e ~ t l e .  

.T'lle Xorth Vir.tnamr.sc i\riny practiceri a very diffcrcnt style of war. 
Air 51ippu1-t ; ~ n d  air transport had ;tlmost no ],lace in C o n l n ~ ~ ~ n i s t  
i~ictliurls, rvi~icl~ were rIesigncri LO trlinimixe [he effmts o f  Allietl air- 
~ I \ -c I - .  1T11ils ~novetl 1)); nixl~t,  anrl incessantly pact  ired i ~ h n i q u c r  01 
caninliflage; Comml~nist troops knav  Ilorq t o  r l i ~  in ;111(1 f o r t i 1 ~  fur 
safely from Allicd firelmrver. Trcllniqars tor delivering :u~tonla~ic  
w e n p n s  firc ag;~inst lo~v-fl~ilig aircraEt rvcre well-practicrcl. S~lecisl 
troops w-cre traillet1 for sappcr and sllelling a t ~ a t k s  011 :\llietl air 
l~nsc+'JO USAF craft IlarI bwn dcstroYe<l iri go1111rl attacks sinrye 1962. 
C o ~ n r n u ~ ~ i s l  la~is t ics  mctllm1s similarly ilepciided 011 cnmouflagc, rlis- 
petrion, ;~n t l  night movclncrit. I .acking the kind of ~nohili ty possessed 



I)y Allicd u i ~ i ~ s ,  ~ h c  Comint~r~istr rcilrai~icrl patient and rc~ourceful in 
huilding up fur I-egional offcr~sit.es, and shorwrl ,great skill in er~ract i r~g 
from diffic111~ ctigagcinents. Most w e a p n r y  was Sovict and Cliincsc 
manufact~ircri. Before 1973, tanks had been rare12 emploprl in Solath 
Vietnam, anti-aircraZt 11lissiIcs not a1 all. ..\ltho~~gI~ cx~msccl to great 
privatio~~, C:ommunist tlaops were ~vellilisciplinctl and highly-indor- 
trinatcd, ai1d ollen fougl~t wcll in both attack and tlclcnse. Allied 
psycllol~ical w:lrfarc cam 1x1 igns secnied suu-essful at times i r ~  ra~lsing 
tlcscrtio~~s, hut the Coilimunist military Corces in the Soutl~ remained 
~igorol~s. 

:~lIicd reconnaissance and iiltelligncc reports in late 1971 indicatctl 
h a t  the Kor111 Vietnamcsc were undertakin~ 1111uma1 logistics I)rcp;i- 
rations. Aerial photos s1io1vcd 7,IK)O to 8,000 trucks in rc'ortl~ Victnan~csc 
sulq~ly tlepots arlcl parking lots, nppi~rently l a ~ d c d  wit11 rnil i t ;~r~ S I I ~  

plies ;us1 waiting for the Laolian trails to dl? out. Siin~~Itaneor~sly, the 
Sort11 Victri;~mcse illte~~sificd road-lj~~ilding efforts sout111\-arc1 fr-om 
Hanoi and HaipI~ong. T w o  fuel pipclines reached lroin ITaiphong 
torcarcl the IIMZ. By early 1972. hlliccl officers agrwcl t h a ~  all early 
offensive was possible, rliflcring mainly 011 tllc riming and extent of 
the 1~lo1-s. - 1 ' r \ ~ ~  al)lwoaclli~~g cr-ents u ~ ~ . w l  t l ~ c  analysts to fucl~s on I h c  

middle uF Fellrual-jy -the ~ - c u r w n c e  of 'I'et (the L11n;tr New year 
celebrated in Vietilam). ailtl the schetlulerl \-isit of Sison to ~llc. 
People's Rcpul~lic uf China. Allicd ;~ircraIt slageel a maximum strike 
efhrt ag~irlst suspcrttxl enemy I,uildups ill the PIeiku Iliglilands, last- 
ing 2-1 hollrs d u r i n ~  12-13 Fd3ru;u-y; a similarly concelltratctl clfori. 
pounder1 the n X I 7 .  rcgio~l ori IG-I7 Fcl~ruary. Rcsults al~pcnretl unim- 
pressive, I,u t the rllontl~ ~l;~sserI witbout signilk;mt Cor~i~nu~iist actinn. 

lleanrvhilc, t l ~ c  drarvclolvll of U.S. forces roil~i~luccl on scl~cdule allrl 
accordiiig to plan. 



Chapter One: The Opening 

'l'lic hammer fell 011 Easter Itreekend, 1972. Soon aEter midnight, 
in the early-rnor~lin~ darkness of G d  Friday. SO Mard~,  thousands 
of Communist mortar, rocket, and artillery rounds began battering 
South Vietnamese positions along the northern border oE the Republic. 
By midday, muItitlides of North Vietnamese regulars had moved 
across the m a l l 4  I)ernilirarized %one (DMZ), assaulting fire bases 
and linking wit11 otlwr Communist units already to the south. Bcwil- 
dered by tiit mass and icrocitg of the attacks and the pressures on their 
communicatio~a, tlic deicndcrs qnickl y fell back from tllc advanced 
posts- 

For the next several days, thick overcasts, low ceilings, and rain 
helper1 shield the Communists in the DMZ region from air attack. The 
invasion was opcn and direct-lar,gely absent were thme tactics of 
camouilage and dispersion typical of Communist methods in the past. 
Tllree North Victnamcse di~yisionssome 10,000 troops in all- 
rlclivcrcd the main blows, driving against Quang T r i  city and later, 
Hue. Furthm weight camc from certain weapons seldom or never seen 
previousIy in South Vietnam. Among thcse wcre the Soviet T-54. T-34. 
and older PT-7ti tailks, tIlc Sosiet-made SA-2 and SA-7 anti-aircraft 
missiles, the Russia11 130-mm. gun, and tllc ,Yl'-S wire-guided anti-tank 
nlissilc. Thc 130-mm. gun. wit11 a firing range of 17 miles, was espe- 
cially eNer-tivc in sustaining the invasion. Defending the region were 
largely l~ntested Soutl~ \?ictnamcst: infantry, reinforced hy two brigades 
of Vietnamese Marines and the l ~ a l  Regional and Popular Forces. 
Fewer tlian 9,000 men splrad over the rlor~hernmost 300 square mile+ 
a force clearly inferior to the attackers. 
:I second major Coinmnnist invasion touk fonn simultaneously, 

gaining nlomentum in the iorc-ted anti rugged Iiighlands north ant1 
west of Pleiku. Mderatc-scale ;tttarks on tIic region's fire support bases 
bqan on 30 Marr-lt Within a few (lays, pressures intcnsihed or] more 
than a dozen posts. including t I~c  ridgc ~mit ions  west ol Kontum and 
T)ak To. Communist units threatened the important roadway between 
Pleiku and Kontum, ant1 or1 3 April c~cupicd 11ig11 %ground near the 
lnak To airfield, bringing i t  under artillery fire and dosing down air 
o ~ r a t i o n s .  Ry mid-April. the i~lvading force in Military Rcgion 11 



Soviet T-54 Tank {top), T 3 4  f ank (bottom). 
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Soviet PT-76 Tank (top). F3Q-nm gun (bottom), 

included al>ol~ t 1fl,00o trmpr. moFt ni rr-horn had entered l ' ie~nam since 
the hrsr of ~lre month. Cornml~nist olljrctives included t h e  several hal;er 
ant1 town? in the highlanrls. nppm-entI?. t v i t I ~  l l~c  itlcn rrt estahlishinq 
fnll poIiticaZ cntl~rol ot thc r~e ion .  Other attacks on disltrict to1r.n~ in 
coa5t;ll re~ion.;. and efForts against s u ~ ~ p l ~  Iines connect in^ Pleiku to 

the coact. nllrcntcnerl. in effect, to divide I'ietnnm in IiaII. 
.%lthou~l i  t he  South i'ictnamc~e had nnticipatcrl the appearance of 

some tanks in rl~e highlands, the mass  and ~ a r i e t y  of heat-v eqtripment 
user! by the Commtlnists was il surprise. i i c  in S l i l i t a ~  Reyion 1. the  
Cornmrrnirt 5 deplovetl several r-ariarions of the l'-ri,l and P.1'-76, and 
























































































































































































































