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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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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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