




















































































































































































































abandoned,” Wall said. “Later the ARVN Second Division arrived. It was a sorry

bunch.”




Chapter Seven
The New Success of Signal Interception

Within the National Archives are more than 2,000 hours of tape-recorded
discussions and briefings at Military Assistance Command, Viet Nam (Long Binh)
made during the four years GEN Creighton Abrams was in command. They were
declassified last year and are available for limited inspection through the National
Archives in Washington, D.C.

The main story that emerges from these tapes is that of a different and
arguably better war being waged during the years 1968-1972, better in contrast to
the earlier years of American involvement — especially between 1965 and1968
when Westmoreland commanded - and when the “new” war was conducted by
Abrams, U.S. Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker and Ambassador William Colby, in
charge of the euphemistically named *“Pacification™ effort.

The most dramatic information revealed by the tapes has to do with signals
intelligence of the movement of men and materiel down the Ho Chi Minh Trail
from North Viet Nam through Laos and Cambodia and then into South Viet Nam.

Signal intelligence, usually considered an adjunct to eyes and ears on the
ground before Vietnam, grew to maturity during the latter days of the Vietnam
War. Denied troops on the ground after 1969, and relying primarily on Igloo White

sensors that produced intelligence “too classified” to be pushed downward to the
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field commanders, current intelligence rarely reached the troops in time to be
immediately useful.

Before 1968 estimates of the enemy’s infiltration down the trail were just
that — estimates. Efforts to track and calculate the enemy’s movement of men and
units were both difficult and controversial.

Often months would pass before intelligence officers could identify with
any assurance the number and destination of NVA units who had come down the
trail. The image they presented was made from prisoner-of-war interrogations,
captured documents, and reports passed by Hac Bao and U.S. Special Forces
MAG-SOG units, and clandestine CIA agents. Recalculations and revisions of
earlier figures, carried out repeatedly as more information was obtained,
undermined the credibility of MACYV infiltration estimates in the eyes of those who
did not understand the system (Sorley, 56).”

That, in turn, contributed to the order of battle controversy that raged during
the latter stages of Westmoreland’s tenure, erupting again some years later as a
result of the CBS television documentary The Uncounted Enemy: A Vietnam
Deception and Westmoreland’s failed libel suit against the network

After General Creighton Abrams’ tenure began in 1968 came the
acquisition of a new and remarkably accurate means of determining details of

enemy movements south. U.S. intelligence began to intercept, break, and read

encoded enemy radio traffic that accurately and consistently reported the numbers,




progress, and destinations of infiltration groups moving down the Ho Chi Minh
Trail.

“Under GEN Abrams,” said his J-2 (Intelligence Officer) BG Phil
Davidson, “the commander is pleased with his intelligence, acts upon it, and has
forced the staff to act upon it. That is what has changed in the last four or five
months (Sorley, 59).”

North Vietnamese traffic on the trail was controlled by the General
Directorate of Rear Services (GDRS) in Hanoi and administered by a Commo
Liaison (Communications-Liaison Bureau) unit through a series of military way
stations, already introduced as binh trams, along the route. Each station was
numbered and, therefore, individually identifiable. Binh Tram 33 in Laos, for
example, was in the vicinity of Base Area 604 near Tchepone.

The system of binh trams, later further expanded, extended initially from
Hanoi through North Viet Nam and Laos to the tri-border area where North Viet
Nam, Laos, and South Viet Nam meet. “Almost the entire Cambodian-South
Vietnamese border area is one continuous staging area,” later concluded MACV
analysts, with 20 or so bases in the expanded complex.

The binh trams controlled a second type of facility associated with the trail,
known as “T-stations.” These also were numbered — for example, “T-10.” The

mission of the commo-liaison groups was to facilitate movement of units traversing

the trail.




There also was a series of what were called “K-facilities,” providing
permanent supply warehouses at intervals along the route.

A headquarters designated the 559th Transportation Group, located in Base
Area 604, operated the trail in Laos under direction of the GDRS. Each binh tram
exercised operational control over its supporting security forces, transportation,
anti-aircraft, medical, and engineer units, as well as the commo-liaison stations, an
aggregation that reached approximately regimental size for each binh tram.
Altogether an estimated 40,000 people were engaged in operating the trail under
the 559th Group.

Suddenly the allies had gained access to a tremendous source of information
on all this activity, one whose significance went far beyond simply logistics.

“Through interception of Rear Services messages,” said one MACV
analyst, “we’ve been able to determine the rate at which infiltration groups are put
in the pipeline for movement south and their probable destinations in South Viet
Nam.” (Sorely, 60)

Calling it a “new dimension™ in knowledge of enemy infiltration, MACV’s
infiltration expert noted that this all began on | Nov 1967 with the first recorded
intercept of a North Vietnamese Rear Services communication containing
references to a numbered infiltration group. It took several months to grasp the
significance of this new source, but by mid-March 1968, when 14 groups had been

detected, the analysts realized that a large infiltration effort was underway.
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During March and April, following the 1968 Tet Offensive, 114 groups,
totaling nearly 66,000 men, were identified in intercepted communications as
infiltrating south.

Then, beginning in mid-June 1968, groups containing large numbers of sick
and wounded were detected in apparent northward movement. Some of these
groups also contained substantial numbers of apparently able-bodied men, and the
analysts at MACV concluded that this represented withdrawal of the 304th NVA
Division. They were dead wrong, but this wasn’t determined until after the war
ended.

During the summer and into autumn of 1968 infiltration tapered off
dramatically. In subsequent years, similar cyclical variations in the traffic were
observed.

The NVA apparently was also was careful not to ship men south too soon
lest they had to provide rations and other support for them over a longer time than
necessary, thereby increasing the logistical burden.

Allied forces complemented interdiction of the Ho Chi Minh Trail with
preemptive strikes into enemy base areas to seize supplies that had gotten through.
In late September 1968, for example, MACYV J-2 estimated that 191,000 men had
infiltrated south from North Viet Nam since the beginning of the year and projected

an additional 16,000 for arrival during October—December, giving a total for the

year of 207,000, according to MACV J-2 BG Phil Davidson.




By October 1968, Davidson could tell the visiting Secretary of the Navy, I
think the intelligence is many times better than what it was six months ago.” First
“the breakthrough that we got on infiltration gave us a great lead on the enemy we
never had before. (Sorley, 64)

Davidson also underscored the importance of this intercept capability at a
conference on intelligence collection in the autumn of 1968.

“I think unquestionably one of the things that has caused success is
communications intelligence,” he said. *That’s really changed a hell of a lot of
things.”

Abrams agreed. “Replacements are a thermometer of anticipated combat
activity,” he observed, and, “with the new intelligence capability, it was possible to
know where those replacements were headed, in what numbers, and on what

schedule. Such information was invaluable when it came to arranging a proper

reception.” (Sorley, 66)




Chapter VIII

The Secret Bombing of Cambodia

B-52 “Arc Light” Mission over Cambodia, 1970.Photo: USAF

In February 1969 the United States Air Force began secretly bombing North
Vietnamese positions detected inside Cambodia. These bombing, which lasted
almost two years, became known as the “Secret War.” Remarkably, it was only
secret to the U.S. public and even that was not a very well kept one.

In part the Cambodian bombing campaign was a reaction to North
Vietnamese moves in Cambodia to find safe sanctuary for its logistical bases. U.S.
efforts to interdict the Ho Chi Minh Trail had pushed the North Vietnamese farther
west, where they could infiltrate with fewer casualties. This allowed them to build
up “sanctuaries” in Cambodia they thought would be unassailable.

The North Vietnamese movement west was also another unintended

consequence of McNamara's Electronic Fence because of the heavy introduction of

U.S. bombers and special operations units that had infiltrated the eastern portions




of the trail. Their presence resulted in devastating air strikes that decreased the
efficiency of the trail and destroyed morale among the NVA soldiers. One
commonly heard litany among the young North Vietnamese troops was, “Born in
the North to die in the South.”

Finally, a frustrated U.S. military leadership that was impatiently ordered by
President Richard M. Nixon to do something useful brought the Secret War.
Despite spending billions of dollars trying to decrease infiltration from the North,
the U.S. continued to witness an inexorable flood of NVA troops into South
Vietnam, Laos, and now Cambodia. Nixon demanded that it end.

Once again the U.S. relied on a bombing campaign. To counter Presidential
criticism the United States Air Force bombed Cambodia more than 43,000 times
between 1969 and 1971. When it was over a million Cambodians were dead,
wounded or missing, and the North Vietnamese were firmly entrenched in
Cambodia and would remain so for almost ten more years.

The Secret War unfolded after Cambodian Prince Norodom Sihanouk
refused to become an American client and allow Cambodia to become yet another
Southeast Asian battlefield.

On February 9, 1969, US military intelligence reports suggested there was a
significant NVA base just inside Cambodia — perhaps the elusive Central Office for
South Vietnam, Headquarters (COSVN HQ) that dogged U.S. planners. Whether it

was discovered by radio intercepts, human intelligence, or Igloo White sensors

have never been revealed.




Regardless, Abrahms was confident that a series of precision B-52 bomber
strikes could eliminate the COSVN base camp, assuming he could convince the
new Nixon administration to go along with him. B-52s airstrikes could be used to
carpet bomb large swaths of land, targeted in "boxes" of approximately two miles
by one half-mile square.

In a memo to General Earle Wheeler, Chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of
Staff, Abrahms argued: that “there is little likelihood of involving Cambodian
nationals if the target boxes are placed carefully. Total bomber exposure over
Cambodian territory would be less than one minute per sortie.” (Shawcross, 21)

The idea was pitched to Nixon, who quickly approved the bombing with the
assistance of his national security advisor Henry Kissinger. The first airstrikes were
set for March, barely one month after the initial intelligence reports. With the
demonstrated lack of sensitivity that marked the entire war the assault was
codenamed “Operation Breakfast.”

Kissinger suggested to Nixon that the attacks occur in secret. Nixon
concurred and General Wheeler informed his staff:

"In the event press inquiries are received following the execution of the
Breakfast Plan as to whether or not US B-52s have struck in Cambodia, US
spokesman will confirm that B-52s did strike on routine missions adjacent to the

Cambodian border but state that he has no details and will look into the question,

Wheeler ordered.” (Shawcross, 22)




On the 9th of March, 48 boxes - approximately 48 square miles of
Cambodian territory - were carpet bombed for Breakfast.

Over the course of the next 14 months, the US conducted 3630 B-52
bombing raids in Cambodian territory. Each major operation followed on a
tradition started with Breakfast; subsequent plans included Operations Lunch,
Snack, Dinner, Dessert, Supper.

As Shawcross explained in Sideshow, “Once the decision had been made in
principle that Communist violations of Cambodia's neutrality justified aggressive
reciprocal action, it was not difficult to repeat the performance.” (Shawcross, 29)

Arguably without the permission of Sihanouk, the US continued to bomb
NVA and VC targets within Cambodia. Very little information was mentioned
publicly - in April and May of that year there were several small references in the
press concerning bombings over the border, but for whatever reason it wasn't
considered a major story. Later that would change, when hindsight became 20-20

Despite the months of airstrikes, the bombings did little to slow down NVA
activities. On the contrary, communist forces crept further and further into
Cambodia. The US bombers followed suit. Significant populations of Cambodian
peasants were now at risk, though no one knows with absolute certainty how many
of them were killed during the campaign. The U.S. policy was to count the
Cambodians “per acre.” Such policies provided the previously weak Khmer Rouge

guerrilla force new currency. Run by disenfranchised leftist politicians, it grew

dramatically in the wake of the bombings.




The bombings also reinforced the Khmer Rouge's taste for violence.
Suddenly the war in Cambodia was escalating, spiraling out of control. Sithanouk,
whose greatest evidence of leadership was that he had kept his people out of the
war, no longer had the right to that claim. His days were numbered.

In January 1970, Sihanouk left Cambodia on tour, with plans to visit
France, the Soviet Union and China. General Lon Nol, Sihanouk's prime minister,
began a series of steps that would soon spell the political end of Sihanouk.

In early March 1970, Lon Nol organized anti-Vietnamese demonstrations
across Cambodia and gave the Vietnamese an ultimatum to leave Cambodia or face
an attack. On March 12, thousands marched in Phnom Penh, sacking both the
North Vietnamese and Viet Cong embassies. By March 15, Lon Nol's ultimatum
deadline had come and gone, so he requested and received shelling from South
Vietnamese artillery against North Vietnamese forces entrenched near the border.

The immediate impact of the Lon Nol coup was the end of Cambodian
neutrality. Because Lon Nol requested military support from South Vietnam, the
US concluded that this meant Lon Nol would also support American military
involvement. Somehow the United States had wrongly assumed it was the “will of
the people” to see the Prince gone and an obscure general put in his place.

In the country villages, where support of Sihanouk remained strong, rioting

soon broke out. Lon Nol's brother Lon Nil was literally butchered and cannibalized

by one mob. Also coming to Sihanouk's side were the communist forces of China,




North Vietnam and the Pathet Lao of Laos, ready to supply his fledgling army with
weapons and training.

Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge seized the opportunity and offered their support for
the deposed prince. Once a rag-tag guerrilla army of former politicians, monks and
teachers, they now had a cause for which the country people would fight. It was the
beginning of full-scale civil war in Cambodia.

Because it appeared Lon Nol
wanted US military support, Nixon
decided to expand attacks into Cambodia
in the hopes of eliminating COSVN, the
phantom Vietnamese command center the

US believed to be operating in Cambodian

N

Wi X-Ray, ("amhudia, 1970. Photo: NRH territory. In late April, 15,000 US troops

supported by over 4,000 ARVN troops crossed the Cambodian border as part of a
search-and-destroy mission. Once again the Nixon administration hoped to keep the
maneuvers secret, but a series of press leaks forced Nixon's hand. On Apnil 30,
Nixon gave his televised speech in which he outlined and justified the invasion.
"If.," Nixon explained, "when the chips are down, the world's most powerful
nation, the United States of America, acts like a pitiful, helpless giant, the forces of

totalitarianism and anarchy will threaten free nations and free institutions

throughout the world. (CBS News Archives, Nixon, April 30, 1970)




Public reaction to the invasion was swift.
Kent State Universitv. 1970
Hundreds of American universities shut down as
thousands of students protested and marched
against the Cambodian invasion. At Kent State

University in Ohio, where Sihanouk had once

visited in his campaign for Cambodian

independence, students sacked the campus ROTC building. Ohio governor James
Rhodes responded by ordering National Guard troops to quell the riots. By the end
of the day 15 students had been shot by the Guard, including four killed. Before the
week was over nearly 100,000 protesters had converged upon the White House.

The U.S. Congress, dismayed and angry over the president's refusal to seek
their consent when starting new wars, passed the Cooper-Church Amendment. The
amendment forbade Nixon from military engagements in Cambodia beyond June
30th as well as preventing US support of the Cambodian armed forces with training
and air support.

For all intents and purposes, the war in Cambodia was now illegal as far as
the Congress was concerned. It was the first time in US history that the legislative
branch had ever restricted the war powers of the executive branch.

Despite the passage of the Cooper-Church Amendment, Nixon was

undeterred. US ground forces pulled out of Cambodia by the end of June, but the

administration continued its B-52 bombing campaign supported by tens of




thousands of ARVN ground troops fighting the North Vietnamese within
Cambodia.

The US encouraged the South Vietnamese air force to become its proxy in
Cambodia, which the Vietnamese gladly did without regard for civilian casualties.
The White House also tried to enforce a long-term strategy for assisting Lon Nol's
army with weaponry, cash and military training. Cambodia was now a full-scale
test of the Nixon Doctrine, which Nixon described as protecting American interests
by supporting foreign troops in the fight against communism. In a matter of
months, Cambodia had devolved from a country plagued by isolated skirmishes to
full blown free-fire zone.

As the fighting escalated Nixon dispatched army colonel Alexander Haig to
Phnom Penh in order to appraise the situation as well as their new partner-in-war,
General Lon Nol. What Haig found in Lon Nol was discouraging, a “disturbing
foreshadowing of the fate of Cambodia,” Shawcross noted.

Shawcross reported that during their meeting Lon Nol broke out into
uncontrolled weeping and tremors. The US invasion had pushed the violence even
further into Cambodia, and now Lon Nol literally was begging for help, for his
army was too weak to save itself. Haig assured him that Nixon was his friend and
would help the Cambodians fight the communists.

To bad Lon Nol was an indecisive, emotional man with more faith in the

occult and other mystical mediums than his leadership skills. He would often

consult with monks who claimed to be spiritual channels to the ancient kings of




Angkor. As one US cartoonist joked at the time, "The only thing we know about
Lon Nol is that Lon Nol spelled backwards is Lon Nol," Shawcross reported.
Yet the Nixon administration, committed to pursuing an honorable end to

the war in Vietnam, adopted Lon Nol and began to supply his forces.

Nixon's War: The American Bombing Of Cambodia
“There are no American combat troops in Cambodia. There are no
American combat advisers in Cambodia. There will be no American combat troops
or advisers in Cambodia. We will aid Cambodia. Cambodia is the Nixon doctrine
in its purest form.... " - President Richard M. Nixon, November 1971 (Op-Ed Page,

November 21, 1971, New York Times Editorial Page)

Nixon secretly approved the bombing of Cambodia with the assistance of
his national security advisor Henry Kissinger. The first airstrikes were set for
March, barely one month after the initial intelligence reports. In honor of the
breakfast meeting at the Pentagon that led to Nixon's approval of the strike, the
assault was codenamed Operation Breakfast.

As suggested by Kissinger, Nixon ordered that the attacks occur in secret,
and all attempts to expose the bombing should be stopped.

General Wheeler informed his staff: "In the event press inquiries are

received following the execution of the Breakfast Plan as to whether or not US B-

52s have struck in Cambodia, US spokesman will confirm that B-52s did strike on




routine missions adjacent to the Cambodian border but state that he has no details
and will look into the question." Shawcross, William, p. 24)

On the 9th of March, 48 boxes - approximately 48 square miles of
Cambodian territory - was carpet bombed for Breakfast.

Over the course of the next 14 months, the US conducted 3630 B-52
bombing raids in Cambodian territory. Each major operation followed on a
tradition set out by Breakfast; subsequent plans included Operations Lunch, Snack,
Dinner, Dessert, and Supper. It had taken a change of presidential administrations
to start these attacks, but once the bombing began, a new routine of escalation fell
into place. As Shawcross explains in Sideshow, "Once the decision had been made
in principle that Communist violations of Cambodia's neutrality justified aggressive
reciprocal action, it was not difficult to repeat the performance. (Shawcross,
William, p. 26)

To this day, there is still debate whether Sihanouk himself approved of the
bombing of his own territory. Sihanouk denies it entirely, while Henry Kissinger
has stated otherwise. It really didn't matter whether Sihanouk approved it or not,
Sihanouk lacked the military might to prevent it.

Regardless the US continued to bomb NVA and VC targets within
Cambodia.

Henry Kissinger later explained, "It was not a bombing of Cambodia, but it

was a bombing of North Vietnamese in Cambodia." (Shawcross, 28)




Because of the failure of McNamara’s Electronic Fence to prevent the
infiltration of North Vietnamese troops into the south the war in Cambodia was
totally out of control.

Another unintended consequence was the death of “old” Cambodia. It had

been destroyed forever.
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CHAPTER VI
The New War
Northern I Corps remained relatively quiet for the
next 18 months, until the NVA regrouped from its terrible

beating south at Hue in the spring and summer of 1968 and

southwest in the Ashua Valley in 1969 at the hands of the
1st ARVN Div. Insignia

Ist ARVN Div. and the 2nd Brigade, 101st Airborne. The
Screaming Eagles had replaced the 1st Cavalry Division in [ Corps after the Tet
Offensive and Allied “Counter-Offensive™ in the summer and fall of 1968.
Headquartered out of Camp Evans, near Phu Bai and Hue, the 101st cleared the
NVA almost completely out of the populated regions of | Corps while driving them
into the inhospitable jungles along the Laotian border. It was something the
Marines and McNamara's Line had not managed to accomplish in the preceding
three years.

In early 1970 the war in the north heated back up. This time the ARVN was
carrying the ball and the U.S., already reducing its troop strength dramatically, was
there only for support. The Americans still there didn’t know it yet, but the 5th
Mechanized Infantry Div. and the 101st would soon begin the last American
offensive operation conducted in the Vietnam War.

For about 10 months after taking over operation control of northern 1 Corps

from the Marines, the ARVN secured Highway 9 west to Laos and patrolled the
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region from LZ Vandergrifi, a former Marine Corps firebase that acted both as the
ARVN st Division’s fortress and logistical supply base in northwestern I Corps.
Much of the airlift provided by American forces came from the 282nd, which had
been soldiering along in dignified obscurity since the Tet Offensive, occasionally
losing men and equipment to NVA gunners dug in on the ridges overlooking the
western border of northern South Vietnam. (Brown)

“We had switched our operations down south — along the Hoi An River in
Quang Nai Province, * Wall recalled. “Down there we were against local force VC.
Most of our stuff involved Phoenix. There was a lot of blood letting. Up North it
was ash & trash (resupply) and medivacs (medical evacuations).”

The big push in northern I Corps came on February 8, 1971 in an operation
the South Vietnamese called “Lam Son 719™ and the Americans “Dewey Canyon
I1.” The operation was an attempt to duplicate the success of the 1970 invasion of
Cambodia. The ARVN Ist Infantry
Division, Ist Airborne Division,
Vietnamese Marine Corps Division, 1st

Ranger Group, and the 1st Armor

Brigade participated in the offensive

into Laos and the 101st and 5th Mechanized Infantry supported them inside South
Vietnam. So did almost every operation aviation battalion left in Vietnam.,

Luckily, Wall left Vietnam before Lam Son 719 began. He arrived home in

time for Christmas 1970.




“We knew something big was up before I left. The ARVNSs and the Sth
Mech (U.S. Army 5th Mechanized Infantry Division) had rebuilt Vandergrift and
were building and fixing all kinds of new roads pointing straight into Laos. Then
somebody reopened Khe Sanh...” Wall recalled. “The ordinary Vietnamese kept
telling me we were invading North Vietnam. My hooch (hut) maid even said so.”

In October-November 1970, domestic and political pressure forced Nixon
and Kissinger to accelerate the timetable for U.S. troop withdrawals from South
Vietnam. By the beginning of 1971, roughly 180,000 American troops remained in
Vietnam (about one third of the peak U.S. strength). (Palmer, Bruce, Lt. Gen, p.
105) The American drawdown envisioned that by the summer of 1972 only a small
force of about 40,000 American personnel would remain. (Palmer, 217)

Therefore MACV commanders decided the dry season of 1970-71
(October-May) would be a good opportunity for the South Vietnamese to take the
offensive. In effect this would be a “coming out party” for ARVN, and a chance to
show the Communists they could conduct large operations without major U.S.
involvement.

This was the basic rationale that led to a White House proposal to launch an
invasion into Laos in February 1971.

Politically, the objective of the Laotian campaign would allow the final
phase of Vietnamization to move forward on schedule. Militarily, the operation was
to seize the Communist logistic complex in the Tchepone area. This region was a

key strategic junction of supply routes along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. A successful
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campaign was considered necessary by Abrams to help buy time for ARVN to
reach its training and modernization goals.

Operation LAMSON 719, the South Vietnamese designation given the
operation, involved some of their best troops - the 1st ARVN Division, 1st
Armored Brigade, and three ranger battalions from I Corps; and most of the elite
Airborne Division and the Vietnamese Marine Division. The overall commander of
LAMSON 719 was incapable Lt. General Hoang Xuan Lam, commanding general
of I Corps.

The entire operation was a race against time. In December 1970 the U.S.
Congress had imposed a limit on the expenditure of money for any American
ground forces operating outside South Vietnam. This would mean that the ground
operations in Laos would have to be conducted solely by South Vietnamese troops
without American advisors. Thus, U.S. forces were allowed to support LAMSON
719 with only limited tactical air support and long range artillery operating from
South Vietnamese bases

With Lam Son 719 Nixon was counting on the ARVN invasion of Laos to
achieve two political objectives, as well as its military goals: 1.)To show the
Communists that ARVN had become a viable fighting force, and 2.): Pressure
Communist officials in Paris to respond more favorably to Kissinger's peace
initiatives.

Although LAMSON 719 began on schedule on 8 February 1971, just about

everything went wrong from the beginning. Bad weather limited tactical air support
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the first day, and heavy rains on 9 February turned Route 9 into a quagmire. Five
days into the invasion and meeting only light resistance, an operation slated to last
three months, stalled. It was later claimed that on 12 February South Vietnamese
President Nguyen Van Thieu, feared that some of his best units were at risk,
ordered his commanders to proceed cautiously and to cancel the operation once
3,000 casualties had been incurred. Former South Vietnamese President Nguyen
Van Thieu has always denied the assertion.

Though ARVN units were allowed to resume the operation, the “taint™ of
the casualty directive by Thieu, and the fact that ARVN was meeting much stiffer
resistance than anticipated caused the government in Saigon to re-assess the
operations objectives. Now instead of keeping an ARVN presence in Laos for
ninety days, Thieu merely wanted to capture Tchepone, apparently for political and
morale reasons

General Abrams, by now extremely frustrated with Thieu's actions summed
up the situation in a message sent to General Lam, Abrams stated, “You go in there
just long enough to take a piss and then leave quickly (Kimball, 245).”

Finally, on 7 March the South Vietnamese occupied the deserted village of
Tchepone, and on 8 March they abandoned it. Leaving behind many of their 1,830
casualties to an uncertain fate in the hands of the North Vietnamese (Haldeman,
486).

On 7 April 1971, Nixon proclaimed in a televised speech to the American

people that the South Vietnamese had demonstrated in Laos that, “without




American advisors they (ARVN) could fight effectively against the very best troops
North Vietnam could put in the field. Consequently, I can report tonight that
Vietnamization has succeeded (Haldeman, 488).” Privately, however, Nixon and
Kissinger thought LAMSON 719 *“was clearly not a success,” and had exposed
lingering deficiencies in Vietnamization (Haldeman, 489).

The other major problems caused by the debacle of LAMSON 719, was that
the North Vietnamese viewed the operation as “a big defeat” for Vietnamization,
which encouraged the communists to persist and endure, realizing that American
de-escalation would very shortly be completed (Haldeman, 490). The operation
also exposed a gigantic logistical problem that the South Vietnamese were never
able to rectify: that being without American logistic experts in country, ARVN was
extremely hard pressed to move the supplies needed for large operations. This
would come to haunt ARVN the following April when the Communists initiated
their largest attacks of the entire war.

The stated strategy behind the invasion of Laos was to cut NVA supply
lines along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. In January, the base at Khe Sanh, which had
been abandoned in 1968, was reopened to provide a logistics center for the
invasion. Marine helicopters were used to move supplies and artillery from Camp
Carroll to Khe Sanh. By that time, the Marines had received 175mm guns of their

own. The single Marine artillery battalion in northern I Corps was the 175mm gun

battery located at Camp Carroll. Still quietly soldiering on, F Battery continued to




provide support to the Marines from Camp Carroll, searching for ever more elusive
NVA tube and rocket artillery.

The South Vietnamese had been preparing for the invasion of Laos since
1969 although the operational specifics were either classified secret or not yet
written.

During 1969 the term “Vietnamization™ was coined. Essentially
Vietnamization called for the ARVN to take on a larger combat role so Americans
could go home,

“Vietnam proclaimed a new course of action, which the U.S. referred to as
Vietnamization (Hinh, 8). Under the doctrine of Vietnamization, the United States
would begin removing its combat troops and turning over the prosecution of the
war to the soldiers of the Republic of Vietnam. To facilitate the withdrawal of
United States troops, the Armed Forces of the Republic of Vietnam were rapidly
expanded and modernized.

“The years 1969 and 1970 brought unprecedented development to the
armed forces of the Republic of Vietnam. Their total strength was rapidly increased
from 700,000 in early 1968 to nearly one million in late 1970, reported ARVN Maj.
Gen. Nguyen Duy Hinh. ARVN combat forces consisted of ten infantry divisions
fully equipped with modern weapons, including heavy artillery and armored
vehicles. The general reserve forces consisted of the Airborne and Marine

Divisions, both up to strength and thoroughly combat worthy. In addition, armor,

artillery, engineer and logistic capabilities were rapidly improved and training




facilities were developed in order to provide for the needs of a million-man army

(Hinh, 8).

What Happened During Lam Son 719

The Lam Son 719 incursion into Cambodia in February 1971 was the last
and arguably the worst run offensive operation during America’s involvement in
Vietnam. American aviation companies, including the 282nd, were sent north to
Dong Ha Combat Base, 12 air miles from Khe Sanh, to prepare for the invasion.
Security was tight and all they knew was that the weeks ahead were going to be
very dangerous. Nixon had restricted any U.S. ground troops from entering Laos —
even U.S. advisors — except for aviation assets resupplying and otherwise
supporting the ARVN adventure. The aviators would be on their own.

Without even knowing where or why it was in Dong Ha, the 282nd
prepared for the biggest and most hazardous missions it flew during the entire war.
At 1000 hours, February 9, 1971 American aviation assets combat assaulted ARVN
Airborne and Hac Bao special operations units onto the escarpments overlooking
the border and across the Tchepone River into Laos. As soon as they had secured
the critical passages, the rest of the ARVN invasion force was scheduled to follow.
The idea was to capture the Laotian village of Tchepone, sever the Ho Chi Minh
Trail there, and destroy the NVA support troops and bases in the area before the
NVA could react. The ARVNs were expected to reach their objectives within three

days (Nolan, 123).”
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Seven aircraft, including a Blackcat slick, were shot down the first day.
North Vietnamese anti-aircraft fire was so thick that entire areas around Tchepone
were left alone. Of special dread to the Huey crews were the lethal 12.7 machine
guns the NVA used to “hose down™ the helicopters as they flew overhead.

Despite the initial resistance, the invaders had a relatively easy time for the
first four days of Lam Son 719. They cut numerous branches of the Ho Chi Minh
Trail, uncovered hundreds of empty bunkers while encountering very few NVA
soldiers.

That all changed on the fourth day. Vicious firefights broke out all over the
region as NVA regulars from the 324B Division — veterans of fighting U.S.
Marines for four years - streamed into the area to defend the trail. Subsequently the
ARVNSs were routed from Laos. For three weeks American televisions were filled
with disheartening images of South Vietnamese soldiers scrambling for their lives
after abandoning weapons and heavy equipment without a fight. Through it all the
Ist ARVN Division maintained its integrity and withdrew in good order, although
it sustained more than 2,000 casualties.

During the three-week invasion American helicopters flew more than
90,000 sorties into Laos. At least 219 aviators were killed and 11 were listed as
missing-in- action. In addition, 107 helicopters were lost, including 53 Hueys, and

another 609 were damaged. The Blackcats lost 23 flight crewmen, including 13

dead and four missing-in- action.




“A lot of them were friends of mine,” Wall said. “It was such a stupid,

poorly done [expletives deleted] I still don’t believe it 30 years later.”
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Chapter X
The Last Gasps Along McNamara’s Fence

In March 1970, after the ARVNSs retreated back to LZ Vandergrift, the 12th
Marine Provisional 175mm Battery (“*5th Battery™) - six 175mm SP guns that had
been stationed at Camp Carroll - left Vietnam. The guns were turned over to the
ARVN. Except for a handful of advisors the Marine Corps was finished with Camp
J.J.Carroll.

So was F Battery. It was withdrawn to Dong Ha, stood down, and its colors
retired. In four years it had made many small but important contributions toward
securing I Corps. When it withdrew enemy activity in the region was at a standstill
and the war seemed a stalemate. The South Vietnamese grudgingly manned the fire
support bases built along the DMZ by the Americans. Despite the potential dangers
as close as 700 meters away across the Ben Hai River, the bases were minimally
manned by South Vietnamese troops.

On June 13, 1971, Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird announced that 90
percent of the combat responsibility for the war in Vietnam had been assumed by
the ARVN armed forces. Vietnamization was proceeding on schedule, he said
(U.S.M.C, 147).

U.S. Marine Corps presence in | Corps had fallen from 80,000 men to 250.
By the end of 1971, enemy activity along the DMZ was at its lowest level since the

days of Operation Hastings in 1966. The 3rd ARVN Division, a new unit of 11,203
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men, was assigned to duty along the DMZ. The troops were only marginally
trained, with little experience fighting in the area. The center of ARVN defenses
along the DMZ was Camp Carroll, where an infantry regiment and five artillery
battalions were located, making it the largest ARVN base in | Corps (U.S.M.C147).

On March 30, 1972, the NVA launched its largest offensive so far in the
Vietnam War. Nearly 30,000 soldiers, with tanks, artillery and missiles, crossed the
DMZ. Hundreds of rockets and artillery shells slammed into Camp Carroll and
every other ARVN installation in the area. Carroll received more than 200 rounds
of Soviet 130mm fire in the first hour of the attack. Igloo White sensors detected
the moves, but U.S. foreign policy now prevented American forces from taking
preemptive action. The NVA closed on northern I Corps for the second time.

The U.S. Army adviser to the ARVN at Camp Carroll noted that the enemy
incoming rounds caused tremendous morale problems because the South
Vietnamese were not used to being on the receiving end of accurate artillery fire.
Three regiments of NVA artillery continued to pound the ARVN firebases, firing
more than 11,000 rounds in the first day of the “Eastertide Offensive (U.S.M.C, ,
123).”

As ARVN gun crews sought shelter, their counter battery fire became less
and less effective, and the NVA offensive continued to intensify. The only guns
that could reach the NVA 130mm artillery were the 175mm guns at Camp Carroll

and Dong Ha. Whenever the ARVN 175mm guns fired, the NVA countered with a

heavier barrage. The ARVN artillerymen abandoned their positions.




With the fall of ARVN bases in the west, a new defensive line was
established with Carroll at the forefront. Artillery attacks on Camp Carroll
intensified as the NVA sought to eliminate the biggest danger to their attacking
infantry. NVA artillery observers watched every helicopter attempting to resupply
Camp Carroll and fired at the landing zone when the helicopters were releasing
their loads. The Blackcats lost two more ships although their crews were recovered.
By April 2, eight ARVN firebases had fallen, and the NVA began ground attacks
on Camp Carroll.

The commander of Camp Carroll was Lieutenant Colonel Pham Van Dinh,
who had become a national hero for his actions during the Tet Offensive of 1968.
Dinh had assisted in raising the South Vietnamese flag over the Citadel in Hue
when it was retaken from the NVA. As the situation worsened near Camp Carroll,
the ARVN division commander told Dinh to act "as he thought proper (Hinh,

32):"

At 1430 hours on April 2, 1972, Dinh communicated to the NVA via radio
that Camp Carroll would surrender, and a white flag was raised over the main gate
of the camp. The NVA would hold the region until the end of the war.

The American advisers were stunned by the camp's surrender, which left a
catastrophic void in the shrinking ARVN defensive line. The South Viethamese

government begged for B-52 strikes against Camp Carroll in an effort to deny its

use to the North Vietnamese, but before they could strike the NVA had moved out




the self-propelled guns. Later, the most powerful guns once in the South
Vietnamese armory were used against them.

Less than 24 hours after his surrender, Lt. Col. Dinh made a broadcast over
Radio Hanoi stating that he had been well-treated by the Communists and urged all
ARVN soldiers to refuse to fight. Today, Dinh is a high-ranking official of the

Communist government in Hue.
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CHAPTER X1
Operation Linebacker I & 11
The last big American battle of
the Vietnam War was an air battle.
Stopped on the ground by a

well-equipped and marginally stronger

B-52 taking off from Guam, Photo USAF  South Vietnamese land force, and
exasperated in its attempts to hold out for a political win, the North Vietnamese had
adopted the strategy of stalling for time. For almost a year North Vietnamese
negotiators in Paris had been dragging their heels over minor matters contained in
the so-called “Paris Peace Accords.”

Nixon, who had promised the American people he would obtain “peace
with honor™ in Southeast Asia, was not a happy man. He wanted peace, he wanted
it now, and he wanted American prisoners of war returned home. None of these
demands were negotiable, at least publicly. So the United States, in response to the
North Vietnamese policy of intransigence, adopted a policy of military coercion.

The seeds of the Linebacker campaigns were planted on March 30, 1972,
when North Vietnam launched a large, three-pronged invasion of South Vietnam,
using tanks and mobile armored units. Warned by Igloo White sensors, human
intelligence, and radio intercepts, the South Vietnamese were partially prepared to

defend their country,
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The biggest battle came at An Loc, a backwater town in central Vietnam
where, by the end of June, the NVA had lost all of its tanks and artillery to South
Vietnamese and American air power. When the offensive came to a halt, however,
North Vietnam had occupied much of South Vietnam below the DMZ and a strip of
land along the South Vietnamese border with Laos and Cambodia.

Because of the North Vietnamese offensive, Nixon on May 8, suspended
peace talks and ordered Operation Linebacker I, the renewed bombing of North
Vietnam and the aerial mining of its harbors and rivers. Although not as large in
scope as Linebacker II, the campaign fired huge protests from anti-war groups,
condemnations from the world community, and more American casualties. When
North Vietnam appeared ready to talk peace in October, yet another bombing halt
was ordered. It appeared that Nixon’s get tough policy had worked

North Vietnam then balked for two months over some of the cease-fire
provisions. Frustrated, Nixon ordered on December 18, 1972 the heaviest bombing
of the war against Hanoi and Haiphong, dubbed “Operation Linebacker I1.”

For 11 days, the USAF pounded every possible military and transportation
target it could identify with B-52s and tactical fighters. This brought a North
Vietnamese agreement on December 29 to return to the peace table. Unlike
previous bombing campaigns, Linebacker Il provided the Air Force and Navy
forces with specific targets by removing many of the cumbersome, restrictive rules
of engagement restrictions that previously caused such demoralizing frustration

with Pentagon planners.
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Linebacker 11, also called the “Christmas Bombing,” was ordered after
Nixon told the Joints Chiefs of Staff to find him an acceptable peace... and he
didn’t care how they got it as long as they didn’t introduce nuclear weapons.

Operation LINEBACKER 11 was the third largest aerial campaign since
World War II. Only the two Gulf War air operations are larger.

More than 3,000 sorties and 40,000 tons of bombs later Linebacker Il was
over. At the conclusion the United States armed forces had overwhelmed the most
concentrated air defenses in the world, penetrated deep into the most heavily
defended region in North Vietnam, and literally destroyed large swaths of North
Vietnamese territory, including formerly “hands off” targets in and around Hanoi
and Hai Phuong, Harbor.

The North Vietnamese dubbed the venture “The Elephant Walk™ (Boyne,
Vol. 80, No. 11) because of the clumsy, predictable routes taken by the B-52s on
their way from Guam and Thailand.

Targets for the first sorties were the Hoa Lac Airfield, Kep Airfield, Phuc
Yen Airfield, Kinh No vehicle repair facility, Yen Vien railroad yards, the Hanoi
railroad repair The Air Force was supported by Navy tactical air attack sorties
centered in the coastal areas around Hanoi and Haiphong. There were 505 Navy
sorties in this area during Linebacker II. The carriers operations: Enterprise,
Saratoga, Oriskany, America and Ranger participated in Linebacker 11

(http://www.fas.org/man/dod-101/ops/linebacker-2.htm).
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Aircraft of the Seventh Fleet performed the most extensive aerial mining
operation in history, blockading the enemy's main avenues of supply during the
Linebacker operations. The Linebacker | reseeding of the mine fields was resumed
and concentrated strikes were carried out against surface-to-air missile and anti-
aircraft artillery sites, enemy army barracks, petroleum storage areas, Haiphong
Naval and shipyard areas, and railroad and truck stations.

Between 18 and 22 December the Navy conducted 119 Linebacker 11
tactical strikes in North Vietnam. The attacks targeted Haiphong and included
surface-to-air missile and anti-aircraft artillery installations, railroads and
highways. Also hammered was the Thanh Hoa Army barracks, the Haiphong Naval
Base, petroleum centers and other targets. Most of these targets were also pounded
in Linebacker |

Until the cease-fire ending US combat operations in Vietnam took effect on
28 January 1973, USS America and the other carriers patrolled off the coast of
Vietnam, conducting strike operations in support of troops and targeting strategic
targets throughout North Vietnam.

One immediate result of the Christmas bombing was that the stalemated
peace talks resumed on January 8, 1973. Within 30 days North Vietnamese
negotiator Le Duc Tho and U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger reached a final
agreement and signed the Paris Peace Accords on January 27, 1973. Sixty days

after that, 591 American prisoners of war were released to return home to the

United States and America’s involvement in Vietnam was almost over.




Linebacker I1, although the “last™ battle fought in Vietnam by American
forces, was not without a heavy cost. Before the eleven-day bombing campaign
was over North Vietnam’s Russian-supplied SA-2 Guideline anti-aircraft missiles
would shoot 26 US aircraft down. Fifteen of these aircraft were Boeing B-52
Stratofortresses. Thirty-one of the B-52 crewmembers shot down were captured
and held as POWSs. At the end of the eleven-day mission, ninety-three other
crewmembers were listed as missing in action.

In the United States, however, the issue of who won the battle fought those
eleven December nights in less important than the long-term impact of Linebacker
II. Linebacker II was the first time that conventional bombing alone was perceived

as having brought about an end to a conflict, and when the cost of the bombing was

compared to the cost of the land war in Vietnam the difference was stark.




Discussion and Conclusion

On March 30, 1972, the NVA launched its largest offensive so far in the
Vietnam War. Nearly 30,000 soldiers, with tanks, artillery and anti-aircraft
defenses, crossed the DMZ. Hundreds of rockets and artillery shells slammed into
Camp Carroll and every other ARVN installation in the area. Carroll received more
than 200 rounds of Soviet 130mm fire in the first hour of the attack. Igloo White
sensors detected the moves, but U.S. foreign policy now prevented American
forces from taking preemptive action. The NVA closed on northern I Corps for the
second time (U.S.M.C, 121).

The U.S. Army adviser to the ARVN at Camp Carroll noted that the enemy
incoming rounds caused tremendous morale problems because the South
Vietnamese were not used to being on the receiving end of accurate artillery fire.
Three regiments of NVA artillery continued to pound the ARVN firebases, firing
more than 11,000 rounds in the first day of the “Eastertide Offensive (U.S.M.C,
121).”

As ARVN gun crews sought shelter, their counter battery fire became less
and less effective, and the NVA offensive continued to intensify. The only guns
that could reach the NVA 130mm artillery were the 175mm guns at Camp Carroll
and Dong Ha. Whenever the ARVN 175mm guns fired, the NVA countered with a
heavier barrage of accurate fire. The ARVN artillerymen abandoned their positions.

With the fall of ARVN bases in the west, a new defensive line was

established with Carroll the hinge. Artillery attacks on Camp Carroll intensified as




the NVA sought to eliminate the biggest danger to their attacking infantry. NVA
artillery observers watched every helicopter attempting to resupply Camp Carroll
and fired at the landing zone when the helicopters were releasing their loads. The
Blackcats lost two more ships although their crews were recovered. By April 2,
eight ARVN firebases had fallen, and the NVA began ground attacks on Camp
Carroll.

The commander of Camp Carroll was Lieutenant Colonel Pham Van Dinh,
who had become a national hero for his actions during the Tet Offensive of 1968.
Dinh had assisted in raising the South Vietnamese flag over the Citadel in Hue
when it was retaken from the NVA. As the situation worsened near Camp Carroll,
the ARVN division commander told Dinh to act "as he thought proper (Nguyen
Hinh, 12)."

At 1430 hours on April 2, 1972, Dinh communicated to the NVA via radio
that Camp Carroll would surrender, and a white flag was raised over the main gate
of the camp. The NVA would hold the region until the end of the war.

The American advisers were stunned by the camp's surrender, which left a
catastrophic void in the shrinking ARVN defensive line. The South Vietnamese
government begged for B-52 strikes against Camp Carroll in an effort to deny its
use to the North Vietnamese, but before they could strike the NVA had moved out

the self-propelled guns. Later, the most powerful guns once in the South

Vietnamese armory were used against them. But B-52s were no longer available for




tactical missions. It would take something really big to bring them out in the
political climate that existed in 1972 (Shulimson).

Less than 24 hours after his surrender, Lt. Col. Dinh made a broadcast over
Radio Hanoi stating that he had been well-treated by the Communists and urged all
ARVN soldiers to refuse to fight. Today, Dinh is a high-ranking official of the
Communist government in Hue.

Shortly after the loss of Camp Carroll, American airpower and determined
South Vietnamese resistance from the 1st ARVN Infantry Division shattered the
invading North Vietnamese Army. Badly wounded, the NVA pulled back into its
sanctuaries in Laos and Cambodia to regroup. The next 18 months in the region
passed with relative peace. Some historians have since argued that during the quiet
time the North was simply waiting for the American presence to disappear before it
finished off its hated adversary; thereby proving that the McNamara Line was at
best a nuisance and at worst an expensive exercise in futility.

The few proponents of the McNamara Line claim that the new abilities of
the ARVN, coupled with American electronic technology, deterred the North
Vietnamese from attacking again until 1974, giving the South Vietnamese plenty of
time to prepare its defenses. They argue that it was the Allies’ political and military
will, not the failure of the electronic fence, which caused the ultimate defeat of the
South Vietnamese in northern I Corps.

The McNamara Line never stopped North Vietnamese infiltration into the

South, and it never physically stopped a powerful NVA thrust across the border.
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Yet twice the NVA had stormed across the western border of South Vietnam and
twice McNamara’s Electronic Fence had sounded the alarm.

Even the determined North Vietnamese and its Communists backers could
not afford the material losses inflicted on it by massive U.S. air strikes on targets
identified by Igloo White sensors. It was enough to give American and South
Vietnam commanders adequate warning to prepare counter-measures. Because the
North Vietnamese feared American firepower and knew massing along the
northwestern corner of South Vietnam would bring it to bear, the concept and
execution of McNamara’s Electronic Fence was a ringing success.

Proponents could argue it worked it worked so well in fact that the North
Vietnamese made a strategic and political decision to move the war into Laos and
Cambodia where U.S. interests were more precarious and the perceived need for
involvement even less popular than in South Vietnam.

The North’s decision to do so opened a Pandora’s Box that wasn’t closed
until the U.S. gave up and left Southeast Asia for twenty years.

More troubling, the decision to bomb Cambodia secretly set a dangerous
precedent for American policy makers. Since the Cambodian exercise the United
States military has frequently found justification for coloring potentially earth-
shattering operations to “protect national security.” It is generally unclear whom
those secrets are being protected from.

Hence, it is appropriate to once again quote Kissinger, "Once the decision

had been made in principle that Communist violations of Cambodia's neutrality




Justified aggressive reciprocal action, it was not difficult to repeat the performance
(Shawcross, 26).

To this day deposed and reinstated Cambodian leader Prince Sthanouk
denies he ever approved the bombing of his Cambodia. Sihanouk denies it entirely
and constantly twenty-nine years later, while Henry Kissinger continues as
adamantly to claim otherwise. It really doesn’t matter anymore whether Sihanouk
approved it or not. Cambodia has been destroyed and rebuilt twice since then, each
time coming back weaker and poorer.

Because of the success of McNamara’s Electronic Fence to prevent the
infiltration of North Vietnamese troops into the south solely through Laos the
Communists moved their infiltration routes west and south, forcing the war in
Cambodia spiraled entirely out of control. It was another unintended consequence
of McNamara’s Electronic fence.

[ronically, one positive by-product of bombing Cambodia in rubble, as well
as forcing the North Vietnamese to negotiate solely using air interdiction, was its
relatively cost-effective nature. An air campaign is considerably cheaper to mount
and sustain than invasion forces, standing armies, and tenuous supply lines and
threatened garrisons.

The concept of “cheap war”™ generated by the twin bombing campaigns in
Cambodia and North Vietnam — to which the destruction of Laos is grossly

underrepresented - was not lost on American political leaders. For the next two

decades air assaults have provided a low cost policy option. The first Gulf War




amplified the perception, and the second Gulf War will no doubt assure that this
trend will remain. America's first choice for military action to achieve a political
solution was now conventional air strikes—another unintended consequence of

McNamara’s Electronic Fence.

Ultimately the success of the Igloo White operation in warning the South
Vietnamese of impending invasions from Laos and North Vietnam prolonged the
conflict instead of bringing it to its bitter end. Had McNamara’s Electronic Fence
failed to warn the South Vietnamese defenders of the Easter Offensive, U.S. air
assets used for the Linebacker operations would probably have been needed in
South Vietnam, forestalling any coercive pressure on the North to come back to the
peace table. Revisionists claim that without the barrier the South would have fallen
in 1972. But it was there and the North Vietnamese were stymied in their attempt to
conquer the South for another 30 months.

Regardless of the successes of McNamara’s Electronic Fence, American
political and military support for the war eventually dried up. Without its
customary U.S. air power and winged mobility the ARVN in I Corps slowly
yielded the initiative to the NVA. Meanwhile, America’s massive electronic
presence along the Ho Chi Minh trail powered down, leaving the South Vietnamese
suddenly lost in the impenetrable fog of war.

During the first week of May 1974 the North Vietnamese again went on the

offensive in northern I Corps. Without Igloo White sensor to sound the alarm the

offensive was a relative surprise. In short order I Corps, then Il Corps fell. Huge




columns of North Vietnamese tanks and artillery thundered southeast across
Military Region One and Two, the names the South Vietnamese preferred for
identifying the former northern corps areas. Without the facilities of Igloo White
and its thousands of sensors and attending strike aircraft the NVA moved with
virtual impunity through the Northern provinces, often surprising local defenders
and routing them with barely a fight.

In the summer and fall of 1974 most of Military Region Three fell,
threatening the South Vietnamese capitol at Saigon. The writing was on the wall
and America completely turned its back on its former ally. The following spring
the NVA conquered the remainder of the country, capturing Saigon and ending the
war on April 30, 1975. Without McNamara’s electronic legacy it would probably
have fallen long before. Saigon’s fall was the final unintended consequence of

MecNamara’s Electronic Fence.
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Epilogue

James Mack Wall survived his two 12-month tours in Vietnam. Today he is
a wealthy, successful, 53-year-old businessman receiving 100% disability from the
Veterans Administration for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder and several service-
connected physical maladies. He served a 14-month Federal prison term for tax
evasion in the late Eighties and suffered a subsequent mental breakdown that left
him residing in a cardboard box behind the Cincinnati Salvation Army
Headquarters for a few months.

During his 24 months of almost daily combat Wall garnered several medals
for valor, received shrapnel wounds, was shot down twice, crashed once, lost two
door gunners to enemy action, and helplessly watched his platoon leader and crew
die a fiery death 100 meters away. He attributes both his fortune and misfortune to

his 24-month combat tour flying helicopters in I Corps during some of the fiercest

battles of the war.
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