UMCLASSIFIED
~FOP-SECRET—

AP ORCE PO T
e
PROJECT i

ril[ :m ih ] I ”“Hilﬂllillla

€ catemporary |‘1 .
g a | TS B
Hiunri:ul :H ||||

l 1

!' b T U i'

xaminolion qfls

{1 aa L g !!:l
é| Current {|i: “.f]
i st L
i|| optrniiun: !
1 Ilmm!l’n'l'!l“l”ll'
Wl

llfeeporT

i
!
:
1
I
I
!

3

THE FALL OF SITE 85

9 ABRHST 1968

HQ PACAF

Directorate, Tactical Evaluation

CHECO Division

Prepared by:

CAPT EDWARD VALLENTINY

DOA

Proiect cHECO 7th AF,

PCLASSIFED cory 71 orl141 copies

So-5HGRET 70-DOTE.00030

HATEO=PTPPITUREN  Tic Fose L jmsg  fied ..

L S NN N O N N R N N N N N N N N E FE ]




m ay e 08 -850 -E-E-E-E-EEE

UNCLASSIFIED

L

PROJECT CHECO REPORTS

The counterinsurgency and uncanventional warfare environment of Sou
Asia has resulted in the employment of USAF airpower to meet 2 multitude of
requirements. The varied applications of airpower have invaolyed the full .
spectrum of - USAF aerospace vehicles, support equipment, and manpower. As &
result, there has been an accumulation of operational data and experiences
as a priority, must be collected, documented, and analyzed as to current
future impact upon USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine.

Fartunately, the vajue of collecting and documenting our SEA experien
was recognized at an early date. In 1962, Hgq USAF directed CLICFACAF to
establish an activity that would be primarily responsive to Air Staff requi
ments and direction, and would provide timely and analytical studies of U
combat operations in SEA.

Project CHECO, an acronym for (ontemporary Historical Examination of
turrent Operations, was established to meet this Air Staff requirement. M
by Hq PACAF, with elements at Hq 7AF and 7AF/13AF. Project CHECO provides a
scholarly, “on-going" historical examination, documentation, and reporting
USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine in PACOM, This CHECD report ix part
the oyerall documentation and examinaticn which is being accomplished. Al
with the other CHECO publications, this is an authentic source for an asses
ment of the effectiveness of USAF airpower in PACOH, |

MILTON B. ADAMS, Major General, USAF
Chief of Staff
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FOREWORD

S{te 85 was 2n impertant friendly guerrilla base in Northeast
Laos. In mid=-1967, steps were begun to establish a T3Q-B1 facility
near Site 85 atop a steep 5500-foot ridge called Phou Pha Thi, lo-
cated only 25 k{lometers fram the North Vietnanese/Laotian border
and 35 kilometers west of Sam Neua, Laos. A TACAN factl{ty had al-
ready been established atop Phou Pha Thi and was operational in

August 1966, This base and its facilities were camonly called
31te 85.

In essence, the 750-8]1 was a modified version of the Strategic
Air Command's (SAC} Radar Bomb Scoring (RBS) system. While the SAC
system was designed to predict bomb impact peints for simulated drops,
the TSQ system was used to direct and contro} attacking jet fighters
and bombers to their targets and also provide them with precise bomb

release points, under radar contrel.

STmilar systems had been established Eﬂ?“HEI’: in South Yietnam and
one existed in Thailand. (These systems were grouped under a coomon
nickname, Combat Skyspot,) The TSQ facility at Site 85 differed
primarily in that the equipment was specially designed in small pack-
ages to be helilifted to remote locations. The nickname for ﬁperatinns

under Site 85 direction was Commanda Club.

However, Site 85 was much more unique than a specially designed

wi{f
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radar hombing facility. Site 85 was the only facility of its kind

fn Laos, It was the only facility which could provide ground

vectored radar bombing in the northemn target areas of both Morth
Yietnam and Laos, thereby enhancing USAF all-weather strike capabilities
in these two areas. Finally, the site was established and operated by
American teéhn1:fans in a manner designed not ta violate the 1962

Geneva Agreements and to "guarantee" the “neutrality™ of Laos. However,

the location of a site at Phou Pha Thi to dfrect bomb strikes against

North ¥ietnam was ultra sensitive from both the political and military
standpoint,

Meo guerrillas trained by CAS personnel provided the pFimary
force for defense of the site on Phou Pha Thi. In the event these
defenders came under heavy enemy attack and loss of the site appeared

imminent, pians called for evacuating the American personnel manning the
TSQ/TACAN facility and destroying the equipment to keep 7t from falling
into enemy hands. lowever, early on the morning of 11 March, a force of
twenty heavily armed infiltrators launched a surprise attack on the
facilities atop Phou Pha Thi before the evacuation plan could be
implemented. Of the 16 American personnel manning the site, only six
were successfully evacuated, with one being %i1led by enemy forces firing

on the rescue helicopters. Four of the five remaining personnel had

been wounded during the enemy attack on the site, This report relates
the story of the fall of Site 85 and sttempts to place events sur-

rounding its loss in proper perspective.

* UNELASSIFLZD |
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THE FALL QF SITE 85

Introduction

The war in Northeast Laos has hc:n.characterized by conditions
which are generally the reverss of those existing in Sautﬁ ?1etnam._
The enemy, Pathat Lao (PL), with considerable North ¥iatnamese Army
(NYA} support and participation, has usually operated as a more con-
ventional military force. Here he controls many of the larger popu-
Tation centers and 15 bound for sustenance to the transportation
5ystem.lj

friendly forces in Northeast Lacs, on the cther hand, operate
more as guerrillas with the restrictions in supply and manpower that
are usually associated with that status. From 2 few "secure” islands
within this sea of enemy control, the guerrillas, the Auto-Defense de
Choc {ADC) forces of Meo Genaral Yang Pao, conduct harassing activities
against the enemy and gather important intelligence data. Thasedata are
needed to provide targating information for friendly strike and inter-

diction programs against the enemy and his supply lines to Laos and
South. ¥{atnam.

Therefore, bound to a more passtve role by both necessity and
capabilities, these guerrilla forces have not generally had the reason
to “stand and fight" except at & few vital locations, Site 85 was

3f
1isted as one of these vital locaticns.
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S1te 85 Dperaticns Mov 67 - Mar 58

This study does not propose to offer a definitive inquir; into
the tactics, use, or problems in operations of the TSQ and TACAN
facilitit: at Site 85 during the period Huvember 1967 to 1] March 1968 -
the &ay ft was captured by the enemy. Hnuever1 same data on TSQ aper-
ations areufTer!d te convey the value of this insta1Tat1nn to the USAF

missinn agajnst the enemy.

The T3Q-81 facility at Site 85 was established to help enhince
USAF 211 weather strike capabilities 2gainst the northern route packages
in North Yietnam and targets in Northeastern Laos. Since the uenthar
over North Yietnam generally turns unfavorable fur air uperatinns in
mid-October and does not begin to improve until April, it was imperative
that the site be operational when the weather detericrated. It became
operaticna) at the end of DctDbEr.!f

Excluding Route Package [, the following data indicate the use
of the T5Q-81 facility in directing actusl strikes against M»:nri:h-%‘itﬁ:tr'uum.é"ilr

Noy [Qec Jan Feb Mar i-1D

Total Missions 153 94 125 43 &

Missions Under Commando Club {T<3-81) 20 20 29 27 3
Percent under Commando Club 13.0 21.3 23,2 S5.1  50.p
Throughout this pericd, 427 strike missions were flown gver the northern

portions of Narth Vietnam. The facility at Site 85 directed Bé. stightly
over 23% of the total.

2
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Similar data for actual strikes in the Barrel Ro1} area of

Northeast Laos disclosaq the following:

Nov Dec Jan Feb  Mar 1-10

Total Missfons ; 258 327 3z azs 182
Missions tinder Comzanda Club {T5G-81) 1 67 33 142 165
Percent undar Commandn Club - 0.4 20.4 10.3 37.8 90.6

The reason for tha majar differences in data for the month of
February and the first 19 days of March as contrasted to eartiar figures
was that USAF sortie allocations shifted sharply to Barrel Roll tq help
disrupt the enemy buildup against Site 85, STte 85 was located Just
West of the B Sectar of Barrel Roll. Throughout this perind, 1,472
strike missions were flown inte 8arrel Roll; 208 or 27.7% were directed
by Site 35.?

Combining the sorties into North Vietnam and Barrel Roll, 1t can
be sesn that the site at Phou Pha Thi directed nearly 27% of A1l strike
missfons flown 1n the two areas from 1 November 1967 unti) the site fel}

8
on 11 March IEEE.J

The Physical S51te and Defensiva Concepts

In additfon g housTng the TSQ-81 and TACAN (Channe) 97), S{te g5
™A5 A major supply paint for guerrilla operations 1n Nartheastern Laps.
The alder sita consistad of a closed &600=-foot rumwdy with assocfated
bulidings nesr coordinates UHEBSD. The TSQ and TACAN locetions were

3
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northwest of this point on higher ground at coordinates UHGEZ76ID6
9
{20 26'42" N 103* 43° 05" £),

The TACAK and T5{ facilities were situated on the uestern rim
of a steep ridge that looked down on 2 nearhy heliport, only 308 yards
avey and on the_same ridge. The ridge ran in 2 north-nurthuester1y
divection, fitfully rising to the highest poiat, Phou Pha Thi, at an
elevation of 1786 metars, about 2 1/2 kilometers. (k) from the T5(Q
Jocation. The TSQ/TACAN elevation was abcut 1700 meters, or abaut
5580 feet; the heliport elevation was about 5300 feet. This ridge,
generally called Phou Pha Thi in its entirety, dominated the local

10/
area. .
For the defense of Site 85, Mec guerrillas were to pfﬂvfde the primary
force. Although greatly outnumbered by the potential forces which the
enemy could draw upon, the concept for the defense of Site B depended
on exploiting the unique geography of the area, an intelligence net to
warn of approaching enemy forces, and the impact of properly placed
airstrikes. At worst, it was envisioned that the necessary technical
personnel ¢ould be evacuated anil;he Equipmeqt destroyed if the site

was in dargar of being averrun.

Due to the sensitivity of the site, evacvation could be required
for either political or military reasons. The fact remained that,

although Site 85 was deemed to ba defensively strong, if the enemy was

4
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“Jjudged" to be fully intent on capturing tt and withstanding the
accompanying losses, the political rules necessitated that the TSQ and
TACAN be destroyed and American technicfans be evacuated, so that neither
these personnel nor the squipment would fall inte enemy hands, Sensibly, ;'
there could be no pre-established “time” at which to relinquish this !
1ncreis1ng]y valuable asset; that de:ision rested on judgment and
circumstances, Also, if the enemy posed such a threat to the site that
the site was to be destroyed and the personnel evacuated, then thers
was little sense in "fighting to the last man* to defend what had hecpme
only "real estate", bereft of itg primary importance, These factors
made up the dilemma of the defense of Site Es.lg!
One of the advantages of the TSQ installation at Site 85 was that
the system possessed the capability to provide direction of airstrikes
in its own defense, Although the U.S. Ambassador in Vientiane hag
withdrawn blanket approval on 8 December 1987 for Commando Club directed
strikes in the Barre! Roll area, he continued to give approval for
strikes on an individual has1s.13 In Tine with this pelicy, on 23
December he authorized strikes against six‘enemy,“strnng points®
approximateiy 20 kilometers east and southeast of Site 85. These tar-
gets were only the first to be stipulated as “part of the planned

14
defense of Sita aa.*"j

Four days later a formal plan, in coordination some WEEKS, was

distributed which defined procedures for the self-defensa of S1te 85,

5
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The key role in the plan was played by the Local Ared Dafense
Commander (LADC), the local Meo commander. In essence, the plan
15/
rested on three assumptions:
. The LADC would have from 1-24 hours patice of
enemy concentration or buildup which would indi-
cate _an jmu1nent ittack. L

. The LADC would know the local terrain and petential
locatjons where an snemy buildup might be expected.

. The LADC would have communications contact with the
U.S. Embassy at Vientiane as well as the T5Q-81
facility at the site.

The concapt was that if the enemy threatened the site, the LADC
would coordinate with the Embassy in Vientfane and ﬁet authorization
to call for airstrikes. With authority given, the Embassy would
then notify 7AF that execution authority had been given tulthe LADC.
When the enemy attack was imminent, the LADC would contact the Embassy
and recetve final executicn autharity. Thereﬁpnn. the LADC was
authorized to notify the TSQ-81 commander of the requirement for the
strike and supply him with the target coordinates fhopefully pre-
computed, otherwise a 10-minute delay ensued].lgf

-At this point, the 75Q commander was to contact JAF wia secure
voice and request the strike force. Seventh Air Force was then to
provide the strike forces as circumstances and time allowed, even

calling upon the Airborne Command and Control Center (ABCCC) to divert

airborne missions if necessary.

&

UNCLASSIFIED



U CLASSIF

A [ . + -

Aircraft ware to be vectored o T5Q contral and the strikes
would be carried out, , Strikes tonducted under emergency conditions
were authorized within a B0O-foot proxieity to friendly forces; othar-
wise 1000 meters was the limit, Authority for requasting additional
Strikes rested with LADC who would coordinate the need with availabls

17/
a21r or ground observers,

Estimated Egggz Objectivas

In a December 1967 briefing for CINCPACAF, a CAS reprassntatqve

14
discussed estimates of upcoming enemy cbjectives in Northesstern Laos:

" Beoause of his complete dependerice on surface
trouportation, the snamy must mount all his mejop
cffenaive actiong @uring the dry season, The dry
ddaaon generally atarta in md-October and conmtirzige
wntil June, The major advantage which the anemy has
is the stiffening of the PL foroe by firet olass ¥VA
military pereonnel ond the fact that the enemy gan
rinforce qt will by bringing in additional Nvd ity
from Borth Vietnom gt any time during the dry ssason.

- "ALl auailable intelligence vhiok wa believe to be
§ reliable and relatively complete indicate that the

enamy plong to capture the Jollowing objectives during
the ooming dry season; Site 220, Sita 205, Sits 3,
Fite 85, and Site 20l .....during Rovember the anamy

truska and trvops entering Laos have increceed at an
alaming rate, "

It was further astimated that the enemy would apply pressure to

General Vang Pao’s southern defensive Tine which protected Yientiane

and the Mekong River valley. Apparently the enemy hoped that pressure

on Gemeral ¥ang Pao would prevent him from sending reinforcemants to

frustrate enemy plans n Sam Reua province near the Yietnamese-Laotsan
19
border,

- | U."-ICI}AESEF!ED
|
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Enemy Clearing Operations

With the addition af 3 HYA battalians in Hovember, the enemy -
began a concentrated effort to clear friendly forces away from their
vital Routes 6, 68, 611 which ran from near the Nerth Vietnamese- -
Laotian border northesst of Sam Neua towards the Platne des'Jarreslggf
A1l of the sites mentioned eariler as estimated gnemy objectives

wera }Jocated within approximately 15-25 kilometers (km) of these routes.

One of the first clearing operations occurred on 1% November 1987,

" when an enemy force of 150 men attacked Sfte 179 (Ban Rhat Phat, 20 km

west of Route 68 and 17 km south of Site 85, Phou Pha Thi}. After a
short, spirited defense, friendly troops withdrew to the north and by
24 November they were able to reoccupy Site 179 virtually unuppused.glf

For the succeeding weeks, PL/ZNVA activity was :uncentéated mainiy
in areas east and southeast of Highway Routes &, 68, 611, 8nd many of
the friendly outposts in this area were captured by the enemy. Along
with the outposts, Site 220 fell on 6 Decemher 1967, In addition, the
enemy continued to build up supplies and manpuuer &

Informants in the 5am Neua area had given information to friendly
sources that enemy activity was not to be limited to areas east of the
highway moutes. Troops of two enemy pattalions who had moved southwest
from Sam Neua, on 5 Decesmber 1967, had boasted that Houel Xha Moun
{Site 111, only 10km north of Site 85) and Phouw Pha Thi (Site 85) ware

23/
also to be captured in December.

8
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The First Attempt

. B 2 2 4 BB B @

On the evening of 15 December, 1967, an estimated two enemy companies
prebed ADC defenses rear Phou Den Din {UM766E{} only 12 lm east of Site
85. After dark, contact with the enemy was broken. Early the next
merning, 30 enemy troops attacged and captured these same ADC positions, .
but AGC forces re:aptﬁred them later in the day. Repulsed, the enemy
returned with mortars and by i700Lon 16 Cecember began shelling Phou
Den Din, Thi defenders held cut and this tnit{al move toward Phuu-Pha
Thi degenerated into mere harassnent.g!f

Twt companies of PL were sighted two days later moving toward
Phou Den Din. Although it was not established whether these were the
same two companies which had attacked previousiy or were reinforcements,
this force was struck hard by pro-gqovermment aircraft and, by
26 December, were reported returning to Sam Heun.gg! The enemy had
been discouraged for the time being: subsequently, he would resume

his efforts toward Site 85 with a new twist.

The security of the facilities at Stte 85 was an issue of
constant attention. As early as 20 October 1967, before the 5ite was
Judged operatignal, two so-called "agents™ with a camera had been
apprehended upon reaching the summit of Phou Pha Thi. However, CAS
interrogation, film evaluation, and investigation revealed that the
suspects were in fact bona fide Buddhist monks. The CAS final report

stated that no pictures of the site ar approaches therstt had been

9
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responsive concern for Site 85's safety, but the sityation in the

UHCLASSIFIED

taken and the interrogation had gained negative results. The monks

ware released to Laotian goverm@ent and military authorities for
: - 26/
further disposition at their discretion.

The increased enemy activity in December continued to prompt
e7 '

immed{ate vicinity remained unchanged.- The overrun of Site 61, a

TACAN statign in Scuthern Laos, called attention in late De:enhér. to
the security of all TACAN sites in Laos. The American Embassy at
Yientiane reported:

*Limg Site 85, Chomal §7. CAS had done on analyeie
of this site... Briefly etated there are 200

troopa tn irmediate vicinity of arie; and additionai
860 trocpe tn the lower portion of the mountain,,.
beliewe reascnable gecurity eztsts and feel that
adaquate waning will be provided in case svacugtion
i3 detarmined recessary. An emergency plan for
svacuation..., eziets. ™ .

This same report described the situation at each of three TACAN
sites in Laos, and remarked on the potential danger of these sites if

the enemy decided on & major comitment of troops. The report
3/
conciuded:

"Algo thare ia aluays the posatbility that a smail
akilled commarncb/aabotage team ovuld penetrars and
damage/deatroy any of the thres. The anemy aleo has
the capability of moving aritllery or mortars within
range of any of the sites. It is the conpenaus hére
that ...., all recsomable precautions are being taken
to esafeguard the sites."

10
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Eremy Activity In January

-

Stte 117 (UH 6868), some 8 kx north of Site 85, received minor

shelling on the last day of 1967. There followed 10 days of relative

Inactivity in the close proximity of Phou Pha Thi (Site 85}, although
3
scitiered sightings were reported 15 km to the east.

The enemy continued to clear cut friendly pockets east of the

highway routes and a CAS report of 8 January comvanted on the enemy 's
32/
effectiveness in this endeavor:

"The enemy has succsaded in driving moat of the
pro-govermment foreaa from the area east of
Fouta &, Thia will affeat the road-watsoh
coverage of thie key senemy eupply iline into the
areéa aast of Kakhay ad into Yigng Xho
Pravince. General Vog Pac will probably soon
attarpt to replace units agatn.”™

A minor folt to the security of Site 85 was received on
t0 January, when 3 five-man PL patrol was discovered only two km
33/
north of Site 85 and at the base of tha ridge.” They were dispersed,
withdrawing to the north. A major jolt came two days later.

Enemy Air Attack

The enemy's second attempt against STte 85 came in the form of
34
4 surprise attack. CAS reported 13 January 15&B:J

"Four dark green aircraft flying in a north-
weaterly dirsction paseed the visinity of Mueng
Sang (UH 8350) at 1300 howre om 12 Jomary., When
the four pecched Ban Housi Sowi (UE 7852), two of
the aircraft broke from formation ond opbited in

M
UMCLASSIFIED
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the Rouei Souk area, while the sacomd tuwo :im-
craft, which were AN-2 Colts, aontinued te
Phow Fha Thi (UH 6860) and acwmenced bombing
re while flying on an appresimate headisg of
304 degrees.”

In three passes, the two Russfan-built Calts rocketed, strafed,
and bamhed the swmnit of the mountajn. Two wamen civilians and two
guerrilias wers killed, and two guerrillas were wounded. One of the
attacking Colts was shot down and crashed and burned near UH ﬁﬂﬁﬁﬁg%;
Apparently two crew members escaped and am ADC team reported nothing
was salvageable at the crash site. = The other attacking atrcraft
was also hit and crashed some 25 km to the northwest while trying to
clear a ridge at UH 570895. A ground team recovered numerous piaces
of equipment from this second wreckage and found three dead crew
members. The bodies were identified as Yietnamese. 3 The site
suffered negligible damage; no ground attack materialized. &

Inftial reports stated that the enemy had used 250-pound bombs,
however, subsequent investigations at the site and of the aircraft
wreckage by a FAF Intelligence team revealed that 120 mm mortar rounds
had been converted to "bombs“. Dropped through tubes in the floor of
the AN-Z, the "bombs" became armed in the sl{p stream and detonated
on impact. The rockets were 57 mm, and were carried {n rocket pods
under the wing of the AN-2Z.

The succeeding day, the Embassy at Vientiane commented on this
3/
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"We o conalude that qarigl attaok repreasented ¢
sffort to get at Lgation facility whish cauld Le

at Fite 85 or alsewhere, T, it should be note
that this gttack was largely wneuccessful owd tuo atr-
aralft vere lost

Apparentily the eneny was also aware that the air attack had Lean
“largely unsuccessful®, for within a few days he began further troop

Movements toward what became the third and final attempt to take Phoy
Pha Thi {Site 85),

Preparation for the Final Attempt

Biscounting the exception of a few probes, the fiushing of the pL
five man patrol, and the repulsed attempt at Phoy Den Dip (12 n east
of Phoy Pha Th;ij In mid-December, the €namy had made no determ{ned ground

noves against Site 45 priar to miﬁ-January.

Almost at ance, foiiowing thé unsuccessful Cait attack of 12 Jap-
uary, this trend was reversed, Or 14 January, a farce of about 300 PL
and NVA troops equfpped with mortars and one recoilless rifle {RR) were
located only 15 km north-northeast of $ite 85. By 17 January, 100 enemy
troops had shifted to positions only 13 km narth of Phou Pha Thi (S1te
85) and enough concern was generatled by these moves to induce Lap

refugees to bagip fleeing the Site 117 ares (8 Jom north of Phou Pha Thi),

13
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- CAS commented on the 20th:

"If the enemy could move in laryge I;nlq'lbaru af
troops into an area north of Phou Pha Thi, he
weuld have the second jow for a pinoar movemant.
Probably the firet indication of a agricus enemy
intant to take Phou Pha Thi would be the capture
of Phou Dan Din (UH 7681)._.." oo,

That irdjcation was not long in coming. An {nformant, had reported
that on 19 January a five battalion group of PL and NVA had moved west
from Sam Neua (VH D158). These units separated into two task forces,
one force of three battalions with one 105 mm howitzer moﬁed allegedly
to attack Phou Den Din, 12 ¥m east of Site 85 {UH 7661): the other two
battalions, also possessing a 105 mm howitzer, were to capture a loca-

&y
tion about 19 km southeast of Phou Pha Thi.

Three days later these positions, as well as Site 179 {17 km sbuth
42/
of 5ite 85), fell to the enemy. A pattern of encirciement of Phou
Pha Thi from the north clockwise to the sputh wes beginning to take

shape,

This pattern was not ignored by friendly forces at Phou Pha Thi.
They fully realized that the enemy could mﬁunt a heavy assault against
Site 85 if he was willing to accept the 105:&5; Théy were also aware
that a combined attack of artillary and mortar fire‘nnd Ewgruund assault,
with a repeat AN-2 Colt attack, was 4 pussih11ity' But as'Janua}y-
drew to & close, the primary concern of the defenders of Site BS was
the threat of the enemy moving near ennhgh to d1}ect artillery, mortar,

14
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&/
and rocket fire against Phcu Pha Thi.

Gafensive Reactions 1n January

Subsequent ta the AN-2 Colt attack, the air defense of the site
had been bolstered by the addition of two captured 12,7 mm antialrcraft

W - 3/
qunt, and Tater a captured Russian 85 mm antialircraft qun. Rein=-
forcement of the garrison at that time was not deemed necessary. * How-
ever, 12 counter the threat of gnemy art{llery firing from tong ranges
and the gnemy concentrating supplies and men against the sita, four
measures were taken. Firsi, the guerrillas planned to maintain a 12 km
defensive perimeter around Fhou Pha Thi. Seccnd, a 1G5 mm howitzer was
transported by helicopter from Site 38 to Site BS, 4 Third, the guer~
ri1la defenders in the area stepped up their seall patrol activity to
tdentify and locate enemy positions for subsequent airstrikes. Finally,
on 2 February General Vang Pao placed cne of his two top field commanders
in tharge of the Phou Pha Thi area and gave him the mission of recaptur-
ing cartain positions, among them Phoy Den Din and Site 179. 2 However,

these two positions were never retaken.

Afrstrike Support for Sits 85

The following infarmation, for the period 1 December 1567 - 31
January 1968, indicates the total USAF air commitment in actual strike
sorties in Barrel Roll and the generally increased attention davoted
to the S{te 85 area {primarii; east of Site 85, from which direction

the threat was developing):

15
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Dec Jan
sarties in Barrel Roll 903 798
Sortiss within 30 km of Site 85 128 ’ 165

The general, though certainly not exclusive, modys operandl was
ta launch A-1 afrcraft to strike targets jn tpe morning; these aircraft
would then perfpnm as FACs for tater fragged and ﬁiverted jets. Similar
strike activities were conducted in the afternnun, although by no means
were all strikes FAC-directed, During hours of darkness A-26s were
used to patral the area on armed recce missions. [n addition, beginning

the end of November, the Site 85 facility began directing strikes in the
' S0

Karrel Roll area.

Procedures had already been Estainshed'for Site B5 to direct air-
strikes in its own defense. Although by the end of January, 92 strike
miseions Tn the Barrel Roll area had been directed by the site, =V no
tast of self defense strike procedures had been conducted. On 25 January,
such 2 "test exercise" was initiated by the gite However, the test was
not pre-announced end was not coordinated with higher headquarters
beforehand, Furthermore, the proper prncedure§ were nat followed. Under
cuch circumstances, and where there had been no prior 1ndication of actual
danger %o ;he tite, difficulties developed in trying to provide the
requested support for a "test” when resources were vitally needed else-

52/
where for combat operations.

: EEF
At the site, this test was judded a4 fatlure, but even with the

unfavorable conditions under which the test was held, the exercise was

16
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anything but a total less. Subsequently, additiomal procedures for
conducting tests were worked out, = Qther changes in actual procedures,
described later in this study, greatly simplified operations as more
experience was disseminated and-the enemy threat mounted. When circum-
stances cailed for actual implementation, there was no repeat of the

difficulties experienced in the test.

It has already been pointed out that during the month of January,
165 actual strike sorties were flown within 30 km of Site 85, mostly to
the eﬁst whare the threat was building., Over H4Z of these were launched
after 22 January and foilowed the enemy successes at Phou Den Din and to
the sguth, The number of strikes rose to & peak on 30 January when 45
sorties, over one-quarter of the monthly total, hit within the 30 km
area of Site 85, Ths increased effort was permitted by the fact that
no ROLLING THUNDER missions flew an that day due to the Tet truce. =

On the 31st, the same day as the cuthreak of the Tet Offensive tn
South Vietnam, no strikes hit within 30 km of Phou Pha Thi. On 1
February, thirty strike sorties hit around Site 85. This was followed
by twelve days of reduced air activity in close proximity to the site,
Of the 473 strike sorties which USAF flew within 30 km of Site 85 1n
February, only 52 were flown from 1-13 Fehruary._ég{

Midway in thfs period of relative fnactivity, on 7 February, 7AF
at Tan Son Nhut queried the office of the Alr Attache in Vientiane

57/
abaut the dangers to Sfte 85. The message ended:

Ul
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"Do you have targets in area on WALgh you desinrg etrikes?
PAF will attempt to provide whatsver asgistance deemed
nacessary to insure safety of LS-85."

The Attache (ffice responded the next day, 8 February, sumarizing
58/

the defeansive situation:

"[Tha approaches to the top of Phou Pha Thi arel...
virtually a vertical climb and those auemuas which can
be travarsed are heavily mined...The enemy is present-
ly manewering up to, od oceasiconally ineide a 12
radius of Phou Fha Thi. He ia probably trying ro get
into poaition to mount a eombinad 105 em plus mortar
assauit to be followed by ground probes. CAS AL
troops are maintaining o 12 km perimeter around the
site and a8 lorng as they are able to d; thia, do not
baligve Site 85 can be taken." :

The message from the Attache Office went on to state lhat if the
enemy concentrated a large enough force {four battalions} and was willing
to accept the losses, Phou Pha Thi could be taken This cn.urse was
expected to be precaded by sufficient warning to permit site destruction

and evacuation. Regardimg airstrike requirements, the messige concluded:

"In order ic prevent the enemy from romecentrering

the neceagary force to casmult this position,
regpomaive air strikes are a vital ingredieat We

no have in place on Phou Pha Thr a forvard air guide
eapable of dimecting auch strikes In addition we have
validatad nine targete outside of the 12 km perimeter
to the sast for Cammando Club strikes if evemy aetivity
ig noted ... Appreeiate your offer of cas.ataoice. He
Feal that daily end nightly strike sorties on a regular
datly baete will do much to diacourage trasps andior
artillery from concentrating tm the area and at the
presant we have no apeaial target requiring special
agaiatance, " ' :
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Enemy Activity 22 Jan-16 Feb

After capturing Phou Den Din on the early morning of 22 January,
the enemy lapsed into reiative quiescence until the evening of 30 Jtnui?-y,_
It should be remembered that during this pericd, USAF strikes near Phou |
Pha Thi1 wers reaching the peak for the month of Januvary. Inteliigence
estimates remarked that the enemy was probably waiting until he 1:1::1»..11«11&._|1

move 105 mm howitzers into pesitions from whith to bombard the site,

About 1930L, on 30 January, enemy troops exploded defensive mines
of f the southern end of Phou Pha Thi, This was followed by a thirty-
minute enemy mortar attack around the southern outpost high on the ridge.
After this, contact with the enemy was broken. £ The T5Q commander
quickly reported that while there had been an attack near the site, it
amounted to no more than a probe. Futhermore, there had been no injuries
to personnel at the site nor damage to the equipment. To be safe how-
ever, flare ships and A-26s were directed to the area but nothing more
developed. &/ Later assessments confirmed that no enemy troops had
reached the top of the ridge; only the bottom defenées had been tested. &

That same evening ememy pressure had caused ADL troaps to pull out
ufta village, Muong Yut, only nine km southeast of Phau Pha Thi. Ewi-
dently, this enemy pressure had been exerted by only a small fcrce and

| 65/

the position was later recaptured.

From the period 31 January - 16 February, enemy cOntacts were

few; however, enemy units encountered were generally of near company or

r
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even battalion size, Perhaps significantly, one near battalion-sized
faorce was contacted no more than six km west of Phou Pha Thi; another
company sized unit was discovered pnly 11 km to the southwest. Both

of these encounters were the initial contacts to the west of Site 85.

The threat remained primarily to the east. On 14 February, Muong Yut,

_nine km scutheast of Phou Pha Thi, changed hands twice aguin.-with the

. 85/
position finally remdining under ADC contrel.
In general, it appeared that the asnemy force, while increasing,
was respecting an approximate twelve km circle around Phou Pha Thi.
The only exceptions were the contacts west and southwest of 5ite 8% and
the exchanges of the village, Muong Yut. 8
It was dﬁr1ng this period that there existed a definite 1ull in
air attacks against enemy units 1n the Site 85 area. Apparently,
there was no expressed urgent demand for strikes in support of S{te B3,
Although the Attache O0ffice 1n Vientiane had informed 7AF on 8 February
that "no special target requiring special assistaq:e“ existed and only
regular dally support was needed, a CAS report of b February had described
a road under construction from UK 853564 to UH B33572. This construction
had been noted since 1 February. = On 9 February, CAS reported again
concerning this road construction, which was an extension of Route 602

69
(Fig. 5): &/

"If traffioable, Route 602 would provide the enemy
with much eagiar access from Sam Newa to gtaging
areas in the vieinity of Bat Hon Non (UH 212553)
and Fhow Chik Nou (UH 8157). It would afford the

€ LHCLASSIFIED

SRR CRET-NOMRN

¥




= ama -l

[ TOR=SEORET

e _-AMNSLASSIFIED. L1

=

PO PHA THI

-2

+ FIBGURE 5

UCLASSIFIED
TOP=GRORTT

-+
+ _{_:‘_ +
+ .
+ .
2MTE T8 +
i
.1 S0 .1 ™ 73 | 1] ]
NP |
ENEMY COMTACT LOCATIONS (+) ; : :{
ViCINITY MTE BB WM




UMCLASSIFIED

. engmy the gpportuntiy to roll in weapona for an
atigek on PRou Pha Thi. Interpretation of photo-
graphy dated 31 Jomary reveals intermittent road
comptrustion on Route 602 from UF 8353563 northuest
aitong the south slope of the ridgeline ... The
conatruction ends approrimately one kilometer
northacet of the smemy .itrong point at Phou Chik
Nou (UR BI7579)." :

R

Fit;
Trutks were reported rolling on Route 602 on 11 February, &

.Unsuccessfu1 strikes had been conducted against enemy positions at Jy,
Phou Chik Nou by 13 February. Apparently the enemy was well dug fn,
Although four F-105s, returning with ordnance unexpended against North
Vietnam, were directed against Route 602 on 2 February, no other strikes
have been identified as having been directed at Route 502 until 14 Feb-
TUAry. 2 By 16 February, Route 602 had been extended tu approximately
one km east of Phou [en Din; Z this was only 13 km from Phou Pha Thi.
buring this period, the enemy did not attempt to hide his inteniions
in the area. CAS reports abounded with references toc Cormunist sponsored
propaganda meetings in which spokesmen predicted the coming attack on

Phou Pha Thi, cautioned villagers to stay clear of the objective, con-

scripted men to serve as soldiers and coanlies, confiscated food supplies,
and offered distorted promises of what was to come (a twenty aircraft MIG
attack and even Communist Chinese participaticn if the PL/NYA attempt

74
falled). =

Activity in Late February

Although airstrikes began increasing in the Phou Pha Thi area in

22 8 5 B 0

mid-February, so too, di¢ enemy activity. Tao the east of Site 85, the

twelve km perimeter was penetrated on 20 February. Muong Yut, that
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often exchanged village nine km southeast of Site 85, fell again to the
75/

enemy. MWithin four days, the ADC was seeking to recapture {t. _'

Gn 21 Februarw four additicnal PL/NVA battalions arrived in Phou
Den Din and moved out to positions just inside the twelve km per1meter;§!
However, the attackers of Phou Pha Thi were not able to proceed so easily
with their moves against Site 85, Fortune had momentarily f#vured the

defenders.

An ADC ambush same eight km southeast of Phou Pha Thi had killed
a small party of North Yietnamese on 18 February. Apparently, one of
the victims had been an NYA of ficers and recovered from his body was 2
small notebook which contained detailed information conterning enemy
plans and strong points for the coning attack on Phou Pha Thi. &

Information from the notebook yielded the following data in

78/
zddition to enemy positions:

. Three KYA and one PL battalions were to make-up the
attacking force.

. Fipal battlefieid reconnaissance was to be conducted
on 22 February, (CAS estimated the attack would
commence 23 February).

« The enemy used the unrd “TACAN" as it appears In
English and was aware of its exact location,

. The main assault force was to be one N¥A battalion
attacking from the northeast: the other battalions
were to attack the main trailg to Phou Pha Thi.

. Stocks of ammunftion for all heavy weapons were |ow
and re-supply was needed.

22
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Friendly response to enewy activity and the new infarmation was
rapid and effective. Already on 17 February the Ambassador at Yientiane

had authorized visuval and arwed reconnaissance missions alomg Route 602

eastward from Phou Den Din and more targets were authorized argund Site
79/
BS. Small patrals were dispatched by the ADC defenders to s_e'le:t

targets in the local area for artillery fire and afrstrikes, Special

reconnaissance teams of General ¥ang Pao's frrequlars were even ranging

east of Sam Neua trying to identify depats supplying the enemy forces

in the Phou Pha Thi region. In addition, two 4.2 inch mortars and

another 105 mm howit2er were sent to Phou Pha Th1 and the garrison was
8o/

increased by fifty men.

Effective at 1800 on 21 February, the U.5. Ambassador to Laps
authorized thae LADC at Site 85 to task the TSQ facility to strike any
target within a twelve km radfus of the peak at Phou Pha Thi, This
authorization was limited in that strikes could be placed no closer

than 500 meters from known villages and that Commando Club strikes

were stil] to be conducted via secure voice channels through the Radis

Relay Aircraft (RRA). A 11st of nineteen still active villages ac-
81/
companied the authorization.
Starting 20 February and extending to the fall of Site 85 early
on the morning of 11 March, a determined alr effort of constantly
' 82/
increasing iatensity was directed fn {ts defense. On 23 February,

a message from the JCS to CINCPAC denoted that fncreased air support

: : 5
was “urgently” needed. —  From 20-29 February, 342 strike sorties
23 -
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hit within 20 km of Site 85, most much closer than 30 km, In addition,
other surties struck east of Sam Neua against depots and supply con-
cantrations, The latter attacks hit nutsig: of the 30 km area and

ware not included in totals listed above.

Route 602 was among the targets attacked, but the enemy had already
assigned over 400 road workers the task of keeping this vital Tine
open. Later, bulldozers were also brought in. Except for intermijttent

closures dus to road cuts, the enemy continued to use this artery. Thers

was no doybt that airstrikes and artillery fire were retarding enemy
activities, but they were not eliminating his presence or pressure
BE/

within the twelve km defensive perimster around Site 85,

An unofficial estimate by an unnamed staff officer in one CAS

report dated 25 February 1968 suwmmed up the status as of that day and
86/ '
was- extremely prophetic of coming events:

"As @ result of the enemy’s peneirating the 12
kilometer radius arpwnd Phou Pha Thi in force and
oooupying kay positions within the lover right hand
quadrant of thia perimeter as wall us poetiions just
outsids the perimetsr at Phou Den Din, he reprdsents
an immingnt threat to the security of the TACAN aite
and othep installations gt Phou Pha Thi, It is clear
that the engmy will continug to attempt i consolidate
his gatne in the Phou Pha Thi areq during the nexi

fwo weeks wiile making arrangements for hieg final as-
sault by three or fowr battalioms. If, houever, ADC
Wnita continue to harass euccessfully the dnemy on the
grownd and if airoraft eontinue to atrike enemy con-
centrations in and aercund Phow Pha Thi and in the
areq east of Sam Reua, the TACAN and cther sites at
Phou Pha Thi will cortinug to be viable for the next
two weeks. Jt ie not poseible to predict, havever, the
stats of eecurity at Phou Pha Thi beyond 10 March
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baomiss of the enemy's willingnees to oontinue
to escalate hie commitment in this areq. "

The American Ambassador 1n Lacs was impressed with this estimate
and comented on his feelings concerning S1te 85 in a 26 February

87/
telegram to the Chief of Staff, USAF:

oo .Bnemy foruard movement (toward Site 85)

has been inexorable ouer the past momthe and .
natther air or ground resources whiok ae avgilable
to us cppear adaquate to deter his intentiona.

" v Although wve are not, . .threwing in tha
tovel, we believe you ehould be muure of our
ourrsnt estimzte that we may bs able to assurs
secrity of this eite for ne more than the nart
B wesks.

“You will recall that, when ve arranged thig
ingtallation, I made clear that our prinsipls
defurge effort would reet upon guarrilia writy
who operated with mobile tactics and that we
ootid not.. guaraites a etatic defenss, Our
trregular units in this greag are already
atretehed thin and haue moy other signifiomt
obligations related to the defenge of population
centars which maoke it impossible for us to look
With any great hope upom the chaorices for effeo-
tive reinforcensnt. Tharefore, the moment of
truth may be approaching for thia aite.

"The I'Sq is using ite am imherent capabilitisa
in the defense effort. Airetrike sorties are
Lbeing provided in reéapectable mmbers. But, in
the final analysis, it saems doubtful that tha
eite can be held in the face of congiatent enemy
datermingtion,

"Therefore, we are in bouch with USAF authorities

on svacuation gnd destruction plana, We are fatriy

confidant both should be able to be carried out tm

erderily fashion, Moreover, we are szarining pos-

sibilitiee of finding another ugeful site in the

saie general areq which will provida reughly the '
same covernge, ¥ '

25
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As concelved in svacuation plans, the decision to evacuate was
reserved for the Ambassador, ¥ientiane, First pricrity of evacuees
was allocated to the 13 TSQ/TACAN personnel; however, erough heli-
copters were to be provided to permit a total of 155 te be 1ifted out.
The others, guerrillas, were to be extracted when the Local Area -
Defensa Cownander deemed appropriate. Five helicopters, three USAF
and two Afr America, were designated as the force required to accom-
plish the evacuaticn, &

Te provide an imeediate capabiiity the two Air America helicopters
were to remain overnight {ROM) each night at nearby Lima Site §8; USAF
helicopters were to come from Thailand-based resources. = Subsequently,
some USAF messages expressed the desire for Air Amer{ca helicopters to
RON at Site 85, not 98. % However, this was not changedi it was feared
helicopter presence at $ite 85 would have provoked an enemy sttempt to
destroy these lucrative targets. If they had been destrayed, the
planned emergency 19ift capability would have vunished.glf But the
point was well taken, for weather also might have disruhted the rescue

flight from Site 98 to Site 83.

Following a decision to evacuate, the Ambassador was to notify
7/13 AF TACC at Udorn AB, Thaidand who could in turn notify 7AF at
Tan Son Nhut AB, Yietnam. Weather permitting, 7AF was to scramble
or divert four A-1 alrcraft to provide cover for the evacuation,
suppress enspy fire, and FAC for subsequent jet strikes. The LADC and
_an attache-provided FAC were to help direct the strikes, . The plan

URCLASSIFIED
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allowed 3 1imited night evacuation capability {the RON helicopters
92/
at Site 98), but pre-suppased a daylight effort.

Final Eneany Maves

Enemy movements from 1-9 March are depicted in Fig, & Through-
out the eariy days of March, enemy farces continued their a&van:g.
E11linat1ng friendly pockets of reststance en route, until by 9 March,
when the enemy deployed intoc what might be termed “jump off points”,
Phou Pha Thi was virtualiy surrounded, except far the northwest
quadrant. The enemy positions also threztened Site 111, only eight
km north of 5ite 85. Approximately four enemy battalions stood poised
for the attack. 2 '

On 2 March,a review of the USAF rules of engagement for airstrikes
around Site BS revealed the changes which had cccurred as the enemy

98
threat mounted: =

- Any target in the twelve lon defensive perimeter
could be struck under FAC control.

+ The restriction against strikes within 500 meters
of villages only applied to Commando Club {TSQ)
directed strikes, unless the target was validated
by the LADC,

* Any Commande Club strikes could be diverted by the
LADC to validated targets in the twelve km perimeter.

+ For a distance of ten km along Route 602 east o¢f Phou
Oen Din, strikes were authorized under FAC or Com-
:;Ed? Club control {this included “Gravei® and

5).
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+ lsa of CBU and “Gravel™ was autherized anywhere
in the twelve km peripeter if validated by the
LADC and if targets were at least 5Dﬂ meters
from friendly trocps.

+ The restriction of using only secure voice con-
tact with supporting atrcraft could be walved

with ¥Yientiane Embassy approval when under threat
of tmminent attack,

*Gravel seed1ng was accunp11;hed on some cunf1nned supp1y rnutas
-eait of Sfte 85 on 5 March. 2/ CBUs were used in the area_arnynd

ﬁite 85 in Febrvary. The use of CBU under Cosmando Club control was
an innovation. Bombing tables were not avai1ah1e to be used 1n cnn-
junctiun with the T5Q, but experience and “know huw of the ?;TEEF
personnel at Udorn AF Base in Thailand allowed them to improvise ef-

fectively until precise tables became available.

To facilitate arcund the clock capabiiity of the T3Q facility,
five more technicians ‘'were sent to Site B85 (the total number of Amerijcans
was now 19), More targets and sorties were ailocated for night opera-
tions. Cn 5 March a message from 7AF to DOCO PACAF indicated conditions
for evacuvation, relocation of the facility, nﬁd remarked on the value of

96
the site: =

. due to the desirability of maintaining air
pﬂaam over NVA daing preaant inclement veathsr
period, Site 85 probably uau!-d not be svacuated
until capture appeared tmminent. The faet that
complete security aauld not be aasurad in the
original plan is noted..

In angther message, later on 5 March, from PACAF to the Deputy

Cormander 7/13AF, with the commanders of 7AF and 13AF as infarmaticgnal
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97/
adqressees, CINCPACAF comented:

“Receiving daily reports soncerning growing
threat to Site 85. Difficult to evailuate
gituation from here. FRequest you consult CAS
sources and provide me your egtimate of threat,
inoluding anticipated time of attack, ond friend-
ly capabilities to defend.

"fou areé authorized to direct evacuaticon of sita
and deatruction of equipment when in yma j

such astion is recessary. JYowr plan, OPlan g;—
68, e approved for thig ae. Kaep 7th

13th Air Porces and this m@tﬂnﬁhfanmd af
your intantions this regard. Ingure that qli
preparaiiong are made for emergency evacugtion
a4 required.”

From 1-10 March, USAF carried out 314 strike sorties within 30 km
of 51te 85. Over 76% of these were directed by the TS( facility at
Sitegg?. Amang the targets struck frequently was the vital Route
6G2.7

On 2% Febrvary, airstrikes had destroyed twa bulldozers and
killed the operating crews used to supplement road clearing operaticns.
Until serviceable bulldozers could be brought in, work was suspended.ﬂf
However, enemy resupply <ould not be halted; coolies, too, had been
carrying supplies to enemy troops. One of their major routes, just
north of Route 602, was subjectad to a combined CBU/Gravel rafd on

100/
8 ‘March.

£ven though the weather in the vicinity of the site had deteriorated,

101/
the air attacks continued. But, it was becoming increasingly dif-

ficult to estimate ememy strengths and fix their locatiens because

10/

they had deployed 1nto numerous small concentrations,

29
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Evacuation Arrangements at the 5ita

On 9 March, at Site 3%, the senior CAS adviser briefed the senipr
Air Force representative on the fact that an attack could come at any
time. The evacuation plan was reviewed at that time 2nd it was agreed
that if evacuation was ordered, the TACAN/TSQ Pérsonnel would, if
pessible, proceed tg the Command Post area near the helicopter padl (at
Tower elevation and 1/4 mile from the TSQ facility) where they would he
picked up hy h!l'licnpters. If this movement was not possible, the tech-
nictans were to wait for the pickup at the TSQ site. It must be noted
that a few feet from the entrance of the supply van (Fig. 7}, there were
webbed belts or s1ings hooked up to allow the technicians to descend
to a lower ledge a short distance down from the site level. Below thig
ledge, there existed g sheer drop of well over 1400 feet. The CAS
adviser's comment was t}':,at:ma

"The techrique of pargornel hanging ocvep the
eliff by straps wap not digoussed as a serious
escape or evasicr plen, "

About 20001 on the evening of % March, Site 85 reporied enemy con-
tacts around the site, Additional sorties were requested throughout the
night and a number of flights were diverted tg support the defenders.
However, the enemy apparently had not mounted a serious attack. To
tend support for the next day, 13131;515115 Toaded with CBU and 750-paund

bombs were fragged into the area.

Cn 10 March, friendly patrols continued tu' report enemy activities
105

and the movements of villagers fleeing the general area. To help
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-r=gion west of Site 85, Unfortunately, these forces were to be of
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restore guerrilla influence into certain areas west of 5{te 85, as wel}

as to attempt ta recapture some villages and cutposts, General Vang Pao

began making plans to introduce nearly two battalicns of his Meos to the
106/

no help to Site 85,

Final Enemy Attack
Although weather in the Site 85 area had been generally poor in

early March, good weather prevailed throughout mest of 1) and 11 March.
The afternoon forecast for BARREL ROLL on 10 March called for 2000 foot
scattered with occasional rain showers. Attache reports at 0136L and
0247L on 11 March termed the weather “workable” and that it “permits

air defense.™ A survivor reported the weather on the morning of the
11th was clear. Later, on the day of the 11th, the weather deteriorated

again somewhat.

Shortly after 1800L on the evening of 10 March, mortar, artillery
and rocket rounds from Phou Den Din began falling on the defenders of

107/
Phou Pha Thi. Early in the barrage,the 10bmm Howitzer position

near the summi{t of Phou Pha Thi sustained a direct hit. The living
quarters immediately next to the TACAN/TSQ facility had suffered some
damage, and by 1830L the technicians had sought she1ter'1n a bunker just

108/ :
north of the living quarters. Prior te retiring to the bunker,
site personnel notified 7/13 TACC at Udorn AB, Thailand of the attack

- 189

and reported they were abandoning the radio. Contact via portable

radio was maintained with the senior CAS representative in the command

3N -
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110/
bunker near the helipad.

. At Udarn, plans were rapidly developing to divert sorties to Site
85. Flare ships had to be provided to ailow visual strikes because with
the TSQ personnel in their bunker, the sits couid not direct airstrikes,
A{rborne A-265 wers already being diverted. ndditiaﬁa1 tanker support

111

was required for eight flights of F-4s being sent from Ubon.

\ﬁen the barrage ceased at 1945L, the technicians left the bunker
and returnad to operating the T5Q/TACAN equipment, Only minor shrapnel
Jamage to the TACAN antenna was sustained and no American casyalties had
been suffered. 1Y By 1950l many of the flights which had been in the
process of being divertsd were returned to their fragged mﬁssiaﬁs. and
until midnight, two A-26s and five F-4s hit targets in the Site B5 area.
A11 of these were under T5Q direction. in addition, six A-18 were
readied ta support the site and the pilots were placed in crew rest, From
0003C to 0700L, 11 March, three A-26s and five F-4s supported 5ite 85;

113/
the 1ast time on target was D320L.

By 2020L the Ambassador at Vientiame had judged circumstances to be
serious enough to authorize the site to conduct the direction of sorties
via tlear voice transmissions. 1 Kowever, the w1l in activity at the
site continved. At 2100L,heavy fighting was reported at Ban Pha Thi,

& v111ége at lower elevations on the Phou Pha Thi ridge, only 1 1/2 km
south pf Site B5. Allegedly, the enemy was using flashlights tﬂ.flti11-

tate his climb to the village. By 21171, fignting was going on only 1/2-
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hour walk from the site atep Phou Pha Thi.

An entry in the 7/13 AF TACC log noted that at 21050 the Ambassador

in ¥{entiane was already considering evacuating thé personnel from Site
85 at first light. However, this decision wias not made at that time., At
2150L the Deputy Coomander, 7713 AF contacted the Attache's ﬂfficé in ~
¥{entiane concerning the possible evacuation of the site. It was in-
dicated that evacuation should only be effected as a last resort if the
sftuation became untenable; furthermore, the situation should be followed
on an hour to hour basis. These views were to be expressed to the Am-
bassador. Any decision to evacuate was to be relayed to the Qeputy

116/

Commander at once.

At 21214, intermittent mortaring and shelling of positions around
117/
Site 85 was begun again, ~  but the TSQ facflity continued to operate

and direct missions. Shortly after this resumption of shelling, the
Ambassador decided to conduct a partial evacuation of American persennel,
118/
Nine personnel were to be evacuated at DBISL on the 11th.
The sitvation remained static at the sfte until about 0300L. On
the lower slopes of the ridge, sporadic but viclent firefights broke out;

however, the enemy had not succeeded 1n averrunning any of the major

outpests. As a matter of fact, the senior CAS representative later
119/

commented:

"Commo wag matntained from the CP with all the
defending outposte at Site 85 threughout the
attack on Site 85 during the peried 10 to 11}
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Maroh ... (the} ... defenders gave a good
acogunt of thmuluu and they held faat undar

hequy incoming fire.”

At the TSQ/TACAN locatiom, it has already been related that, with
+he Tull in the barrage after 1945L, the technicians had left the
bynkar and returned to operating the facilities. wnile on= crew operated
the T5Q facilitw some of the other men tried to get some sleep. Ap-
parently, since the living quarters had been damaged, and sometime
~ later the technicians' bunker was alsa hit, some of the American person-
nel took sleeping bags and descended the slings to seek rest and shelter
among the racks down the steep slope only a few feet from ome of the

120/

entrances to the TS$Q/Supply/Communications structure.

Shortly after 0300L, on 11 March, either automatic weapons fire,
shelling, or both once more caused the crew to abaadon the facility
fn haste. At this point all radio contact with the TSQ location and
personnel was severed, even that via portable radio with the command

121/
bunker near the helipad.

As the tachnicians came running out of the gperations structure,
they. were met with & hail of small arms automatic weapons fire from
close range. These men scrambled for safety down the s1ings which were
oniy a few feet away. But apparently three Americans were killed at
once--among them the TSQ senigr officer and commander, 12

The crucial fact concarning the equipment at the site was that

{t was not destroyed. Tha detonation devices had ngt been triggered

and the TS) personnel never again entered the cormand building, In
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an interview with survivors, some questions concerning the detonation
devices were raised when it was revealed that explosives for demoli-

tion of the site had earlier been thrnuﬁ aver the side of thé cHFf to
prevent them from baing nit by-inculing shells. HquveE, the cﬁarges
which were to destroy the classified equipment were pre-mounted and could
not have been easily or swiftly remgved. Extrz charges were available

to destroy other equipment and fac111£ies at the site, a?gaapﬁarent]y

it had been these extra charges which were thrown away.

Evidently a small force of approximately twenty enemy troops [most
likely North Vietnamese as judged by the unfamiliar language) had some-
how {nfiltrated to the summit. Mo mine detonations, shouts, or other
warnings preceded the volley which hit the Americans exiting the opera-
tions structure, [t has been only guessed that either the BNy in-
filtrated the more gradual but still treachercus northeastern side of
Phou Pha Thi or that this small force scaled the almost sheer north-
western face, Mone of the outposts was aware of this enemy force atop

124/ _
the summit.

Seemingly familiar with the layout of the site, the camouflaged
fatigue-clad fnvaders methodically threw grenades into most of the

125/
buildings, but it was not clear if the 15SQ facility was a'so blown up.

At about 0315L, the senior CAS representative in the command bunker

near the helipad observed the TACAN beacon "go up in smoke", but it
was thought at the time that & mortar round had done the damage, Mean-

while the helipad area was under particularly heayy shelling and small
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Subsequently, enemy troops at the site discovered the escape
s14ngs leading down the slope and directed automatic weapens fire
in that direction. Some of the Americans down the slope returned the
fire and 1t was estimated that five or iz of the ensmy were k‘iﬂed.'
After pulling back from the American line of fire from below, the
attackers responded by lobbing scme fifteen 10 twenty grenades onto
the slope and then intermittently spraying the area with automatic
weapons' fire. It was deduced that most of the American casualties

121/ .
were suffered at this time.

In ¥ientiane, meamwhile, the situation was being closely monitored,
plans for the partia) evacuation had been finalized at 0Q15L for im-
plementation at 0815L the next morning. Incoming reports 1ndicated
that afr subipert was sufficient, weather was good, and the situation
remained static. 2 Atthough unaware of the fate of the T5G facility,
american officals at Yientiane were to become cognizant later that in-
creased enemy fire was being directed at the site. Hence, at D515L
on }1 March, the Ambassadoer decided to avacuate all Americans from Site
A5 at O715L. 2

An attache report summed up the situation at Site 85 as it was
known 1n Vientiane at D540L: 1%

"oy of 10/2240%: Baavy mortar and amall wome fire

on top of Phow Pha Thi (5ite 55}, Embasey ordaraed
evasuation of all repeat all V.S, persommel.
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"CAS satimatea their cuter positiome will hold
but place untemable as operating radar site.

"TACAR urit reported hurming and domage to
othar ISQ equipmant. Staps baimg taken to
destroy all memzining equipment prior to evac-
uation., ”

Shortly before 0700L, incoming fire ceased; at D620L smoke had
been observed rising from the TACAN site. (Fig., 9.) About 0700L,
the helicoptars were standing by, ready to come in, but were drawing
enemy fire from the top of the summit. The senior CAS advisor with
ten Mec guerrillas proceeded to the TSQ/TACAN site to ascertain the
status there and deterwine from where the fire directed at the heli-

131/
copters originated.

Upon arrival at the TACAN location, the LAS representative found
the living quarters locked and the TACAN severely damaged, The senior
CAS vepresentative then calied out to any Americans who aight have
been hidirg nearby, but he received no response. Coming arpund the
west side of the camplex, shots were exchanged with one enemy soldier
dressed in "typical North ¥ietnamese/Pathet Lao uniform." After
circling further south and west, two more of the enemy were encountered,
one marning a machine gun behind sandbags. Fire was exchanged and cne
of the enemy was hit, but the friendly force beat a hasty retreat down
the hi1l toward the command bunker. En route, the CAS representative
was wounded slightly in the 1eq.l§gf

Back at the bunker, the CAS representative estimated that aither

the T5-81 was in enemy hands or they were conducting & raid, hence o
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friendly heavy weapons fire was directed at the 13Q site and some

hits wera scored, A-1Es in the area apparently noted that the defenders
were firing at the site and also delivered their ordnance on the T5Q
locatfon. The CAS representative was of the gpinion that the TSQ gear
wias demalished. However, this was incorrect. Unfortunately, as cne
survivor reported later, the A-1E attack ferced one enemy soldier o
scurry for safety down the slape and en route, he engaged in a firefight
with another American survivor, killing him.1§§;

The helicopters were then able to come in and perform the rescue
attempts. Of the 19 Americans at the site, only five technicians and two
CAS people were extracted. One of the CAS people was wounded; five of
the six technicians were wounded, one of them being hit while in the
helicopter--this man died en route to Site 36 and Udorn AB, Thailand.
The remaining eleven Americans were presumed dead.léi!

Return flights by helicopters were able to recover a few American
and Laotian bodies, plus some wounded defenders from the summit, but

135/
they continued to draw occasicnal fire.

Apparently the defenders argund the site still held the trail
136/

systems to the summit as late as 0730L. Soon thereafter, the

guerrilla defenders melted away to regroup 2t other locations for air-

1ift to safer areas. [t was not expected that the enemy offensive
137/
would halt with the fall of Site 85. In fact, Site 111 fell on

12 March; to the east, enemy pressure mounted at Site 184; Site 239
and Site 107 were abandoned due to enemy activity; on 13 March 3ite 204

PELASSIFIED
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138/
was subjected to heavy but sporadic enemy fire. By 12 March, 129

of 203 defenders of S5ite 85 had definitely been evacuated.

As early as O940L on 11 March the Deputy {ommander 7/13AF at
Udorn AB, Thailand had begun coordinztion to utilize some of the avail-
able helicopters to airlift a force of approximately 200 Laptian military
personnel to Site B9 in order to recapture the site, but this design
was delayed indefinitely so that a maximum effort could be exert?ggtn

133/
try tc recover the remaining U.5. personnel and friendly forces.
Denouement

After the evacuation of Americans and friendly forces was completed
on the morning of 11 March, only three tasks remained to be performed:

» Missing Americans had to be accounted for, either
by recovering them as they still evaded capture
ar by recgvering their bodies and establishing
their death,

* Site 85 had to be destroyed so that the eguipnent
would not fall into enamy hands for subsequent analy-
sfs. In addition, any politically embarrassing
evidence had to be eliminated.

- The Prime Minister of Laos, Souvanna Phouma, had to
be informed of the situation to permit him to prepare
a2 position against potential communist charges of
American involvement at Site B85,

As more details of casualties were obtained from survivors and a
concentrated search and rescue affort was conducted at the site,

140/
American losses became somewhat clearer, Qf the nineteen Americans

at the site, sixteen had been site technicians, two were CAS
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representatives, and there had been one Attache office FAC. The

CAS representatives and the FAC were rescued, The senior CAS repre-
sentative had been slightly wounded. Of the sixteen American technicians,
five were extracted {one died en route}, efght were known to be dead,

and three others were unaccounted for, but preswoed dead. There was

the possibility that the bodies of the missing three men might have
fallen from the ledge where the Ameri:::? hid. Off the ledge, there

was a sheer drop of almest 2,000 feet.

Presuming those who were not evacuated on the morning of 11 March
were dead, a fairly concentrated air effort was launched on that same
day to destyroy the technical and personal equipment left behind on

142/
Site 85. The major phase of this activity ended on 13 March but
Further examinaticn revealed one strike each at Site 85 on %9, 22, and
43

2R March. The 22 March strike ineluded a Bull-Pup missile.

On the morning of 13 March, the American Ambassador met with
Prime Minister Souvanna Fhouma of La0s. The Ambassador related that
the facilities at Site 85 had not been destroyed prior to evacuation,
syt that USAF napaim strikes were being delivered against the site. He
alse told of the American losses and that some of the bodies had not

144/

been found. The Ambassador reparted Phouma's reaction:

Tegupanna winced at these two items of informa—
tion and said they increesed the risks that enemy
oould be able, if ha chose, to make some pratiy

damaging disclomaes.”
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Both the Ambasszdor and the Prime Minister noted that no mention

of incriminating evidence had yet been made by either the Lactian

Comunist or Horth ¥ietnamese Racios. They agreed that the best thing

to do was to “sit tight" and see what evidence the ememy had accumuated

and what he planned to do with 1t. The Ambassader's report of the

145/
meeting concluded with the following comment:

"Sowvema cluiously docs...not wish to make
decigion on posture ha will take towards
potential Cammunist exploitation of this
inctident wntil he knowa how damaging their
evidence i¢. Be urged me to destroy as muoh
evidence as we can rapidly. Since his poai-
tion is wnderstandable, I did not repeat
ot try to presa him ona way or aiother on
contingensy stalements.”

Epitoque
It is difficult to fimly establish the enemy intentions without
access to enemy documents and plams. Of course these were not avajilable

for this study. However, after analyzing the data which were available,
146/

3 number of observations are offered.
Apparently Site 85 was not the singie target of enemy aims ¢n the
dry season offensive which began in November 1967. Indeed, Site 85

appeared to have been only ane of the friendly strong points which the

enemy seemed determined to reduce in this area,

It is generally assumed that the enamy mounted his activities

against Site B85 in order to destroy the Top Secret TSQ facilities at

Phou Pha Thi. However, no documentary evidence of this fact has been

4
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found in the research for this sludy, although the existence of such 2
specific abjective can he neither confirmed nor denfed. Certainly the
enemy was aware of this guerrilla base near his yital supply routes;
ne alsc knew that there was 2 TACAN at Site gS. These two factors,

alone, would have provided sufficient incentive.

Guerrilla forces do nﬁt normally stand and fight 1t ouli generally
this 1s not their function, unless they are called upon 1O defend 2
yery vital interest. Realizing this, the enemy first afl.'t.empted to
eliminate friendly forces at this site with as small a commitment on his

part as possible.

However, to supplement 2 small commiiment, the enemy used 2 full
parrage of propaganda. CAS reports for the entire period containad
numerous references to Coomunist-held meetings and spldiers’ statements
which indicated enemy determination to capture site 85. He used this
tactic to enlist the active and passive support of the Jocal populace;
he may, alsoc, have counted on these statements reaching the guerriliza
defenders, thereby, undermining their will to resist and making them

think it was senseless tp stand and fight.

The first two attempls to take Phou Pha Thi, the small force
adgvance which stailed at pheu Den Din im mid-December and the AN-2 Colt
attack, were certainly not jarge commitments. after these faflures.
the enemy was forced to concentrate more Lrodps and develop elaborate

plans and suppert for them.
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Although airpower was to be a major. facter in the defense of Site
85, it could not be applied without Timitations and restrictigns,
Defense of Site 85 was not the sole task of limited air-resources in the
Southeast Asian conflict. For example, during thislsame period, the
1968 Tet Offensive was underway in South Yietnam, the Marine outpost, Khe
Sanh. was under siege, and there existed an unprecedented fiow of enemy

logistic traffic which had to be interdicted.

In addition, airpower could not ba applied without major restrice
tions. As eariy as 8 December 1967, the U.S, Ambassador to Yientiane
had withdrawn blanket approval for Cormando Club strikes in BARREL ROLL,
and instead, approved them on an 1ndividual basis. By B February 1368,
only nine targets around Site 85 and outside the 12 km circle had been
approved for Cotmande Club operations. With Commando Club strikes out-
side the 12 km circle limited to only approved targets, visual means had
to be utiltized if newly dfscovered largets, rot on the authorized list,
were also to be attacked. Y¥isual strikes were limited by bad weather,
which was particularly poor 1n early Harch. Hence, the defense of the
site hinged considerably on the Capability to visually acquire targets

to be struck.

Within the 12 km circle, simflar restrictions applied. It was not
until 21 February that authorization was extended to the Local Area
Defense Commander (LADC} to task the TSQ facility to conduct strikes
against any target within the 12 km circie.

43
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The application of airpower araund Site 85 was intended to be
responsive, Therefors, if the dena;d leassened or §f targets could not
ba definitely fixed, the air effort proportionally contracted, for,
there were othar requirements elsewhere which had to be me%. This was

demonstrated by the Tull in early February.

Alrpower was the vita) ingredient {n halting what mest probably
was an ensmy plan to take S{te B5 in late February. But at that stage
of events, as the accurate wmofficial estimate of 25 February pointed
out, even with successful ground harassment and continued airstrikes, the
security of the site was doubtful after 10 March,because the attackers
appeared willing to mount the necessary effort and accept the accompany-

1ng_1oss:s.

On the night of 10-11 March, the Attache Office Tn Viantiane
reported at 07138L on the situztion at 5Site B5 and stated that "sufficlent
resources” were available. At 02471, the terms used were “suffi:{ent
air support". Unknown to anyone not at the T5Q leccation, the fac{liities

were lost toe the enemy no more than one hour later.

Sfte 85 had provided direction to about 1/4 of the USAF missions
over Korth Yietnam and BARREL ROLL from November 1567 to 11 March 1968.
No other facility existed to provide & similar coverage over Lhese areas.
While this loss was a serious blow to the USAF air effort, 1t was not

crippiing.

The possibility that evacuation might have to be carried out was
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fully realized, Plans te accomp” ish the evncuatian.exiited. However,
a set of circumstances developed which negated their timely execution.
Had personnel at either Vientiane or the command post at Site 85 been
aware of the situation at the TSQ/TACAN location atop Phou Pha Thi,
steps might have been taken to eéiminate the infiltrators, safely

evacuite the technicians. and destroy the classified facilities, But

the loss of intersite communications between the personnel at the facility

and the command post prevented this action. Subsequent decisions were

based on incomplete and erronédus infarmatien.

One question, basic to the relation of events in the fall of 3Site
85, has not been fully answered by svailable documentation and informa-
tion: how did a twenty men team, armed with automatic weapons reach

the top of Phou Pha Thi unmot{ced?

Messages already quoted in this study describéd the defensive
arrangements at the site. The northwestern side of the mountain was a
chesr cliff of nearly 2,000 feet. Other approaches were heav!iy mined.
In addition, by early January there were "200 t?ﬁnps in immediate
vicinity of site; and additional 800 troops in the lower portions of

the mountain."

It has been surmised that the enemy infiltrators scaled the 2,000
foot cliff. This theory might appear to account for the lack of any
kind of warning before the enemy force hit the American technicians and
captured the sumit. However, this does not explain how twénty heavily

armed soldiers climbed a 2,000 foot ¢liff at night, unnoticed by 208

Ui 1ﬁ SSIFIED
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defendars. hor does it relata why these twenty infiltrators were not
eliminated by the defenders atep Phou Pha Thi. Apparently the friendly

k troops at lower elevations held fast against the enemy attacks.

Qn 14 March 1968, the Commander, 7AF, sent 2 mes#age to the American

: 147/ :
Ambassador in Vientiane:

- —— T =

"I on ooncerned about the need for a postmorieém
analyais on the loss of Sita 85, In terms of
assesaing vhethar future sites should ba vatab-
1iehed believe it important to determing how a
relativaly =mll force waa able to take euch an
allegedly well defended installation. No -
diaatione have been received here as to what
afforte if any wire made by local dafense forces
on site to defend iretallation, especially ™
view of olear indications of impending attask.
Your views on haw future sitee might be defended
i in view of experience with Site 85 would be ap-

|! preciated.”

— ot amlmm s S —— s =TT

I The Ambassador replied on 16 March. He concurred that a post
| mortem on the loss of Site 85 was in order, and suggested that procedures

: for such an analysis be jointly developed by 7AF and Embassy representa-
148/

tivas. Regarding the size of the enemy forces, the fnbassador explained:

! *Balisve you should underetand, hasgver, that
' snamy force waa not... relatively smzll.’ Our
il intelligence indioaten their mmbers betueen
N fipe and seven battalioms, with artillery and

| rocket support, comsiderably outrumbering local
I defoiga forces, whioh never mumbered more thanm
. : 1,000 men in 12 kilometer defersive perimeter

e which drom arctmd Sitae 85"

! It was also emphasized by the Ambassador that his office had

“made ¢lsar from the beqinning” that the site could not be defended

46




against a determined and superior enemy force. He also stated that

the Embassy had given reqular and accurate estimates of the site's
progressive deterioration, and as early as 26 February, had advised
that the site would probably not be held beyond 10 March. “Theresfeore,

jts fall should have come as no surprise to anyone ," h%-#;aid. The
149/
Ambassador made the following additional observations:

"Tha menngr in which enamy accomplished ita fall 1e,
however, instructive, and should, I think be carae-
Pully studied with view fo futurs operations. Artil-
lery fire, at relatively long rangs, uwas surprisingly
aecurate. According fragmentary reporie of SUTVIVOTS,
dipect hits were goored, very early in the barrags,
upon peraowiel quarters, operations structure, @ud
bunkers., It seems posgible that instaligtions were
rendered effectively incperable even before desiruc-
tign order was given. Thers may be some lesaons in
this whick should be studied with respect to length
of time technical perecmnel ghould be required etay at
their posts after inscallation falle within artillery
range. In hindsight, if seemg o me we shauld have
putled all teckniciane out morming March 10 even if
this means loaing the lzet ssveral hours of the instal-
lation'e capubilities.

#hot aoncerns me mopt is not the defenaive action,
but the diemption of preplanned evacuation procedure.
It ig atill not clear why technical persormel went
coap eliff to a narrow ledge rather than doum trail
to chopper pad. CAS and local persomel subgequently
want uwp same trail to ingtallation searching for
techmiciang, 8o we know truil was traversable, even
if under artillery fire. It iz alao not clear to mé
how amall Vietnamege suicide aquad got to ingtallation
gita, although it eeems they must have ecaled the
oliff which all of us congidered impagsable.

Within a few weeks of the fail of Site 85, the President ordered the
tessation of bombing over the northern two-thirds of North Yietnam. As

of the publication of this study, bombing in this area has not been

a7
L. LARSIFED




|01 A 22T

i

resumed. No rﬁp]acement facility for the T5(Q-81 has been bullt. During
a farewell visit with the American Ambassader in Vientiane on 2 July,
the 7AF Commander discussed with him the requirement for additional

navigational aids in North Laos and agreed to reexamine reguirements.

150/

The Ambassador reported on this discussion:

"We both feal thar, in ourrent circumstances, there
18 no justifioble prequirement for MSQ instaliation
in Lave. Therefore, our site selectiom in country
or in neighboring Thailand cught, for the time being,
concern itteslf with TACAN sites. In this cormection
General Maryer agreed to review prospects for TACAN
at Site 36 and one on promingnt Rill in Thavland. I
agreed reexzaming M5J problem again in svent bombing
operations regwne morth of Z0th parallel.”
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