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(This is the third of a three-part series on past and present

developments in Khe Senh),

KHE SANH, SOUTH VIETNAM, JUNE 13--Clothbound, granulated land mines,

resembling square, olive-green powderpuffs and sunburnt, triangular Ritsz
ecrackers, Twere seeded amidst electronic semsors around Khe Sanh, as they
have been for sometime along the seabord side of the "McNamara Line."
Portable radar sets, four feet high, were staked out around Khe Sanh
and monitored by ground surveillance teamsi they are now being fumneled out
to other units in Vietnam——and may possibly be used in ﬁ;ﬂ Thailand,
"People-sniffers" were employed to detect chemicals emitted by hmn;m
bodies, and then electronically ma@ified“them onto measuring dialge
starlight-scopes, resembling elongated, Zéf old-faghioned binoculars, were :{,
issucd to low=flying forward air controllers in mid Merch;  thef
instruments magnified moonlight so the navigators ocould take a good lock at
potential targ%s . the, dox 'ess. Scores of ret.;pnnaissame aireraft flew
over Khe Sanh#xv-sane oarryingjf metal-detecting in?f*ra—-red cameras, some
carrying black-and-white films and some employing color photography--which
‘ARetiwgpd shed botween ndtual natural jungle and day-old camouflage. From these
recce" returns, a 3; ministure Khe Senh was built in a sandbox in Saigon,
where American generals deduced where the North Vietnemese were most likely to

concentrate their supplies, troops and equipmente Fighters aircraft begen

~goompanying transports in order to "pickle" instantly any Communist that

presented itself by firings ——more
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\Mh of these exotic/devices were innovetions in the Deess

&I‘e of Khe Sanh; all had been employed singularly in Vietnm, but in

less concentrated dosages. Mass deployment of them reflected the thinking
of A@: imerican commanders thot target selectiom——or detecting the xvg:-

was more significant than simply dropping overwhelming tomnages of bombi%{ int

the jungle wildernesse

The mechanies of the sophisticated devices are veiled behind top=-secoret
militery classification; the specific results aceruing from the cccuresy
of them seemé. ?} masked not only behindnilitary security, but also behind the |
difficulties in assessing their contributions to ﬁ 1ifting the kKhe sanh siege;
Clearly though, the confidence of senior American commanders did not rest
on these "secret weaponss™ to pivot the battle of Khe Sanh,

"We remained confidence simply becausjg we knew Marines were Marinesg,"

SV A T

one informed source explained. "We knewiwhat had to be domey; +the Marines
were going to do it."® :

In general, assecssments of the value of these devices \& were mixed.
Some, such as the portable rader sets, gave "good results" in detecting NVA
movements within limited distances, one source reforted. But, ethers,

including some American generals, believe the gagetry is generally overated‘

One source explaineds

—-nOTe
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nprankly, we can*t get over-enthused with these gadgets. They're all

aids, but they're no sulrstimie aubsfitute for eyewi*messesfeither American
patrols or Communist prisoners, We need all these means of gathering
intelligence, but you can't just sit back and lock at electronic devices.™

Another explaimeds "I know, some think the *people-gniffert is a big
thing. I got# a briefing on it ;n the U, S,-—the briefer said we'd fly
out with this gadget and it would sniff out the enemy and then we'd fire
artillery in there and the smiffer would end the war for us, But, actually,
on the battlefield, it isn't é§ even the beginning of an answer,

Another saids "Don't tell me about those electronic sensors forming
the McHamara line, An NVA regiment came across the DMZ, straight through
the MeNomara line and stopped us cold during the Tet offensive."

Another seids "Frankly, no one knew how many NVA were around Khe
Sanh most of the time. We kept getting these 'wave of the handt*

intelligence briefings; the briafa# would wave his hand over a big chunk

, e
of the 1@ map around Khe Senh and tell us that's Wh?(ff, ﬁt}l}; % Py, Wasy ¢ i F

But, to be reslly effective, the ifi$ intelligence has to DE-ESMFTO~z
couple of grid squares—down %o several thousand meters,"

Critics of these electronic devices——and of the overall CPFTETTL
" ;e‘xpre’s'sea the
belief that the Communists use%x:he sanh as a strategic diversion, while

their actual objective was the mﬂimy offensive againgt the Vietnamese

publicized view that the NVA were "bombed out of the hill

citicse

-more
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This school of thought is also base on evidence, although not
conclusive; and from this, xExmEx ded‘f;ff‘f“?.ﬂ wege made piecing together
the Communist strategye. These sourcembased on captured dooman‘?:
as early as June last year, the Hanoi high command mapped out its grand T
gtrategy for the Communist drive into the cities. Hanoi then yPesB
peréuadad the Moscow-bloec counitries to support their masterplan with
sophisticated weaponry. Evidences: material captured in the Ashau Valley--
f\ranging from canned Hungarian ghoulash to Soviet trucks, tracked vehicles,

field artillery pieces, and Bulgarien medicines.
By the fall of 1967, the Communists were building elaborate road

networks @ throughout Laos and into the Ashau Valley, leading to Huegy

designed to trangport their escalating heavy weaponry--and to ereate a
high-speed system for logistics and troop movements. Evidences the

increased Communist emphasis on road networks, including those @R
fragments of an asphalt one forty miles north of Saigon.

"Bverything the Communists did from mid-1967 had to fit into his plan
to hit the cities, I figure," one source explained, "And Khe sSenh had %o
&P fit into that strategy too. Unless Khe Sanh Y was an extremely easy
target to take, it was l diversionary for the Commmists. But, to be &
credible diversion, he had to oreizﬁb a real and serious threat around Khe
and there's no question but what MBS wns a resl thrent there. But, the
enemy created that threat to draw friendly forces away from the coasts His
main objective was Hue and his secondary one was Quang Tri city. If one

accepts this view, then the Marines assessed the R situation well and were

very wise in deciding to hold Khe Sanh with only 6,000 meny¢ without @

major reinforcements, The NVA put heavy pressure on Khe Sanh--and then sta~
ulling them out, +transporting them down his high-speed highwey in Jamuary
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These sources then look at what intelligence officers calle® the
“enemy order of battle"-—what NVA units were "confirmed® @ or "believed®
-1

probable® at » given location at a/given time Confirmation is based on

at least two items of seperate; first~hand evidence—such ag two pris oners, o1

a prisoner and a ceptured document. There is still considerable disagreement

~ @q&
on what VA units'surrounded Khe Senh @ at o given time ., sl Marine
officers =%t Khe Sanh during the siege, and other om&nd@rsbﬂow . conaistently

meintsin tvo CHOPM-SYwSEmEE- VA division --»‘b?%@ 304th 2nd IWM0==had
i
surrounded the combat base until mid«-x ) *0 \ ‘f’é*m jf

smong Mrrine-field-commanders

mrunists units withdrew from--

?:;:a}bc e ‘A Bty f”g:
the Us S. Army field commondors iW

However,
in the northern proviqoeé held a different view. The Army's lst Air Cavalry
Divigion in esrly ¥February was rushed towards Hue to reinfarce the Marines
bettiing 2t least a Conmumist division there, The lst Cavalry was stopped
cold several miles from the Hue imperial citadel in the village of La Chau,
one of the showpl: 6e pacification projects in ’Mm Vietnam. For two
weeks, iIrom Februsry 3 to 15, the sky-troopers battled Commumists in the
village, while intelligence officers were perplexed =s to which NV: wits
they were‘fighting; rinaily, on February 21, the intelligence officers had
"conifirmed™ through prisoners and documents the units: 29th Regiment of the
325C Division and 24th Regiment ( some‘f.inss x*'&'ﬂv;%' also qamhar%gﬁs? )

: ﬁ > BT

of 30;%1:&1 Division--two regiments that before had been presumedVbesieging

Ehie Sanb,
—-—NOTe
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The lst Cav clements cabled this information to its division hEFatorTer
headguarterssy the division replieg g_fﬁ*oempletely discounted” the information
because the two regiments vﬁ'werm One staff officer retorted,
“Bu I'm cyeballing the prisoner now ond I interrogated him while rocket
rounds were coming in. I've got prisomers to show those regiments are
in La Chau~-whot's your evidence they‘ra in Khe Sanh?" By late February,
however, General Creighton A@s Ab:i'ahms, then rapreqenting General

)
Westmoreland in the narthe:/;rovinces, accepted the i ”proﬁ‘f'” that-the"

two regiments were outside of Hue, instead of around Khe sSanh. Other
prisoners captured later around Khe Sanh when the siege was broken also
said part of their divisions had deployed for Hue in early Jemuary, .
(mﬁ‘f-g’*"" m‘mpkins, commanding general of the Third Merine Division _

Pirpdhpg AL o Now TP romoFEYFS
(along % the DMZ during the Khe Sanh siege and Pt el C Ut

commanding general of M8 the senior Marine command headquarters, FF-Dumrmesys

said at a press conference in Danang on May 24 @b it wa?\"az?olutelym X
e

incorrect® that elements of the two divisions were sctunlly #n Hue.
*Until mid-March, both divisions were around Khe Sanh).

o By le tiFebruary, only four of the six NVA regimemds infantry regiments

"“,« o

e BUE
werel

/

sed around Khe Sanh. All sources tend to e“»&-ea that by mid-March
Regimen? >

no specific date is available ﬁ'om any-—the remaining e p— o

325¢ Division deployed southwards. @ Prisoners from this division were

b o
Intelligence sources said they have yet to T a prisoner S of enough

RAw
\J to explain whey the two regiments moved south.

- ~NOT O

captured in the Ashau Valley oper ‘tion ¢ ndslatar neur Kontum and Dak To.
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This left, then }two regiments of the 304th Division around Khe Sanh—-
ond there is still disagreement whether these actuadly ever withdrew

from the greater Khe Senh fe area, although they did evede comrraT Wt
the 1lst AirCavalry ~nd Marine units Apri}.. some of these units fi!?‘"

their hill positions in something close %o a rout ﬁlaaying behind
< o

weapons and supplies over large areas as theym the 1st Air Cav.

2But by z@- mid-March, four or five "%&}yg oﬁextensive treetop helicopter
e - } EBAD e e

réEPARTSEIAn0e reconnaissance jdentified jnot more t#¥: than.pine Communist

£ M
gif’gntry batialions around Khe Sanh (three b'a battalim%ment)g
a 1 a,ctuaéig contect during Operation Pegasus, Americ n units ITTOE o
T i dentified only seven battalions——three from the 66th Regiment and.

three from the 9th Regiment, plus onme sapper battalions

MEwlligenee disocrepancics still continue todsy. The Marines
still 1ist all three regiments of the 304th Division around Khe Sanh, as
well as the 68th Artillery Regiment and “possibly" & regiment of the 308th
Division. Bu{f, the Army headquarters in the northern @:) provinces
1ists the 24th Regiment——which the lst Cavalry fought at la ch'xu-—-as

e

"location unknowm. ¥ Certainly no one has annhilisted it," one source
explained, ‘

--Mo8 more
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A footnote: Some Alr Force officers who perticipated directly in the
the Khe Sanh cir war during the siege, and ground officers who inspected
the Communist bunkers cnce the siege 188 1ifted, boliove the HVA
neutralized much of the effectiveness of imericén firepower with #
sturdy shovels, barely bigger than a child's @ sandbox toye

in Alr Force officer exp laineds "The type of bunkers the Communisis are
using is d very difficult to rout them out ofs @h Even with a diz'eot
nit on their ZBEEEh sigsag trenchlines, they'Te SEP 54111 like T9®m buriod
in a hole." 5

A stoff officer who had inspected tho Communist trenchliness
wThe B=52 reids could have put bombs on topé of them and annhiliated them,

but our intalliwe gsn't that goode Looking at their bunkers, I think

AAAAA
w m

even with a-direct ihit in the opening, someonce gcould heve lived through
a tactic 1 2ir strike. In fact, 1 % think the Communists were dug in

wi#ll enough at Khe sanh - %0 survive a tactical nuelear strike.”

L
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