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(This is the first of a three-part series on @ past and present
developments in Khe Sanh),
N
KHE SANH?’ SCOUTH VIETNAM, JUNE 11--"The world caved in on Khe Sanh" at

5 a.ne on January 21, a staff officer there recalled when a small-scale Communist
indirect weapons barrage touched off the U, S, Marine ammunition dump, Like a
mid-winter blizzard, American artillery and mortar ds flew thzvfh the air,
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dgscegding on the American Marines who nosedived from their A'herd-back" = Hi-eBBrarraiie

Rut

lO6CTeE into shallow trench(élmes. The 7i-day siege of Khe Sanh had besim--and

} > g o s
econ € was exploding into worldwide headiines, especially vhen General William

C. Vestmorel and cal ed Y?_he Communist countrywide Tet offensive a diversion for
.,&.mas‘igym

MO T'E



Deepe
Khe Sanh-—page 2

P
\Cowme, oS )
The Communist bombardment ™ 8E no suﬁpzisesi Géhé'i ese Five weeks before,
in early December, Marine mtellibgm‘c:ﬁ%mme c@h Communigts)

W AS .
“ewewe building up. "The whole intelligence community was getting electric informationg
i Talld g
agents started TETEE and we could feel the pressure in Khe Sanh," one staff officer

explained. On Deccuber 13, the Third 3@ Battalion of the 26th Marine Regiment
vas helicoptered 0;1 a moment's notice to reinforce Khe Sanh-~the troops arrived with
3& flak jackets and fixed bayonets--d much to the amusement of the Marines sitting
around the camp sunbathing. The reinforcements gave the commanders "the legs" w
for more active patrolling; more and more conbact with "Charles” resulied and soon
the Marines verified the presence of what was beliaeved to £ be two divisions ™up tight"
A around Khe Sank, One Commmist division was 325C, an old-time unit along the
demilitarized szone, and the second was a new arrival, the )04&1%}1310!1, an elite

.:5*.»’
unit ibat had been in the battle of Dien Bien Phu 14 y. ears before anafézmed the

nidmame of "The Ivon Division,™
Then, ¢H"BW™Gp at sun~up on Jamuary 20, the first North Vietnamese Army (NVA)
defector, a lieutenant commanding an anti-air-craft corpany, walked into Khe Sanh

over the east end of the runvay, waving a white flag, He gave the Marines their best
}’:‘:‘:;/'.f = w-....:: ey -“._.:‘ ":Q‘:;_/
k # m intelligence to date-frevealed the Communist battle plan to oYETIER attack the
& /N . Q{”}«, ¥l 1A, 558, T +he-

"“‘“‘*y hill postlonq and then émk Khe Sanh,

vas deployed TIe north and & west of W the base, especially in the 881 and 861

§ told the Marines that 56 325C Division

hill complexj and that the 304th Division was also present in the hills to the South,
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The intclligence roport on the Commmist lisutensnt was immedintely
flown to - j. Oon, Rathbon MoClure Tompkins, the commanding genoral
of the Third Merine Divisien, headquartered in Dong Ha, which defonds
the demilitorized zone from Khe Senh to“#r the seaconst. f%he asﬁmmm,‘
bichly-decorated South Covelinian judged the intelligence report to be
spourate, " "since we bad alot to geinm ond nothing to 10sce™ It ves
the penmorn) ~ho was soon to become the pivotal teotic:l commondu®y

ke i73id out his batile strotegy snd dofense pléxz for ¥he MYy Sanh ond
pone of his superiors~from Generel Vostmorelomd cven %o rumors of :

President Lyndon Johason—-teclophonod "the old by dad”  to change his

= ~whbordin:te Marines and Vestern

i

orderse It wos he whay like
pressmen, made the heotio #ir jouzney to The Tankh regmlarlp~-ihree times
8 weck-—snd one dey he recslled his helicopter waa under machinegun fire
cs it epprosched Khe W Senh, Fo shrask to the floor of tho 18herper
end tried te remomber vhother the tank mines next to him were live or
jnerts he decided 1t did not wstiew and honded machinegun amme

to the fourgunnole
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mmmmmmnistmummﬂb ~JPPEs, and after the

dé@‘e’s@n, General Tompicing outlined how he ¢F envisioned the battle of Khe Sanh
would unravel. This outline seems now to have been the basis of the official
American viewpoint at that time. He said he believed the battle of Khe Sanh
would evolve in four phases; the first two phuses telonged to the NVA; the last two
to the Hariness
Phase 1—"the eneny reconnsissance phase™=="The enemy would bring troops in
4o scout out ofF our positions,” he said, "and he wouldde get himself set to
probe our positions.” Since early January, the Marines had &T¥EEUy witnessed this.
Phase 2—"The main battle by the enemy"——an all-gut effort including "intensive
aﬂdomtimmsbommtofthabmmdﬂmhill positions. I visualiged the
bombardment lasting at least 24 hours hours and then the asssult units would try to
veach our defenses and 1o fences.”
Phase 3-The Marines at Khe Sanh would "eject” the VA, Degin mopping up and
Phase 4—with reinforcemecnts, the Allied forces wold counter-attaci.
“Until the enemy made his move ve would hold our positioms with four bvattalions, "
he explained, With his assessment of four Marine infantry battalions versus

two NVA divieions, cmldn't afford any adventures. I had given Col. (David)

g

S

Lownds (commander at Khe Sanh)’ not to patrol more than 500 meters; othcrwise they'd
mousetrap our first patrol-—and 1'd be sending in battalions to extract the first

unit, The enemy would niel~amd nickel and dime us %o deathesel 1 decided Wd have to

mtousmthegromdofmcmosing”-ﬂtxba&nhimalf.
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(A moderate-sized eontactQmpoi‘ted around the base. For another reason, ‘e%
£, 64
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Why didn't the battle unfold as he had predicted—-and as his superiors
omnr publicly said they expectedi To ascertain this que=CTom: question, this
correspondent talked with American officers of the four military services involved

- yl}ﬁw
in the siege of Khe Sanh--the Air Force commanders forward air controllers aid
who directed the tactical air strikes, the Navy officers diverted from missions

over lorth Vietnam to Khe Sanh, the Marine ’m field commenders and officers

T MW\_?S
involved during the cntlcgé)enodﬁ fxdﬁ&\ s émzy gtaff officers who

subsequently relieved the grouna smge on April l--the same day President Johnson

reduced the bombing over North Vietnam as a prelude to the Paris peace talks@
on (8] ’§+‘

The net conclusion of these sources at this time indica e§ that m 4
f e M g.v i E} ‘{"‘vﬁ f

w of the Khe Sanh siege can not yet be writien—that reading! msmy vackwards

x
is no easier than reading it in turbulent metion. For one thing, the Eacts f

about what the Hanoi Hjgh Command vas thirking and doing z.t that time 1@’5 are ﬁ%’
~— YAG Y

not knowns for another the oattlo of Khe Sanh Stll]&@VOlVlﬂ&-;%’\ltﬂ ost dg%y o :
¢ ‘m -

become politically controlversial *.'thir;(t fficial military f \/@’"—/
po y onroivers; wi hoofcial itary family o f;ﬁermesré’

r 3
specifie points, mili%gzy security uprecludes public kmowledge at this tlmm since

m&.&S:
the WVA never launched M? mass ground assanlt on Khe %anh, Qne of the most coTTTolwer
"’"Mm ] M

controversial questions debated in the %’f wlﬁther the Mannes #ould have held out,

as General Tompkins expeeted, or whether?t’ would have become another Dien Bienh Phu.

While many sources g accepted General ‘re:r:%ak:(@'zk qutline of, gxe first two phases, “EEY

Wﬂoubted h:Ls melusion that the Marinest-mainly because of poor bunkering—-could

2. sustained artillery barrace mﬁa synchronized with a magsive

Y ground assault.
—moTe
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Three main points, however, do stand out from intervieve with these
first-hand military sources.
First, in early 1968, highly-placed Aucriean officials ¥k kmew there
vas a "real ard serious™ threat at Khe “anh and believed tm the Commmists
wuld ‘txy; for a sensational victory as a prelude to their accepting to bpgin
peace talks, This vES DeTOTe The T view was hcld before the Tet offenszive in
late Jamuary, in which the Communists moved dramatically to assavlt more than
100 South Vietnamese citics, district and Ww pmvincial headquarters and military
{ netallaticns, The fear in the minds of efficial imextoms was not “;im;ﬁj that
Khe Sarh would be a victory for the Communiste--and enhance their political
bargaining position during peace talks--but that they would capture a mumber of
Marines. One informed source explained,
"Everything we did (at Khe Sanh) was conditioned by the real four at the highest
levels (within the imerican officialdom) that 5,000 Marines would be killed or
captured and that we wouldn't be able to get those prisoners back, Prisoners to
Americans are a grest concem and 2,000 to 3,000 American priscners would be a great

thing (for the @gum Commnists) at the bargaining table."
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, Second, the Allied commanders still do not have hard-fact,ew first-hand
evidence as to why the North Vietnamese Awmy did not launch their evpected massive
ground assault on the base-—or why they partially withdrew. Yo North Vietnamese
prisoner, defeclor or document of enough import has yet been seized to snatch a
glimier into Hanoi's ‘ghe "grand sizategy" about Khe Sanh, informod sources report.
But, then is awple, althouch not conclusive evidence, to support *wo divergent,
“STEWEh not necessarily contradictory, schools of thought within the military
establishments
The first school~~the one often publicized--maintains that the 304th and
325¢ Divisions did not attack because of the great weicht of imericon firepower; in
short, "the enemy was bombed out of the hills," as one officer explained. This
view is held by some Marine officers who fought at Khe Sanh and some senior Alr Force
officers who claim evedit for their service's expertise and efficiency. 0fficially,
and publicly, this view has bun expounded by cEikex officers at the senior Amevican
headquarters in Saigon and by high-rarking /merican officials in Washington.

Their evidence: descriptions by some VA prisoners, defectors and documents of the

impact of American firepowers
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The second school, more subtle, controversial and less publiecized, maintains
that the whole Khe Sanh affair in early 1968-—although the Communists did pose a
real and serious threat—was primavily a divi diversiony specifically, that khe Sanh
vas the diversionary effort which allowed Commmnists troops in the northern pri
provinces to charge into Hue and towards (ﬁﬁf‘h Quang Tri city; and more generally,
that Khe Sarh was & symbol of the Communist border strategy, vhich sought to‘diverf;
Allicd command attention there, while, in fact, the Compunists shifted their
mnﬁmy effort into the populated haamtlmd of government arcas. Their evidence:
captured prisoncrs and documents indicated at least two regiments from the suspected
Comrunist divisions around Khe Sanh were actually fighting in Hue in PFebruary—
rather than laying siege to Khe Sanh, These two schools of though will be discussed
in detail in subs the following twe articles.
The third main point is the "battle of Khe Sanh® may Be¥ still be evolving.

There is still significant and regular contact around the base camp; there are still

eight to ten Communist battalions--roughly the eguivalent of am infantry division--arcund

Khe Sanhe moCmmiatsmknomanfomingthoam, partimlarlymthe

Laotian flank, md;havo gent in at least one fiew regiment of the 308th Division.

Fore sophicticated anti-aircraft weapons have been spotted in the area. The Communist

artillery located in Laos, that continually pounded Khe Sanh during the ae siege, is

atlnthmdstinpﬁﬁgpmpme,muﬂhmdmdmdsavukmmm baaec?ﬁﬁ

t%aat nov houses efily 2000 Farines,
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But, Khe Sarh has changed. The sigpe1§°o state of siege has been broken for the
time being, The Harines are on the offensive. In effect, Khe Sarh has come full
circle, becoming again a emall operating base from which infantry battalions patrol
v the hills and atterpt to keep open the only road, Foute O, This vas the
role of Khe Sanh in 1967, ~=before its sicge days. Khe Sanh is no longer dependent
on airsupply--in fact, eupply airmft are rarely welcomed at Khe Sanh because they

e

. B il

dray eneny fire--iut d.gniﬁcant «mbuahes of supply convoys and patrols

occur along Route 9, vhere Marine units ave positioned at 18 bridges and culverts
to keep the road open.
Can there be another Khe Sanhi? siege? Even those senior sources who believe
in the tremendous dsterrﬁnce of imerican firepover say yes. "The NVA are still around
Khe Sanh and they're operating mlti-battalion force,” General Tompkins

explained, Or as another informed source explaineds "There can be another Khe

Sanh (siege) anyvhere along the DiZ, Con Thien could become omee It could happen
anyvhere if the Communists want to spend the manpover,”
But, the Marines would %bab}.y use different tacticn. They might be more will

to cona:.dor mthd;mdng from &Othor base operating base, rather than becoming

3
= “,m

buiegad. mm Indicative of this thinking was the &i‘ﬁm high-level decision
to destroy Khe Sanh when the siege was officially lifted on April 1. ¥eh Key officers
knowledgeable in the lay out of the camp and skilled in derolitions were sent into

Klie Sa the base camp "to blow Khe Sauh off the map," &s one explained. Put, at the las -
moment, with the Paris peace talks sharing up, the decision wes rescinded because

it "wasn't the right political moment to relinquish terrain,” onc source said,
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