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ABSTRACT

PROVIDE BY PARACHUTE: AIRDROP IN VIETNAM, 1954-1972 by Major John A.
Tokar, USA, 67 pages.

The study of history is a resource that most agree is critical to the betterment of any
organization. The U.S. Army has always embraced military history, and by studying the
“lessons-leamed” from past wars and operations it improves its ability to perform in the future.
However, the bulk of rewarding historical military study and education has been devoted to
combat operations, at the expense of other fields, such as logistics. Moreover, there has been
sparse accounting of logistical operations during the Vietnam War. The use of airdrop was not
widespread in Vietnam, but significant developments in aerial resupply doctrine and technology
were experienced. This monograph analyzes the airdrop operations at Dien Bien Phu in 1954,
Khe Sanh in 1968, and An Loc in 1972, and presents the doctrinal and procedural evolution that
occurred in each. All three battles presented unique challenges to the logisticians tasked to
resupply the beleaguered forces, and the solutions that emerged were equally remarkable.

The story of aerial resupply, tactical airlift, and airdrop in Vietnam is largely a story of
success in a place and time where (at least strategically and politically) there were few positive
achievements. Many of the ideas and tenets employed to relieve besieged forces there were the
result of the resourcefulness and ingenuity of Army and Air Force logisticians and aircrews.
Some of these methods were incorporated into procedures for future use, but many were not.
This study captures these experiences, through an historical analysis of the missions themselves,
with the intent of improving the current logistics posture of U.S. forces and their ability to
“provide by parachute.”

The U.S. military currently operates in a rapidly changing security environment and is
expected to perform non-traditional roles in addition to its conventional warfighting focus. In
order to optimally carry out its assigned tasks, the Army, to include its logisticians, must have
doctrine that is specific and applicable to its conventional missions, yet flexible enough to be
useful in unexpected circumstances. Furthermore, the Army must take full advantage of available
technology, and where relevant, incorporate it into its tactics and methodology. Army doctrine
and methodology has not, unfortunately, fully benefited from the airdrop experiences in Vietnam.,
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Chapter | - Introduction

“These questions must be studied, for the conditions they reveal should be the basis of alf
Jighting methods, past, present and futive.... For the smallest detail has its importance,
secured from participants and witnesses who knew how to see and knew how to
remember.... We want to know how man fought yesterday. .did he follow, make light of,
or forget the methods prescribed or recommended?” Ardant Du Piey, Baftle Studies'

Although there have been countless studies of the Vietnam War conducted durmg the last three
decades, relatively Tew authors have devoted more than a few cursory pages to the logistical aspeets of the
conthict. 'This apparent disdain Lor the analysis of logistical history is not confined 10 analyses of
Vietnam, however. Mihtary and civilian historians, as Martin Van Creveld notes *..are especially prone

sl

to overlook the role of logisties.” Furthermore. there is seemingly even less mterest in studying the
lessons-learned from supply operations in Southeast Asia in the centers of mifitary learning. Tronieally. a
war in which over 58,000 Americans lost their hives, and which took place during the litetimes of most
serving officers, oceupies only fonr hours of formal instruction during the entire year of the U.S. Army
Command and General Staff College. As one might expect, none of that time 15 specifically devoted 1o
togistical aspects of the war, This has resulted i the fact that today, lew oflicers can completely
appreciate the efforts of the sustainers and maintainers who served i Vielnam. More importantly, the
Army has lailed 1o fully incorporate the experience and wisdom gained by these men and women during
that long. arduous campaign into 1ts professional body ol knowledgpe.

Human nature, particularly that of American soldiers, displays a marked aversion to studying
farlure. This is somewhalt distressing because mulitary failures provide with far more teaching pomnts and
lessons than do victories. This aversion to fatlure, though, may explain in part why more emphasis 1s not
placed on the study of the Vietnam War in certain mulitary circles. Perhaps the ULS. Army, as an
institution, is not yet distanced cnough from the conllict to analyze 1t objectively. Morcover, many critics
behieve that the Vieinam expericnee was a nulitary anomaly, and that there are few vahd lessons to be

learned from it. However, the story ol aerial resupply, tactical airlifl, and airdrop in Vietnam s largely a



story of suceess 1 a place and time where (at least strategically and pohtically) there were ulumately lew
posilive achievements. Much of what was lcarned m the field ol acrial resupply in Vietnam was nol
established procedure or doctrine at the time. Many ol the deas and tenets employed 10 relicve besieged
forees were developed in-theater by the men in airdrop support units and the pilots and erews who llew
air transport nussions. Some of these methods were incorporated into procedures for future use, but many
were not. This study will capture these experiences, through an historical anatysis of the missions
themselves, with the intent of improving the current logistics posture of ULS. forces and the ability (o
“provide by parachute.”

Ardant du Picq’s words of over a century ago, as previously noted, describe the purpose of this
study with excruciating clarity. "Today's military must have the capacity to examine past actions with an
eye toward understanding if our predecessors followed the established doctrine and procedure of thewr
own bme. [Uthe Ay 18 10 benefit from this pursuit. accuracy 15 imperative. This monograph is an
examination of aerial resupply i Vietnam and a judgement of the impact—positive and negative  that
airdrop operations have had on current applicable doctrine and procedures. The [irst step, then, 1s o
explain the current doctrine and T'I'P (tactics, technmques and procedures) that apply (o logistics.
generally, and airhil and airdrop operations, specilically.

Several key battles in which aerial resupply was extensively used and was ¢ritical to the end
result will be then be serutinized. “The French experience at Dicn Bien Phu, despite the eventual outcome,
wus a watershed operation in terms of utilization of tactical airlifi and the airdrop of supplies (o
beleaguered forees. That there was substantial U.S. nulitary support to the French airdrop effort should
have served American Torces better in the tollowmg decades, but the experience was msufliciently
documented. Neat, a study of the U.S. Marines at Khe Sanh in 1968, and how tactucal awrhit and airdrop
kept them alive after their ground line-ol-communication was severed, reveals many lessons that shaped
the future ol aerial resupply methodology. Finally, m the final stages of American involvement in
Vietnam, the struggle to save the city of An Loc in 1972 showed both the inherent problems associated

with acrial resupply and the lengths to which logisticians would go 10 in order to sustan those in need.



I'he distinet eircumstances surrounding cach episode shed Light upon a wide variety ol challenges faced
when utilizing tactical airhift for logistical purposcs.

Finally, the monograph will conclude with an analysis of how these experiences shaped and
continuc to shape future aerial resupply doctrine and airdrop procedures, notl only in an overt combat
environment, but also in other roles, such as humanitarian relief. In today’s rapidly changing sccurity
environment. logisticians must grapple with nussions that are varied and complex. Armed lorces seldom
have the luxury ol time to fully develop new technologies and reline procedures alter a conflicl or peace
operation has commenced. The proper time to perfect aenal resupply capabilities and doctrine is between
tmes of need, because airdrop 15 almost mevitably considercd and utilized in emergeney situattons, when
all other avenues of resupply have been attempted. “This normally means that lives are at stake. and today
that implics that civilian as well as military casualties will mount if relief'is not inimediately available,

By being in touch with s past, the U.S. Army can ensure that it 1s well prepared for the future.



Chapter 2: Airdrop Doctrine and Methodology

“don't know what the hell this “logistios’ s that Marshall is abwayy ralking
about, bt 1want some of it Fleet Admival E.J. King, 1942

The doctrine of the United States armed forees serves a dual purpose, 1L is a guide for the conduct
of operations which must be specific enough for those situations the Army 1s expected o encounter, yet
general enough to help shape decisions made under unique circumstances. Today's leaders generally
agree that doetrine is not a template that 1s carried mto battle, and 1t does not have answers for every
coneetvable situation. U.S. doctrime 1s mtended to serve as a starting pomt and a frame of relerence 10
provide the leader and the soldier with the best possible chance for success in all conditions. The Army's
rapstone doctrinal manual, FM [00-5: Operations, claims to be ever evolving - looking 1o the future yet
able 1o capture lessons lcarned Irom past contlicts. Furthermore, and of particular relevance to the wirdrop
field, U.S. Army doctrine writers assert that history and technology profoundly affect its development.'
Aerial resupply 15 a relatively new arm ol logisties, and 1t has been acutely affected by technology over
the last filly years, as both areraft and the methods ol airdrop have continued 1o evolve. Doctrine is
conslantly challenged to keep pace with this evolution.

Doctrine that affects airdrop operations is umique because it 1s drawn [rom a combination of
sources: Army, Air Foree, and the Joint Staft, The Army uses the lerm “combat service support (CSS)
characteristies”™ when describing wenets that apply to logistics. The Air Forec calls them “logistics
concepts,” and joint doctrine rolls them up into “principles.” These characteristics, concepts and
principles provide a framework for describing the requirements of support. The Army’s base doctrinal
document, M 100-5, describes the tenets of Army doctrine  agility, imtiative, depth, versatility, and
synchronization. These are esserttial to all successtul operations. £V 100-10: Combat Serviee Support
links these operational tenets with the fundamental characieristics of Army logistics: responsivencess.
anticipation, integration, continuity, and improvisation, Addivtonally, FM 100-10 relates the Army’s CSS

characteristics to the joint logistics principles oullined in Joint Publication 4-0: Doctrine for Logistic



Support of Joint Operations. The joint principles are responsiveness, simplicity, flexibility, economy,
attamability, sustainability, and survivability. The Aar Foree equivalent of #M 100-5 15 Ajr Force
Doctrine Document (AFFDD) 1 Air Farce Basic Doctrine. "The Air Foree’s manual for logistical doctrine.
AFDD 40): Logistics supports the basic doctrine and mirrors the joint logistics principles. The British
Army. furthermore, utilizes similar logistical principles: foresight, cconomy, flexibility, simphcity and
cooperation. Since arrdrop operations are always joint, and sometimes multinational, a combination of
clements [rom all the above sources can be uselul when examining awrdrop operations and airdrop
doctrine.’

These doctrinal sources provide the crireria for analyzing airdrop operations of the past and the
efiectiveness ol methods employed. Comprehensive wnitten logistical doctrine, as we know tt today, was
practically nonexistent in Western armies of the Vietnam era. Supply operations were recognized as
critical 10 overall success, but they were not studied with the same discriminating eye toward
improvement that combat operations received. Therefore, foduy 's logstical theory, doctrine and
procedures are the best benchmarks by which we may study logistical operations of Lhe past.
Futthermore, this same doctrinal analysis is helplul in determuning it our current procedural guidelines (1o
include doetrine and techniques) incotporate the essential elements required for future suceess. For the
purposes ol this monograph, the characteristics, concepts and principles from the sources described in the
preceding paragraph can be combmed to form a few essential criteria for examning the etfectiveness ol
past operations. These are responsiveness, flexibility and continuity.

.
3

Responsiveness 15 the keystone ol U.S. armed lorees logistical doctrine: ...all ¢lse becomes
wrelevant 1f the logistic system cannot support the concept of operations of the supported commander.™
In essence, 1t entatls geuting the night support to the foree at the right time. The concept of responsiveness
inctudes elements of many other principles. particularly antcipation and foresight. Logistical
responsiveness means having the ability (o anticipate the requirements that the supported loree will have,

and having the foresight to develop and attain the means to accomplish the supply mission. ‘The scope of

this principle ¢xtends from pre-conflict acquisition and development through termination, and it
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encompasses all the other logistics principles. Iexibility includes elements of cooperation, improvisation
and integration. Logisticians must be able to adapt thewr means of support to the changing conditions on
the battlelield, Redundant capabilities are an important element of flexibility, particularly in awrdrop
operations.  Aerial resupply. joint by delinition, requires Army logisticians to be completely integrated
with the sister services, as well as with the supported combat arms comminander. Continnity, 1nally, 15 a
principle that combines sustainability and survivability, among other elements. C88 operations do not
cease when combat ends. Support is required before and after the conflict, and some logistics functions
are actually heavier when the combal foree 1s not actively engaged. The ability (o maintain umnterrupted
supporl of the combat foree is critical to mission success, and il ts particularly important when airdrop is
the only means ol resupply. ‘These three principles are not exclusive to airdrop operations, nor are they
the only required elements for success, but they are vital considerations n acrial resupply if the combat
commander is to be efleetively supported.”

The requirement to operate effectively as a joint foree has become critical as the U.S. military has
become leaner and rehes more heavily upon power projection. As previously mentioned, airdrop
operations, more than other operational and logistical endeavors, are mherently joint. Army and Air
Foree personnel must work together Lo accomplish the mission and this relauonship produces benefits.
rarachute riggers and support personnel have comfortably operated i the joint arena since the carliest
days or aerial resupply. Irom the perspective of the parachute rigger, the current trend toward “jointness”™
in nearly every aspect of military operations 1s nothing new. The obvious reason is that acrial resupply 1s
mseparable [vom s method of delivery  aweraft. The significance of this for lomsticrans, and any
commander, stalt or unit that may have to rely upon adrop for success or survival s that efficient use of
this means of resupply requires familiarity with not only Army doctrine, but also with Air Force and jomnt
doctrine as welt. Reliance upon a resource without knowledge of its capabilities and limitations is
dangerous in today’s rapidly changmg sceurity environment. An analysis of what airdrop can and cannot
do exposes the extremes of logisuical capabilities. It is a unique method that can influence the battle when

all other forms of resupply have (ailed, but it consumes many other resources, and 1s, ultimately. a rather



inefticient mode of ansportation. Therefore planners must carcfully weigh its strengths and weaknesses
prior to commitling 1o ils usc.

Lach service has unique roles and responsibilities in the conduct of airdrop operations. Starting
in 1940, as the world prepared for war, the U.S. Army identified the neced, developed the techniques and
procedures, and began purchasmg the equipment necessary (o conduct airborne and airdrop operations.
The accomplishments of the U.S. military during tlus period were truly remarkable, Towever, airdrop
capability was still largely constrained by technology. Developments continued Lo progress throughout
the Korcan War, driven primarily by changes in awreraft design. During this period, the responsibility tor
developing acrial resupply doctrine and training parachute riggers was transferred from the Infantry
Center at Fort Benmng, Georgia to the U.S. Army Quarlermaster Corps, headquartered at Fort Fee,
Virginia. Quartermaster airdrop units were formally organivzed, and were awarded specific Tables of
Organization and Lquipment (TOL). These umis remained largely unchanged in their structure and
mission throughout the Korean and Vietnam Wars, until being reorganized 1n the late 1980°%."

Lhe Army identified the need for standardized airdrop plunning factors n 1983, more than forly
years atter commencing airborne operations. The Office of the Deputy Chief for Logistics (ODCSLOG)
and the Quartermaster Cenlter and School compiled a set of factors for use in planning airdrop resupply
operations. They were pubhished Tor the first tme in 1987 in I°M TT-T0-1/2: Staff Officer’s Field
Manual: Organizational, Technical, and Logistical Data Planning Factors (Volume 2), which was last
revised in July 1990. The factors are divided by clags of supply and geographical region of employment,
and while not a fal-safe method ot computing battletield requirements, the figures provide a reference
with which to begin planning airdrop resupply. Furthermore, the manual provides the anticipated
recovery rates for air delivery equipment.” As will be shown in the following chapters, French and
American forces 1n Victnam desperately needed this information, but it was nol available to logisticians
of that era because 1t had not yet been developed.

Combat requirements ultimately shape the size of the force, and the above-mentioned planning

factors shape the type and amount ol airdrop support that the Army has in its foree structure today. The



employment of these units is described in the FFA 70-500 seres of lield manuals. 270 10-500-1: Airvdrop
Support Operations in o Theater of Operations 1dentifies when and how the Army will conduct airdrop
operations. It outlines the doctrinal conduct of airdrop operations and defines parachulte rigging and acrial
delivery as a primary field service. Awdrop will normally be utilized to resupply units in the division
arca, or forward ol the Forward Line of Troops (FLOT) for special operations [orees, although emergency
airdrop resupply operations can congervably be conducted anywhere in the theater. "The primary
advantage of airdrop, according o M 10-500-1, is that it can be utilized when all other means of
transportation have been exhausted. The disadvantages, however, generally outweigh the advantages,
accounting for why it 1s usually considered as a last resort for resupply operations by commanders and
planners. Awdrop is also an mefticient use of airlift assets, since the ngging material occupics a
signiticant amount of avaulable space within the ancrall, Iurthermore, the conduct of airdrop operations
places these areraft at severe risk o enemy air defense systems. Additionally, as both the French and
Americans discovered, adverse weather can alleet airdrop accuracy, and the enemy can ollen recover
supplics if drop zones are not adequately secured.'”

In 1995, two key sources were published that explained the tactics, techniques and proeedures
(I'IP) ol awdrop operations,  Lhe (st was Joint Publication 3-17: Joint Tuctics, Techniques and
Procedures for Theater Airlift Operations, Chapter VI ol which explains the methodology ol airdrop in a
broad, jont context. Considerable detail is provided, though, on subjects such as drop zone types and
criteria. T'he Joint StalT published JP 3-17 in July 1995, and the Army quickly responded with a'I'T'P
manual of 1ts own the following October. #A 10-500-9: Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures for
Quartermaster Awdrop and Airdrop Support Units deseribes i detail the responsibilities of Army units
and leaders in cach step of the aerial delivery process. In general, the Army provides the equipment to be
awrdropped, rigs it according 1o jomnt service manuals, and moves the nigged items to the departure wrficld.
Although not officially responsible for loading the aircraft or actions during the airdrop mission, Army
riggers have usually provided assistance in these arcas. This trait 1s part of what makes airdrop truly a

Joint operation, M 10-500-9 also reinforces the planning data found in M 101-10-1/2, and provides



details on the flow of airdrop requests as well as (he retrograde ol aerial delivery equipment within the
theater."

As the Department of Defense becomes more closely knit, its sources of doctrine and
methodology become increasingly similar. This 1s especially true in logistics, and particularly n the field
ol airdrop. Since Army riggers have operated with their Air Force counterparts in a joint cnvironment
since the 1940°s, this fact is not surprising. The primary benelit of this relationship s clear: 1t can serve
as an example to clements of our diminishing defense torce. A ughter relationship can only enhance the
trust between the services, and between combat units and those that support them. A meaningiul tool in
the process of improving this relationship is having a doctrine that is sound and clear, and one that has
-ategortcally analyzed and incorporated the lessons of the past. The following chapters serutimze the
awrdrop operations at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, Khe Sanh in 1968, and An Loc in 1972, Lach operation
presented unique challenges to the logisticians that were there, to be sure, but there were also startling
simtlaritics. Unfortunately, many of these lessons were not adequately captured and therefore were not
incorporated into procedures and doctrine. By examining them now, perhaps the U.S. nulitary can ensure

that it does not “reinvent the wheel™ in future operations requiring airdrop resupply.
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Chapter 3 —Dicn Bien Phu: Logistical Defeat

“If manpower and military hardware constituie the vehicle which applies the necessary

force to win ¢ war, logistics are the power plant and fuel which drive it In the end, both

the French ‘vehicle” and its power plang were found wanting....” Julian Thompson, The

Lifeblood of War."

Ihstorians have long considered the battle for Dien Bien Phu one ol the most significant miliary
engagements in history. Indeed, Stanley Karnow believes it belongs in a class with Agincourt, Waterloo
and Gettysburg.'' The 56-day siege of this small town i Southeast Asia would not, at first glance, seem
to be the place of Tegendary fighting. In terms of sheer numbers of troops mvolved, 1t cannot compare
with Stalingrad or Bataan, and by that measure it does not initially warranl inclusion in the annals of sicge
warfare. In facl, it would not even be counted as a major battle if not for the circumstances surrounding
it. [Towever, as the late Bernard Fall said “..that is exactly what it was, and in a way which makes it one
aof the truly decisive battles of the twentieth eentury...”(cmphasis added).™ A thorough examination of the
French experience in Indoching, and the cight years of war preceding the pivotal batile in 1954, 15 not
within the scope of this monograph. However, a cerlain amount of background data 1s necessary il one 13
(o fully appreciate how the French forees came o find themselves i a remote valley in north-central
Victnam, completely surrounded by the Vietminh, and totally dependent upon wairdrop for their very
survival,

Logisucs, in large measure, decided the outcome of the battle of Licn Bien Phu, from both sides
of the batefield. The ability of the Vietnamese People’s Army (Vietmunh), under General Vo Nguyen
Giap, to resupply the four divisions surrounding the valley is as impressive as the French aerial resupply
effort was flawed. The study of this battle from a logistical perspective, in particular the use of airdrop as
a means of acrial resupply. is especially relevant 1o the American military. French and American
expericnees at Dicn Bien Phu shaped ULS. logistical actions, postively and negatively, over the next
twenly years 1 Southeast Asia, and continue to impact doctrine and procedures today.

Despite a lasting impression to the contrary, the United States was intimately involved in the First

Indochina War. President Eisenhower supported the French effort to subdue Ho Chi Minh and his



People’s Army. The Cold War was just begimning to “heat up® m Lurepe, and the Lisenhower
administration constdered YFranee’s contnbutions to NATO prvotal to deterring Soviet aggression in
Europe. As a result, he felt compelled to support their colomization elforts. Furthermore, it was believed
that if Connimunism was allowed to make inroads in Indochina, it would be merely a matter of time before
it spread to other Southeast Asian nations. But the (1S, was reluctant to commit ground lorees, or even
bombers and airerews, 1o the fight in Vietnam. Public opinion was still influenced by the recent bitter
memories of the Korean conflict, and without a coalition ol nations. including Greal Britain i particular,
Lisenhower was unwilhing to comnut more. So mstead of direct military support, he approved enormous
amounts of finaneial atd, eventually funding more than cighty percent of the war’s wtal cost.”

In carly 1953, the U.S. offered I'rance even more linancial support if they could produce a sound
plan for deleating the Vietnunh, Betore the State Department had received a response. however, the
Vietminh imuated another offensive against the French. For a number of reasons. the Freneh guickly
needed a dectsive victory over a large part of Giap's army. Interest in the war was wanmg not only
I'rance and the United States, but among the North Africans and Vietnamese nationals that comprised a
large part of General Navarre’s forees m Indochina. ‘The decisive battle that Navarre sought could only
be realized, in his opinion, by torcing the Vietminh to accept a large-scale, set-piece battle. Since the
People’s Army usually avoided this type ol fighting, preferning guerilla warlare, Navarre was compelled
to entice them to attack.  In the two years leading up to the ¢limactic battle, the French tried
unsuccessfully to get Giap to attack French strength, but the Vietminh would not “take the bait.™™ When
Navarre {inally decided o reoccupy the airstnp and village at Dien Bien Phu, deep within Vietminh-held
territory, he believed tus Torees could conduct offensive operations from this outpost and strangle
Vietnamese support channels (see Appendix B). The French entitled this concept the Base Aero-
Terrestre, and 1t had seen success carlier in Vietnam and Algeria. It depended upon total domimancee of
the ar and an efficient system of acral resupply. Navarre correctly assumed that the Vietminh would
fight to retamn control of the Dien Bien Phu valley. but incorrectly judged the ability of Giap and the

tenacity of the Vietmmh soldiers."”



A combimation of physical (geographie) and tactical conditions drove the need for aciial resupply
at Dien Bien Phu. "The village is located in a valley in northwest Tonkin provinee, straddling the main
Vietnunh supply routes between Laos, China and Vietnam. For the French forces, the valley was too lar
fron thewr logistical bases near Hanoi and Haiphong 1o be supported by ground convoys. In their Base
Aero-Terrestre concept, however, this was not a deterrent, because they had previously unlized airborne
lorees with success. The “de Lattre Line,” which defined much of the Red River Delta, was the hnut of
Irencli-controlled wermtory in 1933, Grap's army. local resistance, challenging geography and poor
mfrasiructure prohibited the possibility of sending troops. armored vehicles and supplics overland to
Freneh outposts. The valley itself is roughly six kilometers wide and sixicen kilometers long. The
surrounding terrain consists of heavy jungle and rugged mountains, some ol which reach 1400 melers in
altitude. The rainy scason normally begins in April and lasts all summer, and the two months preceding
the monsoon normally see low clouds and fog predomate.™

On 20 November 1953, French paratroopers sceured Lthe awstrip and nearby village of Dien Bien
Phu (which translates to “Seat of the Border County Prefecture™). They overcame the mutial resistance
[rom the Vietminh garrison, but by mid-December Giap's divisions were beginning to surround the
valley. Attenipts by French battalions to conduct offensive operations into the surrounding countryside
met with severe resistance, normally in the form of ambushes, and the French quickly ceased offensive
uperations altogether. Vietmimh lorees were coneentrated by the end of January 1954, but Giap did not
order the all-out attack until nud-March. During the intervening two months, he attempted to disperse the
I'rench, an effort that Navarre unwittingly aided by sending out blocking forees to impede Vietnunh
advances. In carly February, French forces were occupying six separate locations, none of which were
mutually supporting. he Vietnunh selected Dien Bien Phu for their main effort, and Giap's preparations
were melicutous. With the support of nearly 100,000 Jaborers, his army hauled arullery, other weapons,
ammunition and other supplies high mto the hills surrounding the valley. The Vietminh’s use of
camouflage was textbook in ity application, expertly disguising artillery and anti-aircralt emplacements,

troop positions and supply routes.” In preparation for the main atlack, Giap stepped up guerrilla actions
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throughout the country in an atempt o draw more I'rench forces away Irom the main outpost. Most
signilicant were attacks at Cat B1 and Gia Lam airticlds in the delta region, which destroyed at least wo
dorzen aireratt and damaged many others using plastic explosives, These were asscts that the under-
resourced I'rench could ill-alTord to lose.”!

During the sceond week of March, Giap's artillery commenced with heavy shetling of the
relatively unprotected satellite positions, Bearrice and Gabrielle (see Appendix C). In preparation for the
ground assault the Vietminh had also dug a tremendous network ol trenches, tunnels and carthworks,
some of which came within meters of French positions. The enemy had detailed models of the French
positions and had rehearsed their attack. They laid siege to both airfields and the garrison, and
commenced destroying the French artillery one pieee at a time. As a result, the artillery commander.,
Colonel Charles Piroth, commutted suicide in disgrace. Jfust before retiring Lo his tent and delonating a
hand-grenade upon his chest, he stated, *1 am completely dishonored. [ have guaranteed de Castries that
the enemyy artillery couldn’t touch us — but now we are going to lose the battle. I'm teaving.” On 14
Mareh the deadly accuraie Vietnunh artillery closed the principal airstrip, then destroyed fourteen arcrall
und two helicopters on the ground. The monsoon rains began i carnest on 17 Marceh, which was the day
the last transport aircrafl (o use the airstrip departed Dien Bien Phu. For the next ten days small plancs
were able to land at night to remove serious casualtics, but the outpost was now completely dependent
upon acrial resupply.?

The French employed several different types ol transport aireralt, and there was a wide disparity
n both the avarlabulity and quality of traming ol pilots and support mechanisms. The U.S. wavered when
the I'rench asked for more assistance. Lisenhower seriously considered employing combat (orees direcetly
in support of the French, but concurrent studies on the proper use of American military power convineed
him to authorize only the lending of aircraft and logisucal assistance, Major General James Gavin
perlormed the Army s study under the direction of General Matthew Ridgeway, the Army Chiel of Stail.
Gavin’s report concluded that eight ULS. divisions would be required to save the French outpost, at a

minimum, along with thirty-live engineer battalions. The Air Force, in turn, decided that air power could
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contribute to the ground campaign, but terrain, weather, the lack of “good™ air targets, and poor targeting
intelligence were factors that would limit air power’s success. liisenhower then directed the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs, Admiral Radford, to give the French whatever materials they requesied.”

At the begmning of the campaign in 1953, the French had well over one hundred transport
aireraft at their disposal, mostly C-47 Skytrains provided under the 1.8, Mutual Delense Assistance
Program. Belore the inmal drop in November 1953, the ULS. had also provided twenty-five C-47s from
the Far Last Air Forees (FLAL) in Japan. The C-47 could carry 9,000 [bs. of cargo or 25 paratroopers,
and although most were aged airlrames, they were a significantly better hift asset than the threc-engine,
CGrerman-manufactured Junker 52 that they replaced. In carly April 1954, the French requested and
received cighteen additional C-47"s trom FEAT, to replace those lost in combat. At the time of the cease-
fire, there were 116 C-47's in Indochina, but dubious maintenance procedures and inadequate spare parts
often kept more than fifty-percent of them on the ground. French mismanagement can be partly
cxplained when one remembers that they did not have the extensive experience that British and American
forces derived from airlitt operations in World War H. However, another source of friction was that
French pride olten clashed with American experience when LS. technicians attempied to change the
status qun.z5

‘I'he other workhorse ol the transport flect was the C-119 Flying Boxcar. The C-119 was far
better suited for dropping heavy equipment and vehicles because it was equipped with a floor roller
system and rear-opening doors that facilitated cargo extraction. and pernutted loading and dropping off
much larger cargo than the C-47. Furthermore, they could usually drop all of their cargo 1n one pass over
the drop zone, while the C-47"s could require (en passes to extract less cargo.™ The French began asking
the U.S. for C-119s as early as 1951and their total number varied from twelve 1o twenty over time, In
December 1953, the 315th Air Division (Combal Cargo) from Japan began lending C-119's to the French,
and trainmng their aircrews how 10 fly them. A detachment from the 483" Troop Carrier Wing and a
provisional mamtenance squadron deployed to Cat Br anrfield, outside of Haiphong, to provide additional

support. In April 1953, six more (-119s were lent [rom FEAT to the Irench, this time with the intent



that civilian airerews operate them, ‘These crews were mostly American veterans, who were under
contract to a private airline called Civilian Air Transport, Inc, (CAT). 'Lhey were traimed on the C-119 at
Clark I'ield in the Philippines and promptly sent into action. The contribution made by these crews was
significant, Thew contracts made no mention ol flying in combat conditions, but that is exactly what they
did. They Hlew airdrop sorties at low altitudes m adverse weather and through hostile ground fire, but
those were not the only hazards faced. The crews often reported that the French bombers and C-47's
would drop flak suppression missions and cargo through their airdrop formations. The Vietminh
eventually shol down one of the civilian flown C-119s with a 37mm gun. Tt was lown by a legendary
figure known as “Larthquake McGoon,™ whose real moniker was James McGovern. MeGovern was
veleran ULS. Air Lorce pilot Trom World War [, who had recerved his mickname in deference o hus
imniense size and huge black beard. He died m the crash, along with four crewmen, one day before the
surrender, on his forty-fifth mission over the outpost.”

Numerous other airerall, ammunition, and supplies and support were provided by the United
States o France. Chiet’ among these for the Army was a detachment of the 808 1™ Quartermaster Awborne
supply and Packaging Company from Ashiya, Japan, which had gained considerable fame for ils airdrop
of bridging material in Korea. The exact number of ULS. riggers actually present in Indochina varies by
source, but was probably around ten men. Positioned at Cat Bi airfield near Hanoi, they trained and
supervised French and local national labor support to complete the rigging and loading tasks. They also
routinely flew on airdrop missions to assist in cargo extraction. By mid-March 1954, they had supported
the awrdrop of 5,700 tons of equipment (mainly construction material, barbed wire and ammunition) into
Dien Bien Phu and other locations. By carly February 1954, Brigadier General Albert G, Hewitt, the
commander of the Far Bast Logisties Foree, deployed o Saigon 1o oversee this amalgamation ol plancs,
arrcrews, riggers, and maintenance and other support personnel. All the while, Lisenhower assured the

[

American public that the sum of all direer LS. involvement in Vietnam amounted 1o * *some airplane

128
mechanies...who would not get touched by combat,” ™
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A variety ol ardrop methods was employed Lo counter the effects of adverse weather and anli-
awrcrafl fire. I'rench forees at Dien Bien Phu required at least two hundred tons of supplics daily to
maintain combat ¢lfectiveness, of which 170 tons were ammunition, (There is evidence that the French
logistical staff was unable to predict this with any accuracy, however, “The 200-1on ligure comes from
estimates made by American logisticians after the battle.””y Before the sicge. most of this materiel was
arrlanded on the mam strip. Before that was even possible. however, runway repairs had 1o be aflected,
and these began immediately alier the second wave of paratroopers tanded in November. The engineers
urgently needed a bulldozer to adequately complete the repair mission, though, and two attempts were
made to airdrop one that first week. ‘The initial bulldozer airdrop malfunctioned. and the iem was
completely destroyed.  The second was suceessful, and o date, was the heaviest single item ever
airdropped in the Far East.™

Although stll wedded to the concept of fighting a major battle with the Vietminh, Navarre soon
realized that his initial plan of conducting a major oflensive from Dien Bien Phu was impossible. The
two patrol atlempts that were made in December were rapidly beaten back to the garrison. However he
continued Lo believe that his forees were only facing a single division, and that they could hold out
indefimitely while he planned for operations {urther south. As a resull, the French lailed Lo reinforee or
withdraw therr lorees durmg the next two months, and mstead stagnated, allowing Giap to set the terms ol
battle. ‘I here were inadequate construction materials available in the arca, and insuflicient awrlilt to
deliver what was required. What trees were available were soon cut down to reinloree bunkers, and all
natural brush was consumed by cooking fires. leaving the entire French posttion without any natural
camouflage. This allowed the Vietminh to pinpoint every position with artitlery fire.”?

During the sicge, mstead of the necessary 200 tons of supplies per day that were required, an
average of only 120 tons was dropped. French forees probably never recovered more than one hundred
tons per day, although that recovery percentage, if accurate, 1s remarkably good compared to previous
recovery statstics rom Korea and World War 11, Making this accomplishment even more surprising 1s

the fact that Vietnunh artillery and mortar fire had destroyed nearly all the French vehicles at the outpost,



requiring that supplies be collected and distributed by soldiers on foot, “Lotal airdrop numbers exceeded
30,000 tons n 1954 alone, with 7,000 tons dropped into Dien Bien Phu during the fifty-six days of the
stege. Of the total, 19,000 tons went to other battlefields. French logisticians claim to have supported
over sixty different outposts with acrial resupply during the latter years of the war, The cost was
enormous, for none of the air ttems (cargo parachutes and A-22 containers) were returnable to the airhead
durtng the sicge. ‘Thus cost the Freneh nearly 200 nulhon iranes per day. and had the baule lasted much
longer, the supplies transferred from the U.S. would have been totally consumed.

To compound the difficully already encountered due to poor visibility, weather, anti-aireratl fire
and limited logstical expertise, the drop zones themselves were always shrinking. ‘The steadily
encroachmg Vicumnh gradually reduced the Irench footprint, eventually reducing the eftectuive drop zone
at the main garnison to a diameter of about 2,000 yards. Normal low-level supply drops were smeidal and
therefore cventally stopped. Instead of ranging between 500 and 1000 feet, drop altitudes were initially
increased to 2,500 feet, then 1o 6,000 feet and linally settled between 8,000 and 10,000 feet to escape the
enemy flak. At this altitude, normal rigging procedures were inadequate, beeause a standard airdrop
supply bundle would drill for approximately six nunutes under the parachute canopy. ‘This made aceurate
prediction of acrial release points nearly impossible, despite the claims of C-119 aircrews. An undated
report from several pilots to the commander of the 3 15" Air Drvision stated that from 10,000 (et they
could place cargo into a 330-yard square, yet the actual recovery data showed that only about one-third of
the supplies were ever recovered from these drops.™

Controllers on the ground tried to aid the airerafl in adverse weather situations by tethering a
weather balloon that floated above the clouds at o prescribed altitude 1o show the airerews where to
release their loads. The flak quickly drove the planes to the higher altitudes, however. Freneh airborne
technieians are credited with the solution that would prove effective. if not decisive, in countermg the
adverse weather and enemy anti-atreraft fire. The French had experimented with high-altitude airdrops as
carly as 1950, into the posts ol Muong-Kia and Pho Lu, which had been ringed with effective Vietnunh

anti-airerall fire. Airdrop technicians devised a mechamcal system with a six-second delay in parachute



openmg, which they used from the Ju-52s. Bul inaccuracies m the drop altitude and the length of free-
lall, combimed with irregulanty in parachute deployment, made [or disappointing results. 'The method
was not cxplored any further until 1954, when the need again arose, at Dien Bien Phu.™

Tlus time the French riggers employed a different iechmque. The method involved gathering (or
reefing, in rigger jargon) the suspension lines of the cargo parachutes and tymg them together at a certain
point to linut the amount of air that the canopy could hold, thus accelerating the nitial descent of the
arpo load. The recfing line was sceured using an explosive ume-delay tuse, or cutter, that would [ire at a
prescribed Tength of ume alter the drop. Once the reefing line was cut, the parachute could then inflate to
its originally intended diameter, thus slowing the cargo load to an acceptable speed w minimize damage
upon mmpact. The system allowed tor an opening delay of up to forly scconds, depending on the
predetermined drop altitude. Tt consisted ol a picee of folded cardboard, through which the reefing line
passed, with the detonators placed inside the Told. 1 wo slow-burning wicks were used, as well as an
gniter, [nitial drops were encouraging. when the system worked as designed. Unfortunately, hasty
construction, inconsistent materials, malfunction of the detonators. and the “approximate™ nature of the
wicks caused losses of at least twenty (o thirty percent. However, towards the end of the conilict it was

1" adopted the practice and used

the only method ol airdrop that was available. The soldiers from the 808
it on all C-119 drops during the last two weeks of the siege.”

liven with the new, improvised packing procedures, the troops on the ground were recerving less
than hall of the tonnage required 1o sustain themselves, The rehability of the explosive cutter was very
suspect, and ofien 1t either failed to operate at all, causing complete destruction of the load upon impact,
or 1t operated 100 soon, thus allowing the load to drilt with the wind for an undetermined amount of time.
These were perhaps the most frustrating of all malfunctions, because as a result, the beleaguered forces
could actually watch from their positions as literally thousands ol rounds of 103mme-artllery ammunition
fell into enemy-held territory. The Vietminh soon redirected the missent ammunition to the French,
because they, too, had 105mm guns. The final days ol the battle were especially bloody, marked by

intense artillery barrages by the Vietminh, and bunker to bunker lighting. Despite the mcompetence of



19

certain senior leadership. and poor logistical planning and execution, the spint of the average French
paratrooper was nearly unbreakable. Their heroic performance has few parallels, but Giap and the
Vietminh had more manpower, betler logistics lor the conditions, and superior generalship.™

Though the French reoceupied Dien Bien Phu for o total of 209 days, the actual siege lasted {or
only filty-six, from {3 March until 7 May. when the remaining French surrendered at 1730 hours, The
main garrison capitulated [rst. followed shortly after by the forees at position Isabelle. Total Lrench
losses were over 7,000 men killed, wounded or missing; about 6,500 were taken prisoner by the
Vietmmh. In the eight years the Irench had been fighting, they had lost a total of over 73,000 men dead
or missing."’

Was the French acrial resupply system responsible for their defeat at Dien Bien Phu, and did the
Irench, even with their American supporters, violate the principles of logistics as we have defined them
today? Responsiveness, as deseribed in Chapter T'wo. is the keystone of both Joint and Army logistics
doctrine, The French logistical system fuled primarily because it was not responsive to the changing
conditions on the ground: 11 was not capable ol giving the proper support to the right force at the right
time. Part of that responsivencss depends upon having enough assels (0 support the commander’s plan.
‘The French did not have enough air transport assets to adequately supply the outpost, nor did they have
sulficient bombers and atlack airerall to suppress encmy flak to allow their limited airdrop assets o
operate as intended. Compounding the 1ssue of quantity was that of quality. The Irench Air Foree not
only lacked the expertise ol their British and American counterparts, bul their logisticians were guilty of’
inadequale preparation. No record exists of them ever having computed a daily supply tonnage
requirement, nor were required stockage levels computed and maintained at the airheads.™ When
condutions became critical, they did rise to the occasion by developmg a high-altitude cargo delivery
method, but it was far too late to impact conditions in the valley. Thus they exhibited some elements of
the logistical principle of tlexibility, but showed little ability to promote thosc of sustainabitity and

survivability,”
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The French lost to the Vietnunh because they lacked the means to apply overwhelming foree, A
key part of that force was airhtt and the ability to resupply by air. They felt that a large, set-piece bautle
against Giap's army would be dectsive, and 1t was. It resulted in victory (or the Vietnunh because they
had the logistical capacity to support the type of battle that they wanted to fight. ‘The French, on the other
hand, lacked a sufficient quantity of effective, organized logistical support that would enable them to win
a battle in a location hike Dien Bien Phu, Granted, acrial delivery was a science that was only fificen
years old, but many of their deficiencies oceurred 1n planning and preparation. French commanders
underestimated thew tacheal opponent, and French logisticians did not estimate the amount of support that
would be necessary to maintain combat ¢fTecliveness tf atrdrop were 10 become the only method of
resupply. They experimented with high-altitude dropping, but tailed to [ully explore the possibiltties of
Iree-dropping suppites, without the aid of parachutes (¢.g. camouflage nets and certain types of food and
water containers.) In the end, the requirements placed upon the airlifi system were too great, despite the
high level ol American involvement. and they revealed the weaknesses in the existng airdrop
methodology and the difliculty of recovering loads on the ground under fire. As the official LS. Air
Force history noted, *... A fundamental lesson learned was that last nunute ¢ltorts 1o prop up an unsound
airlift system are a poor substitute for prior and sustained development based on appropriate doctrine.™

Significant logistical lessons-learned during this conflict were thoroughly captured and
documented by the French.*' However, for unknown reasons, the U.S. mulitary failed to adequately
integrate the French airdrop experience mnto ther own reports from 1953-54, nor 1s there any record of the
Army using French airht data wlile planning their own missions in Vietham. lronically, it was the high-
altitude parachute reeling procedure developed here that would be reinvented eighteen years later to
support the entrapped forees at An Loe, and agan (in revised form) during the humanitarian airdrop in
Bosnia in 1993-4.% Much of this expericnee could have improved airdrop operations at Khe Sanh, 100, as

the next chapter shall reveal.
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Chapter 4 —Khe Sanh: Airdrop Comes of Age

“Never have the requirements for tactical aivlift been more challenging nor their
responses more gratifiing. 4

" General William C. Westmareland, 1968,

The result of the appheation of airpower, particularly tactical airlift, was very different at Khe
Sanh in 1968 than it had been at Dien Bien Phu fourteen years carher. The bautle for Khe Sanh was o
thoroughly impressive use of logistical resources, and it resulted in a decisive tactical victory for the
Umited States. [lowever, many sull believe that senior U.S. leadership needlessly wasted American lives
defendmg an msigniticant prece ol terramn. As a result, the legend of Khe Sanh has taken on ¢pic
proportions. Although there were similarities with Dien Bien Phu and other ¢lassic historical "sicges.”
there exist many more differences, and as such, Khe Sanh does not fit the true definition of siege warfare.
The defense of the outpost was a deliberate decision taken by the U.S. 1o engage the Vietminh in a set
prece battle. The joint efforts of the Army, Air Foree, Navy and Marine Corps were capable of drawing
upon paslt lessons, and our lorees used their imagination and creativity 1o successiully resupply the
garrtson and outlymyg posittons. in the end, the United States mounted a successiul defense of Khe Sanlh
because 1t had total air superiority and “...used an intelligent combination (o) heavy firepower and air
lines of communication,”"

Many nusconceptions exist about the battle for Khe Sanh. A full understanding of the conditions
that would eventually require the use of adrop to resupply the garrison is necessary if one 1$ (o demystify
Khe Sanh. ‘The first fallacy supported by both journalists and some historians is that Giap intended Khe
Sanh 1o be a diversion to draw U.S. troops away from the major cities in the south, which were Giap’s
real objectives ot the Tet Mfensive, 1f this were true, it was an extremely inefficient diversion, since
6.600 1.8, Manmnes and the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) Rangers held the attention of over
40,000 premier People’s Army (PAVN) combat troops. Morcover, despite media reports 1o the contrary.
{ighting was no ficreer at Khe Sanh than at other major Tet Offensive ponts. For example, casuallies

there were actually lighter than at Hue and Saigon. Daity losses at Khe Sanh averaged three killed and
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twelve wounded, which 1s much fewer than losses suflered by many comparable units in "normal”
combat operabions. Furthermore, netther Westmoreland nor Licutenant General Robert G Cushman, the
commander of I Marme Amphibious Force and the sentor Marine in Vietnam belicved that Khe Sanh
was ever m danger of falling. On the contrary, Westmoreland saw in Khe Sanh the opportwnity (o utilize
his greatest asset: overwhelming firepower. In the remote, relatively unpopulated Khe Sanh region. he
could do this without the danger ol miolerable collateral damage, against an enemy that was finally
massing after years of {rustrating infiltration and guerilla attacks, Additionally, Westmoreland hirmly
beleved that the jomt efforts of American logisticians could keep the garrison resupplicd.”

The second major delusion fostered by the Johnson Administration and supported by many n the
media was that Khe Sanh had become another Dien Bien Phu, and defeat there would mean total deleat in
the war. “The paraltels are there for all to see,” Walter Cronkite reporied o Americans in February 196X,
The media’s misconceptions swayed public opinion, which had a serious effect upon the political
lcadership. President Johnson became so obsessed with events at Khe Sanh that he had a scale model of
the plateau built in the baserment of the White Touse, Tle reportedly would study it late at might, in his
bathrobe, while poring over acrial photos and casualty reports. Liventually, the President foreed ns Joint
Chiefs to s1gn statements that they behieved Khe Sanh could be held, stating, 1 don’t want any danm

vy

Dinbunphoo.

In reality, however, the only similarities between the two battles were that a nunmerically superior
foree surrounded both lorees, and both were totally dependent upon acrial resupply for their survival. The
differences are numerous and notable. ‘T'he U.S. Air FForce and the logistical support system that included
Army parachute riggers were far superior Lo anything the Irench had m 1954, More importantly, the
Marines enjoyed a staggering advantage in firepower, o mclude B-52"s and 175mm artillery. One result
ol all this firepower was that acrial resupply operations were never seriously hampered by enemy anti-
aireraft artillery (AAA). Over 100,000 tons of bombs were dropped, in addition 1o over 150,000 artillery
shells. durmg the 77 days of envelopment: ..a total of more than seventy-five thousand tons off

explosives over a ninc-week span-—the deadliest deluge ol firepower ever unloaded on a tactical target
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the history of warfare.”™ Had the French had similar asscts at their disposal in 1954, their ability to
resupply by air would have been greatly enhanced, and perhaps would have changed the outcome of the
battle und the war.

[ocated m Quang 1 provinee, the Khe Sanh plateau rises above the coastal ptain and is further
ringed by higher terrain that held tactical significance in 1968, These peaks averaged fifieen hundred Ieet
above airstrip clevation, with some in the north nisig to four thousand icet. Lither lush torests or
elephant grass covered the terrainin 1968, The village ol Khe Sanh was situated along Route 9, the
northermmost cast-west road 1in South Vietnam. The road. when serviceable, atlowed movement
westward into Laos, However, as a line of communication, Route 9 was treacherous even without an
enemy presence. No fewer than eight bridges had 10 be crossed belween the supply bases at Dong Ha and
Quang Tri and the garrison at Khe Sanh. Moreover, Vietcong infiltrators repeatedly destroyed the ones
that were not washed out by swollen rivers during the rainy season.™

French cofTee planters had mitially setiled Khe Sanh in 1926, and 1t was the I'rench who had
made Colonial Route 9 the [irst hard-suirlaced road trom the coast 1o Laos. French forees eventually built
a tort at the site w protect commeree along the route. Special Forees established the mitial VLS. combal
base in 1962 for the purposes of launching surveillance missions mnto Laos and for observation along the
border. ‘The airstrip and outpost at Khe Sanh had been occupied and abandoned several times simee the
11.S. had become involved n the confhict, and the U.S. scemed rather indecisive about the real value of
the location, Nevertheless, Westmoreland decided that the reoccupation of Khe Sanh in 1966 would not
only permit detection of large PAVN troop movements 1o the south, but that 1t would also deter enemy
penetration into the populated coastal plain. Additionally, it could serve as a staging base should he be
allowed to invade Laos and stop the ow of Communist logistics down the infamous Ho Chi Minh
Tran.”

Weather and airfield geography played a ernitical role in the ability to resupply Khe Sanh by air.
The historical weather data that was available indicated that aircrews could expect cloud cetlings below

one thousand feet and visibility of less than two and one-half nules on more than half of the mornmgs
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between November and April. Conditions gradually improved as cach day wore on, however. The
approach and landing difticuluies were also notorious. The runway was situated at 1,500 (eet above sea
fevel, onan 800-foot rise. As a result, pilots had difficulty judging heyghts since ground relerences were
absent when landing from the cast. The runway was 3,900 feet long, sixty leet wide, and had no parallel
taxiway. thus requiring the C-130"5 1o make a 180-degree turn at the end of the runway and taxi back 1o
the download arca. This exposed them to even more ground fire. Moreover, the winds were ofien
unpredictable. These [actors resuited in many abrupt landings and an increased reliance upon aireralt
braking. This contributed 10 the deterioration of an airstrip that was already in an extremely fragile
condition. Although Navy Seabees had worked leverishly throughout 1967 Lo upgrade the awstrip,
weather either accounted for the closue of Route 9 or the inabihity to supply necessary materials
(specilically pertorated airerafl malting) by an™

In December 1967, MACYV became aware that North Victnam was beginning 1o concentrate
troops in the Khe Sanh arca. Although Westmoreland was aware that the Marines at Khe Sanh were
severcly outnumbered, he chose to {ight instead of abandoning the garrison. This was the type of
engagement that he and his stafl had long anticipated, and they knew that they could resupply the Marines
by air. In /A Soldier Reports, Westmoreland claims (o have requested an airdrop support company as carly
as 1965 for just such a contingencey. Furthermore, he recognized that one of the key differences between
Khe Sanh and Dien Bien Phu was the presence ol the more robust airdrop support capablllly.“ Some
critics have proposed that since he also knew that he was departing Vietnam in 1968 to become the Chief
of Staff of the Army, Westmoreland also viewed Khe Sanh as a sort of “swan-song” engagement.
Nevertheless, Giap's forees were in place by carly January 1968, and what had been sporadic shelling up
until that time greatly intensified on the nineteenth of that month. Intelligence reports were relatively
aceurate, though. and the Marines were well prepared logistically, at Teast ut the outset. 1'ood, tuel and
ammunition were stockpiled in quantiiies that could last thirty days.™

On 21 January, however, an event oceurred that would radically alter the logistical plan. Around

dawn, the NVA artillery detonated the main ammunition dump, resulting in the destruction of over



fourteen hundred tons of munitions. Emergency resupply was immediately requested, and C-1237s began
to airland ammunttion almost immediately. For the next eight days, the Air Foree airlanded an average of
250 1ons per day, utthzing C-123, C-130, and C-7A arccraft. These aireraft were all strafed by small arms
on thewr approaches. however, and the incessant artillery and mortar fire had damaged the runway
extensively. The weather continued to worsen in early February, allowing planes to land only forty
pereent of the tme. The ground approach control umit was destroyed on 7 February, which severely
resiricted the number of C-130 landings. By 10 February at least seven C-130°s had received mior to
severe damage, but none had yet been destroyed. ‘Then, on the tenth, disaster struck, A Marme KC-130
loaded wath fuel bladders was struck by smalt arms fire during its approach. The cargo compartment
burst into lames, and although the crew managed 1o land the plane, two crewmen and four passengers
perished 1n the blaze.” The siteation worsened when the plane rolled to a stop at the end of the runway,
and there it remained, 1o serve as a backdrop tor every television camera crew that came Lo report on Khe
Sanh for the American public. "Thus, it became a symbol for those who wanted to believe that delending
Khe Sanh was {olly, soon to be Dien Bien Phu- Parl ‘Two. Westmoreland himself bemoaned the
presence of that fateful arframe: “That one unfortunate C-130 became the world's most photographed
arreraft,”™

Uinlike the Frenehin 1954, there were few constraints on the number and types of airerafl
avatlable for use at Khe Sanh. The Lockheed C-130 Flercules was the newest and most advanced factical
airhftarrerafl to date and it offered several advantages over the C-123, the C-7A and other transport
airerafl, It could carry signiticantly more tonnage, could fly faster, and was cquipped with more modern
and more accurate navigation equipment. However, it was also heavier, ook a longer distance to conie to
a complete stop, required more ramp space 10 turn and olfload, and cost over $2.5 milhon cach. The C-
130 needed 2,000 feet to slow down afier landing, and therefore at Khe Sanh, it was forced to continue o
the end of the runway, execute a 180-degree turn, and then proceed back to the olTload ramp. The jet
cquipped Fairchild C-123K Provider, in contrast, could slow down quickly enough to allow a 90-degree

tim at one of two wrnofts that led 1o the download area, thus exposing tself 1o far less enemy [ire.™
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[t was primarily or financial considerations, though, that on 12 February, Aw Foree General
William W. Momyer. commander of the Seventh Aur Foree, directed that C-130"s would no longer be
used for awrlanding supplies at Khe Sanh. They would shift. instead, o airdrop missions. Momyer was
exercising authority over aff ar assets in Vietam, which came as a result of a heated debate mvolving the
chicls of all the services, Westmoreland felt very strongly that he needed a single manager for all air
asscls in theater. and Momyer was the logical choice, However, the Marine Corps had a long history of
closely guarding their organic air assets, and had no intentions of giving up control to the Aw Foree,
liven the Army Chiel of Stalt, General Harold K. Johnson, disagreed with Westmoreland's decision,
fearing the Army would lose its helicopters for good. Westmoreland was adamant, however:

“That was the issue  the one issuc-—-that arose during my service in Vietnam (o

prompt me to consider resigning. [ was unable to accept that parochial considerations
might take precedence over my command responsibilities and prudent use ol assigned

i

FCSOLICes.

Lventually, Westimoreland won out, and Momyer’s abihity o exercise centralized command and control
has been viewed by most lustorians as extremely elfective,

Once the decision was made to resupply the garrison primarily by awrdrop, logisticians had to
decide upon the best method to employ. The goals of the effort were clearly established by (then)
Brigadier General Burl W, McLaughlin, commander of the 834™ Air Division at Tan Son Nhut Air Base.
The logisucal eftort would have 1o guarantee uninterrupted aerial resupply. regardless of encmy fire and
weather problems. minimize the exposure of aircraft and crews 1o hostile fire, and minimize load recovery
problems for the Marines on the ground.  Airdrop would be the means employed to dehiver ammunition,
fuel and rations, m that order of priority. Airland operations were only considered for those items not
ardroppable. Personnel. medical supphies and special anmmunition (e.g. fuses) were the primary airland
cargo, and ol course, departing airlramces were loaded with casualuies. Logisticians (rom HI MAF
confirmed that the daily requirement for resupply would be 235 short tons. Only eighteen tons ol'this
requirement would be Tor day-to-day consumption. The remamnder would be to build up stocks for the

rest of the month, i an attempt to replenish what had been destroyed in the ammunition dump explosion.
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This total amounted 1o approximately sixteen C-130 loads daily, and this general goal would remain in
effect for the remamder of the operation.”

UL.S. Army parachute riggers had been in theater for several years, although their eltorts betore
Khe Sanh were largely confined to limited resupply activitics and support of special operations. (A
notable exception was the only large convenuonal airborne operation of the war, Opceration Junction City
m 1967y MACV decided m carly 1966 that they needed a larger airdrop capability in Vietnam. The
383" Quartermaster Detachment (Acral Supply) had been in country since August 1965, but their
doctrinal capability was only fifly short tons per day. MACYV logisucians had determined that the new
wirdrop requirement was 250 short tons per day, and that 1t had to be sustainable for al least thirteen days.
A provisional acrial delivery company was formed n Saigon usimg the 383" as o nucleus, and was
augmented with organic riggers (rom airborne units already in country. The 109" Quartermaster
Company (A Delivery) (rom Fort Campbell, Kentucky arrived in Vietnam i 1966, and was fully
operational at Cam Ranh Bay by November, when the provisional unit was inactivated.™ The 353"
remained in Vietnam, and eventually relocated to Bien Hoa, The 109" was responsible lor parachute
packing, storage and limited maintenance of aerial delivery equipment, and rigging of supplics for

I™ Corps

airdrop. In support of the airdrop ¢ffort to Khe Sanh, the 109" dispatched an element to the
Tactical Zone (CT7), where they established a rigging line at Da Nang. Soldiers and riggers ol the 549th
QM Company, who were stationed in Japan, augmented their efforts there. This torward logistical basce
signi(icantly shortened the flight time of supplics to Khe Sanh.™

One of the most eritical actions of the 109" and the other units that supported them actually took
place before the NVA surrounded the Marines at Khe Sanh. Between September and November ol 1967,
while the Marines and Seabees were improving the outpost. atrliters recognized that the runway surlace
would have to be substantially improved 1l C-130°s were going to be able to land safely. Thus began the
largest sustained use ol LAPES in mulitary history. LAPES and CDS missions dropped nearly three
hundreds tone cach of AM-2 airficld mating and asphalt. The later defense of Khe Sanh would not have

been possibie were it not for this successiul operation. The riggers and airerews learned invaluable
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tessons about the new. nonstandard system that they then incorporated tnto their procedures. Having the
opportunity and ability to conduet the operation under relatively permissive conditions greatly improved
tuture logtstical posture. ‘The effort also garnered enormous praise for the combined ngging elfort {from
Westmoreland and others. In September 1967, the 109™ carned a letter of commendation from the
Deputy Commuanding General of MACV, Licutenant General Bruce Palmer, who stated “...the
professional rigging which assured the successful delivery of the AM-2 matting by LAPES {was) truly
outstandmg.... The results of this operation will be invaluable 1o Tuture stafi planning and operational
missions involving acrial delivery.”™

Although not a doctrinal duty, members of the 109", 549" and the 383" routinely helped the Air
Force load aircraft, and often lew on missions to assist in the dispatching of supplies and to correct
rigging problems in-flight should they oecur. Additionally. the army niggers would ofien assist with
unloading supplies on airland missions. “This provided opportunities to collect used air items and return
them to Cam Ranh Bay lor maintenance and repacking. On Oclober 15, 1967, while attempung to free-
drop sandbags into Khe Sanh, Specialist Charles .. Baney, a rigger from the 109", was kilted when the
awreraft erashed m poor vistbihity. [Te was posthumously promoted to Sergeant and inducted as a
Distmguished Member of the Quartermaster Regiment m 1996, Less than hali’ of the personnel in
conventional “rigger” units were actually parachute riggers by Military Occupational Specialty (MOS).
‘The bulk of the unit consisted of other supply, maintenance and transportation MOS’s, and these
personnel were invaluable Lo the suceessful completion of the mission. This fact has remained unchanged
since the inception of ardrop units.”

The combination of aerial delivery methods employed to resupply Khe Sanh reflected the
creativity and mgenuity of both Army and Air Foree logisticians. ‘Techniques ulilized combmed old and
new airdrop technology.  These ineluded the Contamer Delivery System (CDS). Low-Altiude Parachute
Extraction System (LAPLS), and the Ground Proxinity Extraction System (GPES). The modular
platform airdrop system was also available but was not used at Khe Sanh duc Lo the limited size of the

drop zone and the mereased risk of exposure to enemy fire at the hgher required drop altitudes. CDS was
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weighing up to a ton were gathered 1 a nylon and cotton container system and placed on a plywood skid.
Attached to cargo parachutes, 14-106 of these “bundles”™ would be released on rollers inside a C-130 10
gravity feed out the rear ol the airerafl as the pilot raised the deck angle at a designated point. However,
the drop zonc at Khe Sanh presented unique problems. At 300 x 300 yards, 1t was smaller than a standard
CDS drop zone, and 1t was also outside the established defensive perimeter. The Marme commander did
not want to risk damage to personnel, structures. or the astrip that might be caused by errant loads.
Morcover, they did not want o closc the awstaip cach time an airdrop was scheduled. 'Lhis required the
Marines to sceure the drop zone for cach airdrop, and they had 10 dodge incoming artillery and mortar
rounds while trymng to colleet the supplies.*

The 109" QM Company had been participating in the development of LAPES since 1955, This
atrdrop technique nvolved flying the aircraft at approximately five fect above the airstrip. A 28-foot
extraction parachute, constrained or “reefed” Lo a 48-inch diameter and sceured to the load, would be
released out the rear of the awreratl. At this pownt, the tension on the load was not enough o extract the
load. However, at a predetermined point, the reeling could be released by the loadmaster by way ol a
clectronie release switch, thus allowing the canopy to inflate to its full 28-foot capacity. Under this
increased drag, the load would release from the locking rail system, the arcraft would hteraliy fly away
from the load, and it would slide to a stop on the ground. This method was perfected n the late 19507
and carly 1960°s, but was not used in combat until Khe Sanh. Because of the werght and bulk of items
such as ttimber and aircraft matting, the LAPES method was preferred when large, heavy tlems were
required, but during 1967-8, LAPLS was still considered a non-standard load. 1L.APLS equipment was in
short supply and stocks were controlled by the Air Foree. 'The Army recognized the benelits of the
system, but no formal decision had yet been made to permanently retam it

LLAPES had inherent risks. The airerafl was required to fly at an extremely low altitude. requiring
more preetsion on part of the aircrew, and exposing Lhe arcraft to ground lire. Additionally, as the load

shd to a halt, it often would damage the aircrafi matting of the runway, and predicting the actual point
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whete the load would stop could be difficult. On 21 Lebruary, a C-130 attempting a LAPLES drop
accidentally touched the ground, tearing the cargo ramp from the aweraft. The [LAPLS sled extracted
carly, kilhng one Marine and injuring another. Nearly a month tater, another LAPLS malfunctioned. The
parachute on this load failed 1o deploy properly. The eight-ton slab overshot the LAPES vone, slid mto a
bunker and killed another Marme. Intense friction resulted between some Marines and the airerew and
riggers who were subsequently forced 1o spend time on the ground at Khe Sanh, although most of the Khe
Sanh garrison sincerely appreciated the efforts being made by the logisticians, LAPES missions were
limited toward the end ol the operation duc Lo shortages of certain rigging items. Attempts were made Lo
recover used equipment from Khe Sanh, but on 8 March, ten sets of components awaiting airlift at the
outpost were destroyed in a mortar attack. Nevertheless, the method was extremely effective overall, and
no (ewer than Nilly-two successtul LAPES deliveries were made at Khe Sanh.®

The Ground Proximity Extraclion System (GPLS) was actually the developmental precursor (o
LAPLS, Similar to LLAPES procedures, the aireraft flew down the length of the runway with its rear
cargo ramp open. [nstead of an extraction parachute, however, attached 1o the load was a metal boom
with o hook, which extended out the rear ol the arrcralt. An arresting cable was installed across the
runwiy, and as the mirplane flew over i, the load was yanked out of the awplane. Training on the GPPES
method was halted in the mid-1960’s. because LAPES was thought to be the superior technology, and
hecause GPLS required special equipment and personnel on the ground n support of the operation,
However, GPLES was well suited o the seenario at Khe Sanh, Unlike LAPES, the load came 1o rest al an
exact spol. thus speeding recovery and reducing polential damage to the runway surface. With GPES,
moreover, there was virtually no chance of a runaway load; if the arresting cable was nissed, the load
simply would not extract. Furthermore, GPES utilized a standard modular platform, and all of the
maintenance and repack dilficulues inherent in parachute operations were non-existent. In carly March,
as the supply of LAPES equipment in theater dwindled. Army and A Foree logisticians suggested that
GPES be resurrected and the necessary equipment was flown in from the United States. Navy Scabees

installed the arrestng cable approximately one thousand feet from the end of the runway. The Air Force



trained several mrerews on the system in Okinawa, prior to the first GPES in Vietnam on March 30.
Fifieen loads were ultimately delivered at Khe Sanh in this manner, mostly construction material loads
averaging ten tons cach, However, that first GPES load reportedly included a crate of fresh eggs, of
wihich only two were broken!®

Rigging methods were nol the only examples ol aerial resupply innovation at Khe Sanh. ‘The Air
Foree was responsible for developing and using the Ground Controiled Approach (GCA), Airborne Radar
Approach (ARA), Adverse Weather Aerial Delivery System (AWADS), and the Ground Radar Aerial
Delivery System (GRADS). These systems were navigational mds in poor visibility conditions and also
helped improve airdrop accuracy.

AWADS was the major innovauon from the Air Foree's perspeetive, as it allowed them to drop
supplics with no visual contact with the drop zone. Using ground-based radar to guide airdrop aircrali,
combined with the airborne Doppler which provided the necessary offset capability, aircrafl were able to
drop in bad weather and, theoretically, at night. "'lus method was called blind dropping, or Instrument
Meteorological Conditions (IMC) dropping. This developed mto the AWADS system that is sull in use
today. GRADS enabled dropping supphies from hugh-alutudes, using a method similar to what the French
had employed at Dien Bien Phu. This particular capabilily was not needed at Khe Sanh, but would
continue to be refined and was utihized at An Loc four years later.”

Alrdrops ceased on 8 April 1968, and the runway was opened to C-130°s the next day.
Operation Pegasus, conducted by the I Cavalry Division. reopened Route 9 to Khe Sanh on 11 April
1968. The runway was eventually allowed to deteriorate, and was evacuated for good in early July. For
78 days, Khe Sanh had recerved emergency resupply by air. A total of 12,430 tons ol materiel was
delivered by the Arr Foree, of which 8,120 tons were awrdropped.  Airdrop totals included 601 CDS drops.
52 LAPLS and 15 GPES deliveries. Drop accuracy was the best i history, owing much to ground radar
and Doppler. C-130s relving upon visual conditions had an average circular error (ACL) of 95 yards.
Utihzing the IMC (bimd) technique. loads were withun 133 yards ol the intended targel. The load

recovery rate was extraordinary, All but three of the CDS bundles were recovered, and the damage rate
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was ten percent for ammunition and tive percent for rations. Mail was not forgotien, cither. During the
worst month of the operation, forty-three tons of it were delivered. Air Foree records indicate that a total
of 14,356 tons of cargo were delivered to the base, of which the Air Foree only delivered the 12,430 tons
mdicated above. There are no records of the contributions of Marine Corps KC-1307s, but the difference
of 1,926 tons 1s probably the Manne contribution.®

Judging by the three essential eriteria identified in Chapter 2, the acrial resupply of Khe Sanh was
extremely successful. By any delinition, airdrop operations were responsive, because they did get the
right supplics to the loree at the right time. Despite individual reports of ration, water and ammunition
shortages. these were more a factor of ineflicient apportionment of supplies that were already on the
ground at Khe Sanh rather than a failure of the acnial resupply system. he consolidation ol the awrdrop
effort under General Momyer was a positive mfluence on the entire operation. Every supporting element
of airdrop opcrations remained completely flexible, from the aircrew who experimented with dillerent
radar configurations, to loadmasters and Army riggers who perfected LAPES and quickly resurrected
GPES procedures when necessity demanded return to an older technique. Members of drop zone
recovery partics had perhaps the most dangerous jobs at Khe Sanh, but they performed it amazingly well,
allowing only three bundles to remain unrecovered. Marine ground controllers and Navy Seabecs
performed critical roles as well, not only guiding airerafl and repawing runways, but installing the critical
GPIPES arrestor cable when 1t became needed. The airhft effort to Khe Sanh was (ruly a joint effort on a
seale that was unprecedented at that ume. Support was continuous and virtually uninterrupted.
Opcrations at Khe Sanh ceased at a ume of ULS. choosing, and the battle was a sound defeat for the North
Viethamese,

Only a few things might have improved the acrial resupply conditions at Khe Sanh, and Major
General McLaughlin captured many of them in lus analysis immediately alier the battle. Some of his
conclusions were almost claryoyant, as they predicted emerging technology and doctrinal shilts in
several widely varymg felds. He correctly anueipated the impact that AWADS would have on the abihty

to eventually conduct airdrops in all types of weather and at mght. McLaughlin also saw the need for
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tactical aircrall to be constructed with tires and fuel tanks that are immune 1o shrapnel and small-arms
fire. This technology is now available, not only on aircraft, but on the all-terram recovery vehicles and
forklifis for which he also saw the need i 1968, He fell very strongly that Khe Sanh justified the need
lor contmued exploration of alternate airdrop means, to include low-level (such as LAPES and GPLS).
high-altitude. and even radio-controlled parachutes that could be remotely guided to a precise impact
point. (Thirty years later, we are just introducing this last item into the armed forces.) Varied means of
delivery, he believed, gave the commander more options, Furthermore, Melaughlin fell that “...we must
exert efforts to improve acrial delivery modes  developing cheaper parachutes, a higher degree of
accuracy, greater capability and flexibility  -mnstead of climinating or discounting airdrop because of
expense.” ‘These improvements have come 10 pass, in one form or another.”’

Mclaughlin recognized, as did Colonel (Retired) Ray Bowers, author of The United States Arr
Force in Southease Asia. Tuctical Aivfifi, that when situations hke Khe Sanh arise, they are normally
unexpected. Liven though we may (eel that we have the latest technological edge, we must still rely on
the individual soldier, airman or marine to adapt to the changing situation. At Khe Sanh, this was the
case:

“Ullimately, the success of the Khe Sanh resupply was a product of
ingenuity...examples of improvisation and resourcefulness among air and ground

crewmen were every day commonplaces. ‘That room for imaginativeness remained and
that individuals were encouraged in its use spoke well for the American military

»H)

system,
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Chapter 5 — An Loc: A True Siege

“The enemy enjoys observing no resupply...Come hell or high water, supplies have 1o get
through!” Colonel William Miller, Division Senior Advisor, An Loe, 1972,

‘The circumstances that imtiated the need for aerial resupply at An Loc in 1972 were profoundly
different than those at Dien Bien Phu or Khe Sanh. At both of those previous engagements, the allied
forces had made conscious decisions to wage hights that ultmately would be supportable only by airdrop.
IFor the French, this was because Dien Bien Phu was always beyond the range of ground transportation.
‘They felt that their Algerian and previous Vietnamese experiences had sulTiciently proven that they could
support forces indefinitely with supply from the sky, but they were eventually proven wrong, At Khe
Suanh in 1968, General Westmoreland had enormous confidenee, not only in his tactical aielifl and airdrop
support, but also in the ability of his artdlery and bombers to adequately suppress enemy anti-arerall
artillery (AAA). He engaged the North Vietnamese at the place and time of his choosing, and he
successfully concluded the battle under similar conditions. The battle for An Loc has since become a
classic study in the application of tactical airpower, to include airlift. Despite significant setbacks in the
mittal attempts to resupply the besieged forces at An Lo, ingenuity and perseverance enabled the awrdrop
system o be, at last, successful. Although the “sicge™ lasted for only 66 days, the requirement to airdrop
supplies to ARVN lorees m An Loc and o those torees attempting to rehieve the eity from the south
would last for over four months. *

Conditions m Vietnam m 1972 were radically different than they were during the height of U.S.
involvementn 1968, Most Americans thought the war was over by 1972, As part of President Nixon's
promise to end the war, very few U.S. combat troops remained m Vietnam, and most of those were acung
i an advisory role with South Vielnamese forces. ‘This was part of what Defense Sceretary Melvin Lard
entitled "Vietnamization.” Westmoreland had left i 1968, and General Creighton W, Abrams had
succeeded him as Commander, MACY. On 30 March 1972 the NVA, still led by General Guap, began ns

Spring. or Laster Offensive, also known as “the Nguyen Hue Campaign™ to the North Vietnamese.
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Grap’s overall objectives were to destroy as much of the ARVN as possible, but o also occupy key cities
i the south, thus placing additional pressure upon President Thicu and the South Vietnamesc
government. The offensive was conducted with a largely conventional Joree of about 120,000 men,
supporled by massive amounts ol Russian T-34 and '1-52 tanks. 130mm artillery picees, and surface-to-atr
misstles. The oflensive calied Tor three near-simultancous attacks. The northernmost was against the
citics of Quang Tri and Hue. In the central regton, the NVA intended to divide South Vietnam along a
Kontum-tHoai Nhon axis. Fmally, in the south, three divisions advanced toward Saigon from bases in
Cambodia. The southern effort, in what was termed by the U.S. as Military Region TIT (MRHI), was
intially expected to come from Cambodia into Tay Ninh provinee. Furthermore, fighting of the ferocity
experienced in MR T'in the north was not anteipated by MACY. It was soon apparent that the probes mto
Tay Ninh were merely {eints and that the mamn effort in the south would come down Highway 13 toward
An Loc.”

In Military Regaon HI, which enconpassed Saigon, was the provinee of Binh Long. whose capital
wias An Loe. Only 65 miles north ol Saigen, An Loc was a thriving city of about 15,000 1 the midst off
somie ol Vietnan's largest and highest quality rubber plantations. Because of its location along Highway
13. An Loc had long been of strategic importance to the North Vietnamese. Siee U.S. itelligence did
not predict a major oftensive m MR (1, the 5" ARVN Division was the only division defending i this
scctor, and they were spread throughout Binh Long provinee. ‘The diversionary attacks in ‘Tay Ninh
eltectively masked the movements ol the three North Vietnamese Divisions [rom bases in Cambodia nto
Soulh Vietnam: the 5" and 9" VC Divisions, and the 7" NV A Division, Although two of these divisions
still carried their VO designations, they were largely NVA regulars who were well trained and equipped,
and had been moved into position via the o Chr Minh Trail, Begimning on 5 Apnl, the NVA began to
attack mto Bimh Long Province, and An Loc began 1o recerve indirect fire. 15 An Loc fell, Saigon would
be within the grasp of these large conventional NVA forces.

Loc Ninh was a smaller town approximately ifieen miles north of An Loc, and was the

northernmost municipality in the provinee. It was first to fall in the NVA push southward, and less than a



36

hundred of the delenders of that town escaped south to An Loce. The intensity of the attack on Loc Ninh
convinced Major General James I, Hollingsworth, commander of 'T'hird Regional Assistance Command
(TRAC), that the offensive into Binh Long province was no diversion. 1le notified the 5" Division
commander that ARVN forces at An Loc must be prepared to hold the eity. As the situation continued 1o
unfold, thousands of civilians attempted to lee southward toward Saigon, as they knew a climactic battle
was about to unlold. President Thiew, aware that the fall of An Loc would open the door 1o Saigon,
ordered his commanders to defend the eity to the death. Simultancously, the soldiers of the NVA were
prepared to die in the attempt to sieze it. A captured ARVN ofticer laler reported that his NVA captors
lold him *...they were going 1o take An Loc at any cost.™”

I'he actual battle Tor An Loc began on 13 April 1972, By that time, the NVA had captured the
airstrip at Quan Loi, and blocked Highway 13 to the south. The surrounded city began to take an
unimaginable battering by NVA tanks and artillery, Only extraordinary etforts on the part of ARVN
soldiers and their advisors, supported by U.S. air power and acrial resupply, cnabled the defenders to
withstand the onslaught. That the South Vietnamese soldiers were able to establish any semblance of a
deflensive perimeter in the first place 1s quite an achievement. This success was due 1o several factlors.
Foremost was the lact that they were completely surrounded; there was no choice but to fight. Sccondly.,
once the first NVA tank was destroyed by a shoulder-fired anti-tank weapon, morale improved
considerably, as the ARVN soldiers finally believed their American advisors: the tanks were stoppable.
Morcover, the NVA was not well trained in combined arms warlare, and seemed meapable ol ellectively
coordmating armor movements with artillery barrages and their human-wave inlantry tactics. Finally, the
cftects of massive B-52 strikes and U.S. actical air support had a devastating impact on NVA units,
I'hese factors allowed the situation to stabilize into the siege that would last for the next three months, as
both sides struggled mghtily for control of the city.

Under these conditions, resupply would have to be conducled by air. Senior advisors needed to
keep morale as high as possible it their delense were to be successtul, and regular, eflective resupply

operations were imstrumental in sustaining that morale. The NVA, conversely, was counting on the
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crosion o ARVN morale as part of their strategy. 'The commodities most in demand were Tood,
ammnttion and medicine. Tmtial attempts at resupply by helicopter were not very successlul, and a
South Vietnamese CL-47 was shot down by anti-aweraft fire on 12 Apnil. ‘The effectiveness of NVA anti-
awrcraft fire was impressive, and combined with a system of spotters it produced a defensive ring around
the city that was nearly impenetrable. During the second week of April, VNAIL and U.S. CH-47’s, along
with VNAF C-123"s and UH-11 helicopters, were able to deliver around three hundred tons ol supplies.
[However, by 12 April. helicopter resupply attempls had halted, largely because many VNALF pilots
refused 1o fly nussions mito the city, and those that did were being shot down, C-123 drops continued
until, on the 18 April, the fortieth sortie was it and crashed south of the city.  The decision was made 10
begn airdrops using only USAL C-130"s and An Loc’s soceer field, located in the southern part ol the
city, was selected as the primary drop zone. ™

The supply request sysiem. in contrast to the actual delivery, was reasonably effective. The
senior logisties ollicer at 5th Division Headquarlers gathered the requirements, They were then passed to
the 111 Corps logistics section at Lan Khe, and finally to the Central Logistics Command in Saigon.  T'he
curgo was then trucked from ARVN depol stocks to ‘Tan Son Nhut air base, where it was nigged and
loaded inlo areraft. Simultancously, the cargo manifests were radioed back 1o An Loc. 1t normally ook
three days from request to aerial delivery of supplics, although one-day responsiveness was attamed by
mid-May.”

The first live airdrop nmussions exccuted by the Seventh Air Foree’s C-130°s were standard,
daylight, low-altitude Container Delivery System (CDS) drops. This method had been very effective lor
the USAL in Vietnam. The normal "modus operandi”™ prior to An Loc mvolved 1lying to the objective
drop zone at high speeds and low altitudes, then “poppig up™ o the drop altitude (normally 700 fect) 1o
exceute the drop, and (inally dropping back down to low altitudes for the exfiltration. Tlowever, for this
type of operation 1o be successful, surprise was required, and anti-airerall fire needed to be suppressed.
These conditions never developed at An Loc m April of 1972, “The [irst drops contained ammumition,

tood and medical supphes, and while they were relatively accurate arrdrops mto the 200 x 200-meter drop
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zone, the awerall all received substantial damage from NVA flak. The last ol the [irst five sortics was
shot down west of An Loc on 18 April, and this resulted in the cancellation of daylight, low-level CDS
airdrops. ‘The crew, incredibly, survived the crash and was immediately rescued by Army helicopters.™

The next aerial delivenies were made using the Ground Radar Acrial Delivery System (GRADS).
which the Air Foree had been developing for nearly a decade. The GRADS method involved {lymg at an
altitude between 6,000 and 9,000 feet, which placed the aireraft out ol range of the enemy AAA. Then,
after arriving at a Computed Acrial Release Point (CARP), the bundles were airdropped, cach equipped
with a delayed-opening device on the parachute. Using a timing mechanism, the parachutes would
deploy at around 500-800 feet above the ground, which, m theory, was suflicient tme to altow the canopy
to fully inflate and slow the CDS bundle before impact. The crews of the 374" Tactical Airlift Wing were
familiar with the procedure, and some had even tramed on it in the LS.

‘The reality at An Loce, though, was quite different. Inaccurate drop coordinates provided o some
of the ¢rews combined with parachute mallunctions caused most ol the GRADS bundles to be cither
destroyed because therr parachutes (ailed 1o open. or worse, 10 drift outside the defended drop zone
permmeter and into enemy hands because parachutes opened carly, The situation became so desperate that
an American advisor commented that what bundles did make 1L into the city went 1o the “.. strongest,
swiftest, and closest 1o the pallet drop.” One captured NV A officer even asked lus caplors for C-ration
frutt cocktail, as he had been subsisting on cascs recovered [rom an errant drop and had developed a taste
for 1™

The effect on the ARVN troops and their American advisors was deleterious and predictable. Nol
only were they being imsulliciently resupplicd, but their enemy was enjoying rations meant for them.
I'mendly umits began to fight to recover loads that did manage to fall within their perimeter, and supplies
were sometimes hoarded. Soldiers of the 5™ Division fired upon ARVN rangers on several occasions, and
an American officer carrying C-rations was even challenged by ARVN troops at gunpomt. Colonel
William Miller, 5™ Division’s senior U.S. advisor, was openly critical of the ARVN’s inubility to

organize the supply recovery cfforts. He later reported seeing hospital patients, some of whom were
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amputees, struggling to recover [ood for themselves. They often received additional wounds i the
attemnpt.™

Iiventually, Colonel Ie Quang, commander of the 1™ Airborne Brigade which had entered An
Loc on 22 April, was placed i charge of load recovery and distribution. The situation dramatically
improved. Colonel Quang also ensured that the meager supphes were shared with the remaming civilians
i the arca. [nitially the NVA had allowed civilians to flee the ¢ily 1o the south as they tightened therw
noose around 1. TTowever, they soon realized that by keeping civilians in the city. they intensified the
supply situation for the ARVN, and so they cut oftfall escape routes. In addition to the 4,000 men of the
5™ Dyvision, approximately 6,000 civilians soon looked to the skies for subsistence. They helped their
own situation by bringing whatever fresh vegetables and meat they could scavenge from their homes and
gardens, and they also assisted in atlending to the wounded. Some even did laundry for the troops.
Cooperation between the local population and the ARVN reached its zemth at An Loc.™

The GRADS technigue was similar in design and [unction (o what the American and French
riggers had atlempted in 1954 at Dien Bien Phu. However, there is no evidence that anyone in the ULS.
Army. the USAL or the VNATF benehied [rom this experience when it became necessary 10 exeeute it
over An Loc. The malfuncuons of the first high-altitude drops attempted at An Loc were directly
traccable to the ARVN riggers. They did not have any expenence in the packing procedures required 1o
allow a canopy 1o open at a preseribed lower altitude, nor did they have the technical background to
become prolicient at it. As a result, a decision was made on 23 April 1o return 1o the low-level technique.
Daylight, low-level airdrops continued (or the next three days, and agam accuracy improved but the price
was high, Lvery C-130 reccived some sort of damage from anti-arerafl fire. The methods developed by
USAT loadmasters 1o protect themselves (rom the intense (ire are especially telling. Unlike the cockpit of
the C-130, the cargo compartiment was unarmored.

* e (the loadmaster) gets his armored {lak vest on, takes a tlak vest apart and
puts it over his legs, lays tie-down chams on the cargo compartiment [loor, puts the

garbage can on the chans, gets in and from that position activates the static line retriever
for the drop.”™
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On 26 April, another plane was shot down, this time killing the crew. Again, daylight drops were
abandoned. this time in favor of low-level atiempts at night,”
Although the might operations were less nisky lor the (light crews, the accuracy of the CDS drops

-as abysmal, On the might of 27 April. the VNAF attempted one last high-altitude airdrop mussion with a
total of erght C-123"s. Only one of the cight ships was able 10 hit the target at all. and out of 116 101al
CDS bundles, only s1x were recovered by (riendly {orces. The night missions of the USAFE were not
faring much better. even though they were restricted to low-level operations. General Hollingsworth
reported that during the tast half ol April, less than thirly pereent of the Lotal tonnage dropped had been
recovered by the ARVN. The small drop vone was partially to blame. (The 200-meter length was tess
than hall ol the standard 550 yards recommended by USAF manuals and utilized 1in normal traiming and
operations.) Moreover, the aierews needed a visual identification of the drop vone, and were accustomed
to standard lighting procedures: lights placed at timing points, on the leading and trailing cdges of the
drop conce, and also at the point ol impact (1), “The ARVN forees controlling the drop zone used
makeshift gasoline (lare pots, and were unable o place them in standard locations because of enemy fire.
As a result, awrerews were olten unable to distnguish these flares from the hundreds ol other fires burning
i the city. Attempts to illuminate the drop zone with acrial lares had the deleterious elfect of
silhouctting the aircralt, thus making then even casier prey lor AAA. Darkness [urther added to the
difficulty encountered by troops attempting Lo recover the loads,™

The night drops, nonetheless, continued, although Colonel Miller deemed the results completely

unaceeplable, stating that ...there was no explanation but *gross neglect on someone’s part in the Air

[RETY

Foree. IFor the week preceding the night of 3 May, Amernican advisors estimated that over 350 tons of
supplies had dropped nto enemy hands.  hey further caleulated that {riendly forees had received no

more than eight percent ol the total supplies airdropped since the beginning ol the siege. Another advisor,
simlarly frustrated, sad, *...0ne of the real puzzling aspects of the entire operation 1s why it look the Air

Foree approximately 26 days to get with the program..."™ Moreover, the enemy’s ability to Larget

aireraft over the drop zone was getting better. On the night o’ 3 May. another C-130 was shot down



(bringing the total to three), and the crew perished. The remamder of the drops scheduled for that night
were cancelled, and Seventh Air Foree permanently aborted low-level airdrops the next day. Although
the bravery and professionalisin of the aircrews was never in question, [rustration on the ground at An
Loe, and back at Tan Son Nhut Air Base i Saigon, was at an all-time high.*’

Prior to the 3 May crash, the Air Force had begun looking for alternative methods to deliver
supplies from the air, and alerted MACY that additional resources were needed. In response 10 MACY's
request for assistance, the Army sent seventy-six riggers from the 549 Quartermaster Company (Aertul
Resupply) who were located in Okimawa, Japan, to Vietnam on 24 April. Additionally, the Air I-oree sent
its airdrop experts from the Ching Chuan Kang (CCK) acrial port at 'l aiwan. The 549" had a long legacy
of supporting airdrops. Originally the 2348th Quartermaster Detachment (Airborne Air Supply &
Packagig) durig World War 11, they were redesignated the 8081st QM Company (A Supply) m Korca,
Ironically, 1t was also the 8081 that had deployed to Hanor in 1954 1o assist the French in the original
high-altitude airdrops over Dien Bien Phu. Eighteen years later, the 549" riggers colocated themselves
with the Vietnamese riggers already at Tan Son Nhut. They immedialely set to work on improving the
rigging line, whiclh was localed adjacent to a small awrerall loading arca on the eastern side of the main
airstrip. The Vietnamese and U.S. Army nggers worked twenty-hour shifis, side by side, m exposed
conditions.”

The quality of aenal resupply unproved immediately. The combined efforts of both nations
resulted nan improved high altutude dropping method that was remarkably similar to the high altitude
airdrop attempts made by the I'rench in 1954, Similarly, the system was designed o only allow the
parachute 1o partially inflate upon leaving the aircrafl. This time, however, heavier reeling lines were
applied, along with pyrotechnic cutters with a fifty-second delay. This allowed drop altitudes ol nearly
10,000 fect. As in Dien Bien Phu, the cutters activated as the load neared the ground, allowing the
parachute to inflate o its full dimension, and sufficiently slowing the speed of the CDS bundie to prevent
load damage. The system was tested several times at Tan Son Nhut with reasonable success. This new

. . . . gl
method., along with the increase mn rigger support, prompled the decision to resume aitdrops on 4 May.”
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The ground commanders noticed an immediate improvement. Of the sixteen CDS bundles
dropped on the Tourth, only one bundle landed outside the DZ perimeter. However, there were sull
problems. Somge of the parachules fled o open completely (i.e. the cutlers faled (o activate properly),
and some cargo was partially destroyed.  ©he next day, eleven C-130°s conducted airdrop missions.
Seventy-three out of eighty bundles landed within the perimeter, but agaim, more than hali ol the
parachules farled Lo fully open before impact. Even though some of the cargo was damaged, Iriendly
forees were stll recovering i, and the improvement in morale was noticeable to the American advisors,
Uhe riggers continued to explore the problem with parachutes that fimled to open properly. On 7 May,
they discovered that some of the reefing lines were shorter than the prescribed length, thus not allowing
sulficient air into the canopy during us reefed, or free-fall, descent. 'This would effeet the performance ol
the canopy when the cutier activated. Afler correcting this deliciencey, they began to place a second cutter
on the reeling line, to increase the chances ol a proper cul. As a final measure, they began inserting a
twenty-loot sling between the CDS bundle and the parachute. This allowed the canopy 1o remain out of
the shpstreant caused by the toad itself during [ree fall. The effects of these improvements were
witnessed itmmediately. By 10 May, only lve percent of parachute canopics were mallunctioning, and
this rate remained constant thereafter.”

A new concern soon developed, though. ‘The available stock of [ifty-second cutters was nearly
exhausted. and the thirty-second cutters proposed as a substitute would require anveralt 1o {1y at a
considerably lower, and therefore more dangerous. altitude. The manufacturer was contacted, but could
not provide new mechanisms in less than thirty days. Compounding the problem was a report that the
NVA had acquired SA-7"s, which would make low-level airdrops suicidal. Again, however, Army
riggers and therr Air Force counterparts rose to the challenge and developed an entirely new method of
acrial delivery: hugh-velocity airdrop. Instead of using a normal G-12 parachute, the nggers attached a
filicen-foot diameter parachute that was slotted to allow air to flow {reely through 1t during descent. This
“ringslot” parachute had previously been used for LAPES nussions, but the airdrop experts recognized

the potenual for a high-altitude, high-velocity applicatton. In this new system, the parachute was



primarly acting as a stabilizing factor on the CDS contamer, and 1t only slowed the bundle 10 a rate of
descent of approximately 128 feet per second (Tour times normal impact veloeity under a G-12
parachute). This would obviously require the riggers to use multiple layers of cardboard energy
dissipatng material, or “honeveomb,” Lo prevent damage to the cargo, but the advantapes of the method
far outweighed s additional consumption,”

The first advantage o the high-velocity method was that there was no low-openting phasc
required [or the parachute and therefore no need for a delayed-activating cutter. More importantly, the
new system was [ar more accurate than any of the previous ILALO methods, primarily because of the
high-speed descent. Sixieen bundles airdropped by a single C-130 using this method had a more limited
dispersion pattern. and normally fell within a 100x150-meter area. Test drops were conducted and the
riggers discovered what types of cargo could and could not survive the high-speed impact.

“*For example, rice 1 boxes, fuel in barrels 2/3 to 344 full, and M-16 ammuniuon
lunded intact. However, fuel drums flattened, bags of rice split and, when a chute

holding 10Smm ammunition malfunctioned, primary and sympathetic detonations lasted

for hours.”™*

The danger was not only to the cargo, however. A one-ton package lalling at 128 [cet per second could
(and did) do considerable damage. One such instance was when a thousand pounds of peaches landed on
a parked jeep, totally crushing it. Most frequent, though, were airdrops of rice and small-arms
ammunition, which were packaged robustly enough to survive the impact.”®

Irom 8 to 10 May, over sixty-nine tons of supplics were delivered using the High-Veloeity
Airdrop (or High-V) method, Only one CDS bundle landed outside of the perimeter of the DZ, and there
were no parachule malfunctions. Riggers would attach a single lifieen-fool ringslot parachute for a one
thousand pound load, two 1l the cargo weighed up to a ton. Towards the end of siege, niggers
experimented with twenty-two fool ringslot parachutes, and they found that they delivered even more
accurate balhistic results. The drop zone, concurrently, had been expanded to over 1,640 square yards.
and greater than 95 pereent of all supplhes were landing within its boundaries. The modified HAL O

method was used in conjunction with High-V wrdrop unul stocks of the cutter devices were exhausted i
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mid-May. Additionally, the USAI began drops o the lorees altempting to relicve An Loc from the south,
moving up Hhghway 13.

Alrdrop accuracy continued to improve as a result ol even more improvements and modifications
to diflerent clements of the system. In carly June, CCK in laiwan received the first C-130 “L-modcls,”
which were all equipped with the relined Adverse Weather Acrial Delivery System (AWADS). AWADS
had been in the expenimental stages during Khe Sanh, but was now perfected. The first AWADS drops
100k place on 20 June, but GRADS sull was the preferred technique. Concurrently, Army analysts at
research facilities i the United States had developed yet another airdrop alternative, “This high-altitude,
low-opening (HAT.O) method employed standard G-12 parachutes with F-113 cutiers, wiich were
activaled by changes in barometric pressure. This was the same technology used in automatic-opening
devices used 1n high-altitude personnel parachuting, Riggers from the 549" first tested the system near
Satgon mn carly June, and the first drops over An Loc occurred on 18 June. The new system allowed the
logistictans to conserve the rapidly declimng stocks of High-V rigging items. and it also provided a saler
method of delivering sensitive items such as medical supplies and certain munitions. Furthermore, it
allowed drops from above 10,000 (eet, though it was not quile as accurate as other airdrop methods.™

On 18 June. ARVN commanders declared the siege over. However, airdrops continued at a
reduced rate for several more months because Highway 13 was sull blocked, ‘Lhe riggers from the 549"
returned to Okmawa on 15 July, leaving six advisor/inspectors behind 1o continue 1o assist the
Victnamese. By this time, the USAL was averagmg two airdrop sorties per day. Normally, one utilived
the F-1B HALQ method. while the other was [Tigh-V. When the sixty-sccond cutters began to arrive
from the manutacturer i August, the -1 method was elinmated altogether. Stocks of Thigh-V rigging
tems (particularly ringslot parachutes) were exhausted in August as well. MACV logisticians were
becoming increasingly concerned with the cost of the operation. Lach sortie carried over $12,000 in
rigging items alone, and only ten percent of the equipment was being recovered and returned. ARVN
soldiers and civilians ahke were reeyeling parachute material and slings for other purposes. Much off

what was returned was too badly damaged to be ceconomically repairable. General Hollingsworth



suggested a temporary halt o the airdrops in July, because he felt that the airdrops had become so
elfective that the ARVN lucked the incentive to reopen Highway 13 into An l.oc. However, he was
overruled, and the USAL contimued hmited ardrops through the end ol the year,”’

American air power, lo include acnal resupply, was critical 1o the success of the ARVN at An
Loc m 1972, Although North Vicinam was gradually winning the war, there were efforts of heroic
proportions exhibited by South Vielnamese soldiers and their Amenican advisors during the Faster
Oflensive. Colonel Miller, however, would later report to Congress that, in his opinion, the ARVN had
not really won at An Loc, but had merely avoided defeat.”® Army and Air Force logisticians, although
styrmied at the beginning of the operation, eventually exhibited tremendous igenuity and flexibility.
They repeatedly adapted 1o changing conditions on the ground, and they relatively quickly perfected and
mplemented new technology and procedures. Army riggers were able o immediately identify
shortecomngs in Vieinamese rigging procedures and quality control, and their elforis contributed greatly
1o the responsivencss of the logistical effort.

Among the key lessons-lcarned at An Loc was the need for a reliable high-altitude airdrop
system, one that would enable the aireraft to reman above the range of surface-to-ar nusstles. ‘The
arrdrop experts {rom the Army and Air Foree were able to obtain new technologies {rom the United
States, and to perform a rapid series of tests and training drops. They were then able to capitalize on these
new systems and get the supplies Lo the beleagucred troops. Another signilicant lesson was that
...carclul and correct rigging through prolonged tramming and supervision of rigger personnel was

' 9
essential.

The battle for An Loc fits the definition of a classic sicge and, like Khe Sanh, demonstraied
the talent and capabnlity of the U.S, logistical system. IHowever. possibly because there were relatively
tew Americans left m Vietnam m 1972, the battle remains histonically obscure, and the U.S. malitary did
not adequately capture the dynamic acrnal resupply experienee gained there. 'The next chapler will
exanune where the U8, Army stands in terms of airdrop developments today. Some of these

developments direetly reflect the positive and negative airdrop experiences spanning two decades ol

weslern involvement in Vietnam.



46

Chapter 6 — Airdrop Today
“The United States will conduct humanitarian airdrops over Bosnia...to supplement the
fand convoys. This is a temporary measure designed to address the immediate needs of

isolated areas than cannol be reached at this time by ground. ™ President Clinton,
1993.1

The U1.8. Army, as an wstituton, has lailed to fully capitalize upon the lTessons learned aboul
acrial resupply during the Vietnam Era, but the developers have not been completely delingquent i their
pursuil of airdrop modernization. Acrial resupply remains a viable logistical option for today’s armed
{orces, both for mitial insertion ot forees and their equipment and for emergency resupply missions.
Furthermore, peace operations have placed an entirely new set of requirements upon the Department off
Delense. and upon logistictans m particular. Airdrop 1s a means to accomplish sonme ol these unusual
objectives. Like any weapons system or combat capability, though. airdrop methods and doctrine must be
refined and updated in order to maintain pace with new requirements {from ground commanders and new
arlift technology. Chapter Two outlined how the U.S. armed {orces have attempied to update their
doctrine 1o keep pace with the changing sceurity environment. ‘The task of bringing fresh technology and
methods Lo the atrdrop commumty is the responsibility of combat developers and the military's research
laboratorics.

For nearly two decades after U.S. involvement i Vielinam ended, the impact ol technology upon
awrdrop techniques and systems was not overly dramatie. In lact, the U.S,, like most ol the world’s
mulitaries. are still using the same basic cargo parachute designs that were developed in World War 11
‘There have been minor improvements to these designs, however, and developments in platform
technology have been shghtly more dynamic. In the 1990°s, though, the logistics community has seen the
advent of radically new airdrop systems and design changes, some of which have been adopted, others of
which await further consideration. Some of these developments are not really new, but because logistical

records from the Vielnam experience are so incomplete, they are just now being rediscovered. However,
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onc aspect ol the developmental process has remiined consistent over time: change has resulted from a
desire o improve upon older systems and 10 invent new ones.

Aurdrop has never been an efficient method of dehivering supplies, so combat developers have
constantly endeavored lo increase the limited capacity and minimal accuracy ol existing systems, Most of
the current military airdrop systems are also labor intensive, requiring highly specialived personnel Tor
rigging of the parachutes and cargo. Furthermore, successful airdrop operations have historically required
a pernussive air environiment, r.e. air superiority. Concern for the safety ol airplanes and awrcrews hus
been the top priority of the Air Force, usually taking precedence over the need lor resupply on the ground.
Therefore, airdrop rescarchers have hunted for systems that exploit the benefits of modern technology to
provide accurate autonomous guidance and an increased load capacity. Morcover, any new capability
under consideration should strive to be successiul in a non-permissive environment, and ideally would be
safer, less labor mtensive and less costly than existing systems,'”!

Several developments and programs mitiated in the last several years meet the above eritera.
They include the 60,000 1b. capacity airdrop system, dual-row girdrop, the Enhanced Container Delivery
System (CDS), the 500-foot Awrdrop System, the Advanced Preaision Aerial Delivery System
(APADS), and the Low Cost Aerial Delivery System (LCADS). Many of these systems are designed to
work m conjunction with one another, and most are driven i some measure by attempts Lo maxinuze the
sapabilitics of the new Aur Foree 1ifl asset. the C-17 Globemaster. The last four programs warrant further
descripuion beeause they appear to have roots in Vietnam airdrop history. and they will have a sigmficant
impact on the future of emergeney supply operations.'”

The Enhanced Container Delivery System is a notable improvement to the CDS system that had
effecuvely served the armed forces relatively unchanged sinee World War 11, Instead of a having a basc
plattorm consisuing ol a 48x48-nch plywood square, the ECDS utilizes the standard Air Foree 4031,
alunmimum cargo pallet. The 4631, pallet was tirst introduced in the late 1960°s, but it was not considered
as an awdrop platform until recently. It provides the system with several advantages over the smaller,

plywood method. In addition to being casier Lo rig and prepare, the ECDS, because of the 4631, is also
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casier w transport, lorklit, and load onto the A Foree cargo handling equipment. Additionally, the
pallet dramatically increases the delivery capacity of the system, and initial tests indicate that 1t will be
more accurate Irom varying altitudes than standard CDS. Standard bundles can be loaded with a
maximum ol 2,200 pounds, bul the LCDS will eventually be capable of 10,000 pounds of cargo.
Although the enhanced system will cost more than regular CDS, the increased capacity and the fact that
the 463L pallets serve a multitude ot other logistical and transport purposes make this improvement quile
efticacious.

‘The 500-foot airdrop system is another remarkable development. primarily benefiting the Air
Force, Tlus type of delivery utihizes the Type V platform, and 1t 1s [or heavy cargo and cquipment loads.
The requirement was driven by 4 need (o ensure the aerial delivery of critical items such as the
[TUMMWYV ., or the howitzer and ammunition package for light forces. As 1ts name suggests, this
improvement will allow these ertical items, up 10 22,000 pounds, o be airdropped [rom 500 leel, instead
of from the standard 1,200 1o 1.500 feet. “This ncreases arcrafl survivability as well as improving
aceuracy becanse of the lower altitude. Morcover, this Jow alttude cargo airdrop program complements
ongoing clforts of the Infantry School to develop a 500-Tfoot personnel delivery capability, This
development would have been of enormous benefit to the Adr Foree in Vietnam, particularly at An Loc,
where AAA was intense.

The Advanced Precision Acerial Delivery System 1s perhaps the most “high-tech™ development off
the 1990°s, although 1015 merely an improvement on an old idea. 'L he French at Iien Bien Phu and the
Americans at An Loc had both attempted to perfect a method of dropping CDS bundles from high
altitude. The French were not successtul, and the U.S. only partially so, as described in carlier chaplers.
The APADS famly of container delivery systems takes computer and satellite technology and applies it
to the decades-old notion of the Container Delivery System (CDS). Using a Global Positioning System
(GPS) recerver tor guidance, APADS can deliver payloads to within one hundred meters of the designated
coordinates. Because it uses a parafoil similar 1o a lugh-aluitude, free-fall personnel parachute, it allows

the aircralt to be offset a considerable distance (rom the target arca, thus providing [or mcreased arrcraft
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salety and mission security, The maximum cargo load currently available is 42,000 pounds, although the
Army has only purchased the smaller version, wath stnular characteristics 1o the one Lon standard CDS,
The United States Marme Corps and several ot our allied nations have expressed sigmificant interest n
this program, however.

The Low Cost Acral Delivery System (LCADS) 1s an innovation that will dramatically decrease
the expense meurred by the ULS. during the next large-seale requirement Tor humanitarian airdrop such as
oceurred i Bosnia mn 1993-4, or i any tactical airdrop scenario where the return of airdrop equipment is
not expected or improbable. LCADS will reduce the operational cost of these types of missions through
the use of prepackaged, one-time use parachutes. 'Lhe system has the same one ton capacily as standard
CDS, but at about half the cost. At the time of this writing, over a thousand have been purchased by the
Army and placed in operational project stocks, although 1f Bosmia 1s any indication of the tempo of future
operations, this amount witl be woelully madequate.'

The situation at An Loc¢ demonstrated just how cxpensive air ilems can be, but in the twenty-one
years that have transpired between the Easter Offensive and the mandate by President Chnton o
commenee airdrops into the former Yugoslavia. very few resources have been committed to developing a
system like LCADS. To the Army’s credit, it did not take long o develop LCADS and make it available
to the (oree afier the need was officully recognized. However, this came after nearly $30 million worth
of airdrop cquipment had been expended, none of which was returned from Bosnia. Addinonally, this
resulted in the absolute depletion of certain tems from LS, war reserve stocks, o mcelude 22 and 26-foot
ringslot parachutes. As a result of this equipment shortage, engincers [rom Natick Rescarch Laboratories
and the riggers of the 5™ Quartermaster Detachment (Atrdrop Support) demonstrated the same ingenuity
and flexibilily displayed by their predecessors in Vietnam, '™

For Operation Provide Promise. as the Bosnia misston was oflicially titled, the riggers and the
civilian experts from Natucek developed a method of reeling a standard G-12 parachute so that 1t would
perform with the same high-altitude characteristics as the 26-fool ringslot canopy. They also perfected

procedures to drop double-C'DS bundles in this fashion, and tests were even conducted on a Quad-CDS
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conliguration (four standard CDS bundles on one platform) in Germany during the nussion. The results
were positive, although actual drops of this system were not carried out in Bosnia. Another innovation to
come out of Provide Promise was the Triwall Aerial Delivery System (TRIAD), which was devised by 5
Quartermaster Detachment riggers and Auwr Foree loadmasters. The system provided the ULS. with a
method of free-dropping Mcals, Ready to Iat (MREs) without the high cost of parachutes and other air
ttems. The total cost lor cach TRIAID was only cighty dollars, versus the nearly one thousand dollar price
tag (or a standard CDS bundle. When ringslot parachute stocks were exhausted, and modified G-12
canopies were used, the cost per bundie nearly tripled.'™

The ability of the ardrop community 1o [unction “jointly and multinationally” was reconfirmed
during Operation Provide Promise. Just as had occurred at Phaen Bien Phu, Khe S8anh, and An Loc, U.S.
Army nggers were thoroughly imtegrated with ULS. Air Foree aircrews, loadmasters and ground crews. as
well as with their international partners, Riggers and ground support personnel irom Irance and Germany
were attached 1o the joint nigging team at Rhein-Main A Foree Base. Additionally, a multitude off
United Nauon's and non-govermimental organization representatives were collocated with the rigging
team to facihitate the procurement and stockage of the food, medicing, clothing, Loys, and construction
materials that were donated from around the world.

Not ail of the reeent developments in the airdrop arena have been posilive, however. In 1992, an
mitiabive was generated to dispense with the LAPLES aerial delivery capability. The Quartermaster
Creneral at that time believed that maintaiming the equipment and training proficiency on a system that had
not been used Lor a real world contingency sinee Khe Sanh was not justifiable. The XVIIIth Airborne
Corps agreed with lum, as did the Air Foree, sinee they were having difficulty maintamng currency with
LAPES arcrews and there had been several areraft aceidents related to LAPES missions. However, onc
of the most sigmilicant lessons to come out of Khe Sanh was that proven systems should not be scrapped
il they can be retained for a minimal cost. The U.S. quickly resurrected the GPES system when 1t began
1o run out of the newer LAPES equipment items in 1968, and a sinular situation could oceur in the tuture

with LAPES itselt. Major General Robert Guest, the subsequent Quartermaster General, was able to
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demonstrate thal maintaining a nunimal LAPLES capability would not be overly expensive. bul he was

unable to gamer any support among the current Army leadership. A linal memorandum was sent to all
the combatant commanders in 1993, to determine the continued need for LAPLS, but since the system

was not planned for use 1n any existing conlingency plans, LAPES officially died m 1995,

Another example of the Army’s being too focused on the present concerns the future ol APADS.
The XVIITth Airborne Corps witnessed a demonstration of the capabilities off APADS duning ks
development in the mud-1990"s. However. beeause the system utilizes computers, GI'S and other items
with electronic “signatures,” it was believed to be at significant risk of being shot down by modern
surface-to-air missiles, In additon., the high-costlow-payload relative 1o standard low-velocity awdrop
and the highly specialized requirements for rigging and preparation, prompied the commmand to conclude
that it did not want to pursue procurement of this system. As a result, APADS, for the moment, will
remain a tool solely of the special operations community and the U.S. Marine Corps, and further rescarch
and development of APADS may be in jeopardy. The XVIIIth Arrborne Corps argument has some merit,
but the crux of the matter 1s this: technologics like the APADS family of awrdrop systems represent the
future of airdrop, and without the support of our largest arrborne foree, the Army will not adequately fund
further development,

Iromcally, the on-going Advanced Warfighuing Experiments being conducted at Fort Hood
embrace Just these types of combat developments. Our light force leaders need 1o recognize that by
endorsing emerging technology today will mean that tomorrow’s airdrop systems can meet their every
demand: precision, low-cost, and stmplicity. Next year the Army will begin to digntize its first light units,
and the lack of a high-tech airdrop capability may be identtlied as a glaring shortcoming. Of course, the
developers will be able to resurrect systems like LAPLS and APADS if future need arises, but at what
cost? The expenditure will not only be in development dollars, cither. In today’s sccurity environment,
the delays caused by having to “reinvent the wheel™ will perhaps be measured by lost security objectives

and even the hives ol soldiers and civilians, “This 1s the most significant lesson-waor-lcarned from Vietnam.



Chapter 7 — Conclusion

“If pursued with caution and intelligence, efforts 1o apply history are entively legitimate....
Discovering uscfid lessons from history requires that we examine the past through a lenys
made up in part of present-day concerns. " A.J. Bacevieh, The Pentomic Erd'™

[n today’s constantly changing sccurily environment, the ULS, mulitary is repeatedly expected 1o
respond 1o unpredictable conditions, The multilateral nterests of the Umted Nations” member states und
other international actors increasingly inftuence the United States’ {orcign policy decisions, and this has
serious repercussions for the apphication of military foree. The end of the Cold War has mandated that
our armed forces can no longer structure and prepare themselves to meet only a single type ol threat in a
predictable, West Buropean seenario. Peacekeeping, peace enforcement. disaster reliel and humanitarian
assistance are only a few examples ol the responses that governiments worldwide are asking their military
forces to conduct. In the 1.8, furthermore, these missions are considered secondary to our warfighting
focus, which demands decistvencess and precision wlile espousing total foree protection. Our doctrine
and methodology, therelore, must be flexible enough Lo allow our defense foree o respond o any mission
that 1s asked ol i, and to do son a confident and decisive manner,

[However, many of the so-called “peace operations” histed m the above paragraph do not involve
the use of combat forces, but instead focus on engineers, transportation and other logistical asscts such as
water purification elements. Logistics is a major element in post-Cold War nulitary foree applications,
and acrial resupply has a place 1 this new security environment. The 1.8, has both a need and an
obligation o maintain a potent combat capability o defend its own security interests and those of 1ts
allies. Recent combal actions such as Grenada and Panama show that large-scale awrborne operations are
still possible, and the maintenance in U.S. Army (orce structure of a conventional airborne combat
capability 1s sttll necessary. (However, the requirement to maintaim the capability to airdrop a brigade of
combat (roops and their support structure anywhere in the world 1s questionable. This issue, though, is

beyond the scope of this study.'™) Conventional forces will always need a means of emergency resupply,
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and airdrop provides 4 superior means (o meet this requirement. Additionally, special operations (orees
will continue to need a robust personnel and cargo airdrop capability, at least for the loresceable future.

Most airdrop advocates do not live with therr heads in the sand and they realize that awdrop, as a
method of resupply, is nof desrable 1 ground transportation or standard airlifl is available and possible,
However, to the ground commander that is completely cut-ofl from all other resupply avenues, the sight
of CDS bundles tloating to the ground with precious cargo can be propitious. ‘The displaced and starving
Kurds, Bosnians and Rwandans {clt the same sentiments, certainly, as they saw humanitarian rehef
descending towards them from U.S. airerafl. It is unrealistic to believe that similar operations are not in
our luture.

What 1s needed 1s airdrop doctrine, force structure and methodology that allows the (LS. 1o take
full advantage of every means available to further its security interests. ‘The combat developers have a
serious obligation to serutinize past operations to ascertain whal eritical lessons exist, and, if applicable,
1o meorporate them into the current techniques and procedures. This will enable our leaders and
logisticians in the field o maxinuze our airdrop capabilities. Furthermore, today’s security environmentl
does not allow our mulstary time to refine technology or develop doctrie afler the requirement for it has
been identitied. I the use of airdrop is required, the situation is probably already desperate. The time for
[urther testing and analysis 1s now. Logistics have been an alterthought ol military planners for 100 long,
and although this paradigm is changing, fields such as acrial resupply still sufter from neglect. Many of
today's eritics believe that hight forces. in general, are outmoded, and there has been an undeniable
cmphasis on upgrading our heavy unit capability. THowever, one should not assume that a modern, high
teeh airdrop capability 1s solely for use by light forces. The new airdrop systems being designed have
application across the spectrum: light, heavy, urban, peace operations, disaster relief, and so on.

As stated above, logistics is beginning to emerge as a combat multiplicr worthy ol more
consideration, The Command and General St College has modified is curriculum dramatically in the
last tfive years to place a much greater emphass on the importance of the tactical logistics functions 1o

battlefield success. Furthermore, strategic Hft and transportation concerns have alse moved to the tore of
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the College’s instruction. The steps that have been taken are merely a beginning, however. The military
profession has long espoused the virtues of studying history, but the overwhelming weight has been on
the legacies of combat units and their strategy and tactics. Now 1t is time for our recognition of the
importance of history and logistics to merge.

As this monograph has shown, at Ieast in the case ol arrdrop, the Army has not adequately taken
advantage of the lessons that were learned mn such haed {ashion by our predecessors in Victnam. The
arrdrop commumity still does eertain things extremely well, Like interoperability with sister services and
other nations, as well as displaying a knack for innovation under duress. But the harder technical,
procedural and doctrinal 1ssucs were overlooked, never recorded or never studed,

An anonymous piece of satire once stated that “Logisticians are a sad, embittered race of men,

1) 3 L]
" Because many of loday's

very much in demand 1o war, who sink resentfully into obscurity in peace.
military operations occur in “peace.” logisticians. for better of Tor worse, never *...sink resentfully into

obscurity....” ‘Today's logisticians can better serve the commander, the soldicr, and himself by

acknowledging those vital lessons ot conflicts past, and by learning from them.
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