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The War in Laos 1960–75

The Course of the War

Modern Laos began as a peripheral protectorate of French Indochina—a buffer state designed to shield greater French interests in northern Vietnam from both the Kingdom of Thailand and the British in Burma. With a population of only three million people, Laos was fragmented into three major ethnic groups. The lowland Lao, who made up less than half the total population, worked closely with the French and dominated the country’s budding administrative services and military. Lao Theung tribesmen, concentrated in the southern Laotian panhandle, comprised 25 per cent of the population. The Hmong hill tribes, who were the last to migrate to Laos from present-day southern China, comprised about five per cent.

From 1893 until World War Two, Laos remained a relatively peaceful French protectorate. Its fractured ethnic composition gave Laos little sense of a national identity, enabling the Imperial Japanese military to seize control in mid-1945 without encountering any significant resistance. As the war drew to a close, the Japanese encouraged the growth of indigenous nationalist movements to forestall the return of French power to mainland South-East Asia. Despite these efforts the French re-entered Indochina, swept away the small Free Lao nationalist movement, and methodically retook the protectorate by 1946.

Soundly defeated, the Free Laos moved to Thailand. In 1949 a splinter faction led by Prince Souphanouvong made its way into northern Vietnam and contacted the anti-French Viet Minh forces. This group became the core of the Communist Laotian forces, known commonly as the Pathet Lao. Trained and equipped by the Viet Minh, Souphanouvong’s men concentrated on infiltrating the north-east Laotian province of Sam Neua. In 1953 the Viet Minh launched a multi-divisional invasion of northern Laos, crushed the French presence in Sam Neua, and allowed the Pathet Lao to move in and establish their own political and military headquarters in the province.
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Capt. Kong Le, commander of the 2e Bataillon de Parachutistes, August 1960. He wears French airborne camouflage clothing with US pistol belt, and khaki peaked cap with gold ANL cap badge. Above the metal basic parachutist’s wings are his rank insignia, three gold stars on a rectangle of red cloth. (Courtesy Frank Tatu)

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

1957: The Abortive Coalition

Following the 1954 Geneva Agreements calling for the withdrawal of French military forces from Indochina, the Armée Nationale de Laos—the armed forces of the independent Kingdom of Laos—continued to fight the Pathet Lao. After three years of negotiations, an agreement for the formation of a coalition government was signed in November 1957. The political wing of the Pathet Lao was to be recognised as a legitimate party, and the Pathet Lao fighting units were scheduled to be integrated into the ANL over the next two years.

The coalition government showed signs of strain almost as soon as it was formed. Although some Pathet Lao were symbolically incorporated into the ANL in February 1958, further integration was stalled. Finally, in May 1959, two Pathet Lao battalions were brought in from the field. At their integration ceremony, however, one battalion fled and crossed the border into North Vietnam. That same month, Pathet Lao units supported by the North Vietnamese Army staged a foray into Sam Neua province. The government, shaken by its initial reverses, launched a counterattack, and gradually retook the lost positions by autumn.

1960: Kong Le’s Coup

As 1959 ended the ANL undertook a wider offensive against the Pathet Lao, shuttling back and forth across the country and turning the tide against the Communist insurgents. Most active in the government offensive was the crack 2e Bataillon de Parachutistes led by Capt. Kong Le. On 9 August 1960, after several weary months of combat, Kong Le took matters into his own hands. While most government dignitaries were in Luang Prabang attending the king’s funeral, the 2e BP swept across Vientiane, the capital of Laos. Kong Le then announced the formation of a neutralist government which would be open to both the Royalists and the Communist Pathet Lao.

The Pathet Lao took immediate advantage of Kong Le’s offer, and began sending their forces into Vientiane. The Soviets assisted by airlifting in supplies and an NVA artillery battery. The Royalists, with the growing approval of the US, grouped in the southern town of Savannakhet and prepared for a counterattack on Vientiane. Led by Gen. Phoumi Nosavan, the Savannakhet forces launched a combined ground and airborne assault in early December. Kong Le’s Neutralist paratroopers and the Pathet Lao withdrew north from the capital in an organised fashion, then veered east, and conquered the strategic Plaine des Jarres in central Xieng Khouang Province by New Year’s Eve.

1962: The Second Coalition

Once secure in Vientiane, the ANL repeatedly delayed an all-out attack to recapture the Plaine des Jarres. By May 1961 a ceasefire was signed and hostilities dropped off. The Laotian armed forces, renamed the Forces Armees du Royaume, concentrated on small-scale sweeps until heavy fighting broke out again in February 1962 when the Communists began exerting heavy pressure on the north-western garrison at Nam Tha. Neither parachute reinforcements from the FAR’s Groupement Mobile 15, nor T-6 bomber support were able to silence the enemy positions in the hills around Nam Tha. On 5 May the garrison began to collapse; over 2,000 FAR troops headed for the border, many not stopping until they had crossed the Mekong River into Thailand.

With the fall of Nam Tha, international attention was focused on Laos. President Kennedy ordered 5,000 soldiers to Thailand to emphasise US commitment to the Royalist government. By June fighting subsided; and a second coalition government was formed between the Royalists, Neutralists, and Pathet Lao Communists. Complying with the new rules of Laotian neutrality, the US withdrew its entire Military Advisory and Assistance Group by 6 October 1962. The NVA, who had increased their assistance to the Pathet Lao while bolstering their forces along the Ho Chi Minh Trail running down the Laotian Panhandle, responded by removing only a handful of ‘technicians’.

1964

Under the new tripartite government, peace in Laos lasted for six months. By 1963 relations between the Pathet Lao and Kong Le Neutralists began to fray. Clashes flared across the Plaine des Jarres, and in May 1964 a concerted Pathet Lao offensive swept across the strategic plain. Kong Le gathered his remaining loyal paratroopers and turned back to the Royal Government for support. Mindful of Kong Le’s deceit in 1960, the FAR nevertheless fell into a loose alliance with the Neutralists. While maintaining the façade of a separate army, the Neutralists were effectively reduced to a subordinate branch of the FAR.

In July, reacting to Pathet Lao pressure north of the capital, the government launched Operation ‘Triangle’, a three-pronged FAR and Neutralist offensive against the crossroads town of Sala Phou Khoun. After two weeks of fluid fighting, ‘Triangle’ succeeded in routing Pathet Lao forces along the highway between Vientiane and Luang Prabang. Contributing heavily to the success of the operation was the extensive use of tactical air support: the fledgling Royal Laotian Air Force, augmented by volunteer Thai pilots, flew repeated T-28 sorties in support of the three task forces. Operation ‘Triangle’ also marked the first time a regimental-sized FAR unit was airlifted during the rainy season. This set a precedent for major government offensives during the wet season in the years to come.
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Hmong ADC guerrillas accompany the crew of a civilian contract airliner searching for a crash site in northern Laos, late 1961. The Hmong wear US OG 107 fatigues. A Thai PARU advisor standing in the centre is wearing a black beret with metal Thai police wings used as a beret badge. (Courtesy Brig.Gen. Harry Aderholt)

1965

As the year opened fighting shifted from the countryside to the capital, and a series of rightist coups and counter-coups shook Laos. While political skirmishes flared in Vientiane the war in the countryside was entering a new stage. Fighting was concentrated in the northern portion of the country, where the Pathet Lao seized the initiative in the dry season lasting from October to May. They travelled in platoon-sized elements, holding few static positions in true guerrilla fashion. The government forces pulled back to a string of fortified bastions surrounding the Plaine des Jarres, leaving tactical airpower to hunt the elusive enemy forces. Once the monsoons arrived in June the Pathet Lao were forced to withdraw toward Sam Neua as their resupply network bogged down. Taking advantage of superior aerial resupply assets, the government moved into the vacuum left by the Pathet Lao and leapfrogged deep into enemy territory. Fighting was rarely intense, and few casualties were suffered by either side. One noticeable shift that occurred on the government side was that the war in the north was increasingly being fought by Hmong guerrillas under the command of Gen. Vang Pao. A rugged and fiercely independent minority, the Hmong proved themselves adept at irregular warfare, in contrast to the characteristically unspectacular performance of the FAR.

In the south the war was being fought at the same sporadic tempo. Small government intelligence, roadwatching, and action teams were raised in 1965 to begin operations against the NVA on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. In addition, two companies of Nung soldiers fighting in support of the government were based along the eastern Bolovens Plateau and used for larger scale diversionary attacks against the Vietnamese forces on the Trail.

1966–8: The NVA Initiative

In 1966 the annual pattern of fighting around the Plaine des Jarres entered its second year. By June, Hmong guerrillas had overwhelmed the remaining pockets of enemy forces and extended their operations virtually to the North Vietnamese border. The yearly shift across northeast Laos was repeated in 1967, with the government moving right up to the Pathet Lao headquarters in Sam Neau.

By this time, the NVA were firmly enmeshed in the war in South Vietnam, and were growing impatient with the lacklustre performance of their Pathet Lao allies. As a result, when the Communists initiated their dry season offensive in northern Laos during January 1968, it was the NVA who assumed control of the fight. Vietnamese forces smashed the government enclaves in the north east, culminating on 14 March with a daring sapper attack on a US Air Force radar facility perched high atop a seemingly impregnable mountain garrison. The radar base, known as Lima Site 85, was overrun with the loss of 13 American lives.
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US Air Force Combat Weatherman from Detachment 75, Air Weather Service, poses with a Hmong guerrilla commander, 1965. The airman wears civilian clothes and carries an M-16 rifle. The guerrilla, an SGU battalion commander, carries M-59 grenades, and an M-79 grenade launcher.

Vang Pao withdrew his weary forces to his headquarters at Long Tieng, waiting until November to launch his counteroffensive, Operation ‘Pigfat’. Used in their first major airmobile assault, the guerrillas stormed the base of the mountain containing Lima Site 85. Heavy fighting continued for a month, with airpower raking the sides of the ridge. The NVA took excessive casualties, but held; the Hmong were forced to retreat to Long Tieng.

1969: The NVA Over-Extend

Charging on the heels of Vang Pao’s demoralised forces, the NVA renewed their offensive in February 1969. Surrounding the guerrilla stronghold at Nakhang, the NVA hit it with elements of three regiments. In previous years the Communists had allowed the government forces to ‘escape’ from isolated garrisons if they ceased resistance. This time, the Nakhang garrison was decimated piecemeal. Over-confident, the NVA continued with their offensive, extending their lines across the Plaine des Jarres and capturing the Neutralist post at Muong Soui on 28 June.

With their stretched forces encountering little resistance, the NVA made the fateful decision to hold on to their captured territory into the rainy season. It was a major mistake. Under the codename Operation ‘Stranglehold’, allied tactical airpower was immediately used to cut off the major NVA supply routes east of the Plaine. By July, intelligence reports indicated that the Vietnamese were running short of supplies and, in some cases, starving.

While the NVA was being heavily bombed, Vang Pao began to plan for an ambitious operation to recapture the entire Plaine des Jarres for the first time since 1960. Codenamed Operation ‘About Face’, the offensive started in early August with pincer assaults to cut off the eastern access to the plain
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