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L e War in Laos 1960-75

The Course of the War

Modern Laos began as a pernipheral protectorate of
French Indochina—a buller state desipned to
shield greater I'rench interests in northern Viet-
mam from both the Kimgdom of Thailand and the
British in Burma, With a population ol only three
million people, Laos was ragmented into three
major ethnic groups, The lowland Lao, who
made up less than hall' the wtal population,
worked closely with the French and dominated the
country's budding  admumstraive services and
military, Lao Theung tribesmen, concentrated in
the southern Laotian panhandle, comprised 25 per
cent of the populaton, The Hmong hill tribes, who
were the last to migrate to Laos from present-day
southern China. comprised about five per cent.
From 1893 untl World War Two, Laos
remained a relatively peaceful rench protecto-
rate. s fractured ethnie composition gave Laos
little sense of a national identity, enabling the
[mperial Japanese military 1o seize control in mid-
145 without encountering anv significant resis-
tance. As the war drew to a close, the Japanese
encouraged the growth ol indigenous nationalist
movements to forestall the return of French power
o matnland South-East Asia, Despite these eflorts
the French re-entered Indochina, swept away the
small Free Lao nationalist movement, and meth-
odically retook the protectorate by 1940,
Soundly deleated, the Free Laos moved 1o
Thailand. In 144 a splinter laction 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

Capt. Kong Le, commander of the 2" Bataillon de Parvachut-
istes, August 1960, He wears French airborne camonflage
clnlhing with 15 F{:rul helt, and khali l:ltr_.lltle& cap with EI.I]d
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)




Communist Laotian forces, known commonly as  infiltrating the north-east Laotian province of 5am
the Pathet Lao. Trained and equipped by the Viet  Neua. In 1953 the Viet Minh launched a mult-
Minh, Souphanouvong’s men concentrated on  divisional invasion of northern Laos, crushed the
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French presence in Sam Neua, and allowed the
Pathet Lao to move in and establish their own poli-
tical and military headquarters in the province.

1957: The Abortive Coalition

Following the 1954 Geneva Agreements calling [or
the withdrawal of French military forces [rom
Indochina, the Armeée Natonale de Laos —the

armed forces of the independent Kingdom of

Laos—conrinued to fight the Pathet Lao. After
three years ol negotiations, an agreement lor the
[ormation 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 o he
integrated into the ANL over the next two vears.
The coalition government showed signs of strain
almost as soon as it was lormed. Although some
Pathet Lao were symbolically incorperated into
the ANLin February 1958, further integration was
stalled. Finally, in Mav 1g95g, two Pathet Lao
hattalions were brought in from the field. At their
integration ceremaony, 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
eradually retook the lost positions by autumn.

1g6io: Kong Le’s Coup

As 1959 ended the ANL undertook a wider
oflensive against the Pather Lao, shuttling back
and forth across the country and turning the tide
against the Communist insurgents. Most active in
the government oflensive was the crack 2" Bataillon
de Parachutistes led by Capt. Kong Le. On g

August 1gbo, 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 2" BP
swept across Vientiane, the capital of Laos. Kong
Le then announced the formation of a neutralist
rovernment which would be open to both the
Rovalists and the Communmst 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

Rovalists, with the growing approval of the US,
srouped 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
i early December. Kong Le's Neutralist para-
troopers and the Pathet Lao withdrew north from
the capital in an organised fashion, then veered
east, and conquered the strategic Plaine des Jarres
i central Xieng Khouang Provinee by New Year's
Eve.

1gbz: The Second Coalition
Once secure in Vientiane, the ANL repeatedly
delaved anall-outatiack torecapture the Plaine des

Jarres. By May 1961 a ceasefire was signed and

hostilities dropped off. The Laotan armed forces,
renamed the Forces Armées du Rovaume, concen-
trated on small-scale sweeps unul heavy hghting
broke out again in TFebruary 162 when the
Communists began exerting heavy pressure on the
norih-western garrison at Nam Tha. Neither
parachute reinforcements from the FAR s Groupe-
ment 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 hegan to
collapse; over 2,000 FAR troops headed for the
border, many not stopping until they had erossed
the Mekong River into Thailand,

With the fall of Nam 'Tha, international
attenton was locused 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

povernment was lormed between the Rovalists,
Neutralists, and Pathet Lac Communists. Comp-
lving with the new rules of Laotian neutrality, the
US withdrew its entire Military Advisory and
Assistance Group by 0 October 1ghz. The NVA,
who had increased their assistance to the Pathet
Lao while bolstering their forees along the Ho Chi
Minh Trail running down the Lactian Panhandle,
responded by removing handful of
‘technicians’.

only a
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Under the new tripartite government, peace in
Laos lasted lor six months, By 1gbs relations
between the Pathet Lao and Kong Le Neutralises



began to fray. Clashes Hared across the Plaine des
Jarres, and in May 1964 a concerted Pather Lao
offensive swept across the strategic plain, Kong Le
aathered his remaining loval paratroopers and
turned back wo the Roval Government [or support,
Mindful of Kong Le's deceit in 1gbo, the FAR
nevertheless fell into a loose alliance with the
Neutralists,. While maintaining the fagade of a
separate army, the Neutralists were ellectively
reduced 1o 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 TAR and Neutralist
offensive against the crossroads town of Sala Phou
Khoun, After fuid
“T'riangle’ succeeded in routing Pathet Lao forces
along the highway between Vientane and Luang
Prabang. Contributing heavily to the success ol the
operation was Lhe extensive use of tactical air

two  weeks ol firhting,

Hmong ADC guerrillas accompany the crew of a civilian
contract aivliner searching for 2 crash site in northern Laos,
late 1g61. The Hmong wear US OG 107 fatigues, A Thai PARU
advisor standing in the centre is wearing a hlack beret with
metal Thai pelice wings nsed as a beret badge. (Courtesy
Erig.Gen. Harry Aderhalt]
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support: the fledgling Royal Laotian Air Foree,
angmented by volunteer Thai pilots, Hew repeated
T-28 sorties in support of the three task [orees,
Operation “Triangle’ also marked the first time a
regimental-sized FAR unit was airlilied during the
rainy scason. This set a precedent for major
rovernment offensives during the wet season in the
VEIrs Lo come.

1gbig

As the year opened lighting shifted from the
countryside to the capital, and a series of rightist
coups and counter-coups shook Laos, While
political skirmishes Hared in Vientane the war
the countryside was entering a new stage. Fighting
was concentrated in the northern portion ol the
country, where the Pathet Lao seized the initiative
in the dry season lasting from Qctober to May,
They travelled in platoon-sized clements, holding
[ew static positions in true guerrilla lashion. The
government forces pulled back o a siring of
fortified Bastions surrounding the Plaine des Jarres,
leaving tactical airpower to hunt the elusive enemy
forces, Once the monsoons arvived in June the




Pathet Lao were forced 1o 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 Pather Lao and leapifrogged deep into
enemy territory. Fighting was rarely intense, and
lew casualties were suffered by either side. One
noticeable shift thar occurred on the government
sitle was that the war in the north was inereasingly
being fought by Hmong guerrillas under the
command of Gen. Vang Pao. A rugged and liercely
independent minority, the Hmong proved them-
selves adept at irregular warfare, in contrast to the
characteristically unspectacular performance of
the FAR.

In the south the war was being [ought at the
same sporadic tempo. Small government intelli-
gence, roadwarching, and action teams were raised
in 1465 1o begin operations against the NV A on the
Hao Chi Minh Trail. Tn addition, two companics
of Nung soldiers fighting in support of the govern-
ment were based along the castern Bolovens
Platcau and wvsed [or larger scale diversionary
attacks against the Vietnamese forces on the Trail.

1966—8: The NVA Initiative

In 166 the annual pattern of ighting 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 Viemamese
border, The yearly shill across northeast Laos was
repeated in 1967, with the government moving
right up to the Pathet Lao headquarters in Sam
Neau.

By this ume, the NVA were lirmly 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 oflensive in
northern Laos during January 168, it was the
NVA who assumed control of the fight. Vietna-
mese forees 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 scemingly impreg-
nable mountain garrison. The radar base, known
as Lima Site 85, was overrun with the loss of 13
American lives.

=

U5 Air Force Combat Weatherman from Detachment 55, Air
Weather Service, poses with a Hmong guerrilla commander,
1965, The airman wears civilian clothes and carries an Ma=1h
rifle. The glu:rri“n.. an S5GU battalion commander, carries
M-5g prenades, and an M-79 grenade launcher.

Vang Pao withdrew his weary forces to his
headguarters at Long Tieng, waiting until Novem-
Lber o launch his counteroffensive, Operation
‘Piglat’. Used in their first major airmobile assault,
the guerrllas stormed the base of the mountain
containing Lima Site 85. Heavy fighting continued
[or a month, with airpower raking the sides of the
ridge. The NVA took excessive casualties, but held;
the Hmong were forced to retreal to Long Tieng.

196g: The NVA Over-Extend

Charging on the heels of Vang Pao’s demoralised
[orees, the NVA renewed their offensive in
February 1g6g. Surrounding the guerrilla strong-
hold at Nakhang, the NVA hit it with clements of
three regiments. In previous years the Communists
had allowed the sovernment forees to “escape’ from
isolated garrisons if they ceased resistance. "This
time, the Nakhang garrison was decimated
piecemeal. Over-confident, the NVA continued

7



with their offensive, extending their lines across the
Plaine des Jarres and capturing the Neutralist post
at Muong Soul on 28 June,

With their streiched forces encountering little
resistance, the NVA made the fateful decision o
hold on to their captured territory into the rainy
season, It was a major mistake. Under the
codename Operation “Stranglehold’, allied tac-
tical airpower was immediately used w cut off the
major NV A supply routes east ol the Plaine. By July,
intelligence reports indicated that the Vietmamese
were running short of supplies and, in some cases,
starving,

While the NVA was being heavily hombed,
Vang Pao began to plan for an ambitious operation
to recaplure the entire Flaine des Jarres [or the firs)

Hmong puerrilla poses next to a red plastic arrow used to
direct air strikes around the Plaine des Jarres, 1965, The
guerrilla wears OG o7 fatigues, with M-5g9 grenades on s US
pistol helt,

e
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time since 1960, Codenamed Operation “About
Face’, the offensive started in early August with
pincer assaulls o cut off the eastern aceess Lo the
plain near the crossroads village at Ban Ban, Two
guerrilla regiments then pushed on o the plain
from the south, catching the NVA by surprise and
capturing tons of food, medicine, and military
hardware. Some 25 Soviet PT-76 tanks were taken,
along with 115 other assorted vehicles,

While “About Face” was in full swing, an equally
ambitious operation named ‘Junction City™ was
being launched in the south from Savannakhet.
Four battalions of Lao guerrillas captured the
regional Pathet Lao headquarters at Muong Phine
in October, Guernilla patrols then pushed on right
to the outskirts of the major NVA transshipment
point at Tehepone, Although Communist forces
retonk the town later in the month, *Junetion City”
proved that well-defended targets could  he
defeated by tast-moving ivregular forees. From that
point on the Roval Laotian government had



become, n ettect, guerrillas in their own country,
while the Commumist enemy was a conventional
[oree,

1570

stung by s major deleat on the Plaine des Jarres,
the NVA prepared lor a major offensive in early
7o The gizand 510 Dhvisions massed north-cast

of the Plaine des Jarres, and an advance loree of

sippers and tanks stormed across the plain and
overran the guerrilla lines. NVA infantry then
pushed south-west of the plain, burning down the
town of Sam Thong and threatening the adjacent
puerrilla headquarters at Long Tieng. Reinforce-
ments had o be flown in from around the counrey
and from Thailand to remforee Long Tieng. Inlate
June a diversionary attack, Operation “Leapfrog,
wits launched on the southern edge of the Plaine des
Jarres. The enemy pulled back, and Long Tieng
wis saved for that year.

I the south, the expanding guernlla forces at
Savannakhet liunched two more drives toward

Muong Phine in an attempt to repeat the success of

Tunction City’. The frst of these offensives,
Operation “Macngda', bogged doewn in July
without ataining the desirec
push, known as Operaton “Tchepone’, involved
two guerrilla task lorces which approached within

results. The seconed

five kilometres ol the NVA-held town of Tchepone.
Although falling short of its targer, the northern
task lorce discovered and destroyed a major
Viemamese logisucal command post.

CIn the Bolovens Plaweau in central Saravane
Province, the NV A was in the midst of a campaign
o create a wider buller zone (or the Ho Chi Minh
Traal, This was because the change ol sovernments
in Clambaodia in March 1g70 had deprived Hanoi
of the use ol 15 major supply route through the
Cambodian port ol Sihanoukville, leaving only the
Ho Chi Minh Trail to carry supplies to the south.
Not wanring 1o risk any threats to their remaining
supply artery, the NVA began to svstematically
climinate government positions along the eastern
Bolovens. Anattempt to push back the NV A late in
the year using two battalions of Cambodian
volunteers ended in failure, forcing the Laotian
soverniment Lo posipone another drive to reclaim
the platean until adequate Lao forces could be
assembled.

As 1970 drew o a close; two of Vang Pao's
regiments, well resied afier their mihiary reverses
carlier in the year, were helicopiered south of Ban
a month ol harassing
operations, This helped sap the momentum of the
Ciommunist orees, which refrained from launch-
g a major push toward Long Tieng base during
the 1970-1g%1 dry season.

Ban 1in November for

1971
Chice the rains began in June 1971 Yang Pao
recalled his far-flung forces o paracipate i the
seeond offensive to recapture the Plaine des Jarres,
By mid-July the operation was finished and the
plain was back in government hands, 1his time,
however, the NV A had withdrawn i an orderly
fashiom, leaving only a few scattered food caches to
be taken by the advancing government lorces.
Vang  Pao
reinforced the Plane des Jarres with artillery

[ntent on holding his  positions,
support bases manned by That volunteers. Four
additional guerrilla regiments held blocking pos-
itions along the northern and eastern extremes ol
the plain. They then waited for the rains 1o end and
tor the NV A 1o make its move.

In southern Laos the push to recapiure the
Bolovens Plateau. Operation “Savasila’, began on
28 July., The main target was the central town of
Paksong, held by the gth Regiment ol the b8 NV A
Division. Ground charges ecast of Pakse along
Route 23 resulted in hundreds of casualues for the
government forces. Secking o regain momentum,
aruerrilla regiment loaned from Savannakhet was
air-assaulted nine kilometres south-cast of Pak-
song, The last Vietnamese defenders were roosted
[rom the devastated town by 15 September. As on
the Plaine des Jarres, Thai arullery bases were
established around Paksong to defend the Laotan
positions nside the wown,

Reacting o the Laotan advances on the PLY
and the Bolovens, the NVA planned for an early
counteroffensive. Making extensive use ol the
massive Soviet 15omim gun, the NV A pounded the
Thai bases on the Plaine des Jarres. With their
L 5amm howitzers outranged, the Thas took heavy
asualties. When an armourcd NV A thrust pushed
on to the castern plain, the government guerrilla
forces fled. Worse, airsupport was impaired by foul
wealther and marauding Viernamese NMiG hehiers,
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On 20 December, after three days ol ruthless
fighting, the Plaine des Jarres fell once again.
Diriving south-cast, the NVA continued their
olfensive with an all-out assault on Long Tieng
headguarters. Viemamese units pushed their way
on 1o an overlooking ridee and subjected the base
o continuous heavy weapons lire; sapper teams
even penerated as far as Gen, Vang Pao’s house.
With Long Tieng on the wverge ol collapse,
reinforcements [rom Thailand and Savannakhet
battled their way up the adjacent ridgelines and
turned the tide. By March, with the support ol B-52
strikes, the NVA was beaten back and Long Tieng
was put out of direct danger for another year.

Project qoq attaché talks with Hmong soldiers at Muong
Hiem, 1gfif. The soldier in the centre wears licutenant-
colonel’s rank insignia over his right shirt procket. The
attaché wears commercinl spotted camoullage, (Courtesy
Col. Bill Kecler)

1972=73
Mirroring their offensive in the north, the NVA
attacked Paksong in December 1971. The govern-
ment forees were routed, sending Laotian and Thai
defenders streaming toward the river town of
Pakse. After the arrival of reinforcements from
Savannakhet the government lines were stahilised
hall way between Pakse and Paksong, [t was nat
until October 1972 that the government launched
Operation ‘Black Lion®, the counteraffensive to
retake the Bolovens, Aivlifting in one Savannakhet
regiment, and three Thai volunteer bartalions
north of Paksong, the task torce pushed s way
back into Paksong by 6 December. A That ground
advance east along Route 25 then linked up with
the Paksong forces on 25 December,

At the same time, two Pakse puernilla regimenis
were air-assaulted in October 152 near the town

ILh



of Saravane on the northern rim of the Bolovens, A

third Pakse resiment was inserted into the Thateng
region to the east, where it operated lor three
months betore being beaten back by elements off
the NVA g6l Division.

Back on the Plaine des Jarres, Vang Pao’s
exhausted Hmong guerrillas were barely able w
contain the repeated NVA advances. Looking to
relieve pressure on Long Tieng and secure a
foothold on the plain belore an  anticipated
ceasefire agreement, Vang Pao launched an
understrengith offensive, An entire Commando
Raider Company was parachuted north of the
Plaine des Jarres on the night ol 14 Auvgust, and two
heliborne guerrilla regiments inked up with them
on the [ollowing morning. They drove south on (o
the plain, while other units Liunched harassing
attacks to the cast and south-east. Following poor
weather and an accidental B-52 strike on (riendly
[orees, the inconclusive mini-offensive sputtered Lo
a close in Seprember,

During November, with reinlorcements from
Thatland., Savannakhet, and north-western Laos,
Vang Pao pushed north-cast of Long Tieng.
Driving against the southern rim of the Plaine des
Jarres, the government [orces were met by a swifi

Brig.Gen. Sourith Doen Sasorith; commander of the RLAF,
poses in blue dress uniform, 1967, He wenrs a blue peakod cap
with silver RLAF badge; collar insignin are for the FAR
General Headguarters; the RLAF master pilot’s wings are
silver. (Courtesy Col. Faul Pettigrew)

NVA wave of infantry, PI-76 tanks, and Chinese
K-64 armourcd personnel carriers. The govern-
ment forces withdrew in disarrav, and the Plaine
des Jarres, which had become one of the most
embatiled pieces ol real estate in South-lFast
Asta—remained inenemy hands.

O the Bolovens, the NV A waited unul the eve
of the Laotian ceasclire belore launching their final
landgrab. On a1 February NV Adorees lought their
wiy into Paksong, pushing out the delenders
holding the town, B-52 strikes were Hown against
the Vietnamese attackers, but the government was
unable 1o push back the NVA.

Once the 1g73 ceaselire went into elfect a
coalidon government. which had already failed in
1957 and g6z, was resurrected for the third fime.
Unlike previous occasions, however, the Commu-
nists now held the Plaine des Jarres, the Balovens,
and most ol the countryside. Furthermore, the
guerrilla units and Thai volunteers—the only
ellective forces available to the government—were
being  dissolved  or antegrated  into the FAR,

L1



Completely demoralised by their apparent aban-
donment by the Americans, the numerically
superior FAR was slowly pushed back toward the
Mekong River by an encroaching wave of Pathet
Lao,

In May 1975, lollowing the fall of South
Vietnam and Cambodia, the FAR collapsed. The
Pathet Lao moved into Vientane and declared the
establishment of a People’s Democratic Republic
in December. The third dominoe in Indochina had
tallen.

L.aotian
Government Forces

The Royal Laotian Army

The Armée Natonale de Laos was created In 1952
as an outgrowth of the French colonial forces. In
1g54 the French of the ANL were
withdrawn: and the AN L was doubled in size when
additional Laotian units in the French colonial
forees were handed over to the Royal Laotan
Government. Plagued by inexperienced leaders
and a poor logistical network, the ANL never
developed mto a unified armed force. The country
was divided into Military Regions which operated
like autonomaous fefdoms; Military Region com-
manders ellectively wielded more power than the
ANL General Headquarters in Vientiane,

In 1glio the Kong Le coup forced the ANL to co-
ardinate operations above the battalion level. By
November, Gen. Phoumi Nosavan had organised
the first ANL Groupement Mobile, the French
equivalent of a regimental combat group. Origin-
ally a temporary tactical grouping, the GMs were
converted in April 1961 into permanent organis-
ations. Significantly, the GM commanders grew in
power, often approaching the previously unchal-
influence  of the Military Region

officers

lenged
commanders,

From rghz to 1968 the Laotian army, renamed
the Forces Armées du Royaume, was the primary
force Lasked with the defence of the Laos. An
exception was in the north-castern region, where
operations were conducted by the Hmong irre-
gular forces under Vang Pao, The primary FAR
unit was the GM of three infantry battalions;
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Thai volunteer pilot poses in front of a T-2f homhber after
completing his hundredth mission over Laos, 1gfif. ‘B Team'
pilots were hired for six months and a minimum of one
hundred sorties, most of them flown in support of Hmong
guerrillas on the Flaine des Jorres. He wears a US Hightsuit
and survival vest without insignia. (Courtesy Col, Bill Keeler)

despite being designated for nationwide usc, in
practice each GM remained within a specific
Military Region. Other FAR units included
volunteer battalions, also assigned to a specific
military region: regional batialions, similar to the
volunteer battalions, and disbanded in 1g65; and
parachute battalions, organised into GMs and
uzed as a mobile reserve,

Inlate 1067 the FAR sealed its fate by electing (o
delend its garrison at Nambac in northern Laos, an
isolated post surrounded by Communist-held high
ground. Five FAR regiments, including most of the
counlry’s airborne battalions and artillery, were
committed to Nambac’s defence. On 12 January
1968 the garrison [ell. All of the units present were
decimated, erippling the FAR and striking a heavy
hlow to the morale of the Laotian povernment.
Following this débicle the FAR was relegated o
the static defence of population centres along the



Mekong River. In addition, all GMs were
disbanded and replaced by
battalions.

In 171, with the Vietnamisation process in full
swing i South Vietnam, a similar effort was
attempted  toward making the FAR a more
effective, selfssufficient force. Following a US
system of organisation, two FAR divisions were
created, ‘T'he First Division, based in Luang
Prabang, was theoretically tasked with operations
in northern Laos. The Second Strike Division,
based in Seno, was oriented woward the south. By
late 1974 a thinning of FAR ranks forced the two
divisions to be replaced by a series of smaller,
understrength brigades. These were maintained
until Mav 1975, when the Pathet Lao entered
Vientiane and dissolved the FAR,

mdependent

Uniforms and Equipment

The basic uniform of the FAR was the khaki shirt
and trousers, [urmished initially by France and
later by the United States. By the mid-1g6os, US
OG o7 utilities and local variants were adopied
throughout the Luotian forces. A
uniform was used by officers,

In the field, the FAR used a wide variety of
uniforms depending on availability from foreign
ald sources, Camoullage was popular, especially
among the paratroopers, who used the French
1547/51 and “47/52 camouflage uniforms. At least
some of Kong Le’s 2° BP also had British Denison
smocks, originally supplied to the French during
the Indochina War. One well-known FAR
commanderin 1965 went as far as painting his own
camouflage directly onto olive drab fatigues. Black

white dress

Military Region One { Novth-western Laos )
Mobile Forces:

Groupement Mobile 11 (Luang Prabang)
GM 16 (Kiou Ka Cham)

Territonal Forees:

5 Bataillons Voluntaires!

4 Bataillons Regionales®

35 Auto Defense de Choe units

Milttary Region Tiwo ( North-eastern Laas )
Mobile Forces:

GM B (Pha Khao)®

GA 13 (Ban Man)

Territorial Forces:

2 Bataillons Voluntaires!

170 Auto Delense de Choe units®

Military Region Three ( Upper Panhandle )
Mohile Forces:

M 12 [Thakhek)

GM 14 (Mahaxay)

GM 15 (Seno)®

GM 17 (Muong Phalane)

Territorial Forces:

4 Bataillons Yoluntaires'

I Bataillon Regionale?

a4 Auto Defense de Choe units

Order of Batile, Forces Armées Royales, July 1962

Military Region Four [ Lower Panbandle )
Mobile Forces:

GM 18 [Pakse)

Territorial Forces:

4 Bataillons Voluntaires!

4 Bataillons Regionales®

22 Auto Defense de Choc units

Milttary Regron Five ( Capatal zone)
Mobile Forces:

3 Bataillons Speciales®
Territorial Forces:

4 Bataillons Voluntaires

q Auto Defense de Choc units

FAR Groupemenis Mobiles were composed of
three battalions,

'Local bavalions under permanent contral of Militiey Region
Commander

ylerged wich Bataillons Voluntaives in g6

*Commanded by Li.Col, Vang Pao

"Lwter combined with GAM B 1o form core of guerrilla foree in
nmorthern Liaos

YAurberne regiment eomposed of 1 11 and 35 Bacaillons de
Pairivechuilistes

SDNC Alrhorne Regiment composed ol 11, 99 amd Ty
Baraillons Speciales :




Graduating elass of RLAF pilots pose in front of a training
aireralt at Udorn Air Base, 1968, Blue working uniforms are
worn with hlue RLAF peaked caps, {Courtesy Lt.Col. William
Ritchie)}

leather boots supplicd by the US were common,
although local copies of the French-inspired Bata
hool were seen o1 OCcasion.

Jopying the French paras, the red beret was
adopted by the endre FAR, A wreathed trident in
gold metal or yellow cloth was worn on the right
side. A khaki field cap (or khaki peaked cap, lor
afficers) was also issued. Later, a full range of jungle
hats and baseball caps found their way into the
FAR from South Vietmam.

Yellow and subdued nametags were occasion-
ally worn above the right pocker. Plastic namep-
lates were worn on dress uniforms. Elite units like
the Special Commando Company of the Second
Strike Division had their unit name printed over
their lelt pocket,

Rank insignia were direct copies of the French
systern until 1g50, afier which a new Laotian
system was intreduced. Officers wore red shoulder-
hoards with gold borders and a gold wreathed
triclent at the inner end. Junior officers added an
appropriate number of gold stars to the board; field
grade officers had a single lotus lealrosetie plus an

L

appropriate number of gold stars. General officers
had a gold leal design around the lower hall'of the
board plus two or more silver stars, Enlisted grades
wore cloth chevrons on the upper sleeve,

field, officers’ shoulderboards were
initially replaced by rectangular red cloth talbs
hearing metal rank insignia and worn over the
rieht shirt pocket. By the late 1gbos, an American-
style system was adopted in which metal, villow
cloth, or black subdued rank insignia were worn on
the right collar. Branch insignia came in gold
metal, vellow cloth, and black subdued cloth. They
were worn on bath collars if shoulderboards were
wartt, but only on the lelt collar il used wgether
with rank collar insignia.

Like the South Vietnamese, the FAIL were given
to creating unit insignia for formations even down
to the company level. Following the French
example, oflicers initially wore metal unit insignia
suspended [rom pocket hangers over their right
breast button; enlisted  personnel wore  cloth
versions on the left shoulder. By the 196os pockel
hangers had been phased out and all ranks wore
shoulder insignia, Parachute wings were worn
above the right shirt pocket; foreign qualification
badges went over the lefi pocket. FAR para-
troopers wore a red berel with a silver metal

In the



winged dagger copied from the French airborne
troops badge; in the late 1gbos this was shghtly
modified with a Laotian-style trident replacing the
dagger,

Most FAR equipment came from the United
States, whether via the French or direetly through
one of the US assistance groups. Steel helmets were
the basic M1 version. Web gear included the
Miggsand Migsh patterns. Early FAR units used
the Thompson sub-machine gun. the Browning
Auwtomatie Rifle, and French bolt-action MAS 36
rfles, Adrborne units ok delivery of the Mo
Garand in late tg5g. followed by the M1 carbine
the following year. In 196g secret deliveries of the
M-tbarrived in Laos, and were given initially only
e the Palace Guard and paratroopers; standardis-
ation to the M-t was completed by 1971,

The Royal Laotian Air Force
On g September 1954 the French turned over five
MS oo light aircralt to form the Aviation

Natonale Laotienne, By 1950 its handlul of C-47
and L-zo transports were sullicient to reinloree and
resupply the beleaguered government forces dur-
e the Sam Neua crisis.

In December 1gbo, while Kong Le's forees
occupied  Vientiane, 12 ANL  students
brought o Thailand [or bombing and gunnery
training in T-0 arrcrafi. This small cadre returned
e Vientiane with four T-6 bombers in January
vgbin to form the core of the new Roval Laotian Air
Force., Thrown immediately inw bacle, the T-6
bombers were used prunarily to demonstrate the

were

government preseonce in the contested countryside,
Pathet Lao gunners quickly found their mark,
however, and killed five of the lirstsix RLAF pilois.

The KLAY experienced its next major expan-
sion when the US torned over three 'T-28 gher
Staged photograph of Pathet Lao in combat. The uncharacter-
istically well-eguipped lorce has AK-47 rifles, a B-go rocher,

and a radio operator with what appears to be a Soviet R-1035
tranamirter. Headgear is 2 mixiure of soft round caps and

khaki ficld caps.




s conversing with the
metsare ol Chinese origin
and were rarely seen among the Pathet Lao,

Propaganda shot of Pathet Lao re
local population. Their reed sun he

bhombers in August 163, Over the next four yvears
the RLAF controlled over o 'I'-28s, reaching a
peak sortie rate of 1,014 “combat missions in
January 1966,

I October 1966 the BRLAF was involved in a
failed coup attempt. leading o the exile of several
of its most experienced pilots. After training new
pilots to replace those in exile, RLAF sorties again
began to increase; however, the RLAF remained a
fragmented foree lacking motivation and cllectve
leadership, In 19668 each RLATF base was consoli-
dated one commander, climinating the
earlier svstem whereby e aircraft type was
under a separate RLAF command, During the
following year, with a pressing need to co-ordinate
air and ground assets in Laos; plans were
developed to link the Joint Operations Centres in
ach of the Military Regions o a Combined
Operations Centre in Vientiane, This was accom-
plished by May 1970, resulting in an improvement
in RLAF cffectiveness. By that time composite
hacl ratsed at Luang Prabang,

under

WITZs been

i

Vientiane, Savannakhet, and Pakse. Each wing
consisted of T-28 eround anack aiveraft, AC-47
gunships, C-47 transports, H-54 helicopters, and
L-1g light planes. A T-28 detachment also
operated out of Long Tieng under the control of
Gen. Vang Pao. Most RLAF
conducted under US auspices at Udorn Air Basein
Thailand, although a small RLAF training school
existed at Savannakhet,

On 2o Augnst 173 Gen, Thao Ma, the exiled
commanderof the RLAF who had (led the country
in 1966, crossed from Thailand into Vientiane with
an armed [orce. He took conerol of a T-28, and
beoan to attack the capital while his rebel lorces
attempted o capture key points in the city. The
plane was shot down by ground fire, and the
veneral executed: the rest of the coup loree was
arrested or fled back inte Thailand. Following the
coup attempt the RLAF was largely prohibited
from action for the final two years ol its existence.
With fuel and ammunition rationing in elfect, T-28
pilats averaged only two hours of flying time a
month. In 1975, with the Pathet Lao on the verge
ol consolidating control, most of the pilots boarded
aireraft and headed out on a one-way journey o
Thailand.

The RLAF dress and work
standard FAR issue until 1g64. Pilot's wings, worn
over the left breast, were the same as the US Adr
Force version; for a time, US Air Force rank
insignia were also worn.

In rghs distinctive light blue and blue-grey
RLAF work uniforms were introduced. A dark
blue dress uniform was also issued w officers. A
matching dark blue peaked cap was adopred, at
first with the FAR cap device, but alter 1967 witha
distinctive RLAF silver cap badge. Air [orce
personnel also wore a blue overseas cap. A metal
RLAT pilot’s badge was created in the mid-1g6os,
in two classes, Tt was identical to the US Air Foree
wings, except for the letters "RLAT stamped across
the top of the central erest. A white version on 4
hlue cloth background was worn on flight suits. Chn
combat missions RLAF pilots relied on an
incemsistent US supply svstem supplemented by
iterms purchased during training in Thailand,
Attempts were occasionally made at standardis-
tion; the 171 T-28 class, for example, was issued
flightsuits in a commercial spotted camoullage

[ralniing  was

untlorms were



pattern. More often, standard ofive drab suits were
worn, usually with a mesh US Air Force survival
vest, dpuadron mnsignia went over the right breast,

RLAF rank insignia were identical o the FAR
system excepl that officers’ shoulderboards were
Blue. On missions, pilots often wore subdued rank
insignia on their right collar. RLAF service
insignia—a winged lotus leal roseite—went on the
right collar.

Government Allied Forces

Laotian Guerrilla Forces

Alter 1954 Laos inherited a wide varety of
irregular militia units which operated in rural
villages. Most were misleadingly called ‘comman-
dos’, numbering some 23 companies in 1955. The
commandos were dissolved in 1958, and only a
scattering ol Auto Defense de Choe militia units

remained at the village level. Afier Kong Le's 1960
coup an expanded Auto Delense de Choe concept
was quickly implemented in north-eastern Laos by
Li.Col. Vang Pao. By mid-1g61 Vang Pao’s lorces
buas swelled into Auto Delense de Choc companies
of oo men cach, Selected members from the
companies were then sent to Thailand for raining
the following year. Upon their return they were
organiscd into Special Operatons Teams, each
cauipped with a radio and sent 1o mobilise militias
in surrounding villages.

Also in g6z, entre battalions of Vang Pao's
Hmong tribesmen were trained as Special Guer-
rilla Units. By 1965 the SGUs were bearing the
brunt of the fighting for the government as they
were helicoptered across the mountainous terrain
ol north-castern Laos,

Hmong gucrrilla officers from Groupements Mabiles 22 and
23 carry a NVA rocket launcher captured during Operation
“About Face’, 196g. They wear OG 107 fatipues.
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[ the south, the guernlla programme started in
b with a plan to orgamse the Lao Theung tribes
on the Bolovens Plateau and sweep away the
Pathet Lao presence. The programme met with
initial success, but was cancelled in June gbe,
southern guerrilla units were not raised in force
again untl 1965, Under Project "Hark’, teams
rangirg in siae [rom ive 1o over 2o men were used
to collectintelligence and conduct small harrassing
raids along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

In 167 Vang Pao’s guerrillas in the north were
divided inwe two groups. Tervitorial SGU bat-
talions were raised and assigned 1o a specific
location; the onginal SGU batalions lormed in
rghz were renamed  Baraillons Guerrillas and

cathered into regimental-sized irregular Groupe-
ments Mohiles. In 1gbg Vang Pao used his three
GAls on the Plaine des Jarres o grear ellect,
sparking  the need for  additional  guerrilla
regiments,

Taking ther lead from the Hmong guernilla
programme, Savannakhet started o organise is
first SGLT battalions in o rgby, These batalions
performed admirably during the 16y capiure of
huoneg Phine, leading w the creaton in 1970 of
three goo-man Mobiles for country-wide reinforce-
ment duty, The Mobiles were dishanded later in
the year and replaced by irregular Groupement
Maobiles each of four guerrilla banalions, Because
of the larger population base and lack of direct

Laotian Irregular Groupement Maobile

Headquarters

PProvicled secivity oe Gl headgeares

*Platoon composed. of four Srmm morears
Platoom compneed of four 75mm reeoilicss rifles
* Platoon enmypozed of four .2 in. mortars

| _ -k | I ' |
Commando  Recondo Bataillon | BG [3s B Heavy Weapons
Company'  Company® | Guerrilla Company
Ll | —
16 Ofhicers
284 Enlisted Men
Coy
HO)
Rifle C ' = |
U-:]J :1 : Himm Anti-tank 42 in:
Mpany = . \
! pa Flatoon! Platoon® | Platoon®
=
_' Coy.
HC}
75mm RR
Suad
Rifle |
PMlatoon
|
Weapons Rife
Sepuard? Sryuad

Airhorne Pathfinders: most members re-assigned from the Commando Raiders
"Fach weespon sauad equipped weith o one symm recailles dlle and three Gomm minriars




enemy pressure on their own military region, the
savannakhet GMs were used extensively over the

next three years as reinforcements in batiles on the
Plaine des Jarres and Bolovens Platean.

In1g71 Luang Prabang, Nam Yu, and Pakse all
created their own guerrilla GMs, Those in Pakse
were used on the Bolovens; the Luang Prabang and
Nam Yu GMs shuttled between their own regions
and reinlorcement operations on the Plane des
Jarres.

As stipulated in the 1975 Paris agreements on
Laos, the guerrilla lorces were scheduled for
integration into the FAR. Most ol the cuerrillas fiele
unwelcome in the regular army. In addition,
decreased wages and other privileges sharply
dulled the eutting edge of what had been an

ellective lightung force, and left them ineapable of

halting the Communist takeover of the country,
Lniforms and ecquipment of the Laotian guerril-
las reflected a generous, if somewhat errate, US
supply  network, The basic uniform  initially
comsisted of OG 107 fatigues; US jungle fatigues
were introduced in the early 1g70s. At the same

Hmong guerrilla and Project yoq attaché climbacross a PT-56
amphibious tank captured from the NVA during Operation
‘About Face’. While lightly armoured and fteed with o
relatively weak jlimm gun, the PT-96 effectively spearheaded
all N¥A ground offensives across the Plaine des Jarres.
(Courtesy Col. Bill Keeler)

time, Vietmam-stvle leal camouflage, uger stripes,
and commercial spotted  camouflage fatigues
appeared 1n substantial numbers, Other puerrillas
insisted on wearing civilian clothes. Littde effort
macle at standardisation. One
exceplion was the Commando Raiders, an élite
awrborne strike force within the Savannakher and
Long Tieng guerrilla programmes. Those raiders
in Savannakhet wore distinetive dark blue fatigues
with a black or blue beret. Enemy uniforms were
used on cross-border operations.

Black leather boots were used by the guernillas
throughout the 1g6os. By 1971 jungle boots were
also worn—a prized picce of equipment not issued
to the FAR. Also seen were indigenous olive Bata
boots.

Guerrilla headgear was diverse; red FAR berets,
baseball caps, patrol caps, US Marine-style utility

Was unilorm
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caps, and civilian hats all found their way on to
guerrilla heads, Some units attempted to adopt a
ercen heret with little success, US M1 steel helmers
were seen—rarely—in this field.

Nametags were occasionally worn on uniforms,
both in black-on-white and subdued versions,

Because guerrilla recruits included ex-members of

the FAR, rank insignia from the regular army were

worn on ocecasion, A slightly modified system of

ouerrilla rank insignia was developed in ra71, and
seen occasionally on guerrilla officers in the leld.
Worn on the lefi collar, the system consisted ol an
appropriate number of black stars on an olive drab
cloth background. No guerrilla branch insignia
existed.

Like the FAR, the guerrilla forces spawned a
large number of unit insignia. Battalion and GM
insignia were developed for the left shoulder, but
rarely seen in the field. Oceasionally worn were
stlver metal SGU ‘wings’ made in three classes,
consisting ol US-style parachute wings with a

Laotian erawan—the three elephants on a
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Order of Battle, Laotian Irregular
Forces, Spring 1972

Mibiiary Region One ( North-weest Laos ]
£ nil
'::_;'lllulﬂ_'r[“"‘l‘ll .’"'.Il:ll:l]h' I1

Staging bage
Luang Prabang

(S BN Luang Prabang
GM 15! Nam Yu
Military Region e { North-castern Laes

GM 21 Long Tieng
GM oo Long Tieng
GM 2a Long Tieng
(xM 2. Long Tieng

!
GM og?
GM 26
GM 27°
(M 28
Commando Rader
Company (Airborne)

Muong Mac
Long Tiene

Bouamlong

Long Tieng
Pha Khao

Military Region Three [ Upper Panhandle )
GM 30
GM a1
GM 42
GM 55
GM 34?

Commando Raider

savannakhet
Savannakhet
Savannakhet
Savannakhet
savannakhed
Savannakhet
Company (Airborne)

Mulitary Region Four ( Lower Panfandle)

M 41 Pakse
GM 42 Pakse
GM 43 Pakse

standard Groupements Mobiles in Military
Regions One and Two composed of three
hattalions. Standard Groupements Maobiles in
Military region Three and Four composed of
four battalions.

'Composite regmment eormpesed of Lio Theung, L
1T1ERS

Termiomal stane delence onn of dwo bagralions
*Roesarve traming unit of two hartalons,

o] Aliea

An RLAF major in US Air Force Hight jacket and cap poses
heside a Hmong bodyvguard while touring the Mlaine des
Jarres, 1ghg. The hoy is equipped with an Mz carbine, Mai
rr:.grnt.-.nta.lim'l grl|.~|.'t:|.|:|t=5-:,I amd TIS O oy falig‘l.ll.‘#—.‘iil':irﬂnl:lﬂ!

[Courtesy Col. Bill Kecler)




pedestal —replacing the parachute. This was not a
parachute wing, but rather was awarded [or

meritorious service in the guerrilla forees,

The Laotian guerrillas were issued a full range of
'S equipment, usually of higher quality ithan tha
allorded the FAR. During the early 1o mid-1960s,
some pieces of equipment, such as the M-i6
magazine pouch, were specially made for use in
Laos, By the late regular issue US
equipment was  commonplace, The standard

10605,
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guernilla web gear was a mixture of the M gq5 and
Migsh systems. Guerrilla weaponry came from
US sources. Alter 196y Vang Pao’s irregular [orees
began 10 receive the M6y rifle, and standardis-
aion to the M-16 among puerrilla uniss was
completed by 1971, Heavier weapons issued on the
hattalion level included the M-74 grenade laun-
cher, Browning Automatic Rifle, M-6o machine
gun, bomm mortar, 57mm recoilless rifle, and
LAW anti-tank rocket, In 1971 a heavy weapons
company was added to cach of the Savannakhet
LMs. These companies were provided with f5mm

Hmong guerrillas inspect Chinese BJziz light vehicles
capturcd from the NVA during Operation *Aboui Face',
[Courtesy Col, Bill Kecler)

recoilless rifles, 8 1mm mortars, and 4.2in. mortars.
Communication gear uwsed by the guerrillas
consisted mainly of the PRC-25, H'I'-1, and HT-2
racio.

Thai Volunteer Forces
Sharing a similar ethnic and linguistic past,
Thailand quickly lormed a elose relationship with
the young Royal Laonan sovernment. This led 1o
carly That military assistance 0 the fledgling
Laotian army, including the loan in 1955 of two
H-19 helicopters with contract crews. In 1959
assistance was expanded 10 include refresher
tradning lor the ANL’s two parachute battalions,

Thailandwatched with great concern Kong Le's
successtul 1960 coup and the subsequent expansion
ol Pathet Lao control over Sam Neua provinee and
the Plaine des Jarres. [dentifying Vang Pao’s
auerrillas as being the most effective opposition to

21



FAR officers tour the Plaine des Jarres in lnte 196y, The officer
an the lelt wears a red beret with silver FAR airborne badge.
Mote the enormous stone jars for which the ‘PIN* is named.

[Courtesy Col, Bill Keeler)

the Pathet Lao, the Thais sent some gg members of
their élite Police Aerial Reinforecement Unit m
carly 1961 to help train and arganise the budding
Hmong cuerrilla army, In this rale the PARU
carned i reputation as one of the most eflective
nnconventional warfare groups in South-Ease
Asii.

Over the next nine years Thal assistance was
largely limited 1o training and occasional artillery
support, One exception was the intervention in
March 1568 by an élite infantry unitairlifted into 2
hesicged mountaintop radar facility in northern
Laos, The unit was quickly withdrawn after
evacuating key personnel. Thai air support began
in April 1964 when volunteer T-28 pilots known as
the B Team, hegan flying in northern Laos, They
were withdrawn in 1972 alter providing 4o per cent
ol the total T-28 sortic rate.

In February 1o the situation in northern Laos
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deterinrated dramatically when Vang Pao’s head-
quarters at Long Tieng came in danger ol being
overrun, The Thais lew in artillery and security
iraops to defend the base, freeing Hmong forees for
operations behind NVA lines. The following year
more Thai regular army units from the dth
Regiment were mtroduced [or operations north
and east o Long Tieng base.

Because the Hmong pepuladon was suffering
heavy casualties and could not continue to contain
the repeated NVA annual oliensives alone, plans
were developed in early 1971 to commit a larger
Thai force to Laos. Under Project “Unity’
volunteer infantry and artillery battalions were
assembled for use on the Plaine des Jarres and
Bolovens, The first two ‘Unity” battalions were
fielded on the northern Bolovens in April 19771 with
spectacular results, The ggih NVA Regiment,
mistaking the 'Thais for a typically ineffective FAR
unit, attacked the positions by night. Next morning
143 Vietmamese bodies were counted on the outer
perimeter; no Thais were Killed.

With confidence high due to the Thai perfor-



mance on the Bolovens, three further batalions
were sent north too participate in Vang Pao's
successful capture of the Plaine des Jarres in the
summer of 1971, Once on the plain Thai 1o5mm
and 155mm artillery bases were dug in as the
backbone o Vang Pao’s defence strategy, In
December 171 Thai units on both the Plaine des
Jarres and the Bolovens Platean sulfered heavy
casualties during simultancous NVA offensives.
Further battalions were raised and sent to reinforee
besieged Long Tieng and Pakse during early 1972,
Afurther five *Unity” battalions were garrisoned ai
Nieng Lom in north-west Laos 1o help secure the
Lao-Thai border. During the sumimer of 1472 some
25 Thai battalions, loosely grouped into five
mobile groups, were operating in Laos. They
provided vital reinforcements for the beleaguered
Laouan irregulars, without which Laos would
probably have fallen by 1g71,

In 1973, with the ceasefire in effect, volunteer
Thai battalions maintained defensive positions on
the Bolovens, the Plaine des Jarres, and the

strategic crossroads along Route 13 north of

Vientiane, The [last ‘Unity’ battalions were
withdrawn in June 1974.

The Thai volunteers were equipped much like
the Laotian guerrillas, The most common unilorm
was the OG o7 shirt and pants used by the Royal
That Army; it was not unusual, however, 10 see a
wide range of other fatigue wvariations, and
camouflage. One Thai unit was even supplied with
surplus stocks of South Vietnamese Police Field
Force leopard-spot [atigues, which gives some
indication of the varied supply network that fed the
‘Unity” programme. Headgear was a mixture of

Jungle hats, baseball caps, and Raval Thai Army

patrol caps. Some Thai battalions with cadres
drawn from the Special Warlare Centre at Lopburi
were given red, black, or blue berets to denote their
clite status. Included in this category was the 704
Reconnaissance Unit, a so-man commando force
which arrived at Long Tieng in the spring of rg72
and returned after only two short months o action.
Members of this unit wore a blue beret during their
briel deployment,

Because of the unpublicised nature of the Thai

Reinforcements from the FAR 101" Bataillon de Parachat-
istes arrive on the Plaine des Jarres, late 196g. The unit
designation has been spelled on the ground in shell casings 1o
prevent accidental bombing, {Courtesy Col, Bill Keeler)




involvement, no nametags, rank, or branch
insignia were worn, Many batalions did evolve
their own unitinsignia, including beret badges and
shoulder insignia. More common were metal
‘heercan’ devices mounted on cigarette hghters.
The symbol for Project ‘Unity’, a pair of temple
dragons below a Lantian srawan, was usedd on lags
and shoulder insignia, but rarely scen in the ficld.

Military equipment lor the “Unity” battalions
was drawn fraom US sources. The M steel helmet,
Migsh web gear, entton magazine bandoliers, and
the Lightweight Tropical Rucksack were all used.
The standard rifle was the M-16, although small

numbers ol *Swedish Ks' and My 45 calibiee sub-

Three versions of the U5 HT-z hand-held transceiver, nsed by
guerrilla and Thai volunteer forces in Laos to co-ordinate
artillery and close-air support. The set on the right is used
with a base station. A self-destruct button on the lower righi
of the lefi-hand model sends an electrical surge through the
set, rendering it useless in the event of imminent capture,
[Gourtesy Glen Thibodenux)

machine guns were seen. Also issued to every
battalion was the M-79 grenade launcher, S1mm
maortar, M-6o machine sun, and LAW rockel.
Heavy Weapons Companies assigned 1o every
battalion had the gomm recoilless rifle and .2 .
Mmortar. gear Thai
[urward air guides included the PRC-77 and H'l -2

Communications useel by

radio.

US Military Assistance Groups

U'S military involvement in Laos was chavacterised
by continuous diplomatic restraint, Abiding by
the 1954 Geneva Agreement on Indochina, the Us
was forbidden from opening a Military Assistance
and Advisory Group in Laos, Instead, a civilian
alternative called the Program Evaluation Office
was started in December 1955 in Vientiane, For
four years the PEQ primarily handled equipmen
deliveries to the ANL, while allowing the "Mission
Militaire Francaise pris du Gouvernement Royale




1: Lt, Deuane, 2% Bataillon Para., 1960

2: Guerrilla, Auto Defense de Choo, 1961
3: Capt, US ‘White Star’ MTT, 1961-62
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1: Sgt. Directorate of National Co-Ordination, 1982-64

2: Maj., Police Aerial Reinforcement Unit, 18961-64
3: Maj. Gen., Forces Armées Rovales, 1061-75




1: Pathet Lao officer, 1075
2: Pathot Lao goerrilla, 1968
34 Laotian Commando Raider, 1989
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1: Roadwatcher, 1565-68
2: Maj., Savannakhet GM guerrillas, 1972
& Guerrilla, Luang Prabang forces, 1971




( 1: Gen. Vang Pao, 1968 \

2: Hmong guerrilla, GM 21, 1969
3: Lt., RLAF, 1971




/ 1: Thai forward air guide, 1971

2; Thai ‘Unity’ volunieer, 1072
34: Hmong guerrilla, 1972
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1: Brig. Gen. Thao Ly, 2nd Div, 1871
2: Capt., US Army Special Forces, Project 404, 1972
3: Maj., 714% Bn. Para., 1974




\ Laotian and Thai insignia; see text for identification




Lans’, the residual French military mission, o
cancluct training for the Laotian forces,
[n 1659, frustrated with the state of the ANL, the

PEO  entered
counterpart, resulting in an agreement allowing
greater LIS participation in direct Laotian (rain-
g, By July 1959 the first US Army Special Forces
teams, still acting as civilian members of the PEO,

nto: mectings with its French

arrived in Laos, They began to work closely with
the ANL, building training (acilities, distributing
new equipment, and instructing the Laotians in
ounter-insurgency lechnigques,

In August 1gGo the PEO was temporarily
paralysed by the Kong Le coup. By the next
mimth, however, when it became apparent that
the naive paratroop captain was handing too much
o the Pathet Lao, the PEO began 1o assist the
cunter-revolutionary forces massing al Savan-
nakhiet, In December, Special Forces teams were
actively involved in co-ordinating the retaking of
Vientianc.

Onorg April 1gb1 the PEO was renamed the US
Military Advisory and Assistance Group, Laos.

An NVA ‘survival kit’ found on the body of o sapper killed
while attacking Xieng Khouang airfield in February 1970, The
kit includes matches, a safety pin, lishing hooks, water
purification tablets, and medicine. The last two ftems—
incredibly—are of US manufacture. (Courtesy Col. Bill
Kecler)

T'he field training teams were renamed *“White
Star’ Mobile Training Teams and each was
assigned to a specilic FAR battalion, iollowing the
FAR into the held and advising them on combat
operations. For example, the Special Forees
members assigned o the FAR 55" Bataillon de
Parachutistes made a combat jump with their
Laotian counterparts at Nam Tha on 27 March
1gbaz. Chther *White Star’ units were used to raise
unconventional lorces among the Lao Theung
tribesmen on the Bolovens Plateau and the Hmong
hill-tribes in the north,

In August 1962, in accordance with a new set of
Geneva Agreements, the U5 MAAG was closed
and the *White Star’ teams evacuated through
designated exit points. To handle military pro-
curement for the FAR a Requirements Office was
attached to the US Embassy. A small military
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Gen. Yang Pao, left, the famous guerrilla commuander of
northern Laos, attends a2 funeral for a Hmong T-28 pilot killed
inaciion, 1970, Two guerrillas in the rear wear red borets with
gold FAR badges. Note the FAR parachutist wings wornby the
guerrilla in the centre. (Courtesy Col. Bill Keeler)

attache’s oflice also remained 1 Vienuane, By
early 1964, with the "athet Lao massing for an
offensive in the north, the small US military
presence was deemed inadeqguate. Approval had
already been given for Project “Waterpump', a
covert programme tasked with improving and
expanding the Lao Air Force. Composed of US Aar
Force Air Commandos, “Waterpump® arrived in
Thailand in March 1gi4, and was providing vital
assistance to the RLAF by the start of the Pather
Lao offensive in May,

Initially, diplomatic restraints curtailed the
activities of Project ‘Waterpump'. Forbidden from
heing stationed in Laos, personnel were lorced to
shuttle back to Thailand at night. By day the Air
Commandos were able to train Laotian pilots,
organise an augmentation force of Thai T-28
volunteers, and set up a string of Air Operations
Centers across Laos, A small number ol combat
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misstons were also Hown by "Waterpump’ pilots,
The number of *Waterpump® personnel working in
Laos grew throughout 1g65.

In early 1g66 the US Joint Chiels of Stafl
approved a plan to organise an augmentation

group in Laos that would provide a more
permanent operating  lramework  [or the LS
military  personnel then assigned to Laos on
temporary duty, In October the 117 US service
men working in Laos were designated assistand
attachés and assigned to a new umbrella organis-
ation named Project go4. Support for Project 4oy
was channelled through the Deputy Chief, Joint
LS Military Assistanee Group, Thailand. In
practice, Project qo4 remained tightly controlled
by the US Ambassador in Vientane,

Much of Project 404 was geared toward assisting
the RLAF. LIS Air Foree teams operating at each
of the major RLAF bases assisted with mainten-
ance, training, and communications. Other oy
attachés worked with the FAR, though never to
the intimate degree of their "White Star” predeces-
sors. In 1971 Project go4 took on the added mission
of completely retraining and reorganising the FAR



along US lines. A major rehauling of the FAR was
because the U eventual
military withdrawal from South-East Asia, mean-
ing that guerrilla forces would be scaled down and
the FAR would onee asain have to assume [ull
responsibility for national security, Accordingly,
US Army Special Forces teams assigned to 4oy

vital envisioned an

helped to set up three regional training centres and
retrain all FAR infantry and artillery units, Other
$04 personnel were used on strategic reconnais-
sance and sensor-planting operations in Laos until
March 1973.

Also in 171, the need arose to train a large
number of Lactian, Hmong, and Thai forward air
auides lor the irregular lorees fighting on the frong
lines, Responsibility for this rraining fell on Project
Waterpump’, which since 1giii had reverted 1o a
small US Air Foree training detichment at Udarn
Air Base, Thailand. US Air Combat
Controllers assigned 1o “Waterpump® trained the
mdigenons guides both in Thailand and Laos,

In 1973 the Deputy Chief, JUSMAG T'hailand,

Farce

moved o Vientane and was renamed the Delense
Attaché, Laos. In line with the general US
disenrasement from South-East Asia, the Delense
Attache was mstructed o redouce the r8o military
servicemen in Laos down o 30 persons by
December 1974, Accordingly, Project qo4 was
shut down in June 1974, leaving four dozen US
military personnel in Laos on the eve of the
country’s capitulation.

The original PEO personnel in Laos wore
uniforms that reflected the civilian status of their
arganisations, Unul 1959 this was not misleading,
since the PEO was composed of civilians and
predominantly involved with equipment procure-
ment. When the first Special Forces teams arrived
Three RLAF pilots pose at Savannakhet airbase, 1g71. The
pilot on left wears commercial spotied camouflage and a US
Mugs6 pistol belt with strobe light attached, The centre pilot
wears a black Highesuit with US Air Force mesh survival vest,
and cloth RLAF pilot's wings over his left hreast, The officer
on the right wears US leaf-pattern camouflage with mesh
survival vesi. The Laotian national emblem with ‘Laos’ tak,
worn while training in Thailand, ix an hix right shoulder. All

wear red fT-aff Fighter Bomber’ caps issued to their
graduating clags. See Plate E3. (Courtesy Flap Lutz)

ToT




0 July 1gsg, many continued wearing civilian
Aothes, Others wore nondeseript Fuigues devaid
of TIS military msignia,

When the “White Star” teams became overt in
the spring of 1961 they were officially allowed 1o
wear US military uniforms, including their green

herets, A “Whiwe Star” beret flash consisting ol

vellow crossed arrows and a dagger on a red
backeground was developed, but not worn due 1o
corttinued diplomatic sensitivity. In the lield a
viriety of headeear was worn, including a locally-
procduced French-style bush hat in camouflage
material. While on operations, “White Star’ teams
were equipped with M1 or M2 carbines, M3 sub-

Thai volunieer forces in Laos, 1971, The soldiers in the
fureground wears Thai leafl camouflage with zippered shirt,
and an M-54 grenade on his US Migs6 pistol belt. In the centre,
a volunieer has a cotton M-16 magazine bandolier and four 3.5
in. rockets slung over his shoulders. Note the Buddhist
amulets around the neck of the soldicr in the rear.

‘\;Il‘h

s

"'-.-_

machine cuns, Bren light machine guns, and
necasinnally Sten or Owen sub-machine guns.

Project  “Waterpump’ imitially  wore
civilian clothes during their Arst vears ol deploy-
ment, making it common to see Americans in
shorts. Hawaiian shirts, and shower sandals
working with the RLAF at Wattay airficld outside
Vientiane. Onee in the field, members of "Water-
pump’ adopted military clothing of their choice,
usually including the trademark Air Commando
hush hat. National and unit insignia were not
worn on field unilorms,

By 1971, uniform restrictions had been lifted on
Project o4 members assigned to Laotian training
bases, allowing them to wear full US military
uniforms and insignia, Cembat controllers who
escorted indigenous forward air guides back 1o
Laos wore either civilian clothes or camoullage
uniforms without identifying insignia,

CIEWS




Conununist Forces

Pathet Lao Uniforms and Equipment
Pathet Lao unilorms and equipment showed a mix
of Chinese and North Vietnamese influence. Two
husic unifirms existed, The list consisted of a
khaki shirt and trousers delivered through NVA
channels. This was worn with either 4 matching
Mao-style solt cap with black leather peak; a more
hulbous soft cap like that worn by the Burmese
Communist Party; or a khaki cloth feld cap. The
second uniform, in predominent use by the early
1708 and still worn by the current Clommunist
sovernment forces, was a green shirt and trouser
combination with matching soft Mao cap. Shirts
came in several styles, the most common being a
wwo-pocket version with reclangular pocket llaps,
dngle exposed  buttons, and shoulder straps;
buttons were of green plastie. A second variation
had four shirt peckets and pointed pocker faps.
while a third style had neither shoulder straps nor
pockets. Pants were generally cutin the NV Astyle,
with twir front pockets, one rear pocket, and simple
straps for gathering the pant’s leg at the ankles. A
second, more sparian variation was less bagay and
had no ankle-straps. Footwear was either the NVA
canvas combat shoes or rubber sandals. Belts were
of olive drab or khaki canvas with plain silver
buckles. Black leather belts were also issued 1o
olficers.

As with uniforme, the Pathet Lao used Chincse
and North Vietnamese eguipment, channelled

primarily through the NVA. A full range of

ChiCom and NVA ammunition pouches, equip-
ment belts, orenade pouches. and canteens were
used: a canvas or leather map case was commonly
worn by officers as a symbol o rank. The Pather
Lao wore no branch, unit, or rank insignia during
the war, Since 1975 a round metal cap device
hearing the fag of the People’s Democratic
Republic has been adopted.

The North Vietnamese Army

Despite some instances ol blatant intervention by
NVA Main Force regulars before 1968, Hanoi
attlempted until 1967 w portray the fighting in
Laos as a civil war. During that time the NVA
ereated two units that handled most of its missions

Hmong gucrrillas consult a map during operations around
the “PDJ% 1g7:. They carry M-16 rifles and the LAW rochet.

inside Laos, The first, known as Doan 554, was an
umbrella proup ereated in May 1939 o seeretly
transport men and military equipment (o South
Vietnam via the Laotian panhandle. The second
unit was Doan g3q, ereated in September 1954 (o
provide military and political assistance o the
Pathet Lao. Doan 50 had a forward headguarters
located in Sam Newa, and co-ordinated NVA
advisory and combat activity in Laos unul it was
de-activated in 1973,

The NVA attempl (o disguise their presence in
Laos belore 1968 was reflected in their unilorms.
Advisars to Pathet Lao battalions were instructed
1o adopt the complete unilorm and equipment of
the Laotian Communists. Main Foree elements
directly confronting government lorees also adop-
ted Pathet Lao dress. A Vietnamese prisoner
captured in 1966 alier an attack on the Dong Hene
Military  Academy, for cxample, was found
wearing ‘a light khaki uniform, light khaki canvas
shoes, and a light khaki loose top peaked hat', all of
which were associated with the Pathet Lao. By
168, however, with the NVA presence an open
secret, complete NVA uniforms with rank insignia
were openly worn om the Laotian battlefield,
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Ar: Lientenam! Deware, 2 Bataillon de Parachutisies,

o
On g August 1g6o Capt. Kong Le led his 2° BE in
laking over Vientiane, Lt Deuane, a company
commander, emerged as Kong Le's chielrival; and
in 1ghs he broke ranks and formed a pro-
Communist faction called the Deoanist Neutra-
lists, noted for an attack on the Sala Phou Khoun
road junction in 1g72, After the fall of Laosin 1975
its Hoo armed members were absorbed inwo the
Pathet Lao,

In 1960 the Laotan paratroopers were the most
pro-French soldiers in the ALN, a lac reflected in
their unilorms  and  equipment. L. Deuane,
photographed on the day after the coup, wore @
French airborne camouflage 1947/52 smock and
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194 7/51 trousers and a small bush hat in French
camonllage material. as issued o his company. On
his U's pistal beltis a gmm Luger, a French OF 57
arenade, a firstaid pouch, ammunition pouch and
bayonet; he carries the US M1 A1 carbine, issued in
small numbers 1o the 2° BIY, On his right jacket
pocket are first lieutenant’s rank insignia pinned on
a red cloth rectangle, Noticeably absent are
PAATOOPers’ JUITp wings,

Az Cuerrilla, Awlo Defense de Choe, 19y

This guerrilla, based on a photograph, is relatively
well equipped for the time. Both his olive drab
jacket and faded camoullage trousers are French
paratrooper ssue. His leather boots, Migsh
cartridge helt and Mo carbine are American, The
red beret, worn by the entive FAR, 15 a personal
acquisition and was never adopted by either the
ADCS or subsequent irregular units, The white
cloth tied to his upper sleeve 15 a unit ientilicition,



Ag: Captain, US *White Star® Mobile Tratning Team,
16—z

[n April 1961 US Army Special Forces training
teams operating under civilian cover were allowed
w wear military uniforms as part of an overt
Military Advisory and Assistance Group. This
captain is assigned to a Mobile Training Team
operating with a FAR battalion for six months, He
wears Laotian parachute wings over the right
breast pocker of his (G 107 fatigues, indicating
ame spent with one of the three airborne battalions
from FAR Groupement Mobile 15 at Seno. As
rainers, ‘White Star’ teams regularly wentinto the
lield with their units. The caprured Soviet PTSh-41
sub-machine gun with 71-round drum is evidence
of the Pathet Lao threat they faced,

Bi: Sergeant, Directorale of Naltional Co-ordmation,
1olia-fiy

The December 1g6o drive 1o pust Kong Le from
Vientiane was spearheaded by Groupement Mo-
hile Speciale 1 under command of Lt.Col. Siho
Lamphouthacoul. Alter consolidating his hold
over the capital Siho was rewarded with command
of a4 new paramilitary police organisation, the
DNC. [t combined both intelligence and com-
manco missions, but was tarnished by a growing
reputation for involvement in corrupt activities, In
April 1gbg, Gen. Siho used the DNC 1o take over
the capital in a successlul coup d'étar. While
expanded 1o include a crack airborne regiment, the
DNC saw Dhittle combat and was used mainly as
Siho's personal guard. In February 1gbs a
countercoup headed by Gen. Kouprasith Abhay
succeeded in driving Gen, Siho into exile before the
DNC could be brought into action. As a result the
unit was quickly dissolved, with its paratroop
clements forming the core of the new Groupement
Maobile 21 Aéroportée,

DNC paratroopers wore dark blue fatigues to
distinguish them from the rest of the Laotian armed
forces. The tiger insignia worn on the left shoulder,
bearing the Laotian inscription ‘Revelutionary
Forces', commemorates Sihoe's involvement in the
recapture of Vientiane in rgbo. A black beret 1s
worn American style, reflecting the training DNC
cadres received [rom the Thai PARLU in 1962, A
distinctive set of gold metal parachute wings in
three classes were distributed for DNC use in 1964,

Guerrilla officers from GM 21 discuss operations, 1971, The
soldier on the right wears Migy4s suspenders, and an OG 107
shirt with an extra pocket sewn on the upper sleeve,

Because ol Siho's expanded influence in Vientane,
the DNC was the best-equipped unit in Laos.
Reflecting their privileged status, they were the
first unit to be completely outlitted with the Ma
carbine.

Bz: Major, Police Aerial Reinforcement Unit, 1hi—1q6y
The PARU was formed in 151 as an unconven-
tional warfare unit to operate behind enemy lines
in the event of a Chinese invasion of South-East
Asia. When no such invasion materialised by the
mid-1gros, the PARU was maintamed as an élite
outfit thar could conduct covert operations in
Thailand and across the border, In g6 its st
major assignment was the training of Hmong
auerrillas loyal to Vang Pao. Close to one hundred
PARU commandos, divided into 14 teams, were
operating in northern Laos by Julv rab1. In later
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A Thai rcconnaissance trooper arrives at Long Tieng
headguarters during the heavy NY A siege in early 1952 M-7g
grenade pouches are slunpg over each shoulder.

years the PARL used 1tz base in Hua Hin,
Thailand, to train members ol the DNC and the
first Leotan SGU battahons. A smaller number of
PARL! were retained at Long Tieng o continue
oflicer traiming lor the Hmong, By the early 19705,
experienced veterans [rom the PARU provided
many of the forward air guides attached to the
Thai velunteer battalions and Hmong Groupe-
ments Mobiles, [n 1973, alter 12 yearsofaction, the
last PARL teams departed Laos.

PARU members wore Thai copies of QG 107
fatigues, which were standardised throughout the
Thai Border Patrol Police, to which the PARU was
subordinate. The Migqn suspenders are being
worn with the straps crossing the chese. A fivst aid
pouch and .45 calibre holster hang from the pisiol
belt, The Mg sub-machine gun was issued 1o
PARL teams in Laos, along with the M1 carbine,
BAR, 2.94 i rocket launcher, and bomm maortar.
The PARU wore an American-stvle black heret,
later adopted by the entire Border Patrol Police,
Although teams were supposed o go into Laos
without identifving insignia, metal Tha police
wings are being worn as a beret badge.

By Majer-General, Forces Armées Rovales, rofir 1975
This dress unitorm 15 taken from a photo of Gen.
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Oudone Sananikone, FAR Chief of Stall, in 1q71.
The jacket, made in Vientiane, is a copy of French-
made dress khakis worn by the ANL General Stall
as carly as 1954, The peaked cap and buttons bear
the FAR wreathed iident, General Headoguariers
inalgnia are worn on both collars, Gen., Oudone,
the onginal commander ol the st FAR Armaoured
Reconnaissance Squadron, retains his unit insignia
on the lelt shoulder,

Cr: Pathel Law officer. 1y75

By 16y the Pather Lao claimed 1o lield 45,000
regulars in This
dropped shghtly to 39,000 in April 171, of which
25000 were considered main force elements. While
impressive on paper, the Pathet Lao fought less as
time went on, leaving the NVA o conduct all

rro battalions. number  had

major battles between 1968 and 1g74.

An NVA soldier belonging to a Dean 559 support unit poses
along a raised section of the Ho Chi Minh Trail north of
Tchepone, in a photograph captured by an allied reconnais-
sance team, late 1973, [Courtesy Shelby Stanton)



The dark green shirt and trousers were standard
among Pathet Lao regulars by the early 1g70s.
Headgear is the soft dark green Mao cap with black

leather  wvisor and  strap with gold  burtons,
Privileged officers wore the NVA combat shoes
with rubber soles: more common in the lower
echelon were rubber sandals, Accoutrements were
from both Chinese and Vietnamese sources. Often
seen among oflicers was the Chicom brown leather
map case worn across the shoulder, Ballpoint pens
displayed prominently in the shirt pockel were an
additional status svmbaol for oflicers. A Soviet
Riil}-5 hand prenade hangs from his trouser
pocket, He holds a Soviet 7.62mm AK-47 assault
rfle with folding stock,

(2 Pailel Lao guerrilla, roaf

While fielding conventional armour, artillery, and
air delence units, the Pathet Lao were predomi-
mantly a lightly armed guerrilla force. Regional
torces and village militia composed slightly less

thamhall ofits total force structure. This member of

the regional lorees, taken from a staged propa-
ganda picture, wears a khakishirt with two pockets
and exposed plastic buttons: supplied by the North
Vietnamese to both the Pathet Lao and Viet Cong,

Thai forward air guide, right, pictured near Muong Kassy,
early 1974, He holds an HT-2 radio in his right hand, and wears
a US Air Force survival vest. A second HT-2 hangs on the post
to hisz right, The FAR officer in the foreground wears
commercinl spotted camonflage with the shoulder insignia of
the FAR Fifth Military Region,

it is commonly called the NVA ‘export’ unilorm.
Olive draly pants and khaki field cap were also
supplied by the Vietnamese. He is armed with an
AK-47 rifle and Soviet 7.62mm Tokarev pisiol.

Ca: Laottan Commands Raider, 196

Several commando raider units were raised late in
1068 for speecialised ‘behind the hnes’ missions
including  prisoner-of~war  rescue, cross-border
raids, reconnaissance, and erash-site recovery,
Teams operating out of north-east Laos occasion-
ally wore North Vietnamese uniforms and carried
AK-47s. Savannakhet CR teams sometimes used
Pathet Lao uniforms when operating along the Ha
Chi Minh Trail. Developed for the Commandao
Raiders in 1gtg was the two-shot 27510, rocket
launcher, modified from the rocket pod on an O-
spotter alrcrall. High explosive heads were fitled,
and a simple tripod attached o the launching
tubes. Rocket missions North
Vietnam and were suceessful in harassing the NV A

extended into
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A UH-1C Huey punship Aown by Thai volunteers touches
down at Pakse airbase, 172, It is nrmed with 2.75 in, rockets
and an XM-21 7.62mm flexgun system. A white horse—the
radio callsign for UH-1C support in Laos—is painted on the
nosc of the helicopter.

in what the Communists had considered ‘safe’
territory. Several versions of the rocket launcher
were made, including a six-shot wheeled tvpe.

Dre Roadwalch team member, 10905 g6
In 1965 Laotian roadwatch teams began to
operate along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. Initially a
erude operation, the roadwatching project was
sireamlined into an effective intelligence network
that extended from the Nape Pass in the northern
panhandle down to the Cambodian border.
Typically, teams walked o their objective, estab-
lished a rear operating station, then set up forward
manitoring posts overlooking the trail, By rotating
the forward units, a resupplied roadwatch team
could stay in the field for up o six months.

The roadwatching concept evolved o s highest
form in 1967, when improved communications
gear allowed the teams (o relay their information
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directly ta a processing centre at Nakhon Phanom
Air Base in Thailand. The teams could then, in
theory, instantly alert air power Lo targets on the
trail. By 1968, however, the roadwatchers had
become outdated when improved aircralt sensors
and the use of airdropped sensor devices under
Project ‘lgloo White’ delivered more expansive
coverage than the teams,

The readwatch teams wore OG 107 fatigues or
commercial spotted camouflage uniforms; head-
gear included patrol caps, utility caps, or berets.
The M2 carbine was standard:; lor reinforeed
teams, gmm “Swedish Ks' were also used. Footwear
included the Bata boots seen here, leather boots, or
sandals. An indigenous rucksack carries enough
rations for three days at a forward monitoring post.

Sophisticated equipment was usually not sup-
plicd to teams until 1967, when an indigenous
counting device was developed lor their use. Butll
from a modified US Air Force survival radio, the
counter permitted indigenous personnel o press
picture-coded keys as many times as they saw a
particular piece of equipment pass by on the trail.



This informaton would then be gathered by an
orbiting aircraft and relaved 1o Nakhon Phanom.
In this way, language difficulties were byvpassed.
Thesuccess of the counting device eventually led 1o
several models being developed.

Da: Major, Savannakhet GM guerrilla forces, 172
Although the Savannakhet guerrillas were assem-
bled into regiments and used as light conventonal
mfantry, they maintained a flexible structure
unlike a regular armed force. Rank and seniority
meant little: performance and motivation prapel-
led guerrillas into  leadership positons,  This
major—already a GM commander—carries a .45
calibre Migiir on his Migsh belt as a status
svinbol, He alzo wears the modilied guerrilla rank
misienia on the collar of his shirt, His denim jacket,
pants, and boots are all civilian items. The scarl 13
for identification in the held. Pinned o his lehi
jacket pocket is a guerrilla forces hadge, first class,
awarded f[or meritorious service in the wrregular
AT

Dg: Guerritla, Luang Prabang guerrilla forces, rgzr

This suerrilla, taken lrom a phatograph ol GM 1
alter it mauled the NVA 395th Regiment during
the recapture of the king’s farm outside Luang

Prabang in April 1971, represents one extreme of

dress, His hat, shirt, and pants arve civilian items;
fpotwear 15 the US black leather boot. Hanging
from his Migs6h pistol belt are M-5g and Ma6
[ragmentation grenades; he carries both the M-16
and a LAW anu-tank rocket, distrnibuted only on
special missions.

Er: General Vang Pao, puerrila forces commeder, (g6
The most famous anti-Communist guerrilla com-
mander in South-East Asia, Vang Pao began his
military career as a commandao operating with
Irench forces. In 1954 he participated in Oper-
ation "Condor’, the aborted attempt 1o relieve the
besicged parrison at Dien Bien Phu, Alter the
French departed he took a commission in the newly

independent ANL. In 1961, as commander of

Hmong milita in north-east Laos, LuCol, Vang
Pao became the most effective povernment officer
aperating against the Communist forces in the hills
around the Plaine des Jarres, Promoted to Military
Region commander o o1gbs, Gen. Vang Pao

eventually survived mine air cruashes and one
serious bullet wound while leading his guerrilla
[orees against as many as three NVA divisions,
Vang Pao preterred to be in the field with his
men. He is depieted as seen during a 166 wour of
the Plaine des Jarres alter its capture from NVA
forces, Reflecting his penchant for LS militars
clothing, heis wearing a personalised U's Adr Foree
light jacket given o him during a tour of Nakhon
Phanom air base in 1ghil. The three silver stars of
FAR major-general are sewn onto the shoulder;

Hmonyg forward nir guide, 1g72. He wears a US Migsf pistol
belt, Universal Pouch, USAF sirobe light, and canteen. On his
right breast is an FAG gualification patch designed for Lao
students passing through training conducted by US Air Force
Combat Controllers in Thailand,
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the patches and pilot’s wings are both USAF
insienia. The bush hat, ofien worn by Hmong
officers, was favoured by Vang Pao.

foz: Hmong guerrilla, Granpement Mobile 21, rofie
‘About Face', the 1glig operation to recapture the
Plaine des Jarres, was the first multi-regimental
suerrilla operation in Laos. The mobile tactics of
the guerrillas proved highly effective, catching the
NVA ofltguard and resuliing in the capuure af
millions of dollars worth of Communist hardware.
The g.5in. rocket launcher was used by the
euerrillas during the operation. The Mz carhine
was stll in widespread use, although some
hattalions had already taken delivery of the M-t6.
The HT-2 radio slung around his neck was used 1o
communicate between guerrilla forces. An Mzh
canteen hangs from an Migsh pistol belt. The
commercial spotted camoullage pants and cap
were procured through South Viernam.

Joint US-Thai special warfare team in Savannakbet Provin-
ence, lute 1972, The US Bpecial Forces trooper wears a STARD
rig and USAF survival vest. He is armed with an M-zay, 38
revolver, and shortened M-7g5 grenade launcher. A smoke
grenade, albumin container, and Laotian M-16 magnzine
pouches hang from his web gear. The Thai soldiers wear
indigenous rucksacks. Their M-1f barrels are puinted in
bright green and brown ‘camouflage’ to prove their fearless-
ness in battle. (Courtesy Shelby Stanton)
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Ea: Lieutenani, Royal Laotian Air force, 171
Photographed as a member of the graduating class
for T-28 pilots at Savannakhet airbase, Thailand,
he wears the embroidered baschall cap given to
graduates; it bears his wings above “1-28{Fighter
Bomber'. A good deal of latitude was noted in Hight
clothing; this officer wears US leaf-camouflage
combat fatizues, with his rank insignia sewn to the
collars, and the national title and emblem worn on
the right shoulder while training in Thailand.
Over the fatigues he wears a USAF survival vest,
and a pistol belt supports a 45 automatic 1 a
commercial black leather holster.

Fr: Thar forward air guide. 1971
During heavy fighting on the Plaine des Jarres and
the Bolovens, lorward air guides were the link
hetween ground units, fire support bases, and
orbiting FAC aircrafi, Although Lao nationals
were trained later in the war, most FAGs were Thai
civilians chosen because of their English language
¢kills, The HT-2 tactical radio allowed for line-of-
sight communication with sround units in his
vicinity and low orbiting spotter aireralt. The
1AR-15 carbine, carricd on an improvised assaull
sling, was favoured by forward air guides. Carried
onan M 1gs6 pistol beltis a .48 calibre holster and a
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His faded tiger-stripe fatigues and
carmnouflage hat were privately purchased during
R&R in Thailand.

Fa: Thay *Umity” volunteer, 1972

The Thai volunteers in Laos ranged [rom seasoned
veterans who had fought in South Vietnam to
individuals with no prior military experience, In
spite of this, they acquitted themselves well in the
defensive role for several years of heavy fighting.
Press reports from Lacs describing the unshaven
and unprofessional appearance of the volunteers
failed to take into consideration that they usually
spent their entire tour in Laos on continuous
combat operations.

Thissoldier’s M-t was standard 1ssue. He wears
Miggs suspenders, a cotton M-16
bandolier, and a Thai army field cap with Roval
Thai Army insignia, evidently a private acgui-
S100n Thai army did not equip the

TLAgaLIne

since the
volunteer forces,

Anti-Communist gucrrillas of the United Luo National
Liberation Front in formation before departing on operations
againstthe Lao People’s Democeatic Republic, 1985, Weapons
include the BPG-7, AK-g7, M-1f, and LAW anti-tank weapomn.

Fq: Hmong guerrilla, 1g72
Although successful in tying down thousands of
NV A soldiers who would have been used in South
Vietnam, Vang Pao’s guerrilla army took tremen-
dous casualties. By 1971, only a constant supply of
reinforcements from Thailand and Savannakher
kept north-castern Laos from being overrun,
This guerrilla M-1f,
supplied to all Hmong units i late 1970,

which was

The

carrics e

jungle fatigues and camouflage jungle hat were

received while attending a retraining cyele with his
GM in Thailand. M-5g baseball prenades hang
from his M rg36 pistol belt. At his feet is a PPN-18
Beacon, used in conjunction with the F-1 o lighter-
bomber during medium altitude, off-s¢t bombing
around the Plaine des Jarres,
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Royal Laotian Air Force T-zfiA ground-attack aircrall,
14B3-75-Originally developed asa trainer, the two-seat T-alid
was the primary fighter-bomber of the BLAF. During their
gervice in Laos the T-28s were the first aircrea it to zirike
targets along the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and {Hown by ‘B Team'
volunteers in August 1gby] inside North Yictnam. They also
touk part in two coup attempts. ATl RLAF T-28s remained in
the light grey and black finish in which they were delivercd.
Tail and nose art was not uncomman; this stallion badge, in
blue, was a tribute to the respected Gen, Thao Ma, the RLAF
commander who went inte exile in 1966—his name means

Cr: Brigadier General Thao Ly, 1971

Col. Thao Ly rose to prominence in 1963 when lie
assumed eommand of the DNC's airborne regi-
ment. Afterits disbandment in 1965, Thao Ly was
siven command of the FAR's secaond atrborne
regiment, GM 21 In 1g70, he translerred to the
guerrilla programme in Savannakhet and was
posted in charge ol all guerrilla forees in the Third
Military Region, During the following vear he was
promoted o brigadicr-general after his particip-
ation in retaking the town of Paksong. He then
wransferred back to the FAR (o head its new Second
Strike Division, In 1975 he was quickly arrested
and executed by the Pather Lao.

A long-service paratroaper, Gen, Ly wears the
FAR red beret with metal airborne badge,
Rellecting the persistent French influence in Laos,
hisjacker and Lrovsers seem to be cutin imitation of
the French rgq7/56 airborne patierns in ‘army
ereen”. His pistol belt, however, is the Us M 1950,
He wears the rank ol brigadier-general both on his
rglit eollar and on shoulder slides; the FAR
General HQ insignia on his lefi collar; a cloth hasic
parachutist’s wings above his right breast; and the
Second Strike Division patch on his left shoulder.
He carries an ornate ‘swagger stick’ as a symbol of

authority.

(i2: Caplain, US dvmy Special Forves, Praject gog, 1972
In 1971 the FAR began to bie retrained and
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‘horse’ in Laotian. Roughly half the T-28 fleet had the red and
white national markings painted directly on the fuselage; the
rest had Laotian markings painted on removable sliding
plates fitted Into o three-sided frame on the fuselnge side,
enabling them to be guickly replaced by USAF, Thai, or na
markiags at all, depending upon the pilot and mission. T-28
pilots discovercd early on that the enemy held their fire until
they could see that the aircraft had cxpended its ordnance, To
counter this, black stripes were painted across the wing
undersides over the six hard-points, to make it harder to see if
the bombs had been released. (Terry Hadler]

reorganised into a light inlantry  lorce. Twir
commando training centres, one at Phou Khou
Kouai and a second at Seno, were created lor the
FAR's new divisions, A third training centre at
Champassac was used for two FAR brigades being
prganised in the Fourth Military Region. US
Army assistant military attachds, drawn heavily
from the US Army Special Forces, were assigned to
Project 404 to act asinstructors at the training sites.
This captain wears a Special Forees badge and
Airborne tab on his left Basic US
parachutist wings and a CIB are above his lefi
hreast, Because Project  4o4  Instruclors  were
usually assigned ostensibly as advisors 1o SeTVICE
hranches of the FAR, a metal Signal Corps badgeis
on his left shirt pocket, On his right pocket is the
cloth insignia for the Fourth Military Region of
Laos. worn by those serving at the Champassac
training centre. The cloth Laotian wings on his
right hreast were carned at the FAR airborne
iraining centre al Seno, The ‘Laos’ tab on his right
shoulder was worn in 1971 by those on temporary
assienment to Project 4o4. A green beret with the
flash on the giih Special Forces Gompany, the
parent unit of many Project 404 instructors, 18 SECT
hanging [rom his pants pocket, He carries a g mim
‘Swedish K' sub-machine gun.

shoulder:

(g Major, 7rg Bataillon de Parachalistes, 1974
When the Second Strike Division was being



created i 1971, it included a special commando
COIMPAny under command ol
Gen. Thao Ly, In 174 the understrength division
was renamed 7 Airborne Brigade: the special
commando company, known as SPECOM. was
expanded  to become the 7145 Baraillon de
Parachutistes of 7 Airborne Brigade, Most of its
soldiers were former members of the Savannakhet
gucrrilla lorces; about one-third came from the
Commando Raiders. This major, himsell'a former
member of the irregular [orees, continues (o wear
his lormer guerrilla rank insigmia on lus right

dircctly the

collar. Subdued Laotian wings are worn on his
right chest; 1S wings and a qualification hadge
from the Thai Rangers are above his left chest,
evidence ol advanced training in Thailand during
his service in the Savannakhet guerrilla pro-
gramme. Above these 1s a FAR Combat Infantry
Badge, developed in small numbers in 1g6g and
distributed 1o &lite units, The branch insignia on
his left collar, a temple monkey holding a lotus leaf
rosette, 18 for the airborne forces. The silver metal
airhorne beret badge is a copy of the French
equivalent, with the dagger replaced by a Laotan
trident; note also the four stars of his present rank.
The shoulder insignia is that of 7 Airborne
Brigade, He wears US jungle hoots, a prized ilem
provided only o SPECOM before 1973, His
Vietnamese-style shirt and trousers are made from
French=style camouflage material.

Alr American Pilatus Porter, Igﬁuﬂ. The rn.ggt*.rl terrain of
north=cast Laos made ground transportation impossible in
many instances. The government guerrillas relied heavily on
transport and resupply aircrali; and many llights were fown
by the venerable Pilatus Porter operated by civilian contract
airlines. A high-wing monoplane with a steerahble tailwheel, it
required only 256 feet of runway to land, and 400 feet for take-
off. With a lhift capacity of morc than 1000 |lb and
accommodation Tor five PASSENEErs, the Porier was id:ﬂ-“}'
suited for operations in mountainous terrain. The finish was
in white and hlack, with a full-colonr US flag on the tail. (Terry
Hadler)

I Laotian and Thai insignia:

Hr: Commando Raider Company,
Region 2, 1g0g-73.

He: Groupement Mobile 2o,
1669 -73.
Hsz: Special
Region g, 16763,

g Guernilla Forces, Military Region 3, 1968-70.
Hs: 1st Speeial Guerrilla Batalion, Military
Region 4, 196870,

Hi: Commando Raider Company. Military
Region 5, 1g970-71.

7 Thai volunteer *Unity” programme shoulder
patch, 1970-73.

HE: Bataillon Commando 615 shoulder patch,
(Acknowledgements to Harry Pugh tor assistance
with the preparation of this plate.)

Military
Military Region 2,
Guerrilla

Programme, Military
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