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Reds Pull Back
From Big Air Base

Saigon

Viet Cong commandos
withdrew from the edge of
Tan Son Nhut airbase today,
clearing the way for the fi-
nal U.S. evacuation from
South Vietnam. ,

Earlier Communist troops

pounded the base with artil-
lery and mortar fire, caus-
ing heavy damage and leav-
ing two U.S. Marines dead.
The airport was open to
military fraffic, butjittery
guards sealed off the main
gates and turned back

- would-be evacuees who ig-

mored a 24-hour curfew and

made a last-ditch attempt to’

escape the country. .

In  downtown Saigon
Jtrucks pulled &up at the
Brink hotel and took out all
Americans there in the start
of the final evacuafion of
U.S. citizens.

Military sources said a
Viet Cong regiment of un-

known stremgth withdrew

this morning to a command
post "at Tan Phu Trung vil-
flage on Highway 1, about
ten miles north of the air-
base. pEr

They ea1her overran two
governmept ranger battal-
ions in the area, the sources
said.

They said the forward Viet
Cong positions were in an
arc two miles northwest to
north of the base. Two bat-
talions of crack government
specjal forces, paratrooper,
and mfantry;men moved out
trying to secure the area.

The U.S. Embassy said

two Amencan Marines - died

in the predawn offensive .

that blew up planes and fur-
ther crippled the govern-
ment’s battered air force,
shot down two South Viet-
namese aircraft and saw the

Communists capture three.

villages

at the airport’s
edge. ' :

The attacks qmckly urider-
- scored the failure of new

President Duong Van Minh’s

initial ‘quest for peace. Minh
was sworn in only hours ear-
lier as- the nations’ third
president within a week, and

issued a plea to the Commu- -

nists for. an immediate

"cease-fire.

The wunidentified Marine
guards were the first Ameri-
cans to die in war actionin
Vietnam since December,
1973. The U.S. Embassy ra-

dio said their bodies were -

takeén to a hospital just out-

side the base on the edge of .

Saigon.
As the
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eased, U.S. Ambassador
Graham Martin left his resi-
dence under heavy security
guard and headed for the
joint general staff compound
at Tan Son Nhut to confer
with South Vietnamese com-
manders.

The attacks followed by
‘only 11 hours the first air as-
sault of the war on Tan Son
Nhut—a raid by Four Amer-
ican-built A-37.jets that de-
stroyed 11 parked pl anesin
two bombing runs, then fled
to a field at Communist-held
Phan Rang 165 miles north-
east of the capital.

Tan Son Nhut operates as

the center for the evacuation
in which U.S. Air Force
tranSports have airlifted
thousands of Vietnamese to
refugee camps across the
Pacific. The attacks today
temporarily halted the air-
Lift.

The Communists, a]ready
all but surrounding the capi-

_tal, opened their attack with

a barrage of more than 20
rockets and with highly ac-
curate Soviet-made 130mm
artillery—explosive evi-
dence they laikely have Sai-
gon itself within range of
their biggest guns.

The rockets and mixture
of artillery and mortar

shells smashed into runways -

.and tore into what remains
.of South Vietnam’s already
‘crippled air force. Ammuni-
-tion blew up, rocking Sai-

gon. Planes were set afire,
lighting the skies above the
capital.

At 8:30 a.m. a fuel dump
at the base exploded, send-
ing yet another black mush-
room cloud into the sky.

Under the rocket and artil-
lery barrage, Communist
troops hit the base’s western
defenses with small rms
fire and B-40 rockets. Appar-
ently coordinated attacks
erupted in Saigon’s “‘sister
city” of Cholon, South Viet-
namese police broadecasts
said.



"A senior government offi-
cer said the Communist at-
tacks did not involve regular
infantry troops but that
North Vietnamese army
commandos were leading
them.

As the sun rose, thickl
black clouds poured from
Tan Son Nhut. Government
planes qnd helicopter swept
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into the skies to try to pin-
point Communist positions
and stop the advance. With-
in minutes, two South Viet-
namese planes were shot
down, apparently - by
Soviet-made  ground-to-air
SA-7 missiles.

Despite the attack, one
U.S. C-141 Starlifter jet
transport sped down the run-
way and took off, apparently
undamaged.

Saigon was placed under a
24-hour curfew. The health
denartment called all hospi-
tal workers to their jobs on
an emergency basis.

Military sources said:

Communist cammandos
captured three  villages in
Hoc Mon district, about one
mile from Tan Son Nhut’s
center, and that fighting was
under way at three other vil-
lages.

Other attacks were report-
ed in the Mekong Delta.
Field reports said three 122
mm rockets hit Can Tho,
South Vietnam’s seventh
largest city, 75 miles south-
west of Saigon. One round
hit the riverfront Gioihotel,
killing and wounding at least
ten persons.

Confusion and panic
mounted in SaAgon as tke
government’s- position ap-

peared to crumble eyen

:0Xe swiftly. Military
sources said South Vi'et—

nam’s highest ranking
mAlAtary officer, joint chief
of staff Chairman General
Cao Van Vien, and an un-
specified number of other
senior officers fledt he coun-
try aboard Vien’s private
C-47. .

Barlier yesterday, Malay-
sia and the Philippines an-
nounced they. were closing
their embassies in Saigon.

Minh took over as presi-

“dent in a last-ditch bid by

South Vietnam .to negotiate
peace and stave off military
defeat. But his call for a
cease-fire went unheeded by
the Communists.

A North - Vietnamese
spokesman in Paris said
Minh’s call for peace did not
meet Communist conditions
for a ceasefire, and a Viet
Cong spokesman in Saigon
said the president’s remarks
were ‘“not in keeping” with
Viet Cong demands.
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- Unidentified members of a television news crew ran for cover during fighting on outskirts of Saigon



