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Text of Pentagon News Conference on

i ‘ Following is a transcript of Secretary of Defense

'} Melvin R. Laird’s news conference in Washington yester-

i facilities of A.B.C. News:
i |1 want to give you now
Y the details of the only opera-
i tion that took place north
of the 19th Parallel this past
1 weekend.
#  Some months ago, in the
face of the continued and
" adamant refusal of the other
; side either to abide by the
 provisions of the Geneva Con-
I vention or to participate in
¢ meaningful negotiations on
i the exchange of prisoners of
iwar, I had prepared, with
! the approval of the President,
4 contingency plans for a pos-
1 sible search-and-rescue effort
©of as many of our prisoners
‘i as possible.
': A special task force of vol-
unteers from the Army and
.the Air Force was assembled
,i to train for this mission.

' ‘Highest Order of Dedication’

. I cannot give you the de-
i tails of their training except
i to say that it was meticulous,

) || suggestive, often around- the-
<clock and represented the

~h1ghest order of dedication
.and professionalism. Recog-

Inizing that we would be

iforced to operate on neces-
+sarily limited intelligence and
irecognizing also the hazards
+ of the mission, the President,

.on my recommendatlon gave

.approval for the operation

'early morning of Friday,
Nov 20.

;:; Akey factor in the final de-

ycision to launch this far mis-

‘sion, this search-and-rescue

}mlssmn was the new infor-

imation we received this

'month that some of our men

‘were dying in prisoner-of-war

camps. My recommendation

‘was based on the same mo-

‘tivation that has prompted

‘our steadfast readiness to

rmount the numerous search-

nand rescue attempts in enemy

iterritory whenever there is
ia possibility of us saving

\

merican lives.

i This policy has the Presi-
ident’s strong and unqualified
,[suppovt It should be a source
jof great pride to all Ameri-
icans if there are military
amen who volunteer for such
isearch-and-rescue missions.

 On Friday, Nov. 20, short-
tly after 2 P.M., Eastern stand-
iard time, which was about
i2 AM. in North Vietnam.
{A small rescue team success-
sfully landed by helicopter at
‘a reported prisoner - of -war
~compound at Sontay, approx-
;imately 20 nautical ~miles
‘west of Hanoi.

; The operation was under
ithe over-all command of two
dlstmguxshed officers whom
‘T would like to introduce to
‘you at this time. They are
‘Brig. Gen. Leroy J. Manor,
iUnited States Air Force, who
"was in over-all command of
ithe operation, and Col. Ar-
‘thur D. Simonds, United
iStates Army, who led the
*team in the search-and-rescue
sattempt. They arrived in
+Washington early this morn-
‘ing.

o day, as recorded by The New York Times through the

Camp Recently Vacated

. Operating in darkness, Colo-
‘nel Simonds and his men
:landed, entered and searched
‘the compound where the pris-
oners of war reportedly were
ibeing held. Regrettably, the
‘rescue team discovered that
ithe camp had recently been
“vacated.
i No prisoners were located.
«The fire team, according to its
‘well-rehearsed plan, searched
tevery building, broke the
Jocks on doors of rooms
‘which had been used as de-
tention cells. They success-
‘fully returned to safety with-
rout suffering a single serious
casua]ty

One  rescue  helicopter
‘which made a controlled crash
Janding in the compound was
"destroyed intentionally, pre-

cisely according to the plan
prior to the evacuation of the
rescue teams.

Before General Manor and

.Colonel Simonds answer your

questions, bearing in mind
the need at al] times to main-
tain security, I want to con-
clude my statement by stat-
ing my belief that if there
had been prisoners in the
compound at Sontay, they
would be free men today.

" Message of Tribute

I also would like to read
to you the message I asked
the Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff to send to
General Manor and Colonel
Simonds and to their men.
The message is as follows:

“The President has asked
that I express to you, to
Colonel Simonds and to the
officers and men of your com- -
mand, his deepest apprecia-
tion for the gallant humani-
tarian effort which you have
made. The daring and cour-
ageous performance which

marked this hazardous mis-

sion was inspirational. He is
proud of the magnificent ex-
ample of skill, courage and
devotion so valiantly demon-
strated by you and by your
men. .

“The Secretary ‘of Defense
and I share fully the Com-
mander in Chief’s sentiments.
We commend the high sense
of duty which your long
weeks of training' and your
dedication exemplify. There
are no tributes greater than
the willingness to sacrifice
one's life for others. You and
your men have earned that
tribute.”

This was the cable sent to
these men and to this fire
team.

Gentlemen, we ‘shall con-

tinue to make every effort
to free our prisoners of war.
Ill be glad to respond to
questions, either the General,
or Colone] Simonds.
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Into North Vietnam'

Questions and Answers

Q. Mr. Secretary, is this
the first time that American
forces have beeri used in
North Vietnam, or has this
happened in the past?

A. This has happened in
the past. We have carried on
fire missions in North Viet-
nam quite regularly. This is
not the first time.a fire mis-
sion has been conducted in
North Vietnam.

Q. Is there any-indication,
Mr. Secretary, that the sur-
prise element was compro-
mised in Saigon or in some
way?

A. I would like to have
Colonel Simonds+ reply to
that question. He-was there
on the ground, and I believe
that he is better qualified.

A. No, sir, there were no
indications at all. We caught
them completely by surprise.

Q. Colonel, could you tell
us how many men were in
the mission and how they
were transported to Hanoi?

A. No, I cannot tell you
either how many men—it
was a small, mixed joint heli-
copter-borne force. That’s all
I can tell you.

Q. Did youreceive any ene-
my fire, any exchange of fire
at all?

A. Yes, there was enemy
fire.

Q. How many North Viet-
namese soldiers were after
you?

A. T can’t tell you that. It
was night. The reason I say
there was enemy fire, we got
one man who was very slight-
ly wounded by an AK-47. We
could tell from the sound of
the gun that an AK 47 was
firing.

Q. General, could you start
from the begmnmg and ]ust




A. You know, before I com-
ment on that, Mr Secretary,
I would like to take this op-
portunity td pay a tribute

- to the officers and men who
were  under my command
who volunteered to partici-
pate on this hazardous opera- '
tion.’

It is perhaps the most élite.
group’ of individuals I have -
had the pleasure to command,
the joint  contingent task
group that performed the mis-
sion. -

Q. General, “could you rtell
“us where did you get .your
volunteers?

A. We got them from -
throughout the Army and the
Air Force.

Q. General, how many men
had you hoped to free by this
missions? ; N /

. it )
“berthat we ./.".'we had hoped’
that there would be a' con-
siderable number, a good per-
centage < of those cthat. we
know that the’ North V1e
_narese l_d :

Q. bid you have an alter-
nate. target that you- mlght
have hit?

A. I cannot. answer that

Q. Sir, were.there any en<
emy casualtxes inflicted?

A.T'd just like to add one
thing to ‘the generals state-
ment, " and ‘that- is that in
planmng for this: operation a
prisoner of war, ‘an alleged
prisoner of war site was
picked that would have given
an opportunity to make the
necessary landing. As you
know, the prisoner-of-war fa-
cilities in North Vietnam ‘are
not marked in accordance’
with the Geneva Conventlon
and there is evidence from
time to time that ‘our prison-
ers of war.have been moved.:
This has happened; of: course,

AT CONFERENCE ON RAID: As Defense Secretary Melvin R. Laird told of Amenc J\
operation in North Vietnam, Adm. Thomas H. Moorer, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs
' Staff, looked at map showmg its location, A pointer held by an aide indicates the spoF

tell us right straight through |

what happened? Firing-a fan missile at sucu
a low range, the explosion
would. take place over occu-
pied territory in North Viet-
nam. There of ‘course were
diversionary -action taken
along the. coast in lighting
flares by Navy planes to
divert the attention of, from
this fire ‘mission, but these
diversijonary actions did draw
fire as. well as fire upon the
helicopters involved. Perhaps,
General’ Manor, you'd com-
ment on'that?

A. No, sir, I don’t think I
can do that. I think I'll have
to answer your questions.

Q. Did thls mission have a
code name?

A. I can’t answer that ques-
tion.

Q. What was the. purpose:
of essentially crashing those
helicopters?

A. Our purpose. was to get
the helicopter in~ with the
troops aboard it safely. We
had no idea of bringing-it
out—it was a confined aréa.
My only consideration— no
consideration to the damage
to the helicopteras long as it
did not damage tne people
aboard it. .

Q. What kind.of hehcopter
was it?

A.Ican't an

Q. Did you
prison, sir?

A, Yes.

Q. Was it deployed frdm an
aircraft carrier, -

landed, sir? F
flying in,
ground, or fire only ‘when
you reached the ground9

A. I thidk -there was a
slight amount' of ground fire
before we came in.

Enemy Fxre Recelved

Mr. LAIRD. Colone]
might add something to that
It might be well to point out
that the mission did receive
quite a bit, of Jfire. There
were 30 fah ¥issiles fired
and some of them were fired
at rather low altitude, and
I believe' that they resulted
in considerable damage.

SR

rxght in the 2

in World War 11 with prison-.
er-of-war campus and . it's
not unusual,

What is important about
this . very - mission per-.
formed by these outstanding
members of the United States
Army and the United States

-Air Force, I think, was that
they were ‘able to get into
this area and get out without
suffering any -substantial cas-

ualty at all, and all men were
recovered.

. Could you ‘tell us, Tsir,
whether the raids conducted
below the 19th padallel were
planned as a cover for this
mission?

A. No, they were not. Those
raids followed this particular

‘mission.. There were diver-

sionary operations of a very
small nature that were used,
but there was no ordnance
involved as far as North
Vietnam - was  concerned
above the 19th parallel¥and
there. was diversionary mis-
sions which were flown by
the United States Navy. -

And T want to make that
very evident to all .of you
here that the largest part of
the activity—and of course
the helicopter was blown ‘up
and there was other firing—
but the largést part of the
activity within North Viet- |




nam was that of catching the'

North Vietnamese air defense

completely unaware, and the
fact that they were expend-:

ing antiaircraft fire, and over

30 SAM missiles at this par-’
ticular time were fired from.

a very low altitude.

Q. Sir, were there any in-
stances where our forces in
this search-and-rescue opera-
tion, or

all or any strafing, and could
you give us an indication
just what sort of weapons
firing there was on our part?

A. The amount of weapons
firing involved—and T’ll turn
the questions over to the
commander. of the operation
as well as to Colonel Simonds
—was a very minimum of
firing. Of course the tower

and other facilities were fired -
as at the first helicopter was .
landing inside the compound. *

Aid it was necessary to pro- |
tect the safety of the crew

that was landing to destroy |

the guard, tower.-

But the amount of ammuni-
tion and the amount of |
ordance expended Wwas very 4
small as compared with the °
firing that did take'place as
far as the North Vietnamese
were cincerned. But‘perhaps
General Manor. . .

Q. Could you explam the .
timing, General,
your mission W1th the re-

parallel?
Need of Protection Cited

tioned, the two were-not nec-
essarily connected. Regarding |
the question on ordnance, I'm
sure that you can realize for

an operation of this‘type we *
.must carry some protection
with us to protect the lives ..

of the men who are partici-
pating. But the ordnance that
we carried was specifically ©
selected for that ,purpose,
with that purpose in mind,
to suppress the enemy s capa-
bility to inflict casualtles on
our-force.’ - &

Q. Did you take any prison-
- temporarily ori perma-
nently, on -this opé: ation?

A. I can’t answer that.

Q. Did you find any graves
or- other evidence that some
of our pnsoners had been
dying?

A."'We  found no specxflc
gvidence. However, you must
remember that thlS was at
mght and we weren’t search-
ing for that. We were search-
inig for:the -prisoners them-
selves-so that we could bring ¢
them out. "

- Q. Was’ there any indica-
.tion how :long they were
cyone any’ indication how
long - that camp: had been
abandoned?’

the diversionary:
forces, did any bombing at

comparin g !

4

tajlatory below the 19th .
-+ that.

A. Several weeks. How-

ever, again- you must realize .-

that the type of construction

in that part of the world will -
deterxorate rapidly when not ;

used.:
- Qe ‘How long were you on
the ground?

~ A, Less than an hour

. Q: How many guys. did yoﬁ‘
kxll” Did you kill anybody in. -
that ground skirmishing? Did -

“you fire your weapons?

A. Tl call on Colonel Si- 2

monds for an answer to that
‘question.

A. Yes, we did fire our
‘Weapons :

Q. General, was anything -

wrong with your intelligence?
A. I should imagine so.
Certainly we didn’t go around
and count bodies or deter-
mine -if anybody was dead.
We fired only when it ap~
peared that it threatened-the
success of the mission.

Q: Who do you blame for -

the intelligence failure?
A. T can’t answer that
.iquestion at all. I'm not sure

© I know what you mean by

mtelhgence failure.
Q. If these people were
i gone three weeks, it indicates

v you dom’t use dally recon- -

naissance flights of these
* prisoner-of-war.camps.

-A. 1 can’t even comment :

‘on your questlon

A. Tll comment briefly on
As you probably are
.-aware, the location. of pris-

. on-of-war camps in the north
A. As the Secretary men- *

‘is indeed a very difficult as-
.isignment. The prisoners of
war are not exercised on a

i‘regular basis, and it is most’
5 difficult, to 1dent1fy .a pris-

;oner-of-war camp.
The situation, was' such,

‘however, that we were rea—“

wsonably confident that this
~articular location had been
:used. We were reasonably
..confident that we could land

.a ‘this force at. this ldcation.
wAnd the location’ was'indeed

“a-very important factor in

‘; determmmg on Sontay,’ on 3

+ the ~final ~determination as
: far as this particular alleged
', camp was‘concerned.

L Q.Mr. Secretary, how many
1S.AR. riisgions ‘of - approxi-
" mately this SCOpe have ‘there
+ been?

A. THis was a larger mis-

- sion of icourse than your nor-
: mally would have when you
" have one'or two ptlots down.

IWe have conducted over 30
S.A.R. missions this year and
i of course last year we con-
ducted more. These- troops
: that carry on the search-and-
rescue missions are given in-
" deed very difficult assign-
. ments.

§ fxrst

“Very Difficult A551gnment’ '

This -search-and- -res-
. cue mlsswn, as I'said in; ;my”
" statemehit;: was manned ‘by:

" volunteers fronrthe Air Force -
-and the Army. And all of our
. S/A.-R. missions have been -

manned by volunteers. ;
Q. Mr. Secretary, would
you clear this up? Is this the
one, though, where -
they’'ve gone in after prison- "
ers and the ones before have
been to go inito gat men who .
have been 'shot down in
flames. Is this the first one

run?
A. T would not want to
say ‘ever''been run’ because 9
in| World War II, those of ®
you who ‘have covered the »
Pentagon are aware of sev- @
eral of the missions  that @
were conducted at that time. 9
But this is the first S.AR. N
mission conducted in North
Vietnam on prisoners of war «;
in, during, this war, s

i )
Outlook -for Retaliation

|Q. Do you think the énemy
m:ght retaliate aga.mst the .
American P.0.W?s as'a result "~
of this mission? -

A T thought that question
over very carefully and very ..
thoroughly by the time that -
I recommended the mission
to the Commander in Chief,

- of this kind that’s ever been ;

" our President.

iOne of the things that in-
fluenced me greatly was the

recent report of prisoners dy-

ing in our pr:soner of -war -
compound.
I ‘have spent many hours ‘. :
with-the wives and the fami-
lies, the thothers; the fathers
and the children of the pris-
oners of war. Back in March
of 1969, shortly after I be-
came Secretary of Defense, .
this Administration initiated

- a program of going public on -
-~ the prisoner-of-war matter.

We have brought this matterA
up continually in Paris.’

The President offered to
exchange 35,000 for some

* 3,000 prisoners of war as far
Tthe the other side was con-
‘cerned.
¢+ . We have constantly brought
''this matter up in 4ll of the
" capitals of the world.

There has been no-.indica-.
tion on the part of the other
side that they would abide by
the Geneva Convention, and,
as Secretar vof Defense, I felt
that I could. not stand idly
by and not -take action.and
recommened action:to dem-
onstrate our concern for
these men. And this mission,
this daring mission which
was conducted-by these vol-
unteers of the United States .
Air Force -and the  United -
States Army. T believe they -

- show our dedication-to these -

men and we will do every- .
thing that we ‘can in our .
power to accomplish their
early reléase. Hha




