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Laird Admits
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In POW Raid
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WASHINGTON — Defense Secretary Melvin

Laird conceded today that

'photographs ever showed American prisoners on the

no aerial reconnaissance

grounds of the Son Tay prison compound, where

commandos made an unsuccessful raid Saturday.
““These men knew full well there was a chance there

1

would be no one in the camp,” Laird told a hearing of the

Senate Foreign Relations Commlttee But he said, “I felt

the risk was worth it.”

He said the intelligence in-
dicating American prisoners
were being held at Son Tay
came only from the photo-
; graphs.

Laird, denying a break-
down in intelligence, said
only a “‘camera that can see
through the roofs of build-
ings” could have warned|
U.S. officials that the raid
near Hanoi would be fruit-
less. He said the United
States has no ground intelli-
gence network in North Viet-
nam.

Answering. charges by
some Senators that the raid
had revealed an intelligence
failure and might have jeop-
ardized the lives of American
captives, Laird said he
“could not ignore the fact
that our men were dying in
captivity.”

Secret Training

Accordingly, he said, he
recommended to President
Nixon early Friday morning
that Army Green Beret and
Air Force volunteers carry
out the rescue mission for
which they had been secretly
training since Aug. 20.

The United States had ac-
cess, he said, .to “the best in-
telligence we could possibly
have had.”

He said the North Vietnam-
ese let prisoners out for exer-
cise..only as a “special
treat,” sometimes only on
holidays. '

Earlier, Laird declined to
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'
mdlcate whether addmonaI’
rescue. raids are belng con- !
sidered.

Lairdinsisted “securlty
was not compromised in any
way’ that would have
warned the North Vietnam- !
ese of the raid in advance. !
“There was no detection of
the raid until one minute be-
fore landing,” he said.

Model Used

_The commandos who land-

ed there estimated that
Son Tay had been vacant for |
about two weeks, Laird said.
There is no idea where the
American captives formerly
there are being held today,
noting that the North Viet-
namese relocate prisoners
“quite regularly.”

Laird said a full-scale
model of the Son Tay com- !
pound was constructed in
South Vietnam for nighttime
practice’ landings by the res-
cue team’ volunteers who he |
said came from Ft. Bragg,
N.C., and Eglin Air Force
Base, Fla.

For- security reasons, the
practice compound was dis-
mantled every day and set
up again at night sothe Com-
munists.could not photograph
it from the air, he said.

“We looked over all of the i
suspected POW camps,”
Laird said, “and of all the
areas this was the only camp
where there.was an area sur-
rounding it where it was pos-:
sible for us to makea land-
ing.”
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Source of Figures
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The figures are believed to
have come from an anti-war
group in New York with {ies
to the North Vietnamese gov-
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these were recent deaths or
if they occurred some time
ago.

Meanwhile,  Presidential
press secretary Ronald L.
Ziegler told reporters: “We
intend to pursue through ev-
ery avenue the release of the
prisoners of war."

Immediately, it was asked
whether the commando act

would  bring mmhatlon by
: North Vietnam.

The White House an-
swered: ’

The United States would
hold the leaders of North
Vietnam personally responsi-
ble’ for any reprisals taken
against U.S. prisoners as a
result of the unsuccessful
rescue effort.

Describing the operation.
Laird said the raiders hit the
camp at 2 a.m.. about the
same time some 250 U.S. was
I planes were striking missile,
anti-aircratt and supply tar-
gets in North Vietnam’s
southern panhandle below |
the 19th parallel.

Nevy planes dropped light-
ing flares off the North Viet-
namese coast above the par-
allel as a diversionary tactic
to draw attention from the
commando force.

Although the
reaction” air

“protective
strikes to the

south may have helped con-

fusé the North Vietnamese,
Laird emphsaized they were
not Intended as a cover for

. the rescue operation.

The raiders. according to
accounts given by Laird and
Pentagon sources. apparent-
ly went undetected by flying
enemy radar, and |
drew fire only when they
were over the camp. They
were aided Dby an almost
moonless night.

The first helicopter inten-
tionally crash-landed intisde
the prison compound and the
raiders, including some
Army Green Bervets, de-
stroyed the guard tower.

Other helicopters followed.
Bvery building was searched
and the locks broken on the
detention cells, but no prison-
ers were found. Enemy re-
swtanco was ught




