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The Tet Offensive of 1968 was the pivotal event of the long Vietnam War. 
Its outcome and meaning have been the subjects of a debate that has raged 
for more than thirty years. As historian Marc Jason Gilbert suggests, “To 
most former allied military officers, some scholars of American history, and 
much of the American public, the Tet Offensive was a ‘last gasp,’ a failed 
all-or-nothing bid to win the war on the ground, which, though stymied in 
the field, succeeded, largely by accident, in persuading American to throw 
away the fruits of a major allied victory and start down the road to defeat and 
humiliation.”1 Other historians and Vietnam-era American policy analysts 
give more credit to Hanoi and the National Liberation Front for the design, 
outcome, and effects of the offensive, seeing it as a calculated strategic move 
that achieved its ultimate objectives—breaking American will and bringing 
the United States to the negotiating table. Regardless of their differing inter-
pretations on motivations and outcomes, all agree that the Tet Offensive was 
a decisive moment that forever changed the nature of the U.S. commitment 
to the war. However, as Richard Falk points out, the Tet Offensive “remains a 
mirror for restating opposed preconceptions and validating contending ideo-
logical biases.”2 This guide seeks to examine the Tet Offensive and explore 
the various issues and interpretations of this controversial event that changed 
not only the conduct of the war itself, but that also continues to have an 
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impact on the long-standing debate about the war and its meaning for both 
the United States and Vietnam.

On January 21, 1968, twenty thousand Communist troops surrounded the 
Marine base at Khe Sanh and lay siege to it for the next seventy-seven days. Ten 
days after the initial attack at Khe Sanh, in the early morning hours of January 
31, Viet Cong and North Vietnamese forces launched a massive countrywide 
attack on the cities and towns of South Vietnam.3 More than eighty thousand 
Communist troops mounted simultaneous assaults on thirty-six of forty-four 
provincial capitals, five of six major cities, including Saigon and Hue, sixty-four 
of 242 district capitals, and more than fifty hamlets.

The ferocity and scope of the offensive stunned both the American public 
and President Lyndon B. Johnson. The Tet Offensive would destroy any linger-
ing confidence the American public might have had that Johnson’s policies 
were leading to any progress in Vietnam. On March 31, the president spoke to 
the American people about the course of the war in Vietnam and announced 
that he was restricting bombing of North Vietnam to the area just north of the 
demilitarized zone (DMZ). Additionally, he committed the United States to 
negotiations, naming the veteran diplomat W. Averell Harriman as his personal 
representative to any such talks. Finally, at the end of his speech, the president 
shocked the nation by announcing that he would not run for reelection.

The Tet Offensive had effectively driven the president from office. It had 
provided strength to the war protestors and led other Democrats to challenge 
Johnson’s leadership within his own party. Tet convinced the president that 
military victory in Vietnam was not attainable and forced a reevaluation of 
American strategy. The Tet Offensive and its aftermath marked the beginning 
of a protracted American retreat from Vietnam that would not end until five 
years later.

The journalist Don Oberdorfer has written, “the Tet Offensive of 1968 was 
the turning point of the U.S. war in Vietnam, and thus a historic event of 
lasting importance.”4 Although Oberdorfer was addressing the impact of the 
offensive on the war in Southeast Asia, the Tet Offensive and its outcome have 
a much broader meaning. The events of the Tet Offensive demonstrate a vital 
aspect of contemporary wars: military operations are normally but one aspect 
of the struggle and may not, as can be seen in the case of the events of 1968 in 
Vietnam, be the most important factor in determining the war’s outcome. This 
study of the Tet Offensive informs contemporary discussions about the nature 
of war and its military and political aspects.

The conflict in Vietnam always had a strong political component in addition 
to the military engagements that raged on the battlefield. The war in the south 
was about who controlled the population. Recognizing this fact, there was great 
unity of purpose between the National Liberation Front in the south and the 
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Central Committee of the Vietnam Workers Party in Hanoi. On the other hand, 
there was a distinctive lack of unity of effort between the United States and its 
ally in Saigon. The legitimacy of the South Vietnamese government was always 
subject to question, and many historians see the troubled relationship between 
Washington and Saigon and the American military’s failure to win hearts and 
minds of the South Vietnamese people as critical factors that led to the fall of 
Saigon. In that sense, the Tet Offensive, although usually seen within a military 
context, had serious political implications, and, in the final analysis, it was in 
the political arena that the offensive had its greatest impact.

This guide is meant to provide information and resources for further study 
of the 1968 Tet Offensive. It is not meant to be an exhaustive discussion of the 
entire war and associated resources for its study; for that, readers should see 
The Columbia Guide to the Vietnam War by David L. Anderson (Columbia 
University Press, 2002). This guide focuses on the events leading up to the Tet 
Offensive, the conduct of the offensive itself, and its aftermath. It also seeks 
to discuss the various tactical, operational, and strategic interpretations of the 
offensive and the events that took place in its aftermath.

The guide is divided into six major parts. It begins by providing a list of 
abbreviations and a set of maps as ready references for the reader to use in 
the rest of the guide. Part I is a historical overview of the Tet Offensive that 
addresses the prelude to the offensive, the offensive itself (including the battles 
of Saigon and Hue), the siege of Khe Sanh, and an assessment of the outcomes 
of the offensive. Part II examines a number of issues and interpretations of the 
main themes and questions that arose from the Tet Offensive; the objective 
of this part of the guide is to present the major historiographical threads with 
regard to the more contentious aspects of the offensive and its aftermath. Part 
III provides a chronology of action leading up to the offensive, the key events 
of the offensive itself, and the events that followed in the wake of the offen-
sive. Part IV is a short encyclopedia of key people, places, and events. Part V 
presents a collection of excerpts from historical documents pertaining to the 
Tet Offensive. Part VI is an annotated listing of resources for studying the Tet 
Offensive, arranged topically.

I hope that this volume will provide a useful overview and a guide for further 
study to provide educators, students, and any other readers a ready reference to 
aid in the understanding of this crucial event in American history.
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part i

Historical Overview





On March 8, 1965, elements of the U.S. 9th Marine Expeditionary Force 
came ashore in Vietnam at Da Nang, initially to provide security for the U.S. 
air base there. A month later, President Lyndon Johnson authorized the use 
of U.S. ground troops for offensive combat operations in Vietnam. These 
events marked a significant change in U.S. involvement in the ongoing war 
between the South Vietnamese government in Saigon and the Viet Cong 
(VC).1 The American goal in Southeast Asia was to insure a free, independent, 
and prosperous South Vietnam. However, the Saigon government was losing 
the battle to the Viet Cong, and things worsened when Hanoi began to send 
North Vietnamese soldiers down the Ho Chi Minh Trail into South Vietnam. 
Heretofore, U.S. forces had been supporting the Saigon government with advis-
ers and air support, but that approach had proved inadequate in attempting to 
halt the Communists. With the arrival of the Marines, a massive U.S. buildup 
ensued; by the end of the year, 184,300 American troops were in Vietnam. This 
number would rapidly increase until there were more than 485,000 in country 
by the end of 1967.

The difficulty in achieving U.S. goals in Vietnam was that it was a political 
problem as well as a military one. The key to making sure that South Vietnam 
won the war against the Communist insurgents was to win the hearts and minds 
of the South Vietnamese people. To do this, the people had to believe that 
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the government in Saigon was responsive to their needs. This proved difficult 
owing to the instability of that government. With the arrival of large number 
of American combat troops in South Vietnam, the U.S. effort shifted in focus 
from insuring a viable government in Saigon to conducting military operations 
to destroy the Communists on the battlefield, essentially a military answer to a 
political problem.

Eventually, U.S. ground troops were deployed in all four corps tactical 
zones (see Map 1) and actively conducted combat operations against the Viet 
Cong and their North Vietnamese counterparts, the People’s Army of Vietnam 
(PAVN).2 One of the first major battles between U.S. forces and PAVN troops 
occurred in November 1965 in the Battle of the Ia Drang Valley in the Central 
Highlands. Over the next two years, U.S. forces under General William C. 
Westmoreland, commander of U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam 
(MACV), conducted many large-scale operations designed to find and destroy 
VC and PAVN forces in a war of attrition meant to wear down the enemy by 
killing or disabling so many of its soldiers that its will to resist would be broken.

As Westmoreland prosecuted the war of attrition, Hanoi ordered more 
PAVN soldiers down the Ho Chi Minh Trail to join the forces of the National 
Liberation Front (NLF) in their fight against the South Vietnamese troops and 
their American allies. The United States hoped that the continued bombing 
of North Vietnam and the trail might eventually persuade the Communists to 
call off the war. However, by late 1967, the bombing seemed to be having little 
effect, and heavy fighting continued to rage in the south.

The Communists adopted a strategy of protracted war designed to exhaust 
America’s determination to continue its commitment to South Vietnam. 
General Vo Nguyen Giap, the North Vietnamese defense minister, was confi-
dent that Communist persistence would eventually outlast American patience 
and willingness to sacrifice, much as the Viet Minh had done against the 
French in the First Indochina War.

In South Vietnam, American troops worked with the Army of the Republic 
of Vietnam (ARVN) to secure the countryside and drive out the Viet Cong 
and PAVN. In January 1967, American and ARVN forces attacked into an area 
known as the Iron Triangle north of Saigon, a region that had long been con-
sidered a key Communist sanctuary. Initially, this operation, called Cedar Falls, 
was successful, and the Viet Cong withdrew from previously safe base areas 
close to Saigon. From February to May 1967, the allies conducted Operation 
Junction City, the largest combat operation to that point in the war. During 
the course of this operation, which was conducted in War Zone C northwest 
of Saigon, U.S. forces shattered the better part of three VC regiments, but the 
rest of the VC and PAVN forces in the area withdrew to the sanctuary of their 
bases in Cambodia.
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Although large-scale allied search and destroy operations conducted through-
out the 1966–67 dry season such as Cedar Falls and Junction City did not result 
in the total destruction of PAVN and VC units, they severely disrupted the 
Communist logistics system and forced the enemy to move its installations 
and supplies west into sanctuaries in Cambodia. The combination of disrupted 
logistics and increasing casualties caused many VC and PAVN soldiers to feel 
that the end of the war was not yet in sight, and this resulted in a decline in 
the morale and combat capability of some Communist units.3 Nevertheless, 
Communist forces continued to conduct effective combat operations from their 
Cambodian sanctuaries and eventually reoccupied the areas that they had fled 
in the face of the earlier allied sweeps.

Although some headway was being made militarily, the problem was not 
purely military in nature. Concurrent with the fighting, there was a significant 
allied effort to pacify the countryside and spread the control and influence of 
the Saigon government. By the end of 1967, official U.S. estimates indicated that 
67 percent of the South Vietnamese population was living under government 
control.4 However, this number was subject to serious question; a 1967 Hamlet 
Evaluation System (HES) report found in the Pentagon Papers admitted “that to 
a large extent, the VC now control the countryside.”5

By the middle of 1967, the war in Vietnam had degenerated into a bloody 
stalemate. U.S. and South Vietnamese operations had inflicted heavy casualties 
and disrupted Communist operations, but Hanoi continued to infiltrate troops 
into South Vietnam, and the Viet Cong still controlled the countryside in many 
areas in the south. Both the Americans and the North Vietnamese had vastly 
increased their commitment to the battlefield, but neither side could defeat the 
other. As the United States poured more troops and firepower into the struggle, 
the Communist leadership in Hanoi began to debate how to regain the initia-
tive in South Vietnam. According to historian William J. Duiker, the party lead-
ers acknowledged that total military victory over the combined U.S. and ARVN 
forces was improbable, but they were convinced that if severe reverses could be 
inflicted on the enemy’s military forces, the United States would be compelled 
to withdraw from South Vietnam.6

AMERICAN PUBLIC OPINION

In the United States, the slow progress in the war and numerous revelations 
about the government’s lack of candor about the conflict combined to erode 
public support for the Johnson administration’s handling of the war and to 
bolster a growing antiwar movement. Newspapers, magazines, and the nightly 
television news brought the war home to America. The toll of the fighting in 
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Vietnam was mounting; the total casualties—dead, wounded, and missing in 
action—had grown from 2,500 in 1965 and would top 80,000 by the end of 
1967. Scenes of the bloodshed and devastation resulting from the bitter fighting 
convinced increasing numbers of Americans that the price of U.S. commit-
ment in Vietnam was too high. The war was also aggravating social discontent 
at home. One leading critic, Martin Luther King Jr., criticized the Johnson 
administration for the cost of the war and the effect it was having on the ability 
and willingness of the government to redress social ills such as inequality and 
poverty at home in the United States.

The American people began to mistrust the White House, which, many 
believed, was not telling them the truth about the real situation in Vietnam. 
While the reporters covering the war were writing that it had reached a stale-
mate, President Johnson and his advisers were still publicly saying that the war 
could be won.

Polls were showing that Americans, who at first had supported the presi-
dent, were now beginning to turn against him. By June 1967, fully two-thirds 
of Americans said they had lost faith in President Johnson’s ability to lead the 
country. A public opinion poll in September 1967 showed for the first time that 
more Americans opposed the war than supported it.7 At the same time, Johnson’s 
popularity had dropped to below 40 percent, a new low for his term in office.

Antiwar protests had grown in size and violence and garnered considerable 
media coverage. In October 1967, an estimated 100,000 demonstrators marched 
on the Pentagon. The American public was becoming increasingly polarized 
over the war. Even those who supported the war effort were becoming dissatis-
fied with Johnson’s handling of the war and his inability to craft a winning 
strategy. The president, sensing that his public support had been shaken by the 
clamor of the antiwar faction and facing reelection in 1968, could ill ignore the 
growing restlessness of the electorate.

PUBLIC RELATIONS AND  
WESTMORELAND’S OPTIMISM

Concerned about public opinion and wanting to show that progress was being 
made in the war, Johnson ordered a media blitz to reassure the American people 
and bolster support for his war policies. In what became known as the “Success 
Campaign,” administration officials took every opportunity to try to repudiate 
the perception that there was a stalemate on the battlefield in Vietnam and 
repeatedly stressed that progress was being made.

In November 1967, the president called Westmoreland home from Vietnam 
to make the administration’s case to the American public. Stepping off the 
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plane in Washington, an optimistic Westmoreland told reporters, “I have 
never been more encouraged in the four years that I have been in Vietnam. 
We are making real progress.”8 The next day he told reporters that the South 
Vietnamese Army would be able to assume increasing responsibility for the 
fighting, and that the “phaseout” of U.S. involvement in Vietnam could begin 
within two years. On November 21, in a speech before the National Press 
Club, Westmoreland asserted, “We have reached an important point when 
the end becomes to come into view. I am absolutely certain that, whereas in 
1965 the enemy was winning, today he is certainly losing. The enemy’s hopes 
are bankrupt.” He assured the reporters and the American public that victory 
“lies within our grasp.”9 For the time being, Westmoreland’s comments helped 
calm a restive American public. His optimistic predictions would soon come 
back to haunt him.

TROOP DISPOSITION

By the end of 1967, the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF) num-
bered about 350,000 regulars in the Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps. 
The South Vietnamese ground forces included eleven army divisions and 
three marine brigades. About 12,000 American advisers who served as liaison, 
operations, and logistics specialists accompanied these forces. The 151,000-man 
Regional Forces and the 149,000-man Popular Forces, which were the equiva-
lent of provincial and local militia, augmented the regular ground forces.

The allied forces also included about 42,000 men who formed the Civilian 
Irregular Defense Groups (CIDG). These troops, mostly Montagnard tribes-
men, were trained and led by American and Vietnamese Special Forces. They 
normally manned the outposts along the borders with Laos and Cambodia. 
This put them squarely in the way of Communist troops infiltrating across the 
border from sanctuaries and base camps in those countries.

There was also a 70,000-man national police force that would be forced to 
play a combat role once the battle for the cities started in 1968. This was not a 
role for which the policemen had been trained, and they were ill prepared for 
the situation that would confront them when the Tet Offensive began.

U.S. forces at the beginning of 1968 included nine divisions, one armored 
cavalry regiment, and two independent light infantry brigades. This force had 
one hundred infantry and mechanized battalions numbering 331,000 Army 
soldiers and 78,000 Marines. The total American military strength reached 
486,000 by the end of 1967.

Taken together, the U.S. and South Vietnamese forces included 278 maneu-
ver battalions, 28 tactical fighter squadrons, and 3,000 helicopters.10 In addition, 
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the allied forces were supported by 1,200 monthly B-52 sorties and a vast array 
of artillery and logistical support units.

Joining the U.S. and South Vietnamese forces were also troops from several 
other countries, who were providing military support to Saigon. These were 
collectively known as the Free World Military Forces and included troops from 
Australia, New Zealand, South Korea, Thailand, and the Philippines, who 
fought alongside U.S. and South Vietnamese soldiers.

Facing the Americans, South Vietnamese, and their allies was a formidable 
combination of PAVN and Viet Cong troops. There were two types of forces 
within the Viet Cong: main force units that by early 1968 numbered about sixty 
thousand soldiers organized into regular combat units, and the paramilitary or 
guerrilla forces. Main force units engaged in full-scale combat and were usually 
made up of highly motivated, skilled fighters who were adept at ambushes, the use 
of mortars and rockets, and coordinated attacks on allied defensive positions.

The paramilitary forces of the Viet Cong included regional, or territorial, 
guerrillas and local guerrillas. They provided logistical support, scouts, and 
guides and engaged in local hit-and-run tactics such as staging ambushes and 
laying mines. MACV estimated in October 1967 that there were nearly 250,000 
Viet Cong main force and paramilitary forces operating in South Vietnam.11

When the war began, the Viet Cong guerrillas did most of the fighting and 
received only limited support from the North Vietnamese regulars. However, as 
the war intensified, increasing numbers of PAVN troops traveled down the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail to join the fighting in the south, serving as fillers in VC units. 
The first PAVN units had come down the trail in 1964. By early 1968, American 
intelligence analysts had identified seven North Vietnamese divisions, totaling 
about fifty-five thousand soldiers, in the south. American intelligence estimated 
that at the time of the offensive, about half of the 197 main-force enemy bat-
talions in the south were PAVN regulars.12

The PAVN was a formidable force organized into divisions, regiments, battal-
ions, and companies. These were armed with modern Soviet and Chinese weap-
ons. They were supported by mortars, artillery, rocket launchers, and, by 1968, 
tanks. The PAVN soldiers, many of whom sported tattoos that proclaimed, “Born 
in the North, to die in the South,” were well trained and highly motivated.

THE COMMUNIST DECISION TO  
CONDUCT THE OFFENSIVE

As President Johnson and his advisers wrestled with how to proceed with the 
war, the Communists were having discussions of their own. According to 
William J. Duiker, the Communists had earlier decided on a “decisive victory 
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in a relatively short period of time,” which was confirmed by the Thirteenth 
Plenum in late 1966.13 This led to an aggressive battlefield strategy that achieved 
only limited results. By mid-1967, the party leaders in Hanoi decided that some-
thing had to be done to break the bloody stalemate in the south. However, there 
followed a contentious debate in the Politburo about how best to do this. By this 
time, Le Duan, a onetime organizer of the resistance in the south and by 1967 
secretary-general of the Lao Dong Party, had become critical of the protracted 
war strategy. The war was not going as well as the Communists had hoped, 
chiefly because the commitment of American troops had inhibited PAVN 
infiltration and imposed heavy casualties. To Le Duan, the aggressive American 
tactics during the early part of 1967 did not bode well for the successful con-
tinuation of a protracted approach toward prosecuting the war. However, two 
areas of potential allied weakness had emerged. The ARVN still had significant 
problems, and U.S. public opinion had begun to waiver in its support of the 
American war effort. For these reasons, Le Duan advocated a more aggressive 
strategy to conclude the war by destroying U.S. confidence and spreading 
Communist control and influence in the countryside.

Le Duan was not alone. Chief among those who agreed with him was 
General Nguyen Chi Thanh, head of the Central Office for South Vietnam 
(COSVN), which had been initially established in 1951 as the Communist 
military headquarters in South Vietnam. Thanh also wanted to pursue a more 
aggressive strategy. He called for a massive attack against the cities of South 
Vietnam using local guerrillas, main force VC, and PAVN regulars. This would 
be the advent of the third, and final, stage of the revolutionary struggle—what 
Communist doctrine termed the General Offensive, General Uprising.

Le Duan and Thanh found other supporters in the Politburo, who were 
also unhappy with the stalemate in the south. One Communist general later 
described the situation, saying, “In the spring of 1967 Westmoreland began his 
second campaign. It was very fierce. Certain of our people were very discour-
aged. There was much discussion of the war—should we continue main-force 
efforts, or should we pull back into a more local strategy. But by the middle of 
1967 we concluded that you [the Americans and South Vietnamese] had not 
reversed the balance of forces on the battlefield. So we decided to carry out one 
decisive battle to force LBJ to de-escalate the war.”14

Not everyone agreed with Le Duan and Thanh. Some historians and other 
observers, one of whom described the offensive as “Giap’s Dream,” ascribe 
the genesis of the plan to Hanoi’s defense minister.15 However, Giap actually 
opposed the proposed escalation, because he thought that a major offensive in 
1968 would be premature and likely to fail against an enemy with vastly supe-
rior mobility and firepower.16 Long the chief proponent of protracted guerrilla 
operations against allied communication and supply lines in the south, Giap 
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feared that if the offensive failed, the revolution would be set back years. Giap 
and Thanh had been longtime rivals for control of the Communists’ military 
strategy in the south. Thanh charged Giap with being old-fashioned, with “a 
method of viewing things that is detached from reality,” insisting that Giap and 
his followers looked for answers “in books, and [by] mechanically copying one’s 
past experiences or the experiences of foreign countries . . . in accordance with 
a dogmatic tendency.”17

In the end, Le Duan and Nguyen Chi Thanh won the argument. After 
lengthy deliberation, the 13th Plenum of April 1967 passed Resolution 13, 
which called for a “spontaneous uprising in order to win a decisive victory in 
the shortest possible time.”18 This was a blow for Giap and his theory of pro-
tracted war. However, on July 6, 1967, Thanh died suddenly. The cause of death 
remains unknown; according to Giap’s biographer, Cecil Currey, Thanh fell ill 
from pneumonia, was wounded by bomb fragments, or suffered a heart attack 
while on duty in his COSVN tactical operations center.19 Despite Thanh’s 
death, the Central Committee directed that planning for the general offensive 
continue. The responsibility for planning and directing the campaign fell to 
Giap. Although he still thought the offensive was ill advised, Giap swallowed 
his objections and reluctantly began to put the plan together, warning against 
expecting quick victory.20

It was decided that the offensive would be launched in early 1968 during 
Vietnam’s Tet holiday, which marks the start of the lunar new year. Tet is a 
time not only of revelry celebrated with feasts and fireworks, but also of worship 
at the family altar for revered ancestors. For several days the entire countryside 
is on the move as people visit their ancestral homes, and all business, even the 
business of war, comes to a halt. Before 1968, both sides in the war had observed 
Tet cease-fires over the holiday. Therefore, the North Vietnamese reasoned that 
half the South Vietnamese army and national police would be on leave when 
Tet began and Saigon would be unprepared for a countrywide attack.

THE PLAN

The plan for the Tet Mau Than (New Year of the Monkey) 1968 offensive was 
finalized in late summer of 1967. North Vietnamese diplomats from around the 
world were called to Hanoi for consultation in July to discuss the upcoming 
offensive. This should have been the first indication to allied intelligence that 
something significant was in the offing, but most allied analysts believed the 
meeting’s purpose was to consider a peace bid.

The Tet campaign was designed to break the stalemate and achieve three 
objectives: provoke a general uprising among the people in the south, shatter 
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the South Vietnamese armed forces, and convince the Americans that the 
war was unwinnable. According to William J. Duiker, “Hanoi was counting 
on the combined offensive and uprising to weaken the political and military 
foundations of the Saigon regime and to trigger a shift in policy in the United 
States.”21 To accomplish this, the offensive would target South Vietnamese 
urban centers.

Dubbed Tong Cong Kich–Tong Khoi Nghia (General Offensive–General 
Uprising or TCK-TKN), the plan, using secrecy and surprise, called for a series 
of simultaneous attacks against American bases and South Vietnamese cities.22 
Giap specifically targeted previously untouched urban centers such as Saigon 
in the south, Nha Trang and Qui Nhon in central South Vietnam, as well as 
Quang Ngai and Hue in the northern part of the country.

Ultimately, Giap’s plan was predicated on four assumptions. First, the ARVN 
would not fight when struck a hard blow. Second, the Saigon government had 
no support among the South Vietnamese people, who would rise up against 
President Thieu if given the opportunity. Third, both the people and the armed 
forces of South Vietnam despised the Americans and would turn on them if 
given the chance. Fourth, the tactical situation at Khe Sanh in 1967 paralleled 
that of Dien Bien Phu in 1954.

With these assumptions in mind, Giap devised a three-pronged military 
offensive. However, in the mind of Giap, this offensive was another step in the 
long process of dau tranh, “the struggle.”23 He later explained his campaign 
in an interview with journalist Stanley Karnow: “For us, you know, there is no 
such thing as a single strategy. Ours is always a synthesis, simultaneously mili-
tary, political, and diplomatic—which is why, quite clearly, the Tet offensive 
had multiple objectives.”24 For Giap, war was political as well as military, and 
he recognized that the latter only served to promote the former.

According to General Tran Van Tra, commander of Communist forces in 
the south from 1963 to 1975, the objectives of TCK-TKN were “to break down 
and destroy the bulk of the puppet [South Vietnamese] troops, topple the pup-
pet administration at all levels, and take power into the hands of the people; 
to destroy the major part of the U.S. forces and their war materiel, and render 
them unable to fulfill their political and military duties in Vietnam; and to 
break the U.S. will of aggression, force it to accept defeat in the South and put 
an end to all acts of war against the North.”25 As part of the desire to break the 
American will, the Communists hoped to convince the United States to end 
the bombing of the north and begin negotiations to end the war.26 It is against 
these objectives, not just the generally accepted military aims, that the offensive 
must be analyzed.

Giap’s plan called for a preparatory phase that would be conducted from 
September to December 1967. During this period, PAVN forces would launch 
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attacks in the remote outlying regions along South Vietnam’s borders with 
Cambodia and Laos. The purpose of these operations, which were essentially a 
grand feint, would be to draw U.S. forces away from the populated areas. This 
would leave the cities and towns uncovered. This phase would have two other 
objectives. The first was to provide opportunities for Giap’s troops to hone their 
fighting skills, and the other was to increase American casualties. As part of 
this preparatory phase, main force divisions would begin to move into position 
around Khe Sanh, an outpost along the Laotian border manned by only a single 
U.S. Marine regiment.

Although there is some disagreement among American scholars about the 
phasing of the actual offensive, Tran Van Tra asserted some years after the war 
that the plan for the offensive called for three distinct phases.27 Phase I, which 
was scheduled to begin on January 31, 1968, was a countrywide assault on South 
Vietnamese cities, ARVN units, American headquarters, communication cen-
ters, and air bases to be carried out primarily by VC main-force units. It was 
hoped that the southern insurgents would be able to infiltrate their forces into 
the attack positions and target areas before the offensive started.

Concurrent with this phase would be a massive propaganda campaign 
aimed at coaxing the southern troops to rally to the Communist side. The 
objective of this campaign was to achieve wholesale defections from the ARVN 
ranks. At the same time, the North Vietnamese would launch their political 
offensive, aimed at causing the South Vietnamese people to revolt against 
the Saigon government. Successful accomplishment of this objective would 
leave “the American forces and bases isolated islands in a sea of hostile South 
Vietnamese people.”28

If the general uprising did not occur or failed to achieve the overthrow of 
the Saigon government, follow-on operations would be launched in succeeding 
months to wear down the enemy and lead either to victory or to a negotiated 
settlement.29 According to Tra, Phase II of the offensive began on May 5, and 
Phase III began on August 17 and ended on September 23, 1968.30 It is clear that 
to Hanoi and the NLF, the Tet Offensive, which is usually seen to cover a much 
shorter period by many American historians, was a more prolonged offensive 
that lasted beyond the action immediately following the Tet holiday.

All of this was unknown to Westmoreland and his intelligence officers at 
MACV, who thought the sequel to the Tet attacks would be a big set-piece 
battle designed to defeat American forces decisively, in much the same way that 
the French had been defeated at Dien Bien Phu, which had precipitated their 
withdrawal from Vietnam. This perception would prove critical as intelligence 
reports in later 1967 and early 1968 indicated that the Communists were planning 
something big. As these reports increased in frequency, Westmoreland would 
become convinced that the ultimate target of the offensive was Khe Sanh.
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PREPARING FOR THE OFFENSIVE

Preparations for the attack began immediately after the decision to launch 
the offensive was made. Giap masterfully directed an intensive logistical effort 
focused on a massive buildup of troops and equipment in the south. Men 
and arms began pouring into South Vietnam from staging areas in Laos and 
Cambodia. New Russian-made AK-47 assault rifles, B-40 and 122mm rockets, 
and large amounts of other war materiel were moved south along the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail by bicycle, oxcart, and truck.

As the PAVN troops infiltrated into the south, VC units were alerted and 
began preparing for the coming offensive. Guerrilla forces were reorganized 
into the configuration that would later be employed in attacking the cities 
and towns. Replacements arrived to round out understrength units. The new 
weapons and equipment that had just arrived were issued to the troops. Food, 
medicine, ammunition, and other critical supplies were stockpiled. In areas 
close enough to the cities to permit rapid deployment but far enough away to 
preclude detection, VC units conducted intense training for the upcoming 
combat operations. Some training in street fighting was conducted for special 
sapper units, but this was limited in order to maintain secrecy. Reconnaissance 
was conducted of routes to objective areas and targets. Meanwhile, political 
officers conducted chin huan, or reorientation, sessions where they indoctri-
nated the troops, proclaiming that the final goal was within their grasp and 
exhorting them to prepare themselves for the decisive battle to achieve total 
victory against Saigon and its American allies.

To achieve tactical surprise, which Giap considered essential for success, the 
North Vietnamese instituted a two-part plan of deception to cover preparations 
for the offensive. The first revolved around passive measures, which primarily 
relied on secrecy to conceal preparations for the offensive. Operational plans 
for the offensive were kept strictly confidential and disseminated to each sub-
ordinate level only as requirements dictated. Although the executive members 
of COSVN knew of the plan some time in mid-1967, it was not until the fall 
that the complete plan was disseminated to high-ranking enemy officials of 
the Saigon–Cholon–Gia Dinh Special Zone, one of the main target areas of 
the offensive.31 Although this secrecy was necessary for operational security, 
it would add to the customary fog and friction of war once the offensive was 
launched and have a significant effect on the outcome of the fighting at the 
tactical level.

The other part of Hanoi’s deception plan employed diplomatic maneuvers 
to obscure the ongoing preparations for the offensive. On December 31, 1967, 
North Vietnam’s minister of foreign affairs declared that if the United States 
unconditionally ceased its bombings, North Vietnam would be prepared to 
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enter into negotiations. This offer had several objectives. First, it “put a smoke-
screen” on Hanoi’s preparations for the general offensive to misdirect the atten-
tion of American authorities.32 Second, it was meant to drive a wedge between 
the Americans and the South Vietnamese, who did not want peace talks of any 
kind. Last, if the U.S. government agreed to a cessation of bombing, Hanoi 
could speed up infiltration movements into South Vietnam during the dry 
season in time for the offensive.

Communist agents also approached prominent representatives of the politi-
cal opposition in the south in an attempt to sow political dissent against the 
Saigon government. At the same time, the National Liberation Front initiated a 
new propaganda effort through “Liberation Radio” to win more converts to the 
revolution. The Communist hoped these actions would dampen support for the 
Saigon government and spark a popular uprising, or khoi nghia.33

The Tet Offensive thus really began in 1967 with the preparatory phase that 
included the diversionary attacks on the outlying areas in South Vietnam. The 
bitter fighting that resulted would set the stage for the Tet Offensive that began 
in January 1968 and lasted into the fall of that year.
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During the fall of 1967, the PAVN began to attack allied positions in the 
northern part of South Vietnam, along the Cambodian border, and just south 
of the DMZ. These operations served three purposes. They were designed to 
draw the American troops away from the populated areas.1 They provided an 
opportunity to rehearse coordinated operations between troops of the People’s 
Army of Vietnam (PAVN) and Viet Cong (VC) guerrillas. And they served to 
screen the infiltration of troops and equipment into South Vietnam from Laos 
and Cambodia before Tet.

Interpreting these moves as an effort to gain control of the northern prov-
inces, General William Westmoreland retaliated with massive bombing raids 
targeted against suspected PAVN troop concentrations. He also sent reinforce-
ments to the northern and border areas to help drive back PAVN attacks at Con 
Thien, Loc Ninh, Song Be, and Dak To. The attack on Dak To in the II Corps 
area in November 1967 was the last of a series of “border battles” that began two 
months earlier with the siege of Con Thien in the I Corps area and continued 
in October with attacks on Song Be and Loc Ninh in the III Corps area.2

Con Thien was a barren Marine outpost situated ten miles northwest of 
Dong Ha on the top of Hill 158, overlooking the demilitarized zone (DMZ). It 
was the easternmost anchor of a line of outposts that extended west to Camp 
Carroll and Khe Sanh, which were meant to provide a shield to protect the 
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two northern provinces of Quang Tri and Thua Thien.3 The outpost at Con 
Thien, occupied by a battalion of Marines, came under ground attack in July 
1967 by PAVN forces operating out of the supposedly neutral DMZ. The base 
was also the target of constant and intense artillery pounding from an estimated 
130 PAVN artillery pieces emplaced in well-fortified firing positions north of 
the Ben Hai River, which bisected the five-mile-wide buffer zone. The Marine 
defenders conducted a number of spoiling attacks in July and August, turning 
back several PAVN attempts to take the base.

In September, elements of a PAVN division made a concerted effort to 
capture Con Thien, but once again the Marines prevailed. Failing to take the 
base by ground attack, the Communists increased their artillery bombardment 
of the base. The shelling reached its peak during the week of September 19–27, 
when more than three thousand mortar, artillery, and rocket rounds struck the 
Marine outpost. In response, Marine and army artillery, naval gunfire, and 
massive air strikes, including 790 B-52 sorties, inflicted heavy casualties on the 
PAVN attackers. By October 31, the Marines had held, and the siege of Con 
Thien was over.

The Communists followed the attack on Con Thien with new attacks 
along the borders with Laos and Cambodia. On October 27, a PAVN regiment 
attacked the command post of a South Vietnamese battalion at Song Be in 
Phuoc Long province near the Cambodian border in the III Corps area. With 
the aid of air support, the ARVN soldiers repulsed several PAVN attacks.

Two days later, a VC regiment attacked another South Vietnamese outpost 
at Loc Ninh, a small rubber plantation town on the Cambodian border in Binh 
Long province. The Viet Cong penetrated the district headquarters perimeter 
and gained control of about half the compound, but ARVN reinforcements 
helped drive back the Viet Cong after bitter fighting. After the first attack was 
repelled, another VC regiment joined the battle, followed by elements of two 
other PAVN regiments. The fighting spread into the adjacent plantation areas, 
and a brigade from the U.S. 1st Infantry Division was inserted into the battle. 
The combat was intense as both sides fought desperately to overcome the other 
in heavy fighting that raged from October 29 to November 2. The Communists 
troops launched repeated human wave attacks against the allied positions, but 
the defenders inflicted heavy losses on the attackers.4

The attack on Loc Ninh represented the first time that the Central Office for 
South Vietnam (COSVN), the senior Communist headquarters in the southern 
half of South Vietnam, had staged coordinated attacks by large units from differ-
ent divisions. It was later discovered that this action was essentially a rehearsal 
intended to provide VC and PAVN forces with an opportunity to experiment 
with street fighting techniques, as well as to test South Vietnamese reactions 
and use of firepower to relieve embattled cities and population centers.5
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The final “border battle” occurred near a U.S. Special Forces camp near 
Dak To northwest of Kontum in the mountainous area along the Laotian and 
Cambodian borders in the Central Highlands. In late October, intelligence 
indicated that four PAVN main-force regiments were moving into the Dak To 
region. At the time, there was only one American battalion in the area, but 
Westmoreland quickly sent in reinforcements. By mid-November as PAVN 
attack indicators increased, there were a total of nine U.S. and six ARVN infan-
try battalions in the area. The first engagement between the allied forces and 
PAVN troops erupted on November 17, and it was followed by a series of pitched 
battles that ranged over an area of 190 square miles and lasted for twenty-two 
days. During the bitter fighting, three PAVN regiments were severely crippled, 
suffering an estimated 1,400 soldiers killed, but allied losses were heavy, too. 
The ARVN lost 73 men, and 289 Americans were killed during the battles 
around Dak To; more than 900 American soldiers were wounded.

The attacks on Con Thien, Song Be, Loc Ninh, and Dak To were part of 
the preparatory phase for Giap’s general offensive plan designed to lure U.S. 
forces away from the cities and into South Vietnam’s periphery. In purely tacti-
cal terms, these operations were costly failures, and, although exact numbers 
are not known, the Communists no doubt lost some of their best troops. Not 
only did the allied forces exact a high toll in enemy casualties, but the attacks 
also failed to cause a permanent relocation of allied forces to the border areas. 
The strategic mobility of the American forces permitted them to move to the 
borders, turn back the Communist attacks, and redeploy back to the interior 
in a mobile reserve posture. North Vietnamese Colonel Tran Van Doc later 
described these border battles as “useless and bloody.”6 Nevertheless, at the 
operational level, the attacks achieved at least part of Giap’s intent by diverting 
Westmoreland’s attention to the outlying areas away from the buildup around 
the urban target areas while also giving the North Vietnamese an opportunity 
to perfect the tactics that they would use in the Tet attacks.7

KHE SANH

U.S. intelligence analysts were puzzled by the Communist moves, which 
seemed to invite massive American retaliation for no apparent purpose. As the 
fighting intensified in 1967, Westmoreland received reports that PAVN forces 
were massing forces to attack the Marine base at Khe Sanh in the northern I 
Corps area (see Map 2). American Special Forces had originally set up the base 
in 1962, forming Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) companies among 
the Bru Montagnard tribes there to monitor and block activity along the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail. In 1964, the Special Forces built a new base, which covered 
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an area of about two square miles. Built around an old military base known as 
the French Fort, it was located on a plateau two miles north of Khe Sanh vil-
lage. North of the fort, an airstrip had been carved from a piece of level ground 
among the hills. Special Forces soldiers built strong cement bunkers for the 
command center and defensive positions.

By 1965, the Special Forces had installed mortars and other weapons to 
defend the base against the PAVN and Viet Cong who were operating in the 
area. Nevertheless, the base sustained a major enemy attack on the evening 
of January 3, 1966, and suffered sixty to seventy casualties among the Special 
Forces advisers and their Montagnard troops. To strengthen the base, Navy 
Seabees improved the airstrip, building a 1,500-foot runway of steel planking in 
the summer of 1966.

The first Marines in the area had come in April 1964 when a communication 
intelligence unit arrived to monitor VC and North Vietnamese radio commu-
nication. Westmoreland visited Khe Sanh for the first time during the period of 
these early intelligence-gathering operations.

As the war expanded, Khe Sanh gradually grew in importance for the U.S. 
high command. In mid-1966, the PAVN began to deploy large numbers of forces 
within the DMZ, in Laos, and in the southern panhandle of North Vietnam. 
Giap wanted to shorten his supply lines and make infiltration from the north 
harder for the Americans to detect.8 With the increased infiltration of PAVN 
troops from the north, Westmoreland saw Khe Sanh as the key to preventing 
the North Vietnamese from carrying the fight into the populated coastal regions 
of northern South Vietnam. Consequently, he ordered a battalion of Marines 
to the Khe Sanh area in April 1966. In January 1967, the Special Forces troops 
were displaced from their camp by elements of a Marine regiment, which was 
ordered to assume operational responsibility for the area in April. The Green 
Berets moved their camp westward to the Montagnard village of Lang Vei.

Surrounded by a series of mist-enshrouded, jungle-covered hills, Khe Sanh 
was one of a series of outposts established near the demilitarized zone separat-
ing North and South Vietnam. Located just north of Khe Sanh village some 
seven miles from the border with Laos and about fourteen miles south of the 
DMZ, Khe Sanh Combat Base (KSCB) was a key element in the defense of 
I Corps in South Vietnam. Khe Sanh effectively controlled a valley area that 
was the crossroads of enemy infiltration routes from North Vietnam and lower 
Laos, which provided natural invasion avenues of approach into the two north-
ern provinces of South Vietnam. To Westmoreland, Khe Sanh was the natural 
blocking position to block this infiltration in order to protect Quang Tri and 
Thua Thien provinces.9 The base also served as a top-secret launch site for vital 
Special Forces reconnaissance missions into Laos and as an airfield for recon-
naissance flights over the Ho Chi Minh Trail. In addition, Westmoreland hoped 
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that he might convince the White House in the near future to approve combat 
operations into Laos to destroy the North Vietnamese supply routes and sanctu-
aries.10 In that case, Khe Sanh would serve as an ideal base for the invasion.

By the end of the summer of 1967, Khe Sanh Combat Base had become the 
western anchor of a chain of strong points stretching from the border with Laos 
to the city of Hue in the east that were designed to thwart any PAVN invasion 
across the DMZ. In addition to the Marines at KSCB and the Special Forces at 
Lang Vei, there was a small Marine Combined Action Program company and 
a Regional Forces company in the village of Khe Sanh.11

Supported by 175mm guns from two firebases seventeen miles to the east, 
Camp Carroll and the Rockpile, the Marines began sending out patrols, which 
soon discovered PAVN bunkers, tunnels, and supply depots. In the meantime, 
the Marine engineers worked on Route 9, repairing bridges and improving the 
road so supplies could be brought into the base overland. The PAVN continued 
to threaten Khe Sanh, and a fierce battle broke out on the night of March 15, 
1967, in which the PAVN inflicted heavy casualties on a Marine company.

THE HILL FIGHTS

This battle, along with the others that followed in 1967 and into 1968, became a 
titanic struggle between U.S. forces and the Communist for control of the high 
ground in the Khe Sanh area. The base itself was surrounded by several hills 
that were strategically important to its defense. The most important of these 
were Hills 881 North, 881 South, and 861 (their names denote their height in 
meters), within sight of the plateau and overlooking the Rao Quan River. These 
hills formed a near-perfect triangle, with Hill 881 North at the apex and the 
other two hills at the base of the triangle. Hill 861 was about 5,000 meters (3.1 
miles) northwest of the airstrip; Hill 881 South was approximately 3,000 meters 
(1.85 miles) west of 861 and 2,000 meters (1.25 miles) south of 881 North. If the 
PAVN occupied these hills, they would be ideally placed to bombard Khe Sanh 
Combat Base, thus making aerial reinforcement and resupply virtually impos-
sible. Between April 28 and May 11, 1967, in a series of hard-fought engagements 
known as the “Hill Fights,” two Marine battalions from the Third Marine 
Regiment wrested control of all three key terrain features from the PAVN, who 
gave as good as they got in the heavy fighting.

In August, the Marines increased their patrolling activity and extra outposts 
were established on Hills 558 and 861A, to the east and northwest of 861, respec-
tively, to block the Rao Quan valley. In view of the increasing PAVN activity 
in the area, the Marines began an effort to improve the defenses of the base 
and the hilltop outposts. They began to work on building new fortifications 
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and improving existing fighting positions. At the same time, the Khe Sanh air-
field was shut down so the Seabees could make much-needed improvements, 
including lengthening and strengthening the runway, using crushed rock from 
a nearby quarry and other materials provided by parachute or by a special low-
altitude extraction system.12 While the airfield was being improved, helicopters 
and C-7 Caribou aircraft that could land on short open segments of the runway 
supplied the base. The improved airfield would reopen in October to C-123 and 
C-130 aircraft. This airfield would prove crucial in the coming siege.

In September, American intelligence reported that two battalions of PAVN 
troops, approximately 1,600 men, had moved into the Khe Sanh area. In 
November, the PAVN began massing for what appeared to be a major assault. 
Under the command of the corps level Route 9 Front, more than 20,000 PAVN 
regulars began converging on the Khe Sanh area.

In late November, U.S. intelligence began to receive reports that several 
PAVN divisions normally located in North Vietnam were beginning to move 
south. By late December it was apparent to U.S. intelligence agencies that two 
of these divisions were headed for the Khe Sanh area. One of these divisions, the 
304th, was an elite home-guard division from Hanoi that had led the struggle 
against the French during the 1950s and participated in the decisive Viet Minh 
victory at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. In addition to these two divisions, intelligence 
reports indicated that another division and one more regiment were moving to 
within easy supporting distance of the PAVN troops converging on Khe Sanh.

The PAVN buildup at Khe Sanh was not unwelcome news to Westmoreland. 
For several years, the American commander had hoped to engage the PAVN 
and Viet Cong in a traditional set-piece battle on ground of his choosing instead 
of having to deal with the usual hit-and-run guerrilla campaign where the 
Communists had the initiative. Westmoreland saw Khe Sanh as an opportunity 
to use his advantages against Giap’s weaknesses. The Communists would have 
to mass their forces to take Khe Sanh, and that would make them vulnerable 
to the overwhelming firepower at Westmoreland’s disposal. The American gen-
eral was convinced that in such a confrontation, superior U.S. firepower would 
destroy the enemy and perhaps win a decisive battle that might turn the tide 
of the war.13

Already, Westmoreland and his senior commanders believed that the war was 
moving in their favor. They seemed to be inflicting heavier casualties on the 
Viet Cong, and it was almost impossible to believe that superior American tech-
nology could not eventually win a victory in Vietnam. As a result, Westmoreland 
and his advisers were not prepared for simultaneous attacks against American 
bases and South Vietnamese cities. They did not believe that the Viet Cong 
and PAVN had such a powerful military capability, given the casualties that 
they had incurred in 1966–67. Ultimately, allied intelligence had failed in its 
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assessment of Communist strengths and weaknesses, and Westmoreland and his 
staffers believed their own reports of progress, which would only add velocity to 
the impact of the Tet Offensive when it finally came.

On January 1, 1968, Radio Hanoi broadcast a poem written by Ho Chi Minh 
to mark the arrival of the Year of the Monkey, which read:

This Spring far outshines the previous Springs,
Of triumphs throughout the land come happy tidings.
Let North and South emulate each other in fighting the U.S. aggressors!
Forward!
Total victory will be ours.14

This was the signal that the general offensive was about to begin. Already, 
Viet Cong troops had occupied attack positions and infiltrated the major cit-
ies, carrying weapons that they would use during the offensive. However, the 
PAVN and VC forces had not been able to conceal all of their maneuvers 
from the Americans. Just before the battle at Dak To, a captured enemy docu-
ment revealed that the attack was to be a prelude to a major PAVN offensive 
in Kontum province. Other intercepted enemy orders and documents told of 
impending attacks on Pleiku and Ban Me Thuot.

Although Westmoreland believed the Communists were preparing for a 
major offensive, he remained convinced that the main battle would be waged 
at Khe Sanh. He also thought that it would begin sometime before or just after 
the Tet lunar new year, because he did not believe that the Communists would 
violate the holiday itself. Apparently, the American commander and his staff 
did not pay much attention to history. In 1789, the Vietnamese had launched 
an attack during the Tet holiday against the Chinese troops occupying Hanoi, 
achieving total surprise and winning a great victory by launching a major attack 
when it was least expected.

Even though MACV had some indication of an impending offensive, 
Westmoreland risked uncovering the populated areas in an effort to take the 
war to the enemy, asserting that he had “no intentions of sitting back to wait the 
enemy’s move.”15 In his mind, the best opportunity to take on the Communists 
and defeat them was at Khe Sanh, where all indications pointed toward a major 
buildup of enemy forces.

Although intelligence reports indicated the Communists were planning an 
offensive operation of some undetermined purpose for late 1968, Westmoreland 
concluded that the VC effort was probably intended as a diversion to distract 
allied attention from the main attack by PAVN forces that he was convinced 
would come at Khe Sanh. He thought that Giap hoped to annihilate a major 
U.S. force at Khe Sanh just as the Viet Minh had destroyed the French garrison 
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at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. There were several other reasons why Westmoreland 
focused on Khe Sanh. He was convinced that the PAVN attackers would stay as 
close as possible to their own territory to reduce the need for long supply lines. 
He also thought that Giap might try to capture the entire northern part of South 
Vietnam and incorporate it into his own country.

OPERATION NIAGARA

In January 1968, the possibility of attack loomed larger. On the night of January 
2, a Marine advance outpost to the west of the airfield at Khe Sanh spotted six 
men walking near them. When the Marines told the men to stop, they did not 
respond. The Marines opened fire, killing five of the men and wounding the 
sixth. This party turned out to be a PAVN regimental commander and his staff, 
who were apparently conducting a reconnaissance of the Marine positions. For 
these officers to be in the area could only mean that the PAVN were planning 
a major assault.

There were additional signs that there was a major PAVN buildup around 
Khe Sanh and the surrounding area. Marine patrols discovered fighting posi-
tions, widened trails, and even new roads. Additionally, the Special Forces at 
Lang Vei reported that they were picking up signs of enemy movement eastward 
during their long-range patrols across the border in Laos.

For Westmoreland, this was all the proof necessary to confirm his belief 
that Khe Sanh would be the major battle of the coming Vietnam offensive. 
The MACV commander hoped that the PAVN would make a heavy commit-
ment to the assault there, after which he would hit them with overwhelming 
U.S. firepower. When the buildup in the Khe Sanh area became apparent, 
Westmoreland ordered his staff to prepare several contingency plans to deal 
with the situation. The first was known as Operation Checkers, a contingency 
plan that called for transferring up to half of the one hundred or so U.S. combat 
battalions in South Vietnam to the northern provinces if needed.16 The second 
plan called for a massive aerial bombardment to counter the increasing threat. 
This plan, called Operation Niagara “to evoke an image of cascading bombs 
and shells,” was a two-phased operation.17 Phase I was designed to find the 
PAVN forces. Phase II, the most concentrated application of aerial firepower in 
the history of warfare, would destroy them.

Phase I of Operation Niagara began in early January with an intensive intelli-
gence effort to pinpoint PAVN positions around Khe Sanh. U.S. Air Force, Navy, 
and Marine planes took aerial photographs of the Khe Sanh area, while elec-
tronic warfare aircraft listened for PAVN radio traffic. Helicopters also began to 
drop sophisticated sensor devices onto the ground to detect troop movements. 
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This included acoustic sensors to pick up voices and seismic devices to record 
vibrations from marching soldiers and passing trucks and tanks.

For Phase II of Operation Niagara, which would begin once the PAVN 
opened their attack on Khe Sanh, Westmoreland assembled an impressive 
armada of more than two thousand strategic and tactical aircraft, ranging 
from the B-52 Stratofortresses to the propeller-driven South Vietnamese 
A-1E Skyraiders.

As the Marines of the 26th Regiment under the command of Colonel David 
E. Lownds made preparations for the coming battle, so did the PAVN, who were 
rushing additional reinforcements to the area around Khe Sanh.18 Intelligence 
reports indicated that a PAVN division was taking up positions northwest of the 
base, while another was operating to the southwest. In total, Communist forces 
surrounding Khe Sanh numbered about twenty thousand troops who would be 
opposed by only about a third of that number of Marines. Other intelligence 
reports indicated that a PAVN regiment was located inside the DMZ only ten 
to fifteen miles north of Khe Sanh while another PAVN division was believed 
to be north of the Rockpile, putting an additional twelve thousand to fourteen 
thousand enemy soldiers within easy reinforcing distance of the enemy units in 
the Khe Sanh area.

As the PAVN forces converged on Khe Sanh, the Marines continued to 
prepare for the coming battle. While the Marines inside Khe Sanh continued 
to dig additional trenches, build new bunkers, and reinforce the perimeter, 
additional Marine forces were positioned to control the key terrain surrounding 
the base.

THE SIEGE OF KHE SANH BEGINS

On 17 January, a Marine patrol was ambushed southwest of 881 North. When 
another patrol was sent to the same area two days later, it was also ambushed. 
The PAVN, using the cover of monsoon rain and mist, had quietly retaken 881 
North, giving them a position on the high ground that posed an immediate 
threat to Marine positions elsewhere.

During the afternoon of January 20, a PAVN soldier appeared under a flag 
of truce at Khe Sanh and surrendered. He turned out to be Senior Lieutenant 
La Thanh Tonc, commander of the 14th Antiaircraft Company of the 325-C 
Division. Tonc revealed to the Marines that two PAVN divisions—his and the 
304th—were preparing for an attack on Khe Sanh that would begin that night 
with the initial assault against Hills 861 and 881 South. Once these hills were 
taken, two PAVN regiments would attack Khe Sanh itself from the northeast 
and south. According to Tonc, the purpose of the campaign was to gain bargain-
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ing leverage at the negotiating table by overrunning the U.S. bases along the 
DMZ and then subsequently liberating Quang Tri Province. He also claimed 
that Giap was in the area and directing the campaign personally.19

The Marines were not sure whether to believe Tonc, but they went on alert 
anyway. Tonc’s predictions were soon borne out when just after midnight on 
January 21, following a mortar, rocket, and rocket-propelled-grenade barrage, 
three hundred PAVN soldiers spearheaded by sappers using satchel charges, 
bangalore torpedoes, and bamboo ladders breached the perimeter wire and 
attacked Hill 861. They advanced up the hill, yelling and throwing grenades, 
and quickly penetrated the Marine defenses and captured the helicopter land-
ing pad in fierce fighting. With supporting fire from adjacent hills, the Marines 
retook the hill in brutal hand-to-hand combat.

The attack on Hill 881 South that Tonc had predicted never materialized; 
perhaps a combination of the casualties inflicted by the Marines and the effect 
of the heavy artillery pounding changed the PAVN plans.

As the attack on Hill 861 wound down, the PAVN began shelling Khe Sanh 
Combat Base with hundreds of rockets, mortars, and artillery shells. One of 
the first targets to be hit was the exposed ammunition dump at the eastern end 
of the runway, setting off an explosion in a Marine bunker containing 1,500 
tons of stored ammunition, including bombs, artillery shells, grenades, and 
small-arms ammunition. The blast destroyed a helicopter and swept away tents, 
small buildings, and even the landing lights and radio antennae around the 
airstrip. Another shell hit a cache of tear gas, releasing clouds of choking vapor 
that soon enveloped the entire base. Secondary explosions from ammunition 
“cooking off” in the raging fire continued for forty-eight hours. This event was 
covered by several reporters and cameramen and it rapidly became headline 
news all over the United States; the situation at Khe Sanh was soon the focus 
of the evening television newscasts, even after the Communists launched the 
full-scale Tet Offensive.

Thousands of shells were lost in the explosion of the ammo dump, more 
than 90 percent of Marines’ ammunition. This had to be quickly replaced if the 
Marines in Khe Sanh were to continue to defend the area. Accordingly, U.S. Air 
Force C-123 and C-130 cargo aircraft began aerial resupply flights to replenish 
the destroyed ammunition.

As the ammo dump at Khe Sanh base exploded, hundreds of PAVN 
troops overran Khe Sanh village along Route 9, forcing the Marines from the 
Combined Action Company and the South Vietnamese Regional Forces com-
pany there to evacuate to KSCB.

After a day of intense fighting and enemy shelling, the Marines had suffered 
nine killed and seventy-five wounded (thirty-eight of whom were returned to 
duty). The PAVN had blown up the ammo dump and forced the evacuation of 
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Khe Sanh village, but the Marines still held Khe Sanh Combat Base and the 
surrounding hills.

Over the next few days, helicopters brought in a battalion of the 9th Marines 
and the 37th ARVN Ranger Battalion, the last reinforcements to reach the 
Marine base until the siege was formally lifted on April 8. The Marines now 
had about six thousand troops to defend against the twenty thousand to forty 
thousand PAVN regulars who surrounded Khe Sanh. About half the Marine 
infantry would be deployed outside the base on the surrounding hills; the 
recently arrived 1st Battalion of the 9th Marines occupied a defensive position 
near a rock quarry to guard the western approach to KSCB.

Thus, ten days before the Tet Offensive had formally begun, the Marines 
at Khe Sanh found themselves virtually surrounded by PAVN troops. When 
it became apparent that Khe Sanh was in danger of an imminent attack, 
Westmoreland initiated Operation Niagara II and ordered allied aircraft to 
begin pounding the PAVN forces surrounding the Marine base. Between 
January 22 and March 31, a total of 24,000 tactical air strikes would be flown by 
USAF and Marine fighter-bombers. These strikes were supplemented by 2,700 
missions flown by B-52 Stratofortresses as part of Operation Arc Light.

For seventy-seven days, a desperate battle raged between the besieged 
Marines and the PAVN forces that surrounded them. American print journal-
ists and television reporters covered the intense combat. Despite the obvious 
differences between Dien Bien Phu and Khe Sanh, the journalists could not 
resist the comparison. “The parallels are there for all to see,” Walter Cronkite 
informed a CBS radio audience in early February.20 Perhaps because of that 
intense coverage, President Johnson remained fixated on the battle. He had a 
model of the base constructed in the White House and would pore over it for 
hours, discussing the details with his military advisers. “I don’t want any damn 
Dinbinphoo,” he reportedly told the Joint Chiefs of Staff, making them sign 
a document on January 29 promising that the base could be held.21 However, 
as the Marines battled for survival at Khe Sanh, Johnson was presented with a 
stunning new crisis when the Communists launched the Tet Offensive.
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As the fighting mounted at Khe Sanh in the first part of January 1968, the 
Communists were making final preparations for launching the Tet Offensive. 
Since Tet typically brought a mutual cease-fire, Hanoi assumed that the South 
Vietnamese would be relaxed and unprepared for an assault. Taking advantage 
of the situation, the Communists smuggled men and equipment into and 
around South Vietnam’s cities and provincial capitals. Weapons arrived in 
trucks loaded with flowers, vegetables, and fruit destined for the holiday cel-
ebrations. “Mourners” carried coffins filled with weapons and ammunition and 
buried them at pagodas and churches where they could easily be dug up later. 
Explosives were concealed in baskets of tomatoes and rice. Viet Cong (VC) sol-
diers in civilian clothes, some even dressed in South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) 
uniforms, mingled with crowds of South Vietnamese civilians returning to the 
cities for the Tet celebrations.

The commander of the VC division charged with conducting the attack on 
Tan Son Nhut Air Base outside Saigon personally conducted the reconnais-
sance for his unit’s attack. One of his regimental commanders also got a look 
at the objective when he visited his family’s gravesite at a military cemetery just 
outside the base.

U.S. military intelligence analysts knew that the Communists were plan-
ning some kind of spectacular attack but did not believe it would come dur-
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ing Tet or that it would be nationwide. One of the first indications of a change 
in strategy occurred at Loc Ninh in October 1967. As previously described, 
the Communists had attacked the district capital and, contrary to normal 
practice, tried to hold it, suffering terribly when allied air support and artil-
lery drove them out. Intelligence officers were puzzled why the enemy had 
stood and fought, risking certain heavy losses for a meaningless objective. It 
would later become known that the Viet Cong had been practicing urban 
assault tactics.

There were other signs that something unusual was afoot. There had been 
a flurry of attacks in Dinh Tuong province, where traditionally the Viet Cong 
tested new tactics. Additionally, intelligence indicated that Communist deser-
tion rates were down, apparently because the enemy troops had been told that 
victory was near and that the entire country would soon be liberated.

In late November, the CIA station in Saigon compiled all the various 
intelligence indicators and published a report called “the Big Gamble.” This 
was not really a formal intelligence estimate or even a prediction, but rather 
“a collection of scraps” that concluded that the Communists were changing 
their strategy.1 At first, intelligence analysts at Military Assistance Command, 
Vietnam (MACV) disagreed with the CIA’s assessment, because at the time the 
command was reducing its estimate of enemy capabilities as part of the effort 
to show progress in the war.2

As more intelligence poured in, MACV commander General William 
Westmoreland and his staff also came to the conclusion that a major country-
wide effort was probable. All the signs pointed to a new major offensive. Still, 
Westmoreland did not anticipate heavy attacks on cities and towns. On the 
contrary, he had repositioned forces away from the populated areas to conduct 
operations along the border with Laos and Cambodia, where he thought the 
main enemy threat lay.

On December 18, General Earle Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, warned the American public that “there may be a Communist thrust 
similar to the desperate effort of the Germans in the Battle of the Bulge.”3 
President Johnson himself indicated that he was aware that the Communists 
were planning something unusual when he told the Australian cabinet at 
Canberra, where he had traveled for the funeral of Prime Minister Harold Holt, 
that “kamikaze” attacks were expected in Vietnam.4

Despite concerns about a potential Communist offensive, the Johnson 
administration chose not to take any extra measures to prepare the American 
people for the coming blow. Having spent the previous months trying to con-
vince the public that progress was being made in the war, Johnson was less than 
enthusiastic about alarming the people. His administration insisted in continu-
ing to paint a rosy picture—and this played right into Giap’s hands.
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Just before Christmas 1967, intelligence reports indicated a 200 percent 
increase in truck traffic on the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos. The reports were 
determined to be credible and, together with the other mounting evidence, 
convinced Westmoreland and his staff that something unusual was afoot. They 
apparently had no idea that the Communists had the capability to launch 
such a widespread attack. While predicting that the enemy was planning a 
major effort to win a spectacular success on the battlefield, Westmoreland, like 
Johnson, made no deliberate effort to alert the press and the American public 
for what might be coming. Failing to do so only increased the shock of the 
enemy offensive once it began.

The indications that the enemy was planning something big continued to 
pile up. On January 4, 1968, U.S. troops in the Central Highlands captured a 
document entitled Operation Order No. 1, which called for an attack against 
Pleiku prior to Tet. A few days later, ARVN soldiers captured a similar order for 
an assault on Ban Me Thuot, although no date was specified.

Westmoreland became sufficiently alarmed by the situation developing 
at Khe Sanh and the new intelligence indicators to request that the South 
Vietnamese cancel the coming Tet cease-fire countrywide. On January 8, the 
chief of the South Vietnamese Joint General Staff (JGS), General Cao Van 
Vien, told Westmoreland that he would try to limit the truce to twenty-four 
hours. South Vietnamese President Nguyen Van Thieu argued that to cancel 
the forty-eight-hour truce would adversely affect the morale of his troops and 
the South Vietnamese people. However, he agreed to limit the cease-fire to 
thirty-six hours, beginning on the evening of January 29.

In mid-January, the 101st Airborne Division captured plans for an attack on 
the city of Phu Cuong. Because the Communists compartmentalized their 
plans, there was no mention in the captured documents about a nationwide 
offensive, and countermeasures were left to local U.S. commanders. Still, there 
were now many indications that an offensive of unusual proportions was in the 
offing. There would soon be more.

On January 28, South Vietnamese Military Security Service agents arrested 
eleven VC cadres in Qui Nhon. The Viet Cong had in their possession two 
audiotapes containing an appeal to the local population to take up arms against 
the Saigon government and an announcement that Saigon, Hue, and other 
South Vietnamese cities had already been liberated.

Toward the end of January, the government of North Vietnam made a 
strange announcement. Citing an auspicious conjunction of the moon, the 
earth, and the sun, the government decreed that the Tet holiday would begin 
not on January 30, as indicated by the lunar calendar, but on January 29 instead. 
Hanoi, the allies later learned, wanted its people to be able to celebrate Tet 
before the general offensive was launched.
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In the South, the change in the North Vietnamese holiday schedule 
went unnoticed. By this time in late January, both Westmoreland and the 
White House were preoccupied with the developing situation at Khe Sanh. 
Westmoreland remained convinced that the PAVN buildup in the area pre-
saged a Communist attempt to take the northernmost provinces. Accordingly, 
Westmoreland ordered the U.S. 1st Cavalry Division from the Central Highlands 
to Phu Bai just south of Hue. Additionally, he sent one brigade of the 101st 
Airborne Division to I Corps to strengthen the defense of the two northernmost 
provinces. By the end of January, more than half of all U.S. combat maneuver 
battalions were located in the I Corps area, ready to meet any new threat.

Not everyone in the U.S. military high command was focused on Khe 
Sanh. Lieutenant General Frederick C. Weyand commanded the American 
field forces in III Corps Tactical Zone and was charged with defending the 
approaches to Saigon. He had fifty-three combat maneuver battalions, most of 
which had been operating against enemy bases along the Cambodian border 
in the latter months of 1967.5 When contact with the Viet Cong in these areas 
dropped off in December, Weyand became alarmed at the seemingly incoher-
ent pattern of enemy activity and telephoned Westmoreland on January 10 to 
explain his concern and recommend that forces return from the border. The 
MACV commander agreed, and fifteen combat battalions were ordered to 
reposition nearer to Saigon.

When the Communists struck, the number of American battalions within 
the urban zone had risen to twenty-seven. Their presence made a tremen-
dous difference in the fighting to follow and may have saved the capital city. 
Although Westmoreland had approved strengthening Saigon’s defenses, his 
attention remained on northern South Vietnam, and not much else was done 
to strengthen other cities and towns.

The intelligence picture was further clouded on January 30 between 
midnight and 3:00 a.m., when VC forces apparently launched the offensive 
prematurely when they attacked eight towns and cities along the coast and in 
the Central Highlands. A ground attack in battalion strength hit the port of 
Nha Trang; another struck Hoi An, a district capital near the coast. Mortar and 
rocket fire preceded a ground attack by two thousand enemy soldiers on the 
Highlands town of Ban Me Thuot. Farther north, the Viet Cong launched a 
sapper attack against the headquarters of ARVN I Corps in Da Nang. Additional 
attacks were made on Kontum, Pleiku, and Qui Nhon.

According to General Tran Van Tra, Giap had called for the offensive to start 
on “the first day of the Lunar New Year.” Apparently there were two different 
calendars in use: an older version being used in the south and a newer one in 
the northern areas. Using the older calendar, the lunar new year fell on January 
31, but on the newer calendar, it fell on January 30. This “threw off the timing 
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of the opening attacks.”6 Apparently, the fog and friction of war applied to the 
Communist side as well as to the allied forces.

The premature attacks were not coordinated well, and by daylight all 
Communist forces had been driven from their objectives. No other towns or 
cities in South Vietnam were attacked that night. After daylight on January 30, 
President Thieu, at the urging of General William Westmoreland, canceled 
the cease-fire throughout the country and alerted all South Vietnamese mili-
tary units. However, it was too late to call back those ARVN soldiers already 
on leave, and word of the cancellation of the truce failed to reach many South 
Vietnamese units until it was too late.

Although the premature attacks provided a warning of the impending offen-
sive and troops were put on alert, few people expected the widespread assaults 
that followed the next day. However, Brigadier General Philip Davidson, chief 
of MACV intelligence, looked at the reports and warned Westmoreland, “This 
is going to happen in the rest of the country tonight or tomorrow morning.”7 
The American commander immediately put his forces on alert, but he did not 
order any change to troop dispositions. Since they had been on alert many times 
before, most American troops were not prepared for the storm about to break 
upon them. For Westmoreland, the attacks on January 30 only served to confirm 
in his mind that the main enemy effort was focused on Khe Sanh. He would 
soon be proved wrong.

Thus, the premature attacks, the change in alert status and cancellation of the 
truce had only mixed results. Some ARVN commanders responded with appro-
priate precautionary measures, but others responded hardly at all. Most American 
and South Vietnamese commanders thought it was simply out of the question 
that the Communists would try to capture the cities and towns. Consequently, 
when the offensive was finally launched, the surprise was almost total.

THE OFFENSIVE BEGINS

The Tet Offensive began in full force shortly before 3:00 a.m. on January 31. 
More than eighty thousand Communist troops—a mixture of PAVN regulars 
and VC main-force guerrillas—began a coordinated attack throughout South 
Vietnam.8 The PAVN and Viet Cong targeted more than three-quarters of 
the provincial capitals and most of the major cities (see Map 3). In the north, 
Communist forces struck Quang Tri, Tam Ky, and Hue, as well as the U.S. 
military bases at Phu Bai and Chu Lai. In the center of the country, they fol-
lowed up the previous evening’s attacks and launched new ones at Tuy Hoa, 
Phan Thiet, and the American installations at Bong Song and An Khe. In III 
Corps Tactical Zone, the primary Communist thrust was at Saigon itself, but 
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there were other attacks against the ARVN corps headquarters at Bien Hoa and 
the U.S. II Field Force headquarters at Long Binh. In the Mekong Delta, the 
Viet Cong struck Vinh Long, My Tho, Can Tho, Dinh Tuong, Kien Tuong, 
Go Cong, and Ben Tre, as well as virtually every other provincial capital in the 
region. The Communist forces mortared or rocketed every major allied airfield 
and attacked sixty-four district capitals and scores of lesser towns.

Although the attacks varied in size and scope, they generally followed the 
same pattern. They began with a barrage of mortar and rocket fire, followed 
closely thereafter by a ground assault spearheaded by sappers, who penetrated 
the defensive perimeter. Once inside the cities, the commandos linked up with 
troops who had previously infiltrated and with local sympathizers, who often 
acted as guides. Main force units, which quickly seized predetermined targets, 
followed. They were usually accompanied by propaganda teams that tried to 
convince the local populace to rise up against the Saigon government. The 
attackers were both skillful and determined and had rehearsed their attacks 
beforehand.

The scope of the Tet Offensive was stunning; everywhere there was con-
fusion, shock, dismay, and disbelief on the part of the allies. The carefully 
coordinated attacks, as journalist Stanley Karnow writes, “exploded around the 
country like a string of firecrackers.”9 U.S. intelligence had already gathered 
some information of infiltration into southern population centers and captured 
documents that outlined the general plan. However, Westmoreland and his 
intelligence staff were so convinced that Khe Sanh was the real target and that 
the enemy was incapable of conducting an offensive on such a massive scale 
that they viewed the captured documents as a diversionary tactic. “Even had 
I known exactly what was to take place,” Westmoreland’s intelligence officer 
later conceded, “it was so preposterous that I probably would have been unable 
to sell it to anybody.”10 Westmoreland, himself, later admitted that he had not 
anticipated the “true nature or the scope” of the attacks.11 Consequently, the 
U.S. high command had seriously underestimated the enemy’s potential for a 
major nationwide offensive, and the allies were almost overwhelmed initially by 
the audacity, scale, and intensity of the attacks.

THE BATTLE FOR SAIGON

Some of the bitterest fighting of the Tet Offensive took place in Saigon, which 
had not seen much combat during the war before 1968. It was the site of a 
large American air base at Tan Son Nhut, and there were more than 130 U.S. 
installations in the greater Saigon area. However, because of South Vietnamese 
sensitivities toward a large American presence in Saigon, the overall defense 
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of the city itself had been turned over to the ARVN, and the installations were 
guarded only by a thousand-man U.S. military police battalion. Despite the 
change in alert status, only about one-third of the MPs were at their posts when 
the Viet Cong struck. The city was protected by a large contingent of ARVN 
solders and about seventeen thousand South Vietnamese police who patrolled 
the city streets.

Saigon, a teeming city of more than two million people, had become a safe 
haven for Vietnamese refugees fleeing the war in the countryside. As more 
and more people came to the city, its population swelled to nearly three mil-
lion. Although there was not enough work for all the refugees, at least they 
had escaped the destructive war that had laid waste to so much of the country. 
However, the Tet Offensive would soon demonstrate to all South Vietnamese 
that no area of their country was safe from the Communists.

The plan for the attack on Saigon called for thirty-five battalions to hit six 
primary targets in the capital city (see Map 4). These objectives included the 
headquarters of the South Vietnamese Joint General Staff; Independence 
Palace, which served as President Thieu’s office; the American embassy; Tan 
Son Nhut Air Base; the Vietnamese Navy headquarters; and the national broad-
casting station.

During the early morning hours of January 31, the attack on Saigon began 
from several different directions, with eleven battalions comprising more than 
four thousand troops focusing on the city’s urban center. Prepared by battle-
hardened PAVN General Tran Do, the battle plan called for the main force 
guerrillas to link up with local force troops who had already infiltrated the city 
in the days just before Tet. Together they were to attack key positions in the city 
center while other forces from elements of three VC divisions launched simul-
taneous assaults on the American bases just outside the city to prevent U.S. 
reinforcements from entering the city. Guided by about 250 men and women 
from the C-10 Saigon Sapper Battalion, who normally operated in and around 
Saigon, the initial wave of Communist troops were to seize and hold their objec-
tives for forty-eight hours until additional forces arrived to reinforce them.12

Shortly before 3:00 a.m., a small convoy of jeeps and sedans arrived at the 
government radio station. A group of about twenty armed men dressed in 
South Vietnamese riot police uniforms dismounted the vehicles, while their 
leader explained to the guard that reinforcements had arrived. When the guard 
protested that he knew nothing about reinforcements, they shot him and broke 
into the station under covering fire from a nearby apartment building. The 
Communists had prepared a series of audiotapes to be broadcast over the radio 
throughout South Vietnam, announcing that Saigon had fallen and urging that 
the people rise up and throw out the government. By controlling the radio sta-
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tion, the Viet Cong hoped to seize the propaganda initiative and motivate the 
South Vietnamese people to rally to their side.

However, the VC plans were quickly foiled. The ARVN lieutenant colonel 
in charge of the station had made preparations to take the station off the air if 
it was ever attacked. As the Viet Cong began their assault, a technician at the 
station radioed to a transmitting tower several miles away that all communica-
tions wires should be cut with Saigon.13 Without any connection to the tower, 
radio broadcasts were impossible. Upon realizing what had happened, the 
sappers destroyed the radio equipment and prepared to defend the building as 
they waited for reinforcements that were supposed to join them. A company of 
ARVN paratroopers arrived, and a pitched battle ensued. The Viet Cong held 
out for six hours before they were all killed; the relief force never showed up.

As the battle for the radio station raged, another contingent of thirty-
four sappers from the VC C-10 Battalion wearing ARVN uniforms attacked 
Independence Palace on Nguyen Du Street. Arriving at 1:30 a.m., they blasted 
the gates with B-40 rockets, but as the Viet Cong tried to rush through the 
breach, they were immediately struck with a hail of fire from the defenders 
inside the palace grounds. The palace security force, comprising the palace 
guard, national and military police, and two tanks, were too strong for the 
attackers, who retreated to a nearby apartment building. During the next two 
days, they tried to hold off ARVN soldiers and American MPs in a desperate 
last-ditch stand while American TV cameras recorded the action. In the end, all 
the Viet Cong were killed or captured.

At the Vietnamese Navy headquarters, the Communist plan was to capture 
both the headquarters and nearby docked ships. The ships would then be used 
to transport people from rural areas in the Mekong Delta and along the coast 
to Saigon to participate in the general uprising. The plan rapidly went awry. 
Twelve VC sappers blew a hole in the security wall but met stiff resistance from 
the South Vietnamese defenders. Within five minutes, ten of the sappers were 
dead. As in the other attacks, the attackers had been told to seize and hold their 
objective while waiting for reinforcements; but, as in most cases, there were no 
reinforcements and these attacks became suicide missions.

The Viet Cong ran into similar trouble at the compound housing the 
Armored Command and Artillery Command headquarters on the northern 
edge of the city. The Communists planned to capture the ARVN tanks and artil-
lery and use them during the remainder of the offensive. However, they soon 
found out that the tanks had been moved to another base and that the breech 
locks had been removed from the artillery pieces, rendering them useless.

The attack against the JGS compound began at 2:00 a.m., when VC sappers 
attacked the ARVN guards on one of the main gates. Additional American MPs 
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arrived on the scene, and the initial VC assault collapsed. The original plan 
had called for a local force unit to attack one of the other compound gates 
at the same time, but this unit was delayed en route to their attack position. 
Nevertheless, when they arrived, they were able to penetrate the weak and 
disorganized ARVN defenses at that location and get inside the compound. 
Rather than overrun the entire nerve center of the South Vietnamese armed 
forces, they dug in and waited for reinforcements. Eventually, ARVN airborne 
and marine units rooted the Viet Cong out of the compound.

THE BATTLE AT THE U.S. EMBASSY

The most spectacular attack in Saigon was launched against the U.S. embassy 
in Saigon, located on Thong Nhat Boulevard only a few blocks from the 
Presidential Palace and the downtown hotels where American reporters and 
television cameramen were quartered. The embassy, a $2.6 million, six-floor 
building just opened in September 1967, was the symbol of American power 
and presence in Vietnam. It was at the center of a fortified compound that 
covered over four acres and was enclosed by an eight-foot-high wall.

At 2:45 a.m. on January 31, a squad of nineteen VC sappers attacked the 
embassy. The commandoes had secretly moved weapons and explosives into 
the city from their base near a rubber plantation thirty miles to the north, con-
cealing the shipments in truckloads of rice and vegetables.

The sappers used a satchel charge to blow a three-foot hole in the com-
pound’s outer walls, and then their lieutenant led the way through the breach. 
The MP guards opened up on the Viet Cong as they came through the hole in 
the wall, killing the platoon leader and several of his soldiers before they them-
selves were killed in a hail of return fire from the surviving VC soldiers.

Once inside the compound, the leaderless Viet Cong failed to exploit their 
initial success. Without orders, they milled around in apparent confusion 
before taking cover behind some oversized flower tubs. They missed their 
prime chance, because the embassy building itself was virtually theirs for the 
taking. The Viet Cong were soon embroiled in a six-hour-long standoff with 
the guards and military policemen who rushed to the embassy. With the arrival 
of additional reinforcements from the 101st Airborne Division, who landed by 
helicopter on the roof of the chancery, the Viet Cong were all killed or cap-
tured, and the security of the embassy was reestablished. During the fighting, 
five Americans were killed.

The Viet Cong never made it inside the main embassy building, but it was 
left pockmarked by rocket and machine gun fire. The Great Seal of the United 
States, which had hung over the front door, was blasted by enemy fire and fell 
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to the ground. Although they had only caused minor damage to the embassy 
and all of them had been wiped out by 3:00 a.m., this small squad of VC sap-
pers had proven in dramatic fashion that there was no place in Vietnam that 
was secure from attack.

The U.S. media focused on the dramatic assault on the embassy. Reporters 
and cameramen rushed to the scene immediately, drawn by the pitched gun 
battle between the U.S. guards and the VC sappers. Confused by the gunfire 
and darkness, the reporters concluded that the Viet Cong had penetrated the 
chancery. An AP reporter sent a bulletin saying that the embassy building itself 
had been taken by the enemy troops. This erroneous report went swiftly over 
the wire to the United States, where it arrived just before the first-edition dead-
lines for many influential morning newspapers on the East Coast. The glaring 
headlines spread the shocking message that the Communists had captured the 
symbol of American prestige in Saigon. The front-page photograph on the New 
York Times February 1 edition showed three military policemen, rifles in hand, 
seeking protection behind a wall outside the consular section of the embassy 
while the bodies of two American soldiers slain by the guerrillas lay nearby. 
Walter Cronkite, dean of American news broadcasters, is reported to have said, 
“What the hell is going on? I thought we were winning this war!”14

Soon thereafter, photos and film of the fighting on the embassy grounds 
appeared on the American television evening news programs. The vivid images 
of dead bodies amid the rubble and dazed American soldiers and civilians dash-
ing back and forth as they tried to flush out the sappers sent shock waves across 
the United States. The spectacle of U.S. troops storming their own embassy to 
oust the guerrilla fighters stunned Americans on the home front.

In Saigon, reporters swarmed the grounds of the embassy as military spokes-
men tried to explain what had happened. The key question was whether the 
Viet Cong had actually entered the chancery. Although they clearly had not, 
AP stood by its claim. Over the years, a confrontational relationship had devel-
oped between the military and the press when official pronouncements were 
often found to be misleading or totally false. This situation came to a head over 
the issue of the embassy attack.

At 9:20 a.m., Westmoreland arrived at the just-secured embassy compound 
and held an impromptu press conference. Dressed in starched fatigues, he 
toured the building with reporters and assured them that no Viet Cong had 
entered the chancery, exuding an air of extreme confidence. He confidently 
proclaimed that “the enemy’s well-laid plans went afoul.”15 The reporters 
were stunned. A Washington Post writer recalls, “The reporters could hardly 
believe their ears. Westmoreland was standing in the ruins and saying every-
thing was great.”16 Meanwhile, news was cascading in of VC attacks all over 
South Vietnam. This situation widened the “credibility gap” almost to the 

The Tet Offensive  35



breaking point. Several reporters continued to quote “other sources” denying 
Westmoreland’s assertion that the embassy chancery had not been breached. 
When the American public read the morning newspapers and watched the 
evening news, it received two impressions: the Viet Cong had seized the 
embassy itself, and Westmoreland was lying when he said they had not. While 
Westmoreland tried to assure them that things were going well for the allies, the 
American people could see for themselves the carnage wrought by the fighting 
in Saigon and elsewhere around the country. The severe psychological damage 
done by these juxtaposed images to the American war effort would not become 
apparent until later.

The coverage of the embassy attack, coupled with that of the as-yet-unresolved 
siege of Khe Sanh, gave the false impression that Saigon had been completely 
overrun and that the whole allied position in South Vietnam was falling apart. 
Though the attack on the embassy had failed, Communist forces had penetrated 
to the very heart of American power in South Vietnam, indicating that the war 
there was much more serious than expected and that U.S. boasts of imminent 
victory were misguided at best and calculated lies at worst. If the United States 
could not even protect its own embassy, how could the war have reached a point, 
as Westmoreland had claimed, “when the end begins to come into view”?17

Elsewhere, chaos reigned as fighting broke out all over the city. Small VC 
squads fanned out and attacked numerous officers’ and enlisted men’s billets, 
the homes of ARVN officers, and district police stations. Other groups, carry-
ing “blacklists” bearing the names of ARVN officers, civil servants, and others 
connected with the Saigon government, conducted house-to-house searches 
through residential quarters of the city. One civilian witness recalled, “They 
guarded the street, checked houses and ID cards, and forbade us to leave. 
Soldiers on leave were arrested and shot on the spot. . . . Ordinary people 
weren’t arrested, but weren’t allowed to leave the area.”18

The Viet Cong conducted ritual burnings of the South Vietnamese flag and 
held “people’s courts” to decide the fate of suspected “traitors.” Some of those 
who were rounded up were shot. By dawn, the Viet Cong had made major 
penetrations into western and southern Saigon and controlled large areas in 
the suburb of Cholon.

Brutality begat brutality. On February 1, early in the fight for Saigon, South 
Vietnamese police captured a Viet Cong soldier in civilian clothes and dragged 
him before General Nguyen Ngoc Loan, chief of the national police force.19 The 
general put a revolver to the man’s head and fired. Loan turned to the reporters 
standing a few feet behind him. “They killed many Americans and many of my 
men,” he said quietly in English. “Buddha will understand. Do you?”20

The entire episode, including the man falling to the street with blood spurt-
ing from his head, was captured by Eddie Adams, an AP photographer, and Vo 
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Suu, an NBC television cameraman. The next morning the photograph of the 
execution dominated the front page of American newspapers; that evening the 
video tape footage was broadcast on NBC television news. Many Americans 
were horrified. Former Ambassador to the United States Bui Diem described 
the situation best in his memoirs when he said that images like this “crystallized 
the war’s brutality without providing a context within which to understand the 
events they depicted.”21 While that is no doubt true, the impact of this photo and 
film footage along with the rest of the coverage of the offensive was explosive.

Secretary of State Dean Rusk was furious after watching the NBC news 
broadcast. “Whose side are you on?” he demanded of the newsmen a few days 
later, adding, “I don’t know why people have to be probing for the things that 
one can bitch about, when there are two thousand stories on the same day about 
things that are more constructive.”22

ATTACKS AROUND THE CITY

Although the fighting in the capital city was spectacular, Saigon was never in 
danger of falling. The “savior of Saigon,” Lieutenant General Fred C. Weyand, 
commander of II Field Force Vietnam, the corps-level headquarters at nearby 
Long Binh, was responsible for the defense of the area surrounding Saigon and 
reacted quickly once the Communist launched their attack on the city.

As previously described, Weyand had sensed in early January that something 
was afoot. Accordingly, he asked for and got permission to pull his combat 
forces back from the border areas to within a twenty-eight-mile zone surround-
ing the city. At his disposal in II Field Force, Weyand had fifty-three maneuver 
battalions (infantry, armor, and armored cavalry) from four U.S. divisions and 
two separate brigade-size units. Against his forces were arrayed thirty-five VC 
and PAVN battalions in the initial assault. As eleven VC battalions attacked 
Saigon directly, a VC division attacked the supply depots, ammunition dumps, 
and military headquarters at Long Binh and the nearby U.S. air base at Bien 
Hoa. A PAVN division blocked the roads to the north and northwest of the city, 
while three VC battalions attacked the airfield at Tan Son Nhut.

At his headquarters, which was under rocket and ground attack, Weyand 
tried to make sense of the situation. The map showing the reported attacks 
around Saigon reminded him of “a pinball machine, one light after another 
going on as it was hit.”23 Between 3:00 and 5:00 a.m., he shifted some five 
thousand mechanized and airborne troops to defend the various installations 
under attack.

The assault on Tan Son Nhut Air Base, just north of the city, was one of the 
largest actions in the Saigon area. Site of the headquarters of both U.S. Military 
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Assistance Command Vietnam and the U.S. 7th Air Force, Tan Son Nhut was 
especially critical to the Viet Cong plans because not only was it the nerve center 
of the U.S. command, but high-ranking South Vietnamese officials also lived in 
the area. Around 3:00 a.m. a heavy barrage of rocket and mortar fire hit the air 
base. Following the barrage, three VC battalions simultaneously assaulted the 
perimeter from the west, north, and east. They quickly overran an ARVN guard 
post and penetrated the base. The American command had been caught off guard, 
and most of the American soldiers, including senior staff, were not even armed. An 
ARVN airborne battalion, which had been waiting in the terminal for transport to I 
Corps, took up the fight against the Communists. When the firing broke out, they 
reacted quickly to block further penetration of the perimeter in that sector.

American officers also joined in the fighting, and the struggle was desperate 
as the battle raged across the airfield. Meanwhile, an armored relief column 
rushed from its base at nearby Cu Chi. Arriving at 6:00 a.m., the tanks and 
armored personnel carriers tanks attacked the Viet Cong from the rear, forc-
ing them to retreat to a textile mill on the outskirts of the base. Allied jets and 
helicopter gunships pounded the mill, but the Viet Cong stood and fought 
tenaciously, holding out to the last man.

Fifteen miles north of Saigon was the Long Binh logistical and command 
complex. This sprawling base, which extended to the enormous Bien Hoa Air 
Base, was critical to the American war effort and thus provided a lucrative target 
for the Communist planners. At 3:00 a.m., an intense rocket and mortar barrage 
pounded the area as soldiers from a VC division prepared to launch the attack. 
When the signal was given, the veteran VC fighters assaulted the northern 
perimeter of Long Binh while a local VC battalion launched a diversionary 
attack against the eastern bunker line. Meanwhile, VC sappers infiltrated the 
huge ammunition dump just north of Long Binh while another VC regiment 
attacked the air base and III Corps headquarters at Bien Hoa.

Elsewhere in III Corps Tactical Zone, elements of a PAVN division hit Lai 
Khe, the headquarters of both the U.S. 1st Infantry Division and the ARVN 5th 
Division. Meanwhile, troops from a VC division struck the headquarters of the 
U.S. 25th Division at Cu Chi. These forces were to interdict allied lines of com-
munication and block potential allied reinforcements from the outlying U.S. 
divisions from reaching Saigon.

Weyand responded to the threat in the Bien Hoa–Long Binh complex by 
ordering U.S. reinforcements by helicopter and land to relieve the defenders 
there (see Map 5). The ground relief column had to fight its way through the 
VC roadblocks. The Americans took heavy losses but were ultimately success-
ful in breaking through the roadblocks and repelling the VC attackers in Bien 
Hoa. In this action, the Americans were surprised that the Viet Cong stood and 
fought, rather than withdraw as they had usually done in the past.
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THE BATTLE OF CHOLON

Meanwhile, the fighting inside the capital city continued to rage. By this time, 
the Communist high command had introduced as many as fifteen battalions 
into the Saigon area. A pitched battle developed in the Phu Tho racetrack area 
in Cholon, the southwestern suburb of Saigon. A VC battalion had seized the 
racetrack during the opening hours of the offensive. The racetrack was a stra-
tegic location that sat at the hub of several major roads and provided an easily 
recognizable rallying place for rural VC troops unfamiliar with Saigon. Control 
of the racetrack itself also denied the allies a potential landing zone for helicop-
ters bringing in additional troops and supplies. Weyand ordered U.S. reinforce-
ments into the area, and bitter fighting ensued for control of the area.

In the fighting in Saigon and the surrounding areas, the Viet Cong used 
the element of surprise to make initial gains, but they were unable to hold 
their objectives owing to the quick reaction of powerful U.S. and ARVN forces. 
Within a few days, allied troops had defeated most of the Communist forces 
in the Saigon area, but heavy fighting continued for several more days in 
Cholon. It was a bitter fight that included several large-scale VC counterattacks. 
Eventually, every VC unit that participated in the Saigon offensive contributed 
manpower to the battle for the racetrack.

From the roof of the Caravelle Hotel in central Saigon, war correspondents 
watched the dramatic battle for Cholon unfold. Every night after dinner, the 
scene was illuminated by the fires burning in Cholon and tracer bullets fired by 
American gunships hovering over enemy positions. On February 4, residents of 
Cholon were asked to leave their homes, and the area was declared a free fire 
zone. U.S. jets subsequently pounded VC positions in and around the racetrack 
area. A large part of Cholon was devastated by the air strikes, but the Viet Cong, 
by this time largely leaderless and lacking instructions, still held tenaciously to 
their positions. Finally, on February 10, troops from an American light infantry 
brigade destroyed the remaining Viet Cong holdouts. Sporadic fighting contin-
ued, but by March 7, the battle for Saigon would be over.

TET COUNTRYWIDE

Saigon was only one objective in the overall Communist plan. As fighting 
erupted and increased in intensity in and around the capital city, it seemed as 
if the rest of South Vietnam was also in danger of falling to the Communists. 
It soon became clear that the Communists had launched a major countrywide 
offensive involving eighty thousand men, mainly Viet Cong, except in the 
northern provinces, where PAVN regulars predominated. Communist troops 
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captured Hue and intense battles raged for Quang Tri in the north; Dalat, 
Kontum, Pleiku, and Ban Me Thuot in the Central Highlands; and Can Tho, 
My Tho, Soc Trang, and Ben Tre in the Delta. The Communists even rocketed 
the huge American base at Cam Ranh Bay. They also seized control of scores of 
district capitals, disrupting the Saigon regime’s pacification program.

In Da Nang, South Vietnam’s second-largest city, the Communist attack 
resembled the initial moves in the battle for Saigon. The first assault wave 
utilized local VC units, sappers, and in-place agents, targeting headquarters 
and training and logistics bases. As in Saigon, the Communists achieved total 
surprise, even though a police agent who had infiltrated the local VC organiza-
tion warned of the coming attack. A reinforced company briefly penetrated the 
headquarters of the South Vietnamese I Corps on the outskirts of the city, but 
eventually the South Vietnamese soldiers prevailed and the attack on Da Nang 
failed.

Fierce fighting also took place in the twelve provinces in II Corps Tactical 
Zone. Major ground attacks struck seven provincial capitals and three other 
objectives. Nha Trang was the first city to be attacked in the II Corps area. 
Just after midnight on January 31, elements of five sapper companies supported 
by mortar and recoilless rifle teams attacked the Naval Training Center and 
several targets within the city itself. ARVN Rangers and U.S. Special Forces 
detachments located in the area reacted quickly and regained control of the 
city within twelve hours.

At Qui Nhon, a coastal city in II Corps area, the ARVN defenders discovered 
the Communist plan before the attack began when they captured eleven VC 
agents. However, the situation was so muddled that the ARVN failed to make 
any special preparations and the Communist sappers attacked exactly as the 
captured plan had revealed and still seized their objectives.

In Ban Me Thuot in the Central Highlands, the ARVN division headquarters 
there also had advance warning when they captured a plan for an attack on the 
city on January 20. The divisional commander accordingly cancelled his troops’ 
leave and put them on alert. When the PAVN regiment attacked, the South 
Vietnamese soldiers were ready. The bitter fighting lasted for nine hours, with 
the city center changing hands four times before the ARVN regained control.

At Dalat, a mountain resort in II ARVN Corps area and also the site of the 
Vietnamese National Military Academy, VC troops crashed past weak outposts 
to occupy the southwestern sector of the town. The deputy province chief, lead-
ing two regional force security companies and a company of freshman cadets 
from the military academy, held out against the original VC battalion and one 
that came to reinforce their comrades.

In the Mekong Delta region, where the Viet Cong attacked thirteen of six-
teen provincial cities, the ARVN leadership was less than effective. When the 
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attack struck there, the major general commanding IV Corps did not emerge 
from his fortified command post for days, leaving the conduct of the defense to 
his American advisers. Similarly, the ARVN colonel commanding at Vinh Long 
cracked under the stress of the situation. Another provincial adviser found his 
province chief wearing civilian clothes under his military uniform—just in case 
he had to make a quick escape.

Much of the fighting in the Delta fell to the Americans. The Mobile Riverine 
Force (MRF) was a special American brigade-sized organization equipped to 
operate in the unique combat environment that prevailed in the Mekong Delta, 
which was characterized by a vast network of rivers, canals, and rice paddies. 
The MRF was a joint Army/Navy force consisting of improvised vessels and 
weapons tailored for the nature of the operational area. Built around a brigade 
of the 9th Infantry Division and the Navy’s River Assault Flotilla 1, the MRF was 
equipped with specially designed watercraft, including armored troop carriers, 
barracks ships, gunboats, and sixty-foot-long “monitors” armed with a revolving 
armored turret housing a 40mm cannon intended for close fire support.

The first attack in the delta came at My Tho, south of Saigon. Three VC 
battalions and a sapper company had entered the city while one battalion 
remained on the outskirts. Two MRF battalions rushed to the city to reinforce 
the units of the embattled 7th ARVN Division. It took three days to recapture 
My Tho. The battle featured bitter house-to-house fighting, a type of combat 
far different from the MRF’s normal mission and one unsuited to its special 
weaponry. Nevertheless, the MRF helped secure the city and then rushed off to 
other threatened positions.

The fighting in the delta was intense and resulted in severe damage to the 
cities and towns where it occurred. A perfect example of this can be seen in the 
results of the attack on Ben Tre, a Mekong Delta river city. A reinforced VC 
regiment numbering about 2,500 men attacked and gained a foothold within 
the city. To evict the Communists, the Allies had to employ artillery and air 
strikes, causing extensive damage to the city and producing one of the more 
unfortunate, but memorable, quotes of the war. While explaining what had 
taken place, it was reported that an American major said, “It became necessary 
to destroy the town to save it.”24 In Reporting Vietnam, William Hammond 
observes, “The New York Times seized upon the remark as soon as it appeared. 
So did Time. From there it passed into the lore of the war to become one of the 
most serviceable icons of the antiwar movement.”25 To many, the quote epito-
mized the seeming futility of the war and the devastation that it wrought. Along 
with Westmoreland’s “light at the end of the tunnel,” it turned out to be one of 
the war’s best-remembered phrases.

Day after day and week after week, the Tet Offensive continued to dominate 
the headlines. The U.S. and South Vietnamese forces had to fight city by city 
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to dislodge the Communist troops. Although the Communists had taken the 
Americans and North Vietnamese by surprise, their attacks were not as well 
coordinated as they might have been. Overcoming their initial surprise, the 
allied forces reacted reasonably quickly in most cases, permitting little time for 
the attacking forces to establish solid defensive positions. ARVN fought more 
effectively than most Americans had expected. Generally, the Communists 
were unsuccessful in maintaining their positions in the cities for very long, and 
South Vietnamese and U.S. troops inflicted heavy casualties and took many 
prisoners. Nevertheless, the resolute VC and PAVN troops fought hard and 
made it difficult for the allied forces.

Despite heavy fighting at some places, in general, the Communist offensive 
seemed to run out of steam by the end of the first week in February. In most 
cases, allied control was regained in less than a week and Communist forces 
were driven out of most of the cities with a few days, with the exceptions 
being Cholon in Saigon and Hue, the current and ancient capitals of South 
Vietnam.

Some of the fiercest fighting of the Tet Offensive, and the war, took place in 
the battle to recapture the old imperial city of Hue, which until 1968 was argu-
ably the most beautiful city in South Vietnam. Two PAVN regiments infiltrated 
the city before Tet; with support from other PAVN troops stationed outside, they 
seized control on January 31. By the second week in February, with the fighting 
beginning to wind down elsewhere, U.S. attention turned to the north, where 
U.S. Marines found themselves confronted with retaking Hue while at the same 
time holding off the PAVN at Khe Sanh.
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The longest and bloodiest battle of the Tet Offensive occurred in Hue, the most 
venerated place in Vietnam. The city, six miles (10 km) west of the South China 
Sea coast and sixty miles (100 km) south of the demilitarized zone (DMZ), was 
the capital of Thua Thien Province and South Vietnam’s third-largest city, with 
a wartime population of 140,000. Hue was the old imperial capital and served as 
the cultural and intellectual center of Vietnam. It had been treated almost as an 
open city by both sides and thus had remained remarkably free of war. Although 
there had been sporadic mortar and rocket attacks in the area, Hue itself had 
been relatively peaceful and secure before 1968.

Hue was one of the keys to the northern provinces of South Vietnam. The 
city sits astride Highway 1, which in 1968 was one of the main land supply 
routes for the allied troops occupying positions along the DMZ to the north; 
the city also served as a major unloading point for waterborne supplies that were 
brought inland via the river from the coast.

Hue was really two cities divided by the Song Huong, or Perfume River, 
which flowed through the city from the southwest to the northeast on its way 
to the sea. Two-thirds of the city’s population lived north of the river within 
the walls of the Old City, or Citadel, a picturesque place of gardens, pagodas, 
moats, and intricate stone buildings. Just outside the walls of the Citadel to the 
east was the densely populated residential district of Gia Hoi.

Chapter 4

the battle for hue



Once the residence of the Annamese emperors who had ruled the central 
portion of present-day Vietnam, the Citadel covered three square miles and 
was protected by an outer wall thirty feet high and up to forty feet thick, which 
formed a square about 2,700 yards on each side. Three sides were straight, 
while the fourth was rounded slightly to follow the curve of the river. The three 
walls not bordering the river were encircled by a zigzag moat that was ninety 
feet wide at many points and up to twelve feet deep. Many areas of the wall 
were honeycombed with bunkers and tunnels that had been constructed by the 
Japanese when they occupied the city during World War II.

The Citadel included block after block of row houses, parks, villas, and 
shops, along with various other buildings and an airstrip. Within the Citadel 
was another enclave, the Imperial Palace compound, where the emperors had 
held court until 1883, when the French took control of Vietnam. Located at the 
south end of the Citadel, the palace had twenty-foot high walls that measured 
765 yards per side. The Citadel and the Imperial Palace were, as one observer 
put it, a “camera-toting tourist’s dream,” but would prove to be “a rifle-toting 
infantryman’s nightmare.”1

South of the river and linked to the Citadel by the six-span Nguyen Hoang 
Bridge, over which Route 1 passed, lay the modern part of the city, which was 
about half the size of the Citadel and in which resided about a third of the city’s 
population. The southern half of Hue contained the hospital, the provincial 
prison, the cathedral, and many of the city’s modern structures, including gov-
ernment administrative buildings, the U.S. Consulate, Hue University, the city’s 
high school, and the newer residential districts.

The South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) 1st Infantry Division was headquar-
tered in Hue. The division headquarters was located at the northwest corner of 
the Citadel in a fortified compound, but most of its combat units were outside 
the city, spread out along Highway 1 north of Hue toward the DMZ. The only 
combat element in the city was the division’s Hac Bao Company, known as the 
“Black Panthers,” an elite all-volunteer unit that served as the division recon-
naissance and rapid reaction force. Security within the city itself was primarily 
the responsibility of the National Police.

The only U.S. military presence in Hue when the battle began was the 
Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) advisory compound, which 
housed two hundred American soldiers and a handful of Australians who served 
as advisers to the 1st ARVN Division. This lightly fortified compound lay on the 
eastern edge of the modern part of the city about a block and a half south of 
the Nguyen Hoang Bridge. The nearest U.S. combat base was Phu Bai, eight 
miles south along Route 1, which was a major Marine Corps command post 
and support facility that was the home of Task Force X-Ray, which had been 
established as a forward headquarters of the 1st Marine Division. The task 
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force, commanded by Brigadier General Foster C. “Frosty” LaHue, assistant 
commander of the 1st Marine Division, was made up of two Marine regimen-
tal headquarters and three battalions. Most of these troops had only recently 
arrived in the Phu Bai area, having been displaced from Da Nang, and they 
were still getting acquainted with the area of operations when the Communists 
launched their attack on Hue.

Opposing the allied forces in the Hue region were eight thousand 
Communist troops, a total of ten battalions, including two People’s Army of 
Vietnam (PAVN) regiments and six Viet Cong (VC) main-force battalions.2 
During the course of the battle for Hue, the total Communist force in and 
around the city would grow to twenty battalions when three additional infantry 
regiments were dispatched to the Hue area from the Khe Sanh battlefield.

Before the Tet Offensive began, the Communists had prepared extensive 
plans for the attack on Hue, which called for a division-size assault on the city, 
while other forces cut off access to Hue to preclude allied reinforcements. The 
senior PAVN commanders believed that once the city’s population realized 
the superiority of the Communist troops, the people would immediately rise 
up to join forces with the VC and PAVN against the Americans and the South 
Vietnamese, driving them out of Hue. Possessing very detailed information on 
civil and military installations within the city, the Communist military planners 
had divided the city into four tactical areas and prepared a list of 196 targets 
within the city. They planned to use more than five thousand soldiers to take 
the city in one swift blow.

Documents captured during and after the Tet offensive indicate that VC and 
PAVN troops received intensive training in the technique of city street fighting 
before the offensive began.3 Adept at fighting in the jungles and rice paddies, 
the PAVN and VC soldiers required additional training to prepare for the spe-
cial requirements of fighting in urban areas.

While the assault troops trained for the battle to come, VC intelligence 
officers prepared a list of “cruel tyrants and reactionary elements” to be 
rounded up during the early hours of the attack.4 This list included most South 
Vietnamese officials, military officers, politicians, American civilians, and 
other foreigners. After capture, these individuals were to be evacuated to the 
jungle outside the city, where they would be punished for their crimes against 
the Vietnamese people.

The PAVN commanders had carefully selected the time for the attack. 
Because of the Tet holiday, the ARVN defenders would be at reduced strength. 
In addition, bad weather that traditionally accompanied the northeast mon-
soon season would hamper aerial resupply operations and impede close air 
support, which would otherwise have given the allied forces in Hue a consid-
erable advantage.
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The city’s defense hinged in large part on the leadership of Brigadier 
General Ngo Quang Truong, commander of the 1st ARVN Division, who 
was regarded by many U.S. advisers as one of the best senior commanders in 
the South Vietnamese armed forces.5 A 1954 graduate of the Dalat Military 
Academy, he had won his position through ability and combat leadership and 
not because of political influence or bribery, as was the case with many other 
South Vietnamese generals.

On the morning of January 30, the beginning of the Tet holiday, Truong 
received reports of VC attacks on Da Nang, Nha Trang, and other South 
Vietnamese installations during the previous night. Sensing that something 
was amiss, he gathered his division staff at the headquarters compound and put 
them and his remaining troops on full alert. Unfortunately, over half of his divi-
sion was on holiday leave and out of the city. Believing that the Communists 
would not attack the “open” city directly, Truong positioned his available forces 
around the city to defend outside the urban area; he assigned the only regular 
ARVN troops in the city, the Hac Bao “Black Panther” reconnaissance com-
pany, to defend the airstrip at the northeastern corner of the Citadel.

THE BATTLE BEGINS

Unbeknown to Truong as he made his preparations for whatever was to come, 
there were clear indications that there would be a direct attack on his city. On 
the same day that the South Vietnamese commander put his staff on alert, a 
U.S. Army radio intercept unit at Phu Bai overheard Communist orders calling 
for an imminent assault on Hue. Following standard procedure, the intercept 
unit forwarded the message through normal channels. Winding its way through 
several command layers, the intercept and associated intelligence analysis did 
not make it to the Hue defenders until the city was already under attack.6

Even as the intelligence report made its way slowly through channels, the 
Viet Cong had already infiltrated the city. As in other target cities, Communist 
troops wearing civilian garb had mingled with the throngs of people who had 
come to Hue for the Tet holiday. They had easily transported their weapons 
and ammunition into the city in wagons, truck beds, and other hiding places. 
In the early morning hours of January 31, these soldiers took up initial positions 
in Hue and prepared to link up with the PAVN and VC assault troops. At 3:40 
a.m., the Communists launched a rocket and mortar barrage from the moun-
tains to the west on both the old and the new sectors of the city. Following this 
barrage, the assault troops began their attack. The VC infiltrators had donned 
their uniforms, met their comrades at the gates, and led them in the attack on 
key installations in the city.
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Two PAVN battalions of infantry and a VC sapper battalion launched the 
main attack from the southwest and moved quickly across the Perfume River 
into the Citadel toward the ARVN division headquarters in the northeastern 
corner (see Map 6). The PAVN troops rapidly overran most of the Citadel, 
but Truong and his staff held the attackers off at the division compound, while 
the Hac Bao Company managed to hold its position at the eastern end of the 
airfield. By daylight on January 31, the PAVN controlled the rest of the Citadel, 
including the Imperial Palace.

The situation was not much better for the Americans and Australians south 
of the river in the new city. A PAVN battalion twice assaulted the MACV 
compound, but the attackers were repelled each time by rapidly assembled 
defenders armed with individual weapons. Failing to take the compound, 
PAVN tried to reduce it with mortar and automatic-weapons fire from overlook-
ing buildings. The defenders held their ground and waited for reinforcements. 
Meanwhile, two VC battalions took over the Thua Thien province headquar-
ters, the police station, and other government buildings south of the river. At 
the same time, other PAVN forces occupied blocking positions on the southern 
edge of the city to prevent reinforcement from that direction.

Thus in very short order, the Communists had seized control of virtually all 
of Hue. When the sun came up on the morning of January 31, nearly everyone 
in the city could see the gold-starred, blue-and-red National Liberation Front 
flag flying high over the Citadel. It was clear that the VC and PAVN troops were 
now in charge in Hue.

Having captured most of the city, the VC cadre instituted a new politi-
cal regime and established Revolutionary Committees to control the various 
neighborhoods. While the NVA and VC assault troops roamed the streets freely 
and consolidated their gains, political officers began rounding up the South 
Vietnamese and foreigners on the special lists. They marched through the 
Citadel, reading out the names on the lists through loudspeakers and telling 
them to report to a local school. Those who did not report were hunted down.7 
Most of the detainees were never seen alive again.

As the battle erupted at Hue, fighting raged elsewhere in cities and towns 
from the DMZ to the Ca Mau Peninsula in the south, and allied forces had 
their hands full all over the country. The northern provinces were no excep-
tion, and it would prove difficult to assemble sufficient uncommitted com-
bat power to oust the Communists from Hue. Additionally, U.S. and South 
Vietnamese forces had been moved to the west to support the action in and 
around Khe Sanh, thus reducing the number of troops available in the entire 
northern region.

General Truong, who by this time had only a tenuous hold on his own 
headquarters compound, ordered one of his regiments, reinforced with two 
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airborne battalions and an armored cavalry troop, to make its way into the 
Citadel from their positions northwest of the city. En route, these forces 
encountered intense small arms and automatic weapons fire as they neared the 
Citadel. They fought their way through the resistance and reached Truong’s 
headquarters late in the afternoon.

As Truong tried to consolidate his forces, another call for reinforcements 
went out from the surrounded advisors at the MACV compound. This plea 
for assistance was almost lost in all the confusion caused by the simultane-
ous attacks going on all over the I Corps Tactical Zone. Lieutenant General 
Hoang Xuan Lam, commander of the South Vietnamese forces in I Corps, and 
Lieutenant General Robert Cushman, III Marine Amphibious Force (MAF) 
commander, were not sure what exactly was happening inside the city. The 
strength and the scope of the Communist attack was less than clear during the 
early hours of the battle, but the allied commanders realized that additional 
forces would be needed to eject the Communists from Hue. Accordingly, 
Cushman ordered TF X-Ray to send reinforcements into the city to relieve the 
besieged MACV compound.

While both ARVN and U.S. commanders tried to assess the situation and 
prepared to move more troops to Hue, PAVN forces quickly established addi-
tional blocking positions to prevent those reinforcements from reaching the 
beleaguered defenders.

THE MARINES RESPOND

General LaHue, commander of Task Force X-Ray, dispatched a company of 
Marines to move up Route 1 from Phu Bai by truck to relieve the surrounded 
U.S. advisers. LaHue, having received no reliable intelligence to the contrary, 
believed that only a small enemy force had penetrated Hue as part of a local 
diversionary attack; little did he know that almost a full enemy division had 
seized the city. He therefore sent only one company to deal with the situation. 
LaHue later admitted, “Initial deployment of force was made with limited 
information.”8

Not knowing exactly what to expect when they reached the city, the Marine 
company headed north as ordered, joining up with four Marine tanks en route. 
As they approached the city, they encountered stiff resistance from the PAVN 
defenders and became pinned down between the river and the Phu Cam canal, 
just short of the MACV compound they had been sent to relieve.

With the first company unable to continue the attack, a reaction force was 
hastily organized and began to move up the highway, reinforced with two self-
propelled twin-40mm guns. The force met little resistance along the way and 
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linked up with the original relief force. With the aid of four tanks and the self-
propelled guns, the combined force fought its way to the MACV compound, 
reaching the beleaguered defenders at about 3:15 p.m. The cost, however, was 
high: ten Marines were killed and thirty were wounded.

Having linked up with the defenders of the MACV compound, the Marines 
were ordered to cross the Perfume River and break through to the ARVN 
division headquarters in the Citadel. Leaving the tanks on the southern bank 
to support by fire, the Marines attempted to cross the Nguyen Hoang Bridge 
leading into the Citadel. As the infantry started across, they met a hail of fire 
from a machine gun position at the north end of the bridge. According to one 
Marine, the PAVN were well dug-in and “firing from virtually every building in 
Hue city” north of the river.9 After two hours of intense fighting, the Marines 
were forced to pull back. The attempt by the Marines to force their way across 
the bridge had been costly; the Marine company lost one-third of the unit 
killed or wounded “going across that one bridge and then getting back across 
the bridge.”10

At Phu Bai, despite detailed reports from his troops in the city, LaHue and 
his intelligence officers still did not have a good appreciation of what was hap-
pening in Hue. He later explained, “Early intelligence did not reveal the quan-
tity of enemy involved that we subsequently found were committed to Hue.”11 
The intelligence picture of what was happening in Hue was just as confused 
at MACV headquarters in Saigon; General William Westmoreland cabled 
General Earle Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, that the “enemy 
has approximately three companies in the Hue Citadel and Marines have sent 
a battalion into the area to clear them out.”12 This repeated gross underestima-
tion of enemy strength in Hue resulted in insufficient forces being allocated for 
retaking the city in the early days of the battle.

With the South Vietnamese forces fully occupied in the Citadel north of the 
river, Lieutenant General Lam, I Corps commander, and General Cushman 
decided to divide responsibility for the battle. They agreed that ARVN forces 
would be responsible for clearing the Citadel and the rest of Hue north of the 
river, while the Marines would clear out the southern part of the city. This situ-
ation resulted in what would be, in effect, two separate and distinct battles that 
would rage in Hue, one south of the river and one north of the river.

The ancient capital was almost sacred to the Vietnamese people, particularly 
so to the Buddhists. The destruction of the city would result in political reper-
cussions that neither the United States nor the government of South Vietnam 
could afford. Cushman later recalled, “I wasn’t about to open up on the old 
palace and all the historical buildings there.”13 As a result, limitations were 
imposed on the use of artillery and close air support to minimize collateral 
damage. Eventually these restrictions were lifted when it was realized that both 
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artillery and close air support would be necessary to dislodge the enemy from 
the city. However, the initial rules of engagement played a key role in the dif-
ficulties incurred by the allies in the early days of the bitter fighting.

Having divided up the city, Cushman, with Westmoreland’s concurrence, 
began to send reinforcements into the Hue area in an attempt to seal off the 
enemy inside the city from outside support. Beginning on February 2, elements 
of the U.S. Army 1st Cavalry Division entered the battle with the mission of 
blocking the enemy approaches into the city from the north and west. While 
these U.S. Army units saw plenty of heavy action in these outlying areas and 
contributed greatly to the eventual allied victory at Hue, the fighting inside the 
city was to remain in the hands of South Vietnamese troops and U.S. Marines.

FIGHTING IN THE NEW CITY

As the ARVN and Marines made preparations for counterattacks in their 
assigned areas, the weather took a turn for the worse when the temperature fell 
into the fifties and the low clouds opened up with a cold drenching rain. As 
the rain fell, the Marines launched an attack to seize the Thua Thien Province 
headquarters building and prison, a distance of six blocks west of the MACV 
compound. The fighting was immediately joined. One Marine later recalled, 
“We didn’t get a block away [from the MACV compound] when we started 
getting sniper fire. We got a tank . . . went a block, turned right and received 
57mm recoilless which put out our tank.” The attack was “stopped cold” and 
the battalion fell back to its original position near the MACV compound.14

By this time, LaHue had finally realized that he and his intelligence officers 
had vastly underestimated the strength of the Communists south of the river. 
Accordingly, he called in Colonel Stanley S. Hughes, new commander of the 
1st Marine Regiment, and gave him overall tactical control of U.S. forces in the 
southern part of the city. Assuming command of the battle, Hughes ordered a 
new attack. By the afternoon of the next day, the Marines had reached the Hue 
University campus, but only after intense fighting.

On the afternoon of February 2, Colonel Hughes moved his command group 
into Hue, where he could more directly control the battle. Once in the city, he 
wasted no time in taking charge of the situation. He ordered one of his units, 
the 1st Battalion, 1st Marines, to keep the main supply route into the city open 
and directed his other battalion, 2nd of the 5th Marines, to attack south from the 
university toward the provincial headquarters, telling the battalion commander, 
Lieutenant Colonel Ernest C. Cheatham, to “clean the NVA out.”15

From the MACV compound to the confluence of the Perfume River and the 
Phu Cam Canal was almost eleven blocks, each of which had been transformed 
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by the PAVN troops into a fortress that would have to be cleared building by 
building. The Marines began their attack toward the treasury building and post 
office, but they made very slow progress, not having yet devised workable tac-
tics to deal with the demands of the urban terrain. As the Marines, supported 
by tanks, tried to advance, the PAVN troops hit them with a withering array of 
mortar, rocket, machine gun, and small arms fire from prepared positions in 
the buildings.

The Marines just did not have enough men to deal with the PAVN soldiers 
entrenched in the buildings. By the evening of February 3, they had made little 
progress and were taking increasing casualties as they fought back and forth 
over the same ground against a fiercely determined foe.

Early in the morning of February 4, the Marines renewed their attack. It took 
twenty-four hours of bitter fighting just to reach the treasury building. Attacking 
the rear of the building after blasting holes through adjacent courtyard walls with 
106mm recoilless rifle fire, the Marines finally took the facility, but only after 
it had been plastered with 90mm tank rounds, 106mm recoilless rifles, 81mm 
mortars, and finally tear gas. The PAVN forces fought well, making the Marines 
pay dearly for their advance, but the Marines resolutely pressed the attack.

In rapidly deteriorating weather, the Marines found themselves in a room-
by-room, building-by-building struggle to clear an eleven-by-nine-block area 
just south of the river. Fighting in such close quarters against an entrenched 
enemy was decidedly different from what the Marines had been trained to 
do. Accustomed to fighting in the sparsely populated countryside of I Corps 
Tactical Zone, nothing in their training had prepared them for the type of war-
fare demanded by this urban setting.

It was savage work—house-to-house fighting through city streets—of a type 
largely unseen by Americans since World War II. Fighting in the winding, 
narrow confines of Hue’s streets negated the allied edges in mobility and fire-
power. Ground gained in the fighting was to be measured in inches, and each 
city block cost dearly, as every alley, street corner, window, and garden had to 
be paid for in blood. Correspondents who moved forward with the Marines 
reported the fighting as the most intense they had ever seen in the war.

The combat was relentless. Small groups of Marines moved doggedly from 
house to house, assaulting enemy positions with whatever supporting fire was 
available, blowing holes in walls with rocket launchers or recoilless rifles, then 
sending fire teams and squads into the breach. Using M-16 rifles and grenades, 
the Marines had to clear each structure room by room. Making skillful use of 
Hue’s numerous courtyards and walled estates, the PAVN fought back every 
step of the way.

Progress for the Marines was slow, methodical, and costly. On February 5, 
there was a particularly bloody battle when one Marine company captured 
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the Thua Thien province headquarters building. Using two tanks and 106mm 
recoilless rifles mounted on “mechanical mules” (a flat-bedded, self-propelled 
carrier about the size of a jeep), the Marines advanced against intense auto-
matic weapons fire, rockets, and mortars. Responding with their own mortars 
and tear gas, they finally overwhelmed the PAVN defenders in mid-afternoon.

The fighting continued, but it was not until February 11 that the Marines 
captured the province headquarters and reached the confluence of the river 
and the canal. Two days later, they crossed into the western suburbs of Hue, 
aiming to link up with troopers of the 1st Cavalry Division, who were moving 
in toward the city. By February 14, most of the city south of the river was in 
American hands, but mopping up operations would take another twelve days 
as rockets and mortar rounds continued to fall and isolated snipers harassed 
Marine patrols. The Marines had recaptured the new city, but they had sus-
tained 38 dead and 320 wounded in doing so. It had been even more costly for 
the PAVN, who had fought desperately as they gave ground to the Marines; the 
bodies of more than a thousand VC and PAVN soldiers were strewn about the 
city south of the river.

THE FIGHT FOR THE CITADEL

While the Marines had fought for the southern part of the city, the battle north 
of the river had continued to rage. By February 4, the ARVN advance had 
effectively stalled among the houses, alleys, and narrow streets adjacent to the 
Citadel wall to the northwest and southwest, leaving the PAVN still in posses-
sion of the Imperial Palace and most of the surrounding area.

On the night of February 6–7, the PAVN counterattacked and forced the 
ARVN troops to pull back to the Tay Loc airfield. At the same time, the North 
Vietnamese rushed additional reinforcements into the city. Truong responded 
by sending reinforcements of his own into the battle. However, the ARVN 
troops still failed to make any headway against the dug-in PAVN, who had bur-
rowed deeply into the walls and tightly packed buildings.

With his troops stalled, an embarrassed and frustrated Truong appealed to 
the Marines for help. On February 10, LaHue ordered one of his battalions 
into the old city to help recapture the Citadel. At the same time, two battalions 
of Vietnamese Marines moved into the southwest corner of the Citadel with 
orders to sweep west. This buildup of allied forces inside the Citadel put intense 
pressure on the PAVN forces, but they stood their ground and redoubled efforts 
to hold their positions.
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Once in the old city, the Marines from Major Robert H. Thompson’s 1st 
Battalion, 5th Marines launched the attack down the east wall of the Citadel 
toward the river. Under heavy enemy fire, the advance did not get very far, with 
the Marines losing fifteen killed and forty wounded. A fresh company replaced 
the lead unit, but once again, heavy small arms, machine gun, and rocket fire 
that seemed to come from every direction raked the Marines. Nevertheless, they 
managed to inch forward, using air strikes, naval gunfire, and artillery support. 
The fighting proved even more savage than the battle for the new city on the 
south bank.

The next day another Marine company was inserted into the battle by 
boat. After making preparations, the new company launched their attack the 
following morning to take a key tower on the east wall. For the next twenty-
four hours, the battle seesawed back and forth while much of the Citadel was 
pounded to rubble by close air support, artillery, and heavy weapons fire. The 
bitter hand-to-hand fighting went on relentlessly. The Marines were attacking a 
defender’s paradise—row after row of single story, thick-walled masonry houses 
jammed close together up against a solid wall riddled with spider-holes and 
other fighting positions. The Marines discovered that the PAVN units in the 
Citadel employed “better city-fighting tactics, improved the already formidable 
defenses, dug trenches, built roadblocks and conducted counterattacks to 
regain redoubts which were important to . . . [their] defensive scheme.”16 It was 
a battle fought inch by inch; each PAVN strongpoint had to be reduced with 
close-quarter fighting. No sooner had one position been taken than the PAVN 
troops opened up from another, exacting a deadly toll on the Marines as they 
inched their forward.

By February 17, the Marines attacking the Citadel had suffered 47 killed 
and 240 wounded in just five days of fighting. On February 18, with what was 
left of his battalion completely exhausted and nearly out of ammunition, Major 
Thompson chose to rest his troops in preparation for a renewal of the attack. 
The following morning, the Marines resumed the attack toward the Imperial 
Palace. After twenty-four more hours of bitter fighting, they secured the wall, 
but had virtually spent themselves in doing so against the dug-in PAVN defend-
ers who fought desperately to hold their positions. Meanwhile, troops from the 
U.S. 1st Cavalry Division had taken up positions west of the Citadel to seal off 
the city from North Vietnamese replacements and supplies.

For the final assault on the Imperial Palace itself, a fresh unit, Company L of 
the 3rd Battalion, 5th Marines, was brought in. By February 22, the PAVN held 
only the southwestern corner of the Citadel. The Marines breached the outer 
perimeter of the palace, but once inside, they were faced by intense fire from 
the entrenched PAVN defenders.
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As the Marines girded themselves for the next assault on the Imperial Palace, 
MACV decided that it was politically expedient to have the palace liberated by 
the South Vietnamese.17 On the night of February 23–24, an ARVN battalion 
launched a surprise attack westward along the wall in the southeastern section 
of the Citadel. A savage battle ensued, but the South Vietnamese pressed the 
attack. The PAVN, suffering from a lack of ammunition and supplies, fell back. 
Allied forces overran some of the last positions; VC and PAVN troops aban-
doned the others as they withdrew westward to sanctuaries in Laos.

On March 2, 1968, the battle for Hue was declared officially over. “The 
twenty-five day struggle for Hue was the longest and bloodiest ground action of 
the Tet offensive,” said the Washington Post’s Don Oberdorfer, who witnessed 
it firsthand, “and, quite possibly, the longest and bloodiest single action of the 
Second Indochina War.”18 It had been a bitter ordeal, and the casualties on 
both sides had been high. In the twenty-six days of combat, the ARVN lost 
384 killed and more than 1,800 wounded, plus 30 missing in action. The U.S. 
Marines suffered 147 dead and 857 wounded. The U.S. Army sustained 74 dead 
and 507 wounded in the battles that raged in the area surrounding the city. The 
allies claimed over 5,000 Communists killed in the city and an estimated 3,000 
killed in the fighting in the surrounding area. Actual figures of VC and PAVN 
casualties are not known, but it is clear that the Communists forces had paid 
dearly in the bitter fighting.

In the end, the U.S. and ARVN forces had retaken the city, but the costly 
battle had demonstrated that the Communists could occupy an important 
city, thought to be safe from the war and under the control of the allies. The 
American high command had been completely surprised by the audacity of the 
enemy attacks. American intelligence had failed to pick up the danger signs of 
impending Communist assault until it was too late. According to allied intel-
ligence before the battle, PAVN units that fought in the Hue were not even 
supposed to have been in the area; they had very stealthily surrounded the city, 
eluding allied intelligence efforts. Once in the city, they fought skillfully and 
tenaciously to hold it, inflicting heavy casualties on the Marines and South 
Vietnamese soldiers.

The cost of the battle for the people of Hue was catastrophic. During the 
twenty-five days of intense fighting to retake the city, Hue was reduced to rubble, 
block by block. Although the U.S. command had tried to limit damage to the 
city by relying on extremely accurate 8-inch howitzers and naval gunfire, much 
of the once beautiful city lay in rubble. Estimates tallied ten thousand houses 
either totally destroyed or damaged, roughly 40 percent of the city, and 116,000 
civilians were made homeless (out of a pre-Tet population of 140,000). One 
observer described the destruction after the fighting, “The beautiful city . . . was 
a shattered, stinking hulk, its streets choked with rubble and rotting bodies.”19
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Aside from this battle damage, the civilian population suffered terrible losses 
from the fighting: some 5,800 were reported killed or missing. Many of the 
dead and wounded were trapped in the rubble of their homes and courtyards. 
The exact extent of the battle’s toll on the civilians in Hue would not become 
clear for some time. In late February, soldiers moving through the Gia Hoi 
schoolyard came across freshly turned earth; upon investigation, the soldiers 
discovered the hastily buried bodies of a number of civilians, most of whom 
had been bound and shot. This proved only the first instance of such graves, 
and more bodies would be found over the course of the next several months. In 
total, South Vietnamese authorities uncovered nearly three thousand corpses 
in mass graves in the Hue area. Most had been shot, bludgeoned to death, or 
buried alive, almost all with their hands tied behind their backs. The victims 
included soldiers, civil servants, merchants, clergymen, schoolteachers, intel-
lectuals, and foreigners. South Vietnamese investigators charged that VC cad-
res had rounded up the victims and executed them after the Communists had 
seized the city in early February. Others were apparently killed as the PAVN 
withdrew from the Citadel.
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On the morning of January 31, 1968, when the Tet Offensive was launched, 
General William Westmoreland remained convinced that the enemy’s real 
goal was the conquest of the U.S. Marine base at Khe Sanh, even though the 
enemy’s real intentions were unclear. The attacks on Saigon and other cities, 
he declared, were designed to create “maximum consternation” in Vietnam 
and were “diversionary” to the main effort still to come at Khe Sanh and the 
northern part of the country.1

The Marines were less convinced that holding Khe Sanh was a good idea. 
Senior commanders thought that Khe Sanh was too isolated and too hard to 
support. The assistant commander of the 3rd Marine Division summed up this 
sentiment by saying, “When you’re at Khe Sanh, you’re not really anywhere. 
You could lose it, and you really haven’t lost a damn thing.”2 But Westmoreland 
did not see it that way. Khe Sanh was a linchpin in his future plans for opera-
tions in Laos, and any Communist buildup there threatened his strategy.

Westmoreland had good cause to be concerned with the worsening situation 
at Khe Sanh. The Marines had been under heavy shelling and living in a state 
of siege since January 21, ten days before the start of the Tet Offensive. For the 
next seventy-seven days, the Marines would endure a daily bombardment while 
enemy assault units probed for a soft spot in the defenses.

Chapter 5

the siege of khe sanh



Some American political leaders had begun to fear that Khe Sanh might 
turn into another Dien Bien Phu. The People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) had 
successfully closed Route 9, isolating Khe Sanh and precluding ground resup-
ply of the Marines defending the base. On several levels, the situation was remi-
niscent of the 1954 battle that had ended in French defeat. However, in truth, 
conditions at Khe Sanh were decidedly different from those at Dien Bien Phu. 
The French position had been in a valley, and the North Vietnamese had con-
trolled the surrounding hills. At Khe Sanh, the Marines had a much stronger 
position; they controlled the critical high ground that surrounded the base. In 
addition, American forces possessed a much stronger air force than the French 
had at Dien Bien Phu. With those air assets, Westmoreland was convinced 
that he could pound the enemy from the air and at the same time continue to 
support the Marine base completely by aerial resupply even if it remained sur-
rounded by the PAVN on the ground.

It must also be pointed out that Khe Sanh, while surrounded by enemy 
forces, did not meet the strictest definition of “siege” in the historical sense. The 
Marines conducted constant patrols from the base, often as far as a third of a 
mile from their own lines.3 The intent was to keep the PAVN off balance and to 
gather intelligence. Thus, given the ability to conduct patrols outside the wire 
and the fact that helicopters and fixed wing aircraft could get into and out of 
Khe Sanh, it was not truly besieged in the traditional sense, as Dien Bien Phu 
most definitely had been.

Despite the differences between Khe Sanh and Dien Bien Phu, the Marines 
knew that the Communists might try to replicate their earlier victory and they 
were clearly aware of how critical their mission was. The Marine commander 
told his men that they were “going to be remembered in American history 
books.”4 He told them that their mission had been ordered by the highest 
authority and that they were to hold Khe Sanh “at all costs.” The Marines were 
aware that Westmoreland wanted to turn the area around Khe Sanh into a kill-
ing ground where the often too-illusive enemy could be drawn into a set-piece 
battle and destroyed by American firepower. One of the Marine artillery officers 
at Khe Sanh described the situation best when he said, “Our entire philosophy 
[is] to allow the enemy to surround us closely, to mass about us, to reveal his 
troop and logistic routes, to establish his dumps and assembly areas, and to 
prepare his siege works as energetically as he desires. The results [will be] an 
enormous quantity of targets . . . ideal for heavy bombers.”5 One Marine who 
survived the siege put it in more personal terms, saying, “the marines at Khe 
Sanh were bait; chum liberally spread around the Khe Sanh tactical area to 
entice large military forces of North Vietnam from the depths of their sanctuar-
ies to the exposed shallows of America’s high-technology killing machine.”6
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One of those most concerned with the worsening situation at Khe Sanh was 
Lyndon Johnson. On February 2, at a press conference in the White House, 
the president had announced that the Tet offensive was a “complete failure.” 
However, after pointing out that the Communists had already suffered staggering 
losses estimated at more than ten thousand killed, he sounded a note of caution, 
saying that the third phase of the Communist campaign—a “massive attack” 
across the demilitarized zone (DMZ) in the area of Khe Sanh—was “immi-
nent.”7 Thus, despite the fact that the fighting continued in Hue, the attention of 
both the White House and Westmoreland remained fixed on Khe Sanh.

Before the Tet offensive began, there had been some discussion in the 
White House about the advisability of continuing to defend Khe Sanh, but 
with the Communist attack on the Marine base on January 21, the debate about 
whether to hold Khe Sanh came to an abrupt halt. General Maxwell Taylor 
later recalled, “It was apparent that the die was cast and we would have to fight 
it out on this line . . . we ourselves had done a great deal to build up the impor-
tance of Khe Sanh in the minds of the public, and it was going to be difficult 
to explain to our people or anyone else that Khe Sanh was a minor outpost and 
the outcome of the battle unimportant.”8

With the decision to hold Khe Sanh, both the White House and the 
Pentagon focused on the six thousand Marines there and the twenty thousand 
PAVN soldiers who surrounded them. Concerned about the ability of the 
Marines to hold, General Earle Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, cabled Westmoreland to raise the possibility of “whether tactical nuclear 
weapons should be used if the situation in Khe Sanh should become that des-
perate.” Acknowledging that their use was unlikely, he nevertheless requested 
a list of targets in the area “which lend themselves to nuclear strikes, whether 
some contingency nuclear planning would be in order, and what you would 
consider to be some of the more significant pros and cons of using tac [tacti-
cal] nukes in such a contingency.”9 Westmoreland replied that he did not think 
the situation would require the use of nuclear weapons, but that they should 
not be ruled out if the North Vietnamese launched a major invasion south 
across the DMZ, and therefore contingency planning was ongoing. Johnson 
later vehemently denied that nuclear weapons had ever been considered (and 
Westmoreland was quietly told to discontinue planning for their use). This 
episode indicates the mind-set in the White House and Pentagon as the situa-
tion at Khe Sanh worsened. Politically, as well as militarily, Khe Sanh had to 
be held at all costs.

Events would soon increase that concern. On the night of February 3, 
the American sensors that had been dropped during Operation Niagara 
detected heavy enemy troop movement. Two days later, in the early morning 
hours of February 5, Hill 861A was attacked. To MACV, it appeared that the 
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Communists, taking advantage of the fact that the nationwide Tet Offensive 
had diverted attention away from Khe Sanh, were renewing their efforts to 
capture the combat base and the surrounding area. At 3:05 a.m., heavy shell-
ing began on Khe Sanh Combat Base and several of the outlying positions. 
At the same time, wave after wave of PAVN riflemen from the 325C Division 
struck the Marines on Hill 861A. The skillful and determined attack quickly 
gained a foothold on the northern edge of the American perimeter, but there 
was a brief lull in the fighting as the PAVN soldiers “stopped to sift through the 
Marine positions for souvenirs.”10 Taking advantage of the lull, the Marines 
rallied and launched a counterattack. The fight degenerated into hand-to-
hand combat as the Marines forced the PAVN troops back. Shortly after dawn, 
the PAVN made another concerted assault to take the Marine position, but 
the Marines, supported by mortars from the surrounding hills, prevailed in 
the bitter fighting.

THE FALL OF LANG VEI

As PAVN forces completed their encirclement of the Marines at Khe Sanh, they 
made preparations for a major assault on the nearby Special Forces camp at 
Lang Vei. Twenty-four members of the American Special Forces team and their 
Montagnard troops, as well as some Laotian soldiers who had fled their homes 
just across the border during a Communist attack some days earlier, manned 
the base. The total allied force numbered about four hundred troops.

The shelling of Lang Vei began in the early morning hours of February 7. 
Then, at first light, the PAVN struck in force spearheading their attack with 
eleven Soviet-made PT-76 amphibious light tanks, marking the first time that 
tanks had been used by the Communists in South Vietnam. Although the 
defenders received artillery support from Khe Sanh, Camp Carroll, and the 
Rockpile, they were soon overrun. Calling down artillery and air strikes on 
top of their own position, the commander of the camp, thirteen of his Green 
Berets, and some sixty Montagnards managed to break out to the east. Marine 
helicopters picked them up later that afternoon, but half the original garrison 
was unaccounted for, and ten of the twenty-four Americans at Lang Vei had 
been killed.

The appearance of tanks at Lang Vei rightfully concerned many of the 
Marines at Khe Sanh. With tanks, they reasoned, the PAVN could take Khe 
Sanh anytime it wanted. Still the Communists made no direct move on the 
combat base. However, they continued to apply pressure on the base while 
ground and artillery and mortar attacks continued against the Marine positions 
in the surrounding hills.
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It appeared to the Marine defenders that the enemy was preparing for 
another major attack on Khe Sanh. Based on the previous enemy activity in the 
area, they thought that the PAVN would attack the Marine outposts to the north 
of the base and then make a direct attack on the main base from that direction. 
They also believed that another PAVN division would attack along the axis of 
Lang Vei–Khe Sanh village and then make its final assault on the base from the 
south and east.

While the Marine defenders waited for the next attack, they were unaware 
that the Communists had encountered serious problems elsewhere that would 
have an impact on the situation at Khe Sanh. As the fighting in Hue increased 
in intensity, Giap began to withdraw PAVN units from the Khe Sanh area to rein-
force his beleaguered troops, who were trying desperately to hold on to the old 
imperial capital. Around February 10, five PAVN battalions began moving from 
the Khe Sanh area to join their comrades in Hue.11 Although the PAVN had 
thinned their forces in the area, they still had sufficient troops to keep Khe Sanh 
encircled and continuously bombard it with rockets, mortars, and artillery.

Such tactics had proved successful against the French at Dien Bien Phu 
in 1954. However, as noted, there were some crucial differences between the 
situation at Dien Bien Phu and the one at Khe Sanh in 1968, not the least of 
which was that Khe Sanh was never truly besieged in the classic sense of the 
term. Whereas the Viet Minh had been able to sever virtually all outside sup-
port from the French defenders at Dien Bien Phu, the Marines at Khe Sanh 
were never cut off, and U.S. forces never lost the ability to reinforce and resup-
ply the base. In addition, the Marines held the vital hill positions to the north 
and west of Khe Sanh and actively conducted patrols in the areas surrounding 
the combat base.

Consequently, the PAVN appeared content for most of the seventy-seven 
days to hold their positions and bombard the defenders with 122mm rockets and 
82mm and 120mm mortars from positions in an arc about two thousand to three 
thousand yards north and west of the base, while long-range 130mm and 152mm 
guns fired on the Marines from concealed positions on Co Roc Mountain 
across the border in Laos. The defenders received an average of 2,500 rounds a 
week in an area little more than 1,750 yards long and 875 yards wide.

In the United States, the U.S. media continued to report on the situation 
at Khe Sanh, implying that it was in imminent danger of being overrun by the 
Communists. On February 27, Walter Cronkite intoned that “Khe Sanh could 
well fall, with terrible loss in American lives, prestige, and morale.”12 No doubt 
influenced by such gloomy reports, some of Johnson’s advisers had begun to 
question the wisdom of continuing to hold Khe Sanh in the face of the con-
tinued siege, but Westmoreland remained convinced that the Marine base was 
critical and was steadfast in his insistence that Khe Sanh be held.
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RESUPPLYING THE MARINES

The key to the survival of Khe Sanh combat base was the airfield. If the PAVN 
could close it and cut off supplies to the base, they would win an enormous vic-
tory. The Marine commander estimated he needed 160 tons of supplies a day 
to sustain his Marines as they defended against the PAVN. With Route 9 cut 
by the Communists, the airfield and aerial resupply became the lifeline for the 
defenders. Although Communist mortar, rocket, and artillery fire hit the field 
repeatedly, the Marine defenders were able to repair it each time.

The PAVN tried to isolate the Marine base from outside aerial support by an 
intensive umbrella of air defense artillery, but U.S. Air Force and Marine pilots 
and crews braved heavy fire to keep the Marines on the ground resupplied with 
ammunition, food, water, and other combat necessities. Despite intense enemy 
ground fire and deplorable weather conditions, these airlifts insured that supply 
levels never became dangerously low and precluded Khe Sanh from becom-
ing a repeat of Dien Bien Phu. As Marine historian Captain Moyers S. Shore 
observed, “the Marine and U.S. Air Force transport pilots, helicopter crews, 
loadmasters, and ground personnel kept open the giant umbilical cord which 
meant life for the combat base.”13 This effort was not without cost; seventeen 
helicopters and four fixed-wing aircraft were lost to enemy gunners.

TACTICAL AIR SUPPORT

While the helicopter and cargo aircraft crews exerted uncommon efforts to keep 
the Marines resupplied, U.S. Air Force, Navy, and Marine Corps pilots, as well 
as airborne and ground controllers, provided close air support to keep the PAVN 
at bay. Marine and Air Force controllers coordinated the air strikes, acting as 
the link between the fighter-bombers and the Marines on the ground. Tactical 
aircraft—F-4 Phantoms, A-4 Skyhawks, and A-6 Intruders—flew approximately 
three hundred sorties per day over Khe Sanh. Constant air strikes pounded the 
PAVN. Even more devastating were the B-52s flying from their bases in Guam, 
Thailand, and Okinawa. The big bombers each carried a 27-ton payload of 108 
mixed 500- and 750-pound bombs, which was devastating on enemy troop con-
centrations, supply depots, and bunker sites. During the siege, it is estimated 
that B-52s dropped at least 50,000 tons of ordnance on the NVA forces surround-
ing Khe Sanh. These air strikes were critical in the defense of the combat base 
and surrounding Marine positions.

In addition to the massive airpower brought to bear, the defenders’ own artil-
lery at Khe Sanh was supplemented from firebases at Camp Carroll and the 
Rockpile. Fire support coordinators at Khe Sanh had a tremendous amount of 
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firepower at their disposal. Several innovative methods were used to maximize 
this firepower. One was known as the “Mini Arc Light.” This strike involved 
plotting a 550-by-1,100-yard block around a reported PAVN position. Then, two 
A-6 Intruders, each carrying twenty-eight 500-pound bombs, would be called 
in; thirty seconds before they arrived, the 175mm guns from Camp Carroll or 
the Rockpile would hit one half of the block, firing about sixty rounds. The 
A-6s would then go for the middle of the block, while 155mm and 105mm how-
itzers, plus 4.2-inch mortars from Khe Sanh, would saturate the other half. All 
the rounds would be timed to strike simultaneously. The effect on the enemy 
was devastating.14

A NEW ATTACK

During the early evening hours of February 29, acoustic and seismic sensors 
along Route 9 indicated a major troop movement toward the combat base 
from the east. Colonel Lownds, the Marine commander, thought this might 
be the big attack everyone had been anticipating and immediately called for 
maximum fire against the area indicated by the sensors. In response, artillery, 
fighter-bombers, and B-52s struck the area. This devastating firepower broke up 
the attack, destroying the better part of two battalions. Undeterred, at 9:30 p.m. 
the PAVN launched a large-scale attack against the ARVN ranger positions on 
the southeast corner of Khe Sanh base. With the aid of mortars, artillery, and 
tactical air support, the South Vietnamese Rangers beat back the PAVN attack, 
but the Communists made another attempt at 11:30 p.m. This, too, was stopped 
cold before they made it to the defensive wire. A third wave came at 3:15 a.m., 
but the result was the same. These failed attacks seemed to mark a turning point 
in the battle for Tet; the PAVN never again mounted a sizable attack against 
the base.

At the end of February, a Marine patrol discovered that the PAVN were dig-
ging trenches. Later patrols revealed that these trenches were moving closer 
and closer to the perimeter of the main base at Khe Sanh and that the PAVN 
were sometimes completing as much as ninety-five yards a night. From these 
advanced positions, they might be able to launch a powerful assault that could 
overrun the base before the Marines had time to mount a successful defense, as 
had happened at Dien Bien Phu. The Marines knew that the anniversary of the 
first attacks on the French stronghold was only two weeks away, and they were 
concerned that the trench digging indicated that the enemy might be preparing 
for a new attack to commemorate that historic day.

Since the situation looked like it was entering a new and potentially more 
dangerous phase, Westmoreland turned again to airpower, including B-52 raids 
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on suspected Communist troop concentrations near the base perimeter. This 
was a risky move, because up until this time, the American forces had usually 
tried to avoid B-52 bombing of enemy positions if they were in close proximity 
to U.S. troops. There was just too much chance that Americans might be killed 
by “friendly fire” from the bombs dropped from an altitude of thirty thousand 
feet. However, Westmoreland decided that using the big bombers so close to 
the base was the only way to drive the enemy from the Khe Sanh area. Adding 
additional motivation were more intelligence reports that the Communists were 
again building up their troop strength for one more big push. Beginning at the 
end of February and continuing into early March, B-52s repeatedly hammered 
the PAVN positions around Khe Sanh.

Unbeknown to the Marine defenders, the PAVN had actually begun with-
drawing their forces from the area, and on March 10 the Communists stopped 
repairing their trenches.15 On March 13, the anniversary of the start of the battle 
at Dien Bien Phu passed without incident. The sporadic shelling continued, 
but Marine patrols soon discovered that some of the PAVN trenches had been 
abandoned.

On March 30, a company of Marines fought a three-hour battle with North 
Vietnamese troops near where two patrols had been decimated on February 25. 
This time the Marines prevailed, counting 115 enemy dead on the battlefield. It 
was the last big battle in the Khe Sanh area. Small firefights with the enemy in 
the surrounding hills continued, and the Marines were still harassed by enemy 
rocket and artillery fire, but the base at Khe Sanh had held.

LIFTING THE SIEGE

On April 1, elements of the 1st Cavalry Division reinforced with an ARVN 
airborne battalion began Operation Pegasus, the relief of Khe Sanh. Landing 
zones were established along Route 9. As the helicopters of 1st Squadron, 9th 
Cavalry reconnoitered the way ahead, the 1st Cavalry troopers landed along the 
road and pushed westward until the head of the relief column, 2nd Battalion, 
7th Cavalry, linked up with the Marines at Khe Sanh on April 8, officially bring-
ing the siege to an end. On April 18, the Marines who had endured the siege 
were airlifted out of the area. They had suffered 199 killed in action and 830 
wounded, while the Pegasus relief force had lost 92 killed and 629 wounded. 
ARVN forces had lost 34 killed and 184 wounded.

The PAVN and Viet Cong had lost an estimated 10,000 to 15,000 killed dur-
ing the desperate fighting for Khe Sanh, many to the Marine and Army artillery 
(over 150,000 rounds) and the 100,000 tons of bombs dropped during Operation 
Niagara. Two PAVN divisions had suffered badly, and the Marines claimed a 
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resounding victory with the end of the siege. Local Montagnard tribesmen later 
told of finding large numbers of PAVN dead in the jungle surrounding Khe 
Sanh; many were found in groups of two hundred to five hundred at a time 
along the various avenues of approach to the Khe Sanh base, apparently killed 
by B-52s and close air support.16

A look at the respective casualty figures perhaps points out the difference in 
results between Dien Bien Phu and the outcome at Khe Sanh. Approximately 
eight thousand Viet Minh and two thousand French soldiers died at Dien Bien 
Phu. However, at the battle at Khe Sanh, the Communists lost more than ten 
thousand soldiers at a cost of fewer than two hundred U.S. Marines killed in 
action. According to Stanley Karnow, a Communist veteran of the battle later 
admitted that PAVN and VC units suffered as much as 90 percent losses in the 
relentless downpour of American bombs, napalm, and artillery shells.17

On April 11, four days before Pegasus came to an end, Westmoreland flew to 
Washington to confer with the president. Standing on the White House lawn, 
he announced that Route 9 was open again and that the battle of Khe Sanh 
was over. He lavished praise on everyone involved with the successful defense 
of the combat base: the Marines for their “heroic defense,” the combat engi-
neers for their “herculean” efforts in reopening the main road to the base, and 
the supply units for having performed “the premier logistical feat of the war.” 
He saved his highest accolades for those who had contributed to “one of the 
heaviest and most concentrated displays of firepower in the history of warfare.” 
Army and Marine artillery units fired 158,891 round during the siege. The Air 
Force flew 9,691 bombing sorties over Khe Sanh, the Marines 7,078, and the 
Navy 5,337. Yet the “key to success, the big gun, the heavy weight of firepower, 
was the B-52 strikes.”18 As Westmoreland later told B-52 crewmen stationed on 
Guam, “Without question, the amount of firepower put on that piece of real 
estate exceeded anything that had ever been seen before in history by any foe, 
and the enemy was hurt, his back was broken, by airpower . . . basically the fire 
of the B-52s.”19

Despite all the doomsday prophets in the media, the greatly outnumbered 
Marines supported by massive American firepower had survived seventy-seven 
days of intense fighting and shelling. Perhaps an editorial in the Washington 
Post best sums up the epic battle at Khe Sanh: “To be sure, Khe Sanh will be a 
subject of controversy for a long time, but this much about it is indisputable: It 
has won a large place in the history of the Vietnam war as an inspiring example 
of American and Allied valor.”20

From the Vietnamese perspective, the PAVN could also point to their own 
valor; they had more than held their own in the desperate fighting. Whatever 
their intentions, which will be discussed later, their soldiers had stood fast under 
a devastating bombardment for two and a half months. Although their losses 

64 historical overview



were huge, they, as Khe Sanh veteran Peter Brush points out, “were willing to 
absorb losses of this magnitude in order to continue, and win, their struggle.”21 
In describing the fighting capability and dedication of the PAVN, perhaps the 
words of a Marine at Khe Sanh provide the best appreciation: “You’ll never hear 
Marines say the North Vietnamese aren’t tough. They’re probably the tough-
est fighters in the world as far as I am concerned. They knew what they were 
fighting for. They understood why they were there and they were there for the 
duration.”22 The same can be said of the Marines.
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In most American accounts of war, the Tet Offensive lasts only a few weeks, 
and the end date is usually placed somewhere around the end of March when 
the siege is lifted at Khe Sanh. However, the fighting continued into the fall 
as Hanoi and the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN) pressed the 
attack. According to General Tran Van Tra, writing after the war, the fighting 
from May to the end of September was a continuation of the original General 
Offensive–General Uprising. He acknowledged that the initial phase of the 
offensive had not gone as well militarily as planned and that the People’s Army 
of Vietnam (PAVN) and Viet Cong (VC) “were not able to destroy a significant 
number of the enemy forces,” but he maintained that their “attacks sent shud-
ders through the enemy’s vital points, and destabilized its military, political, 
and economic foundations throughout South Vietnam.”1 He further acknowl-
edged that the “enemy” had responded strongly, but in so doing had betrayed 
many “weaknesses.” Accordingly, the situation provided the Communists with 
“an opportunity . . . to continue strong assaults and compensate for . . . earlier 
shortcomings in order to win even bigger victories.”2

To replace the heavy losses incurred in the earlier fighting, Hanoi sent eighty 
thousand to ninety thousand replacements down the Ho Chi Minh Trail by the 
end of April. In the first week of May, they launched a new round of attacks, 
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which the South Vietnamese and Americans referred to as a “Mini-Tet.” 
According to most Communist histories, however, this action was a continua-
tion of the overall 1968 General Offensive.3

In the renewed offensive, they struck 119 cities and bases, including Saigon. 
Unlike during the earlier phase of the offensive, when VC units bore the brunt 
of a large part of the heaviest fighting, the PAVN conducted almost all of the May 
attacks. Otherwise, the new attacks resembled those of the initial Tet Offensive. 
Unfortunately, however, for the Communists troops, this time they failed to 
achieve surprise. Allied intelligence had clear indications that the PAVN would 
launch a new round of attacks and allied forces were ready. The attacks planned 
for Hue and elsewhere in the I Corps area in May, as well as those in the Central 
Highlands, were preempted by allied attacks on the gathering forces.

The new assault on Saigon began in the early morning hours of May 5, when 
a barrage of rockets and mortars slammed into the heart of the city. Heavy fight-
ing raged in parts of Saigon, including the vital Tan Son Nhut area, but U.S. 
ground and air cavalry units repelled the PAVN forces. It looked as if the battle 
was over, but two days later, the Communists renewed their attack, and intense 
fighting once again broke out in Cholon and around the Phu Tho racetrack. 
By May 13, the Communists were defeated once again, but the fighting in some 
places had been as bitter as that in the first days of the Tet Offensive.

Two weeks later, the Communists launched yet another assault on Saigon. 
This time two PAVN regiments captured the densely populated northern 
suburbs while a local-force battalion reoccupied the Cholon area, where they 
raised a National Liberation Front (NLF) flag over the central post office. It 
took until the first week in June for South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) brigades 
to root out the PAVN soldiers, using tear gas and helicopter gunships.

Still that did not mean a respite for Saigon, because the Communists 
initiated a daily barrage of 122mm rockets on the city. Twenty-five times in 
thirty-eight days, rockets pounded the capital, killing hundreds of civilians and 
wounding nearly a thousand more. In addition, the new round of fighting pro-
duced 180,000 new refugees whose homes had been destroyed.

In Saigon and most of the other areas attacked, the Communist forces were 
destroyed or driven into the countryside. However, television coverage rein-
forced the impression that the enemy was once again knocking at the gates of 
the most heavily defended cities in South Vietnam.4

The fighting during the subsequent phases of Tet was intense. The United 
States lost 562 dead in the week ending May 11, the highest weekly total of the 
war; with the loss of nearly 2,000 dead during that month, May 1968 became the 
bloodiest month of the war for U.S. troops. The Communist forces had clearly 
demonstrated that they had not been destroyed during the earlier Tet fighting.
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The fighting continued for several more months, entering yet another 
phase of the offensive. The Viet Cong attacked a number of ARVN positions 
in the Mekong Delta in August, and the PAVN launched a major attack on 
U.S. forces forty miles northwest of Saigon in September. PAVN colonel Bui 
Tinh acknowledged that these attacks were very costly.5 Accordingly, in late 
September, COSVN ordered PAVN and VC main-force units to withdraw to 
their sanctuaries across the border with Cambodia.

POLITICAL FALLOUT

While the fighting continued in South Vietnam, Johnson wrestled with what 
to do with the deteriorating political situation at home. Though General 
William C. Westmoreland, the commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, char-
acterized Tet as a great victory for the allies, the nature of such a victory was 
difficult for many Americans to understand. The only sign of success was the 
high “body count,” but it seemed that the Communists had a limitless supply 
of manpower. Tet proved to many Americans, stunned by the scope and feroc-
ity of the offensive, that their government had been misleading them about 
allied progress in the war. Part of the impact of the offensive on public opinion 
can be traced back to Westmoreland’s optimistic predictions in the fall of 1967. 
Richard Falk writes, “The public relations urge to build confidence on the 
home front by exaggerating battlefield prospects subsequently helped create a 
vulnerability to abrupt disillusionment with the war effort. . . . The dynamics 
of hopes raised in such circumstances can quickly shift to the dynamics of 
hopes crushed.”6

Walter Cronkite, the CBS Evening News anchorman and perhaps the most 
trusted journalist in the nation, had flown to South Vietnam in mid-February 
and visited Hue while the battle still raged. He interviewed Marines during 
the fighting and concluded that victory was not possible. In a special half-hour 
report broadcast after his return to the United States in late February, Cronkite, 
as the camera panned over the battle damage in Saigon, said that the ruins “in 
this burned and blasted and weary land . . . mean success or setback, victory or 
defeat, depending on who you talk to.” He went on to say:

We have been too often disappointed by the optimism of the American 
leaders. . . . To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the 
fact of evidence, the optimists who have been wrong in the past. . . . To 
say that we are mired in stalemate seems the only realistic, yet unsatisfac-
tory conclusion. . . . It seems now more certain than ever that the bloody 
experience of Vietnam is to end in a stalemate. . . . It is increasingly clear 
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to this reporter that the only rational way out then will be to negotiate, 
not as victors, but as an honorable people who lived up to their pledge to 
defend democracy, and did the best they could.7

Cronkite’s report had a significant impact on the president. Watching the 
program, Johnson reportedly remarked to his press secretary, George Christian, 
“If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost middle America.”8 This sentiment was pretty close 
to the truth, because the media had a significant impact on the perspectives of 
mainstream Americans and Cronkite’s comments reflected the widespread dis-
satisfaction with the administration’s policies that many in the American media 
felt. Previously, Cronkite and many of his colleagues had generally accepted 
the optimistic reports of government authorities, but like most other Americans, 
they were stunned by the level of combat and the ability of the Communists to 
launch such a widespread offensive.

The correspondents in Vietnam only had to look around to see the impact of 
the offensive. “Covering the war was easy,” observed Ron Steinman, head of the 
NBC News bureau in Saigon. “It was like springtime with buds of fire popping 
out wherever you chanced to turn your head.”9 Able to see the fighting and its 
effects firsthand, the reporters found the military’s claims of victory less and less 
credible. In the wake of Tet, the media took an increasingly unfavorable view 
of U.S. policy, and the reporting on the situation in South Vietnam during and 
after Tet had a significant impact on public opinion.

When the offensive first began, however, Americans rallied behind the flag 
in a predictable display of patriotic fervor; journalist Don Oberdorfer reported 
that there was a “sudden jump in public hawkishness” in the wake of the early 
television reports of the offensive.10 In fact, a public opinion survey in early 
February revealed that 55 percent of those polled favored a stronger military 
response to the situation in Vietnam. However, as journalist Stanley Karnow 
points out, the American people’s “mood of despair quickly returned as the 
fighting dragged on, and their endorsement of the conflict resumed its down-
ward spiral.”11 Given the extensive media coverage, the American public was 
able to see for itself the widespread bloodshed and devastation wrought by the 
heavy fighting. These images contradicted all of the optimistic claims of the 
previous fall. It was clear that America’s foe remained much stronger than the 
politicians and generals had led them to believe.

Westmoreland claimed that the failed Communist efforts during Tet rep-
resented the “last gasp” of a losing cause, but few Americans believed him. In 
November 1967, Westmoreland had reported that American forces were win-
ning the war in Vietnam, but the surprise and ferocity of the Tet attacks strained 
his credibility to the breaking point. Many Americans could not reconcile 
Westmoreland’s new claims with what they had seen on their TV screens. After 

The Impact of the Tet Offensive  69



Tet, it was impossible for most Americans to believe Westmoreland’s renewed 
promise that victory was just around the corner.

THE REQUEST FOR ADDITIONAL TROOPS

Johnson’s deteriorating public support would soon get worse over one of the 
most controversial issues to develop in the aftermath of the offensive. This 
issue, which began to play itself out in the days right after the offensive began, 
involved a request for an increase in U.S. troops in South Vietnam. Although 
Westmoreland is generally credited for making the additional troop request, the 
situation was actually much more complex than that. On February 3, General 
Earle Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, expressing the president’s 
continuing concern about Khe Sanh, sent a message to Westmoreland asking 
if he needed additional reinforcements. Westmoreland replied that the defense 
of Khe Sanh was solid and that he did not need anything except a few more 
supply aircraft and the additional troops he had already been promised, about 
ten thousand. The following day, Wheeler sent another cable saying that the 
president was considering diversionary attacks north of the demilitarized zone 
(DMZ) or in eastern Laos to relieve the pressure on Khe Sanh. The next 
day, Westmoreland received a message from Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, com-
mander-in-chief of the U.S. Pacific Command, reiterating the same message 
and adding that there might be some inclination in Washington toward relaxing 
the ceiling on U.S. troops in Vietnam.

Westmoreland was not sure what was going on. He had repeatedly reported 
that he had the situation at Khe Sanh in hand and he was not sure why 
Washington was so concerned.12 Still, Westmoreland had been urging the 
president for several years to remove the constraints on the conduct of the war, 
advocating operations not only in eastern Laos, but also against North Vietnam 
itself. Accordingly, he notified Wheeler that an additional U.S. division would 
be needed if and when operations in Laos were authorized. Wheeler responded, 
somewhat testily, that Westmoreland should focus on his “immediate require-
ments stemming from the present situation in Vietnam,” not his “longer range” 
needs.13 A following message from Wheeler to Westmoreland urged the MACV 
commander to ask for more troops if he needed them.

Fear of a defeat at Khe Sanh was not the real factor motivating Wheeler. 
The issue of an additional troop request for Vietnam was intertwined with a 
much larger issue. Wheeler was concerned that American forces around the 
world were stretched too thin. There were also problems elsewhere that con-
cerned Wheeler and his fellow chiefs of staff. North Korea had recently seized 
the U.S. communications ship Pueblo; trouble in Berlin or the Middle East 
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might flare up again at any moment. The Army’s strategic reserve consisted of 
one division, the 82nd Airborne at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. In the wake of 
the Tet offensive, Wheeler saw an opportunity to use the situation in Vietnam 
to get President Johnson to call up the reserves in order to replenish the stra-
tegic reserve.

As part of this plan, Wheeler coaxed Westmoreland to submit a new assess-
ment of the situation in Vietnam. Westmoreland responded with a message that 
was in total opposition to his earlier confident claims. Although he continued 
to claim victory in the Tet Offensive, he told the Joint Chiefs of Staff that he 
needed reinforcements not only to replace his losses during Tet but also to deal 
with the growing power of the PAVN throughout South Vietnam. Intelligence 
reports indicated that Hanoi was sending in more soldiers to fill the ranks that 
had been reduced during Tet. The MACV commander said that the situation 
was one of great opportunity, but also one fraught with danger. This was com-
pletely opposite in tone from the message traffic that had been coming out of 
his office for Washington.

A somewhat perplexed president dispatched Wheeler on a fact-finding mis-
sion to South Vietnam to confer with Westmoreland on future needs. Upon his 
return to Washington, Wheeler’s report to President Johnson was filled with bad 
news. On February 27, he told the president, “There is no doubt that the enemy 
launched a major, powerful nationwide assault. This offensive has by no means 
run its course.” In fact, the battle for Khe Sanh was still underway. Wheeler 
went on to say that the ARVN had suffered huge losses, and the Communists 
were largely in control of the countryside. He added that Tet “was a very near 
thing. . . . We suffered a loss, there can be no doubt about it.” Wheeler pre-
dicted a renewed Communist offensive and contended that more troops were 
necessary unless the United States was “prepared to accept some reverses.”14

According to historian George Herring, Wheeler’s pessimism may have been 
sincere, but it appeared “that by presenting a gloomy assessment he hoped to 
stampede the administration into providing the troops needed to rebuild a 
depleted strategic reserve and meet any contingency in Vietnam.”15

Accordingly, Wheeler brought a request from Westmoreland for 206,000 
more troops for South Vietnam. The troop increase would be in three incre-
ments. The first would total 108,000 troops that would deploy to Vietnam by 
May 1. The second and third increments totaled 42,000 and 55,000 troops, 
respectively. These troops would not deploy to Vietnam unless the Communists 
had made substantial gains on the ground or the White House approved a more 
aggressive ground strategy. Otherwise, these forces would be earmarked for 
rebuilding the strategic reserve.

Although Wheeler maneuvered Westmoreland into asking for more troops, 
Westmoreland did not need much urging; he thought he had the Communists 
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on the run and could use the additional troops to pursue them into their hid-
ing places and sanctuaries. He wanted to drive the Communists from their 
border sanctuaries in Cambodia and to cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail by a thrust 
into Laos. He thought that calling up the reserves would convince the North 
Vietnamese that the United States was serious about pursuing victory in the 
war. However, Wheeler’s report did not reflect any of these considerations and 
did not mention the idea that part of the additional forces would be used to 
augment the strategic reserve. In his memoir A Soldier Reports, Westmoreland 
implies that Wheeler deliberately concealed why he wanted the additional 
troops in order to force the issue of the strategic reserve.16

Wheeler’s ploy did not work. In fact, as Richard Falk writes, the troop request 
“significantly hardened the impression among the hesitant in Washington 
and the media that Tet was an enormous, unacknowledged American defeat, 
and that the war, if seriously resumed, would be an even greater drain that it 
already was, and this the United States could not long afford either politically 
or economically.”17

For his part, Johnson was taken aback by Westmoreland’s request for such 
an enormous increase in troop strength. He knew that such a proposed troop 
deployment would necessitate calling up the reserves, requiring a national 
call to war. Johnson realized that such a move would threaten the American 
economy and the future of his Great Society programs, in addition to energiz-
ing the antiwar movement.

Charging him to “give me the lesser of evils,” the president asked Clark 
Clifford to form a task force within the Defense Department to evaluate 
the situation in South Vietnam and come back with a recommendation on 
Westmoreland’s request for more troops in Vietnam.18 Clifford had replaced 
Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara, who had privately turned against 
the war and left the administration in January 1968. Clifford had directed 
Johnson’s election campaign in 1964 and was for several years a leading sup-
porter of the war effort, but he had begun to develop doubts very similar to those 
that had led McNamara to resign.19

Clifford’s task force assessed U.S. strategy in Vietnam and reviewed the pro-
posal for additional troops. The group examined the implications of any new 
escalation and concluded that the existing policy was failing. Additional troops 
offered no guarantee that the war could be turned around; increasing the forces 
in Vietnam promised “no early end to the conflict, nor any success in attriting 
the enemy or eroding Hanoi’s will to fight.”20 While the task force report did not 
openly challenge continued U.S. involvement in Vietnam, it did warn against 
committing additional troops to the war and suggested a more cautious military 
strategy in Vietnam than the search-and-destroy operations that Westmoreland 
favored. Clifford’s group advised the president to send approximately 22,000 
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additional troops and approve a call-up of 245,000 reservists, but to link any fur-
ther increases in troop strength to the performance of the Saigon government 
and its armed forces. Privately, Clifford told the president, “The major concern 
of the people is that they do not see victory ahead. The military has not come 
up with a plan for victory. The people were discouraged as more men go in and 
are chewed up in a bottomless pit.”21

While Johnson and his advisers debated about what to do in Vietnam, his 
poll numbers plummeted. By late February, surveys showed that only 32 per-
cent of the American people endorsed Johnson’s handling of the war, down 
from 51 percent in November 1967. Gallup Poll data suggest that between early 
February and the middle of March 1968, nearly one person in five switched 
from “hawk” to “dove” on the war.22

The president’s policies were also under attack in Congress, where the 
response to Tet was immediate and intense. Senator Robert Kennedy claimed 
that Tet had “finally shattered the mask of optical illusion with which we 
have concealed our true circumstances, even from ourselves.” For Senator 
Mike Mansfield, long an opponent of the war, Tet was the disaster that he 
had been anticipating. “From the outset,” he said, it “was not an American 
responsibility, and it is not now an American responsibility, to win a victory 
for any particular Vietnamese group, or to defeat any particular Vietnamese 
group.” Senator George Aiken of Vermont summed up the situation for many 
Americans when he said, “If this is a failure, I hope the Viet Cong never have 
a major success.”23

Adding to Johnson’s political woes was the deteriorating American econ-
omy. Inflation had been growing rapidly since 1966, and the costs of run-
ning the war in Vietnam while also financing the programs of the president’s 
Great Society were more than the United States could afford. To remedy 
the situation, the president had proposed a 10 percent surtax on income, but 
Congress had refused to pass it until the tax hike was accompanied by cuts 
in domestic spending.

The situation for the administration worsened considerably when the New 
York Times ran a story on March 10 revealing that Westmoreland had requested 
that an additional 206,000 troops be sent to Vietnam. The other media quickly 
picked up the story. NBC News reporter Frank McGee told the nation that 
206,000 more troops would only result in more destruction, not peace and 
victory. Echoing the earlier story from Ben Tre, he said, “We must decide 
whether it is futile to destroy Vietnam in an effort to save it.”24 The Times story 
and the subsequent reports were incomplete and misleading because they did 
not say that Wheeler wanted half of the force to shore up America’s strategic 
reserve. Nevertheless, they added to the fears of Americans that the war was 
going nowhere—if the Tet battles had been a defeat for the Communists, as 
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Westmoreland and the administration insisted, why then did they need 200,000 
more troops in Vietnam?

With this new blow to Westmoreland’s credibility, the president’s own popu-
larity increased its downward spiral. By late March, a new poll revealed that 
78 percent of Americans surveyed felt that the United States was not making 
any progress in the war, and only 26 percent of the American public approved 
Johnson’s handling of the war.25 During the two months following Tet, one in 
every five Americans switched from supporting the war to opposing it. For much 
of the American public, the Tet Offensive had been a rude awakening to the 
realities of the war that prompted a reevaluation of the nation’s commitment. 
Having been repeatedly told by leading administration spokesmen and military 
leaders that the Communists were fading and that there was light at the end of 
the tunnel, the public was shocked to find them still capable of such an effort. 
Vivid coverage of close-quarter fighting appeared on their television screens 
and in newspapers and magazines, reminding them once again of the escalat-
ing human costs of the war. Presidential advisor Walt Rostow said that the 
additional troop request story “churned up the whole eastern establishment and 
created a false issue. It caused an unnecessary crisis and distorted things. It over-
rode the hopeful news and had quite substantial effects on public opinion.”26

THE NEW HAMPSHIRE PRIMARY

Two days after the news of the 206,000 additional troops issue broke, the 
Democratic primary election was held in New Hampshire. Senator Eugene 
McCarthy of Minnesota, who had announced his decision the previous fall to 
challenge the president in the 1968 primaries, charged that the Tet Offensive 
demonstrated that “the Administration’s reports of progress [in Vietnam] are the 
products of their own self-deception.”27 McCarthy, relatively unknown outside 
his state and running on an antiwar platform as the “Peace Candidate,” aston-
ished the nation by coming within a few hundred votes of defeating Johnson 
in the primary. Most in the media attributed the president’s poor showing in 
the primary to an antiwar protest by voters. Not all who voted for McCarthy 
did so because they opposed the war; some wanted to register a protest against 
Johnson’s apparent failure to take a firmer stand following the Tet offensive.28 
Nevertheless, the vote revealed Johnson’s political vulnerability and the grow-
ing lack of confidence in the president’s handling of the war. It was clear that 
the incumbent president, who four years earlier had been elected by the widest 
margin in American history, was in desperate political trouble.

Four days after the New Hampshire primary, a potentially much stronger 
Democratic candidate, Robert Kennedy, convinced to run by the administra-
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tion’s handling of the Tet Offensive, the president’s low ratings in the polls, and 
the results of the primary, announced his decision to enter the race. Kennedy, 
like McCarthy, made opposition to the war the central issue of his campaign.

In trouble on the campaign trail, the president soon found himself 
under increased pressure from Congress. Senator J. William Fulbright, a 
Democrat from Arkansas, opened new hearings in the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee on the administration’s conduct of the war. In the House, 139 mem-
bers signed a petition asking Johnson for a complete review of Vietnam policy. 
These responses reinforced the Johnson administration’s belief that additional 
escalation would prove increasingly divisive.

On March 25–26, a beleaguered Johnson called for a meeting of a group of 
fourteen unofficial senior advisers he referred to as the “Wise Men”—former 
cabinet officers, presidential aides, ambassadors, generals, and others who had 
advised him on other occasions. The Wise Men included former secretary of 
state Dean Acheson, former ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge, former national 
security adviser McGeorge Bundy, and retired generals Omar Bradley, Matthew 
Ridgway, and Maxwell Taylor.

Johnson had gone to the Wise Men for counsel before, and as late as 
November 1967, they had recommended that the president stay the course in 
Vietnam and press ahead with his current program, rejecting de-escalation of 
the war. Now, in the wake of the Tet Offensive, Johnson turned again to the 
group for advice.

The Wise Men met on March 25, with two members of Johnson’s cabinet, 
Secretary of State Rusk and Secretary of Defense Clifford, in attendance. 
Military and CIA officials briefed the group, saying that even with reinforce-
ments it might take the United States another five to ten years to defeat the 
Communists in Vietnam. At the end of two days of meetings, the Wise Men 
met with the president and delivered their verdict: the war was unwinnable with 
present policies, and it was time for the United States to begin reducing its role 
in South Vietnam. Though there was some disagreement, the consensus of the 
Wise Men was that no additional troops should be sent to Vietnam, that the 
bombing of North Vietnam should be halted, and that the United States should 
move toward a negotiated settlement and disengagement.

Johnson was shocked by this shift in opinion among these solidly anticom-
munist elder statesmen and military leaders, some of whom had helped shape 
the policies that had gotten the United States involved in Vietnam in the first 
place. Although the antiwar movement had not been able to change Lyndon 
Johnson’s policies directly, it had an effect on the Wise Men, and they in turn 
pushed Johnson in a new direction. As Johnson noted in his memoirs, the Wise 
Men “expressed deep concern about the divisions in our country. Some of them 
felt that those divisions were growing rapidly and might soon force withdrawal 
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from Vietnam.”29 Although the president did not wholeheartedly subscribe to 
the advice of the Wise Men—“The establishment bastards have bailed out,” 
he bitterly noted—their recommendations, clearly a repudiation of his war 
policies, greatly influenced Johnson as he prepared to make a major speech 
on the war to the nation.30 He later wrote in his memoirs that he had asked 
himself at the time, “If they [the Wise Men] had been so deeply influenced by 
the reports of the Tet offensive, what must the average citizen in the country 
be thinking?”31

On Sunday, March 31, 1968, the beleaguered president spoke to the 
American people in a nationally televised broadcast. That night he announced 
that the Tet Offensive had been a failure for the Communists, but he did not 
offer any optimistic predictions. Instead, he announced a halt to the bombing 
raids in North Vietnam except for the area just north of the DMZ and called 
upon North Vietnamese leaders to join the United States in peace talks. And at 
the end of the speech he paused and said, “With America’s sons in the fields far 
away, with America’s future under challenge right here at home, with our hopes 
and the world’s hopes for peace in the balance every day, I do not believe that I 
should devote an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes or to 
any duties other than the awesome duties of this office—the Presidency of your 
country.” Then he stunned his listeners by declaring, “I shall not seek, and I will 
not accept, the nomination of my party for another term as your president.”32 
The Vietnam War had finally destroyed Johnson’s presidency.

Three days after Johnson’s speech, North Vietnamese leaders announced 
their willingness to accept his invitation to take part in peace negotiations. 
American and North Vietnamese diplomats began meeting a few weeks later 
in Paris to discuss how the talks would be arranged. It turned out to be a long 
discussion, since the United States initially objected to the participation of the 
Viet Cong in the peace talks, and the Communists objected to the participation 
of the Saigon government.

The first formal meeting of the negotiations began on May 13 at the Majestic 
Hotel in Paris. Ambassador-at-large W. Averell Harriman, representing the U.S. 
side, met with Hanoi’s representative, Xuan Thuy, secretary of the Lao Dong 
Party. These negotiations were extremely contentious from the very beginning 
and would last for the next five years.

Having essentially forced a president out of office, the Tet Offensive claimed 
another major victim in June 1968 when Westmoreland, who had commanded 
the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) for four and a half years, 
was replaced and promoted to fill the position of U.S. Army Chief of Staff. 
Johnson had actually made the decision to replace Westmoreland with his 
deputy, General Creighton Abrams, in mid-January before the Tet offensive was 
launched, but the delayed announcement enabled Westmoreland’s critics to 
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maintain that the president had become disenchanted with the general because 
of the Tet offensive and had “kicked him upstairs.”

On June 17, the Marines began to take down the base at Khe Sanh and 
evacuate the area. The American press criticized the decision, especially after 
the number of casualties that had been sustained there. To walk away from a 
site that so recently had been proclaimed a vital position further strained the 
president’s credibility with the public and emphasized the war’s irrationality.

On November 1, Johnson halted all bombing of North Vietnam (U.S. planes 
had continued since March to pound targets up to 225 miles north of the DMZ). 
President Nguyen Van Thieu of South Vietnam still objected to peace negotia-
tions, apparently trying to delay any talks until after what he hoped would be 
the election of Richard Nixon to the presidency. All the while, the year’s death 
toll in Vietnam continued to mount. American losses in the war by the end of 
1968 stood at 30,610 killed. Of these, 14,589, nearly half the total number, had 
been killed in the past year.

THE PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION OF 1968

While American troops were trying to stabilize the situation in South Vietnam, 
a bitter election campaign was being waged in the United States. Former 
vice president Richard Nixon received the Republican nomination for the 
presidency, implying that he had a “secret plan” to end the war in Vietnam 
if elected. Meanwhile, the Democratic Party splintered over the war issue. 
Eugene McCarthy and Robert Kennedy won most of the primaries in the 
spring, but Kennedy was assassinated in early June after winning the California 
primary. Vice President Hubert Humphrey entered the race for the presidency 
in April with President Johnson’s support. In August, he won the Democratic 
Party’s nomination at its national convention in Chicago, which was marred by 
bloody street battles between antiwar protesters and Chicago police. Humphrey 
was too closely identified with Lyndon Johnson’s failed policies in Vietnam 
to unite his party in the remaining weeks before the November election. On 
November 5, 1968, Richard Nixon was elected president of the United States, 
and on January 20, 1969, he was inaugurated. It was now Nixon’s war.

Following his inauguration in January 1969, Nixon began to implement a 
new policy in South Vietnam. Called Vietnamization, it included improved 
training and a vast modernization effort for the South Vietnamese armed 
forces. Concurrently, Nixon began to withdraw American troops, a process that 
continued until almost all U.S. ground soldiers had left. In 1972, U.S. advisers 
and massive American airpower helped the South Vietnamese beat back a 
North Vietnamese invasion. After months of secret negotiations with the North 
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Vietnamese and a stepped-up bombing campaign, the Paris Peace Accords were 
signed in January 1973, and a cease-fire was initiated soon thereafter. By March 
of that year, all American military forces had been withdrawn from South 
Vietnam. The cease-fire proved to be only a momentary lull in the fighting, 
which continued for two more years until a final Communist offensive overran 
the South Vietnamese forces in fifty-five days. On April 30, 1975, PAVN tanks 
crashed through the gates at the presidential palace in Saigon, and the war was 
over. All of Vietnam fell under Hanoi’s control, and Saigon was renamed Ho 
Chi Minh City.
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Any assessment of the Tet Offensive must begin with the critical question of 
“Who won?” For some, such as historian David F. Schmitz, the Tet Offensive 
clearly “represented a defeat for the United States and its policy in Vietnam.”1 
However, the question is very complex. An assessment of the Tet Offensive must 
be considered on a number of levels; as historian William J. Duiker suggests, it 
must be viewed in “highly qualified terms and not simply as a victory or defeat 
for either side.”2 Militarily, Tet was largely a failure for Hanoi and the National 
Liberation Front (NLF). By attacking the major cities, the Communists had 
hoped to win a huge symbolic victory. They wanted to prove to the South 
Vietnamese people that they could not depend on the Saigon government or 
the American army, even with its huge firepower advantage, to protect them. 
The Communists also hoped that the people of South Vietnam, especially the 
Buddhist activists who were opposed to the regime in Saigon, might rise up and 
begin a revolt. Combined with pressure from the Viet Cong (VC) and People’s 
Army of Vietnam (PAVN) troops, a popular uprising might have toppled the 
South Vietnamese government and led to an immediate American withdrawal. 
When this uprising did not materialize, the government in Saigon and the 
American command claimed a great victory.

Militarily, there is clear justification for such claims. Tactically, the Tet 
Offensive was a catastrophe for the Viet Cong and PAVN. General Vo Nguyen 
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Giap’s plan failed to achieve the hoped-for decisive victory on the battlefield for 
a number of reasons.

First, he underestimated the tactical and strategic mobility of the American 
forces in South Vietnam. His opposite, General William Westmoreland, was 
able to take advantage of this mobility and could react to the enemy thrusts 
across South Vietnam’s borders and still pull his forces quickly back when the 
Communists launched their assault on the cities and towns. Thus, Giap’s pre-
paratory attacks along the borders failed to draw the U.S. forces to those areas 
permanently. The mobile American troops fought the border battles but were 
still available to react rapidly to the offensive once it was launched.

Second, Giap’s plan was too complicated and difficult to coordinate. The strict 
secrecy required to insure surprise prevented coordination between units that had 
never worked together. Each unit knew only its small piece of the plan and had 
no feel for the overall campaign objectives. Thus, while achieving numerous 
isolated initial successes, once in position the Communist troops had to fend for 
themselves and often appeared not to have any real idea of what to do next.

Additionally, the secrecy and coordination problems contributed to the con-
fusion that may have led to the premature attacks on January 30, 1968. Thus, 
the offensive was launched piecemeal over two days rather than in one simul-
taneous decisive blow. As Dave Richard Palmer suggests, “Had all the battles 
commenced as planned that first night, the outcome might well have been 
different. As it turned out, most Allied forces were granted from a few hours to 
a few days to brace for the storm.”3

Third, Giap’s plan violated the principle of mass. The PAVN and Viet Cong 
had tried to hit too many places at once. By attacking virtually everywhere, they 
were strong nowhere, spreading their forces too thinly; thus, they did not have 
enough troops to do much more than make some spectacular attacks that were 
soon defeated by allied forces. Only in Hue and Saigon did Giap have enough 
forces to make a significant impact.

Ultimately, the plan called for the Communists to attack the strength of the 
American and South Vietnamese (ARVN) forces. Turning away from their pre-
viously very successful hit-and-run tactics, the Communists attacked headlong 
into vastly superior firepower. Even when the attacks were successful, there 
were no plans for what to do next and upon attaining their initial objectives, the 
Communists became immobilized or were forced to retreat for lack of follow-up 
orders or reinforcements.

The greatest failing of Giap’s plan at the tactical level lies in the assumptions 
upon which it was based, all of which proved to be absolutely wrong in the end. 
The Communists had expected the ARVN to crumble under their attacks, but 
the South Vietnamese army did not collapse, nor did the ARVN soldiers desert 
in large numbers to join the Viet Cong as the Communists had predicted. 
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Despite instances of poor leadership, troop indiscipline, and excessive reliance 
on American firepower, the South Vietnamese responded fairly well to the 
demands of the situation.

As for the anticipated general uprising, there had been no spontaneous 
revolt by the South Vietnamese people against the Saigon government. On 
the contrary, the devastation resulting from the fighting caused many South 
Vietnamese to rally behind Saigon.

The price of Giap’s miscalculations and flawed assumptions was high. The 
Tet Offensive resulted in huge casualty figures for the Communist forces. 
Estimates range from a total of 40,000 dead out of 80,000 Communists engaged 
to as high as more than 72,000 Communists dead, according to U.S. military 
records.4 While these numbers are certainly subject to debate, it is clear that 
the Communists failed to hold on to any of the major objectives that they had 
attacked and suffered horrendous casualties in the process; this situation under-
mined the Viet Cong’s “reputation of invincibility.”5

Most historians agree that the National Liberation Front never completely 
recovered from Tet. The Viet Cong was badly crippled as a fighting force, and 
the NLF political organization was seriously damaged.6 In 1981, Dr. Duong 
Quynh Hoa, a prominent Communist, told journalist Stanley Karnow that the 
Viet Cong had borne the brunt of the heavy fighting in the cities and towns; 
she admitted mournfully, “We lost our best people.”7 Militarily, the Viet Cong 
were never again able to field full main-force battalions (with some exceptions, 
such as in the Mekong Delta). From this point on in the war, the war became 
more conventional and was fought mainly by PAVN forces controlled directly 
from Hanoi. Journalist Don Oberdorfer remarks, “The Viet Cong lost the best 
of a generation of resistance fighters, and after Tet increasing numbers of North 
Vietnamese had to be sent south to fill the ranks. The war became increasingly 
a conventional battle and less an insurgency. Because the people of the cities 
did not rise up against the foreigners and puppets at Tet—indeed they gave 
little support to the attack force—the Communist claim to moral and political 
authority in South Vietnam suffered a serious blow.”8

PAVN General Tran Van Tra writes, “We did not correctly evaluate the spe-
cific balance of forces between ourselves and the enemy, did not fully realize 
that the enemy still had considerable capabilities and that our capabilities were 
limited, and set requirements that were beyond our actual strength. . . . We 
suffered large sacrifices and losses with regard to manpower and material, espe-
cially cadres at the various echelons, which clearly weakened us. Afterwards, we 
were not only unable to retain the gains we had made but had to overcome a 
myriad of difficulties in 1969 and 1970 so that the revolutionary could stand firm 
in the storm.”9 According to Duong Quynh Hoa, “Hanoi was guilty of grievous 
miscalculation, which squandered the strength of the Southern forces.”10
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U.S. and South Vietnamese forces had indeed defeated VC and PAVN 
forces on the tactical level, recovering quickly from the surprise and fighting 
courageously; fifteen Americans were awarded the Medal of Honor for bravery 
during the Tet battles. However, the allied victory had been very costly. More 
than 1,100 Americans were killed and wounded in the first two weeks of Tet, 
along with several thousand South Vietnamese soldiers. By the end of March, 
the casualties had risen to 1,001 American dead and 2,082 ARVN and other 
allied forces killed.11

On the upside for the allies, the South Vietnamese troops had displayed bet-
ter fighting capability than most observers expected, and government control 
was reestablished in most areas following the heavy fighting in the late spring 
and early summer. Recruiting by the Saigon government flourished, and ARVN 
morale was much higher than before Tet. The government was soon able to 
arm thousands of volunteers for a nationwide self-defense force.

Still, the Tet Offensive had damaged allied pacification efforts in the rural 
areas. The offensive weakened the government’s standing in the countryside. 
Historian Richard A. Hunt remarks, “Nearly five hundred of the five thousand 
RF/PF [Regional Forces/Popular Forces] outposts were abandoned or overrun, 
and the government moved RF/PF units out of rural villages and into besieged 
towns and cities to provide additional defensive forces.”12 The withdrawal of 
government soldiers and police contributed to a drop in security, and many 
villages reverted to revolutionary control when the allied troops who normally 
operated in those areas were withdrawn to handle the fighting in the population 
centers. However, Hunt points out that the setback to the pacification program 
was not as drastic as depicted in the American press and that allied forces 
recovered very quickly. However, Westmoreland’s request for additional troops 
seemed to confirm the gloomy reports in the American media.13

In the cities, there was much ambivalence on the part of the citizenry. A 
study conducted in Saigon in late 1968 revealed that many South Vietnamese 
in the city remained passive and might be led to accommodate to the Viet Cong 
movement.14 The South Vietnamese and American troops had turned back 
the Communist onslaught in 1968, but there was much concern among South 
Vietnamese, particularly the elite in Saigon, that the ARVN would not be able 
to stand up to future attacks if the Americans left.15 Such attitudes would have a 
great impact on the success of the Vietnamization effort after Nixon took office. 
Thus, Tet, according to a study by Leslie Gelb and Richard Betts, “exposed the 
extreme vulnerability of the GVN [Government of Vietnam] that lay beneath 
the veneer of military progress.”16

The Tet Offensive was never a purely military campaign, and any analysis 
of the operation must include an assessment of the outcome of its strategic 
political objectives. Although the allies won most of the Tet battles and inflicted 
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horrendous casualties on the Communist forces, the Tet Offensive “broke like 
a clap of thunder on an astonished world” and resulted in a stunning strategic 
victory for the Communists.17 In the words of a former VC colonel, Bui Tin, 
“the Mau Than Offensive caused a disastrous turnabout in U.S. policy that gave 
Hanoi breathing room at just the moment when we were hardest-pressed in 
South Vietnam! So, on the political, strategic, and psychological fronts, we had 
won a major and spectacular victory!”18

However, Stanley Karnow and others maintain that the outcome of the Tet 
Offensive may not have been as clear-cut to the Communist planners as Bui 
Tin and his comrades would have it. Karnow quotes a top North Vietnamese 
general, Tran Do, who commented after the war, “In all honesty, we didn’t 
achieve our main objective, which was to spur uprisings throughout the south. 
Still, we inflicted heavy casualties on the Americans and their puppets, and this 
was a big gain for us. As for making an impact in the United States, it had not 
been our intention—but it turned out to be a fortunate result.”19

Such statements have contributed toward the claim by many that a decisive 
tactical defeat was turned into a psychological victory at the strategic level, 
almost by happenstance. A perfect example of this line of thought can be 
seen in most discussions of the results of the VC attack on the U.S. embassy. 
Historian James R. Arnold spoke for many when he wrote of the embassy 
attack, “Here was the paradox of the war: a small, ill-conceived, tactically flawed 
attack against an insignificant military objective, designed to impress the South 
Vietnamese, proved the decisive action of the war because of its impact on the 
American public.”20

Some American historians of the war, most of the senior leaders who partici-
pated in the war, and much of the American public maintain that the reaction 
to the Tet Offensive in the United States was a fortunate coincidence for Hanoi 
and the NLF—that the impact of this attack and the rest of the Tet Offensive 
was a result of “a meddling new media” and “weak-willed leaders” and not 
because of any design by the Communists.21 The implication is that the war was 
lost in Washington and not in Vietnam.

General Tran Van Tra finds this assessment of the outcome of the Offensive 
to be “an example of blind xeno [xenophobia].”22 To Tra, the Tet Offensive 
was a strategic victory “won by blood” that achieved the objectives that it was 
designed to accomplish. He wrote:

The Tet Offensive was still a great victory, creating the most important 
strategic turning point of the war, eventually leading us to total victory. 
Tet, Tet Mau Than in fact, shook the enemy’s aggressive will to its founda-
tion and put an end to the U.S. dream of achieving “victory” by escalating 
the war; it awakened the United States to the fact that might, resources, 
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and money have their limits; and it highlighted the conclusion that the 
United States was not strong enough to force another nation—even a 
smaller and weaker one—to kneel down and surrender if that nation’s 
desire for independence and freedom was strong.23

For Giap, the Tet Offensive had vindicated North Vietnam’s war strategy. 
Speaking of the Americans, he claimed, “Until Tet they had thought they could 
win the war, but now they knew that they could not.”24 There was a lot of truth 
in what Giap said. Part of the impact of the Tet Offensive lay in its timing. It 
occurred just before the first presidential primaries and thus, in the words of 
Don Oberdorfer, “caught the American political system at its moment of great-
est irresolution and potential for change.”25 According to Townsend Hoopes, 
one of President Johnson’s advisors, the Tet attacks left the White House in 
a state of “troubled confusion and uncertainty.”26 This situation would prove 
fatal for the Johnson administration and represented the turning point in the 
war for the United States. Political scientist Bernard Brodie maintains that the 
Tet Offensive “does not simply mark but actually caused the beginning of the 
end of American participation in the Vietnam War, with all the strategic and 
political consequences that flowed from that withdrawal.”27

On one level, the Tet Offensive was an ill-advised and comprehensive mili-
tary defeat at the tactical level for the Communists. But, as Brodie suggests, Tet, 
whether by design or not, was “unique in that the side that lost completely in a 
tactical sense came away with an overwhelming psychological and hence politi-
cal victory.”28 According to historian David Schmitz, the Tet Offensive was deci-
sive because of its impact on senior officials in the Johnson administration, who 
then helped bring about Johnson’s dramatic decision to change policy.29 The 
offensive had shaken the will of both the president and the American public, 
convinced Johnson to institute a unilateral bombing halt, resulted in the open-
ing of negotiations in Paris, and ultimately led to the president’s leaving office. 
The Viet Cong and PAVN had paid a high price, but, as Tran Van Tra writes, 
they were prepared to make such sacrifices since the Tet Offensive was meant 
to be the “decisive phase” of the revolutionary “road to victory.”30

The Tet Offensive played a key role in the subsequent events that led to the 
long, protracted U.S. withdrawal under Richard Nixon. It marked the begin-
ning of the end of U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia. In the final analysis, as 
Oberdorfer writes, “The North Vietnamese and Viet Cong lost a battle. The 
United States Government lost something even more important—the confi-
dence of its people at home.”31 It is correct that the Vietnamese foe lost the 
bloody battles of the Tet Offensive and that, as many historians point out, the 
allied forces made progress in the aftermath of the offensive, but in the long 
run, the tactical successes and the advances in pacification achieved during the 
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years following the offensive eventually proved irrelevant. At the strategic level, 
the offensive was not a “desperate gamble,” but rather a calculated campaign 
that won a great political victory that turned the tide of the war. It proved to 
the United States that the war was unwinnable, effectively toppled a president, 
convinced the new president to “Vietnamize” the war, and paved the way for 
the ultimate triumph of the Communist forces in 1975.
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Scholars disagree about what motivated the Tet Offensive. As historian Edwin 
Moise has pointed out, “It is not entirely clear to what extent this extraordi-
nary gamble was based on hopes it could achieve its maximum goals—caus-
ing a real collapse of the Republic of Vietnam, and drawing the population 
of the cities into a general uprising—and to what extent it was based on a 
reasonable assurance of achieving more modest disruptions of the U.S. and 
ARVN war effort, and of U.S. public support for the war.”1 The question 
remains a source of debate among historians of the war. Some argue that 
the North Vietnamese Communist government and the National Liberation 
Front (NLF) were worried about mounting losses and pursued a conventional 
assault as a desperate measure to stay in the war. Most, however, believe that 
the leaders in Hanoi, despite the difficulties incurred in the south, remained 
optimistic about their ultimate success and their ability to improve the 
military situation or even achieve a knockout blow on the South Vietnamese 
armed forces. Other observers maintain that the offensive was an attempt to 
improve the position of the North Vietnamese in future negotiations by plac-
ing the two northernmost South Vietnamese provinces under Communist 
control. Still others claim that the attitudes of the American public and mem-
bers of the Johnson administration were the ultimate targets of the offensive. 
All of these perspectives are subject to debate. The Communists have been 
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less than forthcoming with explanations of their motives for the offensive, 
which remain obscured by propaganda and the difficulty in gaining access to 
North Vietnamese records.

The Communists clearly hoped to stimulate a popular uprising and the 
formation of a coalition government. Some might have looked for the collapse 
of Nguyen Van Thieu’s regime and perhaps even an American withdrawal. 
According to historian George Herring, a majority more likely expected a less 
decisive change, such as a halt to the bombing or a weakened government in 
Saigon, and viewed the offensive as part of a long-term strategy of “fighting 
while negotiating.”2

Historians James Owens and Randy Roberts maintain that North Vietnamese 
strategist Nguyen Chi Thanh, head of the Central Office for South Vietnam 
and one of the primary advocates for launching the general offensive, believed 
that the offensive could alter the entire outcome of the war. The success of 
a widespread offensive could undermine the Thieu regime, force the South 
Vietnamese Army (ARVN) to surrender, secure a military foothold in the major 
cities and provincial capitals, and inflict heavy casualties on Americans while 
bringing the war home to the South Vietnam to demonstrate that Viet Cong 
(VC) power was everywhere.3

Other sources make it clear that some Communist leaders in Hanoi were 
not sure of the likely outcome; one, Le Duan, is reported to have said that they 
“must fight and then see.”4 Historian Ngo Vinh Long, having done extensive 
research in Vietnam, has written that the most important objective of the 
Tet Offensive was to force the United States “to de-escalate the war in North 
Vietnam and to begin negotiations.”5 Similarly, historian Marilyn Young main-
tains that the leaders in Hanoi hoped for a collapse of the South Vietnamese 
government, followed by popular demands for a coalition government that 
would include the National Liberation Front, and the consequent withdrawal 
of the United States.6

The picture became somewhat clearer in 2002 when an English transla-
tion of The Official History of the People’s Army of Vietnam, 1954–1975 was 
published. In discussing the planning for the Tet Offensive, the official history 
quotes the Party Central Committee resolution that called for the general offen-
sive and general uprising, enumerating the following objectives:

•  To break down and destroy the bulk of the puppet troops, topple the 
puppet administration at all levels, and take power into the hands of 
the people.

•  To destroy the major part of the U.S. forces and their war materiel 
and render them unable to fulfill their political and military duties in 
Vietnam.

90 issues and interpretations



•  On this basis, to break the U.S. will of aggression, force it to accept 
defeat in the South, and put an end to all acts of war against the 
North. With this, we will achieve the immediate objectives of our 
revolution—independence, democracy, peace, and neutrality for the 
South—and we can proceed to national reunification.7

Historians writing before the publication of the official history were aware 
of this resolution, but, as one can see, the general language of the document 
is indirect and does not spell out the specific objectives of the offensive. 
Extrapolating from the resolution and comparing it with what happened once 
the fighting started, some historians have asserted that Hanoi’s aim was to 
undermine the confidence of the South Vietnamese civilians living in the cities 
as well as the peasants who had fled there from the countryside. By attacking 
the cities, the North Vietnamese hoped to prove to the people that there was 
no safety anywhere in South Vietnam, with the result that they would lose all 
confidence in their government, which would eventually be toppled by the 
Communists. In addition, according to the historians who hold this view, Hanoi 
believed that the American people, whom the Johnson administration had 
assured that their troops were winning the war, would be shaken in their sup-
port of the war effort. The peace protests in America would grow, and pressure 
would therefore build on the U.S. government to rethink the war and begin to 
disengage from South Vietnam. The North Vietnamese were doubtless hope-
ful that the offensive would lessen American support for the war. Still, Pham 
Van Dong, North Vietnam’s prime minister, told the American reporter David 
Schoenbrun in 1967 that the North Vietnamese were “grateful for the help of 
the American peace demonstrators, but, in the final analysis we know that we 
must count mainly on ourselves.”8

An additional objective for the offensive can be gleaned from an examina-
tion of a series of articles by Giap entitled “The Big Victory, the Great Task,” 
broadcast by Radio Hanoi on September 17–20, 1967. The Communists were 
aware that a new offensive might have an explosive impact during an American 
election year. In Giap’s words, the offensive would become a partisan issue that 
“will make the American people more aware of the errors and setbacks of the 
Johnson administration in the aggressive war in Vietnam.”9

It appears that the Communist leaders believed that a catastrophic military 
defeat of allied forces in an American election year, an immense increase 
in American and South Vietnamese casualties, and a demonstration that 
the South Vietnamese were incapable of shouldering the burden of the war 
together might prove the equivalent of a Dien Bien Phu. The U.S. government 
might then decide that there was no way to victory except at a cost that most 
Americans were unwilling to pay.10
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William J. Duiker, author of The Communist Road to Victory in Vietnam, 
maintains that while the North Vietnamese were quite confident before the 
offensive, they hedged their bets with a contingency plan “in case the uprising 
did not succeed in achieving the total overthrow of enemy power, it would be 
followed by a series of military offensives during succeeding months to wear 
down the enemy and lead either to victory of to a negotiated settlement.”11 That 
explains the follow-on phases in the summer and early autumn of 1968, after the 
earlier fighting had failed to achieve all of their goals.

Another interpretation ascribes a wholly different goal for the North 
Vietnamese in 1968. Norman Podhoretz, author of Why We Were in Vietnam, 
and Harry Summers, author of On Strategy, assert that one objective of the Tet 
Offensive was the elimination of the Viet Cong in order to insure that South 
Vietnam would be controlled by North Vietnam after the war was over.12 This 
is highly debatable, and other historians argue that it is unlikely that North 
Vietnam, locked in a life-or-death struggle with the United States, would have 
willingly squandered that many military forces in the interest of postwar inter-
nal politics.

Some have attributed great military genius to Giap, asserting that he know-
ingly set out to achieve the great psychological victory against the United States. 
Other historians suggest that there is little evidence to indicate that Giap had 
any idea how great the impact of the offensive would be on both the White 
House and the American public. Tran Do, a top North Vietnamese general, 
acknowledged that the Communists had failed to spur the general uprising in 
the south but still managed to inflict heavy casualties on both the Americans 
and the South Vietnamese. As for achieving a decisive psychological victory in 
the United States, Do admits that “it had not been our intention—but it turned 
out to be a fortunate result.”13

Given the stated and implied objectives of the Tet Offensive, perhaps the 
best assessment of how the Communists did in achieving them can be found 
in a 1988 article in a Vietnamese military journal written by General Tran Van 
Tra, who was commander of the Communist B-2 Front in the south for a major 
part of the war against the United States. He reveals that he and his comrades 
failed to achieve the goals enumerated in the Central Party Committee resolu-
tion because they “surpassed our actual capabilities by many times.”14 That may 
be true, but in the end, the offensive had such an impact on the White House, 
media, and the American people that the Communists’ failure to achieve their 
original goals at the tactical and operational levels proved irrelevant. In the end, 
they won a great political victory at the strategic level.
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One of the lingering debates about the Tet Offensive centers on how the 
Communists were able to achieve the level of surprise that they did when they 
launched the offensive. As historian John Prados has written, “Whether the 
attack at Tet represented a surprise—and intelligence failure—has ever after 
remained a fervid question, often lurking in the wings of Vietnam discussions, 
provoking numerous arguments.”1

The Viet Cong (VC) and People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) skillfully used 
both active and passive deception to fool the allied intelligence apparatus. By 
using passive measures such as operations security to achieve secrecy, they were 
effectively able to mask preparations for the offensive. By using active deception 
measures such as the offensive operations in the border areas, they successfully 
drew the allies’ attention away from the urban target areas.

Nevertheless, there were numerous signs that the Communists were up 
to something. Vo Nguyen Giap had written a series of articles broadcast over 
Hanoi Radio, which also appeared in part in PAVN newspapers in September 
1967 and were later published collectively as Big Victory, Great Task. In one of 
the broadcasts, Giap acknowledged the U.S. troop buildup in South Vietnam 
while noting that an opportunity presented itself to confront Washington with a 
dilemma because “the present mobilization level has far exceeded initial U.S. 
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forecast and is at sharp variance with U.S. global strategy.”2 Then Giap outlined 
how the Communists planned to take advantage of that opportunity.

In retrospect, these articles provided a pretty good blueprint for what Hanoi 
was planning, but the beliefs many U.S. commanders and analysts embraced 
diverged from Giap’s description of the situation, and thus they dismissed his 
claims and recommendations as unrealistic.3 Such dismissals of new intel-
ligence would continue even as indicators of an impending offensive began to 
mount.

On October 16, 1967, South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) units in the Mekong 
Delta found a three-page memorandum from the regional party committee, 
dated September 2, that used the phrase “winter-spring campaign” and dis-
cussed preparations for it. On October 25, an important enemy document fell 
into allied hands in Tay Ninh Province. Dated September 1, 1967, the docu-
ment contained instructional material on how “to help better understand the 
new situation and our new task.”4 It further defined a three-pronged offensive 
designed to defeat the South Vietnamese forces, destroy U.S. political and mili-
tary institutions, and instigate a countrywide insurrection of the popular masses. 
According to the captured document, this projected offensive bore the abbrevi-
ated designation TCK-TKN for Tong Cong Kich–Tong Khoi Nghia (General 
Offensive–General Uprising). At about the same time, ARVN troops captured 
another document that discussed sapper training and preparations for VC and 
PAVN personnel to use against ARVN mechanized equipment.

Over the next two months, several other captured documents indicated 
that a new offensive was in the offing. Perhaps the best known of these docu-
ments was a military directive issued by COSVN B-3 Front Command, which 
controlled Communist operations in the central part of South Vietnam. This 
document fell into allied hands in mid-November 1967. It called for “many 
large scale, well-coordinated combat operations” to “destroy or disintegrate a 
large part of the Puppet [ARVN] army.” Of particular note were directions to 
“annihilate a major U.S. element in order to force the enemy to deploy as many 
additional troops to the Western highlands as possible.”5

On November 19, the picture became clearer when U.S. troopers from the 
2nd Battalion, 327th Airborne, operating in Quang Tin Province, captured a thir-
teen-page notebook containing a document entitled “Ho Chi Minh’s Order for 
Implementation of General Counteroffensive and General Uprising during 1967 
Winter and 1968 Spring and Summer.” This document was translated and dis-
seminated to both U.S. and South Vietnamese intelligence agencies in the form 
of a detailed memorandum from the Defense Intelligence Agency. The U.S. 
embassy in Saigon even put out a press release containing a number of details 
from the notebook and document. Still, the dissemination of this intelligence 
appears not to have had a major impact on allied thinking or preparations.
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On November 25, 1967, allied forces in Tay Ninh province captured a ten-
page document. Dated September 1, 1967, it was essentially a training manual 
entitled “Clearly Understand the New Situation and Mission: Take Advantage 
of Victories to Surge Forward and Complete Defeat the U.S. and Puppet 
Enemy.” It contained a general outline of the strategy and objectives of a new 
offensive.

Captured documents were not the only indications that a new offensive was 
impending. Although enemy troop-infiltration levels did not appear to be out 
of the ordinary in late 1967, reports of more than twenty thousand enemy troops 
moving south in January represented a drastic increase and indicated that some 
sort of increased enemy action was probable. Additionally, truck traffic detected 
on the Ho Chi Minh Trail in late 1967 far exceeded earlier periods, further 
indicating that a major push was coming.

Thus, there was a good deal of fairly explicit intelligence available to U.S. 
and South Vietnamese decision makers in the last few months leading up to 
the offensive, intelligence that gave indications of significant action pending 
by the Communists. According to John Prados, “The indicators were numer-
ous. . . . The stream of them began relatively early in the cycle of preparation 
for the offensive and that many of the reports were complementary and built 
upon each other.”6

So, then, the question is, why the surprise? The Tet Offensive represented, in 
the words of National Security Council staff member William Jorden, writing 
in a February 1968 cable to presidential advisor Walt Rostow, “the worst intel-
ligence failure of the war.”7 Nevertheless, after the war, some of those officers 
who held posts as commanders and intelligence officers in Vietnam at the 
time of the Tet Offensive asserted that Military Assistance Command, Vietnam 
(MACV) headquarters was fully aware that there had been a change in North 
Vietnamese strategy, but was surprised only by the actual scale and level of 
coordination of the Tet attacks.8

Many historians and other observers discount such claims and have endeav-
ored to understand how the Communists were able to achieve such a stunning 
level of surprise. There are a number of possible explanations. First, allied 
estimates of enemy strengths and intentions were flawed. Part of the problem 
was that MACV, in an effort to show progress in the war, had purposefully 
downgraded the intelligence estimates about VC/PAVN strength. CIA analyst 
Sam Adams charges that MACV actually falsified intelligence reports to show 
progress in the war.9 Whether this accusation is true is subject to debate, but 
it is a fact that MACV changed the way it counted the enemy, revising enemy 
strength downward from almost 300,000 to 235,000 in December 1967.10 U.S. 
intelligence analysts apparently believed their own revised estimates and largely 
disregarded the mounting evidence that the Communists not only retained a 
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significant combat capability but also planned to use that capability in a dra-
matic fashion.

Former South Vietnamese Colonel Hoang Ngoc Lung, in a postwar 
monograph written for the U.S. Army about the 1968 offensive, observes that 
“intelligence theory taught us that in estimating the enemy’s probably course 
of action we should be primarily concerned with his capabilities and not his 
intentions.”11 Having said that, he asserts that South Vietnamese intelligence 
analysts dismissed many of the captured documents as so much wishful think-
ing on the part of the Communists—that the documents represented merely 
an expression of the intention of the Communists, rather than something they 
clearly had the capabilities to accomplish—at least as those capabilities were 
known and assessed by allied commanders and intelligence analysts.

Thus, the allies greatly underestimated the capabilities of their enemy and 
dismissed new intelligence indicators because they too greatly contradicted pre-
vailing assumptions about the enemy’s strength and capabilities. It was thought 
that enemy capabilities were insufficient to support a nationwide campaign. 
As Marilyn Young, author of The Vietnam Wars, writes, “To have taken other 
signs of the coming offensive seriously—captured document, rumors, warnings 
given American civilians by Vietnamese friends—would have meant revising 
the view of the war to which Americans, civilian as well as military, were firmly 
wedded.”12 Therefore, the influence of entrenched beliefs about the enemy and 
the nature of the war colored the perceptions of allied commanders and intel-
ligence officers when they were presented with intelligence that varied with 
their preconceived notions.

In the same vein, documents and other evidence were discounted because 
the analysts did not think that the Communists would want to incur inevitable 
heavy losses for such questionable objectives. Even if the Communists could 
occupy any cities, did they have the strength to hold them against the strong 
reaction of the allied forces? Thus, the reports did not pass the logic test for 
allied intelligence analysts. Such an evaluation depends, of course, on who is 
defining what is logical.

Some of the South Vietnamese analysts even believed that the enemy was 
actually reverting to the first or defensive phase of his revolutionary war strategy. 
They thought that U.S. search-and-destroy operations conducted in 1967 in War 
Zones C and D and the Iron Triangle, the critical areas between Saigon and the 
Cambodian border, had forced the Communists to return to a more defensive 
posture and that the enemy did not have the capability to go from there to a gen-
eral offensive.13 Even when the analysts agreed that there was a general offensive 
being planned, they thought it would come in the distant future, because Giap 
had always talked about the war lasting for a protracted period. These perceptions 
overshadowed information suggesting indications of an impending escalation.
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Another problem that had an impact on the intelligence failures in Tet deals 
with what is known today as “fusion.” The data collected was never assembled 
into a complete and cohesive picture of what the Communists were doing. The 
analysts often failed to integrate cumulative information, even though they were 
charged with the production of estimates that should have facilitated the combi-
nation of different indicators into an overall analysis. Part of this problem can be 
traced to the lack of coordination between allied intelligence agencies. Most of 
these organizations operated independently and rarely shared their information 
with each other. That was true even within the military intelligence structure.

Ronnie Ford, author of Tet 1968: Understanding the Surprise, argues that 
bureaucratic infighting over order-of-battle issues among the American intel-
ligence agencies led to the lack of coordination and information sharing, 
impeding both the synthesis of all the intelligence that was available and the 
ability to predict when and where the offensive might come. Ford writes, “The 
substantive disagreements and bureaucratic infighting that were to follow in 
Washington and in Saigon over enemy strength would preclude the fusion of 
intelligence necessary to prevent the surprise of the 1968 Tet Offensive.”14

Even if the allied intelligence apparatus had been better at fusion, it would 
still have had to deal with widely conflicting reports that clouded the issue. 
While the aforementioned intelligence indicated that a general offensive was 
in the offing, there were a number of other intelligence reports indicating that 
the enemy was facing extreme difficulties in the field and that his morale had 
declined markedly. It was difficult to differentiate among the widely differing 
reports. Additionally, some indicators that should have caused alarm among 
intelligence analysts got lost in the noise of developments related to more 
obvious and more widely expected adversary threats. Faced with evidence of 
increasing enemy activity near urban areas and along the borders of the coun-
try, the allies were forced to decide where, when, and how the main blow would 
fall. They failed in this effort.

As James J. Wirtz, author of The Tet Offensive: Intelligence Failure in War, 
points out, there was an ever-increasing amount of information indicating that 
the Communists were preparing to attack urban areas. On the other hand, 
Communist diversionary efforts intended to fix the majority of U.S. units in 
their normal operating areas increased in intensity. When indications that 
PAVN units were massing near Khe Sanh were confirmed by ground attacks 
against the firebase on January 21, reinforcements and the attention of U.S. 
commanders were directed toward the border area.15

Nowhere did General William C. Westmoreland, the MACV commander, 
predict a countrywide offensive. He thought there would be perhaps a “show 
of force,” but otherwise the enemy’s main effort would be directed at Khe 
Sanh and the northern provinces. His intelligence officer expected a threat 
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in the Khe Sanh–Thua Thien area, but not much in the Saigon area (which 
conformed to the pattern of recent enemy activity in the battles of 1967). This 
fit well with the analysts’ beliefs about enemy strategy and capabilities. Wirtz 
describes this situation very well when he observes that “individuals tend to 
make a decision when they possess information that confirms their preexisting 
beliefs, even though this information may fail to described adequately the pres-
ent situation.” Wirtz calls this the theory of “unmotivated bias.”16

When intelligence indicators coincide with preferences, predisposition, and 
preexisting beliefs, the real message behind the gathering intelligence may 
be lost. In this case, as Larry Cable writes, the result was “an unwillingness to 
accept intelligence that runs counter to personal predilections, prejudices, and 
beliefs such as to constitute a variant of the common psychological occurrence 
called cognitive dissonance.”17 Thus, Westmoreland and most of his staff evalu-
ated the intelligence in light of what they already believed, discounting most 
of it because it did not conform to their preconceived notions about the enemy 
situation and intentions.

The Communists skillfully contributed to the erroneous perceptions held 
at MACV headquarters. As John Prados writes, “adversary actions created a 
deception—an alternative interpretation of some plausibility. American com-
manders chose to believe in that other interpretation.”18 The nature and scope 
of the intelligence failure is debatable, but it is clear that there was a failure 
in “strategic conceptualization, which in turn was the product of the polluted 
policy process.”19

The impact of surprise in Tet Offensive cannot be overstated. As Wirtz 
writes, “the Tet offensive represents an extraordinarily successful instance of 
surprise attack. Surprise itself altered the balance of political will between the 
combatants.”20 The scope and ferocity of the attacks stunned the American peo-
ple, and although the offensive was an overwhelming defeat of the Communist 
forces at the tactical level, the sheer fact that the enemy had pulled off such an 
offensive and caught the allies by surprise ultimately contributed to the strategic 
Communist victory and the turning point of the war.

98 issues and interpretations



On October 31, 1969, Time reported that 2,300 bodies of South Vietnamese 
men, women, and children had been unearthed in several mass graves around 
Hue. The magazine article said that Communist cadres had executed the vic-
tims during the battle for the city in February 1968. What actually happened at 
Hue remains a topic of intense debate to this day.

One of the first in-depth assessments of the civilian deaths at Hue was by 
Douglas Pike, of the U.S. Information Agency. In The Viet Cong Strategy of 
Terror, published by the U.S. Mission in Saigon in 1970, Pike asserts that the 
Viet Cong (VC) executed many of the 5,800 civilians who were missing after 
the battle ended on February 24.

Pike reports that 1,200 bodies were discovered in eighteen hastily concealed 
shallow graves in the months following the end of the battle. The second major 
group of graves was found in the first seven months of 1969. A third group was 
discovered in September 1969, when three Communist defectors told intelli-
gence officers of the 101st Airborne Division that they had witnessed the killing 
of several hundred people at Da Mai Creek, about ten miles south of Hue in 
February 1968. A subsequent search revealed the remains of about three hun-
dred people in the creekbed. The fourth discovery of bodies was made in Phu 
Thu Salt Flats in November 1969, near the fishing village of Luong Vien some 
ten miles east of Hue.
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All total, Pike reports that nearly two thousand bodies were recovered from 
these mass graves. Pike maintains that at least half of the bodies revealed clear 
evidence of “atrocity killings: to include hands wired behind backs, rags stuffed 
in mouths, bodies contorted but without wounds (indicating burial alive).”1

Pike charges that the killings were deliberately done and were not the result 
of rage, frustration, or panic during the Communist withdrawal, as others had 
suggested at the time of the discovery of the bodies. He says that the execu-
tions were done by local VC cadres and were the result of “a decision rational 
and justifiable in the Communist mind. In fact, most killings were, from the 
Communist calculation, imperative.”2 Pike points out that the Communist 
line on the Hue killings later at the Paris talks was that it was not the work of 
Communists but of “dissident local political parties.”3

Journalist Don Oberdorfer, author of Tet!, first published in 1971, writes that 
while North Vietnamese troops at Hue were locked in combat with the Marines 
and South Vietnamese soldiers, VC cadres took over control of the city and 
began to round up government workers, foreigners, and other “reactionaries.”4 
Oberdorfer cites a number of examples of what happened after the roundup. 
Stephen Miller, a twenty-eight-year-old American Foreign Service Officer, was 
in the home of Vietnamese friends when VC troops captured him. They led 
him away to a field behind a Catholic seminary, bound his arms, and then exe-
cuted him. Physicians Raimund Discher, Alois Altekoester, and Horst Gunther 
Krainick thought they would be safe as foreign aid workers, but they were 
wrong. The Viet Cong came and took them and Krainick’s wife away. Their 
bodies were later found dumped in a shallow grave in a nearby field. Similarly, 
two French priests, Father Urbain and Father Guy, were led away. Father 
Urbain’s body was later found, bound hand and foot, where he had been buried 
alive. Father Guy’s body was found in the same grave with Urbain and eighteen 
other victims; Guy had been shot in the back of the head. A Vietnamese priest 
met a similar fate. Father Buu Dong, who had tried to minister to both sides and 
even had a photograph of Ho Chi Minh in his room, was taken away. His body 
was found twenty-two months later in a shallow grave along with the remains of 
three hundred other victims.

Pham Van Tuong was on the list of “reactionaries” because he was a part-
time janitor at the government information office. When VC troops visited his 
home, they found him hiding with his family. He emerged with his three-year-
old daughter, five-year-old son, and two nephews. The Viet Cong immediately 
gunned down all five, leaving the bodies in the street for the rest of the family 
to see when they emerged moments later.

Mrs. Nguyen Thi Lao, a forty-eight-year-old widow who sold cigarettes 
from a street stand, was led away without any explanation. She was found in a 
common grave at the local high school, having been buried alive, arms bound 
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behind her. She may have been mistaken for her sister, who was a clerk in one 
of the local government offices.

On the fifth day of the occupation, VC troops came to Phu Cam Cathedral, 
where they had gathered some four hundred men and boys. Some had been 
on the enemies list, some were of military age, and some just looked prosper-
ous. VC cadres led them away to the south. It was apparently this group whose 
remains were later found in the bed of Da Mai Creek.

Don Oberdorfer believes that the Viet Cong executed 2,800 people in Hue, 
but he also acknowledges reports that in the last stages of the NLF occupation, 
Saigon government assassination teams operating in Hue began to systemati-
cally round up some of those believed to have aided the Communists. Most of 
these individuals were never seen again, and there is no record of what actually 
happened to them. However, the general belief is that they were executed. 5

While that may be true, there is overwhelming evidence to suggest that the 
preponderance of the victims were deliberately killed by the Communists dur-
ing the battle. Both Gunther Lewy, author of America in Vietnam, and Peter 
Macdonald, author of Giap, cite a captured enemy document that stated that, 
during the occupation of the city, the Communists “eliminated 1,892 adminis-
trative personnel, 38 policemen, 790 tyrants.”6

In A House in Hue, Omar Eby describes the experience of a group of 
Mennonite aid workers who were trapped in their house when the Communists 
took over the city. He reports that the Mennonites in the house observed sev-
eral Americans, one an agriculturist from the U.S. Agency for International 
Development, being led away by VC cadres with their arms tied behind their 
backs. They were later found executed. Eby reports that one of the Mennonites 
said, “During the first days the North Vietnamese had everything under control. 
It was only later that the VC began kidnapping and murdering.”7

Truong Nhu Tang, author of A Vietcong Memoir, tells of a conversation with 
one of his VC colleagues about the situation at Hue that acknowledges that 
atrocities occurred at Hue, but his account differs in terms of describing the 
motivation for the killings. He says that a close friend told him that “discipline in 
Hue had been seriously inadequate. . . . Fanatic young soldiers had indiscrimi-
nately shot people, and angry local citizens who supported the revolution had on 
various occasions taken justice into their own hands. . . . It had simply been one 
of those terrible spontaneous tragedies that inevitably accompany war.”8

Not everyone agrees that a massacre occurred at Hue, or at least one as 
described by Pike, Oberdorfer, and the others. In an article in the June 24, 1974, 
issue of Indochina Chronicle (reprinted in the Congressional Record on February 
19, 1975), political scientist D. Gareth Porter maintains that the massacre is one 
of the “enduring myths of the Second Indochina War.”9 He then charges that 
Douglas Pike, who he calls a “media manipulator par excellence,” was in collu-
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sion with the ARVN 10th Political Warfare Battalion to manufacture the story of 
the massacre at the direction of Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker. While acknowl-
edging that some executions occurred, Porter asserts that the killings were not 
part of any overall plan. Additionally, he charges that Pike overestimated the 
number of those killed by the VC cadres and that “thousands” of civilians killed 
in Hue “were in fact victims of American air power and of the ground fighting 
that raged in the hamlets, rather than NLF execution.”10 Moreover, he agrees 
with Oberdorfer that teams of Saigon government assassins fanned out through 
the city with their own list of targets, eliminating NLF sympathizers, but on a 
much greater scale than Oberdorfer suggests. Porter concludes that “the official 
story of an indiscriminate slaughter of those who were considered to be unsym-
pathetic to the NLF is a complete fabrication.”11

The passage of time has not quelled the controversy over what happened in 
Hue. Writing in 1991, historian Marilyn B. Young, author of The Vietnam Wars, 
disputes the “official” figures of executions at Hue. While acknowledging that 
there were executions, she cites freelance journalist Len Ackland, who was pres-
ent and estimated the figure to be somewhere between three hundred and four 
hundred.12 Young attempts “to understand” what happened at Hue. She says 
that the task of the NLF in Hue was to destroy the government administration of 
the city and to establish, in its place, a “revolutionary administration.” How that 
justifies the execution of any civilians, regardless of the number, is unclear.

The topic of what happened at Hue was revived in 2002. Bui Tin, a former 
colonel in the North Vietnamese Army, shares his insights into the Vietnam 
War and its aftermath in his book From Enemy to Friend. Once a presidential 
palace guard for Ho Chi Minh and a participant in the decisive battle of the 
French-Indochina War at Dien Bien Phu, Tin served as a frontline com-
mander. On April 30, 1975, he rode a tank onto the presidential palace grounds 
in Saigon to accept the South Vietnamese surrender from General Duong Van 
“Big” Minh. In his book, Tin deals with a number of issues on the war from the 
Communist perspective.

With regard to the massacres in Hue, Bui Tin acknowledges that some 
executions of civilians did occur. However, he explains that the discipline of 
the troops broke down under the intensity of the American bombardment. 
According to Tin, the “units from the north” had been “told that Hue was the 
stronghold of feudalism, a bed of reactionaries, the breeding ground of Can Lao 
Party loyalists who remained true to the memory of former South Vietnamese 
president Ngo Dinh Diem and of Nguyen Van Thieu’s Democracy Party.”13 He 
says that more than ten thousand prisoners were taken and the most important 
sent north. When the Marines launched their counterattack to retake the city, 
the Communist troops were instructed to hang on to the prisoners and to move 
them with the retreating troops. However, according to Tin, in the “panic of 
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retreat,” some of the company and battalion commanders shot their prisoners 
“to ensure the safety of the retreat.” He cited this breakdown in discipline as the 
reason for the massacres.

Perhaps one of the most cogent assessments of the aftermath of what hap-
pened at Hue is best expressed by Don Oberdorfer, who writes, “Hardly anyone 
took the trouble to investigate the full details of what happened; after Tet, 
America and most of the world was interested in proofs and prophesies, not in 
history. The President of the United States and others cited the killings in Hue 
as an object lesson in Communist immorality and a foretaste of the bloodbath 
ahead should the Communists triumph in South Vietnam. Opponents of the 
President’s policies treated the killings as an aberration of war or denied that any 
purposeful large-scale slaughter had taken place.”14

Richard Falk effectively agrees with Oberdorfer: “The subsequent history 
of Vietnam makes one wonder whether the shadow cast by Tet did not add 
significantly to the fear and hostility of Southerners towards the North, to the 
mass exodus after liberation, and to the phenomenon of the boat people, which 
undercut the basic claim of national liberation and reunification.”15 We may 
never know what really happened at Hue, but it is clear that mass executions 
did occur and that reports of a massacre there had a significant impact on South 
Vietnamese and American attitudes for many years after the Tet Offensive and 
would ultimately contribute to the panic that seized South Vietnam when the 
North Vietnamese launched their final offensive in 1975.
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Ever since 1968, historians, military leaders, and other observers have argued 
about what General Vo Nguyen Giap was attempting to accomplish at Khe 
Sanh. The question has best been phrased by Peter Brush: “Was Khe Sanh a 
territorial imperative or a bait and switch?”1 Both sides claimed victory at Khe 
Sanh, fueling a long-running debate.

The U.S. commander in Vietnam, General William Westmoreland, was 
clearly convinced that Khe Sanh was the focal point of the Communist plans in 
1968. He believed that the attacks by the Viet Cong (VC) and People’s Army of 
Vietnam (PAVN) elsewhere in Vietnam during the Tet Offensive were meant 
as a diversion “while concentrating on creating something like Dien Bien Phu 
at Khe Sanh and seizing the two northern provinces [of South Vietnam].”2 
This may have been wishful thinking on Westmoreland’s part, since he had 
always wanted to get the Communists to stand and fight on ground of his 
choosing in a set-piece battle. Khe Sanh appeared to provide the opportunity 
he had been seeking.

Those who maintain that overrunning Khe Sanh was Giap’s main focus and 
not merely a diversion cite considerable evidence to make their argument. On 
January 2, 1968, the Marines killed five PAVN soldiers just outside the defen-
sive perimeter of Khe Sanh; they were apparently reconnoitering the base. It 
appeared that this reconnaissance was in preparation for an attack—because 
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why, argue those who believe Khe Sanh was not a diversion, would they have 
had to get so close to the Marine base for a diversionary attack?

Stronger support is provided by the intelligence gleaned from the inter-
rogation of Senior Lieutenant L Thanh Tonc after his surrender at Khe Sanh 
on January 21. The PAVN officer said that he and his comrades had been told 
that the fall of Khe Sanh would be the decisive battle of the war. After it fell, 
according to the lieutenant, PAVN forces would advance eastward to capture 
all of Route 9 and cut off the northern provinces of South Vietnam. Those who 
assert that Khe Sanh was a diversion maintain that the intelligence from Tonc’s 
interrogation is not conclusive evidence because Tonc may only have been fed 
propaganda by his superiors.

Nevertheless, the sheer number of forces in the Khe Sanh area when the 
first attack began on January 21 suggests strongly that the Communists wanted 
to take the base. The PAVN force included three infantry divisions, a fourth 
infantry division nearby in a support role, tanks, and two artillery regiments 
with antiaircraft support. This was an extremely large force just to tie down six 
thousand Marines and create a diversion to attract Westmoreland’s attention. 
Those who believe that Khe Sanh was not a diversion maintain that Giap kept 
this large force at Khe Sanh when they could have perhaps been better used 
elsewhere during the Tet Offensive; therefore, he hoped to achieve much more 
than a mere diversion there.3

In fact, Giap’s forces launched five battalion-size or larger attacks against 
Khe Sanh and the surrounding outposts. In the interim, they were subjected to 
continuous shelling and aerial bombardment. Why, ask those who believe Giap 
planned to take Khe Sanh, would he launch these attacks and leave his forces 
in the area, where they could be easily targeted by artillery and tactical air sup-
port, if he did not intend to make an all-out push to take the base?

Several commentators draw exactly the opposite conclusion about Giap’s 
intentions at Khe Sanh. Neil Sheehan, the author of A Bright Shining Lie, 
agrees with those who assert that Khe Sanh was a diversion: “Khe Sanh was 
the biggest lure of the war. The Vietnamese Communists had no intention of 
attempting to stage a second Dien Bien Phu there. The objective of the siege 
was William Westmoreland, not the Marine garrison. The siege was a ruse to 
distract Westmoreland while the real blow [the Tet Offensive] was prepared.”4

William S. Turley, author of The Second Indochina War: A Short Political 
and Military History, 1954–1975, cites a postwar interview with PAVN Colonel 
Nghiem Tuc, the deputy editor of Quan Doi Nhan Dan (People’s Army) news-
paper, who claimed that Khe Sanh was never intended to be another Dien Bien 
Phu. In 1968, he said, the Communists knew that the United States was at the 
peak of its military power. To achieve another Dien Bien Phu at that time was 
“impossible.”5 Turley concludes that in addition to providing a strategic diver-
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sion, the Khe Sanh battle was a test of the U.S. reaction to the PAVN use of the 
demilitarized zone (DMZ). According to Turley, Giap wanted to determine 
how the United States would respond if he staged attacks from the DMZ—spe-
cifically, whether the United States would send troops into the North.6

Cecil Currey, Giap’s biographer, who interviewed the general extensively, 
maintains that Giap’s primary intention was indeed to stage a diversion and 
that any notions of overrunning the base were secondary. Moreover, he asserts 
that “Giap’s target was larger than just Khe Sanh; it was all of the Republic of 
Vietnam.”7 With the eyes of the world focused on Khe Sanh, he was free to 
position his soldiers and the Viet Cong to launch the Tet Offensive.

General Philip Davidson, Westmoreland’s wartime intelligence chief and 
author of Vietnam at War, calls the notion that Giap intended Khe Sanh to be a 
strategic diversion to divert American attention away from the cities a “myth . . . 
with no factual basis.”8 He points out that a diversion could have been achieved 
with far fewer troops and that Giap clearly meant to “overwhelm Khe Sanh 
with two, three, or four NVA divisions, ending the war with a stunning mili-
tary victory.”9 He calls any suggestion that Khe Sanh was a diversion “obvious 
nonsense,” noting that “Giap’s alleged diversion consisted of some 32,000 to 
40,000 NVA troops (and good ones at that) tying down 6,000 Marines and 
ARVN Rangers. If Khe Sanh was an NVA diversion, military history provides 
few examples of one more expensive.”10 Davidson makes a very good point; it is 
unlikely that a general would use two or three reinforced divisions to divert four 
Marine battalions, certainly when those forces were badly needed in Quang 
Tri City and Hue during the Tet offensive. Moreover, Giap paid too costly a 
butcher’s bill around Khe Sanh not to have had some important purpose in 
mind for putting those forces there in the first place. Otherwise, why would he 
have continued the attack long after the diversion had been accomplished and 
the Tet Offensive launched?

Davidson believes that Giap himself was in the Khe Sanh area, proving 
that the siege was meant to be a major effort by the North Vietnamese. He 
cites several intelligence reports that indicated that Giap was indeed there. 
Additionally, radio intercepts revealed that there was a very senior PAVN head-
quarters in a cave in the Khe Sanh area. Davidson also notes that Giap was 
not seen in Hanoi between September 2, 1967, and February 5, 1968, and adds, 
“The best guess is that Giap was in the cave and that he planned a Phase III 
battle at Khe Sanh.”11

Peter McDonald, author of Giap, disagrees, citing lack of North Vietnamese 
helicopters or other transportation capable of getting Giap to the combat zone 
from Hanoi in a timely fashion. Macdonald believes that it was unlikely that 
the North Vietnamese general would have left the center of military control in 
Hanoi during a major nationwide offensive in the south.12
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Robert J. O’Neill, author of General Giap, also thinks it highly improbable 
that Giap was in the Khe Sanh area. Like Macdonald, he asserts that Giap 
would not have absented himself from the only headquarters from which all the 
activities of the entire North Vietnamese military offensive could be controlled. 
Moreover, he thinks it unlikely that Giap would have placed himself in position 
to suffer a personal defeat at the hands of the Americans at Khe Sanh.13

The PAVN committed a large number of troops at Khe Sanh. It is not clear 
why they decided to call off the struggle after having done so. Perhaps it had 
never had the significance that Westmoreland attached to it. Still, there are a 
number of puzzling aspects about the North Vietnamese action at Khe Sanh. 
For one, after the ammunition dump at Khe Sanh had been blown up, the 
North Vietnamese made no attempt to follow up their advantage and launch 
a full-scale attack against the base. If their primary intent had been to capture 
Khe Sanh, this would have been the opportunity to do so.

In addition, the North Vietnamese made no effort to cut off the water sup-
ply to Khe Sanh. Soldiers at the base received their water from a stream that 
ran about 1,500 feet outside the installation. Cutting off the water source would 
have made the American soldiers even more heavily dependent on supplies 
from the air, possibly too dependent for their needs to be met and perhaps even 
causing them to abandon the base.

During February, while the siege was still under way, the Communists 
pulled three regiments away from Khe Sanh and sent them to the battle raging 
in and around Hue. Apparently, the capture of Hue seemed more important 
to them than Khe Sanh. Some historians have theorized that by early March, 
Giap had realized that his forces could never overrun the base; thus, it was 
senseless to stay and take the pounding from allied artillery and air support. 
Another analysis insists that the abandonment of Khe Sanh was related to the 
failure of the North Vietnamese to hold Hue and gain control of Quang Tri 
and Thua Thien provinces. Still another theory is that the Communists never 
intended to capture Khe Sanh and withdrew because they had achieved their 
objective of diverting allied forces away from the towns and cities.

Marine Lieutenant General Victor Krulak suggests that Giap’s action at Khe 
Sanh conformed to Westmoreland’s hopes of creating a killing ground. Once 
Giap saw the strength the Americans would commit, he left enough men at the 
combat base to freeze U.S. forces there and shifted his troops to support other 
phases of Tet. “In the end,” Krulak asserts, “Giap, having milked as much out of 
the Khe Sanh operation as he could, simply caused his forces to melt away. . . . 
Their only investment was blood, to which they assigned a low importance.”14

Yet another explanation is related by William S. Turley, who interviewed the 
deputy editor of Quan Doi Nhan Dan in Hanoi in 1984. The editor said that 
Khe Sanh was never meant to be another Dien Bien Phu, but the battle, aside 
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from “providing a strategic diversion,” was “a test of the U.S. reaction to the 
PAVN’s use of the demilitarized zone.” The PAVN command wanted to know 
what the U.S. government would do if the PAVN staged attacks from that area, 
specifically whether it would send ground troops into North Vietnam. When 
that did not happen, Hanoi went ahead with the Tet Offensive.15

Giap himself does not help to clear up the mystery. During an interview 
with Peter Macdonald many years after the war, he said, “Khe Sanh was not 
important to us. Or it was only to the extent that it was to the Americans. It was 
the focus of attention in the United States because their prestige was at stake, 
but to us it was part of the greater battle that would begin after Tet. It was only 
a diversion, but one to be exploited if we could cause many casualties and win 
a big victory.”16

Hanoi’s official history of the war clearly states that the Route 9–Quang Tri 
Front responsible for the battle at Khe Sanh “was a combat battlefield for our 
main force units that was assigned the missions of annihilating the enemy forces 
and of drawing in and tying down [emphasis added] a significant portion of the 
mobile reserve forces of the U.S. and puppet armies, there creating favorable 
conditions for the focal points of our attacks and uprisings, and especially for 
Tri-Thien and Hue.”17

Such comments, like many statements by Giap and other Communist 
military leaders during and after the war, have to be taken with a grain of salt, 
since they appear to be somewhat self-congratulatory after the fact. They may 
or may not represent the actual strategic thinking in 1968 that led to the action 
at Khe Sanh.

Some observers have taken another tack with the issue, looking at the end 
result of what happened at Khe Sanh. Ronnie E. Ford, author of Tet 1968: 
Understanding the Surprise, maintains that Westmoreland destroyed a large 
part of the PAVN regulars assembled near Khe Sanh, preventing that force from 
playing out what Ford believed was its true role—acting as the “second wave” of 
the overall plan for the offensive and achieving its ultimate objective of seizing 
Hue and Da Nang, thus paving the way for North Vietnamese regular units to 
stream into South Vietnam.18 Harry Summers of the U.S. Army War College, 
author of Historical Atlas of the Vietnam War, agrees with Ford. Citing postwar 
documents from Hanoi that reveal that much more was at stake than merely a 
diversion, Summers asserts that Khe Sanh was to be a test of whether to proceed 
with Phase II of the General Offensive–General Uprising, which began with 
the “border wars” the previous September.19

Ford, Summers, and other observers may or may not be correct in their 
conclusions about the role of Khe Sanh in the overall Tet Offensive campaign. 
What is known is that Giap surrounded Khe Sanh with more than twenty 
thousand soldiers but never made a concerted effort to take the position. The 
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mystery remains why the PAVN failed to do so while leaving their troops at the 
mercy of the massed firepower of artillery and air strikes. Perhaps, as Peter Brush 
suggests, Khe Sanh achieved Giap’s diversion, and he thought he had nothing 
to lose by continuing the fight. But in the end, he “stayed too long, fought too 
hard, and sustained too many casualties.”20

Khe Sanh proved to be a costly battle for both sides. The Marines were able 
to hold the base, but U.S. forces abandoned it in June 1968. The meaning of 
the furious fighting that raged at and around Khe Sanh for seventy-seven days 
in 1968 remains unknown.
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The role of the media during the Vietnam War remains controversial, and there 
has been a long-standing argument that the coverage of the war and particularly 
the Tet Offensive ultimately led to the American defeat in Vietnam. It is true 
that as the war progressed, televised coverage of the fighting in Vietnam became 
more and more important to changing public opinion. Vietnam was the first 
war covered extensively on U.S. television, and by the time of the commitment 
of American combat troops in 1965 more than half of the American people 
relied on TV as their principal source of news.1

The media coverage of the Tet Offensive had a great influence on the even-
tual outcome of the fighting and its aftermath. The reporters did not believe 
the official statements that came out of the Military Assistance Command, 
Vietnam (MACV) during and after the bloody fighting of the offensive, and the 
media coverage generally reflected this disbelief.

The journalists were not wholly to blame for this attitude. MACV, the 
Pentagon, and the president himself all helped to create the credibility gap 
that ruined press-military relations long before 1968. Army and Marine press 
officers had reported every in-country operation, regardless of outcome, as a 
major step forward. Fear of public vilification of its actions forced both the 
White House and MACV to whitewash or at least play down any reports that 
would adversely affect support of the war at home. This situation, according to 
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Clarence Wyatt, author of Paper Soldiers: The American Press and the Vietnam 
War, resulted in “a steadily increasing suspicion and tension between the press 
and the government.”2

President Johnson attempted to repair this situation in late 1967 when he 
ordered a public-relations campaign designed “to present sound evidence of 
progress in Vietnam.”3 He admonished his top advisers “to sell our product” 
and “to get a better story to the American people.”4 The “Success Campaign,” 
as it later became known, did indeed achieve some brief, momentary successes, 
but the Tet Offensive exploded like a bombshell in South Vietnam, leaving 
many Americans feeling that the president had lied to them about progress in 
the war.

Images of the bloody Tet fighting, especially in Saigon and Hue, flooded 
American airwaves. Coverage of the sapper attack on the U.S. Embassy and 
the infamous photo of South Vietnamese General Nguyen Ngoc Loan’s sum-
mary execution of a Viet Cong (VC) prisoner were powerful in their impact. As 
Kathleen Turner, author of Lyndon Johnson’s Dual War, writes, “With Tet . . . 
the fighting was suddenly, inescapably, terrifyingly close to the Saigon-based 
news teams. The proximity of the battle guaranteed extensive coverage by 
media institutions: it was dramatic, it was easily accessible, and it was for many 
the first extended view of the enemy.”5

To viewers back in the United States, Saigon appeared to be a city 
besieged. According to historian Chester Pach, the correspondents and cam-
eramen “emphasized the unprecedented, astonishing, and frightening sights 
of Saigon—tanks in the streets, fighter aircraft hitting targets in residential 
neighborhoods, refugees who had come to the city to escape the war fleeing 
once again.” The television images and news photographs demonstrated only 
too clearly that normal routines of the city had come to a halt. “Only the coffin 
makers were open for business,” ABC reported.6

Such coverage no doubt had an impact on the Americans who watched it 
every night on the evening news. According to correspondent Don Oberdorfer, 
the American people were “experiencing the worst of the bloodshed through 
the new technology of television. The [government’s] summaries were not 
believed. The projected experience was.”7

A good example of this dynamic at work can be seen in MACV commander 
William Westmoreland’s impromptu press conference on the grounds of the 
U.S. Embassy on February 1, 1968. Accompanied by the sound of explosions in 
the background, the general claimed that MACV had foreseen the attacks and 
that the enemy had lost 5,800 killed in the first days of the offensive. He asserted 
that the Communists had suffered a great defeat and that the attacks were only 
diversions from the enemy’s main effort, which would come across the demili-
tarized zone (DMZ) and around Khe Sanh. According to William Hammond, 
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“To many reporters, Westmoreland seemed to be mouthing platitudes while the 
wolf was at the gate.”8

Walter Cronkite, among many others in the media, felt that he had been 
duped by government assurances that the war in Vietnam was being won. 
Nine million people viewed his famous February 27 Tet broadcast, in which 
he declared that the U.S. was “mired in a stalemate” and called for negotia-
tions to end the fighting. This marked the point at which a large segment of 
middle America came to question the value of continuing the war in Vietnam. 
Journalist David Halberstam said that when Cronkite made his commentary on 
the Tet Offensive, “It was the first time in history a war had been declared over 
by an anchorman.”9

The lingering question, then, is whether the American media turned the 
tactical defeat of Communist forces in Tet into a psychological victory for them. 
There is a lot of disagreement about the answer to the question on the part of 
commentators and historians. One side of the argument is best represented 
by the comments of Robert Elegant, who covered Vietnam for several years. 
Writing some years after the war, he berated his colleagues for distorting Tet 
and the war, remarking, “Never before Vietnam had the collective policy of 
the media . . . sought by graphic and unremitting distortion—the victory of the 
enemies of the correspondents’ own side.” Elegant charged that the reporting 
during Tet was “superficial and biased.” He further claimed that the ultimate 
impact of such “skewed reporting” was that “for the first time in modern history, 
the outcome of a war was determined not on the battlefield but on the printed 
page and, above all, on the television screen.”10

Elegant was not alone in this sentiment. Howard K. Smith of ABC News 
resigned his position, charging that the press was “contributing to the confu-
sion and frustration now damaging the American spirit.” He said that press 
coverage of General Loan’s execution of the VC suspect was an example of 
what he meant. He pointed out that no one had made “even a perfunctory 
acknowledgment . . . of the fact that such executions, en masse, are the Viet 
Cong way of war.” 11

Keyes Beech, who served for many years as a journalist in Vietnam, also 
condemns his colleagues in the press. Echoing Elegant’s sentiments, Beech 
charges that “the media helped lose the war” and that in the end, “the war was 
lost in the U.S., not in Vietnam.”12

On the other side of the issue are those who adamantly refuse to accept 
that the media was at fault for the impact of the Tet Offensive. Charles Mohr, 
another war correspondent, contends that the American people were shocked 
into a new level of awareness about the actual situation in Vietnam when they 
were confronted with the discrepancy between Westmoreland’s optimistic 
reports and the dramatic reality of the enemy’s actual military capability.13 Thus, 
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according to Mohr, the reporters were not making the news, but just reporting 
what they saw and letting viewers and readers draw their own conclusions. The 
enduring images from that reporting were not those of victory, but rather those 
of the sapper raid on the embassy, Loan’s execution of the VC suspect, and the 
bitter and destructive struggle in Hue. These images were testaments to many 
Americans of a war gone wrong. As Paul Elliott suggests, “the desperate street 
fighting, the sickening images of civilian suffering and death and the never-end-
ing story of Khe Sanh seemed to provide the government and the people with 
an opportunity to reassess their commitment to the war.”14

Perhaps the most in-depth examination of the role of the media in the Tet 
Offensive is Peter Braestrup’s acclaimed two-volume study Big Story: How 
the American Press and Television Reported and Interpreted the Crisis of Tet in 
Vietnam and Washington.15 Braestrup, a war correspondent and head of the 
Washington Post Saigon bureau from 1968 to 1973, provides an exhaustive exam-
ination of the role of the media during the Tet Offensive and its aftermath. He 
argues that unfair and biased reporting during the offensive turned the majority 
of Americans against the war in Vietnam. He cites the adversarial theme in 
much of the reporting during Tet, saying, that “the collective emanations of 
the major media were producing a kind of continuous black fog of their own, a 
vague conventional ‘disaster’ image.”16

Braestrup cites the fighting at the U.S. Embassy as a prime example of biased 
reporting. Reporters and cameramen were sure that VC sappers had penetrated 
the chancery building and seized the embassy. Erroneous reports from the 
military police were partly to blame. Uncorrected stories to this effect were filed 
with news agencies in the United States, resulting in sensationalist headlines 
gracing the front pages of American newspapers.

Braestrup asserts that even after “the fog of war began to lift” and allied 
success became apparent, TV executives would not listen. He cites one case 
in which an NBC producer rejected a proposed late-1968 series depicting Tet 
as a major American victory because, as the producer said, “Tet was already 
established in the public’s mind as a defeat, and therefore it was an American 
defeat.”17 Braestrup concludes that at Tet, “the press shouted that the patient 
was dying, then weeks later began to whisper that he somehow seemed to be 
recovering—whispers apparently not heard amid the clamorous domestic reac-
tions to the initial shouts.”18

The network newscasts devoted more attention to Khe Sanh than any other 
battle during the Tet Offensive. After the bitter fighting at Hue was over, this 
left the battle on the Laotian border the only remaining combat story in South 
Vietnam for the reporters to cover. The story was compelling, particularly 
because of the emphasis the president and other U.S. officials placed on the 
fight there. Braestrup writes that Khe Sanh was both a symbol of the frustration 
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of the Vietnam War and a potential disaster in the mold of Dien Bien Phu—“a 
historical ghost” evoked in eleven of thirty-one film reports on the siege.19

Reporting at Khe Sanh was very selective, featuring the damage done to the 
Marines by the North Vietnamese artillery but neglecting the heavy casualties 
inflicted by American artillery and B-52s. The reporters and commentators kept 
predicting the attack that never came. They also exaggerated aircraft losses at 
the base. During the course of the fighting, several C-123 and C-130 aircraft had 
been shot down or damaged by incoming rounds. Although these losses were 
expected for an operation this size, the reporters repeatedly used the loss of the 
same aircraft in their stories, giving an impression that planes were falling out 
of the sky every day. According to Braestrup, the focus on Khe Sanh, after most 
of the rest of the fighting was over, gave the impression that the outcome of the 
offensive was still in doubt into March, long after the fighting had tapered off in 
most of the rest of the country and the North Vietnamese had begun thinning 
their forces at Khe Sanh.

Braestrup does not credit the negative reporting as solely the result of bias 
on the part of reporters. A number of other factors had an impact on the tone 
and nature of the reporting. Braestrup asserts that many of the less experienced, 
more naive reporters were influenced by the panic they themselves felt, and 
this colored their reporting of the events as they occurred. He maintains that 
the focus on Saigon, Hue, and Khe Sanh drained the limited resources of the 
American press away from the smaller, less dramatic, less accessible action that, 
nonetheless, involved the bulk of American troops and casualties. According to 
Braestrup, these events were left to the daily war summaries provided by MACV 
briefers and communiqué writers, which were “scanty” and “fragmentary, sup-
plying little context that would have aided a larger understanding of the war.”20

Braestrup charges that the Johnson administration played a major role in 
the nature of the reporting and its impact. Although the president tried to reas-
sure the American public, Braestrup believes that Johnson and his advisors did 
not take a sufficiently aggressive role in trying to explain the offensive and its 
outcome on the battlefield; this failure “magnified the damage and prolonged 
the image of a great disaster.”21 Braestrup concludes, “Rarely has contemporary 
crisis-journalism turned out, in retrospect, to have veered so widely from real-
ity. Essentially, the dominant themes of the words, and film from Vietnam . . . 
added up to a portrait of defeat for the allies. Historians, on the contrary, have 
concluded that the Tet Offensive resulted in a severe military-political setback 
for Hanoi in the South. To have portrayed such a setback for one side as a defeat 
for the other—in a major crisis abroad—cannot be counted as a triumph for 
American journalism.”22

Kathleen Turner agrees with some of Braestrup’s conclusions about flaws 
in the reporting during the Tet Offensive. She asserts that as the offensive 
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continued, the lack of familiarity with the Vietnamese language, culture, and 
countryside, compounded by lack of mobility, hampered both the ability and 
the inclination of many reporters to see the wider context of the Tet offensive.23 
She does not believe, however, that biased reporting turned Tet from a victory 
into a defeat; rather, she maintains that Johnson’s long-standing inability to deal 
with the press exacerbated the situation in 1968 and worsened the impact of the 
surprise attack and its aftermath.

Others have taken strong exception to Braestrup’s charges about the role 
of the media in the offensive and its aftermath. Paul Elliott disagrees with 
Braestrup’s thesis that Tet reporting increased antiwar sentiment, noting that 
a poll published within Braestrup’s book indicates that there was little rela-
tion between the two. He asserts that public resolve did not falter or crumble, 
as Braestrup insists, but actually strengthened as a strong mood of retaliation 
against the VC swept through America.24 Elliott is only partially correct, 
because after the initial wave, public opinion on Johnson and the war effort 
fell quickly.

Daniel C. Hallin, author of The “Uncensored War”: The Media and Vietnam, 
asserts that public opinion turned against Johnson’s handling of the war during 
1965–67, when television reporting was most favorable to administration poli-
cies in Vietnam. He argues that before Tet, editorial comments by television 
journalists ran nearly four to one in favor of administration policy; after Tet, it 
ran two to one against.25 He concludes that Johnson exaggerated the effects of 
TV news in shaping public attitudes toward the war.26

Hallin, however, acknowledges that Tet caused a major shift in television’s 
image of the war. Nevertheless, Tet “was less a turning point than a crossover 
point, a moment when trends that had been in motion for some time reached 
balance and began to tip the other way.”27 He maintains that “journalists seem 
to have interpreted Tet, without consciously making the distinction, for what it 
said rather than what it did—as proof, regardless of who won or lost it, that the 
war was not under control.”28

Paul Elliott, author of Conflict and Controversy, asserts that the American 
media did not induce mass pessimism in Washington; rather, the media tended 
to reflect the mood of the government, which was reacting to the lack of prog-
ress in Vietnam and mirroring the concerns and worries that the American 
people already had about the war. He disagrees with those who maintain that 
the media reported Tet as an American defeat, citing more than a few examples 
of where the media correctly reported that Tet was a loss for the Communists. 
For example, Elliott points out that Walter Cronkite reported on February 14 
that “first and simplest, the Viet Cong suffered a military defeat.”29

Clarence Wyatt, author of Paper Soldiers: The American Press and the 
Vietnam War, challenges Braestrup’s assertion about television’s impact on the 
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American public and its perception of the Tet Offensive. In a study that cov-
ers the period from 1962 to 1975, Wyatt asserts that, contrary to the charges of 
Braestrup and others that the press exerted substantive influence in a negative 
way on home-front opinion, the news coverage of the war reflected, virtually 
unchallenged, official government information, statements, and views. “The 
press,” he concludes, “was more a paper soldier than an antiwar, anti-govern-
ment crusader.”30

In addition, Wyatt maintains that relatively few people even watched the 
television news in the 1960s. He cites a survey conducted by the Simmons 
Market Research Bureau in 1969, which found that only 24 percent of the adult 
population in America watched a television news show. Moreover, according 
to a 1967 Harris Poll cited by Wyatt, for those who did watch television news, 
the experience did not necessarily mean that the coverage would make them 
more likely to oppose the war; only 31 percent who responded said it that it 
did.31 Most likely, according to Wyatt, the television coverage probably tended 
to reinforce what the viewers already believed.

Wyatt acknowledges that skepticism began to influence reporting, particu-
larly during and after the Tet Offensive, but only after official sources “clammed 
up, lied, or were overtaken by events,” such as in the early days of the offensive. 
Wyatt maintains that the Tet reporting was “the product of characteristics of 
American journalism and government information policies that had been 
developing for years.”32 According to Wyatt, attempts by the administration and 
the military to confront the press or deny information threatened the press’s 
ability to do its job and inspired its anger and suspicion.

With his book Reporting Vietnam: Media and Military at War, William 
Hammond provides a comprehensive study that traces the military’s contro-
versial relations with the news media during the Vietnam War from Kennedy 
through Johnson and Nixon. Hammond, a senior historian with the U.S. Army’s 
Center of Military History, reveals that animosity between the military and the 
press had not always been the rule. Based on recently declassified government 
documents and other exhaustive research, Hammond demonstrates that the 
relations between the military and the media at first shared a common vision of 
American involvement in Vietnam. However, as the war dragged on, the report-
ers began to challenge the consistently upbeat reports from the military.

Hammond discusses at length the impact of the photo of General Loan’s 
shooting of the VC suspect in Saigon. Contrary to most conventional wisdom, 
Hammond asserts that this vivid image probably had little effect on American 
public opinion, noting that twenty million people watched the Huntley-
Brinkley news program on the night the film first played, yet NBC received only 
ninety letters on the subject, and only fifty-six of those accused the network of 
bad taste (the rest complained that the film appeared at a time when children 
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could watch).33 Interestingly, Hammond concludes that gloomy and sensa-
tional reporting had little effect on American public opinion, but “it nonethe-
less reinforced doubt already circulating within the Johnson administration.”34

In the end, part of the blame for the ultimate outcome of the Tet Offensive 
may lie in biased and erroneous reporting, but the earlier bursts of optimism 
from the highest levels of government that told Americans that the United 
States was winning in Vietnam did not square well with the stunning surprise 
of the Communists attacks. All the reports, news photos, and film footage, good 
or bad, only served to add velocity to a situation made bad by the credibility gap 
that had begun to develop well before the Communists launched their offensive 
in 1968. Having gained a victory in countering the Tet Offensive, there was no 
need to juggle the numbers this time, but the credibility gap had opened up 
too far. Journalists in Saigon looked for signs of defeat everywhere, and when 
they looked hard enough they seemed to find them. As the New York Times 
observed, “These are not the deeds of an enemy whose fighting efficiency has 
‘progressively declined’ and whose morale is ‘sinking fast,’ as United States mili-
tary officials put it in November.”35 This was the same impression that many 
Americans had of the bitter fighting that they saw on their televisions during 
the Tet Offensive.
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The Tet Offensive clearly demonstrated to many observers that American strat-
egy in Vietnam to that point had been seriously flawed. The U.S. had committed 
tremendous amounts of both manpower (close to 540,000 troops by mid-1968) 
and money (by mid-1967, government spending for the war was running at a 
rate of $20 billion annually) to the war, which had a significant impact on the 
country at home.1 Yet the Tet Offensive proved that this expenditure provided 
no guarantee of victory, and this led many Americans in and out of government 
to question the continued utility of the strategy that was being pursued.

During the early days of U.S. commitment in Vietnam, the American 
answer to the situation was counterinsurgency, using Special Forces and other 
advisors in an attempt to deal with the Viet Cong. However, with the decision 
by North Vietnam to send military forces down the Ho Chi Minh Trail into 
South Vietnam in 1964, the conflict escalated drastically. Soon the war out-
stripped the capabilities of the advisors and the South Vietnamese forces, and 
President Lyndon Johnson turned to the commitment of U.S. combat troops. 
With the arrival of these regular forces, the focus of U.S. strategy shifted to 
conventional operations to defeat the Communists; these operations were char-
acterized by “search-and-destroy” tactics that relied heavily on firepower. The 
strategy quickly become one of attrition, in which the goal was to kill so many of 
the enemy troops that eventually they would be no longer able to field combat-
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ready military units and would therefore be willing to negotiate a settlement of 
the conflict on U.S. terms.

Ultimately, attrition became a numbers game in which American leaders, 
both civilian and military, became obsessed with body counts. The overall 
objective of the attrition strategy was to wear down the enemy and find his 
breaking point—to find that point where the leadership in Hanoi decided that 
the price of continuing the war in the south was too high.

By the end of 1967, General William Westmoreland, commander of Military 
Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), had nearly 485,000 troops at his dis-
posal, all focused on prosecuting the attrition strategy. In 1966 and 1967, U.S. 
forces conducted large-scale search-and-destroy operations throughout South 
Vietnam that were marked by lavish and, some would say, indiscriminate use 
of firepower. By late 1967, Westmoreland declared that the crossover point was 
being approached in which U.S. forces were inflicting more losses on the Viet 
Cong and North Vietnamese than the enemy could replace.

The Tet Offensive in 1968 gave Westmoreland the opportunity he had been 
seeking. After recovering from the initial surprise of the attack, his forces had 
the chance to destroy large numbers of enemy troops in pitched battles where 
U.S. firepower could be brought to bear; this would be attrition at its best. 
Although large numbers of the enemy troops were killed, the situation did not 
turn out the way Westmoreland expected. Andrew F. Krepinevich, author of The 
Army and Vietnam, maintains that, for the American people and the Johnson 
administration, the Tet Offensive “provided the shock that led to their loss of 
faith in the Army’s strategy.”2 Krepinevich is extremely critical of that strategy 
and asserts that U.S. forces should have focused on counterinsurgency, rather 
than large-unit operations in search-and-destroy missions. He charges that the 
Army slavishly adhered to what he called the “Concept,” which was marked by 
conventional tactics that had been perfected during World War II and subse-
quently refined to counter the Soviets in Europe. According to Krepinevich, the 
Army failed when it tried to transplant the “Concept” to the different situation 
that confronted U.S. forces in Vietnam—a Communist insurgency.

Krepinevich maintains that the strength and scope of the Tet Offensive dem-
onstrated the futility of the “Concept” and its reliance on attrition to the neglect 
of the social and political factors so crucial to winning the war. The stunning 
nature of the offensive, coupled with Westmoreland’s request for additional 
troops, proved that attrition was not working and “led to a full-blown review of 
U.S. strategy in Vietnam, ending in the explicit rejection of the Army strategy 
by the civilian leadership.”3 To Krepinevich, the request for additional troops 
clearly “reflected the bankruptcy of the Army’s strategy.”4

Unfortunately, according to Krepinevich, the Tet Offensive “brought no 
reevaluation of the Concept within the Army itself. The Army had convinced 
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itself that it had won the Tet Offensive; therefore, no soul-searching was neces-
sary.”5 Thus, he writes, “The military’s response to the implications of the Tet 
Offensive was the same as it had been throughout the war: apply the Concept, 
but at a higher level of intensity.”6 Accordingly, Westmoreland asked for more 
men in order to escalate the war horizontally into Laos and Cambodia.

The counter to Krepinevich’s argument is provided by Colonel Harry 
Summers, author of On Strategy, who concludes that U.S. strategy failed in 
Vietnam because military and civilian leaders failed to apply the timeless prin-
ciples of war correctly. Using a framework drawn from Carl von Clausewitz’s 
military classic On War, Summers implies that the North Vietnamese would 
not have been able to launch a large-scale offensive like that in 1968 had the 
United States taken the war directly toward the Communist center of gravity, 
which was, to Summers, clearly Hanoi and North Vietnam. When the U.S. 
leadership failed to target that center of gravity, the North Vietnamese were 
able to launch the Tet Offensive. Summers asserts that the offensive was a 
“resounding tactical failure,” but acknowledges that the offensive “struck what 
was to prove a fatal blow against our center of gravity—the alliance between the 
United States and South Vietnam.”7

Historian Herbert Y. Schandler takes exception with those who agree with 
Summers’s conclusions. He asserts that the American failure in Vietnam up to 
the time of Tet 1968 was not a failure caused by the limitations placed upon 
military action. Neither was it caused by the press or dissent on the home front. 
On the contrary, according to Schandler, overwhelming American military 
power had finally been brought to bear; clearly, the United States enjoyed 
complete control of the sea and air and had a “striking superiority” in mobil-
ity and materiel on land. However, this did not result in an American victory. 
Schandler writes, “The American failure was caused by the lack of realization 
in Washington that military power alone could not solve a long-range political 
problem, that of the competence and political stability of the South Vietnamese 
government.”8

The Tet Offensive caused President Johnson to take another look at how the 
war was being conducted. Stunned by the scope and ferocity of the Communist 
attacks, he was taken aback by Westmoreland’s request for additional troops in 
the aftermath of the fighting. When he tasked Defense Secretary Clark Clifford 
to make a recommendation on the additional troop request, they responded by 
proposing an alternative strategy for MACV, one that focused on traditional 
counterinsurgency operations and abandoned the strategy of atttrition.9

In the course of preparing Clifford’s consideration of the additional troop 
request, a heated debate developed between General Earle Wheeler, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and civilians in the Defense Department over 
strategy in Vietnam. Wheeler maintained that there was nothing wrong with 
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the current strategy that a more forceful application (and additional troops) 
would not cure. Clifford asked Wheeler if he could predict when the war 
might be brought to a conclusion, asking, “What is our plan for military victory 
in Vietnam?”10 He was not happy with the answer he got when it appeared 
that the military planned to continue with the same strategy of attrition. In 
the end, Clifford, as a newcomer, toned down his report and did not directly 
challenge the Army’s ground strategy. However, he did insert the following 
passage in the report:

There can be no assurance that this very substantial additional deploy-
ment would leave us a year from today in any favorable military position. 
All that can be said is that the additional troops would enable us to kill 
more of the enemy and would provide more security if the enemy does 
not offset them by lesser [sic] reinforcements of his own. There is no 
indication that they would bring about a quick solution in Vietnam and, 
in the absence of better performance by the GVN and the ARVN, the 
increased destruction and increased Americanization of the war could, 
in fact, be counterproductive.11

In the end, President Johnson deployed a much smaller package in response 
to Westmoreland’s request for additional troops. Reeling from the near loss in 
the New Hampshire presidential primary, the president convened a meeting 
of the “Wise Men” to advise him on future strategy and policy in Vietnam. 
They gave him their verdict: believing that continued escalation of the war 
and increased troop strength in South Vietnam would be fruitless, they recom-
mended a concentration on improving the South Vietnamese armed force and 
phasing out U.S. forces while seeking a negotiated settlement.12

Twelve days later, Johnson made his now famous speech, announcing that 
he would not run for reelection. Within the Defense Department, Clifford 
began to implement his work group’s recommendations, among them the 
modernization of the South Vietnamese armed forces. General Creighton 
Abrams replaced Westmoreland on July 1, 1968. He attempted to change Army 
operations away from their conventional orientation and instituted a “one war” 
plan in which the pacification and population security got equal billing with 
the “big war.” When Richard Nixon took office in January 1969, he ordered 
that the process started by Clifford, which the new president described as 
Vietnamization, be accelerated. Concurrently, he began to withdraw American 
troops from South Vietnam.

Even with all these factors, the nature of American military strategy did 
not change overnight. There was still an emphasis on body count and attri-
tion. For example, the bloody battle of Hamburger Hill was fought in May 
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1969. Eventually, however, as more American forces were pulled out of South 
Vietnam, the focus of U.S. strategy shifted to preparing the South Vietnamese 
to assume the burden for fighting the war alone.

While the Tet Offensive had not directly affected the nature of U.S. military 
strategy on the ground in South Vietnam, it led to a complete reevaluation of 
U.S. strategic policy in Southeast Asia. As Michael Lind, author of Vietnam: 
The Necessary War, concludes, the United States may have won tactically in 
the Tet Offensive, but “the excessive costs of winning badly by means of an 
ill-conceived attrition strategy in South Vietnam made a U.S. withdrawal as a 
result of domestic pressure inevitable.”13
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part iii

Chronology, 1967–68





8–26 January 1967
Operation Cedar Falls conducted in area near Saigon known as the Iron Tri-
angle.

22 February–14 May 1967
Operation Junction City, the largest U.S. operation to date with more than 

twenty-two allied battalions participating, takes place in War Zone C near 
the Cambodian border

10 March 1967
The Republic of Vietnam Council of Ministers approves a new constitution 

for South Vietnam

20 March 1967
President Johnson meets with Nguyen Cao Ky and Nguyen Van Thieu in 

Guam

April 1967
The Central Committee of the Lao Dong (Workers’) Party passes Resolution 13 

at its Thirteenth Plenum in Hanoi, calling for a “spontaneous uprising [in 
the South] in order to win a decisive victory in the shortest possible time”
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April–October 1967
U.S. Marine units fight a series of sharp battles for control of the hills sur-

rounding Khe Sanh base in the I Corps area

4 April 1967
Martin Luther King Jr. delivers his antiwar speech “A Time to Break Silence” 

in New York City

15 April 1967
Large antiwar demonstrations occur across the United States, including an 

estimated 300,000 protestors at a peace rally in New York City

10 May 1967
The Johnson administration establishes the Civilian Operations and Revolu-

tionary Development Support (CORDS) organization to coordinate the 
pacification effort in South Vietnam

7 July 1967
The Central Committee of the Lao Dong (Workers’) Party in Hanoi decides 

to go ahead with the General Offensive–General Uprising in South Viet-
nam; funeral held in Hanoi for General Nguyen Chi Thanh

7–11 July 1967
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, accompanied by General Earle 

Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, travels to Vietnam for a 
firsthand assessment of the situation

9 July
Presidential assistant Walt W. Rostow, on Meet the Press, states that North 

Vietnam’s strategy has “shifted from a posture of trying to win the war to 
keeping the war going”

13 July 1967
President Johnson declares in a press conference that “we are very sure we 

are on the right track” militarily in Vietnam but acknowledges that more 
troops will be needed

19 July 1967
A Hanoi delegation led by Deputy Premier Le Thanh Nghi leaves for Beijing, 

China, on the first leg of a trip to secure additional weapons and other aid 
from Communist countries; in Washington, Secretary of State Dean Rusk 
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tells a news conference that the enemy is “hurting badly,” but sees a “still 
tough, long job ahead”

Late July 1967
Viet Cong commanders meet in Cambodia to begin planning for the General 

Offensive–General Uprising

3 August 1967
President Johnson announces that he will raise U.S. troop ceiling to 525,000 

and calls for 10 percent surtax on individual and corporate income; Viet 
Cong internal document describes “new situation and mission” that will 
lead to the climax of the war that will “split the sky and shake the earth”

5 August 1967
The People’s Republic of China signs a new aid pact with North Vietnam in 

a ceremony in Peking; Johnson advisor Clark Clifford and retired General 
Maxwell Taylor return from trip to capitals of America’s Asian allies; Clif-
ford reports that allies unanimously agree that bombing of North Vietnam 
should be continued at present or even higher levels

7 August 1967
Army Chief of Staff General Harold K. Johnson reports the “smell of success” 

in the Allied war effort, marking the beginning of the president’s “success” 
media campaign

8 August 1967
House Republican Leader Gerald Ford attacks Johnson administration for 

“pulling punches” in bombing of North Vietnam while sending more 
Americans to die in the ground war

11 August 1967
North Korea signs military pact with North Vietnam in ceremony in  

Pyongyang

15 August 1967
An article by Robert Pisor of the Detroit News reports concern in Saigon 

about “a massive, countrywide military strike” by Communists to improve 
position prior to commencement of peace talks

20 August 1967
An Associated Press survey reports that U.S. Senate support for president’s war 
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policy has drastically eroded; of senators replying to survey, forty-four gen-
erally support war politics, but forty disapprove

22 August 1967
Richard M. Nixon, in an interview with the Christian Science Monitor, calls 

for “massive pressure” short of nuclear weapons to shorten the war

25 August 1967
Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara, testifying before Senate  

Preparedness Subcommittee, says that the war cannot be won by bomb-
ing, the most pessimistic appraisal of the bombing campaign to date;  
several senators reply that the United States may as well “get out” if 
McNamara is correct

1 September 1967
President Johnson, at a news conference, says there is no “deep division” 

in his administration’s leadership concerning the bombing of North 
Vietnam

3 September 1967
Nguyen Van Thieu is elected president and Nguyen Cao Ky elected vice  

|president of the Republic of Vietnam with 27 percent of the total  
vote; peace candidate Truong Dinh Dzu wins second-highest presiden-
tial vote

4 September 1967
Governor George Romney, in a Detroit television interview, says “brainwash-

ing” in Saigon by U.S. generals and diplomats brought about his previous 
support of the war

11 September–31 Oct 1967
PAVN forces besiege U.S. Marines at Con Thien, two miles south of the 

DMZ; the fighting exacts an extremely heavy toll on both sides

14–16 September 1967
Defense Minister Vo Nguyen Giap, in several Hanoi radio broadcasts, 

endorses a strategy of protracted war but declares that “our fight will be 
more violent in the days ahead”

21 September 1967
U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Arthur Goldberg asks in a major 

speech what the Hanoi regime would do if the bombing stopped
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23 September 1967
The Soviet Union signs a new aid agreement with North Vietnam in a Mos-

cow ceremony

26 September 1967
The Christian Science Monitor reports that support for the Johnson admin-

istration’s Vietnam policy was eroding in the U.S. House of Representa-
tives; of 205 House members responding, 43 said they had recently shifted 
positions from support for the administration policies on the war to more 
emphasis on finding a way out

28 September 1967
Viet Cong Military Region 4 directive secretly orders intensification of politi-

cal and military action in the Saigon area

29 September 1967
President Johnson declares in a Texas speech that the United States will stop 

the bombing of North Vietnam if Hanoi will agree to start negotiations, 
which becomes known as the “San Antonio Formula”; in Saigon, a new 
United States Embassy chancery is dedicated

Late September
Hue City Committee of National Liberation Front orders development of 

grassroots organization and plans for occupation of the city

8 October 1967
 A New York Times survey reports that U.S. political and congressional support 

for Vietnam War is waning

12 October 1967
Secretary of State Dean Rusk calls the Vietnam War a testing ground for 

Asia’s ability to withstand the threat of “a billion Chinese . . . armed with 
nuclear weapons”

16–21 October 1967
Antiwar activists hold demonstrations against the draft throughout the United 

States; the largest occurs outside the Army Induction Center in Oakland, 
California

20 October 1967
Life magazine, in an editorial shift, calls for a pause in the bombing of North 

Vietnam and declares that “homefront support for the war is eroding”
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21–23 October 1967
Three Army battalions backed by tear gas repulse a stone- and bottle-throwing 

assault by some antiwar protesters at the Pentagon; in London, antiwar pro-
testers try to storm the U.S. Embassy

25 October 1967
Resolution 14 is passed by the Lao Dong (Workers’) Party Central Commit-

tee in Hanoi, ordering a “general offensive–general uprising” (tong cong 
kich–tong khoi nghia).

27 October 1967
PAVN forces attack the South Vietnamese base at Song Be in Phuoc Long 

Province, near the Cambodian border

29 October–3 Nov 1967
PAVN troops attempt to take and hold an ARVN outpost at Loch Ninh, a dis-

trict capital in Binh Long Province

30 October 1967
The National Assembly standing committee of the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam (North Vietnam) approves a decree on punishment for counter-
revolutionary activity

31 October 1967
Nguyen Van Thieu is inaugurated as president of Republic of Vietnam

1 November 1967
Defense Secretary McNamara secretly recommends termination of United 

States bombing of North Vietnam and limitation of ground involvement in 
South Vietnam

2 November 1967
Senior unofficial advisers, known as the “Wise Men,” give broad approval of 

Johnson administration war policies in a Washington meeting

3 November–1 December 1967
PAVN regiments mass in the Dak To area, resulting in a series of bloody bat-

tles with elements of the U.S. 4th Infantry Division and the 173rd Airborne 
Brigade that lasts twenty-two days
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6 November 1967
A document captured by U.S. forces near Dak To says that battles in that area 

were meant to divert U.S. forces to the mountainous areas while improving 
techniques of coordinated attacks

10 November 1967
President Ho Chi Minh signs decree on counterrevolutionary crimes

11 November 1967
President Johnson begins a Veterans Day tour of eight military installations to 

shore up support for the war

13 November 1967
Ellsworth Bunker, U.S. Ambassador to South Vietnam, on a trip to Washing-

ton, reports “steady progress” in the war zone

16 November 1967
MACV commander General William C. Westmoreland tells the House 

Armed Services Committee in Washington that U.S. military withdrawal 
from Vietnam can begin within two years if progress continues

17 November 1967
The National Liberation Front, the political wing of the Viet Cong, proclaims 

a three-day cease-fire for both Christmas and New Year’s and a seven-day 
cease-fire for the upcoming Tet (Vietnamese New Year) holiday

19 November 1967
U.S. forces in Quang Tin Province capture a Communist Party document 

ordering the General Offensive and General Uprising

21 November 1967
At a speech at the National Press Club, Westmoreland reports that progress is 

being made in the war and that the war has entered the final phase “when 
the end begins to come into view”; he predicts that U.S. troop withdrawals 
can begin in two years

24 November 1967
MACV officially reduces its estimate of Communist strength in South Viet-

nam from 294,000 to 223,000–248,000 troops
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26 November 1967
Senator Robert F. Kennedy says President Johnson has shifted war aims set 

out by President John Kennedy and seriously undermined the moral posi-
tion of the United States

29 November 1967
President Johnson announces that Robert McNamara will step down as secre-

tary of defense to become president of the World Bank

30 November 1967
Antiwar Democrat Eugene McCarthy announces that he will enter primaries 

to challenge President Lyndon Johnson for the Democratic presidential 
nomination in 1968

4 December 1967
Four days of antiwar protests begin in New York; among the 585 protesters 

arrested is renowned pediatrician Dr. Benjamin Spock; in Saigon, General 
Westmoreland and General Cao Van Vien (chief of the Republic of Viet-
nam Joint General Staff) begin discussion of Christmas, New Year’s, and 
Tet cease-fires

5 December 1967
Republican leaders Senator Everett Dirksen and Representative Gerald Ford 

say that the Johnson administration has not done all it could to negotiate 
settlement of the war

15 December 1967
MACV turns over responsibility for Saigon’s defense to South Vietnamese 

armed forces

18 December 1967
General Earle Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, tells the Detroit 

Economic Club “we are winning the war,” but warns that the Communists 
may try a last desperate effort similar to the Battle of the Bulge in World 
War II; President Johnson rejects McNamara’s plan to halt South Vietnam 
bombing and limit U.S. participation in the war

19 December 1967
In a television interview, President Johnson says talks between Saigon govern-

ment and members of the National Liberation Front “could bring good 
results”
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20 December 1967
General Westmoreland cables Washington that Communists have decided on 

an intensified countrywide effort to win the war

21 December 1967
President Johnson, in Canberra for the state funeral for Prime Minister Har-

old Holt, tells the Australian Cabinet that “kamikaze” attacks are coming in 
South Vietnam

23 December 1967
North Vietnam President Ho Chi Minh addresses a national rally in Hanoi, 

calling for greater feats of battle in both North and South Vietnam to win 
the war; in Rome, President Johnson meets with Pope Paul and agrees to a 
twelve-hour extension of the New Year’s cease-fire in Vietnam

25 December 1967
Viet Cong commanders reconnoiter assigned objectives in Saigon during 

Christmas cease-fire

30 December 1967
Messengers deliver Ho Chi Minh’s Tet poem to officials and diplomats in 

Hanoi; Foreign Minister Nguyen Duy Trinh announces that North Viet-
nam would begin negotiations with the United States if bombing and other 
acts of war against the North were stopped

31 December 1967
U.S. troop levels reach 485,600, with 16,021 American combat deaths to date

1 January 1968
President Johnson imposes mandatory curbs on most direct U.S. investment 

abroad, asks for restrictions on overseas travel of U.S. citizens and other 
moves to cut sharply growing balance of payments deficit and gold drain

3 January 1968
Senator Eugene McCarthy enters the New Hampshire primary in his quest 

for the Democratic presidential nomination

5 January 1968
Operation Niagara begins with an intensive intelligence and surveillance 

effort in the area around Khe Sanh; U.S. press release in Saigon reports 
Communist order that troops should flood lowlands, attack Saigon, and 
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launch the General Offensive and General Uprising; in the United States, 
Dr. Benjamin Spock and three others are indicted for counseling draft 
resistance

9 January 1968
Brigadier General William R. Desobry, retiring as senior U.S. advisor in the 

Mekong Delta, says that the Viet Cong in region are “poorly motivated and 
poorly trained” and that “ARVN now has the upper hand completely”

10 January 1968
General Westmoreland, after consultation with Lt. Gen. Frederick Weyand 

of II Field Force, orders redeployment of U.S. forces from border areas to 
positions closer to Saigon

15 January 1968
General Westmoreland warns of Communist attacks before or after Tet at a 

U.S. Mission Council meeting in Saigon

15-17 January 1968
The National Liberation Front presidium meets, hears reports on impending 

military action

18 January 1968
Singer Eartha Kitt, at a White House luncheon, blames crime and race riots 

on the Vietnam War

19 January 1968
President Johnson names Clark Clifford to succeed Robert McNamara as sec-

retary of defense, effective 1 March 1968

20 January 1968
A Marine battalion and PAVN forces fight a battle on the hills northwest of 

Khe Sanh

21 January 1968
PAVN forces overrun the village of Khe Sanh and begin to shell Khe Sanh 

Combat Base, initiating a seventy-seven-day siege; in Seoul, South Korea, 
North Korean infiltrators unsuccessfully attempt a raid on the presidential 
mansion in the most dramatic military action since the Korean War

23 January 1968
North Koreans seize the U.S. intelligence ship Pueblo
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24 January 1968
Ambassador Bunker and General Westmoreland cable Washington that Com-

munists may break the Tet truce and urge South Vietnamese government 
to cancel the truce in I Corps Tactical Zone

25 January 1968
General Westmoreland reports that the situation at Khe Sanh is critical and 

may represent the turning point of the Vietnam War; in Washington, Presi-
dent Johnson calls 14,787 reservists to active duty in the Korea crisis and 
orders the nuclear carrier Enterprise toward Korea

26 January 1968
Viet Cong units move to villages on the outskirts of Can Tho and Vinh Long 

in the Mekong Delta

27 January 1968
The Communist seven-day cease-fire for Tet begins; troops are restricted to 

their posts and all leaves are canceled under last-minute orders

29 January 1968
The Tet Lunar New Year celebration begins in North Vietnam; the Tet cease-

fire for allies is canceled in I Corps Tactical Zone, but cease-fire takes 
effect in the rest of South Vietnam at 6:00 p.m.

30 January 1968
Communists launch surprise attacks on Nha Trang, followed by attack on two 

cities in I Corps and five cities in II Corps; allied commanders cancel Tet 
cease-fire throughout all of South Vietnam, and MACV orders all U.S. 
units on “maximum alert”; in Washington, the Senate confirms Clark Clif-
ford to be secretary of state

31 January 1968
Communists launch simultaneous attacks on major cities, towns, and military 

bases throughout South Vietnam, including an assault on the U.S. Embassy 
in Saigon; President Thieu declares martial law; in the United States, the 
American news media are dominated by accounts of the heaviest fighting of 
the Vietnam War—CBS and NBC present thirty-minute special reports on 
the Tet Offensive; in Hanoi, children and old people are evacuated to the 
countryside in preparation for the anticipated U.S. bombing attacks

1 February 1968
Richard Nixon formally announces his candidacy for the presidency
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2 February 1968
Heavy fighting continues in South Vietnam, although the number and inten-

sity of attacks begin to ebb; President Johnson, in a White House press 
conference, says that the Tet Offensive is a “complete failure”; MACV 
reports 12,704 Communist troops killed in action since the Tet Offensive 
began—U.S. battle deaths are listed as 318 and those of the South Vietnam-
ese forces as 661 in the same period

3 February 1968
Heavy fighting continues in Saigon, Hue, Kontum, Pleiku, Dalat, Phan Thiet, 

and other cities; MACV lists enemy losses at 15,595 killed in action with 415 
U.S. and 905 ARVN killed in the fighting since the offensive started; the 
Central Committee of the National Liberation Front calls for the Viet Cong 
and the people to strike “even harder, deeper, and on a wider front”; in the 
United States, Senator Eugene McCarthy accuses the Johnson administra-
tion of deceiving itself and the American people about the progress of the war

4 February 1968
Administration officials appear on television interview programs to defend  

war policy

5 February 1968
Nhan Dan, the official newspaper of Lao Dong Party in Hanoi, declares, 

“The once-in-a-thousand year opportunity has come. The bugle has 
sounded victory”

6 February 1968
MACV reports that fighting has diminished throughout South Vietnam, but 

heavy fighting continues in Cholon and Hue; a U.S. spokesman in Saigon 
reports 21,330 enemy troops killed since Tet began; the Communist Party 
Current Affairs Committee in Can Tho Province in the Mekong Delta 
declares that the General Offensive is a long-term project that may last 
three or four months, not just a few days; in Washington, Martin Luther 
King Jr. leads two thousand marchers through Arlington National Cem-
etery to protest the “cruel and senseless” war

7 February 1968
Lang Vei Special Forces camp near Khe Sanh falls to PAVN troops using Rus-

sian-made tanks; Westmoreland flies to Da Nang and orders military rede-
ployments and study of troop needs beyond the 525,000-man ceiling
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8 February 1968
Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Wheeler offers Westmoreland additional men 

from 82nd Airborne Division and a U.S. Marine division; Westmoreland 
asks plans be made for redeployment of the units to Vietnam; Senator 
Robert F. Kennedy, speaking in Chicago, says Tet Offensive has shattered 
official illusions about Vietnam

9 February 1968
U.S. forces from the 199th Light Infantry Brigade land by helicopter to clear 

Communist troops in the area around the Saigon racetrack; President 
Thieu announces partial mobilization of South Vietnam; Secretary 
of State Dean Rusk, in a background briefing, demands of journalists, 
“Whose side are you on?”

10 February 1968
U.S. planes raid the Haiphong area for the first time in a month; a Com-

munist Party committee in Bien Hoa Province near Saigon says in a secret 
report that “the people’s spirit for uprising is still very weak”

11 February 1968
The Saigon government announces the call-up of 65,000 more men

12 February 1968
President Johnson approves dispatch of 10,500 additional troops from the 82nd 

Airborne Division and 27th Marine Regimental Landing Team; in Hue, 
U.S. Marines move north of the Perfume River to take control of the fight 
for the Citadel; a Louis Harris poll reports that U.S. public support for the 
war increases in the wake of the Tet attacks

13 February 1968
A Gallup Poll reports that 50 percent of Americans disapprove of President 

Johnson’s handling of the war

14 February 1968
Senator Stuart Symington reports that the cost of Vietnam War for the fiscal 

year is $32 billion

15 February 1968
A U.S. Air Force F-4 Phantom shot down over Hanoi becomes the eight hun-

dredth U.S. aircraft lost in the three-year air war over North Vietnam
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16 February 1968
President Johnson, in a surprise press conference, says that rumors that 

General Westmoreland may be relieved of command are false and may 
have originated abroad; he also announces that additional troops will be 
approved for Vietnam as needed

17 February 1968
A record weekly total of U.S. casualties is set during the preceding seven 

days, with 543 killed and 2,547 wounded; President Johnson flies to Fort 
Bragg, North Carolina, to visit reinforcements departing for Vietnam, 
and then flies to the USS Constellation at sea in the Pacific to visit with 
the crew

18 February 1968
Communist gunners shell forty-five cities and bases, including Tan Son Nhut 

airbase and Saigon; ground attacks are launched against four cities

20 February 1968
The Senate Foreign Relations Committee begins hearings on the 1964 Gulf of 

Tonkin incident

21 February 1968
COSVN orders a pullback and return to harassing tactics; fresh Marine rein-

forcements are sent to Hue; General Wheeler leaves for Saigon to hold 
consultations with General Westmoreland

23 February 1968
The Department of Defense announces a Selective Service call for 48,000 

men—the second-highest number of the Vietnam War; at Khe Sanh, 
Marines are bombarded by 1,307 incoming artillery rounds

24 February 1968
South Vietnamese troops storm the former Imperial Palace in the Citadel of 

Hue, tearing down the National Liberation Front flag and replacing it with 
the Republic of Vietnam flag

25 February 1968
General Wheeler departs Saigon for Washington after mapping out a request 

for 206,000 additional U.S. troops; General Westmoreland tells the Associ-
ated Press that additional U.S. forces will probably be needed
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27 February 1968
CBS News anchorman Walter Cronkite, who has just returned from Saigon 

and Hue, tells Americans during his evening broadcast that he is certain 
“the bloody experience of Vietnam is to end in a stalemate”

28 February 1968
In a White House meeting, General Wheeler, on behalf of General West-

moreland, asks President Johnson for an additional 206,000 soldiers and 
mobilization of reserve units in the United States; President Johnson orders 
Clark Clifford to form a task force to study the troop request

29 February 1968
PAVN forces launch three attacks against the 37th ARVN Ranger Battalion at 

Khe Sanh but are turned back each time

1 March 1968
Clark Clifford is sworn in as the new secretary of defense

2 March 1968
The last enemy troops are driven from Hue by three U.S. Marine battalions 

and South Vietnamese troops after a month of the heaviest fighting of the 
entire Tet Offensive; the Clifford task force begins its troop-request study

4 March 1968
The Clifford task force recommends the immediate dispatch of 22,000 more 

U.S. troops to Vietnam, a reserve call-up of 250,000 men, increased draft 
calls, and further study of the developing situation

7 March 1968
Chairman J. W. Fulbright of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and 

other senators publicly ask Johnson administration to consult Congress 
before any new troop buildup in Vietnam.

9 March 1968
A Gallup poll reports a new wave of pessimism among Americans about the 

war in Vietnam

10 March 1968
The New York Times breaks the news of General Westmoreland’s request for 

206,000 troops, saying that it has stirred controversy within administration ranks
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12 March 1968
President Johnson narrowly defeats antiwar Democrat Eugene McCarthy 

by three hundred votes in the New Hampshire Democratic primary, but 
McCarthy wins 42 percent of the vote

14 March 1968
Senator Robert Kennedy and Theodore Sorenson meet Secretary of Defense 

Clifford to discuss possible a U.S. commission to reverse the government’s 
Vietnam policy, but Johnson rejects plan

15 March 1968
Former Secretary of State Dean Acheson, in a private report to President 

Johnson, says that U.S. victory in Vietnam is not feasible within the limits 
of public tolerance

16 March 1968
Senator Robert F. Kennedy announces his candidacy for the presidency; polls 

indicate that Kennedy is now more popular than President Johnson

16 March 1968
More than three hundred Vietnamese civilians are massacred in My Lai ham-

let by members of Charlie Company, 1st Battalion, 20th Infantry, while 
participating in an assault against suspected Viet Cong encampments in 
Quang Ngai Province; the massacre will not come to light until early 1969; 
the number of total U.S. combat deaths since January 1961 reaches 20,096

20 March 1968
Pressure on Khe Sanh lessens; Bru tribesmen report that PAVN artillery has 

withdrawn into Laos; the 304th North Vietnamese Division is relieved of its 
tunneling mission near Khe Sanh base and ordered to withdraw to the east

22 March 1968
President Johnson announces that General Westmoreland will become 

Army Chief of Staff in mid-1968 and that General Creighton Abrams will 
become commander of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam; Khe 
Sanh Combat Base receives 1,100 rounds of rocket and mortar fire

23 March 1968
Wheeler flies secretly to meet with Westmoreland at Clark Field in the 

Philippines and tells him that President Johnson will approve only 13,500 
additional soldiers out of the original 206,000 requested; Wheeler also 
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instructs Westmoreland to urge the South Vietnamese to expand their 
own war effort

25 March 1968
A Harris poll reports that 60 percent of a public opinion sample believes that 

the Tet Offensive was a standoff or defeat for the U.S. cause in Vietnam

25–26 March 1968
President Johnson convenes the “Wise Men,” who advise against additional 

troop increases and recommend a negotiated peace in Vietnam

30 March 1968
U.S. Marines and PAVN troops engage in a three-hour battle near Khe Sanh, 

the last major ground battle of the seventy-seven-day siege; a Gallup poll 
reports that 63 percent of those polled disapprove of President Johnson’s 
handling of the war, an all-time low in public approval of his performance

31 March 1968
President Johnson announces in a nationally televised speech that he will 

order a unilateral halt to all U.S. bombing north of the 20th parallel and 
seek negotiations with Hanoi; he also announces his decision not to seek 
reelection

1 April 1968
The U.S. 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) begins Operation Pegasus to reopen 

Route 9 to the Marine base at Khe Sanh; President Thieu declares that the 
Tet Offensive has “completely failed”

4 April 1968
Martin Luther King Jr. is assassinated in Memphis

23–30 April 1968
Student protestors occupy several buildings at Columbia University until forc-

ibly removed by police

26 April 1968
200,000 demonstrate against the war in New York City

3 May 1968
Johnson announces that formal peace talks will take place in Paris
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12 May 1968
Peace negotiations begin between the United States and North Vietnam in 

Paris

May 1968
In what becomes known as Mini-Tet, Communist forces attack South Viet-

nam at various places but are turned back by U.S. and ARVN forces

4 June 1968
Robert F. Kennedy wins the Democratic presidential primary in California 

and is assassinated in Los Angeles that evening

17 June 1968
American forces abandon Khe Sanh

1 July 1968
General Abrams formally succeeds General Westmoreland as MACV com-

mander

3 July 1968
Westmoreland replaces General Harold K. Johnson as Army Chief of Staff; 

MACV releases figures showing that more Americans were killed during 
the first six months of 1968 than in all of 1967

4 July 1968
U.S. infantrymen repulse a combined PAVN–VC attack on their base at Dau 

Tieng, forty miles northwest of Saigon

12–13 August 1968
Heavy fighting erupts again in the Mekong Delta between VC and allied 

troops

18 August 1968
In the heaviest fighting in three months, PAVN and VC forces conduct nine-

teen separate attacks on allied positions throughout South Vietnam

22–23 August 1968
VC forces conduct numerous rocket and mortar attacks on Saigon and 

numerous other cities
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26–29 August 1968
The Democratic National Convention in Chicago nominates Vice President 

Hubert Humphrey for president; riots occur between Chicago police and 
antiwar demonstrators

11–16 September 1968
About 1,500 VC and PAVN troops launch a major attack on Tay Ninh in III 

Corps Tactical Zone

31 October1968
President Johnson announces a complete halt to bombing over North Viet-

nam, ending Operation Rolling Thunder

5 November 1968
Richard Nixon narrowly defeats Hubert Humphrey in the 1968 presidential 

election

31 December 1968
U.S. military personnel in Vietnam number 536,000; to date, 30,610 U.S.  

smilitary personnel have been killed in action





part iv

The Tet Offensive A to Z





I Corps. Designation for the senior South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) head-
quarters in northern South Vietnam, located at Da Nang. The corps headquar-
ters controlled the ARVN 1st, 2nd, and 3rd Divisions. The counterpart U.S. 
command to I Corps was the III Marine Amphibious Force (III MAF), also 
located at Da Nang.

I Corps Tactical Zone (I CTZ). Term used to designate the tactical area of 
responsibility of the South Vietnamese Army’s (ARVN) I Corps. It encompassed 
the five northernmost provinces in South Vietnam.

II Corps. Designation for the senior ARVN headquarters in the Central 
Highlands, which was located at Pleiku. The corps headquarters controlled the 
ARVN 22nd and 23rd Divisions. The counterpart U.S. headquarters was I Field 
Force Vietnam (I FFV) located at Nha Trang.

II Corps Tactical Zone (II CTZ). Term used to designate the tactical 
area of responsibility for the South Vietnamese Army’s (ARVN) II Corps. It 
encompassed twelve provinces the Central Highlands and the adjoining coastal 
lowlands.
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III Corps. Designation for the senior South Vietnamese (ARVN) headquar-
ters in central South Vietnam. III Corps headquarters was located in Bien Hoa, 
northeast of Saigon, and controlled the ARVN 5th, 18th, and 25th Divisions. 
The U.S. counterpart headquarters to III Corps was II Field Force Vietnam (II 
FFV) located at Long Binh.

III Corps Tactical Zone (III CTZ). Term used to designate the tactical area 
of responsibility for the South Vietnamese Army’s (ARVN) III Corps. It encom-
passed the eleven provinces that surrounded Saigon and included an area that 
ran from the northern Mekong Delta to southern Central Highlands, which 
contained 38 percent of the country’s population and about 90 percent of its 
industry. It also contained a number of Communist base areas, such as the Iron 
Triangle, Ho Bo Woods, and War Zones C and D.

IV Corps. Designation for the senior South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) 
headquarters in the Mekong Delta, located at Can Tho. The corps headquar-
ters controlled the ARVN 7th, 9th, and 21st Divisions. A senior adviser to the 
South Vietnamese corps commander represented the U.S. command.

IV Corps Tactical Zone (IV CTZ). Term used to designate the tactical 
area of responsibility for the South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) IV Corps in the 
Mekong Delta. There was no corresponding U.S. corps-level headquarters.

Abrams, Creighton W. Jr. (1914–74). Commander of U.S. Military Assistance 
Command, Vietnam (MACV) (1968–72) and U.S. Army chief of staff (1972–74). 
In 1967, General William C. Westmoreland, the commander of MACV, gave 
Abrams the responsibility for improving and modernizing the Army of the 
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) and, along with Robert W. Komer, for manag-
ing pacification programs in South Vietnam. During the 1968 Tet Offensive, 
Westmoreland sent Abrams to I Corps Tactical Zone to take direct control of 
the fighting in the northernmost two provinces just south of the DMZ. In July 
1968, he succeeded Westmoreland as MACV commander. His assignment was 
to oversee the Vietnamization of the war and, beginning in 1969, to draw down 
the number of U.S. troops in South Vietnam. In 1972, Abrams left Vietnam to 
assume the duties as U.S. Army chief of staff. His primary task was to revitalize the 
U.S. Army in the aftermath of the Vietnam War. During his tenure, the draft was 
ended and the army became an all-volunteer force. Held in the highest regard by 
his officers and men, Abrams died of lung cancer in 1974 while chief of staff.

Adams, Eddie (1933–2004). Associated Press photographer who, on February 
1, 1968, at the height of the Tet Offensive, took what is perhaps the most infamous 
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photograph of the Vietnam War. With his camera, he captured the instant that 
General Nguyen Ngoc Loan, chief of the South Vietnamese national police, 
shot a cringing Viet Cong suspect in the head outside the Au Quang Pagoda in 
Saigon. The photograph, which won Adams the Pulitzer Prize, demonstrated 
to many Americans the brutality of the Vietnam War.

Arc Light, Operation. Code name for the use of high-altitude B-52 bombing 
missions in support of U.S. and Army of Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) ground 
operations in South Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. Deployed to Andersen Air 
Force Base in Guam and later to bases in Okinawa and U-Tapao, Thailand, 
the first Arc Light strike occurred on June 18, 1965, marking the debut of the 
big bombers in Vietnam; the last mission was flown on August 19, 1973. These 
strikes were particularly effective in breaking up enemy concentrations sur-
rounding Khe Sanh during the seventy-seven-day siege in 1968.

Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN). The land-forces component of 
the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF). Created in 1955, the ARVN 
was organized along the lines of U.S. Army forces, emphasizing conventional 
methods of warfare that included large-scale infantry formations supported by 
tanks and artillery. In 1968, in terms of sheer numbers, the ARVN appeared to 
be a strong military force, but in reality it suffered serious deficiencies in com-
mand and control, tactics, and the use of resources. The heavy fighting during 
the Tet Offensive sorely tested the ARVN. The focus of the Vietnamization pro-
gram implemented in 1969 was to increase the combat capability of the ARVN 
and other services within the RVNAF. Some progress was made, but ultimately 
the South Vietnamese forces were defeated in 1975 after U.S. military aid and 
assistance was withdrawn.

Arnett, Peter (1934– ). New Zealander who was a war correspondent in 
Vietnam for the Associated Press from 1962 to 1975. During the Tet Offensive, 
he reported that a major at Ben Tre in the Mekong Delta said, “It became nec-
essary to destroy the town to save it.” It has been charged that Arnett misquoted 
the major, but the statement became one of the most remembered of the war.

attrition strategy. The primary U.S. military strategy that guided the 
American war effort in Vietnam from start to finish. The objective of this strat-
egy was to kill the enemy’s soldiers and destroy their equipment faster than the 
People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) and Viet Cong (VC) could replace them. 
The assumption was that eventually losses would grow to an unacceptable level 
and Hanoi would withdraw support for the insurgency in South Vietnam and 
abandon its quest to reunify Vietnam. This strategy was built around America’s 
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materiel and technological strengths and focused on the use of massive fire-
power. Ultimately, the strategy failed because the VC and PAVN controlled the 
pace and intensity of battle. They could seek sanctuary across South Vietnam’s 
borders, which allied forces were prohibited from crossing. More important, 
the Communists were willing to pay a high price for eventual victory, and no 
matter how many casualties the allies inflicted on them, they continued to 
fight on.

Australia. In April 1965, Australia deployed its first combat troops to Vietnam. 
By 1968, there were about seven thousand Australian troops in country, fight-
ing as part of the First Australian Task Force. Australian forces occupied a base 
camp in Phuoc Tuy province and conducted combat operations throughout the 
province and adjoining areas. A small contingent of soldiers from New Zealand 
fought with the Australians. The ANZAC troops were part of the Free World 
Military Forces, which also included troops from South Korea, Thailand, and 
the Philippines. In addition to ground forces, Australia also provided a guided 
missile destroyer and a squadron of B-57 Canberra bombers. The last Australian 
troops departed Vietnam in January 1973.

B-52. Large, eight-engine, high-altitude bomber, originally designed to 
deliver nuclear weapons against targets in the Soviet Union. In Vietnam, 
B-52s were used in the conventional role, bombing in support of U.S. and 
South Vietnamese ground operations in South Vietnam, along the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail in Cambodia and Laos, and in the 1972 “Christmas bombing” of 
North Vietnam. First used in South Vietnam on June 18, 1965, the bombers 
could carry an enormous load of 500-, 750-, and 1,000-pound high-explosive, 
general-purpose bombs and operated at altitudes of well over 30,000 feet. The 
B-52s played a major role in the support of besieged U.S. Marines at Khe Sanh 
in 1968.

Ban Me Thuot. Capital of Darlac province in the Central Highlands and 
headquarters for the South Vietnamese 23rd Division. Ban Me Thuot was one 
of the places attacked before dawn on January 30, 1968, twenty-four hours ahead 
of schedule in the Tet Offensive. It was to become the initial target of the PAVN 
final offensive in March 1975.

Ben Tre. A town in the eastern part of the Mekong Delta, southwest of 
Saigon. It was the capital of Kien Hoa province and became famous when 
Associated Press reporter Peter Arnett reported that an unnamed U.S. adviser 
had said of it during the Tet Offensive, “It became necessary to destroy the town 
to save it.”
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Bien Hoa. The capital of Bien Hoa province, twenty miles northeast of 
Saigon, Bien Hoa was the site of a U.S.-South Vietnamese airbase that was the 
largest in Vietnam and one of the busiest airfields in the world. It was also the 
site of the headquarters for the South Vietnamese Army III Corps. There was 
significant fighting in Bien Hoa during the 1968 Tet Offensive.

body count. Measure employed by the U.S. military to assess progress in the 
war of attrition against the Communists in Vietnam by keeping track of enemy 
casualties. Body counts were regularly announced to the media to indicate how 
the conflict was progressing. Some argue that the focus on body count desensi-
tized U.S. troops and officers and contributed to tensions between Vietnamese 
civilians and the U.S. military. As the war continued, pressure from both 
military and civilian officials, who wanted to show the American public that 
the war was being won, led to routine inflation of body counts and a widening 
credibility gap between the military and the American public. Ironically, the 
reported body count proved more accurate than at first believed. In an interview 
in 1969, General Vo Nguyen Giap admitted that the People’s Army of Vietnam 
had lost more than 500,000 soldiers killed on the battlefield, which was roughly 
the number that total body counts had indicated.

Bunker, Ellsworth (1894–1984). U.S. ambassador to the Republic of 
Vietnam (1967–73). Bunker became a strong proponent of the American war 
effort and of General William C. Westmoreland’s methods of fighting it. He 
also advocated extending military operations into Laos and Cambodia and sup-
ported the Cambodian incursion by U.S. and South Vietnamese troops in 1970. 
Graham Martin replaced him as ambassador in March 1973.

Calley, William (1943– ). Commander of a platoon from C Company, 1st 
Battalion, 20th Infantry, Americal Division, that murdered several hundred 
South Vietnamese villagers on March 16, 1968, in what became known as 
the My Lai massacre. After an initial cover-up by the Army, thirteen officers 
and enlisted men were charged with war crimes. Only Lieutenant Calley was 
found guilty, specifically for the murder of twenty-two unarmed civilians, and 
sentenced to life imprisonment. The Court of Military Appeals upheld the 
conviction, but the Secretary of the Army eventually reduced Calley’s sentence 
to ten years. On March 19, 1974, President Richard Nixon paroled him.

Cedar Falls, Operation. A seventeen-day search-and-destroy operation con-
ducted in January 1967 by some thirty thousand U.S. and South Vietnamese 
troops, which was aimed at destroying the Viet Cong (VC) tunnels in the sixty-
square-mile Iron Triangle, thirty miles from Saigon in Binh Duong province. 



168  The Tet Offensive A to Z

During the operation, the VC-controlled village of Ben Suc was destroyed and 
its six thousand inhabitants relocated. Although many tunnels were destroyed, 
VC troops returned to the area six months later.

Central Highlands. Located in II Corps Tactical Zone, the Central 
Highlands were the southern end of the Truong Son Mountains in west-central 
South Vietnam. An area of approximately 5,400 square miles, it was sparsely 
populated, primarily by Montagnard tribesman. The principal towns in the 
region are Kontum, Pleiku, Ban Me Thuot, and Dalat. There were several large 
attacks in the Central Highlands during the Tet Offensive. North Vietnam’s 
final offensive in 1975 began at Ban Me Thuot. South Vietnamese forces 
crumbled rapidly after they withdrew from the Central Highlands.

Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN). Formed in 1961 when the 
southern and central branches of the Lao Dong Party (Vietnam Workers) 
merged. The original purpose of COSVN was to direct the Viet Cong (VC) 
guerrillas in the South. Nguyen Chi Thanh, a northerner, assumed command 
of COSVN in 1964, and eventually it controlled both VC and People’s Army of 
Vietnam (PAVN) forces in South Vietnam. The headquarters was the target of 
a number of allied operations because U.S. strategists, who believed COSVN 
was located in Laos and later in Cambodia, thought that locating and destroying 
the headquarters would cripple the Communist war effort. Unlike the elaborate 
fixed U.S. and South Vietnamese headquarters, COSVN was more what the 
U.S. military would term a forward command post, consisting of a few senior 
commanders and key staff officers. The allies never succeeded in locating or 
destroying it.

Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff. By law, the senior officer of the U.S. armed 
services, who presides over the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Army General Earle G. 
Wheeler was the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff for most of the Vietnam 
War (1964–70).

Cholon. An ethnically Chinese area, Cholon was a section of metropolitan 
Saigon on the southwest side of the city. It was the scene of bitter fighting dur-
ing the 1968 Tet Offensive.

Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS). 
Agency established in 1967 to exercise control over the American pacification 
efforts, military and civilian, in South Vietnam. It was later renamed Civil 
Operations and Rural Development Support. The CORDS program deployed 
unified civil-military advisory teams in all of South Vietnam’s 250 districts and 
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44 provinces. The province senior adviser controlled the pacification activities 
in each province; about half the province senior advisers were military person-
nel, and half civilians. With the heavy casualties sustained by the Viet Cong 
during the 1968 Tet Offensive, the CORDS program achieved some success 
from 1969 to 1971 in spreading the influence and control of the Saigon govern-
ment over the countryside.

Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG). A CIA/Special Forces program 
that involved training indigenous mountain tribes to provide intelligence and 
interdict Communist infiltration into South Vietnam from Cambodia and 
Laos. The tribesmen received salaries, medical care, and development aid 
in exchange for fighting for the Saigon government. A CIDG camp at Lang 
Vei was overrun by North Vietnamese troops during the fighting at Khe Sanh 
in February 1968. In 1970, CIDG units were converted to South Vietnamese 
Ranger units.

Clifford, Clark M. (1906–98). A longtime adviser to Lyndon Johnson, Clark 
Clifford became secretary of defense in 1968 after the departure of Robert S. 
McNamara. When the military requested 206,000 additional troops after the 
Tet Offensive in 1968, Clifford, who had initially supported the war effort, 
advised the president to refuse the request, halt the bombing of North Vietnam, 
and de-escalate American participation in the war. After Johnson announced in 
March that he would not seek a second term, Clifford spent the last months of 
the president’s term laying the groundwork for U.S. withdrawal and what would 
become known as Vietnamization during the Nixon administration.

Combined Action Program (CAP). A program of the U.S. Marines in 
Vietnam whereby small Marine units were located in villages to help promote 
the security and pacification of the surrounding area. The Marines assigned 
to a village would live in the village and make it their base of operations for 
extended periods. The objective was for the Marine unit to provide security 
while getting to know the villagers, helping in civic and health projects, and 
teaching the villagers to protect themselves and their homes. When the battle 
for Khe Sanh began in 1968, a Marine combined action company located in 
Khe Sanh village became one of the early targets of the PAVN in the battle.

Con Thien. A village in Quang Tri province, just south of the demilitarized 
zone (DMZ), and the site of a U.S. Marine outpost that was attacked by People’s 
Army of Vietnam (PAVN) forces in September 1967. In this battle, which lasted 
almost a month, the PAVN bombarded the Marines nearly continuously, but 
the Marines, with the aid of U.S. air, naval, and artillery support, successfully 
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defended the base. This battle was part of the PAVN strategy to divert attention 
away from the South Vietnamese towns and cities as the Communists prepared 
to launch the Tet Offensive.

Corps Tactical Zone (CTZ). South Vietnam was divided for military com-
mand purposes into four tactical zones numbered from north to south. An 
ARVN corps commander was responsible for South Vietnamese operations in 
each corps tactical zone.

Cronkite, Walter L., Jr. (1916– ). A widely respected CBS Evening News 
anchor (1954–81), Cronkite was cautiously optimistic about the Vietnam War 
until the 1968 Tet Offensive, when, shocked by the discrepancy between the 
shock and intensity of the Tet Offensive and the U.S. military’s claims during 
the preceding months that the Communist forces were weakening, he trav-
eled to Vietnam to see for himself what was happening. Upon his return to 
the United States, he reported that the war was a “bloody stalemate” in which 
there was little likelihood that there would be a clear winner. He did not, as has 
sometimes been claimed, describe the Tet Offensive as a Communist military 
victory, but he left no doubt that he thought the administration’s war policies 
were not working. Sensing that Cronkite accurately reflected public opinion, 
President Lyndon Johnson reportedly remarked, “If I have lost Walter Cronkite, 
I have lost middle America.”

Dak To. A town located in the western Central Highlands near the Laotian 
and Cambodian borders. The area around Dak To was the scene of a series of 
bitter battles from October to November 1967, when North Vietnamese forces 
attacked elements of the U.S. 4th Infantry Division and 173rd Airborne Brigade. 
This action was part of the pre-Tet deception plan meant to draw American atten-
tion and resources away from South Vietnamese cities in the coastal lowlands.

Dalat. The capital of Tuyen Duc province in the Central Highlands, Dalat 
was the home of the South Vietnamese Military Academy, the Political Warfare 
College, and a university. Dalat was the site of a battle during the 1968 Tet 
Offensive.

Da Nang. South Vietnam’s second-largest city, located in Quang Nam 
Province in northern I Corps Tactical Zone, Da Nang included a major port 
and jet-capable airfield and was the headquarters for the South Vietnamese 
Army’s I Corps and its 3rd Division. The city was also the site of several major 
U.S. installations, including, in 1968, the headquarters of the III Marine 
Amphibious Force.
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dau tranh. Literally translated as “the struggle,” Dau tranh was the over-
arching Vietnamese Communist military and political strategy. Adopted in the 
1930s, it combined Marxist, Leninist, Maoist, and Vietnamese ideologies and 
doctrines. This strategy included not only political but also military measures 
working together toward the final goal, which was reunification of North and 
South Vietnam.

Demilitarized Zone (DMZ). A 6.25-mile (10 km)-wide buffer zone created 
by the 1954 Geneva Conference that became the de facto border between 
North Vietnam and South Vietnam. The DMZ ran five kilometers on either 
side of the Ben Hai River, generally along the 17th parallel. Although both sides 
agreed to withhold military forces from the zone, People’s Army of Vietnam 
(PAVN) and Viet Cong units often took refuge inside it from U.S. planes and 
artillery. In response, the United States constructed a series of fire support bases 
along Route 9 just south of the DMZ in 1966–67. The PAVN attacked across 
the DMZ during the 1972 Easter Offensive.

Dien Bien Phu. Site of a decisive battle between the Viet Minh and French 
forces during the First Indochina War. Located near the Laotian border, Dien 
Bien Phu was a French outpost manned by fifteen thousand troops. The 
French commanders hoped to draw the Viet Minh into a set-piece battle in 
which it was supposed that superior French firepower would destroy them. The 
French grossly underestimated their enemy. Viet Minh General Nguyen Giap 
entrenched artillery in the surrounding hills and massed five divisions totaling 
about sixty thousand troops around the French positions. The Viet Minh began 
shelling the French and ultimately overran the French garrison on May 7, 1954, 
after a two-month siege. The Viet Minh victory ended the eight-year Indochina 
War and brought about France’s withdrawal from Indochina in July 1954. Both 
the Johnson administration officials and the American news media drew strong 
parallels between Dien Bien Phu and the siege of Khe Sanh in 1968.

dust off. The evacuation of wounded soldiers by helicopter; also called 
“Medevac.” Helicopters would pick up the wounded troops on the battlefield 
and fly them to the nearest field hospital. Getting the injured to hospitals 
quickly meant that many men survived wounds that would have been fatal in 
previous wars.

Fire Support Base (FSB). A self-contained base that was established to pro-
vide artillery fire support to patrolling units operating within the range of the 
guns on the base. Hundreds of fire support bases were established throughout 
South Vietnam during the war.
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Free World Military Forces (FWMF). The designation of allied units 
deployed to Vietnam to support the South Vietnamese. These forces included 
troops from South Korea, Thailand, Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines, 
who took part in combat operations in South Vietnam.

friendly fire. Term used to describe combat deaths or wounds caused by the 
guns, bombs, or artillery of one’s own side in a war.

Grunt. Popular nickname for U.S. Army and Marine Corps ground combat 
forces in South Vietnam.

Hanoi. The administrative capital of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam 
(North Vietnam). Located in the Red River Delta, Hanoi experienced periodic 
bombing during the war with the United States. President Lyndon Johnson 
announced a halt to the bombing in the aftermath of the Tet Offensive, but 
Richard Nixon resumed the bombing after he assumed office as president.

Harriman, W. Averell (1891–1986). Diplomat who served as one of the “Wise 
Men” in 1968 and advised President Lyndon B. Johnson to de-escalate the war 
in Vietnam. The president subsequently named Harriman to head the U.S. 
delegation at the Paris peace talks when they began in May 1968. He urged 
compromise with the North Vietnamese, but Johnson rejected his proposal and 
replaced him in January 1969 with Henry Cabot Lodge.

Ho Chi Minh (1890–1969). Founder of the Vietnamese Communist Party 
(1930) and the first president of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (1945–69). 
Born Nguyen Tat Thanh, he was the father of the Vietnamese revolution and 
the most influential figure in modern Vietnam. After the 1954 defeat of the 
French, he played a key role in the formulation of policy in the DRV. He 
remained a major voice on diplomacy and strategy in the struggle for South 
Vietnam until the mid-1960s, when his role in decision making became largely 
ceremonial due to failing health. He died in September 1969.

Ho Chi Minh Trail. The People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) infiltration and 
supply route into South Vietnam by land though Laos and Cambodia. A net-
work of trails rather than a single path, the Ho Chi Minh Trail ran through the 
Truong Son mountain range along the border between Vietnam and Laos. By 
1967, an estimated twenty thousand PAVN troops moved into South Vietnam 
via the trail each month. The allies tried many times to stop the movement of 
soldiers and supplies down the trail, but were unable to do so. The PAVN troops 
who played a key role in the fighting during the 1968 Tet Offensive came down 
the trail from the north.
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Hue. South Vietnam’s third largest city, forty-five miles south of the demilita-
rized zone (DMZ) on the Perfume River in Thua Thien province. An old impe-
rial capital, considered Vietnam’s most beautiful city, Hue was the scene of 
widespread protests against President Diem in May 1963 and against President 
Ky in March 1966. During the 1968 Tet Offensive, the People’s Army of 
Vietnam and the Viet Cong captured the city and held it for twenty-five days. In 
the fight by U.S. Marines and South Vietnamese troops to retake Hue, much of 
the city was destroyed. After the battle, bodies were found in several mass graves; 
it was reported that the Communists had massacred them during the occupa-
tion of the city. By late 1969, nearly three thousand bodies had been exhumed, 
although there is a claim that some of these were killed by South Vietnamese 
teams seeking to eliminate suspected Communists and their sympathizers.

Humphrey, Hubert H. (1911–78). U.S. senator (1948–65) and vice president 
(1965–69). He was a strong advocate of the Vietnam War and President Lyndon 
B. Johnson’s policies. When Johnson announced in March 1968 that he would 
not run for reelection, Humphrey won the Democratic nomination. The nomi-
nating convention in Chicago proved a disaster for him when conflict broke 
out both inside and outside the convention hall. Humphrey repudiated some 
of Johnson’s war policies during the election campaign, but Richard Nixon nar-
rowly defeated him all the same. Humphrey was elected to the Senate again in 
1970 and served until his death in 1978.

Iron Triangle. The nickname for a Communist base area lying mostly in 
Binh Duong province, less than twenty miles northwest of Saigon. Its borders 
were approximately defined on the southwest by the Saigon River, on the east 
by the Thi Tinh River, and on the north by a line running from Ben Suc east to 
Ben Cat. Heavily forested and sparsely populated, the 125-square-mile area was 
laced with tunnels and fortifications. Operation Cedar Falls was launched by 
U.S. and South Vietnamese forces in January 1968 to destroy Viet Cong forces 
and facilities in and around the Iron Triangle, but the operation was only par-
tially successful, and Communist troops eventually reoccupied the area.

Johnson, Lyndon Baines (1908–73). President of the United States (1963–
69). Formerly a U.S. Representative (1937–48) and U.S. Senator (1949–61), 
Johnson became vice president and succeeded President John F. Kennedy 
when Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, Texas, on November 22, 1963. 
Believing he was following Kennedy’s intentions, the new president pledged 
not to “lose” South Vietnam. In August 1964, armed with the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution, Johnson began an escalation of the war that resulted in the arrival 
of more than 400,000 U.S. troops in South Vietnam by the end of 1967. He 
came under increasing criticism at home for his handling of the war. Stunned 
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by the scope and violence of the Tet Offensive, he announced on March 31, 
1968, that he would reduce the bombing of North Vietnam, that the United 
States was ready for peace talks, and that he would not run again for president. 
After defeating Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey in the 1968 presidential 
election, Republican Richard M. Nixon succeeded Johnson, who died in 1973 
at his home in Texas.

Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS). The highest military body in the United States. 
It consists of the Army chief of staff, the Air Force chief of staff, the comman-
dant of the Marine Corps, and the chief of naval operations, along with the 
chairman. During the Vietnam War, the JCS advised the president on the war, 
strongly endorsing the domino theory (which held that if one nation fell to 
Communists, adjacent nations would soon fall) and urging Johnson to escalate 
the war. Additionally, the chiefs were responsible for strategic planning and 
logistical and administrative matters for their respective services. They had no 
direct operational control over troops, but reported directly to the secretary of 
defense and issued orders in his name.

Joint General Staff (JGS). South Vietnam’s counterpart to the U.S. Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, which included the component commanders of the Republic 
of Vietnam Armed Forces: the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), the 
Republic of Vietnam Air Force (VNAF), and the Vietnamese Navy (VNN), 
which included the Vietnamese Marine Corps (VNMC). Unlike the JCS, the 
JGS had direct operational control over South Vietnam’s military forces.

Junction City, Operation. A large joint U.S.-South Vietnamese operation 
in the Iron Triangle area of Tay Ninh province February to May 1967. The 
purpose of the operation, which involved twenty-two battalions, about 25,000 
allied troops, was to find and destroy the Viet Cong (VC) Central Office for 
South Vietnam (COSVN). Although the operation achieved tactical success 
by destroying VC forces and capturing large amounts of war materiel, it failed 
to achieve any long-term strategic advantage. The operation, however, did con-
vince the Communists that their operating and supply bases were vulnerable to 
allied attack and they subsequently relocated many of these facilities across the 
border into Cambodia.

Kennedy, Robert F. (1925–68). U.S. attorney general (1961–64) and U.S. 
senator (1964–68). After the Tet Offensive of 1968, Kennedy entered the race for 
the democratic nomination for president and made the war the central issue of 
his campaign, advocating a negotiated solution. He was assassinated on June 5, 
1968, in Los Angeles after winning the California primary.
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Khe Sanh. A Marine Corps base in northwestern South Vietnam, about six 
miles from the Laotian border and about fourteen miles south of the demilita-
rized zone (DMZ). The area was first occupied by U.S. Special Forces troops 
in 1962. In the summer of 1966, General Westmoreland ordered the Marines to 
set up a base to counter infiltration by the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) 
into South Vietnam from Laos. The garrison was reinforced to regimental 
strength in the spring of 1967 and fought a series of battles for control of the 
strategic hills surrounding the base. By the end of 1967, U.S. intelligence 
indicated that elements of three PAVN divisions were in the Khe Sanh area. 
In January 1968, the garrison was further reinforced, raising the number of 
defenders to more than six thousand Marines and ARVN Rangers. The PAVN 
launched an attack on January 21, laying siege to the Marine base for the next 
seventy-seven days. The battle received much attention because of the paral-
lels between the situation and that at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. On April 15, in 
Operation Pegasus, a relief force under the 1st Cavalry Division broke through 
and lifted the siege. On July 5, the Marines abandoned the base. Khe Sanh was 
reoccupied in January 1971 and served as the base for the South Vietnamese 
incursion into Laos.

Kontum. The capital of Kontum Province, located in the northern portion 
of the Central Highlands in II Corps Tactical Zone, Kontum was one of the 
towns attacked prematurely by the Communist forces on January 30, 1968, to 
launch the Tet Offensive.

Korea, Republic of. South Korea first sent soldiers to Vietnam in 1965. By 
the end of the war, the Republic of Korea had sent large numbers of combat 
troops, a level second only to that of the United States. Korean troop deploy-
ment reached a high of fifty thousand in 1968. These troops were part of 
the Free World Military Forces, which also included forces from Thailand, 
Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines. The last Korean troops departed 
Vietnam in 1973.

LaHue, Foster C. (1917–66). Marine general who commanded Task Force 
X-Ray, responsible for control of U.S. Marines in the battle for Hue during the 
Tet Offensive in 1968.

Lang Vei. Site of a U.S. Special Forces camp near the border of South 
Vietnam and Laos, about nine miles southwest of Khe Sanh base. On February 
7, 1968, a North Vietnamese division equipped with Soviet-made tanks overran 
the camp, which was defended by some four hundred Montagnard tribesmen 
and twenty-four U.S. advisers. Almost three hundred of the Lang Vei garrison 
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were killed, wounded, or missing, including ten U.S. Special Forces soldiers 
killed and thirteen wounded.

Lao Dong Party. The Vietnamese Workers’ Party created in February 
1951, which became the leading political party in the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam (North Vietnam) and the guiding force in the struggle for reunification 
of North and South Vietnam. A separate Communist Party for South Vietnam 
was established in 1962, but this was a propaganda ploy; the Lao Dong Party 
remained in reality the Communist party for all Vietnam, North and South.

Le Duan (1908–86). Founding member of the Indochinese Communist 
Party and general secretary of the Lao Dong Party (1957–86). In 1968, Le Duan 
was instrumental in Hanoi’s decision to launch the general offensive. After the 
death of Ho Chi Minh in 1969, Le Duan emerged as one of the leading mem-
bers of the government of North Vietnam.

Le Duc Tho (1911–90). Influential member of the Lao Dong Party who 
became principal negotiator for the Democratic Republic of Vietnam at Paris 
when the peace talks opened on May 13, 1968. Ultimately, he would meet 
secretly with Henry Kissinger in clandestine negotiations that would result in 
the signing of the Paris Peace Accords in 1973.

Loc Ninh. South Vietnamese district town in Binh Long province, seventy 
miles north of Saigon along the Cambodian border. In one of the border battles 
preceding the Tet Offensive, Viet Cong forces attacked the U.S. outpost at Loc 
Ninh on October 29, 1967, and held it for a sort period of time. During intense 
fighting, U.S. forces recaptured the town, inflicting heavy casualties on the Viet 
Cong and driving them back.

Long Binh. Large U.S. military logistical and headquarters complex located 
just outside the city of Bien Hoa, about twenty miles north of Saigon. The 
base, housing more than forty thousand U.S. personnel at one point, contained 
several senior U.S. headquarters, hospitals, logistical units, several large ammu-
nition dumps, and the infamous Long Binh Jail, the military’s largest confine-
ment facility in South Vietnam. Long Binh was the target of a major Viet Cong 
attack during the 1968 Tet Offensive.

McCarthy, Eugene J. (1916–2005). U.S. Senator from Minnesota (1959–71), 
McCarthy ran for the Democratic nomination for president in 1968 on a peace 
platform, winning 42 percent of the vote in the New Hampshire primary, 
thus clearly demonstrating the political vulnerability of President Johnson, 
who subsequently announced that he would not seek another term. However, 
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McCarthy lost the nomination to Hubert H. Humphrey at the tumultuous 
Democratic National Convention. Humphrey was subsequently defeated the 
following November by Richard M. Nixon.

McNamara, Robert S. (1916– ). U.S. secretary of defense (1961–68). 
McNamara headed the Defense Department under presidents Kennedy and 
Johnson. He presided over the escalation of the war until 1967 when he pro-
posed limiting the bombing of the North, capping U.S. troop deployments, 
lowering political objectives, and shifting war-fighting responsibility back to the 
South Vietnamese. President Johnson was not pleased with these recommen-
dations and began to lose confidence in his secretary of defense. Increasingly 
at odds with the president, McNamara tendered his resignation and left the 
Pentagon in 1968 to become head of the World Bank. Clark Clifford replaced 
McNamara as secretary of defense.

McNamara Line. A proposed interdiction zone along the DMZ covered by 
air-laid mine and bombing attacks pinpointed by air-laid acoustic sensors. The 
objective of the line was to interdict the flow of personnel and supplies into 
South Vietnam from the north. Construction of the line began in April 1967, 
but the effort was abandoned in 1968 when the concept proved unpractical in 
terms of both resources required and potential effectiveness.

Mekong Delta. The lowland, marshy geographical area of southern South 
Vietnam formed by the Mekong River and its tributaries. A fertile region laced 
with canals and irrigation ditches, the Delta was the scene of much fighting 
during the 1968 Tet Offensive. The Communists had expected the people of the 
Delta to rise up against the Saigon government when the offensive began, but 
because the guerrilla-initiated fighting caused further disruption and suffering 
for the people, they did not rally to the Communists, and their support for the 
South Vietnamese government increased.

Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV). The senior U.S. military 
command for South Vietnam, established on February 8, 1962, with General Paul 
Harkins as its first commander. Harkins was succeeded by General William C. 
Westmoreland, who commanded MACV from June 1964 to July 1968. The head-
quarters was housed in several buildings in the city of Saigon until the summer 
of 1967, when it was moved to a large facility at Tan Son Nhut Air Base, on the 
northwest edge of the city, where it was attacked during the 1968 Tet Offensive.

Mobile Riverine Force (MRF). A U.S. Army-Navy task force involving the 
2nd Brigade of the 9th Infantry Division and the Navy’s Task Force 117, which 
operated in the Mekong Delta. The Navy provided a wide variety of specialized 
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vessels such as gunboats, armored troop carriers, and barracks ships. Combining 
these vessels with the brigade of Army troops and its associated artillery and 
other support units resulted in the formation of a floating task force that had the 
capability to move afloat for up to 150 miles in twenty-four hours and launch 
combat operations within thirty minutes of anchoring. The MRF played a 
significant role in turning back the Communist attacks in the Delta during the 
Tet Offensive and was later awarded a Presidential Unit Citation for its perfor-
mance during that fighting.

Montagnard. Name meaning “mountain people” given by the French to 
thirty-three tribes, estimated at 800,000 to 1,000,000 people, living primarily in 
the Central Highlands. During the 1960s, the Montagnards made up much of 
the Civilian Irregular Defense Groups (CIDG), organized by the CIA and the 
U.S. Special Forces to interdict Communist infiltration into South Vietnam. On 
February 7, 1968, North Vietnamese troops overran four hundred Montagnard 
tribesmen and their Special Forces advisers at Lang Vei, near Khe Sanh.

My Lai Incident. A massacre of South Vietnamese civilians by a rifle 
company from the Americal Division on March 16, 1968. A platoon led by 
Lieutenant William L. Calley Jr. rounded up civilians in the hamlet of My Lai 
in Son My village, Quang Ngai province, in I Corps. The American soldiers 
then gunned down approximately three hundred and fifty women, children, 
and old men, whom they had herded into a ditch. Throughout the day, Calley’s 
platoon and other members of C Company, 1st Battalion, 20th Infantry, under 
the command of Captain Ernest L. Medina, committed murder, rape, and 
other atrocities. The chain of command at the time did not investigate these 
atrocities, but the Army ordered an inquiry after the crimes were brought to 
light by former infantryman Ron Ridenhour on March 29, 1969. A formal 
board of inquiry was convened, headed by Lieutenant General William R. 
Peers. Eventually, court-martial charges were prepared against twelve officers 
for dereliction of duty. Thirteen officers and enlisted men were charged with 
war crimes. Only Lieutenant Calley was found guilty, specifically for the mur-
der of twenty-two unarmed civilians, and sentenced to life imprisonment. A 
cry went up that Calley had been railroaded and that he was a scapegoat. The 
Court of Military Appeals upheld the conviction, but the Secretary of the Army 
eventually reduced Calley’s sentence to ten years. On March 19, 1974, President 
Richard Nixon paroled him.

National Liberation Front (NLF). The political organization of the 
Communist-dominated insurgent movement in South Vietnam, created on 
December 31, 1960. It was originally formed as a broad national front organi-
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zation to overthrow the government of Ngo Dinh Diem. The NLF originally 
claimed that it was a popular front aimed at liberating South Vietnam and not 
dominated by the Communists. The military arm of the NLF was the People’s 
Liberation Armed Forces, popularly known as the Viet Cong to its enemies. 
The National Liberation Front was superseded by the Provisional Revolutionary 
Government in 1969. After the war, the North Vietnamese freely admitted that 
the NLF was their own creation, totally controlled and directed from Hanoi.

New Zealand. In 1965, New Zealand, which the year before had sent a 
small contingent of medical personnel and engineers to Vietnam, replaced 
the original contingent with combat troops, who worked with the Australian 
Task Force in Phuoc Tuy province. These troops were part of the Free World 
Military Forces, which also included troops from South Korea, Thailand, and 
the Philippines. New Zealand began to withdraw its troops in 1970, and most of 
its combat troops had departed Vietnam by 1971.

Ngo Quang Truong (1929– ). South Vietnamese general who commanded 
the South Vietnamese Army’s (ARVN) 1st Division in Hue during the 1968 Tet 
Offensive. Widely regarded as one of the most competent commanders in the 
ARVN, Truong led his troops in the bitter fighting to retake the Citadel. In May 
1972, he was sent to replace General Hoang Xuan Lam as commander of ARVN 
I Corps. Under his leadership, the South Vietnamese retook Quang Tri, which 
North Vietnamese forces had captured during the Eastertide Offensive.

Nguyen Cao Ky (1930– ). Prime minister (1965–67) and vice president (1967–
71) of the Republic of Vietnam. Relations between Ky and President Nguyen 
Van Thieu deteriorated after the 1968 Tet Offensive, and he retired from politics 
in 1971, declining to run as an opposition candidate against Thieu.

Nguyen Chi Thanh (1914–67). People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) general; 
commander of operations in South Vietnam (1965–67). In 1967, he advocated a 
quick victory using conventional tactics and played a major role in the decision 
to launch the Tet Offensive in 1968. He died in July 1967 as the campaign was 
being planned, but the offensive was launched anyway under the direction of 
General Vo Nguyen Giap.

Nguyen Ngoc Loan (1932–98). Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) 
general and chief of South Vietnam’s national police. During the 1968 Tet 
Offensive, he summarily executed a Viet Cong (VC) suspect on the streets of 
Saigon. Eddie Adams of the Associated Press photographed the act; his photo-
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graph was widely circulated in the United States and became a symbol of the 
violence and brutality of the war.

Nguyen Van Thieu (1923–2001). President of the Republic of Vietnam 
(1967–75). After the Tet Offensive of 1968, he took steps to increase the size 
and capability of South Vietnam’s armed forces. With the election of Richard 
Nixon as president, Thieu became increasingly concerned as U.S. forces were 
gradually withdrawn from Vietnam. His forces, with the aid of U.S. airpower, 
defeated the 1972 North Vietnamese Easter Offensive, but he was coerced 
by Nixon to accede to the Paris Peace Accords. The fighting continued after 
the cease-fire and with Nixon’s resignation, the U.S. Congress drastically cut 
military aid to South Vietnam. When the communists launched a new general 
offensive in 1975, Thieu’s forces collapsed in fifty-five days.

Niagara, Operation. Code name for the 18 January–31 March 1968 bombing 
of People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN) forces besieging the U.S. Marine base at 
Khe Sanh. After the first phase, which included reconnaissance flights to pin-
point enemy forces, some 24,000 tactical fighter-bomber sorties and some 2,700 
B-52 strategic bomber sorties were flown, averaging more than three hundred 
strikes per day. The PAVN divisions were decimated by more than 110,000 tons 
of bombs dropped from Navy, Marine, and Air Force aircraft. This airpower 
played a major role in the successful defense of Khe Sanh.

Nixon, Richard M. (1913–94). President of the United States (1969–74). 
Nixon defeated Hubert H. Humphrey in the 1968 presidential election, partly 
by promising to achieve “peace with honor” in Vietnam. After his inaugura-
tion, Nixon ordered the gradual reduction of U.S. ground troops and pressed 
forward with Vietnamization, a policy initiated by the Johnson administration 
to begin turning the war over to the South Vietnamese. At the same time, he 
stepped up the air war and ordered U.S. troops into Cambodia in 1970. When 
the North Vietnamese launched a full-scale offensive on Good Friday in 1972, 
he responded with massive airpower, including intensive bombing of North 
Vietnam. By October 1972, the offensive had been blunted, and secret negotia-
tions in Paris had produced a settlement to end the war. President Thieu of 
South Vietnam balked at the terms, and the North Vietnamese walked out of 
the negotiations. Nixon responded by bombing North Vietnam with B-52s and 
other aircraft for twelve days. The North Vietnamese returned to the negotia-
tions; the South Vietnamese, at Nixon’s urging, dropped their objections; and 
the Paris Peace Accords were signed on January 27, 1973. While all this took 
place, White House officials created a special unit to plug leaks of government 
documents. This unit played an important role in the subsequent Watergate 
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scandal, which led to Nixon’s resignation in August 1974. With Nixon, who had 
promised continued support to the South Vietnamese, out of office, Congress 
slashed military aid to Saigon. The fighting continued for two more years until 
the South Vietnamese, abandoned by its American allies, succumbed to the 
North Vietnamese on April 30, 1975.

North Vietnamese Army (NVA). See People’s Army of Vietnam.

Ontos. A lightly armored tracked vehicle armed with six 106mm recoilless 
rifles, originally designed as a tank killer. The Marines used the Ontos very 
effectively in Hue in 1968 to support their infantry troops in house-to-house 
fighting.

pacification. Unofficial term given to various programs of the South 
Vietnamese and U.S. governments designed to spread the influence of the 
Saigon government, destroy enemy influence in the villages, and establish or 
reestablish local government responsive to the needs of the people. The pacifi-
cation effort was damaged by the heavy fighting during the 1968 Tet Offensive. 
The ferocity of the offensive convinced the South Vietnamese government that 
pacification needed to be made a top priority. The increased resources, coupled 
with the weakness of the Viet Cong military forces following the heavy fighting 
of 1968, led to some success between 1969 and 1971, during which the govern-
ment spread its influence and control over the countryside.

Pegasus, Operation. Code name for the operation of April 1–15, 1968, in 
which a combined U.S. Army-Marine and South Vietnamese task force, under 
the 1st Cavalry Division, broke through PAVN lines and lifted the siege of Khe 
Sanh.

Pentagon Papers. A 7,000-page set of documents chronicling U.S. actions in 
Vietnam from 1945 to 1968 written between 1967 and 1969 at the instruction of 
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. The documents were secretly copied 
at the Pentagon by Daniel Ellsberg, a former Marine officer and researcher at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Center for International Studies 
who had been working on the project. In February 1971, he turned them over to 
the New York Times, which began to publish them in June 1971. The last section 
of the papers deals with the Tet Offensive.

People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN). More popularly known during the war 
as the North Vietnamese Army (NVA), the PAVN was made up of a main force 
of regular troops, a regional force of full-time troops responsible for territorial 
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security and support of the main force, and a self-defense force of part-time 
militia in the villages. In 1964, PAVN regular-force units began to move down 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail to enter the fighting in South Vietnam. The PAVN 
played a major role in the 1968 Tet Offensive by drawing U.S. forces out of the 
lowlands and populated areas with diversionary attacks at Khe Sanh and other 
points along the borders with Laos and Cambodia. The PAVN also played 
the key role in the capture of Hue during the offensive. After the heavy Viet 
Cong losses in the Tet Offensive, the war in the South was fought primarily 
by PAVN regulars.

People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF). See Viet Cong.

Philippines, Republic of the. The Philippines sent two thousand engineer 
troops to South Vietnam in 1966. These troops were part of the Free World 
Military Forces, which also included soldiers from South Korea, Thailand, 
Australia, and New Zealand.

Pleiku. The provincial capital of Pleiku Province in the Central Highlands, 
Pleiku was the site of the South Vietnamese Army’s II Corps headquarters. 
During the Tet Offensive, the South Vietnamese and American forces in Pleiku 
were forewarned when troops from the U.S. 4th Infantry Division captured 
“Urgent Combat Order Number One,” which set forth the enemy’s plans for 
the attack on the province capital. Alerted by this document, the allied forces 
in Pleiku were prepared when the attack came on January 30, 1968.

Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF). The armed forces of South 
Vietnam, comprising the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), the 
Republic of Vietnam Air Force (VNAF), and the Vietnamese Navy (VNN), 
which included the Vietnamese Marine Corps (VNMC).

Resolution 13. This resolution, passed by the Central Committee of the Lao 
Dong Party’s Thirteenth Plenum in Hanoi in April 1967, called for a “sponta-
neous uprising [in the South] in order to win a decisive victory in the shortest 
possible time.” This resolution effectively changed the protracted war approach 
and led eventually to the decision to launch the Tet Offensive in 1968.

Resolution 14. This resolution passed by the North Vietnamese Lao Dong 
Party’s Central Committee on October 25, 1967, ordering a “general offensive–
general uprising” (Tong Cong Kich–Tong Khoi Nghia). This order launched 
preparations for the 1968 Tet Offensive.
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Rolling Thunder. Code name for President Lyndon Johnson’s bombing 
campaign against North Vietnam from March 2, 1965, to October 31, 1968 
(interrupted by occasional bombing halts). The campaign was designed to 
induce North Vietnam to come to the negotiating table while also attempting 
to interdict Communist supply lines to their troops in South Vietnam. The 
campaign was largely ineffective and resulted in the loss of 922 aircraft to enemy 
action. Johnson halted it in 1969 in the aftermath of the Tet Offensive.

Rusk, Dean (1909–94). U.S. secretary of state (1961–69). As a leading foreign 
policy adviser to presidents Kennedy and Johnson, Rusk fully supported and 
helped implement Kennedy’s and then Johnson’s decisions to escalate the U.S. 
commitment in Vietnam.

Saigon. The capital city of South Vietnam, Saigon had a wartime popu-
lation of over two million. Saigon and adjoining urban areas were in what 
was called the Capital Military Region, Gia Dinh Province. It was the seat 
of the South Vietnamese government and the headquarters of U.S. Military 
Assistance Command, Vietnam. Saigon was the scene of extensive fighting 
during the 1968 Tet Offensive. After it fell to the Communists on April 30, 1975, 
Saigon was renamed Ho Chi Minh City.

San Antonio Formula. An August 1967 U.S. offer to stop bombing North 
Vietnam if Hanoi agreed to enter productive peace negotiations immediately 
and not take advantage of the cessation. President Lyndon B. Johnson publicly 
announced the offer in San Antonio, Texas, on September 29, but the North 
Vietnamese rejected it as they secretly made preparations to launch the 1968 
Tet Offensive.

sappers. Viet Cong and North Vietnamese commandos who were adept at 
penetrating allied defenses. Sappers usually led Communist attacks by breach-
ing defenses with satchel charges and other weapons.

Sharp, U.S. Grant (1906–2001). Commander in Chief of the U.S. Pacific 
Command (1964–68). As CINCPAC, Admiral Sharp oversaw the U.S. buildup 
in Vietnam and was in command of all Pacific forces during the 1968 Tet 
Offensive.

Song Be. The capital of Phuoc Long province, Song Be lies about fifty miles 
north of Saigon, near the Cambodian border. On October 27, 1967, North 
Vietnamese and Viet Cong troops attacked a South Vietnamese outpost in 
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Song Be as part of the diversionary effort to draw allied forces away from South 
Vietnamese cities before the Communists launched the 1968 Tet Offensive.

Special Forces (SF). Popularly known as the Green Berets, the U.S. Special 
Forces were organized in 1952 to wage guerrilla war and organize resistance 
behind enemy lines. Beginning in 1963, they took over a CIA operation that 
organized Civilian Irregular Defense Groups (CIDGs) among the Montagnard 
tribesmen of the Central Highlands to conduct interdiction missions and long-
range reconnaissance against the Communists in Laos. An SF CIDG camp at 
Lang Vei was overrun by North Vietnamese troops on February 7, 1968, during 
the intense fighting around Khe Sanh.

Tan Son Nhut. Large airport on the outskirts of Saigon. It served as head-
quarters for MACV and included a huge allied airbase. Tan Son Nhut was the 
scene of intense fighting during the 1968 Tet Offensive.

Tet. The Vietnamese New Year, the most important holiday of the year. 
Tet is celebrated in Vietnam during the first week of the first month of the 
lunar calendar, falling between January 19 and February 20. The holiday is 
marked by feasting, setting off fireworks, decorating homes, spending time 
with family, and paying reverence to ancestors. During the Vietnam War, 
there was normally a cease-fire at Tet, but in 1968, the Communists violated 
the truce and launched a massive offensive against South Vietnamese cities 
and towns. The scope of the offensive stunned both the White House and the 
American public and played a major role in the president’s decision not to 
run for reelection.

Thailand. Thailand was the first Asian country to send troops to Vietnam in 
1964. By 1967, there were 11,000 Thai combat troops in Vietnam and at the peak 
of Thai participation the number reached 16,500. Thai troops conducted com-
bat operations from a base near Long Thanh in III Corps Tactical Zone. The 
Thai soldiers were part of the Free World Military Forces, which also included 
forces from South Korea, Australia, New Zealand, and the Philippines.

Tran Van Tra (1918–96). Military leader of the National Liberation Front 
and general in the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN). As chairman of the 
Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN), he coordinated the war in the 
south, including the attack during the 1968 Tet Offensive. He also played a criti-
cal role in the 1972 PAVN invasion and the final offensive in 1975 that resulted 
in the fall of South Vietnam.
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Truong Chinh (1907–88). President of the National Assembly of the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (1960–76) who counseled against launching 
the Tet Offensive. He wanted Hanoi to focus on the socialist reconstruction of 
the North, while Le Duan and his faction advocated new measures to win the 
war in the South. Le Duan won the argument, and the offensive was launched 
in January 1968.

Viet Cong (VC). South Vietnamese slang (a contraction of Viet Nam Cong 
San, meaning “Vietnamese Communist”) for the guerrilla movement in South 
Vietnam supported by North Vietnam; known officially as the People’s Liberation 
Armed Forces (PLAF). Formerly established in early 1961, the PLAF was the 
military arm of the National Liberation Front and consisted of regular forces, 
full-time guerrillas, and self-defense militia. The PLAF assumed the primary 
role in the 1968 Tet Offensive and suffered more than 40,000 casualties; it subse-
quently declined as a major factor on the battlefield for the remainder of the war, 
although it remained strong in several areas, including the Mekong Delta.

Viet Minh. Contraction of Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi (League for 
the Independence of Vietnam) founded by Ho Chi Minh in 1941; it provided 
the leadership and troops in the struggle against Japanese and French rule 
in Vietnam. Viet Minh forces under General Vo Nguyen Giap defeated the 
French forces at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, which led to the French departure 
from Indochina.

Vietnamization. Term coined to describe the effort to build up the South 
Vietnamese armed forces and gradually turn over the war as U.S. forces were 
withdrawn. Although Vietnamization became the focus of U.S. efforts in 
Vietnam under President Richard Nixon, the initial steps in the process were 
taken in the last months of the Johnson administration in the aftermath of the 
1968 Tet Offensive.

Vo Nguyen Giap (1911– ). General and commander of People’s Army of 
Vietnam (1946–72); North Vietnamese minister of defense (1946–80). Giap was 
the architect of the Viet Minh victory over the French at Dien Bien Phu. As 
a major land war erupted in the 1960s, Giap advocated guerrilla warfare and 
the advancement of a Communist political base in the South. In 1967, though 
disagreeing with the timing of a general offensive, he designed and directed the 
Tet Offensive in 1968. Although the Communists sustained a tactical defeat and 
suffered horrendous casualties, in the end they achieved a great psychological 
victory that led to a protracted U.S. withdrawal. Giap planned the 1972 Easter 



186  The Tet Offensive A to Z

Offensive, which failed, and he was eased from power in 1973 in favor of his 
protégé, PAVN Chief of Staff Senior General Van Tien Dung, who planned 
and commanded the final PAVN offensive that conquered South Vietnam in 
1975. In 1980, Dung formally replaced Giap as Minister of Defense.

War Zones C and D. Communist base areas located to the north of Saigon 
in III Corps Tactical Zone. War Zone C was bordered on the west by Cambodia 
and included the northern half of Tay Ninh Province, the western half of Binh 
Long Province, and the northwestern Quarter of Binh Duong Province. War 
Zone D was located to the east of War Zone C and included the northwestern 
portion of Binh Duong Province, a northeastern portion of Bien Hoa Province, 
and the northern portion of Long Khanh Province. War Zone C was the site 
of one of the largest allied search-and-destroy missions of the war, Operation 
Junction City, in 1967.

Westmoreland, William C. (1914–2005). Commander of U.S. Military Assistance 
Command, Vietnam (1964–68). From 1965 to 1967, Westmoreland was instrumen-
tal in raising the level of U.S. forces in South Vietnam and developing the strategy 
of attrition for the ground war. During the 1968 Tet Offensive, Westmoreland’s 
forces, though initially taken by surprise by the scope of the offensive, reacted 
quickly and decisively defeated the attackers. After the offensive was contained,  
he requested an additional 206,000 troops, which was rejected by President 
Johnson. Westmoreland was subsequently recalled and made Army chief of staff 
until he retired in 1972. He died at his home in South Carolina in July 2005.

Weyand, Frederick C. (1916– ). U.S. Army general who played a key role in 
turning back the Communists attackers in the fighting in and around Saigon 
during the 1968 Tet Offensive. Before the offensive, Weyand, then commander 
of II Field Force, suspecting that the Communists were preparing to launch 
a major attack on Saigon, repositioned his forces closer to the capital city. 
When the Viet Cong attacked, his forces were able to react quickly and saved 
Saigon. He replaced General Creighton Abrams as commander of the Military 
Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) in 1972 and supervised the final with-
drawal of U.S. forces.

Wheeler, Earle G. (1908–75). U.S. Army chief of staff (1962–64) and chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (1964–70). As a key advisor to both presidents 
Kennedy and Johnson, Wheeler presided over the escalation of the U.S. troop 
commitment in Vietnam. He advocated the full use of U.S. power against 
North Vietnam. After the Tet Offensive, Wheeler advised Johnson to call up 
the reserves and send 206,000 additional troops to Vietnam. Johnson declined 
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the recommendation and began de-escalating the U.S. effort. Wheeler retired 
in 1970 and died five years later.

“Wise Men.” Nickname given to a group of elder statesmen who met peri-
odically from 1965 to 1968 to advise President Lyndon Johnson. They first met 
in July 1965 and endorsed Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s proposal 
for escalating the war. In a meeting in November 1967, most of them continued 
to back Johnson’s Vietnam policies. However, in a meeting held in March 1968 
after the Tet Offensive, the Wise Men, stunned by the scope of the offensive, 
advised the president to begin disengaging from Vietnam. This change of opin-
ion had a profound effect on Johnson and influenced his decision not to run 
for reelection.
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PRESIDENT JOHNSON’S “SAN ANTONIO FORMULA” 
SPEECH OF SEPTEMBER 29, 1967

This evening I came here to speak to you about Vietnam. . . .
Doubt and debate are enlarged because the problems of Vietnam are quite 

complex. They are a mixture of political turmoil—of poverty—of religious and 
factional strife—of ancient servitude and modern longing for freedom. Vietnam 
is all of those things.

Vietnam is also the scene of a powerful aggression that is spurred by an 
appetite for conquest. . . .

I want to turn now to the struggle in Vietnam itself.
There are questions about this difficult war that must trouble every really 

thoughtful person. . . .
First, are the Vietnamese—with our help, and that of their other allies—

really making any progress? Is there a forward movement? The reports I see 
make it clear that there is. Certainly there is a positive movement toward consti-
tutional government. Thus far the Vietnamese have met the political schedule 
that they laid down in January 1966.

The people wanted an elected, responsive government. They wanted it 
strongly enough to brave a vicious campaign of Communist terror and assassina-
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tion to vote for it. It has been said that they killed more civilians in four weeks 
trying to keep them from voting before the election than our American bombers 
have killed in the big cities of North Vietnam in bombing military targets.

On November 1, subject to the action, of course, of the Constituent 
Assembly, an elected government will be inaugurated and an elected Senate 
and Legislature will be installed. . . .

There is progress in the war itself, steady progress considering the war that 
we are fighting; rather dramatic progress considering the situation that actu-
ally prevailed when we sent our troops there in 1965; when we intervened to 
prevent the dismemberment of the country by the Vietcong and the North 
Vietnamese.

The campaigns of the last year drove the enemy from many of their major 
interior bases. The military victory almost within Hanoi’s grasp in 1965 has now 
been denied them. The grip of the Vietcong on the people is broken.

Since our commitment of major forces in July 1965, the proportion of the 
population living under Communist control has been reduced to well under 
20 percent. Tonight the secure proportion of the population has grown from 
about 45 percent to 65 percent—and in the contested areas, the tide continues 
to run with us.

But the struggle remains hard. The South Vietnamese have suffered 
severely, as have we—particularly in the First Corps area in the north, where 
the enemy has mounted his heaviest attacks, and where his lines of communi-
cation to North Vietnam are shortest. Our casualties in the war have reached 
about 13,500 killed in action, and about 85,000 wounded. Of those 85,000 
wounded, we thank God that 79,000 of the 85,000 have been returned, or will 
return to duty shortly. Thanks to our great American medical science and the 
helicopter. . . .

As we have told Hanoi time and time and time again, the heart of the matter 
is really this: The Unite States is willing to stop all aerial and naval bombard-
ment of North Vietnam when this will lead promptly to productive discussions. 
We, of course, assume that while discussions proceed, North Vietnam would 
not take advantage of the bombing cessation or limitation.

But Hanoi has not accepted any of these proposals. . . .
Why, in the face of military and political progress in the South, and the bur-

den of our bombing in the North, do they insist and persist with the war?
From many sources the answer is the same. They still hope that the people 

of the United States will not see this struggle through to the very end. As one 
Western diplomat reported to me only this week—he had just been in Hanoi—
“They believe their staying power is greater than outs and that they can’t lose.” 
A visitor from a Communist capital had this to say: “They expect the war to be 
long, and that the Americans in the end will be defeated by a breakdown in 
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morale, fatigue, and psychological factors.” The Premier of North Vietnam said 
as far back as 1962. “Americans do not like long, inconclusive war. . . . Thus we 
are sure to win in the end.”

Are the North Vietnamese right about us?
I think not. No. I think they are wrong. . . .

source: Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1967 
(Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1970), 876–881.

DIRECTIVE ON FORTHCOMING OFFENSIVE  
AND UPRISINGS

Provincial Party Standing Committee, 1 November 1967

Local communist cadres received this directive explaining the goals and strategy 
for the offensive, the plan for the beginning of the general uprising, and the 
strategy for success. These instructions were sent to the local cadres.

1. Following is information on the new situation. Out troops are continuously 
attacking the enemy everywhere, especially in the district seats and province 
capitals. We have started a partial uprising in the city. Several province capitals 
and district seats have changed hands three or four times. The enemy troops in 
several districts and provinces have been confused and disorganized.

In the rural, delta and mountain areas, an uprising movement to gain full 
control of the rural areas has started. The rural people, together with town 
people, are rising up to fight the U.S., overthrow the puppet government, and 
seize power. In the face of this situation, the enemy has shifted to the defensive 
and has been thrown into utmost confusion. A new era, a real revolutionary 
period, an offensive and uprising period has begun. The victorious day of the 
people and the trying hours are coming. This is the encouraging factor of the 
situation. This is what the entire party, entire army, and entire population have 
been expecting. The people often say: “It is wise to carry through to the end, no 
matter what the cost in lives and money may be.” Now it is time to apply this 
motto to complete our work as soon as possible without delay. . . .

Upon receipt of this letter, you are required to formulate a plan to prepare 
the minds of the Party, Group, agencies, and the people by convening a Party 
Branch meeting (one night) to:

Report the new situation in towns and rural areas. The time is now more 
favorable [for an offensive] than ever before. This is to notify you that an 
offensive and uprising will take place in the very near future and we will 
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mount stronger attacks on towns and cities, in coordination with the wide-
spread movement in the rural areas. The enemy will be thrown into utmost 
confusion. No matter how violently the enemy may react, he cannot avoid 
collapse. This is not only a golden opportunity to liberate hamlets and villages 
but also an opportunity to liberate district seats, province capitals, and South 
Viet-Nam as a whole.

Our victory is close at hand. The conditions are ripe. Our Party has care-
fully judged the situation. We must act and act fast. This is an opportunity to 
fulfill the aspirations of the entire people, of cadre, of each comrade and of 
our families. We have long suffered hardships, death, and pain. We are look-
ing for an opportunity to avenge evil done our families, to pay our debt to the 
Fatherland, to display our loyalty to the country, affection for the people and 
love for our families. We cannot afford to miss this rare opportunity. All Party 
members and cadre must be willing to sacrifice their lives for the survival of 
the Fatherland.

The opportunity is like an attack on an enemy post in which we have 
reached the last fence and the enemy puts up a fierce resistance. We only need 
to make a swift assault to secure the target and gain total victory.

If we are hesitant and fearful of hardships and misery, we will suffer heavy 
losses, fail to accomplish the mission and feel guilty for failing our nation, our 
people, our families, and our comrades who have already sacrificed themselves. 
It is time for us to take the initiative in penetrating into enemy bases in prov-
inces, districts, and villages, attacking him five or ten times more violently to 
score brilliant achievements.

Make all comrades realize that the purpose of the revolutionary activities 
conducted for many years is mainly to support this phase, in this decisive hour. 
Even though we make sacrifices, we will gain glorious victory, not only for the 
people, but also for our Fatherland and families. If we adopt a hesitant attitude, 
we will not only belittle the value of human beings but also lower the prestige of 
revolutionary party members. This means we will lose self-respect and we will 
not be worthy of enjoying the rights of man.

As Party members, we should not think and act in an inferior manner. For 
this reason all comrades must get together and speak their minds in order to 
become better acquainted and to transform the whole Party Branch into a 
determined-to-die unit. All comrades must write a heart-felt letter expressing 
their decision to the Central Party Committee, to Chairman Ho as well as to 
the Province Party Committee. . . .

3. How will the uprising be conducted?
There are two fundamental steps:
First, annihilate the enemy’s political power. It is fundamental that we 

capture all tyrants from the village and hamlet administrative machinery and 
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a number of spies. If we are not successful in this area the uprising will not be 
able to take place.

Second, organize our political power, specifically our district, village, and 
hamlet administrative machinery.

To conduct an uprising, you must have a roster of all the tyrants and spies 
and be familiar with the way they live and where they live. Then use suicide 
cells to annihilate them by any means. The following tasks should also be 
achieved on the same night:

Conduct meetings and give information of the current situation (about 10 
to 15 minutes). Make use of the populace immediately in sabotage and support 
activities and in raid operations against the spies. The masses should be encour-
aged to go on strike. Dig trenches and make spikes all night long, and contrib-
ute to the transformation of the terrain. All people in each family, regardless of 
their ages, should be encouraged to take part. This is the best way of motivating 
the populace and of elevating their pride. We must alter the terrain features at 
night to secure positions to oppress and strike the enemy in the morning. The 
cadre, together with the population, will be required to swear that they will 
stay close to their rice fields, defend their villages, and do their utmost to wrest 
back control of the entire area, including district seats and towns. A number of 
old men, women and children should be made available the following morn-
ing and ordered to report to enemy district seats or post to inform them [GVN 
officials] that their [the demonstrators’] village has been occupied by the revolu-
tionary army and that the personnel of the [village] administrative committee as 
well as their [own] husbands and children have been captured. This demonstra-
tion will be aimed at preventing the enemy from battering their village. Young 
men and healthy farmers will be retained for use in defense work construction, 
altering terrain, guard duty, and combat. This is done to restrict escapees and 
limit our casualties. Place emphasis on encouraging enemy soldiers’ depen-
dents to struggle for the return of their husbands and children. Make appeals to 
enemy personnel from the Popular, Regional, and Special forces to surrender. 
Once the task is achieved, make use of a number of agents under legal cover to 
organize insurrection committees in white [GVN-controlled] hamlets and vil-
lages. At the same time, transfer the determined-to-die cells to the next hamlet 
or village to push the revolutionary movement forward quickly, observing the 
same principles applied recently in Tuy Phuoc and other areas of the province. 
Women and children must be recruited immediately to serve in the self-defense 
corps and guerrilla force.

A number of loyal farmers, youths, and women will be selected for 
indoctrination. Upon termination of the course, and after the students have 
been acquainted with the regulations, an official selection of members for 
organization and recruitment of personnel for hamlets will take place. This 
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will facilitate the organization of people’s cells, such as those for the youths, 
farmers, and women.

Instructions on carrying out such policies as that for land will be dissemi-
nated in the future. If all Party Branches, hamlets, and villages display a strong 
determination and unanimously carry out the aforementioned tasks, we will 
surely create various levels of supremacy and will continue to brighten our 
supremacy. . . .

source: “Directive from Province Party Standing Committee to District and Local 
Party Organs on Forthcoming Offensive and Uprisings, 1 November 1967,” Vietnam 
Archive (Larry Berman Collection), Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas

CAPABILITIES OF THE VIETNAMESE COMMUNISTS 
FOR FIGHTING IN SOUTH VIETNAM,  

NOVEMBER 13, 1967 (EXTRACT)

Conclusions

A.  During the past year, Hanoi’s direct control and share of the burden of the 
war in South Vietnam has grown substantially. This trend will continue.

B.  Manpower is a major problem confronting the Communists. Losses have 
been increasing and recruitment in South Vietnam is becoming more dif-
ficult. Despite heavy infiltration from North Vietnam, the strength of the 
Communist military forces and political organizations in South Vietnam 
declined in the last year.

C.  The major portion of this decline has probably been felt at the lower levels, 
reflecting a deliberate policy of sacrificing these levels to maintain the struc-
ture of political cadres and the strength of the Regular military forces. In 
particular the guerrillas, now estimated to total some 70,000—90,000, have 
suffered a substantial reduction since the estimated peak of about early 1966. 
Regular force strength, no estimated at 118,000, has declined slightly, but 
Viet Cong (VC) units are increasingly dependent upon North Vietnamese 
replacements.

D.  Given current Communist strategy, and levels of operations, a major effort 
will be necessary if the Regular forces and the guerrillas are to be main-
tained at or near present levels. To do so will require both a level of infiltra-
tion much higher than that observed in 1967 and intensive VC recruitment 
as well. Considering all the relevant factors, however, we believe there is a 
fairly good chance that the overall strength and effectiveness of the military 
forces and the political infrastructure will continue to decline.
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E.  The Communist leadership is already having problems in maintaining 
morale and quality. These problems have not yet impaired overall military 
effectiveness, but they are likely to become more difficult.

F.  Difficulties in internal distribution will continue to cause local shortages 
and interfere with Communist operations from time to time. But we believe 
that the Communists will be able to continue to meet at least their essential 
supply requirements for the level of forces and activities in South Vietnam 
described in this estimate.

G.  Communist strategy is to sustain a protracted war of attrition and to persuade 
the US that it must pull out or settle on Hanoi’s terms. Our judgment is that 
the Communists still retain adequate capabilities to support this strategy for 
at least another year. Whether or not Hanoi does in fact persist with this strat-
egy depends not only on its capabilities to do so, but on a number of political 
and international considerations not treated in this estimate.

source: Document declassified by the CIA, December 1, 1975; Vietnam Archive 
(Douglas Pike Collection), Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas

ADDRESS BY COMMANDER OF U.S. FORCES IN 
VIETNAM, GENERAL WILLIAM C. WESTMORELAND, 

NOVEMBER 21, 1967 (EXTRACT)

Improving Vietnamese Effectiveness

With 1968, a new phase is now starting. We have reached an important point when 
the end begins to come into view. What is this third phase we are about to enter?

In Phase III, in 1968, we intend to do the following:
Help the Vietnamese Armed Forces to continue improving their effectiveness.
Decrease our advisers in training centers and other places where the profes-

sional competence of Vietnamese officers makes this possible.
Increase our advisory effort with the younger brothers of the Vietnamese 

Army: the Regional Forces and Popular Forces.
Use U.S. and free-world forces to destroy North Vietnamese forays while we 

assist the Vietnamese to reorganize for territorial security.
Provide the new military equipment to revitalize the Vietnamese Army and 

prepare it to take on an ever-increasing share of the war.
Continue pressure on North to prevent rebuilding and to make infiltration 

more costly.
Turn a major share of frontline DMZ defense over to the Vietnamese Army.
Increase U.S. support in the rich and populated delta.
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Help the Government of Viet-Nam single out and destroy the Communist 
shadow government.

Continue to isolate the guerrilla from the people.
Help the new Vietnamese government to respond to popular aspirations and 

to reduce and eliminate corruption.
Help the Vietnamese strengthen their policy forces to enhance law and order.
Open more roads and canals.
Continue to improve the Vietnamese economy and standard of living.

THE FINAL PHASE

Now for Phase IV—the final phase. That period will see the conclusion of our 
plan to weaken the enemy and strengthen our friends until we become progres-
sively superfluous. The object will be to show the world that guerrilla warfare 
and invasion do not pay as a new means of Communist aggression.

I see phase IV happening as follows:
Infiltration will slow.
The Communist infrastructure will be cut up and near collapse.
The Vietnamese Government will prove its stability, and the Vietnamese 

Army will show that it can handle the Viet Cong.
The Regional Forces and Popular Forces will reach a higher level of profes-

sional performance.
U.S. units can begin to phase down as the Vietnamese Army is modernized 

and develops its capacity to the fullest.
The military physical assets, bases and ports, will be progressively turned 

over to the Vietnamese.
The Vietnamese will take charge of the final mopping up of the Viet Cong 

(which will probably last several years). The U.S., at the same time, will con-
tinue the development help envisaged by the President for the community of 
Southeast Asia.

You may ask how long phase III will take, before we reach the final phase. 
We have already entered part of phase III. Looking back on phases I and II, we 
can conclude that we have come a long way.

I see progress as I travel all over Viet Nam.
I see it in the attitudes of the Vietnamese.
I see it in the open roads and canals.
I see it in the new crops and the new purchasing power of the farmer.
I see it in the increasing willingness of the Vietnamese Army to fight North 

Vietnamese units and in the victories they ware winning.
Parenthetically, I might say that the U.S. press tends to report U.S. actions, so 

you may not be as aware as I am of the victories won by South Vietnamese forces.
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The enemy has many problems.
He is losing control of the scattered population under his influence.
He is losing credibility with the population he still controls.
He is alienating the people by his increased demands and taxes, where he 

can impose them.
He sees the strength of his forces steadily declining.
He can no longer recruit in the South to any meaningful extent; he must 

plug the gap with North Vietnamese.
His monsoon offensives have been failures.
He was dealt a mortal blow by the installation of a freely elected representa-

tive government.
And he failed in his desperate effort to take the world’s headlines from the 

inauguration by a military victory.
Lastly, the Vietnamese Army is on the road to becoming a competent 

force. Korean troops in Viet Nam provide a good example for the Vietnamese. 
Fifteen years ago the Koreans themselves had problems now ascribed to the 
Vietnamese. The Koreans surmounted these problems, and so can and will the 
Vietnamese.

We are making progress. We know you want an honorable and early transition 
to the fourth and last phase. So do your sons and so do I.

It lies within our grasp—the enemy’s hopes are bankrupt. With your support 
we will give you a success that will impact not only on South Viet Nam but on 
every emerging nation in the world.

source: Department of State Bulletin, December 11, 1967, 785–788, Vietnam Archive 
(Larry Berman Collection), Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas

“SAIGON UNDER FIRE”

CBS News Special Report, January 31, 1968

This is a transcript of the fifteen-minute CBS News Special Report “Saigon 
Under Fire,” hosted by Mike Wallace. It was telecast from 11:15 to 11:30 p.m., 
following “The Jonathan Winters Show.”

wallace: Good evening. I’m Mike Wallace.
With a bold series of raids during the last three days the enemy in Vietnam 

has demolished the myth that Allied military strength controls that country. The 
Communists hit the very heart of Saigon, the capital of South Vietnam, and 
at least ten cities which correspond to state capitals here in the United States. 
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And then, as if to demonstrate that no place in that war-torn nation is secure 
they struck at least nine American strongholds and unnumbered field positions. 
Tonight the magnitude of those raids became apparent in the U.S. Command’s 
report on casualties. The Communists paid a heavy toll for their strikes, almost 
5,000 dead, including 660 in Saigon alone, and almost 2,000 captured. But 
Allied casualties also are high: 232 Americans killed, 929 wounded; 300 South 
Vietnamese killed, 747 wounded, and that toll is expected to climb.

The enemy’s well-coordinated attacks occurred throughout South Vietnam, 
but the most dramatic demonstration of the boldness and capability came at the 
every symbol of America’s presence in Vietnam, the brand new U.S. Embassy 
building there. CBS News Correspondent Robert Schakne reports:

schakne: The American Embassy is under siege; only the besiegers are 
Americans. Inside, in part of the building, are the Vietcong terror squads that 
charged in during the night. Military Police got back into the compound of the 
$2.5 million Embassy complex at dawn. Before that a platoon of Vietcong were 
in control. The Communist raiders never got into the main chancery building; 
a handful of Marines had it blocked and kept them out. But the raiders were 
everywhere else. By daylight (voice drowned out by gunfire) No one, unless 
identified, was allowed in the street. An Australian military policeman was 
standing guard, firing warning shots to keep the street clear.

Outside the building knots of military policemen held positions. There were 
bursts of wild shooting in the streets, perhaps snipers in other building and there 
had been casualties. The bodies of two military policemen who died as they 
tried to assault the compound lay near their jeep across the boulevard. But even 
after the military police fought their way back inside, there was more fighting. 
The raiders were still about the compound. They may have been a suicide 
cadre. In the end none of them were to surrender.

This is where the Vietcong raiders broke in. They sneaked up and blasted a 
hole in the reinforced concrete fence surrounding the compound. They were 
inside before anyone knew it. They had the big Embassy wall to protect them. 
But none of the raiders lived to tell of their exploit. By 8:00 o’clock, five hours 
after they first broke in, almost all of them were dead. Nineteen bodies were 
counted. All in civilian clothes, they had been armed with American—sixteen 
rifles and also rocket-launchers and rockets. They had explosives, their purpose 
apparently to destroy the Embassy. In that purpose they did not succeed.

The fighting went on for a total of six hours before the last known Vietcong 
raider was killed. They were rooted out of bushes, from outlying buildings, and 
then the last one, the 19th, from the small residence of the Embassy’s Mission 
Coordinator, George Jacobson, who had been hiding all alone, all morning.

What could you see from the window? Were the—were the VC in the  
buildings?
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jacobson: No, I did not see any VC in the building except that I knew that 
there was at least one VC in my house. I knew that he was on the bottom floor 
of my house.

schakne: You had quite an escape at the very end. How did that happen?
jacobson: Well, they [U.S. troops] put riot gas into the bottom floors of 

my house, which of course would drive whoever was down below up top 
where I was. They had thrown me a pistol about ten minutes before this 
occurred, and with all of the luck that I’ve had all of my life, I got him before 
he got me.

schakne: With the pistol. And he had what?
jacobson: An M-16.
schakne: And you got him.
Then the job of sweeping through the Embassy building and compound, try-

ing to make sure no Vietcong were still hiding. The job of finding unexploded 
rockets, grenades, and satchel charges. And the casualties. The two American 
military policemen at one gate, a handful of Marines inside. There wasn’t 
anyone to stop the Vietcong when they came. General Westmoreland came by 
soon after. His version was that this represented a Vietcong defeat.

westmoreland: In some way, the enemy’s well-laid plans went afoul. Some 
superficial damage was done to the building. All of the enemy that entered the 
compound as far as I can determine were killed. Nineteen bodies have been 
found on the premises—enemy bodies. Nineteen enemy bodies have been 
found on the premises.

schakne: General, how would you assess yesterday’s activities and today’s? 
What is the enemy doing? Are these major attacks?

(sound of explosions)
westmoreland: The enemy very deceitfully has take advantage of the 

Tet truce in order to create maximum consternation within South Vietnam, 
particularly in the populated areas. In my opinion this is diversionary to his 
main effort, which he had planned to take place in Quang Tri Province, from 
Laos, toward Khesanh and across the Demilitarized Zone. This attack has not 
yet materialized; his schedule has probably been thrown off balance because of 
our very effective air strikes.

Now yesterday the enemy exposed himself by virtue of this strategy and he 
suffered great casualties. When I left my office late yesterday, approximately 
8:00 o’clock, we—we had accounted for almost seven hundred enemy killed 
in action. Now we had suffered some casualties ourselves, but they were small 
by comparison. My guess is, based on my conversations with my field com-
manders, that there were probably—there were probably far more than seven 
hundred that were killed. Now by virtue of this audacious action by the enemy, 
he has exposed himself, he has become more vulnerable. As soon as President 
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Thieu, with our agreement, called off the truce, U.S. and American troops went 
on the offensive and pursued the enemy aggressively.

schakne: When they built this Embassy it was first to be a secure build-
ing. This Embassy was designed as a bomb-proof, attack-proof building, but it 
turned out, when the VC hit us, it wasn’t attack-proof enough. Robert Schakne, 
CBS News, Saigon.

wallace: Washington regards the enemy raids as the first step in a strategy 
aimed at strengthening their hand for any peace talks which may develop, and 
captured Communist documents lend weight to this theory.

CBS News White House Correspondent Dan Rather reports.
rather: We knew this was coming—a well-coordinated series of enemy 

raids against South Vietnamese cities. Our intelligence even pinpointed the 
exact day it would happen. What we did not know was where. This is the official 
story, as given out by White House news secretary George Christian, who went 
on to say there was no way to completely insulate yourself against this kind of 
thing if the enemy is willing to sacrifice large numbers of men.

But if we knew it was coming, even to the exact day, Christian was asked, 
why wasn’t extra protection placed around such an obvious place as the Saigon 
Embassy? The White House spokesman paused, then said, “I just don’t know.” 
At the Pentagon a high-ranking source said, “There simply were more of them 
and they were better than we expected.”

Washington is startled but not panicked by the latest series of events. 
President Johnson privately is warning Congressmen that intelligence reports 
indicate the whole month of February will be rough in Southeast Asia. Mr. 
Johnson is emphasizing that the enemy’s winter offensive is only beginning. 
Dan Rather, CBS News, Washington.

wallace: The drama of the battle for Saigon captured most attention, but 
the South Vietnamese capital was only one of the Communist targets. In a 
moment we’ll return with battle film from another city.

(announcement)
wallace: The U.S. Command’s battle communiqué indicates that the 

Allied repulsed most of the enemy’s attacks, but this success was not universal. 
In an assault today the Communist captured half of the Central Highlands city 
of Kontum and the Vietcong flag flies in the center of the northern city of Hue. 
The enemy claims also to control Quang Tri city, also in I Corps in the north, 
a claim as yet unconfirmed by the Allies.

But one place where American and South Vietnamese troops turned back 
the enemy was at Nhatrang, a coastal city about 190 miles northeast of Saigon. 
In peacetime a pleasant resort city, now Nhatrang is the headquarters for the 
Fifth Special Forces, the Green Berets; and the Green Berets were in the thick 
of the fighting. The Communist attack there had begun around midnight, and it 
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developed into a street fight which, as you see here, carried over into the daylight 
hours. The enemy’s apparent goal in this fight, down the street, was a provincial 
prison where many important Vietcong were being held. During this battle many 
innocent civilians, friendly to the Allies, were trapped in their homes between the 
lines of fire between VC and the Green Berets. It was only after twelve hours of 
battle that the area was secure enough to call those civilians out to safety.

The Communist raids had a stunning impact, all of them, around the world, 
and the question is, what is it that the enemy is after in these attacks. Certainly 
he does not believe that these suicide assaults by terrorist squads are going to 
radically change the course of the war in Vietnam; but there can be no doubt 
that these attacks are calculated to impress indelibly on public opinion in 
North and South Vietnam and in the United States the resourcefulness and the 
determination of the Vietcong and his ability to strike almost at will any place 
in South Vietnam if he is willing to pay the price.

The story of the past three days, with heavy emphasis, of course, on American 
and South Vietnamese casualties will be trumpeted throughout Vietnam and 
around the world by Hanoi. Whether all of this is a prelude to an expression that 
Hanoi is willing now to go to the negotiation table remains to be seen, but there 
is little doubt that there will be more such stories from Khesanh and elsewhere 
in South Vietnam in the bitter month of February that lies ahead.

Mike Wallace, CBS News, New York.
announcer: This had been a CBS News Special Report: “Saigon Under 

Fire.”

source: “Saigon Under Fire,” originally broadcast January 3, 1968, over the CBS 
Television Network; reprinted with permission of CBS News Archive

MEMORANDUM FROM CHAIRMAN OF THE JOINT 
CHIEFS OF STAFF GENERAL EARLE G. WHEELER 

FOR THE PRESIDENT, FEBRUARY 12, 1968 
(EXTRACT)

2.  General Westmoreland repeated over the telephone to me at 0815 hours the 
gist of his earlier messages; namely, he believes the VC struck out in Phases 1 
and 2 of their offensive. He considers he has opportunities available to exploit 
the enemy’s failures. He needs soonest one brigade of the 82d Airborne 
Division and a Marine Corps Regiment. He considers that he can hold off on 
a decision to request the remainder of the 82d Airborne Division and the other 
three battalions of Marines until later. He can absorb logistically the troops he 
asks for now. It is conceivable that the troops he asks for will be needed only for 
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six months; he will not bind himself that he will not need more troops at a later 
time. He pointed out that the forces he is requesting are within the 525,000 ceil-
ing to which he agreed. Parenthetically, he commented that he doesn’t know 
how sacrosanct that figure is. In response to the questions posed in my message 
to him, attached hereto, he made the following comments:
a.  He does not anticipate “defeat,” but he desperately needs the troop ele-

ments requested in order to capitalize on opportunities open to him. The 
enemy has been repulsed in II, III and IV Corps areas, but I Corps must 
be reinforced. If requested troops are not made available, he would have to 
undertake an unacceptably risky course of drawing additional forces from 
elsewhere in South Vietnam.

b.  On balance the ARVN has done a good job. He does not know the status 
of Regional Force and Popular Force troop elements. He believes it will 
be 1 April before the status of ARVN is known.

c.  He can support logistically the forces he requested; however, it is man-
datory that he open and keep open Highways 1 and 9 and this will cost 
troops.

d.  Additional forces will give him increased capability to regain the initiative 
and go on the offensive at an appropriate time.

3.  As to paragraph 2 of my cable regarding strategy, General Westmoreland says 
they are good questions which he will respond to more fully in a message now 
being drafted. His brief responses to the thoughts expressed in paragraph 2 of 
my message are as follows:
a. His Priority One objective is to clear the cities.
b.  He agrees with the expressed Priority Two of giving away no territory of 

value but he points out that sometimes he must fight in unfavorable ter-
rain and weather in order not to give up important ground.

c.  As to holding Khe Sanh, he has prepared on a close hold basis contin-
gency plans to execute a tactical withdrawal if this becomes desirable and 
necessary. However, he believes strongly that retention of Khe Sanh will 
afford him in future opportunities to exploit the enemy’s commitment 
of troops in and around Khe Sanh and deal him a severe and perhaps a 
knock out blow.

d.  As to the Delta, he does have contingency plans to move forces form there 
as required. He points out that the battalions committed (US) in the Delta 
have stiffened the ARVN and have helped him to repulse the enemy with 
heavy losses. His Riverine Force is now being used in the vicinity of Can 
Tho with good effect.

5.  A senior VC political cadre was captured yesterday at Danang. This man had 
on him a long document, now being translated, which apparently represents 
the results of a high level conference of VC officials. The first quick exami-
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nation of the document indicates that the VC made a mistake in launching 
their Tet offensive at the time and in the manner they did. Specifically, the 
country was not ready for a mass uprising and US/ARVN military strength 
was seriously underestimated by VC/NVA forces.

source: Memorandum for the President from General Wheeler, Subject: 
Reinforcements for South Vietnam, February 12, 1968, declassified by Joint Chiefs 
of Staff, October 10, 19789; Vietnam Archive (Larry Berman Collection), Texas Tech 
University, Lubbock, Texas.

WALTER CRONKITE’S “WE ARE MIRED IN 
STALEMATE” CBS NEWS BROADCAST,  

FEBRUARY 27, 1968

Tonight, back in more familiar surroundings in New York, we’d like to sum up 
our findings in Vietnam, an analysis that must be speculative, personal, subjec-
tive. Who won and who lost in the great Tet offensive against the cities? I’m not 
sure. The Vietcong did not win by a knockout, but neither did we. The referees 
of history may make it a draw. Another standoff may be coming in the big battles 
expected south of the Demilitarized Zone. Khesanh could well fall, with a ter-
rible loss in American lives, prestige and morale, and this is a tragedy of our 
stubbornness there; but the bastion no longer is a key to the rest of the northern 
regions, and it is doubtful that the American forces can be defeated across the 
breadth of the DMZ with any substantial loss of ground. Another standoff. On 
the political front, past performance gives no confidence that the Vietnamese 
government can cope with its problems, now compounded by the attack on the 
cities. It may not fall, it may hold on, but it probably won’t show the dynamic 
qualities demanded of this young nation. Another standoff.

We have been too often disappointed by the optimism of the American 
leaders, both in Vietnam and Washington, to have faith any longer in the silver 
linings they find in the darkest clouds. They may be right, that Hanoi’s winter-
spring offensive has been forced by the Communist realization that they could 
not win the longer war of attrition, and that the Communists hope that any 
success in the offensive will improve their position for eventual negotiations. It 
would improve their position, and it would also require our realization, that we 
should have had all along, that any negotiations must be that—negotiations, not 
the dictation of peace terms. For it seems now more certain than ever that the 
bloody experience of Vietnam is to end in a stalemate. This summer’s almost 
certain standoff will either end in real give-and-take negotiations or terrible 
escalation; and for every means we have to escalate, the enemy can match us, 
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and that applies to invasion of the North, the use of nuclear weapons, or the 
mere commitment of one hundred, or two hundred, or three hundred thousand 
more American troops to the battle. And with each escalation, the world comes 
closer to the brink of cosmic disaster.

To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the evi-
dence, the optimists who have been wrong in the past. To suggest we are on the 
edge of defeat is to yield to unreasonable pessimism. To say that we are mired 
in stalemate seems the only realistic, yet unsatisfactory, conclusion. On the off 
chance that military and political analysts are right, in the next few months we 
must test the enemy’s intentions, in case this is indeed his last big gasp before 
negotiations. But it is increasingly clear to this reporter that the only rational 
way out then will be to negotiate, not as victors, but as an honorable people who 
lived up to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they could.

This is Walter Cronkite. Good night.

source: CBS News Special: “Who? What? When? Where? Why? A Report from 
Vietnam by Walter Cronkite, originally broadcast February 27, 1968, over the CBS 
Television Network; reprinted with permission of CBS News Archive

REPORT OF THE CHAIRMAN OF THE JOINT CHIEFS 
OF STAFF GENERAL EARLE G. WHEELER ON 

THE SITUATION IN VIETNAM AND MACV FORCE 
REQUIREMENTS, FEBRUARY 27, 1968 (EXTRACT)

1.  The Chairman, JCS and party visited SVN on 23, 24, and 25 February. This 
report summarizes the impressions and facts developed through conversations 
and briefings at MACV and with senior commanders throughout the country.

2. Summary
— The current situation in Vietnam is still developing and fraught with 

opportunities as well as dangers.
— There is no question in the mind of MACV that the enemy went all out 

for a general offensive and general uprising and apparently believed that 
he would succeed in bringing the war to an early successful conclusion.

— The enemy failed to achieve his initial objective but is continuing his 
effort. Although many of his units were badly hurt, the judgment is that 
he has the will and the capability to continue.

— Enemy losses have been heavy; he has failed to achieve his prime objec-
tives of mass uprisings and capture of a larger number of the capital cities 
and towns. Morale in enemy units which were badly mauled or where 
the men were oversold the idea of a decisive victory at Tet probably has 
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suffered severely. However, with replacements, his indoctrination system 
would seem capable of maintaining morale at a generally adequate level. 
His determination appears to be unshaken.

— The enemy is operating with relative freedom in the countryside, probably 
recruiting heavily and no doubt infiltrating NVA units and personnel. His 
recovery is likely to be rapid; his supplies are adequate; and he is trying to 
maintain the momentum of his winter-spring offensive.

—The structure of the GVN held up but its effectiveness has suffered.
— The RVNAF held up against the initial assault with gratifying, and in a 

way, surprising strength and fortitude. However, ARVN is now in a defen-
sive posture around towns and cities and there is concern about how well 
they will bear up under sustained pressure.

— The initial attack nearly succeeded in a dozen places, and defeat in those 
places was only averted by the timely reaction of US forces. In short, it 
was a very near thing.

—There is not doubt that the RD Program has suffered a severe setback.
— RVNAF was not badly hurt physically—they should recover strength and 

equipment rather quickly (equipment in 2–3 months—strength in 3–6 
months). Their problems are more psychological than physical.

— US forces have lost none of their pre-Tet capability.
— MACV has three principal problems. First, logistic support north of 

Danang is marginal owing to weather, enemy interdiction and harass-
ment and the massive deployment of US force into the DMZ/Hue area. 
Opening Route 1 will alleviate this problem but takes a substantial troop 
commitment. Second, the defensive posture of ARVN is permitting the 
VC to make rapid inroads in the formerly pacified countryside. ARVN, 
in its own words, is in a dilemma as it cannot afford another enemy 
thrust into the cities and towns and yet if it remains in a defensive posture 
against this contingency, the countryside goes by default. MACV is forced 
to devote much of its troop strength to this problem. Third, MACV has 
been forced to deploy 509c of all US maneuver battalions into I Corps, to 
meet the threat there, while stripping the rest of the country of adequate 
reserves. If the enemy synchronizes an attack against Khe Sanh/Hue-
Quang Tri with an offensive in the Highlands and around Saigon while 
keeping the pressure on throughout the remainder of the country, MACV 
will be hard pressed to meet adequately all threats. Under these circum-
stances, we must be prepared to accept some reverses.

— For these reasons, General Westmoreland has asked for a 3 division-15 tac-
tical fighter squadron force. This force would provide him with a theater 
reserve and an offensive capability which he does not now have.

3. The situation as it stands today:
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a. Enemy capabilities
 (1)  The enemy has been hurt badly in the populated lowlands, but is prac-

tically intact elsewhere. He committed over 67,000 combat maneuver 
forces plus perhaps 25% or 17,000 more impressed men and boys, for a 
total of about 84,000. He lost 40,000 killed, at least 3,000 captured, and 
perhaps 5,000 disabled or died of wounds. He had peaked his force total 
to about 240,000 just before TET, by hard recruiting, infiltration, civil-
ian impressment, and drawdowns on service and guerrilla personnel. 
So he has lost about one fifth of his total strength. About two-third of 
his trained, organized unit strength can continue offensive action. He 
is probably infiltrating and recruiting heavily in the countryside while 
allied forces are securing the urban areas. (Discussions of strengths and 
recruiting are in paragraphs 1. 2 and 3 of Enclosure (1)). The enemy 
has adequate munitions, stockpiled in-country and available through 
the DMZ, Laos, and Cambodia, to support major attacks and country-
wide pressure; food procurement may be a problem. (Discussion is in 
paragraph 6 Enclosure (1)). Besides strength losses, the enemy now has 
morale and training problems which currently limit combat effective-
ness of VC guerrilla, main and local forces. (Discussions of forces are 
in paragraphs 2, 5, Enclosure (1)).

 (a)  I Corps Tactical Zone: Strong enemy forces in the northern two 
provinces threaten Quang Tri and Hue cities, and US positions at 
the DMZ. Two NVA divisions threaten Khe Sanh. Eight enemy bat-
talion equivalents are in the Danang–Hoi An area. Enemy losses in 
I CTZ have been heavy, with about 13,000 killed; some NVA as well 
as VC unites have been hurt badly. However, NVA replacements in 
the DMZ area can offset these losses fairly quickly. The enemy has 
an increased artillery capability at the DMZ, plus some tanks and 
possibly even a limited air threat in I CTZ.

 (b)  II Corps Tactical Zone: The 1st NVA Division went virtually 
unscathed during TET offensive, and represents a strong threat in 
the western highlands. Seven combat battalion equivalents threaten 
Dak To. Elsewhere in the highlands, NVA units have been hurt and 
VC units chopped up badly. On the coast, the 3rd NVA Division 
had already taken heavy losses just prior to the offensive. The 5th 
NVA Division, also located on the coast, is not in good shape. 
Local force strength in coastal It CTZ had dwindled long before 
the offensive. The enemy’s strength in II CTZ is in the highlands 
where enemy troops are fresh and supply lines short.

 (c)  III CTZ: Most of the enemy’s units were used in the TET effort, and 
suffered substantial losses. Probably the only major unit to escape 
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heavy losses was the 7th NVA Division. However, present disposi-
tions give the enemy the continuing capability of attacking the 
Saigon area with 10 to 11 combat effective battalion equivalents. His 
increased movement southward of supporting arms and infiltration 
of supplies has further developed his capacity for attacks by fire.

 (d)  IV Corps Tactical Zone: All enemy forces were committed in IV 
Corps, but losses per total strength were the lightest in the country. 
The enemy continues to be capable of investing or attacking cities 
throughout the area.

 (2) New weapons or tactics:
  We may see heavier rockets and tube artillery, additional armor, and 

the use of aircraft, particularly in the I CTZ. The only new tactic in 
view is infiltration and investment of cities to create chaos, to demoral-
ize the people, to discredit the government, and to tie allied forces to 
urban security.

4. What does the future hold?
a.  Probable enemy strategy. (Reference paragraph 7b, Enclosure (1)). We 

see the enemy pursuing a reinforced offensive to enlarge his control 
throughout the country and keep pressures on the government and allies. 
We expect him to maintain strong threats in the DMZ area, at Khe Sanh, 
in the highlands, and at Saigon, and to attack in force when conditions 
seem favorable. He is likely to try to gain control of the country’s northern 
provinces. He will continue efforts to encircle cities and province capitals 
to isolate and disrupt normal activities, and infiltrate them to create chaos. 
He will seek maximum attrition of RVNAF elements. Against US forces, he 
will emphasize attacks by fire on airfields and installations, using assaults 
and ambushes selectively. His central objective continues to be the destruc-
tion of the Government of SVN and its armed forces. As a minimum he 
hopes to seize sufficient territory and gain control of enough people to sup-
port establishment of the groups and committees he proposes for participa-
tion in an NLF dominated government.

b. MACV Strategy:
 (1)  MACV believes that the central thrust of our strategy now must be to 

defeat the enemy offensive and that if this is done well, the situation 
overall will be greatly improved over the pre-TET condition.

 (2)  MACV accepts the fact that its first priority must be the security of 
Government of Vietnam in Saigon and provincial capitals. MACV 
describes its objectives as:

  — First, to counter the enemy offensive and to destroy or eject the 
NVA invasion force in the north.

  — Second, to restore security in the cities and towns.
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  — Third, to restore security in the heavily populated areas of the coun-
tryside.

  —Fourth, to regain the initiative through offensive operations.
c. Tasks:
 (1)  Security of Cities and Government. MACV recognizes that US forces 

will be required to reinforce and support RVNAF in the security of cit-
ies, towns and government structure. At this time, 10 US battalions are 
operating in the environs of Saigon. It is clear that this task will absorb 
a substantial portion of US forces.

 (2)  Security in the Countryside. To a large extent the VC now control the 
countryside. Most of the 54 battalions formerly providing security for 
pacification are now defending district or province towns. MACV esti-
mates that US forces will be required in a number of places to assist 
and encourage the Vietnamese Army to leave the cities and towns and 
reenter the country. This is especially true in the Delta.

 (3)  Defense of the borders, the DMZ and the northern provinces. MACV 
considers that it must meet the enemy threat in I Corps Tactical Zone 
and has already deployed there slightly over 50% of all US maneuver 
battalions. US forces have been thinned out in the highlands, notwith-
standing an expected enemy offensive in the early future.

 (4)  Offensive Operations. Coupling the increased requirement for the cities 
and subsequent reentry into the rural areas, and the heavy requirement 
for defense of the I Corps Zone, MACV does not have adequate forces 
at this time to resume the offensive in the remainder of the country, nor 
does it have adequate reserves against the contingency of simultaneous 
large-scale enemy offensive action throughout the country.

5. Force Requirements:
a.  Forces currently assigned to MACV, plus the residual Program Five forces 

yet to be delivered, are inadequate in numbers and balance to carry out 
the strategy and to accomplish the tasks described above in the proper 
priority. To contend with, and defeat, the new enemy threat, MACV 
has stated requirements for forces over the 525,000 ceiling imposed by 
Program Five. The add-on requested totals 206,756 spaces for a new pro-
posed ceiling of 731,756, with all forces being deployed into country by the 
end of CY 68. Principal forces included in the add-on are three division 
equivalents, 15 tactical fighter squadrons and augmentation for current 
Navy programs. MACV desires that these additional forces be delivered 
in three packages as follows:

 (1)  Immediate Increment, Priority One: To be deployed by 1 May 68. Major 
elements include one brigade of the 5th Mechanized Division with a 
mix of one infantry, one armored and one mechanized battalion; the 
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Fifth Marine Division (less RLT-26); one armored cavalry regiment; 
eight tactical fighter squadrons; and a groupment of Navy units to aug-
ment on-going programs.

 (2)  Immediate Increment, Priority Two: To be deployed as soon as possible 
but prior to 1 Sep 68. Major elements include the remainder of the 5th 
Mechanized Division, and four tactical fighter squadrons. It is desirable 
that the ROK Light Division be deployed within this time frame.

 (3)  Follow-On Increment: To be deployed by the end of CY 68. Major ele-
ments include one infantry division, three tactical fighter squadrons, 
and units to further augment Navy Programs.

source: Memorandum of February 27, 1968, from Wheeler to Johnson, declas-
sified by Department of Defense, no date given; Vietnam Archive (Douglas Pike 
Collection), Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas.

SUMMARY OF NOTES FROM MARCH 26, 1968, 
MEETING BETWEEN PRESIDENT LYNDON 

JOHNSON AND THE WISE MEN

Summary of Notes

mcgeorge bundy: There is a very significant shift in our position. When we 
last met we saw reasons for hope.

We hoped then there would be a slow but steady progress. Last night and 
today the picture is not so hopeful particularly in the countryside.

Dean Acheson summed up the majority feeling when he said that we can no 
longer do the job we set out to do in the time we have left and we must begin 
to take steps to disengage.

That view was shared by:
George Ball
Cy Vance
Douglas Dillon
and myself (McGeorge Bundy)
We do think we should do everything possible to strengthen in a real and 

visible way the performance of the Government of South Vietnam.
There were three of us who took a different position:
General Bradley
General Taylor
Bob Murphy
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They all feel that we should not act to weaken our position and we should 
do what our military commanders suggest.

General Ridgway has a special point of view. He wanted to so strengthen the 
Army of South Vietnam that we could complete the job in two years.

On negotiations, Ball, Goldberg and Vance strongly urged a cessation of the 
bombing now. Others wanted a halt at some point but not now while the situa-
tion is still unresolved in the I Corps area.

On troop reinforcements the dominant sentiment was that the burden of 
proof rests with those who are urging the increase. Most of us think there should 
be a substantial escalation. We all felt there should not be an extension of the 
conflict. This would be against out national interest.

The use of atomic weapons is unthinkable.

Summary

ridgway: I agree with the summary as presented by McGeorge Bundy.
[arthur] dean: I agree. All of us got the impression that there is no military 

conclusion in sight. We felt time is running out.
dean acheson: Agree with Bundy’s presentation. Neither the effort of the 

Government of Vietnam or the effort of the U.S. government can succeed in 
the time we have left. Time is limited by reactions in this country. We cannot 
build an independent South Vietnam; therefore, we should do something by no 
later than late summer to establish something different.

henry cabot lodge: We should shift from search-and-destroy strategy to a 
strategy of using our military power as a shield to permit the South Vietnamese 
society to develop as well as North Vietnamese society has been able to do. 
We need to organize South Vietnam on a block-by-block, precinct-by-precinct 
basis.

douglas dillon: We should change the emphasis. I agree with Acheson. 
The briefing last night led me to conclude we cannot achieve a military victory. 
I would agree with Lodge that we should cease search-and-destroy tactics and 
head toward an eventual disengagement. I would send only the troops necessary 
to support those there now.

george ball: I share Acheson’s view. I have felt that way since 1961—that 
our objectives are not attainable. In the U.S. there is a sharp division of opin-
ion. In the world, we look very badly because of the bombing. That is the 
central defect in our position. The disadvantages of bombing outweigh the 
advantages. We need to stop the bombing in the next six weeks to test the will 
of the North Vietnamese. As long as we continue to bomb, we alienate our-
selves from the civilized world. I would have the Pope or U Thant [Secretary-
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General of the United Nations] suggest the bombing halt. It cannot come from 
the President.

A bombing halt would quieten [sic] the situation here at home.
cy vance: McGeorge Bundy states my views. I agree with George Ball.
Unless we do something quick, the mood in this country may lead us to with-

drawal on troops, we should send no more than the 13,000 support troops. . . .
general taylor: I am dismayed. The picture I get is a very different one from 

that you have. Let’s not concede the home front; let’s do something about it.
fortas: The U.S. has never had in mind winning a military victory out 

there; we always have wanted to reach an agreement or settle for the status quo 
between North Vietnam and South Vietnam. I agree with General Taylor. . . . 
This is not the time for an overture on our part. I do not think a cessation of 
the bombing would do any good at this time. I do not believe in drama for the 
sake of drama.

acheson: The issue is not that stated by Fortas. The issue is can we do what 
we are trying to do in Vietnam. I do not think we can. Fortas said we are not 
trying to win a military victory. The issue is can we by military means keep the 
North Vietnamese off the South Vietnamese. I do not think we can. They can 
slip around and end-run them and crack them up.

source: “Meeting with Special Advisory Group,” March 26, 1968, Meeting Notes 
File, Box 2, Lyndon B. Johnson Library, Austin, Texas.

PRESIDENT JOHNSON’S ADDRESS TO THE NATION 
ANNOUNCING HIS DECISION NOT TO SEEK 

REELECTION, MARCH 31, 1968

President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Address to the Nation Announcing Steps To 
Limit the War in Vietnam and Reporting His Decision Not To Seek Reelection. 
March 31, 1968. The President spoke at 9 P.M. EST from the oval office in the 
White House. The address was broadcasted nationally.

Good evening, my fellow Americans:
Tonight I want to speak to you of peace in Vietnam and Southeast Asia.
No other question so preoccupies our people. No other dream so absorbs 

the 250 million human beings who live in that part of the world. No other goal 
motivates American policy in Southeast Asia.

For years, representatives of our Government and others have traveled the 
world—seeking to find a basis for peace talks.

Since last September, they have carried the offer that I made public at San 
Antonio.
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That offer was this:
That the United States would stop its bombardment of North Vietnam when 

that would lead promptly to productive discussions—and that we would assume 
that North Vietnam would not take military advantage of our restraint.

Hanoi denounced this offer, both privately and publicly. Even while the 
search for peace was going on, North Vietnam rushed their preparations 
for a savage assault on the people, the government, and the allies of South 
Vietnam.

Their attack—during the Tet holidays—failed to achieve its principal  
objectives.

It did not collapse the elected government of South Vietnam or shatter its 
army—as the Communists had hoped.

It did not produce a “general uprising” among the people of the cities as 
they had predicted.

The Communists were unable to maintain control of any of the more than 
thirty cities that they attacked. And they took very heavy casualties.

But they did compel the South Vietnamese and their allies to move certain 
forces from the countryside into the cities.

They caused widespread disruption and suffering. Their attacks, and the 
battles that followed, made refugees of half a million human beings.

The Communists may renew their attack any day.
They are, it appears, trying to make 1968 the year of decision in South 

Vietnam—the year that brings, if not final victory or defeat, at least a turning 
point in the struggle.

This much is clear:
If they do mount another round of heavy attacks, they will not succeed in 

destroying the fighting power of South Vietnam and its allies.
But tragically, this is also clear: Many men—on both sides of the strug-

gle—will be lost. A nation that has already suffered twenty years of warfare will 
suffer once again. Armies on both sides will take new casualties. And the war 
will go on.

There is no need for this to be so.
There is no need to delay the talks that could bring an end to this long and 

this bloody war.
Tonight, I renew the offer I made last August—to stop the bombardment of 

North Vietnam. We ask that talks begin promptly, that they be serious talks on 
the substance of peace. We assume that during those talks Hanoi will not take 
advantage of our restraint.

We are prepared to move immediately toward peace through negotiations.
So, tonight, in the hope that this action will lead to early talks, I am taking 

the first step to deescalate the conflict. We are reducing—substantially reduc-
ing—the present level of hostilities.
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And we are doing so unilaterally, and at once.
Tonight, I have ordered our aircraft and our naval vessels to make no attacks 

on North Vietnam, except in the area north of the demilitarized zone where the 
continuing enemy buildup directly threatens allied forward positions and where 
the movements of their troops and supplies are clearly related to that threat.

The area in which we are stopping our attacks includes almost 90 percent 
of North Vietnam’s population, and most of its territory. Thus there will be no 
attacks around the principal populated areas, or in the food-producing areas of 
North Vietnam.

Even this very limited bombing of the North could come to an early end—if 
our restraint is matched by restraint in Hanoi. But I cannot in good conscience 
stop all bombing so long as to do so would immediately and directly endanger 
the lives of our men and our allies. Whether a complete bombing halt becomes 
possible in the future will be determined by events.

Our purpose in this action is to bring about a reduction in the level of vio-
lence that now exists.

It is to save the lives of brave men—and to save the lives of innocent women 
and children. It is to permit the contending forces to move closer to a political 
settlement.

And tonight, I call upon the United Kingdom and I call upon the Soviet 
Union—as cochairmen of the Geneva Conferences, and as permanent mem-
bers of the United Nations Security Council—to do all they can to move from 
the unilateral act of deescalation that I have just announced toward genuine 
peace in Southeast Asia.

Now, as in the past, the United States is ready to send its representatives to 
any forum, at any time, to discuss the means of bringing this ugly war to an end. 
I am designating one of our most distinguished Americans, Ambassador Averell 
Harriman, as my personal representative for such talks.

In addition, I have asked Ambassador Llewellyn Thompson, who returned from 
Moscow for consultation, to be available to join Ambassador Harriman at Geneva 
or any other suitable place—just as soon as Hanoi agrees to a conference.

I call upon President Ho Chi Minh to respond positively, and favorably, to 
this new step toward peace. But if peace does not come now through negotia-
tions, it will come when Hanoi understands that our common resolve is unshak-
able, and our common strength is invincible.

Tonight, we and the other allied nations are contributing 600,000 fight-
ing men to assist 700,000 South Vietnamese troops in defending their little 
country. Our presence there has always rested on this basic belief: The main 
burden of preserving their freedom must be carried out by them—by the South 
Vietnamese themselves.

We and our allies can only help to provide a shield behind which the people 
of South Vietnam can survive and can grow and develop. On their efforts—on 
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their determination and resourcefulness—the outcome will ultimately depend. 
That small, beleaguered nation has suffered terrible punishment for more than 
twenty years.

I pay tribute once again tonight to the great courage and endurance of its 
people. South Vietnam supports armed forces tonight of almost 700,000 men—
and I call your attention to the fact that this is the equivalent of more than ten 
million in our own population. Its people maintain their firm determination to 
be free of domination by the North.

There has been substantial progress, I think, in building a durable government 
during these last three years. The South Vietnam of 1965 could not have survived 
the enemy’s Tet offensive of 1968. The elected government of South Vietnam 
survived that attack—and is rapidly repairing the devastation that it wrought.

The South Vietnamese know that further efforts are going to be required:
—to expand their own armed forces,
—to move back into the countryside as quickly as possible,
—to increase their taxes,
—to select the very best men that they have for civil and military responsibility,
—to achieve a new unity within their constitutional government, and
— to include in the national effort all those groups who wish to preserve 

South Vietnam’s control over its own destiny.
Last week President Thieu ordered the mobilization of 135,000 additional 

South Vietnamese. He plans to reach—as soon as possible—a total military 
strength of more than 800,000 men. To achieve this, the Government of South 
Vietnam started the drafting of nineteen-year-olds on March 1st. On May 1st, 
the Government will begin the drafting of eighteen-year-olds. Last month, 
10,000 men volunteered for military service—that was two and a half times the 
number of volunteers during the same month last year. Since the middle of 
January, more than 48,000 South Vietnamese have joined the armed forces—
and nearly half of them volunteered to do so. All men in the South Vietnamese 
armed forces have had their tours of duty extended for the duration of the war, 
and reserves are now being called up for immediate active duty. President 
Thieu told his people last week: “We must make greater efforts and accept more 
sacrifices because, as I have said many times, this is our country. The existence 
of our nation is at stake, and this is mainly a Vietnamese responsibility.” He 
warned his people that a major national effort is required to root out corruption 
and incompetence at all levels of government.

We applaud this evidence of determination on the part of South Vietnam. 
Our first priority will be to support their effort. We shall accelerate the reequip-
ment of South Vietnam’s armed forces—in order to meet the enemy’s increased 
firepower. This will enable them progressively to undertake a larger share of 
combat operations against the Communist invaders.



Documents  217

On many occasions I have told the American people that we would send 
to Vietnam those forces that are required to accomplish our mission there. So, 
with that as our guide, we have previously authorized a force level of approxi-
mately 525,000.

Some weeks ago—to help meet the enemy’s new offensive—we sent to 
Vietnam about 11,000 additional Marine and airborne troops. They were 
deployed by air in forty-eight hours, on an emergency basis. But the artillery, 
tank, aircraft, medical, and other units that were needed to work with and to 
support these infantry troops in combat could not then accompany them by air 
on that short notice.

In order that these forces may reach maximum combat effectiveness, the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff have recommended to me that we should prepare to 
send—during the next five months—support troops totaling approximately 
13,500 men.

A portion of these men will be made available from our active forces. The 
balance will come from reserve component units which will be called up  
for service.

The actions that we have taken since the beginning of the year:
—to reequip the South Vietnamese forces,
— to meet our responsibilities in Korea, as well as our responsibilities in 

Vietnam,
— to meet price increases and the cost of activating and deploying reserve 

forces,
— to replace helicopters and provide the other military supplies we need, all 

of these actions are going to require additional expenditures.
The tentative estimate of those additional expenditures is $2.5 billion in this 

fiscal year, and $2.6 billion in the next fiscal year.
These projected increases in expenditures for our national security will bring 

into sharper focus the Nation’s need for immediate action: action to protect the 
prosperity of the American people and to protect the strength and the stability 
of our American dollar.

On many occasions I have pointed out that, without a tax bill or decreased 
expenditures, next year’s deficit would again be around $20 billion. I have empha-
sized the need to set strict priorities in our spending. I have stressed that failure to 
act and to act promptly and decisively would raise very strong doubts throughout 
the world about America’s willingness to keep its financial house in order.

Yet Congress has not acted. And tonight we face the sharpest financial threat 
in the postwar era—a threat to the dollar’s role as the keystone of international 
trade and finance in the world.

Last week, at the monetary conference in Stockholm, the major industrial 
countries decided to take a big step toward creating a new international mon-
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etary asset that will strengthen the international monetary system. I am very 
proud of the very able work done by Secretary Fowler and Chairman Martin of 
the Federal Reserve Board.

But to make this system work the United States just must bring its balance of 
payments to—or very close to—equilibrium. We must have a responsible fiscal 
policy in this country. The passage of a tax bill now, together with expenditure 
control that the Congress may desire and dictate, is absolutely necessary to 
protect this Nation’s security, to continue our prosperity, and to meet the needs 
of our people.

What is at stake is seven years of unparalleled prosperity. In those seven 
years, the real income of the average American, after taxes, rose by almost 30 
percent—a gain as large as that of the entire preceding nineteen years.

So the steps that we must take to convince the world are exactly the steps we 
must take to sustain our own economic strength here at home. In the past eight 
months, prices and interest rates have risen because of our inaction.

We must, therefore, now do everything we can to move from debate to 
action—from talking to voting. There is, I believe—I hope there is—in both 
Houses of the Congress—a growing sense of urgency that this situation just 
must be acted upon and must be corrected.

My budget in January was, we thought, a tight one. It fully reflected our 
evaluation of most of the demanding needs of this Nation.

But in these budgetary matters, the President does not decide alone. The 
Congress has the power and the duty to determine appropriations and taxes.

The Congress is now considering our proposals and they are considering 
reductions in the budget that we submitted.

As part of a program of fiscal restraint that includes the tax surcharge, I shall 
approve appropriate reductions in the January budget when and if Congress so 
decides that that should be done.

One thing is unmistakably clear, however: Our deficit just must be reduced. 
Failure to act could bring on conditions that would strike hardest at those 
people that all of us are trying so hard to help.

These times call for prudence in this land of plenty. I believe that we have 
the character to provide it, and tonight I plead with the Congress and with the 
people to act promptly to serve the national interest, and thereby serve all of 
our people.

Now let me give you my estimate of the chances for peace:
—the peace that will one day stop the bloodshed in South Vietnam,
— that will permit all the Vietnamese people to rebuild and develop  

their land,
—that will permit us to turn more fully to our own tasks here at home.
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I cannot promise that the initiative that I have announced tonight will be 
completely successful in achieving peace any more than the thirty others that 
we have undertaken and agreed to in recent years.

But it is our fervent hope that North Vietnam, after years of fighting that 
have left the issue unresolved, will now cease its efforts to achieve a military 
victory and will join with us in moving toward the peace table.

And there may come a time when South Vietnamese—on both sides—are 
able to work out a way to settle their own differences by free political choice 
rather than by war.

As Hanoi considers its course, it should be in no doubt of our intentions. It 
must not miscalculate the pressures within our democracy in this election year.

We have no intention of widening this war. But the United States will never 
accept a fake solution to this long and arduous struggle and call it peace.

No one can foretell the precise terms of an eventual settlement. Our objec-
tive in South Vietnam has never been the annihilation of the enemy. It has 
been to bring about a recognition in Hanoi that its objective—taking over the 
South by force—could not be achieved.

We think that peace can be based on the Geneva Accords of 1954—
under political conditions that permit the South Vietnamese—all the South 
Vietnamese—to chart their course free of any outside domination or interfer-
ence, from us or from anyone else.

So tonight I reaffirm the pledge that we made at Manila—that we are pre-
pared to withdraw our forces from South Vietnam as the other side withdraws 
its forces to the north, stops the infiltration, and the level of violence thus sub-
sides.

Our goal of peace and self-determination in Vietnam is directly related to 
the future of all of Southeast Asia—where much has happened to inspire con-
fidence during the past ten years. We have done all that we knew how to do to 
contribute and to help build that confidence.

A number of its nations have shown what can be accomplished under 
conditions of security. Since 1966, Indonesia, the fifth-largest nation in all the 
world, with a population of more than 100 million people, has had a govern-
ment that is dedicated to peace with its neighbors and improved conditions 
for its own people. Political and economic cooperation between nations has 
grown rapidly.

I think every American can take a great deal of pride in the role that we 
have played in bringing this about in Southeast Asia. We can rightly judge—as 
responsible Southeast Asians themselves do—that the progress of the past 
three years would have been far less likely—if not completely impossible—if 
America’s sons and others had not made their stand in Vietnam.
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At Johns Hopkins University, about three years ago, I announced that the 
United States would take part in the great work of developing Southeast Asia, 
including the Mekong Valley, for all the people of that region. Our determina-
tion to help build a better land—a better land for men on both sides of the 
present conflict—has not diminished in the least. Indeed, the ravages of war, I 
think, have made it more urgent than ever.

So, I repeat on behalf of the United States again tonight what I said at Johns 
Hopkins—that North Vietnam could take its place in this common effort just 
as soon as peace comes.

Over time, a wider framework of peace and security in Southeast Asia 
may become possible. The new cooperation of the nations of the area could 
be a foundation-stone. Certainly friendship with the nations of such a 
Southeast Asia is what the United States seeks—and that is all that the United 
States seeks.

One day, my fellow citizens, there will be peace in Southeast Asia.
It will come because the people of Southeast Asia want it—those whose 

armies are at war tonight, and those who, though threatened, have thus far 
been spared.

Peace will come because Asians were willing to work for it—and to sacrifice 
for it—and to die by the thousands for it.

But let it never be forgotten: Peace will come also because America sent her 
sons to help secure it.

It has not been easy—far from it. During the past four and a half years, it has 
been my fate and my responsibility to be Commander in Chief. I have lived—
daily and nightly—with the cost of this war. I know the pain that it has inflicted. 
I know, perhaps better than anyone, the misgivings that it has aroused.

Throughout this entire, long period, I have been sustained by a single prin-
ciple: that what we are doing now, in Vietnam, is vital not only to the security 
of Southeast Asia, but it is vital to the security of every American.

Surely we have treaties which we must respect. Surely we have commit-
ments that we are going to keep. Resolutions of the Congress testify to the need 
to resist aggression in the world and in Southeast Asia.

But the heart of our involvement in South Vietnam—under three differ-
ent presidents, three separate administrations—has always been America’s 
own security.

And the larger purpose of our involvement has always been to help the 
nations of Southeast Asia become independent and stand alone, self-sustain-
ing, as members of a great world community—at peace with themselves, and 
at peace with all others.

With such an Asia, our country—and the world—will be far more secure 
than it is tonight.
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I believe that a peaceful Asia is far nearer to reality because of what America 
has done in Vietnam. I believe that the men who endure the dangers of bat-
tle—fighting there for us tonight—are helping the entire world avoid far greater 
conflicts, far wider wars, far more destruction, than this one.

The peace that will bring them home someday will come. Tonight I have 
offered the first in what I hope will be a series of mutual moves toward peace.

I pray that it will not be rejected by the leaders of North Vietnam. I pray that 
they will accept it as a means by which the sacrifices of their own people may be 
ended. And I ask your help and your support, my fellow citizens, for this effort 
to reach across the battlefield toward an early peace.

Finally, my fellow Americans, let me say this:
Of those to whom much is given, much is asked. I cannot say and no man 

could say that no more will be asked of us.
Yet, I believe that now, no less than when the decade began, this generation of 

Americans is willing to “pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, sup-
port any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”

Since those words were spoken by John F. Kennedy, the people of America 
have kept that compact with mankind’s noblest cause.

And we shall continue to keep it.
Yet, I believe that we must always be mindful of this one thing, whatever the 

trials and the tests ahead. The ultimate strength of our country and our cause 
will lie not in powerful weapons or infinite resources or boundless wealth, but 
will lie in the unity of our people.

This I believe very deeply.
Throughout my entire public career I have followed the personal philosophy 

that I am a free man, an American, a public servant, and a member of my party, 
in that order always and only.

For thirty-seven years in the service of our Nation, first as a Congressman, 
as a Senator, and as Vice President, and now as your President, I have put the 
unity of the people first. I have put it ahead of any divisive partisanship.

And in these times as in times before, it is true that a house divided against 
itself by the spirit of faction, of party, of region, of religion, of race, is a house 
that cannot stand.

There is division in the American house now. There is divisiveness among us 
all tonight. And holding the trust that is mine, as President of all the people, I 
cannot disregard the peril to the progress of the American people and the hope 
and the prospect of peace for all peoples.

So, I would ask all Americans, whatever their personal interests or concern, 
to guard against divisiveness and all its ugly consequences.

Fifty-two months and ten days ago, in a moment of tragedy and trauma, the 
duties of this office fell upon me. I asked then for your help and God’s, that 
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we might continue America on its course, binding up our wounds, healing our 
history, moving forward in new unity, to clear the American agenda and to keep 
the American commitment for all of our people.

United we have kept that commitment. United we have enlarged that com-
mitment.

Through all time to come, I think America will be a stronger nation, a more 
just society, and a land of greater opportunity and fulfillment because of what 
we have all done together in these years of unparalleled achievement.

Our reward will come in the life of freedom, peace, and hope that our chil-
dren will enjoy through ages ahead.

What we won when all of our people united just must not now be lost in 
suspicion, distrust, selfishness, and politics among any of our people.

Believing this as I do, I have concluded that I should not permit the 
Presidency to become involved in the partisan divisions that are developing in 
this political year.

With America’s sons in the fields far away, with America’s future under chal-
lenge right here at home, with our hopes and the world’s hopes for peace in the 
balance every day, I do not believe that I should devote an hour or a day of my 
time to any personal partisan causes or to any duties other than the awesome 
duties of this office—the Presidency of your country.

Accordingly, I shall not seek, and I will not accept, the nomination of my 
party for another term as your President.

But let men everywhere know, however, that a strong, a confident, and a 
vigilant America stands ready tonight to seek an honorable peace—and stands 
ready tonight to defend an honored cause—whatever the price, whatever the 
burden, whatever the sacrifice that duty may require.

Thank you for listening. Good night and God bless all of you.

source: Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, 1968-
69 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1970), 1:468–476.
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The objective of this section is to provide a guide to references and resources 
having to do with the Tet Offensive and Khe Sanh and the impact of those 
events. It is not meant to be an exhaustive and all-inclusive list of every resource 
on the Vietnam War, but rather focuses on 1968. As such, this section begins 
with a list of general histories of the war that put the seminal events of that year 
in proper historical perspective. The other listings focus on various aspects of 
the Tet Offensive and include books, articles, films, Internet sources, libraries, 
archives, and other resources.

general works

Encyclopedias, Bibliographies, Dictionaries, Guides, and Atlases

Anderson, David L. The Columbia Guide to the Vietnam War. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2002. The author provides a comprehensive guide to the study of 
the Vietnam War. The guide is divided into three parts. The first is a historical nar-
rative of the war from French occupation through North Vietnam’s victory in 1975, 
organized around key controversial issues. The second part is a mini-encyclopedia 
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of the war that includes key people, places, and events. The third part is an exten-
sive list of resources and documents, plus a detailed chronology that runs from 207 
B.C. through President Clinton’s recognition of Vietnam in 1995.

Bowman, John S., ed. The Vietnam War: An Almanac. New York: Pharos Books, 1985. 
This reference book covers the military, diplomatic, and domestic events of the war 
arranged in chronological order. It also includes a number of topical essays, as well 
as biographical sketches and a bibliography.

———, ed. The Vietnam War: Day by Day. New York: Brompton Books, 1989. This is a 
detailed day-by-day chronology of the war that addresses the key military, political, 
and diplomatic events from 1857 to 1984.

Burns, Richard Dean, and Milton Leitenberg. The Wars in Vietnam, Cambodia, and 
Laos, 1945–1982: A Bibliographic Guide. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 1984. An 
excellent bibliography containing more than 6,200 entries organized by key top-
ics, this book addresses some of the older works but is obviously dated, given the 
numerous books that have come out since it was published.

Kutler, Stanley I., ed. Encyclopedia of the Vietnam War. New York: Macmillan 
Library Reference, 1996. Containing some 560 articles, this encyclopedia addresses 
virtually every aspect of the Vietnam War: individuals, places, and events. It also 
includes ten interpretive essays on key issues of the war.

Moïse, Edwin E. Historical Dictionary of the Vietnam War. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow 
Press, 2001. Moise focuses on the essential elements of the Vietnam War, including 
significant persons, battles, weapons, places, and events. The book also includes a 
detailed chronology and a comprehensive bibliography.

Olson, James S., ed. Dictionary of the Vietnam War. Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1988. 
This book provides a good reference that covers key concepts, people, locations, 
and events of the Vietnam War; it is particularly good on military topics and 
Vietnam-era terminology.

———. The Vietnam War: Handbook on the Literature and Research. Westport, CT: 
Greenwood, 1993. This book contains twenty-three essays on critical topics about 
the war; each essay is accompanied by a focused bibliography.

Stanton, Shelby L. Vietnam Order of Battle. New York: Galahad Books, 1986. This 
excellent reference volume addresses U.S. and allied order-of-battle information 
for all units that participated in the war. It includes unit heraldry, dates of service, 
geographical areas of operation, and, in many cases, listings of commanders. It also 
has an extensive set of maps and photographs.

Summers, Harry G., Jr. Historical Atlas of the Vietnam War. New York: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1995. This atlas comprises more than 120 excellent maps accompanied by 
brief but well-written historical explanations discussing the events that occurred 
on the respective maps; it includes maps and narratives on the Hill Fights, Con 
Thien, Dak To, and Tet 1968, including the battles of Saigon and Hue and the 
siege of Khe Sanh.

———. Vietnam War Almanac. New York: Facts on File, 1985. Divided into three parts, 
this almanac first addresses the background on Vietnam and the war. The second 
part is a detailed chronology of the war. The third part is a collection of more 
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than three hundred articles on different aspects of the war, including biographical 
entries, military terms, and geographical locations.

Tucker, Spencer C., ed. Encyclopedia of the Vietnam War: A Political, Social, and 
Military History. 3 vols. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 1998. This is one of the 
most comprehensive reference works on the Vietnam War. The first two volumes 
contain more than nine hundred signed entries ranging in length from several 
paragraphs to several pages; the third volume provides a representative selection of 
documents pertaining to the war.

General Histories, Anthologies

Addington, Larry H. America’s War in Vietnam: A Short Narrative History. Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2000. This is a brief narrative history of the war in 
Southeast Asia. It is a good overview, but it does not provide much detail.

Anderson, David L., ed. Shadow on the White House: Presidents and the Vietnam 
War, 1945–1975. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1993. This collection of 
essays focuses on the presidents who made and executed U.S. policy in Southeast 
Asia from Truman through Ford, providing useful insights into the conflict and its 
impact on the presidency. It contains two very good essays on Lyndon Johnson and 
his handling of the war.

Arnold, James R. Presidents Under Fire: Commanders in Chief in Victory and Defeat. 
New York: Orion Books, 1994. Arnold explores four case studies of presidents and 
how their administrations handled war. One of those studies addresses Lyndon 
Johnson, whom Arnold criticizes for failing to deal successfully with the situation 
in Vietnam.

Bergerud, Eric M. The Dynamics of Defeat: The Vietnam War in Hau Nghia Province. 
Boulder, CO: Westview, 1991. The author analyzes the entire course of the war by 
examining a single key province, Hau Nghia, northwest of Saigon. He focuses on 
the operational level, where political policy was translated into military action. The 
book contains a very good chapter on the Tet Offensive in Hau Nghia, representa-
tive of the action seen in many other provinces during the early months of 1968.

———. Red Thunder, Tropic Lightning: The World of a Combat Division in Vietnam. 
Boulder, CO: Westview, 1993. The author provides an account of the operations 
of a U.S. infantry division. It is a good representation of life in a combat unit that 
addresses organization, tactics, and the conduct of operations.

Braestrup, Peter, ed. Vietnam as History. Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson 
International Center for Scholars, 1984. This is a record of the proceedings of a 
conference of leading historians and analysts of the U.S. experience in the Vietnam 
War held in early 1983. It is effectively a postmortem on the war, covering a range 
of topics from military strategy to lessons learned.

Buzzanco, Robert. Masters of War: Military Dissent and Politics in the Vietnam Era. 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996. Buzzanco examines the role of senior 
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military leaders and their relationship with the civilian decision makers in the plan-
ning and conduct of the war in Vietnam. The book contains a chapter dedicated 
to the Tet Offensive and its aftermath.

Clarke, Jeffrey J. Advice and Support: The Final Years, 1965–1973. Washington, DC: 
U.S. Army Center of Military History, 1988. Part of the official history of the U.S. 
Army in Vietnam, this book provides an excellent appreciation of General William 
Westmoreland’s strategy and how that strategy changed under his successor, 
General Creighton Abrams.

Cohen, Steven, ed. Vietnam: Anthology and Guide to a Television History. New York: 
Knopf, 1983. A companion to the PBS series, Vietnam: A Television History, this 
book includes a number of topical essays and associated documents arranged in 
chronological order. It includes a lengthy chapter on the Tet Offensive.

Davidson, Phillip B. Vietnam at War. Novato, CA: Presidio, 1988. The author, who 
was senior military intelligence officer under General Westmoreland, provides a 
comprehensive military history of the war. He maintains that the Tet Offensive 
was a great victory for the American military but was stolen by the press, who trans-
formed it into a psychological victory for the Communists.

Dawson, Joseph G., ed. Commanders in Chief: Presidential Leadership in Modern 
Wars. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1993. In this book, prominent histo-
rians examine various presidents and how they fulfilled their constitutional and 
political roles during wartime. This book includes an excellent essay on Johnson’s 
wartime leadership by Professor Frank Vandiver.

Dougan, Clark, and Stephen Weiss. The Vietnam Experience: Nineteen Sixty-Eight. 
Boston: Boston Publishing, 1983. This is one in a multivolume series on the 
Vietnam War. This volume focuses on the dramatic events of 1968 in Vietnam and 
in the United States, providing very thorough coverage of the Tet Offensive and 
the siege of Khe Sanh.

Duiker, William J. The Communist Road to Power in Vietnam. Boulder, CO: 
Westview, 1981. This is a general history of the Vietnamese Communist Party’s 
revolutionary strategy with which they prosecuted the war against first the French 
and then the Americans.

Elliott, Paul. Vietnam: Conflict & Controversy. London: Arms and Armour, 1996. The 
author examines the forces within the U.S. military that contributed to its defeat in 
the Vietnam War. While putting the war in political context, the emphasis of the 
book is on how the military fought the war.

Errington, Elizabeth Jane, and B. J. C. McKercher, eds. The Vietnam War as History. 
Westport, CT: Praeger, 1990. Composed of nine topical essays on various aspects of 
the Vietnam War, this book contains two essays on the Tet Offensive—one address-
ing how the Communist forces achieved such a stunning surprise and another 
about Johnson and the media.

FitzGerald, Frances. Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and Americans in Vietnam. 
New York: Vintage Books, 1973. The author provides a very biased history of the 
war from the liberal viewpoint and is very critical of the American government for 
failing to understand the nature of the revolution in Vietnam.



Resources  229

Gilbert, Marc Jason, ed. Why the North Won the Vietnam War. New York: Palgrave, 
2002. In this book, nine noted Vietnam scholars discuss how a nominally Third 
World state defeated a superpower. It addresses foreign and domestic policy issues, 
military tactics and strategy, and cultural questions surrounding the fall of South 
Vietnam to the Communist North.

Herring, George C. America’s Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950–
1975. 4th ed. New York: McGraw-Hill, 2002. A very balanced general history of 
the war, this book is recognized as a major contribution to the study of American 
involvement in Vietnam. Herring analyzes the ultimate failure in the war and its 
impact on U.S. foreign policy. The author places the war in the historical context 
of the Cold War and U.S. containment policy.

Hess, Gary R. Vietnam and the United States: Origins and Legacy of War. Rev. ed. 
Boston: Twayne, 1998. Author places U.S. polices in the context of Vietnamese, 
Laotian, and Cambodian history. It provides a discussion of how the United States 
became involved in Southeast Asia.

Hunt, Richard A. Pacification: The American Struggle for Vietnam’s Hearts and Minds. 
Boulder, CO: Westview, 1995. Hunt addresses the “other war” and provides one of the 
best accounts of the pacification program. Within the larger context of the evolution of 
the pacification effort, Hunt describes the impact of the Tet offensive on the campaign 
to win the hearts and minds of the South Vietnamese people. The author concludes that 
the pacification program failed to solve South Vietnam’s political and social problems.

Karnow, Stanley. Vietnam: A History. 2d ed. New York: Penguin Books, 1997. This 
comprehensive study of the war looks at the conflict from both sides. Very well 
documented, this book contains material from extensive interviews with the par-
ticipants. It includes a thorough discussion of the Tet Offensive and its aftermath.

Kinnard, Douglas. The War Managers. New York: Da Capo, 1991 (reprint ed.). The 
author, himself a general officer, surveyed 173 generals who managed the war in 
Vietnam. This book is an analysis of the survey responses on a wide range of top-
ics from the quality of both American and Vietnamese troops to U.S. strategy. It 
includes a very useful chapter on the Tet Offensive.

Lanning, Michael Lee, and Dan Cragg. Inside the VC and the NVA. New York: 
Fawcett Columbine, 1992. The authors provide a comprehensive portrait of 
America’s enemy in the Vietnam War, including a discussion of organization, tac-
tics, recruiting and training procedures, leadership, and fighting ability.

Lewy, Gunther. America in Vietnam. New York: Oxford University Press, 1980. The 
author provides one of the standard defenses of the American effort in Vietnam, 
which includes a discussion of the post-Tet reassessment of American strategy.

Lind, Michael. Vietnam, the Necessary War: A Reinterpretation of America’s Most 
Disastrous Military Conflict. New York: Free Press, 1999. Lind attempts to defend 
American intervention in Vietnam, but his discussion of the background of the 
conflict is subject to debate.

Matthews, Lloyd J., and Dale E. Brown, eds. Assessing the Vietnam War. Washington, 
DC: Pergamon-Brassey’s, 1987. This is a postmortem on U.S. involvement in 
Vietnam, which contains several essays on strategy and the nature of the war.
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McMahon, Robert J., ed. Major Problems in the History of the Vietnam War. New 
York: Houghton Mifflin, 2003. This textbook, designed to encourage critical think-
ing about the Vietnam War, consists of a number of recently declassified docu-
ments and analytical essays on important topics in the history of the war, including 
a chapter on the Tet Offensive.

Moss, George Donelson. Vietnam: An American Ordeal. 3rd ed. Upper Saddle River, 
NJ: Prentice Hall, 1998. This is a comprehensive narrative account of America’s 
involvement in Southeast Asia that addresses the political, diplomatic, and military 
aspects of the war from the 1940s to 1975. It includes a lengthy chapter on the Tet 
Offensive and its aftermath.

Neu, Charles E. America’s Lost War: Vietnam, 1945–1975. Wheeling, IL: Harlan 
Davidson, 2005. Neu, a noted historian, offers a concise, balanced, and well-written 
narrative history of the war.

Olson, James S., and Randy Roberts. Where the Domino Fell: America and Vietnam, 
1945 to 1990. New York: St. Martin’s, 1991. A concise history of the American experi-
ence in Vietnam, this includes a chapter on the psychological impact of the war on 
the United States and its political legacy.

Palmer, Bruce. The 25-Year War. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1984. The 
author, a retired general, argues that the civilian leaders prevented the military 
from winning the war.
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