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Series Introduction

This packet is part of a 34-part series of primary source—based lessons for high school American History
courses. Each packet focuses on one defining moment in our history, with specific background information
and key concepts to help teachers become more knowledgeable in the history they are charged with teaching.
To help with classroom lessons, two activities are included in the packet: one based on the real history, the
other on a “counterfactual”—alternate—history. Both activities are rooted in student analysis of primary
source material, and both will help teachers meet standards-based requirements through varied and stimulating
teaching methods.

Every packet is arranged in the same manner. Teachers need to read the Introduction, which provides a “big
picture” survey of the period of history in question. The Defining Moment is a short passage that focuses on
a single, key event that was a turning point in history—a fork in the road after which the behaviors and for-
tunes of individuals, peoples, and places changed. The Need to Know section provides a more detailed dis-
cussion of the events leading up to and including the Defining Moment; this is followed by a short Timeline
of events. These first several pages are concerned entirely with history as it actually happened. The What If?
section supposes what might or could have taken place if events within the Defining Moment turned out dif-
ferently.

The final components are the two Activities, each based on primary source documents. Activity 1 is based
on the real history and is intended to help students learn the facts and understand the concepts—enabling
teachers to meet the requirements of standards-based lessons. Activity 2 is based on the counterfactual history.
Both lessons require creative, analytical thinking and include work across the spectrum of Bloom’s Taxonomy.
To help teachers, each lesson also includes explicit lesson objectives, materials needed, and specific instructions.
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Introduction
By the end of 1965, there were 184,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam. By 1966, this number had grown to 385,000,
and by 1967, there were 486,000. But whatever the strength of the U.S. forces at the start of the war, they were
ill prepared for what they were to confront later. The commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam, Gen. William
Westmoreland, hoped to draw the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) and Vietcong onto a conventional battle-
field, fighting in the open where U.S. firepower was overwhelming. To achieve this, the United States employed
an operational strategy of placing U.S. units to encourage large-scale attacks by the NVA.

For the overall war effort the American offensives had little immediate impact on winning the war. How-
ever, neither did it appear to the North Vietnamese leadership that their guerrilla campaign was winning ei-
ther. It was in late 1967 and early 1968 that the leaders in Hanoi devised a plan to finally bring about the
great—they believed—long-suppressed uprising of procommunist forces in the South. If the NVA and Viet-
cong could achieve even the perception of success, it would motivate these assumed, latent forces.

The Tet offensive has become synonymous for the problems of fighting a guerrilla war in the modern age
of nationalism. The NVA and Vietcong were to suffer crippling losses and their hoped for people’s uprising
never materialized a clear military defeat. However, American news media, both television and newsprint,
shocked at even an initial setback, reported the offensive as if it were a defeat. Popular support for the war, fol-
lowed by political will to fight on, quickly eroded. From that point forward, Tet would define the notion of a
military victory becoming a political disaster.

Defining Moment
Intelligence, however, had been gathered that indicated a massive attack was coming. Unfortunately, both U.S.
and South Vietnamese top-ranking officials found the idea of an attack on Tet doubtful because it would be a
sacrilege on such a sacred holiday. In addition, almost half the South Vietnamese forces were on leave for the
holiday. Another factor was that peace talks were under considera-
tion at the time, so military action was reduced. But the situation
was ripe for a surprise attack.

Unknown to the U.S. forces, underground tunnels were being
used to support a massive attack plan in the making, one that was
also supposed to lead to an uprising against the South Vietnamese
government and the United States. Supplies, troops, and instructions
were being moved through these tunnels to NVA and Vietcong units
all over the country. The plan was to be enacted during a time when
there was a lull in the fighting and when the United States and South
Vietnamese would least expect any attack. The time was Tet, the
Lunar New Year festival celebrated by the Vietnamese. A cease-fire
had been announced for the holiday so that people could forget the
ongoing war for a while and observe their tradition in peace.

Meanwhile, as preparations for the Tet attacks went on, West-
moreland continued the search-and-destroy policy, directing his
forces to draw the enemy out into the open. But time and again the
Vietnamese would continue to use their guerrilla doctrine and very
often elude their pursuers. Even when the Cu Chi tunnels were dis-
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Vietcong: The Vietcong was a
communist army based in
South Vietnam that fought the
U.S. and South Vietnamese
governments during the
Vietnam War (1958–1975). It
had both guerrilla and regular
army units as well as a
network of cadres who
organized peasants in the
territory it controlled.
Cu Chi tunnels: These tunnels
were a vast underground
complex constructed in the
vicinity of Saigon by the
Vietcong to allow for the
undetected movement of
troops and supplies.
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Members of the press question U.S. general William Westmoreland and U.S. ambassador to South Vietnam Maxwell
Taylor (speaking into the microphone). (National Archives)



covered, U.S. forces destroyed only the end portions of the system, while the more vital sections and many
other tunnel systems were never found.

Back in the home front in late 1967, President Lyndon Johnson stepped up a propaganda campaign to in-
form the American people that the United States was winning the war. Thus, at this stage, the American pub-
lic expected that the war was going well—and that there would be no surprises.

On January 30, 1968, the eve of Tet, the Lunar New Year, around 84,000 NVA and Vietcong troops staged
simultaneous attacks all over South Vietnam. Mortar and shellfire opened up on the cities of Saigon, Khe Sanh,
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Black smoke from fires set during the Tet Offensive clouds the air over Saigon in 1968. (National
Archives)



Hue, and other major urban centers, and at bases like those at Da Nang. The eve of Tet was usually celebrated
with firecrackers, so when people heard the first gunshots, they dismissed them as firecrackers. But as the shots
continued and the differences in the sounds became apparent, the people realized that they were under at-
tack—in their own hometowns.

U.S. and South Vietnamese forces scrambled to defend against this surprise attack. Some skirmishes re-
sulting from the Tet Offensive lasted until the next year. After the offensive, although it was declared a victory
by the allies and a reason to escalate U.S. involvement, the American public was shocked by images of their em-
bassy in Saigon damaged and a South Vietnamese police officer summarily executing a whimpering Viet-
namese prisoner, among other reports from the battle. All this was made worse by promises made months
earlier that the enemy was near the brink of giving up. U.S. political and military leaders had assured the pub-
lic that the end was near. This made the public perceive that the war was being fought unsuccessfully, and
some demanded a withdrawal of U.S. forces.

The turning point here depended on whether the U.S. government saw the invasion attempt as a reason for
escalating the war or for pulling out of it. Had the American people and government believed that they had
actually won the Tet Offensive and fewer had protested the war, and had the American press presented the Tet
Offensive differently, U.S. forces could have made the offensive a reason to push escalation to the ultimate level
and conduct an invasion of North Vietnam.

Need to Know
As the NVA and Vietcong forces almost simultaneously launched their attacks on the eve of the Tet celebra-
tions, U.S. and South Vietnamese forces found themselves poorly prepared for such a massed offensive, al-
though they would recover quickly.

Among the primary targets was the capital of South Vietnam, Saigon itself. Within Saigon, six targets were
swarmed over by the communist forces: the presidential palace; the U.S. embassy in Saigon; Tan Son Nhut Air
Base; the Vietnamese Navy Headquarters; and the national broadcasting station. The NVA sent 35 battalions
to claim these targets. Some of the members of these battalions worked as cab drivers in the city. Some disguised
themselves as local Saigon police who deployed themselves near the radio station. They carried a tape of Ho
Chi Minh’s speech meant to arouse the people to revolt against the
United States. This attack failed, however, as an ARVN officer at the
station cut power to it, preventing the broadcast.

Numerous U.S. bases came under direct attack. All in all, 8
provincial capitals, 5 of the 6 autonomous cities, and 58 other major
towns were stormed in the Tet Offensive. The base at Khe Sanh was
one of the places where Westmoreland had predicted an attack would
come. While it had been under siege days before, intelligence had
hinted at a coming offensive, so Westmoreland ordered the defenses
of Khe Sanh to be increased. However, as Khe Sanh was farther off in the country, in hindsight it was believed
that the attacks here were one of the distractions to draw forces away from Saigon and other major targets. Khe
Sanh was also one of the most media-covered events during this crucial time in the war.

The attack on the U.S. embassy was to be the most publicly visible part of the Tet Offensive. In the middle
of the night of January 31, 1968, Vietcong soldiers blew a hole in the embassy wall and overpowered the guards.
Contrary to what was communicated in the news, the Vietcong entered the compound but never entered the
building. Thus the communist forces were trapped on the embassy grounds, unable to take their objective;

ABC-CLIO, THE TET OFFENSIVE Need to Know

4Copyright of ABC-CLIO, INC.

ARVN: The Army of the
Republic of Vietnam, the
official armed forces of South
Vietnam. The force dissolved
with the collapse of the South
Vietnamese state in 1975.
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then U.S. and ARVN forces arrived and wiped them out some hours later. Reporters who were at the scene dur-
ing the recapturing efforts had the impression that the embassy itself was taken and that this reflected in-
competence on the part of the U.S. and ARVN forces. Along with the other factors leading to the battle, such
as the Vietcong buying a nearby house for the operation and smuggling arms through supposedly secure check-
points in Saigon, the embassy battle was perceived to be a microcosm of the whole war.

Among the more significant battles of the offensive was at Hue City, which was to be immortalized as one
of the bloodiest battles of the war. Ten NVA battalions attacked Hue City and carried on what would later be
discovered as a brutal massacre of civilians in the area. The NVA forces took over, and U.S. forces fought for
almost a month to clear the city of them. U.S. marines had to work the NVA out, house by house, because of
the ban on artillery strikes to prevent heavy damage to the sacred city of Hue. The NVA massacre of civilians,
estimated to have cost about 3,000 lives, gained little publicity after the offensive; thus it was generally missed
in the news because of other more sensational events.

However, despite the pressure applied all over the country by the communist forces, none of them suc-
ceeded in the end. All attacks were eventually repulsed, and the NVA and Vietcong lost. Communist forces
suffered about 45,000 casualties, according to U.S. estimates. The Vietcong were almost annihilated, and they
would never play a major role in the war again. Most of the work now had to be done by the NVA. The com-
munists never got the uprising in South Vietnam that they hoped to incite through the offensive.

President Lyndon B. Johnson with a model of the Khe Sanh area in Vietnam on February 15, 1968, in the White House
situation room. With the president are Press Secretary George Christian, General Robert Ginsberg, and Special
Assistant for National Security Affairs Walt Rostow. (National Archives and Records Administration)
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After the embassy battle, reporters and news people were called in by Westmoreland for a press confer-
ence. Westmoreland’s announcement was one of victory. But television reports of ruined buildings, bodies of
Vietnamese on the streets, and battered, weary soldiers stood in contrast to the general’s announcement.

Protests against the war mounted. The soldiers who fought in the Vietnam War were portrayed by antiwar
activists as cruel, cold-blooded killers of a defenseless people. When the public was leaked confidential docu-
ments about the war (the Pentagon Papers), with information that included decision-making processes dur-
ing the Tet Offensive and the whole war, the American public became convinced that the Vietnam War was a
losing proposition. Reports continued coming in of high casualties, and Vietnam veterans found themselves
increasingly alienated from a public that saw them in a negative light.

One of the most reputable reporters of the time, Walter Cronkite, went to Saigon immediately after the Tet
Offensive, and his visit impressed on him that the United States was losing the war. On February 27, 1968, he
told the world on his news broadcast that the Vietnam War was likely to end in a stalemate. Cronkite’s report,
along with the constant barrage of photojournalism and television reporting, increased American horror at the
war and contributed to a growing disillusionment with the war’s goals.

The Tet Offensive ended with 3,895 U.S. troops dead and the South Vietnamese losing 4,954. The civilian
casualties were much greater, with 14,000 dead, 24,000 wounded, and 800,000 who lost their homes to the
offensive.

Westmoreland used the incident as a reason for bringing in reinforcements, sending in a request for 200,000
troops. But his request ran into a brick wall; U.S. senators and legislators saw the issue as the public did and

A U.S. Marine carries a Vietnamese woman to safety during the Battle of Hue City, the longest and bloodiest of all the
Tet Offensive battles. (National Archives)



ABC-CLIO, THE TET OFFENSIVE Need to Know

7Copyright of ABC-CLIO, INC.

Vietnam War protestors at the March on the Pentagon in 1967. (Lyndon Baines Johnson
Library)
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decided that Vietnam was not worth fighting for. No new troops came. With the Tet Offensive and the Viet-
nam War’s negative impact, Lyndon Johnson declined to run for president again. In 1968, Richard Nixon, a for-
mer supporter of the war, became his successor. Seeing the unpopularity of the war, Nixon promised to pull
all American troops out of Vietnam.

Many battles could claim to have affected the war greatly, but the point where the downhill run began was the
Tet Offensive. While actually a combat victory for the United States, it was at the same time a political failure.

TIMELINE

1965–1967: American troop presence in South Vietnam almost triples.

1967: Intelligence sources indicate communist buildup in South Vietnam.

1967, fall: President Johnson expresses confidence to American public that the war will soon
end in American victory.

1968, January: Cease-fire for Tet lunar New Year declared; North Vietnamese soldiers and
infiltrators prepare for attack.

1968, January 30: Communist forces attack targets across South Vietnam, catching ARVN and
US forces by surprise.

General William Westmoreland meets with President (left) Johnson following the Tet Offensive in 1968.
(Lyndon Baines Johnson Library)



1968: Winter—late summer: Sporadic fighting continues, resulting in massive losses by VC
and NVA forces.

1968: U.S. public opinion progressively turns against war, despite clear indications of military
progress against Tet Offensive.

What If?
What if the aftermath of the Tet Offensive had been interpreted differently—instead of a call for reduction,
there could have been a call for further escalation of U.S. involvement. One key was the presentation of the
event in the American press. If the press had reported that the Tet Offensive was a success despite the losses and
that the embassy was not really taken, the American people’s view of the war might not have been so negative,
and they might still have approved of the war’s prosecution.

The Tet Offensive could have been interpreted as a patriotic call for escalation, and the press and Walter
Cronkite could have presented the event as an alert to the threat of communism, pointing out that it was a pow-
erful and surprising menace but could be crushed any time the democratic powers choose to do so.

If the victory after the Tet Offensive had been interpreted in this way, Lyndon Johnson would have been seen
in a positive light and could have been reelected president in the next election. Nixon would have never have
stepped into office, and “Watergate” would not have become a part of our vocabulary. Congress would have
granted Westmoreland’s request for more than 200,000 men and more weapons and war materiel. Angry at the
damage and surprise caused by the Tet Offensive, Johnson and his advisers would have decided to mount an
invasion of North Vietnam.

With more men coming in and more reports being studied more carefully, a change in American tactics
would have been necessary. While Westmoreland would still not get the large-scale conflicts that he had hoped
for, he would have had the forces needed to mount an invasion of North Vietnam itself. A study of the enemy’s
tactics would have revealed that the search-and-destroy missions would have had to be supplanted with
counter-guerrilla tactics—turning the guerrilla tactics around on the communist forces.

The plan would have probably involved the U.S. Special Forces (Green Berets) and the Special Operations
Group (SOG) doing covert probing missions into North Vietnam to report on the enemy’s forces. With the true
purposes of the Cu Chi and other tunnels discovered, some military experts would have suggested that in-
stead of destroying them, U.S. forces should take them and use them for U.S. purposes. Part of the battle for
North Vietnam would have involved a lot of tunnel fighting, and “tunnel rats” would have gained prestige in
these conflicts.

With things looking better for the United States in the war, many peripheral events would have never hap-
pened or would have happened differently. For example, the My Lai massacre would not have been a part of
our history. Hamburger Hill, one of the most wasteful incidents of the war in terms of lost lives—and appar-
ently for nothing—would have been most carefully rethought, and the hill would have been captured in a dif-
ferent, less costly way. Had the Vietnam War ended at this point, the reception of Vietnam veterans at home
would probably have been vastly different from what it was.

With the large forces gathered and new tactics applied, the invasion of North Vietnam would have been
under way by November 1968. While it moved forward, the Soviets and Chinese would definitely have been
disturbed by the American advance.

China would have decided to participate to help North Vietnam as it had North Korea in the Korean War,
although the assistance would have been minimal. Russia, conversely, would have considered the U.S. invasion
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a serious threat and would have sent a small amount of troops to assist in defense of the country, although a
full commitment of troops would not have been made at this time.

Later, the Vietcong would have been eliminated or disbanded by North Vietnam to consolidate manpower
into the NVA. The NVA would have borne the brunt of all the assaults, as in actual history, except this time they
would have been overwhelmed and certainly would have gone to their allies for help. The Chinese, seeing the
Vietnamese as ancient enemies that could lure them into an entanglement with the West, would have with-
drawn their support and stayed quiet, unwilling to force the heavy hand of the Americans. The Russians would
have seen the American threat in Vietnam as significant and would have stepped up support, both in materiel
and advisers. Ho Chi Minh would have perceived a growing threat not just in the American invasion but also
the Russian presence in Vietnam, akin to colonial interference of past days.

At this point, Ho Chi Minh would have died and the spirit of the NVA would have been crushed, so de-
pendence on the Russians could have increased. Yet the Soviets, after the Cuban Missile Crisis, would have
been wary of U.S. actions and would have tended to avoid any more direct confrontation. Peace talks would
have been called between the two superpowers with their Vietnamese partners beside them. Hints of nuclear
war would have come up in the talks, but none of the two superpowers would have been willing to continue
such threats after their experience in the Cuban Missile Crisis. The two parties could have reached an agree-
ment that would have resulted in a Korea-like partition, with a line dividing the two countries, leaving a com-
munist North and democratic South.

The Vietnam War would have ended in a stalemate between the two Vietnams, and they would have reverted
to their status before the war. The Soviets would have withdrawn from North Vietnam and left the North Viet-
namese to their own devices. But U.S. forces would have stayed in South Vietnam and set up large bases to pre-
pare for any threat from the Soviets or the North Vietnamese. A constant buildup would have occurred with
new and advanced equipment being positioned there. Equipment such as the F-15 Eagle, F-16 Falcon, and
AH-64 Apache would have been deployed in Vietnam and would have had their first taste of combat in skir-
mishes in that country.

With Vietnam becoming another pivot for the Cold War after Korea, it would also have become one of the
watch posts of the Southeast Asian region. While an uneasy peace would have settled between the North and
South Vietnams, the two Koreas would have continued with the same type of uneasy balance they had lived
with for years. The 1980s would have been filled with tension over the potential dangers of the Asian front.
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Activity 1

OBJECTIVE:

Students will evaluate the strategic strengths and weaknesses of the North Vietnamese Army, the Viet Cong,
the U.S. Armed Forces, and the Army of the Republic of Viet Nam during the Tet Offensive.

OVERVIEW:

The students will pair up to play a strategic board game that simulates the Tet Offensive of 1968. Students
will evaluate what strategy the North Vietnamese could have followed to ensure military success.

MATERIALS NEEDED:

a class set of the Vietnam game board
a class set of the troop markers
a class set of the Tet Offensive Simulation Game Rules

TEACHER DIRECTIONS:

Divide the students into pairs or into small teams. Each player or small team will represent either the United
States or the North Vietnamese. Provide each small group or pair with a game board, the Tet Offensive
Simulation Game Rules and a Game Pieces sheet. After the students have chosen sides and cut out their
individual game pieces, read through the rules with the class. Let the games begin.

After the games have been completed, debrief the class about what were successful and unsuccessful
strategies for both sides. Let the students know that the Tet Offensive was actually a military disaster for the
North Vietnamese, primarily because they spread themselves out too thin, trying to attack everywhere.
Furthermore, after the Tet Offensive, the VC were no longer a powerful force in the war. Nevertheless, the
Tet Offensive victory was a terrible public relations disaster back home primarily because the American
public thought the war was close to being over.
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TET OFFENSIVE SIMULATION GAME RULES

Tet Offensive Simulation
South Vietnam has been divided into 10 sectors, each worth one Victory Point (VP) except Sector IX,

which contains Saigon and is worth 2 Victory Points. 
The players in this game are the United States versus North Vietnam. 
The goal of the game is to remove your opponent’s pieces and gain as many victory points (VPs) as

possible. At the end of each round, players will count the number of sectors they control and add the
appropriate number of VPs to their cumulative score. Students will combine the total VPs they have earned
in all 10 rounds to see who is the winner. 

There are 4 types of markers in this game: 

The United States player has control of two types: 
10 United States (US) markers each worth 3 attack points 
10 Army of the Republic of Viet Nam (ARVN) markers each worth 2 attack points 

The North Vietnam player has control of two types: 
20 Viet Cong (VC) markers each worth 1 attack point 
10 Northern Vietnamese Army (NVA) markers each worth 2 attack points 

Playing the Game:

Round One:
Step A) At the start of round one, the player who represents the United States places 1 ARVN in each of

the 10 regions, then places all 10 US markers in whichever regions he or she chooses. He or she may place
multiple US pieces in a single sector or none if he or she prefers. 

Step B) Once the US player has deployed ALL of his or her troops, the North Vietnamese player deploys
all of the VC and NVA markers. He or she can deploy as many of each in any region or none at all. 

Step C) Now that the players have positioned their troops, the US player can make minor adjustments to
his or her troop layout. The US player may, if he or she wishes move up to four US makers 1–2 spaces from
their starting positions. NOTE: If a US marker is moved 2 spaces, it may NOT travel through a sector
containing only an NVA or VC marker. ARVN pieces cannot be moved at any time except to remove them
from game play. 

Step D) After all markers have been deployed, the two players compute the wins and losses in each
sector, adjust markers accordingly (see: Computing wins and losses) and tally the number of VPs each
receives. 

VP Note: 
If a sector is unoccupied at the end of a round, neither player receives a VP. 
If the battle results in tie, the VP goes to the United States. 
After round one is complete, players will move onto round two. 

Round Two:
Step A) In this round, the North Vietnamese player begins by removing ALL of his or her pieces from the

game board and redeploys them for best strategic effect as he or she did in Round 1. The U.S. player leaves
all markers where they were at the end of the previous round. 
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Step B) As in round one, the U.S. player can now shift up to four U.S. markers 1–2 sectors if he or she
chooses. 

Step C) After all markers have been deployed, the two players compute the wins and losses in each sector,
adjust markers accordingly (see: Computing wins and losses) and tallies the number of VPs each player
receives. 

Rounds 3–10
Repeat the steps from Round 2 until 10 rounds have been completed. Continue to tally VPs for all

rounds. 

Computing wins and losses:
After all troop movements have been made in each round, the players must look at the outcome, remove

troops, and tally VPs. In each sector, whichever player has the greater total attack point value is the winner
and receives 1 VP (or 2 VPs for Sector IX). The losing player must remove from that region pieces equal to
the number by which he or she has lost. If the losing player loses by more attack points than he or she
possesses in a region, he or she only needs to remove whatever troops are there. 

Sample Attacks:
Scenario 1: If the United States has deployed a +5 attack point value in a region and the North

Vietnamese player has deployed a +7 attack point value, the United States must remove a +2 marker from
that region. The piece is removed from the game for good but the United States can still leave their
remaining +3 points in the sector. 

Scenario 2: If the U.S. player has deployed a +6 attack point value and the North Vietnamese player has
deployed a +2 attack point value, although the United States has won by +4 attack points, the North
Vietnamese player needs only remove his or her remaining +2 piece(s). 

Scenario 3: If the North Vietnamese player deployed a +7 attack point value and the U.S. player has
deployed a +6 attack point value, the U.S. player will still have to remove a +2 attack point value because the
U.S. player does not have any +1 pieces to remove. Furthermore, if the U.S. player contains only +3 U.S.
pieces in this sector, he or she will have to remove one, even though he or she only lost by +1 attack point. 

Winning the Game:
At the end of each round, players tally the number of VPs they have acquired. After they have completed

the 10th round, they add together the number they earned in all 10 rounds combined. Whoever receives
more VPs is the winner! 

Advantages, Disadvantages, and Strategy:
Advantages for North Vietnam: The North Vietnamese have more troops (30 versus 20) and they are

more flexible about distributing troops. Furthermore, the North Vietnamese can attack after seeing where
the United States has deployed. 

Advantages United States: The U.S. player has fewer troops and lacks the element of surprise but overall
has more attack capability (+50 versus +40 which can make up for its disadvantages. Likewise, the United
States initially occupies all 10 regions and will acquire VPs each round unless the North Vietnamese can take
them away. Finally, the U.S. player has the ability to make a slight final shift once he or she sees the lay of the
land. 
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Strategy: Try to get your opponent to commit a lot of attack points in a spot where you have, or intend
to have, few attack points. Remember, if you lose by +7 attack points but have only a +2 piece that is all you
have to remove. Your opponent could have better used his or her attack points in a different sector. 

Focus on acquiring VPs each round while simultaneously wearing down your opponent’s numbers. The
game is won or lost on the VP count at the end; you may find yourself winning battles but ultimately losing
the war. 

North Vietnam will lose if they try to take too much at any given time. Spreading out troops too thin in
an attack round can result in losses everywhere. 

The United States will lose if they do not make good use of the final adjustments once they see the North
Vietnamese attack. They should move doomed pieces out of a sector to minimize losses as well as to come
to the aid of sectors where the fighting is close. The United States should make sure that the North
Vietnamese do not cut holes in contiguous land sectors, thus blocking movement. 



Activity 2

OBJECTIVE: 

Having learned the strategic and political nuances of the Tet Offensive during Activity 1, students will now
discover the powerful influence of the media on public opinion by exploring various interpretations of Tet
as well as other aspects of the war through three short activities.

OVERVIEW: 

First students will analyze a political cartoon by Herblock from just before the Tet Offensive to discover its
presuppositions and agenda. Then students will work in pairs to dissect (and rewrite, converting the
wording to reflect the opposite sentiment) one phrase from Walter Cronkite’s February 1968 news broadcast
in which he assesses America’s chances of winning in light of this new offensive. Finally students will read
excerpts from the Pentagon Papers leaked in June 1971 to The New York Times and will play the role of a
journalist writing an analysis for the newspaper of a leaked memorandum.

MATERIALS NEEDED:

-Copies of Student Handout (one per student)
-Copies of Herblock cartoon (one per student)
-Copies of 13 phrases from Walter Cronkite’s broadcast of February 27, 1968, transcription (one copy of

each excerpt)
-Copies of New York Times article on Pentagon Papers(one per student)

TEACHER DIRECTIONS: 

Begin by discussing the importance of the Tet offensive and its ultimate military outcome. Then introduce
students to the problem of public opinion (i.e., that public perception of the realities can be more
important than facts) and explain that public opinion is highly subject to the influence of the media.
Explain that the following short activities will incorporate three key documents from the 1960s and 1970s: a
Herblock political cartoon; a news broadcast by the most influential reporter of the time, Walter Cronkite;
and a newspaper article exposing government actions and knowledge during the entire span of the war
released in 1971 through The New York Times. Provide a copy of the Student Handout and the Herblock
cartoon (or simply project the image) to each student. Walk students through the questions and give them
time to write their answers on the handout. Next, arrange the class so that there are 13 groups or pairs (for
small classes, some students may have to work on their own). Provide each group with one numbered
section of Walter Cronkite’s speech and explain that students should work together but must record their
own answers on the handout. Finally, provide each student with copies of the “Covert War” article and
explain the background to this report. Students may stay in small groups or work individually.

In conclusion, discuss the biases and viewpoints of each of these three sources and the various pros and cons
of each medium (for example, political cartoons are quicker and easier to understand than pages of newspa-
per analysis). Then connect this event and aftermath (Tet) to any current events in which the media has played
a role in influencing public opinion.
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Herblock Cartoon—Washington Post—January 28, 1968
Uncle Sam carrying a machine gun over his head while caught in a swamp labeled ASIA
Published in The Washington Post, January 28, 1968. Herblock. 1968.

(Herb Block Foundation)



Transcript of CBS News (Feb. 27, 1968)—Report from Vietnam—Walter Cronkite

WALTER CRONKITE’S “WE ARE MIRED IN STALEMATE” BROADCAST, FEBRUARY 27, 1968

1. “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, subjective. Who won and who lost in the great Tet offensive
against the cities? I’m not sure.”

2. “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.”

3. “Khesanh could well fall, with a terrible 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 doubt-
ful that the American forces can be defeated across the breadth of the DMZ with any substantial loss of ground.”

4. “Another standoff. On the political front, past performance gives no confidence that the Vietnamese gov-
ernment 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.”

5. “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.”

6. “They may be right, that Hanoi’s winter—spring offensive has been forced by the Communist realiza-
tion 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.”

7. “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.”

8. “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.”

9. “And for every means we have to escalate, the enemy can match us, 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 hun-
dred thousand more American troops to the battle. And with each escalation, the world comes closer to the
brink of cosmic disaster.”

10. “To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the evidence, the optimists who
have been wrong in the past. To suggest we are on the edge of defeat is to yield to unreasonable pessimism.”

11. “To say that we are mired in stalemate seems the only realistic, if unsatisfactory, conclusion.”
12. “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.”
13. “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: Reporting Vietnam. Part One: American Journalism 1959–1969 (1998), pp. 581–582.
http://facultystaff.richmond.edu/~ebolt/history398/Cronkite_1968.html
Article excerpted from the New York Times, Sunday June 13, 1971
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Student Handout
Media Influence during the Vietnam War

Herblock Cartoon: This cartoon appeared in the Washington Post in January 1968, just days before the Tet
Offensive suggesting various ideas about America’s war in Vietnam. Herblock (actually Herbert Block) had es-
tablished himself as a premier satirist in the 1930s and was highly influential by the 1960s. His cartoon would
have been reprinted and appeared across the nation in 1968. Look closely at the cartoon and answer the fol-
lowing questions.

1. Describe the look on Uncle Sam’s face?

2. What is the significance of the level of the water labeled “Asia”?

3. Write three possible captions for this cartoon.

4. If you were living at this time, how might this cartoon impact your views and thoughts on America’s ac-
tions in Vietnam?

Walter Cronkite Report: Next, you will be given a short excerpt from a very important news report by Wal-
ter Cronkite in February 1968 in which he analyzes the status of the war immediately following the Tet Of-
fensive and America’s potential for winning or losing it. Work in your pair or group to answer the following:

1. What is Cronkite saying in this excerpt? Rewrite in your own words here:

2. Now that you have written the actual meaning of his words, write the sentiment or feeling behind the
words. What is Cronkite really trying to get at in this excerpt?

ABC-CLIO, THE TET OFFENSIVE Student Handout
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3. Imagine that you are a news reporter in Cronkite’s position and with his notoriety, except that you have
an entirely different take on the war. Suppose you see our troops’ quick and efficient response to the of-
fensive as evidence that we can win this war, and the outcome of Tet as a great blow to the communists.
Rewrite this same excerpt to mean the opposite, converting the meaning and feeling to support the war
effort.

Pentagon Papers: Finally, in June 1971, three years after the Tet Offensive, Americans opened their news-
papers to discover pages of a top secret government report titled “The Pentagon Papers” which revealed a pat-
tern of deception and misleading on the part of the government regarding the conduct of the war. You will
receive one of the articles done by the New York Times analyzing the Pentagon Papers. Your task is to dissect
and study the article. 

1. Identify the main points. Which parts would be most shocking to readers at the time? What do you find
most surprising?

2. Is the evidence convincing? Why?

3. What is the tone of the article?
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New York Times, “The Covert War,” Sept. 13, 1971



New York Times, “The Covert War,” Sept. 13, 1971



Ready Reference:
William Westmoreland: William Childs Westmoreland was instrumental in planning and executing Ameri-
can strategy during the Vietnam War. He was born in South Carolina in 1914 and attended the U.S. Military
Academy at West Point beginning in 1932. During World War II, he served in North Africa, Sicily, and Nor-
mandy. He served in the Korean War and in 1964 was appointed by President Lyndon B. Johnson to head the
U.S. Military Assistance Command in South Vietnam, the most daunting challenge faced by any American
general of the 20th century.

As communist forces used guerrilla tactics in response to Westmoreland’s search-and-destroy methods,
the general found himself frustrated by Johnson’s refusal to allow U.S. forces to pursue the communists into
sanctuaries in Cambodia and Laos. By 1967, public support for the war eroded in the face of mounting Amer-
ican losses, and Westmoreland asserted that his conventional tactics were succeeding. In January 1968, how-
ever, North Vietnamese forces staged the furious Tet Offensive, hitting virtually every major city in South
Vietnam. Westmoreland’s forces recovered quickly and severely punished communist units caught out in the
open, but North Vietnam had cleverly orchestrated a psychological triumph.

In 1968, Johnson decided to negotiate for a peace settlement, suspend the air war, and begin withdrawing
U.S. forces from South Vietnam. He refused Westmoreland’s request for additional troops, and by June 1968,
Westmoreland was replaced by Creighton Abrams.

Ho Chi Minh: Although he never lived to see the final victory, Ho Chi Minh’s three decades of uncompromising
leadership placed Vietnam on the path to national unity under a communist government.

Ho was born Nguyen Sinh Cung in 1890 in Vietnam, then under French supervision. He came to resent
colonialism and dedicated his life to ending it in Vietnam. World War II brought chaos to Southeast Asia as
Japanese troops invaded and expelled the French troops from their colonial empire. Nguyen regarded Japan-
ese colonialism with the same antipathy that he felt toward the French and he adopted the name Ho Chi Minh
(“He Who Enlightens”).

Ho organized communist sympathizers into an effective guerrilla movement and following the Japanese
surrender of 1945, declared the creation of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam with himself as president. The
French were determined to revive their Asian empire and returned in force but withdrew from Indochina after
eight years of fighting.

In 1960, Ho initiated a concerted guerrilla strategy to give support to the communists in South Vietnam
and the U.S. government intervened with ground troops in 1961. Ho was successful in convincing his coun-
trymen that the very presence of U.S. forces constituted a new imperialist force to be defeated. Throughout the
conflict with U.S. forces, he was able to maintain a delicate political balance with ideological rivals China and
the Soviet Union, who both provided material and military assistance. Ho died of a heart ailment on Sep-
tember 2, 1969. When the southern capital of Saigon fell to a final communist onslaught in 1975, it was re-
named Ho Chi Minh City in his honor.

Pentagon Papers: By 1967, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara was questioning the course of the Vietnam
War, so he created a task force within the Defense Department to investigate the history of U.S. policy in Viet-
nam. The result was a narrative accompanied by the original texts of many of the documents on which it had
been based. Formally titled United States—Vietnam Relations, 1945–1967, it is commonly referred to as the Pen-
tagon Papers.

Dr. Daniel Ellsberg, one of the study’s authors, became convinced that U.S. involvement in Vietnam was im-
moral and should be ended. In March 1971, after failing to persuade several U.S. senators to make the mate-
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rial public, he delivered it to The New York Times, which produced a series of articles accompanied by original
documents. The study revealed that the John F. Kennedy and Lyndon B. Johnson administrations had au-
thorized a massive military buildup in Vietnam at the same time that they were publicly promising a gradual
removal of troops.

The U.S. Justice Department demanded that the newspaper cease publication and return the documents
to the Department of Defense. It sought an injunction forbidding the publication of further installments and
filed suit against The Washington Post, which also had begun publishing articles based on the material.

After a series of filings and appeals, the U.S. Supreme Court finally ruled that given the constitutional pro-
tection of freedom of the press, a request by the government for prior restraint of publication “carries a heavy
burden of showing justification,” and the government had not met that burden.

Ultimately, the evidence that the public had been deceived on such an important issue and on such a large
scale resulted in a national loss of confidence in the federal government, spurring President Richard Nixon to
attempt to end U.S. involvement in Vietnam.

Walter Cronkite: Walter Cronkite is among the first of his profession to use television as his primary broad-
cast medium. He was the anchor of the popular CBS Evening News from 1962 until he retired in 1981.

Walter Leland Cronkite Jr. was born in 1916 in St. Joseph, Missouri, and as a high school student worked
on the school yearbook and newspaper. He took journalism classes at the University of Texas at Austin but
dropped out of school in his junior year to work full time at the Houston Post. As a reporter for United Press
during World War II, he covered such major events as the Battle of the Atlantic and the Battle of the Bulge. In
1950, he was hired by CBS to develop the news department of the network’s television station in Washington,
D.C., and in 1952, led CBS’ coverage of the national nominating conventions. In 1962, Cronkite began an-
choring the CBS Evening News.

Critics attributed Cronkite’s success to his straightforward, objective reporting; confident delivery; and
ability to make complex events easy for the average person to understand. He was a strong advocate of the
newsperson’s role as an objective reporter, not a commentator. He never broke that rule himself, with the ex-
ceptions of his emotional reports on the John F. Kennedy assassination, several manned missile launchings, and
Washington’s suppression of the truth during the Vietnam War. Some historians attribute President Lyndon
B. Johnson’s decision not to run for a second term in 1968 to Cronkite’s condemning report on the Vietnam
War.

The New York Times: The New York Times is the United States’ preeminent newspaper, the so-called paper of
record, known for its thorough and accurate reporting. It began publication on September 18, 1851, and sup-
ported Whig Party and Republican Party politicians. Its timely and accurate reporting of the Civil War greatly
raised its standing, and it would later expose the corruption of New York City political boss William Marcy
Tweed.

In the heated journalism wars of the early 20th century, the Times managed to triple its circulation while
avoiding blatant partisanship and sensationalism. The newspaper broke the story that the great ship Titanic
had sunk on April 15, 1912, far earlier than other publications confirmed the news, further establishing its
reputation as the most reliable news source.

In 1964, a libel suit brought against it resulted in the U.S. Supreme Court’s landmark New York Times v. Sul-
livan ruling, which narrowed the definition of libel in cases involving public figures. In 1971, the paper was back
in court to secure permission to publish the so-called Pentagon Papers, a secret record of the Vietnam War
leaked to the press by Pentagon analyst Daniel Ellsberg. Once again, the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in favor
of the Times had great implications for the continued protection of freedom of the press.
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National Standards Correlations

EDSTD1642842380: Challenge arguments of historical inevitability by formulating examples of historical con-
tingency, of how different choices could have led to different consequences. 

EDSTD2097113490: United States History: Era 9 Postwar United States (1945 to early 1970s): How the Cold
War and conflicts in Korea and Vietnam influenced domestic and international politics: The student under-
stands the foreign and domestic consequences of U.S. involvement in Vietnam. (NCSS) 

EDSTD1642821830: Assess the Vietnam policy of the Kennedy, Johnson, and Nixon administrations and the
shifts of public opinion about the war. (Analyze multiple causation). 

EDSTD1642821850: Evaluate how Vietnamese and Americans experienced the war and how the war contin-
ued to affect postwar politics and culture. (Appreciate historical perspectives). 

EDSTD1642840560: Assess the influence of television, the Internet, and other forms of electronic communi-
cation on the creation and diffusion of cultural and political information worldwide. (Formulate historical
questions). 
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