TET, ’68 - FIFTY YEARS OF
SLANTED NEWS?

ONE SQUARE BLOCK OF SAIGON AFTER TET, ‘68
Fifty years ago on January 30, 1968, the North Vietnamese and
Viet Cong allies launched their dishonorable ’68 Tet Offensive.
Phase I, January 30 – March 28, ended in a total military defeat
for the communists. Phase II, May 5 – June 15, known as miniTet, devastated the communist forces. Phase III, August 17 –
September 23, was instigated by North Vietnamese forces only

since, for all practical purposes, their Viet Cong allies had been
eliminated as an effective fighting force during Phase I and II.
Other than the mass murder of citizens, the communists failed
miserably. The ‘general uprising’ expected, never materialized.
The lack of any military gains stirred divisions amongst the Viet
Cong and North Vietnamese military hierarchy and generated
second-guessing by their communist leadership in Hanoi.
COSVN, The Central Office of South Vietnam, also known as the
‘Bamboo Pentagon’, controlled or at least attempted to control
the communist effort in South Vietnam. On April 5, 1969, the
leaders of COSVN issued Directive 55 to all of its subsidiary units
concerning the debacle of their ’68 Tet Offensive: “Never again
and under no circumstances are we going to risk our entire
military force for just such an offensive. On the contrary, we
should endeavor to preserve our military potential for future
campaigns.”
Even in North Vietnam planning sessions for the Tet Offensive
were heavily and heatedly debated. Three groups, the militants,
the moderates, and centrists, argued over the ‘scope’ of the Tet
Offensive. The militants proposed
‘going for broke’, taking on the
potent American military machine
in conventional combat.
The
moderates and centrists, among
them Ho Chi Minh and General Vo
Nguyen Giap, wanted a limited

offensive powerful enough to force the Americans to negotiate
a favorable peace settlement yet believed taking on the
Americans in conventional warfare was suicidal. The militants
won the debate; many of the moderates and centrists were then
arrested and imprisoned.
The Tet Offensive’s origin came from the
head of COSVN in the south, militant
General Nguyen Chi Thanh. The Military
Central Commission in Hanoi summoned
Thanh to the capital in April of 1967 to
explain his plan. He and General Gaip
argued fiercely. Nevertheless, General
Thanh received permission on July 6 to
begin preparations for the broad
offensive. Thanh attended a celebratory party that evening and
died of a heart attack after drinking too much. Albeit, the
preparations continued and the buildup in men and material
jumped into high gear.
Fighting picked up around the ‘border regions’ of Cambodia and
Laos, a tactic that saw critical American manpower pulled away
from the populated lowlands and coastal cities. The Americans
bit the bait, but didn’t stay for the main course after smelling the
cuisine. Something was rotten in the State of Vietnam. The
Americans quickly redeployed to their zones of responsibility to
attempt to figure out just what that ‘something rotten’ actually
was, but they soon realized it was rotten to the core.

Field commanders knew
something big was in the
making. The truck traffic
coming down the Ho Chi
Minh Trail through Laos
and Cambodia increased
dramatically. Averaging
480 vehicles per month
through September of
1967, October saw an increase to 1,116. November, 3,823. In
December, 6,315. Still, American and South Vietnamese
Intelligence gurus rejected the obvious. As one American analyst
stated, “If we’d gotten the whole battle plan, it wouldn’t have
been believed. It wouldn’t have been credible to us.”
Ironically, the Americans actually did have their hands on the
whole battle plan. On January 28, 1968, a squad of Viet Cong
was captured in Qui Nhon. Found in their possession was two
pre-recorded audio tapes giving orders and guidelines to the
civilian populations of ‘already occupied’ Saigon, Hue, and Da
Nang. The Vietnamese Joint General Staff hurriedly ordered
Corps commanders to put all their troops on alert; the response
was slow and lacked a sense of urgency. Roughly half of South
Vietnam’s military remained on holiday leave. At MACV (the
American military HQ in Saigon), the entire Intelligence staff was
attending a pool party on the evening of January 30.

Intelligence properly disseminated saves lives; improperly used
wastes lives. The Communists hit, and hit hard: More than 100
towns and cities, 36 of the 44 provincial capitals, five of the six
large cities, 72 district towns, and the capital of Saigon. Albeit,
the South Vietnamese Army and Marines held their own as the
Americans regrouped then came
roaring out of their base camps.
The NVA and VC had gambled on
conventional warfare and lost the
crap shoot. In the end, they held
no new territory, no towns, attacks
on the American Embassy and
other political targets had failed,
their troops had been decimated,
and the anticipated ‘uprising’
never happened. Their remnants scurried back to sanctuaries in
Cambodia and Laos. They had possibly lost the war.
If American troops had been given permission to pursue enemy
forces or been given orders to thunder into Laos along Route 9
to Techpone and shut down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, had the DMZ
been crossed by a sizable invasion force, an Inchon-type landing
or major amphibious assault initiated, the war could have been
won. The communists lost Tet; we lost the victory. Our airmen
and soldiers and sailors did their job, but the political leaders in
Washington, DC plunged into panic mode, the American public
became more confused than ever, and the war correspondents
in Vietnam began a flurry of unfavorable reporting.

We Vietnam veterans have seen our legacy evolve from ‘babykillers’ to ‘heroes’, and those of us who have lived long enough
have witnessed the reputation and approval rating of military
men and women rise to the highest percentage of any group,
military or civilian. Depending on which poll you choose to
believe, Congress has an approval rating of 8% to 20%, which
brings to mind Mark Twain’s remark: “Politicians and a baby’s
diaper should be changed often. Both for the same reason.”

AMERICAN TROOPS AND TANKS RETAKE PHU THO RACETRACK
As a Vietnam veteran and journalist, perhaps my concentration
should center on the battles of Tet and the brave warriors who
turned a possible defeat into an overwhelming victory. Yet, to
do so would follow a typical pattern of the obvious interpreted
incorrectly as a military reversal. The perception of Tet ’68 as

the ‘the turning point of the war’ is so entrenched in academia
misrepresentation that the struggle for the truth will always be
the stereotypical up-hill-battle.

US MARINES SWEEPING THE STREETS IN HUE – TET, ‘68
Tet ’68 was indeed ‘the turning point of the war’, but not in the
way projected in the media. North Vietnam became a biblical
David, slinging the stone at the American Goliath’s forehead. It
missed. In the bible, David cut off Goliath’s head for good
measure. In Vietnam, Goliath bruised and battered David’s body
until retreat was David’s only life-saving option. But Goliath was
not given permission to lop off his enemy’s head. Militarily, we
won, but little boy David escaped with his sling to sling another
day. Thus the insanity of containment.

MARINES MOVING THROUGH THE STREETS OF HUE – TET, ‘68
Journalists are not military strategists nor battlefield tacticians,
but some do report from the field while others form stories and
opinions from military dispatches. Had a similar pessimistic
reporting occurred after Pearl Harbor or the encirclement of
Pusan, had the Alamo been reported by CNN or MSNBC, had the
North been pressured by the media to attend ceasefire
negotiations in Paris after the South bombarded Fort Sumter,
had journalists back then reported opinions instead of truths,
this nation would not long have survived.
Tet ’68 in all phases touched residents of Rockdale and Newton
Counties with similar grief. Well-known Rockdale resident and
musician, Dan Turner, was 14 years old when the Lutheran

pastor and a sharply dressed Marine rang the doorbell. Dan’s
older brother, Michael Barry Turner, had been killed in action
during the Tet Offensive. Mike had been ‘in-country’ for one
week. He was 18 years old.
Tet robbed the lives and futures of other Rockdale and Newton
soldiers: Thomas Ronnie Range, Jr. – 19, Raymond Lee Jackson
– 20, Danny Joe Richardson, Sr. – 20, Earl Thomas Shaffer, Sr. –
45, and Ted Dennis Britt – 19.
Their sacrifices need not had been in vain had the military been
allowed to finish what the communists had started. The deaths
of these fine young men became footnotes to a media addicted
to adverse news reporting while the creatures of The Swamp
squabbled over the severity of our ‘defeat’ without an inkling of
the opportunity lost.
War correspondent and combat
veteran Joe Galloway pulled 4
assignments in Vietnam, including
coverage of Ia Drang Valley and the
fall of Saigon. Galloway touched,
saw, felt, tasted, and smelled the
war from its beginning. No finer
correspondent put his boots on the
ground in Vietnam, and no finer
reporting was dispatched.

FLARES LIGHT UP THE NIGHT SKY IN THE IA DRANG VALLEY
In an April 18, 2011 interview with Historynet.com, Galloway
responded to the accusation that the media lost the Vietnam
War: “It wasn’t the media. It wasn’t me. It wasn’t Peter Arnett
or Walter Cronkite. The war was lost at 1600 Pennsylvania
Venue by a succession of American presidents. They all had a
hand in it. It was easy for the embittered military officers sitting
around the clubs in the years after Vietnam to bitch and moan
about how the press lost the war. We didn’t do it. We did not
lose the war. The media does not have the power now to start
or end a war. But, frankly, I wish I could have gotten myself out
of LZ X-ray (The Battle of Ia Drang Valley) and sat down and
written a story so powerful about that battle that it would have
driven LBJ (President Johnson) to withdraw the American forces

and cut our losses. If I could have done that, if I’d had that
power, then there would only be some 1,100 names on that Wall
in Washington instead of 58,307. And I would be proud to have
carved on my tombstone, ‘He stopped the war.’ But that’s not
the way it works, it’s not the way it happened. The press didn’t
lose it, and we couldn’t win it, all we could do was our job and
that was to try to tell the truth about what was going on.”

Tet, ’68. The guerrilla warfare in Vietnam turns conventional,
the type of combat most suited to the powerful United States
military already ‘in-country’ with weapons locked and loaded. A
stunning surprise by the communists generates a stunning
victory for America and her allies. How did such a thorough
military victory for us turn into a win for them? Did the press
narrate the truth? Did our soldiers falter? Was the anti-war

movement accountable or did our military leaders absolutely fail
in their responsibilities? We can’t blame politics on losing a war,
can we? Newsflash: War is politics.

