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“Thus the reason why men enjoy seeing a 
likeness is that in contemplating it they 
find themselves learning or inferring.” 

- Aristotle 
Poetics IV.5 

 
 

“My film is not a movie about Vietnam. 
It is Vietnam. It’s what it was really like.” 

Francis Ford Coppola 
Cannes International Film Festival, 1979 

 
 

“Everyone is entitled to his own view, but 
everyone is not entitled to his own facts.” 

- James Schlesinger 
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ABSTRACT 

History is being taught by film and as a result many people 

obtain an “Impression” of history and learn incomplete or in 

some cases biased history. This is especially true for the 

Vietnam War, where war films have been used to create a form 

of history termed “Impressionist history.” This historical 

theory is explained in the context of a two other 

contemporary historical phenomena called epimethianism and 

reflectivity. Epimethian history occurs when the historian, 

who in this work is generally the filmmaker, applies 

contemporary values and ideas to the past. Reflectivity is a 

property of historical documents and narratives, including 

films that describe the degree to which the historian or 

filmmaker has inserted epimethianism into their analysis of 

the past. This work tells the history of the Vietnam War 

through selected films. It then deconstructs each film 

according to historical accuracy, epimethianism, and 

reflectivity.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 

This work is an examination of the history of the 

Vietnam War as told through popular films. In the 

hyperactive modern world few people have time to learn 

history though traditional channels. Today more than ever 

people learn about the past through film. In short, people 

are now learning fact through fiction. This study is laid 

out in chronological order from the historical perspective 

of the war and the return home, not in the order the films 

were released. Summing the portrayal of history from the 

chronological perspective allows the reader to gain a better 

understanding of how modern society interprets the Vietnam 

War. There is value in looking at the films in the order 

with which they were released. This method is more conducive 

to an approach that favored how public perception of the war 

had changed over time.  

By examining the events in historical order it is 

possible to juxtapose the fictionalized events with factual 

events (or approximate an event when the film is not based 

on a true story). This enables a better understanding of how 

films reproduce history as a secondary source. In some 

cases, a primary, source. This is the case with some of the 



 2 

incidents based on historical battles or films created by 

veterans, like Oliver Stone’s Platoon, which serve as a 

semi-autobiographical account of the war. 

The subject of this study is the Vietnam War; however, 

the central idea deals with our ability to record, 

understand and interpret history. Analyzing the Vietnam War 

through primary sources requires the construction of new 

methods for writing history.  

I have constructed two primary methods to meet the 

demands of this project. The first is the conception of 

history itself called “Impressionist history.” The second is 

a logical fallacy that plagues history departments, classes, 

and, “scholarship” today, which I have named the epimethian 

argument, or epimethianism.  

 

Impressionist History 

Most of us take for granted that we “know” the past. We 

know what happened in the American Civil War. However, the 

fact that some Southerners still call it the War of Northern 

Aggression suggests that an objective definition of the 

past, and what is true in it, is impossible.  

Furthermore, most Americans assume they know and 

understand the root cause of the Civil War to be American 

slavery. More specifically they refer to the desire of 
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“Southern” states to retain slavery, while the North wished 

to abolish it. These are “facts” presented to all Americans 

in high school history, and to a lesser degree, in many 

University level American history survey classes. This may 

be true to some extent, though the issue of State’s Rights 

is a more fundamental issue, but still this is an example of 

the “Impression” of history as it becomes etched in the 

public’s collective memory. 

And so the question is, can the past ever really be 

known, or understood objectively? What good is history if we 

cannot be certain that what we are hearing is the truth? Is 

history just an advanced or elevated form of storytelling 

devised by the Greeks for man’s entertainment? 

The idea of history as an art helps to answer these 

questions. Provided there is at least one reliable document 

(i.e. eye witness, after action report, or other document 

containing pertinent information) available a reliable 

history can be written. But this history will not be 

objective and it will not provide for realistic and honest 

evaluations of the event.  

 

Epimethian Argument 

It is axiomatic that hindsight is twenty-twenty. 

Unfortunately, historical criticism has taken a turn for the 
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worse since post-modernism wormed its way into the 

discipline. History is now written not just with the benefit 

of time, but it is generally re-written, or whitewashed, to 

conform to modern politically correct orthodoxy. Or if that 

is not possible because the stories are too well known, or 

else, as is the case with the history of the Vietnam War, 

there are too many people alive who are capable of refuting 

the revisionists, these individuals and their stories are 

discredited, condemned, forgotten and erased from orthodox 

interpretations.  

An “epimethian argument,” or simply epimethianism, 

describes the current prejudicial practice of judging 

history or historical figures, or their actions, by 

contemporary standards. Epimethius is the Greek Titan of 

afterthought, hence the name. If the interpretation fails to 

meet the standards of political correctness used by the 

modern academic establishment, then it is subject to 

historical revisionism.  

This rewriting leads to a “history as proof” evaluation 

of the past. Epimethians rely on the fact that, “hindsight 

is 20/20” to buttress their premise. However, their fallacy 

lies in the fact that history is always a selective 

recreation of events, and that though these events represent 

an objective and knowable event, person, or object from the 
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past, they can never be reproduced in a completely objective 

manner because mankind lacks the ability to integrate enough 

“Impressions” of the event to allow for an all inclusive and 

unbiased version of the narrative.  

This does not mean that the past cannot be retold 

truthfully. Instead, it means that historians must 

acknowledge that there is no way to “prove” conclusively 

events which cannot be demonstrated in the same way a 

biologist may employ the scientific method to discover the 

truth. Since history is not a science, but an art, 

historians must rely upon inductive reasoning, rather than 

deductive logic.   

One of the hallmarks of post-modern interpretations of 

history is that they claim there is no “right” version of 

the past. This has become an integral part of the negative, 

manipulative, and propagandistic use of Impressionist 

history that stems from the epimethian argument. Post-modern 

epimethians assume in their arguments that they and they 

alone, possess the necessary skills to record and interpret 

the past above and beyond that of the average man. Any 

challenge to their claims is met with rancor in public, and 

if the one challenging their claims happens to be a student 
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in their class can and often does result in a negative 

reflection on the student’s grade.1 

This is certainly one reason for so much hostility 

toward military history in the academic world. Professional 

historians do not appreciate being contradicted about the 

“truth” of their claims by, for example, a hypothetical 

veteran like “Corporal Joe Smith from Scottsdale, Arizona,” 

who in the context of modern history is a living historical 

record and possesses a story which might contradict the 

anecdotal “evidence” an agenda driven academic would 

normally cite in backing up his or her interpretation.  

We can no longer afford to take the claims of 

journalists, filmmakers, academics and professional 

historians at face value. Allowing these claims to go 

uncontested jeopardizes not only the transmission of the 

historical record to future generations, but also impugns 

the reputation of millions of Americans. 

 

Reflectivity 

One of the problems inherent in discussing how films 

can create history lays in defining the historical 

                                                 
1 Refer to the FIRE Freedom of Individual Rights in Education, 
organization’s website, http://www.fire.org for an in depth discussion 
of academic bias against students. The site is also replete with 
anecdotal stories from students about their biased professors who base 
their grades upon a student agreeing with the professor’s, generally 
left-wing opinion. 
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properties of fictional narratives. Reflectivity is the term 

used here to define the relationship between a dual natured 

source (both primary and secondary nature) and the era in 

which it was written, not necessarily the accuracy of the 

document or the content of the information. The term was 

influenced by R.G. Collingwood who wrote, “The 

philosophizing mind never simply thinks about an object, it 

always, while thinking about philosophy may thus be called 

thought of the second degree, thought about thought.”2 All 

historical documents, including fiction, display 

Reflectivity; it is just a question of how reflective the 

document is. In the case of most primary sources, say a war 

diary, or an after action report, the reflectivity is very 

high. That is, the document not only contains valuable 

information, but it is valuable because the document 

reflects the time in which it was written. Though this is 

something most historians take for granted, it is the basis 

upon which a document’s value is largely based.  

What is new about this? In the case of fiction, which 

can serve as a primary source (for example Oliver Stone’s 

Platoon, or Richard McKenna’s The Sand Pebbles), the 

reflectivity becomes very important. Often it can be more 

valuable to a historian than the accuracy of facts in the 

                                                 
2 R.G. Collingwood. The Idea of History. Revised Edition with Lectures 
1927-1929. Jan Van Der Dussen, ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1994, 1. 



 8 

work. The movie Platoon is a better reflection of Oliver 

Stone’s post-Vietnam experience than it is of the life of a 

platoon in Vietnam. For this reason, it is necessary to 

rejoin the storyteller to the work for highly reflective 

fiction. Post-modernism, especially as it exists in modern 

academia, divorces the artist’s intent and biography from 

the work, which causes the work to lose context. This allows 

an interpreter, i.e. an Impressionist historian, to give new 

context to the document, ultimately distorting history.  

Understanding the reflectivity of a document is not 

only valuable for understanding fiction as a primary source, 

it is also useful when looking at propaganda documents. For 

example, one will not learn a great deal about the ideology 

of the Vietnam War from a literal reading of official 

histories written in Hanoi, nor will historians find much 

value in Hanoi’s official version of the war. But by looking 

at the reflectivity of the document, i.e., the context in 

which it was issued, who wrote it, and for what purpose, and 

contrasting that with more reliable sources, it may be 

possible to better understand the conditions under which the 

document was issued. 
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Methodology, Structure and Goals 

Many films examined in this study are themselves 

adaptations of books, such as Full Metal Jacket, which is an 

adaptation of Grant Heslov’s The Short Timers. The reader 

should not assume this is a work about the fidelity of 

adaptation from source material to film. That topic is more 

appropriate for a film studies paper than for history. 

Rather, this is about the use of film as a tool in the 

teaching and revision of history.  

Each film contains multiple historical themes, such as 

the impression of American soldiers, the impression of the 

Vietnamese people and so forth, but focus on in key themes 

from each film. This is not to say there are not multiple 

“impressions” of history the films convey. However, 

analyzing the films according to a constrained theme is 

better for the sake of time and brevity. 

This work is organized in two main sections. The first 

section leads up to the Tet Offensive of 1968, the second 

spanning Tet and continuing through the fall of Saigon in 

April 1975. They are arranged by chronological events to 

illustrate the power of film as a historical tool. When 

chronologically arranged the films create a shallow but 

broad Impression of the War.  
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CHAPTER II 
 

 CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS TO 1963 
 

 
Introduction  

When President Lyndon Johnson committed large scale 

troops to defend the Republic of Vietnam in 1965 the 

American people had little idea what the military incursion 

was all about. This section begins with The Green Berets 

(1968) because it was the first major film made about the 

Vietnam War, and because it was designed to bolster support 

for the war effort at home, to mobilize the will of the 

American people. Wayne created the film as a response to 

“anti-establishment protests” after, “taking trips to 

Vietnam in 1966 and 1967.”3  

From an Impressionist perspective The Green Berets 

allows a unique opportunity to examine some of the root 

causes of the war, a topic few other films ever seek to 

explore. Furthermore, The Green Berets is unique for a 

Vietnam film in that it features a prominent Vietnamese 

presence throughout the film. Ultimately, the film attempts 

to muster support for the Vietnam War by showing America the 

faces of the Vietnamese people who stood to lose their 

                                                 
3 Jeremy M. Devine, Vietnam at 24 Frames a Second: A Critical ant 
Thematic Analysis of Over 400 Films About the Vietnam War.  Jefferson, 
NC: McFarland & Company, Inc., 1995, 38.  
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homes, their freedom and their lives, if the United States 

turned its back on them. 

 

Origins of the Vietnam War 

Because the canon of Vietnam films is incomplete, it is 

necessary to begin with a brief discussion on the origins, 

themes and ideas, of the Vietnam War before using films to 

illustrate its history. The Vietnam War, or Second Indochina 

War, has its roots in nineteenth-century French colonialism. 

The entire history is too long and intricate to recount 

here. However, the reader should understand the treatment of 

the Vietnamese by the French, a situation from which the 

desire for Vietnamese independence arose.  

In The Elephant and the Tiger Wilbur Morrison explains 

“French rule [in Indochina] was demanding. ...The Vietnamese 

were dominated at all levels of society by a harsh regime 

that brooked no rebellion from recalcitrant work[ers]. 

…[F]or the vast majority life was drudgery with few 

rewards.”4 French influence in society was directed at 

replacing the old Confucian based society. Through education 

reforms the French began to undermine the Chinese basis of 

life starting with teaching Vietnamese people French or 

quoc-ngu, a written Vietnamese language, rather than the 

                                                 
4 Wilbur H. Morrison, The Elephant and the Tiger: The Full Story of the 
Vietnam War. New York: Hippocrene Books, 1990, 7. 
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Vietnamese language which was traditionally based on 

modified Chinese ideograms called Nom.5 One of the things 

that most undermined Vietnamese society, and drew the ire of 

the Vietnamese people was the way the French ignored the 

Imperial Vietnamese court when making decisions in Paris 

about the lives of Vietnamese villagers on the other side of 

the world.6 

Before World War II, dealing with the French was not a 

North or South problem. Nguyen Cao Ky, South Vietnam’s Air 

Marshall and one of Ngo Dien Diem’s successor wrote, “I grew 

up hating the French. ...Over the years they had made 

fortunes...but they had given back little in return. ...My 

own family avoided contact with the French as far [sic] as 

possible.”7  

In 1930, Ho, like Mao Tse-Tung before him, appealed to 

his people’s sense of national identity and hatred of the 

French and the Catholics to rally their support:  

World War II will break out. When it breaks, the 
French imperialists will certainly drive our 
people to a more horrible slaughter if we gave 
them a free hand to prepare for this war…if we 
give them a free hand to stifle the Vietnamese 
revolution it is tantamount to giving them a free 

                                                 
5 William J. Duiker, The Rise of Nationalism in Vietnam, 1900-1941. 
Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1976, 106-119. 
6 Duiker, The Rise of Nationalism in Vietnam, 120-133. 
7 Nguyen Cao Ky, Twenty Years and Twenty Days. New York: Stein and Day, 
1976. 13. 
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hand to wipe our race off the earth and drown our 
nation in the Pacific.8 
 
Toward the end of World War II the French army was 

temporarily replaced by Japanese and after the war by 

nationalist Chinese forces in the North. However, Ho Chi 

Minh was unable to secure Vietnamese independence from 

France. Instead Ho had no choice but to allow the French 

colonial military back in to Vietnam to replace the Chinese 

occupational forces. Regarding what he perceived as a 

temporary arrangement, Ho allegedly said he “would rather 

sniff French shit for five years than eat Chinese shit for a 

thousand.”9 

In March of 1946 Bui Diem, future South Vietnamese 

ambassador to the United States, gathered with a few friends 

and watched as French troops marched through the streets of 

Hanoi. “Watching them brought the taste of gall to our 

mouths. It seemed the return of Vietnam’s colonial 

enslavement. On the sidewalks French civilians residents of 

Hanoi stood cheering. On the balcony each one of us was 

brushing away tears.”10  

                                                 
8 Ho’s Appeal at the Founding of the Communist Party of Indochina. 
Robert J. McMahon, ed. Major Problems in the History of the Vietnam War, 
3rd ed. Major Problems in American History Series, Thomas G. Paterson, 
general ed. New York Houghton Mifflin Company, 2003, 20. 
9 Bui Diem with David Chanoff, In the Jaws of History. Vietnam War Era 
Classics Series. Jane Hamilton-Merritt and John Clark Pratt, eds. 
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999, 44.; Also in Morrison. 
The Elephant and the Tiger. 13. 
10 Bui Diem, The Jaws of History, 44.  
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The French influence on the educational system, 

including the increased number of Vietnamese students 

studying in Paris, eventually became an inroad through which 

new European ideas, particularly ideas about “liberty, 

fraternity and equality,” not to mention Marxism, flowed 

into Vietnam. These new analytical methods meant the 

“subordination of the Vietnamese nation to France could be 

understood as a historical and social phenomenon, and it 

could be fought-if one had the right tools.”11  

The “right tools” were the elements of Communist appeal 

that touched on all aspects of Vietnamese society. Vietnam 

from the 1930s through 1954 could be divided into several 

smaller distinct classes of people: the urban industrial 

people, the rural villagers, the mandarin, and the 

professional intellectuals. The Marxist appeal to urban 

working class is clear enough and followed the same model in 

Vietnam as it had in the Soviet Union. However, the 

industrialized people of Vietnam alone were not numerous 

enough to facilitate a Communist takeover of the country.  

The rise of Communism among the agricultural class was 

facilitated by Ho Chi Minh’s appeal to the Vietnamese 

people’s desire for a Vietnam free from colonial rule. 

According to Nguyen Cao Ky after World War II, “There was a 

                                                 
11 Truong Nhu Tang with David Chanoff and Doan Van Toai, A Vietcong 
Memoir. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers. 1985, 18. 
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power vacuum, and Ho filled it.”12 To propel his party to 

power, Ho based his strategy on Mao Tse-Tung’s rise to power 

via his appeal to the nationalist sentiments of the agrarian 

people, rather than restricting itself to relying upon the 

urban working class revolution.13  

The intellectuals found in Communism the stimulation 

that they had not in traditional Confucianism-inspired 

Vietnamese ideas. As William Duiker says, they were “in the 

middle of an identity crisis.”: 

The decline of Confucianism in the cities left an 
emotional and intellectual void in the minds of 
patriotic intellectuals, and many obviously found 
Marxist doctrine an attractive modern alternative 
to the discredited Sino-Vietnamese tradition. As 
an intricate and sophisticated philosophy, with a 
universal dogma and a comprehensive explanation of 
history that was optimistic, scientific, 
impregnated with moral fervor, and staunchly anti-
imperialist, Marxism could be accepted without 
great difficulty as a modern equivalent of 
Confucianism.14  
 
It should also be noted that the “emotional and 

intellectual void” was most certainly due in part to the 

French educational system. As Duiker points out the 

educational reforms of Albert Sarraut, which began in 1917 

and were known for their “associationist” attitude, were 

                                                 
12 Nguyen Cao Ky, Twenty Years and Twenty Days. New York: Stein and Day, 
1976, 15. 
13 Colonel Thomas X. Hammes, USMC, The Sling and the Stone: On War in 
the 21st Century. St. Paul, MN: Zenith Press, 2004, 45-50. 
14 Duiker, The Rise of Nationalism in Vietnam, 290. 
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popular among some middle-class people.15 By this phrase it 

is assumed Duiker means Vietnamese Catholics and the 

mandarin class, as those partially assimilated Vietnamese 

would be most likely to accept the “Frenchification” of 

their schools. However, these reforms were also directed at 

undermining the Vietnamese identity, which may have helped 

open the “intellectual vacuum” Marxism and later Ho filled.  

Throughout the war first against the French and later 

against the Americans, the Vietnamese Communists shrouded 

themselves in rhetoric of independence, freedom and self-

governance. Ho’s vision was embodied in the Vietnamese 

Declaration of Independence. Written in 1945 and largely 

modeled on the American Declaration of Independence, it 

makes the nationalist visage of the Communist movement 

perfectly clear, “The entire Vietnamese people are 

determined to mobilize all their physical and mental 

strength, to sacrifice their lives and property in order to 

safeguard their independence and liberty.”16 

The American response to the policies of Ho Chi Minh 

and the Vietnamese Communists was unfocused and uncertain. 

The only indisputable American goal was to stop the spread 

of Communism. However, America had never been in a position 

                                                 
15 Duiker, The Rise of Nationalism in Vietnam, 130-133. 
16 The Vietnamese Declaration of Independence. McMahon. Major Problems 
in the History of the Vietnam War, 23-24 



 17 

of international diplomatic leadership as it was in the 

Post-World War II era, and was unprepared for the challenge.  

In 1961, Vo Nguyen Giap, Commander of the People’s Army 

of North Vietnam, reiterated Ho’s sentiments: “The 

Vietnamese people’s war of liberation was a just war, aiming 

to win back the independence and unity of the country, to 

bring land to our peasants and guarantee them the right to 

it.”17 Decades of communo-Nationalist propaganda coupled 

with the memory of French colonial policy had a noticeable 

effect upon the Vietnamese people. A member of the Viet Cong 

describes how he was recruited:  

I was poor. I had lost my land [to a French 
landlord] and I didn’t have enough money to take 
care of my children. [I]n 1961 propaganda cadres 
of the [National Liberation] Front contacted me. 
[The NLF told him] the majority of people were 
poor, not because they wasted their money but 
because they had been exploited by the landlords 
who had worked with the French. In the past, the 
ancestors of the poor had broken ground for 
tillage. Then powerful people had seized their 
land. Without any other means to live, the poor 
had become slaves of the landlords. The cadres 
told us that if the poor people don’t stand up 
[to] the rich people, we would be dominated by 
them forever.18 
 
However, he was not alone. The cadre, as he said, seems 

to have preyed upon the poor and desperate throughout South 

                                                 
17 Vo Nguyen Giap on People’s War, McMahon, ed. Major Problems in the 
History of the Vietnam War, 287. 
18 A Vietcong Recruit Explains Why He Joined the Revolution (1961). 
McMahon. Major Problems in the History of the Vietnam War, 282-283. 
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Vietnam in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s. Another peasant 

girl describes her indoctrination: 

We were taught what we were expected to do for our 
village, our families, and the revolution. If we 
were killed, we were told we would live on in 
history. We learned that, like the French, men of 
another race called Americans [italics theirs] 
wanted to enslave us. …We learned that cheating, 
stealing from, and lying to Republican soldiers, 
and their allies were not crimes, and that failing 
to do these things, if the situation demanded it, 
was treason of the highest sort.19 
 

The National Liberation Front also placed a heavy emphasis 

on Nationalist sentiment:  

Girls were shown the pattern of the Viet Cong 
flag—half blue (for the North-the direction of 
peace), half red (for the bloody South), with a 
yellow star (for the union of yellow-skinned 
people) in between—and told to sew as many as they 
could for use in demonstrations or whenever one 
was asked for by a fighter.20 
 
With the United States’ growing role in post-World War 

II diplomacy it became necessary for the free world to take 

a stand against Communism. Unfortunately, American 

leadership at the time was not mature enough to understand 

the nature of their opponent. The 1948 Statement of U.S. 

Policy toward Indochina outlined a plan which amounts to 

nothing more than two mutually exclusive goals:  

The immediate objective of US policy in Indochina 
is to assist in a solution of the present impasse 
which will be mutually satisfactory to the French 

                                                 
19 A South Vietnamese Peasant Girl Becomes a Vietcong Supporter (c. 
1961). McMahon. Major Problems in the History of the Vietnam War, 286. 
20 A South Vietnamese Peasant Girl Becomes a Vietcong Supporter (c. 
1961). McMahon. Major Problems in the History of the Vietnam War, 286. 
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and the Vietnamese peoples, which will result in 
the termination of the present hostilities, and 
which will be within the framework of US 
security.21 
 
However, this was not to be. In 1954 the French 

suffered a major defeat at Dien Bien Phu which effectively 

ended their colonial rule of Indochina. The Geneva Accords, 

signed on 21 July 1954, were intended to stop hostilities in 

Vietnam. The Accords promised that, “the military 

demarcation line is provisional and should not in any way be 

interpreted as constituting a political or territorial 

boundary.”22 Though perhaps most importantly, to facilitate 

the return to a unified Vietnam, the Geneva Accords also 

provided for free elections. 

In order to ensure that sufficient progress in the 
restoration of peace has been made, and that all 
the necessary conditions obtain for free 
expression of the national will, general elections 
shall be held in July 1956 under the supervision 
of an international commission composed of 
representatives of the Member States of the 
International Supervisory Commission, referred to 
in the agreement on the cessation of 
hostilities.23 
 
This merger resulted in what can be termed “communo-

Nationalism” that is, communo-nationalists are Communists 

who hide behind, or blend Marxism with popular feelings for 

                                                 
21 Statement of Policy Toward Indochina. McMahon. Major Problems in the 
History of the Vietnam War, 52. 
22 Final Declaration of the Geneva Conference on Indochina. McMahon. 
Major Problems in the History of the Vietnam War, 93. 
23 Geneva Accords, McMahon. Major Problems in the History of the Vietnam 
War, 92. 
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national sovereignty to achieve a seductive appeal which 

revolt of the proletariat cannot.  

Given the Soviet imperialism in Eastern Europe and Asia 

by mid-1950s, the Eisenhower administration could not afford 

to concede strategic positions around the globe to 

Communism, even if it was supported by, “the national will.” 

In 1954 President Dwight Eisenhower outlined “the domino 

theory” of Communist imperialism. His speech stated that 

Indochina has:  

Specific value [as] locality in its production of 
materials that the world needs. Then you have the 
possibility that many human beings pass under a 
dictatorship that is inimical to the free world. 
Finally, you have broader considerations that 
might follow what you would call the “falling 
domino” principle.24 
 
Tin, tungsten and rubber are the natural resources to 

which Eisenhower was referring, but the main thrust of his 

speech concentrated on the loss, “of millions and millions 

and millions of people” to Communist dictatorship. He 

concluded by stating, “The possible consequences of the loss 

are just incalculable to the free world.”25 

Ngo Dinh Diem, President of South Vietnam until his 

assassination in November of 1963, blocked the election 

scheduled for 1956 in the Geneva Accords. In a letter to 

                                                 
24 Eisenhower Explains the Domino Theory, McMahon, ed. Major Problems in 
the History of the Vietnam War, 91. 
25 Eisenhower Explains the Domino Theory. McMahon. Major Problems in the 
History of the Vietnam War, 91. 
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Diem, Ho Chi Minh repeatedly asked for a “consultative 

conference” to discuss “the problem of reunification of our 

country” [emphasis added]. At first look it would appear 

that Ho was sincere in his desire to reunite the country in 

a “free and general election.” However, what is interesting 

to note is that the theme of the message is not so much a 

reunification as it is a peaceful takeover of the South by 

Communism. In fact the tone of the message is less a 

diplomatic request and more an attempt to conceal Ho’s true 

goal: 

The statement mentioned [by the DRV and Sai-gon 
Radio on July 16, 1955] general elections and 
reunification but did not touch upon a very 
important and most realistic issue, that of the 
meeting of the competent representative 
authorities of the two zones, of the holding of 
the consultative conference on the question of 
general elections and reunification. …Moreover, 
there were in the statement things which are 
untrue and which would not help to create a 
favourable climate for the convening of the 
consultative conference.26 
 
Diem did not respond. Rather, he wrote, “Viet-Minh 

leaders have.....asked for the convening of a consultative 

conference on general elections. This is just a propaganda 

                                                 
26 Message from ho Chi Minh and Foreign Minister Pham Van Dong to RVN 
Chief of State Bao Dai and Prime Minister Ngo Dinh Diem July 19, 1955. 
John Clark Pratt, ed. Vietnam Voices: Perspectives on the War Years 
1941-1982. New York: Penguin Books, 1984, 66. 
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move aimed at making the people believe that they are the 

champions of our territorial unity.”27  

Diem correctly identified the motivation behind the 

Communists’ desire for “free” elections. It is important to 

remember that these events in Vietnam did not happen in a 

vacuum. By 1955 the Communist take over of Eastern Europe – 

in part through “free” elections – was in full swing. No 

doubt Diem realized that the Communists were confident in 

their chances for an electoral victory or else they would 

not be so eager for a “free” election. It seems Ho’s appeal 

to the Vietnamese people’s sense of identity, and desire for 

a Vietnamese government had worked.  

Those who opposed US intervention in Vietnam have long 

relied upon the notion that the US stopped an election that 

could have brought peace to a divided country, and in so 

doing encouraged the creation of the National Liberation 

Front. The PBS (Public Broadcasting System) miniseries on 

the history of the Vietnam War saw fit to claim that the NLF 

was formed in 1960 by “anti-Diem” forces who were, 

“disappointed because they had been ‘denied the election 

promised at Geneva.’”28 But Douglas Pike of Texas Tech 

University provided evidence that the PBS documentary is 

                                                 
27 Declaration of the Government of the State of Vietnam on 
Reunification August 9, 1955. Pratt. Vietnam Voices, 67. 
28 “Synoposis [sic] Accuracy in Media's Vietnam Series,  No Date, Folder 
05, Box 03, Douglas Pike Collection: Other Manuscripts - Accuracy in 
Media, The Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University.” 
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based on misinformation. According to Pike, General Vo 

Nguyen Giap, commander of North Vietnamese forces, told 

French TV in 1983 that “the decision to unleash an armed 

revolt in the South was made by the Central Committee of the 

Communist Party in Hanoi in December of 1959.” Not only was 

the uprising in the South initiated by the North Vietnamese, 

but “many western reporters allowed that propaganda; and it 

found its way into the PBS report.”29  

Professor Nguyen Ngoc Bich of Georgetown University 

said, “I think there’s also a double standard that we see 

here. So that the North Vietnamese [are] always portrayed as 

saints, as revolutionaries, very dedicated and the South 

Vietnamese as being rather passive puppets corrupted, things 

like that.”30 It is tempting to agree with Bich that the 

South was a “puppet” regime because Diem was so heavily 

supported by the United States. But whether or not Diem was 

corrupt this does not account for the bias in reporting (and 

in films) against the South Vietnamese. Bich makes a point 

that anyone who believes the South Vietnamese wanted 

Communism, as opposed to national sovereignty, should 
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wonder: “Why did it take the North more than 30 years to 

conquer the South Vietnamese?”31 

The question of whether one believes the election 

should have occurred is ultimately one of philosophical 

difference. There are those who believe that an election 

should occur regardless of the consequences of the election. 

And there are those who in some way qualify the legitimacy 

of an election, tying legitimacy to outcome.  

Robert F. Turner pointed out that “Ngo Dien Diem 

was...a highly respected and competent nationalist, who had 

refused to be a puppet for the French, the Japanese, or the 

Viet Minh-and he defeated Bao Dai by far more than eighty 

percent in 1955.” However, this election was in a way 

manipulated – the ballots for Bao Dai were printed on red 

cards symbolizing luck, while his opponent’s cards were 

green an unlucky color in Vietnam. He also pointed out that 

after the “‘land reform’ bloodbath that had killed tens of 

thousands and quite likely hundreds of thousands of people” 

the Viet Minh “was so unpopular that Secretary General 

Truong Chinh was forced to engage in a public self-criticism 

and was demoted.”32  
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Defeat from the Jaws of Victory in Vietnam.” The Real Lessons of the 
Vietnam War: Reflections Twenty-Five Years After the Fall of Saigon. 
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Turner summarized his argument using a “more 

fundamental response” to the possibility of the Vietnamese 

people electing Ho Chi Minh over Ngo Dien Diem.  

Neither the Unites States nor the State of 
Vietnam...agreed to hold elections in July 1956, 
for the simple reason that the Communist 
delegations at Geneva had rejected their proposal 
that reunification elections be supervised by the 
United Nations to insure they were conducted 
freely. North Vietnam had a majority of the 
population, Ho Chi Minh never received below 99.9% 
of the votes in their ‘elections,’ and, as the New 
York Times editorialized at the time, it would 
have been ‘monstrous’ to settle the fate of South 
Vietnam through such a process.33  
 
In general, an election cannot be valid if both sides 

are incapable of agreeing on the consequences of the 

outcome. In the case of Communists, they are willing to 

engage in “free” and “fair” elections knowing that if they 

win there will be no risk of losing office as they will no 

longer need to hold elections. This was the pattern of 

events in Cuba, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Romania during 

the 1950s-60s.  

According to Bui Tin, the People’s Army colonel who 

accepted the surrender of South Vietnam: 

Internally, the Soviet Union carried out a brutal 
class struggle and repressed anyone who could be 
considered an opponent or a dissident-resulting in 
massacres of yesterday’s comrades and of 
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compatriots who refused to toe the party line. 
Vietnam slavishly followed this model and brutally 
repressed all patriotic forces other than the 
Communists, inducing the Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang 
(Vietnam Nationalist Party), the Duy Dan (People’s 
Will) Party, the Dai Viet (Greater Viet Nam) 
Party, the Trotskyites, the Revolutionary League 
(Cach Mang Dong Minh Hoi), and the Tan Viet (new 
Vietnam) Party as well as those who simply asked 
for democracy and therefore became suspect. And of 
course all this was done in the name of patriotism 
(opponents were called “traitors to Vietnam”), of 
the people and for the people, in the name of 
revolution.34   
 
Because he was a Communist, Bui Tin’s political 

analysis must be taken with a grain of salt. But in this 

case his observations are of value, because there is no 

reason to believe he would lie about the fact that the Viet 

Minh eliminated the competition to prevent the loss of 

power, as he no longer lives in Vietnam. 

Considering this repressive political climate, and the 

co-opting of the spirit of Vietnam, as well as the spirit of 

patriotism, it is easy to understand why Ngo Dinh Diem and 

the Republicans in the South did not trust the outcome of 

the scheduled elections. From his response to the request 

for the elections, here is Ngo Dinh Diem: 

The policy of the [South Vietnamese] Government 
remains unchanged. Confronted with the partition 
of the country, which is contrary to the will of 
the entire people, the Government will see to it 
that everybody throughout the country may live 
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free from fear, and completely free from all 
totalitarian oppression.35  
 
Diem’s regime was far from perfect. He did not like 

democracy that much either, and did not hold any election 

while he was either Prime Minister or President. It was this 

climate of unaccountable power that contributed to much of 

the corruption. In fact, they were so corrupt that some 

academics of the left, such as Marilyn Young, have carefully 

insinuated that the November 1963 assassination of Diem was 

endorsed by the United States, via the Central Intelligence 

Agency.36 Nonetheless, at this point the Diem alternative 

was certainly better than allowing the Vietnamese people and 

perhaps most of Indochina to fall under a second Iron 

Curtain. Diem concluded by saying:  

As a champion of justice, of genuine democracy, 
the Government always holds that the principles of 
free general election is [sic] a peaceful and 
democratic means only if, first of all, the 
freedom to live and freedom of vote [sic] is 
sufficiently guaranteed. In this connection, 
nothing constructive can be contemplated in the 
present situation in the North where, under the 
rule of the Vietnamese Communists, the citizens do 
not enjoy democratic freedoms and fundamental 
human rights.37 
 

                                                 
35 Declaration of the Government of the State of Vietnam on 
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Looking back it is easy to criticize Diem for not 

allowing the election to go through. However, it must also 

be recognized that regardless of how his government would 

end up, it began with a noble goal, to preserve the nascent 

freedom of the Vietnamese people. The exact moment at which 

the Vietnam War started is not as clear cut as it seems. The 

Gulf of Tonkin resolution is a convenient marker for United 

States intervention. But Diem’s refusal of the election 

scheduled under the Geneva Accords was perhaps the event 

which made war between the free people of South Vietnam, and 

the Communists of the North inevitable. 

In November of 1961 General Maxwell Taylor, President 

John F. Kennedy’s military advisor, stated “There can be no 

action so convincing of U.S seriousness of purpose and hence 

so reassuring to the people and Government of SVN [South 

Vietnam] and to our other friends and allies in SEA 

[Southeast Asia] as the introduction of U.S. forces into 

SVN.”38 The Taylor Report is interesting for several reasons 

but perhaps mostly because it begins by stating, “that this 

[military assistance to South Vietnam] is an essential 

action if we are to reverse the present downward trend of 

events in spite of a full recognition of the following 
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disadvantages.”39 Taylor named four “disadvantages” as he 

called them, and each can be cited as a reason for the 

eventual collapse of the South Vietnamese Government over 

thirteen years later.  

First, “The strategic reserve of U.S. forces is 

presently so weak that we can ill afford any detachment of 

forces to peripheral areas of the Communist bloc where they 

will be pinned down for an uncertain duration.”40 Taylor 

also recognized that “American prestige” would be on the 

line by committing American forces to Vietnam. Further he 

asserts that the potential for an initial commitment of a 

small contingent to become a larger force and eventually 

result in, “a major war in Asia.” General Taylor warned 

President Kennedy that, “If the first contingent is not 

enough to accomplish the necessary results, it will be 

difficult to resist the pressure to reinforce.”41  

The decision to commit troops to war was not unanimous 

within the Kennedy White House. George Ball worried that 

American policy makers were too concerned about Communism 

infiltrating “areas of the world not considered vital to 

America’s strategic interests and had long felt that Vietnam 

was peripheral to the transcending objectives of American 
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foreign policy.”42 Ball had opposed military action in 

Vietnam “as early as November 7, 1961, only to have Kennedy 

acerbically brush aside his concerns.”43 

Taylor understood that any conflict with the Communist 

bloc would certainly provoke retaliation from the 

Communists, and he recognized that defeating a popular, 

“communo-nationalist” force would require nothing less than 

the full will of the American people. In his book On 

Strategy, Colonel Harry G. Summers recognized that in the 

Clausewitzian sense, America needed to commit its national 

will to achieve victory in Vietnam. Yet he does not blame 

the people themselves for not supporting the war; rather, he 

blames the Johnson Administration for not mobilizing the 

national will.  

As Clausewitz discovered 150 years earlier, “it 
would be an obvious fallacy to imagine war between 
civilized peoples as resulting merely from a 
rational act on the part of the Government and to 
consider war gradually ridding itself of passion.” 
They [the military] needed to tell him that it 
would be an obvious fallacy to commit the Army 
without first committing the American people.44 
 
Following the Taylor Report, the United States sent the 

first group of military advisors, known as MAAG Vietnam, the 

Military Assistance and Advisory Group – Vietnam, to assist 
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the Diem regime as they attempted to defeat the Viet Cong, 

but more importantly to hold on to power. 

The last topic before discussing the Vietnam War on 

film is the commitment of US forces following the Gulf of 

Tonkin Resolution. On 7 August 1964, the United States 

Congress authorized the use of force as retaliation for an 

attack on the USS Maddox. Secretary of Defense Robert 

McNamara called the resolution, “The closest the United 

States came to a declaration of war in Vietnam.”45  

The first thing to understand about the resolution is 

that it was the product of the second of two attacks on 

American naval vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin. The first 

attack was on the USS Maddox. On 2 August 1964 the Maddox, 

just thirty miles off the North Vietnamese coast, exchanged 

fire with three North Vietnamese torpedo boats. “Crew 

member, radioman James Stankevitz, described the ensuing 

combat as ‘like trying to swat mosquitoes with a big fly 

swatter.’ Although one North Vietnamese bullet did manage to 

hit the Maddox, there were no casualties on the American 

ship.”46 According to William Bundy, “There has never been 

any doubt of that attack. Bullet holes, all the rest.”47 
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It was the second reported attack on the USS Maddox and 

USS C. Turner Joy that raised eyebrows. On 4 August the two 

destroyers were gathering intelligence as part of OPERATION 

DE SOTO. In mid-morning, Washington time, President Johnson 

received word that the US destroyers had been attacked by 

North Vietnamese ships while traveling through the Gulf of 

Tonkin. This is when he made the decision to pursue a course 

of war. In response to this attack naval aircraft from a 

near by aircraft carrier were scrambled, but they were 

unable to locate any North Vietnamese boats. However, they 

attacked North Vietnamese oil and port facilities.48 

Moreover, President Johnson pushed for the resolution though 

follow up reports did not confirm the attack. Later, Daniel 

Ellsberg revealed that the second attack had not occurred.49 

He said that Alvin Friedman was sent to “shore up” the 

American case for an attack on the C. Turner Joy. Ellsberg 

and others allegedly “laughed at how thin the evidence was.” 

Additionally, General Bruce Palmer, the US Army Deputy Chief 

of Staff for Military Operations, believed the attack was 

the product of “imagination in the minds of men who were 

expecting an attack, partly because the Maddox really had 

been attacked.”50 
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Following the attack 1965 saw the commitment of the 

first US ground forces into the war. This period marks the 

end of the “advisor” period and the beginning of the 

“Americanization” period. Two Marine units were sent to Da 

Nang to protect the airbase which was involved in OPERATION 

ROLLING THUNDER, a massive bombing campaign against the 

North Vietnamese.  

It is unfortunate that such an important part of the 

cinematic history of the Vietnam War is missing from the 

canon of Vietnam War film. Perhaps this is because the 

events of the period are uncinematic, that is, the period 

may be hard to dramatize in a way that would make sense to 

American audiences in part because it deals largely with 

politics. Or perhaps this period is obscured because without 

American forces in combat it would be difficult to sell to 

the American public as a true war film. Whatever the case 

may be, the “Vietnam film” genre is incomplete without films 

addressing the Gulf of Tonkin incident, the advisory period 

and French colonialism. And now that we have discussed the 

origins of the Vietnam War which have, to date, not been 

covered by a popular American film, let us look at the 

strange, alternate history of the war through the most 

popular medium of entertainment and education ever invented.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

 THE WAR FROM 1965 TO 1968 
 
 

Go Tell the Spartans (1978)  

“In 1954, the French lost their war to keep their Indo-

China colonies and those colonies became North and South 

Vietnam. Then the North aided a rebellion in the South and 

the United States sent in ‘Military Advisors’ to help South 

Vietnam fight the Communists. In 1964, the war in Vietnam 

was still a little one -- confused and far away.”51 

The film’s contributions to the Impression of the 

history of the Vietnam War are its commentary on US strategy 

in the context of early war escalation, as well as its 

portrayal of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, ARVN. The 

discussion of ARVN is better suited to the section on 

Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket (1987) and will be 

discussed in detail there. It should be pointed out that 

Spartans was the first, and still one of only four, major 

films to show the Vietnamese people as either allies or 

enemies. The other three films are The Green Berets (1968), 

where civilians are used as an ideological backdrop for John 

Wayne’s political message; Full Metal Jacket in which the 

ARVN are portrayed as cowards and ingrates, and We Were 

Soldiers (2002) in which the North Vietnamese were shown as 
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more than the proverbial American-Indians for the US 

military to fight.  

The film is not particularly good, but it is better 

than its only major predecessor, The Green Berets, in part 

because it does not last three hours. However, just as 

Wayne’s film contained silly moments, Spartans has its share 

of imprecise casting. Most members of Generation X/Y will 

probably recognize Corporal Oldman played by Chinese actor 

James Hong who is immortalized as the oversexed Chinese god 

“Lo Pan” in the 1986 hit Big Trouble in Little China.  

Spartan’s rag-tag group of soldiers made up of 

Vietnamese peasants, ARVN, and US Army advisors described 

as, “the roughest and toughest outfit in the army,” is 

assigned to defend the village of Buo Qua. This was a 

position the French military had abandoned, leading to their 

defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. It is the belief of an 

anonymous major-general in the film that if the village is 

held by the US then another Dien Bien Phu-like disaster 

cannot occur. What this film provides is an Impression of 

the role of pre-escalation conflict and politics in Vietnam.  

Set in 1964 when the US only had a peak US military 

strength of 23,31052 in country, the film centers on a group 

of burnt out NCOs and eager beaver young officers anxious to 
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do their duty because, “If my country’s at war it’s my duty 

to fight for it.”53 

This brings up one of the more important Impressions of 

history at the start of the war, the question of who was the 

aggressor. Almost from the moment the Geneva Accords were 

signed they were disregarded by all parties involved. The 

only thing that happened as it was supposed to was the 

French withdrawal from Indochina. If the South Vietnamese 

government under Diem had allowed the scheduled election of 

1956 would the war have occurred? There is no way to be 

sure. “What if?” is not an appropriate question for 

deductive history. But it is possible to ask if a nominally 

free society, such as South Vietnam, should be required to 

hold an election that would more than likely end the 

political freedom under which the election was held in the 

first place?  

To find an answer, it might be best to examine some of 

the Impressionist history that has been written surrounding 

the root causes of the war. Grover Furr is not a scholar on 

the Vietnam War. Instead he is a professor of Medieval 

Literature at Montclair State University, who also teaches a 

class on the Vietnam War, and maintains a webpage with 

articles on the Vietnam War. His work is included here 
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because his ideas have become a part of the zeitgeist of the 

Vietnam War. His work is cited on the popular internet 

encyclopedia Wikipedia on things from war crimes, to the 

outbreak of the war. At the same time, Furr is not the only 

academic with questionable conclusions about the origin of 

the war. Marilyn Young’s work in the field of Vietnam 

history is well known. Her book The Vietnam Wars, 1945-1990 

deals with the question of America’s “addiction” to Ngo Dien 

Diem in a slightly less inflammatory and more objective tone 

than Furr deals with the question of the election.  

This is one of the best possible examples for 

illustrating how Impressionist history can be used by agenda 

driven scholars like Furr to create a false Impression of 

the past. The most obvious problem with his paper is that 

his most outrageous claims. For example he claims that the 

CIA was selling heroin in the US, and that the CIA invented 

the 1968 Hué massacre and the 1954 land reform massacre to 

make it appear that Communist atrocities were worse than 

those of My Lai, which he claims to be the norm from US 

soldiers. It is not necessary “to fisk”54 his entire paper, 

and in order to remain relevant to the early war discussion 
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of Go Tell the Spartans, this section will only address his 

initial claim: was the US attempting, “to bring freedom and 

democracy to South Vietnam?” His answer:  

No. The US prevented the nationwide election 
scheduled for 1956 at the 1954 Geneva Conference. 
According to then-President Eisenhower: I have 
never talked or corresponded with a person 
knowledgeable in Indo-Chinese affairs who did not 
agree that had elections been held as of the time 
of the fighting, possibly 80 per cent of the 
population would have voted for the Communist Ho 
Chi Minh as their leader.55 
 
This statement is an excellent example of how false 

Impressions of the history of the war are created. Furr 

mixes a little truth, that there was massive popular support 

for Ho and he might have won the election had it been held, 

with distortions of reality. It is true that, “[South 

Vietnam] almost certainly would not be able to defeat the 

Communists in countrywide elections.”56  For example look at 

the next two claims. Furr, quoted at length here so the 

reader will may understand his level of invective, first 

with regard to freedom and democracy:  

The South Vietnamese Government was a US puppet 
régime forced upon the population. Of Premier Ngo 
Dinh Diem Look magazine said: Secretary of State 
Dulles picked him, [NOTE: Diem was appointed by 
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Emperor Bao Dai, this simple mistake calls into 
question the rest of Furr’s research. Moreover 
this quote from Look Magazine is unconfirmed] 
Senator Mansfield endorsed him, Francis Cardinal 
Spellman praised him, Vice-President Nixon liked 
him, and President Eisenhower supported him. So 
much for democracy. [sic] As for freedom, [sic] In 
June 1956 Diem organized two massive expeditions 
to the regions that were controlled by the 
Communists without the slightest use of force. His 
soldiers arrested tens of thousands of people. ... 
Hundreds, perhaps thousands of peasants were 
killed. Whole villages whose populations were not 
friendly to the government were destroyed by 
artillery. These facts were kept secret from the 
American people.57 
 
Furr begins by restating the North Vietnamese claim 

that the Diem regime was a “puppet regime.”58 The fact that 

Diem was selected as Prime Minister of South Vietnam in June 

1954, just before the signing of the Geneva Accords, does 

not make his position less valid.  It is not necessary to 

dredge up the “Hitler Law”59 to demonstrate that elections 

do not imply just or righteous leaders; nor does the fact 

that Diem was appointed Prime Minister make him a bad 

leader. It makes him a man faced with a difficult situation, 

whose legacy is subjected to the epimethianism mentioned in 
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Chapter 1. Furr is judging Diem by standards to which he 

should not be subject.  

During the interwar years 1954-1956 America began 

seriously backing Diem, a move Marilyn Young characterized 

as an “addiction” because he “‘was the only Vietnamese 

politician who would absolutely never enter into contact 

with the Vietminh under any circumstances.’ Eight years 

later, when Diem had lost that distinction, he would also 

lose his life, but in the spring of 1955 the Americans were 

well pleased.”60 Young is insinuating, without providing 

proof, that Diem was assassinated by the Central 

Intelligence Agency. 

Much of Furr’s objection to Diem’s arrests and anti-

Communist activity is no doubt driven by his Marxist 

sympathies. One needs only to look at his website to 

understand that his politics do not support anti-Communist 

activities.61 Perhaps Diem’s successes against the 

Communists creating, “the darkest period for the Party in 

the South” infuriated Furr. As Philip Catton notes, “The 

southern branch of the Communist party had almost ceased to 

exist in some areas, its members arrested or liquidated as 

the Diem regime dealt ruthlessly with real, and perceived, 
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signs of opposition.”62 But as Bui Tin pointed out the South 

Vietnamese government’s corruption was: 

[E]ffectively exploited by the Communist 

government in Hanoi, which at the same time tried 

to hide its own totalitarian nature and dependence 

on the international Communist movement. ...Thus, 

Hanoi was able to hold aloft the banner of 

patriotism, revolution, national sentiments, and 

the so-called righteous cause.63 

Moreover, Robert McNamara had this to say about the origin 

of the corruption of the South under Diem: 

We thought that Diem aimed to move his people 

toward freedom and democracy. That he had studied 

at a Catholic seminary in New Jersey in the early 

1950s seemed evidence that he shared Western 

values. As we got closer and closer to the 

situation, however, we came to learn otherwise. 

Diem, those around him, and the political 

structures that he built lacked a connection to 

the South Vietnamese people; he never developed a 

bond with them. We totally misjudged that. ...Diem 

was an enigma to me and, indeed, to virtually 

every American who met him. ...He appeared 
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autocratic, suspicious, secretive, and insulated 

from his people.64 

John Prados, no fan of the former President, characterized 

Ngo Dinh Diem’s regime as a “philosophy of personalism.” The 

Diem regime was “Far from a government of laws, not of men, 

democracy was for Diem a state of mind and a way of living. 

He said as much to the National Assembly on the occasion of 

the promulgation of his constitution in 1956.”65  

Diem may have been a poor President, but the willful 

distortions of Furr and Young are irresponsible and anti-

intellectual. And Furr’s invective is abhorrent for a 

professional scholar. He equates a publicly corrupt 

politician with the lack of desire by millions of Vietnamese 

to live, if not under a capitalist system, then at least 

free from Communism. In so doing Furr attempts to create a 

history where the desire for freedom can only be defined by 

Marxists who, having formed a totalitarian state, can 

control the population through fear and intimidation. 

Much has been written about the election in the 

“Pentagon Papers.” They contain an excellent argument 

against the revisionist position that Diem was an autocrat 

who didn’t want to give up his power: 
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It remains a matter of conjecture as to whether 

members of the Convention genuinely thought a 

political solution to unification had been 

postponed by only two years, or whether they felt 

that partition even with the resultant risk of 

renewed military confrontation was, in reality, 

the best and only solution that the conflicting 

aims and pressures at Geneva could provide.”66   

The fact is that history is never as simple as ideologically 

driven individuals attempt to portray it. The Pentagon 

Papers lay out in painstaking detail how the Accords failed 

to satisfy British, Russian, Chinese and American interests. 

For example, the Chinese “did not gain as extensive a buffer 

zone as they had sought, but probably were satisfied to see 

the territorial establishment of the DRV.” But the political 

loss of the North disturbed the United States who 

immediately began making treaties, “to prevent further 

inroads” of Communism in Southeast Asia.  

The Pentagon Papers state that with the exception of 

South Vietnam all parties involved, including the United 

States, viewed the arrangement as temporary. More 

importantly though: 
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The DRV, manipulating a Viet Minh infrastructure 
in the South, waited for the elections, or for 
voracious political forces in the South to plunge 
the Saigon government into chaos before election 
time arrived. South Vietnam began its attempt to 
establish complete control over its own 
countryside, and constantly decried the DRV’s 
undemocratic handling of would-be migrants.67  
 
These “would-be migrants” and their exodus into South 

Vietnam throw a monkey wrench into the Impression of the 

South as a place of evil, corruption and oppression. “Some 

900,000 civilians exercised their option under Article 14(d) 

of the Armistice” to relocate to South Vietnam.68 The first 

question is why would anyone move to a tyrannical state like 

South Vietnam? “The flight from North Vietnam reflected 

apprehension about the coming to power of the Viet Minh. 

Institutionally, the Viet Minh were further advanced in 

North Vietnam than in South, and had in areas of the North 

already under their control, conducted useful experiments in 

social revolution.”69 In other words, these people, a little 

more than 65% of whom were Catholics, had already 
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experienced what the Communists had in store for the country 

and they were afraid for their lives.  

Of course it is also true that many of the Catholics 

might have left along with their “French protectors” rather 

than suffer more of the historical persecution, “at the 

hands of the non-Catholic Tonkinese.” However, this reason 

might be somewhat redundant for “almost as soon as the truce 

became effective, the Catholic bishops entered into a test 

of power with the Viet Minh, using their ‘self-defense 

forces’ to balk DRV occupation.”:  

The response was predictably ruthless: Catholic 
villages were attacked by PAVN troops, and in two 
instances inhabitants were reportedly massacred; 
churches were burned, church property confiscated, 
Priests tortured or jailed, and heavy taxes levied 
on Church lands and buildings.70  
 
These people wanted a chance to live their lives under 

a more free system of government, and for a time they could. 

Because the election did not occur, those who moved to the 

South would be safer than if they had stayed in the North.  

The separation of Vietnam at the 17th parallel was 
designed to facilitate the armistice, but in fact 
it also facilitated the development of two 
governments under inimical political philosophies, 
foreign policies, and socio-economic systems. 
Thus, reunification through elections remained as 
remote in Vietnam as in Korea or Germany. 
‘Elections’ as Victor Bater has commented, ‘can, 
indeed, decide secondary problems of coexistence 
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in circumstances where some measurable minimum 
basis for political agreement exists. But they are 
incapable of acceptance by two opposing states, or 
parts of a state, when diametrically opposite 
philosophies are involved.’71 
 
It is ironic, and unfortunate, that film has been used 

to distort the image of the Vietnam War to fit a 

preconceived and politically correct template. Throughout Go 

Tell the Spartans the viewer sees Americans and the ARVN as 

dysfunctional aggressors in a war against peaceful 

Communists. The outbreak of the war was presented in the 

Spartans as if it happened because the United States during 

the Cold War had nothing better to do than intervene in the 

civil affairs of small Marxist countries around the globe. 

To quote the Pentagon Papers again, “If the Geneva Accords 

were subverted, it was the Geneva Conferees themselves who 

postulated an ideal political settlement incompatible with 

the physical and psychological dismemberment of Vietnam, 

they themselves undertook on July 21st 1954.”72 

Is it reasonable to expect the free people of South 

Vietnam to accept the outcome of an election that would 

condemn them to life in a totalitarian state they had 

already fled? Critics of the United States and Ngo Dinh Diem 
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cannot square their belief in free and open elections, and 

the possibility of regime change that comes with such 

elections, with the outcome of an election that would result 

in a totalitarian state. American foreign policy must 

operate in the real world. It is not an academic social 

science experiment where alliances are only legitimate or 

practical when made for purely selfless reasons and only 

with other Jeffersonian democracies.  

In Go Tell the Spartans there is a moment when 

Lieutenant Hamilton (Joe Unger) reads from a French sign at 

Ben Qua regarding the battle of Thermopylae, “It says 

roughly, ‘Stranger when you find us lying here, go tell the 

Spartans we obeyed their orders.’”73 The sign is intended to 

draw the analogy between the battle of Thermopylae, which 

served to give the Greek city-states time to prepare to 

ultimately defeat Xerxes’ Navy at Salamis in 480, saving 

Greece from Persian invasion, and the fictional battle in 

the film. 

In a way, the battle of Thermopylae was a precursor to 

“escalation” of the Persian War in the same way that this 

fictional battle of Buo Qua was a precursor to escalation of 

the Vietnam War. Unfortunately, the analogy is imprecise. It 

would be more accurate, though less poetic, to give people 
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the historical Impression that escalation actually took much 

of 1965, culminating with the battle of the Ia Drang Valley, 

November 1965.  

 

We Were Soldiers (2002) 

“My God, there’s no hiding it now.”74 These are the 

words of an anonymous diplomat, after Lt. Colonel Harold 

“Hal” Moore (Mel Gibson) calls “Broken Arrow” because he can 

no longer hold the perimeter of the dropzone.75 But in some 

way they also summarize the significance of 1965 in the 

history of the Vietnam War. The Battle of the Ia Drang 

Valley occurred in 1965, a year that with OPERATION ROLLING 

THUNDER, a major bombing campaign, that as mentioned before 

marked the start of the Americanization of the Vietnam War. 

Two  major themes emerge in Randall Wallace’s adaptation of 

Lt. General Hal Moore and Joe Galloway’s book We Were 

Soldier’s Once...And Young, which served as the basis for 

the film about the Battle of the Ia Drang Valley 15-26 

November 1965 in Pleiku Province. As strange as it may 

sound, the film is primarily about relationships. The second 

theme is the question of strategy, during the 

Americanization of the war. 

                                                 
74 We Were Soldiers (2002) DVD - Chapter 15: Broken Arrow 
75 The inaccuracy of this scene is discussed below, but the line is an 
excellent summary of the battle’s significance for Washington D.C. 



 49 

With the exception of the fact that director Randall 

Wallace left the entire battle for Landing Zone Albany out, 

due to time and financial constraints, the film is a 

generally faithful adaptation of the book.76 Moreover, the 

film is also a fairly accurate portrayal of the events at LZ 

X-Ray.77 The goal of OPERATION SILVER BAYONET was to secure 

enough of the Central Highlands to “cut the country in 

half.”78  

 

The Battle of the Ia Drang Valley on Film   

Shortly after 1pm on the first day of the battle, 

Lieutenant Henry Herrick took 2nd platoon after a scout. 

Captain Herrin had warned him not to be too aggressive and 

not to get pinned down. But that was what happened. Lt. 

Herrick and his platoon were cut off from the main force and 

surrounded at the knoll.79 

After the scout platoons returned to Charlie Company 

with heavy casualties, including two dead lieutenants, one 

of which was Jack Geoghegan, Charlie Hastings, the Air Force 
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Forward Controller is the one who called in “Broken Arrow,” 

not Moore as seen in the movie. The General did not know 

there was such an order, nor did he know that Hastings had 

given the order. Moore says “It was the damnedist situation 

I’d ever seen.” He described this attack as being the real 

climax of the battle. Charlie Company held their ground 

against three battalions, but suffered so many casualties 

they had lost combat effectiveness.80  

Moore was relying upon Hasting to keep the air strikes 

coming in, just the way it was portrayed in the movie. He 

recalled how napalm was accidentally dropped too close to 

the perimeter and the fire destroyed part of his line. 

However, he credited Hastings with not losing his cool and 

managing to call off the second plane and save the entire 

command post. After the book came out, Moore “received a 

phone call from a retired Air Force colonel from California 

who called to ask [Moore’s] forgiveness.” The colonel was 

the leader of the fighter bomber squadron that dropped the 

napalm. General Moore replied: “Colonel, I don’t even need 

to forgive you but I will. I don’t know how you fighter 

bomber pilots saw any of the targets you were dropping on 

with the smoke and dust. You did a great job. You saved our 

ass. If we didn’t have any fighter bomber support during 
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that fight to augment the artillery we may well have gone 

down.”81  

The movie was also very accurate regarding the way it 

portrayed Joe Galloway’s actions “in trying to save Jimmy 

Nakayama.” Though Nakayama was so badly burned he died in 

the helicopter,82 Galloway did get to know some of the 

engineers before they were incinerated. He described the men 

as “Their hair burned off in an instant. Their clothes were 

incinerated. One was a mass of blisters; the other not quite 

so bad, but he had breathed the fire into his lungs.” He 

watched the scene and when the opportunity came he walked 

out of the burning grass, then “somebody yelled at me to 

grab the feet of one of the charred soldiers [in the film 

Jimmy Nakayama]. When I got them, the boots crumbled and the 

flesh came off and I could feel the bare bones of his ankles 

in the palms of my hands. We carried him into the aid 

station.”83 

Two events in the film were fictionalized. One was the 

moment in which Gibson’s Moore was on the phone and a PAVN 

soldier penetrated the lines and headed toward Moore with 

his bayonet. Moore turned and fired killing him dead. The 

real General Moore said “that was pure Hollywood.....No one 
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ever penetrated my position.” However, this was because many 

of the PAVN soldiers were looting the dead. “Had they not 

stopped to do that they could have caused [Moore] more 

problems.”84  

The other moment was the big battle at the end with one 

helicopter gunship destroying most of the PAVN. Moore did 

join his men in a fixed bayonet charge accompanied with 

massive air and artillery. But it was not at all like the 

movie depicted. Moore was extremely aggravated by “all that 

dramatic crap that Hollywood introduced.” He said, “That 

really pissed me off. And I told Randy Wallace that.” To 

which Wallace replied “Hal, this is not the history channel. 

It’s a movie.”85 

 

The Battles of the Ia Drang and Strategy  

Speaking at the 40th Anniversary reunion for the Ia 

Drang Battle, General Moore discussed the significance of 

the battle and the way it affected the US conduct of the 

war. He told the audience, “After the battles in the Ia 

Drang, the command in Vietnam went to a strategy of 

attrition. Which is really a non-strategy, unless the other 

side can be driven to a place from which he cannot be 
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reinforced or into which he cannot maneuver.”86 He said the 

Vietnam commanders’ decision, which means in practice 

William Westmoreland’s decision, “to concentrate on the 

tactical results of the Ia Drang to the total exclusion of 

any strategic analysis of the major dramatic change of the 

American war in Vietnam” was a mistake.  

He elaborated on this by quoting Peoples’ Army General 

Vo Nguyen Giap, who told him at Dien Bien Phu that if the 

American leaders had studied that battle more carefully, 

“they would not have gone into Vietnam.” He drew a 

comparison between Dien Bien Phu and the entire American war 

in Vietnam, calling the war itself “America’s Dien Bien 

Phu.” He justified his assertion by comparing logistical 

similarities between the two. Both were remote, difficult to 

supply by air (or sea) and impossible to supply by ground. 

More importantly he cited moral support for the Viet Minh 

and the Viet Cong at home, and criticism in France and 

America, respectively. 

Historian Stanley Karnow agreed with the notion that 

the US made strategic mistakes traceable back to the Ia 

Drang Valley. Though he points toward the tactical side of 

the argument stating, “The Ia Drang operation, Silver 

Bayonet, demonstrated for the first time the effectiveness 
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of pitching large units into action by helicopter, and it 

also proved the B-52s, designed for strategic bombing, could 

be deployed to give tactical support to ground forces.”87  

Logistically and tactically the Battle of the Ia Drang 

Valley was an overwhelming American success. The First 

Cavalry flew over “50,000 helicopter sorties...and delivered 

5,048 tons of cargo to the troops in the field and carried 

out hundreds of infantry company air assaults....Only 59 

helicopters had been hit and only four had been shot 

down.”88  

Considering these numbers it is easy to see how 

tactical victory could be mistaken for strategic victory. 

And from this tactical success General William Westmoreland 

concluded that though the US lost more than 300 men, the 

North Vietnamese lost over 2,000. From this he did come to 

conclude, as Lt. General Moore said, that the US could win 

by waging a war of attrition, or as Karnow calls it a 

“favorable kill ratio.”  

It is important that in Westmoreland’s biography he 

mentions the Ia Drang battle. But he does not talk about 

strategy or how it influenced his thinking. Rather, he says 

then Lt. Col. Moore said “Brave soldiers and the M-16 

brought this victory.” He then spends a page and a half 
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lauding the rifle and talking about the difficulty of 

getting enough of the M-16 assault rifles for his men and 

the ARVN.89 In his book Moore did not mention the M-16 once. 

However, he does say “President Johnson was inclined to give 

Westmoreland what he wanted, but he was also determined that 

this war would be fought without unduly distressing the 

American public. Surely so rich and powerful a nation could 

afford both a brushfire war and his Great Society 

programs.”90  

What Westmoreland really wanted was more troops, in the 

form of a call up of the reserves. Secretary Robert McNamara 

recognized an increase in recruitment in the South and 

infiltration from the North. Acting on Westmoreland’s 

recommendation he sent a memo to President Johnson on 30 

November 1965, suggesting that it would be possible to 

combat the increase in Communist forces with an increase in 

American, South Korean and South Vietnamese troop 

strength.91 

Dr. Larry Berman elaborates by stating that winning the 

war meant more than deciding between a war and a Great 

Society. It would have meant “we would have had to invade 
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North Vietnam. We would have had to occupy North Vietnam. We 

would have had to face the Chinese.”92 And America was not 

prepared to do that for a peripheral war in the context of 

global strategy.  

According to Lt. General Moore, General Giap “was 

surprised the US would go to war without a strategy. [The 

North Vietnamese] had a strategy. It was a people’s war. The 

American strategy was helicopter tactics. And you cannot 

defeat a sound strategy with tactics.” To which Moore added: 

“Right damn on!”93  

Larry Berman quoted General Moore who said of Vietnam, 

“It was a mistake. It was a tragic mistake. It should never 

have happened.”94 Why then did it happen? It was not the 

tactics, the equipment or the young soldiers who lost the 

war. “The warrior’s contributions did not matter with 

respect to winning the war.” Berman explained that the key 

to winning the war was an understanding of the Vietnamese 

“history, values, cultures, motives and abilities. ...The 

delusion of Lyndon Johnson’s Vietnam policy from 1965 to 

                                                 
92 Larry Berman, Seminar on Strategy in the Pleiku and Ia Drang 
Campaigns. 40th Speaking at the 40th Anniversary Reunion of the Battle of 
the Ia Drang Valley. 10 November 2005, Video Available at the Vietnam 
Archive, Texas Tech University. 
93 Lieutenant General Harold G. Moore, USA (Ret.), Speaking at the 40th 
Anniversary Reunion of the Battle of the Ia Drang Valley. 10 November 
2005, Video Available at the Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University. 
94 Larry Berman, Seminar on Strategy in the Pleiku and Ia Drang 
Campaigns. Speaking at the 40th Anniversary Reunion of the Battle of the 
Ia Drang Valley. No Date, Video Available at the Vietnam Archive, Texas 
Tech University. 



 57 

1968, was that...Americanizing the war could not just 

prevent defeat of an anti-Communist regime in Saigon, but 

also discourage Hanoi…from supporting the revolutionary war 

in the South. That was delusional.” Moreover, under Nixon 

the delusion worsened because the “delusion” was coupled 

with Vietnamization. “[America] defined the war on [their] 

terms” and imagined the Vietnamese did not exist.95 

 

Fathers Brothers Husbands & Sons  

The relationship between the soldiers and their 

families is one of the more unique features of the film. 

Humanizing American soldiers in Vietnam films by placing 

them in the context of their families is uncommon. Usually 

characters are “humanized” by emphasizing their flaws. In 

most films average soldiers are portrayed as a drug using, 

burned out losers with guns. In We Were Soldiers... they are 

“fathers, brothers, husbands & sons.”96 It is about the 

relationship between then Lt. Colonel Harold “Hal” Moore and 

the men of 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile). It is also 

about the way soldiers on different sides can find common 

ground and respect for each other. Again it is very unusual 

to see a Vietnam film in which Vietnamese soldiers are shown 
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as rational, thinking beings, or as men with homes and 

families. In this way, We Were Soldiers... refers not just 

to the Americans, but also to the men of the People’s Army. 

One of the recurring themes in films about the Vietnam 

War is the unending presence of bad, corrupt, inept and 

sometime evil Commanding Officers (CO’s). It may be 

surprising that it took over twenty years from the end of 

the Vietnam War for America to see a major film with a 

heroic lead, and that the lead is an officer is also 

remarkable.  

Second Lieutenant John “Jack” Geoghegan was the leader 

of 2nd platoon, one of the platoons sent to help scout the 

perimeter around Charlie Company before the main attack to 

attempt to Captain Herrin’s “lost platoon” on the knoll.97 

General Moore described Geoghegan as “a really fine young 

2nd Lieutenant, eager to learn, loved his troopers.” Moore 

recalled seeing Geoghegan’s body lying next to Private First 

Class (PFC) Robert Jemison’s body. What had happened was 

that Jemison had gone down and was screaming for help. 

Geoghegan left his fox hole and went to Jemison’s aid. 

Geoghegan was shot in the head and chest while helping 

Private Jemison. After finding Geoghegan, Moore and Sergeant 
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Major Basil L. Plumley “helped carry the body back to the 

evacuation point.”98  

Jack Geoghegan was “very proud to be in his unit, the 

7th Cavalry.” He was proud of his men and the traditions of 

that unit. When Barbara Geoghegan remarried in 1969 she 

“foolishly” destroyed all of the letters she received from 

Jack in Vietnam because her mother-in-law said “you really 

should destroy Jack’s letters. You are starting a whole new 

life, and it wouldn’t be a good idea to have these 

letters.”99 It is not clear whether this was her new mother-

in-law or Jack Geoghegan’s mother, presumably the former. 

Geoghegan’s daughter Camille said that growing up she 

never had the same feelings of loss that other members of 

her “Sons and Daughters” group had experienced. And because 

of this she’s never really related to much of the community 

of veteran families. The hardest part of losing her father 

was that she does not know “the little things that make a 

person a person.” His mannerisms, the way he walked, the way 

his voice sounded. Despite spending considerable time 

                                                 
98 Interview with Harold G. Moore, 10 November 2005, Lt. Gen. Harold G. 
Moore Collection, Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University. 
99 Interview with Barbara Ann Weathers Geoghegan Johns, 10 November, 
Barbara Weathers Geoghegan Johns Collection, Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech 
University. 



 60 

contacting friends, schools, and his university, she has 

only a few pictures of him.100  

Camille talked about how she first began to know her 

father by meeting radio operator, PFC Willie Godboldt, at a 

dinner after the film premiered. Godboldt was in the foxhole 

with him the night before he died and heard the shot that 

killed him and was able to relate elements of his death to 

Camille. She’s also gotten to know her father by attending 

events such as the 40th Anniversary of the Ia Drang valley 

and speaking with men like General Moore. “But it really 

wasn’t until the movie” that she really began to be a part 

of the veteran community. Finally though, she is glad the 

movie was produced because it helped bring her father to 

life through actor Chris Kline. Because she joked that “My 

girls are gonna think [Kline] is their grandfather.” She 

also spoke well of actress Keri Russell who portrayed 

Barbara Geoghegan, who has kept in touch with the family 

even after the film was completed. Both Camille and Barbara 

were happy with the choices to play the Geoghegans.101   

Though Jack Geoghegan is one of the better developed 

characters in the film, Lt. Col. Moore is the main 

character. All the relationships are in some way connected 
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back to him. Film critic Scott Holleran said of the 

performance “[Mel] Gibson shines in the role [of Lt. Col. 

Moore], showing us an intelligent, thinking, brave and 

determined leader. He won't ask a man to do what he won't 

do....He reads books and studies the nature of his enemy 

carefully. He trains his men meticulously, preparing them 

for the ominous battle to come.”102  

In a much less flattering review for the Hollywood 

Reporter, Kirk Honeycutt pointed out that the film’s “major 

contribution to the Vietnam War film” was “its willingness 

to view the enemy as human beings. We read fear in the 

Vietnamese faces. We see Lt. Col. Nguyen Huu Ann [sic] (Don 

Doung), the only enemy characterized at all, in his bunker, 

formulating strategy and agonizing over the loss of 

life.”103  

Randall Wallace called Moore a warrior-poet.104 And 

with this film he takes his place as a hero of mythological 

proportions. Through this film Moore is portrayed as the 

Vietnam Generations’ General Patton. Just as “Audacity! 

Audacity! Audacity!” was Patton’s (and Napoleon’s) answer to 
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the rules of war; judging by the film, Moore’s rules seem to 

be “Study, fight, and honor your enemy.”  

At Lieutenant General Moore’s 40th Anniversary luncheon 

speech he told the audience that he and General An had 

become close friends staying in a “three rat per room 

hotel.” When people asked him how he could become friends 

with “a guy that’s trying to kill you and your men” he 

replied, “but I was trying to do the same thing to his 

troopers. And you gotta remember this: soldiers don’t start 

the wars; soldiers fight the wars. Politicians start the 

wars. And we soldiers pay the price.”105  

He also tells how he and his new friend General An have 

attempted to have erected at the site of the battle at 

Landing Zone X-ray an obelisk which would read: “Here on 

this ground American forces and the People’s Army of Vietnam 

fought the first battle of the American war in Vietnam.” 

Unfortunately, General Nguyen Huu An, the then Lt. Colonel 

in charge of the NVA troops in the Ia Drang, died of a heart 

attack before it could be approved. In the introduction to 

their book Moore and Galloway wrote:  

While those who have never known war may fail to 
see the logic, this story also stands as a tribute 
to the hundreds of young men...who died by our 
hand in that place....They were a worthy enemy. We 
who killed them pray that their bones were 
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recovered from that wild, desolate place where we 
left them, and taken home for a decent and 
honorable burial. This is our story and theirs. 
For we were soldiers once, and young.106 
 

 After the film was shot and ready for release, the 

families of the Ia Drang veterans were invited to the 

premiere. At the end of the film there is a scene in which a 

taxi similar to one that had delivered the letters telling 

families that they had lost a soldier in battle, pulls up to 

the Moore residence. Wallace said how much it touched him to 

be sitting near the Moore family and overhear daughter 

Cecile say to her sister Julie, “You know daddy comes 

home.”107  

 

We Were Soldiers...  

as Historical Document  

In the DVD commentary Randall Wallace says it was 

important to him to faithfully recreate the events of the Ia 

Drang. “If we did not show what these guys had experienced 

in Vietnam and in this particular battle, then we were 

betraying them one more time, because we were not giving the 

audience a chance to experience what they had experienced.” 

Wallace understood what he was doing was not only creating a 

movie for a film studio; he was creating a document through 
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which people could understand the past. He also said that 

many soldiers he talked to before shooting the film “had 

never been able to describe to their family what they had 

been through.”108  

The relationship between Camille Geoghegan Olsen and 

her father is defined by her search for a way to understand 

and ultimately to know him. The way in which the film can 

make Jack Geoghegan “alive” for his family is the essence of 

the idea behind Impressionist history. Through Chris Kline, 

Camille now has some impression of her father. Using fiction 

to explain fact may not be literal or even necessarily 

truthful, but in some way the power of film to create an 

experience for an audience is the most powerful way of 

teaching history. By watching the film We Were Soldiers... 

it is possible to understand what it was “like” to be there. 

And as long as the filmmakers respect the men and the events 

of history enough to keep the historical context ,the film 

will be truthful if not entirely accurate. That is, if the 

filmmakers can avoid epimethianism, and in this case Wallace 

and Gibson have, then the film contains historical truth. 

A film such as We Were Soldiers... can go a long way to 

helping those who were not in Vietnam or in the Ia Drang 

Valley understand what those men experienced. By looking at 
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the stories of individual soldiers and creating an 

impression of the past it is possible to create a document 

which is both primary, as Lt. General Moore and Galloway 

were consulted for the film,109 and secondary because it 

also incorporates or responds to many of the other 

Impressionist histories of previous films. For example, 

after the final battle, one soldier pushes a wounded soldier 

through the airport. People turn their heads and look but 

there is no parade, nothing to mark the individual 

serviceman’s contribution to the war like in previous wars. 

But at the same time, the wounded and isolated veteran in 

the film with only his fellow soldier to rely upon when he 

is in need, evokes imagery from Born on the Fourth of July 

(1990) and Forrest Gump (1994). Wallace finished his DVD 

commentary by reminding the audience that many of the 

soldiers “returned home without the honor they deserved.”110 

One of the interesting things about the film as an 

historical document is that it displays very little 

reflectivity. It may have been the last major film about the 

Vietnam War before this work was written, but the tone of 

the film is optimistic and honorable. In this way it 
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captures the mood of the Vietnam War before public 

opposition and political maneuvering influenced the war.111 

We Were Soldiers... demonstrates that not all 

Impressionist history is necessarily negative; though much 

of it from the Vietnam War has been used that way. Lt. 

General Moore is a real man, not a creation of writers and 

directors. His legacy is real. The film and the book are 

both testaments to his legacy and that of the men of the Ia 

Drang. Therefore any attempt to recreate this legacy in a 

fictional media, as opposed to a documentary, cannot help 

but leave an Impressionist history with the viewer.  

 

The Green Berets (1968) 

John Wayne, the film’s star and co-director, created 

the piece after witnessing anti-war protestors at the 

University of Southern California harass a veteran who was 

on campus looking into using his GI Bill to attend 

school.112  

From the stand point of fleshing out the theory of 

Impressionist History especially where fiction as a primary 

source becomes important, The Green Berets presents some 

interesting possibilities. It is the only major film about 
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the Vietnam War that was actually created during the Vietnam 

War. This means the film exists as both a primary and 

secondary source.  

Despite the film’s pro-American military and pro-war 

ideology, some veterans have mixed or negative reaction to 

it. While it was clearly created to bolster support for the 

troops, if not the war, it is still overly long and very 

badly made. Bryan Grigsby, an Army signalman who served 

three years beginning in 1966, joked about the film, “I 

think I saw it in Vietnam and everybody was laughing at it 

then. And it’s sort of; [sic] I like the movie because it’s 

so blatantly one sided. Poor John Wayne, he just didn’t get 

it.”113  

Wayne created a film by using, “Hawaiian-American 

soldiers ordered by the U.S. Army to be extras. Also, a 

wealth of pancake makeup transformed a number of Caucasian 

performers into sickly yellow enemy.”114  

The film’s introduction, Green Berets being questioned 

by civilian journalists, directly addresses the major 

concerns that many in the US had about the war, namely, 

issues pertaining to American soldiers’ alleged “war 

crimes.” This is a topic addressed in the Platoon (1987) 
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section of this work. The Green Berets, the first major film 

about the war, addresses an interesting question other films 

have ignored: was the Vietnam War a civil war? And if so, 

why would the US intervene? 

From the beginning, the Communists had been working 

toward a Communist takeover of Southeast Asia.115 Regarding 

outside influence in the Vietnam War, the Geneva Accords 

specifically prohibited: 

the introduction into Vietnam of foreign troops 
and military personnel as well as of all kinds of 
arms and munitions....[T]he Governments of 
Cambodia and Laos [will] not request foreign aid, 
whether in war material, in personnel, or in 
instructors.116 
 
In theory, this agreement was to effectively prevent an 

outbreak of full scale war between Communist and free forces 

in South East Asia. In practice, the agreement meant that 

neither the Communist forces of China and the Soviet Union, 

nor the Free West, i.e. the United States or France, could 

even so much as arm Southeast Asia. No matter what the 

intentions of the agreement, the fact remains that it 

prevented nothing except the United States directly 

intervening against foreign soldiers and equipment entering 

South Vietnam via the Ho Chi Minh Trail through Laos and the 

                                                 
115 Again, it is important to note that the Communists had merged 
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Sihanoukville Trail through Cambodia.117 Colonel Bui Tin 

stated that by 1963: 

Hanoi had already signed secret agreements with 
the Soviet Union and China regarding increased 
support to Vietnam, which those countries 
considered the forefront battlefield of the 
socialist bloc. A high-level Soviet military 
delegation led by Soviet five-star general 
Batov...and a high-level Chinese military 
delegation led by Marshall Ye Jianying came to 
Vietnam to make on-the-spot assessments as to how 
to implement the secret agreements.118 
 
In the years after signing the Geneva Accords the North 

Vietnamese government had already started planning to take 

the South by force if they could not hold elections and 

attain power through communo-nationalist propaganda. 

However, the presence of US troops in South Vietnam at this 

time was also a violation of the Geneva Accords, though the 

readers should not assume that the US and North Vietnam 

violating the Geneva Accords led to the North Vietnamese 

aggression. This is no different than assuming killing 

turkeys causes Thanksgiving. Both sides wanted South 

Vietnam. Both sides were willing to fight for it. 

Bui Tin notes that there was much tension between the 

Soviet Union and Communist China. In fact, when the Gulf of 

Tonkin incident occurred, China: 

Did not budge an inch! Why? Because Mao Zedong, 
[et. al.] were unable to persuade President Ho Chi 
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Minh, Secretary General Le Duan, and Chairman of 
the National Assembly Truong Chinh to stand 
squarely on the side of Beijing by publicly 
denouncing the ‘traitorous Khrushchev 
revisionists.’ The Vietnam Lao Dong (Workers) 
Party tried its best to walk a fine line between 
the two Communist giants while leaning toward the 
Chinese, but that was not enough.119 
 
Tin describes how the Chinese failed to formally join 

the war at the commencement of Rolling Thunder: 

Moreover, the Chinese had learned their lesson 
from the Korean War ten years earlier: they had 
paid dearly in every sense for prosecuting the 
“anti-U.S. war in support of Korea.” They were in 
no mood to repeat such an adventure outside their 
borders.…In early March 1965 the Americans 
launched the Rolling Thunder campaign....Once 
again, the Chinese stayed put! Zhou Enlai even 
declared: “if they don’t touch us, we won’t touch 
them!”120 
 
The Soviet Union was a bit different according to Tin. 

They simply did not believe that North Vietnam could win a 

war against a superpower such as the United States. After 

explaining the nature of Sino-Soviet-North Vietnamese 

relations, Tin finally describes their roles in the war: 

The North Vietnamese could not breathe a word 
about the treachery of our two ‘big brothers’ and 
their refusal to get involved, for we were afraid 
that the United States would take advantage of the 
situation if it became known.”121  
 
Bui Tin’s claims are confirmed in the RAND 

Corporation’s 1968 work, “North Vietnam: Left of Moscow, 

Right of Peking”:  
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The extent to which the DRV [Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam] must go in its ‘neutral’ position on 
aid from Moscow and Peking was lucidly illustrated 
during 1966 when Russians charged that Soviet aid 
destined for Hanoi was being delayed en route in 
China (some reports saying the Soviets had accused 
the Chinese of taking equipment or making 
blueprints for themselves).122  
 
Not only does this RAND report show Tin was correct 

about the tension between the Chinese and Soviets, the 

sophomoric accusations by the Soviets make it undeniable 

that both Evil Empires were colluding to assist the North 

Vietnamese. However, by 1966 the idea that the war was still 

between North and South was no longer realistic. By 1965, 

the year in which the film is set, the US was beginning 

OPERATION ROLLING THUNDER, and OPERATION MARKET TIME, and as 

mentioned in the section on We Were Soldiers..., the attack 

in the Ia Drang Valley. Tin continues: 

To the outside world we kept on insisting loudly 
that the whole socialist bloc, and especially the 
Soviet Union and China, were always fully 
supportive of our cause, effectively lending a 
hand to Vietnam’s anti-U.S struggle until complete 
victory. Thus the American side erred in 
overestimating the ‘interNationalism’ of the 
Soviet Union and China in their support of the war 
in Vietnam!123 
 
Was the whole Chinese and Soviet threat that Wayne and 

his Green Berets described to the journalists proof that the 
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US intelligence community had bought into Communist 

propaganda?  

Tin noted that North Vietnam’s, “greatest fear was that 

the United States would send troops to occupy part of the Ho 

Chi Minh trail or take possession of part of the panhandle 

in Military Zone 4, which would force Hanoi to look for 

alternatives to the one strategic invasion route into the 

South.”124 In fact, Tin estimated that in 1967, “98% of all 

the equipment that reached the southern battlefield was 

transported on the trail.”125  

A report on the People’s Republic of China propaganda 

campaign notes that after Chairman Mao’s cultural revolution 

of 1966, the year American troops began to arrive in Vietnam 

en masse; the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) grew very 

powerful, as it was, “the only stable and disciplined force 

in the midst of the chaos.”126 The PLA “power continued to 

grow because the military was organized and could control 

communication and transportation.”127 The PLA eventually 
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became so powerful they were able to “select” Chairman Mao’s 

successor, Lin Piao.128   

There is no reason to disbelieve Tin when he says the 

Chinese were genuinely afraid of having to face the United 

States military on the field of battle the way they had in 

Korea. But it must be remembered that the United States is a 

democracy and being led by elected leaders and these 

politicians were at least as afraid of the political fall 

out of “another Korea,” for in the light of the overwhelming 

success of World War II the unclear outcome of Korea was 

considered a failure. So therefore on 15 February 1965 

Communist China stated they would join the war if North 

Vietnam were invaded, the US had every reason to take the 

threat seriously.129 

The Ho Chi Minh Trail and direct shipments of arms 

across the Chinese-DRV border were not the only ways 

Communists could violate the Geneva Accords. In Cambodia, 

shortly before escalation began, Prince Norodham Sihanouk 

had made a military arrangement with the North Vietnamese, 

violating the Geneva Accords. “Sihanouk had decided in March 

1965 to side with the Communists, and in 1966 made a deal 
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with the Chinese Communists for delivery through Cambodia of 

supplies for the Viet Cong.”130  

Colonel Harry Summers notes that the Ho Chi Minh Trail 

was not only an important part of the war because it allowed 

the North, the Chinese and the Soviets to maneuver weapons 

into the South, but it also gave the North “the advantage of 

interior lines, since they could maneuver to any place in 

South Vietnam faster than the South Vietnamese could 

react.”131  

Chinese and Soviet participation was not, as the 

journalists at the beginning of the film claim, an 

insignificant factor in the war. Indeed, it seems that from 

the signing of the Geneva Accords the Communists had been 

prepared to use force to take over South East Asia in the 

event that nationalist sentiment, or strong-arming Cambodia 

and Laos into submission did not work. 

The next question The Green Berets addresses is the 

interaction between American soldiers and the Vietnamese 

people. As soon as Wayne and his Green Berets arrive at a 

remote Special Forces base near the Vietcong, the men 

encounter civilians, specifically a young Vietnamese boy who 

has been orphaned by the Vietcong. The boy is used as a sort 

of an ideological prop. That is, in most of the left-leaning 
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films such as Platoon or Born on the Fourth of July the 

Vietnamese people are usually either cannon fodder for 

vicious American troops or they are simply men in pith hats 

with guns to provide moving targets. However in this film, 

rather than being just a random indigenous victim of US 

imperialism, the Vietnamese and specifically the boy are 

used to illustrate Wayne’s ideas about the war. 

Unfortunately his desire to create an ideologically biased 

film marred the entertainment value of the narrative, and 

reduced the effectiveness of his film.  

Al Santoli relates his experience with the Vietnamese 

people in the refugee village of Cam Lo: 

I didn’t understand it then, but for Vietnamese 
villagers, their rice paddy and their little 
ancestral burial ground defines their universe. 
You take them away as we did and you’ve totally 
disrupted what they relate to. And in Cam Lo what 
I experienced was just hatred in the eyes of 
people.132 
 
What Santoli is describing is hostility directly 

related to the fact that the United States, in conducting 

the war the way the US had conducted war for almost two 

centuries, i.e. by Western European standards, was ignoring 

cultural differences. The fact that America did not account 

for different historical and cultural perspectives of war 
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and soldiers contributed greatly to the lack of “moral 

support” for the war from the civilian population.133  

It may be of some value to relate a story by Don Luce 

from his paper, A Decade of Atrocity. However, it should 

also be noted Luce’s opinion on most topics is nothing more 

than raw emotionalism and his anti-Americanism does not 

allow him to be cited without informing the reader of his 

point of view. Nevertheless his description of life of 

relocated Vietnamese is worth interjecting if only for the 

sake of including opposing view points. 

I would like to make a special comment on what 
this relocation does to the people. Basically, 
what happened is that the old people, the women 
and the children are moved into these refugee 
camps or around the air bases or city slums. 
Before they are moved the family has worked 
together [sic]. ...As they move into the city 
slums and around the air bases, the only work 
that’s available is for the old women to wash the 
military uniforms of foreign soldiers, the young 
women to work in the bars and brothels, and the 
young children to sell peanuts, shine shoes, and 
pimp for foreign soldiers: you get a tearing apart 
of the family structure.134  
 
Luce provides some evidence that indicates the source 

of some Vietnamese resentment of Americans. The lives of the 

Vietnamese were certainly disrupted and in some cases such 

as this drastically affected, by the war. However, Luce acts 
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as if the Vietnamese peasants were the only people to suffer 

during war. “War is hell.” That is why it is called “war,” 

and not “video game.” If no one suffered or died war would 

be an ineffective means to bring about political change. 

Unfortunately, the lives of the Vietnamese were certainly 

impacted by relocation. It was a contributing factor toward 

the Viet Cong’s successful recruitment of peasants 

throughout the war. 

What is more telling, though, is that from Luce’s 

writing, one gets the impression that he believes the 

Vietnamese would be happier living in rice paddies under 

Communist “agrarian reformers,” rather than to work hard as 

free people. No doubt from the Vietnamese perspective the 

war had been going on since 1945, and the United States was 

simply an extension of French imperialism. But it is 

impossible to know how the future of the Vietnamese people 

would have looked had the United States and South Vietnam 

won. However, the success of free nations throughout history 

suggests that the suffering would have only been temporary.  

Dr. Toan Truong,135 of the University of California San 

Francisco Medical Center and a Vietnamese refugee, wrote, “I 

believe [the Vietnamese people] only wanted to be left alone 
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to farm that ancient piece of land and enjoy the fruit of 

their labor.”136 He also notes that there was no “public 

opinion poll on what the Vietnamese people wanted during the 

war.” It is probably impossible to make both a uniform and 

factual assertion about what would have been best for the 

Vietnamese people. However, it is also necessary to point 

out that the hundreds of thousands of boat people who fled 

Vietnam after the Communist take-over of the South certainly 

knew what they did not want. Lieutenant Charles Dodge 

described the people as being pro-American during the day 

and pro-Communist at night. “They were caught in the middle. 

What they really wanted to do was let the war go away and 

let me keep growing my rice [sic].”137  

Again, one of the trademarks of Vietnam films is the 

dehumanization of the Vietnamese people. The Green Berets is 

one of the few films that, as poorly executed as it was, 

actually attempted to portray the Vietnamese as human beings 

with much more at stake in the war than the United States.  

 

Platoon (1986) 

The Green Berets was created almost twenty years before 

Platoon. The two films depict US involvement in the war, the 
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life of American soldiers, and the moral worthiness of the 

war in almost diametrically opposed lights. Yet while Berets 

is clearly a film intended to rally the morale of American 

people, Platoon was meant as a tribute to the men who served 

along side its director, Oliver Stone, the first Vietnam vet 

to direct a major motion picture about the war. In the 

context of Impressionist history, the question this film 

asks is: How does a fictional film act as a primary source? 

As a corollary to that question it is necessary to examine 

Stone’s life because, unlike a post-modern film “theorist,” 

it is impossible to look for truth about a document without 

understanding its creator. Additionally, we will subject the 

Impression Platoon gives of Vietnam to historical scrutiny 

by juxtaposing the events of the film with events that 

approximate the on-screen action. 

Oliver Stone’s portrayal of the Vietnam War in his 1986 

semi-autobiographical film Platoon has been controversial 

since its debut. The film presents American servicemen in a 

number of unflattering ways and condenses the personal 

experiences of one man into two hours which, for many who 

were not there, represents the only experience of Vietnam 

they can ever know. Because of its autobiographical nature 

as well as the level of detail in recreating the war, 

Platoon has become a part of the historical record on 
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Vietnam. This paper addresses the question of whether the 

film is truly a tribute to American servicemen who served in 

Vietnam.  

To determine if Platoon is a tribute, it is necessary 

to consider a few other questions as well. First, was 

director Oliver Stone attempting to recreate Vietnam as it 

was? What did Stone and military advisor Captain Dale Dye, 

USMC (Ret.), both Vietnam veterans, do to ensure that the 

film was technically and thematically consistent with 

Americans’ experiences in South East Asia? Second, how 

accurate are the portrayals of the men in the film, both at 

base camp and in the field? One would think that a proper 

tribute would entail an accurate representation of most of 

the men to whom the tribute is being paid. And third, how 

was the film received by veterans?  

Oliver Stone began writing Platoon in New York City in 

1976 because he did not want to forget what the war was 

like.138 The film is a semi-autobiographical account of 

Oliver Stone’s experience with the 25th Infantry Division, 

in III Corps from September 1967 to January 1968. Chris 

Taylor (Charlie Sheen), the main character and narrator, is 

a stand-in for Oliver Stone.139 Many of Taylor’s actions, 

from writing home to his Grandma because his parents 
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disapproved of his military service,140 to preventing the 

rape of a young Vietnamese girl,141 were Stone’s personal 

experiences during the war.  

To understand Stone and his motivations in creating 

this “tribute” it is necessary to begin at the beginning. 

Oliver Stone enlisted in the US Army after his first novel, 

a 1400 page opus entitled, “A Child’s Night Dream,” was 

rejected by every major New York Publishing house. He said, 

“I was ready to die, but I didn’t want to pull my own 

trigger.”142 He was twice wounded, and volunteered to return 

to combat after being put in the rear echelon because, “I 

missed combat. The truth was I missed it.”143  

Stone’s journey in Vietnam closely follows that of 

Taylor. Like his protagonist, Stone walked point his first 

day in Vietnam and he was wounded on his first ambush after 

falling asleep.144 Stone also admits to having shot at an 

elderly Vietnamese villager out of anger, Stone had simply 

“had enough that particular day” when the old man “wouldn’t 

come out of his bunker.”145  
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Stone returned to the US shortly after a battle at Fire 

Support Base Burt on 1-2 January 1968. When asked if coming 

home was, “culture shock” for him, he replied: 

Huge. Enormous. Because nobody was fighting the 
war. That was the problem. It wasn’t the hippies 
or the protestors. They were a very small group. 
It was the mass indifference. Nobody cared. That 
was what hurt. Nobody realized their sons were 
dying over there.146 
 
During his downtime in the rear Stone had started 

smoking dope. “They brought me in - believe it or not - as a 

sort of adopted brother. A blood. Like the scenes in 

Platoon, getting high, high, high, down in the hooches. At 

the base camp, not in the field-we didn’t fuck up in the 

field.”147 Unfortunately for Stone: 

Several days after I got back, I was busted for 
marijuana in Nixon’s border war in Mexico, and I 
was thrown in the tank in San Diego. Federal 
charge, smuggling, five to twenty years. And I was 
just back from Vietnam right? ...That’s the way 
they treat the vets? I got the picture right 
away.148  
 
That is not “the way they treat vets” in the United 

States; it’s the way they treat drug smugglers in the United 

States. A cursory search of the Virtual Vietnam Archive at 

Texas Tech University did not return one single story about 
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mass Vietnam Vet imprisonment on drug smuggling charges.149 

Stone says that jail stay really impacted his view of 

“Amerika”: 

They [the authorities] throw me in this shit hole 
where they’re supposed to have three to five 
thousand inmates. They had like fifteen thousand 
kids there. And they were all poor, from the 
underclass-Mexican, black, some Anglos. All in 
there sleeping on the floor. And I had this vision 
in the slammer. People were saying, ‘Where you 
been, man, this is the war at home. Wake up! This 
is happening right here in America.’...Here was my 
reception. Welcome back to the USA, Amerika with a 
capital K!150 
 
Continuing in his dream to become an artist, Stone 

attended New York University film school. It was during this 

time, and possibly in reaction to his experience as a 

returning vet, when Stone became more radical in his 

politics. Stone says of himself: 

I was emotionally disgusted. I thought the cops 
were pigs. ...I was into more radical violence. 
When they took over NYU, and all the kids trashed 
the place, when Cambodia was invaded [May 1970], I 
thought they were nuts. I said, if you want to 
protest, let’s get a sniper-scope and do [emphasis 
his] Nixon. That was my reaction. Why don’t we 
fight instead of this bullshit? ...Watergate 
really sort of hammered the point home that the 
government was a lie. The government lied to us 
about Ho Chi Minh and it lied to us about the 
Vietnam War. I wrote Platoon then – in ’76.151 
 
These are the conditions under which Stone wrote his 

“tribute” to American servicemen who fought and died in 
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Vietnam. But a rude welcome home was not uncommon. In Stolen 

Valor B.G. “Jug” Burkett recalls that after arriving from 

Vietnam he was denied service by an anti-war waitress, and 

harassed from the moment he sat down to wait for his flight 

until he arrived home. A drunken passenger shouted: 

Hey, bucko, you spent a year killing women and 
children,” ... “Make you feel like a big man did 
it? You got your drugs with you, you fucking 
pothead?” The entire flight continued that way. 
For more than an hour, he constantly needled me. I 
knew if I decided to take the guy out, he was dead 
meat. But punching him would have confirmed all of 
his prejudices. I refused to do that.152  
 
So even in 1969, the year Burkett returned, negative 

stereotypes about American servicemen in Vietnam were a 

functioning part of the anti-war rhetoric. The effects of 

this invective must have influenced even those who did 

support the war to keep silent. Burkett continues, “What 

made me most angry was that no one on the plane said 

anything to him. The stewardess ignored him. None of the 

other passengers defended me. I felt like a pariah.”153 

Though both men had negative experiences upon returning 

to the United States, Burkett’s harassment was nothing like 

Stone’s arrest. They differ in two major ways. Burkett did 

nothing to provoke his experience; Stone was actually 

smuggling pot across the Mexican border. And after his 
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arrest, Stone channeled his energies into resentment and 

anger towards America. 

If Stone wrote the film to remember what he thought of 

Vietnam, why did he make it? According to an interview from 

1987: 

I wanted to make Platoon [because] I felt that the 
truth of this war had not been shown. The 
films...deal with the reality of what happened in 
Vietnam. I find Go Tell the Spartans all wrong, 
both geographically and physically...as for the 
Green Berets, you can’t take it seriously. It’s 
just a training film.154 
 
Stone’s creation of a film that deals “with the reality 

of what happened in Vietnam” leaves the film open to 

criticism regarding truth, fact and “what happened in 

Vietnam.”  

One of the more important aspects of the film was the 

degree of realism the filmmakers achieved. This was largely 

due to the influence of Captain Dale Dye, USMC (Ret.), a 

Vietnam veteran and founder of Warriors Inc., the first 

major military consulting firm specializing in achieving 

technical realism in film (Saving Private Ryan, Band of 

Brothers) and video games (the Medal of Honor series). When 

Dye began consulting he “wanted to form a full-service 

military/technical advisory service to the film and 

television industry. What I had seen Hollywood do in regards 
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to the military and especially Vietnam,” he said, “was just 

terrible.”155 Dye read about Platoon in Daily Variety and 

decided he had to be part of Stone’s production.  

The antenna went up and I went out of my way to 
find Oliver Stone. I knew if I went the agent 
route, I’d be another pile of papers on his desk, 
so I noodled around and bought lunch for people 
with money I didn’t have. ...I called him one 
Sunday morning and said, “Look, you don’t know me 
but if you’re going to do this, you need me.”156 
 
To keep the film faithful to the war, which, he hoped, 

would be different than other Hollywood films on Vietnam, 

Dye insisted on creating a sense of authenticity for the 

characters. He wanted veterans to recognize small details of 

their experience in the film. “Every veteran who has ever 

eaten C-rations knows the value of McIlhaney’s Tabasco 

Sauce™.”157  

Stone and Dye worked together to create Platoon, and 

they did create a visually accurate representation of 

Vietnam, or as close as one could get given budget, time and 

location restrictions. And Dye genuinely cared about the 

portrayal of soldiers in this film. There is a very moving 

scene with Dye at the end of the film. The battle has been 

won, but American bodies are being gathered up and Captain 

Dye, portraying Captain Harris, is looking at the bodies. “I 
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was not in the Philippines shooting a motion picture at that 

point. I was somewhere up on Foxtrot Ridge on Route 9 in I 

Corps going into Khe Sanh in ’68.”158  

Despite Dye’s efforts to bring accuracy and realism to 

the film, Stone’s political agenda prevented the picture 

from touching on the truth of Vietnam. In what was a major 

blow to the film’s authenticity, the US military refused 

assistance calling the script “unrealistic.” However, the 

filmmakers continued on because, as Stone put it, “what the 

hell, it’s only a movie.”159 

 

Race, Class and Grass 

Many of the men of 2nd Platoon are “heads” i.e. pot-

heads or stoners; many are from lower class backgrounds who 

could not afford college; and the film contains many black 

soldiers and represents their anger at society. With the 

exception of Chris Taylor, who volunteered for the infantry, 

and the career soldiers, all the men are draftees. According 

to Stone, these types of men made up a disproportionate 

number of combat troops in Vietnam.160  

Many people are misinformed about who the men that 

served in Vietnam really were. Films have had a major impact 

on shaping the public perception of servicemen. And 
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unfortunately this film contributes to the stereotype that 

the soldiers were all poor, black draftees, who spent their 

free time getting high and listening to Jefferson Airplane. 

This portrayal may be because Stone believes, “a crazy 

set of laws,” were in place to make sure sons of the middle-

class were shielded from the draft with college deferments 

among other things. This was part of why he signed up. 

People like him, white, educated and wealthy, did not go to 

Vietnam. The result was a “class war.”161 

When trying to gain support for the Texas Vietnam 

Veterans Memorial, B.G. “Jug” Burkett ran into many 

prejudices about Vietnam vets. Many he contacted, business 

leaders and members of the press believed real vets were, 

“reluctant draftees, poor minorities, or dumb cannon fodder 

not smart enough to avoid military service.”162  

Burkett, Stone, Dye and many others are living proof 

that the stereotypical image of the vet as poor kids and 

from the lower class is false. But Burkett also debunks the 

myth that a disproportionate number of black Americans 

fought the war. “During the ten year period of the war, 

7,257 African-Americans died in Vietnam, 12.5% of the KIAs, 

slightly under their proportion in the population of draft 
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aged males.”163 To further explode the negative stereotype 

of black soldiers he points out: 

 An examination of the casualty records indicates 
that the highest rate for black servicemen was 16% 
in 1965, and almost all of those killed were 
volunteers in elite units, not reluctant draftees 
involuntarily assigned to combat units.164 
 
There are many other negative stereotypes about Vietnam 

veterans. “The Legacies of Vietnam: Comparative Adjustment 

of Vietnam Veterans and Their Peers, Volume II,” lists many 

facts about the two demographics that are only tangentially 

related to Platoon; however, the film’s portrayal of 

soldiers as lower class Americans requires further 

examination of vets.  

First, most vets are better educated than their 

civilian counterparts. This includes black vets, who tend to 

be less educated than their white counterparts. However, 

“the educational gap separating white and black veterans is 

less than that separating white and black nonveterans.”165 

The unemployment differences between veterans and 

nonveterans in 1977 were negligible. However, “black 

veterans held better jobs than black nonveterans.” 

Furthermore, career unemployment for black nonveterans was 

                                                 
163 Burkett, Stolen Valor, 454. 
164 Burkett, Stolen Valor, 454. 
165 “Legacies of Vietnam: Comparative Adjustment of Veterans and Their 
Peers,”  No Date, Folder 11, Box 36, Douglas Pike Collection: Unit 03 - 
Veterans, The Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University. 



 90 

over 21%, while career unemployment for black veterans was 

only 11%.166  

Yet, not all of the reports on employment are positive. 

The Vietnam Veterans Institute, a think tank organized in 

1980, reports that, “at the median age of 48, Vietnam 

veterans still suffer from resounding biases in the job 

market and academia.”167 The journal article concludes, 

“There is little doubt that this bias [the bias against 

veterans created by the negative stereotypes discussed here] 

will follow us to our graves.”168 

Being married had a positive effect on the lives of 

veterans, because of the “positive social support it 

provides.” Additionally, veterans in large cities benefit 

from “having many Vietnam veteran friends,” as this “helps 

to reduce current levels of stress reaction.”169 This is 

probably true of veterans in any living situation, not 

merely those in large cities.  

Unfortunately there are some stereotypes that may be 

grounded in reality. Combat has a strong effect on alcohol 
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consumption, “more than a week of daily drinking for each 

point on the Combat Scale.” Furthermore combat exposure 

tended to elevate drinking levels among whites, and drug use 

among blacks.170 If these facts are true, Chris Taylor’s 

exposure to the drug culture via the black members of his 

platoon may be rooted in reality. 

The drug scenes were some of the more hotly debated 

issues of the film, especially for Dye, who had a nasty 

fight with Stone over whether they were faithful 

representations of American soldiers. However, Stone 

insisted that getting high was an important part of his 

experience with the 1st Air Cavalry, where he discovered, 

“great Vietnamese dope.”171 According to Dye, he and Stone 

argued for hours over drug use in the film, culminating in 

Dye calling Stone “Ho Chi Minh” and Stone calling Dye, “the 

John Wayne of the Right-Wing.”172  

Burkett shows that, “Except for the last few years of 

the war, [and the film is set in 1967-68], drug use among 

American troops in Vietnam was lower than for American 

troops stationed anywhere else in the world, including the 

United States.”173 Ney supports Burkett's claim, “The guys 
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who were there early insist it was not a real problem.”174 

However, he notes that it did increase in ‘68-’69, and, in 

contrast to Burkett, believes that much of it was “to ease 

the psychological stress of the situation, which in previous 

wars was done with heavy alcohol consumption.”175 

Dye had no problem with drugs at base camp: “God knows 

anybody who was in Vietnam is not gonna sit here with any 

right mind and tell you we didn’t smoke some dope in the 

rear. We did. What got to me was the business of smoking 

dope in the bush.”176 Even Stone conceded that men did not 

usually get high while on patrol, “Very rarely would we 

smoke in the field, I think once or twice, but it was an 

extreme circumstance.”177 Dye mentions he “felt the NVA were 

in too close a proximity now, and everybody needed their 

wits about them, and would insist that everybody else keep 

their wits about them.”178 He argued with Stone that the 

drugs be “kept to a minimum, because I felt that 

professional good infantrymen, survivor kids like these, 

would under no circumstances have allowed a guy who was 

                                                 
174 “Interviews on Vietnam War”,  12 June 2000, Folder 01, Box 01, 
Gerald Ney Collection, The Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University.”  
175 “Interviews on Vietnam War”,  12 June 2000, Folder 01, Box 01, 
Gerald Ney Collection, The Vietnam Archive, Texas Tech University.“ 
176 Platoon DVD Chapter 10 Commentary track by Dale Dye 
177 Platoon DVD Chapter 26 Commentary track by Oliver Stone 
178 Platoon DVD Chapter 26 Commentary track by Dale Dye 



 93 

screwed up on dope to be out in the bush with them, 

especially where enemy contact was imminent.”179 

 

Mini-My Lai and Atrocities  

Platoon’s plot centers on an illegal killing at a small 

village after a member of the platoon was murdered by NVA. 

The platoon, led by Barnes, terrorizes the villagers, 

destroys the rice, poisons the water with white phosphorous 

grenades, and burns the village, all out of revenge. When 

Sergeant Elias discovers what has happened he informs 

Captain Harris, who says, “If I find out there was an 

illegal killing there will be a court martial.”180 To keep 

himself out of trouble Barnes murders Elias in the jungle 

and leaves him for dead.181 Stone said he wanted the village 

scene to be, “a mini-My Lai.”182 He says on the DVD 

commentary track, in reference to fellow soldier Bunny (Matt 

Dillon) beating a man to death with the butt of his gun, 

“There was nothing more dangerous in Vietnam than a nineteen 

year old American with a shotgun.”183  

Dye observes that a youth like Bunny can become, “a 

stone hard killer. It’s what war will do to you.”184 Bunny 
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and Taylor are not the only ones to snap. Captain Dye 

describes how anyone can be pushed to the limit, to their 

breaking point: “I’ve reached that point. I know Oliver has 

too. ...Sometimes you come back, sometimes you don’t. And 

the longer you live out there the harder it is to come back. 

That’s what they mean when they say ‘war changes you.’”185  

To cap off the destruction of the village, Stone 

includes Taylor breaking up a rape scene. Stone claims to 

have broken up a rape, and that is why he included it 

here.186 However, on the commentary Dye said with much 

frustration in his voice: 

I felt it was over the top. We were making too 
broad a statement about how horrible Americas 
would be. And I felt that given the compression of 
the film...that if we put this in here it would 
appear that we were saying that this happened 
every time [emphasis his] Americans went into a 
ville [sic] ...which is not true as every veteran 
will tell you.187  
 
Dye is right in his objection to the scene. Claims of 

American atrocities against the Vietnamese people are often 

distortions of the truth, or in some cases out right lies. 

For example, anti-war protesters point to the picture of Kim 

Phuc, a little girl who is running down Highway One, her 

clothes burning off after being hit with napalm, as proof of 

“America’s ‘indiscriminate’ napalming of civilians.” In 
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fact, no American aircraft was in the area during this 

incident in June 1972, “This happened when almost all 

American combat units had been withdrawn.” She was napalmed 

by a South Vietnamese Skyraider, “on orders of a South 

Vietnamese officer.”188  

Burkett cites many other examples; however, this one 

demonstrates that, “After the fall of South Vietnam, the 

Communists would [have] loved to have used Kim Phuc and her 

injuries as propaganda against the Americans.” However, she 

rebelled and fled to the West. And “now lives in 

Toronto.”189 Films that inaccurately portray Americans as 

brutal killers contribute to the negative image the world 

has of Vietnam vets. 

 

The Battle at Fire Support Base Burt  

According to Stone he was one of the men in the 25th 

Infantry Division, “The Electric Strawberry,” also known as 

“Tropical Lightning,” charged with defending Fire Support 

Base (FSB) Burt in III Corps on 1-2 January 1968. Stone 

claimed that the North Vietnamese Army had over 5,000 

soldiers, and the US had two battalions. He also claims the 
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NVA sustained between 500-700 casualties and the US suffered 

25 dead and 175 wounded.190 

Stone’s portrayal of the encounter is particularly 

valuable. According to the director, little is written about 

this encounter,191 and Platoon may be one of the few 

“primary sources” to deal with the battle. He may be 

correct. A search of the Virtual Vietnam Archive at Texas 

Tech University for information about FSB Burt yields only 

one record, which seems to substantiate his claims.  

Dick Detra is a former 11-Bravo infantryman and member 

of “The Black Widows,” the helicopter support group that 

flew support for the 3/22nd, Stone’s unit, and 2/22nd of the 

25th Infantry Division during the fight for FSB Burt. He 

describes the battle in a letter to other members of the 

Black Widows: 

I remember being on counter mortar that night and 
getting scrambled up to their location. All those 
enemy in the open around the perimeter. The flare 
ships had the place lit up and we were hitting 
them with everything we had. The next morning over 
400 bodies were left dead, inside the wire and 
around the perimeter.192 
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Stone’s estimation of 500-700 seems a little high, but 

is not an unreasonable guess. It is possible that Detra is 

underestimating the number of casualties as well.  

In the commentary track for the DVD of Platoon Stone 

says the fighting was hand-to-hand. Men used entrenching 

tools to fight off the enemy. One aspect of the battle Stone 

disavows as unhistorical is the fight between Barnes and 

Taylor. This never happened. He never killed his platoon 

sergeant. In fact, he never did any of the heroic things 

Taylor does.193  

George Ney said, “no one has ever accused Stone of not 

having an imagination.”194 Certain aspects of Platoon are 

clearly a product of that imagination, but the battle for 

Fire Support Base Burt seems to be portrayed in a reasonable 

and even historical context. For example, in the film the 

jungle is lit entirely with flares to reference actual 

conditions during the battle.195 This was a cinematic choice 

that indicates Stone wanted to depict the battle in a 

realistic way, rather than lighting it in a more 

conventional “Hollywood” style. It is unfortunate that more 

work has not been done on this battle, especially since it 

is the climax of one of the better known Vietnam War films. 
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It would be interesting to further contrast Stone’s 

dramatized battle against historical records and eye witness 

accounts.  

 

Platoon as Historical Record  

Three records exist which deal with the battle for Fire 

Support Base Burt January 1968. Among these records only 

one, the “Letter from Dick Dektra to the Black Widows” cited 

above, mentions a battle. There were plenty of other battles 

on the “Tropical Lighting” battle record for January 1998, 

including encounters as Fire Support Bases: Patton, Pope, 

Pershing, Buell, and one at Patrol Bbase Diamond.196 If the 

battle occurred the way Stone said it did, and absent other 

evidence there is no reason not to believe him, the paper 

trail seems to be gone. 

Therefore, Stone’s film is remarkably important to the 

history of the Vietnam War. It holds a central place of the 

idea of Impressionist history. This film is a primary source 

document in the same way the work of Homer is a primary 

source on the life of Ancient Greece. Each may be full of 

embellishment, but at the core there is an historical event. 

Stone’s film is also a secondary source. It is a film born 

not out of his actual experience in Vietnam or with the 
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military, but with civilian life and his inability to cope 

with his life as an adult. In this sense the film displays a 

remarkably high level of “reflectivity.”  

 

A Successful Tribute? 

After looking at Stone, Dye and the other filmmakers, 

and examining how Platoon deals with some of the more 

difficult aspects of the war, it is time to hear what the 

veterans, the men to whom Stone was paying tribute, thought 

of his gesture. In his generally well regarded book, Vietnam 

at 24 Frames a Second: A Critical and Thematic Analysis of 

over 400 Films about the Vietnam War, Jeremy Devine 

discusses the reception of the film among vets:  

Some veterans proclaimed that finally someone had 
shown what it was really like to be in Vietnam. 
Others condemned the portrait and said that they 
had never seen anyone kill civilians and that 
morale had not been nearly this bad, especially in 
1967 and 1968.197 
 
On 1 August 1987 Stone reunited with some of his 

platoon mates to watch the film.198 The documentary “Tour of 

the Inferno: Revisiting Platoon,” contains many anonymous 

sound bites from men who served with Stone. One man said, 

“I’ve never been able to talk to my family or my kids or my 

buddies. ...Platoon says, ‘Yea, I went through that. That’s 
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my experience.’”199 Actor Charlie Sheen added, “I knew we 

were making a very important film. I know [sic] the vets 

would appreciate it. I knew the families would appreciate 

it.”200 Another of Stone’s anonymous platoon mates gave the 

film a lot of credit for allowing him to say, “I’m proud to 

be a Vietnam veteran.”201 

In contrast, when Vietnam veteran Gerald Ney was 

answering questions for a school, a young student named Mark 

asked what he thought of Vietnam films, specifically 

Platoon. Ney answered:  

[T]he opening scenes with the red dust and the 
aircraft sounds took me back to Vietnam. The movie 
then took a fork down a road into country that 
moved even further from the reality I had 
experienced....There’s bits and pieces of the 
truth scattered around [in various Vietnam films] 
but no overall truthful vision.202 
 
Ney, a retired Army intelligence officer who often 

speaks to high school students about his experience in the 

war, has said, “I usually spend the first 10 minutes in a 

45-50 minute...class debunking the idea that Vietnam vets 

are all crazed druggies.”203 The negative stereotyping of 

Vietnam vets is so commonly accepted that Ney has somewhat 
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jokingly described the phenomenon as Ney’s Law. “The more 

outrageous, threatening, and/or horrifying a statement is, 

the greater the percentage of people who will accept it as 

fact, whether or not there is any evidence of its truth.”204 

Willis F. Marshall, who served in the US Army during 

Vietnam, dislikes the portrayal of veterans in film so much 

that he has “purposely not watched any” movies on the war. 

“All these...big Hollywood Epics, especially anything by 

Oliver Stone I know that most of what is there does not 

reflect reality. At least not my reality. There’s [no] point 

in getting myself all worked up about it.”205 

Emil Heugatter, who also served with the 25th ID, says 

of the film, “It just didn’t happen that way. ... [T]hat 

movie depicting that company in the 25th Division wasn’t 

right. It wasn’t true. ...I feel at that stage of the war, I 

think that was ’66-’67 it was not any real problem like it 

had become later on.”206 Of course Stone served from ’67-

’68, and if Heugatter was not present at FSB Burt he cannot 

speak to their veracity. Further, his criticism of the film 

is not very specific. It has been established that there was 

drug use among the men in the rear. Heugatter’s criticism is 
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still valid on several levels, Stone probably took too much 

license with the drug use, and misrepresented Americans in 

the village scene as well. 

This film has earned Stone a very negative reputation 

among veterans. Even when commenting on other Vietnam films, 

such as Mel Gibson’s Air America (1989), which was not 

received well by vets either,207 some veterans breath a sigh 

of relief that, “Oliver Stone did not make this movie [Air 

America].”208  

The Vietnam Veterans Film Festival gives out its annual 

Frag Awards to filmmakers who have contributed to the canon 

of Vietnam War films over the previous year. Stone is a 

frequent recipient. Indeed, when the judges reviewed a film 

entitled Lost Platoon, a film about vampires in Vietnam, 

they remarked that it, “may rival the Oliver Stone movie 

with a similar name in accuracy and authenticity.”209 

Unfortunately, many critics saw the film as the reality 

of Vietnam. According to Albert Auster and Leonard Quart, 

Platoon tries, with some success, to be lean and honest and 

to convey the war’s painful realities without becoming 
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hyperbolic.”210 Frank McAdams comments on the “mixed” 

reception by veterans, “Naturally Platoon left American 

moviegoers with the impression that this was really what it 

was like to experience combat in Vietnam. Other veterans 

looked upon it as a microcosm....This was just one 

[story].”211 

Dr. Toan Truong “grew up in Vietnam and came to the US 

with the first wave of refugees.”212 In a 1990 article to 

the New York Times, reprinted by the Vietnam Veteran Film 

Festival he wrote: 

While Americans tend to remember the Vietnam War 
through images depicting the massacre of innocent 
civilians by American troops, what is chiseled in 
my own mind is footage of Vietnamese wailing over 
bodies of loved ones who were buried alive, in 
huge mass graves by the Viet Cong, during the Tet 
Offensive, in 1968. I will never forget how the 
Viet Cong killed thousands of civilians who were 
fleeing toward Hué on Highway 1 in 1975.213 
 

 Dr. Truong shares his memory about the Vietnamese, and 

their real fears. “I remember my parents’ concern that anti-

war demonstrations would undermine U.S. support for the war 
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at a time when Russian and Chinese support for North Vietnam 

was stronger than ever.”214  

Oliver Stone concluded his “tribute” to American 

soldiers by saying, “I hope younger generations are smarter 

than I was. I hope they have read more history than I had. 

And I hope they think before they let some politician sell 

them on some bogus war.”215  

Stone wanted to make a tribute to the men who served 

and died in Vietnam. Using the conventional definition of 

the word “tribute” he failed miserably. This is how the 

Wordsworth Concise English Dictionary defines tribute: “an 

act, gift, words, or other expression of approbation: 

(Loosely) a testimony, a credit (to).”216 This film is 

neither a “gift” nor an “expression of approbation” towards 

the men who served and died for their country.  

To hear “a credit to” these men, it may be necessary to 

listen to those whose lives they changed. Toan Truong said 

of the end of the war:  

I cannot even begin to describe the feeling of 
abandonment my countrymen felt at the start of 
North Vietnam’s offensive in 1975, when our 
soldiers were restricted to firing a few rounds a 
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day because the bullets had run out and none were 
forth coming.217 
 
Dr. Truong continued by asking: “Is defending freedom 

in the world a worthy goal for the US? Americans do not ask 

that question about their involvement in Europe during World 

War II. Why is Vietnam different?”218 He asserts that there 

was a racist motivation behind the anti-war movement 

because, “Europeans are easier to identify with, whereas 

Vietnamese were just a bunch of ‘gooks.’”219  

Is showing the world that some men were angry, 

frustrated, or acted out of disregard for life a tribute to 

the nearly two and a half million who served honorably? 

Professor Peter C. Rollins of Oklahoma State University 

notes, “The majority [emphasis his] of those who 

participated in the anti-war movement...have a vested 

interest in ‘freezing history’ circa 1968.”220 This is 

because, “By retaining the United States as an international 

villain, their opposition to the war continues to go 
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unquestioned.”221 Though Stone was not an anti-war 

protestor, it seems his statements as a revolutionary 

student, especially toward murdering President Nixon, would 

place him in the violently anti-war category. B.G. “Jug” 

Burkett says, “Platoon drew raves as a realistic, 

uncompromising look at war. But the film was also absurd... 

Stone had served as an enlisted man in Vietnam and had to 

know better.”222 According to Rollins, “Even Johnny Carson 

could observe that Platoon was a movie that reflected well 

upon the draft dodger; what sensible person would serve in 

such an army?”223  

In the words of Norman Podhoretz, “Needless to say 

there are those who think this movie is a tribute to those 

Americans who died in Vietnam. Needless to say people who 

think so never knew anybody who went anywhere near Vietnam –

- Canada, yes, and Sweden, but not Vietnam.”224 

Dr. Truong finishes his New York Times editorial with a 

real tribute to American Vietnam veterans, “I visited the 

Vietnam War Memorial in Washington in November. ...As I 

walked down that black slab, scanning the names, it was 
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painful to realize that, although these men gave their lives 

for my country, I knew nothing about them.”225 Dr. Truong, 

“…wrote a dedication, not only those who had fallen, but to 

all American Vietnam veterans: ‘Thank you for having fought 

for my country. We will never forget your sacrifice.’”226 
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CHAPTER IV 
 

 CHRONOLOGY OF EVENTS 1968-1973 
 

Full Metal Jacket (1987) 

This film portrays US involvement in Vietnam just 

before and during the Tet Offensive in 1968. Stanley 

Kubrick’s adaptation of Grant Heslov’s novel, The Short 

Timers, follows a young Marine from boot camp through the 

Siege of Hué. For the sake of simplicity in dealing with the 

very important different themes this film broaches it has 

been broken down into parts. The first part of this chapter 

will summarize the way South Vietnamese forces performed, 

the second will deal with the question of intelligence 

failure and the siege of Khe Sanh, the third will address 

the reporting of the attack on the US Embassy in Saigon, the 

fourth will continue with the reporting of the Eddie Adams 

photo of Brigadier General Nguyen Ngoc Loan executing a Viet 

Cong terrorist. And finally this section will end with a 

comparison of the massacres at Hué and My Lai and the 

fallout from Tet in the American media. 

 

The Army of the Republic of Vietnam, ARVN 

One of the main themes that unite many of the post-

Vietnam war films is the disdain among American troops for 

the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, ARVN. In Full Metal 
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Jacket many of the American soldiers make snide comments 

about their allies. When bargaining for a prostitute, Cowboy 

(Arliss Howard) says, “Be glad to trade you some ARVN 

rifles. Ain’t never been fired and only dropped once.”227  

The ARVN, and other South Vietnamese armed forces, have 

gotten a bad reputation among some Americans. And there can 

be little doubt that war films have contributed to the 

image. But is it really deserved?  

In the context of Vietnamization and their ability to 

defend South Vietnam, Don Cuneo said of ARVN, “I was 

surprised it lasted as long as it did. I thought that they’d 

crumble in a week.”228 Andrew DeBona echoes this sentiment, 

“Did I think they could do it without US help? Not the way 

they were structured at that time.” He explains why, “...the 

money that came pouring in, the supplies that came pouring 

in [from the US] once they reached the hands of the 

Vietnamese there was no more accountability.”229 

The policy of Vietnamization has never gotten a major 

film about it and so it is only briefly mentioned here. But 

because Vietnamization places the ARVN in a political 

context it is difficult to understand whether the American 

opinion was more a reflection on the military ability of 
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ARVN, or on the political control of ARVN. Individual 

experiences differ but Cuneo makes an interesting 

observation in his evaluation of the American allies:  

Their army didn’t have a fighting spirit as we 
talked about before. They weren’t interested in 
fighting. They took advantage of a good thing. We 
were there. When you’re faced with really a no win 
situation, I think it’s hard to keep morale up 
within the regular everyday Army troops. They had 
elite units that from what I understand were 
pretty good. But there was a lot of graft and 
corruption.  
 
DeBona, a Marine who worked primarily with Vietnamese 

Marines from the Saigon area, also did not hold the ARVN in 

high regard. “...I can speak strictly from the Vietnamese 

Marine aspect or side, they were tigers. As far as the ARVN 

went, I would not call them a fighting force, at least not 

in I Corps.”230 He says when he and the Vietnamese Marines 

went through local towns “everybody in the world had on 

uniforms...but weren’t doing anything and they had no weapon 

with them.”231  

This grunt’s-eye-view of the ARVN is important and may 

be at least partially correct, at least in some instances. 

And it is possible that Mr. DeBona’s opinion is biased by 

his association with the Vietnamese Marines. However, while 

the American perspective of the ARVN and the Vietnamese 
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Marines can be seen as a validation to some degree of Full 

Metal Jacket’s Impressionist history of the ARVN, it cannot 

form a complete basis from which to judge the South 

Vietnamese forces. 

Vice President and former Air Marshall Nguyen Cao Ky, 

was in charge of Saigon during the Tet Offensive. President 

Thieu and his wife had left town for the holiday. In his 

book Buddha’s Child he notes the way young Vietnamese men 

responded after his radio address shortly after the fighting 

in the capital started. “I appealed to their patriotism, 

‘Here is the situation. ...The enemy has forced themselves 

into our home. I need your help to kick them out. Anyone who 

wants to volunteer, come to the public park...’ I was 

astonished the next day when thousands of students...packed 

the park. It made me proud.”232 

The turnout in the middle of the Tet offensive, which 

in Full Metal Jacket is set in Hué but might as well have 

been Saigon, is even more astounding when seen in the light 

of history. Ky Said: 

A hundred years earlier a French army had attacked 
Saigon-and the emperor had great difficulty 
raising an army because the young men did not want 
to die to defend his effete and corrupt dynasty. 
Now the park was full of young men who had ignored 
the Communist propaganda to rise up against the 
government but had responded to my call.233  
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Gerald Kumpf worked with a Marine Air Wing at Da Nang 

in 1966 and joined the Air Force where he was stationed at 

Guam during the Tet Offensive. His experience with the ARVN 

was quite different than Don Cuneo’s. The ARVN that worked 

anti-aircraft sites around Da Nang in 1966, “...[W]ere 

really enthused and glad to see us, to be there to help 

them. Contrary to popular belief, these people did not want 

to be Communists. They were a free and open society, 

especially the guys that were in the military.”234  

Lieutenant Charles Dodge described his week with an 

ARVN infantry platoon in 1969 as “cordial.”235 However he 

did not comment on them as a fighting force. Lieutenant 

Colonel Michael Sweeney, Operations Officer, 3rd Battalion 

5th Marines a unit that was in I Corps during 1968, did not 

have much opinion of them one way or another, though he did 

have a lot respect for the Vietnamese Marines.236  

In Full Metal Jacket, Eightball (Dorian Harewood), a 

black American soldier, says of ARVN, “It’s like they took 

away our freedom and gave it to the gookers. But they don’t 

want it. Poor dumb bastards.” Another soldier finishes the 

thought, “We’re getting killed for these people and it’s 
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like they don’t even appreciate it. It’s like it’s some big 

joke to them.”237 Experiences like those of Cuneo and DeBona 

seem to resonate with these sentiments of the film. However, 

the film does not bother to explain why it gives this 

impression of the ARVN. But Cuneo explains one possible 

origin for his observation of the ARVN lack of motivation: 

Their system was different than ours. Their 
officers, from what I understand, were able to 
take part of the soldiers’ pay and a lot of these 
guys really didn’t get paid that much or that 
often. The payroll would go down to the officers, 
and by the time it filtered down to the soldier, 
there weren’t enough piasters to feed a family.238  
 
Cuneo has a ground soldier’s view of the ARVN. But his 

opinion is, in part, verified by the reports of US 

Ambassador to South Vietnam Ellsworth Bunker, and Senator 

Stuart Symington, among others, as will be shown below.  

It is no great secret that the South Vietnamese 

government, even after Diem, was corrupt.239 And corruption 

at the highest levels undoubtedly leads to decreased 

confidence among the soldiers which in turn encourages 

corruption at lower levels. General William Westmoreland 

wrote “By long tradition in Vietnam a man in a position of 

authority lords it over those beneath him, and wearing a 

uniform gave the South Vietnamese peasant his first taste of 
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authority. That the soldier often had to scrounge for food 

compounded the problem, and that he usually was no native of 

the region where he operated gave him a sense of 

detachment.”240 Later in his oral history Cuneo gives an 

excellent analysis of why some of the ARVN may have been 

either corrupt or simply unappreciative of what America was 

doing: 

When you’re fighting in your own back yard and 
you’ve got your family close by and the shit hits 
the fan, what’s your first concern? Your family, 
and you're going to go be with them and protect 
them or get them out of harm’s way. It’s only my 
opinion....I know I wasn’t there to fight for a 
cause. Maybe I was at first, but when reality set 
in, I wasn’t there to fight for anything other 
than my buddies and [to] survive and make sure 
they survived too. That’s why American soldiers 
and Marines fight. They fight for each other. I 
don’t think they had that overall attitude.241 
 
The Symington Committee hearings during July 1970 

addressed how the South Vietnamese government would fare as 

the US pulled out. The hearings seemed to focus in on a 

comparison between the US and ARVN to determine the 

effectiveness of the South Vietnamese military. A person 

identified in the transcript only as “The Chairman,” 

probably Senator Stuart Symington, the first Secretary of 

the Air Force, was curious about how the ARVN forces stack 

up against American soldiers. The transcript is non-specific 
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in this area. The one thing the committee seems to have 

learned from this line of investigation is that the ARVN 

forces were considerably better in 1970 than they were in 

1969.242 

Jeffery Race notes that ARVN did have a high desertion 

rate; around 66% for the 45th Regiment of ARVN stationed in 

sector J-3 in Long An in 1968.243 Race notes that the 

desertion rate was not a result of cowardice or pro-

Communist activity. Rather it was the result “of nonlocal 

military service.” He concludes this because according to 

him, ARVN soldiers were “better paid, better armed, and had 

better living conditions for himself and his family, and saw 

less of the war than either the RF or the PF soldier.”244  

Race does not give a figure for his definition of 

“better paid” but the Symington Committee learned that the 

average ARVN soldier made about $40 per month and a Major 

received about $80 per month. This, according to General 

Richard Clement, made for a poorly paid soldier.245 However, 

the General also made it clear that low pay did not make for 

a poor soldier. He said of ARVN, “there is a need to get to 

know them. I think after you get to know them and after you 
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work with them, there is a feeling of...mutual respect and 

confidence...I know in my own unit we had quite a bit of 

confidence in the ARVN Division [Second Division] working 

with us.”246  

General Westmoreland believed that US newsmen were 

largely to blame for the negative impression of ARVN. 

American media was, understandably, more interested in what 

was going on with US forces, and only covered the ARVN when 

“something spectacular happened, such as heavy losses.” Also 

the US news media was primarily interested in stories that 

made sense to the American public. Large battles were easily 

understood, and could be conveyed much easier in a half-hour 

nightly news segment than could the “prosaic day-by-day 

operations in support of pacification. Raising hogs, 

planting improved strains of rice, or building schools had 

little appeal to the television cameraman or the reporter 

looking for headlines when compared with such subjects as 

desertion, corruption, or political machinations and 

demonstrations.”247  

In March of 1970 Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker reported 

to the White House on the condition of the ARVN. He stated 

that the ARVN was plagued by corruption stemming from “low 
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pay, poor housing, and care for dependents, and corruption 

in many parts of the officer corps.” What is especially 

interesting about this message is that Bunker concludes that 

the morale problem and pilfering are “serious and requiring 

corrective action are not yet critical, and should not be 

dominant factors in our evaluation of ARVN’s effectiveness.” 

Though he does not say by whom the discipline should have 

been carried out, General Westmoreland threatened to 

withhold funds from certain nonlocal battalions, including 

the highly regarded rangers, if they did not stop pilfering 

the local populations.248  

It may be that many critics of ARVN, or simply those 

with little day-to-day or operational knowledge of the 

Vietnam war judged the ARVN against the US military. Senator 

Symington may fall into this group of people. The standard 

of the US military was too high for most nations in the West 

at that time to meet. It was unfair to judge the ARVN by 

those standards. But Bunker commends the South Vietnamese 

for having “become a better fighting force relative to the 

enemy than it was a year ago, and its officers and men know 

this.”249  
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Khe Sanh and the Intelligence Failure 

Through most of the war the South Vietnamese government 

had banned fireworks during the Tet holiday, a move which 

was very unpopular with the people given the importance the 

Vietnamese put on the celebration. But in 1968 they lifted 

the ban “Possibly because the war was going well and an 

elected government wanted to demonstrate compassion for the 

people.”250 This may seem incidental but it ties into how 

and why the North Vietnamese executed a surprise attack on 

the scale of the Tet offensive. 

By 1967 the death toll on North Vietnam was mounting 

and the Communists “had nothing tangible to show for it.”251 

From 1964 to 1967 the Viet Cong had been losing ground due 

to the effectiveness of the United States military. The 

three D’s, desertion, defection, and disease, cost the Viet 

Cong over 27,000 soldiers in this time period.252 The 

Communists realized the antiwar movement had taken hold of 

much of the Democratic Party during an election year, 

spearheaded by Senator Eugene McCarthy of Minnesota, and 

could be bolstered by increased American casualties on the 

battlefield.253 According to General William Westmoreland, 

“The North Vietnamese decided...to go for broke, to mount a 
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coordinated general offensive throughout South Vietnam, 

designed to achieve that objective peculiar to Vietnamese 

Communist insurgency, the general uprising.”254  

When Joker goes to a meeting with his Commanding 

Officer (CO) he says, “There’s a rumor going around that the 

Tet cease-fire is going to be cancelled.” His CO dismisses 

his concerns as “Rear echelon paranoia.” But Joker has “a 

bro in intelligence [who] says Charlie might try and pull 

off something big during the Tet holiday.” His CO informs 

him that, “Tet is like the Fourth of July, Christmas and New 

Year all rolled into one. Every zipperhead in ‘Nam, North 

and South, will be banging gongs, barking at the moon, and 

visiting his dead relatives.”255  

This scene, while funny, raises two very important 

questions: did the US know about the Tet Offensive before 

the battle began? And if so why do many people have the 

“impression” that the United States military lost the Tet 

Offensive?  

Toward the end of 1967 there had been a massive build-

up of Communists across the border in Cambodia and around 

Khe Sanh. This caused concern among American officials 
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fearing another Dien Bien Phu.256 The South Vietnamese gave 

their soldiers the holiday period off and many American 

units were also issued orders that “a 36 hour Tet ceasefire 

will be observed during the period 291800H to 310600H”257 

many of the cities including Saigon and Hué were stretched 

thin on defense.258 However on January 30 first President 

Nguyen Van Thieu and later General William Westmoreland 

cancelled the Tet holiday passes for all troops, though few 

made it back before the main attack.259  

Khe Sanh was a strategically important Marine combat 

base “twelve miles from the Laotian border and fourteen 

miles from the Demilitarized Zone...critical...for 

protecting the northern provinces of South Vietnam and 

cutting off infiltration of troops to the South.” When it 

came under siege in January of 1968 the United States began 

to fear another Dien Bien Phu, and Westmoreland was ordered 

“to defend the base at all costs.”260 Much of the concern 

was due to the “similarities between” both places. “Both 

bases were isolated, surrounded by mountains that gave 

protection to the attacking forces, and cut off on the 
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ground from supplies.”261 Westmoreland, preparing for the 

worst, reinforced the Marines already at the base. The total 

number of men present during the siege was over 6,000.  

Their suspicions were confirmed when “a North 

Vietnamese defector told American officers that Khe Sanh was 

supposed to be another Dienbienphu.”262 This man’s name was 

Lieutenant La Thanh Tonc and on the afternoon of 20 January, 

the day the siege began, he “appeared off one end of the 

airstrip at Khe Sanh, an AK-47 rifle in one hand, a white 

flag in the other and surrendered,” because, “he was passed 

over for promotion.”263  

Shortly after his surrender, B-52s struck what was 

believed to be the headquarters for the North Vietnamese 

forces at Khe Sanh “if not the entire northern region.” 

Furthermore, “prisoners captured around Khe Sanh and in the 

DMZ [Demilitarized zone] reported having seen an important 

visitor there, believed to have been General Giap. ...Radio 

traffic from the headquarters ceased for almost two 

weeks...and no major attack developed at Khe Sanh during 

Tet.264  

Historian John Prados addresses the “signal-versus-

noise question,” and whether it was similar to the decrease 
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in enemy “noise” prior to the attack at Pearl Harbor. He 

notes that there were two streams of intelligence the US 

monitored, one concerning the build up around Khe Sanh, the 

other the general stream of enemy chatter. He concludes that 

Westmoreland, “intended [italics his] to fight along the 

borders and was prepared to believe in a threat to Khe 

Sanh.” This is a fair enough assertion of what Westmoreland 

might have been willing to believe, though it is nothing but 

speculation. Prados takes too much liberty with his 

conspiratorial next sentence. “In particular, a victory at 

the same place in a pitched battle might win MACV approval 

for an invasion of Laos (as an exploitation) which General 

Westmoreland had previously failed to secure from President 

Johnson.”265 What is interesting about Prados’ view is that 

it takes a perfectly legitimate observation, mixes with a 

historically verifiable fact, that Westmoreland had failed 

to secure permission to invade Laos, but inserts an 

unverifiable opinion. This is included here because it is a 

very good example of Impressionist history as written by a 

professional historian. And in much the same way that films 

and oral histories can become a kind of Impressionist 

history, so can professional history. This confirms the 

blurring of the line between primary and secondary source as 
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one of the defining characteristics of Impressionist 

history. Prados’ otherwise valid opinion that Westmoreland 

was prepared to believe the threat to Khe Sanh is tainted by 

his attack on American foreign policy. This is not too 

different from how many “historians” and filmmakers re-

create history. 

Robert Buzzanco wrote, “By late spring, it would become 

clear that Khe Sanh had been a DRV ruse to draw U.S. troops 

from urban centers in anticipation of the Tet attacks.”266 

Moreover, Peter Brush asserts that both General Westmoreland 

and General Giap were “baiting” the other side into massing 

around Khe Sanh. “When Hanoi began sending its forces to Khe 

Sanh the Communists were hoping to divert U.S. military 

assets away from the populated areas; it is not reasonable 

to think Giap would tie up an entire army corps with the 

mission of overrunning a single battalion of Americans.”267 

And even Brush contradicts his own argument admitting that 

“There is evidence, however, to support the notion that the 

Communists planned on overrunning the base at Khe Sanh.”268  

On 21 January the North Vietnamese attacked the base at 

Khe Sanh, confirming Lieutenant Tonc’s claim. But at the 
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same time Westmoreland had shifted many of his available 

resources north to prevent “another Dienbienphu.” Was it 

possible that the buildup around Khe Sanh was intended as a 

diversion, but the attack was a sincere attempt to capture 

the Marine base?  

The two ideas are not mutually exclusive. And as Brush 

pointed out, it would have been foolish of General Giap to 

waste an entire division’s resources, which could have been 

better used to ensure success elsewhere, simply to draw the 

Americans off guard. And yet it would have been very naive 

of General Westmoreland to assume he could force the North 

Vietnamese to mass at Khe Sanh, though he could entice the 

NVA. Nonetheless, that seems to be the case with Khe Sanh. 

It would not be fair to lay the blame for buying into Khe 

Sanh solely at the feet of General Westmoreland. President 

Johnson, who was facing re-election in 1968, could not 

afford to open himself up to criticism from Republicans 

should Khe Sanh have turned into another Dien Bien Phu. The 

President told General Earle Wheeler, “I don’t want anybody 

coming back and saying if we had had this and that we would 

not have suffered so many losses.”269  

Short of a straight answer from Giap himself, the 

answers to whether Khe Sanh was a diversion or a main 
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attack, can only be subjected to educated guesses. The 

evidence presented here shows that it could have been both a 

diversion and a main attack. But remember the question of 

whether Khe Sanh was a diversion exists because the base 

played a significant role in American military understanding 

of pre-Tet intelligence.  

In addition to creating the Khe Sanh diversion, in the 

months before Tet the PAVN also tested the limits of the US 

military. At Loc Ninh and Dak To Communist main unit forces 

tested their ability to mass and engage the US and South 

Vietnamese in pitched battle. Loc Ninh took place on 29 

October and consisted of a defeat at the hands of 

“inexperienced and poorly equipped” South Vietnamese 

soldiers reinforced by “regular ARVN units and elements of 

the U.S First Division.”270 At Dakto (also written Dak To), 

near the Laotian border, the US 187th Airborne Brigade 

engaged four regiments of North Vietnamese and Viet Cong. 

The North was “overwhelmed by the firepower massed against 

them and had to retreat to their Laotian sanctuaries.” But 

not without inflicting 500 casualties on the US forces.271 

These two battles did more than alert the US that the 

Vietnamese were becoming bolder. It was a test of South 

Vietnamese and American responsiveness to pitched battle. 
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The North Vietnamese were extremely careful at keeping 

the scope of the Tet Offensive a secret. “Units scheduled to 

attack first received their orders only forty-eight to 

seventy-two hours in advance. No unit commander from the 

middle level down ever knew the attack was part of a 

countrywide general offensive”272 But despite their best 

efforts, the Americans and South Vietnamese clearly seem to 

have known there was an impending offensive. 

A press release from the United States Mission in 

Vietnam on 5 January 1968 revealed the existence of the 

revolutionary plans of the North Vietnamese. This press 

release was very non-specific and contained few details 

which could have revealed the breadth of the attacks.  This 

is because the document, “captured by an element of the U.S. 

101st Airborne Division in Quang Tin province on November 

19,” from which its intelligence was derived “is 

ambiguous...as to the time fixed for the all-out 

revolutionary effort. ...the document itself cannot be taken 

as conclusive evidence that such an order has been given.” 

Additionally, the document states that “The writer was far 

removed from the highest levels of the party 

organization....Thus his information may represent, not the 

actual policy of the Communist Party command but rather an 
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internal propaganda version designed to inspire the fighting 

troops.”273 More importantly the document contained no 

specific information about the nature of the attack. It only 

contained directions to “not say that this order [to rise up 

against the US and South Vietnamese government] comes from 

the Party and Uncle, but to say it comes from the [National 

Liberation] Front. Also do not specify times for 

implementation.”274  

The captured document contained nothing of value 

besides the actual verification of an impending attack. And 

absent any information pertaining to specific targets, 

methods of attack, or times of attack, it would be 

impossible to plan all but the most general of defenses 

against the impending attack.  

According to former MACV chief of staff General Walter 

Kerwin “[W]e knew something was coming.”275 Westmoreland 

concurs, but qualifies the generalization by saying, “[He] 

believed [the attack] would be shortly before Tet, so that 

the enemy could take advantage of the Tet cease-fire and 
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jockey his forces to exploit any gains achieved at the 

start.”276 

Westmoreland’s intelligence came from NSA (National 

Security Agency) reports in the days before Tet, 

“‘Culminating in a major warning disseminated widely in 

communications intelligence channels’ on January 25.”277 

Interestingly, Nguyen Cao Ky cited Westmoreland’s awareness 

of the NSA reports but quoted him as saying:  

‘I knew the attack was coming, but I did not want 
to let the enemy know I knew.’ That may explain 
why the United States failed to share such 
alarming intelligence with its South Vietnamese 
counterparts. The Americans probably feared that 
this information would be leaked to the enemy. But 
the enemy was quite aware of their impending 
attack! Even in hindsight, it seems peculiar.278 
 
Despite Ky’s assertion that the US chose not to share 

intelligence for curious reasons, the South Vietnamese did 

cancel passes and take the initiative to do what they could 

to prepare for any coming attack. Chief of National Police, 

Nguyen Ngoc Loan “ordered a state of alert and had 85 

percent of his police on duty when Tet erupted.”279 While we 

are speculating, it might be that Westmoreland was afraid 

the enemy would either call off whatever offensive they were 

planning, or change tactics, if they  thought he was aware 

of their plans. If so, it would seem that he was right to 
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keep the South Vietnamese in the dark. Despite the failure 

to gather specific intelligence, the US and South Vietnam 

gathered enough information to know there was an impending 

offensive, and to prepare, in a very non-specific way, for 

the coming assault. 

General Phil Davidson, the man responsible for 

collecting pre-Tet intelligence, seems to have done a very 

good job. He and his men correctly identified all the major 

units and, “no previously unidentified unit showed up.” With 

regard to the cities, Westmoreland wrote, “We had some 

warning of attacks on towns and cities, although we hardly 

could have expected to know the enemy’s exact plans and 

nobody anticipated the extent to which attacks on towns and 

cities actually developed throughout the country.”280 Ky is 

understandably confused by the United States failure to 

share pre-Tet intelligence with the South Vietnamese. But 

this may be because the pre-Tet intelligence was collected 

by the National Security Agency (NSA) and was communications 

intelligence (COMINT). In order to protect the source of 

such intelligence, this material is highly classified and 

not shared with any foreign agency. 

But more to the point of criticism, had the US told the 

South Vietnamese of the scope of the attack would they have 
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done more than they already had? General Westmoreland 

quoting Davidson from a personal conversation provides the 

best possible answer: “Even had I known exactly what was to 

take place, it was so preposterous that I probably would 

have been unable to sell it to anybody. Why would the enemy 

give away his major advantage, which was his ability to be 

elusive and avoid heavy casualties?”281 

Don Oberdorfer proposed an interesting theory on why no 

one took the pre-Tet intelligence seriously. “The inertial 

force of habit and of bureaucracy overpowered the evidence 

at hand.”282 Since everyone had placed their bets on some 

kind of pre or post-Tet attack, these plans would have to be 

cancelled, “Official assessments of Communist weakness would 

have to be discarded or explained away; public predictions 

would have to be eaten. It could not be done.”283 Here he is 

referring to the memo mentioned above. However this begs the 

question, that if very few people were paying attention to 

pre-Tet intelligence, why would it be so difficult to change 

plans? After all Loan revoked 85% of the passes of Saigon 

police, meaning there was approximately 35% of the police on 

duty, based on anecdotal information from a few raids.  

However the breakdown in communication between the US 

and South Vietnamese military occurred, both sides were 
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aware of an impending attack, and not just from increased 

activity around Khe Sanh. Westmoreland writes, “On Sunday, 

January 28, two days before Tet, ARVN security troops raided 

a house on the outskirts of the costal city of Qui Nhon. 

They captured eleven VC, a tape recorder, and two tapes.”284 

More importantly though, “The VC, the prisoners admitted 

under questioning, probably would attack Qui Nhon and other 

cities during the Tet holidays.” They also said the tapes 

were Communist propaganda that would be played after the 

Viet Cong had captured the government radio stations. The 

tapes were to encourage a general uprising, which never 

occurred.285  

All of these stories seen so far are anecdotal 

evidence, but when seen together they make a very compelling 

case for an attack around Tet. But why didn’t the US or 

South Vietnamese decipher the intelligence? Don North, a 

reporter who covered many of the important battles during 

the war, believes the intelligence breakdown occurred, not 

because of a failure on the part of intelligence gathering 

or even of interpretation. “Because of hostility and rivalry 

between the agencies, they rarely shared or compared 
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intelligence and were never able to assemble it into a 

cohesive mosaic.”286  

However, despite his bias,287 North’s analysis of the 

intelligence failure is, when considered with the nature of 

COMINT, a reasonable explanation for how the North 

Vietnamese were able to surprise the South Vietnamese and 

the Americans, despite all the warning signs. When looking 

at the captured prisoners, the weapons, attacks the 

“avalanche” of intelligence it is tempting to conclude that 

the US and South Vietnamese were negligent or as Oberdorfer 

suggests, lazy. But this is not a fair assessment. North 

concludes, “They knew through an avalanche of captured 

documents the enemy’s intentions for 1968, but they did not 

know that their capabilities were anywhere close to matching 

those intentions.”288  

It is tempting to believe Westmoreland and conclude 

that the attack was not such a surprise to American and 

South Vietnamese forces. But Westmoreland’s perspective is 

important, not just because he is the key figure in 

determining what the US knew about Tet before it happened, 

but because his view of intelligence cannot approximate the 
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actual impact the surprise had on the war, either for the 

soldiers, the South Vietnamese, and most importantly, the 

American public. For all the cancelled passes, and all the 

anecdotal intelligence gathered, the North Vietnamese still 

managed to succeed in surprising both America and South 

Vietnam with their attack.  

In Full Metal Jacket Joker, just a private first class, 

has heard rumors of the impending attack, but it seems that 

the only people who knew anything were senior military 

commanders. Most of the soldiers on the ground, despite 

having their leave recalled, seem to have been genuinely 

surprised. “In some city quarters early commuters the next 

day noticed strange faces of men in odd uniforms wearing the 

distinctive Binh Tri Thien rubber sandals. Despite the 

warnings, the surprise was almost total. Westmoreland and 

his staff were appalled when it was learned that these 

attacks were widespread throughout South Vietnam.”289 But 

the “scuttlebutt” Joker hears from fellow Marines may have 

been based on a hunch, or gut instinct, that one develops 

after being in country. 

The next set of topics to be discussed from the film is 

the actual events during the Tet Offensive. The film 

concerned only with what happened from the grunts-eye-view 
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of Hué. But this is a very narrow perspective on the most 

important battle of the war. This section will analyze the 

remarks of Joker’s CO at Stars and Stripes immediately after 

the attack. He says: 

The enemy has very deceitfully290 taken advantage 
of the Tet ceasefire to launch an attack all over 
the country. So far we’ve had it pretty easy here 
[Da Nang]. But we seem to be the exception. In 
Saigon the United States Embassy has been overrun 
by suicide squads. Khe Sanh is standing by to be 
overrun. We also have reports that a division of 
NVA has occupied all of Hué south of the Perfume 
River. In strategic terms Charlie has cut the 
country in half. The civilian press is about to 
wet their pants. And we’ve heard even Walter 
Cronkite is gonna say the war is now unwinnable. 
In other words, it’s a huge shit sandwich and 
we’re all gonna have to take a bite.291 
 
This is a very accurate summary of the first few hours 

of the Tet offensive. It provides one of the better 

Impressions of the Vietnam War found in modern film.  

In reality the attack began on the morning of 31 

January. The Communist forces had six major objectives, but 

only the US Embassy at Saigon, being the most significant, 

will be discussed here. The others were to capture the 

National Radio Station to play Communist propaganda and 

instigate a general uprising, to capture the headquarters of 

the Joint General Staff, and Independence Palace, as well as 
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to overrun Tan Son Nhut, and the Vietnamese Navy 

headquarters.292 But the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong were 

poorly coordinated and on 30 January targets in I and II 

Corps were hit prematurely, alerting the United States that 

pre-Tet intelligence saying something big was coming may 

have been correct.293  

 

Tet in Saigon 

The Communists’ most significant “victory,” as it was 

hailed by many in the mainstream media, was their attempt to 

capture the American Embassy in Saigon. There were a number 

of high priority targets identified for assault by the North 

Vietnamese during the Tet Offensive, among them the National 

Broadcasting Radio station. However, by far the most 

important target was the US Embassy in Saigon. The major 

question concerning the attack on the US Embassy was: how 

far did the Viet Cong get in their attack? 

Don North, an ABC News broadcast reporter who was on 

the Embassy grounds during the attack, claimed “there was no 

doubt in my mind that the MP’s believed the VC were in the 

chancery.”294 It is important to mention that in his writing 

he accuses the US and South Vietnamese militaries of 
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indiscriminate killing of civilians in Can Tho, Ben Tre and 

Saigon.295 This should tell the reader that there was an 

anti-American bias to his writing. Considering his judicious 

wording it seems North lacks the gumption to state that it 

is he who believed the VC had penetrated the chancery during 

the attack, not the anonymous MP’s, who he does not name, 

though that information would have been available to him. 

However, North was not alone in his false reporting; 

though his is not directly inaccurate others were. UPI wrote 

a piece stating, “There were unconfirmed reports the 

Communists had taken over the first five floors of the 

modernist white building [the US Embassy].” UPI also later 

said that more anonymous “military men” claimed Viet Cong 

had taken over the first five floors of the embassy.296 At 

the same time these reports were going out, NBC’s Chet 

Huntley reported that “snipers were on rooftops firing at 

American personnel” and that “Twenty suicide commandos are 

reported to be holding the first floor of the embassy.”297 

Contrary to what some reporters and Private Joker’s CO 

claimed, the American Embassy in Saigon was not “standing by 

to be over run” by Viet Cong sappers. To sum up what 
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happened, “Suicide attackers attempted to take over the 

United States [E]mbassy and a few got in the front yard, but 

not into the locked building all were quickly killed.”298 

Specifically what happened was this. The Communists 

understood the psychological significance of the US Embassy. 

It “was the place where the Stars and Stripes was officially 

planted in the soil of Vietnam, and thus it was the symbolic 

center of the American effort.” Saigon was the one place to 

which people who had difficulty following the war in Vietnam 

could relate. To succeed here was to attack the heart of 

America. 299  

At 2:45am on 31 January, 19 Viet Cong sappers from the 

C-10 Battalion were on their way to the US Embassy. They 

pulled up to the Embassy gate on Thong Nhut Boulevard and 

opened fire. The doors were immediately shut. The men began 

attacking the embassy with rockets. At 2:47am they detonated 

a satchel charge along the embassy wall creating a small 

opening into the courtyard.300  

When the fighting broke out, Marine Sergeant Ronald W. 

Harper ran into the Chancery where he joined Corporal George 

B. Zahuranic and “an unarmed and terrified Vietnamese 

watchman.” Marine Rudy Soto, who was on the roof, opened 

fire on the Viet Cong with his .38 pistol as they poured 
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through the hole in the outer wall and two of them made it 

across the compound. Several more rocket attacks were 

directed at the Chancery, injuring Zahuranic. They did 

succeed in destroying the US seal, however. Shortly after 

the rocket attacks, Zahuranic and Harper heard voices 

outside the door. Soto attempted to call them on the radio 

but got no response and called in that he believed the two 

Marines were dead, and that the Viet Cong had penetrated the 

building. Soto was on the roof and it is understandable how 

he was mistaken on both counts.301 It would be prudent to 

give North some benefit of the doubt when examining his 

reporting. Soto’s account may be what he was referencing 

when he said MPs believed the Viet Cong were inside the 

Chancery. However, since he did not see fit to name the MPs 

it is impossible to verify his story. 

Fighting continued through the night, and the Viet Cong 

seem to have made it into the first floor of George 

Jacobson’s villa. Jacobson, armed with only a grenade, was 

sneaking around his office taking phone calls from a variety 

of sources ranging from Ambassador Bunker to Peter Arnett. 

After seeing the bloody footprint, Jacobson called the old 

embassy and had the Marine guard call for help. Marines 

promptly came to his assistance and engaged the “commando” 
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in the garden outside. The Viet Cong was hit with tear gas, 

and eventually killed. This marked the end of fighting at 

the US Embassy.302 

At 9:15am the embassy was declared “officially secure” 

and five minutes later General Westmoreland entered.  North 

was shocked. He simply could not believe that “‘Westy’ was 

still saying everything was just fine.” North seems 

particularly outraged when he quoted Westmoreland as saying, 

“No enemy got in the embassy building [again North is 

careful to report the word building and not Chancery]. It’s 

a relatively small incident. A group of sappers blew a hole 

in the wall and crawled in, and they were all killed. 

Nineteen bodies have been found on the premises-enemy 

bodies. Don’t be deceived by this incident.”303  

Westmoreland, in his autobiography, writes that he 

never said the Viet Cong had gotten into the Chancery, as 

some [whom he does not name either] had reported. He also 

takes the press to task for saying, “‘Westmoreland was 

standing in the ruins and saying everything was great.’”304 

Westmoreland also believed that “that attitude” from 

American reporters, manifest in their writing, “undoubtedly 

contributed to the psychological victory the enemy achieved 
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in the United States.” The General makes his case by 

questioning the motives of the press: 

What would they have me say, that the walls were 
tumbling down when I knew they were not? That the 
enemy was winning when I knew he was on the verge 
of a disastrous military defeat? When noting my 
statement that no enemy had gotten inside the 
Chancery, one reporter took pains to add that 
other sources-meaning rumor, but not so 
identified-said otherwise. Was the word of a 
professional military man who bore over-all 
military responsibility for the war in South 
Vietnam and who had personally gone through the 
Embassy building to have no precedence over 
rumor?305 
 
Reporting like that of North and UPI did give the 

American people the impression that the Tet Offensive had 

been a great victory for the North Vietnamese. Ambassador 

Bui Diem who was in the United States during the attack says 

that despite his reassurances that all was going well in 

Saigon, the picture that the American media was portraying 

was far from truthful. “Especially on television, the scenes 

of war communicated a feeling of impending disaster.” Diem 

knew he could not change the media’s reporting of the story, 

but he and the other South Vietnamese Embassy staffers in 

Washington assembled briefings on what was actually 

happening. This was an attempt to change the outlook of the 

war, for “the staffs of congressional committees with 

jurisdiction over the war.”306 
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One of the primary tools the reporters and later 

filmmakers, use to give a false impression of what was going 

on in Saigon is language. When Chet Huntley refers to the 

Viet Cong terrorists as “commandos” they take on the aura 

most people associate with the term commando, a bold and 

daring soldier, who was bravely fighting an intransigent 

enemy against insurmountable odds. Another comment from the 

Accuracy in Media report refers to a similar phenomenon with 

the camera. “The trouble with the camera is that it was 

[sic] beguiling images which are always dealing with results 

and not with causes. ...It freezes the moment in time. I 

think the camera tends to be a trivializing agent.”307 This 

is somewhat incorrect; the camera can be a trivializing 

agent, but only in the hands of the proper cameraman. 

Bui Diem was right when he wrote that the impression 

the reporting left was bleak. Accuracy in Media’s evaluation 

of the media coverage of the attack against the embassy 

revealed that the reporting had helped transform a decisive 

military victory for the United States, into a psychological 

defeat.308 In 1987 Full Metal Jacket took up where Don North 

and others left off. When reporters began calling in their 
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stories during the attack on the embassy they were 

misinformed and confused. When they refused to believe 

Westmoreland the next morning it was because they were jaded 

cynics. However, when in 2002 implying that the Viet Cong 

penetrated the Chancery, or what most Americans who were no 

doubt unfamiliar with the geography of the new US Embassy 

would have called “the building,” they are liars. However 

confused, disingenuous, or untruthful the reporting of the 

attack was, it was just a warm up compared to the hit pieces 

that followed, first against General Nguyen Ngoc Loan and 

several months later, against American soldiers in general, 

for the crimes of a few in My Lai. 

 

The Picture You Know,  

the Story You May Not  

Camera crews are featured prominently in Full Metal 

Jacket. An entire scene in the middle of the siege of Hué 

revolves around newsmen interviewing Marines on their 

opinions of the battle, their enemy, and their allies. Hué 

was very heavily televised and still photographs from the 

battle are common.309 However, given the voyeuristic themes 

in director Stanley Kubrick’s films,310 it seems that the 
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 143 

point of the sequence is to convey the way in which American 

media shapes the public’s opinion of the battle.  

Vice President Ky wrote of this novel aspect of war 

correspondence, “The cameras could not be everywhere, but by 

following individual units television showed a ‘sampling’ of 

the action rather than the overall picture.”311 He is 

correct. Cameras cannot capture the nature of battle, or 

even a part of the story. Pictures, even news reels, lack 

context. Often the context is supplied after the event. This 

was the case with Eddie Adams’ photo of Brigadier General 

Nguyen Ngoc Loan shooting a man in the head in the streets 

of Saigon. 

The essential quality of Impressionist history involves 

painting an entire event, people or time with colors 

applicable to only one moment in time, or to one person. 

This work has shown how Hollywood uses film to write history 

using only an impression of the event rather than telling 

the actual history. But there is another element of 

Impressionist history which has been scarcely mentioned 

here, epimethianism.  

If creating an Impression of history involves the de-

contextualization of the historical element, then 

epimethianism is even more insidious as it involves the re-

                                                 
311 Nguyen Cao Ky, Twenty Years and Twenty Days, 153. 
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contextualization of the element to standards by which it 

should not be judged. The story of Eddie Adam’s photograph 

of Nguyen Ngoc Loan shooting a “civilian” is a perfect 

example of epimethianism and the way in which it can be used 

to create Impressionist history. 

Brigadier General Nguyen Ngoc Loan was the chief of 

national police in Saigon during the Tet Offensive. General 

Loan was very effective at his job as well. One Viet Cong 

stated that even before the infamous photo, Loan was not 

known for the gentleness of his methods.”312 Time magazine 

described the General as “fearless, ruthless but highly 

effective.”313 However ruthless Loan may have been, former 

Vice President Ky, who counted him as a personal friend, 

claims “Loan was the rarest of Vietnamese birds, the honest 

cop. He was a brilliant intellectual and a brave pilot who 

continued to fly combat missions long after he became 

national police chief.”314  

However, it may have been his “less than gentle 

methods” that in some way contributed to the success of the 

counter-offensive, despite the “almost complete surprise.” 

Loan’s “vigorous reaction...prevented any major disasters. 

Then, quickly marshaled South Vietnamese and American army 
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reinforcements stopped the Communists’ main-force units and 

began driving them back from their objectives.”315 When 

attempting to defend your country from Communist 

infiltration, especially in the middle of the largest 

offensive of the war, there is seldom time for “gentleness.”  

Some people seem to find a bizarre “poetry” when 

recounting the death of the Viet Cong terrorist. Don 

Oberdorfer, whose Tet! is usually considered one of the 

better histories on the Offensive, writes: 

On a street corner in Saigon on February 1, a 
Vietnamese in a military uniform [this would be 
General Loan] fired a bullet into the head of 
another Vietnamese in a checkered shirt and black 
shorts [this would be the Viet Cong terrorist]. A 
human being was destroyed, his soul was gone, his 
body shattered. Neither he nor his death could 
ever be called back-and yet they were.316  
 
Oberdorfer intercuts his “poetic” narrative of the 

execution with a mundane retelling of what President Johnson 

was doing in Washington on the morning of 31 January: 

dealing with the capture of the USS Pueblo by North Korea 

just days earlier, eating breakfast, and taking phone calls 

from the war zone. A less poetic, but more objective, 

version of the story goes like this.317  
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During the house-to-house fighting in Saigon the 

morning after the attack General Loan’s men captured a Viet 

Cong Lieutenant in civilian clothes. The Viet Cong terrorist 

was caught “in the act of murdering a police sergeant [B.G. 

Burkett claims the murder victim was a Major318], his wife, 

and three small children.” Loan, who knew the murdered man, 

instructed a subordinate to shoot the terrorist. But the man 

hesitated. Loan, being a man of action and not “gentleness” 

took out his gun and, quite literally, blew the terrorist’s 

brains out.319  

Eddie Adams recalls, for the Accuracy in Media’s 

Television: Vietnam project, how the event unfolded. He and 

a few other photographers had noticed a prisoner “being 

walked in the same direction they were going.” They decided 

to follow him in case anything important happened. After a 

few moments, “He [Loan] came in from the left...I seen [sic] 

him reach for his pistol, he aimed it, shot him instantly, 

shot him instantly, put his pistol back into the holster and 

walked away.”320 Adams also verified the fact that the man 

was a Viet Cong lieutenant who was responsible for the 

murder of the policeman and his family. Though he snapped 
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the picture which would eventually win him the Pulitzer 

Prize, Adams thought nothing of it at the time. He dropped 

off the film at a lab and went to lunch. The only thing 

Adams did not and perhaps could not verify was that Loan had 

ordered someone else to execute the man. 

Anti-war activists in the US latched on to the claim 

that General Loan had committed a war crime and since Loan 

worked for an ally of the US, both governments became 

morally culpable. As B.G. Burkett demonstrates, this 

argument is meritless. “The city was under martial law. 

Loan, as the head of the Saigon police, was within his 

authority to order the execution of an enemy soldier in 

civilian clothes who had murdered a family.”321 Burkett 

answers the question of how all the outrage in America came 

to exist. He believes it was because “Americans were not 

used to seeing the realities of war. In World War II, the 

press had a policy of usually not showing a dead body, let 

alone someone in the act of killing another human being. And 

certainly not an execution.”322 

In contrast to the American reaction to the photo, Ky 

claims “most South Vietnamese heartily approved of Loan’s 

actions, but the picture ruined his reputation abroad, and 
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especially in America.”323 Finally, a few days after the 

photo was taken “Loan was severely wounded in house-to-house 

fighting, and ultimately lost a leg.”324 According to Time 

Magazine, General Loan was wounded when a rocket from an 

American helicopter malfunctioned and hit the forward 

command post which “wiped out virtually the whole top level 

of Saigon’s city administration including four of Ky’s most 

powerful backers.”325  

Anti-war protesters were able to use the photo to their 

advantage. George Bailey recalled that a silhouette of the 

photograph was used on posters distributed by the Vietnam 

Veterans Against the War. An American who saw the pictures 

in the US when first televised remarked:  

[T]hat simply hit me as a citizen and as a person 
watching something that seemed to be at the same 
time [sic] to demonstrate the Oriental’s lack of 
concern for human life which we hear a lot about 
when there were mass deaths in Vietnam. ...[his 
second impression was] that we were involved up to 
our necks in a war among very alien peoples among 
which we shared very few values.326  
 
Ky understood how the picture could be used to 

undermine the public’s support for the war. “Life being what 

it is, an isolated incident tends to be regarded as part of 
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a pattern, of an official policy, especially when that 

impression is fostered by the propagandists of the North and 

accepted by those who were against the war in America [and] 

in Europe.”327 Adams also understood the way in which his 

photograph was being used. He is alleged to have told Ky’s 

co-author on Buddha’s Child that “Joe Rosenthal [the AP 

photographer who captured a reenactment of the 1945 flag-

raising on Iwo Jima] has a monument in Arlington [National 

Cemetery]. Mine will be in Hanoi.”328 As Peter Rollins said 

in one of the Accuracy in Media papers, “The Eddie Adams 

photograph changed many lives because of what it seemed to 

mean. It provides a classic case in which a picture needs a 

thousand words to explain its true significance.”329  

 

The Hué Massacre and the My Lai Massacre  

The Nguyen Ngoc Loan photo was not the only incident 

during Tet that contributed to a weakening of the American 

will. The My Lai Massacre played an important role as well. 

However, another massacre, which occurred on a much larger 

scale, has been obscured by the events at My Lai. 
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Full Metal Jacket may be unrealistic in a number of 

ways, but it must also be recognized as the only major 

American film that even broaches the subject of the 

Communist political purges, rather than rehashing the 

Impression of American soldiers as psychotics, racists, or 

indiscriminate murderers. This film deserves credit for 

addressing, even if in a rather uncontextual and oblique 

way, the fact that thousands of Vietnamese civilians were 

massacred near Hué after the Tet Offensive. This section 

will attempt to place the murders in context and debunk the 

“scholars” who have attempted to deny the Communist 

atrocities. 

In the film, Joker looks disgusted and angry. Kubrick 

pulls back to reveal Marines with handkerchiefs over their 

faces and shovels in their hands. Gradually the shot reveals 

a long row of lime covered bodies. Speaking to Lieutenant 

Cleves (Ian Taylor) Joker asks for an official body count. 

“We think it’s twenty,” Clees responds. 

Joker asks, “How did it happen?” 

The Lieutenant explains, “Well it seems the NVA came in 

with a list of gook names, government officials, policemen, 

ARVN officers, school teachers. They went around their 

houses real polite [sic] and asked them to report the next 
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day for political re-education. Everybody turned up got 

shot. Some they buried alive.”330  

The moment is interrupted by a “Pogue” Colonel (Bruce 

Boa) who gives Joker hell for wearing a peace symbol, “We’ve 

got to keep our heads until this peace craze blows over.”331 

This is the extent to which the massacre is described. It is 

not much, and the film does not make it clear why it 

happened, who specifically was responsible, or in what 

context the massacre occurred.  

Many in academia recite the atrocities of the United 

States in Vietnam as though they were fact. The section on 

Platoon dealt with the Impression that Americans were “baby 

killers” or that atrocities were widespread and the norm. 

However, this is only one half of the most troubling aspect 

in the cinematic history of the Vietnam War. The other half 

is created not by showing images, but by the conspicuous 

absence of obvious Communist murders.  

The section on Go Tell the Spartans cited Grover Furr’s 

paper denying the Hué massacre. He is not the only “scholar” 

to deny the truth to fit his particular political agenda. D. 

Gareth Porter has attempted to refute the Hué massacre as 

well. He challenged the work of Professor Douglas Pike, the 

Texas Tech University author of a monograph called The Viet 
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Cong Strategy of Terror. In attacking the credibility of 

witnesses to the Hué massacre, Porter and those like him 

also challenged the fundamental assumptions under which the 

war was fought.  

The Hué massacre was indisputable visual proof that the 

North Vietnamese Communists were de facto evil just like the 

Nazis, Soviets and Chinese Communists before them. North 

Vietnam, being a closed society, prevented the world from 

learning of its enormity of crimes, particularly those 

committed under the guise of land reforms, after the fall of 

the French.332 As long as news of the brutality of the 

Communist state could be suppressed, it could be denied. But 

Hué threatened to undermine the international Marxist 

opposition to the war in the same way the Nazi-Soviet pact 

undermined the socialist claim to moral superiority before 

World War II. The American press used, and continues to use, 

the “noise” created by endlessly echoing one particular 

action, to obscure other events. This is the case with the 

Hué and My Lai massacres.  

The facts surrounding the My Lai massacre are well 

known and easy to find. As this section is not about the 

degree of atrocities committed in Vietnam by the American 

military we will not go into extensive details on the 

                                                 
332 See the section on The Green Berets for more on the post-Geneva 
Accords North Vietnamese exodus. 



 153 

subject. But to recap the massacre for those unfamiliar with 

the details: on 16 March 1968 Lieutenant William Calley 

commanding 1st Platoon, Charlie Company, 1st Battalion, 11th 

Brigade, 20th Infantry Division (Americal) arrived at Son My 

village, subhamlet 4 - My Lai, in Quang Ngai province. They 

opened fire on the village, killing hundreds of unarmed 

civilians. The only questions are how many people were 

killed, and how high up the chain of command did the cover-

up go?   

The question of number ranges from 128 as reported by 

Sergeant Jay Roberts in a press release from Marcy 1968333 

to 504 from the dedication by David Anderson in his book 

Facing My Lai.334  

The massacre was originally reported as a helicopter 

assault which “was well planned, well executed and 

successful. Friendly casualties were light and the enemy 

suffered heavily.” The After Action report also noted that 

there were approximately 200 civilians in the area 

supporting the VC which “created a problem in population 

control and medical care of those civilians caught in fires 

of the opposing forces. However, the infantry unit on the 
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ground and helicopters were able to assist civilians in 

leaving the area and in caring for and/or evacuating the 

wounded.”335 The South Vietnamese government originally 

dismissed the attack as more Communist propaganda. And why 

should the Communist reports have been believed when the 

Communists had tried the same stunt in the Son Tinh district 

in April 1967.336  

It was not until Ron Ridenhour, a former member of the 

11th Infantry Brigade (aviation section) who heard rumors of 

the massacre before being discharged in December 1968, wrote 

a letter to congress in 1969 that anything seemed out of the 

ordinary.337 This letter resulted in the 1970 Congressional 

investigation by the Peers Committee. This was when a second 

attack by Task Force Barker was uncovered, as well as 

evidence of a cover-up involving Lt. Calley and implicated 

the participation of several other officers, including 

Captain Ernest L. Medina – the highest ranking officer in 

the subhamlet My Lai 4 on 16 March. The committee report led 

to the trial of over two dozen service men for murder and/or 

assault. Lt. Calley was tried and convicted of murder.338  
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What is important about this event is not that it 

happened, or that two-dozen soldiers got away with murder. 

What was important was the media reaction to the atrocities. 

In the US anti-war leftists were able to capitalize on 

Calley’s crimes to tarnish the service of all Americans. For 

example, Grover Furr wrote “Such atrocities were typical of 

the US war effort. Many, many other similar massive killing 

operations were undertaken. Torture and war crimes were 

routine. To say, with knowledge of the facts, that the US 

was a ‘lesser of evils’ is simply to apologize for Fascism 

[sic].”339 He also believes that these atrocities are “well 

documented – but mainly in scholarly journals and books.”340  

Furr is not the only scholar with questionable 

statements about the My Lai massacre. Robert Buzzanco of the 

University of Houston contended that Calley and his men 

“were under orders to destroy everything and everyone they 

encountered...including old men, women and babies.” He also 

expands his allegations to state that massacres were “part 

of official American policy engendered by obsessive anti-

Communism, free-fire zones, and body counts.”341 But as a 

part of his pre-trial interview Captain Ernest Medina took a 

polygraph test administered by the US Army. The Army has a 
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very good reputation for administering and calibrating the 

polygraph test. Medina’s polygraph “pointed to ill-

disciplined troops getting out of control. There is a great 

deal of difference between out of control troops and troops 

carrying out calculated government policy.”342 

Buzzanco’s and similar assertions are baseless. 

Buzzanco does not cite any sources, and his reasoning defies 

logic.  A search of the Internet search engine Google 

returns 310,000 hits for the search string “My Lai massacre” 

and only 2,490 for “Hue Massacre.” The amount of writing 

available on My Lai to the general public far surpasses that 

of any other atrocity in the war. But this begs the 

questions: if these events were really that common, why 

focus on just My Lai? It is because they were not so common 

after all, and with good reason. Even a few hundred men per 

year with the conscience, ethics and heart of Ron Ridenhour 

would have made it impossible for the US military to cover 

up atrocities like My Lai if they were the norm. In fact, 

there were more than a few hundred men like Ridenhour.  

Myra MacPherson said of American soldiers, “I am struck 

by the individual accounts of the disregard for human life 

that recur in interviews. Every combat veteran seems to 
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remember at least one wild soldier.”343 To the contrary, the 

vast majority of Vietnam veterans were and still are, 

disgusted and angered by what Calley and his soldiers did to 

the people of My Lai.  

Warrant Officer (WO1) Hugh Thompson, who piloted a 

helicopter during the massacre, put his own life at risk to 

land his helicopter and personally rescue civilians before 

Calley could get to them.344 Not only did he save eleven 

people, but Thompson also “ordered his gunner to train his 

weapon on the approaching American soldiers and to fire if 

necessary.”345 Anthony Goodrich, a former Marine said “I 

remember us sitting around talking about William Kelly [sic, 

Calley],...we just couldn’t understand him lining people up, 

women and children and shooting them, I mean, two hundred or 

whatever it was he killed, that we didn’t understand.”346 

Richard Schaffer was also outraged, and not just at Calley, 

but at the fact that all responsible were not punished. “I 

have a problem with...they persecuted one person...who took 
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the brunt of [the punishment] and I think some of that 

should have been distributed.”347  

Finally, there is the question of MacPherson’s use of 

the word “wild” to describe murders. This may seem trivial, 

but language is an important element when framing the debate 

over the Impression of history. Parties can be described as 

wild, river rapids can be described as wild, and even a ride 

can be accurately described as wild. But calling a group of 

cold blooded murderers “wild” trivializes what they did. 

This kind of language is typical in describing young men. 

Many of them are genuinely wild. When a respected scholar in 

the field uses a term that can describe an entire range of 

legal, safe and fun behavior, to describe a war crime the 

scholar reframes the terms of the debate. In this case that 

reframing makes it easier to imply that many soldiers were 

in fact reckless killers, because as most people know, young 

men can be reckless and wild.  

According to B.G. Burkett, “After the war, the North 

Vietnamese Communists told their American counter-parts that 

they were amazed-and impressed-with the fact that the United 

States tried Calley while the war was still going on.” This 

amazement comes from the amount of anti-war propaganda the 
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trial created for America’s enemies.348 In exposing the My 

Lai massacre the United States deliberately made the choice 

to  “[puncture] the pristine myth of American ‘goodness’ in 

war; GIs were not handing out bubble gum, they were 

slaughtering babies.”349  

Schaffer commented on the media bias surrounding the 

massacre. “On the same level the media I believe ignored 

some of the other atrocities done by the North Vietnamese 

and the Vietcong, and one of those that really sticks out in 

my mind is the massacre at Hue and they killed five, six 

thousand of their own people.”350 His sentiment was echoed 

by Willis F. Marshall “The butchery of the North Vietnamese 

in Hue going into the city with lists of people and taking 

them out and executing them with a bullet in the head by the 

thousands, burying them in mass graves. I didn’t see any 

protests and demonstrations over that.”351 

In his oral history, Tran Thanh Chieu, a former ARVN 

officer compared the My Lai massacre with Hué: 

In My Lai you know, we because in the atmosphere 
of war [sic]. But in Hue you know, they killed the 
people in the cold manner. They dig [sic] a hole 
and kill them. Many, many, many. But nobody talk 
[sic] about the Hue story, it’s always My Lai. I 
[am] very, very anger....I don’t like this way by 
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your [American] media [handled the two 
massacres].352  
 
Despite his dismissal of the My Lai killings as the 

product of “the atmosphere of war,” Chieu makes a valid 

point about the way the media handled the two incidents. He 

then noted this was not the first Communist atrocity to be 

ignored by the mainstream media: 

My father. Buried alive! My oldest daughter with 
six people and...All that you know at Tay Ninh 
were buried alive, 1,000, many people buried alive 
[by Communists at Quang Nhon in 1945] No story, no 
nothing. And believe me, you know, the story of 
Communists at Tay Ninh, thousand, thousand, you 
know? They put all them in the well, put down the 
well, and bury [sic] them alive. Oh Vietnam war. 
Now the Communists over there use the story [of My 
Lai] to make propaganda.353  
 

It is not remarkable that more than thirty years after 

the end of the Vietnam War, and after the allegations of 

mass atrocities by the anti-war crowd, that more evidence 

has not materialized, despite the allegations that it was 

the norm. What is remarkable, though, is the fact that the 

anti-war crowd, including Furr, has not been held 

accountable for their smears. And no one has dared question 

their motivation for exploiting the dead Vietnamese for 

their own personal agenda.  
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In 1974 D. Gareth Porter wrote a rebuttal to Douglas 

Pike’s work on the Hué massacre called The Bloodbath Issue. 

In it he writes that the myth of the Hué massacres has 

remained unchallenged. He concluded that the “official 

version” was little more than a propaganda campaign by the 

Saigon government “embellished by the U.S. government, and 

accepted uncritically by the U.S. press.” The ultimate goal 

of this “propaganda campaign,” he believed, was to keep a 

fear of a Communist “bloodbath” alive in the American people 

which would perpetuate the war.354 Porter does not challenge 

the notion that civilians were killed; there is too much 

evidence that they were. Though some such as Furr vehemently 

deny that they occurred on the accepted scale – see his 

website for more of his quotes.  

And there are others whao deny the event actually 

happened. “All documentation which we are receiving, and 

have received over the years, including eyewitness accounts, 

discounts any theory of a bloodbath by the Provisional 

Revolutionary Government (PRG) and Democratic Republic of 

North Viet Nam (DRV) as pure propaganda.” This post-Paris 

Peace Accords but pre-fall of Saigon, document (no date was 

attached) actually says that the PRG has instituted a 

program of “general amnesty” for all South Vietnamese, “even 
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with regard to those who have been involved with the CIA 

Phoenix assassination program. The only question in their 

treatment [emphasis added] is whether they can renounce the 

past.”355  

Porter asks his reader to consider two possibilities 

for the origin of the mass graves: first is “whether they 

[the killings] were indiscriminate or the result of a 

prearranged “purge” of whole strata of society;” and second 

is “whether it was the NLF or U.S. bombing and artillery 

which caused the deaths of several thousand Hue civilians 

during the battle for the city.”356 

Anyone with basic reasoning skills can see that 

Porter’s two assertions are self-contradictory. On the one 

hand he claims that the killings left enough of the bodies 

to be considered executions; while at the same time 

asserting that bodies hit with bombs and artillery shells 

would have produced bodies that could be carted outside 

town, in the same direction the Viet Cong happened to be 

retreating, dumped in mass graves, and finally to be exhumed 

and have their wounds mistaken for bullet holes. Porter 

wants to have it both ways. It was America’s fault for 

killing them, but when that cannot be proven he needed a 
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back up reason: the victims weren’t targeted by the 

Communists, they were just random killings. 

When the US Marines were retaking the city from the 

Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese Army during the Tet 

Offensive, much of the city was destroyed. It is reasonable 

to assume some civilians were accidentally killed in the 

fighting.357 Their deaths were tragic and, until someone can 

produce concrete evidence from a source with the authority 

to set US military policy showing an order to target 

civilians, unintentional. Civilian casualties are always 

horrible, but that is the nature of war. Until someone 

figures out a way to make the enemy surrender using non-

lethal methods, innocent people will unfortunately die. For 

both of these charges, the burden of proof lies with the 

accusers. They have provided none. But it is still possible 

to address the question of the massacre at Hué in the 

context of film and portrayals of the Vietnam War. 

After the city was taken during the Tet Offensive the 

Communists ordered civilians to turn in their weapons and 

ammunition and some were ordered to report for “reeducation” 

courses. In these courses whole families that were on the 

Communists’ black list were forced to dig their own graves. 

Thousands of bodies were found “on the campuses of Gia Long 
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and Gia Hoi High Schools and in the vicinity of Ta Quang Tu 

Pagoda...while others were located in forests outside the 

city. This was the worst atrocity of the war, and one 

largely ignored by the world’s press.”358 While some might 

argue that the bodies in the mass graves at the high schools 

are consistent with Porter’s idea of having been victims of 

American bombs and artillery, the bodies were still executed 

by the Viet Cong, and not blown to pieces then buried. It 

should also be noted that many of the bodies were not just 

shot. “Many bodies were later found tied together with wire, 

with indications that they had been slaughtered from behind 

with bayonets. Some were bludgeoned, others decapitated and 

about 600 buried alive.”359  

More evidence that the mass graves at the Pagoda were 

not created by those burying victims of bombs and artillery 

comes from a Buddhist monk who witnessed the killings. “[H]e 

and his fellow monks listened nightly to the screams for 

mercy and the sound of pistol shots and automatic rifle fire 

as people were executed in a plowed field behind the 

pagoda.” The news report which quotes the Buddhist monks 

also cites the “trials” of the victims. Many were killed for 

working for the local government. Others were executed 
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because “their influence and standing in the community [was] 

regarded as a potential threat to Communist domination.” And 

finally some were even executed for nothing more than having 

a relative in the South Vietnamese Army, refusing to 

surrender their radio, or having a “bad attitude.”360 

In 1971 Don Oberdorfer called the Communist atrocities 

a “deliberate slaughter” noting that “[a]mong those executed 

were a senator; political party officials; city officials; 

civil servants; village, hamlet and block leaders; Army and 

militia officers and enlisted men; policemen; priests and 

other religious people; and teachers-all Vietnamese-in 

addition to Americans, Germans, Filipinos, Koreans and other 

foreigners.” He believed the killing was a part of a 

Communist attempt to destroy the infrastructure of South 

Vietnam.361  

A top secret NVA document captured near Hué by allied 

troops reveals some of the extent of the killing. In it they 

claim to have killed one senator, 70 politicians from 

various non-Communist parties. In the Phu Vang district the 

document says the Communists killed 1,892 “administrative 

personnel,” 700 government officials and wealthy people, 

whom the document called “tyrants,” and “several military 
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officers.”362 Another estimate puts the number at 2,750 

confirmed murders, and with the number of people missing the 

number jumps to over 5,700 people.363 

Truong Nhu Tang noted that the bloodbath at Hué during 

the Tet Offensive left the Communists with “a special need 

to address fears among the Southern people that a 

revolutionary victory would bring with it a bloodbath or 

reign of terror.”364 If it was true that the murders at Hué 

were unintentional and not politically motivated, why would 

the South Vietnamese fear a “revolutionary takeover?” In 

fact they did.365 The popular uprising never materialized. 

And after evidence of the Communists’ “systematic savagery” 

emerged the massacre may have helped unify the country.366 

And the people had every right to be afraid of the 

Communists.  

On 26 April 1986 “Radio Liberation,” a Communist 

propaganda station broadcasting out of Hanoi, criticized the 

South Vietnamese for exhuming the bodies and giving proper 

burials to the Communists’ victims, whom they called 

“hooligan lackeys who had incurred blood 
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debts...[and]...were annihilated by the Southern armed 

forces and other people in early Spring.”367 Sir Robert 

Thompson, “a British expert on guerilla warfare,” noted that 

the Communists “gloated over these figures [total number of 

civilians murdered] and complained that they had not killed 

enough.” Thompson had earlier predicted that if the North 

ever took the South “the bloodbath would be several hundred 

thousands, ‘I now wish to amend that figure...to well over 

one million.’ To critics who say that such forecasts are 

exaggerated, he points to high officers in the North 

Vietnamese Army [one name he mentioned was a defector 

Colonel Le Xuan Chuyen] who have estimated the figure to be 

far higher.”368  

The news first broke in March of 1968, shortly after 

the 2 March discovery of the first mass grave,369 and came 

to prominence in February of 1969, shortly before news of My 

Lai overshadowed the Hué massacre. As was noted before 

information available to the general public about the My Lai 

massacre far outweighs that of the Hué massacre. The media 

attention surrounding the Peers Commission and the My Lai 
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massacre diverted attention away from the Communist 

atrocities. And since 1975, when Taxi Driver premiered the 

archetypal burned out insane Vietnam vet, Travis Bickle 

(Robert De Nero), the Impression of American soldiers as 

“baby killers” has lingered in the popular culture. Even 

when Communist atrocities were unearthed they were 

attributed to American foreign policy. To demonstrate this 

phenomenon it is necessary to examine the way Tom Wicker’s 

14 May 1970 New York Times editorial treated the Hué 

massacre, as well as the American Friends of Vietnam’s 

reaction to it.  

In 1970 Bui Tin was still a Colonel in the North 

Vietnamese Army. So he rationalized that the Hué massacre 

was the result of the “hot pursuit” by the US military, and 

as the North Vietnamese Army retreated, they had no choice 

but to kill the prisoners.370 It is safe to assume that his 

position was the standard Party line. In a letter to the 

editor of the New York Times dated 14 May 1970 the American 

Friends of Vietnam sharply criticized Tom Wicker’s “futile 

and pathetic rationalization of the bloodbath potential in 

Vietnam if the North Vietnamese prevail.”371 Wicker’s 

assertion that the murders were a result of an “army in 
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retreat” was clearly right out of the Communist lexicon. 

Wicker had dismissed the victims of Hué by paraphrasing the 

Communist party line, which rightly drew the ire of the 

American Friends of Vietnam. Then AFV National President 

William Ford’s analysis of Wicker’s argument is classic:  

Citing that these approximately 3,000 citizens of 
Hue who were murdered were just victims of an 
“army in retreat,” as Mr. Wicker did, is similar 
to saying that there were not millions of German 
Jews and Polish Catholics exterminated in Poland 
in World War II, but only in parts of Poland such 
as Treblinka, Auschwitz, and Katyn.372 
 
Mr. Ford closed by suggesting that “it might be helpful 

to the public understanding if the Times occasionally 

invited people who do not agree with the Times to write such 

guest editorial columns.”373  

It is safe to say that with all the films released 

about the bombing of the Pearl Harbor Naval Base in Hawaii 

on 7 December 1941, most people understood why the US went 

to war against Imperial Japan. And it may be possible to 

argue (though that is beyond the scope this work) that many 

Americans perceive the Nazi Holocaust of the Jews as at 

least one of the reasons America went to war against Nazi 

Germany. The end of the Holocaust was a consequence of 
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victory in the war against Germany, not a reason for it. It 

is possible that with the memory of Nazi concentration camps 

and the Nuremburg Trials, that many believed ending mass 

murder can provide the pretext for a “just war.” Therefore 

if there is mass murder in Vietnam, the US would have been 

justified in attempting to stop it. Parallels with the 

Holocaust could not be allowed in the Vietnam War.  

In the case of the Hué massacre, had the American 

people been given the opportunity to see and understand the 

way the Communists treated the innocent, American resolve 

toward defending South Vietnam may have been bolstered. That 

certainly seems to be the fear Porter had when writing “The 

Bloodbath Issue.”374 This also ties in with the phenomenon 

mentioned in the sections on The Green Berets and Go Tell 

the Spartans - the intentional marginalization of the 

Vietnamese population, and therefore obscuring the main 

reason for the US to stay in the war. And with the exception 

of the one scene in Full Metal Jacket, the massacre at Hué 

was largely ignored in favor of atrocities committed by 

rogue American soldiers. 
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The Aftermath and Consequences  

of the Tet Offensive  

Bui Diem, who was in Washington D.C. at the time of the 

attack, writes, “Although the optimistic account I had 

gotten from Vice President Ky over the phone during the 

first day of the offensive was born out within the next 

thirty-six hours, American media coverage that first week 

was conveying quite a different story.”375  

The press is often criticized for the weakening of the 

American will after Tet. Don North, the ABC newsman 

mentioned above, believes that the lessons of Tet were that 

“responsible leadership in wartime will recognize problems 

clearly and publicize events that are likely to have a 

serious impact on the nation. Public relations spinning only 

makes matters worse.”376 He is partially right here. An 

attempt to spin the truth in an open society will eventually 

corrode public trust. But the main part of his argument is a 

non-sequitur. He continues, “But American leaders extracted 

a different lesson: the need to control images coming from 

the battlefield.”377 Both Bui Tin and Nguyen Cao Ky 

understood that the US press was integral in undermining the 

will of the American public to continue fighting. The 

mismanagement of wartime information by the military 
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certainly contributed to the notion that the US had lost the 

Tet Offensive. But there can be no doubt that willful and 

deliberate deceit of the American people occurred at the 

hands of journalists. 

Walter Cronkite told America, “[I]t 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.”378  

On 31 March President Lyndon B. Johnson announced he 

would not seek reelection, and called upon Ho Chi Minh to 

work towards a peace settlement. “But if peace does not come 

now through negotiations, it will come when Hanoi 

understands that our common resolve is unshakable and our 

common strength is invincible.” By itself seems to affirm 

the American will to continue to fight the war in Vietnam. 

But just one paragraph later in his speech Johnson invoked 

President Abraham Lincoln when he said, “[I]t is true that a 

house divided against itself [as the US was divided 

domestically] by the spirit of faction, of party, of region, 

of religion, of race, is a house that cannot stand.”379  
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A document from the Lao Dong party written in March of 

1968, after Hué had been re-captured, but before Khe Sanh 

had been secured, is interesting more for its 

“Reflectivity”380 than its content. The Lao Dong party 

claims they “wore down” one-fifth of the US military; though 

it is not clear if they mean they actually killed, injured, 

or captured, American soldiers. Furthermore it claims that 

the morale of the US and South Vietnamese have been worn 

down and both forces “are facing great difficulties in 

replenishing troops and replacing war facilities destroyed 

during the past month.”381 

In what amounts to a surprising affirmation of what 

Nguyen Cao Ky said about recruitment efforts in Saigon, and 

a complete contradiction to their own estimate of Tet in an 

earlier part of the same document, the Lao Dong wrote, “The 

puppet troop proselyting [sic] failed to create a military 

revolt movement in which the troops would arise and return 

to the people’s side.” If one believes this document’s 

assessment of why Ky was able to appeal to young people’s 

sense of patriotism it is because “the enemy troop 

proselyting [sic] task to be carried out in coordination 

with the armed struggle and political struggle has not been 
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performed, and inadequate attention has been paid to this in 

particular.”382 It seems that despite the impression 

Cronkite and others gave the American public about the Tet 

Offensive, even the Communists knew they had lost the 

battle.  

But this may not be the result of just the media 

reporting. Colonel Harry Summers believed that the North 

Vietnamese accidentally attacked what Clausewitz called 

“centers of gravity.” “While they could not and did not 

defeat the army of South Vietnam’s protector (the U.S. 

military) on the battlefield, they did strike fatal blows at 

the community of interest between the U.S. and South 

Vietnam, at the personality of the U.S. commander in chief, 

Lyndon B. Johnson, and at American public opinion.”383 

What impelled them to continue fighting the war after 

withdrawing during Tet? Colonel Bui Tin wrote, “[I]t was a 

joy to hear about the new developments coming from 

Washington, exhilarating news telling us in essence that the 

United States had decided to abandon its course in South 

Vietnam.”384 It was this accidental victory, facilitated by 

American reporting, that created the conditions necessary 
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for the American public to believe the US was losing the war 

in Vietnam. 

The film Full Metal Jacket does a decent job conveying 

some of the facts about the Tet Offensive; much more than 

many other films set in the same period. But because of the 

amount of historical revisionism from Marxists scholars like 

Young, Porter, and Furr it is difficult to sort fact from 

fiction. In the case of Full Metal Jacket the ARVN is 

dishonored as cowardly, and the people of South Vietnam are 

painted as ungrateful for American help. But, much like some 

of the scholarship available on Tet, Full Metal Jacket does 

a good job of presenting some of the American soldiers as 

regular men who are doing the best they can. Years after the 

war was over General Westmoreland explained the events of 

Tet 1968 as well as one could be expected, “The offensive at 

[sic] Tet was on a much broader front than we’d anticipated 

and I frankly didn’t think the enemy would be so foolish as 

to expose himself as he did; the risk was very great as 

proven by the facts, and I just didn’t think he’d accept 

that risk but he did.”385 
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Full Metal Jacket as Historical Record  

Full Metal Jacket is unique among Vietnam War films. On 

the one hand it is a distortion of the historical record 

with regard to the ARVN and to a lesser degree, of the 

intelligence failure surrounding the Tet Offensive. Yet on 

the other hand it somewhat redeems itself with its rather 

oblique reference to the issue of Communist mass murder, a 

topic no other popular Vietnam film touches on. The film 

displays a low degree of reflectivity. That is, it is really 

less of a product of its era than other Vietnam films. In 

conclusion the film uses enough historical fact, and is 

close enough to the truth to be placed slightly below We 

Were Soldiers... in the canon of Vietnam films. It is less 

of an Impressionist history than almost all other films. 

 

Apocalypse Now (1979) 

Francis Ford Coppola’s 1979 film, Apocalypse Now, 

touches on one of the main controversies of the war: how far 

was America willing to go to win? This is the question posed 

by Coppola through Colonel Kurtz, the insane Special Forces 

officer operating his own guerrilla war in Cambodia. Coppola 

told the audience at Cannes, “My film is not a movie about 

Vietnam. It is Vietnam. It is what it was really like.”386 
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Colonel Kurtz represents a “total war” method first 

defined by the Prussian General Carl von Clausewitz in his 

1832 book, On War. In his book, Clausewitz defines war as, 

“an act of violence intended to compel our opponent to 

fulfil [sic] our will.”387 This definition has a number of 

implications, one of which is the notion that the outcome of 

all wars is defined as either victory of defeat. There can 

be no partial obedience to another’s will. In this very un-

nineteenth century definition of war, one is either the 

victor or the defeated; and victory must be total. 

Clausewitz’s philosophy can best be described with his 

famous maxim, “War is nothing but a continuation of 

political intercourse, with a mixture of other means.”388  

Clausewitz’s definition begs the question of the film, 

is it pro-war or anti-war? It may be that Apocalypse Now 

represents a political ambivalence, or reluctance to take 

either a pro-war or anti-war stance by representing, “the 

war not as immoral, only mishandled.”389 It would be myopic 

to view the film as either pro-war or anti-war. It is even a 

stretch to put the film’s portrayal of military ethics into 

a strictly contemporary category. This film’s ethical ideas 
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transcend the 1970s and that decade’s politics. It is a 

testament to the strength of Coppola and Milius’ vision that 

the film can invoke so much debate on these issues. Albert 

Auster and Leonard Quart are partially correct in observing, 

“Coppola doesn’t bother with giving us a moral compass; he 

presents Vietnam as a given: a hallucinatory, surreal world 

and an absurdist epic.”390 The film derives much of its 

transcendence from the fact that it does not preach, i.e. 

give the viewer a moral compass. Coppola understood the key 

principal behind historical reflectivity: that creating a 

film of his time would also fade with the passing of time. 

Instead, he gave the world a film that represents an 

Impression of Vietnam, from someone who formed their 

impression of the war from TV and magazines. Apocalypse Now 

is therefore a simulacrum of the war. Apocalypse Now is an 

undefined film that represents the undefined political and 

in some ways, military, goals of the United States in the 

Vietnam War.  

As Apocalypse Now explores those goals it becomes 

apparent that The General wants Colonel Kurtz “terminated,” 

“with extreme prejudice” because he had become a threat to 

the status quo. The civilian leadership during the Vietnam 

War had dictated that the United States and ARVN would win 
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the war by “winning the hearts and minds” of the Vietnamese 

people, a strategy known as Pacification. And so the 

practical application of Clausewitz’s definition of victory, 

unconditional surrender facilitated by waging “total war” on 

the enemy, was incompatible with the Pentagon’s method of 

attaining lasting political victory. In the film, 

Clausewitz’s “representative,” Kurtz, was not fit to lead 

American troops, and Willard was instructed to “terminate 

his command.”391  

In his book The Sling and the Stone: on War in the 21st 

Century, retired United States Marine Corps Colonel Thomas 

X. Hammes discusses the US involvement in Vietnam as a 

debacle stemming from a misunderstanding of the evolution of 

warfare from the Clausewitzian implication that war is a 

“zero-sum” game, to the post-Korea concept of incorporating 

the enemy’s goals into the strategic assessment for victory. 

That is, he believes US commanders were operating under the 

assumption that when one combatant loses the other wins, and 

there are no scenarios in which both combatants could attain 

reasonable strategic goals.392 He notes:  

Even today, many Americans point to the apparent 
sudden willingness of the [North] Vietnamese to 
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negotiate after the Christmas bombing offensive as 
proof that we could have won the war with proper 
application of conventional forces this makes 
sense only if you view negotiation in a Western 
European sense as a way to end a conflict. In 
contrast, Mao and the North Vietnamese saw 
negotiation as simply another tool in the 
conflict.393  
 
Hammes seems to contradict his own argument, by at once 

assessing American strategic commanders as unwilling to look 

at war and consider armistice, and then refuting his own 

claim by pointing out the unreliable nature of the North 

Vietnamese negotiating tactics. Colonel Hammes points out 

the strategy Captain Willard embodies. Despite his 

observation which may have some merit, Hammes understands 

Clausewitz, but Colonel Kurtz does too. Willard is sent to 

eliminate Kurtz because he has discovered a way to win the 

war: however, winning Kurtz’s way would mean resorting to 

tactics the US was not ready to accept.  

This is where the complication arises. We have 

established that Kurtz represents the Clausewitzian ideal of 

“total war.” But Willard too is a Clausewitzian figure. 

Willard’s “hero’s journey” leads him back to being a 

soldier. When Willard leaves the compound he has reaffirmed 
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his status as one who, unlike Kurtz, follows orders, whether 

he believes in them or not. This is a fundamental component 

of the Clausewitzian doctrine of “total war” albeit the part 

often left out, defined as “a genius for war.”394  

When considering the role of the American soldier in 

determining the outcome of the war it would be wise to 

remember that all soldiers, like Captain Willard, must 

follow orders. There are no, and were not any, soldiers of 

any rank with the power to create policy. In the United 

States, policy is determined by the civilian leadership in 

the Executive Branch. Keeping this in mind, consider these 

words by retired Army Colonel Harry G. Summers, “In Vietnam 

as in Korea our political objectives dictated a strategic 

defensive posture...It restored the status quo ante, 

prevented the enemy from achieving his goals with military 

means, and provided the foundation for a negotiated 

settlement. All of this was within our means in Vietnam.”395  

When looking at Coppola’s Apocalypse Now it is 

important to understand that it was not created in a vacuum. 

The influences of both Milius’ on the theme of the film, and 

Lucas, on the mythological structure of the film, which was 

used to frame Milius tone and ethics, must be given their 

due credit. This is not to deprive Coppola of authorship of 
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what is arguably his masterpiece. Rather, by attempting to 

understand the film in the context of both mythology and 

military theory, one may fully appreciate the genius behind 

the film which, while having little to do with the 

historical Vietnam War, contextualizes many of the emotions 

and ideas that surrounded the first media war. 
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CHAPTER V 
 

 ENDING THE VIETNAM WAR 1973-1975 
 
 

The End of the War   

There is a dearth of popular films dealing with Vietnam 

post-Tet. There is no Impressionist history of battles 

during the early 1970s to discuss. However, the Paris Peace 

Accords and the fall of Saigon are pivotal moments in the 

history of the Vietnam War. For the reader’s sake they merit 

a discussion here. 

Most Americans are only familiar with images of 

helicopters airlifting people out of the US embassy in 

Saigon on 30 April 1975. Some cannot seem to reconcile the 

fact that the US won every major military encounter of the 

war, but South Vietnam still fell into Communist hands. The 

story of the United States’ exit from Vietnam, “Peace with 

honor,” and the eventual fall of South Vietnam to Communism 

is much simpler, by comparison at least, than the Byzantine 

political and social movements that sparked the war.  

All of the military operations between 1970 and 1973 

cannot possibly be covered. Rather, the remaining space is 

better used explaining the two most significant developments 

in the war after the Tet Offensive. The first is the Paris 

Peace Accords. It is possible to give the reader a summary 

of the Accords, the events that produced them, and the 
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reasons they failed. The second major development was the 

fall of South Vietnam itself, culminating in the surrender 

of Saigon on 30 April 1975.  

 

Lead up to the Paris Peace Accords 

Many factors contributed to the election of Richard 

Nixon as President of the United States in 1968. One of them 

was his promise to end the war in Vietnam. He intended to 

end the Vietnam War while securing the independence of South 

Vietnam. Nixon’s Secretary of Defense, Melvin Laird, 

designed a plan which would satisfy both the President’s 

desire to make good on his promise to the American people, 

while satisfying the military leadership’s desire to 

withdraw and simultaneously “compelling the South Vietnamese 

to take over the war.” This policy was called 

“Vietnamization.”396 Though the name was new the policy may 

not have been. During the Johnson Administration a policy of 

“clear and hold” which would include reducing the number of 

Americans engaged in ground combat.397  

Vietnamization was designed around a reduction in 

ground forces with support for the ARVN from “massive air 
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power.” One of the keys to understanding Vietnamization is 

the fact that when Nixon took office in January 1969 

casualty rates were his single biggest problem.398 Over the 

next five years the decisive use of American air power would 

become the defining military trait of the Nixon 

administration. 

In March 1969 Nixon secretly authorized the bombing of 

NVA bases in Cambodia, OPERATION MENU. And on 18 March 1970 

General Lon Nol and his men overthrew Cambodian Prince 

Norodom Sihanouk. In response Cambodian Communists, the 

Khmer Rouge, led by Pol Pot and backed by the North 

Vietnamese government, went to war against the Lon Nol 

regime.399 On 6 May the US and South Vietnam attacked 

Communist strongholds with a combined force of approximately 

78,000 soldiers (30,000 US and 48,000 ARVN) in Cambodia 

searching for the Central Office for South Vietnam (COSVN). 

Though they did not find COSVN, by the time they left on 30 

June, they had captured “enough individual weapons to equip 

55 enemy battalions, enough crew-served weapons to arm 33 

battalions, enough rice to feed 25,000 enemy soldiers for a 

year, and enough ammunition to provide the basic load for 

52,000 Communist soldiers for a year.” They also killed 

11,349 enemy soldiers and took 2,328 prisoners. Though the 
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Communist forces later tried to mount a counter attack they 

succeeded in killing only one American soldier. By 

comparison over the entire campaign the US lost only 338 

men, with 1,525 wounded. The ARVN suffered proportionally 

heavier losses, 638 dead and 3,009 wounded.400 All in all it 

seemed that by the end of 1970 the Vietnamization program 

was making steady progress.  

However, the Communists were not about to quit. 

Throughout 1971 Soviet ships delivered over a million tons 

of “war materials” to the North Vietnamese in anticipation 

of their next major offensive. Finally on 30 March 1972 

North Vietnam launched the Eastertide Offensive.401 20,000 

NVA troops attacked through the Demilitarized Zone into I 

Corps. They created over 50,000 refugees fleeing south into 

Quang Tri City.  The US, now with just over 66,000 men 

remaining on the ground,402 limited their role to air 

strikes and naval gun fire. This did little good as the 

recently formed and united 9,000 man Third Division was 

destroyed and Fire Support Base Carroll and the base at Mai 

Loc were captured on 2 April. Both of these losses took a 

heavy toll on the South Vietnamese military, allowing the 

NVA to besiege An Loc on 13 April.403  
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The Eastertide Offensive was intended to “‘gain 

decisive victory in 1972’ by means of ‘wide-spread military 

attacks coordinated with mass popular uprisings.’”404 The 

Eastertide offensive has been described as a lost 

opportunity on the part of the Communists. According to 

Merle Pribbenow, translator of the PAVN history, this was 

because the North Vietnamese were afraid the United States 

might invade North Vietnam if they committed too many troops 

too soon.405 But the US had no intention of launching an 

invasion of North Vietnam and certainly not in an election 

year. Some in Washington may have felt optimistic about the 

possibility of leaving the South Vietnamese military to 

handle the peace, particularly after General Creighton 

Abrams appraised the ARVN as a much improved force, 

especially with regard to “integration of air, armor, 

artillery, and infantry.”406 But to prevent any further 

Soviet ships from reinforcing the Communists, in May the US 

started mining all North Vietnamese ports. “It took only a 

minute, literally, for nine Navy aircraft off the Coral Sea, 

roaring in at 400 knots only 400 feet off the deck, to put 

36 Mark 45 mines-huge magnetic things weighing 1,000 pounds 

and packing 625 pounds of high explosive-in at Haiphong.”407  

                                                 
404 Sorley, A Better War, 321. 
405 Sorley, A Better War, 323. 
406 Sorley, A Better War, 325. 
407 Sorley, A Better War, 327. 



 188 

The Eastertide Offensive had not been another Dien Bien 

Phu for which the North Vietnamese had hoped. They did not 

succeed in destroying South Vietnamese and American forces 

in a pitched battle. Yet they did gain territory in the 

Mekong delta and in some northern parts of the country 

including Quang Tri.408 The Eastertide Offensive changed 

diplomatic politics in the Vietnam War. With Communist Viet 

Cong in control of parts of South Vietnam, the Allied forces 

could be pressed to recognize the right of the North to keep 

troops in South Vietnam, even as American forces continued 

to withdraw under the Vietnamization policy.  

Finally in September of 1972 the North Vietnamese were 

willing to return to the negotiating table.409 This may have 

been in part because with control of certain parts of South 

Vietnam they could make a case for troops remaining in the 

South, as Sorley has suggested. But it should also be 

recognized that OPERATION LINEBACKER I played a decisive 

role in ending the Eastertide Offensive.410 

By the fall of 1972 President Nixon had halted bombing 

operations above the 20th parallel so that Kissinger could 

negotiate for peace on good terms with the North. 

Additionally, restricting bombing to south of the 20th 
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parallel helped “maintain the interdiction of war materials 

destined for the North Vietnamese forces engaged with ARVN, 

even though all three prongs of the DRV Eastertide Offensive 

had been turned back.”411 But by October of that year, 

negotiations had broken down and Nixon was frustrated with 

the North. On 18 December the President ordered OPERATION 

LINEBACKER II, also known as the Christmas bombings.412  

Until now targets in the North had been concentrated to 

tactical bombing, i.e. targets such as Triple A (Anti-

Aircraft Artillery), munitions factories and direct action 

targets. Strategic advisors came up with a list of targets. 

These consisted of vital elements in the North’s war effort. 

In Hanoi these targets included: the radio station, power 

plants, railroad yards, and the Bac Mai Airfield; in 

Haiphong, power plants, the railroad yard, the airfield, 

shipyards and the naval base. Other valuable strategic 

targets included various radio communication facilities, 

electric power facilities, and air defense targets.413 Of 

the 1,000 sorties flown, over 750 were flown by B-52s out of 

Thailand and Guam. Over 23,000 tons of bombs were dropped on 
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the North. The bombing was a resounding success, but the US 

did lose 15 B-52s to SAMs.414 

Captain Jim Mulligan, a POW in the Hanoi Hilton during 

the campaign reported that he observed “a never ending 

stream of death and destruction.”  The US Air Force damage 

report indicated that the Christmas bombings “damaged or 

destroyed 1,600 structures, cut 500 rail road lines, 

destroyed 372 rail cars, and 80% of all electrical power 

production in North Vietnam was destroyed.”415  

At the end of the Christmas bombings, Hanoi returned to 

the Paris negotiations. Ronald B. Frankum Jr. called the 

victory “great but hollow.” He acknowledges that some, for 

example Bui Tin,416 have suggested that LINEBACKER II was 

directed more at President Thieu than Hanoi. It is no secret 

that Thieu was very hesitant to accept a cease-fire 

agreement in which Communist forces stayed in South Vietnam 

and American forces left. “The United States...recognized 

that its time was over in Southeast Asia. In the end, 

American insistence won out as the January agreement was 

very near the one proposed in October.”417  
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The Paris Peace Accords  

There are three main theories debated about by 

mainstream historians regarding the failure of the Paris 

Peace Accords. The first is the “decent interval” theory. 

According to Frank Snepp and other proponents of the “decent 

interval” theory, by January 1973 Kissinger and Nixon had 

had enough of the Vietnam War. It was distracting from their 

“global strategy” of combating Communism. With regard to 

Southeast Asia, their primary concern lay in accounting for 

all the POWs and MIAs and leaving the political future of 

the region in the hands of the Vietnamese themselves. But 

Nixon wanted to be remembered “as a great foreign policy 

president; he needed a nonCommunist South Vietnam on that 

ledger in order to sustain a legacy that already included 

détente with the Soviets and an opening with China. If South 

Vietnam was going down the tubes, it could not be on his 

watch.”418 

The second is that Nixon and Kissinger “won the war, 

but Congress lost the peace.” They claim that the Accords 

were viable but that Congress refused to support the 

President after the Watergate break-in. In 1973 the War 

Powers Act had been confirmed and he lacked the political 

clout to confront Congress over the ability to support South 
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Vietnam and President Thieu, though he and Kissinger had 

secretly promised to back him should North Vietnam 

invade.419 

The final, much newer and darker, theory is explained 

by Larry Berman in his book No Peace, No Honor. According to 

Berman “the United States expected [emphasis his] that the 

signed treaty would be immediately violated and that this 

would trigger a brutal military response. Permanent war (air 

war, not ground operations) at acceptable cost was what 

Nixon and Kissinger anticipated from the so-called peace 

agreement.” The plan was laid, Watergate got in the way.420 

Bui Diem spoke with Kissinger shortly before the 

negotiations began again in January 1975. His main concern 

was the “insupportable presence of North Vietnamese troops 

in South Vietnam.” Kissinger confronted him and told him 

that “their continued presence had been admitted tacitly for 

a long time already, that Thieu had accepted it when he 

agreed to the principle of a cease-fire in place in May of 

1971.” Kissinger informed the Ambassador that his top 

priority was achieving a cease-fire which would benefit 

America’s “overall foreign policy, its ‘global 

strategy.’”421 While this appeal to global strategy would 

seem to fit well into the decent interval theory, it is just 
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as compatible with Berman’s permanent war theory as well. 

Kissinger was not worried about whether Communist forces 

controlled parts of South Vietnam because they would need to 

invade anyway for the President to order air strikes.  

On 26 September 1973 Kissinger and Nguyen Phu Duc, 

South Vietnamese Ambassador to the United States, met in the 

Waldorf Astoria. Here Kissinger told the Ambassador that “If 

it were not for domestic difficulties, we would have bombed 

[North Vietnam]. This is now impossible your brothers in the 

North only understand brutality.” More importantly though, 

he reveals that Kissinger told Nguyen Phu Duc “I came away 

from the January negotiations with the feeling that we would 

have to bomb the North Vietnamese again in early April or 

May.” As Berman points out Kissinger did not specify that 

the bombing was conditional upon a North Vietnamese 

violation of the Accords. He fully anticipated the violation 

of the Paris Accords.422 

The Paris Peace Accords, which took effect on 27 

January 1973, provided for the return of America’s 

prisoners-of-war, and in exchange the United States agreed 

to leave South Vietnam, with the exception of the Marine 

Corps embassy guards, within 60 days.423 The Accords also 

allowed the North Vietnamese Army to keep armed forces in 
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South Vietnam. This one point caused President Thieu great 

consternation.  

But “Kissinger was able to mollify Thieu with 

references in the agreement (Articles 1, 17(e), and 20) 

regarding ‘respect for the sovereignty of South Vietnam’ 

pending reunification, but because the agreement 

specifically stipulated ‘two South Vietnamese parties’ as 

governments Thieu could not claim sole sovereignty 

there.”424 One other revealing aspect of the Paris Accords 

was that they did not settle the issue which the war was 

fought over in the first place: South Vietnamese self 

governance. James Willbanks points out what the South 

Vietnamese got “was the right to fight the Communists by 

themselves.”425 But if Berman’s theory is correct, and in 

light of the amount of evidence he presents it seems to be, 

this is a short sighted evaluation of the Paris Accords. 

Berman also elaborated on the final settlement with the 

North Vietnamese: there was one army in the South, 

recognition of two zones and two governments, and most 

controversially, war reparations from the United States to 

North Vietnam and promised to Le Duc Tho by Henry 
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Kissinger.426 After the withdrawal, American assistance to 

the ARVN was limited to air strikes. In the end, the results 

of the Accords were “a short-lived period of reduced 

expenditures of ammunition and shorter casualty lists. The 

agreement was soon violated by both sides.”427  

 

Vietnam: 1973 – 1975  

In May 1973 the ARVN captured Hong Ngu and “cleared the 

banks of the Mekong to the Cambodian border.” Throughout the 

summer the ARVN and the NVA battled over Pleiku, Quang Duc, 

and Kontum provinces. The ARVN was successful in retaking 

Hong Ngu, but that was the only territory to change hands 

during 1973.428 

In 1974 the North Vietnamese charged the US and South 

Vietnam with what it called “provocations.” In response they 

began shipping ammunition and supplies into South Vietnam. 

They also expanded their fuel supply pipelines, presumably 

to support their expanding tank divisions; the NVA was even 

building a pipeline into ARVN controlled Kontum. According 

to the Paris Peace Accords, the United States would give 

assistance to the South Vietnamese in the form of supplies 
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and ammunition on a “one-for-one” basis, theoretically 

providing South Vietnam with a bottomless supply pit.  

In reality that was not how it worked. President Nixon 

resigned after members of his administration were indicted 

for their role in the break-in at the Democratic National 

Headquarters in the Watergate hotel in 1972. Gerald Ford, 

the only American President to hold the office without being 

elected, lacked a mandate from the people to set a strong 

foreign policy, especially with something as divisive as 

another intervention in Vietnam. Matters were not helped 

with the November 1973 passage of the War Powers act which 

greatly limited Executive power to wage war.429 

Subsequently, the Democrat controlled Congress cut the 1974 

military aid budget for Southeast Asia almost in half, from 

over $1.1 billion to just $650 million. Foreign aid to South 

Vietnam lasted only through April.430 Senator Ted Kennedy 

(D-Mass) prevented the Senate Armed Services committee from 

raising the ceiling on aid. The House of Representatives 

twice rejected Defense Department requests to raise the 

funds to over $1 billion.431  

In response to the funding cuts, Major General John 

Murray, the senior American officer in Vietnam, asked 

Congress to raise the ceiling noting that funding cuts were 
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equivalent to “loss of real estate.” He attempted to get 

politicians sick of an unpopular war to understand that “The 

Vietnamese are a determined people, capable of defending 

themselves and progressing economically, provided they are 

given the tools we promised them when we decided to end our 

own military participation.”432 On 5 August 1974 Ford signed 

into law a bill guaranteeing no more than $1 billion for 

1975. However, this was a meaningless gesture toward the 

Vietnamese. Less than a month later Congress appropriated 

only $700 for South Vietnam for 1975.433 Nixon told his 

assistant Monica Crowley “by 1975, the Congress destroyed 

our ability to enforce the Paris agreement and left our 

allies vulnerable to Hanoi’s invading forces. If I sound 

like I’m blaming Congress, I am.”434 Despite the fact that 

it was largely his and Kissinger’s fault the South 

Vietnamese were left out in the cold Nixon was partially 

right. When Congress refused to sufficiently fund the South 

Vietnamese government the end was imminent for South 

Vietnam. 

 

The Fall of Saigon 

On 29 April 1975 at 7:00pm President Gerald Ford met 

with Lieutenant General Brent Scowcroft. He had given up on 
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Secretary Kissinger and Ambassador Graham Martin’s attempts 

to reach a peaceful settlement with the North Vietnamese. 

The President said “We have no choice but to send in the 

helicopters, get our Americans out, and try to save as many 

friends as we can.”435 Scowcroft sent the Seventh Fleet to 

assist the Marines in OPERATION FREQUENT WIND.  

Helicopters arrived at the US Embassy compound 

approximately every twenty minutes. Marine guards spent the 

day and the early part of the evening “carefully feeding 

chopperloads of evacuees through the gate between the CRA 

compound and the landing zone in the inner court yard.”436  

As the night wore on the Marines were starting to cram 

sixty to seventy people aboard CH-53 helicopters. Many were 

taking excess baggage which was slowing down the process. In 

response, Ambassador Martin’s political and military advisor 

James Devine sent a message to Brent Scowcroft at 10:00pm. 

He stated that the Commander of the “Seventh Fleet messaged 

[him] about hour and half ago, saying he would like to stand 

down about 2300 hours and resume 0800 tomorrow morning. 

[Devine] replied that [he] damned well didn’t want to spend 

another night here.” Devine concluded the message by saying 

“I am well aware of the danger here tomorrow and I want to 
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get out tonight. But I damn well need at least 30 CH-53s or 

the equivalent to do that. Do you think you can get [the] 

president to order CINCPAC to finish [the] job quickly? I 

repeat I need 30 CH-53s helicopters and I need them now.”437 

At around 11:30pm (Saigon time) the embassy got word 

that the US had intercepted a transmission stating that the 

NVA would shell the Embassy at midnight. Everyone except for 

the Marine guards on the walls and gates were to take cover 

inside the embassy.438 Around midnight Ambassador Martin 

requested a head count, which turned out to be an 

approximation and an inaccurate one at that. He heard there 

were 762 people waiting for evacuation, “including 500 

Vietnamese, 173 Marines and 50 Other Americans” on the 

embassy grounds. The correct figure was over 1,100 mostly 

Vietnamese people.439  

Over 19 hours 81 helicopters rescued 1,373 Americans, 

5,595 South Vietnamese with most Americans and about a fifth 

of all Vietnamese being rescued from the US Embassy.440 In 

addition to the famous helicopter rescues, 40 ships from a 

Navy flotilla “rescued or escorted to safety” over 60,000 

South Vietnamese at Vung Tau.441 
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In the early morning hours of 30 April (Vietnam time) 

the Department of the Navy received an order, possibly from 

the White House, which they interpreted as an order to 

temporarily halt the evacuation. However, there was a 

bureaucratic snafu when “someone...realized that the 

helicopters had flown nonstop for more than twelve 

hours...well beyond the Naval Aviation Tactical Operations 

Procedures book.” They issued an order on behalf of the 

Secretary of the Navy to stop OPERATION FREQUENT WIND. 

However, there were still Marines trapped on the embassy 

roof when the order was issued. This sent Brigadier General 

Richard Carey, of the 9th Marine Amphibious Brigade who was 

supervising the evacuation, “ballistic.” He called 

Lieutenant General Louis H. Wilson, a Medal of Honor 

recipient in World War II, and told him about the order. 

Wilson said to Carey “I want you to inform the entire chain 

of command there of one important fact. I will personally 

court-martial anyone, no matter service or rank, who halts 

these flights until all our Marines in this evacuation are 

aboard those ships.”442 

With only two helicopters in the air, and one refueling 

on the deck of the USS Okinawa General Carey requested that 

“Swift Two-Two” a CH-46 Sea Knight to make one last run to 
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Saigon and pick up the remaining eleven Marines on the roof 

of the US Embassy. Despite the fact that helicopter was low 

on fuel the bird turned around and headed to Saigon.443  

Back at the Embassy the courtyard was getting dangerous 

with terrified South Vietnamese trying to find some way out 

of the country in the last moments before the North 

Vietnamese Army took over. The Marines dropped CS tear gas 

in an attempt to buy themselves more time. “Swift Two-Two 

came in hot, dropping just over the deck [roof] and 

squatting on its wheels as the eleven Marines ran toward the 

open rear ramp.” By the time they were loaded the South 

Vietnamese who had been there all night waiting for the 

helicopter to return “poured onto the roof just as Swift 

Two-Two parted from the deck.”444 At 10:24am 30 April 1975, 

President Duong Van Minh, selected to replace Thieu the day 

before, offered the Communists the unconditional surrender 

of South Vietnam.445 

Lieutenant Colonel Michael Sweeney USMC, (Ret.) said 

that watching the fall of Saigon made him physically sick 

because “I knew what was coming, and what those poor people, 

what was being thrust upon them.”446 Tran Thanh Chieu, a 

former ARVN officer, stayed behind in Vietnam rather than 
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attempt to fly to America as a refugee. His family disagreed 

with him about it, but he stayed and served three years in a 

“concentration camp.”  

Tran Thanh Chieu’s wife stayed with him in Vietnam and 

spent the next three years scrounging for enough food to 

feed them both. He was finally released in 1978. But in 

order to make a better life for his family, including two 

young sons, he attempted to escape by boat. But he was 

captured and sent to a prison in Saigon where he stayed from 

1983 until 1990.447 Tran Thanh Chieu did not say what he was 

charged with the first time he was incarcerated, but he was 

a former ARVN officer, so the motivation was likely 

political retribution. In June of 1990 he flew to Seattle to 

live with his daughter, where he has been ever since.448 

In addition to his fear for the people of Vietnam, Lt. 

Colonel Sweeney said he felt “sick that my 

government...would send me off to war and make me 

responsible for...the finest young men anybody ever knew, 

without intention of winning the damn thing....They lied 

knowingly to me and made me lie to those fine young men. 
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That was wrong. I’ll never forgive that. So that was just 

the worst day of all when they rolled into Saigon.”449  

Don Cuneo sums up what every Vet must have felt 

watching the free people of South Vietnam surrender to the 

invading Communists, “There’s a [Doonsbury cartoon] on the 

30th of April 1975...that shows BD just sitting on the front 

porch of his house with his head down. That was me.”450  
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CHAPTER VI 

 CONCLUSION  
  
The Vietnam War is a contentious moment in recent 

American history; this is at least in part, because many 

derive their conclusions about the war from film and the 

media. While movies may project an image of what the war was 

“like” these films cannot reproduce faithfully and with an 

unbiased view the issues at the heart of the war. But 

restricting one’s view of history to fiction is a mistake. 

Even the best films are only a simulacrum of the war; they 

lack any fundamental teaching element. This must be 

understood in terms of the fact that films are teaching 

history, and this is something that historians and 

professors must begin to understand. Students will walk into 

their classrooms with prejudices and Impressions of history 

based on what they have seen on TV and in film.  

Impressionist history is a theory intended to help 

people understand how popular culture and fictional media 

are capable of passing on history. Currently history 

departments throughout America are dominated by various 

post-modernists and their interpretations of the past. These 

ideas often divorce the events from their meaning. But 

history is more like an art than a science. At its core 

there is a coherent narrative, not an infallible theory. 
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Theories can become dangerous things in history. In doing 

his work the historian takes other peoples’ lives in his 

hands. There is no need to rush to form an impertinent or 

irresponsible story. In the sciences there is often the need 

to create a temporary theory to explain observations. But 

the scientist can rely on the fact that new evidence can be 

sent to the scientific community and flawed theories can be 

improved or replaced with little damage to anyone’s personal 

reputation. History is a popular art, especially military 

history. But once history is taught to the next generation 

very few will ever take the time to “re-learn” the past. And 

because the historian deals with real people’s lives it is 

of the utmost importance that they be treated with honor and 

dignity. The theory of Impressionist history is intended to 

help construct better and more responsible historical 

narratives.  

Impressionist history is not necessarily bad. The past 

is much like an impressionist painting. When looking at a 

hand full of dots up close the painting seems smudged and 

incoherent. But when more and more of those dots are 

juxtaposed, and when the observer steps back, the painting 

becomes more clear. In the case of the theory of 

Impressionist history the “dots” are the stories of 

individual men and women. The observer is the historian. The 
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more individual stories we can incorporate into our work the 

fuller and more complete the historical narrative becomes. 

Nearly 3.5 million Americans served in the Vietnam War, each 

with a different story. It is impossible to incorporate each 

one into the full history. So it is necessary that the 

historian choose the stories wisely. We are taking people’s 

lives into our hands. In Impressionist history the sin lies 

in using a selected impression of the past and combining it 

with an epimethian interpretation.  

For example, consider the way many films treat the 

issue of war crimes in Vietnam. Very few films show American 

soldiers displaying any respect for their enemy. The major 

exception is We Were Soldiers... Before this film most major 

films concerning the Vietnam War contained at least one 

reference to Americans killing innocent Vietnamese civilians 

– the legacy of the media’s portrayal of My Lai. Over time 

those films serve as “dots” creating the Impression of 

American servicemen as wanton killers, and often racist, and 

imperialists. And as this work has demonstrated nothing 

could be further from the truth.  

Impressionist history is simply the way history will be 

created in an age in which virtually anything can be 

recorded and preserved for later generations. In some ways 

this work is itself an Impressionist history of the Vietnam 
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War. A good Impressionist history has two characteristics. 

First it avoids epimethianism. It does not judge the events 

of the past by contemporary standards. Second, it makes use 

of as many thematically relevant first hand stories and 

points of view as possible to construct the narrative. This 

is the only way in which fiction can contain enough truth to 

teach history without rewriting it.  

There is another component of Impressionist history 

which was not discussed by example in this work. How can 

fiction, such as that created in repressive regimes such as 

post-war Vietnam, be used by historians to understand the 

truth of the past? One example is Bao Ninh’s The Sorrow of 

War. It may be obvious enough to say Bao Ninh’s protagonist, 

Kien, is a surrogate for himself, but what is a historian to 

make of the personal experiences contained in the very 

disjointed work? By using the tools of Impressionist 

history, his fiction becomes a historical document. It is 

the themes that are important in his work. Just as it is the 

themes in We Were Soldiers..., or Platoon that makes those 

films powerful primary and secondary sources. The tone or 

“reflectivity” of these works is also important. It does not 

matter whether Kien, or Gibson’s portrayal of Lt. Col. Moore 

ever took a particular action, like shooting the Viet Cong 

at the ant hill. What matters for these fictionalized 
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stories is that the reader or viewer understands that the 

story is just one small part of a much larger story. There 

are over three and a half million unique stories from 

Americans in Vietnam and each one is valuable. Each one 

contributes some small part to the overall picture. If a few 

are missing they can be filled in by adjoining stories, but 

the picture is less clear without them. Each man’s story is 

one dot in the painting, and looked at up close, that dot 

says a lot about a very narrow part of the past. But in the 

context of all the other stories or “dots” the viewer can 

begin to understand a time, a place, or a life much 

different than his own. 

An entire generation grew up learning the history of 

the Vietnam War from movies like Platoon and Full Metal 

Jacket. Platoon was both a primary and secondary source 

which included a little known battle from early in January 

1968. It should have been of great value to historians.  But 

misunderstanding how history is created today has prevented 

many people from really understanding the Vietnam War. Films 

like Platoon have helped perpetuate the myth of the “baby 

killer” created by the media. If this work has done any good 

it will help prepare historians to understand how films 

create popular history. Whether we like it or not, it is the 

way history is being taught today. We don’t have to like it, 
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but we do have to understand it. Hopefully the next 

generation will learn the truth about the Vietnam War.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

 BOX OFFICE REPORTS FOR VIETNAM WAR FILMS 
 

Box office data was taken from Box Office Mojo 
http://www.boxofficemojo.com 
 
The TomatoMeter appears on Rotten Tomatoes 
http://www.rottentomatoes.com  
It measures the average positive and negative ratings films 
are given by critics.  
 

Because of time this work necessitated a narrowing down 
of Vietnam films. This was done by looking at both financial 
and critical success, as these two factors tend to weigh 
more heavily on the ability of a film to have mainstream 
success. And films which were not seen by a wide audience it 
is unlikely to leave a large “Impression” of the Vietnam War 
on the American Public.  
 
 
Title Year Domestic Gross  Screens TomatoMeter™ 

Full Metal Jacket 1987 $46,357,464 1,075 97% 
Apocalypse Now 1979 $78,784,010 n/a 97% 
Platoon 1986 $138,530,565 1,564 91% 
We Were Soldiers… 2002 $78,122,718 3,143 62% 
Go Tell the Spartans 1975 n/a n/a n/a 
Green Berets, The 1968 n/a n/a n/a 
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