Aim:  Could America have won the Vietnam War?

Topic:  Vietnam War (1964-1973, focus on 1965-1968)
Station #1 – Jungle Warfare and Guerilla Warfare vs. War of Attrition
Vietnam was a difficult war because it required us to fight in the hot, thick jungles of Vietnam, where the enemy knew the terrain and we did not.  Due to this, the Vietcong were excellent at creating ambushes and traps (such as explosives and pungi sticks; spikes covered by leaves).  The enemy also dressed and looked like the civilians we were trying to help, and would often ambush us dressed as civilians.  The North Vietnamese Army (NVA) and Vietcong (South Vietnamese communists) practiced guerilla (or hit-and-run) tactics (strategy) against us; making it more difficult to fight them in the jungle and difficult to tell who they were. America used Napalm (fire bombs) and defoliants (chemical weapons that destroy forests) such as Agent Orange to destroy the jungles to help find the Vietcong.  However, Agent Orange had many negative effects; deforming the population by the spraying and giving many of our veterans bad medical problems to this day.  Most of the fighting took place in the jungles.  American strategy was to send soldiers out into the jungle to kill as many enemy as possible (called a war of attrition); the plan of killing enough of the enemy that they would give up trying to invade the South.  Soldiers would either go out in platoons (groups of 10-15 soldiers) on missions to engage and kill the enemy.  Sometimes entire companies (100-500 soldiers) would go out and create fire bases (a cleared-square-like defense perimeter of bunkers, trenches and artillery) and try to have the Vietnamese attack them.  The firebases were then supported by American air power and artillery in other bases (which was had become so advanced they could hit target areas mile away with deadly precision).  
Station #2 – Chopper War

The Vietcong and North Vietnamese soldiers who were invading the south were a tough enemy to find and to fight in the jungles of Vietnam.  The safest and quickest way to get American soldiers into and out of the jungles of Vietnam was by transporting them with helicopters.  We used helicopters called Hueys to transport troops and supplies to various locations with great speed (as well as reinforcements for battles and evacuating the wounded), larger helicopters called Chinook could bring in tanks, vehicles and a greater number of supplies.   Flying helicopters was incredibly dangerous, as the enemy would often try to shoot them down as they were flying to or entering a “hot” landing zone.  In addition, there were special helicopters called Gunships which were used to support our soldiers with extra firepower.  

Station #3 Bombing Missions 

In order to break the North Vietnamese, and hurt their supply lines into South Vietnam, the United States had tremendous bombing campaigns (such as Operation Flaming Dart and operation Rolling Thunder), dropping millions of tons of bombs (about 800 tons a day) in North Vietnam and along supply lines in South Vietnam and in neighboring Cambodia.  Bombing missions also attacked areas in South Vietnam that were believed to have enemy bases, and bombers were used to support fire bases and soldiers in the jungle.    

Station #4 – Limited War

The hardest aspect about fighting the Vietnam War was American leadership’s unclear war aims.  The Generals on the ground wanted to use America’s superior man and technological power to take the fight to the North.  However, politicians back home only wanted America to guard South Vietnam and protect it against Vietcong and North Vietnamese invasion.  In this way, the American Armed Forces were not allowed to fight the war to our fullest potential and fought the war “with one hand tied behind our back.”  We also did not keep soldiers in Vietnam for a full tour (like other wars), but instead sent them home after one year of service, reducing the total number of potential men there as well as seasoned veterans; which led to many “green” soldier deaths as the new soldiers had difficulty adjusting to the jungle warfare.  

Station #5 – Strategic Hamlets

Because the Vietcong were guerilla fighters – not wearing uniforms – and just slipping into the general population, the U.S. and Vietnam created “strategic hamlets” – military bases around the villages, so villagers could not enter or exit.  Under President Diem, the strategic hamlets worked well to control the Vietcong, but after him, the program had mixed results, and America did not have good control of the hamlets (especially at night).  It was said by U.S. soldiers that America controlled the day, but the V.C. controlled the night.    

Station #6 – My Lai Massacre

Many Americans were frustrated in not being able to tell apart friendly Vietnamese from the Vietcong (and often getting killed or wounded for making that mistake).  In 1969, one platoon under Lieutenant William Calley orchestrated the systematic massacre of several hundred Vietnamese civilians in the village of My Lai, including women, babies and the elderly.  It stopped when two pilots saw what was going on and airlifted the civilians to safety in their helicopter.  

Station #7 – The Tet Offensive

On January 31, 1968, the North Vietnamese and Vietnminh launched a major offensive all across South Vietnam on the Vietnamese New Year holiday of Tet.  The offensive lasted until April, with the Vietcong attacking and capturing cities (including the capital of Saigon) and towns all over South Vietnam.  In the city of Khe Sanh, marines held out for 77 days fighting the Viecong, and the city of Hue took a month to recapture with fighting block by block.  However, Tet had the potential to be the turning point of the war for America, because after the battle, the North Vietnamese Army was crippled and their supplies drained.  Some generals pushed for an American invasion of the North on the heels of the NVA.  Ironically, it was a turning point against us, because people and politicians at home started turning against the war when they saw the early success the North was having and the mounting casualties (including 1,000 soldiers per month killed in 1968).  

Aim:  Can America win the Vietnam War?  

Topic:  Vietnam War (1966-1975)

Task:     1)  Individually or in pairs, go around the room to each station 


2)   Fill in each section


3)  When you are done answer the question in 1-2 paragraphs using examples from at least 3 stations:   As of 1970, Should America continue the war in Vietnam or should we leave?  
	Station 
	Describe what is happening in each station
	How is each station affecting the outcome of the Vietnam War?   

	Jungle Warfare and Guerilla Warfare vs. War of Attrition
	
	

	Chopper Warfare
	
	

	Bombing Missions
	
	

	Limited War
	
	

	Strategic Hamlets
	
	

	My Lai Massacre
	
	

	The Tet Offensive
	
	


Exit Ticket:  When you are done answer the question in 1-2 paragraphs using examples from at least 3 stations:   As of 1968 (3 years into the war), after the Tet Offensive, should America continue the war in Vietnam or should we leave?  
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