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The 1968 TÊT Offensive in a Nutshell 
 

By Major T. L. “Tom” Cubbage, MI, USAR (Ret) 

 

 

(The view of one who was there as an intelligence officer) 

 

 

 TÊT – THE LUNAR NEW YEAR HOLIDAY: At midnight on 29-30 January 

1968, as the ancient tradition dictated, the households of South Vietnam began to 

celebrate the first of the seven days of the Têt holidays. Earlier in the afternoon 

they had made the Tat Nien sacrifices—offerings made to their deceased family 

members. At midnight the Giao Thua sacrifices were made—the deceased were 

called upon to join the living to celebrate the holidays. Believing that the good 

fortune genii had gone to heaven for the Têt period, the people erected the Cat 

Neu totems, and they set off long strings of firecrackers to scare away the evil 

spirits of Na Ong and Na Ba who feared the noise and light. It was the beginning 

of the Lunar New Year. The year of the Monkey—Têt Mau Than—had begun. 

 In countries with a Western or a Christian tradition there is nothing quite 

like Têt. Nowhere are there any national or religious holidays which quite rival Têt 

in all of its rich significance. The Têt has been described as a time corresponding 

to Christmas, New Years, Easter and the Fourth of July combined: Têt is a time 

when the Vietnamese, if they can go home, will do so, no matter how far they 

have to go. The Têt holidays, it is said, is an overall manifestation of a way of life. 

Têt is a time for correcting all faults, forgetting past mistakes, pardoning others 

for their offenses, and no longer having enemies. One should behave in a friendly 

manner to all and should not have any grudges, envy or malice at this time. In 

both the North and South, Têt was Vietnam's most important and most sacred 

holiday. It was a time universally cherished by every religious group and social 

class. It was supposed to be an annual period of peace. 
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 TÊT – THE COMMUNIST OFFENSIVE: Two hours after the people of 

South Vietnam began to revel in the delights of the Têt holiday, gunfire was 

exchanged in Nha Trang. The Communists' 1968 General Offensive-General 

Uprising—the so-called Têt Offensive—had begun. As the night wore on, half a 

dozen of the cities in the northern and central parts of South Vietnam came under 

heavy enemy artillery fire; ground assaults followed. One day later, just after 

midnight on the morning of Wednesday, 31 January, the Battle of Têt began in 

Saigon, the capital of the Republic of South Vietnam. It is the latter date that 

marks the official start of one of the most interesting battles—actually part of a 

campaign that lasted over a year—in the second half of the 20th Century. 

 The senior American officials in Vietnam and their South Vietnamese 

counterparts were expecting the Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese Army 

(NVA) forces to mount a major offensive throughout the country right around Têt, 

probably after the holiday ended. However, they were not expecting the country-

wide attacks on the cities, or attacks on the scale they were mounted. Neither 

were the anticipating, until the last minute, attacks during the Têt holiday period. 

The war-plannners in Hanoi had achieved a good measure of both strategic and 

tactical surprise. But, as they would soon learn, Surprise does not mean Victory.  

 IN SEARCH OF A NEW STRATEGY: By early 1967, the North 

Vietnamese (Hanoi's) military effort within the Republic of South Vietnam was in 

serious trouble. Following the entry of American ground forces into the war in 

South Vietnam, annual Communist dry season offensive campaigns ended in 

failure. Despite large-scale offensive operations—intended to destroy South 

Vietnamese and American military units, and to establish full control over the 

southern population—the Communists were making no headway in their war 

efforts. Instead, the enormous firepower and mobility of the American forces 

effectively checked the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army (NVA) units. The 

Communists were paying dearly in terms of men and material with nothing 

substantial to show in return. The situation in the South was worse than 

stalemated. Actually the United States (U.S.) and Government of Vietnam (GVN) 
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forces were winning—winning slowly to be sure, but steadily. In March 1967 Ho 

Chi Minh convened the 13th Plenum of the Lao Dong Party Central Committee. 

Ho gave to the Plenum this charge: study carefully the current military and 

political situation, then recommend a new course of action. That new course of 

action was manifested in the 1968 Winter-Spring Offensive. Bold recommend-

dations were forcoming which were considered, and in turn, was approved by the 

North Vietnamese Politburo. The concept of operations contained in the Plenum 

report then was handed to the various military and political staffs. In time the 

details of the concept's implementation would be worked out and the final 

operational plan issued. The overall strategy for what the Communists would call 

Tong Cong Kick, Tong Khoi Nghia (General Offensive-General Uprising), or TCK-

TKN, was set. 

 THE TCK-TKN OUTLINE: Under the planning leadership of Giap, the 

decision of the 13th Plenum in May 1967 quickly took shape in the form of a bold 

operational plan for decisive offensive action. The primary objective of the plan 

for the 1967 Winter-Spring Offensive was to end the U.S. presence in South 

Vietnam. In theory that was to be accomplished after formation of a coalition 

government in Saigon following the fall of the Thieu-Ky government and the 

collapse of the RVNAF. In conjunction with the new government, the NLF would 

play a major rôle in arranging for the Americans to leave South Vietnam. The 

beauty of the plan was that the exit of the Americans would be accomplished with 

a minimum of actual combat between Communist and American forces. At worst, 

the U.S. forces would be ejected after the capture of Saigon, Khe Sanh, Hué, and 

Da Nang. 

 The TCK-TKN plan was designed to accomplish several goals: destroy the 

RVNAF; instigate a country-wide insurrection; cause the collapse of the Thieu-Ky 

regime; create a coalition government; destroy all of the U.S. political and military 

institutions; and then oust the U.S. from Vietnam through follow-up negotiations. 

The quick unification of Vietnam under the Hanoi regime was the ultimate goal of 

the strategy on which the 1967 Winter-Spring Offensive was based. 
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 THE THREE-PRONGED PLAN: Giap's overall concept of the TCK-TKN 

operation was bold and imaginative: In one operation there was to be the mating 

of both political struggle and military struggle leading to the culminating General 

Offensive-General Uprising. In broad outline, the plan of attack had three 

independent parts, and the Communists dubbed it a three-pronged offensive—

one with military action, political agitation, and troops proselyting. According to 

Giap, the military prong would be the most important—the Communists called it 

“the lever.” Giap's lever had three distinct phases to be carried out over a period 

of several months. 

 TCK-TKN (PHASE I): General Giap envisaged that Phase I of the TCK-

TKN operations would begin about 1 July 1967. It was to continue until the 

outbreak of the Têt attacks on 30 January 1968. The Viet Cong and NVA would 

mount large-scale attacks along the borders of Vietnam. Prior to fighting the 

battle at Dien Bien Phu in 1954, Giap had used a similar tactic to disrupt the 

campaign plan of French General Henri Navarre. Giap would use the same tactic 

against General William Westmoreland. Giap intended to use the border battles 

to draw United States forces out of the populated areas to the peripheries of the 

country and lure Westmoreland into launching operations along South Vietnam's 

borders. This would make it easier for the Viet Cong to storm the cities—his 

eventual targets—all located in the interior. 

Once the U.S. units were drawn away from populated areas they would be 

repeatedly attacked and forced to assume a defensive posture—thereby 

becoming fixed in areas where their presence would not interfere with the 

decisive Phase II attacks. Phase I actions also would serve to mask the 

preparations being made for the assaults against southern cities at the start of 

Phase II. 

 In addition in Phase I of the military plan for TCK-TKN an NVA force of 

three divisions would be moved into position around Khe Sanh, an outpost held 

by one U.S. Marine regiment. The high point of Phase I was to be the siege and 
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capture of Khe Sanh on the eve of Phase II. The ground attacks at Khe Sanh 

would begin about ten days prior to Têt 1968, i.e., on 20 January 1968. Thus, in 

the last few days before the critical Phase II actions, the final assault on Khe 

Sanh would serve to divert the attention of American officers and officials away 

from the impending country-wide attacks. 

 Giap had several other reasons for initiating the border battles as part of 

Phase I. First, the operations would serve as needed training exercises. The Viet 

Cong and NVA forces needed to conduct a number of urban operations so they 

could learn from them practical lessons about the problems associated with 

attacking towns and large installations. Second, the units involved could practice 

large-scale coordinated operations. Third, attacks on American units would keep 

the American coffins going home—this in support of the psychological warfare 

aspect of the plans. 

 TCK-TKN (PHASE II): Phase II of the Offensive Campaign was to begin in 

the early morning of 30 January. It would last through the end of February 1968. 

Phase II would begin with simultaneous large-scale surprise attacks against 

government offices, and police and military facilities in every major city, province 

and district capital, and against any other RVNAF installation and facility of any 

consequence. 

 During Phase II the NVA forces in I and II CTZ would engage American 

forces. However, the Viet Cong units, as well as the guerrilla forces, would avoid 

all contact with the American ground forces. Instead the Viet Cong and guerrillas 

would attack the South Vietnamese cities, the ARVN units, the American 

headquarters, all communications centers, and all airbases in the South. The 

purpose for attacking headquarters, communication centers, and airports was to 

disrupt the ARVN and U.S. command and control capability, and ground the 

helicopters and other aircraft which had a ground-support capability. The purpose 

for attacking police and RVNAF units was to destroy them. The purpose for 

attacking government offices in the cities was to spark the General Uprising. 
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 Giap gave the Viet Cong the role of attacking the ARVN and police units in 

the cities in an effort to convince the South Vietnamese that the attacks were 

being conducted by the Southern nationalist compatriots of the NLF. Using 

Southerners in that rôle also afforded a better opportunity for the Viet Cong forces 

to infiltrate into attack positions prior to the offensive. The NVA forces would have 

been given away by their northerners accents. Using the Viet Cong as the 

spearpoint of the country-wide assault on urban targets in II and III CTZ also 

allowed Giap to use NVA forces to attack the Americans, and to form a reserve 

for use later. 

 The second prong of the three-pronged offensive—troops proselyting—

was to be intensified in Phase II. That part of Giap's plan called for a massive 

propaganda campaign, and for subversive operations directed at the ARVN 

soldiers by family members and by other pressures, both of which, in conjunction 

with sharp and devastating military blows, would produce large defections and 

desertions from the ARVN's ranks. Giap foresaw whole ARVN units either melting 

away, or better yet, turning their weapons against other ARVN units or the 

Americans. 

 During Phase II, according to Giap's plan, the puppet Thieu-Ky 

government would be overthrown; the RVNAF would be defeated; Saigon, Hué, 

and most of the major metropolitan areas of the South would come under the 

control of the coalition government; the U.S. forces would be isolated; and 

President Johnson would discover that he could no longer count on a puppet 

government to justify a continued U.S. presence in South Vietnam. Faced with 

such circumstances, Giap believed, the U.S. would be forced to do one of two 

things: either to negotiate a withdrawal of American and other allied forces from 

South Vietnam; or to engage in a major escalation of the war. Giap confidently 

predicted that because of America's global military force commitments, the 

Johnson administration would choose withdrawal over escalation. 
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 TCK-TKN (PHASE III): During Phase III of the offensive plan the Viet 

Cong and NVA units, augmented with defecting ARVN forces, would maintain a 

constant military pressure on U.S. units which would be isolated amid a hostile 

population. In addition, NVA units, held in reserve near Hué, reinforced by the 

divisions that had captured Khe Sanh, would be used to engage U.S. units 

operating along the DMZ and the western border of South Vietnam. During Phase 

III Giap planned to attack and overrun the Marine airbase at Da Nang. 

 LIMITATIONS OF THE HUMAN COGNITIVE SYSTEM: Today no one will 

argue that there are not limitations to the human cognitive system. Instead, 

everyone who studies cognition assumes that there is a boundary to rationality in 

situations of cognitive overload due to the capacity and processing limits of the 

system. The real issue has become how people form judgments and make 

decisions, and particularly whether they operate rationally or make judgments 

within recognized constraints. 

 It is clear that by 1967, Ho and others in Hanoi recognized that they were 

facing a crisis situation. They sought a solution to their immediate problem, but 

they did more. They looked past the immediate military problem to the issue of 

when and how the war itself was to be resolved. They found a solution that would 

both resolve the current difficulty and win the war. They found something that 

could relieve the high anxiety of the moment. The something that Hanoi was 

relying on was the belief that the people of South Vietnam shared their view of 

the Americans as a neo-colonial power and that a general uprising was near at 

hand—provided the spark was present. This made it all but impossible for the 

Plenum members to appreciate the futility of the task they undertook to 

accomplish. It took the defeat of the Communist forces during the Têt Offensive 

to refocus the minds of Plenum members in Hanoi. By 1975 they had found a 

workable formula for winning the Second Indochina War. In the absence of the 

Americans they brought the war to an end through the use of conventional 

warfare methods. 
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