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samarTali da politika

1968 Tet Offensive: An Intelligence Failure?

David Chkhetiani, PhD Student

1968 „tet“-is Seteva: iyo Tu ara dazvervis 
fiaskos Sedegi?

daviT Cxetiani, doqtoranti

reziume

1968 wlis 31 ianvars Crdilo vietnamisa da 
viet-kongis erToblivma Zalebma 80 aTasamde 
mebrZoliT  wamoiwyes „tet“-is Seteva (saxeli 
gamomdinareobda budisturi kalendris axali 
wlis dasaxelebidan „tet“) samxreT vietnamis 
100-ze met dasaxlebul punqtze koordinirebu-
li ieriSebis saxiT. marTalia a.S.S. da samxreT 
vietnamis Zalebma moaxerxes komunistTa Seteveb-
is aRkveTa, magram movlenaTa gaSuqebam SokSi 
Caagdo amerikuli sazogadoeba da kidev ufro 
Seamcira maTi mxardaWera omisadmi. miuxedavad 
mZime danakargebisa Crdilo vietnamma moipova 
strategiuli gamarjveba radganac am operaciam 
faqtiurad gardamtexi roli Seitana vietnamis 
omSi da moniSna amerikis rogorc uSualod omi-
dan, aseve regionidan gamosvlis procesis da-
sawyisi.

brZolis Semdgom warmoiSva seriozuli kiTx-
vebi Tu ratom ar moxerxda „tet“-is mzadebebis 
drouli aRmoCena da niSnavda Tu ara es a.S.S.-s  
sadazvervo Zalisxmevis srul fiaskos. naSromi 
gaanalizebs movlenebs, romlebic win uswrebda 
Tavdasxmas, raTa daadginos, iyo Tu ara mou-
lodnelobis efeqti dazvervis, Tu ufro metad 
umaRlesi samxedro da politikuri xelmZ-
rvanelobis brali, ramac gamoiwvia movlenaTa 
amgvari ganviTareba.

Summary

In January 31, 1968, some 80,000 North Vietnamese 
and Viet Cong forces launched the Tet Offensive (named 
for the lunar new year holiday called Tet), a coordinated 
series of attacks on more than 100 cities and towns in South 
Vietnam. Though U.S. and South Vietnamese forces man-
aged to hold off the Communist attacks, news coverage 
of the offensive shocked the American public and further 
eroded support for the war. Despite heavy casualties, North 
Vietnam achieved a strategic victory, as the attacks marked 

a turning point in the Vietnam War and the beginning of the 
American withdrawal from the war and region. 

In aftermath of the battle serious questions arose how 
did the preparations of the offensive of such scale remained 
undetected and if the surprise of the “Tet” meant a total 
failure of the US joint intelligence efforts. This essay will 
analyze the events that preceded the offensive in order to 
determine whether the initial surprise that accompanied the 
attacks was a failure of Intelligence from the US and allied 
side or the deficiency occurred on the highest echelons of 
leadership, which led to the known events. 

Introduction:

The Tet Offensive (named so after the Chinese Lunar 
New Year holiday), was a main element of Hanoi’s 1967-
1968 winter/spring campaign  and one of the most signifi-
cant battles during the US presence in Vietnam. It started 
on 30 January,  when the Viet Cong and People’s Army of 
Vietnam (PAVN - North Vietnam) conducted a massive 
attack countrywide against the Army of the Republic of 
Vietnam (ARVN – South Vietnam) and the forces of US 
Military Assistance Command in Vietnam(MACV). Of-
fensive consisted of series of surprise attacks against mili-
tary and civilian objectives all over the South Vietnam. It 
was initiated by the attacks on border regions (central Vi-
etnam) and in the areas of responsibilities (Corps Tactical 
Zone - CTZ) of the First and the Second Corps. The follow-
ing morning the main thrust came throughout the country 
with supposedly above 80,000 combined Viet Cong and 
PAVN forces assaulting over 100 cities including the ma-
jority of the provincial capitals and the capital city of Sai-
gon. The commencing assaults caught the ARVN and the 
US troops on ground by surprise, which resulted in tem-
porary gain of control over number of cities by the North 
Vietnamese troops. However they were soon thrown back 
by fast responding American war machine and in couple 
weeks, full control over all objectives (except of the for-
mer imperial capital Hue, battle for which lasted about 26 
days) was reestablished. The offensive ended with a criti-
cal defeat of the PAVN units and near annihilation of Viet 
Cong. “There were 4,000 Americans killed or wounded, 
and between 4,000 and 8,000 casualties for the ARVN. The 
Communists lost between 40,000 and 50,000 killed in ac-
tion. Their Viet Cong infrastructure was destroyed.”1 Much 
1	  US Army Intelligence Centre, “Uncertain Oracle: 
Some Intelligence Failures Revisited”, Fort Huachuca history files: 12 
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sever were the casualties throughout the civilian population 
of the South Vietnam. Especially brutal was so called Hue 
Massacre, where during the 26 days of occupation almost 
6,000 civilians were executed by the PAVN and Viet Cong 
death squads. ”The victims included soldiers, civil serv-
ants, merchants, clergymen, school teachers, intellectuals 
and foreigners.”2 Most of them were shot, bludgeoned to 
death or simply buried alive.

Despite the fact that North Vietnams effort was defeat-
ed, it had shocking effect on the US government and public 
because of the misperception that North Vietnam, due to 
previous defeats, was incapable of launching an attack of 
such scale. Thus, the events imprinted the turning point of 
the war by the military defeat of the North Vietnam’s of-
fensive, but at the same time by their psychological and 
political victory. “The turning point marked American ac-
knowledgement that a victory in Vietnam was no longer 
worth the cost.”3 The US government has lost the most de-
cisive battle not on South Vietnam’s battlefields, but back 
home, with its own public opinion. From that moment on, 
United States started to deescalate their efforts in Vietnam 
followed by final withdrawal. 

This essay will analyze the events that preceded the of-
fensive in order to determine whether the initial surprise 
that accompanied the attacks was a failure of Intelligence 
from the US and allied side or not. It will argue that actu-
ally the US military and intelligence services on ground 
succeeded in collecting and disseminating the intelligence 
and as a result the MACV leadership was well aware of 
the coming attack through the intelligence provided warn-
ings and indicators. The deficiency that occurred was not 
of the intelligence but of the highest echelons of leader-
ship, especially the political one, with fusion and under-
standing of the obtained information and finally with the 
decision making and drawing the right conclusions from 
it. “All the intelligence was there, and all of it was briefed 
and discussed, but it was the senior decision-making of-
ficers — the users of the intelligence — who did not act 
in the right way, based on what they knew but would not 
believe.”4 Those were the crucial factors that made it possi-
ble for the North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong to surprise 
Americans by the massive attacks. To prove this argument, 
after the introduction the essay will give a brief historical 
background and show a general situation before the attack 
took place, including Hanoi’s plans. Than in the main body 
it will introduce the organization and structure of the US 
intelligence system in South Vietnam. In order to show that 
there was sufficient information to anticipate the imminent 
attack, the essay then will follow up with the factual evi-
dence of the indicators and warnings obtained through the 
http://huachuca.army.mil/files/History_UncertainOracle.pdf (accessed 
February 5,2015)
2	  James H Willbanks, The Tet Offensive: a Concise History,( 
New York: Columbia University Press,  2007), 55
3	  Ronnie E Ford, Tet 1968: Understanding the Surprise, (London:  Frank Cass, 
1995), 1
4	  Thomas L. Cubbage II, “Comments on James J. Wirtz’s: The 
Tet Offensive: Intelligence Failure in War” Conflict Quarterly, summer 
1993, 77

collected intelligence. Finally it will conclude in summing 
up the essay and the arguments presented.

Historical background:

At the beginning of 1968 the situation in Vietnam was 
very complex. Conflict, which was escalating for several 
years continuously, looked like as stalemate and North Vi-
etnam’s efforts seemed to be checked. “Despite large-scale 
offensive operations — intended to destroy South Viet-
namese and American military units and to establish full 
control over the southern population — the VC/NVA were 
making no headway in their war efforts.”5  But in no better 
position were the ARVN and the US forces because of in-
ability to conduct a decisive blow to the adversary.

“The conflict resembled an American style boxing 
match between a lightweight and a blindfolded heavy-
weight.  The Communist Vietnamese lightweight danced 
nimbly around the ring, unseen by his opponent, while he 
could deliver quick jabs, and an occasional one-two com-
bination, he was ever wary of the risk that his powerful 
adversary would find, corner, and attack him.”6

Hanoi was aware that the enemy could not be defeat-
ed simply through the war of attrition. The United States, 
on the other hand, was spending great efforts with little 
success, because the enemy could always elude him to 
the North Vietnam and other sanctuaries, and was frus-
trated that no decisive victory was visible in the close fu-
ture. “More important, a situation had arisen where both 
sides were fighting indecisively, entrenched in a war of 
attrition.”7 Both of them were facing the dilemma of how to 
defeat the adversary.

“By mid-1967, the party leaders in Hanoi decided that 
something had to be done to break the bloody stalemate.”8 
They knew that the US military was just getting warmed 
up, and soon the Communist North and Viet Cong would 
have no forces left to continue fight if they didn’t change 
the tactics. It was seen as a weakness of Americans, that in 
their role of advisers and mentors they had to rely on the 
South Vietnam government and its troops. So this weak-
ness had to be exploited by the new strategy. In summer 
1967 the 13th Plenum gathered in Hanoi to discuss the 
situation. “The Plenum decided, after debating the issue 
through the month of June, that the time was right for the 
initiation of the General Offensive/General Uprising.”9 
The plan considered to conduct massive attacks on the 
South Vietnam’s military and government structures by us-
ing the Viet Cong and PAVN, then followed by the general 
public uprising. The attacks were supposed to topple the 
political and military foundations of the Saigon regime, 
followed by the establishment of the coalition government 
with South Vietnams Communist Lao Dong Party taking 
5	  Cubbage,79
6	  Stephen M Goldfein, “Why Tet Offensive? Sun Tzu Knows 
the Answer” (report document f, US War College, 1994), 1
7	  Ford, 55
8	  Willbanks, 9
9	  Ford, 70
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the lead. Such events would convince Americans that the 
war was impossible to win, force them to sit at the negotia-
tions table together with North, and simply withdraw from 
the war if there was nobody left to support. By October 
1967 most of the issues regarding the plan were worked out 
and the Resolution 14, an official order of General Offen-
sive General Uprising (Tong Cong Kich/Tong Khoi Nghia 
– TCK/TKN) was issued. “Attacks were to be carried out 
mainly against the City of Saigon and Upper Mekong 
Delta provinces.”10 General Giap, who actually opposed 
the plan, was tasked to conduct the military planning. He 
came up with the three phase plan. Initially, the prepara-
tory phase considered rural attacks in the border regions to 
draw the forces away from populated areas. During the first 
phase, conventional attacks with large number of regular 
units were to be commenced in the Highlands (central Vi-
etnam) and alongside the DMZ. Simultaneously with those 
attacks, other units had to infiltrate into the urban areas and 
get everything ready for the next phase. The second phase 
considered General Offensive and the General Uprising to 
start through the coordinated attacks within the cities tar-
geting the Southern government structures and military 
installations. While conducting those attacks, a political 
battle was to be thought as well. “An appeal would go out 
to the Southern people to join the General Uprising.”11 The 
fight was to be brought in concurrency with the diplomatic 
efforts, calling for negotiations and creating the coalition 
government in the South. In the final third phase the second 
wave of reinforcements were supposed to follow from the 
North, concentrating against the US military, forcing the 
Americans to negotiate.

Soon after publication of the resolution the plans were 
in motion, troops and logistics on the way, and all prepara-
tory works to start the offensive in development. By mid-
January of 1968 the Communist build-up of forces was 
complete, and they stood ready for their offensive.12 

US Intelligence Structure in South Vietnam:
Before discussing the intelligence activities and col-

lected information, in order to see whether the MACV and 
the Saigon regime had sufficient data to anticipate the com-
ing offensive, the essay will look at the intelligence struc-
ture and its organization in the South Vietnam. It will also 
consider if all various intelligence agencies, operating on 
ground, were really acting coherent with the unity of effort. 

“Very little information has been found on the exact 
configuration of US intelligence agencies in Vietnam out-
side of MACV J-2.”13 It is widely known fact that besides 
the MACV’s own intelligence efforts, there were: CIA 
(Central Intelligence Agency), DIA (DoD’s Defence Intel-
ligence Agency), Military Intelligence and other structures 
operating in the country. Furthermore, there were the US 
10	  Ibid., 79
11	  Ford, 93
12	  Andrew Wiest, Esential Histories: The Vietnam War 1956-
1975, (Osprey Publishing, Oxford 2002), 41
13	  Charles A P Turner, “American Leadership and Decision-
making Failure in the Tet Offensive” (Master Thesis, US Army CGSC, 
2003), 43

Pacific Command’s and domestic intelligence assets also 
present in South Vietnam. That all made a large array of 
intelligence efforts operating simultaneously, which from 
the first sight should mean that the Allied Forces, fighting 
against the Communist North, were well served of criti-
cal intelligence. However that was not the case. All those 
assets were not consolidated under the MACV and there 
was no effective fusion of the gathered Intelligence. “Gen-
eral Westmorland did not control all the intelligence as-
sets available nor did he receive full intelligence support 
from the CIA, DIA, the Army Communications Agency, 
CINPAC, and the military Intelligence Agencies.”14 Of 
course there was a formal cooperation between those or-
ganisations and they were exchanging the information, but 
without the unity of effort, which would have served the 
common goals. The fusion of all efforts was necessary to 
depict a solid common operational picture for the fighting 
force. As it was directly involved in the operations, MACV 
J-2 would have been a perfect place for such cooperation. 
“This arrangement would have provided a more complete 
intelligence picture to Westmorland and Washington.”15 
Unfortunately, no such unification of efforts occurred. 

More effective were the MACV J-2 subordinated in-
telligence assets, which successfully incorporated within 
their organisation the South Vietnam’s military intelli-
gence structures. “The ultimate result was a Combined 
Intelligence Centre (CICV) with separate components re-
sponsible for prisoner and rallier interrogations (CMIC), 
captured document exploitation (CDEC), captured mate-
rial exploitation (CMED), and intelligence production.”16 
These structures were further split into subsections effec-
tively covering the whole theatre of operations and provid-
ing timely and ample data at all echelons. Furthermore, on 
the tactical level there were the Tactical Operations Centres 
instituted with effective incorporation of the intelligence 
assets, which excessively improved the intelligence evalu-
ation, synchronization and dissemination processes. Even 
better off were the operational level headquarters. “The 
component elements of CICV were eventually replicated at 
the headquarters of each of the four CTZ.”17 That enabled 
to reduce the intelligence cycle times to minimum and to 
channel the critical information on both directions: bottom-
up and top-down. Thus CICV could depict relevant com-
mon operational picture for the MACV and commanders 
on ground, but it lacked the CIA and the DIA contribu-
tions for common intelligence effort, which would have 
definitely painted more potent intelligence picture. “For 
whatever reason – stovepiping information, institution-
al biases, or otherwise – research indicates that MACV 
lacked valuable intelligence sources in its fight against the 

14	  William C Westmorland, A soldier Reports,(New York: 
Doubleday, 1976), 415
15	  Turner, 51
16	  John R. Johnson, Richard P. Joyce, Paul C. Nagle, Aristo-
telis D. Stathacopoulos, Roswell B. Wing, James L. Jones, Analysis of 
Tactical Intelligence Experience in Southeast Asia, (General research 
Corporation, McLean, 1976), 89
17	  Ibid., 91



biznes-inJineringi #4. 2016  

154

North Vietnamese and the Viet Cong.”18 There is no solid 
evidence of what was the reasoning behind the top ech-
elon decisions for not establishing such interagency joint 
intelligence structure on the basis of CICV. Having such 
could have better contributed to the fight against the Com-
munists by uniting and coordinating all intelligence efforts 
and providing the fusion of collected intelligence enabling 
more sound decision-making process. One was for certain: 
“General Westmorland did not have control of all or access 
to all intelligence assets in his theatre of operations as other 
commanders directed forces that were not permanently 
based in Vietnam.”19 In other words, he was supposed to 
be the overall commander, directing the whole intelligence 
cycle and efforts, and other commanders or civilian execu-
tives supporting him by providing personnel, assets and 
collection management. Unfortunately, to general West-
morland’s disappointment, Washington did not share that 
sentiment. Not only he had no control over all intelligence 
assets available in the theatre, but also he had to share his 
resources with other agencies, what was straining his lim-
ited capabilities even more.

Collected Intelligence and Warnings:
In analysing how the North has managed to surprise 

Americans, the essay will try to look at the series of events, 
enemy activities and intelligence collected, which if fused 
properly together, could have depicted a very accurate 
picture of the coming days. There were the warnings and 
information of different nature acquired through different 
means. First the essay will list the general indicators, than 
the CDEC provided warnings through the obtained docu-
ments, and finally the information collected by the other 
intelligence sources. 

The first PAVN attacks in preparation of Tet offensive 
came already during the late autumn of 1967. The attacks 
mainly took place in the northern regions of the South Vi-
etnam especially in border areas. Those were the first ac-
tual indicators of coming offensive. The attacks had dual 
purpose. “They were designed to draw American troops 
away from populated areas, and provided an opportunity to 
rehearse coordinated operations between troops of the Peo-
ple’s Army of Vietnam and Viet Cong guerrillas.”20 At the 
same time those attacks made possible to screen the move-
ment of supplies and equipment to the attack positions and 
the infiltration of large numbers of personnel from North 
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. The most important out of 
those initial attacks probably was the attack on Marine base 
at Khe Sanh, where the North Vietnamese had accumulated 
up to 30,000 troops. “The primary divisions assigned to the 
front were 304 and 325C Divisions. The 320 and 324B 
Divisions would support the operation.”21 Worth mention-
ing, that 304 and 320 were the elite divisions, which were 
formed and participated in the First Indochina War against 
the French. They had better equipment and training than the 
18	  Turner, 52
19	  Turner, 52
20	  Willbanks, 15
21	  Gordon L Rottman, Khe Sanh 1967-68: Marines Battle for 
Vietnam’s Vital Hilltop Base, (Osprey Publishing, Oxford 2005), 8

regular divisions. Using large numbers of PAVN troops, 
especially the elite divisions, should have rung alarm bells 
for the MACV command indicating that Hanoi was en-
gaging in decisive actions. Unfortunately the events were 
misinterpreted by Westmorland, due to his nightmare of 
possible repetition of French fiasco at Dien Bien Phu, who 
believed at the moment that the enemy’s whole effort was 
directed against Khe Sanh. The attack on the Marine base 
served its purpose well to divert all American attention to 
the support of the Marine regiment stationed there. “While 
Westmorland was fixated on Khe Sanh, fifteen Viet Cong 
battalions, totalling approximately 6,000 troops, positioned 
themselves in and around Saigon.”22 However the move-
ment of those troops didn’t remain completely unnoticed 
to the US intelligence assets. All the information was in-
dicating that, with high probability, a major offensive was 
about to start sometime around the Tet celebrations. The 
intelligence branch has timely brought up General West-
morland’s attention to the developing situation, in regard 
of which he tried to warn the political leadership both in 
Washington and Saigon. “He began lobbying with the Sai-
gon government for cancelation of the normal Tet truce.”23 
This attempt itself speaks for the fact that the intelligence 
did not fail in producing the warning, however listed above 
circumstances were not the only indicators forewarning 
about the imminent attack. 

General Indicators:
Before going into the details whether the intelligence 

was properly utilised or not, it has to be mentioned that 
there were multiple general indicators on hand, analysing 
of which could have made possible to anticipate the future 
developments. The factual history of Vietnam itself should 
have been the first and foremost indicator for the Ameri-
cans to be on alert while negotiating truce with the com-
munist North. Throughout the centuries it showed how the 
Vietnamese had always been using unconventional tactics 
of breaking the truces in the sake of surprise attacks. Such 
tactics played decisive role in 1789, when the Vietnamese 
defeated the Chinese invaders, attacking them likewise on 
the eve of the Tet. Not very long ago in 1944 the Vietnam-
ese attacked the French troops on the Christmas Eve during 
the truce. The 1960 attack on South Vietnam’s military in-
stallations at Tay Ninh took place also during the Tet truce. 
Finally, there were the multiple truce violations of previ-
ous year’s Tet celebration and also of the latest Christmas 
and New Year’s truces. About 338 incidents of violation 
were accounted for during the most recent Tet truce only.24 
All those facts were well known to the MACV leadership, 
which should have driven them to the conclusion that no 
truce could be trusted with the North Vietnam’s regime, 
particularly when it was preceded by large number of 
warnings about the major offensive.

A solid indirect indicator was provided by the North 

22	  Turner,11
23	  Ibid,  11
24	  Don Oberdorfer, Tet! the Turning Point in the Vietnam War 
(New York: Avon Books, 1971), 134
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Vietnam’s regime in September 1967. The political strug-
gle, which took place between the opposers and the sup-
porters of war, ended with the victory of Hawks, and was 
followed by mass arrests of the Doves. More than 200 party 
officials and politburo members were incarcerated in this 
purge including the acting chief of intelligence service and 
other high ranking military officers. “They had all been ar-
rested for ‘heretical thoughts’ and opposition to the war.”25 

Purge should not have remained unnoticed to the South Vi-
etnam’s and the MACV leadership, and logical conclusions 
should have been made that some major hostilities were 
about to follow those events, since the war faction has won 
the supremacy. 

As another warning of the major developments should 
have served the fact that by summer 1967 Hanoi called 
most of their major diplomats and ambassadors back home, 
to convey the directives regarding the coming offensive. 
“Such unusual diplomatic activity should have aroused 
someone’s suspicion, but no one appears to have seriously 
questioned the moves.”26 The movement was picked up by 
the US intelligence services, however was misinterpreted 
by the political leadership. At first sight insignificant mat-
ter, which had falsely created hopes of peace in the circles 
of American diplomats, caused the confusion. Arriving to 
Hanoi the Vietnam’s envoys were avoiding airplane con-
nections with the stops in China, and because latter was 
consistently opposing to any compromise with Americans 
and Saigon, this fact was received as a will of Hanoi to 
negotiate peace settlement.27

A very significant development, which should have in-
dicated on further escalation, was the signing of the mili-
tary aid agreement between Hanoi and the Soviet Union 
in September. The agreement was making it possible to 
supply the North with modern equipment and weaponry. 
However details of the agreement were not known by that 
moment and it was impossible to anticipate to what extent 
it could influence the warfighting at the tactical level. “In 
the absence of information about the actual terms of the 
agreement, the intelligence community could only specu-
late about the types of Soviet-supplied weapons that might 
soon emerge on the battlefield.”28 Futile discussions about 
the possible composition and sophistication of the weap-
onry to be supplied were instigated instead of reaching 
simpler conclusion: such agreement would certainly be fol-
lowed by major combat operations.

A revealing evidence of Hanoi’s intents was the simi-
larity to 1789 Tet surprise attack on Chinese. Just like cen-
turies back, in 1968 the Communist Regime announced the 
celebration of Tet festivities one day earlier than usual.29 
This indicator should have been picked up and appropri-
ately interpreted specifically by the South Vietnam’s intel-
ligence. Unfortunately it remained either completely unno-
25	  Ford, 95
26               Turner, 19
27	  Ford, 71
28	  James J Wirtz, The Tet Offensive: Intelligence Failure in 
War, (New York: Cornell University Press, 1991), 151
29	  Oberdorfer, 88

ticed, or not much attention was paid to it. If there were no 
other indicators, even just this single fact, because of the 
historical similarity, should have alerted the MACV about 
the impending hostilities. 

Finally, the most direct warning of the coming major 
offensive was provided by the number of premature attacks 
in the central and northern parts of the South Vietnam on 
early morning of January 30. “Major attacks started to erupt 
at about 01:35, and by 05:00 the province capitals of Plei-
ku, Khanh Hoa, Darlac and Quang Tri were all under heavy 
attack.”30 Everything indicated that it was not only the Viet 
Cong participating in the attacks but also a large number of 
PAVN regular units. The tactics have also changed.  This 
time, they did not just attack and try to disengage imme-
diately avoiding the fire superiority of the US troops, but 
instead were pressing as much as they could, utilising artil-
lery and even armour assets freshly provided by the So-
viet Block, and standing the ground when being counter-
attacked. Such developments should have been especially 
alerting for the MACV command indicating that the North 
was engaging in decisive effort. However the whole atten-
tion of General Westmorland was focused on the fact that 
he finally could engage the enemy on his own terms and 
destroy it without costly and complicated ‘hide and seek’ 
games in the jungles. He must have felt that finally he was 
winning the initiative and presumably disregarded any oth-
er considerations by that moment.

Each of listed above facts taken separately would not 
have indicated probably on any significant development 
of situation and would not have sounded as alarm signal 
for the MACV command. However merged together, all 
those facts were drawing an implicit picture of some major 
events to take place shortly after, which required immedi-
ate reaction.

SDEC Documents:
Much more revealing was the information provided by 

the MACV own intelligence assets through the captured 
documents. Number of them were obtained and processed 
by the CDEC which directly indicated about the coming 
attack. “In March 1967 in III corps Tactical Zone (CTZ), 
the ARVN captured a document from NVA CT-5 division 
which provided a very basic summary of the offensive to 
be conducted in Saigon.”31 Similar plan of the attack on 
the South Vietnam’s capital was captured a bit earlier from 
the Viet Cong units. Both plans, indicating on an attack 
on Saigon, should have been distressing for the MACV 
and the South Vietnam government, but information was 
dismissed as untrustworthy. Third document indicating the 
Tet offensive came to the hands of the ARVN in October 
1967. It was the resolution 13 of the Communist Plenum in 
Hanoi. But instead of focusing on the part of the document 
discussing the military plans, which called for ‘major of-
fensive to achieve a quick victory,’ the MACV leadership’s 
attention was centred on the part discussing the American 
domestic support of the war and coming US presidential 
30	  Wirtz, 219
31	  Ibid, 153
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elections with possible outcomes.32

More evidence was captured during the battles around 
Dak To in November 1967. The MACV intelligence assets 
obtained the Communist Western Highlands Front Party 
Committee directives for the 1967-1968 Winter-Spring 
campaign calling for large scale attacks throughout all 
CTZs in order to inflict massive casualties to the US forces 
and seize the territory. It stated: “Destroy a significant por-
tion of US troop strength, force the enemy to dispatch as 
many as possible of its mobile forces to the Western High-
lands, destroy and disperse the bulk of puppet forces.”33 
Directive considered attacks to be simultaneous and coor-
dinated as one single major offensive. However this critical 
intelligence information, which should have served as an-
other alarm indicator, was also downplayed by the MACV 
command in its significance. 

Top secret documents were obtained in the same month 
in Long An province. Those were the instructions of infil-
tration of the city of Saigon by large numbers of the Viet 
Cong in order to subsequently overthrow the government. 
Of outmost interest should have been the part of document 
that insisted on completion of positioning the agents by all 
means not later than the end of January 1968. This docu-
ment should have had provided the US and South Vietnam 
leadership with the rough timeframe of the enemy attack 
and the scale of its effort.

At the same period another significant document was 
acquired by the US 101 Airborne Division soldiers in 
Quang Tin province. The document was directly calling 
for the final effort to overthrow the Saigon government 
and defeat the Americans by attacking in the urban areas. 
“Central Headquarters concludes that the time has come 
for a direct revolution and that the opportunity for a gen-
eral revolution and general uprising is within reach.”34 This 
document pretty much revealed Hanoi’s plans regarding 
the coming offensive, however it was deemed also untrust-
worthy by the MACV leadership. The fact, that the docu-
ment was captured from the low to mid-level communist 
cadre, had led to the mistrust. It was hard to believe that: “a 
cadre member at this level having access to, or possession 
of, an order that would have come directly from Hanoi’s 
politburo.”35 

On January 4th one more documented proof of the of-
fensive was obtained. The US troops captured the combat 
order for the Pleiku province, with the detailed instructions 
for the preparations of Tet. 

All documents mentioned above were accordingly pro-
cessed by the CDEC and the information passed forward 
for the consideration of the MACV command.

Other sources:
Warnings about the coming offensive were provided by 

other intelligence sources as well. SIGINT (Signal Intel-
ligence) played a significant role in detecting the move-
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ments of PAVN troops, on the Ho Chi Minh trail, going 
into positions around the Khe Sanh in November of 1967. 
After having acquired initial information through SIGINT, 
the air and ground surveillance assets were commited to 
observe the enemy movements. “6,315 trucks were sighted 
along the Ho Chi Minh trail during December, up from 
3,823 sightings in November.”36 Obtained numbers were 
unprecedented before. Such record increase in movement 
of troops and materials should have been received as a clear 
sign of escalation.

As another important intelligence source served the 
CMIC interrogations. In January 1968 a defector interro-
gated directly indicated about the preparatory attacks in 
the Highlands and about the following major offensive on 
the Eve of Tet celebrations. Due to Westmorland’s fixation 
on the battle of Khe Sanh, MACV again missed opportu-
nity to properly utilise gained information. As mentioned 
above, he felt it more convenient to fight the enemy where 
he dominated the battlefield. “His analysis dismissed the 
possibility of the NV and Viet Cong attacking elsewhere or 
throughout the South Vietnam.”37 He tended to believe that 
the main offensive would occur at Khe Sanh and nowhere 
else, repeating the events of Dien Bien Puh.

More intelligence was acquired through the Saigon’s 
security apparatus. Multiple warnings of the coming at-
tacks were obtained through the prisoner interrogations. Of 
immense significance probably were the tapes obtained on 
the January 28th by the police forces in Qui Nohn province, 
which were supposed to be aired after the Capture of the 
local radio station. The tapes in advance were proclaiming 
the seizure of major South Vietnamese cities by the com-
munist North and Viet Kong efforts, pressing the US to 
negotiate and accept a coalition government.38 There could 
not be more direct indicator of the coming events but again 
the information was underplayed.

Not all the evidence of the imminent attack was brought 
to display in the section above. By utilising the whole spec-
trum of intelligence capabilities even more warnings were 
received. The captured documents, the prisoner interroga-
tions, the defectors, the allied agents and the enemy activity 
all provided accurate information regarding the Communist 
North’s intents for the coming Tet celebrations.39 It was not 
even a puzzle any more, which needed to be put together, 
but a broad picture, at some point almost in detail, with 
only little portions of it yet unclear. The intelligence branch 
had provided a very credible warning, at some level even 
including the exact times and locations of the impending 
attack. “Although Americans received an ever-increasing 
amount of detailed information about the targets, tactics, 
and even timing of the Tet attacks, they generally down-
played the threat posed against urban areas, government in-
stallations, ARVN units and U.S. facilities.”40 Only a sim-
ple step was left as next, which should have been made by 
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the MACV command and the political leadership in Wash-
ington. That was to proper understand the intelligence ob-
tained and plan respectively to counter the Hanoi’s intents.

Conclusion:
In previous sections the essay has displayed the struc-

ture of the intelligence branch in South Vietnam and the 
flaws that existed in it. It was a mistake to run the intelli-
gence operations separately by the different agencies. Even 
within the service the effort was not unified between the 
MACV J-2 and Army’s other assets operating in the South 
East Asia. There was no synchronisation of intelligence 
efforts and no proper fusion of the collected information. 
However, those issues had no significant influence on the 
events of the Tet Offensive. They were not the main causes 
of the initial lame reaction of the allied forces on the mas-
sive attacks in the South Vietnam. The intelligence com-
munity did its best, and failed by no means, to provide the 
timely warning. It was the leadership failure to derive the 
right conclusions from the presented information and act 
accordingly.

The first problem was in the MACV command itself. 
One is for sure, that Westmorland was well aware of the 
coming major offensive as a part of Mao’s final phase of 
war. He was not just sure about the exact timing. “At this 
time, General Westmorland put the odds at six to four that 
the communists would attack before Tet, and his intelli-
gence officer, General Davidson, put the same odds that the 
big offensive would come after the Tet holidays.”41 How-
ever, to be a good intelligence analyst, and a good user of 
intelligence, one must share the fantasy of the opposition. 
Westmorland failed to do so. He could not imagine that his 
opponent would risk everything: weapons, equipment and 
the most important - the lives of hundreds of thousands of 
his soldiers in a move that had some major chances to fail. 

“Despite all the theories that can be hatched to explain 
why Generals Westmoreland, Davidson, and others, would 
not, or could not, believe that a series of coordinated at-
tacks on the cities was a serious part of Hanoi’s Winter-
Spring Offensive of 1967-68, the truth of the matter is that 
no one really believed that the planners in Hanoi were that 
stupid.”42 Presumably Westmorland just could not believe 
in the scale of the attack and Hanoi’s attempt of general 
uprising throughout the urban areas. Furthermore he could 
not believe that not the US military would be the primary 
target in the days to come, but the Southern government 
structures and more vulnerable ARVN units. He felt more 
comfortable to confront the conventional attacks conducted 
by the PAVN regular units, against which he could exer-
cise the whole superiority of the American military, and 
to easily measure the success by accounting for destroyed 
enemy units. “To him the threat was not the South Viet-
namese popular uprising but Communist military aggres-
sion against South Vietnam.”43 All commanders should 
remember a simple advice that Stalin gave to his generals 
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during the WWII: “An intelligence hypothesis may become 
your hobby-horse on which you will ride into a self-made 
trap.”44 It was such a trap where Westmorland appeared by 
overthinking the enemy. He made a mistake which is quite 
frequent in the intelligence community. In an attempt of 
setting himself in the mind of the enemy commander to 
anticipate his plans, he came up to such conclusions, that 
he wanted the enemy to reach, and to such moves that he 
favoured them to commit.

Even more sever was the reluctance of Washington to 
plan for the further escalation. Westmorland tried really 
hard to cancel the Tet truce, which served as solid evidence 
that he was aware of the coming attack. In order to achieve 
this, he even approached the South Vietnam’s president 
Thieu, without informing his political leadership about it. 
“His efforts resulted in a reduction of the proposed cease 
fire to 36 hours in South Vietnam and a complete cancella-
tion of the truce in I Corps where something was apparently 
brewing.”45 However those actions of Westmorland infuri-
ated the Johnson Administration, which had just recently 
announced the restrictions on Bombings of Hanoi and 
Haiphong, as an attempt to show some good will regard-
ing so called “Trinh Initiative”, the most recent politico-
diplomatic part of Hanoi’s strategy to fight while negotiat-
ing. Washington assumed that the truce cancelation would 
send the wrong signal to Hanoi. “In late January, senior 
members of the Johnson Administration pressured West-
morland not only to honour but not to reduce the duration 
of Tet cease fire.”46 Westmorland knowing that Wash-
ington was misled by the faulty negotiations tactics of the 
North had even attempted to warn the political leadership 
about the impending offensive. In late December 1967 dur-
ing the communications with Washington he stated that the 
enemy was planning decisive actions and that Hanoi was 
just about to “undertake an intensified countrywide effort, 
perhaps a maximum effort, over a short period of time.”47 
Unfortunately the Johnson Administration, due to the wish-
ful thinking of ending the war as soon as possible through 
the negotiations with the Communist North, was reluctant 
to listen to any advice of further escalation.

The essay has accounted for the multidimensional in-
telligence efforts committed by the United States in the 
South Vietnam. The wide array of the collected informa-
tion, warnings and indicators, obtained by the various intel-
ligence assets, were listed. The essay has exposed that the 
MACV was in possession of all required information that 
clearly indicated on the impending Tet Offensive.  All the 
evidence presented has proved that it was not the failure 
of intelligence to provide the timely warning but that of 
the US military and Political leadership that failed to act 
accordingly and to counter Communist efforts effectively 
before and during the initial phases of the Tet Offensive.
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