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HUE 1968 
A Turning Point of the American War in Vietnam 

by Mark Bowden 

  
Bestselling Black Hawk Down author’s new book 

is the History of the Biggest and Bloodiest Battle of the Vietnam War, 
Told from the American and Vietnamese perspectives 

 
Academy Award Nominated Filmmakers Michael Mann and Michael De Luca 

Have Acquired the Rights 
 

After more than five years of in-depth research and reporting, National Book Award-nominated author 

Mark Bowden has written his most ambitious work to date, HUE 1968: A Turning Point of the American 

War in Vietnam (Atlantic Monthly Press, June 6, 2017, $30.00).  With renewed interest in the Vietnam 

War-- from the current New York Times op-ed series, the upcoming Ken Burns and Lynn Novick ten-part 

PBS documentary The Vietnam War, as well as many milestone anniversaries,  this book becomes an 

essential part of the national conversation on that controversial conflict. 

  

Academy Award© nominated filmmakers Michael Mann(The Insider, Ali, Heat, Collateral) and Michael 

De Luca (The Social Network, Captain Phillips, Moneyball) have acquired the rights to the highly 

anticipated book.  The duo plans to bring this visionary story to life in an 8-10 hour miniseries. 

HUE 1968 is the story of the centerpiece of the Tet Offensive and a turning point of the American War in 

Vietnam. Not since his #1 New York Times bestseller Black Hawk Down has he written a book about a 

battle.   

By January 1968, despite an influx of half a million American troops and more bombs than had been 

dropped over Europe in all of World War II, the fighting in Vietnam seemed to be at a stalemate. Yet 

General William Westmoreland, commander of American forces, announced a new phase of the war in 

which “the end begins to come into view.” 

The North Vietnamese had different ideas. In mid-1967, the leadership in Hanoi had started planning an 

offensive intended to win the war in a single stroke. Part military action and part popular uprising, the 

effort included attacks across South Vietnam, but the most dramatic and successful would be the 

capture of Hue, the country’s intellectual and cultural capital. At 2:30 a.m. on January 31, the first day of 

the Lunar New Year, called Tet, 10,000 National Liberation Front troops descended from hidden camps 
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and surged across the city of 140,000.  They had been preceded by young idealists, implanted to 

prepared for the troops’ arrival. Among them were an eighteen-year-old village girl and Viet Cong 

member Che Thi Mung who flirted with local military to obtain information, and a young man named 

Nguyen Van Quang, who persuaded a duck farmer and his wife to smuggle arms in the false bottom of 

their boat.   

“The entire Tet offensive was a masterpiece of clandestine effort,” Bowden explains.  By morning, all of 

Hue was in Front hands save for two small embattled compounds, one an Army of the Republic of 

Vietnam (ARVN) base in the city’s north, and the other a small post for American military advisers in the 

south.  

Occupying Hue was a bold step, the most dramatic action taken by Hanoi so far in Chien-tranh Chong 

My (the Resistance War Against America). “It would shock not just Vietnam, but the world,” says 

Bowden. 

The American commanders in country and politicians in Washington refused to believe the size and 

scope of the Front’s presence.  “In a secret cable that night,” Bowden writes, “the ever-upbeat Westy 

sent a summary of the crowded day to General Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs.  Addressing Hue, 

he wrote: ‘The enemy has approximately three companies [about five hundred men] in the Hue Citadel.’  

He was off by a factor of twenty.” 

Westmoreland’s underestimation of the enemy informed the actions of all those who reported to him—

with disastrous consequences.  Captain Chuck Meadows was ordered to lead his 160-marine Golf 

Company in the first attempt to re-enter Hue. Facing thousands of entrenched enemy troops, he 

reported: “We are outgunned and outmanned.”   

Westmoreland continued to insist to the press that the big battle, if it came, would be at Khe Sanh—

where there had been a buildup of enemy forces clearly meant as a diversion. 

“Despite a concerted effort to spin Tet as a Communist disaster,” Bowden reports, “The press wasn’t 

buying it.” 

“Journalism has long been blamed for losing the war,” he writes, “but the American reporting from Hue 

was more accurate than official accounts, deeply respectful, and uniformly sympathetic to US fighting 

men.  Reporters in Hue listening, watching, and taking pictures and notes at great personal risk . . . were 

performing a vital public service.”  

Bowden writes of reporters like Gene Roberts, the newly appointed New York Times Saigon bureau chief 

who was the first to report from the scene.  Roberts realized right away that something bigger was 

happening than anyone knew, or that anyone would admit. He also shares the harrowing story of French 

journalists Catherine Leroy and Francois Mazure, who were trapped in the city.  Leroy’s dramatic photos 

were featured in a cover story in Life Magazine two weeks later.  As the battle ensued, more American 

journalists made it to Hue and painted a picture far different from the official version.  Tensions mounted 

between the press and the military—and with the Johnson administration back in Washington. 

Just like their Marine counterparts in the south, a newly arrived U.S. Army battalion to the northwest 

was learning by trial and tragically bloody error.  They found themselves surrounded by the enemy in a 

small stand of trees at the edge of a rice paddy.  Bowden tells the story of their harrowing march to 



safety.  In meticulous detail and with his trademark you-are-there reporting, Bowden puts the reader at 

the center of battle after bloody battle. 

Along with the American perspective, he brings in the viewpoints of North Vietnamese military and 

civilians on trying to hold onto the city.  South of the river, Viet Cong lieutenant Hoang Anh De’s 

battalion was dug in throughout a neighborhood that the Marines were trying to take back. To him, it 

was “already apparent that the ‘general uprising’ part of the Tet plan was not happening,” Bowden 

writes.  “So Hoang had no illusions about keeping Hue permanently.  But he was going to make the 

Americans pay to take it back.” 

In Hanoi, General Dang Kinh, one of the prime architects and leaders of the Front’s efforts in Hue, was 

reaping the daily dividends as America took a severe public relations beating worldwide. 

Under General Ngo Quang Truong, the ARVN held the military base Mang Ca for the entire battle, and 

took back almost a third of the city’s historic Citadel, but at great cost.  Their elite special operations 

unit, Hac Bao, was decimated. As the rest of the city returned to American and ARVN control, Truong 

and his men were hunkered down in the 19th century bastion, pummeled by the last VC forces.   It was 

not until American and additional ARVN reinforcements were sent in, that they were able to finally 

overcome the VC opposition. 

Caught in between, in what Bowden describes as a “nightmare of bloodletting,” were thousands of 

civilians.  They endured forced labor, re-education, and the purging of what their captors called 

“enemies of the people.”  Describing the brutality of the North Vietnamese ideologues, Bowden writes, 

“There was no longer any pretense of building a new society.  The culling of enemies had its own 

unstoppable logic.”  Among those who ran the purges was Nguyen Van Quang, the young idealist who 

before the battle had smuggled arms in a duck boat. 

After several futile and deadly days, American forces would finally come up with a strategy to retake the 

city, block by block and building by building in some of the most intense urban combat since World War 

II.  The Battle of Hue would effectively end on February 25,1968. 

The final coup de grace, though, was delivered by a journalist.  CBS Evening News anchorman Walter 

Cronkite visited Hue toward the end of the battle to film a primetime documentary triggered by his own 

skepticism about official accounts.  At the close of the program, which aired on February 27, he stated 

that he now believed the war could not be won. Within a few weeks, President Lyndon B. Johnson 

announced he would not seek re-election, and soon after, General William Westmoreland was replaced 

by General Creighton Abrams. 

“The anchorman may not have declared an end to the war,” Bowden writes.  “but he had declared the 

end of something far more significant.  For decades, certainly since World War II, the mainstream press 

and, for that matter, most of the American public, believed its leaders, political and military.  Tet was 

the first of many blows to that faith in coming years.  Americans would never again be so trusting.” 

With unprecedented access to war archives in the US and Vietnam and interviews with participants from 

both sides, Bowden narrates each stage of this crucial battle through multiple points of view. Played out 

over twenty-four days of terrible fighting and ultimately costing more than 10,000 combatant and 

civilian lives, the Battle of Hue was by far the bloodiest of the entire war. When it ended, the American 



debate over the war was never again about winning, only about how to leave. In HUE 1968, Bowden 

masterfully reconstructs this pivotal moment in the American War in Vietnam. 

“From the perspective of nearly half a century,” Bowden writes, “the Battle of Hue and the entire 

Vietnam War seem a tragic and meaningless waste.  So much heroism and slaughter for a cause that 

now seems dated and nearly irrelevant.  The whole painful experience ought to have (but has not) 

taught Americans to cultivate deep regional knowledge in the practice of foreign policy, and to avoid 

being led by ideology instead of understanding.”  He concludes with a warning: “Beware of men with 

theories that explain everything.  Trust those who approach the world with humility and cautious 

insight.” 

#                    #                    # 

 

Mark Bowden, author of HUE 1968, is the author of thirteen books, including the #1 New York Times 

bestseller Black Hawk Down— “one of the finest combat reconstructions in the annals of warfare,” 

according to the Baltimore Sun. It has sold over 4 million copies. Bowden reported at the Philadelphia 

Inquirer for twenty years and now writes for the Atlantic, Vanity Fair, and other magazines. He is also 

the writer in residence at the University of Delaware. His most recent book is The Three Battles of 

Wanat: And Other True Stories.  Black Hawk Down was a finalist for the National Book Award in 

Nonfiction; his Killing Pablo won the Overseas Press Club’s 2001 Cornelius Ryan Award as the book of 

the year; and his Guests of the Ayatollah was listed by Newsweek as one of “The 50 Best Books for Our 

Times.”  Bowden has received the Abraham Lincoln Literary Award and the International Thriller Writers’ 

True Thriller Award for lifetime achievement 
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