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The Continuing Cold War and the Troubled 60s 

 

This module will explore the ongoing tension between the superpowers, the Vietnam War, as well as the 

social unrest and change in the troubled 60s.  

 

Before we look at the specifics of the decade of the 60s, let’s 

analyze images from the decade that will set the stage for our study. 

 
 Based on your understanding of the Origins of the Cold  
War and looking at this map of Southeast Asia, predict 
what might happen in the area?   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Study these three pictures that depict events early in the first years of the 60s.  Describe 

what’s  going on in each of the pictures.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Who do you think the man  is in all three pictures?  ________________________ 

What position do you think he might hold? ___________________________ 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/One-country-
two-halves-North-Vietnam-under-the-influence-of-

communism-whereas-South_fig3_333132045 
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Overview of the 60s Through the Eyes of the Presidents 

 

As you read the following overview highlighting the three men who became president during 

the decade of the 60s, underline key events associated with each president.   

 

John Kennedy—1961-1963   

 

As the 50s drew to a close, the nation prepared to elect a new president.  President 

Eisenhower had served eight years, which was the maximum amount allowed by the 

newly ratified 22nd Amendment.  The Republicans nominated Eisenhower’s Vice 

President, Richard Nixon, and the Democrats nominated the Massachusetts Senator, 

John Kennedy as their candidates for the 1960 presidential election.  This election 

marked the first time two presidential candidates had televised debates.  When 

Kennedy was narrowly elected and took office, he pledged to move forward with civil 

rights, to beat the Soviets by landing on the moon by the end of the decade, and to 

spread freedom around the world by stopping communism.  In 1961, Alan Shepard 

became the first American to travel into space.  Next, John Glenn orbited the Earth in 

1962.   The U.S. was now closing the gap with the Soviets in the space race.  In 1962, 

Kennedy almost went to war with the Soviet Union over Soviet missiles found on the 

island of Cuba, just 90 miles away from Florida and aimed at the U.S. However, war 

was averted.  He also had to deal with the Soviets in Berlin as the East German government began 

building a permanent wall separating East Berlin from West Berlin.  However, many of Kennedy’s plans 

came to a halt in 1963 when he was assassinated in Dallas, Texas.  His Vice President, Lyndon B. 

Johnson was now charged with completing and carrying out Kennedy’s plans.  

 

Lyndon B. Johnson—1963 to 1969 

 

Lyndon Johnson succeeded John Kennedy in 1963.  He pledged to continue 

Kennedy’s policies, but when he ran in 1964 for his own term,  he definitely had his 

own agenda for the United States.  After a landslide victory over Republican 

candidate, Barry Goldwater, Johnson felt he had the mandate of the people.  While 

Goldwater did lose, his ideas lived on and became the basis of the modern 

conservative movement in the Republican party.   Johnson did enjoy success with 

sweeping civil rights legislation passed in 1964 and 1965 as well as with social 

programs in his Great Society plan.  The most significant of these programs provided 

assistance for older Americans without health insurance and those living in 

poverty.  However, he was plagued with a regional war in the Southeast Asian nation 

of Vietnam that often clouded his domestic policies.  This conflict continued to 

escalate into an extended war that became more and more unpopular back 

home.  1968 was a critical year in the United States.  First, Johnson decided not to 

run for re-election due to his growing unpopularity over the war.  Second, two more assassinations rocked 

the nation in the spring and summer of 1968.  The leader of the civil rights movement, Dr. Martin Luther 

King, Jr., was assassinated on April 4, 1968, in Memphis Tennessee.  Protests and rioting broke out all 

over the country as a result.    Then on June 5, 1968, Robert Kennedy, brother of President John Kennedy 

and a Democratic candidate for president was assassinated in Los Angeles after winning the California 

primary.  One of Kennedy’s campaign promises had been that he would bring an end to U.S. involvement 

in Vietnam.  By the November election, the nation continued to be fractured, especially where the Vietnam 

War was concerned.   
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Overview of the 60s Through the Eyes of the Presidents 

 

As you read the following overview highlighting the three men who became president during 

the decade of the 60s, underline key events associated with each president.   

 

Richard Nixon—1969 to 1974   

 

In the fall of 1968, the Republicans chose Richard Nixon as their candidate for 

president.  Nixon, who served as Eisenhower’s Vice President, had previously 

run against and lost to John Kennedy in 1960.  While many thought his time in 

American politics was over after that loss, he emerged again as the choice of the 

Republicans.  In his campaign, Nixon pledged to bring an end to the war in 

Vietnam, promising peace with honor.  However, as the decade ended in 

1969,  the war continued to linger with no end in sight.   Nixon escalated the war 

by ordering the bombings in Cambodia, where it was believed that the North 

Vietnamese and Viet Cong were hiding and launching attacks into South 

Vietnam.   At home, the country still struggled with the unrest and anti-war 

protests throughout the nation.  Believing the only way to peace with honor, as 

Nixon pledged, would be to gradually turn over the operations of the war to the South Vietnamese 

government.   However, this did not begin until 1973 when the Paris Peace Accords were signed along 

with a cease-fire and the slow withdrawal of American troops.  This ended one of the most unpopular wars 

in U.S. history.  (NOTE—a study of Richard Nixon’s presidency excluding the Vietnam War will continue in 

the Modern American era.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This timeline has been provided to help you keep the chronology of key domestic and 

foreign events during the Vietnam War and the Troubled 60s in perspective. 

1960     1964        1968      1972  1976 

1956 

French 

withdraw 

from 

Vietnam 

Cuban  

Missile 

Crisis 

Space Race 

Kennedy sends 

more troops to 

Vietnam 

Kennedy       

Elected       

Johnson 

Elected 

Civil  

Rights  

Legislation 

Gulf of 

Tonkin  

Vietnam 

War Ends 

Bombing 

in 

Cambodia 

Escalation of 

U.S. troops 

Nixon 

Elected 
Kent State  

Shooting 

Anti-war Movement 

Nixon 

Reelected 
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On My Desk 

After reading about the three presidents, match two items from the list below that might be 
found on each President’s desk.  After placing the two items from the list on the desk, create 
a third item based on information from the reading that might be on each president’s 
desk.  Explain the reason for the third item you chose for each President..  

A. Announcement of the intention not to run for re-election 
B. Pictures of Viet Cong troops inside Cambodia 
C. Report from NASA detailing John Glenn’s flight on Mercury to orbit the earth 
D. Draft of a program to help with medical costs of people over the age of 65 
E. Copy of the Paris Peace Accord 
F. Draft of a speech announcing the blockade of Cuba 

 

Third Item for Kennedy 

Third Item for Eisenhower 

Third Item for Nixon 
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Understanding Key Terms 

 
Read the terms associated with the decade of the 60s.  In the third column of the 
chart, predict the effect of each term on the decade and beyond. 

Vocabulary 

Term 

Definition Effect 

Agent Orange  Powerful toxic chemical herbicide 

used by the U.S. military to clear the 

dense vegetation in Vietnam which 

often hid the Viet Cong soldiers  

 

Anti-war 

Movement  

Movement in the U.S., often on 
college campuses, protesting against 
continued participation in the Vietnam 
War; Examples-- sit-in protests and 
marches, draft card burning, and draft 
dodging by moving out of the country  

 

Bay of Pigs 

Invasion  

Name given the failed invasion of 

Cuba by U.S. forces while attempting 

to oust communist leader Fidel 

Castro  

 

Beat Generation  Literary movement that began in the 

late 1950s that often rejected the 

standard way of life in the U.S.; 

started in New York City and later 

spread to San Francisco  

 

Berlin Wall  Permanent wall built by the East 

German government in the city of 

Berlin to prevent their citizens from 

escaping to West Berlin; served as a 

symbol of the Cold War until it was 

 

Counterculture  A culture whose values differ 

significantly from the values of the 

majority; Examples--Hippies in the 

60s  
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Understanding Key Terms 

 
Read the terms associated with the decade of the 60s.  In the third column of the 
chart, predict the effect of each term on the decade and beyond. 

Vocabulary 

Term 

Definition Effect 

Credibility Gap  A gap occurring between the what the 

government reported as happening 

and what was being reported by 

journalists on the scene in Vietnam; 

caused distrust and a lack of 

 

Domino Theory  Theory based on the idea that if 
communism was allowed in one area, 
it would quickly spread to surrounding 
areas in a domino effect.   

 

Feminism  A movement in the 60s that began 

the modern women’s movement 

fighting against discrimination and 

equality; led by Betty Friedan  

 

Great Society  President Johnson’s domestic plan 

declaring a war on poverty and racial 

injustice; Examples--Medicare, 

Medicaid, Head Start Education 

project, and civil rights legislation in 

1964 and 1965  

 

Gulf of Tonkin 

Resolution  

Authorization by Congress that 

allowed President Johnson to 

escalate the war in Vietnam without a 

formal declaration of war  

 

Hippies  Name given to those in the 

counterculture who lived a life 

opposite of the established norm  
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Understanding Key Terms 

 
Read the terms associated with the decade of the 60s.  In the third column of the 
chart, predict the effect of each term on the decade and beyond. 

Vocabulary 

Term 

Definition Effect 

Medicare  President Johnson’s federal program 

to provide government insurance for 

those over the age of 65 without 

health insurance  

 

Medicaid  President Johnson’s program run by 
the states to help pay for health care 
for millions of low-income people and 
those with limited resources  

 

Peace with Honor  Phrase used by Richard Nixon in his 

presidential campaign promising that 

he would end the war honorably  

 

 

 

 

Race to the Moon  Symbolic race between the U.S. and 

the Soviet Union to be the first to land 

on the moon; The U.S. won the race 

by being the first in 1969 with Neil 

Armstrong’s famous quote when he 

set foot on the Moon.  “That’s one 

small step for (a) man--one giant leap 

for mankind.”  

 

Silent Majority  Name given the large group of people 

in the United States who do not state 

their opinions publicly, but rather stay 

silent  
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Understanding Key Terms 

 
Read the terms associated with the decade of the 60s.  In the third column of the 
chart, predict the effect of each term on the decade and beyond. 

Vocabulary 

Term 

Definition Effect 

Tet Offensive  1968 surprise offensive by the North 

Vietnamese and Viet Cong armies 

into South Vietnam; occurred on the 

Tet holiday which marks the 

Vietnamese New Year; resulted in 

large casualties for both sides  

 

 

Thirteen Days  The number of days the world waited 
to see the Soviet response to the 
U.S. blockade of Cuba; many 
believed this incident could start 
World War III  
 
 
 

 

Viet Cong  Name given to the Vietnamese 

communist guerilla soldiers who 

fought the South Vietnamese and 

U.S. forces during the Vietnam war  

 

 

 

Vietnamization  Policy of President Nixon to withdraw 

U.S. troops and transfer the 

responsibility of the war to the South 

Vietnamese government after the Tet 

Offensive  

 

 

War on Poverty  Name given President Johnson’s 

legislative plan to deal with the high 

national poverty rate; critics claimed it 

would create a welfare state  
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Key Events in the 1960s 

 

As you read about the key events of the 1960s, look for  key ideas in the passage 
that are critical to your understanding of the event.   Use these ideas to help you 
complete the activity at the end of each event. 

 

Crisis in Cuba 
 

In 1959, Fidel Castro and Che Guevara led a communist 

revolution on the island of Cuba. This became the first 

successful communist revolution in the Western 

Hemisphere.  During the revolution, the U.S. government 

formally aided the Bautista government against the 

communist government who were supported by the 

Soviets.  Cuba’s location, just ninety miles from Florida, 

prompted President Kennedy to order the unsuccessful 

invasion of the island at the Bay of Pigs in 1961.    

 

In 1962, U.S. intelligence uncovered images of a secret 

missile base in Cuba stocked with nuclear missiles from 

the Soviet Union aimed at the U.S.  President Kennedy 

ordered a blockade of the island to prevent further 

shipments coming into Cuba.  He also demanded that 

the missiles be dismantled and withdrawn.  Kennedy 

threatened to attack the Soviet Union directly if any 

missiles were launched at the U.S. from Cuba.  For 

thirteen days,  it appeared as if nuclear war was 

inevitable.  Finally, the Soviets, now under the 

leadership of Nikita Khrushchev, agreed to dismantle 

and withdraw the missiles.  This ended the 

crisis.  Kennedy responded by withdrawing the blockade 

as well as withdrawing some U.S. missiles in Turkey 

aimed at the Soviet Union.  The U.S. also promised not to invade the island of Cuba in the 

future.  Khrushchev’s unsuccessful gamble of placing missiles in Cuba is believed to be partly 

responsible for his removal from office two years later.  

 

Use the information from the passage to write a 3-2-1 summary: 

3 critical ideas from the passage: 

 

2 things I found most interesting: 

 

1 question I still have: 

 

https://www.ncpedia.org/media/
map/cuban-missile-crisis-map  
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Medicare and Medicaid Programs 

 
The idea for a national health insurance program 

can be traced back to  Theodore Roosevelt’s 

presidential platform in 1912.  In 1945, Harry 

Truman continued the push for national health 

insurance just seven months into his presidency as 

many felt that this area had been overlooked in the 

New Deal legislation.  However, the idea finally 

became reality as part of President Lyndon B. 

Johnson’s Great Society plan. In responding to 

evidence that less than half of Americans over the 

age of 65 had health insurance, the federal 

government passed the Medicare Act in 1964.  Medicare provided a federal insurance program to 

cover the costs of hospital services along with medical insurance to cover the costs of physician 

services for people over 65 eligible for Social Security. With 35 million Americans living in poverty 

in the 1960s—more than 20 percent of the population—the Medicaid Act of 1965 (Title XVIII and 

Title XIX of the Social Security Act Amendments of 1965) provided federal funds to the state.  The 

states were to use the money to provide assistance with health services costs for those with 

limited incomes.  Both of these programs illustrated the commitment of the federal government to 

improve the quality of life for its citizens.  Both programs became a source of debate regarding the 

role of the government in the lives of its citizens.  

1.Use ideas from the passage to write a $2.00 summary of the Medicare and 

Medicaid programs.  Each word you use costs 10 cents so the maximum number of 

words you use will be 20.  Be sure to get the main points, so choose your words 

wisely. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What is your opinion of the role the federal government should play in providing 

health care assistance for American citizens? 
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Vietnam War—Causes and U.S. Involvement  

 

 

Belief in the domino theory and fear that more countries would 

fall to communism prompted U.S. action when the Cold War 

tensions spread into the Southeast Asian country of 

Vietnam.  In 1954, communist leader Ho Chi Minh led a 

successful revolt in the former French colony of Indochina.  As 

a result, Indochina was divided into independent Laos and 

Cambodia, while Vietnam was divided into communist North 

Vietnam and non-communist South Vietnam.  The plan was to 

reunite Vietnam after free elections were held in 1956.   When 

the French withdrew from the area, the Soviet Union and 

China sent aid to North Vietnam. Both President Eisenhower 

and President Kennedy sent military advisors and aid to South 

Vietnam.   

 

During the two years prior to the planned 1956 election, Ho Chi Minh established a strong 

communist dictatorship in the North with plans to control South Vietnam.  Tensions mounted in 

the area as it became apparent that the elections would not be held.  Communist soldiers, called 

Viet Cong, began to wage a guerrilla war in the South, raiding villages and killing supporters of the 

South Vietnamese government.  In 1963, President Diem of South Vietnam was assassinated. 

Because of his brutal dictatorship in the South, the news was first met with relief by the U.S. 

government.  However, when chaos in South Vietnam resulted,  the U.S. sent more troops and 

aid to avoid a total collapse of the South Vietnam government.   

 

Use information from the passage to predict two effects of increased U.S. 

involvement in the Vietnam War. 

   

1. 

 

 

 

2. 

 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/One-country-
two-halves-North-Vietnam-under-the-influence-of-

communism-whereas-South_fig3_333132045 
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Vietnam War Escalation 

 
In 1964, North Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked American destroyers in the Gulf of 

Tonkin.  This led President Lyndon Johnson to ask Congress to approve the Gulf of Tonkin 

Resolution. The resolution authorized the president to take “all necessary measures to repel any 

armed attack” without asking for a formal declaration of war from Congress.  Johnson ordered 

airstrikes against naval bases in North Vietnam. When American bases were attacked in the 

South, Johnson increased the air strikes to include military targets, further escalating the war.  He 

also increased the number of American forces to over 500,000 personnel in response to the 

increase in aid coming to North Vietnam from other communist nations. The U.S. developed new 

weapons, including Agent Orange, in an attempt to halt the Viet Cong. Agent Orange was an 

herbicide that destroyed the thick jungle foliage that often hid the enemy. This herbicide not only 

caused harm to the environment but was also toxic to those who came in contact with it. 

 

The turning point in the war occurred in January of 1968. The Viet Cong launched surprise attacks 

throughout the South called the 

Tet Offensive.  As a result, the 

Viet Cong temporarily gained 

control of the American 

Embassy in Saigon. American 

and South Vietnamese forces 

counterattacked, claiming 

victory when they finally 

regained control. However, the 

victory came at a cost. The 

American public began to 

realize the ground war was not 

going as well as U.S. 

commanders claimed. 

 

Use the information from the passage to write a 321 summary: 

3 critical ideas from the passage: 

 

 

2 things I found most interesting: 

 

 

1 question I still have: 

Soldiers searching for Viet Cong--Image courtesy of National 

Archives  
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Problems at Home with the Vietnam War 

 

From 1965 until the end of the war, the increased presence of the media and television reporting, 

allowed Americans to see the destructive nature of the war first-hand.  What Americans saw on 

television often differed from what the government was telling them.  As a result, a “credibility gap” 

emerged between what the government said and what the people saw. This distrust and unrest 

was especially evident among the youth who began to stage anti-war rallies across the country. 

Burning their draft cards was just one action the protestors used to demonstrate their 

dissatisfaction with the war. Anti-war sentiment spilled over into the novels, music, and movies of 

the day, and often depicted a desire to rebel against the norms of society.   

 

“Hippies,” as they were called believed we should live in 

harmony with nature. They lived in communes which were 

groups of people who lived together, sharing property, 

possessions, and responsibilities. In the communes,  they 

experimented with a care-free lifestyle and believed all war 

was immoral.   The line was clearly drawn between the 

“doves” who saw the war as immoral and the “hawks” who 

saw the war as the way to stop communist aggression. In 

1968, President Johnson declined to run for re-election 

because of dissatisfaction over the war as the nation 

remained divided over our involvement in Vietnam. 

 

Use the information from the passage to create a 

cartoon that illustrates one of the problems 

occurring at home with the continuing Vietnam 

War. 
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Ending the Vietnam War 

 

Despite campaign promises of victory and “peace with honor,” Richard Nixon expanded the war in 

Vietnam after he became president in 1968. He ordered the bombing of neighboring Cambodia 

because military advisors believed it to be a place the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong often hid 

and launched their raids into South Vietnam. He took these strong actions because he felt the 

“silent majority” of American citizens still supported the war’s goal of controlling 

communism.  However, protests against the war—especially among the young, continued. In May 

1970 at Kent State, a university in Ohio, four students were killed and nine injured by the Ohio 

National Guard. Several of the students who were shot were involved in a protest of Nixon’s 

Cambodian Campaign, while others were innocent bystanders.  

 

When Nixon realized that American involvement must 

come to an end, he introduced his policy of 

“Vietnamization.” Under this policy, the U.S. would equip 

and train South Vietnamese forces while slowly 

withdrawing U.S. troops. It was a way in which the U.S. 

could hopefully achieve “peace with honor.” At the same 

time, Nixon continued to launch a  major aerial offensive 

called “Operation Linebacker” against the North 

Vietnamese. He even considered using nuclear power at 

this time but decided against it. 

 

President Nixon sent Secretary of State Henry Kissinger to 

Paris to negotiate peace. It was later discovered that 

secret peace negotiations had actually begun as early as 

1970. Nixon thought he had a ceasefire agreement to announce when he was re-elected in 1972, 

but the South Vietnam President Thieu rejected it and instead, Nixon ordered another bombing 

campaign. Finally, the two nations signed a cease-fire agreement that stated the US would leave 

South Vietnam by March of 1973, and the North Vietnamese agreed to simultaneously release 

any remaining American prisoners of war they still held. However, even with the U.S. gone, the 

fighting continued. The South Vietnamese army was no match for the North Vietnamese and in 

1975, Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese, the event that marked the official end of the war. 

 

Use the information from the passage to write a 321 summary: 

3 critical ideas from the passage: 

 

 

2 things I found most interesting: 

 

1 question I still have: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/

File:John_McCain_After_Being_Release

d_as_Prisoner_of_War.jpg 
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 Effects of the Vietnam War 

The Vietnam War had several significant effects.  Over 1 million Vietnamese were killed along 

with close to 60,000 Americans.  Many Americans became distrustful of any future conflicts and 

commitments of American troops and resources.  There was a significant attempt to limit a 

president’s ability to commit troops to extended combat without a formal declaration of war by 

Congress.  The War Powers Act of 1973 required the president to notify Congress if he planned to 

commit troops and obtain formal approval by the Congress if the troops were committed for more 

than sixty days.  President Nixon vetoed this law, but Congress overrode his veto making it law.   

 

The role of youth in the Vietnam conflict resulted in a change to the 

U.S. Constitution. In 1971, the Twenty-sixth Amendment was ratified 

to allow citizens to vote at the age of eighteen. Proponents believed 

it was only right to allow an eighteen-year-old to vote if he were old 

enough to be drafted into the military, and go to war and possibly die 

at the same age.  Sadly, the treatment of returning soldiers from 

Vietnam was quite different from the heroes' welcome given the 

returning GIs from World War II.  Most of this was due to the distrust 

and unrest over the war back home.  It was not until the completion 

of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, adjacent to the Lincoln Memorial, 

in 1982 that the nation began to recognize the sacrifice the soldiers 

had made. The memorial listed the names of the soldiers who 

sacrificed their lives in the war or were still missing.  Today, it has 

become a place where Americans can come to honor their service 

and sacrifice.   

 

 

 

After reading the effects of the war, look back at the effects you predicted after 
reading the section on the Causes of the Vietnam War and U.S. Involvement.   
 
 
What are two AHAs” (exclamation of surprise or conclusion) you now have? 
 
 
 
 
What is one question you still have? 
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The Personal Stories from the War 

 When you read about the war in general it is sometimes easy to forget the personal stories of 

men and women who actually served.  

First,  read about Roy Benavidez and highlight the actions that make him a recipient 

of the highest honor a soldier can receive, the Congressional Medal of Honor. 

 

Since Vietnam dominated the story of the decade, let us conclude by looking at a soldier’s 

personal perspective.  Richard Pena was a law student at the University of Texas when he was 

drafted and served as a medic in the last years of the Vietnam War. When the Paris Accords and 

cease fire were signed in 1973, Mr. Pena remained with a small U.S. force in Saigon for two more 

years.  Finally, in 1975, he finally left on the last U.S. plane leaving Vietnam. During his years in 

Vietnam, he kept a journal and when he returned home, he used this journal to write The Last 

Plane Out of Vietnam with his co-author, John Hagan.    In his book he relates what it felt like to 

be marched to the plane between two rows of North Vietnam soldiers representing the 

government in control of the country.  Throughout the book he offers his unique perspective on 

the war while at the same time showing the human consequences of our involvement in the war.  

 

Read each excerpt carefully,  write your personal reflection while answering the 

question posed after each.  
 

 “I am astonished by the opportunity that is before me.  I have been put in such a unique 

position.  Being assigned to the 3rd Field Hospital is a stroke of luck.  We at 3rd Field see a 

completely different side of war than anyone else in Vietnam.  Field is not a military post, 

but rather an individual hospital within the Saigon area. As a result, we are not bombarded 

with the usual barrage of military regulations. Although we seldom see the actual jungle 

combat of the war, we do see the results of the war in human terms, and we do see the 

war that is fought in the city. This refers not only to the mangled and maimed brought into 

the emergency room and operating room, but also to the effect the war has on the 

Vietnamese people.” pp. 54  

 

Personal Reflection—How does Mr. Pena’s view at the beginning of his tour of duty 

reflect his point of view on the Vietnam War? 

Roy Benavidez was a soldier from Texas who served in Vietnam.  In 
1968  he was credited with carrying eight members of his Special Forces 
team who were too injured to get to the helicopter sent to rescue 
them.   Heavy enemy fire hit the helicopter as it  was set to take 
off.  Benavidez regrouped the men and held off the enemy until another 
helicopter arrived.  Gravely injured in this attack,  he was not expected to 
live.  He received the Distinguished Service Cross at the time and 
later,  when the army discovered he had survived, he received the 
Congressional Medal of Honor for his bravery in 1981. 
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Read each excerpt carefully,  write your personal reflection 

while answering the question posed after each.  

 

 

“An allied Cambodian was flown to the hospital on a Saturday. ...I 

was present because I was on call. The lab summoned me to 

give some blood for the Cambodian....Immediately after I had 

given the blood, I was informed that he was coming into the OR. 

It was a desperate attempt to save his life. The doctors stated 

that he would not survive an operation, yet he would not survive 

without one. What a war! The Cambodian had his left leg 

amputated… My mind flashed to what my friends in Austin would 

be doing that very instant. The Texas Longhorns were opening the 1972 football season 

that night. My friends were probably sitting in the stands between the twenty- and forty-yard 

lines—all would have dates. It suddenly struck me that they were immune to the realities 

and horrors of war. Watching a football game seemed so trivial in comparison to the loss of 

life. How I envied them.”  pp. 92 

 

Personal Reflection—What specific evidence in the quote shows how Mr. Pena feels 

about the war?   

 

 

 

 

 

“So what can be said to the families of the 58,282 American soldiers who died or went 

missing? After nearly four decades, they still have not forgotten. History has not judged our 

country kindly when it comes to the Vietnam War. To these families, the least America can 

do is to say,...” pp. 129  

 

 

 

Personal Reflection—How would you answer the question, ”What should America 

say to the families of the soldiers who died or went missing?” 

 

 

 

 

 

If you could ask a question of Mr. Pena, what would that question be? 

 

  

 

 

18 © State Bar of Texas 
www.texaslre.org




