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Contributor:  Peter Schwab 

ABOUT US  

The mission of the NYC Department of Records and Information Services (DORIS)  

is to foster civic life by preserving and providing public access to historical and contemporary 

records and information about New York City government. The agency ensures that City 

records are properly maintained following professional archival and record management 

practices. Materials are available to diverse communities, both online and in person. For more 

information about how DORIS can work with your school, please contact us via email: 

education@records.nyc.gov or visit our website. Follow us on social media! 

@nycrecords @nycarchives @nycrecords @nycdeptofrecords 

https://www.nyc.gov/site/records/index.page
https://twitter.com/nycrecords
https://www.instagram.com/nycarchives/
https://www.facebook.com/nycrecords
https://www.youtube.com/nycdeptofrecords
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OVERVIEW  

Imagine you’re a 19-year-old in the United States during the late 1960s and the early 1970s. 

Many young men were drafted to fight in Vietnam, while others joined the antiwar movement 

- led by students, civil rights activists, and religious leaders —who opposed the war on political, 

moral, and economic grounds. This divisions created deep rifts across American society, 

sparking widespread protests that were often peaceful but turned confrontational.   

This curriculum aid introduces high school students to the Vietnam War, a conflict that shaped 

U.S. history, politics, and culture but may be unfamiliar to today’s students. Using original 

documents, photographs, audio clips, and reference sources from the Municipal Archives and 

Library, students will explore how New Yorkers experienced and responded to the war. 

They will examine letters from Dear America: Letters Home from Vietnam, which bring to life 

the voices of young American soldiers overseas. Students will also connect these personal 

accounts to the growing antiwar movement, which deepened the sense of futility expressed in 

many of the letters. Archival records from the Handschu Collection provide a firsthand look at 

New York City’s demonstrations, including the 1970 Hard Hat Riot. Following the tragic killing 

of four students at Kent State University by the Ohio National Guard, protests spread to New 

York. Demonstrators picketed the Stock Exchange and gathered at Federal Hall in rallies that 

drew thousands—including high school students and teachers—before violent clashes broke 

out between construction workers and antiwar demonstrators. 

Through engagement with these historic sources, guided discussion, and critical analysis, 

students will gain a deeper understanding of the Vietnam War, the United States’ role in it, and 

its lasting impact on communities at home. Just as importantly, they will reflect on how the 

human costs of conflict—abroad and in American cities—continue to shape debates about 

citizenship, activism, and public memory today. 



 

VIETNAM ERA: WAR ABROAD, CONFLICT AT HOME  4 

TEACHER’S GUIDE  

The heart and soul of this curriculum aid is its primary sources, the firsthand accounts of the 

Vietnam War era. An interview with one of the novelists of The Ugly American, Eugene 

Burdick, reveals the cultural ignorance and naivete of American soldiers abroad, especially in 

Southeast Asia. In the novel, through the letters of American soldiers deployed in Vietnam, 

the authors bring to life the failures of American foreign relations. Here you may challenge 

students to develop ideas related to the political implications that they learned about in the 

interview.     

Letters in Dear America are personal narratives by soldiers who served in Vietnam. Students 

will engage with the thoughts and decisions expressed by each writer, treating the letters as 

important historical evidence. These deeply personal stories will shed light on the lives, 

struggles, and emotions of those who experienced the war. By approaching the letters as 

historical sources, students can explore both the political and cultural context of the era. 

Encourage students to read closely to observe how the human cost of this conflict is reflected 

in the language, tone, and content of each piece.  

Police reports are strong sources allowing students to view accounts of an event, in this case, 

the Hardhat Riot. They should be approached with a critical eye, as there can be biases based 

on the officer’s perspective. Your students will need to differentiate a primary source from a 

secondary source when scanning through the articles. The college flyer serves as a primary 

source, providing students with a glimpse into the lives of college students in 1970. The 

antiwar message and the reference to the Kent State shootings still resonate with students 

today.    

Please note, students may encounter historical texts that contain language or descriptions 

considered offensive by contemporary standards. Please preview the book sections prior to 

sharing with students. 
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STANDARDS  

New York State Common Core Social Studies 9-12 Framework 

12.G4e Citizens participate in civic life through volunteerism and advocacy, including efforts 

such as contacting elected officials, signing/organizing petitions, protesting, canvassing, and 

participating in/organizing boycotts. 

11.9 Students will examine reasons for declining public confidence in government, including 

America’s involvement in Vietnam, student protests, the growing antiwar movement, and the 

Watergate affair. 

See also additional standards referenced by the Activism and the Vietnam War segment: 

9-10 RH 1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, 

attending to such features as the time and place of publication, origin, and authorship. 

11-12 RH 1: Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary 

sources, connecting insights gained from specific details to an understanding of the source as a 

whole.  

9-10 RH 7: Integrate and evaluate visual and technical information (e.g., in research data, 

charts, graphs, photographs, videos, or maps) with other information in print and digital texts.  

11-12 RH 7: Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse 

formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to address a 

question or solve a problem 

Civics for All: Grades 9-12, Part 1 

See pages 198 – 204: Activism and the Vietnam War; very comprehensive materials and, for 

the most part, reusable by teachers. 

https://www.nysed.gov/sites/default/files/programs/curriculum-instruction/ss-framework-9-12.pdf
https://www.weteachnyc.org/media2016/filer_public/a2/61/a261e54f-c5cf-4dfc-96e8-c9ae538da570/c4a_guide_grade_9-12_part_2_2020.pdf
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KEY WORDS AND PHRASES  

AO (Area of Operations) - Four core tactical zones for the purpose of military operations  

Capitalism - An economic and political system in which the country's trade and industry are 

managed by private owners for profit 

Case Church Amendment - A 1973 bill that prevented future use of American forces in 

Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos without Congressional authorization  

Cold War - A conflict between Western capitalist and Soviet Union communism after WWII 

characterized by the arms race and the continued threat of nuclear conflict 

Communism - A political and economic ideology that aims to create a classless society where 

resources are distributed by need and the government has economic control 

Democratic - Power of the people who exercise it through voting and representation 

Domino Effect - a theory that if one country falls to communism, neighboring countries will 

follow 

Draft - A system requiring young men to register for potential military service which, during the 

Vietnam War, fueled antiwar protests 

French Indochina - French colonial territories in Southeast Asia marked by exploitation, 

cultural clashes and resistance movements that led to its dissolution in 1954  

Graft - Illegal activity including contract bidding and pocketing resources prevalent in both the 

US and South Vietnam's involvement in the Vietnam War 

Ho Chi Minh - President of North Vietnam from 1945-1969 who led the nationalist movement 

against the Japanese, French Colonialist power and US-backed South Vietnamese 

Kent State shooting - May 4, 1970, members of the National Guard fired on unarmed Kent 

State University students at antiwar protests. Four students were killed, nine were wounded 
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Mao Zedong - Former chairman of the Chinese Communist Party who inspired the Vietnamese 

communists and provided them military support 

Ngo Diem - The first president of South Vietnam from 1955-1969 who was widely considered a 

corrupt dictator 

North Vietnam/South Vietnam - Two separate states that existed between 1954 and 1975. 

North Vietnam was a communist state supported by the Soviet Union and China and South 

Vietnam, a non-communist state supported by the United States 

Political Ideology - a set of beliefs that explain how society should operate, which includes the 

economy, government and social issues 

Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) - Student activist group in the 1960s that opposed 

the Vietnam War 

Soviet Union - A communist state and global power the existed from 1922-1991 founded on 

the ideology of Marxism-Leninism 

VC/Viet Cong - A derogatory label used by the South Vietnamese government, and later by the 

American media, to describe communist insurgents in Vietnam employing unconventional 

warfare tactics 

https://nycrecords.access.preservica.com/uncategorized/IO_0ec08d0d-e491-42db-8e0f-

f8da64fd8749/ 

INTERNAL LINK  

EXTERNAL LINK  

https://www.nytimes.com/1970/05/09/archives/-violence-on-the-right.html?

searchResultPosition=1 

https://nycrecords.access.preservica.com/uncategorized/IO_0ec08d0d-e491-42db-8e0f-f8da64fd8749/
https://nycrecords.access.preservica.com/uncategorized/IO_0ec08d0d-e491-42db-8e0f-f8da64fd8749/
https://www.nytimes.com/1970/05/09/archives/-violence-on-the-right.html?searchResultPosition=1
https://www.nytimes.com/1970/05/09/archives/-violence-on-the-right.html?searchResultPosition=1
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A TIMELINE OF THE VIETNAM ERA  

1968 

The Tet Offensive begins in North Vietnam. 

Eugene McCarthy and Robert F. Kennedy run 

for the Democratic nomination on anti-war 

platforms.  

1973 

The Case-Church Amendment is passed 

by Congress, prohibiting further military 

action in Southeast Asia. The draft is 

suspended, and U.S. combat operations 

end in Vietnam. 

1975 

American troops begin to evacuate 

Vietnam. 

Millions of people march across the country 

in protest.  

1969 

The Kent State shootings occur when the 

Ohio State Guard killed four and wounded 

nine unarmed student demonstrators. The 

May 1970 student strikes begin, involving 

more than 900 colleges, universities, and high 

schools.  

1970 

1954 

The Geneva Accords, temporarily dividing 

Vietnam along the 17th parallel, broke up 

French Indochina into multiple countries, 

creating a communist North Vietnam and 

a U.S. and French-backed South Vietnam.  

1964 

The bombing of North Vietnam begins. The 

US deploys combat troops to Vietnam. 

1966 

A change in the draft policy makes it harder 

for students to get deferments.  

1967 

100,000 people demonstrate at the Lincoln 

Memorial.  

Campus teach-ins and protests begin, led by 

Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).  

1965 

1955 

Often considered the official start of U.S. 

involvement was the establishment of U.S. 

Assistance Advisory Group. Their goal was 

training and advising the South Vietnamese 

army.   

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2Fsearch%3Fsca_esv%3D4bb3ee777edb1788%26sxsrf%3DAE3TifOU0SAYXA-_jq9oJw8xqLdTp2UkXA%253A1752095051208%26q%3DGeneva%2BAccords%26sa%3DX%26ved%3D2ahUKEwjZiI_Z1rCOAxXMFVkFHSQDH_0QxccN
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PRIMARY SOURCE  1  

 
The Ugly American is a 1958 political novel by Eugene Burdick and William Lederer that 

depicts the failures of the U.S. Diplomatic Corps in Southeast Asia. The book caused a 

sensation in diplomatic circles and had major political implications.  

Listen to a talk given by co-author Eugene Burdick, which was delivered at a WNYC Books and 

Authors Luncheon in 1967, where Burdick discussed key thoughts and ideas of the novel.  

Play audio clip from 20:00-25:21 

1. Why is it that Burdick refers to the people representing America abroad as the ‘cutting 

edge’? 

2. According to Burdick, what are the consequences, if the people on this cutting edge don’t 

do their job well? 

3. Based on your experience, to what extent has America adopted the ideas expressed by 

Burdick and Lederer since the 1950s? What, if any, gaps remain? 

4. How would you relate the experience of the soldiers in Vietnam to the ideas expressed by 

Burdick and Lederer? 

QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 1  

https://nycrecords.access.preservica.com/uncategorized/IO_0ec08d0d-e491-42db-8e0f-f8da64fd8749/
https://nycrecords.access.preservica.com/uncategorized/IO_0ec08d0d-e491-42db-8e0f-f8da64fd8749/
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More than 25 years after the official end of the Vietnam War, “Dear America“ allowed the 

country to witness the war firsthand through the eyes of the men and women who served in 

Vietnam. In this collection of more than 200 letters, they share their first impressions of the 

rigors of life in the bush, their longing for home and family, their emotions over the conduct 

of the war, and their ache at the loss of a friend in battle.  

DEAR AMERICA: LETTERS HOME FROM VIETNAM  

Cover of book from Municipal Library Collection: call # 959.704 D43 da 
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PRIMARY SOURCE  2A  

Beginning of “Ambush” poem, written by Lt. James McLeroy 
from the book Letters Home From Vietnam. Municipal Library Collection. 
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PRIMARY SOURCE 2B  

Second page of “Ambush” poem, written by Lt. James McLeroy,  
from the book Letters Home From Vietnam. Municipal Library Collection. 
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First Lt. James McLeroy came from a military family. His tour of Vietnam began in May 1967, 

when he spent six months with Company C, Team A-104, 5th Special Forces Group. He fought in 

the Battle of Kham Duc, a large-scale battle at the height of the Vietnam War. His rich detail 

shares what was little known and reported on at the time.  

QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 2  

1. “Yet we, too, die while winning such fights.” – Please comment on this line.  

2. How does the writer of this poem feel about the righteousness of the American presence – 

‘The Cause’ – in Vietnam? 
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PRIMARY SOURCE  3A  

Part 1 of letter from Robert C. (“Mike”) Ransom Jr., from the book  

Letters Home From Vietnam, Municipal Library Collection. 
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PRIMARY SOURCE  3B  

Part 2 of letter from Robert C. (“Mike”) Ransom Jr., from the book  

Letters Home From Vietnam, Municipal Library Collection. 
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QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 3  

1. Please summarize the ‘new ideas about the war’ the writer of this letter has acquired while 

discussing the war with other soldiers. 

2. What are the differences in motivation between the Viet Cong (VC) and the American 

soldiers? Who, according to the letter, is likely in the right? 

3. Mike Ransom, in “Cherries”: First Impressions, shares observations of his infantry through 

the eyes of a new soldier. How does he describe the different recruits in his division?  

4. Ransom speaks with admiration of the Viet Cong soldiers he has heard about. Describe 

why he feels this way. 
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PRIMARY SOURCE  4A  

First section of letter by Cameron MacDonald to his mother, from the book 

Letters Home From Vietnam, Municipal Library Collection. 
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PRIMARY SOURCE  4B  

Second section of letter by Cameron MacDonald to his mother,  from the book 

Letters Home From Vietnam, Municipal Library Collection. 



 

VIETNAM ERA: WAR ABROAD, CONFLICT AT HOME  19 

Cameron MacDonald was a lance corporal assigned to Company F, 2nd Battalion, 5th 

Regiment, 1st Marine Division. From October 1968 to November 1969 his unit patrolled the 

areas of Da Nang, An Hoa and Chu Lai. He now lives in Lake Mary, Florida, where he builds 

custom furniture. 

QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 4  

1. Cameron wrote his mother after his troop discovered a cache of enemy weapons. Why 

was this discovery by US troops crucial in the conflict with the Viet Cong and North 

Vietnamese? 

2. Based on Cam’s description, how would you describe the morale of the American troops? 

3. Please relate Cameron’s idea of wanting to join the Civil Action Program unit to the 

recommendations of Burdick and Lederer.  

4. In the section “Humping the Boonies,” which means traveling though rough terrain, 

Cameron describes several days in the mountains of Vietnam. Describe the physical 

demands placed on these young men.  What do you feel was the emotional toll on these 

soldiers?    
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PRIMARY SOURCE  5  

Letter from Jack Swender, from the book  

Letters Home From Vietnam, Municipal Library Collection. 

QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 5  

1. Based on Jack’s letter why does he feel is it important to fight communism? Do you think 

this was achievable?  

2. How are Jack’s thoughts similar to the ideas expressed by Burdick and Lederer, in The Ugly 

American?  
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On May 4, 1970, thirteen students were shot, four of them fatally, at Kent State University in 

Ohio by National Guardsmen as they demonstrated against the U.S. involvement in the 

Vietnam War and U.S. incursions into neutral Cambodia. One of the dead was Jeffrey Glenn 

Miller, who was from a New York City suburb on Long Island, which led to funeral proceedings 

in Manhattan and Long Island and, in turn, helped fuel local activism. As a show of sympathy 

for the dead students, New York Mayor John Lindsay, a Republican, ordered all flags at New 

York City Hall to be flown at half-staff on May 8, the day of the riot. 

The Hard Hat Riot occurred in New York City on May 8, 1970, when around 400 construction 

workers and around 800 office workers attacked around 1,000 demonstrators affiliated with 

the student strike of 1970. In the days before the riot, there were anti-war protests on Wall 

Street and smaller clashes between construction workers and anti-war demonstrators. The 

students were protesting the May 4 Kent State shootings and the Vietnam War, following the 

April 30 announcement by President Richard Nixon of the U.S. invasion of neutral Cambodia. 

Some construction workers carried U.S. flags and chanted, "USA, All the way" and "America, 

love it or leave it." Anti-war protesters shouted, “Peace now." 

The riot, first broke out near the intersection of Wall Street and Broad Street in Lower 

Manhattan. It led to a mob scene with more than 20,000 people in the streets, eventually 

leading to a siege of New York City Hall, and an attack on Pace University that lasted more 

than three hours. Around 100 people, including seven policemen, were injured on what 

became known as Bloody Friday. Six people were arrested, but only one of them was a 

construction worker associated with the rioters. Nixon invited the hardhat leaders to 

Washington, D.C., and accepted a hardhat from them. 

THE HARD HAT RIOT  
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PRIMARY SOURCE 6  

New York Times Editorial: May 9, 1970, Violence on the Right 

Click here to read the digital version of the New York Times article below. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1970/05/09/archives/-violence-on-the-right.html?searchResultPosition=1
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QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 6  

1. How does the writer of the editorial characterize the political climate at the time of the 

riot? 

2. What did Mayor Lindsay want May 8 to be about? 

3. What did the student protesters intend to do? 

4. How did the ‘helmeted building tradesmen’ respond? 

5. Why, according to the editorial, do the hardhats hate the students? 

6. How do the hardhats feel about Mayor Lindsay? 

7. What role did the police play in the riot? 

8. According to the writer of the editorial – what are the larger concerns coming out of the 

riots on May 8? 
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PRIMARY SOURCE 7  

Newsday, May 12, 1970 

QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 7  

1. According to this article, what motivated the anger and, ultimately, the violent actions of 

the tradesmen? 

2. Based on this article, would you say the violence on May 8th was of a political nature, or 

had a different origin? 

3. What irony does the writer see in the tradesmen’s objection to the obscene language used 

by the students and their own behavior towards women?  
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PRIMARY SOURCE 8  

From the Municipal Archives Handschu Collection,  
Hard Hat Demonstration files, 1970. File Box 1, Folder 61.10.2. 
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QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 8  

1. How does this document relate to the Hard Hat Riots in NYC? 

2. What events and government activities are the authors of the flyer concerned about? 

3. The flyer states "the government is trying to kill us."  

4. Who is 'us' in this context? 

5. What evidence for this statement do the authors of the flyer cite? 

6. How might a representative of the Nixon administration have responded to this 

statement? 

7. Given the government activities referred to in the flyer, would you have gone to the 

demonstration on May 8? If so, what would have been your primary motivation for going? 
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PRIMARY SOURCE 9A  

Statement to Police by observer, , page 1. From the Municipal Archives Handschu Collection,  
Hard Hat Demonstration files, 1970. File Box 1, Folder 61.10.2. 
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PRIMARY SOURCE 9B  

Statement to Police by observer, page 2. From the Municipal Archives Handschu Collection,  
Hard Hat Demonstration files, 1970. File Box 1, Folder 61.10.2. 
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QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 9  

1. What was William Dorfer doing prior to being assaulted by construction workers? 

2. What, specifically, about Dorfer may have provoked the assault on him? 

3. Describe the behavior of the two policemen standing nearby during and after the assault 

on Dorfer. How does their behavior compare with Dorfer’s expectations of police? How 

does it compare with your own expectations? 

4. Please refer back to Robert Mayer’s editorial in Newsday (Primary Source 7):  

5. “… the construction workers cracked … they beat up the kids, kicked them, punched them, 

while the city’s policemen, many of them brothers under the uniform, stood off to the side 

and smiled.” 

6. What might Mayer mean when he refers to the policemen—from the point of view of the 

construction workers—as “brothers under the uniform”? Why doesn’t their ‘brotherhood’ 

extend to Dorfer? 
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PRIMARY SOURCE  10  

Beating of a Student Protester in Lower Manhattan during the Hard Hat Riots, May 8, 1970.  

From the Municipal Archives Handschu Collection, Hard Hat Demonstration files, 1970.  

File Box 1, Folder 61.10.2. 
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QUESTIONS—PRIMARY SOURCE 10  

In the picture, a Hard Hat rioter is beating a student protester. Knowing what you know about 

the Vietnam war in general and the Hard Hat Riot specifically, imagine the physical altercation 

depicted above as a conversation.   

1. What might the man in the hard hat have to say to the student, and what would the 

student say in return? 

2. Taking it one step further, a soldier just returned from Vietnam can be added to this 

hypothetical conversation as well. Summarize the arguments brought forward by each 

party of the conversation. What were the key differences of opinion? Were any of them 

resolved? 

3. What are the other people in the photos doing? 
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CULMINATING ACTIVITIES  

Primary Source Analysis: In small groups, discuss the most impactful sources that you’ve 

encountered in this curriculum aid. Which sources were most surprising? Which sources left 

you with further questions? Why? Include compelling or powerful quotes from the sources to 

justify your choices.  

Roleplay: Analyze the photo related to the Hard Hat Riot. Knowing what you now know about 

the Vietnam War in general and the Hard Hat Riot specifically, imagine the physical altercation 

depicted as a conversation instead.  

1. What might the men in the hard hat(s) say to the student(s), and what would the  

student(s) say in return? 

2. In addition, what do you think writers James McLeroy (Primary Source 2) or Robert C. 

“Mike” Ransom (Primary Source 3) may contribute to this discussion? 

3. Summarize the arguments brought forward by each party of the conversation. 

4. What were the key differences of opinion? Were any of them resolved? 

Whole Class/Small Group Discussion: 

1. What wars are currently being fought in the world? 

2. Related to these wars, what sort of anti-war efforts are you aware of? 

3. How is war reflected in books, poems, opinion pieces, or songs you know? 

4. Do you have any friends or family members who have experienced war first-hand? If so, 

what do you know about their experience? 

5. How is the American National Anthem related to war? 


