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American involvement in the Vietnam War (1955-1975) was one of the most 

tumultuous events in modern history.  More than fifty years since the war began, Vietnam 

remains an emotional topic.  The goal of this exhibit is to enlarge perspective for this 

unresolved era.  The Lehigh County Historical Society (LCHS) is seeking funding to 

assist in development, installation, marketing, and programming for an exhibit that will 

explore the Vietnam War.  This exhibit will open in early 2014.  The content will be 

visual, highly educational, and extremely patriotic.  

The Vietnam War haunts the national consciousness.  A disappointing concern 

is the disrespectful and insensitive treatment of Vietnam veterans who returned from the 

war.  For decades, especially in the immediate aftermath of the war, returning soldiers, 

sailors, and marines who sacrificed in the war were treated with disdain.  Public episodes 

of disrespect and hostility were common in American popular culture.  This exhibit will 

seek to atone for the ongoing humiliation that veterans of Vietnam have endured for 

decades.  

The exhibit will also explore how the Lehigh Valley responded to the conflict.  

Scheduled to open in 2014, the exhibit will include authentic artifacts.  The Lehigh 

Valley Heritage Museum has a collection of appropriate artifacts and plans to borrow 

additional artifacts and documents to augment the exhibit.   

Following WWII, Vietnam, then a French colony, fought for its independence.  

In the ensuing struggle, a communist government won control of the northern portion of 

the country, while the French-backed southern forces formed a separate government in 

Saigon.  Across the globe, communist nations supported the North, and non-communist 

countries favored the South.  The Domino Theory, popular among American political 

leaders in the 1950s, theorized that the fall of one nation to communism would, like 

cascading dominoes, topple all the others.  This theory asserted that the spread of 

communism in Vietnam would threaten the entire Free World.  It was a position held by 

powerful leaders, including Presidents Harry S. Truman and Lyndon B. Johnson.   

American support provided military advisers to South Vietnam in 1950.  Then 

American troop strength swelled in the early 1960s, with our first combat troops entering 



 

 

Vietnam in 1965.  American troop strength peaked at more than 530,000 in 1968, during 

the Tet Offensive.  After this, U.S. ground forces were gradually withdrawn as part of the 

process of Vietnamization. The Paris Peace Accords, signed in January 1973 officially 

ended the war, but isolated conflicts continued until 1975, when Saigon collapsed to the 

Communist North Vietnamese.   

At the start the U.S. military mobilized for war.  The Lehigh Valley provided 

vital support for American forces.  Local industries such as Mack Trucks, Western 

Electric, and Bethlehem Steel provided millions of dollars’ worth of wartime materiel 

including military vehicles, steel for ships and guns, and much more.  In 1967 alone, 

those three companies manufactured more than $9 million worth of war-related 

equipment. 

During the Vietnam War some 58,000 U.S. military personnel died.  1,666 

remain missing in action.  It is a painful lesson that has been slow to heal. Despite early 

support, the American public eventually became disillusioned with the deaths.  As the 

conflict escalated, President Johnson’s public strategy involved emphasizing the positive 

and downplaying the deadly reality of combat.  College students and other activist groups 

across the U.S. protested the war.  In the Lehigh Valley, twenty-nine residents joined the 

1965 March on Washington Protest.  They later formed the Lehigh-Pocono Committee of 

Concern for Vietnam. 

One goal of the exhibit is to explore the major issues surrounding the conflict, 

presenting visitors with several perspectives.  The exhibit will animate the war by 

incorporating personal stories of those who fought, those who labored in wartime 

industries, and others who protested the war.  During the research phase of the project, 

LCHS will conduct and record professional oral history interviews recording the 

experiences of combat veterans and others impacted by the war. 

Most young people know nothing about American or local history.  Funding is 

sought to assist in development and implementation of school and public programs 

related to the exhibit’s themes.  In November of 2008 the Intercollegiate Studies Institute 

issued a shocking report titled Our Fading Heritage. In it, the Institute warned that “Civic 

education needs to be improved significantly.”  This news underscores the public’s 

ignorance of our nation’s history and its federal institutions. Most of America’s troubles 

stem from a public that is alarmingly deficient in their history, the U.S. Constitution, and 

the role of all citizens to participate in local civic affairs.  For decades, the teaching of 

civics and the key texts of American history have been edged out by math and science, 

resulting in narrow-thinking adults, lacking perspective and civic ideals.  School 

materials will include interactive tours and classroom activities packets. Primary sources, 

both documents and artifacts, will be at the center of all educational materials for school 

use. These materials will incorporate Pennsylvania State Learning Standards. Previsit and 

postvisit materials will ensure that the tour’s learning experience is carried into the 

classroom. Public programs will include lectures, living history events, and much more. 



 

 

This will be an exhibition important enough to attract an audience from 

throughout the region.  It will have universal appeal within the community, the entire 

region, and throughout the country. Its true-life historical stories will resonate with 

people of every age, race, and gender. It will connect with history buffs, typical 

Americans, young students, and 7.6 million living veterans of the Vietnam War.  By 

focusing on local stories, younger visitors will find it easier to relate to the larger national 

wartime experience.  It will honor the sacrifice and courage of Vietnam War veterans in 

the Lehigh Valley and across America, veterans who gave their all. 

To attract a wide-ranging audience, the LCHS intends to mount a substantial 

public relations marketing campaign. Press releases to media outlets, direct mailings, and 

various forms of advertising will inform the public of this popular exhibit. We will 

promote feature stories for newspapers in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New York.  The 

exhibit will attract a substantial range of visitors to the Lehigh Valley Heritage Museum 

and to surrounding attractions and businesses.   

The exhibit team will be managed by LCHS Executive Director Joseph Garrera. 

Garrera has a Master’s degree in history from East Stroudsburg University and has 

curated numerous exhibits. Our Assistant Director Jill Youngken will curate the exhibit 

and handle collections management for the exhibit planning team. Youngken has a 

Master’s degree in history from Rutgers University and 16 years’ experience in the 

museum field. Curator of Education Programs Sarah Nelson Thayer will serve on the 

exhibit team, focusing on educational programming for the community. Thayer has a 

Master’s degree in history and a Certificate in Museum Studies from the University of 

Delaware. She has worked in the museum education field for 24 years.  

In an era when many people have lost their optimism, the lessons of history 

provide inspiration and positive guidance.  The Lehigh County Historical Society 

(LCHS) teaches the wisdom that history conveys.  History’s compelling lessons reveal 

the limits of United States power, the importance of individual resolve, and a nation’s 

ability to achieve victory despite dire circumstances.  By telling the story of the Vietnam 

War, the Lehigh County Historical Society is meeting an important goal of connecting 

Lehigh Valley history to a national topic. At its best, regional history should explain local 

stories about critical national events.  

The exhibit will delve beyond local stories to explore how the Vietnam War and its 

lessons continue to impact American popular culture today.  This exhibit will help people 

better understand central issues including national indivisibility, individual conscience, 

patriotism, and civic responsibility; key topics which reverberate in American discourse 

today.  
 


