
I. VIETNAM WAR � spread across 5 presidencies and spanned 25 years � Direct U.S  

involvement from 1963-1973 

    A. France lost control of Vietnam after the battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954  
1. U.S. by 1954 had financed about 80% of France’s war effort.  

         2. Ho Chi Minh leader of Communists: Vietminh  
         3. Geneva Conference, 1954 -- Agreement reached to divide country into north  

     and south along the 17th parallel until a 1956 unifying election.  
           a. Ho Chin Minh accepted based on assurance that Vietnam-wide elections  

      would occur within two years.  

         b. Eisenhower refused to sign Geneva agreement  
              -- Domino Theory -- if one country falls to communism, other  

surrounding countries will fall, one right after the other, like dominoes  
(included Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, Burma, maybe India)  

c. In the south, pro-western government under Ngo Dinh Diem took control  
in Saigon. 
 

    B. Vietnam’s Civil War  
         1. The Ngo Dinh Diem Regime  
             a. U.S. backed Ngo Dinh Diem  
                  i. Nationalist and fierce anti-communist  

                  ii. Aloof and aristocratic Catholic autocrat ruling over a nation of poor  
    Buddhist peasants.  

             b. Ngo canceled 1956 elections and seriously divided the country.  
             c. Eisenhower promised economic and military aid to Ngo’s regime in return  

   for social reforms.  
             d. Dulles created the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) in  

   order to prop up Diem's regime; Britain & France included  

                  i. US pledged to prevent communist expansion in Asia (Vietnam &  
    China) -- Sent in military advisors to train S. Vietnamese forces  

         2. In response, the Vietcong’s (VC) political arm, the NLF (National Liberation  
              Front), was formed in South Vietnam and tied to Ho Chi Minh in the north.  

             a. Consisted of Vietminh and other groups opposed to Ngo.  
             b. Supported by China and the Soviet Union  
             c. Promised economic reform, reunification with the north, and genuine  

  independence -- Goal: Topple pro-American government from power 
             d. NLF assassinated 2,000 government officials during 1960.  
             e. Civil War resulted  

 

    C. Kennedy and Vietnam  
         1. Kennedy had to choose between abandoning Ngo or deepening US involvement.  
             -- Increased US military advisors from 652 to 16,000  
                 a. Goal was to strengthen S. Vietnam Army with US technology.  

                 b. Also hoped to pressure Ngo into making necessary reforms.  
         2. Fall of Ngo Dinh Diem  
             a. Buddhist monk set himself on fire to protest Ngo’s regime (self-immolation)  

                   -- Photos of this changed world opinion overnight.  
             b. Nov.1, 1963, a coup by S. Vietnamese generals overthrows and kills Ngo.  
                  i. Tacitly supported by US as Ngo’s corruption seen as a liability.  
                  ii. Three weeks later JFK is assassinated.  

         3. The question of whether or not Kennedy would have pulled out of Vietnam still        
remains unanswered today.  

 

 



    D. Johnson’s War -- "I’m not going to be the president who saw SE Asia go the way  
          China went."  

         1. Johnson rejects any settlement in Vietnam not guaranteeing a non-communist  
  government.  

         2. Gulf of Tonkin Resolution  
             a. Early Aug. 1964, Johnson announced N. Vietnamese torpedo boats had  

                    attacked two US destroyers on international waters Aug. 2 and 4   
   patrolling off the coast of N. Vietnam in the Gulf of Tonkin -- "Attacks  
   were unprovoked"  

             b. Congress almost unanimously passes Gulf of Tonkin Resolution.  

                  -- Gave Johnson more authority to widen the war effort w/o waiting for  
    Congress to declare war.  

             c. Years later, it became known that US ships were helping S. Vietnamese  

                    commandos raid N. Vietnamese islands and that attacks were not  
   "unprovoked"  

             d. In response, Johnson ordered a "limited" retaliatory air raid against North  
                   Vietnamese air bases, stating he sought "no wider war"  

             e. Major point: LBJ’s major error was using the G of T Resolution to justify  
                   his widening of the war without seeking congressional and popular  

   approval.  

         3. Decision to escalate  

             a. As situation unraveled, initial objective of S. Vietnamese stabilization no  

   longer viable  

                  i. The further U.S. got in, the harder it was to get out  

                  ii. Military demanded more bombing & escalation  

                  iii. Domino theory continually cited despite China turning inward during  

                       its Cultural Revolution and Soviet desire to promote  

    negotiations.  

             b. Under advisement, Johnson considered escalation w/o assurances that it  

   would succeed. This was the fatal flaw in U.S. policy.  

         4. Increase of US troops  

             a. 1965 -- 184,000; 1966 -- 385,000; 1967 -- 485,000; 1968 -- 538,000  
                   -- Increases in US troops matched by increased numbers of North  

    Vietnamese soldiers fighting with the Vietcong and increased  
    aid from USSR and China.  

             b. Annual bill more than $30 billion.  
         5. US forces initially but falsely optimistic about a short successful war effort  
             a. Tenacity and devotion of the N. Vietnamese was greatly underestimated.  

             b. Ho Chin Minh had warned the French "you can kill ten of my men to one of  
                   yours, but even at those odds, you will lose and I will win.  
 
II. Fighting the Vietnam War  

    A. Air War  
         1. Air strikes were preferred because it cost less US lives.  
         2. By 1967, US had dropped more bombs on Vietnam than the Allies dropped during  
              all of WWII.  
         3. Vietcong used 30,000 miles of tunnels to ship supplies and escape bombing �  

   system used since wars against China 1000 years earlier  
     

    B. Ground War  
         1. Search and destroy missions to combat guerrilla tactics was common  
             a. constantly urged significant escalation of U.S. ground troops.  

             b. Just finding the enemy was difficult  



             c. "The guerrilla wins if he does not lose, the conventional army loses if it  
                   does not win"; by definition, US was losing.  

             d. Dense, humid, hot hostile jungle terrain  
         2. Vietcong knew the terrain and had much better peasant support.  
         3. "Pacification" programs -- Villages were uprooted by US and people moved to  
   cities.  

         4. Average age of US soldier in Vietnam was 19  
  
    C. Tet Offensive in 1968 – beginning of the end to U.S. involvement in Vietnam  
         1. officials had been claiming the war’s end was "coming into view"  

         2. Tet New Year, Jan 30. 1968, massive coordinated strike by North Vietnam  
             a. 67,000 Vietcong attacked 100 cities, bases, and embassy  
             b. Offensive lasted approx. one month.  

             c. Thousands of casualties on both sides.  
         3. Tet Offensive not militarily successful for Vietnam but psychologically destroyed  
              American hopes.  
 

III. Critics of US policy  
    A. Antiwar movement  
         1. Starts with 1965 bombing escalation; antiwar sentiment explodes.  

         2. Religious, anti-nuke, women, civil rights groups all joined in the anti-war effort.  
         3. Draft the biggest cause for protest  
         4. Draft numbers increased from 5K per month in 1965 to 50K per month in 1967.  
             a. Poor were twice as likely to be drafted as middle class (until lottery in  

    1970)  
             b. Thousands of draft registrants fled to Canada; others burned their draft  
    cards  
         5. Millions of Americans felt pinch of war-induced inflation 

  
    B. Press  
         1. Technology allowed Vietnam to brought into American’s living rooms with very  

              little censoring of the press.  
         2. Military assessments and data was questioned.  
         3. Public support for the war eventually plunged from 40% to 26%.  
 

    C. Hawks and Doves argued over US role.  
         1. Hawks defended president’s policy and drew on Truman’s containment policy.  
         2. Doves argued war was a civil war in which U.S. should not get involved.  

         3. Most Americans neither but disturbed by the war and protests.  
         4. Tet changed public opinion dramatically  
 
 

IV. Nixon and Vietnam  
    A. 1969, Nixon publicly claimed he had a secret plan for ending the war � He didn’t; it  

  went on for 4 more years at the cost of thousands of American lives.  

    B. "Nixon Doctrine" 
  1. "Vietnamization"  
              a. Nixon called for a withdrawal of US troops over a period of time.  
             b. South Vietnam would receive US money, weapons, training, and advice so  

   that they could gradually take over the burden of fighting the Vietcong   
   -- By 1973, number of US soldiers reduced from 500K to 25K.       

2. Expansion of the war by stepped-up bombing and ground attacks  

 



    C. Continuing protests � Doves wanted an immediate withdrawal that was complete,        

  unconditional, and irreversible.  

 
    D. Negotiations in Paris  
         1. Talks had begun in 1968 between US supported Thieu government and the North   
   Vietnam supported Vietcong.  

             a. US position: all N. Vietnam forces should withdraw from S. Vietnam and  
    Thieu government should remain.  
              b. N. Vietnam: US troops withdraw; coalition government including Vietcong  

   should replace Thieu  
 

    E. Bombing of Cambodia -- The Secret War  
         1. Nixon ordered secret bombing of Cambodia, Laos, & N. Vietnam in March, 1969.  

             a. Purpose was to cut off communist supply lines but ultimately failed.  
             b. Wasn’t made public until 1973. 

  

    F. Protests over Cambodia  
         1. New wave of protests sparked by US activities in neutral Cambodia.  
         2. Kent State incident (May 3, 1970)  
             a. Students at Ohio’s Kent State protested; burnt down ROTC building.  

             b. National Guard fired into crowd killing 4 (innocent bystanders) & wounding  
   11.  

         3. Jackson State incident, May 1970 (all black school in Mississippi)  
             a. One week after Kent State, rioting in downtown Jackson prompted National  

                   Guard to be called out.  
             b. 2 dead, 12 wounded; both dead were innocent bystanders.  
         4. Several hundred colleges closed down by student strikes; moderates joined  

    radicals.  
         5. Congress repealed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution  
 
    G. "Pentagon Papers" -- 1971  

         1. Former defense analyst Daniel Ellsberg leaked government documents in regard  
   to war effort during the Johnson years to the New York Times.  
         2. Classified documents revealed that the government had misled the Congress and  

   the American people regarding its intentions in Vietnam during the mid- 
      1960s.  
             a. Primary reason for fighting was not to eliminate communism but to "avoid  
    a humiliating defeat."  

             b. Gulf of Tonkin truth revealed.  
         3. White House tried to block publication -- Supreme court overruled Nixon.  
         4. Government’s credibility received another heavy blow.  
 

VI. Ending the War      
    A. South Vietnamese proved unable to defeat communists despite billions in training  
   Money 

  
    B. October 1972, Paris Peace Talks reopened.  
         1. North Vietnam dropped demand that a coalition government replace Thieu.  
         2. US would allow North Vietnamese troops to remain in South Vietnam.  

         3. Draft agreement included a cease-fire, return of American POW’s, and US  
              withdrawal from Vietnam.  
         5. Settlement fell apart as Thieu wouldn’t sign the treaty.  



 
    C. Paris Accords (1973)  

         1. North Vietnam returned to bargaining table and agreed to same deal reached in  
  October of 1972.  
           a. North Vietnam retained control over large areas of the South.  

             b. Agreed to release US POWs within 60 days.  

             c. US would withdraw its forces after prisoners were released.  
         2. Thieu agreed because Nixon promised him US would back him if there was       

   trouble.  
         3. Nixon: "Peace with honor"  

         4. Critics: "Could have come to this agreement 4 years earlier."  
         5. March 29, 1973, the last American combat troops left South Vietnam  

 

    G. Fall of Saigon to communists occurs in April 1975  
         1. South Vietnam surrendered to North Vietnam.  
         2. Saigon renamed Ho Chi Minh City.  

 

    H. Costs of the War  
         1. 58,000 dead Americans, 300,000 wounded; MIA’s - 2,583  
         2. Over 2 million Vietnamese dead; MIAs - 300,000  

         3. $150 billion spent on the war rather than on social programs.  
         4. A large percentage of Americans came to distrust their government (even more so  
              after Watergate Scandal)  

 

    I. 1973, Nixon abolished the draft and established an all-volunteer army.  
 

    J. 26th Amendment (ratified in 1971)  
        -- Voting age lowered from 21 to 18 years of age.  

 
    K. July 11, 1995, President Clinton formally recognized Vietnam  
 

 
 
 
Average age of US soldier in 
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World War II 26 
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