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Introduction

The Vietnam War was the most traumatic military experience which the United States has been involved in – in spite of the ongoing engagements in Afghanistan and Iraq. Vietnam was a conflict which cost the US almost 60,000 lives and destroyed two presidencies. It provoked such unrest at home that anti-war protestors were killed on university campuses, and Congress was forced to limit the executive branch from taking future military action without approval from the legislature.	The impact on South East Asia was even greater. While the actual number of Vietnamese deaths is disputed, up to four million Vietnamese died during the conflict, and the resulting political and military upheaval triggered communist revolutions in Laos and Cambodia. Thailand, South Korea, the Philippines, Australia, and New Zealand all provided troops to support the US war effort.

Vietnam is a narrow, ‘S-shaped’ country running for 2,000 km between China and the Gulf of Tonkin in the north, to the South China Sea in the south; Laos and Cambodia lie to the west. Most of Vietnam is mountainous, with a long chain of forested mountains running down the centre and western side. Large areas of flat and fertile land lies in the south, centred around the capital city Hanoi and in the Mekong Delta in the south. The latter is the food bowl of the nation, producing three rice crops a year. 
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Map of Vietnam

US National Archives and Records Administration, (NARA)

French Indochina was formed initially from modern-day Vietnam and Cambodia; Laos was added in 1893. Life under French rule was largely grim, with brutal treatment meted out to any groups attempting to assert Vietnamese independence, and an eclectic range of opposition groups emerged. The Vietnamese Communist Party was formed in February 1930, and although it had suffered periods of repression and exile, by the start of the Second World War, it had assumed a place at the forefront of resistance to Imperial rule in Indochina.

During the Second World War, the country was occupied by the Japanese. They allowed the French to maintain control of their colony, thus inflicting what the nationalist Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh later described as a double yoke of Imperialism on the people. At the end of the war, Ho Chi Minh declared the creation of an independent Vietnamese state; something which the French, with British and US support would not tolerate. Between 1946–54 the First Indochina War was fought between Ho’s ‘Viet Minh’ (League for the Independence of Vietnam) and the French. After the French defeat at Dien bien phu in 1954, the country was partitioned and an anti-communist State was formed in the south. Propped up by the US, whose involvement grew steadily during 1954–65, to the point where it assumed responsibility for the war against the communist insurgents. In spite of an immense military campaign, the US withdrew its forces from Vietnam in 1973, having failed to defeat the Communists, and having failed to create a strong, stable State in the South. Within two years, Vietnam would be once again unified, but under the control of Hanoi.

This, in an hour, is the history of the Vietnam War.







The First Indochina War and the End of French Rule

On 2 September 1945, Ho Chi Minh, leader of the Indochina Communist Party, and effective leader of the revolt against the Japanese invaders, declared Vietnamese independence in Saigon. Although this ceremony was witnessed by several US Office of Strategic Services (OSS) agents sent to coordinate opposition to the Japanese, the French were quick to reclaim their former grip on their colonies in Indochina. Within a month of Ho’s proclamation, they had initiated a military campaign against the Viet Minh, with the primary intention of re-establishing their influence in the country.

From the start of 1946 until the outbreak of the First Indochina War in December 1946, both sides demonstrated a willingness to negotiate, while pursuing low-level military action against the other. By 6 March 1946, a preliminary agreement had been reached recognizing the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) as a Free State within the French Union, with referendums over the future of the provinces of Cochinchina, Annam and Tonkin to follow. Unfortunately, neither French officials in Vietnam, nor Ho’s supporters were satisfied with the agreement, and both groups seemed content to see the situation drift towards civil war.

The trigger for war came in late November 1946 when the French commander in Indochina, General Jean-Etienne Valluy, authorized the bombardment of the Vietnamese settlement in Haiphong, resulting in approximately 6,000 Vietnamese fatalities. On 19 December, French forces in Hanoi demanded that the occupants of the city surrender their weapons. Authorized to do so by the party leadership, General Giap, Minister of the Interior in the DRV, refused and declared the start of a war of resistance against the French colonialists. 
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Letter from Ho Chi Minh to President Harry S. Truman, 28 February 1946
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In response to the overwhelming advantage held by the French in terms of weaponry and manpower, the Viet Minh fled to the countryside. Their determination and willingness to absorb huge casualties shocked the French forces, who expected an easy victory. Ho’s adoption of a guerrilla ‘hit and run’ strategy proved effective in the early stages of the war in denying the countryside to the French, which in turn provided a greater opportunity for Ho to wage a political war targeted at the Vietnamese peasantry. 

For the US this situation presented a dilemma. The classic Wilsonian liberalism which had underpinned the US approach to both World Wars was resolutely anti-colonialist; indeed the copy of the Declaration of Independence quoted extensively in Ho’s declaration of the Republic of Vietnam in September 1945 was actually provided by US agents. Ho appealed to this strand of liberalism in the months after the end of the war, sending a series of messages to Washington asking for help. None of these were replied to.

The wider context of the Cold War in Europe and Asia, along with suspicions over Ho’s ideological leanings, persuaded both President Truman and Eisenhower that they should not accede to his requests for support. The US did not want to antagonize the French, especially after the creation of NATO in 1949 and the ongoing concern over Germany’s future. Furthermore, the fear of the spread of Communism into Asia from China (communist since 1949) and the start of the Korean War in June 1950, forced the hand of the US. Many in Washington were highly sceptical about Ho’s claims to be a mere nationalist. Indeed, the prevailing view was that nationalism proved to be a convenient fig leaf for all communists to hide behind, in their battles against Western colonial rulers: once the Imperialists had been removed, so the true colours of the guerrillas would appear. In a telegram (20 May 1949) to the US Consulate in Hanoi, US Secretary of State, Dean Acheson summed up this position perfectly in 1949, stating ‘all Stalinists in colonial areas are nationalists.’

In an attempt to counter the Viet Minh’s appeal to Vietnamese nationalists, and to solidify US support, the French introduced a new government in March 1949. It was headed by former Emperor Bao Dai, and had the power to manage its own foreign affairs and establish a Vietnamese army. While the Emperor proved to be an unconvincing advertisement for ‘third force’ politics in Indochina, the outbreak of the Korean War had a significant impact on US attitudes to the communist threat in Asia. As a result of the North Korean invasion over the 38th parallel, US aid increased considerably, to the point it was funding 80 per cent of the French war effort against the Viet Minh. In addition, US involvement in Vietnam started with the creation of the Military Assistance and Advisory Group, Vietnam in September 1950.

Militarily, however, the French lack of manpower in Vietnam restricted their ability to launch the concerted offensives required to capture and hold territory throughout the country. By the middle of 1953, the Viet Minh were approximately 60 per cent strength of the French, but were able to launch more frequent attacks against a foe increasingly committed to defence, and looking for a way to end the conflict. This was the context in which General Henri Navarre developed a plan to lure the Viet Minh into a conventional battle, where he would achieve the decisive victory of the war. He established a strongpoint at Dien bien phu, a remote outpost in the north of the country, chosen so as to prevent Viet Minh infiltration into neighbouring Laos. Its airfield also meant that the garrison could be easily re-supplied by air. Unbeknown to Navarre, Giap had managed to surround the 13,000 troops at the French base with 50,000 men, and co-ordinated the immense physical task of hauling heavy artillery up the mountains surrounding the French position.

The Battle of Dien bien phu started on 13 March 1954. In spite of French diplomatic pressure, the US refused to intervene with airstrikes against the Viet Minh positions, but they did provide ammunitions and material support to the French, in accordance the Mutual Defence Assistance Act. When the battle ended on 7 May, the French casualties were enormous: they suffered almost 3,000 killed, with 10,000 taken prisoner. The DRV gained fresh impetus in the ongoing Geneva peace talks, while the French had to accept that their role in Vietnam’s future was about to come to a swift and ignominious end.







Eisenhower and Vietnam

When Dwight Eisenhower assumed responsibility for the US commitment to the French cause in South East Asia, their contribution was approximately 40 per cent of the French war effort. By the time he left the White House, the US was upholding an independent South Vietnam, and providing over 700 advisors to the South Vietnamese Army. During his time in office, the US had assumed sole responsibility for the future of South Vietnam, and involved itself to an extent that withdrawal was not an option for his successors as President.

Eisenhower’s attitude to South East Asia was heavily influenced by the context of the Cold War. In particular, the communist victory in China in 1949, the subsequent North Korean invasion of South Korea in 1950, and the British struggle with communist rebels in Malaya. A 1950 National Security Council report NSC–68, warned that Communism had become a global, rather than purely European, threat.
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President Dwight D. Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles (from left) greet South Vietnam’s President Ngo Dinh Diem at Washington National Airport, 8 May 1957
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Accordingly, he described the nature of the threat posed in South East Asia in terms which would provide shorthand for US concerns for the next nineteen years. While not using the phrase himself, his description of the ’domino theory’ in a press conference on 7 April 1954, outlined the consequences for neighbouring countries if a communist State emerged in Vietnam after the French withdrawal. Eisenhower’s first major test in Indochina came in March 1954, with the impending French defeat at Dien bien phu. He had previously been critical of the French strategy in the months preceding the battle and believed that General Navarre’s plan to fight the decisive battle of the war in such difficult terrain seriously undermined any chance of a successful outcome. As the battle progressed, he was under pressure from the French and members of his own party to intervene with US airpower, in order to prevent both French defeat on the battlefield, which might then lead to the fall of South East Asia to Communism, and subsequent capitulation in the Geneva negotiations. 

The President adopted a middle path designed to put off immediate US military intervention while at the same time placing this possibility in the public domain. His four preconditions for intervention were: clear objectives had to be met; intervention had to be restricted to air and sea; Congress had to support action; and France had to agree to full independence for Vietnam. Lacking Congressional support, Eisenhower kept US forces out of the battle. 

The resulting Geneva peace conference temporarily divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel. The Viet Minh were given control of North Vietnam, while a capitalist state was created in the South. Formal unification elections were scheduled to take place in 1956. The response from the US was mixed. On the one hand, it represented the first time land had been voluntarily ceded to Communism; it allowed the US to develop South Vietnam into a shining example of a non-communist and non-colonial state in South East Asia; the two year period until unification elections would provide sufficient time to develop the vote and build support for the Diem regime.

After the division of Vietnam, the US took responsibility for South Vietnam from the French, and set itself the goal of making the country politically stable, economically self-sufficient, capable of providing for its own internal security, and dealing with an invasion from North Vietnam. To achieve these goals, it implemented a three-pronged strategy. Firstly, it established the South East Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO), a regional defence grouping consisting of the US, Great Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, Philippines, and Pakistan. Although SEATO’s focus was on protecting a very wide area across South East Asia, the Treaty’s protocol identified Laos, Cambodia, and South Vietnam as areas of possible conflict, and that member states would ‘act to meet the common danger’ should these territories be threatened. 

The second element of the strategy was targeted at the communist State above the 17th parallel, and was based on CIA subversion. Colonel Edward Lansdale, based in Saigon, controlled all efforts to undermine the Hanoi Government. The tactics deployed to achieve this goal were largely based around a campaign of psychological warfare against the North. This included such diverse actions as emptying sand into the petrol tanks of buses, bombarding the northern population with pornographic images (intended to entice them to support the South) and fake astrological charts predicting a troubled future for the North.

The third and most important strand of the US campaign in the regions, was the ‘nation-building’ project in South Vietnam. Between 1955–60, the US provided nearly $7 billion in aid, making South Vietnam the fifth largest recipient of US aid in the world. In spite of repeated warnings, Prime Minister Diem ignored demands to broaden his power base by cultivating popular support. Instead, he maintained a repressive regime, knowing that US fears about communist expansion in the region, heavily outweighed any other fears they may have had about the nature of the regime operating in the South.

In order to develop the military capabilities of South Vietnam, the US created the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), and despatched 750 advisors to train it in counter-subversion techniques. However, while they were giving Diem the means to create what was in effect a dictatorship, the US ignored the concerns of ordinary South Vietnamese villagers, who blamed Diem’s corrupt regime for denying them land ownership and poor living standards. 

Placing the future of Indochina into the context of the wider Cold War, Eisenhower arguably committed future US Presidents to maintaining the security of an anti-communist State in the South. Furthermore, he had authorized a repressive, military-based approach to tackling the communist threat in the region at the expense of building a popular, democratic government. These measures therefore created a ‘quagmire’ which US was neither able to extricate herself from nor make any effective progress with. While Eisenhower had not committed any troops or bombers to the area, he left a commitment which became inextricably linked to US credibility in the Cold War, yet offered little hope of long-term success in its war against Communism.







Building South Vietnam, 1954–63

The aftermath of the Geneva peace conference saw Ngo Dinh Diem appointed Prime Minister by Head of State, Bao Dai, and one million refugees flee south from above the parallel. With Vietnam partitioned at the 17th parallel, US settled on a policy of turning the southern State into a permanent bulwark against the rising tide of Asiatic communism, with Diem at the helm.

However, several obstacles were in the way of achieving this goal. For a start, Diem faced opposition from Bao Dai who gave Diem little authority, and only used him as a source of income from the US, and the main South Vietnamese sects: Binh Xuyen, a large militia with strong links to the criminal underworld; the Cao Dai; and the Hoa Hao. External powers also posed potential problems for Diem, with the French retaining 160,000 troops in the country, and a large concentration of communist agitators remaining around the Mekong Delta. Furthermore, the Geneva Accords included an agreement to hold a unification election in 1956. Using a combination of bribery, CIA counter-insurgency, and brute force, Diem was able to subdue the sect’s rebellion by June 1955. By October 1955, Diem annihilated Bao Dai in a rigged referendum (Diem won 98.2 per cent of the vote) over who should run the country, and transformed the monarchy into the Republic of Vietnam (RVN). As a result of concerted US pressure, the French were finally persuaded to leave Vietnam by April 1956. Regarding the unification elections, neither Diem nor his US supporters showed any willingness to participate. The US pointed to a legal technicality in that they had not signed the Accords, therefore were not bound by them, and suggested that as the North was effectively a one-party communist State, the elections there would, in no sense, be free. 
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Vietnamese Air Force pledging its support for President Ngo Dinh Diem after a political uprising, Saigon, South Vietnam, March 1962
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Diem’s regime was not based on popular consent, nor did it aspire to win the support of the Vietnamese people. The government was dominated by Catholics, in a country where only 10 per cent were of a similar faith, and the major offices of State were placed in the hands of Diem’s own family. His youngest brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu, held a variety of powerful positions: Minister of the Interior, Diem’s main advisor, and chief of the Can Lao secret police. Another brother, Ngo Dinh Thuc was also appointed the Catholic archbishop of Hue. The regime was the embodiment of political corruption, and consequently there was no meaningful attempt to introduce political, economic or social reforms. The US response was to ignore Diem’s failure to establish a mandated government in the South, while sending clear signals that he was on the right track. 

Eisenhower’s government provided military aid at a ratio of 4:1 to that of general economic aid. In all public meetings with Diem, successive US politicians praised him and held him up as a bastion of anti-Communism. Diem’s 1957 visit to the US saw him extolled by President Eisenhower for his ‘heroism and statesmanship’, while he was given a ticker tape parade through New York. Four years later, Vice President Johnson hailed Diem as the ‘Churchill of Asia’. The main reason why the US chose to tolerate a dictator who appeared, in the longer term, to be harmful to their chances of building a stable republic below the 17th parallel is that, above all else, Diem’s credentials as an anti-communist were impeccable. He had made a name for himself as a hard-line opponent while serving as governor in Binh Thuan Province during the 1920s and early 30s. As leader of the RVN he instigated a brutal campaign against suspected and actual communists. Over 50,000 political opponents were sent to labour camps, and 12,000 executed during 1955–59, with a further 2,000 killed by the ARVN during the small uprising in 1957. The impact on the southern Communists was severe: of the 10,000 or so members of the Vietnam Workers Party who remained in the South after partition, an estimated 5,000 remained by 1959. However, the effect on the population at large was to further alienate Diem from the people.

As well as opposition from the communists, several other groups – Buddhists, nationalists, religious sects, and intellectuals – coalesced under the broad banner of the National Liberation Front (NLF) in 1960. Although it was dismissed as a communist front by the US, who referred to it as the Viet Cong communist party, it illustrated the range of groups who refused to accept Diem as leader. As infiltration from the north continued apace, non-violent protests also increased in frequency. The critical moment came on 8 May 1963 when ARVN troops attacked demonstrators in Hue, killing nine monks. One month later, on 11 June, a Buddhist monk, Thich Quang set himself on fire in Saigon; the self-immolation was captured on film and broadcast around the world. The response of the regime was as predictable as it was callous. Ngo Dinh Nhu’s wife, Mme. Nhu described the scene as a barbeque in a television interview, and on 21 August, Diem used Special Forces to impose martial law and attack pagodas, the Buddist places of worship, throughout the country.

A day after the attacks, Henry Cabot Lodge arrived in Saigon as US Ambassador to Vietnam. He was quickly informed by ARVN officers of an impending coup against Diem and his family. While US pressure forced the officers to postpone their plan, President Kennedy’s criticism of Diem in his interview with Walter Cronkite on 2 September made it clear that the US was unlikely to support Diem’s authoritarian strategy in the long term. 

On 1 November 1963, the anticipated coup took place. Diem and his brother Ngo Dinh Diem were arrested by the army, and shot in the back of an army truck the following day. Mme Nhu was in Los Angeles at the time of the coup, and went into exile with her children in Paris, and later, Rome. She died in April 2011. The US was aware of it, and indeed tacitly condoned it, in spite of the professed horror at Diem and Nhu’s murder. From this point on, the political power in South Vietnam lay firmly in the hands of the US; the Americans’ tolerance of ineffective and corrupt leaders meant the prospect for reform of the country was always unlikely.







JFK and US Escalation

While it is possible with every other president involved with South East Asia 1945–73 to base an evaluation of their policies on hard evidence; with John F. Kennedy the situation is complicated by two significant issues. Firstly, more than any other president, Kennedy appeared to operate multiple, and arguably contradictory, strategies towards South Vietnam, and secondly, he was assassinated before he had the opportunity to fully implement his policies for the region. As a result, Kennedy’s role in the US escalation in South East Asia is perhaps more open to debate than that of Truman, Eisenhower, Johnson, or Nixon. 

Vietnam was not a major issue for either the government or US public when Kennedy assumed office in January 1961. During the three transitional meetings which took place between Kennedy and his predecessor, Eisenhower, Vietnam was only mentioned once. For Eisenhower, the more pressing problem was the growing threat to Laos from the communist organization, Pathet Lao. However, Kennedy was already very well-informed about the issues surrounding the viability of South Vietnam. He had previously met Diem during the former provincial governor’s visit to the United States, and then visited the country in 1951, later declaring it to be the ‘cornerstone of the free world in South East Asia’.

It is easy to see why many historians regard Kennedy’s policies in office as representing both a significant escalation from those pursued by his predecessor and leaving his successor with little choice but to fully Americanize the war. From the start of his presidency, Kennedy was presented with clear alternatives with regard to his policy in Vietnam, yet at each stage chose the one representing an escalation in US involvement. As such, given the situation faced by his successor in1963–65, it can be reasonably argued that Kennedy would also have sent US ground troops to stabilize the Republic of Vietnam. Examples of these policies are the huge increase in the number of advisors from approximately 750 in January 1961 to over 16,000 by the time of his assassination in November 1963. He also decided to rapidly increase the air war, authorizing the use of US pilots, chemical defoliants, and helicopter gunships for the first time. These measures made the South increasingly reliant on US military support, and ultimately restricted the options available to Johnson during the crises of 1964–65.
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The President and Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara, 19 June 1962
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Furthermore, both in public and in private, Kennedy rejected any talk of withdrawing from Vietnam. His famous interview with Walter Cronkite on 2 September 1963 featured an outright dismissal of this option, condemning it as ‘a great mistake’. In the weeks prior to his death, his private actions reinforced this attitude. The last National Security Agency Memorandum which he authorized – NSAM–263 – clearly commits the US to ultimate withdrawal by the end of 1965, but only if the condition on the ground meant that US assistance was no longer required. 

Similarly, the first NSAM written for Johnson – NSAM–273 – recommending a tougher line against the communist insurgency was, with minor differences to the version approved by Lyndon Johnson, written for Kennedy. Dated 21 November 1963, the opening section of the document states very clearly the current US position with regards to South Vietnam: 

It remains the central object of the United States in South Vietnam to assist the people and Government of that country to win their contest against the externally directed and supported communist conspiracy. 

Such a document would not have been prepared unless there was a realistic hope that it would receive a sympathetic response from the President. 

Kennedy’s Defense Secretary, Robert McNamara, challenged this hawkish view of Kennedy’s in his 1995 account In Retrospect, claiming that ‘I think it highly probable that . . . he would have pulled us out of Vietnam.’ The evidence to support this claim lies in what Kennedy did not do, as much what he did. Critically, he refused to fully Americanize the war. When General Maxwell Taylor recommended sending a ‘flood control’ team of 8,000 marines in October 1961, Kennedy rejected this option. In a similar way, he was pressurized throughout his presidency to deploy troops to both Laos and South Vietnam, but preferred to keep US troops out of something which he fundamentally believed was a South Vietnamese problem. By the time of his assassination in November 1963, Kennedy had become persuaded by various advisors, including McNamara, and Sen. Mike Mansfield that the situation in Vietnam was virtually irretrievable, and that plans for withdrawal, already formulated, should be implemented.

Kennedy’s approach to South East Asia was governed by the related desires of preserving US credibility in the Cold War, while preventing the loss of further land in Asia to Communism. In this, as well as the commitment to defend South Vietnam, his policies owed much to the legacy bequeathed to him by Eisenhower. In spite of this, the legacy he bequeathed in turn to Lyndon Johnson, was a South Vietnam entirely reliant on the US for its political leadership and military survival. With the massive escalation of US involvement in the region, without a corresponding increase in stability, the options available to Johnson were limited, and none of these could realistically included a rapid US withdrawal.







Lyndon Johnson: From Assassination to Americanization

In the eyes of anti-war protestors, congressmen, and most presidential advisors, one man should bear the brunt of taking the US into war in Vietnam: President Lyndon Baines Johnson. For it was under Johnson that a relatively low-level conflict was transformed into a military commitment requiring more than three million men, and a financial cost which came close to crippling the US Treasury. Furthermore, the justification for this escalation lay in one of the great lies of twentieth-century US politics.

In response to a deteriorating situation in South Vietnam, Johnson quickly authorized a shift in US policy towards the North. OPLAN 34A provided for commando raids to disable North Vietnam’s transportation system, bombing of suspected North Vietnamese bases in Laos, and the instigation of DeSoto missions, with US destroyers patrolling off the coast of North Vietnam gathering intelligence and supporting the commando raids against the North. From this point, the US strategy was as focused on applying pressure to the North as much as buttressing the government in the South.
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President Lyndon Johnson listens to a tape recording from his son-in-law Capt. Charles Robb, a Marine Corps company commander in Vietnam, July 31, 1968
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Johnson was not prepared to risk direct US involvement in South Vietnam, but reports that a US destroyer, the USS Maddox, had been attacked by North Vietnamese patrol boats on 2 August 1964, followed by reports of a further attack two days later on the USS C. Turner Joy, prompted Johnson to seek congressional approval to take any means necessary in order to protect US interests in South East Asia. The Gulf of Tonkin resolution was passed unanimously by the House, and 88–2 in the Senate. Johnson now had his mandate to escalate as he saw fit, without the need for further congressional approval.

While few at the time doubted the authenticity of the reports, signals intelligence reports declassified in 2005 confirmed what had long been suspected: the second attack did not take place, suggesting the administration was already preparing for escalation, and was waiting for a ‘smoking gun’ to justify it. With a presidential election campaign to fight, Johnson did not exploit the ‘blank cheque’ provided by Congress immediately. Indeed, he barely made reference to Vietnam during the campaign, but, in one of his rare references to the situation in Vietnam during the campaign, he did announce that he was not going ‘to send American boys nine or ten thousand miles away from home to do what Asian boys ought to be doing for themselves.’

With a huge election victory behind him, and faced with increasing number of attacks on US personnel already in Vietnam, Johnson introduced the first bombing campaign against North Vietnam in February 1965. However, Operation Flaming Dart failed to dissuade the North from supporting the southern insurgents, resulting in Operation Rolling Thunder being launched at the start of March. This campaign lasted for three years, and saw nearly twice as many bombs dropped as the US dropped in the Pacific during during the whole the Second World War. With more US personnel on the ground, Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) commander William Westmoreland requested the despatch of ground troops in order to defend air bases. 

The first troops arrived in March, but by the summer their mission had become an offensive one, and by the end of the year around 200,000 were in Vietnam.

As the war dragged on and the likelihood of victory remained elusive, Johnson despaired at the limited range of options offered by his military advisors. Under pressure from Westmoreland to escalate still further, while intent on avoiding a Korea-style expansion, he relied on gradual escalatory bombing and an attritional strategy on the ground. By 1966, it was apparent that without substantial political and economic reform by the South Vietnamese government, the US military strategy would not achieve victory. 

On 31 March 1968, Johnson declared a halt in the bombing campaign and offered to open peace talks with the North. In addition, he announced that he would not run for President again. The advice of his ‘wise men’ not to sanction further troop increases earlier that month appears to have convinced him that the war could not be won, while the rising financial costs of the war had contributed to a $24 billion increase in the budget deficit since 1965. On a personal level, Johnson had experienced numerous health issues and doubted whether he would make it through a second term (he was right to be concerned; he died of a heart attack in January 1973). The time had come for US to get out of the war, and for Johnson to leave the Oval Office. 







The Tet Offensive

By late 1967, the US command in Vietnam was issuing optimistic statements about weakening of the communist forces and the likelihood that the war would be won. The US estimated they had inflicted 220,000 kills by the end of 1967, bringing the mythical ‘crossover point’ within range. Westmoreland went so far as to claim that there were only 285,000 communists left in South Vietnam. In November, his trusted group of advisors, the so-called  ‘wise men’, met on 1 November and gave Lyndon Johnson and the war effort their full backing. In November 1967, Westmoreland was brought home by Johnson to spread optimism about the ‘light at the end of the tunnel’.

However, these statements were based to a considerable extent on wishful thinking. In its eagerness to make the situation look hopeful, the US command was underestimating the actual size of the Communist forces. In previous years, a tradition had grown up of declaring a truce for a few days during Tet, the Vietnamese New Year, to allow people on both sides to celebrate this very important holiday with their families. During Tet of 1968, which came at the end of January, the Communists announced a truce but then launched a stunning offensive, attacking almost every major city in South Vietnam. Thirty-six of the country’s forty-four regional capitals were attacked by a combined North Vietnamese Army (NVA) and Viet Cong of over 84,000 men. One Communist unit even got inside the walls of the US Embassy in Saigon and remained for several hours before being killed. The Communist forces appear to have been trying to win the war at a single blow. They hoped that the ARVN would disintegrate in panic and confusion, and that the civilian population would join in a mass uprising against the Nguyen Van Thieu’s unpopular government. Thieu, a former Minister of Defence, was elected President in 1967.

The Tet Offensive was a heavy military defeat for the Communists, costing them over 54,000 fatalities and failing to inspire a popular revolt amongst the ARVN and wider South Vietnamese population. These losses weakened the Viet Cong organization in the countryside drastically, and it never completely recovered. The communist apparatus in the South became much more dependent on North Vietnamese support than it had been up to this point. However, in terms of the psychological damage inflicted upon the US, it was a significant victory. Firstly, in the eyes of many Americans it opened up a ‘credibility gap’ between what the government and military was saying about the progress of the war, and what was really happening on the ground. The Tet Offensive made it obvious that the Communist forces were far stronger than US spokesmen had admitted. When the same spokesmen said after the Tet Offensive that the Communists had been badly weakened, they were telling the truth for a change, but they had a lot of trouble persuading anyone to believe them. 
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Rubble and the remains of barbed wire, after the Saigon suburb Cholon was burnt by South Vietnamese Army troops to flush out Viet Cong after the Tet offensive in early 1968
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Furthermore, the Tet Offensive brought the brutality of the war into the homes of most Americans. The US Air Force had been bombing South Vietnamese villages for years and during Tet it was forced to bomb South Vietnamese cities. Similarly, the ARVN had been killing prisoners since the formation of the republic; during Tet the image of General Nguyen Ngoc Loan, chief of police in South Vietnam, shooting an unarmed, captured Viet Cong guerrilla added weight to the arguments of those protesting against the war. The Communists also committed atrocities, of course; they appear to have killed several thousand civilians in the city of Hue during the period they held parts of that city. That, however, did not happen within sight of Associated Press photographers or NBC cameramen. 

These factors made the US news media much less enthusiastic about the war than they had been previously. Reporters like Walter Cronkite from CBS turned publicly against the war, ‘It seems more certain than ever that the bloody experience in Vietnam is to end in stalemate’, while his NBC counterpart Frank McGee commented that ‘The cities are no longer secure, the Saigon government is weaker than ever . . . we must conclude that the grand objective . . . is not nearer, but further, from realization.’

Militarily, Tet had a dramatic impact on American’s approach to the war. The US and ARVN victory had come at a high price. Over 3,000 US servicemen died between January and April 1968, and the total number of US soldiers reported killed in Vietnam during the year 1968 was about 16,500, the highest number for any year of the war. Westmoreland’s response was to request 206,000 more troops, believing that the huge losses suffered by the Viet Cong had effectively brought them to the brink of defeat. 

Politicians in Washington drew different conclusions from the Tet Offensive. The Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearings on the war, which took place 11–12 March, called for a fundamental review of the war, while Johnson’s group of trusted ‘wise men’, meeting on 25 March, decided that victory in Vietnam was not ultimately achievable, and advised the President to refuse the request. Johnson heeded the message: on 31 March he announced a cessation of Rolling Thunder and called on the North to open peace talks. Within a year, his successor in the White House would have started the process of US withdrawal.







Nixon: Peace with Honour?

On 23 January 1973 President Richard Nixon announced that he had achieved peace with honour, and that all the conditions he had laid down for peace with North Vietnam had been met. Placed in the context of US war aims from 1965, one could easily argue that Nixon’s conditions for peace had become so weak that North Vietnam would have had little difficulty meeting them, leaving him with a peace, but little honour. 

Nixon’s position on the war in 1968 did not differ significantly from that of Hubert Humphrey, his Democratic challenger. He promised to ‘end the war and win the peace’, and that while the war needed to be brought to be a swift conclusion, ‘it must be ended honourably’. The key to his campaign was a claim to have a secret plan to win the war; something he could not divulge for fear of undermining his negotiating position after the election. Meanwhile, he was secretly using contacts close to President Thieu to disrupt the peace talks scheduled to take place in Paris in the month before the election. Exploiting Thieu’s fears for the post-war settlement, Nixon told Thieu to pull out of the talks and wait until after the election, when he would receive better terms than under the Democrats. Nixon’s approach to ending the war consisted of four interconnected strands: escalation, Vietnamization, negotiation, and détente. 
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President Nixon addressing the nation on the situation in South East Asia, 8 May 1972

Soon after gaining office, Nixon and his National Security Advisor, Henry Kissinger, initiated the large-scale bombing of Cambodia. Resuming the bombing of North Vietnam was not an option given the ongoing peace negotiations, but Nixon was anxious to hinder the Communist supply lines through Laos and Cambodia and provide the North with a clear sign of his reluctance to accept peace at any price. While the sporadic bombing of Laos continued, Operation Menu was a fourteen-month secret bombing campaign against supply lines and enclaves in Cambodia. It was followed by a 30,000-man invasion of Cambodia in April 1970, which aimed to destroy the Central Office of South Vietnam, believed to be the Viet Cong command centre in Indochina.

Nixon took the US bombing campaign to new levels in 1972. Faced with the imminent collapse of South Vietnam in the face of the NVA Easter Offensive, he launched the Linebacker campaign, returning the focus to North Vietnam with over 18,000 sorties flown from 16 April–30 June. Unlike Rolling Thunder, operational targets were decided by local commanders, and restrictions on targets were removed. In addition, Nixon went another step further than Johnson and gave permission for Haiphong Harbour to be mined on 8 May, thus restricting the enemy’s sea-based supply line. Linebacker ‘I’ proved to be simply the warm-up for Linebacker II, an unprecedented eleven-day bombing of the North’s main industrial areas around Hanoi and Haiphong which started on 18 December. The ‘Christmas Bombing’ inflicted 1,600 civilian deaths, but cost the US 27 aircraft and 43 airmen. Nixon and Kissinger claimed that the effects of this campaign brought the North back to the negotiating table: most historians disagree.

Nixon’s policy of escalation was arguably merely a cover for his main objective: the withdrawal of US troops from Vietnam. He announced the first withdrawal of US troops in June 1969, and on 3 November 1969 he announced his programme of Vietnamization: from this point on, responsibility for fighting the war would be gradually returned to the ARVN. While US troop levels fell to approximately 375,000 by summer 1971, training and funding of the ARVN increased. However, although the ARVN fought bravely on many fronts in Easter 1972, the need to call upon US air power illustrates the failure of Vietnamization as a realistic strategy for defending South Vietnam.

Perhaps the most ingenious element of Nixon’s approach was to combine the large-scale escalation with regular back-channel diplomacy with the North, and attempts to use warmer relations with both the Soviet Union and China to end the war. Bypassing even his own Secretary of State, William Rogers, he relied on Kissinger to negotiate with the North, while his own brand of shuttle diplomacy, visiting Beijing and Moscow in 1972, helped influence both countries to apply pressure to their communist ally in the North. 

In spite of his success in keeping the North at the negotiating table, and getting them to accept a peace deal in January 1973, Nixon’s complex plan did not succeed in containing Communism in South East Asia. The main terms of the Paris Peace Agreement represented a humiliating retreat by the US from their position in 1965. While US troops would withdraw unilaterally, a National Council of National Reconciliation and Concord was to be set up to plan elections in the South, thus paving the way for possible future reunification. Meanwhile, as Congress passed the War Powers Act, preventing the President from declaring war without congressional approval, and blocked all funds for future use in Indochina, the USSR continued to arm North Vietnam. Thieu’s days as President of an independent South Vietnam were numbered.







US Military Strategy

By 1968, 535,000 US troops had been sent to South Vietnam. Although the US Army favoured fighting conventional ‘big unit’ battles against the enemy, they were forced to adapt their tactics due to the strengths and strategy of their enemy, and political limits imposed in Washington.

Two factors contributed to the evolution of the US military strategy in Vietnam. First, Johnson insisted that no ground operations could take place outside of South Vietnam, and second the nature of the enemy. While the US believed that the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) was responsible for the insurgency in the South, the actual fighting would be carried out principally against the Viet Cong: an enemy which was elusive as it was determined to dictate the nature and timings of confrontation. 

Breaking with the orthodox objective of seizing territory, the US tried to break the will of the Communist forces by killing so many of their soldiers that that they would eventually give up. Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara insisted that a crossover point would be reached when the DRV would be unable to replace its forces as quickly as they were being killed off. As a result, an attritional strategy was developed with the object of killing as many element combatants as possible.

[image: image]

Soldier from A Company, 1st Air Cavalry Division, checking houses a during patrol, 10 June 1966
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‘Search and Destroy’ was, therefore, an ad hoc tactical innovation created to implement the attritional strategy in Vietnam. It relied on the premise that US technology coupled with aggressive ground patrolling, would be able to find the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army (NVA) main force units. Then US firepower would be able to inflict such casualties that the enemy would be unable to sustain the war.

The tactic has been criticized from different angles. Some historians claim that it placed too much emphasis on a military solution to the conflict, at the expense of attempts to win the ‘hearts and minds’ of the South Vietnamese people. Already suspicious of foreign interference within their country, their support for the US was undermined by the growing number who became refugees, and the extent to which South Vietnam was bombed by the US, in a relatively fruitless attempt to interdict the supply of men and material into the country. There were also US atrocities such as My Lai, where between 300–500 unarmed men, women, children and babies were murdered by three US platoons in March 1968. 

The military bristled at the President’s refusal to extend the war to Laos and Cambodia, and the restrictions imposed on bombing and troop levels. This led several senior military figures, such as William Westmoreland, to claim US armed forces had to fight in Vietnam with one hand tied behind their back. After the Tet Offensive, Westmoreland requested an injection of 206,000 more troops, claiming that the NVA had suffered a significant military loss and could be finished off with one last push. Indeed in 1976, he claimed that Johnson’s refusal to provide these troops was the ‘turning point of failure’.

From a strategic point of view, the tactic appeared to make little sense. With the emphasis placed on the body count, rather than on securing and consolidating territory, US troops frequently participated in intense battles only to vacate the land to the enemy shortly afterwards. Perhaps the most controversial illustration of this tactical flaw was the ten-day assault on Hamburger Hill in May 1969. After suffering over 340 casualties during the battle US troops left the hill on 5 June. Soon after this battle, President Nixon announced the first stages of US withdrawal from Vietnam. US strategy changed in other ways under Nixon. While attempting to achieve a breakthrough at the negotiating table, he sought to undermine the enemy’s war effort by hunting down bases in Cambodia and Laos, and by escalating the bombing campaign. The secret US invasion of Cambodia in 1970 was intended to find the main NVA command structure, but was brought to a premature end when details of the operation became public. The following year, US forces supported an ARVN incursion into Laos, which ended in an embarrassing retreat by the South Vietnamese Army.

The main US bombing campaign was Rolling Thunder: a strategic–interdiction campaign designed to convince the North Vietnamese that they could not win. This objective was to be achieved through graduated and increasingly intense bombing strikes upon military and logistics targets in North Vietnam. The White House maintained strict control over the nature of targets. Decisions as routine as the choice of ordnance for a particular sortie were made at presidential level, thousands of miles away from the fighting. Johnson also insisted on sporadic halts in the bombing campaign in order to give Hanoi time to reflect on its continuing support for the Viet Cong in the South. As with the ground war, the failings of the air campaign were apparent from an early stage. From a practical perspective, the goal of interdicting supplies from the North failed largely because the DRV industrial base was the USSR, its satellites and China. Supplies were dispatched overland through China, through DRV ports, and through the Cambodian port of Sihanoukville.

The military argued that Johnson should have sanctioned an unlimited bombing campaign against the North, instead of restricting targets, and imposing unnecessary rules of engagement. They point to the success of Operation Linebacker II in 1972, a hugely destructive example of ‘unlimited’ warfare, which forced the DRV to sign the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973. If this tactic had been pursued from 1965, they argue the war could have ended on terms more favourable to the US. 

In the most basic sense, the US bombing campaign 1965–68 reflected an inability to identify the enemy’s real vulnerabilities. The majority of the targets on the initial list were eventually hit over the three-and-a-half years leading to Rolling Thunder’s inauspicious culmination, with little impact upon the outcome of the conflict. Much of the North’s military output was produced in China or shipped in from the Eastern Bloc. As neither Johnson nor Nixon was prepared to bomb China or mine Haiphong Harbour (something Nixon didn’t do until 1972), there was little hope of destroying the North’s capacity to wage war. 







Domestic Opposition to the War

Domestic protests against US participation in the war have been credited with shortening the war by both anti-war protestors themselves, and by supporters of the war effort, who felt that fears of a domestic backlash forced both Johnson and Nixon to limit US involvement in the conflict. However, this view of the anti-war movement’s influence and impact, has arguably been significantly overstated.

Domestic opposition to the war was diverse in character, composition and strategy. Its roots lay in peace organizations such as the Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy and the Students for a Democratic Society. However, before 1965, it made little impact on the public consciousness; the overwhelming majority of the population supporting Johnson’s decision to enter the war in 1965. Perhaps understandably, this decision provided fuel to the anti-war movement, and campus-based protests such as the ‘Teach-Ins’ at Michigan State and Berkeley universities grew in number as the conflict continued. Protests even spread to US Army bases, such as Fort Hood, where three soldiers in 1966 refused to be shipped to Vietnam. In April 1967, the black civil rights leader, Martin Luther King, added his voice to the protests arguing that the ‘madness of Vietnam’ needed to cease, with an immediate, unilateral US withdrawal.

Even so, such protests were very much the exception, and opponents to the war were dismissed as communist agitators or propagandists for Hanoi. The 1968 Tet Offensive provided a dramatic impetus to anti-war protests, broadening opposition to the war, and gaining a high profile critic of US strategy in the form of Walter Cronkite who articulated the shock many felt at the scale of the communist attack. This resulted in him arguing that a negotiated peace was the best outcome available to the US. Johnson’s decision not to run again and to end the bombing of North Vietnam, was partially attributable to the effect of ‘losing’ Cronkite. However, it was also a response to the threat posed by the poster boy for the mainstream anti-war movement, Eugene McCarthy, in the 1968 presidential primary campaign. Furthermore, many of his advisors, including his past and current Defense Secretaries, experienced serious doubts about the merits of US involvement in the war.
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An anti-Vietnam demonstrator offers a flower to military police at the Pentagon. Arlington, Virginia, October 1967
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The real successes of the anti-war movement occurred during Richard Nixon’s presidency. His victory in the 1968 Presidential election owed much to his pledge to achieve ‘peace with honour’. However, his attempt to win the war through large-scale escalation, was thwarted by a three events. Firstly, increasing public demonstrations, such as the Moratorium March on Washington of 15 October 1969, when 250,000 protestors converged on the Capitol. Secondly, the 1971 Winter Soldier hearings, featuring ex-servicemen ‘confessing’ their crimes in Vietnam. The third, and most significant event was Congress passing the Cooper-Church Amendment prevented US forces from being deployed outside Vietnam, and by the end of 1972 it was clear that it was only a matter of time before Congress ultimately cut funding for the war in Vietnam. 

There are very strong arguments to challenge the role of domestic opposition in bringing the war to a swift conclusion. Perhaps the most obvious argument focuses on the actual length of the war. US ground troops were involved for eight years, four years longer than the US involvement in the Second World War. They were involved for a further five years after the Tet Offensive. If the anti-war movement was so effective, why did the war last so long? Secondly, throughout the conflict, public opinion remained broadly supportive of presidential policy towards Vietnam, indeed Nixon won nearly 61 per cent of the vote, carrying 49 out of 50 States in the process in the 1972 election. And this, in a country where Gallup estimated fewer than 30 per cent of the population believed the US should have gone to war in Vietnam. The movement itself was too divided to have any real impact on decision-making. Ironically, this fragmentation occurred at the point when the anti-war movement appeared to have experienced a critical breakthrough: 1968. While establishment figures such as Cronkite calmly called for a negotiated peace, student radicals were prepared to raid draft offices and attack Dow Chemicals, the company which produced napalm. It seems that the most influential factor in turning the people at home against the war, was the lack of any hope of victory, and not the protests on the streets, bases and campuses. 







North Vietnam and the Viet Cong

The Communists adopted a combined political-military strategy, which recognized that lack of support in the South and the looming US presence stood in the way of eventual unification. In order to build support they used propaganda and hatred of Diem’s regime amongst the Vietnamese peasantry. This allowed them to use villages and strategic hamlets as cover and rest areas. Once the Viet Cong had established itself in the countryside, it had a platform from which to launch attacks on the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), and US troops and officials.

The government in the North was aware that the Americans lacked the will to maintain a long war, and were committed to a passive strategy themselves. However, since the battle of Ia Drang in November 1965, they were equally aware of the advantage which the US possessed in firepower, and the damage it could inflict in conventional large-unit battles. As a result, it reduced its own large unit operations, switching instead to small scale attacks & harassment spread quite evenly throughout the country. Until 1968, most operations were carried out by small Viet Cong cells, spread across the South. After they were virtually destroyed in the countryside after Tet, the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) assumed a larger role. From 1965–1972 over 95 per cent of its assaults were conducted by units smaller than a 300—600-man battalion, forces which stressed high mobility and surprise, thereby depriving US and ARVN firepower of prime targets for their strategy of attrition.

By carrying the war into neighbouring Laos and Cambodia, the Viet Cong and NVA were able to build command centres out of reach of US forces, and retreat beyond South Vietnam’s borders when pursued by hostile troops. The final stage in the North’s plan to unify the country was to launch a conventional offensive, using large numbers of NVA troops supported by the Viet Cong and other elements of the South Vietnamese population. The first attempt at implementing this strategy, in the Tet Offensive was a disaster, and it took the North a further four years, during the Easter Offensive, to be in a position to launch their next significant attempt to invade the South.
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US Air Force Captain, Wilmer N. Grubb, is given first aid while being guarded by his captors in North Vietnam, January 1966
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The quality of the Communist guerrilla fighter, and NVA regular was regarded by their enemy to be extremely high. Demonstrating a fanatical devotion to their cause, which helped sustain them in extremely dangerous conditions, and extreme tactical ingenuity, the typical soldier was well-disciplined, loyal, and sufficiently trusted to make low level operational decision for themselves. 

Maintaining the link between the government, army, and supplies in the North with the Viet Cong and regular NVA troops fighting in the South required the construction of an intricate and well-protected artery: the Ho Chi Minh Trail which was started in 1959. Taking advantage of weak States in Laos and Cambodia, it relied heavily on access through these countries in order to avoid interdiction from the ground. In parts, some of it was mere dirt track, but by 1969 most was paved or gravel-based and capable of carrying heavy traffic. Soviet and Chinese engineers played a key role in developing the trail, transforming it into a 16,000 km chain of roads, waterways, paths and tunnels. By 1968 a 5,000 km oil pipeline had been added, with accompanying pumping stations positioned along the route. 

Several thousand NVA troops would also make the trek to the South each month, with each journey taking approximately six months. Casualty rates could be high: sickness, enemy troops, and the constant threat posed by US aerial bombardment meant around 10 per cent of those who set off down the trail never completed their journey.

With the gradual escalation of US involvement, the North itself became a target. During the period of the Rolling Thunder campaign alone, over 640,000 tonnes of explosives were dropped on North Vietnam. In order to survive, North Vietnam had to establish a sophisticated air defence network. This network consisted of regional teams who were centrally coordinated from a hub at the Air Defense Command Headquarters. Most of the teams were equipped with early warning radar, Soviet-produced surface to air missiles, and missile guidance systems. In the air, the first line of defence was provided by Chinese MiG jet fighters, which proved more manoeuvrable than the US fighters sent to combat them. In total, 1737 US aircraft were destroyed and 1741 airmen killed, captured, or missing in action during the war.
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Vietnamese soldiers and civilians en route to the US at a stopover, Utapo, Thailand, 4 April 1975

The ceasefire lasted until December 1974, when North Vietnamese forces attacked Phuoc Long Province in South Vietnam. In spite of President Gerald Ford’s protests – Nixon having resigned in August over the Watergate scandal – the US did not provide any military backing for the beleaguered government in the South. As Communist troops approached Saigon, President Thieu resigned on 21 April 1975, and nine days later, his successor Duong Van Minh announced the country’s surrender to North Vietnam. All remaining US officials were evacuated from the US embassy via helicopter to ships waiting off the Vietnamese coast. Although US estimates suggest over 22,000 Vietnamese officials and their families were airlifted out of the country, and onto new lives in the US, many were left stranded on the roof of the embassy to await their fate at the hands of the conquering North Vietnamese.

In the aftermath of victory, Saigon was quickly renamed Ho Chi Minh City, and the country was formally unified on 2 July 1976. 







Appendix 1: Key Players

Ho Chi Minh (19 May 1890–2 September 1969)

The single most influential figure in the Vietnamese nationalist movement, Ho was one of those rare figures in history who appear to transcend the movement which spawned them, and who come to personify a set of ideas and goals. The youngest of three children, Ho was born Nguyen Sinh Cung in 1890 in a village in central Vietnam. Ho spent his formative political years in exile. Between 1911–41, he travelled through Europe, USA, China and the Soviet Union. Even though he was criticized by communists for being a nationalist, he helped found the French Communist Party, and spent time studying in Moscow. He returned to Vietnam in 1941, and helped establish the Viet Minh, and worked with the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) to resist the Japanese occupation of the country. 
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At the end of the war, he declared Vietnamese Independence, but failed to sustain this ideal in the face of French, British, and US opposition. While he had emphasized the nationalist nature of his movement throughout much of the 1940s, his need for external support and recognition led him to play up his communist credentials to a much greater extent towards the end of the decade. While Soviet recognition proved useful, it was the practical military assistance of the new People’s Republic of China which proved critical in sustaining the war effort against the French.

Thwarted in his attempt to create a united Vietnam at Geneva in 1954 and two years later by the failure of Diem to hold unification elections, Ho was forced to consolidate his grip on power in the North while waiting for Diem to be overthrown. The gradual escalation of US involvement threatened to place an insurmountable obstacle in his path, but he correctly predicted that the lack of political will in US for a long, bloody war would ultimately leave the way open for the conquest of the South.

Feted as the father of the DRV, Ho also played a key role in maintaining morale in the North during US bombing campaigns and the costly Tet Offensive. His death from heart failure in 1969 led to the creation of a posthumous cult of personality, with his body embalmed in a mausoleum and Saigon renamed Ho Chi Minh City after its capture in 1975.

General Vo Nguyen Giap (25 August 1911–)

With an academic background, and little formal military training, Vo Nguyen Giap rose to become not only North Vietnam’s pre-eminent strategist and military leader, but arguably one of the twentieth century’s best known commanders.

Before the outbreak of the First Indochina War, Giap was educated at the University of Hanoi, before becoming a history teacher. After joining the Indochina Communist Party in 1937, he was responsible for founding the Viet Minh with Ho in 1941. He subsequently led the resistance campaign against the Japanese in the north of Vietnam, with the assistance of US OSS agents. After the war, he was appointed both Minister of the Interior and Commander-in-Chief in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, and proclaimed the outbreak of war against the French on 19 December 1946. Regarded as the architect of the three-stage Dau Tranh strategy, Giap deployed a joint political-military approach which was designed to win over the population, gradually undermine the enemy’s will to fight, before progressing to conventional big unit battles. His greatest success against the French was undoubtedly the Battle of Dien bien phu in the spring of 1954. Surprising the French with his ability to move both a large army and heavy artillery into positions surrounding the French base, Giap inflicted such a defeat on France that they were forced to leave South East Asia forever.
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Giap turned his three-stage strategy on the new South Vietnamese Republic and US forces after 1954, successfully undermining the credibility of the ARVN, and managing to control most of the country’s Strategic Hamlets during the programme’s short-lived existence. Perhaps his biggest mistake was in believing that the time was right for a general offensive during Tet in January 1968. The failure of the offensive not only had a significant impact in terms of casualties, it virtually wiped out the Viet Cong in the countryside and prevented a further major campaign until Easter 1972.

After the US withdrawal, he was appointed Minister of Defence; a position he held until 1980.

Ngo Dinh Diem (3 January 1901–2 November 1963)

The architect of the South Vietnamese State, and the US’s principal ally in South East Asia, Diem’s political career came to an ignominious end when he was arrested, and shot dead in the back of an army van (with Ngo Dinh Nhu) after being deposed by his own forces in November 1963. 

Diem grew up in a rich, aristocratic Vietnamese family, and spent time working under Emperor Bao Dai. He went on to become a hardline regional governor, gaining a reputation for taking a tough anti-communist line, and for demonstrating an independent position between French colonialism and the Viet Minh nationalists. During the First Indochina War he was captured and almost killed by the Viet Minh. After escaping, he visited the United States, where he met politicians such as the (Roman Catholic) senator John F. Kennedy. After the French defeat, he returned to Vietnam and was put forward, in the face of French opposition, by the US delegation as a possible ruler of South Vietnam.
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The defining moment in his rise to the top of South Vietnamese politics was the 1955 referendum over who should rule the country: Bao Dai or himself. Relying heavily on CIA subversion, vote-rigging, and physical intimidation of potential Bao Dai voters, he achieved an overwhelming victory; claiming to have won 98.2 per cent of the vote. Once in power, he proved himself to be as intolerant of political opposition as he was enthusiastic to develop a system of nepotism and patronage. Although Roman Catholics made up approximately 10 per cent of the population, all positions of political and military power and land ownership were in the hands of Catholics. He arrested tens of thousands of political opponents, targeting suspected communists for the most part, but also including trade unionists and Buddhists in his trawl of prisoners.

As opposition to his rule grew, and US tolerance of his methods was undermined by his failure to stabilize South Vietnam, his grip on power gradually weakened. In February 1962 two disaffected South Vietnamese air force pilots bombed the presidential palace. Diem survived unharmed, but authorized his brother to increase repression on political dissidents. By October 1963, the CIA and the US Ambassador to South Vietnam, were aware that senior Vietnamese officers were developing a plan to overthrow Diem. On 1 November, with US permission, the plan was implemented resulting in his death in the van. 

Madame Nhu (Tran Le Xuan) (15 April 1924–24 April 2011)

Mme Nhu was arguably the most controversial figure of South Vietnam’s brief history. An advocate of women’s rights, but an opponent of abortion and contraception, hailed as the saviour of South East Asia in the 1950s by the US media, then lambasted for her callous insensitivity towards the regime’s opponents, she was a deeply complicated character who appeared to intoxicate as much as revile even her political enemies.

Born Tran Le Xuan into a wealthy (Buddhist) Vietnamese family, she married Ngo Dinh Nhu at the age of eighteen, and quickly abandoned Buddhism for her husband’s Roman Catholic faith. An early victim of the First Indochina War, she was taken prisoner by the Viet Minh for four months along with her daughter and mother-in-law. After her brother-in-law assumed control of South Vietnam in 1955, she became the most powerful female in South East Asia as a member of the South Vietnamese National Assembly. Her husband’s control of the secret police, and her unofficial role as the hermit-like Diem’s ‘first lady’ guaranteed her both headlines and influence.
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As US patience with Diem waned, Mme Nhu resorted to high profile campaigns to defend her brother-in-law’s regime. In 1963, she dismissed the self-immolation of Buddhist monks as a ‘barbeque’ and condemned their lack of patriotism for using imported petrol. She followed this up with a controversial lecture tour of US campuses where she was both ignominiously ignored by her own father, ambassador to to the US, and pelted with eggs by US students.

It was during this tour that she was informed of her husband and Diem’s death at the hands of the army. Her children were given free passage from South Vietnam and she settled with them in Paris, then Rome. Even in her later years, she wasn’t far from controversy: in 1986 her brother, Tran Van Khiem, was charged with smothering their parents to death. She refused to condemn him, instead claiming he was the victim of a US conspiracy.

Nguyen Van Thieu (5 April 1923–29 September 2001)

Nguyen Van Thieu presided over two critical periods in the decline of South Vietnam. He served as President while the US withdrew from the country in 1973, and remained in power until shortly before the final collapse of the country in April 1975. His first major involvement in the country’s political fortunes came as a supporter of Ho Chi Minh’s nationalist movement, rising to the position of District commander. However, this dalliance with the Viet Minh lasted barely a year, once he realized that the nationalist movement was a front for communist insurgents. 

After studying at various military academies, he fought with the French against the Viet Minh until the end of the war in 1954. He was promoted to the rank of corps commander in the South Vietnamese Army, and spent time training in the USA. He was amongst the group of army officers who carried out the coup against Diem in 1963, and then maintained his position within the army leadership during a succession of coups 1964–65. 
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In 1965, he was appointed Head of State; a notional figurehead with power residing with the Prime Minister, Nguyen Cao Ky. By 1967, Thieu was strong enough to run for President with Ky as his subordinate running mate in the country’s first presidential elections. The rigged election, gave Thieu the power to rule as a virtual dictator, presiding over a corrupt political system which relied entirely on the military and US aid for survival. He strongly resisted US attempts to broker a deal with North Vietnam, and felt betrayed by the their later withdrawal and failure to carry out its promise not to leave the South on its own in the event of a resumption of hostilities.

However, he had not been forgotten, the CIA flew him and two suitcases full of gold to Taiwan, from where he moved to south London. He remained in England until the later stages of his life, when he relocated to Massachusetts. 

Robert McNamara (9 June 1916–6 July 2009)

[image: image]

LBJ library

Robert McNamara’s reputation as the brightest of the best, US’s most high-profile Defense Secretary rested on a particularly rational, almost scholarly approach to foreign affairs. He started from the perspective that international crises could be managed, and by following a clear set of procedures. This approach was heavily influenced by statistical analysis refined during his time at Berkeley, US Bomber Command, and as the first non-Ford to be President of the Ford Motor Company. This approach appeared to be vindicated during the Cuban Missile Crisis, October 1962, but its application in South East Asia, through the use of graduated escalation in the period 1961–64, and then through the crossover point as the target for US victory, proved to be flawed.

By November 1967, McNamara began to have severe doubts whether the war could indeed be won in Vietnam, and was affected by rifts within his own family over the conflict. He announced that he would resign from office, but was persuaded to stay in post until the spring of 1968. After politics, McNamara became President of the World Bank and largely disappeared from public life, with the exception of an attempt on his life in 1971, when a fellow passenger, recognizing McNamara, tried to push him off the Martha’s Vineyard ferry. During the 1990s, he returned to the debate over Vietnam, publishing his own memoirs of the period, In Retrospect, and appearing as the subject of Errol Morris’ 2003 documentary The Fog of War.

George Ball (21 December 1909–26 May 1994)

A diplomat easy to dub ‘the man who was always right’, George Ball’s reputation as a critic of US policy towards South East Asia during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations often cast him to the fringes of decision-making, but eventually saw him vindicated when the ‘wise men’ group of senior advisors decided to halt US escalation after the 1968 Tet Offensive.

Believing that the main arena for USA Cold War policy should be Europe, Ball argued against growing escalation from 1961. When the Taylor-Rostow Report recommended the dispatch of 8,000 US troops in October, Ball predicted that 500,000 would be required within four years. Although President Kennedy famously described him as being ‘crazy as hell’ for this prognosis, the experience of Americanization in 1965–68 vindicated Ball’s original fears.
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In spite of his attitude to the Vietnam War, Ball was not a pacifist, but argued that developing strong relationships with her Western European partners should be the US’s prime objective, which in turn would lead to a rapprochement with the USSR. 

After resigning in 1966, he maintained a strict silence over the administration’s approach to the war, only returning to his critical theme after Johnson had left office. He became chair of Lehman Brothers before acting as US Ambassador to the UN for a brief period during the last few months of Johnson’s presidency. He returned to Lehman Brothers in 1968, and continued to write and speak on international issues, gaining a new reputation as a critic of US relations with Israel. 

General Maxwell Taylor (26 August 1901–19 April 1987)

Raised in Kansas City, Taylor graduated high school with outstanding grades, and moved onto West Point as the First World War was coming to an end. During the Second World War, he made his name as a commander with the 82nd Airborne, carrying out jumps over Italy, and Normandy. He was the first US general to land in Normandy, as he led a party of paratroopers tasked with the clearing the way for the D-Day invasion.
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LBJ library

Although he served with distinction in both West Berlin and the Korean War, he found himself out of favour with the Eisenhower administration. While the new president wanted to cut conventional forces, and focus on his New Look policy, Taylor strongly advocated an expensive modernization of the US Army. President Kennedy, who had been impressed with Taylor’s critique of US strategy while serving as a congressman in the 1950s, appointed him as a military advisor in 1961, and Joint Chiefs of Staff in 1962.

Under Kennedy, Taylor helped develop the doctrine of flexible response, which featured an emphasis on counterinsurgency and limited war at its core. Both of these, Taylor was to argue in his 1961 report on the situation in South Vietnam should be applied to the war against Communism in South East Asia. He continued to serve President Johnson after Kennedy’s assassination, until his move to South Vietnam as US Ambassador in 1964. He retired from this post in 1965.

General William Westmoreland (26 March 1914–18 July 2005)

Born near Spartanburg, South Carolina, William Westmoreland went on to fight in most of the US’s major areas of conflict during the Second World War and the Cold War. He served as Superintendent at West Point, and enjoyed the patronage of two Presidents. However, by the end of 1968 his reputation was in tatters. So much so that in 1980 Ronald Reagan, at the time the aspiring nominee for the Republican party’s presidential nomination, refused to sit next to him on a flight, for fear that he be tarnished by association with the disgraced former general.
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As commander of Military Assistance Command, Vietnam he believed in the policy of attrition, refusing to accept that a small nation such as North Vietnam could absorb huge losses. This belief led him to misinterpret the critical lessons of the war, none more so than the unsuitability of conventional large unit tactics to the jungles of Vietnam. While he rightly pointed to the horrendous casualty figures on the communist side, this ignored the growing casualty lists, and equipment losses on the US side.

The Tet Offensive turned out to be the beginning of the end of his military career in Vietnam. After announcing the light at the end of the tunnel in a press conference at the end of 1967, his claims of impending success were shown to be hollow, as the North Vietnamese launched their largest campaign of the conflict thus far. Even as Westmoreland emphasized the success of the ARVN and US forces in crushing the offensive, images of Viet Cong guerrillas in the grounds of the US embassy, and holding out in Hue only served to undermine his credibility still further.

Following Tet, Westmoreland requested another 200,000 troops and the mobilization of the National Guard in order to inflict the hammer blow on the Communists. He later called the refusal to provide these troops, ‘the turning point for failure in Vietnam’. In June 1968, he was replaced by Creighton Adams, returning to Washington as US Army Chief of Staff.

Henry Kissinger (27 May 1923–)

[image: image]

Born in southern Bavaria, Kissinger’s family fled Nazi Germany in 1938 and settled in New York. He returned to Germany during the Second World War, as an interpreter and intelligence officer for the US Army. After the war, he made his name as a historian and advisor to Presidents Kennedy and Johnson. He was a pioneer of the ‘flexible response’ doctrine, which called for a more varied approach to settling international disputes than Eisenhower’s clumsy New Look policy of massive retaliation. A key influence on Kissinger’s ideas was a belief that a limited nuclear war would be winnable. This was a significant departure to the theory of Mutually Assured Destruction which had governed Cold War nuclear diplomacy during the 1950s. 

He came to Richard Nixon’s attention while serving as an aide to Nelson Rockefeller during the latter’s unsuccessful bid for the Republican nomination in 1968. President Nixon appointed Kissinger Special Assistant for National Security Affairs, and in that role he appeared to enjoy a higher profile than the Secretary of State, William Rogers. He argued that the USA should pursue a pragmatic approach to foreign policy, ands seek to maintain international security through a policy of bipolarity: i.e. ensuring that the USA and USSR remained as the dominant nations.

As Special Assistant, Kissinger was responsible both for the escalation of the war in South East Asia, through the secret bombing of Cambodia, and for developing diplomatic relations with North Vietnam, China, and the Soviet Union. His secret backchannel diplomacy enabled Nixon to visit both Beijing and Moscow in the first half of 1972, and resulted in agreement with Le Duc Tho, North Vietnam’s chief negotiator by October of the same year.

Kissinger’s role was formalized in September 1973, when he was appointed Secretary of State; a position he maintained under Nixon’s successor Gerald Ford. For his role in ending the Vietnam War, he was jointly awarded the Nobel Peace Prize with Le Duc Tho in the same year.







Appendix 2: Timeline of the Vietnam War

Part One: The First Indochina War 1945–54

1945

2 September: Ho Chi Minh declares Independence of Vietnam

13 September: British forces land in Saigon, and return authority to the French. Within a month, 35,000 French troops have arrived in Indochina

26 September: Lt. Col. A. Peter Dewey, head of the US OSS mission, becomes the first US to be killed in Vietnam. He is ambushed by Viet Minh troops while driving a jeep to Saigon airport 

1946

March–September: France recognizes the Democratic Republic of Vietnam as a ‘free state’ within the French Union, and in return, Ho allows French troops to enter Hanoi. He travels to Paris on a fruitless mission to persuade the French government to give Vietnam full independence

19 December: General Giap, DRV Interior Minister, proclaims the start of a nationwide war of resistance. A thirty-year struggle for control of Vietnam begins 

20 December: General Jean-Etienne Valluy triggers the start of the First Indochina War by launching a bombardment of Haiphong, after seizing an arms shipment en route to the city. 6,000 Vietnamese inhabitants are killed

1947

7 October–22 December: The French fail with their plan – Operation Léa – to wipe out the Viet Minh in one stroke

1949

8 March: Elysée Agreement Signed by Bao Dai and President Vincent Auriol, creates Vietnam as an independent ‘Associated State’ within the French Union 

1950

18 January: The newly created People’s Republic of China formally recognizes Ho’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam as the sole legal government of Vietnam 

7 February: USA formally recognizes the government of Bao Dai

September: Viet Minh Border Campaign succeeds in driving the French from its outposts near the Chinese border. The French suffer more than 6,000 casualties 

October: President Truman authorizes $10m in aid to support the French efforts against the insurgency. By the end of 1950, the figure increases to $100m. The Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) is created to provide training and technical support for the French

1952

November: Dwight Eisenhower elected President of the USA. He insists that all future aid will be dependent on the French implementing a political and military plan for winning the war 

1953

3 July: French PM announces that all three Associated States in Indochina (Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia) are able to apply for independence

17 July: General Henri Navarre announces his plan to expand the French military commitment in Indochina, by launching Operation Hirondelle, an audacious raid on enemy supply depots near Lang Son. 

26 November: Ho Chi Minh declares his willingness to negotiate with the French in an interview with the Swedish newspaper, Expressen

1954

13 March–7 May: The Battle of Dien bien phu 

7 April: Responding to the deteriorating situation at Dien bien phu, and the upcoming peace talks at Geneva, Eisenhower outlines his ‘domino theory’, referring to the likely consequences of the international community failing to stem the spread of Communism in South East Asia

18 June: Ngo Dinh Diem is appointed PM of the State of Vietnam

8 May–21 July: Geneva peace conference produces a settlement to end the war

Part Two: Nation-Building in South Vietnam 1954–65

1954

8 September: South East Asia Treaty Organization is formed, comprising USA, Great Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, Thailand, Pakistan

1955

September 1954–June 1955: Binh Xuyen, Cai Dao, and Hoa Hao sects uprising against Diem

24 October: President Eisenhower offers US support and aid to Diem

January: MAAG, Vietnam commences training of the new South Vietnamese Army(ARVN)

23 October: Diem wins 98 per cent of the vote in a CIA-rigged referendum on the leadership of South Vietnam

26 October: Diem announces the creation of the Republic of Vietnam (RVN) 

1956

20 July: Deadline for unification elections in Vietnam passes

1957

May: Diem wins further commitments from Eisenhower during his US tour Eisenhower dubs him ‘the miracle man of Asia’

October: Low-level communist insurgency starts in South Vietnam

1959

May: The DRV decides to expand its campaign in the South and authorizes increased infiltration, including despatch of regular North Vietnamese Army (NVA) troops

7 July: Diem announces his plan to separate the peasantry from the communist insurgents by resettling them in fortified villages called ‘agrovilles’

8 July: The first US casualties of the new conflict are incurred: Major Dale Buis and Master Sergeant Chester Ovnand are killed in a raid on Bien Hoa

30 August: Diem’s government receives a huge majority in South Vietnam’s General Election

1960

8 November: John F. Kennedy is elected President of the USA, results are declared on 9 November

4 December: USSR starts supplying equipment to the Pathet Lao, communist combatants in the Laotian civil war

20 December: Hanoi formalizes their campaign to overthrow the government in the South with the creation of the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam 

1961

9 March: JFK authorizes the bombing of Pathet Lao forces

11 May: JFK sends 400 Special Forces and 100 more advisors to Vietnam, increasing the number of US forces already in South Vietnam by more than half

16 May: Laos peace conference starts in Geneva

October: General Maxwell Taylor, and National Security Agency advisors Walt Rostow are sent to assess the situation in Vietnam

16 October: USAF pilots given permission to fly missions over Vietnam if they have a Vietnamese citizen with them

8 November: Taylor-Rostow Report recommends sending a ‘flood control’ team of 8,000 US troops to South Vietnam

1962

12 January: The start of the chemical war against the Viet Cong: Operation Ranch Hand begins

8 February: Military Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV) replaces MAAG, Vietnam 

27 February: 2 officers in the South Vietnamese air force attempt to assassinate Diem by strafing the Presidential palace

22 March: Operation Sunrise starts; the first attempt to develop expanded agrovilles through the Strategic Hamlets programme

23 July: The civil war in Laos ends, with a tripartite agreement creating a neutralized state 

1963 

2 January: South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) suffers a humiliating defeat at the battle of Ap Bac

11 June: Thich Quang Duc sets himself on fire in protest at Diem’s persecution of Buddhists

21 August: ARVN troops attack Buddhist temples throughout South Vietnam

9 September: Interviewed by Walter Cronkite, JFK states that ‘In the final analysis, it is their war. They are the ones who have to win it or lose it. We can help them, we can give them equipment, we can send our men out there as advisors, but they have to win it, the people of Vietnam, against the Communists’

5 October: US Ambassador to SV, Henry Cabot Lodge, informs JFK that a coup against Diem was imminent

11 October: JFK authorizes NSAM–263, which recommends the withdrawal of 1,000 advisors by the end of 1963 and complete withdrawal by the end of 1965

1 November: Diem is overthrown by his generals

2 November: Diem and his younger brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu are captured by ARVN troops and assassinated. General Minh assumes control of South Vietnam

22 November: JFK is assassinated. Vice-President, Lyndon B. Johnson is sworn in as President

26 November: LBJ authorizes implementation of NSAM–273, which (arguably) recommends escalation of US efforts in South East Asia

1964

16 January: LBJ authorizes OPLAN34 A, which features covert missions against North Vietnam 

30 January: General Minh is overthrown in a bloodless coup and replaced by General Khanh

9 June: Operation Barrel Roll starts; a bombing campaign targeted at Communist forces attempting to seize control in Laos, in violation of the 1962 neutralization agreement

20 June: General William Westmoreland takes command of MACV

2–4 August: Gulf of Tonkin incident

7 August: Congress passes the Gulf of Tonkin resolution

1 November: US airbase at Bien Hoa is attacked by Viet Cong guerrillas. 5 US servicemen are killed.

3 November: Johnson wins the presidential election

24 December: Viet Cong guerrillas bomb the Brinks Hotel in Saigon, a popular bar full of US officers. 2 US and 51 South Vietnamese are killed. 

1965

6 February: Viet Cong attack at Pleiku kills 9 US advisors and wounds 100 more

7–8 February: Johnson announces Flaming Dart I, a short retaliatory bombing campaign against North Vietnamese targets

10 February: Viet Cong respond with an attack on a hotel used by US soldiers at Qui Nhon. 23 US are killed.

11 February: Flaming Dart II is launched, targeting a military installation at Chanh Hoa 

20 February: Another coup in Saigon sees Khanh replaced by Dr Phan Huy Quát

2 March: Rolling Thunder bombing campaign starts

8 March: 3,500 US marines land at Da Nang beach. The US ground war in Vietnam starts.

24 March: The first ‘Teach-In’, a protest against US involvement in Vietnam, takes place at the University of Michigan

Part Three: The Americanization of the War 1965–68

1965

18–25 August: US troops adopt an offensive stance for the first time, with the launch of Operation Starlight

3 November: Norman Morrison sets himself alight outside the Pentagon, 40 ft from Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara’s window, as a protest against the war

14–17 November: Battle of la Drang: the first major engagement between US and NVA forces

1966

28 January–14 February: Senator William Fulbright chairs the Senate Foreign Relations Committee inquiry into the conduct of the Vietnam War

14 September–24 November: Operation Attleboro. Over 3,000 Communists are killed and wounded, while US and ARVN losses are approximately 650

1967

8–26 January: Operation Cedar Falls, a brutal US offensive to clear the ‘Iron Triangle’, an area twenty miles north west of Saigon. The NLF suffers 750 fatalities but are able to return to the area within a few months

22 February–14 May: Operation Junction City, the largest US military action to date, succeeds in killing 2,700 Communist troops for the loss of 282 US and ARVN soldiers 

4 April: Martin Luther King condemns US involvement in the Vietnam War

15 April: 300,000 people demonstrate against the war in New York

3 September: Thieu and Ky are elected President and PM respectively

21 October: 50,000 anti-war protestors participate in the March on the Pentagon

3–22 November: Battle of Dak To. Interrupting an NVA plan to attack Dak To, the US wage a bloody campaign to remove NVA forces from the ridges round Dak To. Casualty figures: 376 US killed, 1,441 US wounded, 79 ARVN killed. PAVN casualties are estimated to be almost 1,500 killed

21 November: Speaking to the National Press Club in Washington, Westmoreland emphasizes the progress made by US forces and claims that victory is close

29 November: McNamara announces his resignation as Secretary of Defense

Part Four: Negotiation and Escalation 1968–73

1968

31 January: Start of the Tet Offensive

10 February: Tet Offensive is finally repelled. 

1 March: Robert McNamara is replaced by Clark Clifford as Secretary of Defense

16 March: Massacre of 347 South Vietnamese civilians by US soldiers at My Lai

31 March: LBJ announces bombing halt and impending retirement

13 May: Paris peace talks begin.

26–29 August: Riot police violently tackle protestors outside Democrat Convention, Chicago

31 October: LBJ halts all bombing of North Vietnam 

5 November: Richard Nixon narrowly defeats Hubert Humphrey to win the US presidential election 

1969

25 January: US/ DRV/ SVN/ NLF meet in Paris 

18 March: Operation Menu begins; the secret bombing of neutral Cambodia

10–20 May: Battle of Hamburger Hill. US take the ridge, suffering 84 fatalities, but abandon it within a week

8 June: After meeting Thieu at Midway, Nixon announces the policy of Vietnamization. 25,000 troops leave South Vietnam almost immediately

August: Kissinger and Le Duc Tho begin secret talks in Paris

3 September: Ho Chi Minh dies 

5 September: Lt William Calley is charged with 109 murders committed at My Lai

15 October: The Moratorium: 250,000 anti-war protestors descend on Washington DC

1970

18 March: General Lon Nol replaces Prince Sihanouk in Cambodia, and appeals to South Vietnam for assistance against communist insurgents.

27 March: ARVN forces enter Cambodia

30 April: 30,000 US troops enter Cambodia in support of the ARVN. 

4 May: National Guardsmen shoot 4 students at Kent State University, Ohio 

24 June: Senate repeals the ‘Gulf of Tonkin Resolution’

30 June: US Troops withdraw from Cambodia.

22 December: The Senate pass the Cooper-Church Amendment, which bans the use of US troops in Laos

1971

8 February: Lam Son 719: 16,000 strong ARVN invasion (with US air support) of Laos

24 March: ARVN withdraws from Laos

29 March: 1971 Lt William Calley is found guilty of the murder of 22 civilians at My Lai

13 June: The New York Times publishes the Pentagon Papers 

3 October: President Thieu is re-elected unopposed

1972

21 February: The start of Nixon’s visit to China, where he offers a trade agreement in return for China applying pressure on North Vietnam to end the war.

30 March: NVA Easter Offensive starts. 120,000 troops attack across the de-militarized zone at the 17th parallel.

6 April: Operation Linebacker I is launched: a series of huge bombing offensives against North Vietnam:

2 May: Secret meetings between Kissinger and Le Duc Tho recommence 

11 August: Last US combat unit leaves Vietnam

26 October: Kissinger and Le Duc Tho reach a secret agreement: unilateral US withdrawal; exchange of POWs; elections in SVN leading to possible re-unification.

1 November: Thieu rejects the peace plan 

7 November: Nixon is re-elected

13 December: Paris peace talks collapse.

18–30 December: Operation Linebacker II heralds the largest bombing campaign of the war. Nearly 2,000 sorties are flown in an attempt to bomb North Vietnam back to the negotiating table

1973

January: Paris Peace Treaty is signed. 

29 March: Last US troops leave Vietnam 

1975

30 April: Saigon falls to the NVA, and the ARVN surrenders
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