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US involvement in Indochina, 1945-65

War in Indochina began im_medialely after the Second World War.
Th_e French wanted to regain control over the Indochinese peninsula
(Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia and Thailand), their colonies since the
1880s. During the Second World War, the French ceded control to
the Japanese. The United States had supplied guns to Ho Chi Minh,
the leader of the tenacious and skilled Viet Minh guerrillas who
fought against the Japanese. At war’s end, Ho Chi Minh declared
Vietnam independent from France. The French, assisted by the
British, sent in a joint military force to re-establish French control.
President Harry Truman was initially sympathetic to the Viet Minh
and was not supportive of the return of French colonial rule. When
resistance to the forces of the Viet Minh proved more difficult than
they had expected, the French approached the United States to assist
them financially but President Truman initially refused. He changed
his mind in 1947 but by then everything had changed. The Soviet
threat in Europe was real and Truman had responded announcing
his containment doctrine. In 1949, Mao Zedong's Chinese communist
forces defeated the Nationalist Chinese. The US perception of
Vietam began to change, as they labelled the Viet Minh a

communist regime taking its orders from MoSCOW. Initially, ps
h had more to do with securing the

interest in supporting the Frenc

situation in EII)II;‘OPC tian helping to defeat Ho chi Minh, but tpat
changed in July 1950 at the onset of the Korean War. US sol.d.lcrs
were fighting in the Far East, against an aggressive ciommlimlst 2
regime with the full backing and support of the Soviet Union. The
Truman administration concluded that the situation I {ndQCmna,
China and Korea marked a new phase in Soviet expanswmsm and
that nowhere in the world was safe from commu‘msmv That. same
year, Truman gave the French 40 million dollars in economic
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Dien Bien Phu where 10,000 French troops were surrounded, cut-off
and captured by the Viet Minh. The French government pleaded
with Eisenhower to send US ground forces to save the situation.
Eisenhower stood firm against the advice of Vice President Nixon and
his military commanders and refused the request. The defeat ended
the French regime. The Geneva Conference was convened to restore
peace and unify Vietnam.

In April of 1954, President Eisenhower verbalized his version of
containment for Southeast Asia. He claimed that if one nation in
the region fell, it was only a matter of time until its neighbours were
subjugated one by one by creeping communism. They would fall
like dominoes, Eisenhower prophesized, “If the Vietminh won, the
remaining countries in Southeast Asia would be menaced by a
greater flanking movement,” articulating the domino theory of a
communist take-over.

When the Geneva Accords were signed in July 1954, South Vietnam

‘and the United States did not sign, but acquiesced to the division of

north and south at the 17th parallel. The UN would supervise the

terms s of the cease-fire: Viet Minh forces below the 17th parallel went

horth and French forces went south. About 450,000 refugees fled into
south, miniynoman Catholics who feared a commumst
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ed di Although there is
some historical debate on the extent of Kennedy’s suppori: for action
d S

in Vietnan, it is C.ertain that from this point on, the United States
had no other chomg but to support the South and start the esi;l?st'
of its involvement in Vietnam. The course was set when Keﬁnc; $ %
went to Dallas on November 22, 1963, and was assassinated VicY
president Lyndon Johnson was sworn in as president of the i)nitZd
states and was thus compelled to follow the unsure path established
by the now-dead Kennedy. Shrouded under the pall of thé I(en;mdy
tragedy, a litle-known war in a Southeast Asian country smaller
than Johnson’s native Texas was about to take center st:;gc ina
drama that would prove the most divisive event in US history since
the civil war.

Escalation, 1964-68

Following the Gulf of Tonkin resolution, the US went from assisting

South Vietnam to taking control of the war. It was a limited war like

Korea, without formal declaration of war and a concerted attempt to

keep the conflict localized to the Vietnam. Johnson's decision to

escalate the war on the grounds that it was the logical outgrowth of Lot aia P g SiNg o™
two decades of incremental decisions by his presidential predecessors © Discussion point -
and it required resolution. Immediately following the Tonkin ' 2

resolution the military inaugurated “QOperation Rolling Thunder”, War of attrition

an air campaign to bomb North Vietnam into submission. US - The United States military
bombers flew thousands of missions attacking key North Vietnamese ¢ followed a strategy of attriion -
installations, and dropping thousands of tons of bombs. As the air - Qr:\a[tlzmatnr:é t/‘\tnrircit:)tr; ljv :ar .
war heated up, so too did the gr ound war. Tbe 22 emPloyed downgz]he enemy over a long
helicopters to lift ground forces into remote jungle Xeglons and a.uack * period rather than defeat them
enemy strongholds. The Viet Cong countered by attacking émencan * in a decisive battle like

military installations and ambushing Us patrols. US casualties * Waterloo (1815). It was the
increased and the US public began to question the cost ofuthe war. . strategy employe d by General
Johnson questioned the war as well. He wanted to build “The Great Grant in the US civil war and .

3 T ; i t to get by Allied generals in the First
Society” d racism and poverty. He did not wan 4 ;
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of 1966, the number was set at 450,000 soldiers. It was evident that
the air campaign alone would not win the war. The White House told
the people of the United States that they were winning the war and
that the sacrifices would soon bring victory but they had to send
more ground troops. Johnson was determined to win and refused to
be the first US president to lose a war against the communists.

The Tet offensive of January 1968 was the turning point in the
Vietnam War. General Westmoreland had told the US public that
North Vietnam's forces were being systematically ground down, and it
! unl!kely‘ they would be capable of launching major attacks against
' s were more than propaganda, the North was
war of 'am'iuon and the heavy losses could not
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peace with honor and an end to the war. P

Vietnamization and withdrawal, 1969-

Nixon's policy to turn the war over to the
called Vietnamization. To concurrently in
war and gradually withdraw US ground
Henry Kissin.ge.r Lo negotiate a peace treaty that would recognize the
permanent division of Vietnam between North and South. Like Korea
the talks dragged on 'and the United States escalated the war when Ihz;t
happened. Th.e heaviest bombing raids of the war, including the
Northern capital of Hanoi and the mining of Haiphong Harbor to stop
shipping, leveraged the North Vietnamese back to the table. In 1970,
President Nixon authorized secret operations sending ground forces and
bombing raids to disrupt North Vietnamese supply routes (the Ho Chi
Minh trail) by violating the neutrality of Cambodia and Laos. These
tactics worked and the North came back to the negotiation table. Troop
withdrawals took place in 1969-72. The last US bombing raid was in
August 1972, the Paris Peace Accords were signed in January 1973 and
the war was over for the United States. Nixon had been re-elected to a
second term in November 1972, hoping to pursue a domestic agenda
once the war was ended but the Watergate scandal erupted and ended
in his resignation on August 4, 1974. After a brief pause, the fighting
began again between North and South in 1975. In early March, the
North Vietnamese began a full scale invasion of the South. ARVN forces
fought bravely at first, but then collapsed and Saigon was captured

on April 30. Vietnam was reunited under the Hanol government

20 years after the Geneva Accords had split the country.

1973

South Vietnamese Army was
crease the ARVN's role in the
forces, he sent his chief advisor

The domestic impact of the Vietnam War

The 1960s was a period of dramatic change in the United States, ax;g

| am War heightened the growing tensions in U§ society. This
itnessed the rise of the middle class, the evolution of the !
77 ovement, the women’s movement, the rise of the yout

Culture "d-govemment initiatives in s.ocial refomhlrr;zl:: LA
atmosphere all was questioned, including the gove ;

Py of
—especially television—became a forum for criticism
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these changes but, more than that,
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et the containment of
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Discussion point

Compare and contrast the US
experience in the Korean and
Vietnam wars?
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Discussion point

Inequities of the draft

Should all members of a
nation be eligible for the draft
regardless of education,
economic status, gender or
race? How was the situation
in Vietnam reminiscent of the
inequities of the draft during
the US civil war?
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The youth movement took their disquiet to the streets and protests,
sit-ins and music festivals became the gatherings that defined this
new generation. Universities became centers for dissent. Young men
burned their draft cards, and as many as 60,000 draft evaders went to
Canada. Muhammad Ali, the heavyweight boxing champion and
Olympic gold medalist declared himself a conscientious objector and
was jailed after an all-white jury convicted him of draft evasion.

He symbolized injustice for millions of young people who opposed
the war, also drawing attention to the high proportion of African
Americans who were drafted. At the same time, it was alleged that
the sons of the élite were being protected by their universities who
used grade inflation to prevent them from being called up to serve in
the military. There were clear racial and class divisions among those
who had to serve and those who did not. Then, to make matters
worse, the two men who had captured the imagination of young
Americans of all races and promised a brighter future were
assassinated: Martin Luther King was assassinated on April 4 1968;

followed by presidential candidate Robert Kennedy on June 6 of the
same year.

The 1968 Democratic National convention in Chicago had turned
into a pitched battle between the police and anti-war protestors.
TV coverage showed policemen beating young people with batons.
There were thousands of marches, sit-ins and rallies across the
country. Nevertheless, a significant majority of middle- and
working-class people in the United States considered the youth
movement an aberration. They did not like hippies, loud music or
tie-dyed clothing. Middle America paid its taxes, voted in elections
and supported President Johnson and the war, The CBS newsreader
Walter Cronkite was Middle America incarnate, always ending his 6
o’clock news programme with the statemenent, “And that’s the
way it is.” So, when he turned around and voiced criticism of the
war, in an uncharacteristic departure from his standard objective
non-partisan role as news reader, his comments rocked the nation.
Cronkite had been in Vietnam during the Tet offensive and on
February 27, 1968, he hosted a TV documentary on the war, closing
with the words:

It seems now more certain than ever that the bloody experience
of Vietnam is to end in a stalemate. ... But it is increasingly clear
to this reporter that the only rational way out then will be to
negotiate, not as victors, but as honorable people who lived up
to their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they could.

Cronkite’s disenchantment with the war, made public that February
night was a turning point, further galvanizing US public opinion
against the war. When President Johnson heard Cronkite’s
comment he lamented, “That’s it. If I've lost Cronkite, I've lost
middle America.”

Things only got worse for Johnson. On March 16, a company of US
soldiers deliberately massacred 350-400 villagers in the tiny hamlet
of Mai Lai. The military tried to cover it up, but one of the soldiers
went 1o the press. How could this happen? Who was to blame?

Walter Cronkite in Vietnam
Tet offensive.

h

The draft was not uniformiy ap:

to all US citizens. African. e
comprised about 1194 of the

but made up 12.6 % of mesom
Vietnam and suffered 14.9% of
deaths. More telling overa| Was the
fact that the majority of soldiers were
from low-income backgrounds, y
men from poor backgrounds were
twice as likely to serve in front-fine
combat units and become casualfies
than men from better educated, g,
income backgrounds. About 10,009
women served in Vietnam, 83.5% were
nurses. Women did not serve in combyt

 units. The women who served were
 volunteers, but the men were drafted
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the country. Some radicals
ral strike. Nixon vowed not 10 be swayed by the
radial movement eme:

rged, the most important
Weathumen whosesloganwas'\'ou don’t need
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the group launched a campaign against US
advocated mass violence. The call for violence

d did not reflect the growing anti-establishment
1 counterculture.
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Kent State shooting, May 4, 1970. Mary Ann Vecchio kneeling over Jeffry Miller.
John Filo, a photography student, took the picture.

The conclusion to the Vietnam War

Between 1964 and 1973 over two million US citizens had served in
Vietnam and over 500,000 had resisted the draft. The effect of the
war on the United States was divisive. The US belief in itself as the
protector of freedom and democracy was shattered. No longer was
the nation the unquestioned leader of the free world. Postwar, people
in the United States tried to make sense of the war but the nation
was bitterly divided over the issues. A clear example of this can be
seen in the person of Henry Kissinger. While he was awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize for his negotations in Paris and lauded by many for
those efforts, he is condemned by others for his bombing campaigns
in Cambodia and considered a war criminal by other. Just as with the
war itself, the verdict has yet to be determined. Historians have
struggled to determine the legacy and a historical consensus has yet
to emerge on the Vietnam War.

The result of the war, in some respects, proved the fears of
idebhgucs.,:who sought to contain communism and prevent the
domino effect from taking place. The clear result of the war in
Indochina was that the entire peninsula fell to communism. After
the fall of Saigon and unification of Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos
bott came under communist rule. In the case of Cambodia the
results were especially tragic; the Khmer Rouge under Pol Pot killed
approximately 1.5 million Cambodians in the pursuit of its extreme
version of socialism.

It can be argued that the Vietnam War was a factor that brought
t ‘and the USSR to the bargaining tables, resulting in the

ic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT), and its link to the

ng of US relations with the People’s Republic of China
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Research activity
Photography

How can a Phorograph
change public Opinion
and influence historicy|
memory? Research
other examples of
important photographs
in the coverage of the
Vietnam War.

Write a 100-word caption to
support the documentation of
an event or a personal story.
Present it to your group with 5
copy of the photograph.

Hollywood and
Vietnam

Write a film review

The following films from the
1970s and 1980s present @
critical view of the war in
Vietnam. Write a film review
of one of them.

Green Berets (Dir. Ray
Kellogg and John Wayn€,
1968)

The Deer Hunter (Dir.
Michael Cimino, 1978)
Apocalypse Now (Dir. Frandis
Ford Coppola, 1979)
Platoon (Dir. Oliver Ston€
1986)

Full Metal Jacket (DIt stanley
Kubrick, 1987)
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indisputable. At the same time, the ys o
hement disagreement over anada had

adian Prime Minister

lstbriography
1e United States and the Vietnam War

| opinion remains deeply divided on the lessons, legacy and tragedy
2 Vietnam War: Following are the views of five historians that focus on
Vietnam War from the perspective of the United States. Read each and
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