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In a Nutshell/Overview

The Vietnam War-commonly referred to as 
"America's longest war"-grew out of
 the American commitment to the containment of communism during the 
 
 Cold War. For approximately fifteen years, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam) fought against an American-supported 
 Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam). The war for the U.S. ended in 1973 with the withdrawal of American combat troops, and two years 
 later, South Vietnamese forces surrendered 
 to the North.

With the unification of Vietnam under the Communist government of the North, the U.S. had officially failed
 to achieve its objectives. A nation accustomed to grand victories suffered its first major defeat; the "longest war" was a military, 
 political, and social disaster, one that would haunt Americans for decades.


Why Should I Care?

What do you imagine when you think of "The Sixties"? Music festivals, 
"free love," and various recreational 
drugs, perhaps? Maybe sit-in demonstrations, 
marches, 
and picket signs with bold messages? 
Definitely tie-dye.
 We tend to remember this notorious decade in terms of cultural changes at home: innovative music, new perspectives on life and 
 love, glorious causes, and, of course, colorful-very colorful-fashion.

This period in American history is certainly 
 characterized by all of these things, and more often than not it is with these images that Americans today prefer to remember it. And 
 why not? Nostalgia for "The Sixties" gave us 
 Lollapalooza, poetry slams, retro 
 Volkswagen Beetles,
 the film Across the Universe, big hoop earrings, fabulous 
 Halloween costumes, 
 and Austin Powers. But the event, more than any other, that 
 dominated this decade is the same event that many would prefer to forget-the Vietnam War.

"Nam." In the United States,
 this one-syllable word has come to mean many things for many different people with various class, racial, political, and national 
 backgrounds. This tiny word carries tremendous weight; it can incite a slough of feelings, including sorrow, regret, anger, revulsion,
 embarrassment, betrayal, and confusion. Many would rather forget it altogether, particularly those who think of this war as one of-if
 not the-most disastrous periods in American history.

And Vietnam was, in fact, a monumental catastrophe. But not 
 simply because it was the first major loss for the U.S., and not simply because the U.S. failed to defeat Communism-its most despised
 enemy during the 
 Cold War. The Vietnam War, a conflict that lasted approximately fifteen years (far longer than any other war fought by the U.S.),
 was a political, economic, and military nightmare all along the way. And the mistakes made, lies told, and lives lost continue to haunt
 Americans today, in obvious  and 
 not-so-obvious ways.

But why? What makes this war so uniquely awful for the United States?

Was it the loss of life? Certainly it was for those personally affected by a warfront death, but in terms of total casualties the Vietnam War was relatively benign. Seven times more Americans perished in World War II; in the U.S. Civil War, America's most bloody war, more than 600,000 Americans died-over ten times the number of Americans killed in the Vietnam War. Vietnam lost far more of its people in the war; reports estimate that some 2 million South Vietnamese and 2 million North Vietnamese men and women died-70 times more than the number of U.S. casualties.

Was it the fact that five American presidents failed to end the fighting abroad? Yes, in part. Disastrous errors in foreign policy-making in Southeast Asia marred each presidential administration from Truman to Nixon, and all along the way, political leaders strained to hide these mistakes or, at least, to dismiss them. As a result, the vast majority of Americans lost a great deal of confidence in their government-a deeply significant transformation that would spark the kind of political cynicism familiar to us today.

Was it that the United States, a nation that had emerged from World War II as the greatest military power on the globe, lost to a small, relatively poor revolutionary militia? Definitely not from the perspective of the Vietnamese, who sought to gain independence, expel the foreign occupation, and reunify their country. For them, the Americans-or any imperial force, no matter how big or strong-stood no chance against their passionate crusade for a free Vietnam.

Perhaps the greatest tragedy for the U.S. was not that it made mistakes or that it lost, but that it failed to accept the possibility that it might actually lose. For this reason, five presidents were doomed to grapple with the conflict, and Americans from all walks of life were destined to deal with a new uncertainty about the future.

There's no doubt that the Vietnam War was an extremely confusing conflict, one in which nothing much was clear; in the United States, political and military leaders, G.I.s, anti-war protesters, and pro-war patriots all struggled to wrap their heads around all that was at stake. Some forty years later, historians have helped us gain some perspective on it all, but it still remains a complex topic.

Well, it's quite a tall order, but we here at Shmoop hope we can help you sort some of this out.



Overview of The Vietnam War



A Bid For Self-Determination

Believe it or not, it all began in 1919.

As World War I came to a close, a young Vietnamese patriot named Nguyen That Thanh arrived in Paris to speak with the powerful men negotiating the terms for peace. On behalf of his people living within the French empire in Indochina, Thanh sought to lobby the Western leaders for greater rights. He hoped to take American President Woodrow Wilson up on his promise of "self-determination," the principle of national sovereignty, and free Vietnam from colonial rule. But Thanh, like many other advocates of colonial independence who descended upon the Paris peace talks, discovered that the pledge was too good to be true. The British and the French refused to enforce self-rule for their colonies, and despite Thanh's direct appeal to President Wilson, the three powers ultimately ignored the young Vietnamese nationalist.

In the following years, Thanh, disillusioned by the Western democratic process, pursued new and more radical solutions to imperial rule in his country. He had been deeply impressed by the success of the 1917 Russian Revolution, and by the ability of the Bolsheviks to rally support among the Soviet masses. So in the 1920s, while still in France, he joined the Communist Party. With the adopted name Ho Chi Minh, meaning "enlightened one," he planned to take his teachings home to Vietnam to awaken his own people, to unite and train them, and to lead them in their own revolution.

Ho Chi Minh's Declaration of Independence

By 1941, Ho Chi Minh was preparing for the independence movement in Vietnam; but it appeared that the struggle would not be against French rule after all. World War II was under way, and the Japanese-allied with Germany and Italy against Britain and France-had seized French Indochina. Minh, along with fellow Vietnamese nationalists, organized the Viet Minh, a military league committed to the fight for Vietnamese self-rule. Aided by both the Soviet Union and the United States during the war years, the Viet Minh waged a guerilla campaign against the Japanese occupation. When in August 1945, Japan surrendered to the Allied powers and relinquished its holdings in Indochina, Ho Chi Minh became confident that he and the Viet Minh would at last gain control of the country. So sure was the nationalist leader of this fate that in early September he announced the creation of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Directly referencing the American Declaration of Independence, Minh addressed his people: "All men are created equal. They are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights. Among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness."36


But another opportunity for decolonization had been only an illusion. Allied leaders overruled Ho Chi Minh, agreeing that postwar Vietnam would be split in two; Minh's nationalist forces did not gain control over either the North or the South, and no Western power recognized his Democratic Republic. What's more, France wanted to reclaim its lost colony. But Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh were well prepared to resist those efforts, and by the end of 1946, the Franco-Vietnamese War had begun.

To Prevent the Spread of Communism

Meanwhile, with the end of World War II, the United States and its one-time ally, the Soviet Union, clashed over the reorganization of the postwar world. Each perceived the other as a significant threat to its national security, its institutions, and its influence over the globe. To the United States, the USSR was a Communist menace, intent on spreading its anti-democratic ideals by any means necessary. American foreign policy, then, became increasingly dedicated the destruction of governments perceived as friendly to the Soviet power, and to the preservation of those regimes willing to fight Communism.

World War II had sparked anti-colonial movements across the globe, and the United States government had, for the most part, supported self-determination for colonized nations. But the U.S. knowingly contributed to the expansion of imperialism by vowing to support the French against Ho Chi Minh's struggle to establish an independent-and Communist-Vietnam. With the Soviet threat growing, concerns over a Communist takeover in Vietnam far outweighed anti-imperialist ideals.

Sacrificing Democracy for Democracy

But the Communists succeeded in Vietnam; in 1954, with the decisive Viet Minh victory at the battle of Dien Bien Phu, French forces surrendered and agreed to a set of treaties. In these Geneva Accords, the French accepted the Viet Minh's demands to evacuate all troops from Vietnam. Though northern and southern regions remained divided, the Accords stated that in two years unification would be possible through the implementation of nationwide free elections. In July 1956, the Vietnamese people would have a chance to decide whether they preferred to unite under a Communist regime (based in the North) or under a pro-Western (pro-French) government.

As the first President of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in the North, Ho Chi Minh hoped to avoid further setbacks and see national elections administered in 1956 as promised. Minh, considered by many Vietnamese-in the North as well as the South-to be the valiant hero of their liberation, was confident that he would win the election against any opponent representing the government in the South. But Minh's plan for the peaceful reunification of Vietnam all depended on whether the Geneva Accords would be observed by the South Vietnamese government, its leader Ngo Dinh Diem, and the Western power supporting both-the United States. Diem's regime and the United States government refused to acknowledge both the Accords and the plan for national elections. Again, Ho Chi Minh's plan for Vietnamese independence had been foiled.

In an effort to strengthen a democratic, anti-Communist state in South Vietnam in opposition to Minh's Communist regime in the North, the United States inadvertently produced a tyrannical, autocratic government. Premier Diem, much to the dismay of leaders in Washington, was an extremely unpopular leader who refused to allow his people to participate in the democratic process and instead punished his opposition. Still, for eight years, the U.S. government poured military and economic aid into South Vietnam to bolster Diem's regime, a partnership that would set the stage for the most disastrous war in American history.

America's Fatal Illusions

By the end of 1964, the American War in Vietnam was in full swing. But against whom, exactly, were the Americans fighting? It wasn't entirely clear to U.S. political and military leaders. By the early 1960s, the communist-led National Liberation Front (NLF) and its military arm, the Viet Cong, had launched a full-scale guerrilla revolution against Ngo Dinh Diem and the American-supported Republic of Vietnam in the South. The NLF and the Viet Cong were founded in the South and largely independent of the North. Yet, in order to crush the resistance in South Vietnam, the United States launched an aggressive campaign against Ho Chi Minh and the government in North Vietnam. Why?

It may seem illogical, but in fact it made perfect sense to leaders in Washington who assumed that revolting factions in South Vietnam were controlled by Communist powers in the North, who were, in turn, supported by the Communist regimes in China and the Soviet Union. To destroy the resistance in the South-and to defend against the spread of Communism throughout the globe-it seemed vital to crush the regime in North Vietnam.

American leaders made grave errors in escalating the war in Vietnam. Several presidents, and their political and military advisors, presumed that aerial bombardment in the North would ease the ground war in the South by cutting off supply lines to the Viet Cong and ultimately forcing Communist leaders to surrender. During the ten most brutal years of the Vietnam War, the United States clung to two fatal illusions: it assumed that military might and superior firepower would win the war, and it underestimated-and, frankly, misunderstood-the fierce nationalism that drove the Vietnamese resistance and justified inconceivable sacrifices. Cluster bombs, napalm air strikes, search and destroy missions, water torture, deadly chemical sprays, and huge numbers of casualties (by 1967, some 3,000 Vietnamese casualties were reported each month) did little to break the will of the American enemy, and never ensured a U.S. victory.

The Unwinnable War

The reality was that the war in Vietnam was not about two separate countries; for the Vietnamese, this was a war about one country with two warring factions, and the weaker of those two had essentially been created and certainly bolstered by the U.S. The aim of the American war campaign-to grind down the enemy until the Communists in the North agreed to abandon their bid for control of the South-was impossible.

By the time the United States realized that the war was utterly unwinnable, it was already too late. In 1973, when President Nixon withdrew the last U.S. ground troops, nearly 60,000 Americans were dead, thousands more suffered from the physical and psychological repercussions of the brutal warfare in the jungles of Vietnam, and the American people had learned to distrust their leaders and to question their nation's essential values.

In 1975, South Vietnamese government forces surrendered to the NLF and the North Vietnamese Army. Vietnam was, at last, united-and united under a Communist government. The U.S. had officially failed to achieve its original objectives.A nation accustomed to grand victories suffered its first major defeat; the "longest war" was a military, political, and social disaster, one that would haunt Americans for decades.



Politics in The Vietnam War



"Every Nation Must Choose"

On 12 March 1947, President Harry Truman addressed Congress, hoping to promote U.S. aid to anti-Communist governments in the Middle East and Asia. "At the present moment in world history," President Harry S. Truman proclaimed, "nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of life." On the one hand, he explained, the choice is life "based upon the will of the majority," and "distinguished by free institutions, representative government, free elections, guarantees of individual liberty, freedom of speech and religion, and freedom from political oppression." Truman painted the other option-communism-as life in which the will of a few is forcibly inflicted upon the majority. "It relies upon terror and oppression, a controlled press and radio, fixed elections, and the suppression of personal freedom."37


With the end of World War II, the United States and its one-time ally, the Soviet Union, clashed over the reorganization of the postwar world. Each perceived the other as a significant threat to its national security, its institutions, and its influence over the globe. To the United States, the USSR was intent on spreading communism by any means necessary. And with each move made by Soviet leader Joseph Stalin to spread his sphere of influence in order to secure his nation's borders, the U.S. found its fears confirmed.

President Truman, then, thought it vital that the U.S. find ways to strengthen its alliances abroad. The United States must embrace a new, global role, Truman urged, whereby it would befriend nations hostile to the USSR and orchestrate the battle against the growing Communist threat. Congress agreed that the Communist menace must be contained and that American foreign policy should be based on the preservation of those regimes prepared to fight it. Thus, it approved the "Truman Doctrine," authorizing millions of dollars in military aid, grants to train foreign armies, and the allocation of U.S. military advisors to countries such as Greece, Turkey, and later Vietnam.

Ho Chi Minh's Appeal

By the late 1940s, a Vietnamese revolutionary movement led by communist leader Ho Chi Minh had successfully expelled Japanese occupying forces and kept France from reclaiming Vietnam as its colony. Minh, who had been seeking independence for his homeland since World War I, declared his nation free at last. In his declaration of independence, the self-proclaimed Chairman of Vietnam appealed to other freedom-loving nations for support: "We are convinced that the Allied nations, which at Teheran and San Francisco have acknowledged the principles of self-determination and equality of nations, will not refuse to acknowledge the independence of Viet-Nam."38


But the United States-along with two other Allied powers, Great Britain and France-did in fact refuse to recognize Ho Chi Minh's government, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Truman's administration was suspicious of Minh's success and concluded that only a great and menacing power-like the Soviet Union-could have masterminded such a victorious revolution. The U.S. could not afford to assume, the State Department concluded, "that Ho is anything but Moscow-directed.39
" Truman heeded the warning, rebuffed Minh's petition for support, and began funneling money, ammunition, ships, aircraft, military vehicles, and other supplies into a growing French war-a war to regain its Vietnamese colony. By the end of President Truman's final term in office, the United States-a nation born of a war for independence-was paying for nearly 40% of all military expenses in France's colonial conflict.

But even with millions of dollars in aid, the French were losing, and losing badly.

Eisenhower and the "Leaky Dike"

What had gone wrong? Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Republican candidate for president in 1952, concluded that Truman and the Democrats had failed to do enough to whip the French into shape. As a former Allied Army commander, Eisenhower promised the American people he would wage a more vigorous Cold War campaign by-as one American military advisor phrased it-putting "the squeeze on the French to get them off their fannies."40


Despite increased economic and military aid in 1953, a French defeat appeared inevitable. But the U.S. refused to abandon the European power. "Destiny," the president-elect Dwight D. Eisenhower pronounced to the nation, "has laid upon our country the responsibility of the free world's leadership."41
 Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles agreed that U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam would have dangerous global consequences and would certainly lead to the worldwide spread of communism. Describing communism in Vietnam, Eisenhower explained to the American people, "You have a row of dominoes set up, you knock over the first one, and what will happen to the last one is the certainty that it will go over very quickly. So you could have a beginning of a disintegration that would have the most profound influences."42


But how far would Eisenhower be willing to go to plug what he called the "leaky dike" in Indochina? Should he send American troops? If so, how many? If the U.S. were to intervene directly, and perhaps to declare its own war against the Viet Minh, would America win where the French had failed? Could the U.S., with its new role as "leader of the free world," afford to be defeated by a communist enemy, or would such a loss have worldwide repercussions? By early 1954, that leak began to gush, and for the first time the U.S. government considered the option of sending American troops to Vietnam, a decision that all leading officials hoped to avoid. Eisenhower's administration may have been tempted to step in, but in the end voted against direct military action. The stakes were far too high.

Just one month after President Eisenhower delivered his foreboding "domino theory" statement, Indochina fell; without American firepower the French army surrendered and Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh declared victory.

A Strained Peace

The U.S. was not at all pleased with the peace agreement. It refused to endorse the Geneva Peace Accords, arguing that they afforded too much power to communist leadership in Vietnam. Much to the U.S. government's dismay, France and the Viet Minh agreed to divide the region nearly in half, with Ho Chi Minh controlling the North and France maintaining its influence over the South. Furthermore, according to the terms of the Accords, national elections would be held in two years in an effort to reunify the country. The U.S. predicted that if the elections took place, Ho Chi Minh and the Communist Party of Vietnam would be certain to win. Thus, the concessions in the peace agreement, U.S. Secretary of State Dulles reported, would have disastrous consequences; it's all "something we would have to gag about," he remarked.43


"This Is Our Offspring"

South Vietnam's new reigning leader, President Ngo Dinh Diem, was just as concerned about the Geneva Accords, and sought to find a way around them. Diem understood that he stood to lose the 1956 elections, likely by a wide margin. He was exceedingly unpopular; he represented the wealthy landlord class in a country of peasants and tenant farmers, and he favored Vietnamese Catholics in a largely Buddhist state (only about 15% of the country was Catholic).44
 Stubborn, ruthless, and-perhaps justifiably-paranoid, he refused to allow political opposition; he persecuted his enemies, expelling, imprisoning, or executing those who opposed his regime. Diem abolished all local elections and appointed all political and military officials himself, reserving these positions for men most loyal to him and his family. Furthermore, to create the illusion of a statewide mandate, he rigged a referendum vote on his presidency in October 1955, and won an astounding-and dubious-98% approval rating. (For instance, out of a total of 450,000 registered voters in Saigon, an astronomical 605,025 voted in favor of Diem!)45
 Diem proclaimed that the referendum negated the need for national elections in 1956, so the date established by the Geneva Accords for Vietnam-wide free elections came and went.

For all intents and purposes, the United States, by financing and encouraging the regime of Ngo Dinh Diem, supported an autocrat. Senator John F. Kennedy expressed grave concern about this moral paradox. The U.S. had helped to create Diem, Kennedy and his colleagues admitted, and that may have been a mistake. But by violating the Geneva Accords and allowing Diem to cancel national elections, the U.S. had become accountable not only for the growing unpopularity of the regime, but also for the rising tide of resistance in South Vietnam. "This is our offspring," Senator Kennedy said in 1956, "and if it falls victim to any of the perils that threaten its existence-Communism, political anarchy, poverty and the rest-then the United States, with some justification, will be held responsible."46


The Lesson of Cuba?

Four years later, John F. Kennedy was poised to confront the repercussions of this alliance. At first, he and his closest advisers underestimated the will of the North Vietnamese and knew little about the growing anti-Diem insurgency in the South. Maintaining an independent South Vietnam, Kennedy surmised, would require political maneuvering and the aid of military advisors, but hopefully no combat soldiers or any significant armed aggression. Kennedy's administration had other, more pressing matters to attend to; in Cuba, Communist leader Fidel Castro cooperated with the Soviet Union in establishing Russian missile bases on the island. The tense crisis of brinkmanship that followed ended in negotiations that favored the United States. So it seemed that the lesson to be learned from Cuba was that the U.S. need only to effectively resist Communist aggression-and, perhaps, Soviet aggression-in Vietnam. If Kennedy could succeed against the North Vietnamese the way he had against the Communist alliance in Cuba, then disaster would be averted.

But Vietnam was not at all like Cuba, and the Soviet Union had nothing to do with the growing unrest, the unrelenting violence, and the escalating dissent in South Vietnam. By May 1963, amidst a series of tumultuous demonstrations in Saigon, it had become clear to Kennedy's administration that Ngo Dinh Diem had to go. On 2 November 1963, the South Vietnamese military-with the encouragement of the United States government-executed Diem and seized control of the government. "Nobody in Washington had said, 'Shoot Diem.' You don't do an assassination that way," a member of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff remarked. "The way people are assassinated is by taking away the power that had been created to keep them there."47
 Three weeks later, in Dallas, Texas, President Kennedy died from an assassin's bullet.

President Johnson's War

"We must be strong enough to win any war, and we must be wise enough to prevent one," Lyndon B. Johnson declared in his first presidential State of the Union address in January 1964. Hinting at recent conflicts in Korea and Cuba, and the turmoil in Vietnam, he continued, "We shall neither act as aggressors nor tolerate acts of aggression," he continued. "We intend to bury no one, and we do not intend to be buried. We can fight, if we must, as we have fought before, but we pray that we will never have to fight again."48


If Americans were not yet skeptical of Johnson's idealistic declarations, or confused by such bold juxtapositions, it would only be a matter of time before popular trust in the executive would wear thin. Just as President Kennedy had expanded-however reluctantly-America's military and political commitment in Southeast Asia, so too did Johnson choose increased mobilization to solve a growing foreign policy dilemma.

Presidents Truman, Eisenhower, and Kennedy hadn't officially intervened in hostilities in Southeast Asia, but they had laid the groundwork for such action. Johnson's administration was poised to expand the war in Vietnam in order to force an increasingly belligerent North Vietnam to surrender. But the president hoped to avoid committing men, money, and munitions unnecessarily. No president before him had declared war in Vietnam, and he was determined not to be the first. War, he knew, would deprive his administration of the support required for reelection, as well as the vital resources necessary for the success of his Great Society legislation. Perhaps most significantly, the recent memory of World War II-the bloodiest war of the twentieth century-continued to influence the public's outlook on all future conflicts.

By seeking approval from Congress on the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Johnson hoped to avoid becoming fully embroiled in the civil war in Vietnam. Without requesting an official declaration of war, Johnson obtained the authority to bomb select military targets in North Vietnam. Such "restrained" action, he and his advisors hoped, would coerce leaders in Hanoi to submit to American and South Vietnamese demands.

But what Johnson and his advisors did not acknowledge to Congress or to the American people was that the United States had been entangled in the Vietnamese conflict-and in many ways had exacerbated and even provoked the crisis-since the 1950s. American policies hadn't changed; only the stakes had been altered. President Johnson feared that failure in Vietnam-even in the form of retreat-held alarming implications. "If I left that war and let the Communists take over South Vietnam," Johnson reflected years later in an interview, "then I would be seen as a coward and my nation would be seen as an appeaser, and we would both find it impossible to accomplish anything for anybody anywhere on the entire globe."49
 To lose in Vietnam was to lose everywhere.

Promises Broken

During the 1964 presidential campaign, Johnson vowed that his administration would not send American ground troops to Vietnam. But the promise, however genuine, could not be kept. Just months after winning the election, Johnson chose to follow advice from the National Security Council to deploy U.S. combat soldiers to South Vietnam. Without an official declaration, the United States waged an ever-widening war.

By 1968, the number of American G.I.s in Vietnam had exceeded 500,000 and the U.S. had dropped more tons of bombs in Southeast Asia than all those used in World War II. In addition, U.S. fighter pilots spread chemicals that destroyed forests and crops, and released napalm, a thick form of gasoline that seared the skin of all those exposed to it. Johnson authorized the Army to pursue Viet Cong guerrilla soldiers in "search and destroy" operations in the jungles of South Vietnam. These operations were often unorganized, chaotic missions that resulted in the deaths of many civilians. "Body counts"-weekly reports of enemy losses-mattered most to the White House and assured some officials that progress was being made. But the will of the enemy could not be broken, and the United States would not allow the South Vietnamese government to fight on its own.

On 31 March 1968, President Lyndon Johnson addressed the nation. He announced his plan to pursue negotiations with North Vietnamese leaders in order to bring an end to the war in Vietnam, but then, as if he distrusted his own words, his tone turned solemn. "With America's sons in the fields far away, with America's future under challenge right here at home, with our hopes and the world's hopes for peace in the balance every day, I do not believe that I should devote an hour or a day of my time to any personal partisan causes or to any duties other than the awesome duties of this office." Johnson concluded, "Accordingly, I shall not seek...another term as your President."50


Tricky Dick's Secret Plan

As Republican Dwight Eisenhower's vice president, Richard Nixon had suggested that the U.S. intervene in Indochina to help the French maintain control. He supported the hawkish policies of Democrats Kennedy and Johnson, though he concluded that their military campaigns could have been more aggressive. In his bid for the presidency in 1968, however, Nixon avoided speaking of an expanded war and instead pandered to the majority of voters who had grown leery of American policies in Indochina. Throughout his campaign, he touted a "secret plan" to swiftly end the war in Vietnam and to succeed where three presidents had failed.

 Under "Vietnamization," as Nixon explained upon winning the election, he planned to withdraw thousands of soldiers from the warfront, gradually transferring the burden of the war (and the bulk of the casualties) to the South Vietnamese Army. American hostilities, despite President Nixon's pledge, did not cease. Vietnamization, though presented as a method for ending the American campaign, did not immediately end-or even reduce-warfare, but instead broadened the territory upon which the U.S. fought. Nixon, hoping to crush the NLF, cripple Viet Cong communication networks, and eradicate supply lines along the border, increased bombing in the North. Plus, in one of the most controversial moves made by the White House during the war, the president authorized secret and illegal aerial assaults and ground invasions in Cambodia-a neutral nation on the western border of Vietnam-in order to "search and destroy" enemy sanctuaries in late April of 1970. The Cambodian bombing nearly formed the basis for one of the articles of impeachment against Nixon in 1974.51


The Great Silent Majority

After nearly a decade of mixed messages, false optimism, and broken promises, many Americans were fed up with their leaders. Anti-war demonstrations grew in strength, erupting on college campuses and government sites throughout the country and threatening to undermine Nixon's administration. Thorough media coverage of events abroad, publication of proceedings in the My Lai courts-martial, and the release of the Pentagon Papers-top-secret government documents revealing the truth about American military operations in Vietnam-could have proved disastrous for Nixon.

Still, President Nixon remained confident that most Americans-the "great silent majority"-stood behind his every move. And, at least among the voting demographic, he was right. A Gallup poll administered in late 1971 revealed that 77% of Americans surveyed supported Nixon's Vietnamization proposals and believed the plan would lead to an "honorable" end to the war.52
 In the presidential election one year later, Nixon defeated his anti-war opponent, Democrat George McGovern, winning 49 of 50 states and attaining a 23% margin of victory in the popular vote, the second largest such margin in any presidential election in American history.

The Vietnamese Victory

By January 1973, Nixon achieved a settlement in Vietnam, one that enabled him to pull out all U.S. combat soldiers. The president promised leaders in Saigon that he would authorize continued air assaults if necessary. But as the Watergate scandal unfolded and Nixon found himself indicted for serious crimes, including conspiracy, burglary, and perjury, he was unable to fulfill his promise. Deprived of American support, the South Vietnamese government-a disjointed and corrupt administration-quickly collapsed. In 1975, North Vietnamese tanks rolled across Saigon, seized command, and declared victory at last.

Though five American presidents had grappled with problems in Vietnam and had attempted to achieve victory against the Communists-or, at the very least, "peace with honor,"-it was ultimately the Vietnamese who decided the fate of their country.
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"I Had Prayed To God That This Thing Was Fiction"

"I had prayed to God that this thing was fiction," 
Colonel William Wilson 
remarked in 1969 upon completing his investigation of a massacre in the 
My Lai village in South Vietnam. 
For ten weeks, Wilson examined the inconceivable claims of an ex-serviceman named 
Ron Ridenhour, who wrote of masses 
of Vietnamese civilians-including women, young children, and infants-slaughtered in cold blood by U.S. infantrymen and their lieutenant.
 The Colonel prayed that the author's grim assertions were false, that Ridenhour himself was insane, a deranged lunatic, or a bitter 
 veteran seeking to discredit the United States Army. "I hoped to God it was false," Wilson said, "but if it wasn't, I wanted the 
 bastards exposed for what they'd done."

The Letter About "Charlie" Company

In 
 a letter dated 29 March 
 1969, and addressed to dozens of top American officials, including 23 members of Congress, the Secretary of Defense, 
 General William Westmoreland,
 and President Richard Nixon, Ron Ridenhour described in detail a series of grisly stories he had heard from 
 fellow soldiers. 
 Many of the men he spoke with were members of the "C" Company, of the 1st Battalion, 20th Infantry, 11th Light Infantry Brigade-better
 known as the "Charlie" Company. As soldiers often do, they spoke about the warfront to pass the time, but reports of an incident at 
 a place they called "Pinkville"-the 
 My Lai hamlet-deeply disturbed him.

Ridenhour learned that in one of many "search and destroy" operations conducted in the 
 South Vietnamese countryside, the Charlie Company was ordered to eliminate a hamlet said to be infested with enemy Viet Cong soldiers 
 and sympathizers. If his sources could be believed, "then not only had 'Charlie Company' received orders to slaughter all the 
 inhabitants of the village," Ridenhour wrote, "but those orders had come from the commanding officer...or possibly even higher 
 in the chain of command."53
 
 
 The soldiers explained that under the direction of Lieutenant "Kally" they proceeded to round up men, women, and children of all ages
 
 to be shot down with machine-guns.
 When anyone refused to follow orders, "Kally didn't bother to order anyone to take the machine-gun...He simply manned 
 it himself."54
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The My Lai hamlet, the men reported, held anywhere from 200 to 400 villagers, and few-if any-escaped. According to Ridenhour, one man explained, "I guess we sort of finished them off."

Far More Than a Nightmare

Had this horrific massacre really happened? Had Ridenhour fabricated the story? If Ridenhour was telling the truth, then had his sources-the soldiers-lied, or at least exaggerated? If they hadn't, then why had these murders occurred, or was it even possible to explain such terrible war crimes? It was up to Colonel William Wilson to find out.

During his disturbing detective work, Colonel Wilson learned that not only had the horrors in My Lai happened just as Ridenhour had described, but another company-B Company-had conducted  an equally vicious attack that very same day on the inhabitants of Son My village. Among the crimes committed at Son My, Wilson reported, were acts of murder, rape, sodomy, maiming, assault on noncombatants, and the mistreatment and killing of detainees. The two incidents, so similar in their extreme nature, pointed to the troubling possibility that such crimes were far more common during the war than anyone imagined.

Plus, it appeared that military news organizations and top army officials participated in a cover-up of the events in My Lai and Son My. In an official report issued by Sergeant Jay Roberts of the U.S. Army's Public Information Department, the Charlie Company "raided a Viet Cong stronghold...killing 128 enemy in a running battle." Roberts's report included no mention of civilians. Another official report issued by Colonel Frank Barker twelve days after the attack noted only that the Company's mission, to "destroy enemy forces and fortifications in a VC base camp and to capture enemy personnel, weapons and supplies," had been thoroughly "successful." Barker's report mentioned neither civilians nor the killing of noncombatants. If Ridenhour hadn't crafted his letter, risking his job, his reputation, and his livelihood, it was unclear whether the American public ever would have learned of the crimes.

The My Lai Courts-Martial

But Ridenhour did craft his letter, and the American public ultimately learned about the killings. Colonel Wilson's investigation led to the prosecution of fourteen men charged by the U.S. Army with direct involvement in the massacre in My Lai and its cover-up.

In 1971, during a nationally-publicized, ten-month-long trial, prosecuting attorney Aubrey Daniel brought forth two dozen witnesses to the killings, many of whom were hesitant to testify for fear of retribution. But in testimony after testimony, military officers revealed the incomprehensible details of that day's events. Herbert Carter, a soldier from the Charlie Company who suffered the only casualty during the attack (he shot himself in the foot in order to avoid participating in the killings) recalled that when one Vietnamese woman emerged from a hut, weeping and holding her child who had been wounded by a gunshot, a fellow soldier "shot her with an M16 and she fell. When she fell, she dropped the baby and then [he] opened up on the baby with his M16 and killed the baby, too."55
 Carter concluded his statement by telling the courts-martial, "There was no reason for this killing. These were mainly women and children and a few old men. They weren't trying to escape or attack or anything. It was murder."56


The lieutenant, "Kally," identified by Ron Ridenhour as the superior officer on the scene, took the stand in his own defense. When asked to explain his decision to gun down whole groups of non-combatants-young, old, male, and female-Lieutenant William Calley simply stated, "I was ordered to go in there and destroy the enemy...That was my job on that day. That was the mission I was given. I did not sit down and think in terms of men, women and children."57
 He spoke not of civilians, and admitted to no errors of judgment; he said only that he had been following orders from his superiors. The prosecution's final witness, Captain Ernest Medina-Calley's superior-denied giving such orders.

On 10 September 1971, Lieutenant Calley-and only Calley-was convicted. For the pre-meditated murder of twenty-two people, and for ordering the killings of many more, the court sentenced Calley to life in prison. Many Americans objected to the verdict. Some anti-war activists argued that many others were to blame for the crimes committed in Vietnam; too many had escaped unpunished. Many conservative groups also argued that the verdict was unjust and that Calley had been the Army's scapegoat for many military blunders.

Many Americans were further dismayed when President Richard Nixon announced he would ease Calley's punishment by allowing him to serve his term under house arrest, a much more comfortable form of imprisonment whereby the prisoner is allowed unrestricted visits from friends and family. After several appeals, the lieutenant's sentence was reduced significantly. By September 1975, just three and a half years after his conviction, Calley was released. (Today he resides in Columbus, Georgia, where he runs his father-in-law's jewelry store.)58


Lessons From Nuremberg


Captain Medina
 later admitted that he had authorized the destruction of the My Lai hamlet. But even if Medina hadn't lied under oath, Lieutenant
 Calley-and all the soldiers from the "Charlie" Company and the B Company who participated in the assault, torture, and murder of 
 noncombatants and captured prisoners of war-violated the laws of war established by the Geneva Conventions that followed 
 World War II.

In 
 the Nuremberg trials, which
 were held to prosecute those responsible for the Holocaust, 
 Nazi defendants claimed 
 that they had committed crimes of genocide because they had been ordered by their military superiors to do so. In response, 
 world leaders in Geneva decided to establish a set of i
 nternational laws to ensure the fair and humane treatment of civilians and prisoners of war; under no circumstances would any 
 of the following be permitted in war: deliberate mutilation, torture, rape, the refusal of medical attention to the sick and wounded,
 and any form of execution or sentencing outside of a court of law.

The United States military informed each of its inductees 
 of these rules of warfare. Typed on 
 pocket-sized cards issued to each soldier were sets of codes for conduct. In bold text, one card read, 
 "ALWAYS TREAT YOUR PRISONER HUMANELY." A captive, the cards read, "must not be tortured, killed, mutilated, or degraded, even if he 
 refused to talk. If the captive is a woman, treat her with all respect due her sex."59
 Another card encouraged troops to befriend the local people because, "The Viet Cong will attempt to turn the Vietnamese people 
 against you. You can defeat them at every turn by the strength, understanding, and generosity you display with the people."
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"It Was That Kind Of War"

If such rules had been made clear to servicemen and their commanding officers, 
then why would these men 
kill in cold blood? It's not always clear why anyone behaves as they do when under the stress of battle; and in the jungles of 
Vietnam, fighting the sort of 
exhausting,
 terrifying, and utterly confusing war that these soldiers fought, anything could have-and unfortunately did-happen. Varnado Simpson,
 a soldier in Charlie Company, explained the anxiety he and his fellow soldiers experienced every day in Vietnam: "Who is the enemy? 
 How can you distinguish between the civilians and the noncivilians? The same people who come and work in the bases at daytime, they 
 just want to shoot and kill you at nighttime. So how can you distinguish between the two? The good or the bad? All of them look the 
 same." As Sergeant Michael Bernhardt revealed, American soldiers learned both from experience and from their commanders that 
 "everything that walked and didn't wear a uniform was [Viet Cong]."61


Most Americans fighting in Vietnam did not fully understand what they were supposed to accomplish. They were told they
 were to serve as "guardians of freedom," but they were also sent to Vietnam to kill the enemy, and as many or them as possible.
 Often young soldiers, as well as seasoned
 commanders, did not know enough about the land, its people, the culture, and the language to distinguish between those they were 
 to protect and those they were to fear. What's more, most were
 young and inexperienced and spent their tour of 
 duty exhausted, wet, dirty, paranoid, terrified, 
 angry, bored, hungry, 
 homesick, and resentful-of the enemy, of the people they were risking their lives to "protect," and of their government that
 failed to explain to them why they had been sent into the jungles of Vietnam to kill or
 be 
 killed. As one retired colonel said many years later, "It was that kind of war, a frontless war of great frustration. There 
 were hundreds of My Lais. You got your card punched by the numbers of bodies you counted."
 62


It was that kind of war.



Ideology in The Vietnam War



America's First "Living Room War"

The Vietnam War was the first televised war in American history-a "living room war" experienced by families as they gathered around the television each evening to watch the national news. Photographers and cameramen delivered horrifying images, including the charred body of a Vietnamese Buddhist monk, the assassination of a Viet Cong sympathizer, and the bloodied, deformed corpses of Vietnamese villagers slaughtered in American "search and destroy" missions. American reporters, traveling alongside U.S. troops, broadcast the gritty reality of life-and death-on the Vietnam warfront.

The national and local printed press was also an important site for information about the war. National publications such as the New York Times published detailed reports from the warfront. One dispatch from Jack Langguth in June 1965 included descriptions of the carnage left after U.S. saturation bombing and napalm strikes in Quang Ngai-hundreds dead, many more severely wounded, burned, or mutilated, and most of them women.63


Some military personnel returning from the warfront revealed their often dismal and cynical impressions of American involvement in Vietnam. In an essay he entitled "The Whole Thing Was a Lie," Donald Duncan, a top-ranking sergeant who served in Vietnam for one and a half years, argued for a full U.S. withdrawal. His frank indictment of the war, published in Ramparts magazine in February 1966, glorified neither side in the struggle: "The world is not just good guys and bad guys," he explained. "Anti-communism is a lousy substitute for democracy. I know now that there are many types of communism but there are none that appeal to me. In the long run, I don't think Vietnam will be better off under Minh's brand of communism. But it's not for me or my government to decide. That decision is for the Vietnamese."64
 Duncan's comments revealed the underlying paradox behind the Cold War; in striving to defeat communism, the United States subverted many of its own cherished values and liberties, and made bedfellows of anti-democratic regimes simply because they were "the enemy of our enemy."

Local newspapers also relayed information about the war, sometimes through the publication of soldiers' letters home, which often included gut-wrenching stories about terrible battles with the Viet Cong, senseless killing, and plenty of confusion and frustration about military operations and U.S. goals.

Unsatisfactory Answers

Year after year Americans bore witness, through mass media, to the bombing, the firestorms, the shooting, the killing of Vietnamese, and the deaths of U.S. soldiers. Yet, year after year American leaders, without explaining the terms of war, told the nation to accept it as necessary. Many simply couldn't adequately respond to the question, "Why are we in Vietnam?"; the answers often made no sense. Few political leaders-Democrat or Republican-were honest about U.S. policies in Vietnam, and most refused to acknowledge blunders, missteps, or failure.

Americans could tolerate such mixed messages for only so long. Living in the United States during this time, historian Marilyn Young explained, "meant having guilty knowledge of the [Vietnam] war and of the government's lies about it," and by the late 1960s, that became too much for many to bear.65


By 1967, a massive anti-war movement had taken shape all across the United States. Unlike earlier incarnations of anti-war organizations, such as the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), which was filled with college activists committed to educating the American public about Third World nationalism and the history of colonialism, the new movement was far more diverse. People from all sorts of political, social, racial, and religious backgrounds united around the demand for the immediate withdrawal of U.S. troops and an end to American intervention in the war in Vietnam. Hundreds of thousands of people-including a wide range of people such as college student Mario Savio, movie star Jane Fonda, socialist Tom Hayden, black radical Bobby Seale, Vietnam veteran Jan Barry Crumb, anarchist Abbott (Abbie) Hoffman, and pacifist civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr.-attended demonstrations in cities like San Francisco, Chicago, Oakland, New York City, and Washington, D.C.

The Many Voices of the Anti-war Movement

Despite the appearance of uniformity among those protesting the war, all activists did not share the same anti-war ideology, and all activists did not practice the same tactics.

Black power and civil rights activists, for instance, linked the ongoing African-American struggle for equal rights to the anti-war movement. By the late 1960s, it became clear to them-and to many Americans-that although the long fight to desegregate the U.S. armed forces had been won, equality had not. A disproportionate number of those young American men sent to fight in Vietnam, and a disproportionate number of those who died in the war, were black. Latino rights activists, too, noted that young Mexican and Puerto Rican men bore the brunt of the fighting.

Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr. initially opposed the war on purely pacifist grounds, but by the spring of 1967 he began to argue that far more was at stake than the moral integrity of the nation. The failure of President Lyndon Johnson's plan for a war against poverty, he argued, was directly connected to the expanded war in Vietnam. "I knew," King preached in April 1967, "that America would never invest the necessary funds or energies in rehabilitation of its poor so long as Vietnam continued to draw men and skills and money like some demonic, destructive suction tube. So I was increasingly compelled to see the war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such."66


On college campuses, student organizations continued to offer "teach-ins" to fellow students and to members of the community to help people understand the issues that political leaders refused to discuss, and to create awareness of the extent of the war and the number of American men and Vietnamese citizens dying each day. More confrontational demonstrators burned their draft cards; others screamed slogans such as "Hell no, we won't go," "One, two, three, four, we don't want your fucking war," "Hey, hey LBJ, how many kids have you killed today," and "Draft beer, not boys."

But perhaps the most passionate and most effective protest demonstrations were those led by veterans from the warfront. Throughout the war, those most vocal and most consistent in their opposition to the American war in Vietnam were those who had to fight it. They stood in stark contrast to college antiwar demonstrators-many who accepted student deferments and remained exempt from the military draft, safely shielded from the realities of war. Thousands of returning soldiers, most of them white, but many black and Latino, some deserters, most irreparably damaged, expressed anger and resentment that they-those too poor, too unconnected, or too patriotic-sacrificed the most for a war created by government elites who refused to accept responsibility for their disastrous foreign policies.

A Vietnamese War

In the end, however, no protest demonstration or anti-war campaign ended the war in Vietnam. Those, like President Richard Nixon, who blamed the anti-war movement for American failures in Vietnam, were just as wrong as those anti-war activists who believed that in fact they had forced a stoppage. The decision to end the war was never in the hands of the U.S. government or the U.S. people; the decision ultimately rested with the Vietnamese, and the Vietnamese alone.



War in The Vietnam War



The Tonkin Gulf Encounter

The USS Maddox was a hulking battleship-2,200-tons, and armed with machine guns, torpedoes, and depth charge anti-submarine weapons. Cruising along the North Vietnamese coast in the summer of 1964, it cast an intimidating shadow in the Tonkin Gulf, one that distressed authorities in Hanoi. For nearly a decade, American support for the South Vietnamese government had been increasing; U.S. military advisors, American weaponry, and economic aid sustained Saigon and helped strengthen combat units in the South. For leaders in the North, the battleship served as an irksome-and potentially dangerous-reminder of the Saigon-Washington alliance.

On 2 August 1964, as the Maddox passed near two small islands that had been attacked by South Vietnamese gunboats, a fleet of North Vietnamese patrol torpedo boats charged the ship, chasing it out to the middle of the Gulf. The U.S. naval officers opened fire on the PT boats, forcing them to veer from their target and return to shore. The Maddox escaped the attack without damage or human casualties, but leaders in Washington were unwilling to allow the "deliberate and unprovoked" assault on the battleship to go unpunished.

A Warning from Hanoi

But had the USS Maddox been on a peaceful tour in the Tonkin Gulf? Was it simply patrolling international waters with no knowledge of the South Vietnamese gunboats, and unaware of the Southern campaign to attack the North? Officials in Hanoi were certain that not only had the United States known about the raids, it had helped the South carry them out.

Just a few days before, North Vietnamese leaders had approached the International Control Commission, a mediating organization set up by the 1954 Geneva Accords. In July, the officials reported, South Vietnamese gunboats had fired upon fishing vessels-some containing families-near the northern coast of Tonkin Gulf and assaulted two North Vietnamese islands. The American naval destroyer, the USS Maddox, they claimed, had provided protection for the gunboats and, therefore, condoned the attacks. Though it had been patrolling international waters and hadn't fired shells, the Maddox had violated the Geneva peace agreement. U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara denied that the Maddox helped the South Vietnamese gunners in any way, insisting, "our Navy played absolutely no part in, was not associated with, was not aware of any South Vietnamese actions, if there were any."67
 
 
 But if that was the case, a captain of a North Vietnamese patrol boat argued, the Americans could have "just turned and run away." By 
 retaliating with torpedo fire, the captain implied, the U.S. seemed to anticipate the chase and, therefore, incriminated itself.
 

By conducting the Tonkin Gulf raids on 2 August, Hanoi hoped to send a clear message to the United States: cease cooperating
 with South Vietnamese military operations, or prepare for war.

Soliciting a Show of Force

Rather than heed the 
 warning from the North Vietnamese government, President Lyndon B. Johnson's administration invited the challenge. As 
 top-secret Department of 
 Defense documents would later reveal, the U.S. government had not only provided cover for the July raids but had also helped
 design the strikes against North Vietnam in order to provoke Hanoi. Johnson's administration expected that the North Vietnamese 
 would respond exactly as it had to the attacks, that is, with acts of hostility against the United States. Such clear aggression 
 by the North, Johnson hoped, would help him secure congressional approval for increased bombing in North Vietnam; aerial bombardment, 
 the president concluded, would be the best and most effective method for eradicating Communist resistance in Vietnam, pressuring Hanoi
 to surrender, and ending the war quickly and decisively.

Immediately following the first encounter in the Tonkin Gulf, 
 President Johnson ordered a second destroyer, the USS Turner Joy, 
 to join the Maddox in the waters off the coast of North Vietnam. South Vietnamese gunboats followed, attacking fortifications 
 along the Northern shore. What may have been a move by the U.S. government to provide protection for its own vessel appeared to Hanoi
 as an escalation of hostilities. And its military leaders may have chosen to offer the U.S. a "show of force" once again. That, 
 however, remains unclear.

Phantom Torpedoes

On the night of 4 August 1964, sonar technicians aboard the
 Maddox and the Turner Joy detected evidence of enemy torpedoes
 zipping through the water. Neither ship reported a single 
 hit and no one on board noted any other vessels or conspicuous movement beneath the surface of the water. Radar technicians,
 under a considerable amount of stress, may have made mistakes in assessing radar activity. The captain aboard the Maddox 
 reported, "Freak weather effects on radar and overeager sonarmen may have accounted for many reports. No actual visual sightings 
 by Maddox."68
 
 
 Army air force pilots flying above also observed no enemy vessels, only the two U.S. battleships, and relayed the information to 
 officials below. Still, the Maddox and the Turner Joy each fired their guns for hours into the dark night. When it 
 was all over, no one could be sure whether 
 they had hit any enemy targets, or whether there had been any enemy targets at all.

Despite 
 lingering doubt regarding the "enemy attack," 
 Washington delivered orders for immediate retaliation against Hanoi. In an aerial raid called "Operation Pierce Arrow," U.S.
 fighter planes bombed several North Vietnamese oil tanks. For the first time since the United States had begun participating in 
 the South Vietnamese campaign against the North, America dropped bombs in Vietnam.

War Without a Declaration of 
 War

Initially President Johnson had been hesitant to approve the bombing of North Vietnam because it promised an
 expansion of warfare and, perhaps, the deployment of American ground troops-something he intended to avoid at all costs. However,
 with growing tension in the Tonkin Gulf, he 
 and his advisors selected strategic North Vietnamese targets for American bomber jets. Intense pressure, he hoped, would force
 Hanoi to concede defeat and order an end to all resistance fighting in the South, thereby negating the need for U.S. troops, more 
 equipment, and greater commitment to the conflict in Vietnam.

To carry out the plan and to intensify bombing raids in the 
 North, Johnson needed congressional authorization, and fast. But how would he explain the reasoning behind these attacks without 
 alarming Congress? How would he gain approval for such acts without proposing to Congress-and, ultimately, the American public-a 
 new American war? It would be tricky.President Johnson and his men drafted a careful explanation of the events that took place in 
 the Tonkin Gulf and the plan for retaliation. On 5 August, 
 
 Johnson presented the resolution before Congress hoping for unanimous approval. The North Vietnamese assaults in the Gulf, he explained, "are part of a deliberate and systematic campaign of aggression that the Communist regime in North Vietnam has been waging against its neighbors and the nations joined with them in the collective defense of their freedom." He insisted that "the United States is assisting the peoples of Southeast Asia to protect their freedom and has no territorial, military or political ambitions in that area, but desires only that these people should be left in peace."69

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Two days later, with U.S. bombing raids already under way in North Vietnam, the U.S. Congress passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. In a vote of 88 to 2 in the Senate and 416 to 0 in the House, Congress gave President Lyndon Johnson the power "to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression."70
 It was, in essence, a blank check for military operations in Vietnam.

Careful What You Wish For

But the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was not a declaration of war, for Johnson planned to bring Hanoi to its knees before full-scale warfare could develop. The assumptions underlying his scheme, however, were deeply flawed. Johnson's administration concluded that leaders in Hanoi controlled the rebel organizations in the South who sought to overthrow the Saigon government. North Vietnam, Washington believed, funded the National Liberation Front (NLF), armed the Viet Cong (VC), and delegated the rebel military campaigns carried out in South Vietnam. If leaders in Hanoi chose to surrender, it was presumed they would be able to halt all hostilities in the South; civil war in Vietnam would end. President Johnson and his military advisers discovered, however, that severe assaults on the North had little to no bearing on the strength and determination of Vietnamese guerrilla forces in the South.

The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was one of several major U.S. foreign policy decisions in Vietnam based on poor judgment and misinformation; and the bombing raids that followed marked one of many moments in which such policy decisions led not to an end in fighting, but to the escalation of warfare. Whether he had intended to or not, Johnson had bargained with Congress for war, and he got exactly that. A skirmish that the president had expected to win within the year became a full-scale, decade-long struggle-one that the U.S. ultimately lost.



Religion in The Vietnam War



Le Phat Dan

On 8 May 1963, Vietnamese Buddhists honored the birthday of the Supreme Buddha. As they did each spring on the day known as Le Phat Dan, Buddhist communities in Vietnam paid tribute to the founder of their faith with festivals, parades, and ceremonies conducted in villages and cities throughout the country. It was the spiritual leader's 2,527th birthday, and it was a day that held special significance for the vast majority of the population.

But in South Vietnam, the tone of the sacred holiday reflected far more than devotion to Buddhist philosophy or reverence for the divine prophet. Since the rise to power of Ngo Dinh Diem in 1955, Buddhist organizations had used the event to protest the regime's oppressive policies and its religious intolerance. This year was no different; in Saigon's city center, monks paraded, waving brightly colored Buddhist prayer flags-a bold demonstration, for these men, of both religious pride and political defiance.

The Power of the Minority

President Diem, an elite Vietnamese Catholic, was a widely unpopular ruler, despised for his ruthless policies and his religious bigotry. In a country dominated by small farmers, peasants, and Buddhists (roughly 85% of the population), Diem unapologetically favored the Catholic minority and the landlord class.71
 He granted public services, land grants, and tax exemptions to these groups, and freed all Catholics from corvee work-unpaid, state-enforced labor. His government forbade non-Catholics from carrying weapons; officers in Diem's Army of the Republic of Vietnam were pressured to convert to Catholicism lest they lose their ranking or be denied firearms. And in villages throughout the countryside, the military forcefully-and often violently-converted non-Catholic civilians.

But Vietnamese citizens could do little to challenge his regime. The South Vietnamese government-a political system supported and in many ways created by the United States-was democratic in name, but not in practice. With each year, Diem stiffened punishment for dissent, and imposed bans on all forms of expression perceived as subversive, rebellious, or incendiary, including the display of any flag other than the national flag of South Vietnam.

Symbols of Opposition

President Diem selectively enforced this ban, not surprisingly in favor of his supporters; on 6 May 1963, Catholics had been granted permission to drape the flag of the Vatican throughout the city during a birthday celebration for Diem's brother. But two days later, when thousands of protesters waved Buddhist flags in public, government troops fired into the demonstration, killing at least nine people.

Diem refused to accept responsibility for the bloodshed, and instead blamed the incident on the Viet Cong (VC) who he claimed had incited the protest and therefore was to blame for the government's actions. But few believed his claims. In the days following the melee, some 10,000 Buddhists marched in to protest the killings. Demonstration leaders were swiftly arrested and President Diem ordered his armies to scour the countryside in order to apprehend anyone disloyal to the government. The sweeps carried out in the following weeks were brutally violent and conducted in such a way, as one Catholic priest in the South explained later, "to show the V.C. that the Government was strong and to make the opponents of the Government afraid."72


A Bodhisattva

The eleventh of June in 1963 was a clear day in South Vietnam, but tension continued to grip the capital city of Saigon. Thich Quang Duc, a 66-year-old Buddhist monk, arrived at a busy intersection in the city center. There the man knelt slowly to the ground and placed himself in the lotus position. He sat still and silent as two assistants slowly doused his body with gasoline. As a gathering of monks chanted, Quang Duc calmly and deliberately lit a match and waited, motionless, as the flames engulfed him. "Before closing my eyes to Buddha," the monk had written in anticipation of his death, "I respectfully plead to President Ngo Dinh Diem, asking him to be kind and tolerant toward his people and to enforce a policy of religious equality."73
 The monks who retrieved Quang Duc's body discovered that only his heart remained intact. His followers believed that this proved the Buddhist priest had been a bodhisattva, or an "enlightened one," and preserved the heart to be honored as the relic of an esteemed martyr.

But little changed in Saigon. The government dismissed the monk's protest. Madame Nhu, the wife of Diem's brother Ngo Dinh Nhu and the First Lady of the South Vietnamese government, mocked the event, calling it "a barbeque."74
 And President Diem, more reviled than ever in his own country, broadened his counter-resistance campaigns. Still, Quang Duc's act of protest became one of the most significant events in the war, a major turning point that strengthened and further motivated rebellious factions in South Vietnam.

The American Response

The practice of self-immolation by Vietnamese monks was not new; for centuries, Buddhist monks had participated in these acts of suicide, often performed in political protest. But in the United States, such self-sacrifice was unimaginable. The American press published graphic images of Thich Quang Duc's charred body enveloped in flames, and Americans were horrified. But many also responded with great sympathy for the martyred monk. For those on both sides of the political debate over American involvement in Vietnam, Quang Duc's protest illustrated the deep divisions within South Vietnam. It marked the moment when much of the nation began to raise questions about American support for the South Vietnamese government, a regime revealed to be corrupt and despotic.

Martyrdom or Insanity?

Though many Americans eulogized the Vietnamese monk for his righteous sacrifice, most did not award the same compassion to anti-war martyrs closer to home. For instance, when Norman Morrison, a Maryland Quaker, lit himself on fire outside the office of Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, his act was perceived not as a venerable protest, but as the work of a "demented" man.75
 While that may have been possible, Morrison's friends and family described him as a very sane man, committed to his religious beliefs, particularly pacifism. The 31-year-old father was a leader in the Stony Run Friends Meeting, a Quaker organization based in Baltimore that vigorously opposed war. The group revered human life but did not specifically condemn suicide. According to his wife, Morrison was deeply disturbed by "great loss of life and human suffering caused by the war in Viet Nam. He was protesting our Government's deep military involvement in this war."76


Exactly one week later, Roger LaPorte, a 22-year-old student at Manhattan's Hunter College, doused himself with gasoline and set himself on fire outside the United Nations headquarters. LaPorte, a Roman Catholic dedicated to the doctrine of pacifism, chose suicide by way of self-immolation to protest American involvement in Vietnam. He was a student of a seminary in Vermont who volunteered with the radical pacifist Catholic Worker Movement. Friends and family members regarded him as a devout, normal young man who smoked and dated now and again. The Catholic Church, the American press, and the public denounced LaPorte's violent demonstration as shameful.

While the Vietnamese eulogized Morrison and LaPorte, Americans withheld sympathy. "What perhaps was most pathetic about the Morrison and LaPorte suicides was the futility of such attempts at martyrdom," Time magazine remarked in the days following LaPorte's death; "within the ample means and methods of U.S. democracy, a human voice means more than a human torch." Reflecting the culturally specific understandings of martyrdom in the United States, the writer concluded his comments with a quote from a psychoanalyst: "The mark of the immature man is that he wants to die nobly for a cause, while the mark of the mature man is that he wants to live humbly for one."77




Timeline

  1919
Following World War I, a young Vietnamese patriot named Nguyen That Thanh (later known as Ho Chi Minh) arrives at the Paris Peace Conference. Responding to American President Woodrow Wilson's promise of "self-determination" for nations, Thanh hopes to free Vietnam from French colonial rule. But Thanh, like many other advocates of colonial independence who descend upon the Paris peace talks, is ignored.

September 27,  1940
Japan enters World War II, joining the German-Italian Axis coalition.

September  1940
The Japanese take possession of French Indochina (Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam), but retain the pro-Axis French administration.

  1941
The Viet Minh-the League for the Independence of Vietnam-is founded.

 March 09,  1945
Japan sweeps away French rule in Indochina. In Vietnam, it places Emperor Bao Dai in power, creating the illusion of an independent Vietnamese state.

April 12,  1945
President Franklin D. Roosevelt dies of a cerebral hemorrhage in Warm Springs, Georgia. With the death of President Roosevelt, Vice President Harry S. Truman becomes the 33rd President of the United States.

August 06,  1945
The United States drops an atomic bomb-the first to be used in warfare-on Hiroshima, killing 75,000 people instantly, and injuring more than 100,000.

August 09,  1945
A second atomic bomb is dropped in Nagasaki.

August 15,  1945
Japan surrenders to the Allied Powers, officially ending World War II.

August 18,  1945
Under the leadership of Ho Chi Minh, the Viet Minh revolts against Emperor Bao Dai, Japan's hand-selected ruler.

August 30,  1945
Emperor Bao Dai surrenders leadership to Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh.

September 02,  1945
Viet Minh leaders proclaim the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, with Hanoi its capital and Ho Chi Minh its president. No other countries recognize this regime.

September 13,  1945
The British land in Saigon to disarm the Japanese and to restore French control south of the seventeenth parallel, in what will become known as South Vietnam. After some fighting, the Viet Minh withdraws.

February 28,  1946
Ho Chi Minh pens a letter to President Harry S. Truman, asking him for the support of the United States in gaining independence for Vietnam.

June  1946
Negotiations between French leaders and Ho Chi Minh break down. France refuses to grant Vietnamese independence and declares the southern region of Vietnam a French colony. Ho Chi Minh returns to Hanoi disenchanted.

December 19,  1946
The Viet Minh attacks French forces occupying Hanoi in northern Vietnam. The First Indochina War, also called the Franco-Vietnamese War, begins.

  1948
As a reward for his cooperation, the French allow Bao Dai to reclaim leadership of a nominally independent Vietnam, a position that France had denied to Ho Chi Minh two years prior.

  1948
Under President Harry S. Truman, the United States begins to contribute money and supplies to the French war effort in Vietnam.

November  1948
President Harry S. Truman is elected to a second term.

 March 08,  1949
Bao Dai signs the Elysee Agreement, which gives Vietnam "independence" within the French Union. Still, the French retain control over all key governmental functions.

January 18,  1950
The People's Republic of China, now a Communist state, recognizes Ho Chi Minh's government, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.

January 30,  1950
The Soviet Union recognizes Ho Chi Minh's government, the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.

February 04,  1950
The United States recognizes Bao Dai's government, the Republic of Vietnam, and gives France $15 million in military aid.

September  1950
The first group of U.S. military advisors-the U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG)-arrives in Saigon.

November  1952
Republican Dwight D. Eisenhower is elected President of the United States. Richard M. Nixon is elected as his Vice President.

February 10,  1954
President Eisenhower refuses to commit American troops to the Franco-Vietnamese War. In a press conference he states, "I cannot conceive of a greater tragedy for America than to get heavily involved now in an all-out war in any of those regions."4


 March 13,  1954
The Viet Minh launches its first assault on French forces at Dien Bien Phu. The battle will rage for over two months.

April  1954
President Eisenhower's administration revisits the question of direct intervention in the Franco-Vietnamese War.

April 17,  1954
In a speech before the press, Vice President Richard Nixon explains that "if to avoid further Communist expansion in Asia and Indochina we must take the risk now of putting our boys in, I think the Executive has to take the politically unpopular decision and do it."5


May 07,  1954
The French surrender to the Viet Minh. The Geneva Conference on the status of Indochina begins.

July 07,  1954
Bao Dai names Ngo Dinh Diem the new leader of what will become South Vietnam.

July 21,  1954
France and Ho Chi Minh sign the Geneva Accords, in which Vietnam is to be divided at the seventeenth parallel until elections can be held in 1956 to reunify the country. The South Vietnamese government and the United States refuse to sign, though both promise to abide by the agreement.

September  1954
Some 850,000 North Vietnamese, mostly Catholics, emigrate to South Vietnam; 80,000 residents of the South, primarily Viet Minh sympathizers, move to the North.

November 22,  1954
Time magazine features Ho Chi Minh on its cover along with a lengthy feature profiling the new president of North Vietnam. "Ho Chi Minh, dedicated Communist," the article reads, "is a matchless interplay of ruthlessness and guile."6


  1955
Ngo Dinh Diem, with the help of the United States, consolidates power in Saigon and rejects the Geneva Accords. Fearing (correctly) that he will lose against Ho Chi Minh, Diem refuses to hold countrywide elections. Still, the United States remains committed to his regime.

December  1955
Ho Chi Minh, following the communist doctrine, orders sweeping "land reforms" in North Vietnam; thousands of people classified as landowners and wealthy farmers are imprisoned, tortured, or executed. In a mass exodus, many Vietnamese families flee and head to South Vietnam.7


  1956
Ngo Dinh Diem begins a campaign to repress those who fought for or sympathized with the Viet Minh.

November  1956
Dwight D. Eisenhower is reelected to a second term as President of the United States.

  1957
President Ngo Dinh Diem visits the United States. He is welcomed by President Dwight D. Eisenhower and other top government officials.

  1957
Ex-Viet Minh forces in the South organize and, with the support of Ho Chi Minh, begin a campaign of guerrilla warfare against Diem's administration.

July 08,  1959
Two military advisors are killed by Viet Minh guerilla soldiers in a raid at Bien Hoa in South Vietnam. These are the first American deaths (non-combat) reported in Vietnam.

May 05,  1960
The United States announces that it will increase the number of military advisors in South Vietnam from 327 men to 685 men.

November 08,  1960
Democrat John F. Kennedy defeats Republican candidate Richard M. Nixon to become the 35th president of the United States.

November 11,  1960
President Ngo Dinh Diem defeats an attempted coup by his own South Vietnamese government forces, the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN).

December 20,  1960
The National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam, also known as the National Liberation Front (NLF) is formed to crush Diem's regime. The insurgent organization and its military wing-the Viet Cong (VC)-will be funded by the North Vietnamese government, and staffed by Ex-Viet Minh guerilla soldiers from the South. (Northern-born troops will join the VC in 1964.)

May  1961
Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson visits South Vietnam and offers military and economic aid to Diem. By the end of the year, the U.S. military presence in Vietnam will reach 3,200 men (although combat units will not be deployed until 1965).

December 22,  1961
An American serviceman dies in Vietnam, the first combat death reported. For many Americans, the death will mark the beginning of the Vietnam War.

  1961
Viet Cong guerrilla fighters kill some 4,000 South Vietnamese officials.

February 06,  1962
The MAAG is replaced by the U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV). United States military advisors are authorized to fire if fired upon. By the end of the year, the U.S. military presence in Vietnam will reach 11,000.

February 27,  1962
Two South Vietnamese VC pilots bomb Ngo Dinh Diem's presidential palace. Diem escapes the assassination attempt.

  1962
The United States and the South Vietnamese government attempt to initiate the Strategic Hamlet Program in an effort to group the peasant population into fortified villages. The program is designed to isolate the rural population from Viet Cong influence and, by providing education and health care, strengthen Diem's hold over the countryside. However, many of the peasants resent being uprooted from their homes and opposition to Diem grows; for this reason, the VC will easily infiltrate the hamlets.

May 08,  1963
South Vietnamese police fire shots into a crowd of Buddhist monks demonstrating against President Diem's regime. The event will inspire others to protest.

June 11,  1963
Thich Quang Duc, a 66-year-old Buddhist monk, sets himself afire in protest of the South Vietnamese government, its religious intolerance, and discriminatory policies; in following months, other Buddhists will follow his example and self-immolate to demonstrate against the regime. Quang Duc's suicide, captured in an iconic Life magazine photograph, shocks-and confuses-many Americans. For some, the event will underscore the problems with American support for the South Vietnamese government.

July  1963
In a press conference, President John F. Kennedy speaks of the war in Vietnam; he declares, "to withdraw from that effort would mean a collapse not only of South Vietnam, but Southeast Asia. So we are going to stay there."8


October 02,  1963
U.S. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara tells the press that the Kennedy administration intends to withdraw most American forces from South Vietnam by the end of 1965. The gap widens between information released by the U.S. government and the actual situation in Vietnam.

November 01,  1963
With U.S. encouragement, South Vietnamese General Duong Van Minh overthrows the Diem regime, and the following day he orders the execution of Diem and his brother. General Duong's military rule is recognized by the United States.

November 22,  1963
While riding in a motorcade through Dallas, Texas, President John F. Kennedy is shot and killed. Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson assumes the presidency.

May  1964
Some 1,000 students gather in New York City to protest the Vietnam War. Twelve burn their selective service registration cards-draft cards-in a symbolic gesture of opposition to the war.

July 30,  1964
North Vietnamese officials in Hanoi file a formal complaint with a commission set up by the Geneva Accords, declaring that under the protection of American destroyers, South Vietnamese vessels had bombarded northern ports.

August 02,  1964
Responding to raids on northern ports, North Vietnamese gunboats attack the USS Maddox in the Gulf of Tonkin; the Maddox suffers little damage and no casualties are reported. The U.S. declares that its destroyer was on routine patrol in international waters and that it did nothing to provoke the attack, nor did it play any part in the South Vietnamese raids. Four years later, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara will admit that the U.S. had in fact cooperated with the South.

August 04,  1964
The USS Maddox reports a second assault by North Vietnamese gunboats, though evidence of such an attack is inconclusive. President Lyndon B. Johnson orders retaliatory strikes. The U.S. bombs North Vietnam for the first time.

August 07,  1964
The U.S. Congress passes the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which gives President Lyndon Johnson the power to take whatever actions he sees necessary to defend South Vietnam against Viet Cong forces.

October  1964
The first unit of North Vietnamese troops is sent to the South; by May 1965 they will number 6,500.

November 03,  1964
Lyndon B. Johnson wins the presidential election in a tremendous landslide.

February 07,  1965
The Viet Cong attack a U.S. Air Force base at Pleiku, South Vietnam, killing eight Americans and wounding more than 100.

 March 02,  1965
Responding to a VC assault on the U.S. Air Force base at Pleiku, South Vietnam, President Johnson authorizes Operation Rolling Thunder. The operation is a bombardment campaign meant to cripple North Vietnam's transportation system and its industrial centers in order to halt the flow of men and supplies into the South.

 March 08,  1965
The first U.S. combat units arrive in Vietnam.

 March 24,  1965
The Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) hold the first anti-war teach-in at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor. Students, faculty, and local citizens participate in debates, lectures, and film presentations meant to challenge assumptions about the Vietnam War.

April 17,  1965
In Washington D.C., thousands attend a protest rally organized by the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS).

May 21,  1965
Over 30,000 people attend a three-day anti-war teach-in at U.C. Berkeley. Among those in attendance are novelist Norman Mailer, socialist leader Norman Thomas, philosopher Alan Watts, civil rights activist Bob Moses, and Mario Savio, a prominent leader of the Free Speech Movement. The event, organized by the Vietnam Day Committee (VDC), will be the largest of its kind held during the Vietnam War.

June  1965
American ground forces engage the Viet Cong in direct fighting for the first time. Platoons are sent to "search and destroy," that is, to ambush enemy forces and then withdraw immediately (rather than fortify and hold hostile territory). The highly aggressive "search and destroy" military strategy will be employed throughout Gen. Westmorland's tenure.

July 16,  1965
For the second time, Time magazine features Ho Chi Minh on its cover. In its cover article entitled "The Jungle Marxist," Time magazine asks, "What makes kindly old 'Uncle Ho' so hard-nosed?"9


August 31,  1965
The U.S. Congress passes an amendment to the Selective Service Act that will criminalize the destruction of draft cards-notices to individual (male) citizens of required service in the U.S. military; President Johnson signs it into law. Those committing the act will now be subject to a five-year prison sentence and up to $10,000 in fines.

October  1965
In the U.S., the first mass public demonstrations against American involvement in the war in Vietnam take place.

October  1965
Pacifist David J. Miller, 24, becomes the first person convicted for burning a draft card under a new law signed by President Johnson in August 1965.

December 25,  1965
In an attempt to spur negotiations with North Vietnam, President Johnson orders a halt in the bombing. The pause will last just over a month.

December 31,  1965
By the end of 1965, the U.S. troop strength in Vietnam exceeds 200,000.10


 March 31,  1966
Student David O'Brien and three friends burn their draft cards on the steps of the South Boston Courthouse in protest of the war in Vietnam.

July 06,  1966
U.S. prisoners of war (POWs) are led through the streets of Hanoi, where they are attacked by angry mobs.

December 31,  1966
By the end of 1966, American troops stationed in Vietnam number 389,000. More than 6,000 Americans have been killed and 30,000 wounded in 1966 alone.11


April 15,  1967
Martin Luther King, Jr. leads thousands of demonstrators to the United Nations building in New York, where he delivers a speech attacking U.S. foreign policy in Vietnam. Over 100,000 people attend the rally.

April  1967
At the request of President Johnson, General William Westmoreland, commander of American troops in Vietnam, expresses optimism in his public statements about the war. In private, Westmoreland reports that he sees no end in sight to the combat.

May  1967
In a private letter to President Johnson, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara expresses grave concern about the war in Vietnam. "The picture of the world's greatest superpower killing or seriously injuring 1,000 noncombatants a week," he writes, "while trying to pound a tiny backward nation into submission on an issue whose merits are hotly disputed, is not a pretty one."

August 1967,  1967
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara publicly acknowledges the futility of bombing North Vietnam and the grave repercussions of this strategy at home and abroad.

October 21,  1967
Thousands march to the Pentagon to demonstrate against the war in Vietnam.

November 30,  1967
President Johnson "releases" Robert McNamara from his duties as Secretary of Defense. Johnson offers McNamara, who has grown increasingly pessimistic about U.S. progress against the North Vietnamese, a position as head of the World Bank.

December 31,  1967
By the end of 1967, the U.S. military presence in Vietnam has increased to 485,000.

January 31,  1968
Beginning on the Vietnamese Tet holiday, Viet Cong forces shock U.S. troops with a wave of attacks supported by North Vietnamese troops. Heavy fighting will continue for months. Ultimately, the Tet Offensive will be a catastrophe for the NLF and the Viet Cong, which lose 37,000 fighters. But it is also a serious blow for the United States, which loses 2,500 men. Public support for the war in the U.S. plummets.

February 28,  1968
General Westmoreland requests 206,000 more troops.

 March 16,  1968
American soldiers, including the "Charlie" Company, a platoon led by Second Lieutenant William Calley, massacre hundreds of civilians-mostly women, children, and elderly men-in the hamlet of My Lai (pronounced "MEE LEYE") in South Vietnam.

 March 25,  1968
President Johnson meets with his military advisors who urge him to find a way to end the war in Vietnam.

 March 31,  1968
President Johnson states in a nationwide television broadcast, "We are prepared to move immediately toward peace through negotiations. So tonight, in the hope that this action will lead to early talks, I am taking the first step to deescalate the conflict [in Vietnam]." He also announces that he will not seek reelection in 1968.13


April 03,  1968
Ho Chi Minh's government declares it is prepared to talk about peace. Preliminary talks will begin in May, yet the U.S. troop level in Vietnam will continue to rise.

April 04,  1968
Martin Luther King, Jr. is assassinated at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, Tennessee. His assassin, James Earl Ray, pleads guilty and is sentenced to 99 years in prison.

April  1968
The total of American combat deaths in Vietnam reaches 22,951.14


May 27,  1968
In United States v. David Paul O'Brien, the U.S. Supreme Court rules that the criminal prohibition of draft card burning does not violate the First Amendment's guarantee of free speech.

June 04,  1968
The U.S. command in Vietnam announces that American battle deaths in the first six months of 1968 exceed the total in 1967.

June 23,  1968
The war in Vietnam-its beginning marked by the first death of an American serviceman reported on 22 December 1961-becomes the longest war in American history.

August 26,  1968
At the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, Hubert H. Humphrey wins the presidential nomination; meanwhile anti-war protestors clash with police in the streets outside the convention. Chicago's Democratic mayor, Richard Daley, authorizes officers to use any force necessary to clear the protests. Hundreds of people are arrested, and dozens of demonstrators, reporters, police, and bystanders are injured in the chaos.

November 06,  1968
Republican Richard Nixon is elected president of the United States.

December 31,  1968
By the end of 1968, U.S. troops in Vietnam number 535,100; the ARVN claims some 820,000 fighters; VC and northern soldiers top 600,000. During the year, more than 14,500 Americans die in the war, the highest annual toll thus far.15


January 25,  1969
Peace talks are held in Paris. Representatives from the U.S., the South Vietnamese government, and the NLF are present.

April  1969
American combat deaths in Vietnam exceed 33,629, the number lost in the Korean War.

June  1969
The number of U.S. troops in Vietnam peaks at 543,000. President Richard Nixon announces his plan for "Vietnamization" of the war-that is, training and transitioning South Vietnamese troops to assume the roles that have been fulfilled by American troops-and promises to withdraw 25,000 American soldiers.

June 27,  1969
Life magazine prints the portraits of the 242 Americans killed in action in Vietnam during a single week in May, a week identified by the magazine as "average for any seven-day period during the war." Twelve pages feature the faces of young people, mostly working-class black and white men, some in uniform, some posing for high school graduation in cap and gown.16


September 03,  1969
At the age of 79, six years before his armies seize Saigon, Ho Chi Minh dies. Rather than cremate his body, as Minh had specified in his will, Minh's family has the leader embalmed and put on display in a mausoleum.17


November 16,  1969
President Nixon promises to withdraw 35,000 additional troops from the war in Vietnam.

November 15,  1969
Some 600,000 Americans attend an anti-war protest rally in Washington, D.C.

December 15,  1969
President Nixon promises to bring home 50,000 troops from Vietnam by April 1970.

April  1970
Over 420,000 American soldiers remain in Vietnam. President Nixon promises to withdraw another 150,000 within the next year.

April 30,  1970
In a nationally televised broadcast, President Nixon announces that American and South Vietnamese units have invaded Cambodia to destroy bases that have provided aid to the NLF.

May 01,  1970
Students at Kent State University in Ohio organize a massive public demonstration against the American invasion of Cambodia.

May 02,  1970
On the second day of anti-war demonstrations at Kent State University students torch the R.O.T.C. building on campus. In response, the mayor of Kent, Ohio asks the governor to call in the National Guard.18


May 04,  1970
The Ohio National Guard attempts to disperse the growing crowd on the fourth day of anti-war protests at Kent State University. When demonstrators refuse to follow orders, chaos ensues. Members of the Guard shoot into the crowd, killing four and wounding nine; one student is paralyzed for life. Of the four killed, two had been protesting while the other two had been walking to class. College campuses all across the country shut down. Photographs of the dead and wounded are printed worldwide, intensifying growing sentiment against American aggression in Cambodia and the war in Vietnam.

May 14,  1970
Police shoot and kill two students during anti-war protests at the historically black Jackson State College in Mississippi. Though the incident is similar to the shootings at Kent State, it receives far less attention from the press.

May 15,  1970
Immediately after seeing the photos of the Kent State tragedy, published in today's issue of Life magazine, musician Neil Young takes a walk in the woods and then sits down to compose the song "Ohio," with the chorus line: "Four dead in Ohio" (lyrics below). It is performed by Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young, and becomes the protest anthem of a generation. David Crosby cries when the group finishes recording the song in the studio.

Tin soldiers and Nixon coming,
We're finally on our own. 
This summer I hear the drumming,
Four dead in Ohio.
Gotta get down to it
Soldiers are cutting us down
Should have been done long ago.
What if you knew her
And found her dead on the ground
How can you run when you know?

April  1971
A military court sentences First Lieutenant William Calley to life in prison for the murders of 22 Vietnamese civilians in the My Lai village in 1968.

April 24,  1971
Some 200,000 people march in Washington, D.C. to protest the war in Vietnam.

June 13,  1971
The New York Times begins publishing portions of the "Pentagon Papers." Daniel Ellsberg, an American military analyst with an extremely high-level security clearance and a former employee of the RAND Corporation, has leaked the documents to reporter Neil Sheehan. They contain top-secret information collected by the Department of Defense about U.S. political and military involvement in Vietnam from 1945 to 1967.

June  1971
The House and the Senate vote to withdraw all U.S. troops in Vietnam by year's end.

July 01,  1971
The 26th Amendment is ratified, lowering the national voting age from 21 to 18.

 March 30,  1972
President Nixon orders massive bombing of North Vietnam in response to a major attack (the Easter Offensive) launched by the NLF in South Vietnam.

June 17,  1972
Five men are caught burglarizing the headquarters for the Democratic National Committee, located at the Watergate hotel in Washington, D.C. Their arrests will set into motion the events that will eventually result in President Nixon's resignation.

August 11,  1972
The last U.S. ground troops leave Vietnam. Thousands of airmen, advisors, and support personnel remain.

November 07,  1972
Nixon defeats Democratic candidate Senator George McGovern in the presidential election. McGovern has run on an anti-war platform that would grant amnesty to draft evaders who have left the country, and would exchange American withdrawal from Vietnam for the return of American prisoners of war (POWs).

January 27,  1973
Representatives from South Vietnam, North Vietnam, and the United States sign a peace agreement in which a ceasefire is declared, the U.S. agrees to withdraw combat troops, and the government of South Vietnam promises to hold free elections to allow its people to decide their future.

 March  1973
North Vietnam releases nearly 600 American POWs.

 March 29,  1973
The Vietnam War is officially over for the United States. The last U.S. combat soldier leaves Vietnam, but military advisors and some Marines remain. Over 3 million Americans have served in the war, nearly 60,000 are dead, some 150,000 are wounded, and at least 1,000 are missing in action.

August  1973
Despite renewed fighting between the NLF and the South Vietnamese, the U.S. Congress votes to prohibit any further U.S. combat role in Vietnam.

May  1974
The ceasefire in Vietnam is officially over. The U.S. Congress rejects President Nixon's request for increased military aid to South Vietnam.

August 09,  1974
President Nixon resigns amidst the Watergate scandal; his vice president Gerald Ford takes office.

April 29,  1975
The New York Times features an image of hundreds of South Vietnamese civilians scrambling to board a single U.S. helicopter. During the final weeks of April, an invasion of Saigon by the North Vietnamese has become certain, and thousands attempt to flee the region.

April 30,  1975
The North Vietnamese take Saigon; the war in Vietnam ends.

May 12,  1975
Just days after the government of South Vietnam surrendered to the VC and North Vietnamese armies, Ho Chi Minh appears on the cover of Time magazine, this time with the heading, "The Victor."19
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Ho Chi Minh

Ho Chi Minh (1890 - 1969) was a Vietnamese Communist and revolutionary leader who, throughout much of the twentieth century, sought to free his nation from colonial influence. He led Vietnamese insurgents against Japanese, French, and American occupying forces, as well as against rival factions of Vietnamese.

Ho and his Viet Minh forces were victorious against the French in the First Indochina War. In the Second Indochina War, known in the United States as the Vietnam War, he led the North Vietnamese in an effort to expel U.S. forces, crush the South Vietnamese government, and reunify the country. Asked in December 1966 if he would fight to final victory, Minh stated, "If by 'final victory' you mean the departure of the Americans, then we will fight to final victory. Everything depends on the Americans. If they want to make war for 20 years then we shall make war for 20 years. If they want to make peace, we shall make peace and invite them to tea afterwards." He died in 1969, six years before the North declared victory in the Vietnam War and completed the reunification of the country under Communist rule.




Vo Nguyen Giap

Vo Nguyen Giap (1912- ) is a Vietnamese military commander most revered for his role in liberating Vietnam from French colonial rule. Giap also led the armies of North Vietnam during the war against the Americans and the South. Since the fall of Saigon in 1975, he has served as Vietnam's minister of defense and as deputy prime minister.

In 1954, General Giap led the Viet Minh army in the decisive battle at Dien Bien Phu, crushing French colonial forces and bringing an end to the Franco-Vietnamese War. After the war, Giap remained commander in chief of the People's Army of Vietnam. He was largely responsible for the 1968 Tet Offensive, a major catastrophe in which Giap lost some 37,000 fighters. Still, his campaign proved to the United States that Communist forces remained aggressively determined to achieve victory.




Bao Dai

Bao Dai (1913 - 1997), born Nguyen Vinh Thuy, was the reigning emperor of Vietnam from 1926 to 1945.

Japanese forces swept away French colonial rule in Indochina in March 1945. The conquerors reinstated Emperor Bao Dai in Vietnam, but kept him powerless, thereby creating the illusion of an independent Vietnamese state. In August, Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh revolted against Bao Dai, forcing the puppet ruler to surrender leadership to the resistance. The Viet Minh offered Boa Dai a role in the new government of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, but instead the ex-emperor fled to Hong Kong.




Ngo Dinh Diem

Ngo Dinh Diem (1901-1963) was a staunchly anticommunist Vietnamese statesman who refused to ally with Ho Chi Minh after the Franco-Vietnamese War. With the support of the United States government, Diem led South Vietnam from 1954 to 1963, when he was assassinated alongside his brother in a military coup.

Named president of South Vietnam in 1954, Ngo Dinh Diem consolidated power in Saigon and sought to expel, imprison, or execute those who opposed his regime. With the support of the United States, he refused to hold countrywide elections in 1956 (a stipulation of the 1954 Geneva Accords), fearing--almost certainly correctly--that he would lose to Ho Chi Minh. Diem was a terribly unpopular leader, known for his paranoia and his ruthlessness. Many South Vietnamese grew to resent and fear his repressive policies, which ultimately contributed to the rise of the NLF and the Viet Cong.




Nguyen Van Thieu

Nguyen Van Thieu (1923 - 2001) was a military general who served in the French-controlled Vietnamese army during French colonial rule in Indochina, and later served as president of South Vietnam during the war against the North.

During the Vietnam War, Thieu maintained a powerful role in the South Vietnamese government under President Nguyen Cao Ky. In 1967, he replaced Ky and remained president of South Vietnam until the final days of the war against the North. Just before the fall of Saigon, Thieu fled to Taiwan.




Dwight D. Eisenhower

Dwight D. Eisenhower (1890-1969), a Republican, was the popular 34th President of the United States, serving two terms from 1953 to 1961. Prior to his presidency, Eisenhower was a lifelong military man, commanding the D-Day invasion while serving as Supreme Allied Commander in Europe during World War II.

In February 1954, President Eisenhower refused to commit American troops to the Franco-Vietnamese War. In a press conference he stated, "I cannot conceive of a greater tragedy for America than to get heavily involved now in an all-out war in any of those regions."2
 By April, however, his administration revisited the question of direct intervention in the war. Though he sent no U.S. troops to the region, he authorized military aid to the French. After France surrendered to the Viet Minh, Eisenhower's administration aided anti-communist leader Ngo Dinh Diem in consolidating power in Saigon. Throughout his second term as president, Eisenhower remained committed to Diem's often-tyrannical regime.




John F. Kennedy

John F. Kennedy (1917-1963) was the 35th president of the United States. Elected in 1960 at the age of 43, he became the youngest person ever to be voted into the White House. Kennedy served from 1961 until his assassination in November 1963. To this day, many Americans remember Kennedy as an idealistic champion of freedom at home and abroad, despite the fact that his policies on civil rights, Vietnam, and Cuba sometimes failed to live up to his soaring rhetoric.

During his years as president, Kennedy tripled the amount of American economic and military aid to the South Vietnamese and increased the number of U.S. military advisors in Indochina. He refused to withdraw from the escalating conflict in Vietnam because, he said, "to withdraw from that effort would mean a collapse not only of South Vietnam, but Southeast Asia. So we are going to stay there." Some historians allege that just weeks before Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas, he supported a military coup that overthrew and murdered South Vietnam's president Ngo Dinh Diem.




Lyndon B. Johnson

Lyndon B. Johnson (1908-1973) was the 36th president of the United States, assuming the office after the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in November 1963. Prior to serving as Kennedy's vice president, Johnson had long represented Texas in the United States Senate.

When Vice President Johnson assumed the presidency, he inherited the escalating crisis in Vietnam. Despite promises to bring a swift end to American involvement in Indochina, Johnson steadily increased the number of U.S. troops deployed to Vietnam, hoping to ensure a U.S. victory before withdrawing forces. No American president had yet "lost" a war, and Johnson hoped he wouldn't be the first. By the end of his second term as president, his approval rates had plummeted and his hopes for bringing an end to the war in Vietnam had dissolved. On 31 March 1968, at the height of the Vietnam War, Johnson announced to the American people that he would not seek reelection.




Richard M. Nixon

Richard M. Nixon (1913 - 1994) was a Republican senator from California and the thirty-seventh president of the United States. Prior to his presidency, he also served as Dwight Eisenhower's vice president from 1953 to 1961. Ultimately, his presidency ended in disgrace, with Nixon 's 1974 resignation in the midst of the Watergate scandal.

 In his first term as president, Richard Nixon promised the American public that he would reduce U.S. troop levels in Vietnam. He pursued a plan he called "Vietnamization," whereby the U.S. would gradually withdraw from the war, leaving the South Vietnamese army to shoulder the bulk of the fighting. Despite his pledge to bring American G.I.s home, American ground troop levels in Vietnam remained high and the Nixon administration expanded the war into the neighboring countries of Laos and Cambodia. In 1973, during Nixon's final year in office, the last U.S. combat soldiers left Vietnam, but military advisors and some Marines remained.




Robert McNamara

Robert McNamara (1916- ) is an American business executive, statesman, and diplomat. In 1960, he left his seat as president of the Ford Motor Company to accept an invitation from President Kennedy to become U.S. Secretary of Defense. A key adviser to the president during the Cuban Missile Crisis, McNamara is most famous (or infamous) today as the prime architect of the disastrous American intervention in the Vietnam War. 

During Kennedy's administration, McNamara supported the President's decision to increase American involvement in Vietnam. Under President Johnson, however, he began to suspect that American aims in the growing war were futile and urged the President and his advisors to seek a peaceful solution to the conflict. Under pressure to win the war before withdrawal, Johnson asked McNamara to step down in 1967. McNamara later published a number of books, including his memoir entitled In Retrospect, in which he reflects on American foreign policy mistakes in Vietnam.




William Calley, Jr.

William Calley, Jr. (b. 1943) is the former lieutenant of the United States Army during the Vietnam War. In 1971, Calley was found guilty of murder for ordering the killings of hundreds of South Vietnamese civilians in the My Lai (pronounced "MEE LEYE") Massacre.

In March 1968, Lieutenant William Calley led his platoon into the hamlet of My Lai in South Vietnam. Suspecting the presence of Viet Cong fighters, Calley ordered his men to eliminate all inhabitants. Hundreds of civilians-mostly women, children, and elderly men-were killed, some of the women raped, and others mutilated. Three years later, a military court sentenced Calley to life in prison for the 22 of these murders. He appealed the conviction and was able to receive a reduced sentence. He was released from prison in 1974.




Martin Luther King, Jr.

Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929 - 1968) was the young pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama who rose to prominence in the movement for civil rights. He remains to this day a symbol of the non-violent struggle against segregation.

On April 15, 1967, King led thousands of demonstrators to the United Nations building in New York where the civil rights leader delivered a speech attacking U.S. foreign policy in Vietnam. Over 100,000 people attended the rally.




William Westmoreland

General William Westmoreland (1914 - 2005) was an American general who commanded U.S. military operations in Vietnam during the height of the war, from 1964 to 1968. He later served as the Army's chief of staff.

Throughout much of his tenure as commander of U.S. military operations, General Westmoreland expressed optimism in his public statements about the war, reporting that American airpower and ground forces were successfully wearing down the North Vietnamese Army and the Viet Cong. By 1967, however, Westmoreland noted in private that there seemed no end in sight to the war. The massive Tet Offensive of 1968, a turning point in the war, undermined his public assessments of American progress.




Neil Sheehan

Neil Sheehan (1936- ) is an American journalist who worked as a reporter for the New York Times during the Vietnam War. In 1966, he became the newspaper's Pentagon correspondent and also reported on the White House. He is best known for obtaining and publishing the top-secret documents in the "Pentagon Papers."

In 1971, Sheehan obtained a top-secret study of American strategies in Vietnam. Daniel Ellsberg, a U.S. military analyst, leaked the "Pentagon Papers" to Sheehan and several other news correspondents, but it was Sheehan who first published the secret government documents in the pages of the New York Times. The publication of the Pentagon Papers greatly accelerated the erosion of public support for the war.




Trivia

	On 25 May 1970, Newsweek magazine published a poll that asked who was primarily responsible for the student deaths during protests at Kent State University. Eleven percent said that the National Guard was to blame; 58% said the students were at fault.84

	Contrary to common belief, college students were not more likely to protest the war than those without a college education. In 1966, a survey conducted by the University of Michigan revealed that only 26% of those with a college education favored American withdrawal from Vietnam-as opposed to 41% of those with only an eighth-grade education.83

	In the roughly fifteen years of American military action in Vietnam, no official declaration of war was ever made by Congress or sought by any of the four presidents that served during the conflict.
	The Vietnamese monks who retrieved the body of Thich Quang Duc, a Buddhist priest who immolated himself to protest the Diem regime in South Vietnam, discovered something astounding; the priest's heart remained intact, seemingly untouched by the flames that had engulfed the rest of his body. His heart is preserved and still honored today as a relic of an esteemed martyr, a man believed to be a bodhisattva-an "enlightened one."82

	"Viet Cong," the common term used to describe the guerilla forces in South Vietnam that fought against the Saigon government, was not a label given to the group by its allies in the North. Ngo Dinh Diem, the president of South Vietnam and the Viet Cong's primary target until 1963, coined the name "viet-cong"-a derogatory Vietnamese word meaning "commie."81

	Former Army Lieutenant William Calley, the man sentenced to life in prison for the murder of 22 people in the 1968 My Lai massacre, was paroled just three and a half years after his conviction.80

	A Gallup Poll issued in December 1969 revealed that 91% of all Americans had heard or read about the U.S. troops who raped, mutilated, and murdered Vietnamese villagers in My Lai. Two years later, more than half of all Americans believed that the massacre was not an isolated incident but a common one.79

	A Gallup Poll issued in February 1965 revealed that 64% of Americans believed that if the U.S. withdrew from Vietnam, communism would spread.78





Quotes

"Come you masters of war / You that build all the guns / You that build the death planes / You that build all the bombs / You that hide behind walls / You that hide behind desks / I just want you to know / I can see through your masks."85

- Singer-songwriter Bob Dylan, lyrics from "Masters of War," 1963

"Before closing my eyes to Buddha, I respectfully plead to President Ngo Dinh Diem, asking him to be kind and tolerant toward his people and to enforce a policy of religious equality."
- The last written words of Thich Quang Duc, a Buddhist monk who burned himself to death to protest the regime in South Vietnam, 196386


"I was too shocked to cry, too confused to take notes or ask questions, too bewildered to even think."
- New York Times correspondent David Halberstam, a witness to the self-immolation of a Buddhist monk in Saigon, 196387


"If I left [the war in Vietnam] and let the Communists take over South Vietnam, then I would be seen as a coward and my nation would be seen as an appeaser, and we would both find it impossible to accomplish anything for anybody anywhere on the entire globe."88

- President Lyndon B. Johnson, 1964

"The mark of the immature man is that he wants to die nobly for a cause, while the mark of the mature man is that he wants to live humbly for one."
- Time magazine editorial about Roger Allen LaPorte, an American pacifist who set himself on fire in protest of American policies in Vietnam, 196589


"Everything depends on the Americans. If they want to make war for 20 years then we shall make war for 20 years. If they want to make peace, we shall make peace and invite them to tea afterwards."
- North Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh, December 196690


"I knew that America would never invest the necessary funds or energies in rehabilitation of its poor so long as Vietnam continued to draw me and skills and money like some demonic, destructive suction tube. So I was increasingly compelled to see the war as an enemy of the poor and to attack it as such."
- Martin Luther King, Jr., civil rights, antipoverty, and antiwar activist, 196791


"The picture of the world's greatest superpower killing or seriously injuring 1,000 noncombatants a week while trying to pound a tiny backward nation into submission on an issue whose merits are hotly disputed, is not a pretty one."
- Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara in a private letter to President Lyndon B. Johnson, May 196792


"Who is the enemy? How can you distinguish between the civilians and the noncivilians? The same people who come and work in the bases at daytime, they just want to shoot and kill you at nighttime. So how can you distinguish between the two? The good or the bad? All of them look the same."
- Private Varnado Simpson, a U.S. soldier from Charlie Company of the 23rd Infantry Division, 196993


"I had prayed to God that this thing was fiction."
- Colonel William Wilson, a combat veteran who conducted an investigation into the massacre at My Lai94


"I was ordered to go in there and destroy the enemy...That was my job on that day. That was the mission I was given. I did not sit down and think in terms of men, women and children."
- Lieutenant William Calley, testifying at Court-Martial in defense of his actions in My Lai, 197095


"[Nixon] has ended the war, because you don't see the war on the tube any more. So the war has ended, though we are bombing the hell out of those poor people, more than ever."
- An American news executive, 197296


"The Oriental doesn't put the same high price on life as the Westerner. Life is plentiful, life is cheap in the Orient, and as the philosophy of the Orient expresses it, life is not important."
- General William Westmoreland, interviewed for the documentary Hearts and Minds, 197497



 


Glossary of Terms

Watergate

A Washington D.C. office and hotel building that became the popular name of a scandal that rocked the Nixon administration from 1972 to 1974. When the Watergate burglary and subsequent coverup authorized by the president was revealed, Richard Nixon at first stonewalled but ultimately resigned from the presidency under the threat of impeachment.

War Powers Act

Passed in 1973, this law required the president of the United States to seek congressional approval before sending troops abroad. The passage of the War Powers Act reflected growing opposition to American involvement in the Vietnam War.

Viet Minh, League for the Independence of Vietnam

The League for the Independence of Vietnam. Ho Chi Minh and his fellow Vietnamese nationalists organized the Viet Minh as a military league committed to the fight for Vietnamese self-rule. It was aided by both the Soviet Union and the United States during WWII, while it waged a guerilla campaign against Japanese occupation. In August 1945, Japan surrendered to the Allied powers and relinquished its holdings in Indochina. Ho Chi Minh became confident that he and the Viet Minh would at last gain control of the country. Instead, France tried to re-claim control over its old colony, and the Viet Minh resisted the French and the Americans who followed them.

Vietcong

Vietnamese guerrilla soldiers who opposed the anticommunist government of South Vietnam.

Tet Offensive

A North Vietnamese and Vietcong surprise attack on American forces during the Vietnamese New Year holiday in 1968; many Americans, alarmed by the brutal fighting and the high numbers of casualties on both sides, began to call for the U.S. to withdraw from the war.

Republic of Vietnam, South Vietnam

The South Vietnamese government, a capitalistic and usually fiercely repressive government that stifled dissent by imprisoning or executing its critics. American-supported throughout the Vietnam War, though its leaders changed.

Pentagon Papers

Popular title for the documents that reveal the United States Defense Department's secret policies in Vietnam. A former Pentagon official, Daniel Ellsberg, leaked the Papers to the national press, and the New York Times published them in 1971.

Korean War

A conflict sparked by the invasion of South Korea by Communist North Korea. The war against North Korea, fought largely by United States forces, began in 1950 and continued through 1953.

insurgent, insurgents, insurgency

Any person who resists an established government regime, usually with force, may be considered an "insurgent," particularly by the state. Often insurgents consider themselves to be "rebels" or "revolutionaries" fighting against an authority they consider corrupt.

Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Tonkin Gulf Resolution

Passed by Congress in 1964 in reaction to poorly substantiated evidence of attacks on American battleships off the coast of North Vietnam. Also referred to as the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, it gave President Lyndon B. Johnson unlimited authority to defend U.S. forces in Vietnam and, essentially, to wage war in Vietnam.

gook, gooks

A derogatory and offensive slang term for an Asian person without regard to their country of origin, frequently employed by military personnel in Vietnam and at home. The word might be an alteration of a term, goo-goo, used by American soldiers to refer to Filipino natives during the war in the Philippines (circa 1899). It may also derive from a Korean suffix, kuk (pronounced "gook"), which means "person"; American G.I.s fighting in the Korean War during the 1950s may have picked up the term.

French Indochina

The term for the area of Southeast Asia-encompassing present-day Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam-that the French colonized from the 1860s onward until 1954.

draft

A federal law that requires people of a certain age to enlist in the military.

Democratic Republic of Vietnam, North Vietnam

North Vietnam, whose leaders waged a war for independence against the French and then the Americans; the Americans and South Vietnamese thought of them as Communists, but they initially sought independence more than any specific ideology. They became more communistic after the United States rejected their pleas for self-determination.

containment

A United States foreign policy during the Cold War that called for containing the expansion of communism and, more specifically, Soviet influence; the plan was originally devised by U.S. diplomat George Kennan.

Axis powers, Axis

In World War II, the alliance of Germany, Italy, and Japan formed the Axis powers.

Allied powers

In World War II, the Allied powers were those countries, including Great Britain, the Soviet Union, the United States, China, and France (before its defeat in 1940), that opposed the Axis powers.




















                      
                                   Test Review:
                                               The Vietnam War
   
                                   
                                   
                                   
                                   Events
                        1963 Buddhist Protests
 	Thich Quang Duc, a 
                                   Buddhist monk, set himself on fire in protest against South Vietnamese government policies, including 
                                   religious intolerance
 	Other Buddhists followed his example in the following months
 	His suicide shocked and 
                                   confused
                                   many Americans and created doubt in their minds about U.S. support for the South Vietnamese government
 
                                   
                                                                                
                                   1964 Gulf of Tonkin Resolution

                                    	Gave President Johnson the power to take any military action he
                                   deemed necessary to defend South Vietnam against the Viet Cong
 	Passed in response to an unconfirmed attack on the
                                   USS Maddox off the coast of Vietnam
 
 
                                   1968 Tet Offensive
 	Occurred on 31 January, beginning of Vietnamese Tet holiday
 
                                   	Viet Cong forces, supported by North Vietnamese troops, shocked U.S. troops with wave of attacks deep in South Vietnamese 
                                   territory
 
                                   	Fighting continued for months following the first attack
 
                                   	American and South Vietnamese forces defeated 
                                   the Tet Offensive militarily
 
                                   	But public support for the war in the United States plummeted 
 

                                   1968 My Lai Massacre
 	Occurred in hamlet in South Vietnam, thought by American soldiers to have harbored Viet Cong or Viet Cong sympathizers
 	American soldiers, led by Lieutenant William Calley, killed hundreds of unarmed civilians
 	Those killed were mostly women, children, and elderly men
 
                                                                                1970 Kent State Shootings
 	Ohio National Guard shot and killed four students on the campus of Kent State U. on the fourth day of anti-war demonstrations
 	Of the four killed, two had been protesting and two had just been walking to class
 	College campuses nationwide shut down in response
 	Photos of the dead were printed worldwide, intensifying opposition to the war
 
                                                                                1972 Presidential Election
 	Republican Richard Nixon won reelection in a landslide, defeating Democrat George McGovern, who ran on an anti-war platform
 	U.S. forces withdrew from Vietnam within the first three months of Nixon's second term
 
                                                                                1975 Fall of Saigon
 	Following American withdrawal, North Vietnamese forces conquered the capital of South Vietnam
 	Thousands of South Vietnamese tried to flee, many becoming refugees abroad
 	Ended the Vietnam War with total victory for North Vietnamese Communists
 	Saigon renamed Ho Chi Minh City to honor recently deceased North Vietnamese leader
 
                                                                                            Places
                        Hanoi
 	Capital of North Vietnam
 	Repeatedly bombed by American aircraft but never captured
 
                                                                                Kent State University
 	Ohio college, site of 1970 antiwar protests that turned deadly when National Guard troops shot and killed 4 students
 
                                                                                My Lai
 	Site of horrific 1968 massacre that convinced many that Americans had lost their way in Vietnam
 
                                                                                Saigon
 	Capital of South Vietnam
 	Captured by North Vietnamese forces in 1975, ending the war
 	Renamed Ho Chi Minh City to honor Vietnamese Communist/nationalist leader
 
                                                                                                                    People
                        William Calley, Jr.
 	U.S. Army lieutenant during Vietnam War
 	Found guilty in 1971 of murder for ordering the killing of hundreds of South Vietnamese civilians at My Lai in 1968, sentenced to life in prison
 	Appealed conviction and received reduced sentence; released in 1974
 
                                                                                Bao Dai
 	Reigning emperor of Vietnam until 1945
 	After French colonial rule ended in Vietnam in 1945, France reinstated Bao Dai as emperor but kept him powerless
 	Essentially a puppet of the French government
 
                                   
                                   
                                   
                                   
                                   
                                   
                                   
                                   
                                   
                                   	Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh forced him to surrender leadership months later
 
                                                                                Ngo Dinh Diem
 	President of South Vietnam from 1954 to 1963
 	Staunch anti-Communist, but unpopular and paranoid leader who expelled, imprisoned, and sometimes executed those who opposed his regime
 
                                   	Refused to ally with Ho Chi Minh after the Franco-Vietnamese War
 	Long supported by U.S., but ineffectual leadership led to his assassination in a military coup supported by the U.S.
 
                                                                                Dwight D. Eisenhower
 	Republican U.S. president, elected in 1952 and 1956
 	Refused to commit American forces to aid France in the Franco-Vietnamese War in early 1954; later sent aid, but no troops
 	After France lost the war, his administration aided Ngo Dinh Diem 
 	Remained committed to supporting Diem throughout his administration, despite Diem's autocratic rule
 
                                                                                Lyndon B. Johnson
 	Democratic President; took office after assassination of President Kennedy in 1963; elected to his own full term in 1964
 	Inherited escalating crisis in Vietnam from JFK
 	Promised to bring end to U.S. involvement in Vietnam, but steadily increased number of troops deployed to ensure victory before withdrawal
 	Determined not to be the first U.S. president to "lose" a war
 	Announced he would not run for reelection in 1968, at the height of controversy over war
 
                                                                                John F. Kennedy
 	Democratic President elected in 1960
 	During his short term, he tripled the amount of U.S. aid to the South Vietnamese
 	Refused to withdraw from Vietnam because he feared spread of Communism
 	Some historians argue that he supported the military coup that led to the assassination of South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh Diem 
 
                                                                                Robert McNamara
 	U.S. Secretary of Defense from 1960 to 1967, through much of the Vietnam War
 	Supported President Kennedy's decision to increase U.S. involvement in Vietnam
 	Under President Johnson, he began to suspect that U.S. aims in the war were futile
 
                                                                                Ho Chi Minh
 	Vietnamese revolutionary leader; Communist and Vietnamese nationalist
 	Fought for Vietnamese independence against Japan, France, and the U.S.
 	Died in 1969, six years before his government declared victory in the Vietnam War and completed Vietnam's reunification under Communist rule
 
                                                                                Richard M. Nixon
 	Republican president elected in 1968 and 1972; resigned from office in 1974 due to Watergate scandal
 	Promised he would reduce U.S. troop levels in Vietnam, but force levels remained high and Nixon actually expanded the war into Laos and Cambodia
 	Pursued a plan he called "Vietnamization" to push the South Vietnamese army to shoulder the bulk of the fighting
 	In the first months of his second term, the last U.S. combat soldiers left Vietnam
 
                                                                                            Groups
                        Democratic Republic of Vietnam
 	Formal name of North Vietnam's Communist government 
 	Leaders waged a war for independence against French and then Americans
 	Americans and South Vietnamese viewed them only as Communists, but initially they sought independence rather than the establishment of any specific ideology
 	Became staunch Communists after the U.S. rejected pleas for self-determination
 
                                                                                Republic of Vietnam
 	Formal name of South Vietnamese government after the Franco-Vietnamese War
 	Repressive government that stifled dissent by imprisoning or executing its critics
 	Fiercely anticommunist
 	American-supported throughout the Vietnam War
 
                                                                                Viet Cong
 	Ho Chi Minh-supporting guerilla fighters within South Vietnam
 	Did much of the fighting against American troops during war
 
                                                                                Viet Minh
 	Organized by Ho Chi Minh and other Vietnamese nationalists in 1941
 	Seeking Vietnamese self-rule, fought a guerilla campaign against Japanese occupation; after World War II, fought French and then Americans
 	Its members formed the Viet Cong in the 1950s
 

                                   Concepts
                        Pentagon Papers
 	Secret documents leaked to New York Times by Daniel Ellsberg, a military 
                                   analyst who had high-level security clearance at the Pentagon
 	Contained top-secret information collected by the Department of Defense about U.S. involvement in Vietnam from 1945 to 1967
 	Revealed that military had been much more pessimistic about situation 
                                   in Vietnam than it had revealed to the public
 
                                                                                "Search and Destroy"
 	Military strategy employed by American ground forces throughout the Vietnam War
 	Involved ambushing enemy forces and then withdrawing immediately, rather than fortifying and holding hostile territory
 
                                                                                
                                   "Vietnamization"
 	President Nixon's plan for withdrawing troops from Vietnam, announced in June 1969
 	Included training and transitioning South Vietnamese troops to assume the roles that had been filled by American troops
 	Included promise to withdraw 25,000 American soldiers
 	Was not a plan to end the war 
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Reading Guide

The Pentagon Papers: The Defense Department History of United States Decision-making on Vietnam, 5 volumes (1971)
This five-volume collection is a key primary source for any historian of the Vietnam War. Each tome is chock-full of top-secret studies based on classified government documents about American involvement in Vietnam. If you're not prepared to dive into all 5 volumes, historian George C. Herring has been nice enough to produce an abridged (read: a lot more manageable!) version of the documents in The Pentagon Papers (1993).

Michael Herr, Dispatches (1977)
Michael Herr's front-line reporting of the Vietnam War is collected in Dispatches, one of the first books to capture the unique feel of life on the Vietnam battlefront. His stream-of-conscious descriptions are chaotic, choppy, dark, and intense, giving the reader an honest sense of war from the perspective of a soldier. A must read.

Henry Maurer, Strange Ground: An Oral History of Americans in Vietnam, 1945-1975 (1989)
Maurer introduces this collection of interviews with a confession: he successfully dodged the draft. The guilt, regret, and relief that came from that decision inspired him to reach out to the many different Americans who witnessed the war from the front. He spoke with draftees and volunteers, lieutenants and "grunts," those with grand memories of the roles they played, veterans with irreparable damage, a gay G.I., a woman reporter, and so many more. Strange Ground is a page-turner, and one that will stay with you long after you've finished.

Robert McNamara and Brian Van Demark, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam (1996)
Robert McNamara, U.S. Secretary of Defense from 1961 to 1967, offers an honest and balanced account of American involvement in the war in Vietnam. In this personal memoir, the man who advised Presidents Kennedy and Johnson reveals where American foreign policy went so wrong, and explains the role he played in contributing to that failure.

Tim O'Brien, The Things They Carried (1990)
The Things They Carried is a string of short stories about American soldiers fighting in Vietnam. Though cited by the author as works of fiction, each tale portrays the warfront with sensitivity to the physical and emotional realities of battle. In an interview given in 1991, Tim O'Brien stated that, "90% or more of the material [in The Things They Carried] is invented." Still, one can't help but sense that O'Brien, who served as a foot soldier in Vietnam from 1969 to 1970, wrote this series of short stories in order to come to grips with some of his own personal memories of war.

Bao Ninh, The Sorrow of War (1991)
Bao Ninh is a writer from Hanoi who fought for North Vietnam, and his novel Sorrow of War, though fiction, offers a strikingly intimate portrait of war on the Vietnam battlefront. Bao Ninh uses his own memories to offer a vivid account of the hope, confusion, brutality, longing, and weariness experienced by an NLF soldier. We highly recommend reading Sorrow of War alongside Tim O'Brien's The Things They Carried.

George C. Herring, America's Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950-1975 (1979)
Though this historian's account of the war in Vietnam was first published nearly thirty years ago, America's Longest War remains one of the best historical overviews available. A terrific, straight-forward text for anyone looking for a thorough introduction to this complicated period in American history.

Marilyn B. Young, The Vietnam Wars, 1945-1990 (1991)
Historian Marilyn Young tells a gripping and often gut-wrenching story about the American war in Vietnam. Young worries that, with each decade, the memory of the Vietnam War fades from the American psyche, and the U.S. increases its risk of repeating the same mistakes. So, with her incredibly researched and richly detailed account of this complicated war, she aims to remind readers of the mistakes made, the lives lost, and, most importantly, the lessons learned.

Mark Moyar, Triumph Forsaken: The Vietnam War, 1954-1965 (2006)
Historian Mark Moyar argues in Triumph Forsaken that the war in Vietnam was not a tragic mistake but an "improperly executed enterprise." In other words, Moyar finds that the U.S. could have-and should have-won the war against the NLF, but that leaders such as President Johnson squandered America's opportunities for success. Moyar's work, though self-contradictory in parts, is one of the most lauded texts among those who view the Vietnam War as the twentieth century's "Lost Cause."

Viewing Guide

Green Berets (1968)
Released in 1968, at the height American involvement in the war in Vietnam, Green Berets is a grand and optimistic story of American heroism winning victory over North Vietnamese tyranny. The movie, directed by and starring John Wayne, was the only feature-length film about the Vietnam War to come out of Hollywood before the fall of Saigon. Critics have since derided it as a conservative piece of pro-war propaganda. Still, Green Berets is worth seeing, if only to compare its depiction of war to other Vietnam War films such as The Deer Hunter (1978), Apocalypse Now (1979), and Platoon (1986). (This film is rated "PG.")

Hearts and Minds (1974)
Hearts and Minds may be one of the most gripping documentaries ever made, and certainly the best documentary about the war in Vietnam. Director Peter Davis weaves new film footage with interviews, archival images and news reports to explore the controversial war and the issues that drove the U.S. to fight in it. Gut-wrenching and heartbreaking, the film is a must-see for anyone who seeks to better understand this bloody conflict. (This film is rated "R" for disturbing scenes of violence and death.)

The Deer Hunter (1978)
The Deer Hunter is a gripping story about the impact of the Vietnam War on three working-class brothers from a small industrial town in Pennsylvania. The film follows the young men to the warfront, where they become imprisoned both physically and psychologically by the enemy and by their own inner struggles. They each struggle to return to a life without war, but must ultimately face the somber fact that they cannot escape. (This film is rated "R" for intense violence, vivid scenes of war, profanity, and lots and lots of drunkenness.)

Apocalypse Now (1979)
This Academy Award-winning film from director Francis Ford Coppola was inspired both by field reporter Michael Herr's accounts of the war in Vietnam and by Joseph Conrad's 1902 novella Heart of Darkness, a story about colonialism and a man's struggle between good and evil. Set near Vietnam in 1969, at the height of the war, Apocalypse Now is a fictional tale of a twisted search-and-destroy mission in the jungles of Southeast Asia. Coppola captures the absurdity of the Vietnam War, and directs actors Marlon Brando, Laurence Fishburne, and Robert Duvall in some of the most memorable roles in film. (This film is rated "R" for graphic war violence, nudity, drug use, and, according to imdb.com, "at least 86 uses of 'fuck' (8 used with 'mother'), 36 'shit' words" and plenty of slang references for female and male genitalia.)_CITATION98_

First Blood (1982)
Sylvester Stallone stars in this notorious action film as John Rambo, a disoriented Vietnam veteran who uses his skills in guerilla warfare to escape police deputies in a small town in Washington state. (Stallone himself did not draw from personal experience for his role as a vet; the actor didn't serve in Vietnam, but instead spent those years making his film debut in a 1970 porn film entitled Party at Kitty and Stud's.) First Blood is the first of a series of films, each controversial for its glorification of violence. (This film is rated "R" for violence, gore, and profanity.)

Platoon (1986)
Platoon is a fictional yet poignant account of the war in Vietnam from the perspective of a young soldier. In directing the film, Oliver Stone drew upon his own experiences as a young serviceman in Vietnam in order to portray the often psychologically disturbing and demoralizing aspects of warfare. Released just over a decade after the fall of Saigon, Platoon was highly controversial for its violence, its depiction of drug use, and its morally ambiguous tale-quite different from John Wayne's 1968 film, The Green Berets. (This film is rated "R" for vivid war violence, drug use, profanity, and references to sex acts.)

No Country for Old Men (2007)
Based on Cormac McCarthy's chilling novel, this Coen Brothers film is both fascinating and haunting. Set in southwest Texas in 1980, it focuses on the world of a murderous sociopath, and on the life of an aging sheriff. It is a violent, disturbing, and ominous tale about post-Vietnam America-a hardened, soulless, and strange place. (This film is rater "R" for intense violence, gunplay, and an incredibly gnarly scene with a broken ulna.)

Listening Guide

Country Joe and the Fish, I Feel Like I'm Fixin to Die (1967)
I Feel Like is an early album from one of the most outspoken anti-war rock bands of the '60s. The title track, "I Feel Like I'm Fixin to Die Rag" (also called "The Fish Cheer") was a popular anthem of the anti-war movement. It's an ironic, up-beat sing-along-"And it's one, two, three. / What are we fighting for?"-that comments on the lunacy of the Vietnam War and the ultimate price paid by those who must fight it-"Well there ain't no time to wonder why. / Whoopee! We're all gonna die!"

Black Sabbath, Paranoid (1971)
One of Black Sabbath's best selling, most notorious albums, Paranoid has been cited as one of the first "heavy metal" records in rock and roll history. Paranoid is thunderous, demonic, and bass-heavy with chilly tracks such as "Iron Man," "Paranoid," and "War Pigs," an anti-Vietnam song with references to bloody battlefields and corrupt politicians. Sabbath's anti-war music sounds quite different from many of the rock songs that came out of the Vietnam protest movements, but the essence of its message is very similar.

Creedence Clearwater Revival, Willy and the Poor Boys (1969)
This group is a San Francisco Bay Area rock legend from the Vietnam era. The band's sound is distinctly rock and roll, but flavored with a soulful country tone. Willy and the Poor Boys is perhaps CCR's most moving record, featuring a number of memorable working-class anthems. "Fortune Son" is a stand out, a song written from the perspective of a young man drafted into the Vietnam War; he has no choice but to go-and perhaps die-because he's no "senator's son" or a "fortunate one."

The Jimi Hendrix Experience, Are You Experienced (1967)
Some music spoke to the soldiers on the warfront who, whenever they could, listened to transistor radios on the base or in their bunkers. Many radio stations played Jimi Hendrix hits, like "Purple Haze," "Foxy Lady," and "The Wind Cries Mary." The JH Experience was a favorite among G.I.s for the band's aggressive, spontaneous sound, Hendrix's soulful lyrics, and the subtle (and not-so-subtle) references to love, sex, and drugs.

Bob Dylan, The Freewheelin' Bob Dylan (1963)
This early studio album from one of the legends of folk rock has been ranked by Rolling Stone magazine as one of the greatest albums of all time. Though it was released during the early years of the Vietnam War, before mass anti-war protests had taken shape, this record contains some of the songs that have come to be most associated with that movement, including "Blowin' in the Wind," "Masters of War," "A Hard Rain's a-Gonna Fall," and "Talkin' World War III Blues."

Photos and Images

President of South Vietnam Ngo Dinh Diem (left) is welcomed at the Washington National Airport by President Dwight D. Eisenhower and several other leading government officials, May 1957.
Ngo Dinh Diem in the U.S.

Just three months after his inauguration, President John F. Kennedy discusses the Communist threat in Vietnam, March 1961.
JFK on the Communist Threat

Actor John Wayne, star of the pro-war film The Green Berets, signs a soldier's helmet during his visit to Vietnam, June 1966.
John Wayne Meets With Troops

Soldiers carry a wounded comrade through the swamps of Vietnam, 1969.
Soldiers Transport Another

A soldier stands guard in an observation tower as a chaplain holds mass, July 1967.
Prayer on the War Front

A young Navy gunner off the shores of South Vietnam, March 1966.
A Navy Gunner

An American G.I. keeps track of the time he has left on his "short time" helmet, 1968.
Counting the Days

A Navy nurse checks the medical chart of a Marine aboard a hospital ship off the coast of South Vietnam, April 1966.
A Navy Nurse with a Patient

U.S. troops of the 101st Airborn Division, 1966
U.S. Troops

President Lyndon B. Johnson shakes the hands of troops during a visit in Vietnam, December 1967.
LBJ Greets Troops

Wounded soldiers on the USS Tripoli await medical care; those who required more than six days of hospital care were sent back to the United States, July 1967.
Wounded GIs Await Care

A captured Viet Cong prisoner is blindfolded to prevent escape and marked with information about the circumstances of his capture, February 1966.
A Prisoner of War

A Viet Cong suspect (sitting) is blindfolded for interrogation, December 1968.
Interrogating a War Prisoner

The remains of the Brinks Hotel in Saigon, South Vietnam, after Viet Cong terrorists exploded a bomb in its garage; two Americans were killed, and 107 Americans and Vietnamese were injured in the blast, December 1964.
Terrorism in Saigon

Vietnam War protesters in Wichita, Kansas, 1967.
Protesting An Imperial War

The bodies of U.S. Marines lie half buried after a long and bloody battle at Khe Sanh, 1968.
The Buried Dead

General William Westmoreland and President Lyndon B. Johnson speak closely, December 1967.
General Westmoreland and President Johnson

Thich Quang Duc, a Buddhist monk protesting in the streets of Saigon, allows himself to be burned to death, 11 June 1963.
A Shocking Act of Protest

A U.S. lieutenant, a prisoner of war until 1973, is met by his family at a military base in California upon his return from Vietnam.
Homecoming

A Vietnamese woman carries her wounded child away from the fighting; warfare continued for two years following the departure of U.S. troops in 1973.
The Terror of War After the War

Following the withdrawal of U.S. forces, an onslaught by the NLF army forces thousands of Vietnamese to flee the South in buses, jeeps, cars, and military vehicles.
Fleeing South Vietnam

North Vietnamese tanks roll through the Presidential Palace ground in Saigon on 30 April 1975.
The Fall of Saigon

With the fall of Saigon and the end to the war in Vietnam, Time magazine deems the late Ho Chi Minh "The Victor," May 1975.
"The Victor"



Historical Documents

President Eisenhower's letter to South Vietnamese leader Ngo Dinh Diem promising aid against the Communist North, October 1954.
President Eisenhower's Promise

Statement of goals of the National Liberation Front (NLF).
Goals of the NLF

A tense phone conversation between the ambassador to South Vietnam, Henry Cabot Lodge, and South Vietnam's President Ngo Dinh Diem, 1 November 1963.
Lodge to Diem

Text of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution approved by the U.S. Congress, 7 August 1964.
Gulf of Tonkin Resolution

A letter from Ron Ridenhour, a former G.I., describing the My Lai massacre and its cover-up, March 1969.
Ridenhour's Confession

President Nixon explains his "Vietnamization" plan to the American public, 3 November 1969.
Vietnamization

William Wilson's account of his investigation of the My Lai murders.
The My Lai Investigation

A statement from American actress and political activist Jane Fonda in Hanoi, August 1972.
Jane Fonda's Statement

Memories of the Vietnam War, "from the other side."
From the Other Side



Videos and Audios

The 4th Battalion Vietnam veterans present a collection of sound clips, most of which were recorded while on the warfront.
Sounds from the Warfront

Secretly recorded phone conversations between President Lyndon B. Johnson and several government officials during the early years of the Vietnam War.
Secret White House Conversations

Footage of soldiers in Vietnam using a rifle to share a "smoke."
Drug Use on the Warfront

An official newsreel from 1967 featuring footage of a number of mass anti-war demonstrations.
Anti-Vietnam Protests

Neil Young's song "Ohio" performed by Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young. Here the song provides the soundtrack for a series of photos from the Kent State shootings and other anti-war protests.
"Ohio"



Websites

This site features a number of useful documents on the 1968 My Lai massacre, the cover-up, and the trial.
Documenting the My Lai Massacre

PBS presents a site dedicated to the military history of the Vietnam War. It includes detailed descriptions of weaponry and strategies used on the battlefield.
Military History of the Vietnam War

The New York Times offers a number of archived articles about the fall of Saigon printed in the paper in the days leading up to and following the final moments of the war.
On the Fall of Saigon

To mark the 25th anniversary of the fall of Saigon, Asia Source has compiled several fascinating articles that help illustrate the complicated legacy of the Vietnam War.
The Legacy of the Vietnam War
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