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Vietnam Notes

Critical Background Concepts:

Cold War
Truman Doctrine

Containment
Domino Theory

Spheres of Influence
Wars of National Liberation

The “Great Game”
Proxy Wars

Legislative/Congress authorizes wars, not the Executive/President

Selective Service Administration / “The Draft” (draft boards, draft cards, draft dodging)

Vietnam Timeline
1945


Japanese surrender. Ho Chi Minh (nationalist, socialist leader) creates provisional government


Ho declares independent Vietnam


British take Saigon, return control to French

1946


France and Viet Minh agree that Vietnam will be a free state within the French Union


talks break down, war begins

1947 Viet Minh move to the north of the country

1949 Bao Dai (leader in the south) and the French agree on the creation of an anti-communist army

1950 U.S. gives $15m to France to help with the war; US military advisors are part of the aid

1953 Laos gains independence from France; Viet Minh enter Laos

1954


Battle of Dien Bien Phu: Major defeat for the French


Eisenhower outlines the “Domino Theory” as a result


Geneva Convention/Peace talks outline elections to be held in 1956 (US & Bao Dai disagree)

1955 Ngo Dinh Diem becomes president in South Vietnam, rejects Geneva accords

1956 French leave Vietnam. U.S. steps up aid for South

1960 “Viet Cong” established (communist insurgency in the south)

1961 President Kennedy begins more robust American assistance to the south

1962 American Air Force begins use of defoliant “Agent Orange”

1963 Kennedy assassinated; Diem assassinated with U.S. complicity

1964 (August 2) Gulf of Tonkin episode; Gult of Tonkin Resolution approved (August 7) — gives president wide latitude to wage war without a formal declaration of war from Congress

1965


Operation “Rolling Thunder” deployed in February, lasts 3 1/2 years (ends in Nov. 1968 with 182,000 North Vietnamese civilians estimated killed ; 900 American planes downed, 818 pilots dead or MIA)


3,500 marines arrive in Danang, decisive escalation of our war involvement


U.S. troop strength is more than 200,000 by end of the year


First U.S. university “teach-ins” take place (starts at UMI, Ann Arbor)

1966 B-52 bombing of North Vietnam

1967 MLK speaks out against the war for the first time


Nguyen Van Thieu becomes president of Vietnam (led coup against Diem in 1963 with Nguyen Cao Ky)

1968


January – U.S. troops go into Cambodia; North Vietnam’s Tet Offensive in the South


February – Gen. Westmoreland requests 206,000 more troops


March – My Lai Massacre (over 200 civilians massacred); battle for Khe San (longest battle so far)


April – MLK assassinated in Memphis


May – Paris peace talks between North Vietnam and the U.S. begins


June – RFK assassinated in Los Angeles


August – riots at DNC in Chicago


November – Nixon elected president, promises new (but secret) Vietnam policy

1969


Nixon orders secret bombing of Cambodia


Policy of “Vietnamization” begun in U.S. policy


Ho Chi Minh dies (at age 79)


News of My Lai published in U.S.


Massive anti-war rallies throughout the U.S., especially Washington D.C.

1970


Kent State riot and massacre; four students shot dead


NSA Henry Kissinger and North Vietnamese Foreign Minister Le Duc Tho in secret talks


US troop strength falls to 280,000

1971


Daniel Ellsworth leaks the Pentagon Papers to the New York Times; public learns for the first time about 
persistant misinformation and deception regarding Vietnam


Nixon announces trip to China, splits Chinese/Vietnamese alliance


Nguyen Van Thieu re-elected president in rigged elections

1972


American troop strength further cut by 70,000


Secret talks revealed to US public


Bombing of Hanoi and Haiphong to try to gain concessions from North Vietnamese


Watergate break-in


Kissinger announces break-through in negotiations


Nixon re-elected in landslide

1973


Paris cease-fire signed in January


End of draft announced


last American troops leave Vietnam


hearings on secret bombings take place in Congress


Kissinger and Le Duc win Nobel Peace Prize

1974


War re-ignites


Nixon resigns

1975 


the south falls to communist forces; Americans are evacuated as the Viet Minh take Saigon


Saigon is renamed Ho Chi Minh city

1995


U.S. Restores diplomatic relations with Vietnam


Robert McNamara, secretary of defense under Kennedy and Johnson, says that the U.S. was “terribly wrong” about Vietnam

Things to remember:
US servicemen were treated miserably by the general public during most of the conflict, especially after My Lai became known

American society remains deeply divided about aspects of the war, this was seen around John Kerry’s candidacy in the 2004 election

The youngest recruits for the war would now be 56 to 58 years old. This means there is tension between those who are now 56 to 75 over who served and who avoided service in the war. Again, this was a major issue in the elections of 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004. President Clinton received educational deferments and then got a very high draft number and did not serve in the end. V.P. Gore served as a combat reporter. President Bush served stateside in the National Guard, and thereby avoided combat duty. V.P. Cheney, Karl Rove, Paul Wolfowitz, Mitt Romney, and Rudy Giuliani, like Clinton, also avoided service through educational, marriage, or missionary/religious deferments. Sens. John Kerry and John McCain both served. John McCain was a POW. Barack Obama, John Edwards, and others their age were too young to serve in Viet Nam.
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