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1954: Vietnam divided
Indochina used to be a French colony
After WW2, the French try to come back and reassert their control over Indochina which they have lost to the Japanese
When they come back, they find that the Vietnamese don’t want to be ruled by the French Empire
From 1946 until 1954, a brutal colonial war is ongoing in Indochina
This is when the American involvement begins because the French had successfully convinced the Americans that this was not a colonial war but a war on communist aggression
By 1954, the U.S is paying for 80% of this war
In 1954, the French having gambled and lost at Dien Bien Phu are forced to withdraw. They negotiate a deal with Ho Chi Minh. The deal is as follows: “France will withdraw its forces from Indochina. Vietnam will be divided into two temporarily. In 1956, under the supervision of the United Nations, we will hold pan-Vietnamese elections and reunite the country.”

In the North, Ho Chi Minh is in charge and we have the creation of a communist state.
Naturally, the allies he will find are Nikita Khrushchev and Mao Zedong
Aid, economic and military, start flowing from China and the Soviet Union into North Vietnam

Meanwhile, in the South, Diem becomes the leader of South Vietnam. He is also a dictator. He is pro-American and anti-communism and seems to Eisenhower to be the man who will protect American interests in Vietnam and keep Vietnam from falling to communism. Americans fear that if Vietnam falls to communism then the rest of Southeast Asia might go with it.

1956 rolls around, that is when the election is supposed to happen. Eisenhower cancels it. Publicly, he says it’s because the communists will cheat. We cannot have free and fair elections there, so we will not have one at all. Privately however, he admits that the reason he cancelled the 1956 Vietnamese election was because Ho Chi Minh was going to win bg. Minh is a national hero to the Vietnamese people at this time. He has fought the Japanese, the French, he is basically the founding father of his country. Diem is super unpopular. The partition will harden.

Of course, this cancelled vote makes many people unhappy in Vietnam. Minh will push his supporters in the South to rise and attempt to overthrow the Diem regime. This is an internal insurrection in the South. We are not talking about the North Vietnamese going in there yet.

1960: A presidential election => JFK wins
What will JFK do? Will he continue Eisenhower’s path? Will he keep supporting the Diem regime? Will he keep pouring American economic and military aid into the South? Will he keep sending American military advisers to help Diem fight the VietMINH?
At this point, the American involvement in Vietnam is still small. No real ground troops yet.

Kennedy about the issue in the past: “Mr. President, to pour money, material and men into the jungles of Indochina without at least a remote prospect of victory would be dangerously futile and self-destructive.”

No one really wanted to get stuck into this quagmire in Vietnam. Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson and even Nixon are involved there because they feel they must.
Kennedy, for example, early in his presidency, suffers humiliation after the Bay of Pigs fiasco. He feels like he cannot allow his political opponents to criticize him for losing Vietnam the way that Truman lost China.

Vietnam, like many parts of the French Empire, had been ruled by the French through proxies: local elites that they used to run their colonies. There are not that many French people in Indochina. To run the imperial bureaucracy, the French, as they do elsewhere in their Empire, start grooming an elite class. They will send them to France to be educated. These individuals will speak French and become Catholics. Diem and his large and influential family are part of this old elite. They are Catholics. Diem puts his family in charge of everything (nepotism). One of his brothers is an archbishop in Vietnam. At the urging of his brother, Diem will launch into persecuting the Buddhist majority in Vietnam. These policies of curtailing civil liberties and oppressing the Buddhist majority are deeply unpopular in South Vietnam and give the Diem regime a lot of trouble. The insurrection is feeding from these policies and the unrest peaks roughly in 1963.

Fed up with the oppression, Buddhist monks begin protesting the Diem regime through suicide by fire. These monks will sit down in a public place and pour gasoline upon themselves, light a match and commit suicide. American newspapers and television news start reporting on these horrific acts of protest. This is going to be very bad PR for the Diem regime. The insurrection is only getting worse.

Kennedy will turn to a new form of warfare: counter insurgency. You can fight an insurgency by more than simply pure military means. You could fight by winning over the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese people. Rather than simply sending in your army and killing as many people as you can, you try and build bridges/build a relationship with the local people. To do that, you need a special kind of soldier. You need a soldier that is trained to do more than just kill the enemy. If you want to fight a counter insurgency, you need elite units that will be trained to kill the enemy AND reach out/build a relationship with the local population. These guys are the green berets. “America’s best!” “Pin silver wings to my son’s chest.” My son’s life is also worth this!”

In the mid-1960s, the green berets become a cultural phenomenon (war is still considered a worthwhile effort). By the late 1960s early 1970s, there is a shift in public opinion. Most Americans have turned against this war in Vietnam.

Kennedy: What should I do with Diem?
1) Send in the green berets
The beginning of real and direct American military intervention in Vietnam
Actual boots on the ground that are there to officially perform combat operations
Americans have been fighting before but as advisers in an unofficial capacity
Starting in 1963, Kennedy sends them in for real
2) Sends one of his advisers, Henry Cabot Lodge, to meet with Diem in South Vietnam 
Lodge comes back unimpressed and the American government begins to realize that they may have to cut their losses.
“If, in spite of all your efforts, Diem refuses, then we may face the possibility that Diem cannot be preserved.”
Government speak which says that the American government allows the South Vietnamese military to assassinate Diem and put in place a military dictatorship (not worried it would be someone from Minh’s insurrection?) This is exactly what happens in 1963. A series of military dictatorships begin in South Vietnam, each one more corrupt and ineffective than the next.

Kennedy approves Diem’s assassination and then is later assassinated himself. Lyndon Johnson becomes President.

Johnson inherits a mess. The insurrection in South Vietnam is still ongoing. Contrary to what the United States had hoped, Diem’s assassination does not stop the insurgency. The Vietminh have taken over much of the countryside. Johnson faces doubts: “We’re not going to send our troops in there, are we?” Johnson does not want to have to go to war in Vietnam. He feels like he has to.

Johnson:
-grew up poor, true believer in the power of government to help the American people, he believed that government has the duty of helping the American people. 

If it wasn’t for that “bitch of a war,” he might be remembered today as one of the United States’ best presidents.
He pushes through Congress the civil rights act, the voting rights act (major pieces of civil rights legislation that end legal segregation in the United States). He is the creator of both Medicare and Medicaid (major government healthcare programs that care to the old and poor in the United States). As far as domestic legislation is concerned, he is amongst the best American Presidents.

He is more ambitious than that, however. He wants to remake American society, to turn it into a GREAT society by declaring a war on poverty. All of that will be undone by the war in Vietnam.

Johnson feels he has to get involved in Vietnam because of the very ambitious domestic goals that he has. If he wants to build his great society, he cannot afford to come under political attack for having lost Vietnam. Johnson thinks, “If I lose South Vietnam to communism, my whole domestic agenda is down the drain.”

Johnson starts looking for an excuse to ramp up American military involvement in Vietnam. He will wait for an opportunity to put in more troops, to launch bombing campaigns, to ramp up the American war effort in Vietnam. Congress is in charge of authorizing military action. Johnson can’t do it alone. He needs to persuade Congress to give him permission. The reason will be provided to him in August of 1964.

August of 1964: One night, a US Navy destroyer runs into a North Vietnamese patrol boat and there is an exchange of fire. What probably did not happen is a second attack the next day. Reality doesn’t matter here because Johnson has managed to convince Congress and the American people that it did. As a result, Congress will push trough the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, a piece of paper that allows Johnson to, by any means he deems necessary, to protect American interests in Vietnam. It is not a declaration of war, but the end result is the same. It authorizes Johnson to launch military operations.

Communist insurrections are also going on in Laos and Cambodia (countries which used to be part of French Indochina). In 1965, Cambodia seems to be falling to communism. The insurrection there becomes even more pressing.
The communists’ vital supply route was the Ho Chi Minh trail. It was a network of tracks linking the North with the South via the jungles of central Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. The trail wove through theoretically neutral Laos and Cambodia, both suffered heavy American bombing.

Both Laos and Cambodia are dragged into this conflict because the North Vietnamese built themselves a highway through Laos and Cambodia to move men and supplies from North Vietnam to the South. The war seems to be expanding rapidly and Johnson launches a massive bombing campaign against the insurgents in the South, against the Ho Chi Minh trail and against Northern targets (i.e. North Vietnam) too. Johnson responded with American airpower. He launched “Rolling Thunder,” a campaign of bombing against the North. He hoped it would boost Southern morale and get Ho Chi Minh to the negotiating table. In the Vietnam War, the United States are going to launch more bombs than all the powers combined in all of WW2. There will a tremendous number of explosives dropped in Vietnam by the Americans and yet that will not have the effect that they expect.

“Rolling Thunder” is the first of what will become an ongoing trend in the war in Vietnam of the United States trying to use their overwhelming air power to force the enemy to their knees and failing. Despite all the might of the American air force, they never actually achieve their goals. Because of that, Johnson feels he has no choice but to begin introducing large numbers of American ground troops in Vietnam.

Starting in 1965-66, tens of thousands of ground troops will land per month in Vietnam. By 1968, the end of Johnson’s presidency, half a million American troops are in Vietnam. The North responds by sending their regular troops through the Ho Chi Minh trail into the South. The war has escalated.

Why does American public opinion turn against this war?
1) Vietnam is the first television war (they see the fighting; war reality enters)

Starting in 1967, an organized anti-war movement is born. The very early beginning of this movement is born on college campuses and driven by students my age. They will be joined by the Civil Rights Movement and their leaders (e.g., Martin Luther) begin talking against this war.
2) War fought by conscripts (not enough volunteers). The Draft is not colour blind and fair/not random. The people that end up fighting are poor and black and Latino Americans. Everywhere Lynden Johnson goes, “We don’t want your fucking war!”
