______________________________Why was America in Vietnam?________________________________


Defeat of France
- 	In 1940, Vietnam came under Japanese control. In 1945, when the war ended, Britain and the USA passed it back to France, despite them both establishing friendly relations with Ho Chi Minh.
-	In 1950, the Turman pledged support for France, which was fighting the Viet Minh (the anti-imperialist forces of Ho Chi Minh). The war went badly for France, who could control the major cities but not the countryside. France pleaded poverty, which meant that the US had to keep sending more equipment lest it be embarrassed by one of its allies suffering a defeat by Communists. By 1954, the USA was providing 80% of the costs of this war; by choosing anti-communism over anti-imperialism, it was unwittingly tying itself to a war that it did not need to, in a country it did not understand.
-	In 1954, the French suffered a major defeat at Dien Bien Phu. Eisenhower considered sending US       troops and even threatened nuclear weapons but could not find international support. France’s position was clear: it could no longer remain in Vietnam.

Creation of South Vietnam
· In 1954, the French withdrew from Vietnam. Ho Chi Minh was restrained by China and the Soviet Union at the subsequent peace negotiations in Geneva, both exhausted after Korea accepted a temporary division along the 17th Parallel. France, desperate to get out, readily agreed. Ho was angry, believing that Mao was keeping Vietnam weak to increase their influence in Laos and Cambodia.
· The USA, guided by the rancorous and unpopular John Foster Dulles, never agreed to the Geneva Accords of 1954 and built an alliance that would agree with them and the creation of South Vietnam. SEATO was a strange alliance, but it pledged to resist Communism in Thailand, South Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia (even if these countries could not join).
· Also, in 1954, Chiang Kai-shek and Syngman Rhee founded the Asian People’s Anti-communist League (APACL) to resist communist insurgencies. Newspapers in Bangkok, Kuala Lumpur, and Manila published editorials supporting South Vietnam.
· In the years that followed the Geneva Accords, it was the misfortune of both Vietnams to fall into the hands of cruel and incompetent governments.
· In the North, the familiar problems of collectivisation occurred. Adults received rations of 12kg of rice a month, 300 grams of meat and the same weight of sugar, and 600ml of fish sauce. They received four yards of cloth a year and two sets of underwear. 15,000 ‘reactionaries’ were killed. 
· The promised 1956 elections never occurred. The US managed to convince the world that Diem was the legitimate ruler of South Vietnam, and they spent billions of dollars trying to equip Diem to lead South Vietnam. 
· Secretary of State Dulles admitted that if elections were held, then 80% of the vote would go to Ho Chi Minh. 
· There is no firm date for the outbreak of the war, but by the end of 1958, dissatisfied peasants began military training with support from the North. The first Americans were killed on 8 July, watching a movie in South Vietnamese barracks. By the beginning of 1960, the VC armed propaganda units claimed to have killed seventeen hundred government officials, village chiefs, teachers, and hospital workers and had seized another two thousand.
Domino Theory
· This was a US policy that espoused that Vietnam was vital to US interests; that if it went Communist - the rest of SE Asia and eventually Australia and NZ would go as well.
· It is unlikely that Eisenhower believed this, but it justified global containment – for the public.
· By backing Diem publicly, the USA had to see their commitment through lest it show the rest of the world that friends can be abandoned.
· In 1961, Khrushchev promised support to any nation undertaking a war of ‘national liberation’; this stiffened Kennedy’s resolve to commit to Vietnam. Kennedy believed the role of the USA was to groom leaders to build viable anti-communist native governments, such as in the Philippines. 
Dissatisfaction with Diem
· South Vietnam should have prospered. It had the best land in East Asia, and the war with France had left it unscathed. The USA spent lavishly to make the country a showpiece for the benefits of Western alignment. The North was comparatively backward, with no factories and only 30 qualified engineers from a population of 13 million.  
· Diem was a poor choice; the so-called ‘Churchill of Asia’ (Johnson) was an unpopular Catholic demagogue with no widespread affection from his people. Hated by the Viet Minh, he had fled to the US in 1950. On returning in 1954, he had no interest in reconciliation or building new alliances. He was a humourless workaholic micro-manager. His cabinet suffered from having none who participated in the independence movement, with most Catholic exiles from the North. 
· Life under Diem seemed to most Vietnamese a mere continuation of colonialism. Opponents of his government were labelled Communists, and anybody could be arrested for this ‘crime’  without a trial. No land reforms were undertaken, with 15% of the population owning 75% of the land.
· The choice of Diem was based on his perceived strength, but France distrusted him and preferred Bao Dai; by ignoring France, they would offer no further support to Diem or the USA. Whereas the Northern communists created a highly efficient police state, its workings veiled from the world, Diem and his family built a ramshackle one, its cruelties conspicuous.
· Diem’s government was highly unpopular. His army was well equipped but low morale and refused to engage with either the Viet Minh (from 1959) or the Viet Cong (1960) in any meaningful way.
· There was no cultural precedent for the division of Vietnam, and there emerged a group called the National Liberation Front (better known as the Viet Cong). This group used guerrilla tactics using equipment supplied by North Vietnam (Viet Minh) to try and bring about the reunification of Vietnam.
Failure of the Advisors
· In 1961, a White Paper was presented to Kennedy, detailing the issues in Vietnam and the failure of Diem or the CIA to stem the Communist agitation. Although most of Kennedy’s advisors cautioned him to abandon Vietnam, he sent further ‘advisors’ instead. Kennedy had visited Vietnam in the early 1950s; he believed then that intervention would be foolhardy. By 1961 he was unsure and sent his Chief of Staff and Vice-President to assess the situation. Worried by the lack of enthusiasm amongst the Vietnamese for confronting the Communists, he dispatched more advisors, 16,000 in total, before his assasination.
· The ‘advisors’ assisted Saigon in moving the rural Vietnamese into safe hamlets to prevent infiltration by the Viet Cong. The forced resettlement caused much resentment, and while curtailing Vietcong attacks, it boosted their recruits.
· Kennedy’s cabinet was intellectually gifted but existed in a world of systematic analysis. Never did they consult with Vietnamese. David Halberstam wrote the facetiously titled The Best and the Brightest about them.
· The US launched air raids with herbicides on the North’s crops; they failed to be decisive. 
· Ap Bac was when the failings of the ARVN became widely known. Though small-scale (3 Americans and 63 ARVN killed and 18 Viet Cong), there were US journalists present – who wrote scathingly on the performance of South Vietnamese units. 
· In May 1963, Buddhists were forbidden from celebrating their founder's historic birthday. They assembled in Hue anyway, and the army opened fire. Nine were killed, and the massacre triggered waves of unrest – with the US caught off guard. 
· By 1963, dissatisfaction with Diem’s regime was so great that it was drawing world attention to Vietnam. The US-approved coup of November 1963 got out of control, with him brutally machine-gunned in his limousine. Diem’s death further destabilised the South. A quick, decisive victory was needed to sure up the region. By backing the assassination of Diem, the US had ‘morally locked’ themselves into Vietnam while fatally poisoning their legitimacy. 
Domestic Reasons
· In 1961, Eisenhower warned of the Industrial-Military build-up at his farewell address. The Vietnam War is an example of this. War was good for the US economy.
· Domestically, much political capital could be gained from being tough on Communism. The Cuban Missile Crisis, however, caused concern throughout Washington over the dangers of confrontation with the Soviet Union. Vietnam offered a chance to fight a ‘proxy war’, which had almost no prospect of turning nuclear.
· Kennedy’s Vietnam policy suffered from the same fundamental flaw as that of every other President between 1945 and 1975: it was rooted in the demands of US domestic politics rather than in a realistic assessment of the interests and wishes of the Vietnamese people.
· Kennedy backed down over Laos, accepting a Soviet compromise. Kennedy did not want to back down again in 1961, especially after the Bay of Pigs and Berlin.
· By the middle of 1964, the war had escalated. The Sino-Soviet split had seen both sides increase their aid to the North, which allowed 15 tonnes of aid a day to be sent to the Vietcong. There were now 170,000 Northerners fighting in their ranks. 
· Johnson miscalculated – he committed to a war he thought could be easily won, using tactics that would take advantage of American technology rather than expending US troops. Johnson would have continued to pursue Kennedy’s policy of staying the course, but by 1964, it became apparent that without US involvement then, the South would fall. Johnson had a feeling it would be a quagmire saying to McGeorge Bundy (National Security Advisor), “It’s just the biggest damn mess that I ever saw.” However, when faced with withdrawal, he believed his more optimistic advisors.
· President Johnson said long afterwards about Vietnam: “I knew from the start that I was bound to be crucified either way I moved. If I left the woman I really loved – the Great Society – to get involved with that bitch of a war on the other side of the world, then I would lose everything at home … But if I left that war 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.”
Gulf of Tonkin
· On 2  August 1964,  the USS Maddox entered disputed waters around Hon Me Island; four torpedo boats then attacked the ship. After ignoring the warning fire from the Maddox, the torpedoes missed, and there was superficial damage. These boats were then pursued by US aircraft that sunk one and damaged another. 
· On 4 August, the Maddox again entered the disputed waters and again reported coming under attack from North Vietnamese torpedo boats and spotted incoming aircraft on their radar. However, two hours later, they cabled Washington to say this could have been a mistake. McNamara, aware of the conflicting reports and that there were no confirmed sightings of any Vietnamese vessels by the Maddox or its air escort, did not inform the President of this when he entered his office demanding retaliation. Johnson ordered retaliatory strikes on the North Vietnamese naval bases. We now know from North Vietnamese logs that there were no vessels anywhere near the Maddox, and the North Vietnamese leadership had censured the commander who ordered the first attack for his reckless action.
· Following the Tonkin Gulf clash, McNamara told an important lie before the Senate: “Our Navy played absolutely no part in, was not associated with, was not aware of any South Vietnamese actions [in the same operational area as the Maddox], if there were any.” On 7 August, Congress gave Johnson the authority to conduct military operations in Vietnam without a declaration of War. They had been effectively asked if the US Navy could respond if fired upon. 


