
Vietnam War Notes 
 
Johnson's Decision for War, 1963-1965  
 
Between 1963 and 1965, LBJ continues JFK's policy of limited commitment to aid the 
South to wage a low-intensity war against the Vietcong covert operations: spying, 
propaganda, commando raids against North Vietnamese coast increase to 23,000 
advisors & $50 million more in aid  
However, by 1964, situation deteriorating:  
*A series of corrupt and inexperienced military gov'ts leaves South Vietnam unstable 
and on the verge of anarchy, esp. in countryside where gov't authority was 
nonexistent; unable to control NLF guerrillas. (Eventually, stable regimes are set up 
under generals Ky in 1965 and Thieu, who becomes president in 1967 after rigged 
elections, and lasts until 1975)  
 
*June 1964, 10,000 North Viet troops enter the South via the Ho Chi  
Minh Trail through Laos and Cambodia ;( by 1967, 20,000 were arriving each month). 
So, the Johnson administration was considering how to increase its assistance to 
Saigon and stop the North from taking over the South before the US presidential 
elections - LBJ did not want to be seen as abandoning Vietnam, or 'losing it' to the 
communists  
 
*In August 1964, an incident in the Gulf of Tonkin presents an opportunity for  
LBJ to expand the US involvement in the war. President cannot declare war on his 
own. Most of Congress supported LBJ's policies but some doubted whether it was 
possible to stop the North. US was planning air strikes against the North.and wanted 
to test North's coastal radar to determine enemy's defenses. Attempt to trigger radar 
leads to Incident: North Vietnamese patrol boats allegedly attack 2 US destroyers in 
Tonkin Gulf. LBJ asks Congress to give him power to retaliate against North's 
aggression. Only 2 dissenting votes not a declaration of war, but a blank check for 
president to respond when and where he chooses  
 
*The next opportunity to enact this power is in Feb 1965; Vietcong attack a US  
army barracks in Pleiku killing 8 Americans. The next day, US bombs North Vietnam 
Rolling Thunder: policy of intensifying air strikes to cut off supply route from North 
lasted the next 3 years saturation bombing of Vietnam cost $30,000 per mission, $6 
billion spent by 1968. (Russian & Chinese aid to Hanoi = $2 billion)  
 
*But, US bombing had opposite effects than those intended: hardened Vietcong 
resistance, increased Soviet and Chinese aid to Hanoi, didn't cripple primitive Ho Chi 
Minh Trail supply route, killed more civilians than Vietcong  
Next Step: protect US air bases with ground troops - 2 marine battalions (3,500 
combat soldiers) land at Danang in March 1965 - Turning Point in the war  
 
*By 1968, half a million US troops were in Vietnam - escalation  
During this period, there were various attempts to negotiate, all failed.  
Neither side was willing to negotiate until the other had withdrawn its troops: the US 
wouldn't risk allowing the South to defend itself, and the North said the US had no 
right to be in Vietnam in the first place.  



*Despite escalation of the war, US military might was unable to defeat the enemy; no 
territorial objectives, no front lines, success measured in 'body count’  
US troop morale low: 30% soldiers had used hard drugs - opium and heroin: 
frustration of not winning despite US technical superiority; anxiety of knowing that the 
enemy could be anywhere, strike and disappear among the people, 'melt into the 
countryside' In the US, anti-war protest movement growing, esp. among draft age 
university students. Many began to question the purpose of the war. 
 
*A big blow to US war effort in Feb 1968 Tet (New Year) Offensive North Vietnam 
and Vietcong attacked Saigon including American Embassy and most of the cities in 
the South controlling large areas for a time; Although North fails to topple Saigon 
gov't, Tet is a shock to the US - realization that the war is not going to end soon. The 
American commander in Vietnam, General William Westmoreland had been giving 
Washington overly optimistic, deceptive reports about the progress of the war.-LBJ 
decides not to run for re-election in face of growing anti-war protests; he shifts policy: 
suspends most of the bombing, and calls for peace negotiations.  
 
*Richard Nixon wins 1968 presidential election on platform of 'peace with honor' 
gradual withdrawal of US troops while building up S. Viet army so that it could take 
over the fighting, end of war for US without abandoning S. Viet - Vietnamization. US 
bombing would continue, in fact increase, to weaken North and Vietcong as much as 
possible before total American pull out - Part of larger policy - Nixon Doctrine (1969): 
American allies take up ‘burden of containment’ with US support, (weapons), but 
without US troops - reducing US role as 'policeman of the world'  
But, Nixon widens war - 1969 US bombing and invasion of neutral Cambodia to 
eradicate communist sanctuaries and supply routes, bombing of Laos in 1971, both 
failed.  
 
*Consequences: rural exodous to avoid bombing raids - famine harden communist 
opposition to pro US gov'ts Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, Pathet Lao in Laos, 
Communists control by 1975  
*Reactions: increased US anti-war protests (Kent State 1970), draft resisters 
demoralization of soldiers - fragging, stress led to atrocities Mylai 1968, ~90,000 
desertions in 1971 official peace negotiations in Paris during this period without 
result.  
*1970 Henry Kissinger begins secret talks in Paris with N. Viet Le Duc Tho -  
150,000 US troops withdraw in April 1970, by 1972, only 70, 000 remain  
*But, Vietnamization is not working, as US troops leave North Vietnam troops and 
Vietcong attack, so US steps up bombing  
*1972 peace is at hand, takes another year to end US involvement  
*Feb 1973 cease fire  
*April 1975 South Viet falls to communists  
 


