* Episode 4 Forum

Group #3

Topic for Group Discussion

by Joseph Escobar - Wednesday, 18 April 2007, 06:40 PM


Discuss the situation which led the United States to send ground troops to South Vietnam.   What did American leaders hope to accomplish?  In particular, what impact did these actions have on the conflict?
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Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christa Curfiss - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 11:34 AM

In episode four we are told that the reason that ground troops were brought in during 1965, was to defend the U.S. air field.  The Johnson administration had come to the conclusion that the South Vietnamese could not defend the U.S. airfields, so Johnson sent in the Marines.  However, the objective of the U.S. military soon changed after a month of the U.S. ground troops being in Vietnam.  In episode 4 the U.S. military commander was asked in a press conference if the military objective had changed.  He stated that he felt that the U.S. military was still defending the airfields; however, their objective now was also to kill the Vietcong.

We were told by many of the U.S. leaders that they had hoped to stop the growth of communism in Asia, and for that matter the world.  We were also told that the U.S. would be helping to free the Vietnamese people.  However, just the fact that the U.S. was on Vietnamese soil was enough for many Vietnamese to rally against the U.S.  Before the escalation of the conflict Johnson was even warned by people within his cabinet that the U.S. goals in Vietnam were not attainable by the means that were executed by the U.S.  For example, George Ball, the Under Secretary of State, had tried to convince thee administration that a bombing campaign in Vietnam would not be a means to achieving the U.S. goals in Vietnam.  Ball said that the North was a primitive industrial country with very little strategic targets.  He said that by bombing the North the U.S. would not break the will of the North Vietnamese; on the contrary, it would tend to untie them.  Despite Ball’s claims the U.S. ran bombing campaigns in the North.  As Ball had anticipated the North formed even stronger forces.  Ho Chi Minh now had not just smaller bands of guerrilla fighters but a growing army of thouands.

    The larger U.S. presents of troops only served to escalate the conflict.  The bombing campaigns being conducted by the U.S. caused the many of the Vietnamese to come together even stronger against the South and the U.S.  Unfortunately, I worry that the underlining reason the Vietnam War was escalated was because of U.S. egos.  For example, in the film we are told that Johnson did not want to be the first president to lose a war.  So instead of pulling out of Vietnam in the early to mid-1960s, we would wait another ten years to leave.   Thousands upon thousands died on both sides in a conflict that should have never been pushed to the point that it was.  President Johnson said in one of his speeches that the U.S. was fighting a war against aggression.  I don’t know how more aggression could ever stop aggression.          

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Molly Carr - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 01:00 PM

Perhaps Johnson wasn't regarding his action as aggressive, but defensive.  Although war and sending ground troops and losing soliders, and etc... IS aggressive in terms of physical matters, I think the idea that drove many US participants to support their actions both politically and otherwise was the idea that they really were in honest and noble ways defending their security and the security of their country.  It is easy to say that you are fighting a war against aggression without having to look at your actions and evaluate them in the same way in which you are evaluating those you so seek to change and never understand.  I am not saying it's right or that I agree with it, but I feel that Johnson and many other political leaders and/or participants on the side of the US weren't able to see their actions along side those of the "aggressive" because they probably, in their hearts and minds, really wanted and thought that they were defending all that they loved, all that they had worked for, and so on.  I agree very much with your comment about the egos! Unfortunately, the issue of ego seems to fall victim to the issue of pride which is so often closely tied to the ideas many Americans had and still have about patriotism and duty.  All of the US political leaders that we have learned about seemed to me to honestly feel they had a duty to continue supporting the south and in turn a duty to support the ceassation of communisim, or at least the continuation of its expansion.  For me, the decision made to send ground troops was based on what many of the decisions America made regarding Vietnam were based upon, a simple inability to effectively consider the North and what it's main goals were.  America didn't even respond to Ho Chi Mihn in the beginning as he tried to correspond, they supported a vicious enemy (France), and went back on the Geneva Accord in terms of the election.  (Just to name a few)  How could America respectfully consider the political motivations of the North when it didn't even have a basic desire to understand what it was trying to do.  It was about more than communism for the North, but the US didn't see that.  It saw China and the Soviet Union and all these other political nightmares when it should have been looking at the heart of the North Vietnamese and its age-old goal of idependence and freedom in their own terms, not the French, the Japanese, OR the United States.  If Ho Chi Mihn would have been allowed to be elected that would have been the peoples' desire and their freedom and independence would have been honored, but when the US and Diem didn't follow the agreements of the Geneva Accord they began taking matters out the hands of the Vietnamese people and into their own.  Sending ground troops, spending more money, and continuing with the elusive enemey of communism, in my view, is just a reflection of that inability to accept that which we do not agree with.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christa Curfiss - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 04:28 PM

Yes, I too wonder what Johnson thought about the carnage of war, especially in Vietnam.  I also wonder if he had a choice in going into Vietnam in the first place, if he would have been given that choice.

**Also, It seems there is a mistake in my original entry.  I had meant that the bombing campaigns conducted by the U.S. in the North would help to unite the North Vietnamese, not untie.  Sorry for the error.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Molly Carr - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 03:21 PM


I really know what you mean in regards to your first statement. The thing that I remember most about this topic (from the Episode 4 video) was when the comment was made about what Johnson said about being involved in the Vietnam war: " I feel like I am stuck in a hail storm along a Texas highway. I can't run away. I can't hide, and I can't stop it." I thought that was so insightful, and it gave me a totally different view on the position that Johnson and other politcal leaders were put in at that time. Also, that fact that he didn't retailate after the Brinks Hotel incident on Christmas Eve made me start to think that perhaps he really was doing his best to figure out another course of action. (But what would it have been?) Only after the attack at Pleiku did he "allow" sustained bombing. Perhaps it just boiled down to him really believing he had an "honorable commitment" to fulfill by sustaining what had been passed on to him from a previous presidency. Anyway you look at it it is a difficult thing to understand both politically and emotionally. There was so much going on at that time that I doubt there was any viable solution, for what if the domino theory had some validaty and Johnson was simply trying to uphold the decison to prvent that which, as I said early, was made by those before him? (I am not saying the domino theory was correct, but it is possible.) What about this offer Johnson made to Ho? Was it a way to fulfill his commitment without the brutality among the Vietnamese? I don't know, but the fact that he made the offer does lead me to wonder what motivated him both as a man and as President of the United States at that time.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Rebecca Merrigan - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 02:45 PM

    There were several factors and incidents that led the U.S. to deploy ground troops to South Vietnam. The Tonkin Gulf incident in 1964 involving U.S. navy destroyers the Maddox and the Ticonderoga allowed Johnson to push through congress with his resolution. This resoultion then gave the president full authority to take any military action in Vietnam. Although, at this point Johnson was still hoping to avoide deeper U.S. involvement.

     South Vietnam's government was also weakening. Under Khanh's government the South was so unstable that the U.S. feared it would collaps entirely to communist control. Coup after Coup was staged. The Vietcong took advantaged of this weakened government by increasing their fighters to the South. They attacked a U.S. airbase in Bienhoa leaving five Americans dead and destroying 25+ airfraft including six B-52's.(Karnow) The Vietcong showed their defiance again when they bombed the Brinks Hotel and again when they attacked a U.S. base near Pleiku leaving 8 Americans dead and 10 aircraft destroyed.

    By now Johnson  was under increasing preassure from his staff for retaliation against the North. The strategic bombings were proving ineffective. Secratary of Defence, McNamara, urged Johnson that, "only a more dynamic involvement could save South Vietnam."(Karnow) Then on March 8th, 1965 the first ground troops went ashore at a beach in Danang.

   American leaders hoped the ground troops would accomplish what the airstrike bombings had failed to do. They had failed to stop the steady supply of weapons and vietcong fighters into the South. Johnson was faced with a decision. He could either send in more drastic military aid to the South or he could pull the U.S. out of Vietnam entirely. The latter option would result in humilation for the U.S. addministration, Johnson chose the former.

    By chosing to commit ground troops Johnson further deepened our involvement in this conflict. This led down a slippery slope which ultimately escalated into full out war, sacraficing thousands of lives and millions of dollars. Furthermore, many Vietnamese felt threatened by a long term U.S. occupation. They feared America would be another ruling colonial power just as the French and Japanese had been.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christa Curfiss - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 04:45 PM

Well put.  Something that I’ve been thinking about is why did the U.S. even conducted bombing campaigns, being that the North had very few strategic targets, even though the Johnson administration had been told that the bombings would not bring the U.S. plan into fruition.  Why was this?   

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Rebecca Merrigan - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 04:47 PM

Thats an interesting question. Why did the Johnson administration even bomb the North, knowing that it wouldn't accomplish our interists? Perhaps it was a way of showing our support for the war without yet having to commit ground troops. It could have served as a message to the communists that we ment business, had superior weapons and were willing to use them. Maybe we didn't want to appear weak to the rest of the communist world so we resorted to bombs to prove our power.  

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Molly Carr - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 03:07 PM


Your last statment makes a lot of sense, and I think it is a plausible suggestion. The image of the United States during this time seems to be a huge factor in how and why certain decisions were executed.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Richard Royse - Friday, 27 April 2007, 10:34 AM


I disagree in part of what you said about the bombings being unsuccesful. The bombings by U.S. Forces weren't very successful in Vietnam because Vietcong forces traveled underground to move their supplies and troops. So of course the bombings wouldn't have been effective. American combat forces had never fought an enemy like the Viet Cong because of their guerrila tactics. However I agree completly about President Johnson deeping our involvment by sending in ground troops, I believe neither him or anybody else in Government knew what they were getting into.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Richard Royse - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 06:02 PM

There were several situations that led to the U.S. to send ground troops to South Vietnam. The first being the Gulf Of Tonkin incident on August 2 1964, when three North Vietnamese PT boats fired torpedoes at the USS Maddox, a destroyer located in the international waters of the Tonkin Gulf, some thirty miles off the coast of North Vietnam. This attack comes after six months of covert U.S. and South Vietnamese naval operations. Because of this incident, their was a debate in Congress which led to the green-light for President Johnson to use any military action in Vietnam. After The Gulf of Tonkin, the first large-scale American Air Base in South Vietnam Bienhoa would come under attack as well. The attack resulted in five American deaths and two South Vietnamese deaths (Karnow) and a loss of five B-57 bombers as well as twenty other aircraft being damaged. This incident infuriated General Maxwell Taylor who at the time had more military push with the President than the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

As General Taylor and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara become more angered by the incidents at hand, American troop levels increase significantly. Another incident that led American leaders to send the highest amount of ground forces at the time, to South Vietnam was the first conventional battle in Ia Drang Valley. This proved to American leaders the combat capabilities of Viet Cong and NVA forces. All these incidents would prove vital to the full-scale ground war which would soon engulf the entire nation into the conflict.

I believe what American leaders wanted to accomplish after the series of these incidents was full dedication to the conflict. The incidents led them to realize the reality of a full-scale ground war. And that winning in Vietnam could not be done just by training South Vietnamese soldiers, implementing leaders, or even by Air Power. They knew that it would take massive ground forces in order to win. Especially when Viet Cong and NVA forces proved their will and effectiveness to fight.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christa Curfiss - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 08:27 PM


Yes, the Gulf of Tonkin incident is quite an important factor, but I question the honesty of the Johnson administration about all of the details of the attack.   

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by William Rigole - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 08:00 AM


The Gulf of Tokin incident was used as propaganda on the American people so we would get mad and want to do something about it.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by William Rigole - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 08:05 AM


I also think we needed ground troops in their because we need to show the communist insurgency we are not going ton set back and watch them take this part of Southeast Asia.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by William Rigole - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 07:55 AM


The Johnson Admindastration used propaganda on the USS Madox incident to justify his Rolling thunder bombing canpain. When rolling thunder was useless because their was no industreal sites to hit he knew we need ground troops to finsh the job. America didnt need other war because we gest had a cease fire with Korea. So Johnson said we need ground troops to protect an Airfield so he sent them in. Johnson tricked the American people protecting that airfeild ment a hole lot more then gest sitting their they went out and looked for the Vetchong. I think the Americans hoped to accomplish an outpost to stage troops who would go out on patroles and raid not gest gaurd an airfield. I dont think the Vietnamese people liked that we bomded thier land and now are going into thier Valleges and killing people.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Luke Todd - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:32 PM


There were many facets of the situation that led up to ground troops being sent to Vietnam.  In Vietnam there was no political stability at all.  This must have had a great influence on U.S. leaders, perhaps leading them to the idea that they had to play a greater role because the South Vietnamese couldn't on their own. 

    In the U.S. there was confusion and disagreement.  People were counseling Johnson to go every which way.  McGeorge Bundy wanted to escalate the war from early on.  Johnson was trying to keep American involvement as low key as possible.

    It was in these conditions that the gulf of Tonkin affair occurred.  Johnson was then able to force his resolution through congress, giving himself power to wage war anyway he deemed fit.  He still tried to keep escalation to minimum though; presumably not to provoke China and the Soviet Union.

    Attacks from the VC and the NVA continued.  Bien Hoa air base was attacked, the Brinks hotel was bombed and the U.S. base near Pleiku was attacked when both Bundy and Kosygin were in Vietnam.  The U.S. took the timing of this attack to mean that the North was signaling it's increase of hostilities against the United States  as opposed to just South Vietnam.  We know from the "Patriots" book that this was indeed not the case.  The attack had been planned and executed completely from the field without direction from Hanoi.  Not only that but it had nothing to do with the fact that the U.S. had a large contingent there.  The NVA saw it as an enemy stronghold. It didn't matter if there were Americans or Vietnamese there, they were enemies.

    To all of this Johnson responded by bombing, bombing and more bombing.  As has already been noted in the forum, he was told that it would most likely not help the American cause, and could possibly work against it.  It was against this backdrop that Westmoreland asked for 3,500 troops to protect airfields in March of 1965.  There would be 70,000 troops there by the end of spring and 200,000 within a year.

    I think American leaders had come to the realization that they could not depend on the South Vietnamese at all and if they were going to accomplish their objectives, they would have to do it with themselves.  They were beginning to come to this train of thought but I also think they were just trying to prepare for the unknown.  McNamara is quoted on the first page of chapter 9 of Karnow: "We should watch the situation very carefully, running scared, hoping for the best, but preparing for more forceful moves if the situation does not show early signs of improvement." 

    The main impact of these moves was to cause the North Vietnamese to really dig in, mentally and physically, for the long haul.  The U.S. was showing it's commitment to ignorance.  It also signaled the people of the United States that their government may be in need of checking in the near future.
