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Group #4

Topic for Group Discussion

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


Discuss the theory behind the American decision to make continual bombing runs over North Vietnam after February 1965.  What did American leaders hope to accomplish?  In particular, what impact did these actions have on the conflict?

Delete | Reply

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Toni Stormont - Monday, 23 April 2007, 11:29 AM

President Johnson and our top leaders felt that all of Asia would be under Communist rule if Vietnam fell, Johnson said if vietnam fell what would happen to all of the other little nations.He also said to hold the line on communism,to not let one square inch go to communist rule. After being attacked the last, being the Brinks hotel.Ambassador Taylor and General Westmoreland and every other senior amercian officer in Saigon and Washington urged Johnson to authorize retaliatory raids aganist North Vietnam.He did not want to intensify the war during the christmas season.Raising many of the same doubts that Taylor had expressed earlier and observing our own security to be weak. Johnson was worried that reprisals might spark a communist response that the US advisory force could not withstand. In early Jan. 1965 Taylor says we are presently losing track. To take no further action now is to accept defeat in the fairly near future. Firtst it was hopeless to expect the vietnamese regime to improve. He could see nothing ahead but division, irresponsibility and political turmoil. Deeping loss of morale and discouragement. The US had a choice, complete withdrawl or to introducea "new element of elements". Rejecting the first Taylor prooffered two options, either put amercian combat troops or step up the bombing of North Vietnam. He felt sending over US soilders would be a mistake, he thought with amercians there, the South would lapse into inactivity. By default an air offensive aganist the north was the only alternative. When the news of the Pleiku attack reached him, he called the white house to urge that Amercian air raids begain promtly in accordance with the Pentagon plan "Punitive and Crippling Reprisal actions on targets in North Vietnam"He made it clear his conviction that a tough US move was imperative.

Amercians thought with the bombing of North Vietnam they could bomb the North into submission and hoped to stop the flow of arms and supplies into the South. They felt the Vietcong would not prosper if the trails from north to south were demolished.

The prospects in Vietnam were grim. The vietcongs energy and persistence were astonishing and both vietnamese and amercians were uncertain a communist victory could be prevented. The strikes had not reduced in any major way North Vietnams military capabilities or seriously damaged its economy. I feel and its my thinking only that it furthered north vietnams cause and strengthened their resolve to keep fighting and to gain control over South Vietnam.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joshua Benton - Tuesday, 24 April 2007, 04:37 PM


    Since LBJ became President due to the death of JFK many of his colleagues and advisors gave him suggestions about how to resolve or control the conflict in Vietnam.  The suggestion that was duplicated time after time was to bomb the North.  This LBJ did not want to do prior to his election on Nov.3 1964.  He was afraid that if he focused on the war during his election he may loose votes, but one event caused him to temporarily change his mind.  Prior to his election there was an event that took place on August 2nd and 4th that would call for retaliation.  This event took place in the Tonkin Gulf.  Two Battleships were attacked by torpedoes from North Vietcong boats.  Hanoi government officials denied that the 2nd event took place, but LBJ could not wait for details.  He had to respond to this incident or he thought he would be known as a, "softy."  This he did not want.  On August 7th legislature handed LBJ the Tonkin Gulf Resolution which was a virtual blank check to conduct was as he saw fit.  He retaliated by bombing the North from US Aircraft.  This was the first time bombing occurred. 

    On October 30th, the Vietcong attack Bienhoa air base.  LBJ doesn't retaliate because of how close the election is. President Johnson was elected by a landslide on Nov. 3, 1964.  There were no retaliation bombings since August and he did not want to, "widen the war."  On Dec. 24th again the Vietcong attacked by bombing the American Brinx Hotel in Saigon.  Another major attack and again no retaliation.  Also on Dec. 28th a Village near Saigon was attacked.

    Finally after February 7th, 1965 when Vietcong staged attacks on American installations and 8 Americans died and 126 were wounded President John took the advice from National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy to bomb North Vietnam.  The bombing operation was named, "Flaming Dart," which was to send American air raids to the North.  Then followed, "Operation Rolling Thunder." 

    The theory behind the American decision to make continual bombing runs over North Vietnam after February 1965 is that the build up of all the events that took place prior caused President Johnson to finally do something about the attack on Americans.  Also LBJ and some government officials thought that by bombing the North they would be bringing together the south and also destroying supply lines for the Vietcong.  They were wrong because the Vietcong had already had supplies in the south.  Another reason is the President Johnson did not want to be the first President to lose a war.

    The true impact of these actions was that it only caused the Vietcong to regroup into larger forces instead of little attacks they were now strong. 

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Toni Stormont - Tuesday, 24 April 2007, 07:21 PM

Joshua

Really enjoyed reading your words and how great your facts are.Was very interesting to read your veiws. I do agree with a lot of what your saying .I have also felt that Johnson also did feel a large threat to communism and that was another reason. Over the last few days i have been able to talk to a few vets and the most i can get out of them is a shake of their heads and  just it was political. So my own veiws go back and forth and it helps having others imput such as yours. Thanks

Topic for Group Discussion

by Tammie Vieth - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 01:18 AM

With the assignation of JFK, Johnson took the reigns of the American government and the complex disaster of the Vietnam War. Because of President Lyndon Johnson’s distortion of the truth regarding the Tonkin Gulf Affair the U.S looked to take more aggressive action with the North. With the support of McGeorge Bundy, the National Security Advisor, plans were formulated and the U.S began a new approach.

 By this time in the war the U.S had 500,000 troops in Vietnam. The United Sates was spending 1.5 million dollars a day on the war. It seemed strategic that bombing North Vietnam would cut off the flow of supplies down the Ho Chi Minh Trail so that Viet Cong in the south became weaker.  The North Vietnam “guerillas” weren’t a match for the overloaded American soldiers that were out number 11 to 1. The enemy could disappear in the blink of an eye and hide in tunnels that were complex. North Vietnam had the upper hand. At this point the United States attempts were failing and progress was slow. The North bombed American Brinx Hotel in Saigon along with other attack that previously had not been retaliated. It was time for a new solution. The United States felt that the next step to be taken was to bomb North Vietnam. With bombing North Vietnam it was felt that the larger amounts of the enemy being killed would weaken it offensive and this would lead the North into negotiations.  Also if the U.S bombed the North, then idealistically, many tunnels would be destroyed or caved in and the enemy would become weak. This plan was considered particle in the eye’s of the frustrated United States. “The United States could anticipate “significant” losses, yet the program seemed cheap….measured against the cost of defeat.” (Vietnam a History pg.428)  This attempt was supposedly to “save” Vietnam from the communist and to show the communist who had the upper hand.

 However the after effects of the bombing were not what was anticipated by the American government. After the bombing many parts of North Vietnam were destroyed however Hanoi and Haiphong were hardly touched and the bombing offensive was unsuccessful. In actuality “the Nixon administration signed a cease fire  in January 1973, The United States had dropped on North Vietnam, an area of Texas, triple the bomb tonnage dropped on Europe, Asia and Africa during WW2.” (Vietnam a History pg.431) The North remained united and the South previously to the bombing had their supplies to support them. Overall this attach killed Vietnamese but didn't conquer the North strength.

 Karnow, Stanley. Vietnam A History. 2nd. New York: Penguin Books, 1984.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by DeAnna Morris - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 01:18 PM


I see what you are saying about not wanting to focus on the war during the election, but I somewhat disagree.  Since Goldwater was so outspoken about the takeover of Communists, I think that Johnson knew at some point he would have to make a gesture to prove that he was a man to contend with in this conflict.  Whether the 2nd attack in The Tonkin Gulf happened or not, I believe Johnson used all of his power purposely to get the resolution signed as a political ploy.  It obviously worked.  No one questioned his ability to get things done after that.   

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joshua Benton - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 04:31 PM


Deanna-

      I read your post and the only thing I would disagree with is the way you combined his choice to repremand the North for the attacks in the Tonkin Gulf that happened August 2nd and 4th and the other bombing decisions that did not happen until February 1965.  He waited until the elections were over to attack again after two more attacks on Americans.  If you list more examples of attacks that LBJ did not retaliate on.  Thanks for your post.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by DeAnna Morris - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 05:36 PM


This is a good point, and what I was trying to say is that he set the stage by getting the Resolution signed.  This was a political ploy to get re-elected.  In 1965, when he finally decided to bomb the north, he was able to do so since he had the resolution signed years before.  I was just trying to relate the two to each other.   Although he didn't wait for good intelligence after Tonkin, he for some reason allowed several attacks on Americans to occur before retaliating in 1965.  I was just trying to prove that it was due to political motivations.  Hope that clears it up.  If not, let me know.  Thanks for the input.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by DeAnna Morris - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 03:04 PM


I would really like to get some more personal opinions from everyone on the way President Johnson handled himself regarding the Tonkin Resolution and the comments he was known to make regarding that "pissant country" and the spread of communism.  I am curious to see if others feel the way I do, that he seemed to be rather ignorant in regards to Vietnam and their history.  Just if anyone would like to comment, that would be great.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joshua Benton - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:30 PM


DeAnna

    My opinion is President Johnson should have done his homework on Vietnam and new their past history.  So yes I agree with you.  He was ignorant, but President JFK didn't really care to much about what was happening in Vietnam either.  President Johnson just got shoved into a conflict that seems that he knew little about or cared to know.  Hope that this comment helps.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Bryant Gooch - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:41 PM


I feel like our group has pretty much come to the same conclusions and I don't have much to respond with. I don't really think that Lyndon Johnson is any more to blame for the Vietnam conflicts that Eisenhower or Kennedy. I think all three made poor decisions. They all seem about the same to me -- all lacking independent thought, along with courage. Johnson's statement about not wanting to be the first president to lose a war was rather crude, but Eisenhower and Kennedy both had that same idea. They just didn't say it.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by DeAnna Morris - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 01:13 PM


I believe the theory the American leaders had was that the bombings would pretty much say to the Viet Minh "hey we are here and we are going to assert our involvement."  I think that President Johnson's motives were purely political, especially since he had basically been given free reign to do as he wished by Congress.  He had to this point, gone against the requests of his top advisers, especially McGeorge Bundy, his top security adviser,  to bomb North Vietnam and I think that he finally said to himself that he could not just keep taking the attacks on the Americans that were happening in Vietnam.  I think that if he had not finally done this, he thought he would lose the support of the American people and his advisers.  I think these bombings just made the Viet Cong and Viet Minh more close knit and it led to the demise of the United States in this conflict.  They thought that it would break the people and it backfired.  Johnson thought he might be able to stop the flow of supplies, that did not work.  He thought that the morale would fail among the people, that did not happen.  He underestimated the determination of a nation to be free from a foreign government's dominance.  They had true beliefs behind this war, and really the American leaders' only concern was whether or not communism would take over the area, oh yeah and of course President Johnson was very concerned he would be the first American president to lose a war.  

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Tammie Vieth - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 03:23 PM


DeAnna ,

I agree with you when you mentioned that "President Johnson's motives were purely political, especially since he had basically been given free reign to do as he wished by Congress." The war wasn't going anywhere fast and with congress giving him power over the war and him being influenced by other leaders, he felt that this was the next best step. With the American death toll rising we didn't want to keeping losing our young men to this war. However this approach played out to be very unsuccessful.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by DeAnna Morris - Wednesday, 25 April 2007, 04:41 PM


And what really gets my goat about the whole thing is that he had made up these false arguments against giving him the power, knowing that it would work in his favor.  I mean it is a good strategy and it worked, but it was very underhanded.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christian Ward - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 11:39 AM


Yes, I totally agree.  I'm afraid we're experiencing this right now with the Bush administration.  Where's the WMDs?

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christian Ward - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 10:52 AM

I feel that the theory behind the continued bombing after Feb. 65’ was the same as it had been since the start of the conflict in Vietnam. LBJ was dropping bombs in Vietnam to seem tuff on the communists while maintaining his commitment to keep Americans out of the ground fight which would cost lives. To LBJ and his advisors, not doing anything(at least dropping bombs and giving aid and guns) would be political suicide amid an anticommunist political arena. During his bid to get reelected as president in Nov. 64’ LBJ had to seem hard on Communism as we can see in this quote from Karnow’s book “He had deflected Goldwater’s attempts to rally right-wing sentiment against him, and his readiness to bomb to North Vietnam had immunized charges of being “soft” on Communism.”

LBJ therefore thought he could keep “American boys” at home by bombing raids, but he couldn’t understand that his unwillingness to leave his political battle to fight “Commies” would undeniably involve “American boys.” His “Great Society” was lost from this point on.

LBJ advisors hopes were to bomb the North Vietnamese into surrender by showing them their military superiority, destroying North Vietnamese infrastructure to carry out their war. As we can see in this Pentagon proposal found in Karnow’s version, ”The next step would be to bomb North Vietnamese railways, roads, industrial complexes and training camps, the purpose being as much political as military: the air raids would compel Hanoi to ‘stop or at least sharply cut down’ its assistance to the Vietcong, but equally important, they would ‘stiffen the Kahn government, completely assure it of our determination, and discourage moves toward neutralism’ in Saigon, as well as ‘show all of South East Asia … that we will take strong measures to prevent the spread of Communism specifically, …” This kind of narrow minded political fight between the “Commies” and the “Good Guys” was what killed any good will we had intentioned for the people in Vietnam.

In fact the bombing only served to intensify the war by forcing the North Vietnamese to escalate their side of the conflict and eventually forcing American ground troops into the picture to protect air bases from which those bombing raids were being conducted. In Karnow’s book “The Communist leaders in North Vietnam, anticipating an escalation of the war into their territory, had recently persuaded the Soviet Union to bolster their defense, and the Russians had begun to install modern antiaircraft missiles and radar stations around North Vietnam’s main cities and along its ragged coastline of bays and islands on the Tonkin Gulf.” So if LBJ sought to keep “American boys” at home and get underway with his “Great Society” he was surely back tracking with his squabble with the Communists in Vietnam and bombing campaign, for soon all his energy would be spent in this catastrophe in Vietnam.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christian Ward - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 11:36 AM

So, does anyone see the similarity between LBJ’s eagerness to bring the fighting to the North Vietnamese by getting Congress to give him a “blank check” called the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution on flimsy evidence of an attack against American ships(many officials today agree the second incident couldn’t have possibly happened) and the most recent Congress handing George W. Bush his “blank check” to invade Iraq on flimsy evidence that the Iraqis were producing WMD’s (another claim that has failed to be true).

Here’s a quote from Karnow’s book on the Second attack in the Gulf of Tonkin, ” Subsequent research by both official and unofficial investigators has indicated with almost total certainty that the second Communist attack never happened.”  How come our leaders feel they can send American kids into wars without the utmost certainty that war and bombs are the answer.  It seems that the person elected to head the most powerful military arsenal in the history of mankind would practice a little prudence in using that power.  I think this quote from Karnow’s book is relevant to what I’m trying to say, “Presidents usually rush into decisions without waiting for all the details, and Lyndon Johnson was no different .  Though his information was sketchy, he announced to key Democratic members of Congress on the morning of Aug. 4th that the U.S. destroyers in the Tonkin Gulf had definitely been attacked.  This time, he said, he would retaliate against North Vietnam – and he would ask Congress for a resolution of support.  Not a Congressman demurred.”

I’m enjoying this forum y’all.  I agree mostly with what everyone is saying but I feel that some folks feel that the Gulf of Tonkin incidents were a just cause to give LBJ unchecked power to wage war in Vietnam.  And I must say that most of us feel the moves LBJ and his administration made just before and after Feb. 65’ were political.  This thoroughly makes me angry that they boosted their political careers by blowing up Vietnamese people and sending kids to war.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by DeAnna Morris - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 12:53 PM


I absolutely love that you brought that up.  My ex husband and I were talking about that exact thing last night.  He was not aware that Johnson had done that and I was telling him about it.  I find it to be almost exactly the same situation.  The only difference so far is that there hasn't been a draft put into place yet.  Remember that Johnson had very adamently stated that there would be no draft.  Does that sound familiar as well?  It is really scary that we are so concerned with insurgency in countries that don't really want our help, at least not the kind of help we are giving, when there are so many countries that badly need our help and are dying without it.  

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by DeAnna Morris - Thursday, 26 April 2007, 12:59 PM


Oh here is something else i noticed:  did you see that in the video there were people saying that "oh we are not sure if the second Tonkin incident happened, blah, blah,"  but in the book the author specifically stated that the second incident was proven soon after to have never happened.  So after all these years, it is still being covered up.  Fascinating.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Christian Ward - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 03:06 PM


This has been a great forum; I think we're all on the same page. This history is so interesting to me and I think we're all enjoying it.

I just wanted to look at a quote before the end of the forum. So LBJ and his advisers, by Feb. of 65' were completely immersed in their war against the Communists and more then willing to use bombs and bodies to stop" the spread of Communism in Soth East Asia." So waiting for their "street Car" to arrive and give them thier chance to prove themselves on the world stage as staunch protectors of the free world against the Commies, and that "street car" did arrive in the form of an incident at Pleiku, the Americans would get their chance to prove their might but not their diplomatic power to avoid war. Why was compromise with Hanoi never an option? Why was humiliation worth more than human casualties? I think this quote is appropriate."To negotiate an American withdrawal 'would mean surrender on the installment plan.' So the only alternative was 'continuous' bombing of North Vietnam . . . The United States could anticipate 'significant' losses, yet the program 'seems cheap . . . measured against the cost of defeat.' The Pleiku attack, Bundy concluded, had 'produced a practicable point of departure.' " (Karnow, Vietnam A History, P.428) LBJ was always talking about "the last option" but it's not like the Vietcong were coming ashore off the coast of Oregon. We were playing at regime change in a far away place, I think in realtiy LBJ had several options but him and his administration chose the blodiest for some reason.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Joshua Benton - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:21 PM


Christian

  I have read all your posts and you have some great proof to support your arguments, but for this forum's sake and to add to support behind LBJ's decision I ask this question:  Does a President soley make a decision or does he have little birds telling him what to do in each ear; like right on one shoulder and wrong on the other.  I understand it is a President's duty to decide what is right or wrong for our country, but you must admit that this was a time of great pressure.    

    Our country is a powerful country and I think all that LBJ was trying to do when he made his decision after the Tonkin Gulf incident was to say, "Hey I won't stand for this."  This is what Bush did after the attacks on September 11th, 2001. 

    I hope you don't take this as me supporting LBJ's decision to continually bomb the North, but only as a different perspective.  Like put myself in his shoes. Thanks for all your posts and have a wonderful week.  Look forward to our next forum posts.

Re: Topic for Group Discussion

by Bryant Gooch - Saturday, 28 April 2007, 04:24 PM


The American decision to make continual bombing runs over North Vietnam was based on the idea that America did not want a full fledged war with the Communists -- Meaning America was very reluctant to send troops but to leave vietnam was hardly considered an option. They also thought that bombing continually would hinder the transportation of goods throughout vietnam by the vietcong. However this thinking was not congruent with the actual situation. Bombing was not effective. These actions of escalation only made things worse. It only motivated the Vietcong more. South Vietnam had virtually no government and U.S. involvement did nothing to help unite the south vietnamese. Especially since the U.S. official's statement when Diem was in power -- who said something like if everybody would just co-operate with the South Vietnam government then their problems would be solved. This statement obviously didn't acknowledge how corrupt the government was and rendered american efforts to unify South Vietnam empty. The decision to bomb did not have a positive effect militarily or politically for South Vietnam. As said in the video, " escalation caused more escalation", or something like that.
