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Introduction




1 The USA in Southeast Asia: The essentials


America on the eve of the Vietnam War: The bright side


1964 was a good year to be an American.


For the large middle class, the standard of living was higher than ever before. West Germany and Japan did not yet challenge America’s dominance of the world market. American industry supported a boom in consumerism fuelled by ingenious TV advertisements, low property prices and cheap petrol. In 1964 the first Ford Mustang, the original muscle car, rolled off the assembly line.


America was still a small-town society. Children played outdoors without a thought for their safety, went out on Halloween without adult supervision and watched Saturday morning TV cartoons. At the movies they watched family entertainments such as My Fair Lady, Godzilla movies, and It’s A Mad, Mad, Mad, Mad World (my personal favourite). In 1964 the Beatles came to America and appeared on the Ed Sullivan Show, a landmark in American popular culture.


On a national level, too, America was making progress. In 1964 Dr Martin Luther King received the Nobel Peace Prize, Sidney Poitier became the first black man to win an Oscar for Best Actor, and Congress passed the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Lyndon Johnson launched his ambitious Great Society programme to end poverty in America, and won the presidential election with a landslide victory. Even the Cold War seemed to be going well. America was finally taking the lead from the Russians in the space race. In 1962 America faced down the Soviet Union in the Cuban Missile Crisis, and now relations with the Russians seemed to be improving: an international treaty banned the atmospheric testing of nuclear weapons.
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In November 1964 my family was chosen as Family of the Year by our local newspaper, the Bristol Virginia-Tennessean, as part of the pre-Christmas advertising drive. Photographers from the paper followed us around town and pictured us in a series of fictitious scenarios, purchasing a stereo hi-fi and diamond jewellery, and drinking Coca-Cola and egg-nog. They came into our home and photographed us reading the paper – that’s me on the floor, second from the left, reading the funny papers. For me this picture captures the essence of America in 1964 – the relaxed prosperity, the strong family unit, Christmas consumerism.


America on the eve of the Vietnam War: The dark side


Three months before this picture was taken, an American destroyer was attacked by North Vietnamese torpedo boats in the Gulf of Tonkin, the first act in the drama that led America directly into the Vietnam War. Not that we would have known much about it from the Bristol Virginia-Tennessean: in 1964 there was not a single American newspaper published coast to coast. Local papers like ours focused on local news – weddings, car crashes, high-school football games. International news was usually buried inside the paper, out of sight, out of mind.


The man in the centre of this photograph is Lyndon Johnson, president of the United States from 22 November 1963 until 20 January 1969. Johnson came to the presidency in tragic circumstances. On 22 November 1963 he was travelling in the car immediately behind President Kennedy’s when Kennedy was assassinated. As the shots rang out, a secret service agent threw himself over Johnson as his car sped off to Parkland Hospital behind Kennedy’s limousine. Johnson and his wife were ushered into a windowless room inside the hospital with armed secret service men in attendance. Minutes passed like hours. Then someone came into the room. His first words were, ‘Mr President…’. Johnson knew then that Kennedy was dead.
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All his life Johnson had wanted to be president of the USA – but not like this. The assassination placed Johnson in a terrible quandary. Whenever he made a decision, people asked themselves: ‘What would Kennedy have done?’ None of these decisions was more important, or more difficult, than the problem facing him in Vietnam. By 1963 there were 16,000 American advisors in Vietnam. In 1961 Kennedy had promised that America would support countries like South Vietnam against the spread of communism. Now that country faced invasion from the communist North, and a communist uprising in the South. Should America send its own troops to defend South Vietnam?



Hubris and truth
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This photograph was taken in 1965 when the US Marines stormed onto the coast of South Vietnam. It looks like photos taken during the Second World War when the Marines landed on Japanese-held islands in the Pacific. During the Second World War these landings were difficult and costly: at Iwo Jima over 7,800 Americans were killed taking the island. No-one was injured when the Marines landed at Da Nang in 1965.


The landing was staged for dramatic effect. Most of the Marines landed from transport ships or in cargo planes, but an amphibious landing carried the message that the United States Marine Corps had arrived. Surely the enemy would simply melt away when they faced the Green Machine. Anyway, the soldiers did not face opposition when they hit the beach. Beautiful South Vietnamese girls met them and placed flowers around their necks. It was as if they had already won.


The war that followed – the Vietnam War – was one of the ugliest, longest, least successful wars in American history. It was, perhaps, the loneliest war American soldiers have ever fought. It had a way of forcing people to make difficult decisions, as the following story illustrates.



Decisions, decisions


John Ketwig was an ordinary soldier – a private – in the US Army. Someone told him that if you enlisted you were sent to Germany, but if you were drafted you were sent to Vietnam. Ketwig enlisted and got sent to Vietnam anyway.


In November 1967 he was serving as a mechanic. A major battle was being fought at Dak To, the airstrip was out of action and the 4th Division needed ammunition. One morning the sergeant came in and asked for volunteers to drive ammo to Dak To. Ketwig volunteered. Since arriving in Vietnam he had feared battle. Afraid that he would let everyone down when it came, he decided to get it over with in the company of strangers.


He was driving a big 1.5 ton truck. Sitting on his right was an experienced soldier he called Shotgun, riding shotgun to protect the convoy. They set off up the road in pouring rain, the truck grinding up through the gears and the mud, following a flat-bed truck loaded with ammunition. Suddenly there was a huge explosion. Ketwig described what happened next:
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There was a giant confusion up ahead, a curtain of mud, a blinding flash, a roar unlike anything I had ever heard. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t hear. I existed in a slow-motion world turned upside down … The wiper cut through the wash of mud, and I glimpsed a dark hole and went for it. We plunged in, and we came out, and I was out of control, and there was a giant dark green truck stopped dead in the road. Nothing to do, nowhere to go, a dead-end tunnel; then limbs and leaves pounding against the windshield, popping, scraping, tearing; and I can’t see; and … we were stopped. I sat, deflated and baffled. Frozen. I became aware of a frantic activity and confusion. I became aware that I was alive. Like a surreal movie, a face appeared to my right; a distorted, anguished face, obviously screaming, but I couldn’t hear what it was saying. Where was Shotgun…? Where had he gone?


There was a guy, lying in the mud, with a stick … and an abstract swarm of golden insects flew away from his head, and I concentrated on the crackling sound because it must be a clue; the stick was his rifle, and he was shooting, and the insects were shell casings, and the roar was a lot of explosive, and we were hit…


Suddenly Shotgun was there, screaming, hugging me, slapping my back, raving at the top of his lungs. ‘… mother****** had our name on it, and you f***** drove that f***** truck and we f***** made it, and … and … f*****-A! F***** Christ, man, you f***** did it, you f*****-A did it, man…’


The flatbed just ahead of us had hit a mine. The whole load of ammo went off. Somebody said we went through it on two wheels, just from the force of the concussion. Blew that big f***** hole in the road. Dented the jungle. The guys in the truck? They were looking for them, for something to send home.
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On that day in November 1967 Ketwig made a decision that nearly cost him his life. He survived the war and wrote a book about it. He called his book …and a hard rain fell, a reference to Bob Dylan’s prophetic song, Hard Rain.


No-one can really understand modern America without knowing about Vietnam. And yet, the Vietnam War is passing into history. Today it is hard to see how Vietnam could ever have been a threat to America’s national security.



The American war in Vietnam: An outline


For America, the Vietnam War fell into three distinct phases:


Phase 1: advisers, 1961–63. President Kennedy sent US military advisers to help the South Vietnamese officers fight the war. By the time Kennedy died in November 1963 the USA had 16,000 military advisers in South Vietnam.


Phase 2: escalation, 1964–68. President Johnson sent more and more US troops to Vietnam. By the time he left office in January 1969 there were nearly 550,000 US soldiers in Vietnam. US forces were commanded by General Westmoreland until 1968. His basic strategy was attrition – to engage enemy forces in large battles that permitted American firepower to kill so many communists that they would give up. He calculated that Americans could kill communists in the ratio of 1:12.


Phase 3: ‘Vietnamisation’, 1969–73. President Nixon gradually handed the war back over to the South Vietnamese Army. This phase ended with the removal of all US combat troops in 1973, followed by the final defeat of South Vietnam in 1975. US forces were commanded by General Abrams from 1968 until 1972. He abandoned Westmoreland’s strategy of attrition in favour of what he called the ‘One War’ strategy involving greater cooperation between the American and South Vietnamese armies. He also placed greater emphasis on training the South Vietnamese Army to take over when the Americans left.


This timeline opposite is to help you understand these phases. It also shows you the rise and fall of US casualties in Vietnam and major battles referred to in the rest of this book.


Containing communism in the Cold War


The purpose of the Vietnam War was to stop the spread of communism in Southeast Asia. This was part of the much larger global strategy of containment begun in 1947 at the beginning of the Cold War. This started in Europe after the Second World War when the Soviet Union forced Eastern European countries to have communist governments. In 1949 China also became a communist country, which threatened to spread communism to Asian countries. Between 1950 and 1953 America fought the Korean War to defend South Korea from an invasion by the communist North. The Vietnam War was another war fought in Asia to stop the spread of communism. As shown on pages 10–11, America paid a high price for its wars in Asia.
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A story written in stone


The United States has fought three wars in Asia since 1941 – the Second World War, the Korean War and the war in Vietnam. Over the years these wars have been commemorated in the nation’s capital, Washington DC, with stone memorials. Between them they tell the story of America’s efforts to stabilise the Far East, from victory through stalemate to defeat. But the memorials also tell another story, the story of the struggle for history, for how those wars should be remembered – or even whether they should be remembered at all.
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For more about this famous event, see the film Flags of Our Fathers, directed by Clint Eastwood.
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1945
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The Second World War, 1941–45


The US Marine Corps Memorial is based on Joe Rosenthal’s photograph of the Marines raising the American fl ag on Mount Suribachi during the Battle of Iwo Jima. It celebrates an American triumph. The memorial is dedicated to all the US Marines who have died since 1775, and its message is clear ȓ the United States wins. The Marines represent all that is best in the American fi ghting soldier ȓ patriotism, selfl essness, determination and courage.


Verdict: Victory


1950 – 1955
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The Korean War, 1950–53


The Korean War Veterans’ Memorial opened in 1995, 42 years after the Korean War ended. Korea has been called the ‘forgotten war’, and it seems that the United States suffered a collective failure of memory in this case. It was not until the Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial Wall opened in 1982 that Congress authorised the building of this memorial. It is one of the fi nest in Washington, combining the austerity of the Vietnam wall with traditional heroic statues. Yet for nearly half a century the USA did not think to commemorate the 44,692 Americans killed or missing in the Korean War, possibly because the USA did not win it.


Verdict: Stalemate


1965 – 1970 – 1975
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The Vietnam War, 1965ȓ73/5
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The Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial Wall forms a dark V-shape of polished black stone, partially sunk into the ground and tapering from the centre to a height of only eight inches at either end. On it are the names of 58,272 servicemen (including eight women) killed or missing in the Vietnam War. The names appear in the order in which they were killed, with no indication of rank. As you walk along the wall, you slowly sink into the ground. The stones reflect your own image behind the names of the dead. When you reach the apex you have reached 1969, the low point of the war. From this point onwards the nation is slowly pulling itself out of the morass while the dead continue to pile up.


The Veterans’ Memorial Wall was very controversial. Some people criticised it as a ‘black gash of shame’. It was not the heroic monument many people wanted it to be. Veterans often come to the wall to touch the names of lost friends, leave photographs and flowers, and reflect on America’s most difficult war ’ the first war that America truly lost.


Verdict: Defeat



Debates and arguments about the Vietnam War


The Vietnam War is still a relatively recent event. There are many people alive today who served in Vietnam. The key decision-makers are now dead, but there are plenty of government records of the war. Vietnam was extensively covered by journalists, photographers and television news; in fact, no other modern war has been reported in as much detail. You might be tempted to assume, therefore, that the ‘truth’ about Vietnam is plain for all to see. How can people argue about an event that is so well documented, and so recent?


You may be surprised to learn that the Vietnam War has caused more arguments – and more historical debate – than any other modern American event. There are lots of reasons for this. The war was controversial from the moment it began. Within two years, American society was in turmoil about Vietnam. As antiwar protests grew, both the demonstrators and the self-styled patriots felt a real sense of anger and betrayal. The historical debates that grew from this turmoil still reflect this anger. It is precisely because the war is so recent that it is so controversial.


The Vietnam War is still debated not just by historians, but by politicians. America has recently fought wars that bear some similarities to Vietnam. Consequently, argument about Vietnam is laced with a direct contemporary military and political significance. The Vietnam War really wrote the language in which current debates about America’s wars are written: the terms ‘exit strategies’, ‘counter-insurgency’ and ‘collateral damage’ all date from Vietnam. In most historical topics, debate is informed not only by the interpretation of evidence but also by the times in which we live. The passage of time changes our perspective and leads to new ways of looking at past events. This is especially true of the Vietnam War.
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America has fought three major wars since Vietnam:





•  The Gulf War, 1991 – to throw Iraq’s Army out of Kuwait after the invasion of 1990.



•  The Iraq War, 2003 – to overthrow Saddam Hussein and bring about ‘regime change’ in Iraq.



•  The war in Afghanistan, 2001–15 – begun following the terrorist attacks on 9/11, to overthrow the Taliban and prevent Al Qaeda from establishing terrorist training bases in Afghanistan.
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[image: ] Enquiry Focus: The fault lines of historical debate


Throughout Section 1 of this book you will encounter arguments about the Vietnam War, from broad debates about interpretation to very specific arguments over strategy and tactics. As you work through Chapters 2 to 5, you should make notes on these debates. To help you, wherever there are significant arguments to record, a [image: ] symbol appears in the margin. When you get to Chapter 6 these debates will be reviewed to help you to reach your own conclusions about how to interpret the war.


The orthodox view


In the mid-1970s most people agreed that the Vietnam War was a terrible mistake. America had misinterpreted what was happening in Vietnam, and placed too much importance on it. In the early 1960s, American politicians had believed in a ‘monolithic’ communist threat, with all communist activity orchestrated by the Soviet Union and China. Détente with China and Russia proved in the early 1970s that this was not true. In the immediate aftermath of the war there was little debate: writers like David Halberstam and Arthur Schlesinger Jr dominated academic thinking, men who argued that the war was unnecessary and unwinnable. We might call this viewpoint the orthodox consensus.


Example: Extract from The Arrogance of Power, by Senator J.W. Fulbright, published in 1966.
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Step by step, as it became increasingly clear that the South Vietnamese Army was being defeated, the American commitment increased. The result has been that through a series of limited escalations, each one of which has been more or less compatible with the view that the war was not our war and would have to be won or lost by the South Vietnamese themselves, the war has become our war.


[image: ]





Summary: America got sucked into a quagmire. The communists won because America got bogged down in an unwinnable war.


The revisionist view


The orthodox view was first challenged after the war by US officers who blamed the American Government for not allowing the military to use its power effectively in Vietnam. They complained that they were forced to fight the war with one hand tied behind their backs. They were highly critical of US Government policy for failing to develop realistic plans for achieving American objectives. They particularly blamed President Johnson, his secretary of defence Robert McNamara, and the secretary of state Dean Rusk. They also believed that the so-called liberal press undermined public support through its free reporting of the war. Revisionism then developed into a more general critique of orthodox interpretations.


Example: Extract from We Were Soldiers Once … and Young, by Lt Gen Harold Moore and Joseph Galloway, published in 1992.
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Johnson decided, against the advice of his military chiefs, that the American escalation in South Vietnam be conducted on the cheap: There would be no mobilisation of reserve and National Guard units, no declaration of a state of emergency that would permit the Army to extend for the duration the enlistments of the best-trained and most experienced soldiers. Instead, the war would be fed by stripping the Army divisions in Europe and the continental United States of their best personnel and materiel, while a river of new draftees, 20,000 of them each month, flowed in to do the shooting and the dying.


[image: ]





Summary: The communists won because the US military was betrayed by political incompetence and liberal defeatism spawned by the news media.
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Why should we study America’s wars in Asia?


I grew up in America in the 1960s. My friends and I were the young brothers of boys who faced the draft or who actually fought in Vietnam. Our fathers fought in the Second World War, or in Korea. Night after night on television we watched black-and-white news reports about our soldiers fighting in Vietnam. Day by day we saw many of our assumptions about America crumble:





•  Our leaders know what they are doing … or do they?



•  American soldiers do not commit atrocities … or do they?



•  America always wins … or do we?





And year by year the war came closer, until we faced the possibility that we, too, might be sent to Vietnam. The war was in Asia, but by the time the war ended, America had been changed forever.


The Vietnam War had lasting consequences


The Vietnam War has been described as the most important American event of the twentieth century. It divided opinion in America in a way that no other war has done. It forced Americans to make uncomfortable choices, and by doing this, it polarised opinion among Americans about America’s policies, its values and its purposes. It inflicted immense damage on America’s international prestige. Before Vietnam, America was seen around the world as a force for good. After Vietnam there was lasting suspicion of US policies and attitudes among other nations and peoples.


It is difficult to disentangle Vietnam from the other changes America was experiencing at that time. In the 1960s it was going through a social and cultural revolution. The decade began with Kennedy, pacifist civil rights protests, student tranquillity, acoustic folk music and crew cuts; it ended with Nixon, the Black Panthers, student demonstrations, inner-city riots, assassinations, drugs, long hair and Led Zeppelin. This leads us to a key question that will be explored later: how did the Vietnam War affect the United States?


Why is it difficult to understand these wars today?


Looking at the world today, you might think that America won the Vietnam War. Today the kind of international order that America was seeking in Asia has largely been achieved. Globalisation of the world economy has stabilised the region to a degree Americans in the Cold War would not have thought possible. Communist China has become the workshop of the world; your vacuum cleaner was probably made in China. The trainers on your feet were probably made in Vietnam. Your DVD recorder was probably made in Korea. The Cold War ended over 20 years ago, so communism is no longer the threat it once was. Many people are still alive who served in these wars, but already it takes a leap of the imagination to understand what they went through, and why the wars were fought.



What does the future hold for Southeast Asia?


As I write this, North Korea is threatening its neighbours with nuclear weapons. North Korea is the last Stalinist communist country left in the world. It has recently developed nuclear weapons and missiles that it claims are capable of hitting American targets in the Pacific. By the time you read this, its missiles will probably be able to reach the United States. If North Korea attacks the South, the Americans will once again find themselves at war with a communist country in Asia.


The United States recently announced its intention to shift 60 per cent of its naval forces to the Pacific Ocean. This has nothing to do with the current Korean crisis: it is a response to the growing importance of Pacific Rim countries to the world economy. An American strategist recently said, ‘China should and will take note. The United States is and will remain a Pacific power, even more so in this century than in the last.’ Most analysts agree that communist China is set to become a Pacific superpower in the first half of this century – which means that, by the time you are my age, China will be the greatest economic and military threat to the United States. To understand what is happening in Asia, people will need to know how the rise of communist China led America to fight wars in Korea and Vietnam. George Santayana, a Spanish-American philosopher, once said, ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’ Watch this space!


History books usually tell their stories in chronological order – the order in which things really happened. To understand cause and effect, the causes and consequences of events, this is usually the right thing to do. This book, however, takes a different approach. It starts with the Vietnam War, which is likely to be the main interest of the students studying this subject. It tries to recreate the learning process that Americans had to go through during this difficult and divisive war, a war that seemed so simple but turned out to be so complex. As America learned more about the origins of this war, so you will go back in time to pick up the threads of Vietnam, then back to the Second World War and Korea to put Vietnam in perspective.


Vietnam → Vietnam’s origins → The Second World War → The Korean War



Insight: America, communism and the Cold War: The context for the Vietnam War



The communist view of history


Karl Marx is regarded as the founding father of the communist movement – so communism is often called Marxism. Karl Marx was a German-born philosopher who lived much of his life in nineteenth-century England. He travelled through the great northern industrial cities observing the poverty of the working class (proletariat). He thought the owners of the mills and the mines, whom he called capitalists, exploited their workers.
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Marx argued that all history is explained by the struggle between classes – rich vs. poor, lord vs. vassal, landlord vs. peasant, the powerful vs. the weak. Class struggle was the engine of history, the driving force that moved history forward. He thought that human history was progressive, moving towards a better future through a series of violent confrontations between classes. He called these violent confrontations revolutions.
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‘The history of all hitherto existing societies is the history of class struggle.’


Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto, 1848
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Marx believed this process was inevitable because capitalism bore the seeds of its own destruction. The more industrial a country became, the larger its working class. Sooner or later the workers would get so fed up with their condition that they would rise up and overthrow the bourgeoisie. Communist revolutions would succeed first in the most industrially advanced countries – Britain, Germany and America.


The Cold War: Context for the Vietnam War


The Vietnam War only makes sense if viewed in the Cold War context. It is only because, at that time, Vietnam was part of a global conflict that the US Government felt forced to commit itself to South Vietnam. Once made, the commitment itself became the main point: the United States could not abandon South Vietnam because this would raise serious doubts elsewhere about the value of American promises to fight to prevent the spread of communism. In Asia the ‘domino theory’ dominated American thinking about the threat posed by communism (see the diagram on page 65).



America’s Cold War policy – containment
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At the present time in world history, nearly every nation must choose between alternative ways of life. The choice is too often not a free one … I believe that we must help free peoples to work out their own futures in their own way.


The Truman Doctrine, 1947
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Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe, to assure the survival and the success of Liberty.


Kennedy’s Inaugural Address, 1961
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Why are we in South Vietnam? We are there because we have a promise to keep. Since 1954 every American president has offered support to the people of South Vietnam. We have helped to build, and we have helped to defend. Thus over many years we have made a national pledge to help South Vietnam defend its independence. And I intend to keep that promise … We are also there to strengthen world order. Around the globe, from Berlin to Thailand, are people whose wellbeing rests, in part, on the belief that they can count on us if they are attacked.


Johnson’s speech at Johns Hopkins University, 1965
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Insight: Ho Chi Minh



Every communist revolution has its revolutionary leader: Lenin in Russia; Castro in Cuba; Mao Zedong in China. In Vietnam the leader of the revolution was Ho Chi Minh. He was born in Vietnam, a French colony, in 1890, and attended a French school in the ancient imperial capital city of Hue. In 1911 he got a job on a French liner that took him to New York, where he worked in a hotel for a year. During the First World War he lived in America and England, where he supported Chelsea FC! He was obviously a well-educated, well-travelled man (even if he knew nothing about football).


Between 1919 and 1923 he lived in France, where he joined the French Socialist Party. It was an exciting time. In Russia the Bolsheviks had just seized power. Germany, too, was in political turmoil. It looked as if communism was the way of the future. In 1920 Ho Chi Minh became a founder member of the French Communist Party, denouncing French colonialism in Vietnam. During the Paris Peace Conference he petitioned President Woodrow Wilson of America to use his influence to help give Vietnam its independence from France. The failure of these efforts made him even more determined to achieve independence for Vietnam, and made him a nationalist hero in his home country. He was both a communist and a patriot.




[image: ]




In 1923 Ho Chi Minh went to Moscow to work for the Comintern and learn more about revolutions at first hand. Russian communism at this time was caught up in the power struggle between Stalin and Trotsky after Lenin’s death. When Stalin emerged triumphant, he ordered the Communist Party in Indochina to break off relations with the nationalist middle classes and to focus on the (almost non-existent) proletariat. Instead, Ho Chi Minh remained loyal to Lenin’s ideas. In a paper called Imperialism: The Highest Form of Capitalism Lenin had argued that industrial, imperialist countries like Britain and France exploited their colonies to maintain a higher standard of living among their industrial workers. If these colonies could revolt, the peasants in these colonies could be freed from exploitation, and it would also hasten the coming of revolutions in the industrial nations. To bring this about, it was necessary for the peasants to make common cause with the ‘national bourgeoisie’ – middle-class nationalists demanding independence – instead of fighting them. Ho Chi Minh found these ideas very attractive and thought he might be able to apply them in his own country.


The Second World War brought him back to Vietnam, which the Japanese occupied in 1940 with the rest of French Indochina. In 1941 he became the political leader of the Viet Minh, a communist guerrilla force fighting against the Japanese. From then on Ho Chi Minh led the Viet Minh through a series of three wars, against the Japanese, the French and – finally – the Americans. He died in 1969 – still fighting.



How did Ho Chi Minh apply communist theory in Vietnam?
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