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  The Vietnam War was the most divisive conflict in American history since the Civil War. The ramifications of the war and its outcome can still be felt today. The United States became involved in Vietnam within the larger context of the cold war and its containment policy. Vietnam itself was of no intrinsic value to U.S. national interests, but according to the domino theory, its control by the Communists threatened all of Southeast Asia. Having witnessed the appeasement of totalitarian governments that led to World War II, successive U.S. presidents believed that the struggle in Vietnam fitted the pattern of communism’s worldwide expansion and so responded with aid, first to the French and then to the Republic of Vietnam. Later, as the United States poured more resources into Vietnam, the conflict came to be seen as a test of American resolve, and it became harder to disengage; the credibility of the United States was at risk. When the National Liberation Front and the leadership in Hanoi responded to the increased U.S. effort in Vietnam, the conflict rapidly escalated, evolving into a bloody war of attrition. The Tet Offensive of 1968, although a serious defeat at the tactical level for the Communists, became a great psychological victory when it convinced many Americans that the war could not be won. This led to President Lyndon Johnson deciding not to run for reelection and paved the way for Richard Nixon’s victory in the 1968 election.


  Under Nixon’s direction, the U.S. objective changed from winning the war to finding a face-saving way out of the conflict. This proved difficult to do, while still honoring the American commitment to its South Vietnamese ally. Nevertheless, Nixon launched a dual program of U.S. troop withdrawals and “Vietnamization,” a comprehensive effort to bolster the combat capabilities of the South Vietnamese forces so they could assume responsibility for the war. At the same time, he launched an illegal, secret bombing campaign against Cambodia. He would also send U.S. and South Vietnamese ground troops into Cambodia and South Vietnamese forces into Laos. Although the South Vietnamese sustained a serious setback in Laos, they withstood a massive North Vietnamese invasion in 1972, bolstered by U.S. advisers and American air support. Nixon declared Vietnamization a success. With the invasion blunted, Henry Kissinger, Nixon’s national security advisor, who had conducted secret negotiations with the Communists in Paris since 1969, worked out a draft agreement to end the war with his counterpart, Le Duc Tho. President Nguyen Van Thieu, alarmed that the agreement did not call for the withdrawal of North Vietnamese forces, balked and demanded significant revisions to the draft. The North Vietnamese refused to accept these demands, and Nixon responded with what became known as the Christmas bombing. The North Vietnamese returned to the negotiating table in late December, and Kissinger and Le Duc Tho worked out an agreement, the Agreement on Ending the War and Restoring the Peace in Vietnam, which was signed on January 27, 1973. Thieu’s protestations about the North Vietnamese troops left in the south were ignored, and the agreement was essentially the same one that had been agreed to by the United States and North Vietnam before the Christmas bombing.


  Although the Paris peace accords ended the war for the United States, which withdrew all American troops by March 1973, the cease-fire provided only the briefest respite before the fighting by North and South Vietnamese troops for control of the countryside began again in earnest. During the bitter fighting that ensued, the South Vietnamese held their own throughout 1973, but in 1974 the tide began to turn against them. At the same time, the U.S. Congress began to reduce the aid to the South Vietnamese. The South Vietnamese sustained another body blow when Richard Nixon resigned in disgrace in August 1974.


  In late December 1974, the North Vietnamese launched a major corps-level attack against Phuoc Long Province, north of Saigon along the Cambodian border, as a “test case” to determine how the Vietnamese would handle a large-scale attack and what would be the response of the United States. The ARVN defenses were quickly overrun and Gerald Ford, Nixon’s unelected successor, now prohibited from direct intervention by law, could only redouble efforts to secure additional aid for the South Vietnamese. Encouraged by the rapid collapse of the South Vietnamese forces and stunned by the lack of a meaningful response from Washington, Hanoi directed a new campaign designed to set the conditions for a final victory to be achieved by follow-on operations in 1976. Campaign 275 was launched in March 1975 with Ban Me Thuot in the Central Highlands as the primary objective. The North Vietnamese forces quickly overran Darlac Province as the South Vietnamese forces fell back in disarray. When the North Vietnamese pressed the attack in the northern half of South Vietnam, the South Vietnamese forces disintegrated in panic. The North Vietnamese pushed rapidly down the coast and on April 30, 1975, North Vietnamese tanks crashed through the gates of the presidential palace in Saigon and the South Vietnamese surrendered unconditionally. The Republic of Vietnam, whose forces had been soundly defeated in 55 days, ceased to be a sovereign nation and the two Vietnams were reunited under Communist control.


  It had been a bloody war for all the belligerents. The Communists admit to 1.1 million deaths from 1954 to 1975. They claim 2 million civilian casualties, but this has not been confirmed and U.S. figures estimate 30,000 killed by U.S. bombing of the North. The South Vietnamese lost more than 110,000 military personnel killed, with nearly a half-million wounded. Civilian casualties in the South are estimated at over 400,000.


  The Republic of Vietnam fell two years after the departure of the United States from Vietnam. Although U.S. forces had not been defeated in the field, the nation had essentially lost the first war in its history. In the process, more than 58,000 Americans died, and more than 300,000 U.S. servicemen were wounded, many maimed for life. The total cost of the war exceeded $130 billion. The war almost rent American society and forever destroyed the concept of cold war consensus in foreign policy. It scarred the American psyche, caused many Americans to question America’s place in the world, and resulted in a national malaise that lasted for many years.


  The Vietnam War has been a source of intense study for scholars and policy makers. Among the most crucial questions that have been addressed is why the United States committed itself to such a large military effort in Vietnam and why it failed to achieved its goals and objectives. The postwar debate continues, and much about the war is still misunderstood. The purpose of this book is to examine the early history of Vietnam, the First Indochina War, how America became involved in Southeast Asia, how the United States fought the war, and the events that led to the fall of South Vietnam.
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  U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War can be traced through five distinct phases: the combined French-U.S. advisory phase (1950–55); the U.S. advisory phase (1955–64); force buildup and combat phase (1965–67); large-unit offensive combat operations (1967–69); and Vietnamization (1969–73). Even though the last U.S. forces departed Saigon in 1973, the war did not end for the Vietnamese. The fighting extended into 1974, when the North Vietnamese began the offensive that would culminate in the fall of Saigon in April 1975.


  The genesis of U.S. involvement in Vietnam can be found in the confrontation that developed between East and West following the end of World War II. With the emergence of the cold war, the United States turned to a policy of containment to counter the perceived spread of communism. This policy led President Harry Truman to provide aid to France in its war against the Viet Minh in Vietnam; between 1950 and 1954, the United States provided France more than $2.6 billion in military aid. From the beginning, U.S. policy supported the development of an independent Vietnamese army and a U.S. role in its organization and training. Ultimately, however, the French were defeated at the Battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954.


  The subsequent Geneva Accords temporarily partitioned Vietnam at the 17th parallel, pending elections, but essentially established two Vietnams, leaving Ho Chi Minh and the Communists in charge in the north and a non-communist state in the south under Emperor Bao Dai. This resulted in the next phase of the war in which, for the better part of 10 years, the United States would support the government of Ngo Dinh Diem, Bao Dai’s prime minister who succeeded him in 1955 after a questionable national election. President Dwight Eisenhower and his successor, John F. Kennedy, threw their support behind Diem in the hopes that he and a non-Communist Republic of Vietnam would act as a counterweight to the Communist-controlled North. This period was marked by a significant American effort to build South Vietnamese forces capable of defending against the growing insurgency. Diem refused to institute meaningful reforms that might have won him the support of the people. Instead, he attempted to suppress any opposition, which led to a major confrontation with Buddhists. Ultimately, the United States lost faith in Diem and gave tacit approval for a coup that was carried out by several South Vietnamese generals in early November 1963 and resulted in the deaths of Diem and his brother.


  Less than a month later, President Kennedy was assassinated and Lyndon Baines Johnson inherited the conflict in Vietnam. This issued in the third phase of the war, which initially saw the use of American airpower against North Vietnam in retaliation for an escalation of the war in the South. When this proved insufficient, Johnson ordered the deployment of U.S. ground troops to South Vietnam. By the end of 1966, there were over 190,000 American combat troops in Vietnam.


  The fourth phase of the war began when General William Westmoreland, the commander of American forces in Vietnam, launched a series of large-scale search and destroy operations to find and kill the enemy. Meanwhile, the Communist forces, directed by Hanoi, had settled in for a protracted war designed to exhaust the Americans. The result was a bloody war of attrition that caused heavy casualties on both sides.


  The turning point in the war was the Communist Tet Offensive of 1968. Although the offensive was a significant defeat for the Communists at the tactical level, it proved to be a great psychological victory that changed the nature of the U.S. commitment in Vietnam and issued in the next phase of the war. Under Richard Nixon, who was elected in the wake of the Tet Offensive, American objectives shifted from winning the war to a prolonged disengagement, during which U.S. forces were gradually withdrawn as the responsibility for the war was shifted to the South Vietnamese.


  The signing of the Paris peace accords in January 1973 signaled the end of the war for the United States, while issuing in a new phase of the war for the Vietnamese. Bitter fighting lasted for two years until the South Vietnamese fell apart in the face of a new North Vietnamese offensive in the spring of 1975. Although U.S. forces had been gone for two years when South Vietnam fell, the North Vietnamese triumph was perceived as the first loss of a war by the United States. To understand how this happened, it is useful to look at the country in some detail and consider a brief review of its early history.


  THE COUNTRY



  Vietnam stretches for over 1,650 kilometers (1,000 miles) along the eastern coast of the Indochinese Peninsula, making it slightly larger than Italy and a bit smaller than Japan. It is bounded on the north by China and on the west by Laos and Cambodia. Vietnam is on the South China Sea and has over 2,500 kilometers (1,500 miles) of coastline. However, three-quarters of the country consists of mountains and hills. The highest summit is the 3,160-meter-high Phan Si Pan, in the Hoang Lien Son mountain range in the province of Lao Cai, near the Chinese border in the northwest. The Truong Son Mountains (Annamite Cordillera), which form the Central Highlands, run almost the full length of Vietnam along its borders with Laos and Cambodia.


  The country is S-shaped, broad in the north and south and very narrow in the center, where at one point it is only 50 kilometers wide. Some geographers have likened the country, with its three regions—Bac Bo (north), Trung Bo (center), and Nam Bo (south)—to a bamboo pole supporting a basket of rice at each end. These baskets represent the country’s two main cultivated areas, the rich deltas of the Red River in the north and the Mekong River in the south. The Mekong River is one of the longest in Asia, flowing from its source in the mountains of Tibet, across China, through Burma (Myanmar) into Laos and northern Thailand, and then across Cambodia before flowing through southern Vietnam into the South China Sea.


  In 1960, the two largest cities in Vietnam were Hanoi (population about 600,000) in the north and Saigon (population about 1.6 million) in the south. The cities are almost exactly 700 miles apart and are, respectively, located in the alluvial plains of the Red River and the Mekong. The next largest cities were Danang, with a population of 240,000, and Hue, with a population of 140,000 in 1960. At that time, of the approximately 30.5 million people living in Vietnam (16.5 million north of the 17th parallel and 14 million south of it), close to 29 million lived on only about 20 percent of the land. The remaining 1.5 million people, mostly indigenous tribes, lived in the mountains and plateaus of the Chaîne Annamitique, a north-south mountain range originating in China and Tibet, and extending south to about 50 miles north of the city formerly known as Saigon.


  The people of Vietnam developed as a distinct ethnic group between 200 b.c. and a.d. 200 through a fusion of people of Indonesian stock with Viet and Thai immigrants from the north and Chinese who arrived around 200 b.c. and ruled until a.d. 938. Vietnamese civilization was also profoundly influenced by both China and India. When European missionaries arrived, the Vietnamese people were predominantly Mahayana Buddhist, but they were also strongly influenced by Confucianism, Daoism, and animism. Although the preponderance of Vietnam’s population when the Europeans arrived were Kinh, the term used to describe the Viet race, Vietnam was also home to ethnic minorities living in the mountainous regions in central and southern Vietnam; these were called “montagnards” by the French.


  EARLY HISTORY



  Nearly 5,000 years ago, according to legend, Hung Vuong was crowned the king of Van Lang, a kingdom that encompassed most of present-day northern and central Vietnam. Van Lang was governed by 18 successive Hung kings but fell to Thuc Phan, king of neighboring Au Viet, in 258 b.c. Thuc Phan took the name of An Duong Vuong and established the kingdom of Au Lac, building his capital at Phuc An (north of present-day Hanoi).


  Fifty years later, Au Lac fell to Trieu Da, a warlord from the south of China who established the independent kingdom of Nam Viet. The new kingdom also included much of present-day southern China. Trieu Da established the Trieu dynasty in 208 b.c. Less than a century later, the Han emperor Wu Di sent his army to conquer Nam Viet. Despite Nam Viet’s fierce resistance, the Chinese prevailed and Nam Viet became a Chinese protectorate under the name of Giao Chi. The Chinese ruled Vietnam almost continually for the next one thousand years.


  Periodically, there were revolts by the Viet people, like the one by the Trung Sisters in a.d. 39, but the success of these uprisings was short-lived and the Chinese maintained control of the territory until a.d. 938. During this period, the Chinese made concerted efforts to establish their culture and civilization in Nam Viet, which they renamed An Nam.


  The decline of the Tang dynasty in China gave the Viets an opportunity to throw off the Chinese yoke. They conducted a protracted war that culminated with the defeat of the Chinese in a.d. 938 at the naval battle of Bach Dang, east of Haiphong. The victor, Ngo Quyen, renamed the country Dai Viet, but the defeat of the Chinese only resulted in a period of chaos as the Vietnamese warlords fought among themselves.


  The situation stabilized somewhat in a.d. 968 when the most powerful of the feudal lords, Dinh Bo Linh, reunited the fragmented country under the name of Dai Co Viet, taking the imperial title of Dinh Tien Hoang De. A succession of emperors from a series of dynasties pacified the countryside and began the process of “nam tien,” the movement south, launching a military campaign against the Chams, a Hindu kingdom that had appeared around present-day Danang in the late second century. This period was marked by a succession of revolts and instability. The monk Khuong Viet managed to establish Buddhism in the ensuing period, which served as a long-overdue stabilizing factor in the kingdom.


  The Ly dynasty, which reigned over the country for more than two centuries (1009–1225), was the first of the enduring national dynasties. During this period, the independence of the Vietnamese kingdom was consolidated, but it was marked by constant conflict with the Chinese, Khmers, and Chams. The continuous confrontation with the Chams resulted in the annexation of new territory to the south, which the Vietnamese aggressively colonized. During the Ly dynasty, Buddhism became the national religion.


  After a period of civil strife, the Tran dynasty overthrew the Ly dynasty in 1225. During the Ly dynasty, Vietnam was beset by Kublai Khan and the Mongols, but the Mongol fleet was defeated at the Battle of Bach Dang River in 1288.


  The Tran dynasty was overthrown in 1400 by Ho Qui Ly. The Tran loyalists and the Chams encouraged the Chinese to intervene, which they did in 1407. During the brief period in which they once again controlled Vietnam, the Chinese imposed a harsh rule that attempted to destroy the Vietnamese national identity. This resulted in a resistance movement, known as the Lam Son Uprising, which was organized and led by Le Loi, a man renowned for his courage and generosity. He led a guerrilla war against the Chinese rulers, which proved ultimately successful in 1428.


  Le Loi took the name Le Thai To and founded the Le dynasty. Le Loi and his successors instituted a vast program of agrarian reform and land redistribution. The legal system was reorganized and the penal system revised. In 1471, the army of Le Thanh Tong won a victory over the southern Champa army. The national territory was gradually expanded to the southward, until finally the Champa kingdom was completely absorbed and assimilated.


  By the late 16th century, the decline of the Le dynasty resulted in a period of internal strife that eventually led to the division of Vietnam between the Trinh lords, who ruled in the north, and the Nguyen lords, who controlled the south.


  This division of Vietnam would indirectly pave the way for the French to gain a foothold in Indochina. According to Chinese records, the first recorded Vietnamese contact with Europeans occurred in a.d. 166 when Roman travelers arrived in the Red River Delta. The first Portuguese sailors landed near Danang in 1516, to be followed by Dominican missionaries 11 years later. For the next few decades, the Portuguese traded with the Vietnamese, setting up a commercial colony at Faifo (present-day Hoi An).


  Franciscan missionaries from the Philippines settled in central Vietnam in 1580, followed in 1615 by the Jesuits. One of the most influential of the early Jesuits was French priest Alexandre de Rhodes, who transliterated the Viet language into quoc nhu, a Latin-based written alphabet that came to be used in Vietnamese writing in place of the previously used Chinese characters.


  By the late 17th century, most of the European traders had departed because trade with Vietnam had not proved sufficiently profitable. However, the missionaries remained. The Vietnamese, particularly in the north, proved receptive to Catholicism, but Vietnamese officials restricted the activities of the missionaries and persecuted their followers. Determined to convert the Vietnamese to Catholicism, the missionaries campaigned for a greater French political and military role in Vietnam.


  In 1765, a rebellion broke out in the town of Tay Son, near Qui Nhon. By 1773, the Tay Son rebels controlled the whole of central Vietnam and in 1783 they captured Saigon and the rest of the south. Prince Nguyen Ahn, the only survivor of the defeated Nguyen clan, fled to Thailand where he requested military assistance from the Thais. There he also met with the French Jesuit missionary Pigneau de Behaine, bishop of Adran, who saw an opportunity to expand the Catholic Church’s influence in Vietnam. De Behaine agreed to act as Nguyen Ahn’s intermediary in seeking military assistance from the French. After de Behaine arrived in Paris, Louis XVI agreed to send a military expedition to Vietnam, but then, beset by his own internal concerns, reversed his decision. Undaunted, de Behaine returned to Vietnam, on the way stopping in India, where he convinced French merchants to finance a mercenary force. He and his hired army set sail for Vietnam in June 1789.


  With the aid of the French mercenaries, Nguyen Ahn subdued the Tay Son rebels, proclaiming himself Emperor Gia Long in 1802. For the first time in two centuries, Vietnam was united, with Hue as its new national capital. Although Nguyen Ahn had achieved victory largely through French assistance, as emperor, he remained suspicious of France’s designs on the country. His successors would become increasingly anti-French and anti-Catholic, setting up a confrontation that would have disastrous consequences for Vietnam.


  When seven French missionaries and a number of their Catholic converts were executed in the 1830s, French Catholics demanded that their government intervene. France’s military activity in Indochina began in 1847, when the French navy attacked Danang harbor in response to Emperor Thieu Tri’s oppression of French missionaries; however, it was not until 1858 that the French military effort began in earnest. That year, a joint military force of 14 ships from France and the Spanish colony of the Philippines stormed Danang after the killing of several missionaries; this time, the French did not withdraw but landed forces to occupy the city.


  The occupation of Danang was followed by successive French advances over the next 40 years. In 1861, they took Saigon. Six year later, the entire southern part of the country, rechristened by the French as Cochin China, was annexed as a French colony. The French extended control to the north in 1883. The central part of Vietnam, renamed by the French as Annam, and the north, or Tonkin, became French protectorates. In 1887, the French announced the creation of the Indochinese Union, made up of Cochin China, Annam, Tonkin, and Cambodia; in 1893, they also added Laos to the Union. This effectively ended the existence of an independent Vietnam state.


  From the beginning, French colonial rule was, for the most part, politically repressive and economically exploitative. Not surprisingly, this resulted in the organization of various Vietnamese nationalist resistance movements, which became increasingly active. There were periodic uprisings, but the French responded quickly and brutally, maintaining their stranglehold on the colonies. However, they were unsuccessful in stamping out nationalist sentiment, and a number of anti-colonialist movements, including the Communists, continued their resistance efforts against the French.


  The outbreak of World War II proved an unexpected opportunity for the anti-colonialists. The pro-Nazi Vichy government of France accepted the Japanese occupation of Indochina; in exchange, it was allowed to continue administering Vietnam. In 1941, Ho Chi Minh, one of the founders of the Indochinese Communist Party, formed the Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh (League for the Independence of Vietnam). The Viet Minh, as it became more popularly known, portrayed itself as a broad nationalist organization, but was dominated by the Communists. During the war, the Viet Minh resisted the Japanese occupation and aided the Allies.


  In 1945, realizing that Allied victory was inevitable, Japan overthrew the French in Vietnam, imprisoned their civil servants, and declared Vietnam “independent” under Japanese “protection,” with Emperor Bao Dai as head of state. When Japan surrendered later in the year, this provided the opportunity that Ho had been waiting for, and he called for a general uprising, which later became known as the August Revolution. The Viet Minh quickly seized power and Bao Dai abdicated in favor of the new government. On September 2, Ho declared the independence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. This set up a confrontation between Ho and the French, who wished to re-establish control in Vietnam.


  Ho attempted to negotiate Vietnam’s status with the French, but relations quickly deteriorated. Hostilities continued to mount, reaching a peak in November 1946 when the French shelled Haiphong after an obscure customs dispute, killing hundreds of Vietnamese civilians. In December, Ho ordered a general offensive against the French in Hanoi and at French garrisons in northern and central Vietnam. This proved to be the beginning of the First Indochina War between France and the Viet Minh. Later, Vietnam would become a cold war battlefield when Ho turned to the Chinese and the Soviets for assistance and support, leading the United States to support France, and ultimately to the direct U.S. involvement that would result in America’s longest war.


  HOW TO USE THIS ALMANAC



  The purpose of this almanac is to provide a day-to-day account of the Vietnam War beginning with some of the most important events of early Vietnamese history as background, a review of the major events of the First Indochina War that led to U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia, a detailed account of America’s war in Vietnam, and the aftermath of the conflict for Vietnam and the United States.


  Once the United States becomes fully committed in Vietnam in 1964, the sequence of events becomes very complicated, with a number of different actions happening on each day. In the interest of clarity, the entries from that point on in the chronology will be classified by category using the following subheadings:


  USA – Government: All matters related to U.S. government decisions and actions including those of the executive and legislative branches.


  USA – Military: All matters related to high-level U.S. military decisions, actions, plans, and orders of the Department of Defense, Joint Chiefs of Staff, or Headquarters, Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV).


  USA – Domestic: Politics, media, public opinion, and other matters having to do with the home front.


  Diplomacy: Diplomatic discourse between sovereign states and international governmental organizations.


  Ground War: Operations, engagements, and battles on the ground in Vietnam. This category will also include air operations in support of U.S. and South Vietnamese ground troops.


  Air War: Air operations in the Southeast Asia theater of operations.


  Sea War: Surface warfare at sea.


  River War: Warfare in the inland waterways of South Vietnam.


  Covert War: Undercover operations conducted by special forces units.


  Terrorism: Operations meant to terrorize primarily noncombatants in order to make a political point.


  POWs: Actions and events having to do with captured combatants.


  War Crimes: Violations of the laws of war.


  South Vietnam: Politics, government, administration, and wartime direction of the Republic of Vietnam.


  North Vietnam: Politics, government, administration, and wartime direction of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.


  NLF (National Liberation Front): The organization in South Vietnam that included a broad array of nationalist elements but was dominated and directed by the Lao Dong Party of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.


  Cambodia: Activities of and within the sovereign state of Cambodia, including warfare within its boundaries.


  Laos: Activities of and within the sovereign state of Laos, including warfare within its boundaries.


  International: Actions of nations and international figures. Given the nature of their involvement in the war in Vietnam, separate subheadings will be used for separate nations, to include:

  USSR

  China

  Thailand

  Korea

  Australia

  New Zealand

  The Philippines


  Negotiations: The actions and interplay among the belligerents in their attempts to bring an end to the war.


  Refugees: The experiences of those made homeless (and “nationless”) by the war and its outcome.


  The two military forces that opposed the United States and the Republic of Vietnam are properly known as the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF) and the People’s Army of Vietnam (PAVN). However, for the purpose of simplicity, the chronology will generally use the more popular terms: Viet Cong (VC) and North Vietnamese Army (NVA).


  Discussion of each ground operation will normally be a one-time entry indicating start date, completion date, location (province and corps tactical region), and casualties (when reported in source documents).


  It should be noted that preparing a chronology of this type is problematic. Not every event can be reported, but an effort was made to include as much as possible—and certainly the most important events and those that provide a feel for the rhythm of the conflict over time. Also, assigning exact dates to some events depends on how one defines the start and completion of that event. An additional problem is that the United States and Vietnam are in different time zones and are separated by the International Date Line; therefore, the convention used will be one that is commonly used in this series, that is, as much as possible, the dates presented are listed at the time the event is taking place in the place where it is happening. In most cases, unless otherwise stated, the 24-hour military clock will be used to denote specific times.


  The author is solely responsible for any errors of either commission or omission.
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    2879 B.C.


    Legendary Hung Vuong founds the kingdom of Van Lang, establishing the Hung dynasty.

  


  
    1800–1400 B.C.


    Phung Nguyen culture, the Early Bronze Age.

  


  
    258 B.C.


    Thuc Phan, king of Au Viet, conquers Van Lang, establishing the new kingdom of Au Lac, taking the name An Duong Vuong, and locating his capital at Phuc An.

  


  
    208 B.C.


    Chinese general Chao T’o (Trieu Da) conquers Au Lac and establishes the independent kingdom of Nam Viet (“Southern Viet”) under his rule.

  


  
    111 B.C.


    Chinese Han dynasty conquers Nam Viet, marking the beginning of a thousand years of direct Chinese rule. During this time, the Viet people will develop a fierce resistance against outside rule.

  


  
    A.D. 39–43


    Trung sisters lead unsuccessful revolt against Chinese rule, but eventually become legendary martyrs after the Chinese regain control.

  


  
    542–544


    Ly Bi leads uprising against China’s Liang dynasty to create independent kingdom of Van Xuan.

  


  
    938


    Vietnamese under Ngo Quyen defeat Chinese at the Battle of Bach Dang River.

  


  
    939


    Ngo Quyen becomes king of new, independent Nam Viet and begins 900-year March to the South (Nam Tien) that will eventually extend Vietnamese control through Champa (south-central coastal area of present day Vietnam) and ultimately into the Mekong River Delta.

  


  
    968


    Dinh Bo Linh declares himself emperor, naming his empire Dai Co Viet.

  


  
    970–975


    Dinh Bo Linh gains Chinese recognition of Nam Viet’s independence by negotiating a nonaggression treaty with China’s Song (Sung) dynasty in exchange for tribute to be paid to the Chinese every three years.

  


  
    1009


    Ly Thai To becomes emperor, establishing Ly dynasty.

  


  
    1010


    Hanoi established.

  


  
    1054


    Emperor Ly Thanh Ton renames the country Dai Viet (“Greater Viet”), the name by which it will commonly be known until the 19th century.

  


  
    1225


    Tran dynasty replaces Ly dynasty.

  


  
    1288


    April

    Vietnamese under Tran Hung Dao defeat invading Mongols at Second Battle of Bach Dang River.

  


  
    1407


    Chinese Ming dynasty reoccupies Dai Viet after toppling the Ho dynasty.

  


  
    1418


    Le Loi organizes the Lam Son Uprising in opposition against Chinese rule.

  


  
    1428


    Le Loi defeats Chinese, reestablishing independent Dai Viet and becoming king under the name of Le Thai To. Under the Le dynasty, Vietnamese expansion to the south continues.

  


  
    1471


    Le Thanh Tong defeats the southern army of the kingdom of Champa and establishes a protectorate over the kingdom, greatly expanding Vietnamese territory and dominion.

  


  
    1527


    Vietnam fragments politically; Nguyen family in the south and Trinh family in the north divide control of Vietnam at approximately the 17th parallel, issuing in a period of internal strife and bloody fighting that will not be resolved until the 19th century.

  


  
    1535


    Portuguese sailors under the command of Captain Antonio da Faria land at Danang Bay. This first wave of Europeans to reach Vietnam fails to achieve a foothold in the area. They are followed by the Dutch, English, and French, who are no more successful at this time.

  


  
    1543


    Descendants of the Le dynasty occupy the country’s southern capital after a series of fierce battles. The southern court is founded near Thanh Hoa.

  


  
    1592


    The death of Mac dynasty’s last king, Mac Mau Hop, ends the succession wars.

  


  
    1627


    French missionary Alexandre de Rhodes codifies quoc ngu, an adoption of the Roman alphabet to the Vietnamese language.

  


  
    1672


    Lord Trinh consents to partition the country at the Linh River.

  


  
    1771


    Tay Son Rebellion begins under Nguyen Hue, who leads a peasant uprising against the Nguyen dynasty in the south. The uprising will last for seven years and result in deposing both the Nguyen family and the Trinh family in the north.

  


  
    1778


    December

    Nguyen Hue declares himself emperor.

  


  
    1779


    January

    Nguyen Hue attacks and defeats invading Chinese forces at Thang Long (Hanoi) during Tet holiday.

  


  
    1802


    June

    Nguyen Anh, one of the last surviving Nguyen Lords, overthrows the Tay Son forces with the aid of French missionary Pigneau de Behaine and French mercenaries. He takes control of a reunified Vietnam that extends from Hanoi to Saigon and declares himself Emperor Gia Long, founding the Nguyen dynasty. He renames the country Vietnam and establishes his capital at Hue. Gia Long allows French missionaries to remain in Vietnam, but regards Christianity as potentially subversive.

  


  
    1857


    September

    Unable to gain a foothold in Vietnam peacefully, the French send a fleet under Admiral Rigault de Genouilly to attack Tourane (Danang). The fleet bombards the city and then lands troops, capturing Danang and gaining control of the area by 1858. Although decimated by disease, the French forces push south.

  


  
    1861


    French forces capture Saigon and later defeat the Vietnamese army, gaining control of Gia Dinh and surrounding provinces.

  


  
    1862


    June

    Emperor Tu Duc cedes the three eastern provinces of Cochin China to France under the Treaty of Saigon.

  


  
    1863


    August

    France imposes protectorate on Cambodia.

  


  
    1867


    France occupies the three western provinces of Cochin China.

  


  
    1883


    August 25

    Vietnam signs Treaty of Hue with France, creating French protectorates in Annam and Tonkin, effectively establishing French control of Vietnam.

  


  
    1885


    A general uprising by the Vietnamese against French rule fails. In Tonkin, the French begin a 12-year “pacification” program.

  


  
    1887


    The French form the Indochinese Union, which consists of Tonkin, Annam, Cochin China, and Cambodia. These colonies are to be administered by a governor-general under the Ministry of Colonies in Paris.

  


  
    1893


    Emperor Ham Nghi and Phan Dinh Phung organize a royalist movement and stage an unsuccessful uprising at Ha Tinh. France imposes protectorate on Laos, which becomes part of the Indochinese Union.

  


  
    1904


    Phan Boi Chau forms anticolonialist Modernization Society.

  


  
    1905


    Japanese victory over Russia convinces Vietnamese nationalists that Western power is no longer invincible.

  


  
    1907


    Eastward Movement is established by Phan Boi Chau and Cuong De, but is discovered and crushed by the French.

  


  
    1912


    Phan Boi Chau founds Vietnamese Restoration Society.

  


  
    1919


    During the Versailles Peace Conference, a number of Vietnamese residing in Paris draw up an eight-point petition requesting independence for Vietnam. One of them, Nguyen Ai Quoc (“Nguyen the Patriot,” later known as Ho Chi Minh), unsuccessfully tries to meet with President Woodrow Wilson to plead the Vietnamese case. The Vietnamese petition for independence is never given serious consideration by the conferees at Versailles.

  


  
    1920


    Nguyen Ai Quoc (Ho Chi Minh) participates in the founding of the French Communist Party.

  


  
    1923


    Nguyen Ai Quoc goes to Moscow to be trained as an agent of the Communist International.

  


  
    1925


    Twelve-year-old emperor Bao Dai ascends the throne. In Canton, China, Nguyen Ai Quoc founds the Revolutionary Youth League of Vietnam, the first truly Marxist organization in Indochina. At the same time, the Vietnam Quoc Dan Dang (VNQDD), or Vietnam Nationalist Party, is founded in opposition to the Revolutionary Youth League.

  


  
    1930


    An uprising in Yen Bay, northwest of Hanoi, is put down by French authorities and the Vietnam Nationalist Party (VNQDD) is all but destroyed. In Kowloon, Nguyen Ai Quoc forms the Communist Party of Vietnam; in Hong Kong, the Indochinese Communist Party is formed, also under the leadership of Nguyen Ai Quoc.

  


  
    1932


    French authorities prevent young emperor Bao Dai, just returned from studying in France, from carrying out his plan to shape a political role for the royal court. Nationalist groups of various political persuasions continue to organize and resist French rule from within and outside the country.

  


  
    1940


    September 22

    Japan occupies French Indochina. Heavy fighting results at Lang Son and Dong Dang, but Japanese reach agreement with Vichy government officials whereby French resistance ceases and the French colonial administration is left intact to “rule.” Ultimately, the Japanese occupy and control Vietnam for the course of the war.

  


  
    1941


    May 10

    Indochinese Communist Party creates Viet Minh or Vietnam Independence League (Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh) as a united front of organizations opposed to Japanese and French rule. Under the direction of Vo Nguyen Giap, the Viet Minh organize guerrilla and intelligence networks to operate against the Japanese and the French.

  


  
    1942–1943


    Nguyen Ai Quoc goes to China in 1942 to solicit aid from Chiang Kai-shek in the fight against the Japanese, but he is arrested by the Nationalist Chinese and held prisoner for 13 months. Promising to work to further Chinese interests, which include designs on Vietnam, he returns to Vietnam in the spring of 1943. Taking the name of Ho Chi Minh (“Ho, the Enlightened One”), he and the Viet Minh assist the OSS (U.S. Office of Strategic Services) in rescuing downed American and other Allied pilots, sabotaging Japanese efforts and generally keeping them off balance in Vietnam.

  


  
    1944


    December 22

    With Ho Chi Minh’s support, Vo Nguyen Giap sets up an armed propaganda brigade of 34 Vietnamese and begins to attack French outposts in northern Vietnam.

  


  
    1945


    March 9

    Japanese occupation troops remove French officials in Indochina and recognize an “independent” Vietnam with Emperor Bao Dai as nominal ruler under Japanese protection.

  


  August 13–14

  Japan formally accepts unconditional surrender. Japanese forces in Indochina remain in control for the interim.


  August 15

  Charles de Gaulle appoints Admiral Georges Thierry d’Argenlieu as high commissioner for Indochina, with instructions to restore French sovereignty over France’s colonies in Southeast Asia.


  August 16–29

  In Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh and his People’s Congress create a National Liberation Committee of Vietnam to form a provisional government. On the 18th, the Japanese transfer power in Indochina to the Viet Minh. On the 23rd, Bao Dai, thinking that the Viet Minh are still working with the OSS and can guarantee independence for Vietnam, abdicates his throne and becomes First Citizen Vinh Thuy. On the 29th, Ho and the Liberation Committee establish a provisional government and include Bao Dai as “supreme advisor.” This becomes known as the August Revolution. Meanwhile, Ho writes at least eight letters to President Harry S. Truman and the U.S. State Department asking for recognition of the new government and American aid in gaining Vietnam’s independence from France. The U.S. government is not excited about supporting French colonialism, but also does not want to turn Vietnam over to Communist control; there is no evidence that Ho’s letters were ever answered.


  September 2

  Ho Chi Minh, with American OSS officers at his side, declares the independence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) with its capital in Hanoi.


  September 12

  British troops arrive in Saigon to accept surrender of the Japanese. In accordance with the Potsdam Agreements, 5,000 troops of the 20th Indian Division, commanded by General Douglas Gracey, arrive in southern Indochina. Gracey, who detests the Viet Minh, begins to turn over control to French authorities.


  September 14

  Nationalist Chinese troops enter North Vietnam to disarm Japanese troops north of the 16th parallel.


  September 16

  The new government under Ho Chi Minh organizes Tuan Le Vang (Gold Week), appealing to the people to turn in gold and other valuables so that the government might purchase arms from the Chinese. Much of the money goes to bribe Chinese commander Lu Han to secure his support and end aid to the nationalist parties.


  September 21–24

  The Viet Minh under Ho try to enforce their control, but are opposed by various Vietnamese nationalist groups, French colonials trying to regain power, and representatives of the French colonial government determined to reassert sovereignty. Thousands of Nationalist Chinese troops move into the north, while General Gracey attempts to assert control in the south. He declares martial law and subsequently rearms some 1,400 French soldiers imprisoned by the Japanese. He will even use Japanese troops to assist his British, Indian and Gurkha troops to help maintain order. On September 22, the French troops, mostly battle-hardened foreign legionnaires, remove the Viet Minh’s executive committee from Saigon city hall and go on a rampage, attacking Viet Minh and killing innocent civilians. The Viet Minh respond by organizing a general strike in Saigon on the 24th, shutting down all commerce along with electricity and water supplies. In a suburb of Saigon, members of Binh Xuyen, a Vietnamese criminal organization, massacre 10 French and Eurasion civilians. The resulting bloody clash between the Viet Minh and French troops is considered by many Vietnamese to be the beginning of the First Indochina War. The 24th also marks the arrival in Saigon of General Jacques-Philippe Leclerc, the newly appointed French military commander in Vietnam, who declares, “We have come to reclaim our inheritance.”


  September 26

  Lieutenant Colonel Peter Dewey (USA), head of the OSS mission in Vietnam, is shot by Viet Minh troops (who evidently mistake him for a Frenchman) on the road to the airport in Saigon. Dewey becomes the first American to die in Vietnam. Before his death, Dewey files a report on the deepening crisis in Vietnam, stating his opinion that the United States “ought to clear out of Southeast Asia.”


  October 25

  With 35,000 newly arrived French troops, General Leclerc begins the reconquest of Indochina for France, predicting that it will take about a month for “mopping-up operations.” The Viet Minh immediately begin a guerrilla campaign to harass the French troops.


  November

  The Viet Minh ostensibly dissolve the Indochinese Communist Party, hopefully to win support from the Chinese Nationalists for their resistance against the French. However, in February the Chinese will sign a treaty with the French, agreeing to withdraw Chinese troops from Vietnam and allow the French to return in exchange for French concessions in Shanghai and other Chinese ports. This agreement effectively negates any possibility of Chinese support for the Vietnamese.


  
    1946


    January

    Viet Minh elect a national assembly, which includes VNQDD and and other nationalist members, and form a coalition government headed by Ho Chi Minh.

  


  March 6

  Ho signs an agreement with the French that allows French forces back into northern Vietnam to replace Nationalist Chinese forces, in exchange for French recognition of his Democratic Republic of Vietnam as a “free” Vietnam within the French Union. However, the status of the new state is not clearly defined and specifics are deferred to future negotiations.


  May

  Ho Chi Minh travels to France for negotiations.


  June 1

  A conference begins at Fontainebleau with Ho Chi Minh and a delegation of Vietnamese in attendance. They are hoping to clarify the status of the “new state” and negotiate full independence and unity for Vietnam. However, progress is stymied when High Commissioner Georges Thierry d’Argenlieu declares the Republic of Cochin China a separate autonomous state, violating the March agreement.


  August 27

  French president Charles de Gaulle declares, “France is a great power. Without the overseas territories, she would be in danger of no longer being one.” French policy is now clear.


  September

  Ho Chi Minh signs a modus vivendi with French authorities, which he later describes as “better than nothing.” The agreement covers a cessation of hostilities and facilitates French resumption of economic and cultural activities in return for a more liberal regime.


  November 20–28

  Armed clashes between Vietnamese and French forces break out at Lang Son and Haiphong. Wanting to teach the Vietnamese a “lesson,” the French commander in Haiphong gives the Vietnamese an ultimatum, telling them they have two hours in which to withdraw from the French section of the city, the Chinese quarter, and the port. When the Vietnamese do not comply, the French launch an air, sea, and land bombardment, with the preponderance of the fire coming from the French navy cruiser Suffren. An undetermined number of Vietnamese are killed (estimates range from 200 to 6,000). Fighting in Haiphong will be over by November 28, but Vietnamese-French relations are at an all time low.


  December 19

  The French demand the disarming of the Vietnamese militia, which has been steadily sniping at French troops. In Hanoi, the Viet Minh launches its first large-scale attack against the French, beginning what comes to be known as the Indochina War, which will last for eight years.


  December 20

  The Voice of Vietnam radio proclaims Ho’s call for a “National Resistance War.”


  
    1947


    January

    The French begin punitive raids on villages supporting the Viet Minh.

  


  February 4

  French public opinion poll reveals that 36 percent of French people favor use of force in Vietnam, while 42 percent favor negotiations and 8 percent believe that France should leave Indochina altogether.


  April

  Having lost almost all towns in Tonkin and northern Annam, the Viet Minh forces under General Vo Nguyen Giap withdraw into the Viet Bac, the mountainous region north of Hanoi, to organize and train for the coming conflict. Giap adopts a policy of avoiding all-out confrontation and prepares to fight a protracted war.


  August 15

  High Commissioner Emile Bollaert devises a plan to offer independence for Vietnam within the French Union, accompanied by a unilateral cease-fire and an offer to negotiate with all Vietnamese parties and groups. The plan is never implemented, because the French do not go far enough in granting real independence to Vietnam.


  October

  General Etienne Valluy, leading the largest French military operation to date, fails to wipe out the Viet Minh in one stroke. The Viet Minh bide their time and conduct guerrilla warfare designed to wear down French forces until they are able to meet the French in large-scale open warfare.


  October 7–December 22

  French forces launch Operation Lea, a series of attacks on Viet Minh positions near the Chinese border. Directed by General Raoul Salan, the operation involves 12,000 men during a three-week period over some 80,000 square miles of nearly impenetrable terrain northeast of the Viet Bac region. The operation results in more than 9,000 Viet Minh casualties, but most of the 40,000 guerrillas slip away through gaps in the French lines.


  
    1948


    April

    The French induce Emperor Bao Dai to return to Vietnam.

  


  June 5

  High Commissioner Bollaert and General Nguyen Van Xuan sign the Baie d’Along Agreement, which names Bao Dai chief of state and recognizes the independence of Vietnam within the French Union. Vietnamese from all sides condemn the Bao Dai government as a French puppet.


  
    1949


    March 8

    The Elysée Agreement outlining general principles affecting French-Vietnamese relations is signed by French president Vincent Auriol and Bao Dai. France recognizes an “independent” state of Vietnam with Bao Dai as its leader and promises to help build a national anti-Communist army.

  


  July

  The French establish the Vietnamese National Army.


  October

  Mao Zedong’s Communist forces defeat Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist army, ending the decades-long Chinese Civil War.


  
    1950


    January 14

    The newly established People’s Republic of China formally recognizes the Democratic Republic of Vietnam led by Ho Chi Minh and agrees to furnish military assistance to the Viet Minh. Shortly thereafter, China begins sending military advisers and modern weapons and equipment to the Viet Minh. With supplies coming in, General Giap declares that the guerrilla phase is now over and that the counter-offensive can begin. He will subsequently transform the guerrillas into a conventional army that will include five light divisions and one heavy division.

  


  January 30

  The Soviet Union extends diplomatic recognition to the Democratic Republic of Vietnam.


  February 7

  The United States and Great Britain extend de jure recognition of the state of Vietnam and the Bao Dai regime. Later in the month, France will request U.S. military aid.


  February 27

  The National Security Council signs NSC 64, a memorandum recommending “that all practicable measures be taken” to block further Communist expansion in Southeast Asia.


  May 8

  United States announces that an agreement has been reached with France for the United States to provide military and economic assistance to aid the pro-French regimes of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.


  May 25–27

  French and Viet Minh forces fight a pitched battle at Dong Khe. The French defenders are overwhelmed by Viet Minh artillery and human wave attacks, but the Viet Minh are forced to withdraw when the French surprise them by dropping a battalion of paratroopers on the town.


  June 25

  Korean War begins when North Korean People’s Army attacks south across the thirty-eighth parallel.


  June 27

  President Truman announces that he is increasing the military aid program for Vietnam that he initiated earlier in the year. This includes a military mission and military advisers. Aid is to be funneled through the French.


  July 26

  United States commits $15 million in military aid to the French for the war effort in Indochina. American military advisers will accompany the flow of U.S. tanks, planes, artillery, and other equipment and supplies to Vietnam. Over the next four years, the United States will spend $3 billion on the French war and by 1954 will provide 80 percent of all war supplies used by the French.


  August 3

  A U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Group Indochina (MAAG-I) is formed in Saigon. The mission of the 35-man group is to screen French requests for American military aid, assist in the training of South Vietnamese troops, and advise on strategy.


  September 16

  As part of General Giap’s first major counteroffensive against the French, the Viet Minh launch second attack on Dong Khe. The Viet Minh overrun the position, cutting French communications with Cao Bang and French garrisons to the northwest.


  October 7–17

  French garrison at Cao Bang is wiped out by Viet Minh and the French garrison at Lang Son is evacuated, leaving northern Tonkin from the sea to the Red River in Viet Minh hands. In the battles in September and October, the French sustain 6,000 casualties and lose large stores of military equipment to the Viet Minh.


  December

  General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny, one of France’s most illustrious generals, is appointed commander in Vietnam and also named high commissioner, giving him civilian as well as military authority. Upon his arrival in Vietnam, he will invigorate the morale of the French forces and adopt a more offensive approach to defeating the Viet Minh.


  December 22

  Napalm is used for the first time in Vietnam, against Viet Minh forces at Tien Yen.


  December 23

  United States signs a Mutual Defense Assistance Agreement with France and the French Associated States of Indochina (Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos).


  
    1951


    January 13–15

    A Viet Minh force of 20,000 soldiers begins a series of attacks on fortified French positions in the Red River Delta. French troops strike back with devastating results. In the first attack at Vinh Yen near Hanoi, French air support plays a major role. The Viet Minh forces withdraw, suffering heavy losses.

  


  February

  The Lao Dong Party (Worker’s Party of Vietnam) is created in Hanoi as the successor to the Indochinese Communist Party.


  March 23–28

  Viet Minh forces attack French outpost at Mao Khe near Haiphong, but are forced to withdraw with heavy casualties after being pounded by French naval gunfire and airstrikes.


  May 29–June 18

  As part of ongoing counteroffensive, Viet Minh forces attack French positions in the Day River area southeast of Hanoi, but French reinforcements combined with air strikes and gunboat support result in resounding defeat for the Viet Minh. Giap’s leadership is questioned by the Viet Minh leadership, but he retains his post as head of the army. He will subsequently begin a general withdrawal of his forces from the Red River Delta. Among the French casualties in this round of fighting is Bernard de Lattre, the only son of the French commander and high commissioner.


  September

  General de Lattre travels to Washington seeking more aid from the United States.


  September 7

  The United States signs an agreement with Saigon for direct aid to South Vietnam. American presence in Saigon is increased as civilian government employees join the U.S. military personnel already there.


  October

  General Giap orders his 312th Division against the French position at Nghia Lo. The French reinforce the threatened position with paratroopers and Giap’s forces withdraw.


  November

  De Lattre initiates a “meat grinder” battle at Hoa Binh, a city on the Black River 80 kilometers southwest of Hanoi. He wants to lure Giap into a major battle of attrition designed to inflict the maximum punishment on the Viet Minh. However, de Lattre overextends his forces by setting up too many outposts. During the battle, which lasts until February 1952, Giap takes advantage and inflicts heavy casualties on the French, but his forces are hit hard as well. He withdraws, allowing the French to retake their positions.


  November 20

  Stricken by cancer, De Lattre is replaced by Raoul Salan. De Lattre returns home and dies in Paris two months later, just after being promoted to the rank of marshal.


  December 9

  Giap’s forces attack French outpost at Tu Vu on the Black River. Giap now avoids conventional warfare and instead wages hit and run attacks followed by a retreat into the dense jungles. The objective of this campaign is to cut French supply lines.


  December 31

  French casualties in Vietnam surpass 90,000.


  
    1952


    January

    General Salan orders the withdrawal of French forces from posts along the Black River between Hoa Binh and Viet Tri and finally Viet Binh.

  


  February

  French forces withdraw from Hoa Binh. General Giap’s forces continually ambush French forces during the retreat and destroy many elements of the French rear guard. Casualties for each side surpass 5,000 during the Black River fighting.


  Summer

  During this period both sides focus on preparing for future operations. The Viet Minh bring their divisions up to full strength and concentrate on training with new weapons supplied by China. The French prepare for an all-out offensive and receive more American supplies, small arms, tanks, and aircraft.


  July

  President Truman promotes the American Legation in Saigon to Embassy status.


  October

  In preparation for a new offensive, General Giap orders his troops into the delta area between the Black and Red Rivers.


  October 17

  General Giap’s forces attack Nghia Lo and overrun the French position, followed by nearby outposts. The Viet Minh then advance westward.


  October 29–November 30

  General Salan launches Operation Lorraine, which involves 30,000 troops in the largest French military operation of the war. Salan hopes that by striking Giap’s base areas around Nghia Lo in the Viet Bac region, he can compel the Communists to abandon the effort to conquer the Thai Highlands, but the operation will be largely unsuccessful because Giap ignores the French maneuvers and keeps his forces in position along the Black River.


  November 4

  Dwight D. Eisenhower is elected president. During his administration, the Indochina War will cease to be regarded as a colonial war, and the fighting in Vietnam will become a war between communism and the “free world.” The new president will greatly increase U.S. military aid to the French in Vietnam. However, for many of Eisenhower’s closest advisers, in particular Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and Vice President Richard Nixon, the possibility of direct Chinese intervention in Vietnam becomes a matter of urgent preoccupation.


  
    1953


    March 3

    Soviet leader Joseph Stalin dies and is succeeded by Georgi Malenkov and Nikita Khrushchev.

  


  April

  U.S. vice president Richard Nixon visits Vietnam and tells the French, “It is impossible to lay down arms until victory is won.”


  April 14

  Communist forces mass to invade Laos. After initially deploying his divisions, General Giap, realizing that he cannot sustain his primitive supply lines, withdraws his forces. However, the Viet Minh now have freedom of movement through a large part of northern Laos and can dominate the territory west of the Black River while other forces keep the French tied down.


  May 20

  General Henri Navarre assumes command of French Union forces in Vietnam; using a phrase that will haunt Americans in later years, he proclaims, “Now we can see, [success in Vietnam] clearly, like light at the end of a tunnel.” He focuses his attention on the grave deterioration of the French military position, particularly in the North, devising a plan for a major buildup of French forces preparatory to a massive attack against the Viet Minh.


  July 27

  With the signing of the Korean armistice at Panmunjom, Chinese aid to Vietnam, such as trucks, artillery and antiaircraft guns, increases.


  September 30

  Eisenhower approves $385,000,000 over the $400,000,000 already budgeted for military aid for Vietnam. By April 1954 aid to Indochina will reach $1,133,000,000 out of a total U.S. foreign aid budget of $3,497,000,000.


  November

  The French begin Operation Castor, which includes the occupation of a series of entrenched outposts protecting a small base to be established in the isolated jungle valley at Dien Bien Phu in northwest Vietnam. General Navarre will place 15,000 French troops there 200 miles behind enemy lines as part of an effort to defend Laos and hopefully lure the Viet Minh into a pitched battle where the French can achieve a decisive victory. During the opening days of this operation, 800 French paratroopers parachute into Dien Bien Phu and begin preparations for a fortified camp, building two airstrips to link the base with Hanoi.


  November 20

  General Giap’s forces take the last French stronghold in northwest Tonkin, and soon the entire Chinese border is open. He immediately begins massing his troops and artillery in the Dien Bien Phu area, sensing the potential for a decisive blow against the French. Giap’s troops manually drag 200 heavy howitzers up rugged mountainsides to target the French positions in the Dien Bien Phu valley.


  
    1954


    January

    The French begin Operation Alante, which is designed to clear the coastal areas of Viet Minh, but the operation will end in March without achieving its objective.

  


  January 25–February 18

  Foreign ministers of the Big Four—the United States, Britain, France, and the Soviet Union—meet in Britain. In February they agree to hold a conference on Korea and Indochina in Geneva in April.


  March

  The Dien Bien Phu garrison now includes a dozen battalions, two groups of 75 mm guns, 28 105 mm howitzers, four 155 mm howitzers, mortars, and 10 light tanks. Six Grumman fighters armed with napalm are on alert on the airfield. Three main bastions form the defense of the larger airstrip, while the main stronghold includes the village itself. Four smaller outposts form the outer defenses.


  March 13

  A force of 40,000 to 50,000 Viet Minh armed with heavy artillery attacks the French garrison at Dien Bien Phu. Using artillery they have hauled up the sides of the surrounding mountains, the Viet Minh pound the French positions and shut down the airstrips; after five days it is clear that the French are in serious trouble, for they are forced to rely on parachute drops for resupply. Giap’s troops begin construction of a maze of tunnels and trenches, slowly inching their way toward the main French positions.


  March 20

  The French urgently appeal to Washington for help. John Foster Dulles, a firm believer in General Navarre’s plan, is shocked. Admiral Arthur Radford and the Joint Chiefs of Staff consider possible military options: sending American combat troops to the rescue; a massive but conventional air strike by B-29 bombers, the mining of Haiphong Harbor; and even the employment of several tactical nuclear bombs.


  March 25

  The National Security Council tentatively approves the Radford plan, which calls for massive B-29 airstrikes from the Philippines and carrier strikes from the Gulf of Tonkin involving up to 350 aircraft. President Eisenhower wants to consult with the British before making a decision to launch the airstrikes.


  April 7

  At a news conference discussing the importance of defending Dien Bien Phu, President Eisenhower espouses what will become known as the “domino theory,” saying, “You have a row of dominoes set up, and you knock over the first one and what will happen to the last one is the certainty that it will go over quickly. So you have the beginning of a disintegration that will have the most profound circumstances.”


  April 16

  Vice President Richard Nixon tells a convention of newspaper editors that the United States may be “putting our own boys in [Indochina] … regardless of allied support.”


  April 24

  Admiral Radford and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles meet Anthony Eden in Paris to convey a message from the president that he is prepared to ask Congress for a joint resolution approving American air strikes in support of the French at Dien Bien Phu. Eden is opposed, but promises to convey the message to the British government.


  April 25

  Prime Minister Winston Churchill rejects the U.S. proposal because he thinks the situation is too far gone and that the air strikes “might well bring the world to the verge of a major war.”


  April 26

  The Far Eastern Conference opens in Geneva while the Viet Minh continue to lay siege to the French garrison at Dien Bien Phu. Delegations from the United States, Britain, China, Soviet Union, France, Vietnam (Viet Minh and representatives of Bao Dai), Cambodia, and Laos begin negotiations to end the war in Vietnam as part of a larger settlement of Indochina problems. The Viet Minh, now certain of victory at Dien Bien Phu, are in no mood to compromise. The U.S. delegation, under orders from Dulles not to negotiate with or recognize the Chinese delegation, does not participate in the discussions and acts only as observers.


  April 29

  At a press conference, President Eisenhower denies that there is a U.S. plan for massive air strikes in support of the French at Dien Bien Phu. Unwilling to go it alone without Great Britain’s support, President Eisenhower rejects the French request for U.S. military intervention and dismisses the conventional air raid option.


  May 7

  At 5:30 p.m., the remnants of the French garrison at Dien Bien Phu surrender to the Viet Minh after suffering 1,600 killed, 4,800 wounded, and 1,600 missing. The Viet Minh immediately send their 8,000 prisoners on a 500-mile march to prison camps. During the battle, two U.S. civilian fliers, James “Earthquake McGoon” McGovern, Jr., and Wallace Buford, are shot down and killed.


  May 8

  The Geneva peace talks continue. The French are publicly opposed to any solution that involves a partition of Vietnam, but behind the scenes they are considering this as a compromise. The Chinese indicate a willingness to support partition, for they have no desire to continue a war that might spill over into China and, additionally, do not want the Vietnamese to become too strong. Negotiations will drag on for six weeks as the French reject the demands made by the Viet Minh’s chief delegate, Pham Van Dong.


  June 1

  Colonel Edward G. Lansdale (USAF) arrives in Vietnam to assume the duties of chief of the Saigon Military Mission. Lansdale, actually a member of the CIA, has been sent to Vietnam to run covert, political-psychological operations aimed at disrupting the government of North Vietnam.


  June 16

  At Geneva, China’s Chou En-lai suggests that the Viet Minh withdraw their troops from Laos and Cambodia. He is supported by Vyacheslav Molotov of the Soviet Union. China and the Soviets bring pressure to bear on the Viet Minh not to disrupt the conference. The Viet Minh delegation will later complain that their Communist brethren sold them out, but they cannot afford to offend the Chinese because they cannot be certain of expelling the French without Chinese support.


  June 17

  France’s newly elected prime minister, Pierre Mendès-France, declares that he will resign as head of the French government if he is unable to obtain a cease-fire in Indochina by July 20.


  June 18

  At his chateau in Cannes, France, Bao Dai appoints Ngo Dinh Diem prime minister of the state of Vietnam.


  June 26

  Ngo Dinh Diem, newly chosen premier of South Vietnam, flies into Saigon, where only a few of his Catholic supporters meet him.


  July 7

  Diem, having completed the organization of his cabinet, formally assumes office as premier.


  July 20–21

  At Geneva, French and Viet Minh representatives sign an agreement providing for an armistice in the French-Viet Minh War. Another document, entitled the “Final Declaration of the Geneva Conference,” calls for temporarily partitioning Vietnam at the 17th parallel, creating North and South Vietnam, and recognizes the independence and neutrality of Laos and Cambodia. The agreement provides for a national election to be held in two years to address the issue of reunification. The agreement also calls for a period of 300 days in which all persons may pass freely from one zone to the other and for the establishment of an International Control Commission made up of representatives from India, Canada, and Poland to oversee the implementation of these agreements.


  August

  Hundreds of thousands of refugees, mostly Catholics, begin moving from North Vietnam to South Vietnam under terms of the Geneva Accords. Colonel Edward Lansdale and his CIA team play a key role in encouraging Catholics and others opposed to the Viet Minh to leave the north. The United States and France provide aircraft and ships to move the refugees south. Once resettled in the south, the Catholics will provide a firm base of support for Ngo Dinh Diem, himself a Catholic.


  August 8–12

  In Washington, the National Security Council concludes that the Geneva settlement was a “disaster” that “completed a major forward stride of Communism which may lead to the loss of Southeast Asia.”


  August 11

  U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Group in Saigon reaches 342 men.


  August 20

  President Eisenhower approves a National Security Council paper titled “Review of U.S. Policy in the Far East,” which supports Secretary of State Dulles’s view that the United States should support Diem, while encouraging Diem to broaden his government and establish more democratic institutions.


  September 8

  An agreement is signed at Manila establishing a military alliance that becomes the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), aimed at checking Communist expansion. Signatories are France, United States, Great Britain, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, Pakistan, and Thailand, who pledge themselves to “act to meet the common danger” in the event of aggression against any signatory state. A separate protocol to SEATO designates Laos, Cambodia, and “the free territory under the jurisdiction of the State of Vietnam [South Vietnam]” as areas subject to the provisions of the treaty. This agreement provides a justification for U.S. support of anti-Communist regimes in Southeast Asia.


  September 11

  Prime Minister Diem suspends the chief of staff, General Nguyen Van Hinh, and orders him to leave for France. This is an attempt to consolidate Diem’s control of the military following the earlier arrest of two other officers charged with plotting against the government. Hinh refuses to relinquish his command or obey Diem’s order to leave the country.


  September 19

  Diem accuses General Hinh of rebellion after Hinh released a statement demanding that the country be given a “strong and popular” new government. A few days later Hinh stations tanks around the presidential palace, which is guarded by police controlled by Diem’s enemies, the Binh Xuyen. Diem stalls for time until loyal militia units can be brought up from Annam. Hoa Hao and Cao Dai sect leaders, who have formed a united front with the Binh Xuyen in opposing Diem, send the Binh Xuyen’s Le Van Vien to Paris to seek permission from Emperor Bao Dai, nominally head of state, for a coup against Diem.


  September 20

  Nine of Diem’s 15 cabinet members resign, apparently convinced that his government will be overthrown. In response, Diem turns to his family and friends, whom he will install as members of his cabinet.


  September 24

  Forty-eight hours before the projected joint action of the sects against Diem, he announces the formation of a coalition government including four Hoa Hao and two Cao Dai leaders, effectively ending the first great test of his regime. General Hinh left Vietnam for France on November 20.


  October

  The Vietnamese Marine Corps (VNMC) is formally organized with U.S. marine colonel Victor J. Croizat as its senior American adviser. At two-battalion strength by the end of the year, the VNMC will become a well-disciplined unit that will form the nucleus of a force that will eventually expand and become part of South Vietnam’s strategic reserve forces.


  October 5

  The last French troops depart Hanoi.


  October 11

  Following the French departure from Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh return after eight years in the jungle and formally take over Hanoi and North Vietnam. The long war with the French has devastated the North, which is plagued by severe economic problems. In addition, on Diem’s instructions, departing anti-Communist Vietnamese heading south dismantle public facilities and loot factories, crippling some essential services in Hanoi.


  October 24

  President Eisenhower advises Ngo Dinh Diem that the United States will provide support and assistance directly to South Vietnam, instead of channeling it through French authorities, but only if democratic reforms continue uninterrupted.


  November 3

  President Eisenhower sends General Lawton J. Collins, the U.S. representative on the military committee of NATO, to Vietnam to convey assurances of direct U.S. aid and “coordinate the operation of all U.S. agencies in that country.”


  November 17

  General Collins arrives in Saigon. Affirming $100 million in U.S. aid, he announces that the aid is for “Diem and his Government only.” Collins warns that the South Vietnamese army will receive U.S. military aid only if it supports Diem; he announces that U.S. military personnel will be assigned to help train that army.


  November 20

  Premier Mendès-France visits Washington. On his return to Paris, he discloses the agreements made during his visit: (1) France will relinquish control of the economy, commerce and finances of Vietnam; (2) command of the National Army will be transferred to the Vietnamese government; (3) responsibility for training the Vietnamese army will be transferred to the United States; (4) U.S. aid will go directly to Saigon; and (5) the French Expeditionary Corps will withdraw from Vietnam.


  December

  The People’s Republic of China and Hanoi conclude an aid agreement, by which the PRC agrees to provide technical assistance and equipment for improving North Vietnam’s roads, railroads, postal and telegraph systems, and waterworks. Under this agreement, Chinese technicians will supervise the repair of the Hanoi-Lang Son railroad.


  
    1955


    January 1

    In Hanoi, at a five-and-one-half-hour parade attended by over 200,000, Ho Chi Minh makes his first public appearance in over eight years.


    In Saigon, Lieutenant General John W. O’Daniel assumes duties as chief of the U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Group–Indochina; the focus of his efforts will be to assist the South Vietnamese government in organizing and training the South Vietnamese army.


    In Washington, the U.S. government pledges additional military aid for South Vietnam, citing the aid agreement of December 23, 1950, signed by the United States, France, and the Associated States of Indochina.

  


  February 1

  The Franco-American Training Relations and Instruction Mission (TRIM) is established to conduct the training of South Vietnamese forces by U.S. and French military advisory personnel.


  February 3

  President Diem introduces the first of a series of agrarian reform measures urged by his U.S. advisers with a decree governing levels of rent for farm land. Instead of redistributing land to the poor, Diem’s land reform program ends up by taking back what the peasants were given by the Viet Minh and returning it to the landlords, forcing peasants to pay for the land they considered theirs on terms they cannot meet. By 1960, 75 percent of the land will be owned by 15 percent of the people. The Communists will capitalize on unresolved peasant unrest throughout Diem’s regime.


  February 12

  U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Group takes over sole responsibility from the French for training and organizing the South Vietnamese army.


  March 7

  The United States and Vietnam sign a new agreement supplementing the earlier economic cooperation agreements of September 1951.


  March 28

  Diem launches a campaign against the Binh Xuyen, a private armed group of 40,000 that controls the Saigon-Cholon police and the national security police. Diem sends troops to take over the Saigon police headquarters. The Binh Xuyen withdraw but fighting breaks out. The Hoa Hao sect forces under Generals Ba Cut and Tran Van Soai join the Binh Xuyen in a blockade of Saigon.


  April 26

  Fighting renews in Saigon when Diem dismisses Lai Van Sang, director-general of the national security police, and orders the Binh Xuyen to cease operations in Saigon; the Binh Xuyen refuse and Saigon turns into a battlefield. As the situation worsens, Bao Dai summons Diem to Cannes, but Diem refuses.


  April 27

  Based on recommendations from General Collins, Secretary of State Dulles agrees to withdraw support from Diem, who has refused to institute any meaningful reform programs and is beset by the Binh Xuyen. Dulles cables the embassy in Saigon to find a replacement. However, Colonel Edward Lansdale of the CIA, a staunch supporter of Diem, presses the embassy to support Diem.


  April 28

  Encouraged by Colonel Lansdale to persevere, Diem orders a counterattack against the Binh Xuyen, which succeeds in expelling them from their Saigon strongholds. The U.S. embassy is instructed to destroy the earlier communication from Washington.


  May 7–13

  Three-power talks on the South Vietnamese question are held in Paris between French premier Edgar Faure, Foreign Minister Pinay, British foreign secretary Harold Macmillan, and U.S. secretary of state John Foster Dulles. After the meeting, Faure announces that neither France nor the United States intend to interfere in South Vietnam’s internal affairs, but both countries will support Diem’s government and urge that it become more representative. The next day Diem declares that as a sovereign country South Vietnam will not be bound by decisions taken at conferences in which it was not a participant.


  May 10

  South Vietnam formally requests U.S. instructors for its armed forces.


  May 16

  The United States agrees to furnish direct military aid to Cambodia.


  May 20

  The French command withdraws its troops from the Saigon-Cholon area, thereby depriving remaining Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sect forces of French support.


  June 5

  Diem initiates a new offensive against the remaining Hoa Hao forces; within two weeks, sect forces will have been routed and most sect leaders flee into Cambodia. Hoa Hao resistance is reduced to sporadic guerrilla operations.


  June 6

  North Vietnamese foreign minister Pham Van Dong announces that his government is prepared to open consultations with South Vietnam in preparation for holding the nationwide elections in 1956 as called for in the Geneva Accords.


  July 6

  Diem declares in a broadcast that since the state of Vietnam did not sign the Geneva Accords, South Vietnam is not bound by them and the elections called for by the accords will not be held. Washington will support Diem in this declaration.


  July 7

  Following a trip to Beijing by Ho Chi Minh and his ministers of finance, industry, agriculture, education, and health, Chinese officials announce that the PRC will provide 800 million yuan (about $200 million) in economic aid to North Vietnam.


  July 18

  Following a visit from Ho Chi Minh and his ministers, the Soviet Union announces that it will grant Hanoi 400 million rubles ($100 million) in economic aid. This grant will finance an ambitious industrialization program in North Vietnam.


  July 20

  Diem rejects North Vietnam’s invitation to discuss nationwide elections on the grounds that the people will not be able to express their will freely.


  August 10

  Declaring that the State of Vietnam is “the only legal state” and charging that free elections are impossible in the Communist North, Diem reaffirms the announcement he made in his broadcast of July 6 in which he stated that South Vietnam was not bound by the Geneva Accords, which it did not sign.


  August 16

  The last French high commissioner in Vietnam departs.


  August 31

  Secretary of State John Foster Dulles announces that the United States supports the position of the government of Vietnam regarding its refusal to hold national elections to reunify the two Vietnam states.


  October 6

  Diem’s Ministry of the Interior announces that a referendum is scheduled for October 23 to decide whether Bao Dai or Diem will be the rightful head of state.


  October 18

  Bao Dai announces in a communiqué from his office in Paris that he has dismissed Diem from the premiership and annulled his authority and power. In a message to the Vietnamese people, which Diem’s censors suppress, Bao Dai declares, “police methods and personal dictatorship must be brought to an end, and I can no longer continue to lend my name and my authority to a man who will drag you into ruin, famine and war.”


  October 23

  The national referendum results in a 98 percent vote against Bao Dai and for Diem, who becomes chief of state. The election is by all accounts rigged, with the CIA’s Colonel Lansdale once again playing an important role. In Saigon, Diem receives one-third more votes than there are registered voters.


  October 24

  Lieutenant General Samuel T. Williams replaces General John W. O’Daniel as senior U.S. Army officer in Vietnam and as commander of MAAG-Indochina; he eliminates “Indochina” from the mission title, renaming it the U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Goup-Vietnam (MAAG-V). Under his command, the MAAG will concentrate on preparing the South Vietnamese armed forces for a conventional attack from North Vietnam.


  October 26

  Diem proclaims the Republic of Vietnam with himself as its first president. He is also prime minister, defense minister, and supreme commander of the armed forces (now officially called the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces, or RVNAF). The new regime is recognized immediately by France, the United States, Great Britain, Australia, New Zealand, Italy, Japan, Thailand, and South Korea.


  December

  All of about 150 French companies still operating in North Vietnam are nationalized.


  December 12

  The United States consulate in Hanoi is closed, effectively severing diplomatic relations with North Vietnam.


  December 13

  Hanoi officially announces that, by this date, more than 100,000 people have taken part in the People’s Agricultural Reform Tribunals, which began in 1953 but were temporarily halted until after the French were defeated. During these tribunals, “landlords” in villages near Hanoi were tried for their “transgressions”; many of those charged as landlords own only two to four acres. Thousands are executed or sent to forced labor camps during this period of ideological cleansing ordered by Ho Chi Minh.


  December 19

  The Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty (SEATO), having been ratified by the Senate and President Eisenhower, officially goes into effect.


  
    1956


    January 11

    South Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh Diem issues Ordinance No. 6, allowing the internment of those “considered as dangerous to national defense and common security.” This marks the beginning of Diem’s campaign to eliminate the Viet Minh cadres who had remained in the South to prepare for the planned national elections.

  


  February 18

  While visiting Beijing, Cambodia’s Prince Norodom Sihanouk renounces SEATO protection for his nation.


  March 31

  Prince Souvanna Phouma becomes prime minister in Laos.


  April 13

  Hoa Hao guerrilla commander Ba Cut is captured by General Duong Van Minh. He is publicly executed on July 13, signifying the end of Hoa Hao resistance. With the Cao Dai already subdued, Diem has successfully neutralized two groups that had long defied his regime.


  April 28

  The last French soldiers depart and the French Military High Command disbands; the U.S. MAAG assumes full responsibility for the training of South Vietnamese forces.


  May

  The United States sends 350 additional military men designated as Temporary Equipment Recovery Team (TERM) to Saigon to help recover and redistribute equipment abandoned by the French. They will stay on as a permanent part of the MAAG.


  May 25

  Diem again reiterates his refusal to recognize the Geneva Accords, stating that “the absence of all liberties in North Vietnam makes impractical at this moment any approach to the problem of electoral and pre-electoral discussions.”


  July 7

  A new constitution, written at Diem’s direction, is officially announced on the second anniversary of Diem’s accession to power. The new constitution gives the president, with a term of office of six years, veto power over the unicameral legislative assembly, whose members are elected for four years. The president may rule by decree when the assembly is not in session. Both the president and assembly are chosen by direct vote. Freedom of speech and assembly are guaranteed, but may be suspended during the next four years if the president declares a state of emergency.


  July 20

  Deadline set by Geneva Accords for nationwide elections passes. From this point on, an initially disorganized and uncoordinated insurgency begins in the South.


  August 5

  Souvanna Phouma and the Communist Prince Souphanouvong agree to a coalition government in Laos.


  August 24

  Ho Chi Minh apologizes to the North Vietnamese people for the excesses of the land reform campaign, dismisses Truong Chinh as party secretary, and initiates a “Campaign for the Rectification of Errors.”


  November 8

  North Vietnam’s People’s Agricultural Reform Tribunals are officially abolished; between 10,000 and 15,000 persons are estimated to have been killed, with another 50,000 to 100,000 imprisoned. Most are eventually released.


  November 10–20

  Hanoi sends the 325th Division to suppress an open rebellion that has broken out over the repressive land reform campaign in Ho Chi Minh’s native Nghe An Province; about a thousand peasants are killed or wounded and several thousand are arrested and deported. The Viet Minh blame the Chinese for pushing them to institute the disastrous land reform campaign.


  December

  By the end of the year, President Diem has eliminated 90 percent of the former Viet Minh cells in the Mekong Delta, but his ruthless drive against all dissidents does little to enhance his popularity, and he loses many potential allies in the process.


  
    1957


    January 3

    The International Control Commission declares that neither North Vietnam nor South Vietnam has carried out the Geneva Accords.

  


  January 24

  The Soviet Union proposes a permanent division of Vietnam into North and South, with the two nations admitted separately to the United Nations. The United States rejects the proposal, unwilling to recognize Communist North Vietnam.


  May 8

  During Diem’s visit to the United States (May 5–19), President Eisenhower calls him the “miracle man” of Asia and reaffirms support for his regime, declaring “The cost of defending freedom, of defending America, must be paid in many forms and in many places … military as well as economic help is currently needed in Vietnam.”


  May 11

  Presidents Diem and Eisenhower issue a joint communiqué that reaffirms the United States’ continuing support of South Vietnam in its stand against communism.
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    President Ngo Dinh Diem is welcomed in ceremonies at Washington National Airport, May 1957. (National Archives)

  


  May 29

  Communist Pathet Lao forces attempt to seize power in Laos.


  June 24

  The U.S. Army’s 1st Special Forces Group is activated on Okinawa. This unit will send advisers to Vietnam to help organize and train the initial contingent of South Vietnamese Special Forces at the commando training center in Nha Trang.


  October

  Communist insurgent activity in South Vietnam begins in earnest when a decision is made in Hanoi to organize 37 armed companies in the Mekong Delta. Prior to this point, the remaining Viet Minh cadres in the South have been conducting a somewhat uncoordinated program of assassination and sabotage directed against the Diem regime. With the reorganization, the insurgency will intensify.


  October 21

  Captain Harry Cramer, Jr., dies in a munitions handling accident, becoming the first American killed in the Second Indochina War.


  October 22

  Thirteen U.S. military personnel are wounded in three terrorist bombings of MAAG and U.S. Information Service installations in Saigon. The rising tide of guerrilla activity in South Vietnam reaches an estimated 30 terrorist incidents, and at least 75 local officials are assassinated or kidnapped in the last quarter of 1957.


  December

  By the end of 1957, Diem’s government announces that at least 300,000 refugees from the North have been settled in 300 new villages in the South. Meanwhile, the fledgling insurgency continues with an ongoing program of harassment, sabotage, and assassination (over 400 minor officials by this time) meant to disrupt social, political, and economic progress in South Vietnam.


  
    1958


    January

    Communist guerrillas attack a plantation north of Saigon.

  


  March 7

  North Vietnam’s Pham Van Dong proposes in a letter to Diem that representatives of North and South Vietnam meet to discuss a reduction in the number of troops on both sides and the establishment of trade relations with a view toward eventual reunification. The letter strongly criticizes the United States for meddling in the internal affairs of Asian countries, particularly Vietnam.


  April 26

  Diem’s government responds to Pham Van Dong’s letter by flatly rejecting his offer of a meeting, characterizing it as “phoney” and a “propaganda trick.” Stating that the South Vietnamese government also desires normalization of relations aimed at reunification, the South Vietnamese statement provides a list of conditions necessary for opening North-South discussions.


  June

  The Communists form a coordinated command structure in the eastern Mekong Delta. Most of the 37 companies organized in October 1957 are located in the western Mekong Delta.


  June 25

  Cambodia charges that South Vietnamese troops have violated Cambodian territory since 1957, but the allegation is denied by South Vietnam’s foreign minister.


  December

  The CIA comes into possession of a document from the Lao Dong Party Central Committee in Hanoi. Resolution 15 states that the decision has been made to “open a new stage of the struggle” and increase the level of the armed insurgency in the South.


  
    1959


    January

    The CIA receives a copy of an order from the Central Committee in Hanoi directing the establishment of two guerrilla operation bases, one in the western Central Highlands and one in Tay Ninh Province, near the Cambodian border and not too far from Saigon.

  


  April

  The Lao Dong Party establishes the 559th Transportation Group and charges it with controlling the infiltration of insurgents into the South. This military unit will be responsible for providing men and supplies to support the armed struggle in South Vietnam; this operation marks the beginning of the effort that will result in the building of the Ho Chi Minh Trail through Laos and Cambodia. The trail will eventually expand into a 1,500-mile-long network of jungle and mountain passes extending from North Vietnam along Vietnam’s western border through Laos and parts of Cambodia, funneling a constant stream of soldiers and supplies into South Vietnam.


  April 4

  In an address at Gettysburg College in Pennsylvania, President Eisenhower makes a commitment to maintain South Vietnam as a free and independent state. He asserts the “inescapable conclusion that our own national interests demand” U.S. support of South Vietnam.


  May

  At the 15th Plenum of the Lao Dong Party Central Committee in Hanoi, North Vietnam’s leaders formally decide to take control of the growing insurgency in the South.


  In South Vietnam, the CIA begins to pick up indications of large-scale infiltration from the North, which had begun in 1955. These indications are viewed by intelligence analysts in Washington as the beginning of North Vietnamese intervention in the South.


  U.S. Commander in Chief, Pacific, authorizes U.S. military advisers down to the regimental level of South Vietnam’s armed forces.


  June–July

  Communist Pathet Lao forces attempt to gain control over northern Laos, receiving some Vietnamese Communist assistance.


  July

  The Lao Dong Party in Hanoi organizes Group 759 to oversee shipment of men and supplies from North Vietnam to the South down what will become known as the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The activities of Groups 559 and 759 are kept secret since they are in clear violation of the Geneva Accords.


  July 8

  Major Dale R. Buis and Master Sergeant Chester M. Ovnand are killed when guerrillas strike the MAAG compound in Bien Hoa, 20 miles northeast of Saigon; they are the first two Americans to die from hostile fire.


  August

  Diem passes a law authorizing severe repression of Communists and other dissidents. The insurgent campaign of assassination of local officials accelerates dramatically; between 1959 and 1961, the number killed rises from 1,200 to 4,000 per year. Diem reacts by appointing more military men to administrative posts.


  August 10

  An insurgent force of 400 raiders attacks the large Michelin rubber plantation north of Saigon, easily defeating South Vietnamese security forces and capturing more than 100 weapons and 5 million piasters (approximately $143,000).


  August 30

  General elections are held in South Vietnam and result in an overwhelming victory for the Diem government. Two opposition members, Dr. Phan Quang Dan and Nguyen Tran, are elected as independents when their party, the Democratic Bloc, is refused registration. However, they are refused seats when the assembly meets and later are found guilty and fined on trumped up charges of electoral law infractions.


  September 12

  In Hanoi, Pham Van Dong tells the French consul, “You must remember that we will be in Saigon tomorrow.” In November he will tell the Canadian commissioner, “We will drive the Americans into the sea.” These comments are passed on to the U.S. embassy in Saigon, which forwards the remarks to Washington as evidence of the intentions of North Vietnam in the worsening situation in the South.


  September 26

  The 2nd Liberation Battalion ambushes two South Vietnamese companies from the 23rd Division, killing 12 men and capturing most of their weapons.


  October 26

  New South Vietnamese constitution, heavily weighted toward control by the executive branch, goes into effect. The Republic of Vietnam is divided into 41 provinces, then subdivided into districts and villages.


  December 31

  General Phoumi Nosavan seizes control in Laos.


  There are approximately 760 U.S. military personnel now in Vietnam; the South Vietnamese armed forces now total 243,000 personnel.


  
    1960


    January 1

    In Hanoi, the First National Assembly, with Ho Chi Minh’s approval, passes the first socialist constitution.

  


  January 17

  An uprising begins in Ben Tre Province, some 100 miles from Saigon in the Mekong Delta. Villagers armed with mattocks, machetes, spears, swords, and sharpened bamboo sticks have joined slightly better armed dissidents to storm civil guard posts and overthrow village administrations. Largely in reaction to oppressive measures employed by the Diem regime in the construction and maintenance of “agrovilles,” the peasants, for the first time under the direction of former Viet Minh cadres, organize a defense and survive a counterattack. For the first time, a popular armed insurrection achieves victory on a provincial scale.


  February 5

  Saigon government requests that Washington double U.S. Military Assistance and Advisory Group strength from 342 to 685.


  April

  North Vietnam imposes universal military conscription and begins infiltration of cadres into South Vietnam.


  In South Vietnam, 18 distinguished nationalists send a petition to President Diem urging him to reform his family-run and increasingly corrupt government. Diem ignores their advice and instead closes several opposition newspapers and arrests journalists and intellectuals.


  April 17

  Despite the approval of the International Control Commission (ICC) for an increase in U.S. advisers in South Vietnam, Hanoi lodges a protest with the chairmen of the 1954 Geneva Conference (Britain and the Soviet Union) against the “formidable” increase in the U.S. advisory group, charging that the United States is attempting to turn South Vietnam into “a U.S. military base for the preparation of a new war.”


  August

  A U.S. national intelligence estimate notes that areas under Communist control in South Vietnam will continue to expand unless the South Vietnamese government can protect the peasants and win their cooperation and support.


  August 9

  In Laos, Captain Kong Le occupies Vientiane and urges restoration of a neutral state under Prince Souvanna Phouma; this is effectively the beginning of the Laotian civil war.


  September 5

  At the third congress of the Lao Dong Party in Hanoi, the leadership calls for intensified struggle in the south and formation of a “broad national united front.”


  In Saigon, Lieutenant General Lionel McGarr replaces Lt. Gen. Samuel T. Williams as commander, Military Assistance Advisory Group–Vietnam; Williams had served since October 1955.


  September 16

  In a cable to Secretary of State Christian A. Herter, the U.S. ambassador in Saigon, Elbridge Durbrow, analyzes two separate but related threats to the Diem regime: danger from demonstration or coup, predominantly “non-Communist” in origin; and the danger of a gradual Viet Cong extension of control over the countryside. He suggests methods Diem might use to mitigate both threats—including sending his brother Nhu abroad and improving relations with the peasantry—and ends by declaring, “If Diem’s position in country continues to deteriorate as a result of failure to adopt political, psychological, economic and security measures, it may become necessary for U.S. government to begin considerable alternative courses of action and leaders in order to achieve our objective.”


  November 8

  John F. Kennedy defeats Richard M. Nixon in election for president of the United States.


  November 11–12

  In an aborted coup attempt, paratroop battalions and a marine unit under the direction of Colonel Nguyen Van Thi and Lieutenant Colonel Vuong Van Dong surround Diem in the presidential palace. Colonel Thi declares that Diem has “shown himself incapable of saving the country from Communism and protecting national unity.” Diem stalls until loyal troops arrive and the coup fails. He subsequently cracks down on all perceived “enemies of the state.” From this time on, many in the military, including Diem’s former allies, plot against him.


  December 4

  Despite American diplomatic pressure, Diem continues to resist instituting economic and political reforms. Ambassador Durbrow cables Washington, “We may well be forced, in the not too distant future, to undertake the difficult task of identifying and supporting alternative leadership.”


  December 16

  In Laos, the forces of Phoumi Nosavan capture Vientiane.


  December 20

  Hanoi announces the formation of the National Front for the Liberation of the South, more commonly known as the National Liberation Front, or NLF, at a conference held “somewhere in the South.” Designed to replicate the Viet Minh as an umbrella nationalist organization, it reaches out to all those who oppose the Diem regime. One hundred delegates representing more than a dozen political parties and religious groups, including remnants of the Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuyen, are in attendance. From the beginning, the NLF is completely dominated by the Lao Dong Party’s central committee and serves as the North’s shadow government in South Vietnam. The Saigon regime dubs the NLF and its armed forces the “Viet Cong,” a pejorative contraction of Viet Nam Cong San (Vietnamese Communists). This label, created by Diem’s publicists, is designed to brand the rebels as Communists, and will come to be applied generally to the supporters and participants of the insurgency.


  December 31

  Approximately 900 U.S. military personnel are now in Vietnam; strength of South Vietnamese armed forces remains at 243,000.


  
    1961


    January 1

    President-elect John F. Kennedy appoints Dean Rusk as secretary of state, Robert McNamara as secretary of defense, and McGeorge Bundy as National Security Advisor.

  


  January 4

  Prince Boun Oum organizes a pro-Western government in Laos; North Vietnam and the USSR send aid to the Communist Pathet Lao insurgents.


  January 6

  Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev declares that the Soviet Union will back all “wars of national liberation” around the world. This pronouncement will greatly influence the incoming Kennedy administration in support of a strategy of “counterinsurgency” in Vietnam.


  January 19

  Outgoing president Dwight D. Eisenhower warns incoming President John F. Kennedy that Laos is “the key to the entire area of Southeast Asia” and might require the direct intervention of U.S. combat troops.


  January 20

  John F. Kennedy is inaugurated as 35th president of the United States.


  January 25

  In the first news conference of his administration, President Kennedy announces support for a “neutral Laos.”


  January 28

  President Kennedy approves a Vietnam counterinsurgency plan that calls for government reform and military restructuring as the basis for expanded U.S. assistance.


  March

  Republic of Vietnam Campaign Medal with “1960 Device” is authorized by the government of the Republic of Vietnam for members of the U.S. armed forces who serve in Vietnam for a minimum of six months.


  March 23

  In a television news conference, President Kennedy warns of Communist expansion in Laos and says that a cease-fire must precede the start of negotiations to establish a neutral and independent nation there.


  An American SC-47 intelligence-gathering plane en route from Vientiane in Laos to Saigon is shot down over the Plain of Jars while checking radio frequencies used by Russian planes delivering arms to the Pathet Lao. Subsequently, at President Kennedy’s suggestion, RT-33 aircraft borrowed from the Philippine Air Force and painted with Laotian markings are used for reconnaissance over Laos.


  March 28

  A national intelligence estimate prepared for President Kennedy reports that the situation in Vietnam has deteriorated in the previous six months and predicts that “An extremely critical period for President Ngo Dinh Diem and the Republic of Vietnam lies immediately ahead.” The report claims that more than one-half of the rural region south and southwest of Saigon is under Communist control and states that the discontent that gave rise to the barely failed coup against Diem the preceding November has not been dealt with. The report concludes by questioning Diem’s ability to rally the people against the Communists.


  April

  U.S.-supported Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba fails.


  Frederick Nolting replaces Elbridge Durbrow as U.S. ambassador to South Vietnam.


  April 1

  Four hundred Viet Cong attack a village in Kien Hoa Province but are beaten back by South Vietnamese troops.


  April 3

  More than a hundred Viet Cong guerrillas are killed in an attack on Ben Cat, north of Saigon.


  April 12

  Walt W. Rostow, senior White House specialist on Southeast Asia and a principle architect of U.S. counterinsurgency doctrine, delivers a memorandum to President Kennedy recommending that there be a “gearing up [of] the whole Viet-Nam operation.” His nine proposals, almost all of which eventually become policy, include sending the vice president to Vietnam for a personal assessment, increasing the number of American Special Forces, increasing funds for Diem, and “persuading Diem to move more rapidly to broaden the base of his Government, as well as to decrease its centralization and improve its efficiency.”


  April 19

  U.S. Military Assistance Advisory Group–Laos is created and eventually directs Green Beret “White Star” mobile training teams in support of Royal Lao forces.


  April 26–29

  President Kennedy meets with the National Security Council to decide whether to send troops into Laos. During the course of the discussion, the threat to South Vietnam is addressed when Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell L. Gilpatric proposes discussions with President Diem on “possibility of a defensive security alliance.” Additionally, he recommends quick expansion of South Vietnam’s forces by 40,000 and the deployment of 2,000 U.S. trainers and Special Forces troops to prevent an invasion of South Vietnam from Laos. In addition to what would be the first major input of U.S. troops, on April 29 the Joint Chiefs of Staff cables Admiral Harry Felt to be prepared to send one brigade with air elements to northeastern Thailand and another to Danang, as a threat to intervene in Laos. Kennedy ultimately decides against these deployments, but will increase the number of U.S. advisers in South Vietnam.


  May 4

  At a press conference Secretary of State Dean Rusk reports that Viet Cong forces have grown to 12,000 men and have killed or kidnapped more than 3,000 persons in 1960. While declaring that the United States will supply South Vietnam with every possible assistance, he refuses to say whether the United States will intervene militarily. At a press conference the next day, President Kennedy says that consideration is being given to the use of U.S. forces.


  May 9

  President Kennedy dispatches Vice President Lyndon Johnson to Vietnam to make a firsthand assessment of the situation.


  May 11

  President Kennedy approves sending 400 Special Forces troops and 100 other U.S. military advisers to South Vietnam to train South Vietnamese soldiers in methods of “counter-insurgency” to fight the Viet Cong. On this day, Kennedy orders the start of clandestine operations against North Vietnam, to be conducted by South Vietnamese agents directed and trained by the CIA and U.S. Special Forces troops. These orders also call for infiltration of South Vietnamese forces into Laos to locate and disrupt Communist bases and supply lines there.


  May 12

  Vice President Lyndon Johnson meets with President Diem in Saigon, hailing him as the “Winston Churchill of Asia.” He finds Diem uninterested in the deployment of U.S. combat troops except in the event of open invasion by the North Vietnamese.


  May 16

  A 14-nation conference on Laos is convened in Geneva.


  May 23

  Upon his return from Asia, Vice President Johnson reports to President Kennedy, recommending a “strong program of action” in Vietnam. Echoing domino theorists, Johnson says that the loss of Vietnam would compel the United States to fight “on the beaches of Waikiki” and eventually on “our own shores.” Focusing on Thailand and Vietnam, he asserts that the United States must either aid these countries or “pull back our defenses to San Francisco and a ‘Fortress America’ concept.” He says that Asian leaders do not want American troops involved in Southeast Asia, but Johnson feels that open attack would bring calls for U.S. combat troops.


  June 4

  President Kennedy meets with Premier Khrushchev of the Soviet Union in Vienna to discuss the situation in Berlin. During their discussions, they agree to support a neutral and independent Laos. While satisfied with this solution for Laos, Kennedy rejects neutrality for Vietnam even though Hanoi appears prepared to agree, believing that South Vietnam is the place to make a stand against the further spread of communism.


  June 9

  President Diem requests U.S. troops for training his armed forces and asks for U.S. assistance in increasing the South Vietnamese army by 100,000 men, to 270,000, accompanied by “considerable” U.S. build-up with “selected elements of the American armed forces.” In August, Washington agrees to finance a 30,000-man increase but postpones a decision on the buildup of U.S. advisers.


  June 16

  Following a meeting between President Kennedy and South Vietnam’s Nguyen Dinh Thuan, the Vietnamese acting defense minister, an agreement is reached for direct training and combat supervision of Vietnamese troops by U.S. instructors.


  July 2

  Hanoi captures at least three members of Lansdale’s U.S.-trained First Observation Group when their U.S. C-47 aircraft is shot down (or experiences engine trouble). The First Observation Group is the clandestine warfare unit ordered by President Kennedy in May 1961. Initially, the detachment had only 340 men but eventually expands to 805. The group’s activities were at first focused on the Viet Cong but soon shifted entirely to operations against North Vietnam.


  July 16

  In what is described as Vietnam’s bloodiest battle since the 1954 armistice with the French, Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) forces kill 169 Viet Cong in fighting in the Plain of Jars marsh area 80 miles west of Saigon.


  September 1–4

  Viet Cong forces carry out a series of attacks in Kontum Province.


  September 18

  A VC battalion of over 1,500 besieges the provincial capital of Phuoc Vinh, 60 kilometers north of Saigon. During August there are 41 engagements between government troops and Viet Cong units in South Vietnam.


  September 21

  The U.S. Army’s 5th Special Forces Group is activated at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Eventually the group will deploy to South Vietnam and assume control of all Special Forces operations in-country. Based on his belief in the potential of the Special Forces in counterinsurgency, President Kennedy visits the Special Warfare Center to review the program, and authorizes the Special Forces to wear the distinctive green beret that becomes their symbol.


  September 29

  In Saigon, President Diem meets with Ambassador Frederick Nolting and Admiral Harry Felt, commander in chief of U.S. Pacific forces. Diem expresses his desire for a mutual defense treaty with the United States and an accelerated American “build-up” to include tactical air squadrons to help break up the larger VC units that have recently been massing for attacks.


  October 1

  Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) representatives meet in Bangkok to discuss guerrilla warfare in South Vietnam.


  October 2

  Addressing the Vietnamese National Assembly, President Diem declares that the VC guerrilla campaign has grown into a “real war” in which the enemy attacks “with regular units fully and completely equipped” and “seeks a strategic position in Southeast Asia in conformity with the orders of the Communist International.”


  October 5

  U.S. military intelligence estimates that 80 percent to 90 percent of the 17,000 Viet Cong guerrillas in South Vietnam have been locally recruited and do not depend on external supplies.


  October 8

  In Laos, the warring factions agree to form a neutral coalition headed by Prince Souvanna Phouma.


  October 11

  At a meeting of the National Security Council, a proposal is put before President Kennedy urging that the United States accept “as our real and ultimate objective the defeat of the Viet-cong.” In a supplemental note, the Joint Chiefs of Staff estimate, that 40,000 U.S. troops could clean up “the Vietcong threat” and another 120,000 could cope with possible North Vietnamese or Chinese Communist intervention. President Kennedy decides to send General Maxwell Taylor to Vietnam to study the situation and consider possible strategies.


  Operation Farm Gate begins when President Kennedy orders the U.S. Air Force to send a combat detachment to South Vietnam to assist the Republic of Vietnam Air Force (VNAF). In response, the Air Force forms the 4400th Combat Crew Training Squadron and dispatches 155 officers and airmen to Bien Hoa Airfield. The unit immediately begins training VNAF pilots and crews.


  October 13

  The Diem government sends an urgent request through Ambassador Frederick Nolting for U.S. combat units to be introduced into South Vietnam as “combat trainer units,” as well as for additional aircraft and a symbolic U.S. presence in the Central Highlands to prevent attacks there.


  October 18

  Diem declares a state of national emergency because of increased Viet Cong activity and the severe floods that have beset South Vietnam.


  October 18–24

  President Kennedy’s chief military adviser, General Maxwell Taylor, and Special Assistant for National Security Affairs Walt Rostow conduct a second fact-finding trip to South Vietnam. Despite the declaration of national emergency, Diem does not repeat the earlier request for American combat troops, but does ask for tactical aviation, helicopter companies, coastal patrol forces, and ground transport. He reiterates his desire for a bilateral defense treaty with the United States.


  November

  U.S. Special Forces medical specialists are deployed to Vietnam to provide assistance to the Montagnard tribes around Pleiku; from this beginning, the Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) program will evolve, whereby the CIA and Special Forces will organize and train paramilitary forces among the ethnic and religious minorities of South Vietnam to combat Communist forces in the border areas with Laos and Cambodia.


  November 1

  Writing President Kennedy from Vietnam, General Taylor reports that prompt U.S. military, economic, and political action can lead to victory without a U.S. takeover of the war. He advocates a “massive joint effort” with South Vietnam to cope with the flood and the VC. He tells Kennedy that the disastrous flooding in the Mekong Delta could provide a potential cover for the introduction of 6,000 to 8,000 U.S. combat troops that would serve to “reverse the present downward trend of events.” The issue for the president becomes somewhat clouded when Secretary of State Dean Rusk, cabling from Japan, acknowledges the great importance of Southeast Asia, but warns about the risks of making a military commitment without reciprocal political reforms by President Diem.


  November 3

  President Kennedy receives the formal Taylor-Rostow report, which recommends a change in the U.S. role from advisory only to “limited partnership” with the South Vietnamese. The report urges increased U.S. economic aid and military advisory support to include intensive training of local self-defense forces and large increases in airplanes, helicopters, and support personnel. A secret appendix recommends deployment of 8,000 American combat troops that could be used to support ARVN in military operations. The report concludes that, if all else fails, the United States “could probably save its position in Vietnam by bombing the North.”


  November 8

  Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and Secretary of State Dean Rusk send a joint memorandum to President Kennedy essentially agreeing with the findings of the Taylor-Rostow Report and recommending that the United States “now take the decision to commit ourselves to the objective of preventing the fall of South Vietnam to the Communists.”


  November 12

  It is reported that four U.S. F-101 jets are engaged in photo reconnaissance missions in South Vietnam focused on locating guerrilla units in remote areas vulnerable to air attack.


  November 15

  U.S. Air Force 2nd Advanced Echelon (later designated “Division”) is activated at Bien Hoa Air Base.


  November 16

  In accordance with President Kennedy’s earlier decision to increase military aid to South Vietnam without committing U.S. combat troops, U.S. Air Force cargo planes begin shuttling in more U.S. instructors and advisers.


  November 21

  White House issues National Security Action Memorandum 111, spelling out President Kennedy’s response to the Taylor-Rostow Report and the recommendations of Secretaries McNamara and Rusk. Although the president declines to send American ground combat troops, the United States will underwrite an increase in the RVNAF and provide advisers throughout the military structure down to battalion level and in each provincial capital. In return, the Diem government will be urged to begin reform measures to win more support from the Vietnamese people.


  December 4

  Armed Forces Expeditionary Medal is authorized by Presidential Executive Order 10977 for award to U.S. military personnel participating in “operations of assistance for a friendly foreign nation.” The order applies to U.S. personnel serving in Vietnam after July 1, 1958, and in Laos after April 19, 1961.


  December 8

  Washington issues a report accusing North Vietnam of aggression against the South and warning of a “clear and present danger” of Communist victory.


  December 11

  The ferry carrier USNS Core arrives in Saigon with the 8th and 57th Transportation Companies, the first U.S. helicopter units sent to Vietnam as part of the expanded military aid ordered by President Kennedy. On board are 33 Vertol H-21C Shawnee helicopters and 400 air and ground crewmen to operate and maintain them. Their assignment will be airlifting ARVN troops into combat.


  December 14

  The American decision on the U.S. troop build-up in South Vietnam is formally announced in a public exchange of letters between Presidents Kennedy and Diem. Kennedy writes, “We shall promptly increase our assistance to your defense effort.”


  December 15

  President Kennedy renews the U.S. commitment to preserve the independence of Vietnam and pledges American assistance to Vietnam’s defense effort.


  December 16

  Joint Chiefs of Staff authorizes U.S. Air Force pilots serving as advisers engaged in Operation Farm Gate to undertake combat missions, providing at least one Vietnamese trainee is carried on board the strike aircraft for training purposes.


  December 20

  According to the New York Times, about 2,000 uniformed U.S. troops and specialists are “operating in battle areas with South Vietnamese forces” and are authorized to return fire if fired upon.


  December 22

  Specialist Fourth Class James T. Davis, a cryptologist from the U.S. Army’s 3rd Radio Research Unit working with a South Vietnamese signals intelligence unit, is killed in action during a firefight with the VC, making him the first American to die in direct combat action.


  December 26

  Specialist Fourth Class George Fryett is the first American captured by the VC. He will be released in June 1962.


  December 31

  The total number of U.S. military personnel in Vietnam reaches 3,200. South Vietnamese military strength remains at 243,000. Total insurgent forces are estimated at 26,700. Fourteen Americans have been killed or wounded in combat. Two army helicopter units are flying combat missions in support of the ARVN; U.S. Air Force personnel are instructing VNAF and flying combat missions; U.S. Navy Mine Division 73 (a tender and five sweepers) is patrolling from Danang south along the coastline; U.S. aircraft from Thailand and Seventh Fleet carriers are flying surveillance and reconnaissance missions over Vietnam; and six C-123 aircraft equipped for support of defoliant operations have received “diplomatic clearance” to enter South Vietnam. In 1961, $65 million of U.S. military equipment and $136 million in economic aid have been delivered to South Vietnam.


  
    1962


    January

    The United States installs a tactical air control system in South Vietnam and provides additional aircraft for combat and airlift support.

  


  January 4

  The United States and South Vietnam announce in a joint communiqué that they will cooperate in starting “a broad economic and social program aimed at providing every Vietnamese with the means for improving his standard of living … Measures to strengthen South Vietnam’s defense in the military field are being taken simultaneously.”


  
    [image: image]

    U.S. Air Force C-123s conduct defoliation mission as part of Operation Ranch Hand. (Texas Tech University Vietnam Archive)

  


  January 8

  An American civilian contractor is killed in a VC ambush near Saigon.


  January 10

  Accusing Diem of creating “a military dictatorship based on ruthless terror,” the Soviet Union also denounces the United States for “gross interference” in South Vietnam’s internal affairs and for “open violations” of the international agreements on Indochina that are responsible “for the present worsening of the situation in South Vietnam.”


  January 12

  In South Vietnam, the U.S. Air Force launches Operation Ranch Hand, a “modern technological area-denial technique” designed to defoliate the roads and trails used by the Viet Cong. Flying C-123 Providers, U.S. personnel will dump an estimated 19 million gallons of defoliating herbicides (Agent Orange, named for the color of its metal containers, is the most frequently used) over 10 percent to 20 percent of Vietnam and parts of Laos in the years between 1962 and 1971. The operation succeeds in killing vegetation but not in stopping the Viet Cong. The herbicide has a small proportion of dioxin, a chemical that, at least in larger doses, is considered a carcinogen and/or otherwise dangerous to human beings. Long after the war is over, thousands of veterans of Vietnam and Vietnamese citizens will attribute many medical, genetic (in their offspring), and psychological problems to exposure to Agent Orange.


  January 13

  As part of the ongoing Operation Farm Gate, U.S. Air Force pilots fly T-28 fighter-bombers on their first combat missions in support of a South Vietnamese outpost under Viet Cong attack. By the end of the month, 229 missions will have been flown.


  January 15

  Asked at a news conference if U.S. troops are fighting in Vietnam, President Kennedy answers “No.” This is technically correct, but U.S. soldiers are serving as combat advisers with the South Vietnamese army, and U.S. pilots are flying missions with the South Vietnamese air force.


  In South Vietnam, the People’s Revolutionary Party is founded. Ostensibly independent of the Communist Lao Dong Party in the North, this organization consolidates Communist control of the NLF.


  January 27

  Secretary of Defense McNamara forwards a memorandum from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to President Kennedy that urges the deployment of “suitable” U.S. forces to Vietnam, saying that it is clear that the South Vietnamese cannot handle the insurgency alone. The Joint Chiefs of Staff asserts that failure to deploy forces at this time “will merely extend the date when such action must be taken and will make our ultimate task proportionately more difficult.”


  February

  The 39th Signal Battalion, a communication unit, is the first unit of regular U.S. ground forces to arrive in Vietnam.


  February 2

  The first U.S. Air Force plane is lost in South Vietnam. The C-123 aircraft crashes while spraying defoliant on a Viet Cong ambush site as part of Operation Ranch Hand.


  February 3

  The “Strategic Hamlet” program begins in South Vietnam. This program, which is essentially a resumption of Diem’s “agroville” program, is designed to provide security and a better life for the rural populace by settling them in protected hamlets where government cadres can carry out economic and political programs, while at the same time depriving the Viet Cong of their peasant support base. Conceived in 1961, this program is derived from British counterinsurgency expert Sir Robert Thompson’s experiences in quashing the 1950s Malayan emergency. However, the situation in Vietnam is more complex than in Malaya and the Strategic Hamlet program in South Vietnam proves to be ill-conceived, expensive, and ineffective.


  February 4

  First U.S. helicopter is shot down in Vietnam. It was one of 15 helicopters ferrying ARVN troops into battle near the village of Hong My.


  February 7

  Two additional U.S. Army aviation units arrive, bringing American military strength in South Vietnam to 4,000.


  February 8

  U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (USMACV), under the command of General Paul D. Harkins, is established with headquarters in Saigon as part of the substantial increase in the U.S. commitment in Vietnam. The new headquarters will assume overall responsibility for the U.S. advisory effort and other U.S. military assistance to South Vietnam. A Defense Department spokesman said the move stresses that “we intend to win” the struggle in Southeast Asia.


  February 11

  The first Operation Farm Gate casualties occur when an SC-47 crashes about 70 miles north of Saigon, killing nine U.S. and South Vietnamese crewmen.


  February 14

  At a news conference, President Kennedy says that “the training missions we have [in South Vietnam] have been instructed that if they are fired upon, they are of course to fire back, but we have not sent combat troops in [the] generally understood sense of the word.” The next day former vice president Nixon expresses hope that President Kennedy will “step up the build-up and under no circumstances curtail it because of possible criticism.”


  February 17

  High administration officials in Washington tell the press that the war in Vietnam is being fought under a “counter-guerrilla strategy” in which U.S. combat troops should play no part.


  February 27

  South Vietnamese president Diem survives another coup attempt when two VNAF pilots try to kill him and his brother Ngo Dinh Nhu by bombing and strafing the presidential palace. Neither Diem nor any of his staff are injured. The attack confirms Diem’s conviction that his main adversaries are domestic; as a result he retreats deeper into himself, delegating more authority to his brother Nhu, who sets about to eliminate all dissidents.


  March 15

  U.S. Army Advisory Campaign officially begins.


  March 18

  Secretary of Defense McNamara acknowledges in a press conference that American “training” of the South Vietnamese “occasionally takes place under combat conditions.”


  March 22

  Operation Sunrise, South Vietnam’s first long-range counteroffensive against the Viet Cong, is launched in Binh Duong Province, 35 miles north of Saigon, as part of the Strategic Hamlet program. The plan calls for ARVN troops to establish 14 fortified hamlets in War Zone D, north of Saigon. By the end of the year, only four of the planned hamlets have been constructed and occupied. The operation, which ends in 1963, will ultimately be a failure and the Viet Cong will once again control the area.


  March 23

  The first U.S. Army regular unit, the 39th Signal Battalion, arrives in Vietnam.
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    During ceremonies in Saigon, the Vietnamese air force pledges support for President Ngo Dinh Diem after a political uprising and an attempt on the president’s life, March 1962. (National Archives)

  


  April 9

  Two U.S. soldiers are killed in a Viet Cong ambush while on a combat operation with South Vietnamese troops. Questioned about the deaths in a news conference two days later, President Kennedy remarks, “We are attempting to help Vietnam maintain its independence and not fall under the domination of the Communists … We cannot desist in Vietnam.”


  April 15

  Arriving aboard the aircraft carrier Princeton, the first U.S. Marine Corps air unit lands in South Vietnam. The 362nd Marine Medium Helicopter Squadron (HMM-362) with 450 marines and 15 Sikorsky UH-34D Sea Horse helicopters will be based near Soc Trang, 100 miles southwest of Saigon. The unit, dubbed “Task Force Shoofly,” reinforces the three U.S. Army helicopter companies already in Vietnam. The unit’s mission will be to carry supplies and troops in support of the South Vietnamese army. They fly their first combat mission on April 22.


  May

  Some 5,000 U.S. troops are serving in South Vietnam, plus a total of 124 U.S. aircraft including two U.S. Air Force C-123 squadrons and four helicopter companies in-country. Intelligence reports indicate that the Viet Cong are forming battalion-sized units in several parts of Central Vietnam.


  May 6–27

  In Laos, Phoumi Nosavan’s forces are routed, paving the way for a settlement in the ongoing civil war.


  May 11

  Secretary of Defense McNamara makes the first of many trips to Vietnam and meets with President Diem. After 48 hours in the country he concludes that “every quantitative … measurement shows that we are winning the war.”


  May 17

  President Kennedy sends 3,000 marines and 50 jet fighters to Thailand in response to Communist expansion in Laos. To thwart the Soviet-supported Pathet Lao, who have been massing near the Thai border, the marines are flown to Udorn, which is 35 miles from the Laotian capital of Vientiane. This show of force had been requested by the Thai government. The marines will be withdrawn by the beginning of August.


  In Saigon, President Diem, continuing his campaign against dissidents, passes several presidential decrees forbidding the holding of any meeting for any purpose without prior government approval.


  May 25

  A report of the International Control Commission (ICC) for Vietnam charges North Vietnam with subversion and aggression in South Vietnam. It also charges that the United States is violating the Geneva Accords with its military buildup in South Vietnam, and accuses South Vietnam of violating the 1954 Geneva Accords by accepting U.S. military aid and establishing “a factual military alliance” with the United States. The Polish delegation, following the Soviet line, does not support the report’s findings.


  June

  Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) issues its Port Huron Statement, calling for “true democracy” in the United States and an end to the arms race. The SDS will become increasingly radicalized and will organize teach-ins and demonstrations to protest the war after U.S. ground forces are committed.


  June 12

  Three Laotian factions sign an agreement for the establishment of a neutralist regime under Souvanna Phouma.


  July

  A team of 30 Australian military advisers arrives in Vietnam to join with American advisory teams training South Vietnamese military forces.


  July 18

  The largest helicopter lift in Vietnam thus far takes South Vietnamese troops north of Saigon in 18 marine helicopters, 12 U.S. Army helicopters, and 11 helicopters belonging to the Vietnamese air force.


  July 23

  Geneva Accords on Laos signed at second Geneva Conference. The declaration and protocol on the neutrality of Laos is signed at the 14-nation conference in Geneva.


  At a Honolulu conference on Vietnam strategy, Secretary of Defense McNamara orders plans to be made for U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam and the reduction of aid to Saigon. His orders reflect what is perceived as “tremendous progress” during early 1962, as well as reservations concerning domestic support for long-term U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia.


  August 1

  Marine helicopter squadron HMM-362 is replaced by HMM-163 after flying 50 combat assaults with South Vietnamese troops and suffering no casualties.


  President Kennedy signs the Foreign Assistance Act of 1962, which provides “… military assistance to countries which are on the rim of the Communist world and under direct attack.”


  August 22

  Kennedy administration officials quoted in the New York Times estimate that there are 20,000 guerrilla troops in South Vietnam. Despite hundreds of engagements during the preceding two months and encouraging victories for South Vietnamese forces during the first six months of the year, the Viet Cong have grown in numbers, and some U.S. officials feel that the war has become stalemated.


  October 1

  General Earle Wheeler replaces General George Decker as Army chief of staff. General Maxwell Taylor replaces General Lyman Lemnitzer as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


  October 14

  An air force reconnaissance flight photographs nuclear-armed Soviet missiles in Cuba, causing a major showdown between President Kennedy and Soviet premier Khrushchev that results in what will become known as the Cuban Missile Crisis.


  October 15

  Despite State Department denials, several sources report that U.S. helicopter crewmen have begun to fire first on Viet Cong troops encountered during missions in support of South Vietnamese troops.


  October 19

  Operation Morning Star, a major South Vietnamese effort to clear Tay Ninh Province, north of Saigon, ends in failure. Five thousand South Vietnamese troops ferried by U.S. helicopters kill only 40 Viet Cong in eight days and capture two others. One UH-1 is lost. U.S. officials call the operation a waste and disclaim any responsibility for it.


  October 28

  Khrushchev orders withdrawal of missiles from Cuba, ending the crisis.


  December 2

  Following a trip to Vietnam at President Kennedy’s request, Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield (D-Mont.) informs Congress that after eight years and $2 billion, U.S. efforts to set up an independent Vietnam are “not even at the beginning of the beginning.” Originally a supporter of President Ngo Dinh Diem, Mansfield places blame for the deteriorating situation in Vietnam squarely on the Diem regime for its failure to share power, suggesting that the Americans have simply taken the unenviable place formerly occupied by the French. His reversal surprises and irritates President Kennedy.


  December 3

  Roger Hilsman, director of the State Department Bureau of Intelligence and Research, sends a memorandum entitled “The Situation and Short-Term Prospects in South Vietnam” to Secretary of State Rusk. Acknowledging that government control of the countryside has improved slightly, he asserts that the VC are prepared for a long struggle and have expanded considerably in size and influence. According to Hilsman, successful counterinsurgency in Vietnam will take several years of greater effort by both the United States and the South Vietnamese government and that real success hinges upon Diem gaining the support of the peasants through social and military measures he has so far failed to implement. Hilsman warns that a non-Communist coup against Diem “could occur at any time” and would “probably halt and possibly reverse the momentum of the government’s counterinsurgency effort.”


  December 29

  Saigon announces that 4,077 strategic hamlets have been completed out of a projected total of 11,182, and now house 39 percent of the South Vietnamese population. These figures are considered questionable by U.S. officials.


  December 31

  President Kennedy authorizes the expansion of Operation Farm Gate.


  Approximately 11,300 U.S. advisory and support personnel are now in Vietnam. One hundred and nine Americans have been killed or wounded during the previous year, almost eight times as many as in 1961. U.S. Army and Marine Corps aviation units have flown over 50,000 sorties, about one-half of which were combat support missions. China claims to have armed the Viet Cong with more than 90,000 rifles and machine guns this year, and trained guerrilla forces in South Vietnam are estimated at 25,000, with active Viet Cong sympathizers numbered at 150,000. The Viet Cong are now killing and kidnapping 1,000 local officials per month. South Vietnamese government regular troops number 243,000 plus 65,000 Self Defense Corps members trained to defend their villages.


  
    1963


    January 2

    At Ap Bac, a village in the Mekong Delta 50 miles southwest of Saigon, 2,500 troops of the ARVN 7th Infantry Division equipped with armored personnel carriers and supported by fighter-bombers and U.S. helicopters suffer a humiliating defeat at the hands of 320 VC guerrillas from the 261st Main Force Battalion. Uncharacteristically, the Viet Cong stand and fight against a bungled ARVN attack during which three U.S. advisers are killed, eight are wounded, and five American helicopters shot down. The ARVN suffers 80 killed and 100 wounded, and the VC escape with only light losses. The engagement, symbolic of the ARVN’s many problems, clearly demonstrates that government troops can neither cope with the strategy nor match the fighting spirit of the Viet Cong. Despite candid assessments of the poor ARVN performance by Lieutenant Colonel John Paul Vann and other U.S. advisers, Headquarters MACV declares the battle a victory for South Vietnamese forces because the VC quit the area after the fighting. The poor performance of the South Vietnamese troops is an indicator that the United States will eventually be compelled to escalate the war by committing American ground troops to fight the Communists.
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