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Chapter 19 – Section 1

Going to War in Vietnam


Narrator: The French were fighting in Vietnam before we were and they were losing.  Their war began right after the Japanese occupation. We didn’t help them in the beginning, until 1950 most American sympathies if they were anywhere where with Ho Chi Minh and his war for independence. But in 1950, the war in Korea broke out suddenly the prospect of a communist victory anywhere in Asia seemed fraught with peril and we had come to realize that Ho Chi Minh was a Communist. In August 1950 the first direct United States help to the French in Indochina appeared in the form of eight transport planes. These eight planes if you like were the beginning of the American commitment to keep Vietnam out of Communist hands that was in Harry Truman's administration. He was thus the first American President to link American interest with those of Vietnam. Eisenhower was the second; it was under Eisenhower that we really got in deep. In his first year as president he got a special appropriation of nearly $400 million dollars to bolster the flagging French effort. Eisenhower was clear in his mind that Indochina should not be lost and already unconsciously he was saying we should not lose it.

President Eisenhower: Now, let us assume that we lose Indochina. If Indochina goes several things happen right away. The crop peninsula the last little bit of end hanging on down there would be scarcely defensible. The tea and the tungsten that we so greatly value from that area would cease coming, but all India would be out flanked.  Somewhere along the line this must be blocked, it must be blocked now and that’s what the French are doing. So when the United States votes $400 million to help that war, we are not voting for a giveaway program we are voting for the cheapest way that we can prevent the occurrence of something that would be of the most terrible significance to the United States of America. Our security, our power and ability to get certain things we need from the riches of the Indonesian territory and from Southeast Asia.

Narrator: The principles that Eisenhower developed, he called the “domino theory”. After the great pass time that many of us remember from rainy Saturday afternoons, all you have to do is knock over the first domino. If the first domino was North Vietnam it fell to the Communists almost 11 years ago, but the second domino hasn’t fallen yet shaky thought it is. Yet there is no doubt that the fall of South Vietnam, if it should come would have serious repercussions on the other countries of Southeast Asia.  Everyone but Thailand is shaky enough as it is and if all Southeast Asia should fall what of India and Indonesia already playing Peking’s game, the Philippines and Japan? This is the nightmare that has haunted American foreign policy half of the world’s population rich in natural resources banded together under the Chinese Communists in hostility toward the west and all it stands for. Of course nations are not really dominos, but this is fundamentally the reason why we’re in South Vietnam.
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