
KHS—History Knowledge Organiser—Half Term 5 - Vietnam 

Key Dates:  

1954: Vietminh defeat the French at Dien Bien Phu. The Ge-

neva Conference divides Vietnam on the 17th parallel into 

two countries.  

1957: President Eisenhower states USA belief in the Domino 

Theory. 

1963: Assassination of Diem & Kennedy. 

1964: Gulf of Tonkin Incident  & Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. 

1965: President Johnson launches ‘Operation Rolling Thun-

der’ and sends the first combat troops to Vietnam. 

1968: My Lai massacre and Tet Offensive.  

1970: Kent State University shootings 

1973: The Paris Peace Agreement. 

1975: Fall of Saigon. 

 

Key Terms 

Vietcong- Set up in 1960, the National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam was given the name Vietcong 

(VC) by the Americans.  Masters at using guerrilla warfare tactics.                                                                                        

Domino Theory- USA belief that if Communism was not stopped, other countries close by would fall like 

‘dominoes’.                                                                                                                                                                              

Ho Chi Minh Trail-a complex maze of truck routes, foot and bicycle paths, and river transportation systems 

which supplied the VC with weapons and vital supplies.                                                                                                                                                

Search and destroy-tactic used by the USA using helicopters to surprise attack villages suspected of hiding VC.                   

Agent Orange and napalm- Agent Orange was a chemical weapon which destroyed the rainforest & jungle but 

which also caused cancer to humans. Napalm was used to burn huge areas of land and caused terrible inju-

ries.                                                                                                                                                                                         

The Tet Offensive 1968-during a cease-fire for the Tet New Year festival, the North Vietnamese Army (ARVN) 

and VC attacked over 100 places in South Vietnam including the US embassy in the capital Saigon.                                                                                                                                   

Peace protests, 1968-73-these were made up of a mixture of young people opposed to the war, veterans who 

had fought in Vietnam.                                                                                                                                                                                                          

Nixon and Vietnamisation- Nixon was voted in as President, promising to bring US troops home but also deter-

mined not to be the President which ‘lost’ the war. His policy was to gradually withdraw US troops whilst 

training up South Vietnam Army (ARVN) 

By the end of this Half Term I 

should know: 
How and why the USA  increased its  political and military 

involvement after WW2 

How a belief in the Domino Theory led to USA sending com-

bat troops to Vietnam 

How the concept of guerilla warfare and the different tactics 

of Ho Chi Minh and the Vietcong led to victory 

How the failure of the USA army to win the ’hearts & minds’ 

of the South Vietnamese due to poor tactics led to defeat 

How the peace protests grew across the USA after 1968 

How to evaluate the many reasons why the USA  withdrew 

from Vietnam leading to the fall of Saigon and the south. 
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 The Historical Background : Vietnam and the French  

Before WW2, Vietnam had belonged to France but during WW2 the Japanese took control. After WW2, the French tried 

to regain Vietnam. When it became clear that the Viet Minh were supported by communist China, the Americans led by 

President Truman and President Eisenhower gave the French money to help them win. ($500 million per year) The 

Vietnamese forces were known as the Viet Minh and were communist. They were led by Ho Chi Minh. They used Guer-

rilla warfare. The conflict between the Vietminh and the French dragged on between 1946-1954. There were over 90 

000 French casualties. The decisive battle took place at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 where a large French force was defeated 

by the Viet Minh. There was then a ceasefire and a peace conference in Geneva and the country was spilt into two. The 

conference declared that there were to be free elections within two years to try and help re unite the country. 

How did the Americans get more involved? 

In 1955 the Americans helped Ngo Dinh Diem set up the Republic of South Vietnam. They supported him because he 

was bitterly anti communist but he was effectively a brutal dictator. Diem’s regime was very corrupt and he The north 

was now a communist country under the control of Ho Chi Minh and friendly with the USSR and China. The south was an 

anti communist The American’s supported Diem’s government in South Vietnam with hundreds of millions of dollars in 

the 1950’s. Many South Vietnamese peasants hated Diem’s government and joined an anti government force called the 

Viet Cong. The Viet Cong received help from communist North Vietnam and its members wanted to see a unified and 

communist Vietnam. President Kennedy, elected in 1961 was the first person who placed Americans in Vietnam which 

he called special military advisers. After a while there were 11000 Americans in the country .After President Kennedy 

was assassinated in 1963, Lyndon Johnson became President. After the Gulf of Tonkin incident he got the US Congress 

to pass the Tonkin Gulf Resolution which gave Johnson the power ‘to take all necessary measures to prevent further 

aggression and achieve peace and security’ This effectively meant he could send soldiers to war in Vietnam and on 8th 

March 1965 3500 US Marine combat troops came ashore in Da Nang. America was now at war in Vietnam.  

Viet Cong Tactics 

The Viet Cong were a guerrilla branch of the North Vietnamese army. They used a range of tactics to beat the 
Americans. The tactics were not high-tech: they relied on knowing the landscape and having the backing of the 
ordinary folk. 
 
Booby traps are an example of a Viet Cong tactic. For example, the Viet Cong would place trip wires or dig 
holes filled with spikes, sometimes coated in human excrement, and then would cover the hole with leaves to 
deceive the enemy. Markers like broken sticks would be left on the path to warn fellow Viet Cong about the 
locations. 
 
Tunnels were used by Viet Cong guerrillas as hiding spots during combat, as well as serving as communica-
tion and supply routes, hospitals, food and weapon caches and living quarters for numerous guerrilla fighters. 
This frustrated Americans who could not locate the tunnels. 
 
The Ho Chi Minh Trail was a network of paths that served as hidden route through the jungle for Viet Cong 

soldiers and Vietnamese Civilians. The Viet Cong used it to move troops, weapons and other supplies into and 

around the country without being detected by the Americans. The Americans constantly tried to find the trail, 

but it was too well hidden and frequently changed. It was essential in allowing the north Vietnamese to beat the 

Americans. 

 

USA Tactics                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
America had superior resources and technology. The main problem for the US was that their guerrilla enemy, the 

Viet Cong, hid out among the thick, dense forest, and stayed in villages among the ordinary folk. 

In the attempt to find the Viet Cong fighters, the US launched an operation called Search and Destroy : they 

searched Vietnamese villages for Viet Cong fighters and, if they suspected there were any there, destroyed the 

village. This often led to deaths of innocent civilians including women and children. The missions made ordinary 

people hate the Americans: as one marine said of a search and destroy mission – “If they weren’t Viet Cong be-

fore we got there, they sure as hell were by the time we left”. The Viet Cong often helped the villager’s re-build 

their homes and bury their dead. 

When the Americans suspected that they had found a Viet Cong base, they would drop Napalm on the site. Na-

palm was a very flammable fluid, that would burn through almost anything. It often hit civilians. 

The Americans attempted to force the Vietnamese to surrender through Operation Rolling Thunder. These were 

bombing raids on Vietnamese towns, intended to destroy morale. 

The thick forest was a real problem for the Americans, because this was how the Viet Cong hid. Determined to 

find the Viet Cong bases and supply routes, the Americans sprayed a chemical called Agent Orange onto the 

forests from aeroplanes. It killed the trees, so that the Americans could find their enemy. But the chemical 

caused much more harm than this. It killed crops, causing people to go hungry. It also caused birth defects in 

children borne to people who were exposed to the chemical  

WHY DID THE USA 

LOSE IN VIETNAM? 


