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INTRODUCTION

The Vietnam War was America's longest and most controversial war. Often
described as "Johnson's war," much of the historical debate to date has focused on his
policies, especially those adopted during the first months of 1965. The most critical
decisions of the war were made during this period when the Johnson administration
escalated the war into North Vietnam. A neglected aspect of the period has been the
impact of allied support on Johnson's policies. During these critical months, Johnson
looked to Britain for moral and military support to give an international basis for its
policy in South Vietnam. It was at this crucial juncture that Harold Wilson, Britain's
first Labour prime minister in over thirteen years, took office.

The Labour Party had traditionally opposed U.S. intervention in South
Vietnam. Wilson had been a vocal opponent of the American presence in 1954, when
he considered the problems in Vietnam to be part of the revolution for self-
determination. Ten years later, as head of State, Wilson continued his predecessor's
policy of public support for the United States, despite his éwn personal desire for
peace and opposition from members of his own parliamentary party. Although
Wilson refused to send British troops or military hardware to South Vietnam, he did
continue to publicly support the U.S. When the Americans extended the war into
North Vietnam, they exceeded the parameters of support set out by the British.
Nevertheless, Wilson continued the support. In doing so, he gave the impression of
international support at a time when Johnson made the decision to escalate the war.
Had Wilson withdrawn support during this critical period, Johnson's policies may

have been different.




There are a number of reasons why the Wilson government continued to
publicly support the United States policy in South Vietnam in 1965. Britain was
dependent upon the United States in a number of ways. The British currency
depended on American dollars for stability, and joint European and national defense
projects such as the nuclear submarine, Polaris and NATO commitments, made a
good Anglo-American relationship desirable. Britain was also involved in another
area of Southeast Asia, Malaysia, where the U.S. had given financial aid. Support for
U.S. policy, although not written into the "aid packages," was, to a certain extent
expected and exploited by Johnson.

The British however, had a different assessment of the problem in South
Vietnam. They did not see the situation in purely Cold War terms, rather as a civil
war and a "no-win" situation for the United States. The British were dubious about
the "dc_>mino theory," and thought that Vietnam would become communist eventually
but did not feel that this would threaten the rest of Southeast Asia. The Wilson
government sought to extricate the United States from what they projected would be a
lengthy and cosﬁy war. During the first months of 1965, Wilson and his officials had
several opportunities to express their different assessment of the situation and voice
opposition to the policy of escalation. Wilson however, failed to tell Johnson in clear
terms the British position for fear of damaging what he hoped would be a close
Anglo-American relationship. For those who believe Johnson had options in 1965,
this failure on the part of the British may have given the false impression of

international support and contributed to the expansion of the war in July, 1965.




BACKGROUND

The struggle in Vietnam began decades before American intervention.
Vietnam was colonized by the French in 1887, and became an important part of
French Indochina. A Vietnamese resistance movement began almost immediately,
and in 1919, Ho Chi Minh, a student and member of one such group, made a formal
request for democratic reforms in Vietnam at the Versailles Conference.! None of the
participants of the Paris Peace Conference took the request seriously, and Ho Chi
Minh subsequently joined the French Communist Party. In 1924, he went to
communist controlled Canton and formed the Association of Young Vietnamese
Revolutionaries, the forerunner to the Indochinese Communist Party. Ho Chi Minh
returned to Vietnam in 1942 during the German occupation of France in World War
II. He developed the Vietminh, a guerilla army and took full advantage of the relative
military weakness of the French to wage a long and successful colonial war against
them. On September 2, 1945, Ho Chi Minh, in the presence of U.S. officials, declared

Vietnamese independence from French rule.

Post-war France, however, was not willing to relinquish its former colonies in
Indochina. Rearmed by the British, the French regained control of the territory from
the Vietminh and for thé next year the two sides unsuccessfully attempted to
negotiate a settlement. In November, 1946, a French cruiser shelled the northern port

of Haiphong, killing 6,000 civilians. The French were ousted in 1954 but the ensuing

war lasted almost thirty years.

! The Treaty of Versailles was signed in 1919 at the Paris Peace Conference after World War
I between the Allied and Associated Powers and defeated Germany. (Versailles found Germany guilty
of causing the war, imposing heavy war reparations and making German colonies “mandates” of the

League of Nations.)




The political situation in France after World War II was extremely unstable.
The war in Vietnam added to the instability. The French were war weary and
Vietnam was costly in terms of French manpower and resources. Numerous political
parties and factions vied for power in France as one government after another fell.
The French Communist Party gained considerable popular support in the aftermath of
the war. This posed a threat to the Cold War allies who feared Soviet expansion into
Western Europe through France. The United States was particularly concerned about
the potential for a Soviet controlled communist government in France. American
military and civilian strategists perceived that World War II had left the Soviet Union
as the most powerful nation in Europe and Asia. As eastern Europe was subjugated
by Stalinist forces, the Truman administration, in the spring of 1947, formally
committed itself to the containment of Soviet expansion in Europe, and France
became a focus of U.S. attention.”

Initially in 1945-46, the United States supported the Vietminh cause against
Imperial France. By 1947, however, in order to further American interests in Europe,
a friendly government in France took precedence over self-determination for
Vietnam. The Truman administration subsequently provided indirect financial and
military aid to the French in Vietnam through the Marshall Plan, hardware and
military advisors.” The Eisenhower administration increased U.S. financial support so

that in 1953 alone, Washington appropriated $785 million in military assistance to

2 George Herring, America’s Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950-1975
(New York: Mc-Graw Hill, 1996), 10-11. See also Ellen Hammer, The Struggle for Indochina, 1945-
1955 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1966) , and Ronald E. Irving, The First Indochina War:
French and American Policy, 1945-1954 (London: C. Helm, 1975).

3 The Marshall Plan was officially called the European Recovery Program and was designed
by George C. Marshall, Truman's Secretary of State, to provide economic aid to Europe after World
War II. It came into effect in 1948.




defend French Indqchina. By October of the same year, the national security council
cited Indochina as an area of vital strategic importance to the United States and one
which should be defended with military force if necessary. The Joint Chiefs of Staff
disagreed. They argued that any U.S. cdmmitment would have to be huge and would
therefore entail a reduction in force and resource allocation to the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization which would create a security problem in Western Em'ope-.4
While American officials debated further involvement in Vietnam, the
Vietminh forces laid siege to a French garrison in a remote villag'e on the Laotian
border, Dienbienphu. The besieged French urgently requested air intervention from
the Americans but Congress insisted on prior allied commitments, particularly from
Britain before it would support a resolution authorizing the President to send U.S.
troops. Britain however, opposed immediate intervention and proposed a Conference
in Geneva to negotiate a settlement between the French and the Vietminh. Herring
maintains that the British government did not believe that the loss of all or part of
Indochina would bring about the fall of Southeast Asia to communism. This was

solely an American fear. Furthermore, Churchill and his foreign secretary Anthony

' Eden, had no desire to engage British troops in a colonial war they were certain could

not be won.”

On May 7, 1954, the French surrendered to the Vietminh forces of General Vo

iy

1ina phase of the Geneva Conference




and French delegates represented their puppet leader, Ngo Dinh Diem. Despite the
military humiliation they had inflicted on the French, the Vietminh nonetheless
agreed to an armistice, a regrouping of military forces, and a temporary partition of
Vietnam at the 17™ parallel until July 1956, when an internationally supervised
general election would take place. Although the Vietminh enjoyed support from
approximately eighty percent of the population, they appeared to make all the
concessions and acknowledged the validity of the international agreement. The
British were pleased with the outcome of the conference. Nevertheless, Eisenhower,
and especially his secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, refused to be directly
associated with the agreements and simply issued a statement noting them and

pledging not to use force to undermine them.®

POST-GENEVA

After the Geneva Accords, the United States moved against the advice of the
British and French and took control of the situation in Saigon. In the Cold War
climate, the U.S. was concerned that "free" elections could result in a communist
victory and South Vietnam would "fall." Arthur Combs argues that the action of the
United States government “reminded Europeans iﬂ an unpleasant way of the shifting
center of power in the Western world.” Although the British and Americans shared
the same goal of checking the expansion of communism in Southeast Asia, the allies
disagreed over the tactics to be used. They also differed in their approach to the

enforcement of the Geneva Accords. When it became clear to the British government

® Herring, Longest War, 43-44.




that the United States had no intention of allowing free elections to take place in
1956, Anthony Eden, the architect of the Accords and now prime minister of Britain,
felt betrayed.’

Many historians have considered that Britain’s role and interest in post-
Geneva Indochina basically ended when the Geneva Accords were signed. Combs
maintains that the Foreign Office in London had “initially expected to play a role in
the day-to-day formulation of Indochina policy with Paris and Washington.” When it
became clear that this was not the case, “London swept the matter under the rug, thus
implying that post-Geneva Vietnam had never been an area of direct and vital British
concern.” In addition to the resentment felt by Eden at the American attitude toward
the Geneva agreement, Britain was absorbed with its own problems in Southeast Asia
and the rest of the crumbling Empire. Nevertheless, Combs believes that the British
did retain an interest and had an alternative plan that might have resulted in a
different scenario for all the participants.®

The British government believed that Geneva had spared the West from a
clash with the Soviets and Chinese in Southeast Asia. It was therefore important that

the West uphold the Geneva agreements even if Vietnam ultimately “fell” to

communism after the 1956 elections. Vietnam was a small and possibly inevitable

her Western interests




where British troops were already fighting Malay communist insurgents. A widened
war could lead to a clash of major powers in which Britain, as a member of SEATO,
would become embroiled.’

Anthony Eden felt personally betrayed by the American government,
especially the secretary of state John Foster Dulles, whom he saw as having first
embraced the Geneva agreements and then abandoned them and the idea of all-
Vietnam elections. As foreign secretary and then as prime minister, Eden had to
balance the scuttling of the Accords against Anglo-American relétions as a whole.
Britain had few solid interests in Indochina but did have an overwhelming need to
preserve a good relationship with the American government. As a result, Britain
maintained silence over the issue of the agreements and Eden was forced to temper
his belief in the sanctity of the Accords and move British policy nearer to
Washington’s harder anti-Communist line.'?

Eden's change of face did not go unnoticed by other members of Parliament
and he received some bitter criticism. One vocal opponent was Labour Party member

Harold Wilson. In 1954, he made his own position on Southeast Asia quite clear.

' Wilson maintained that the struggle in Vietnam, as in other parts of the world, was

revolution. He believed that Britain should therefore “march on the side of the
peoples in that revolution and not on the side of the oppressors.” Wilson further
argued that “not a man, not a gun, must be sent from this country,” and Britain “must

not join or in any way encourage an anti-Communist crusade in Asia under the

9 SEATO was the South East Asia Treaty Organization, analogous to NATO, formed in 1954
to protect Southeast Asia from possible communist aggression. The treaty was signed in Manila by
Australia, France, New Zealand, Pakistan, the Philippines, Thailand, Britain and the USA.

1° Combs, Path not Taken, 36-37.



leadership of the Americans or anyone else.” Ten years later, as leader of the first
Labour government since 1951, Wilson’s ideological stand was tempered with
political reality. Britain was financially dependent on the United States and, just as
Eden was forced to place a higher premium on a strong Anglé-American relationship,
so Wilson subjugated his own ideological principles to those of political
expediency.''

In 1954, Eden recognized Britain's economic dependence on the United States
and as a consequence, tailored British foreign policy to fit the relationship. By 1964
the situation had changed little. Wilson inherited an unstable currency, a stagnant
economy and a huge balance of payments deficit. More than ever the future of the
British economy was tied to U.S. benevolence and the tacit agreement that Britain
would support Amer_ica's foreign policy. In terms of national survival Eden and
Wilson had little choice but to maintain support for the U.S. presence in South

Vietnam despite grave doubts as to the real value and morality of that presence.

THE WILSON GOVERNMENT OF 1964

Harold Wilson was elected leader of the Labour Party in 1963. On October

15, .1 964, the Labour party returned from thirteen years in the political wilderness to

assume responsibility for the governance of Britain. Wilson's government was not
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Labour won on a platform of positive economic action and an independent nuclear
deterrent. These campaign promises provided immediate problems for Wilson both at
home and in the United States.

Domestically, Wilson faced an economic crisis. He inherited a huge balance
of payments deficit and an unstable currency. Many leading economists at the time
predicted an imminent devaluation of Sterling. To stabilize the pound, Wilson revived
a deliberate policy of deflation: a temporary surcharge on all imports, a rise in interest
rates and, loans from the United States and the International Monetary Fund."?
Although these measures were deemed a necessary evil at home, Wilson's
deflationary policies were unpopular in Washington. When Johnson and Wilson met
in December, 1964, the President let it be known that Wilson's heavy handed
manipulation of the bank rate had caused considerable trouble for the dollar. As a
consequence, Johnson was forced to reduce his own domestic budget, which made it
very difficult to carry out some of the domestic social programs he wanted."

The second problem Wilson faced was the question of nuclear defense. Britain
did not have an independent nuclear deterrent but had joint defense projects with the

United States over which the U.S. retained control. In the early sixties, Britain, with

12 Between 1948 and 1964, Britain received $3,834.9 million dollars in economic aid from the
U.S. Only $384.8 was repayable. In the same period, France received $3,190.3 million, while
Germany was given $1,472.4. (Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United
States. 1965, (86th edition.) Washington D.C., 1965). In addition, Britain received a total of $4923
million between 1949-1961 in military assistance from the U.S, of which only $384.8 million was
repayable. (Source: Office of Planning and Budgeting, U.S. Overseas Loans and Grants, Julyl, 1945-
§gptember 30, 1978, Washington D.C.,:The Office, 1978, 167). :

McGeorge Bundy, Memorandum for the Record, 7 Dec. 1964, Foreign Relatjons of the

United States, 1964-1968, Vol XIII Western Europe Region (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1995) 134-139.
Hereafter cited as FRUS. 1964-1968, Vol. XIII.
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U.S. support, developed the Skybolt missile and later, Polaris.'* During the elections
in October, 1964, the Conservative government wanted an independent nuclear
deterrent but the Americans feared that this would encourage Germany and France to
pursue a nuclear policy. In an effort to maintain control of nuclear weapons in
Europe, the United States proposed a Multilateral Force in Europe (MLF) with ships
manned by sailors from all the European allies but with the nuclear weapons under
ultimate control of the U.S. The Conservative government was reluctant to commit to
the controversial MLF, just before the general election in 1964, because it
compromised the objective to achieve a policy of independent nuclear defense.’
The issue of nuclear armaments divided the Labour party. To avoid a party
split before the general election in 1964, Labour officially adopted a policy of an
independent nuclear deterrent aimed at eventual unilateral nuclear disarmament. This
position silenced the radical Left who were allied to the Campaign for Nuclear

Disarmament.'® Although Wilson based much of his election campaign on Labour's

pledge to get rid of Britain's nuclear deterrent, once in office, joint Anglo-American

¥ In 1962, President Kennedy withdrew support for Skybolt as an independent nuclear
deterrent for Britain, partly because the first tests failed and partly because it gave Britain preferential
treatment in Europe. For a full discussion of the "Skybolt Crisis" see Sir Robin Renwick, Fighting
With Allies: America and Britain in Peace and War, (New York: Times Books, 1996) 263-268.
Polaris was a nuclear missile system developed in the U.S. to be used from a submarine launch. The
actual warheads were also produced in Britain. On April 6, 1963, the Conservative Government signed
a sales agreement with the U.S. to equip UK. built submarines with the U.S. built missiles and launch
apparatus. Britain would provide its own warheads. For the actual agreement, see U.S. Treaties and
Other International Agreements, Vol. 14, 321-331, for details on the development of Polaris see
Harvey M. Sapolsky, The Polari ‘ ’ ent: Bureaucratic and Programmatic ess in

plaris : opment: bureaucra AImma ) 11
Government (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1972), for details on the Polaris
agreement between the U.S. and Britain, see Ian Clark, Nuclear Diplomacy and the Special

Relationship: Britain's Deterrent and America, 1957-1962 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994)

15 John Baylis, Anglo- ican Def i -1984 (London: Macmillan, 1984)
140-141.

16 The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) was formed in 1958 and became a

powerful lobby in the Labour Party in the early 1960's.
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projects in progress, including the nuclear submarine Polaris, were deemed too costly
to be abandoned. Wilson and his Minister of Defense, Dennis Healey successfully
avoided party dissent over Polaris, however, the MLF debate proved more difficult. Y,

Ten days before Wilson's official Washington visit in December, 1964, the
Conservatives, now in opposition, insisted that Wilson debate the controversial MLF
subject in the Commons. Forced into a political corner, Wilson voiced skepticism
about the MLF plan that would use Polaris as part of a European deterrent rather than
an independent and British controlled deterrent. He argued in Parliament that MLF
would create divisions in Europe and suggested an Atlantic Force along the same
lines as the MLF but one in which every European country had a veto, not solely the
U.S. More importantly, with the Atlantic Force proposal, Britain would retain control
of its independent nuclear deterrent, Polaris.'®

The statement was greeted well by both sides of the House of Commons but in
Washington Wilson's speech was a problem. In a meeting prior to the Washington
visit, George Ball told Wilson that the Americans were "frankly disturbed by the
speech,” especially his reference to the MLF as a "divisive force in Europe." Ball
continued, "this was the kind of language that de Gaulle was using--not the kind of |
language we [the Americans] expected from the United Kingdom."" Wilson was
embarrassed and tried to explain that he was forced to debate MLF by his political

opponents before he consulted the Americans. Johnson continued to express his

17 Ben Pimlott, Harold Wilson (London: HarperCollins, 1992) 383.
'8 For a text of Wilson's speech to Parliament, November 23, 1964, see House of Commons,

Parliamentary Debates, Fifth Series, vol. 702, cols. 930ff.

1% Ball to U.S. Department of State, 2 Dec. 1964, FRUS, 1964-1968, Vol. XIII, 128. The
French President, Charles de Gaulle was an outspoken critic of U.S. interference in Europe and

Vietnam. De Gaulle envisaged a united Europe under the leadership of France. He opposed Britain's
entry into the EEC in part because he feared U.S. influence through the Anglo-American relationship.
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