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When Did the Vietnam War Start for the United States? 
 

 
To ask when the Vietnam War started for the United States is, metaphorically speaking, 

to open a can of worms. Before 1950, it was clear that the United States was not engaged in the 
war in any serious way. After 28 July 1965, it became equally clear that the United States had 
indeed become engaged in the war. Between these two dates, various competing narratives exist 
to bedevil and perplex citizen and historian attempting to answer what might seem to be either a 
simple or a trick question:  when did the Vietnam War start for the United States? Some argue 
that we moved into the war incrementally. To these individuals, no single moment exists when 
one can say definitively that the United States was, at least not until July 1965. Instead, a series 
of steps moved the United States closer to war. Others believe that a specific date and event in 
this 15-year period can be isolated and identified as the time when the war actually started for the 
United States. What follows is a chronological list of possible dates suggesting when the war 
started for the United States, a brief analysis of each, and a few concluding remarks. 

 
 
26 September 1945: Although some specify the (perhaps) accidental killing of Office of 
Strategic Services Lieutenant Colonel Peter Dewey on 26 September 1945 by Viet Minh soldiers 
as the start date, this is not accurate. Communist soldiers did indeed ambush and murder Dewey 
because they believed that he was French. Since the United States was not at that time a party to 
any conflict in Indochina, nothing of consequence resulted from this tragic event, and thus it is a 
nonstarter as a possible start date. 

 
8 May 1950: For the first few years of the Indochina War between the French and the 
communist Viet Minh, which began in 1946, the United States took a hands-off attitude, 
regarding the conflict primarily as a colonial war. It was only in 1948–1949, as the Cold War got 
under way in Europe, that the United States began to re-interpret the nature of the war in 
Southeast Asia and see it as an anticommunist one. A related and compelling factor was that the 
United States needed French support and cooperation in Europe to contain the Soviet Union, and 
the price of that support was aid to the French in Indochina. By early 1950, the Truman 
administration was negotiating with the French government about how the United States could 
help in Indochina.  
 

After inching toward the conclusion that the conflict in Indochina was part and parcel of 
the Cold War against communism and not a colonial war, the United States announced on 8 May 
that it was “according economic aid and military equipment to the associated states of Indochina 
and to France in order to assist them in restoring stability and permitting these states to pursue 
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their peaceful and democratic development.”1 This statement justified the provision of money 
and materiel to the French against the Vietnamese communists, the Viet Minh, for the following 
four years. By 1954, the year the French lost the war, America was paying almost 80 percent of 
the war’s cost.  

 
17 September 1950: On this date, the United States established the Military Assistance 
Advisory Group (MAAG), Indochina, in Saigon.2 Its primary function was to manage American 
military aid to and through France to the Associated States of Indochina (Vietnam, Laos, and 
Cambodia) to combat communist forces. Although the French took American money to support 
the war, they refused to allow the Americans much say in how the war was run or how the South 
Vietnamese military were advised and trained. The United States was not a principal in any sense 
of the word at this time. 

 
1 November 1955: By the end of 1954, the French had lost the war, and an international 
conference in Geneva split Vietnam into a communist North and a noncommunist South. 
Cambodia and Laos also emerged as states as a result of the conference. The following year, 
1955, France gave up its military advisory responsibilities in South Vietnam, and the United 
States assumed the job. To appropriately focus on its new role in Vietnam, the United States, on 
1 November, redesignated MAAG, Indochina as MAAG, Vietnam and also created a MAAG, 
Cambodia. MAAG, Vietnam then became the main conduit for American military assistance to 
South Vietnam and, as well, the organization responsible for advising and training the South 
Vietnamese military. American influence experienced a substantial increase in the second half of 
the 1950s but not enough by any stretch of the imagination to argue that American was at war. 
 

The establishment date of MAAG, Vietnam has great additional significance for those 
who wish to argue 1 November 1955 as the date on which the war began for the United States. 
The Department of Defense (DoD) decided in November 1998 to formally recognize 1 
November 1955 as the earliest date on which a soldier’s death in Southeast Asia would qualify 
the soldier for inclusion on the Vietnam Veterans Memorial.3 According to supporters of this 
date, DoD’s decision implicitly recognized that the war had started for the United States on 1 
November. However, this was essentially an administrative maneuver and not a statement that 
the United States in any substantive sense was at war. It should be kept in mind that President 
Dwight Eisenhower’s policy of advice and support was a limited one, and the number of military 
advisors never exceeded 1,000. 
 
11 December 1961: In the second half of 1961, in the face of South Vietnam’s failure to defeat 
the Communist insurgency and the increasing possibility that the insurgency might succeed, 
President John Kennedy decided to substantially increase the level of U.S. military assistance to 
the beleaguered nation. National Security Action Memorandum 111, dated 22 November, stated 
that: “The U.S. Government is prepared to join the Viet-Nam Government in a sharply increased 

                                                 
1 Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS), 1950, vol. VI, 812. 
2 Shelby Stanton, Vietnam Order of Battle (Washington, DC: U.S. News Books, 1981), 59. Others give this date as 
27 September. 
3 U.S. Department of Defense, Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Public Affairs), News Release No. 581–
98, November 6, 1998, “Name of Technical Sergeant Richard B. Fitzgibbon to be Added to the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial.” 
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joint effort to avoid a further deterioration in the situation in South Viet Nam.”4 This quickly 
translated into sending to South Vietnam the USNS Core with men and materiel aboard (33 
Vertol H–21C Shawnee helicopters and 400 air and ground crewmen to operate and maintain 
them). The Core arrived in South Vietnam on 11 December and was the first of many such 
shipments. Less than two weeks later, the helicopters were providing combat support in an 
operation west-southwest of Saigon. 
  

The heart of the argument for this date, and it is a strong one, is substantive: namely, that 
by sending helicopters, pilots, and maintenance personnel to Vietnam and allowing the 
helicopters to support South Vietnamese combat operations (for example, ferrying troops to the 
field and providing fire support as well as training the South Vietnamese for operations), 
President Kennedy had initiated the process through which the United States assumed a combat 
role. While it is clear that Kennedy had broken dramatically with Eisenhower’s limited policy of 
training, advice, and support, it is by no means generally accepted that this moment constituted 
the start date for America’s large-scale participation in the war. However, many have made a 
credible argument that this is America’s war start date. 

 
7 August 1964: On 2 August 1964, North Vietnamese torpedo boats attacked the USS Maddox, 
a Navy destroyer on a signals intelligence mission, off the coast of North Vietnam. Two days 
later, a second attack on another destroyer on a similar mission supposedly took place (it is now 
accepted that the second attack did not occur). In the wake of these attacks, President Lyndon 
Johnson presented a resolution to Congress, which in turn voted overwhelmingly in favor of it on 
7 August.5 The key part of the Tonkin Gulf Resolution stated that “Congress approves and 
supports the determination of the President, as Commander in Chief, to take all necessary 
measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent further 
aggression.”6 
 

Because of the robust and straightforward wording of the resolution, many then and later 
saw the Tonkin Gulf Resolution as the functional equivalent of a declaration of war. The Johnson 
administration certainly looked upon it as such. From this point it is not a huge leap to consider 
this date as a serious competitor for when the war started for the United States, despite the fact 
that little action flowed directly from it. 
 
8 March 1965: As the situation deteriorated in South Vietnam and the United States ramped up 
its air war activities there, the Da Nang air base in northern South Vietnam became both 
significant to those activities and vulnerable to attack by Communist insurgents, the Viet Cong. 
To defend the air base, but specifically not to carry out offensive operations against the Viet 

                                                 
4 FRUS, 1961–1963, I, 656. For this policy story in documents, covering the period 15 October to 15 December 
1961, see 380–738. 
5 For a summary of the events surrounding the Tonkin Gulf incident and the subsequent resolution, see Lawrence S. 
Kaplan, Ronald D. Landa, and Edward J. Drea, The McNamara Ascendancy, 1961–1965 (Washington, DC: OSD 
Historical Office, 2006), 517–524. 
6 The Pentagon Papers, Gravel ed., vol. 2 (New York: Beacon Press, 1971), 722. 
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Cong, President Johnson authorized the landing of the 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade, about 
5,000 strong, at Da Nang on 8 March.7 
 

Although some see this date and action as a convenient start date, it is a hard argument to 
sustain. While it is true that the Marine mission around Da Nang evolved over time, the landing 
should best be seen as an important but not decisive interim step to President Johnson’s summer 
decisions to commit the nation to war, and to victory in that war. Meanwhile, Kennedy’s 1961 
decision to send men and materiel had resulted, with President Johnson’s support after 
Kennedy’s death, in about 23,000 American military personnel in South Vietnam. 
 
28 July 1965: Possibly the last point on the path to the full commitment of U.S. forces to the 
Vietnam War occurred in the late spring and summer of 1965.8 By May, the situation had so 
deteriorated in South Vietnam that its military was losing the equivalent of a battalion a week. 
The U.S. Commander in Vietnam, General William C. Westmoreland, concluded that American 
combat troops had to enter the conflict as combatants, or else South Vietnam would collapse 
within six months. He made his famous 44 battalion request on 7 June, stating that “I see no 
course of action open to us except to reinforce our efforts in SVN [South Viet Nam] with 
additional U.S. or third country forces as rapidly as is practical during the critical weeks ahead. 
Additionally, studies must continue and plans developed to deploy even greater forces, if and 
when required, to attain our objectives or counter enemy initiatives.”9  
 

This request became the vehicle for major discussions by Johnson and his senior policy 
advisors at the State Department, DoD, the National Security Council, and the Central 
Intelligence Agency over the next several weeks. In late July, Johnson made his decision and at a 
press conference on 28 July announced that “we are in Viet-Nam to fulfill one of the most 
solemn pledges of the American Nation. Three Presidents—President Eisenhower, President 
Kennedy, and your present President—over 11 years have committed themselves to help defend 
this small and valiant nation.” He then said that General Westmoreland had told him what he 
needed and that “we will meet his needs.” Later in the press conference, he said, “We will not 
surrender and we will not retreat.”  Finally, to drive home America’s steadfastness, Johnson 
maintained, in a seldom-quoted part of his statement, that “we are going to continue to persist, if 
persist we must, until death and desolation have led to the same [peace] conference table where 
others could now join us at a much smaller cost.”10 To put actions to his words he ordered that 
day the 1st Cavalry Division, Airmobile, and other units to Vietnam, with more to follow. The 
United States was at this point fully committed in an open-ended way to winning the war. 

 
But did this press conference statement by President Johnson, which historian George 

Herring called “the closest thing to a formal decision for war in Vietnam,”11 support the 
conclusion that 28 July 1965 was, all things considered, one of the better candidates for a start 

                                                 
7 Jack Shulimson and Maj. Charles M. Johnson, USMC, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Landing and the Buildup, 
1965 (Washington, DC: History and Museums Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1978), 16. 
8 For the larger narrative of these weeks, see John Carland, Combat Operations: Stemming the Tide, May 1965 to 
October 1966 (Washington, DC: U.S. Army Center of Military History, 2000), 45–49. 
9 FRUS, 1964–1968, vol. II, 735. 
10 Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, Book II, 794, 795, 796. 
11 Quoted in Carland, Stemming the Tide, 49. 
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date? The short answer is “yes.” After this date the United States was, at least as long as Johnson 
remained President, irrevocably committed to fighting the Vietnam War to the end. Thus, 28 July 
1965, though undoubtedly late in the game, is probably the strongest contender for the start date, 
if such a date has to be chosen. 
  

While historians know with certainty that the Duke of Wellington bested Napoleon at 
Waterloo on 18 June 1815, the Germans surrendered on the Western Front on 11 November 
1918, and the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941, they must still live with 
ambiguity in offering answers to many complex historical questions. The question of when the 
Vietnam War started for the United States falls into that category of ambiguity. 

 
It is impossible to state categorically that one date or another is the precise date on which 

the start of the war for the United States occurred. Put differently and emphatically: no obvious 
and verifiable start date exists. Probably the truest, though not the most satisfactory, statement to 
be made is that the process by which the United States became embroiled in the war was 
evolutionary and incremental. What can also be said, albeit with a little oversimplification, is that 
the United States acted in an advice-and-support role in relation to French forces (1950–1954) 
and later to the South Vietnamese (1955–1961). And starting in late 1961, the United States 
began a transition—at first slow but later more rapid—from advice and support to South 
Vietnamese operations to a direct combat role. By mid-1965, the direct combat role dominated 
and remained the major, but never the only (advice and support to the South Vietnamese military 
continued), role of U.S. forces in the Vietnam War until 1971.  

 
If pushed to select a date with some traction, one might choose December 1961 or July 

1965. The former represents a strong break with past policy and significantly led to the 
participation of U.S. military personnel in South Vietnamese operations primarily but not 
exclusively as tactical and intelligence advisers, as helicopter pilots to ferry troops to the 
battlefield, and as door gunners on helicopters. The latter represents the overwhelming 
commitment of the United States to winning the war and is an even greater break with the past. It 
represents the moment when the United States completed its transition from advice and support 
to direct military intervention. President Johnson and others often characterized the U.S. military 
goal as one of convincing the enemy that he could not win, but without a doubt this was only a 
less warlike way of saying the United States was in the war to win it, whatever winning might 
turn out to mean.  
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