When Johnson Becomes Involved…
Johnson just like Kennedy and Eisenhower believed in the commitment. After Johnson took office, he met with Henry Cabot Lodge. Lodge told him that if he wanted to win in Vietnam he had some tough choices to make. Johnson didn’t want to see the “dominoes” of Southeast Asia to be set into motion and fall. He had several options in front of him. Personally Johnson was skeptical about the war. He also didn’t want to risk damaging the authority of the U.S. by withdrawing U.S. troops. In the end, he was convinced of the need to escalate the war. 

Diem’s successors established a military government. While this unstable government was unable to effectively direct the Vietnamese army, the Vietcong was gaining territory and support. Ho chi Minh and the North were aiding the Vietcong in these gains. In 1964 alone there were 7 different governments that had come to power in Vietnam. In Early 1964, Johnson sent an additional 5,000 troops to Vietnam. The Vietcong controlled more than half of South Vietnam. U.S. policy makers believed that the only way the south could win would to be to take the war to the north. 

In August of 1964 an incident occurred off the coast of North Vietnam in the Gulf of Tonkin. On the night of August 2nd, the U.S. destroyer Maddox, being used for South Vietnamese commando raids came under attack from North Vietnamese patrol boats. The Maddox fired back sinking one of the boats and scaring off the others. Angered at the “unprovoked” attack, Johnson ordered another destroyer to join the Maddox. On the 
night of August 4th during strong thunderstorms, sonar technicians reported what they believed were the presence of enemy torpedoes. Both ships began firing. No hostile ships were ever spotted. The captain of the Maddox reported that any contacts, or torpedoes fired from the North Vietnamese were doubtful. Johnson refused to admit that the U.S. was partaking in covert raids against the North. He blamed Hanoi for “open aggression on the high seas.” He ordered air attacks on North Vietnam in retaliation.  

Johnson used the situation to his advantage. He announced to Congress and the Nation that U.S. ships had been attacked by the North Vietnamese off the coast. A misinformed Congress overwhelmingly passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution on August 7th. This announcement changed the entire course of the war. It gave the president the authority to “take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression.” Johnson had been waiting for the opportunity to propose this resolution and now that it was passed he had nearly complete control over what the United States did in Vietnam, without an official declaration of war from Congress. It was the closets the U.S. had ever come to declaring war in Vietnam. The delighted Johnson, compared the resolution to “grandma’s nightshirt—it covered everything.” The American also supported the resolution, not knowing what it was about to bring. 
