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The primary reason for the American 
involvement was to stop the spread of 
communism in Southeast Asia. The US 
began increasing aid, but not the number 
of soldiers, to South Vietnam in 1961 under 
President Kennedy. President Johnson 
(1963–1969) continued the build-up 
(= increase) of both troops and financial 
support throughout the ‘60s – with the official 
decision to send combat troops into battle in 
March 1965. That initial (= first) decision 
was supported by the American public. 
However, the continued large number 
of troops being sent over brought about 
(= caused) a growing anti-war movement. 
The draft1 was also introduced, and did not 
end until 1973. About 500,000 American 
men became “draft dodgers*”, with many 
fleeing (= running away) to Canada to 
evade conscription2.

Why are we here? 
By November 1967, the number of American 
troops in Vietnam was nearly 500,000. About 
15,000 US soldiers had been killed and more 
than 100,000 wounded. Some soldiers began to 
question (= have doubts) why they were there, 
as well as the government’s claims3 that the US 
was winning the war. The later years of the war 
saw increased physical and psychological 
deterioration5 among American soldiers, 
including drug use, mutinies (= revolts) and 
attacks by soldiers on officers6. At home, 
the American public was being bombarded 
by horrible images of the war on TV. In 
October 1967, some 35,000 demonstrators 
staged a mass (= organized a big) anti-war 
protest outside the Pentagon. Opponents 
of the war argued that civilians, not enemy 
combatants (= soldiers), were the main 
victims and that US was supporting 
a corrupt7 dictatorship in Saigon.

A change of politics
In the 1968 presidential elections, Republican 
Richard Nixon defeated his democratic 
challenger (= opponent), partly because of 
the country’s dissatisfaction with the war. He 
reduced the number of troops and continued 
peace talks with North Vietnam. In 1970, 
a joint US-South Vietnamese operation 
invaded Cambodia, and then South Vietnam 
led their own invasion of Laos. The invasion 
of these countries violated7 international 

law and sparked (= produced) a new 
wave of protests on college campuses 
(= grounds) across America. In January 
1973, the US and North Vietnam concluded 
a peace agreement which ended hostilities 
(= fighting) between their two countries; 
however, the war between North and South 
Vietnam continued until 1975. Three million 
soldiers fought in the war overall, with 
58,000 being killed.
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VIETNAM WAR
The protests that stopped a war

The second half of the 1960s in 
America was dominated by the Vietnam 
War. While the war between South 
Vietnam and the communist North 
Vietnam began back in 1954, 
the height of the US involvement 
came in 1969 when more than 
500,000 American soldiers were 
involved.

Vocabulary
1 draft (AmE) – odvod do armády
2 to evade conscription – aby se 

vyhnuli branné povinnosti
3 claim – tvrzení

4 deterioration – zhoršení, 
úpadek

5 officer – důstojník
6 corrupt – zkorumpovaný
7 to violate – porušit (zákon) 

Glossary*
draft dodger – a person who 
refuses to obey an official order to 
join the army

Martin Luther King, Jr., a black pastor from Georgia, 
was an advocate of nonviolence and believed he could 
make changes to injustices towards black people 
through peaceful protest. On the evening of April 4, 
1968, King was fatally shot.

One of the country’s proudest moments occurred 
on July 20, 1969 when astronaut Neil Armstrong 
took man’s first steps on the moon and uttered 
the now‑famous phrase: “That’s one small step for 
man, one giant leap for mankind.” 

It is estimated that up to more than 3 million people might have died in the Vietnam War and many more were wounded.


