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UNDERSTANDING THE TIMELINE
OF THE VIETNAM WAR

The  Vietnam War  remains  one  of  the
most  consequent ia l  and  widely
discussed  conflicts  of  the  20th  century.
For  students,  historians,  and  casual
readers alike, a common first question is
simply: When was the Vietnam War?
W h i l e  t h e  a n s w e r  m a y  s e e m
straightforward,  the  conflict  did  not
begin  and  end  on  a  single,  neatly

defined  date.  Instead,  it  unfolded  over
decades,  evolving  from  a  colonial
struggle into a Cold War battleground.
Understanding  the  timeline  requires
looking  at  multiple  phases,  from  the
early  1950s  through  the  final  fall  of
Saigon  in  1975.
In the broadest sense, the Vietnam War
is  often  defined  as  the  period  of  direct
U.S.  military involvement,  which lasted
from  1955  until  1973.  However,  the
roots of the war stretch back to the end
of  World  War  II,  and  fighting  continued
between North and South Vietnam until
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1975.  This  article  will  break down the
key dates, events, and phases to answer
the  question  comprehensively  and
clearly.

THE BROAD ANSWER: FROM 1955
TO 1975

If you need a single, concise timeframe
for  the Vietnam War,  the most  widely
accepted answer is that the war lasted
from November 1, 1955 to April 30,
1975.  This nearly 20-year span covers
the  beginning  of  the  U.S.  advisory
mission through the final collapse of the
South Vietnamese government.
However, many historians divide the war
into  several  distinct  periods.  These
phases  help  clarify  what  happened,
when  i t  happened,  and  who  was
involved. Below, we explore each major

phase in detail.

The First
Indochina War
(1946–1954):
The Prelude
To fully answer "when was the Vietnam
War,"  we  must  first  look  at  the  conflict
that  preceded  it.  After  World  War  II,
Vietnamese  nationalist  leader  Ho  Chi
Minh  declared  independence  from
French colonial rule. This led to the First
Indochina War, a struggle between the
French and the Viet Minh (a communist-
led independence coalition).
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The  war  lasted  from 1946 until  1954.
The  United  States  initially  provided
financial  aid  to  France,  viewing  the
conflict  through  the  lens  of  Cold  War
containment.  The  war  ended  with  the
decisive  Vietnamese  victory  at  the
Battle of Dien Bien Phu in May 1954,
which led to the Geneva Accords. These
accords temporarily divided Vietnam at
the  17th  parallel,  with  Ho  Chi  Minh's
government in the North and a Western-
backed government  in  the South.  This
division set the stage for the next phase
of conflict.

The Advisory

Phase
(1955–1964):
The United
States Gets
Involved
The period from 1955 to 1964 is often
called the "advisory phase." During this
time,  the  United  States  sent  military
advisors to South Vietnam to help train
and equip the South Vietnamese army.
The goal  was to prevent a communist
takeover  without  committing  large
numbers  of  American  combat  troops.
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Key events during this phase include:

1955: The U.S. Military Assistance
Advisory Group (MAAG) officially
takes over training of the South
Vietnamese military.
1959: North Vietnam passes a
resolution calling for armed
struggle to unify the country,
effectively beginning an
insurgency in the South.
1961: President John F. Kennedy
increases the number of U.S.
advisors from a few hundred to
over 16,000 by late 1963.
1963: The Buddhist Crisis in South
Vietnam leads to political
instability, culminating in the
assassination of President Ngo
Dinh Diem.

By  the  end  of  1963,  the  situation  in
South  Vietnam  was  deteriorating.  The
Viet  Cong,  a  communist-led  insurgent
group in the South, was gaining ground,
and the U.S.  was searching for  a new
strategy  to  contain  the  spread  of
communism.

The Gulf of
Tonkin Incident
and Escalation
(1964–1965)
A pivotal  moment  in  answering "when
was the  Vietnam War"  is  the  Gulf  of
Tonkin Incident  in  August  1964.  The
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U.S.  claimed  that  North  Vietnamese
patrol boats attacked a U.S. destroyer in
international  waters.  Although  the
details of the event remain controversial,
it provided the justification for significant
escalation.
In response,  the U.S.  Congress passed
the  Gulf  of  Tonkin  Resolution,  which
gave President Lyndon B. Johnson broad
authority  to  use  military  force  in
Southeast  Asia  without  a  formal
declaration of war. This was the turning
point that transformed a limited advisory
mission into a full-scale American war.

The American

Ground War
(1965–1969):
Peak U.S.
Involvement
By  early  1965,  the  U.S.  had  begun
sustained  bombing  campaigns  against
North  Vietnam  and  deployed  the  first
combat  troops  to  South  Vietnam.  This
phase  i s  what  most  Amer icans
remember when they think of the war.

March 1965: Operation Rolling
Thunder, a sustained bombing
campaign against North Vietnam,
begins.



6

6 When Was The Vietnam War 2023-07-06

March 1965: The first U.S.
combat troops land at Da Nang.
1968: The Tet Offensive, a
massive surprise attack by North
Vietnamese and Viet Cong forces,
takes place. Although a military
defeat for the communists, it was
a major psychological and political
victory that turned American
public opinion against the war.
1969: U.S. troop levels peak at
over 540,000 personnel in
Vietnam.

This  period  was  marked  by  intense
jungle  warfare,  search-and-destroy
missions,  and  heavy  casualties  on  all
sides.  The  Tet  Offensive,  in  particular,
shattered the perception that  the U.S.
was winning the war.

Vietnamization
and Withdrawal
(1969–1973)
President  Richard  Nixon  took  office  in
1969 with a promise to end the war. His
strategy,  known  as  Vietnamization,
aimed to gradually withdraw U.S. troops
while building up the South Vietnamese
army to take over the fighting.
Key events during this phase include:

1969: Nixon begins the first troop
withdrawals. The U.S. also expands
the war into neighboring Cambodia
and Laos in secret bombing
campaigns.
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1970: The expansion into
Cambodia triggers massive
protests across U.S. college
campuses, including the tragic
Kent State shootings where four
students were killed.
1972: North Vietnam launches the
Easter Offensive, a large-scale
conventional invasion of the South.
The U.S. responds with heavy
bombing, including the Christmas
Bombing of Hanoi and Haiphong.
January 27, 1973: The Paris
Peace Accords are signed,
establishing a ceasefire and calling
for the release of U.S. prisoners of
war. The last American combat
troops leave Vietnam in March
1973.

For many Americans, the war ended in
1973  with  the  withdrawal  of  troops.
However,  fighting  between  North  and
South  Vietnam  continued  unabated.

The Final Phase
(1973–1975):
The Fall of
Saigon
After  the  U.S.  withdrawal,  the  South
Vietnamese  military  was  left  to  fight
alone. Without American air support and
logistical  assistance,  the  South  rapidly
weakened. In early 1975, North Vietnam
launched a final, decisive offensive.
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The  end  came  swiftly.  On  April  30,
1975,  North  Vietnamese  tanks  rolled
into  Saigon,  the  capital  of  South
Vietnam. The city was renamed Ho Chi
Minh  City,  and  the  war  was  effectively
over. This date is widely recognized as
the official end of the Vietnam War.
More  than  58,000  Americans  and  an
estimated 1.5  to  3  million  Vietnamese
civilians  and  soldiers  lost  their  lives
during  the  conflict.  The  fall  of  Saigon
also  marked  the  beginning  of  a
humanitarian  crisis,  as  hundreds  of
thousands  of  Vietnamese  refugees  fled
the  country.

KEY DATES AT A GLANCE

For quick reference, here is a summary
of  the  most  important  dates  in  the
Vietnam War timeline:

1946–1954: First Indochina War1.
(French vs. Viet Minh).
July 1954: Geneva Accords divide2.
Vietnam at the 17th parallel.
1955: U.S. advisory mission3.
officially begins.
August 1964: Gulf of Tonkin4.
Incident leads to U.S. escalation.
March 1965: First U.S. combat5.
troops arrive.
January 1968: Tet Offensive6.
shifts public opinion in the U.S.
1969: Vietnamization begins;7.
peak U.S. troop levels.
January 1973: Paris Peace8.
Accords signed; U.S. withdraws.
April 30, 1975: Fall of Saigon;9.
war ends.



When Was The Vietnam War 9

9

WHY THE EXACT DATES MATTER

Understanding when was the Vietnam
War  is about more than memorizing a
few  dates.  The  timeline  reveals  the
conflict's  complex  nature:  it  was  a  civil
war,  a  colonial  war,  and  a  Cold  War
proxy  conflict  all  rolled  into  one.  Each
phase  brought  different  actors,
strategies,  and  consequences.
For example, the war's length played a
significant role in shaping public opinion
in  the  United  States.  The  American
involvement lasted nearly a decade and
a half, far longer than World War II. This
prolonged engagement,  combined with
graphic  media  coverage,  led  to
widespread  disillusionment  and  a
powerful  anti-war  movement.
Moreover, the war's conclusion in 1975

did not bring peace to the region. The
aftermath included a bitter struggle for
reunification,  economic  hardship,  and
the  continued  suffering  of  civilians.  The
legacy of the war continues to influence
U.S.  foreign  policy  and  Vietnam's
development  to  this  day.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT THE DATE

Several  common  misconceptions  arise
when  people  ask,  "When  was  the
Vietnam War?" Let me clarify a few:

Misconception 1: The war
began in 1965. While 1965
marks the arrival of combat
troops, U.S. involvement and
active fighting started much
earlier with advisors and covert
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operations.
Misconception 2: The war
ended in 1973. For the United
States, the war ended in 1973. For
the Vietnamese, it continued until
1975.
Misconception 3: It was a
single, continuous war. The
conflict can be divided into distinct
phases: the French war, the
advisory period, the American war,
and the final civil war.

By recognizing these nuances, we gain a
deeper appreciation for  the complexity
of  the  conflict  and  its  lasting  impact  on
global history.

CONCLUSION

So,  when  was  the  Vietnam  War?  The
conflict spanned from 1955 to 1975, with
roots reaching back to the 1940s. It was
a long, costly,  and deeply divisive war
that  reshaped  Vietnam,  the  United
States,  and  the  broader  international
order.  For  the  United  States,  active
combat involvement lasted from 1965 to
1973.  For  Vietnam,  the  war  was  a
continuous  struggle  for  unification  that
ended with the fall of Saigon on April 30,
1975.  Understanding  this  timeline  is
essential for grasping the full  scope of
the  conflict  and  its  enduring  lessons  for
the modern world.


