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HARRY TRUMAN and KOREA 

1. Introducing Harry Truman 

 Truman had been a Senator from Missouri when he became Franklin Roosevelt’s Vice  

 President in 1944. When Roosevelt died a year later, Truman became President. 

  Truman saw himself as an honourable leader - he kept a sign on his desk which read “The Buck  

 Stops Here”. He also wanted to continue Roosevelt’s reforms. However, he had some major  

 problems to deal with first. 

 

2. World War II 

   The war in Europe was over, but the Allies were still fighting Japan. Truman met with Stalin 

 and Churchill in the Potsdam Conference, 1945. They demanded an unconditional surrender 

 from Japan. When Japan refused, Truman authorised the use of atomic bombs. 

   The US dropped atomic bombs on the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing  

 thousands and causing massive destruction. Japan surrendered after the attacks, ending 

 World War II. 

   This was seen as a success for Truman, although historians debate the rights and wrongs of 

 using those weapons. Truman argued that he saved a lot of lives by using them, otherwise the 

 war would have dragged on, with a costly invasion of Japan. 

 

3. The Cold War Begins 

   No sooner had World War II ended than a new conflict broke out. Relations between Truman 

 and Stalin quickly fell apart, as Stalin refused to give up control of Eastern Europe after the 

 war. Eastern Europe became communist, and there was a possibility that western Europe, 

 weakened after the war, could also fall under Russia’s influence. Truman did not want this. 

   He declared the Truman Doctrine, which included the policy of containment (keeping     

 communism from spreading elsewhere). He send aid to Greece and Turkey to prevent  

 communist takeovers there. 

  Germany had been split in two after the war. Stalin kept control of East Germany. Within East 

 Germany, Berlin was also split in two. Stalin began a blockade of West Berlin to try to force it 

 to join his eastern half. In response, Truman authorised the Berlin Airlift to drop supplies to 

 West Berlin. Stalin backed down. 

   This was another success for Truman, he had shown the strength of the US as a superpower. 

 



4. The Cold War Continues 

 Truman announced the Marshall Plan - the US would provide billions of dollars of aid to  

 western Europe to help it rebuild. This would ensure that Europe would remain a strong ally of 

 the US and not turn to communism. The plan was very successful and Europe was able to  

 rebuild quickly. 

   In 1949, Truman established NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organisation), an alliance of the US, 

 Canada and European countries to defend against the Soviet Union if it attacked. In the same 

 year, the policy of containment suffered a failure when China had a communist revolution. 

   When Korea seemed like it might become a fully communist country in 1950, Truman had to 

 act or else be seen as weak. 

 

5. The Korean War (1950-3) 

   Like Germany, Korea was also split after the war, along a line called the 38th Parallel. 

  The communist north invaded the US-backed south in 1950. Truman wasn’t getting along 

 with Congress, and knew they would be unlikely to authorise him to send US troops to Korea. 

 Instead, he went to the UN and got authorisation for the US and 11 other countries to send 

 troops. 

   The US and their allies pushed the North Koreans back up to the 38th Parallel, and far into the 

 North. China then provided back-up for the North, and pushed the US back to the Parallel. 

 After three years of fighting, a truce was declared. 

   The war hurt Truman’s popularity at home, and there were calls for him to step down. 

 

6. The Fair Deal 

   At home, Truman wanted to continue Roosevelt’s work at reforming education, welfare and 

 healthcare to improve the lives of US citizens. He called his plan the “Fair Deal”. 

   However, Congress didn’t co-operate very much with him, and he failed to get some of his 

 reforms passed. One of his most important actions was desegregating the US Army in 1948. 

   He was expected to lose re-election in 1948, but was the surprise winner. However, his  

 popularity had declined so much during the Korean War that he refused to run again after  

 that, and stepped down in 1953. 

 

7. Conclusion 

   Sum up his successes/achievements, and compare them with the things he failed to achieve. 

 



LYNDON JOHNSON and VIETNAM 

These are all of the LBJ questions from past papers: 

What policies did Lyndon Johnson follow in relation to Vietnam? 

What problems did President Johnson encounter in dealing with Vietnam? 

How successful was Lyndon Johnson as a political leader at home and abroad? 

 

1. Introducing Lyndon Johnson 

 Lyndon Johnson had had a long career in the Senate when he became John F. Kennedy’s Vice-

 President in 1961. After Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, Johnson became President. 

   One of the first things he had to deal with was the escalating war in Vietnam, which the US 

 had been involved in since Truman was President. The US was trying to stop communist North 

 Vietnam from taking over South Vietnam. 

   Johnson wanted to be remembered as a great President. He had ideas for reforms, which he 

 called his “Great Society”. He did not want to be the first President to lose a war. 

 

2. Getting Involved in Vietnam 

   US troops had been in Vietnam since the 1950s, but only as advisors. In 1960, there were 

 1,500 of them. By 1963, that had risen to 16,000. 

   Johnson had to run for re-election very soon after becoming President. He campaigned as the 

 candidate of peace, while his opponent Goldwater campaigned to use nuclear bombs in  

 Vietnam. Johnson was elected in a landslide, but then he began to escalate the war. 

   He used the Tonkin Incident, in which a US ship was apparently attacked by Vietcong boats, to 

 persuade Congress to pass the Tonkin Resolution, giving him nearly unlimited power to wage 

 war.  

   He authorised Operation Rolling Thunder - more troops were sent to Vietnam to fight, aid 

 was sent to South Vietnam, and he began bombing North  Vietnam. 

 

3. Fighting the War 

   US troops were at a disadvantage - the Vietcong knew the land better than they did, and they 

 used guerrilla tactics to ambush the Americans.  

   The US used drastic new tactics including burning down forests, using chemical weapons such 

 as napalm, and massacring villages suspected of hiding enemy fighters. 

   Johnson told the American people that the war was going well, but TV news reports showed 

 that he wasn’t telling the truth - this created a credibility gap. People started to distrust  

 Johnson and the government. 



4. Ending the War 

 In 1968, the Vietcong launched the Tet Offensive, a massive invasion of the South. It took the  

 US 9 months to push them back. 

 The war had become extremely unpopular in the US, with anti-war protests calling for LBJ to 

 step down and end the war. 

 Johnson had tried to negotiate with North Vietnam, but neither of them would listen to the 

 other’s demands. He began new peace talks and halted the bombings. He then announced 

 that he would step down as President. Richard Nixon succeeded him and eventually withdrew 

 the US from Vietnam in 1975. 

 

5. The Great Society (don’t include this if the question asks only about Vietnam) 

   LBJ wanted to raise the quality of life for American citizens with his Great Society programme. 

 He also wanted to be remembered as a great President. 

 He achieved some reforms, such as setting up Medicare and Medicaid, which gave free 

 healthcare to the elderly. 

 He also signed the Civil Rights Act 1964 and the Voting Rights Act 1965, which outlawed  

 discrimination against African-Americans. 

 He was unable to do everything he wanted, because as the war dragged on it cost more  

 money and took more of his attention. 

 

6. Conclusion 

      Sum up his successes/achievements, and compare them with the things he failed to achieve. 




