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Introduction


The First Indochina War took place between December 19, 1946, and July 20, 1954, and was primarily fought between the people of what is now Vietnam and the French armed forces. In this conflict, the French were looking to crush the Viet Minh (“the League for the Independence of Vietnam”) and their uprising in order to maintain their colonial power over French Indochina. France had first gained control of Vietnam in 1877, and together with Cambodia and Laos, it formed part of the colony of French Indochina.


The First Indochina War would eventually see the French thoroughly humiliated by their defeat at the hands of what they and most of the western world considered an inferior side. After all, at the beginning of the conflict, the Vietnamese had no organized fighting force, little military experience, and nowhere enough weapons to arm all their men. Whatever weapons they did have were no match for those of the French, neither in terms of power nor accuracy. This is partly what makes the story of the First Indochina War such a fascinating episode in modern history and one that needs to be told in detail.


The French were first forced out of Vietnam in 1940 when the Japanese took control of the country as part of their expansionist plans during the Second World War. The unconditional surrender of the Japanese in 1945 meant that France was eager to retake power. However, the people of Vietnam had other ideas. France would attempt to negotiate with the Viet Minh government, but these negotiations would prove unsuccessful. The ensuing war waged by France on Vietnam would result in the latter being separated into two. The north of the country would become the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam), while the south would become the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam).


In this book, you will read about how the French first came to count the countries of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos among their colonies. You will also learn about the shocking events that led to the First Indochina War, the involvement of the United States, China, and Russia, and the devastating battle that signaled the beginning of the end for French Indochina, finally ending with the Geneva Accords in 1954.




Chapter One


Background: Creation of French Indochina


“If we wanted to, we could destroy your dynasty root and branch and seize for ourselves the entire kingdom, as we have done in Cochinchina. You know very well that this would present no difficulty to our armies.”


—Francois-Jules Harmand, the Treaty of Hue


In order to understand the eventual uprising of the Viet Minh, it is necessary to know the story of how Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos came to be French colonies and the effect that French imperial rule had on the people of those countries. Missionary propaganda was rife in the nineteenth century and was often used as a convenient excuse for empires to occupy Asian and African countries. However, that was not the only reason Napoleon III had, in July 1857, to approve a plan to invade Vietnam. The French infatuation with capitalism had spurred them to seek out new territories overseas that they could exploit. Among those identified was Southeast Asia, a region of which France desired a larger share.


The French naval officer Charles Rigault de Genouilly was put in charge of leading the invasion, which would begin with an attack on Tourane (modern-day Da Nang), located on Vietnam’s eastern coastline. With his orders to establish Tourane as a French military base, Genouilly descended upon the city in August 1858. With him were 14 ships and 2,500 expeditionary troops who easily overcame the harbor defenses and had the town under their control by the night of September 2. However, Genouilly soon discovered that progressing beyond Tourane would be far more difficult. By February of the following year, Genouilly had finally given up and instead set sail for Saigon in southern Vietnam. There, too, it became apparent that Vietnamese resistance was far more stubborn than the French had anticipated.


It would not be until 1861 that the French, under a new commander, succeeded in occupying Saigon and the three surrounding provinces. The Vietnamese in these territories finally capitulated to the invading forces and their superior weapons, and in June 1862, they agreed to a peace treaty that gave the French control. In 1867, the French annexed three additional southern territories, naming the entire colony Cochinchina. It would take the French another 16 years to conquer the rest of Vietnam.


The northern part of Vietnam was, during these years, a hotbed of unrest and a target for frequent raids by pirates and bandits. Both France and China were interested in the region due to its wealth of minerals and human labor. After a series of small-scale battles, the French were able to drive most Chinese troops out of Vietnam by 1874 and establish very favorable trade agreements for themselves. However, the 1880s saw them renew their efforts when the northern Vietnamese reached out to China for support.


Throughout the spring and summer of 1883, a French army conquered strategic locations in northern Vietnam, leading to the signing of another treaty in August. The Treaty of Hue granted the French control over northern and central Vietnam (named Tonkin and Annam by the French). These became protectorates of the French, and though they were allowed to keep their royal house, it no longer had any real power. The Indochinese Union was then formed in 1887, comprising the French colony of Cochinchina and the protectorates of Tonkin, Annam, Cambodia, and Laos. The union, more commonly known as French Indochina, was among the most important French territories.

