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‘It is hard to praise too highly Martin Windrow’s account, the first work of a historian who obviously possesses great gifts. It is surprising how many writers who describe battles lack any understanding of tactics and technology. Windrow is master of every detail … His book makes gripping reading’


Max Hastings, Sunday Telegraph



‘This is an epic book about an epic battle. It is not often that the story of a struggle as dramatic as Dien Bien Phu is told with a flair that matches the courage of the adversaries and the sheer scale of the event. Martin Windrow’s book is nothing less than a landmark in military history’


Professor Richard Holmes


‘This anniversary reconstruction of France’s most traumatic post-war battlefield defeat is highly opportune, with Arthur Schlesinger, among others, warning America of a slide into a second Vietnam … Martin Windrow has pulled off a remarkable feat’


John Crossland, Sunday Times



‘A wonderful account of a terrible battle, but it is more than that. It raises questions about the relationship between politicians and armed forces, questions which are still alive now. Dien Bien Phu is relevant even to the French scepticism about the efficacy of American policy today, and to the refusal – the wise refusal? – of France to participate in the Iraq war’


Allan Massie, Literary Review



‘Martin Windrow’s moving and judicious account … tells it with great lucidity and humanity, with vivid portraits of the leading French officers, and with what seems to be a very fair assessment of the internal dramas of Dien Bien Phu … He also offers asides on weaponry, battlefield medicine, morale and other topics which are among the best things in this good book’


Martin Woollacott, Guardian



‘Trying to describe to non-military readers what it is like to live through artillery barrages, or endure the physical realities of attack and counter-attack and face-to-face killing, is uphill work, but Windrow does it magnificently. He is a master of strategy and tactics, and most of his outstanding work is devoted – in striking and meticulous detail, as well as great sensitivity – to the fighting. His descriptive interludes on weaponry and other front-line topics, together with vivid portrayals of the officers and their men … are completely absorbing, and his analysis of the political background, showing how France dragged the US into Vietnam, is lucid and compelling’


Red Harrison, The Australian



‘This is history as it should be written, without the cant of either the left or the right, and at enough distance for hindsight … Excellent reading for those who want to find out what really went wrong in the wars in Indochina’


Mark Lawson, Australian Financial Review



‘I know I’m never going to read a better book this year than The Last Valley’


James Delingpole, The Times



‘Windrow, in a masterly fashion, sets the Shakespearian tragedy of Dien Bien Phu in the context of the wider politics of South-East Asia. He is good, too, on France post-1945 and the … French army. For amateurs of 20th-century French history, at last this is something to rival Alistair Horne’s A Savage War of Peace’


Robert Salisbury, The Spectator, Books of the Year




For Dick, best of brothers, who started the whole thing.
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The Maps





1 The Indochinese peninsula, c. 1953


2 Defence of Na San perimeter, 23 November–2 December 1952


3 Defence of PA8 at Na San, 23/24 November 1952


4 The Chinese frontier region of Tonkin, and the Viet Bac


5 The Red River delta


6 Viet Minh operations in the High Region, winter 1952 and spring 1953


7 Main Viet Minh supply routes, winter 1953 and spring 1954


8 Northern Laos, 1953–4


9 Valley of Dien Bien Phu, and Operation ‘Castor’, 20 November 1953







10 Approximate deployment of Viet Minh siege army at Dien Bien Phu


11 Dien Bien Phu central camp, and deployment of artillery and heavy mortar units


12 The northern defended locations – Anne-Marie, Gabrielle and Béatrice


13 The airfield and the northern Huguettes and Dominiques


14 The east bank and the ‘Five Hills’ of Dominique and Eliane


15 Defence of Béatrice, 13/14 March 1954


16 Defence of Gabrielle, 14/15 March 1954


17 ‘Battle of the Five Hills’, 30/31 March 1954


18 West bank defences – southern Huguettes and Lilianes, mid April 1954


19 Defences of Isabelle


20&21 The fall of Dien Bien Phu, 2–7 May 1954
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MAP 1 The Indochinese peninsula, c. 1953.
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MAP 2 Defence of Na San perimeter, 23 November–2 December 1952.
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MAP 3 Defence of PA8 at Na San, night 23/24 November 1952.
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MAP 4 The Chinese frontier region of Tonkin. The area of the Viet Bac was approximately that enclosed by the place names in bold type: clockwise from top left, Ha Giang, Cao Bang, Lang Son, Thai Nguyen, and Tuyen Quang.
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MAP 5 The Red River delta.
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MAP 6 Viet Minh operations in the High Region, winter 1952 and spring 1953.
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MAP 7 Main Viet Minh supply routes, winter 1953 and spring 1954.
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MAP 8 Northern Laos, 1953–4.
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MAP 9 Valley of Dien Bien Phu, with approximate location of some surrounding hills. (Spot heights are in metres above sea level.) (Inset) Sketch map of Operation ‘Castor’, 20 November 1953.
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MAP 10 Approximate deployment of Viet Minh siege army at Dien Bien Phu.
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MAP 11 Dien Bien Phu central camp. (Inset) Artillery battery and mortar company deployments.
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MAP 12 The northern defended locations – Anne-Marie, Gabrielle and Béatrice, as in mid March 1954.
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MAP 13 The airfield and the northern Huguettes and Dominiques as in late March, with additional positions mid to late April.
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MAP 14 The east bank and the ‘Five Hills’ of Dominique and Eliane.
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MAP 15 Defence of Béatrice, night 13/14 March 1954.
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MAP 16 Defence of Gabrielle, night 14/15 March 1954.
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MAP 17 Engagements on the east bank on 30/31 March 1954, the first night of the ‘Battle of the Five Hills’.
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MAP 18 West bank defences, including southern Huguettes and Lilianes, from mid April 1954.
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MAP 19 Defences of Isabelle.
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MAPS 20&21 The fall of Dien Bien Phu, 2–7 May 1954.





Glossary



Services, commands, etc.






	ANV

	Vietnamese National Army (French-led)






	CEF

	French Expeditionary Corps (Italy, WWII)






	CEFEO

	French Far East Expeditionary Corps






	FAEO

	French Far East Air Forces






	FFI

	French Interior Forces (WWII)






	FMEO

	French Far East Naval Forces






	FTL

	Land Forces Laos






	FTNV

	Land Forces North Vietnam






	GATAC/Nord

	Tactical Air Group North






	GCMA

	Composite Airborne Commando Group (French-led partisans)






	GMI

	Composite Intervention Group (formerly, GCMA)






	GOMRN

	Operational Group Middle Black River (Na San garrison)






	GONO

	Operational Group North-West (Dien Bien Phu garrison)






	NATO

	North Atlantic Treaty Organization






	SAS

	Special Air Service (British, WWII)






	SDECE

	French foreign intelligence service






	S/GMMTA

	French Air Force transport command in Indochina






	TAPI

	Airborne Troops Indochina







Types of unit, and other military terms






	AA

	anti-aircraft






	ACM

	Mobile Surgical Team






	ACP

	Parachute Surgical Team






	BCCP

	Colonial Commando Parachute Battalion






	
BCL

	Laotian Light Infantry Battalion






	BEP

	Foreign Legion Parachute Battalion






	BG

	Engineer Battalion






	BGP

	Parachute Engineer Battalion






	BM

	Marching Battalion (for short-term deployment); or, Montagnard Battalion






	BMEP

	Foreign Legion Parachute Marching Battalion






	BMTS

	Marching Battalion, Senegalese Rifles






	BPC

	Colonial (also Shock) Parachute Battalion; formerly, BCCP






	BPL

	Laotian Parachute Battalion






	BPVN

	Vietnamese Parachute Battalion






	BT

	Thai Battalion






	C-in-C

	commander in chief






	CCF

	Fire Control Co-ordination committee






	CEPML

	Foreign Legion Parachute Heavy Mortar Company






	CM

	Marching Company






	CMLE

	Foreign Legion Composite Mortar Company






	CMMLE

	Foreign Legion Composite Heavy Mortar Company






	CO

	commanding officer






	CP

	command post






	CR

	defended battalion location






	CRA

	Air Resupply Company






	CRALE

	Foreign Legion Auto Repair Company






	CSLT

	Thai Light Auxiliary Company






	CSM

	Military Auxiliary Company






	DB

	Armoured Division






	DBLE

	Foreign Legion Half-Brigade (regiment)






	Dinassaut

	Naval riverine assault unit






	DZ

	drop zone






	ELA

	Air Liaison Flight






	EROM

	Overseas Reconnaissance Flight






	FOO

	forward observation officer (artillery)






	GAOA

	Artillery Air Observation Squadron






	GAP

	Airborne Brigade






	GAVN

	Vietnamese Artillery Battalion






	
GB

	Bomber Squadron






	GC

	Fighter Squadron






	GFHAT

	Combined Army Helicopter Unit






	GM

	Motorized Brigade; or, Marching Group






	GT

	Transport Squadron






	HQ

	headquarters






	LMG

	light machine gun, automatic rifle






	LZ

	landing zone






	MG

	machine gun






	MO

	medical officer






	NCO

	non-commissioned officer – the non-officer leadership ranks, from sergeant upwards






	PA

	strongpoint






	PC Feux

	artillery fire control post






	PCIA

	air traffic control post






	PIM

	military internee (prisoner labour)






	PSP

	pierced steel plates (prefabricated runway surface)






	RAC

	Colonial Artillery Regiment






	RALP

	Parachute Light Artillery Regiment






	RC

	Cuirassier Regiment (light tanks)






	RC

	Colonial Highway (major road)






	RCC

	Light Horse Regiment (light tanks)






	RCL

	recoilless gun






	RCP

	Parachute Light Infantry Regiment






	REI

	Foreign Legion Infantry Regiment






	REP

	Foreign Legion Parachute Regiment






	RHQ

	regimental headquarters






	RIC

	Colonial Infantry Regiment






	RICM

	Moroccan Colonial Infantry Regiment (armoured)






	RP

	Provincial Highway (minor road)






	RTA

	Algerian Rifle Regiment






	RTM

	Moroccan Rifle Regiment






	SMG

	sub-machine gun






	TM

	Moroccan Irregular Battalion (Tabor Marocain)








Vietnamese terms







	Bo Dai Dia Phuong

	Viet Minh regional troops






	Bo Doi

	Viet Minh regular soldier; also, general term for any military unit






	Can Bo

	political officers, commissars






	Chi Doi

	regiment






	Chu Luc

	Viet Minh regular forces






	Cong An

	Viet Minh security service






	Dai Doi

	company






	Dan Quan

	popular revolutionary organization (DQ)






	Dan Quan Du Kich

	guerrilla arm of Dan Quan (DQDK)






	Dong Minh Hoi

	provisional government






	Du Kich Tap Trung

	concentration of popular guerrilla units






	Lien Khu

	Viet Minh integrated politico-military zone






	Quan Doi Nhan Dan

	People’s Army






	Su Doan

	division






	Sung Khong Ziat

	recoilless gun (SKZ)






	Tam Tam Che

	system of three-man teams






	Tieu Doan

	battalion (TD)






	Tieu Doan Kinh Quan

	light battalion (TDKQ)






	Tieu Doan Luu Dong

	mobile battalion






	Tinh Doi Bo

	Viet Minh provincial command






	Trinh Sat

	reconnaissance unit






	Trung Doan

	regiment






	Trung Doan Doc Lap

	independent regiment






	Tu Ve

	popular forces (DQ and DQDK)






	Viet Bac

	Viet Minh heartland provinces, NE Tonkin






	Viet Minh

	national independence front







Note: Viet Minh terms for military units were used loosely, the same word often being applied to units of very different size.



Ranks



Most French service ranks used in this text are straightforward translations into English language equivalents, but these do not always exist; note in particular:






	Corporal Chief

	Caporal chef, brigadier chef






	Sergeant

	Sergent, maréchal des logis






	Sergeant Chief

	Sergent chef, maréchal des logis chef






	Warrant Officer

	
Adjudant, adjudant-chef (French Army); officier d’équipage de la flotte (French Navy)






	Sub-lieutenant

	 






	(second lieutenant)

	
Sous-lieutenant (French Army)






	Lieutenant Commander

	
Lieutenant de vaisseau (French Navy)






	Major

	Commandant, chef de bataillon, chef d’escadrons







Specific French general officer ranks are translated as Brigadier General (two star), Major General (three star), Lieutenant General (four star), and General (five star). There is no one-star rank. Most references in the text use the generic ‘General Cogny’, etc., for all grades.


The author has attempted to refer to individuals by the ranks they held at the date of the particular reference – e.g. Lieutenant Colonel Langlais pre-16 April 1954, Colonel Langlais thereafter – but is conscious that these are not invariably correct.





Picture captions



Picture section between pages 352 and 353


1 During a visit to Dien Bien Phu in December 1953, the C-in-C Lieutenant General Henri Navarre (left) photographed with the commander of Airborne Troops Indochina, Brigadier General Jean Gilles. In US camouflage uniform behind Navarre is the commander of 1st Airborne Brigade, Lieutenant Colonel Alain Fourcade. Behind Gilles, wearing a képi, is Navarre’s chief-of-staff Brigadier General Fernand Gambiez, whose son would be killed at Dien Bien Phu on 23 March. (ECPA)


2 General Vo Nguyen Giap, then Defence Minister and Deputy Prime Minister of the Democratic Republic, photographed on Dominique 2 in May 1984 during ceremonies to mark the 30th anniversary of his victory. He was then aged 74. (Courtesy TRH Pictures)


3 Colonel Christian de Castries, commanding officer of Operational Group North-West, posed for this famous photograph in his command post at Claudine before the outbreak of the battle. He wears his trademark scarlet Spahi sidecap and matching silk scarf. (ECPA)


4 Operation ‘Castor’, 20 November 1953: while others still fall on drop zone Natacha, a paratrooper from GAP 1, armed with a folding-butt CR39 rifle, organizes his kit bag and pack after freeing himself from his harness. His unit has been variously identified, but from the relaxed attitude of the background man this photo was probably taken during the second lift in the afternoon, which dropped Major Souquet’s 1 BPC. The viewpoint is west to east; the darkly wooded hill just left of the background man seems to be the future Dominique 2, which would fall to the People’s Army on 30/31 March 1954. It is easy to appreciate how dangerously its mortars, RCLs and artillery observers dominated the Huguette positions that would be installed in the foreground area. (ECPA)


5 Operation ‘Castor’, 20 November: Vietnamese paratroopers and French NCOs of Major Bigeard’s 6 BPC re-assemble after capturing the village of Muong Thanh. Indochinese soldiers made up half of this nominally French colonial battalion. These men carry French MAT49 sub-machine guns, issued on a generous scale to paratroopers. (ECPA)


6 24 November: the first lucky column of Thai auxiliaries from the Lai Chau garrison, led by Captain Bordier, arrive at Dien Bien Phu. (ECPA)


7 Late afternoon, 20 November: two paratroopers from 6th Colonial carry in one of the battalion’s ten dead from DZ Natacha for burial. (ECPA)


8 Early evening, 20 November: paras of 6 BPC load their wounded on to one of the two Sikorsky S-55 helicopters from Muong Sai that flew in the radios for the Air Force ground control team. The helicopters’ range limited them to running a shuttle service for casualties to Muong Sai, where they were triaged; serious cases were then flown out by Dakota to Hanoi. (ECPA)


9 Eight 120mm mortars of the Legion’s 1 CEPML were dropped at Dien Bien Phu on 21 November. This photo taken near the village houses of Muong Thanh before the mortars were dug in shows a ranging or ‘bedding-in’ shot being fired; in the background men work peacefully, and there is very little ammunition stacked by the weapon. One of the most important memoirists of the battle, Lieutenant Erwan Bergot, initially commanded one of 1 CEPML’s two platoons, and subsequently the combined remnants of the whole unit and a Legion infantry mortar company. The 120mm, of which the People’s Army also had large numbers at Dien Bien Phu, would play a central part in the battle; it did at least as much damage to the French artillery as General Giap’s 105mm howitzers. (ECPA)


10 Photographed during midnight mass on 24 December 1953 (left to right): Lieutenant Colonel Jules Gaucher of the Foreign Legion, CO of 13 DBLE and GM 9; Colonel de Castries, and Lieutenant General Navarre. The C-in-C made a quick inspection of Dien Bien Phu but, typically, was unable to concentrate on this one problem for more than a few hours; on 26 December a message would call him away to deal with the crisis in central Laos. Basing himself at Seno, Navarre quickly stabilized the situation by calling in General Gilles’ paratroopers from the strategic reserve – the same units which had captured Dien Bien Phu the month before, and which would soon be returning there. (ECPA)


11 In his command post in the main HQ bunker, the one-armed artillery commander Colonel Charles Piroth. His staff and units were inadequately equipped for counter-battery work in wooded hill country – not so much in firepower, as in maps and the means for target location. (ECPA)


12 A famous group photo of five of the most prominent paratroop officers of the garrison, taken during a conference in Lieutenant Colonel Langlais’ headquarters bunker. (Left to right) Captain André Botella of 5 BPVN, Major Marcel Bigeard of 6 BPC, Captain Pierre Tourret of 8 BPC, Langlais, and Major Hubert de Seguin-Pazzis, who took command of GAP 2 when Langlais became chief of operations for the whole garrison. Note on the table a stereoscopic viewer for aerial photos, on which the GONO staff had to rely in the absence of adequate maps. (ECPA)


13 Lieutenant Colonel Pierre Langlais, commanding officer of 2nd Airborne Brigade (GAP 2) for Operation ‘Castor’, but effectively Colonel de Castries’ chief of operations from the night of 13 March onwards; seen here wearing his paratrooper’s red beret, which he burned at the fall of the camp rather than let it be taken as a souvenir by the enemy. (ECPA)


14 Major Marcel Bigeard, commanding officer of 6 BPC for Operation ‘Castor’, who led it back to Dien Bien Phu – after operations in Laos – on 16 March. Soon afterwards Langlais co-opted Bigeard to his staff as officer responsible for planning counter-attacks, and Major Thomas took over command of 6th Colonial for the rest of the battle. Bigeard copied his unit’s jaunty camouflaged field cap from the wartime Japanese model; it would become standard issue for French paras in the Algerian War, universally known as the ‘casquette Bigeard’. (ECPA)


15 Major Jean Bréchignac of II/1 RCP. Like Bigeard’s 6 BPC, his unit took part in the capture of Dien Bien Phu in November 1953 and in early sorties into the hills. They were then flown out and returned to the strategic reserve in the second week of December, being airlifted to Seno in central Laos late that month for operations against Division 325, before being dropped back into Dien Bien Phu at the beginning of April 1954. Here ‘Brèche’ wears the popular ‘sausageskin’ camouflage uniform – the lightweight British wartime windproofs. Bréchignac was one of the many distinguished combat officers whose careers would be brought to a premature end by the events in Algeria in April 1961. (ECPA)


16 Captain Yves Hervouët of 1 RCC, who commanded the ‘bisons’ of the composite tank squadron throughout the battle despite having both arms in plaster casts from 1 April onwards. Captured on 7 May, he was one of those who died on the march before even reaching the prison camps. (ECPA)


17 The central valley, photographed at the turn of November/ December 1953 from perhaps 1,500 feet above the southern end of the runway, looking roughly from north-west to south-east – the viewpoint of a paratrooper of one of the first sticks of 6 BPC on 20 November. see Map 14 for orientation. Below (A) are Baldy and Phoney, much the same height as (B), the terraced hill which became Eliane 2, on which the ‘governor’s house’ and other brick buildings show as faint light patches in front of the trees. Later their rubble would provide the dug-outs on this hill with the unique advantage of a proper ‘bursting layer’ in their overhead cover, which had a significant effect during the fighting on the night of 30/31 March 1954. Note the paddy-fields east and south of these features; highway RP41 shows only as a faint trace right of Eliane 2. Much foreshortened, (C) is the ‘horseshoe’ of the Nam Youm; around (D), the houses of Muong Thanh village are almost completely hidden by trees. The airfield is open, dating the photo after 25 November, as three Dakotas are parked in the central foreground. Note at (E) the dogleg of the old Japanese drainage ditch, the dark shadow showing its depth – in April 1954 it was the only safe route north up the airfield. The area immediately left of it, where lines of bivouac tents can be seen, became Dominique 4; brush fires burn on the future depot area. (F) is the Pavie Track, which became the main north–south road in the central camp – see Map 11. (ECPA)


18 Paratroopers unload the rear body of a Dodge 4 × 4 ‘weapons carrier’ truck from the clamshell doors of one of the Bristol 170 transports requisitioned from the civilian airline SIRA. Dien Bien Phu relied upon these for all heavy equipment that could not be parachuted; although their six-ton capacity was similar to that of the Bristol, fully loaded Fairchild C-119 Packets needed a longer runway than the 1,260 yards at ‘Torri Rouge’. The most impressive loads flown in by the Bristols were the complete hulls of the ten M24 Chaffee tanks. Many of these paras have pale-looking berets tailored in old US camouflage cloth, a field headgear favoured by troops of 1 BPC. (ECPA)


19 The central camp in early March, from much the same angle as the photo opposite but slightly further south; see Map 11 – the Bailey bridge is just off the left-hand edge of the picture. The width of the foreground is about 350 yards from the river in the east to the bottom right hand edge in the west; the depth from the crossroads at bottom centre to the track junction at top right is about 500 yards. The village and trees have completely disappeared, and the whole west bank is crammed with diggings. (A) is the western base of Eliane 2; its vital position only some 500 yards from the heart of Dien Bien Phu is obvious. (B) is the wooden bridge; immediately below it is the underground hospital. (C) is Eliane 11, on the promontory west of the ‘horseshoe’. Aircraft dispersal pens can be seen above (D). The gunpits for 105mm artillery (E) and the 155mm battery (F) flank the Pavie Track, slanting away down the spine of the camp. (G) is the headquarters area, with the command posts for GONO, GM 9 and GAP 2. (H) is the ammunition dump; left of it, strongpoint Junon would be planted on the river-bank. (ECPA)


20 19 February 1954: Colonel de Castries personally drives visiting Defence Minister René Pleven and FTNV commander Major General René Cogny on a tour of the camp; his jeep has a pennant staff topped with the star-and-crescent insignia of Castries’ old regiment, the Spahis. Cogny holds a heavy walking stick, and Castries has stowed his beside his seat; both officers suffered from the permanent effects of earlier leg wounds and, in Cogny’s case, nearly two years in a Gestapo prison and the concentration camps. (ECPA)


21 One of the hilltop strong-points – unidentified, it could be on Béatrice or one of the ‘Five Hills’. The scrub has been cleared from most of the summit. Above the sandbag ‘blockhouse’ at bottom right, two dark figures on the crest give an idea of scale. A flagged aerial at top left indicates a command post; under magnification the dark silhouette to the right of it is revealed as a raised blockhouse surrounded by zigzagging trenches. The barbed wire of the internal barricades is very sparse. (ECPA)


22 One of the 105mm howitzers of 5th or 6th Battery, II/4 RAC in its large open gunpit on Dominique 4. Note the Bailey bridge silhouetted on the skyline top right, its position signposted by a surviving tree; the photographer was looking roughly from north to south-east (see Map 11). Ready use ammunition is piled at the right; at left a communication trench leads to a dug-out roofed with logs and sandbags. Cave-like shelters are dug into the walls of the gunpit and trench, but the complete vulnerability of the crew to enemy fire while serving the gun is strikingly obvious. (ECPA)


23 Before 14 March GONO’s local air support was provided by Bearcat F8F-1 fighter-bombers of squadron GC 1/22 ‘Saintonge’, detached from Hanoi–Bach Mai to ‘Torri Rouge’ – the airfield at Dien Bien Phu. Here armourers load a 500lb bomb to one of the wing shackles; above this are the ports for the two 0.50in wing guns, and outboard of it are two mounting points for 5in unguided rockets. Beneath the fighter’s individual call-sign ‘S’ the cowling is emblazoned with the badge of GC 1/22. French Bearcats in Indochina retained the dark blue US Navy colourscheme of their original owners. (ECPA)


24 December 1953: specialists from 2nd Platoon, 5th Foreign Legion Medium Repair Company work beside the Dien Bien Phu airstrip to reassemble the flown-in M24 Chaffee tanks of 3rd Squadron, 1st Light Horse Regiment (1RCC). Lieutenant Bugeat’s 25 fitters and mechanics of 2/5 CMRLE completed all ten tanks between 18 December and 15 January 1954. Note the pierced steel plates providing a hard surface, as also used on the runway. (ECPA)


25 Lieutenant Henri Préaud’s M24 tank ‘Auerstaedt’ photographed at Isabelle. The Chaffees arrived painted plain olive drab, and were then individually camouflaged by their crews with streaks of pale dried mud. (Photo Henri Préaud, courtesy Simon Dunstan)


26 Warrant Officer Carette’s tank ‘Bazeilles’, abandoned on the summit of Eliane 2 in the early hours of 1 April 1954 after a serious engine fire caused by several bazooka or RCL hits. It has been claimed that the hulk’s machine gun, manned by two NCOs of 1 BPC, was the last French gun firing on Eliane 2 when the strongpoint finally fell on the night of 6/7 May 1954. (Photo Kieran Lynch, 1996)


27 14 December 1953: Vietnamese paratroopers photographed by Jean Péraud in action in thick cover during GAP 2’s return from the failed sortie to Muong Pon. The smoke in the background is from a napalm strike by B-26s called in to help the brigade break free from their attackers; it also killed several paras of 5 BPVN. (ECPA)


28 Legion paratroopers of 1 BEP take what cover they can find in the fallow paddy-fields during one of the road-opening missions southward to Isabelle in late March. Note the heavy cover afforded to enemy blocking forces by the tree lines around the deserted village; this photo may have been taken near the often contested creek crossing at Ban Kho Lai/Ban Nang Nhai. The foreground para is a rifle-grenadier armed with a semi-automatic MAS49 rifle. (ECPA)


29 Photographed during one of 1 BEP’s sorties into the hills north of Dien Bien Phu during December 1953, Captain Cabiro, 4th Company commander, provides a classic image of a French paratroop officer. The US steel helmet (fitted locally with extra paratroop chin strapping) was standard issue, although many Legion and North African infantry received the French M1951 equivalent; the slang for a helmet was a ‘locomotive-skin hat’. The holstered P08 Luger pistol is a souvenir of World War II; and note the US SCR536 ‘handie-talkie’ radio – the generous scale of issue in para battalions put radios in every platoon and allowed superior command and control. ‘Cab’ was badly wounded in both legs in an encounter battle north-west of Hill 781 during the second week of February, and was flown out of the valley. As second-in-command of 2 REP, Major Cabiro would lead them in their last major action of the Algerian War, at Chélia in the Aurès Mountains on 2 December 1960. (ECPA)


30 Typical terrain of the High Region, over which both the assembling Viet Minh siege army and the garrison’s sortie columns had to operate. Here, photographed from a narrow track clinging to the left-hand slope, a river cuts through the hills between Lai Chau and Tuan Giao. The valley bottom is thickly wooded, and on the steep slopes rough grass alternates with almost impenetrable scrub. (Photo Kieran Lynch)


31 Paratroop medics treating shellfire or mortar casualties on one of the eastern hilltops; the doctor crouching at left is tentatively identified as Lieutenant Patrice de Carfort of 8 BPC. The configuration of the background suggests that this may have been taken on Dominique 2. This is supported by the presence of 120mm mortar bomb packing tubes (far right); a platoon of 1 CEPML equipped with these weapons was deployed on that hill in March. (ECPA)


32 A fuel dump hit by shellfire blazes in the background; in the foreground are the arched iron roofs of the main headquarters bunkers. Note the many radio aerials on the right; and under magnification the turrets of two of the Chaffee tanks can be made out at centre and left. This photo, like so many others flown out of Dien Bien Phu before the ‘air bridge’ was cut on 28 March, has been variously dated. It has been suggested that it was taken on 14 March, but under magnification it shows no evidence of the heavy shelling which fell around the command posts on 13/14 March, and it probably records a fire started by the intermittent shelling of the previous weeks. (ECPA)


33 A youthful Viet Minh prisoner is marched into the camp after an engagement on the eastern hills; by the end of the battle the ranks of the People’s Army were filled with barely trained teenagers. His clothing is typically topped off with a quilted jerkin. Behind him is one of the internal barbed wire fences which hampered movement around the camp after dark. (ECPA)


34 Paratroopers trying to improve their trenches in one of the locations east of the airstrip; note the sacks made of rattan – cai phen – which did not pack as well as classic hessian sandbags, particularly when wet. Judging from the pickets beyond, the barbed wire defences are unimpressive. In the far background are wrecked aircraft along the parking strip west of the runway; the light-coloured tailplane at extreme top right is that of the Curtiss C-46 Commando south of Huguette 1 which became a landmark during the battle. This seems to place these trenches in Dominique 4 or Epervier; Opéra was not constructed until mid April. After the airfield was closed on 28 March the French photographic record of the battle ceases apart from aerial reconnaissance images. (ECPA)


35 Marked prominently but vainly with the Geneva cross, a C-47 Dakota of GT 2/62 ‘Franche-Comté’ comes under shellfire while attempting a daylight casualty evacuation flight during the third week of March. From the position of the tail wheel it has just turned 180°, so is at the north end of the runway facing south, and has not yet picked up a load of wounded. The photo appears to be looking west from the drainage ditch that ran down the east side of the airstrip, where the wounded waited their chance to board. (ECPA)


36 On 18 March the photographer Jean Péraud slipped a film and some notes on to an ambulance aircraft for delivery to a colleague in Hanoi, but the notes were seized by the French censor. They read, in part: ‘Counting on your discretion – film shows medical evacuation of 17th – catastrophic under VM fire – attempt fruitless. Tried again twice on 18th, but still under VM fire, though Red Cross apparent – atmosphere of anxiety, terror even – screams, crying – rush of the wounded for the door – haven’t seen anything like it since the concentration camp… Morale is still very high, even under VM fire…’. Dakota ‘77011’ was probably that flown by Lieutenant Ruffray and Captain Cornu. (ECPA)


37 Daniel Camus’ well-known photograph taken in the underground hospital shows Dr Paul Grauwin (left) examining a casualty whose foot has been partially blown off. Grauwin, the commander of Mobile Surgical Team 29, was not a regular officer, although he had long experience in Indochina (where he would return following the ceasefire). At centre, in the helmet, is Signaller Julot Vandamme; at right, Theatre Aide Bacus of Dr Gindrey’s team. (ECPA)


38 Operation ‘Condor’, second half of April 1954: légionnaires of II/2 REI and Laotian troops make a halt in the jungle of the Nam Ou river valley of northern Laos during the northwards march of Lieutenant Colonel Yves Godard’s column in a vain attempt to link up with the Dien Bien Phu garrison. Their dress and equipment is also typical of the légionnaires in GONO; and note (right) an 81mm mortar base-plate slung on the pony’s pack saddle. This battalion was the only European unit in Colonel de Crèvecoeur’s small force in upper Laos, and ‘Condor’ was their third operation in the border country since December 1953. In that month’s Operation ‘Ardèche’ they had made an exhausting march to the rendezvous at Sop Nao with Langlais’ paratroopers coming down from Dien Bien Phu; and in early February they had suffered heavy casualties at Muong Khoua while trying to block Division 308’s ‘raid’ towards Luang Prabang. (ECPA)


39 High-altitude aerial photo of Isabelle shortly before the end of the battle; see Map 19. At upper right the broad, straight line of the secondary airstrip crosses the edge of the picture, with the narrow stripe of RP41 just left of it. The darkest patches at upper centre are thick woodland along the banks of the Nam Youm; the web of pale lines showing against the paddy-fields and dark scrub are the Viet Minh approach trenches dug by Regiment 57. (We have not attempted to show these on the various sketch maps, since the dating of photos to show their daily development is very uncertain.) The hundreds of tiny white dots on the dark terrain surrounding the strongpoint are discarded parachutes. During April most of the tens of thousands of canopies were not bundled up but left where they lay; from the air the whole camp looked as if it was scattered with confetti. (ECPA, courtesy Simon Dunstan)


40 The victors: watched by a member of the International Control Commission, a propaganda section of People’s Army Division 308 clap and sing on the streets of Hanoi as they march in to take possession of the northern capital on 14 October 1954. (USIA, courtesy Howard R. Simpson)





Preface



IN THE TEN YEARS FOLLOWING World War II, three major conflicts were fought in the former colonial territories of mainland East Asia between Western armies and insurgents supported to varying degrees by Communist China.


The largely Chinese guerrilla rising against the British in Malaya from June 1948 was handicapped by its geographical remoteness from China; by the ethnic divisions of the population; and by British willingness to negotiate Malaya’s independence. Only a tiny proportion of the Malay majority were ever involved, and although the so-called Malayan Emergency continued officially until July 1960, British and local forces had confined the remnants of the Malayan Races Liberation Army to remote jungle refuges by mid 1955.


In the former Japanese colony of South Korea the Communist challenge took the form of outright invasion by the conventional army of the Democratic Republic (North Korea) in June 1950, openly supported by Chinese forces from that November. This aggression was met and defeated by the conventional forces of the United Nations (predominantly, the United States), resulting in stalemate from mid 1952 and a negotiated ceasefire in July 1953.


Against the background of these simultaneous conflicts, the rising of the Communist Viet Minh movement against the post-war restoration of French colonial government in Indochina (predominantly, Vietnam) in 1946–54 came to have a special significance. Benefiting from particularly favourable circumstances, and especially from a common border with China, the Viet Minh succeeded in a unique achievement: the wartime transformation of a clandestine guerrilla movement into a powerful conventional army. The final vindication of that army was the destruction at Dien Bien Phu in spring 1954 of a US-equipped French force eventually 15,000 strong, including artillery, tanks, two crack parachute brigades and Foreign Legion infantry, with tactical air support.


This was the first time that a non-European colonial independence movement had evolved through all the stages from guerrilla bands to a conventionally organized and equipped army able to defeat a modern Western occupier in pitched battle. Following this defeat, which shocked the Western world and gave huge encouragement to nascent independence movements elsewhere, the collapse of French confidence led within a few months to French withdrawal and a negotiated (though ostensibly temporary) partition of Vietnam at the 17th parallel, between the Democratic People’s Republic in the north and the new American-supported Republic of Vietnam in the south. American agencies were active in the affairs of this state from its birth, and the USA would become ever more involved in its troubles over the next decade, culminating in the landing of major US ground forces in 1965. These direct consequences of Dien Bien Phu were the first steps down a road that only ended with the departure of the last helicopters from the roof of the US Embassy in Saigon in April 1975.


DIEN BIEN PHU IS ONE OF those battles which has been so loaded down with historical significance that the actual events are trapped behind an unusually thick distorting lens of hindsight. This has tended to limit the questions we ask about it, and to suggest simplistic answers: crudely, ‘How could the French Army have got itself into such an obvious trap?’ We know how the story ended, and what is known cannot be un-known, whatever a judge’s instructions to the jury; but it is important to hold in mind that on a battlefield nothing is inevitable. The defenders of Dien Bien Phu were not foredoomed, but were caught up in the interplay of particular events and circumstances. If we are to understand what happened on the ground we should study the experience of the men in the trenches and the physical facts which governed that experience; and we should also pull back far enough to catch at least a glimpse of the broader choices which their commanders had to make.


There is another distortion that we should try to dispel, in simple justice to those whose lives or happiness ended in the valley of the Nam Youm river 50 years ago. Throughout history, the ancient customs of war have held that a fortress garrison which chooses to resist to the end, forcing the attackers to pay the bloody price of storming the walls, forfeits all claim on the victors’ mercy. But it is not only on the physical plane that the winner takes all: the spectacle of the fall of a great fortress has such impact that the victors may also take the entire psychological reward. Mesmerized by the ruin of what once seemed so strong, we tend to forget what the purpose of the fortress was in the first place, and what resistance could ever realistically have been expected of its defenders. Dien Bien Phu was a shocking defeat; but it was also one of the 20th century’s great epics of military endurance.


If France herself had not been overwhelmed by a sense of hopeless catastrophe, Dien Bien Phu could easily have proved a Pyrrhic victory for General Vo Nguyen Giap, the Viet Minh’s military commander-in-chief, who lost something between a third and a half of his infantry on its ghastly slopes. That she was so overwhelmed, and that it did not so prove, was due to the context created by the events of the previous seven years; and since some of these were central to the decisions taken by the commanders on both sides, it seems doubly important to summarize them in these pages. If not literally, then Dien Bien Phu was at least psychologically the last act in a connected process.


MY INTEREST IN DIEN BIEN PHU was sparked more than 30 years ago when I was enthralled by Bernard Fall’s classic Hell in a Very Small Place. As an exciting account of battle drawing upon the testimony of survivors it could hardly be bettered; but even while I devoured it I was aware that my ignorance of the context was denying me many of the rewards of the story. What paths had led these exotically named regiments to this particular valley in an Asian wilderness? Why were there so many Vietnamese faces in photographs of the élite French parachute battalions? If we close an eye to the easy perspective of hindsight, can we understand why the French commanders were initially so confident, and General Giap so hesitant? Why did the defeat of 15,000 men lead so immediately to the collapse of an army with a theoretical strength more than twenty times as great? Unevenly, I began to find out; and each step in my education pointed me further back, towards a line of other questions receding across the years.


My occasional hobby became more absorbing and my curiosity more wide-ranging with the gradual publication of authoritative French material not available to the earliest historians of the battle, and perhaps undervalued by some subsequent writers. The terms in which some of these analytical papers were written, even thirty years after the event, were surprisingly intense. It had always been clear how much Dien Bien Phu had mattered in 1954; it was instructive to discover how much it still mattered. The tragic climax to the Algerian War in 1961–2 had alerted even the most casual British observer to the wholly foreign relationship between government, citizens and army which then existed among our fellow Europeans just 20 miles across the Channel, and Dien Bien Phu seemed to be embedded like a tumour at the heart of that relationship.


It is perhaps Britain’s greatest historical blessing that since 1689 the continuity of our institutions has saved the British Army from making political choices. By contrast, France’s 200 troubled years as a serial republic, interspersed with brief periods of less than constitutional monarchy and of foreign occupation, have confronted her army on at least six occasions with disputed claims to the legitimate leadership of the state. Like a human personality, a country’s and an army’s sense of itself at any particular moment is the product of its memories of the past, and the choices it makes in moments of crisis will be dictated to a great extent by its particular tribal myths. Every generation in France’s military history between at least 1870 and 1962 was connected, by chains which have been held up to the light for English readers by Alistair Horne in his several fascinating books. Dien Bien Phu was an important link in one of those chains.


Anyone who approaches the events of the French Indochina War of 1946–54 at even a superficial level soon becomes aware not only of their legacy in Algeria in 1954–62, but also of their origins in France between 1940 and 1944 – in defeat, occupation, liberation and their long aftermath. During the 1960s one of the more empty-headed slogans parroted by fashionably Leftist adolescents of all ages was ‘better Red than dead’. Political France in the 1930s may not inspire much admiration; but the wrenching distortions inflicted on French society and its army in the aftermath of June 1940 are surely sufficient arguments for national self-defence at any cost. The wounds of military occupation by a foreign power are deep, disgusting and take generations to heal. (The same consideration applies, of course, to Vietnam, whose occupation lasted a great deal longer and whose divisions were even more brutal.)


France’s defeat and subjection to four years of ruin and humiliation not only shaped her post-war response to the challenge of the Vietnamese independence movement; it also determined the timing of that challenge in the first place. The unsustainable contradictions of France’s occupation of Indochina made an eventual native independence movement inevitable. But it was the French defeat in 1940 that allowed Japan to impose her garrisons on French Indochina, shaming the colonial rulers in the eyes of Japan’s fellow Asians. It was the vacuum left by Japan’s destruction of the residual French administration in March 1945, followed by her own abrupt surrender six months later, that gave Ho Chi Minh his priceless opportunity to build a truly nationwide political organization, and Vo Nguyen Giap the freedom and the weapons to expand a negligible guerrilla force into the beginnings of an army. And it was liberated France’s burning need to reassert her power and dignity through her imperial role that ensured a fairly primitive military response to this challenge.


How differently would the history of Indochina – and of America – have unfolded if the French had not been defeated at Dien Bien Phu, and if the war had dragged on in parallel with the peace negotiations at Geneva? The almost contemporary example of the Pan Mun Jon talks in Korea suggests one model; but while the exploration of historical ‘what ifs’ is intriguing, it is usually pointless. The game only works if one accepts a narrowly determinist view of history – history with very few ‘moving parts’, any one of which can supposedly be removed with only limited and predictable consequences. In the real world the alternative possibilities branch out at an exponential rate. Everything is connected, and the specifics of geography, date, national moods, armies and personalities (together with blind chance) determine most of history’s outcomes.


These particularities seem to emerge clearly from even brief examinations of the French Expeditionary Corps and the Viet Minh. The more we read about the French Indochina War, the more struck we must be by the perfect combination of factors which coincided to give Giap his eventual victory. This was hailed as an elegant laboratory demonstration of the Maoist equation for revolutionary warfare, and many argued that Mao’s manuals provided an invincible formula whose results could be duplicated in any colonial situation. In fact, the exact pattern of advantages which Giap enjoyed in 1950–54 was absent from most other colonial wars – and, most immediately, from the Algerian struggle that began just months after Dien Bien Phu and which enmeshed some of the same French officers. Obviously, the tactical similarities between Giap’s wars against the French and the American expeditionary armies are also seductive; but attempts to draw parallels of worldwide application should surely be viewed with caution. People and nations are what they are, and events happen when they happen.


I AM NOT AN ACADEMICALLY trained historian, and this book does not for a moment pretend to be a work of primary research; it is a synthesis of secondary sources, the most important of them in French and therefore perhaps unfamiliar to ‘les Anglo-Saxons’. My hope has been to set in their particular context the armies that fought at Dien Bien Phu, which were shaped by their past; and also to offer snapshots from this 50-year-old campaign and battle that are accessible to readers who are not military specialists. The seriously middle-aged sometimes forget that several generations have now grown up in Britain who have had no connection with the military – who have never known a professional soldier and have never handled so much as a shotgun. I hope that readers with expert knowledge will be patient with the brief and simplified explanations of military matters; a clear picture of the physical realities seemed to demand an occasional pause to explain how the process actually worked, and the results when it did – or did not. Equally, I hope that these explanations are detailed enough to be useful without being so relentless that the general reader feels as if he has strayed into a lawnmower catalogue. For this reason many of the supporting facts and figures have been banished to the pages of notes at the end of the book.


The intellectual satisfactions of pursuing an interest in military history lie in tracing patterns and watching the play of one factor upon another – both at the level of tactics (the business of moving troops across a battlefield), and of strategy (that of moving armies around a map); but there are parallel dangers. Our admiration for the courage and endurance of the officers and rankers of combat units is easy, even automatic; our hasty judgements on their senior commanders are sometimes less valid. The French officers charged with conducting this campaign made serious mistakes and paid the price of disgrace, even of ridicule – historically, France has an ugly taste for scapegoats. In retirement some of them waged unattractive paper wars against one another, but to repeat their charges and counter-charges here would be barren. It was at one time fashionable, particularly in the United States, to sneer at the commanders of the French Expeditionary Corps; but this disdain usually sprang from sheer ignorance of the imbalance between their mission and their inadequate means.


It is surely absurd simply to dismiss these officers as incompetents; they were experienced professional soldiers, some of whom had shown great personal bravery on the battlefield. Christian de Castries, the fortress commander, has been lampooned by writers of more limited social experience as a dim aristocrat – even as a bunker-dwelling coward; but he was never seen that way by the iron-hard paratrooper Pierre Langlais, who shared his burden daily and who knew his combat record. On the basis of some of his correspondence René Cogny, the general commanding in North Vietnam, has been criticized for lack of moral courage; but this man had spent nearly two years in the hands of the Gestapo and in the concentration camps for his Resistance activities, emerging crippled for life. The commander-in-chief himself, Henri Navarre, has been accused of failing to see the dangers inherent in the Dien Bien Phu operation. In fact the record shows that he was fully alive to them, but that he shouldered his responsibility and made a calculated gamble in the face of many uncertainties.


Navarre was responsible for an entire theatre of operations, and had to juggle his strictly limited resources according to educated guesses about enemy capabilities, the wavering stamina of his own political masters and the uncertain temper of the Associated States. He was, in effect, playing on at least three chessboards at once; that he seems to have regarded his flesh and blood battalions purely as pawns may make him unattractive, but it does not allow us to call him blind. (The record also suggests that his subordinates’ misgivings before the event were in fact rather more muted than some would later claim.) The French generals and staff colonels were not free agents; some approached the battle with foreboding, others with confidence, but all were the prisoners of circumstance. At that place, on that day, faced by difficulties which finally proved insurmountable, they failed, and many men died wretchedly – but to say ‘better’ men is surely the cheapest sort of jibe.


The armchair observer also runs the risk of becoming as brutalized, in his safely detached way, as the war-weary soldier. In one or two brief passages I have tried to break through that detachment by focusing on the flesh-and-bone realities behind familiar technical phrases. More generally, all we can do is remind ourselves – over the distance of half a world and 50 years – that the actors in this story were the products of their place and time, as we are of ours. A high proportion of them were volunteers, however robustly that word may sometimes have been defined, and we may assume that their reasons seemed good enough to them. It is one of the central human tragedies that war is not an aberration – it is what human beings do. Unlike the huge majority of the current generation in the West, the men on both sides at Dien Bien Phu did not live at a time or in places where they enjoyed the luxury of disregarding that fact; and we who are lifelong civilians have not earned the right to sit in judgement over them.


THE SOURCE NOTES TO THE chapters indicate the most important of the books and journals upon which I have relied, of which a few should be acknowledged specifically.


The major primary sources are the documents now lodged in the archives of the Service Historique de l’Armée de Terre (SHAT) and de l’Armée de l’Air, (SHAA) of which perhaps the most relevant are the records of message traffic. The destruction of the internal documents of Operational Group North-West at the fall of Dien Bien Phu is to some degree offset by the survival of its external exchanges of signals with Land Forces North Vietnam in Hanoi. Extensive study of this material – among very many other documentary sources from cabinet and general staff level down, including evidence presented to the 1954–5 Catroux commission of inquiry, thousands of military reports, scores of personal memoirs, journal articles and theses – formed the basis for Colonel Pierre Rocolle’s Pourquoi Dien Bien Phu?, published in 1968 and now sadly out of print. Colonel Rocolle’s archival research was supported by a programme of written questionnaires and by personal interviews with officers at every level, whose recollections were patiently collated, together with various correspondence which was made available to him.


Wherever possible, Colonel Rocolle compared this information with such material as had been released by the government foreign language publishing house of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The latter included various memoirs published by or in the name of General Vo Nguyen Giap; and the nearest thing to a Viet Minh official history of the battle, published in Hanoi in 1965 as Contribution à l’histoire de Dien Bien Phu, Fascicule No. 3 of the journal Études vietnamiennes. It would be naive to imagine that some of the published French accounts are not partial and self-serving, but at least we are protected by the Western tradition of free inquiry and competitive debate. In weighing accounts published by an Asian Communist government we have no such help; and this book is greatly in debt to Pierre Rocolle’s balanced comparisons of French and Vietnamese sources. Rocolle’s magisterial analysis, running to 600 pages of scrupulously sourced and annotated text, is the indispensible rod and staff for any student of the battle (although even this source is not infallible in every detail – as a soldier Rocolle was naturally less familiar with the Air Force).


I have also made extensive use of back numbers of the journal Revue Historique des Armées. Many of the contributors – usually serving or retired officers – have special personal knowledge of various aspects of the Indochina War and the battle of Dien Bien Phu, and their articles are annotated to the documentary sources in the archives of SHAT and SHAA. Other contributors are distinguished academics, who have cast their nets wider. This mass of material is a most valuable source for the specific facts and figures without which general accounts are sometimes hard to confirm or interpret.


Among the several more or less well-known general histories and personal accounts, the works by Bernard Fall still retain their vivid interest and are a mine of information. In this company Erwan Bergot has the unique claim of having fought throughout the battle as an officer of Foreign Legion paratroops, who later interviewed many paratroop and Legion officers, NCOs and men while researching various works. The much less well-known study of the artillery at Dien Bien Phu by General Henri de Brancion gives many important insights into an absolutely central aspect of the battle, and he too served alongside some of the key personalities. The books by René Bail are particularly useful for Air Force material and include aerial photographs. The most obvious value of the late Howard R. Simpson’s published works lies in his extracts from US State Department message traffic of 1953–4, although as an eyewitness he brought to the whole subject a much wider and deeper personal knowledge.


For anyone trying to tell the story of the battle at battalion level, the destruction of unit war diaries has been a serious handicap. When some surviving members of these almost annihilated units returned from captivity, careful efforts were made to reconstruct the stories of their battalions at Dien Bien Phu, but inevitably these reconstructions are less than complete and sometimes contradictory. Men’s memories of the relative timing of events in the confusion of battle are notoriously difficult to reconcile; in this case the number of surviving eyewitnesses was relatively small, and many interviews did not take place until months after the events – often, months of terrible hardship.


Comparison of the various sources reveals (unsurprisingly) a number of inconsistencies over the timing of particular episodes, sometimes by margins of 24 hours or more. Many actions took place by night and were only reported to FTNV later, and the sometimes arbitrary choice of recording events that took place over several hours as happening before or after midnight has led to many ambiguities. Where possible I have followed Rocolle’s analysis based upon dated and timed signals traffic. When in doubt, I have suggested timings which seem to be supported logically by known chains of cause and effect; I have certainly made errors, but I hope that these have not distorted the broader picture too badly. Given these uncertainties, I make no apology for the use of such weasel phrases as ‘probably’, ‘may have been’ and ‘roughly’ – in the circumstances they are the only honest words.


The problem of producing accurate maps of a battlefield that was notoriously badly mapped at the time has bedevilled all commentators. The sketch maps which have been meticulously drawn for this book by John Richards are based on my comparisons of several versions, whose lateral measurements often differ. Where possible I have tried to confirm the scale lines against aerial photos, using the wingspan of a C-47 Dakota as my datum, but I make no exaggerated claims for their accuracy. Their purpose is simply to enable the reader to follow the actors in these events around the topography of the battlefield. Similarly, the outlines of the different strong-points are only roughly indicated; in aerial photos the perimeter trenches do not stand out clearly against the shell-churned clay soil.


I WOULD LIKE TO ACKNOWLEDGE my debt to all those who have helped me during the preparation of this book; some of them gave generously of their time and expert knowledge, and others tracked down essential sources of information or lent photographs. In alphabetical order, they are: the eagle-eyed Sarah Barlow; Wayne Braby, of Hollywood, California; Dr Simon Chapman; Shirong Chen; Captain Dale Clarke; Ian Drury of the Orion Publishing Group, for his faith, patience, and extraordinary steadiness under fire; Simon Dunstan; ECPA, Fort d’Ivry, Paris (Adjudant Jean-Michel Villaume); Gerry Embleton; David Filsell; Christian Folini; Will Fowler, as so often; my editor at Weidenfeld & Nicolson, Penny Gardiner; Tim Hawkins; Tony Holmes; Hilary Hook; Jim Hooper; Lee Johnson; Kieran Lynch; Thamaz Naskidachvili; Teddy Neville, TRH Pictures; Ronald Pawly of Antwerp, Belgium; Martin Pegler, Royal Armouries, Leeds; Lieutenant Colonel T. E. Pollack, RAMC; Graham Scott; Ms Mavis Simpson, Ministry of Defence Library; Francois Vauvillier of Paris, for hospitality and informed advice; Flight Lieutenant David Wilson, RAF retd; Adjudant-Chef Johann Wallisch, late 2 BEP and 1 REP; and Dick Windrow.


I owe a special word of appreciation for the advice and encouragement of the late Howard R. Simpson, whom I knew far too briefly before his untimely death. He knew the ground and he knew the men, and few Americans can have equalled his knowledge of Vietnam over more than 20 years, beginning at the height of the French war.


I must also record my gratitude to my family and friends for their saintly patience over two years of unforgivably obsessive behaviour.


Finally, I would like to pay my grateful respects to three dead légionnaires, to whom I would have been proud – though nervous – to give copies of this book if the years had allowed: the late


Adjudant-Chef Charles Milassin (4 REI, RMLE, 2 REI)


Caporal-Chef Georges Gebhardt (2 BEP, 1 BEP)
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PART ONE






1. La Formule



‘It is up to us to keep awake, and to refine continually an aggressive defence capable of breaking the assaults of these clear-headed fanatics.’


General Raoul Salan


NA SAN, DECEMBER 1952


ON A CRISP, SUNNY WINTER’S day on a red earth hilltop in North Vietnam, a young Californian named Howard Simpson was reluctantly fishing around with borrowed chopsticks in a lunchtime bowl of pho soup, while trying to ignore the stench of torn-up corpses festooning the barbed wire a few yards away. Simpson, a stocky World War II veteran with a broad smile and thick glasses, was an information officer from the US Embassy in Saigon. Part of his job was to monitor the use that the French Expeditionary Corps was making of the generous flow of US aid provided through the Military Advisory Assistance Group installed in Vietnam two years previously. He had hitched a flight here from Hanoi on a C-47 full of ammunition, to gather facts and impressions after what was being presented as a particularly significant French victory over the Communist Viet Minh insurgents.


The French theory was that even in the roadless wilderness of this ‘High Region’ a strong air–ground base could be implanted and kept supplied by airlift alone – a concept for which the British ‘Chindit’ campaign in Burma in 1944 offered encouraging precedents. The Viet Minh had been born as elusive guerrilla bands; but for two years now, with Chinese help, they had been reinventing themselves as a conventional army, with 10,000-man divisions and light mobile artillery. Such forces are a great deal more unwieldy to move and supply than furtive packs of guerrillas, and the French Air Force could hope to track and harass their marches, robbing them of surprise. By using their American-supplied transport aircraft to create and sustain strong garrisons in the hills, complete with field artillery for defence and paratroop battalions for aggressive sorties, the French high command hoped if not to block, then at least to channel and hamper the cross-country movement of large enemy regular formations, and to lure these into attacking them where they were strongest. Howard Simpson would be told that what had happened here at Na San seemed to vindicate that hope.


The garrison which had defended Na San over the previous few nights was a microcosm of the French Expeditionary Corps and its local allies. As he was jeeped across the camp Simpson saw French Colonial and Foreign Legion paratroopers, Legion infantry, North African riflemen, lowland Vietnamese from the Red River delta, and Thais recruited in the hills round about. Virtually all the officers were mainland Frenchmen or ‘blackfeet’ from France’s North African colonies. On previous occasions Simpson had not received a particularly warm welcome from the French Army in the field. Here at Na San, however, most of the officers of the Troupes Aéroportées d’Indochine (TAPI) and the Légion Étrangère were happy to drink the ‘Amerloque’s’ whisky and let him look around; they had a story that deserved to be told.1


SINCE MID OCTOBER 1952 THE Viet Minh’s military commander-in-chief, General Vo Nguyen Giap, had been leading three divisions of his best troops, trained and equipped by Communist China, deep into these Thai Highlands – the jumbled, forested hills of north-west Tonkin that straddled the border with Laos to the south. Until recently these sparsely populated highlands had played little part in France’s six-year-old Indochina War; the cockpit of the fighting against General Giap’s regulars had been the Red River delta, 100 miles away to the east. But after a first probe in October 1951, this last autumn Giap had opened a new front here in the High Region.


The tribal peoples of the border country had no love for Ho Chi Minh’s Communist cause, and the French had never needed to guard these hills with more than a chain of tiny forts scattered along the ridges between the Red and Black rivers, mostly garrisoned by local recruits. There were no usable roads, and apart from jungle tracks the lines of communication to these remote posts had been maintained by air. Few had airstrips that would take anything larger than small bush aircraft, and any large-scale resupply or reinforcement had to be done by parachute. Since October 1952, these little garrisons had been swept aside by Giap’s advance; French paratroopers had made sacrificial jumps to buy time for their retreat, and now the remaining defended islands in this green ocean had been pushed west of the Black River (see Map 6). Their anchor had been planted here, at Na San, where a dirt airstrip had been skinned with pierced steel plates to allow its use by the Air Force’s C-47s, and an entrenched camp had been created in Giap’s path with frantic haste. It was held by a mixed garrison of a dozen battalions, designated ‘Operational Group Middle Black River’ – GOMRN for short.


The defences of Na San were a series of dug-in positions surrounded with barbed wire and minefields, most of them manned by single companies of a hundred or so French troops, and arranged to occupy a rough ring of hilltops about 3 miles across that surrounded the airstrip cupped in the valley below. Inside this outer rampart GOMRN’s commander – a dour, one-eyed paratroop colonel named Jean Gilles – had built a continuous inner ring of entrenched strongpoints around the airstrip, headquarters, medical aid post, stores depots, and artillery and heavy mortar positions (see Map 2). But not all the garrison had arrived, the defences had not been fully prepared, and most of the vital artillery was not yet in place when the first Viet Minh units reached the area in the third week of November. In keeping with their guerrilla tradition, they arrived unannounced.


STRONGPOINT PA8 IN THE NORTHERN face of the inner ring was held by only 110 men – 11th Company, III Battalion of the Foreign Legion’s 5th Infantry Regiment – but it was exceptionally well built. Its commander, Captain Letestu, had served in the Maginot Line as a young ranker, and understood exactly how to lay out a defensive position; under his guidance his légionnaires had worked with a will, and their generous allocation of machine guns were well sited in sandbag ‘blockhouses’ pushed out to sweep the approaches to the wire (see Map 3).2 All this fieldcraft and labour might have gone for nothing on the night of 23/24 November. With neither warning nor preparatory fire, a Viet Minh battalion infiltrated right up to the northern wire of PA8 under cover of some nervous movement by Thai troops, and at about 8pm they tried to rush it.3 The only other officer, Lieutenant Durand, was killed at once, and Letestu led a small counter-attack force into a desperate hand-to-hand struggle with the two enemy platoons that had got into the trenches. The Viet Minh were finally killed or driven out at about 9.30pm, by which time 11th Company had already lost 15 men dead or disappeared and as many again seriously wounded.


Meanwhile heavy mortar fire was falling on the southern part of the position, heralding another attack. In the absence of French artillery, Captain Letestu got in radio contact with the Foreign Legion mortar company in the central area, and although no fire plans had yet been prepared Lieutenant Bart managed to bring down the fire of his ten weapons on the threatened sector and the gullies approaching it.4 A company of 3rd Colonial Parachute Battalion from the central reserve was sent to reinforce PA8, arriving at about 11pm just in time to help hold off a dangerous attack; but Letestu was furious to overhear their commander Captain Guilleminot reporting that he had arrived to ‘retake the strongpoint’, and obliged him to get back on the radio and put the record straight. The wounded were now being cared for by the battalion medical officer Lieutenant Thomas, who with Sergeant Chief Rinaldi had disobeyed orders and crawled half a mile from the central camp to slip through the enemy ranks and the barbed wire.


The last attack came at about 12.30am; it was repulsed like the others, and a useful part was played by a ‘PIM’ – a Viet Minh prisoner long kept by the company as a tame porter. On his own initiative he replaced the wounded crew of one of the company’s 60mm mortars and loaded and fired it by himself. The enemy finally fell back under cover of darkness, taking most of their casualties with them, but 64 corpses and five abandoned wounded were found around the strongpoint. Next morning Colonel Gilles – not a man much given to public praise – told Captain Letestu that he had saved Na San; he also ordered the officers of the other strongpoints to come and examine Letestu’s ‘magisterial’ example of field fortification.5


GENERAL GIAP’S ATTEMPT TO BREAK in by infiltrating his first unit to arrive – a battalion from his oldest and most trusted Division 308 – was followed by a week’s pause while he brought up the rest of his force and prepared for a major assault. The time was gratefully employed by Colonel Gilles, who received his 105mm howitzer batteries and his last parachute battalion.6 He was ably seconded by Major Vaudrey, an officer with long experience of the Thai country who had been personally selected by the French commander-in-chief, General Salan. During the whole build-up phase at Na San, a C-47 Dakota landed every ten minutes for at least six hours a day (the airstrip was always closed by fog until about 11am each morning). In all some 3,000 tons of cargo were flown in, including 300 tons of barbed wire, and more than a hundred trucks and jeeps. These transported, amongst other loads, some 5,250 cubic yards of locally cut timber for the overhead cover of dug-in positions. Colonel Gilles insisted that these be dug deep, so that the garrison’s weapons could be fired safely across the inside of the strongpoints as well as their approaches. Three days’ rations were issued to the perimeter positions, and another five days’ were stockpiled in the depots. Mule and pony trains were constantly climbing the hills to the strongpoints loaded with jerrycans of drinking water. Ammunition stocks were reckoned in ‘fire units’ – the amount judged necessary for each weapon for 12 hours’ fighting; the Na San strongpoints received three fire units, the artillery two, and the central depots held the same amount again. In the command posts a great deal of work was done on plans for artillery and mortar fire support for the strongpoints.


Under a full moon on the night of 30 November/1 December the storm broke, on PA22bis at the western edge of the outer ring of hills. This strongpoint, held by a company from the 2nd Thai Battalion, was attacked in battalion strength, and despite supporting fire from the Legion mortars the Thais left their position and fell back to the airstrip after about 20 minutes.7 The Thais were brave fighters when ranging their forested hills like the hunters they were; but they had neither the temperament nor the training to be expected to hold trenches under the fire of 120mm mortars and 75mm recoilless guns. If the enemy got a permanent grip on this hilltop the airstrip was doomed; the 2nd Foreign Parachute Battalion were alerted for a counter-attack to retake it, but first Colonel Gilles ordered a barrage. Under the sickly glow of parachute flares dropped by a circling Dakota called up from the far-off Delta airfields, the defenders could see the Viet Minh on the hilltop being ploughed under by a storm of explosive and flying steel. The heavy mortars continued to fire on them from 3.30am to 6am; and when one company of Legion paratroopers put in their counter-attack with the rising sun behind them, they retook the hill without difficulty.


The northern hill position at PA24 was a different matter. It was held by one company each of Thai and Moroccan infantry when it was assaulted by Giap’s Regiment 102 ‘Ba Vi’; they stood off a mortar barrage and two ‘human wave’ assaults, but at about 3am the third charge overran the position. Paratroopers of the 3rd Colonial were chosen for the counter-attack at dawn, with two companies from 2nd Foreign Para and one from the II/6th Moroccan Rifles. The ‘Ba Vi’ Regiment resisted fiercely, however; they had dug in on the reverse slopes, and the fighting went on all day as the paras made successive rushes up the hill supported by artillery fire and diving aircraft. When the paratroopers finally retook the hill at about 4pm, after ten hours’ fighting, they found a lieutenant and a handful of his Moroccans still holding out from the previous night. Orders from General Giap found on the body of a dead Viet Minh officer on 2 December would confirm the prime importance he had placed on taking and holding these two strongpoints, in order to install AA guns there and to bring down observed mortar fire on the airstrip.


THE NEXT NIGHT, 1/2 DECEMBER, Giap repeated the tactics that had already failed. Strongpoint PA21bis was an abrupt hilltop at the extreme south-west of the outer ring, held by Lieutenant Bonnet’s 10th Company, III/5 REI – a sister company of Captain Letestu’s 11th, whose example they had taken to heart. This position was the company’s second: they had already spent three weeks digging in on another hill before, on 21 November, the cursing légionnaires had been transferred to this heavily wooded feature. They had put their backs into clearing and fortifying it, working on in the moonlight and encouraged by Bonnet’s lavish wine issue; but this was a huge task for only a hundred men in ten days. Occasionally the Viet Minh could be seen and heard patrolling and clearing trees on the approaches.


At about 8.30pm on 1 December, under a glorious starry sky, sounds of movement prompted Bonnet to call down the first 105mm shells on to the avenues of approach; but the enemy continued a slow and cautious advance up to his wire, their arrival signalled by mine explosions which attracted the company’s light mortars and machine guns. At 1.30am Viet Minh mortars and 75mm recoilless guns began to seek out the Legion weapon pits and blockhouses; a storm of automatic fire broke out on both sides, and survivors described to Howard Simpson how enemy sappers had pressed forward with almost suicidal courage to detonate charges to cut the barbed wire. The first massed rush was stopped and thrown back, and the camp’s 105s raked the approaches to the strongpoint. The pressure persisted; Lieutenant Bonnet was killed trying to throw an enemy grenade back out of his trench, and Lieutenant Bachelier took command. A machine-gun crew and a 57mm RCL gunner both carried their weapons out of the shelter of blockhouses to get better fields of fire, and did great execution in an infantry fight which was raging at about 30 yards’ range.8 Lieutenant Bachelier, already wounded, was shot in the throat and died; the last officer, Lieutenant Blanquefort, took over the company.


At about 4am the attacks petered out, although harassing fire continued, to cover the enemy’s grudging withdrawal. At 7am a misty sun came up, revealing the battlefield. One blockhouse had sustained eight direct hits without collapsing. The 9th Company came up in support, and patrols went out to gather up an extraordinary number of discarded weapons. Most unusually, the attackers had not been able to carry away their casualties; they left behind 350 dead and about 50 wounded. At a numerical advantage of at least ten to one, three Viet Minh battalions had been unable to submerge a single company of the Legion with artillery support.9


On that same night, over to the east on the jutting spine of a hill shaped like a lizard, an entire Legion battalion – III/3 REI, commanded by an eye-patched veteran of Syria and Tunisia, Major Favreau – held PA26 without difficulty during four distinct waves of attacks by at least three Viet Minh battalions.10 The fighting lasted from 1.20am until 5.30am; once more the Viet Minh blew lanes in the wire, and attacked under the support of mortars of all calibres and 75mm recoilless guns which knocked out two blockhouses. Favreau reported that when the enemy fell back they left about 260 dead, but French casualties amounted to no more than six killed and 20 wounded.11


The early morning attacks of 2 December were the last made on Na San. Covered by Regiment 102 and their mortars and 75s, the other Viet Minh units made a general withdrawal over the next few days, eventually leaving only regional troops to keep a relaxed watch over the camp. The garrison sent out strong patrols for miles in several directions without hindrance – indeed, Simpson heard French officers voicing their frustration that they had not been able to catch up with the retreating enemy. GOMRN’s defensive victory brought Colonel Gilles his brigadier general’s stars, and a widely trumpeted confidence to the press releases authorized by staff officers of the Expeditionary Corps.


AT NA SAN THE CONCEPT OF THE ‘base aéro-terrestre’ seemed to have been vindicated, and with this victory came the hope that the Expeditionary Corps had found at last the way to break a long deadlock. For years the two sides had seemed almost to be fighting two parallel wars: the French were the masters in the Delta lowlands, and the Viet Minh in the hills, forests and marshes. When either side ventured seriously on to the other’s ground they lost the particular advantages of their structure. General Giap had employed the skills and mobility of the guerrilla to inflict a shocking defeat on the Expeditionary Corps in October 1950, when he caught two large columns strung out along a road through the jungle hills on the Chinese frontier. Encouraged to gamble by an apparent collapse of French morale, he had soon brought his brand-new divisions down into the Delta flatlands – where in spring 1951 they had been smashed into ruin by French artillery, fighter-bombers and tanks.


Giap had learned from this lesson, and in the Thai Highlands he had found a battlefield where French motorized troops could not follow. But the air–ground base could plant in the path of his divisions an airmobile microcosm of the Delta’s heavy garrison troops, watched over by a tactical air force. It is unclear to what degree the very particular advantages that Colonel Gilles’ men had enjoyed at Na San – and that might not be available on future battlefields – were discussed at French staff level; but the outcome of the battle was considered deeply by General Giap during the painful process of ‘revolutionary self-criticism’ that followed a defeat which had cost him at least three thousand casualties.


Viet Minh intelligence gathering – normally impressive – had been faulty on several points. Giap had underestimated both the numbers and the quality of the French garrison, failing to identify units correctly, and assuming that the long retreat many had made to reach Na San would have sapped their morale. Handicapped by the lack of surrounding higher ground for observation, he had believed that the defence had little depth to it, and that the separated hill strongpoints could be overrun one by one without interference; he had not appreciated the importance of the inner ring of strongpoints and their potential for launching counter-attacks. He understood that continued use of the airstrip was vital to the defence; but as long as he failed to take and hold an overlooking hill strongpoint it was safe from observation and fire. He had also overestimated the damage that his heavy mortars and recoilless 75s would do to French field positions.


The lessons that General Giap took away from Na San would not be forgotten when he next faced a major French entrenched camp. If he could not take and hold higher ground near by, for observation and supporting artillery, then he should avoid battle. It would be important to concentrate his troops in large numbers around this sort of target, and across its ground lines of supply and/or retreat. He had to plan for a prolonged battle, preparing his jumping-off positions patiently rather than committing his men to costly ‘human wave’ assaults too soon. Above all he needed heavier artillery – howitzers to lob shells over intervening hills on to targets beyond; and AA guns to destroy the defenders’ vital ‘air bridge’. All of this dictated the creation of reliable logistic support on a large scale to sustain his army in the field. He would have to build up food and ammunition stockpiles in advance, and maintain lines of resupply throughout what might be a longer battle than he had ever yet fought.12


NATIONAL STEREOTYPES ARE CRUDE but not always wholly wrong: in their embrace of the air–ground base concept, French staff officers were following an intellectual tradition that had long been prone to seduction by elegant theories. One example of the dangers of this approach had been the dazzling General Robert Nivelle, promoted chief of the French general staff in December 1916. His confident claims for his plans to break the stalemate on the Western Front – ‘We have the formula…’ – passed into the vocabulary of cynicism after his disastrous failure on the Chemin des Dames in April 1917 nearly ruined the French Army. It is tempting to wonder whether in 1953 any enthusiast in Saigon permitted himself the same phrase. If the severe General Gilles – now Commander, Airborne Troops Indochina - ever heard such a view expressed, his reply would have been biting. He was well aware of how thin a thread his victory had hung by, and of the large part played by General Giap’s mistakes.


In a year’s time and after various journeys Jean Gilles, 1st and 2nd Foreign Parachute, III/3rd Foreign Infantry, 2nd and 3rd Thai Battalions, Howard Simpson, and many other actors or observers at Na San would reassemble in the valley of Dien Bien Phu 65 miles to the west. They would be joined at that last valley by Vo Nguyen Giap, and Divisions 308, 312 and 316 of the Vietnamese People’s Army.





2. The Three Ky



‘The emperor’s word stops at the village fence.’


Vietnamese proverb


FRENCH INDOCHINA – COMPRISING Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos – occupied the eastern half of the Indochinese peninsula, bordered by China to the north, the South China Sea to the east, and Burma and Thailand (Siam) to the west. Vietnam forms a shallow S-shape (in local imagery, that of two rice baskets slung at the ends of a pole) down the eastern littoral, facing the sea with landlocked Laos tucked behind its ‘shoulders’ and Cambodia behind its ‘legs’. Collectively, the French colonial occupiers called the three countries the Indochinese Union from 1887 onwards. Vietnam was the main arena of the war fought by the French forces and the Communist national liberation movement – the Viet Minh, and its People’s Army main force – between 1946 and 1954.


Vietnam measures some 1,000 miles from the Chinese border above the 23rd parallel in the north-west, south to Ca Mau Point. The populous, fertile delta of the Red River in North Vietnam – Bac Bo or Tonkin – measures about 350 miles from west to east; that of the Mekong in South Vietnam – Nam Bo or Cochinchina – some 150 miles. They are linked by the long, narrow waist of central Vietnam – Trung Bo or Annam – which at one point is only 31 miles wide. Vietnam’s total land area is about 126,000 square miles, making it slightly larger than Italy.1 Historically, the three parts of the country were collectively known as ‘the Three Ky’.


Hills and mountains fill perhaps three-quarters of Vietnam; about one-third is over 4,900ft above sea level. Fifty years ago nearly half of Vietnam’s surface was covered with tropical forest, still rich in animal life – tiger, panther, elephant, bear, wild boar, gaur buffalo, a few Asian rhinoceros, many types of deer, monkeys, birds, snakes and reptiles. There are innumerable species of insects, some of them dangerous; not only the wet lowlands but also the Annamese highlands swarm with the malarial anopheles mosquito. The highland vegetation ranges from patches of grassy savannah on the plateaux, and tall, razor-sharp elephant grass on the crests, to bamboo forest in the valleys; through various levels of subtropical and tropical forest choked with undergrowth and parasitic tree plants; to true primary jungle with bare, buttressed tree trunks rising to a triple canopy. There are pine woods in the Central Highlands, and mangrove swamps along the southern coastline. The character of the vegetation changes markedly with altitude over quite short distances.


Tonkin, the cockpit of the war against the Viet Minh, is geologically a southwards extension of Yunnan province in China. It is largely covered with hills and mountain ranges, running roughly from north-west to south-east, rising to about 10,300ft above sea level. These are divided principally by the parallel valleys of the Clear, Red and Black rivers (respectively the Song Lo, Song Hong and Song Da) and their tributaries. These highlands wall in the triangular Red River delta – hereafter, in the usage of the 1950s, simply ‘the Delta’. This fertile rice-growing lowland of about 5,790 square miles contains Hanoi, the capital of Tonkin, and Haiphong, its main port, both on the Red River. With a population density of more than 1,000 per square mile, the Delta was one of the twin economic hearts of French Indochina, and its control was considered vital to French interests.


The mountain walls to the north of the Delta, stretching over the Chinese frontier, were called in the 1950s the ‘Middle Region’; the Delta’s western ramparts, straddling the Laotian border, were called either the ‘High Region’ or the ‘Thai Highlands’. Here the mountains are pure primeval wilderness: steep, chaotically jumbled, punctuated by saw-toothed crests and plunging gorges, cloaked with luxuriant forest, they recede to the horizons in ridge after endless ridge. For several thousand-square miles between Lai Chau in the Thai Highlands and the Plain of Jars in northern Laos, mankind’s brief history might never have happened. Airmen flying over these frightening mountain jungles might catch a momentary glimpse of a snaking silver river at the bottom of a canyon; but only in one or two tiny folds, hours apart, would they spot the vivid green patchwork of a few toy rice-fields – and thus the rare possibility of a dirt airstrip. Some French pilots deliberately left their parachutes behind, like old-time sailors who chose not to learn to swim so as to avoid prolonging the misery of drowning. It was in one of the few small river valleys through these mountains that the battle of Dien Bien Phu was fought.


The most striking geological features, particularly characteristic of Tonkin though also found to some extent further south, are the limestone buttes that the French called ‘calcaires’. The peaks left behind by eons of erosion, these karst formations jut abruptly from the landscape in pinnacles covered with scrub and trees, fissured and riddled with caves. During all Vietnam’s wars these groups of natural towers have provided guerrillas with almost impregnable hiding places and vantage points for observation and ambush.


From Tonkin, the Truong Son (Annamite Cordillera) runs south unbroken down the western borders with Laos and Cambodia, behind a narrow strip of coastal lowlands. The mountains bulge out eastwards to meet the coast south of the ancient Annamese capital of Hue and just north of Tourane (now Da Nang) above the 16th parallel; thereafter they occupy virtually the whole of southern Annam down to the 11th parallel, forming the Central Highlands (known to the French as the ‘High Plateaux’). This was the most sparsely inhabited and least explored region of southern Vietnam, its game-filled forests still home to primitive tribal peoples; in the late 1960s it would be the arena for some of America’s most costly battles in her own Vietnam War.


South of the Central Highlands lie the paddy-fields of Cochinchina, with the capital and river port of Saigon – the southern seat of French government and commerce – cradled to its south by the multiple mouths of the great Mekong river. This delta wetland covers some 23,000 square miles, and is one of the great cultivated rice baskets of Asia, more reliable because not so prone to flooding as the Red River delta. Otherwise it resembles its counterpart at the northern end of the Annamese ‘pole’: as in Tonkin, the muddy flats are divided up by innumerable natural waterways and man-made irrigation canals, studded with patches of woodland and occasional hills. Between Saigon and the Cambodian border lies the Plaine des Joncs (‘Plain of Reeds’), an immense waterlogged jigsaw puzzle of swampland, creeks, tussock islands and lush vegetation.


THE TROPICAL AND SUBTROPICAL climate of Vietnam is dominated by the north-east and south-west monsoons; but the length of the country, its mountain barriers and differences in altitude produce remarkably diverse weather. Broadly, the north-east monsoon between November and April brings cool, dry weather to the north, and the southwest monsoon between May and October brings rain and high humidity to the whole country. Tonkin and northern Annam – the scene of most conventional military operations from 1950 onwards, roughly north of the 18th parallel – have two main seasons, winter and summer, separated by a brief, hot, dry spring. The winter and spring last from November to April; low-lying Hanoi averages a pleasant 62°F, but in November– December the difference between early morning and afternoon can be from 40°F to 68°F. The temperature drops with altitude, and in the High Region night frosts are common. The highland winter begins chilly and dry, but in January– March the mornings, in particular, are often heavily overcast and there may be drizzling rain; even in dry weather the High Region is notorious for morning fog – ‘crachin’ – which interferes seriously with aircraft activity. The summer lasts from May to October, with heavy monsoon rains in the highlands, and in the Delta temperatures average around 86°F.2


THE HUMAN BATTLEFIELD WAS the product of a long and volatile history. The 20th-century states of Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam were defined by modern political frontiers which bore only an approximate relationship to the distribution of the peoples of Indochina. Of various origins, these groups had washed back and forth during more than 2,000 years which had left many strains mixed in a sort of ethnic archipelago along the inland borders of the peninsula. The prehistoric inhabitants of Vietnam were of Australo-Asiatic origin and probably arrived in successive waves from what is now Indonesia. These were gradually overlaid by Indianized conquerors from the west (Chams and Khmers), and by Chinese from the north. A Mongoloid people from Nam Viet in China moved south into the Red River delta in the 2nd century BC; and there, for about 1,000 years, the culture of China flourished – though her central government was periodically resisted. The imperial bureaucracy existed in uneasy parallel with a local feudal society; this Vietnamese people, a fusion of Indonesian, Chinese and Thai stock, are thought to have formed a distinct ethnic group by AD 200 at latest. Under Chinese rule a Vietnamese national consciousness and language evolved, and the earliest historical epics sprang from attempted rebellions against China – notably that against the Han Dynasty led by the legendary Trung sisters in AD 39–43, which briefly achieved independence. Further risings in the 3rd and 6th centuries were crushed, and in AD 679 the Chinese named the country Annam, ‘the pacified south’. This proved optimistic. With the collapse of the Tang Dynasty in the 10th century Vietnam rose again, and an independent monarchy owing China a formal allegiance was recognized in AD 968.


During the European medieval period the northern Vietnamese state was modelled internally on the Chinese system of administration by an educated mandarin class, its flourishing culture and religion incorporating both Confucian and Buddhist influences. Repeated wars were waged against the Chinese, Khmers and Chams, and in the 13th century three separate Mongolian invasions were all eventually repulsed. In 1407, during a period of civil war and Cham resurgence, the Ming Dynasty restored Chinese rule, this time governing with oppressive harshness and attempting to snuff out Vietnamese culture. Although independence was regained by the great guerrilla general Le Loi in 1428, this detested Chinese occupation became embedded in Vietnamese folk memory. The 16th and 17th centuries brought Portuguese and Dutch traders, firearms, and French missionaries. At about the time of the American and French Revolutions, the so-called Tay Son Rebellion spread from central Vietnam over the entire country, and expelled yet another Chinese invasion of the north. In 1802 the southern prince Nguyen Anh was enthroned in Hue as the Emperor Gia Long, unifying the whole of Vietnam.3


FRANCE’S INTEREST IN SOUTH-EAST Asia dated from a visit to Versailles in 1787 by the future Emperor Gia Long’s small son, organized by the Jesuit missionary Bishop de Behaine. However, after her 18thcentury defeats in North America and India, France’s efforts to acquire a colonial empire were late and haphazard, and it was not until the third quarter of the 19th century that French troops landed on the Vietnamese coast. Thereafter, as in Africa, the tricolour was carried forward in fits and starts, as often by the initiative of obscure officers reacting to local events as in accordance with any plan from Paris. Colonialism was more controversial in France than in Britain, and was associated with particular political and commercial factions.


The initial excuse – as so often – was maltreatment of missionaries. After some false starts in 1858–9 French troops returned in 1861 to expand their control over eastern Cochinchina. Vietnam’s military resources were archaic, and a defeat at Chi Hoa that year more or less ended conventional resistance. In 1862 the Emperor Tu Duc signed a treaty granting the invaders generous concessions. Although some Catholic and progressive groups favoured co-operation, the treaty aroused fury among both mandarin and peasant classes, and guerrilla resistance continued, which in turn gave the French excuses to seize more territory. A campaign in 1867 ended with Cochinchina declared a French colony and Cambodia a protectorate.


Imperial authority was effectively destroyed, and Tonkin became prey to the Co Ben – pavillons noirs or ‘Black Flags’ – a freebooting army of Chinese troops from Yunnan, Thai highlanders, and outright bandits – ‘pirates’ in the local term. In 1872–4 a French river squadron penetrated the Delta, but its commander was killed. Bloody anarchy ensued, with outbreaks by sectarian and anti-French militias, a pretender claiming the throne of Hue, and the Chinese-sponsored Black Flags raging unchecked. In 1882 a French expedition under Captain Rivière seized Hanoi, but his head and those of 30 of his men were later to be paraded around the countryside on Black Flag spears.


Following the death of the Emperor Tu Duc in 1883 the French manipulated the succession to install a puppet emperor and government in Hue. Between December 1883 and a Franco-Chinese treaty in April 1885 Admiral Courbet and General de Négrier led major expeditions against the pirates and Chinese regulars (the campaign that first brought the Foreign Legion to Indochina). In 1887 the French declared the foundation of the Indochinese Union, comprising Cochinchina, Annam, Tonkin and Cambodia, and Laos became a protectorate in 1893. At various dates thereafter the colonial or protectorate status of the different territories would be adjusted on paper, but the reality was French rule and sparse military occupation, alongside a continuing puppet monarchy and local mandarin administration. Although organized resistance died down from about 1895, skirmishing continued in various parts of the country for many years, inextricably muddled with simple banditry; the French had to mount periodic punitive columns into the wilder regions well into the 20th century.


After a thousand years of disputed independence, the patient defiance of foreign invaders was by now a defining self-image of the Vietnamese people, whose regional suspicions were far less important than their shared national identity. This clan solidarity is underlined by the fact that in the whole country there are even today only some 300 family names.4


AT THE TIME OF FRENCH CONQUEST the huge majority of the population still lived as their ancient ancestors had done: by growing rice in the fields around scattered, virtually self-sufficient villages sited near a water source. Vegetable gardens, Indochina’s plentiful fish, and domestic pigs and poultry completed a healthy diet. Communications were primitive and travel rare, since trade was insignificant above an artisan level. In a tropical climate fields irrigated with river silt produce two rice crops annually; although these require intense labour in the planting and harvest seasons, the cycle allows a reasonably leisurely life for the rest of the year, and a water buffalo, a wooden plough and a rice flail were all the machinery a peasant needed. In devoutly Buddhist Cambodia and Laos the cultivation of more land than that required to feed a family, and the amassing of possessions, was actively discouraged. In Vietnam the predominant religion was a more relaxed Mahayana Buddhism, long diluted with elements of Taoism, Confucianism, local animism and ancestor worship into Tam Giao, ‘the triple religion’, whose observance was a matter of reassuring family and village ritual. Although each village had both a Buddhist pagoda and a shrine to the ancestral spirits, there was no powerful priestly caste to make stern demands; the tight-knit life of household and village was ordered along Confucian lines of respect for established hierarchy and practice.


The ultimate source of power in pre-colonial times was the emperor surrounded by his court of aristocratic tribal leaders; in practice its exercise was delegated to the mandarins, forming a pyramid of seniority from great ministers down to petty local governors. In almost all daily matters the local mandarins delegated in turn to the village council of elders. The council’s decisions were transmitted to each head of household, which was the basic social, economic, political and religious unit – ‘one fire, one lamp’.


A feature of Vietnamese life that was to be highly significant in the 1940s–50s was the tradition of parallel associations, coupled with an instinctive secrecy. The village had a mutual aid society into which people paid contributions towards the cost of funeral rituals. Many, especially in the flood-prone Delta, had an emergency relief fund, which stockpiled contributions of rice assessed according to a farmer’s acreage. Artisans had their craft guilds, and enthusiasts for various pastimes and sports their own clubs. Individuals might be members of several associations simultaneously, but there was a culture of separation and secrecy between the parallel activities. In front of any but trusted intimates the very existence of a particular association might not be acknowledged, let alone the names of its real leaders. The habits of hidden identity, duplicity and ambiguous intentions were deeply ingrained; for the politically powerless, life had often depended upon concealment and misdirection. This was a society perfectly designed by history for supporting an underground guerrilla movement.5


In pre-colonial times the peasants were taxed, although usually at tolerable levels, by the mandarins, who were the active and visible agency of the imperial government. Entry to this civil service was by individual examination, but these educated families had inevitably developed into a more or less hereditary local aristocracy – though of different grades and widely differing levels of wealth. There was no commercial class of exploitative landowners or wealthy merchants in parallel to the mandarinate, which was a wholly conservative force. The imperial regime was autocratic, illiberal and arbitrary; there was no conception of individual rights, and punishments for incurring the wrath of the powerful were terrifying, but in a widely dispersed rural society few of the peasantry would actually attract such baleful attention.


TO SOME VIETNAMESE, ALMOST entirely limited to the small urban minority, French colonial rule brought improved infrastructure, some access to Western education and medicine, the protections of law and order, and – depending upon class – opportunities for either amassing wealth, or finding employment as labourers, craftsmen, servants and petty functionaries. To the vast rural majority, who had at least enjoyed a sustainable subsistence economy, it brought greedier bureaucrats enforcing alien regulations, a European settler plantocracy and Chinese entrepreneurs. Lured by the colonialists’ money economy, there sprouted a new class of rapacious Vietnamese landowners, who soon learned all they needed to know about buying cheap, selling dear and keeping the primary producer powerless. This class identified its interests with the French and was despised by the old ruling families.


Salt, one of the few essentials that inland villagers could not get for themselves, became subject to a monopoly and very heavy taxation. The cultivation of opium as a cash crop was encouraged, producing profit for the merchants and the state but – since they could not eat poppies – leaving the producers vulnerable. Although the acreage of cultivated land and its rice yield increased greatly, the benefit went to the new stratum of middlemen rather than to the peasants, whose standard of living plummeted. Worst of all, moneylenders flourished; small plots of land passed from debt-ridden peasants into the swelling holdings of ever richer landlords, turning many small farmers into landless labourers, or wretched sharecroppers who fell into everlasting debt and had to give up the proceeds of between 40 and 60 per cent of their harvest. A regional differential emerged, with the larger land holdings and much of the wealth concentrated in Cochinchina, which was under more direct French administration.6 The revenue produced by her colony did not greatly benefit France, however: although Indochina was a tariff-protected market for French goods, few could afford them, and the large profits extracted from Indochina’s raw materials went only to a small number of French private companies, Chinese businessmen and rich Vietnamese landowners.7


For all the rhetoric about France’s ‘civilizing mission’ there was still only one doctor for every 50,000 people, and 90 per cent illiteracy. The rural Vietnamese nha que might not have been able to read, but he did not need newspapers to tell him that his conditions of life were wretched. His village grandparents remembered life before the French – before the children went hungry and their fathers were buried alive in debt, before they were robbed and beaten by the arrogant new landlords. Their oral tradition was strong, passing down the old stories of legendary heroes and heroines who had risen against the Chinese and Mongolians. They were Asians: they bowed to the power that was, rather than courting disaster by romantic gestures of hopeless defiance. But the village was still a fortress in their minds; and they waited patiently behind its palisades and chevaux-de-frise of sharpened bamboo.


THE SIZE OF THE VIETNAMESE population in the mid 20th century is speculative, but in 1957 the total was estimated at 27 million, with perhaps 15 million in Tonkin and northern Annam, and 12 million in Cochinchina and southern Annam. Among these totals some 50 distinct ethnic groups could be identified, but about 80 per cent of the people were Vietnamese. The largest minority were the Chinese (Hoa), totalling perhaps half a million, with communities all over the country but predominantly in Cochinchina. As throughout East Asia, this Chinese diaspora tended to dominate commerce and some had become extremely rich, but they remained largely unassimilated. Their most visible centre was Cholon, the western quarter of greater Saigon. Alongside them in western Cochinchina there lived some 300,000 ethnic Cambodians or Khmer.8


The tides of history had left about 2 million people of the older ethnic groups in the central and northern hill country. The true ‘montagnards’ were the dozens of tribes scattered through the otherwise unpopulated Central Highlands on both sides of the Cambodian border, probably numbering around 720,000. Historically despised and persecuted as savages, these ‘Moi’ had long memories of Vietnamese ill treatment. Until the early 19th century they were believed to be a sort of higher animal, with 8in tails; Annamese lowlanders regarded them with contempt and fear, and even in the 1950s ventured into their tiger-haunted hills only reluctantly.9 While the more remote villages retained their vigour (some tribes had managed to avoid contact with the French until the 1930s), by 1950 many groups were in decline. Despite the efforts of enlightened French administrators to protect them, many were conscripted on to plantations as forced labourers. In 1950 the Viet Minh had as yet made only isolated inroads into this region, where their lowland origin made them unwelcome.


Equally suspicious of the ‘Annamites’ and thus of the Viet Minh were the tribal peoples who were found in Tonkin, distributed across the Chinese and Laotian border marches. The Thai linguistic group, about 700,000 strong, included the Black, White and Red Thai (so named from the characteristic dress of their women), the Nung, Tho and Lao; the Australo-Asiatic group, the c. 200,000 Muong and Khmu; and the Sino-Tibetan group, the c. 170,000 Lolo, Meo and Yao. These were mostly highlanders, although the Nung – noted for loyalty to the French – also occupied the coastal fringe from Ha Long Bay north to the Chinese frontier. The Tho were few in number, and their home range was lost to French influence when the Viet Minh overran the Middle Region along Route Coloniale 4 (RC4) in autumn 1950. Soon afterwards the ancestral hills of the Muong, around Hoa Binh south-west of the Delta, were also abandoned to the Communists.


The opium-growing Meo of the Thai Highlands, numbering perhaps 80,000, were known for their fierce independence, internal democracy, sexual freedom, sturdy indifference to evil spirits, massive silver necklaces, splendid dogs and ‘dry’ cultivation by slash-and-burn methods which steadily deforested the hills at their chosen altitudes of 3,000–6,000ft. The other main group in the High Region were the Thai, the aboriginal ancestors of both the Laotian and Siamese peoples, who had originally migrated south from Yunnan. Under the French the three traditional Thai ‘kingdoms’ had been united in a puppet Thai Federation headed by Deo Van Long, the elderly son of a ‘Black Flag’ leader of ferocious memory. The Black Thai shared the high hills with the Meo, the other Thai clans preferring lower altitudes and ‘wet’ rice cultivation.10


AS IN EVERY COLONIAL EMPIRE, it was the colonizers themselves who created the leadership of the independence movement, which first became visible in the years following the Great War. The missionary schools had already turned out an upper working class of literate foremen and clerks. The government then brought further education to the cities, and a tiny but growing class of Indochinese professionals and intellectuals emerged from the Chasseloup-Laubat and Albert Sarraut lycées. Some of these young men came from mandarin families that had never ceased nurturing their national heritage and brooding over the French ocupation; but many of them, educated entirely in French and so knowing more about the history of Alsace than of Annam, found themselves painfully uprooted from their own culture. Nevertheless, armed with their new diplomas and eager to embrace the wider possibilities revealed to them by their teachers, they strode forward into a Western tomorrow. They soon learned that tomorrow’s doors were narrow and its ceilings low for a yellow man, even for a French-speaking graduate wearing a suit and tie.11


France has always trumpeted its enlightened lack of racism compared with the Anglo-Saxons, but the claim of universal republican fraternity does not stand up to much examination. True, France might not allow skin colour to stand in the way of the successful ‘évolué’ who pursued a flatteringly complete integration; but there is more to colour blindness than outward acceptance of a black parliamentary deputy or the exquisite Vietnamese wife of a colonial general – Britain, after all, smiled upon her cricket-playing Cambridge maharajahs. There are as many ugly words for ‘wog’ in French as in English, and the lower strata of colonial administration and commerce knew them all. An Indochinese might, by heroic application, gain a baccalaureate, and might even go on to secure a junior post in the administration; but he would be paid much less than his white colleagues, he would languish in his grade while inferior French candidates were promoted above him, and he would never be allowed past the doors of the clubs where they spent their weekends. If his professional ambitions were frustrated, he might have to find work as a commercial bookkeeper or lowly schoolteacher, inhabiting a shabby Franco-Asian limbo which denied him the full dignity of either world.12


It was in the educated class that anti-French resentment and access to international political theory collided. Aware of what they had lost as much as what they were being refused, these men and women began to explore the idea of nationalism; and before long this usually attracted the heavy-handed attentions of the Sûreté and colonial police. In pursuit of political education some of them travelled, to France and further afield; a pioneer among these, in 1911, was a 21-year-old ship’s cook using the name Ba – one of dozens of aliases, of which the last would be Ho Chi Minh. In 1920 this patient, charismatic son of a poor Annamese mandarin, now named Nguyen Ai Quoc, was among the founding members of the French Communist Party, and by 1923 he was being trained by the Comintern (Communist International) in Moscow. In February 1930, by now based in China, he launched the Indochinese Communist Party (ICP).


Various nationalist groups carried out occasional inarticulate acts of defiance, assassinations and jailbreaks; but the first serious trouble came in 1930, when failed rice harvests and commercial recession reduced the poor to near desperation. In February the nationalist Viet Nam Quoc Dan Dang Party (VNQDD) fomented a violent mutiny by native Tirailleurs troops at Yen Bai, an up-country garrison on the Red River. The outbreak was put down with much bloodshed, and the VNQDD was largely destroyed. In May an internal Communist group led a more general peasant uprising around Vinh in Annam; many Frenchmen and Vietnamese officials were killed and a number of ‘soviets’ were proclaimed. This rebellion, too, was crushed with heavy loss of life and mass imprisonments; although full control was not regained for a year, the internal Communist leadership was destroyed, and survivors of both the VNQDD and the Communists fled into China.13


Working at different times from Hong Kong, Canton and Siam, Ho Chi Minh consolidated the internal and external groups, and the Indochinese Communist Party was fully recognized by the Comintern in April 1931. A thorough territorial and functional organization was worked out; and by 1932, despite the earlier losses, the ICP had some 1,500 members and tens of thousands of sympathizers in Vietnam. It was only one of many factions within the independence movement; but it was the best organized and disciplined, and offered the poor the most specific and attractive programme. In 1936, France’s left-wing Popular Front government allowed some outlets for political activity; the ICP took advantage of this, entrenching and extending its organization under cover of various ‘fronts’.


IN 1927, DURING THE CHAOTIC civil wars of the ‘Warlord Period’, the first Chinese Communist army had been born in a mutiny by General Chu Teh’s 24th Division of the Kuomintang or Nationalist army. While Chiang Kai Shek’s Nationalists and Chu Teh’s and Mao Tse Tung’s Communists struggled for advantage across the immense, ruined expanses of China, in the far north Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931, later launching strikes across the Chinese border proper. In 1936 Chiang Kai Shek was forced to agree to a united anti-Japanese front with the Communists, although this was always fragile. The following year saw an outright Japanese invasion of China; and one of the Nationalists’ important supply lines was the Haiphong–Kunming railway through Tonkin.


The outbreak of World War II in Europe at first had little impact on French Indochina, beyond starving the small, outdated garrison of reinforcements and equipment, and prompting – in view of the Nazi–Soviet Pact – a clampdown on the Communist Party; but Germany’s Blitzkrieg campaign of 10 May 1940 smashed the Low Countries, France and the British Expeditionary Force in six weeks, and on 22 June the French accepted Germany’s armistice terms. While no formal alliance yet existed between Germany and Japan, in June 1940 the Japanese approached General Catroux, the French governor-general of Indochina, with a demand for the closure of the Haiphong–Kunming railway under Japanese supervision. Catroux had no option but to agree; he was relieved of his post by the new Vichy government of Marshal Pétain and replaced with Admiral Decoux, but France’s humiliations were only beginning.


In September 1940 Japan – about to conclude the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy – demanded the use of Indochinese airfields, the installation of garrisons and free movement of troops through French territory. When Decoux hesitated, the Japanese attacked over Tonkin’s northern border from China, defeating the Lang Son garrison and marching on Haiphong, where more men were landed; some 800 French troops died in this two-day clash. Admiral Decoux was forced to agree to Japanese demands and, unsurprisingly, further concessions were extracted as time went on. The French administration and garrisons were allowed to remain in place, responsible for domestic affairs only. This demonstration of French weakness encouraged a premature Communist rising in Cochinchina in November 1940, but it was quickly crushed. An opportunistic Siamese attempt to recover lost territory on the Mekong river led to fierce fighting in January 1941; Japan insisted on mediating, and in March five Cambodian and Laotian provinces were handed over to her ally, Siam.


By now the prestige and morale of the French in Indochina were seriously undermined; and when Japan went on to win her sweeping victories over American, British and Dutch forces a year later, the humiliation of the European colonialists at the hands of fellow Asians delivered an enormous boost to nationalist confidence and ambition. Despite Japan’s bestial treatment of so many Asian civilians, millions of former colonial subjects within the ‘Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere’ accepted the propaganda of their Japanese ‘elder brother’ at face value.


IN CHINA, MEANWHILE, the united front broke down completely in January 1941; thereafter Nationalists and Communists simultaneously fought each other and – to some extent – the Japanese. From their southern havens, in territory governed by the Nationalists from their capital at Chongqing, Ho Chi Minh and his followers continued to pick their way delicately among the pitfalls and opportunities that surrounded them. Since China was destabilized by civil war, foreign invasion and the intricate conspiracies of a dozen competing interests, their true goals had to be concealed under shifting layers of opacity. Indochinese exiles of various political complexions gathered at Jingxi in Guangxi province – only 60 miles from Cao Bang in Tonkin – where in May 1941 they founded a broad nationalist organization under the title Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi (roughly, ‘League for the Independence of Vietnam’), later known simply as the Viet Minh. From its inception the Communists were a powerful element of this common front, which they planned to use as the instrument for ultimate Communist government in Vietnam; but it was obviously wise at this stage not to antagonize the Nationalist Chinese or, indeed, the other Allies. Ho Chi Minh later became a member of the Dong Minh Hoi, a provisional coalition government acceptable to the Nationalist Chinese, who provided it with limited facilities and supplies.14


One of Ho’s most promising lieutenants was Vo Nguyen Giap, a 30-year-old Communist law graduate and schoolteacher with a passion for military history, who had evaded the French security round-up in 1939–40 and crossed into China in company with a long-time comrade, Pham Van Dong. The son, like Ho, of a poor mandarin of the second class, Giap came from Quang Binh province in the narrow waist of Annam. He had been a student activist, imprisoned for three years while still in his teens; and his young wife, held in Hanoi’s Hoa Lo prison, would die there in 1943. Although he was a voracious reader of political and military theory, Giap’s attachment to the cause was emotional as much as intellectual. Physically he was short and stocky, with a round face, thick springy hair, bright eyes, a broad, generously cut mouth, and a natural expression of good nature and animated enthusiasm.


This was the man Ho entrusted from 1941 with creating a guerrilla intelligence network in Cao Bang province just across the border. Giap successfully established hideouts in the hills and extended a web of agents down into the towns; so effective was this that the ICP were able to trade his intelligence ‘product’ for Nationalist Chinese concessions – though this commerce was undercut from late 1943 by the Chongqing representatives of a more widely connected Free French maquis. Moving between the Nationalist- and Communist-dominated zones, in 1942 Giap attended the Red Chinese guerrilla warfare school at Guangta, becoming an enthusiastic student of the writings of Mao Tse Tung. Back in Guangxi he persuaded his comrades to plan their future revolutionary campaign against the French entirely on the Communist Chinese model.


Volunteers for a politico-military organization were sought from across the border, and potential leaders were selected, indoctrinated and trained with great care. When ready, these cadres returned to set up safe refuges in Tonkin where, in their turn, they recruited and trained underground bands; in time these coalesced into larger groups, able to dominate limited areas. While a few oppressive Vietnamese officials and the occasional constable would be assassinated to give credibility to their promises, there were to be no premature trials of strength with the Japanese; at this stage their goal was to survive, grow, train, extend their clandestine influence and gather information. By the end of 1943 several hundred men and women had been trained at Liuzhou in Guangxi and in Tonkin, although only small numbers of weapons were obtained from the Chinese under the cover of the Dong Minh Hoi.


In September 1944 a conference approved the formation of armed ‘propaganda brigades’ – their mission was still predominantly to spread the word rather than to fight. In October, Ho Chi Minh – alone among the members of the self-proclaimed provisional government – finally went home, crossing into Thai Nguyen province and joining Giap’s guerrillas in their mountain camps. In December the 1st Armed Propaganda Brigade was formed; the 31 picked men and three women reportedly had one light machine gun, 17 modern rifles, two revolvers, and 14 more venerable firearms. A few days later, for public relations purposes, the unit successfully captured two small French posts from local levies. In early 1945 propaganda brigades proliferated and spread out through the hills; their success in recruiting was remarkable, and by March bases had been established in six provinces of northern Tonkin, extending as far west as Lai Chau and as far south-east as Lang Son.


While French garrison towns had to be bypassed, interference from the Japanese was minimal. They had always left internal security to the Vichy authorities, and the Viet Minh had been careful to avoid Japanese troops. In 1944, fearing Allied landings, the Japanese actually encouraged some nationalist activity in Cochinchina in order to hamper any French plans. Spring 1945 saw the Allies on the Rhine and Germany’s defeat imminent; Japan could no longer apply the leverage of Axis power over a compliant France. Early in March 1945, Japanese troops and artillery were redeployed around the main French garrisons; and on 9 March an ultimatum was delivered without warning – French troops were to be disarmed and personnel were to surrender to Japanese custody. Refusal was met with immediate attack and, after the inevitably brief resistance, with massacre and atrocity; in Saigon the senior military and civil prisoners, General Lemonnier and Resident Auphalle, were beheaded after being forced to dig their own graves. About 5,700 French and French-led troops of up-country garrisons had enough warning to avoid the coup, and General Alessandri gathered these men to fight their way out to the Chinese border. Around a core provided by the three battalions of the Foreign Legion’s 5th Infantry Regiment (5 REI), the columns made an epic march of 51 days through the Thai Highlands, fighting a number of rearguard actions before reaching the safety – if not the welcome – of Nationalist China in the first days of May 1945. One of those actions was fought by the rearguard of the 5 REI at the remote airstrip of Dien Bien Phu, where 7th Company was led in a bayonet charge by its captain, Jules Gaucher, close to a hill called Him Lam.15


WITH FRENCH CONTROL REMOVED, the Viet Minh were presented with extraordinary opportunities: the Japanese openly handed over administration to the Vietnamese – in Annam and Tonkin to the hereditary emperor, Bao Dai, and in Cochinchina to the United Party, a ramshackle coalition of sectarian and Communist groups. These nominal authorities were no match for the well-organized and dedicated Communist cells, who exploited the situation energetically. As long as their troops were not attacked the Japanese made no real attempt to enforce internal security, and the Viet Minh were able to expand and intensify their activities unhindered, implanting ‘propaganda brigades’, ‘people’s committees’ and ‘liberation committees’ throughout the border country of Tonkin and down into the Delta. While the best recruits were accepted for Giap’s ‘regular’ or full-time mobile units, most were left in place as part-time local guerrillas or unarmed village supporters; planting a solid infrastructure of political agents and expanding control over the population was more important at this stage. Generally the Communist programme followed – with modifications for local conditions – Mao’s ‘Seven Fundamental Steps’: to arouse and organize the people; achieve internal political unity; establish bases; equip bases; recover national strength; destroy enemy strength; and regain lost territories. The later steps were postponed for the time being; and the forging of ‘internal political unity’ was initially pursued by persuasion, with only selective recourse to shooting the uncooperative.


Secondly, and pricelessly, the intelligence-gathering network of the Free French mission at Chongqing was destroyed at a stroke, and the Viet Minh’s monopoly of information from inside Vietnam was skilfully traded for Allied support. They agreed to recover downed Allied airmen; there was even some limited collaboration with clandestine French parties, and a legend about a pro-Japanese mandarin shot by a joint Viet Minh–French firing squad. Still posing as straightforward nationalist patriots, the Viet Minh established friendly contact with the US Office of Strategic Services (OSS, the forerunner of the CIA). This connection brought training teams and a limited supply of weapons and radios – benefits delivered directly, rather than routed via the Dong Minh Hoi provisional government. In April 1945 a conference chaired by Ho Chi Minh agreed to consolidate all armed revolutionary groups – now nominally some 5,000 strong, though only half, at most, were armed – into a Vietnam Liberation Army under Giap’s operational command; and to merge the six liberated provinces into the ‘Free Zone of the Viet Bac’. (Throughout the subsequent war against the French this mountainous region east of the Red River – the provinces of Cao Bang, Ha Giang, Tuyen Quang, Bac Kan, Thai Nguyen and Lang Son – was to be the safest redoubt of the Viet Minh.)


During the rains of May–August 1945 two OSS teams led by Majors Archimedes Patti and Allison Thomas worked directly with the Viet Minh at Tra Trao in Tuyen Quang province, training several hundred men, arming a smaller number and accompanying them on a few raids against Japanese posts. Sources differ about the number and scale of these actions, but clearly enough was being done to justify the OSS’s support. Far more important than a few dozen Thompson guns, however, was the hope that these contacts could be parlayed into Allied recognition of a Communist-dominated Viet Minh as the legitimate representatives of the national liberation movement.


The arrival of the monsoon rains in spring caused a catastrophic famine in the Delta, where – in the absence of the French technicians – the flood control system failed. At least half a million Vietnamese starved to death, and the desperate poor were still dying on the pavements of Hanoi when, on 6 and 9 August, the USAAF dropped the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. On 16 August the Japanese garrison in Vietnam officially handed over control of the country to the Bao Dai regime in the north and the United Party in the south. When the news spread, the people rose in a cathartic orgy of celebration and vengeance; French men and women and loyal Vietnamese were hunted through the rioting streets, spat upon, beaten, raped and killed. For the second time, and now to an unlimited extent, the Viet Minh were suddenly presented with a power vacuum.


HO CHI MINH AND HIS LIBERATION Committee moved with extraordinary speed and confidence. Inside Tonkin the Viet Minh political and military organization went into overdrive, rushing to establish its authority on the ground, while the Chinese-sponsored Dong Minh Hoi back in Guangxi was cut off from information and overtaken by events. All over the country Communist agents fomented or manipulated popular uprisings, of which their local committees claimed leadership as by right. There was ugly blood-letting as mobs took revenge on unpopular officials, landowners and moneylenders. In the south, Tran Van Giau, a Communist, seized the helm of the United Party, and guerrilla bands soon controlled the whole of Cochinchina except the home areas of the powerful Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sects.16 In the north the guerrillas from the hills moved rapidly to take over the key towns and disarm the Japanese, their way prepared by agents in place; they also seized large quantities of French weapons which had been stored by the Japanese since the March coup.


On 25 August the powerless Emperor Bao Dai formally abdicated and invited Ho Chi Minh to form a government; on the 28th, Vo Nguyen Giap’s troops entered Hanoi. There was no chance whatever that the few French administrators and soldiers emerging shakily from their prison camps would be able to reconstruct an administration. The nearest thing to a unified and disciplined force able to take control was Giap’s Liberation Army – soon to be retitled the People’s Army (Quan Doi Nhan Dan).


On 2 September 1945, as US aircraft flew over Ba Dinh Square in salute and America’s local representatives smiled from the dais, Ho Chi Minh declared before a vast crowd the independence of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. His speech quoted phrases from the US Declaration of Independence; he repudiated all French treaties, but emphasized Vietnamese friendship towards both Nationalist China and the USA. His hope was obviously to present the French with a fait accompli already approved, at least tacitly, by the Allies. The provisional government ostensibly included all shades of nationalist opinion, though the Communists were dominant; and General Vo Nguyen Giap was made not minister of defence but minister of the interior. News arrived that in Cochinchina the Communist Tran Van Giau had announced a separate provisional government, and envoys between Hanoi and Saigon concluded a loose agreement.


THE US GOVERNMENT HAD NEVER wished to restore the pre-war status quo in Indochina; and at the Potsdam Conference in July the Allies decided that in the first instance, while an ultimate solution was negotiated, Vietnam should be divided in two at the 16th parallel, with Nationalist Chinese troops taking the Japanese surrender in the north and the French returning to the south. Free French forces which had been preparing to take part in a campaign of liberation were not yet ready to move in any numbers, however, so in the meantime a British/Indian force from South-East Asia Command would occupy the south and disarm the Japanese. The de Gaulle government now installed in Paris was determined to restore French power over the whole country, but lack of troops in Asia forced it to accept this scheme. From 9 September some 150,000 Nationalist Chinese troops under General Lu Han began to move south into Tonkin, which they pillaged enthusiastically, despite the near starvation that they found there.17


Three days later the first few troops of Britain’s 20th Indian Division landed at Saigon, with orders to disarm the Japanese, release internees and restore public order, but to remain neutral between local factions and the French. In fact its commander, Major General Gracey of the Indian Army, was sympathetic to Britain’s fellow colonialists and allowed a French advance party to accompany his division. Martial law was declared and the carrying of arms forbidden, but Gracey’s force was too small to exert effective control; he was therefore obliged to employ the surrendered Japanese, and also to rearm some released French troops of the 11th Colonial Infantry. Although many of the armed bands the British encountered were simple criminals, Tran Van Giau’s Communists had been quick to emulate the Viet Minh programme, spreading out across the south to preach, recruit, tax, enforce and punish; they were particularly successful in the provinces of the far southern peninsula, the Trans-Bassac.18 In late September there were bloody clashes in Saigon between French troops and Giau’s Communists.


In early October 1945 advance units from General Leclerc’s French 2nd Armoured Division began to land in Saigon, and shortly thereafter the British gratefully began a six-month process of handing Cochinchina back to the French. The energetic Leclerc and his fresh, well-equipped troops soon put Giau’s mostly small and indifferently armed bands to flight; motorized columns fanned out all over southern Indochina, and by February 1946 some 30,000 French troops had achieved freedom of movement – though not the claimed ‘pacification’ – up to the 16th parallel. The hard core of Giau’s surviving guerrillas returned to the forests and swamps; liaison with the Viet Minh in the north became much closer, and the independence of the southern Communists was virtually abandoned. Giau’s treatment of the local population had been much harsher than that meted out by the northern Viet Minh, and influenced the Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sectarian communities to reach an eventual accommodation with the French. Giau was called north to Tonkin, taking many of his men with him to be amalgamated into the Viet Minh. Hanoi’s grip over the southern revolutionaries was tightened by his replacement, Nguyen Binh – who was no less cruel a despot than Giau, but whose ‘security’ teams were rather more carefully targeted.


IN FARAWAY FRANCE ANOTHER change of leadership was also taking place: on 20 January 1946 General de Gaulle, frustrated by parliamentary squabbling, resigned from both the government and public life. Unlike Tran Van Giau, he was not to be replaced by another strong leader, but by a succession of indecisive coalition governments. De Gaulle’s moral authority remained unique; he had played the resignation card before, and he probably anticipated a summons to resume the national leadership long before it eventually came in 1958. Nevertheless, throughout that period many Frenchmen would continue to draw comparisons between the weak, even squalid leadership of the Fourth Republic and that huge, eloquent silence at Colombey-les-Deux-Églises. One appointment made before his resignation would have lasting consequences, however: that of Admiral Thierry d’Argenlieu as French High Commissioner in Cochinchina.


This icily controlled former Carmelite arrived in November 1945, intent on fulfilling his wartime chief’s stark instructions to restore French sovereignty over the whole of Vietnam, and deaf to arguments for exploring a compromise. His staff’s grasp on local subtleties was limited; a purge of the former Vichy administration had replaced many old Asia hands with Gaullist successors selected more for political reliability than for knowledge of Indochina. A fresh eye was not invariably a blind one, however. The dashing General Leclerc, with no previous Asian soldiering behind him, had arrived full of confidence that order could be restored within a matter of weeks; but his experience on the ground soon changed his mind – as did personal meetings with Ho Chi Minh, and with seasoned French officials. Leclerc became convinced that genuine negotiations were the best outcome the French could hope for: they were facing not just a guerrilla army, but an entire people inspired by a national idea. Leaving Indochina early in 1947 to take up a post in North Africa, he advised the incoming High Commissioner, Émile Bollaert, to ‘Negotiate – negotiate at any price’.19 To most French soldiers, with colonial experience only during the last stage of Moroccan pacification in the mid 1930s, the problem and its solution seemed simpler. Still smarting from the army’s recent humiliations, they were inclined to give short shrift to these Asian bandits who were defying France’s historic title to Indochina.


Meanwhile, in the north, Ho Chi Minh was playing a long game of negotiating with the French while consolidating his position. The Dong Minh Hoi, dominated by the non-Communist nationalists of the VNQDD, had come trailing south in the wake of their Nationalist Chinese sponsors. Luckily for the Communists, the Chinese occupation army’s medieval style extended to unashamed corruption. Collecting money and valuables, the Viet Minh bought General Lu Han’s agreement not to interfere with their activities, and the VNQDD had only local successes in supplanting the Communists. The Chinese also sold Giap 32,000 captured Japanese weapons; but the newly improvised Viet Minh army was still too lightly armed and patchily trained to resist a determined French advance north led by Leclerc’s armour, which seemed predictable once Lu Han’s horde finally straggled home to China. Foreign support for the Democratic Republic was no more than verbal. America was now uneasily aware of the Communist core of the Viet Minh, and furious French protests over excessive encouragement of Ho Chi Minh led to the withdrawal of the OSS mission, while Chiang Kai Shek’s attention was entirely focused on his resumed civil war against the Red Chinese.


Throughout 1946 Ho Chi Minh pursued negotiations; but since he was demanding recognition of a unified independent Vietnam under his own government, and the French were insisting on restoration of the colonial status quo, no positive outcome seemed likely. However, every month’s delay gave the Communists more time to build up their army, to eliminate rival groups within the Viet Minh, and to deepen the people’s support. The talks took place against a background of famine and a typhus epidemic in Tonkin during the winter of 1945–6, which the Viet Minh’s agents eloquently blamed on the French. In February 1946 the French concluded an agreement with Chiang Kai Shek, but their concessions did not win them an immediate withdrawal of the Nationalist armies; the deciding factor was the lucrative opium harvest, from which the Chinese were determined to profit before they marched north. They did agree, however, that an advance party of French troops could return to Haiphong.


Although their first boats were fired upon by both the local Chinese garrison and the Viet Minh when they docked on 6 March, a ceasefire was soon agreed and French troops entered Hanoi on 16 March. March 1946 also saw a highly provisional agreement concluded between Ho Chi Minh and the French High Commissioner to Tonkin, Jean Sainteny, though this would need ratification by Paris: its main headings were limited self-government for Vietnam within the French Union, in return for the stationing of 25,000 French troops in strategic garrisons, mostly on the Chinese frontier and for five years only. France rushed troops into Tonkin through her steadily enlarged beachhead around Haiphong, and the Communist leaders had real difficulty in reconciling their followers to this compromise. Their basic argument was to appeal to Vietnam’s age-old distrust of China, pointing out that Chinese occupations tended to last for a thousand years, and that five more years of the French were a small price to pay.


While Ho pursued negotiation, Giap was becoming convinced that war was inevitable – an attitude perhaps sharpened by his loss of face during unsuccessful personal meetings with Leclerc brokered by Jean Sainteny. (The aristocratic general could not take seriously Giap’s pretensions to military rank; and the latter’s manner when confronted by leaders of a world he genuinely admired seems to have been effusive rather than dignified.) At the Dalat Conference in April, d’Argenlieu’s team backtracked from what Ho believed had been agreed the previous month; throughout their dealings with the Viet Minh the French authorities treated them with disdain, never conceding that they were legitimate representatives of their people. It was said of d’Argenlieu, a man of almost papal froideur and distance, that he reacted to the least contradiction with the expression of a gentleman suffering painful indigestion; and, with a few intelligent exceptions like Sainteny, his colleagues took their tone from him.20 Convinced that only direct talks with Paris offered any hope of a settlement, at the end of May 1946 Ho Chi Minh and Pham Van Dong led a delegation to France as representatives of a newly created Popular Front government (the ‘Lien Viet’) . Immediately they had left, d’Argenlieu announced the foundation of an ‘autonomous’ Republic of Cochinchina, thus dismissing the Viet Minh’s insistence on negotiating for the whole country.


In Ho’s absence, Giap ordered the preparation of two military base areas: the main one in the Viet Bac of northern Tonkin, and another on less well-prepared ground below the southern edge of the Delta, in the coastal hills of Thanh Hoa, Nghe An and Ha Tien provinces. From the earliest days Giap had followed Mao’s doctrine of differentiating between his ‘regular’ troops – full-time mobile units, with the best available men and weapons; ‘regional’ forces – less well-equipped troops, able to operate in their own areas when required; and ‘village militia’ – sympathizers who filled mostly non-combatant supporting roles. It was the regulars who were to use the base areas, and although two-thirds of them had been moved down to Hanoi and Haiphong, Giap still had perhaps 10,000 in the Viet Bac. Here the familiar forested hills, with their loyal population and countless hidden caves and valleys, would house the Viet Minh headquarters, rest camps and training schools, hospitals, printing presses, stores and arsenals, workshops and factories. Here the training and equipping of the regulars was proceeding with the help of about 3,000 Japanese deserters and some Chinese. Here the former Japanese officer Major Saito ran an arms factory at Quang Ngai, while a larger one at Thai Nguyen was already turning out 50 rifles a day and a machine gun every week. Other ordnance workshops were set up in Annam and Cochinchina, while Viet Minh agents traded gold, opium and rice with gun runners in Siam, the Philippines and Hong Kong.21


After long delays the Fontainebleau Conference eventually opened in August 1946, dragging on until mid September before Ho’s delegation accepted that it was a futile exercise. When they returned in October, however, Giap was able to report solid progress of his own. In May, Lu Han’s Chinese troops had begun to pull back north with their looted opium. The French surged forward, trying to keep close behind them; but this was the wet season – the nimbler Viet Minh dug up the roads, wrecked the bridges, and moved across country on the heels of the Chinese. Long before the French could arrive in any town, Giap’s men had taken over, briskly executing local authorities set up under Chinese protection by the Dong Minh Hoi. Giap exploited sporadic guerrilla outbreaks as the excuse to eliminate the last rival nationalist groups with French approval. The non-Communist leaders, tempted out of cover by the summoning of a constituent assembly, were quickly liquidated. The ‘Viet Minh’, originally and still ostensibly the title of a broad nationalist front, was from now on essentially synonymous with the Communist movement; and, having completed his ruthless ‘police’ task, Vo Nguyen Giap was named as the new government’s minister of defence.


With a ceasefire still officially holding, and French and Viet Minh garrisons patrolling in uneasy proximity, the Viet Minh in fact controlled the whole of rural Tonkin and northern Annam, and less disciplined regional units sometimes ambushed French patrols and convoys to capture weapons. In Cochinchina they were forced to keep a lower profile; the French and their compliant Vietnamese regime were in overt control of the towns and roads although, as throughout the country, their real mastery extended no further than rifle range from the nearest troops.


The bristling hostility between the neighbouring French and Viet Minh troops in the Delta caused repeated incidents; and it was friction over Viet Minh control of the customs dock in Haiphong that finally provided the explosion for which the French seemed to hunger. On 20 November 1946 the French tried to seize a boat suspected of carrying contraband weapons; both sides opened fire, and as anti-French crowds poured into the streets the fighting escalated, with Viet Minh mortars being answered by French armoured vehicles. Although a brief ceasefire was agreed, the French commander-in-chief, General Valluy, ordered local commanders to take over the whole of Haiphong. It is claimed that the time limit given in the ultimatum had not yet run out when, on 23 November, the French Navy cruiser Suffren opened fire on the Chinese and Vietnamese quarters of the town with her main armament, supported by French artillery and aircraft. The death toll was reported to be heavy, with many more injured.22 Intense street fighting followed, but by 28 November the French were in control of Haiphong.


Ho Chi Minh’s government was still in Hanoi; but Giap now pulled all his regular battalions out of Haiphong and Hanoi and started them marching for the Viet Bac and South Delta Base, leaving only regional units in place. Some of these were ordered to merge back into the population of the Delta, but others were still patrolling Hanoi. On 19 December the French ordered them to disarm, but the following evening there was a general uprising in the capital. The French troops got enough warning to take up strong positions; their losses were much lighter than those suffered by the weakly armed Viet Minh regionals, and a French counter-attack on 21 December cleared the city of opposition. Ho Chi Minh finally left Hanoi for the safety of the Viet Bac; and the Indochina War had begun.





3. The Dirty War



‘In all territorial species, without exception, possession of a territory lends enhanced energy to the proprietor… the challenger is almost invariably defeated, the intruder expelled. In part, there seems some mysterious flow of energy and resolve which invests a proprietor on his home grounds.’


Robert Ardrey, The Territorial Imperative


THE WAR THAT BEGAN AS HO Chi Minh’s government faded back into the limestone caves of the Viet Bac was an additional burden on a traumatized nation. Since 1940 France had been invaded, shockingly defeated, divided, occupied and pillaged by foreigners; then reinvaded, fought over again by great armies, and finally liberated – very largely by foreigners. Her physical infrastructure, economy and administration were in tatters. From a population of some 42 million, she had suffered about 122,000 military dead and 335,000 wounded, and more than 1.4 million had been made prisoners of war; but battlefield losses were far surpassed by civilian casualties. Nearly half a million French civilian men, women and children had died as a direct result of the war – perhaps 70,000 of them killed deliberately by the German occupiers, but many more by Axis and Allied bombs and shells as what we now call ‘collateral damage’.1 Another 1.2 million had been sent as forced labourers to Germany, and vast numbers of others had been scattered and dispossessed as refugees from the battle zones. The end of the war left huge numbers facing hunger and destitution without the normal protections of civil society.


The mental scenery of the French people had also suffered terrible damage. Fundamental assumptions about their country and society had been revealed as self-protective myths, and countless personal relationships had failed under the weight of events. During the Occupation there had never been any shortage of anonymous ‘crows’ eager to assist the German security police by betraying their neighbours. The so-called ‘purifications’ that had accompanied the Liberation had seen at least 10,000 French men and women executed for proven or supposed wartime treacheries; but only about 1,500 of these killings had been sanctioned by any court of law, and some were undoubtedly opportunist lynchings motivated by personal or political hatred.2


Bitter political enmities both between and within Left and Right, and a succession of weak coalition governments (some of which included Communist ministers) denied the institutions of the Fourth Republic any more than grudging support from much of the electorate. Confronted and usually overmastered by great difficulties and contradictory demands, no fewer than 19 successive governments failed to secure a mandate for a realistic strategy in Indochina, to provide adequate military means, or to offer convincing political leadership. After the initial French reoccupation of Indochina in 1945–6 operations in the Far East had a low priority, and the Expeditionary Corps (CEFEO) was in constant competition for men and equipment with France’s NATO forces in Germany – a competition which it usually lost. The financial cost of the war was a serious drain on an impoverished country that periodically faced balance of payments crises and bouts of industrial and social unrest.3


In 1947–50 the rhythm and intensity of operations appeared to most French citizens to be listless, and their interest in this colonial war was very limited. In the public forum only the extremes of Right and Left argued for and against the conflict; the loudest and most consistent voices came from the Left, relentlessly hostile to this ‘sale guerre’ – this ‘dirty war’ of colonial repression. Widespread public interest would be aroused only intermittently and briefly, usually by some atrocity, scandal or disaster. In October 1950 France responded with shocked dismay when thousands of men were wiped out on Route Coloniale 4 (RC4) along the Chinese frontier with Tonkin, and a major tract of North Vietnam and huge amounts of matériel were abandoned to the enemy; but even this sensation was short-lived. The arrival of General de Lattre shortly afterwards encouraged a confidence which soon turned to complacency; with predictable journalistic judgement, the ‘human interest’ story of his son’s death in action in May 1951 took pride of place over any strategic analysis.4


THE FIGHTING IN HANOI IN December 1946 was accompanied by Viet Minh risings all over the country, and most major towns were cut off. This success was brief, since these regionals were weak in firepower and were still largely organized only in separate companies of a hundred-odd men. In Tonkin and northern Annam General Valluy reacted vigorously, and mechanized columns struck out in all directions. Early in January 1947 the Hanoi–Haiphong corridor was secured; in February the Hue garrison was relieved; and during March most towns in the Delta and northern Annam were cleared, although Vinh – close to Giap’s South Delta Base – remained troublesome. In Cochinchina increased guerrilla activity reduced the areas where the French could claim control, but it soon settled to a relatively tolerable level of insecurity.5


The Viet Minh areas of control (‘liberated zones’) held about 10 million of the population – perhaps 40 per cent of the total; but the level of that control varied widely from actual parallel administration to mere freedom of movement. During the years to come agents spread out from the Viet Bac to consolidate support: village committees and militias were formed, and indoctrination was aided by an energetic and popular literacy programme. The Viet Minh supported itself by collecting taxes – cash extortion in the towns and a rice levy in the villages – and organized rotas of labour to serve as porters in their clandestine logistic network, which enjoyed the freedom of the country by night. Villages provided hideouts and guides for guerrillas; and even those too young, old or infirm to work actively for the cause could carry messages, watch, listen, and report every useful detail of French activity. Where necessary the Viet Minh reinforced education and encouragement with carefully focused terror.


For the main force regulars in the Viet Bac and South Delta Base – the Chu Luc – 1947 was a year of defence as they prepared for a long, patient war. These strongholds – more or less remote, inaccessible to the French, cloaked by forest, and inhabited by a loyal population – provided Giap’s regulars with safe havens. The Chu Luc still had only about 30,000 men, and shortage of weapons would prevent any quick growth. Most new equipment had to be bought on the open market and smuggled in through the French blockades; the Viet Minh small-arms factories could not achieve mass production and were more or less limited to a repair and replacement role. At this stage in the war hundreds of secret workshops fulfilled a real need by reloading discarded French cartridge cases. The Viet Minh’s ordnance branch could nevertheless turn out simple weapons such as small mortars, mines and the hand grenades which actually played a larger part than rifles in the arsenal of the village guerrillas.


The constant and country-wide guerrilla war was left wholly to the clandestine regional troops who moved like fish through the ocean of the civil population; their total strength in 1947 was somewhere between 30,000 and 50,000, although very unevenly equipped. The whole of Vietnam was divided administratively into 14 Viet Minh regions each headed by a committee, with a commander and a senior commissar appointed by Ho Chi Minh and answerable to the Party’s central organs. Nevertheless, it took years to perfect the central control and co-ordination of the regional forces.


FROM MARCH 1947 A NEW High Commissioner, Émile Bollaert, sought to construct local administration and ultimately a government from non-Communist Vietnamese leaders, offering an ill-defined and eventual form of independence within the French Union (the cosmetically retitled Empire) after a period of French tuition. This required Bollaert to maintain contacts with a wide range of groups, and caused friction between him and the French commander-in-chief, General Valluy.


In October, Cochinchina was ostensibly granted the status of a free state of the French Union under Prime Minister Nguyen Van Xuan, a French citizen and former French Army colonel. Valluy’s hope of crushing insurgency in South Vietnam quickly proved vain; the great majority of his forces there were soon tied down in perhaps 500 small posts providing an illusory local security, and Viet Minh activity in the south, although on a relatively small scale, remained constant. Their main refuges in Cochinchina were the Plain of Reeds west of Saigon, Thu Dau Mot province, Ba Ria on the coast, and the Trans-Bassac at the southern tip of Vietnam. The ruthless southern Viet Minh leader, Nguyen Binh, had inherited a complex situation from his predecessor, and devoted most of his resources to fighting the powerful sectarian militias – the Cao Dai in Tay Ninh province and the Hoa Hao of Can Tho on the Bassac river. Both these groups came to an accommodation with the French, and were allowed to carry arms in return for keeping their areas clear of Viet Minh.


Even in the supposedly pacified areas of Cochinchina and Annam the French military occupation was purely notional. Memoirs convey a Wild West frontier atmosphere, with European civilians and administrators routinely going armed with Sten guns, and never venturing far without exchanging the latest information on which villages and roads were safe and which should be avoided. In practical terms the French Army controlled only a shifting pattern of invisible islands in the human landscape. The spaces between were roamed not only by the Viet Minh but also by various other armed groups, only some of which had direct connections with either the Communists or the Franco-Vietnamese forces. The wartime activities of the French, Japanese, British, Americans, Nationalist Chinese and Siamese had scattered South-East Asia with weapons; and the vacuum following Japan’s surrender was exploited by local warlords, drug smugglers, freebooting deserters, and the partisans and ragged militias of many groups and causes.


IN OCTOBER 1947, VALLUY OPENED a winter offensive in Tonkin with far fewer troops than he wanted, and his planned encirclement of the whole Viet Minh zone was tailored back to thrusts at some of the hard-core refuges. Operation ‘Léa’ began on 7 October, and combined ambitious attacks on the Viet Bac by road columns – up RC4 from Lang Son to Cao Bang, and from the Delta via Viet Tri to Tuyen Quang – with parachute drops on Cao Bang and the Viet Minh headquarters in Bac Kan, while another force sailed up the Clear River. In November this was extended into Operation ‘Ceinture’, an attempt to lay a noose around the Viet Minh’s Thai Nguyen base area. Meanwhile, Operation ‘Lison’ sent other forces into the High Region between the Red and Black rivers, thrusting for Lao Cai on the northern frontier with China and Nghia Lo in the Thai Highlands.


At Bac Kan and Thai Nguyen parachute attacks narrowly failed to capture the Viet Minh leadership; but the Lang Son–Cao Bang road column was held up by constant ambushes, and the riverine force ran into physical obstacles and had to take to the fields for a much longer cross-country march than had been planned. The French inflicted heavy casualties, but these delays allowed the Viet Minh to evade and regroup. At the end of three months the French were back on the Chinese frontier from Lang Son to Cao Bang; with local help they had beaten the Viet Minh regionals badly in the Thai Highlands; but the Chu Luc regulars were still safe in the heartland of the Viet Bac, and had learned a great deal. So had the World War II veterans who officered the Expeditionary Corps – mostly about the difficulty of conducting conventional operations in South-East Asia.


The most significant factor of the physical environment, even more than the exhausting effect of the climate on European troops, was the primitive road network. Historically the geography of Indochina made waterways the most practical means of travel over any distance. The main arteries were rivers and canals, connected to the coastal routes between the two Vietnamese deltas by small ports for transhipment of cargo between sampans and junks. At the beginning of the 20th century the French had built a rudimentary single-track rail system linking Saigon with Hanoi, Haiphong and Kunming in southern China; but motor roads had been neglected. Although the colonialists had driven dirt roads between the main towns these were simply (in General Gazin’s pleasing phrase) ‘an instrument of administrative penetration, of which little more was demanded than to support tourists’ cars and a few pick-up trucks’.6


Military movements in the wet season were hardly possible; valley floors turned into swamps, hillsides became spongy and treacherous, it was exhaustingly slow work to hack a path through water-gorged vegetation, and the swollen streams made both fording and boat movement dangerous. In 1947 there were still very few miles of asphalted road surface outside the main towns, and the monsoon turned most of the dirt roads into quagmires; in the hills they were often washed away or blocked by landslides, and in the deltas periodic flooding drowned them. In just two seasons of neglect the jungle could reclaim them completely, and neglect had been almost total since 1940.


Apart from a handful of major steel spans like Hanoi’s Paul Doumer, the bridges and causeways crossing the innumerable water obstacles (some of them up to a thousand yards wide) were not built to take weights of more than about six tons – adequate for a jeep, but useless for heavy trucks and armoured vehicles.7 The roads were generally narrow, often single-track with occasional passing places; and although the French made efforts to clear vegetation back from the edges of the road, bamboo and scrub grew a lot faster than the labour could be found to cut them. For most of their length many of the proudly named ‘Routes Coloniales’ and ‘Routes Provinciales’ were unsurfaced lanes perhaps 12ft wide; in highland valleys the arching bamboo turned them into tunnels, on the slopes the jungle scraped the sides of passing trucks, and in the mountains they crept precariously along ledges between sheer rock faces and yawning drops.


With local exceptions, movement off the roads was generally difficult to impossible for wheeled vehicles. In many areas the going was marginal even for tanks and half-tracks, which bogged down with maddening frequency; in large parts of the deltas only amphibious tractors could move across country with any ease, and even these were often halted by vegetation clogging their tracks.8 The earth was saturated to such a depth – for instance, to about 150ft in Haiphong – that even driving piles for major construction works was an uncertain business; it was said of the ground in the Delta that ‘it barely believed itself to be ground at all’. Foundations sank, embankments dissolved, roads washed away, rail tracks slid peacefully beneath the mud and airfield runways buckled.


The nature of French operations was dictated by these brute physical realities. This was not a European war, where both sides employed similar resources to meet similar needs in a neutral physical environment. The Viet Minh had very few European resources, and chose to fight a war which freed them from European needs; but the CEFEO was a European army transplanted to Asia. In Indochina success depended upon a mobility which everything conspired to frustrate. France’s only real advantage lay in her heavy weapons, and – with the exception of a few riverine units – these depended on roads to bring them to the battlefield (indeed, artillery often had to be fired from the actual road surface). Their effective use was therefore limited to those areas where the road network was dense enough to carry them within range of the enemy’s chosen fighting ground. Generally these conditions existed only in certain areas of the Red River and Mekong deltas, and the People’s Army became skilled in choosing their ground to deny the French this advantage.


Much of the road network was vulnerable not only to the ravages of the monsoon but also to constant enemy sabotage; some major bridges were blown up and rebuilt as many as seven times during the war. The part played by the French Army’s engineers became so vital that it could be argued that on many occasions the other arms of service were present essentially to escort the sappers. Road-borne French operations had to be planned in anticipation of the obstacles to be faced and overcome by the engineers – frequently, dozens of them over relatively few miles. Vehicles were loaded with the necessary tools and materials to repair each specific breach, including prefabricated bridging sections cut to exactly the right size. On the narrow roads heavy trucks often could not pass one another, so the engineer parties were placed in the road columns in the sequence in which they would need to tackle each separate obstacle. If the operation were a dash into Viet Minh country where routes were physically intact, spearhead parties of paratroop sappers were sometimes air-dropped to seize vital bridges and remove any demolition charges and mines ahead of the road column.9 Such movements were often carried out with admirable efficiency at the cost of huge physical effort; but they could succeed only where French firepower achieved at least local and temporary dominance of the terrain.


NO MAJOR OFFENSIVES WERE launched in 1948; many French troops enlisted during the last stages of World War II had been repatriated in 1947, and replacing them proved difficult. Those who were available were spread thinly across the country in small security detachments, robbing the Expeditionary Corps of the chance to maintain a mobile reserve. Meanwhile the French government became bogged down in attempts to find a political solution. There was lack of agreement over the most essential arena of operations: Tonkin, where the main enemy were lurking, or Cochinchina, the economic engine of the colony. Early in 1948 the pendulum swung towards the south, where the regional commander General Boyer de Latour concentrated – apart from a few profitless lunges into the Plain of Reeds – on a methodical policy of implanting small posts and launching modest local security operations. In both the Mekong and Red River deltas such sweeps achieved only fleeting results and were exhausting for the troops.


For much of the year the rice paddies were glue traps through which the mud-caked soldiers could make only ponderous progress. Half-blinded by the sun’s glare off the putty-coloured water, they were all too aware that they presented easy targets. Most practical movement was limited to the narrow raised dykes between the fields, where the troops were visible from far away – and which their predictable passage made it worth the enemy’s while to booby-trap. Small post garrisons in these regions were literally islanders – the water often lapped the very ramparts of a small patch of soggy earth rising at the junction of two causeways above the paddies. A long tour in one of these miniature forts felt like living at the intersection of two lines on a piece of graph paper, which stretched away for miles on all sides in a mesmerizingly repeated pattern. The difficulties of movement were multiplied in Cochinchina’s million-acre Plain of Reeds, which began just 15 miles west of Saigon. In this waterlogged malarial chaos of spongy islands, swampland and scrub divided by countless waterways, most infantry and motorized movement was simply impossible, and only small boats or the CEFEO’s few amphibious tracked vehicles could follow the Viet Minh into their lairs.


A RELENTLESS LEITMOTIV OF THIS war was the sabotage of roads – classically, with half-width ‘piano key’ ditches dug from alternate sides, like the closely spaced teeth of a zip fastener. No sooner had these been repaired laboriously than they were dug up again – an undramatic but wearyingly effective way for the lowest level of village guerrillas to do their bit for the cause. The innumerable little bridges and culverts spaced along the dykes and roads were destroyed again and again, and sometimes booby-trapped to catch the French engineers sent to repair them. The most constantly repeated task for the local sector troops was ‘road-opening’, the morning patrol along their assigned stretch to check for mines and overnight sabotage; inevitably, the work gangs of local villagers pressed into refilling the ditches would often be the same men who had dug them. The French reliance upon mobility made it essential to guard or regularly patrol almost limitless numbers of vulnerable points on the road network, thus making the simple totals of CEFEO manpower meaningless as a measure of combat availability.


Anti-vehicle mines were fashioned from unexploded French shells and bombs which had been courageously recovered and ingeniously re-fused; Viet Minh sappers also lifted and relaid French mines sown to protect forts. Anti-personnel booby-traps were rigged with grenades and tripwires or – simply but horribly – with panji stakes: bamboo or barbed iron spikes, often smeared with excrement, set in camouflaged pits just deep enough to ensure that the weight of a careless step would drive them right up through the foot and out the instep, producing a filthy, medieval wound. (The iron spikes were often set into blocks of wood, so that it took much time and pain even to free the impaled victim.) Losses from this type of opportunist warfare mounted steadily; for instance, over two relatively quiet years in Cochinchina the Foreign Legion’s 2nd Infantry Regiment suffered 200 casualties. Prolonged search and pursuit operations – even if no serious combat resulted – had a cumulatively exhausting effect which left the troops worn out and their nerves jangling. All soldiers hate and fear mines, and feel them to be somehow ‘unfair’ – what defence is courage or skill against a hidden wire that without warning can stretch a man in the grass in a shambles of torn flesh and splintered bone? In the Delta, in the six months between September 1953 and February 1954, 75 per cent of all deaths and 56 per cent of wounds would be caused by mines.10


The tension of constant vigilance, and the frustration of losing friends dead and maimed at the hands of an enemy who seldom showed himself, provoked a brutality towards civilians which simply increased Viet Minh support, and so multiplied the risk next time. Security operations sent the troops sweeping, often for weeks at a time, through village after village. They knew the Viet Minh were there, because the sniping, mining and booby-trapping were habitual; almost every day they had to carry back one or two bloody figures hanging in nets from shoulder poles. They knew the villagers knew where the Viet Minh were, because without the villagers’ knowledge the Viet Minh could not move, lie up or eat. They knew the Viet Minh would very seldom let themselves be surrounded and forced to fight it out, because the Viet Minh were far better informed than they were. It was these men who faced every day the classic dilemma of the counter-insurgency soldier: ‘I know that this wooden-faced peasant who won’t meet my eye and who is pretending not to understand me knows the man – perhaps is the man – who laid the booby-trap which killed my friend yesterday, or which will kill me tomorrow; so how long can I endure his refusal to give me an excuse to strike back?’


During this war both sides committed what are primly called ‘excesses’ – in plain language, they maltreated and murdered helpless civilians. The endlessly frustrating security sweeps gave the troops plentiful opportunity for banal pillage and rape; there was a good deal of casual killing on such excuses as curfew violation; and there is anecdotal evidence for outright massacres of the type which, in a later war, would make the name My Lai infamous. The presence of many locally recruited Vietnamese in the French ranks does not seem to have been much of an inhibition. Typically for a modern army maddened by the pinpricks of guerrilla warfare, the French tended to lash out in destructive brutalities; villages near the sites of Viet Minh attacks were burned down under a declared policy of collective punishment, and the careless use of massive firepower in inhabited areas was a convincing recruiting sergeant.11 French intelligence officers – or their local counterparts, with their full knowledge – routinely tortured suspects under interrogation; typically this progressed from casual blows, to serious beatings with clubs or rifle butts, to ‘water torture’ and ‘the thousand cuts’. After the formation of the Vietnamese National Army, government troops terrorized civilians as a matter of course, thus undermining the psychological war being waged for their allegiance by the Bao Dai regime.12


Given France’s own recent experience of occupation, murder and atrocity, it is hard to understand how French officers – even setting aside all moral questions – could fail to grasp that this sort of behaviour was self-defeating. While angrily sensitive to media and diplomatic criticism, the French authorities seemed to have no answer more sophisticated than references to omelettes and broken eggs, coupled with a shrugging resignation over the historic cruelty of South-East Asia. That cruelty was real, and the Viet Minh, too, could be barbaric in their treatment of civilians; but often their brutality was more exactly focused than that of the security forces. In a world of sometimes anarchic insecurity, simple people who wanted nothing more than to till their fields in peace were put under intolerable pressure by soldiers of both sides who were supposedly fighting in their name, each demanding commitments which would inevitably expose the helpless to the vengeance of the other. That provoking such atrocities by the French was a conscious aspect of their programme of revolutionary war leaves an ugly stain on the moral claims of ‘Uncle’ Ho Chi Minh’s movement.


IN AUTUMN 1948 GENERAL Valluy was replaced by General Blaizot, who favoured a military focus on Tonkin; but his planned operations against the Viet Minh heartlands were frustrated by lack of reinforcements and political indecision, and little was achieved.


Untroubled by major enemy offensives, the Viet Minh regular units had continued their consolidation in the Viet Bac and South Delta Base. The leadership concentrated on improving their communications and control throughout the country, while keeping the Expeditionary Corps dispersed and distracted by guerrilla warfare. In March, the Viet Minh reorganized Vietnam into six ‘integrated zones’ – usually shortened to ‘interzones’ (Lien Khu) – in which the political and military authorities were integrated under a single committee; within each zone similar integrated authorities were responsible for provinces, districts and villages. Interzone 1 was north-west Tonkin and Interzone 2 north-east Tonkin, divided by the Red River; the Delta itself was Interzone 3, Annam north of Hue was Interzone 4, southern Annam was Interzone 5, and Interzone 6 covered Cochinchina. Communications between the central command and the zones were mostly by radio, since movement between them involved long and dangerous journeys.


Travel was no less difficult for the CEFEO, which faced not only the monotonous frustration of road sabotage but also regular ambushes of both military and civilian traffic. All movement between towns was by escorted convoy, and travellers might have to wait days for one to assemble; every evening the roads were formally ‘closed’, and abandoned to the enemy during the hours of darkness. While certain areas in south and central Vietnam were always dangerous (perhaps most notoriously the ‘street without joy’ on RC1 between Hue and Quang Tri in the waist of Annam), major ambushes of military convoys were particularly typical of the Tonkin/China frontier zone. The remote one- or two-company French posts reimplanted in the Middle Region by Valluy’s operations in autumn 1947 were isolated along Routes Coloniales 4, 3bis and 3, and linked only by supply convoys to which civilian traffic attached itself for protection. The whole Middle Region around these corridors was haunted by the enemy, but with a few famous exceptions the People’s Army did not mount direct attacks on the posts. The little forts were more of a cumulative liability to the French than an obstacle to the Viet Minh: their garrisons could not control infiltration through the jungle hills, and their usefulness was outweighed by the haemorrhage of casualties that it cost merely to keep them supplied.


In the hills the single-track dirt lanes snaked in series of switchbacks and hairpins over thickly forested ridges and through sinister gorges, overlooked by calcaires – the abrupt limestone pinnacles, covered with scrub and trees, that jutted into the sky. This was an ambusher’s heaven; in many places deployment off the roads was impossible even for tracked vehicles and extremely punishing for infantry. There were no alternative routes by which the French could outflank an ambush party, and any relief column was obliged to drive towards the scene of action from one or other end of the same road – to be blocked or ambushed in their turn.


The most notorious road was Route Coloniale 4, running inland from the Gulf of Tonkin and closely parallel to the Chinese frontier, which it followed from Tien Yen north-west for 147 miles all the way up to the major garrison at Cao Bang (see Map 4).13
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