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1. Opening slide - Welcome
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2. In his 1980 book Why Vietnam - prelude to America’s Albatross,  Archimedes Patti revealed the how and why the USA, ‘through a series of miscalculations and ill-advised actions’, slipped into the Vietnam quagmire.
Archimedes Patti led the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) teams into Hanoi from China in late 1945 to free Allied POW and obtain the surrender of the Japanese. In early 1945 he was the first US officer to meet with Ho Chi Minh and cooperate against the Japanese. 
In this presentation, I will provide an overview of those dramatic and consequential years to 1956 as the French tried to recover their colonial territories in Indo-China.  
I will of course cover the climatic defeat of the French forces at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 by the nationalist Viet Minh forces led by General Giap and the political leader Ho Chi Minh and briefly summarise other significant French/Viet Minh actions before and after.
Dien Bien Phu, whilst a physical defeat for the French Expeditionary Force, was also a psychological tipping point in the first Indo-China war. It was also a catalyst for growing American concern, after the “loss” of China in 1949 and the war in Korea, of “losing” Vietnam to the communists as the cold war affected the entire globe.
BTW I am not a Vietnamese, Chinese or French linguist.  
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3. First, French Indo-China   MAP
In 1945 French Indo-China was broken into a number of protectorates under the Indochinese Federation:
Tonkin with the capital in Hanoi. Tonkin controlled the Red River Delta and also had a long northern border with the Nationalist Chinese under Chiang Kai-Sheck’s Kuomintang and later, after 1949, with the Communist Party of China under Mao Tse-tung.
Annam or Central Vietnam  with the old Imperial capital at Hue, and Cochin China (a colony), in the south covering the Mekong Delta and the southern capital Saigon. Cambodia and Laos were ostensibly independent states but in reality were both weak vassal states of France.
In 1949 the French Union was formed Tonkin, Annam and Cochin-China would merge as the State of Vietnam  under the former emperor Bao Dai.
Guang Chou-wan was a French port leased from China, occupied by Japan in 1943 and handed back to China in 1946.
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4. Situation to 1946
After the Fall of France during World War II, Indo-China was administered by the Vichy government and was under Japanese occupation from 1940 until 9 March 1945, when the Japanese army overthrew the colonial regime – about 8000 French soldiers and civil servants were interned. See Mandaley Perkins Hanoi Adieu
After the Japanese surrender, the nationalist Viet Minh led by Ho Chi Minh declared Vietnam's independence, but this was short-lived. 
By January 1946, there were about 30,000 Japanese, more than 100,000 Nationalist Chinese, about 25,000 Viet Minh* in Tonkin.
In the south, about 20,000 British Indian Army troops and French troops began to arrive.
It had been agreed before the end of the war by the Allies that the British forces would take the Japanese surrender below the 16th parallel and the Kuomintang forces in the North. Allied with this goal was the liberation of the Allied internees and POW.
The new government in France, under General de Gaulle, considered the French forces in Indo-China as Vichy and not to be trusted – the Gaullists intended to recover the Indo-China possessions ASAP after the war. (shipping)
The Americans while under President Roosevelt worked against this intent, but with President Eisenhower, US policy slowly began to change. 
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5. 1946-1950
By mid-1946, the British had left the south – in French control *
In the north the last of the Chinese troops had left and Viet Minh commander Giap then eliminated the pro-Chinese factions in the north, leaving the largely communist Viet Minh in control of the government.
Ho Chi Minh negotiated with the French in Paris, but Vietnam was not granted independence.  French troops arrived in the north but were resisted by the Viet Minh about 40,000, growing fast. 
Fighting between the Viet Minh and the French became widespread from December 1946, by 1948 the French had more than 100,000 soldiers in Vietnam. 
With the victory of the CCP in China in 1949, the Viet Minh had an ally, providing sanctuary, arms, training and equipment. 
Meanwhile the French also tried to establish Vietnam as a new entity with the former Emperor Bao Dai as its leader, based in Hue.
By 1950 the French had suffered defeats militarily and the US decided to support the French as part of the Cold War anti-communist agenda.  
Viet Minh now 120,000 strong with direct support from China.*
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6. What was the Viet Minh?
 
Ho Chi Minh had successfully obtained American assistance in 1945 to help train and arm the nationalists against the Japanese. Ho understood that they needed to take control of the government in Hanoi before the French returned.
 
The tenor of the Viet Minh which grew under General Vo Nguyen Giap, was essentially communist and which eliminated non-communists within its ranks by 1947. After 1949 it was assisted by the Chinese CCP and it became a formidable fighting force of regular and militia troops.  It successfully defeated the French outposts along the border with China in 1950.
 
The aim of Việt Minh in the 1950 Border Campaign was clearing the way to the Vietnam-China border for the supply flow from the newly formed People's Republic of China. In this campaign the Việt Minh also tried to test new tactics and gain new experiences in a large-scale battle which the Việt Minh had not previously used.
 
The next step for Giap was to capture Hanoi and control Tonkin completely. The Viet Minh in general had the support of the Tonkinese, especially among the peasants. By 1953 the Viet Minh were a well- armed, well trained and formidable force to be reckoned with.
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7. What was the French Far East Expeditionary Corps or CEFEO?
 
The CEFEO was formed in 1945 to restore French rule over Indo-China and consisted of French, African and Foreign Legion units, and included many veterans of WWII.
 
Its ORBAT included two colonial infantry divisions, an armoured division, a brigade of troops from Madagascar and a French marine brigade, artillery and engineers, organised and equipped along US Army lines. In 1954, the CEFEO had 177,000 men, including 59,000 Vietnamese, and tribal auxiliaries such as the T’ai and the Montagnards. Colonial soldiers from Africa made up 43% of the ground forces. 
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8. The Battle of Route Coloniale 4, also called the Autumn-Winter Border Campaign by the Viet Minh, took place along Route Coloniale 4 (RC4, also known as Highway 4), a road used to supply the French military base at Cao Bằng from Hanoi.	French military traffic along the road had previously been subject to an ongoing series of ambushes during 1947–1949.
The battle lasted from 30 September to 18 October 1950 and resulted in a French defeat - Two retreating French columns were cut-off and several units such as the 1st Foreign Legion Parachute Battalion, were devastated by the Việt Minh and essentially ceased to exist as fighting units. The French lost 6000 casualties, artillery and equipment.
These operations forced the French back towards Hanoi where they established a series of fortified positions protecting the Red River Delta – called the ‘de Lattre line’. Giap’s subsequent attempts to breach the line in January through May 1951 were a failure.   
Negotiations in Paris for Vietnam independence also ended in failure. 
However, Ho's government was recognised by the fellow Communist governments of China and the Soviet Union, and Mao's government subsequently gave a fallback position to Ho's forces, as well as abundant supplies of weapons. Subsequent efforts by the French military managed to improve their situation only in the short term. 
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9. American support
	You may be surprised to learn that the first small US advisory team of 35 men arrived in Saigon in 1950. The complement of the Military Assistance Advisory Group for Indochina was 128 but that number would not be in-country for several months. The task of the MAAG was to supervise and monitor the distribution of U.S. military aid to the French military in Vietnam.
 
The aid was financial – $1.5 billion by 1954; practical in surplus military equipment and more than 100 aircraft maintenance airmen to support B-26 Invader two engined bombers and C-47 transports donated to the French Air Force; and political – the US government recognised the Bao Dai government in 1950. 
 
The French Air Force also held F6 Hellcats and F8 Bearcat fighters but no heavy bombers and only a few helicopters. While it had up to 600 aircraft of all types (including Japanese aircraft, German, British, French and American) available, its transport group was small.  As a ground support force, the French air force in Vietnam was very weak – while they had air superiority the Viet Minh adapted effective air defence measures to counter.
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10. 1952-54
By 1953, the First Indochina War was not going well for France. A succession of commanders had proven incapable of suppressing the insurrection of the Viet Minh, who were fighting for independence. In May 1953, the French Premier René Mayer named General Henri Navarre as General Raoul Salan's successor to command French Union forces in Indochina.
 
During their 1952–1953 campaign, the Viet Minh had overrun vast swathes of Laos, Vietnam's western neighbour, advancing as far as Luang Prabang and the Plain of Jars. The French were unable to slow the advance of the Viet Minh, who fell back only after outrunning their always-tenuous supply lines.
By 1953, the French had begun to strengthen their defences in the Hanoi delta region to prepare for a series of offensives against Viet Minh staging areas in northwest Vietnam. They set up fortified towns and outposts in the area, including Lai Châu near the Chinese border to the north, Nà Sản to the west of Hanoi, and the Plain of Jars in northern Laos. Na San however, was a decisive French victory in the battle of Nov-Dec 1952.
Emperor Bảo Đại's State of Vietnam, established in 1949 in central Vietnam proved a weak and unstable government. Laos gained independence in October 1953, and Norodom Sihanouk's Cambodia proclaimed its independence in November 1953, but remained under French influence. 
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11. Dien Bien Phu  - LOCATION Map
 
A former base of T’ai irregulars it had been captured by the Viet Minh as the Viet Minh consolidated its logistics route in to Laos. The French decided to re-occupy the base, fortify it and supply it by air. It sat in a valley surrounded by hills and jungle. 
 
Operation Castor began as an operation to insert, and support, their soldiers at Điện Biên Phủ, deep in the autonomous Tai Federation in northwest Tonkin. 
 
The operation's purpose was to cut off enemy supply lines into the Kingdom of Laos (a French ally) and draw the Viet Minh into a major confrontation in order to cripple them. The French based their forces in an isolated but well-fortified camp that would be resupplied by air, a strategy adopted based on the belief that the Viet Minh had no anti-aircraft capability. (Na San)
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12. The Battle of Điện Biên Phủ - was a decisive defeat of the French forces by the Viet Minh, between 13 March and 7 May 1954.
 
Parachute insertions began in November 1953 and once the base was secured, transport aircraft flew in more troops, artillery and even ten M26 Chaffee light tanks. 
 
As an aside you may be interested to know that the French forces came to Điện Biên Phủ accompanied by two bordels mobiles de campagne, (mobile field brothels), served by Algerian and Vietnamese women. When the siege ended, the Viet Minh sent the surviving Vietnamese women for "re-education".




Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
13. Dien Bien Phu – MAPS
Three factors defining the French defeat.
First, the Viet Minh controlled much of the high ground around the valley, their artillery far exceeded French expectations, and they outnumbered the French troops four to one. Giáp compared Điện Biên Phủ to a "rice bowl", where his troops occupied the edge and the French the bottom. 
Second, Giáp spent months meticulously stockpiling ammunition and emplacing heavy artillery and anti-aircraft guns before making his move. Artillery pieces were sited within well-constructed and camouflaged casemates. He obtained crucial intelligence on French artillery positions from Viet Minh spies.
As a result, when the battle finally began, the Viet Minh knew exactly where the French artillery pieces were, while the French did not even know how many guns Giáp possessed. 
Third, Giáp made it a priority for his gunners to focus on the French runways and aircraft, crippling supply runs and making it impossible for fresh soldiers to be sent in.
 
Quick explanation of French positions and flow of the battle..
In March 1954, the Viet Minh began a massive artillery bombardment of the French defences. The strategic positioning of their artillery made it nearly impervious to French counter-battery fire.
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14. Dien Bien Phu 
Tenacious fighting on the ground ensued, reminiscent of the trench warfare of World War I. At times, the French repulsed Viet Minh assaults on their positions while supplies and reinforcements were delivered by air. 
As key positions (the Five Hills) were overrun, the perimeter contracted, and the air resupply on which the French had placed their hopes became impossible as aircraft were shot down and runways were destroyed.
On 7 May, Giáp ordered an all-out attack against the remaining French units with over 25,000 Viet Minh against fewer than 3,000 garrison troops. At 17:00, General de Castries radioed French headquarters in Hanoi and talked with the commander in Hanoi, General Renee Cogny:
De Castries: "The Viets are everywhere. The situation is very grave. The combat is confused and goes on all about. I feel the end is approaching, but we will fight to the finish."�Cogny: "Of course you will fight to the end. It is out of the question to run up the white flag after your heroic resistance."
After a two-month siege, the garrison was overrun, with the surviving French forces forced to surrender. Although it did not significantly alter the strategic situation in Indochina, the defeat at Dien Bien Phu brought a profound psychological shock to France. 
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15. Aftermath
The French forces suffered 2242 killed, 6463 wounded and 3711 missing (later reported as POW)
62 aircraft destroyed, 162 damaged
10 tanks (M26 Chaffee) destroyed
(Two US aircrew were KIA)
Estimates of losses on the Viet Minh side range between 23,000 and 48,000 casualties – the Vietnamese estimate 13,930 casualties.
POW
Approximately 11,721 soldiers were captured, including over 5,100 wounded, according to some estimates.
Survivors were forced to march over 600 km to detention camps. Due to poor conditions, lack of medicine, and malnutrition, a very high percentage of prisoners died in captivity, with some estimates citing 60% mortality.
About 858 of the most seriously wounded prisoners were evacuated by the Red Cross in May 1954.
Most prisoners were returned by 1956 after the Geneva Agreement. However, some were held for up to 16 years, with their release implicitly linked to financial compensation provided by France to North Vietnam.
Prisoners included French soldiers, foreign legionnaires, and colonial troops from other parts of the French Empire. The high casualty rate of prisoners, despite the cessation of fighting, was a major tragedy of the battle's aftermath. 
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16 Hell in a very Small Place
opération Églantine 
The ambush of Group Mobile 100 
Following the fall of Dien Bien Phu the French high command gave the order for any isolated positions to be abandoned, to avoid another disaster. 
The area of concern was the isolated defensive positions in the Central Highlands at An Khe. Groupement Mobile No. 100 ("Group Mobile 100" or GM.100), which included the elite veteran Regiment de Coree of two battalions of Korean veteran volunteers, was ordered to abandon the area and fall back to Pleiku, some 80 km away over Route Coloniale 19. 
GM100, however, was hit in a series of deadly ambushes at the Battle of Mang Yang Pass, 30 KM from Pleiku, suffering heavy losses in men and vehicles. The French Korea veterans were decimated. The column were ambushed twice more on the route into Pleiku.
By the time GM100 remnants reached Pleiku on 29 June it  had lost 85% of its vehicles,100% of its artillery, 68% of signal equipment and 50% of its crew served weapons. 
The Headquarters Company 222 to 84. 
The 43rd Colonial and the 1st and the 2nd Korea Battalions, each about 834 men, were reduced to 452, 497, and 345 men respectively. 
The 2nd Group of the 10th Colonial Artillery, reduced to fighting as infantry after the loss of all of their guns, 475 to 215. 
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17. 
Operation Myosotis (Forget-Me-Not)
The ambush of Group Mobile 42
The French then needed to keep Route Coloniale 14 between Pleiku and Ban Mê Thuột open and withdraw the units posted there.  'Groupement Mobile No. 42' (GM.42) in an armoured convoy including the surviving Korean veterans, was sent out on 29 June to relieve the units but were ambushed at the Battle of Chu Dreh Pass on July 17 1954, just four days before the armistice, suffering further heavy losses and the almost complete destruction of Bataillon de Corée.
 
1/ Corée Bn arrived in IndoChina from Korea in November 1953, 800 strong.
After Chu Dreh Pass, in July 1954, only 107 were left, and included 53 wounded. Another 47 vehicles had been lost.
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18. The war ended with the Geneva Agreements signed 10 weeks after the battle, on 21 July 1954 and with a ceasefire with Armistice from 1 August – Vietnam partitioned on the 17th parallel, with the  
Accordingly, Vietnam was also ‘temporarily’ divided at the 17th parallel, with the North assigned to the Democratic Republic of Vietnam under Ho Chi Minh, and the South to the State of Vietnam under Bao Dai and Ngo Dinh Diem.
The French Army left Vietnam altogether in 1956.(Laos)
As late as 2024 the remains of six French soldiers were recovered from the battlefield and repatriated to France.
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