


The Indochinese Experience of

the French and the Americans






The Indochinese Experience of
the French and the Americans

NATIONALISM AND
COMMUNISM IN CAMBODIA,
LAOS, AND VIETNAM

Arthur J. Dommen

INDIANA UNIVERSITY PRESS

BLOOMINGTON AND INDIANAPOLIS



This book is a publication of
Indiana University Press

601 North Morton Street
Bloomington, IN' 47404-3797 USA

http://iupress.indiana.edu

Telephone orders 800-842-6796

Fax orders 812-855-7931

Orders by e-mail iuporder@indiana.edu

© 2001 by Arthur J. Dommen
All rights reserved

No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or
by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying
and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval

system, without permission in writing from the publisher. The
Association of American University Presses’ Resolution

on Permissions constitutes the only exception to this prohibition.

The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements
of American National Standard for Information
Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI
7.39.48-1984.

Manufactured in the United States of America
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Dommen, Arthur J., 1934—
The Indochinese experience of the French and the Americans : nationalism
and communism in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam / Arthur J. Dommen.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-253-33854-9 (cl : alk. paper)

1. Indochina—Politics and government. 2. Indochina—Foreign rela-
tions—France. 3. France—Foreign relations—Indochina. 4. Indochina—
Foreign relations—United States. 5. United States—Foreign relations—
Indochina. 6. France—Foreign relations—20th century. 7. United States—
Foreign relations—20th century. 8. Nationalism—Indochina. 9. Commu-
nism—Indochina. 1. Title.

DS549 .D67 2001
325'.344059—dc21

00-053969
12345 06 05 04 03 02 01



For Loan,

and for all those officers of the Foreign Service of the United
States who over the years between 1939 and 1975 reported
objectively, and sometimes brilliantly, on the affairs of the
Indochinese and for whom there were no Pulitzer Prizes or
Nobel Peace Prizes,

and for the archivists in whose custody their reports have
ended up, to the lasting enlightenment of historians and
readets.






O 0 N N U

10.

CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION / iIX
ABBREVIATIONS / Xl

. The Arrival of the French (1625-1893) 1
. Dealing with the French (1893—-August 30, 1945) 21
. The Rise of Nationalist Feeling and the Suppression
of the Nationalists (August 30, 1945-December 1946) 113
. The Growth of Foreign Intervention
(December 19, 1946—July 20, 1954) 171
. The Crucible of Nationalism (July 20, 1954-1957) 255
. The Decline of the Nationalists (1958-1960) 349
. The Nationalists Struggle against Great Odds (1961-1963) 427
. Americanization of the War (1964—1968) 565
. The End of the Non-Communist Nationalists (1969-1973) 698
The Party Center Triumphant (1973-2000) 854
Epilogue 1010

NOTES / 1012
INDEX / 1141






INTRODUCTION

Twenty-tive years have passed since the army of the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam entered Saigon, putting a decisive end to the 30-year war between the
nationalists and Communists that had been set off by the Communists’ coup
d’état in Hanoi on August 19, 1945. I have tried in this book to unravel the skein
of these events and, like Thucydides, who chronicled the 27-year war in which
his own Athens became embroiled during his lifetime, to distribute credit
where credit is merited and to assign blame where blame is due. The Indo-
chinese will forgive, I hope, a foreigner’s presumption in writing a history
of their countries. As a foreign correspondent, I had the good fortune to share
their hospitality during some of the most critical times. For sources in the
modern period, I have been able to rely for large parts on reports of their pub-
lic statements and even their private thoughts contained in the archives of the
American Foreign Service, a precious gift to historians of all countries. This
book is the fruit of 40 years of reflecting on their struggle for self-determina-
tion and self-respect; in the final analysis, it is up to them to judge whether my
attempt to match the balance and admirable lack of partisanship of Thucydides
has succeeded. My book is intended to be a stimulus to students to do more
research rather than the final word on the subject.

I have paid particular attention in chronicling events from the mid-nine-
teenth century to sovereignty. Sovereignty is a concept of which the Indo-
chinese without exception were enamoured, one that governed their actions on
many occasions. When the king of Luang Prabang placed his kingdom under
French protection it was because he had been evicted from his capital by en-
emies coming from the outside. Sovereignty resided in the monarchy in Laos
for 600 years and in Cambodia for nearly 2,000 years. In Vietnam, the French
placed sovereignty over Cochinchina (which the Khmer called Kampuchea
Krom) in their own National Assembly and president, but this was an aberra-
tion. While the French allowed the court of Hue to retain sovereignty, it was
often nominal, and the modern history of Annam and Tonkin is one of the
struggle of the emperor to preserve as much sovereignty from encroachment
as circumstances and the means at hand permitted.



X INTRODUCTION

With the abdication of the last of the Nguyén emperors, who had made a
strong affirmation of sovereignty by unifying his country, sovereignty passed to
republican forms of statchood, arrived at either by force or by constitutional
procedures. President Ng6 Dinh Diem of the Republic of Vietnam was acutely
sensitive to the issue and he proceeded to evict the French Expeditionary Corps,
the most visible embodiment of the exercise of foreign sovereignty in Viet-
nam. The generals who succeeded him in power were much less solicitous of
sovereignty and allowed it to pass into foreign hands once more.

But it was without doubt the Vietnamese Communists who made sover-
cignty the keystone of their policy with their policy of armed diplomacy.
In January 1973, they obtained the signature of the American secretary of state
on a document that, in their view, recognized the sovereignty of the Demo-
cratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) over all of Vietnam, including the right to
station its troops in the southern zone that had been created by the 1954 parti-
tion. Months later, the DRV’s army completed the process by obliterating the
remnants of sovereignty that had been returned to the discredited nationalist
leaders by the departing Americans. In July 1995, finally, the Socialist Republic
of Vietnam received full diplomatic recognition from the Americans, thereby
righting the slight of 50 years ecarlier when President Ho Chi Minh’s appeal to
the American secretary of state had gone unanswered and doing much to over-
come among the Vietnamese the stigma attached to the regime’s illegal and
illegitimate origin. My chronicle of these events will bring, I hope, a beginning
of understanding to those who did not live through them, as I did.

A Note on Punctuation

Vietnamese words and proper names have been rendered, as a matter of
printing convenience, without their full complement of diacritical marks.

Although Pierre Mendeés France spelled his name without a hyphen, this
book adopts the usage in American diplomatic reporting, which hyphenated
the last two names.
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1. The Arrival of the French
1625-1893

A Warlike Tradition

From the Vietnamese war of independence from China in 930-939 to the first
French military action in 1858 one counts no fewer than 62 significant wars and
invasions on the territories of present-day Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam in
Indochina. The warlike tradition of resistance against foreign oppressors has
been claimed as its own by the Vietnamese Communist Party, for which the use
of revolutionary violence is core doctrine. Yet many of the 62 wars were waged
by one Indochinese ruler against another for motives of territorial expansion or
by rivals of the ruler in attempts to enforce claims to the throne. In addition to
major campaigns, there were countless police actions to suppress local revolts;
in September 1858, at the very moment the French expeditionary force was
setting up camp at Tourane, King Ang Duong of Cambodia was placing himself
at the head of a posse to put down four Cham brothers who had raised the
standard of revolt in Kompong Cham Province. They were not the first Chams
in the province who hoped to re-create a state free of Khmer rule, but they were
probably the last, as the king ordered the Cham population to resettle along the
Mekong where they could be better controlled.

During this period of almost 900 years there was hardly a single year when
some sort of military campaign was not going on somewhere on the territory of
Indochina. Some of these wars lasted for long periods. Between 1599 and 1691
Cambodia was wracked by dynastic conflicts that repeatedly brought in foreign
armies on one side or the other; Siamese and Vietnamese soldiers of the time
could have been forgiven for joking, “Well, I'm off to Cambodia once again.” In
1771, one of three brothers named for their village in the highlands of Annam,
Tay Son, began recruiting an army of disaffected peasants, posing a serious
threat to the established dynasty that was not dissipated until 1802. Gia Long
and his successors proceeded to make use of French military engineering ex-
pertise to construct Vauban forts in the principal towns of their realm, some of
which a later generation of French soldiers were obliged to storm in battle.

The purpose of all these wars and expeditions was, of course, to defeat the
adversary and wrest from him the symbols of power. Thus, when the Vietnam-
ese finally vanquished the empire of Champa in 1470 after successive invasions
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of its shrinking territory over the preceding centuries, they took the capital
Vijaya after a two-day siege and reportedly beheaded 40,000 of the defenders,
captured the Cham king, and took another 30,000 prisoners. They also appro-
priated the silver box that represented Cham sovereignty and for good measure
renamed the rivers and mountains so that no one would remember the de-
feated state.

Needless to say, the extreme violence associated with these campaigns on
land and sea, which often mobilized entire populations, fell above all on the
ordinary people. Captured towns were often burned, and the countryside was
robbed of its wealth as the conquering army lived off the land. A Cham inscrip-
tion describes the behavior of the Vietnamese during their invasion in 1069:

The enemies entered the Kingdom of Champa and, having installed
themselves as masters, having taken all the royal possessions and all the
riches of the gods; having looted temples, monasteries, palaces, cells, her-
mitages, villages and various buildings, with their horses, cattle, buffaloes
and harvests; having ravaged everything in the provinces of Champa. . .

The Chinese traveler Chou Ta-kuan, who lived at Angkor in 1296, records
that in the war against the Siamese all the population was obliged to take up
arms and the countryside was entirely devastated. Even after the formal war of
infantry, cavalry, and elephant formations was over, it was often followed by
guerrilla operations that could go on for years, and often did, inflicting no less
harm on the people.

The Vietnamese, being a linguistically homogeneous people who called
themselves Viét, had a definite idea of their place in the world and, conse-
quently, a name for their country as they expanded southward down the east
coast of the Indochinese peninsula. This name was not constant, however,
through different periods in their history. This has created confusion, for them-
selves as well as for others.

The independent state that emerged in the Red River Delta in the tenth
century was known by the name Dai Viét (The Greater State of Viét). The
name Viét Nam (Yueh Nan in Chinese) only appeared in an official sense in the
early nineteenth century. When the emperor Gia Long founded the Nguyén
Dynasty in 1802, he broke with the Chinese tradition of referring to his country
as An Nam (Pacified South) and, sending a delegation to Peking to gain recog-
nition of his newly formed empire, referred to it as Nan-Yueh, which was pro-
nounced by the Viét as Nam-Viét. The Chinese emperor reversed the word
order, forming Viét-Nam, and Gia Long accepted this in the seal symbolizing
the tributary relationship between Hue and Peking, although the Chinese con-
tinued their usage of An Nam.

Gia Long’s successors, curiously, did not maintain usage of Viét-Nam, re-
verting at first to Dai Viét and then to Dai Nam (The Imperial State of the
South). The French brought their own variants, using the name Annam in the
Treaty of Saigon in 1862 in the historic sense of the empire of Annam. Sowing
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confusion, they also applied the name Annam to the central region of Dai Nam
around Hue to distinguish it from Tonkin, the northern region. For indigenous
purposes, they also borrowed from Minh Mang’s administrative reforms the
regional term ky to denote Nam Ky (the south, geographically corresponding to
Cochinchina), Trung Ky (the center), and Bac Ky (the North). Gradually, usage
of Dai Nam or Viét-Nam ceased.

Through all this, the Vietnamese retained a strong sense of identity with
their country, whichever of the three regions they lived in. Their country had
been divided at previous stages of their history, but the sense of national identity
was never entirely lost.

EARLY VISITORS

The first Europeans the Indochinese encountered were Portuguese, in the six-
teenth century, and Dutch, in the seventeenth; both sought to establish trading
posts along the coast. In the interior, the merchant Geritt Van Wuysthoft and a
Dutch mission arrived in Vientiane in time for the That Luang festival at the
end of 1641 and remained until 1647, publishing a journal with precious infor-
mation about Laos. This took place during the beginning of the reign of King
Souligna Vongsa, and the king received the mission in his pavilion, inquired
about the health of the director of the Dutch East Indies Company, and ex-
pressed the hope for further commercial exchanges. Jesuit missionaries were
also active. Father Jean-Marie Leria received a warm welcome from Souligna
Vongsa and remained in Vientiane for five years. He was followed by Father
Giovanni Marini. Others were not so fortunate; they died from malaria before
even reaching Laos.

In 1625-1626, another Jesuit priest, Father Alexandre de Rhodes, spent 18
months in Cochinchina, the name given at that time to all of Vietnam south of
Hue. He was particularly intrigued by the language of the autochthons, which
he likened in his book, Divers Voyages et Missions, published in Paris in 1653, to
the “twittering of a bird.” He learned phrases by listening to coolies and chil-
dren speaking. His superiors, impressed with this ability, sent him to Tonkin,
where he stayed from 1627 until he was expelled in 1630. He completed the
first version of a transcription of the language into the Roman alphabet and
familiarized himself generally with the institutions and civilization of the Viet-
namese. He gathered the elements of a history of Tonkin into a book published
in French in 1651, recently reprinted.? In this book he described his success in
converting Vietnamese to Christianity. His relations with the Trinh lord of the
capital, Thang Long, were at first friendly, so much so that the latter placed a
house at his disposal within the royal enclosure, which Father de Rhodes used
as living quarters, keeping a room in which to say mass. His very success, how-
ever, aroused the enmity of the lord’s courtiers, who were aggrieved to find
their temples deserted and who prevailed on their master to expel Father de
Rhodes, accusing him of propagating a religion of death and spreading subver-
sive ideas such as the need to abolish polygamy. His devotion to missionary
work resulted in a further sojourn in Cochinchina from 1640 to 1645. Due to
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the diligence of the missionaries, there were by this time 82,000 Vietnamese
Christians in Tonkin and 40,000 in Cochinchina.

The Christians remained a small minority of the Vietnamese population,
however, and accounted for insignificant minorities in Cambodia and Laos.
Accordingly, they were ever subject to repression over the next few centuries.
Leading foreign missionaries were sometimes sentenced to death, and their
death was not always painless. At the end of the eighteenth century, the French,
largely through the efforts of another Catholic prelate, Pierre-Joseph-Georges
Pigneau de Béhaine, bishop of Adran, participated in an event of great impor-
tance in Vietnamese history. Pigneau was sent to Ha Tien in 1767 to head a
Catholic seminary. In 1772-1773, he compiled a Vietnamese dictionary, Vocabu-
larium Anamitico-Latinum. During the war between the T4y Son brothers and
the Nguyén lords, Pigneau befriended and spirited to safety on an island in the
Gulf of Siam the 16-year-old nephew of the latter, Nguyén Anh. Pigneau went
to Versailles and persuaded Louis XVI to sign a treaty of alliance with Nguyén
Anh. By the terms of the treaty of November 28, 1787, in exchange for ex-
pected help in restoring him to his throne, Nguyén Anh ceded sovereignty to
the French of the island of Poulo Condore (Article 5) and, “eventually,” the port
of Tourane (Article 3).* Pigneau died of dysentery in 1799 and was given the
equivalent of a state funeral at Gia Dinh; Nguyén Anh composed the funeral
oration, in which he recalled Pigneau’s invaluable services and said “The wis-
dom of his advice and the virtue that shone even in the cheerfulness of his
conversation brought us closer and closer together.”* Nguyén Anh was restored
to the throne of Hue in 1802 as the emperor Gia Long.

The French Conquest

The attitude toward the missionaries of Gia Long’s successors veered back and
forth between outright opposition and conciliation. The mandarins saw the
subversion of Confucian values, especially the absence in Christianity of any
cult of the ancestors. While the emperor Tu Duc’s particularly severe repression
inflamed opinion in France, it is generally accepted that Napoleon III's inter-
vention in Indochina was due to a mix of motives, including national pride and
military prestige. But the main consideration was undoubtedly commerce. The
report of the Commission on Cochinchina, issued in Paris on May 18, 1857,
was persuasive about the advantages of securing a position in Cochinchina.’
The commission concluded: “This project is therefore eminently honorable
for our policy, usetul for the religion, favorable for commerce and the general
interests of the country. Circumstances render it opportune, its execution is
casy and not costly, and it commends itself to the approval of the Emperor.”®
In 1857, Napoleon III, having decided that the actions of Tu Duc were not
in conformity with the 1787 treaty, ordered Vice Admiral Rigault de Genouilly,
commander of the French Far East fleet, to land at Tourane and establish him-
self firmly in that place without entering into any further negotiations. Napo-
leon was said to have been outraged at news of the decapitation at Nam Dinh
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on July 20 of the apostolic vicar of Tonkin, the Spanish Dominican Monsignor
Diaz, who had been a childhood friend of the empress. (A year later, Diaz’s
successor, Monsignor Melchior, would be drawn and quartered.) Genouilly
was the first in a string of French admirals who were given wide latitude on
what actions to take in coastal Indochina. His orders were to put an end to the
persecution of Christians by Tu Duc and to assure the former of the efficacious
aid of France by means of a “demonstration.” He was told to establish a protec-
torate over Cochinchina, if that were possible without too many sacrifices. Oth-
erwise, he should conclude a treaty of friendship, commerce, and navigation;
ask compensation for the loss of life of the French missionaries; and seck guar-
antees for their future security.’

The expedition reached the Bay of Tourane on August 31, 1858, and the
harbor defenses were attacked on September 1. There was no show of support for
the French by the Vietnamese Christians. Most of the defenders simply disap-
peared. Heat and disease almost immobilized the troops within days. Four weeks
later, the rains began and ruined all chances of reaching Hue overland; the French
lacked the shallow-draft boats needed to reach Hue by the Perfume River.

Genouilly accused the missionaries of having misled the French gov-
ernment about the easy nature of the enterprise he had been charged with on
several counts, including the feelings of the population, the power of the man-
darins, the presence of regular armed forces, and the climate.? Ignoring their
pleas to make an attack in Tonkin, where they said the Christians could be
counted on to rise against Tu Duc’s mandarins as soon as the French fleet ap-
proached the Red River Delta, Genouilly instead decided to launch a campaign
to seize Saigon, which he described in his reports as the center of a flourishing
region and a future port city of importance. Leaving only a small garrison at
Tourane, Genouilly sailed south and captured Saigon on February 17, 1859.
Again, however, there was no support by the Vietnamese Christians, whether
from their fear of the mandarins or other reasons. Although Spanish reinforce-
ments increased his garrison, Genouilly soon had to return to Tourane, where
he found his troops decimated by disease and harassed by Vietnamese attacks.
The first steps to an orderly evacuation were taken in February 1860, and a few
weeks later the last French soldiers left the harbor.

It was not until the spring of 1861 that the French again took up Genouilly’s
Saigon enterprise by sending a strong force to seize the strongpoints in three prov-
inces around Saigon—Gia Dinh, My Tho, and Bien Hoa. These conquests were
further consolidated in the following spring, inducing Tu Duc to sue for peace.
On June 6, 1862, a treaty was signed between the French and Tu Duc’s emissaries
in Saigon that left the three provinces and Poulo Condore in French hands, open-
ed three Vietnamese ports to trade with the west, granted the missionaries free-
dom of action and French warships the right of passage up the Meckong to the
Cambodian border, and forbade Tu Duc from ceding any part of his territory to
another power without the consent of France. Tu Duc also agreed to pay a war
indemnity of 4 million dollars, payable over 10 years.” The treaty was ratified by
Hue in April 1863.
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A noteworthy consequence of this occupation, as Milton Osborne has point-
ed out, was that the mandarins at the provincial level withdrew to Hue, leaving
the French to find ways of administering these vast and populous territories."
Nevertheless, armed resistance to the French faded away. Tu Duc was a highly
intelligent ruler and a hard worker in spite of a rather feeble physical constitution;
he excelled in manipulation and intrigue, qualities highly valued in court circles.
His main aim in dealing with the French was to preserve the monarchy, in whose
absolute power he continued to believe. With this aim in mind, he in effect bar-
gained away the southern provinces (temporarily, he hoped) in return for a free
hand in the North, where a young convert named Lé Duy Phung had laid claim
to Tonkin in the name of the Lé dynasty (1428-1788), whose legitimate heir he
claimed to be. L& Duy Phung’s initial successes against the royal troops in Tonkin
threatened to revive old regional loyalties to the defunct dynasty and enmity to-
ward the court at Hue. (He was captured and executed in 1864.) The Hue court
sought by subsequent negotiations to reduce the burden of the French presence it
had accepted for reasons of expediency.

Tu Duc sent a mission to Paris in 1863 to seek better terms; the mission
was led by Phan Thanh Gian, a respected elderly mandarin who had signed
the 1862 treaty. A new treaty was signed in June 1864, incorporating some
face-saving formulas for Tu Duc. One provision allowed the French to post a
consul at Hue. In the summer of 1867, however, following the same pattern
as before, taking advantage of the rainy season to deploy their flotillas on riv-
ers and arroyos, the French occupied the strongpoints in the three remaining
provinces in southern Cochinchina—Vinh Long, Chau Doc, and Ha Tien—
as Phan Thanh Gian had feared." Phan Thanh Gian had served his emperor
to the best of his ability. Seeing the French determined to take control of all of
lower Cochinchina, however, he decided he could not live, and took poison,
and after having embraced his two French friends Ansart, commander at My
Tho, and Father Marc of the My Tho parish, he died in August. In a last

message to his people, he wrote:

The Empire of our King is ancient. Our gratitude toward our Kings
is whole and always bright; we cannot forget them. Now the French have
come with their powerful means of war-making to sow trouble among
us. We are weak compared with them; our leaders and our soldiers have
been defeated. Each battle adds to our misery. . . . The French possess
immense war junks full of soldiers and armed with very large cannon. No
one can stop them. They penetrate wherever they want, the most solid
ramparts fall before them.

I have listened to the voice of Reason. . . . It would be senseless to
bring misfortune on the people. Therefore, I have written to all the
mandarins and all the officers to break their lances and hand over the
forts without fighting.

But, if I have followed the will of heaven in sparing the people
great misfortune, I have become a traitor to our King in handing over
without resistance the provinces that are his. . . . I deserve only to die."
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THE FRENCH “Di1scover” CAMBODIA

The French government proceeded to integrate Cochinchina as a directly gov-
erned colony. Next door, Cambodia was as little known to the French as any
part of the world, but soon it would be a household word in France. A Creole
priest from Mauritius, Father Langenois, mentioned in 1783 the existence of a
“fortress in stone” hidden deep in the Cambodian jungle. A French priest who
had fled persecution in Cochinchina, Father Bouillevaux, visited Angkor Wat
and Angkor Thom in December 1850 and described the ruins in a book, Voyage
en Indochine, published in 1857. The book did not attract much attention, but it
found a reader in Henri Mouhot, a young naturalist who set out for Indochina
in April 1858 with funding from a British scientific foundation in his pocket
and a copy of Voyage en Indochine in his baggage. Mouhot stayed at Angkor in
January and February 1860. He died on November 10, 1861, near Luang Prabang.
His two servants brought his papers to Bangkok, and his notes, complete with
illustrations, were published in Le Tour du Monde in 1863, and then in English
translation in two volumes under the title Travels in the Central Parts of Indo-China.
His reports were so sensational that Mouhot was credited by the European pub-
lic with “discovering” the ruins of Angkor.

It was the Catholic Church that, once again, came to the rescue of French
colonial interests in Cambodia. Monsignor Jean Claude Miche was a man of
much the same temperament as Pigneau, anxious to be of service to rulers who
lost their throne. Not afraid of hardship, Miche and a fellow missionary had gone
into the Central Highlands to convert Montagnards when they were arrested on
orders from the mandarins of Phu Yen in 1842. After languishing in various pris-
ons, the two were sentenced to death, but they were finally pardoned by the em-
peror, Thieu Tii, who had received an appeal from King Louis-Philippe. In 1850,
Monsignor Miche was appointed apostolic vicar of Cambodia. King Ang Duong
died in 1860 and the Cambodian court elected his son Norodom to be his succes-
sor. The election displeased his brothers Sisowath and Soi Votha, and the latter
went into open dissidence. Sisowath, without openly avowing his dissidence, did
nothing to help Norodom. Norodom abandoned the capital of Oudong for the
comparative safety of Battambang and then fled to Bangkok. At this point, Miche
organized an army, with the help of five French soldiers, to put down Votha’s
revolt, forcing the prince to flee to Kratie. Now that it was safe, Miche asked the
French consul in Bangkok to intervene with the Siamese, and King Norodom
was returned to his capital in March 1862.

The new governor of Cochinchina, Admiral La Grandiére, took an active
interest in Cambodian affairs and gave instructions to his officers that the French
conquest of the provinces bordering Cambodia implied the substitution of France
for the Hue court in the exercise of suzerain rights in Cambodia. The basis of
French policy was to be to prevent Siam from any intervention in that country. La
Grandiere signed with a grateful Norodom on August 11, 1863, a treaty whereby
France undertook the protection of Cambodia.” During the delay in French rati-
fication of this treaty, the Siamese at Norodom’s court induced the king to con-
clude a secret treaty that completely undermined the provisions agreed to three
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months previously and which referred to Norodom as nothing more than a
governor within the Siamese administration and compelled him to renounce
his claims to Battambang and Siem Reap."* Norodom was finally crowned on
June 3, 1864, thanks to French pressure, and the Siamese recognized France’s
protectorate over Cambodia by a Franco-Siamese treaty of July 15, 1867.

THE TONKIN “AFFAIR”

A new chapter in the French conquest was opened when a French arms mer-
chant named Jean Dupuis demonstrated the navigability of the Red River for
trade with China. A French expedition up the Mekong led by Ernest Doudart
de Lagrée had conclusively proved the unsuitability of this river for the pur-
pose. When the expedition passed through Hankow in June 1868 on its long
way back to Saigon, Dupuis met its leaders. He determined to demonstrate the
relatively easy access to Yunnan, where there was great demand for arms, by
way of the Red River. He delivered one cargo but was not permitted by the
Vietnamese to deliver a second. In a daring move, Dupuis, with a heavily armed
company of 150 Asians and 25 Europeans, occupied a section of Hanoi and
appealed for French military assistance.

The admiral governor of Cochinchina responded immediately to this oppor-
tunity to expand French control to Tonkin and seems to have done so without
compunction about the need to deceive both the government in Paris and Tu Duc
in order to carry out his purpose. He called on Captain Francis Garnier, who had
just completed the report of the Mekong expedition, to move on Hanoi with a
contingent of 56 soldiers and the crews of three small boats. As advised by Gar-
nier, the governor obtained Tu Duc’s hesitant blessing on the grounds that Gar-
nier was to evict Dupuis. Once in Hanoi, however, Garnier joined forces with
Dupuis. On November 15, Garnier issued a proclamation informing friend and
foe that the Red River was henceforth open for international trade. He also or-
dered all Vietnamese customs tariffs to be suspended. On November 20, after
receiving no response to an ultimatum to Tu Duc’s military commander that he
give a commitment in writing that force would not be used to prevent implemen-
tation of Garnier’s proclamation, Garnier bombarded and stormed the Hanoi
citadel. In the wake of the death of Garnier in an engagement near Hanoi, how-
ever, the small French force was obliged to withdraw from Hanoi and Tonkin,
leaving the Vietnamese Christians to the vengeance of the mandarins.

Desultory negotiations with the court at Hue eventuated in a new treaty of
March 15, 1874, by which Tu Duc was obliged to give up for good sovereignty
over the six Cochinchinese provinces, leaving him ruler over a Dai Nam con-
sisting of the 13 provinces of Tonkin and the 12 of Annam. While France was to
regulate Dai Nam’s foreign relations, Tu Duc continued to enjoy “internal sov-
ereignty” over his diminished empire.'® In addition, Dai Nam was experiencing
a demographic and economic crisis, which was to lead to various movements of
protests against decisions that seemed to reflect the emperor’s weakness in the
face of the challenge from the foreigners. These protests manifested themselves
particularly in the provinces of Thanh Hoa, Nghe An, Ha Tinh, and Quang
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Binh, and were spurred by the articles in the 1874 treaty that granted Vietnam-
ese Christians full civic rights and permission to take the examinations for the
mandarinate.

Tu Duc continued to send his regular tribute to Peking in the years after
1874, and at the beginning of 1879, faced with disorders in Tonkin, he appealed
to the Chinese for help in putting down bands of rebels, known as the Black
Flags, who continued to obstruct navigation on the Red River. He decentral-
ized his administration in Tonkin in 1880 by grouping the provinces on the
China border into two marches ruled by military governors. He also tried to
create trouble for the French in Cochinchina by enlisting the help of secret
societies, Chinese for the most part, but these efforts were stymied by efficient
French police work.

A new wave of imperialist sentiment in France led to the decision to inter-
vene militarily in Tonkin, both to put down the Black Flag rebels and to dis-
courage more open Chinese interference. Captain Henri Riviere and a force of
233 men reached Hanoi on April 3, 1882. The mandarins immediately began to
fortity the citadel against an expected attack. Rivieére wrote to the governor of
Hanoi that his aim was to eliminate the threat to the security of his men repre-
sented by the citadel, but that once he had captured it he would return it to the
government. He also promised that the provincial government would remain
unchanged by the French presence in Hanoi. A bombardment from boats on
the river opened the attack. By noon on April 25, the citadel was in French
hands. Making good on his promise, Riviére soon ordered the French flag re-
placed by the flag of Dai Nam."” Riviere’s death on May 19, 1883, at the hands
of the Black Flags further inflamed imperialist sentiment in France, and the
expeditionary corps in Tonkin was ordered to be reinforced.

The governors of Cochinchina were at pains to avoid the impression that
converting the Vietnamese to Christianity was the motive for their actions; nev-
ertheless, the Church fully supported the imperialist cause. No one personitied
the symbiosis better than Monsignor Puginier, who arrived in Cochinchina in
1860. He founded the first French school there and eventually became the bishop
of western Tonkin in 1862. Puginier rendered immense service to the French
cause, both by providing invaluable information to the military about the country
and by acting as an intermediary between the military and the Vietnamese au-
thorities in the Dupuis, Garnier, and Riviére affairs. For these services he was
decorated by the French commanding general and proudly wore a red ribbon in
the buttonhole of his camail, modestly hidden by the cross suspended around his
neck. He died in Hanoi in 1892. He was the moving force behind the French
program of cathedral-building in Tonkin, and he sponsored a program for print-
ing scholarly and religious books in French and Vietnamese; the seat of the future
government general was named after him.

FatE STRIKES ONCE: Tu Duc LEAVES NO DESCENDANTS
On July 19, 1883, Tu Duc died. Amid the disasters that had befallen Dai Nam,
he had the courage to take responsibility for them by composing the epitaph on
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his tomb. Being impotent, he left no natural sons, and on his deathbed chose
the eldest of his three adopted sons to be his heir, a choice that was immediately
opposed by the highest-ranking mandarins at court, who concocted a scheme
to accuse the designated heir of going against the late emperor’s wishes and
arrest him even before he had been enthroned. There ensued a chaotic period
in which one heir followed another in rapid succession.

Although Tu Duc had refrained from declaring war on the French, while
the emperor lay dying, his commander in Tonkin issued proclamations that
called on the population to take up arms against the French and placed bounties
on French heads. The French were in a precarious position while they awaited
reinforcements and thus might have been evicted by a strong central govern-
ment. But the court was totally paralyzed by the succession struggle, and it
hardly required the show of force the French put on before Hue (after the usual
ultimatum saying “We have no wish to conquer you, but you have to accept our
protectorate; this is, for your people, a guarantee of tranquility, of peace, and of
prosperity”!®) to soften up the emperor of the moment, Hiep Hoa, sufficiently
to sign yet another convention of August 25, 1883, known as the Harmand
Convention."

The dynastic struggle in Hue also made it easier for the French in Tonkin
to win over the mandarins, whose duties were reaffirmed in Article 5 of the
Harmand Convention. The uncertainties about who was in power at the mo-
ment in Hue created great uncertainties for the mandarins in the provinces,
who were theoretically to follow the orders of the court. A provincial official
who obeyed one mandarin in effect declared his loyalty to someone who might
be replaced tomorrow. The mandarins in Tonkin, distant from Hue, were rela-
tively safe from the court’s wrath, however. The governor (fong doc) of Hanoi in
March 1884, Nguyén Huu Do, who was on friendly terms with the French and
who had been summoned to Hue to account for his conduct, took the precau-
tion of arranging to have an armed French guard posted outside his villa so he
could argue that he was unable, much to his regret, to fulfill his duty to his
sovereign by answering the summons. At the same time, he ingratiated himself
with the French by filling their requests for coolies for their military campaigns
against the Chinese, turning over to them hundreds of prisoners under his au-
thority, thereby killing two birds with one stone. Such were the demands of the
colonial experience on local officials.

The French intervention in Tonkin was thus due initially to commercial
motivations, to which the perceived need to ward oft the Chinese later attached
itself. Significantly, the question of France’s relations with Tu Duc, who was
dismissed by the French as a weakling, played only a subsidiary role in these
considerations. When the mandarins saw that their emperor could no longer
defend Dai Nam’s sovereignty except by calling in the Chinese, which went
against the Confucian theory that the maintenance of the dynasty was synony-
mous with the safeguarding of the empire, they made the logical choice to sup-
port the French, who gave every sign of staying on and needed their benevolent
cooperation in order to administer the country. The Frenchmen they were now
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dealing with were no longer the missionaries who had been so obviously intent
on subverting Confucian values; these were empire builders, military men for
the most part, whose grasp of the use of power matched their own. Unlike the
court at Hue, the mandarins accepted the need for modernizing the country
with the technology France had to offer. Conversely, French ofticials in Saigon
came to see the mandarins as valuable allies for governing a country in which
they had few means themselves for implementing their new instructions from
Paris, which blithely ordered them, once they had wound up military opera-
tions in the Tonkin delta, to proceed with the establishment of regular adminis-
trative services, including a tax collection system capable of defraying as large a
part of the costs of the campaign as possible. When it came to tax collection, the
mandarins were always eager to be involved. Thus, an alliance was formed.

CAMPAIGNING AND NEGOTIATING
Campaigning in the conditions existing in Tonkin in 1884 was not easy. The
French military were at all times greatly outnumbered by the Chinese and had
to resort to bluft and surprise attack to overcome Chinese resistance. The
French relied on their gunboats, which were shipped dismantled aboard ocean
vessels as far as Haiphong and then assembled locally. They were wide shallow-
draft boats ideal for navigating the rivers in the rainy season. Each carried up to
500 men and their arms, which were then disembarked at the highest attainable
reach of the river. Cannon mounted on the top deck came in useful for bom-
barding fortifications before a ground assault was launched. When one of these
gunboats ran aground (the rivers were only starting to be mapped), it was nec-
essary to mobilize several villages to organize a tow party to refloat the vessel.
The French commanders delighted in showing off their hot-air balloons
(which they used for aerial reconnaissance) to crowds in Hanoi and other towns
and taking terrified mandarins aloft on demonstration flights. But with all the
new military hardware, there was no avoiding the long marches through the
almost roadless Tonkin countryside preparatory to besieging a Chinese fort; it
was often the lot of the common infantryman to slog in flooded paddy fields
and cross rivers and canals on precarious bridges or ferries. The rain poured
down, soaking everything, including food rations, and the heat was often un-
bearable and forced frequent rest stops until a fanfare signaled the order to
move on. Rations included the soldiers’ wine, which for particularly long
marches like that from Hanoi to Lang Son was replaced with ecau-de-vie “to
lighten the load.” The artillery was dragged along by coolies, with a soldier by
each wheel to prevent the piece from slipping off the dike into the paddy field;
everyone was covered in mud. There were also the first foreign correspondents,
who were covering the campaign for “Anglo-Saxon” newspapers (a presump-
tion, since they did not speak French and communicated by sign language),
“very amiable companions” who rode small ponies and kept the surrounding
hillsides under surveillance with their binoculars. The ambulance, consisting
of several men carrying hammocks and medical supplies and a military doctor
following on horseback, brought up the rear of the column, which for a large
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operation stretched for four or five kilometers. It was a relief to leave the delta
and start climbing into the mountains, where at least there was firm ground
underfoot.

An encampment was a scene of animation—troopers bare to the waist hav-
ing their morning wash in front of their tents, coolies running about fetching
wood for campfires and water from the river bank, horses neighing in their
bamboo enclosure, quartermaster officers inventorying stores in their note-
books. Mail and newspapers from France might arrive. When the column came
in sight of the objective, everyone was exhausted before the fighting even be-
gan. The Chinese built their forts on hilltops and marked them with large ban-
ners. Assaulting them was a painful business of climbing the hillside, usually
under fire, and grappling with the defenders. It was not the Chinese custom to
take prisoners among the French. If forced to retreat, the Chinese would retire
to the next mountain range in a sequence that appeared endless. Once the fight-
ing was over and the column had retraced its steps, the task remained of estab-
lishing hundreds of small garrisons throughout the countryside whose patrol-
ling would, it was hoped, prevent the Chinese from regrouping and attacking
anew. Pacification had come to Tonkin.

In the eyes of an intelligent participant such as army doctor Charles-Edouard
Hocquard, who recorded his observations in 1884, the French were restoring law
and order by expelling the Chinese. They were making development possible,
making orderly government possible, inspiring confidence in the wisdom and
firmness of the French presence, setting up clinics and hospitals so that modern
medicines (often donated by charitable societies in France) could reach the people
to combat the diseases that had afflicted them, and raising the standard of living of
ordinary peasants, who were very poor. If there was any oppression connected
with the French enterprise, it was not out here in the countryside but in the capi-
tal. Hocquard was horrified one day by a scene in a village where the notables
were awaiting the visit of the French general in command. An aged man fell to his
knees, his hands clasped at his forchead, at the sight of the French party. Someone
tried to lift him up, but he interpreted this as a sign of displeasure and prostrated
himself, his white locks in the dust. Hocquard records that such demonstrations
of servility to the French had been prescribed by the mandarins under threat of
punishment.” In the cafés of Hanoi, a principal topic of debate was whether de-
mocracy could ever take root in such a country; the betting was that it could not,
because the mandarins were incapable of imagining what a republic was.

The vigorous show of force by the French in northern Tonkin led to the
conclusion on May 11, 1884, of a preliminary convention, signed at Tientsin,
by which China agreed to withdraw its troops from Tonkin.?! The court tried to
apply Tu Duc’s strategy of re-negotiating the terms of previous agreements with
the French, but they were not successful because the French government re-
fused a mission from Hue. Instead, negotiations were conducted in Hue by a
mission headed by the new French minister to China, Jules Patenotre. The
June 6, 1884, treaty of protectorate that eventuated was to remain the basis of
Franco-Vietnamese relations until 1945.2
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Article 1 formally defined the principle of the protectorate. The “protected
nation,” while abandoning its sovereignty, retained “a certain measure of govern-
mental authority,” as Nguyén The Anh points out.”? The emperor continued to
exercise administrative power, but only in certain domains. The treaty introduced
a duality of regimes in Dai Nam: Tonkin was a largely fictitious protectorate ruled
increasingly directly by France, while in Annam the terms were more closely
respected; and France was represented by a résident général (later called a résident
supérieur) who became the focal point of French action at Hue.

In a gesture full of meaning for the Vietnamese, before the treaty was signed,
the silver seal that had been conferred by the Chinese on Emperor Gia Long in
1804 was melted down, symbolizing the court’s relinquishing of its Chinese pro-
tection. The Chinese claimed this action violated Article 4 of the preliminary
convention which forbade any act degrading the prestige of China. Events there-
after moved quickly. The Chinese troops in Tonkin, instead of withdrawing as the
French thought they would, inflicted heavy losses on a French column making its
way to occupy Lang Son and forced it to withdraw to Bac Le on the mandarin
road between Hanoi and the China border. The incident was caused in part by
ambiguity stemming from a poor translation of the terms of the preliminary con-
vention. The French finally captured Lang Son on February 13, 1885, after hard
fighting, and pushed on to Dong Dang, the site of the border post the French
called the Porte de Chine. The Chinese counterattacked at the end of March, and
the French column, its general badly wounded, retreated from Lang Son. News
of the retreat had a huge impact in Paris and brought down the government; a
fresh debate over France’s involvement in Tonkin began. In Tonkin itself, morale
remained high, and people were amazed to read accounts in the Saigon news-
papers of the hysteria in Paris.** Negotiations were resumed that led to the signing
of the Treaty of Tientsin on June 9, 1885, by which China implicitly renounced
its tributary links with Dai Nam. The American chargé d’affaires in Peking, E.
J. Smithers, forwarded the Chinese text of the treaty to the State Department.
Robert M. MicLane, the American minister in Paris, also sent a translation to
the Department, noting that the treaty preserved the fiction that China and
France had not been at war and that China was not required to acknowledge
explicitly France’s protectorate over Dai Nam, although it did so implicitly by
agreeing to respect all the treaties or arrangements made or to be made by
France with Dai Nam.*

Meanwhile, in Hue the high mandarins at court had intrigued to raise the
standard of rebellion by taking the young emperor Ham Nghi to the isolation of
the Laos border, where they could exercise complete control over him. Ham
Nghi issued a proclamation on July 13, 1885, calling on his people to rally to him.
This proclamation was called Can Vuong (“coming to the aid of the king”). The
French used the pretext of an armed attack on their garrison in Hue to occupy the
citadel in force. They then proceeded to reorganize the central administration of
Dai Nam and to further increase their own powers. They named one of the pre-
tenders to the throne to be emperor, under the name Dong Khanh. But before he
was enthroned, the new emperor was required to pay a visit, accompanied by his
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ministers and mandarins, to the French legation to present his letter of investi-
ture. To the Vietnamese, sensitive to every shade of meaning, this humiliating
gesture was the equivalent of the court’s ambassador presenting a letter of in-
vestiture to the emperor in Peking. It was the first time the French had put a
Vietnamese emperor on the throne.

IN THE MOUNTAIN COUNTRY

The rivers had provided the French with access to the interior. The peoples of
the mountains remained largely unknown to them. Two expeditions, one led by
De Lagrée that visited the ruins of Vientiane in April 1867 and one led by Rhein-
hart and Mourin d’Arfeuille in 1869, had traveled up the Mekong; they did not
penetrate overland into the Laos country. De Lagrée maintained correct rela-
tions with Siamese officials he encountered on the river (as at Stung Treng),
and the Rheinhart and d’Arfeuille expedition had in fact been strictly warned to
avoid entanglements with King Kham Souk of Champassak, who had made
overtures to De Lagrée and inquired about protected status similar to the ar-
rangements concluded by France with the ruler of Cambodia. Moreover, the
French consulate in Bangkok in this period was inactive as a source of intelli-
gence about Siamese actions in the Laos country. Thus the French remained
ignorant of the geography and the history of the region between the Mekong
and the Annamite Cordillera until 1882.

In that year Alsatian missionary Charles Blanck completed a grueling trip
through the Tran Ninh and wrote an article (whose title itself revealed the hazy
notions of geography prevailing at the time) that was calculated to draw the
attention of the French government to the possibility that the court of Annam
had historic territorial rights extending across the mountains all the way to the
Mekong and even beyond. Charged by his apostolic vicar with the task of evan-
gelizing all the “savages” of the uncharted lands lying between Nghe An and the
Meckong, the indefatigable Father Blanck traversed the extremely mountainous
region from Kam Keut in the south to Muong Ngan in the north during the dry
season of 1881-1882.

At Muong Ngan, Blanck at last caught up with the ruler of the Phuan state,
centered on present-day Xieng Khouang, Prince Khanti, who had taken refuge
in the fort built at that spot by the Vietnamese in 1836 against the Siamese, the
rest of his kingdom having been occupied by bandits called Hos. Blanck re-
corded the appalling destruction left by the marauders, who were still in the
vicinity. The fertile valley of Tha Thom lay a wasteland, its terrorized inhabit-
ants having fled their fields for the relative safety of the mountains or else taken
canoes down the Nam Sane as far as the Mekong. Blanck had hoped to enlist
Khanti’s help for his mission, but he received a poor impression of the man,
whom he described as mean though timid, ignorant of all but what he had been
taught by the monks, emaciated and blackened from opium smoking, and hav-
ing two wives. Despairing of fulfilling his mission, Blanck returned to Annam.?’
When he made a second voyage to Muong Ngan by canoe up the Nam Mo
some months later, his party was forced to turn back by news that the Hos were
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now laying siege to this place too. At Cua Rao, he met up once again with
Khanti, who had been to Vinh to appeal, in vain, for Annamese men and arms
to help rid his kingdom of the Hos. Blanck returned to the residence of his vicar
in Annam, where he succumbed to fever the following year.

In an article published in Paris in 1884, Blanck wrote that the Phuan ruler
had been a vassal of Vientiane, which made him a sub-vassal of Dai Nam (just as
he was a sub-vassal of Bangkok through Luang Prabang). Khanti himself, con-
tinuing this relationship, had received the regalia of appointment as governor
from an Annamese mission around June 1878. Blanck thus became the first
French observer to report, on the basis of first-hand information, the relations of
vassalage that bound a state on the left bank of the Mekong to Dai Nam, and
accordingly may have served to alert the French government to the possibilities
flowing therefrom, as some historians believe.?® Under Article 15 of the Patenotre
treaty the French guaranteed the emperor of Dai Nam the integrity of his territo-
rial domains. It was not until later, in May 1889, that the French were able to
report the results of their research in the court archives at Hue, where the Viet-
namese, with their typical sense of order, had for years catalogued the evidence of
acknowledgement of Dai Nam’s suzerainty over the territories between the
mountains and the Mekong and the administrative arrangements that had been in
place since Minh Mang’s reorganization. The Siamese arrested Khanti in 1886
and took him to Bangkok, where he was prevented from contacting the French
consulate lest the latter demand his release as a subject under French protection;
he died in Bangkok in August 1893.

The Siamese conducted campaigns into northern Laos for five consecutive
years beginning in 1882. The first three campaigns were half-hearted affairs, en-
trusted to armies made up of peasant recruits who had to be home again by rice-
planting season each year. The campaigns of 1885 and 1886, however, reflecting
the new forward policy adopted in Bangkok, were more serious. A Siamese force
had advanced as far as Muong Thaeng the previous year virtually unopposed, and
Siamese efforts were now bent on attaching the Sipsong Chuthai, the confedera-
tion of which Muong Thaeng was a part, to Luang Prabang. Luang Prabang was
the rump of the ancient kingdom created by the Lao prince Fa Ngum in 1353.
This kingdom, Lan Xang, the Kingdom of the Million Elephants, extended over a
vast area from the border of China to that of Cambodia and incorporated parts of
present-day Vietnam and Thailand. It was inhabited from the earliest times by
people who spoke the same language, honored the same genii, cultivated the same
religion, and shared the same usages and customs, as the Lao historian and prime
minister Katay Don Sasorith has pointed out.”

Luang Prabang had regained some of its former influence over Muong
Thaeng during the 1840s, and in the 1850s it had helped the ruling Deo family
establish a new capital at Lai Chau, across the hills to the northeast at the oppo-
site end of the confederation. In the Siamese scheme of things, Luang Prabang
was supposed to exercise suzerainty over the entire area up to the south bank of
the Black River. No sooner had the new capital been established, however, than
the Deo family abandoned Muong Thaeng, where only a few miserable huts
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remained, and paid tribute only to the mandarins of Tonkin. Siamese policy was
now based solely on a relationship with an administrator who, while ambitious,
was distrusted by the ruling family. Moreover, the Deo family, on the advice of
a soothsayer, moved their capital from the south bank of the Black River to the
north bank, putting it effectively out of reach of the Siamese.

Between January 1886 and April 1887, Siamese armies finally succeeded in
ridding the Phuan state of the Hos. There was little fighting because the Hos,
impressed by the size of the Siamese force, abandoned Chiang Kham and their
other fortified camps and sped away toward Tonkin and China. Their mission
accomplished, the Siamese commanders headed home to Bangkok, taking with
them a number of officials from the area of the campaign in order to impress
them with the splendors and might of Bangkok and to overawe them into accept-
ing Siamese sovereignty. The Siamese posted a commissioner to reside perma-
nently in Xieng Khouang in the last week of 1886.

In the midst of these Siamese campaigns in the Laos country, the French
consul general in Bangkok notified the government in June 1885 that a vice-
consul had been appointed and that a vice-consulate would be created at Luang
Prabang in accordance with a most-favored-nation rights clause contained in a
Franco-Siamese treaty of 1856 that gave France the same rights granted any
other nation. The vice-consul, Auguste Pavie, an official of the Cambodian
posts and telegraph service, was duly designated in December and entrusted
with the mission of scouting out the lay of the land. A new Franco-Siamese
convention of May 7, 1886, acknowledged the role of Siamese ofticials in Laos
for purposes of administrative dealings without implying French recognition of
Siamese claims to sovereignty. The Siamese insisted that no vice-consulate
could be opened until after ratification of the convention by the French parlia-
ment. The convention was never even submitted to the French lower house,
although it was unanimously approved without debate in the Senate early in
1887. After numerous frustrations and delays, Pavie arrived at Luang Prabang
on February 10, 1887, accompanied by 10 Cambodians and a Siamese “minder,”
and installed himself in a bungalow on the right bank opposite the town.

The resident Siamese commissioners were instructed to provide Pavie with
friendly assistance in collecting political and commercial information on the re-
gion but to treat him as a private citizen since the vice-consulate had not been
officially opened. On February 15, nevertheless, the commissioners granted
Pavie’s request for an audience with King Oun Kham, who was 76 years old and
in poor health and wondering what fresh complications the arrival of a French
agent could cause him with his Siamese overlords. On March 13, the Siamese
commander of the recent expedition to Sam Neua and the Sipsong Chuthai,
Chamun Waiworanat, arrived from the north and paraded his army down the
main street of Luang Prabang, receiving the thanks of the monks for having saved
the country and returned peace to the borders. Waiworanat described to Pavie in
glowing terms how the entire region was pacified and those Hos who had not fled
had submitted to Siamese authority. As a guarantee against further troubles, he
added, his army had taken with it a large number of hostages. He advised Pavie
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that he would have no trouble continuing his route toward Tonkin, although the
approaching rains threatened to make the trails treacherous and bring with them
fevers which, he said, probably with no exaggeration, had claimed the lives of
one-third of his men in the previous year. Seeing nothing further to be gained by
staying on at Luang Prabang, Pavie set out with his small company, and by mid-
April was well up the Nam Ou when he ran into people flecing on rafts who told
him that Muong Thaeng had been taken by many armed bands who had said they
were going to march on Luang Prabang. He hurried back, only to find that Wai-
woranat and his army had left five days previously, taking with them all the hos-
tages, including four sons of the ruler of Sipsong Chuthai, Cam Sinh.

Cam Sinh was furious upon receiving news of the kidnapping of his sons
by the Siamese. The people of Luang Prabang feared revenge. On June 7, 1887,
sure enough, his eldest son, Cam Oum (better known by his Vietnamese name
Deo Van Tri) and 600 followers arrived at Luang Prabang and ransacked the
town, killing the viceroy, Prince Souvanna Phouma, the son of Oun Keo. The
Siamese commissioner fled downriver with the Siamese garrison, followed by
Oun Kham (who had been plucked from his palace by one of Pavie’s Cambo-
dian interpreters) and by Pavie himself. Their canoes reached safety at Pak Lay.
There, Oun Kham unburdened himself of his feelings to Pavie:

Our country is not a conquest of Siam. Luang Prabang, seeking protec-
tion against all attacks, voluntarily offered tribute to Siam. Now, thanks
to its intervention, our ruin is complete. If my son agrees, we will offer
ourselves as a gift to France, certain that she will save us from future
misfortunes.*

These sentiments were not changed when Oun Kham was received with
great pomp in Bangkok. Moreover, the thin pretense of Siamese suzerainty over
the Sipsong Chuthai was removed for good. During the following dry season,
Deo Van Tri, persuaded by Pavie, who had taken the initiative to have his broth-
ers released, facilitated French troop movements by way of the Black River, and
the French took possession of Muong Thaeng. At the end of 1888, a Siamese
commissioner signed with French officials a status quo agreement under which
the French retained control of the Sispong Chuthai and Siamese troops retained
their existing positions in adjacent Sam Neua.

After participating in the settlement of the Sipsong Chuthai question, Pavie
left Luang Prabang for Khammouane, where Siamese commissioners were at-
tempting to impose capitation taxes and levy forced labor parties. In this period,
border markers in wood or of more solid construction, post offices, and flags
served as symbols of sovereignty, at least to the opposing side, if not to the be-
wildered local population. Village chiefs, indeed, sometimes found themselves
holding Siamese ranks and titles and Vietnamese titles simultaneously. The
danger of incidents between the Siamese and the French was increased by ini-
tiatives by both sides to establish military outposts in the mountains. On some
occasions, the establishment of an outpost of the Indochinese Guard, usually
manned by a French officer or noncom with a handful of Vietnamese militia,
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provided sufticient security to Siamese-appointed officials and their families to
ease their fears of having hostages seized by the Siamese. In February 1891, a
member of the Phuan elite, just returned from Annam, took advantage of a
dispute over authority at Chiang Kham to hoist a French flag. The Siamese
hastily sent a Siamese flag to the spot. On June 26, the Nong Khai commis-
sioner was authorized to arrest any left-bank official who took sides with the
French and resisted Siamese authority. Pavie returned to Bangkok in June 1892
with the title of minister resident.

In March 1893, the French government, acceding to the colonial lobby’s
campaign to whip up enthusiasm, decided to send three French commissioners,
cach with a small armed force, to evict the Siamese from outposts they had estab-
lished in central and southern Laos. P. Dufrénil, vice-résident at Dong Hoi, led
the central column down the valley of the Se Banghiang to the Mekong without
serious incident. The northern column was commanded by Captain Luce,
French résident in Nghe An, and included an inspector of Vietnamese militia,
Grosgurin. The column succeeded in peaceably evicting the Siamese commis-
sioner from Khammouane, but the commissioner secretly obtained reinforce-
ments and ambushed the French at the village of Keng Kiet, killing Grosgurin
where he lay on his sickbed. Grosgurin’s Cambodian interpreter, who survived
the attack, preserved an eyewitness account.’ The southern column, led by Bas-
tard, vice-résident in Cambodia, occupied Stung Treng and Khong without firing
a shot; the following month the Siamese attacked Khong and killed one French-
man and captured another.

Reacting to an inflamed public opinion and angered by what it took to be
renewed evidence of the bad faith of the Siamese, the French government dis-
patched two warships to the Gulf of Siam, and, in what became known as the
Paknam incident, forced the passage of a fort at the mouth of the Menam on July
12 and anchored in the river with their guns trained on the royal palace in Bang-
kok. On July 20, the French served an ultimatum on the Siamese government
demanding recognition of the rights of Annam to the left-bank territories and a
list of other concessions. After further exchanges, the Siamese accepted, and on
October 3, 1893, the plenipotentiaries of the French Republic and the King of
Siam, Charles-Marie Le Myre de Vilers and Foreign Minister Devawongse Varo-
prakar, signed a treaty whereby Siam renounced all claims to territories on the left
bank and to islands in the river.** Pavie was thus able to fulfill his promise to King
Oun Kham and include Luang Prabang under French protection.

Muong Sing posed a particularly thorny problem in implementing the
treaty. The British were in possession by virtue of their conquest of Burma, but
not having any particular territorial aims on the left bank of the Mekong, they
ceded it to Siam at the beginning of 1893. They changed their minds after the
emergence of a French threat showed them the need for a bufter zone. The
ruler of Muong Sing, the myoza, an astute man who ran a well-organized ad-
ministration, confused the British by obstinately maintaining his allegiance to
Siam, a position the French border commissioners who were dispatched to the
spot supported. After an amusing series of flag-hoistings and lowerings, the
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myoza was handed the tricolor by the British border commissioner, James George
Scott, with instructions to give it back to Pavie, who headed the French commis-
sion. Instead, Pavie having declined to receive it, the myoza hoisted it atop a flag-
pole.” A convention was signed with the British on January 15, 1896, making the
border the Mckong.

The Treaty of Tientsin had provided for a Sino-French commission to de-
limit the common border, which was done as far west as the Black River in
1887. Pavie was instrumental in negotiating a further convention on June 20,
1895, that left the predominantly Lu muong of Ou Neua in French hands. This
border was duly marked by 50 pillars.

One of Pavie’s last tasks was to oversee the organization of the new territo-
ries that had thus been added to the French empire in Indochina, and he was
named commissioner general in Laos. The Kingdom of Luang Prabang became
from the first a protectorate and was initially placed under the governor general
of Indochina in Hanoi. Pavie himself saw to the officialization in Hanoi of the
titles of King Oun Kham; his eldest son, who assumed the duties of king under
the name Zakarine when his father’s health declined; and the viceroy Boun
Khong, the son of Prince Souvanna Phouma. Pavie also was present at the in-
vestiture of the new king and viceroy at Luang Prabang on April 19, 1895. Oun
Kham died seven months later at the venerable age of 84.

The French originally divided central Laos into two administrative districts
(Vietnamese: dao), Khammouane and Song Khone, and in accord with the re-
gency council in Hue provided for joint participation in naming local admin-
istrators and sharing tax revenues on an equal basis, although not for sending
Vietnamese mandarins. Sipsong Chuthai was integrated with Tonkin, an action
that was to give rise to requests repeated in 1901 and 1944-1949 from the kings of
Luang Prabang that it be reunited with that kingdom. The status of the six muongs
of Sam Neua gave rise to a three-way argument almost from the beginning among
local administrators in Tonkin and Annam and those who argued the claims of
Luang Prabang; for the moment, they were reorganized into the circle of Muong
Het and placed under Tonkin. Tran Ninh was given the status of dao and taken in
charge by the résident supérieur of Annam, but its final disposition continued for
some years to be a matter of debate within the French administration. Finally, the
southern districts of Bassac (left bank), Khong, Attopeu, and Stung Treng were
attached to Cochinchina. The French takeover of the left bank coincided with an
interregnum in the dynasty of Champassak, King Kham Souk having died in 1891
and the Siamese having failed to invest a new ruler. Kham Souk’s son, Prince
Youi, was not recognized as a reigning monarch by the French, although he lived
until 1946. Thus, at the end of 1893 the governor general, De Lanessan, was able
to draw the attention of the minister of colonies to the fact that the fundamental
aspect of the new organization was that it did not involve an extension of Viet-
namese administration to Lao territory.**

As carly as April and May 1894, however, the initial organization of Laos
was being modified. It was evident that the résident supérieur of Annam was
poorly placed to keep in touch with developments over the mountains. More-
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over, demands for administrative measures were already coming from the court
in Hue. Finally, and perhaps most important, the initial plan created a perma-
nent budget drain because the budget of Annam was insufficient to cover Laos.
Accordingly, a new scheme was proposed on September 19, 1894, that deprived
Annam of the oversight of Khammouane and Song Khone and gave them rési-
dence status, placing them directly under the governor general. It also declared
the previous attachment of the southern districts to Cochinchina a misunder-
standing and attached them again, provisionally at least, to Laos. De Lanessan,
however, objected to the new scheme and managed to hold it up until a new
governor general, Rousseau, was named at the end of December.

With the arrival on mission in Laos of Léon Jules Boulloche as résident su-
périeur at the end of May 1895, the new plan was put into effect. The first step
was to name two commandants supérieurs on June 1, 1895, one for Upper Laos
(based in Luang Prabang) and one for Lower Laos (based in Khong). The divid-
ing line between the two was the Nam Kading. Each corresponded directly
with the governor general, but on matters of policy the latter deferred to the
former. Tran Ninh (Xieng Khouang) was finally incorporated into Upper Laos
by Rousseau’s decree of November 22, 1895. The Kingdom of Luang Prabang
continued to benefit from a relative autonomy in finances and administration
under a convention of December 3, 1895.



2. Dealing with the French
1893- August 30, 1945

The Creation of French Indochina

By 1893, the outlines of French Indochina had been defined. The game of bluft
on the left bank of the Mekong in the summer of that year by a handful of French
officers leading Vietnamese militiamen had resulted in the withdrawal by the
Siamese from their scattered outposts and had added the final piece to the entity
that was to remain on maps with barely a change for more than half a century.
Laos became a part of French Indochina, joining Cambodia (from which the
Siamese had been evicted earlier in the century), the colony of Cochinchina, and
the protectorates of Tonkin and Annam (over which the Chinese had formally
relinquished suzerainty by the Treaty of Tientsin in 1885) in a solidly integrated
French imperial domain.

The borders were demarcated and fortified where it was deemed necessary
against the threat of renewed foreign intervention. Tonkin’s frontier with China
(1,281 kilometers) had been demarcated by April 1896, and its extension across
Laos (423 kilometers) was demarcated soon after. This mountainous frontier,
peopled largely by minorities, was to be bolstered against the threat of renewed
Chinese intervention in Indochinese affairs by the creation, beginning in 1916,
of five contiguous military regions, numbered from east to west. Pavie saw to
the frontier delimitation with British Burma (235 kilometers) in 1895. The
Mekong served as the border of Laos as far south as Cambodia (1,754 kilome-
ters), whose exposed, mostly lowland border with Siam (803 kilometers) was,
for the moment at least, quiet.

In Tonkin, which from the start proved to be the bloodiest scene of their
empire-building, the French had quelled the major movements of resistance
growing out of patriotism, traditionalism, and attachment to the monarchy.!
The remaining incidents of resistance involved the De Tham movement, which
harassed the French until 1913 in the provinces of Phu Tho, Phuc Yen, and
Vinh Yen and combined elements of patriotism and defense of tradition with a
Robin Hood type of redress of social grievances. But in 1897, not a single sol-
dier was a casualty of hostile fire, as the governor general noted.? In Annam, the
revolt of Ham Nghi was finally put down with the capture of the latter in 1888,
and the French could turn their attention to “perfecting” the relationship of
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protection with the court of Hue that had been embodied in the Patendtre
treaty. A royal ordinance of October 3, 1888, ceded the towns of Hanoi, Hai-
phong, and Tourane (Da Nang) to the French as concessions on a legal par with
Cochinchina.

ADMINISTRATION

The man who was to give form and substance to the new French Indochina was
Paul Doumer, who was governor general from 1897 to 1902. Vigorous, authori-
tarian, and only 40 at the time, Doumer wanted to integrate the new Indo-
chinese political structures with France and convert the indigenous structures
into tools of political and economic control. Reversing the “liberal” tendencies
of his predecessors to leave a share of power in the hands of the court manda-
rins and to oversee the nomination to the ruler’s advisory council of individuals
who represented “the Annamite nationality” and were “defenders of the em-
pire,” Doumer set about establishing a strong government general.?

Doumer’s plan apparently had less to do with power-sharing within Indo-
china than with resolving in his favor the dualism in Paris which gave the min-
istry of colonies authority over the governor of Cochinchina and, subordinate
to him, the general resident in Cambodia (as well as the directly administered
provinces of Laos) and gave the ministry of foreign affairs the authority over the
protectorates of Annam and Tonkin. This situation had created no end of prob-
lems for French merchants and industrialists subjected to varying rates of cus-
toms duties and had resulted in the blossoming of a French colonial society in
Saigon numbering about 2,000 individuals with a strong sense of autonomy
and self-importance. In addition, the lobbyists of the French Foreign Missions
Society continued to agitate for greater autonomy of the Church’s activities in
Indochina. An initial attempt in 1887 to give coherence to the French adminis-
tration of Indochina through creation of an Indochinese Union had already
foundered on all these contradictory interests.

Doumer based his reorganization of the Indochinese Union on a decree of
April 21, 1891, which had made the governor general “the depository of the
powers of the Republic in French Indochina.” Its main features were the power
to promulgate laws and enforce decrees, authority over the military, authority
to organize an Indochinese civil service, the power to carry on correspondence
with other French diplomatic missions in the Far East, and the power to estab-
lish budgets. By virtue of these powers, the governor general was soon to ac-
quire the status of the viceroy in British India.

Such a reorganization was greatly to the disadvantage of the protected states.
In Annam, first of all, what political and administrative authority had remained in
the hands of the court at Hue now passed into those of the governor general’s
direct representative there, the résident supérieur, who became in a sense the em-
peror’s tutor and exercised a right of veto over the emperor’s decisions, as well as
a less well-defined right to propose measures. The Council of Regency (Phu
Chinh Phu), which had functioned for 10 years during the minority of Emperor
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Thanh Thai was abolished, the two regents becoming ministers. The old Privy
Council (Co Mat Vien), which had been created by Minh Mang in 1834, was
transformed into a Council of Ministers chaired by the résident supérieur. French
officials were assigned to each of the seven ministers. Responsibility for tax col-
lection, meanwhile, was given to French résidents. In Tonkin, theoretically part of
the Hue court’s territory, the post of imperial delegate (kinh luoc) was abolished by
the decree of July 26, 1897, and its powers transferred to the résident supérieur in
Hanoi, who in effect became the regional holder of the imperial power.

A similar transformation occurred in Cambodia, resulting in the stripping
from the throne of many traditional prerogatives that had been preserved under
the 1863 treaty, on grounds of modernization.* However, the French continued
to view the monarchy as by far the most important institution in the country,
considering the almost mystical awe in which it was held by the Cambodian
population. As the leading French expert on the Cambodian monarchy put it,
“The monarchy is the living incarnation, the august and supreme personifica-
tion of nationality.”® In these circumstances, the succession to the throne be-
came a matter of high policy. This was no simple matter because primogeniture
did not exist, and in the case of every succession a new decision was required.
The French résident supérieur was enabled to preside over meetings of the Great
Council of the Kingdom, which had a large say in deciding the succession; in
practice, this allowed the résident supérieur in Phnom Penh and the governor
general in Hanoi to determine the succession to the throne. Although the suc-
cession was limited to the descendants of King Ang Duong, on the death of
Norodom I in 1904 the French imposed the choice of his brother Sisowath
instead of one of his sons, thereby creating two royal lines rather than one.® The
résident supérieur also acquired the power to preside over the Council of Minis-
ters and to countersign royal ordinances.

Laos presented the French with an administrative conundrum because of
the hodgepodge of territories of which it was composed. King Oun Kham’s
successor was confirmed in 1895 in his protectorate, as promised by Pavie, but
he only reigned over the kingdom of Luang Prabang; other Laotian territories
were administered directly. In Doumer, however, proponents of the unification
of Laos had a strong advocate. Listening to the appeals of Joseph Vacle, the com-
mandant supérieur in Upper Laos, in October 1898, Doumer signed a decree on
February 6, 1899, integrating Upper Laos with Lower Laos under a single ad-
ministrator, who sat first in Savannakhet, then in Vientiane, thereby reversing
an carlier trend toward dismemberment of the nine directly administered prov-
inces. Doumer also obtained a presidential decree of April 19, 1899, making
this administrator a résident supérieur. The first occupant of this position, Colo-
nel Marie Auguste Armand Tournier, used his long field experience in southern
Laos to ensure that Laotian territory was extended east to the watershed in
southern Annam all the way to the northern border of Cochinchina, giving
Laos a spread covering all the Kontum, Darlac, and Dalat plateaus and extend-
ing almost as far south as Saigon. Since early in the nineteenth century Lao had
been filtering into these territories from the west, initially as elephant traders
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but later as settlers. They had moved up the Poko and Bla (a tributary of the Se
Sane) rivers to the area of present-day Kontum, establishing permanent settle-
ments there. In reference to the “Lao fields” which had been cleared by Lao,
French accounts spoke of the local Vietnamese people (who had themselves
been filtering in from the east), of instances of tribal peoples having learned
ironworking from the Lao, and of a surviving gold measure established by a Lao
chief for use in the sale of buffalo.’

On June 15, 1903, Governor General Jean-Baptiste Beau reattached to Laos
the muongs of Sam Neua that had been placed under Tonkin, after a delegation of
elders visited him in Hanoi and appealed for this action; the population of these
muongs in any case had been migrating to Laos. Further south, after the outbreak
of revolts on the Bolovens Plateau (April 1901-October 1907) and in Savan-
nakhet (April and May 1902), a fresh attempt to break up Laos was halted in the
nick of time. Nevertheless, in 1904, decrees deprived Laos of the Darlac plateau
and of Stung Treng, with its large Lao population living along the Sekong, Se
Sane, and Se Srepok rivers® and of the Kontum plateau in 1905.

Farther north, the situation was much more difficult to sort out. Discus-
sions between French administrators on the Lao and Vietnamese sides over the
delimitation of the border between Annam and Laos in the Tchepone area be-
gan shortly after the turn of the century and were to continue, with decrees and
cancellations of decrees, repeated border delimitation commissions, and argu-
ments and counterarguments, until World War II. However, strong defense of
the interests of Laos by able and dedicated administrators such as Francois Iché
prevented much territorial loss in the compromises that were worked out.

Under a convention of February 13, 1904, Siam ceded to French control
the right-bank province of Sayaboury and part of the right-bank territory of
Bassac. By a decree of March 28, 1905, the French governor general fixed the
border between Laos and Cambodia at the Tonle Repou River. Under a con-
vention of March 23, 1907, the French retroceded the territory of Dan Sai,
southwest of the “elbow” of the Mekong, to Siam.

Further outbreaks of revolt in Sam Neua and Muong Ou in 1914 led to
another wave of proposals for breaking up Laos. Muong Ou was transformed
into the Fifth Military Region in 1916, without actually removing it from Laos.
The integrity of Laos was saved by the enlightened action of a new governor
general, Roume, who was named in March 1915.

Thus it came about that events conspired to re-establish a sovereign entity
in the middle Mekong valley extending from China to the reaches below the
Khong falls. The French, who up to then had talked about Laos and the Lao
without any clear idea of propriety, or sometimes even of geography, ended up
attaching to this nineteenth-century entity much of the territory that had once
formed part of Fa Ngum’s vast domains, with the notable exception of the
Khorat plateau. The French had “conquered” Laos without killing a single Lao-
tian soldier. The central role was played by Pavie, who described it as a “con-
quest of hearts.” His instructions to Vacle reveal a democratic spirit that made
him an ecarly advocate of the self-determination of the peoples of the region,
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under French auspices, perhaps not a contradiction in the thinking of someone
who had been entrusted with high responsibilities in the colonial service by
proving himself able to work closely and cooperatively with these peoples. In
this sense, the Laotians owe the existence of their country to the efforts of Pavie
and others who felt that it was in their best interest that the left bank territories
be annexed neither by Annam nor by Siam.

Thus, while Doumer’s administrative reorganization provided strong cen-
tralized leadership in the person of the governor general in Hanoi and the rési-
dents supérieurs in the provinces, it did not create an entirely homogeneous entity
cither politically or administratively. In the highlands, whether it was in Tonkin,
Annam, Laos, or Cambodia, the French struck bargains with tribal leaders and
potentates, created new provinces, and attempted to organize the peoples for
tax collection and labor contribution purposes. In the main, however, on the
local level the French were led to preserve existing structures, either because
they did not have enough administrators to take them in hand, as in Laos where
the traditional elective system of village government had existed as early as the
seventh century and worked reasonably well, or because they resisted French
efforts to reform them, as occurred in Vietnam with traditional systems of ad-
ministration at the province level and below (tinh, phu, huyen, xa).

So French Indochina consisted of, on the east, a Vietnam divided into three
parts consisting of a colony and two protectorates under the nominal suzerainty
of the emperor, and on the west two protected kingdoms and a handtul of directly
administered provinces forming a bulwark against Siam. Even this scheme, a
hodgepodge not much less heterogeneous than the British dominions in North
America in the previous century, was to be further complicated by large-scale
recruitment of Vietnamese cadres into the Indochinese civil service and by en-
couragement of Vietnamese migration into Laos and Cambodia. These develop-
ments led, in turn, to a lively debate about whether the inhabitants of these di-
verse territories owed an allegiance to “Indochina,” or indeed whether there was
such an entity at all.

THE DEBATE OVER “INDOCHINA”
The Vietnamese name for their country had changed over the course of history.
Now, however, came a new term, one intimately associated with French colo-
nial administration: Indochine Francaise. This term found translation as Dong
Duong Thuoc Phap. As has happened in English, the French was dropped, and
the Vietnamese became accustomed to thinking of Dong Duong tout court.
Unlike previous terms, this term posed for the francophone Vietnamese, and
eventually all Vietnamese, the concept of living in a wider geographical uni-
verse, one that included Laos and Cambodia as well. This development was
disturbing to many, because it challenged the accepted national identity.
English missionaries and linguists had used the term Indo-China to refer
to the Asia that lay beyond India as early as 1811, and the term found its way
into French through its popularization by the geographer K. Malte-Brun. Now
resurrected in official reports and statistical compendia of the government gen-
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eral, the term Indochina found its way into education, transportation, communi-
cations (telegraph, postal services, telephones), and economic development plans.
While French cartographers painstakingly drew the borders between Vietnam on
the one hand and Laos and Cambodia on the other, it was not long before the
notion of Indochina became the rule in cultural affairs as well. Although in Laos
and Cambodia, Buddhist schools were maintained by the French, there were con-
siderable cross-currents that neither side could ignore. Beginning soon after the
turn of the century, Vietnamese immigration into Laos and Cambodia grew stead-
ily, mainly into the towns or else specific economic sites such as the tin mines
near the Mekong in Laos, as recorded in the Bulletins Administratifs du Cambodge et
du Laos in the years 1930 to 1943. The administrative machinery favored this
immigration with its recruitment of Vietnamese as civil servants of the govern-
ment general, who were liable to be posted anywhere within the borders of
French Indochina. The same could be said of the Garde Indigene, later renamed
the Garde Indochinoise, a militia composed mainly of Vietnamese.

We have seen that for many years early in their colonial enterprise, the French
shifted considerable pieces of territory back and forth between one résidence su-
périeure and another for purely administrative convenience or due to budgetary
imperatives, and without much consideration for the rulers and their traditional
relations of commerce or suzerainty. This was possible because the inhabitants of
what French geographers called the Annamite Cordillera were mainly ethnic mi-
norities without strong ties to the majority lowlanders, and thus their territories
could be attached to either side of the cartographic line with relative impunity.

Now, with roads crisscrossing the mountains, the old divide had lost much
of its significance. Vietnamese could travel from Hanoi to the Mckong in two
days easily, a trip that formerly had taken weeks on horse or muleback. As the
cultural divide faded in practical importance, Vietnamese wondered what their
relation to the rest of Indochina should properly be. Some, such as the writers
Nguyén Van Van and Pham Quynh, editor of Nam Phong, recalled the past glo-
ries of the Hue court when Minh Mang had brought Cambodia under Viet-
namese domination and extended Vietnamese claims to the banks of the Me-
kong. When they traveled across the mountains to report on these other parts of
Indochina, they ended up associating mainly with the Vietnamese immigrants,
many of whom held important posts and lived completely outside the laws of
Laos and Cambodia.

The formation of the Indochinese Constitutionalist Party in Saigon in
about 1917 was an early indicator that Doumer’s vision of Indochina had found
an echo among the Vietnamese, at least. In an editorial published in the party
newspaper La Tribune Indigéne (renamed in 1926 La Tribune Indochinoise) in 1919,
the editor, Bui Quang Chicu, called on the French to give greater “autonomy,
decentralization and freedom of action” to Indochina.’ In 1921 the newspaper
returned to the question with an editorial suggesting an Indochinese state could
be achieved through Annamese-French collaboration.!” The rival newspaper
Courrier Saigonais took the position, however, that the Cambodians and Lao had
as much right to determine the future of Indochina as the Vietnamese.
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In a well-known series of articles published in early 1931 in quoc ngu in
Nam Phong and in French in the daily France-Indochine (which had its counter-
part in quoc ngu, the Dong Duong Tap Chi, founded in 1912 by Nguyén Van
Vinh and Frangois Henri Schneider,!' and which encouraged modernization
along French lines) perhaps influenced by French travel writers such as Roland
Dorgelés,"”? Pham Quynh wrote of his experiences in Laos. Oun Sananikone
criticized the writer’s light-hearted description of a boun, a Lao festival. “We
say that these bouns are real religious ceremonies and have nothing in com-
mon with the fairs and other distractions of Hanoi like the Chua Lim, Chua
Bach Mo6n, Chua Lang, Chua Doéng Quang, Chua Hai Ba and others.”"
Quynh’s articles argued for French encouragement of Vietnamese immigra-
tion, and elicited a response from Prince Phetsarath, a member of the vice-
regal branch of the royal family of Luang Prabang, who responded in an inter-
view with France-Indochine by saying “The Annamese are already too prone to
think only of Annam when they speak of Indochina.”'* The prince was not
against Vietnamese immigration, but it had to be regulated to avoid creating
in Laos “a state within a state.”

TRADE AND INVESTMENT

Merchant trade and capital investment went hand in hand with administrative
reorganization, and here, too, Doumer’s governor generalship proved to be a
turning point in the economic development of French Indochina. Between
1888 and 1918, French capital invested in industry and mining in Indochina
totaled 249 million gold francs, in transportation 128 million, in commerce 75
million, and in agriculture 40 million."

Industrial and mining investments, with the exception of coal mining for
export, were concentrated in labor-intensive, light manufacturing industries
such as breweries, tobacco factories, textile mills, rice processing operations (in
which the Chinese minority soon acquired a considerable interest), electrical
works, cement factories, and match factories. They produced mainly for do-
mestic consumption.

The biggest infrastructure challenge in Tonkin was controlling the Red
River, which for centuries had silted its bed and, as a consequence, overflowed
its banks whenever the river reached flood stage, inundating the delta and its
villages. The imperial court had organized the construction and maintenance of
a vast system of dikes through the use of village corvées. Occasional famines
still occurred, however, when the river breached the dikes. The French seem to
have taken up the problem tardily, perhaps in view of the immense work and
expense required. It was not until the flooding and famine of 1927 that the
colonial administration rearranged, extended, and reinforced the dike system
by widening the earthen embankments and packing them with rock and tamped
clay. Between 1927 and 1930 the dike system was extended from 20 million
cubic meters to 72 million cubic meters. In all, the colonial administration built,
using local labor, 40 times the number of dikes that had been built by the impe-
rial court.!®
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The first mention of projects to link Hanoi and Saigon by road and to cre-
ate a countrywide telegraph service had been in the various treaties of protec-
torates. These projects were represented as some of the benefits the French
would bring in exchange for the emperor’s acceptance of protection. Roads
were obviously necessary to handle the traffic of heavy vehicles of all kinds the
French were bringing in. The imperial postal service, established since the tenth
century and operated by an extremely efficient system of locally recruited mes-
sengers (trams) who conveyed official correspondence and occasionally baggage
over stages of some 40 kilometers, allowing the distance from Hue to Hanoi to
be relayed in eight days, for example, was all well and good. But what was
needed was a modern means of communication, and that was the telegraph.
The first telegraph service by electric cable linked Saigon to Cholon and Bien
Hoa in 1862. Over the next decade, 6,600 kilometers of lines were built in
Cochinchina, which had 16 telegraph offices. Work on a Saigon-Hanoi tele-
graph line began in 1884 and was completed in 1888. In 1885 there were 21
telegraph offices in Annam and Tonkin, and by 1887 there were 65.

Doumer gave a strong impulse to railway construction, which had begun
in a serious way with the decision in 1889-1890 to build the Hanoi-Lang Son
line. Between 1898 and 1936, construction of a rail network connecting Hanoi
with the Chinese border at two points (Lang Son and Lao Kay) and with Annam
and Cochinchina in the south (the Trans-Indochina line) had been completed.
The Cambodian section was constructed in 1928-1932, although not linked up
with Saigon. Eventually there were also rail lines connecting Saigon with My
Tho and Loc Ninh."”

The great railway bridge over the Red River at Hanoi, named after Doumer,
was built between 1898 and 1901 by the Daydé and Pillé Company and seemed to
be the colonials” answer to the Eiffel Tower, built 15 years previously. Doumer
also gave a strong push to the outfitting of Hanoi with public buildings worthy of
the capital’s administrative role. The governor general’s palace (named after Pugi-
nier), the new buildings of the résidence supérieure, the post oftice, the city hall, and
the courthouse were all Doumer’s creations, with the help of architect Auguste-
Henri Vildieu."

While French penetration of the countryside was accomplished through
the combination of waterways, railways, and roads, overseas trade was facili-
tated through development of gigantic port and harbor complexes. The main
investments concentrated on Haiphong and Saigon, both situated up rivers and
at some distance from the sea. Phnom Penh was also accessible to small ocean-
going vessels by means of the Bassac River. Only Laos remained completely
landlocked, a state of affairs the French tried to change by linking its road net-
work with the rest of Indochina. In 1937, coastal and ocean shipping at Hai-
phong totaled 3,315,000 tons. Haiphong handled coal from the Hon Gay mines,
rice from the Red River Delta, commodities from northern Annam, and re-
exports from Yunnan, with which it was linked by rail. The port of Saigon,
situated about 45 miles from the sea up the Saigon River, was Indochina’s main
port for rice exports, which totaled 2,140,000 tons in 1937. The port had the
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advantage of being linked to the vast Mekong Delta by a web of smaller rivers
and canals, along which barges and junks moved to Saigon."

In Cochinchina, rice exports had already increased nearly fourfold between
1860 and 1880, while imports from France increased nearly fivefold between 1867
and 1885,% and they increased steadily every year until 1929.2' The rice exports
were due mainly to the heavy program of dredging, draining, and canal-building
initiated under the rule of the admirals. These investments resulted in more than
4,000 kilometers of canals being built by the late 1930s, and nearly 2 million hect-
ares of marshlands being transformed into areas suitable for rice cultivation. The
area under rice cultivation showed a steady progression as a result—from 522,000
hectares in 1880 to 1,175,000 hectares in 1900 to 2,200,000 hectares in 1937. The
canals also provided a valuable network for transportation of all kinds of goods.
Between 1860 and 1937 rice exports fluctuated between 40 and 60 percent of
Cochinchina’s total exports.?

Another significant export was rubber. European planters introduced rub-
ber cultivation to Indochina during the first decade of the twentieth century.
Investments were heavy between 1915 and 1930. Rubber cultivation spread rap-
idly from the alluvial “gray lands” around Saigon to the more elevated “red
lands” of northern Cochinchina, eastern Cambodia, and southwestern Annam.
Production increased from 298 tons in 1915 to 3,159 tons in 1919, 6,796 tons in

GRAPH 1
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1924, and 10,309 tons in 1929.% Thanks to these exports, after initial years of
deficit, Indochina recorded a trade surplus in every year between 1907 and 1945,
with the exceptions of 1922, 1930, and 1931.*

A branch of the Comptoir National d’Escompte of Paris, a French credit
bank, opened in Saigon in 1862. However, it was only authorized to function as
a bank of deposit, and something more ambitious was needed to serve the needs
of the growing commercial class. Accordingly, a decree of January 21, 1875,
created the Bank of Indochina and endowed it with the privilege of issuing
currency for an initial period of 25 years. This bank was thus able to function
both as a state bank and a private commercial bank.

THE OPENING UP OF THE INTERIOR

Under Doumer, French penetration of the interior of Indochina began in a
systematic and large-scale way. Gerald Hickey, who from his study of the his-
torical sources must be taken as the final authority on the subject, feels that
tributary relations between the chiefs of the highland tribes and the court at
Hue date no earlier than from the eighteenth century, in spite of some opinions
for an earlier date.” In any event, it seems that contacts with the highlands and
their peoples were first established by roving Vietnamese traders as a by-prod-
uct of Vietnamese southward expansion. This was followed by establishment of
the first tentative efforts at an administrative presence among these peoples
(whom the Vietnamese viewed as foreigners), consisting of mandarins posted
at scattered locations in this sparsely populated region.?

French missionaries were early on the scene, and some transcribed the local
languages. French explorers followed, charting the varied topography and its prin-
cipal rivers with their rich, brown-colored waters.” One of these explorers was
the bacteriologist Alexandre Yersin (1863-1943), who had taught a course at the
Pasteur Institute in Paris. For four years Yersin led a number of exploratory mis-
sions into the Central Highlands, noting down useful information and meeting
the tribal chiefs, some of whom venerated him as a shaman figure. In 1895, he
established a laboratory at Nha Trang, the departure point for some of his expedi-
tions. Yersin was one of the discoverers of the plague bacillus, and at Nha Trang
he introduced a source of quinine. So great has Yersin’s reputation remained that
in 1968 when a French researcher writing a book on Yersin visited Nha Trang and
asked permission of the province chief to see Yersin’s grave at a place called Sudi
DAu, which means spring of the eucalyptus or camphor trees, he was told that it
was infested with Viet Cong. The Viet Cong heard about his request and gave the
writer an escort to the place and back again, enabling him to see the grave. Meet-
ing resistance from some of the highland tribes, in some instances fomented by
the Vietnamese mandarins discontented at seeing their prerogatives, and the op-
portunity for pecuniary gain, taken away from them, the French established forts.
In 1897, cinnamon, salt, and wood, important commodities in highland-lowland
trade, were made subject to the levying of new taxes designed to increase rev-
enues for colonial budgets.

Meanwhile, French private entrepreneurs were establishing small-scale
estates for the growing of rice, sugar cane, coffee, tea, tobacco, and rubber,
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encouraged by Doumer’s legislation facilitating the granting of titles on public
lands. The extension of French administration into the highlands proceeded
gradually: friendly local chiefs were enlisted and given Vietnamese administra-
tive titles that often made their first appearance in the region.

The Darlac region, known for its elephant trade, was made a province in
1899 and was originally attached to Laos, as has been noted; Ban Me Thuot, its
capital, was a Lao name. Kontum province was created in 1913. Pleiku province
was not created until 1932. Doumer had ambitious plans for establishing a hill
station at Dalat on the model of the British Raj, but these did not materialize
until much later. A Franco-Rhadé school was opened in 1915 in Ban Me Thuot
with 30 Rhadé students; by 1926 there were 500 students, many of them board-
ers, and the curriculum included literacy in Rhadé.

The French relationship with the highlanders involved a mixture of as-
similation to the new Indochina they were creating and a sentimental desire on
the part of some officials on the spot who worked with the highlanders on a
day-to-day basis to preserve the highlands free of Vietnamese and even French
penetration. The French came to be seen as obstacles to progress by the new
class of merchants and entrepreneurs and found themselves eliminated. Never-
theless, by official decree, the highlanders were to be referred to by their proper
tribal names and the collective term “montagnard” was substituted for “moi”
(savages), a measure of the respect in which they were held.”® And the high-
landers were eventually recruited and formed into their own military units, a
measure of trust. The first battalion-sized unit composed exclusively of high-
landers, the Bataillon de Tirailleurs Montagnard du Sud-Annam, was formed
in October 1931.

Difterent tribes showed differing degrees of willingness to cooperate with
the French. Indigenous resistance to the French penetration of the highlands
did not completely cease until the 1930s, when the Mnong and Stieng in the
region where the borders of Annam, Cochinchina, and Cambodia meet, known
as the Trois Frontieres, put up a resistance that held up completion of construc-
tion on Colonial Road 14 until 1939. A census taken by the government general
in 1943 revealed that there were 1 million highland people in Cochinchina,
Annam, and Tonkin.

THE EVOLUTION OF SOCIETY:

EbpucATION, LITERATURE, MEDIA, LANGUAGES, RELIGION

Doumer founded two major institutions: the University of Hanoi and the Ecole
Francaise d’Extréme-Orient (EFEO) in 1901 in Saigon, moving it to its perma-
nent quarters in Hanoi the following year. The founding of the EFEO was to be
his longest-lasting achievement, since it still has a center in Hanoi. The work of
this remarkable scientific enterprise encompassed archeological digs, invento-
ries of ancient monuments, and studies in philology, ethnology, linguistics, and
other subjects which served to bring to the attention of a much larger public the
rich prehistorical and historical heritage of the Vietnamese, the Khmer, the Lao,
and other inhabitants of the peninsula.?
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Until the beginning of the twentieth century, the use of Chinese ideograms,
especially by the ruling class, had conveyed, Chinese style, an entire philosophy, a
system of morality and of social organization. Chinese writing implies a complex
system based on figurative representation, symbolism, a logical combination of
signs, and their merging phonetically or graphically. The Vietnamese lettrés (van
than) had made a stab at inventing a form of writing that dispensed with Chinese
ideograms, the ndm, but this proved capable of transcribing only half of the 150
sounds of the Vietnamese language. The biggest change in education instituted
by the French was the universalization of the Romanized form of writing Viet-
namese invented by Father Alexandre de Rhodes (quoc ngu = national language,
sometimes referred to as Viet ngu = Vietnamese language) in place of Chinese
ideograms. Catholic missions had used quoc ngu before the advent of the French
colonizers, but it was on a small scale. In contrast with the ném, quoc ngu, which
transcribes words using the Latin alphabet, has no limits to the number of sounds
it can transcribe. Because quoc ngu is entirely phonetic, however, meaning must be
found elsewhere than in graphics.

The substitution of quoc ngu for Chinese ideograms implied a profound
change in mental outlook on the part of its users. Only little by little did the
resistance of the letfrés in Vietnamese society give way grudgingly to acceptance of
quoc ngu, initially seen as a way of neutralizing completely the past and with it their
place in society, their cultural values, their system of values. As the advantages of
the new writing became evident, a peculiar transformation occurred. Quoc ngu
was adopted with a vengeance, as it were, and it became a tool of national mod-
ernization that came eventually to be used against the French themselves. An
Association for the Dissemination of Quoc Ngu Study (Hoi Truyen Ba Quoc
Ngu) flourished and became influential.

Still, it was difficult to give up the habit of learning lessons by heart. This
explains the success of a school manual titled Pronunciation of French Vocabulary
that made its appearance in about 1910. The author, Nguyén Ngoc Xuan, sim-
ply applied the method of learning Chinese characters embodied in the “Tam
Thien Tu” (“The Three Thousand Words”) to learning French. In this manual,
the phonetic of each word was followed by its spelling in parentheses, followed
by its meaning in quoc ngu. The whole formed nothing less than a verse in six or
cight feet, the popular form of national poetry. This manual went through no
less than four editions, with a special lot being distributed to Vietnamese un-
skilled laborers going to France in 1916. Generally speaking, what came to be
known as I'enseignement franco-indigéne was mocked in its time as “a pedagogical
system roughly based on the French model and sprinkled with a bit of local
color.” But the fact remains that generations of Vietnamese students were
brought up thinking in its terms until 1975, when the vocabulary of dialectical
materialism imported from the Soviet Union spread over the entire country.

The change in writing at the beginning of the century led to a tremendous
expansion of Vietnamese language capabilities. Some expressions were simply
appropriated from the corresponding French words. Others were plastered to-
gether, more or less elegantly. Thus, nha day thep for post oftice, consisting of
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nha meaning house, day meaning wire, and thep meaning steel. By 1920, new
expressions had invaded the field of politics. Thus, politics itself was chinh tri
from chinh meaning just or true and fri meaning to govern. Also, cach mang took
on the meaning of revolution in the modern sense; cach mang had existed before
the advent of the French, but only in the restricted sense of losing the mandate
of heaven, in other words of one ruler replacing another.

From 1934, the newspaper Phong Hoa carried a regular column titled “Prac-
tical Vocabulary,” in which the writer, Khai Hung, explained to readers the
meanings of terms they might not be familiar with. This was part of the flour-
ishing of the Vietnamese press generally in the 1930s, using a machine that had
been introduced with colonial rule. The first newspaper published in quoc ngu
was the Gia Dinh Bao (“Gia Dinh Journal”), which appeared in 1865. In 1930,
132 newspapers and periodicals obtained authorization to publish; in 1931, 137;
in 1932, 219; in 1933, 219; in 1934, 227, in 1935, 267; and in 1936, 230.*'

The record of the longest-sustained contribution to the debates about Viet-
nam’s modernization under colonial rule would probably be held by the influ-
ential periodical Nam Phong (“Wind of the South”). Published for the first time
in July 1917, Nam Phong published continuously until 1934. Discreetly subsi-
dized by the French to the tune of 400 piasters per month as a way of maintain-
ing a French point of view, Nam Phong was edited by two intellectuals, Pham
Quynh and Nguyén Ba Trac, who remained loyal to France while maintaining
their prerogative of criticizing the colonial regime. The former was the son of a
family of Hai Duong and was born in Hanoi in 1892. The latter was born in
Quang Nam in 1881, studied classical subjects and merited the letté title of Cu
nhan. From 1917 to 1922, Nam Phong was printed in both Chinese ideograms
and quoc ngu. In 1922 and 1923 the part in Chinese ideograms diminished, and
a French-language supplement was added. From 1923 to 1934, the Chinese
ideograms disappeared completely and the French-language supplement be-
came thicker. Articles consisted of editorial comments on current events, liter-
ary criticism, scientific and philosophical studies, and fiction.* In its later years,
however, Nam Phong carried criticism of life under the French, broaching is-
sues that exposed the seamier side of life such as the deficiencies of the educa-
tional system, poverty, and the unequal rights of women. In the context of the
age, these forms of commentary, known as phong su (“to enlarge”), were rela-
tively progressive; in the period of Communist historiography, Pham Quynh
would be treated as a “reactionary.”

Two journals that forsook the austere style of Nam Phong were Phong Hoa
(“Customs”) and Ngay Nay (“Current Affairs”). The success of the former was
due mainly to the efforts of the dynamic Nguyén Tuong Tam, who wrote under
the pseudonym Nhat Linh. Third of a family of seven children, he did his stud-
ies in French schools in Hanoi and continued them, after a career as a civil
servant, in France, thanks to his wife’s savings. On his return to Vietnam, im-
bued with democratic ideals, he took over the journal Phong Hoa, the first Viet-
namese satirical journal illustrated with cartoons lampooning the francophile
gentry of the time. He counted on the partnership of his three brothers and
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Khai Hung, a fervent nationalist who disappeared in the Communist repression
of 1946. He also found the time to teach in the private Thang Long school, whose
director was also managing editor of Phong Hoa. (On the teaching staff of the
Thang Long school at this time was a young professor of history, Vo Nguyén
Giap.) This circle of journalists led calm lives, enjoying games of belote or chess,
or discussing the latest poems over a cup of coftee. Tam played the clarinet, and
his favorite piece of music was Schumann’s “Réverie.” When time permitted,
they made excursions into the countryside, which gave them some impressions
of the lives of ordinary peasants. In sum, these people created a miniature imita-
tion of Parisian intellectual life under the Third Republic. Under Tam’s able di-
rection, Phong Hoa reached a circulation of 10,500 in 1935; unfortunately, it folded
the following year.®

The fact that these intellectuals were going with the trend is proved by a
public opinion survey made in February 1935 by Ngay Nay, which asked read-
ers to answer the question: Do you consider yourself to be in favor of the new,
or do you seek a compromise between the new and the traditional, or do you
see yourself as remaining traditionalist? Of the respondents, 1,350 (59 percent)
saw themselves as favoring the new, 936 (41 percent) saw themselves as com-
promisers, and only 6 (5 men and 1 woman) saw themselves as traditionalists.**
By 1925, there were 33 movie theaters in Cochinchina, 18 in Annam, 28 in
Tonkin, 9 in Cambodia, and 6 in Laos.

Politics and journalism went hand in hand, as demonstrated by the Constitu-
tionalist Party, founded in 1917 by a small group of wealthy French-educated
Vietnamese. Their newspaper, also established in 1917, was La Tribune Indigéne,
whose name was changed in 1926 to La Tribune Indochinoise. Journalism also
served as a convenient entry point to the world of literature and the arts for Viet-
namese writers. This was because editors refused to publish fiction that had not
been serialized beforehand in a newspaper and enjoyed success. In spite of Viet-
nam’s long and rich literary tradition, the modern novel only appeared on the
scene in the twentieth century. While popular folklore did not hesitate to break all
sorts of taboos, classical literature, observing the strict rules of composition of the
Chinese Tang, only went so far as to repeat stories of sadness and tragedy inspired
by Chinese themes, such as the classical poem of Kieu. Notably, poetry was one
field into which Vietnamese women increasingly entered. The Cochinchinese
contribution should not be ignored; Ho Bieu Chanh and his circle took the tradi-
tional verse narrative and transformed it into the modern Vietnamese novel with
Ai lam duoc (Who Can Do 1t?), serialized in 1919-1920.%

By the 1930s, in the form of the newspaper La Lutte, Vietnamese journalism
was serving as the entry point to politics. La Lutte concerned itself with interna-
tional affairs and working-class issues and increasingly came to be a medium
through which social and economic grievances were expressed and debated.

Although Buddhism had very early on entered Indochina through Cambo-
dia and Laos and taken deep root there, the Vietnamese became known as Bud-
dhists only more recently. In Vietnam, unlike in Laos and Cambodia, Confu-
cianism profoundly influenced Vietnamese thinking and, indeed, took on the
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role of a state religion under the imperial system of the fifteenth century and
preserved much of its authority down to French times. As such, Confucianism
was equated with political power. But confusion arose in Western minds by
colonial soldiers who automatically called the Confucian temples (the dinh of
Vietnamese village life) they saw Buddhist pagodas (chua in Vietnamese). In the
Mekong Delta village studied by Hickey, the dinh was more than a century old,
whereas the first Buddhist pagoda had barely 30 years’ existence.*

Buddhism had a history of persecution in Vietnam at the hands of the court
and the mandarinate, but this was not because of religious intolerance but rather
because Buddhist doctrines of renunciation of the world were seen to be against
the interest of the family and the state. The same Confucian-minded authori-
ties persecuted the early Christians. The early part of the twentieth century saw
the advent of organized Buddhism for the first time in Vietnam, partly in reac-
tion to the spread of Cao Daiism and later in reaction to the influx into the
south of well-organized Catholic communities following the 1954 partition and
refugee exodus from the north.

The Cao Dai sectarian movement was founded in Cochinchina in 1925 by
a small circle of Vietnamese civil servants. The movement attracted a mass fol-
lowing among the peasantry, particularly in the province of Cholon, attracting
more adherents within a year of'its founding than Catholicism had in 300 years
of proselytization. In 1927 the founders transferred the headquarters of the sect
to Tay Ninh, where a temple complex was constructed that became known as
the Holy See. The sect numbered between 500,000 and 1 million converts by
1930, out of a total population of 4 to 4.5 million.”

The Cao Dai were from the beginning a highly structured sect. Cao Dai
dignitaries (chuc-sac) were drawn from the upper strata of Cochinchinese soci-
ety—landowners, traders, administrative officials, and office workers—whereas
Cao Dai adherents, known simply as believers (tin-do), were mostly peasants.
Believers could theoretically become dignitaries, but very few did so. Later when
Cao Dai developed military forces, a few Caodaists of peasant background be-
came Cao Dai military officers. At the summit of this structure was the Cao Dai
“pope” (Ho Phap), Protector of the Law, a former civil servant from Tan An Prov-
ince, Pham Cong Tac, who had been a secretary in the Customs and Monopolies
Bureau.

Caodaism reaftirmed the traditional values of filial piety, hierarchical author-
ity, duty and responsibility, loyalty to the throne, and ethical social behavior,
including the practice of non-violence. The Confucianist appeal of Caodaism
resembled that of the movement promoted by Pham Quynh in Tonkin. How-
ever, Caodaism had a unique religious content which in some ways resembled
the salvationist doctrine of Christianity. The Cao Dai leaders described their
movement as a synthesis of the world’s religions and the path of union and recon-
ciliation between East and West. Its religious doctrine was based on the belief that
Caodaism was the beginning of the third and final cycle in history, that of renova-
tion, the first cycle having been that of creation and the second that of destruc-
tion. The Vietnamese name for Caodaism follows this millenarian conception:
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Dai Dao (Great Way or Religion) Tam Ky (of the Third Period) Phu Do (of
Salvation).

In the view of Jayne Susan Werner, a student of the Cao Dai movement, for
dignitaries the movement’s appeal stemmed from the opportunity it oftered them
to restore their self-esteem vis-a-vis the small ruling circle of the French and to
strengthen their personal and social identities in relation to their majority rural
countrymen.” The French province chief of Tay Ninh in 1933 described Tac as
“the indomitable driving force behind Caodaist occultism at the Holy See and the
instinctive adversary to everything that is French.” Tac became adept in his nu-
merous sermons at phrasing poems in allegorical and elliptical terms with anti-
French allusions (although one of the saints in the Cao Dai pantheon was Victor
Hugo) and patriotic historical referents. These poems drew from popular folk-
lore and legends and easily took the form of anti-French prophecies.*

As for believers, the movement offered a multiplicity of material benefits.
Aside from creating feelings of solidarity among adherents to Caodaism, Cao
Dai leaders promoted collective farming of maize, peanuts, and sugar cane and
other communal forms of economic activity, including handicrafts and small-
scale manufacturing, and tried to operate markets. Adherents were encouraged
to donate tithes, in the form of rice, or offer free labor to the church. The Holy
See organized schools for the children of Cao Dai believers and offered evening
instruction for adults.

THE Fate oF THE HUE COURT

Under Doumer’s successors, the Hue court continued to lose power and pre-
rogative; the Vietnamese, reading the signs, were keenly aware of the shift. This
evolution, however, did not occur in a straightforward manner, and after the
suppression of Ham Nghi’s revolt it did not involve the use of force. Rather, it
emerged from the peculiar nature of the increasing mutual dependence shared
by the emperor and the French in all things having to do with governance.

The key actors on the French side were a group of bright young men who
began graduating from the newly established Ecole Coloniale in the 1890s.
Grounded in administration, these men went to Indochina by choice to start
their civil service careers and gradually worked their way up the hierarchy.
Bound together by a desire to acquire knowledge of Vietnamese society and
culture, they made themselves indispensable by their very expertise on Viet-
namese language (which they spoke fluently), customs, history, and social dis-
course to the politicians and their appointees who ran the show at the top. It
was their presence that accounts largely for the fact that much of the legislation
applied in Indochina to the French colonial enterprise was evolved in Indochina
rather than in Paris.

As secretaries to higher ranks, branch chiefs, provincial residents, and ad-
visers to the governor general, they expanded their network of acquaintances
among the Vietnamese ruling elite that had begun at the Ecole Coloniale and
allowed them to deepen their knowledge. Official postings alternated with “sab-
batticals” of research at the EFEO and appointments as teachers of various as-
pects of Annamite society in prestigious schools at home. Scholarly articles and
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books followed in short order. A handful of this unique group eventually at-
tained the post of governor general in the 1920s and 1930s.

In the eyes of these senior civil servants, the student radicals who engaged
in opposition politics, conspired to overthrow the emperor, and who did not
hesitate to advocate violence against the French were betraying the trust their
parents had placed in them by sending them to the best schools and that of their
teachers who had taught them the Confucian mores. These privileged young
men, even though they might belong to the scholar-gentry class, it was evident,
had nothing in common with the elite who ran the education system, adminis-
tered the emperor’s territory, or dedicated themselves to the economic devel-
opment of French Indochina.

There was, to be sure, no lack of such oppositionist activities. A new gen-
eration was growing up who had had little or no direct experience of the French
conquest, who studied in Franco-Annamese schools, spoke and wrote quoc-ngu,
and through the rapid expansion of the media learned about and reflected on
events in neighboring countries such as China and Japan. The godfathers of
this new generation were Phan Boi Chau, born in 1867 in Nghe An, and Phan
Chu Trinh, born in 1872 in Quang Nam. At different periods in their revolu-
tionary careers, these two men traveled widely in Vietnam, resided abroad,
wrote articles attacking the present state of affairs, and founded resistance orga-
nizations with high-sounding names, which had usually short lives due to the
vigilance of the French police but landed their founders in prison for various
amounts of time. Oddly enough, some of their pleas for reforms echoed the
opinions of some of the more enlightened members of the French civil service.

An early focus of oppositionist politics was Prince Cuong De, a direct de-
scendant of Gia Long who had been passed over in the succession to Tu Duc in
1883. He had gone into exile, lived in Japan until 1909, then in southern China,
and eventually returned to Japan. He attracted a revolving coterie of young Viet-
namese disaffected by the situation in their homeland. In January 1913, follow-
ing the overthrow of the Manchus, Cuong De became converted to the idea of
a Vietnamese republic and named himself the first president of a revolutionary
council-in-exile.* Cuong De edited a manifesto sent to the peace conference at
Versailles in 1918, and addressed a letter to President Wilson, using Japanese
intermediaries.*!

Louis Marty, one of the group of enlightened high French civil servants,
befriended Pham Quynh and was instrumental in helping him found the Nam
Phong, which Marty saw as a tool to mobilize patriotic Vietnamese behind the
government’s efforts and also to counter the propaganda of Vietnamese exiles.
Marty’s hand was also to be seen behind efforts to persuade the government
general to introduce a greater degree of representativity into Vietnamese struc-
tures with the aim of making them more modern. In 1920, Chambers of Peo-
ple’s Representatives were established at the résidence supérieure of Tonkin and at
the Hue court and soon became chaired by Vietnamese businesspeople and
industrialists instead of lettrés. The same year a Colonial Council was estab-
lished in Cochinchina, and the number of its elected Vietnamese representa-
tives was increased two years later.*
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It is ironic that in spite of their friendly sentiments toward the Vietnamese,
and much to their chagrin, liberals such as Marty were compelled to spend
more of their time on police work to repress the minority of agitators whose
misdeeds continued to punctuate the scene. In 1908, French police traced the
links of the revolutionary exiles to a mysterious affair centering on an attempt
to poison soldiers in a barracks in Hanoi. In 1913, a bomb exploded in Hanoi,
killing two oftficers, and eight unexploded bombs were found near administra-
tive buildings in Saigon and Cholon; again, links with the exiles were uncov-
ered. In January 1916, trouble broke out in Bien Hoa during a campaign to
recruit volunteers for France’s war effort; such troubles often were provoked
by overzealous mandarins seeking to win favor with the French. The involve-
ment of secret societies in these troubles, about which Marty compiled two
reports on the basis of precious details brought to his attention by his Vietnam-
ese collaborators, led the government to declare a state of siege, thereby involv-
ing the military* In an effort to bring some order to the hodgepodge of civil
and military police organizations, the French created the Stireté Générale in
1917 to unity all the police services in Indochina.

In 1924 an anarchist attempted to assassinate Governor General Martial
Merlin by hurling a bomb hidden in a camera at him as he sat down to a ban-
quet in Canton; amazingly, Merlin escaped unharmed, although three others
present were killed. The activities of the exiles led the French to follow the
comings and goings of these men with particular attention and to infiltrate
agents into their revolutionary organizations.

Nor did the emperors at Hue always help their cause with their constant
examples of ineptitude, squabbling with their courtiers, and sometimes poor
choices for successors. The death of an emperor became the occasion for court
advisers and dowager empresses, who continued to live in the palace and ex-
erted a great influence over the succession, to advance their favorite candidates.
After the inglorious chapter written in 1883—1885 with the rapid passing of five
pretenders to the throne, Dong Khanh, in whom great hopes had been placed,
succumbed prematurely to fever in 1889; Thanh Thai was declared to be inca-
pacitated and deposed in 1907; and Duy Tan was implicated in an abortive re-
volt against French rule in 1916 and sent into exile in Réunion. Thanh Thai had
been a child of nine when he succeeded to the throne, and Duy Tan eight.

Try as they might, the advisers and dowager empresses were unable to pre-
vent the seemingly inexorable reduction of the monarch to a mere figurchead.
Had the emperors with whom the French had to deal been mature leaders, it
might have been a difterent story. But the impressionable young men who re-
ceived their advice on a daily basis proved to be all too pliable instruments at the
hands of the French résidents supérieurs in Hue. Duy Tan’s successor, Khai Dinh,
was sent on an elaborate educational visit to France, which he had finally cut short
to return home. The visit served mainly to impress on the emperor how back-
ward his country was, and created the public impression of an interregnum, not
the result hoped for by the French. It was two hours after Khai Dinh’s death from
illness on November 6, 1925, that the French took the final step to divest the
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monarchy of its remaining secular powers. A convention previously drafted was
presented to the Council of Regents for signature; it stated that “the multiplicity
of current affairs did not permit the sovereign to intervene personally in the ev-
eryday administration of the country” and henceforth “only regulations concern-
ing religious rites or the constitutional rules of the kingdom would constitute
matters for royal ordinances.”* It was a coup d’état heavy with consequences.

On his deathbed, Khai Dinh confided to the résident supérieur, Pierre Pasquier,
who was himself a member of the enlightened civil servants’ group, that he feared
for the future and placed his hopes in the French to take all measures necessitated
by the circumstances and to see to the conduct of the kingdom. A growing chorus
of anti-monarchical sentiment had made its appearance in Cochinchina and even
in Annam, where tracts were sent to the provinces by the post oftice in Tourane.
As if a sign from heaven, a typhoon had struck the Hue region the previous year,
barely a month after the end of celebrations marking Khai Dinh’s fortieth birth-
day, causing much damage to the rice crop. Khai Dinh’s death received far less
attention in the Vietnamese press, however, than the return to Vietnam at about
the same time of Phan Chu Trinh, who had become one of the severest critics of
the monarchy. During his years of self-imposed exile in France, his application
for French citizenship had been rejected, and it must have seemed to the Viet-
namese that this rejection exposed for all to see the glaring contradiction between
France’s welcoming image of equality and reality. Phan Chu Trinh was welcomed
as a prodigal son.

At Hue, the choice of a successor fell, once again, on a minor, Khai Dinh’s
son, Prince Vinh Thuy, who was to take the reign name Bao Dai. Bao Dai re-
turned to Vietnam after receiving his education in France only in 1932, by
which time the security of the kingdom had been badly shaken by open revolt
in Yen Bay and Nghe An. On learning for the first time of the convention of
November 6, 1925, however, Bao Dai resolved to use what influence the mon-
arch had left to persuade the French to desist in their efforts to run the everyday
affairs of the kingdom and return to a form of governance more in keeping with
the letter of the 1884 treaty of protectorate.®

REVOLUTIONARY ORGANIZATIONS

The Stireté, on the basis of its informer networks, was by now aware of the exist-
ence of a new set of political parties or organizations formed along revolutionary
lines. These included the Tam Tam Xa (Society of Like Hearts) based in southern
China, formed in 1923; the Viet Nam Thanh Nien Cach Mang Hoi (Vietnamese
Revolutionary Youth Association), formed in June 1925 by Nguyén Ai Quoc
(“Nguyén the Patriot”), the pseudonym of Nguyén Tat Thanh, who had been
born in 1890 in the northern Annam province of Nghe An but who had lived
abroad since 1911 and had also, like Cuong De, addressed a petition to the Ver-
sailles peace conference arguing the plight of colonized peoples; the Tan Viet
based in Annam (formed in 1926); the Thanh Nien Cao Vong (The Hopes of
Youth) group formed by Nguyén An Ninh in Cochinchina; and the Viet Nam
Quoc Dan Dang (Vietnamese Nationalist Party, VNQDD), formed in Decem-
ber 1927.
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The mutiny of 40 tirailleurs at the barracks at Yen Bay in Tonkin in the early
hours of February 10, 1930, and a simultancous attack on the militia post at
nearby Hung Hoa, however, caught the French by surprise. The actions showed
how a party with an effective propaganda arm organized by clandestine cells, in
this case the VNQDD, could mount a conspiratorial action under the noses of
the Stireté. For the French, the worst part was that this had happened within the
military, which was meant to be the backbone of the colonial authority. An agent
of military intelligence in the unit had learned of the plot five days beforehand
and had tried to warn his superiors, but they did nothing. Investigators found
that the unit had been the object of VNQDD subversion since the beginning of
1929 and that even cell meetings had gone completely undetected.* In all, 545
tirailleurs and indigenous non-commissioned officers, judged to be no longer
trustworthy, were subjected to disciplinary action. The lapses revealed by the
investigation called for an overhaul in French intelligence, giving the Streté an
entry into the military that it had not had before Yen Bay. Conversely, military
commanders now were enjoined to assume surveillance responsibilities that
had heretofore been civilian in nature.*’

As they were about to be guillotined, Nguyén Thai Hoc and his 12 follow-
ers shouted “Vietnam!” Befuddled by the extreme anti-French character of
these incidents of violence, however, the Streté, echoing the French press,
tended to attribute all revolutionary violence to Communist groups affiliated
with the Third International and to underestimate the non-Communist groups.
Such simple-minded explanations of the outbreak of revolutionary violence
were firmly rejected by the Constitutionalist Party in Cochinchina. Even be-
fore Yen Bay, the Constitutionalists had warned the French that the population
was gravely discontented and that instead of repressing the expression of this
discontent the authorities should be secking out and treating its causes. Yen Bay
served to confirm the Constitutionalists in their analysis. Articles in La Tribune
Indochinoise contrasted the natural riches of Indochina and its people with the
moral repression imposed by the colonial authorities. The latter gave rise to an
“exasperated nationalism” of the masses.*

The peasant and workers’ uprising in Nghe An and Ha Tinh in Annam
three months after the Yen Bay mutiny, however, was to prove to the Stareté as
well as to the moderate nationalists that the Communists were moving rapidly
to take over the leadership of insurrectionary activities in Indochina and that
the repressive measures taken by the French against the VNQDD, effective as
they were, had not solved the problem.

The Society of Like Hearts served Nguyén Ai Quoc as a nucleus of what
was to become a long list of front organizations. The Vietnamese Revolutionary
Youth Association was intended to be a nursery for the training and education
of committed Marxist-Leninists, but it was also to serve for propaganda and
mass mobilization purposes. Its stated objectives were impeccably revolution-
ary and nationalist: the overthrow of the French and the restoration of indepen-
dence through the organization of an anti-imperialist front of all progressive
factions in Vietnam.
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Behind these stated objectives, however, there was another, one that
Nguyén Ai Quoc spelled out in a pamphlet he published at the beginning of
1926, “Duong Cach Menh” (“The Road to Revolution”),* in which he argued
for the benefit of other Vietnamese revolutionaries the applicability of Marxism
to Vietnam. He contended that reliance on reformism should be strongly op-
posed—the Russian revolution got rid not only of the tsar but also of capitalists
and landlords; the making of revolution was not to be entrusted to a few iso-
lated heroes engaged in a romantic but quixotic struggle against the forces of
evil. Instead, revolutionary unity was to be stressed as all important, and the
final stage of the revolution was to be led by a highly disciplined and united
Marxist-Leninist party under the leadership of the Communist International
(Comintern). Thus, while the programs announced by Quoc’s front organiza-
tions throughout his long career often sounded like those of other nationalist
organizations, the big and lasting difference that separated them was that
Quoc’s final objective was the imposition of a Marxist-Leninist dictatorship.
But this was naturally kept a secret known only to the party faithful. Quoc had
his recruits honor the sacrifice of the man who had hurled the bomb at Martial
Merlin in Canton but did not recommend his methods to them; it was an im-
portant distinction.*

Nguyén Ai Quoc had come under the influence of Lenin while living in
Paris; after being given a copy of Lenin’s Theses on the National and Colonial Ques-
tions (1920), which was reprinted in L’Humanité, he was to accord, as he later
wrote, total confidence in Lenin.®' Quoc secretly left Paris, where he had been
under police surveillance, and made his way to Moscow. His papers, made out
in the pseudonym Tran Vang, were stamped by the border guards on arrival at
Petrograd on June 30, 1923.52 In Moscow, he was made a delegate for the Far
East to the Third International. After the Vietnamese Communists came to
power and tore down statues to the French and renamed French street names,
they acknowledged their debt to Lenin by erecting a statue of Lenin in a square
in Hanoi. Years later, Quoc, who had changed his name once again to Ho Chi
Minh (“He Who Enlightens”), in telling foreign visitors about Lenin’s death,
shed tears, which led them to speculate about whether this reflected Ho’s genu-
ine emotion or was a display of a cheap trick.”

In Moscow, Quoc discovered an entirely new way to deal with the French
in French Indochina—organizing a revolution on the pattern of the Bolshevik
Revolution of 1917—an enterprise which he thought offered some prospect of
success. He had sided with Lenin in the great debate which pitted Lenin against
M. N. Roy over policy toward national liberation movements in the colonies
and had become a lifelong Leninist. As his future licutenant in the party, Le
Duan, was to write:

President Ho’s first great service was to associate the Vietnamese
revolutionary movement with the international workers’ movement
and guide the Vietnamese in following the path that he himself had
followed—the path leading from patriotism to Marxism-Leninism.
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That was the only liberation path, the path which the Russian October
Revolution had opened for the workers and oppressed worldwide.
Marxism-Leninism came to the Vietnamese “in the same way as water
comes to a thirsty traveler or rice to a hungry one.”**

In 1925, Quoc was sent to China by the Comintern; in succeeding years he
traveled in Siam and Singapore. In 1930, he was back in Hong Kong, where he
brought together three revolutionary groups to found the Vietnamese Com-
munist Party, whose name was shortly changed to Indochinese Communist
Party (ICP) at the behest of the Comintern. After a long stay in Moscow, Quoc
returned to Kwangsi in 1938 and began organizing front groups capable of mo-
bilizing resistance to the French.

The Streté in Indochina could be excused for its confusion concerning the
role of Communists in insurrectionary activities. By the beginning of 1930,
there were no fewer than three Communist organizations operating in Viet-
nam, each calling itself the legitimate representative of the Vietnamese working
class and organizing working people into cells and each seeking formal recogni-
tion from the Comintern. That February, however, the Stireté had the good
luck to intercept another of Quoc’s letters, this one sent from Hong Kong ad-
dressed to the central committee of the Revolutionary Youth Association seek-
ing recognition of the Indochinese Communist Party as an autonomous section
of the Comintern. Thus, the Stireté learned for the first time that the Revolu-
tionary Youth Association and the ICP were parts of the same organization.®

What had happened was that the members of the Revolutionary Youth As-
sociation, having fallen on hard times due to the constant repression exerted by
the Chinese Kuomintang, had split up into two new and separate organizations.
In Moscow the Sixth Comintern Congress held in the summer of 1928, draw-
ing on the experience of the Kuomintang-Communist split in China, signaled a
leftward shift in the direction for world Communist strategy. In Tonkin, 20
Youth Association delegates meeting in Hanoi in June 1929 declared the disso-
lution of the organization and the establishment of an Indochinese Communist
Party (Dong Duong Cong San Dang) having statutes and regulations based on
the Comintern’s ready-made “Model Statutes for a Communist Party” and the
Comintern’s 1928 program. This party shortly absorbed virtually all former
Youth Association members in Tonkin and began to make inroads into Annam.
In Cochinchina, Youth Association members in the autumn of 1929 decided to
dissolve and transform their organization into a Communist party, calling it
Annamese Communism (An Nam Cong San). This party published a mani-
festo criticizing the ICP and made public its own political program and regula-
tions. Finally, in January 1930 in Annam members of the Tan Viet, meeting a
rebuff from the other two Communist organizations, formally transformed
their organization into a League of Indochinese Communists (Dong Duong
Cong San Lien Doan).

At a meeting of their representatives convoked by Quoc in the name of the
Comintern in Hong Kong on February 3-7, 1930, the first two Communist
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organizations (apparently unaware of the dissolution of the Tan Viet), after a few
days of exchanging invective, recriminations, and mutual accusations, agreed to
dissolve their organizations and establish a unified Communist party, to be called
the Vietnamese Communist Party (Dang Cong San Viet Nam), a name that fig-
ures in a note Quoc wrote on January 6. The founding date of the party is today
commemorated as February 3. After receiving subsequent criticism from the
Comintern for promoting narrow national chauvinism while downplaying the
importance of proletarian internationalism, a new conference was convened in
October 1930 and the party’s name changed to the Indochinese Communist
Party. At this meeting, now referred to as the First Plenum of the party’s central
committee, Quoc presided in his capacity as representative of the Comintern
along with the party’s secretary-general designate, Tran Phu, a young Commu-
nist from Quang Ngai who had recently returned to South China after attending
training sessions at the University for the Toilers of the East in Moscow.*® One of
the first steps taken by the new party was to create front organizations for all
sections of Vietnamese society (workers, peasants, religious groups, women, etc.).
As a party periodical later explained the name change:

Although the three countries are made up of different races, with dif-
ferent languages, different traditions, different behavior patterns, in re-
ality they form only one country. . . . It is . . . not possible to make a
revolution separately for Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. In order to op-
pose the enemy of the revolution which has a united concentration of
force in the entire Indochina, the Communist party will have to con-
centrate the forces of the Indochinese proletariat in a united front. . . .
Although the party’s name is only a form, since the form is important
for the revolution, the change has to be made.”

The early months of 1930 saw an outbreak of strikes at the Phu Rieng rubber
plantation in Cochinchina, at a match factory at Ben Thuy in Annam, and at a
cotton factory in Nam Dinh in Tonkin. Workers’ conditions were certainly poor
in these establishments and had probably been made worse by the Great Depres-
sion. By mid-April, workers had left their jobs at several industrial centers in
Hanoi and Haiphong. On May Day, peasants joined workers in marches in Thai
Binh province. In Nghe An province, 3,000 peasants raided a plantation owned
by a Cochinchinese, seized rice and tools, destroyed property, and planted the red
hammer-and-sickle flag on the main administration building. This was the first
of a series of jacqueries in the Song Ca valley west of the provincial capital of
Vinh. Leading factors behind the unrest in the region were widespread hunger,
anger over high taxes and the monopolies, and mandarin exactions and corrup-
tion. Many peasants had abandoned their land and moved into Vinh and its in-
dustrial suburbs in search of work. The protest movement was spread by many of
these migrant workers returning to their villages to agitate.

The unrest was undoubtedly exploited by local Communist cadres, who
saw themselves as doing no more than following the Comintern’s directives for
world proletarian revolution. However, the central leadership of the party ap-
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pears to have been caught unaware by the development and even seems to have
opposed the resort to violence. Above all, the episode showed how poorly pre-
pared the party was, with its Comintern-inspired focus on an urban proletariat,
to take advantage of genuine grievances on the part of the majority rural popu-
lation. Afterward, the party sought to claim credit for the uprising, mainly in
the form of articles by the skilled propagandist Tran Huy Liecu.

When the French, who had few of their own troops in the area and relied
mainly on Vietnamese militia, responded with force to a march by several thou-
sand peasants from Yen Xuyen toward Vinh, soviets were established in many
districts of the provinces. These were relatively simple organizations, resem-
bling peasant associations. Villagers were summoned to a meeting by the drum
of the dinh and the proposed regulations were then read. Those who assented
automatically became members of the soviet, which formed an administrative
committee composed of villagers and party cell members in attendance.

The Constitutionalists carried their analysis one step further. The “exas-
perated nationalism” of the masses evident in Cochinchina as elsewhere in Viet-
nam was fertile ground for agitators, who worked to transform what began as
demonstrations to remedy legitimate grievances into irremediable conflict by
provoking bloodshed. As La Tribune Indochinoise reported in 1930, “Actually, be-
neath the nationalist mask in which they were masquerading, they were work-
ing to provoke a class struggle.”® The description fit the Communist Party and
its leader, Nguyén Ai Quoc, perfectly.

For the monarchy, which was momentarily in the custody of a regent, Ton
That Han, the protest movement in Nghe An and the neighboring province of
Ha Tinh posed a dilemma. On the one hand, the French, going back on their
seizure of power of November 6, 1925, compelled the court to countersign all
proclamations emanating from the government general; on the other its man-
darins, who in many cases had contributed to the popular discontent, had fled
to the safety of the towns. Nguyén Huu Bai, the aged prime minister who had
presided over the Co Mat for a quarter of a century, was given vice-regal powers
to deal with the situation. He devised a plan to combine military and political
measures to pacify the riot-torn areas. Local military forces would be reinforced
by a system of military posts manned by loyal troops and locally recruited mili-
tia. Clan patriarchs would be made responsible for the behavior of all members
of the kinship unit. Parent-teacher associations would be formed to control the
behavior of students. Local political authority would be strengthened by the
creation of a political organization to operate at the village level. Finally, to pre-
vent the unrest from spreading elsewhere, natives of Nghe An and Ha Tinh
residing elsewhere were told to return to their home villages.

French repression of the party was swift and efficient. The police arrested a
central committee member, Ngd Duc Tri, who told the locations of many other
party leaders and other secrets. During March and April 1931, almost the entire
central committee in Vietnam was seized and its regional committees dis-
persed.” One member who escaped arrest was a young history student, Vo
Nguyén Giap, whose application for the post of professor at the Thang Long
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school in Hanoi was presented by the school’s director to the résident supérieur in
October 1934. Four months later, the director of education in Tonkin signed
the authorization with the approval of the résident supérieur (and against the ad-
vice of the police, which had recommended it be rejected on grounds of find-
ings of an investigation into Giap’s background).® Another professor at the
Thang Long school, who became a good friend of Giap’s, was Hoang Minh
Giam, who came from a village upriver from the capital known for producing
intellectuals. Many of the ICP members arrested after the troubles of 1930 were
released when the Popular Front came to power in France in 1936.

Bao Da1 aNnD N6 DiNa DIEM

The coup d’état of November 6, 1925, had led the French into a political im-
passe: by depriving the monarch of all but his religious functions, they had
assumed responsibility for putting down discontent, even when it stemmed
from economic causes, as had been the case in Nghe-Tinh. Yet they had little
power to correct the basic causes of popular grievances.

In response to reports from Indochina, left-wing members of the National
Assembly in Paris argued unsuccesstully for the sending of a commission of
inquiry to look into conditions. Minister of Colonies Paul Reynaud finally
agreed in the summer of 1931 to make an inspection trip to Indochina. Upon
his arrival in mid-October, Reynaud was met by a chorus of demands for re-
form in Annam and Cochinchina. The most eloquent were expressed by Pham
Quynbh, focusing, in a famous series of articles titled “Vers une Constitution,”
on the restoration of monarchical powers and the need to give the Vietnamese
greater national identity under French rule. What Reynaud was willing to con-
cede, however, was far short of this, and the reforms Reynaud actually put in
motion on such matters as a reduction in the rice export tax, an extension of
long-term agricultural credit arrangements, an abrogation of imprisonment for
debt, and reforms in the mandarinate, were tentative at best. The one signifi-
cant step Reynaud took was to accede to King Sisavang Vong’s request that
France formalize the protectorate over Luang Prabang by a treaty.

With the Vietnamese, the real action began not with Reynaud’s visit but
with the return to Hue of Emperor Bao Dai in September 1932. With the be-
nign approval of Governor General Pierre Pasquier, the convention of Novem-
ber 6, 1925, was abolished and a royal decree issued listing the various reforms
that Bao Dai would eventually initiate in the fields of justice, education, and the
mandarinate, and a broadening of the powers of the Chamber of Representa-
tives of the People, which had been provided for under that convention but
which the French résident supérieur, Yves Chatel, had succeeded in depriving
of any real power, on the model of the Colonial Council of Cochinchina.

By May 1933 Bao Dai was ready. In a series of surprising moves, he dis-
missed the old Council of Ministers and said he would take over as his own
prime minister in place of the 72-year-old mandarin Nguyén Huu Bai, who
had maneuvered behind the scenes to sabotage Chatel’s projects for taking all
power into French hands. He also appointed a new five-man cabinet. Before
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resigning, Bai had obtained Bao Dai’s agreement to name a Catholic mandarin to
the post of minister of interior in order to safeguard the traditional influence of
Catholicism in the Imperial Council. Bai’s nomination of his son-in-law, Ngo
Dinh Khoi, however, was turned down by Bao Dai, who named Khoi’s brother,
Ng6 Dinh Diem, instead. The remainder of the cabinet was composed of Pham
Quynh (director of cabinet and responsible for national education), Ho Dac Khai
(finances and social welfare), Bui Bang Doan (justice), and Thai Van Toan (works,
arts, and rites). At the same time, Bao Dai established a mixed commission of
Vietnamese and French to watch over the reforms promised the previous Sep-
tember, of which Quynh was president and Diem was secretary. These moves
had Pasquier’s tacit approval, a fact that gave rise to grumbling on the part of
many nationalists that Bao Dai and his young ministers were merely acting as
French puppets. Diem and the others therefore faced the difficult choice between
enacting some reforms from within and putting up with criticism, or staying on
the sidelines and criticizing without being able to influence events.

Diem came from a family of Dai Phong village, near Giap’s native village of
Vo Xa in Le Thuy District, Quang Binh Province in Annam, that had converted
to Catholicism in the seventeenth century and had been persecuted along with
other Catholics by Minh Mang and Tu Duc. The family was nearly wiped out
in 1870 when an anti-Catholic mob cornered nearly 100 members in a church
and set fire to it. Diem had been born on January 3, 1901, in Hue, the son of
Ng6 Dinh Kha, a mandarin first class at the court of Thanh Thai. When Thanh
Thai was deposed in 1908, Kha had resigned in protest, and his son Diem was
taken in hand by Nguyén Huu Bai, who was to have a deep influence on him,
and who persuaded him to embark on a career as an administrator. After his
studies at the lycée in Hue, Diem declined the offer of a scholarship in France
and studied at the School for Law and Administration in Hanoi, where he grad-
uated in 1921 at the top of his class of 20. At the age of 28, Diem was appointed
governor of Phan Thiet (Binh Thuan).

One of the reforms before the mixed commission was to legislate a separa-
tion of the executive and judicial powers of the mandarinate. The combination
of these powers was the source of much of the well-known corruption in the
mandarinate. The reform would establish a body of judges of the peace to take
over administration of justice at the planned introduction into Annam of the
Morché Code, named for the president of the court of appeal in Hanoi who had
codified a modern version of the Gia Long Code. The reform was opposed by
Bai, and Diem felt obliged to oppose it himself out of considerations of family
and professional solidarity. This opposition brought him into conflict with
Quynh, who was supported by Chatel. Diem fought back by leaking reports of
meetings of the mixed commission to two French-language Saigon newspapers
which were not subject to censorship. When one of his communications was
intercepted by the French police, Diem had to resign his post in September.®!

Diem was replaced as minister by Quynh, and his name was stricken from
the mandarinate by the Imperial Council. He had to earn a living teaching French
in the family home in Hue. He felt he had not been supported by Bao Dai. From
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this time on, Diem became Vietnam’s leading non-violent revolutionary. The
National Revolutionary Movement which supported his government after 1954
claimed to date from the “clandestine struggle for the revolution of national inde-
pendence and human emancipation” which Diem inaugurated in 1933.%

The Decoux Regime

During the Popular Front in France, the Indochinese enjoyed a short-lived pe-
riod of liberalism in the government general. With the approach of World War
I, however, the governors general became military officers, and their preoccu-
pation with dealing with the Japanese military gave them little leeway or incen-
tive to enlarge the powers of the monarchies in Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos or
to enact liberal reforms.

INITIAL NEGOTIATIONS WITH THE JAPANESE

With Japan deeply involved in China, the Japanese military’s main interest in
Southeast Asia in the summer of 1940 was to close off the Hanoi-Yunnan rail-
road, over which goods for China transited, to the profit of the Indochina govern-
ment general. This trade had already aroused the concern of the Japanese military
in China, and the French were blaming the Chinese for allowing a backlog of
goods to accumulate at Haiphong, as the American consul in Hanoi, Charles S.
Reed I1, reported. Reed quickly concluded that French policy in Indochina would
be one of “understandable self-interest and political expediency.”®

On June 19, the French ambassador in Tokyo, Charles Arséne-Henry, no-
tified the Japanese foreign ministry that the governor general in Indochina,
General Georges Catroux, had taken action to close oft the flow of supplies to
China, acceding to Japanese demands.* By June 25, the flow of supplies had
been reduced by more than half.® In Hanoi, Catroux next received a Japanese
surveillance group headed by Major General Issaku Nishihara to observe the
border closure. He also approved the turnover to Japan of large quantities of
supplies warchoused at Haiphong that had been destined for China.

The home government to which Catroux was responsible had just sus-
tained the worst defeat in France’s history and was about to install itself in the
hotels of the spa at Vichy under the umbrella of an armistice with Germany.
Although the armistice instrument made no specific provisions respecting
Indochina, it allowed the French the use of their fleet to protect their interests
in the empire. The empire itself was an important asset in the eyes of the de-
feated (but surviving) Metropolitan government, and there was considerable
determination not to let Indochina go.

Catroux’s actions in cutting oft the flow of supplies to China led to his
being cashiered on June 25 for having acted without his government’s author-
ity. As Catroux was quick to point out, he had received not the slightest token of
support from outside Indochina. Without this, the Indochina Army, which had
been brought to a total strength of 90,000 men (of whom 14,500 were Europe-
ans) through a mobilization campaign at the beginning of 1940,% was in no
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position to resist the Japanese demands; the Japanese enjoyed overwhelming
superiority to the north in China and at sea off the Indochina coast, and the
Indochina Army lacked enough officers and had ammunition for only a few
weeks’ fighting. A Japanese armed intervention would merely lead them to treat
French Indochina as conquered territory. A weightier consideration may have
been the fact that Catroux made no secret of the fact that he intended to honor
the Franco-British alliance and was in touch with British officials in Singapore.
In fact, after leaving Indochina, Catroux joined the Free French movement in
London of General Charles de Gaulle, whom he had met for the first time in a
German prisoner of war camp during World War I and who had been under his
authority during de Gaulle’s brief posting in Lebanon in the 1930s.

In Catroux’s place the French government, still headed by President Albert
Lebrun, appointed a new interim governor general, Vice Admiral Jean Decoux,
commander of French naval forces in the Far East, whose headquarters were at
Saigon. There ensued a period of overlap between Catroux and Decoux, during
which the need to deal with the demands being made by the Nishihara mission
dominated all else. The subsequently published memoirs of the two men®”
show that while both thought the change of leadership in this time of crisis
unwise, they were equally determined to make no concessions on the sover-
eignty of French Indochina. Catroux writes that he thought Decoux repudiated
the armistice and the government that had signed it.*® Decoux, however, did
not place much stock in help from the British, especially after the senior British
admiral in the area stopped in Saigon on his way from Hong Kong to Singapore
at the end of June and confided to Decoux that he might receive an order from
the admiralty in London to sink Decoux’s flagship. The difterence in viewpoint
between the two men also probably reflected the different services in which
they had made their careers. In the words of one Frenchman who experienced
both in the course of his wartime military service, “In the army, discipline is
more formal and more military; in the navy, it is less apparent but applied more
loyally.”® For Decousx, the idea of taking the warships under his command to
Singapore was unthinkable.

Decoux was playing a subtle game of waiting for Catroux to conclude his
negotiations with Nishihara; he sent back reassuring messages in response to
impatient telegrams from Vichy that asked whether the transfer of authority
had occurred. When he finally left Saigon for Hanoi to assume the governor
generalship, he chose to take the train; he took over on July 20. During this
interim, Catroux purposely dragged out the negotiations with Nishihara, while,
taking advantage of Japan’s interest in acquiring military bases in Indochina, he
sent a mission to the United States to obtain badly needed arms, particularly
aircraft, according to documents in the French archives. Catroux ordered his
troops to remain vigilant but to avoid any provocations. He informed the min-
istry of colonies that native opinion in Indochina was relieved to learn that war
with Japan had been averted. For many months the government at Vichy re-
garded the power of the United States as the bulwark protecting Indochina
against Japanese aggression.”
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Catroux appears to have been aided in this game by the personality of Gen-
eral Nishihara, who had served in Paris as a military attaché and spoke fluent
French, and by the fact that Nishihara’s mission was composed of representa-
tives of different elements of the Japanese ruling circles who concealed infor-
mation from each other and tried to advance the agendas of their agencies in
Tokyo. In addition, Catroux shrewdly appointed Japanese-speaking officers as
liaison officers to the checkpoints established by the Nishihara mission. The
French military attaché in Tokyo, Major P. Thiébaut, had accompanied Nishi-
hara to Hanoi, and his close relations with Nishihara further exacerbated the
rivalries among Nishihara’s subordinates.”

Apparently as part of his game plan, according to documents in the Japanese
archives, Catroux on July 6 proposed to Nishihara that his government general
enter into a “defense alliance” with Japan.”? The proposal was immediately ac-
cepted, although there apparently remained differences of interpretation about
what such a “defense alliance” would imply. According to one existing version of
the Japanese understanding, Japan and French Indochina would mount joint op-
erations against the government of Chiang Kai-shek that would involve Japanese
forces attacking Chinese territory from the direction of French Indochina, Japa-
nese forces defending French Indochina’s territory jointly with French Indochina
forces, and French Indochina forces defending French Indochina’s territory. In
return, French Indochina would grant permission for Japanese troops and mili-
tary supplies to transit French Indochina and would provide “other assistance
necessary for joint operations.” Finally, Japan would guarantee French Indo-
china’s “independence.””

From Catroux’s point of view, the “defense alliance” proposal was mainly
for the form. Its great advantage was that it preserved the status quo in French
Indochina. Japanese troops in French Indochina would not be an occupying
army, as the Germans were in the two-thirds of France that was occupied. Japa-
nese troops were already fighting in China, and their opening a new front from
bases in Indochina would not give them an advantage they did not already en-
joy. As for the involvement of the Indochina Army, it was in no condition to
undertake a campaign in China, which in any case the alliance would not re-
quire it to attempt.

Disaster at the hands of the Japanese was only narrowly averted, however.
Major Thiébaut had warned Catroux that the slightest sign of dissidence from
Vichy on his part would be interpreted as a change in the status quo in Asia and
would precipitate a Japanese military takeover of Indochina, for which there
was already great pressure being exerted by Japan’s Canton Army in southern
China. Catroux therefore kept his thoughts to himself, and continued to send
his situation reports to Vichy as before, sure that the Japanese would read them.
Vichy, however, had had enough of this game, and informed the Tokyo govern-
ment directly that Catroux was no longer its governor general in Indochina.
Whereupon, being convinced that his continuation in office “would inevitably
expose the colony to the invasion that I had prevented,””* Catroux handed over
his charge to Decoux.
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THE “CoMMON DEFENSE”

Mindful of Catroux’s unhappy experience, Decoux refrained from making con-
cessions to the Japanese that had not been approved by Vichy. He obtained con-
firmation of his position as governor general and moved into the Puginier
Palace in Hanoi. He lost no time in throwing the ball into Vichy’s hands. On
August 30, Ambassador Arséne-Henry and Foreign Minister Matsuoka Yosuke
exchanged letters in Tokyo whereby Japan agreed to respect the territorial in-
tegrity of Indochina in exchange for consideration of the “procurement of spe-
cial military facilities” connected with Japan’s operations against China that
were to be further negotiated on the spot.” At this point, Decoux was still in-
tending to defend Indochina, but for this he needed the delivery of aircraft on
order from the United States.”

By September, however, Nishihara was pressing his demands for the sta-
tioning of large numbers of troops and the use of military facilities, including
airfields. In the face of these demands, Decoux ordered his chief negotiator,
General Maurice Martin, the general commanding in Indochina, to drag out
the negotiations as long as possible. Every trick was used: the contents of the
Tokyo agreement was gone over word by word, paragraph by paragraph; the
French repeatedly suspended the negotiations to examine the Japanese demands
and then pleaded for more time to consult their superiors. Several times the
negotiations appeared to be on the verge of breakdown. The French even in-
vented reasons for questioning Catroux’s actions (and in the process, succeeded
in getting the impatient Japanese to hand back much of the seized material,
including 1,100 trucks and 17 light aircraft).

The State Department informed Reed on September 18 that it was holding
conversations with the members of a purchasing mission from Indochina—the
arms-purchasing mission Catroux had sent to the United States—and was “giv-
ing active consideration to the question of ways and means of assisting them
toward attaining productive results.” The Department asked Reed particularly
to report on “the character and status of the relationship between the Govern-
ment General and the French Government at Vichy.””” However, Decoux re-
called the mission because it had not managed to acquire any arms.”

Meanwhile, the Japanese 5th Division of the South China Army conducted
exercises near the Tonkin border, even sending a reconnaissance party to cross
the border on September 5. Finally, the Japanese served an ultimatum: if no
agreement was signed by midnight September 22, the 5th Division would cross
the border in force. On receiving the ultimatum, Decoux immediately con-
sulted Vichy, who told him to sign. Thus, on the afternoon of September 22,
the military convention giving Japan the right to station 6,000 troops in Tonkin,
to use three Tonkinese airfields, and to move other troops to embark at Hai-
phong was signed. The convention was temporary—until the satisfactory reso-
lution of the “China incident,” meaning Japan’s war against China.

That evening, Japanese troops, on the initiative of a small group of officers
disregarding the convention and in defiance of the emperor himself, attacked
the border post of Dong Dang and laid siege to Lang Son. After four days of
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sporadic and rather disorganized fighting, the garrison surrendered. The loss of
40 dead and 42 wounded, but above all the desertion of 1,096 men, including
many members of the Tho ethnic minority as well as Tonkinese subverted by
anti-French propaganda, caused consternation at Hanoi. Soon thereafter, a Japa-
nese landing party of 4,500 men reached Haiphong; Decoux ordered that there
be no resistance.

The French protested vigorously Japan’s responsibility for these incidents in
Hanoi and Tokyo. On October 5, in a public ceremony at Lang Son, the Japanese
read a message from their emperor presenting his regrets, exalting Franco-Japa-
nese friendship, and promising the liberation of prisoners. It was a small but badly
needed psychological victory for the French, giving visible proof that the integrity
of Indochina was to be preserved even at the cost of blood. Decoux, judging his
army’s intelligence of enemy forces to have been poor and its delivery of orders to
the front line to have been confused, replaced all his top commanders. He also
ordered that the deserters of Lang Son be hunted down and dealt with severely, a
task which the new résident, Paul Chauvet, did efficiently. Similar harsh treatment
was meted out to the survivors of a band of armed Vietnamese exiles belonging to
the Viet Nam Phuc Quoc Dong Minh Hoi (National Restoration League of Viet-
nam), founded by Cuong De in Shanghai in March 1939, who had unwisely
decided to seize the opportunity of Japan’s action to re-enter Tonkin.

Meanwhile, a full-blown crisis had blown up with Thailand (the name for
Siam since June 1939), where the government of Pibul Songkram was arousing
public opinion with inflammatory speeches in Bangkok and radio broadcasts to
those he called his brethren across the Mekong to rise up against the French, an
endeavor in which he promised help (and for which he had secretly sought
Japanese backing). After a series of increasingly serious incidents in which the
Lao towns on the Mekong were bombed by the Thai, Thai ground troops occu-
pied the right-bank territories of Pak Lay and Bassac in early January 1941 with-
out difficulty.

On January 15, Thai ground troops attacked the outnumbered defenders at
Poipet in Cambodia, forcing the Cambodian firailleurs to fall back.” A French
counterattack the following day failed. At sea, however, on January 17 the
French fleet made a surprise attack off Koh Chang, sinking two Thai destroyers
and three torpedo boats without sustaining a single shell hit, a feat that must
have given considerable satisfaction to the admiral governor general. The Japa-
nese imposed an armistice on January 31, and a convention negotiated in Tokyo
and signed by the French and Thai on May 9 recognized the need to make
certain readjustments of the border in order to prevent conflict in the area. The
convention left the provinces of Battambang and Siem Reap and the right-bank
portions of Laos to Thailand.

The territorial losses embittered the Cambodian and Lao royal families. King
Monivong (r. 1927-1941) protested the convention, to no avail, and secluded
himself at the hill station of Bokor, where he shortly expired. The reaction of the
court at Luang Prabang to the French signing of a convention that gave away
Sayaboury and right-bank Champassak and barely preserved the privilege of the
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monarch of visiting the royal tombs on the opposite bank of the Mekong, was
equally one of outrage. In response, Decoux flew up to Luang Prabang in a
single-engine army plane to offer King Sisavang Vong (r. 1904-1959) a treaty
regularizing the protectorate and enlarging his domains. Under the terms of
the treaty of August 29, 1941, the territories of Vientiane, Xieng Khouang, and
Luang Namtha were included within the sovereignty of the Kingdom of Luang
Prabang. The position of viceroy, abolished by the French at the death of Boun
Khong in 1920, was also reinstituted.

Laos now consisted of Luang Prabang, under French protection, and the
provinces south of the Nam Kading, which were administered directly by the
résident supérieur in Vientiane. The latter had direct authority over the résidents,
who were on an equal footing with the Lao provincial governors (chao khouengs).
He also acted as representative of the French state to the king of Luang Prabang.
The affairs of the kingdom were conducted by a four-member Council headed
by the viceroy. The résident supérieur also coordinated the activities of the public
services of the government general, which operated in both the north and the
south and employed French, Vietnamese, and Lao civil servants.

A final set of accords signed with Japan completed the legal aspect of the
wartime relationship between French Indochina and Japan, which was not to
change until March 9, 1945. Informed ahead of time of the import of the ac-
cord, President Roosevelt called in the Japanese ambassador on July 24 and
made a last-minute effort to prevent the entry of Japanese troops into all of
Indochina by proposing the neutralization of Indochina on the model of Swit-
zerland;® the offer was too late, and it was rejected by Tokyo.

The Protocol Concerning Joint Defense and Mutual Military Cooperation
in French Indochina signed at Vichy on July 29, 1941, by Foreign Minister Ad-
miral Frangois Darlan and Ambassador Kato Sotomatsu provided that “the two
governments undertake to cooperate militarily for the common defense of
French Indochina,” whose territorial integrity and French sovereignty was once
again affirmed.®! An annex removed the restrictions on the Japanese military
presence and specified eight airfields in Annam, Cochinchina, and Cambodia
that the Japanese could use.* This was the result of a change in the strategic
situation as seen by the Japanese military, who now had their eyes set on South-
cast Asia and saw Indochina as a jumping-oft place for the conquest of Burma,
Malaya, and Indonesia. The annex also included financial provisions allowing
the Japanese to draw piasters for the upkeep of their troops in return for setting
aside yen in Tokyo in the form of gold. At war’s end, the French insisted that the
Japanese fulfill this part of the bargain by handing over the gold owed to the
Bank of Indochina. A separate commercial accord, signed in Tokyo on May 6,
1941, obliged Indochina to furnish strategic materials, mainly rice, to Japan.

At the end of July, the Vietnamese, Chinese, and other inhabitants of the
ports of Annam and Cochinchina watched Japanese troops disembarking and
moving into buildings and barracks vacated by French troops for what Radio
Saigon called the “common defense” of their country, without specitying
against whom the defense was directed. Seeing the French flag still flying, they
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must have felt that this peculiar arrangement stemmed from sheer expediency,
and they may well have asked themselves how long it could possibly last. In-
deed, the documentary record confirms its fragility from the very beginning.
Fujio Minoda, Japan’s consul general in Saigon, cabled his ministry that month:

The French Indochina authorities’ retention of sovereignty, that is,
control of government administration and the police, is the cancer of our
policy measures vis-a-vis French Indochina. The same can be said with
regard to economic negotiations, development of resources, and maneu-
vers concerning the Annamese and overseas Chinese. This time, there-
fore, we should take advantage of the slightest provocation by French
Indochina to declare null and void the clauses guaranteeing respect for
French Indochina’s sovereignty and protection of its territorial integrity
in the three agreements of August 30, September 4, and September 22
last year and in the peace treaty between Thailand and French Indochina,
taking a totally different tack unbound by past [commitments].®

INTERNAL REPRESSION

Decoux’s determined stand against those who contested French sovereignty
applied internally as well as externally. It was not for nothing that the Vietnam-
ese used the expression “Toan Quyen” to refer to the governor general, which
means “all the power.” The Indochinese who favored moves toward indepen-
dence for their countries within the existing order were free to express their
opinions in the newspapers, under the watchful eye of the authorities, in this
case the governor general’s inspector of political and administrative affairs. But
troublemakers who broke the law and unleashed violence were to be pitilessly
prosecuted and punished; the adherents of the VNQDD fell in this category.

The Constitutionalist Party and the small Democratic Party more recently
founded by the wealthy Cochinchinese landowner Dr. Nguyén Van Thinh fell
into the former category and posed no problem. Another party that eschewed
violent means, at least for the moment, was the Dai Viet, founded in 1939 by
the VNQDD renegade Truong Tu Anh and by Nguyén Tuong Tam (Nhat
Linh). Composed mainly of intellectuals, especially writers and journalists, the
Dai Viet party believed in using the political system to take over power by infil-
tration and subversion.

The adherents of the Cao Dai, on the other hand, although they foreswore
violence, constituted the closest thing to a mass movement outside the gov-
ernment’s own organizations, and thus were in a position to act autonomously.
In a vast police operation on August 24, 1940, supported by the Garde Indo-
chinoise and army units, 328 Cao Dai temples were entered and searched and
284 of them were closed. Cao Dai private schools and charity clinics were like-
wise closed. In all, using the tons of documents seized by the police to incrimi-
nate ever more of their membership, a total of more than 5,000 members of
various Cao Dai sects were arrested, of which 1,983 members of the clergy,
notables, and simple faithful were kept in prison until their liberation by the
Japanese on March 9, 1945. “Pope” Tac was placed under house arrest at Go
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Cong and then exiled to the Comoros as a precautionary measure under an
order signed by Decoux on August 20, 1941. In his absence, the Cao Dai estab-
lished a quasi-military Supreme Leadership Committee headed by Tran Quang
Vinh. Cao Dai adherents were recruited by the Japanese as manual labor, espe-
cially for building wooden boats in the port of Saigon; they were paid for their
work, which was represented to them as a way to serve their religion.

With the parties that advocated revolutionary violence, worked under-
ground, and dabbled in conspiracies the story was otherwise. The jails were full
of persons who had been convicted of sedition. Their sojourns there produced
several of the leading figures of the ICP, such as Giap, who had been arrested in
1930 and imprisoned in Hue (his wife died in police custody). The conditions
of detention instilled in them a rage to destroy the system of which the jails
were a part. Conversely, Decoux’s police repressed these rebels with a ven-
geance, a stand that accorded well, incidentally, with Vichy’s anti-Bolshevism.

The ICP hoped to take advantage of the confusion in French ranks stem-
ming from the threats to Lang Son and Haiphong. After failing to obtain the
support for its plans of the Indochinese Trotskyite Party (ITP) (the history of
enmity between the two parties was too long) and the southern branch of the
VNQDD (holed up in the Plain of Reeds), the ICP finally launched an insur-
rection on the night of November 22. It was pitilessly crushed by Decoux’s
police, who had been tipped oft by an informer. For a few days, insurrectionary
activities flared at Cholon, Tay Ninh, My Tho, Can Tho, and elsewhere. Many
Vietnamese accused of being servants of the colonialists (some of whom were
members of nationalist parties opposed to the ICP) and a few Frenchmen were
assassinated. Administrative buildings were burned, bridges and ferries were
destroyed, and telegraph poles were knocked down. From the La Grandiére
Palace, the repression was directed by the governor of Cochinchina, Rivoal, and
his inspector of political and administrative affairs, Brasey, whose chief aide was
Nguyén Van Tam of later fame. Decoux ignored Vichy’s recommendation of
clemency. Some 50 people were guillotined, including Nguyén Thi Minh Khai,
an ICP member and sister-in-law of Vo Nguyén Giap, and four to five hundred
others were sentenced to prison terms. Giap’s implacable hatred for the French
may have stemmed in part from these personal experiences; in much the same
way, Lenin’s dedication as a revolutionary seems to have been hardened by his
elder brother’s having been hanged for an attempt on the life of the Tsar.**

Decoux visited some of the affected areas the following month: He stated:

I have visited the regions that recently were troubled by a criminal
agitation. I particularly inspected points that had been the scene of inci-
dents. Everywhere I found a population that was calm and resolved.
This Communist-instigated movement was immediately repressed
with all the energy that seemed called for. I have not tolerated, nor will
I tolerate in the future, that a handful of rebels take it on themselves to
disrupt this country the security of which has been entrusted to me. I
propose to let all honest people know that they will be supported, pro-
tected, and defended.®
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The ITP had enjoyed a brief moment of glory under the Popular Front in
France, when relatively open elections were held for the Colonial Council of
Cochinchina. But in 1939 it, like the ICP, was outlawed by the government
general. The same fate had earlier struck the VNQDD, which had been behind
the failed mutiny at Yen Bay in 1930.

Likewise, in Laos and Cambodia repression was the answer to the slightest
sign of rebellion. When a group of intellectuals led by the professor of Pali Maha
Sila Viravong, Tham Sayasithena, and the Sananikone brothers triggered a pro-
test against the French résident supérieur at the College Pavie in Vientiane in July
1940, they escaped arrest only by fleeing across the Mekong. With covert sup-
port from the Bangkok government, they formed a clandestine party, the Lao
Pen Lao (Laos for the Lao), and continued their anti-French agitation. The Japa-
nese, however, who, on the pattern of French Indochina, had stationed their
troops in the country as a springboard to invading British Burma, kept a watch-
ful eye on the Lao Pen Lao, suspecting them of harboring irredentist designs to
reunite Thailand’s Lao-speaking northeast provinces with the left bank prov-
inces as they had been in ancient Lan Xang,.

In Cambodia, anti-French agitation built up at the end of 1941 and the be-
ginning of 1942. The Buddhist clergy had a legitimate grievance in that a French
ordinance had proscribed the use of the traditional Khmer script, a measure that
affected instruction in Buddhist temple schools. The move oftended the Bud-
dhist clergy (sangha), which saw itself as the curator of Khmer culture, itself en-
shrined in part in the Khmer script and in the Buddhist calendar. Anti-French
articles appeared in the newspaper Nagara Vatta (“Angkor Wat”) founded by Son
Ngoc Thanh, whose father was a Khmer landowner from Cochinchina (called by
the Khmer Kampuchea Krom) and whose mother was Sino-Vietnamese.

The agitation was fed by sermons by the Venerable Hem Chieu, a profes-
sor of Pali, which led to his arrest. The manner of his arrest, which did not
allow for the ritual of his leaving the monastic order of which he was a high-
ranking dignitary, offended many Cambodians. On July 20, 1942, a march to
the prison by 1,000 Buddhists, 100 nationalist supporters, and 50 Cambodian
Cao Dai members was broken up. A special tribunal pronounced death sen-
tences against two of the chief agitators, but this time Decoux listened to Vichy
and commuted them to life imprisonment. After hiding in Phnom Penh and
escaping to Battambang, Son Ngoc Thanh was removed to safety in Japan. He
was to reappear on the Cambodian scene in 1945.

Following this wave of repression, a Buddhist monk, Achar Pres, and a
young practitioner of traditional medicine from Battambang, Sieu Heng, coop-
erated with agents of the ICP and the Communist Party of Thailand in estab-
lishing a guerrilla base in the Cardamom Mountains of southern Battambang.
Thus, unlike in Laos, where the ICP was compelled to infiltrate the nationalist
Lao Issara movement that existed at the Japanese surrender, in Cambodia it had
its agents already on the spot prior to the surrender.

Japanese propaganda, spread by innocuous-sounding bodies such as the
Japanese Cultural Institute in Saigon, was rife. Japanese agents were also active,
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spreading anti-French views and preparing a select few to step in and govern
the Indochinese countries if and when the appropriate time came. These agents
included businessmen such as Matsushita, head of the Dai Nan Koosi, who had
been in Vietnam for decades and spoke fluent Vietnamese. As time went on, the
Kempeitei, which had requisitioned the Franco-Chinese Chamber of Com-
merce building in Saigon’s port area for its headquarters, became increasingly
active and had its Vietnamese agents positioned everywhere.

An agreement between the Indochina government general and the Japa-
nese reserved jurisdiction over all Indochinese to Indochina. But the Japanese
on occasion disregarded this provision and extended protection to certain citi-
zens who they thought could one day be useful to them and who were in immi-
nent danger of arrest by the French police. Protection of these individuals was
also a convenient way for the Japanese to keep a watchful eye on their contacts.
In removing the most endangered people, especially after a sweep by the Stireté
of suspected pro-Japanese Vietnamese in August 1943, the Japanese created
overseas colonies that soon included (in addition to the group surrounding
Cuong De in Tokyo) the Cambodian Son Ngoc Thanh in Tokyo, the Vietnam-
ese historian Tran Trong Kim and the Cao Dai cardinal Dang Trung Chu in
Bangkok, and the Cochinchinese Phuc Quoc leader Tran Van An and Nguyén
Van Sam in Singapore. All these persons were at least as patriotic as Sukarno in
Indonesia, the difference being that in Indochina their agreement with Decoux
prevented the Japanese from giving them free rein. Thus, the Indochinese did
not have their own Sukarno.

Although Bao Dai reigned but did not rule, any thought of replacing him was
considered to be seditious by the colonial authorities. Therefore, the Vietnamese
supporters of Prince Cuong De, Bao Dai’s uncle, who had gone to Japan with
Phan Boi Chau and who had lived there since 1916, were themselves considered
suspect by the ever-vigilant Stireté. These consisted mainly of Caodaists, but also
included the Catholic Ng6 Dinh Diem.

When the French sent the Japanese a note at the end of June or beginning of
July 1944 demanding they turn over Tran Quang Vinh, a Cao Dai bishop under
Japanese protection, Diem became frightened that he would be arrested. Tipped
off by Nguyén Ngoc Tho, first secretary at the résidence supérieure of Annam, thata
French arrest order had been issued, Diem sought protection from a member of
the Japanese consulate in Hue. Diem received a Kempeitai escort as far as
Tourane, where he was placed aboard a Japanese plane for Saigon. At his request,
the Japanese also gave protection to two sons of Cuong De in Hue, who were sent
to safety in Bangkok. At about the same time, a retired Japanese general, Iwane
Matsui, who was close to Cuong De, took the initiative of sending an emissary, Vu
Dinh Dy, to Saigon. Through contacts in the Japanese headquarters in Saigon, Dy
was put in touch with Diem. In September the two men invited Nguyén Xuan
Chu, Le Toan and Vu Van An to join them in forming the Uy Ban Kien Quoc
(Committee for National Reconstruction).® In October this group agreed to
work under Diem and informed the Japanese headquarters that they wished to
form a government under Diem if the occasion arose.
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Another aspect of the regime’s repressive measures centered on French
sympathizers of Free France. Having made up his mind to maintain Indochina’s
attachment to Vichy, Decoux revealed himself to be pitiless against any French-
man who violated military discipline by supporting de Gaulle’s movement in
London. A handful of these would-be Gaullists were arrested as they tried to
leave Indochina by way of China to return to Europe to fight against fascism
and were thrown into prison under terrible conditions. In some cases, the treat-
ment of these officers seared friendships that had been formed years earlier at
Saint Cyr.

As a result of Decoux’s prohibition on Radio Saigon from mentioning “the
dissidence” or the “anti-France” movement, the only way left to people in Indo-
china to obtain news of the Allies or of the rare and inconsequential policy
pronouncements on the future of Indochina by the Free French, was by co-
vertly tuning in to the shortwave broadcasts of the BBC (and, later, the Free
French broadcasting station in Madagascar) or through local contacts with one
or more of the several clandestine intelligence networks operating in Indochina
with links to the outside world. Decoux’s measures against Jews and Freema-
sons, in implementation of laws passed by Vichy, were certainly among the less
honorable of his actions as governor general.

THE AMBIGUOUS SPONSORSHIP OF NATIONALISM

Decoux recognized the danger of leaving the masses to be facile recipients of
Japanese propaganda on the theme “Asia for the Asians.” He launched a vast
program to enlist the support of the Indochinese. At the top level of Indo-
chinese society, this program restored a measure of their traditional dignity to
the three monarchs of Annam, Luang Prabang, and Cambodia, although it cau-
tiously avoided ceding any of the authority over their affairs held by the résidents
supérieurs in their capitals. Their royal palaces were refurbished and their allow-
ances increased. They were encouraged to show themselves in public. Decoux
prided himself in participating in their traditional rituals, such as the Nam Giao
buftalo sacrifice in Annam.

The death on April 23, 1941, of Cambodia’s monarch, King Monivong,
allowed Decoux to exercise the power that his predecessors had wielded in de-
termining the succession to the throne. Formally, the decision was taken by the
Great Council of the Kingdom, but as the French résident supérieur in Phnom
Penh presided over meetings of this august body, the French had the last say. In
the case of the 1941 succession, at least, there were compelling reasons for De-
coux’s final determination and the decision seems to have been reached fairly
easily and without the lengthy exchanges of correspondence with Paris that had
occurred in previous instances.

Decoux put the case to the minister of colonies on March 3, 1941, for
choosing Prince Norodom Sihanouk as the new king. In the succession of 1904,
the French had influenced the choice of Prince Sisowath, a brother of King
Norodom, over that of any of the late king’s sons, thereby creating a dual line of
succession. The choice of Sthanouk, who was a grandson of King Norodom by
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his father and a grandson of King Sisowath by his mother, offered the chance to
repair this breach by putting someone who represented both lineages on the
Cambodian throne. This was Decoux’s main line of argument, and it weighed in
favor of the choice of an 18-year-old boy who was still attending a lycée in Saigon.

Decoux’s decision was accepted by the minister on April 4 after some
troublesome questions had been satisfactorily cleared up by Decoux. These had
to do with ensuring that the throne had not been promised to any other mem-
ber of the numerous royal family, ascertaining the reactions and their possible
political repercussions of disappointed pretenders, secking information about
enlistment of members of the royal family in the French army, and, finally, seck-
ing assurances “that Sihanouk will henceforth offer all guarantees for the future
from the point of view of morality, judgment, character, devotion to France.”®
Of course, there was disappointment in some quarters; the man considered to
have been the principal pretender, Sihanouk’s uncle, Prince Sisowath Moni-
reth, “was notably discontent with the decision.”®®

Decoux’s creation of consultative bodies such as the Federal Council
(1941) and the Grand Federal Council (1943), in which Indochinese held a
majority, was simply symbolic. The admiral reserved all powers of decision to
himself. Nevertheless, in moves designed to lessen the distance separating the
indigenous peoples from the French, Decoux forbade the use of the term “na-
tive” and prescribed “autochthonous” in its place. He forbade French civil ser-
vants to use the familiar “tu” in addressing their autochthonous counterparts.
“The use of ‘vous’ and civility must become the general rule in relations with
the local population,” Decoux declared. He also raised the salaries that manda-
rins received with the aim of reducing corruption, which was a constant prob-
lem and alienated the common people from the French as well as from the
mandarins. He opened public employment to Indochinese with French nation-
ality and did away with differences in recruitment, promotion, and posting be-
tween civil servants of Indochinese and Metropolitan origin.

He saw to the opening of primary schools and colleges, as many as had
been established since the beginning of the century, and encouraged the teach-
ing of the history and literature of the Indochinese countries. He propagated
instruction in quoc ngu in the schools. Appealing to youth, he encouraged the
enrollment of hundreds of thousands in sports and youth brigades which
marched in uniformed cadence along streets and in stadia singing “Maréchal,
nous voila!” in homage to Pétain. The cult of the old marshal, whose large por-
traits were displayed on public buildings, was seen to accord well with the ven-
eration for age in Confucian culture.

Decoux’s ambitious wartime public works program was dominated by road
construction, especially roads that made Laos more accessible. In the effort to
connect Saigon with Luang Prabang by way of the Mckong valley, a distance of
1,680 kilometers, Colonial Road 13 was extended from Pakse to Savannakhet
(240 kilometers) in 1941; was extended 71 kilometers north of Vientiane in
1942; and was completed between Thakhek and Vientiane (130 kilometers) in
1943. Improvements were made to 135 kilometers of the road between Thak-
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hek and Ban Naphao. Work progressed on Colonial Road 23 between Muong
Phine and Saravane; 95 kilometers were filled and 70 kilometers covered with
macadam and two cement bridges, of 280 meters and 160 meters, respectively,
were completed.* On Colonial Road 19 between Stung Treng and Pleiku, fill
was completed on 230 kilometers and macadam on 105 kilometers. On Colo-
nial Road 14 connecting Cochinchina with the Central Highlands, fill, mac-
adam, and bridges were completed on 365 kilometers.”

In public discourse, Decoux began using the name Vietnam and permitted
the Vietnamese royal flag of yellow background with three horizontal red
stripes to be flown alongside the tricolor. He often declared that the Vietnamese
had two mother countries: France and Vietnam. In a real sense, however, De-
coux was competing for the loyalty of the Vietnamese with Japan, which had its
own motives for fostering nationalism in Indochina. Thus, for example, the
General Students Association of the University of Hanoi was founded in 1940.
On May 16, 1943, this association held a mass meeting of some 1,500 students
at which, with Japanese approval, a resolution was adopted calling for the cre-
ation of a “Vietnam National United Movement.” From this association
emerged the Vietnam Democratic Party (Viet Nam Dan Chu Dang), founded
in June 1944, which was to prove a valuable instrument of the Viet Minh in
their takeover in Hanoi; the president of the association, Duong Duc Hien, was
a leading organizer of the new party and joined Ho Chi Minh’s first govern-
ment in August 1945.”

Decoux applied the same duality to Cambodians and Lao as he applied to
the Vietnamese, encouraging them to take pride in their cultural heritage while
at the same time looking to France as their protector. Here, the immediate need
was to counter Thai irredentist propaganda from Radio Bangkok. The regime’s
Hanoi weekly, Indochine, directed by the colonial administrator Georges Pisier,
was full of articles and photographs on the themes of the glories of Angkor and
the ancient Lao kingdoms. The Wat Pra Keo was restored in Vientiane in 1942
and characterized as the national temple of Laos. In carrying out these policies,
Decoux was helped by his being a busy traveler, like Doumer.

The Lao Renovation Movement (Lao Nhay) served Decoux as a suitable
instrument for fostering Lao nationalism, or patriotism, as he preferred to call
it. Its goals were to “provide Laos with its own personality with respect to its
neighbors and to inculcate the sense of patrie.”** The first Lao-language publica-
tions in the style of the modern press resulted from this movement. When the
Service de Propagande Lao published the first issue of Lao Nhay in January
1941 it was handwritten, but it soon acquired printed characters. In its pages,
readers could read news of the country (marriages, births, deaths, appoint-
ments, etc.), both classical and modern poems, and practical information. A
total of 97 issues were published through February 1945, and it achieved a cir-
culation of about 5,000. Another effort was Tin Lao. In accordance with the
deliberate attempt to identify France with the role of protector of the Lao coun-
try and people, the pages of Lao Nhay were sprinkled with references to Pavie,
and the new (1941) Lao national anthem also praised France.
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Early French missionaries in Laos had attempted, through their writings
codifying it with respect to orthography and grammar, to establish the Lao lan-
guage as being on a par with Thai, rather than subordinate to it. Prince Phetsarath
opposed moves to reform the Lao language by writing it using Siamese letters.
The problem of standardizing the Lao language occupied several committees for
many years. What none of these committees was able to accomplish, however,
was accomplished in 1935 with the publication of the first Lao language grammar
by Maha Sila Viravong.

FENDING OFF JAPANESE DEMANDS

On December 8, 1941, the head of the Japanese liaison staff, Major General Tyo,
called on Decoux at the Puginier Palace in Hanoi. He read Decoux an imperial
message demanding a declaration of neutrality as a result of Japan’s declaration of
war against Britain and the United States. Decoux and his diplomatic adviser,
Claude de Boisanger, obtained agreement from Tyo that the contents of the note
be discussed not with Tyo but with Japanese Ambassador Kenkichi Yoshizawa,
who had arrived in September. Yoshizawa had been ambassador to France in the
1930s and spoke good French.

After listing the measures taken the previous night by the Japanese—cutting
all external communications and some internal ones, arresting several French citi-
zens and Consul Reed of the United States, and posting Japanese guards in many
public buildings—Decoux affirmed to the ambassador that his government was
prepared to honor all the commitments undertaken in the July 29, 1941, agree-
ment, including a “common defense,” but pointing out that this precluded any
active participation in Japanese offensive operations.” French Indochina was not
at war against Britain, the United States, or the Dutch East Indies. Therefore, it
was neutral. Yoshizawa gave assurances Reed would not be harmed.

A set of local accords spelling out the foreseen cooperation between the
French and Japanese military in certain key areas such as anti-aircraft defense
were drafted on the same day. These accords represented a small concession,
but fundamentally did not fill in the substance of the “common defense” agree-
ment. The question that remained unasked, and to which no answer could be
given, was: What would be the responsibilities of the government general, and
notably of its armed forces, which included thousands of autochthonous re-
cruits, in the event Indochina became a battleground in the war?

Decoux took care to give the Japanese no excuse to modify in any way, not
to mention overturn, this delicate status quo. No one was more conscious of
the situation than Boisanger, who had recently arrived from the consulate gen-
eral in San Francisco. Before leaving the United States for his new post, he had
been to Washington to see what aid and advice Stanley K. Hornbeck, assistant
secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs, had to offer him. He could expect no
aid, Hornbeck told him, but the United States hoped that the governor general
would do everything possible to oppose Japanese encroachment in Indochina,
in spite of the limited means at his disposal.”*
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Addressing a meeting of résidents supérieurs at Dalat in July 1942, he ex-
plained: “In sum, the policy of the government general tends to adopt to its
particular mission in the Far East the international position of the French gov-
ernment, which is, on the one hand to maintain as friendly relations with Japan
as possible, and on the other to avoid isolation in the face of Japan and conse-
quently to maintain our contacts with China, to re-establish our relations with
Siam, and to protect the interests of foreigners in Indochina, those of the pow-
ers in war against Japan as well as others.””

On the Japanese side, within the limits imposed by the military’s overall
policy of maintaining the government general’s administration in place, a certain
amount of anti-French political activity went on. This sort of political infiltration
was made overtly through the Association for Greater East Asia, a harmless-
sounding Japanese front organization with offices in major Indochinese cities.
Covertly, the Japanese financed the Viet Nam Phuc Quoc Dong Minh Hoi.

The repressive measures against the Cao Dai, the closing of Cao Dai
temples, the exiling of the Cao Dai “Pope” Pham Cong Tac to the Comores,
and the imprisonment of thousands of Cao Dai faithful on the island of Poulo
Condore or at Son La in Tonkin on suspicion of subversion had not made the
government general popular among the 3 million Cao Dai faithful. Partly as a
result of this, Matsushita was able to score considerable success in recruiting
Cao Dai adepts who were favorably disposed toward Japan. By December 1942
the Japanese recruitment of Cao Dai had reached such proportions that a group
of dissident Caodaists who felt that the struggle against the Japanese should
take precedence over that against the French mobilized a corps of armed vigi-
lantes to punish collaborators with the Japanese. This implied a suspension of
the Cao Dai principle of non-violence. As a result, the atmosphere grew so
tense between persons of opposing persuasions that innocent lives were put at
risk of mistaken retribution.”

Among the adherents of another politico-religious sect in the Mekong
Delta, the Hoa Hao, the situation was somewhat different. This sect had been
founded by a failed candidate for the Cao Dai clergy, Huynh Phu So, a native of
the village of Hoa Hao in Chau Doc Province, who had become a recluse and
was nursed by a hermit Buddhist monk, who was reported to have endowed So
with magical powers. From this emerged Phat Giao Hoa Hao, or purified Bud-
dhism of Hoa Hao, a missionary sect. The French at first judged So to be more
of a nuisance than a threat. But with Japanese support, which he used to in-
crease the ranks of the Hoa Hao to 50,000 in a few years, So felt strong enough
to enter into a pact with the Sureté director at Saigon, F. Moresco, to denounce
the members of rival groups in exchange for his own immunity. For this the
others never forgave him, and they eventually succeeded in luring him into a
fatal ambush.

By the end of 1944, therefore, there were a number of Vietnamese nation-
alist groups who had contact with the Japanese and were ready to collaborate
with them in the nationalist cause if given the opportunity. This did not neces-
sarily make them “pro-Japanese.” Moreover, these groups were not always in



62 The Indochinese Experience of the French and the Americans
Table 1. Consumer prices, Hanoi, 1939-1945 (In Piastres)
1939 1941 1943 1944 1945

Rice (kg) .20 25 .60 1.80 4.00
Potato (kg) .25 .30 .70 6.00 13.00
Egg (cach) .04 .06 .15 .50 1.00
Chicken (each) .70 1.80 3.50 7.00 18.00
Pork (kg) 1.80 2.50 5.00 11.00 22.00
Cooking oil (1) 1.10 1.80 2.80 12.00 18.00
White sugar (kg) 45 .55 1.00 8.00 17.00
Soap (kg) .60 .90 1.50 10.00 20.00
Drill kaki (yard) 1.20 1.60 4.00 35.00 80.00
Charbon en boulets (100 kg) 1.00 1.00 4.00 6.00 13.00

Source: Unattributed document in French, LM-70, reel 1, frame 884, NARA.

harmony with one another. A similar situation prevailed with respect to the
several Vietnamese nationalist groups in exile in southern China who collabo-
rated with the Chinese Nationalist government in Chungking and its military
governors in the provinces adjoining Vietnam and also with the American Of-
fice of Strategic Services (OSS).

On their radios and by word of mouth the Indochinese learned of the grad-
ual reversal of the fortunes of the Axis powers and the rise of Allied success,
first in Europe and then in Asia. Events so far away were bound to have only
limited interest for them. They still saw Japanese troops on their streets, and
they were able to form some idea of the cost being borne by the government
general to maintain the neutrality of French Indochina. Although not privy to
the details of Decoux’s tension-filled meetings with Yoshizawa, they saw
Cochinchinese rice being sent off in ships to feed Japan’s armies and the state’s
investment budget being pinched by the ever-rising demands for payment of
the upkeep of the Japanese troops under the “common defense” policy. As a
result of the enforced economic autarky of Indochina and the ever-increasing
Japanese demands, prices of everyday goods were rising.

Finally, and not least, the Indochinese felt the war coming much closer to
their homes in the form of actions by the Allies against Japanese military assets
in Indochina, especially ports, rail lines, and storage depots. The first air raid on
Indochinese territory by Chinese aircraft, in the northern province of Bac
Giang, occurred on January 22, 1942. Decoux immediately asked the Vichy gov-
ernment to lodge a protest with the Chinese Nationalist government in Chung-
king. The instructions to French representatives in Chungking insisted on the
precautions taken by the authorities of French Indochina to avoid any provoca-
tive act on the Chinese border and stressed the gravity of the responsibility
which the Chinese government was assuming at a time when France had de-
cided to observe a neutral position in the Pacific war.”

The raids, however, continued. On August 9, 1942, a raid remarkable for
its precision destroyed warchouses used by the Japanese at Haiphong and killed
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about 60 Japanese. In another raid on Haiphong, however, on November 20,
1942, bombs fell on populous districts and almost 200 Vietnamese were killed,
with hardly any Japanese casualties. Major General Claire Lee Chennault, com-
mander of the Fourteenth Air Force in China, sent his regrets for the error.
This was followed on April 12, 1943, by an even more devastating raid. While
bombing Japanese installations in Hanoi, the American planes killed 492 Viet-
namese and 6 Japanese and wounded 2,062 Vietnamese and 43 Japanese. Ameri-
can B-24 heavy bombers raided the docks area of Saigon on May 5, 1944,
inflicting heavy loss of life, particularly on the Vietnamese inhabitants of the
nearby slum area of Khanh Hoi. Some 200 civilians were killed, and more than
350 were wounded.

A January 12, 1945, raid by carrier-based planes of the U.S. Third Fleet off
the Indochina coast was particularly effective, however. Using targeting informa-
tion obtained by two underground networks in Indochina, the raid destroyed
many vessels in coastal harbors, sent the oil tanks at Nha Be up in flames, dam-
aged planes and hangars at Saigon’s Tan Son Nhut airfield and at Bien Hoa, and
damaged a railway bridge between Saigon and Bien Hoa and the railway station at
Nha Trang.” In 1945, new B-29 heavy bombers went into action, pounding mili-
tary targets used by the Japanese. A B-29 raid on January 27, 1945, killed 130 and
wounded a similar number, almost all civilians. The B-29s struck again on Febru-
ary 7, mistakenly hitting a hospital and a barracks and killing an estimated 30
Europeans and 150 Vietnamese without causing any Japanese casualties.” One
raid on Phnom Penh damaged the Unnalom monastery and so frightened a pro-
fessor of Pali, Tou Samouth, that he fled to the countryside, eventually making his
way to Vietnam where he joined the Viet Minh and became one of the founders
of the Cambodian Communist Party in 1951.

Public opinion of several groups in Vietnam with respect to the French was
changing, slowly and subtly, but changing nevertheless. As a French report of
September 1944 put it: “The opinion of the rural masses stays what it was in the
past, largely nonexistent insofar as problems of a general order are concerned.
The working classes are much more evolved, much more open to the solicita-
tions of the activists. One must expect them to express themselves vigorously,
and quite rightly so, with the return of freedom of speech. The mandarinate,
not liked by the population which it pressures more or less, detested by the
bourgeoisie, is fully aware it exists only for us. The intellectual elite, extremist
or moderate, desires immediate independence.”'®

NEw DANGERS

As Decoux and his diplomatic adviser struggled to preserve French Indochina’s
neutrality in the turning tide of the war, the danger posed by their isolation was
more than ever on their minds. While Gaullists within the reach of their police
could be thrown into prison with impunity, they soon concluded that the only way
of dealing with de Gaulle’s presence in Algiers at the head of a French National
Liberation Committee was through dialogue. They worried that they would be
seen as collaborators with Japan. Diplomacy being the art of the possible, their past
efforts needed some explaining to a leader of a liberation movement.
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Establishing such a dialogue under the wartime conditions of French Indo-
china was difficult, if not impossible. In an eftfort to break through the wall of
silence, Decoux decided after some hesitation to accede to Boisanger’s sugges-
tion of sending a French banker, M. Frangois, to contact the Committee with
the object of informing its leaders of the situation in Indochina. Accordingly,
Frangois crossed the border into China in October 1943, and duly arrived in
Algiers. There is no evidence anyone in Algiers paid any attention to him. No
echo of the outcome of his information mission reached those anxiously wait-
ing in the Puginier Palace in Hanoi. It was the first of what was to be a long
series of French contretemps in the crucial two years from October 1943 to
October 1945.

Moreover, there were officers in the Bureau de Statistiques Militaires
(BSM), the army intelligence service in Hanoi, who were interested, for their
own personal reasons, in secretly entering into contact with Algiers in spite of
the great risks involved. Among these were Captain Marcel Levain, the China
section leader of the BSM; Captain Philippe Milon; Captain Mingant, chief of
the BSM at Lang Son; and Licutenant Soclet, chief of the BSM at Lao Kay.
Among them, they succeeded not only in smuggling a radio set, supplied by the
British Intelligence Service, into the headquarters of the BSM, permitting them
to communicate with the (Gaullist) Military Mission in Chungking, but also to
send one of their number to contact the Committee in Algiers in June 1943. In
this endeavor they received assistance from Laurence Gordon, a Canadian busi-
nessman who had been in charge of the Texaco oftice in Haiphong and who had
set up a network of agents in Tonkin before moving to southern China in July
1942, and from Lieutenant Colonel Emblanc, who had escaped into China from
his post at Lai Chau when his connections with the Freemasons came to the
attention of Decoux’s police.

In Algiers the envoy had an interview with General Catroux, who had suc-
ceeded in joining the Free French and who directed him to two colonels. The
colonels proceeded to give the envoy oral instructions as follows: the French
Indochina Army was to maintain the appearance of fulfilling its previous com-
mitments under the governor general but was to secretly supply intelligence on
Japanese troop dispositions and movements to the French Military Mission in
Chungking, to organize an internal resistance movement, and to hold itself in
readiness to take the offensive against the Japanese at the appropriate time. These
instructions were to be passed on to the highest possible echelon in Indochina.

Returning by the same route to Hanoi in September 1943, the envoy com-
municated his instructions to General Eugéne Mordant, who had succeeded
General Martin as commanding general in January 1941. Mordant was stupe-
fied to learn that members of his staff had had the audacity to enter into contact
with Algiers. He hesitated, wondering if taking cognizance of the instructions
he had been handed implied treason to Decoux, his superior. But not for long.
Mordant, who personally detested Decoux, sent a message to Algiers request-
ing written confirmation of his instructions.

It was not until the following February, however, that de Gaulle himself
took an initiative on Indochina. His written instructions, dated from Algiers
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February 29, 1944, did not reach Mordant until June 13, after a long and circui-
tous trajectory by hand and radio. Mordant was even then skeptical about the
authenticity of a typed text of a radio message bearing the notation “Signed:
Charles de Gaulle,” and remained wary of the certain consequences for himself
if these secret and potentially treasonous communications were reported to
Decoux. He demanded to see a handwritten note from de Gaulle himself.
Meanwhile, he was careful not to commit himself to the messenger.

“The defeat of Germany,” de Gaulle wrote, “will in all likelihood occur
before that of Japan. Consequently, the Vichy government will have ceased to
exist while Indochina will still be occupied. The Japanese will be able to declare
null and void the agreements signed with Vichy and will seck to abolish, or at
least subjugate, the French administration in the Union. They will be able to
claim possession of Indochina, and take into their own hands its government
and its defenses. It is possible they will proceed to disarm French troops, either
step by step or all at once, as seems to be feared at present. Perhaps these troops
will be placed in concentration camps, while the Japanese proceed to liberate
Indochinese soldiers and get their hands on stores of food, ammunition, etc.”
There followed a listing of diplomatic and military measures “to be foreseen in
order to assure ourselves the participation that is ours in the liberation of Indo-
china and the sateguarding of our rights in that part of the empire.” A large
French Expeditionary Corps was being mobilized with the objective of partici-
pating “with other Allied forces” in action in Indochina. De Gaulle enumerated
plans for putting on a war footing other “significant” land, sea, and naval forces.

Then he came to a matter of central importance to Mordant: organization
of the internal resistance. Addressing himself to Mordant as the senior army
officer in Indochina, de Gaulle said he would have to determine whether the
troops in Tonkin would be in a position to hold predetermined base areas which
could be supplied by air, or whether they would have to fall back on the Chi-
nese border, whence they could prepare for offensive operations. As for the
forces in Annam, Cochinchina, and Cambodia, they would have to wage guer-
rilla operations from secure bases in the interior. De Gaulle called on Mordant
to provide the Committee with detailed plans “foreseeing all eventualities.” The
measures taken up to then, de Gaulle observed, “have not been without their
usefulness to hold the position.” Now the time had come to do more. It was
important for Indochina to fight for victory, even at the cost of sacrifice. “I add
that if the enemy tried to disarm our troops,” de Gaulle’s instructions con-
cluded, they would have to “put up the maximum resistance possible, even if
there was no immediate hope of success.”!!

Apart from a passing reference to the role of “the civil administration and
the French and Indochinese populations,” the instructions contained no men-
tion of an autochthonous participation in the resistance. Moreover, Mordant,
who knew very well that there was scant hope that Allied ground forces would
intervene in Indochina— the only Allied forces on the Asian mainland at the
moment were fighting for their survival in China and Burma—wondered how
the Indochina Army, even at full strength and well supplied, could be expected
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to hold secure bases against a Japanese army that was fresh and undefeated in
combat. Also, he saw that the “significant forces” promised by de Gaulle were
still largely on paper. Nevertheless, he set to work to prepare a set of plans
“foreseeing all eventualities.”

A few days after receiving these much-delayed instructions, Mordant
learned in a telephone call from General Georges Aymé, commander of the
Tonkin Division, that an emissary of de Gaulle, a former planter from Malaya
named Francois de Langlade, would be arriving shortly by parachute. Mordant
thereupon reversed his earlier insistence on receiving de Gaulle’s signed orders
and forbade his ofticers from giving any assistance to the Gaullist emissary. He
was only days away from retirement, and he was not about to risk everything on
some crackpot scheme. According to an eyewitness, Mordant was so agitated by
the telephone call that the visitor gave up any thought of bringing up the subject
he had come to discuss, namely certain demands that had been formulated to
him by the secretive guerrilla organization known as the Viet Minh.

In any case, it was too late for Mordant to reverse course. After arriving in
Tonkin by parachute on July 5, 1944, Langlade was conveyed to Mordant’s oftice
where, as a final precaution, Aymé was retained as a witness to the interview.
Langlade allowed himself to be dissuaded by Mordant from carrying out his or-
ders from de Gaulle to enter into contact with Decoux, “for reasons of security,”
as Langlade recalled some years later.!” In fact, Mordant took Langlade’s ordre de
mission, signed by de Gaulle, and destroyed it. Before he left Indochina, by way of
land across the China border, with assistance from Gordon and his friends,
Langlade had had an eartul of reasons why Mordant was a poor choice to lead the
clandestine Gaullist resistance. According to his colleagues, Mordant had a de-
featist attitude toward the Japanese and was deathly afraid of provoking them.

UNDER DUAL LEADERSHIP
The disappearance of the Vichy government in August 1944 and the establish-
ment of the provisional government of the French Republic in Paris the follow-
ing month posed in a more acute manner the question of Decoux’s responsibility
in dealing with the Japanese. An army that had been engaged in a “common de-
fense” might now be seen by the Japanese in Indochina to be the army of a coun-
try whose present government had been at war with Japan since 1941, and thus as
a potential threat to their security. Decoux had had the foresight to obtain from
Marshal Pétain beforchand a signed decree vesting him with continued civilian
and military authority in French Indochina in the event that communications
between Hanoi and Vichy were cut off. This situation now applied, and on Au-
gust 22, Decoux made this decree public, largely for the benefit of the Japanese.
That this step was not taken in any spirit of defiance of the new govern-
ment in Paris is proved by the sending, a few days later, of what came to be
named the “message a trois.” On August 31, Decoux and the French ambassadors
to Japan and China warned in a telegram of the very real dangers of plunging
Indochina into war by ill-considered actions. They insisted on the fact that
French sovereignty had been preserved in spite of the Japanese presence. The



Dealing with the French 67

peoples of Indochina, whose loyalty to France was based on continued mainte-
nance of peace, would not understand, and would not support, any policy other
than neutrality. Any change in the governing authority, even temporary, would
be sure to raise obstacles to the re-establishment of French sovereignty. Conse-
quently, they urged the Paris government to dissuade the Allies from attacking
Indochina, an action that would bring the common defense agreement into
force. The authors believed that once the war in Europe was finished, Japan
would seck to negotiate and this would render obsolete the common defense
agreement, or at least open it to re-negotiation.'®

The “message a trois” was addressed directly to de Gaulle, and by speaking of
placing in the hands of the government the necessary facts to elaborate its Far
Eastern policy, it constituted an acknowledgement of de Gaulle as the head of
the government. De Gaulle did not deign to reply to this lucid and far-sighted
message, in which Decoux placed his services at the disposal of the man who
had attempted, and failed, to contact him two months earlier.

In a reshuftle in Hanoi, Mordant, having reached the mandatory retire-
ment age of 60, turned over his post as commanding general to Aymé on July
23. Aymé was succeeded in command of the Tonkin Division by General
Gabriel Sabattier, who had commanded the Indochina Army in its brief war
with Thailand in 1941. A few weeks later, Mordant was confirmed in his secret
designation of head of the Gaullist resistance and received the additional title of
delegate general of the French provisional government. The message had come
from René Pleven, commissioner for colonies in the French provisional gov-
ernment, via the secret radio link in the BSM. He immediately moved back into
his old office, and, with Aymé next door, was not secretive about letting his
colleagues know of his new status. He opened his doors wide to virtually any-
one who proclaimed himself to be a Gaullist “resistant,” setting off innumer-
able animosities within a command that should have been tightly united.

The Japanese did not miss any of this. Within days, the Kempeitai received
information that “Mordant has been chosen by the new government in Paris to
replace Decoux,” and within two more days they learned Mordant’s Gaullist code
name. On instructions from Tokyo, the Japanese diplomatic mission in Indochina
and the military high command were to act as if nothing had changed. They were
to continue to treat Decoux as commander in chief, to consider the previous
agreements still in effect, and to feign ignorance of Mordant’s position as Gaullist
resistance leader. They were to avoid giving any excuse to the Gaullists to abro-
gate the agreements. The Kempeitai was to increase its surveillance of Decoux,
Mordant, and Aymé. The Japanese army commander was to preserve his troops’
freedom of action with increased vigilance.

Learning that de Gaulle had ordered Langlade back to Indochina with spe-
cific instructions to see Decoux, Mordant now decided to inform the latter of
the maneuvers that had been going on behind his back at army headquarters.
Accordingly, on October 28, Aymé finally informed Decoux of the resistance
network and asked him not to communicate with Paris except through Mor-
dant. This Decoux took as an insult, as it properly was. On October 30, Decoux
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sent de Gaulle a telegram, received in Paris on November 4, in which he warned
of the risk of anarchy and catastrophe. The confusion of power took away the
necessary weight to negotiate with the Japanese. He reaffirmed his determina-
tion to maintain the allegiance of Indochina to France. He wished to know
whether he still had the confidence of his government. If he did not receive a
reply within three weeks he intended to hand over his powers to Aymé without
turther ado.

On his second mission to Indochina, Langlade arrived in a British plane
that made a night landing on the airfield at Dien Bien Phu. Again, there was a
lively discussion of the choice of Mordant for the command of the resistance,
and Langlade defended, rather weakly, Mordant’s nomination. He saw Decoux
at the Puginier Palace at 8 A.M. on November 19. No trace of Langlade’s cabled
report on this meeting has been found. However, in a report dated December
15 submiitted after his return to Paris, Langlade devoted two pages to the meet-
ing. Decoux sketched the main points of his policy and expressed regret that de
Gaulle had not got in touch with him earlier. Langlade told Decoux he ap-
proved of his efforts to ward off the demands of the Japanese, but reproached
him for the exemplary punishment he had meted out to Gaullists under his
command. Finally, he reminded Decoux that his actions would be disavowed if
they went too far in placating the Japanese, as the French government was in a
state of war with Japan.

Decoux later told Boisanger that the conversation had been “brief and
without any real consequence.” In point of fact, Decoux did not need to be
reminded of the fine line he was treading and, if we are to believe these contem-
porancous accounts, the heart of the matter had not even been touched upon in
the conversation. This was the dual leadership that was rapidly taking shape and
which would make any coherent action difficult.

In a separate telegram from Pleven dated November 14 responding to his
message of October 28, Decoux received assurance that his offer of resignation
had been refused, and a formal order was given him to remain at his post. The
telegram also contained the formal instructions of the government, approved
by de Gaulle. All copies of this telegram have disappeared from the French
archives. We only know the text, likewise dated November 14, which Langlade
handed to Decoux on November 28, which Langlade had considerably altered
to fit the circumstances as he saw them. Langlade later explained his actions by
saying that the original text gave Decoux wide powers that the resistance would
never have accepted. He claimed to have altered the text on his own authority
and then given Paris eight days to notify its acceptance or refusal. He saw to it
that no telegrams were received from Paris in those eight days.

In his report of December 15, Langlade gave the points on which the text
had been modified: the Council, the inspection, the commander in chief, the
paragraph concerning Aymé’s clandestine communications, and finally the ad-
miral’s evacuation. When the original text of November 14 is reconstructed, we
learn that Decoux was to remain as governor general with important powers,
including that of commander in chief, and that Mordant was to come under his
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authority. In the altered text, however, while accepting the assurance that he
was governed by the sole wish to keep Indochina for France, Decoux was ob-
liged to pretend to ignore completely the existence of the resistance and to
maintain, provisionally and for tactical reasons, a facade intended to protect the
resistance. All real power was withdrawn from the admiral, to be given to Mor-
dant. Finally, the admiral was to be evacuated on the day the resistance entered
into action.'” The double-headed nature of the French command in Indochina
was complete.

Constrained by the limited powers left to him by Langlade’s curtailed ver-
sion of de Gaulle’s instructions, Decoux tried to muddle along as best he could,
never losing sight of his objective of preserving the sovereignty of French Indo-
china, while Japanese pressures on him were increasing. In the final months of
1944, the Japanese military, having sustained a serious defeat in the Philippines,
carried out a reshuftle of their command structure for what they called the South-
ern Area. Marshal Hisaichi Terauchi moved his headquarters from Manila to
Saigon, taking over the Lycée Petrus Ky in the Saigon suburb of Chi Hoa for this
purpose. The commander of the Japanese garrison army in Indochina was re-
placed in December 1944. At the same time the garrison command was given
combat status and was renamed the 38th Army under its new commander, Lieu-
tenant General Yuitsu Tsuchihashi. Ambassador Yoshizawa left Indochina at about
the same time and was replaced by a new ambassador, Shunichi Matsumoto.

At the end of 1944, Decoux named Mordant vice president of a new French
Indochina Council in order to give him some legal cover for his covert activi-
ties.' In January 1945, Decoux advised Ambassador Cosme in Tokyo that the
Council had without publicity approved several measures, including dissolution
of Pétain’s Legion and the revocation of Vichy’s anti-Jewish laws, “designed to
adapt the internal situation of the colony to that of metropolitan France.”'"

In a broadcast New Year’s message to the Indochinese, Decoux referred to
1944 as the year “so anxiously awaited when our country [France] recovered its
unity and evinced the new purpose of its vitality and its cohesion.”'*® Decoux
ignored Matsumoto’s protest about this choice of words. He was hoping the
war in the Pacific would end before the Japanese forces in Indochina were called
into action.

Another sign of Decoux’s confidence was his refusal to hand over to the
Japanese any of the American airmen captured when their planes were shot
down over Indochina, claiming they were the responsibility of his government
unless the Japanese furnished him with dispositions to care for them under the
Geneva Convention governing the treatment of prisoners of war, which of
course they did not do.!” In this he was supported by popular opinion, as re-
ported to Tokyo by the Saigon office of the Greater East Asia Ministry on Janu-
ary 18."% The captured Americans were generally given medical treatment in
secure places away from Japanese spies and then escorted on their way to safety
in China. One, identified only as Henry in Vietnamese notes, was killed while
fighting against Japanese troops between Pleiku and Kontum in the Central
Highlands after March 9, 1945.
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PLANS FOR RESISTANCE: THE INDOCHINA ARMY

Meanwhile, Mordant had, in accordance with his instructions, sent a lengthy
and rather gloomy report on the situation in Indochina to the French National
Liberation Committee in Algiers. Recourse to force by the Japanese, he wrote,
was to be expected the moment the Japanese high command saw the security of
its troops in Indochina threatened. Such a threat could materialize either in the
form of an external attack, especially an Allied landing on the coast of Indo-
china, or internally by anything that upset the status quo. In case of a Japanese
recourse to force, the Indochina Army would be neutralized fairly rapidly with-
out help from outside. Therefore, he wrote, to preserve intact the sovereignty
of French Indochina it was essential to avoid giving the Japanese the impression
their security was being threatened.

Having been requested to study “all eventualities,” Mordant presented
three hypotheses. Hypothesis A was the case where the Japanese attempted to
disarm the Indochina Army prior to any Allied landing, even if the danger of a
landing did not appear imminent. In this eventuality, the major part of the Indo-
china Army would withdraw to the hill country on the edges of the Red River
Delta in order to protect lines of communication needed by an Allied landing
and put up resistance with the help of American air support. The outnumbered
forces of the Indochina Army in the South, on the other hand, could not be
expected to survive long in the unhealthy interior and would succumb rapidly.
However, in Mordant’s opinion, Hypothesis A was extremely unlikely to occur.

Hypothesis B foresaw Allied intervention in Indochina prior to any attempt
by the Japanese to disarm the Indochina Army. This intervention would most
likely consist of an invasion from China coinciding with landings from the Gulf
of Tonkin. Japanese forces would be trapped in a giant pincer movement, rein-
forced by parachute landings by the expeditionary corps de Gaulle’s instruc-
tions had mentioned and eventual relief by the large body of French Metropoli-
tan troops arriving from India. Mordant thought this hypothesis the most likely
to materialize.

Hypothesis C foresaw the possibility of large-scale operations by Allied
forces on the Malayan and south China coasts, which would allow the Indo-
china Army to attack Japanese forces on condition of receiving American air
support and being reinforced by the French Expeditionary Corps.'!

The response of the French National Liberation Committee was to instruct
Mordant to fill in the operational details of Hypotheses A and B, indicating to
him that Hypothesis A was much more likely than Hypothesis B, thereby re-
moving what little grounds Mordant still had for optimism. Continuing to ex-
press his conviction that Hypothesis A was unlikely, Mordant nevertheless did
as he was told, and on September 12, 1944, gave Aymé a general plan of opera-
tions, which became known as Plan A. This was transmitted to General Sabat-
tier at the Citadel in Hanoi, to General Turquin in Hue, and to General Delsuc
in Saigon on September 18 under the reference number 835/3.1%2

Aymé, however, added a covering memorandum, reference 834/3, caution-
ing the recipients that any Japanese action was likely to be sudden and entail the
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cutting off of communications between the general commanding and his sub-
ordinate commanders. They were instructed to set up secret supply caches in
secure regions, with the aim of preparing operational bases for Allied forces,
reflecting Mordant’s continued belief in the likelihood of Hypothesis B. More-
over, the overall objective of the Indochina Army had now become to maintain
the sovereignty of French Indochina “by fighting to the end, all the while mul-
tiplying actions of harassment and destruction aimed at tying down the largest
possible number of Japanese troops.” The Tonkin Division, some 40,000 men
strong, of which about 9,000 were Europeans, was given the specific mission of
holding five military airfields in Tonkin, an indication of how much Mordant
and Aymé counted on receiving French or Allied reinforcements.

After taking note of Plan A, some of the more enlightened staff ofticers of
the Indochina Army raised questions almost immediately about the plan’s im-
plications. The withdrawal from all the cities into safe bases in the interior
would leave the large population of French civilians, including women and chil-
dren, at the mercy of the Japanese. Also, it was observed, the large autochtho-
nous population, concentrated in and around the major cities, would be left
defenseless by the withdrawal. Some went so far as to observe that the details of
the plan made it appear the autochthonous members of the armed forces did
not really figure in the plan at all, and perhaps the high command secretly in-
tended to disarm and demobilize the autochthons before the withdrawal. Even
more seriously, it was pointed out, the plan obviously violated the treaties that
France had signed with the courts of Hue, Phnom Penh, and Luang Prabang
promising to protect their peoples against external aggression, and the psycho-
logical and political consequences of such a massive violation would be serious
and very possibly irreparable.

In the discussions that followed at the French military mission in Calcutta,
where a staff had been assembled to oversee the constitution of the as-yet-nonex-
istent French Expeditionary Corps, Mordant’s plans were criticized for their reli-
ance on Allied support and the prompt arrival of the expeditionary corps itself.
The corps would not be ready until mid-1945 at the carliest, Mordant was in-
formed, while there were no signs yet of any plans for Allied action in Indochina.
This was in spite of Free French broadcasts from Madagascar, based on policy
pronouncements in Paris, informing the peoples of Indochina that they would
soon be liberated by force of French arms. The absence from Mordant’s plans of
any provision for integrating autochthonous elements, however, does not seem
to have troubled the Free French representatives (although Mordant and Aymé
were by now beginning to show signs of concern on this matter). The Free French
representatives proposed moving the “secure base areas” to which the Tonkin
Division would withdraw as far west as Laos. Plan A was given the final touches
in Paris and cabled to Mordant only at the end of January; he did not receive it
until the afternoon of February 14.1

PLANS FOR RESISTANCE: IRREGULAR FORCES
In addition to regular forces, Mordant’s resistance plans included irregular
forces. These were the Service Action, composed of military men trained in
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guerrilla warfare but including many civilian members of the administration,
especially the public works department. According to two orders issued by
Mordant in December 1944, the SA, as it was known, had the mission of carry-
ing out hit-and-run raids on the Japanese in areas where the regular forces were
not able to operate, thereby impeding Japanese troop movements and commu-
nications. The SA was placed under the command of Mordant’s intelligence
chief, Lieutenant Colonel Cavalin.

The organization of such a clandestine network over the whole of Indo-
china, where the Kempeitai had been extremely active in rooting out secret
agents since 1941, posed enormous problems. As a result, the division of Indo-
china into six territorial resistance organizations, on the pattern of France, ex-
isted more on paper than in reality. Even with parachute drops from planes of
the British Force 136, which flew from Jessore in India under difficult weather
conditions and at risk of attack from Japanese planes, the SA was still in the
stages of getting itself organized in March 1945. Aside from problems caused by
rivalries within SA itself, radio equipment was in particularly short supply, and
a dozen long-distance radios intended for distribution to SA operatives were
still sitting at Séno in central Laos, where they had been parachuted in along
with trained radiomen.'*

The arguments made to Langlade about the need to include autochtho-
nous clements in the plans for resistance had finally won the reluctant agree-
ment of Paris, and a specialist on Vietnam, Professor Paul Mus, was parachuted
in to see what could be done about enlisting “suitable” autochthonous elements.

Meanwhile, completely independently of French representatives in Hanoi
and southern China, the U.S. Office of Strategic Services (OSS) was already
deeply engaged in schemes for resistance against the Japanese in Indochina.
Colonel William J. Donovan, director of the OSS, had discussed sending Am-
erican guerrilla leadership teams into China, Mongolia, and Indochina with
various agencies as early as the autumn of 1941.!> Donovan’s base for OSS
operations in Indochina was to be southern China. As Bradley F. Smith writes,
“Eager for action, and with no other prospect on the horizon, Donovan ignored
the danger signs [Chinese interference] and threw his main Asian effort into
China. He developed a full S.I.-S.O. plan for the country in January 1942.7!16
Donovan was not the sort of man who would let considerations of political
complications hold up action.

When it came to Indochina, Donovan was not concerned about placing the
lives of French civilians or autochthonous civil servants in jeopardy. Viscerally
opposed to the regime in Hanoi and its persecution of Jews and Freemasons,
the details of which were broadcast for all to hear over Radio Saigon, of course,
Donovan sought action and left it to his subordinates to plan and carry it out.
He had plentiful unvouchered funds at his disposal. A number of Vietnamese
nationalist parties and organizations were in southern China, where they were
safe from Decoux’s police and supported to varying degrees by the Chinese
Nationalist government in Chungking and its generals in the provinces border-
ing Tonkin.
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NATIONALISTS AND COMMUNISTS IN SOUTHERN CHINA

At this time, unbeknown to the vast majority of his countrymen, Nguyén Ai
Quoc was operating across the border in southern China with his tiny band of
Marxist-Leninists. Quoc had founded the Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi
(Vietnam Independence League) to serve as a nationalist front for the ICP at the
famous Eighth Plenum of the ICP Central Committee, which met either at Pac
Bo in northern Cao Bang Province or just across the border in Tsin Si in Kwangsi
on May 10-19, 1941.'"7 For purposes of operating behind a front organization,
the ICP temporarily put aside class struggle and agrarian reform in resolutions
passed at the congress and proclaimed its program goals to be to fight the French
and the Japanese fascists to gain independence for Vietnam and to ally with the
great powers China and the United States to fight fascism and aggression. It con-
sidered the government general in Indochina an ally of Japanese and German
fascism. Party members were instructed to prepare a “national liberation revolu-
tion” (cach mang giai phong dan toc) which would culminate in an armed uprising.
To give himself room to maneuver as representative of this front, and eventually
to form a government, however, Quoc followed Lenin’s example of senior states-
man and remained outside the ICP apparatus itself.

In the wake of this congress, Gordon and another oil man, Austin O. Glass,
former director of the Haiphong office of Standard Oil Company, who with his
Tonkinese wife had taken refuge in China, were in contact with the leaders of
this new group, called Viet Minh for short, on three occasions between July and
October 1941. In spite of Chinese intrigues against the Viet Minh, an agree-
ment was worked out at a meeting in November 1941 among Gordon, Glass,
Pham Van Dong (personally accredited by Quoc), Vo Nguyén Giap, and the
Saigon architect Huynh Tan Phat, a recent recruit to the ICP. Under this agree-
ment, 200 rifles and 6,000 cartridges were to be delivered to the Viet Minh
within three months for anti-Japanese actions. The arms shipment was handed
over at Loung Tcheou (60 kilometers from Lang Son) in Kwangsi on January 4,
1942. A second part of the agreement, to cooperate with other anti-Japanese
groups, was not carried out in spite of protracted discussions with the groups
concerned.

The Chungking government was interested in the Vietnamese exiles in its
southern provinces mainly as potential allies to defend against any Japanese in-
cursion from Tonkin. Moreover, it looked upon the Viet Minh as a Commu-
nist-dominated front organization. Therefore, it became more involved with
the non-Communist Vietnamese after the formation of the Viet Minh. In
Yunnan, Vu Hong Khanh, leader of the remnants of the VNQDD after the Yen
Bay revolt, was taken in hand by Chungking. In Kwangsi, the military gover-
nor, General Chang Fa-kwei, regrouped the remnants of the Phuc Quoc party
who had taken part in the Japanese attack on Lang Son and who were now
under the command of Hoang Luong, as well as a group of VNQDD dissi-
dents. Wishing to undercut the Viet Minh, the Chungking government ordered
Chang to constitute a non-Communist front, the Viet Nam Cach Mang Dong
Minh Hoi (Vietnam Revolutionary League), or Dong Minh Hoi for short. Also
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included were seven small nationalist parties. This was formed in Liuchow in
October 1942. The Chinese placed Nguyén Hai Than at the head of this front,
a veteran nationalist who had lived in China for decades.

Quoc wanted to have the Viet Minh play a part in the Dong Minh Hoi, but
his overtures to the Chinese were rebuffed. Chang imprisoned the pro-Japa-
nese Hoang Luong, who had opposed the inclusion of his party in the Dong
Minh Hoi, and the agitator Quoc, who was a rival to Nguyén Hai Than. In
spite of Glass’s démarches, Chang refused to release Quoc. The Chinese were
soon looking for a replacement for the aged and ineffective Thanh at the head
of the Dong Minh Hoi, however. In a ruse, Glass suggested to the Chinese he
knew a Vietnamese who was capable of leading the Dong Minh Hoi. His name
was Ho Chi Minh, and he was to be found somewhere in Kwangsi. After a
bribe, Chang released Quoc from prison on September 16, 1943; he was hence-
forth known as Ho Chi Minh. In August 1944, after an absence from his coun-
try of 33 years, Ho crossed the Chinese border into Vietnam to direct the ICP
in the coming seizure of power. Here again, he modeled himself on Lenin, who
on April 3, 1917, had disembarked at the Finland Station in Petrograd a virtual
stranger to Russia, having spent the previous 17 years in exile abroad, with the
exception of a brief six-month stay in 1905-1906.

From October 1943 onward, the OSS, which wanted to take over Gordon’s
network in Indochina, paid a monthly subsidy of $100,000 in unvouchered
funds to the Dong Minh Hoi and furnished arms periodically in return for the
latter’s promise to the Chinese and Americans to fight against the Japanese.
The subsidy was briefly suspended between February and May 1944 while
complaints from other nationalist groups that the Dong Minh Hoi was doing
nothing to keep its promises to use its supplies against the Japanese were inves-
tigated by a Chinese-American team. However, after four days of vigorous and
often bitter debate at a congress organized by Chang at Liuchow in March 1944
that brought together the leaders of all major nationalist parties, including
Nguyén Tuong Tam of the Dai Viet party as well as Ho and Pham Van Dong of
the Viet Minh, a provisional republican government was constituted. It grouped
together, at least on paper, Than, Vu Hong Khanh of the VNQDD, and Ho."®
Not surprisingly, the French police were for a long time to confuse the Viet
Minh with the Dong Minh Hoi. It was not until February 1945 that Decoux’s
police established conclusively for the first time that Ho Chi Minh, the patron
of the Viet Minh, was none other than Nguyén Ai Quoc, the founder of the
ICP, who had been believed dead but who had reappeared on the border at the
beginning of 1941.'7

Things still did not go altogether smoothly. In further discussions with
Glass, Dong and Giap demanded that steps be taken with the government gen-
eral in Hanoi “to cease all military operations that are terrorizing our people, . . .
the immediate and definitive end to summary executions of Vietnamese patri-
ots guilty only of revolting against the exactions of the colonialists . . . and an
end to the brutal and scandalous requisitioning of rice for the Japanese fascists.”
Another delivery consisting of 500 rifles, 50 automatic pistols, 50,000 cartridges,
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200 explosive charges, 300 pairs of boots, 5,000 survival rations, and 200 pounds
of medicine was turned over to the Viet Minh in July 1944 at Loung Tcheou and
Kouei Choun (50 kilometers north of the Viet Minh base area in Cao Bang).
The OSS did not intend to equip only the Viet Minh, known by the S.I. to
be led by hard-core Communists (among the Vietnamese nationalists, of
course). In a deal worked out by Glass with Cao Dai leaders in southern Viet-
nam that was carefully kept a secret from both the French and the British, the
S.O. was to equip a brigade of 3,600 Cao Dai adherents to act as guerrillas
against the Japanese in the south. This plan was spelled out in a 300-page docu-
ment illustrated with 60 drawings and maps that was carefully microfilmed.
Unfortunately, the OSS agent who was carrying this microfilm back to China
was intercepted by the Japanese in Thailand and executed on February 27, 1945.

JAPANESE PREPARATIONS FOR MEIGO

The temptation to overturn the sovereignty of French Indochina had been there
from the very beginning. Since 1944, the Japanese had been preparing secret
plans, to be implemented when deemed advisable, to forcibly disarm the Indo-
china Army, take over all its garrisons, and imprison the French. Paradoxically,
the existence of these plans, even their target dates of implementation, were
known to the highest French commanders in Indochina, to the French govern-
ment, and to the Allies. In early 1945, a fresh demand from the Japanese for
vastly increased currency contributions coincided with an influx of Japanese
troops into Indochina. The coincidence of these developments heightened ten-
sion between Decoux and the Japanese.

On January 3, 1945, Matsumoto presented Decoux with a demand for pi-
aster currency needed for Japanese military expenditures in Indochina during
the first three months of 1945. The amount of this payment had been among
the subjects of negotiation between the governor general and the Japanese am-
bassador in the past. But this time the amount requested was 330 million yen,
or a monthly rate of 110 million yen. This rate was more than four times the
monthly rate finally negotiated for the first five months of 1944 and almost
three times the rate agreed upon for the last two months of 1944. Decoux in-
formed Matsumoto that the issue of such a “staggering” amount of currency
was “the direct road to inflation” and would bankrupt French Indochina. He
later told Cosme, French ambassador in Tokyo, that the “exorbitant figure . . . is
[either] not based on any sober estimate or it conceals unavowed purposes,”
and noted that the total annual budget of the government general did not reach
300 million yen.'®

The Japanese 21st Division, which had been withdrawn from Indochina in
1944 to take part in the Ichigo offensive against Chinese and American posi-
tions, especially airfields, in southern China, re-entered Indochina in January
1945. At the same time, another whole division, the 37th, was transferred from
China, and two brigades from Burma likewise entered Indochina. With these
additions, by the end of January the Japanese had achieved numerical parity
with the Indochina Army. Decoux took a hard line with Matsumoto, pointing
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out that defense of the China border was the responsibility of the Indochina
Army and warning that the Japanese troops would aggravate food shortages that
had already become manifest in Tonkin.

The realization that the fresh demands on the government general for both
currency contributions and the stationing of additional troops would provoke
popular agitation was shared by the Japanese; Matsumoto reported on January 26
that “the people of Indo-China share with the government general an extremely
defiant attitude on the question of [Japanese demands for currency to meet their]
military expenditures.”'* Matsumoto replied that the troop movements were
within the limits of the Franco-Japanese accords and warned the foreign minis-
try: “I am impressing these facts on the officials here, but their shock at receiving
the demand is great. We must watch their moves from now on.”'*

The plans for overturning the sovereignty of French Indochina on which
the Japanese foreign ministry and the high command in Saigon had been work-
ing since the autumn of 1944 produced a split. Voices among the military had
long argued that Indochina should, if necessary, be placed under direct Japanese
military rule like other areas of Southeast Asia. The foreign ministry, on the
other hand, opposed this scheme on political grounds. It saw granting indepen-
dence to the states of Indochina under Japanese auspices as a diplomatic cover
for a move dictated by military necessity, although it feared the reaction from
the Soviet Union of overturning French sovereignty.'* The operation by which
the coup de force was to be executed carried the code name Meigo Sakusen.

A contingency plan prepared by a staft officer in Saigon, Lieutenant Colo-
nel Hidezumi Hayashi, envisioned granting independence to Vietnam, Cam-
bodia, and Laos, but with the Japanese taking over the powers of the governor
general, since it would be impossible to divide these powers in an orderly way
in the aftermath of a coup de force. With respect to Vietnam, Hayashi was in
favor of bringing back to Hue the aged Prince Cuong De, an uncle of Bao Dai
who had lived in Japan since 1916 and who had his supporters among the Viet-
namese nationalists. Among the supporters was Ngd Dinh Diem, whom
Hayashi had helped protect from the French police and with whom he re-
mained on friendly terms. However, fearing that the American air raids of Janu-
ary 12 presaged an Allied landing in Indochina, General Tsuchihashi decided he
could not afford to risk the chaos a change of monarch on the throne of Hue
might bring, and he therefore vetoed the idea of Cuong De.'**

Tsuchihashi’s fears were groundless. President Franklin D. Roosevelt had
ruled out American participation in any military effort toward the liberation of
Indochina from the Japanese.'® There were, in particular, no plans for Allied
landings in Indochina, and the French government was informed of this on
March 14."% A later State Department memorandum explained it this way:

The French Provisional Government should be informed, confi-
dentially, that, owing to the need of concentrating all our resources in
the Pacific on operations already planned, American military operations
aimed directly at the liberation of Indochina cannot be contemplated
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until after the defeat of Japan, nor will it be possible to make any com-
mitments for the furnishing of military equipment or supplies to resis-
tance groups in Indochina or to French military forces in the Asiatic
theatres of war.'?’

The final Meigo plan contained the following objectives: (1) The existing
administrative oftices and their staffs would be ordered to continue to perform
their duties, though officials holding the post of bureau director or higher would
be subject to suspension of their duties, which would be taken over by officials of
the Japanese embassy; (2) administrative oftices and procedures would be kept
intact; (3) Annam, Cambodia, and Luang Prabang would be guided to gain inde-
pendence autonomously; (4) Bao Dai would not be dethroned.!?® While having
the Indochinese rulers renounce their treaties of protectorate with France was an
integral part of the Japanese plan, absolutely no steps were taken to prepare the
Laotians or others for “independence.”'® How Japan would be viewed after the
war also figured in the planning.”*’ On February 1, the Supreme War Plans Coun-
cil in Tokyo confirmed that the coup de force was official policy, and on February
15 it approved the final version of the plan.

In Mordant’s and Aymé’s headquarters in Hanoi, as well as at the citadel,
where Sabattier had his headquarters, there were many warnings of Meigo.
Thanks to the breaking of the Japanese code, messages relating preparations for
the operation were being read and forwarded to appropriate French authorities.
Mordant and Aymé saw them as black propaganda spread by the OSS, which
was regarded in Hanoi as the equivalent of an enemy organization determined
to oust the French from Indochina and therefore one that was quite capable of
trying to panic the French into ordering troop movements that would be taken
by the Japanese as signs of preparations for a preemptive strike. (The Sdreté,
with its customary thoroughness, must have picked up reports of the arms de-
liveries to the Viet Minh by the OSS.) The facts that the plans for the Meigo
operation were subjected to last-minute changes on a number of occasions and
that execution of the plan was postponed at least once also reduced the credibil-
ity of those who were giving the warnings. With the blindness of a man com-
mitted to a fixed idea, Mordant saw the buildup of Japanese forces in Indochina
at the beginning of 1945 as evidence that the Japanese were preparing to defend
against an Allied attack, just as he had seen the drawdown the previous year as
evidence that Hypothesis A was unlikely.

Sabattier, however, had a more accurate reading of the frame of mind of the
Japanese commanders and took the warnings he was receiving seriously. The out-
pouring of Gaullist propaganda from Radio Tananarive about the imminent lib-
eration of Indochina may not be having much effect on the French, who knew
better, or even the Indochinese, Sabattier figured, but it was sure to be alarming to
the Japanese and make them trust Decoux that much less. Accordingly, he had
taken the precaution of setting up an alternative command post outside Hanoi.
He now issued a general order, referenced O.G.4, on February 26 to the Tonkin
Division. The general order defined in specific terms the mission of each unit in
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the planned withdrawal to the northwest in case of Japanese attack. Delayed by
Mordant’s caution and Aymé’s numerous objections, O.G.4 did not reach its
addressees until between March 4 and 8. But most important, Sabattier ab-
sented himself from Hanoi on the night of March 9.

Indochina without the French

In Saigon at six o’clock on the evening of Friday, March 9, 1945, in accordance
with previously made arrangements, Ambassador Matsumoto and his aides ar-
rived at the Norodom Palace to sign with Decoux the routine documents for rice
deliveries under the 1941 Franco-Japanese agreement, which Decoux had insisted
upon honoring up to that point in spite of the worsening food situation. Matsu-
moto had previously requested a few words with Decoux privately on the subject
of the financial accords, so after the signature by the two delegations the two men
sat down together. A visibly nervous Matsumoto began the conversation, in his
broken French, by arguing that the increase in Japanese troop strength “for the
common defense” necessitated an increase in the government general’s financial
contribution. Decoux observed that he had requested no additional troops but
said his services would study the demand, in spite of its unreasonable nature, and
would make a counterproposal. Matsumoto then raised the subject of Decoux’s
relationship with his government. Decoux reaffirmed that the basis of his actions
was the authority he had received from Pétain, which had not been taken away
from him. Regarding de Gaulle’s colonial policies compared with his own, De-
coux stated emphatically that he had no desire to see France’s colonies at the beck
and call of the United States."!

Matsumoto next brought up the war situation and stated that an American
landing in French Indochina was becoming increasingly imminent. Decoux re-
plied that, with the approach of the monsoon season, no immediate landing
would be attempted. Matsumoto asked whether the governor general, who had
tull authority, would strengthen their common defenses and would fight against
the American forces. Decoux replied that he did not feel he could do so yet.
Matsumoto asked what sort of measures he planned to take in case American
forces should land, and he replied that in that case the officials in charge of
Japanese and French military affairs would have to take concerted action.

Unable to elicit any further commitment from Decoux on the “common
defense,” Matsumoto took from his briefcase the aide-mémoire he had been car-
rying and read it aloud. He requested an answer by 9 o’clock (it was then 7:50)
expressing absolute and unconditional acceptance. In case of no reply of accep-
tance, Japanese forces would take the necessary prearranged steps. Decoux said
he was overwhelmed by the note first because the unification of military com-
mand would represent a flagrant violation of French Indochinese sovereignty,
and second because he was not given time enough to consult his commanding
general. Decoux then requested the presence of Boisanger, who was waiting in
the adjoining room. Boisanger took one look at the note and slipped into the
adjoining room, where he had time to alert a colleague to contact the military
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before returning to join the two main actors in the drama. Boisanger’s plea for
time to negotiate the Japanese demands was rejected. Decoux warned Matsu-
moto that if there were bloodshed as a result of the ultimatum, Japan would be
held responsible.

In his hastily drafted written reply, Decoux stated (1) In the event of an
American attack, the Japanese commander should assume all responsibility for
the conduct of operations and that Decoux would support him fully; (2) he
could make no statement concerning the Japanese demand for disarming of the
Indochina Army without consulting his commanders; (3) he was prepared to
continue conversations with the Japanese Embassy and the French commander
was prepared to negotiate with the Japanese commander; and (4) he guaranteed
that the French troops would not take any hostile action so long as the Japanese
refrained from hostilities.

In concluding his report to the foreign ministry in Tokyo, Matsumoto
stated that it was evident that the French, suspecting a Japanese move to disarm
the Indochina Army, had been taking various countermeasures. However, he
had the impression the French had not intended to strike the first blow, and it
appeared they really did not believe the Japanese would take such a step. Matsu-
moto was struck by the atmosphere of complete surprise.'” The surprise in the
Norodom Palace was genuine. That morning, Aymé had ordered that Decoux
not be informed of the “alarmist” warnings that had been circulating in Hanoi.

FATE STRIKES TwICE: MEIGO
Taken unaware, the commanders of the Indochina Army reacted to the Japanese
move as best they could. It now seemed, indeed, that the only hope of concerted
resistance lay with Sabattier and his Tonkin Division. The Japanese high com-
mand had counted on arresting the French commanders in the expectation that
they would order the Indochina Army troops under their command to surrender.
However, it had also warned its commanders that fierce resistance could be ex-
pected in some places. General Delsuc and Admiral Bérenger, the French com-
manders in the south, were at the Norodom Palace conferring with Decoux and
so were isolated with him when Japanese troops surrounded the palace grounds
and prevented anyone from leaving. In Hanoi, at 8:10 p.m. a Japanese unit burst
into Aymé’s apartment and arrested him without resistance. Mordant was at his
home in town having dinner with Professor Mus when he received a telephone
call from the Puginier Palace alerting him to the fact Decoux had received an
ultimatum in Saigon. Mus immediately departed on what would be a long jour-
ney to China. Mordant made for the secondary headquarters he had established
at the citadel, but he sprained an ankle in falling from a wall. In spite of this, he
managed to telephone his headquarters and was informed of Aymé’s arrest and
was advised to make for Tong, the camp west of Hanoi where most of the Tonkin
Division was stationed. However, he spent the night with a medical officer of his
staft and gave himself up the following morning; he arranged to be arrested by the
Kempeitai out of sight of the Vietnamese.

The Japanese having failed to obtain a general order of surrender from the
Indochina Army’s top commanders, it was then up to the garrison commanders
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in each location to make the decision of whether to surrender or fight. This was
extremely difficult. Japanese officers were ordered to decapitate any French of-
ficer responsible for ordering his troops to fire on the Japanese.

In Saigon, following the order to begin Meigo, the arsenal, the port, customs
offices, the Bank of Indochina, Radio Saigon, and all other key buildings were
occupied. At the headquarters of the Stireté the Kempeitai found all filing cabi-
nets of documents, which Moresco had not had time to order destroyed, intact.
Initially the Japanese kept Decoux and Boisanger prisoners in the Norodom Pal-
ace, but later they moved them to a more isolated confinement in Loc Ninh,
north of Saigon. They were not otherwise harmed and were found there by the
Free French in August. After moving the résident supérieur in Annam, Jean Haele-
wyn, and two associates about, bringing them finally to Kratié in Cambodia, the
Japanese beheaded all three.

In Hanoi, where all officers and many men had been granted weekend
leave at 6 p.M. on that Friday night, those who could make it back to the citadel
through Japanese street barricades improvised a brave but futile resistance until
the following morning, when Aymé sent a courier bearing an order to lay down
their arms with honor. The casualty toll on the Indochina Army side was 292
dead (including 198 autochthons) and 379 wounded (including 222 autoch-
thons) and 965 prisoners, while 212 Japanese soldiers were killed and 348 were
wounded. Among the captured were Generals Massimi, who led the resistance
at the citadel, Tavéra, and Chamagne and Gautier, Résident Supéricur Chauvet,
and police chief Louis Arnoux. They were held as prisoners to the end of the
war. All major public buildings, including the Puginier Palace, were occupied
in short order.

Some of the fiercest fighting on the night of March 9 and on succeeding
days took place at Lang Son, scene of the bloody 1940 fighting. The defenses at
Lang Son consisted of a series of fort complexes, many built by the Indochina
Army to defend against invasion from China. Once the Japanese had cut oft
communications, cach of these forts had to defend itself against the full weight
of attack pressed with artillery and tanks. As soon as the order to begin Meigo
was issued, the Japanese ordered all French officers to be executed if they did
not immediately order their troops to surrender. In the fighting, 544 European
members of the Indochina Army were killed (of which 387 had been executed
after capture, including the commanding officer, General Lemonnier) and
1,832 autochthons were killed (including 103 executed after capture and an-
other 396 who were killed on March 12 when planes of the U.S. Fourteenth Air
Force, in its only intervention in the fighting, mistakenly bombed and strafed a
column of prisoners under the impression that they were Japanese). Prisoners
taken by the Japanese totaled 1,021, almost all autochthons. Among the prison-
ers executed was one Corporal Jules Nguyén who insisted on being executed
with his comrades, shouting “Vive la France!” to the end.

In Hue, the general commanding the region, Turquin, was away on a visit
to Laos when Meigo came. There was sporadic but heavy fighting at the various
military camps. The Indochina Army, again fighting completely without out-
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side support, suftered heavy casualties but managed to inflict a toll of 247 dead
and 253 wounded on the Japanese before resistance ceased. The Garde Indo-
chinoise, which was responsible for the security of the résidence supérieure, put up a
particularly valiant fight in which it defended its barracks for 19 hours before
being overcome. A group of 300 men, about two-thirds of them autochthons,
managed to elude the Japanese and reach the Ashau valley. But hunger, sickness,
desertions, and betrayals took their toll. The advancing monsoon prevented air-
drops of supplies. The main group split up; some returned to Vietnam and sur-
rendered and others sought refuge in Laos. Only a handful survived.

The Japanese received their biggest surprise at Quang Ngai. The Vietnamese
garrison there had been armed with automatic weapons parachuted near Kontum
by the OSS, but they had led the Japanese into thinking there would be mass
desertions. Before the fighting ended, 143 of the attacking force of 600 lay dead
and another 205 had been wounded in return for three killed and 17 wounded.

Meanwhile, troops of the Tonkin Division that had left their camp at Tong,
west of Hanoi, were retreating northwestward under constant heavy Japanese
pressure. They were forced to abandon all their heavy equipment in crossing
the Red River. Sabattier, having omitted to specity radio frequencies in his
0.G.4, was soon out of touch with troops under General Alessandri, who had
entered the mountains of northwest Tonkin, which were sparsely inhabited by
tribesmen who were mostly hostile to the French.

At Thu Cuc on March 13, Alessandri ordered his officers to split into two
columns. Then, having assembled all the men and taken the precaution of sepa-
rating them from their weapons, he announced that, because of the critical
shortage of rations for the march ahead, he was immediately demobilizing all
his autochthonous tirailleurs. They were to hand over all their ammunition and
return to their homes or else they would be considered deserters. In spite of
protests by some of his officers against this treatment of the autochthons, most
of whom were volunteers, they had to comply under the threat of Europeans of
the Foreign Legion opening fire on them. Of some 1,200 autochthonous sol-
diers, barely 100 were permitted to continue on with the two columns. The
others were allowed to keep their uniforms after tearing oft all insignia of rank
and unit, were given one day’s rice ration, and were paid two to five piasters
each as an advance on their pay for the month of March. Their weapons were
destroyed. Needless to say, these men abandoned far from home without means
of defending themselves constituted easy prey for the forces in the region hos-
tile to the French. In the coming days, about 100 were captured by the Japanese,
who shot seven of them and threw the remainder into prison. Between five and
six hundred others joined the Viet Minh, while another hundred volunteered
to join the VNQDD.

Between March 9 and May 2, the withdrawing remnants of the Tonkin Divi-
sion suffered losses of 774 killed (of which 611 were autochthons), 283 wounded,
and 303 missing, according to a compilation made by Chu Bac Khan, a member
of the Tho minority who took part in the long march himself. The survivors—
2,140 Europeans and 3,223 autochthons—took refuge in China, where, treated
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virtually as prisoners by the Chinese and regarded as unreliable by the Free
French, they ceased to play any role in the unfolding drama in Vietnam.

The adventures of Major Reul, commanding officer of the Second Military
Region (Cao Bang), at this time provided startling evidence of the organization
and determination of the Viet Minh in this bastion of their strength. Reul de-
cided on his own to abandon his headquarters at Cao Bang, which was too
vulnerable to Japanese siege, and take his men into the mountains. For almost
three months, by keeping constantly on the move, Reul and his men managed
to elude the Japanese. Before March 9, Reul had secretly been in contact with
the Viet Minh, although an intense French ratissage in the region aimed at the
Viet Minh just prior to March 9 made these contacts extremely difficult. Now
he sought out the Viet Minh again for the valuable assistance they could pro-
vide against the Japanese. After several efforts, Reul succeeded in meeting a Viet
Minh emissary on March 23. The emissary sharply criticized Reul for bringing
in Chinese pirates and Vietnamese “renegades” from Kwangsi, referring to Gor-
don’s Chinese and members of the VNQDD who had been sent him to help
fight the Japanese.

On March 28, another Viet Minh emissary pressed Reul on the schedule of
delivery of arms that had been promised by the OSS. In exchange for assur-
ances that the emissary would obtain Giap’s instructions to institute military
cooperation, Reul would contact Gordon to speed up deliveries of arms by the
OSS. Several incidents between Reul’s men and the local population, which
was under strong Viet Minh influence, however, showed that the Viet Minh
were not cooperating. In fact, Reul heard reports of Viet Minh attacks on Indo-
china Army troops elsewhere, incitations to desert and join the Viet Minh, and
removal of an arms cache to a secret location by the Viet Minh. Three days later
a higher-level emissary violently criticized French colonial policies and gave
only vague replies to Reul’s questions about recent incidents. Reul broke off his
contacts with the Viet Minh and withdrew to safety in Kwangsi, although Viet
Minh troops did provide cover for his retreat. On arriving, he asked Gordon to
suspend arms deliveries to the Viet Minh until they decided to fight the Japa-
nese.” The episode is significant for the light it sheds on the different policies
operated by the Viet Minh at various levels, with the top leadership proclaiming
a policy of fighting the Japanese while refusing cooperation at the local level in
order to take advantage of the precarious situation of the French.

Despite repeated orders from Calcutta to remain on Indochinese soil and
defend French sovereignty at all costs, the last troops of the Indochina Army
outside Japanese custody withdrew over the China border on May 2, leaving
only the scattered Free French guerrillas and their partisans in the jungles of
Laos as a continuing French presence in Indochina; for the moment, these
bands had no prospect of being able to enter the towns.

The independent monarchies that emerged under Japanese trusteeship in
the wake of the Meigo action were destined to follow divergent courses. In
Laos, the monarch pretended to play the Japanese game so as to protect his
people from upheaval, but in fact he secretly maintained his allegiance to France
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until the French could return, an attitude which brought him into contlict with
his viceroy, Prince Phetsarath, and contributed to the establishment of an inde-
pendence government, the Lao Issara, that defied the monarchy. In Cambodia,
the young King Sihanouk embraced the Japanese with an enthusiasm that got
him into difficulties (only temporarily, however) with the returning French.
The Vietnamese, partly because they were better prepared to take advantage of
the situation and partly because they felt less inhibited in making demands on
the Japanese, benefited most from the disappearance of the French; their em-
peror gave his support to an independence government that called itself for the
first time the government of the Empire of Vietnam. With this government, the
French never had any relations. It is notable that the independence regimes
instituted by the Japanese brought to the fore relatively progressive political
leaders such as Tran Trong Kim in Vietnam, Prince Phetsarath in Laos, and Son
Ngoc Thanh in Cambodia.

The Japanese, having acted with decisiveness, rapidly lost control of suc-
ceeding events. The depth of nationalist feeling in Vietnam, especially, surprised
and disconcerted them, judging from the messages they exchanged. However,
they felt obliged to honor the new demands being made by the people they had
so recently invited to take power. As it became clear to them, especially after the
beginning of the battle for Okinawa at the end of March, that there was to be no
Allied landing in Indochina, the military argument for stability at any price
gradually lost weight and the diplomatic argument that it was in Japan’s interest
to give the regimes a true semblance of independence gained weight.

THE TRAN TRONG KiM GOVERNMENT TAKES CHARGE IN VIETNAM

Emperor Bao Dai, reportedly forewarned of the Meigo action by his minister of
interior, Pham Quynh,"* was away at his hunting reserve in western Quang Tri
Province on the night of March 9. Conveniently for the Japanese, he was ac-
companied by the French résident supérieur, who was arrested when the party
returned to Hue the next morning. On the morning of March 11, Masayuki
Yokoyama, head of the Japanese Cultural Institute in Saigon, who had been
given the title of supreme adviser, went to the Kien Trung Palace accompanied
by Consul General Akira Konagaya and Consul Taizo Watanabe. Bao Dai fully
expected to be deposed by the Japanese in favor of Cuong De.?® He was thus
surprised and overjoyed to hear Yokoyama’s plea that he declare independence
from France. Bao Dai accepted.

Cuong De’s exclusion had been among the last-minute changes made to
the plans for Meigo on February 15. This decision, so important to the history
of Indochina, was apparently brought about by the prince’s obstinate refusal to
agree to the conditions posed by the Japanese for his ascending the throne. Ac-
cording to a reliable Vietnamese source, Cuong De had told Japanese officials
in Tokyo that he must have a free hand in choosing his ministers, that he would
not grant Japan special rights and privileges in Vietnam, and that he would
refuse to make Vietnam part of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.
Bringing Cuong De back to Vietnam in this frame of mind would obviously
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invite trouble for the Japanese and perhaps make General Tsuchihashi’s plans
for the defense of Indochina against Allied invasion unworkable. The decision
came as a blow to the Cao Dai, who had pinned their hopes on Cuong De’s
return and now felt betrayed by the Japanese.'

Bao Dai convened a cabinet meeting on the afternoon of March 11, at which
the text of the proclamation of independence was agreed upon and countersigned
by all six members of the Co Mat, or council of ministers. Using the term Viet-
nam, it declared that “the Government of Vietnam publicly proclaims that from
today the protectorate treaty with France is abrogated and that the country re-
sumes its rights to independence.”"” The proclamation thus abrogated the 1884
Patendtre treaty but said nothing about the Franco-Vietnamese treaties governing
the cession of Cochinchina and the cities of Hanoi, Haiphong, and Tourane. In
fact, no mention was made of the territorial unity of Vietnam, apparently in order
to allow the Japanese to replace the French governor of Cochinchina with a Japa-
nese governor, another part of the Meigo plan. Finally, the use of the phrase
“resumes its rights to independence” conveyed the Japanese conception of the
limited independence being granted to the Indochinese states. It remained now
for Bao Dai to give substance to this claim to rights.

On March 17, Bao Dai handed his private secretary, Pham Khac Hoe, a
written note instructing him that he was to assume direct control of state af-
fairs, based on the principle of dan vi qui (the most precious thing is the people;
a teaching of Mencius). Two days later, the members of the Co Mat resigned,
leaving the way open for Bao Dai to search for new men of talent and virtue (tai
duc).”® The Japanese were slightly confused by Bao Dai’s rapid moves and wor-
ried about public reaction; a message on March 21 spoke of the feeling of “great
disappointment” occasioned by the continuation of some French and pro-
French Vietnamese civil servants, and a report on March 23 noted the popular
perception that Japanese high officials were merely replacing the French and
said that hurried arrangements had been made to have Bao Dai formally re-
quest Yokoyama’s appointment.**’

The putting in place of Bao Dai’s new cabinet took several weeks. It was
not until April 17 that the cabinet was constituted and May 4 that it convened
its first meeting. The leading candidate for the prime ministership had been, up
to that point, Ng6 Dinh Diem. However, the Japanese military, perhaps owing
to their change of mind about the suitability of Cuong De for their purposes,
decided to advance Tran Trong Kim, a respected scholar, educator, and histo-
rian, for the post. Kim was brought back from exile in Bangkok, reaching Saigon
on March 30. A complicated series of moves followed between Kim and Diem,
who met each other at Matsushita’s house. Diem was upset that his friend Hay-
ashi had not tipped him off about Japanese plans for the Meigo action and Bao
Dai’s proclamation of independence, and he must have deduced from Hayashi’s
behavior that the Japanese military was set against his candidacy. After a series
of undelivered messages from Bao Dai to Diem, the latter wrote a long letter to
the emperor explaining his reluctance to go to Hue on the grounds that his
acceptance would lead to unhappiness. In a final mortifying twist, Diem was
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made to write another letter declining the invitation on grounds of ill health.
He then left Saigon for Vinh Long to be with his brother, Ngb Dinh Thuc.
Kim, after once declining the invitation in favor of Diem, accepted.'®

There are times when the events of public life conspire to determine an
individual’s actions and relegate all prior opinions about what that individual
stands for to the background. This was such a time for Tran Trong Kim. Kim
was born in 1887 at Dan Pho in Ha Tinh and received the education in Hanoi
and France reserved for the most favored members of the Vietnamese bour-
geoisie of the time. After he completed his studies, he was drawn to the ad-
vancement of education, and rose to the post of inspector of Franco-Annamite
private schools. He was the author of many works, including a pedagogical re-
view which he founded. He was a former staft member of the Dong Duong Tap
Chi, was widely known as a scholar for a series of textbooks published in quoc
ngu, and was known in particular for his works on Confucianism and Bud-
dhism and as the author of a popular two-volume outline history of Vietnam up
to 1893 that was first published in 1920 and is still in print today (2000). These
contributions to Vietnamese nationalism the French considered within the
bounds of what was acceptable. He was a chevalier of the Legion of Honor and
was listed in a French who’s who of Indochina in 1943.'*! Placed under Japa-
nese police protection in 1943, he had lived in Singapore and Bangkok. It would
therefore be erroncous to characterize the thoroughly francophile Kim as a
puppet of the Japanese on the sole evidence of his having been chosen by the
Japanese to lead an independent Vietnamese government.

Kim left Saigon on April 2 and arrived in Hue three days later. He had his
first meeting with Bao Dai on April 7 and to his surprise was favorably im-
pressed. On April 16, he agreed to form a new government. The team Kim
assembled consisted of modern professionals, like himself, with little or no
prior political experience. A majority of them had been educated in France and
were younger than Kim’s 62 years, ranging in age from 33 to 49. They included
four lawyers, four physicians, two high school teachers, and one engineer. Sev-
eral of them had contributed to the journal Thanh Nghi, which had been
founded in 1941 and became the focus of intellectual life in Hanoi between
1941 and 1945. The ministers were well distributed geographically, including
two from Cochinchina.

The government promised to honor past patriotic heroes, standardize the
tax system, and encourage young people to “protect the independence that is
being constructed.”* On constitutional matters, aside from using Gia Long’s
name Vietnam, the cabinet adopted the yellow banner with three horizontal
stripes as the national flag and a national anthem, the old hymn “The King
Mounts His Throne.” In popular moves, the government replaced French
toponyms with Vietnamese ones and ordered the civil service to use quoc ngu in
place of French in official correspondence. In a step manifesting the govern-
ment’s wish to see Vietnam united territorially, it adopted the name Vietnam on
June 4 and the names Bac Bo in place of Tonkin, Trung Bo in place of Annam,
and Nam Bo in place of Cochinchina.'*® At the urging of its minister of justice,
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lawyer Trinh Dinh Thao, the government ordered province chiefs and prison
officials to release all political prisoners jailed by the French.!*

An innovation was the inclusion of a foreign minister in the cabinet for the
first time since France had assumed responsibility for Hue’s foreign affairs in
1884. The man appointed to this post, Tran Van Chuong, whose wife was
known to be close to the Japanese, apparently had dealings only with Japan. In
this respect, he served his emperor badly. Bao Dai always wanted to chercher les
Américains, which in the circumstances would have been difficult but not alto-
gether impossible.'* Whenever the possibility of a Japanese defeat was raised,
Bao Dai would say “On va tuer le porc!,” a reference to the traditional form of
celebrating an event.'*

The cabinet included no defense minister because the Japanese intended to
manage all security forces themselves, even the police, and it was not until mid-
summer that Kim was allowed to organize a Civil Guard (Bao An). In its first
policy statement, the government emphasized that Vietnam “could not think of
conducting war with anyone,” making it clear that the government general’s
“common defense” commitment no longer applied. The absence of the govern-
ment’s own security forces became a liability, however, when banditry, assassina-
tion, and revolution spread through the country in the autumn and Kim was
obliged to reject Japanese offers of help for fear of seeming unpatriotic.

As a man without a party, Kim’s best hope for governing efficiently was to
improve the existing bureaucracy by appealing to a sense of morality and patrio-
tism rather than embark on any thoroughgoing reforms. He had several unpopu-
lar mandarins fired and even brought to trial on various charges. He organized
the civil servants into the Cong Chuc Tong Hoi (General Association of Civil
Servants). At first, they responded with enthusiasm. As the problems facing the
government grew more serious, however, this initial enthusiasm faded.

Foremost among these problems was the worsening food situation in
northern Trung Bo and Bac Bo. A series of natural disasters in the summer of
1944 destroyed the main-season rice harvest in the small, heavily populated
coastal provinces of Thai Binh, Nam Dinh, Hung Yen, Ha Nam, and Ninh
Binh. Unusual cold in the following winter ruined a large quantity of second-
ary crops. Famine spread through the deltas of the Red and Ma rivers. Chil-
dren, adults, and whole families died of starvation. Villagers flocked to market
towns in search of food. The relatively small amount of private charity assis-
tance could not cope with a crisis of this magnitude. The government passed
regulations to punish hoarding and ensure minimum rations for the neediest.
Kim asked for and obtained approval of the Japanese to abandon the requisi-
tioning of rice from farmers in Trung Bo and an exemption for those who
owned less than three mou of rice land in Bac Bo; the requisitioning had been
instituted by the Decoux administration when it agreed to export rice to Japan
in an effort to constitute reserve stocks for future shortages and to dampen
speculation and price rises. Kim also canceled much of the regulation of rice
marketing that had been put in place by Decoux. He encouraged the formation
of fund-raising associations to help famine victims, and on May 23 Bao Dai
decreed a moratorium on agricultural loans.
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The minister of supplies, Nguyén Huu Thi, was sent to Saigon in the first
fortnight of June to arrange for the transport of rice to the north and the emi-
gration of 1 million people from Bac Bo and Trung Bo to Nam Bo. The Allied
air raids, however, had seriously disrupted transport of all kinds. In 1945, rail-
way links between Saigon and Hanoi were practically broken, while 50 percent
of the road network was destroyed and some 90 percent of motor vehicles were
out of commission. American aircraft had sown mines in the river approaches
to Haiphong. The coastal shipping that normally brought rice to Tonkin from
Cochinchina was first restricted to Tourane (Da Nang), then to Qui Nhon,
finally to Nha Trang. In fact, the export of rice to Japan had declined sharply
and virtually ceased by 1945; rice stocks in Saigon were sold oft cheaply before
they rotted, and 55,000 tons were offered to distilleries for less than the pur-
chase price. In the end, Kim’s government resorted to using oxcarts and small
junks to try to get rice through to Tonkin.

The fact that Kim’s government did not control the federal services of In-
dochina, such as posts and telegraphs, railways, and radio stations, which were
still in the hands of the governor general in Hanoi, now in the person of Gen-
eral Tsuchihashi, made things that much more difficult. Finally, the Viet Minh
obstructed the government’s famine relief projects by inciting peasants to at-
tack public rice stocks and discrediting officials of the famine relief associations.
The great famine of the year At Dau left an indelible mark on people’s memo-
ries; estimates of the number of deaths between the autumn of 1944 and the
winter of 1945 vary from 700,000 to 2 million.

Another serious problem Kim’s government had to contend with was in-
flation. Inflation was spurred by the Japanese decision to print currency, since
they controlled the Bank of Indochina and the printing presses. Between March
and August 1945 the Japanese put 770 million piasters at the disposal of the
imperial armed forces, more than the government general had supplied during
the previous 53 months. Kim’s government granted tax relief or exemption to
those in the lowest tax brackets in Bac Bo and Trung Bo.'*’

THE UNIFICATION OF VIETNAM

No issue, however, was deemed more important than unifying the country.
The Japanese soon discovered that their choice of Bao Dai to preside over inde-
pendence had alienated a large section of Vietnamese nationalist opinion. As
carly as the end of March, Japanese reports from Hanoi warned that members
of the “independence party” who felt they had been ignored in the new setup
after years of anti-French agitation were questioning Japan’s “real motives” and
declaring they could not cooperate with the new government.'"*® According to
an April 14 circular, the Japanese were particularly worried about the frequent
meetings the members of the “independence party” were holding in Hanoi and
their stirring up of opposition to the government. Perhaps in an effort to defuse
this agitation, Tsuchihashi gave his assent to bring back Cuong De. In a meeting
with Bao Dai on June 11, he obtained the emperor’s approval for Cuong De’s
return to Vietnam as president of the Privy Council.'" On July 20, General
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Matsui declared in Tokyo that the prince was to return to Vietnam to assist his
nephew in state affairs. Five days later, the prince issued a statement expressing
gratitude to Japan and pledging sincere collaboration with Japan following his
return home. This tentative plan, however, was never carried out.

The anti-Japanese agitation, in which the Viet Minh were starting to vie
with the non—Viet Minh nationalists in the virulence of their anti-French, anti-
Japanese propaganda, may have played into the hands of the Tran Trong Kim
government in its efforts to reunify the country territorially. Tsuchihashi in his
capacity as governor general had named Kumao Nishimura as résident supérieur
of Tonkin. On April 27, wishing to put an end to the autonomy of Tonkin under
French occupants of this post, and undoubtedly after consultation with Tsuchi-
hashi, the government announced that a kham sai (imperial delegate) for Bac Bo
would take over the functions of the résident supérieur, minus responsibility for
Hanoi and Haiphong. Kim promoted Phan Ke Toai, the provincial governor of
Thai Binbh, to this office.

When Toai paid a formal call on Tsuchihashi (who had moved his headquar-
ters from Saigon to Hanoi) on May 23, Tsuchihashi referred to his prior conver-
sation with Bao Dai and said it was his understanding that the prime minister
governed not under the supervision of the emperor but under that of the gover-
nor general. Toai argued that his instructions from Hue were to the contrary and
that it was the wish of the Vietnamese people to unite Bac Bo with Trung Bo.
Feeling that governing under the orders of the governor general would be dis-
loyal to the emperor, Toai observed that his position was a very difficult one. The
next day Toai asked Nishimura to transmit his resignation to Hue. Nishimura
secretly held back the resignation, but Kim received word of it through private
channels, whereupon he said that if the imperial delegate quit the whole cabinet
would have to resign. The Japanese report on this affair speculated that although
Toai’s proftered resignation had been prompted by his conversation with Tsuchi-
hashi, the real cause was the agitation from the independence advocates and the
fact that Toai had held office under the French.” Nishimura, however, giving
turther proof of his understanding of Toai’s dilemma and wishing to neutralize
the independence advocates, gradually transferred to Toai such of the responsi-
bilities of the résident supérieur as did not impinge upon Japanese security. This
move, however, led to a conflict between loyalty to the Hue court and loyalty to
the government general.

In Cochinchina, Tsuchihashi, hoping to change the status quo as little as
possible, had named Fujio Minoda to take the place of Governor Hoeffel in the
La Grandiére Palace. Minoda made it clear in the following days that Japan had
no intention of granting independence to Nam Bo, dashing hopes of southern
nationalists to be included in independent Vietnam."' He appointed Vietnam-
ese to administrative positions vacated by the French, brought Tran Van An
back from Singapore to head a quasi-legislative Council of Nam Bo (Hoi Nghi
Nam Bo), and encouraged his assistant Iida to convert the Vichyist youth and
sports brigades into a Vanguard Youth Organization (Thanh Nien Tien Phong).
This organization first attracted public attention in the wake of the American
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B-29 raid on Saigon on June 12 which killed 22 Europeans and at least 200
Vietnamese. Hundreds of young men in dark shorts and white shirts marched
to the ruins and helped dig out survivors and transport bodies to the mortu-
ary." The operation was led by Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach, who was to play a key
role on behalf of the Viet Minh in the events of August and September.

At first, Tsuchihashi, secking to delay things, argued that the Cambodian
government’s claims on Nam Bo (Kampuchea Krom) should be resolved prior to
any consideration of unifying Nam Bo with the rest of Vietnam. Kim himself
went to Hanoi on July 13 to negotiate with Tsuchihashi, where he flatly rejected
Tsuchihashi’s argument. After further lengthy negotiations, it was also agreed that
Nam Bo would be returned to Vietnam and that Kim would go to Saigon to
attend the reunification ceremonies, set for August 8, with Tsuchihashi present.'>

The government had started negotiations with the Japanese for return of
sovereignty over the cities of Hanoi, Haiphong, and Tourane almost as soon as it
took office. On June 11, the same day, probably not coincidentally, that a large
unification rally was held in Hanoi presided over by Minister of Youth Phan Anh,
Tsuchihashi discussed the matter with Bao Dai. He tried to play for time, suggest-
ing that the cities be handed back one after the other, beginning with Tourane.
Bao Dai insisted they be handed back at one stroke by revoking the decree of
1888.13* The negotiations in Chuong’s hands dragged on, and it was not until Kim
himself took a hand that Tsuchihashi agreed to turn over the three cities eftective
July 20. A Vietnamese mayor, Tran Van Lai, took over from the Japanese in Hanoi
on July 20, and similar transfers occurred in the other cities. Kim had also autho-
rized the convening of a National Consultative Conference (Hoi Nghi Tu Van
Quoc Gia) in an edict of May 8. But it was not until July 30 that he approved the
list of 59 individuals to be invited to attend the northern branch meeting, which
was scheduled to deliberate for five days from August 17 on."® This meeting was
to be overtaken by events. The membership of this conference, it should be
noted, was no less representative than that of the National People’s Congress
convened by the Viet Minh in Tan Trao on August 16.

All in all, the Tran Trong Kim government succeeded in reuniting Tonkin
and Cochinchina for the first time in nearly a century, making Vietnam one
country under that name. This was, by any standard, a tremendous achieve-
ment. The government had given substance to Bao Dai’s claim to the rights of
independence and proved a capable custodian of Vietnam’s sovereignty during
the relatively short period it held power.

SIHANOUK DECLARES INDEPENDENCE

The Meigo operation was eftective in Cambodia, as it was elsewhere. Not find-
ing the acting résident supérieur, Berjoan, at home (as had been planned in such a
contingency), a disguised King Sihanouk took temporary refuge in a monastery
in Phnom Penh. The following day, a cousin of his mother, Buor Horng, ac-
companied by the Japanese owner of a grocery store near the royal palace, in
reality a secret agent, came to fetch him and return him to his palace, where he
found his parents safe and sound. At the request of Kubota, a career diplomat
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who took the place of the résident supérieur, and General Manaki, commander of
Japanese troops, he proclaimed, after consulting his astrologers for a favorable
day, independence and promulgated a kram (law) abrogating the French treaty
of protectorate of 1863 and the convention of 1884.

Sihanouk expressed his support for the Japanese and took advantage of the
situation to enact a number of measures dear to his heart. He declared that the
kingdom would now be known in French as “Kampuchea,” the Khmer pro-
nunciation of the word, instead of “Cambodge.” On March 14, even before a
new government had taken office, he rescinded a decree passed in 1943 at the
initiative of the French to replace Cambodia’s 47-letter alphabet, derived from
medieval Indian models, with the Roman alphabet. Although the decree did
not apply to religious texts, the reform was pushed vigorously by the French in
1944-1945, especially in secular schools and government publications. The de-
cree abrogating the reform mentioned that for Cambodia to adopt the Roman
alphabet would mean the society would become “a society without history,
without value, without mores, and without traditions.”'>’

A new cabinet took office, composed of colorless personalities without
strong political persuasions except for their loyalty to Sihanouk. This was not
out of keeping with sentiment in the country at large. No violent actions were
recorded by Cambodians against either the French or the Japanese during this
period. Son Ngoc Thanh returned from Japan in May and was made foreign
minister by Sthanouk, who noted Thanh’s proclivity for placing his anti-French
supporters in high government positions and his willingness to tolerate Japa-
nese requisitions in the countryside.'” Thanh’s irredentist demand for return
to Cambodia of the Mekong Delta provinces vexed the Japanese considerably,
especially in view of the fact, as they pointed out in their messages, the Cambo-
dians had not forgiven them for having presided over the handing over of Bat-
tambang and Siem Reap to Thailand.' It is noteworthy that Sihanouk himself
shortly took up the irredentist demand (as he also later adopted Thanh’s use of
the referendum as a device to seek popular backing for his policies.)

On the night of August 9 (a propitious number in Asia), members of a Japa-
nese-formed paramilitary group entered the royal palace and demanded that the
king dismiss the cabinet. At 3 A.M. they rounded up the entire cabinet, with the
exception of Prince Sisowath Monireth and Thanh. Sihanouk’s private secretary,
Nong Kimny, received a gunshot wound. When Thanh heard of this, he fetched
Prince Monireth and the two of them ordered the hostages released. Sihanouk
was saved from possible harm because his mother, Queen Kossamak, had sent
him to safety in a nearby temple (wat). Kossamak and Prince Monireth parlayed
with the intruders. The Japanese appear not to have been behind these events.
Four days later, Sihanouk accepted the cabinet’s resignation and announced that
Thanh would become Kampuchea’s first prime minister. In his investiture
speech, Thanh, who had retained the portfolio of foreign minister, proclaimed
the importance of a continuing alliance with Japan, as well as of new alliances
with other Asian nations, and suggested a further alliance with the Vietnamese.
He was worried about the return of the French. After Japan’s surrender, he sent
emissaries to China and Thailand and visited Vietnam himself.'*
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THE FrReE FRENCH RESISTANCE IN LaOs

The one country in which the Free French were able to organize effective resis-
tance to the Japanese was Laos. Such resistance had begun even before Japanese
troops moved into Pakse, Savannakhet, and Thakhek on the evening of March
9. Beginning in December 1944, British B-24s based at airfields in Bengal had
been air-dropping French agents into Indochina who had been trained in India
by the British Force 136 with the aim of recruiting and training guerrilla forces
to harass the Japanese and maintain a French presence. By the spring of 1945,
Franco-Laotian guerrilla groups were operating from jungle camps scattered
from Luang Namtha Province in the north all the way south to Champassak.

The contrast with the failure of guerrilla resistance in Vietnam is striking
and was due in no small part to the difference in attitude of the two rulers. The
Franco-Laotian guerrillas were fighting for a cause widely perceived to be le-
gitimate and one that had the tacit support of the king. In Vietnam, on the other
hand, any Frenchman was perceived to be fighting to restore French rule in
opposition to the wishes of the Hue court and its government, and therefore
could not count on the local population. A consequence of the experience
gained in fighting the Japanese on their home soil was that future general offic-
ers such as Amkha Soukhavong served their country well in the 1950s and
1960s, whereas in Vietnam those who became generals had no experience of
fighting a highly trained professional army such as the Japanese before they
found themselves face to face with the Viet Minh and the Viet Cong,.

The numbers of the Franco-Laotian guerrillas were not large: some 200
Frenchmen and 300 autochthons, both Lao and highlanders. The presence they
made felt was out of all proportion to their small numbers, showing what well-
trained men fighting a combined political and military action in pursuance of a
well-defined and attainable objective—in this case the restoration of the au-
thority of the king and his wish for a resumption of the French protectorate
over his kingdom—are able to achieve with a modicum of popular support,
even in extremely difficult conditions.

Hearing that the arrival of the Japanese was imminent, the viceroy of Luang
Prabang and prime minister, Prince Phetsarath, the son of Boun Khong by his
second wife, ordered Laotian civil servants to continue their duties as usual and
left the town by car for Luang Prabang to be with King Sisavang Vong. The
Japanese moved into Vientiane and Xieng Khouang on March 10. At Thakhek
on March 14 the Japanese met with a show of resistance by the Garde Indo-
chinoise, for which they retaliated by executing French civilians. Tchepone,
Saravane, and Attopeu were all occupied in the following days. The Japanese
quickly imprisoned French officials and their families caught in the towns and
confiscated their property. Among their other actions, they sold a confiscated
truckload of opium to Chinese merchants, saying the proceeds would contrib-
ute to the costs of their operations. Laotian civil servants, who were not atfected
by these punitive measures, continued their work under Japanese guidance. In
Vientiane, the chao khoueng, Xieng Mao, became the de facto head of govern-
ment, since there was no contact yet with Luang Prabang.'"!
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Two battalions of Japanese troops finally arrived in Luang Prabang on April
7 and found the French gone. In an audience with the king, Taizo Watanabe
suggested to him, as he and Yokoyama had done to Bao Dai, that he proclaim
independence and send a representative to discuss the modalities of Lao-Japa-
nese cooperation. Sisavang Vong replied that he had already made his position
clear to the French representatives to whom he had granted an audience two
days previously. “We will stay with our people,” he said. “Our attitude toward
the French will not change. Laos is too small to be independent. If we are ob-
liged to accept independence, we will accept it without having sought it or
hoped for it. Do whatever you think best. We understand your position.”!*?

It was in these circumstances that the king reluctantly issued a proclama-
tion on April 8 ending the French protectorate. But at the same time he secretly
entrusted Prince Kindavong, a younger half-brother of Phetsarath, with the
mission of representing him in the Allied councils, while he himself maintained
clandestine contact with the Franco-Laotian guerrillas. He also sent Crown
Prince Savang Vatthana to accompany Watanabe to Japanese headquarters in
Saigon, where he vigorously protested the Japanese actions.

Some civil servants who joined the Franco-Laotian guerrillas, such as
Phoui Sananikone at Luang Namtha; and ofticials such as Kou Voravong, dis-
trict chief (chao muong) of Paksane; and Leuam Insisiengmay, chao khoueng of
Savannakhet had to make a difficult choice, leaving behind their colleagues and
sometimes their families. There were divided loyalties among the Lao officials,
often due to family considerations, as in the case of Phetsarath’s son Souriya,
who was widely believed to have collaborated with the Japanese. On the other
hand, the respected teacher Nhouy Abhay was arrested by the Japanese police
in Pakse and tortured on suspicion of anti-Japanese activities. Leuam narrowly
escaped with his life from Japanese imprisonment after he was denounced by
Vietnamese for ordering villagers not to sell rice to them. The guerrillas rapidly
found support among some of the leading Lao and tribal figures, including Kou
Abhay, Nouphat Chounramany, Chao Saykham, and Touby Lyfoung of the Lee
clan of the Meo, who from their mountain fastnesses around the Plain of Jars
had watched the ammunition stored by the French for the day of reckoning
with the Japanese go on exploding for a half a day.'®

The Japanese repaid this resistance to their takeover by selling or giving their
arms to those willing to oppose the French following their surrender. These last
were mainly the Viet Minh; if it had not been for the support of the Viet Minh,
the Laotians who fought for immediate independence would have amounted to
very little. OSS operatives on the scene were also making promises of support to
local leaders who presented themselves as being anti-French, often without rec-
ognizing they were secret members of the ICPE, such as Vu Huu Binh.'**

THE VIET MINH TAKE OVER

By the end of June, both the Japanese and Kim’s government were having to
pay increasing attention to the subversive activities of a clandestine organiza-
tion variously styled as the Vietnam Independence League (Viet Minh) or the
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Indochina Independence League, the front organization that had been envisaged
at the Eighth Plenum to be formed after constitution of similar front groups in
Laos and Cambodia.'® A Japanese report on July 7 described how the army de-
cided in view of the worsening situation to mobilize a large force and carry out a
sweep against this organization in the Thai Nguyén and Bac Kan areas. This be-
gan on June 20. About 200 people were rounded up in Hanoi and another 80 in
Haiphong and Nam Dinh. “The operation was carried out with considerable
thoroughness,” the report noted, “but because of the crafty organization of the
Communist Party it is thought that the greater part of the leaders may have fled.”
The report noted a decrease in distribution of handbills and terrorism in Hanoi,
but in rural areas the movement against shipment of rice to the army and pay-
ment of farm taxes was becoming increasingly acute.'® Viet Minh activities in
Laos and Cambodia did not rate any mention of Japanese concern.

The Viet Minh had been organizing in Thai Nguyén and Bac Kan for
months. Vo Nguyén Giap, the ICP’s point man in northern Bac Bo, had suc-
ceeded in recruiting Chu Van Tan, a young leader of the Tho minority, a people
who had already been Vietnamized for a long period of time. With Tan’s help,
Giap was able to create in this mountainous, sparsely populated area a network
of villages extending through Cao Bang, Thai Nguyén, and Bac Kan all the way
to Lang Son, whose inhabitants could be counted on to defend this “liberated
zone.” After March 9, 1945, the Japanese paid almost no attention to this moun-
tainous zone, which for them had no strategic value because it had no main
lines of communication. This was to prove yet another advantage for Giap.

THE OSS aND THE VIET MINH

In Washington, the U.S. government had only a vague idea of what was occur-
ring in Vietnam in 1945. OSS reports, when they mentioned it at all, spoke of a
Japanese “puppet government” led by Bao Dai. The OSS headquarters in
southern China does not seem to have taken any steps toward obtaining precise
information about this government. Yet it could have done so by recruiting a
reliable Vietnamese from the thousands living in southern China at the time,
who would have been able to travel unobtrusively to Hue and ascertain the
situation. An agent of some stature might even have been able to contact people
at Bao Dai’s court.

The OSS and the Viet Minh, on the other hand, were drawn together by
very practical interests in each other: the need of the OSS for intelligence about
the Japanese and the need of the Viet Minh for arms. Giap’s fledgling army
faced a major problem in that it lacked an assured source of arms. Unlike Rus-
sia in 1917, where during the February revolution crowds had looted the arse-
nals of the czarist government of tens of thousands of guns, many of which had
then been concealed in factories and were available to the Bolsheviks’ workers’
militia (later incorporated into the Bolshevik Red Guard) for the asking, Indo-
china lacked a ready supply of arms available to the insurrectionists. The Japa-
nese had disarmed the French and were not about to turn over the seized arms
to the Viet Minh, and they certainly had no orders to turn over their own arms
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to the Viet Minh. The members of the Indochina Army who escaped held on to
their weapons where they could; they certainly did not have any surplus to give
the Viet Minh. Kim’s government lacked an army, and therefore arms of its own,
which might have been shared with the Viet Minh in a gesture of solidarity against
the French. In China, the Chinese Nationalist government in Chungking, having
discovered the true nature of the Viet Minh, favored rival Vietnamese factions
and so could be ruled out as a source of arms. The Chinese Communists, holed
up in Yenan, were in no position to supply arms to the Viet Minh. This left the
OSS as the only likely source.

The OSS was close at hand in the southern China sanctuary shared by the
Viet Minh with the other Vietnamese revolutionary exiles. Moreover, the OSS
was favorably disposed toward Ho’s organization because of the businesslike
way in which it was run, in contrast with the other Vietnamese exile organiza-
tions. Also, Ho must have been informed through his contacts among the
French Communists of the OSS willingness to arm resistance forces in France.
Hence, Ho sought to exploit the OSS largesse for his own benefit, supporting
his requests for arms with vast exaggerations of the numbers of the Viet Minh
followers inside Indochina and “historical” examples proving what guerrillas
could accomplish in defeating regular armies.'¥” To do this, he needed to per-
suade the OSS that the arms would be used against the Japanese in a “behind-
the-lines” resistance in the event of an Allied landing. Hence, the elaborate
show of preparation subsequently put on for the benefit of the Deer Mission at
Kimlung (Tan Trao).

The first arms deliveries to the Viet Minh in southern China had already
been made in 1942 and 1943, although there was some confusion in the minds
of the OSS about whether they were going to the Viet Minh or the Dong Minh
Hoi.'*® The arms were put to good use by the Viet Minh; Ho’s lieutenant Giap
had formed the first armed propaganda teams by December 22, 1944, which is
taken as the founding date of the Vietnam People’s Army. Gordon’s network,
now renamed G.B.T. for [Laurence] Gordon-[Harry] Bernard-[Frank] Tan,
using its French contacts, provided the OSS with valuable intelligence about
the effectiveness (or ineffectiveness) of Allied air raids, about POWs, and about
enemy force dispositions, thereby permitting extraction of downed American
fliers who had received protection from Decoux’s government general.'®
G.B.T. was receiving support from the Chinese, the British, and the U.S. Four-
teenth Air Force, and later from the OSS and from the Air Ground Aid Section
(AGAS), whose work was divided among the rescue of downed pilots, liaison
with prisoners of war, and collection of intelligence. In the aftermath of the
Meigo action, however, intelligence from French sources virtually dried up.
Desperate for an alternative source of intelligence about the Japanese, the OSS
turned increasingly to the Viet Minh, who were quite willing to provide it.

The American liaison with G.B.T. was provided by Licutenant Charles
Fenn, who had been working for OSS in China for more than a year. Fenn,
hearing that Ho had not only helped a downed pilot escape but was also con-
nected with a large political group, arranged to meet Ho, who was in Kunming.
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At a meeting on March 17, Ho discussed with Fenn, in French, problems of
intelligence-gathering in Indochina, while at Ho’s side Pham Van Dong made
notes. Fenn had vaguely heard about the Viet Minh’s being Communist and
asked Ho about it. Fenn noted in his diary that Ho replied that the French
called all Annamites Communists. Fenn told Ho about the work of the OSS
and asked him whether he would like to help. Ho said they might be able to
help, but that they had no radio operators or equipment. They agreed to meet
again. On the basis of this initial contact, Fenn asked Bernard and Tan if some-
thing could be worked out to send Ho into Vietnam accompanied by a Chinese
radio operator. It was suggested Tan might accompany him also.

At a meeting three days later they again discussed the possibility of Ho’s go-
ing into Vietnam with a radio operator, and Ho asked to meet General Chen-
nault. Fenn agreed to arrange this on condition Ho did not ask for anything. Fenn
did some checking on the background of the Viet Minh and learned that the
French did classify it as Communist. He asked AGAS to check with headquarters
in Chungking to get the appropriate clearance. The instructions came back “to
get a net regardless.” Fenn introduced Tan, who “hit it off well” with Ho.'”

A few days later, on March 29, 1945, Fenn and Bernard escorted Ho to
Chennault’s oftice. Fenn recorded that they made an incongruous assemblage,
with Chennault in his smart uniform complete with medals, Bernard in khaki
shorts and shirt, Fenn in gabardine bush jacket and Marine Corps cap, Ho in
cotton tunic and sandals, and Chennault’s secretary in her tailored khaki attire.
Chennault thanked Ho for the rescue by the Viet Minh of an American flier
who had been downed in Cao Bang Province, Lieutenant William Shaw, and
his safe return to China. Ho impressed Chennault with his knowledge of the
Flying Tigers, gleaned from perusing American magazines in the Oftice of War
Information library in town. There was no mention of the French or politics in
Indochina. As the visitors rose to leave, Ho startled Fenn by saying he had a
request to make: Would the famed general do him the honor of giving him a
photograph of himself? Chennault obliged Ho, and presented him with an
cight-by-ten glossy which he inscribed “Yours Sincerely, Claire L. Chennault.”
This Ho would later display on appropriate occasions.'”!

Shortly thereafter, Colonel Paul Helliwell, head of the OSS in China, au-
thorized his newly arrived deputy for Indochina, Captain Archimedes L. A.
Patti, to establish a Viet Minh-based intelligence network. Patti managed to
catch up with Ho near Tsing Si before Ho started the difticult walk back to Pac
Bo. He emerged from the meeting deeply impressed and thereafter became
Ho’s staunch supporter.'”? Although it did not take Patti long to discover Ho’s
Communist affiliation, Ho and his followers were never properly vetted by the
OSS at the time, as proper counterintelligence procedures dictated they should
have been.'” The Viet Minh commended themselves to the Fourteenth Air
Force in China by their rescue of downed American fliers, but they did not
have a monopoly on such actions. Years later in Saigon the names of two Viet-
namese who had rescued downed American fliers in 1943 and 1944 were
brought to the attention of the Americans. One of them was working for the
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government general at the time, and in August 1945 he was captured by the Viet
Minh and later executed. Neither received any recognition of his help to the Al-
lied cause.'” The OSS men in southern China seem to have been under the im-
pression that only the Viet Minh provided support to the Allies. However, on
April 3, the leaders of the Dai Viet party and the Chinese-supported VNQDD
met with General Albert Wedemeyer, the U.S. China Theater commander, and
General Philip E. Gallagher, who would later serve as the chief American liaison
with Chinese troops in Vietnam. The Americans who dealt with independence-
minded Vietnamese groups in southern China were blissfully ignorant of Wash-
ington’s diplomacy; at the San Francisco Conference, which met from April 25 to
June 26, Secretary of State Edward R. Stettinius, Jr., informed French Foreign
Minister Georges Bidault and Ambassador to the United States Henri Bonnet
that the United States recognized French sovereignty over Indochina.'”

By the end of April, Frank Tan was at Pac Bo, representing AGAS. In May,
Tan accompanied Ho on the trek from Pac Bo to Tan Trao, 27 kilometers east of
Tuyen Quang, accompanied by a 44-man armed escort and about 25 porter
loads of Sten guns, Thompson submachine guns, carbines, ammunition, medi-
cine, and communications gear. In late May, Licutenant Dan Phelan of AGAS
parachuted in and began sending back glowing reports of the Viet Minh. Fi-
nally, on July 16, a 6-man team from OSS Special Operations (S.O.) Branch,
called the Deer Mission, led by Major Allison K. Thomas parachuted in to the
tiny hamlet of Kimlung, later renamed for propaganda purposes Tan Trao (New
Tide). One of the team members, Lieutenant René Défourneaux, recalled how
astounded he was to be greeted upon landing by parachute in the middle of the
Tonkin wilderness by a man, who called himself Van, who was impeccably
dressed in a white European-style suit, striped tie, black shoes, and a homburg.
He was in actual fact Vo Nguyén Giap, and Défourneaux quickly concluded he
was the man in charge of operations at Tan Trao.'® On reaching their quarters
nearby, a group of bamboo and palm-leaf huts, the team was greeted by a ban-
ner reading “Welcome to our American Friends!” The Deer Team set up to
train and equip Viet Minh recruits to use American arms. The team’s activities
at Tan Trao were faithfully recorded by Sergeant Aaron Squires, the team pho-
tographer, and by Défourneaux, who kept a diary.

In 1972, Senator William Fulbright obtained the declassification of the
Deer Mission’s reports, which had been secret up to that time, and published
them in a Senate Foreign Relations Committee publication.'”” These contem-
porary documents reveal with unequaled clarity the astounding naiveté of their
authors. The Americans were obviously impressed by these gentlemen with
their insatiable curiosity about the United States and their penchant for writing
letters to high American officials, including President Truman. They viewed
them as reliable partners in an independence-forging enterprise highly charged
with emotional symbolism. Thomas quickly allowed himself to be persuaded
by their hosts to give up his assigned objective of interdicting the road and rail-
way between Hanoi and Lang Son in favor of training Viet Minh recruits in the
Cao Bang region, which was more central to Viet Minh preoccupations.'”®
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On his second day at Tan Trao, Thomas included the following among the
recommendations contained in a report of his arrival: “Forget the Communist
Bogy [sic]. VML is not Communist. Stands for freedom and reforms from French
harshness.”"” The record of this snap judgment, which conveniently ignored 15
years of party history and Ho’s 22 years in the service of the Comintern, heads a
bulky file of many such judgments made by American military men, diplomats,
and journalists concerning Vietnam. Ho and Giap put off all questions from the
Americans regarding their political stance, saying only that “politics would have
to wait until after the liberation of the country.” It is doubtful that Thomas even
knew of the existence of the ICP and its political program. Thomas seems to have
been completely unaware that on August 13 at a meeting in Tan Trao presided
over by its general secretary, Truong Chinh, the ICP established a five-man Up-
rising Committee comprising Truong Chinh, Tran Dang Ninh, Giap, Le Thanh
Nghi, and Chu Van Tan. Ho told Thomas that his party (meaning the ICP, al-
though of course Ho did not use the name) had 3,000 members in Tonkin, which
was about accurate.'

Ho also spent a great deal of time impressing on Thomas the undesirability
of bringing in French military men with the OSS personnel, a request that Tho-
mas radioed back to Kunming, and personally questioned Défourneaux,
Thomas’s second in command, who spoke fluent French and was using a non-
French cover name, in detail about his family background. Défourncaux also ob-
served that in writing Ho used the old Chinese script rather than the Romanized
alphabet.”®! Indeed, at about the same time a team led by a French officer was
wiped out in an ambush except for a single survivor who made it back into
China.” The OSS was seeking to take over the G.B.T. network, whose French
sources had dried up. Gordon was so disturbed by this development he made a
trip to Washington to argue for G.B.T.’s continued independence.

In contrast with their refusal to accept French visitors into their headquar-
ters, the Viet Minh leaders expressed the hope for future good relations with
France, which surprised the OSS men, and Ho specifically asked to meet with a
high-level representative of the new French authorities. At the time, the high-
est-ranking French representative in the area was Jean Roger, who went by the
name Jean Sainteny.'® Ho obviously wanted to have the French engaged in of-
ficial dealings with his movement even before it had established a government.
This duality was later explained by Le Duan as the application of “a very clear-
sighted political line which was rigid in principle and flexible in strategy.”'®

In the absence for nearly three decades of available documentation, the
myth grew that the OSS had furnished only insignificant quantities of arms to
the Viet Minh. Colonel Helliwell allowed himself to be quoted referring jok-
ingly to the six Colt .38 pistols he had given Ho.'® In actual fact, Ho had re-
quested from Fenn before leaving Kunming aboard a small Fourteenth Air
Force plane six new Colt .45 automatic pistols in their original wrappings, and
since AGAS had none in stock they were obtained from the OSS. Ho took these
to Tan Trao where he made presents of them to the leaders of nationalist fac-
tions, who drew the intended conclusion that Ho had obtained access to stocks
of fresh American arms.'®
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But the Colts were small potatoes. Patti subsequently stated that the Deer
Mission, with Giap’s assistance, had selected 200 Viet Minh guerrillas for train-
ing in the use of automatic weapons and demolition equipment.' These weap-
ons were certainly supplied by the OSS; aside from a few Sten guns and Bren
light machine guns that the British had air-dropped to the retreating French
after March 9, which had fallen into Viet Minh hands, the latter were armed
with an assortment of old weapons, some of them primitive in the extreme.
However, a radioed request by Thomas that the Viet Minh be permitted to
disarm the Japanese was rejected by his OSS superiors in China.'®®

A large part of the Deer Mission’s time at Tan Trao was spent training the
Viet Minh in the use of Americans arms. Indeed, as Défourneaux observes, there
was little the Americans could teach the Viet Minh about guerrilla tactics that
they did not know already, especially as only two members of the Deer Mission,
Défourneaux himself and Sergeant William Zielski, had seen action with guerril-
las. Thomas had brought along a barracks bag full of U.S. Army field manuals
covering every conceivable type of weapon and military circumstance except
guerrilla warfare."” The arms furnished by the OSS enabled Giap’s “armed pro-
paganda teams” to gain control of the mass rally in Hanoi on August 17 and to
turn it into a demonstration of support for the Viet Minh, and they also enabled
them in short order to assassinate the leaders of the nationalist parties.

Although the Deer Mission’s orders were “to interdict Jap lines of Commu-
nication in the Hanoi-Ningming area,”'” Ho adroitly steered the mission away
from taking as its target the Hanoi-Lang Son road, which was heavily defended by
the Japanese, in favor of remaining in the Thai Nguyén area, which had no strate-
gic importance and where the Japanese presence was sparse. This was an area that
the Viet Minh controlled to the exclusion of other nationalist groups.'”!

Although party documents dated from March to August 1945 contained in
a collection published in Hanoi in 1960 are full of references to the Japanese
fascists being the main enemy of the Indochinese peoples, the only definitely
established offensive action by the Viet Minh against the Japanese prior to the
surrender was an attack against a prisoner camp at the hill station of Tam Dao in
Cao Bang Province in which 180 French civilians were liberated and enabled to
make their way to safety in China. This attack took place on July 15, the day
before the Deer Team’s arrival at Tan Trao. Two or three hundred Viet Minh
guerrillas, armed with their OSS-supplied weapons, killed eight Japanese gen-
darmes. The Viet Minh suffered three or four wounded in the encounter.'
The Viet Minh claim to have issued “Military Order No. 1” at Tan Trao at 11
p.M. on August 13, the eve of the Japanese surrender, for attacking the Japanese
army, cutting off its routes of retreat, and seizing its weapons.'*

Thomas’s reports to his headquarters at Kunming, written to satisfy the
need of higher echelons to know the effectiveness of the guerrillas they had
armed and trained, obfuscated the issue of Viet Minh actions against the Japa-
nese. They state that “reports were constantly coming in of small clashes with
Vietminh troops against Jap convoys. To list all these clashes is impossible since
many are not known and what is known the intelligence on it was not always
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too clear due to the extreme difficulties of communication.” The notable fail-
ure of the Viet Minh to capture any Japanese material in these “clashes” was
explained by their “hit-and-run” nature, which seldom resulted in “wiping out
a whole Jap column.”™*

Thomas described in great detail the siege by the Viet Minh of the town of
Thai Nguyén from August 20 to 26, after the Japanese surrender. This action
resulted from a decision taken at a conference between the Deer Mission and
the Viet Minh on August 15 “that in view of Jap surrender it was now the op-
portune time to wind up the training and hit the road in the general direction of
Thai Nguyén and see what could be done in the way of ‘action.”””* In spite of
Thomas’s attempt to put a serious face on this action, it has more the aspect of
a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta, with much firing off of ammunition, exchanges
of messages between the assailants and defenders, and scenes of celebration as
the surrendered Japanese and the seven Americans present went on a shopping
and picture-taking excursion in the town.!”® The OSS men noted that the Viet
Minh were more anxious to impress the Vietnamese soldiers serving with the
Japanese than with killing Japanese; they feared that the Japanese would turn
their arms over to them.'” In fact, the OSS was receiving reports by the end of
August from both French and Vietnamese sources that the Viet Minh were ne-
gotiating with the Japanese for the purchase of arms and ammunition.'”® The
OSS also received a report from a Thai minister of state that the Japanese were
turning over large amounts of weapons to the Vietnamese.'”

While the Americans were training the Viet Minh at a camp situated about
three kilometers away, Ho convened an All-Country Conference of the ICP at
Tan Trao on August 13-15 to prepare party members for the seizure of power.
Delegates from Laos and Thailand also attended. Analyzing the world situation
in Marxist-Leninist terms, the resolution passed at the end of this conference
farsightedly pointed out that contradictions among Britain, the United States,
and France on the one hand, and the Soviet Union on the other, “might lead the
British and Americans to make concessions to the French and allow them to
come back to Indochina.” The situation therefore posed a complex problem
of presenting the party line to the masses; but the ICP had a delegate who was
up to this task—Tran Huy Lieu, a veteran of French prisons (1929-1934 and
September 1939-March 1945) who was active in journalism and politics in the
1930s; in coming days he was to prove a master at propaganda that portrayed
who should be regarded as friend and who as enemy.

The ICP had also convened a National People’s Congress (Quoc Dan Dai
Hoi) immediately following the party meeting at Tan Trao, where a number of
invited non-Communist sympathizers were wined (with champagne and Du-
bonnet hauled up from French stocks in Hanoi) and dined. Ho, although re-
maining behind the scenes for most of the proceedings, masterminded this affair,
which elected a National Liberation Commiittee to serve as the nucleus of a pro-
visional government. Ho, who was addressed as Ong Cu (Honorable Elder) by
the small numbers of ICP members in the know, as much a measure of affection
as one of respect, was elected chairman, and Lieu was elected vice chairman.
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Pham Van Dong, Nguyén Luong Bang, and Duong Duc Hien joined them as
members of the standing committee. The congress also declared the banner of
the Viet Minh to be the national flag. Van Cao’s march “Tien Quang Ca” (“Ad-
vancing Army”) became the national anthem .

GOVERNMENT MOVES

The stage was now set for the final confrontation between the Viet Minh and
the Empire of Vietnam and its government. In this, the Japanese surrender was
incidental and only hastened the completion of the transfer of remaining pow-
ers from the Japanese to the Tran Trong Kim government. The Japanese de-
layed public broadcast of the news that their emperor had ordered all Japanese
troops to surrender over Radio Saigon and Radio Hanoi (Radio Bach Mai). But
the Viet Minh at Tuyen Quang learned of it almost immediately through OSS
messages and probably from other sources. They were thus in a good position
to prepare immediately for the main action, a show of force between them-
selves and the representatives in Hanoi of Emperor Bao Dai and Prime Minis-
ter Tran Trong Kim.

The relationship between the Viet Minh and the Tran Trong Kim govern-
ment as the action approached its climax was peculiar. In their propaganda the
Viet Minh exploited the government’s weaknesses and did their best to ensure
the failure of the government’s programs. However, fearing its popularity, the
Viet Minh did not initially call for its overthrow, focusing instead on anti-French
and anti-Japanese themes under the general slogan “Doc Lap!” (“Independence!”)
No one could oppose the idea of independence in the often heady atmosphere of
the summer of 1945, and with the Japanese army still very much in evidence and
the French threatening to return at any moment, questioning who was respon-
sible for independence seemed like so much nitpicking to many. The idea itself
was greeted with joy even in the smallest hamlet. Spontaneous demonstrations
occurred in regions that had been most affected by colonial repression, and orga-
nized ones were held elsewhere. In the oratory of these demonstrations liberty
often became confused with anarchy, and recovery of political, administrative,
and economic powers often was mistaken for looting and assassination. For the
simplest folk, “Doc Lap!” meant the suppression of taxes, an end to the requisi-
tioning of rice and police interrogations, and the elimination of corrupt manda-
rins in the pay of the colonial regime. But the confrontation between the Viet
Minh and the government could not be long in coming.

All this time, much of the government’s activity was of a pedestrian nature
and had little to do with the great issues of the day. Decrees were being prepared,
correspondence was being exchanged, measures for this and that were being de-
cided upon. By the beginning of August, however, information coming in to Hue
indicated a pattern of growing unrest and challenges to existing authority in many
parts of the country. Local officials were reporting illegal meetings and demon-
strations, refusals to pay taxes, detentions of government employees, and armed
assaults.
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Kim returned to Hue from his negotiations with Tsuchihashi in Hanoi be-
lieving that the situation was well in hand. However, in the recollections of
those present, things began to go wrong at a cabinet session that opened on
August 5 when a dispute arose with Chuong over the concessions wrested from
the Japanese. As has been shown, Chuong had allowed the negotiations over
territorial unification to drag on. Kim writes in his memoirs that he revealed a
letter from a senior Japanese officer expressing no confidence in Chuong, caus-
ing Chuong to leave the room and Kim to adjourn the meeting briefly.

The next topic to produce controversy was the government’s representa-
tion at the ceremony turning back Nam Bo to the Vietnamese. Kim insisted on
a delegation of four ministers headed by himself. Interior Minister Tran Dinh
Nam, however, objected that the reports coming in of the breakdown of law
and order elsewhere made Kim’s journey to Saigon unwise. Nam was in receipt
of requests for instructions from provincial mandarins about whether to order
Civil Guard units to open fire on Viet Minh bands who were disarming other
guardsmen and tying up village chiefs. Then Economics Minister Ho Ta Khanh
demanded that the cabinet discuss immediately the popular unrest and make
contact with the Viet Minh. When this discussion did not occur, Khanh ten-
dered his resignation. He was followed on August 7 by Nam and Supply Min-
ister Thi. Youth Minister Phan An and Finance Minister Vu Van Hien then
moved for resignation of the entire cabinet, a resolution apparently approved
over Kim’s objections.

Kim then moved decisively to obtain Bao Dai’s authorization to form a
new cabinet, cabled Tsuchihashi that he would not be able to travel to Saigon,
and designated Nguyén Van Sam, former president of the Journalists’ Syndi-
cate, as imperial delegate for Nam Bo. (In the event, Sam did not arrive in
Saigon until August 19.) Kim also sought a replacement for Phan Ke Toai as
imperial delegate in Bac Bo, a move that jeopardized Toai’s continued loyalty to
his emperor, for Toai had been in secret contact with the Viet Minh through a
member of the Vietnam Democratic Party.**

On August 12, Kim, at Bao Dai’s instruction, asked the old cabinet to con-
tinue on a carctaker basis; the ministers all agreed to do so. Two days later, the
cabinet issued a statement saying: “Responding to the confidence of His Maj-
esty the Emperor, our entire cabinet is firmly resolved not to retire no matter
what difficulties confront us, in order that we may carry out our mission of
prosecuting the labor of national reconstruction and the consolidation of the
independence of our country.”*” Kim asked Bao Dai to issue an imperial order
abrogating the treaties of 1862 and 1874 with France.

On Wednesday morning, August 15, the Domei press agency authorized
Radio Saigon and Radio Bach Mai, as well as the Vietnamese press, to announce
Emperor Hirohito’s rescript ordering all Japanese troops to lay down their
arms. Shortly before noon, Résident Supérieur Nishimura handed over to Phan
Ke Toai the last attributes of sovereignty of Vietnam in the form of the general
services, including control of the Civil Guard, the police, and the radio, which
until then had been in the hands of Governor General Tsuchihashi. At the same
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time, in Hue, Ambassador Yokoyama announced the reattachment of Nam Bo
to the crown of His Majesty Bao Dai. In Saigon, Minoda told journalists he was
ready to hand over his powers as governor to the delegate of His Majesty Bao
Dai. Radio Saigon broadcast an unusually conciliatory appeal in Vietnamese
calling for all Vietnamese patriots to reassure their French friends that a newly
independent Vietnam, under Bao Dai, would be generous toward them. The
speaker hoped that Bao Dai would install a constitutional monarchy and pre-
side over a government of national union. Tsuchihashi also ordered the Japa-
nese representatives in Phnom Penh and Vientiane to hand over all their powers
to the rulers of Cambodia and Laos.

On August 14, Kim’s government issued a declaration formally integrating
Nam Ky with the rest of Vietnam and unilaterally abrogating the existing treaties
by which the Hue court recognized French sovereignty over Cochinchina.** On
the same day, in an obviously coordinated action, a number of independent po-
litical groups met in Saigon in the presence of Japanese officials to establish the
United National Front (Mat Tran Quoc Gia Thong Nhut; UNF), designed to
bring together all groups opposed to return of the French.?” The members of the
front included the Vanguard Youth, led by Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach; Professor Ho
Van Nga’s Vietnam National Independence Party (Viet Nam Quoc Gia Doc Lap
Dang), which had been founded in the early days of 1945; the Cao Dai; the Hoa
Haoj; the Phuc Quoc; the Trotskyists; and several unions of workers and civil
servants.”® The object of the meeting and of the UNF was to form a government
for Cochinchina under the administration of Hue.

The mass character of the Vanguard Youth, in particular, was demonstrated
by an impressive ceremony in Saigon where up to 50,000 young men knelt to
swear loyalty to the nation, sing patriotic songs, and march around the field in
the view of Japanese officials. On August 16, the Japanese began to transfer
power to the executive body of the United National Front. These develop-
ments gave Kim’s government, for the first time since March, the assurance of
political backing from organizations with demonstrated political support.*” On
August 16, Kim issued another statement asserting the intention of Vietnam to
defend its independence and calling for national unity.

The same day (August 16), a Japanese officer drove from Saigon to Loc
Ninh to inform Decoux of the war’s end, and even offered the admiral two
bottles of champagne. Decoux declined the champagne but gave the captain a
letter addressed to Tsuchihashi proposing his immediate return to authority at
the Norodom Palace and the release of all other French personnel to assist him
in maintaining order pending arrival of Allied forces. He also enclosed a mes-
sage for transmission to the French government that informed Paris of these
planned actions.?”® The Japanese complied with Decoux’s request, who received
a reply on August 23 to await the arrival of new chiefs. Marshal Terauchi was
soon on notice from Lord Mountbatten, who was responsible for receiving the
Japanese surrender in southern Indochina, to maintain the status quo, a provi-
sion that would have made any further Japanese initiative unlawful. Decoux
remained a prisoner until the arrival of the Allies.
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With the pressure from the Viet Minh growing hourly in the north, however,
Kim announced plans for regional “committees of national salvation.” Then he
and Bao Dai’s office director, Pham Khac Hoe, informed the kham sai in Bac Bo
by cable that he was to be assisted by a four-person political committee. Later
on August 18, by imperial edict, Phan Ke Toai was replaced as kham sai by
Nguyén Xuan Chu, one of the members of the political committee. Toai, how-
ever, had already resigned the previous evening following the takeover by the
Viet Minh of a mass meeting of the General Association of Civil Servants (Cong
Chuc Tong Hot).

This association had originally been formed with the aim of celebrating
independence and territorial unification. An eyewitness remembers going to
the opera house that day to attend a meeting of city officials: “Suddenly, in the
midst of this meeting, the microphone was seized by a group of men toting
pistols. They took turns making speeches announcing the end of the reign of
Emperor Bao Dai and the establishment of a new regime. They were in fact
cadres of the Viet Minh.”®” The whole show had been carefully planned the
previous day by the Viet Minh’s Hanoi Revolutionary Military Committee.?!
Viet Minh self-defense teams had smuggled Viet Minh flags into the meeting
hall and they now unfurled them and waved them. The police did not inter-
vene. Association leaders called in vain for order to be restored. A Viet Minh
armed team seized the podium and cut down the government flag. Immedi-
ately thereafter, another team high on the balustrade of the opera house un-
rolled a large Viet Minh flag down the front of the building.

The Japanese-authorized demonstration in the square facing the opera
house on August 17 was attended by about 20,000 persons. An orator from the
Vietnam Democratic Party urged the crowd to participate in the “general insur-
rection,” but carefully avoided any call for violence against cither the Japanese
or Kim’s government. Other speeches were read and Van Cao’s “Tien Quan
Ca” (“Advancing Army”), soon to become the national anthem of the Demo-
cratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), was sung. The crowd then began a peacetul
march through the streets of Hanoi, led by Viet Minh cadres shouting slogans
and waving flags.

Meanwhile, meeting across the Lake of the Returned Sword for the first
time, a long-planned National Consultative Congress, Northern Branch (Hoi
Nghi Tu Van Quoc Gia, Bac Chi Bo), heard a keynote address by Phan Ke Toai,
after which he dropped out of sight until his resignation that same evening was
made known.?"" It appears that he had maintained close touch with the Viet
Minh all along, and following his resignation he appeared under Viet Minh
escort at meetings between the Viet Minh and the Japanese to arrange for Japa-
nese passivity in the events of their takeover. It must have been Viet Minh agents
who suggested to him the device of the National Consultative Congress, a de-
vice that became one of the party’s stock devices to prepare the way for the
naming of a new government. (The device was used in June 1969 to form the
Provisional Revolutionary Government of South Vietnam, and again in De-
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cember 1975 to form the government of the Lao People’s Democratic Repub-
lic.) In the minds of the Confucianists at Hue, however, Toai’s surrender of
power, not to the emperor who had appointed him, but to an armed political
party, was a political sin, as was a resignation completed without first obtaining
the consent of the court.

With this success under its belt, the ICP’s Northern Regional Committee
met at Ha Dong, 10 kilometers from Hanoi, and decided that same evening to
stage the final takeover of power on Sunday, August 19, thereby allowing one
day for last-minute preparations. On August 18, the Viet Minh’s Revolutionary
Military Committee sent an ultimatum to the main Civil Guard base ordering
it to “surrender to the revolution.” Meeting for its second day, the National
Consultative Congress summoned the Civil Guard commander, Captain Vu
Van Thu, for urgent consultations, only to be told that he was “too busy.”?!2

Seeking an accommodation with the Viet Minh, minister of education Han
and two other senior government officials went to the Revolutionary Military
Committee’s new headquarters in downtown Hanoi and proposed that the Viet
Minh take control outside Hanoi; the royal government would retain control
inside the city, and together they would meet incoming Allied representatives.
The Viet Minh flatly rejected this coalition offer.?"® Several hours later, 3,000
workers from the Stai factory, the Aviat auto repair facility, and other enterprises
arrived to demonstrate in front of the kham sai’s palace, loudly denouncing the
“puppet regime.” That same day, the Kempetai released all remaining political
prisoners.

The critical confrontation in Hanoi occurred on Sunday, August 19. The
opposing sides were nearly equally matched. The Viet Minh counted nearly
800 self-defense unit members under their direct control, which were formed
into 10 companies with a motley assortment of weapons. Every day brought
new arrivals from the countryside. Moreover, the Viet Minh also controlled all
radio and most press organs, a major advantage. The most significant advantage
on the Viet Minh side, however, was the ICP’s tight control over developments
and its will to order them put to good use by a highly disciplined organization.
On the government side were 1,500 members of the Civil Guard with better
armament. However, the Civil Guards, taking their cue from the royal govern-
ment’s attempts to seek an accommodation, were unwilling to use force against
the Viet Minh.

On August 19, Giap’s People’s Liberation Army troops began arriving in
the city, and they turned the balance of forces decisively in the Viet Minh’s
favor should there be any need for armed force. Dang Duc Khoi, a member of
the Viet Minh at the time, recalls that the soldiers collected empty American
cigarette packs and distributed them with instructions to refill them with Viet-
namese cigarettes and flaunt them in public when they got to Hanoi. It was all
part of the game.?"* Watched by American members of the OSS mission in
Hanot in the following days, Giap’s troops staged a massive show of force by
marching six abreast on a circular route through the city by which they repeat-
edly passed the same fixed point.
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August 19 dawned sunny and breezy, unlike the heavy clouds and torpid
humidity of the preceding few days. In the early hours tens of thousands of
villagers began marching toward the city to the sound of drums, cymbals, and
horns. A number of self-defense units formed up at their work sites or schools
and marched toward the opera house shouting slogans like “Down with the
puppet Tran Trong Kim regime!” and “Long live Viet Nam!” Following a mass
meeting in front of the opera house that gathered an estimated 200,000 persons,
bands of demonstrators well guided by armed Viet Minh militia occupied all
major public buildings. At the kham sai’s palace, the crowd confronted some
200 Civil Guards behind the fence and intimidated them into laying down their
rifles. An ICP leader then used the palace’s telephone switchboard to call man-
darins in a number of provinces to inform them of the Viet Minh takeover and
order them to surrender. As a Japanese report put it, “From noon on, the streets
were crowded with moving automobiles bedecked with party flags. Moreover,
party members split into several groups, occupied the principal government
offices and hoisted their party flags over them. Thus . . . they carried out a
sudden coup d’état. The army at first felt that we should strike a blow against
them. . . . The situation is such that we entertain doubts about the future of the
Empire of Annam.”*® The Japanese, however, made it clear to the Viet Minh
that they were not to try to take over the Bank of Indochina.

The following day, Kim abandoned his efforts to reconstitute a cabinet.
Issuing a statement actually drafted four days earlier, he claimed success in uni-
fying the country and sustaining its administrative capabilities. “Before history,
the mission of our cabinet is now complete,” he said. He then pleaded for po-
litical unity, pointing out that the enemy was “looking for divisions.”*

The southern nationalists were thwarted in an attempt to consult Hue di-
rectly on the events unfolding in the south as well as elsewhere in Vietnam. A
delegation consisting of Ngd Dinh Diem, Tran Van An, and Vu Dinh Dy left
Saigon on August 19 bound for Hue but were turned back at a barricade in Nha
Trang. Falling into the hands of the Viet Minh in Tuy Hoa, Diem was man-
handled and dragged north to Tuyen Quang, where he was exposed to the perils
of hunger and illness in the mountains.

The Viet Minh, who had been excluded from the UNF, however, were
much less well organized in Saigon than they were in Hanoi, and the balance of
power remained in doubt for longer. When negotiations were opened between
the UNF and the Viet Minh, the latter adroitly used their dominance in the
north to argue that only a unified nationalist movement under their direction
was capable of dealing with the Allies and thereby securing Vietnamese inde-
pendence. The argument that the UNF, with its Japanese connections, was tar-
nished and would be disregarded by the Allies proved particularly effective in
neutralizing the Cao Dai, who had been deeply involved in collaboration with
the Japanese. The Viet Minh also sought, unsuccessfully, to persuade the other
groups to disarm. At that time, the Vietnamese had learned that the British
would be arriving in Vietnam to receive the Japanese surrender south of the
16th parallel, as the Chinese were to do in the north.
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Behind the British, however, hovered the French. At a time when they
sensed the need to demonstrate solidarity in the face of an external threat, the
Vietnamese on the morning of August 21 thronged to the Boulevard Norodom,
which they filled from the Botanic Garden to the Norodom Palace, and then
marched peacefully through Saigon. It was the first time since 1926 that the
city, which had witnessed the performances carefully orchestrated by the com-
missioner of youth and sports under Decoux, had seen anything so spontane-
ous. Contingents from the Cao Dai, the VNIP, and the Vanguard Youth all
marched under the imperial flag, while the Hoa Hao held their own purple
banners and the Trotskyists their revolutionary flags. They chanted: “Long Live
Vietnamese Independence!” and “Down with French Imperialism!”*"

The Viet Minh made its appearance in Saigon that same evening. Cars with
loudspeakers toured the city: “All behind the Viet Minh!” (“Ung ho Viet Minh!”)
On August 22, all the member groups of the UNF came to a meeting except
Pham Ngoc Thach. Thach and Tran Van Giau had gone to see Terauchi and told
him that his group intended to seize power. It is unclear whether he was speaking
on behalf of the Vanguard Youth or the Viet Minh, but later that day Thach an-
nounced that the Vanguard Youth was withdrawing from the UNF and joining
the Viet Minh. According to Giau’s account, he asked Terauchi to order his troops
to stay calm. “You have been defeated by the whites, now we shall continue your
struggle. Please hand over to us the arms you have taken from the French.” In
return, Giau promised that no harm would come to the Japanese.?!®

The defection of its largest mass organization was sorely felt by the UNF.
The following day, Ho Van Nga opened discussions with the Viet Minh at the
Vanguard Youth headquarters at 14 Boulevard Charner. The newspaper Hung Viet
of August 24 published a communiqué stating that following negotiations be-
tween the UNF and Viet Minh representatives it had been decided to cooperate
with three objectives in view: total independence of Vietnam, establishment of a
democratic republic, and all power to the Viet Minh. The UNF adhered to the
Viet Minh and would participate in a mass rally on Saturday, August 25, it added.
After having tested for any adverse action by the Japanese by taking over the pro-
vincial headquarters at Tan An from the Japanese-appointed officials on the night
of August 22, Viet Minh supporters proceeded to take over government buildings
in Saigon on the night of August 24, following the same tactic that had been
followed in Hanoi on August 19. The Norodom Palace, the Banque de I'Indo-
chine, the port, the airport, and the arsenal were left temporarily under Japanese
control. When civil servants went to work on the morning of August 25, they
found their offices under the direction of new masters. When the former Japa-
nese governor, Minoda, paid a visit to the La Grandiére Palace that morning, he
found himself in the presence of armed Vanguard Youth leaders who informed
him that the kham sai was being held in custody. During the coup d’état, Nguyén
Van Sam had simply been escorted to his room, and the door was locked from the
outside.?”” In a matter of two days, the traditional authorities in the countryside
were also replaced by people’s committees; in most places, this was the work of
the Vanguard Youth, now calling itself Viet Minh.
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In the predawn darkness of August 25, Vietnamese from Saigon and from
the suburbs of Gia Dinh, Go Vap, Thi Nghe, and Khanh Hoi and from places
farther away such as Ba Diem, Hoc Mon, Duc Hoa, and Cho Dem gathered in
front of the city hall, where a rostrum designed by the architect and ICP mem-
ber Huynh Tan Phat stood bearing the names of the new provisional, de facto
government, called the Provisional Executive Committee of Nam Bo (Uy Ban
Hanh Chanh Lam Thoi Nam Bo, PEC). Here, Tran Van Giau gave the main
speech, a speech that appealed to nationalist sentiment and sounded much like
the rhetoric of the UNF. Police powers were held by Duong Bach Mai, who
was to lose no time in organizing the repression of nationalist leaders to follow
shortly afterward. That evening, the PEC moved into the La Grandiére Palace.
On August 26, Sam submitted his resignation as kham sai to Hue in response to
the announcement that Bao Dai would abdicate. Thereafter, the UNF was left
to its own devices.

Bao DAr’s ABDICATION

Bao Dai, for his part, showed considerable decisiveness at this critical juncture,
taking initiatives on both foreign and domestic fronts. No doubt stung, as were
many of his compatriots, by the arrogance of de Gaulle’s announcement on
August 17 of nominations of new men for the posts of commander of the
French Expeditionary Corps and high commissioner for Indochina, and at long
last freed of Japanese tutelage, Bao Dai on August 18 sent an eloquent message
to the French people and de Gaulle in which he pointed to the latter’s failure to
understand the situation in Indochina and warned that the Vietnamese were
prepared to fight to defend their newly acquired independence.

I address myself to the people of France, to the country of my
youth. I address myself as well to its chief and liberator, and I wish to
speak as a friend rather than as Chief of State.

You have suffered too much during four deadly years not to under-
stand that the Vietnamese people, who have a history of 20 centuries
and an often glorious past, no longer desire and can no longer endure
any foreign domination or government.

You would understand still better if you could see what is happening
here, if you could feel the will for independence which has been smolder-
ing in the hearts of all and which no human force can hold in check any
longer. Even if you were to come to re-establish French government here
it would not be obeyed: each village would be a nest of resistance, each
former collaborator an enemy, and your officials and your colonists them-
selves would ask to leave that unbreathable atmosphere.

I beg you to understand that the only means of safeguarding
French interests and the spiritual influence of France in Indochina is to
recognize unreservedly the independence of Vietnam and to renounce
any idea of re-establishing French sovereignty or French administration
here in any form.?

Authorship of this message, which was in a real sense a reaffirmation of the
break in relations of March 11, was later claimed by Bao Dai’s foreign minister,
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Tran Van Chuong.! If so, it was Chuong’s signal and only known contribution
to Bao Dai’s position as ruler of an independent empire. Bao Dai was saying, in
effect, that nothing could be expected from France and that Vietnam would
have to work out its own salvation. De Gaulle never answered the message,
which only increases its significance in throwing light on the situation. Bao Dai
also addressed messages to President Truman and named other recipients to be
Britain, China, and the Soviet Union.

Without mentioning any political party by name, the emperor now put
himself on the side of all those who were organizing to preserve Vietnam’s in-
dependence. In a proclamation issued on August 20 (but actually drafted three
days earlier), he acknowledged Japan’s help to Vietnam in regaining its inde-
pendence, indicated his desire for a new cabinet, and, most important, stated a
personal willingness if necessary to sacrifice his position. The statement ex-
pressed a readiness to attract Viet Minh ministers and a determination to place
national defense above all. It was a statement reflecting the Confucianist con-
cept: let the people be appropriately instructed, let the ruler set the proper ex-
ample, and the desired orderly result should be forthcoming.??

Bao Dai’s proclamation of August 20 was broadcast on the afternoon of the
following day by the radio station in Hue. On August 22, however, the procla-
mation was re-broadcast and telegraphed to subordinate government echelons,
this time containing an additional specific invitation to the Viet Minh to form a
new cabinet.* The Viet Minh, in fact, were already present in Hue, if not in
large numbers, at least at the key positions of power in the city.

The Viet Minh had established the usual revolutionary committees in the
region. The ICP committee for Thua Thien Province established an uprising
committee on August 15.2* Pham Khac Hoe, Bao Dai’s private secretary, urged
on by Viet Minh adherents, was attempting to convince the emperor to abdicate
in early August, and on the morning of August 19 briefed Bao Dai about the
increasingly evident unrest in and around Hue.? By August 17, Bao Dai’s min-
ister of youth, Phan Anh, had reached an understanding with the Viet Minh
about avoiding youth group confrontations.??® Three representatives of the ICP
central committee, the veteran hard-liner H6 Tung Mau, Nguyén Duy Trinh,
and To Huu, arrived in Thua Thien on the morning of August 20 with orders to
guide the takeover of Hue.?” Nguyén Chi Thanh also arrived in Hue about this
time from Tan Trao with responsibility for rebuilding the ICP’s Trung Bo com-
mittee.”® By August 22, groups of demonstrators, some of them armed, had
taken control of several government installations, raised the Viet Minh flag, and
were attempting to share guard responsibilities with the Japanese.?

On August 22, after rejecting offers from local Japanese garrison com-
manders to defend the Kien Trung Palace as likely to lead to the spilling of
blood, Bao Dai received the Poste, Télégraphe et Téléphone (PTT) director
who had come to deliver a telegram from a “committee of patriots” in Hanoi
respectfully urging the emperor to remit his powers as a historic act in support
of national independence. The telegram contained the text of a resolution
passed the previous day at a meeting of the General Association of Students at
the University of Hanoi. The resolution proclaimed the Viet Minh takeover in
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Bac Bo as an accomplished fact, and said “all parties” hope the Viet Minh will
take over in Trung Bo and Nam Bo. It requested the abdication of “the Em-
peror of Annam,” the establishment of a republican regime, and the transfer of
power to “a provisional government formed by the Viet Minh.”*"

On the following morning, Bao Dai, feeling very isolated, unable to locate
any ministers in the palace and upset that some youths had replaced the royal
banner on the main flagpole with the Viet Minh flag unopposed by the palace
guards nearby, accepted the fact that his government was no longer eftective.
He thereupon decided to cable the “committee of patriots” his willingness to
transfer power to someone in authority if they came to Hue.”! His main con-
cern at this juncture was to avoid the violence that he saw following any show
of resistance on his part to the will of the people. His cable crossed one sent by
the Northern Region Revolutionary People’s Committee (Viet Minh) that had
a distinctly threatening tone:

A provisional revolutionary people’s government has been estab-
lished with Ho Chi Minh as chairman. Request Your Majesty abdi-
cate immediately in order to consolidate and unify the independence
of Vietnam.*?

Tran Trong Kim, on realizing there were few left in Hue to defend the royal
palace, advised Bao Dai to abdicate quickly, citing the examples of Louis XVI
and Czar Nicholas II. “We lack strength, the Viet Minh possess popular sup-
port, let them take responsibility for protecting national independence.”*

At 12:25 p.Mm. on August 23, Bao Dai presided over his last cabinet meeting,
convened hastily to respond to an ultimatum received from the Viet Minh and
discuss the abdication edict. The participants (Kim, Chuong, Nam, Trinh Dinh
Thao, Vu Van Hien and Nguyén Huu Thi—their earlier collective resignation
being ignored) agreed to accept the Viet Minh terms, which included the relin-
quishing of all weapons and ammunition in the palace, notification to the Japa-
nese that all powers had been transferred to the revolutionaries, and orders to
all provincial mandarins to turn over their responsibilities to local representa-
tives of the Viet Minh.?*

Bao Dai’s rescript of abdication was dated August 25.%° The next day it was
posted outside the palace, as well as cabled to Hanoi, Saigon, and every prov-
ince of central Vietnam.

At a public ceremony on August 30, Bao Dai turned over the symbols of
empire, consisting of a golden seal and a golden sword with a ruby-encrusted
handle, to a delegation comprising Tran Huy Lieu and Nguyén Luong Bang of
the ICP and Cu Huy Can of the Vietnam Democratic Party, who had come
from Hanoi to receive them. Lieu, in a collective work consisting mainly of
speeches published by the government shortly after the events, records only the
most pedestrian exchanges with Bao Dai but notes the deep emotion of many
who witnessed the ceremony.>*

The atmosphere leading up to the abdication was sufficiently intimidating
that Kim, who as a professor of history had no personal ambition other than to
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serve his country and who would have been amenable to an orderly, legitimate
transfer of power,?” sought out Yokoyama for temporary protection. However,
no member of Kim’s government came to harm in the immediate aftermath of
Bao Dai’s abdication. One, Phan Anh, went on to serve in the DRV government.
The reason for this leniency, which contrasts so markedly with that meted out to
opposition figures in the north, may lie in the fact that Lieu had been released
from prison at Son La under the Kim government’s amnesty orders.

Looking Back

The sudden Japanese sweep of the French Indochina administration in the
Meigo operation was one of those blows of fate, like Emperor Tu Duc’s failure
to leave any children, the consequence of which was to plunge the imperial
court in Hue into a period of chaos and weakness before the French. In the case
of the Meigo operation, the consequence was to deprive the G.B.T. network of
its French informants, who had been relied upon by the Americans in China,
and lead to the Americans’ dealing with the Viet Minh, an unknown quantity.
The isolation of the imperial government in Hue from the French and, more
important, from the Americans created a fault line. The Viet Minh, using their
newly acquired American connection, marched into Hanoi and in short order
swept aside the empire and the non-Communist nationalists.

The transition from Bao Dai to the DRV poses a historiographic problem
of fundamental importance. The alteration of Bao Dai’s proclamation so as to
add the specific invitation to the Viet Minh to form a cabinet draws attention to
this problem. How should this transition be interpreted?

The sequence of events, the fact that the Viet Minh (and behind them the
ICP) were well organized ahead of the abdication, and the selective documen-
tation available all suggest that the Viet Minh may have been something less
than the beneficiaries of legality bestowed by an emperor entirely acting as a
free agent. In his own memoirs, Bao Dai makes a point of his having abdicated
on his own initiative but does not mention specifically having chosen the Viet
Minh as his successors as the holders of power, as mentioned in his abdication
rescript. Admittedly, all memoirs are self-serving and should not be relied upon
to the exclusion of other sources.

Given the fact that the Viet Minh had already infiltrated Hue, set up the
usual revolutionary committees manned by their armed supporters, and were in
every sense a presence to be dealt with (Stein Tonnesson writes of “a sort of siege”
in Hue®®), Bao Dai’s words and intentions must be treated with the circumspec-
tion demanded by serious historical research. The interpretation of the transition
by historians ranges from Bernard B. Fall’s statement that the Viet Minh sent a
mission to Hue “to demand Bao-Dai’s abdication and the surrender of the impe-
rial seal” to Marr’s detailed account of events, based on contemporancous
newspaper accounts, some Vietnamese documents in the French archives, and
later memoirs, which makes it seem that Bao Dai welcomed the Viet Minh del-
egation with the intention aforethought of surrendering power to them.?* Marr
writes that “Bao Dai explicitly conceded authority to the government of the
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Democratic Republic of Vietnam without any negotiation of terms, and asserted
that he would be happy to ‘be a free citizen in an independent country.””**!

Philippe Devillers, who was in Vietnam in 1945 and 1946 and was in a
position to talk with the principal actors shortly after the events, including those
in Hue, makes the statement that “on August 22 Bao Dai decided to charge the
Viet Minh with forming a new government to replace the cabinet of Tran Trong
Kim, which had resigned en bloc.”*** He then goes on to say that upon receipt of
the telegram from Hanoi, Bao Dai “asked the Viet Minh leaders to come to
Hue as soon as possible for the ceremony of transter of power.”?* He then says
that the transfer of power to the Viet Minh delegation consisting of Tran Huy
Lieu and Cu Huy Can took place on the same day as his abdication, August 25.
In other words, Devillers makes no mention of the five-day gap between Bao
Dai’s abdication and the actual ceremonial transfer of power. It is likely that
Devillers’s version derives from contacts with the Viet Minh that he claims to
have had in Hue in March and April 1946.%*

Ellen J. Hammer, whose account was published in 1954, concludes that
“with the Emperor ready to resign of his own free will, the continuity between
the old regime and the new seemed assured,” and cites at length Tran Huy
Lieu’s published account.*” Tennesson gives much the same account.?* Finally,
two Vietnamese historians are equally categoric. Le Thanh Khoi treats the pas-
sage of sovereignty as having occurred naturally, by linking Bao Dai’s abdica-
tion to his acceptance of the position of supreme adviser to the new regime.?"’
Huynh Kim Khanh, who later published a scholarly history of the Vietnamese
Communist Party, wrote in 1971 that Bao Dai “abdicated formally in favor of
the revolutionary Provisional Government.”?* What emerges from all the above
accounts, foreign and Vietnamese, is that Bao Dai’s abdication was followed
scamlessly by the transition to the DRV regime. As the old adage holds that
history is written by the victors, it is not surprising that the version of the losers,
the nationalists, has been largely forgotten. The VNQDD historian Nguyén
Tuong Bach writes that the events in Hanoi in August 1945 constituted a coup
d’état rather than a revolution.?*

That Bao Dai stated in his abdication rescript he was relinquishing author-
ity to a or the democratic republic seems to be established. Bruce Lockhart
translates the version of the rescript in Kim’s memoir as follows: “We are deter-
mined to abdicate to give up the power of governing the citizens to a democratic
republic.”*° But the historian is bound to ask, What did these words mean? To a
republic, so much was known; the dynasty was at an end, and its successor
would be a republic, not another monarchy. To a democratic republic, likewise;
the widespread enthusiasm for independence and a new “people’s” government
was undeniable.

On August 25, the composition of the new republican and democratic gov-
ernment of the Viet Minh slogans had not yet been decided, a fact that can
casily be forgotten looking back on these events half a century later and know-
ing that the DRV came into existence on September 2, 1945. Bao Dai can have
had only the vaguest notion of what the republican and democratic government
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would look like. A number of competing nationalist groups, including mem-
bers of the Dai Viet Quoc Gia Lien Minh (Greater Vietnam National Alliance),
were attempting to establish a government in Hanoi, after all.»! But Bao Dai,
reflecting the widespread impression among his fellow citizens that the Ameri-
cans were backing the Viet Minh, was inclined to be favorably disposed toward
the Viet Minh claim to govern at a moment when he was looking for foreign
support against a threatened French return. The fact remains that even when
informed that the leader of the Viet Minh was someone who went by the pseud-
onym Ho Chi Minh, he did not know the identity of that person.??

Five days after his abdication was announced, Bao Dai handed the imperial
seal and golden sword to the delegation sent from Hanoi to accept them. This
was done at a public ceremony in front of the Zenith gate with the attendance
of thousands, a re-enactment of the lowering of the imperial flag and the raising
of the Viet Minh flag, and a 21-gun salute. Bao Dai read his abdication rescript.
The only accounts of this stage-managed event that we have are partisan ones.

Thus, the question of whether Bao Dai knowingly and of his own free will
transferred his undisputed authority as emperor to Ho Chi Minh’s government
of the DRV, or whether the latter stage-managed events to make it seem to
those who followed that such a voluntary transfer had occurred, would seem to
be an open one. Huynh Kim Khanh, in the provocative title of his 1971 article
on the August Revolution, did not, after all, provide a reinterpretation but
merely followed the prevailing interpretation of events uncritically. Yet, in view
of the numerous questions remaining, a reinterpretation is surely in order.

In my view, due weight must be given to Bao Dai’s lifelong insistence that in
abdicating and becoming a private citizen he acted of his own free will. By doing
so, was it his intention to ensure that later interpreters of these events understood
that in the public ceremony of August 30 in Hue arranged by the Viet Minh to
display the transition, he, as a private citizen, had no longer any power to transfer
to the new government? He had acted in a manner so as neither to allow himself
to be coerced into sanctioning the legality of the new regime nor to appear to
refuse its request for his participation, which would have been unpatriotic and
played into the hands of the French. As will appear evident elsewhere in this
book, it is a mistake for historians to dismiss Bao Dai as a fun-loving playboy; he
was, in his own way, an extremely shrewd politician. And in these events he was
dealing with another shrewd politician. Ho in his capacity as foreign minister lost
little time in sending the text of Bao Dai’s abdication rescript to American Secre-
tary of State James Byrnes, asking for recognition of his government.?

The fact that several of the individuals who are known to have had a key
role in the events in Hue in August later received ministerial appointments in
DRV governments should also be accorded due significance. These include
Phan Anh, Tran Huy Lieu, and Cu Huy Can of the delegation present at the
August 30 ceremony, and Nguyén Duy Trinh. Another individual who was on
the scene, Nguyén Chi Thanh, one of the Viet Minh leaders Devillers inter-
viewed in Hue in March and April 1946, rose to a position of trust in the party.
Throughout its history, the party has used offices of this kind to reward those
who have rendered it meritorious service.



3. The Rise of Nationalist

Feeling and the Suppression
of the Nationalists
August 30, 1945—-December 1946

The August Revolution in
Vietnam and Its Repercussions

Although the declaration of independence of the Democratic Republic of Viet-
nam read by Ho Chi Minh on September 2, 1945, with its peculiar opening
plagiarisms from Thomas Jefterson’s words of 1776, contained numerous ref-
erences to “French imperialism,” it did not once mention either Bao Dai or
Tran Trong Kim. The substance of the new relationship between Vietnam and
France outlined by Ho was merely a repetition of what Bao Dai had declared
several weeks earlier, as David Marr has noted.! In fact, Ho’s text ofters a telling
example of the ability of the Vietnamese Communists to rewrite history almost
as soon as it happens for the advancement of their political purposes, an ability
they have not lost today.

Ho’s declaration did no more than reflect the popular mood that had been
building up since March 9. Contemporary accounts show that all Vietnamese had
been genuinely shocked by the action of the Japanese in reducing the French to
powerlessness. They had then seen Vietnamese rise to the highest positions in the
Tran Trong Kim government. Socially as well as politically, the Vietnamese elite
and notables reached the apex of society, where the French had been used to
sitting for eight decades. Culturally, the government’s projects stimulated a break
from the French-patronized set of values. The outward manifestation of these
changes came in the destruction of statues of Frenchmen in the parks; the renam-
ing of regions, cities, and streets; and the ardent anti-French tone in publications
and newspapers and on the radio. This seemed to be a true revolution.

The reality on August 19 was that there were no French officials or soldiers
to contest the entry of armed Viet Minh agents into Hanoi and the takeover of
public buildings on that day. They were locked up in the citadel, guarded by
Japanese soldiers; or if they were technicians, they were kept on in the service
of the Japanese, under equally tight surveillance. Those few still at liberty in the
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countryside, mainly priests and missionaries, often met with violent ends at the
hands of armed gangs in this period.? Nor were there any French officials or
soldiers in a position to oppose the takeovers by the Viet Minh from the nation-
alists in authority in Hue or Saigon. During the August Revolution the French
imperialists were mainly present in the propaganda of the revolutionaries.

On the eve of the Viet Minh seizure of power, the French government had
sent no instructions to its chief French representative in China, the banker Jean
Roger, known by the code name Sainteny. As his government also maintained a
complete reticence with respect to Bao Dai and Kim’s government, Sainteny
was at a loss as to how to deal with the overtures from the Viet Minh, and made
up his own policy as he went along—which was “in short, manage on your
own”?—which consisted of dealing with the people with whom he had been in
contact in China and who seemed to him to be the best organized and most
eftective, the Viet Minh.* In a message dated August 13, he suggested to his
superiors in Calcutta that the French government issue a statement “affirming
the desire to emancipate Indochina on the basis of the details we have been
discussing in the last few days. This statement should imply that an agreement
has been reached with a Vietnamese government having our approval, and this
prior to August 9.% If you agree [with this plan], I think I can get the Vietnamese
delegate to accept this subterfuge.”® On August 13, there was only one Viet-
namese government that could claim sovereignty over Vietnam. In the state-
ment he drafted with his colleagues (still without instructions from Paris) to
this end, Sainteny took note of the Viet Minh proposals but did not speak of a
Vietnamese government and limited himself to general principles of French
policy (intention to hold elections for an Assembly, etc.).”

Ho continued to manifest his interest in dealing with Sainteny when the
latter finally arrived in Hanoi from Kunming on August 22 in an American plane.
By then, of course, the rules of the game had changed. Ho’s actions throughout
were those of a man who sought to avoid a confrontation with the French, while
his movement whipped up mass feeling against the French through adroit propa-
ganda. Were these actions dictated by Stalin’s expectations that the French Com-
munist Party would soon be governing France? Or were they simply the logical
path chosen by someone who wanted above all to achieve legitimacy and was
willing to deal with anyone who could prove useful toward that end, in the best
Leninist tradition of seizing power?

The main actions by the Viet Minh in the days of August were directed
against the representatives of the emperor and his imperial government. Dur-
ing the time when Bao Dai and Tran Trong Kim were consolidating indepen-
dence and unifying Vietnam, the Viet Minh had kept secret their contacts with
the representatives of the imperial government, such as the kham sai in Hanoi.
The seizure of power pitted Vietnamese against Vietnamese, not Vietnamese
against any foreigner. When rival nationalist groups tried to claim credit for
actions to consolidate independence during the days of August, the ICP was
quick to use its control over the media to denounce them as “puppets” of one or
more of the foreign groups in presence. At the local level, Viet Minh—controlled
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liberation committees replaced imperial authorities wherever the Viet Minh
were in sufficient strength.

It was the Japanese who overthrew the French central colonial administra-
tion and imprisoned its governor general. In August, after some token gestures
of continued support for Kim’s government, the Japanese remained for the
most part passive in the face of the Viet Minh takeover in Hanoi, which in-
volved a small number of incidents in which Japanese fell victims to extremist
elements, including the death of one soldier.® After their seizure of power, the
Viet Minh turned their attention to the major nationalist parties such as the
VNQDD and the Dong Minh Hoi, neutralizing them by selectively oftering
their leaders posts that actually carried little or no power while launching mop-
ping-up operations against their rank and file.

One must be logically consistent on this point. Either everything the Japa-
nese did was illegal, in which case French sovereignty over Indochina resumed
with the Emperor’s broadcast order to his troops to lay down their arms wherever
they were, and the Tran Trong Kim government itself had no legal standing as
from that moment forward; or the Japanese occupation is to be considered a case
of force majeure, entailing the loss of French sovereignty over Indochina at least by
March 9, 1945, if not as early as 1940; the rejection of the French protectorate by
Bao Dai on March 11; and the advent of the Tran Trong Kim government as the
legal government of a unified, independent Vietnam. One cannot simply select a
few convenient facts from the first interpretation and a few from the second to
make a composite history.

By declaring on September 2 that “the truth is that we have wrested our
independence from the Japanese and not from the French,” Ho showed that
the Viet Minh public stance accorded with the second interpretation (while the
French, needless to say, accorded with the first). But the truth was that the Viet
Minh had not wrested independence from the Japanese. They had usurped it
from the imperial government, the legal representative of the Vietnamese peo-
ple from north to south in the absence of French sovereignty. If the events since
March 9 constituted a revolution, the Viet Minh seizure of power on August 19
would more properly be called a coup d’état.

Some Vietnamese writers at the time referred to the Viet Minh action as
cuop chinh quyen (stealing the authority) or dao chinh (coup de force)."” A coup
d’état involves the seizure of power from a legitimate government by a small
group of conspirators using the threat of or actual armed force. The action of
the perpetrators of a coup d’état may be subsequently legitimized by higher
constitutional authority. We have become accustomed to witnessing coups
d’état by the military in Thailand periodically during the 1980s and 1990s; the
king’s appointment of the coup leader as prime minister has usually followed
the action, and the government retains legitimacy. In the case of the August 9,
1960, coup d’état in Laos, the overthrown government formally submitted its
resignation to the king, thereby preserving legitimacy. In Vietnam, Bao Dai ab-
dicated even before the new regime was formed and so did not give it his sanc-
tion in his capacity as head of state. Ho continued to be troubled by the lack of
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legitimacy this sequence implied and confided on occasion he wished he had
kept Bao Dai on as emperor.

There appears to be a logical inconsistency in calling the events of August
1945 the “August Revolution,” as a half-century of Communist propaganda, be-
ginning with Truong Chinh’s seminal article of September 12, 1945, has done."
The business of Marxist-Leninist parties is the making of revolution, and that is a
process that continued in Vietnam after the events of August, as Truong Chinh
admitted, and continues to the present time under the guidance of the Vietnam-
ese Communist Party.

Ho Cu1 MINH REAPPEARS

Ho Chi Minh entered Hanot for the first time in his life on August 24, dressed
in peasant’s garb and crossing the Doumer bridge in a car arranged for him by
his personal secretary, Vu Dinh Huynh. As he stared out at the Red River, raised
by torrential rains to a level of 12.68 meters, the highest ever recorded, he ex-
claimed: “What a spate!” Ho continued to work in private, as was his habit,
putting up for a week at the house of a trusted bourgeois friend of the revolu-
tionaries, Trinh Van B6. One of the first things his personal secretary had to
attend to was to have an outfit tailored for Ho so that when it was safe for him
to come out of hiding and appear in public he would be presentable on the
world stage. (In this, too, he imitated Lenin, who made his first public appear-
ance only when the success of the coup d’état had been assured.'?)

A tunic modeled after one of Stalin’s was tailored in 48 hours out of material
purchased for the purpose by Mrs. B6. Ho rejected Dinh’s suggestions that he
wear a tie, saying “I have never tied one of those around my neck,”® although a
photograph of the shy young Nguyén Ai Quoc addressing delegates to the con-
gress of the French Communist Party in Tours in 1920 shows him wearing a suit
and necktie. Ho’s Stalin-style tunic was the outfit he is shown wearing in photo-
graphs of him right up until his death. Its appearance in 1945 marked the first step
in the transformation of Nguyén Ai Quoc the patriot into Ho Chi Minh the icon,
the indispensable sign of legitimacy of the ICP in its struggles against its rivals.

Ho had around him a team of faithful lieutenants, made up of three groups.
First, the Communist old guard who, like himself, had spent long years in Rus-
sia or China or in the clandestine struggle within Indochina, passing in and out
of French prisons, which had made them fiercely anti-French; this group in-
cluded Tran Huy Lieu (imprisoned on Poulo Condore in 1929-1934, and again
from September 1939 to March 1945), H6 Tung Mau, and Ha Ba Cang (later
known as Hoang Quoc Viet). In the second group were the intellectuals of the
Thanh Long private school (Giap, Hoang Minh Giam, Huynh Thuc Khang,
Dang Thai Mai) and the cadres of the Communist party of the time of the
Popular Front (Pham Van Dong, Dang Xuan Khu). These were Marxists who
had been influenced by French culture, who were nonetheless fiercely anti-
colonialist, and who were above all realists. The third group was composed of
younger French-educated technicians, students from the University of Hanoi
brought over by Duong Duc Hien, and Catholics such as Nguyén Manh Ha.
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The first two groups dominated the nerve center of the Viet Minh, the Tong
Bo, and of the party itself.!* In the months to follow, a constant tension between
the first and second groups manifested itself; the first group dominated the
propaganda organs and the army and the second group dominated the govern-
ment and the administration.'

Ho himself stood above these three groups and knew how to call on his
lieutenants as needed to guide the course of the “revolution” in the direction he
thought best. However, for the next 50 years and more, every pronouncement
made in the name of the DRV government, whether published in a newspaper,
broadcast on Radio Hanoi, or issued by an embassy abroad, was to bear the
prior stamp of approval from the party center under the rule of unanimity that
goes by the Marxist-Leninist term of “democratic centralism.”

The provisional government that had been “requested” on August 21 by
the meeting of the General Association of Students at the University of Hanoi
was now ready to be announced. In fact, Ho had been giving serious thought
for several weeks to the composition of his government.'® The first Hanoi edi-
tion of the main newspaper of the Viet Minh, Cuu Quoc (National Salvation),
announced the formation on August 24 of a provisional people’s government. It
listed 10 individuals, headed by Ho, but indicated that this was not a complete
roster. Four days later, an official circular released five additional names. Fur-
ther modifications of the list were made when it was announced to the press."”

In this, the first provisional government, Giap held the interior ministry;
Pham Van Dong finance; Chu Van Tan national defense; Tran Huy Lieu propa-
ganda; Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach health; Le Van Hien labor; Duong Duc Hien
youth; Nguyén Manh Ha economy. Lieu’s ministry oversaw the rapid takeover of
Bach Mai radio, the requisitioning of printing shops and of stocks of paper and
ink, and the issue of the newspapers of the government and its supporters, namely
Cuu Quoc, one of whose editors was Xuan Thuy, and Doc Lap (Independence) in
Hanoi and Quyet Chien in Hue—in short, the monopolization of the media.

The cabinet also comprised a number of non-Communists. Nguyén Van
To (1889-1947), who was the president of the Hoi Truyen Ba Quoc Ngu, a
member of the EFEO, and a writer about history, culture, ethnography, lan-
guage and literature who contributed to the moderate journal Tri Tan, became
minister of social action. To belonged to the old school of intellectuals who still
wore the black turban and black gown in 1945 and gave Ho’s government a tie
to tradition. Vu Dinh Hoe, editor of the journal Thanh Nghi, to which several of
Kim’s ministers had contributed, became education minister. Vu Trong Khanh
held justice, and Dao Trong Kim held public works. There were two ministers
without portfolio, Cu Huy Can and Nguyén Van Xuan. President Ho held the
foreign minister’s portfolio.

Ho convened the first cabinet meeting on August 27, at which time it was
decided to fix the following Sunday, September 2, as National Independence
Day. Giap sent a letter to Japanese consul general Tsukamoto informing him of
these decisions and of Bao Dai’s abdication in Hue. The provisional govern-
ment also issued a statement linking its formation to the National People’s Con-
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gress at Tan Trao on August 16-17, the August 19 seizure of power in Hanoi,
and the “willing abdication of the king.”"® One of the last major installations in
Hanoi to be turned over to the Viet Minh by the Japanese was Radio Bach Mai,
which was to give Lieu, the new minister of propaganda, a powerful voice for
infusing the population with Viet Minh slogans.

A government runs on more than a cabinet, however. The provisional gov-
ernment instructed civil servants to remain at their posts until further notice,
and most complied. They included not only office workers but also teachers,
doctors, nurses, engineers, agronomists, technicians, skilled laborers, and car,
bus, train and trolley drivers. Without their services, it would have been impos-
sible to keep the railroads, ferries, post and telegraph services, electric power,
and water pumping stations operating. Thus it was ironic that when the French
attempted to negotiate with the provisional government, its revolutionary in-
terlocutors were able to communicate with one another with perfect ease from
Hanoi to Saigon and beyond. Some government personnel were also assigned
to help reopen private French companies, for example, mines, sawmills and
plantations, the output of which was appropriated by the government.*

Among the first actions of the provisional government was the abolition of
certain unpopular taxes. The marketing tax, levied on all products sold in pub-
lic markets, had been abolished on August 29. The individual income tax was
abolished on September 8, and professional taxes were eliminated the follow-
ing week. These moves placed the government in financial straits, but it would
probably have been impossible to enforce tax collection and so it was best to
take the popular course.

On the evening before the declaration of independence, Ho hosted a din-
ner at the palace for two Americans who were in town at the Hotel Metropole,
Perkins and Paleski. Perkins had met Ho in Kunming. Ho expressed gratitude
to his guests for the valuable assistance the United States had given to the Viet
Minh during the war. He expressed the hope that this spirit of friendly coopera-
tion would continue to develop in the future. Another participant, Giap, re-
galed the guests with stories of the battle against the Japanese at Thai Nguyén.?

On September 2, masses were celebrated at Catholic churches and people
visited their Confucian temples to make offerings and say prayers. The main
event was Ho’s reading of the declaration of independence from a rostrum that
had been set up in Puginier Square, which Kim’s government had renamed Ba
Dinh Square, not far from the former governor general’s palace. Ho, adopting a
popular Vietnamese rhetorical device, asked his audience to take an “oath of
four nos,” to pledge “not to serve in the French army, not to collaborate with
the French administration, not to sell foodstuffs to the French, and not to act as
scouts for the French” if the French came back. The Viet Minh established a
nighttime curfew, allowing it to further consolidate its hold on power.

CrrizeN VINH THUY

In abdicating his throne and accepting the invitation to journey to Hanoi to
meet the leaders of the Viet Minh, Bao Dai, now calling himself by the name
Citizen Nguyén Vinh Thuy, was acting as a nationalist; that is, he now chose to
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see Vietnam not as his realm but as a nation belonging to the whole Vietnamese
people. He left Hue on September 4 by car. All along the road he met crowds of
people who had come to have a look at the former emperor, whom most had
never seen. In Quang Tii, Dong Ha, Dong Hoi, Vinh, and Thanh Hoa the crowds
were particularly dense, but respectful. At Vinh the local people’s committee in-
troduced him to Prince Souphanouvong; the two had never met. Arriving in
Hanoi on the afternoon of September 6, Bao Dai was offered a dinner at the
former résidence supérieure, where he was greeted by Giap and presented to Ho.”!

This first meeting of the two men was one of the most extraordinary in
history. On the one hand was the former emperor, who during his reign had
incarnated the sovereignty of the Vietnamese nation. On the other, the revolu-
tionary leader who had spent most of his life in exile; who had met Lenin; who
had been tracked by the French police, the protectors of Bao Dai; and who had
now come home to become the symbol of the sovereignty that appeared to have
passed so smoothly from Bao Dai to him a few days previously.

As the current holder of power, Ho adopted a conciliatory attitude toward his
guest. “We are all going to work together for the independence of the country,”
Ho said when he first shook Bao Dai’s hand. In a private meeting the following
day, Ho verged on the deferential, using the traditional Ngai, meaning Sire. He
disclaimed any knowledge of the message demanding Bao Dai’s abdication, say-
ing he would have preferred to have Bao Dai remain as head of state with himself
as head of government. He disapproved of any pressures that had been applied
against the emperor to force him to abdicate. In these sentiments, he was prob-
ably sincere. Bao Dai responded in kind, addressing Ho as “Venerable” and saying
he expected to take part as a simple citizen in the building of a unified and inde-
pendent Vietnam. Ho seemed to be relieved, Bao Dai recalls. Then Ho oftered
Bao Dai the position of “adviser” to his provisional government. The latter, sur-
prised, accepted.” David Marr, however, says that the offer of the position as
“supreme adviser” was presented to Bao Dai in Hue as early as the morning of
August 31 by Ton Quang Phiet in the form of a cable from Hanoi.”

The first cabinet meeting was held on September 8. Giap did the introduc-
tions. Aside from Giap, the only one around the table whom Bao Dai knew was
Tran Huy Lieu, the ICP member to whom he had surrendered the royal seal,
who now held the post of minister of propaganda. At one cabinet meeting, Bao
Dai found himself sitting next to Vu Trong Khanh, minister of justice, who was
not an ICP member.?* “You seem surprised by the reactions of our president,”
Khanh told Bao Dai. “Here, this will allow you to know him better.” And Khanh
handed Bao Dai a small brochure titled “The Life of Nguyén Ai Quoc” by André
Marty, division chief of the Stireté. This was one of many reports the Japanese
had found in the French police files on March 9 and had subsequently distributed
“for information” to pro-Japanese parties and groups. “Who is he?” Bao Dai
asked. Khanh gestured toward Ho, then passing behind them on his way out of
the room. In passing, Ho glanced at the brochure in Bao Dai’s hand, shrugged his
shoulders, and with a little smile left the room without saying a word. In the
brochure, Bao Dai learned for the first time with whom he had to deal.?®
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This knowledge placed the dealings between the two men on a firm foun-
dation and, curiously, allowed their personal relationship of mutual respect to
continue even after they had come to symbolize two difterent ideologies in the
eyes of their countrymen and those of the world. After that, the two men were
often seen walking together in animated conversation, the rather corpulent,
dapper young man in a European suit and the frail, bearded old man in shorts
and a white shirt.

The Japanese and Chinese continued to display deference to Bao Dai. One
day, having heard that some American P-38s had landed at Gia Lam, Bao Dai
expressed an interest in seeing them. He drove to the airfield in the company of
his Viet Minh escorts but was stopped at the gate by a Japanese guard. On learn-
ing who was in the car, the guard notified his superiors. A licutenant colonel, a
captain, and a lieutenant arrived. After saluting Bao Dai, they got into the car
and gave the party a tour of the entire airfield, hangars and all, and allowed the
visitors to inspect the P-38s, two C-47s, a C-46 with Chinese markings, a Japa-
nese reconnaissance plane, and two French Potez 63 aircraft, looking “frail as
dragonflies.”*

THE FIRST LIQUIDATIONS

Although many questions remain unanswered, and some may remain unan-
swered until the party archives are opened to historical research, what is obvi-
ous and has always been obvious is that the Viet Minh, and behind it the ICP,
had taken over in Hanoi on August 19 with barely a shot fired in anger. We
should not let the drama of this takeover and the brilliance of the party’s success
lead us to a romanticized view or a view of these events as a “jolly aftair,” how-
ever. For many in Vietnamese politics, these events were far from jolly.

Even before their seizure of power, the Viet Minh had begun to acquire a
reputation for the use of terror against their countrymen. During the Deer Team’s
march from Thai Nguyén into Hanoi, Défourneaux found villagers utterly terri-
fied of the Viet Minh when he left the beaten path, and he found an area of mass
graves in each village where the Viet Minh had rounded up suspected collabora-
tors and summarily shot them.” The Viet Minh use of terror was systematic, not
random. To the ICP, eliminating “traitors” (viet gian) and “reactionaries” was a
matter of policy in the areas that came under Viet Minh control. The party had
drawn up a list of those to be liquidated without delay. The list included all ex-
ploiters (French colonial administrators and their Vietnamese lackeys, mainly the
mandarin administrators); collaborators with the Japanese fascists (members of
the Phuc Quoc, Trotskyists, ultras of the VNQDD, but also members of the
Constitutionalist Party, the Democratic Party, Cao Dai notables, and the Hoa
Hao sect).

In the countryside of northern Bac Bo there was no lack of such enemies.
The Dai Viet party was a particularly targeted group. Among those recorded by
Marr were a Dai Viet leader in Bac Giang and three adherents in Hung Yen.
Lower-ranking nationalist party members were simply subjected to terror; in
Ha Dong in June, a Viet Minh assault team seized the rostrum at a Dai Viet—
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sponsored meeting of some 700 persons and substituted the Viet Minh flag for
the Dai Viet flag with its three red stars on a yellow field. Dai Viet youth train-
ing camps were broken up in at least four provinces of Bac Bo.? As the liquida-
tions began, it became obvious that the Viet Minh had no intention of heeding
appeals from many quarters for a conciliation of all Vietnamese nationalists in
order to “consolidate independence.”

Showing his principal concern of avoiding violence, Bao Dai raised with
Ho at their meetings in Hanoi reports he had heard of loyal supporters having
been arrested. Chief of these was Pham Quynh, his old interior minister. A Viet
Minh squad, acting on orders from the local revolutionary committee, had ar-
rested him in Hue on August 22. Unknown to Bao Dai, the next day, after being
condemned by a people’s court for “crimes against the people’s cause,” the pa-
triot Pham Quynh had been executed. Bao Dai also inquired about Ngé Dinh
Khoi, elder brother of Ngbé Dinh Diem, who had been arrested on an accusa-
tion of collaboration with the Japanese fascists and who had suffered the same
fate along with his eldest son, Ngb Dinh Huan, who had worked for Ambassa-
dor Yokoyama. When Bao Dai asked him to free such prisoners, Ho replied,
“Sire, it is not possible, the people would not understand.” However, Ho prom-
ised to make inquiries. Bao Dai felt that Ho was ignorant of these cases.”

The number of disappearances of leading nationalists in the immediate af-
termath of the August 19 seizure of power in Hanoi assumed the character of an
organized campaign. Prominent leaders who were assassinated included Ta Thu
Thau, the veteran Trotskyist leader, writer, and orator, who was killed in Quang
Ngai on August 31 while returning to Saigon from Hanoi, reportedly on Giau’s
orders;* and Bui Quang Chieu, the veteran leader of the Constitutionalist Party
which espoused a non-violent struggle for Vietnam’s independence, who was
kidnapped at Phu Nhuan in the suburbs of Saigon with his four sons and ex-
ecuted for collaboration with French colonialism. The liquidations by the party
in the south reached their apogee in October. This is when Ho Van Nga (a
professor of mathematics who had headed the pro-Japanese Viet Nam Quoc
Gia Doc Lap Party and was accused of betraying about 30 Viet Minh members
to the Kempeitei) and the lawyer Hinh Thai Thong disappeared; their bodies
were discovered in 1951 in a mass grave in My Tho. Marr places the total num-
ber of alleged enemies of the revolution who “failed to survive abductions” at
several thousand and of those who were detained from a few weeks to many
months at tens of thousands.?!

From his examination of Communist sources, Marr writes that he found
no evidence to suggest that the ICP killed prominent individuals according to a
predetermined hit list.*> However, the timing of the killings and their specific-
ity about those to be liquidated suggests at the very least careful planning, and
the fact that many of them were carried out by well-armed and highly trained
death squads appears to link them to the Viet Minh.** Whether Ho himself was
kept in the dark about instances of summary executions of important rival na-
tionalist leaders or, like Lenin, he made a practice of letting his subordinates
sign the execution orders,* in the final analysis, Ho cannot escape responsibil-
ity for these deeds.
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THE OSS 1Nv HaNor

Personnel of the OSS were not authorized to operate in Indochina,” but the
OSS station in Kunming took advantage of a mandate for OSS teams to per-
form POW recovery work to enter Indochina. As one of them has written: “For
the OSS the teams would also provide opportunities to cover intelligence ob-
jectives and postsurrender political warfare activities.”®

The Deer Mission had been operating with the Viet Minh guerrillas in
northern Tonkin since July. The presence of OSS men at the side of Viet Minh
leaders such as Ho and Giap created the impression in the eyes of the Vietnam-
ese population that the United States was supporting the revolution, an impres-
sion the Viet Minh leaders were happy to promote. The OSS men were no
political experts, and their notions of sovereignty were hazy in the extreme.
They had not received any briefings about the political situation prior to their
departure for Indochina. Some of them, taken in by the adroit propaganda of
their hosts, actively adopted a stance in favor of the Viet Minh, disregarding
their orders to remain neutral. The personality of the OSS director, Colonel
William J. Donovan, who regarded his men engaged in field operations far from
home as a law unto themselves, contributed to this.”” This may have misled the
Viet Minh leaders about what support they could expect from the United States
in the future.

The official position, which was communicated to the French government
during the summer, was that the United States had raised no question concern-
ing French sovereignty over Indochina, even by implication. There was an im-
portant condition attached to this policy. As a telegram drafted by Kenneth P.
Landon of the Southeast Asia desk of the State Department put it, “However, it
is not the policy of this Government to assist the French to reestablish their
control over Indochina by force and the willingness of the U.S. to see French
control reestablished assumes that [the] French claim to have the support of
the population of Indochina [will be] borne out by future events.”®

Insofar as French intentions were concerned, President Harry S. Truman
held two conversations with de Gaulle at the White House on August 22. Tru-
man was able to inform Madame Chiang Kai-shek a few days later that “he had
received a satisfactory response from the General when he gave us his opinion
that Indo-China should receive its independence and that steps should be taken
immediately with a view to arriving at that state.” Truman’s lack of opposition
in these conversations to a return of French authority is confirmed by de
Gaulle’s biographer.*

Major Archimedes L. A. Patti arrived in Hanoi by plane on August 22. He
faced a difficult task. Although his team’s mission was to look after the POWs
and internees of the Japanese, he also apparently had orders for other, unspeci-
fied, tasks. He lodged in the Hotel Metropole, while Sainteny, who had accom-
panied the Americans, stayed in the governor general’s palace by arrangement
with the Japanese.

Patti’s first meeting with Tsuchihashi on the morning after his arrival was
stift but correct; he received assurances of full Japanese cooperation.* He had
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his hands full: he had to deal with the Japanese on maintaining law and order and
arranging for surrender formalities; with Sainteny’s numerous demands and
making sure no harm came to the 5,000 men, women and children incarcerated
in the citadel; and with Ho’s government. Patti had a difficult time obeying his
orders to maintain strict neutrality and not get involved in politics: he relayed
messages from Tsuchihashi to Chungking to head oft any clashes between the
Japanese and Chinese troops when they arrived, from the Soviet representative to
his embassy in Chungking concerning operational matters involving Russian na-
tionals in the citadel, from Sainteny to the French government (and arranged
meetings between Sainteny and Ho), and from Ho to President Truman and Sec-
retary of State Byrnes secking diplomatic recognition. He also relayed messages
from all parts of Vietnam to Ho reporting the alleged machinations of the British
occupation force in southern Vietnam.

Patti’s task was considerably complicated by the arrival of other Americans.
A mission from Air Ground Aid Section (AGAS) and a Civil Affairs Section
team commanded by Colonel S. L. Nordlinger arrived from China. Lines of
communication soon became tangled when Helliwell informed Nordlinger
that “OSS however is also charged with other missions by higher authority and
Nordlinger will not concern himself in any way with these activities unless same
interfere with POW work.”* Finally, General Philip Gallagher, who was to act
as the American liaison with the Chinese army of occupation, arrived; Patti
recorded good relations with Gallagher.

But Patti encountered the most difficulty with his fellow OSS officers.
Thomas’s Deer Mission, after completing its training exercises at Tan Trao and
apparently disregarding orders from Kunming to stay away from Hanoi,” ar-
rived there on September 9 and was lodged in requisitioned French villas com-
plete with servants; the ever-amiable Ho sent them prostitutes to keep them
company. A worse case for Patti than Thomas was the behavior of Captain
Aaron Bank, who conducted himself like a one-man Nuremberg tribunal, ac-
cusing one of Decoux’s military intelligence officers of doing Gestapo work
and asking indiscreet questions about war crimes. Bank’s disregard of orders,
Patti reported, was “unhealthy to discipline,” and Patti requested his immediate
recall to Kunming because he was “wholly unsuitable” for the Hanoi assign-
ment.* Bank, however, not to be repressed, got himself assigned as leader of the
Raven Mission in Laos, where he left a trail of nasty altercations with the oftic-
ers of the Franco-Laotian guerrillas. He and his deputy, Major Mike Holland,
showed up in Hanoi again after driving from Savannakhet. These adventurers
were impressed by the rapidity with which promotions followed such exploits
of derring-do and did not want to miss the action. Not all the OSS officers
shared the political bias of Thomas and Bank. One man who apparently did not
give Patti any trouble was Captain Lucien E. Conein.

Patti was on the whole more objective in his view of events than his OSS
colleagues, avoiding the categorical rejection of the Communist label as applied
to the Viet Minh leaders and the open sympathy that characterized the reports
of the Deer and Raven Missions. Patti fully appreciated the fact that Ho was a



124 The Indochinese Experience of the French and the Americans

convinced Marxist-Leninist, and he discussed Ho’s background with the Soviet
representative in Hanoi. His telegrams of the time speak of “Soviet methods” in
evidence in Hanoi and of “fifth column activities” carried out by the Viet Minh,
which Patti, certainly mistakenly, ascribed to the Japanese. In one of his reports
to his superiors in Kunming, Patti wrote: “After a series of talks with the leaders
of the provisional government I am convinced that they are not politically ma-
ture and being misled by Japanese agent provocateur and Red elements. They
have no knowledge of meaning of terms such as nationalization, congressional
assembly, liberalism, democracy, etc.—words which they use quite freely, but
during the course of the conversation they planned the exact opposite.”* This
message was passed on to President Truman by Donovan.*

The relations of Americans with Bao Dai, when they met him in Hanot,
were also respectful. Gallagher habitually addressed him as “Your Majesty.” Patti
had the impression that Bao Dai had been forced to abdicate.” In a memoir
written years later, Patti is surprisingly generous toward Bao Dai, crediting him
with being a shrewd politician and a devoted nationalist.*®

In Saigon, where events had moved rapidly since the formation of the United
National Front to a conclusion of their own, the OSS team became involved at
the end of September in a bloody incident as a result of its contacts with the Viet
Minh. The behavior of the OSS teams led General Leclerc, commander of
French forces in the Far East, to send a telegram to the Quai d’Orsay secking an
“energetic protest” against their activities.* The Quai did call Washington’s atten-
tion to the activities of the OSS men in Laos.”

EvenTs IN Nam Bo

In Saigon, in order to consolidate his power, which numerous skeptics among
the nationalists believed was tenuous, Tran Van Giau planned an even bigger
demonstration than the one on August 25 to be held on September 2 to coin-
cide with Ho’s declaration of independence. All went well until the afternoon,
when shots rang out. In reprisal, a well-known French priest was killed on the
square before the cathedral, which led to a series of counter-reprisals and fur-
ther killings, including those of five French. Duong Bach Mai’s police were
conspicuous by their absence. Giau, fearing the worst, denied responsibility
and urged calm. But the Cao Dai and Trotskyists accused him of collaboration
with the Japanese, with the arriving British, and with the French.

Giau was therefore forced to step down from the leadership of the PEC in
favor of a non-party figure, Pham Van Bach. The PEC was broadened at the
same time from its original membership of nine, of whom six were Commu-
nists, to 13, of whom only four were Communists. The new members included
one Cao Dai, one Hoa Hao, one Trotskyist, and three non-party figures. How-
ever, anti-French feeling in the city continued to rise, and the principal Free
French representative in Saigon, Jean Cédile, who had parachuted in, was com-
pelled to provide security for those Vietnamese openly known to be pro-
French.” The party center, acting in secrecy as always, appointed Le Duan to
the position of secretary of the Central Commission for Nam Bo. Efforts by the
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DRV government in Hanoi to reinforce the Viet Minh in the south came to
little or nothing, however; a unit of 200 men who were sent south allowed
themselves to be disarmed by the Japanese and returned home.*

On their arrival at Tan Son Nhut from Rangoon on September 12, the first
1,091 men of the British occupation force found Saigon to be quiet. On a drive
around the city on September 14, Brigadier General M. S. K. Maunsell, the
chief of staff of the Allied Control Commission, found shops open, particularly
the “absolutely marvelous” flower market.> Major General Douglas D. Gracey,
the officer in charge of the British occupation forces, operated under the fol-
lowing general order:

The primary task of army forces will be to secure the Saigon area,
including control of Japanese Southern Army Headquarters. Other
tasks which should be undertaken as soon as sufficient forces are avail-
able include: (a) disarming and concentration of all Japanese surren-
dered personnel; (b) collection and evacuation of Allied Prisoners of
War and Internees; (c) maintenance of law and order and protection of
vital installations; (d) apprehension of war criminals.”

On September 15, the population of Saigon and Cholon found leaflets in-
forming them that the British-Indian troops had certain tasks to perform and
that the populace must maintain “the strictest order and discipline” through-
out. Gracey maintained correct relations with Terauchi, although he suspected
that the field marshal did not have complete control over the Kempeitai, who
continued to encourage the Vietnamese nationalists, including by secretly fur-
nishing them arms. Gracey’s initial contacts with Cédile led him to believe,
however, that there might be trouble ahead and that it would likely come from
the French residents.

In the view of the British southern occupation force, French sovereignty
was categorically accepted. Whatever personal sympathies they may have shared
with the Vietnamese nationalists, the Gurkha troops of Gracey’s force were
filling a transitional role until the arrival of French forces adequate to take over.
In contrast, the Chinese occupation force openly encouraged nationalist ele-
ments such as the VNQDD.>

Gracey was therefore in no position to turn over responsibility for main-
taining law and order to the Vietnamese, any Vietnamese, even if he had seen
this as a possible solution to his problem of maintaining law and order with his
under-strength force. The alternatives were to turn over this responsibility to
the Japanese still under arms or to arm the soldiers of the French Indochina
Army who were still being detained, as they were in Hanoi and elsewhere.
Gracey’s only contact with the PEC, which was flying the Viet Minh flag and
those of Allied countries from the city hall, whence it had moved after Gracey
had “kicked it out” of the La Grandiére Palace (in his own words), was when he
sent Maunsell to deliver a proclamation on September 19.

The major constituent groups of the United National Front (UNF), the
Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao, dissatisfied with their representation in the PEC and
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aware that the Viet Minh were under orders from Ho’s government in Hanoi to
be conciliatory toward the French, withdrew to their base areas in the country-
side to await developments, leaving only a few visible representatives in Saigon.
These sects had formed paramilitary formations and so were forces to be reck-
oned with. A rudimentary Cao Dai military organization had been developed
by Tran Quang Vinh in the shipyards of Saigon during the war. The Cao Dai
troops, numbering between seven and eight thousand, were organized into
companies (chi doi) and maintained their autonomy from the Viet Minh while
avoiding clashes. Large-scale fighting soon broke out between the Viet Minh
and Hoa Hao at Can Tho, however. While the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao were
in a position to defend themselves, the other smaller constituents of the former
UNE, such as the Vietnam National Independence Party and the Trotskyites,
whose leader had already been assassinated by the Viet Minh, eclipsed them-
selves on receiving word of the Viet Minh campaign in the north to liquidate
rival nationalist groups; they feared the same fate. The PEC, for its part, seeing
itself unable to fulfill its promises to the UNF parties of negotiating with the
Allies for recognition, was unwilling to sit on its hands until the French troops
arrived, when any chance of securing Vietnam’s independence would be lost.
On September 16, a small flotilla of junks landed at Poulo Condore; it brought
back to Saigon a number of political prisoners who had spent the entire war in
what they called the lion cages (chuong su tu) of that island, which were later to
be rediscovered as the tiger cages (chuong cop). Among them were four leaders of
the ICP, Ton Duc Thang, Pham Hung, Nguyén Van Linh, and a smallish man
by the name of Le Duan.”’

How to force the British to deal with the Vietnamese? Provocation there
undoubtedly was. The inflammatory propaganda broadcast over Saigon Radio
was one reason Gracey took notice of the Vietnamese. He ordered the radio
occupied. Then the PEC called a general strike, which threatened to shut down
the port and impede supplies to the British force. The British, secking accom-
modation rather than confrontation, formed a port subcommittee on which
two Viet Minh officials sat; this solution worked well. More serious, the PEC’s
call for all Vietnamese to stop serving the French was sure to provoke the latter.

Gracey’s own troops had unobtrusively disarmed the greater part of the Viet
Minh police and taken over installations during the days leading up to the climac-
tic action against the city hall. As the PEC was evicted from police posts, the post
office, and the city hall, these installations were taken over by French personnel.
Terauchi remained for the moment undisturbed in the Norodom Palace. As
Dunn has reconstructed events from documentary evidence and interviews,
Gracey, made overconfident by the smoothness of the takeover operations, al-
lowed himself to be persuaded by his French friends that a quick strike at the city
hall would suftice to complete the takeover process that had already begun.*®

Gracey’s decision entailed what turned out to be a major mistake.* In re-
sponse to a request from Cédile, he allowed the re-arming of the 11th R.I.C.
The 11th R.I.C. had been the main unit of the French Indochina Army sta-
tioned in Saigon, at the Martin de Palliéres Barracks, and on the night of March
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9 it had been surrounded and disarmed by the Japanese with scarcely a shot
fired after its commanding officer, Licutenant Colonel Moreau, had been ar-
rested at his house. Cédile’s change of opinion about the likelihood of trouble
from the French residents may have been due to the influence on him of a
Colonel Rivier, who had arrived with an advance detachment of the 5th R.I.C.
that accompanied Gracey on September 12. Rivier now was concerned about
releasing some of his men who had been imprisoned by the Japanese after inci-
dents in the previous few days.

The only casualties in the actual takeover operations had been two French.
There were no Vietnamese casualties. The PEC itself, forewarned, had evacu-
ated the city hall and retreated to safe quarters in the Cholon suburb of Cho
Dem. But the wave of provocations launched by the undisciplined soldiers of
the 11th R.I.C. and the resident French population of Saigon against the Viet-
namese on September 23 triggered large-scale rioting in the city. Soldiers fired
into empty buildings in a show of strength. They also made mass arrests, taking
all the Vietnamese, including women, found in the course of searches for arms
caches. All were bound, and the men were roughed up. On the night of Sep-
tember 24, swift retaliation occurred when a mob of Vietnamese miscreants,
reportedly belonging to the Binh Xuyen and recruited by the Viet Minh, in-
vaded the Cité Heyraud and murdered about 150 French civilians, many of
them women and children. An equal number were taken away and some of
them were later tortured, mutilated, and killed. Such acts against unarmed ci-
vilians had little in common with the struggle against “French imperialism”
evoked by Ho a few days earlier.

An eyewitness to the events of September in Saigon described her visit to
the barracks of the 11th R.I.C. on September 21, shortly before the re-arming
of the soldiers:

The corridors of the long buildings were filled with men of all ages,
most of them older than the average soldier and most of them affecting
the Foreign Legion style of beard. They were dressed in shabby, un-
assorted [sic] shirts and shorts. Some wore officer’s hats, others dirty
caps, and still others just a handkerchief tied around their head or a
beret. They were all unshaven, sloppy and unkempt. No two of them
were dressed alike. At the time of the occupation, the Japanese had taken
everything away from them except for what they had on their backs.

Arson, sabotage, and killing were still occurring in Saigon on Wednesday,
September 26, a fateful day for the OSS mission in town. Major Albert Peter
Dewey was chief of the Embankment Mission, whose advance party of four
had arrived in Saigon from its base at Kandy on September 2; he and four oth-
ers, including Captain Herbert J. Bluechel, had arrived on September 4, fol-
lowed on September 5 by Captain Frank M. White, Jr. and two other officers.
They arrived with eight aircraft that evacuated 214 American POWs on Sep-
tember 6. The OSS headquarters were established in a villa on Rue Paul
Blanchy near Tan Son Nhut airport, across from the Saigon golf course. The
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villa flew the American flag, and a sign written in English, Vietnamese, and
Japanese identified it as the headquarters of the “U.S. Delegation to the Allied
Control Commission.”

According to OSS reports, Dewey was planning to depart that morning
from Tan Son Nhut in accordance with previous arrangements, but his plane
was late in landing. As it returned to the villa from the airfield, Dewey’s jeep,
with Dewey at the wheel and Bluechel beside him, was slowed down along Rue
Macmahon Prolongée by one of the roadblocks which had been set up on near-
by roads. Dewey and his men were used to negotiating these, and in fact had
done so on several occasions on the morning of the attack. This time, however,
the jeep was fired on by a machine gun concealed in a roadside ditch. Dewey
was struck in the head and died instantly. Immediately, Bluechel was taken un-
der fire as he crawled away from the jeep behind a nearby hedgerow. The firing
continued as Bluechel reached the villa. The attacking force of Vietnamese were
finally driven oft by the OSS men and the Japanese guards; ten were killed.®!

Gracey, who had told Dewey he disapproved of his numerous contacts with
the PEC, which were widely known in Saigon, had warned him about driving
without an armed escort. After the shooting, Gracey expressed condolences.
There was no doubt that the ambush had been premeditated, and Gracey
stressed this in the report he wrote. The question was, What was the affiliation
of the attackers? Some 20 of them escaped, taking their dead and wounded and
Dewey’s body with them in Japanese trucks.

In his memoirs Patti conjectures that responsibility for the ambush lies
with the Viet Minh, who allegedly mistook Dewey for a Frenchman.® This
makes no sense. Only British and Americans were driving jeeps in Saigon at
that time. Moreover, it leaves unexplained the subsequent attack on the clearly
identified OSS villa in broad daylight, for which the Viet Minh could have had
no possible motive. A party of Gurkhas despatched to the scene on Gracey’s
orders were approaching up Rue Paul Blanchy firing as they came, and this fire
may have been returned by Viet Minh in the vicinity, creating at a stretch an
impression of Viet Minh responsibility for the ambush. The attackers, how-
ever, after parleying with Captain White under a truce flag about recovery of
their dead and wounded in exchange for returning Dewey’s body, took advan-
tage of the approach of the Gurkhas to make good their escape and were never
seen again. The situation was further complicated by an ongoing altercation
between two American correspondents who had been visiting the OSS villa,
Bill Downs and Jim McGlinty, and the officer commanding the Gurkhas.®

Dewey’s assassination may have been one occasion of violence where Ho
and the Viet Minh were genuinely not involved. News dispatches of the inci-
dent described the attackers as “Annamites” rather than specifically Viet Minh,
which was not surprising in view of the odd mixture of uniforms being worn by
all, or the absence thereof. Ho personally expressed his profound regret to Gen-
eral Gallagher two days later and said he would write a letter to the State De-
partment deploring the occurrence and give it to Patti for forwarding. Gallagher
reported that Ho “admitted that it might have been the action of unruly ele-
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ments of the Annamese.”* It is highly likely that those responsible knew only
too well the identity of the man in American uniform behind the wheel of the
American jeep whom they targeted at close range as he drove slowly past and
that afterward they deliberately attacked the OSS headquarters flying the Am-
erican flag. A British officer had passed through the same roadblock without
incident half an hour beforehand.

The only thesis that satisfactorily explains all the seemingly conflicting evi-
dence surrounding Dewey’s assassination and also provides a motive is that it was
carried out by an armed squad belonging to one of the nationalist factions operat-
ing in Saigon, most probably the Cao Dai. At the Japanese surrender, the Cao Dai
military leader, Tran Quang Vinh, had sought unsuccessfully to persuade the
Japanese to provide weapons to his followers.® The leader of a fanatical faction of
the Cao Dai, Trinh Minh The, was responsible for the assassination of General
Chanson, who commanded French troops in the south, on July 31, 1951, report-
edly because Chanson had failed to make good on promised arms deliveries; here
again the act was initially blamed on the Viet Minh.®

Dewey had reportedly been discussing with Dr. Pham Ngoc Thach, the
PEC’s commissioner for foreign relations, American support for the Viet Minh
cause. An OSS officer who returned to Washington in early December stated
that “Colonel Dewey had a plan to get Dr. Thach to Washington incognito and
that this plan may have played a role in causing Colonel Dewey’s death.”’
Other reports speak of Dewey’s promises of arms to the Viet Minh. Either of
these projects could have occasioned Dewey’s planned trip to his headquarters.
News of either would have been interpreted by the nationalists as a plot against
themselves, sufficiently alarming to warrant taking action to foil the plot in the
surest way, by killing its author. Some three weeks after the assassination, Thach
wrote a letter of condolence to Dewey’s brother, who had visited Saigon in a
fruitless effort to recover the body, and said how sorry he was to have missed
him. Thach also said that prior to the ambush he had given orders to all his men
that they were on no account to fire on Americans, and he promised that the
street on which the OSS villa stood would be renamed in Dewey’s honor and a
monument would be erected on the spot of the killing.®®

Happening so soon after the tragic events of September 23 in the city,
Dewey’s assassination added to the tension. Dewey, caught up in events of which
he had only a faint grasp, became a target of the hatred that was rife at the time,
and today he is mourned as the first American casualty in Vietnam. Then, as
quickly as they had appeared, the OSS men disappeared from the Indochinese
scene, leaving the Japanese, French, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Laotians to settle
their difterences as best they could by negotiation or force of arms.

THE FRENCH

The government of Charles de Gaulle continued to demonstrate during the
crucial final months of 1945 the same insouciance for the Indochinese and in-
competence with respect to the preservation of French interests in Indochina
that it had demonstrated prior to March 9. Its response to the Meigo operation
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was to issue a statement on March 24. This declaration had spoken of five con-
stituent countries (French: pays), these being Annam, Tonkin, Cochinchina,
Cambodia, and Laos, which were to make up an Indochinese federation. At the
top would sit a governor general, who would exercise authority over the “local
governments.”” There was no provision for any consultation with the peoples
of Indochina, as pointed out by Vietnamese living in France, who might be
expected to be the most pro-French of all. This was, indeed, as Devillers has
observed, a proposal that came 15 years too late.”” Even its principal author,
Henri Laurentie, the head of the political affairs section of the colonial ministry,
was by the summer of 1945 speaking in terms of the need to grant indepen-
dence, not rearrange the government general.”!

Two Vietnamese legal experts residing in France, Nguyén Quoc Dinh and
Nguyén Dac Khe, had pointed out the contradiction in the March 24 statement
between the hints at a liberal policy and the almost unlimited powers that would
be concentrated in the hands of the governor general as the head of the Indo-
chinese federation in the almost total absence of autonomous or even represen-
tative bodies in the five “countries” constituting the federation.”

De Gaulle’s government was not represented at the Potsdam Conference,
where, ceteris paribus, it would seem to have had a right to participation in Allied
decisions with respect to Japan, a country with which it had been at war since
1941. At Potsdam, the combined chiefs of staff on July 26 decided to have Chi-
nese troops receive the Japanese surrender in Indochina north of the 16th parallel
and British troops south of it. The French government was not officially notified
of this decision until noon on August 15.7 It was the start of many deficiencies of
decision and action that were to frustrate France’s friends among the Indochinese
and undercut de Gaulle’s own agents on the spot. An attempt by the French gov-
ernment to reverse the Potsdam decision met with no success.”

Next, de Gaulle had not bothered to receive Sainteny when he arrived in
Paris from southern China in July seeking instructions. Here was the man who,
better than anyone else, could have informed his government about the situation
it was facing. De Gaulle then turned a deaf ear to Emperor Bao Dai’s personal
message of August 18.” The message was the plea of a desperate patriot to a friend
who was about to bring disaster on himself; in reality, the emperor, fully conver-
sant with the strong attachment of his fellow citizens to their newly won inde-
pendence, had become citizen Vinh Thuy before he formally adopted the name.

Moreover, de Gaulle ignored the advice of his wartime allies. On September
24, Mountbatten, speaking officially, had requested that General Leclerc suggest
to his government that a “precise and detailed declaration” be made promising
independence and dominion status to Indochina.” Leclerc wrote that in Mount-
batten’s view this declaration would have beneficial effects on British and Ameri-
can opinion.” This advice was rejected out of hand by de Gaulle.” At various
critical moments Mountbatten also urged Cédile to negotiate with the PEC.

From the start, planning delays plagued the process of getting into Indo-
china the authorities that would be in a position, by the symbolism by which
the Indochinese set such great store, to reassert French sovereignty. The main
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contingent of the first unit of French troops did not arrive in Saigon until Octo-
ber 3, a full month after the proclamation of the DRV, and Leclerc himself did
not arrive not until two days later.” He immediately began a campaign of paci-
fication in Cochinchina; as far as improvisations go, it was a remarkable suc-
cess, for Leclerc was a man who knew how to get the best out of his men.
Harold R. Isaacs, an American newspaper correspondent who watched the
French disembarking at Saigon with their American lend-lease equipment, saw
no contradiction in condemning such American aid to the colonial power while
speaking in glowing terms of the “arms and training and direction from Ameri-
can ofticers” received by the Viet Minh.*

Other delays on the French side were caused by the most unimaginable
snafus. When Sainteny arrived in Hanoi on August 22 from Kunming, he did
not have accreditation papers with him; they were with Pierre Messmer, who
had been captured by the Viet Minh when he landed from his base at Calcutta.
When Jean Cédile’s party from Calcutta landed in the south on August 24, it
had been quickly rounded up by the Japanese and detained in a Saigon school-
room.*! It was not until August 28, in a belated effort to make contact with Bao
Dai, that a team, the Lambda Mission, was parachuted 20 kilometers from Hue.
Its six men were immediately surrounded by the Viet Minh; four were killed,
the others captured. Its orders were limited to preventing Bao Dai from taking
any decisions,* which were hardly adequate in the circumstances; in his then
state of mind, Bao Dai would have given them a cool reception and very likely
would have had them placed under arrest. In Cambodia, Major Gallois, who
had parachuted in, was brought to Phnom Penh where he simply waited until
Leclerc’s troops showed up to restore French sovereignty. Only in Laos, where
Hans Imfeld, representing the French Republic, was able to make contact on
August 30 with the king and ascertain his unbroken loyalty to France, was there
any success in these endeavors.

De Gaulle had picked Vice Admiral Georges Thierry d’Argenlieu, a man who
shared his anti-democratic views, to be his representative in Indochina. D’Argen-
lieu’s claim on de Gaulle’s patronage was based on the fact that, captured at Cher-
bourg on June 19, 1940, he had escaped three days later and crossed the English
Channel. At the time, he held the rank of lieutenant commander (capitaine de
corvette), although he was already no longer a young man, having spent 20 years
between the wars in a Carmelite monastery. He thus gained entry to that small
circle of Frenchmen who later claimed to have heeded the call of June 18 to go on
fighting after the debacle of 1940. He rose rapidly and was promoted to rear ad-
miral in 1943 and vice admiral in 1944. For a time, he held the position of gover-
nor general of French New Caledonia, where he gained a reputation for enforcing
strict law and order among the large Vietnamese expatriate community, which
helps to explain the emotion that greeted the radio announcement of his appoint-
ment among the Vietnamese who were getting their first taste of independence in
peacetime during the heady days of August.

De Gaulle’s instructions to d’Argenlieu, consisting of one and a half type-
written pages dated August 15, were to re-establish French sovereignty over all
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of Indochina whatever the circumstances. The admiral was to have the com-
mander of French forces (Leclerc) under his command. Finally, if for reasons of
inter-Allied tactics it proved impossible to exercise power in one or more zones,
the admiral was allowed to delegate these powers to subordinates. The instruc-
tions contained not a word about policy and not a word about the attitude to
take with respect to the DRV.

Following announcement of his appointment, d’Argenlieu embarked on a
tiring series of protocol calls in Paris that included the ambassadors of countries
that had more or less interest in Indochina, and then set out for Asia, stopping at
Chandernagor, where he again spent his time consulting with various people,
who were more or less informed on the subject, and constituting a large staft to
run things once he arrived in Saigon. De Gaulle had instructed him to leave as
soon as possible for his assignment,® but all in all, d’Argenlieu wasted two and a
half precious months before finally debarking at Tan Son Nhut on October 30.

D’Argenlieu proceeded to fulfill the worst fears of the moderate members of
the Vietnamese intelligentsia such as Dinh and Khe by issuing on November 1, as
his first official act, federal ordinance number 1, which gave him full powers,
both executive and legislative, to deal with the situation as he saw it. Although he
decided to take the title high commissioner instead of governor general, the Viet-
namese who looked toward the Norodom Palace in Saigon for some sign of hope
for the future saw only the French flag flying.

When it came to the subject of Indochina, d’Argenlieu had a closed mind. In
an address to the Indochinese broadcast over All-India Radio prior to his arrival,
the admiral had lectured his listeners about the plots of the “enemy Japanese” and
had compared the violence in Saigon following September 23 to the crimes of the
Nazis, saying it proved the political immaturity of the Vietnamese.* Now, en-
sconced with his large staft of advisers in the imperial splendor of the Norodom
Palace finally vacated by the departing Japanese, d’Argenlicu devoted himself to
his pet project, defining the structures of the Indochinese federation.

D’Argenlieu gave priority to a dialogue with a handful of French rubber
planters who had been members of the Free French resistance, such as it was,
and with members of the French community who claimed, sometimes truth-
fully, to have been victims of Decoux’s police. These individuals caused
d’Argenlicu to see himself increasingly as the defender of the French business
interests, and it was but one step from there to entrenching Cochinchina as the
French territory it had been since 1862. His position denied completely the
unity of Vietnam; he feared that any concessions made to the government in
Hanoi would lead to France’s total eviction from Indochina. If any conjunction
of circumstances could produce a blind alley, this was certainly it.

In fact, it soon became clear that d’Argenlieu attached primary importance
to purging the ranks of French military and civil servants in Indochina of all
those whom he castigated as Vichyists. In this, he was reflecting the purge that
swept Metropolitan France and that has been described by one French historian
as a sort of exorcism of the defeat of 1940 and all its consequences.® Thousands
of dedicated servants of the state, many extremely knowledgeable about Indo-
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china and its peoples, were summarily dismissed from their posts and shipped
home in great discomfort and humiliation. Among these was Decoux himself,
who was dismissed without pension in May 1946. After a preliminary hearing
at which evidence was presented, the judge refused to hold to answer, and De-
coux was reintegrated with his rank and prerogatives in February 1949.

In these circumstances, lacking any constitutional link to any Vietnamese
party or government, and faced with the refusal of the provisional government
in Hanoi, the de facto holders of power, to acknowledge the maintenance
(much less the reimposition) of French sovereignty over Indochina, the only
wherewithal at the disposal of the French was armed force. But this entailed
other dangers, as Léon Pignon, a relatively enlightened French political expert,
foresaw. “It is essential, both from the military viewpoint and from the view-
point of international opinion, to succeed in constituting a pro-French party
which will appeal for the assistance of our arms, and will support them,” Pignon
wrote in a report on October 28.

Elements of such a pro-French party already existed, Pignon wrote. But
they dared not appear openly because of the terror inspired by the revolution-
ary committees, whose leaders had been especially successtul in recruiting the
young men and women and who were working single-mindedly to eradicate all
French influence. The objective should be to splinter the government, or, more
precisely, the Viet Minh party. It was against the dichards of the party that
French force could be brought to bear with profit, Pignon thought, but only
after they had been recognized as rebels by the mass of the population itself:*

CoaLrtioN PoLrrics
With the French seeking a way to reduce his government to an intransigent
hard core of dichards, Ho adroitly responded by expanding the provisional gov-
ernment without losing control in so doing. For the Viet Minh by this time was
mainly the ICP. From at least June 1945 to the end of 1946 the focal point of
decision-making was the General Committee (Tong Bo) of the Viet Minh,
whose members were Ho, Giap, Dong, Khu, Tran Huy Lieu, Nguyén Luong
Bang, Ha Ba Cang (alias Hoang Quoc Viet), and Ho Tung Mau.*” All were ICP
leaders. Giap, Dong, and Khu had been with Ho in Cao Bang since 1941.
Nguyén Luong Bang had worked for Ho in Shanghai in 1929-1931 before be-
ing arrested and spending the years 1931-1943 in prison. Ho Tung Mau had
been a leading figure in the Revolutionary Youth League at Canton and Hong
Kong in the late 1920s but had subsequently been working in the Chinese
Communist Party. The names of these men appear and disappear in the official
literature of the period September to November 1945. On the other hand, the
name of the ICP’s secretary-general Dang Xuan Khu (later known by his pseud-
onym Truong Chinh) figures hardly at all in the official literature of this period.
The kind of behind-the-scenes control exercised by the Tong Bo allowed
the Viet Minh to take the risk of arranging for the holding of elections. Ho had
been impressed by his OSS friends at Tan Trao with the importance of elections
in the American political system; he believed holding early elections would fa-
vor his government’s chances of obtaining American recognition.
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Steps were now taken in that direction. As early as September 8, a decree
had laid down that an election for a national assembly should be held within
two months.® All Vietnamese over the age of 18 would be entitled to vote, with
the exception of people who had been deprived of their civil rights and those
deemed to be of unsound mind. The national assembly, which would consist of
300 representatives in a single chamber, would have authority to decide upon
the constitution of the DRV. In the meantime, committees were to be set up to
draft a constitution and to devise regulations for holding the election. The
members of the constitutional committee were named in a decree of Septem-
ber 20: four of its seven members were ICP members (although not so identi-
fied). Citizen Vinh Thuy also became a member.* The committee to draw up
regulations for the election was set up by a further decree on September 26.”

The actual regulations for the election were embodied in a decree dated
October 17, by which time it had been decided that election day would be De-
cember 23. Shortly before the latter date it was postponed again;” it was finally
held on January 6, 1946.

The provisional government had to tailor its constitutional arrangements
to fit the situation. Thousands of Chinese troops had begun crossing the Viet-
nam border at three points on August 27 to take up the occupation duties as-
signed to them by the Big Three at Potsdam. The Chinese brought in their train
the leaders of the Vietnamese nationalist parties in exile, mainly the VNQDD
and the Dong Minh Hoi, and began appointing them in the place of the Viet
Minh appointees, who were ignored. In this manner, the two parties assumed
control over Lao Kay, Vinh Yen, Viet Tri, Pho Tho, Yen Bay, and Lang Son.

Ho responded adroitly to this challenge to his authority; instead of protest-
ing, he used a collection of gold from the population (officially to purchase arms
for the government) during the second week of September to buy the neutrality
of the Chinese generals; some 800 kilograms of gold were collected. Ho also
opened negotiations directly with the nationalist parties, which controlled large
areas of the countryside.”” No sooner had he arrived at an agreement on October
23, however, than it was denounced on November 2 by Nguyén Hai Than, leader
of the Dong Minh Hoi, as being too favorable to the Viet Minh. On November 8,
Than demanded that the Viet Minh make way for the “real nationalists.”

It was after the threat by Than that Ho, perhaps fearing a move by the Chi-
nese to arrest the ICP leaders, decided to sacrifice the ICP, at least temporarily. On
November 11, the ICP Central Committee issued a communiqué stating that
because “in order to complete the Party’s task in this immense movement of the
Vietnamese people’s emancipation, a national union conceived without distinc-
tion of class and parties is an indispensable factor,” it had decided to voluntarily
dissolve the ICP” This may simply have meant that meetings of the Politburo,
which in normal times were convened in secret and announced after they had
been held, were no longer announced publicly at all, for there is evidence that the
party’s central decision-making apparatus continued to function.”

Even after this concession, the Dong Minh Hoi insisted on the execution
of the Liuchow agreement of March 1944, which had provided, on paper at
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least, for a coalition government under nationalist leadership.” A new agreement
was signed on November 18, which was broken again on December 8. This time,
however, using their united front tactics, the Viet Minh were able to split oft a
large section of the Dong Minh Hoi from the main body of the party. On Decem-
ber 22, under a new agreement among the Dong Minh Hoi, the VNQDD, and
the Viet Minh (all the other splinter parties having more or less fallen by the
wayside), the nationalist parties pledged not to sabotage the election, in return for
which the VNQDD would receive 50 and the Dong Minh Hoi 20 seats in the
future national assembly. Neither party would participate in the election cam-
paign. This was a solution modeled on the identical arrangement made by the
Communists in Poland with the minority opposition Peasants’ Party.

The Viet Minh also agreed to create a largely honorific post of vice presi-
dent, which would go to Than, and to allocate two ministries to the two parties.
A promise to neutralize (i.e., make neutral) the posts of ministers of interior
and defense was effectively circumvented by transferring their real powers to
other offices within the government organization. This was perhaps an extreme
example of the party’s use of the United Front tactics vis-a-vis its rivals which
were to stand it in good stead later in its seizure of a monopoly of power: by
selectively offering positions in the coalition government the party managed to
neutralize certain elements of the opposition who were judged to have little
more than nuisance value, while it did not rule out more drastic methods
against its more dangerous rivals.

The government had established a security service, the famed Cong An,
whose activities on behalf of the Viet Minh were now backed by legislation in
the form of a series of decrees promulgated on September 13; one of these gave
the security service “the right to arrest any individual dangerous to the security
of the Vietnam Republic.”*

The broad coalition aspect of the provisional government and its laudatory
aims allowed it to attract many qualified and well-meaning individuals. For ex-
ample, Ng6é Dinh Nhu, a younger brother of Diem, was oftered the post of
director of the Archives and National (formerly Central) Library in Hanoi by
Ho. He had first worked in the archives in Hanoi under Paul Boudet from 1938
to 1942, when he went to Hué to reorganize the imperial archives at Bao Dai’s
request. In 1946, Nhu fled to Phat Diem with his wife, eventually settling at
Dalat; they were very poor.”

Behind the masquerade of United Front activities at the top, however, the
Viet Minh consolidated its administrative control at the local and regional levels
both in its capital, Hanoi, and in the countryside in a process in which revolu-
tionary orders and government decrees formed a continuum. In areas under its
control, the Viet Minh had ordered its cadres to constitute liberation commit-
tees in factories, mines, plantations, schools, garrisons, public offices, private
enterprises, villages, and hamlets as early as March. The liberation committee
was described as “a pre-governmental form which will train the people to take
revolutionary power in their hands.” In the village, this involved the holding of
a mass meeting at which former notables were obliged to hand over their seals
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of office and village archives to representatives of the new committee. The pro-
cess by which the local “Viet Minh group” controlled the proceedings and en-
sured the implementation of orders from higher levels was described in a set of
written instructions.” However, to the uninitiated, such as members of the
OSS, these well-organized and generally peaceful gatherings appeared to be
nothing less than an admirable exercise of spontancous democracy, albeit one
that demanded that much time and effort be spent on meetings.

The process of constituting primary liberation committees was repeated at
higher levels of administration, culminating in the formation of a national lib-
eration committee at the Tan Trao conference of August 16. The coup d’état in
Hanoi on August 19, of course, gave the Viet Minh greatly enlarged scope for
extending the process nationwide and speeding it up. Whereas the national lib-
eration committee of August 16 could only have effectively represented a rela-
tively small area of Bac Bo under the direct control of Viet Minh political cadres
and Giap’s Liberation Army, now liberation committees could be formed over a
much wider area. By the beginning of September, the Viet Minh had estab-
lished their presence in the vast majority of province centers throughout Viet-
nam. Such committees, as we have seen, were responsible for issuing the orders
permitting the arrest and execution of prominent opposition nationalists on
charges of collaboration with the enemy. They also undoubtedly played a part
in the conduct of the January 6, 1946, election for the National Assembly. Ac-
cording to Smith, the provincial committees were responsible for nominations
of candidates and the village committees were responsible for drawing up lists
of voters and the actual conduct of the balloting.”

On September 5, the provisional government decreed the abolition of the
imperial government’s councils of notables and replaced them with people’s
committees, who were composed of Viet Minh supporters, in many cases the
same ones who had been members of the liberation committees, which thereby
completed their coup d’état. At one brilliant stroke, this decree mobilized the
have-nots against the haves, landless peasants against landowners, and insti-
tuted a state of struggle and class warfare that allowed the Viet Minh to assume
eftective control of the countryside. A whole series of structural changes fol-
lowed. A decree of September 13 abolished the mandarinate and put in its place
a hierarchy of people’s committees going from the territory (bo) to the province
(tinh) to the district (huyen). These changes replaced the traditional village au-
tonomy, which had been respected by the French for want of being able to
reform it, with a system of “democratic centralism” that carried the unity and
authority of the state down to the lowest level.

Decree 63 of November 22 heralded the setting up of a parallel structure of
administration called the administrative committee at each level from the vil-
lage to the region. This parallel structure was to emerge, over time, as the real
wielder of power at the grassroots level, as George Ginsburgs has shown.'" By
far the most distinctive trait of this structure, which represented a sharp break
with Vietnam’s traditional and historical precedent, was its extreme emphasis
on highly centralized administrative processes. Moreover, this parallel struc-



The Rise of Nationalist Feeling and the Suppression of the Nationalists 137

ture, as opposed to the people’s committees, served to concentrate power in the
hands of a select corps of trusted party cadres; the one requirement for mem-
bership in the administrative committees, aside from having participated in the
revolution, was the ability to read and write quoc ngu. At the top level, the ad-
ministrative committee of Bac Bo, the party apparently felt sufficiently secure
to entrust the leadership of this grassroots administrative structure to a rela-
tively unknown figure, Nguyén Xien, who later became a leader of the Vietnam
Socialist Party, which was founded in 1946.'

Son Ngoc Thanh and Pan-Indochina
Nationalism in Cambodia

In Kampuchea, Prime Minister Son Ngoc Thanh recognized the DRV at its
founding, and, in the hope of obtaining support, allowed it to open a mission in
Phnom Penh. Over the next month, Thanh’s government made several calls
for Khmers to cooperate “sincerely and fraternally” with the Vietnamese. Lead-
ers of the Viet Minh in Nam Bo contacted Thanh through a brother in hopes of
coordinating resistance to the French. According to the Viet Minh military
commander Nguyén Thanh Son, Thanh accepted their proposal and sent a re-
turn delegation for talks; however, this delegation made itself unpopular by rais-
ing the issue of Kampuchea’s irredentist demands over the Mekong Delta, and
the talks broke down.!® There was an outbreak of fighting in Tra Vinh Prov-
ince, Thanh’s birthplace, at about this time, probably involving the Hoa Hao.
(The Viet Minh, although obviously not supporting Kampuchea’s territorial
claims, would probably not have engaged in fighting against Thanh’s govern-
ment in view of their own troubles and in view of the historic ICP long-term
interest in Cambodia.)

The French were determined to act decisively against Thanh’s government,
and this they did as soon as Leclerc could spare the troops from his Saigon
contingent. (Significantly, Gracey appears not to have made any suggestion of
using his Gurkhas to restore French power against the Buddhist and sectarian
nationalists in Cambodia, in spite of the fact that Cambodian rice was vital to
Saigon because of the Viet Minh blockade of the city.) Choosing a day when he
knew Sihanouk would be out of harm’s way on a Buddhist pilgrimage, Leclerc
flew to Phnom Penh and, in a ruse orchestrated by the British representative in
Phnom Penh, had his noncommissioned officer aide seize Thanh, who was
thrown into prison when he arrived back in Saigon. Thanh’s chaufteur escaped
to warn the other cabinet ministers, several of whom fled to Vietnam. Exiled to
France, Thanh did not return to Cambodia until 1951.1%

Sihanouk could only accept this turn of fate. He had already muted his previ-
ous declared support for the Japanese, and in a ceremony on October 28 canceled
his proclamation ending the French protectorate, reading aloud from a message
prepared for the occasion by the reinstated résident supérieur.'** Sihanouk’s unprin-
cipled behavior in this period embittered Crown Prince Savang Vatthana of Laos
toward him two decades before Sihanouk embraced the Pathet Lao. D’Argenlieu
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chose simply to ignore Sihanouk and dealt instead with Sihanouk’s uncle,
Prince Monireth, with whom as the head of a new government he signed a
modus vivendi on January 7, 1946. In the negotiations, the Cambodian delega-
tion headed by Monireth and Nhick Tioulong put forth the following demands:
adherence to the French Union but not to an Indochinese federation domi-
nated by a unified Vietnam, dissolution of many federal services, replacement
of Vietnamese in the Cambodian civil service by Cambodians, and strict con-
trol of Vietnamese immigration.'”® Some weeks later, however, d’Argenlicu
consented to travel to Phnom Penh to shake Sihanouk’s hand.

Defiance of the Royal Authority in Laos

It took the French longer to reassert their authority in Laos than in Cambodia.
The news of Bao Dai’s declaration of independence had been received with
satisfaction by the large Vietnamese community in Laos. In Savannakhet, the
entire Vietnamese community staged a procession through the town. On dis-
play was a Rising Sun flag, a Vietnamese flag, and a placard bearing the inscrip-
tion “Annam Doc Lap” (“Independence for Annam”). Within days, members of
a Vietnamese youth association were acting as if they were officers of the ad-
ministration, usurping control over the import and export of commodities as
well as police powers, which were heightened by their close relationship with
the Japanese, and the implicit threat that they could denounce “unpatriotic”
people. They were also in contact with similar organizations in Vietnam, and
there was some sentiment that southern Laos should be attached to Annam.'*

For Prince Phetsarath, the prime minister, the agitation by Vietnamese resi-
dents in Vientiane and other towns was ominous. It served to reinforce the anti-
Vietnamese views he had held since the 1930s when he had attempted to replace
Vietnamese in the civil service with Lao. After the coup d’état in Hanoi, ICP
agents began spreading anti-French propaganda and preparing to resist the
French. Phetsarath had no illusions about the ICP’s motives. The party was on
record as severely criticizing his views about Vietnamese immigration in Laos,
and it regarded his followers as standing for the protection of capitalism and
counter-revolution.'” The party had established cells in Laos since the early
1930s, all constituted by Vietnamese, and had even published a newspaper in
Vietnamese.'”® By the time of the Tan Trao congress in August 1945, where the
party had adopted a pan-Indochina “liberation” program, these cells had been
formally constituted in a Laotian branch. Immediately after this congress, a
“special representative,” Tran Duc Vinh, was sent to Laos to establish closer
collaboration with the Lao independence movement.!”

The Vietnamese agitation came to a head with a large demonstration in
Vientiane on August 23, and Phetsarath had to restrain the agitators. At the same
time, he favored taking advantage of the French difficulties. As head of govern-
ment, however, he was limited in his autonomy not only by the wishes of the king
but also by virtue of the fact that the 1941 arrangement with the French had made
the crown prince the chairman of the King’s Council. The French design had,
perhaps intentionally, created an ambiguity that made for conflict.
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Keeping the French administrators and their families for the moment, at
least, in the prisons where the Japanese had put them in March, and acting on the
premise that the king’s independence proclamation was still in force, on August
28 Prince Phetsarath sent from Vientiane a telegram to all chao khouengs informing
them that the Japanese surrender did not affect the independence proclamation
and warning them to avoid any foreign intervention in their administration.

Two days later, Major Hans Imfeld, empowered as commissioner of the
French Republic, entered Luang Prabang and received written assurances from
the king that the protectorate was still in force. Imfeld was of Swiss origin and
had been an artillery officer in the Indochina Army. With considerable experi-
ence in Indochina in the 1930s, he had escaped to China on October 3, 1943, an
act for which he was condemned to death by the Hanoi military tribunal of
Decoux’s government general. Parachuted into Indochina on February 26, 1945,
he had escaped the Meigo action and had assumed command of the Franco-
Laotian guerrillas in northern Laos, from whose base northwest of the town he
entered Luang Prabang.

The Japanese troops having departed to the south, a party of Franco-Lao-
tian guerrillas under the command of Major Fabre, who had been parachuted
in near Paksane on January 21, peacefully entered Vientiane on September 3
and sat down to await developments, while French civilians released from in-
ternment were evacuated across the river. Phetsarath, however, refused to rec-
ognize the authority of the French résident supérieur upon his release from prison.
A standoft was developing between Luang Prabang and Vientiane.

Phetsarath received an unsolicited message on September 3 from another of
his half-brothers, Prince Souphanouvong, by Boun Khong’s sixth wife, who had
spent the previous 16 years working as an engineer in Vietnam and was now in
Hanoi. Souphanouvong said in his message he was in a position to represent the
interests of Laos and asked for instructions. On September 5 he sent a further mes-
sage telling Phetsarath he had begun negotiations with the Vietnamese for aid in the
independence struggle and to form “an Indochinese bloc opposing the return of
colonialism.” Phetsarath cabled back rejecting Souphanouvong’s offer.!

THE UNIFICATION OF LAOs
On September 2, Phetsarath sent a message to the king requesting a royal proc-
lamation of the unity of Laos, a project that had been dear to his heart for years.
On September 7, Phetsarath received a telegram from the king’s minister of
interior informing him that by virtue of a royal proclamation the French pro-
tectorate over the Kingdom of Luang Prabang continued."! On September 15,
Phetsarath issued a proclamation that unified the Kingdom of Luang Prabang
with the four southern provinces—Khammouane, Savannakhet, Bassac, and
Saravane—the chao khouengs of these last provinces having expressed their wish
in this matter. Vientiane was to be the capital. The same day, he announced that
a Congress of People’s Representatives would soon meet to decide all political,
economic and social questions.

This was the moment when an OSS team, the Raven Mission under the
command of Major Aaron Bank, landed at Vientiane from Kunming. The mis-
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sion was to search for Japanese POW camps and to report and observe condi-
tions in Laos and on important personalities. Bank had received no briefing on
the political situation in Laos before his departure from Kunming and was left
to “play it by ear.”!'? The team was taken in hand by members of the Lao Pen
Lao who had returned from Thailand. In an interview with Phetsarath attended
by Fabre, Bank assured the prime minister that the French would not be al-
lowed to return and advised him to await the arrival of an inter-allied commis-
sion, which Phetsarath spoke of in a proclamation to French residents and
which he said would decide about the future of his country.'”?

Across the river at Nong Khai, members of the Raven Mission had meetings
with a number of Vietnamese who described themselves as “the Annamite fac-
tion.” They were, in reality, members of the ICP. One of them, Vu Huu Binh, a
former master sergeant in the Garde Indochinoise, was an important Viet Minh
liaison officer with theThai.'""* The OSS team went on to Thakhek, where it en-
gaged in several arguments with French officers of the Franco-Laotian guerrillas.
In one of these incidents, a member of the team declined to intervene in a con-
frontation between a French officer and a Viet Minh team in which the French
officer was killed. Meanwhile, Bank and his executive officer, Major Charles Hol-
land, drove overland by way of Savannakhet and Vinh to Hanoi, where they had
meetings with other members of the OSS and with Ho Chi Minh.

On September 21, Major Fabre demanded the dismissal of the chao khoueng
since 1941, Xieng Mao (Xieng Mao had received the honorific title Phaya Kham-
mao'® for anti-French activities and for his replacement by Kou Voravong). The
next day, an advance guard of the Chinese Nationalist troops responsible for re-
ceiving the surrender of the Japanese arrived by boat on the Mekong: they ap-
peared more interested in buying up the opium crop (harvested from late
December to early February) than in disarming the departed Japanese.!'¢

On October 7, Souphanouvong and his Vietnamese escort arrived in Savan-
nakhet to find that Oun and his partisans, who included Phoumi Nosavan, had
crossed the river from Thailand, were already in control of the town, and had
entered a loose alliance with the large Vietnamese population who had armed
themselves from looted armories of the Garde Indochinoise and with arms left
behind by the withdrawing Japanese. Negotiations ensued, resulting in a merger
of the forces of both men; Souphanouvong was commander in chief and Oun
was second in command.'” Souphanouvong and his escort then proceeded by
motor launch upriver to Thakhek, where he was joined by his wife and two young
sons, Ariya and Anou. After a skirmish with Franco-Laotian guerrillas in the vi-
cinity, Souphanouvong continued upriver to Vientiane, arriving on October 29 to
find that the situation had evolved rapidly.

Bolstered by fresh assurances of support from the French, Sisavang Vong
acted; on October 10, he sent messages to Vientiane accusing Phetsarath of ex-
ceeding his authority and stripping him of his position as prime minister and
his title of viceroy. Although Phetsarath protested these decisions as an abuse of
power, he accepted them and, after thanking the Laotian civil servants for their
support for his actions, immediately announced his withdrawal from public
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life. His position was made delicate by virtue of the fact he was married to a
sister of Sisavang Vong. In fact, Phetsarath’s main quarrel appears to have been
with Savang Vatthana. In the short life of the Lao Issara government on Lao soil,
he served as an ex officio adviser to the prime minister. He does not seem to
have wished harm to the king. In a revealing comment in a letter to his halt-
brother Kindavong in Calcutta on September 6, Phetsarath referred to the abdi-
cation of Bao Dai in Vietnam and said “These difficulties exist also to some
extent in Vientiane, but there is nothing to fear.”!'®

ESTABLISHMENT OF THE LAO IsSARA GOVERNMENT

Also on October 10, a Committee of Independence, strongly influenced by the
Lao Pen Lao representatives led by Oudone Sananikone, Tham Sayasithsena,
and Bong Souvannavong, took the situation in Vientiane in hand. A provisional
revolutionary government was proclaimed on October 12, taking the name Lao
Issara. This government had Xieng Mao as prime minister, Chao Somsanith as
minister of interior and justice, Katay Don Sasorith as minister of finance, Sing
Ratanassamay as minister of defense, Nhouy Abhay as minister of education,
Souvanna Phouma as minister of public works, and Oun Sananikone as minis-
ter of economy. All were moderate nationalists. On his arrival, Souphanouvong
was made minister of foreign affairs in addition to his position as commander
in chief. The government signed a military cooperation convention with the
Viet Minh, but, significantly, did not recognize the DRV government.

The Lao Issara leaders viewed Phetsarath’s actions prior to his destitution
in a favorable light, and they now turned against the monarchy, which they saw
as hopelessly compromised with the French. On October 12, Xieng Mao sent a
telegram to the royal palace giving the king 48 hours in which to meet its “re-
spectful” demand that he abdicate forthwith of his own free will and accept a
position as monarch without effective powers pending a decision by the Cham-
ber of People’s Representatives. The king not having replied, a telegram on
October 20 notified him that that Chamber had voted his “total destitution.”!"

In an effort to give their government some semblance of legitimacy, the
Lao Issara leaders had hastily named a People’s Committee consisting of 34
members, many of them Lao Pen Lao activists, including the governors of sev-
eral provinces who were not even in Vientiane. The Chamber of People’s Rep-
resentatives had been elected by the members of this committee. This was done
in accordance with a provisional constitution adopted on the morning of Octo-
ber 12 in a ceremony at the French résident supérieur’s office, now renamed the
Présidence du Conseil, carefully stage-managed by the Lao Pen Lao.”® Under
the circumstances, any sort of popular election was out of the question. Those
elected were simply notified, and they were even more heavily dominated by
the Lao Pen Lao.'”!

At the news of the king’s destitution and the report that the Lao Issara gov-
ernment had dispatched an armed contingent to Luang Prabang under the com-
mand of Sing as defense minister, the agitation in the royal capital grew rapidly.
With Imfeld and his men disarmed and held under house arrest by the Chinese
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troops in the town, the governor, Boungnavath, had freedom of action. His
men spread the news and had royalist supporters, including his deputy, Tiao
Souk Vonggsak, arrested. On November 10, hours before the entry into the town
of Sing’s force, a mob surrounded the royal palace and, firing shots in the air,
escaladed the walls and forced entry. Sing and his men had an audience with the
king that afternoon, politely requesting him to hand over any documents he
may have signed with the French. In a telegram addressed to provincial civil
servants, Xieng Mao said that the king had declared himself to be a simple citi-
zen and was prepared to vacate the royal palace when the government thought
it appropriate. Later in the month, the government decreed that no member of
the government was henceforth to have any contact with the French.

Outside Vientiane and Luang Prabang, the authority of the Lao Issara gov-
ernment in fact was extremely limited. In Luang Namtha and Phong Saly, the
Chinese had occupied the towns, removing Lao officials, and held a plebiscite
that reported in favor of Chinese administration. The Franco-Laotian guerrillas
had taken control of the main towns of the province of Xieng Khouang at the
beginning of September, receiving precious support from Touby’s Meo. Their
hold on Sam Neua was much less solid, in spite of efforts on the part of the chao
khoueng, Phoumi Vongyvichit, to prevent the Chinese from entering the prov-
ince. Here, because of its proximity to Vietnam, the revolutionary propaganda
spread by the Viet Minh was strong, but also pro—Viet Minh rather than pro-
Lao Issara. In the center and south, the Lao Issara government controlled the
towns of Thakhek and Savannakhet. Moreover, the main roads leading ecast
were denied to the Franco-Laotian guerrillas by Viet Minh detachments com-
ing from Vietnam that had occupied Tchepone, Muong Phine, and Napé. Imme-
diately after the Japanese surrender, the Viet Minh had occupied the principal
passes over the Annamite Cordillera; on September 7-8 in a sharp exchange with
a Franco-Laotian force at Napé, Viet Minh accompanied by Japanese secured
control of the Keo Neua pass. But most of the remainder of the provinces of
Khammouan and Savannakhet was controlled by the Franco-Laotian guerrillas,
as were the southernmost provinces of Pakse and Saravane, which fell largely in
the British zone of operation decided upon at the Potsdam Conference. In the
south, Prince Boun Oum, the son of Prince Youi of Champassak, had 15,000 men
under his command.'*

At the end of November, however, their position having become untenable
due to repeated Viet Minh attacks from the east, the Franco-Laotian guerrillas
evacuated Xieng Khouang rather than give battle in the town to Sing’s force,
which was coming from Luang Prabang. The Franco-Laotians were heavily de-
pendent in this region on the support they received from the Meo, who were
better able to operate in the mountains than in the towns. Meanwhile, the Viet
Minh, aside from trying to exploit in their propaganda differences between the
Lao and Phuan on the one hand and the Meo on the other, were themselves
putting together a Meo guerrilla force under Faydang Lobliayao of the Lor clan,
a rival of Touby who had fought on the side of the Japanese and who had be-
trayed many Frenchmen. The rivalry between Touby and Faydang went back
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many years. The party was able to exploit personal differences between the two
to enlist Faydang as head of the “patriotic” Meo, as it also exploited personal
differences between the T ai chieftain Deo Van Long and his subordinate Ho
Van Loc to enlist the latter.

Likewise, in Vientiane itself the situation was becoming unfavorable; there
were demonstrations outside the house where Fabre and his small band had
barricaded themselves. On November 20, Fabre evacuated his band by truck to
Tha Deua under an escort provided by the Chinese, from there crossing the
river into Thailand. The Franco-Laotian guerrillas were also forced to abandon
Luang Namtha. Finally, in Luang Prabang, Imfeld and his men were subjected
to all kinds of pressure, culminating in a cutoft of food supplies. They therefore
evacuated across the river on January 4, also under Chinese escort.

In Vientiane, the Lao Issara government wrestled with a growing list of prob-
lems. The most serious was probably finances, since the treasury was empty and
there were no funds to pay civil servants. An attempt was made to tax opium
exports, but this proved unenforceable, since the opium trade routes were not
controlled by the government. Nor was there internal harmony. The government
accused Phoumi Vongvichit, chao khoueng of Sam Neua, of cheating the Meo of a
large sum of money for their opium crop. The Lao Issara government took steps
to abolish the Indochinese state-owned company (régie) administering the opium
trade, which had always been to the financial disadvantage of Laos, and make it a
Laos monopoly. In desperation, the government appealed to the Thai govern-
ment for a press on which to print money. Other problems were procurement of
military equipment and foreign relations generally.

Not wealthy enough to afford posting diplomats abroad, or even to send
them on missions, the government depended on aide-mémoires circulated to dip-
lomats in Bangkok. One such aide-mémoire delivered to the American legation
in January listed a set of grievances against the French. These included the
French actions in “arbitrarily dividing” Laos by the Franco-Siamese treaty of
1893, in “disposing of the borders of Laos and of Laotians” by giving away parts
of Sam Neua and the southernmost provinces between 1895 and 1905, and in
surrendering Sayaboury and Bassac in 1941. The aide-mémoire also charged the
French with wishing to create “an autonomous Meo district.” The threat of a
Meo secession was a constant with the Lao; they remembered the great uprising
of 1919-1921 led by the messianic leader Pa Chai in which he claimed to have
been called upon to establish an independent Meo kingdom, which had been
put down by the French only with great difficulty. The aide-mémoire betrayed
the urban-centered outlook of the government itself, describing with glee how
the French “fled” from the towns in 1945. In response to an inquiry about
whether it was in a position to facilitate travel for members of a Lao Issara del-
egation to the United Nations to present their case, the legation replied that as
they were French citizens they would need French passports to travel to the
United States.'?

Beginning in January, with the loss anew of Xieng Khouang, the fortunes
of the Lao Issara government, such as they were, began to decline across Laos.
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The Franco-Laotian guerrillas were now beginning to receive reinforcements
and supplies by air and by road from French headquarters in Saigon, which
made entry into the towns possible for the first time. They once again were
positioned astride the main roads leading from Vietnam. They made their entry
into Savannakhet against token resistance that was camouflaged by the Chinese
withdrawal from that town. At Thakhek, on the other hand, the last point in
central Laos still held by the Lao Issara in March 1946, Souphanouvong and his
Viet Minh advisers were determined to make the French pay dearly. The de-
fenders were mainly Vietnamese residents who had been encadred by Viet
Minh agents. The Viet Minh flag flew over the town. In a day-long battle against
the French reoccupation forces on March 21, 700 of the defenders were killed
and 300 civilians lost their lives.'* Prince Souphanouvong, escaping across the
river in a sampan, was wounded by a strafing Spitfire of the French forces. He
recovered on the Thai side at Nakhorn Phanom. With the French menacing
Vientiane, the first thought of the Lao Issara government was to regularize its
relations with the monarchy.

INTO EXILE

On March 23, Xieng Mao, having abandoned Vientiane for Luang Prabang, sent
the king a letter imploring his clemency and asking him to resume his throne.
Sisavang Vong was in no hurry. In mid-April, a joint council of the government
and the members of the royal family met to work out the details. On April 23,
with great ceremony at the royal palace, the king signified his acceptance of the
constitution and reaffirmed the unity of Laos. A royal ordinance sanctioned this.
A strong French column was already making its way up the road from Vientiane
to Luang Prabang. At the same time, Meo guerrillas moved west to harass Chi-
nese troops still in the vicinity of the royal capital and encourage them to decamp.
Phetsarath and the Lao Issara ministers fled across the river. After an arduous trip,
the French column entered Luang Prabang on May 13. Freed from being a virtual
prisoner in his palace, the king welcomed them as liberators and proclaimed his
attachment to France.'® He signed an ordinance declaring null and void all acts to
which he had given his sanction under pressure from the Japanese, the Chinese,
and the Lao Issara since April 4, 1945. In an address to his people, the king said it
was his desire to see the people of the Kingdom of Laos take their place among
modern nations; he would grant them a constitution and they would elect their
representatives to participate in government.'?

The flight of the Lao Issara government left scattered groups of armed par-
tisans who mounted raids into Lao territory from bases on the right bank of the
Mekong. Souphanouvong set up headquarters at Chiang Rai with a view to
operating in Luang Namtha. Chao Somsanith’s area of operations was Luang
Prabang, so he set up his base in Sayaboury together with Sing and Ouan Rati-
koun. Oun Sananikone, whose area was Vientiane, was headquartered at Nong
Khai. Katay and Nhouy Abhay were responsible for southern Laos.

In eastern Laos, another group was under the command of Thao O Anour-
ack, the Phouthai son of two generations of district chiefs of Tchepone. At the
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Japanese takeover, Thao O had refused an appeal from the Franco-Laotian guer-
rillas to join them, pleading family responsibilities, and had remained in Tche-
pone. When the Lao Issara took over Savannakhet, the chao khoueng appointed
him commander of liberation forces in Tchepone. When the Franco-Laotians
reoccupied the town in March 1946, he made his way east with the 200 to 300
men under his command to the safety of Lao Bao just across the border of
Vietnam. Finally he was constrained to abandon Laos and make his way to
Hanoi. The Viet Minh put him in touch with Kaysone Phomvihane, a Viet-
namese-Lao métis from Savannakhet who had been sent to direct Lao Issara
radio broadcasts over Radio Hanoi, and Nouhak Phoumsavan, a Vietnamese'?’
from Mukdahan.'® Neither had played any significant role in the Lao Issara,
but both were in the confidence of Ho Chi Minh, and saw in the latter’s gov-
ernment the salvation of an independent Laos.

The Vietnamese proposed to Thao O that he form a committee for the
liberation of Laos, and this was done, with Nouhak as president. The enlist-
ment of other small groups from Xieng Khouang and Sam Neua brought the
effective strength under Thao O’s command to 500. Faydang also participated
in these meetings. The force was large enough to dispatch one company each to
Sam Neua, Xieng Khouang, Muong Mo, Napé, and Muong Sen. Thao O soon
received secret codes from Phetsarath and Souvanna Phouma in Thailand that
allowed him to communicate with the Lao Issara in exile. In addition to the
resistance leaders Thao O met at this time, he also heard about a leader among
the Lao Theung of the Bolovens plateau, Sithon Kommadan, the son of a fa-
mous rebel leader who had been killed by the French.

The Vietnam Imbroglio

Ho’s position was greatly complicated toward the end of 1945 by the presence
of the Chinese in the north and their manipulations of the nationalist parties
and by Leclerc’s lightning campaign in the south, which put the French in a
much stronger position. Sainteny had had to hand over the Puginier Palace to
Lu Han, the Chinese commander. Tran Van Giau and Pham Ngoc Thach ar-
rived in Hanoi on November 10 with first-hand reports of the Viet Minh fail-
ure in the south. The only course left open was a prolonged guerrilla war, they
said, but for that the base in the north had to be solidified. This factor no doubt
contributed to the party central committee’s decision to dissolve the party, a
decision that placed reliance on a united front strategy.

To make matters worse for the Viet Minh, Alessandri’s reorganized force
was preparing to re-enter Tonkin from China (which they finally did during
January 1946, although their forward movement was delayed by constant pala-
vers with Chinese commanders). This was thought by Ho to represent a poten-
tial threat to his government, as was the French reoccupation of Laos and
Cambodia. Lacking pledges of support from any outside power, Ho knew that
negotiations with the French were inevitable. But he did not want to shoulder
the sole responsibility for a deal that would subject him to widespread criticism
from his followers.
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At Viet Minh initiative, a new series of contacts between Ho, Secretary-
General Hoang Minh Giam of the provisional government, and Giap, on the
one hand, and the French, in the persons of Sainteny, Pignon and Secretary
Louis Caput of the Tonkin section of the French Socialist Party, on the other
hand, began in the early days of December. Ho was angling for French recogni-
tion of the DRV and showed a conciliatory attitude, even expressing his will-
ingness to meet with d’Argenlieu. On the basis of these contacts, Caput wrote
to d’Argenlieu on December 8 that Ho’s government and the Viet Minh were
the only qualified representatives of the Annamite people, that they were the
most likely people to carry out any Franco-Vietnamese agreement, and there-
fore that France had an interest in helping the DRV to resist the pressures it was
facing from the Chinese.'?

These resumed secret contacts resulted on December 7 in a French gov-
ernment note advancing the idea for the first time that France was prepared “to
confer on the Annamite people all the independence that is compatible with its
membership, on the one hand, in the Indochinese federation, and, on the other,
in the French Union.”"" Although this still did not amount to a French willing-
ness to recognize the provisional government, as men belonging to the liberal
wing of the French establishment such as Caput and Max André, whose party
was in the ruling coalition in Paris, were urging, it marked the first time that the
idea of shared sovereignty was ofticially pronounced. From the end of Decem-
ber, the French noticed a more moderate stance on the part of the provisional
government, a toning down of the inflammatory anti-French broadcasts of Ra-
dio Bach Mai, and a moderation in press commentary.

One factor may have been the presence in Hanoi since December 20 of a
Soviet mission. This mission had no dealings with the government but enter-
tained frequent and cordial relations with the Viet Minh. From other sources it
seems clear that Stalin was counting on the French Communist Party’s becoming
the governing party of France and therefore did not wish to see a confrontation
between the Vietnamese Communists and the French. Ho, being a disciplined
Comintern graduate, obeyed. In party documents of the time that have become
public, the change was explained in terms of the need to make a distinction be-
tween imperialist, colonialist, reactionary Frenchmen and those having good faith
in Vietnam.

The necessity for placating the Chinese and the French was later described
by the ideologue Le Duan as a demonstration of how the party decided on strat-
egy, “now reaching a temporary compromise with Chiang Kai-shek to have free
hands to cope with French colonialism, now adopting a conciliatory attitude
toward the French in order to oust the Chiang Kai-shek and sweep away his
reactionary henchmen.”"!

Ho saw the election of a National Assembly as a way to force the other
parties to share responsibility for any deal with the French and at the same time
to give the provisional government the appearance of greater representativity.
In order to satisfy the demands of the other parties, Ho had had to promise that
the provisional government would resign after the National Assembly met for
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the first time. Ho’s main objective at this time became to rid himself of the
Chinese, which would leave the nationalist parties, violently anti-French, with-
out any protection.

Ho’s efforts to bring independent nationalists into his fold to share respon-
sibility were generally unavailing, however. For instance, he brought Ngdé Dinh
Diem down from the mountain prison where he had been kept since being
seized by members of a Viet Minh squad and tried to persuade him to join a
government of union and resistance. Diem, whose brother had been assassi-
nated by the Viet Minh, refused Ho’s offer without being given more informa-
tion on Viet Minh activities and plans. Ho let him go home to Hue."?

The French were also making overtures to the nationalists. Faced with the
absence of any autochthonous political authority in Vietnam not controlled by
the Communists, de Gaulle conceived the idea of bringing out of his enforced
exile the ex-emperor Duy Tan, who had been deposed in 1916. It was a project
typical of the Third Republic, which had removed inconvenient occupants of the
throne and saw itself within its rights in taking ex-rulers oft the shelf when
deemed convenient and bringing them back to political life. Prince Vinh San, as
the former emperor was known, was brought to Paris for a meeting with de
Gaulle on December 14, which was most cordial. Unfortunately, Vinh San was
killed a few days later in a plane crash. The episode accentuated Bao Dai’s visceral
hatred for French officialdom; a program of action issued under Vinh San’s name
promised the unification of the three kys under a central imperial government
established in Hue, the convocation of a provisional consultative chamber for
drafting a monarchical constitution, reform of the mandarinate, and other steps
that, if anything, represented a step back from what Bao Dai’s imperial govern-
ment had already accomplished prior to the Viet Minh takeover.'*®* The whole
scheme was predicated on the principles announced on March 24, 1945.

Early in 1946, after de Gaulle had retired from the French political scene,
d’Argenlieu toyed with rather similar schemes to fill the constitutional vacuum.
One of the candidates considered suitable was Bao Dai’s son Bao Long. His age
would require the appointment of a regent, preferably his mother, the former
empress Nam Phuong, who was a Catholic from Cochinchina. At the insis-
tence of the apostolic delegate, she received d’Argenlicu’s envoys but did not
deign to answer their questions; instead, she went over to the piano and played
the new national anthem."*

THE JaNUARY 1946 ELECTION

Voting on January 6 was held in a peaceful atmosphere. It was, after all, a sol-
emn occasion, an affirmation by the Vietnamese of a popular suftrage for the
first time in at least 80 years, and the Vietnamese did their part honorably. Cer-
tainly there were many districts with only one candidate on the ballot. Needless
to say, Ho and the other Viet Minh candidates polled the largest number of
votes. Ho’s face was everywhere, and it was enough for a candidate to say he or
she was a friend of the president to be elected. Ho received 169,222 votes out of
172,765 votes cast (98 percent) and 187,880 cligible voters in Hanoi. Giap was
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elected in Nghe An by a similar 97 percent. Pham Van Dong was elected in
Quang Ngai, Vinh Thuy (Bao Dai) in Thanh Hoa.'*

While vote-casting was generally fair, given the conditions, the election re-
sults could hardly be said to be representative of the Vietnamese people. The
northern districts under the domination of the VNQDD and DMH, such as
Vinh Yen, Viet Tr1, Yen Bay, and Lang Son (where there was simply no voting)
were nevertheless represented in the National Assembly by members who be-
longed to the Viet Minh or their affiliates. Finally, while the 17 million inhabit-
ants of Bac Bo and Trung Bo were represented by 356 members, the 6 million
inhabitants of Nam Bo, where the ongoing guerrilla war prevented voting, were
represented by 18 members, according to the official results published by the
government. The published results by party label were largely meaningless,
given the obfuscation surrounding the members belonging to the ICP, except
that this first National Assembly was more diverse, in terms of parties, than any
the DRV has seen since. But it was not an election to choose one party among
many alternatives so much as to endorse the authority of the provisional gov-
ernment, and in this sense the verdict of the voters defending independence
could not be denied.

Rumors had started to circulate in Hanoi, however, regarding the secret
negotiations with the French. Vice President Than, not wishing to be associated
with any negotiations with the French, resigned his post. Moves were afoot to
replace Ho’s government with one headed by Bao Dai, who had on two occa-
sions not shown up for scheduled meetings with French representatives. In a
moment of despair in late February, Ho even asked Bao Dai to take over the
government. Bao Dai asked for time to consider and to consult his American
and Chinese contacts. That afternoon, however, Ho had a change of mind, per-
haps because he had received assurances from the Chinese that they would put
pressure on the nationalist parties to participate in the new government.'*

On February 24, a new agreement was signed in pomp and circumstance
among the Viet Minh, the VNQDD, the Dong Minh Hoi, and the Vietnam
Democratic Party that allowed the convening of the National Assembly. The
seating of 70 delegates from the VNQDD and the Dong Minh Hoi, “recently
returned from abroad and who were not able to contest the election,” was ap-
proved when the Assembly opened at 8 A.M. on March 2. Ho then read a report
on the government’s work and handed in the resignation of his government.
Ngb6 Tu Ha, the Assembly’s president and a Catholic, then proposed that Ho be
entrusted with forming a new government, as agreed on February 24. This pro-
posal was adopted unanimously. The National Assembly adjourned at 1 p.m."7

Before adjourning, however, the Assembly established a number of com-
mittees with innocuous-sounding names. A National Resistance Committee
absorbed most of the tasks of the Ministry of Defense so that the latter was
reduced to the role of a supply and procurement agency, with Giap as chairman
and Vu Hong Khanh of the VNQDD as vice chairman. A Select Committee for
the Constitution was established with responsibility for drafting a constitution.
Most important, a Permanent Committee of the Assembly assumed certain
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powers of decision on behalf of the Assembly while the latter was not in ses-
sion. This committee of 15 members under Nguyén Van To as chairman was
eftectively controlled by the Viet Minh. Finally, Bao Dai’s role as supreme ad-
viser was reaffirmed as head of a Consultative High Council. In the evening,
the new Government of Union and Resistance was constituted. To placate the
Chinese, Ho dropped from the cabinet two leading Communists, Giap and
Tran Huy Lieu, the minister of propaganda. Ignoring Than’s absence, Ho
named him to be vice president again; he would be valuable as one who shared
the blame for the agreement with the French, which was about to be signed.

SHARED SOVEREIGNTY

A Franco-Chinese agreement signed in Chungking on February 28 at last gave
the French negotiators the assurance that French troops would be able to enter
Bac Bo without Chinese opposition. Even so, lengthy and inconclusive discus-
sions with the local Chinese commanders went on in which Sainteny and Pig-
non sought assurances they would abide by the Chungking agreement while
they tried to get Ho’s assent to an accord at the same time. During this time, the
French fleet transporting troops from Nam Bo approached the port of Hai-
phong, gambling on taking advantage of favorable tides. Even so, an exchange
of gunfire between the French and Chinese could not be avoided as the French
warships approached the docks; for a moment on the morning of March 6 the
exchange threatened to escalate uncontrollably.

The preliminary convention signed in Hanoi at 4 p.M. on March 6 by
Sainteny, Ho, and Vu Hong Khanh was the fruit of negotiations that had gone
on intensively since the previous month. It was deceptively short and simple,
betraying no hint of the arduous discussions back and forth, often in long night
sessions.'?®

Ho’s negotiators, Giap and Giam, had succeeded in slipping into Article 1
the name Vietnam for a government that Admiral d’Argenlieu was still referring
to as “the Hanoi government.” France recognized the [Democratic] Republic of
Vietnam “as a free State having its own government, parliament, army, and fi-
nances.” This represented a tremendous step forward for Ho’s government,
which until then had not been recognized by its official name by any senior
French ofticial. The attributes of this state were circumscribed by its membership
in the projected Indochinese federation and in the French Union. These repre-
sented, for the future, potentially important constraints. The trouble was that the
Indochinese federation had not yet been established and the French Union,
which had been written into the postwar French constitution as an association of
France’s overseas territories to replace the Empire, was equally untested. At
Sainteny’s insistence, in order to square the preliminary convention with the
French position in Cochinchina, a sentence was added to Article 1 providing for
consultation of the population by referendum insofar as the territorial unity of
Vietnam was concerned, a sentence as ambiguous as it was binding.

Article 3 engaged the signatories to “take all necessary measures to bring
about an immediate cessation of hostilities,” a reference introduced by Giap
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and Giam in a maneuver intended to extend the authority of the DRV to Nam
Bo, which was the only region where hostilities were taking place “immedi-
ately.” Ho lost no time in proposing to the French that his government send a
commission to Nam Bo to oversee the implementation of this article of the
preliminary convention.

In military terms, which were mainly spelled out in an annex to the agree-
ment that Sainteny and Pignon also negotiated on behalf of the French, the
DRV was welcoming the French army purely for purposes of relieving the de-
parting Chinese, a task to be shared by the Vietnamese, both in specified num-
bers. Morcover, the missions undertaken by the French were limited in time,
ten months for the guarding of Japanese POWs, five years for “ensuring the
maintenance of public order and the security of Vietnamese territory,” and a
time limit that was yet to be negotiated for those units charged with the defense
of naval and air bases. The working out of operational problems was to be en-
trusted to mixed commissions at all levels.

The negotiations had moved so rapidly in the last hours that Sainteny had
not had time to inform d’Argenlicu of the text of the military annex before it
was signed by the Vietnamese. The admiral’s first reaction was to minimize its
importance. Nevertheless, he tried to avoid publishing it (a useless gesture,
since the Viet Minh published it immediately) and delayed forwarding the text
to Paris until he had received satisfactory reassurances from both Sainteny and
Leclerc about its origins. In Paris, however, the reaction was one of stupefaction
and anger. How could the government’s agents on the spot have agreed to im-
pose a five-year limit on France’s military presence in Vietnam, the government
wanted to know?'¥

No doubt Sainteny and Pignon, neophyte negotiators, tired out by the long
night sessions imposed by their Viet Minh interlocutors and anxious to con-
clude an accord which had been under discussion for the better part of five
months and which would allow the French military to take advantage of the
favorable tides in the approaches to Haiphong, had finally let all this pass. It is
unlikely that they were unaware what trouble these concessions would cause
when their superiors learned of them. On the other hand, their superiors had
given their negotiators precious little backup; the admiral was away in Paris
during the crucial final period of the negotiations. His instructions to Sainteny
and Pignon'" show a marked failure to grasp the political significance of what
was being agreed to.

The practical import of the texts signed on March 6 was that France and the
DRV accepted a kind of shared sovereignty. But the extent of this sovereignty
was left vague in important aspects of space and time. Most important, the ter-
ritorial extent of the DRV was not specified. Indeed, from the point of view of
the Vietnamese nationalists the preliminary convention was a major step back-
ward to before August 1945, when the territorial extent of the Empire of Viet-
nam had been precisely defined. Unification of the three Vietnamese regions
was no longer an accomplished fact, but required some sort of popular referen-
dum (the organization of which posed many problems and which would be a
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source of constant delay) to restore the unification of the country which had
been achieved in August.

In Cochinchina, in particular, sovereignty was not so much shared as con-
tested. The clause of the agreement concerning Cochinchina, indeed, seems to
have come as a disagreeable surprise to d’Argenlicu, who afterward claimed,
correctly, in justification of his acceptance that it had been slipped in at the last
minute by the alert Viet Minh negotiators, like so much else."*! Leclerc’s pacifi-
cation campaign carried out against the Viet Minh since October 1945 raised
questions that went beyond the scope of the immediate problem in the north.
Accordingly, the whole subject of the status of the French army in Nam Bo was
carefully avoided in the preliminary convention and its military annex. This
would not have been the case had a Vietnamese government exercising sover-
eignty over a unified Vietnam, including Nam Bo, negotiated with the return-
ing French. As the nationalists had foreseen, such a government would have
been in a position of strength vis-a-vis the French that would have enabled
them to arrive at, if necessary, some sort of agreement to share sovereignty. But
Ho’s government, because of the illegal nature of the Viet Minh seizure of
power, decided not to base its claim to speak for all Vietnam on the basis of its
being the successor to the independent government of the Empire of Vietnam.
Instead, it chose the much more dubious route of relying on military force.

Clearly, the March 6 documents did not constitute a basis for stable rela-
tions in future; they left a wide gap whose bridging would demand a Herculean
effort even with good will on both sides. Meanwhile, the ambiguities they had
built into the accords provided the Viet Minh with a weapon against their ad-
versaries, forcing the latter to constantly deny that they had been the ones to
violate the accords.' Good will was lacking on both sides; the DRV was not
willing to wait the five years when the French, under their agreement, would be
obliged to withdraw their military presence, which would make what sover-
eignty could be exercised in its absence a moot point.

In foreign relations, the DRV negotiators had achieved next to nothing. If
the DRV had not been recognized by other governments before March 6 (ex-
cept by the short-lived Thanh government in Kampuchea), there was little hope
that now, in the amorphous state which it had accepted at the hands of the
French, without clear sovereignty or territorial boundaries, the DRV would be
recognized by other countries, although Ho in his capacity as foreign minister
wrote to Prime Minister Attlee in this sense'” and sent a delegation to Chung-
king secking Chinese recognition.

The news of the imminent landing of French troops at Haiphong struck
the Vietnamese (who had of course been kept in the dark for six months about
their government’s dealings with the French while listening to virulent anti-
French radio broadcasts) with the force of a thunderclap. For the southerners,
particularly, it was a shock; here were the Viet Minh, who had swept aside the
southern nationalists with their assurances they would safeguard independence
by negotiating for recognition by the Allies, making a deal with the former
colonialists to share power. Coming after the September 23 takeover by the
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French in Saigon, the news from Hanoi was not calculated to persuade people
of the wisdom of their government. Ho lost no time in explaining the turn of
events to his people. At a mass meeting in front of the theater in Hanoi on the
afternoon of March 7, Giap was the principal speaker.

Predictably, it was a speech that played down the negative and accentuated
the positive. Giap reported that as always, the government was far-sighted and
that the people should have confidence in its leaders. In just this manner, in
February 1918, Lenin had argued for accepting the German terms for peace,
Draconian as they were, amounting in effect to the loss to Russia of the Ukraine
and most of the Baltic. “It is a question,” Lenin had warned, “of signing the
peace terms now or signing the death sentence of the Soviet Government three
weeks later.” In presenting the peace proposals to the Soviet Executive, Lenin
had faced heckling by many on the left wing of his own party.'** Giap made the
comparison explicit, asking in one of his rhetorical questions whether Russia
had not emerged stronger after the Brest-Litovsk agreement. Giap warned that
awar against the French in the present circumstances “would have been heroic,
but our people would have endured terrible suftering.”'* Barely nine months
later, when the “objective conditions” were right, namely the army had been
strengthened, the party would not hesitate to declare a war to the finish against
the French.

With the advance party of his troops Leclerc entered Hanoi, where he was
greeted with joy by the French population, which had been living in mortal fear
all these months. He had a friendly meeting with Ho. He then liberated the
prisoners of the French Indochina Army from the citadel and passed them in
review, a generous gesture in view of the humiliation inflicted on their generals,
who had been shipped home almost as war criminals. “The siege is over,” Le-
clerc told the men. To make the point that the two governments were on an
equal footing, he had his vehicles fly both the French and DRV flags and had his
villa guarded by 15 French soldiers and 15 Viet Minh soldiers. On March 22,
with Giap, he laid wreaths at the monuments to the war dead of both the French
and Vietnamese, and then presided, again with Giap, at a parade of French and
Vietnamese troops.

A few days later, Bao Dai, who had served Ho’s government loyally but
wanted nothing to do with the March 6 agreement, departed for China aboard
the plane carrying the Vietnamese delegation. Although he was to keep in touch
with Ho indirectly by intermediaries, he was not to set foot on Vietnamese soil
again for three years. A few days later, he was followed by Tran Trong Kim, who
reached the border traveling incognito by car through Lang Son.

The State Department, meanwhile, acted to fill the information void in
Washington about Indochina by reopening its vice consulate in Hanoi, closed
since 1941, and opening a consulate in Saigon. (A foreign service officer had
paid a brief visit to Hanoi in October 1945."°) The first occupant of the Saigon
post, Charles S. Reed II, began reporting in March 1946,"” while the occupant
of the reactivated Hanoi post, James L. O’Sullivan, began reporting in April.
The consulate in Saigon was made a consulate general on May 20, 1946.
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THE VIET MINH TERROR

On the internal political front, Ho had succeeded in gaining public acceptance
of his deal with the French. There now remained only to break the rival struc-
tures of the nationalist parties to give the Viet Minh a free hand. Significantly,
the preliminary convention contained no restrictions on future action against
these parties; Vu Hong Khanh appears not to have thought of writing into the
convention guarantees of a multi-party political system within or outside the
Viet Minh. There is some doubt about whether he even took part in the nego-
tiations. He was not to have the opportunity again.

The move of the Communists to crush what remained of the nationalist
parties was concealed behind a mask of reconciliation donned by Ho on May 27
on the eve of his departure for France in the form of a large National Popular
Front of Vietnam (Hoi Lien Hiep Quoc Dan Viet Nam). Beneath the banner of
independence and democracy all Vietnamese of all races, religions, and classes
were invited to join the Lien Viet, as it became known. Among its constituents
were the Viet Minh, together with all its own front organizations, the dissident
faction of the Dong Minh Hoi, the Vietnam Democratic Party, labor unions,
and Catholic and Buddhist associations. The VNQDD was subjected to the
same subversive tactics as were used against the Dong Minh Hoi; following a
further mopping-up campaign by Giap as acting minister of interior on July
11-18, Nguyén Van Xuan, who had been in the first cabinet, called for a “reno-
vated” VNQDD which would integrate itself into the Lien Viet.

The Lien Viet was entirely under Viet Minh control. Ho was honorary presi-
dent. Huynh Thuc Khang, the officially non-party minister of interior but actu-
ally a Viet Minh supporter, was president; Ton Duc Thang, Viet Minh, was vice
president; Cu Huy Can, of the Democratic Party (which followed the Viet
Minh), was secretary-general; other members of the governing board were Tran
Huy Lieu, Viet Minh; Pham Ngoc Thach, Viet Minh; Ng6 Tu Ha, pro—Viet
Minh Catholic; and Nguyén Tuong Long, VNQDD. It was still the period of
the facade of multiple parties; the time for a one-party regime had not yet arrived.

The Chinese occupation troops departed in June, their mission uncom-
pleted. Several hundred Japanese soldiers disappeared with their arms into the
bush to join the Viet Minh, the Dai Viet, the Cao Dai, the Lao Issara, or the
Khmer Issarak, either from fear of returning home or else due to their sympa-
thy with the cause of Indochinese independence. In the summer of 1946, while
Ho was away, Giap used the expanded Liberation Army (which, like every other
institution in the DRV, had been legislated to redound to the benefit of the
underground ICP) to carry out a campaign of annihilation against the national-
ist parties, which the Chinese withdrawal had left exposed. The campaign was
foreshadowed by an editorial in the official Viet Minh newspaper Cuu Quoc on
June 19, which denounced the “reactionary saboteurs of the March agreement”
and reaftirmed the policy of Franco-Vietnamese cooperation.

As the Chinese withdrew, the Liberation Army, newly trained and outfit-
ted, moved in, establishing people’s committees on the by then well-known
pattern. The Dong Minh Hoi was finished as a viable force by the end of June.
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O’Sullivan reported on July 1 that the Viet Minh had surrounded several cities
held by VNQDD supporters at the head of the delta around Viet Tii and that
serious fighting was going on.'* The VNQDD could rely on a mass following
in the Red River valley where it had established a guerrilla warfare school. Vu
Hong Khanh retreated to Lao Kay, backed against the Yunnan border, where he
held out until November. With one of the signatories of the March 6 accord
gone from the scene, French troops, in a peculiar and perverse interpretation of
maintaining law and order, assisted Giap by mopping up remaining VNQDD
strongpoints in the capital and joined them in action against the DMH rem-
nants in Hon Gay. The Dai Viets were also decimated. By the end of July,
O’Sullivan was reporting that the “Viet Minh League seems steadily to be elimi-
nating all organized opposition.”"™ According to one estimate, 15,000 national-
ists were massacred.” In a passage of his later writing that has often been
quoted, Truong Chinh deplored the fact that the party had not killed a greater
number of its enemies in the summer of 1946. More convincing proof of the
party’s reliance on violent means could not be asked for.

D’ARGENLIEU AND THE COCHINCHINESE ALBATROSS

In his efforts to elaborate the structures of the Indochinese federation,
d’Argenlieu confronted the problem of what the French called a qualified inter-
locutor. In order to have a federation, the French needed to have legally valid
governments in the five constituent states with which to deal. Cambodia and
Laos, now reunified and sovereign in their pre-1940 territories, posed no ob-
stacle to discourse with the French. In Tonkin and in at least that part of Annam
north of the 16th parallel, the French had recognized the authority of the DRV
as an equal partner in relieving the Chinese occupation, making the DRV at
least a possible qualified interlocutor. Cochinchina, however, had been French
territory since the conquest of 1862, and decisions affecting its people had been
made since that time by governments of the Third Republic in Paris and now
by the provisional government of the Fourth Republic, which in the present
instance was represented by the ministry of colonies.

To the Vietnamese, Chinese, and other communities of Cochinchina
(Nam Bo), there was something fatefully perverse about their relationship to
the French during this period. What token representativity they had enjoyed
under the old Colonial Council of Cochinchina, whose members had been
elected, was taken away when, by a federal ordinance of February 4, 1946,
d’Argenlieu replaced this body with a Consultative Council of Cochinchina,
whose 12 members he appointed. Further, while d’Argenlieu’s representatives
were negotiating with the DRV government in Hanoi, these communities were
being assured by the Norodom Palace that France would take care of them and
not sacrifice them to incorporation into the DRV without having consulted
their wishes by means of a referendum. While the Cochinchinese could be re-
lied upon to vote in good bourgeois fashion for the rule of law over the rule of
terror, assuming there existed a party or constitution that embodied the rule of
law, they were now being asked to vote for separation of Cochinchina from the
rest of Vietnam, which was something quite different.
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In d’Argenlieu’s Cartesian logic, the only solution to the interlocutor prob-
lem in Cochinchina was to establish an autonomous government representing
the inhabitants of Cochinchina on an equal footing with those of the other four
states of Indochina. Such an autonomous government, needless to say, would
have to be entirely responsive to his dictates. This was not so easily done, in view
of the fact that the Fourth Republic had taken no steps to modify the juridical
status of Cochinchina. When the impasse was finally revealed for all to see, in
October, it was to lead to tragedy for the leader of the Cochinchinese republic.

Under the circumstances, a Franco-Vietnamese conference held at the Lycée
Yersin in Dalat in April foundered on the issue of the DRV’s claim to Cochinchina
(Nam Bo) as an integral part of Vietnam. The head of the DRV delegation, For-
eign Minister Nguyén Tuong Tam, a non-Communist, taking the only position
he could, insisted the issue was non-negotiable. The French delegation submit-
ted a note verbale to Tam stating its position that the French negotiators of the
preliminary convention had accepted use of the term DRV as a matter of courtesy
and out of a desire to avoid further complicating, for reasons of “face,” particu-
larly difficult negotiations.”™ The French delegation, however, eluded any sub-
stantive discussion of the issue by declaring itself not competent. At the same
time, Cédile was assuring the leaders of the small separatist Cochinchinese party
that signature of the March 6 preliminary convention in no way implied that
France recognized an all-Vietnam government embracing the three bos in the
form of the DRV.

While the Dalat conference was going on, however, it was Giap, the deputy
head of the delegation, who held the power of decision in the south, where the
VNQDD was poorly organized. Giap ordered the southerners to keep their
arms no matter what happened. Giap and the Tong Bo were playing their own
subtle game with the French. While supporting the guerrillas in the south as a
force for unity of Vietnam, they took no public responsibility for the war there,
which had resumed with a vengeance at the end of March. The French had
intercepted a message from the guerrilla leader Nguyén Binh calling for a gen-
eral offensive timed to coincide with the opening of the Dalat conference.'

Binh (his real name was Nguyén Phuong Thao) was a ruthless guerrilla
fighter who had gotten his training in the military schools of the VNQDD and
who was now sent south by the Tong Bo to do its bidding. Where Giau’s
scorched-earth policy in 1945 had failed to win the Viet Minh popular support,
Binh’s tactics succeeded in 1946. Carefully avoiding coming up against French
troops, Binh’s guerrilla squads enforced compliance by striking anywhere and
at any time. They assassinated more than 1,000 notables and moderate nation-
alists in the following months, spreading word that anyone collaborating with
the French would be punished and that to be neutral was to collaborate. Thou-
sands of others abandoned their villages to the Viet Minh squads.

Because the records of the police had been destroyed, the French operated
at a serious disadvantage. Their troops, youngsters for the most part and bewil-
dered by these terrorist tactics, struck blindly and in the only way they knew
how, by exacting reprisals.” In guerrilla warfare, there is no more effective re-
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cruiting tool. On the basis of this campaign of terror, which resembled in some
ways the actions of the secret societies of the 1920s and 1930s and foreshad-
owed the Viet Cong terrorist campaign of 1958-1960 against rural schoolteach-
ers and others, Binh was able to reconstitute a rump UNF that included some
factions of the Cao Dai, the Hoa Hao, and the Binh Xuyen, whose pirates were
casily lured by the prospect of booty.

In spite of a cease-fire agreed to on paper in October 1946, fighting never
really ceased in Cochinchina. It was fueled by shipments of arms from Siam,
where a succession of postwar civilian governments were sympathetic to the
anti-French cause of the Viet Minh, the Lao Issara, and the Khmer Issarak. The
first contact for Siamese arms was made by Tran Van Giau, who had relin-
quished his post as head of the PEC in Saigon and who arrived in Bangkok in
early 1946. According to Giau, his main assignments in Bangkok were to tend
to the acquisition and shipment of arms and equipment back to Nam Bao, to
strengthen the Cambodian resistance movement, and to expand links to and to
integrate the overseas Vietnamese in Siam and western Indochina into Viet
Minh operations. Giau was an old friend of Pridi Phanomyong (who became
prime minister in March 1946) from their student days in France in the late
1920s. Two of Pridi’s former Free Thai associates, Tiang Serikhan and Thong-
pin Phuriphat, were particularly helpful to Giau.'® Both were politicians from
Siam’s northeast, and they also proved helpful to the Viet Minh liaison officer
Vu Huu Binh.

Pridi assigned Admiral Luang Sangworn Yutthakit to supervise the delivery
to the Viet Minh of arms left in the hands of the Free Thai movement at the end
of the war; the arms included Thompson submachine guns, British Sten guns,
ammunition, grenades, detonators, and booby traps (some of which came from
the OSS, which had been directed in May 1945 to “supply arms, ammunition and
other supplies to the Thai Army and other resistance forces”). Arms that could
not be procured through normal theater channels could be requisitioned or pur-
chased by the OSS under procedures approved by the theater commander.'>

Sangworn was commander of the military police and he assured the “abso-
lute sanctity” of the Free Thai arsenal, which was located within the headquarters
of the military police. On the occasion of Sangworn’s appointment on August 8,
1947, to the post of director general of police in conjunction with his position as
commander of the military police, the American ambassador in Bangkok, Edwin
F. Stanton, described him thus:

Sangworn is a tough character, strictly a stooge of Pridi and though
prominent [in the] Free Thai during [the] war has [a] record of ship
building for [the] Japs and shielding Jap war criminal Suriyaebata
wanted by [the] British. Also [it is] alleged [that] he [was] one of big-
gest rice smugglers while customs chief until recently. Last week his
military police [were] involved in [an] incident apparently connected
with opium racketeering.'’

The arms thus acquired by the Viet Minh went both by overland routes through
Cambodia and by sea. In one instance of arms deliveries to the Viet Minh that
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has been documented, Pridi arranged for the delivery of a barge carrying 20
tonnes of OSS-supplied U.S. carbines. A Viet Minh captain, accompanied by a
Siamese police official, Chana Samudavanija, sailed the barge down the Chao
Phraya River and then motored off into the Gulf of Siam.'?®

The eftects of Binh’s campaign of terror in Nam Bo were twofold. First, it
made any sort of popular consultation impossible. Second, it undercut the posi-
tion of the southern Vietnamese separatist leaders, who had hoped to gain a
popular following based on the widespread fear of being placed under the gov-
ernment in Hanoi; an artificial campaign to drum up support for separatism by
means of “spontancous” rallies in Saigon and elsewhere was poorly received.'®

With intransigence mounting on either side on the Cochinchina issue, the
Viet Minh had abandoned their initial acceptance of a referendum, born in the
heady days of March when they felt sure the people of Nam Bo would vote
overwhelmingly to join the rest of Vietnam in the DRV. They now were op-
posed to it. In reporting this change at the beginning of June, O’Sullivan in
Hanoi noted that claims of victory in an eventual referendum were based on
the unspoken premise that the claimant would establish the conditions in which
the voting took place.'®

D’Argenlieu had himself been reflecting on the way in which a referendum
might be organized so that its result would not be prejudiced. This was a special
responsibility he owed to his supporters in Saigon. It had to be carried out well,
whatever happened. Moreover, if it failed, his project for the Indochinese fed-
eration would also fail, he believed, because the Laotians and Cambodians
would certainly refuse to enter a structure so overwhelmingly dominated by
the Vietnamese. His reflections were not helped, he would later claim in his
memoirs, by unsolicited advice from Paris to the effect that the voting should
express the true sentiments of the Cochinchese; that he, d’Argenlieu, was to
maintain a strict neutrality in the matter; that even the establishment of an au-
tonomous Cochinchinese government at this stage would smack of partisan
politics because it would be responsible for organizing the referendum; even
that contacts between responsible Cochinchinese elements and Ho’s govern-
ment for discussing their internal affairs should be encouraged, as if the issue
concerned the formation of a joint football team and not the lives of several
million people.' Giap, of course, told the Dalat conference with maddening
reasonableness that the referendum should be organized by a strictly neutral
administration in Saigon.

D’Argenlieu, however, was acting more and more as if he had a free hand;
on occasion he acted in complete disregard of the government in Paris and the
National Assembly to which it was answerable. He signed a federal ordinance
of May 28, 1946, declaring null and void the decree Decoux had obtained from
Pétain granting the governor general the power to act on his own in the event
that communication was cut off with Vichy.'® D’Argenlieu’s federal ordinance
nullified all decrees taken consequent to Pétain’s decree. Largely because of
pressing demands for troop reinforcements to deal with the guerrilla war in
Cochinchina, the French government passed Law 46.9991 on May 10, 1946,
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prolonging the legal state of war until the cabinet decided to end it by decree.
Thus, from the French legal point of view, what was called the Indochina War
was a prolongation of World War I1.'®

While French troops were, on his orders, still trying to put down Binh’s
terrorist campaign, d’Argenlieu set afoot moves for establishing an autonomous
government of Cochinchina in early May. On May 30, he took it upon himself
to authorize the establishment of an Autonomous Republic of Cochinchina in
response to a request from the chairman of the Advisory Council a few days
previously. D’Argenlieu observed that in view of the fact that the French gov-
ernment and National Assembly had not pronounced themselves on the issue
of independence for Cochinchina, and in view of the fact that the referendum
provided for in the March 6 preliminary convention had not yet taken place,
the government of the republic would have to remain provisional and condi-
tional for the time being.'® In Paris, the minister for overseas France, the suc-
cessor to the minister of colonies, Marius Moutet, raised no objection to the
admiral’s actions, although they seriously undermined the government’s good
faith in negotiating with a DRV delegation led by Pham Van Dong which had
come to France for the purpose. Ho himself, moreover, had come to France to
lend the negotiations a high profile.

Although it was hardly mentioned at the ceremony in Pigneau de Béhaine
Square in front of the cathedral where it was proclaimed on June 1, the provi-
sional and conditional government of the Autonomous Republic of Cochinchina
had only the slimmest of foundations in the form of any grounding in public
sentiment. Its president was elected by a two-thirds vote of the Advisory Council,
which was itself appointed by the high commissioner. The first president of this
republic was Dr. Nguyén Van Thinh, who had served as a medic in France during
World War I and who had founded the Democratic Party.'® He, like seven of the
nine members of the cabinet, had acquired French citizenship. The DRV govern-
ment formally protested the establishment of the provisional government of the
Autonomous Republic of Cochinchina.'® Acting once again without consulting
Paris, d’Argenlieu on July 22 announced that a conference to study the status of
the federation would convene at Dalat on August 1, provoking a further protest
by Pham Van Dong in Paris. The delegations participating in this second Dalat
conference—Cochinchina, Laos, Cambodia—supported the admiral’s theses on
the federation, but not without dissent; the leader of the Cochinchinese delega-
tion, Colonel Nguyén Van Xuan, said in a press interview that the separation of
Cochinchina from Tonkin and Annam did not correspond to any national reality
and that nothing would stand in the way of the union of the three regions if the
Hanoi government were less committed to the left.'

Dr. Thinh, however, was already operating like the leader of a sovereign
government, exchanging letters of agreement with d’Argenlieu’s political ad-
viser, Cédile. An agreement was signed on August 20, 1946. When he learned
that in Article 74 the constitution of the Fourth Republic of October 27, 1946,
reserved for French law the fixing of the status of colonial territories, now called
overseas territories,'® he realized that all his dealings with d’Argenlieu were
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illegal and he became distraught. He had had difficulty recruiting able ministers
for his government, and now he discovered that he had enlisted their coopera-
tion under false pretenses, putting him in a dishonorable position. “All the defi-
ciencies for which I am blamed stem from the hybrid political regime that one
has given Cochinchina. Is it a colony or an autonomous republic?” he said in a
session of the council on November 7. “Our government is constrained by this
situation and does not have the means to act.”'® Three days later, after having
vainly sought a meeting with the admiral, he hanged himself. Thinh was suc-
ceeded as president by one of his critics, Dr. Le Van Hoach, whose membership
in the Cao Dai at least gave him some political base among the southerners.
The illegality of the actions of the autonomous government, however, contin-
ued until the entry into effect of the law of June 3, 1949, providing for the
attachment of Cochinchina to the State of Vietnam.'” Its people still had not
been directly consulted.

Nationalist sentiment in the south, so far as it could be gauged, ran heavily
toward union with Trung Bo and Bac Bo, even if not with the Viet Minh.
“There is no question but that the majority, perhaps 65 to 70 percent of the
population in Cochinchina, would vote for union with the Viet Nam state if the
referendum were held freely,” Reed reported in October. People such as
Nguyén Van Sam, the former kham sai of Nam Bo, were dead set against au-
tonomy and spared the governments of Dr. Thinh and Hoach no mercy in criti-
cizing their pro-French stand. They enjoyed the support of the two largest quoc
ngu newspapers in the south, the Nam Ky and the Tin Dien, which along with
four other unionist newspapers had a daily circulation of 58,000, compared with
4,000 for three separatist newspapers.'”! Tin Dien was suspended by the French
when its criticism grew too sharp.

Toward Confrontation

THE “PHONEY PEACE”

It was the Cochinchina issue that finally scuttled the conference at Fontaine-
bleau that had been intended to draft a definitive treaty between France and
Vietnam.'” Partly perhaps because Sainteny, who had accompanied Ho to Paris
at his express wish, kept making reassuring noises that d’Argenlieu’s actions
with respect to Cochinchina were strictly provisional and that he should have
trust in the government in Paris'” (not the last time in Indochina that one
would observe this kind of doublespeak), Ho kept to a conciliatory line as long
as the delegations were meeting. But his delegation chief, Pham Van Dong,
emitted nothing but hardness over d’Argenlieu’s Cochinchina initiative. In ad-
dition, Dong cited the French actions in reoccupying Pleiku and Kontum,
which, like Sam Neua and Xieng Khouang in Laos, were the crossroads of tribal
minorities and favored places for Viet Minh recruiting and resupply activities.
Furthermore, the French move back into the Puginier Palace in Hanoi on June
25 following the Chinese withdrawal, although Leclerc explained it to Giap as
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temporary and part of the “relief of the Chinese,” occasioned widespread popu-
lar feeling among the people in Hanoi who saw the French flag flying once
more from the old seat of the government general; a general strike was carried
out peacefully the next day. O’Sullivan reported that the move increased the
hate for the French.'™

On the day before the conference broke down completely, Hoang Minh
Giam and Pignon argued about what had been said during the negotiation of
the preliminary convention. Giam said the French had agreed to a DRV sugges-
tion to add after the word “Vietnam” in the text a parenthesis: “Vietnam means
Tonkin, Annam and Cochinchina.” Pignon denied this, saying it had been
agreed to delete this draft language on grounds that it would jeopardize the
whole agreement. On September 10, Pham Van Dong suddenly rejected the
draft treaty in its entirety and demanded that the issues be discussed anew. This
eftectively broke up the conference.'” After a private meeting with Moutet at
which a modus vivendi was agreed to and signed on September 14,'° Ho left
France frankly speaking of war in a famous interview with American journalist
David Schoenbrun.

In the wake of the breakdown at Fontainebleau, a strange kind of “phoney
peace” began in which the DRV leaders and French military toasted each other
with champagne and pledges of Franco-Vietnamese friendship in Hanoi, while
outside in the streets French soldiers were gunned down in isolated but obvi-
ously carefully planned incidents, French civilians were insulted and terrorized,
and the cease-fire was increasingly disregarded. Each side denied responsibility
for these incidents, which were occasions for profuse apologies. All too typical
was an incident on August 3 in which a French resupply convoy was caught in a
well-prepared Viet Minh ambush at Bac Ninh.

In the south, the old Provisional Executive Committee, which had fled
Saigon in September 1945 and holed up in My Tho, then in the greater safety of
the Plain of Reeds and in the palm groves of Ben Tre, reappeared on the scene,
reorganized as the Committee of Resistance in the South under the DRV’s
Decree 182 of September 13 “in order to facilitate the implementation of the
agreement of March 6.”'7 On September 22 this committee issued a statement
calling itself the only legal authority in Nam Bo, which was nonsense, but, of
course, unprovable nonsense, and the Viet Minh intended to keep it that way.
On October 29, d’Argenlieu informed Paris that the DRV had proposed as its
accredited representative to the high commissioner Pham Van Bach, the vio-
lently anti-French chairman of the Committee of Resistance in the South.'”

Yet another mopping-up campaign in Hanoi itself was necessary, however,
before the Viet Minh were satisfied that their control was total. From October
23 to 27, more than 200 suspects were arrested, and some were executed, such
as Vu Dinh Chi, the editorial writer of the VNQDD newspaper Viet Nam, the
sole opposition newspaper remaining. In a raid on October 29 reported in the
regime’s official newspaper, more than 300 persons were arrested; “after screen-
ing, the majority have remained in custody to be transferred to concentration
camps,” the account said."”
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When the National Assembly of the DRV reconvened in Hanoi on Octo-
ber 28 for its second session, its former membership of 444 delegates had
shrunk to a total of 291 present at the opening. Only 37 members of opposition
parties were present on October 30, and in answer to a question, Cu Huy Can,
the minister of agriculture, stated that 33 opposition members had been ar-
rested “with the approval of the permanent committee for common law
crimes.” Due to continued intimidation tactics, the ranks of the opposition had
been reduced to two by November 8, the date on which the new constitution
drafted by the select committee over the summer and autumn was approved by
a vote of 240 to 2. Of the only members opposed, Cung Dinh Quy was arrested
and Nguyén Van Thanh, a Caodaist from the south, returned safely to Tay
Ninh, where he assumed a position of the leadership of the Cao Dai armed
forces. The constitution was officially proclaimed the following day.'® It af-
firmed the unity of Vietnam and stated that all power belonged to the people,
but it made no mention of the role of the party, which was ofticially in dissolu-
tion. Ho presented his government’s resignation and formed a new cabinet,
which was approved under the name Government of National Union (Lien
Viet). The only cabinet posts not held by the Viet Minh were public works,
health, and social security, and defense was firmly in the hands of Giap with Ta
Quang Buu as his vice minister.

The Assembly adjourned its session on November 14 with a decision that
the constitution would not be promulgated but would enter into force without
promulgation. The practical reason for this was that if the constitution was pro-
mulgated it would be necessary to first subject it to a national referendum and
then to hold elections for a new Assembly. Instead of going into history as a
constituent assembly, therefore, the DRV’s Assembly decided to prolong its
own term in violation of the constitution it had just approved. This decision has
been seen as intended to avoid having the onus for the breakdown of the pre-
liminary convention fall entirely on the DRV. The illegal and illegitimate coup
d’état regime and its unrepresentative Assembly was now unconstitutional as
well. Following precedent, the day-to-day affairs of the Assembly were en-
trusted to a 15-member permanent committee, whose vice chairman this time
was Ton Duc Thang, whose name had not appeared in the list of elected mem-
bers to the Assembly." This committee was to represent the DRV’s claim to
sovereignty until December 1953, when the Assembly convened the next time.

FrRENCH MOVES IN CAMBODIA AND LAaos
In Cambodia, a Franco-Cambodian commission set about drafting a constitution
as provided for by the modus vivendi signed by Prince Monireth in January. This,
as finally agreed between the commission and King Sihanouk, provided for an
assembly to be elected by universal male suffrage. In the process of drafting, an
unprecedented set of decrees guaranteed freedom of speech, freedom of assem-
bly, and the establishment of political parties.

What was to be the most important party was the Democratic Party,
founded in April 1946 by graduates of the College Sisowath in Phnom Penh,
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including a former editor of Nagara Vatta, Sim Var. The party received patronage
from Prince Sisowath Yuthevong, a descendant of King Ang Duong’s father,
Ang Eng, who had earned a doctorate in mathematics in France, was married to
a French woman, and had been brought back to Cambodia on a personal appeal
by King Sihanouk to the French, who had their doubts about his loyalties. Play-
ing on the fact that in Khmer there is only one word for both democracy and
democrat (pracheathippatei), the party electioneered on the slogan “His Majesty
urges you to vote for democracy” without seeming to contest the monarchy,
whose popularity was too well known to be made an election issue. The party
made a serious effort to organize regional and provincial branches, taking ad-
vantage of word-of-mouth communication networks among Buddhist monas-
teries, schools, and government offices. In elections for a provisional National
Assembly on September 1, the Democrats won 50 of 67 seats. Two other smaller
parties, the Liberty Party and the Progressive Democratic Party, also contested
the election.

In Laos, the French put down the last resistance to their arms in a climactic
battle at Thakhek in March. After visiting Luang Prabang in May and congratu-
lating the king on his recent release from the hands of the Lao Issara, d’Argenlieu
set in motion a Franco-Laotian joint commission which met in Vientiane the
following month to discuss the future relationship of France and Laos within the
Indochinese federation.'® The commission produced a document confirming the
existence of a unified Laos under the sovereignty of the king of Luang Prabang,
thereby fulfilling Phetsarath’s hopes on that score. Major political, military, and
economic powers remained in French hands. Elections for a constituent assem-
bly were to be held within a year. A modus vivendi was signed on August 27.'%

On December 15, in the face of guerrilla harassment in the form of raids
from across the river, 44 delegates to Laos’s first popularly elected Assembly were
chosen. Over the following months these delegates worked out, under French
supervision, a constitution that was promulgated by Sisavang Vong on May 11,
1947, declaring Laos to be an independent state within the French Union. On
November 26, 1947, the 33 deputies of Laos’s first National Assembly invested a
government headed by Prince Souvannarath, a half-brother of Phetsarath by
Boun Khong’s fourth wife. By terms of a confidential protocol of February 25,
1948, Boum Oum was allowed to keep his title of Prince of Champassak but
renounced his suzerain rights to this former kingdom; in return he was made
Inspector General of the Kingdom, the third-ranking personage of Laos.

A Franco-Siamese agreement signed in Washington on November 17, 1946
annulled the Tokyo convention of May 9, 1941, eftectively restoring the right-
bank provinces of Pak Lay and Bassac to Laos and the provinces of Battambang
and Siem Reap to Cambodia. Crown Prince Savang Vatthana and Prince Moni-
reth, on their way to Washington for the signing ceremony, expressed disap-
pointment to the American ambassador in Paris over what they saw as a lack of
U.S. support in obtaining the return of their territories."® Subsequently, the
Siamese government maintained its claims, but the multinational conciliation
commission that examined them found against it in its report of June 27, 1947.
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LanG SoN, HaipPHONG, HANOI, AND THE

BREAKDOWN OF THE PRELIMINARY CONVENTION

In Bac Bo, the incidents that marked the “phoney peace” now became more
serious, leading to serious confrontations at Lang Son and Haiphong on No-
vember 20 and following days which benefited no one except the extremists on
both sides. The mixed commissions were overtaken by these violations of the
cease-fire.

Lang Son had been evacuated by the Dong Minh Hoi with the Chinese with-
drawal. The Viet Minh, which were strong in the surrounding region, entered
the town, followed shortly by the French. Efforts to arrange joint patrols to guard
the border proved fruitless as each side sought a tactical advantage of position. On
November 20, a French party began excavating the graves of soldiers and officers
of the Indochina Army who had been massacred by the Japanese after March 9,
1945. These bodies were to be reburied in a military cemetery in a ceremony
scheduled for November 24. The next day the party found defensive works they
had destroyed rebuilt and booby-trapped. Twwo French soldiers were killed by
mines set during the night. Exchanges of gunfire began, and fighting occurred in
the town itself, which the French put down.

A menacing situation of wider scope arose at the same time in Haiphong
with a dispute over customs prerogatives, an issue that should have been settled
by a mixed commission. The so-called Haiphong incident began when a French
patrol boat accosted a Chinese junk smuggling fuel on the morning of Novem-
ber 20 and brought it into the port. The patrol boat was fired upon by Viet
Minh militia on the shore, and it fired back. Exchanges of fire between French
troops and Viet Minh militia in the town went on for several days in spite of
efforts by the French to contact local Viet Minh commanders under a flag of
truce. Colonel Pierre-Louis Débes, the sector commander, having been ordered
by General Etienne Valluy to obtain the evacuation of the town by the Viet
Minh as a guarantee against a repetition of the exchanges of gunfire, then issued
an ultimatum threatening heavy reprisals. Local Viet Minh commanders
pleaded for additional time to consult their leaders in Hanoi, but Débes gave
the order to French ships in the harbor to open fire. At the end of five days, the
French were in complete control, at the cost of 23 dead and 86 wounded. Esti-
mates of the number of dead among the Vietnamese civilian population ranged
from the ofticial 300 to 6,000, a frequently published figure which the French
historian General Yves Gras considers to be highly exaggerated. The chief of
French military intelligence estimated the number of Vietnamese killed or
wounded in Haiphong between November 20 and 27 as between 1,500 and
2,700."® General Louis Morliére, the commander of French forces in Tonkin,
had tried unsuccessfully to settle the conflict within the framework of the pre-
liminary convention.

The American consulate in Hanoi was following the escalation of incidents
in the “phoney peace,” and in a perspicacious piece of reporting on Lang Son
and Haiphong, Vice Consul O’Sullivan wrote: “In both instances it is probable,
but cannot be established beyond reasonable doubt, that the Vietnamese fired
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first. However, the basic reason they fired is that the French in both cases were
forcing issues which had not been fully discussed nor upon which had any pre-
vious agreement been reached.”'® O’Sullivan’s accurate assessment was later
confirmed by Gras, who wrote: “The reality was in fact so complex that each
party could, with some appearance of reasonableness, attribute to the other the
responsibility for the conflict.”*®” The mental process that lay behind the escala-
tion was described by Abbot Low Moffat, a high State Department official who
visited Hanoi at the time and who spoke with both French and DRV officials.
“[The] French state [that the] Vietnamese keep enlarging claims after each
agreement and [are] also so impractical and doctrinaire [that] all conversations
[are] ineftectual. [The] Vietnamese feel [that the] French renege on each agree-
ment and [are] attempting [to] re-establish control.”'®

When Sainteny was sent back to Hanoi in the wake of the Haiphong inci-
dent to try to pull the French chestnuts from the fire, he was told to look for
some moderates among the DRV government supporters who would serve the
French as “valid interlocutors.” Finding moderates among the DRV leadership
was now much more difficult than it had been a year earlier when Pignon had
written that the elements of a pro-French party existed but were cowed by their
fear of the revolutionary committees.® Franco-Vietnamese cooperation had
become an empty slogan.

Sainteny’s own evaluation of those who held power behind the facade of the
DRYV had changed for the worse since March, when the preliminary convention
had been signed; now he thought that the DRV government was more terrorist,
that the solution was to demand a cabinet reshuffle in which the hard-liners
would lose their positions of power in favor of people with whom the French
could negotiate reasonably. Sainteny was prepared to propose a “police action” to
effect this change. When pressed on this point by O’Sullivan, he denied that
French policy was to impose a puppet government.”” But in the prevailing cir-
cumstances, almost any pro-French group would immediately be vulnerable to
the accusation of being agents of French designs on the sovereignty of the DRV,

All power was now in the hands of the hard-liners. Radio Bach Mai’s pro-
paganda reached a new level of vehemence, denouncing the “reactionaries”
among the French, a sure sign that the party ideologues were in control. Was the
Tong Bo seriously hoping to extort further concessions from the French on
implementation of the preliminary convention? Sainteny’s orders did not allow
him to make such concessions. D’Argenlieu and his military commander in the
north, General Valluy, their patience at an end, appeared ready to force a show-
down with the DRV. The Tong Bo, knowing this, may then simply have been
trying to ensure that the onus for the outbreak of hostilities fell on the French,
not on the DRV. The Tong Bo had made preparations to evacuate Hanoi com-
pletely and withdraw to its safe bases in the mountains of northern Bac Bo.

On the evening of December 19, in Hanoi the last vestiges of the cease-fire
and the preliminary convention disappeared in the generalized fighting that
broke out in the city involving the militia (Tu Ve) and regular forces, soon to be
expanded throughout Vietnam in response to an order from Giap’s clandestine
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headquarters for all-out resistance to the French. What the Viet Minh called a
“war of national liberation” now began. The question of who was to blame is still
debated today. Certainly each side had elaborated contingency plans, as military
commands are in the habit of doing, well beforechand. The capture by the Viet
Minh at the Cat Bi airfield at Haiphong of a set of documents outlining such
contingency plans appeared to give the Viet Minh a strong case they were the
victims, rather than the perpetrators, of the aggression that was taking place, or at
least excused preparatory actions on their part. But the same was true on the other
side. In O’Sullivan’s view, “Hanoi attack beyond doubt premeditated by Viet
Nam government.”'”! What is known for certain is that in the streets of Hanoi in
the hours following the outbreak of the war each side put up posters blaming the
other; each sought to garner public opinion, as well as history, on its side.'?

Looking Back

The Viet Minh, a front organization at the orders of the 3,000 active members
of the Indochinese Communist Party nationwide'® and the eight men who
formed its Political Bureau, took over Hanoi on August 19, 1945, proclaimed an
end to the authority of the Empire of Vietnam, and instituted their writ as law
all over Vietnam. Like Lenin, Ho conceived that in the seizure of power only a
small force was needed, provided it was well armed and disciplined enough; in
the action, Giap’s armed propaganda teams played a key role against people
generally without arms and lacking Ho’s iron will. The ICP had taken full ad-
vantage of a favorable conjunction of events on the international scene, again
like Lenin’s followers.

Everything else followed from this action. The ICP’s decisions and their
translation into action by the DRV government and its front groups were aimed
essentially at legitimizing the fait accompli of the coup d’état. The French were
an obstacle to the accomplishment of this objective, not so much because they
wanted to re-impose the colonial regime, which all patriotic Vietnamese op-
posed, but because they had the power to encourage the growth of non-Com-
munist nationalism. In any event, the French were not wise enough to exercise
this power to some purpose, and they lost. In the party’s view, dealing with the
French through the negotiations for the preliminary convention of March 6,
1946, the long war from December 19, 1946, to the armistice of 1954, and the
DRV delegation’s demand at Geneva for a territory and a capital city showed a
consistency of purpose; all were aimed at legitimizing the party’s seizure and
continued holding of power.

It seems natural enough to compare the seizure of power in Hanoi in Au-
gust 1945 with the overthrow of Alexander Kerensky’s provisional government
in St. Petersburg in October 1917 by Lenin and the Bolsheviks.'”* Both were led
by fanatics, both were carried out as a coup d’état with a series of small opera-
tions that were calculated and prepared in advance. On October 25, 1917, the
only part of Petrograd to be seriously disrupted was the immediate vicinity of
the Winter Palace; elsewhere life carried on, with streetcars and taxis running as
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usual. In Hanoi in August 1945, aside from the crowds streaming through the
streets to attend this or that meeting or demonstration under the bemused stares
of the Japanese soldiers manning key points, people would have been hard put
to say a coup d’état was taking place, as David Marr has so well described in
reconstructing those events. Also, finally, neither the ICP nor the Bolshevik
party was a monolith, as subsequent events were to prove in both cases.'”

But at the time, none of the events in Hanoi was foreseeable from anywhere
outside the innermost council of the Viet Minh, the Tong Bo, whose proceedings
were kept secret. Few people even knew who Ho Chi Minh was, much less knew
enough to identify him with the veteran Comintern operative Nguyén Ai Quoc.
The Tong Bo knew how to exploit such public ignorance, which left its enemies
incapable of decisive action. This does not imply that the Tong Bo was at all times
following a preconceived plan; on the contrary, the evidence (in the provisional
absence of the relevant archival materials) appears to indicate that the ICP, like the
Bolshevik party in 1917, was at all times ready to exploit any favorable turn of
events. Similarly, the ICP’s propaganda skills were able to make historic events
seem to an uninformed public to be the self-fulfilling prophecy of Marxist-Len-
inist dogma about class struggle and external enemies.'*

American policy during the events of the summer of 1945 was dictated by
President Truman’s decision that the United States would not question French
sovereignty over Indochina, subject to the condition that it not involve re-im-
position by force and that future events showed it to be supported by popular
sentiment. There is, however, a disquicting contradiction between this policy
and the actions of OSS operatives in July and August in enthusiastically backing
the Viet Minh against (as they thought) the French and (as it turned out) against
rival nationalist groups. The experience of the Warsaw uprising in August 1944
and the lack of action of the Communist-dominated Lublin Committee, which
Stalin finally installed in power in Warsaw in January 1945, had demonstrated
for all what “liberation” from Axis control by such Communist-front groups
implied for nationalists.

The United States was very poorly informed about what was happening
inside Indochina, particularly after March 9 when the intelligence flow dried
up. What was probably the best source of such intelligence, the G.B.T. network,
was the object of a clumsy attempt on the part of the OSS to take it over, prob-
ably reducing the amount of information G.B.T. was willing to share with the
Americans. Nevertheless, even after Acting Secretary of State Joseph C. Grew
requested information in July about the situation in Indochina, and specifically
about the independence regimes in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, Donovan
was able to provide nothing substantive, promising only to seck such informa-
tion.'”” This must rank as one of the most signal intelligence failures of World
War II. Had the United States been accurately informed from the start about
Bao Dai’s desire to “chercher les Américains” and the Tran Trong Kim govern-
ment’s efforts to solidify Vietnamese independence, the knowledge might at
least have given Truman the basis for formulating a realistic policy alternative to
giving France a blank check.
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Knowledge of the activities of the nationalists might also have avoided the
paradox of the United States aligning itself completely with a Communist-
dominated movement, even one as cleverly disguised as the Viet Minh. Patti
was made aware of the Communist connections of the Viet Minh by his Chi-
nese and French contacts from the moment of his arrival in Kunming in April.
How much Truman was told by Donovan about Communist domination of
the Viet Minh, however, remains to this day something of a mystery. In Laos,
the inability of the OSS mission to distinguish the aims of the Vietnamese
Communists whom they met from those of the Laotian nationalists who were
struggling for independence created conflict and had lasting repercussions.

As for Ho’s government, it undoubtedly would have liked to obtain recog-
nition by the United States immediately after its assuming power, but its moves
in this direction were thwarted. The reported discussions Dewey had in Saigon
about sending Thach incognito to Washington, where American recognition of
the DRV would have been the highest item on his agenda, were aborted by
Dewey’s assassination. Ho’s letters to Truman and Byrnes went unanswered. It
was to be another 50 years before the leaders of the ICP achieved parity of state
relations with Washington, and by then they had succeeded in eliminating all
their rivals, forcing many of them to flee into exile in the United States.

Even allowing for the fact that de Gaulle had not been invited to the sum-
mit meeting at Potsdam and consequently had to cope with a fait accompli inso-
far as the Japanese surrender in Indochina was concerned, his government
proved to be singularly inept in reasserting French sovereignty over Indochina.
The fait accompli of Potsdam destroyed de Gaulle’s vision of how Indochina
was to be “liberated” from the Japanese by a victorious France. Due to delays
and mishaps, in the end French sovereignty in Saigon was reasserted not by
Decoux and his administrators, who were left to languish in prison, and not by
de Gaulle’s agents, who exercised little or no authority, but by the undisciplined
men of the 11th RIC. Gracey’s ill-considered decision to follow the advice of
Cédile and Rivier ended up making a mockery of his orders to preserve law and
order. These unfortunate proceedings violated Truman’s condition and every
other cannon of common sense and played into the hands of the Viet Minh. As
for d’Argenlieu, in spite of the conciliatory words he pronounced in Saigon on
November 1, All Saints’ Day, that “there are not here several categories of
Frenchmen and Indochinese,”'” in his mind those who had obeyed Decoux
were automatically non-persons.

In one sense, at least, de Gaulle was consistent in his view of what needed to
be done to reassert French sovereignty over Indochina as a possible prelude to his
stated intention of making the magnanimous gesture of oftering the Indochinese
their independence. In a letter to Leclerc dated October 27, de Gaulle wrote:

My dear friend, we have nothing to conclude with the locals as
long as we do not have force. Until then, we can, with prudence and
according to the opportunity, make certain contacts, but that is all.'”
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It is debatable whether de Gaulle, who had had the temerity to condemn as
illegal and illegitimate the regime of Marshal Pétain, which had been duly ap-
proved by a 569 to 80 vote of the elected representatives of the French people at
Vichy on July 10, 1940, after two days of debate, could have brought himself to
approve negotiations on the matter of sovereignty with a government of Vietnam
that had come to power through a coup d’état. French moves to negotiate with
the DRV got under way after de Gaulle’s departure from the political scene, for
reasons having nothing to do with Indochina, on January 21, 1946. Yet it is un-
clear on what Vietnamese entity de Gaulle, having restored the status quo ante of
French Indochina, would have bestowed independence. These are questions to
which the answers must remain conjectural. The important point about de
Gaulle, however, is that he had no first-hand experience to guide him and relied
on d’Argenlieu and his narrow circle for advice. In these weeks and months when
France bore great responsibilities, de Gaulle took no notable decisions.

The least that can be said about the French negotiators of the preliminary
convention is that they seriously misled their own government. In a larger
sense, however, they established a precedent for reaching secret deals with the
DRV that accorded with the DRV’s own secretive style of political action. Be-
cause France had no significant autochthonous allies in Vietnam in 1946, this
did not result in too much damage. Eight years later, however, secret deal-mak-
ing with the DRV was to profoundly undercut France’s ally. And it is ironic that
an American negotiator, Dr. Henry Kissinger, casting about for ways to open a
dialogue with the DRV, turned to Sainteny for advice in 1969.

What strikes one in examining the events that led to the signing of the pre-
liminary convention and the events of the summer of 1946 that followed is the
commonality of interest between the provisional government and the French.
This commonality of interest is eloquently attested to by the collaboration be-
tween Giap’s forces and the French police in Hanoi in liquidating the non-
Communist nationalists. This was not an insignificant footnote to political
events, much less an accident. Under Sainteny’s willing hand, the French had
come to be the Communist-dominated provisional government’s main sup-
porters, and the provisional government’s good faith became the main pillar of
French policy in Indochina. Sainteny made the journey to Paris at Ho’s express
request; Ho saw that he represented the surest guarantee of French accommo-
dation to the reality of power in Hanoi.

And here, again, there is another of those instances of parallel with the Rus-
sian revolution. In the summer of 1946, agents of the Viet Minh Streté, the fa-
mous Cong An, broke into the headquarters of the VNQDD at 7 Rue Bonifacy
(On Nhua Hiu) in Hanoi and seized documents proving that members of this
party planned a series of assassinations of French military personnel and kid-
nappings of French women and children between July 10 and 17, that is, while
the Fontainebleau conference was in session. By these actions, the VNQDD, ac-
cording to these documents (which were recovered from the house of the DRV
mayor of Hanoi after December 19), intended to disrupt the proceedings of the
conference and compel the DRV provisional government to take a harder anti-
French line.?™
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The parallel could hardly be more startling. In the summer of 1918, when
popular disenchantment with Bolshevik rule was well advanced, the central com-
mittee of the Left Socialist-Revolutionary (SR) Party decided to employ terror-
ism against high German officials, if necessary, to provoke immediate termination
of the Brest-Litovsk treaty. Facing the impossibility of using the Fifth Congress of
Soviets to force a fundamental change in the government’s pro-German policies,
two Left SR agents gained entry to the German embassy, where they assassinated
the German ambassador, Count Wilhelm Mirbach. Lenin thereupon decided that
the killing of Mirbach provided a fortuitous opportunity to put an end to the
growing threat from the Left SR Party. Troops were mobilized to isolate Left SR
military forces. The perpetrators themselves evaded capture, but an undisclosed
number of other Left SR party members were summarily shot.

But the preliminary convention contained so many flaws that it could not
serve as the basis of a lasting relationship. By the end of 1946 the Vietnamese
Communists had good reason to feel a growing divergence between themselves
and the French, as manifested by d’Argenlieu’s actions in the south. From their
point of view, Sainteny was no longer able to deliver the goods. They therefore
contrived to make it look as if the French were only out to re-impose their rule
by force, in the north as well as in the south. In this, they met a wellspring of
support among the Vietnamese people.

The vast majority of the Vietnamese did not support the Communists, but
in the interests of preserving their independence they supported a government
under the control of the Communists that was carefully camouflaged by an
alliance with other political parties that were largely phantoms (the leaders of
the parties having been liquidated by the Communists) and by a front organiza-
tion, the Lien Viet, that claimed to represent all strata of society. The Vietnam-
ese saw clearly enough that the French had failed to protect them against the
Japanese, and the symbolism of the surrender ceremony in Hanoi without the
French was not lost on them. The French had failed to protect the emperor
against his enemies. They had failed to protect the Vietnamese against the Chi-
nese Nationalists. The Vietnamese saw that the provisional government could
manage the country’s affairs. Ergo, they supported the provisional government
against the French.

Some foreign observers have formulated the thesis that the outbreak of the
war was the result of a coup d’état carefully planned by the French high com-
mand long beforehand to get rid of the DRV government.*! Given d’Argen-
lieu’s practice of arrogating to himself vast powers of unilateral action in his
position as high commissioner, and thus of delegating this authority to his sub-
ordinates, such a thesis has many plausible aspects. The French actions on De-
cember 19 in Hanoi were quite effective militarily, once the fighting had started
in earnest late that night.

The most convincing argument against the thesis of a French coup d’état is
the failure of the French action to achieve its alleged purpose, even with the
benefit of excellent intelligence of the orders to the Tu Ve, who had been infil-
trated by French agents. The government buildings the French reoccupied were
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all empty, the DRV government having evacuated the capital for its secret bases
in the bush. Moreover, four battalions of the Viet Minh’s regular troops, which
were stationed outside the city and did not take part in the action inside the city
that night, were allowed to escape.?” These are hardly the results one would
expect from a carefully planned coup d’état.

The fault for the outbreak of the war actually lay with the arrangement of
shared sovereignty, which had been unworkable from the start. The experiment
had lasted just nine months, and toward the end had served to barely conceal
what amounted to a “phoney peace.” Even before the war broke out, one of the
architects of the preliminary convention admitted that the experiment had
failed. “It is more than ever capital that France understands that no sincere
agreement will ever be concluded with the Viet Minh party,” Pignon cabled
Paris on December 17. “Such a thing is unthinkable. It is vain, in my judgment,
to base any hopes on the personal action of Ho Chi Minh.”*” A damning in-
dictment indeed coming from the pen of one of the architects of the experi-
ment, and one that, of course, implicates his share of responsibility. The best
epitaph for the preliminary convention remains that of Hammer: “It was sim-
ply an armistice that provided a transient illusion of agreement where actually
no agreement existed.”?*

Similarly, the actions of the immediate postwar Siamese governments in
supporting the Viet Minh in Laos and Cambodia do much to discredit the view
that these countries could ever be buffer states. Instead of being “neutral,” they
became the ground for contending sovereignties. Even after the Geneva confer-
ence, the government in Bangkok had not reconciled itself to the existence of a
sovereign Laos friendly with France and other Western countries, and on occa-
sion it gave in to the temptation of meddling in its internal affairs.?® Of course,
this was the counterpart of the party center in Hanoi, which had imperialist
ambitions in those countries.



4. The Growth of Foreign
Intervention
December 19, 1946-July 20, 1954

The New Context

In exactly the same manner that the Viet Minh were readjusting recent history
in order to monopolize the mantle of patriotism in Vietnam, the French were
engaged in trying to turn the clock back on the dramatic shift in the fundamen-
tal balance of power that the events of 1945 had brought to Indochina. This is
proved by the tenor of official French statements beginning with the March 24,
1945, declaration, which spoke as if the Indochinese were anxiously waiting for
the French to liberate them from the Japanese. De Gaulle’s statement to Presi-
dent Truman in August that France intended to grant independence to Indo-
china, although it was just what Truman wanted to hear, was conditioned on the
premise that such independence would not come as a result of the events of
World War II, but would result from France’s own volition. De Gaulle did not,
in fact, view the independence of the states of Indochina as following automati-
cally from the Japanese surrender, but rather as an act by France once the situ-
ation quo ante had been re-established.!

The common cause between the French and the Vietnamese, which had
been hinted at in the March 24, 1945, declaration, remained farther away than
ever from realization, in spite of the fact that Admiral d’Argenlieu had taken
that declaration as the basis of his every action from the beginning of his stew-
ardship of Indochina. While the DRV government wrapped itself more and
more in a populist mantle by multiplying front groups of all sorts and acquiring
the trappings of a Western-style parliamentary regime, the French were being
forced to act more and more as aggressors and less as protectors of the people.
The admiral may well have prided himself on the fact that the tricolor flew
everywhere in Indochina from north to south and from east to west,? but what
did this represent for the people of Vietnam in particular? It did not represent
an administration capable of solving their problems—paying taxes, dealing with
land disputes, or even secking the most elementary security, because once the
French troops left a village the Viet Minh returned and exacted vengeance.

In Tonkin and Annam, the French had no constitutional position to stand
on, the protectorate over these territories having been abolished and the ad-
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ministrative structures on which they had existed for over half a century having
been replaced by revolutionary organs at all levels. The great advantage for the
Viet Minh of the shared sovereignty arrangement in Bac Bo, unworkable as it
was, was that it allowed the French no dealings with their supporters among the
population. Those francophile individuals to whom the French might have
turned in normal circumstances were cowed by the Viet Minh anti-traitor cam-
paign. As the preliminary convention of March 6 frayed and fell apart in a series
of provocative incidents, in spite of the efforts of the mixed commissions, the
French political position weakened further. In Nam Bo, their position depended
on a government whose popular mandate had still not been demonstrated and
whose legitimacy was widely contested on legal and political grounds. In short,
they were soon in the position of acting at the request of no Vietnamese party and
of defending no legally constituted government. The famous Indochinese fed-
eration, promised in March 1945 as a gesture of magnanimity to the peoples of
Indochina, remained as elusive as ever.

Accordingly, the French came to rely increasingly on the application of
military force, which originally was to be used to reassert French sovereignty
but which was now to be used, in the view of the admiral, “to neutralize politi-
cally and morally the government of Hanoi and thereby to facilitate the pacifi-
cation of the south.” Paradoxically, as the French military forces, composed
entirely of non-Vietnamese foreigners, built up their strength on Vietnamese
soil, the French position disappeared in political terms. Thus, at the very begin-
ning of what was to be a disastrous war, the French position was one of fatal
weakness. D’Argenlieu himself had to deny that the French actions amounted
to a replay of Riviere’s conquest of Tonkin, proof enough of the resemblance.*

After the outbreak of war in Hanoi on the night of December 19, 1946,
d’Argenlieu, convinced as always of the correctness of his actions and blaming
the Viet Minh entirely, sent to Paris several letters summoning the government
to announce publicly that henceforth it would have nothing to do with negotia-
tions with Ho’s government. Seeing that the politicians showed some hesita-
tion in embracing this idea, he reminded them that he had followed his orders
to re-establish French sovereignty over Indochina and oftered to resign in case
he was found wanting in this regard. Meanwhile, he continued to issue ordi-
nances granting greater authority to the government of Dr. Hoach.

After the fact, d’Argenlieu and his political adviser, Pignon, claimed they had
been duped by the Viet Minh into accepting the contents of the preliminary con-
vention. The name Vietnam contained in this document had been allowed to
pass, they wrote in the days following the outbreak of hostilities, “out of courtesy
and in the face of the impossibility of substituting another.” But the government
that claimed to represent Vietnam, and which styled itself that of the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam, had taken advantage of this situation and had benefited
from treatment by the French as a government having the prerogatives of a state,
in spite of its “illegitimate origin” based on the election of January 6, 1946.% (They
did not add “illegal origin,” which was a stronger case based on the August 19,
1945, coup d’état overthrowing the government of the Empire of Vietnam but
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one that they were not in a position to adopt because from the start the French
government had feigned ignorance of the existence of such a Vietnamese govern-
ment. So they settled for a claim they had been duped.)

In Paris, Prime Minister Léon Blum no longer knew how to deal with the
admiral, whose latest suggestion was that the government should authorize
French forces to capture Ho’s government, whatever its name, whose location
in the jungle he claimed had been identified. At his wit’s end, Blum made an
attempt to persuade General Leclerc to accept the post of high commissioner in
Indochina. The attempt failed due to the intervention of de Gaulle, whom Le-
clerc had consulted privately after receiving the offer. In a statement notable for
its hypocrisy, de Gaulle placed blame for the aggravation of the situation in
Indochina on his successors—Félix Gouin, Georges Bidault, and the unhappy
Blum-—and said d’Argenlieu should be supported at all costs.® De Gaulle’s ideas
about Indochina even at this early date seem to have been confused in the ex-
treme, and he must share a large part of the blame for d’Argenlieu’s non-policy
as high commissioner, since d’Argenlieu never tired of proclaiming to all and
sundry that he was implementing the general’s directives. Years later, when he
published his memoirs, de Gaulle only added to the confusion by seemingly
attributing to himself positions that are otherwise undocumented; sorting out
this confusion remains a challenge for future historians.

The admiral was finally summoned to Paris, where on arrival he received
his own word of advice from de Gaulle in the form of a private letter advising
him not to submit his resignation.” After a testy interview with the new prime
minister, Paul Ramadier, the admiral was dismissed from his post on March 1.
Beneath the tactical questions about military action to capture Ho and his gov-
ernment in the bush, people in power in Paris were tired of putting up with a
rival power center in Saigon and were beginning to wonder if they were not
being asked to give the military in Indochina a blank check. It was not so much
that they saw such a war as impossible to win (not yet, at any rate, since all the
military prognostications were optimistic) as that they perceived with surpris-
ing clarity that the admiral had done nothing to formulate a viable policy other
than the application of force of arms in the 18 months of his appointment. In
Laos and Cambodia, the monarchs held the loyalty of the great majority of their
peoples and, having retracted their declarations of independence, were well dis-
posed toward the French, whom they saw as protecting them from outside (i.c.,
Viet Minh) intervention. In Vietnam, on the other hand, the monarch had reaf-
firmed his declaration of independence and had aligned himself with a move-
ment whose objectives were diametrically opposed to those of France.

The admiral’s single political initiative, the mongrel republic of Cochin-
china, in the establishment of which he had clearly and blatantly usurped pow-
ers that rightly belonged to the French government and parliament now that
France had a constitution once more, was headed for predictable failure. In
addition, there were some vague plans, taken off the shelf and given a dusting,
for granting autonomy to the mountain peoples of northern Tonkin who were
friendly to the French and looked toward them to save them from Vietnamese
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hegemony, plans that would have spread civil war if implemented. At various
times, the admiral had made noises about reviving the Vietnamese monarchy (al-
though no government, let alone the French Communists, could entertain this as
a serious proposal), as if he doubted the legitimacy of his own actions in the name
of France.® But this, like his other harebrained schemes, came to nothing. In the
final analysis, d’Argenlieu was responsible for steering France into the blind alley
of secking a military victory in pursuit of a nonexistent policy objective.

The question of valid Vietnamese interlocutors would continue to divide
the deputies in the French National Assembly along party lines up to 1954, and
there was always to be a minority in favor of reopening negotiations with Ho’s
government. Throughout the war the Parisian press was full of speculation
about negotiations with the DRV, which the latter kept itself informed about
through the services of Nguyén Van Chi, its unofficial press attaché and general
factotum in Paris. Whether or not there were to be negotiations with Ho, there
certainly were going to have to be viable and representative interlocutors on the
non-Communist side to whom France could one day turn over its burden of
protecting the sovereignty of Vietnam.

SIGNIFICANT STEPS

Now, however, there finally began to emerge out of the chaos in Paris new
departures in France’s involvement in Indochina that were likely to prove firm-
er bases for policy than the preliminary convention and various accords with
Ho’s government subsequent thereto. Ramadier had stated in his investiture
speech before the Assembly on January 21 that

no doubt, one of these days, France will find before her representatives
of the Annamite people with whom she will be able to speak the lan-
guage of reason. She will not fear then to see realized, if that is the wish
of the population, the union of the three Annamite countries (“pays”),
no more than she will refuse to admit the independence of Vietnam in
the framework of the French Union and the Indochinese federation.’

Ramadier had a son, Jean-Paul, who was in the Indochina civil service and who
was imprisoned by the Japanese in 1945, and so had reason to take a personal
interest in Indochinese affairs which contrasted sharply with de Gaulle’s wooden
statements bearing little relation to reality. Ramadier’s government was invested
by unanimous vote of the 549 voting deputies.

The Fourth Republic had been inaugurated with its own constitution, and
the task now was to apply its Chapter VIII, establishing the French Union, to
the three Associated States of Indochina, created by Article 60. The policy di-
rectives given to Emile Bollaert, whom Ramadier had originally entrusted with
a six-month mission in Indochina to this end and who was finally named to
succeed d’Argenlieu on the latter’s dismissal as high commissioner, were sig-
nificant. They stated: “It is necessary to emphasize that France has no wish to
re-establish her sovereignty in its former form over her territories overseas in
Asia. She declares formally that she has no wish to involve herself or intervene
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against their will in the internal government of the Indochinese states.”” Bol-
laert’s appointment marked a sharp break with the recent past in that it reas-
serted the government’s intention to have a civilian rather than a military man
at the helm in Indochina; this in spite of warnings by d’Argenlicu that the
French military in Indochina would accept this grudgingly. As further proof of
his liberal intentions, Bollaert handed over the La Grandiére Palace, seat of the
government of Cochinchina, “to the Vietnamese nation” on May 23.

At the same time, conscious of d’Argenlicu’s abuse of power, the govern-
ment tightened its authority over the high commissioner by means of a decree
of March 27, which notably relieved the latter of all discretion to conduct diplo-
matic negotiations.'!

The Council of State had given its ruling on March 17 that the high com-
missioner’s usurpation of legislative powers in Indochina had been illegal and
that he had possessed no authority to declare null and void the laws and decrees
of Decoux’s government general; in fact, it declared a large part of the federal
ordinance of November 1, 1945, illegal.!?

Attention has generally focused on what French officials in Indochina were
prepared to offer the Indochinese, as if the former were speaking in a political
vacuum. However, with statements such as Ramadier’s on the public record
and the liberal sentiments expressed in Bollaert’s instructions in the secret files
of the relevant French ministries, the French would find it difficult to refuse to
Ho what they were willing to grant a non-Communist government. In the ri-
valry between the Communists and the nationalists in Indochina for French
favor, this competition would play into the hands of the Communists, because
of course they, and not the non-Communists, could make a credible offer to
end the war. (A rather similar situation was to arise after the Americans opened
negotiations with the DRV in 1968.)

THE RESISTANCE WAR BEGINS

Giap had adroitly used the period of the “phoney peace” to build up the strength
of the DRV’s army, on which no limitations had been placed in the preliminary
convention. He recruited among the youth, putting recruits through basic
training courses of three to four months. The results were mediocre, particu-
larly in view of the scarcity of arms, which still consisted mainly of Japanese
stocks. Nevertheless, by the end of the summer, Giap could field an army com-
posed of 35 infantry regiments and three artillery regiments, a total of 60,000
men, of whom some 12,000 were engaged in fighting in Nam Bo."”

The bulk of the fighting in Hanoi on December 19 on the Vietnamese side
had been borne not by the army but by the Tu Ve Cuu Quoc Doi. The Tu Ve, as
they were known, were a militia force eventually numbering some 3,500 that had
been put together jointly by the Viet Minh and the opposition nationalists during
the last months of 1946. They were essentially an urban self-defense force and
their mission was to defend their own neighborhoods. Poorly trained, undisci-
plined, and headstrong, the Tu Ve were commanded by a Central Executive Com-
mittee, about which little is known, but which must, nominally at least, have
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come under the orders of Giap as minister of defense. Their disarmament had
been demanded by General Morliere hours before the outbreak of the war.

The Tu Ve included many partisans of the VNQDD and some Dong Minh
Hoi. Ferociously anti-French, they asked nothing better than to trigger a show-
down in the heart of Hanoi. Documents seized by the French showed that after
the outbreak of war, Giap ordered the destruction of his orders of the day of
December 12 and 19, 1946, together with all annexes thereto." Furthermore,
Giap is strangely silent about the events of December 19 in his memoirs. A
need to conceal Giap’s orders to his troops on December 19 would stem, from
the party’s point of view, from the fact that they did not quite match up to the
public image of a party totally in control of the situation at all times, the sort of
image conveyed by Giap’s much-publicized general order for the war of na-
tional liberation.

There can be little doubt that there were individuals or groups who hoped
to see a showdown with the French. André Moret, the head of the French
Stireté in Hanoi, had already reported this on December 9. Following the liqui-
dation of many of their leaders at the hands of the Viet Minh and the flight of
others during the summer, the survivors of the nationalist parties no doubt saw
their participation in armed action against the French as the way to survival, and
they were glad to encourage the Viet Minh in this course of action, if any en-
couragement were needed. Besides the VNQDD, with its reputation for a nar-
row and uncompromising nationalism, there was a Catholic-monarchist school
of nationalists who were much more flexible. The latter were leftists such as
Nguyén Manh Ha, traditional monarchists more favorable to the French such
as Nguyén De and Tran Van Ly, and a more doctrinaire nationalist group led by
Ng6 Dinh Diem. These factions suftered difterent fates after December 19.
The French police simply placed under house arrest respected leaders such as
Pham Khac Hoe, Bao Dai’s former private secretary; Hoang Xuan Han, Kim’s
former minister of education; and the Dai Viet leaders Tran Van Lai and Dao
Trong Kim. Nghiem Ke To, who belonged to the VNQDD and who had served
as Foreign Minister Nguyén Tuong Tam’s vice minister, lived in Hanoi under
an alias, the Chinese Ly Hai Kwang, and may have still been in contact with his
minister-in-exile in China through the Chinese consulate."

In the emotional and psychological climate created by the French attacks
on the Viet Minh in Haiphong and Hanoi, the Viet Minh were enabled to draw
on overwhelming popular support from many sections of Vietnamese society.
In this sense, Ho Chi Minh’s appeal of December 21 to the effect that “what-
ever sacrifices we must endure and however long the war of resistance will last,
we are determined to fight to the end”'® tapped a broad stream of Vietnamese
patriotism that reached back centuries and which the Viet Minh propaganda,
directed by Tran Huy Lieu, was adroit at exploiting. O’Sullivan was probably
not far from the truth when he reported from Hanoi four days after the out-
break of the war, “While it is still too early in fighting to be certain, it now seems
as if French are faced with almost completely hostile population.”"’

The difterence between the Viet Minh actions in Haiphong and Hanoi was
that the former was an action largely in self-defense. The latter action, in con-
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trast, had all the trappings of an opening offensive. Attention has focused on
whether this action was triggered by the French or by the Viet Minh and their
non-Communist supporters. The timing of the action itself on December 19,
quite apart from the question of causation, is significant. In France, Maurice
Thorez had staked his claim to the prime ministership for his French Commu-
nist Party, “the first party in France,” on November 14. It was only on December
11 that the French Communist Party gave up its claim to hold the premiership, in
the form of a letter over the signature of Jacques Duclos addressed to the rival
Socialists.®® Once again, as in the instance of the softening of Viet Minh policy
toward the French in December 1945, one is led to wonder at the coincidence of
events in France and Vietnam. Again, one must await the opening of the relevant
archives.

The Tu Ve continued to put up a dogged resistance in the Sino-Vietnamese
quarter of Hanoi between the Small Lake and the Red River. They were forming,
from volunteers, the Capital Regiment of the Vietnam People’s Army, which was
under the command of Vuong Thua Vu, future commander of the 308th Divi-
sion. Initially given a strength of 500, the regiment mobilized 1,200 volunteers,
including 200 women and 100 children. Valluy was in favor of bombarding the
quarter, but Morli¢re hesitated to destroy the myriad of houses with brown tile
roofs fronting on narrow winding streets which were home to some 30,000 in-
habitants, including 8,000 Chinese, and preferred to end the resistance by block-
ading the quarter, carefully leaving an exit on the side of the river for escape into
the countryside.

On February 14, following French occupation of the main market, the de-
fenders decided to evacuate, for which the order was given at 6 p.M. on February
17. Rather than making a fighting exit in small groups or escaping through the
sewers, they formed a column and slipped out of the city, passing under the
Doumer Bridge and following the riverbank upstream. The crossing of the river
began at 4 A.M. on 20 boats and lasted until 9 A.mM. under cover of a seasonal fog,
called the crachin, which sharply reduces visibility."” The following day, the
French were in control of the whole quarter, where piles of mattresses soaked
in gasoline and ignited by incense sticks had destroyed many buildings. By this
time Morliere, whose command was under criticism, had been replaced by
Débes of Haiphong fame.

Developments in the Viet Minh Zone

THE DRV ADMINISTRATION

The DRV government, which d’Argenlicu claimed no longer existed, faded into
the shadows of the mountains of northern Bac Bo. Its members, except for Ho
and Giap, had quietly left Hanoi at the end of November, secking safety in the
Long Chau caves near Hadong, 10 kilometers south of the capital. On Decem-
ber 21, at the start of the war, they traveled on foot to Son Tay, Phu Tho, and
Tuyen Quang, where they disappeared into the jungles. Few details are known
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about this long march, but it appears to have been executed in perfect discipline
and order along difterent itineraries to avoid detection by the French.

The DRV government now faced the need to be two things at once. It had to
act as a government in its own “liberated zones,” and it had to act as a revolution-
ary movement in the zones under French control. The seeming contradiction
between these two functions was resolved by concentrating government energies
on mobilization of the masses and of every public and private resource, with no
possibility of dissent, for prosecution of the war, as the leaders themselves made
clear in their writings. The vast network of functional groups under the Lien Viet
gave every member of the community a place and a responsibility.

In the situation of national liberation war, the boundaries between the two
zones were at all times fluid. The French could go where they wanted if they
were willing to incur casualties. The guerrillas, for their part, operated in the
French zone, at least at night, to tax the peasantry and middle classes and to
engage in subversion and sabotage. Agents infiltrated the French forces at every
level, even at the high command and in the ministries, where they recorded and
reported information to the Viet Minh of great military value. The destruction
of installations such as power plants, the cutting of communications by blowing
up road and railroad bridges, and the mining of road transport and trains was
justified by the Viet Minh by the exigencies of the just war.

The DRV was now endowed with a constitution, even though it had never
been promulgated. As the National Assembly was unable to meet, its functions
devolved for most of the duration of the war on its 15-member permanent com-
mittee. Likewise, the only elections that were held were for committees at various
echelons. When the war broke out, the various existing grassroots committees
were simply transformed into the resistance and administrative committees of
the war period.® It was the cadres, who continued to think of themselves as ser-
vants of the temporarily dissolved ICP, who really ran things, although the consti-
tution gave them no formal role. Unlike the committee members, they were not
local people and could be assigned anywhere.

Propaganda was an important action of the DRV government. In their
quest for legitimacy, the intellectual leaders of the Viet Minh at one fell swoop
appropriated 4,000 years of Vietnamese history as their heritage, which was, of
course a monstrous lie, and Viet Minh propaganda adroitly compared the fight
against the French to the historic fight for independence from the Chinese.

The economy of Vietnam was in a shambles in December 1946. Wartime
Allied bombing raids had destroyed much of the rail system, coastal shipping, and
important roads, making for a kind of self-sufficiency in each region. In these
circumstances, there could be no consideration of economic development, even
without counting the exigencies imposed by the state of war. The food situation
was precarious; a real threat of famine loomed if something were not done to get
basic food production started again quickly. Northern Vietnam had always de-
pended on rice shipments from the south to make up a structural deficit in rice
production. Now these shipments could no longer be counted upon. And the
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prospect for the rice crop was not good, due to flooding in August that had de-
stroyed rice seed in the provinces of Nam Dinh, Ninh Binh, and Thai Binh.
Faced with the impossibility of reviving the pre-1940 economy, the DRV
government set about creating an alternative economy in the Viet Minh—con-
trolled zones. This economy was one characterized by self-reliance. Within its
limitations, it worked. The solution to the food shortage the DRV government
found (as was again applied after 1975) was to boost the production of secondary
crops such as potatoes, maize, and beans. These could be grown with a minimum
of inputs and over a short period of time. Accordingly, a mass mobilization cam-
paign was begun to bring the maximum area into production of these crops. The
total area devoted to secondary crops rose to 410,000 hectares, compared with
1938-1943 average of 145,600 hectares, and output rose to 614,000 tons, com-
pared with a previous annual average of 147,600 tons.?' Thanks to these mea-
sures, famine was averted in the spring of 1946. Trade in this economy consisted
of the transport of all manner of goods from flashlight batteries to bicycles from
the French zone into the Viet Minh zone, a risky business under war conditions.
This “foreign trade,” which was lucrative, got a number of party cadres into difti-
culty during the Chinese-inspired campaign against the “compradore bourgeoi-
sie” of 1953-1954. The relative invulnerability of the Vietnamese wartime
economy to the destruction of physical infrastructure was demonstrated.

GUERRILLA WAR AND POLITICAL WARFARE

The French generals were, from the start, completely aware of the nature of the
challenge that faced them. Leclerc, who had a finely attuned sense of politics,
said in his final report “We are faced with a minority, a party, solidly organized,
which imposes itself by terror, no doubt, but which imposes itself from the
province of Camau all the way to Tonkin, and which proclaims itself the stan-
dard bearer of the national idea. This national idea, joined with xenophobia,
with the hate of the Yellow for the White, represents a real factor still diffuse
among the masses, but which exists nevertheless.”? General Valluy expressed
much the same thought at the time. This is why the official optimism generated
by the French military successes of the first year of the war meant so little.

On the ground, the reality of the war was not so neatly compartmentalized
as in the political thinking of the generals. Giap might exalt his concept of “peo-
ple’s war,” but the full horror of the struggle fell on men, women, and children
alike. If all and anyone could be a fighter, all and anyone could also fall victim to
the accusations and the reprisals that went with a guerrilla war of mobility in
which control of villages passed repeatedly from one side to the other. In this
kind of war, allegiance went to whomever was in superior force at the moment.
Loyalties often switched on the spot as a way of avoiding interrogation, torture,
and possible summary execution. The former enemy became the present friend
in the blink of an eye. In this climate of the need to survive, the forced avowal of
tactical information, and betrayal, double agents abounded. The Viet Minh
mastered the art of infiltration and soon had their agents planted at every level
of the French military and civil administration.
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In the Viet Minh zone, the population, willy-nilly, furnished the where-
withal of making war. Each village raised guerrilla units. They were the so-
called popular forces. There were three kinds. First, the dan quan, who
represented all the village inhabitants—men, women, children, the elderly—
groups of any sort according to need who were put to use according to their
means, unarmed, for laying mines, setting up ambushes, doing guard duty, pro-
viding transport, serving as couriers, for doing intelligence work. The most
adept of these dan quan furnished the dan quan du kich, guerrillas in the full sense
of the term. These were peasants who worked in their fields by day and took
part in guerrilla actions at night. Each village had about 15 of these. In villages
where control changed hands at sundown and sunup, the exhausted peasants
filled in by day the trenches across roads they had dug during the night. Finally,
cach village group held a permanent guerilla section numbering perhaps 30
men and women, the dan quan thoat ly. These individuals were exempt from
civil tasks and were housed and fed at village expense.

The popular forces posed little military threat to the French Expeditionary
Corps. Their main function was to give the war the semblance of a people’s war
in which the whole population was participating, as the French historian Yves
Gras has pointed out. In the absence of the civil rule of law, the effects were
devastating for the French. Guerrilla war as such, in the Viet Minh plan, how-
ever, called for better trained and more heavily armed units. This was to be
achieved beginning in 1948 when the sections of dan quan thoat ly were progres-
sively detached from their villages and constituted into “regional forces” in-
tended to directly support the regular army.

For the moment, however, the procrastination of the government in Paris
excluded any decision on the battletield. Under various pretexts the politicians
refused or eluded requests from the commander in Indochina to reinforce the
Expeditionary Corps, which was dangerously overextended. In the south, the
inconclusive guerrilla war continued, with the guerrillas retaining their mobil-
ity while tying the French down to the defense of the towns and roadside out-
posts, which were always vulnerable to guerrilla attack. In the north, where the
veteran troops were concentrated under the command of an innovative com-
mander, General Raoul Salan, the French were more successful militarily.

French troops had found the road and river approaches to the mountain
redoubt where the DRV government had taken refuge to be obstructed by felled
trees, ditches, mined barricades, and underwater mines. The government’s
temporary quarters themselves were protected by a circle of Tu Ve, and within
that the government was under the security of a special commando unit. A dar-
ing French paratrooper drop near Bac Kan, however, which was thought to be
the government’s location, caught the Viet Minh by surprise and nearly suc-
ceeded in capturing the government. Here especially the French commanders
felt, and resented, the lack of reinforcements; they constantly had to downsize
their military objectives to fit the limited numbers of troops and the quality of
their equipment. In hindsight, this criticism may be justified, because the Viet
Minh, for one reason or another, failed to mount any significant counterattacks.
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PArTy ACTIVITIES IN CAMBODIA AND LAOS

The party center continued as before to direct clandestine party activities in
Cambodia and Laos in accordance with the decisions reached at the Tan Trao
congress.” The party’s command of its agents in the three countries formed the
basis of a hegemonic symmachy which would grow stronger with time. Activi-
ties in Cambodia and Laos were still largely in the hands of ethnic Vietnamese
and, for the moment, were aimed at neutralizing any threat from the rear to the
zone controlled by the Viet Minh. The party’s leaders in Laos and Cambodia
were half-Vietnamese métis whose identities, like that of the party itself, were
kept secret from non-party members.

In Laos, the role of party leader was entrusted to a man who went by the
name Kaysone Phomvihane, who was born in Savannakhet on December 13,
1920, of a Tonkinese father in the Indochinese civil service, Nguyén Tri Loan,
and a Lao mother.?* Kaysone is the transliteration into Lao of the Vietnamese
phrase “Cai Son,” which means Corporal Son. Phomvihane is the Lao translit-
eration of Pali Brahma-vihara, meaning the four sublime states of mind to be
achieved by the Buddhist monk (loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy,
and equanimity). Kaysone grew up in a Vietnamese milieu and was sent to at-
tend lycée in Hanoi and then the law school of the University of Hanoi. Kaysone
and Nouhak Phoumsavan, another man of Vietnamese origin from Mukdahan,
joined the party secretly.?

The man in charge of ICP affairs in Cambodia was born in Tra Vinh in the
Mekong Delta around 1920 of a Cambodian father and a Vietnamese mother;
he had studied at Wat Unnalom in Phnom Penh during World War II and had
left the capital following the monks’ demonstration in 1942. His Vietnamese
name was Pham Van Hua, and in Cambodia he was known as Achar (a title
meaning former Buddhist monk) Mean, but at some point in 1946 he adopted
the pseudonym Son Ngoc Minh to capitalize on Son Ngoc Thanh’s heroic
reputation and to link himself in people’s minds with Ho Chi Minh.

After the French reoccupation of Laos, the party depended for its activities
on the recruitment of Vietnamese who resettled in northeast Siam beginning in
late 1945 and on a string of riverside bases. Although Siam had not recognized
the DRV, it allowed a DRV delegation to operate in Bangkok, which acted as the
DRV’s main foreign contact point. In March 1947, five companies of Viet Minh
accompanied by Laotian guides crossed the river at different points from north
to south. Their action, consisting of burning villages, destroying bridges, and
organizing scattered ambushes, proved largely devoid of psychological effect on
the population. The French reacted, moreover, by waging an adroit psychologi-
cal warfare campaign against the principal Viet Minh agents in Siam that con-
sisted of rumors and anonymous threats that took advantage of differences
among these agents, of whom French intelligence had picked up evidence. One
such agent, who received no fewer than 10 assassination threats, credits the
psychological campaign with his decision to leave the Viet Minh.?

In November 1947, however, a coup d’état brought in a Thai government
much less sympathetic than its predecessor had been to anti-French resistance
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activities in Cambodia and Laos.”” The internal problems within the Lao Issara
also came to the surface, notably in the form of a conflict between Phetsarath
and Souphanouvong over the issue of the latter’s insubordination to the gov-
ernment in having recruited Chinese Nationalist soldiers in Burma for anti-
French raids into north Laos.?® The moderates among the Lao Issara leaders
were influenced by King Sisavang Vong’s proclamation in 1948 of an amnesty
for those who returned to Laos peacefully. A modus vivendi was signed in Paris
by the king and President Vincent Auriol on July 19, 1949.

Even before his expulsion from the Lao Issara on grounds of insubordina-
tion, Souphanouvong had announced the formation of a Lao People’s Progres-
sive Organization separate from the government in February 1949. In June, a Lao
Liberation Committee consisting of 22 members, with himself as president, was
established. The members of the various departments of this committee included
Phoumi Vongvichit, Phoune Sipraseuth, and Tiao Souk Vongsak, and it may have
been due to their influence that the committee’s pronouncements were couched
in stilted Marxist-Leninist jargon and vilified the old king personally.?

Souphanouvong’s conversations in July and August 1949 with Rolland H.
Bushner, the second secretary of the American Embassy in Bangkok, reveal a
man who held that Laos was a classless Buddhist society where Communism
had no future and who was prepared to suggest that in return for American aid
an independent Laos might serve as a buffer against Soviet or Chinese Com-
munist penetration. The DRV supplied military and technical advisers (co van
in Vietnamese) upon request, who consulted Vietnamese leaders across the bor-
der in Annam “in cases of mutual problems.” He believed that Pham Van Dong
was a Liberal Socialist, not a Communist. It is likely that Souphanouvong’s
naiveté about the DRV was genuine, for the party kept the Marxist-Leninist
content of the ICP program a secret from non-party people because it, too,
recognized that issues such as land reform and other aspects of class struggle,
antithetical to the notion of Buddhist harmony, had virtually no appeal in Laos.
Also it did not publicize the objective of overthrowing the monarchy, which
had figured in the ICP program since 1932 Whether Souphanouvong was
naive or not, two of his American friends, James W. Thompson (formerly of the
OSS) and Lieutenant William H. Hunter, were of the opinion that he was a
“consummate liar,”*! and Bushner noted that he was given to exaggeration.

With the Lao Issara government-in-exile crumbling (it was not actually dis-
solved until October 1949), and after unsuccessful efforts in 1948 and 1949 to
recruit Phetsarath to its cause,” the party center abandoned Thailand as an op-
erational base and based its activities in Laos on the Vietnam border. Thao O,
leaving Nouhak in charge of the Eastern Committee, set up his base at Con
Cuong (Vietnam), from where he and his men could cross the border into Laos
with relative impunity. In January 1949, Kaysone constituted the first unit of a
new resistance army on the model of the Viet Minh; it was called the Latsavong
detachment, after the latsavong of Vientiane who had led the resistance against
the Siamese in the nineteenth century.®

The party center, recognizing Souphanouvong’s appeal to Lao nationalists,
made several attempts to get him to come to Vietnam.* Finally, in mid-Novem-
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ber, the prince arrived in Vietnam and was taken to Ho’s clandestine headquar-
ters. The final victory of the Communists in China the previous month had put
an end to his attempts to enlist the Chinese Nationalists for service in Laos. His
first assignment for the party was to head the resistance government proclaimed
at a congress held secretly in Vietnam in August 1950. This government in-
cluded Kaysone, Nouhak, Tiao Souk Vongsak, and Phoumi Vongvichit and was
under firm control of the party center. The congress also created a Free Laos
Front (Neo Lao Issara). The basic line of this front’s propaganda was the united
struggle against the French without reference to political parties or ideology.
Hlustrative of this was the use it henceforth made of the name Lao Nation
(Pathet Lao). The number of Viet Minh agents sent to Laos grew rapidly, from
between 500 and 700 at the end of 1946 and the beginning of 1947 to between
5,000 and 7,000 at the end of 1950 and the beginning of 1951 to 17,000 in 1953.%

In Cambodia, the political situation differed from that of Laos because the
monarch, King Sihanouk, had effectively seized the independence issue from
the Cambodian politicians, and no one dared attack him. Also, Viet Minh rela-
tions with the Khmer Issarak were tenuous because of the historic enmity be-
tween the Khmer and the Vietnamese, which made it politically difficult for the
Viet Minh to recruit Khmer, a situation unlike that in Laos, where the rank-
and-file Pathet Lao in this period were largely tribesmen who inhabited both
sides of the border.

Cambodia served as an important transit region for the arms traffic from
Bangkok to Viet Minh units in the mountains of Bac Bo and Trung Bo. In March
1950, nevertheless, Le Duc Tho met at Hatien near the Vietnam-Cambodia bor-
der with Sieu Heng, Son Ngoc Minh, and other Vietnamese and Cambodian
subordinates and cadres to determine how to accelerate the Cambodian revolu-
tion. At the time of this meeting, French intelligence estimated that only 40 eth-
nic Khmer and over 1,000 resident Vietnamese belonged to the ICP inside
Cambodia. Nevertheless, soon afterward a “first national congress of the Khmer
resistance” convened inside Cambodia and adopted a flag featuring a yellow five-
towered image of Angkor Wat on a red background. (This was to become the flag
of the People’s Republic of Kampuchea in January 1979.) The party held back,
however, from creating a “resistance government” on the model of the Pathet
Lao, which would have been in direct confrontation with Sihanouk.

Developments in the French Union Zone

THE NATIONALISTS TRY TO REORGANIZE

With the only sovereignty left in Vietnam residing in the Norodom Palace in
Saigon, the constitutional problem for the French was becoming acute. From
Paris there was no decisive action to fill the political void on the level of central
government in Indochina created by the events of World War II. Ramadier had
enunciated on March 5 a policy of fitting Indochina into the French Union as
the latter was spelled out in the French constitution of 1946—that is to say an
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Indochina consisting of several Associated States—but the way to do this in
Vietnam had not yet been worked out.

Confronted with the continued lack of a valid interlocutor, successive French
governments ended up debating the future of the Indochina question, when they
debated it at all, in terms of whether or not to negotiate with Ho. Negotiations
with the Viet Minh became the touchstone of French politics, dividing the parties
on the left, who favored them, from those on the right, who opposed them.? It
was an artificial framework in which to view the war, much as later in the United
States the debate was between doves and hawks. As a result, the French govern-
ment allowed things to drift. French casualties, although by no means negligible,
were not yet at a level where the public took notice.

Ho and the DRV government, naturally, were not insensitive to this state of
affairs. They sought to exploit the debate itself, counting on French public opin-
ion to furnish them a potent weapon with which to undermine the French mili-
tary. Feelers for negotiation from Ho’s government succeeded each other
rapidly during 1947 like mirages in the desert and just as quickly faded away. In
playing this sort of game, which was part of their united front strategy, however,
the Viet Minh had to take into account nationalist sentiment in Vietnam, which
in large measure was still with them, although not unanimously so.

The French established Vietnamese committees with limited administra-
tive functions in areas of Bac Bo and Trung Bo captured from the Viet Minh.
These were usually stafted by former mandarins who supported Bao Dai. The
French were drawn more and more to deal with Bao Dai as the only possible
source of legitimacy on the nationalist side, since they rejected a French mili-
tary government, and in January 1947 they posted a Vietnamese-speaking civil
servant to their consulate in Hong Kong, where Bao Dai had been living since
Ho’s message to him in Kunming in March 1946 not to return home, for the
purpose of keeping in touch with him.

Bao Dai for his part had stayed in touch with Vietnamese nationalist figures
such as Ngd Dinh Diem. A new United National Front formed by exiles in
southern China pledged its support to him. The common thought in many
people’s minds at this juncture was that in order to end an anomalous situation
that left the Vietnamese outside the Viet Minh zone without sovereignty, Bao
Dai might eventually step in, not as emperor but as head of state of a unified
Vietnam, and form a new government. Thus the originator of what came to be
known as the “Bao Dai solution” was neither the French high commissioner in
Indochina nor the French general Le Bris*”” nor Ambassador William C. Bullitt
nor Francis Cardinal Spellman nor Monsignor Fulton Sheen (as was claimed
by a member of the French National Assembly),*® but Vietnamese nationalists
who confided their views to the ex-emperor or took a public stand, such as the
three former members of the National Assembly who published an appeal for
his return in the Hanoi newspaper Thoi Su in May 1947.%°

On July 5, 1947, a few days after meeting with a French diplomat, Bao Dai
took the initiative of publishing a statement in the Saigon newspaper L'Union
Frangaise:
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If all Vietnamese place their confidence in me, and if; furthermore,
my presence can contribute to re-establish good relations between our
people and the French, I would be happy to return to my country. I am
neither for nor against the Viet Minh. I belong to no party. Peace will
return rapidly if the French would be willing to admit that our people’s
sentiment is no longer what it was 10 years ago. I will say no further, since
the French government knows my demands. My proposal concerns only
the role of mediator between France and all the Vietnamese parties.*

The French government was now approaching Bao Dai en demandeus, a re-
versal in their relationship since before March 9, 1945, when Bao Dai had had to
approach the French for any slight favor. Ho also was sensitive to the change and
reacted quickly. In a government reshuftle announced on July 19, Giap and Ton
Duc Thang were dropped as ministers of national defense and interior. Out of 27
ministers and vice ministers, only three were left who were Communists. It was
a move for appearance’s sake only, to be sure, but it showed what price Ho was
willing to pay to retain nationalist sentiment on his side. Giap remained influen-
tial as commander in chief, but he was no longer so visible. This was to become a
familiar pattern: concessions by the Viet Minh came in the face of political chal-
lenges to their claim to represent Vietnam, not in the face of military force.

After a meeting on September 8 with 24 nationalist leaders that included
Nguyén Van Sam, Ng6 Dinh Diem, Tran Quang Vinh, and Dr. Le Van Hoach
of the Cao Dai; Dr. Truong Dinh Tri, the head of the administrative committee
in Tonkin; Tran Van Ly, the head of the administrative committee of Annam;
and Nguyén Van Tam of Cochinchina, Bao Dai issued a proclamation on Sep-
tember 18. In it, without mentioning the Viet Minh by name, he addressed
himself adroitly to his people:

I am fully aware of your hopes. I follow your torments, your suf-
ferings. Despite the dictatorship which tries to stifle your voices, I hear
today your appeals and your cries of distress. You outline a picture of
your misery for me, and you present to me a record of the disasters
suffered by our dear Vietnam after two years of experience during
which your masters held the absolute exercise of power. Thus your
hopes of happiness vanished little by little, hopes which a clever propa-
ganda and a new ideology awakened for an instant in your hearts. In
your distress you come to me.*!

Bao Dai declared himself ready to contact “the French authorities.” He said
he hoped to obtain “the independence and unity conforming to your aspira-
tions,” and use his authority “to arbitrate the conflict which has you all turned
one against the other” and thus to restore peace. Thus, two and a half years after
winning their independence, the non-Viet Minh Vietnamese were going to
have to win it all over again, in circumstances even more difticult. Moreover, in
the circumstances of guerrilla war created by the DRV, the majority of Indo-
chinese were reluctant to risk taking any action that could be construed as un-
patriotic. Nationalists such as Ng& Dinh Diem and Nguyén Manh Ha (the
DRV’s former minister of economy who had remained in Hanoi) were unwill-
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ing to lend themselves to any French political maneuvers against the Viet Minh;
thus, a fine line was drawn between negotiating for independence and contest-
ing the right of the Viet Minh to participate in the acquisition of independence.

Once again, the Viet Minh reacted quickly to Bao Dai’s proclamation. Ho
himself, putting his prestige on the line, appealed to “the true-born sons of
Vietnam” to leave “the puppet regime” the French were planning to establish.
“I cannot stand by and see our own people divided in an internal fratricidal
war,” he said, in a marvel of hypocrisy.*

Perhaps the true colors of the Viet Minh were shown when their death
squads assassinated Nguyén Van Sam and Dr. Truong Dinh Tri within 24 hours
of each other. Certainly they had reason at that stage to fear the consolidation of
nationalist sentiment behind Bao Dai. Again, the pattern of specific targets and
the presence of well-armed hit squads suggested deliberate planning on the part
of the ICP. Sam had had the temerity to say publicly in a speech on May 21 that
Ho’s government was a Communist government that followed a partisan and
totalitarian policy.* By saying that Ho’s government harbored objectives that
made it different from the other nationalist groups, Sam had overstepped the
line. The execution at about the same time of Huynh Phu So, the blind bonze
(monk) who led the Hoa Hao, accused by the Nam Bo Executive Committee
of treason,* also alienated many southerners.

Many Vietnamese had been swept up in the general enthusiasm when the
Viet Minh seized power in Hanoi in August 1945. When Ho’s government nego-
tiated a modus vivendi with the French that left the Viet Minh in a strong position
vis-a-vis the French, they applauded. When Ho’s government attempted to settle
outstanding questions involving the independence and sovereignty of their coun-
try, they applauded. Now, however, this government, battling on all fronts against
the French, was embarking on a dangerous course they had never approved. They
had not even been consulted; the National Assembly of 1946 was in a state of
inactivity. Even the elected administrative committees of 1946, in which the vil-
lagers at least had had a say, were replaced by 1948 by Soviet-style “committees of
resistance and administration,” Uy Ban Khang Chien/Hanh Chinh (U.B.K.C./
H.C.) completely under the control of party cadres. Now the entire population,
which was enlisted in the various front organizations of the Lien Viet and directed
by the hierarchy of committees at the village, village group, district, and province
levels, participated en masse in the war.

Thus, Vietnam continued more or less in a political vacuum from January
1947 to March 1949. Americans were in a good position to see that colonial rule
in Asia was ending and that attempts to re-impose the colonial order could only
play into the hands of the Communists. A telegram sent to the Saigon consulate
general in 1947 over Secretary of State George C. Marshall’s name said: “We
[are] confident [that the] French [are] fully aware [of the] dangers inherent in
situation and therefore venture [to] express [the] renewed hope [that] they
will be most generous [in the] attempt [to] find [an] early solution which by
recognizing [the] legitimate desires [of the] Vietnamese will restore peace and
deprive anti democratic forces of [a] powerful weapon.”® Vietnamese national-
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ists such as Nigé Dinh Diem used American contacts such as George D. Hop-
per, consul general in Hong Kong, to try to generate pressure on France to be
more forthcoming.*

In an attempt to break the political deadlock, the French invited Bao Dai to
sign a statement of principles with them at Ha Long Bay on December 7, 1947,
which was, in fact, couched in such generalities that Bao Dai’s followers criti-
cized him for signing a meaningless statement. But Bao Dai assured them that
he knew what he was doing. During these preliminary discussions, Bao Dai
insisted that he was acting in his private capacity, leaving it up to the Vietnamese
to choose by popular referendum, when this became possible, what form of
government they preferred, the implication being that Bao Dai would be happy
to return in some capacity.*’

An effort at the beginning of 1948 by Tran Trong Kim to once again nego-
tiate independence ended in failure when, after several conversations with
French representatives, he concluded that their intransigence on the question
of independence was total. A second attempt a few months later by the Dai Viet
leader Dr. Nguyén Ton Hoan also failed when both the French and the Viet
Minh rejected his plan for the return of Bao Dai and for the establishment of a
“neutral nationalist zone.” In the constitutional vacuum in non-Viet Minh ar-
eas of Vietnam, France finally approved the establishment of a provisional cen-
tral government under the leadership of General Nguyén Van Xuan, who was a
convert from Cochinchinese separatism from the time he headed that govern-
ment until unification. Bao Dai refused to take an official role in this setup, but
he endorsed Xuan’s effort to rally nationalist support. The Xuan government’s
first ordinance announced that “because of the present state of war, the exercise
of sovereignty by the Vietnamese people, who are the source of all legal power,
is suspended.”*® An agreement was signed at Ha Long Bay on June 5, 1948, by
Xuan and the French; Bao Dai remained above the actual negotiations and
merely countersigned the agreement.*” Many nationalists thought even this was
going too far. Ngé Dinh Diem still refused to support the Xuan government,
and France’s prevarications drove others of a patriotic bent to join the Viet
Minh. Marshall expressed his impatience with the French delay in beginning
the negotiations envisaged in the Ha Long Bay agreement and creating a free
Vietnamese state associated with the French Union.®

THE BIRTH OF THE STATE OF VIETNAM

By 1949 French military control had been re-established over fairly large but
widely scattered regions of Indochina. In Bac Bo, French forces controlled the
Red River Delta and the region around Haiphong and were assured security in
the mountainous west, thanks to the friendly T ai tribes who inhabited it. The
French also held garrisons on the China border such as Lang Son and Cao Bang,
although these were increasingly isolated. In Trung Bo, the French controlled
the area around Hue and Tourane. Also, the central plateaus were secure be-
cause of the friendly mountain tribes. In Nam Bo, the French held only Saigon
and the main axes of communication in the Mekong Delta.
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In Laos, the French controlled the major portion of the country and had to
deal only with the threat of sporadic raids across the Mckong or over the moun-
tain passes from Vietnam. In Cambodia, finally, the French controlled very little
outside Phnom Penh and the major towns because much of the countryside
was in the hands of either Viet Minh or Khmer Issarak guerrillas, whose con-
ceptions of the independence they were fighting for differed radically.

In talks with French President Vincent Auriol, Bao Dai gained acceptance
by the French of the need to see the principles of the Ha Long Bay agreement
confirmed and stated precisely with regard to the unity and independence of
Vietnam. Specific commitments on these questions were embodied in an ex-
change of letters on March 8, 1949, at the Elysée Palace.® As the Elysée Agree-
ments were not to come into effect until after the reunification of Cochinchina
with the rest of Vietnam, France initiated the procedure required by the consti-
tution to change the status of a French territory. In March, the National Assem-
bly passed a law creating a Cochinchinese-elected territorial assembly (with
very limited suffrage), and it was this body which finally met the condition of
popular consultation on reunification, on April 23, by a vote of 55 of the 63
members present (of a total of 64 members). Bao Dai did not wait for the
French National Assembly to approve the law changing the status of Cochin-
china, which it did by a vote of 352 to 208, but left for home, ending his three
years in exile. The law took effect on June 4. Later that month, the Cochin-
chinese government offered its resignation to Bao Dai, formally terminating
the experiment in separatism begun by d’Argenlieu.*

The receipt of the text of the Elysée Agreements at the American Embassy
in Paris was the occasion for the Department’s drafting of a lengthy memoran-
dum intended for presentation to the Quai d’Orsay. The memorandum stated:

The United States Government is inclined to believe that one of
the strongest motivating forces behind nationalist movements among
dependent peoples is resentment of the imputation of inferiority im-
plicit in a subordinate status. When a people has fought for the goal of
independence with such tenacity as that displayed by the Vietnamese
resistance forces, it appears unlikely that it will be content with a posi-
tion of anything less than equality with other peoples. It is feared that
the concessions granted by the French Government may be obscured in
the eyes of the Vietnamese by those terms of the agreement which are
incompatible with Vietnamese national pride.

Should such feelings determine the reaction of a majority of Viet-
namese to a Government formed under the March 8 agreement, then it
must be supposed that the Communist-dominated “Democratic Re-
public of Vietnam” will continue to receive the support of these Viet-
namese. Certainly as long as the Vietnamese are persuaded that the
two-and-a-half-year-old war with France must be prosecuted to a con-
clusion if the goals for which they have fought are to be won, they will
continue to regard the dominant Communist element of the Vietminh
League in the light of its effective leadership of the nationalist move-
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ment and not of its inevitable intention to subvert the nationalist cause
in the end to the requirements of international Communism, with
which they have had little acquaintance as yet.”

Unfortunately, even this relatively moderate message about the nationalist
majority in the resistance forces was judged by the Paris embassy to be medicine
that was too strong for the French, and the memorandum was never delivered, so
far as is known. It was only after some initial hesitation to show endorsement or
de facto recognition of his government that the Department gave permission to
official Americans in Saigon to have dealings with Bao Dai.**

The Elysée Agreements were duly ratified by the French National Assem-
bly, conferring on them the legal status of diplomatic treaty under the terms of
the French constitution of October 27, 1946. On the Vietnamese side, the pro-
cedure for ratification was set forth in Ordinance No. 1 of July 1, 1949. Article
2 of that ordinance stated: “The Head of State signs and ratifies treaties.” The
whole question of the constitutional and legislative underpinning of indepen-
dent Vietnam, however, was temporarily left in abeyance by the French and Bao
Dai. Ordinance No. 1 of July 1, 1949, also stated: “The will of the people is the
source of all national activities,” but added that “in view of present circum-
stances, it cannot express itself freely.”>

Bao Dai used the ceremony in Saigon marking the entry into effect of the
Elysée Agreements on June 14 to emphasize the Vietnamese aspect of things. The
ceremony took place at the City Hall because the French politely avoided turning
over the Norodom Palace to the head of state. Following the speeches, the yellow
banner with three horizontal stripes was raised and there was a 21-gun salute, Bao
Dai’s formal radio address in Vietnamese, and a presentation of colors and review
of troops. The guard of honor was entirely Vietnamese and included units of Cao
Dai, Hoa Hao, Binh Xuyen, and Catholic local defense forces.>

In a letter to Bao Dai dated July 27, Auriol delivered some sensible advice
of his own; decidedly, 1949 was a liberal year. It recalled that by negotiation the
French government “has entirely satisfied the national claims of the Vietnam
people, such as have been expressed by Your Majesty since 1945 and such as
were specified at that time by the de facto government of Ho Chi Minh: The
unity of the Vietnam was approved by the vote of the French Parliament and by
a French law changing the status of Cochin China.”’ At least this recognition
by the president of the French Republic of Bao Dai’s sentiments, coming more
than four years after his snub by de Gaulle, gave Bao Dai some satisfaction.
Then, in what one French official in Saigon interpreted as an invitation to Bao
Dai to open negotiations with the Viet Minh to end the war,® Auriol wrote:

“If, for the organization of the territory and for this consultation
[on the choice of regime], the Vietnam people decided to unite for the
cessation of hostilities, which, we repeat, depends only on themselves,
the Government of the Republic and I will be glad to see thus estab-
lished the peaceful conditions for the renaissance of Vietnam and for
the renewal of the bonds of friendship which must unite our two na-
tions for a sound prosperity and security.”
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The initiative for the unity and independence of Vietnam embodied in the
Elysée Agreements had come from Bao Dai, who enjoyed the support of the
nationalists who remained in the zone controlled by the French military. French
policy in reluctantly conceding certain attributes of juridical sovereignty to Bao
Dai was identical to that which had been pursued three years earlier in attempt-
ing to engage the Viet Minh in an experiment in shared sovereignty. Bao Dai,
although he had abdicated the throne, still incarnated legal and legitimate Viet-
namese sovereignty in the face of the Viet Minh coup d’état of August 19, 1945,
and he was now formalizing this claim, not by taking the throne again but by
taking the title His Majesty the Head of State. As such, Bao Dai and the Viet-
namese nationalists owed the French nothing; they saw irony in the fact that, in
one of those perversions of language so common in Indochinese affairs, the
phrase “Bao Dai solution” was invented by leftist critics of French policy to
mean something completely different from Bao Dai’s systematic and patient
efforts to wrest from a reluctant French government recognition of both the
unity and the independence of his country.

Bao Dai sent a letter to President Truman, whom he addressed as “Great
and Good Friend,” on August 31 expressing his desire “that relations with Your
Excellency’s Government may be established according to international cus-
tom, in the common interest of our respective nationals and in order to permit
us more usefully to contribute on our part to the strengthening of world peace
and security.” The letter posed the issue of recognition. Edmund A. Gullion,
who was shortly to leave for Vietnam to take up his new post as chargé d’affaires,
circulated a memorandum in the Department arguing in favor of extending de
jure recognition as being “more consistent with the existing triangular relation-
ship among ourselves, Viet Nam and the French.” While noting that the French
constitution appeared to limit the exercise of sovereignty in international rela-
tions by member states of the French Union, Gullion concluded “I do not see
why de jure recognition can not be extended to an evolving state at any stage in
its evolution, when it is clearly in our interests to do so.”® Five days later, after
the Soviet Union had recognized the DRV, Ambassador David K. E. Bruce in
Paris urged that American recognition of the Associated States of Vietnam,
Cambodia, and Laos should follow immediately after French ratification of the
Elysée Agreements had been completed.*!

The National Assembly approved a bill establishing the Associated States
of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos within the French Union; the vote was 396 to
193, with the opposition consisting mainly of 181 Communists. The Senate
completed ratification on February 2. In the letter drafted at the Department
for delivery to Bao Dai the reference was to the Republic of Vietnam.*® At a
cabinet meeting on February 3, President Truman asked Secretary of State
Acheson to present the question of recognizing Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos.
Acheson did this. Afterward, Truman asked for the opinion of each cabinet
member. All members present believed that the only possible course was to
proceed with recognition. Truman then directed Acheson to proceed.® The
name finally settled upon by the Vietnamese for an entity that was neither a
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monarchy nor a republic was the State of Vietnam. Gullion delivered the letter
recognizing the State of Vietnam to Bao Dai in Dalat on February 9, 1950.

Bao Dai, rebutted by the French high commissioner over occupation of the
Norodom Palace, made his headquarters instead in Dalat. Here, between hunt-
ing parties, he carried on consultations with the nationalist politicians he sum-
moned to meet with him. He was proceeding slowly, deliberately, as always. To
Tran Trong Kim’s nephew he observed: “We have to be very careful this time
around—tell your uncle this—or else we’ll be cheated like we were last time.”**
His consultations failed to persuade anyone to take the premiership of his gov-
ernment, so he undertook to form it himself. On July 1 he constituted a cabinet
that included General Xuan, four members of the revived Dai Viet party, a Cao
Dai, a Hoa Hao, a VNQDD member, and several independents.®

There was still great reluctance on the part of many nationalists to be seen as
collaborating with the French, and the large subsidy the French were paying Bao
Dai did nothing to allay these fears.® Bao Dai then left on a tour of the country.
He returned to Hue, where he was reunited with the queen mother (who had
faithfully fulfilled all the rituals expected of the royal family in his absence), where
he noted the visible destruction from the war. As if to make the point, a few
mortar rounds landed as he was speaking to a crowd. In Hanoi he outlined his
government’s program and held his first cabinet meeting. In a symbolic gesture,
he laid a wreath at the tomb of the Viet Minh who died on December 19, 1946.
He still saw himself as a mediator who was open to the Viet Minh, with whom he
entertained discreet contacts through trusted intermediaries.

With Bao Dai’s second government, headed by Nguyén Phan Long (a
former journalist and elderly veteran of the defunct Constitutionalist party),
who took office in February 1950, there were brief hopes that such negotiations
might take place. Long released some political prisoners, reduced the role of the
police, and appealed directly to the Viet Minh to cooperate in the common
struggle for independence. Fewer political figures would seem more apt to lead
such negotiations than Long, who did not fear to displease the French high
commissioner, Léon Pignon, with blunt talk about French deficiencies in front
of a visiting American delegation inquiring about aid to the State of Vietnam,
and who obtained the entry of the State of Vietnam to the UN Economic Com-
mission for Asia and the Far East. But it was too late in the day for conciliation.

The beginning of the provision of large-scale American military aid, de-
cided upon following the Griffin Mission in early 1950, emboldened the Viet-
namese nationalists to seck more say in how it was used, and their views found
their way to Washington. The quality of political reporting by the American
Legation (newly raised from a consulate general) was seen as noticeably im-
proved with Gullion’s arrival after the hiatus that followed the departure of
Reed and O’Sullivan two years previously.”’

There were two other hopeful signs for the Vietnamese nationalists. The
first was a religious revival that worked to the detriment of the Viet Minh. The
second was the enlistment in the war of the politico-religious sects in Nam Bo,
which had so far remained aloof.
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REeLIGIOUS REVIVAL: BUDDHISTS AND CATHOLICS

In 1951, the first congress to unity Vietnamese Buddhism took place at the Tu
Dam pagoda in Hue. It brought together six groups of monks and lay followers
from the north, center, and south. The first nationwide Buddhist organization in
Vietnam was called the General Buddhist Association (Tong Hoi Phat Giao), be-
cause Bao Dai’s Decree No. 10 prohibited use of the term “church” by any other
than the Catholic Church. Its leader was the revered bonze Thich Tinh Kiet.

In the early days of the August Revolution, the Catholic Church stood
foursquare on the side of the revolutionaries. The four Vietnamese bishops ap-
pealed to Pope Pius XII for support for the DRV government. As a result, Cath-
olics enjoyed a preferred status in the early DRV. Catholics were represented in
early DRV governments by figures such as Nguyén Manh Ha and Vu Dinh
Tung. A Catholic, Ng6 Tu Ha, became president of the National Assembly on
March 2, 1946. The government did not interfere with the administration of
the Catholic bishoprics of Phat Diem and Bui Chu, and the bishop of the
former, Monsignor L& Huu Tu, was named to membership in the Consultative
High Council along with Citizen Vinh Thuy. Missionaries and nuns were still
free to go about their ecclesiastical duties.

From 1950 onward, however, relations between the DRV government and
the Catholics became strained. It became increasingly difticult for the bishops
to preserve an attitude of neutrality in the war. Suddenly, in the autumn of
1951, the Viet Minh took the initiative by attacking the bishopric of Phat Diem
by military force. French paratroopers and ground forces saved the bishop from
being captured in the nick of time. A shift of allegiance to the French and Viet-
namese nationalist side ensued, provoking further retaliation. Typical was the
attack by three Viet Minh companies armed with automatic weapons on a Cath-
olic school at the seat of Bui Chu diocese on May 5, 1953, which was beaten off
successfully by local militia.*®

The DRV government embarked on a policy of arresting priests and the
faithful, confiscating church property, prohibiting communication with church
authorities outside the Viet Minh zone, and so forth. Catholic organizations
were taken over by the Lien Viet and became spokesmen for the regime. Inter-
mittent violence was reported against Catholic communities, especially in Thai
Binh Province in the Red River Delta.®

As a result, not surprisingly, Catholics reinvigorated their faith under this
form of martyrdom. Attendance at religious ceremonies increased progressively
as the war went on, and by the end the Vietnamese Catholics, living mainly in
the north, were a solid bloc. This laid the groundwork for the mass exodus at
the partition of 1954.

THE ARMING OF THE VIETNAMESE SECTS

The southern sects, whose nationalist interests differed fundamentally from
those of the Viet Minh and whose alliances with the latter proved to be matters
of strict expediency, were a military and political force to be contended with in
any claim to a mass following. By the end of the war, their armed formations
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participated alongside the French, and above all their traditional zones of con-
trol kept large pieces of southern territory and large numbers of the southern
population out of the reach of the Viet Minh.

Their allegiance was at all times subject to blackmail. Tran Quang Vinh, the
commander of Cao Dai troops, was captured on one occasion and briefly held
prisoner before escaping to Saigon. Vinh'’s return to Saigon proved providential
for the French, for they managed to force a deal on him in June 1946 under
which he consented to the integration of the chi doi into the French forces in
return for French agreement to bring back “Pope” Tac, whom Decoux had ex-
iled in 1941, which they did in August.”!

Tac proclaimed that the presence of France was necessary in Indochina and
that Caodaism had full confidence in France’s ability to restore order and pub-
lic safety. Tac’s declaration caused General Nguyén Van Thanh and his captains
Trinh Minh The and Duong Van Dang to abandon the Viet Minh and to return
with their troops to Tay Ninh. Thanh was made chief of staft. Directly under
him was Nguyén Thanh Phuong, a former sergeant in the Indochina Army. On
January 8, 1947, the Cao Dai and the French signed an agreement for coopera-
tion that was to last for two years.”” In swift and bloody retaliation, the Viet
Minh attacked the Holy See at Tay Ninh and rounded up and executed 800 Cao
Dai faithful.”

But Tac’s ambition to play a leading political role soon brought him into
contflict not only with the Hoa Hao, to whom he proposed a pact, but with the
French as well. He proposed the creation of a neutral zone to the French, under
Caodaist control, which was “to serve as a refuge for repentant nationalists.”
The French refused the scheme. Consequently, Tac proclaimed strict neutrality
for the sect and informed the French of his intention to dissolve the Caodaist
units in the national army and to return their weapons to the French high com-
mand. It was in February 1949 that Thanh issued a secret order to repel every
attack or attempt on Caodaist posts, regardless of who the attacker was, and to
halt all offensive action against the Viet Minh. At the same time contact was
established with the Viet Minh to obtain a promise of neutrality. But when the
latter took advantage of Cao Dai inaction to inflict serious losses on them,
Thanh issued orders on June 24, 1949, to renew the fight against the Viet Minh.
At the same time, Tac renewed his vow of allegiance to Bao Dai, and Vinh be-
came a member of the Xuan government.

Dissension within the ranks of the Cao Dai over the issue of the sect’s
relations with the French and the Viet Minh continued until the end of the war.
In 1951, with General de Lattre de Tassigny pushing hard for the formation of a
single national army, Vinh left for France and was replaced by Thanh, who
nominated Trinh Minh The as his chief of staft, only to have The declare him-
self dissident, not for the first time in his checkered career, in June. The was the
most anti-French of the Cao Dai leaders, and when the French attempted to cut
oft his support from the pope (who, it was said, secretly engineered The’s dissi-
dence as a way of obtaining greater leverage for the sect), he instigated terrorist
outrages in Saigon using the bicycle bombs that were immortalized in Graham
Greene’s novel The Quiet American.
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After further fits and starts, Vinh reassumed power in March 1953 and re-
established cooperation with the French. The Caodaist doctor, Le Van Hoach,
became minister of health in the government of Nguyén Van Tam. The Cao Dai
pope’s relations with Bao Dai’s various prime ministers, however, were never
good, and this augured badly for the post-1954 government. Moreover, the prob-
lem of choosing between the Viet Minh and Bao Dai remained unresolved to the
end of the war; in a letter to Ho written on May 5, 1954, Tac wrote:

You and His Majesty, Bao Dai, have succeeded in liberating the
country. The Vietnamese people are grateful to both of you. However,
there remains a problem to settle: reconciliation between the national-
ists and the Communists.”

The Cao Dai forces eventually consisted of 55 “flying brigades” with a total
strength of 3,300 men with French encadrement. These units were accustomed
to a war of movement, and they proved so effective that the undermanned
French command broadened the area of operations outside Tay Ninh to in-
clude all of Cochinchina. The Cao Dai leaders exploited this situation to con-
duct an eftective proselytizing campaign. Subject to stringent discipline and a
religious fervor, the Cao Dai troops acted as counterparts to the Viet Minh. In
addition, the Cao Dai had 2,500 partisans in sclf-defense units.”

Although Tac desired the Cao Dai to play a strong role in state affairs, it was
not his intent to have the sect form a political party or run the government.
Rather, he saw Caodaism as the basis for a new national religion in Vietnam,
one which would help restore the old traditions and values destroyed by West-
ernization and that would eliminate the decadence, individualism, and aping of
Western ways brought about by French colonialism.”

After the assassination of Huynh Phu So by the Viet Minh on April 1, 1947,
his chief lieutenant, the illiterate Tran Van Soai, assumed the title of commander
in chief of the Hoa Hao armed forces. On May 18, the French signed a conven-
tion with Soai making his forces responsible for the protection of Hoa Hao
followers in the provinces of Can Tho, Sa Dec, Vinh Long, Long Xuyen, Chau
Doc, and Rach Gia.”” Under this convention the French furnished arms, uni-
forms, and advisers. But several other Hoa Hao leaders refused to accept Soai’s
leadership, and rivalries and factionalism continued to wrack the sect. The
French showed their appreciation of Soai’s cooperation by promoting him to
the rank of general on January 1, 1953. Nguyén Van Tam offered a post in his
cabinet also to the Hoa Hao, but they disputed the vacant seat so violently
among themselves that Tam tired of their intrigues and soon gave up trying to
obtain their cooperation.”™

The French also tried to arrive at an arrangement with the Binh Xuyen,
who had served as willing agents of the Viet Minh in 1945, notably in carrying
out the massacre of French civilians in the Cité Hérault. When a lawyer emis-
sary of the United National Front, Tran Van Tuyen, made contact in 1947 with
their leader, Bay Vien, in Go Cong Province south of Saigon and after a week’s
discussion persuaded him to leave the Viet Minh, the Binh Xuyen rallied to Bao
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Dai. The French high command saw his defection from the Viet Minh as worth
all the risks it entailed.” A grateful Bao Dai promoted Bay Vien to colonel.
From common thieves and murderers preying on the defenseless, the Binh
Xuyen gradually transformed themselves into robbers of the rich to give to the
poor, A la Robin Hood. Soon, every Chinese businessman of any consequence
in Saigon-Cholon was paying protection money to the Binh Xuyen. In an ac-
commodation with the French and Bao Dai, they were given the custody of the
Grand Monde gambling den in Cholon, and from that moment forward they
were “respectable” businessmen to deal with and to be dealt with; they profited
in the many rackets spawned by the war and operated gambling, opium, and
prostitution monopolies.

All these measures by the French to arm the sects and the Binh Xuyen
were, of course, done with the expedient aim of balancing the forces in pres-
ence, which had become unbalanced due to the Viet Minh’s mass mobilization
campaign in the zones under its control. As such, they contributed little to the
building of a national army. On the contrary, they were to enormously compli-
cate the efforts of the post-war non-Communist Vietnamese government to
deal on its own with the nationalist forces after the withdrawal of the French.

THE CREATION OF NATIONAL ARMIES

In mid-1949, there were 41,500 Vietnamese troops actively participating in
military operations with the French forces.* These were to constitute the nu-
cleus of a national Vietnamese army, whose strength would be raised to 30 bat-
talions by the end of 1950 and to 50 in 1951.8' This was to a large extent the
work of Bao Dai himself. He felt that it would require eight years to replace the
French.® Bao Dai found an ally, after some false starts, in de Lattre, who genu-
inely believed in the formation of a Vietnamese national army. A military con-
vention with France was signed on December 8, 1950, whereby the State of
Vietnam agreed to raise four divisions during 1951 and Vietnamese military
forces were placed under the command of Bao Dai and the ministry of national
defense. Bao Dai, in turn, delegated command of military operations to the
French commander in Indochina. By January 1, 1951, there were 65,000 Viet-
namese troops under arms.

It was not until Bao Dai’s government decreed mass mobilization that July,
however, that things really began to move forward. Few young Vietnamese took
the occasion to join the Viet Minh. It was not that they were unpatriotic, but
they had no wish to give up the things they held to be precious and devote their
lives instead to class struggle; they were nonetheless patriotic for believing they
could win independence by non-violent means. Some left for France to escape
mobilization, thereby becoming draft dodgers. The success of this first attempt
to “Vietnamize” the war, as everyone realized, was inextricably linked with the
question of independence.

Bao Dai’s plans for a Vietnamese national army depended on obtaining
financing from the United States, the only possible source for funds on a large
scale. The United States was already providing aid to the French, and a major
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aim of American policy now became to channel an increasing share of this mili-
tary aid to the Associated States. The United States established a Military Assis-
tance Advisory Group (MAAG) in Saigon in September 1950 for this purpose.
A five-way aid agreement was signed among the United States, France, and the
Associated States on December 23, 1950.

By the winter of 1953-1954, there were 428,000 Vietnamese soldiers fight-
ing on the French Union side. Of these, about 200,000 were in the Vietnamese
national army, 50,000 were Vietnamese national army supplétifs, or special con-
tract soldiers, 78,000 belonged to the local militia and police forces, and 100,000
were in the French Army.® General Nguyén Van Hinh was brought back from
France to be chief of staft of the Vietnamese national army.

With French training, a Laotian royal army was created; by the end of 1952,
this would comprise 17 companies and a battalion entirely commanded by Lao-
tian officers.

CAaMBODIA AND Laos

In Cambodia, the January 1946 modus vivendi between the Cambodians and the
French, the holding of elections to the Constituent Assembly later that year, and
the elaboration of a constitution in 1947 had not reconciled everyone to the re-
turn of the French. The Democratic Party, which had swept the 1946 clections,
consisted mainly of members of the educated elite and maintained that the Khmer
Issaraks were patriots. This annoyed the French. It also put the Democrats on a
collision course with King Sihanouk, who pinpricked their demagoguery in ar-
ticles signed Norodom Thol (Thol being the nickname Sihanouk’s grandfather,
King Monivong, had given him), which were published in Prince Monireth’s
newspaper Krabei Prey (“Wild Buttalo”), which was modeled on Le Canard En-
chainé.** Thus began for Sihanouk a lifetime avocation as a political commentator.
More important, it helped form in his mind an association between intellectuals,
especially those trained abroad, and activities that undermined the monarchy and
sowed the seeds of chaos in the life of Cambodia. It is one of the ironies of Cam-
bodian history, unsuspected at the time, that it would be Sihanouk’s adoption of a
band of just such intellectuals and his decision to place himself at the head of their
revolution that would destroy Cambodia.

Prince Yuthevong, the patron of the Democratic Party, died in a Phnom Penh
hospital in July 1947 at the age of 34. The party’s activists, showing their custom-
ary energy, prepared for the National Assembly elections. As a result of the voting
in December 1947, the Democrats won 73 percent of the votes and 54 seats in an
expanded assembly. Liberal candidates won the other 20 seats. Two minor parties
formed that year, the Renovation Party led by provincial civil servants such as
Nhicek Tioulong, Prince Sisowath Sirik Matak, and Lon Nol, and the National
Union, fared so poorly they failed to win any seats. The heavy voting for the
Democrats was ascribed to this party’s linkage with Son Ngoc Thanh and the
events of 1945,% as well as the party’s role in writing the constitution and its
commitment to winning independence. Among those who worked in the Demo-
crats’ 1947 campaign were two young men named Saloth Sar and Ieng Sary, a
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Khmer Krom whose name at birth was Kim Trang; they were both subsequently
awarded scholarships to France by a Democrat-controlled ministry of education
and became Marxists and firm friends who married sisters.

Events were also moving rapidly for those Cambodians engaged in illegal
activities in 1947. A joint Khmer Issarak—Viet Minh command, largely ceremo-
nial in nature, was established by rebel leaders in Bangkok in that year. Its titular
commander, Chhuon Mchhulpich (who went by the name Dap [Sergeant]
Chhuon), who had deserted from the Cambodian militia in 1943, maintained a
Cambodian force of about 800 loyal to him while collaborating with the Viet
Minh, a rather similar alliance of expediency to the one struck by factions of the
Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and Binh Xuyen across the border in Vietnam. Chhuon had
a daunting appearance, being cadaverously thin with unblinking, deep-set eyes.
Three other notable Khmer Issarak leaders at this time were Prince Norodom
Chantaraingsey, who operated in the provinces of Kompong Speu and Kompong
Thom; Puth Chhay, who stands out because unlike the other guerrilla leaders he
was an illiterate rural Cambodian; and Chan Dara, who operated in the south.

There were sporadic clashes between these guerrilla bands and the French.
In the month of May 1947 alone, the Khmer Issarak suftered 500 killed and lost
136 arms, but they were far from being defeated, according to a report by the
French Colonel Yves Gras. By early 1949, the number of Khmer Issarak in
Cambodia were estimated at 10,600.

Two Issaraks more closely influenced by the Viet Minh than Dap Chhuon
were Sieu Heng, a Sino-Khmer from Battambang born in Cochinchina, and his
wife’s nephew, a Sino-Khmer named Long Bunruot, who in 1946 was a student
at Thammasat University in Bangkok, where he joined the Thai Communist
Party. Sieu Heng became the leader of the Cambodian branch of the ICP when
it was constituted in 1951. Long Bunruot, under the pseudonym Nuon Chea,
became the second most important member of the Communist Party of Kam-
puchea and of the Khmer Rouge regime; one of his first acts after taking power
in Phnom Penh in 1975 was to sce that his cousin, by then half-paralyzed, was
enticed from his home with promises of rewards as a “father of the revolution”
and put to death. Thus, the period of the Khmer Issarak resistance to the French
was the formative period of the two rival strands of Cambodian Communist
orthodoxy that contested power later.

The Khmer Issarak with their non-Communist majority were accorded a
hearing to some degree by American officials outside Cambodia. When in Janu-
ary 1951 Pra Phiset Phanit, a well-known Khmer Issarak, asked James Thomp-
son, an American businessman in Bangkok who had been in the OSS, to secure
an appointment for him with Ambassador Edwin F. Stanton, Thompson ob-
liged. Pra Phiset pointed to zones in Cambodia controlled by the Khmer Issarak
on a map, a western zone adjoining the Thai border, a southern zone north of
Takeo, and a zone surrounding Phnom Penh. Pra Phiset identified the zones
controlled by the Viet Minh as those along the southern extent of the Thai
border to the Gulf of Thailand in the Cardamom Mountains and the northeast
of Cambodia where it adjoined Laos and Vietnam. In response to a request for
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arms, Stanton advised Pra Phiset to send an emissary to Phnom Penh to contact
Sihanouk or a minister in the royal government. Pra Phiset replied that the
Khmer Issarak had no confidence in the government, although both were anti-
French, and that the French controlled the government and would scotch any
such mission.*

On December 7, 1948, responding to a move by Auriol to have an exchange
of letters with him on the pattern of Auriol’s exchange with Bao Dai, King Siha-
nouk wrote to High Commissioner Pignon raising again, as Son Ngoc Thanh
had done in 1945, the question of Kampuchea Krom.*” Sihanouk’s initiative got
nowhere. In fact, when the Cambodian government learned of the conclusion of
the Elysée Agreements providing for the incorporation of Cochinchina into Viet-
nam, it sent a delegation to Paris to protest this violation of Khmer Krom rights. It
was not until November 8, 1949, that a treaty granting Cambodia independence
within the French Union was signed.

In Laos, the French were also taking steps in 1949 to normalize their rela-
tions, as a State Department report put it.* A government headed by Prince
Boun Oum, the former Franco-Laotian guerrilla leader in the south, signed a
convention with France on July 19 making Laos a fully equal member of the
French Union. Over the following months France transferred its remaining
powers. Following the split in the Lao Issara government-in-exile in Bangkok,
contacts were made between the French and the Lao Issara members who were
considered moderates. In these contacts, important roles were played by a
French nobleman, Baron Patrick de Surcouf, and by Nhouy Abhay, who crossed
the river and sought out Boun Oum, who took him into his government.* The
French then offered an amnesty to the moderates, who dissolved their govern-
ment-in-exile in October and returned to Vientiane, leaving behind an un-
reconciled Prince Phetsarath.

On February 7, 1950, the United States and Britain accorded diplomatic
recognition to the Kingdoms of Laos and Cambodia. At the end of the year, the
United States opened a legation in Vientiane. Paul L. Guest, the new chargé
d’affaires, recorded his feelings as he tried to look to the future.

By the presence of a Legation, it is my feeling that we Americans
will be able to initiate a friendship and plant a seed that will be remem-
bered for years—somewhat as Lafayette did at the time of the birth of
our own country. Laotians want our help; they need our help. It is my
belief that the efforts, if properly executed, may well be remembered
for many years to come.”

The United States also opened a legation in Phnom Penh.

Internationalization of the War

THE MILITARY STRUGGLE INTENSIFIES
Guerrilla tactics against the French served to prolong the war indefinitely. But
to inflict a decisive defeat on the French, the Viet Minh needed regular troops
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that were well armed, well trained, and well indoctrinated. In Cochinchina,
during the dry season of 1949-1950, Nguyén Binh, who had been sent by the
ICP to replace Tran Van Giau, waged a campaign that in effect passed from
guerrilla warfare to frontal warfare before the French, with difficulty, regained
the oftensive. In Tonkin, the superiority of French forces prohibited such a
transition until the arrival of the Chinese Communists on Vietnam’s border in
December 1949 made it possible. It was another of those “gifts from heaven,”
like the Japanese surrender in August 1945, that the party was to receive on its
long march to power in Indochina.

In Cochinchina, after several months of patient work, Binh succeeded in
forming 15 battalions of chu luc troops recruited from the best of the regional
troops and armed with weapons purchased on the black market in Bangkok and
smuggled overland across Cambodia or by small boats landing in the tidal inlets
of the Mekong Delta. Binh’s force was capable of taking the offensive against
the French. From December 1949 until the following April, Binh launched a
series of large-scale attacks on pinpointed objectives, backed up by well-pre-
pared ambushes on roads leading to the objective. Unlike previous attacks, the
Viet Minh hung on against French counterattacks and inflicted heavy casual-
ties. This offensive began south of Tra Vinh and ended at Soc Trang and Sa Dec
in April. Binh’s mobile mortar squads infiltrated the defenses of Saigon itself
and lobbed shells near two American warships moored in the Saigon River. But
Binh was up against an adversary who understood the psychological and politi-
cal dimensions of the war as well as he did, General Chanson, and finally he had
to withdraw his troops, who had also suffered heavy casualties, into the Plain of
Reeds and other safe bases.

In Central Vietnam, the French managed to contain the operations of sev-
eral Viet Minh regiments operating from the relative safety of isolated coastal
villages, protected by marshes from sudden attack. These forces, under the
command of Nguyén Son, nevertheless managed to maintain a permanent state
of insecurity along Route Coloniale 1. This was the fighting that Bernard Fall
immortalized in his Street without Joy.”!

In December 1949 the Tong Bo sent a Central Committee member, Hoang
Van Hoan, later the DRV’s ambassador to Peking, to strengthen ties with the
Chinese Communist Party. In mid-January 1950, the Chinese People’s Repub-
lic granted formal diplomatic recognition to the DRV, the first state to do so. Ho
Chi Minh himself, after walking 17 days, secretly arrived in China in late Janu-
ary 1950. The Chinese also sent a party liaison representative, Luo Guibo, later
the CPR’s ambassador to the DRV, to Vietnam.”?

From China, Ho continued his secret journey to Moscow, arriving in early
February. The Soviet Union since 1947 had declared itself in favor of support-
ing national liberation movements in Southeast Asia, and in the case of Viet-
nam, since the French Communists had not come to power in France, this new
policy meant support for the Viet Minh. Although Stalin agreed to grant the
DRV diplomatic recognition in response to Ho’s request, his reception of Ho
was by all accounts rather cool. In a telling incident, Ho asked Stalin for an
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autograph on a Soviet magazine, as he had once asked Chennault for an auto-
graph.” Stalin could not refuse but later, suspecting a trick, ordered the secret
police to recover the magazine from Ho’s hotel room.

In April 1950, the Tong Bo formally requested military advisers from the
Chinese. The Chinese responded immediately, ordering the People’s Libera-
tion Army (PLA) to provide advisers at battalion, regiment, and division levels
for a Vietnamese division. In July, some two months before the establishment
of the MAAG in Saigon, the Chinese established the Chinese Military Advisory
Group (CMAG), composed of 79 experienced PLA officers; it was publicly de-
scribed as the “Working Group in Southern China.” It was headed by General
Wei Guoqing, a native of Kwangsi. Wei arrived in Vietnam in early August.

The massive aid in training and supplies thereatter provided by the Chinese
to the Viet Minh allowed the latter to entirely refit their army into a powerful
force capable for the first time of engaging the French Expeditionary Corps in
battle. With the onset of the rains in June 1950, the Viet Minh sent its battalions to
Chinese training camps in the region of Wenshan, Long Tcheou, and Chinggshi.
The troops, without arms, crossed the border on foot and once in China were
transported by truck. Clothed in new uniforms, they followed an intensive train-
ing course for three months under Chinese instructors. The Viet Minh used these
troops to form an entirely new military organization. From 2,000 men, the Viet
Minh regiments rose to 3,578 men. At all echelons, these regiments were hence-
forth supported by heavy equipment, signals, and headquarters units. Some
20,000 men were rotated through this training in 1950 alone. They went to form
the 308th Brigade, as well as the 209th and 174th regiments, recruited from the
Tho people. During this period, according to French sources, the Viet Minh re-
ceived from the Chinese 40,000 rifles, 125 machine guns, 75 mortars, 3,000 boxes
of ammunition, and 870 tons of other supplies.”

Ho was looking for a military success that the Viet Minh could exploit for
political purposes both at home and in France. He suggested to his Chinese
hosts that an attack against French forces holding the towns of Cao Bang and
Lang Son would offer the best opportunity for such a success. He asked that
they send General Chen Geng, whom Ho had met in the 1920s and who had
become a senior PLA commander, to Vietnam to help plan the campaign. Plans
for the Border Campaign, as it became known, were finally approved in late
July. They involved avoiding direct attacks on Cao Bang and Lang Son, which
were both strongly fortified by the French; they relied instead on drawing the
French out into the mountainous terrain and then attacking them as the Chi-
nese had done in the nineteenth century.

The Chinese—Viet Minh plan worked like clockwork. French contingency
plans for the evacuation of Cao Bang had been on the books for more than a
year. They had figured in a famous leaked report by General Revers in 1949, so
the Viet Minh knew all about them. The position at Cao Bang contributed little
to French efforts to cut oft the flow of Chinese supplies to the Viet Minh; be-
cause it was dependent on roads through the mountains that were subject to
Viet Minh ambush, Cao Bang itself had to be supplied by air. Nevertheless, the
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French commanders hesitated to proceed with the planned evacuation, which
was finally scheduled for the beginning of October 1950.

Once the evacuation had been decided, the unwillingness to leave the civil-
ian population to the mercy of revolutionary justice at the hands of Viet Minh
“people’s courts” led to the decision to rely on the roads rather than airlift for
the evacuation. This decision was made in spite of the fact that there was a
useable airfield at Cao Bang and the French air force commander affirmed that
he had sufficient transport aircraft available and could evacuate the garrison in
two days, given a break in the monsoon. Reliance on roads was the fatal tactical
mistake that played into Viet Minh hands, while the main strategic mistake was
to ignore intelligence reports that placed a force of 18 to 20 Viet Minh battal-
ions, including three artillery battalions, in position just inside the Chinese bor-
der facing Cao Bang and Colonial Road 4 leading to Lang Son. The evacuation
was to be conducted by surprise, but surprise was on the side of the Viet Minh;
in spite of the capture of Dong Khe on Colonial Road 4 on September 18 by
two Viet Minh regiments, the French never suspected that their enemy would
attack in force.”

The French columns, whose commanders had been given their orders in
veiled terms and which were burdened by impedimenta, moved at a snail’s pace,
allowing the attackers to get into position. The fighting was a series of am-
bushes on a massive scale. The civilian evacuees from Cao Bang melted into the
jungle, which is what they would have done in any case if they had been left at
home with a minimal amount of warning time. Lang Son, in its turn, was evacu-
ated in panic even though it had not come under attack. When the series of
engagements was over, the French had lost 4,000 of their best men.” Militarily
and psychologically, the French had suftered a major disaster.”

While in Paris recriminations succeeded one another at a rapid pace in the
National Assembly and the artificial debate over negotiations with Ho was re-
vived, notably by Pierre Mendés-France, in Vietnam the disaster of Cao Bang
led to renewed criticism of the slow pace at which France was turning over the
responsibilities that went with independence. It also gave fresh impetus to Bao
Dai’s plan for building a Vietnamese national army, thereby demonstrating that
the Viet Minh’s shock strategy was a two-edged sword.

The sharpest criticism came from the Dai Viet party, which had been re-
vived from its near death in Bac Bo in 1945-1946. The party now called itself
the Popular Nationalist Party (Quoc Gia Binh Dan) and published its own
newspaper, Quoc Dan, which quickly achieved a wide readership. Several party
figures, led by Dr. Phan Huy Quat, minister of education in Bao Dai’s first
government, were to move in and out of office in successive governments. The
newly named governor of Bac Bo, Nguyén Huu Tri, also was an adherent. But
criticism came also from the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao. Tran Trong Kim and
Ng6 Dinh Diem, who were cut from the same cloth, saw nothing good coming
from the manner in which the French were implementing the Elysée Agree-
ments, delaying every step of the way, as was manifest in the Pau conference,
and declined to become officially involved with Bao Dai’s successive govern-
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ments. Diem left his country in August 1950, having obtained permission from
the French to attend the celebration of the Holy Year in Rome. He had been
warned that spring that the Viet Minh had sentenced him to death in absentia. In
Tokyo, Diem visited Prince Cuong De and met an instructor in political science
from the University of California at Los Angeles, Wesley Fishel, who advised him
to plead in the United States for Vietnam’s independence as his best hope.

The Viet Minh’s border campaign extended far to the west as well. There,
in the Thai confederation, the chieftain Deo Van Long, who had heartened Bao
Dai by promising to raise several battalions of volunteers for the national army,
grouped his vastly outnumbered units and prepared to hold on as the French
withdrew from one exposed position after another. Similarly north of the Red
River, the Meo, under their venerable leader Chao Quan Lo, began guerrilla
operations, in which they were expert. The Viet Minh did not push their nu-
merical advantage and gradually faded from view once again.”®

As the military stalemate continued, the liberal sentiments expressed in
1949, and the hopes of a negotiated end to the war that went with them, evapo-
rated. The balance of forces, in any case, was shifting irrevocably to the Viet
Minh side. The longer the war went on, the tighter became the control exer-
cised over the population of large areas of the country by the Viet Minh. Now it
was too late. International events were moving rapidly that would change the
character of the war on both sides.

Bao Dai had headed the government of the State of Vietnam from June
1949 to January 1950. In January 1950, he gave up the prime ministership to
Nguyén Phan Long, who was already foreign and interior minister. On April
27, Tran Van Huu, a wealthy southern landowner and a French citizen, took
over. Huu passed a diplomatic milestone by going to San Francisco to sign the
Japanese peace treaty.

It would take a general who had served Pétain loyally until November 1942
to pull France’s chestnuts out of the fire. General de Lattre de Tassigny, who
assumed command in Indochina in December 1950, set about infusing a new
sense of purpose in his troops. In the judgment of the pre-eminent French his-
torian of the war, such was the effect a single individual could have on a desper-
ate situation, and it does not happen every day.” Nevertheless, de Lattre had no
illusions about the nature of the war; if all went well it would end, he thought,
in a mass desertion from the Viet Minh, not 