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This book is for the soldiers who were sent to die in battle by politicians who have never seen combat.





Preface
• • •

In January 2008, my wife, Eileen, and I took a Vietnam Airlines flight from Hanoi to Dien Bien Phu, the site of the 1954 battle that ended French rule in Indochina. Our two-engine turboprop, made by Aérospatiale to land on short runways, was reminiscent of the U.S.–built Dakotas that the French had used to supply the base more than half a century ago, so that we had a sense of traveling backward in time as well as forward in space. The 187-mile flight took an hour (as against an hour and a half by the Dakotas), over a thick layer of cumulus clouds, until the altitude dropped to reveal rough-hewn mountains, bare-topped and covered with trails leading to hamlets buried in deep ravines.

Swerving to the right, the plane descended over a long valley of rice paddies as smooth and even as golf greens, surrounded by low mountains on three sides and broken up by clusters of dwellings. The spacious valley seemed anomalous in such a craggy landscape, only twenty miles from the Laotian border. At first sight it was understandable that the French had built an air-ground base there, for if the Vietminh had attacked en masse over the plain, ten miles long and five wide, they would have been massacred.

Our plane landed on what had been the French airstrip, now enlarged and made of concrete instead of perforated steel strips, which some inhabitants had recovered to use as fencing for their gardens. At the unassuming, whitewashed airport, clusters of relatives were waiting for arriving passengers. The twice-daily flights seemed to be something of an event in this isolated outpost, which took sixteen hours to reach by road. A young woman we struck up a conversation with told us she wanted to practice her English because she was studying to be an air traffic controller, which seemed a likely profession in this remote locale, still heavily dependent, as it had been during the battle, on transportation and supply by air.

In 1954, the civilian population of Dien Bien Phu was negligible. Today the town itself has a population of nine thousand, while the valley accommodates six times that number. Rows of women wearing conical straw hats can be seen bent over in the paddies, ankle-deep in water, picking rice shoots by hand as they have for centuries. If there is such a thing as military archaeology, Dien Bien Phu is an example of it, for some of the battle sites have been maintained as memorials, while others were obliterated to make way for housing and planting.

Our decrepit hotel was on May 7 Avenue (the date of the French surrender), a four-lane thoroughfare with a well-lit median, though there is little traffic after dark. The avenue was crowded with open-fronted, narrow shops that spilled out onto the teeming life of the sidewalks, so that the pedestrian had to thread his way past the parked motorbikes, spare tires, cases of soft drinks, piles of burlap bags, people eating on the ground from their rice bowls, and dogs rummaging through rubble. Side by side in their cramped spaces, the stores were like a horizontal but decaying department store, selling hardware, construction materials, furniture, cell phones, jackets of imitation leather, and on one block nothing but wedding dresses. Another block was reserved for barbers, who had set their chairs under shade trees and affixed large mirrors to a grated wall. Once they had placed their scissors and combs on low tables, they were in business—unless it rained. One block was lined with lottery ladies, seated behind folding tables, where the tickets were gathered in neat piles by denomination, or spread out like a fan. They recorded every transaction by hand in their account books.

Farther along the avenue a vast outdoor market unfolded, where Meo tribeswomen came down from the mountains, wearing their black costumes and multicolored cummerbunds, their thick black hair in topknots, to sell products ranging from the mundane to the exotic—oranges and tiny apples, indigenous roots, scrawny live turkeys in cages, elixirs in large jars containing snakes and lizards, or filled with dead bees floating in a murky liquid.

History creates its own geological layers, entombing the carnage of warfare under a bustling town. The scenery of battle—the man with a bandaged head being dragged under the arms by two others, the exploding shells forming craters, the staccato crackle of automatic fire drowning out shouts of command, the attacks and counterattacks barely visible through smoke-saturated air, and the knowledge that human life is incidental to both victory and defeat—is all submerged, along with the decayed bodies of the fallen. Now the civilian population attends to its daily needs, so that it never occurs to the children playing hopscotch, or to the mothers haggling over the price of an orange, or to the peasants carrying improbable loads at both ends of a bamboo pole balanced on their shoulders, that with every step they are treading on the fallen who have fertilized the soil.

The panoply of normalcy, with its tidy pleasures and habits, its twin concerns of health and wealth, has superseded the determination and spirit of sacrifice of the combatants who fought and died for a cause they believed in: for the Vietminh, independence from colonial rule; for the French, the pride of the career soldiers doing their job well enough to maintain that rule. The men who survived the battle, which lasted fifty-six days and nights, and the captivity that followed defeat lived through a time of such unimaginable suffering, when every day they saw their comrades killed and wounded, their grief mitigated by the adrenaline rush of remaining alive, that everything they returned to seemed pointless and insipid. One of the outstanding paratroop officers who fought there, Major Pierre Tourret, left the army in disgust after Dien Bien Phu, and found it hard to adjust to civilian life. “Peace is hell” became his catchword, which did not stop him from living into his eighties, preserved in vinegar.

• • •

The point of our visit was to study what was left of the French base, in order to form a clearer idea of how this great airborne battle was fought. When the first troops were dropped in on November 20, 1953, the rationale for the base was threefold: to block the advance of Vietminh troops heading toward Laos; to draw their troops away from the Tonkin (or Red River) Delta, where they seemed to be preparing an offensive; and by providing the base with artillery, tanks, and fighter-bombers, to draw the Vietminh into attacking where they were likely to suffer severe losses.

Eight centers of resistance (CRs) were built in the entrenched camp, all with women’s names, on both sides of the Nam Yum River, which provided drinking water. The river was spanned by a Bailey bridge that is still in use. The airstrip was close by, as were the pits for the 155mm cannon and the tanks. By December 17, the base was operational.

Our guide to what remained of the base was Nguyen Tien Manh (known as Mike), a slight but athletic forty-one-year-old native of Dien Bien Phu. Round-eyed with a pencil mustache and an easy smile that revealed gaps in his teeth, he was familiar with the base’s layout, for his uncle had fought at Dien Bien Phu and had told him that Vietminh losses were far greater than those admitted to. Mike had learned his English during four years in the Vietnamese army, but since his teacher was a fellow soldier, I found his accent hard to decipher, though Eileen did much better. Mike recruited a four-wheel-drive Toyota and a driver to reach the strong-points, on many of which only a marker remained. We explored them over a period of four days, starting with Eliane 2. Preserved as a memorial, it was not the highest, but it was the most massive and elaborate, looming like a mastodon over the center of town, behind May 7 Avenue. It was three-sided, with two steep sides and one gentle slope known as the Champs-Elysées, where Vietminh assaults had been mowed down by French machine guns. In some places, the four rows of barbed wire that had surrounded it were preserved, which reminded me of James Dickey’s comment: “All that is needed to understand World War I in its philosophical and historical meaning is to examine the barbed wire—a single strand will do—and to meditate on who made it, what it is for, why it is like it is.” The similarities between World War I and Dien Bien Phu were obvious: trench warfare and barbed wire.

Eliane 2 was the site of the residence built by the former French provincial governor, and his fortified masonry cellar, used by the defenders as their command post, had been maintained, as had the French gun emplacements and trenches, cemented to prevent erosion. At the summit, a damaged French tank presided as a forlorn symbol of Vietminh victory, near a marble monument giving the names of the units that finally took the strongpoint. As Eileen photographed the tank, a group of Vietnamese army officers happened by. When she asked them to pose in front of the tank, they cheerfully complied.

Of the other Elianes, two had been cut back for housing, and only Eliane 1 and 4 were still intact, though they were now overgrown with high bushes, and were so steep that I wondered how the Vietminh could have climbed them while firing and cutting through the barbed wire. At the top, there were markers, again giving the dates of their downfall and the units that took them.

North of the Elianes rose Dominique 2, the highest of the strongpoints at 1,650 feet, with a flat top and a good view of the entire battlefield and the mountains beyond, where General Vo Nguyen Giap’s divisions were hidden. This was another essential hill that had to be held, and again it was so steep that one wondered how Giap had managed, although Mike sprinted up it like a cross-country runner.

From the Dominiques, on a winding, muddy road, it was about half a mile to the northernmost CR, Béatrice, with its four positions on three hills separated by gullies. Located between a marshy loop of the Nam Yum and RP41, a twisting mountain road, which followed the river eastward, Béatrice guarded access to the valley from the northeast, between the river and the road. Positioned midway from the right flank of Gabrielle and the left flank of Dominique, it was supposed to protect both and was manned by a unit of elite Legionnaires.

The hills, cleared of undergrowth during the battle, were now once again mantled with thick bushes and trees. A concrete stairway had recently been built up the steepest hill, at the top of which the deep concrete bunkers of the Legionnaires remained intact, and there was a carved pink stone memorial showing the heroic Vietminh fighters. It was on Béatrice that one of Giap’s men was killed when he blocked the aperture of a machine-gun emplacement with his body, or so Mike told us.

The northernmost CR of Gabrielle was reached after a steep five-hundred-yard hike from the road. The sandbag fortifications still piled there were a reminder that the strongpoint held by Algerian fusiliers had been carelessly built.

Directly across from Gabrielle there was a meticulously tended Vietminh cemetery. The long rows of tombstones were unmarked, but families who arrive with bouquets are shown a registry of names and the corresponding locations of the graves. Fifty-four years after the battle, the six hundred graves were freshly flowered.

Having covered the eastern and northern perimeters, we explored those to the west. Of the four connected hills forming Anne-Marie, one remained. The others had been razed to build an elementary school with a walled courtyard. The remaining hill was a reddish sandstone, with deep gullies and little vegetation. Several sides were nearly vertical, but one of the slopes was gentle enough to climb. From the top you could see the forest to the west from which the Vietminh had attacked.

As we descended from Anne-Marie, schoolchildren ran out of the courtyard and surrounded us, smiling and saying hello. They were neatly dressed and healthy-looking (one rarely sees an overweight Vietnamese), and eager to be photographed. To see a schoolyard filled with bright, contented children where a bloody battle had once been fought was a pleasant surprise.

To reach the five strongpoints of Huguette, built to protect the airstrip, we had to drive around the extended runway along a back road lined with wrecks of French guns and armored vehicles, the debris of battle, in front of which a small but busy outdoor market drew crowds of shoppers. Off the road we came to rice paddies where the Huguettes had been. There was nothing left but a damaged tank, its 75mm cannon disconsolately drooping, and the customary marker.

To get to the tank we had to cross several paddies over one-foot-wide glutinous berms separating one paddy from the other. The man working the paddies, who wore a pith helmet, showed us the way. Eileen stayed on terra firma while Mike sped along in the lead, and I fell behind, lurching like a tightrope walker. The man with the pith helmet helped me keep my equilibrium. At one point he took my hand and studied it palm-down. When he saw the liver spots, he asked how old I was. I said seventy-five. “This old, old man,” the paddy farmer exclaimed. We reached the mangled tank and the marker explaining when and how it had been hit. We had a good view of the airstrip and the lawn that bordered it, where water buffalo grazed. Mike explained that they served the purpose of lawn mowers.

Heading south toward the last outpost, Isabelle, the valley broadened into green acres of rice shoots. This was flat land where the tanks of Isabelle could best maneuver. On the way, we passed a carved stone monument to the inhabitants of Noong Nhai, a hamlet where on April 25, 1954, French bombers killed 444 civilians, most of them women and children. The French said it was a mistake. The Vietnamese say it was in reprisal because the male inhabitants were fighting in the Vietminh ranks. The monument depicted the contorted faces of the victims.

Of the important outpost of Isabelle, the last to surrender, nothing remained but a marker. With a garrison of two thousand men defending five strongpoints, Isabelle was built on flat ground, but it was well constructed and well armed with one third of Dien Bien Phu’s artillery and tanks.

• • •

Having covered all of Dien Bien Phu’s strongpoints, there were two final but essential battle sites to examine: the bunkers where the generals who commanded the rival armies had planned the strategies that led to the French surrender.

Giap’s had been dug into a mountain twenty-five miles northwest of Dien Bien Phu, Castries’ was a deep fortified trench at the center of the headquarters post. Both had been maintained by the Vietnamese as they were during the battle.

Castries’ bunker, a short distance from the Bailey bridge, was all that remained of the crowded Claudine center of resistance, except for wrecked tanks and artillery, and shell craters filled with garbage. One of the destroyed 105mm howitzers had a marking that said USA 1943.

Rising a few feet aboveground was a sixty-foot-long and twenty-four-foot-wide roof, a semicircle of corrugated steel, able to withstand mortar and 105mm shells. The roof was surrounded by a ten-foot-deep trench. Near the bunker stood a bas-relief of Castries, bareheaded and bowed, with his hands clasped in front of him, surrendering on May 7, 1954.

Steep steps led down to a narrow entrance. The seven-foot-high ceiling was made from perforated steel strips used for the runway. A series of rooms opened on both sides of the central aisle. The walls were made of heavy lumber covered with bamboo. In one room Castries slept and kept a bathtub. There was no toilet or running water, but water was brought in from outside. In another room stood a folding table where Castries ate and in the evening played bridge with his staff officers. Here he also kept his wine cellar, for which the bunker was the right temperature.

Other rooms were used for his office and for staff meetings. Some of the maps drawn up during the battle were still on the walls. Aside from positional maps, there was a “Map of Losses,” with separate columns for the killed, the wounded, and the unaccounted for. The troops were divided by “Races: European, North African, African, Autochtone [Vietnamese], and Legionnaires,” as if the Foreign Legion were a race apart; the majority were in fact German.

In the “First Period,” from November 21, 1953, to March 12, 1954, a time of skirmishes before the real battle began, there were 151 killed, 797 wounded, and 89 unaccounted for, a total of 1,037.

In the “Second Period,” from March 13 to May 5, two days before the surrender, there were 1,142 killed, 4,436 wounded, and 1,605 unaccounted for, a total of 7,183. Many of the latter were deserters known as the “Rats of Nam Yum,” who improvised shantytowns on the high banks of the river and survived by scavenging supplies dropped by parachute and stripping neglected corpses.

Our visit to Giap’s bunker was particularly evocative. The road, RP41, was being widened, and construction was well under way, though we drove through rain-rutted stretches of dirt to pavement and back again, bumping over mounds of asphalt used for resurfacing. In the valley below, houses on stilts bordered the river and white birds flew over cassava fields. Rice paddies had been dug into the sides of mountains in terraces, defying gravity. Mike pointed out a narrow path on the other side of the valley, dug by hand into the mountain, where hundreds of coolies had pulled heavy weapons to their emplacements in 1954.

As we reached Giap’s headquarters, the road improved and we entered a forest where cutting down a tree could lead to arrest, for it was a designated ecological and historical zone. At the base of the hill stood a guardhouse, where a steep pebble-cemented path rose to the bunker, across a series of three-log bridges with no railings over gurgling streams. Mike thought the climb would be too much for Eileen, and she stayed behind against her better instincts.

At the top of the hill stood a modest house with a thatched roof and walls, and windows that closed with wooden panels. On entering, there was a cot on the left for a sentry and another on the right for Giap. In the main room stood a long bamboo table for briefings with a bench on each side made of split bamboo trunks. Farther on, near a thin torrent, were houses on stilts, where the headquarters staff and the Chinese advisers were barracked. A sixty-foot-long dormitory was fitted with bunk beds for soldiers.

The heart of the headquarters was a three-hundred-yard-long tunnel cut into the side of the mountain. Not unlike Castries’ bunker, it had offices and rooms for staff meetings, with electricity, and a transmission center that had a direct link to China. In the kitchen, two clay stoves were equipped with exhausts that blew out smoke horizontally so it could not be seen from above.

French planes were unable to locate Giap’s well-hidden headquarters, and it was never bombed. The meeting rooms in the tunnel had maps on the walls showing the locations of Vietminh units, artillery, and antiaircraft emplacements, as well as detailed maps of the French strongpoints. But there was no summary of Vietminh losses, like the precise accounting in Castries’ bunker. Giap was secretive regarding casualties, which the French estimated at twenty thousand.

In the meantime, Eileen, still at the foot of the hill, noticed two couples in their sixties coming down followed by four young local girls. She asked one of the women if the climb was difficult. “My husband has bad knees and here he is. The girls helped and we gave them a fifty-dollar Indonesian note.” Bad knees maybe, Eileen thought, but the husband looked like a wrestler, bald and thick through the chest. The other man was slighter, an aging preppy in his blue button-down oxford shirt and khakis. He asked Eileen where she was from. New York, she said. “You’ve come halfway around the world to see this,” the man said, “and we’re the victors here.” The bald man said, as if apologizing for his friend: “It’s all over. We have peace now.”

The bald man’s wife said, “Take the kids. They’ll get you there.” The oldest girl, about twelve, whose name was Fong, told Eileen, “You come to Giap’s, you come,” and they started up the hill, holding her hands and laughing, then gripping them as they helped her across the five bothersome log bridges. They were so young, Eileen thought, but their hands were already calloused. And they were so guileless and cheerful that she trusted them to keep her out of the mountain streams. And soon she joined Mike and me in Giap’s tunnel. More for fun than profit, the girls operated an informal ferry service up the hill.

The button-down man was right, when he said, “We’re the victors here.” A people’s army of Vietnamese peasants had crushed renowned battalions of combat-tested professional soldiers. Our reason for touring the base was to get a clearer idea of how a contained battle in a remote valley on the Laotian border ended French colonial rule in Indochina. A clearer idea of this ancient land of jungles and mountains, whose tectonic shocks were caused not by the earth’s drift but by repeated invasion, and whose people were put into peonage not by natural disasters but by the whim of the colonizer. Dien Bien Phu, however, was but the final act in a long chain of events, the culmination of a protracted war that began in June 1940 with the fall of France.

On the day we left, we were waiting for the afternoon plane from Hanoi at the crowded airport when it started to rain. They announced a delay in the incoming flight that would take us out. Deep apprehension seized us. We did not want to stay one minute longer than we had to. No one wants to be stuck in a place where they don’t belong. We sweated out the two-hour delay. But in those two hours we began to feel what every French soldier there had felt once the base was encircled and could only be reached by parachute drops—the insurmountable dread of entrapment.
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Author’s Note
• • •

My interest in the Indochina war goes back to 1956, when I was serving in the French army. I was a conscript named Sanche de Gramont, a second lieutenant. The two sergeants in my colonial infantry platoon outside the Algerian town of Medea had fought in northern Vietnam and were fond of reminiscing. In 1957 I was transferred to Algiers, where I served on the staff of the paratroop commander General Jacques Massu, another Indochina veteran. I met Marcel Bigeard, one of the major figures of Dien Bien Phu, and Yves Godard, a battalion commander in northern Vietnam. They both said, “We lost Indochina, we’re not going to lose this one.” But they were going against the tide of history.

In 1963 I was sent to Saigon by the New York Herald Tribune to cover the fall of Ngo Dinh Diem. Arriving cold, I was befriended by two outstanding reporters: David Halberstam, with whom I had covered the Katanga war in 1961, and Robert Shaplen, a Southeast Asia veteran who wrote for The New Yorker. It happened that Shaplen was in love with my cousin, Marguerite de Gramont, who shuttled in and out of Saigon bringing medical supplies to the Vietnamese. In 1966 I was living in Paris and ran into Halberstam, whom I invited to dinner. He brought along Bernard Fall, who had just published Hell in a Very Small Place and was generous with his insights. Fall was off to Saigon the next day, to cover the American war. Not long after, he was killed on a patrol with U.S. troops.

In 1967 and 1968, when I was writing for The New York Times Magazine, I met two of the top figures at the Geneva Conference that followed the defeat at Dien Bien Phu: Pierre Mendès France and Georges Bidault. Mendès France had become prime minister after the defeat at Dien Bien Phu and ended the deadlock at Geneva. In 1967, after many ups and downs, he was running for a parliamentary seat in the mountainous Isère Department, where it’s subzero in the winter. It’s thanks to Mendès France that I’m deaf in one ear. Every profession has its occupational hazards, and I caught otitis following him around stumping in the mountains.

As for Bidault, he had been foreign minister during the battle, and head of the French delegation at Geneva, until Mendès France became premier in June 1954. When de Gaulle came to power in 1958, Bidault turned against him and was charged with conspiracy. When I interviewed him in 1968, he was living in Belgium, still fiery and unrepentant.

When Rob Cowley, the military historian and editor, asked me to write a book on the battle, I started looking at sources. I found that in France there was a vast literature of regimental memoirs, collections of letters home, and personal reminiscences that had been published in the last ten years. In Hanoi, I found many volumes by Vietminh participants, available in French. In Dien Bien Phu, photographs of the battle from the Vietminh side were on sale at the Military History Museum. Much new information has also come out in the United States on America’s involvement in the battle, and on China’s support of the Vietminh; the message traffic of the Chinese and Soviet delegations at Geneva has also been released. I felt that this wealth of fresh material justified a new account of the battle.
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ACT I
The First Partition of Vietnam
• • •


Sometime or other, before the day is over, just as a matter of fact in straightening myself out, I’d like to try and find out just what it was, and why it was, that Indochina seemed to move from an idea which President Roosevelt had when he was alive that the French were not going to end up back in Indochina, and then sometime or other in 1945 they ended up. I don’t know how they got there or what happened or what was done.

DEAN ACHESON, May 15, 1954, at the Princeton seminar he conducted after leaving the State Department



• • •

THIS ALL BEGAN when President Franklin Delano Roosevelt initially decided not to run for a third term in 1940. On May 8, Assistant Secretary of State Adolf Berle wrote in his diary: “It is understood that Roosevelt, unless the situation changes, will wait until the last minute and then issue a statement in favor of Mr. Hull.” FDR was planning to endorse Secretary of State Cordell Hull for the nomination in July at the Democratic Convention in Chicago, before retiring to the life of a country gentleman in Hyde Park.

He had a compelling reason not to run, as he told the Nebraska senator George Norris: “I am tied down to this chair day after day and month after month. I can’t stand it any longer. I can’t go on with it.” He was only fifty-eight, but he was exhausted, imprisoned in his wheelchair, his withered legs the size of the crutches he used to get in and out of cars, and he smoked too many cigarettes. He spoke with enthusiasm about moving his papers to Hyde Park, where he would write twenty-six articles for Collier’s at $75,000 a year. He told his visitors that he’d had enough and Hull was the man.

By mid-May, however, the panzers had crossed the Meuse, demolishing the fortifications that extended the Maginot Line. On May 16, Berle revised his appraisal: “I really think the question of whether Mr. Roosevelt will run or not is being settled somewhere on the banks of the Meuse River … He does not want to run unless circumstances are so grave that he considers it essential for the country’s safety.… My private opinion is that circumstances are drafting him.… They are very likely to give us another four years for the President,” breaking with the two-term tradition.

In early June, FDR’s outspoken secretary of the interior, Harold Ickes, told him that Hull would make a poor candidate and a poor president. FDR said that Hull would be a different kind of president: It should not be forgotten that Woodrow Wilson had known nothing about government prior to his election. Others told FDR that Hull was inept and that his wife, Frances, was Jewish. But at a White House banquet, the president sat next to her and told her to get used to such affairs.

The unexpectedly swift fall of France changed Roosevelt’s mind. By mid-June, Marshal Henri Philippe Pétain formed a government and asked Hitler for an armistice. If the French had stopped the Huns, the war might have ended, but England was next, which meant the continuation of American involvement. The issue now was democracy against fascism.

As late as June 20, however, FDR assured Hull that he backed him. Finally, on July 3, after the Republican Convention, which nominated Wendell Willkie, FDR told Hull he was running. Hull said he understood. On July 16, at the Democratic Convention, Senator Alben Barkley of Kentucky read a letter from the president saying he wanted to retire. Cries of “We want Roosevelt” arose, and on July 17, FDR was overwhelmingly nominated. He developed a pronounced animus against France, which he thought did not deserve to keep her colonial empire.

The Commissary Line

Among the war’s unforeseen chain of events, who could have imagined that the fall of France in June 1940 would be one of the decisive factors in the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941. By 1938, in its war with China, the Japanese had taken Canton, the major port and trading center of South China, while Chiang Kai-shek had retreated westward to Chungking. Canton was up the Pearl River from Hong Kong, with the Indochina port of Haiphong five hundred miles to the west. It was at Haiphong that the bulk of Chiang’s military supplies arrived. From the port, they were loaded onto the French-built Haiphong railroad, which lumbered northward across the Chinese border to the old walled city of Kunming, the capital of Yunnan Province. It was vital for the Japanese to choke off Chiang’s supply line.

Japan cast an angry eye toward Indochina, which allowed unfettered transit. The French colony was but a minor appendage to the south of the immense Chinese landmass, with a five-hundred-mile border with China and a thousand-mile coastline, seemingly glued as an afterthought to the Southeast Asian subcontinent of Burma and Thailand. To this barbell-shaped tail of China now known as Vietnam (the bells being Tonkin and Cochinchina, with the bar of Annam at one point only thirty-one miles wide), were added Laos and Cambodia: in all, an area about the size of Italy, mostly mountains and jungle, except for two fertile deltas, the Red River in the north and the Mekong in the south. These rice-rich floodplains provided the staple for twenty million natives, known as Annamites, while fifty thousand French colons skimmed the cream off an economy based on rubber, coal, tin, and tungsten.

There is a Japanese saying that crisis and opportunity are a couple. In September 1939, when Hitler invaded Poland, Japan saw an opportunity. The Japanese complained to the French about the shipment of war matériel from Haiphong to Kunming to support the Chiang regime. The French replied that since war had not been declared between Japan and China, shipments would not be halted. To show their displeasure, the Japanese bombed the railway line.

By June 1940, when panzer divisions were advancing on Paris, about 10,000 tons of war supplies were being shipped monthly from Haiphong to Kunming, and a backlog of 125,000 tons were piled up in the port’s warehouses. As France collapsed, Marshal Pétain asked for an armistice on June 16. Three days later, the Japanese government presented the French ambassador in Tokyo with a demand that all shipments of war matériel from Haiphong cease and that a Japanese control commission be allowed into the port to ensure compliance.

The governor-general of Indochina, who had to respond to the Japanese demand, was General Georges Catroux, a distinguished officer who had fought in World War I. In 1940, Catroux was anti-German and pro-British, but when he asked for help from the British, the silence was deafening. He had no choice but to submit to the Japanese. Vichy’s puppet government dismissed him in July, not because he had given in but because he was considered disloyal.

Pétain replaced Catroux with an obedient sailor, Admiral Jean Decoux, anti-British with fascist tendencies, who considered the Annamites a subject people. Just as Pétain collaborated with the Nazis in France, Decoux gave in to Japanese demands on Indochina. The Japanese occupation was incremental. On August 1, 1940, they demanded the right of transit for their troops throughout Indochina, the use of airfields, and an economic agreement that turned out to be somewhat one-sided. Each time Vichy submitted to Japanese demands, new ones were made, much like a kidnap-and-ransom scheme. On September 22, 1940, a revised agreement provided for more Japanese airfields in Tonkin; permission to station 6,000 troops; and the right of transit of up to 25,000 troops through Tonkin to China. On September 27, Japan signed the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy, which tied its operations in the Pacific with theirs in Europe to form the Axis.

Indochina was the first of many colonies occupied by the Japanese in Southeast Asia, as part of a secret program adopted in October 1940 called the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere. Co-prosperity meant that the Japanese plundered the raw materials of the lands they invaded, among them Malaya, Singapore, British Borneo, the Dutch East Indies, the Philippines, Siam, and Indochina. But since Indochina was ruled by the Vichy regime, while the other colonies were governed by the British, the Dutch, or the Americans, the Japanese allowed the French administration to remain in place. France was tractable and saved Japan from employing their already stretched manpower in occupation duties.

The Japanese army called Indochina a “commissary line,” which meant that its troops in China could be supplied from there, and also that the rice from Indochina would be used to feed them, while Japanese vehicles would roll on Indochinese rubber. Thus, in late 1940, the Japanese confiscated facilities necessary for the pursuit of war, from coal mines to rubber plantations to lumber factories. Vichy did not protest, for its aim was to maintain the colonial status quo until the war was over.

We Mustn’t Push Japan Too Much

In Washington, FDR’s cabinet was divided over the president’s Japan policy. His secretaries of war, the interior, and the treasury—respectively Henry Stimson, Harold Ickes, and Henry Morgenthau—were opposed to letting Japan buy U.S. oil, scrap iron, and steel. His secretary of state, Cordell Hull, as well as Hull’s number two, Sumner Welles, were involved in delicate negotiations with the Japanese, which could be disrupted by bans on exports. The other three felt that the president was “coddling the Japs.”

In July 1940, Ickes noted in his diary that the “glacially lofty Sumner Welles objected strenuously to putting petroleum products and scrap iron on the list for licenses.” Ickes was irate. This was a time when oil for Spain was being transshipped to German U-boats right at the Spanish docks, while Japan had contracted for all the airplane gasoline on the Pacific coast for immediate delivery. Stimson warned FDR that the Japanese were trying to corner the aviation-fuel market.

On August 16, FDR told Morgenthau that “we mustn’t push Japan too much or she’ll take the Dutch East Indies,” which had plenty of oil. But Ickes pointed out that if the Japanese came in, the Dutch would blow up their wells and refineries. Morgenthau kept himself informed on Indochina, where the French had caved in by signing a pact on September 22 that allowed Japanese troops to move in. Morgenthau noted in his diary: “Hull is out on a limb. He has twice scolded Japan if she goes into Indochina.”

When the Japanese signed the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy on September 27, calling it a defensive alliance, Hull said: “That’s like Jesse James and Cole Younger going into an alliance for self-defense.” He seemed to be firming up.

But Hull still held back on interdicting scrap iron to Japan. He said the situation was delicate and the Japanese might take over Indochina at any time. Ickes felt that by selling them oil and scrap “we have made it possible to continue their career of aggression.”

Finally, on September 29, 1940, FDR embargoed shipments of steel and scrap iron. But oil was still flowing. Morgenthau thought it was too little, too late. Ickes was convinced that Hull wouldn’t do anything about oil until his hand was forced. Hull was “useless,” Ickes wrote in his diary.

After FDR’s election to a third term, Ickes was named petroleum coordinator for national defense. He was increasingly incensed that the United States was shipping oil and gasoline to Japan while rationing “our own people.” On June 8, 1941, he told the president that the press was raising hell. FDR said, “Give Cordell a few more days.” Ickes felt that Hull was being gulled by the Japanese.

On June 22, Ickes learned that more than two thousand barrels of lubricating oil were being sent to Japan aboard one of their tankers, which was docked in Philadelphia, at a time when U.S. plants could not meet their own needs. Ickes boiled over, and had the shipment held up. FDR “pinned my ears back,” he wrote in his diary, for not consulting with the State Department. The president told Ickes that the United States and Japan were engaged in delicate negotiations. Furthermore, he saw oil as an integral part of foreign policy, not to be messed with by Ickes.

By this time, Hitler had invaded Russia, forcing Japan to make a difficult decision. Should they also attack Russia, from the Siberian side, or should they prepare to invade the colonies of Southeast Asia, using Indochina as an advance base, so they could assure their supply of raw materials in case of war with Britain and the United States? In his ongoing talks FDR was aware of the disconnect between the Japanese government, still working through diplomacy, and the Imperial Army, which was preparing for war. On July 1, 1941, he informed Ickes that “the Japs are having a real drag-down and knock-out fight among themselves … trying to decide which way they are going to jump—attack Russia, attack the South Seas … or whether they will sit on the fence and be more friendly with us.… It is terribly important for the control of the Atlantic for us to help keep the peace in the Pacific. I simply have not got enough Navy to go around—and every little episode in the Pacific means fewer ships in the Atlantic.” At this point, FDR was still trying to avoid war with Japan. But in July the situation changed dramatically.

Those Two Fellows Looked Like a Pair of Sheep-Killing Dogs

On July 20, 1941, FDR received some alarming information, thanks to the magic intercepts, and told Ickes: “I would not be surprised if Japan should invade Indochina tomorrow. From Indochina, Japan could strike either at the Dutch East Indies or at Singapore or Burma. If they should strike successfully at Burma, it would mean the closing of the Burma Road, which is the last means of getting war supplies into China.”

“Once again I raised the question of shipping oil to Japan,” Ickes noted. “The president indicated that if Japan went overboard, we would ship no more oil.… We have gallantly pursued our appeasement toward Japan to the furthest possible point.”

But FDR knew what Ickes did not—that on July 12, the Japanese ambassador to Vichy had presented new demands: the permission to dispatch land, sea, and air forces to southern Indochina; the occupation of eight air and two naval bases there; and the withdrawal of some French garrisons, their bases be occupied by the Japanese. Hull told the British ambassador to the United States, Lord Halifax: “They are now in possession of the whole of France’s strategic province, pointing like a pudgy thumb towards the Philippines, Malaya, and the Dutch East Indies.” FDR made one final stab at keeping the Japanese out of the south. On July 23, Sumner Welles told Japan’s ambassador to the United States, Kichisaburo Nomura, that Japanese oil would be embargoed, since there was no basis for further talks. Nomura replied that an embargo of oil would “inflame Japanese public opinion.” On July 24, FDR asked Nomura to withdraw Japanese troops from Indochina, which would then be regarded as neutral. The State Department denounced the Japanese invasion of the south as a move to establish bases for further conquests.

The president, who had been assistant secretary of the navy during World War I, loved to look at maps, and when he looked at a map of Southeast Asia he saw at once that Japanese bases in southern Vietnam were launching pads to attack Singapore, Sumatra, and Borneo, and threaten the Philippines.

On July 26, FDR froze all Japanese funds, to take effect August 1. Between July 1940 and July 1941, the United States had exported (to Japan and others) four million barrels of high-octane gasoline and ten million barrels of oil. In a single week in Los Angeles, Japanese tankers loaded four hundred thousand barrels. As of August 1, 1941, they would be unable to pay for more imports.

On July 27, Ickes noted in his diary: “Apparently France has been bluffed into letting Japan in effect take over Indochina. The reason given publicly was that Indochina required defense from the rapacious English, and since she was not in a position herself to defend Indochina, Japan was requested to go in to perform that Christian and charitable task.”

Ickes wondered if FDR would fully enforce the freeze. “The president still unwilling to draw the noose tight,” he wrote. “He thought it might be better to slip the noose around Japan’s neck and give it a jerk now and then.” On August 3, he received a call from Assistant Secretary of State Dean Acheson, who told him that FDR had signed the order barring the sale of high-octane aviation gasoline to the Japanese. Ickes was gratified that Hull was now taking a tougher line. Hull was saying that “nothing would stop them except force.”

On December 3, FDR told Morgenthau that “he had the Japanese running around like a lot of wet hens, after he had asked them why they were sending so many military, naval, and air forces into Indochina.” The wet hens, however, had decided in September that if their demands were not met in Washington, they would go to war. In mid-October, the warmongering Hideki Tojo was named prime minister.

On Sunday, December 7, 1941, Ickes attended the 2 P.M. cabinet meeting, where FDR said he had queried the Japanese regarding troops in Siam and along the Burma Road. “We are asked to believe,” Ickes noted, “that Japan has troops in Indochina with the consent of the Vichy government and is anxious to guard against an attack by China.… It is suspected that Japan has many more troops in Indochina than the Vichy government agreed to be sent there. I believe the number agreed upon was 25,000.”

Later that day the news came that the Japanese still had enough aviation gasoline to bomb Pearl Harbor, killing 2,344 Americans and sinking or damaging at anchor all those battleships named after states—among them the Arizona, the Nevada, the Pennsylvania, the Tennessee, the West Virginia. Fortunately they missed the carrier fleet, which was out to sea.

In 1941, Cordell Hull was seventy and not a well man. He suffered from diabetes and tuberculosis, and was often absent in times of crisis. On November 27 and 28, and again from December 1 to 3, he was bedridden. But on December 7 at 2 P.M., he was sitting in his office, awaiting the arrival of two Japanese envoys. For months he had been engaged in hollow negotiations with the special envoy Saburo Kurusu and Ambassador Nomura, patiently listening to their lies, as they lavished upon him assurances of good faith. They were sitting in his office when FDR phoned with news of the attack. Finally Hull’s anger exploded and he called them “scoundrels and pissants.” He told them: “In all my 50 years of public service I have never seen such infamous falsehoods and distortion.” He told Lord Halifax the next day: “Those two fellows looked like a pair of sheep-killing dogs.”

I Never Received a Greater Shock

There was no attempt by the Japanese to occupy any part of Hawaii, which was twice the distance from Japan as it was from San Francisco. The objective was to destroy the U.S. fleet, giving Japan a freer hand to establish a defense perimeter in the Pacific that stretched south from Burma and Malaya, across the four-thousand-mile-long barrier of the Dutch East Indies, and northward to the Philippines.

The answer to the president’s question of why the Japanese were sending so many forces to Indochina was, in the words of a Japanese general, that it was “the pivot point of a folding fan” to attack Southeast Asia. Their aim was to expel the British, the Dutch, and the United States from their colonies and protectorates. Faced with the prospect of economic isolation, not only would they control the raw materials in these oil-and-rubber-rich possessions but they would launch an “Asia for the Asians” movement. Only the French would be allowed to remain, governed by the collaborationist Vichy regime.

The lightning offensive that followed Pearl Harbor threw the Allies into confusion. It was no spur-of-the-moment operation. The Japanese had been training and preparing for six months. They seemed suddenly to be all over the Pacific, with a mighty array of battle-ready troops, ships, and planes. Their principal advance base was Indochina, where they had massed their troops, docked their ships, and parked their bombers, within range of Malaya and Burma.

A few days after Pearl Harbor, from bases on nearby Taiwan, the Japanese invaded the northernmost major island in the Philippines, Luzon. General Douglas MacArthur held out in the southernmost island of Mindanao until March, and then left for Australia. The Japanese aim was to expel the Americans from the South Pacific and protect their eastern flank.

Next came the assault on the British. On December 6, a large Japanese naval force steamed out of Saigon into the South China Sea toward Malaya’s eastern coast and the troops came ashore in landing craft at the undefended town of Singora. In the meantime, the 22nd Air Flotilla, based near Saigon, took off with eighty-eight bombers on December 9 and found a British fleet off Singapore. They sank the Repulse and the Prince of Wales, the fleet’s prize battleships. A thousand crew members were lost. When he got the news, Churchill later wrote, “in all the war I never received a greater shock.”

On December 18, three Japanese divisions, based on nearby Formosa, attacked the island of Hong Kong, off the coast of China. The British and Canadian garrison held out for a week but ran out of water and surrendered on Christmas Day.

In early 1942, the Japanese landed three divisions and proceeded down the long Malayan neck toward Singapore at the tip, beating the outgunned and outmaneuvered British and Australians back with a mixture of tank attacks and jungle fighting. The British fortress was on an island separated by a narrow strait. The British, expecting seaborne attacks, were not prepared for an assault on the land side. The big guns were pointed at the sea in fixed emplacements, and there were no fortifications or cannons landward. “I saw before me,” Churchill later wrote, “the hideous spectacle of an almost naked island.” Only a moat half a mile wide separated the British defenders from the Japanese.

In February the Japanese came out of the jungle before the fortress, which was crowded with an army of eighty-five thousand, the garrison plus the troops that had been beaten back. Their long retreat and the shocking conditions inside the fortress and the city behind it led to low morale. They were running out of food and water, disease was spreading, and the city streets were piled with unburied dead. On February 14, the tragic devoir of demolition began. The big guns and antiaircraft guns were destroyed, and the aviation-gasoline dumps were blown up. On February 15, Singapore surrendered. This was called the greatest disaster in British history since Yorktown.

The domino theory applied to the Japanese offensive. It was only a few miles across the Strait of Malacca from Singapore to Sumatra. Once Singapore fell, the Dutch East Indies were next.

With every advance, the Japanese consolidated their gains by establishing air bases from which they could hit the next target. Then the troops were leapfrogged to the next beachhead. Never did these troops go beyond the range of their air cover. This was the strategy that had been refined for months, while the British were entrenched in their meager garrisons.

At the same time that the battle for Singapore was raging, the Japanese were invading Siam via Indochina and moving toward the border with Burma. They bombed the capital, Rangoon, in late December. The British, after blowing up the oil refineries, retreated in good order in early March. By April, Japan found itself the conqueror of a vast Pacific domain, from which it had expelled all the colonial powers but the French.

During the time they occupied these newly conquered territories, the Japanese kindled nationalist feelings and encouraged independence movements. The Philippines, under benign U.S. tutelage since 1898, was granted independence in 1946. Burma became a republic in 1948. The Dutch East Indies became Indonesia in 1949. Malaya and the British slice of Borneo became a federation in 1948.

The only territory to remain under colonial rule was French Indochina, where the Japanese had allowed the helpful Vichy French to remain. Their occupation strategy went through three stages. First, in June 1940, they cut off the supplies transiting from the port of Haiphong to the Chinese city of Kunming. A year later, they turned Indochina into a “commissary line,” to provide rice, rubber, and other commodities for their troops. Finally, when the United States shut the oil spigot in July 1941 and froze their assets, the Japanese implemented their plan to oust the Allies from Southeast Asia. This gave them access to the oil they needed to pursue the war. It was the invasion of Japanese troops into southern Indochina that led FDR to act, which created a chain reaction. Aggression led to sanctions, and sanctions led to further aggression. Deprived of U.S. oil, the Japanese, while pretending to negotiate, had decided that their only alternative was to invade Southeast Asia and bomb Pearl Harbor. They gambled that the “weak American democracy” would not wage war. The success of Japanese operations in Southeast Asia was made possible by the complicity of the Vichy regime in Hanoi, which allowed Japan to turn the colony into a military base. At the same time, the arrangement with the Japanese allowed the French to hang on in Indochina. The United States, which had two major theaters to contend with, did not for the moment concern itself with Indochina.

Asia for the Asians

Vietnam was a land of villages, whose fields, irrigated by the nourishing silt of the deltas, produced two rice crops a year, after labor-intensive planting and harvesting. The iconic scene: a peasant wearing his conical hat, bent over a wooden plough pulled by a water buffalo. Each village, surrounded by a bamboo wall, was a self-contained entity, with its mutual-aid society for matters such as funerals, as well as craft guilds and clubs.

The colonial system created two unequal societies with a chronic inability to understand each other. The fifty thousand French saw all that they had done for the locals—the number of educated Annamites, the roads and harbors that brought them so many fine French products. The twenty-three million Vietnamese saw what colonization had done to them—the high rate of illiteracy and the forced labor, known as corvées, to build and repair the roads “for their own good.” The government monopoly that taxed salt, one of the few staples the villages could not produce, made it ten times as expensive as it would have been on the free market. The rise of moneylenders and middlemen in rice sales led to foreclosures and a decline in status when landowners became tenant farmers. According to a century-old Vietnamese fable, the Frenchman was a bloodsucking leech.

The French did educate a small number of the most promising Vietnamese, some of whom became leaders of the independence movement. The restricted class of graduates from Hanoi lycées found jobs in colonial offices but soon hit the bamboo ceiling. Paid less than the French, banned from their clubs, and promoted at a snail’s pace, their resentment was channeled into political outlets. The colon, alluding to the time-honored practice of changing a child’s name when he became a man, said: “What can you do with a people who, every time a child is sick, to make him well, they change his name?” When Hanoi radio compared Marshal Pétain to Joan of Arc, the Vietnamese who had been to French schools said: “Joan of Arc was a saint who saved France by defeating the British. Pétain surrendered to the Germans and the Japanese.”

Collaboration became as easy as listening to the lies on Vichy radio. Japanese troops could not be everywhere in Indochina’s eighty-five provinces. They spoke neither French nor Vietnamese. It was far better for the Japanese to let the French handle local government. At first, the Japanese were busy invading Southeast Asia. By February 1942, when that was done, the occupation settled into a period of entente cordiale. The Japanese presence was felt in the cities, but in the countryside it was hardly noticed.

Of course, both the French and the Vietnamese paid a price. Tons of rice were set aside for the Japanese army, which had an insatiable appetite. At the same time, the peasants were ordered to grow corn (which could be distilled into alcohol to make up for gas shortages), peanuts (needed for lubricating oil), and jute and hemp (for sacking and cordage). As a result, the Vietnamese harvested less rice, while turning over part of their remaining crop, which led to shortages.

Indochina was crucial to the Japanese war effort, which eventually took over much of the economy. The Japanese brought in their technicians to reorganize mining and forestry. Needing lumber for their ships and barracks, they deforested entire regions. In addition, Vichy agreed to pay for the cost of occupation, just as it paid the Nazis.

For the French colon, however, it was life almost as usual. The rubber planter and the tin-mine owner rarely saw a son of Nippon, and the bankers filled their pockets. In the cities, the French pursued their normal lives, attended by houseboys in their fine homes with tapestried dens for smoking opium, meeting at outdoor cafés for the afternoon apéritif, and driving to the resorts of Dalat on weekends for the horse races. As for the Annamites, they could live on rice and bananas. The colons deplored being cut off from France, for their wine cellars were depleted. But they survived on beer and anisette.

Admiral Decoux ruled like a Persian satrap, in complete charge of his province. Of course he had to pay tribute to the occupier. Of course he agreed to “recognize the supreme interests of Japan,” while the Japanese promised to “respect the rights and interests of France.” The protocols were observed, but the French did the bowing, with a correct collaborationist attitude. French troops roamed free in their efforts to suppress such Vietnamese resistance as there was. Decoux argued that France remained neutral, but was it neutral to enforce Vichy’s anti-Jewish laws and purge his administration of Jews, even though the Japanese did not require it? Was it neutral to form a Milice-like legion to hunt down Jews, Gaullists, and Vietnamese rebels? By March 1945 there were ten thousand political prisoners in Decoux’s jails. The alternative, according to Vichy, was a suicidal war against the Japanese.

The Japanese and the Vichy French competed to win the hearts and minds of the Vietnamese masses. Making a stab at benevolence, Admiral Decoux banned public whippings and the condescending “tu” form of address. To pull more Vietnamese into the French orbit, he increased enrollment in the schools from 450,000 in 1939 to 700,000 in 1944. Most of this augmentation was at the primary school level, but a passel of vocational schools were also launched. The University of Hanoi built a new wing and enrolled those students now unable to attend faculties in France.

An emphasis on sports was part of the plan to encourage French values. The situation was peaceful enough to organize an annual Tour d’Indochine, which sent hundreds of cyclists huffing up mountain and down dale over twenty-five hundred miles through the country’s five states. More than a thousand sports trainers were hired to start clubs at the village level, such as the “Girl Guides” and “Young Buddhists.” Decoux wanted to show that in spite of caving in to the Japanese occupiers he could still run a model colony. But the movement for sports and gymnastics, which grew to a million members, had the unintended result of becoming a training ground for Vietnamese nationalism. Decoux also hired thousands of Vietnamese employees, raising their salaries and breaking though the bamboo ceiling. Many of them later served Ho Chi Minh. Such were the papier-mâché reforms of Vichy.

The Japanese struck back with an “Asia for the Asians” campaign. The Vietnamese were swamped with Tokyo movies and magazines, judo classes, and radio lectures: “Do you want your country to be enslaved by Anglo-Americans? No, your mind is better than that of an animal, so you must help Japan fight the enemy.” The Vietnamese soon saw through the ballyhoo, since the Japanese were responsible for maintaining the French colonial system and the ravenous “commissary line” that made their lives miserable. More effective were the Japanese promises that they could bring independence to Vietnam, and the many Japanese soldiers and officers who fraternized with anti-French Vietnamese.

He Is a Little Touched Here

Meanwhile, the war was being fought on two fronts, and the Allied leaders ran the show with conferences, inside which there were whims and affinities, likes and dislikes, as well as secret deals and a tendency to avoid direct confrontation through procrastination. But there was one issue that caused a serious rift in the alliance—colonialism, and particularly Indochina.

FDR felt strongly that colonialism had no place in the postwar world and that trusteeships should be established under the proposed United Nations, leading eventually to independence. Churchill, who in his youth had fought in India, the Sudan, and South Africa, was the stout defender of empire.

The president’s genuine anticolonial principles did not exclude self-interest. Trusteeship under U.N. control would entail access to markets and raw materials when the United States emerged from World War II as a global power. Free markets would undercut French and British colonial monopolies. At the same time, FDR wanted “the brown people of the east,” as he called them, to be self-governing.

When he spoke with complete candor, FDR blamed the war with Japan on colonialism, telling his son Elliott: “Don’t think for a minute that Americans would be dying in the Pacific tonight if it hadn’t been for the shortsighted greed of the French and the British and the Dutch.”

He held a special grudge against the French for their abject surrender and the Vichy collaboration with Germany and Japan. Thanks to Vichy, the Japanese had obtained a strategic base without the wasteful investment of an occupation army. When FDR sent Admiral William D. Leahy to Vichy as ambassador, in the spring of 1941, his instructions were to remind “all and sundry that an Axis victory would mean the dismemberment of the French empire.” At that very moment, Marshal Pétain was handing over to the Japanese the French military bases that would allow them to invade Southeast Asia.

Nor did FDR approve of General Charles de Gaulle, whom he met for the first time at the Casablanca Conference in January 1943. He thought the overbearing general’s grandiloquence was delusional, and told his friend Felix Frankfurter, the Supreme Court justice, “he is a little touched here,” as he tapped his head. Why should Pétain be rewarded for his collaboration and de Gaulle for his megalomania?

The president’s anticolonial fixation surfaced at Placentia Bay, off the eastern tip of Newfoundland, on August 9, 1941, where he had his first face-to-face meeting with Churchill. FDR was aboard the heavy cruiser Augusta, while Churchill steamed in on the pride of his fleet, the battleship Prince of Wales (later sunk off Singapore). Churchill came as a pleader, hoping to get the American navy across the Atlantic and into a clash with Germany. He wanted to turn the meeting into a display of Anglo-American unity. That was why on August 11 he agreed to the vaporous declaration of principles solemnly called the Atlantic Charter. The third of its eight principles expressed “the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will live; and they wish to see sovereign right and self-government restored to those who have forcibly been deprived of them.”

If carried out, the charter would mean the end of Empire. But Churchill, still in his courtship phase, signed it, although he had to explain to the House of Commons that the clause only applied to European states like Poland. In a gem of sophistry, he said that those who had not been deprived of their rights in the first place because they did not have them did not count. For FDR, however, the Atlantic Charter applied all over the world.

Although half American, Churchill never grasped the deep hostility of many Americans toward their former colonizer, their race memory of imperial taxation. The polls in 1941 showed that 74 percent wanted to stay out of the war.

But as Churchill told his chiefs of staff two days after Pearl Harbor, when one of them advised a cautious approach to America: “That is the way we talked to her when we were wooing her; now she is in the harem, we talk to her quite differently.” And so the two leaders cultivated each other’s friendship, while often pursuing opposite aims.

In their correspondence and conferences, Churchill maintained a benign and nonconfrontational façade. Behind the scenes at the Foreign Office, there were deep misgivings concerning American policy on the colonial issue. On January 1, 1942, twenty-six nations signed a declaration calling for a postwar United Nations, which the British saw as a threat to their empire. Lord Halifax, the British ambassador to the United States, raised the issue directly with FDR, expressing his concern that the president might wish to place Malaya or Indonesia under trusteeship. The president replied that “the cases were quite different,” since the British and the Dutch “had done a good job but the French were hopeless.”

This was the crowning irony: that it was the Japanese who dismantled the colonial empires of Asia, taking Hong Kong and Malaya from the British, Indonesia from the Dutch, and Indochina from the French. The European colonies of Asia were falling like dominoes. The little yellow men were evicting the rapacious colonials and nurturing Asian nationalism.

Lord Halifax made what was perhaps the most astute remark regarding FDR’s habit of sending up trial balloons, reporting that “the president … uses conversation as others use the first draft on paper … a method of trying out an idea.… But if you do it in conversation people say that you have changed your mind, that ‘you never know when you have him,’ and so on.”

There was in the president much of this elusive quality, but on the issue of colonialism he remained for the moment resolute. At the Casablanca Conference in January 1943, he first raised with Churchill the issue of the British giving up India.

On March 28, 1943, Halifax stopped by the Oval Office and was astonished to find the president at his desk drawing on a map of Africa and actually scratching out parts of the French Empire that would be used as Allied bases, such as Dakar in Senegal and Bizerte in Tunisia. FDR had adopted the concept of “four policemen,” the four permanent members of the U.N. Security Council (the United States, the Soviet Union, Britain, and China; France was to be excluded, though French bases would be used), who would police the world when the war was over. Later, of course, he had to give in to demands for a fifth Security Council seat for France. But Halifax at the time was rendered speechless.

That August, at the first Quebec Conference, a decision was made that would later ensure the return of Indochina to the French. On August 5, 1943, Churchill left on the Queen Mary with a staff of two hundred. He had long been mulling over the matter of the British high command being run from India. There had to be a separate command of operations in Southeast Asia, to be coordinated with the American China theater.

FDR arrived at the Citadelle of Quebec on August 17. He seemed tired and told Churchill: “You must know that I am not what I was.” The day after the first plenary session on August 19, Churchill proposed Admiral Lord Mountbatten, “a man of great energy and daring,” to head the proposed South East Asia Command, which would help the Americans “crush Japan’s island empire.” Setting up SEAC would have major political ramifications, since the British would later reestablish their colonial influence in Burma and Malaya and help the French reestablish theirs. For the moment, however, it was left undecided whether Indochina would be part of SEAC or the American China theater. FDR told Churchill that he wanted “a sheer anchor against the machinations of de Gaulle.” By having a detachment in SEAC, the Free French were hoping to take part in Indochina operations. FDR was intent on stopping them.

Mountbatten, who wanted Indochina in his theater, called on Chiang Kai-shek in October 1943. Chiang told him that if he were to relinquish Indochina he would suffer a serious loss of face. Mountbatten proposed a “gentleman’s agreement” under which both theaters could operate in Indochina.

France Has Milked It for One Hundred Years

In November 1943, two momentous conferences were held, one on the heels of the other, in Cairo and Tehran. Cairo was the only conference that Chiang Kai-shek was able to attend, and in Tehran FDR met Joseph Stalin for the first time. The president used both conferences to win the support of those two Allied leaders for his anticolonial views, particularly regarding Indochina. The State Department, as part of its postwar preparations, had suggested that Chinese troops might be used to liberate Indochina. The French objected strenuously, but FDR said it was a military matter, to be left to the discretion of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He didn’t want French troops used and if British troops were used they would bring the French in. When he went to Cairo and Tehran the matter of Indochina was still undecided.

FDR left Washington on November 11, boarded the battleship Iowa, crossed the Atlantic, steamed through the Strait of Gibraltar, and flew the last leg from Tunis to Cairo, arriving on November 22 at the spacious villa of his ambassador, Alexander C. Kirk. Chiang, a small man with a bald pate and an unlined face, called on his American ally the next day dressed in a freshly pressed khaki uniform. It was their first face-to-face meeting. Despite his disappointment with Chiang’s armies, FDR turned on the charm and offered him a leading role in the occupation of Japan, which Chiang declined. Looking for another way to gratify Chiang, the president asked him if he had any interest in Indochina after the war. Chiang said he did not, for the Vietnamese people would be impossible to assimilate. He agreed, however, that Indochina should be independent, though its people were not prepared to be. On November 23, FDR told Churchill that Chiang had no designs on Indochina. “Nonsense!” Churchill grunted. “Winston,” FDR replied, “you have 400 years of acquisition in your blood and you just don’t understand how a country might not want to acquire land somewhere if they can get it.”

On November 27, the president flew to Tehran, which sits atop a four-thousand-foot-high plateau. The Iranian capital was occupied by Soviet troops and FDR stayed on the Russian compound rather than at the U.S. legation, for security reasons. At their first face-to-face meeting on November 28, Stalin arrived buttoned to the neck in his military tunic with gold epaulets. FDR finally found an Allied leader who disliked the French as much as he did. Stalin said that France under Pétain was providing the Germans with ports and military equipment and should be punished. Nor did Stalin approve of de Gaulle, who acted like the head of a great state but had little power. FDR agreed with enthusiasm, and said there was an urgent need to prepare a trusteeship for Indochina. Stalin saw no reason “to shed blood to restore Indochina to the old colonial system.” FDR agreed 100 percent. Trusteeship would give the Vietnamese twenty to thirty years to prepare for self-government.

At dinner that night, hosted by FDR, Stalin, perhaps unaccustomed to the president’s martinis, grew violent on the subject of France, saying that its entire ruling class was rotten to the core and it had no right to retain its empire. Churchill listened in dismay, and upon his return to the British legation told his aides: “Stupendous issues are unfolding before our eyes and we are only specks of dust that have settled in the night on the map of the world.” He had been kept out of FDR’s meeting with Stalin for obvious reasons.

Having secured the assent of Chiang Kai-shek and Stalin, FDR returned to the United States in December, resolute in his purpose to keep the French out of Indochina. On January 24, 1944, he told Lord Halifax that the only reason the British opposed trusteeship was “that they fear the effect it would have on their own possessions and those of the Dutch.” In a memo to Cordell Hull on the same day he said: “France has milked it for one hundred years. The people of Indochina are entitled to something better than that.”

The British, however, had different plans. In February 1944, their Post-Hostilities Planning Committee stated that “to deprive France of her economic stake in Indochina would weaken her severely.… France would be encouraged to form a bloc, possibly with the Russians, opposed to an Anglo-American bloc.” The postwar role of France in rebuilding Western Europe was now seen as a factor in the return of Indochina to French control. On April 4, a French military mission was attached to Mountbatten’s headquarters in India. The United States and Britain were on different paths.

In the meantime, on March 3, with an election coming up in the fall, FDR was particularly jovial at a cabinet meeting, passing around the table a snapshot of a diapered baby captioned “The Fourth Term. Oh, God damn it!” After the meeting he discussed foreign policy with Vice President Henry Wallace and launched into a reminiscence: “Did I ever tell you the story of French Indochina? A year or so ago, when Churchill came over here, I called attention to the fact that the French had renounced their claims on Indochina in favor of the Japs six months before the United States was attacked. I believe that after the Japs are driven out, the French have no longer any claim to French Indochina and I am sure the Chinese will not want French Indochina.” At Tehran, FDR continued, he had mentioned the trusteeship to Stalin, who came around the table and shook his hand to show how strongly he backed the idea. Then FDR said to Churchill, “Well, we are two to one against you on this. You’d better come across and we will make it unanimous.” Churchill said, “Well, I will have to consult my cabinet.”

There were still too many overriding considerations in the conduct of the war, such as the overlord landing in June, so Churchill had no desire to antagonize FDR. In July 1944, Churchill asked his foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, to go slow on Indochina: “Roosevelt has been more outspoken to me on that subject than any other colonial matter, and I imagine it is one of his principal war aims to liberate Indochina from France.… Do you really want to go and stir all this up at such a time as this?” In August, however, he softened and allowed a French Corps Léger of five hundred men to join Mountbatten’s command.

A Spirit of Ruthless Go-Getting

No decision had yet been made as to whether Indochina belonged in the British or American Pacific theater of operations. Mountbatten warned the Foreign Office on August 4, 1944, that the tempo of the war was quickening and that if Indochina was part of the American theater, it would have “a disastrous effect … on the British position in the Far East.”

At the second Quebec Conference, from September 11 to 16, 1944, FDR and Churchill met as victors in Europe. The Germans were falling back to the Rhine and the Russians were about to invade Hungary. In Asia, the American plan was to regain the Philippines. As Churchill put it, “everything we have touched has turned to gold.” And yet amid these brilliant victories, the colonial question still festered. At Quebec, Churchill was given an unequivocal Foreign Office memo, which stated: “It cannot legitimately be said that France has misruled Indochina.… French rule has given peace and political cohesion for a territory which has not geographical or ethnographical unity.… Any attempt to interfere with French sovereignty in Indochina … would put into question the future of all other Far Eastern colonial possessions that have been overrun by Japan” (read Singapore, Hong Kong, Malaya, and Burma). Churchill still felt, however, that he could not let Indochina dampen “the blaze of friendship.”

In the last six months of his life, however, FDR became more adamant in his resolve to keep the French out of their former colony, where the Gaullists had begun minor resistance operations with the help of the British. In October 1944, he told Hull to “do nothing … [to help] resistance groups or in any other way in relation to Indochina.”

In France, meanwhile, General de Gaulle had taken Paris in August and had formed his provisional government in September. For him, the issue of Indochina was not debatable. He planned to send two divisions there as soon as he could find the ships. Mountbatten approved of the French mission, but on November 18, FDR stated flatly that French troop movements did not have U.S. approval. In addition, he did not recognize the French mission at SEAC. A fuming Mountbatten warned the Foreign Office on December 9 that “American imperialists in the armed forces [are] determined to do what they please in the Far East.… On our side there is a sense of frustration and resentment, and on the American side there is a spirit of ruthless go-getting.”

Mountbatten was probably referring to Joseph “Vinegar Joe” Stilwell, the commander of the China theater, who said the British were “bastardly hypocrites [who] do their best to cut our throats on all occasions, the pig fuckers.” He viewed Mountbatten, a cousin of the royal family, as a “Glamour Boy … Enormous staff, endless walla walla, but damned little fighting,” and he blocked most of his requests concerning the Free French.

But by December 1944, Stilwell had been recalled, since he was not shy about expressing his disdain for Chiang Kai-shek, whom he called “Peanut.” According to his assistant, Frank Dorn, Stilwell had returned to China after a trip to Washington in August 1944 and delivered to Dorn “a top-secret verbal order which he said came from Roosevelt. Allegedly, the order was to prepare a plan to assassinate Chiang Kai-shek.” Stilwell told Dorn that FDR was “fed up with Chiang and his tantrums,” and told him, “in that Olympian manner of his, ‘if you can’t get along with Chiang, and can’t replace him, get rid of him once and for all.’” Dorn devised a plan to sabotage Chiang’s plane, but the final okay never came.

In February 1945, Stilwell was replaced by General Albert C. Wedemeyer. Mountbatten found Wedermeyer even more difficult than Stilwell. He claimed Indochina for his command and opined that “there would not be a British Empire after the war.” Finally, an understanding was reached to divide Indochina into two commands.

By this time, FDR realized that Chiang Kai-shek, the centerpiece of his postwar Asian policy, was an unreliable ally who had divided his armies to fight the Chinese Communists in addition to Japan. It looked more and more as though postwar China was headed for civil war. Wise men with experience in the Far East, such as former ambassador to Tokyo Joseph Grew and James Clement Dunn of the State Department, advised the president that U.S. interests would be better served by a stable Indochina under French rule than by a China torn by civil war. France was also a crucial ally in Western Europe, where Soviet expansion was feared.

Thus it seemed that at the start of 1945, in the final months of his life, FDR began to feel ambivalent about Indochina. On January 1, he told his newly named secretary of state, Edward Stettinius, who had replaced the ailing Hull, that “I still don’t want to get mixed up in a military effort toward the liberation of Indochina.” But a few days later, when Halifax informed FDR that Mountbatten wanted to send French saboteurs into Indochina, he agreed to the plan if it was “absolutely necessary,” but insisted that it should be kept secret so as not “to prejudice political decisions about Indochina in a sense favorable to restoration of the French status quo ante.” FDR made a distinction between military needs and political outcomes. In reality, one followed the other. If the French were able to get boots on the ground, they just might keep Indochina.

I Give Him Only a Few Months to Live

Then came Yalta, FDR’s final conference. On January 22, 1945, two days after his fourth-term inauguration, FDR left Washington for the Norfolk Navy Yard to board the cruiser Quincy. On January 30, he celebrated his sixty-third birthday aboard ship. Reaching Malta on February 2, he joined Churchill and they flew the rest of the way on the Sacred Cow, FDR’s plane, landing on an icy runway ninety miles from Yalta. They drove to the Black Sea resort, where Stalin would soon arrive, and where the czars had built the white granite palace Livadia, which boasted fifty bedrooms but few bathrooms.

On February 4, Stalin came to call and FDR commented on de Gaulle’s “effrontery” in expecting to be invited. He expressed his annoyance that “for two years the British have been artificially building up France.”

On February 5, the discussion turned to the occupation of Germany. Should France be an occupying power? Churchill made the case for France, but Stalin said the French zone should be carved out of the British zone. However, full French participation was granted.

FDR discussed Indochina in a private meeting with Stalin on February 7. According to the minutes, “the President then said he had in mind for Korea a trusteeship, and also had in mind a trusteeship for Indochina … the President said the Indochinese people were of small stature, like the Javanese and Burmese, and were not warlike. He added that the French had done nothing to improve the natives since they had the colony.” He also told Stalin that de Gaulle had asked for ships to carry French troops to Indochina. Stalin asked where de Gaulle was going to get the troops. FDR (with a wink) replied that de Gaulle would find troops as soon as he, Roosevelt, had found ships, but that so far he had been unable to find them.

The next day, however, there was an incident that accidentally killed the trusteeship plan. Secretary of State Stettinius used the word trusteeship in a harmless aside. Churchill, who had been storing up his anger over American attempts to meddle with the Asian colonies of the British and the French, exploded: “I will not have one scrap of British territory flung into that area [of trusteeship],” he bellowed. “If every bit of land over which the British flag flies is to be brought into the dock, I shall object as long as I live.” Stettinius explained that all he had in mind was taking the mandated islands given to the Japanese in the Pacific by the League of Nations.

Thus, the final communiqué on February 11 stated that trusteeships would be restricted to three categories: 1) existing mandates of the League of Nations from before the war; 2) territories detached from the enemy as a result of the present war; and 3) any other territory that might voluntarily be placed under trusteeship. Discussions of actual territories would be left for a later date.

Those conditions seemed to rule out a trusteeship for Indochina. But FDR may have felt that the second category applied to Indochina as it did to Korea, which had been a Japanese colony. That is why he lumped them together in his talk with Stalin. It could be argued that the French had lost Indochina to Japan in 1940. Apparently, FDR felt there was some wiggle room in determining Indochina’s status, and that trusteeship remained a viable option. Talking to reporters on the way home, he mentioned Churchill’s “mid-Victorian” outlook on colonial matters, adding: “Better to keep quiet just now.” It should be added that in the words of Churchill’s doctor, Charles Wilson (Lord Moran), FDR was “a very sick man” at Yalta, which may have affected his judgment and strength of will. Wilson continued: “He has all the symptoms of hardening of the arteries of the brain in an advanced state, so that I give him only a few months to live.” The six-thousand-mile trip from the coast of Virginia to the coast of the Crimea did not help his health.

What Are You Americans Driving At?

On March 9, 1945, the Japanese in Indochina overthrew the Vichy regime and jailed the French officials and troops. At that time, the United States had an army of translators deciphering magic intercepts, summaries of which were forwarded to the president, who followed policy developments in Japan blow by blow. By January 12, Japanese fears of a U.S. invasion of Indochina had grown when Admiral William F. Halsey shelled the coast. An intercepted Japanese navy message on January 17 warned that “landings in Indochina by Allied forces are imminent.” On February 1, the Supreme War Leadership Conference in Tokyo decided on military action. The U.S. code services were aware of the details of the coup. The magic summary for March 9 was headed: showdown in indochina expected today.

The day before the coup, March 8, FDR saw General Wedemeyer, who was in Washington, and asked him not to help the French in his theater. Independence was the wave of the future, FDR said, not empires. On March 13, an angry de Gaulle blew up at U.S. ambassador Jefferson Caffery: “What are you Americans driving at? Do you want us to become one of the federated states under the Russian aegis? … The Russians are advancing apace. When Germany falls they will be upon us. If you are against us in Indochina there will be terrific disappointment here and nobody knows to what that will lead. We do not want to be Communist; we do not want to fall into the Russian orbit, but we hope you will not push us into it.” This was the first time the French played the Communist card, which they would continue to play con brio. Perhaps impressed by Caffery’s report, FDR allowed General Claire Chennault to give the French token support, but made it clear that assistance did not mean a change in policy. At another meeting on March 23, he told Wedemeyer that he must “watch carefully to prevent British and French political activities in the area” and should limit his support “as would be required in direct operations against the Japanese.” Thus, while not wanting to hinder the war effort, FDR was still intent on preventing the French from returning to Indochina three weeks before his death.

In what may have been the president’s final comment on the issue, on March 15 he told Charles Taussig of the State Department that he still felt Indochina should be placed under trusteeship, unless France pledged to assume the obligations of a trustee. “Then I would agree to France retaining these colonies with the provision that independence was the ultimate goal.”

FDR died on April 12 and trusteeship died with him. The priorities by then were defeating Japan and saving Europe from the Russian Bear, and in both cases France was too important an ally to challenge her rights in Indochina. Why single out the French when the United States had no objections to the British or Dutch colonies? In the “what if” department, a thirty-year trusteeship under U.N. auspices might have avoided the war that ended with defeat at Dien Bien Phu, as well as a second war.

A Voice in the Wilderness

There was one political party that saw the Japanese occupation of Indochina not as a tragedy but as an opportunity, and that was the Communist Party of Indochina (CPI), led by Ho Chi Minh. When World War II broke out in September 1939, Ho was in China doing liaison work with the Chinese Communists. It was a bad time for the CPI. France had banned its Communist party following the Nazi-Soviet pact in June, and in Vietnam thousands of CPI members were jailed and many fled to South China. The leadership was decimated, the party was in disarray, and in September it went underground. In Kunming, about two hundred miles north of the Vietnamese border, Ho gathered the party remnants and built a network of Chinese contacts.

In May 1940, his two closest associates, Vo Nguyen Giap and Pham Van Dong, joined him in Kunming. When the French surrendered to Germany on June 22, 1940, Ho told his companions: “The French defeat represents every favorable opportunity for the Vietnamese revolution. We must seek every means to return home to take advantage of it.” Return they did, starting the movement again practically from scratch. It was Ho’s first stay in his homeland in thirty years after a peripatetic and hazardous career as a professional revolutionary. He was fifty years old. During those years he used a bewildering array of pseudonyms, but the one that stuck was Ho Chi Minh (Ho the Enlightened).

The classic moment of conversion from docility to resistance for many Vietnamese was their first experience of French brutality. Ho, who was born in 1890, was going to school in Hue at the age of seventeen while working as a translator for French officials when he was caught in a peasant demonstration. French troops opened fire on the unarmed demonstrators, and Ho changed sides. He was expelled from school and his name appeared on a police blacklist, so he went south to Saigon in 1911. There, wanderlust seized him and he found a job with one of the steamship companies that hired Vietnamese as waiters and kitchen help. He spent two years as a galley hand, stopping at ports of call in Asia and Africa, and becoming familiar with the wretched population of dockworkers and rickshaw men from Singapore to Calcutta. In Dakar, Senegalese laborers were ordered to swim out to his ship. When several drowned in rough waters, the French sailors on deck laughed at their comical efforts to stay afloat. The repeated lesson of his travels was: “Colonialism breeds cruelty.”

In 1913, Ho jumped ship in New York, beginning an odyssey that lasted almost thirty years. In Paris in 1920, he joined the Communist Party, for Lenin’s text on colonialism seemed to offer a solution to the Vietnamese dilemma: the Communist parties of the industrialized West would become allied with nationalist movements in the colonies against Western imperialism. In 1923, he went to Russia and enrolled in the University of the Toilers of the East. A year later, he was in China as a Comintern agent. Then to Hong Kong, where in 1930 he founded the Vietnamese Communist Party, which had about three hundred members. Then back to Moscow, from 1934 to 1938, then on assignment in China.

In 1940, Ho realized that the Japanese would invade Indochina with the complicity of the Vichy regime. The new strategy would mean becoming an ally of the Allies, since he foresaw that the Japanese would use Indochina to invade Southeast Asia, and that this would lead to world war. He had been receiving news on conditions in the interior and he realized that the time was right for return.

His aides, hunting for a safe location to use as a base, came upon the limestone caves of Pac Bo, in Cao Bang Province. They were less than a mile from the Chinese border (perfect if Ho and his aides had to leave in a hurry), hidden in cliffs surrounded by jungle. The area was peopled by Nung tribesmen, who had always been hostile to the French.

On January 28, 1941, Ho left with his aides for the forty-mile trek on jungle trails and over mountain streams, reaching the village of Pac Bo in early February. He was entering his country for the first time in thirty years. He set up headquarters in a cave on the side of a cliff, and slept on a bed of branches. A fire was kept lit to ward off the damp. Those days would be remembered as the dawn of the long battle for independence, Ho’s first fragile foothold inside his homeland.

Starting from the caves of Pac Bo with a handful of loyal aides, this was a staggering organizational effort: to build more guerrilla bases, until the Vietnamese communists had a network throughout Indochina, and to cement his leadership, after having been so long out of the country. He began by training guerrillas, fifty at a time, the classrooms in jungle clearings. They were, he said, like the pilings in a riverbed. “It is they who will maintain the soil at low tide.” By August he had moved from the village level to the county to the province.

After December 7, 1941, Ho realized that his prediction had been correct and that regional wars had become a world war. He had to return to China to inform the government of Chiang Kai-shek that he had forces ready to fight the Japanese, but needed weapons and financing. He also wanted to obtain Chinese recognition of the Vietminh, as his followers were now called. As Ho was walking down Perfect Glory Street in a Chinese village on August 27, 1942, he was arrested on suspicion of being a Japanese spy. For more than a year, he was shuttled through thirteen districts and eighteen jails. One of his teeth fell out and his hair turned gray. His body was covered with sores. Eventually, in late August 1944, he was allowed to return to Indochina.

The Man Who Looks Always Angry

In Ho’s absence, Giap and Pham were busy. The military situation outside Indochina had changed dramatically. The German defeats in Russia and the June 1944 landing in Normandy announced the defeat of Hitler. In the Pacific, the Japanese were losing carriers and planes as the Americans took island after island. In Burma, the fighting raged. In the Philippines, the Americans attacked in mid-September. The Japanese were losing the war on multiple fronts, although in Indochina the cozy arrangement with the French persisted, even after Pétain had been ousted. De Gaulle had formed a provisional government in September and was desperately looking for ships to carry troops to Indochina. In Hanoi, the government of Admiral Decoux still functioned, although some of the French civilian and military officials had begun leaning toward de Gaulle.

Vo Nguyen Giap in 1944 was thirty-three, twenty years younger than Ho, and, as every great military leader must be, he was a man of action with a chess player’s mind. One of his sayings was: “A pawn can bring victory; a bad move can lose two knights.” He had studied Napoleon’s campaigns, which he knew down to the battalion level, and modeled his thinking on Clausewitz.

Some called Giap “the man who looks always angry.” Round-faced and high-browed, with thick eyebrows over hooded eyes, his short, squat wrestler’s body seemed always to be circling an opponent. He came from a family of anti-French militants. His Mandarin father died in prison in 1919. One of his sisters, also arrested, died a few weeks after being released. By the age of ten, Giap had two good reasons to hate the French.

His obvious intelligence brought him to the lycée in Hue, on the banks of the Perfume River, spanned by an iron bridge that Eiffel had built. He came to the notice of the Sûreté in his teens, and was expelled from the lycée for taking part in a strike. He studied for his exams in jail and went on to law school. In 1937, he joined the Communist Party of Indochina and married a fellow party member. A daughter was born in 1939. Caught up in party activities, he flunked his bar exam and taught history at a school in Hanoi, while writing articles for banned newspapers. His sister-in-law went to Russia to train for the party. Upon her return to Saigon, she was arrested, tried, sentenced to death, and shot. In 1940, Giap fled to China, and his wife went to her family in Vinh, about three hundred miles south of Hanoi. She was arrested, sentenced to fifteen years, and sent to Hanoi Central Prison.

It was in China that Giap first met Ho, who taught him that political action must precede any military offensive, “as the dawn precedes the day.” Giap studied Maoist tactics at a guerrilla warfare school and learned to speak and write Chinese. In 1942, he returned to the caves of Pac Bo with forty men and their families, having been taught that every man, woman, and child was a soldier. In Ho’s absence, he began forming small cadres that could fan out and train others. Didn’t all religious groups begin with apostles? They had to be able to communicate with the peasants, whom they taught in lean-to bamboo huts with roofs of leaves, in jungle villages. By the summer of 1944, Giap had a force of three hundred poorly armed men. It was then that he learned that his wife had died in prison, which only strengthened his resolve. He led shock troops south of Pac Bo into the area of Cao Bang, advancing, as he put it, “like a snowball,” creating new bases as he went, to the edge of the Red River Delta.

When Ho returned in September 1944, he found Giap thinking in terms of wholesale insurrection. “The phase of peaceful revolution has passed,” he told Giap, “but the hour of general insurrection has not yet come.” Why risk a huge setback? Ho did agree to form armed propaganda teams, which would mobilize the masses and at the same time attack isolated French posts.

By December 22, 1944, the first team of thirty-one men and women was ready. They had among them seventeen rifles and a machine gun. Giap wanted a modest victory so that the news would spread through the villages. They attacked a small post whose French officer was off horseback riding. When the officer returned he was killed, and the native Vietnamese troops were released. The Vietminh collected a number of weapons. With each post captured, Giap’s brigades increased their armory.

On November 11, 1944, Ho Chi Minh received a gift from the heavens. Lieutenant Rudolph Shaw, the American pilot of a reconnaissance plane, had engine trouble while flying over the mountainous Sino-Indochinese border and parachuted into the Tonkin jungle. A Vietminh unit found him and took him to Pac Bo, forty miles away, where Ho greeted him in English with the question, “Where are you from?”

Shaw’s arrival was providential. Ever since June 18, 1919, when Ho had rented a tuxedo and a bowler and gone to Versailles with a petition on behalf of a “Group of Annamite Patriots,” he had believed that the United States, as a result of its own history, had an understanding of the colonial problem. He knew that the United States had promised independence to the Philippines. When Shaw asked for help in getting to the Chinese border, Ho offered to escort him to his base in Kunming. Shaw was Ho’s entrée to the American command, to whom he could offer his services. They left in December. Once they had crossed the border, however, the Chinese flew Shaw to Kunming and left Ho to shift for himself.

Ho proceeded to Kunming on foot. By the time he reached his destination in January 1945, Shaw had been repatriated to the United States. Despite the departure of his calling card, Ho decided to stay in Kunming with the local Vietminh representative, who ran a coffee shop near the headquarters of the Office of Strategic Services. He was hoping that his retrieval of a downed U.S. airman would earn him a meeting with General Claire Chennault, commander of the U.S. Fourteenth Air Force, in Kunming.

The French Had Lost Face

There was a time when Admiral Jean Decoux, the governor-general of Indochina, had liked to travel around the country, taking part in ceremonies. But since the death of his wife in a car accident, he was morose and deskbound. Aside from his personal problems, the political situation was disastrous. He was a governor-general without a government to answer to, for the men of Vichy had fled to Germany as de Gaulle took Paris. He could not trust his own subordinates, among whom the Free French had made incursions. He knew that General Eugene Mordant, the commander of the French Indochina army, had secretly joined de Gaulle. The admiral hounded the Gaullists in his government with courts-martial and one-way tickets to France.

Decoux was still opposed to any action against the Japanese. Why should Indochina be “liberated” when it was not “occupied”? Despite the demise of Vichy, he remained a good sailor who kept his hand on the tiller. He advised the Gaullists in Paris on August 31, 1944, that Indochina’s “neutrality” in the Pacific should be maintained so that “we can survive the end of the fighting without loss.” The Free French radio, however, had already announced that Indochina’s fate would be settled on the battlefield between France and Japan.

Decoux left Hanoi in February 1945 for his annual trip to Saigon, where he liked to look out the windows of his palatial office at the tricolor floating on the breeze, a symbol of the French sovereignty he had been able to maintain since 1940. In the late afternoon of March 9, he was waiting for the arrival of the Japanese ambassador, Matsumoto Shunichi, whom he thought of as a crude martinet, completely lacking in finesse. The reason for Matsumoto’s visit, Decoux believed, was to discuss the annual rice quota and the French payment for the Japanese occupation, now that fresh troops had been brought in out of fear of an Allied invasion. When Matsumoto arrived at 6:30 P.M., Decoux recalled in his memoirs, he seemed “preoccupied and a bit nervous.” As it happened, he was not there for the rice quota, but to present an ultimatum: Decoux was given two hours to place all French forces under Japanese command, as well as the entire government apparatus. An astounded Decoux realized that this “abominable act,” in which the Japanese had shown “their consummate Machiavellanism,” meant the end of French sovereignty. It was a coup, pure and simple. The Japanese were taking over, completely erasing fifty-five years of French rule.

Some of the slippage in Decoux’s government had alarmed the Japanese. He had begun to delay and bicker on the cost of occupation. In September 1944, he had lifted the press ban on articles mentioning de Gaulle. In many government offices, the portraits of Pétain and the Vichy slogans were removed.

The Japanese occupation had been unique in that the sixty thousand French troops had been allowed to remain in their forts and keep their weapons. But in early 1945, the Japanese got wind of Free French activities among attentiste elements. French Gaullists were transmitting information on troop movements to help the Americans in their air raids and coastal attacks, and hiding downed American airmen.

More than that, however, the coup was the result of the fortunes of war. The battle of Leyte Gulf, from October 23 to 26, 1944, had crippled the Japanese fleet. The Americans had liberated Manila in early 1945. Admiral William Halsey, commander of the Third Fleet carrier task force, was collecting intelligence on targets along the Indochina coast from French officials, lighthouse keepers, and customs men. When he had enough to “cover the waterfront,” as he put it, he sent a task force under Rear Admiral Gerald Bogan on January 9, 1945. It consisted of four carriers, two battleships, six cruisers, and twenty destroyers. As the ships headed for the Indochina coast, Halsey wired: “Give ’em hell.” On January 12, half an hour before sunrise, the task force struck Japanese shipping along the coast. U.S. naval aircraft sank forty-four ships, including fifteen warships and twelve oil tankers. Halsey said it was “one of the heaviest blows to Japanese shipping of any day of the war.” The attack practically eliminated sea traffic along the Indochina coast. Since U.S. forces were advancing in the Pacific with amphibious landings, the Japanese feared Indochina would be next. Japanese units were moved from Burma and South China as reinforcements under the command of Yuichi Tsuchihashi, the booted, sabered, and tonsured veteran of Java and the Philippines. The order went out “to dispose of French influence in Indochina.”

When Decoux was presented with the ultimatum, he realized that if he accepted it he would be branded a traitor to France. He said he had to consult with his military commanders and quickly left his office. By 9 P.M. Decoux was considered to have rejected the ultimatum. He was tracked down, arrested, and detained in a village eighty miles north of Saigon, Loc Ninh.

General Tsuchihashi immediately issued the takeover order to the sixty-seven thousand Japanese troops in Indochina. They attacked French garrisons and police stations, arrested French citizens, and took possession of government buildings, factories, banks, radio stations, and post offices. They seized the weapon stocks in French armories. They released the more than five thousand Vietnamese political prisoners who were locked up in infamous jails such as Poulo Condor, with its tiger cages.

In Hanoi, an hour before the coup, Paul Mus was at the home of General Mordant, who had secretly been named commander of Free French forces in Indochina. Mordant’s instructions from de Gaulle were to take part in the liberation of Indochina to ward off any Allied attempts at trusteeship. But now he was facing arrest by the Japanese, and gave himself up the next morning. With the coup, Free French efforts collapsed. Many were captured, some were killed, and others fled toward the Chinese border.

Paul Mus was an unlikely undercover agent to have parachuted into Indochina, being overweight and myopic. He was a distinguished teacher and historian who had grown up in Vietnam and spoke the language fluently. He had seen the Hanoi lycées turn into breeding grounds for revolutionaries. Giap was in his geography class. In January, he had been dropped near Hanoi, and landed in a swamp. After being rescued by villagers, he made his way to General Mordant.

When a phone call alerted the general that the Japanese were storming the Vauban-style fortress known as the Citadelle, he loaned Mus a car to see what was happening. Mus drove into central Hanoi, and when he turned down a side street he saw Japanese soldiers running toward the walls encircling the Citadelle. They carried bamboo ladders to scale the walls over one shoulder while firing with their free hands. Around the main gate lay bodies of the fallen, as the French garrison inside put up a fight. Mus saw Vietnamese scampering out of a side exit, carrying metal plates from the mess hall—they were the waiters, fleeing. Inside the courtyard, flames leaped up as the French burned their archives.

Mus ran into a Free French colleague, Captain Bouvaret, and they decided to flee Hanoi at dawn and try to reach the French post of Son La, two hundred fifty miles to the west. In the next eleven days, without maps, compasses, or provisions, they covered ground on foot, on horseback, and by sampan, guided by Vietnamese made friendly by a Frenchman speaking Annamite. During the trip each man lost forty pounds. Bouvaret caught malaria and Mus’s feet were worn down to the bone, but on March 21 they reached Son La.

As Mus later recounted, the Japanese takeover was a cataclysmic experience. In a single night, French sovereignty was shattered. Or rather, the appearance of sovereignty, since the Japanese maintained sixty-seven thousand troops in Indochina and used it as the linchpin of their expansion. “When I left Hanoi,” Mus recalled, “thousands of Vietnamese were also fleeing, back to their villages. I saw in their faces a mixture of apprehension and resolution. This was the Annamite nation at last prepared to do what had to be done. The French had ‘lost face,’ they had been eclipsed and humiliated on March 9, and Indochina would never been the same.”

In his Memoires de guerre, de Gaulle wrote rather cold-bloodedly that “French blood shed on Indochinese soil would give us an important voice [in later negotiations].… I desired that our troops should fight, no matter how desperate their situation.”

In the March 9 coup, an estimated two thousand French officers and men were killed, and twelve thousand were interned. The detention centers were breeding grounds for epidemics, and nearly all of the captives came down with typhoid, cholera, or malaria, although their wives and Vietnamese mistresses (congai) were allowed to improve their rations. It was a humbling experience for the French, who were treated the same way they had treated the Vietnamese. The entire colonial scaffolding was dismantled before their eyes.

Suddenly We Were Able to Come Out of the Trees

The Vietnamese took note with deep satisfaction that French power was ephemeral. They became convinced that the colonial power would never return. The French had not been swept out by the hatred of the Vietnamese but by the broom of history. The Vietnamese silently applauded when the tricolor came down and the rising sun went up. Many French officials were replaced by Vietnamese who were experiencing their first taste of power.

For the Vietminh, the March 9 coup was decisive. As Giap recalled: “After so many years of clandestine operations, surviving deep in the forests, slipping past villages in the dark, repressing a cough, placing each foot gingerly one after the other, suddenly we were able to come out of the trees, walk easily along roads amidst the fields, and be received warmly by our countrymen.”

Vietminh instructions issued on March 12 pointed out that the Japanese would find it difficult to govern as an Allied invasion loomed. A campaign of strikes and guerrilla attacks had to be organized. French troops were interned and Japanese troops were stretched thin. The guerrilla units could move more freely in the interior. It was an unparalleled opportunity.

The Japanese had allowed the French puppet Bao Dai to remain in place as emperor. He spent much of his time gambling and hunting in the mountains outside the imperial capital of Hue. In April he named a retired history teacher, Tran Trong Kim, prime minister. To mark the end of colonial rule, all French place-names were abolished. Gone were the streets named after heroes of colonialism such as Jules Ferry and Joseph Gallieni. Vietnamese was now the official language for government documents. Court proceedings were conducted in Vietnamese, which effectively blackballed most French lawyers. In Hanoi that May, the Japanese opened a training school for public officials, the first step toward self-rule. In July, they left the administration of Hanoi, Haiphong, and other cities to the Vietnamese. Censorship was relaxed and the Vietnamese press was allowed to denounce colonial practices and discuss the outlines of a free Vietnam. Street parades were permitted, and a rally in Saigon on March 18 drew fifty thousand.

The Japanese had evacuated most of their jungle posts, moving troops to the coastal areas in anticipation of an invasion and giving free rein to the Vietminh, which declared a liberated zone of six border provinces in June. That month the provincial chief of Thai Nguyen Province, forty miles north of Hanoi, warned the Japanese consul general Nishimura Kumao that “Vietminh rebels and pirates [are] forming large bands in the interior to sow disorder. They are abducting district chiefs, pillaging rice warehouses, and abducting tax collectors. In every town, crowds march behind the red flag with the yellow star.”

The Vietminh were able to present themselves as the rescuers of a population that was then suffering the scourge of famine. Japanese demands that the peasants plant crops other than rice had led to a 20 percent drop in the rice acreage in Tonkin. This could still have been enough for the north’s nine million inhabitants, had not the Japanese and the French stockpiled tons of rice for their own needs. Cochinchina, with its thriving Mekong Delta, had a rice surplus, but deliveries to the north had become increasingly problematic. The railway line north from Saigon was chopped into sections by Allied bombing, as was Route 1, the main road. Trucks could not get through because the bridges had been blown. Reaching Tonkin was hazardous and time-consuming, requiring portages by wagon and coolie.

By December 1944, villagers in the north were eating grass and bark. By February 1945, thousands were dying. The streets of Hanoi were strewn with corpses lying curled in the fetal position. In the countryside, roads were lined with rotting, fly-covered bodies, and beggars roamed the villages eating the scraps left outside doors in bowls for dogs. Ignoring the famine, the Japanese continued to warehouse tons of rice, while issuing ration cards to the Vietnamese. Mortality statistics from Tonkin provinces in May 1945 added up to 380,000 dead, though some areas did not report. Later estimates raised the figure to one million, and the Vietminh claimed two million. In five months, 10 percent of the Tonkin population died of starvation.

In hundreds of villages, the Vietminh elected “liberation councils” to organize the harassment of the enemy. They closed down markets, destroyed roads, cut telephone wires, and attacked isolated patrols. But their main activity was famine relief. At first they issued leaflets warning village officials of “severe punishment” if they helped the collectors of rice quotas. Then they began to form bands of villagers to break into rice depots. On country roads, they ambushed rice-filled carts. Break-ins became common in the Red River Delta. Vietminh leaders reported that in the province of Hung Yen, forty thousand villagers received six hundred tons of “liberated” rice. One granary alone was stocked with one hundred tons. Storage rooms on rice plantations were also “liberated.” On the Luoc River, an armed Vietminh band forced two rice-filled sampans to give up their cargo, which villagers carried home in heavy sacks. These exploits made the Vietminh seem heroic, for they were the only ones who were alleviating the famine, the worst disaster in the recent history of Vietnam. The death toll due to Japanese priorities was greater than that of the two nuclear bombs dropped on Japan.

Would You Like to Work for the Americans?

Charles Fenn was a London-born soldier of fortune who, while still in his teens, shipped out on the liner Aquitania as a bellboy. He made his way to America, became a citizen, and moved from job to job. When the war broke out, he went to China as a news photographer, and in 1942 he joined the Marines. A year later, when the Office of Strategic Services was formed by “Wild Bill” Donovan, Fenn was detached to the fledgling intelligence agency with the rank of lieutenant. He became known as “Troublesome Fenn,” because he went his own way and always knew best. Fenn felt the OSS was overly bureaucratic, and bent on taking over smaller, independent intelligence groups. His comment on the jurisdictional disputes that gummed up the works was, “Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the wide arch of the rang’d Empire fall! Here is my space. Kingdoms are clay.”

Fenn was loaned to the Air-Ground Air Service (AGAS), which rescued downed fliers. He was stationed in Kunming, General Chennault’s head-quarters. AGAS was more to his liking. He handled a net of agents inside Indochina who sent in reports on the radio. Kunming was also to his liking. It had become a cosmopolitan metropolis of three hundred thousand people and was the reception point for supplies that came over the Hump—the Himalayas—from Burma. In the streets with thousand-year-old paving stones as big as chessboards, carts that seemed as old as the streets, pulled by small horses, navigated among the jeeps, the soldiers of many nations, and the swarms of girls. The Chinese girls, Fenn felt, were not on a par with the belles in the polo photographs of American magazines, but they were serviceable. Fenn had a room in the Commerce Hotel where he received his lady friends. The nights were enlivened by dance parties with cases of whiskey and women dressed up “like whores at a wedding.” A 10 P.M. curfew had to be established in the city to dampen the exuberance. As Fenn explained it, although U.S. personnel were not involved in combat, there was a constant battle between the GIs chasing tail and the MPs trying to stop them from getting it.

In 1945, at the age of thirty-eight, with his resemblance to Douglas Fairbanks and his leisurely duties at AGAS, Fenn was living the good life. But in March, after the Japanese coup, his agents were shut down and stopped sending reports. It was then that Fenn remembered hearing about a pilot named Shaw, brought in by an Annamite named Ho, who had refused a pile of cash but wanted to meet Chennault. Fenn made inquiries and was told that Ho was still in Kunming and spent his time at the Office of War Information library reading magazines.

Fenn arranged a meeting on March 17 at the Dragon’s Gate Café. A frail-looking Annamite showed up, wearing a white cotton suit, with a younger man named Pham. Ho “had the brightest eyes I ever saw,” Fenn recalled. Having heard that he was a Communist, Fenn asked if that was the case.

“Some of our members are Communists and some are not,” Ho said. “The Chinese and the French call all of us Communists who don’t fit into their pattern.”

“Would you like to work for the Americans?” Fenn asked.

He explained that Ho and his men could rescue pilots and collect intelligence.

“We could try,” Ho said.

“And what would you want in return?”

“American recognition for our League of Independence. Medicine and arms.”

“How big is your league?”

“Several hundred at our base. But many thousands scattered over Annam.”

Fenn knew that dissidents always exaggerate their manpower, but was nonetheless impressed by Ho’s calm and levelheaded manner. “I felt the wing of genius touch mine,” he later recalled.

Responding to Ho’s request, Fenn took him to meet Chennault. In his faded cotton tunic and sandals, Ho faced the general in his tropical worsted uniform, complete with Sam Browne belt and two rows of medals. Both men knew how to turn on the charm. Chennault told Ho how grateful he was about the rescued pilot. Ho told Chennault how glad he was to help Americans and particularly Chennault, whose exploits with the Flying Tigers he greatly admired. Ho then asked Chennault for his photograph. “There’s nothing Chennault liked more than giving his photograph,” Fenn recalled. The general rang a bell and a secretary came out with some eight-by-ten glossies. Ho took his pick and Chennault picked up his Parker Golden Arrow pen and wrote in his bold script, “Yours Sincerely, Claire L. Chennault.”

The plan was that Ho should return to his camp with two of Fenn’s agents and the necessary equipment. The Americans’ most urgent need was weather reports, without which Chennault’s planes could not fly. One of the agents was a Chinese radio operator, Mac Shin, who spoke some English, had gone to parachute school, and was trained to use a tommy gun. He had the kind of confidence that made him assume everyone liked him. The other was Frank Tan, a Chinese American who had grown up in Boston. But his father, a doctor, felt that he was discriminated against and took the family back to China. Tan was a resourceful and reliable agent who got along well with Ho.

Ho’s last request prior to their departure in April was for six Colt .45s in their original wrappings, which Fenn provided. Their equipment included a generator, a transmitter, and a variety of small arms. They needed two L-5s, small planes used for short hops, to reach the Chinese border town of Jingxi. Pham Van Dong was left behind in Kunming. In Jingxi they collected porters for the two-hundred-mile hike through Japanese territory. Then they set out, walking at night for two weeks, reaching Ho’s headquarters at the caves of Pac Bo in the last week of April 1945.

Back in Kunming, the OSS, which had lost its French agents in the March coup, told Fenn to pass along the reports he was getting from Ho’s headquarters. Then Fenn was told that the Ho operation was coming under OSS control. He felt that he was being pushed around, but had to acquiesce.

The head of OSS special intelligence in China, Colonel Paul E. Helliwell, had been asking General Wedemeyer’s headquarters for a green light to work with anti-Japanese Vietnamese. On March 1, in a memo to Wedemeyer, the colonel wrote: “There are a number of revolutionary native groups … anti-French as well as anti-Japanese.” They were willing to help “in return for monetary advances, or, in some cases, arms and ammunition.… I feel it is quite important that we get to work on straight OSS activities in that country.” Eight days later the coup gave his request a greater urgency.

The mind-set of a number of OSS officers in China was anticolonial, in line with the views of FDR. OSS officer Austin Glass had lived in Indochina for twenty-five years while working for Standard Oil, and was married to a Vietnamese woman. He wrote in his final report in July 1945: “I do not believe the French have ever understood the Annamite mentality.… The liberty they claim for themselves they deny for others.… The semi-slavery of the plantation coolies, the corralling of peasants for forced labor on dikes, roads, etc., all are cases in point … that is what they have been doing for one hundred years.”

Another OSS officer, Archimedes Patti, had run the Indochina desk in Washington in 1944. When he asked Donovan about using Indochinese as agents, the OSS chief told him: “Use anyone who will work with us against the Japanese, but do not become involved in French-Indochinese politics.”

On April 13, 1945, Patti arrived in Kunming to take over the Indochina desk of the OSS. He questioned Glass on the situation in Vietnam and learned that AGAS had struck a deal with Ho via Fenn. Patti first thought of using as agents some of the French who had crossed the border into China after the coup, but found “an unattractive picture of indifference, vengefulness, and selfish interests.… With their overriding desire for an early recognition of their colony, they withheld critical political and military intelligence.… They obstructed American attempts to function within Indochina.”

For Patti, the Vietminh were worth a try. He set up a meeting with Ho in the Chinese border town of Jingxi on April 27, while Ho was still in Pac Bo. Ho listed his grievances against the French and explained that he was already working with AGAS to rescue downed airmen. He made it clear, however, that he was open to further collaboration. Patti recalled that “Ho’s sincerity, pragmatism, and eloquence made an indelible impression on me.” Patti saw no conflict with American policy in Ho’s ultimate goal of a free Vietnam, since he was being pressed to obtain results. “They wanted everything and they wanted it right away,” Patti said. Ho and the Vietminh seemed to be the answer.

In early May, Ho’s group left Pac Bo for a new forward base, a tiny village in the jungle called Tan Trao, not far from the provincial capital of Thai Nguyen. Having been joined by Giap, they arrived at Tan Trao on May 21. They were now only sixty miles from Hanoi. Other groups joined them, some armed guerrillas and some students. Frank Tan reported to Fenn that Mac Shin was teaching the students radio techniques “and they all love him.” Every day the guerrillas drilled with the new weapons, though one had a 1904 Remington rifle and another had a flintlock. The air drops were coming in with additional radio transmitters and Ho set up stations in various locations to collect weather data. Ho distributed the six Colts to the leaders of the groups that joined him, to ensure their loyalty. “The American general wanted to send each one of you a token of his regard,” he said.

Back in Kunming, Patti was trying to convince his superior, Colonel Helliwell, that it was time to drop OSS teams into Ho’s forward base. Even though they were “Marxists,” Patti said, their “immediate concern was to fight the Japanese.” In the first week of June, Ho informed Patti that he had one thousand well-trained guerrillas ready. Helliwell agreed to send in a small unit dubbed the Deer Team, led by Major Allison Thomas, who admitted that he knew nothing about Indochina, except “that it was a French colony and the missionaries came over first.” However, Thomas, who was in his mid-twenties, had proved himself working behind the lines in France after D-day.

On July 16, 1945, Major Thomas dropped into Tan Trao with five others: a radioman, a weapons man, and three French envoys who were not OSS. They were welcomed by two hundred Vietminh. Thomas was “flabbergasted” when the Vietminh returned a wad of dollars that had fallen out of his pocket when he landed in a banyan tree. A bamboo archway said welcome to our american friends, and they celebrated with a case of Hanoi beer captured from the Japanese in a raid on a small hill station the previous day.

The three Frenchmen, two of whom were actually Annamites from the colonial troops, were soon spotted by Giap and sent back to Kunming as untrustworthy. Major Thomas, like other Americans who came into contact with Ho, immediately liked him. In his initial report to Kunming, on July 17, he said: “Forget the Communist Bogy. VML [Viet Minh League] is not Communist. Stands for freedom and reform from French harshness.” He also asked for more men, including a medic, and miscellaneous equipment, ranging from maps and mosquito nets to ten M3s with silencers, “good for Jap sentries.” His instructions were to work with the guerrillas and find targets of opportunity for the air force.

The rest of the Deer Team landed in the drop zone on July 29, and included the medic Paul Hoagland and René Defourneaux, a Frenchman who had come to the United States at the age of eighteen in 1939 and joined the army in 1942. Detached to the OSS, he was sent to Kunming. In the Vietminh camp he called himself Raymond Douglass. Giap was there to greet them, and apologized for Ho’s absence. Upon being told that Ho was ill, Hoagland and Defourneaux went to the village where he was staying. “On a mat in the darkest corner of the room lay a pile of bones covered with yellow, dry skin,” Defourneaux recalled. “A pair of glassy eyes stared at us. The man was shaking like a leaf and obviously running a high fever.”

“This man doesn’t have long for this world,” Hoagland said. He had trained as a nurse and served aboard a Swedish liner as a medic. He diagnosed Ho’s high fever as a result of malaria, dengue, or dysentery. He administered quinine, sulfa, and other medication, and within ten days Ho was up and about. It is entirely possible that the life of the future president of North Vietnam was saved by an American medic.

In early August, the Deer Team and the Vietminh guerrillas built a training camp with barracks for soldiers, a rifle range, and an infirmary. The OSS men chose forty recruits to train in the use of M1 carbines, Thompson submachine guns, Brens, bazookas, mortars, flamethrowers, and hand grenades. They, in turn, would train others. Giap marveled at seeing his company standing in tidy rows with American rifles and shining bayonets.

Elsewhere, on August 6, a bomb was dropped. Thomas wrote in his diary for August 16: “Wild hilarity today. At 9 A.M. we heard by our radio that negotiations for final surrender were almost finished.” Giap’s troops marched on Hanoi, and the Deer Team marched with them. After a four-day slog in the rain, picking off green leeches, Giap’s miniature army attacked the provincial capital of Thai Nguyen. The Japanese were dug in behind the concrete ramparts of an old French fort and firing broke out at 6 A.M. on August 20. Even though the war was over, the OSS team fought side by side with the Vietminh. Major Thomas, acting against orders, could not resist this last chance to see the troops the Deer Team had trained in action. He helped plan the attack and took part in the surrender negotiations. Defourneaux thought he had “gone nuts.” Why take the chance of getting bumped off now? Six Japanese and three Vietnamese were in fact killed.

Ho and Giap now saw an opportunity to take over Vietnam, since the Japanese had surrendered and the French troops were still locked up. In a single month, the Deer Team had trained a core of two hundred guerrillas that formed the cadre of Giap’s army, allowing Ho to call for “a general insurrection to seize power throughout the country.” On August 16, a People’s Congress had convened in Tan Trao to approve the flag of an independent Vietnam—a gold star upon a field of red.

For the Deer Team, the war was over. Thai Nguyen was their last battle, and the first for Ho and Giap in their war of independence. On August 26, Thai Nguyen celebrated its freedom with a parade. Then it was on to Hanoi for the Vietminh and back to Kunming for the Deer Team. Vietminh guerrillas invested Hanoi unopposed and by the end of August were in control of the city. They occupied the major public buildings. But they were not in control of the south, which was alive with armed groups of various persuasions. In Hanoi, however, Ho Chi Minh proclaimed Vietnam’s independence on September 2, 1945.

The United States Recognizes French Sovereignty over Indochina

Nineteen forty-five was one of those years in which too much was going on in rapid sequence, as if, in geological terms, the planet was being hit by a succession of earthquakes, tsunamis, and hurricanes. The death of FDR in April, followed by the founding of the United Nations in San Francisco; the German surrender in May, the Potsdam Conference in July, the surrender of Japan in August. And the proclamation of Indochina’s independence in September.

Harry S. Truman took the oath of office on April 12 and became the thirty-third president of the United States. He was thrown into the bubbling international cauldron with little experience in foreign affairs, at a time when the Grand Alliance was breaking up and the Soviets were using their elbows. In Truman’s lap lay all the issues that FDR had deferred, his high-flown Wilsonian rhetoric masking his sphere-of-influence arrangements.

Truman inherited the loose ends. “Shall we invade Japan proper or shall we bomb and blockade?” he asked himself in his diary. The firebombing had begun in March, but still Japan did not admit defeat. The policy of unconditional surrender, announced at Casablanca in 1943, now seemed to be prolonging the war. Why not let the Japanese keep their emperor, whose rule was symbolic? General George C. Marshall argued that an invasion would be necessary to end the war. But the island-hopping strategy was causing huge losses.

One day after FDR’s death, Undersecretary of the Army Robert A. Lovett told the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee that Roosevelt’s ban on helping the French in Indochina was “a source of serious embarrassment to the military.” The State Department member of the committee said that in his bailiwick there was “a divergence of views.” The Subcommittee for the Far East expressed support for FDR’s anticolonial line, while in the European subcommitee, there was no wish to antagonize France, which was needed to rebuild Europe and check Soviet expansion.

Trusteeship had never been more than a gleam in FDR’s eye, and now that gleam had faded. After his triumphant entry into Paris in August 1944, de Gaulle formed a provisional government, which was duly recognized by Britain and the United States. De Gaulle wanted to take part in the operations against Japan to reaffirm France’s sovereignty over Indochina. But FDR was against incorporating French troop contingents into Mountbatten’s South East Asia Command. An OSS report on August 9, 1944, said that if French forces were used to oust Japan, “U.S. chances for directly influencing Indochinese policy” might be reduced.

France, after all, was a stricken nation, whose contribution to the Allied cause had been marginal. Thus, France was relegated to a minor position, and was not invited to either Yalta or Potsdam. De Gaulle had to fight for his seat at the diplomatic table. As the influential Texas senator Tom Connally put it: “The U.S., England, Russia, and China are the four nations that have shed their blood for the rest of the world, whereas France’s part in the war has only been that of a small nation.”

In 1945, however, the United States began moving in the direction of restoring France’s colonial possessions. On April 21, the U.N. conference opened in San Francisco, with plenary sessions at the War Memorial Opera House. It labored on until June 23, mainly due to Soviet intransigence and obstructionism, a forecast of the Cold War. But for France the conference ended with a victory, since it began with the Big Four and concluded with the Big Five—the permanent members of the Security Council.

The French delegate was de Gaulle’s foreign minister, Georges Bidault, an antiappeasement journalist of the thirties turned Resistance leader during the war. The skeptical, caustic Bidault was attending his first international conference, which he found to be “run exactly like an American political convention.” It was also his first encounter with John Foster Dulles, who was there as an adviser to Senator Arthur Hendrick Vandenberg. Bidault found Dulles to be “naïve and clumsily sly,” with a “notorious lack of subtlety and insight.”

He had better luck with Harold Stassen, elected governor of Minnesota at the age of thirty-two (the youngest ever) but now serving as a naval officer. Detached to the U.N. delegation to handle trustee matters, Stassen was against breaking up colonial empires and told Bidault they were like “the American federal system.” Bidault had even better luck with the novice Secretary of State Stettinius, who told him on May 8 that “the record is entirely innocent of any official statement of the United States government questioning, even by implication, French sovereignty over Indochina.” This was a clever way of announcing a change in policy, without seeming to depart from Roosevelt’s wishes, which had been off the cuff, never formally declared. Then in June came a statement from the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee that “the United States recognize French sovereignty over Indochina.” Truman was on board, even though he had hoped to carry out his predecessor’s wishes.

In June 1945, de Gaulle named General Jacques-Philippe Leclerc commander of an expeditionary corps for Indochina. It was Leclerc who had led the French 2nd Armored Division into Paris and accepted the German surrender.

At his headquarters in the mountain resort of Kandy, Ceylon, which boasted a temple housing one of Buddha’s teeth, Mountbatten was an unhappy admiral. Born Battenberg, he was the great-grandson of Queen Victoria and a favorite of Churchill’s, who in 1943 named him supreme Allied commander in Southeast Asia. In October 1943 he had made a “gentlemen’s agreement” with Chiang Kai-shek that their commands could share Indochina. But in February 1945, General Wedemeyer, Chiang Kai-shek’s chief of staff, told the British that he was “diametrically opposed to [Mountbatten’s] agreement with Gismo [Chiang Kai-shek].” Mountbatten protested to the Foreign Office on February 8 that it was “militarily indefensible that this command be hampered by American obstruction which we know to be based on purely political considerations.” Mountbatten was head of South East Asia Command, and Wedemeyer was supposed to be his subordinate.

Mountbatten had in fact been dropping Gaullist agents into Indochina from an airport near Calcutta. On January 23, 1945, three U.S. planes shot down three British bombers on a mission over Indochina, mistaking them for Japanese planes. Could this be called friendly fire? Mountbatten had his doubts. Yet he was not deterred, and informed General Wedemeyer in May that he planned to conduct twenty-six more sorties over Indochina. Wedemeyer was furious. He was convinced the British were trying to sway political developments. They could drop weapons the French might use against the Vietminh, who were fighting the Japs. He complained to General Marshall on May 28 that the British intrusion in his theater pointed to the existence of a “British and French plan to re-establish their pre-war political and economic positions in Southeast Asia.”

But Wedemeyer was behind the curve, and General Marshall informed him on June 4 that the new State Department position “eliminates the political necessity of curtailing Lord Mountbatten’s operations in Indochina.” When Patrick Hurley, the U.S. ambassador to China, warned President Truman that the British were “trying to reestablish French imperialism,” Secretary of State Stettinius on June 7 brought him up to speed: “The United States welcomes French participation in the Pacific war to the extent practical, and U.S. forces in China are free to cooperate with French Resistance groups in Indochina.” But Wedemeyer continued to insist that Indochina was entirely within the China theater.

Wedemeyer was on target regarding the intentions of the British, who feared that if the United States opposed a French return to Indochina their colonies would be next. As the British ambassador in Chungking put it in February 1944, “any attempt to abrogate French rule in Indochina cannot fail to react on the position of other nations holding possessions in the Far East, e.g. the Dutch and ourselves.” Britain also needed France as a strong partner in Europe, the key to postwar stability. An unfriendly power within 250 miles of London was out of the question. And what would France be without its empire? France needed Indochina to reassert herself as a great power.

The Dreadful Division at Potsdam

On July 16, 1945, Averell Harriman, the U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union, was driving through the wasteland of Berlin on the way to the suburb of Potsdam, where the Big Three conference was about to begin. Entire blocks of apartment houses had toppled into the streets as if pushed by a giant hand, giving him a keen sense of what defeat had wrought. The Russians had already stripped the factories, according to their interpretation of “surplus tools” agreed to at Yalta.

Potsdam was in the Russian zone, and everywhere he saw green-capped Soviet troops, even in trees. The conference was to take place in the Cicilienhof Palace, a two-story country estate of ivy-covered stone overlooking a lake. In the courtyard, the Soviets had planted a red star of geraniums. Untouched by the war, Potsdam was a serene location, with many stately homes where the delegations stayed.

The Americans were occupying a lakeside villa dubbed the “Little White House.” President Truman had worked hard while crossing the Atlantic aboard the heavy cruiser Augusta, and had brought with him Henry Stimson, who was still secretary of war. Still, Truman felt at a disadvantage, for he had never met the other principals, Churchill and Stalin, who were bound to compare him to his predecessor. He wrote his mother: “I wish this trip was over. I hate it, but it has to be done.”

The French were excluded from Potsdam, not being counted among the victorious nations. It was as if there was a sign that said french not allowed, recalled the historian Paul Mus. What a disastrous impression that made on the Vietnamese, who saw France treated as a second-rate, expendable nation.

Momentous decisions were on the agenda, such as German reparations, elections in Eastern Europe, and the surrender of Japan. Meanwhile, in the desert near Alamogordo, New Mexico, at 5:30 A.M. on July 16, a nuclear implosion bomb was successfully tested. When Truman heard the news that evening, he said it took a great load off his mind.

On July 17, Stalin dropped by the Little White House for an impromptu lunch of liver and bacon and announced that he would be ready to declare war on Japan on August 15, a pledge he had made at Yalta. An elated Truman wrote in his diary: “Fini Japs.” By July 21, Stimson had the first full report on the enormous energy generated by the bomb, the first of which would be ready between August 1 and August 6. Truman was “tremendously pepped up by it,” Stimson wrote in his diary. “He said it gave him a totally new feeling of confidence.” At the same time, Truman began to wonder if Russia was still needed against Japan. But the U.S. Joint Chiefs, who were at the conference, wanted the Russians to come in to save American troops from conducting a land war in Asia. No one yet knew what the effect of the bomb would be.

On July 24, Truman told Stalin that the United States had a weapon “of unusual destructive force.” Stalin nodded and said nothing, according to his translator, V. N. Pavlov. He didn’t have to say anything, since he already knew about the bomb from his spies and had launched his own nuclear program. Churchill was also told in more specific detail.

In the meantime, the conference dragged on. The camaraderie of past conferences was lacking. Stalin was an ally in Manchuria but a foe in Eastern Europe. The postwar landgrab had begun. Stalin was bent on annexing the areas where he had boots on the ground. Churchill had to return to London after the unexpected Labour landslide replaced him with the mousy Clement Attlee, who had been brought to Potsdam just in case.

The only one left of the original Big Three was Stalin, who lorded over the others. Truman wondered why, even though he was taller than both Stalin and Churchill, the press described him as short. It occurred to Harriman that while terminal was the U.S. code word for Potsdam, there was nothing terminal about it, for it raised more problems than it solved. The news about the bomb made it clear that Japan could be defeated without Soviet help. But it was too late to tell Stalin he was neither needed nor wanted. George Marshall believed that the bomb, which rendered the island-hopping strategy obsolete, would save half a million American lives.

On the large questions, Potsdam got nowhere, but other decisions were made that would have vast international repercussions. Surrender planning, an often overlooked aspect of war, is in fact as crucial as combat. In a world war, allied armies must be mobilized in multiple theaters to disarm and repatriate the enemy.

At the Pentagon, by May 1945, staff papers on surrender tactics were circulating in the multilayered War Plans bureaucracy. The planners were focused on the invasion of the Japanese home islands. This meant not diverting U.S. troops in surrender operations to the many other locations where the Japanese were entrenched. But because Japanese surrender did not seem imminent, many specific issues were not addressed. The feeling was that it would take time to rest and reequip the troops who would move into all the places in Southeast Asia and the Pacific that the Japanese held. Also, surrender had to be coordinated with the Allies, who would provide those troops outside Japan. The Soviets were expected to occupy Manchuria and northern Korea, while the Americans would occupy the Japanese home islands. General MacArthur had asked for twenty-two divisions for Japan alone.

At the Potsdam Conference, the surrender arrangements were made at a meeting of the Combined Chiefs of Staff of the participating powers, on July 24. (The U.S. Joint Chiefs were General George Marshall, General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, and Admiral Ernest King.) Churchill asked Mountbatten to be there, and told him about the bomb, but specified that he should keep it to himself. Mountbatten attended the meeting at a time when he was deeply impressed by the battle of Okinawa, which had just ended. It had taken eighty-two days and cost twelve thousand American lives. The Japanese simply would not surrender. The kamikaze (divine wind) flew nineteen hundred suicide sorties and sank twenty-six ships. In the ground fighting, there were few wounded Japanese. They either died of their wounds, returned to the front lines to be killed, or committed suicide. The men held hand grenades to their stomachs and blew themselves up, while the generals committed ceremonial hara-kiri. If this was the way they defended outlying islands, Mountbatten thought, what would they do in their homeland? Thus, when he was told about the bomb, he felt that it was the only way to proceed. At the same time, he was concerned that he had to tell his staff to prepare for a quick Japanese surrender without giving them a reason why. His South East Asia Command had a vast surrender area extending from Burma to Malaya to the Dutch East Indies. He had expected to occupy these areas in stages, one at a time, but if the bomb was used he would have to occupy them all at once. In Burma there were still 60,000 Japanese, in Malaya 116,000, half a million in the Dutch East Indies, and 110,000 in Indochina.

His worst headache was Indochina, where his command was in dispute with Wedemeyer’s China theater. He hoped to be in charge of surrender for all Indochina, since he was also responsible for adjacent Siam. But the Combined Chiefs decided otherwise. Since the French were not ready with troops and ships to reoccupy their colony, the surrender of Indochina was divided between the Chinese in the north and the British in the south. The boundary was set at the 16th parallel, south of Tourane (Da Nang). It was a purely military decision, made to release American commanders from mopping up Japanese troops in the former colonies of the British, the Dutch, and the French. That way they could concentrate on the main effort of occupying the home islands. It had, however, political implications. In the north, the Chinese occupation gave Ho Chi Minh a window of opportunity to establish a Democratic Republic of Vietnam. In the south, the British helped the French gain a foothold that would extend into reconquest and war. According to the minutes of the July 24 meeting, Mountbatten agreed to the partition, while expressing concern that “the French might find the proposition a little less agreeable.” But in time he came to feel that “the dreadful division at Potsdam” prevented any unified settlement for Indochina and proved to be the origin of the long and bitter wars to follow. Partition was a disaster, he felt, for which the entire world suffered for years.

That was the point of view of an imperialist, but for the anticolonialist Paul Mus, the fact that the French had no part in the surrender arrangements made their return illegitimate. They would arrive on the heels of the British. It would seem as if they were sneaking back, in a kind of second-story break-in, doomed from the start. But at the time, no one imagined that this small corner of Asia had much significance in the context of ending the war. On August 1, 1945, the last day of Potsdam, Truman wrote Chiang Kai-shek that the north of Indochina would be included in the China theater. Chiang replied that he was pleased to comply. A few days earlier, on July 26, the Potsdam Proclamation called for Japan’s unconditional surrender and warned that refusal would mean Japan’s “prompt and utter destruction.” The Japanese reply was mokusatsu (to kill with silence). Truman approved the use of the bomb; its assembly and delivery were under way. The first bomb was dropped on Hiroshima on August 6. Still the Japanese did not surrender. The Soviets declared war on Japan on August 9 and stormed into Manchuria, just as Bock’s Car was flying to Nagasaki, carrying the “Fat Man” bomb. On August 10, Emperor Hirohito ordered an end to the war. Truman announced the surrender on August 14 (retaining the emperor). He had to make some far-reaching decisions that are still being debated. Was the A-bomb necessary? Was Soviet help against Japan necessary? The partition of Vietnam was a minor item of the surrender strategy, except to the French, who protested in vain.

At the Pentagon’s Office of Planning and Defense, Colonel Robert Wood observed: “When the Japanese surrendered, it caught the whole goddamn administrative machinery with their pants down.” Forces in the Pacific were dispersed. Troops earmarked for combat were now needed for occupation. There were two million Japanese troops in China. Who was going to disarm them? The Joint Chiefs of Staff were faced with overwhelming surrender problems: to assemble the shipping, which would tie up the entire U.S. Navy; to land a division in South Korea, to prevent the Soviets from swallowing up the entire country; to prepare a surrender document, giving each theater commander his orders. After the first bomb exploded, it was a race against the clock. General Order No. 1 was drafted by Colonel Charles Bonesteel and Colonel Dean Rusk, working from a wall map. It called for the occupation of the Japanese home islands and southern Korea by U.S. forces. The dividing line in Korea was pushed far enough north so that Seoul was in the U.S. zone. Northern Korea went to the Soviets and the rest of Southeast Asia went to the British, with the exception of northern Vietnam, where Chinese troops moved in. The lines Bonesteel and Rusk drew facing a deadline rearranged the postwar world.

The surrender documents had to be approved by the British, the Chinese, and the Soviets. For the latter, surrender arrangements were but a continuation of the wartime game of grab. On August 16, Stalin asked to occupy the northern half of the home island of Hokkaido. In a show of firmness, Truman informed him that the Japanese home islands would surrender only to U.S. troops. It was clear that the United States had defeated Japan almost single-handedly. But in other ways, the results of the surrender policy were ruinous. Korea was partitioned, which led to a war. China was on the verge of civil war. How could Truman foresee that inviting Stalin to declare war on Japan would help Mao Tse-tung defeat Chiang Kai-shek four years later?

On September 2, 1945, the surrender documents were signed aboard the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay. Winning the war was simple—a matter of two bombs—compared to winning the surrender. Events took on a momentum of their own, with U.S. troops in Japan, China, and Korea, Soviet troops in Korea and Manchuria, and British and Chinese troops in Indochina. Truman described postwar Asia as a “land grab stampede.”

France Means to Recover Its Sovereignty over Indochina

In his base camp of Tan Trao, Ho Chi Minh was following the news on the radio. The first bomb. The second bomb. The surrender. But for Ho, as well as for the Allies, the surrender came too soon. He was not ready for a full-scale war against the French. In addition, Chinese and British occupation forces would arrive in Vietnam within a month. However, with the French still locked up and the Japanese out of the picture, there was a tempting vacuum. Ho decided to occupy Hanoi, declare the independence of Vietnam, and form a government before the Chinese poured over the border. It was mid-August, and he had roughly until mid-September. On August 16, 1945, he summoned sixty delegates to a National People’s Congress in Tan Trao and called for a general insurrection.

Hundreds of Vietminh militants in Hanoi were enrolled in units formed to occupy government buildings. August 19 was a Sunday. The stores were shuttered. Red flags hung from every lamppost. At noon, from a balcony of the Municipal Theater, a Vietminh officer told a crowd of twenty thousand that the insurrection was under way. The crowd formed columns, each marching on a strategic building—city hall, police headquarters, the main post office, water and electricity facilities. Japanese soldiers looked on, while the fifteen thousand French civilians barricaded themselves in their homes. By sundown Hanoi was in the hands of the Vietminh, which named a People’s Committee to run things.

In Hanoi and other cities, the Vietminh seized power in a bloodless coup, taking advantage of the interregnum after the Japanese had laid down their arms, the French were still detained, and the occupiers had not yet arrived. From the Delta to the mountains, the corrupt incumbency of mandarins and notables was evicted, prison doors were opened, French taxes were abolished, land rents reduced, communal rice fields distributed, and equality proclaimed.

One August morning at dawn, an American warship docked at Haiphong. The naval lieutenant and later senator Mark Hatfield saw the colored tiles of the gambling casino at the top of the hill lit by the sun. Behind the harbor, he saw the squalid huts at the base of the hill. The casino, he reflected, was symbolic of colonial power, in contrast to the absolute deprivation, the rags and the poverty of an exploited people.

Meanwhile, in Washington on August 22, General de Gaulle met President Truman, who pledged not to hinder the return of the French. Encouraged by the change of direction since the death of FDR, de Gaulle gave a press conference on August 24, stating that “the position of France in Indochina is very simple. France means to recover its sovereignty over Indochina.” He was told in Washington that U.S. Lend-Lease supplies could be used by Leclerc’s forces as long as the insignia were removed, so that the United States could not be accused of assisting a colonial power.

De Gaulle had named a commissioner for Indochina. He was Jean Sainteny, an insurance broker in civilian life, who was stranded in Kunming trying to catch an OSS flight to Hanoi. But in Kunming it was raining biblical torrents. The streets were navigable only by boat, and no planes were taking off. Finally, on August 22, he left with the OSS agent Archimedes Patti, who was heading a thirteen-man “Mercy Team” to arrange for the liberation of twenty thousand Allied prisoners of war and fifteen thousand civilians.

Flying into Hanoi, Sainteny saw what he thought at first were fields of poppies, which turned out to be Vietminh flags. As he drove into the city, huge crowds were gathered on the Avenue Carnot, but hardly a white face. Somehow Sainteny coaxed the Japanese into letting him occupy the governor-general’s palace. He found the silver, the china, and the linen to be in good order, but the houseboys had fled. Sainteny was the odd man out, even though he represented, for the moment, the French presence in Indochina. The Japanese ignored him, and the old-time colons still loyal to Vichy avoided him. He was not allowed out of the building he occupied, which was guarded by one ring of Japanese and another of Vietminh. His first wire to Kunming said: “Situation in Hanoi worse than anything we could have imagined.” His second wire on August 24 said that the Japanese had furnished weapons and a patrol boat to the Vietminh. A few days later the French presence grew to eleven when he was joined by some navy men who came in via Haiphong. When Patti paid them a visit, Sainteny was fuming over a headline in a local paper that said: VIET MINH FIGHTING WITH U.S. TROOPS IN TONKIN WILL SOON BE HERE TO OUST THE FRENCH OPPRESSORS WHO LAST YEAR STARVED TWO MILLION PEOPLE.

Patti saw Hanoi as “a boiling caldron of conflicting interests,” with an unstable population of 150,000. Armed Japanese out of uniform plundered French homes and set fire to Vietnamese shops and warehouses. Five thousand French troops were still imprisoned in the Citadelle, a garrison complex of buildings sandwiched between the botanical garden and the sports stadium. French schools were closed and French doctors were evicted from the Institut Pasteur. On August 24, the formation of a “Provisional People’s Government” was announced. There followed a blizzard of edicts ranging from repealed taxes to an order that all armed groups disband and join the Vietnam Liberation Army.

Provisional Government Groping in the Dark

On August 25, Ho Chi Minh, the president of the provisional government, crossed the Doumer Bridge and entered Hanoi, soon to be followed by Giap and his men. They were unopposed by the thirty thousand Japanese still in and around the city. In all his fifty-five years, Ho had never been to Hanoi. He and Giap stayed with sympathizers, in a badly lit two-story house on an ancient street. “Uncle,” as Giap called him, wearing brown shorts and a crumpled hat, kept his beat-up typewriter on a small table covered by green felt. He slept on a cot that was folded into a corner during the day. He was changing the history of his country, but his hosts did not even know his name.

Standing on a balcony, Giap saw the Chinese advance troops struggle in. “Their faces were puffy and jaundiced,” he recalled. “Their yellow uniforms, the shade of turmeric, were ragged and filthy. They lugged baskets full of junky items on poles. Some even brought women and children. Many had legs swollen by beriberi.” They did not look like a victorious army.

Ho was facing a perilous situation. There was no money in the state treasury and no rice in the warehouses. Ninety percent of the population was illiterate. Few had any government experience. Foreign troops were due from all directions. But for every problem there was a solution. “We will make mistakes but we will correct them,” Ho said. Giap could not help but remember Lenin’s words: “It is difficult to seize power, but it is even more difficult to keep it.”

On August 26, acting as a middleman, Patti arranged a meeting between Giap and Sainteny. It did not go well. Sainteny was unable to avoid the patronizing tone of the colonial overseer. Why had the Vietminh, he asked, recklessly chosen to let the world know that the French presence in Indochina was no longer welcome? In excellent French, Giap replied that he was not there to be lectured. Sainteny realized that the old order was doomed and expressed in vague terms a desire for change. Giap asked him to be specific. Sainteny said he hoped for a Franco-Annamite alliance. Once Giap left, Sainteny told Patti that he felt he had convinced the Vietminh leader that getting along without the French was an “infantile presumption.”

At the first cabinet meeting on August 27, September 2 was fixed as Independence Day. Chinese troops had begun to stream across the border in large numbers. Giap told Patti he was concerned that the Chinese might overthrow the provisional government and replace it with Vietnamese “renegades” they were bringing with them.

On August 29, Patti met with Ho Chi Minh, who seemed to want American help without openly asking for it. Ho told Patti that Emperor Bao Dai had abdicated in Hue, passing power to the Vietminh. Like Giap, Ho was worried that the Chinese would bring their own Vietnamese, whom he called “pseudo-nationalists” and “lackeys of the Kuomintang.” The Chinese might try to force these opportunists on him to form a puppet government.

After his meeting with Ho, Patti reported to the OSS in Kunming: “Provisional government groping in the dark … I am convinced that they are not politically mature.… They call ‘nationalization’ … essential to the livelihood of the new government.… Whole business has misguided Soviet tinge.” On September 1, he cabled: “Provisional Government … is composed of left-wing elements.” In his memoirs, however, Patti was less critical of the infant regime. He kept shuttling from Ho’s humble residence to Sainteny’s governor-general’s palace, he wrote, and though the distance was short, the transition took him from feeling the elation of launching a free nation to sensing the anxieties of maintaining an unwanted and dying empire.

On Sunday, September 2, 1945, crowds began converging in the morning on Hanoi’s Ba Dinh Square, where a platform had been erected for the occasion. All vehicular traffic was blocked by the human wave of mottled groups typical of the Vietnamese population: gnarled and barefoot mountain people, villagers led by their elders, Buddhist monks and Catholic priests, peasant women in yellow turbans with layered skirts, city women wearing long four-paneled skirts, workers in open-collared white shirts and blue pants. Downtown Hanoi was a rippling red sea of flags, and banners strung across streets. DOWN WITH FRENCH COLONIALISM. INDEPENDENCE OR DEATH. A poster showed a Vietnamese being decapitated, with the caption: here is french domination.

An autumn sun bathed the square as the dignitaries arrived on the platform. Below them stood a guard of honor in pith helmets and khaki uniforms. Bands played and militias marched, carrying an array of weapons that ranged from spears to submachine guns. A contingent of female soldiers astonished the Vietnamese who filled the square.

A little after 2 P.M., a gaunt man approached the microphone. Having roamed the globe for thirty years, he was back among his people, most of whom were seeing him for the first time, when he was introduced as “the liberator and savior of the nation.” The crowd was hushed as he spoke. His opening sentences sounded familiar to the OSS men in the crowd: “We hold these truths to be self-evident. That all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights, and that among these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.” Ho had borrowed from the American Declaration of Independence to underscore that September 2 was the Vietnamese Fourth of July.

He stopped and asked: “My fellow citizens, can you hear what I’m saying?” A mighty roar assured him that they could. Ho went on to describe French depredations as “counter to the ideals of humanity and justice,” and concluded that “we have won back our independence from Japanese hands and not from the French.” It was a mesmerizing performance. As Giap listened, he felt that Ho had revived the nation, offering freedom to each citizen. Whatever difficulties lay ahead, the colonial power would have to fight to regain its lost paradise.

Ho Chi Minh Is Riding a Wild Horse Bareback and Holding Only One Rein

The jubilation of September 2, however, soon turned to anxiety, as the population of Vietnam nervously awaited the arrival of the Chinese in the north and the British in the south. Caught up in his meetings with Ho and Sainteny, Archimedes Patti began to realize that he had no inkling of what the Truman policy might be toward the takeover of Vietnam by the Communists. On September 4, he flew to Chungking to seek advice from the U.S. embassy and military brass. There he met with Brigadier General George Olmsted, standing in for Wedemeyer, OSS colonel Paul Helliwell, and John Hall Paxton, the second secretary at the embassy.

Olmsted said that Indochina had been neglected in light of more pressing issues, but that it was time to address the problems there. Apparently the trusteeship issue had been abandoned. But where did that leave them?

Helliwell asked, “What is the policy? Do we help the French take control? Do we help Ho set up a quote democratic unquote regime? Or do we bug out?”

Paxton said, “Ho Chi Minh is in place but riding a wild horse bareback and holding only one rein.” The United States had not recognized his government but could perhaps give him moral support.

It occurred to Patti: You ask for policy guidance and you draw a blank.

On September 9, Patti returned to Hanoi, flying south at about a thousand feet. Below, he could see what looked like a giant earthworm crawling along Route Coloniale 2. Dropping lower to get a closer look, he saw a mix of bicycles, animal-drawn wagons, and military vehicles. Men on foot with bundles over their shoulders prodded flocks of chickens and geese, herds of pigs and water buffalo. This armed menagerie was Chiang Kai-shek’s 93rd Yunnan Division.

The next day, back in Hanoi, Patti heard shouted instructions and the racing of engines. The bulk of the 180,000 occupation troops were entering the city. There seemed to be two distinct armies, one of disciplined men in blue uniforms, carrying American weapons, who quickly fanned out beyond Hanoi, and a rear echelon of derelicts who sat in private courtyards brewing tea and doing their laundry.

For Jean Sainteny, the Chinese occupation was like one of the seven plagues. “We plunged into an incredible chaos,” he recalled. The Chinese ignored him. His authority existed only on paper. Every day he encountered open hostility. The occupiers threw French families out of their homes and did nothing when civilians were mugged in the street by overexcited Vietnamese youths.

When General Lu Han, the commander of this ragtag army, arrived in Hanoi on September 14, he evicted Sainteny from the governor-general’s palace. The humbled commissioner moved to a small villa near the Bank of Indochina. Lu Han asked the French, who still ran the bank, for 150 million piastres for urgent military needs, plus 96 million piastres a month for occupation expenses. He arbitrarily raised the exchange rate between the Chinese yuan and the Vietnamese piastre from 1 to 1.5, increasing the purchasing power of the occupation troops by 50 percent. Every flight from Kunming brought in millions of Chinese yuan, which the troops could exchange at the inflated rate.

As it turned out, the Chinese occupation was focused on profiteering. Disarming the Japanese was secondary to looting; buying and selling to governing; and confiscation to the maintenance of security. The Chinese requisitioned private homes and sold the furniture and fixtures and even the tiles off the roofs. Through front men, Chinese officers bought hotels and shops, factories and plantations.

As Sainteny put it, “the Chinese practiced every form of looting and chicanery.” Chinese gendarmes at the airport searched luggage and “confiscated” what they wanted. Vehicles belonging to French civilians were also confiscated and sold to dealers. In Haiphong Harbor, small craft were seized and sent to China. Lu Han generously donated to the Kunming library two hundred rare volumes stolen from the Hanoi library. Sainteny saw a grand piano loaded aboard a Kunming-bound plane.

For Ho Chi Minh, the plunder of his country, added to the shaky economy and the famine, was one more burden. And yet he tried to avoid clashes. He had to walk a tightrope to keep from giving the Chinese an excuse to replace his provisional government with the Vietnamese puppets they had brought along.

It also became clear that the Chinese intended to prolong the occupation as long as they could, not only to fill their pockets but to extract concessions from the French in return for leaving. The Chinese wanted the French to give up ownership of the part of the Haiphong–Kunming railroad in Chinese territory. They also wanted a customs-free port for Chinese imports and exports in Haiphong, and the return of prewar French territorial concessions in half a dozen Chinese cities.

When Lu Han met Ho Chi Minh on September 16, the general gave tacit recognition to the Vietminh regime by addressing him as “President Ho.” They struck an informal deal: Ho agreed to the bloated exchange rate and Lu Han accepted the provisional government. When Lu Han demanded to know the troop strength of the Liberation Army, Ho disingenuously told him that there was no such army, but only a national guard. For Ho, Lu Han’s most annoying demand was to set back the clocks one hour to conform to Chinese time, which he saw as a typical example of Chinese arrogance. However, Ho kept his complaints to himself and tried to meet Lu Han’s demands, whether for sugar, lightbulbs, or opium.

Ho needed weapons. The Chinese let him know that guns taken from the Japanese could be had for a price—cash only. This led to Gold Week, from September 16 to 22, when the Vietnamese were asked to donate their coins and jewelry at long tables covered with white cloth in front of the governor-general’s building. Speeches were interspersed with music as well-to-do Vietnamese in long silken mandarin coats deposited their belongings alongside peasants offering humble wedding bands. After a personal appeal from Ho, the Vietminh collected 815 pounds of gold worth twenty million piastres, two thirds of which was used to buy arms.

Gold Week was also a popularity poll, giving Ho a mandate for change. He enacted measures such as land reform and exemption from the head tax. He outlawed the hated state monopolies on salt, alcohol, and opium, banning use of the latter two, as well as prostitution and gambling. Forced labor was abolished and an eight-hour workday was decreed. Workers were encouraged to form unions. A nationwide literacy program was launched.

In the meantime, Archimedes Patti’s days of glory as go-between were numbered. On September 16, General Philip E. Gallagher, the chief of the U.S. Military Advisory and Assistance Group (MAAG), arrived in Hanoi attached to General Lu Han’s staff. Gallagher took an immediate dislike to Patti, whom he said “talks too much … he loves to appear mysterious and is an alarmist.… When I enter a room I expect him to come out from under the rug.” Although temperamental opposites, Gallagher and Patti both favored the Vietminh over the French. In a letter to a friend on September 20, Gallagher reported that “Ho Chi Minh … is definitely in the saddle.… He is a product of Moscow, a Communist.… They now claim their independence.… They are armed, well supplied, and will resist all French efforts to take over Indochina.… Ho looks upon America as the savior of all nations.… Confidentially, I wish the Annamites could be given their independence, but of course, we have no voice in the matter.” This was a personal opinion in the absence of discernible American policy. Many of the Americans who met Ho Chi Minh preferred him and his followers to the French colonists, even though they could not resolve the paradox of a Moscow-trained Communist who claimed to be pro-American.

On September 28, 1945, the official surrender ceremony was held at the governor-general’s palace, beneath the flags of the Big Four—America, Britain, China, and the Soviet Union. No French flag flew, nor did the Vietminh flag, for neither was recognized by the Chinese as a participant in the war. General Tsuchihashi signed the official document. On September 29, Patti left Hanoi. On October 1, the OSS was disbanded, as were many other temporary wartime agencies. One of “Wild Bill” Donovan’s last memos to Truman, on September 27, asserted that General Lu Han was an open advocate of an end to colonial rule and was “satisfied to support the Vietminh.”

Americans Will Be Regarded with Suspicion

Thanks to family connections and a will to strive, Colonel A. Peter Dewey had compiled, by the age of twenty-eight, an impressive résumé. He was the son of an isolationist congressman from Illinois who was also an international banker, and the nephew of Thomas E. Dewey, the governor of New York who ran twice for president. After majoring in French history at Yale, Dewey found a slot in the Paris office of The Chicago Daily News. When war broke out, he managed to attach himself to the Polish Military Ambulance Corps, from which he emerged with ribbons on his chest—the Croix de Guerre, the Croix du Combattant, and the Order of Polonia Restituta. Back in America, he wrote a book on the fall of France. In 1942, he joined the army as a second lieutenant and a year later he was attached to the OSS. On August 10, 1944, he was parachuted from a Flying Fortress into southern France, leading a team of ten men. In the next six weeks, he sent intelligence on German troop movements that contributed to the destruction of the First and the Eighth German armies. The Resistance group he joined up with captured 184 Germans. In April 1945, General Donovan personally awarded him the Legion of Merit, while the French gave him the Legion of Honor and a second Croix de Guerre. In September 1945, he was sent to Saigon as the head of a seven-man team.

As in Hanoi, where the OSS preceded the Chinese, Dewey arrived on September 4, nine days prior to the arrival of the British general. His instructions warned that Americans “will be regarded with suspicion,” since U.S. colonial policy “did not endorse the subjugation of Indochina to France.” His mission was to “represent American interests” and collect intelligence. He and his team set up shop in a fine villa on the edge of a Saigon golf course previously occupied by a Japanese admiral.

As in Hanoi, the Vietminh in Saigon had taken control of government buildings after the Japanese surrender. But in the streets, the situation was chaotic. Two days before Dewey’s arrival, the independence ceremony on the Rue Catinat had turned violent. Shots were fired near the cathedral at one end of the street, and Father Tricoeur, a bearded prison chaplain friendly to the Vietnamese, was killed on the presbytery steps. The ensuing rampage against French civilians left four dead and one hundred injured. Ho Chi Minh’s influence was not as solid in the south, with its jumble of parties and religious sects. Saigon was alive with armed groups of various allegiances, among them the “anti-white” Cao Dai and the Trotskyite Struggle Group. The Vietminh attempted to form a united front and operate an orderly government, as they had in Hanoi, but their success was limited. Dewey’s team tried to make sense of the political maneuvering, but it seemed like total anarchy, with the Vietnamese looting and molesting the French civilian population of twenty thousand, which tried to stay out of sight.

Dewey reported that the Vietminh had obtained some weapons from the Japanese and were hiding them in caskets and graves belowground. He was busy with the repatriation of American POWs, and his team was beginning to connect with the Vietminh. Dewey found 4,549 Allied POWs in two camps outside Saigon, including 240 Americans, whom he had flown out. He reported on September 7 that the Gaullist commissioner Jean Cédile had been in Saigon since August 23 and was insisting on restoring French authority. The Vietminh were calling their government “bourgeois-democratic” to enhance their appeal, and blamed “provocateurs” for the incidents on Independence Day. Meanwhile the Trotskyites were inciting the population against the British occupiers.

The advance unit of the 20th Indian Division (Gurkhas) arrived on September 12, followed by General Douglas D. Gracey a day later. The differences between the Chinese and British occupations were that the former had an army of 180,000 blanketing all of Tonkin, prepared to remain for a year, while the British only had 8,000 troops stationed in Saigon, hoping for a quick exit after turning their zone over to the French.

Douglas Gracey, a slim, mustached postcard general, had spent his entire career in various outposts of the British Empire. He was known for his bravery and fairness, but he was also a pukka sahib who tolerated no nonsense from the natives. He demonstrated his attitude upon landing at the Saigon airport. Two delegations were on hand to meet him—the Japanese, bowing and saluting, and a small group of Vietminh. Gracey greeted the Japanese and ignored the Vietminh, who tried to arrange a meeting. Gracey refused to see them. “The Vietnamese came to see me,” he recalled, “and said, ‘welcome’ and all that sort of thing. It was an unpleasant situation and I promptly kicked them out.” An early report from Gracey described the Vietminh as having “a very large hooligan element out to make mischief, many of whom are criminals of the worst type.”

In the meantime, Colonel Dewey was collecting political intelligence and obtaining information from his sources in the Vietminh. Gracey found Dewey’s conduct “blatantly subversive,” and asked him on September 13 to suspend his activities. When Dewey tried to protest, Gracey refused to see him. Gracey reported that Dewey was “in and out of obscure alleys in his dealings with the Vietminh.”

When it became all too obvious that Gracey’s mission was to restore the French, the Vietminh called for a general strike on September 19. They tried to shut down the electricity and the water. Gracey responded on September 21 by imposing martial law and a strict curfew. All demonstrations, public meetings, and weapons, including bamboo spears, were banned. Looters and vandals were to be summarily shot.

From his headquarters in Kandy, Mountbatten worried that Gracey’s proclamation had exceeded his instructions. Labour was in power at home, and there was bound to be a fracas in the House of Commons. When Gracey stated that he was acting “with strict impartiality,” Dewey thought, “What gall!” since his measures targeted only the Vietnamese. To help carry out his martial-law order, Gracey recruited the four thousand Japanese still in Saigon, whom he was supposed to disarm. He was too short of troops to do the job on his own.

Cédile, the French commissioner, told Gracey that the Vietminh were planning a massive attack. Cédile pointed out that 1,400 French troops of the 11th Colonial Infantry Regiment had been detained outside Saigon since the March 9 coup. Why not free them and arm them to make up for the shortfall of British troops? Early on September 22, the French were released and the next day they took back the public buildings in Saigon. Those Vietnamese who resisted were beaten or shot. By the morning of September 23, French troops stood guard at city hall, the police stations, and other key buildings. When Dewey complained that Vietnamese were being attacked in the street, Gracey declared him persona non grata.

The cycle of violence and reprisal had begun. On September 24, armed bands of Vietnamese descended on the fashionable French neighborhood of Cité Hérault and murdered more than 150 men, women, and children in the streets and in their homes. As an intelligence memo in Washington to Secretary of State James Byrnes put it: “When French former prisoners of war were armed and put to guarding bridges, the anti-white trend exploded … [the Annamites] took up their slogan ‘Death to all Europeans.’”

On September 24, Dewey sent his final wire: “Cochinchina is burning. The French and British are finished here, and we ought to clear out of Southeast Asia.” By this time, the Vietminh had fled the city and regrouped in the countryside. The outskirts were unsafe, with armed bands on the move. Saigon was in effect blockaded by the Vietminh.

Dewey went to the airport to catch his flight on the twenty-sixth, but it was delayed. So he and the other team member in his jeep, Captain Herbert Bluechel, decided to go back to the OSS villa for lunch. Dewey was driving, and a hundred yards from the villa, they came to a roadblock, two big logs that Dewey had to maneuver an S around. He slowed down. A burst from a hidden machine gun ten feet away struck Dewey in the head and killed him. The jeep veered off the road and turned over, shielding Bluechel, who was able to make it back to the villa, pursued by armed Vietnamese. But after sporadic firing the Vietnamese vanished. Later, the Vietminh said the incident was a mistake. Had they known Americans were in the jeep, they would not have fired. Gracey had ordered Dewey not to fly the U.S. flag from his jeep, saying he was not “flag rank.” Dewey’s body was never found. It seems to have been removed by his attackers and buried elsewhere. Dewey has the dubious honor of being the first American serviceman killed in postwar Vietnam. It was later learned that the roadblock had been manned by members of the Vietminh’s Advance Guard Youth, who set fire to the jeep and dumped Dewey’s body in a well.

In his last letter to his wife, Dewey wrote: “The country is incredibly lovely and I bought thee a green Buddha carved from a tusk, thin and svelte and covered in waxen flowers and filled with serenity.… These last two weeks have been incredibly exhausting, but I hope soon, oh, my dearest one, that I shall be home again.”

Dewey was eulogized in Congress. Rep. Harold Knutson, a Minnesota Republican, said the shot that killed him “may be in a sense another shot ‘heard round the world’ in awakening the American people to the necessity of deciding how far we as a nation are going to support with military forces the colonial policies of other nations.”

On September 28, Mountbatten summoned Colonel Jean Cédile and General Gracey for a meeting in Singapore. Concerned about reactions in the House of Commons, he urged the two men to negotiate with the Vietminh. However, the British secretary of state for war, J. J. Lawson, who happened to be in Singapore visiting the troops, told Mountbatten that British policy was not to interfere with the internal affairs of French Indochina. The Labour reaction soon came. Tom Driberg, a prominent Labour MP, said on September 30 that Gracey had acted with “maximum ineptitude and considerable cruelty.” A few days later, another eminent MP, Harold Laski, said: “It is a matter of regret and bitter shame that British and Indian troops should be sent to restore tyranny in Pacific areas.” From India, Jawaharlal Nehru, then negotiating his own country’s independence from Britain, said, “We have watched the British intervention there with growing anger, shame, and helplessness that Indian troops should be used for Britain’s dirty work.”

Nonetheless, in early October, Gracey used Spitfires against the roadblocks outside Saigon. Mountbatten ordered Gracey to restrict his troops to the Saigon area, which he had been obliged to do in any case. But a swift evacuation of British troops depended on the arrival of the French, who were lagging. Two brigades of British reinforcements arrived in transports. Both ships triggered mines that had been laid by U.S. forces off Cape Saint Jacques during World War II. One was able to reach Saigon Harbor; the other had to be towed to Singapore for repairs. On October 3, one thousand French troops in two British steamers from Ceylon landed in Saigon. Two days later, General Leclerc, the commander of the expeditionary force, arrived with his staff. By early December, 21,500 French troops had landed thanks to British support. The British began evacuating on December 19, but did not close down their mission until January 20, 1946. At his farewell ceremony, General Gracey declined to accept any French decorations, in order to make it clear that his mission was not to help French interests but to disarm Japanese troops.

It Was Like Wiping Your Ass with a Hoop

In 1945, France was on its knees, bled white by the Germans of its manpower and finances. Two thirds of its merchant navy was destroyed and the railroads were mangled by sabotage and bombardment. Two and a half million POWs, conscripted workers, and deportees were on their way home. The purge of Vichy collaborators resulted in ten thousand executions and forty thousand prison terms. The economy had to be rebuilt from the ground up. Wartime rationing was still enforced—one third of a pound of meat per week—though there was a thriving black market.

The world had changed. France was easy to ignore. In Paris, the government was unwilling to antagonize the United States with a massive re-conquest of Indochina. All this, added to the transportation problem, led to the policy of “small packets” for the war about to begin. The French defeat of 1940 had created in public opinion a distaste for military campaigns, and, in any case, Indochina was far, far away. In 1945, there was a longing for peace.

Such was the situation at home that General Leclerc had to contend with. His solution was to muster, aside from his own 2nd Armored Division, colonial regiments made up of the huge reservoir of men in North and West Africa. In Morocco and Algeria, many of the men demobilized after World War II wanted to reenlist. Army service was preferable to the misery of their lives as civilians. In Rabat, Moroccans slept in front of the recruitment office so they could be first in line in the morning. Half of the regiments serving in Indochina were colonial. The Foreign Legion’s twenty thousand men, most of them German, made up another 20 percent. They never complained, and when they were killed, no one claimed their corpses.

Leclerc also tried to make up the shortfall with a massive recruitment of Vietnamese troops. It was cheaper than bringing troops from France, and there was also a political factor, to show that many Vietnamese were ready to fight the Vietminh at the side of the French. They knew the country, spoke the language, and many of them came from ethnic minorities that sided with the French.

Leclerc flew to Saigon on October 5, 1945, and the first 2,000 men of his 2nd Armored Division arrived from Marseilles four days later, led by Colonel Jacques Massu and his tanks. Massu’s men joked that he was a descendant of Cyrano de Bergerac, with “the king of noses.” Then the destroyer Triomphant unloaded 1,500 men from the 5th Colonial Infantry. Another 1,000 troops landed in Saigon aboard the Richelieu, and by November 1, Leclerc had 4,500 men. Then the 9th Colonial Infantry Division arrived aboard eight American troopships. They had been stationed in Germany and knew nothing about fighting in the jungle against guerrilla units, but during the long crossing they were given the usual lectures on the ravages of VD and drinking bad water.

Soon, the Émile Bertin steamed up the Saigon River, carrying the 5th Colonial Infantry. One of its officers, Captain Roger Trinquier, saw columns of black smoke in the distance, darkening the sky. A naval officer told him: “The Viets are setting fire to our rubber warehouses. We don’t have the men to protect them, and once lit, they’re hard to put out.” The river smelled of war. Armed men on deck fired at the shore, just in case. Trinquier saw the smokestacks of sunken patrol boats labeled with anti-French slogans.

Leclerc said he needed two hundred thousand men. By the end of the year he had twenty-eight thousand and 3,235 vehicles. On October 25, he launched his mopping-up operations in Cochinchina, declaring: “We are fighting for the reestablishment of French greatness.” Once Saigon was “pacified,” Massu and his tanks headed south to My Tho, a Vietminh stronghold on the Mekong River. They realized they were no longer advancing on Strasbourg. This was a new kind of war. The Vietminh dug up the roads, destroyed bridges, and attacked from the rear. In the countryside, they crouched low in rice paddies, breathing through bamboo sticks until an isolated Frenchman came by.

As the French advanced, the Vietminh practiced scorched-earth tactics—villages burned, crops destroyed, the villagers vanished. If the Viets took French prisoners, they killed or maimed them. Wounded men were found with their arms cut off at the elbow. Vietminh atrocities hardened the new arrivals. The French continued to “pacify” the south, using the “oil spot” technique of taking a town and moving into the surrounding area. By the end of 1945, the front was stabilized in a twelve-mile area around Saigon.

Leclerc headed north toward Tonkin, knowing, however, that he could not enter Hanoi prior to an agreement with the Chinese occupiers. His campaign had to be carefully timed with that agreement, but the Chinese stubbornly refused to leave. The arrival of General Raoul Salan in Saigon on October 23 brought him the man he needed. Salan had spent so many years in Indochina that he was known as “the Mandarin.” He had a son by a Vietnamese “wife.” He was known as a diplomatic general. Leclerc sent him to Hanoi as his envoy to reach an agreement with the Chinese. When Salan arrived on October 31, the Metropole Hotel was full of frightened French refugees. The Chinese were still looting. In the Citadelle, four thousand French troops were still locked up. The Vietminh took a belligerent position: “If peaceful methods fail, we must take up arms.” Salan estimated that Giap had thirty-five thousand men in the Tonkin Delta.

Getting nowhere in Hanoi, Salan left for Chungking on January 7, 1946. He thought he could strike a deal there because Chiang Kai-shek needed the occupation troops back in China to reoccupy Manchuria after the departure of the Soviets. But the Chinese hedged and procrastinated. “It was like wiping your ass with a hoop,” Salan said. One Chinese diplomat told him: “We don’t really want to give you back Indochina. It’s one of our satellites, like Mongolia and Tibet.”

One of the Finest Twelfth-Century Minds

On January 20, 1946, an event took place that shocked the French nation: General de Gaulle left office. He didn’t resign, he simply left, out of disgust with the squabbling of the political parties. In October 1945, the French had voted for a National Assembly that would draft a new constitution. France’s first postwar parliament was made up of 160 Communists, 152 MRPs (Mouvement Républicain Populaire, or Christian Democrats), 142 Socialists, and about 100 members of other smaller parties.

De Gaulle was hoping that a new constitution would confer strong executive powers upon the presidency. But parliamentary bodies are not in the habit of reforming themselves. Having got wind that the Assembly’s constitutional committee was planning to strip the presidency of power and make it subordinate to the Assembly, de Gaulle quit after two months in office. “It’s as bad as it was in 1940,” he told his son Philippe. “I’m not a magician. I’m not an oracle, I’ve had enough.”

De Gaulle’s abrupt departure had repercussions in Indochina, for he had set up a dual command that he could no longer control. Along with Leclerc as military chief, he had named a high commissioner in charge of political matters, Admiral Thierry d’Argenlieu, to whom Leclerc was subordinate. As de Gaulle later told his son, the two got along “like a cat and dog in the same sack.”

In the thirties, d’Argenlieu had left the navy to enter a Carmelite monastery, where he was known as Father Louis de la Trinité. Politically, he was on the right, and sided with the Action Française for the return of the monarchy. When de Gaulle left for London in 1940, d’Argenlieu was one of the few naval officers to join him, for he hated the Germans worse than the British. Short in stature but long on arrogance, he was said to have “one of the finest 12th century minds.” His one lasting achievement was to propose the cross of Lorraine as the emblem of the Free French.

The tragic devolution into full-scale war that took place in Indochina in 1946 was largely due to de Gaulle’s hapless two-headed command. In the vacuum of authority created by the revolving governments in France, each man pursued his own policy. D’Argenlieu, convinced that de Gaulle would soon return to power, sabotaged all efforts for a negotiated peace. Leclerc was a realist who knew that a long war would lead to disaster. When he asked for reinforcements, he was given excuses. He had two somewhat conflicting aims: to restore the lost prestige of the French army and to give the Vietnamese some degree of freedom. Leclerc believed that the movement toward autonomy was irreversible in Asia. It was folly to try to maintain the old system. His mission, however, was to regain military control in the north. He was prepared to negotiate, but only from a position of strength.

They Are Strong on Parades

In the meantime, faced with a French invasion from the south, as well as the inroads made by the puppets of the Chinese, Ho Chi Minh worked at shoring up his government. He established a farm credit bureau for loans to peasants, to broaden his base of support. The Japanese had relinquished all police powers, and handed over public facilities and the railroad, which flew the Vietnamese flag. The Hanoi Central Prison was packed with “enemies of the people,” collaborators, traitors, and other unsavory types. Ho discreetly beefed up the army, so as not to draw the attention of the Chinese, forming base camps with arms depots and training schools.

On November 11, 1945, Ho abolished the Indochinese Communist Party (in name only), a tactical move to reduce the antagonism of possible non-Communist allies. For he had decided on a united-front approach, rallying the nationalists instead of having to fight them. To those in his entourage who objected, he said: “Isn’t manure filthy? But if it is good fertilizer of the rice, won’t you use it?”

In mid-December, he formed a coalition government and called for a general election on January 6, 1946, to vote for a National Assembly of 250 seats, 70 of which were reserved for non-Communists. He wanted to avoid hostilities with the French, whom he knew would arrive as soon as the Chinese left.

By January 1946, General Philip Gallagher, who had followed developments in Indochina while serving on General Wedemeyer’s staff, was back in Washington. He reported to the State Department that the Ho Chi Minh regime was “remarkably effective,” and popular with “all the enthusiastic and the young, but there were too few of them … trained people are lacking.” He didn’t think they were ready for self-government, though the demand for independence was widespread. “The deep-seated hatred for the French has been fanned by exceedingly clever Vietminh propaganda,” he went on. In military terms, “they are strong on parades,” and show a willingness “to fight to the last man,” but in a war with the French “they would be slaughtered.”

On February 20, 1946, Paris announced that the Chinese had agreed to let the French replace them in March. Ho Chi Minh knew he didn’t have much time. In Chungking, Salan had finally been making headway, and an agreement was reached on February 28. The French gave in to Chinese demands: the loss of their enclaves in a half dozen Chinese cities; the sale of part of the Haiphong–Kunming railroad; and a free port for Chinese goods in Haiphong.

This was the signal Leclerc had been waiting for to embark his troops for Haiphong. He wanted to get them there before the rainy season, and he had only a few days around March 5 to reach Haiphong Harbor at high tide.

In February 1946, the fleet in Saigon, the most formidable French amphibious force since the Dardanelles, prepared for the trip to Haiphong. Leclerc led his flotilla of fifteen warships aboard the cruiser Émile Bertin. The 21,000 men of the colonial regiments and the 2nd Armored Division were carried on the aircraft carrier Béarn, which had been turned into a troop transport, complete with landing craft. Loading the ships took three weeks, and they steamed into the South China Sea on February 28, arriving outside Haiphong Harbor on March 5.

Leclerc thought the landing of his troops had been cleared with the Chinese, who still had units manning the harbor. At 8:30 A.M. on March 6, he sent the first landing craft into the narrow channel marked by buoys on the Cua Cam River, escorted by the torpedo boat Triomphant. But General Wang, the Chinese commander in Haiphong, claimed he had no orders to let the French land. At 9:30 he opened fire. The French held their fire for half an hour, which cost twenty dead and forty wounded. Finally, Leclerc gave the order to respond. The Triomphant hit a Chinese ammunition dump, setting off a chain of explosions, and the big guns of French warships pounded the docks. Leclerc and his fleet marked time outside the harbor, waiting for the diplomatic mix-up to be ironed out. According to Giap, the Chinese generals sometimes ignored orders from Chungking, and General Wang wanted to prolong his stay until after the opium harvest.

On March 2, Ho Chi Minh convened the National Assembly for the first time, in the Municipal Theater. The 250 representatives (all but 70 were Vietminh) elected him president of a coalition government. At a secret meeting of party leaders on March 5, there were calls to take up arms. Ho argued against it. As he later told the historian Paul Mus: “It is better to sniff French shit for a while than to eat Chinese shit for the rest of our lives.”

Ho had been talking on and off to Jean Sainteny, the commissioner for Tonkin. Both were willing to compromise, but the sticking point for Sainteny was the word independence. Leclerc knew that without a prior agreement with Ho, there would be trouble when his troops came in. If fighting broke out, the Chinese would have an excuse to prolong their stay. He let Sainteny and Ho know there had to be a Vietminh government in place to welcome them when they landed. With the French closing in, Ho became more flexible. On March 6, an agreement was signed calling for French recognition of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, as a “free state within the French Union.” Ho had complained that he did not know what the French Union was—“Is it round or is it square?”—but he gave in. The DRV would have “its own government, parliament, army and finances,” again “within the French Union.” The French agreed to hold a referendum in southern Vietnam on joining the DRV. Ho agreed to let fifteen thousand French troops replace the Chinese, to be gradually withdrawn over five years. Ho later told Paul Mus: “A free state within the French Union was a little bit like saying, ‘You will be locked up in a cell with invisible bars.’” Some of Ho’s followers were stunned by the agreement, but, as Giap put it, “the fate of the nation hung by a thread.”

On March 18, twelve hundred French troops aboard 220 trucks crossed the Doumer Bridge into Hanoi. One of them was the ambulance driver Jean Baud. He griped that the sixty-two mile drive from Haiphong had taken six hours, because of huge potholes in the road and a long wait at the narrow, six-thousand-foot-long Doumer Bridge, built as a railroad bridge but now used for vehicles. In Hanoi, he saw Vietnamese lying face up in the streets, their mouths open, their arms spread out, dying of hunger, ignored by passersby. The troops mingled with the people, bargained in the markets, ate the soup flavored with nuoc mam. The men of three armies rubbed shoulders: the Chinese about to depart; the Vietminh there to stay; the French, who knew for how long? French civilians carrying flags hailed Leclerc as he drove his jeep through Hanoi, which reminded him of his triumphant entry into Paris in 1944. Young women climbed onto the tanks to kiss the men in the open turrets. The next day Leclerc went to the Citadelle to free the troops interned there, and on the twenty-second, at a military parade, both the French and DRV anthems were played.

It was a splendid welcome. Leclerc hoped the truce with the Vietminh would hold, for he didn’t have the troops for a prolonged war. Losses are the language of war and he already had six hundred dead and sixteen hundred wounded in the mopping-up operation. The terrain was favorable to the Viets. He would rather negotiate than have to conquer Tonkin. France would be spared a costly war in a faraway place.

He Is a Vile Cad

From Saigon, High Commissioner d’Argenlieu announced that he wanted a meeting with Ho. On March 24, 1946, Ho and several of his ministers were flown to Ha Long Bay, known for its limestone cliffs, east of Haiphong. The admiral was waiting with Leclerc aboard his flagship, the Émile Bertin, making the point that Ho was coming to see him on French soil. He gave Ho a twenty-one-gun salute, recognizing him as a chief of state. After reviewing the French fleet that steamed by (was it intended to intimidate him?), the former monk and onetime Comintern agent got down to business. Ho said he wanted to go to Paris to finalize the March 6 agreement. D’Argenlieu replied, “You don’t go to Paris just like that,” and proposed a preparatory conference in the mountain resort of Dalat prior to formal talks later. Ho, who wanted to bypass the admiral, insisted on final talks in France. D’Argenlieu cabled Paris that “Ho has all the techniques of a revolutionary leader.… His policy will be to evade all provisions of the March 6 accords.” Ho’s aim in going to Paris was to get media attention and the support of left-wing parties.

Leclerc was omitted from the discussions in d’Argenlieu’s cabin. Furious, he blew up at the admiral. Later, when d’Argenlieu saw General Salan, he said: “General Leclerc has been rude to me. I don’t want to run the risk of a Munich in Indochina. No more concessions.” Salan noted that the admiral’s hat added three inches to his height.

In the meantime, back in Hanoi, Leclerc asked Paul Mus, who knew Ho Chi Minh well, to see him. Ho asked, “What is this French Union, is it round or is it square?” Mus was one of the few Frenchmen who understood what Ho meant. He was referring to the Vietnamese expression, “The sky is round, the earth is square.” Mus replied that the French Union was not prefabricated and would be assembled by both sides. But that was not to be.

Salan and Leclerc went to Calcutta on April 13 to see Marshal Alphonse Juin, the French chief of staff, who was passing through. Juin showed them a letter he had received from d’Argenlieu, which said: “Generals Leclerc and Salan refuse to submit to my authority. I would like to have them removed from my command and sent back to France.”

Leclerc told Juin: “I cannot remain under orders from this man. He lacks intellectual honesty. He is a vile cad, too cowardly to tell me face to face.”

Juin asked Leclerc to stay in Indochina for the time being, but Leclerc’s days were numbered. Leclerc left on July 19, 1946, to be inspector of the army in North Africa. On November 28, 1947, his plane crashed over the Sahara during a sandstorm and he was killed.

The conference in Dalat opened in mid-April. D’Argenlieu refused to discuss the referendum on Cochinchina, a vital part of the March 6 agreement. He also argued that being within the French Union meant close supervision by France. After more than a month of fruitless talks, the Vietminh delegation gave up. Ho would try his chances in Paris.

When Ho and his delegation left on May 31, 1946, he had as a traveling companion General Salan, who had been fired by d’Argenlieu, and the two got to know each other. Travel by air was then a series of arduous hops. Stranded in Rangoon due to weather, they shared a mosquito net in an airplane hangar. Then on to Calcutta, Baghdad, and Cairo.

It was in Cairo in early June that Ho learned he had been betrayed. In his absence, d’Argenlieu announced an Autonomous Republic of Cochinchina, in violation of the March 6 agreement. Ho wanted to return to Hanoi at once, telling Salan: “Don’t make Cochinchina our Alsace-Lorraine.”

“In Paris, you can settle your problems with more important officials than those in Saigon,” Salan insisted. Together they visited the pyramids and the Sphinx.

In France there was yet another government crisis. One had fallen, the next had not yet been named. Ho was sent to Biarritz to take the waters. He was stuck in the summer resort while d’Argenlieu was engineering the partition of Vietnam. Ho visited Lourdes, fished for tuna, and attended a bullfight.

A government was formed under Georges Bidault, who came to Le Bourget airport to greet Ho on June 22. The conference opened at Fontainebleau on July 6. Ho soon realized that it was a sham. Many of the delegates didn’t even attend. The French refused to set a firm date for the referendum in Cochinchina. The pointless negotiations lumbered on until September 10, when Ho and his delegation threw in the towel. It was obvious that the French were negotiating in bad faith.

On September 14, 1946, shortly before his departure, Ho signed a meaningless “Modus Vivendi” with the French, agreeing to a cease-fire in Cochinchina. He later said he was afraid he’d be arrested if he didn’t sign. On September 19, he embarked from Toulon, arriving in Haiphong Harbor on October 20. He had been away for almost four months at a time of crisis, and had returned on a slow boat. Why? Ho said that as a onetime galley hand, it was a pleasant change to travel on a ship as a passenger. Years later, he admitted that he feared he might be murdered if he returned by air.

By November, d’Argenlieu was playing a game of “flinch,” provoking the Vietminh and hoping they would respond so that he could crack down. The admiral went to Paris on November 13 for consultations, leaving the hawkish General Valluy in charge in Saigon. At that time, there was a dispute over who should run the customs office in Haiphong Harbor, “the lungs of Tonkin,” vitally important to both the French and the Vietminh. The real argument was over who would control the economy. For the French, Haiphong was the tapered end of the wedge.

A modus vivendi had established mixed commissions for customs and foreign trade. But in September, General Louis Morlière, commander of Tonkin, unilaterally set up an agency in Haiphong to monitor fuel imports. By carrying out seaborne inspections, the French hoped to curtail the smuggling of oil and weapons brought in by Chinese junks for the Vietminh. The commander of Haiphong, Colonel Debès, gave orders at the end of October for the use of tanks and artillery, in case the French had to use force. Thus the stage was set for a clash.

The Moment Has Arrived to Teach a Hard Lesson

On November 20, 1946, the French seized a Chinese junk smuggling oil to Haiphong. As the flat-bottomed vessel was towed into port, Vietminh militia fired from the shore. The French fired back, and by evening had taken strategic points in the city. The toll for the day was 250 Vietnamese and 7 French killed. By all accounts, the French had been trigger-happy.

At this point, on November 22, two cables reached Colonel Debès on the course of action to take. One from General Morlière in Hanoi called for a peaceful solution. The other, from General Valluy, who was standing in for d’Argenlieu in Saigon, said: “The moment has arrived to teach a hard lesson to those who have so treacherously attacked us. By every possible means you must take complete control of Haiphong and force the government and the army into submission.” Later, Valluy would explain that his wire “was the expression, perhaps a bit emphatic, of a long-contained indignation.”

Debès, obeying Valluy, sent the Haiphong Administrative Committee an ultimatum on the same day. It was intended to provide a pretext for his planned offensive. He demanded that all Vietnamese military or semimilitary personnel evacuate the Chinese quarters of Haiphong by November 23, at 9 A.M. When they failed to do so, he launched his attack at 10 A.M. on November 24. He had at his disposal field artillery and the cruisers Suffren and Savorgnan de Brazza in the harbor, with their 152mm guns. The bombardment flattened the densely populated and flimsily built Vietnamese neighborhoods. Civilians fleeing their homes were strafed by French Spitfires. Estimates of the number of Vietnamese killed ranged from one thousand to six thousand.

France, now under a new constitution, had been without a government since early November. The caretaker government in Paris received a copy of Valluy’s order, but by the time it was decoded on November 23, the damage was done. Thus, Paris did not react to the massacre, and failed to conduct an inquiry as to why the military had acted on its own. Upon his return to Saigon in December, d’Argenlieu reproved Morlière for “his extremely conciliatory methods.” Morlière was dismissed in January 1947 and replaced by Colonel Debès, who was promoted and awarded the Legion of Honor.

Haiphong was the match that lit the fuse of the war, an incident that resonated like the assassination of an archduke or the bombing of a naval facility. The question was, who would control Hanoi? In December, Giap chafed at French provocations. Red-capped Legionnaires vandalized Vietminh publications in the kiosks on Trang Tien Street. Motorcycle patrols harassed the Vietminh traffic police. The two armies coexisted uneasily. Ho asked how long Hanoi could hold out if the French widened the war. A month, Giap said. Ho decided to pull out his government and his troops, leaving the militias under his command to defend Hanoi, and giving Giap time to reposition in the jungle.

Sainteny, “the man of March 6,” was back in Hanoi and saw Ho in early December. Ho said he wanted to avoid a complete break with the French. Sainteny thought Ho was stalling for time, perhaps waiting for a more amenable government in Paris. From Saigon, Valluy blamed the “hatred and bad faith” of the Ho government and warned Paris that “their present military dispositions are provocative in nature.”

In Paris on December 12, 1946, a government was finally formed under the seventy-four-year-old Léon Blum, the old Socialist who had in the past been anticolonialist. More than a month had passed with no government, conferring autonomy at a critical time on the hawks in Indochina. But Blum the pacifist Socialist was unable to restore order. Ho Chi Minh, who had fond memories of the Popular Front in the thirties, sent Blum a wire on December 15, pleading for an entente. But the wire was mysteriously held up, and by the time Blum received it on December 26, it was too late. By mid-December in Hanoi, twenty-thousand people were enrolled in Vietminh militias, first-aid teams, and police patrols. The militias built barricades to block the streets in downtown Hanoi. Drivers and fare collectors overturned their trams. Stately trees along the avenues were drilled with holes into which dynamite was inserted to fell them. Earthen embankments rose on main thoroughfares, strengthened with wooden pillars. The road from Haiphong to Hanoi was cut. Children and the elderly left the city in rickshaws with their bundles and bedding. Factories were dismantled and removed. Government officials evacuated their offices.

On December 16 in Saigon, in a secret meeting among Valluy, Sainteny, Morlière, and Debès, war plans were discussed. The next day, Valluy ordered the removal of the Hanoi barricades, and armored cars crashed through them on Lo Duc Street. On the eighteenth, troop carriers escorted by tanks moved into downtown and occupied the ministries of Finance, Commerce, and Public Works. When General Morlière sent Ho an ultimatum demanding the disarmament of the Vietminh, Ho responded with an order to attack French installations. The attack was scheduled for December 19, which became known as “the Vespers of Hanoi.”

At his office in Hanoi on that day, Jean Sainteny lamented that all the ground gained in March had now been lost due to indecision in France. Did they want to keep the empire or abandon it? He heard rumors that a general Vietminh assault was imminent. But when nothing had happened by 8 P.M., he told a colleague: “Apparently it’s not for tonight. I’m going home.”

General Morlière had given him the use of an armored car. It rumbled through a darkened downtown. He was surprised there were no streetlights. The Vietminh had knocked out the power station. Moments later, his vehicle struck a mine, which sent it crashing into the trees that lined the street and bouncing in front of a store, where it caught fire. Sainteny and the four crewmen, all wounded, managed to extricate themselves before the vehicle’s munitions exploded. Crawling along the pavement, Sainteny was hit by shrapnel. His back was bleeding heavily and his right hip was broken. For two hours the crewmen lay on the sidewalk, waiting for help. Garland, the crew chief, was dying, his head in Sainteny’s lap. Finally, a French patrol picked them up. Sainteny was operated on at the Lanessan Hospital and twenty pieces of shrapnel were removed from his back and arms. The hospital was under Vietminh attack and the orderlies picked up rifles to dislodge snipers in the trees and on rooftops. Sainteny was recalled to France to recover from his wounds.

On December 23 in Paris, Premier Blum announced, “We have been faced with the task of responding to violence,” and declared the resolution of the government to take a hard line.

The Concern About Communist Expansion Led to a Fixation

Ho Chi Minh fled Hanoi on December 23 and announced over Radio Vietnam that the war was on. It was almost as if, sick of the haggling, both sides longed for the certainty of conflict. In a prophetic analysis on December 30, the London Times wrote: “Any colonial power which puts itself in the position of meeting terrorism with terrorism might as well wash its hands of the whole business and go home.… We are about to see a French army reconquer the greater part of Indochina, only to make it impossible for any French merchant or planter to live outside barbed wire perimeters thereafter.”

Abbot Low Moffat, chief of the Division of Southeast Asian Affairs at the State Department, was in Hanoi in early December. His mission was to warn Ho Chi Minh not to use force. Ho received him in bed, with a black muffler around his neck. His voice was weak. He was obviously unwell. He spoke of his friendship with the young Americans of the OSS in the jungle and how they had treated the Vietnamese as equals. He knew the United States disliked Communism, he told Moffat, but independence, not Communism, was his only aim. “Perhaps 50 years from now the United States will be Communist, and then you will not object if Vietnam is also.”

Moffat tended to be partial to Vietnamese independence, but he realized that his department’s policy had made an abrupt turn when he received the following cable on December 6 from Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson: “Keep in mind Ho’s clear record as agent international Communism absent evidence recantation Moscow affiliations, confused political situation France and support Ho receiving French Communist party. Least desirable eventuality would be establishment Communist-dominated Moscow-oriented state Indochina.” As the civil war in China had exposed Chiang Kai-shek as an unreliable ally, Washington now had to rely on the French. It became an article of faith that the Communist character of the Ho Chi Minh regime made the French presence necessary.

After another trip to Southeast Asia, Moffat reported that “because of recent French action believe permanent political solution can now be based only on independent Vietnam (alternative is gigantic armed colonial camp).” Moffat realized, however, that in the State Department, “a concern about Communist expansion … led to a fixation … that affected our objective analysis of certain problems.”

Émile Bollaert, a little-known but well-reputed Gaullist Resistance leader, was sent to Hanoi as high commissioner in March 1947. He brought what might be called “a breeze of change.” Among those of his advisers who favored continued negotiations with the Vietminh was Paul Mus, who had a sympathetic understanding of the Vietnamese people he had grown up with. In a last-ditch effort to avert full-scale war, Mus agreed to secretly meet with Ho Chi Minh at his hideout in the provincial capital of Thai Nguyen.

Mus left on foot at dawn on May 11, 1947, trudging forty miles over dirt roads past French watchtowers, into a no-man’s-land where their military presence ended. He knew that Ho would not accept the offer to lay down his arms, but perhaps a talk would be fruitful. He reached Ho’s headquarters at 3 A.M. on May 12 and was led into a candlelit room. He saw the outline of a gaunt face behind a table. Ho dismissed Mus’s proposal at once, telling him: “Within the French Union, there is no place for cowards. If I accepted your terms, I would be one.” Ho told his men to send Mus back to Hanoi at dawn.

Mus knew that even if the French had half a million troops, Ho could count on the loyalty of millions of villagers. In the Red River Delta alone, there were seven thousand villages. The French were unable to rally the men and women working the flat, irrigable, tillable land. The peasants would tend their rice paddies by day and pick up their weapons at night. This was not a war for control of territory, but for control of the people.

In France, Mus reflected, the individual was more important than the community. In Vietnam, it was the reverse. Every individual was part of a unit—family, clan, village. The individual’s duty was to know what was expected of him. In order to succeed, the Vietminh had to appeal to the peasants. They used the concept of virtue as a contrast to French oppression. They explained the redistribution of land as a way of maintaining communal values, making Marxism acceptable to the peasants. The villagers worked the fields with their hands: You couldn’t pick rice with a bulldozer. Village society was close-knit, with all sorts of clubs, from wrestlers to whistling-bird breeders. There were even clubs for people born in the same year.

The Vietminh did not wish to disturb the social life of the village, but they believed that in a decent society, the money lenders and rice merchants would be replaced with a credit cooperative. This was not a façade to disguise their Marxism, but a recognition of conditions under the French. The Vietminh were able to mobilize the peasants with a system of land sharing and power sharing in most villages. In recalcitrant villages they used harsher methods, forcing young men to join militia units and indoctrinating them, or killing antagonists.

And now the French and the Vietminh were at each other’s throats, but bound to interact and coexist in war as in peace. Paul Mus thought of the Montagnard tribesmen. Their punishment for adultery was to tie the guilty couple together, put them on a raft, and push the raft downstream. They ended up either drowned or smothered. The French and the Vietminh were now on that raft.
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