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

Max Hastings, Sunday Telegraph

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

Professor Richard Holmes

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

John Crossland, Sunday Times

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

Allan Massie, Literary Review

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

Martin Woollacott, Guardian

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

Red Harrison, The Australian

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

Mark Lawson, Australian Financial Review

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

James Delingpole, The Times

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

Robert Salisbury, The Spectator, Books of the Year


For Dick, best of brothers, who started the whole thing.
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MAP 1 The Indochinese peninsula, c. 1953.
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MAP 2 Defence of Na San perimeter, 23 November–2 December 1952.
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MAP 3 Defence of PA8 at Na San, night 23/24 November 1952.
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MAP 4 The Chinese frontier region of Tonkin. The area of the Viet Bac was approximately that enclosed by the place names in bold type: clockwise from top left, Ha Giang, Cao Bang, Lang Son, Thai Nguyen, and Tuyen Quang.
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MAP 5 The Red River delta.
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MAP 6 Viet Minh operations in the High Region, winter 1952 and spring 1953.
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MAP 7 Main Viet Minh supply routes, winter 1953 and spring 1954.



[image: images]

MAP 8 Northern Laos, 1953–4.
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MAP 9 Valley of Dien Bien Phu, with approximate location of some surrounding hills. (Spot heights are in metres above sea level.) (Inset) Sketch map of Operation ‘Castor’, 20 November 1953.
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MAP 10 Approximate deployment of Viet Minh siege army at Dien Bien Phu.
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MAP 11 Dien Bien Phu central camp. (Inset) Artillery battery and mortar company deployments.
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MAP 12 The northern defended locations – Anne-Marie, Gabrielle and Béatrice, as in mid March 1954.
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MAP 13 The airfield and the northern Huguettes and Dominiques as in late March, with additional positions mid to late April.
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MAP 14 The east bank and the ‘Five Hills’ of Dominique and Eliane.
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MAP 15 Defence of Béatrice, night 13/14 March 1954.



[image: images]

MAP 16 Defence of Gabrielle, night 14/15 March 1954.
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MAP 17 Engagements on the east bank on 30/31 March 1954, the first night of the ‘Battle of the Five Hills’.
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MAP 18 West bank defences, including southern Huguettes and Lilianes, from mid April 1954.
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MAP 19 Defences of Isabelle.
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MAPS 20&21 The fall of Dien Bien Phu, 2–7 May 1954.


Glossary

Services, commands, etc.



	ANV
	Vietnamese National Army (French-led)



	CEF
	French Expeditionary Corps (Italy, WWII)



	CEFEO
	French Far East Expeditionary Corps



	FAEO
	French Far East Air Forces



	FFI
	French Interior Forces (WWII)



	FMEO
	French Far East Naval Forces



	FTL
	Land Forces Laos



	FTNV
	Land Forces North Vietnam



	GATAC/Nord
	Tactical Air Group North



	GCMA
	Composite Airborne Commando Group (French-led partisans)



	GMI
	Composite Intervention Group (formerly, GCMA)



	GOMRN
	Operational Group Middle Black River (Na San garrison)



	GONO
	Operational Group North-West (Dien Bien Phu garrison)



	NATO
	North Atlantic Treaty Organization



	SAS
	Special Air Service (British, WWII)



	SDECE
	French foreign intelligence service



	S/GMMTA
	French Air Force transport command in Indochina



	TAPI
	Airborne Troops Indochina




Types of unit, and other military terms



	AA
	anti-aircraft



	ACM
	Mobile Surgical Team



	ACP
	Parachute Surgical Team



	BCCP
	Colonial Commando Parachute Battalion



	BCL
	Laotian Light Infantry Battalion



	BEP
	Foreign Legion Parachute Battalion



	BG
	Engineer Battalion



	BGP
	Parachute Engineer Battalion



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



	BMEP
	Foreign Legion Parachute Marching Battalion



	BMTS
	Marching Battalion, Senegalese Rifles



	BPC
	Colonial (also Shock) Parachute Battalion; formerly, BCCP



	BPL
	Laotian Parachute Battalion



	BPVN
	Vietnamese Parachute Battalion



	BT
	Thai Battalion



	C-in-C
	commander in chief



	CCF
	Fire Control Co-ordination committee



	CEPML
	Foreign Legion Parachute Heavy Mortar Company



	CM
	Marching Company



	CMLE
	Foreign Legion Composite Mortar Company



	CMMLE
	Foreign Legion Composite Heavy Mortar Company



	CO
	commanding officer



	CP
	command post



	CR
	defended battalion location



	CRA
	Air Resupply Company



	CRALE
	Foreign Legion Auto Repair Company



	CSLT
	Thai Light Auxiliary Company



	CSM
	Military Auxiliary Company



	DB
	Armoured Division



	DBLE
	Foreign Legion Half-Brigade (regiment)



	Dinassaut
	Naval riverine assault unit



	DZ
	drop zone



	ELA
	Air Liaison Flight



	EROM
	Overseas Reconnaissance Flight



	FOO
	forward observation officer (artillery)



	GAOA
	Artillery Air Observation Squadron



	GAP
	Airborne Brigade



	GAVN
	Vietnamese Artillery Battalion



	GB
	Bomber Squadron



	GC
	Fighter Squadron



	GFHAT
	Combined Army Helicopter Unit



	GM
	Motorized Brigade; or, Marching Group



	GT
	Transport Squadron



	HQ
	headquarters



	LMG
	light machine gun, automatic rifle



	LZ
	landing zone



	MG
	machine gun



	MO
	medical officer



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



	PA
	strongpoint



	PC Feux
	artillery fire control post



	PCIA
	air traffic control post



	PIM
	military internee (prisoner labour)



	PSP
	pierced steel plates (prefabricated runway surface)



	RAC
	Colonial Artillery Regiment



	RALP
	Parachute Light Artillery Regiment



	RC
	Cuirassier Regiment (light tanks)



	RC
	Colonial Highway (major road)



	RCC
	Light Horse Regiment (light tanks)



	RCL
	recoilless gun



	RCP
	Parachute Light Infantry Regiment



	REI
	Foreign Legion Infantry Regiment



	REP
	Foreign Legion Parachute Regiment



	RHQ
	regimental headquarters



	RIC
	Colonial Infantry Regiment



	RICM
	Moroccan Colonial Infantry Regiment (armoured)



	RP
	Provincial Highway (minor road)



	RTA
	Algerian Rifle Regiment



	RTM
	Moroccan Rifle Regiment



	SMG
	sub-machine gun



	TM
	Moroccan Irregular Battalion (Tabor Marocain)




Vietnamese terms



	Bo Dai Dia Phuong
	Viet Minh regional troops



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



	Can Bo
	political officers, commissars



	Chi Doi
	regiment



	Chu Luc
	Viet Minh regular forces



	Cong An
	Viet Minh security service



	Dai Doi
	company



	Dan Quan
	popular revolutionary organization (DQ)



	Dan Quan Du Kich
	guerrilla arm of Dan Quan (DQDK)



	Dong Minh Hoi
	provisional government



	Du Kich Tap Trung
	concentration of popular guerrilla units



	Lien Khu
	Viet Minh integrated politico-military zone



	Quan Doi Nhan Dan
	People’s Army



	Su Doan
	division



	Sung Khong Ziat
	recoilless gun (SKZ)



	Tam Tam Che
	system of three-man teams



	Tieu Doan
	battalion (TD)



	Tieu Doan Kinh Quan
	light battalion (TDKQ)



	Tieu Doan Luu Dong
	mobile battalion



	Tinh Doi Bo
	Viet Minh provincial command



	Trinh Sat
	reconnaissance unit



	Trung Doan
	regiment



	Trung Doan Doc Lap
	independent regiment



	Tu Ve
	popular forces (DQ and DQDK)



	Viet Bac
	Viet Minh heartland provinces, NE Tonkin



	Viet Minh
	national independence front




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

Ranks

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



	Corporal Chief
	Caporal chef, brigadier chef



	Sergeant
	Sergent, maréchal des logis



	Sergeant Chief
	Sergent chef, maréchal des logis chef



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



	Sub-lieutenant
	 



	(second lieutenant)
	Sous-lieutenant (French Army)



	Lieutenant Commander
	Lieutenant de vaisseau (French Navy)



	Major
	Commandant, chef de bataillon, chef d’escadrons




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

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


Picture captions

Picture section between pages 352 and 353

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Preface

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Légionnaire Eric Morgan (2 REI, 4 REI, 6 REI).
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PART ONE


1. La Formule

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

General Raoul Salan

NA SAN, DECEMBER 1952

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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