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Introduction

The First Indochina War took place between December 19, 1946, and July 20, 1954, and was primarily fought between the people of what is now Vietnam and the French armed forces. In this conflict, the French were looking to crush the Viet Minh (“the League for the Independence of Vietnam”) and their uprising in order to maintain their colonial power over French Indochina. France had first gained control of Vietnam in 1877, and together with Cambodia and Laos, it formed part of the colony of French Indochina.

The First Indochina War would eventually see the French thoroughly humiliated by their defeat at the hands of what they and most of the western world considered an inferior side. After all, at the beginning of the conflict, the Vietnamese had no organized fighting force, little military experience, and nowhere enough weapons to arm all their men. Whatever weapons they did have were no match for those of the French, neither in terms of power nor accuracy. This is partly what makes the story of the First Indochina War such a fascinating episode in modern history and one that needs to be told in detail.

The French were first forced out of Vietnam in 1940 when the Japanese took control of the country as part of their expansionist plans during the Second World War. The unconditional surrender of the Japanese in 1945 meant that France was eager to retake power. However, the people of Vietnam had other ideas. France would attempt to negotiate with the Viet Minh government, but these negotiations would prove unsuccessful. The ensuing war waged by France on Vietnam would result in the latter being separated into two. The north of the country would become the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam), while the south would become the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam).

In this book, you will read about how the French first came to count the countries of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos among their colonies. You will also learn about the shocking events that led to the First Indochina War, the involvement of the United States, China, and Russia, and the devastating battle that signaled the beginning of the end for French Indochina, finally ending with the Geneva Accords in 1954.


Chapter One

Background: Creation of French Indochina

“If we wanted to, we could destroy your dynasty root and branch and seize for ourselves the entire kingdom, as we have done in Cochinchina. You know very well that this would present no difficulty to our armies.”

—Francois-Jules Harmand, the Treaty of Hue

In order to understand the eventual uprising of the Viet Minh, it is necessary to know the story of how Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos came to be French colonies and the effect that French imperial rule had on the people of those countries. Missionary propaganda was rife in the nineteenth century and was often used as a convenient excuse for empires to occupy Asian and African countries. However, that was not the only reason Napoleon III had, in July 1857, to approve a plan to invade Vietnam. The French infatuation with capitalism had spurred them to seek out new territories overseas that they could exploit. Among those identified was Southeast Asia, a region of which France desired a larger share.

The French naval officer Charles Rigault de Genouilly was put in charge of leading the invasion, which would begin with an attack on Tourane (modern-day Da Nang), located on Vietnam’s eastern coastline. With his orders to establish Tourane as a French military base, Genouilly descended upon the city in August 1858. With him were 14 ships and 2,500 expeditionary troops who easily overcame the harbor defenses and had the town under their control by the night of September 2. However, Genouilly soon discovered that progressing beyond Tourane would be far more difficult. By February of the following year, Genouilly had finally given up and instead set sail for Saigon in southern Vietnam. There, too, it became apparent that Vietnamese resistance was far more stubborn than the French had anticipated.

It would not be until 1861 that the French, under a new commander, succeeded in occupying Saigon and the three surrounding provinces. The Vietnamese in these territories finally capitulated to the invading forces and their superior weapons, and in June 1862, they agreed to a peace treaty that gave the French control. In 1867, the French annexed three additional southern territories, naming the entire colony Cochinchina. It would take the French another 16 years to conquer the rest of Vietnam.

The northern part of Vietnam was, during these years, a hotbed of unrest and a target for frequent raids by pirates and bandits. Both France and China were interested in the region due to its wealth of minerals and human labor. After a series of small-scale battles, the French were able to drive most Chinese troops out of Vietnam by 1874 and establish very favorable trade agreements for themselves. However, the 1880s saw them renew their efforts when the northern Vietnamese reached out to China for support.

Throughout the spring and summer of 1883, a French army conquered strategic locations in northern Vietnam, leading to the signing of another treaty in August. The Treaty of Hue granted the French control over northern and central Vietnam (named Tonkin and Annam by the French). These became protectorates of the French, and though they were allowed to keep their royal house, it no longer had any real power. The Indochinese Union was then formed in 1887, comprising the French colony of Cochinchina and the protectorates of Tonkin, Annam, Cambodia, and Laos. The union, more commonly known as French Indochina, was among the most important French territories.

The French had developed their own pretense to justify their invasion and occupation of other countries. They called it the mission civilisatrice, or “civilizing mission.” This was the French equivalent of the “white man’s burden”—the rationale used by many European nations interested in conquering and colonizing African, Asian, and South American countries to take their land, wealth, and resources. The French justified their colonization of undeveloped African and Asian territories by claiming they were introducing the people there to the modern world. Without colonialism, these nations would remain uncivilized, undeveloped, and economically vulnerable.

Of course, the mission of civilization was a pretense that the French used to disguise the real motives behind their colonization: profit. Imperial France needed resources, an abundance of raw materials, and, above all, inexpensive labor. The only time the French, or any of their European peers, bothered to develop their colonies was when it would be of benefit to themselves. The difference between France and Britain was that British colonialism was not quite as disorganized or rushed as that of the French. In Indochina, for example, the French never established a plan or a colonial policy. All that mattered to the French government was that Indochina remained under French control to benefit the French economy.


Chapter Two

Life under French Rule

“My people live in an era of sadness. I am speechless, I am guilty, my heart is troubled. There is evil in our land which I cannot control.”

—Emperor Tu Duc

While Vietnam’s royal dynasty of Nguyen remained, they were stripped of political power and were little more than figurehead monarchs. Instead, Vietnam was ruled by French governors and officials. To avoid resistance from gathering momentum, the French managed the Vietnamese using a “divide and rule” approach. Essentially, they played the different local communities against each other so that they would fight one another and not the French. The Vietnamese were also denied any sense of national identity; the country was administered as three different provinces—Tonkin, Annam, and Cochinchina—and it was even said to be illegal to use the word “Vietnam.”

It took time, but Vietnam’s economy was eventually turned from subsistence-based to proto-capitalist. High production, increasing exports, and pitiful wages became commonplace under French rule. The Vietnamese were no longer allowed to work for themselves but were all made to work to benefit France and the French economy. Many of the Vietnamese who did own land had their land taken from them and were forced to choose between becoming laborers on the land that used to belong to them or moving away. Wherever there were not enough farmers to work the land, Vietnamese farmers were recruited from surrounding villages with hollow offers of high wages. If that did not work, they were sometimes forced to move at gunpoint.

The French concluded that the best crops for mass production in Vietnam would be rice and rubber. After 1880, the amount of land dedicated to rice crops increased fourfold over twenty years. In southern Vietnam, the land of Cochinchina was used for rubber plantations and soon found itself with twenty-five enormous plantations. By the 1930s, sixty thousand tons of rubber—five percent of the world’s total rubber production—were produced annually in Indochina. The French also built factories and set up mines to extract and exploit Vietnam’s natural resources. Most of what was produced or mined was exported abroad, with the profits going to French investors.

The plantation workers were called “coolies” by the French, a pejorative term for an Asian laborer. The laborers worked 15-hour days without breaks, adequate food, or fresh water for incredibly small wages; some were even paid in rice instead of money. Under French colonial law, corporal punishment was prohibited. However, a blind eye was turned to officials who beat workers they deemed too slow or unruly. Plantations were riddled with malnutrition and infections; it was not unusual for several deaths to occur in one day. The French manufacturer of tires, Michelin, recorded 17,000 deaths on one of its Vietnamese rubber plantations over the 20 years between the First and Second World Wars.

France also made the Vietnamese subject to the corvée. Every year, each adult male peasant was forced to carry out at least thirty days of unpaid work. This would typically consist of labor on government buildings or infrastructure. In addition to this, the Vietnamese were subject to several taxes. They were forced to pay income tax, poll tax, taxes on documents, and even a tax to weigh vegetables. Prior to the French occupation, the Vietnamese had been accustomed to making their own rice wine and collecting their own salt. These two items were essential to every Vietnamese home, and so, inevitably, the French declared that the Vietnamese could no longer make or gather their own. By the 1900s, the French created a state monopoly on rice wine and salt, which could only be procured by buying from French-owned shops at inflated prices.

The French—like their British counterparts—did not overlook the power of opium. By the 1930s, more than 80 tonnes were produced by the French in Vietnam each year. Aside from exporting opium for a massive profit, the French also found its stupefying effects a potent means of maintaining control over the Vietnamese population. By 1935, sales of rice wine, salt, and opium alone were earning France over 600 million francs annually. In today’s money, that is roughly $5 billion.

Such was the hold that the French had on Vietnamese society that many of the Vietnamese people saw the good in French rule and became collaborators. These people typically took up posts in local government or the Banque de l’Indochine (Bank of Indochina). Those among the French who made a case for the mission civilisatrice used these collaborators to support their argument that the Vietnamese were benefitting from French rule. The truth was that the French needed the support of the local collaborators as there were never enough French people in Vietnam to manage Vietnam’s economy. Some collaborators were motivated purely by self-interest, others because they were genuine Francophiles. Whatever their motivation, collaborators were referred to by the rest of the Vietnamese as nguoi phan quoc (traitors).

Some collaborators earned scholarships to study in France and even became French citizens. However, no Vietnamese person would ever be allowed enough standing or status to threaten French power and control. Bao Dai, the last Nguyen emperor two ruled from 1926 to 1945, is probably the most famous collaborator. He became a Francophile after studying at Lycée Condorcet in Paris.

Education was one of the most significant benefits that the French brought to Vietnam. However, education was only available to people living in cities; the peasant children remained uneducated. The University of Hanoi opened its doors in 1902, while primary schools reinforced the belief in French supremacy, maintaining colonial control over impressionable minds. They taught children to speak both Vietnamese and French. This was necessary since businesses in Vietnam were expected to conduct transactions in French, not in local languages. In short, the French colonists had changed the way the country sounded.

Reinforcing the theory of the superiority of French values and culture, millennia-old local temples and monuments were torn down. In their place, the French ordered the construction of new buildings replicating the style of those in Paris, and French names were given to Vietnamese cities and streets. In this way, French colonialism changed the way Vietnam looked.
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