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(U) Dedication

Betore the battle |of Thermopylae], Diancees, the Spartan, was warned that the
number of the Persians was such that when they loosed their bows. the arrows woukl
block the sun. “Sa much the better'. observed Dianeces. *If the Persians hide the sun,
then we will fight in the shade rather than sunlight',

Herodatus, The Histories

This book is dedicated to those Allied eryptologists in Indochina, whose devotion to
duty, under the worst of conditions, was horne with the courage, virtuosity, aplomb, and
humor that only true professionals can display.
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(U) Foreword

America’s war in Vietnam continues as a topic
of highest interest among scholars and the gener-
al public alike — and as a topiv of the highest con-
troversy. As this introduction ix being written in
April 2001, several news stories related (o the war
and its aftermath are unfolding on newspaper
front pages.

The Vietnam War has been the subject of
countless memoirs, histories. and adventure
tales, vel a critical aspeet of the war has been lack-
ing in what has been written so far. Even mono-
graphs on the role of intelligence in the war do
not treat the signals intelligence (SIGINT) and
information systems security (INFOSEC) aspects
of the war, or do so only in the most superficial
ways.

Robert Hanyvok's meticulously researched and
richly detailed historv of cryptology in the
Vietnam War fills this void. It provides a grand
perspective of these most secret aspeels of the
war, and answers many of the questions histori-
ans ask about it.

Those who work SIGINT tend to view it
mechanistically. It is often believed to be “cut and
dried,” that it provides an unchallenged source of
information — what the other side is saving to
itself, and therefore what must be correet.

However. the interpretation of SIGIN'T and its
political or policy implications often generate
considerable discussion and controversy. This
was certainly the case with SIGINT in the
Vietnam War. Mr. Hanvok's study looks careful-
ly at these controversics — and itself has several
areas likely to be controversial in the implications
and interpretation.

This is a stimulating study, highlv recom-
mended for all who are interested in U.S. policy in
the last half of the twentieth century, the conduct
of the war itself, and the role of crvplology specit-
icallv.

I also recommend. for context on the times
and background to U.S. SIGINT and INFOSEC,
that the reader also consult Dr. Thomas
Johnson's four-volume American Cryptology
during the Cold War. 1945-1989.

DAVID A HATCHI
Director
Center for Crvptologic History
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(U) Preface

“And cven 1 can remember a day when
historians left blanks in their writings: I mean
for things they didn't know,
But that time seems to he passing,”

Canto X1 Yzra Pound

(T) The Vietnam War, or more accurately, the
Indochina War, perhaps was the momentous
event of American history in the third quarter of
the twentieth century. Besides the casualty count
- 58,000 dead and another half million wounded
- it devoured the resources of the United States,
weakened its economy, turned generations
against one another, and hurt its international
image. Opposition to the war coalesced with the
strong currents of the 1960s’ domestic social
change — the nascent women's push {or equality.
the youth “rebellion,” and the surge in the civil
rights movement — and charged them with even
more fervor. And the failure of various adminis-
trations to reliably define the war's purpose, and
truthfully report its course, ground down the rela-
tionship between citizen and government to a
razor-thin bond.

(U) After the war, there were several concur-
rent efforts to arrive at some meaning about it.
Attempts were made Lo define it as a crusade
against communism: others called the war a fail-
ure in strategic policy or a tragedy born out of the
arrogance of power. Some observers called atten-
tion to the war's effect in later American foreign
policy — the “Victnam syndrome,” a reluctance to
get involved in long-term ventures. Finally, oth-
ers pointed to the deeper social costs of the war,
how veterans and nonveterans tried to come to
grips with their attitudes towards the war.

(V) Ironically, the American crvptologic com-
munity, especially the National Security Agency,
appeared to remove itself from any examination
of its role in the war. This distancing was meas-

—TOP-GEGRETHCOMINT/HM—

ured in the paucity of histories, studies. and arti-
cles about the war. How could such a war. which
SIGINT had covered since 1950, that, al its peak,
involved as many as len thousand crvptologists
from a number of allied nations. not be worth a
serious historical consideration? By ignoring its
past, how much had the American SIGINT com-
munity impoverished its sense of historical conti-
nuity? What stories and what truths were buried
under the silence? What could American enyptol-
ogists learn aboul themselves and their perform-
ance during the war? And what lessons could we
carry into the future?
e an

DY ‘The immediate origins of Spurld}ns in
Darkness lay in a conversation [ had some years
ago with a retired NSA senior who had an exten-
sive personal knowledge of the war in Indochina,
In passing, T had mentioned my scheme for writ-
ing a complete, multivolume history of American
SIGINT during the Indochina War, beginning
with World War I1{ and
finally coming to the American involvement.
Rather abruptly, he strongly suggested that I get
out a single volume on the war before "those who
were there are gone.” This approach, of course.
was correct: inasmuch as the Vietnam-era popu-
lation of the National Security Ageney (and the
associated crvptologic elements of the four armed
services) was beginning to retirve in ever-inercas-
ing numbers, there was a need to produce a his-
tory to which thev could contribute, as well as one
with which they could identify. There also was a
growing interest in the war by the vounger gener-
ation of Agency personnel within the crvptologic
community — who had no direct experience and
little memory of the war — as evidenced by their
attendance in various classes and seminars on
cryptologic history. That situation made final my
decision to produce this overview volume.

Page xiii
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—&A8h-1he major historiagraphical problem
was the dimension of the SIGINT effort during
the American phase of the war. Just the numbers
alone suggested the size of the problem. At the

height of the American involvement, upwards of

10.000 American and allied cryptologists were
supporling the war in South Vietnam, mostly in
sites throughout Southeast Asia. A smaller group
al Fort Meade worked the SIGINT from NSA
headquarters _at _Fort _George  G.  Meade,

Marvland.

The
corresponding records available for my rescarch,
despite ramors of a massive destruetion of paper
records trom the early 1980s (which may have
been partially true). were staggering: over
150.000 pages in the Center for Cnyptologic
History’s various collections. and about 400.000
pages from the NSA Archives. Records Center,
and other collections (on-line and hard copy).
Happy is the historian with such a bounty. but
cursed is he in deciding whal exactly to write
about without getting mired in the bog of so much
available detail. that, due to the nature of intelli-
gencee, often was conflicting.

=501 decided that the best way to avoid
being buried under this material was to write an
overview ol American SIGINT during the
Indochina War. However, it would be one with a
ditference: T would concentrate on various topics
and critical incidents of the war, making them the
narrative framework for this ervptologic history.
The topics and incidents 1 included were an eclee-
tic collection, and required individual treatment.
Hence, this history is not the usual linear, chrono-
logical narrative. Rather, [ approached each
episode in a somewhalt different manner, tailor-
ing the historical treatment to the issue at hand.
For example, the chapters on the SIGINT during,

the air war, '

| [and the South Vietnamese SIGIN'T organiza-
lion probably come closest to resembling a classiv
historical narrative.

EO
1.4. (c)

Page xiv

4813 On the other hand, the Gulf of Tonkin
incidents and the Tet Offensive will be treated
almost like case studies. The performance of the
STGIN'T system will be looked at eritically: it will
be illustrated in both cases how critical informa-
tion was mishandled. misinterpreted. lost. or
ignored. At the siune time. the nature of the SIG-
INT material. especially its effeet on decision-
makers in Saigon and Washington, required a
detailed analysis of individual reports. This
approach, at times. may scem Lo some readers
like an excruciating turn al seriptural exegesis.
Yet. the pavolf is in the revelation of what was
really contained in the reports.

(U1) Not all topices of interest could be covered
in this history. This was a decision based on sev-
eral factors. One was the realization that other
cryptologic organizations were producing histo-
ries of their participation in the war. One example
is the Armn’s  Intelligence and  Security
Command. which is working on a historv of ASA
participation that emphasizes tactical SIGINT
units. Also. I did not want to repeat what previous
histories have covered. In this case. 1 knew that
three volumes had been wrilten about communi-
cations security (COMSEC) during the war,
Although much more can be written on this
etfort. it requires a volume of its own. A final rea-
son was that the impact of a topie fell out of the
time frame of the war. A good example of this is
the Prisoner of War/Missing in Action
(POW/MIA) controversy. No other subject affect-
ced Americans as passionately as this one.
Although there had been interest in the fate of
POWSs and MIAs during and shortly after the war.,
the peak of public attention did not veeur until
the 1980s and 1990s. This sad story. and the SIG-
INT aspect of it, deserves its own telling,

S Spartans is something of a departure
from the previous histories of SIGINT in the
Indochina War. For the most part. those histo-
ries. written between the late 1960s and the carly
1970s. were detailed deseriptions of teehnical
SIGINT collection and processing systems, and

~TOP-SECRETHEOMINT-



organizations. While intrinsically interesting to a
narrow range of cryptologists with similar spe-
cialties, the histories themselves left most ques-
tions about the results of SIGINT unanswered.
who made use of the intelligence derived from it.
and its effect on the course of the war. These his-
tories often minimized or completely ignored
some significant outside influences and determi-
nants, as well as previous cryvptologic events and
efforts, all of which affected SIGINT activities in
Indochina. Some of these factors included the
attitude of command authorities towards SIG-
INT; the technical and operational limitations of
cryptologic techniqgues and technology: the natu-
ral “competition” or “friction” between intelli-
gence organizations and services: and. most
importantly. the capabilities of Vietnamese com-
munist eryptography and communications. and
its personnel, which were the real targets of
American SIGINT.

—AA8H-Surprisingly (or mavbe unsurprising-
ly), the effort at writing histories of ervptology
during the war ended at about the same time that
the last American troops left. Since the fall of
Saigon in 1975, precious little of that history had
been written: A special issue of the now-defunct
NSA Cryptolog magazine. one short, useful work
on the Purple Dragon Operalions Security pro-
gram, a handful of articles in various NSA in-
house technical journals. and a three-hour ses-
sion at the 1990 Cryvptologic History Symposium.
This scarcity is not casilv explainable. However.
one sad result was that much of the history of
SIGINT during the war was displaced by a corps
of truisms, myths. official and popular miscon-
ceptions of what happened — all elements of a
conventional wisdom that held that American
SIGINT had been fabulously successtul.

(¥) To avoid the limitations of those previous
works, and to correct the popular misunderstand-
ings of what happened. this history will consider
American SIGINT during the Indochina War
through the two perspectives of scale and context.
We will consider the scale of the confliet in terms

-FOP-SECRETHCOMNTHM—

of time and geography. We also will examine the
context in which American SIGINT operated. that
is. within both the prosecution of the war, and the
struggle between American ervptologists and
Vietnamese communist ervptographers and com-
municators. The benefit of this more extensive
approach will be in a richer and more complete
narrative. a text more sensitive to the nuances of
the environment in which SIGINT operated. In
understanding the circumstances in which SIG-
INT worked, we can better judge the eftect it had.
and. in an ironic corollary, see how the environ-
ment influenced SIGINT.

(U) Scale

(U) For many Americans, their view of the
war in Indochina remains circumseribed by the
vears of the direct military intervention from
about 1965 to 1973. Although most histories trace
the war back to the dayvs of the French suzerainty.
that period seemed to many Americans as an
interesting prelude. but not tervibly relevant - an
attitude carried by many American leaders. as
well. The problem. of course. is that this myopic
approach distorts the reality of the fundamental
issues of the war and the attitudes of the combat-
ants. both of which had been set long before the
United States intervened with its own troops.

~SHS1he earlier histories of American SIG-
INT during the conflict also reflected this limited
outlook. Although there were unique ervptologic
problems that emerged during the American
intervention after 1963, many other such prob-
lems of the war. such as the nature and effective-
ness of high-level Viethamese communist envp-
tography, and the constant shortage of qualified
analysts. especially linguists. could be dated to
1950,

(U7) By considering the long-term evolution of
a SIGINT problem. the reader reaches a better
understanding of the historical reasons why cer-
tain ceryptologic approaches and processes were
adopted in licu of others. The SIGINT problems

Page xv
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that Americans encountered during the war were
never static affairs. Often, the Vietnamese ¢rvp-
tologists reacted to what they called American
“technical means.” Similarly, American ervptolo-
gists had 1o refine their techniques and processes
10 mect the Vietnamese countermeasurces. Like all
history, the storv of SIGINT during the Indochina
War is one of constant evolution. The longer the
time we take under consideration, the better the
dvnamics can be understood.
~AS/AEF—

BY Also. we will consider the war in a geo-

graphic scale bevond Indochina. Partly, this larg-

er regional approach is dictated by the range of

the war. The struggle centered in the four coun-
tries that traditionally made up Indochina —
North and South Vietnam. Laos. and Cambodia.
(The Freneh considered Indochina as five
colonies: Laos, Cambodia, Tonkin, Annam. and
Cochin China.) Yel. the war. and its SIGINT inter-

ests, reached across the borders of those four:
countries to include portions of the glmter

Southeast Asia region|

/B0 1.4.(

9]

ticipated in monitoripg, annlﬁzing, and reporting
of signals intelligenge during the war.

(U) Context

(U) The hisfory of American SIGINT during
the [lult)cl1i1m"-i\'dr needs to be placed within the
context of that conflict. In war. intelligence
derives its utlhl\ h\ suppl\m;, commanders with
the knowle :1ge of the enemy’s means, ends, and
plans to realize them. The mere accumulation of
data, or he heldmgol intelligence },-ltht:‘l ing. pro-
cowng; ‘and reporting svstems and mgammlmns

s ot meet the main objective of \uppmlmg,
wit comxmnd. These are only the prelimi-
though necessary, steps. Ultimately, intelli-
genee can be judged only on what information is
,(‘" is not) provided and how it is d(‘hwmd
wooking only inwardly at intelligence activities,
and wmn\lm., intelligence from the context in
which il operates, allows for only a myopic \w\\ of
its own eftectiveness. :
(TS//ST)

The chance that the considerabld forees
stationed there would intervenem the conflict
was a4 major concern for Washington's planners
early in the war. To the west, Thailand ‘was a
strategic base lor the American 7th Air Foree and
supporled a considerable American cn“ptologic
presence. Significant SIGINT support came {rom
sites in the Phlllppmeaﬁ
55485 1t is usetul to remember as well that,
in the long history of the Indochina War. forces
from a number of countries were involved — any-
where from sixteen to bventy-two depending on
how one defines their specific involvement.' This
lent an international shading to the war. And this
inlernational effort was repeated in the cryptolog-

ic arena. SIGINT and COMINT elements from the

}’e{ln this history, a distinet effort mll he
made 1o’ measure the contribution of \moman
Sl(;l.\'T_. lo the outcome of the war, its mnqu.«
campaigns, and critical events such as the Guliof
Tonkin crisis and the Tel offensive. To accom-
plish this will require a detailed examination of
SIGINT's structure. responsiveness. and upem-"‘-_
tions. Tt also means that we will have to spend:
some time in the narrative establishing the his-

torical conlext in which SIGINT operated.

United States. South Vietnam.

Page xvi

(U) At the same time, we will not overlook
how SIGINT performed its many unique tasks.
However, this review will be cast in the most rel-
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evant context possible: American SIGINT's sue-
cesses and failures against the technical, doctri-
nal, and procedural actions taken by the
Vietnamese communist cryvptographers and com-
munieators. This approach may seem almost too
obvious to state. Yet. in earlier crvplologic histo-
ries, communist communications and ervptogra-
phy were discussed only occasionally. and usual-
ly as some fixed list of objectives. As we discussed
above, this static, limited approach is misleading,
The true targets of American cryplologists were
Hanoi's communications and cryptographic sys-
tems, and they changed often to defeat our best
efforts.

(U) In this regard. we are fortunate to have a
Vietnamese communist historv of their own ernvp-
tographic cffort during the war. Essentiul
Matters, published in the original Vietnamese in
1990, and in translation in 199.4 by David Gaddy.,
formerly chief of the Center for Cryptologic
History. If the reader can overlook the numerous
faults of socialist history — the paeans to Ho Chi
Minh, the tales of heroie socialist ervptographic
technicians under fire delivering loads of code-
books, or the mind-numbing statistics of cver-
higher production levels of key lists — what
emerges is a remarkably detailed history of com-
munist cryptography and communications secu-
rity from 1945 to the fall of Saigon in 1975. The
narrative in Essential Matters matches up quite
closely to what Americans knew from intercept.
cryptanalysis, captured documents, and prisoner
of war debriefs. 'The close correlation allows the
reader a rare opportunity to observe how both
sides operated and reacted to each others’ work.
Essential Mutters should be read by all thought-
ful American cryptologists who want to under-
stand how targel cryptographic and COMSEC
bureaus operate, and how thev are influenced by
unique doctrinal, technical. and operational prej-
udices. Most importantly, it can be seen how an
enemy’s knowledge of American cryplologic
capabilities is incorporated into maodifications of
their own systems.”

FOP-SECREFHEOMNT-

(U) History, if il is 1o be more than a mere
chronicle. must investigate events and seek to
explain their significance. Hopefully, these two
approaches of scale and context will allow this
history to answer the two fundamental and perti-
nent questions about American SIGINT during
the Indochina war: First, how did American SIG-
INT operate within the framework of the war.
and, second, what was the final influence or effect
of STGINT on the course of the war and its even-
tual outcome?

(U) To keep the reader apprised of cerlain
important events and interesting sidelights which
fall out of our topical scheme, we will make use of
so-called "Interludes.” There are four Interludes:
the Geneva Conference of 1954: the post-Diem
political situation; the buildup of American cirvp-
tologic units: and the attempt by MACV o
destroy the communist Central Office South
Vietnam (COSVN) during the invasion of
Cambodia.

~LCHSH A few technical comments aboul ter-
minology in this history need to be made here for
readers not familiar with envptology. First of all,
we will be using the terms SIGINT and "crvptol-
ogy” almost interchangeably. Cryptology is
defined narrowly as "the study of the making and
breaking of codes and ciphers.” SIGINT is the
acronym for signals intelligence and, while it cov-
ers aspeets of ervptology such as ervptanalysis, it
includes, among others, direction finding, signals
analysis. traffic analysis, special identification
techniques, and reporting of information derived
from enemy signals of all types. not just commu-
nications. However, as a descriptive term — SIG-
INT or crvptologic community — the difference
between the two is unimportant. COMINT is the
acronym for communications intelligence. The
difference between COMINT and SIGINT is that
the latter encompasses intelligence from non-
communications emitters such as radars, naviga-
tional beacons. altimeters, and other equipment.
The intelligence from these sources is termed
ELINT, or “clectronics intelligence.” NSA official-
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lv received the mission for ELINT in the late
1950s. COMINT and ELINT were then subordi-
nated under the category of SIGINT. Again. in
ordinary and generalized descriptions. the differ-
ence between the SIGINT and COMINT is not
important. The term “ervptography™ refers to the
“development of codes.and ciphers” and is essen-
tially a defensive art, associated closely with com-
munications security or COMSEC.

B Occasionally, fye will include original
Vietnamese texts, terms. or organiza-
tional titles. In all circumstance, we tried to
remain faithful to the original language. For
Vietnamese, in particular, this represented some-
thing of a problem. Although the transcription
from the Vietnamese to a Roman alphabet was
not difficult, the rendering of place-names
required a decision. A literal transcription would
have left us with familiar place-names written as
Da Nang. Hai Phong, and Viet Nam. These ver-
sions would be unfamiliar to most readers, so we
chose to go with the familiar English single word
version.

(U) Finally, quotes from American messages
are carried in upper and lower case. However, the
actual texts of these messages normally were in
upper casc only. This would have been distracting
to readers not accustomed to viewing such a for-
mat. So, we opted for the correct case format. The
few exceptions to this occur in the chapter on the
Tonkin Gulf incident. The need for a true repre-
sentation of the messages between the Pacific
commands and Washington dictated that the
messages be reproduced in their original upper
case-only format.

(U) Notes

1. (V) The overt combatants included the United
States, South Vietnam, North Vietnam, Laos.
Cambodia, Thailand. People’s Republic of China,
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Republic of
Korea, Australia, New Zealand, Philippines, United
Kingdom. France, Japan, Nationalist China. and the
Soviet Union. This list does not include the various
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colonial contingents that comprised the French Union
Forces. such as those from Moroceo, Tunisia. Algeria.
Senegal, and the units of the French Foreign Legion.
Nor does it include rumored contingents of “special
forces™ from the Warsaw Pact and Commonwealth
“volunteers™ in the Australian Special Air Service
units.

2. (U) The translation is available from the
Publications Team of the Center for Cryvptologic
History. It also contains a supplement on the
Cryptography of the Vielnamese Border Guard.
(Special Series Number 5)

ROBERT .J. HANYOK
Fort Meade. MD
2001
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(U) Prelude: Indochina Before 1950

(U) Background

(U) The Indochina peninsula extends south
from the Chinese landmass like a pendulous
bulge. The coastline of Vietnam twisls in a great
S-curve extending south from the Tonkin region
along the coastal arcas of Annam and Cochin
before it heads west to Cambodia. Indochina is
divided by two great riverine systems. To the
north is the Red River, which begins in southern
China and then runs straight like a spear south-
east through the dolomite ranges and grecn.
damp forests of the upper Tonkin (or IHaute
Tonkin in French) before it runs into the Gulf of
Tonkin. Also originating in southern China, from
a point not too far from that of the Red River, is
the Mekong, one of the most impressive rivers of
the world. Like the mythical Anaconda, which
aboriginal legend claimed the river was, the
Mekong snakes its wayv south through the high-
lands and mist-filled vallevs of present-day
Myanmar (Burma) and Laos before hooking east
below the Plain Des Jarres and the Plateau des
Bolovens forming the boundary between Laos
and Thailand. Then it dips south through the land
of the Khmer, Cambodia. joining with the
Cambodian rivers that drain the great wetland
and lake district of its inlerior. Finally, the
Mekong empties out on the alluvial delta of
Cochin China in southern Vietnam before rolling
into the South China Sea. Although these two
delta systems account for only 25 percent of the
Vietnam's area, over five-sixths of the ethnie
Vietnamese people live on them.

(C) The region is turther divided by mountain
and plateau ranges which rise rapidly from the
coastal areas. So dense and inaccessible are these
upland regions that after 1975, three previously

j rom: NSA/CSS
uary 1998
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unknown species of the family Cervidae (deer and
¢lk) have been discovered there. The mountains
and plateaus are home to Indochina’s multitude
of tribal groups such as the T"ai. Muong. Meo. and
others, often grouped under the general heading
the Trench wused to categorize them,
Montagnards. Resistant to central authority,
whether it be Chinese, French, Japanese. or
Vietnamese governments in Hanoi or Saigon,
these groups would become useful allies to vari-
ous warring factions. In 1041, the first military
units of the Viet Minh were almost exclusively
drawn from the Nung tribe of northern Tonkin.
Later, during the French phase of the war, some
divisions of the Viet Minh. nolably the 316th and
335th, were made up almost wholly of
Montagnard tribes including the Jarai and Hre.'
The French would use T-ai and Mco tribesmen to
form anti-Viet Minh guerrilla units in Laos. Dur-
ing the 1960s, American Special Forees and CIA
advisors would rely almost entirely on Mco,
Hmong, and other Laotian tribesmen to battle
Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese units in the
disputed Plain des Jarres region of central Luos.

(U) Often history is written in terms of geog-
raphy. Many small countries have their destinies
defined by the proximate large country. So it was
for Vietnam (and the rest of Indochina to a lesser
degree); its fate lay with the encroachments, both
politically and culturally, across its northern bor-
der by an expansionist China.

(U) Following the arrival of Chinese troops.
who set up garrisons in the Red River valley
around 221 B.C.E., a Sino-Victnamese state exist-
ed until about 11 B.C.E. when it was absorbed by
the Chinese. For almost the next thousand vears,
until 939 C.E., the Chinese held suzerainty over
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the region of northern Vietnam, the Tonkin
region. Chinese influence was felt in many arcas
of culture and political organization. The social
and political principles of Confucian thought
were absorbed. as were Chinese language and
writing. The Vietnamese also adopted the hierar-
chical system of mandarin bureaucracy, including
the civil service examination program and the
rigorous study (and near slavish imitation) of
Chinese literarv classics. Suitable for a stable soci-
cty, which China and Vietnam seldom were, the
mandarin svstem proved ill-matched to rapid
change.

(U) However, this cultural adoption did not
translate to assimilation into the Chinese empire.
The Vietnamese rcjected any Chinese identity,
and their history was punctuated by revolts and
resistance Lhat provided the Vielnamese with a
pantheon of national heroes which would inspire
later gencrations against the French and
Americans: the Trung sisters, who led a revolt in
40 C.L.: Trieu Au, the Vielnamese Joan of Arc:
and Ngo Quyen, the lcader of Vietnam's success-
ful revolt in 938 C.E. Even after throwing out the
Chinese, the Vietnamese had to fend off more
excursions from the north. In the 13th centary,
the Yuan (Mongol-dominated) dynasty invaded
Tonkin twice and were driven out. In the carly
15th century, a brief period of Chinese domina-
tion was overthrown after a twenty-vear cam-
paign.

(C) The thousand-year struggle revealed that
the Vietnamese would endure in their struggle
with foreign invaders, no matter how long it took
or how many losses thev suffered. This endurance
was based on the convietion that the Vietnamese
ultimately would prevail. ‘There is really little in
the Western experience to match the Vietnamese
millennium-long struggle. The closest is the 500-
vear epic Spanish reconquista. the campaign of
reconquest of the Iberian peninsula from the
Moors under the leadership of Aragon and Castile
which culminated in the fall of Granada in 1492,

(U) Also, it is most difficult to underestimate
the cffect on Vietnamese culture of national
resistance which grew out of that epic struggle
against the Chinese occupation. "The nearlv mil-
lennium-long resistance against the Chinese bred
a hero cult that elevated martial qualities to the
status of virtue: it emblazoned in Vietnamese
folklore a roll call of national heroes. This martial
spirit formed part of the Vietnamese self-identi-
ty.”

(U) Both of these characteristics — a willing-
ness to fight scemingly forever and to endure
enormous losses — would be evident during the
French and American phases of the Indochina
War. And both France and the United States
remained ignoranl of, or else deliberately
ignored, warnings from the Vietnamese or their
own experts on the region. In September 1946,
Ho Chi Minh had told the French prime minister,
Georges Bidault, that “If we must fight, we will
fight. You will kill ten of our men. and we will kill
one of vours. Yet. in the end, it is vou who will
tire.” *

(U) Another theme in Viethamese history is
its expansion south through the central coastal
plains of Annam to the Mckong delta and rice
growing regions of Cochin. This was another
national epic marked by the conquest and assim-
ilation of various indigenous peoples, as well as
the defeat of competing expansionist kingdoms.
In the late 15th century, the Indonesian Champa
kingdom was decfeated. From there, the
Vietnamese drove a similarly expansionist Khmer
(Cambodian) kingdom out of the lower Mckong
delta.

(U) The Vietnamese expansion brought inter-
nal stresses to its political situation. In the 17th
and 18th centuries. there was competition
between the Vietnamese emperor, representing
the ruling Irinh family dynasty in Hanoi, and the
upstart Nguven family, which exploded in the Tay
Son rebellion. In 1802, the Nguyens established a
new imperial seat in Hue. Slowly, the Mue gov-
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(V) Gate to the Imperial City of Hue, constructed
by the Vietnamese emperor Gia Long

ernment exerted control over the southern
regions. But barely had they accomplished this
when a new threat arrived from the west — the
French.

(U) The French Arrive

(U) The first French foothold came in the
early 17th century, when various French mission-
aries converted thousands of Vietnamese to
Catholicism. Within twenty ycars, many of the
Catholic missionaries were expelled by the
Vietnamese leaders who, not unlike other Asian
kingdoms, such as Japan, feared the growing
influence of the Western clerics over their popu-
lations.

(U) The French returned in the mid-19th cen-
tury to attempt to establish a permanent posses-
sion, when the French emperor, Napoleon IiI,
authorized an expedition which seized Tourane
(Danang) in 1858. However, after two vears of
Vietnamese assaults and tropical diseases, the
French abandoned their position, the French
commander discouragingly observing that
“Everything here tends towards ruin.” * In 1861,
the French sent an even larger invasion force
which, this time, captured and held Saigon.
Slowly, the French worked their way throughout
Indochina. In 1863, they established a protec-
torate over Cambodia. In 1883, a French fleet
sailed up the Perfume River and shelled Hue,
forcing the emperor to allow the French to make
Annam and Tonkin protectorates.® The four
regions — Cambodia, Annam, Cochin China, and
Tonkin — were incorporated into the French
Union in 1883. After signing a treaty with Siam
(Thailand) in 1893, Laos, which was several small
kingdoms and principalities dominated by the
city of Luang Prabang, was added to the French
Indochinese holdings.

(U) The French administration of Indochina
for the next sixty vears was notable for two ten-
dencies: decentralization of the Vietnamese state
structure and an inability to completely quell
local uprisings. The French administration of
Indochina was headed by a governor-general
directly responsible to the Colonial Ministry in
Paris. French rule was authoritarian and utilized
far more French administrative and security per-
sonnel than similar systems such as the British
used in India. Cochin China (Cochinchine), which
the French considered the richest part of their
holdings, was administered directly by the French
to the lowest district and village levels. The other
regions were handled less directly, usually man-
aged by resident-superiors who handled all
important matters behind the facade of the local,
native rulers such as the emperor in Hue or the
kings in Phnom Penh (Cambodia) and Luang
Prabang (Laos).
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(V) French acquisitions in Indochina

(U) French economic policy in Indochina
remained essentially mercantilist, that is, favor-
ing the home country which controlled all colo-
nial financial, industrial, and agricultural activi-
ties. As elsewhere in Asia, the primary economic
activity was agriculture and was maintained by
the native population, which was predominantly
peasant. In Vietnam in particular, peasant plots
were small, but they could sustain the existing
population. But, as the population grew, thanks
in part to French public health services and flood
control, the system of traditional peasant hold-
ings became inadequate, especially in the limited
rice-growing regions of Tonkin and Annam. In
Cochin China, there was much more arable land,
but it remained in the hands of a few wealthy
French and Vietnamese landholders — 45 percent
of land was owned by two percent of the popula-

tion.® A heavy tax burden, which imposed a crip-
pling per capita taxation, rather than taxing on
the basis of income, resources, or output, was
acerbated by the French corvee system (forced
labor on public projects), and led to widespread
indebtedness, forcing many peasants off their
holdings and into seasonal migrant work.” The
French established monopolies on certain staple
or widely used items, such as salt, aleohol, and
opium, designed to generate revenue for the colo-
nial rulers. French-developed coal mining opera-
tions in Tonkin, and rubber plantations and pro-
cessing plants in Cochin China, remained in the
hands of a few French investors usually living in
France, where most of the profits went as well.

(U) The Vietnamese never submitted easily to
French rule. Even after the apparent consolida-
tion of the French position in the 1890s, sporadic
rebellions, usually led by former mandarins and
administrators loyal to the puppet Vietnamese
emperor, kept sprouting up. The successes of the
Japanese against the Russians in 1905 and the
Chinese Revolution of 1911 by Sun Yat-Sen
inspired Vietnamese nationalists to seek help and
support in those two countries. Even during
World War I, there were revolts by Vietnamese
troops in Tonkin against the French, all of which
were put down effectively by the local colonial
military and security (surété) forces of the gover-
nor-general. Labor strife also grew in the nascent
urban factories of Hanoi and Haiphong, the
workers being receptive to early socialist and
communist agitation.

(U) Threats to the French:
Nationalists and Ho Chi Minh

(U) During the 1920s the two political organ-
izations were formed which would pose the great-
est threat to French rule. The first, the
Vietnamese Nationalist Party (Viet Nam Quoc
Dan Dang or VNQDD), was based on the organi-
zation and principles of the Chinese Qou
Mindang (Koumintang) Party. The VNQQD was
composed of rich peasants, native Vietnamese
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(V) French colonial troops in Saigon during the 1930s

soldiers, government employees, and disaffected
and unemployed intellectuals and teachers. Its
platform contained demands for the establish-
ment of a republican form of government (mod-
eled in the Chinese Qou Mindang version) and
the overthrow of the French colonial administra-
tion. In February 1930, the VNQDD organized a
revolt of Vietnamese troops at Yen Bai, a garrison
located about sixty miles northwest of Hanoi, and
other military outposts. The revolt failed, and the
French moved with speed to run down the con-
spirators. A handful of the nationalists fled to
China where they entered into an exile that effec-
tively excluded them from any future influence
inside Indochina. Their absence left the field
completely open to the other major source of
resistance to French colonial rule — the commu-
nists.

(U) The other opposition party was the
Indochinese Communist Party (ICP). This was
the brainchild of Ho Chi Minh, who, for better or
worse, was the major influence in Indochinese

-FOP-SEERETHCOMINTIM—

historv in the mid-twentieth centurv. Ho had
been sent to Indochina by the Communist
International (COMINTERN), the organization
controlled by Moscow for the promotion of world
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Marxist revolution, to reorganize the fractional-
ized communist parties inside Indochina. Born
Nguyen Sinh Cung in the rebellion-prone Nghe
An province in May 1890, Ho was the son of a
scholar who himself had been born to a peasant
family. Ho was trained in the classic Confucian
tradition when he attended school in Hue. In
1911, he joined a crew of a French steamship
where he traveled to North America (which
included stops at various American ports), Africa,
and Europe. In 1919, he changed his name to
Nguyen Ai Quoc (Nguyven the Patriot) and
immersed himself in the leftist politics of postwar
Paris.® A year later, influenced by the writings of
V.1 Lenin on the colonial problem, Ho split from
the French socialists, whom he viewed as conser-
vative on the issue of colonial independence, and
helped founded the new French Communist
Party. In 1923, he moved to Moscow and joined
the COMINTERN. In late 1924, Ho arrived in
China and helped train exiled Vietnamese cadre
living in Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Canton in
revolutionary techniques. To oversee this train-
ing, Ho founded the Revolutionary Youth League,
which was the predecessor to the ICP. In 1927, he
fled China following Jiang Jieshi's (Chiang Kai
Shek) bloody suppression of the Chinese
Communist Party.

(U) Ho's ICP, which was really a coalition of
three regional communist groups, stood for a
Leninist program of two-step revolution. The first
stage was a national rebellion, and the second was
a socialist revolution. He viewed labor as the basis
for wealth in Vietnam. Wealth created inequali-
ties and anarchy. For Ho, the target of the
Vietnamese struggle was defined by Lenin’s dic-
tum for colonial peoples: strike at the source of
their oppression, which, in this case, included the
colonial powers and native reactionaries who
supported them.

(U) Throughout 1930, a series of peasant
rebellions erupted in Ho’s home province of Nghe
An. Peasant soviets were formed under the lead-
ership of a group of revolutionaries who would

later be Ho's main lieutenants — Pham Van Dong,
Troung Chinh, Le Duan, and Vo Nguyen Giap.
The Nghe An revolt was brutally suppressed by
the French — villages were subjected to indiscrim-
inate bombings by French military aircraft and
burning by Foreign Legion troops. Over a thou-
sand communists were arrested and sent to the
island prison of Poulo Condore. However, the
communist groups were not wiped out, and by
the mid-1930s, most of the revolutionaries were
released under an amnesty program established
during Leon Blum'’s Popular Front government.

(V) Vietnamese rebel seized by colonial forces, 1940

(U) Japanese Expansion

(U) Events to the north, however, soon
intruded into Indochina’s fate. Since 1931, Japan
had been carrying a brazen expansion throughout
northern and eastern China. First, there was the
absorption of Manchuria in 1931. This was fol-
lowed by a series of incidents that led to a military
campaign, started in 1937, designed to take
China’s most important regions. After two vears,
Japan had gobbled up almost 700,000 square
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miles of Chinese territory. Yet, by 1939, one and
one-half million Japanese troops were mired in
China, and no end to the fighting was in sight.
Jiang Jieshi refused to surrender, and the war
was bleeding Japan dry financially.

(U) Desperate to achieve a military solution in
the Chinese mainland, Japan locked southward
to implement effective indirect measures. The
Japanese believed they needed to isolate China
from outside support and one of the major supply
lines for Jiang's forces was through French
Indochina, specifically the Haiphong to Yunnan
railway. Although the Japanese had been com-
plaining to Paris about the route as far back as
1937, beginning in 1939 the Japanese began to
apply direct political and diplomatic pressure on
France to close the supply line.” Almost as if to
emphasize its determination to threaten
Indochina, in February 1939 Japan occupied
Hainan Island. In December, Japanese troops
were stationing themselves across the border in
Guangxi (Kwangsi) Province.

(U) With France's surrender in July 1940 and
the subsequent formation of the Vichy collabora-
tionist regime, Indochina was now militarily iso-
lated and a target for further Japanese expansion.

In September 1940, the Japanese, using the pre-
text of assuring a complete shutdown of the
Indochinese avenues of war supply to Jiang,
occupied Tonkin, establishing a military regime.
Japanese forces landed in Haiphong harbor and
crossed the Tonkinese border and overran the
French border forts, even massacring some of the
French defenders who had resisted at one of
them. The French colonial administration, under
Governor-General Admiral Jean Decoux, was
allowed to maintain internal order, but the
Japanese had. for practical purposes, usurped the
French position. In June 1941, the Japanese occu-
pied the remainder of southern Indochina, partly
as a security measure, but also to establish bases
for the planned military attacks into British
Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies.'” The
United States responded to the southern occupa-
tion by cutting off oil exports to Tokyo and there-
by setting in motion the events leading to 7
December 1941,

(U) Thanks to small, but effective, cryptologic
organizations in the army and navy, the United
States was able to monitor the diplomatic and
military maneuvers between the French and
Japanese. By the mid-1930s, the cryptologists in
the army’s Signals Intelligence Service (SIS) and

1&“' .
W W (V) Japanese

( .. occupation
' troops arriving at
Haiphong, 1940
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the navy’s OP-20-G, were exploiting the Japanese
diplomatic cipher machine, known as RED.
When the new machine, popularly referred to as
PURPLE, came on line in 1939, the SIS cryptana-
lysts were, by late summer 1940, able to decipher
those messages just as the Japanese and French
officials were negotiating Indochina’s fate.

(U) Throughout the war, American COMINT
organizations targeted Japanese communications
out of Indochina, primarily interested in diplo-
matic and commercial (specifically shipping)
messages from Hanoi and Saigon. Eventually, the
communications of the French colonial adminis-
tration to diplomatic posts in Asia, as well as to
the Vichy administration back in France, were
added to the lists of terminals monitored by the
Allied listening posts. From these intercepts, the
Allies were able to monitor events within
Indochina which included French-Japanese rela-
tions and the growing threat to the occupiers by
native resistance groups, especially the Viet
Minh,

(V) Ships on Saigon’s waterfront under attack by American carrier aircraft, 12 January 1945

(U} Indochina, though, remained a theater of
minor military interest to the Allies. Eventually,
responsibility for the region was assigned to the
British Southeast Asia Command under Lord
Louis Mountbatten. Military operations were
restricted mostly to an air campaign, mainly car-
ried out by the U.S. 14th Air Force, which was
designed to cripple the transportation infrastruc-
ture. Allied submarine operations off the coast of
Indochina reaped a rich bounty in Japanese mer-
chant ships. However, ground operations, aside
from occasional forays by Allied commando
groups, were never seriously considered for the
region.

(U) U.S. Policy

(U) American policy towards Indochina was a
confused affair. At the highest level, that is,
President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Indochina was
emblematic of evervthing that was wrong with
France. FDR viewed France as a source of politi-
cal and social decay which had surrendered too
easily to Hitler and had submitted to the

-~ %
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Japanese without any struggle." As for Indochina
itself, Roosevelt, ever suspicious of European
colonialism, dismissed the French presence as
having done little towards “improving the condi-
tions of the natives.” 2

(U) At first, FDR had proposed that
Indochina be placed under a trusteeship with
China ruling until the region was ready for inde-
pendence. But the Chinese refused the offer. The
trusteeship isste drifted through the war and was
eventually dropped. Although Roosevelt contin-
ued to dislike the idea of a French return to
Indochina, there was little support from the
British or his own State Department, which had
argued the necessity of a France restored to its
global position.”® After Roosevelt's death, much
of the opposition to the French return to
Indochina dissipated. By late May 1945, the
French Foreign Ministry would triumphantly
inform its embassy in Chungking that the
American State Department “never doubted”
that France would automatically reestablish its
sovereignty over Indochina.'?

(U) Resistance to Japanese
Occupation

(U) For Ho and the ICP, the Japanese occupa-
tion provided another enemy for the Vietnamese.
Unlike other captured colonial holdings, notably
those of the Dutch, American, and British, where
the Japanese tried to set up puppet, native
regimes, they left the French to maintain
Indochina. The ICP attempted two revolts in
1940, in Tonkin and Cochin China, but both
failed. In the north, the remnants of the defeated
communists escaped across the border into
China. There they re-formed into the Viet Minh
(Viet Nam Doc Lap Dong Minh Io1). For the next
three years, the Viet Minh organized regions of
northern Tonkin, collectively called the Viet Bac,
into a base of operations. Supported by the
Chinese, the Viet Minh slowly built up a political
and military organization, mostly in the Thai
Nguyen region of Tonkin. Meanwhile, other

Vietnamese communist resistance groups
throughout the urban centers and provinces of
Indochina loosely associated themselves with the
Viet Minh."

(U) In March 1945, the Japanese, tired of
vears of French noncooperation in Indochinese
defense issues, and aware, through their own
COMINT, of a possible, clandestine French mili-
tary uprising, staged a putsch overthrowing the
colonial administration throughout Indochina.'®
Within forty-eight hours, the entire French civil-
ian and military administration was captured; a
remnant force of about 4,000 French and native
colonial troops and civilians managed to elude
the Japanese and escaped north across the
Chinese border. The Japanese established a new
native government, calling in the deposed
Annamese emporer Bao Dai to assume the
Vietnamese throne. The Japanese also installed
Norodom Sihanouk in Cambodia and Sisavong
Vong in Luang Prabang, lLaos. The native
Japanese-backed government in Hanoi was never
able to assume any real political control. The net
result of the Japanese coup, and subsequent
establishment of native regimes in the
Indochinese states, was to remove the last ves-
tiges of the French colonial regime. In the period
between the coup and the return of the French in
late 1945, local native governments would begin
to assert control and nationalism would flower.
The French would have to fight their way back in.

(U) The Viet Minh, recognizing an opportuni-
tv, stepped up activities in Tonkin: isolated
Japanese units were attacked and political agita-
tion against the puppet regime increased. Aided
by an OSS team with arms and training, the Viet
Minh moved out of its mountain retreat and
quickly seized power in Hanoi on the heels of the
Japanese surrender. On 2 September 1945 Ho
Chi Minh proclaimed the newly independent
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV).

(U) However, Allied occupation authorities
refused to sanction the Viet Minh government.
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The Potsdam conference had divided the region
at the eighteenth parallel, giving the British occu-
pation duties to the south and the Nationalist
Chinese north of the line. In Saigon, in late
September, the British occupation forces, allied
with newly freed French units and aided by
Japanese troops, drove out the Viet Minh ele-
ments in Saigon. Within a month, regular French
combat units arrived from France under the com-
mand of the war hero, General Philippe LeClerc,
and attacked Viet Minh units in Cochin and
southern Annam. To the North, Chinese forces,
moving south to the demarcation line, settled in
and indulged in an orgy of looting of the
Vietnamese in their occupation zone.

(U) The French Counter Ho

(U) In March 1946, anxious to eject the
Chinese, Ho cut a deal with the French which
allowed their units into Tonkin supplanting the
Chinese troops. As part of the agreement, the
French promised to adhere to a five-vear
timetable of withdrawal leading to eventual inde-
pendence in return for Ho allowing their forces
back to Haiphong and Hanoi. Yet the French
almost immediately reneged on the deal. During

(V) 0S5
personnel
supervise 3rms
training of Viet
Minh soldiers.

further negotiations between the Vietnamese and
French at Fountainebleau, outside of Paris, in
June 1946, the French high commissioner for
Indochina, Admiral Georges Thierry d'Argenlieu,
unilaterally announced the formation of the
Republic of Cochin China, subverting Ho's posi-
tion as leader of all Vietnam.

(U) After d'Argenlieu’s announcement, talks
in Paris proved fruitless, and Ho returned to
Hanoi. Skirmishes and “incidents” between
French and Viet Minh units continued into the
fall. On 20 November 1946, a French patrol boat
was fired on by Viet Minh troops after it had
stopped a Chinese junk from southern China
smuggling ammunition to the Vietnamese.
Fighting spread to other parts of the city.”” Two
days later, in retaliation, French warships shelled
the Vietnamese sections of Haiphong. As many as
6,000 Vietnamese were killed or injured as
French shells fell indiscriminately on Vietnamese
residential districts. French forces began to rein-
force garrisons throughout Annam and eastern
Tonkin. The Viet Minh high command prepared
for full hostilities. On December 19, Giap and Ho
ordered general attacks in Hanoi, Haiphong, and
a number of other cities and towns, designed to
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drive out the French. The attacks, however, failed
to dislodge the French forces. French forces spent
weeks clearing the Viet Minh out of Hanoi. The
Viet Minh leadership took to the hills, returning
to World War II strongholds they had left, but
had not neglected, to begin an expected long cam-
paign of guerrilla warfare. It would be almost
eight years before Ho Chi Minh would return to
Hanoi.

(U) In the beginning, both sides were ham-
pered by the lack of military resources. The Viet
Minh, numbering about 60,000 lightly armed
troops and another 100,000 support cadre, con-
trolled the countryside; their major strongholds
were located in the Thai Nguyen region of north-
ern Tonkin, which they had established back dur-
ing the Japanese occupation of 1940-1945, the
coastal plain of Annam, and redoubts along the
border with Cambodia. The Viet Minh had also
developed and assisted native resistance move-
ments in Laos and Cambodia, exploiting splits
among the royal families of both countries whose

—FOP-SECREFHCOMNTIAM-

(V) French and Viethamese delegations at the negotiations at Fountainebleu outside of Paris, France, 1946

dissident relatives commanded communist and
nationalist resistance groups.

(U) The French, numbering almost 100,000
troops from France and her colonies (notably
native Vietnamese, Moroccan, and Algerian colo-
nial units), occupied the cities and a series of for-
tified positions on the Chinese border. The
French had been fighting in Cochin China and
Annam since late 1945 and still had not com-
pletely pacified the regions. As their military for-
mations spread out from the cities into the coun-
tryside, they continued to meet resistance, which
either could be driven away or would fade at their
approach. Vietnam could not be pacified.

(U) At the beginning of the fighting, both
sides also were lacking outside sources of sub-
stantial political and military aid. The Viet Minh
were receiving some propaganda support from
Moscow, but actual recognition of the Democratic
Republic of Vietnam by the USSR and the PRC
would not be forthcoming until 1950. For the first
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( U) Moroccan soldiers from the French Union Forces
burn out 3 suspected Viet Minh camp

tew years ot the war, the Viet Minh relied on tra-
ditional sources of guerrilla supply: captured
equipments, homemade weapons, and purchases
from black market or foreign sources. In the lat-
ter case, Thailand proved to be a lucrative source
for weapons.'® Similarly, Chinese sources, in this
case individual leaders from Jiang's Nationalist
regime, interested in seeing the French ejected
from Indochina, supplied the Viet Minh from
ports in the south of China, and from across the
mostly uncontrollable Tonkin border with
Guangxi (Kwangsi) and Yunnan provinces."
Meanwhile, the French went at it virtually alone.
Struggling to hold on to its recalcitrant colonies,
France found some sympathy, but little else, from
other embattled European colonial powers such
as England and the Netherlands.

(U) The American View

—F5/5 The United States stayed mostly
neutral during this period. American policy mak-
ers, wary of Ho's historic communist connections,
were not enthusiastic about arranging any talks

EQ 1.4.(c)

between him and the French. It may have been
futile to try to negotiate a solution; after 1947, the
French simply refused to deal with*him at all. The
French played the card of Ho’s commmunist past
well: when Washington suggested negotiations in
Indochina, the French merely pomted at Ho's.

communist connections|

[At the same time, the Viet

Minh were asking American diplomats on the
scene to act as intermediaries between Ho and:

the French,|

~EFSAHSH-1t was this “communist” label that
would prove, in the end, to be critical in the
American perception of the struggle; it turned
Washington's interpretation of the conflict from
an anticolonial war into another battle in the
growing ideological struggle waged between
Washington and Moscow. There was never any
doubt of Ho’s communist credentials; they were
as historically extensive and public as could be.
No, the real problem was Ho's relationship with
Moscow. From 1946 onwards, the French main-
tained that Ho was receiving orders and support
directly from Moscow, often claiming to hold
direct evidence; though when pressed by the
Americans to produce it, the French could not.*
In a 1947 report, the State Department’s Special
Projects Staff, which evaluated intelligence infor-
mation, including COMINT, could find no evi-
dence of any control of the Vietnamese
Communist movement by Moscow.” A similar
report in 1948 by the State Department reiterated
this stand and still could find no direct evidence,
and that, if there was any, a Moscow-directed
conspiracy was “an anomaly.” **
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(U) Bao Dai Returns

—(¥S57/#85- The French were hard pressed to
find a politically acceptable alternative to Ho. He
eclipsed all other Vietnamese nationalist leaders
in terms of popular support and stature. The only
figure the French could hope to displace Ho with
was the deposed Annamese emperor Bao Dai.
Ever since he had surrendered his throne to the
Viet Minh in September 1945, Bao Dai had
become a kind of nomadic plavboy. He could be
found at various resorts and fleshpots with his
entourage of syncophants and “imperial advi-
sors.” On the surface, Bao Dai may have appeared
to be merely a rake, but he was more nationalist
and anti-French than was popularly known. At
the end of the Second World War, he had sent
messages to General Charles De Gaulle and
President Harry Truman warning that a French
return would be greeted by resistance from all
Vietnamese:

Our people, in particular, do not regard the
French as their enemies . . . but thev will resist
with every ounce of their strength the re-estab-

lishment of French domination in anv form

whatsoever . . . the people of Viet-Nam . . . can
no longer be placed under the guardianship of
another pcople.25

~tF5/45B-In early 1947, the French had begun
secret negotiations with Bao Dai for his return to
Indochina. He demurred at first, demanding
some sort of independence for the three colonies
that made up Vietnam. Bao Dai was in Hong
Kong at the time while French and nationalist
Vietnamese negotiators shuttled in and out for
most of 1947 trying to talk him into returning.

“€F5/+458-n December 1947, Bao Dai met with |
French officials aboard a French ship in Along
Bay northeast of Haiphong. Supposedly, Bao
again had held off the French, but he actually had -
signed an agreement of sorts which allowed for
limited independence within the French Union.
Anxious to avoid seeming to be a French “nomi-
nal Emperor,” Bao Dai then skipped for Europe.:

[At Tast, on 5 June 1948,

—FOP-SEGRETHCOMINTIH—

the first agreement was signed which established
a Provisional Central Vietnam government.:
However, Bao Dai never succumbed to the illu-
sion regarding his real position and role within
the national Vietnamese government, as well as
the true regard that Paris held for him. Later,
when asked about a striking French blonde cour-
tesan who was part of his court as a “member of
the imperial film unit,” he remarked: “She is onls
plying her trade. I'm the real whore.”

(U) As a viable alternative to Ho's DRV, the
United States was less than satisfied with the
French-supported, national Vietnamese regime
of Nguyen Van Xuan under the Head of State Bao
Dai.?® In 1949, the French and Bao Dai signed the
Elysee Agreements, .which offered the
Vietnamese a unified country and the beginnings
of a national militar_’x'?, though based on the French
model. However, the foreign policy and military
affairs were controlled by Paris. Plans, and even
discussions, for a future independent Vietnam
were. put off by the French. The U.S. State
Department was split over whether to approve

-“the agreements. However, political and military

events on mainland Asia were out of
Washington's control and would further paint the
Indochina conflict in the hues of the worldwide
Cold War confrontation. In 1949, Mao Zedong's
forces had driven Jiang’s Nationalists out of
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China proper onto the island of Taiwan. As other
defeated Nationalist troops staggered southward
across the Tonkin border in retreat, the French
and the Americans could only imagine the worst
consequences of an aggressive Communist China
bordering Indochina.

(U) Operation Lea

(1) Fighting between the French Union forces
and the Viet Minh during this period consisted of
mostly small-scale actions. A rare, major French
mobile operation in the fall of 1947 came close to
capturing the Viet Minh leadership. During
Operation Lea in the Thai Nguyen region, the tra-
ditional Viet Minh stronghold in central Tonkin,
north of Hanoi, French paratroops came within a
few feet, quite literally, of capturing Ho Chi Minh
and other senior Viet Minh leaders. But they
missed. Instead, Operation Lea was symptomatic
of future French military operations: initial sur-
prise and success which turned into a nightmar-
ish saga of ambush and isolation as trapped units
would have to fight their way out or perish.
Concurrent military expeditions to clear lines of
communications among forts along the Tonkin-
China border failed. The French tried publicly to
minimize the scope and range of Lea, telling over-
seas diplomatic posts that the operations were

mostly "mopping-up” and that Viet Minh resist-
ance was sporadic.®' The truth was that the
French suffered over 4,000 casualties from Lea; it
had taken almost all of its military resources in
the region to stage the operation. The French mil-
itary, suffering low morale and dwindling person-
nel, fell into a strategy of conducting small-scale
operations while building up forces in the urban
areas. French casualties continued to mount: by
1949, over 45,000 French troops had been killed,
wounded, captured, or missing (many hundreds
of French and colonial troops would defect to the
Viet Minh during the course of the Indochina
War).

(U) The Beginning of the End
for the French

(U) By 1950, the French may have felt that
they had stabilized the war. However, their posi-
tion was already undercut by the strategic situa-
tion. Mao's communist Chinese forces on the
Tonkin border began providing the Viet Minh
with an abundance of military equipment and
supplies (mostly American equipment captured
from the defeated Nationalists), and assistance in
the form of military advisors and logistics experts
who organized their supply effort. Politically,
Communist China and the Soviet Union at last
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officially recognized Ho's Democratic Republic of
Vietnam, settling, once and for all, the issue of
which side Washington would support. On 7
February 1950, Washington recognized Bao Dai's
government of Vietnam. Nine days later, the
French requested military aid from the
Americans.

 (S//ST)
: Y¥X Meanwhile, the Viet Minh military com-
mander, Vo Nguyven Giap, had husbanded his
main front combat units until he had over a hun-
dred battalions ready for the next phase of the
struggle against the French. The vear 1950 would
be the beginning of the end for the French Empire

in the Indochina peninsula)
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Chapter 1 - (U) Le Grand Nombre Des Rues Sans Joie:
American COMINT and the Franco-Vietnamese War

S//8BD-America’s Postwar COMINT
Predicament

«5/58 The United States emerged from the
Second World War with a COMINT system still
split along service lines. Many of its leaders saw
the need for some sort of merger, whether it be a
complete organizational union or simply a
method of more official coordination between the
two service cryptologic  organizations.
Additionally, the postwar reduction in personnel
and resources provided a further impetus for

" coordination. In April 1946, the two major

—TOP-SECRETHEOMINTAM—

COMINT organizations, the Army Security
Agency (ASA) and Navy's Communid\ations
Supplementary Activity Washington (CSAW)
were “merged” under a Joint Operating Plan
(JOP) controlled by a Coordinator of Joint

"~ Operations (CJO). More importantly, the a?gree-

ment, reminiscent of the World War 11 arrange-
ment, divided the COMINT problem between the
Army and Navy. Targets and processes were allo-
cated between the two services. Furthermore; the
1946 Joint Operations Plan of the Joint
Processing Allocations Group (JPAG) established
three countries of “high interest” — the USSR,
China (still the Nationalist reginte of Jiang Jeishi
at this point, but with some emphasis on inter-
cept from northern China where the struggle
between communists and nationalists was cen-

tred)[| oo

(U) France was considered a critical element

in the formulation of America’s postwar policy,
especially as it related to the “containment” of the
USSR. France was the largest European conti-
nental military power (Germany was still a demil-
itarized country). Yet, at the same time, France
was weak politically. It was a major concern to
U.S. planners: caretaker coalition governments.
that came and went in the wake of Charles de
Gaulle’s 1946 resignation were failing at alarming .
rates; in the wings was the French Communist :
Party, which American policymakers feared :
would take power and undermine Western .
Europe’s defense against the USSR.
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(U) The Early COMINT Effort against
Viet Minh Communications,

194y ]

| |the Viet Minh problem

was minuscule for the first few vears after the
fighting began 1945 in Indochina. Viet Minh
diplomatic communications, like those which
supported their delegation in Paris in 1946, had
disappeared when the Vietnamese communists
abandoned Hanoi and the other large urban cen-
ters to the returning French. Viet Minh commu-
nications during the early part of the war were
-4 02 mostly tactical; what little there was remained
difficult to intercept because of its low power and
the poor propagation characteristics of the upper
Tonkin region. Viet Minh equipment was limited
and numbers and quality - leftover Japanese and
American radios and whatever French equipment
the Viet Minh could steal, capture or buy.

¥SAHSH- Ironically, the first intercept and
reporting of Viet Minh communications occurred
on 23 September 1945, the very day the
Indochina war began when fighting broke out in
Saigon between Viet Minh soldiers and the
recently released French colonial forces. On that
day, the intercept site at Arlington Hall, MS-1,
intercepted a message transmitted by the French
colonial radio station in Hanoi (C/S: FYJ) to the
French embassy in Moscow (C/S: RKB3). The
message, unencrypted and in English, was from
Ho Chi Minh to Joseph Stalin, and contained the
announcement the formation of the Provisional
Government of the Viet Nam Republic, as well as
a plea for aid for flood victims in Tonkin.®
However ominous this message may seem, at
least in terms of Ho's connection with a Moscow-
controlled international communist conspiracy, it
really was the first of many messages that Ho sent
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to a variety of world leaders asking for various
types of political and material support. For exam-
ple, just three days later, Ho would send a mes-
sage to the British prime minister, Clement Atlee,
asking for London's intervention against the
depredations of French troops in Saigon.’

(U) Of course, none of these early Viet Minh
messages were encrypted or encoded in any fash-
ion. There were really no Vietnamese experienced
in any of the skills pertaining to cryptography.
The French had never even considered allowing
any Indochinese to get involved in any cryvpto-
graphic work, even when the wartime manpower
attrition in Indochina threatened the colonial
administration’s ability to maintain secure com-
munications. '

WAR DEPARTMENT

[T@P SECRET ULTRA

TOP SECRIT TLTRA

Fm- Hanct (HO CHI MINH)
To: Moscaw (Prerler STALIN;
2} Ssptember 1545
Az (nglish)
Ko numbex

We peg to Ilafcrm Your Excellency that the Prowisional
Govermaent cf ihe VIET NAM Republic has been eatablizhed wnder
Frasident HO CHI MINH. 2x-Eviperor BAO DAY ahdisated on 25
August, Manding over the rule tc & nev Government supported
by whole nation.

Heamhile, oving to toe collapse of the river dam
aystem, hall of Tonkin 13 flscded, causing tremcrddous losses.
The people have begur to starve, Yo appoal Lo Your Excellency
for any pcssible help,

Resgectfully.

Iatex 23 Sep 45 {1)
Rec'd --M-a

Trans 0938 25 Sep 115 (14273,11841-H)
REB} de FYJ 15455

TOP SECRBE-HLTRA

WAR DEPARTMENT

Annanese H-207%43

This sheet of papey wd 318 of dts coricnis must he safecuardcd w.ah Bre greatest earc.
Limaat scerucy 1 MCCCMacy Po provent leying thi: et al wics) intd ) 2enee 2 by 1aurce

-5t Message from Ho Chi Minh to
Joseph Stalin

~TOP-SECRETHECOMNTII—

(U) On 12 September 1945, following up on
instructions from Ho Chi Minh and General Vo
Nguyen Giap, the Viet Minh's Military Cryvpto-
graphic Section was formed under the control of
the Ministry of National Defense. Starting from
virtually scratch, which, in this case. meant a sin-
gle copv of Captaine Baudoin's Elements
Cryptographic, the handful of Vietnamese neo-
phytes in the cryptographic section began teach-
ing themselves the rudiments of codes and
ciphers, as well as experimenting with virtually
every technique it could lay its hands on, includ-
ing some found in Vietnamese Boy Scout games."'
The first efforts were in encrvpting letters and
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(V) Vo Nguyen Giap and Ho Chi Mmh in 1945
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courier messages. Elementarv substitution and
transposition systems were tried, in Vietnamese
instead of French, and evaluated by the cryptog-
raphers. Chart systems with regularly changing
key were the first svstems adapted by the Viet
Minh military on a force-wide basis."

(G) By early 1946, a Viet Minh communica-
tions web was taking shape. Hanoi became the
control for a network which stretched out across
the three regions of Vietnam. Qutstations were
located in the Viet Bac, Hoa Binh, and Dong Trieu
military regions. The revolutionary military
affairs committees of Trung Bo (Central Annam)
and the cities of Hue and Tourane (Dan Nang)
also were in contact with Hanoi."

(W) Ho Chi Minh arrives in Paris for the start
of the Fontainebleau talks

B0 1.4. (c)
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~5/+5H- In May 1949, the Armed Forces
Security Agency (AFSA) was founded. The two
military work centers, WDGAS-93 in the ASA and
NY-4 in the CSAW, both which once had handled
the Far East COMINT problem, and included the
comatose Viet Minh problem, were consolidated
into AFSA-23, the General Processing Division.

58455 The Asian Crucible:

Indochina War, 1950

(U) The impetus for't’Hé’l’“.

effort against the Viet Minh was part of the U.S.
reactiori to the radically altered general political

-~and military situation found in Asia in 1950. Just

months earlier, in October 1949, Mao Zedong's
communist troops had driven Jiang Jeishi’s rag-
tag Nationalist forces off the Chinese mainland
onto the island of Formosa. With the Communist
Chinese now in power on the mainland, major
communist forces were now sitting across from
the northern border of Indochina. On 25 June
1950, North Korean troops attacked across the
thirty-eighth paralle] and drove south in an effort
to unify the Korean peninsula under the Kim Il
Sung’s communist regime. U.S. troops, commit-
ted to battle straight from comfortable peacetime
occupation duties in Japan, were fighting for their
lives. Suddenly, with Taiwan endangered, the
French struggling in Indochina, and UN forces
penned up in the precarious toehold in Pusan,
Korea, it seemed to Washington that all of Asia
had become one massive Cold War battleground.

(U) Aid plans for the French in Indochina,
which had been drawn up earlier in the year as
part of a larger military aid package to Europe,
known as the Mutual Defense Assistance Pact,
were hurried up and finalized. Within three days
of the Korean invasion, President Truman
authorized the first transfers of military equip-
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ment to the French forces fighting in Indochina,
as well as the formation of a Military Assistance
and Advisory Group (MAAG) to facilitate and
coordinate the support and necessary training, By
the end of 1951, this aid would be increased as
part of an agreement between the United States
and France, Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam
(known as the French Associated States). In 1951,
aid totaled over one-half billion dollars; by 1954,
annual U.S. military aid topped $2 billion, or 80
percent of the cost of the French effort.

(U) The French would need all of the help
they could get. Even in early 1950, just as the aid
package was being organized, U.S. assessments of
the French position were pessimistic. The U.S.
Joint Chiefs of Staff, using intelligence estimates,
held the view that the French situation has dete-
riorated and that “this deterioration will be accel-
erated.” ** A separate National Intelligence
Estimate (NIE) provided a similar estimate of the
French position, calling it “precarious.” *® These
judgments of the French situation reflected their
increasingly poor military posture, especially in
the northern Tonkin region.

(U) In the fall of 1950, General Vo Nguven
Giap, the Viet Minh military leader, began his
campaign to secure the Tonkin-China border.
The target was a series of vulnerable French bor-
der forts which, to a very limited degree, had hin-
dered the Viet Minh cross-border supply traffic
from Communist China. Using battalion and reg-
imental-sized units for the first time, Giap began
a campaign of isolation and reduction of these
positions.

(U) Within three months, the border forts at
Lang Son, Cao Bang, and Dong Khe had been
overrun by Viet Minh assault units. French units
trying to fight their way out were nearly annihi-
lated. Tied to narrow roads, French military
columns were vulnerable to tactics similar to
those used by the Finns against Russian units in
1939: roadblocks at the front and rear and the
reduction of the trapped units into smaller and
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(V) Dissident-contested and engaged regions
in Indochina, November 1950
(From the Pentagon Papers)

smaller pockets until they were wiped out. For
example, a French colonial paratroop battalion of
over 400 troops, the 1€7€ Battalion de Coloniale
de Parachutistes, was committed as a relief col-
umn for Lang Son. Only sixteen of the paras
escaped the Viet Minh trap. In all, 6,000 French
troops were killed or captured. Panic over-
whelmed the French colonial population in
Hanoi. French soldiers and civilians expected a
Viet Minh juggernaut to rush down on the city
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(V) Viet Minh soldiers attack the French stronghold at Dong Khe.

from the north at any day. However, Giap's troops
were spread too thin to close in on the Red River
Delta. The new commander of the French forces
in Indochina, General (later Marshal) Jean de
Lattre de Tassigny, steadied the French forces
and rebuilt their shattered morale. Still, the cam-
paign for the Tonkinese border forts was the
worst defeat of French colonial arms since the
loss of Quebec in 1767.

(U) More importantly. Giap’s Tonkin cam-
paign marked the end of any French strategic ini-
tiative in the war. From now on, Giap would dic-
tate the tempo and direction of the war. The
French could only hope to fend off successive Viet
Minh offensive campaigns. In the spring and fall
of 1951, the French, using massed air and naval
support, barely beat off Giap’s multiple attempts
to capture the Red River Delta and the cities of
Hanoi and Haiphong. Exhausted as the Viet Minh
forces were, the French could not mount any seri-

—TOP-SECREMHCOMINTHH4—

ous counterstrikes. In late 1952, Giap turned west
and began his winter-spring campaign in the
mountainous regions of Laos and Tonkin. First,
he attacked and overran French outposts in
northwest Tonkin. Securing this base for opera-
tions, in the early spring of 1953 he turned his
forces south and invaded Laos. Giap swept the
French and native units before him like a tlock of
quail. The Viet Minh forces executed a series of
deft division-sized maneuvers and thrusts that
threatened to encircle or outflank defending
French colonial formations in northern Laos. By
April 1953, Giap threatened the Laotian royal
capital of Luang Prabang, French militarv bases
in the Plaine Des Jarres, and the southern pan-
handle of Laos. Then, before the befuddled
French could mount a riposte, Giap prudently
pulled up his advance and returned to northwest
Tonkin before his extended supply lines and the
onset of the rainy season could mire him down in
the hills of Laos. Giap's invasion of Laos left
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French forces exhausted and stretched out all
over northern Indochina. Perceiving themselves
to be especially vulnerable in northwest Tonkin,
the French command in Hanoi looked for a way
to retrieve the military situation.

- ~ Tonkln t . t
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(V) Major Indochina military campaigns,
1950-1954

(V) Antenna arrangement of the U.S. Army Security Agency field station, Las Pinas, Philippines, 1946
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-S/4/SH Uncertain Relations:

COMINT Partnerships with
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-(-’FSy‘+S-I-)- The French had a
/ COMINT effort of sorts within

Indochina dating back to the days of
World War II. This primarily
entailed a radio broadcast monitor-

: ing mission with a handful of mili-
tary and civilian stations, located throughout the
French colonies, which belonged to a subsection
of the French Colonial Office and, at the same
time, was immediately subordinate to the
Governor General of Indochina. These sites were

;inanned by over forty radio direction finding
/ technicians (specialistes de la radiogoniome-

~ trie).* In addition, the Gaullist military and

diplomatic missions in Chungking, China, had a

small monitoring mission which probably lis-

tened in on official broadcasts from the colonial
government radio in Hanoi.*' This small group
returned to Indochina with the first French forces

which landed in Saigon in the fall of 1945,
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5+ By 1946, the GCR was operating
a full-fledged intercept organization inside
Indochina headquartered in Saigon. The GCR
had managed to isolate some of the early Viet
Minh radio nets, including those that linked Ho's
headquarters in Hanoi (and later in the Viet Bac
region) with Viet Minh military commands, as
well as sympathetic political groups in Laos and
Thailand.*® In addition to the Viet Minh inter-
cept, the GCR also targeted Chinese communica-
tions, both Communist and Nationalist, as well as
British, Dutch, and Indonesian communi-
cations.*
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-(-”FS#S-I—)—TheI erived information

B vas distributed throughout the US: .
government, with the CIA, State Department
(through its‘~Specia1 Projects Staff), and Defense_

Department, being the largest customers.

v - [Usually,
the information was filtered through the CIA,
which in turn provided suminary reports which
included strategic analyses, order of battle infor-

- _mation, and status of ongoing] 1l

El | This distribution sys-
tem remained in effect through the end of the war
in 1954. Whether or not COMINT played any role
in_any U.S. policy decisions,|
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depth and exploitation; for T/A, analysis of
trends and development of indicators and warn-

ingsl
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(U) How

VELr, even

inder the best of circum-

stances, any

cdge meant little if the

strategic and tactical military situation was lost.
For France, despite all the aid it was receiving, the
war was continuing to turn against them. A last
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desperate measure was made to retrieve the situ-

ation. It became one of history’'s most dec1sne

battles, Dien Bien Phu.

Eavesdropping « on Hell
he Battle of

Dien Bien Phu

(U) In late 1953, the French, hoping to
retrieve their declining military and political situ-
ation in northern Indochina, conceived of a plan
to build an “impregnable” position in the rugged
terrain of northwest Tonkin near a village known
as Dien Bien Phu. It was a strategic gamble on the
part of the French high command, as well as part
of larger, ambitious strategy to bring the war to
the Viet Minh strongholds, especially in Tonkin
and central Annam, through a series of hard-hit-
ting military operations known as the Navarre
Plan.

(U) This was not the first time that Dien Bien
Phu had been used as a major point in French
strategic military planning for Indochina. In the
abortive French scheming against the Japanese
occupation forces within Indochina in late 1944
to early 1945, Dien Bien Phu was selected as a ral-
lying point for French forces withdrawing from
the cities and positions on the Indochinese lit-
toral. The town promised easy access to a then
friendly China, as well as allowing for possible
Allied air supply of French and Laotian guerrilla
teams operating in northern Laos. However, the
French were caught off guard by the swiftness
and thoroughness of the Japanese coup of 9
March 1945, in large part made possible by the
Japanese monitoring of French colonial commu-
nications. A few thousand French and
Vietnamese colonial troops along with some civil-
ians, managed barely to escape Japanese forces
as they retreated northwest to Dien Bien Phu and
then into China.

(U) The French rationale for seeking a deci-
sive battle there remains controversial. The
French themselves often point to the previous

~FOP-SECREFHCOMINTHU—

year's debacle’in Laos and the subsequent need to
protect the region from Viet Minh encroach-
ments. The area was home to several mountain
tribes whose continued loyalty the French felt x\?as
critical to their holding Indochina.” The French
also wanted to use the tribes, especially the T ai,
as partisan units to harass the Viet Minh “rear” in
western Tonkin. Dien Bien Phu would act as a
mole d'ammarrage (“mooring point”) for these
operations in the Tonkin and Laotian interiors.

(U) Other observers have suggested that tﬁe
French, impressed with the American tactic of so-
called “killer” operations in Korea — whereby
overwhelming firepower was brought down on
Communist troop concentrations — were seeking
a similar situation in which they could win a “cli-
mactic battle.” The French hoped to lure a largé
Viet Minh force into terrain of France's choosing
and then eliminate it through the application of
superior firepower, which, in this case, included
artillery, tactical air support (some of it flying
from an airstrip within the base), and armor;
Dien Bien Phu would be the bait. This multitude
of explanations probably reflected the confusion
in the French command at the time as to what
was the purpose of the battle. In a sense, all the

explanations could be correct; it has been illus-
trated elsewhere that the French commanders in’
Indochina were split over what role Dien Bien:

Phu was to play.”

<1S77Str Giap, the Viet Minh military chief, |
fully and immediately grasped the larger implica-
tions of the French buildup at Dien Bien Phu.
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(U) Giap reasoned that the French posmon at

Dien Bien Phuwas a pohtlcal and military gamble
and one that they could ill afford with their forces
stretched out and engag‘ed_ by Viet-Minh forces all
over Indochina. The lack of major, mobile rein-
forcements and the limited French airlift capabil-
ity (due more to a lack of trained aircrews than
from a shortage of aircraft) meant that the garri-
son there could expect little help if Giap's forces
cut them off. At the same time, Viet Minh forces

in the rest of Indochina w ouf‘d be ‘free to threaten™.
to take control of more temton since the bulk of

Navarre’'s mobile forces were locl\ed up in their
own fortress. »

-F5/+58 Whatever the initial French intent at
Dien Bien Phu, their later plan to éonsoli‘date and
fortify the position was in reaction to information

| |in November
1953, when French paratroops first were dropped
onto Dien Bien Phu as part of Operation Castor,

]The
question for the French command in Hanoi was:
Were these Viet Minh units full divisions or
detached units?

(U) The French commander for Indochina,
General Henri Navarre, ignored this intelligence.
He believed that the logistics support needed to
for a multidivision action was beyond the Viet
Minh capability and committed the cream of his
elite, though lightly armed, paratroop, Foreign
Legion, and colonial units to the buildup of Dien
Bien Phu.” But, Giap, who, if anything, was a
master of logistics and movement, outfoxed

.

(V) French
Colonial and
Foreign Legion
paratroops
during
Operation
Castor

—— -
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everyone. Ultimately he would mass four divi-
sions of infantry and one division of heavy
artillery around the French position in the vul-
nerable valley.

(U) From November 1953 through March
1954, Viet Minh units concentrated in the hills
surrounding the French garrison. Dien Bien Phu
sat in a basin about twelve miles long by ten miles
wide resembling a bean bisected by a stream. The
surrounding hills offered the Viet Minh an excel-
lent view of the entire French complex. The base’s
airstrips were also exposed to Giap’s artillerymen.

CFS778tr The French base consisted of two
airstrips defended by nine strongpoints which
were given women’s names. (Popular sentiment
has that these were the names of the mistresses of
the garrison commander, then Colonel Christian
de Castries.) This “land-air base” was stocked
with artillery and tanks and manned by 13,000 of
France’s colonial troops, including some of its
best mixed colonial, Algerian, Moroccan, and

den in caves. This near invisibility hampered
French counter-battery fire. The Viet Minh also
had the advantage of direct fire for their artillery;
they looked down on the fortress. However, con-
trary to popular myth, the French were not sur-
prised by the type of weapons the Viet Minh had;

that shocked them.

|it was the numbers and their effective use

Foreign Legion units\

(U) Throughout the winter of 1953-54, Giap
moved up his troops, carefully driving out any
French units in nearby villages and strongpoints
that could threaten his supply lines, and massing
the Viet Minh formations in the nearby hills.
Effectively, this produced a “cordon sanitaire”
that ensured that any possible relief columns
would have to fight their way through to relieve
Dien Bicn Phu. His four dozen American 105-mil-
limeter howitzers were carefully placed in the sur-
rounding hills, set on retractable sleds and hid-

~FOP-SECRETHCOMINFAU-
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. | The
result was a rare opportunity to watch the devel-
“opment of the battle for Dien Bien Phu from van-
- tage point of both sides. There was little that
occurred in the fighting that Washington did: not
know about.

( U) The Battle Begins

, (U) At 5:00 P.M. on 13 March, Giap launched

his attack. Viet Minh artillery blanketed the
French guns and blasted the fortified French
positions. At midnight, Giap's troops rose up and
seized the first French fort, Beatrice. In four more
days of heavy fighting, another French fort,
Gabrielle, fell while two more were partially occu-
pied. The northern part of Dien Bien Phu was
now occupied by the Viet Minh, with the added
danger of a totally unobstructed view of the main
airstrip. The French artillery commander,
Colonel Charles Piroth, realizing he had failed to
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silence the Viet Minh artillery he had dismissed
so easily before the battle, committed suicide. The
two French airstrips were wrecked bevond nor-
mal flight use; supply and reinforcements could
come only by parachute; wounded could leave
only when pilots were brave enough to risk dodg-
ing Viet Minh artillery that bracketed their vul-
nerable aircraft. Giap's losses from the early
assaults were also heavy, and he changed his tac-
tics to overcome the remaining French positions.
Viet Minh troops and engineers, resorting to clas-
sic siege and World War I tactics, began digging
assault trenches right up to the edge of the French
lines of entrenchment. When close enough, the
Viet Minh troops would emerge from them and
attack the French positions.

(U) Even as early as the first day of Castor,
the French command had realized that the Viet
Minh would have to organize a major supply

effort for all of the troops massing at Dien Bien
Phu. The French air force in Indochina, specifi-
cally the northern Tactical Air Group (GATAC
Nord) could call on about one hundred strike air-
craft, while the French navy had two aircraft car-
riers which supplied another two squadrons of
fighter bombers in support. The French tried two
tactics in an effort to interdict the Viet Minh sup-
ply routes: the big single cut or multiple smailer
cuts along the major Colonial Routes 13 and 41
that ranged from the Chinese border (see map
below). Both interdiction tactics failed. Giap had
massed an army of support troops and local peas-
ants who maintained the supply system intact
despite the French aerial assault. The road system
was also protected by a massive flak envelope —
AAA concentrations manned by both Viet Minh
and Communist Chinese troops — which succeed-
ed in keeping the supply roads from Communist
China open. *
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(U) As their forces were being strangled by
Giap's troops, the French command approached
the Aineric;ins with an extraordinary proposal to
intervene in the battle. In early March 1954, the
chief of the French general staff, General Paul Ely,
arrived in Washington to deliver his pessimistic
appreciation of the military situation throughout
Indochi_r'ia and specifically his fears on Dien Bien
/Phu. After talks with the U.S. chairman of the

* Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Arthur Radford, Ely
* returned to Paris with the impression that the
Americans had agreed informally to provide
direct U.S. air support to the surrounded base.”®
The proposed plan was called Operation Vulture.

/(U) The air intervention plan called for the
use of B-29 flying fortresses based in the
Philippines to attack the Viet Minh ring of posi-
tions around the embattled French. The U.S. navy
would position the carriers Essex and Boxer and

ly ground support strikes from the Gulf of

": Tonkin. 0GR
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chipped in with a ground assault plan which envi-
sioned seven to ten U.S. ground divisions to land
in the Red River delta and move northwest into
the Viet Minh strongholds in the Thai Nguyen
region of the upper Tonkin. By 25 March, the
National Security Council had approved
Radford’s original plan for an air strike.

(U) There was now a distinct chance the U.S.
would involve itself in the battle. The new
Eisenhower administration favored intervention.
At a 7 April news conference, the president made
his now-famous statement of the domino theory:
“You have a row of dominoes set up, and vou
knock over the first one and what will happen to
the last one is the certainty that it will go over very
quickly.” % Later, this statement was expanded:
“Indochina was the first of a row of dominoes,
which is knocked over, making the fall of the last
one a certainty. The fall of Indochina would lead
to the fall of Burma, Thailand, Malava, and
Indonesia. India would then be hemmed in by

(V) Paratroops from the 3rd Colonial Parachute
Battalion attacking Viet Minh troops in Laos, 1954

(V) The B-29: the solution to Dien Bien Phu?
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Communism, and Australia, New Zealand, the
Philippines, Formosa, and Japan would all be
gravely threatened.” A week later, Vice-President
Nixon told a convention of newspaper editors
that the U.S. may be “putting our own boys in
[Indochina] . . . regardless of allied support.” °¢
This idea of direct involvement, though, had not
sprung up overnight. Much thought had already
been given to what might happen in Indochina.

<5//SBH-The NSA Emergency Plan
for Southeast Asia

<€F5> Surprisingly, while Dien Bien Phu was
being squeezed by Giap’s troops, a series of Five-
Power (U.S., U.K.,, Australia, France, and New

since the beginning of the year already had envi-
sioned the worst case scenario — that is, a large-
scale intervention by Communist Chinese forces,
sometime around the summer of 1954 - regard-
less of the outcome at Dien Bien Phu. The early
planning conferences had presumed a certain
equilibrium between the French end Viet Minh;

The Allied planners figured to use that port as the
springboard for its counterattack. When the
Allied forces were at full strength, a force of about
eight divisions would strike northwest up the Red
River back to Hanoi and beyond to Yen Bai,
where, it was expected, the supply lines for the
forward Chinese forces would be so endangered
as to potentially isolate them. At that point, the
situation would be stabilized.®®

Zealand) military planning conferences Held ~

perhaps even a sort of impasse.|

frhe

attack would be supported by aircraft and small

naval units moving along the coast. It was expect-
ed by the Pentagon planners that the Chinese
would sweep Allied, in this case mainly French
Union, forces ahead of them. Within fifty-five
days of the initial attacks, it was expected that the
Chinese would occupy a line roughly along the
19th parallel, from Vinh in Vietnam to Takhet and
Vientaine in Laos. Hanoi would be occupied,
while it was hoped that a small Allied redoubt
would hold on in the Red River delta, anchored
on the port city of Haiphong.”®

F53-The Allied riposte would take some time
to organize. A special effort would be made to
hold Hanoi - its military and political signifi-
cance was paramount. Failing that, the Haiphong
toehold would have to be maintained at all costs.
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(U) “We are 'Blowing up everything.
Adieu.”

(U) Within the next three weeks, however, the
momentum for intervention of any kind by any
country was lost. A variety of factors undercut the
Eisenhower administration’s plans. Most

_notably, the French stalled on the issue of the
" nature of U.S. intervention. The truth was the

French were looking for a one-time strike to
retrieve the tactical situation at Dien Bien Phu.
Talk of the insertion of American ground forces
made them fearful of losing control of the war:
that, in this instance, France would become sim-
ply a junior partner in any coalition, and, in the
process, would have to grant total independence
to Laos, Cambodia, and Vietnam, something it

FOP-SECRETHCOMINTT- Page 43
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was not then prepared to do.'®® At the same time,
the U.S. was unable to stir up support from its
allies, principally the British. The British viewed
intervention as counterproductive to the start of
talks in Geneva which they, along with the
Soviets, were co-chairing. When the idea of inter-
vention was presented to the prime minister,
Winston Churchill, he told the visiting U.S. secre-
tary of state, John Foster Dulles, that a military
operation of the type the Americans proposed
would be “ineffective” and “might well bring the
world to the verge of a major war.” '°°

(U) The lack of any allies who were interested
in participating in the Indochina intervention left
the U.S. with the prospect of unilateral action,
which did not sit well with congressional leaders.
At a meeting in early April with a congressional
delegation, Secretary of State Dulles had been
told by Senators Richard Russell and Lyndon
Johnson that they would not support any project
without British and other Allied participation. '*
Furthermore, the congressmen and senators in
the delegation were skeptical of the outcome of
Operation Vulture. They asked the hardest ques-
tion of all: What if the bombing failed? What,

(V) French casualty being treated at Dien Bien Phu

then, was the next step? The next step, of course,
was intervention by the U.S. ground forces.

(U) The clinching argument againsl interven-
tion came from the U.S. Army's chief of staff,
General Matthew Ridgeway. Ridgeway, who had
come to his JCS position straight from his com-
mand of UN forces in Korea, was well aware of
the difficulties of a conventional land war fought
in a backward Asian country. He was less than
dazzled with the claims by the air force and navy
regarding the effectiveness of air power against
the Viet Minh positions around Dien Bien Phu.
Ridgeway understood how difficult it would be
just to establish any type of support base during
the invasion. Port facilities that existed in
Haiphong were inadequate for the size of the
force expected to go in. The transportation sys-
tem would be unable to support movement or
supply without a major engineering effort. His
assistant chief of staff for plans, Lieutenant
General James Gavin, called the plans to invade
“utter folly.”'*® Ridgeway reported to Eisenhower
that it would take anywhere from seven to eleven
army divisions about ten vears to eradicate the
Viet Minh, depending upon the response of the
Chinese Communists. President Eisenhower,
hardly a foe to intervention, but realistic in what
could be accomplished in a land war, realized the
costs of getting into Indochina, and on 29 April
1954 announced that there were no plans for U.S.
intervention of any kind.

~F5458-The French were now left on their
own.l Ithe pro-
longed, lonely agony of their defeat at Dien Bien
Phu. Day by day, the Viet Minh nibbled away at
the French fortified positions.| '
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(V) French POWs from Dien Bien Phu being marched to Viet Minh prison camps

. Priorities,

[ At 1750 hours, a

lonely, last outpost of the French 31st Combat
Engineer Battalion (callsign "9DMO™) radioed
Hanoi with the simple message: “We're blowing
up everything. Adieu.” "'

(U) The French had finally emerged from
their experience in the tunnel of Indochina only
to discover defeat’s infinite darkness.
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-€S//SH First Interlude: The Geneva Settlement and
rawdown, 1954-1955

m

(U) Even as French Union and Viet Minh
troops grappled in the battleground of Dien Bien
Phu, delegations from France, the Viet Minh, the
People’s Republic of China, the Soviet Union.
Great Britain, the United States, the Republic of
Vietnam, and the Kingdoms of Laos and
Cambodia, were meeting at the Far Eastern
Conference in Geneva, Switzerland, to settle both
the Korean Conflict and Indochina War. The
Korean War phase began on 26 April. On 8 May,
the day after the French surrender at Dien Bien
Phu, the Indochina phase of the conference start-

ed.

(U) If ever a conference was begun with all its
main participants determined not to compro-

nmise. Geneva was it. The French. militarily
humiliated at Dien Bien Phu, publicly refused to
entertain any suggestion for a possible pm‘tit:ion
of Vietnam. They argued along the American line,
espoused mainly by United States Secretarv:of
State John Foster Dulles and echoed by the gov-
ernment of Vietnam, that only “free” (‘ountriés
could defend themselves against communist
aggression. The Viet Minh, on the other hand.
were aiming for a complete political settlement
with the French leaving all of Vietnam.
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[ Secretary of
State Dulles did not want the U.S. even to be
involved at all; his ideological inflexibility had let
him entertain the possibility of refusing to
acknowledge the very existence of the Viet Minh
as a “state” and therefore exclude them from the
conference.' He had further infuriated :the
Chinese by refusing to shake Zhou Enlai's hand,
considering even this gesture as a form of legit-
imizing another government he did not want to
recognize. Bao Dai’s delegation took its cue from
the Americans and tried to undercut any compro-
mise.” This inflexible, yet almost detached, atti-
tude bothered some southern Vietnamese who
felt that the American position at Geneva sub-
verted the chances for a military intervention; not
did it seem to them that the U.S. was prepared td

make concessions at the table]

costly victory at Dien Bien Phu. There is some evi-
dence that he was prepared to move into the
region, but what he ultimately would have done if
there was no sign of a settlement at Geneva, is
unknown.*

(U) However, it was pressure from internal
politics in France that proved decisive for the con-
ference. On 12 June the government of Prime
Minister Joseph Laniel resigned and Pierre
Mendes-France, a supporter of De Gaulle but also
something of a maverick leftist, took over. Aware
of the public disenchantment with the seemingly
endless “la sale guerre” (the “dirty war”), he
stunned the French nation and Chamber of
Deputies with the announcement that he would
have a settlement by 20 July or resign. Under the
raised hammer of this deadline, the French
moved to draw up a compromise partition, origi-
nally aiming to have it established at the eigh-
teenth parallel.

55 -The Viet Minh, certain of their mili-
tary position, soon would learn the true nature of
socialist “solidarity,” and see their gains evapo-

rate at the conference table

[However, rather quickly into

(U) For the French, the collapse of Dien Bien
Phu left them in a perilous military position,
especially in the Tonkin region. Fearful of a Viet
Minh onslaught in the Red River valley, Generals
Navarre and Cogny rearranged their remaining
troops around Hanoi and along an escape corri-
dor down Colonial Highways 5 and 18 to the port
of Haiphong. Whether Giap intended to assault
the Hanoi-Haiphong area along the Red River is
debatable. At Dien Bien Phu he had sustained
almost 23,000 casualties and had captured
10,000 French prisoners. Giap still had sizable
French forces in Laos and Cochin to deal with. A
campaign eastward into the Red River valley
towards Hanoi might have undone the recent and
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the conference, the Chinese and Russians began
to pressure Pham Van Dong and the rest of the
Viet Minh delegation to accept a partition plan.
The Chinese, mostly out of historic geopolitical
considerations, preferred a partitioned Vietnam
on their southern border — always concerned with

the French presence, they now could not brook an ‘

independent and unified Vietnam.*

The Russians, anxious not to wreck thé Co__riyfer-
ence, further squeezed the Viet Minh. Pham Van
Dong, realizing how little leverage the Viet Minh
had without Chinese and Soviet support, relented
and agreed to the partition idea. Evertually, the
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seventeenth parallel was picked as the point of
division.

(U) On July 21, the cease fire “Agreement on
the Cessation of Hostilities in Viet Nam™ was
signed by the Viet Minh and French. A further
protocol was agreed to by seven of the nine atten-
dees ~ the United States and the Republic of
Vietnam refused to even agree to its provisions,
which were (1) Vietnam was provisionally divided
at the seventeenth parallel into North and South
Vietnam, pending a permanent solution through
nationwide elections; (2) for a period of three
hundred days all persons could pass freely from
the northern to southern zone; (3) limits were
imposed on foreign military bases in both the
North and South, on military personnel move-
ment, and rearmament; {4) nationwide elections
were scheduled for 20 July 1956; and (5) an
International Control Commission made up of
representatives of India, Canada, and Poland was
established to supervise the detailed implementa-
tion of these agreements.

(U) The Americans, along with the South
Vietnamese, who had abstained from participat-
ing in the negotiations, further refused to sign the
agreement. At the time of the signing of the
accords, the U.S. stated that it would refrain from
using force to disturb the agreements.
Washington also stated that it viewed any renew-
al of aggression as a violation of the agreements,
and supported the idea of unification through the
supervised elections. However, the Americans
knew that the North would win a plebiscite: Ho's
popularity with nationalists in the southern areas
and the population edge in the North virtually
assured that. So Secretary Dulles scrambled to
make the best of the situation.

(U) Within two months of the Geneva
Accords, he got the Manila Treaty signed, which
formed the basis for the Southeast Asia Treaty
Organization (SEATO). The treaty obligated its
eight signatories, the United States, Great Britain,
France, Pakistan, Philippines, Thailand,

Australia, and New Zealand, to defense commit-
ments, though these were not as stringent as
NATO’s provisions. Laos, Cambodia, and South
Vietnam, which would have been the expected
targets of any communist aggression, were
excluded from SEATO because of the provisions
of the Geneva accords; still, they were included in
the territorial jurisdiction of the treaty. Already
the battle lines were being drawn for the next
phase of the Indochina War.
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Chapter 2 — ) The Struggle for Heaven’s Mandate: SIGINT and the
Internal Crisis in South Vietnam,

(U) The post-Geneva settlement left the states
of Indochina in political chaos. The French, like
most other European colonial powers, had done
little to prepare the indigenous populations in the
new countries for the difficult job of self-govern-
ing and the even harder job of administering the
clashing interests of the various ethnic, national-
ist, political, religious, and neocolonial interest
groups that populated the region. Just reining in
these groups so that they did not pose a threat to
the new states was enough of a daunting task. The
two Vietnams - the communist-dominated
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV), known
popularly to Americans as North Vietnam, and
the Republic of Vietnam (RVN), known as South
Vietnam - went their separate ways, afflicted
with their own internal problems.

(U) In North Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh and his
Viet Minh cadre embarked on a program of agri-
cultural reform. However, the effort soon degen-
erated into a program of retribution against land-
lords and rich peasants as Agricultural Reform
Tribunals, acting more like flying execution
squads, devastated the farming districts of
Tonkin and northern Annam already seriously
damaged by the many vears of revolutionary war
and prior French exploitation. By the summer of
1956 Ho Chi Minh ended the tribunals, publicly
apologizing for its excesses.

~FSAHS1- Residual opposition to Hanoi's
regime continued to flare up into revolt, and reg-
ular Viet Minh military units would have to be
called in to suppress what was referred to by
Hanoi as “counter-revolutionary activity.” In one
of the most notable examples, in November 1956
peasants in the mostly Catholic Nghe An
province, where Ho had been born, rebelled
against the communist regime in Hanoi. The
causes for the revolt stemmed from the above-

“FOP-SECRETHCOMINTAM-

mentioned poorly administered land reform pro-
gram which fell prey to overzealous and ignorant

party cadre, as well as religious persecution of the )

Catholic population.'

Jit would be months before the area was
pacified sufficiently so that the regular military
could turn over the maintenance of order to the
local militia.

(U) Beginning in 1955, aid from communist
states, principally the Soviet Union and the
People’s Republic of China, in the forms of grants,
loans, and advisors, began to flow into North
Vietnam. Within ten vears, Hanoi's economic
modernization program allowed it to surpass the
South in many industrial and commerecial sectors.

(U) While Ho had problems in the DRV, his
grip on the reins of power was certain; the Lao
Dong Party assured him and his immediate cadre
of followers the ability to execute their plan to
remake the DRV into a communist state. A well-
developed internal security apparatus, which
included militia, police, and intelligence forces,
enabled the DRV to suppress the remnants of
internal opposition, as well as external threats
from sabotage and intelligence-gathering teams
dispatched by the Republic of Vietnam.

(U) On the other hand, Ho's opposite in
Saigon, President Ngo Dinh Diem, had a plethora
of problems facing him: a residual French
administration suspicious of Diem’s nationalist
platform, an unsettled tide of Catholic refugees
from the north which demanded resettlement
and integration into the south, and a multitude of
independent political and religious power centers
which were potential contenders for control of
Saigon and the RVN, as well as a personal threat
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to Diem. In the summer of 1954, there were few
people covering bets on Diem’s survival.

(U) Ngo Dinh Diem:
The Embattled President

(U) In June 1954, in the midst of the Geneva
talks, Ngo Dinh Diem had been persuaded by Bao
Dai to take the reins of the infant government in
Saigon. Born in 1901, Diem was a strong nation-
alist who had been involved in Japanese-inspired
plots against the French colonial regime during
World War IL1.? Austere, isolated, imbued with a
religious intensity honed by vears of self-imposed
exile in various Catholic monasteries around the
world, including the Marvknoll Seminary in
Lakehurst, New Jersey, Diem had come to the
attention of American politicians through his
relationship with the American Catholic Cardinal
of New York, Francis Spellman. Spellman intro-
duced him to such figures as John F. Kennedy,
Mike Mansfield, John Foster Dulles, and Henry
Luce.

~€FS7/31-Diem had to struggle
to establish himself in the face of a

variety of opponents. However, by
the time of the first RVN elections
in October 1955, in which Diem
received 98.2 percent of the votes,
including one-third more votes
than registered voters in Saigon, he
had consolidated his position
as president of the fledgling
Vietnamese republic. In the process
of assuming power, Diem forced
Bao Dai finally to abdicate his posi-
tion as head of state. Bao Dai would
go into exile, but never quite went
away from the political scene in
Saigon.

EO 1.4.(¢)
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(U) Yet, from the beginning, achieving control
in Saigon was no certainty for Diem. In mid-1954,
Diem'’s appointment by Bao Dai seemed to act as
a signal for the start of a number of plots and
potential coups by various players and groups in
the Saigon scene. Within a month of Diem's
appointment, the Vietnamese National Army
(VNA) chief of staff, General Nguven Van Hinh,
made moves to put and keep Diem under his con-
trol. In one instance, he stationed army tanks a
few blocks from the presidential palace — for his
“protection” against the forces of the notorious
Binh Xuyen criminal syndicate as Hinh
explained. Hinh went about Saigon boasting of
his connections with the various religious sects
and the Binh Xuven criminal syndicate, and how
they all would form a government to succeed the
barely arrived Diem. ®

(U) This initial erisis was resolved in
November when Bao Dai ordered General Hinh

(U) Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh Diem with U.S. vice-president
Lyndon Johnson (May 1961)
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to visit him in Paris. General Hinh, seeing his
position fading under American pressure, agreed
and left Vietnam, knowing he was going into per-
manent exile.

(C) with Hinh gone from the picture, Diem,
with American support, turned on the French.
Under Geneva, the French had retained a sub-
stantial portion of its expeditionary force in South
Vietnam - some 160,000 troops. They were there
ostensibly to protect the shaky Saigon govern-
ment from any communist military threats.
However, it was known about Saigon that the
French did not like Diem and were influencing
other groups against the president. The
Americans were anxious to rid the French intlu-
ence and “set Vietnam on the right direction.”
Since Washington was still bankrolling the
French forces, it pressured Paris into leaving by
reducing the subsidy to its forces.® The French,
realizing that they could not afford to maintain
their military presence and seeing that thei