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arranged in his honor, they "chatted away most happily”. It was the last
time that such conviviality happened until the Geneva Conference in

The host at the main dinner on Saturday, December 6, 1946, was
the "Commissaire de la République pour le Tonkin et le Nord-Annam”,
Jean ‘%Jmtenv deaf:rrhec* by Moffat as "very handsome and attractive and
not ¢ i, which was true: Sainteny was a businessman, a
wheP sr-dealer. He had, as so many other businessmen, got into
intelligence during the war and in 1945 headed the Gaullist mission to
Kunming in South China. In that capacity he landed as the first French

representative to Hanoi after the Japanese surrender and witnessed part of
the Vietnamese August Revolution. Thereupon he was appointed Com-
missioner of the French Republic. On March 6, 1‘341; on behalf of
France, he signed an agre “rﬂmi with President H5 Chi Minh, recog-
nizing Yietnam as a "free state” and ahowmg the French Ninth Divi-
sion of Colonial Infantry to set up garrisons in the main centers of the
north. With help from the British forces, this French division had
already crushed in the south the revolutionary forces which were now
being regrouped.

Sainteny's widely read memoirs have fostered the image of a far-
sighted and peace-loving negotiator who, if his colonial-minded French
masters had only permitted him to, would have exploited his friendship
with H& Chi Minh and prevented the outbreak of war.2 In reality, the
March 6 agreement was more the result of pressure from Chiang Kai-
shek's generals than of Sainteny's diplomatic skills, and in December
1946 Ho Chi Minh's ami francais was an instrument of the hawks in
Saigon--he was the most important player on the French side in Hanoi.
By ordering provocative military actions in the streets, he deliberately
pushed the Vietnamese leaders into a corner where they would have to
choose between war and political surrender.

At the December 7 dinner, Moffat was seated on the right of Ma-
dame Sainteny, the hostess. She was charming, and it was only just
before dessert that he suddenly and miserably bethought himself of the
possibility of toasts. Sure enough, a few minutes later Jean Sainteny
rose, spoke briefly and toasted "Monsieur le Directeur”. Moffat had no-
ticed on the menu some kind of "Beeuf Talleyrand" and decided that
might give him a line. He made an ex tempore reply—in French—and
[{}si‘%?ﬁd ‘Monsieur Talleyrand Sainteny”. We do not know if the host
took it as a compliment

Moffat also met "a bluff, hearty, pleasant French officer” named
Louis Constant Morliere. He was in command of the French forces in
the north, but he was not the sort of officer who likes war. On the
contrary, he boasted of having avoided all incidents during most of the
time he had served in Hanoi. He had a patriarchal compz ;bmn for the
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stay in France, it was he and not the military commander who made the
decisions.

On the Vietnamese "iri{-;, Sai'r;:m;f's first interlocutors were Hanoi's
two foremost doves, Hoang Minh C \JSJY‘{‘, the Undersecretary for Forn k:-?.i"'i‘;
Affairs, and Hoang Hu i N..im the Minister of the Inu
to tempt Moffat ?_.\'?f offering the I,n] d States th ase in -f,"_.:_-i._;b
ram but the American guest of honor knew f}c"u,f,ti we J. that this

ase was already m the hands of the French. The impression conveyed
b, (Gidm was one of extreme n’uv*-'* , ”*\io fd* was more impressed with
what he heard about Nam: durir : . in Hai -
Interior Minister had {:03_1{:.1;_:303 151y

the embattled si
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leadership who sta
gled to avert war.

Our American guide was also introd Lud o the Vietnamese hawk
par excellence (at least among the "visible” leaders): V5 Nguyén umn
Commander-in-Chief and Minister of Defense. He was nur to Moffat
liking. He had a deadpan face and looked like the archetype of a Com-
munist cadre. During their conversation, the American ventured a com-
ment on the loss of Vietnamese civilian lives that would inevitably
follow general warfare. The gencral's reply was that there must be sacri-
fice, sacrifice: the Vietnamese might not win the war, he said, but nor
would the French,

President H6 Chi Minh was ill and in bed when he received the
visitor from the United States, and he was not quite able o dispel the
suspicions of the American .:vho, of course, knew :Eo S rewrd as a Mos-
cow-trained communist. H8 said he realized that the United States did
not like communism, but that was not his aim. In a hesitani English
he insisted that if he could win his yuld
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me will be communist; and th
w'il not object if the Vietnam i
“»*z im: exact words “/’f‘*‘ﬂ he wrote hi ic.) |
nion coincided rather well with Ho's statement. The American sp:
agreed with those who believed that the ,@faahsbmr’p of an "ef
nationalist state” was seen by HO Chi Minh as the _.prf:fe:'a uisite
attempt at developing a "communist state”. In Moffa i I
ought to receive American assistance in reaching his first goal. If the
French were allowed to persist in their stubborn opposition to the Viet-
namese government, that would only strengthen the communist ten-
dency in the nationalist st movement. Although Moffat denied it later, he
probably hinted to Hd that it would be a good idea to appeal to the
United Nations.?

Abbot Low Moffat's attitude was not adopted b
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fice (headed by John Hickerson), which exerted far more influence on
Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson and Secretary of States James
rrvone 1}
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Motfat bad played a prominent role in the mediation between
France and Thailand leading to a relatively peaceful French recccupation
of the disputed provinces of western Cambodia and Laos, which had
been seized by Thailand in 1941. The French military take-over of
Battambang actually took place while Moffat was in Indochina. The
French in Hanoi welcomed the American "tourist” (a euphemism bor-
rowed from one of Sainteny's telegrams) as a sort of reward for the ser-
vices he had rendered during the mediation. They did not yet know how
opposed Moffat was to their colonial policy. Before going to Indochi-
na, he had paid a visit to his colleagues in England. C.M. Anderson,
the person in the Foreign Office who at this particular time followed
the course of events in Indochina, had in fact developed the same critical
attitude towards French policy in Indochina as Moffat. He too wanted
something to be done about it, but Moffat only met his boss, R.H.S.
Allen, and failed to convince him that the United States and Great
Britain should work together to influence the French once again. The
Anglo-French conflict over Syria and Lebanon was still fresh in the
lon and in Washington the main decision-makers

>jected any initiative that might disturb their rela-
t government. British and American policy
ontinent required a strong and friendly anticom-

munist and non-Gaullist France. Allen knew that Moffat did not speak
on behalf of his department,

Before proceeding to Hanoi, Moffat had stayed a couple of days in
Saigon where he was received by the "trinmvirate” which ran the Indo-
chinese Federation in the temporary absence of the High-Commissioner
himself, Admiral Georges Thierry d'Argenlieu. General Jean Valluy,
Commander-in-Chief of the French Expeditionary Corps to the Far
East, was interim High Commissioner. At the dinner the general gave,
Moffat noted that his host made the error of toasting aim ("Monsieur
le Directeur") instead of the President of the United States. Moffat did
have the opportunity to review the guard with Valluy and to listen to a
speech in which, io Moffat's discomfort, the United States was linked
to France's great effort to restore peace and order in Indochina. But he
held no discussion with the general in private. Our guide therefore needs
some assistance from the historian.

Jean Valluy was an able and generally respected military officer. In
February and March 1946, he had made plans for a forceful reconquest
of North Vietnam, on the model of what the French had achieved with
British in the South. But he had recommended against the im-
plementation of these plans for fear of having to confront the Viét
Minh and the Chinese occupation army at the same time. From March
to October, Valluy favored a moderate policy with regard to the Viet-
hamese government. In late October, however, possibly under pressure
from High-Commissioner d'Argenlieu, he changed his mind.’

Nt

™

oy




11

[

TR N oty pen B a9 5s i B
The Vietnam Forum 12

During his stay in Saigon, Moffat had several 20-minuie discus-
sions with the two other members of the triumvirate that ruled Indo-
china during d'Argeniieu's absence. Maurice Gonon was Commis-
sioner for Financial Affairs and Léon Pignon for Political Affairs.
Though both made a favorable impression, Moffat gathered that they
were badly hamstrung by subordinates, even by their seconds-in-com-

mand, "the same sey axaﬂf.- ate functionaries” who had been there before
,?ac Second World War, If we are to believe iy‘i@}ffat's letters, Pignon
enjoyed art, literature wd hg game hunting. He was "hard-boiled, but
very able and intelligent”, knew and liked the V ieﬁame*”-‘ e had first
become interested in T ankm as a student in Paris and had served as an
official for four and a half years in Tonkin. We may add that he had
worked for the Free French during the war and returned to Tonkin as
political ﬂdvmﬁr io Sainteny in Hanoi. In the summer of 1946 he had
come down to Saigon as the High Con mT::,Jza}nam Ik g political ad-
visor. Pignon acted as a sort of federal Minister of the Interior, his
main instrument being that particularly _F"fj'-?i”r.&;!i police force called la
Siireté. During the second half of 1946, he was the most influential of
ail French p{)nf“; .rzakf,w in In ' er he assumed, the
‘a}fﬂ of Eﬂph Comm

4 summer of 1946, Pignon had
Minh, for two main reasons. First,
france ,Uulu stall Chinese ambitions
in. Second, by tolerating a Viet-
could have her hands free to re-
Cambodia and L.aos, set up
 the provinces lost io Thailand

2

namese free si i{-* r?._zz
establish full conirol over (
friendly governments there, and reoc

in 1941.
In October 1¢
three main reaso:
y In mid-S

Vallay, Pignon changed his mind, for

) I . off the country for one whole
year, the last Chines on treops had finally left the north of
Indochina (Tonkin and ! Chiang Kai-shek was now so bogged
down in his conflict with the Chinese f‘f‘ﬂmmniw that it seemed un-
likely he would intervene in Tonkin once again, no matter what the
French did.

2) The situation in Cambodis
especially after an agreement was si

had improved io a great extent,

d with Thailand on October 13,
whereby France m,'-:u._‘ regain the disputed provinces. The 25 had been a
remarkable correlatior _‘fw:i‘@f een Franco-Thai tension and Franco-Viet-
namese calm and vice versa. When tension rose in Battambang, as i
November-December 1 -)43, from May to July 1946, and again in Sep-
tember 1946, Fi';‘ii'ﬂ:‘f:r-"*f;%-\’-::ij‘aarraé:ga-‘: elations were relaxed. When Franco-

V iam%:'ne% relations went through their critical stages, as in February-
March 1946, August 1946 and N ber-December 1946, Battambang

have resulied from deliberaie
10 fight Vietnamese and Thai

- quiel, At n part, t
p!dnm, g: it would be dang
forces at one and the same time.
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3) The determinative cause for Pignon's reevaluation of his policy
towards Vietnam was the complete failure of the French attempt to set
up a strong and friendly separatist government in Cochinchina. By Oc-
tober, Pignon had to admit that the majority of the political élite in the
south wished to see Cochinchina, or Nam B0 as they called it, reunified
with the "state of Vietham". Pignon thus had to devise a Vietnamese
solution instead of a Cochinchinese solution.5

The provisional government of the Republic of Cochinchina was
headed by a very respectable man, Dr. Nguy&n Van Thinh. But he
failed to establish his authority in the countryside, where village no-
tables loyal to him (and to the French) were threatened, kidnapped or
murdered by the Viét Minh guerrilla forces led by Nguyén Binh. Dr.

1

Thinh's separatist regime only attracted a tiny class of wealthy pro-
French landowners and businessmen as well as a few officers in the co-
lonial army. The French did not trust Dr. Thinh enough to give him
any real power, and he was unable to reach any understanding with the
leaders of the major religious sects. Even within the political com-
munity of the city of Saigon, Dr. Thinh's government did not enjoy
any substantial support. Most of the Saigon press demanded that Nam

be reunited with Trung BG (Annam) and Bic B& (Tonkin) to form
one Vietnamese state. In September 1946, upon his return from fuiile
negotiations with representatives of the Vietnamese government at the
Fontainebleau conference in France, Pignon realized the debacle of the
separatist experiment and started to plan for an all-V ietnamese anti-
communist regime under the former emperor, Blo Dai, who had ab-
dicated during the August Revolution.

The French thus demanded, as 2 first step, that Dr. Thinh include in
his government some moderates who advocated reunification. This led
to a cabinet crisis in late October and, on November 10, Dr. Thinh
committed suicide. That was a severe blow to the French because it
suddenly brought their Cochinchinese failure to everyone's attention.
The French were far from prepared yet 1o set up a countergovernment of
reunification and therefore temporarily replaced the deceased with a
colorless politician named L& Vin Hoach. He made a very poor im-
pression when recciving Abbot Low Moffat in early December. A
French officer escorted the American representative to the Cochin-
chinese president "who sat in an almost empty room and was des-
perately flustered at reeiving such distinguished foreigners—-called
Charlie [Charles Reed, the American consul in Saigon] 'Ambassador’
and had me, I think, pracuically the Secretary of State: told us how they
all loved and honored the French and how the two countries go forward
together: champagne was then brought... Finally after three glasses we
were able to retire”.

It may have surprised those familiar with the history of Indochina
that so much has been said about Léon Pignon, Jean Valluy and Jean
Sainteny and so litile about the man who held the top position as
French High Commissioner in Indochina, Georges Thierry d'Argenlieu.
This has to do with the fact that our Ameri can guide was spared from
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encountering this pompous and inflexible Gaullist admiral and former
Carmelite monk. On November 13 he had left for Paris, only to return
in late December after the outbreak of war. There is another reason for
taking more interest in Pignon's strategies than in d'Argenlieu’s dog-
mas: Pignon (like Valluy) was a rational decision-maker, a man who
studied reality, calculated various possible actions and proposed a pol-
_'i::.j;. D'Argenlieu was irratioml His way was jsl‘ét to go ahead with

ving out the ideals he believed in regardless of resources or con-
:ﬁaq_mmes.’f Such an a,pproach can succeed, of course: d'Argenlieu had
seen how his great master Charles de Gaulle had contrived against all
odds io impose his will on the Allies, but in the case of Indochina it did
not work quite as well. D'Argenlieu’s favorite idea was that if you dis-
play enough force you will not have to use it. The admiral neglected
no occasion to show his warshipf-‘ {o the Vietnamese and felt confident
that if he stood firm enough the Vietnamese would bow to his demands.

e

in February 1946, he had hoped to reconquer Tonkin militarily, but
under Chinese pressure his generals had forced on him the March 6
agreement.

In July 1946, General V§ Nquyén Giap told a French communist
{who also happened to be a French intelligence agent) that if French in-
_.vcmsu”q in Indohina had been directly represented by the trusts, he (Gidp)
felt sure that Vietnam and France would have come 1o terms, but
meﬂ ps:}iic:z.f was formulated in accordance with the "prejudices of offi-
cials who cling to their plans like drowning pmmiﬁ” and with the "sen-
timents of reactionaries for whom Indochina is a sacred fief". Gidp no
doubt had d'Argenlicu in muw’ 5

By presenting the admiral whom Premier Charles de Gaulle had
handpicked for the IB*‘“(ZLUD&UOF& of Indochina, we have en?erﬁd the one
decision-making theater where Abbot Low Moffat cannot guide us: the
Paris scene. When d'Argenlieu made his appearance there in mid-Nov-
ember, he was by no means performing in an orderly Greek drama.
French politics were more like a cabaret, with many actors and no main
story line,

General de Gaulle had left the political arena in January 1946 and,
therefore, d'Argenlieu had o lobby hard for governmental toughness.
His chief allies were Alexandre Varenne, Minister without Portfolio (a
Radical who had been Governor General in Indochina and who now
headed the "Union pour la Défense de I'Oeuvre Francaise en Indochine™),
and Georges Bidault, Premier as well as Foreign Minisier {(a Christian
Democrat, MRP). D'Argenlieu's mosi formidable opponenis were the
aging socialist Marius Moutet, Minister of Overseas France (ably ad-
"i‘ mj by his Director of | aimccu Affairs, Henri Laurentie), and Admiral

e Barjot, Deputy Chief of Staff (supported by General Philippe Le-
_ :“, the tormer commander of the French forces in the Far East).

Moutet and his allies opposed any move that would lead to a com-
rupture with H6 Chi Minh. They had two main reasons, First,
hey saw no pohiiical alt crn&w«fcﬂ, Laurentie and Moutet had no faith in
the Bao Dai solution and, in fact, prevented it from being pursued after

:"‘ W_I «
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the actual outbreak of hostilities. Second, they thought it would be
impossible for France, with her limited resources, to sustain a pro-
tracted counterinsurgency campaign both in Cochinchina and in Tonkin
at the same time.?

Despite Ehmr oppﬂsmmi d %r?enlxcu carried the day in Paris. The

nz'-a,saif, é’*_e to u‘casqzi and ::*r E}:;cru- 11 *" i 1e peace-loving Léon Blum
took over as both Prer nier and Foreign Minister. He was placmj before
an Indochinese fait accompli. During the cabinet, d'Argenlieu could not
prevail on Bidault's caretaker administration to denounce existing agree-
menis with “J&Eam”, nor did he obtain any green light for bre llfm
with H6 Chi Minh. But he did succeed m makmg the ministers remain
passive while the policy of firmness was executed locally by Valluy,
Pignon and Sainteny. The outbreak of hostilities, which resulted from
a new French strategy decided upon in Saigon before d'Argenlieu's de-
parture, was made to look like premeditated Vietnamese aggression: the
start of the war in Indochina was a classical example of the "fait ac-
compli”.

4&?(0?\?'3 ..‘ S"r!{} /x.——.}::ﬂ ‘(,
Tilf‘} O d .‘:‘:) Cdy 1,:‘?,'1'6‘1:‘(5 !H’}Gﬂ ﬂ-ivf dli r iPn(,b} (H/L ll u-\r\ r—h kers \_,r.'f.'i
fgaif{, h to October 1946, v et

i

i T T™ha X sate
s one of containment. The Vietnamese Re-

_.---—-‘f_}"e Tonkin—while France s ed con
china, South Annam and the highlands of An-
, in the long run, when Cochinchina and Can

mia/ DrosSpere “fi and um%cm lagged b@mnd the Vi€t Minh would either
comply with French demands or lose popular support.

The strategy of containment collapsed because F ‘rance failed in Co-
chinchina. On September 14, Marius Moutet and B0 Chi Minh agreed
on a cease-fire between the French and guerrilla forces in Cochinchina
and South Annam, io be implemented as of Oct tober 30. The cease-fire
would allow the Vi€t Minh leaders to prove the discipline of their forces
and their great impact on public opinion in the south. The French deci-
sion-makers in Saigon saw the cease-fire, imposed on them by Paris, as
a disaster already Ere.fo:q'&. it was carried out. They felt their whole Co-
chinchina policy, the "cornerstone” of the Indochinese federation, was
eroding under their feet, and so they looked for a completely new strat-
egy. To them the acknowledgement of any Viét Minh authority in the
south was mconceivable. The containment strategy could therefore on-
ly be supplanted by an offensive strategy.

s early as Se;}{amber, Saigon begaﬁ preparations for a more ag-
g‘“es‘sive containment policy by establishing a z ense s fw m mf ‘i%
imporis and exports from and 1o }"‘micm that requi

{}},\ ‘,i"h ECH ;nﬁi "'EHUQ ﬂ'“ 4 f"‘\ {3;“&;? '(" 1‘01‘ i b“-_ E_ﬁ'\}rri
Pai in Hongkong, and

fi nd d' @z;zussz: It approa ~hed B?

ft) groups in Hué and Wanm C‘nf of the many
French mmihgmca agencies, the "Service d'Biudes Hasm‘{qacs (SEH),
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directed by one of Valluy's close collaborators, stepped up its attempts
to penetrate the inner circles of the Vigt Minh and find out if it might
be possible to provoke a break between the "moderate” and "extremist”
leaders. This agency seems to have operated a network of lefi-wing
French and Vietnamese personalities. It is highly probable that some
were double agents, reporting sim altanecusly to French and Vietnamese
~urity officers. Others may noct have known they they were being
used as informers at all, only thinking that they were promoting peace
and Franco-Viemamese friendship.!?

in mid-October, d'Argenlieu asked Valluy to draw up a detailed plan
for a "coup de force" in the north. Before leaving Saigon on Novermber
13, the admiral formally instructed his interim High Commissioner 10
carry out all the necessary preparations for executing the plan in January
1947, once reinforcements from France had arrived.!!

Valluy was a responsible officer reluctant 1o take unnecessary
chances or to disperse his forces. From a military viewpoint the plan
he presented o d'Argenlien and which was discussed in Saigon between
Dr. Thinh's suicide (November 10) and d'Argenlieu’s departure (Nov-
ember 13) was fairly prudent. Valluy proposed to withdraw the Frénch
garrisons from Langson and from four other outlying positions. He
also would like to withdraw the Hanoi garrison and evacuaie French
civilians from that city but recognized that for political reasons it might
be necessary to hold the capital and control the road linking Hanoi with
Haiphong.

The only point in Tonkin that Valluy found to be of real military
value was the "strategic base " of Haiphong. If the French could estab-
lish a stronghold in Haiphong and let the navy close the coast to all
irade, the Vit Minh could just as well be left to wither away in the in-
land.

Valluy did not, however, prescribe an immediate and passive retreat
from those centers where garrisons had been established by virtue of the
March 6 agreement. The French forces were 10 be pulled out only after
they had launched simultaneous surprise attacks on the Vitt Minh's
leadership organs in the respective centers. By such swift action, all
known Viét Minh leaders, including the central government, could be
arrested. The plan did not spell out what was to be done with them
after their capture, but it stressed the need for the operation to be care-
fully prepared. Not even high French local officials should be informed
in advance, and any sort of ploy to fool the enemy would be iegitimate.

As already mentioned, d'Argenlicu instructed Valluy to prepare for
the execution of this plan in January 1947. For some reason it was
suddenly precipitated. On November 23, Valluy decided to exploit a lo-
cal incident in Haiphong and set in motion the first stage of his plan—
the occupation of the entire city. |

TAIPHONG AND LANGSCN
Zalluy moved so fast is hard to explain. Perhaps it was sim-
ply because an incident on November 20 provided im with a tempting
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opporiunity. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that Colonel
Pierre Debes, the tough local commander in Haiphong, was scheduled
to be relieved of his command on that very day. Debes and Valluy had
worked closely during the war in Europe, and we may assume that
Débes was privy to Valluy's secret plan. General Morliere in Hanoi,
however, who held a position between the two in the chain of com.
mand, had not been informed. Valluy's haste in setting his plan in mo-
tion might also have something to do with the success of the French
communists in the November 10 elections. Depending on its makeup,
the new cabinet might very well block of the implementation of Sai-
gon's new strategy.

On November 20, a Chinese junk arrived in the port of Haiphong
loaded with petrol, thereby violating the new French license system.
Well ahead of the junk's arrival, Morliére warned Sai gon that the seizure
of the boat would most likely provoke a major incident, since the
Vietnamese had strongly protested the new license system.!? The inci-
dent occurred as predicted. There was some shooting, a Vietnamese ci-
vilian was killed and some French officers, who happened to belong 1o
d'Argenlieu's favorite secret service (the Bureau Fédéral de Documen-
tation), were put under temporary arrest by the Vietnamese.

Colonel Debes reacted vigorously to this " premeditaied Vietnamese
aggression” and used armored cars 10 seize control of strategic points in
the city. French and Vietnamese authorities in Hanoi then intervened
and, ignoring Colonel Debes’ protests, signed a cease-fire agreement.
When Valluy learned this, he circumvented Morlidre and instructed
Debes directly to camry out the complete occupation of Haiphong.!* On
November 23, Debes issued an ultimatum with an extremely short
deadline. The chairman of Haiphong's administrative committee asked
for time to consult with his govemment. Debes refused and attacked
with all the forces at his disposal. In a matter of days, he occupied the
whole city. This conguest was, as Jean Sainteny put it when inspect-
ing the ruins a week later, "brilliant but very brutal”.'* One third of the
city was smashed o pieces by heavy naval shelling. Thousands were
killed. In the western press the whole affair was described as a minor
incident instigated by the Vietnamese. The French communist press
blamed it on a Chinese provocation.

The strange thing is that V alluy launched the first stage of his plan
without having prepared the commanders of the other northern garrisons
for following it up. What would now happen 10, the French in places
like¢ Vinh, Nam-dinh, Hanoi, ?hf.uiz;n;._:;—i.‘mz‘dng, Bac-ninh, and Langson,
or in Da-ning (Tourane) and Hug? Incredibly, it seems that no instruc-
tions had been given yet for evacuation of civilians or withdrawal of ex-
posed troops.

The first dramatic effects of the Haiphong battle werse felt in Lang-
son, that town which has suffered so much over the centuries because of
is approximity to the Chinese border. On November 21, several Viet-
namese and some French soldiers were killed or injured in an incident
which happened when the French tried to di g up French corpses from a
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site too close to the Vietnamese barracks. Morliére, who was at this
time .;tmgglmg hard to prevent the Haiphong incident from growin
into a serious clash, did the same with ra,gard to Langson: he ms!:m(‘ted
the local French commander, Colonel Sizaire, to arrange a cease-fire,

vhich he did. Documents captured some days later showed that the
Vietnamese authorities in Langson had also been instructed by Hanoi o
void fi G*ﬂing But when Morliere received his copy of Valluy's Nov-

ber 22 instructions to Debes, the ”.‘D_ii:s.ff and hearty” general inter-
1em as applying also to the situation in Langson He therefore
d Sizaire to cccupy the m‘;«n?._.,_ ,v:! was accomplished on Nov-
her 26.15 The French occupation of Langson was popular with the
3-@45 Chinese and Nung minority population. Partly out of concern for

hese people, partly out Uf the optimism that initial military success so

fien produces, the French now completely abandoned the idea of with-

5"3‘:“1;9,1 from Langson and instead improvised a plan for driving away the
Vigt Minh forces and occupying the whole border area.!6 Of course, this
led to an increased dispersal of the forces Valluy had strived to con-
centrate, but French control of the road along the border to the Gulf of
Tonkin also eliminated the need for controlling the inland Hanoi-
Langson road. Provisions could instead be brought in by sea. The am-
bitious plan for direct French control of the border region was thereforp
not altogether devoid of military justificarion.

'AGE 2: THE LULL BEFORE THE STORM

How did the Vietnamese react to the occupation of Haiphong and
Langson? Until these events the Vietnamese government had every in-
terest in avoiding incidents with the French in the north. Their imme-
diate aim was to make the French deal with local Vi¢t Minh authorities
in the south as a first step towards full recognition. The acute crisis of
Dr. Thinh's government had creaied great t,xpeuations and the Hanot
government was prepared to make concessions to the French in the
north in exchange for French concessions in the south. The success of
the French Communist Party (PCF) in the recent French elections
seemed to improve the possibility for a settlement along these lines.
The high hope in Hanoi was that a new French government would re-
place d Argenlieu with a more flexible High Commissioner.

The French seizure of Haiphong and Langson did not shatter this

hope, but it forced the Vietnamese government to step up contingency
planning for a showdown in the northern urban centers as a prerequisite
t0 possible protracted and nationwide guerrilla warfare. French u,igi
ligence reported that Viét Minh cadres in the south, such as Nguyen
Binh and L& Duln, now urged thw Fowsmmem to give up its illusions
and proclaim the resistance war. The Streté bought (at a "reasonable
-*"} 2 c'fm,,‘phs signed on "‘wm—nmcr 24 by Vo Nguyén Gidp and
: .d by HO Chi Minh, for a major attack on the French in Hanoi,
destroying as much as W&Sible of their armed forces and taking the Ci-
vilians away as hostages.!’
In the last week of November the city's Vietnamese population
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mission Sainteny was to be assisted by a special task force trained to
intervene swiftly and capture the dangerous i-,ﬁ_ m’:.é’?ﬂ..*j The Commis-
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survivors among the decision-makers of that period (V5 Nguyén Gidp
in particular) decides to tcﬁii what really happened. Gidp's very infer-
esting memoirs from 1945-46, Unforgettable Days, pause just before
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command, underswmmr that an important part of the planned : attack
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the consequences and launch the rest of the Tu V& operations. V0
Nguyén Giap, in turn, proclaimed general resis stance but rr—***m-ﬂfi f-mdcr
these unfavorable conditions, to engage his regular troops in the © vatile
for Hanoi.

2) The news that French armored cars were placed at strategic
points before 7 p.m. and that the F rench soldiers were not given leave
after all provoked a panic within the Vietnamese comman d. T h* y sud-
denly imagined that .-.mJias,Lﬂ} and Morliere had tricked them and feared
that French forces were a mz, to take action. The presence of a special

French task force, déagq as civilians, in the Hut,{:a Métropole op-
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the fire.

.* to light

Let us first consid evidence supporting the the of a pro-
ocation. A host of loose " seem to %Lbbmwctﬂ k m,-z;;-‘f"f:--ﬁ The
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sources leave little doubt that the Stireté, encouraged by Léon Pignon,
had established some sort of working relationship with what remained
of the anticommunist opposition in the north. Since July, those
parties in Tonkin which had been sponsored by the Chinese
Kuemmtang, the VNQDD and the })ong Minh H0i, had been virtually
destroyed by VO Nguyén Giap's effective repression. The leaders of
those parties, Vi Hong Khanh, Nguyén Tudng Tam and Nguyén Hai
Thén, had fled to China and, so it seems, only left one top-level party
member behind in Hanoi: Nghiém K& Td. He had been Under-Secretary
for Foreign Affairs in the Vietamese coalition cabinet formed during
the crisis of early March and formally dissolved in late October. After
surviving a failed attempt on his life, Nghiém K& T9 lived in Hanoi
under a false identity provided by the Chinese consulate. He may have
communicated with Nguyén Tudng Tam in China through the Chinese
consulate. Shortly after December 19, Tam announced his intention to
set up a new Vietnamese government in exile, hoping that Chiang Kai-
shek would intervene once again in Vietnam. Subsequently, Chiang's
diplomatic representatives in fact approached the Department of State
and the Foreign Office suggesting a joint intervention, but these ap-
proaches were dismissed out of hand both in Washington and in Lon-
don. Some time later, John Carter Vincent, head of the State Depari-
ment's Asian office hinted to a French colleague that the real instigator
of the December 19 fighting was a Vietnamese party equivalent to the
Chinese Kuo-min-tang. A

The sources in the archives do not prove that the Siireté was in
contact with Nghi€m Ké TO personally, but several Siireté reports tell
about contacts wzth VNQDD personalities. The Siireté also knew To's
whereabouts, for on December 20 he was apprehended and asked to phy
a political mle mn the French-occupied Hanoi. He refused.

Another loose end can be found in captured Viét Minh documents,
complaining of VNQDD infiltration in the T V& forces and their lack
of dlscxplme Several written orders demonstrate Vi 1€t Minh anxiety to
locate "reactionaries” among the Tu V& commanders. The ' Ty V& was
in fact the result of a fusion of ‘%hei, Minh's and and VNQDD's militia,
The French were well aware of the trouble the Viét Minh leadership had
with controlling the Ty V€. Morliere's demand, in the morning of
December 19, that the Vietnamese government disarm the Tu VE, was
no doubt a well-calculated move.

Now, what was it that happened just before 8 p.m.? We have seen
that V& Nguyén Gidp's memoirs were concerned with falling dusk and
yellowish electric light. One Vietnamese source claims that the 8
r‘m@ck attack was launched because the Ty V& group at the electric

lant suddenly warned of an "ignoble French provocation”.3 For a long
tams, this electric plant had been run concurrently by one French direc-
tor and one Vietnamese director, and it was supervised by a mixed
guard. A few days before December 19, a French sentry shot dead his
Vietnamese colleague. The plant workers went on a protest strike but
resumed work on the insistence of the Vietnamese government. A little
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before 8 o'clock on the 19th, the alternators of the plant were sabotaged.
Someone poured acid in them, thus not only cutting the electric power
in all of Hanoi but also stopping the water supply which depended on
electric power. This seems to have been the only part of the Tu V¢ at-
tack plan that was executed before 8 o'clock. Only some minutes later
were signal rockets observed and the first cannon shots heard. Tu V¢
documents, originating in the few days before December 19 and captured
by the French during the fighting, refer to green and red signal rockets
as the planned signal for attack, but none of the evidence gathered by
French intelligence suggests that sabotage of the electric plant was in-
tended to precede the assault.

On December 20 the French director of the power plant complained
to the French military authorities about his Vietnamese colleague, who
was subsequently apprehended by the army police. Then André Moret,
the able chief of the local Sdreté, intervened and obtained the Viet-
namese director's release. Moret told the army police that their prisoner
had rendered the Streté important services and that Léon Pignon knew
what it was all about.33 It may be added that, when the French director
learned that his Vietnamese colleague had been released, he was so fu-
rious that he took another colleague and a gun with him to the Viet-
namese director and wounded him by shooting him, a Streté report
says, in the throat. None of this, of course, was ever made public. A
month after the above events, Pignon made sure that Moret was deco-
rated and received a promotion.

For all these reasons it would seem inappropriate to exclude the
possibility that the "warning” from the Tu V& group at the electric
plant was in fact masterminded by the Siireté, most probably without
the knowledge of either Sainteny or Morli¢re, but perhaps on the in-
structions of Léon Pignon. However, we may by no means consider
the "provocation theory” as proved. :

Without access to Viét Minh and VNQDD sources it is also diffi-
cult to evaluate the validity of the "panic theory". French intelligence
worked very hard trying to establish irrefutable evidence that the Viet-
namese attack was premeditated, but from the mass of Vietnamese doc-
uments they captured they just came up with one single letter tending
to prove that the decision to launch the attack at 8 o'clock was made at
a level near the top. It is a letter from the war commissar of the com-
mittee for the protection of the central post office, dated December 23,
1946. The commissar writes that during the night of December 19—a
little after 7 p.m.—he learned from the political commissar of the Na-
tional Guard section that at 8 p.m. there would be fighting. This com-
missar cannot possibly have worked under the authority of the Ty V&
group at the electric plant.

Perhaps the truth lies in a combination of the "provocation" and
"panic" theories. The question of who actually ordered the 8 o'clock at-
tack still has to remain unanswered.
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EPILOGUE

After a detailed account of how the Indochina war broke out, 1t
might be appropriate to draw some sort of conclusion as to the deeper
causes of the war or as to the question of whether its outbreak was in-
evitable or not. For those more ambitious questions I will refer the
reader to the final chapter in my book, 1946: Déclenchement de la
guerre d'Indochine. Here, instead, I would like to remind the reader of
our somewhat neglected guide, the American direcior of Southeast Asi-
an affairs in the Department of State: Abbot Low Moffat. He left Indo-
china before the decisive events. In Singapore he once more com-
plained of the French to the British and repeated his proposal for Anglo-
American mediation. He also cabled Washington asking for permission
to go home and plead the cause of mediation in the Department of
State. The answer was no. Moffat was sent off to a conference in Ba-
tavia. There, while having a drink in a bar, he confided to a Dutch offi-
cial that he had urged Washington to intervene in Indochina but that he
had been overruled. The Dutch official sneaked to the French who sent
a note to the State Department asking if it was true that its director of
Southeast Asian affairs had said what he had allegedly said. Two of
Moftat's colleagues assured a representative of the French embassy that
Moffat had never made the statement they all knew he had made.?’ That
was exactly the answer the French had been hoping for. Unlike his-
torians, diplomats as well as generals and politicians often prefer a
transparent lie to an inconvenient truth.

*This article draws on the author's book: 1946: Déclenchement de la guerre
d'Indochine—~ies vépres tonkinoises du 19 décembres, Paris, L'Harmattan,
1987. A preliminary version of the book was published in English in 1984
by the Institute of Peace Research in Oslo (PRIO-Report 3/84).
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