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FOREWORD

Ten years have elapsed since the memorable Dien
Bien Phu victory and the repercussions of this battle
still make themselves felt, as witness the passionate
discussions still going on about it. How is it that the
Vietnam People’s Army born of an essentially peasant
people at the outset equipped with primitive weapons
had the better of a modern and seasoned army, not in
small ambushes or minor engagements but in modern
battles, in the course of a long campaign, requiring
the co-ordination of various arms?

Has there been any “mistake” of the French High
Command, or in other words, what has been the share
of the protagonists’ personal responsibilities and that
of historical necessities which were to bring the French
Expeditionary Corps to defeat?

For all these questions, no answer, no commentary
could match the account of events made by the
leading actor of the drama, General Vo Nguyen Giap,
Commander-in-Chief of the Vietnam People’s Army,
especially when this account clearly and thoroughly
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analyses the strategy which was worked out, and
throws a most vivid light on all the military and
political factors which contributed to the victory.

In two editions which were most successful, we
introduced a series of articles written by General Vo
Nguyen Giap on the occasion of the fourth anniver-
sary of the Dien Bien Phu victory. However the reader
would like to have fuller information: these texts
acquainted him with the strategy of the victorious
People’s Army in its outlines but concise as they were,
they could not answer all questions.

Since then, the author has had the time to complete
and enrich his text with new details and considera-
tions, and the present edition will help the reader
understand more thoroughly the unfolding of this
historic campaign.

The main orders of the day and messages of the
High Command of the People’s Army during this
campaign are published in an appendix.

FOREIGN LANGUAGES PUBLISHING HOUSE
Hanoi — 1964
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NOTICE

We advise tiie reader properly to locate on the map of Indo-
China, and that of Vietnam in particular, the following regions
in order to be able easily to follow the unfolding of the
operations :

Vietnam’s territory includes three parts : the North or Bac Bo
(formerly Tonking), the Centre or Trung Bo (formerly Annam)
and the South or Nam Bo (formerly Cochin-China).

In Bac Bo, the region between the Red river and the Laotian
border is the Tay Bac (North-West), a mountainous region where
Dien Bien Phu is situated. Between the Red river and the Chinese
border to the west of the Hanoi-Lang Son line is another moun-
tainous region, the Viet Bac which served as the main base of
the Vietnamese Resistance.

In Trung Bo, the region of Highlands is called Tay Nguyen
in Vietnamese, Binh Tri Thien is a short for the three provinces
of Quang Binh, Quang Tri and Thua Thien (region of Hue).

From the military viewpoint, the country was divided into nine
zones. Zone V where Operation Atlante took place is situated in
the south of Trung Bo.

Herebelow are the names given by the French High Com-
mand to the positions of Dien Bien Phu :

Him Lam: Beatrice; Doc Lap: Gabrielle; Ban Keo: Anne
Marie ; Hong Cum : Isabelle; Eastern hills Al, Cl, C2: Eliane;
another Eastern hill north of Eliane : Dominique.

The positions to the west of the Central sector are respectively

called : thuette (positions E, D, to the north-west of the main
airfield) and Claudine (which comprises the C.P.)
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PRESIDENT HO CHI MINH’S LETTER

TO THE FIGHTERS ON THE DIEN BIEN PHU
BATTLEFRONT

Dear officers and men on the Dien Bien Phu battlefront,

This Autumn-Winter, you are assigned the task of marching to
Dien Bien Phu to wipe out more enemy effectives, extend our
resistance bases, and liberate more compatriots still under the
enemy’s oppression. .

Last year, you valiantly fought, destroyed many enemies, and
scored great victories. I am very glad of it.

This year, after several ideological remouldings and military
courses you have made more progresses. You must fight more
valiantly, be more ready to endure hardships, and keep firm your
determination in every circumstance :

Resolute to kill the enemy,
Resolute to abide by the policy,
Resolute to win more successes.

The Government and I are waiting for your successes to con-
gratulate and reward you.

With affection and determination to win

December 12, 1953
HO CHI MINH
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PRESIDENT HO CHI MINH
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PRESIDENT HO CHI MINH’S
CONGRATULATORY LETTER

TO OFFICERS, SOLDIERS, DAN CONG *, SHOCK
YOUTH ON THE DIEN BIEN PHU BATTLEFRONT
AND LOCAL PEOPLE

Our army has liberated Dien Bien Phu. The Central Committee,
the Government and I convey our cordial greetings to you, offi-
cers, soldiers, dan cong, shock youth and local people, who have
gloriously fulfilled your tabks.

This victory is big, but it is only the beginning. We must not
be self-complacent and subjective into underestimating the
enemy. We are determined to fight for independence, national
unity, democracy and peace. A struggle, whether military or
diplomatic, must be long and hard, before complete victory can
be achieved.

The Government and I will reward the officers, men, dan cong,
shock youth and local people who have performed brilliant deeds.
With affection and determination to win

May 8, 1954
HO CHI MINH

¥ People who out of patriotism help the troops in operation by
discharging such tasks as building roads, transporting food and ammu-
nition, carrying the wounded.

13
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I

THE MILITARY SITUATION IN SUMMER 1953

In summer 1953 our people’s War of National Sal-
vation entered its eighth year. Those eight years were
years of extremely hard and heroic struggle in which
our army and people fought against the French impe-
rialists’ army of aggression which enjoyed the assis-
tance of the U.S. interventionists and — in the
beginning — an oyerwhelming superiority in arms
and equipment. ’

Nevertheless, through eight years of protracted
resistance, the strength of our army and people was
not annihilated as the enemy had hoped for. On the
contrary, it grew as the fight developed and brought
more and more victories; the balance of force was
gradually tipped in our favour. On the enemy side,
they were cornered little by little into a passive state.
As the war went on they encountered new difficulties
and met with failure upon failure.

A brief review of what happened during those eight
years of resistance is indispensable for the study of
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the enemy’s situation and ours, and of the military
situation prior to Navarre’s military plan, that is also
prior to our Winter 1953 campaign — Spring 1954
campaign and to our preparations for the great Dien
Bien Phu campaign.

Ours is a people deeply attached to freedom and
peace, with a long-standing tradition of unbending
fighting spirit against foreign aggression and for
national independence. Immediately after the triumph
of the August Revolution, President Ho Chi Minh, in
the Declaration of Independence of September 2, 1945
stated before the whole nation and the whole world
that “Vietnam has the right to be a free and indepen-
dent country — and in fact it is so already. The entire
Vietnamese people are determined to mobilize all their
physical and mental strength, to sacrifice their lives
-and property in order to safeguard their independence
and freedom.”

It is public knowledge that, hardly a month had
passed since the birth of the Democratic Republic of
Vietnam when the French colonialists, with the help
of British imperialism, committed acts of provocation
in Saigon in an attempt to reconquer our country.
Meanwhile, they also hatched the scheme to reconquer
Cambodia and Laos. They sent in an armoured divi-
sion, and applied their “lightning war” strategy with
the belief that they would succeed in “pacifying” Nam
Bo within 10 weeks and using it as a springboard to
attack the northern part of our country.

18
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But this was a miscalculation. Our people in Nam
Bo stood up and fought. What they had in hands were
only primitive weapomns, yet they were unyielding in
face of the enemy. Guerilla warfare soon developed
over the whole of the Mekong delta.

Our Party on the one hand led the struggle of the
Nam Bo people and called on the whole nation to sup-
port them, and on the other hand exploited the con-
tradictions existing within the enemy’s camp by
coming to a compromise with France with the signing
of the March 6, 1946 Preliminary Agreement which
brought about the withdrawal of 200,000 Chiang Kai-
shek’s men from our country, by adopting the policy
of “making peace in order to advance”, and by work-
ing against time to consolidate the people’s power and
the revolutionary forces, and to prepare ourselves
against the enemy's new aggressive plots.

- Though they had recognized our country as a free
and sovereign state, the French colonialists did not
give up their intention of re-establishing their domi-
nation. The more concessions we made the more they
stepped on our toes. They tore to pieces the Prelimi-
nary Agreement, went on with the war in Nam Bo
and carried on their plan of peacemeal aggression,
occupying a number of regions in Bac Bo and Trung
Bo. The chances of preserving peace became more and
more remote. The French colonialists occupied Hon-
gay and Haiphong, and in December, 1946, stepped
up their provocative actions. They wanted our militia
to lay down arms and surrender, and committed acts
of aggression in the very heart of Hanoi, our country’s
capital.

19




As an answer to the enemy, the entire Vietnamese
people — responding to President Ho Chi Minh’s
appeal: “We’d rather sacrifice everything than lose
our country or return to slavery” — rose up to stop
the enemy’s aggressive manoceuvres and save the
country. The nation-wide war of resistance broke out.

From the first days of the Resistance, our Party had
pointed out: Resistance was the only way to defend
the country and the fruit of the Revolution.

Our Party also pointed out that: Our people’s War
of Resistance was an all-out one waged by the whole
nation. It would be a protracted war full of hardship,
but would certainly be victorious. 7

Our army and people placed their unquestioned con-
fidence in our Party’s lines. Our troops fought with
utmost heroism to wear out and destroy the enemy on
all fronts. In Hanoi particularly, they fought and kept
their positions for 2 months in the very heart of the
city. Those battles had an immense encouraging effect
on our entire people, and at the same time helped wear
away and pin down the enemy forces, thus allowing
our government organs and armed forces to move to
the countryside, and enabling our people to carry out
all necessary organizational and mobilizational acti-
vities. We could actually preserve our main forces,
arouse the whole nation and maintain and consolidate
our bases in the countryside, making them our
footholds and supporting bases for the prolonged
resistarce.

20



In the winter of 1947, the enemy threw over 10,000
seasoned men in a great offensive against Viet Bac*
with the purpose of smashing our organs of direction
and regular forces, so that they could secure a decisive
victory and speed up the formation of a puppet
government for the whole country. OQur people and
armed forces in Viet Bac fought back gallantly and
scored a major victory. The enemy’s “lightning war”
strategy once again met with a fiasco. The Viet Bac
victory thus engendered a stalemate. The war entered
a new stage.

After the failure of the “lightning war” strategy,
the French colonialists were compelled to prolong
their war of aggression. They intensified their attacks
in-an attempt to “pacify” the occupied areas, to rob
our resources and manpower, and to carry out their
vicious scheme of “making war to feed war and using
Vietnamese to fight Vietnamese”.

In 1949, while the Chinese People’s Liberation Army

was winning major victories in their march towards
South China and while the guerilla movement was
developing widely and powerfully, the French colo-
nalists post-haste despatched Gen. Revers to Indo-
China to work out a new plan in the hope of saving the
situation. Revers’ policy was to increase the number
of troops on the Bac Bo front, expand the occupied
areas in the delta and the midlands to strengthen the
defence of the quadrangle Lang Son — Tien Yen —
Haiphong — Hanoi and to close the Sino-Vietnamese

border. Other aspects of Revers’ plan comprised the:

* The northernmost of Vietnam.
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development of the puppet army, the latter to be used
as occupation forces, the regroupment of European and
African troops into mobile units, and the intensifica-
tion of mopping-up operations with a view to sup-
pressing our guerilla movement. To carry out this
plan, the enemy launched many fierce attacks and
savage mopping-up operations, and broadened their
zone of occupation in the delta and midlands of
Bac Bo. ‘

As for us, we advocated the launching of guerilla
warfare on a large scale in all occupied areas. The
tactics of “independent companies and concentrated
battalions” was brought into practice and crowned
with successes.

Part of our regular forces was split into indepen-
dent companies which went deep into the enemy’s
rear, and there combined fighting with political work
among the population, co-ordinated armed struggle
with political struggle, destroyed the enemy while
setting up and consolidating bases among the popu-
lation, and led the local armed and para-military forces
to fight the enemy in collaboration with the population.
Propaganda work among the enemy troops, especially
among the puppet soldiers, was considered as a stra-
tegical task and received a particular attention. Anti-
mopping-up operations were successfully conducted.
Guerilla warfare developed everywhere, and guerilla
bases and guerilla zones were established in the ene-

my’s rear which was gradually turned into our fronts.

While independent platoons and companies were in
action in Bac Bo, Trung Bo and Nam Bo and helped
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develop the guerilla movement, concentrated bat-
talions were formed and trained for bigger raids and
ambushes. Those battalions laid the bases for the
coming mobile warfare. In 1948, 1949 and early in
1950, our troops began opening a number of small size
campaigns which retained certain characteristics of
guerilla warfare, fielding from three or four to nine
battalions. In such occasions, we directed our blows
at the enemy’s exposed points so as to wear out their
eflectives and to expand our bases. The general mili-
tary situation was one of fierce tug-of-war, and at this
juncture our Party set out the policy of active defence
and preparation for the general counter-offensive.

The 1950 winter marked a great change in the war
situation. Our army had grown to a considerable
extent. After the resounding victory of the Frontier
campaign, we started many other major campaigns
such as the Midlands campaign, the Highway 18 cam-
paign, the 1951 Ha-Nam-Ninh* campaign, the Hoa
Binh campaign in the winter of 1951 and the spring
of 1952, and the North-West campaign in the winter
of 1952. A pattern of counter-offensive on a local
plane could already be seen.

In those victorious campaigns, we succeeded in
wiping out whole mobile units of the enemy, putting
out of action tens of thousands of enemy’s effectives
and liberating vast areas in Bac Bo. Many provinces
of strategic importance such as Cao Bang, Lang Son,

* Ha Nam — Nam Dinh — Ninh Binh provinces.
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Lao Cai on the China-Vietnam frontier, Hoa Binh on
the road joining Viet Bac and the Fourth Zone, and
the greater part of the North-West stretching from
the Red River to the Laos-Vietnam frontier were libe-
rated successively. Our Viet Bac base — the main base
_of the Resistance War— was greatly expanded and
consolidated. In the mountain regions of Bac Bo, the
enemy only kept Hai Ninh — a province in the North-
East — the township of Lai Chau, and the Na San
group of fortified positions in the North-West.

While our regular forces were winning victory upon
victory on the main fronts, guerilla warfare developed
powerfully everywhere in Bac Bo, behind the enemy’s
line. In the Hoa Binh compaign in particular, our
regular units drove deep into the enemy’s rear-in the
Red River delta, fought in co-ordination with the
local armed and para-military forces, blotted out a
series of enemy strongholds, widened the guerilla bases
and guerilla zones and liberated millions of people.

The occupied areas were considerably reduced and
covered only about one-third of the territories adja-
cent to the main highways and urban centres.

On the Binh-Tri-Thien front despite the unfavour-
able topography of the area the guerilla movement
held well. In the southernmost part of Trung Bo, our
troops also went deep into the enemy’s rear, expanded
their bases among the population and set up new gue-
rilla bases in the strategic Western Highlands. In
Nam Bo, the liberated area in the North zone was
firmly maintained, and the guerilla movement else-
where developed widely. '
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In the summer of 1953, the Pathet Lao Liberation
troops and the Vietnamese Volunteers in a joint effort
made a surprise attack against the township of Sam
Neua and the major part of the enemy’s troops. The
whole province of Sam Neua and vast areas in
Northern Laos were liberated. This created a new
pressure on the enemy.

A general assessment of the military situation in
Bac Bo shows that from the winter of 1950, our forces
constantly kept the initiative of action while the
enemy, as days passed, found itself more and more
in a passive state. It desperately called on U.S. impe-
rialism to come to its rescue and the latter did inten-
sify its intervention in the war of aggression in
Indo-Ghina. Meanwhile, many high-ranking officers in
the French Expeditionary Corps had been recalied and
replaced. by others. De Lattre de Tassigny, one the
best French generals, was sent to Indo-China. It is
common knowledge that De Lattre had done his best
to broaden the puppet army, concentrate military
forces, build up many defence lines, and launch an
offensive against Hoa Binh with the aim of regaining
the initiative, but in the end he too was defeated. Gen.
Salan, De Lattre’s successsor, was also another
powerless witness of bitter defeats of the' Expedition-
ary Corps on the battlefields of North-West Vietnam
and Upper Laos.

Having to concentrate his efforts on the defence of
the Bac Bo delta, the enemy left many of his positions
on other fronts insufficiently guarded, thus giving
our forces the opportunities to step up their activities
and win still greater victories.



Above are the main features of the military situation

from the beginning of the Resistance to the middle of
1953.

The situation of the two sides in summer 1953 can
be summarized as follows :

ON OUR SIDE:

Through eight years of fighting and training, our
people’s armed forces, the core of the Resistance, had
grown up from their infancy to full maturity. The
People’s Army then comprised many regular divisions
and regiments besides a great number of local regi-
ments and battalions. Militia and guerilla forces also
developed ‘quickly.

The coming into being and speedy growth of these
three forces was the result of our Party’s correct
policy of mobilizing and arming the whole people and
waging a people’s war.

It was also the result of the correct tactics for a
protracted revolutionary war: To wage guerilla war-
fare, to advance from guerilla warfare to regular
warfare, to closely combine these two forms of war,
and to develop from guerilla to mobile and siege
warfare.

As mentioned above, the situation from 1950 to 1953
was characterized by the fact that together with local
cffensives, mobile warfare had become the main form
of war on the main battlefleld — North Vietnam —
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where guerilla warfare still played a very important
role. Meanwhile, on other fronts, the main role was
still played by guerilla warfare.

Militia and guerilla forces had by then reached their
maturity. Their fighting spirit had been heightened
through the struggle in defence of the countryside.
They had accumulated a wealth of experiences and had
equipped themselves with a lot of weaporns and equip-
ment captured from the enemy, thus constituting a
big reserve for our regular army.

Local forces which came into being in 1948 by
merging independent companies with part of the mili-
tia and guerilla forces, were now able to shoulder the
combat missions in their own localities, wipe out
enemy troops, oppose enemy raids, defend their loca-
lities and fight in good co-ordination with our regular
forces, militia and guerillas.

The most outstanding feature was the tremendous
growth and high degree of mobility of our regular
troops. All our regular divisions and regiments had
been organizationally strengthened and re-equipped
with new weapons partly taken from the enemy and
partly manufactured by ourselves in spite of great
difficulties and the scarcity of necessary means. The
technical and tactical level and fighting capacity of
our men had visibly risen through successive drives
of training and through major campaigns. They were
now quite familiar with mobile and siege warfare and
concentrated operations involving sizeable forces and
a vast scope of action, particularly in mountain re-
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gions, and could carry out annihilating attacks, make
deep thrusts, withdraw quickly and fight with initia-
tive, mobility and flexibility.

Our people’s armed forces, especially our regular
forces, owed their visible and rapid progress to the
fact that our Party had paid due attention to streng-
thening its leadership as regards the army, promoting
political education and ideological guidance, and had
continuously heightened the revolutionary and class
character of our armymen. As a result of political
remoulding classes, our armymen had a clearer view
of the goal of their fight, their hatred for the enemy
and their fighting spirit had heightened. The ideolo-
gical remoulding campaign in summer 1953 especially
reserved for the army was carried on while our Party
was implementing the policy of Thorough Reduction of
Land Rent and Agrarian Reform. The class conscious-
ness and revolutionary strength of our armymen was
thus further enhanced. Internal unity, unity between
the army and people, international unity to disinte-
grate the enemy, internal democracy combined with
strict discipline, determination and courage in fight-
ing, and dynamism and diligence in duty and produc-
tion, had become good habits and good tradition in
our army’s life.

Our people were unswervingly united as one man
around the Party, Government and President Ho Chi
Minh. They were resolved to carry through the Resis-
tance, and had an iron conviction in final victory.

The Party’s Second Congress in 1950 tabled the line
of National Democratic Revolution, re-affirmed the
correctness of the policy of Protracted Resistance, and
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laid down the immediate tasks for the winning of final
victory. The highly inspiring resolutions adopted by
the Congress highlighted the way to be followed by
the whole Party, nation and army to win new
successes.

In 1952-1953, our Party put into practice the policy
of systematic Reduction of Land Rent and Agrarian
Reform and the slogan “Land to the Tillers”, thereby
succeeded in bringing into full play the anti-colonial-
ist and anti-feudal spirit, and in fostering the might
of tens of millions of peasants who constituted the
main forces of the revolution.

Thanks to the correct policies of our Party, the
worker-peasant alliance was ceaselessly consolidated,
the National United Front was broadened and became
more solid with every passing day, the people’s demo-
cratic power was improved and strengthened, the
consolidation of the bases in the countryside gained
new successes, and the Resistance made headway in
other aspects.

Internationally, the just and heroic Resistance of
our people against the French colonialists and U.S.
interventionists enjoyed ever increasing sympathy and
support from the peoples of the socialist countries and
the French colonies, and from the peace-loving people
of the whole world.

The great triumph of the Chinese revolution had a
tremendous effect on the international situation. It
tipped the balance of forces on the international arena
in favour of the socialist camp and of the forces of
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democracy, national independence and peace. Con-
cerning our people’s War of Resistance, it had a still
greater significance. After the birth of the People’s
Republic of China, we were no longer in an extremely
difficult situation, namely, fighting within the enemy
encirclement. We then had a common border with the
great socialist brother countries, and our resistance
bases were linked to the socialist camp.

In 1950, the socialist countries recognized the
D.R.V. This event further enhanced our international
prestige and position, and strengthened our people’s
conviction in final victory.

*

* *

ON THE ENEMY'S SIDE:

While in summer 1953 our people’s Resistance was
full of bright prospects, the aggressors were facing
great difficulties.

The enemy then had about 450,000 men for the -
whole of Indo-China, comprising 120,000 Europeans,
Africans and legionaries, the rest were puppet troops.
Although those effectives showed a big increase-in
comparison with the enemy forces at the beginning of -
the war the balance of forces between the two sides
already tipped visibly in our favour.

Right from the first days of the war of aggression
in Vietnam the lack in manpower was constantly a
grave danger for the enemy. That was because French
imperialism had been weakened after World War 11,
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its manpower and material resources were limited, and
the colonial war was opposed by the French people
at home. Hence the impossibility of mobilizing a
colossal material strength against us. But the main
cause lay in the very nature of the unjust and aggres-
sive war. The ultimate goal of the French colonialists
was to grab our land. Faced with our opposition, they .
had to scatter their forces and set up thousands of
military posts, big and small to protect what they had
seized.

Thus, the war of aggression undertaken by the

" French Expeditionary Corps was a process of cons-

tant scattering of that army. And the more it was
scattered the better conditions we had to destroy it.

" part by part,

 As was said above, the enemy’s “lightning war”

' strategy met with complete failure. When. compelled

to carry out a protracted war, the French tried by all
means to make full use of the puppet army and admi-
nistration, pursuing their policy of “using war to feed

- war, Vietnamese to fight Vietnamese” which they

regarded as important in helping them overcome the
shortage of manpower. However, their efforts to ex-
pand the puppet army did not bring about the expected
results because of our ever-growing strength ; and the
bigger the proportion of puppet troops, the lower the
morale of the enemy,

1950 was the year the enemy extended to the maxi-
mum the areas under their occupation. Yet it was also
the time when the enemy forces were most dangerously
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scattered. They had gradually moved into a passive
defence, and could not muster a strategic mobile force
strong enough to counter our attacks.

This weakness of the enemy was clearly revealed as
soon as we had started local offensive campaigns. Not
only were the enemy main forces wiped out part by
part, but they had also to withdraw from part of the
land they had previously occupied. The enemy, who
took the initiative in every attack during the first
period of the war, were now obviously in a defensive
position in North Vietnam.

The enemy left no stone unturned to seek a way out
from such an unfavourable situation and to pump
more life into the puppet army, hoping to be able to
have a massive concentration of mobile units. Unfor-
tunately enough, the inherent contradictions of the
war of aggression only led them deeper into the mire
of defeat.

Politically, the unjust nature of the war of aggres-
sion aroused mounting opposition from the French
people as well as from progressive opinion of the
world’s people. French and African mercenaries
became more and more fed up with war. As a result
of the successive defeats beginning with the Frontier
campaign, the morale of the French army sank lower.
The split among the French colomahsts themselves
became ever wider.

In order to save the worsening situation, the French
colonialists depended more and more on U.S. aid and
thus were bound more tightly to the U.S.. U.S. aid
accounted for 12 per cent of France’s Indo-China war
budget in 1951, and for 11 per cent in 1953. The more
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the U.S. increased their efforts in pouring aid to the
French colonialists and in plotting to supplant the
latter, the more acute the contradictions between
them.

At this very stage, when the French colonialists
were being bogged down in Indo-China and when the
Korean Armistice was realized, U.S. imperialism
availed itsell of the opporturiity to speed up interven-
tion in Indo-China, planning to establish direct con-
tacts with the puppet administration and to pull the
rug from under France. Navarre’s plan was a new
plot jointly elaborated by the French and U.S. impe-
rialists, whose objective was fo carry on and extend
the war of aggression in our country.
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THE ENEMY’'S NEW SCHEME: "’
THE NAVARRE MILITARY PLAN

Early in 1953 the critical position of the French
aggressive troops on the Indo-China theatre of opera-
tions posed to the French imperialists a most urgent
problem which was to devise new measures to save
the situation and avoid heavier defeats.

At that time, in France,the news of successive defeats
in Indo-China aroused an ever broader and stronger
popular movement for an end of the dirty war. In the
French National Assembly the circle standing for a
peaceful settlement of the Vietnam issue won ever more
votes. Even the Laniel-Bidault reactionary government
had to recognize that it had no more possibility to pro-
tract this war of aggression any longer and no more
hopes of destroying our forces,and that it was high time
to seek a way out. But what way out? Insoluble
problem ! The French government held that all efforts
had to be concentrated to find out an “honourable way
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out”, that is a “victorious one”. And to reach this
goal it had to do its utmost immediately to intensify
the war, and win relatively great successes.

In face of the French aggressive forces bogging
down in Indo-China, U.S. imperialism unmasked itself
as an extremely bellicose and wicked international
gendarme. Ii the cease-fire in Korea had made the
French political circles think that a similar solution
of the Indo-Chinese problem would be possible, it
impelied the Americans to intensify their intervention
with a view to protracting and expanding the Indo-

-China war. Eisenhower himself had many a time

insisted that international communism could not be
allowed to make further progress in South-East Asia,
especially in Indo-China, territory which the imperial-
ists considered as a strategic position of prime impor-
tance. They ceaselessly brought pressure to bear upon
the French colonialists, requiring the latter to make
new war efforts while they actively prepared to
supplant France. While intensifying their aid in every
field, they obliged France to grant “independence" to
the puppet governments, thus creating political con-
ditions for them to have these governments under
their direct control. In 1953 their military aid amount-
ed to 20,000 tons monthly, sometimes 40,000. They
sent to Indo-China hundreds of military personnel
and a military mission to control the French colonial-
ists and the puppet administration and ever more
directly participate in the command of the war in
Indo-China.

-~ In mid-1953, with the consent of Washington, 'the

French government appointed Gen. Navarre in the
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place of Gen. Salan as Commander-in-Chief of the
French Expeditionary Corps in Indo-China. Without
having De Lattre de Tassigny’s fame and rank
Navarre was among the young generals of the French
army a cultured man having a sense of strategy. After
a very short period of investigation and research on
various fronts he worked out a relatively perfect
strategic plan hoping to reverse the situation, turn
defeat into victory and win in a short period of time,
a decisive strategic success.

Navarre held that one of the French government's
fundamental shortcoming in the leading of the war
was the lack of a set goal, which he considered as
the main factor of the flagging morale of the Expe-
ditionary Corps and puppet troops. Therefore, in
Navarre's opinion, on the one hand, the French
government had to define its own policy, which was
to carry on the war to defend the French privileges
in Indo-China; on the other, boldly to recognize the
“independence” of the allied states within the frame-
work of the French Union. It was necessary to make
these “states™ realize that they could win genuine
“sovereignty” and “independence’ only when they had
defeated the Vietnam People’s Army ; and to this end
they had to mobilize all their forces for the cause of
“sovereignty” and “independence”, and endeavour to
consolidate and enlarge the “nationalist” armed forces.
As regards the U.S.A., France was badly in need of
her aid to continue the war; France and the U.S.A.
had a common objective which was to reel back inter-
national communism, but France could not fight for
this goal only to see herself ousted at last from Indo-
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China. She had to fight for her own interests. Loyal
to the interests of French imperialism and considering
the problem according to the colonialists' viewpoint
only, Navarre held that if the objective of the war

. could be defined as above, not only the French Expe-

ditionary Corps would know the reasons for their
sacrifice on the Indo-China war theatre, but also the
“nationalist armies” would be ready to partici-
pate in the war in order to win “independence”’
and “sovereignty” for their country.

Concerning the organization of the command and

the direction of the war, Navarre assessed that due
to the successive cabinet crises in France and the

reshuffles of top commanders in Indo-China, the

French government lacked a close direction, and a
concrete and continuous operational plan. He also
realized that on our side, our army and people had a
clear goal: to fight for the independence of the
Fatherland, to have a very high fighting spirit, to
follow a clearly defined policy of resistance, and to
march forward resolutely under the leadership of the
government of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam
headed by President Ho Chi Minh. Navarre held that
only by urgently obtaining the aforesaid political
prerequisites — war objective, policy towards the
allied states, organization of direction, etc. — could
France win victory in the Indo-China war.

In the military field, Navarre and the French and
American generals estimated that the war situation
became ever more unfavourable to the Expeditionary
Corps. This was due to the fact that the Vietnam
People’s Army has grown very rapidly ; our regular
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troops were well seasoned, the local forces got very
accustomed to the front; our army had an extremely
heroic fighting spirit, and a strong mobile force in-
cluding many divisions, capable of launching relati-
vely big offensive campaigns. In the meantime guerilla .
warfare which had developed everywhere pinned down
and wore out a great part of the enemy forces. The
Expeditionary Corps was ever more driven into a
scattered and passive situation. The bulk of this force
was confined to defensive assignments in thousands
of posts and garrisons scattered on all fronts, there-
by the local reserve force was weak, the general
reserve force weaker still, lacking a strong strategic
mobile mass to cope with the attacks of our regular

_ forces or launch counter-attacks in order to win back

the initiative. Navarre then concluded that this state
of things had to be changed : on the one hand to build
up a strong puppet army to solve the problem of
effectives, on the other urgently to set up a strong
strategic mobile force to wriggle out of the defensive
and passive situation at that time and eventually win
back the initiative.

Analysing the strategic directions liable to be
threatened, Navarre pointed out the following remarks:

a) The first direction that might be threatened by
our army was the Bac Bo delta. Here our guerilla
bases and guerilla zones developed extensively and
our local armed forces were fairly strong, hence we
could use our regular forces to destroy part of the
enemy's effectives and disrupt his lines in given
sectors. ’

38



Navarre estimated that the above-mentioned danger
had to be prevented, but it was not the greatest one.
By fiercely harrassing our rears and constantly keep-
ing a force of intervention ready he could surely check
our attacks thanks to the mobility and might of his
various arms. Any successes we managed to win
would be only tactical. However, the delta, a densely
populated and wealthy region with many facilities in
transport and supply, offered many possibilities for
our troops to launch a big offensive, hence its defence
had to be most carefully organized.

b) The second direction that might be threatened by
our army was North-West Vietnam and Upper Laos.
In these mountain regions, the enemy defence system
had many vulnerable points. As the enemy had paid

attention only to the delta, which he considered as the

“key position” of South-Fast Asia, his organization
of the front in mountain regions had many short-
comings : his forces were scattered, his supply met
with many difficulties, and the topographic condition—
favourable to us — was unfavourable to him. These
shortcomings and unfavourable conditions accounted
for his severe defeats, especially in the Frontier and
North-West campaigns. Therefore, he had to prevent
the danger of an offensive by our troops in this
direction. This attack would score successes not only
in the North-West, but also in Upper Laos, and the
important ensuing political repercussion would be
notably felt both in Laos and Thailand.

However, after carefully considering our possibili-
ties to use a big force in this direction, Navarre
seemed more reassured, because the commanders
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accustomed to this battlefield had asserted that in
this sector our troops could not ensure their supply
and send reinforcements on a large scale for a rela-
tively long period, but could only use a limited force
for relatively short offensives, :

c) The third direction that might be threatened by
our army was South Indo-China. Here, we had ‘the
strategic zone of Western Highlands bordering on
Lower Laos, then the Nam Bo combat zone with
important human and material resources and where
the enemy forces, weaker than those in the North, were
scattered in various localities to defend the occupied
territory. :

Navarre estimated that if our regular forces
launched an offensive in this direction they -could
create a great confusion and win many successes.
Though there was no sign as yet of such an offensive,
this danger had to be prevented, since the liberation
of the North-West by our troops and that of Sam Neua
and many other localities by the Vietnamese Volun-
teers and the Pathet Lao Liberation troops in Upper
Laos. Therefore, Navarre posed the problem of reso-
lutely preventing our regular forces from expanding
beyond the Northern battlefield, a “prohlblted line",
from Thakhek to Dong Hoi.

As regards the Southern battlefield, Navarre held
that to let our troops control for years the thickly
populated and wealthy provinces in the Fifth Zone
and a fairly large area in the Ninth Zoné in Nam
Bo, was a grave mistake, for we could rely upon
these zones to strengthen our forces and create new
threats for the whole sector,
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Proceeding from these considerations, Navarre and
the French and American generals mapped out a
large-scale operational plan, hoping to regain the
initiative and to win a decisive success in a short
period -of time.

. “This operational plan envisaged two phases:

a) In autumn-winter 1953 and spring 1954 : to keep
the strategic defensive in the North, carry out a
strategic offensive in the South, at the same time

develop the puppet army, muster troops, and build

up big mobile force.

Concretely speaking, the enemy decided to gather
a strong mobile force in the Bac Bo delta in autumn
and winter 1953 to open fierce mopping-up operations
to destroy our guerilla bases and guerilla zones; at
the same time he planned to launch attacks on our
free zones in order to pin down and wear out our
regular troops, driving us to the defensive before we
could pass to the offensive. Meanwhile, he worked
against time to develop the puppet forces and con-
centrate his troops as rapidly as possible.

* After winter, that is after the season of big opera-
tions in the North, early in 1954, the enemy would
avail himself of the forced rest of our troops to
transfer the greater part of his mobile force to the
South. At this period, the climatic conditions in the
South were favourable to the operations of the enemy.
His intention was to open big operations to occupy
all our remaining free zones, particularly the Fifth
Zone and the Ninth Zone in Nam Bo to remove all
serious threats ; the enemy would take advantage of

41

s 27t 2 mresres et e e

e e e

e

i



his victories to develop new puppet forces and regroup
new mobile forces, thus preparing a big offensive on
the front of the North.

b) If the plan were working well, in autumn-
winter 1954, he would transfer to North Vietnam his
mobile forces greatly increased and highly heartened,
then shift to a strategic offensive on the front of the
North and win great military successes, thus forcing
us to negotiate in conditions favourable to them. And
if we did not accept his conditions he would destroy
our regular forces.

To have the required forces to carry out this plan,
Navarre advocated the following measures : to devel-
op the puppet army on a large scale; to regroup
part of the occupation forces; to ask for reinforce-
ments from France.

Navarre had no other way than to resort to the
perfidious policy formerly applied by Gen. Revers and
Gen. De Lattre de Tassigny : “fo feed war by war,
to use the Vietnamese to fight the Vietnamese’, to
use puppet troops as occupation forces in place of
European and African troops transierred to the
regrouping points. The only difference was that
Navarre insisted that it be applied on a larger scale
and with more resolution.

With U.S. weapons and dollars Navarre and the
French and American generals decided to build up
in 1953 a new puppet army comprising 54 battalions
named mobile battalions and to double this strength
in 1954. Thus the effectives of the puppet troops
amounted from about 200,000 to 290,000, not includ-
ing the puppet soldiers in the Expeditionary Corps.
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They used every barbarous and cruel manceuvre to
impoverish our people in the temporarily occupied
zones, mopped up, arrested, duped, coaxed, and
corrupted the youth. Frem May 1953 to March 1954,
the enemy succeeded in setting up 107 new puppet
battalions 95,000 men strong — the highest figure
since the beginning of the war. However the French
and American generals had to acknowledge that in
practice this expedient did not help, because it was
only a quantitative increase at the expense of the
quality of the units and the fighting spirit which
flagged despite their psychological warfare schemes
— signboard of sham independence, anti-communist
ideology, full liberty given to the troops to destroy,
rape and pillage during the operations.
Simultaneously with the development of the puppet
forces, Navarre envisaged the rapid establishment of
a fairly strong strategic mobile force capable of
breaking all our offensives and destroying the main
part of our forces later on. Thus in 1953 and 1954,
he intended to build up a mobile mass of 7 divisions
(6 divisions of infantry and [ division of paratroops),
comprising 27 mobile brigades in all. For this pur-
pose, Navarre ordered the regroupment of his picked
European and African units, which were to be with-
drawn from a number of posts. At the same time he
proposed the French government to send him two
divisions, but received only 12 battalions coming
from France, North Africa and Korea. In autumn-
winter 1953, the enemy succeeded in regrouping a
mobile force of 84 battalions on the Indo-China front,
and to carry out the first phase of the Navarre plan,
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he concentrated in the Bac Bo delta a fairly strong
mobile force comprising 44 battalions, that is over 50
per cent of his mobile forces then existing in Indo-
China.

Immediately after his appointment, Gen. Navarre
had many a time declared that he had to act accord-
”

ing to the slogan “always keep the initiative”,
“always on the offensive’.

In summer and during the autumn of 1953, the
enemy successively launched scores of fierce mop-
ping-up operations in the occupied zones in Bac Bo,
Binh-Tri-Thien and Nam Bo. In these raids he
mobilized fairly strong forces,” sometimes scores of
infantry battalions covered by artillery and air force,
such as in the large-scale mopping-up operations in
Binh-Tri-Thien, the Hai Hau region (Nam Dinh
province), the Luoc River region (Thai Binh prov-
ince). He mopped these regions many times, massa-
cred the people, arrested the youth, and herded the
population into concentration camps for a closer
control. He endeavoured to break our guerilla bases,
sabotage our economy, destroy our reserve force, and
use every perfidious scheme to develop his puppet
troops. ‘

In July 1953, he dropped his paratroops deep into
our rear, attacked Lang Son, and boasted that we
had suffered heavy losses, though in fact our losses
were insignificant.
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The enemy had his myrmidons intensify their
commando activities, extending the fields of action
of the bandits in the areas near Lao Cai, Lai Chau,
chiefly Son La.

In August 1953, the enemy withdrew the whole of
his armed forces from Na San to the delta, and
clamoured that this withdrawal was a great success.
Formerly, Na San had been considered by him as
“the Second Verdun”, blocking the road to the
Southward advance of communism, but when they
had to evacuate it in order to escape destruction, they
declared that Na San had lost all military interest.

In October 1953, Navarre launched the Hai Au
(Gull) operation in the region bordering Ninh Binh
and Thanh Hoa provinces, declared that he had
regained the initiative, paralysed our regular forces
and boasted of his readiness to occupy Thanh Hoa
or attack in the direction of Phu Tho. Taking advan-
tage of the march of the enemy on the iree zone, one
of our main units was ordered to choose positions
with vantage ground to destroy his forces, unit by
unit. Our troops had caused the enemy heavy losses
on the Ninh Binh main front as well as in his rear,
His troops had to withdraw from Nho Quan.

- Since the arrival of Navarre in Indo-China to the
first half of November everything seemed to run for
the best: he could intensify “the pacification” of his
rear, threaten our liberated zones, feverishly “mobil-
ize” the youth to develop the puppet army, keep the
initiative in the withdrawal of troops in some sectors,
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or.launch offensives on others, and boldly regroup
his strategic mobile forces. At that time the enemy
thought that our Autumn-Winter plan began to fizzle
out, because a part of our regular forces had been
worn out, our other main units would certainly be
used for the defence of the free zones. All the orders
of the day and “weekly letters” of Gen. Navarre fo
his officers and men as well as the French and
American press, revealed an utmost optimism.

Suddenly, the enemy High Command received new
pieces ol intelligence; there were signs about the
transfer of one unit of our regular forces to the North-
West. The enemy was in a quandary: should we
attack in this autumn-winter in the direction of the
delta or the North-West, and if we attacked in the
direction of the North-West, how to ensure the
protection of his troops stationed in Lai Chau, and
particularly how to protect Upper Laos ?

After having weighed the pros and cons, Gen.
Navarre decided to launch a new operation not
mentioned in his former strategic plan.

On November 20, 1953, six picked mobile battalions
were parachuted on the Muong Thanh plain and
occupied Dien Bien Phu. The enemy’s first intention
was to reinforce the position of Dien Bien Phu, then
get into liaison with Lai Chau to occupy Tuan Giao
and even Son La and Na San. Thus the radius of his
action in the North-West would extend and the defence
of Upper Laos be ensured.

But, in mid-and late in November, the enemy found
out new signs: it seemed that many of our regular
units including the most seasoned ones were march-
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ing in the direction of the North-West. These
news at first vague, became more and more precise.
The enemy detected the transfer of our troops for
the first time in winter 1953, rather rapidly com-
pared with the previous years when he realized the
main direction of our attack oﬁly at the first shot, as
it was the case in the Frontier and North-West
campaigns.

An extremely important new problem claimed the
attention of the High Command of the French Expe-
ditionary Corps: in face of our army’s intention 1o
launch a big offensive, had it to withdraw from
Dien Bien Phu or reinforce its garrison and accept
the combat on the spot? On December 3, 1953, Gen.
Navarre chose the second solution and ordered to
keep Dien Bien Phu at all costs, and create every
favourable condition to destroy an important part of
our regular forces in case of attack ; when necessary,
troops could be withdrawn from Lai Chau to reinforce
Dien Bien Phu. Basing on the Na San experience he
felt quite confident that with a strong force and an
up-to-date system of defence, Dien Bien Phu would
certainly become an unassailable fortress. As our
troops marched on the North-West the enemy had to
find stratagems further to attract our regular forces,
at last if we persisted in cur offensive, our regular
forces would certainly suffer heavy losses. Only in
this way could the enemy's strong-points in the North-
West be kept, Upper Laos in security and the Bac
Bo delta not be attacked. Winter would bring new
successes. And once our regular forces were worn
out and weary, when the enemy’s mobile forces would
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be regrouped and reinforced, Gen. Navarre would
freely shift to the Spring plan, that is to launch his
strategic offensive on the Southern battlefield as
envisaged in his plan.

This decision of Navarre was of an extremely great
strategic importance. After having taken it, the enemy
axed his propaganda about this success, stressing
that the occupation and reinforcement of Dien Bien
Phu were an irrefutable proof of the renewed strength
acquired by the Expeditionary Corps and of its high
mobile strategic possibilities. After the days of
anxiety, optimism within the official circles and in
the French and American opinion increased more
than previously.

In the meantime our regular forces were actively
preparing for the Autumn-Winter offensives and
gradually tightening its encirclement of Dien Bien
Phu.

A new page began in the history of the war’in
Indo-China.
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I

OUR STRATEGIC DIRECTION
OF THE WINTER 1953 — SPRING 1954 CAMPAIGN
OUR MAJOR ATTACKS ON THE CO-ORDINATED
FRONTS PRIOR TO THE DIEN BIEN PHU
CAMPAIGN

As has been said in previous chapters, Vietnam’s
military situation in summer 1953 underwent impor-
tant changes. On our side, from the Frontier cam-
paign onward, our troops grew powerfully, won
successive victories in many offensive campaigns
and firmly maintained the initiative on the Bac Bo
front. On the enemy side, he suffered successive
defeats, his effectives were destroyed, the area under
his control narrowed down: he couldn’t help using
new measures such as developing his puppet troops,
reinforcing his mobile forces in an attempt to save
the situation. As our forces on the Northern battle-
field were markedly stronger than on others, and the
Bac Bo delta was important politically as well as
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strategically, the enemy was ever more prone to
concentrate his forces fo defend the Bac Bo delta,
regarding it as “a key position in South-East Asia”.

As early as 1953, our Party Central Committee had
analysed profoundly and scientifically the military
situation on various fronts in Vietnam in particular,
and throughout Indo-China in general.

The Central Committee assessed that due to
the uneven development of our forces on various
fronts in Bac Bo, Trung Bo and Nam Bo, the bulk
of the enemy main forces was gradually concentrated
in Bac Bo, while on other fronts he was exposed on
many sectors. In Bac Bo, his forces were regrouped
in the delta whereas on mountain fronts, he was
relatively weaker, and the topographic conditions
there were favourable to us and unfavourable to the
enemy.

Seasoned in great campaigns, our regular forces
whose combativeness had been raised, acquired new
abilities in mobile warfare as well as in siege warfare.
Hcwever, as has been Pproved by the experiences
drawn in the Midlands campaign, Road Ne 18 cam-
paign and Ha-Nam-Ninh campaign in 1951, on the
delta front, with our armed forces mustered to a
-certain degree, we could gain the absolute superiority
only in a short period of time. As soon as the enemy,
taking advantage of his possibilities in rapid reinfor-
cement, brought in more mobile forces, we then met
with many difficulties in continuing the development
of our offensive. On mountain fronts, it was clear
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that our troops had more favourable conditions to

destroy the enemy, who was relatively scattered, and

was handicapped in the use and development of the
effectiveness of his artillery and air force, etc. His
supply and reinforcement, only carried by air, were
greatly limited. Our troops had many possibilities to
secure and maintain a military superiority throughout
the offensive campaign or in given directions during
the campaign, henice we could score great successes.

. Proceeding from the foregoing analysis and con-
sidering the destruction of enemy eflectives as the
main task, our Party Central Committee put forth
a most correct strategic direction which consisted in
concentrating our forces to launch offensives in
strategically important directions where the enemy
was relatively weak in order to wipe out part of his
effectives, liberate territory, at the same time com-
pelling him to scatter his Jorces to cope with us on
the wvital points which they could not abandon ;
moreover the scaltering of his forces created new
favourable conditions for us to put out of action more
of his effectives. To speak mcre concretely, on the
front of the Bac Bo delta, besides the main and
immediate task which was to continue speeding up
guerilla warfare in the enemy rear, we could also use
part of our regular forces in minor battles, As for
major campaigns, they should be launched in other
directions. By so doing we would gradually creale
conditions to proceed to the liberaticn of the delta.

Once more the Party Central Committee re-aflirmed
the strategic direction of the resistance war in
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general and the direction of operations of our army
in particular as follows, “The general guiding prin-
ciple of our liberation war is to conduct a long resis-
tance war by our own means, therefore we must not
be subjective, underestimate the enemy, take hasty
steps and indulge ourselves in recklessness. To strike
surely and advance cautiously, strike to win, strike
only when success is certain: if it is not, then don’t
strike”. Only fighting with victory was allowed.
Fighting without victory was not allowed.

Our regular forces had to take mobile warfare as
the main tactics. We used rapid mobile warfare to
destroy the enemy effectives part by part. We availed
ourselves of our superiority in armed forces to
destroy the enemy wholesale in individual battles,
not to wear out, not to rout him. Again it was neces-
sary for our troops to co-ordinate siege warfare with
mobile warfare. This was a necessity to bring our
offensive campaigns to great victories.

We had predicted that after the cease-fire on the
Korean front the French and American imperialists’
new plot would be their endeavour to increase their
forces and extend their aggressive war in Indo-China.
The military situation in summer 1953 became
markedly tense especially after the appointment of
Gen. Navarre as Commander-in-Chief of the French
Expeditionary Corps in Indo-China.

Our people and army stood undaunted in face of
the enemy’s new plots and manceuvres. Qur task was
resolutely to fight in order to smash the Navarre
plan, to defeat it. But what should be our strategic
direction and operational plan ? In face of the enemy’s

52



new plot, how should we analyse the situation and
define the principles of action in a precise way so
that victory might be guaranteed ?

The concrete problem was :

The enemy was mustering a huge force in the Bac
Bo delta, concentrating an unprecedentedly great
mobile force, fiercely raiding his rear, and launching
big and small offensives against our free zones,
should we either concentrate our forces to cope with
the enemy or despatch them to launch offensives in
other directions ?

The first solution was: the enemy was concentra-
ting his forces in the Bac Bo delta threatening our
free zones, then we should muster all our regular for-
ces or the bulk of them in the plain to destroy part
of the enemy troops and to co-ordinate with guerilla
warfare in order to defend our free zones for a certain
time. After the enemy had suffered certain losses, and
our free zones had been consolidated, we should either
leave our regular forces operate in the delta or
transfer them in other directions, according to the
situation.

The second solution was: the enemy was concen-
trating his forces in the Bac Bo delta where the
conditions of combat were more favourable to him
than to our regular forces, to use our forces there
would bring us limited successes and we might suffer
losses. Therefore, it was necessary for us to transfer
our regular forces in other directions where the enemy
was relatively exposed, to destroy his effectives more

53




advantageously and compel him to scatter his forces
to cope with the situation; meanwhile we should
speed up guerilla warfare in the enemy’s rear
throughout the country. If the enemy attacked our
free zones, his forces would be ever more scattered ;
and our victories in the directions where the enemy
was exposed, would automatically compel him to
withdraw from our free zones.

At that time, we could already see the main lines
of the Navarre plan, but the enemy's plot did not
concretely come to light yet. Our Party Central Com-’
mittee studied and analysed the situation, firmly
grasped the spirit and fundamental strategic direc-
tion put forth previously to proceed to the adoption
of the direction of operations in the Winter 1953 —
Spring 1954 campaign. This strategy was: fo use
part of our regular forces to launch offensives upon
the directions where the enemy was exposed, at the
same time to seek for opportunities to destroy the
enemy in mobile warfare in the direction where he
could attack deep into our free zones. Meanwhile we
would speed up guerilla warfare on all fronts of the
enemy rear, and actively carry out all necessary
preparations among the people, the local troops, the
people’s militiamen and the guerillas-in the free
zones, so that our regular forces had a free hand to
fulfil their tasks.

The operational plan was in its broad lines:

a) To use part of our regular forces to launch an
offensive in the north-western direction, destroy the
enemy who was still occupying Lai Chau, thus libe-
rating the whole North-West.
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b) To propose the Pathet Lao Liberation troops to
co-ordinate with the Vietnamese volunteers units in
order to launch an offensive in the direction of
Middle Laos, destroy the enemy effectives, and en-
large the liberated zone.

c) As the enemy’s action was not yet clearly seen
our immediate tactics was to post an important part
of our regular forces at a certain point, completely
conceal them, and keep ourselves ready for action.
In face of our troops’ offensive in the north-western
direction, it was possible that the enemy would send
his reinforcements there; in this circumstance, we
would dispatch more regular forces .in that direction
to wipe out his effectives. The enemy might also
attack deep in some direction of the Viet Bac base
to cut our lines of communication and supply, destroy
the lines of reinforcements of our forefronts, and
cause losses to our free zones, at the same time
compel our regular forces to withdraw from the
North-West. In this case, we would seek ways and
means to attract the enemy deep into our rear and
then use part of our regular forces to put him out
of action.

d) In the delta, we would speed up guerilla war-
fare in the enemy’s rear, consolidate and develop our
guerilla bases and guerilla zones, undertake effective
co-ordinated operations with the aforesaid offensives.
If the enemy attacked our free zones, we would wear
him out and tried to destroy part of his effectives.

Above was the operational plan worked out
for our army on the main battlefield — the Northern
battlefield. -
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The Party Central Committee again based itself on
the enemy situation and ours, and on the aforesaid
strategic direction, to define the Winter-Spring ope-
rational plan for the Southern battlefield whose broad
lines were as follows :

a) In the South, we had a large free area which
was the Fifth Zone where our armed forces were
relatively strong. At that time, we had received
reliable information about the enemy preparations
for an attack to occupy our free zones. In the Fifth
Zone, we faced a problem which was also as difficult
to be solved as that in the North : the enemy was pre:
paring to launch an offensive upon our free zones;
should we use the bulk of our regular forces to cope
with the enemy’s scheme and defend our free zones or
rush them to another direction in which we had many
more favourable condltlons to destroy the enemy effec-
tives.

- We reached a bold and precise resolution which
was to concentrate the bulk of our regular forces in
the Fifth Zone to launch an offensive upon the front
of the Western High Plateaux in order to destroy
part of the enemy effectives and liberate part of the
territory. The people, the local armed forces, the
people’s militiamen and guerillas, together with a
small part of our regular forces, had the task of
making active preparations to cope with the enemy’s
scheme of encroaching upon our free zones. We
assessed that the enemy might attack and temporarily
occupy part of our free zones, but if our offensive
developed favourably on the Western High Plateaux
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front, he would finally be compelled to withdraw
his troops from the area he had just occupied and
perhaps even from many other localities.

- b) With regard to the Nam Bo front and that of
the southernmost part of Trung Bo, our task was to
speed up guerilla warfare, take advantage of the new
favourable conditions created by the transfer of the
bulk of the enemy’s forces to other directions, to
multiply small attacks in which we were certain of
victory, wear out and destroy the enemy effectives
part by part, intensify the political work among the
puppet soldiers, and enlarge our guerilla bases and
zones. Our people and army in the free Ninth Zone
also made active preparations to cope with an
eventual enemy offensive.. ‘

The aforesaid operational plan proceeded from the
following fundamental principles on the strategic
directions and direction of operations :

First, in the liberation war waged by our people,
the most fundamental strategic principle was to
destroy the enemy effectives and increase our forces ;
only by destroying the enemy eflectives could we
change the balance of forces between the enemy and
us and liberate territory. If due to the defence or
liberation of territory we did not steadily abide by
the principle of destroying the enemy effectives, in
the end our forces would be easily worn out and we
would be unable to defend territory, let alone to
liberate it. Therefore it was necessary firmly to grasp
this main principle.

Second, we had to strike to win, strike only when
success is certain, strike to wipe out the enemy. At
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the start of the war. our military forces were much
weaker than those of the enemy, if we did not firmly
grasp the principle of striking to win and to destroy
the enemy, our forces could not increase, and grow
stronger. With regard to our army which was that
of an oppressed nation, of the poor toiling people,
it was necessary for us firmly to grasp this principle :

to strike only when success is certain; if it is not, then
don’t strike; to wipe out the enemy but not to wear
him out. We had to do in such a way that after a
combat, after a campaign, our troops grew stronger,
and the enemy troops weaker.

Third, because we wanted to destroy the enemy
effectives and to strike only to win and not to be
defeated, because we had to realize these goals in
conditions of the enemy being strong, and we mili-
tarily weak, our strategic direction could not allow
us to choose other directions than those where the
enemy was exposed, and relatively weak and where
we had many favourable conditions in all aspects in
order to concentrate our absolute superiority in
matters of troops and firepower, for combats of
wholesale destruction. Drawing experiences from the
successes and failures in the first years of the resis-
tance war, we realized all the clearer this important
principle : to attack the sectors where the enemy was
exposed or relatively weak. At the beginning of this
chapter it has been recalled that our Party Central
Committee had correctly reaffirmed the strategic
direction of our regular forces: to spearhead our
offensives upon the fronts where the enemy was
exposed, in the important directions where the enemy
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was relatively weak, in order to destroy him. When
working out the Autumn-Winter 1953 — 1954 plan,
we based ourselves on the direction set by the Party
Central Committee.

Fourth, because our aim was to destroy the enemy
effectives, attack the enemy where he was relatively
weak, and create favourable conditions to destroy
him, in the practical military conditions obtaining at
that time, whose major feature was the concentration
by the enemy of a fairly powerful mobile force in the
Bac Bo delta, we should not launch large-scale offen-
sives upon that powerful mobile mass but seek ways
and means to compel him to scatter his forces, first
of all in many directions, in this way he would be
weaker in every direction, and we would have many
more conditions to wipe him out ; the best thing was
to scatter him in the directions unfavourable to him
in topographical conditions, in the use of weapons
and technique, in transports and supply, etc., and
thus we would have many more conditions to destroy
a greater part of his effectives. If the most important
point in the Navarre plan was {o overcome all
difficulties, use all measures, resolutely concentrate
forces, build at all costs a strongest strategic mobile
mass to cope victoriously with our offensives, and
moreover, to launch large-scale offensives to destroy
our regular forces, the very important point in our
Winter-Spring operational plan was to overcome all
difficulties, use all measures, keep firm the initiative,
determinedly compel the enemy to scatter, smash his
concentrated mobile mass, compel him to split his
regular forces in various directions, then choose the

59

it e e e

s N ettt g v s

S




directions most favourable to us to destroy him. We
strongly believed that we could do that because we
had grasped one of the important contradictions of
the enemy’s aggressive war: the contradiction
between the concentration of forces and occupation
of territory, the contradiction between the build-up
of a large-scale mobile force and the scattering of his
forces to various regions, between the strategic
offensive and strategic defensive.

Our Winter-Spring operational plan also crystal-
lized and emphasized the principle of dynamism,
initiative, mobility and rapidity of decision in face
of new situations. ,

Dynamism and initiative meant to seize the good
opportunities, choose the front favourable to us and
unfavourable to the enemy to attack him, and des-
troy his effectives; it meant determinedly to avoid
the situation in which we had to cope passively with
the enemy, but on the contrary we had to compel the
enemy to despatch his troops wherever we liked ;
again it meant that if the opportunities did not exist
we would create them to destroy the enemy.

Again why did we need mobility and rapidity of
decision in face of new situations ? For the enemy’s
situation could change rapidly, partly because he
had a concentrated force and many means of trans-
port, and partly because our activities compelled him
to react. On all fronts in general and on each direc-
tion in particular, the enemy could withdraw his
troops from one sector to reinforce the other, and this
reinforcement could be great or small, he might
attack our free zones or might not, and if he attacked
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our free zones, he might choose one sector or the
other. Our troops had to be most mobile and rapid
in order not to let slip any opportunities to destroy
the enemy.

How should be mobility and rapidity of decision
in face of new situations ? This meant the readiness
to fight the enemy in any condition when he was not
yet reinforced, when he had been reinforced or was
withdrawing : we were ready to fight either in the
delta, or in the mountain regions ; if conditions changed
unfavourably to us while we were carrying out our
operational plan, we immediately transferred our
troops to other directions or withdrew them; if the
situation changed suddenly the forces transferred
to one direction would be immediately despatched to
another. With regard to the army, mobility and
rapidity of decision in face of new situations meant
constant readiness to fight on whatever battlefront,
at any time, in any form, with an enemy in his
position or on the march, to engage in mobile war-
fare, siege warfare or guerilla warfare provided we
could wipe out the enemy effectives. In short, mobility
and rapidity of decision in face of new situations was
an expression of dynamism and initiative, drawing
its source from the determination to wipe out the
enemy effectives. All ideas and actions were aimed
at reaching the basic goal which was the destruction
of enemy effectives.

A general survey of all fronts throughout the
country showed that our Winter-Spring operational
plan aimed at frustrating the Navarre plan, was the
expression of a co-ordinated action in all directions
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in Bac Bo, Trung Bo and Nam Bo, etc., the expres-
sion of a close co-ordination between regular warfare
on the main fronts and guerilla warfare in the
enemy’s rear, a close co-ordination between the task
ol destroying the enemy effectives and that of liberat-
ing territory, with the destruction of enemy effectives
as the main task.

The realization of the aforesaid tactics meant that
we could take advantage of the enemy’s weak points
and contradictions to destroy him: contradiction
between the consolidation of his defence system in
the temporarily occupied zones and the offensive
upon our free zones, contradiction between occupation
and pacification of the Southern battlefield on the one
hand and the transfer of his troops to Bac Bo on the
other, contradiction between territorial occupation
and military concentration.

The realization of the aloresaid tactics meant that
we could destroy part of the enemy eflectives, disperse
his mobile forces, liberate part of the territory, build
new bases, create new fronts, thus creating conditions
to destroy many more enemy effectives.

The realization of the aforesaid tactics meant that
we could constantly keep our initiative, and drive
the enemy into a more and more passive situation.

The realization of the aforesaid tactics meant that
we could frustrate the new enemy plot, smash the
Navarre plan like we had done with De Tassigny’s,

Such were our strategic direction and operational
plan in Winter 1953-Spring 1954.
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To carry out these direction and plan, in the
regions threatened by the enemy, we had scattered
our stores, transferred our offices and schools deeper
in our territory, made Preparations to cope with
every enemy offensive by our own means. In the
enemy’s rear, the people together with the armed
forces and para-military troops were feverishly
preparing to parry the enemy raids.

In October hundreds of thousands of dan cong had
been mobilized to prepare for various fronts; the
communication lines which had been widened, were
repaired.

In mid-November, a part of our regular forces
marched to the front-line, in the direction of Lai
Chau. The Vietnamese volunteers, together with the
Pathet Lao Liberation troops, also got themselves
prepared to operate in Middle Laos. Our Winter-
Spring offensives were about to begin.

At this very period of time, the military situation
underwent a new change.

The enemy detected the transier of part of our
regular forces in the North-Western direction. On
November 20, 1953, part of his mobile forces was
parachuted on Dien Bien Phu to occupy it. A new
situation was thus created.

We timely assessed this new situation as follows :

About the enemy’s landing of his troops on Dien
Bien Phu, though we could not foresee its exact time
and place, it happened within the limit of our previ-
sion that if the North-West was threatened the enemy
would send reinforcements in that direction. Thus,
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in face of the threat of our attack, the enemy losing
his initiative, had to despatch part of his mobile
forces to Dien Bien Phu in order to protect the North-
West, cover Upper Laos, and smash our offensive plan.

How would the enemy situation change in the near
future ? The enemy might defend Dien Bien Phu and
Lai Chau at the same time, with the protection of
Dien Bien Phu as the main task.

If threatened he could regroup his forces to one
single position which he would reinforce to some
extent ; we did not yet know exactly the position he
would choose, but it would be probably Dien Bien Phu.

If being more heavily threatened he might reinforce
that position to some extent and transform it into
a fortified entrenched camp (in this case he might
choose Dien Bien Phu as a premise to build his
position) but he might also withdraw.

At that time we could not yet affirm that the enemy
would stay or withdraw, that he would stay at one
point or at two, for a long or short time, that he
would send in reinforcements in great or small
numbers first, because we did not yet have reliable
information to foresee the enemy scheme ; second,
because the enemy also faced many difficulties : if he
withdrew he might lose territory, if he sent in great
reinforcements he would scatter his mobile forces
and might be destroyed, therefore he might not have
a well-defined plan, or he might have it which he
might change when he met with difficulties arising
from our action.

However changeable the enemy situation might be
the landing by the enemy of his air-borne troops on
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Dien Bien Phu was advantageous to us. It laid bare
the- contradiction of the enemy between occupation
of territory and concentration of forces, between the
occupation of the mountain positions and that of the
delta positions.

In consideration of the aforesaid assessment, the
units of our regular forces which were marching to
the North-West, were ordered immediately to attack
and destroy the enemy at Lai Chau ; at the same time,
a wing of our forces advanced rapidly towards the
North of Dien Bien Phu, cut the retreat of the enemy
from Lai Chau to Dien Bien Phu, prevented him from
marching from Dien Bien Phu to meet his forces
coming from Lai Chau, at the same time we closed
on the enemy at Dien Bien Phu, encircled him and
prepared for the battle to come. -

LIBERATION OF LAI CHALU,
ENCIRCLEMENT OF DIEN BIEN PHU

On December 10, 1953, we opened fire on the Lai
Chau front. Formerly we had wiped out or forced to
surrender thousands of bandits in the regions of
Muong La and Chau Thuan.

The enemy at Lai Chau had withdrawn part of
his forces to Dien Bien Phu by air from December 7,
1953. The remainder comprising two battalions of
puppet soldiers and 23 companies, was prepared to
withdraw by the mountain tracks to rally Dien
Bien Phu.
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Having been informed of the withdrawal of the
enemy from Lai Chau, our troops immediately march-
ed forward along Road Ne 41, now Road Ne 6, to
pursue him. On December 10, we destroyed the
outpost of Pa-Ham, about 30 km from Lai Chau. On
December 12, 1953 our troops liberated Lai Chau town.

On December 13, our troops wiped out the enemy
in retreat at Muong Pon and Pu San peak. Two days
before, we had destroyed part of the enemy forces
coming from Dien Bien Phu at Tau village, 10 km
north of Dien Bien Phu.

After more than ten days and ten nights of fighting,
pursuit, encirclement and destruction in this moun-
tain region, our troops liberated the remaining part
of the enemy-occupied zone in Lai Chau province,
wiping out 24 companies.

After our victory in the south-western part of Ninh
Binh province, the Lai Chau campaign was a great
success of our troops in winter 1953-spring 1954.
This victory gave more confidence to our army and
people.

Another consequence of the Lai Chau battle was
that the enemy had to reinforce Dien Bien Phu hastily
to avoid the danger of being destroyed. The Navarre’s
regrouping plan began to be frustrated.

Besides the Bac Bo delta, Dien Bien Phu became
a second point where the enemy concentrated his
forces.

Our troops hurriedly encircled the Dien Bien Phu
fortified entrenched camp.
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LIBERATION OF THAKHEK
AND SEVERAL REGIONS IN MIDDLE LAOS

Parallel with the preparations to attack Lai Chau,
orders were given to the Vietnamese volunteers to
co-operate with the Pathet Lao Liberation troops to
launch an offensive on the Middle Laos front, where
the enemy was relatively exposed. Early in December,
detecting our activity, the enemy hastily rushed
reinforcements to this sector.

On December 21 and 22 the Pathet Lao and Viet-
namese units launched two successive attacks upon
Kham He and Banaphao near the Vietnam-Laos
frontier, destroying completely two enemy. mobile
battalions, the greater part of another mobile batta-
lion and a battalion of artillery. After a series of
victories the Pathet Lao and Vietnamese units rushed
towards Thakhek while pursuing the enemy in his
flight along Road Ne 9.

The enemy bewildered withdrew from Thakhek to
Seno, a military base near Savannakhet. On Decem-
ber 25, the Pathet Lao Liberation units entered libe-
rated Thakhek, a town on the bank of the Mekong.
The liberated zones were extended to Road Ne 9. A
number of enemy posts stationed there were also
destroyed.

This was another great victory of our troops in the
winter 1953-spring 1954 campaign. To face our acti-
vity in time the enemy had to transfer hastily his
mobile forces from the Bac Bo delta and other fronts
to reinforce Seno and turn it into a big fortified
entrenched camp in order to impede the Pathet Lao
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and Vietnamese units in their advance into Lower
Laos. Navarre was compelled to scatter his forces
over several points.

Besides the Bac Bo delta and Dien Bien Phu, Seno
became the third point where the enemy concen-
trated his forces.

LIBERATION OF THE BOLOVENS HIGHLAND
AND THE TOWN OF ATTOPEU

Simultaneously with the attack on Middle Laos,
one unit of the Pathet Lao and Vietnamese forces
crossed dangerous mountain regions and advanced
deep into Lower Laos where it effected asjunction with
the local armed forces.

Taking advantage of the exposure of the enemy,
on December 30 and 31, the Pathet Lao and Viet-
namese forces defeated an enemy battalion in the
region of Attopeu and liberated this town. Following
up their victory, they advanced toward Saravane and
liberated the whole Bolovens Highland in Lower Laos.

The enemy had to despatch reinforcements to Pakse
town.

LIBERATION OF KONTUM
AND THE NORTH OF THE WESTERN HIGHLANDS

Though defeated in many sectors, the enemy still
remained subjective in appraising the situation. Due
to the easy occupation of Dien Bien Phu he thought
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we were not strong enough to attack it, nof only
because it was a very strong fortified entrenched
camp, but the distance which separated it from our
rear created insuperable obstacles for us in the
supply of food if we wanted to attack it. He thought
that our many-sided attacks were due to our hesitancy
in tackling with Dien Bien Phu and that we would
soon be obliged to evacuate the North-West because
 of supply difficulties, then he would find the means
to destroy part of our regular forces and carry on
his plan to occupy Tuan Giao, Son La, and eventually
to return to Na San.

It was this same subjective appraisal which made
him mobilize on January 20, 15 battalions to launch
an offensive upon the southern part of Phu Yen in
the Fifth Zone. This was the Atlante operation, a
strategic offensive envisaged by the Navarre plan,
aimed at occupying our whole free zone in South
Trung Bo.

Despite the enemy’s attack upon our free zone, our
troops in the Fifth Zone carried on their plan most
resolutely, leaving behind only a small part of their
forces to cope with the enemy and cover our rear,
while the bulk attacked the Western Higlands, a
strategically important sector where the enemy was
relatively exposed.

The offensive began on January 26. The next day,
we destroyed the Mandel sub-sector, the strongest
one, then we wiped out the post of Dakto and liberat-
ed the whole north of Kontum province. On February
17, we literated Kontum town, swept the enemy from
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the northern part of the Western Highlands and
advanced as far as Road Ne 19. Meanwhile, we attack-
ed Pleiku town. The enemy bewildered had to stop
his offensive in the plains of the Fifth Zone, withdraw
many units from there and even a number of units
from Middle Laos and Binh-Tri-Thien to reinforce
Pleiku town and a number of strongholds in the
southern part of the Western Highlands in order to
parry our blows. ’

The Kontum victory was another great success of
our army and people in the Winter-Spring campaign.
In the Fifth Zone, we foiled the threat of the enemy
upon the rear of Quang Nam and Quang Ngai prov-
inces, liberated the whole of an important strate-
gical base in the north of the Western Highlands.
Our free zone ran from Quang Nam and Quang Ngai
sea-coast to the Vietnam-Laos frontier, linked with
the liberated south-western part of the Bolovens
Highland of friendly Laos. '

This victory proved all the clearer the accuracy of
the Party Central Committee’s guiding principle.
The enemy was more and more obviously driven on
to the defensive. He had to transfer troops from the
Bac Bo delta to reinforce Middle Laos, and after-
wards from Middle Laos and Binh-Tri-Thien to rein-
force the Western Highlands.

The enemy concentrated forces in an attempt
rapidly to attack and occupy the Fifth Zone, but had
to stop this move to react to our offensive.

Thé enemy wanted to concentrate his forces but
was compelled to continue scattering them. Pleiku
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and a number of strongholds in the south of the
Western Highlands became the fourth point where
he concentrated his forces.

Our offensive on the Western Highlands was
victoriously carried on till June 1954 and scored many
more successes, particularly the resounding victory
at An Khe, where we cut to pieces the mobile regiment
Ne 100 which had just returned from the Korean front,
thus liberating An Khe and seizing a large booty in
vehicles, weapons and munitions.

LIBERATION OF PHONG SALY AND THE NAM HU
RIVER BASIN, THE PUSH FORWARD TOWARDS
LUANG PRABANG

After the defeat of Lai Chau, Dien Bien Phu became
too isolated. The enemy tried to effect junction
between Dien Bien Phu and Upper Laos by increasing
his occupation forces along the Nam Hu River basin
as far as Muong Khoa, hoping to establish liaison
with Dien Bien Phu.

To put the enemy on the wrong track, destroy more
of his effectives and oblige him to continue scattering
his forces in order to create favourable conditions for
our preparations for the offensive upon the fortified
entrenched camp orders were given to the Vietnamese
volunteers to co-ordinate their action with the Pathet
Lao Liberation troops for an offensive in the Nam
Hu River basin,



On January 26, the Pathet Lao and Vietnamese
forces attacked Muong Khoa where they destroyed
one European battalion ; then exploiting this success.
they wiped out the enemy in the Nam Hu River basin,
and came within striking distance of Luang Prabang.

.,The Nam Hu front-line considered by the enemy
as his strategic line of communication, was smashed,
17 enemy companies being destroyed, including one
European battalion. Luang Prabang was threatened.
" On the other hand, the Pathet Lao and Vietnamese
forces advanced to the north and liberated Phong
Saly. The resistance base of the Laotian people was
expanded, linked with the Sam Neua liberated zone
and our North-West.

In face of the powerful offensive of the Pathet Lao
and Vietnamese troops, the enemy had to reinforce
Luang Prabang with his mobile forces withdrawn
from the Bac Bo delta.

Once more, Navarre was compelled fo continue
scattering his forces. Luang Prabang became the
fifth point where the enemy concentrated his forces.

OUR SUCCESSES ON THE FRONTS IN THE ENEMY’S
REAR IN THE BAC BO DELTA, THE THREE PROVINCES
OF QUANG BINH, QUANG TRI AND THUA THIEN,
THE SOUTHERNMOST PART OF TRUNG BO,
AND NAM BO

When the enemy was in difficulties to cope with
the successive attacks of our regular forces in many
sectors, everywhere on the fronts in the enemy’s rear,
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our regular forces, local forces, people’s militia and
guerillas effectively exploited the situation to speed
up their co-ordinated activities.

~ In the Bac Bo delta, guerilla warfare developed
very powerfully. Our regular and local forces des-
troyed many important enemy positions, including
large ones such as Hoang Dan in Ha Nam province,
La Tien in Thai Binh province, Tu Son in Bac Ninh
province; compelled the enemy to withdraw from a
series of other positions, including important ones
such as Bo sub-sector in Bac Giang province, Diem
Dien and Cao Mai in Thai Binh province, Kinh Mon
in Hai Duong province, Phu Luu Te in Ha Dong
province, Ao Khoang and Suoi Me in Son Tay provin-
ce. Various forms of attacks, ambushes, communica-
tion warfare developed powerfully, destroying whole
companies, sometimes whole battalions; Road Ne 5
an enemy vital strategic line of communication, was
threatened seriously, being sometimes cut for weeks
on end. Especially in two great attacks on Cat Bi
and Gia Lam airfields, our armymen destroyed scores
of enemy planes. In the following months, guerilla
warfare in the Bac Bo delta developed still more
powerfully. The propaganda work directed to the
enemy also scored very great achievements. The
guerilla bases and guerilla zones were greatly
expanded, totalling three-quarters of the territory
controlled by the enemy:.

Binh-Tri-Thien, and in the southernmost part of
Trung Bo, our troops’ activity was also intense, strik-
ing powerfully on the communication lines, derailed
many enemy trains, smashed many enemy raids,
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expanded the guerilla bases and guerilla zones,
increased the propaganda work among the enemy
ranks and won many successes.

In Nam Bo, throughout the whole Winter-Spring
campaign, our troops endeavoured to speed up co-
ordinated activities. Due to the transfer by the enemy
of his mobile forces to other fronts, the influence of
our successive victories on many ironts, the precise-
ness of our principles of action, and the doing away
with a number of former shortcomings, guerilla
warfare which was being developed” powerfully,
scored very great successes. The enemy in over 1,000
posts and watchtowers was either destroyed or com-
pelled to withdraw. The free Ninth Zone was firmly
maintained and expanded. The large and small
guerilla bases and guerilla zones were restored and
greatly expanded. Many localities were liberated,
and the number of soldiers crossing to our side
amounted to thousands, and afterwards to tens of
thousands. )

Early in March 1954, when reviewing the general
military situation on various fronts, we saw two
noteworthy characteristics:

First, our troops, taking the initiative of launching
a series of offensive campaigns in many directions,
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were victorious everywhere, destroying part of the
enemy effectives and liberating many localities includ-
ing important strategic areas.

Second, the enemy strategic mobile mass was no
more concentrated in the Bac Bo delta but scatter-
ed over several directions: Luang Prabang and
Muong Sai in Upper Laos, Seno in Middle Laos,
Pleiku, the south of the Western Highlands in the
Fifth Zone, and part of his picked forces was pinned
down at Dien Bien Phu. Navarre’s famous mobile
mass concenirated in the Bac Bo delta was by
then reduced frem 44 battalions to 20 battalions, a
great part of these battalions was no longer mobile
and had to be scattered in order to protect the impor-
tant communication lines, particularly Road Ne 5.

The Navarre plan was going bankrupt.

Navarre’s scheme was to build up an ever stronger
mobile strategic mass to win back the initiative, but
we obliged him to scatter his forces in many direc-
tions, and subjected them to gradual destruction and
passive reaction.

Navarre’s scheme was to wear out and destroy part
of our regular forces, frustrate our Winter-Spring
plan; however, our regular forces, instead of being
destroyed, won successive victories, while his main
forces suffered heavy losses.

Navarre’s scheme was to “pacify” his rear, but there
guerilla warfare developed ever more powerfully.

Navarre’s scheme was to launch offensive cam-
paigns to threat our free zones, pin down and wear

out our regular forces, but our free zones were not
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threatened and our regular forces kept on their mobi-
lity at a high degree, whereas the enemy rear was
fiercely attacked and more threatened than ever before.

However, the French and American generals did not
want to admit this disastrous truth.

They even reckoned that our activity in winter 1953-
spring 1954 had reached its peak, that our withdrawal
was beginning, and that we lacked the strength to
continue our offensive.

They even reckoned that despite their casualties
they had been able to cope with and check our Autumn-
Winter offensives and now it was their turn to get
back the initiative. Proceeding from this assessment,
Gen. Navarre ordered to continue the strategic offen-
sive on the Southern battlefield, concentrate relatively
great forces to continue occupying the Fifth Zone and
resume the Atlante plan which had been interrupted.
On March 12, to win back the initiative, he started
an attack on Qui Nhon.

Not for a moment did he believe that on the follow-
ing day, March 13, 1954, we would launch a large-
scale offensive on the Dien Bien Phu fortified
entrenched camp. Thus began the historic Dien Bien
Phu campaign.
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THE HISTORIC DIEN BIEN PHU CAMPAIGN
THE SITUATION OF THE ENEMY AND OUR
' STRATEGIC DIRECTION

Dien Bien Phu is a large valley situated west of
the mountainous zone of the North-West.

It is a plain 18 kilometres long by six to eight
kilometres wide. It is the biggest, and most densely
populated of the four large plains in the North-West
close to the Vietnam-Laos frontier, situated at the
junction of important roads linking with Lai Chau in
the north-east; Tuan Giao, Son La, Na San in the
east and south-east; Luang Prabang in the west
and Sam Neua in the south. The French and American
imperialists considered Dien Bien Phu as a strategic
position of utmost importance, a strategic position
between North Vietnam, Upper Laos and the South-
West of China, capable of becoming an infantry and
air base of extreme efficiency in their scheme of
aggression in South-East Asia. '



The effectives of the enemy at Dien Bien Phu which
were in the beginning about six battalions were gra-
dually reinforced to cope with our offensive. When we
launched the attack, the garrison had 12 battalions
and seven companies of infantry; during the cam-
paign the enemy continued to send as reinforcements
four battalions and two companies of paratroops, thus
totalling 17 battalions of infantry, made chiefly of
Europeans and Africans and crack paratroops units.
Moreover there were three battalions of artillerymen,
one battalion of sappers, one armoured company, a
transport unit of 200 lorries and a permanent squa-
dron of 14 aircraft. Altogether 16,200 men.

These forces occupied a fortified entrenched camp
having three sub-sectors which supported one another
and comprised 49 strong-points. Each strong-point.
with its own disposition of defence, formed with others
a “complex resistance centre” defended by mobile
forces and artillery, and surrounded by communica-
tion trenches and barbed wire, having important and
autonomous possibilities of defence. Each sub-sector
comprised several strongly fortified resistance centres.
Each resistance centre as well as the whole fortified
entrenched camp were defended by a system of under-
ground works, and a system of auxiliary works
(fences or fields of barbed wire, mine-fields) and an
extremely powerful firing network.

The most important was the central sub-sector
situated in the middle of the Muong Thanh village,
the chief town of Dien Bien Phu. Nearly two-thirds
of the forces of the garrison were concentrated here
(eight battalions comprising five stationary and three
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mobile battalions). It had many resistance centres
supporting each other and surrounding the command
post, the artillery and commissariat bases, and protect-
ing the airfield. To the east, there was a system of
very efficacious fortified heights, especially hills A-1,
C-1, D-1, E-1 which were the most important defence
works of the sub-sector. Dien Bien Phu was consi-
dered by the enemy as an unassailable and impreg-
nable fortress. In fact, the central sub-sector was
defended by quite a strong force, and the eastern
heights could not be attacked casily. Besides, the
artillery and armoured forces of the encmy could inter-
cept any of our approaches, across the flat plain; a
system of fortifications, barbed wire and trenches
would permit the enemy to wear out and repel any
assault, a mobile force of battalions of paratroops was
ready to co-ordinate its action with the resistance
centres in order to counter-attack and break any
offensive, and the motorized artillery and air force
could check any attack and annihilate our artillery
positions considered by the enemy as easily detected
because they were set up on the slopes facing the
valley within his firing-range (the distance from the
heights dominating Dien Bien Phu to the airfield was
from 10 to 12 kilometres).

The Northern sub-sector comprised the resistance
centres on Doc Lap hill and Ban Keo. The position on
Doc Lap hill had the task to defend the Northern side,
and check all attacks coming from Lai Chau.

Him Lam, although belonging to the central sub-
sector was however like Doc Lap and Ban Keo the
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niost advanced peripheric position; it defended the
north-east and checked all attacks coming from Tuan
Giao.

The Southern sub-sector, also named Hong Cum,
had to check all offensives coming from the south
while protecting the liaison with Upper Laos.

The enemy artillery was installed in two bases : one
at Muong Thanh, the other at Hong Cum, capable of
supporting cach other and protecting the surrounding
strong-points. Besides the artillery of the fortified
entrenched camp, each resistance centre had its own
artillery comprising mortars of all sizes, lame-throw-
ers, and direct-firing guns, disposed in a close fire
system which ensures its own protection as well as
that of other strong-points.

Dien Bien Phu had two airfields — the main field at
Muong Thanh, and a reserve field at Hong Cum ; they
linked with Hanoi and Haiphong in an airlift which
daily made nearly 100 trips supplying from about 200
to 300 tons of goods and airdropped from about 100 to
150 tons. '

The scouting planes and fighters of the permanent
squadron constantly flew over Dien Bien Phu. The
mission of bombing and strafing our troops, to protect
this entrenched camp was taken up by aircraft taking
off from Gia Lam or Cat Bi airfields and later by the
planes of U.S. aircraft carriers anchored in the Ha
Long Bay.

Navarre asserted that with such powerful forces
and strong defence system, Dien Bien Phu was the
strongest fortified entrenched camp never seen in
Indo-China, “an impregnable fortress”. From this
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subjective viewpoint the enemy considered that an
attack from our part would be very improbable, esti-
mating that if our troops ventured to launch an offen-
sive, he would have the good opportunity to inflict an
inevitable defeat on us. Dien Bien Phu would be for

the enemy a battlefront prepared to cause our regular
forces heavy losses. The enemy went so far as arro-

gantly to challenge us for an atfack.
*

¥ %

On our side, immediately after the parachuting of
enemy troops into Dien Bien Phu, we had the assump-
tion that under the threat of our forces, the enemy
could either withdraw, or strengthen his defence there,
and turn Dien Bien Phu into a fortified entrenched
camp which offered us a good opportunity to put out
of action his picked troops. Proceeding from these con-
siderations, while attacking Lai Chau we urgently
sent part of our forces in the western direction to cut
off all liaison between Lai Chau and Dien Bien Phu;
encircle this base, cling to the enemy lines and pre-
pare for the battle. ‘

Dien Bien Phu was a strong fortified entrenched
camp. The fortified entrenched camp was a form of
defence newly devised by the enemy on the Indo-China
war theatre; it had already made its appearance, but
on a lower level at Hoa Binh late in 1951, in the Plain
of Jars (Laos), and at Na San in 1952-1953. Before

this newest and strongest form of defence a problem

which arose was: should we attack the fortified
entrenched camp or not? T
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Formerly, when our forces were still weak, the
enemy set up small positions and fought with small
combat units. When our troops were able to destroy
his small reinforcements and small positions, the
enemy system of disposition was developed and con-
solidated a step further, relying upon big fortified
positions with ever more solid works, powerful armed
forces and fire-power, and relatively big shock-units.
Later on, in face of the growth of our army, when the
fortified positions were in danger of being wiped out,
the enemy either withdrew his forces to preserve them,
or reinforced them and organized the defence accord-
ing to the form of fortified entrenched camp.

This formula of fortified camp was not an initiative
of the French colonialists’ aggressive army. In World
War II the German fascists had utilized this defensive
form, setting up “hedgehogs”, hoping to check the
powerful offensives of the Red Army against Berlin.
The French and American generals only applied the
German fascists’ experience to the Indo-China war
theatre, hoping to check the progress of our army.

Facing the enemy’s new defensive tactics, what
should be our tactics to record the maximum of suc-
cesses in the condition where the balance of forces
between us and the enemy was known. It should be
stressed again that when working out operational or
tactical solutions, we always proceeded from the fun-
damental principles of strategic direction which con-
sisted in destroying the enemy effectives and striking
only when success is certain. Proceeding from the
aforesaid fundamental principles, when the form of
fortified entrenched camp made its first appearance,
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the possibilities of our troops to wage a long cam-
paign and our tactics were still limited, we advocated
not to -directly attack these centres, but to try to
immobilize the enemy regular forces there, while our
regular troops would operate in the sector where the
enemy was relatively weak and more exposed and
where we had more favourable conditions to destroy
his effectives. We had applied this tactics in the Hoa
Binh campaign: while the enemy concentrated his
forces in this town and built it into an entrenched
camp, we launched our main attacks not on Hoa Binh
but in other sectors and annihilated the enemy rein-
forcements and his positions along the Da River, and
launched victorious attacks on his rear in the Bac
Bo delta. Later on, when the enemy concentrated
his troops in the Na San fortified camp, after some
engagements during which we destroyed part of his
forces but also suffered losses we decided not to attack
Na San immediately. Then the Vietnamese Volunteers,
in co-ordination with the Pathet Lao Liberation
troops, launched an offensive in the direction of Upper
Laos towards the south-west of Na San, and score
great victories. -

However this formula was not the only one work-
able. Wé judged that the problem of direct attack on
and of annihilating the fortified camps had to be
solved at any cost, and that it was a natural outcome
in the cvolution of the war, in the process of develop-
ment of our army. In fact, only by wiping out the for-
tified entrenched camp, could we defeat the enemy’s
newest and highest form of defence, thwart his great-
est efforts in organizing his defence system, provoke
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in his ranks a new crisis, create a new military situa-
tion, pave the way for our army to progress, and impel
the development of our armed siruggle.

In fact, since the appearance of fortified camps we
worked very hard to study this new form of defence,
assess and analyse its strong and weak points, point
out adequate tactical principles as well as the require-
ments in technique and equipment, and the difficul-
ties to overcome in order to train our troops, and
make them capable of annihilating the fortified camps.
And it could be said that at the beginning of autumn-
winter 1953 our troops were prepared for this task.
Thus when realizing that the enemy could strengthen
his forces at Dien Bien Phu and turn it into a fortified
entrenched camp, our Party Central Committee rapid-
ly took the firm decision to seize the opportunity in
order to wipe out this base.

When deciding to annihilate the Dien Bien Phu for-
tified entrenched camp, we based ourselves on our
army’s new possibilities, on the characteristics of this
battlefield, and the large-scate operations on our side
and the enemy side at this front.

In the evolution of the military situation in winter
1953, Dien Bien Phu gradually became the central
point of the Navarre plan. Only by annihilating this
base could we smash the Franco-American plot of
protracting and expanding the war. However, the
necessity to wipe out Dien Bien Phu and its impor-

tance could not be regarded as the essential factor to-
justify the decision of the offensive. The crucial prob-
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lem was whether considering the balance of forces
at that time, and the new possibilities of our troops
and those of the énemy, we could initiate a new me-
thod which consisted in attacking directly a fortified
entrenched camp, in this case Dien Bien Phu: in
other words, could we be sure of victory in attacking
Dien Bien Phu, a very powerful fortified entrenched
camp ? o !

Compared with Na San, Dien Bien Phu was much
superior in effectives and fire-power ; its disposition of
defence was also much more modern. While Na San
was a fortified camp smaller in size and having simple
resistance centres, Dien Bien Phu had a whole system
of complex resistance centres. Navarre and the French
and American generals spoke highly of Dien Bien Phu,
and considered it as a complex fortified entrenched
camp provided with highly organized defence system.
They concluded that our troops, who had been unable
to wipe out Hoa Binh and Na San were naturally
incapable of attacking Dien Bien Phu, an impregnable
fortress. ‘

Navarre and the French and American generals
also held that their superiority at Dien Bien Phu was
due to the long distance between the fortified en-
trenched camp set up in the middle of the mountainous
regions of the North-West, and our bases in the rear.
An attack on Dien Bien Phy would necessitate fairly
big forces, very long lines of supply during a rather
long period. They learnt by experience that we had no
large-scale reinforcement and supply possibilities in

-such a long period, not to mention that his air force

would inflict heavy losses on our lines of supply. As to
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say that Dien Bien Phu lay in the middle of a valley
surrounded by mountains, one did not forget that this
valley was very large and that the roads from Tuan
Giao to it were only tracks inaccessible to the trans-
port of artillery; not to speak of the approach of our
troops across the flat plain which would go beyond
our means. This is to ascertain all the more clearly
that Dien Bien Phu was unassailable.

Basing himself on the aforesaid reasons, Navarre
took the firm strategic decision to reinforce Dien Bien
Phu, accept the combat with our regular forces, and
considered Dien Bien Phu as the ideal battlefield to
inflict heavy losses on our troops, if we dared to
attack it.

The reasons given by Navarre on the excellence of
this position were not without foundation. His error
was to see only the strong points of Dien Bien Phu
and not its vulnerable points. His greater mistake was
that with the conception of a bourgeois strategist he
could not visualize the immense possibilities of a
people’s army and the entire people who were fighting
for independence and peace; it was still more difficult
for him to realize the evolution and remarkable pro-
gresses of our people and our army, understand and
appreciate the great possibilities of an indomitable
fighting spirit of a people’s army which was deter-
mined to fight and to win.

On our side, when deciding to attack and wipe out
the Dien Bien Phu fortified entrenched camp, did we
realize all the advantages of the enemy and foresee
all the difficulties that we could encounter » We were
aware of all this, but we also saw the enemy’s weak
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points that we could take advantage of ; moreover, we
were conscious of the immense possibilities of our
army and people to overcome all the difficulties, and
to neutralize the strong points of the enemy in order
to win victory.

‘Dien Bien Phu had all the strong points of any for-
tified entrenched camp, but also its particular strength.
Its isolated position in the middle of an immense and
hilly region involving the North-West and Upper Laos,
far away from the rears, chiefly from the enemy’s big
airfields made its supply and reinforcement entirely
dependent on air-way. If this way was cut off or block-
ed, this powerful fortified entrenched camp would
expose all its weak points, gradually lose its fighting
ability and initiative, land in a defensive position and
face more and more intricate conditions; in case of
danger, a withdrawal would be very difficult. This is
not to mention that the already low fighting spirit of
the enemy troops could sink more deeply in case of
difficulties or defeat.

On our side, we had picked units with a high fight-
ing spirit, having made important technical progresses
and well equipped, enthusiastic and determined to
destroy the enemy. We could make use of our supe-
riority in eflectives and fire-power; our troops had
already a certain experience in siege warfare, they
were trained to attack fortified entrenched camps, they
were able to overcome difficulties, and make the
necessary preparations to annihilate these camps. The
supply of food and ammunition for a huge force, far
away from our bases and during a long period was
in fact very difficult, but we had an immense rear, the

87

e




support of our cntire people and Party who concen-
trated their forces to serve the front and to secure food
and ammunition for our army, thus allowmg it to
fulfil its task.

We also considered the possibilities of reinforcement
on-the side of the enemy when Navarre disposed of
big mobile forces. However owing to our winter offen-
sives this mobile mass was greatly scattered, and, as
we foresaw it, would be further in the days to come.
We thus highly valued the effect of the co-ordinated
fronts which created good conditions for our regular
forces to annihilate Dien Bien Phu and curb the rein-
forcements of the enemy for this entrenched camp.

On the basis of this analysis, and firmly sticking to
the principle of destroying the enemy effectives and
striking surely, the Party Central Committee took the
firm decision to wipe cut -all the enemy forces at Dien
Bien Phu. While Navarre chose this base to give a
decisive battle to our regular troops, we also chose it
to do a strategical decisive battle against the enemy.
We were resolved to concentrate the overwhelming
m'ajorityb of our picked units to destroy the most
seasoned enemy forces in the most powerful fortified
entrenched camp in Indo-China.

. This important resolution was based on the prin-
ciple of dynamism, initiative, mobility and rapidity of
decision in- face of new situations that the Party Cen-
tral Committee pointed out for our strategic direction
in winter 1953-spring 1954.

= 1In the first phase of the Winter-Spring campaign,
on the basis of this principle, we launched many often-
sives .on the points where the enemy was relatively
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exposed, while we pinned down his main forces at
Dien Bien Phu, to allow ours to crush him on other
fronts, at the same time made necessary preparations
to attack the fortified entrenched camp.

In the second phase, when the preparations at the
Dien Bien Phu front had been completed, and the
repeated successes of our troops on various operational
theatres had created new favourable conditions, we
attacked the fortified entrenched camp.

Formerly, we had tried to avoid the positions where
the enemy was strong, and chosen the important
strategic points where he was relatively weak to
destroy him; in the Dien Bien Phu campaign we
concentrated the greatest part of our regular forces
to attack this most powerful fortified entrenched camp.
While in the beginning we had used mainly the form
of mobile warfare and small siege warfare, in the Dien
Bien Phu campaign, the form of operation was a
large-scale 'siege warfare having the character of a
positional warfare. In the plane of the decisive battle
of strategic importance as well as the scale and the
form of campaign, the offensive upon the Dien Bien
Phu fortified entrenched camp marked a new sfage in
our Party’s leadership of the armed struggle as well
as in the growth of our army. The victory in this big
campaign would certainly create a new situation for
our people’s resistance war.

Since the launching of the ol’fenswe the task of ou-
regular forces at the Dien Bien Phu front, thus becom-
ing the main front of the whole country, was not to
encircle and pin down the enemy, but to pass on to
the offensive to wipe out this camp.
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At other fronts our troops had the task to operate in
close co-ordination with Dien Bien Phu in order to
wear out and put the enemy out of action, scatter and
pin down his forces, and reduce to the maximum his
possibilities to reinforce Dien Bien Phu.

After it had been decided to take Dien Bien Phu,
the problem of paramount importance was to know
how to annihilate it : this would be the guiding prm
ciple of this campaign.

In the early stage, when we encircled the enemy .
who had just been parachuted — he was still in small
number and his disposition of defence and organiza-
tion was still loose — we did want to work against
time and to profit by the deficiency of an adversary
who had just occupied the terrain to do a rapid battle
~in order to win a rapid victory.

If we followed this principle we would have to
ensure an absolute superiority in effectives and
fire-power, we would attack the enemy from many
directions, with one main thrust and other prongs
penetrating deep into the enemy’s line and cutting
the entrenched camp into several sectors ; concentrate
our effectives and fire-power, strike at the weakest and
most important points, and taking advantage of the
enemy's deficiencies, wipe out the bulk of his forces ;
then we would continue to put out of action his
remaining forces, and fulfil the task to completely
annihilate this entrenched camp.

A swift attack with a swift victory would have many
advantages: our troops were in good fettle, fatigue
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and wearing out were not to be worried and the supply
of food and ammunition could be certainly ensured
without great difficulty as the campaign did not last
long.

However, these tacticshad a very great impediment:
despite their ideological and tactical preparation our
troops lacked concrete experience in attacking fortified
entrenched camps because this was the first time that
they attacked a fortified entrenched camp, and a
powerful one.

That is why while making preparations, we
continued to study the situation of the enemy and
make sure of our possibilities once more. We found
that the enemy had reinforced his effectives, built his
lines of defence, and oérganized a fairly strong defence
system. Grasping the principle of striking surely we
estimated that while this entrenched camp had been
strengthened and the enemy was no longer tem-
porarily occupying the terrain, a rapid attack to win
a rapid victory would not vouch for complete success.
In consequence, we resolutely affirmed that the guiding
principle of the campaign was fo strike surely and
advance cautiously.

According to this principle, we no longer conceived
the Dien Bien Phu campaign as a large-scale siege
battle, which took place unremittingly in a short
period of time, but a campaign in which a series of
siege battles having the character of positional
warfare, were fought in a rather long time, in this
campaign we would have absolute superiority in
number to destroy the enemy, sector by sector, till the
fall of the entrenched camp. A campaign waged by
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striking surely and advancing cautiously would bring
new difficulties and obstacles. The longer the cam-
paign dragged on, the more the enemy could consol-
idate his defence works and bring in reinforcements ;
on our side, our troops could be worn out and
exhausted, and could meet the greatest difficulties in
supply.

But striking surely and advancing cautiously was
the sure guarantee of victory. A general survey showed
that the balance of military forces between the enemy
and us tipped in our favour, but it was only a relative
superiority; by fighting step by step, we could
concentrate an absolute superiority in effectives and
fire-power on each battle and would ensure victory.
Such tactics corresponded to the technical level of our
troops which had by that time only experiences in
siege warfare and in destroying at a time only ‘a
stronghold defended by two or three companies or a
battalion ; now it was necessary to make a step further
in destroying at a time one or several strongholds, —
each defended by a battalion— lying in a fortified
entrenched camp; we could raise our technical level
through fighting by means of waging a series of siege
battles which were hard and complex but not very
great before proceeding to the destructlon of the whole
of the enemy forces.

In striking surely and advancing cautiously, we
could keep complete initiative, attack the enemy at
any time and at any front as we liked; we would
attack him only when we were sufficiently prepared
and sure of victory, otherwise we would not attack
or would delay the attack ; we would defend only the
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positions which had to be defended and could be
defended, otherwise we would not defend; after a
battle, we would wage another one immediately if
possible, otherwise we could take a rest to reor-
ganize our forces and make better preparations for
the next battle.

In striking surely and advancing cautiously we
could aggravate the enemy’s greatest difficulty which
was the problem of supply and transport. The longer
the campaign, the heavier the losses suffered by the
enemy in effectives, weapons and munitions, and the
greater the difficulties he would meet in supply and
transport. He would be in greater difficulties if we
could keep under our control his airfields and his only
supply line, and did our utmost to tighten our
encirclement. ‘

A general survey of the fronts throughout the
country showed that if the Dien Bien Phu campaigin
lasted long, on other fronts we would have more
favourable conditions to destroy more enemy effec-
tives, liberate more territory, at the same time satis-
factorily co-ordinate our action with the main front.

- Due to the foregoing reasons, we resolutely affirmed
that the principle applied in this campaign was fo
strike surely and to advance cautiously. This resolu-
tion required a very great determination, that of
firmly keeping the principle of striking surely while
conducting the operations, and of exerting all-out
efforts to overcome thousands upon thousands of
difficulties and obstacles to secure victory for the
campaign. ‘
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The enemy might be reinforced, and in this case, we
would have to fight many more battles and only with
harder fighting could we destroy the whole of the
enemy forces. Between the necessity of fighting many
hard but surely victorious battles, and fighting fewer
battles in which we were not certain of victory, we
chose the first solution. The enemy might reccive more
reinforcements but not as he liked, especially when
we could already restrict his supply and transport and
were operating actively on all fronts throughout the
country. If he was reinforced, he would be stronger to
cope with us, but meanwhile he would meet with
greater difficulties. '

Our troops might be worried on account of the losses
and fatigue, but it was not that we had no more means
to avoid or lessen these losses and fatigue. We should
pay the greatest attention to the health of the troops,
see to it that they had better food and better rests,
intensify the prophylactic measures on the fronts. We
should actively dig trenches, build strong shelters,
make careful preparations for the replenishment of
our units and the rapid reorganization of our forces
after each combat so as to ensure unremitting fighting.
A long-term operation would easily entail losses and
fatigue, but compared with the ernemy, we were in a
better position as we were encircling him, and we
could advance or withdraw at our free will. As for the
enemy, he was encircled and could not have initiative
at any time; we could fight him or not to fight him,
while the enemy was constantly forced to live in the
trenches, within our encirclement, his morale was
tense, and he was afraid of being attacked at any time.
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Therefore we were determined not to fear losses and
fatigue, and to do everything in our power to overcome
them and secure complete victory.for the campaign.

As the campaign dragged out, the supply became
our most difficult problem. In former campaigns such
as that of the North-West, though smaller in size and
cffectives, and the front was ncarer our rear, there
were days when our troops had to live on rice gruel
and at times due to the difficulties in supply, we struck
upon the idea ol giving up our operational plans. The
Dien Bien Phu front was over four hundred kilometres
from our rear, and the supply line was very dangerous
at many sections, in case of enemy air raids or .
unfavourable climatic conditions and obstacles our
supply and reinforcements to the front would meet
with very great difficulties. But we were determined
not to flinch from these difficulties and adopt another
strategic direction which would not ensure victory. On
the contrary, to win complete victory for the campaign,
we must raise the spirit of enduring hardships of all
our officers and men, and the heightened conscious-
ness of serving the front of the commissariat, the
transport and supply service, and of the dan cong.
With the determination of the Party Central Committee
and Government, and the sacrifice and efforts of the
people in the rear, we were confident that we could

~ ensure the supply and reinforcements to the Dien Bien

Phu front. In this connection, on the enemy side, it
was not that everything ran smoothly for him; if we
could restrict or cut off his air line, he would meet
with insuperable difficulties beyond prediction, due to
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his very great requirements in supplies and munitions,
to the increasing casualties he had to suffer and the
flagging morale of his mercenaries.

Another worry of ours was that if the campaign
dragged out, the rainy season would be coming. On
the mountain fronts, the rains might cause great
. damages, the roads might be destroyed, the fortifica-
tions might became wet, the health of our troops and
dan cong might be badly influenced. But compared
with the enemy we were in higher positions whereas
his fortifications built in the valley might fall in or be
flooded, while he could not concentrate his troops on
higher level and open grounds for fear of our fire-
power. Therefore the unfavourable climatic conditions
might create difficulties for us, but also cause great
difficulties for the enemy.

In fact the Dien Bien Phu campaign has testified to
the correctness of our principle of striking surely and
advancing cautiously. This guiding principle brought
the campaign to complete victory.

To materialize the principle of striking surely and
advancing cautiously, we gave our operational plan at
Dien Bien Phu a content which consisted of a series
of siege battles aimed at desiroying at a time one or
several enemy resistance centres, setting up and
tightening our encirclement, limiting and afterwards
completely cutting the enemy line of supply and rein-
forcements and in the end, wiping out-the whole of
the enemy forces.

- The campaign was conceived in two phases:

a) In the first phase, we would destroy the enemy

outer resistance centres, set up and tighten our offen-
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sive and encirclement positions, narrow down the
enemy occupied area, limit and afterwards cut off his
line of supply and reinforcements.

b) When we could create sufficient conditions, we

would shift to the phase of general attack to destroy
the whole of the enemy forces.

Generally speaking the military situation developed

in line with the foregoing direction, but in practice
this development was more complicated in detail.
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THE HISTORIC DIEN BIEN PHU CAMPAIGN
EVOLUTION OF THE MILITARY SITUATION

Four months had elapsed from the time the enemy’s
paratroops occupied Dien Bien Phu to the time we
attacked and annihilated it.

During this period the enemy did his best to inten-
sify his military power, dig more combat trenches and
communication trenches, build more fortifications and
consolidate his defence system. Early in December
1953, after Navarre had been resolved to transform
Dien Bien Phu into a powerful fortified entrenched
camp, the enemy worked out a four-step plan for
defence :

Step 1 : To slow down the advance of our troops by
using air force to bomb and strafe our main communi-
cation lines from Yen Bai and Thanh Hoa to the
North-West ;

Step 2: To kick our troops out of Lai Chau by
violent bombardments ; '
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Step 3: To check our attacks on Dicen Bien Phu by
causing heavy damages to us;

Step 4 : After these victories, to expand his zones
of occupation,

Towards the end of November 1953, the enemy
attempted to launch an attack on Thaj Nguyen-Cho
Chu to destroy our stores and attract our regular for-
ces. After weighing the pros and cons, he realized that
he was not able to carry through his plan because on
the one hand he lacked effectives and on the other he
was afraid of meeting the same failure as in the offen-
sive operation against Phu Tho-Doan Hung the
previous year.

The enemy thus stepped up the bombing and straf-
ing of our communication lines day and night in the
hope of dealing a blow at one of our important weak
points which was the supply to the front, in order to
foil our offensive plan.

ACCELERATION OF PREPARATORY WORK : OPENING OF
THE ROAD TO HAUL GUNS; BUILDING OF POSTIONS
FOR OUR ARTILLERY AND INFANTRY; SUPPLY WORK ;
THOROUGH PREPARATION OF THE ATTACKING FORCES;
OBSERVATION OF THE SITUATION OF THE ENEMY

It was precisely when the enemy had prepared to
face all eventuality and used every means to cope with
the situation, that we carried out a gigantic prepara-
tory work to realize the determination of the Party
Central Committee to launch a big offensive for the
annihilation of the Dien Bien Phu fortified entrenched
camp,
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Carrying cut the instructions of the Party Central
Committee and the Government, our Party and people
mustered their forces and did their best to win victory
in this Winter-Spring campaign, the central target of
which was Dien Bien Phu.

As has been said in Part 111, we had launched many
successful offensives on various fronts, annihilating
an important part of the enemy’s force, compelling the
enemy to spread his mobile force everywhere, liberat-
ing important regions including the surroundings of
Dien Bien Phu, thus isolating completely this
entrenched camp and reducing to a certain extent the
possibility for the enemy to send reinforcements to
the Dien Bien Phu front.

At Dien Bien Phu, a thorough preparation was
actively made for the big campaign to come.

a) When the enemy paratroopers began occupying
Dien Bien Phu, this far-away entrenched camp was
linked with Road 41 by a mule-track nearly 100 kilc-
metres long — the Dien Bien Phu-Tuan Giao track —
which had been rarely used by the enemy and by us
since a long time. This track crossed an uninterrupted
series of hills and valleys with steep gradients and
was cut by nearly one hundred big and small streams.

To allow our regular army, especially our artillery,
to attack Dien Bien Phu, the first problem to be solved
was immediately to build the Dien Bien Phu-Tuan
Giao track into a motor road. With great difficulties,
our troops managed to open this road and to build a
dozen bridges in a relatively short time. Until the end
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of the campaign, our cngineering units kept this road
in good repair despite increasing sabotage activities
of the enemy and torrential rains and floods.

b) Our troops succeeded in opening the roads and
hauling the guns into position. At first, when, taking
advantage of the enemy’s weak points, we wanted to
strike swiftly, our ordnance pieces were hauled by
trucks to the surroundings of Dien Bien Phu, and
from there to the eventual line; they were dragged
into position during seven days and nights on end by
the efforts of our armymen. When it was decided to
follow the principle of striking surely and advancing
cautiously, our troops were resolute to haul the guns
out of their positions to complete the preparatory
work. :

Then five roads were opened to move our guns in b3}
trucks in order to use our artillery with more mobility.

. These roads ran along the mountain slopes, crossed

the passes around Dien Bien Phu within the range of
the enemy guns and traversed the regions where no
track had ever been seen. Our armymen had
hacked away the jungle and fulfilled their task in
scheduled time. These roads could be kept in repair
and in secrecy till the end of the campaign owing to
a skilful camouflage.

To prepare for the offensive against Dien Bien Phu,
our artillery was again moved in along these newly
built roads, and at the sections inaccessible and dan-
gerous to our trucks, the guns were hauled into posi-
tion by men’s strength. The building of these roads
and the hauling of our guns was an uphill and heroic
struggle of our artillerymen and infantrymen, and
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reflected the combativeness and love of labour of a
revolutionary army. In these works, our officers and
men displayed a great courage and industry; they
were not daunted by enemy artillery and aircraft:

unsparing in work, they did their best to introduce

tnnovations, increase labour efficiency; work against
~ time ta fulfil their task; in difficult and perilous cir-
cumstances there were soldlers who sacrificed their
lives to save gurs.

Contrary to the assumption of the enemy who
believed that our artillery could never be carried near
his fortified entrenched camp, we managed to move
hundreds of tons of ordnance pieces and munitions to
the battlefield along steep slopes and across deep
ravines.

c) We built very solid artillery positions. To secure
a powerful fire and the safety for our guns in a rather
long time, we built very solid artillery casemates
capable of bearing the brunt of the enemy 105 mm.
and 155 mm. cannons; these positions were built at
places completely unsuspected by the enemy; they
were carved deep into the mountain and hill slopes
and so skilfully camouflaged that they could hardly
be detected by scout planes and could stand any
bombing and shelling. Besides these real positions, we
installed sham positions to sidetrack the attention of
the enemy, disperse his fire-power in order fo waste
his bombs and shells.

The enemy underestimated our artillery, believing

that not only was it weak in fire-power but it could

not be hauled near his positions. He was certain that
if ever we managed to haul our guns into the posi-
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tions which would be likely to threaten him, it was
completely possible for him to detect our firing-nests
at once by his modern observation devices and to
riposte by artillery and aircraft. However, contrary to
his calculations, thanks to a -careful preparation,,
throughout the offensive campaign not only was our
small artillery not destroyed but it did a very efficient
job and was the terror of the enemy.

d) We built solid entrenched positions for our com-
mand organs and the necessary positions for our
infantry to launch the attack and approach the enemy.

As it was a protracted campaign against a quite
powerful enemy, we considered it an important duty
to guarantee security and continuity in command and
work for the command organs and combat units. To
this end, our armymen built very solid casemates for
the division command, most of them were carved
deep in the mountain slopes and could bear the brunt
of the bombardments by enemy artillery and air force.

In the first phase of attacks, the task of our army
was to annihilate a number of outer posts which were
strong resistance nests protected by a very complex
network of auxiliary positions and fortifications, by
direct fire and cross-fire sweeping the mountain slopes
and by a plunging fire to intercept all the junctions
likely to be used by our troops to rush for the attack;
moreover these positions were protected by the firing-
nests of the central sub-sector and southern sub-sector
according to a plan elaborated beforehand. This is not
to mention the activity of enemy planes. In these con-
ditions, to vouch for the success of the coming opera-
tions, our troops buckled down to digging trenches,
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building starting points for the attacks; they dug a
system of communication trenches of nearly one hun-
dred kilometres long for our troops to approach the
enemy line and carefully prepared the bases of attack.
This elaborate preparation curbed the eflect of the
enemy fire and secured victory for our troops.

e) Our supplies were well prepared. The require-
ments of the campaign in food, ammunition and medi-
cines were very great. Responding to the appeal “All
for the front, all for victory” launched by the Party
Central Committee and the Government, our people
devoted their manpower and wealth to the Dien
Bien Phu frent ; the inhabitants of the free zones, of
newly-liberated regions in the North-West as well as
the regions in the rear of the enemy, served the front
with enthusiasm. We organized supply lines hundreds
of kilometres long from Thanh Hoa or Phu Tho to the
North-West, passing through dangerous sections
pounded and destroyed day and night by an enemy
who did his best to check our transport and movement.

Sappers and shock-youths from the lowlands and
the highlands courageously built or repaired the roads
and neutralized time-bombs. The enemy destroyed the
roads, we mended them ; beating the enemy in courage
our fighters highlighted their determination to open
the road of victory. Even at the extremely difficult
sections bombed and strafed day and night by enemy
aircraft, our transportation was only a little disturbed
and, generally speaking, was secure. Hundreds of
men and women dan cong not flinching from any diffi-
culty and danger, enthusiastically served the front
and contributed over 3 million work-days.
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The government committee for supply to the front
and the organs of the commissariat mobilized all pos-
sible modern and rudimentary means to transport food
and ammunition to the front. Truck convoys worked
to the limit of their capacity; they ran lightless for

nights on end, took advantage of foggy weather to -

run in the daytime, climbed high passes and ran along
difficult roads and even along the sections where
time-bocmbs had been dropped by the enemy. Tens of
thousands of pack-bicycles and wheelbarrows, thou-
sands of craft, convoys of donkeys and horses were
employed to transport supplies to the front, using
roads and tracks, deep rivers and swift streams.

Our people performed a wonderful deed unimagina-
ble by the enemy : To cater for great effectives operat-
ing on a battlefront very far from our rear in a long
period.

While doing this preparatory work, we had to watch
the situation of the enemy at Dien Bien Phu and on
other fronts throughout the country. At Dien Bien
Phu the enemy strengthened his defence positions
to a high degree ; it was thus necessary for us to make
a profound study as to the concrete characteristics of
the enemy and his strong points and weak points, par-
ticularly at Him Lam and the positions in the northern
sub-sector, which were the targets of our first phase
of attacks.

During the length of this preparation, our troops
had to do heavy work, such as building the Tuan
Giac-Dien Bien road, opening the roads and build-
ing the positions for.our artillery and infantry, hauling
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