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INTRODUCTION

In August 1945, after Vietnam regained its independ-
ence, the French government sent an expeditionary
corps for a war of reconquest in an attempt to reestab-
lish French colonial rule over the whole of former
French Indochina. In December 1946 the flames of war
engulfed the whole of Vietnam.

The resistance army, an entirely volunteer one, was
made up mostly of peasants, workers and students who
had nqver before. carried a gun. Armed first  with
simple and even rudzmentary weapons they had to cope
with a professional army which was 'equipped with
up-to-date weapons from the U.S. arsenal end which
moreaver, was, fresh from the victorious war for lib-
eration of France in the ranks of the Allied Forces.

This situation demanded that the resistance forces
conduct a total people’s war aimed at self-preservation,
while wearing down and checking the advance of the
enemy.

For its part, the French expedztzonary army launched
major operations to attack deep into the resistance base,
with a view to destroying its headquarters then located
in the Viet Bac jungle area under the leadership of
President Ho Chi Minh. The French occupied the Red
River delta, where they established a dense network
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of strongholds and posts to encircle the resistance forces
and their friends from other parts of the world, espe-
ctally the Soviet Union, China and the other socialist
countries.

Such a system was esteblished along Highway 4 from
the Bac Bo Gulf past Tien Yen, Lang Son and Cae
Bang up to the Sino-Vietnamese border, forming a real
pincer movement to encircle the Viet Bac base. In
the eyes of French strategists, Highway 4 was to play
a crucial role in confining the fight of the Vietnamese
people to guerilla warfare, and in this event, the re-
sistance struggle might draw out interminably and its
forces tire out and wultimately lay down its arms.
That is why Highway 4 became a military target of
the first importance for the protagonists.

The battles on Highway 4, as recounted in these mem-
oirs of Dang Van Viet, one of the commanders on
this battlefield, will provide vivid {llustrations of the
first period of the Vietnamese resistance. It was on
Highway 4 that “the real war” — to quote French
military strategists — was first fought. It was also in
those battles from 1947 to 1950 that the People’s Army
of Vietnam gradually built up its strength. Starting
out only with companies operating independently of
each other, it grew quickly to comprise full-sized reg-
iments, then brigades and divisions which actually
delivered the “iron punches” and assumed ever larger
tasks in the theatre of war. Small battles to wear douwn
enemy forces during the first days soon gave place
to major battles in which whole elite units of the
French expeditionary army were wiped out. From oc-
casional ambushes on the highway, the resistance forces
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were soon able to mount major attacks to destroy the
enemy’s entire system of strongholds, culminating in
the Border Campaign of 1950.

The victories on Highway 4 in 1950 were the prelude
to a counter-offensive by the People's Army of Viet-
nam, laying the groundwork for the Dien Bien Phu
battle’ in 1954 and ultimately the General Offensive
which completely liberated South Vietnam in 1975,

1. The Dien Bien Phu disaster is the logical follow-up to that
of Cao Bang and the “RC4" (Colonel P.Charton, commander of
the Cao Bang Sub-Sector).
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FOREWORDS

Strategically, Cao — Bac— Lang was a key area of the
Viet Bac resistance region, the principal base of the Bac
Bo battlefield — the main theatre of operation of the war
of resistance against the French colonialists.

In the Cao — Bac — Lang front, especially on Highway
4, the road of fire, our army and people fought with
extraordinary courage and creative spirit, and achieved
glorious feats of arms. It was also the 1st theatre of the
victorious large-scale campaign of our army to liberate
the borderland.

Regiment 174, the main force of Cao— Bac—Lang,
together with other units, meritoriously contributed,
with the help of various ethnic groups, to the great vic-
tory of our army and people in the protracted war of
resistance.

Highway 4, written by Colonel Dang Van Viet, has
faithfully recorded part of the major events and some
unforgettable moments on this historic battlefield.

In this respect, this book is a successful work worthy
of reading.

August 19, 1987
General VO NGUYEN GIAP



Highway 4 was the site of many resounding exploits
by the Vietnamese people during the war of resistance
against French aggression. These exploits were achieved
and developed along with the growth of the People’s
Army of Vietnam.

In the first years of the resistance (1945-46) the
young and poorly equipped armed forces on Highway
4 like all others in the country, operated mainly by
springing ambushes on armoured convoys of the well-
equipped French army which had fought in the ranks
of the Allied Forces against Hitler’s fascism and lib-
erated France in the Second World War, The same army
was now being used to wage wars of reconquest in for-
mer colonies.

Creatively applying the military line of the Party
and President Ho Chi Minh, the army and people on
Highway 4 began with small battles requiring little
preparation, waged a widespread people’s war under
the motto “each citizen is a soldier, capture enemy
weapons and stick to the enemy to fight them”, and
studied their experiences after each battle.

Thanks to this, within the space of three years
(1947-50) they virtually turned the tables on enemy in
the Highway 4 theatre. At first, ambushes formed the
main actions on Highway 4 where a real battle of
wits took place between ambush and counter-ambush.
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The enemy took every precaution. But in the way that
“a diamond cuts a diamond” the resistance forces always
had the upper hand, lying in ambush many times in
the same place and on an ever larger scale, and win-
ning ever greater successes. The enemy’s press and radio
dubbed Highway 4 the “Road of Death”. The experience
of these ambushes was very valuable in the fight against
the French and subsequently against the Americans and
will remain so for future battles by our army, if ever
it has to fight again.

Also on Highway 4 our army and people fought the
first running battles as well as the first battles against
fortified positions. There the first and second Dong
Khe battles took place, the prelude to larger ones to
capture enemy strongholds and destroy their reinforce-
ments. These might be regarded as a rehearsal for
the Border Campaign in 1950, in which two regiments
of the French army commanded by Colonel Lepage
and Colonel Charton were virtually written off. The
Border Campaign broke the enemy’s encirclement and
launched a new stage in the resistance characterized
by concentrated battles to liberate large areas. It was
a memorable landmark not only in the war of resistance
against French aggression but also in the entire history
of the People’s Army of Vietnam.

Dang Van Viet, author of this book, was from the
end of 1947 commander of Regiment 28 of the Regular
Army in Cao — Bac — Lang (the resistance zone comp-
rising Cao Bang, Bac Can and Lang Son provinces).
He was present on the Highway 4 battlefield from the
first days until the whole area was liberated from
French occupation. He commanded many daring am-
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bushes and attacks on French strongholds. His exploits
earned him the name “King of Highway 4” from both
friend and foe. :

The regiment under his command matured quickly
during the fighting, living up to the teachings of Pres-
ident Ho Chi Minh to the entire People’s Army of
Vietnam : “Behave so that you are missed by the people
when you leave and loved by them during your stay,
and win victory whenever you decide to fight”.

Written in a simple and easy-to-read style, the book
records some feats of arms in the glorious history of
Highway 4, the exemplary courage of the armed forces,
the incomparable commitment of the population in the
three provinces of Cao Bang, Bac Can and Lang Son,
and the fish-and-water relationship between the army
and people. It also illustrates the clear-sighted leader-
ship of the Party Central Committee, President Ho
Chi Minh and Party committees at all levels, and the
imaginative direction of the High Command and of units
which took part in the fight. A number of events,
people and localities which figure prominently in our
national history, are recalled in all their vitality and
diversity. The book is also successfull in highlighting
some outstanding features of Vietnamese military
strategy.

I wish to congratulate the author and commend it
to the entire army and people throughout the country.

June 28, 1986
General HOANG VAN THAI
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CHAPTER I
THE BITTER FIGHT ON HIGHWAY 4

The First Days

On October 7th, 1947 the French began a major attack
against the Viet Bac resistance base. In order to guar-
antee success, General Salan replaced General Debés
as commander of the French expeditionary army in
North Vietnam. With the arrival of several thousand
reinforcements from France, Salan threw 12,000 men
into this campaign codenamed Plan Lea. It had three
objectives:

— To destroy the headquarters and capture the entire
Ho Chi Minh resistance government;

— To decimate their adversary’s main forces;

— To demolish the system of warehouses and econom-
ic and defence installations of the resistance in order
to cripple its war effort.

In the eyes of the French Command, if Plan Lea was
successful, the Viet Minh resistance might be regarded
as more-or-less wiped out. There would remain only
small harassing actions by groups of guerillas in sepa-
rate localities, and these, too, would gradually die down
following “mopping-up” operations.
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To put this plan into practice, Salan organized a
pincer movement using paratroops as a third arm to
encircle the resistance headquarters. The western arm
commanded by Colonel Communal and comprising a
mixed detachment would move by water up the Lo
River to attack and occupy Tuyen Quang and Chiem
Hoa. Meanwhile, Colonel Beaufre would command a
Colonial Infantry regiment from Lang Son along High-
way 4 to push northward to That Khe and Cao Bang,
then turn south towards Bac Can to block the east
and the north. The two arms were to meet at Dai Thi
in Tuyen Quang province.

At the same time, the paratroops of Colonel Sau-
vegnard would land in Bac Can area, or more precisely,
in Cho Moi and Cho Don areas. After the encirclement
had been completed a number of reserve battalions
would be dropped in wherever the Viet Minh head-
quarters or the high command of General Giap’s army
were detected.

I was then working in the Operations Room of the
General Staff, in charge o! the research section. Our
office was situated in the Yen Thong area, and we lived
among the Tay and Nung ethnic minorities, totally
within the Viet Bac resistance zone. The population
there had followed the revolution before the Gen-
eral Insurrection in 1945 and thus took part in the
resistance with all their hearts and minds. They were
an ingenuous people, sparing of words. Everyone, from
old women to little children, displayed a very high
sense of revolutionary vigilance and observed strict
secrecy. A stranger, even coming to the outskirts of the
village, would never know where our office was sit-
uated if he did not have a guide or Produce all the
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necessary papers. He would be like a bird in the forest
because every one strictly observed the “three no”
motto (not know, not hear, not see), and he would
invariably meet the reply: “Bo mi, bo chac” (I don’t
know, I don’t understand). '

Early on the morning of October 7, as usual we
jumped out of our beds at the first beating of the
gong to do our morning exercises. Autumn was already
quite advanced and the forest was still shrouded in
morning mist, lightly shaken now and then by a cold
gust of wind. Suddenly an alert sounded in earnest at
the same time as the sky over Yen Thong was filled
with the roar of aeroplanes. At first we thought it
was the usual reconnaissance flight of a few “Spitfire”
or “King Cobra” along Highway 3. Soon the rumble
became heavier and more consistent. Sitting in our
shelters we all had the same thought: “We are up
against some new trick of the French.”

All the General Staff personnel had long been briefed
about the general situation of the resistance. The
Party Central Committee had made this evaluation:
“Once they have occupied Hanoi and a number of prov-
inces in the plains and set up a puppet government,
the French will think of settling the war promptly. They
will concentrate a big force and launch a quick and
massive attack on the Viet Bac resistance base with
the intention of destroying our headquarters and main
force. They might also deploy their forces to extend
their occupation to Thanh Hoa and Nghe An in the
4th Resistance Zone.” This had kept the whole army
and people from the Viet Bac resistance base to the
free zone on full combat readiness. A “scorched-earth”
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strategy was quickly implemented in all areas where
the enemy might land their troops. Thus whole cities
and townships were razed to the ground, roads were
dug up and bridges blown to block the advance of
the enemy's motorized units. Forest clearings were
planted with bamboo spikes to prevent the landing
of paratroopers. The enemy attack on Viet Bac therefore
did not find us completely off balance. The only things
we, members of the General Staff, did not know were
the G hour and the N day of their assault, their exact
landing places and the exact size of the forces they

would deploy.

Fortunately, only six days after the attack began all
the details of the enemy’s operational plan, codenamed
Plan Lea, were already known to resistance headquar-
ters, since the plane carrying Colonel Lambert, chief
of staff of the French army on the North Vietnam
battlefield, was shot down by a unit of the anti-aircraft
Regiment 74 of Cao Bang province. The briefcase con-
taining Plan Lea was immediately carried post-haste to
the High Command. The messenger, Nguyen Danh Loc,
ran almost non-stop for four days and three nights to
take it from Cao Bang to Yen Thong (from October 9
to October 12). This, together with intelligence gathered
by men of Commission 2, helped the High Command to
adopt a timely counter-plan with the determination “to
smash the attack of the French aggressors.”

Those were most stirring days at the General Staff
headquarters. The first thing to do was speedily transfer
the office elsewhere. Instead of the usual leather sat-
chel, we were on guard by using light metal boxes
against rain and fire. This reminded us of little boys
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selling grilled groundnuts in Hanoi. During our walk
to the new location, one of us had the idea of calling
out: :

“Hot groundnuts hey!”
“Spiced groundnuts hey !”

We were all around twenty years of age, fresh off
the school benches and joining the long war of resistance
with all the vigour of youth. In the whole of our Opera-
tions Room only Ba Dang from the South was past
thirty and he looked the most serious of all. On our
way to the new location we in the Operations Room
did not lose contact with the situation but continued
to make operational suggestions to the General Staff.
We buckled down to work immediately after settling
in the new office. By now the enemy’s operational
plan had been clearly deployed. Executing the order
of the day by the High Command, the army and militia
in all localities intercepted the enemy everywhere, pre-
venting them from putting their pincer movement into
effect. ‘

On the night of October 25, Hoang Van Thai, the
then Chief of the General Staff, called a pow-wow of
senior officers in g cave on the fringes of the Vu Nhai
forest in Thai Nguyen province. A small table had been
placed in the centre of the cave with a small kerosene
lamp on it. He summed up the battle situation of the
past few days, then Comrade Van! spoke to the cadres.
In the warm accents of the central region he brought
home to the audience the great determination of the

1. Vo Nguyen Giap



High Command to execute to the letter the instruction
of the Party Central Committee and President Ho to
“smash the offensive of the French aggressors”.

He said with a gentle smile:

“Of the three objectives of the enemy in Plan Lea
we can say right now that the first has been unsuc-
cessful. The enemy has evidently failed to encircle and
destroy the nerve centre of the resistance and capture
the resistance government.

«As for the second objective, it is being seriously
challenged. Instead of destroying our main force the
enemy is being pinned down and stretched to its limit
in this jungle area, and ambushed everywhere. Their
success, if any, lies in the third objective, but all they
have done is to destroy a few rice stores which we
had no time to evacuate.”

Then, he ordered that everyone monitor the enemy
situation very closely and make suggestions to the
Genteral Staff. This, he said, was also an opportunity
for staff officers to demonstrate their abilities and ma-
turity in the bitter test of strength and wits over the
winter.

At the close of the meeting I was on the point of
leaving when Hoang Van Thai called out:

“Viet, Viet, come here.”

As I went up to him and comrade Van, the latter
looked at me with a gentle smile, saying:

“Hand over your work to others in the section. At
five o'clock tomorrow I will be waiting for you at the
communal house and we will go together with Truong'
to the front.”

1. Dao Van Truong
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I stood to attention and understood that, though it
was made in the most informal and friendly manner,
it was an order given direct to me by the highest man
in command of our army.

Before I turned round, comrade Van added:

“Can you ride a horse ?”

“Perfectly, comrade.”

“Good. Go and pack up your things. We'll look after
the horse.” .,

At the Operations Room, when I told of the assign-
ment everyone congratulated me, not without a touch
of envy. One of them said:

“So you are allowed to go up the line as you have
wished to all along.”

Another added, “to be delivered from the groundnut
box and the piles of paper.”

That night I could not sleep. The same question re-
turned to my mind: “What front, where will it be?”

My comrades understood my feelings. I had always
preferred active work to research. After the seizure of
power in Hue I joined the army and was given command
of the battle on Highway 9 in late 1945 to prevent the
French from pushing west into Central Vietnam from
Laos. Later I was detailed to Muong Xen to command
the Highway 7 front where we had a very hard time
battling against Meo bandits led by reactionary tribal
chiefs like Tu Bi and Tu Ro .

Through all my days as a research worker at the
Operations Room I nurtured the hope of one day being
assigned to a combat unit. Now this dream had come
true. In my innermost feelings I was deeply thankful
to Hoang Van Thai who had chosen me to follow Comrade
Van to the front.
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The next morning I was present at the rendervous fif-
teen minutes before time in full combat dress and sport-
ing a Canadian-made Browning. I felt great as I recol-
lected the days at the Highway 9 and Highway 7
battlefronts. The Browning was a battle trophy from our
clash with French paratroopers dropped at Hien Sy near
Hue to establish contact with the puppet traitors Pham
Quynh and Ngo Dinh Khoi in an attempt to restore
colonial rule.

At five o'clock sharp Comrades Van and Truong emerged
from the dark forest followed by a bodyguard. As I came
forward, Comrade Van asked :

“Are you ready ?”
“Quite, comrade.”
“So let’s mount our horses.”

We broke into an easy trot in the direction of Bac
Son. We came under the dense canopies of old forests
then emerged into the open and followed small paths at
the foot of steep mountains girded by luxuriant terraced
rice and maize fields. Every now and then we passed
small hamlets with houses on stilts and the moving shapes
of indigo-clad villagers from ethnic minorities and I was
given to feelings of romantic reverie. Not long before,
all this had been only in my imagination, the imagination
of a young student. The picturesque jungle scenery con-
jured up in my mind images of the Bac Son guerillas
who had some years before operated in this vast jungle
area.

During this inspection tour Comrade Van discussed with
the Party Committee and the Resistance and Adminis-
trative Committee of Lang Son province urgent measures
to step up the fight against the enemy on Highway 4.
By now the French detachment commanded by Beaufre
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was trying to link up with the other detachment at Bac
Can. Our army decided to prevent this attempt and in
order to do this needed strong forces. Hence the need
to form battalion-sized units, together with strong com-
panies, which could operate independently in districts
close to the battlefront such as That Khe, Na Sam and
On Chau. In this way we could have both a strong mobile
force to intercept the enemy and also strong stationary
forces to hold on to our base, defend the population and
develop guerilla warfare.

Hoang Van Kieu, secretary of the Party Committee,
ard Tran Minh Tuoc, chairman of the provincial Resist-
ance and Administrative Committee, promised to organ-
jze the local forces quickly as required by the High
Command. Comrade Van ordered the immediate setting
up of the Command of the Highway 4 Battlefront because,
as the order pointed out, the highway would soon become
a lifeline for the supply of enemy posts from Lang Son
to Cao Bang. Comrade Dao Van Truong was made
special envoy of the High Command at the front. I was
particularly entrusted with following the operations of
Battalion 249, which was once an independent battalion
of Regiment 11 in Lang Son. It was later renamed Regi-
ment 28. I was also in charge of an independent battalion
newly dispatched by the High Command to reinforce
the Highway 4 front.

I took my orders with great enthusiasm and, together
with a local cadre, immediately set out for Binh Gia
where Regiment 11 was stationed.

The Binh Gia market remained a crowded place, and
was held at the foot of a lime mountain. Though it was
an “evacuated” market, it did not lack in anything, from
beef soup to lemon drinks. Ethnic minorities from distant
villages brought to market their most varied produce,
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from foodgrains to fruit and their multicoloured and
nationally famous home-spun brocade. As soon as we
arrived at the market three riders gallopped up from the
direction of Van Mich. The man at the front was a sturdy
fellow clad in a large US army jacket with a Colt pistol
slung by his side. Behind came a man also dressed entire-
ly in battle-trophy clothes except for a bamboo-plaited
hat. The third was a young guard sporting a brand-new
carbine. The commander introduced himselft as The
Hung, chief of staff of Regiment 11, He and his companion,
a man from the operations staff, came from Bong Lau
where Battalion 374 had just won a resounding victory.
We were warmly greeted at the Regiment Command
headquarters by other commanding officers including
Lien Doan, the regiment commander, and his deputy,
Long Xuyen. Lien Doan extended his hand to me while
asking : :

“Hi, you are the envoy of the High Command ? What
a good thing! We've just sprung an ambush at Bong
Lau pass. It was a big win.” ’

Their joy was really contagious. I felt genuine and
spontaneous attachment to these people, so open-hearted
and so affable. How happy I was to be with a strong
unit which had just won a major victory right in its
first battle. The enemy lost 27 armoured vehicles and
trucks out of their 32-vehicle convoy, and more than
100 men.

The battle took place on October 30th, 1947. It was
a severe blow to Beaufre’s detachment. The Hung, who
directly commanded Battalion 374 in this battle, gestured
expansively :

“Hey, we did not expect so many vehicles. If we had
moved more quickly the other five vehicles would not
have escaped.”
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Looking at the red pencilled Bong Lau on a 1/100,000
map, I said :

“More of this is in store for them. The rugged terrain
along this highway offers many advantages in our am-
bushes.”

All the commanding officers at Regiment 11 belonged
to the Tay or Nung ethnic minorities and they had these
characteristics in common : they were dynamic, quick in
movement, outspoken and completely dedicated to fight-
ing. After only a few moments we were like members
of the same family. One day, The Hung told me:

“Come, don’t you know, the day I first met you at
the Binh Gia market, I asked myself : why did they send
so young a novice, does he know anything about military
affairs ? Maybe this man is only a pampered protégé of
the High Command.”

I grinned :

“But do you think I suit my job here ?”

“Quite, I just want to recollect the past. Only after
a long journey can one know how good his ride is.” And
he broke into loud laughter.

One day I visited Battalions 23 and 374. Tran Son,
political commissar of Regiment 11, offered me a jacket,
a pair of boots and a pair of woolen socks. He told me:

“You do not know yet how cold it is here in the
Lang Son forest. This is to keep you warm before you
go up the line. The High Command is indeed rich but
not as rich as we are here.”

Long Xuyen put in:

“To be the head of a cock is always better than the
tail of a buffalo, isn’t it ?”

In those days Battalion 23 was stationed at Hoi Hoan
in Thoat Lang district. The local army was closing in
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on Highway 4 in preparation for an ambush. I wanted
to join them immediately to discuss the plan. Who could
help being impatient when a battle was imminent, when
news of victorious fighting was flooding in from all
parts of the resistance base ?

We learned that the detachment under Colonel Com-
munal had fallen into an ambush along the Lo river and
was pinned down at Ban Thi, Dam Hong and Chiem Hoa
in Tuyen Quang province.

Thus, the plan to link the two detachments of Com-
munal and Beaufre had gone up in smoke. Communal
was pulling back to Tuyen Quang where he intended to
dig in for a long fight. We also learned that Beaufre’s
troops and the paras of Sauvagnac were repeatedly am-
bushed at Cho Moi, Cho Don, Cho Ra, Phu Thong, Deo
Ca and Deo Giang in Bac Can and Thai Nguyen prov-
inces. Their supply route from Cao Bang to Bac Can was
virtually cut off.

We decided to allow Beaufre no let-up on this highway
battlefront, and eventually to make the place too hot
for all the enemy forces stationed in the territory of
Lang Son.

Thus began my life as a combatant on Highway 4 and
on the whole battlefront of Cao Bang and Lang Son,
right from the moment I left the headquarters of Regi-
ment 11 and rode alone to join Battalion 23 at Hoi Hoan.

From Bo Cung — Lung Vai to Ban Nam

Highway 4 runs parallel to the Sino-Vietnamese border
from northeast to northwest, starting from Mui Ngoc in
Mong Cai and Tien Yen and passing through Dinh Lap
and Loc Binh up to Lang Son township. From here the
road leads northward through Dong Dang, Na Sam, That
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Khe and Dong Khe to Cao Bang town, ending at Nguyen
Binh. It totals 340 kilometres and links up with other
important roads at many junctions. For instance, at Tien
Yen it links with Highway 18 leading south to Hon Gai
and Hai Phong. At Lang Son, it meets National Highway 1,
the main artery to Hanoi. Also from Highway 4 a road
leads to Dong Dang and Muc Nam Quan, the gateway
to China opposite the Chinese towns of Ping Xiang and
Longzhou. From Dong Dang a district road penetrates
deep into the Viet Bac resistance base passing by Binh
Gia, Bac Son, Vu Nhai, Dinh Ca and Thai Nguyen. At
Cao Bang town, Highway 4 meets Highway 3 which leads:
southward to Bac Can and northward to Ma Phue, Tra
Linh, Phuc Hoa and other areas bordering on Guangxi
province of China.

Aware of the strategic importance of this road, the
French, after occupying Cao Bang town, sent a large
force to build a complex network of military outposts
on this road. For our part, we were determined to cut
this lifeline of the enemy stationed in Cao Bang through
which everything from rice to ammunition had to be
sent from Hanoi and Lang Son. ‘

When I came to Battalion 23, our men were intensively
preparing for the Bo Cung —Lung Vai ambush. The:
majority of the battalion, from commander Quyen to the
rank-and-file, were native to Quang Ninh province. Most
of them had taken part in the guerilla war against the
Japanese fascists at the Dong Trieu resistance base. Both
battalion commander Quyen and political commissar Ai
greeted me with obvious satisfaction.

Quyen said : “You've come at the right time. We have
just completed a reconnaissance. Now you’ll help us draw
up the plan of attack.” -

3k
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Thereupon Quyen called for a pow-wow with all com-
pany officers of the battalion. I told myself as I looked
at the map: “Bo Cung — Lung Vai is the right place for
an ambush.” In fact, our men at Battalion 374 of Regi-
ment 11 had just sprung a victorious ambush at the Bong
Lau — Lung Phay Pass and the enemy had to be heading
for Lang Son. What was more, Bo Cung —Lung Vai
provided extremely rugged terrain. The narrow highway
at this point became even narrower as it wound around
the mountain slopes with a steep rock wall on one side
and deep ravines on the other. Even two trucks driving
in opposite directions would find it difficult to pass each
other. So, I thought, even if only one truck broke down
the whole enemy convoy would be brought to a standstill
-and become easy prey to the ambushers.

During deliberations on the best way to spring an
ambush I made only one suggestion, basing myself on
my knowledge of the actual correlation of forces between
us and the enemy. I said :

“I want you to keep in mind this one point: at pre-
sent the enemy are on the offensive. They are also all
professional soldiers, having fought many battles in the
Second World War. They know that we are mostly citi-
zens taking up arms to defend the motherland. Never

before have we had the opportunity to learn any military-

technique or tactic. As for weapons, we have only old-
style rifles and home-made grenades and certainly not
enough of them, to say nothing of machine-guns, mortars
or artillery.

“Accordingly, the French army, especially the legion-
naires, are very arrogant and contemptuous of our com-
bat skills. As has been proved by experience, everytime
they hear gunfire they react with a massive counter-
attack.
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“Without taking this into consideration in order to
make a rational deployment, we would fall into passivity
once the battle has erupted.”

My suggestion was accepted by the commanding offi-
cers. We arranged a three-layer deployment of our am-
bush forces from the foot to the top of the mountain so

‘that even if the enemy made a frontal counter-assault

through our lines or an attack from the rear on our
front line, they would have to overcome our second line.'
And even if they could breach our second line, we
would have the third line at the top to hurl.them back
to the base of the mountain.

This defence-in-depth was also made necessary by our
poor equipment, as antiquated as it was deficient. A
primer which did not ignite or hand grenade which did
not explode were common occurrences in those early
days of resistance against the French. Only none of us

was deterred or appalled by such malfunctions because

to own a firearm was already a matter of great pride
for men like us newly freed from slavery. In fact, in
colonial days, to be found in possession of so much as
a hunter’s knife or a sword in your home could mean
disaster. So, imagine how proud we were to sport a
shor-barrelled magazine rifle or a long Russian infantry
rifle !

We took up position before daybreak. It was February
1948. A damp and chilly air enveloped the hills of Viet
Bac. Men of our Battalion 23 were dressed mostly in
brown pyjamas and very few of them had a cotton-
padded vest. Most of them were young men from the
plains who were smaller in stature than the mountain
dwellers of Cao Bang and Lang Son. But they were very
nimble-footed and very talkative, too.
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We did not feel the cold during our march. But now
lying in ambush in the open air on a high mountain it
was biting into our flesh. I was fortunate enough to have
a vest presented by the command staff of Regiment 11.
Yet, the icy gusts that shook every now and then the
forest foliage made my teeth chatter.

Following the ambush by Battalion 374 at Bong Lau
Pass the enemy had taken much greater precautions when
they moved on Highway 4. This time they sent a half-
track carrying a platoon of French soldiers to open the
road. Arriving at Bo Cung post, most of them jumped
down and made a thorough search on either side of the
road before proceeding to Lung Vai. The French soldiers
sprayed bursts of carbine fire into the forest obviously
for the purpose of intimidation. Feeling secure, they
signalled to the convoy to move on. The vehicles pro-
ceeded very slowly and well spaced out. When the first
vehicles entered the ambush area, they spread out even
more and began mine detection. I glanced at Quyen as
if to say: “They may find out.” As a matter of fact,
within minutes the man with a mine detector called out
from the road: “Beware, a mine !”

The last vehicles had not yet completely entered the
ambush zone. Capitalizing on the disarray of the enemy
who ran for shelter on either side of the road, Quyen
shouted : “Fire!” Mines exploded, rifles opened fire,
and grenades were thrown on the road while the only
machine gun of the battalion, which we nicknamed
“Whitehead”, fired in long bursts.

But as we had predicted, after a few moments the
battle-seasoned legionnaires quickly rallied as they dis-
covered we did not have any significant firepower. One
of them shouted :

“Only magazine rifles, don’t be afraid.”
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Then they blazed their way up the mountain firing
their carbines.

But the forest provided our men with a definite advan-
tage when it came to hand-to-hand fighting. After a
long blast on the whistle all the ambushers sprang up
amidst a formidable shout of “charge !".

The battle was a complete success. For the first time
on Highway 4 we captured prisoners of war. Six legion-
naires were immediately led to command headquarters
to be questioned by the “enemy agitation committee”.
But the most heartening thing was that we seized a lot
of arms including 60mm mortars and 12.7mm artillery
pieces which we badly needed. The battalion became a
well-equipped unit. We also captured a SONY transistor
radio. If the Bong Lau battle of Battalion 374 was the
first battle on Highway 4, precursor to inevitable doom
for the French army on this strategic highway, the Bo
Cung — Lung Vai ambush by Battalion 23 reinforced our
conviction in the eventual outcome of the war. The guide~
line, “Let us fight the enemy with their own weapons”,
had become a reality.

The massive French attack on the Viet Bac resistance
base was a complete failure. After suffering severe blows,
Communal and his men retreated to Tuyen Quang but
there, too, they took a further beating which forced
them to withdraw to Hanoi, passing by Son Duong and
Viet Tri along the Lo River. On the eastern front the
advance of Beaufre’s troops was checked at Cao Bang.
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The French tried their hardest to keep Highway 4 open
to Lang Son and northeastward to Mong Cai. The head-
quarters of the so-called “Frontier Command” was set
up at Lang Son under the command of Colonel Constant.
The latter divided this military region into northern and
southern sectors. The northern subsector was defended
by Legionnaire Regiment 3 (3rd REI) reinforced by the
North African Battalion 23 (23rd BTA) and a battalion of
Vietnamese puppet troops. This regiment formed a de-
fence line in tgo directions, Cao Bang — Bac Can and
Cao Bang-——D % Khe. It was headquartered in Cao
Bang town. Its first battalion was positioned along High-
way 4 from Bac Can to Cao Bang with seven posts of
which Phu Thong was the most important. The third
battalion was positioned from Cao Bang town to Dong
Khe with four posts along Highway 4 together with a
number of smaller posts close to the border with China.
The second battalion, headquartered at That Khe, was
positioned in six posts also along Highway 4 close to the
Chinese border.

The southern sector was divided into two subsectors :
Na Sam — Dong Dang, which the French called first
subsector, and the other covering the route from Loc
Binh to Mong Cai.

Though they had failed in their major assault, the
French continued to control Highway 4 and Highway 3
leading to Bac Can and in this position posed a constant
threat to the Viet Bac resistance zone.

Hence the vital importance of Highway 4. Whoever
controlled it would hold the strategic initiative not only
in the Viet Bac battlefield but also the whole of North
Vietnam. The complex network of military posts set up
by the French along this highway was aimed at con-
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trolling our activities and ensuring their presence and op-
erations in the three northernmost provinces. For our part,
we were determined to cut this enemy lifeline, without
which the “Border Sector” of Colonel Constant could
not hold out, French pressure on the resistance base
would be considerably weakened, and the enemy would
have to soon retreat to the midland, the gateway to the
Red River delta.

After the Bo Cung — Lung Vai ambush I left Battalion
23 for Battalion 374 to discuss plans for increasing pres-
sure on the enemy on Highway 4. The battalion comman-
der was Bac Quan, a native of the plains, a very dynamic
man of medium height and commander of the Bong Lau
ambush. On learning of the Bo Cung — Lung Vai victory,
he was eager to mount a new attack on the enemy.

After two successive defeats on Highway 4 the French
became more cautious. They increased the number of
posts and sent more reinforcements. Searches by North
African legionnaires were more frequent and the escort
was much heavier each time they dispatched a convoy
of supplies. So to win a battle we could no longer rely,
on the meagre forces of earlier days.

The majority of the men of Battalion 374 were natives
of Cao Bang and Lang Son provinces, and very know-
ledgeable about the local terrain.

As it was, Highway 4 had two vital points for any
ambush, Bong Lau —Lung Phay and Bo Cung — Lung
Vai, which had actually been used by our army. But
we could not allow the enemy the freedom to transport
supplies and reinforcements, strengthen their positions
on the route and increase their control in the area. Each
time I looked at the map I felt hypnotized by the road
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winding its way through the hills and valleys. Our scouts
made regular reports on enemy movements. One day,
Lam, a scout, said :

“Each time they passed through danger spots like
Bong Lau —Lung Phay or Bo Cung —Lung Vai the
French were very cautious. They always sent a group
of armoured vehicles to clear the way and troops to take
up position on high points before the convoy passed.”

Another scout, Sai, added:

“I noticed that they always stopped to have lunch at
Ban Nam. It has become a rule.”

I was greatly interested in the last detail. In fact, the
meandering highway at this point suddenly straightened
out before entering a wide valley with terraced ricefields
gently sloping down either side. Since the French burned
down their villages, the local inhabitants had fled into
the deep jungle or moved to distant villages. So I might
assume that the French never thought it possible for
us to spring an ambush right on this clearing since it
was almost inconceivable that we could move so quickly
from the forest without exposing ourselves to their deadly
machine-gun fire. The best we could do, they might argue,
was to detonate a few mines, but even this was highly
improbable because it would be no easy job to conceal
the fuse at such a place. That is why the French took
almost no precautions after emerging from the dense
forest into the clearing. They invariably ordered a very
long stop at Ban Nam where they ate, drank, rested and
even indulged in revelry with the merchants and prosti-
tutes who used to accompany French convoys.

Here really lay the factor of surprise, which often
accounts for half of the chance of victory in an ambush.
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Would there be any more propitious moment to attack
the enemy than when they were least prepared ? The
only hurdle was the open land. Of the three factors needed
for victory — opportunity, propitious terrain and popular
support — we already had the opportunity and popular
support. But should we remain helpless just because of
the difficulty presented by the terrain ? There must be
some way to overcome it, I decided. Courage there must:
be, of course, but also boldness which, of course, has no-
thing to do with recklessness.

Bac Quan, the battalion commander, and his deputy
readily agreed to my proposal. I said: “To secure victory
we must use strong firepower. One battalion alone is not
sufficient. ”

In my capacity as special envoy of the High Command
I asked Bac Quan to go to Hoi Hoan to discuss the plan
with battalion commander Quyen. My argument was that
if both battalions struck at the same time our firepower
would be able to overpower the enemy in the first few
minutes. We would also have enough manpower to carry
the battle quickly across the large clearing.

Both battalion commanders readily accepted my plan.
Neither hid their keen desire to get more sophisticated
weapons from the enemy. Everyone wished to get rid of
the obsolete and disparate collection of rifles consisting
of French musketoons, Chinese “seven-nines” and the
long-barrelled rifles of the tsarist army. We thus decided
to reconnoitre the future ambush site. The party included
a representative of the battalion and command staff from
companies, myself and a squad of scouts.

*

x* *
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From Hoi Hoan we went past Van Mich toward Keo
Lam. This was a small hamlet perched on a high peak
overlooking ‘the That Khe plain, the rice granary of Lang
Son province. After a rest at Keo Lam we sent a messenger
to establish contact with the command of the local army
of Trang Dinh district (which consisted of barely one com-
pany). The next day, Dinh Giang, the company comman-
der, came to see us. He gave us invaluable assistance. A
handsome young man and a native of Na Nong village,
Trang Dinh district, Dinh Giang had gained a reputation
since the days of the seizure of power in the district with
his intelligent command of battles against local Kuomin-
tang agents among the Chiang Kaishek troops who at-
temped to usurp power in Lang Son province.

The same night our reconnaissance party, under the
guidance of two guerrillas, went from Keo Lam to Quyen
A, then crossed the Ky Cung river and reached the north-
eastern part of Highway 4. We spent the night at Ban
Bon. From Ban Bon to Ban Nam where the ambush was
to take place there was no land route. We trudged along
the meadering Ky Cung river in deep jungle, passing a
multitude of dangerous waterfalls and reefs. The Ky Cung
river, which rises in a rocky cleft north of Dinh Lap, flows
past Loc Binh and Lang Son town before reaching Na
Sam and That Khe, then circles Binh Nghi mountain be-
fore entering Chinese territory at Longzhou. In the dry
season the river bed almost dries up and the river flows
- quietly. But in the rainy season flood waters would over-
flow its banks and roar down with terrific turbulence,
carrying with them the huge trunks of uprooted irees.
Fortunately, our reconnaissance was undertaken during its
tranquil days when the river spread like a ribbon appear-
ing now and then beneath the dense canopies of the Viet
Bac tropical forests.
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As we were wading along the river bank a small forest
track appeared, and following this path we came into
a valley. We were about three kilometres from Ban Nam.
Dinh Giang consulted his two comrades in the language
of the Tay, then said to me:

“We have to take a rest here and wait until dark to
go to Ban Nam. We might encounter an enemy patrol
in daytime.” '

It was a wonderful afternoon in the jungle. The last
rays of sunlight penetrated the foliage and formed bright
spots dancing on the ground. Now and then the “uc
ruc’’ (a kind of woodpecker with green plumage) made
a piaintive call to its mate. From some faroff grove came
the lone song of a mockingbird. We ate with great appre-~
ciation the balls of rice seasoned with crushed groundnuts
donated to us by villagers at Ban Bon.

Then we dispersed to different places to take a rest
under the trees and wait for dusk. At sundown the scout-
ing squad went out to reconnoitre for traces of the enemy.
They came back and we silently followed them. From a
hill east of Highway 4 we were able to view the whole
of Ban Nam. It looked exactly like a huge bowl. The
highway cut a straight line about one kilometre long
through the terraced fields. All around were small, low
hills interspersed with small forests. The enemy used to
rest here before crossing Ban Trai bridge into the That
Khe plain,

If the enemy took a rest in the middle of this valley
they would be like a flock of deer frolicking unaware,
whereas we would be a hunting party surrounding them
from high points sheltered by wooded mountains. All
we needed was to take up position secretly, patiently
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lie in ambush and be quick when crossing in the open
once the fight had started.

We discussed the battle plan and detailed the assign-
ments to each unit.

I told the reconnaissance party :

“Now we separate and each unit goes tonight to re-
connoitre its own ambush area. Tomorrow we will regroup
at Ban Bon. Then we will decide the concrete plan of
attack and the exact time to open fire.”

“Right !”

“Be quick !”

“Everyone to his job !”

We broke into small groups and disappeared in the
pale light of a crescent moon.

Four days later we won a big battle at Ban Nam. Every-
thing happened as expected. It was as if we had made
all the arrangements and the enemy had willingly sub-
mitted to these arrangements and to their fate.

The enemy had to pay dearly for their arrogance and
subjectiveness. As for us, after the battle we were more
confident in ourselves and more convinced that to fight
a stronger enemy there need to be intelligence and also
boldness, that we can beat them even with our infe-
riority in arms and equipment if we can use the element
©of surprises and strike where the enemy is least prepared.
‘Thus, we struck them right at the place where they
thought it impossible or unlikely that there would be
an ambush.

The population of Trang Dinh was fired up by the
victory. Feople came to see us and congratulated us.
Cne villager said: “I told you, the Ve Quoc Doan (Lib-
<ration People’s Army) is very capable. They will soon
take on the French posts, you'll see.”
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The day after the battle I returned to Ban Ton and
called on an old patriarch named Sam. The old man
asked :

“When will the next battle be? Wipe them oui so
that we can celebrate liberation.”

He prepared a pot of his best tea, then came into his
sleeping room and took out a big jar of bee honey.

“This is very nutritious, very good for your health,”
he said with a laughter that shook his long beard, while
pouring for me a full glass of thick honey, adding:

“This stuff is as intoxicating as alcohol if it is preserved
over a long period. Let us drink to your victorious come-
back.”

Later on, returning each time from a reconnaissance
mission along Highway 4 or from a battle in the neigh-
bourhood I never failed to call on Mr. Sam who would
give me a bowl of his longest preserved honey.

*
* *

Relentiess Attack

After the Ban Nam battle the High Command appointed
me deputy commander of Regiment 28 of Lang Son prov-
jnce. Some time later, after Lien Doan was assigned
another task, I was made regimental commander in his
place. Ha Ke Tan was made political commissar.

My life as a soldier was thus involved more and more
closely with Lang Son and its population.

Lang Son has long been famous for its scenic beauty
and millenia-long tradition of resistance to foreign aggres-
sion.

I knew little of the province when I first arrived. But
through the battles against the enemy and my close
contacts with officers and men of Regiment 28 and the
population in the localities I became a real expert on the
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terrain along Highway 4 and knew it as well as I knew
the back of my hand.

Through my meetings and talks with the members of
the Party Committee in the province and cadres in the
districts I understood better the revolutionary traditions
of Lang Son. Like anywhere else in the Viet Bac resist-
ance zone the population of Lang Son was awakened
very early to revolutionary ideas and demonstrated ardent
patriotism.

Ours was called Regiment 28 but in fact it consisted
only of a full-size battalion, Battalion 249, and a num-
ber of associated companies such as those for recons
naissance, communications and support. The rest were
independent companies in the district.

Ha Ke Tan was a native of Ha Dong province (now
pert of Ha Son Binh province). He was sparing of words
and had the appearance of a long-time worker. He is many
years my senior, having joined the party as early as
1536, one of the main cadres responsible for the building
up of the revolutionary movement in Ha Dong and the
inner districts of Hanoi. Having him as political com-
missar I felt greatly reassured because he shouldered
most of the heaviest and most complex tasks of the reg-
iment such as logistics, Party work, relations with the
pepulation and the administration and mass organiza-
tions... I was given a free hand to concentrate on the
military side. Daily Ma Van Thanh, my bodyguard, and
I went out to study the terrain either to mount an attack
or draw experience from a previous battle. Now I was
attached to Battalion 249, now to the scout company.
Once or twice a month I would go to the regiment head-
quarters at Binh Gia in the Ban Rieng — Keo Goong
area to discuss with Ha Ke Tan the orientation and plan
for our work in the light of military policy.
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In those days the enemy was in a stronger position
than we were. Hence the watchword from the High
Command was “To cut off Highway 4 at any cost, the
lifeline of the enemy from Cao Bang to Lang Son and
Mong Cai”.

To put this strategic aim into effect, the military sec-
tor looked at all possibilities and put forward appro-
priate guidelines, namely, to go from small to large-scale
assaults, from easy to difficult battles, avoid the most
difficult areas and strike at the enemy’s vulnerable
points. Thus, we launched such attacks as those at Bong
Lau — Lung Phay, Ban Nam, Bo Cung — Lung Vai, Nguon
Kim, Choc Nga and Na Pa. Later came our attacks on
fortified enemy positions, also moving from small to
large-scale ones. As for the independent companies and
guerilla units in the localities, their actions were more
diverse, ranging from harassment to ambush combined
with agitation among enemy ranks. This consisted of
prersuading Vietnamese troops in the French army to
break with the enemy, or using them as inside forces
during attacks on enemy posts. In general, they could
handle most attacks against small posts. The regular
units were needed only in major actions.

I still remember Ngoc Trinh, a platoon staff officer,
very skilful in agitation work among enemy troops, and a
native of Cao Bang. He succeeded in converting a num-
ber of Vietnamese soldiers in the French garrisons at
the Che Kay, Na Sam and Lung Vai posts.

In those days the only footwear I could afford was
2 pair of old French army boots. They served me su-
rerbly during continuous treks through the jungle,
across ravines and down slippery slopes.
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One day, seeing that my boots were too worn-out, Ngoc
Trinh decided to get a new pair for me. He called for
Zong, a cook in the French garrison at Na Sam post.

“Lo, can you steal a pair of size 40 from the ware-
house 77

Zong flashed a toothy smile:

“No, we can’t steal, but we can change oneold pair
for a new one, that’s how the French boss has ruled.'f

Ngoc Trinh nodded :

“You can have a pair of “open-mouthed” (worn-out)
boots right now. T'll give them to you tonight at the
fence.”

Back from Na Sam, Ngoc Trinh told me:

“Pake off your boots and I will change them for a
new pair.” ‘

This had me at a complete loss. I said :

“With whom will you exchange them ? No, let's wait
for new battle trophies. We should not let another wear
these open-mouthed boots.”

“Oh no, I'll change them for you at the logistics of

the Na Sam post, at noone’s expense. Don't worry. The

French rule is that every article of army apparel issued
must be replaced by an old one; there will be no free
issue. What a rigid regulation!”

I gladly took off my boots. The next day I wore a
pair of brand-new ones taken from the warehouse at
the Na Sam post.

When they first came to this northern region of Viet-
nam and set up their “Border Frontier Sector”, the
French thought they were sufficiently superior in man-
power and equipment to control the whole area from
Cao Bang, Bac Can and Lang Son in the North to Tien Yen
and Mong Cai in the East. However, as the months passed,
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the would-be besiegers became the besieged, encircled
as they were in the inextricable cobweb of the Vietnam-
ese people’s war. They eventually had to entrench
themselves behind barbed wire fortifications, fearing
attacks that might come at any time. As for us, we had
complete freedom to choose the place, time and method
of attack against the enemy along Highway 4. It can
be said that rarely were there days when there was no
gunfire from our men on Highway 4, because as soon
as the regular army took a respite after a battle, the
guerillas began their harassment, now blowing up a
bridge or digging up a section of road, now cutting
telephone lines, now sniping at the enemy in the posts,
now sending off a few bursts of diversionary gunfire.
Meanwhile, our regiment pressed our attacks on the
enemy on an increasing scale. The first Bong Lau ambush
was followed by a second at the same place. The same
happened at Bo Cung —Lung Vai and Ban Nam. We
were always the winner and the more we fought the
bigger victories we won. The enemy, despite taking
every precaution, could not avoid the blows which were
often delivered many times at the same place.

All along the section of Highway 4 from Dong Khe
northward to Cao Bang the enemy also took savage
beatings {from other units of the Cao Bang regular army
as well as local militia and guerrillas. Battalion 73, pre-
decessor of Battalion 251, the core force of Regiment 74
with Chu Huy Man as commander and Le Quang An
as political commissar, overran the Tai Ho Sin post then
sprang an ambush at Na Tan, destroying seven enemy
trucks on Highway 4. In Suoi Hai area, Company 398
destroyed three vehicles at Khau Mang. Company 670
struck at Phuc Hoa and Tra Linh. In the meantime,
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Company 660 intensified its actions in Quang Uyen, lying
in ambush at Cai Nau and making a surprise attack on
the Coc Bo post. At Nguon Bai, also on Highway 4,
Battalion 73 wrecked 12 vehicles. It followed this up
with a major surprise attack north of Dong Khe, setting
on fire or destroying 28 vehicles. Just before Christmas
the battalion won another battle at Lung Muoi, putting
out of action two companies of legionnaires and destroy-
ing 27 vehicles. These actions by our Regiment 28 and
Regiment 74 of Cao Bang province created conditions for
the independent companies in the districts to increase
harassment in order to loosen enemy control over the
population. Wherever we had established contact with
our agents in enemy posts, these men urged the regular
army to raze the posts so that they could rejoin their
families.

The Che Kay post lay close to the highway at a point
near Na Sam in Thoat Lang district. The post was under
the command of a lieutenant named Viscot and defended
by a platoon of puppet troops. Its task was to ensure
the safely of the section of highway from Na Sam to
Dong Dang. .

The company, under the command of Dinh Giang
and Hung Quoc, monitored very closely the situation at
a series of enemy posts in the district such as Che Kay,
Lung Vai, Bo Cung, Keo Tho and Na Sam. The agents
we had planted in the posts regularly reported to Ngoc
Trinh the movement of troops and defensive deploy-
ment of the enemy in the post. At Che Kay in particu-
lar, two thirds of puppet troops had already been won
over to the revolution. One day, Say, a private and one
of our most reliable agents in the Che Kay post, sent out
this intelligence message :

43

. “The post commander, Viscot, will be transferred to
Lang Son and a new commander will replace him, The
transfer of command will be made on September 12.”

This was a golden opportunity. We would strike them
right in the middle of their revelry. Che Kay was lo~
cated on the top of a hill surrounded by dense forest.
On the eve of the projected hand-over of command we
sent a platoon to lie in ambush on the slope of the hill.
This was a very audacious act because it would be
enough for one agent to betray or an enemy pa-
trol to go out unexpectedly, for the whole plan to be
discovered and for us to suffer heavy casualties. But
Ngoc Trinh was very sure of his agent and he personally
commanded the death volunteer platoon. As had been
agreed upon, exactly at the moment when the two
French officers raised their toasts according to the wel-
come and send-off rituals, the guard opened wide the
gate for Ngoc Trinh’s platoon to break in. The whole
thing happened very quickly. Both French officers were
killed instantly together with some of their subalterns
who refused to surrender. The rest of the garrison raised
their hands without firing a shot. Then the revolutionary
army and puppet troops shook hands. Say, who repre-
sented the “rallies”, said:

“Today the French commander ordered the killing of
two pigs for the feast. We deliberately set aside one
half of one pig in the kitchen for our army. Now let
us celebrate our victory.”

‘But Be Chu Lang, political commissar of the com-
pany, stopped him: “We should not celebrate here in
the post. If enemy reinforcements came everything would
be ruined and victory would turn into defeat. »
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" He ordered the collection of weapons and the remain-
ing half of the pig was carried off expeditiously. The
celebration did not take place until the unit arrived at
Bac Lang where the local villagers presented the army
with a live pig. That night we had a long drink.ing. bout.
Many of the locals were dead drunk. They said it was
a custom of theirs to drink until both fell to the ground

if you really cared for your guest.

Nearly one month later we overran Lung Vai post
by the same method. A corporal in the post named Ca}m
was a double agent in our service. He signalled Viet
Cuong, the platoon commander, to secretly close in, wh.en
one of our men inadvertently stepped on a crate, which
made the hound in the house of the French commander
break into furious barking. Corporal Cam waved Viet
Cuong and his party away and calmly took a patrol
out to dispel the French commander’s suspicions. The
following night Viet Cuong resumed his operation and
the post was taken in a matter of minutes.

These easy attacks of ours prompted the French to
take greater precautions. They transferred the puppet
garrisons from one post to another, grafted one squad
on to another, and increased the number of European
and African troops. However, these measures were
unable to stem the tide of defeat. More and more young
Vietnamese in French garrisons, who were mostly na-
tives of Cao Bang and Lang Son forced to join the army,
went over to the revolution. All of them later said
that they were forced to hold a gun while in their inner-
most hearts they always longed to return to the “Gov-
ernment of Old Ho” and their villages. And not th.e
puppet army alone. Many members of the puppet admi-
nistration, including village chiefs, agreed to serve as
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double agents, working for the enemy while obeying
orders from the revolution. '

The Dong Noi battle can be cited as a typical example
of a combination of military attack with agitation among
enemy troops. Dong Noi was a lonely post on the sec-
tion of Highway 4 between Lang Son town and Ban
Sam. The French built a blockhouse there, and to
prevent guerrilla attacks they ordered the local popula-
tion to contribute manpower and building materials for
the construction of fences and combat trenches around
it. Three French officers supervised the work daily.
The “coolies” were made up partly of young men from
the plains arrested by the French during mopping-up
operations and whom they called “North Vietnam pris-
oners”. These young men were used as slave labour
in the building of military installations or in the tran-
sport of ammunition during French operations. The
others were local people recruited by the puppet admi-
nistration.

We discussed the plan of attack with the village chief,
Ly Khang, who had been persuaded to.collaborate with
the revolution. After a few days reconnaissance we
obtained the necessary information about enemy deploy-
ment inside the post. Our fighters disguised as “coolies”
were secretly introduced into the post. Taking advan-
tage of an unguarded moment our men opened fire
killing all three French officers on the spot. The puppet
garrison, without their French commanders, gave them-
selves up quickly. The post was razed and everyone
went home amid wild cheering. A dozen or so of the
“North Vietnam prisoners” asked to see me. I thought
that these men, who had been arrested long ago and
taken from one place to another by the French, ought to
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know a lot about the situation in many areas. After
treating them to a lavish meal, I asked them:

“Now, do you wish to return to your native provinces
or stay in the liberated zone?”

One of them said: “We were arrested by the French,
who falsely accused us of being guerrilas or Viet Minh
soldiers. We were looked upon as prisoners of war and
treated very harshly. My native land is now in enemy
hands. If I return now, the only thing I can expect is
to be forced into the French army or labour gangs.”

Another said:

“If the commander trusts us we wish to join the
army. We will carry things for you or cook for you dur-
ing your operations.”

I smiled and said: “The revolutionary army is the
army of the people. We need no coolies in the army.”

I broached the question to Ha Ke Tan and the two
of us agreed to take into the army anyone who wished
to join. Those already advanced in years were made
cooks while the young were assigned to different squads.
These men were mostly from Thai Binh, Hai Hung and
Quang Ninh provinces. They were very alert and en-
terprising. Best of all, they were very conversant with
the way the enemy conducted operations. Some later
became scouts for the regiment, operating behind enemy
lines and supplying very valuable intelligence.

*
* %

In those days Ha Ke Tan was like a jack-of-all-trades
on the Party Committee for the First Resistance Zone.
He was sent wherever the movement was weak. He was
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a member of the Zonal Party Committee and standing
member of the Party Committee for the Military Zone.
In April 1948 he was appointed political commissar of
the Bac — Bac Regiment (Bac Ninh and Bac Giang prov-
inces) commanded by Do Tan. In June of the same
year, as Regiment 28 needed a stronger Party leadership
he was sent there as political commissar. He was also
a member of the Party Committee of Lang Son prov-
ince. This facilitated the settlement of many affairs
involving relations between the army, the administra-
tion and Party organization in the province.

Aside from the task of “chopping off Highway 4" we
were also entrusted with carrying out the battle deep be-
hind enemy lines to expand guerilla warfare and narrow
the area under complete enemy control. Ba Son post in Cao
Lau — Xuat Le area lay deep inside the enemy-occupied
zone. It posed mortal danger to our reconnaissance and
mass agitation operations in the area. To make things
worse, this post lay close to the Sino-Vietnamese bor-
der controlled by Chiang Kaishek’s men, while the
French maintained very harsh control over the area to
the south.

As I was making preparations for a field inspection
before the second Bong Lau— Lung Phay battle, Mai
Chi Long, commander of the independent company in
Cn Chau district, came to see Ha Ke Tan and asked
for permission to destroy the Ba Son post.

He said : “We have several puppet soldiers in the post
who have agreed to act as inside agents. Comrade Phan
Manh Cu (the then deputy secretary of the Lang Son
provincial Party Committee in charge of Ba Son) has
already agreed. Now we are here to consult you.”
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Ha Ke Tan said:

“I have no objections. The point is whether you can
hold it in order to develop our activities deeper behind
enemy lines. Otherwise, it would only cause misery to
the population and we would lose all our bases.”

Mai Chi Long gave a detailed report on the situation
in the post, especially about the agents we had planted
there, and said with self-assurance:

“] can assure you we’ll be able to hold on. There is no
possibility of the enemy recapturing it.”

Ha Ke Tan answered after a moment of reflection:

“Then let me take the matter up with our men there
and also with Comrade Cu, then we will see.”

He left immediately and upon his return gave his
assent. On the night of March 4th, 1949 our army cap-
tured the Ba Son post and liberated the whole area of
Cao Lau— Xuat Le. Ten days later our regiment over-
ran three smaller posts at Deo Khach, Ban Trai and Ban
Phiet, forcing the enemy to withdraw from Po Ma,
Binh Nghi, Ban Pen and Pe Theo in Trang Dinh district
close to the Chinese border.
~ On April 25 our regiment took on the enemy

at Bong Lau — Lung Phay for the second time, destroy-
ing 53 enemy vehicles and overrunning the Lung Phay
post set on a high hill. Panicking, the French withdrew
from Phuong Man and Na Man northeast of Trang Dinh.

After this flurry of victories, Ha Ke Tan told me:

“We have done quite a good job and the regiment is
in very high spirits. Let us push on.”

Looking at his short but steady frame, I told myself:

“What good fortune it is to fight beside this battle-
hardened and older companion-in-arms!”

54

About the same time, Regiment 72 of Bac Can province
captured the Phu Thong stronghold and ambushed the
enemy at Deo Gio. Chu Huy Man’s regiment attacked the
enemy on Highway 3 at Bang Khau and Ngan Son and
captured the Tai Ho Sin post for the second time. One
commando group of ours sprang a surprise attack on the
enemy fort at Cao Bang town, blew up the power sta-

- tion there and took on a series of French posts along

the Hien and Bang rivers.

The French hurriedly withdrew from outlying posts
at Bac Can, Nuoc Hai, Tra Linh, Quang Uyen, Phuc Hoa
and Nguyen Binh to defensive positions along Highway
4 from Cao Bang to Lang Son, past Dong Khe.

The whole resistance zone of Cao — Bac — Lang was
seething with desire to attack French posts, punish trai-
tors and demolish the puppet administration, together
with the whole enemy scheme of “feeding war on war
and using Vietnamese to fight Vietnamese”.

* Ld

Time passed, but each time recollecting on the ebullient
days of fighting along Highway 4, I could not help
thinking of my dear companions in Regiments 28 and
174. They were men of incomparable courage and in-
disputable loyalty. If you met them for the first time
you might easily misunderstand them or doubt their
capabilities since most appeared taciturn and would give
curt replies only when asked, But in reality, inside these
young men lay the noble virtues of liberation fighters:
stubbornness, resilience, determination to fight to the
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end and readiness to die for the independence of the
motherland and nation’s freedom. They never hid their
feelings and very few of them would comply with a demand
or request just out of a desire to please. Courtesy, in the
sense of deviousness or insincerity, is unknown to them.
Once I asked a rank-and-file soldier : ‘

“Are you homesick ?”

“Why not!”

“Do you want to visit your family ?”

“I do but not until the French quit.”
“What if I allow you to visit your home ?”

“Ah, in that case I am very happy and I will come
back at the end of my furlough.”

Such are the fighters of Cao Bang and Lang Son prov-

inces, reliable in normal conditions as well as in the
perilous moments of battle.

As I already said, my bodyguard and messenger was
a man named Ma Van Thanh. He stayed with our reg-
iment for a very long time. Thanh was a member of the
Nung ethnic minority in Ban Pau village in the area of
Diem He — Tu Don. We were like a man and his shadow
whether during rests at the base, reconnaissance trips,
or en route to meetings at the headquarters of the mi-
litary sector or the High Command. He was a tall, sturdy
and quite handsome young man, and an excellent horse-
man, too. During a battle at Hien Sy near Hue, the for-
mer imperial city in Central Vietnam, we captured a
French paratrooper together with a huge knapsack
equipped by the British army. The sack had a double
lining, canvas outside and rubber inside, big enough for
me and Thanh to stuff our meagre possessions in. I
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" entrusted this “Second World War” knapsack to Thanh

who put all my and his personal effects in it and carried
it throughout our days operating along Highway 4.

Once I went to a meeting at the headquarters of the
military sector, deep in the Trai Cau jungle of Thai
Nguyen province. Before we left after a meeting lasting
several days, Thanh said to me:

“Comrade commander, we have no more money left
for our trip home. I put the purse somewhere and cannot
find it. It's really a nasty situation.”

Seeing the anxious look on this honest bodyguard’s.
face, I said:

“Don’t worry, I will see to it.”

Thanh said :

“We need only encugh money to last until Bac Son.
From there it’s Lang Son, our native land, the territory
of our regiment, and we no longer fear hunger.”

1 went to the lodge of Le Hien Mai, then member of
the Party Committee in charge of Party work in the
military sector. I told him about our situation and asked
him for some money.

“We need only money to last until Bac Son. From
there on I'm not afraid of starving. The men of Regiment
28 and the population of Lang Son are one.”

Comrade Mai smiled and gave me all the money in
his pocket. In those days we did not yet have a proper
supply service and each unit had to send its men to buy
food at the market. Whenever you were on a mission
you had to take money along. I gave the money to Thanh
who exulted :

“Ah, now we are rich again! We can even dine at the
restaurants on the road.”
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In those days the Keo Koong (Binh Gia) and Hoi Hoan
area was looked upon as the resistance capital of the
army and population of Lang Son province. Almost all
the former dwellers of Lang Son who had left the town
and followed the resistance lived there.

The makeshift houses of these evacuees were erected
along the road and the place became as bustling as the
Cau Bo — Rung Thong township in Thanh Hoa province,
Nuoc Hai in Cao Bang, or Nho Quan — Dam Da — Xich
‘Tho in Ha Nam Ninh.

Resistance offices were built in the neighbourhood.
Men of our Regiment 28 also used it as a place of re-
cuperation. We soldiers of the regiment, officers and
men alike, all in their twenties or early thirties, during
our leisure used to take strolls along the small road and
drop in at a restaurant to eat a bowl of rice noodles and
drink a cup of coffee or a glass of whipped eggs.

Living among the population of Lang Son we were
like a shoal of fish swimming in a fresh stream. When
we prepared for a battle, the villagers brought us meals
and tea. When we lay in ambush along the road the pop-
ulation in the vicinity supplied us with balls of rice
and salted sesame mixed with crushed groundnut. Mrs Be
Thi Kim, a cadre of the local Vietnam Women’s Union,
went from house to house up hill and down dale to
campaign for “one thousand sticky rice cakes and one
thousand tinfuls of rice to feed the army so that they
can eat their fill and defeat the enemy”. It was really
moving !

Thus the thud of rice pounding resounded throughout
the night in every hamlet in Trang Dinh and Binh Gia.
Everybody, every family contributed and in just one
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night the sticky rice cakes were made ready. The next
morning the villagers in single file carried their rice
cakes to us at the regiment. Each time we came back
from a battle we were given a boisterous welcome by
the villagers who held all-night parties with songs and
dances lasting until very late in the night. Many years
have passed but the memories of those days are still
fresh in my mind, filling my heart with vivid images
of the profound feelings of the population of Lang Son.

In our third ambush at Bo Cung — Lung Vai, the enemy
pounded our command post with artillery fire from their
Beaufort cannon, uprooting trees and shattering branches.
I moved from one place to another while keeping con-
tact with the men on the road through a field radio.
Thanh was all the time by my side. As a big branch
was falling on my head he used all his strength to push
me aside just in time to save me ‘from almost inevitable
disaster. I smiled at him; he acknowledged my thanks
but flashed an angry look at me, growling :

“I told you, but you did not heed my words. Come,
sit close to this hole.”

Far from taking offence at these admonitions, I felt
all the more deeply the friendship and devotion of my
bodyguard who had more than once risked his life to
save mine. Whenever he went out into the forest he
would not forget to pick some edible grass or bamboo
shoots to cook a porridge to alleviate my vitamin defi-
ciency during the long military campaigns.

. After a battle I used to go to the army infirmary to
visit the wounded. Once I saw a medic bandage the
wounded elbow of a young soldier. The medic was him-
self still very young, to all appearances a novice at the
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job because he tried in vain to steady the bandage. I sat
down and told him to let me help. Seeing that I did
the job with great expertise, the medic and soldiers
sitting around’ asked me: '

“When did you learn the job of medic, comrade reg-
iment commander ?”’

“I was an assistant doctor of the Pac Keo medical
corps in 1946.”

“Were you? And you are now a commander ?”
“Well, where there is a will, there is a way !” I said.

In effect, the war brought about very unexpected
changes in my life. Before the August Revolution in 1945
I was studying at the Hanoi Medical College. When
awakened to the revolutionary ideal I secretly joined
the Viet Minh. After the Japanese ousted the French,
I and some others were entrusted with a revolutionary
mission in Hue. We were all natives of Central Vietnam
who had studied at the Hue National Lyceum. Later,
I took part in the insurrection to seize power in Hué
then joined the army and fought in Scuth Vietnam, Nha
Trang, Highway 9, and Highway 7. After the signing of
the modus vivendi of March 6, 1946 we thought our
country could now live in peace and we would be able
to regain independence through peaceful negotiations. I
was allowed to return to Hanoi to resume my rnedical stu-
dies following a serious attack of malarial fever. All of us
were, in fact, the first students of the medical college
in the army. We lived in the boarding school and formed
a platoon as in the army. Nguyen Si Quoc' and myself

1. Now Professor, Major general, Vice-Manager of the Ordance
General Department of the People’s Army of Vietnam.
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were made head and deputy head of the platoon, During
class-hours we sat together with non-military students
in the auditorium of the Hanoi Medical College.

The French started the hostilities. Just before the na-
tionwide war of resistance broke out on the night of
December 19, 1946, we in the military medical corps
were split into small groups to serve on different battle-
fronts. Si Quoc and I were detailed to the Lang Son
front and assigned to the Pac Keo medical station in
Binh Gia district. Quoc and I took turns in staying at
the station and going to the frontline. One day, soon
after the Lunar New Year festival in 1947, I met by
chance Vu Van Can, Director of the Army Medical De-
partment, who was making a tour of inspection of med-
ical facilities in Lang Son province. I was caring for
a wounded soldier when he saw me. He called out:

“What, you are here! The High Command has sent
you several cables calling you back to the HQ.”

I was quite surprised and shook my head in disbelief :

“But nobody told me of anything!”

“Listen, Si Quoc and Mau will take care of this station.
You pack your things and come along with me to the
HQ.”

I thus followed him to the High Command where,
contrary to my expectations, I was assigned to the Gen-
eral Staff, not to the Medical Department of Vu Van
Can. It did not take me long to understand the reason.
In the first days of the resistance, theve was a great
shortage of military cadres. That is why anyone who
had taken part in actual fighting after the August Rev-
olution or who had studied at the central military school
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or its subsidiaries was assigned to the High Command,
which would either send them to combat units or retain
them at General Staff Headquarters.

I used to joke with my companions: “For me per-
sonally, the French attack on Viet Bac was a stroke of
luck because without it I don’t see how I can join you
in the battles on Highway 4. There would be interminable
days of study with my piles of documents kept in tin
containers.”

Today, as I recollect, I was lucky in one more way be-
cause right in the first months of the war I had the good
fortune to operate in quite an important battle zone
where the enemy had deployed a strong force but where
we also had very favourable conditions: dense forests,
rugged terrain, a supportive population and courageous
army. In Lang Son, the spirit of national salvation ran
very deep among the population and the resistance army.
All ethnic minorities in the mountain areas have this
in common: they don’t want to live far from home.
Transferred to any other place they would miss the
:streams, the songs of birds and the shrieks of monkeys
in their ancestral jungles. Yet, in those days the whole
of Lang Son was alive with a great determination to kill
the aggressors. The young eagerly applied to join the
guerillas and army. Once in the regional army they
asked to join the regular army so that they could range
far .and wide in pursuit of the “western aggressors.”

In October 1984 I returned to the former battle site
in That Khe. The People’s Committee of Trang Dinh
district arranged a meeting between me and a large num-
ber of old cadres who had taken part in the resistance
from the outset till the French were forced to quit Lang
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Son in 1950 following their defeat in the Border Cam-
paign. Most are now white-haired old people but the
room became quite animated when together we recalled

memories of 35 years ago.

That night Quoc Tan, a 76-year-old man, who had
been a cadre of the Lien Viet Front and chairman of
the resistance committee of Trang Dinh district in 1950,
took my hands and said:

“You were quite good at fighting the French on High-
way 4. The French respected you a lot, they called you
the ‘King of Highway 4’. They put a price on your head.
But now I will disclose to you a truth: you were very
bureaucratic in those days. I often changed your soldiers
without your knowledge, hey, hey, hey.” He thumped
me on the shoulder that nearly threw me off balance
while breaking into loud laughter.

“What ? Changed my soldiers, I don’t understand.”

“It's very simple. Your soldiers were all natives of
Lang Son province. Some came from Thoat Lang, some
from Na Sam, others from Trang Dinh, they were all

men of our people.”

I sat silent. Old Quoc Tan went on:

“In those days your regular regiment won big battles
on Highway 4. Meanwhile, the regional army in my
district only engaged in small ambushes or sabotage
activities. The boys wanted to fight a real hattle and
kill a lot of enemy troops. They wanted very much to
join your regiment. Once your men came here to prepare
for a major attack. What battle ?” — The old man tapped
his forehead and shook his head. “No, I can’t remember,
it was too long ago. I discussed my plan with Giang,
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commander of the independent company of the regional
army in my district. He in turn took up the matter with
a platoon commander in your regiment. They were both
of Nung stock and were bosom friends. Thus, they agreed
to swap a few men of our company with as many in
your regular platcon whom we secretly accorded a fur-
lough so that they could sleep for a few nights with their
wives at home. The battle over, they all came back in
time to rejoin their ranks. Hey, hey, hey!”

He added :

“Don’t you know, we mountain people cannot bear
being far from our wives for too long. Take my case as
one instance. I then had two children and worked in the
district town, and still I could not stay a week away
from my wife. Judge the situation of the young men for

yourself, They did not desert, you see, just a night

with their wives and they came back to the unit.”

I asked: “Did you make many of those swaps ?”

“Whenever the occasion offered. Many such times, but
I cannot remember the exact number.”

I shook his arm vigorously :

“Good heavens! You changed men to fight the enemy,
but there was nothing wrong with that. Why did you
hide it from me ? If I was consulted, I would agree to
swap a whole company.”

Quoc Tan nodded his approval :

“In those days I also thought: the one longed to fight
the enemy, the other had fought a lot, now we changed
their rcles, allowing the one to go to battle and the other
to come back to his home and sleep with his wife. That’s
very fair and equitable, what's wrong with it, anyway ?

However, I was afraid you would not understand our
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feelings because you came from the plains. I feared that
if I told you the whole thing might be botched up. I told
myself, ‘Let us keep the secret to ourselves at the com-
pany and platoon.’ Even if they died those of you at
higher levels would not know, you who rode horses,
wore officers’ boots and sported pistols...”

I also laughed and the old man thumped my shoulder
repeatedly.

And I thought: “With such eadres and such soldiers
no wonder we could beat the French in spite of their
overwhelming superiority in equipment.”

-

L4 *

Chopping off Highway 4 Completely

After occupying Cao Bang and Bac Can in their 1947
autumn-winter offensive, the enemy, far from consoli-
dating their position, sank into ever greater passivity in
the following two years. Meanwhile, the resistance forces
matured visibly through fighting. By the end of 1949,
the “Frontier Military Sector” under Colonel Constant
appeared more and more untenable. Try as best as they
could, the military posts and mobile rescue groups com-
posed of European and North African troops were no
longer able to defend Highway 4, the lifeline of the
Cao Bang — Bac Can sub-military sector of the French
expeditionary corps. The resistance forces struck more
frequently, alternating large-scale ambushes with attacks
on military posts to force their evacuation. These attacks
were conducted by both the regular and regional armies,
The French lieutenant-colonel and his deputy, Major
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Babernan, commanding the That Khe military subsector,
were transferred to the plains following repeated defeats
on Highway 4, especially the loss of a series of military
posts in the Trang Dinh — Thoat Lang region. Then Ba
Son was liberated, further broadening the Cao Lau —
Xuat Le guerilla base deep behind enemy lines. Further
north in Cao Bang, as a result of intensive operations by
our Regiment 74 and the regional army of the district
and local guerillas, the enemy had to withdraw from Bac
Can, Nuoc Hai, Tra Linh, Quang Yen, Phuc Hoa and
Nguyen Binh.

“The road of death, the bloody road”, that was how
the French officers and soldiers dubbed Highway 4. On
this bloody road, some sections were particularly dreaded
by the aggressors because they were the bloodiest : Bong
Lau, Lung Phay, Ban Nam, Lung Vai, Bo Cung and Lung
Muoi.

- Each supply mission became a real nightmare for them.
They took every possible precaution. Usually they created
a diversionary action of some kind, and sent an advance
task force to occupy high points along with carrying out
intensive search and patrol operations and sometimes
with air bombardments of neighbouring forests. However,
all that was of little use because the enemy was always
outwitted by our army and guerillas. They lost more and
more men, vehicles, arms and ammunition, equipment
and food. As for the empty convoys returning from Cao
Bang town, they had no alternative but to put up full
gear when approaching danger spots, Usually we let them
pass because these were only empty trucks carrying mer-
chants from the plains. However, in May 1949 we am-
bushed a return convoy at Bong Lau — Lung Phay, the
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second ambush at this “gateway of death” for the enemy.
Fiftcen vehicles were destroyed. A soldier in the puppet
army told his friend :

“Don’t think you have escaped death if you make it
safely to your destination. There is still the return trip
and nobody can tell what will happen. The best way is
to avoid this frightful road.”

Often I went to review conferences at the Military Sector
Headquarters in my capacity as representative of Regiment
28 to report on successful ambushes on Highway 4. These
conferences were often attended by Vo Nguyen Giap and
Hoang Van Thai. More than once they asked me this ques-
tion :

“Why is it that you have beaten them repeatedly at the
same sites ?”’

Yes, once beaten twice shy, that's the rule, and the
second attack was more difficult than the first. But it is
also true that the enemy had no other road along which
to transport their supplies and reinforcements except
Highway 4, winding its course between high mountains
and deep ravines. Their convoys had to climb and descend
continuously, exposing themselves to our attacks. But we
did not only take advantage of the rugged terrain. We
set forth many hypotheses to decide on the right course
of action, such as how to react if the enemy sent reinforce-
ments, or organized a counter-attack. Once, after
listening to my many hypotheses, Comrade Vo Nguyen
Giap commented : “Why do you put up so many supposi-
tions 7’ But when I told him also of my calculations about
the weather and the position of the moon, he nodded
approvingly :

“You are a real planner, you omit nothing.”
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Since we did not yet have weather forecasts on the radio
I had to consult old villagers about the weather (they
had their own way of forecasting the weather based on
the Chinese lunar calendar). For instance, I wanted to
know the sunny and rainy days, whether the moon would
be behind cloud or not on such and such a night. It was
in fact very important to know whether the sky was
clear, dark or very dark when we opened fire.

However, the most important reason why the enemy
always lost the battle was that they were always caught
off guard. We struck at their weakest point : subjectivism
and arrogance. By bombarding the forests along the road
with artillery fire they thought they had denied us all
opportunities for ambush. By using aircraft flying at tree
top level to strafe the road they thought they had scared
us away. By sending their infantry to occupy the hill tops
before their convoys were ordered to move on they thought
we could never leave our hideouts to approach the road.
Then, above all, they thought we would never strike again
at the same place because we had once revealed our tac-
tics, and so on.

For our part, we took great pains to sum up experiences
and learn necessary lessons from both success and failure.
We always anticipated enemy actions in subsequent supply
missions. During the third ambush at Bo Cung — Lung
Vai we captured a French captain. I sent for him and
asked him :

“I presume you have travelled more than once on this
road ?”

“Yes, sir, several times.”

“How many times ?”

“This is my third journey, sir.”
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I said to him: “This is also the third time we have
won on this section of road.”

He replied in dismay: “Yes, that’s it. We have been
battered at this place every time you chose to lay an
ambush.” Then, after a short pause, he added: “For-
tunately, I was not in the supply party the two previous
times.”

“And you are out of luck this time ?”

He shrugged: “Yes, and it means the end for me.
My friends and I have long predicted that some days
we would be bagged if we continued to travel on this
dammed road.”

I cut short his laments:

“This time you have taken every precaution, haven’t
you? You have learnt many lessons from previous
ambushes both here and at Bong Lau, Lung Phay and Ban
Nam. Tell me frankly if you thought you might be
ambushed when you started off ?” ’

He bit his lips and nodded:

“Sir, ambush has always been your right. Only we
thought we could outmanoeuvre you this time.” '

“But you did react frantically when ambushed, didn’t
you ?”

The prisoner-of-war made a wry face. He stretched
out his hands and shook his head: “How can I tell?
Not everything has happened as was anticipated by our
superiors. You know, war is the arrangement and pre-
diction by both sides.”

I nodded my approval and asked :

“If you have to escort another supply mission how
will you deploy your forces?”

He opened wide his eyes and said unbelievingly :

“As far as I am concerned, I am perfectly aware that
there is now only one way and that is the way straight
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tc the POW camp. However, because you have asked,
I would like to say that any military man.would hate
falling into an old trap. I believe my colleagues and
superiors will ' make a more effective deployment. The
simple reason is that we will have to go on supplying
Cao Bang, you know.” )

“Let us suppose you'll make another mission. What
is your plan?” I said, handing him a piece of paper
and my fountain pen. “Come here.”

He reflected a moment then outlined his plan on the
paper. He explained each line he drew on the paper
then nodded :

“This way is certainly much more effective and it'll
be harder for you to strike.”

“Are you so sure ?” I asked, smiling.

The prisoner remained confident :

“Sure, at least as I see it. As for you... war is also
a battle of wits, sir.”

I gave him a packet of Phillip Morris cigarettes as
a . reward.

The man spoke the truth. In fact, a few days later
the French supply convoy followed a battle plan almost
identical to the one sketched to me by the prisoner-
of-war.

Our third ambush at Bong Lau was a complete success.
Later, after I had been made commander of Regi-
ment 174 in charge of the Cao— Bac— Lang front
directly under the High Command, each time I reported
the situation to Comrade Vo Nguyen Giap, he would
remind me of experience gained on this score. He said :

“The fact is that however strong they may be and
whatever their deployment we still are able to mount
a successful attack either to wear them out or destroy

70

s T SRR e 5 A

- ——an,

4
2 4
&

AR

giq"x‘_,

their force. In case you should remember that our main
goal is to destroy as much enemy force as we can. To
strike swiftly and annihilate much of their forces will
accelerate their demoralisation. On the organisational
plane, if we can wipe out a whole unit of the enemy,
it would be harder for them to replenish their forces.
On the other hand, only by destroying the enemy live
forces can we liberate our land.”

I never forgot this counsel and regarded it as the main
guideline for action in order to achieve the regiment’s
goal: “Let’s chop off Highway 4!”

*

5 %

From August 1949 onwards the initiative on the Cao —
Bac — Lang front had obviously passed to our side. Our
regular army had become much larger and stronger. I
remember the gleeful declaration of the French High
Commissioner Bolaert when his troops first occupied Cao
Bang town:

“Never, never will France abandon this town!”

The French Colonel Constant also vowed :

“We swear to accomplish our mission ensuring the
safety of the Frontier Military Sector. We will cons-
tantly be in a position to threaten the Viet Bac base of _
the Viet Minh,”

Yet, Highway 4 was now in its last agonizing moments.
The French could move safely only from Tien Yen to
Lang Son town. From Lang Son northward it had be-
come almost impassable to them. To feed their troops
in Cao Bang and Bac Can, who had been virtually cut
off from Hanoi, the enemy had to organize costly and
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often bloody supply missions. Arguments began among
French strategists over the possibility of abandoning Cao
Bang or launching an airlift to this isolated town. The
French daily Le Monde highlighted this headache for
the French expeditionary corps by splashing across its
pages in bold letters the headline “The Viet Minh have
completely seized the initiative on Highway 4”, This
increased the predicament of French High Commissioner
Bolaert.

On the strength of the maturity of the armed forces
in a number of localities and in order to meet new de-
mands the High Command of the People’s Army of Viet-
nam decided to found Regiment 174 on the Cao — Bac —
Lang front directly under its command. The regiment
had three regular battalions and a number of dependent
companies drawn from three regiments in three differ-
ent provinces. In early August that year, as I was
monitoring the situation on Highway 4, a telegram sum-
moned ‘me to regiment headquarters at Keo Coong. As
I arrived I was met by Comrade Thanh Phong, deputy
commander of the military sector. On behalf of the sector
commsnd he informed me of the order of the High
Command to found Regiment 174, of which I would be
commander and Chu Huy Man, then commander of Reg-
iment 74, the commissar. We were instructed to com-
plete the formation of the regiment by September. That
means we had only one month to organize. Our slogan
was “Regiment 174 of Cao — Bac — Lang must win each
time it chooses to fight.”

Chu Huy Man told me:

“The first thing is to understand well this undertaking
oi the High Command. The war situation is developing
fast. Qur regiment must be strong enough to meet the
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new challenge. We must see to it that our regiment will
be able to launch running as well as annihilation attacks
to destroy large enemy forces and eventually to launch
major attacks against enemy strongholds.”

I said :

“If so, we must increase the mobility of our regiment.
Unlike in the past we surely can no longer content our-
selves with moving about just in this province.”

Chu Huy Man nodded his approval:

“Right, but not only will we have to increase our mobi- -
lity, we have also to mature in all fields. An accomplished
regiment is one which is strong ideologically, politically
and in combat skills and technique. We must also be an
excellent unit in our relations with the population so that
we are 'missed by the population when we go and loved
by the population when we stay.” Secondly, we also have
to be effective in agitation among enemy ranks because
this will contribute to wearing down the enemy force.”

We discussed other questions, such as organizational
and cadre work and improvement of our armaments and
equipment. Nothing seemed unsurmountable. But when
the question of food supplies was brought up both of us
felt that this was the biggest hitch. Cao — Bac — Lang
in those days remained essentially an autarkical agricul-
tural region, the population feeding themselves on rice,
and maize and cassava as supplements. Rice cultivation
remained very primitive and was practised entirely on
terraced fields yielding only one crop a year. True,
Lang Son has That Khe, Binh Gia and Cao Bang has
Nuoc Hai and Trung Khanh which were considered the
“rice granaries” of these two provinces but in fact their
productivity was negligible compared to the vast plains
of the lowlands. Our full-sized regiment, composed of five
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battalions and several dependent companies, comprised
no less than five and a half thousand men. It would con-
sume all the rice of the population in the area where
it was stationed within one month. It was wonderful to
see a big army in front of you but to feed it was not going
to be an easy job. We, however, agreed that this question
had to be solved by the_ joint efforts of the people, the
administration and the Party.

Chu Huy Man smiled :

*Leave this to me. I will bring up the question with
the Military Sector, the province and the Viet Minh front.
As for you, you look after the task of fighting. See that
we have a big victory to celebrate the birth of our
regiment.”

I replied : “To win or not depends on how full our rice
jar is, not on an able military commander. In that sense,
you are the man responsible for our winning or losing.”

*

* %

Before receiving the assignment from the High Com-
mand to found Regiment 174 I had still nurtured the
idea of springing another ambush at Bong Lau— Lung
Phay. When the telegram came summoning me to Keo
Coong I left behind a company of scouts to closely follow
the situation of the enemy on this section of Highway 4.
The company was then commanded by Sau Nhat (Nhat
meaning Japan), so called because he was an officer in
the Japanese Imperial Army who went over to the Viet-
namese revolution when he learnt that his unit was to
surrender arms to the Chiang Kaishek troops in North
Vietnam. -Those Japanese soldiers who crossed over to
the Viethamese army were all called “new Vietnamese”.
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Sau Nhat showed exemplary courage and devotion in all
battles he took part in. Once he confided : “I regard Viet-
nam as my second country. I have been awakened to the
revolutionary ideal since I joined the Vietnam Liberation
Army. I have understood what a revolutionary army is,
that it fights for the people and for the liberation of the
country.”

Sau Nhat was given command of reconnaissance work
on the section of Highway 4 from Mui Ngoc mountain
in the east to the forward command in the north. He
was a radio operator, telephonist and foot messenger all
at the same time. Each time our regiment lay in ambush
he or his men would send a coded telegram to the
Lang Son listening post immediately after the enemy
supply convoy set out. From Lang Son our reconnaissance
unit would relay the information to me stage by stage
as the enemy convoy was progressing.

I informed Chu Huy Man of my intention to use the
three undersized regiments of Cao— Bac — Lang, which
had been incorporated into Regiment 174 in this third
ambush at Bong Lau — Lung Phay —a baptism of fire
for the new regiment. Chu Huy Man readily agreed to
my suggestion. We decided not to gather all our troops
but only the battalion and company officers together with
a number of dependent units. I took the responsibility
of leading a team of officers to reconnoitre the battlefield
and draw up the plan of attack. Afterwards the officers °
from various units came to study the terrain and make
their own troops deployment. Chu Huy Man and the
officers of the logistics looked after the supply of food
frem the rear.
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This rally of key military cadres from the three prov-
inces took place in a very exciting atmosphere, their
names having long since been associated with the military
exploits of the resistance army in the Cao — Bac— Lang
region.

Finally I had made a thorough investigation of the
routine of enemy movements. The tempo of their supply
trips to Cao Bang had now slowed down but they had
increased the size of each convoy to hundreds of vehicles
and took greater precautions with more sophisticated
means of and more elaborate plans for protection. Usually
they started out from Tien Yen — Khe Tu and stopped at
Lang Son to investigate our intentions before proceeding on.
From Lang Son they would move to That Khe where
they spent the night. The next day they waited until
full daylight or even late in the morning before covering
the final route to Cao Bang. Their defence measures usual-
ly comprised the following: From early morning théy
sent a battalion of European and North African troops
.to open the road. At Bong Lau pass this road-clearing
unit turned left and climbed to the Khau Pia peak where
it fanned out to take up position on eleven different
peaks. There the French dug combat trenches and trained
their artillery in a northeasterly direction at the lime
stone mountains where they suspected our troops were
massing. Then came three companies of legionnaires, cov-
ered by tanks and armoured personnel carriers moving
cautiously along the road like as many live marker posts.
At the same time, police dogs made forages deep into the
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neighbouring forests to sniff out our presence. A num-
ber of soldiers even walked on the road pavements. All the
tanks and armour vehicles trained their guns eastward

where we lay.

Further north from Dong Khe the French sent two
companies of armoured infantry to take up position
around Lung Thay village, ready to come to the rescue
of the convoy in the event of an ambush. After the
search party found nothing suspicious the signalmen would
flash the clearance signal before the whole convoy was
set in motion, with a battalion of legionnaires providing
an escort in front, in the middle and at the rear. Usually
the convoy comprised 100 or more vehicles divided into
many groups of ten vehicles, each with a distance of about
two kilometres between two groups and about 300 metres
between two vehicles.

In this way the enemy hoped to ensure complete safe-
ty for their convoy. In fact, it had worked perfectly
before we made a careful study of their deployment and
the way in which they moved in order to devise a proper
method of attack. As we later knew from enemy prisoners
of war, the French rationale was that with such a posi-
tion, even if the convoy was ambushed, they would lose
at most five to ten vehicles and the supply mission would
in the main be accomplished. But this subjective reason-
ing actually led them to their doom because the French
gradually slackened their vigilance after a few successes.
We struck exactly at the moment when the enemy least

expected an attack.

In this battle I used four infantry battalions to set an
ambush stretching over six kilometres, determined to bag
a whole big supply convoy. In addition to the three
battalions from the three provinces, I used Battalion 23,
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an independent unit of the High Command, which had
taken part in the first Bo Cung — Lung Vai ambush.
We had a very lively discussion. In the end, we decided
that the best way was to combine ambush with move-
ment, and to destroy the enemy positioned on-the high
peaks before the ambush began. The essential factor was
how to take up position and escape detection by the ene-
my'’s search party. Our watchword was “Secrecy, boldness
and intelligence”. We sent a unit to take up position on
the flanks of two mountains directly opposite Khau Pia
mount where the enemy support force used to dig in.
Our troop movements were so well concealed that the
support force showed no signs of suspicion as they moved
up Khau Pia mountain. We knew that if an encounter
broke out the whole thing would be botched up and no
vehicle would pass. This dangerous task was assigned to
Le Hoan, a very capable and experienced company leader,
native to Trang Dinh district. The men under his com-
mand were also mostly native to Trang Dinh and accord-
ingly knew the local terrain like the backs of their
hands. They could tell which was the best place to put
a machine-gun from where to pin down and destroy the
enemy right in the first moments of battle. Thus, we
very secretly moved our men to build two machine-gun
emplacements on the top and in the middle of the moun-
tain opposite Khau Pia. But the guns would not be moved
in until the enemy had climbed to the mountain peak.
When the battle erupted these machine-guns would pin
down the tanks and armoured personnel carriers together
with the infantry on the road and pavements. We also
put in place two mortars of 70mm and 37mm calibre as
support fire for Le Hoan’s men in their assault on the road.

Our main force comprised Battalion 251 commanded
by Nguyen Huu An which had fought resounding battles.
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~ on Highway 4. After it was incorporated into Regiment 174

the battalion was considerably strengthened especially in
fire power composed mostly of Bren light machine-guns
(which we nicknamed Whitehead), and Thompson and
Sten submachine-guns captured from the enemy during
the Lung Muoi battle north of Dong Khe in the Christmas
season of 1947 (in which we destroyed 27 vehicles and
two companies of legionnaires) and the battles at Na Keo
and Na Danh on the road from Dong Khe to Phuc Hoa
when we destroyed four tanks.

Battalion 251 had the task of quickly moving from its
shelters deep in the jungle to the road to engage the
enemy in close combat after the machine-guns, light
machine-guns and mortars from the mountain sides had
pinned down the convoy.

Battalion Bong Lau (249) was assigned the task of block-
ing the enemy’s retreat toward That Khe while Battalion
23 would cut into the enemy ranks in the front lines to pre-
vent them from fleeing to Dong Khe. To increase the effec-
tiveness of the attack our men in the engineering corps
threw iron spikes onto the road to puncture the rubber
tyres. Even if the enemy found the spikes they would
dismiss them as a “small trick” by the guerillas to slow
down the convoy and would therefore become overconfi-
dent.

It was a battle that had been very carefully planned
right down to each minute detail. The day we went out
to reconnoitre the terrain, when we approached the sec-
tion of the road where the ambush was to take place,
we had to spread a blanket before stepping on the road
bed. Others in the rear rearranged each blade of grass
and each twig to erase all traces of our passage and took
other measures to neutralize even detection by police dogs.
The watchword was “to keep the operation secret is to
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secure 80% of its success”. Just a small act of negligence
would spoil the whole thing, the beast would abandon its
prey, the fish would stay away from-the bait and we

* would return ‘empty-handed. The difficult thing was to
maintain patience not only during a given period but
until the enemy made their appearance, which would mean
one, two and even three days or even until the enemy,
having detected our presence, had decided to abandon
the supply trip altogether. We waited for two days and
nights without the enemy making any move. On the third
day, two King Cobras flew in very early and furiously
strafed the ravines and clefts all along the road where
we were lying in ambush. Then came barrages of heavy
artillery fire from That Khe. We thought it would last
all night. “Have we been detected ? Have they abandoned
their plan ? Is the artillery fire only a probe or really
intended to soften up our position before their convoy
starts moving ?”’

I told Nguyen Van Thuoc, the chief of staff: “If we
have been detected the enemy would have immediately
sent their European and North African troops into action.
I think this is only a precautionary measure. Let us be

patient. A fish caught after a long wait will be a big
one.” '

We sent word to the whole army to remain patient
and to organize effective shelter against enemy artillery
and air bombardment, and also to maintain the highest
secrecy, because, as a rule, a long ambush would test our
vigilance. However, there still was the problem of food
supply. One, two then three days had passed. I called a
conference of the logistics and political cadres to discuss
the supply problem. We quickly agreed that it was neces-
sary immediately to contact the Party committees and
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administration at Quoc Khanh, Tan Tien and Chi Minh
communes in order to mobilize contributions from the
villagers. On the other hand, I sent a messenger to head-.
quarters and asked Comrade Chu Huy Man to organize a
supply line for the ambush troops. But the cadres we
sent for the job returned and reported that the popula-
tion was also running out of food and many families
already had to go into the forest to collect edible roots
to replace rice. Nevertheless, the villagers offered even
their seed rice and they husked their paddy and cooked
the rice all night to make rice balls for the army. At the
resistance base a supply line had also been established
and the war service workers were carrying food to us
posthaste. Everyone was looking forward to the front and
pinning their hopes on this major battle. We were greatly
moved by this news and I decided to make it known that
same night to all our combatants in their positions. From
the ambush positions I received many expressions of the
fighters' determination to overcome all difficulties and
privations and to persevere. Everybody was filled with
the same resolve: to fight and to win.

Early on the morning of the fourth day, the enemy
pounded our positions with barrages of 105mm cannon
fire. As the shells were exploding I received a report
from the observation post: “One tank, two armoured
personnel carriers and three truckloads of legionnaires
have already hit the road. They are moving very
cautiously.”

“They are the advance party to take up position on
the high points,” I told myself. “The supply convoy
will go today.”

“The enemy has gone into action. We have to keep
completely quiet, not let them detect the least sign of
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our presence. Discipline. Don’t open fire unless ordered.”
This order from the command post was communicated
to each unit. I sat close to the field radio to monitor
the situation. I was right. The enemy kept strictly to
their old tactics. Again a forward detachment climbed
to Khau Pia mount and police dogs were sent to search
along the road. Again several tanks followed by an
infantry unit came down the road to clear the way
for the convoy. To make doubly sure the enemy sent
a few reconnaissance planes to circle overhead. Still,
not a living soul of the Viet Minh was seen on the
road or in its vicinity. We intercepted a coded message
from the French major to their base at That Khe: “Abso-
lute safety. Road open. Move on.” Thus, a convoy of
126 vehicles started rolling in groups, kicking up a
cloud of dust and smoke on Highway 4.

For our part, we also began deploying our plan stage
by stage. First, the shock Battalion 251 commanded by
Nguyen Huu An and Battalion 23 under Le Nien were
ordered to leave their positions deep in the jungle
and proceed to the road along the ravine. After the
first group of vehicles had entered the ambush zone
I ordered the engineering unit to throw iron spikes
onto the road. I also ordered the gun emplacements
on the top and middle of the mountain to get ready,
the top machine-guns to tackle the infantry moving
on the road pavement and the enemy support force
on Khau Pia, and the lower machine-guns to take
on the infantry and the vehicles themselves. Opposite
Khau Pia, the company commanded by Le Hoan was
also ready to open fire on the enemy on the peak
and to rush down in the direction of Bong Lau. At
the same time, the eastern detachment would come
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down to the road and take on the enemy infantry
moving on the roadside, with instructions not to let
any of them flee up Khau Pia peak.

From the command post I could see that the 12th
vehicle had stopped dead obviously with a punctured
tyre and the whole convoy and the others were crowd-
ing in behind it so that the distance between two
vehicles now narrowed down from 300 to 3 and 2
metres. The convoy, originally planned to be spaced out
over a long distance, was now compressed into a com-
pact mass. The place became an inferno of engines rum-
bling, with the shouts of soldiers and barking of police
dogs reverberating against the rocky walls of the moun-
tains.

From the battalion command posts came urgent re-
quests to open fire because, they pleaded, “we were
too close to the enemy and if we were detected, the
enemy, not we, would have the initiative”. Still I did
not move. Came the voice of Sau Nhat, the Japanese:
“More than 90 vehicles have come into the ambush
area. The enemy has repaired the punctured tyre and
the vehicle is on the point of resuming its movement.”
The right moment had come and I bellowed: “Fire!”

Our guns of every calibre broke loose. One vehicle
after another was overturned on the road. Gone were
the days when the arrogant legionnaires shouted
“Musketoons, don’t be afraid”. Now the only way for
them was to crawl under the chassis of their cars or
throw themselves into the ditches beside the road and
fire back desperately, only to get killed or give them-
selves up. This was undoubtedly the biggest victory on
Highway 4 in terms of vehicles destroyed as well as
of prisoners taken. As for war booty, it was incalculable.
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Only much later did I learn that the population in the
neighbouring communes — Quoc Khanh, Tan Tien, Chi
Minh — spent several months carting out food and other
goods scattered along the road and on the edges of the

forest.

I .was present on the road shortly after the gunfire
ceased. Battalion commander Nguyen Huu An was or-
dering the legionnaires to dump into the ravines the
vehicles from which we had taken all the war supplies.
The French and North African soldiers obediently exe-
cuted the order. They took their seats behind the wheels
and with their professional expertise drove the trucks
to the road edge and jumped out before the huge vehi-
cles rolled down the steep slopes.

An turned to me and said:

“The other POWs will carry the battle trophies for us.”

“What about these destroyed vehicles?”

“We will cremate them. The troops from That Khe
have plenty of work carting them away with their crane
trucks.”

That night An and I spent all our time trying to help
our soldiers remove the 75mm piece from a desiroyed
tank. Finally, An said:

“Let’s thrust a hand grenade into its barrel, douse
it with gasoline and set fire to it. Why should we let
them use this cannon?”

Later we learnt from the French Captain Dumeglio
that our movements had been detected by the enemy
because a Vietnamese informer had gone to That Khe
to report to the French commander there that the Viet
Minh was moving big forces towards Highway 4. That
is why the French ordered artillery barrages and straf-
ing from the air. Dumeglio said:
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«Our mistake lies in underestimating your patience
and endurance. We thought that those three days of
artillery bombardment and strafing had inflicted much
heavy casualties that you had finally withdrawn. Oh,
we never thought, yes, never...”

After a short pause, he continued: “There is another
reason we had to make the trip today. You know, we
will celebrate Legionnaires Day in three days, on Sep-
tember 7. We could not celebrate without supplies from
Hanoi.”

Ah, I told myself, that’s it. No wonder we captured
a lot of poultry, mutton and goat meat and also plenty
of cakes and wine, whole crates of them. We also cap-
tured large quantities of sundry goods belonging to the
merchants accompanying the convoy, from textiles,
thread and silk to paper votive objects.

I said:
“You also took with you a lot of weapons and ammu-
nition. Is it for Legionnaires Day ?”

Dumeglio sighed :

“Yes, we transporied enough arms and equipment for
a whole regiment of ‘partisans’ (puppet troops) which
we plan to set up. Now, nothing is left.”

I told myself: “It is really worth our men enduring
four days and nights of lying in ambush. A really signi-
ficant victory. We have captured the equipment for a
whole regiment of the puppet army and turned their
traditional Legionnaires Day into a day of mourning with
more than 100 men captured, and 86 vehicles and three
tanks and armoured personnel carriers destroyed. Three
companies of French and North African trocps were
literally written off.” :
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We spent all night collecting battle trophies. Yet, many
things had to be abandoned on the battlefield. The news
was quickly communicated to the High Command, Party
Committees and the resistance committees of Cao Bang
and Lang Son and to the regiment command where Com-
rade Chu Huy Man was staying. The population at Keo
Coong and Nuoc Hai was in a very excited mood waiting
for the return of the victorious army.

Less than a week later some officers at the arms
' manufacturing workshop came to see me. One of them
said :

“ We hear that your regiment has had a very big
victory. We need many things from the engines of the
trucks and tanks.”

I exclaimed :

“What a pity, I've ordered our men to destroy them
all. The rest has been incinerated. What a waste !”

They also exclaimed: “What a waste!” Still, I sent
a squad to guide them to the ambush site. Together
with our men they retrieved a lot of useful things for
their workshop.

Less than a fortnight later we won another victory
at Ban Nam, destroying 27 vehicles. It was a very clever
combination of mobile warfare with ambush.

But even more daring and also more arduous was the
Bo Cung — Lung Vai ambush about half a month later.
It was an arduous and bitter fight because we had been
completely detected before the battle erupted. The enemy
took the initiative and attacked first. At about 10 o’clock
in the morning two Hellcats swept in and flew a few
circles overhead before plastering the headquarters of
our regiment on the peak of a limestone hill with their
12.7mm cannon fire. At the same time the enemy sent
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a battalion to block the retreat of our army across the
river to Hoi Hoan." Meanwhile another battalion made
a deep forage in the forest near the highway. They found

our telephone line and cut it, thus preventing us from
contacting Battalion 249 of Bac Quan, which was assigned
the task of blocking the advance of the enemy, and
Battalion 251 of Nguyen Huu An which was to prevent
enemy reinforcements coming from Na Sam. As soon as
the Hellcats left, the North African battalion opened
intense machine-gun fire on our command post. We had
a really hard time dodging the enemy strafing then their
machine-gun and mortar fire, Then came an incident
and a bitter memory that I shall never forget. While
my bodyguard Thanh and some other combatants and I
were looking for a safe shelter I heard a hissing sound very
close by. From my experience I knew it was a mortar
shell. Someone screamed in alarm: “Commander, take
care, a mortar shell!” Just as I had thrown myself flat
on the ground, somebody flung himself on me. It was
Duong, a young combatant. An explosion followed and
Duong died while using his body to protect his com-
mander. Stones and shell splinters struck my head and
blood covered my eyes. Below an enemy officer was
exhorting his men to run up. The steep mountain slope
had saved us. The enemy did not dare to climb even
though we did not return a single shot. Soon company
leader Phan Nhu Lai and his men came to our rescue,
forcing the enemy to retreat. On the other side of the
mountain where Battalion 251 was lying in ambush the
enemy penetrated very deep into the forest. But bat-
talion commander Nguyen Huu An ordered his compa-
nies not to return the fire and to move farther into the
jungle. He said :
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“Open fire only as a last resort when we meet face

to face with the enemy. Otherwise let us stay quiet till

the end.” :

In fact, after a moment of fruitless searching the
enemy pulled out and ordered saturation bombardment
of the forest where they suspected we had taken shelter.
At 4 o’clock the firing stopped. The mountain peak where
we set up our command post had been literally ploughed
up by enemy fire and now revealed its white limestone
rocks. Having undoubtedly assumed that the command
post had been pulverized and our main force had fled
the area, the French commander sent a message to Na
Sam, confidently ar wouncing that the road was open.

As for us, we knew that a supply convoy would never
spend the night at Na Sam because the small post there
was not safe. The enemy were very afraid of night am-
bushes. They had at any cost to travel another 30km
to That Khe, the headquarters of their subsector where
they would be much safer. At Bo Cung — Lung Vai where
our ambushes usually took place the French had made
a thorough search during the day and had sent their
aircraft to “soften” it up. The Viet Minh must have
pulled out to a respectable distance, they thought. At the
signal “road open” the convoy left Na Sam in the late
afternoon.

It was a very memorable battle. From a formerly pas-
sive position we had seized the initiative. True, we had
been detected, but thanks to perseverance, a strong sense
of discipline and great determination from the regimental
staff down to each combatant, we won a major victory.
The battle offered many surprises but all these had in
fact been anticipated in our different plans. We des-
troyed 26 vehicles and an escort battalion. Never before
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had we captured so many light machine-guns, 26 of
them, all of the “Whitehead” category and all brand-
new. The most interesting thing was that our men, after
painstaking efforts, finally succeeded in dismantling the
barrel of a Beaufort cannon on an enemy tank which
they carried through dense jungle and across many fords
and streams to Hoi Hoan where it was displayed. This
cannon barrel was living testimony to the winning posture
of our army on Highway 4 and the distressing situation
of the enemy. The battle ceased at nightfall. Battalion
commander Nguyen Huu An was quite surprised at the
small number of enemy dead and wounded. But he
understood immediately and turned to company leader
Chu Ngoc: : , .

“They still hide in the neighbourhood, either in the
forest or in the mountain clefts. You who speak French,
call on them to surrender.”

Chu Ngoc took a dozen riflemen with him and went
along the road. He cupped his hands around his mouth
and called out in French:

“We know where you are hiding, come out and sur-
render and you'll be safe.”

As no one showed up he ordered his men to throw
a flurry of hand grenades into the forest and shouted :

“Youll all be killed if you don't come out!” The
threat took immediate effect. The French who were
hiding among the ditches along the road came up with
raised hands. The first to emerge was the Lieutenant
Bussansuy, a tall, sturdy fellow, his face smcared with
mud, which made him as pitiful as he was comical.

With this second successful ambush at Bo Cung —
Lung Vai we had practically denied the enemy their
supply route from That Khe to Cao Bang, the most
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important section of the lifeline connecting Lang Son
to Cao Bang, which was like a bottomless barrel where
the enemy dumped their food and arms supplies. Thus
the only alternative left to the enemy was an airlift

to Cao Bang. On land, the only section of Highway 4-

passable to their convoys with less risk was from Na
Sam to Lang Son through Dong Dang.

From now on, except for a small section on the lower
part, the whole of this 340-km road could be considered
useless to the French army. For the enemy, this bloody
road, this road of death, was writhing in agony. As for
we of Regiment 174, we could already sing aloud the
victory song because together with the population of
‘Cao Bang, Bac Can and Lang Son provinces we had
fulfilled with flying colours the task set by the High
Command : “Let us chop off Highway 41!
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CHAPTER 1II
NOBLE DUTY

Sharing Food and Clothes with Friends across the
Border

In the first days of the resistance we had a very small
and poorly-equipped army. In the 1st Interzone, especially
in the Cao Bang and Lang Son area, during the years
from 1947 to the middle of 1949, our army had to fight
against double pressure. In the country it was the French
occupationists. On the other side of the border it was
the army of Chiang Kaishek and the bandits who con-
trolled the frontier area causing untold suffering to
Chinese and Vietnamese peoples alike. Meanwhile,
the guerillas and militia of the Chinese People’s Lib-
eration Army were also harassed by the stronger army
of the Kuomintang government. Under heavy pressure
they might have to cross the border into our territory
and if they fell into the hands of the French legionnaires
they would certainly be massacred or returned to the
Kuomintang.

That is why in those days, whenever they were pursued
by the enemy and had to take shelter in Vietnam, those
Chinese friends, members either of the local organisations
of the Chinese Communist Party or of the Chinese Peo-
ple’'s Liberation Army, always tried to contact the Viet-
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namese administration and People’s Army to avoid falling
into enemy hands. Our unit was under standing orders
to help the reiugees.

In 1948 when I was commander of Regiment 28 of
Lang Son I had frequent meetings with one such Chinese
who was known to us only as Ke Loc. Only much later
did I know that he was actually the commander of the
Zuojang-Longzhou sector of the Chinese People’s Lib-
eration Army, and his real name is Luhua. Ke Loc spoke
passable Vieinamese but only in matters of everyday
life. When it came to serious discussions about political
or military matters we had to resort to writing in Chi-
nese. Fortunately enough, I had learnt some Chinese
through my village teacher and later during the Chinese
character classes at the primary school. Ke Loc was
the representative of the Chinese People’s Liberation
Army with the Vietnamese resistance government, which
had agreed to shelter two companies of the Chinese PLA
in the jungle area of Diem He — Thoat Lang. The re-
sistance administration and population of Lang Son sup-
plied them with food and clothing and we assisted them
in medical supplies. We shared with the Chinese lib-
eration fighters each quinine tablet. After the successful
ambushes at Bong Lau — Lung Phay and Bo Cung —
Lung Vai we also presented them with guns captured
from the enemy, mostly light machine-guns and mortars.

After a period of recuperation and after the major
operations of the Chiang Kaishek army had ceased on
the other side of the border, the two companies of the
Chinese PLA returned to their bases to resume activities.
I shall never forget the day of parting. We shook hands
and embraced each other for long moments. The Viet-
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namese word “Tam biét”’ (farewell) mingled with the
Chinese “Chai Chien”. I remember Ke Loc once told me:

“An ancient proverb says ‘Men of the four seas are
brothers’. Today our friendship is still more than bro-
therhood because we are comrades bound together by
proletarian internationalism and are both determined to
overthrow the common enemies who are the imperialists
and the classes of exploiters.”

On the day of our parting, Ke Loc held my hand and
said with tears welling up in his eyes:

“I don’t know how to express our gratitude to Uncle
Ho, to the Party of Vietnam, to the Vietnamese people
and the Vietnamese army.”

I wished Ke Loc and his units a safe trip home to
help liberate the people and save the country. Not the
army of Lang Son alone, but the party organization and
population of Cao Bang and Quang Ninh provinces also
extended wholehearted assistance to the refugee units
of the Chinese PLA.

In the North, Vietnam has hundreds of miles of common
frontier with China. Dogs’ barking and cocks’ crowing
can be heard across the border. People are in the habit
of going to market now on the one side, now on the
other. Many alliances have been contracted: Han! girls
or boys have married Tay or Nung® boys or girls. Friendly
relationships between the two people have thus taken
shape naturally from generation to generation.

These sentimental ties became even deeper with
the complete liberation of South China and with the

1 A Chinese nationality
2. Vietnamese minority people
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change in the position and comparative strength between
the Vietnamese revolutionary forces and the French im-
perialists. All Vietnamese felt happy in seeing the Viet-
namese and Chinese revolutions joining forces across the
frontier. The horizon of Vietham’s rear area no longer
lay between two lines of encirclement, but has extended
across the Soviet Union to reach Eastern Europe coun-
tries.

Regiment 174 and myself had the honour of welcoming
Comrade Luo Guibo, the first ambassador oi new China
to our country and those who accompanied him, and of
escorting Comrade Léo Figuéres, the first representative
of the French Communist Party to visit Vietnam. We
also escorted the delegation of Uncle Ho going abroad
for the first time to sign important agreements on coop-
eration and mutual assistance.., Subsequently, by order
of Chairman Mao Zedong, military and political advisory
teams came to help Vietnam; arms, ammunition and
food aids created for our army and people new conditions
to launch the victorious campaign for liberating the bor-
der areas (1950), thereby bringing about a strategic turn-
ing point in our liberation war.

The historic event happened nearly half a century ago,
yet a number of Frenchmen are still in confusion and
doubt : recently I had the opportunity to meet a team
of three French television reporters who came to Vietnam
to collect materials on the Indochina war. One of them
asked me : “Excuse me. Can you tell me whether Chinese
communist troops were fighting side by side with the
Vietnamese army in the 1950 frontier battle ?”

I replied: “I can tell you that there were no foreign
troops, but only Old Ho’s soldiers. I frankly tell you
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that in addition to the arms, ammunition, and military
equipment that Colonel Constant, commander of the bor-
der military zone, had been supplying us with during the
three years 1947 — 1950, we had then new supplies from
our Chinese friends and brothers.”

*

* *

In early April 1948, Hoang Van Kieu, secretary of
the Party Committee of Lang Son, told me that an urgent
message had come from the High Command summoning
us to a meeting. He said :

“I feel it is something very urgent because all the
key cadres of the army, administration, Party and front
are summoned.”

I made my own guess:

“Maybe a big operation is in preparation. Our regi-
ment will look after the fighting, and the Party and
administrative committees the mobilisation of manpower
and the supply question.”

I based my assumption on the fact that after the
important victories by our regiment on Highway 4 the
enemy encountered major difficulties in supplying Cao
Bang. The enemy stationed at the posts and other vital
points on the road were no longer as daring and arrogant
as they were in previous years.

No doubt, the High Command wanted to launch a
major operation to seize the initiative completely in the
1st Interzone.

Hoang Van Kieu nodded his approval:

“Maybe you are right.”
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But he clicked his tongue:

“Let’s go and everything will be clear. We shall go
together.”

Thus ‘we went. It was nearly two years since I had
left General Statf HQ to join our men in fighting on the
Lang Son front. On earlier occasions I only returned
for meetings at the headquarters of the Military Sector.
I was delighted to meet my old friends again at the
Operations Room. One of them said :

“You've done superbly at the units.”

The Operations Room had many new faces, and a busy
atmosphere prevailed at General Staff headquarters.
Messengers from all battlefields, from Viet Bac to the
South, constantly arrived and departed.

At the meeting, all my guesses turned out to be com-~
pletely wrong. After briefing us about the situation of
the revolution in China where the Liberation Army in
its winning position was pursuing the Kuomintang army
from one military region to another and was expected
to liberate South China in the near future, possibly this
year, 1949, Vo Nguyen Giap said : “Last March, the Com-
mand of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army in the
Yue-Gui interzone sent a representative to propose to
the Central Committee of our Party to send our troops
to help them expand the liberated zone along the Sino-
Vietnamese border inciuding the Zuojiang area bordering
on Cao Bang and Lang Son, and the Yongzhou-Longzhou
area bordering the southern part of Lang Son and Quang
Ninh province. The Chinese PLA was not strong enough
to consolidate and expand its bases.
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«president Ho and the standing committee of the Cen-
tral Committee have agreed to this proposal and assigned
the High Command with drawing up a concrete plan
for this purpose.”

He added: “Even though our resistance is still going
through a difficult period and we still need a big force
to definitely win the initiative on the battlefield, we
cannot shirk this international task but have to join
our friends in stepping up the Chinese revolution to
achieve complete victory.” The army and population of
the Viet Bac interzone therefore had to urgently carry
out two tasks at the same time. First, to immediately
form an armed contingent composed of two units to go
and help our Chinese friends liberate the Zuojiang and
Shiwan dashan area. This unit was commanded by Thanh
Phong, deputy commander of the Viet Bac military sec-
tor. His two deputies were Chu Huy Man, commander
of Regiment 74 of Cao Bang, and Long Xuyen, deputy
commander of Regiment 28.

This unit crossed the border to cooperate with the
local army of the Chinese PLA commanded by Ke Loc,
Commander of the Zuojiang-Longzhou sector, in destroy-
ing the Kuomintang posts, widening the Zuojiang re-
sistance base and building up forces ready to coordinate
action with the South China army pushing down from
Hunan,

The second unit under the command of Le Quang Ba
from Quang Ninh province crossed the border into
Shiwan dashan also with the aim of helping the PLA
widen its base and build up its forces. Both units were
ordered to complete their formation quickly and get
ready fo move.

7 — 2155 97



The second task was no less important and urgent.
This was because once the PLA pushed southward it
was very likely that the Chiang Kaishek troops would
spill over into Vietnam in the hope of receiving assistance
from the French army and joining the latter in attacking
our resistance zone. Therefore, our army was instructed
to stop them right at the border gate and not to let
them enter Vietnam and join up with the French. The
Party organisations, administration and army had the duty
of protecting the population and their property and pre-
vent Kuomintang troops from pillaging or seeking a way
to flee to Taiwan, The situation in the Cao ~— Lang
area would become very complicated and difficult. We
should ‘have to fight against the French occupationists
and the remnants of the Kuomintang at the same time,
the latter also including bandits who had been operating
along the border,

After the meeting I asked to see Hoang Van Thai and
told him of my wish to join the volunteers to help our
Chinese friends. He smiled :

“Don’t think there’ll be no job to do here. I am afraid
you’ll have mot enough men to fight the Kuomintang
when they spill over here. Then, we also have to continue
chopping off Highway 4.”

He added:

“We have no time to lose. Let’s discuss it with the
Party and administrative committees and see that the
people move .into the forest and carefully: hide their

paddy and other property. You know the Kuomintang,
they are like g swarm of locusts.”

I immediately realized the importance‘ of my task,
to continue with the ambushes on Highway 4 while
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standing ready to take on and destroy remnants of the
Kuomintang wherever they entered our territory.

Later when Chu Huy Man became political commissar
of our Regiment 174 1 had the opportunity to inquire
into his sojourn in Longzhou and Shuikou in China.
It was an arduous battle. In fact, he said, without the
arrival of Vietnamese volunteers, the local army of the
Chinese PLA alone could not have singlehandedly des-
troyed all the posts of the Chiang Kaishek army in
the Zuojiang and Longzhou military sector. Nguyen Huu
An, the battalion commander who also joined the volunteers
to Longzhou, recounted :

“True, ‘you learn a string of wisdoms in one day's
travel’. The area behind enemy lines in China is com-
pletely different from here. A landlord is actually the
king of a whole area and his power depends on the
extent of his ricefields and estates. Usually a landlord
is also a village chief; he is empowered to recruit man-
power and organize his own armed force ranging from
one platoon to a company and even a battalion com-
manded by a lieutenant or captain of the Chiang Kai-
shek army and paid by the landlord. Therefore, he holds
absolute power over the peasants. In one place, a land-
lord declared that sunshine in the region was also his
sunshine and made the peasants pay ‘sunshine toll’. After
living too long under harsh repression the Chinese pop-
ulace look at any armed forces with a suspicious eye.
In fact, they were looted by the bandits, by troops of
the landlords, and by the regular army of the Kuomin-
tang. Even the guerillas exacted paddy contributions.
That is why, when our army entered the village, the
population shut up and sat in their houses observing.
There was no such enthusiastic welcome as in the enemy-
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held areas of our country when the liberation army
comes. Thus, even if we had arrived at a revolutionary
base, it took us a very long time to make the population
understand our purpose and differentiate. us from the
Kuomintang army. The situation was similar to what we
encountered when entering a Catholic area where re-
actionary priests pulled the strings in the days prior to the
massive exodus of the Catholics to the South in 1954,

“On the night of May 12th that year, our volunteer
army crossed the border and took a Kuomintang post
at Shuikou in the township opposite Phuc Hoa village
in Dong Khe district, Cao Bang province. We followed
this up with the annjhilation of a battalion of the Kuo-
mintang on Doc Son mountain on the road from La
Hoi to Ha Dong.” Nguyen Huu An continued :

“We succeeded in our ambush because we had captured
a Vietnamese Kuomintang spy. He and his companions
were following the Chiang Kaishek army in the hope
of using the latter in future political bargains, He said
that the Chinese Kuomintang already knew that the
Vietnamese - volunteers had entered China and that a
battalion of Chinese security guards from Doc Son was
about to set out to encircle our encampment. We im-
mediately sprang an ambush, and the enemy were flushed
out down at the river bank. When we arrived the bat-
talion commander and his staff had fled into a culvert
by the side of the river. We stuffed the culvert with
rice straw and set fire to it, forcing the enemy to come
out and surrender.”

After that we encircled Longzhou, a densely populated
township about 30km from the Sino-Vietnamese border.
Thanh Phong and Chu Huy Man sent to the commander

100

of the Kuomintang garrison an ultimatum forcing them
to surrender, which was immediately complied with. In-
this same period, on this side of the border I sent two
companies, one of Van Uyen and the other of Thoat Lang
districts commanded by Quoc Trung, Nguyen Ba An and
Ngoc Chinh to push north and surround Mu¢ Nam Quan
and Pingxiang, routing two battalions of the Kuomin-
tang and seizing large quantities of arms and other tro-
phies. Ngoc Chinh, a capable officer of the regiment
who had commanded the battle against the French post
at Che Cang, led a unit to pursue the enemy fleeing
to the other side of the border. A burst of light machine-
gun fire cut him down and he died heroically for the
great cause of both nations. A stone slab in his memory
and that of our comrades still remains at Kilometre T
on the national route from Muc¢ Nam Quan to Pingxiang.
The panicky Chinese troops fled Longzhou, abandoning
also Shangshi, Heshi and Ningming, not having the time
to destroy their stocks of arms. A vast area stretching
from Shuikou to Ningming along the border with our
country from Cao Bang to Lang Son was liberated, thus
considerably expanding the Chinese liberated area in
Zuojiang. ' :

Further south, in Quang Ninh province, the volunteer
force commanded by Le Quang Ba from Chi Lang base
in Loc Binh district crossed the border into Shiwan da-
shan in China. This is a very rugged mountain area con-
sisting only of steep mountains covered all year round
by heavy mist. It also has a very harsh climate because
of the permanent gusts of hot wind which scorches the
vegetation and dries up the streams. Our army had a
very hard time crossing these mountains in its march
toward the targets. The volunteer force encircled, attacked
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or forced the surrender of a series of Kuomintang
posts in Truc Son, Na Luong and Dong Hung townships,
liberating a large area along the southern border from
Lang Son to Mong Cai. Later, they turned northwards
and attacked Qinzhou, captured Maoleng and took on
enemy positions at Daguantang and Dazhu. Thus a wvast
region in Fangcheng and Qinzhou districts became revol-
utionary bases ready to welcome the Southern Army
of ‘the Chinese People’s Liberation Army. The Chinese
population along the border with the north and northeast
of Vietnam jubilantly celebrated their liberation from
the crushing yoke of the Chiang Kaishek clique. -Every-
where people put up slogans in both Chinese and Viet-
namese proclaiming : “Long live Sino-Vietnamese friend-
ship !, “Long live Independent Vietnam ”  “Long liv

President Ho Chi Minh !” »

Now the Chinese population had known that their lib-
érators were Vietnamese volunteers sent by President Ho
Chi Minh to help them overthrow the cruel Kuomintang
despots. The volunteers often heard people say among
themselves: ' :

”“Key za luong si sém, ngau lap mau, ta phay xiang
koc lit” (Ugh, brown shirt, buffalo-muzzle caps, fighting
awful well). - S

" They made expansive gestures when meeting Viet-
namese army volu_nteers and said :

' “Co putui, chan hao” (this army is really good). After
only a few months of making propaganda and fighting
against the Chiang Kaishek troops our army had . left
among the Chinese population in newly liberated areas
noble images of the revolutionary combatants. Their im-
pressions could be summed up as follows :

102

“The Vietnamese liberation combatants are very dis-
ciplined and wholly devoted to ‘the people, are extre-
mely courageous and ready to sacrifice even their lives
for their international duty.” '

»
* % '

Fighting against the Chiang Kaishek Troops Spilling
over into Vietnam ’

Regiment 174 had been founded but we still had not
had the opportunity to make a public appearance before
the people of Cao — Bac — Lang. 'Aftelj our third vic-
tory at Bong Lau — Lung Phay, our regiment continued
to keep up the pressure on the enemy on Highway 4. We
sprang the 4th ambush at Bo Cung — Lung Vai and
fought the third Ban Nam battle, completely cutting
off the enemy supply route from Na Sam to Cao Bang.
The enemy no longer dared to use this route but had to
organize an airlift to Cao Bang.

Inspired by these victories our regiment rallied at Nuoc
Hai with the intention of organizing an official founding
ceremony and launching a drive for political and mili-
tary training, especially in the fight against enemy for-
tified positions.

No sooner had we arrived at the regrouping centre
than word came that remnants of the Chiang Kaishek
troops under the command of General Bai Congxi were
being hotly pursued and might spill over into our terri-
tory at any moment through different points on the border,
and they were very numerous. S '
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I told myself: “The High Command has made very
accurate predictions. This ‘epidemic’ must be checked
without delay.”

The Party committee and the regimental command
held an- emergency meeting to discuss the plan of at-
tack. The regiment was divided into two to intercept the
enemy in two main directions. The command was given
to Chu Huy Man and his deputy Doan Tran Phong. The
force involved comprised Battalions 249 and 250, a sup-
port company, and an artillery company in addition to
a company of the local army of Cao Bang whose task
was to intercept the enemy at the Ha Quang border gate.

I moved posthaste at the head of Battalion 251 to
Dong Khe where we were reinforced by a local company

and another from Phuc Hoa. The military sector com-

mand sent us one more battalion. I was assigned the
task of springing an embush at Bong Lau — Lung Phay.
If the enéemy entered Ha Quang and reached Cao Bang
from where they could reach Dong Khe along Highway
4, our unit would stop them and hurl them back, giving
them no chance to link up with the French in Lang Son.
It part of them managed to enter our territory through
the Phuc Hoa border gate and followed Highway 4 to
link up with the French at Dong Khe, they had at
any rate to pass by Bong Lau — Lung Phay where our
men would be lying in wait. In any case, this place must
be a gateway of death for the Chiang Kaishek troops.

We set out immediately after a brief pow-wow. On
January 8th, 1930 the enemy entered our territory
at the Soc Giang and Na Giang border gates in Ha Quang.
They were about 20,000 men of Divisions 18 and 19 be-
longing to Army Corps 17 under the command of the
General Ma heimao. Their intention was to follow in
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the footsteps of the troops under General Bai Congxi,
who had fled to Taiwan. Their plan was to enter Viet-
namese territory and seek assistance from the French
army to go to Quang Ninh from where they could set
out to sea. They took along many members of the Viet-
namese Kuomintang under the command of the half-
Chinese Nguyen Hai Than who had all along taken re-
fuge in Guangzhou and Guangxi provinces in China and
who still nurtured a dream of returning some day to
“reconquer the country’” from the Viet Minh.

The section of our army under the command of Chu
Huy Man and Doan Tran Phong fought ten days and
nights to hold back this army. Both Battalions 249 and
250 put up a very courageous fight at Na Giang and
Coc 8am preventing the enemy from breaking through
to reach Mo Sat and Nuoc Hai and from there to Cao
Bang. From their high positions on the mountain slopes
they pinned down the enemy, who in spite of their huge
numerical superiority had to fall back due to horrendous
losses. They pulled back leaving behind hundreds of
dead men and horses and turned left in the direction
of Nan Rong and Liugu to enter Vietnam through Tra
Linh. Thereupon, Battalion 5 received orders to move
expeditiously to Ma Phuc pass to intercept the enemy
on their way from Tra Linh to Cao Bang while Battalion
9 was dispatched to Quang Yen to intercept the enemy
at Canh Phac Pass. Thus the small units of the People’s
Army of Vietnam had to split up into small groups to
block the advance of a large army which was spilling
out like an anthill. It was indeed a very strange army.
The straggling Chinese troops could hardly be called an
army because they included many unarmed soldiers car-
rying baskets slung on shoulder poles and servants
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carrying opium-smoking gear for their officers. Whenever
our men opened fire they would fall out in disorder,
some returning fire, the rest fleeing in all directions
like a herd of cattle at the sight of a tiger.

Yet wherever they went they posted big placards
stamped with the seal of their army corps and inscribed

with these huge words: “The Great Army of China only
borrows the way of An N(_m to go to the sea. The Great
Army of China will do no harm to An Nam. Anyone
who blocks the advance of the Great Army will be
punished.””

At Bong Lau — Lung Phay, where we lay in ambush,
we were seething with impatience as news of large-scale
fighting at Ha Quang continuously reached us. Our im-
patience became still greater when we learned that the
enemy was retreating to Quang Uyen. Chu Huy Man
ordered two battalions. to intercept the enemy in two
directions. Though not as battle-hardened as the French
legionnaires and not as reckless, the Chinese troops
through their sheer numbers posed a serious challenge
to our army which was much smaller in size. I told
the others in the regimental and battalion staff: “They
will not be able to come as far as our place. I suggest
that we quickly move to Quang Uyen to join Comrade
Man’s units there in order to beat them off.”

At the same moment word came that Doan Tran Phong,
the ‘deputy regiment commander, had been killed in
action. The news left me dumbfounded. I could never
forget this young and dynamic officer who always: stood
‘beside his men in battle. I remembered that a few weeks
earlier when we parted he said: .
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«We will celebrate the anniversary of our founding
after wiping out these Chiang Kaishek bandits. Then
there will be exploits in fighting both the French and
the Kuomintang to celebrate, and our joy will be all
the greater.”

I said to myself: “This detachment has two comman-
ders who supplement each other perfectly. While Chu
Huy Man is calm and eautious, Phong is actlve and
dynamic.” 1 said to Phong: :

" “You have a pohtlcal commissar. I have only myself
to decide everythmg

I didn't know - that was to be our last meetmg Doan
Tran Phong and I had spent many years fighting side
by side on Highway 4. During all these years, even sea-
soned legionnaires had not been able to kill any battalion
officers of ours. Yet, now this fugitive and disparate
army "had murdered one of our most promlsmg ‘officers.

The whole unit under my command was ordered to
leave the ambush area and move posthaste to Quang
Uyen. Later I was told in detail about the death of Doan
Tran Phong. That happened in the first interception when
the Chinese spilled over at the Na Giang border gate.
Phong was standing with a support artillery unit on
a mountain slope at Na Giang — Coc Sau. The enemy
were too numerous and the crew fired one shell after
another without being able to check their advance. The
accident came when a “suicide’” shell was fired; so
called because the Japanese army intended it as a means
to kill both assailants and gunner in case the latter was
unable to stem an enemy onslaught. In the first days of
the resistance, our artillery used guns and ammunition
captured from both the French and Japanese and had
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neither the time nor the technical expertise to distih-
guish a “suicide” shell from an ordinary one. A number
of our gunners were also killed together with Doan Tran
Phong.

We arrived at Quang Uyen just at a time when Bat-
talions 5 and 9 were intercepting the enemy spilling
into Canh Phat. Thus all three battalions of our regiment
joined forces in fighting against the invaders over a long
battle front. From our positions on high rocky hills we
blazed away at enemy troops moving along the forest
or on the dirt road.

Thousands of them had been killed, stil]l they kept
coming. As our fire was too iittense they changed direc-
tion to Xlalang and tried to enter our territory at anoth-
er place. At Geling they were again stopped and had
to turn round in the direction of Shuikou opposite Ta
Lung and Phuc Hoa on this side of the border. I dis-
patched Battalion 251 in the direction of Dong Khe to
prevent them from crossing the border there.

The battle continued that way over the whole day.
Like a swarm of ants the Kuomintang army shrank
whenever it came up against our constant fire. They were
so numerous that those in the rear continued to move
on with all their sling baskets and horses even after
their front lines had been cut to shreds and their dead
littered the battlefield. Their passage was easily detect-
ed by a horrible stench from the odour of their beasts
of burden as well as the smell of human bodies which
had not received a bath for months. It was as if a horde
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of beasts had passed. Wherever they went they dug for
food, uprcoting even the young potatoces and cassava
plants or foraging deep into the forest for caches of food
hidden by the population. In a word, they crunched and
swallowed anything that might be eaten.

At night, from our positions on the mountain slopes
we could watch a very strange sight: all over the vast
jungle at the foot of the mountain the Chinese troops
were cooking their meals, dotting a vast area with lu-
minous dots that flickered under the dark sky.

~ We had a really hard time pursuing and intercepting
this makeshift, straggling army.

They always fled when intercepted. But their cus-
tomary tactic was to hit at our rear when we did not
take precautions. However, even this tactic did not work
because’ of their utter disarray, demoralisation and hun-
ger. Finally, it was a general stampede before our army
in spite of our great inferiority in numbers.

They were so numerous that our machine-guns turned
red heot without being able to stop the human waves.
In the end we had to carry our guns on our shoulders
and take short cuts through the forest to intercept them.
Our displacement was such that the canvas shoes of our
soldiers were quickly worn out. Many had to wrap their
feet in rags in place of shoes. We were fortunate enough
to receive the wholehearted assistance of the population
who, on the one hand, continued to move their paddy
and property deep into the jungle and, on the other,
sent their war service workers to supply the army. Women
villagers cooked rice and prepared salted sesame. Each
time we passed a village, every soldier received a rice
ball and a package of assorted food. Sometimes we were
given old clothes and new canvas shoes to replace those
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which were too worn out. Thus we tracked down the
fleeing army of Chiang Kaishek, whose ranks seemed
endless. .

In the end, however, their fate was sealed. The main
force of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army, in their
drive southward to Longzhou, finally managed to establish
contact with our army. Pressed from both sides, the
Chiang Kaishek troops finally had to give themselves
up. Nearly twenty thousand troops wearing on their shirt-
fronts the huge words “Qiangjun” (Powerful Army) were
disarmed to a man from the Army Corps commander
to the division commander. Their rifles were stacked
like bundles of firewood. As in previous battles, we
handed over the entire booty to our Chinese friends so
that they could equip their local armies.

The border area of Cao Bang and Lang Son was thus
freed from Chinese Kuomintang troops of all types.
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CHAPTER III

THE BORDER CAMPAIGN IN
- AUTUMN-WINTER 1950

Preparations

After crushing the 20,000-man detachment of the
Chiang Kaishek army, our Regiment 174 regrouped at
Nuoc Hai. Nuoc Hai is to Cao Bang what That Khe is to
Lang Son, a densely-populated and bustling township.

Nuoc Hai is the capital of Hoa An district about 16 km
from Cao Bang town. Its main street is called Cao Binh.
The street offered the same animated atmosphere as any
street on the plains, lined on either side with rows of low
brick tenements interspersed here and there with two-storey
houses. Every day was market day in the street. Since
the French occupied Cao Bang town, Nuoc Hai had be-
come the rallying point for evacuees, which gave the
township an even busier atmosphere. Our men, after each
battle on Highway 4 or an attack on a position in the
neighbourhood, liked to spend a few days at Nuocc Hai.
Whereas in previous years (1948 — 49) the enemy in Cao
Bang town occasionally sent their troops on a raid or
their planes to wantonly bomb the township and its sur-
roundings they now dared no longer venture within the
vicinity of Nuoc Hai. Evacuees from Cao Bang town already
‘talked of their future return to their old homes. Although
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it lay only fifteen kilometres or so from the enemy and
\yithin artillery range, Nuoc Hai had 3ll the characteristics
of_ a resistance town, a sanctuary off-limits to the aggressors.

Our regiment was stationed in a wide field at the foot
of a rocky mount in the Lam Son area. This range of
mountains has many labyrinth-like caves which served
as natural shelters for resistance offices in Cao Bang from
the early days of the resistance, A few days after we came
our combatants had levelled a piece of land large enough
to erect a podium complete with loudspeakers and electric
light supplied by a diesel generator. We posted an anti-
aircraft unit on the mountain slope equipped with 12.7 mm
machine-guns. Thus our regiment formally held a found-
ation ceremony in the presence of large crowds from
Nuoc Hai and Hoa An. Besides officials of the Rarty,
administration and front in Cao Bang province, the re-
presentatives of Lang Son and Bac Can (in those days
Bac Can still remained a separate province not yet merged
with Thai Nguyen to form the present Bac Thai province)
also attended. Regiment 174 had lived up to the traditions
of Cao — Bae — Lang. It had had resounding exploits
since it became a regiment-sized unit formed by the in-
tegration of different battalions and companies which had
a long record of victories of their own in previous battles.
‘Within a few months our regiment had cleared 20,000
Kuomintang troops from the border and prevented their
linking up with the French, inflicting severe blows on
both. Bong Lau — Lung Phay, Bo Cung — Lung Vai,
Ban Nam, each battle was a resounding feat of arms con-
tributing to cutting off Highway 4, the lifeline of the enemy
from Lang Son to Cao Bang, creating a real dilemma for
the enemy with regard to their situation in Cao Bang
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town. In fact, to abandon Cao Bang or to keep it in such
a precarious position, either way was for the French a
painful decision.

We also arranged an exhibition on this occasion. It was
like a festival. The young combatants of our regiment,
who were so emaciated and exhausted after a month of
battling with the Chiang Kaishek troops had now re-
gained their vivacity and health after a few weeks of recu-
peration. In the military parade they filed past the rostrum
with the unmistakable pride of a victorious army.

I still remember that Chu Huy Man and I were each
issued by the logistics with a khaki uniform still smelling
like new material. One of the soldiers said jokingly : “Look
how smart our commanders are today.” Another, who was
apparently a native of Hanoi or some other big city, even
told us how to tuck our shirts properly into our belts. As
a matter of fact, since joining the army we had never had
the time nor the occasion to think about dressing smartly
so that the brand-new uniform did cause us real embar-
rassment.

The founding ceremony was followed by a party in which
our soldiers danced and sang with the people and together
visited the exhibition and attended an artistic perform-
ance. Many of our men took time off to taste some
delicacies in the restaurants of Cao Binh street, puffing
on imported cigarettes or buying some cakes of toilet soap
or handkerchiefs as gifts for their sweethearts at home.
In the meantime, Chu Huy Man, myself and others in the
regiment’s Party committee met to discuss the tasks of the
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regiment in the new situation. So far, to spring ambushes
or combine ambush with mobile warfare in attacking the
enemy after they had left their positions seemed to be
our only strong point. Now the situation had changed.
With Highway 4 having been rendered almost completely
unuseable, the enemy no longer dared to venture out of
their positions and attack resistance installations or expand
their zone of occupation. We had to find a new way to
trounce the enemy’s live forces, and this could be nothing
other than striking right at their positions and fortifica-
tions. Where to strike first and ensure success right away
in the first battle ? In the past, when an ambush failed
all we had to do was withdraw into the jungle, but now
if an attack against a fortification failed, the situation
would be quite different. The enemy would call for artil-
lery, aircraft and reinforcements from other positions. But
we were all motivated by the same determination ; however
difficult, we ought to try. In any case, we must not stay
with arms folded if the enemy shut themselves up in their
strongholds.

We had to choose one position, any position, to experi-
ment with the new method of fighting,

For the immediate future we opened a training drive
right at Cao Binh. Our men were trained in individual
combat skills, especially in the use of explosives which is
a much more effective way than artillery in breaching the
enemy’s barbed wire fences. As for the officers, they
learned the method of taking on a fortified position, of
combining infantry and artillery and intercepting enemy
reinforcements.
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In 1950 our people’s resistance against French aggression
entered its fourth year. This was also a turning point in
the resistance war. The initiative began to pass to the
resistance forces while the enemy was forced into an in-
creasingly passive position. The so-called “Cao — Bac -—
Lang Border Sector’” of Colonel Constant was in a very
precarious position, like a ship in a hurricane. Highway 4,
their lifeline, after the fourth ambush by our army at
Bo Cung — Lung Vai, was like a snake with a crushed
vertebrae. The enemy supply effort trickled down to small
convoys from Lang Son to Na Sam. As for supplying Cao
Bang, this was done entirely by air which was very costly
to the French. And this happened just at the moment
when the French government was asking the United States
to help it in its hopeless venture. Joint control of the
whole Sino-Vietnamese border by the French and Chiang
Kaishek troops had been completely broken. After October
1949 the French abandoned Bac Can, and Cao Bang was
seriously threatened. French strategists quarrelled about
what would be the least disastrous solution to the dilemma.
Alessandri, the commander of the North Vietnam battle-
field, and Charton, commander of Cao Bang, both old In-
dochina hands, opted for the maintenance of Cao Bang
as a vital bridgehead to prevent resistance forces from
linking up with revolutionary China and large-scale mo-
torized transportation of supplies from China.

On the other hand, Carpentier, general commander of
the whole of Indochina, and Constant, commander of the
Border Sector, wanted to evacuate Cao Bang in order to
preserve their forces. As compensation, they would attack
and occupy the liberated province of Thai Nguyen to
control the northern gate to the North Vietnam delta.
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Both parties tried their best to prove the worth of each

option and ascertain the weaknesses of the other. But alas,
in their strategic passivity and losing position, nothing
could help. If they decided to maintain their occupation
of certain areas they would run short of mobile forces.
On the other hand, if they decided to expand their mobile
forces, their fortified positions would become more vul-
nerable. In fact, the French were torn between two in-
compatible strategies: to spread out and control a large
area in order to prevent the development of the resistance
forces or regroup in a few vital positions to prevent the
resistance forces from spreading into the North Vietnam
plain. \ :
Pignon, French High Commissioner for Indochina, was
caught between the conflicting ideas of Carpentier and
Alessandri. He finally lined up with Carpentier, who in
his capacity as military commander of the whole of In-
dochina, told Alessandri:

“I am the commander here, you have only to obey.
I want my order executed.”

Alessandri cited health problems as a pretext for seeking
a vacation in France, intending to seek support from in-
fluential personalities in the French government. He failed
in this manoeuvre. Nevertheless, in the end, he reluctantly
returned to Indochina to assume the post of military com-
mander in North Vietnam.

For our part, after foiling the French blitz in the autumn
and winter of 1947 against the resistance base in Viet Bac,
we won a series of resounding victories on Highway 4 and
in other areas such as Pho Rang, Phu Thong Na Phac and
on Highways 3 and 5. Our armed forces had matured con-
siderably. Whereas in 1947 we had only a few full-sized
regiments while the rest was made up of independent
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battalions and companies, in early 1950 we alteady had
Division 308 in Viet Bac and Division 304 in the 4th In-
terzone. A plan for the formation of new divisions had
also been drawn up by the High Command, one of these
being Division 316 which was to include our Regiment
174 in Cao — Bac — Lang region,

To step up the resistance and bring about a real turning
point in the war for national liberation the Standing Com-~
mittee of the Party Central Committee and President Ho

" Chi Minh entrusted the High Command with launching

the northern Border Campaign in the dry season of 1950,

On July 25, 1950 the Standing Committee of the Central
Committee issued a resolution on the setting up of the
Party Committee for the Border Campaign consisting of
Tran Dang Ninh, Hoang Van Thai, Le Liem, and Bui Quang
Tao, with Vo Nguyen Giap as secretary. Our Regiment
174 was then training in the Trung Khanh area of Cao
Bang province, ready to take part in the autumn-winter
campaign. Though not very sure yet about the specific
target of the coming battle, we told one another: “There
will be significant action this autumn-winter.” '

On July 30, I was summoned to the forward command
post of the General Staff, which was located at the foot
of a rocky mountain in Quang Uyen. I said to myself that
the place was very well chosen because it could lead both
northward to Cao Bang and eastward to Dong Khe. From
there we could also retreat to our bases at Nuoc Hai, Bac
Can or Phuc Hoa through Trung Khanh and from there
to the Sino-Vietnamese border.

At the meeting I met many old friends who had fought
by my side on the Highway 4 battlefront, such as Vuong
Thua Vu, Thai Dung, Vu Yen, Vu Lang and Hong Son of
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Division 308, Le Trong Tan, commander of independent
Regiment 205, Doan Tue of the artillery force, and others.

In his briefing, Hoang Van Thai said that the autumn-
winter Border Campaign had the three following
objectives :

— To wipe out an important part of the enemy’s forces;

-—— To liberate part of the border and link up with the
socialist camp;

— To expand and consolidate the Viet Bac resistance
base. '

Then he outlined the plan of attack in which Cao Bang
would be the number one target, followed by Dong Khe
and That Khe. If we could liberate Cao Bang, he said,
the road to the whale socialist camp would be open and
many facilities would be created for the resistance. After
we had taken cognizance of the map and the positions and
situation of the enemy, Hoang Van Thai ordered the offi-
cers present to organize a careful investigation of the terrain
and report to the High Command. Then the High Com-
mand would issue the final decision about the plan of
attack to each unit.

Before we left Hoang Van Thai took me aside:

“If we take on Cao Bang, your regiment will form the
main thrust.”

Back at my regiment, I described the situation to Chu
Huy Man. He nodded : “Now that the High Command has
put its trust in us we must do very well.” He added: “I
think Dong Khe is an easier target.”

I quickly agreed with the political commissar for’ the
simple reason that we had attacked the enemy at Dong
Khe a few months before, killing the French commander
of the post, Casanova, right with the first artillery salvos.
That was also the first attack by our regiment against a
relatively “tough” fortified position of the enemy defended
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entirely by legionnaires of the third REIL. The battle was
launched in execution of the regiment Party committee’s
resolution “to seek for the enemy to wipe them out”. “If
they are entrenched in their post we will hit them there
and then in order to learn the way to attack a fortified
position,” the resolution said.

Chu Huy Man told me:
“Let us study the situation of the enemy at Dong Khe.”

When we brought up the idea to the staff officers of
the regiment and battalion commanders they quickly
agreed. Thus, I sent a team to reconnoitre the terrain and
devise the method of attack.

In those days, the forward command of the General
Staff was stationed close to regiment headquarters under
the command of Phan Phac, the acting chief-of-staff. I
presented our plan to him and asked permission to attack
the enemy position at Dong Khe. Phan Phac gave his
consent, saying he would inform the High Command im-
mediately. We returned to regimental headquarters to
prepare for battle. ‘

The day our regiment took up position it rained cats
and dogs. The river overflowed its banks and our men
had a really hard time crossing on their way to the battle-
front. Chu Huy Man and I climbed up a high rocky moun-~
tain where we established our command post, some
distance from the 75 millimetre gun emplacement and
about 300 metres from the Dong Khe post of the French.
The mountain wall became even more slippery under the
rain and the smallest mistake could land you in the gaping
precipice below. From the mountain top we could keep
in view the whole panorama of Dong Khe town together
with the fortress and command post of the enemy.
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Legionnaires were moving about in the post, some felling
trees, others chopping firewood, shouting and cursing
loudly.

At five on the morning of May 25, I ordered the attack to
begin. The two artillery pieces positioned on Hump-Backed
Hill began pounding the enemy at Cam Phay. Our plan
called for immediate capture of this post on the hill top
from where we could control the situation in the whole of
the Dong Khe sector. However, we had not reckoned with
the stili-poor performance of our artillery in this first
combination of infantry with artillery. We realized to our
great dismay that all the shells fell wide of the mark and
on the side of the hill. Meanwhile, the enemy’s artillery
reacted with fury. Battalion commander Kha and a number
of our gunners were killed right in the first volleys of the
enemy’s 57 mm-artillery fire. The shock teams of Battalion
257 could not approach the enemy post even though the
battalion had used up more than half its ammunition stock.
I said to Chu Huy Man : “Seems that it doesn’t work. The
enemy may call for air support to launch a counter-offen-
sive. We have to call off the attack and reorganize.”

We gave orders to stop the battle and instructed units
to take shelter and camouflage themselves carefully to
guard against enemy air strikes. At the same time the
supply service had to transport urgently to the battlefront
another 100 artillery shells. Throughout that day we came
under heavy bombing and shelling by enemy aircraft
coming from Hanoi. From the command post I could see
that the verdant hills to the north and northeast had been
turned a whitish colour like limestone by enemy bombard-
ments. However, our men were safely sheltered inside
deep caves. Later in the evening when the air strikes had
ceased we couid hear the sound of sawing and hammering.
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We were expecting a counter-assault from the post but
there came only internitttent artillery fire. Not until after
having captured the post did we know that was because
the French captain-commander of the post was killed
right in the first barrage of our artillery. His name was
Casanova. The sound of sawing and hammering was
actually caused by the building of a coffin for this unfor~
tunate officer. This also explained the enemy’s embarrass-
ment throughout that day.

At nightfall when the last four Hellcats had left in
the direction of Hanoi, leaving only four black dots on
the horizon. I ordered the attack to resume. Our gunners,
who had had a whole day to draw experience from the
previous shellings, scored direct hits on their targets right
in the first moments. We captured Cam Phay and from
there fanned down to occupy the fortress and communica-
tions and munitions centres. From these vital enemy de-
fence positions we swooped down and took the “Hospital’”
and Phu Thien posts. The whole of Dong Khe town fell
that same night. Early on the morning of May 27, Chu
Huy Man and I, from our command post on the mountain
top, came down to inspect the town where several fires:
were still burning and enemy dead still littered the streets.

However, we had not fully anticipated enemy reaction,
and thought that even if they decided to recapture the
town it would take them at least a week to prepare. We
did not realise the supreme importance of Dong Khe for

the enemy’s defence posture in the whole of Lang Son

province. In fact, the French sent paratroopers to recapture
the town right on the following day. We withdrew safely,
leaving behind a small detachment to join the population
in collecting battle trophies. When the enemy dropped
their paras to recapture the town we were on our way
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‘back to base, hence a return to the town was out of the
question. Later, many of us regretted having missed a
good chance. However, our inexperience might have rein-
forced the enemy’s subjectivism. They thought that our
easy capture of Dong Khe was due to the untimely death
of the commander of the stronghold, Casanova, which had
1thrown the whole garrison into disarray. They also thought
our hasty withdrawal from the town was due to heavy
losses. All this reasoning had led the enemy to continue
‘making light of our forces. In fact, never did they realise
that Dong Khe was one of our prime targets in the Border
‘Campaign.

I received instructions to return immediately to the
High Command to report on the battle. There I was im-
‘mediately taken to Comrade Vo Nguyen Giap. He asked
me about every detail, from the deployment of troops
to the development of the battle. After commending us,
he added :

“From now on, you have to get permission from the
High Command each time you choose to attack an enemy
position.”

Not until much later did I fully understand the meaning
of that admonition. In fact, the High Command had decided
to launch a big military campaign in the dry season of
that year and the main target was the region of Cao Bang,
Bac Giang and Lang Son provinces. Our attack on Dong
Khe, though victorious, had alerted the enemy to such an
eventuality and they had reinforced their defence installa-
tijons. Either they had detected our plan or viewed our
attack on Dong Khe as a probe.

Later the same day I was received by Hoang Van Thai,
who invited me to come and have dinner with his family.
He lived in a small palm-roofed bamboo house on a hill
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a short distance from the headquarters of the High Com-
mand. Mrs Loan, his wife, treated me to a chicken from
the half dozen or so they raised outside their hut. As we
ate he told me about the general situation of our armed
forces on various battlefields from North to South, and
said :

“Our resistance is full of promise. We are growing and
the enemy has weakened visibly. The French will lose,
they will certainly lose, I tell you.”

- The confidence and optimism of the two highest com-
manders of our army inculcated into me a miraculous
strength. I told myself: “Regiment 174 has to win more
resounding battles in order to contribute to the common
victory which is approaching.”

L] *

I took a small unit to reconnoitre enemy deployment
around Cao Bang town. We climbed a hill to the north
where we could have an overall view of the town.

In those days Cao Bang was a small town with a popu-
lation of about 3,000. It was defended by the 3rd REI
Regiment, two battalions of the 23rd BTA Regiment and
one battalion of the puppet army.

The rivers Hien and Bang encircle the town and turn
it into a small peninsula. Access to the town lay through
two heavily guarded bridges. On the top of the highest
hill stood the enemy fortress, built during the early years
of the French occupation of Indochina and later reinforced
and modernized. It now had an underground basement
seven metres deep complete with food store, first-aid
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