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Lieutenant Colonel Michel Goya, French Marines, and  
Lieutenant Colonel Philippe François, French Marines

Lieutenant Colonel Michel Goya and 
Lieutenant Colonel Philippe François 
are both in the French Marines and 
have served in troop command and 
staff assignments. 

_____________

PHOTO:  General Jean de Lattre de 
Tassigny, 1951. (Courtesy of French 
Association Rhin et Danube)

A distinguished general is asked to assume command of an undersized 
military force fighting a counterinsurgency war widely criticized by opposi-
tion political leaders and broadly unpopular among his countrymen, and to 
do so with relatively limited resources and little hope for gaining political 
support or additional resources in the future. Yet despite the handicaps, he 
succeeds in turning the tables against the insurgents, seriously damaging 
their forces and capabilities while dramatically undermining the support they 
receive from the populace. In doing so, he forces enemy leaders to abandon 
their timetable for establishing totalitarian rule. The time is 1951, the place 
Indochina, and the man French General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny. 

Background
When General �e �a��re �a�� ��ele��e� ��� �����an� �ren�h �r������� �a��l�n���e �a��re �a�� ��ele��e� ��� �����an� �ren�h �r������� �a��l�n���a�� ��ele��e� ��� �����an� �ren�h �r������� �a��l�n�� 

�he V�e���nh �n In����h�na, �any �n �he �ren�h (an� U.S.) G��vern�en� ��a� 
h�� a�� �ran�e’�� la��� �e��� h���e ��� �rea�he l�fe �n��� a fa�l�n�� eff��r� ��� �efea� 
a na����nal����-�����un���� �n��ur��en�y. De �a��re �a�� a h���hly �����e����ve, 
ex�re�ely �e�an��n��, an� �har����a��� �����an�er ���h a �en�han� f��r 
�hea�r��al��y �n �����un��a��n�� h��� ��r�er��. (In fa��, early ��n he a�qu�re� �he 
nickname “King John” from those with whom he served.) A cavalry officer, 
�e �a��re ha� alrea�y enj��ye� a l��n�� an� ������n��u���he� �areer ���h ��erv��e 
�n ���� W��rl� War��. He ha� ��een �����a� a�����n a�� a l�eu�enan� �n W��rl� 
War I, an� he ha� ��erve� ���h ������n�����n �ur�n�� �he �n�erval �e��een �ar��, 
lea��n�� even�ually ��� h��� ��ele�����n a�� �����an�an� ��f �ran�e’�� �ar ���lle��e 
(L’Ecole de Guerre) �n 1935. When �ran�e �e�lare� �ar ��n Ger�any �n 
1939, �e �a��re �a�� ���ven �����an� ��f �he �ren�h 14�h Infan�ry D�v������n, 
which he led briefly until the armistice with Nazi Germany and the establish-
�en� ��f �he V��hy G��vern�en�. Ch�������n�� ��� re�a�n ��n a���ve �u�y �e�����e 
�he hu��l�a����n ��f �ran�e’�� �ar������n�n�� an� �ar��al annexa����n �y Ger�any, 
he then commanded Vichy troops in North Africa until 1941. In 1942, he 
assumed command of the 16th Division and attempted to organize it as 
an an��-Ger�an f��r�e. A�� a re��ul� ��f �h��� eff��r�, �e �a��re �a�� arre���e� an� 
��en�en�e� ��� 10 year�� �n ja�l. H���ever, he �ana��e� ��� e���a�e an� �a�e h��� 
�ay ��u� ��f Al��er�a ��� j���n �ree �ren�h f��r�e��. 

Recognized for his patriotism, military skills, and audacity, de Lattre was 
la�er ��ele��e� ��� �����an� �ren�h Ar�y B, ��ne ��f ���� ar��e�� ��f �he U.S. 
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6th Army Group, set up to organize 
�he �nva�����n ��f ����u�hern �ran�e. 
Un�er h��� �����an�, �ren�h Ar�y 
B lan�e� �n Pr��ven�e �n Au��u��� 
1944 an� hel�e� all�e� f��r�e�� l��era�e 
French territory from Nazi occupa-
����n. �ren�h Ar�y B la�er �e�a�e �he 
�ren�h ��r��� Ar�y. 

After the expulsion of Nazi forces 
fr��� �ran�e, �e �a��re’�� �ren�h 
��r��� Ar�y �ar�����a�e� �n �he �nva-
�����n ��f Ger�any. �a�er, �ue ��� h��� 
re�u�a����n an� a�h�eve�en��� a�� a �ar 
lea�er, he �a�� ���ven �he h���h h��n��r 
��f re�re��en��n�� �ran�e a� �ere���n�e�� 
�ark�n�� �he un���n������nal ��urren�er 
of Nazi Germany. 

Unf��r�una�ely, �he en� ��f W��rl� War II ��� n��� 
re��ul� �n a la����n�� �ea�e f��r �ran�e, �h��h al������ 
immediately became embroiled in conflicts in its far-
flung colonies and former colonies as it tried to sal-
va��e ���� �re-�ar e���n����� an� �ul�ural ��e��. A��a�n��� 
�he �a�k�r��� ��f a �ha����� �������ar env�r��n�en� 
fea�ur�n�� a ��l���al �la��h �e��een We���ern l��eral 
�e����ra��e�� an� Marx����-�en�n���� ���a�e��, S�al�n���� 
acolytes began to fan the flame of indigenous nation-
al���� an� ���l��n�al �n�e�en�en�e ���ve�en��� �n an 
eff��r� ��� ex�an� C����un���� �hr��u��h��u� �he ���rl�. 
�ran�e f��un� ����elf fa��n�� ju��� ��u�h a f��e �n In���-
�h�na, �here S��v�e�-�ra�ne� ��uerr�lla lea�er�� H�� Ch� 
Minh and General Vo Nguyen Giap led the Vietminh, 
an �n����en��u�� �n��ur��en�y �ha� �er��e� V�e�na�e��e 
na����nal���� ���h C����un���� ��e��l����y. 

A��e����� a� ��har�n�� ����er �e��een �he �ren�h 
an� �he V�e���nh qu��kly fa�le�. S��ll exhau���e� 
fr��� W��rl� War II, �ran�e e��arke� ��n a �ar �n 
S��u�hea��� A���a a��a�n��� �n��ur��en��� �h�� ha� ��a�ne� 
�u�h ex�er�en�e fr��� �a��l�n�� �he Ja�ane��e �ur�n�� 
W��rl� War II. 

�ren�h �����an�er�� �n���ally ����u��h� a qu��k 
v�����ry �hr��u��h ���nven����nal �ean��. In an eff��r� 
��� �e�a���a�e �he �n��ur��en� ���ve�en�, �ren�h �ara-
�r�����er�� ���n�u��e� an a�r���rne a����aul� a��a�n��� �he 
V�e���nh’�� jun��le hea�quar�er�� �n O�����er 1947. 
They al���� a��a�ke� ��ver lan�, u���n�� ar���re� an� 
r�ver�ne f��r�a����n�� �n a ��n�er ���ve�en� a��e� 
a� �a��ur�n�� ��r k�ll�n�� �he V�e���nh’�� lea�er�� an� 
en��a���n�� G�a�’�� f��r�e�� �n a �e�����ve �a��le. H���-
ever, �h�������n�� �he Ma������ �a���� ��f re�rea��n�� �hen 

a��a�ke�, H�� Ch� M�nh an� G�a� e���a�e� �n��� �he 
jun��le ���h �he �alan�e ��f �he�r f��r�e�� �n�a�� an� 
�en�e� �he �ren�h �he �e�����ve �a��le �hey ����u��h�.1 
Su���equen�ly, �he V�e���nh ��uerr�lla f��r�e�� a�����e� 
���all-���ale h��-an�-run an� a��u��h �a������ �ha� 
av����e� a ����he� �a��le �n �h��h �he �ren�h ���ul� 
have ha� a �lear a�van�a��e. They e��ra�e� Ma��’�� 
���ra�e��y ��f �ear�n�� ����n �he ene�y ���l����ally 
�h�le ���ea��ly �u�l��n�� a ���nven����nal �a�a��l��y 
��� u��e a��a�n��� h�� �hen he �a�� ������ vulnera�le. 
Th��� ���ra�e��y �r��ve� effe���ve.

At the start of the conflict, the French Expedition-
ary C��r��� �a�� a �r��fe�������nal ar�y �ha� �n�lu�e� 
Al��er�an, M��r����an, Sene��ale��e, an� �ren�h 
���re���n �e�����n �nfan�ry un����, ���h �a�nly �ren�h 
ar��llery an� ar���r �n ��u����r�. An all-�ren�h av�a-
����n un�� an� a ���ra�e���� re��erve ��f �ra�k �ara�hu�e 
�a��al���n�� ��u����r�e� �he f��r�e. �ren�h f��r�e�� al���� 
�n�lu�e� �ell-�ra�ne� V�e�na�e��e �ara�hu�e un���� 
an� ���l��n�al bataillons de march—��elf-���n�a�ne� 
V�e�na�e��e, Ca������an, an� �a����an �nfan�ry �a�-
talions led by French officers and NCOs. 

The va��� �aj��r��y ��f V�e�na�e��e �e���le ex�re����e� 
a �e���re f��r �n�e�en�en�e fr��� all f��re���n ���n�r��l, 
�u� �ee� rel������u�� an� ���l����al ��v������n�� f�����ere� 
violent internal conflict. While few preferred con-
��nu�n�� un�er �ren�h rule (���h a �r������e ��f even-
�ual �n�e�en�en�e), �any ��a� �h��� a�� a �u�h �e��er 
al�erna��ve ��� �he v�����u�� �n���leran�e ����ar� �er����nal 
l��er�y, rel������u�� ex�re�������n, an� ������en� �hara��er-
������ ��f H�� Ch� M�nh’�� S�al�n���� ���ve�en�. In�ee�, 
�he V�e���nh’�� ��e��l������al ������a����� an� ���� u��e ��f 

Portrait of Generals Montgomery, Eisenhower, Zhukov, and de Lattre in 
Berlin, 1945.
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v���len�e ��� ���a�� ��u� ������en� �r��ve �any rel������u�� 
��r��u��� �n��� an all�an�e ���h �he �ren�h. Ch�ef a���n�� 
�he��e �ere �he H��a (an a���e��� Bu��h���� ��e��) an� 
V�e�na�’�� lar��e Ca�h��l�� ����ula����n.

Af�er ���nven����nal ���era����n�� fa�le� �n 1947, 
Br���a��er General Charle�� Mar�e Chan����n �n 
C���h�n Ch�na (����u�hern V�e�na�) an� Maj��r 
General Mar�el Alle��an�r� �n T��nk�n (�he n��r�h) 
�e���e� u���n a �ra�a��� �han��e �n ���ra�e��y: �hey 
would emphasize pacification as a way to under-
��ne �he �n��ur��en���’ ����ular ��u����r�. The re��ul��n�� 
�a��a���n f���u��e� ��n rural e���n����� �evel����en�, 
�e���al �r����ra���, an� ���n���ru�����n �r��je���� �n �he 
key r��e-��r����n�� re�����n�� ��f V�e�na�’�� r�ver �el�a��. 
By �he ��u��er ��f 1950, �he ���ra�e��y a��eare� ��� 
�e ��u��ee��n��. 

Unf��r�una�ely f��r �he �ren�h, �he fun�a�en�al 
�hara��er ��f �he �ar ha� alrea�y �e��un ��� ev��lve 
�r���r ��� 1950. In De�e��er 1949, Ch�ne��e C���-
�un������ �e��an e���a�l���h�n�� �ra�n�n�� �a���� near �he 
V�e�na�e��e ���r�er ��� �ra�n an� ��u��ly V�e���nh 
fighters. The Vietminh also acquired a great deal 
more firepower in the form of 75mm and 105mm 
American howitzers captured from the Nationalist 
Ch�ne��e �ur�n�� �he Ch�ne��e ��v�l �ar. T����e�her, 
the Chinese-supplied training and new firepower 
�r���u�e� a �han��e �n �n��ur��en� ���ra�e��y.

From the camps in China, Giap reorganized his 
re����en��� �n��� ��v������n ���r�ke f��r�e��, �h��h he �hen 
�e��an ��� e��l��y a��a�n��� �ren�h ��u��������� al��n�� re����e 
area�� ��f �he Re� R�ver near �he Ch�ne��e ���r�er. He 
ex�an�e� �he��e a��a�k�� �n��� a ��y���e�a��� �a��a���n 
��� �����la�e �ren�h ��arr�����n�� al��n�� �he ���r�er. A�� �ar� 
��f h��� �lan, �he V�e���nh ���ar�e� a��u��h�n�� re��u��ly 
���nv��y�� ��n C��l��n�al R��u�e (RC) 4. By la�e 1949, 
re��u��ly ��f �he ���r�er �������� ha� �e����e ex�re�ely 
������ly �n �er��� ��f l����� equ���en� an� �an����er, 
���� �he �ren�h �e��an ��� a�an���n �������� re��ar�e� a�� 
n��ne����en��al. In ���e, V�e���nh a��u��he�� en��rely 
�u� ��ff ��r��un� re��u��ly ��� Ca�� Ban��, �he lar��e��� an� 
n��r�hern������ ��u������� al��n�� RC 4, �h��h �hereaf�er 
���ul� ��nly �e re��u��l�e� �y a�r. 

Sen���n�� �ha� �he �ren�h �ere �n a �re�ar���u�� 
����ua����n �e�au��e �he�r un���� �ere ���ely �����er��e� 
and difficult to resupply and reinforce, Giap ordered 
an all-��u� ��ffen���ve �hr��u��h��u� V�e�na�. Al�h��u��h 
�he ��ffen���ve ��� n��� �r�n�� v�����ry, �� ��� ��u��ee� �n 
��ver��n�� �ren�h ��u����r� fr��� �efen��e ��f �he n��r�h-
ern ��u��������� ��� �efen��e ��f ur�an an� r��e-��r����n�� 

area��. Th��� fur�her �e��ra�e� �ren�h �efen���ve �a�a-
��l���e�� an� ex�����e� �����la�e� un���� ��� a��a�k. 

The French did not recognize the danger their 
n��r�hern ��u��������� �ere �n un��l O�����er 1950, �hen 
�n re�����n��e ��� �n�ell���en�e re���r��� ��f �a�����n�� V�e�-
��nh f��r�e��, �hey �r�e� ��� eva�ua�e Ca�� Ban��. Bu� 
it was too late. Seizing the window of opportunity 
ahea� ��f �ren�h eff��r��� ��� eva�ua�e �he �a��, G�a� 
a��a�ke� �n full f��r�e. 

In a �a��er ��f �ay�� G�a�’�� f��r�e�� ann�h�la�e� e���h� 
�a��al���n��, �n�lu��n�� �he ��arr�����n a� Ca�� Ban�� an� 
a rel�ef f��r�e a��e����n�� ��� rea�h �he ��u������� v�a 
RC 4. ������ �ere ���� full �a��al���n�� ��f �he ���re���n 
�e�����n, �hree M��r����an �a��al���n��, a �a��al���n ��f 
T’a� h�ll �r��e �ar����an��, an� ���� �ara�hu�e �a�-
�al���n��—��ne ��f �he� �he el��e 1��� ���re���n �e�����n 
Para�hu�e Ba��al���n. 

T�� �e���r��y �he rel�ef f��r�e, G�a� u��e� �he ��arr�����n 
a� Ca�� Ban�� a�� �a�� ��� en���e �he rel�ev�n�� f��r�e�� 
�n��� a hu��e area a��u��h, �here �hey �ere �e���r��ye� 
�y �nfan�ry ��u����r�e� �y heavy ��un��. Su�h an 
ela���ra�e an� �ea�ly a��u��h �a�� �he ��re�� re��ul� 
��f Ch�ne��e C����un���� ��u����r�. I� �a�� �e�����n�� 
��lar�n��ly ev��en� �ha� G�a�, ���h Ch�ne��e hel�, ha� 
�ran��f��r�e� h��� ar�y fr��� a rela��vely �neffe���ve 
��uerr�lla f��r�e �n��� a r���u���, �a�a�le ���nven����nal 
force with significant firepower. 

The RC 4 a��u��h �a�� a �����le�e ��ur�r���e an� 
the shock to the Expeditionary Corps and the French 
G��vern�en� �a�� �rau�a���. When �he �a��n��u�e 
��f �he�r l������e�� �e�a�e a��aren�, �ren�h f��r�e�� �n 
T��nk�n �e���en�e� �n��� near �an�� an� �re�are� ��� 
eva�ua�e �he ���un�ry en��rely. The ���r��n��h��l� ��f 
Lang Son surrendered without a fight, and many 
fel� �he �ren�h ���ul� ������n a�an���n �he Re� R�ver 
Delta. Not long thereafter, Giap announced that he 
���ul� �e en�er�n�� Han��� ��� �ake �har��e. There �a�� 
�r��a� �u�l�� ex�e��a����n �ha� C����un���� f��r�e�� 
would soon converge on the city, seizing control 
��f �� an� V�e�na� a�� �ell.

I� ��� �����r�an� ��� n���e �ha� �he��e even��� ����urre� 
a� �he ��a�e ���e We���ern f��r�e�� �ere ��uffer�n�� a 
major setback elsewhere in Asia. In November, 
a large Chinese offensive in Korea inflicted the 
biggest battlefield defeat ever on the modern U.S. 
Ar�y, �u��h�n�� ���� S��l��er�� �a�k fr��� �he Yalu 
R�ver ����n ��� ����������n�� �el��� �he 38�h �arallel. 
In V�e�na�, H�� Ch� M�nh an� C����un���� �u��� 
have ��ee�e� �nev��a�le. 
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Th��� �a�� �he ��re ����ua����n �ha� �he ne� ����-
�an�er-�n-�h�ef ��f �ren�h f��r�e��, General �e 
�a��re, fa�e� u���n h��� arr�val �n V�e�na� �����e 
���� ���n�h�� af�er �he n��r�hern �e�a�le. Calle� “�he 
�ren�h Ma�Ar�hur” �e�au��e ��f h��� �en�han� f��r �he 
�ra�a��� a�� �ell a�� h��� au�a���y �n �ak�n�� r���k��, �e 
�a��re ha� an ���e��a�e an� ele��r�fy�n�� effe�� ��n 
the Expeditionary Corps.2 By h��� �re��en�e al��ne 
he stabilized the strategic situation overnight and 
�rea�he� ne� l�fe an� ���ura��e �n��� �he �r�������. 

Transforming the Force  
in Three Days 

Rarely ha�� an arr�val �een a�� �hea�r��al a�� �he 
��ne �e �a��re ���a��e� ��n 17 De�e��er 1950 a� 
Sa�����n a�r���r�. The f��r�er �����an�er-�n-�h�ef ��f 
�he �ren�h ��r��� Ar�y, �he �an fell��� �ren�h�en 
��ele��e� ��� re�re��en� �he ���un�ry �hen Ger�any 
f��r�ally ��urren�ere�, �e �a��re �a��e� f��r all �he 
�a����en��er�� ��� ����e��ark ahea� ��f h��, �n�lu��n�� 
�he ��e�re�ary ��f �he �������n�eal�h. Af�er �ak�n�� 
the crowd wait even longer, he finally emerged in 
h��� �h��e un�f��r�. 

De Lattre’s fits of anger were legendary, as was 
h��� re�u�a����n f��r n��� ���un�enan��n�� f����l�� ��r �h����e 
he perceived to be fools. As if to confirm this repu-
�a����n, he �au��e� ��n �he ���� ���e� ��f �he a�r�lane’�� 
���a�r�a��e, ������l�n�� ��r��ly a� �he �r����, an� �hen 
��l���ly �alke� ����n �he ���a�r�� ��� �n���e�� �he �r�������. 
Dur�n�� �ha� �a�� ��u������e� ��� �e a �el�����n�� 
�ere���ny, �e �a��re ��h���e� ���en �����a�n f��r �he 

officials who had come to welcome him, includ-
�n�� h��� ���� �re�e�e������r��, �he h���h �������������ner 
and the commander-in-chief of the Expeditionary 
C��r���, �h����e ����er�� he ���ul� ��h��r�ly a����u�e 
an� ���n����l��a�e.

I� �e�a�e �lear fr��� �he ����en� �ha� �e �a��re 
���e��e� ��n �he �ar�a� �ha� he ha� n��� ����e ��� 
�r������e �a�ernal fa�rne���� ��r �r��v��e �enev��len� 
����f��r�. In���ea�, he �a�� �here ��� �n����ll �r��n ������-
pline, by personal example, in a flagging force that 
�e���era�ely nee�e� a����re�����ve, �e�����ve lea�er��h��. 
S�e���n�� u� ��� �he f��r�a����n he �a�� ��� �n���e��, 
he ��e� �he ���ne f��r h��� a����u������n ��f �����an� 
by immediately relieving the officer in charge of 
�he �r�������, hav�n�� a����e����e� h�� a�� “��ha��y.” The 

unfortunate officer, who himself had just 
arrived in Vietnam, was flown back to 
�ran�e �n �he ��a�e �lane �ha� ha� �r��u��h� 
�he ��eneral.3 

De �a��re re�ea�e� �h��� ��n-�he-������ ����-
������al nu�er��u�� ���e��, ��u��ar�ly rel�ev�n�� 
and sending back to France many other offic-
er�� �h�� fa�le� ��� �ee� ���h h��� ���e��a�e 
a��r��val. He re�la�e� �he� ���h h��� ���n 
�en, �n �ar���ular �h����e �alle� h��� marêchaux 
(�ar��hal��), �he y��un�� ���l��nel�� �h�� ha� 
f��u��h� un�er h�� �n W��rl� War II.4 

T�� �nf��r� �he �u�l�� �ha� he, n��� G�a�, 
���ul� ���n�r��l Han���, �e �a��re ��r�ere� 
�ha� a lar��e ��l��ary �ara�e �e hel� �here 
��n 19 De�e��er, ���� �ay�� af�er h��� arr�val. 
C��n����er�n�� �he ����ua����n a� �he ���e, ��u�h 
an ��r�er ��ee�e� ��� �any ��� �e ��urreal. 

General de Lattre with General Salan and Colonel Beaufre 
planning the defense of Tonkin, December 1950.
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General de Lattre arriving at Saigon airport to assume command of 
the French Expeditionary Forces, December 1950.
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H���ever, �he �ara�e �r��ve� ��� �e a ���r��ke ��f ���y-
�h��l������al ��en�u��. I� ��������e� �he �ar��al ����r�� an� 
morale of the French troops and the confidence of 
�h����e l�v�n�� �n �ren�h-���n�r��lle� area��. M��re��ver, 
�� ��ave �e �a��re �he ������r�un��y ��� ��e� a �l����e-u� 
l����k a� h��� �en �n ��r�er ��� a����e���� �he�r ���n������n an� 
���rale an� ��� �����un��a�e ���h �any ��f �he� �n 
�er����n, S��l��er-���-S��l��er, a� a �ru��al ���e. 

A� �he �ara�e, �e �a��re �er����nally �n���e��e� �he 
�r������� very ��l���ly, a�� �f �ak�n�� �������e�������n ��f �he�. 
Afterwards, he mustered the officer corps present to 
give them a simple message. “Our fight is selfless,” 
he said. “We are here to defend civilization. This 
fight is not a matter of supremacy, but of liberation. 
I �a�e here ��� �a��e �ar ���h y��u, �u� al���� ��� �ake 
y��u �r��u� ��� �a��e ��. The era f��r �n�e�����vene���� 
��� ��ver. Gen�le�en, I ���ve y��u �y ���r� �ha� fr��� 
n��� ��n y��u ��ll �e ���ven ��r�er��.”5 A��re�����n�� �he 
junior officers, he added, “It is especially for you 
l�eu�enan��� an� �a��a�n�� �ha� I have ����e . . . f��r all 
those who are fighting to win.” Among the juniorA���n�� �he jun���r 
officers in the group was Bernard de Lattre, the 
��eneral’�� ��nly ����n, a y��un�� l�eu�enan� �aken al��n�� 
on his father’s mission to save civilization in a far 
�ar� ��f �he �ren�h ���rl�.6

De �a��re’�� ra���, f��r�eful a�����n ��erve� ��� �al� 
an� rea����ure �he �r�������. W��h�n ju��� a fe� �ay��, 
�here �a�� a �arke� u�����n�� �n �he ���rale ��f �ren�h 
f��r�e��, an� �al� ha� re�urne� ��� �rev���u��ly �an��-
stricken streets. The Expeditionary Corps appeared 
to have regained its faith and its will to fight.

De Lattre versus Giap
De�����e �e �a��re’�� ��alu�ary ���a��, every��ne 

kne� �ha� l��f�y ���r��� an� �hea�r��al �ara�e�� �ere 
n��� en��u��h ��� �urn �he ���e ��f even��� a��a�n��� �he 
�e�er��ne� V�e���nh. Su��e���� ���ul� ul���a�ely 
�e�en� ��n ��hre��, effe���ve a�����n �n �����a� an� 
��u���equen� ex�l����a����n ��f �����a� ��u��e����e�� ��n �he 
��l���al ���l����al ���a��e. The ������r�un��y f��r �he ne� 
�����an�er-�n-�h�ef ��� �han��e �he ���e ��f even��� �n 
����h area�� �a�e al������ ���e��a�ely.

Dur�n�� �he n���h� ��f 14 January 1951, �he V�e�-
minh launched a high-profile attack on the western 
f��refr��n� ��f �he Re� R�ver Del�a, near �he l���le 
����n ��f V�nh Yen, a fe� k�l���e�er�� fr��� Han���. 
The �a��le �e��an unfav��ra�ly f��r �he �ren�h. The 
Vietminh 312th Division attacked, cut off, and sur-
rounded Mobile Task Force 3, one of five French 

�����le �a��k f��r�e�� �ha� ha� ����e ��� �he re���ue ��f 
�r������� ���h�ra��n�� fr��� �he�r ��arr�����n��. A� �he 
��a�e ���e, �he V�e���nh 308�h D�v������n ha� ������-
tioned itself to attack into the flank of expected 
�ren�h re�nf��r�e�en���. 

De �a��re rea��e� ���e��a�ely, �u� ��u���e���n�� 
an a��e���e� re�lay ��f �he ���ra�e��y �n �h��h Ca�� 
Ban�� ha� �een u��e� a�� �a�� f��r a ��r��un� a��u��h, 
he �����an�eere� all ava�la�le ��v�l�an �lane�� an� 
airlifted five battalions from Cochin China and 
Anna� (�en�ral V�e�na�) ��� a ���a���n�� area, �here 
he ���n�����u�e� ���� �a��k f��r�e�� ��� re���ue �he �e���e��e� 
troops. He then organized a relief effort with close 
a�r ��u����r� fr��� all ava�la�le a�r�raf� �n �he area ��f 
���era����n. He al���� �ev���e� h��� ���n ��ur�r���e f��r �he 
camouflaged and waiting Vietminh, ordering aerial 
a��a�k�� ��f �he�r ����������n�� ���h a re�en�ly arr�ve� 
��u��ly ��f na�al� fr��� �he A�er��an��.

�a�e ��n �he af�ern����n ��f �he 15�h, a�� �he �ren�h 
counterattack had just begun, de Lattre flew to 
V�nh Yen ���h h��� �e�u�y, General Ra��ul Salan.Ra��ul Salan.Salan. 
His first words for the colonel in command of the 
��e����r �ere, “I�� �h��� n��� ��ver ye�?” The �e��l�ere� 
���l��nel ��� n��� kn��� �f �e �a��re �a�� �e�n�� �r����al 
��r �r��n��, an� �he ��eneral ��� n��� ela���ra�e.7

After three days of bitter fighting, Giap gave up the 
field and broke off the attack, having lost thousands 
��f �r�������. I� �a�� a re����un��n�� v�����ry f��r �he ��a�e 
French Expeditionary Corps that, just two months 
�ef��re, ha� ��uffere� a ��u������e�ly �e�����ve �efea� an� 
�een �n �he ������ ��f �re�ar�n�� ��� a�an���n V�e�na�. 

De Lattre did not even pause to savor this first 
battlefield success against Giap’s forces. Having 
��u��e����fully re�elle� ��ne �aj��r a����aul� �y �he V�e�-
��nh, he �n���an�ly �e��an �re�ar�n�� f��r �he f��ll���-��n 
a��a�k�� he kne� ���ul� ����e. He reequ���e� �he 
Expeditionary Corps to cope with the enemy’s new 
���nven����nal �a�a��l���e�� an� �e��an �re�ara����n�� ��� 
�eal ���h a ���������le C����un���� Ch�ne��e ��ffen���ve 
of the type that had inflicted such heavy losses on 
A�er��an �r������� �n K��rea.

De Lattre decided that the Expeditionary Corps 
���ul� f���u�� ���� �a�n eff��r� ��n T��nk�n. In ����n�� ����, 
he �u� an en� ��� �u�l�� ���e�ula����n �ha� �he �ren�h 
might choose to sacrifice the north to save the south. 
In de Lattre’s mind, any move to sacrifice the north 
would shake the already slender confidence the new 
V�e�na�e��e na����nal ����vern�en� ha� �n ���� �ren�h 
all�e��, fur�her un�er��ne �he alrea�y �hrea��are 
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���l����al ��ll ��f �he �ren�h G��vern�en�, an� je���-
ardize any effort to build a new, all-Vietnamese 
ar�y. Su�h a ���l��y ���ul� al���� �e�e �he ene�y a 
huge territory without a fight—territory that he could 
use as a staging-ground to improve his fighting capa-
��l���e�� an� �hen ���n��nue �he �ar �n��� �he ����u�h. 

���r �e �a��re, �he V�e���nh’�� �r�n���al �����a� 
a�van�a��e �a�� ���� a��l��y ��� a��a�k �n hu�an �ave�� 
u���n�� �n��ur���un�a�le nu��er��. Bel�ev�n�� �ha� �he��e 
hu�an-�ave �a������ re��ul�e� fr��� an �n����en��u�� 
�ul�ural ����re��ar� f��r �ak�n�� �a��ual��e�� �hen a��a�k-
�n�� a ��u�er���r ene�y, he ���n�lu�e� �ha� �he ��nly 
way to defeat them was by using massive firepower 
positioned in front of clear fields of fire. Therefore, he 
�e���e� ��� �ran��f��r� �he Re� R�ver Del�a �n��� a hu��e 
en�ren�he� �a�� ���vere� ��� �he n��r�h �y a l�ne ��f 
����������n�� v�r�ually ���re��na�le ��� an ene�y la�k�n�� 
overwhelming firepower. Existing posts were forti-
fied into a linked network of concrete strongholds 
supported by interlocking artillery fire—a disposition 
������n n��kna�e� “�he �e �a��re l�ne.”8 Native com-
mandos led by French officers and NCOs patrolled 
an� ���n����re� �he ��a��� �e��een �he ��������.

S���larly, �e �a��re �urne� Ha��h��n�� �n��� a 
�efen���ve f��r�re����, ��� �e u��e� a�� a refu��e f��r un���� 
���h�ra��n�� �n �a��e ��f a �rea�h 
��� �he f��r�ar� l�ne ��f �n�erl���k�n�� 
�efen��e��. In a�������n, he ��e� u� a 
nu��er ��f qu��k-rea�����n �����le 
�a��k f��r�e�� �n����e �he ��verall �efen-
���ve l�ne. The��e �ere le� �y h��� 
�arê�haux. The ���an�ar� �a��k f��r�e 
had three motorized infantry bat-
�al���n��, ��ne en���neer �����any, ��ne 
re���nna�����an�e �����any (��� �lear 
u� an� ���en r��a���), an� ��ne ar��llery 
�a��ery. All �ere �a�a�le ��f ���n�u��-
�n�� a��a�k�� ��r ���un�era��a�k�� ���h 
v�r�ually n�� n�����e.

Taking the Offensive 
Politically

The general also recognized the 
�r����al �����r�an�e ��f �r�������n�� 
��u����r� f��r h��� ���je���ve�� a���n�� 
�he �ren�h G��vern�en� an� �e���le. 
H��� ���ra�e���� ���je���ve �a�� ��� �ake 
�he avera��e �ren�h�an ��y��a�he��� 
to the fight for Vietnamese freedom 

an� �ren�h h��n��r. Thu��, he �a�� ��ne ��f �he very 
first modern military leaders to understand the need 
��� enl���� �he �e��a ��� �ake h��� �a��e ��� �he �u�l��. 
In an eff��r� ��� ���ve �he �ar �n V�e�na� �he ��a�e 
k�n� ��f ��l���al �e��a f������r�n� �he U.S.-le� �ar �n 
K��rea �a�� re�e�v�n�� an� ��� �r������e �he nee� f��r a 
�����lar �n�erna����nal eff��r� �n V�e�na�, he �ul��va�e� 
���n�a���� ���h j��urnal������. A�� �e �a��re ���l� �he �ar 
���rre�����n�en� f��r France-Soir, “Wha�’�� �he u��e ��f 
��l��ary ��u��e����, �f n������y kn����� a���u� ��? Wha�-
ever ��� ha��en�n�� any�here �n �he ���rl� ��ll ����e 
��� �he kn���le���e ��f hun�re��� ��f ��ll���n�� ��f hu�an 
�e�n����. J��urnal������ are ����-�e��een��. H���ever, �hey 
�r��ve ��� �e ���re �han �ha�: �hey are even�-�aker��. 
An even� ��ll n��� ����e ��� l���h� unle���� a ne����a�er 
�r��e�� a���u� ��. The f���u�� ��� ��� �el�ver ��� �he j��urnal-
������ �he ne�e����ary ra� �a�er�al��, �n ��r�er ��� �ee� �he 
requ�re�en��� ��f �he hu��e ne��� �arke�.”9 

De �a��re al���� a����re�����vely ����u��h� ������r�un���e�� 
��� �nf��r� an� e�u�a�e �ren�h an� All�e� ���l�����an�� 
about the situation in Indochina, the conflict’s ulti-
�a�e �ur�����e, an� �he re����ur�e�� requ�re� ��� ��n �he 
�ar. In Mar�h 1951 he �ravelle� ��� Par���, �here he 
briefed the National Defense Committee on Indo-
�h�na. Wh�le �here, he �e� ���h �ren�h ���l�����an�� 

General de Lattre with Colonel Edon inspecting a recently recaptured 
Tonkin village, April 1951.
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and Allied officials to ask for material and moral 
��u����r� f��r �he �ar (an� ���h j��urnal������ ��� ��u�l�ne 
his strategy, objectives, and requirements). The fight 
for Indochina was not only the French Expedition-
ary Corps’ fight, he said, but France’s fight on behalf 
��f �he We���ern ���rl�:

[The] �ar [���] �n�ee� a l���u�� �e��� f��r �ran�e �n 
its endeavor to transform the Empire and to finish 
�he �u�l��n�� ��f a �ran� ne� �ren�h Un���n, a�� �ell 
a�� a �e��� ��f �a�a��l��y a��a�n��� C����un���� an� �he 
U.S.S.R. . . .A�� l��n�� a�� �e h��l� ��n ��� In����h�na, 
�e ��ll re�a�n a �aj��r ����er. If �e ha��en ��� 
fa�l ��� ��� �ha�, �e [��ll] ������n �e ���n����ere� �he �ll 
man of the second half of the 20th Century.10

De Lattre told the National Defense Committee 
�ha� he ha� ��nly �e����rar�ly re�����re� �he ����ua����n 
�n T��nk�n, an� a� �he �r��e ��f a �an��er��u��ly re�u�e� 
��l��ary �re��en�e �n ���her ��e����r��. He �en� ��n ��� 
�e����fy �ha� he nee�e� re�nf��r�e�en��� ���e��a�ely 
��� laun�h an ��ffen���ve �ha� ���ul� �uy ���e f��r �he 
V�e�na�e��e �r������� �hen �n �ra�n�n��. On�e �he V�e�-
na�e��e rea�he� �he level ��f �a�a��l��y ne�e����ary ��� 
re�la�e �ren�h f��r�e��, �he la��er ���ul� ���h�ra�. 
Sa�� �e �a��re:

If �e �e�rea��e �he ��n�����n�� eff��r�, �n a �a��er ��f 
weeks we will jeopardize what has already been 
a������l���he�. ���r �h��� hu��e �nve����en� ��� �ear 
fru����, an �n�rea��e�  eff��r� ha�� ��� �e a��e��e�. On 
�he ��ne han�, �e ���ul� l����e every�h�n��; ��n �he ���her 
han�, �e ���ul� �ake �he ���e��� ne�e����ary ��� ��n.11

De �a��re’�� ar��u�en��� �r��ve� a� lea��� �n �ar� 
�er��ua���ve. The �ren�h G��vern�en� ���ru�k a �al-
an�e �e��een In����h�na an� �he requ�re�en��� ��f ���� 
new NATO membership and agreed to provide from 
15,000 to 20,000 men under the condition that they 
were to be back in France before 1 July 1952. 

Bef��re �e �a��re’�� eff��r��� ���ul� ����e ��� fru�����n, 
G�a� ���ru�k f��r �he ��e���n� ���e. The V�e���nh 
leader had reorganized his forces and, during the 
night of 29 March, he attacked the Mao Khe post 
n��r�h ��f �he Re� R�ver Del�a �e��een Han��� an� 
Ha��h��n��. The ���ra�a��e� �a�� �he ��a�e ��ne u��e� a� 
Ca�� Ban��: �la�e an ��u������� �n �er�l a�� �a�� ��� en���e 
rel�ev�n�� �r������� �n��� a �re�are� a��u��h al��n�� �he 
�a�n avenue ��f a��r��a�h. G�a� an�����a�e� �he 
�ren�h ���ul� ru��h �n ��� rel�eve �he ��urr��un�e� 
��arr�����n. De �a��re refu��e� ��� rea�� �n a �re�������u�� 
�anner. Su���e���n�� ye� an���her a��u��h a��e���, 
he dispatched the “Sizaire task force” along an 

�n��re�� r��u�e ��� Ma�� Khe, �y�a�����n�� RC 18 �here 
�he �a���ufla��e� V�e���nh �a��e� �n a��u��h. 
S�urn�n�� �he r��a���, �he �a��k f��r�e �a�e� �hr��u��h 
paddy fields to make contact with the enemy sur-
r��un��n�� �he �elea��uere� ��u�������.

Thank�� �n lar��e �ar� ��� �he ���aun�h re������an�e ��f 
a colonial airborne battalion and the fire support 
provided by some assault naval divisions (floating 
fire-support units on the Red River), the relieving 
f��r�e ��u��e����fully �r������e� �he �a���e�� an� �r��ve ��ff 
�he �e���e���n�� ene�y. Af�er ��u���a�n�n�� heavy �a��u-
al��e��, G�a� �e�l�ne� �e�����ve �a��le an� ���h�re�. 
Once again, intelligent battlefield maneuver, deter-
mined defender resistance, and superior firepower 
ha� �efea�e� �he V�e���nh �n ���en �a��le.

Sh��r�ly �hereaf�er, �n a �h�r� a��a�k a��a�n��� �e �a�-
�re’�� f��r�e��, G�a� �r�e� ��� �ene�ra�e �he Re� R�ver 
Del�a ����elf. Th��� ���e, he �h����e ��� a��a�k fr��� �he 
����u�h, ����ll �he �eake��� �ar� ��f �he �e �a��re ��ne. In 
��r�er ��� ��l��� ����n any a��e��� a� re�nf��r�e�en�, 
he first infiltrated several battalions into the delta to 
���n�a�� �r��v�n��al �r������� an� ��y��a�he��� v�lla��e 
��l���a��. The�r ���������n �a�� ��� hara���� �ren�h f��r�e�� 
and seize supplies of rice while three full-strength 
��v������n�� ���eal�h�ly ���n�eale� �he���elve�� �n �he 
�halky r���k�� al��n�� �he �el�a. 

On �he n���h� ��f 18 May, G�a� laun�he� �he �a�n 
a����aul� al��n�� �he Day R�ver. The ����ua����n qu��kly 
�e�a�e �e���era�e f��r �he ��ur�r���e� �ren�h �r�������. 

General de Lattre pins the Croix de Guerre, 2d award, on 
his son Bernard, 1951.
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On�e a��a�n, h���ever, qu��k an� f��r���le �e�������n�� 
av����e� a ����al �reak����n. Be�au��e �he ene�y 
�l���ke� �he r��a���, �e �a��re ��en� ��everal r�ver un���� 
�n��� �he area an� �r����e� ���� a�r���rne �a��al���n��. 
The fighting was fierce and lasted for more than 
a �eek, �u� �he qu��k �n�erven����n ��f �he �����le 
��r��u��� ha� �aken �he �n���a��ve a�ay fr��� �he 
V�e���nh, an� ye� a��a�n G�a� ���h�re� ���h heavy 
�a��ual��e��. On 7 June, G�a� ��r�ere� ������ ��f h��� 
un���� ��� va�a�e �he �el�a, leav�n�� ju��� a fe� �eh�n� 
a�� ������ler�� an� a ��lee�er f��r�e. 

A���n�� �he �ren�h fa�al���e�� �ur�n�� �h��� a�����n 
�a�� ��eu�enan� �e �a��re, �he General’�� ��nly ����n. 
Even as the battle raged, de Lattre took the bodies 
��f h��� ����n an� ���� �r���her��-�n-ar��� k�lle� nex� ��� 
him back to France. Covered by the French flag, 
their coffins were driven through the streets of Paris 
���un�e� ��n an ar���re� �ar ��� �ear ���ne���� ��� �he 
sacrifice of French youth (and de Lattre personally) 
��n �ehalf ��f �ran�e.

“Behave like men!”
De �a��re’�� �efen���ve ��u��e����e�� �r��ve G�a�’�� 

f��r�e�� �a�k �n��� �he jun��le an� �e����rar�ly re�����re� 
�he ����ua����n. H���ever, �hey �eren’� en��u��h ��� 
lead to final victory. The political direction given 
��� �he �����an�er-�n-�h�ef �r���r ��� h��� a����u��n�� 
�����an� �a�� ��� “�a��e y��ur a�����n�� u���n �he 
�r�n���le�� requ�re� ��� �ake �he re�urn ��f C������n-
�eal�h ��� �n�e�en�en�e a�� effe���ve a�� ���������le.” 
This reflected the prevailing political opinion that 
�e�au��e V�e�na�, Ca������a, an� �a���� ha� �een 
independent since 1949, the final solution to Viet-
na�’�� �r���le��� �a�� u� ��� �he V�e�na�e��e. S���e 
ar��ue� �ha� �ran�e ha� �le���e� ��� hel� e���a�l���h 
�e����ra�y �n In����h�na, �u� ������ �ren�h ���l����al 
leaders emphasized that as a prerequisite for French 
support, Emperor Bao Dai and the Vietnamese 
Government had to understand that the fight was 
first and foremost theirs; moreover, because Com-
�un���� Ch�na ����h� ������n �urn ���� a��en����n ����ar� 
In����h�na, �he�r ���e ��� a�� �a�� ��h��r�. 

Expecting France would send insufficient rein-
f��r�e�en���, �e �a��re laun�he� a va��� re�ru���n�� 
campaign in the spring of 1951 to increase the Expe-
ditionary Corps by “Vietnamizing” the rank and file. 
To speed the strategy of Vietnamization, he began a 
�a�����ve �a��a���n a��e� a� �he ���un�ry’�� y��u�h. On 
11 July, he �el�vere� a fa���u�� ���ee�h a� a Sa�����n 

�u�l�� ���h����l �n �h��h he exh��r�e� �he ���u�en��� ��� 
“behave like men . . . If you are patriots, fight for 
y��ur ���un�ry �e�au��e �h��� �ar ��� y��ur��. Y��u have �he 
�r�v�le��e ��� have a��e���� ��� e�u�a����n; �heref��re �� ��� 
your duty to ask for the privilege to fight at the head 
��f �r�������.” De �a��re ���nv�n�e� Ba�� Da� ��� a��en� 
�he 14�h ��f July Para�e (�n h��n��r ��f Ba����lle Day), 
where the very first Vietnamese units would march 
�e����e �he �ren�h ��ne��. An en��r���u��, fr�en�ly 
�r���� ��a�here� ��� a���re �he �r�������. The nex� �ay, 
Bao Dai decreed a general mobilization. 

Be�au��e ��f �e �a��re’�� eff��r���, �he V�e�na�e��e 
Ar�y �n�rea��e� ra���ly, a��e� �n n�� ���all �ea��ure 
�y an e��al��ar�an ���l��y (au�h��re� �y �he ��eneral) �ha� 
�n�e��ra�e� V�e�na�e��e �r������� �n��� �ren�h un����. De 
�a��re ��u��ee�e� �n �n�rea���n�� �he V�e�na�e��e Ar�y’�� 
strength by some 25 percent in just a few months, and 
un��l �he en� ��f �he �ar, ea�h �ren�h �a��al���n �n�lu�e� 
a lar��e �r�����r����n ��f V�e�na�e��e v��lun�eer��. 

If �e �ann��� �all �e �a��re �he fa�her ��f �he V�e�-
na�e��e Ar�y, �e �an ��ay �ha� he ��ave �� a �e�����ve 
����en�u� an� �u� �r����re�����ve �e�h����� �n��� 
�ra����e. A� �he en� ��f 1951, �he V�e�na�e��e Ar�y 
was more than 120,000 strong and the Vietminh 
no longer monopolized the strategy of achieving 
�n�e�en�en�e �hr��u��h �ar. 

The Trip to America
By mid-1951, France was having difficulty paying 

for the war. Both the Expeditionary Corps and the 
ne� V�e�na�e��e re�ru���� �ere �a�ly �n nee� ��f ne� 
equ���en�. The Un��e� S�a�e�� �a�� alrea�y �ran�e’�� 
�a�n ��u��l�er ��f ��l��ary equ���en�, �u� ���� ������k�� 
�ere l����e� an� ���� ��u��ly un�re����a�le �e�au��e 
many American politicians looked on the conflict 
���h �����a�n, ���n����er�n�� �� �erely an ��u��a�e� ���l��-
n�al �ar �n �h��h A�er��a ��h��ul� �ake n�� �ar�. De 
�a��re �heref��re �e���e� ��� un�er�ake an���her ��l��r��-
a��e, �h��� ���e ��� �er��ua�e A�er��an ���l����al lea�er�� 
�ha� ��u����r��n�� �he In����h�na �ar �a�� �n �he�r �e��� 
interests. He would tell them that France was fighting 
in Vietnam for the same reason the U.S. was fighting 
�n K��rea: ��� ���n�a�n C����un���� ex�an�����n.

De �a��re’�� l��n�� �r�� �e��an �n Se��e��er, ���h a 
������ �n Par���. He ha� ��� �ake �he �e�������n-�aker�� 
�here un�er���an� �ha� �he re��ul��� he ha� a�h�eve� 
�hu�� far, al�h��u��h ��u����an��al, �ere fra���le, an� 
nee�e� ��rea�er �a�er�al an� ���ral ��u����r� ��� �e 
ul���a�ely ��u��e����ful. H��� �a��k �a�� a ���u��h ��ne, f��r 
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�he ����vern�en� �en�e� ��� ��ave ���ney a� �he ex�en��e 
��f �he �ar eff��r�. S��ll, �he ��eneral �a�� �an��� 
a���u� �he �r�����e���� f��r ��u��e���� �n In����h�na. Wh�le 
���re�����n�� �he nee� ��� fun� �he �ar fully, he �lun�ly 
apprised officials of France’s precarious situation: 
“If �he ����ua����n �an qu��kly �e�er���ra�e a�� a re��ul� 
��f Ch�ne��e �n�erven����n, �� ��ll, �n n�� �ay, ���r��ve 
��vern���h�. A ����a���er ���ul� ����ur �n In����h�na: n�� 
��ra�le ��� ��� �e ex�e��e�.”

Recognizing that France was struggling with the 
financial burden of post-World War II reconstruc-
����n, an� ���n��r�n�� �he �a�n �au��e� �y an a��-ye�-un��-
agnosed illness, de Lattre flew on to Washington. 
Dubbed “the French fighting general” by the Ameri-
�an �re����, he u��e� �he full ��a�u� ��f h��� ��k�ll�� �n an 
a��e��� ��� ���nv�n�e �he Wh��e H��u��e, C��n��re����, an� 
�he Pen�a����n �ha� �� �a�� �n A�er��a’�� �n�ere��� ��� ���ve 
the French material support. He emphasized a few 
�����le �he�e��: �he �ar�� �n K��rea an� In����h�na 
�ere �ar� ��f �he ��a�e ��l���al �ar a��a�n��� C���-
�un���� ex�an�����n; �here ���ul� �e ��nly ��ne �ea�e; 
��nn�n�� �he �ar �n In����h�na requ�re� �he ��a�e 
�ean�� an� equ���en� u��e� �n K��rea. He �en� ��n 
��� �e���r��e In����h�na’�� ���ra�e���� �����r�an�e an� 
�he ���n��equen�e�� �he �ar’�� ��u�����e ���ul� have 
on the defense of the Western world. Before flying 
�a�k ��� In����h�na, �e �a��re �������e� �n ���n���n ��� 
�el�ver a �����lar �e����a��e an� �n R���e ��� ��u�l�ne 
�he ����ua����n ��f V�e�na�e��e Ca�h��l���� ��� P���e P�u�� 
XII. (Af�er h��� �a�al �n�erv�e�, �he Ca�h��l�� �r��n�’�� 

���� ��ll���n V�e�na�e��e Ca�h��l���� �����k a ���an� �n 
fav��r ��f Ba�� Da�.) 

The �a�al �n�erv�e� �a�� ��� �e ��ne ��f �e �a�-
�re’�� very la��� ���l����al a���� ��n �ehalf ��f ���era����n�� 
�n In����h�na. The �a�n he ha� �een feel�n�� ���n�e 
Mar�h an� �hr��u��h��u� h��� �r�� ���ul� �e ��a��n����e� 
�n early O�����er a�� �an�er ��f �he h��. A� �he ���e, 
��u��e����ful �ure�� ��f �an�er �ere rare. The ��eneral 
ha� n�� �llu�����n�� a���u� h��� fa�e.

De Lattre’s Final Battles
Af�er a lull �n lar��e ��l��ary ���era����n�� �ur�n�� �he 

ra�ny ��ea����n, �he V�e���nh laun�he� a ne� ��ffen���ve 
��re��e� n��� a��a�n��� �he Re� R�ver Del�a, �h��h �hey 
n��� a����e����e� a�� una����a�la�le, �u� a� �he ���un�a�n��u�� 
re�����n al��n�� �he Tha� an� �a����an ���r�er��. In ���-
September, the Vietminh 312th Division surrounded 
Nghia Lo. The French blocked Giap’s new offensive 
�hank�� ��� �he l���al ��arr�����n’�� re������an�e an� re�nf��r�e-
�en� �y �hree a�r���rne �a��al���n�� le� �y �e �a��re’�� 
�e�u�y, General Salan. The �a��al���n�� a�r�r����e� �n 
�he f��e’�� rear an� �u� h��� l����������al l�ne��. De�����e a 
favorable ratio of forces, the 312th had to retreat.

On 25 September, in an effort to prevent any 
infiltration that might precede an attack on the 
Day ��u�������, �ren�h f��r�e�� laun�he� ���era����n�� 
��� �lear V�e���nh �ell�� ��u� ��f �he �el�a. A ���n�h 
��f �he��e ���era����n�� a�h�eve� ��nly l����e� ��u��e����, 
�u� �here �a�� n�� C����un���� ��ffen���ve. Al�h��u��h 
extremely ill, de Lattre seized the initiative at the 
en� ��f O�����er ��� laun�h an ��ffen���ve ��f h��� ���n. In 
�ar�, he �al�ula�e� ��u�h an ���era����n ���ul� ���l���er 
�ren�h ��u����r� f��r �he �ar. A� �he en� ��f De�e�-
�er, �he �ren�h Parl�a�en� �a�� ��u������e� ��� v���e 
��n �he �u���e� f��r In����h�na, an� �e �a��re �a�ly 
nee�e� qu��k an�, �f ���������le, �ra�a��� ��u��e����e�� 
��� ���nv�n�e h��� ���un�ry�en (an� �he A�er��an��) 
�ha� v�����ry �a�� ul���a�ely a�h�eva�le. 

De Lattre’s offensive faced significant problems. 
There �eren’� en��u��h �r������� ��� a��a�k �he V�e���nh 
north of Tonkin, and it was difficult to lure Giap into 
fighting in areas without cover, where he knew he 
would face French firepower. Therefore, de Lattre 
decided to seize Hoa Binh, located only a few dozen 
k�l���e�er�� fr��� �he �e���ern �ar� ��f �he Re� R�ver 
Del�a, a� �he jun��ure �e��een �he n��r�hern an� 
����u�hern V�e���nh �a��e��. The ��eneral’�� �n�en� �a�� 
to lure Giap into besieging Hoa Binh (now fortified) 
an� �hen �ear h�� ��u� �n a �a��le ��f a��r�����n. 

General de Lattre with President Harry Truman, Henri Bonnet, 
and Donald Heath in the United States, 1951.
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Hoa Binh would be the first of a series of such 
���era����n��.12 (Unf��r�una�ely, af�er ��everal �n���al 
��u��e����e��, �h��� ���ra�e��y le� ��� �he D�en B�en Phu ����-
aster.) On 10 November, the French seized the town 
���h a �ell-exe�u�e� a�r���rne ���era����n. De �a��re 
flew in to give his personal regards to his Soldiers 
f��r �he la��� ���e. One �����erver n���e�, “He’�� ����l�n�� 
�e�����e �he fa�� �ha� h��� ��uffer�n�� ��� ���re an� ���re 
difficult to bear. He looks as if he is transfigured by 
�h��� la��� en���un�er ���h h��� �en.”

On 15 November, de Lattre made one more air-
plane trip, this time flying to France for an emergency 
���era����n. He ���ul� never re�urn ��� In����h�na. Ju��� 
before 6 p.m. on 11 January 1952, General Jean de 
�a��re �e Ta�������ny, C����an�er-�n-Ch�ef �n In���-
�h�na, ��e� �n �ran�e. �ren�h an� free-V�e�na�e��e 
fighters all across Indochina went into mourning. To 
recognize his lifelong achievements, France posthu-
mously awarded him the rank of field marshal. The 
a�ar� �a�� �r��u�e ��� a l�fe �ev���e� ��� �he ��erv��e ��f 
h��� ���un�ry. He ha� �e��un h��� S��l��er’�� �areer �n a 
�avalry �har��e �n 1914; he ha� �een ��ne ��f �he �a�n 
a����r�� �n �he l��era����n ��f �ran�e �n W��rl� War II; 
an� he ha� al������ ���n��le-han�e�ly re���ue� �ran�e 
fr��� �he �r�nk ��f �efea� �n V�e�na� �n 1951. 

In ju��� ��ne year, “�he �ren�h Ma�Ar�hur” ha� 
restored fighting morale and esprit among French 
�r�������, ���n �hree �aj��r �a��le��, ���ven en��r���u�� 
���e�u�� ��� �he �rea����n ��f a free V�e�na�e��e Ar�y, 
an� ��h��re� u� ��u����r� f��r �he �ar a���n�� �ren�h 
and Allied politicians. No one can say for sure that 
�he �ar ���ul� have en�e� ��fferen�ly ha� �e �a��re 
��urv�ve�, �u� he un���u��e�ly �a�� �he r���h� �an �n 
�he r���h� j��� �n �he r���h� �la�e a� �he r���h� ���e. H��� 
���n��le �aj��r fa�l�n�� �a�� �ha� he j���ne� h��� ��nly ����n 
����� ������n. MR
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