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(U) Dedication

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

Herodotus, The Iislories

This book is dedicated to those Allied eryptologists in Indochina, whose devotion to
duty, under the worst of conditions, was borne with the courage, virtuosity, aplomb, and

humor that only true professionals can display.
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(U) Foreword

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

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

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

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

However. the interpretation of SIGINT and its
political or policvy implications often generate
considerable discussion and controversv. This
was certainly the case with SIGINT in the
Vietnam War. Mr. Hanvok's study looks careful-
ly at these controversics — and itself has several
areas likely to be controversial in the implications
and interpretation.

This is a stimulating studyv, highlv recom-
mended for all who are interested in U.S. policy in
Lhe last half of the twentieth century, the conduct
ol the war itself, and the role of ervptology specit-
ically.

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

DAVID A, HATCII
Director
Center for Cryptologic History
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(U) Preface

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

Canto X1, Fzra Pound

(U) The Vietnam War, or more accurately, the
Indochina War, perhaps was the momentous
event of American history in the third quarter of
the twentieth century. Besides the casualty count
— 58,000 dead and another half million wounded
— it devoured the resources of the United States,
weakened its economy, turned generations
against one another, and hurt its international
image. Opposition to the war coalesced with the
strong currents of the 1960s’ domestic social
change — the nascent women's push for equality.
the vouth “rebellion,” and the surge in the civil
rights movement — and charged them with even
more fervor. And the failure of various adminis-
trations to reliably define the war’s purpose, and
truthfully report its course, ground down the rela-
tionship between citizen and government to a
razor-thin bond.

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

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

—FOP-SEECRETHCOMINTHX4—

ured in the paucity of histories, studies. and arti-
cles about the war. How could such a war, which
SIGINT had covered since 1950, that, at its peak,
involved as many as len thousand cryptologists
from a number of allied nations, not be worth a
serious historical consideration? By ignoring its
past, how much had the American SIGIN'T com-
munity impoverished its sense of historical conti-
nuity? What stories and what truths were buried
under the silence? What could American eriptol-
ogists learn about themselves and their perform-
ance during the war? And what lessons could we
carry into the future? 1
(5//81)— BO 1.
P The immediate origins of Spcu‘tci}ns in
Darkness lay in a conversation I had some vears
ago with a retired NSA senior who had an exten-
sive personal knowledge of the war in Indodhinu.
In passing, I had mentioned my scheme for }\\'ril-
ing a complete, multivolume history of American
SIGINT during the Indochina War. beginning
with World War 11] and
finally coming to the American involvement.
Rather abruptly, he strongly suggested that [ get
out a single volume on the war before “those who
were there are gone.” This approach, of course.
was correct: inasmuch as the Vietnam-era popu-
lation of the National Security Ageney (and the
associated crvptologic elements of the four armed
services) was beginning to retire in ever-inercas-
ing numbers, there was a need to produce « his-
tory to which they could contribute, as well as one
with which they could identify. There also was a
growing interest in the war by the vounger gener-
ation of Agency personnel within the ervptologic
community — who had no direct experience and
little memory of the war — as evidenced by their
attendance in various classes and seminars on
cryptologic history. That situation made final my
decision to produce this overview volume.

Page xiii
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—tASH-The major hist()ri‘ngmphicul problem
was the dimension of the SIG\I‘\\.",\‘"I' effort during
the American phase of the war. Just the numbers
alone suggested the size of the per]em. At the
height of the American in\'ol\'enwnl.‘\\up\\'m'ds of
10,000 American and allied cryptologists were
supporting the war in South Vietnam, mostly in
sites throughout Southeast Asia. A smaller g‘ljg)lll)
al Fort Meade worked the SIGINT from N‘S;\
headquarters _at__Forl _George (. Meade,

Marvland.

I'he
corresponding records available for my rescarch,
despite rumors of a massive destruetion of paper
records trom the early 1980s (which may have
been partially true). were staggering: over
150.000 pages in the Center for Cnyptologic
History's various collections. and about 400.000
pages from the NSA Archives, Records Center,
and other collections (on-line and hard copy).
Happy is the historian with such a bounty. but
cursed is he in deeiding what exaetly to write
about withoul getting mired in the bog of so much
available detail. that, due to the nature of intelli-
gence, often was conflicting.

=E€H5H 1 decided that the best way to avoid
being buried under this material was to write an
overview of American SIGINT during the
Indochina War. However, it would be one with a
difference: I would concentrate on various topics
and critical incidents of the war, making them the
narrative framework for this ervptologic history.
The topics and incidents 1 included were an eclee-
tic collection, and required individual treatment.
Hence, this history is not the usual linear, chrono-
logical narrative. Rather, 1 approached each
episode in a somewhat different manner, tailor-
ing the historical treatment to the issue at hand.
For example. the chapters on the SIGINT during
the air war, ,
| |;md the South Vietnamese SIGIN'T organiza-
tion probably come closest to l'esombli‘l’ig a classic
historical narrative.

EO
1.4. ()
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=458 On the other hand, the Gulf of Tonkin
incidents and the Tet Offensive will be treated
almost like case studies. The performance of the
SIGIN'T svstem will be looked at eritically: it will
be illustrated in both cases how eritical informa-
tion was mishandled, misinterpreted. lost. or
ignored. At the same time, the nature of the SIG-
INT material. especially ils effect on decision-
makers in Saigon and Washington, required a
detailed analvsis of individual reports, This
approach, at times. may seem to some readers
like an excruciating turn at seriptural exegesis.
Yel. the pavolf is in the revelation of what was
really contained in the reports.

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

S Spartans is something of a departure
from the previous histories of SIGINT in the
Indochina War. For the most part. those histo-
ries, written between the late 19605 and the carly
1970s. were detailed deseriptions of technical
SIGINT collection and processing systems, and

~TOP-SECRETHCOMNTIT:



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

—&4SB-Surprisingly (or mavhe unsurprising-
ly), the effort at writing histories of ¢rvptology
during the war ended at about the same time that
the last American troops lett. Since the fall of
Saigon in 1975, precious little of that history had
been written: A special issue of the now-defunct
NSA Cryptolog magazine. one short, useful work
on the Purple Dragon Operations Security pro-
gram, a handful of articles in various NSA in-
house technical journals. and a three-hour ses-
sion at the 1990 Cryvptologic History Symposium.
This scarcity is not casily explainable. However.
one sad resull was that much of the history of
SIGINT during the war was displaced by a corps
of truisms, myths. official and popular miscon-
ceptions of what happened — all elements of a
conventional wisdom that held that American
SIGINT had been tabulously successtul.

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

~FOP-SEGRETHCOMINTHX4—

of time and geography. We also will examine the
context in which American SIGINT operated. that
is. within both the prosecution of the war, and the
struggle between American cervptologists and
Vielnamese communist eryptographers and com-
municators. The benefit of this more extensive
approach will be in a richer and more complete
narrative. a text more sensitive to the nuances of
the environment in which SIGIN'T operated. In
understanding the circumstances in which SIG-
INT worked. we can better judge the etfect it had.
and, in an ironic corollary, sec how the environ-
ment influenced SIGINTT.

(U) Scale

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

~£5-LSHThe earlier histories of American SIG-
INT during the conflict also reflected this limited
outlook. Although there were unique ervptologic
problems that emerged during the American
intervention after 1965, many other such prob-
lems of the war. such as the nature and effective-
ness of high-level Vietnamese communist ernvp-
tography, and the constant shortage of qualitied
analvsts. especially linguists. could be dated to
1950.

(U7) By considering the long-term evolution of
a SIGINT problem. the reader reaches a better
understanding of the historical reasons why cer-
tain cryptologic approaches and processes were
adopted in licu of others. The SIGINT problems
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that Americans encountered during the war were
never static affairs. Often, the Vietnamese crvp-
tologists reacted to what they called American
“technical means.” Similarly, American criyptolo-
gists had to refine their techniques and processes
to mect the Vietnamese countermeasures. Like all
history, the story of SIGINT during the Indochina
War is one of constant evolution. The longer the
time we take under consideration, the better the
dvnamics can be understood.
(8//81)=—

P Also. we will consider the war in a geo-
graphic scale bevond Indochina. Partly, this larg-

er regional approach is dictated by the range of

the war. The struggle centered in the four coun-
tries that traditionally made up Indochina —
North and South Vietnam. Laos. and Cambodia.
(The French considered Indochina as five
colonies: Laos, Cambodia, Tonkin, Annam. and
Cochin China.) Yel. the war. and its SIGINT inter-
ests. reached across the borders of those four
countries to include portions of the }.,lf‘:ltt‘

Southeast Asia region]

(¢

ticipated in monitor vg;" unu]ﬁ:z.ing. and reporting
of signals intelligenee during the war.

(U) Context

(U) The hl\IOl\ ol -\monc.m SIGINT during
the [ndochumu‘,"\'m needs to he pldccd within the
context of ,‘ﬂ“ﬂmt conflict. In war, intelligence
derives its ntilily h\ suppl\mg.. cmmmndons with
the knowledge of the enemys means, ends, and
plans to realize lhom The mere accumulation of
data, or'the holdmgol intelligence ;,.lthenng., pro-
cessing; and l(‘p()l ting svstems and or: ga nizations
ot mecet ,lhe main objective of mlppmlmg,
nwh com,»inund. These are only tli‘e prelimi-
though necessary. steps. Ultimately. intelli-
ce can be judged only on what information is

is not) provided and how it is delivered.
yoking onli' inwardly at intelligence :li'ti\'ilies.
ind wmmmg_, intelligence from the L‘()l]t(.‘\l in

“which it operates, allows for ouly a myopic \10\\ of

its own eﬁecll\ CNEeSS.
(TS//ST);

The chance that the considerabld forces
stationed there would intervene T the conflict
was a major concern for Washington's plzu’iners
early in the war. To the west, Thailand ‘was a
strategic base tor the American 7th Air l*'(,)’i‘(‘c‘ and
supported a considerable American cr\"‘ptolngi(-
presence. Significant SIGINT support came {rom
siles in the Philippiney |

S48 1t is usetul to remember as well that.
in the long history of the Indochina War. forces
from a number of countries were involved — any-
where from sixteen to twenty-two depending on
how one defines their specific involvement.' This
lent an international shading to the war, And this
inlernational efforl was repeated in the eryplolog-
ic arena. SIGINT and COMINT eleme

M[n this history, a distinet effort \\11] be
made lo measure the contribution of \moman
SIGIN’ [‘ to the outcome of the war, its mnqus
campaigns, and critical events such as the Gulfof
'l'onl\'iﬁ crisis and the Tet offensive. To .lcunﬁ—
plish lhl\ will require a detailed examination of
Sl(;l\"l s structure. responsiveness. and upcm—\
uom. It also means that we will have to spend’
somé time in the narrative establishing the his-
torical context in which SIGINT operated.

nts from the |

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

(U) In this regard, we are fortunate to have a
Vietnamese communist history of their own ervp-
tographic effort during the war. Essential
Matters, published in the original Viethamese in
1990, and in translation in 1994 by David Gaddy,
formerly chief of the Center tor Cryvptologic
History. If the reader can overlook the numerous
faults of socialist history — the paeans to Ho Chi
Minh, the tales of heroie socialist ervptographic
technicians under fire delivering loads of code-
books, or the mind-numbing statistics of cver-
higher production levels of key lists — what
emerges is a remarkably detailed history of com-
munist cryptography and communications secu-
rity from 1945 to the fall of Saigon in 1975. The
narrative in Essential Matters matches up quite
closely to what Americans knew from intercept.
cryptanalysis, captured documents, and prisoner
of war debriefs. The close correlation allows the
reader a rare opporiunity lo observe how both
sides operated and reacted to each others’™ work.
Essential Matters should be read by all thought-
ful American cryptologists who want to under-
stand how target cryptographic and COMSEC
bureaus opcerate, and how thev are influenced by
unique doctrinal, technical, and operational prej-
udices. Most importantly, it can be seen how an
enemy’'s knowledge of American crvplologic
capabilities is incorporated into modifications of
their own systems.”

FOP-SECRETHCOMINTHT

(U) History, if it is o be more than a mere
chronicle, must investigate events and seek to
explain their significance. Hopefully, these two
approaches of scale and context will allow this
history to answer the two fundamental and perti-
nent questions about American SIGINT during
the Indochina war: First, how did American SIG-
IN'T operate within the framework of the war.
and, second, what was the final influence or effect
of SIGINT on the course of the war and its even-
tual outcome?

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

—CHSH A few technical comments aboul ter-
minology in this history need to be made here for
readers not familiar with enyptology. First of all,
we will be using the terms SIGINT and “crvptol-
ogv" almost interchangeably. Cryptology is
defined narrowly as "the study of the making and
breaking of codes and ciphers.” SIGINT is the
acronym for signals intelligence and. while it cov-
ers aspects of ervptology such as ervptanalysis, it
includes, among others, direction finding, signals
analysis. traffic analvsis, special identification
techniques, and reporting of information derived
from enemy signals of all types. not just commu-
nications. However, as a descriptive term — SIG-
INT or cryvptologic community — the difference
between the two is unimportant. COMINT is the
acronym for communications intelligence. The
difference between COMINT and SIGIN'T is that
the latter encompasses intelligence tfrom non-
communications emitters such as radars, naviga-
tional beacons. altimeters, and other equipment.
‘The intelligence from these sources is termed
ELINT. or “electronics intelligence.” NSA official-
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lv received the mission for ELINT in the late
1950s. COMINT andEELINT were then subordi-
nated under the category of SIGINT. Again. in
ordinary and generali*zed descriptions. the differ-
ence between the SIGINT and COMINT is not
important. The term "&r;ptography“ refers to the
“development of codes and ciphers™ and is essen-
tially a defensive art, associated closely with com-
munications security or COMSEC.
A(8//ST) =

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

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

(U) Notes

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

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

ROBERT .J. HANYOK
Fort Meade. MD
2001
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outside NSA also lent their expertise and critical |
review. These include Diane Putnev from theﬁ
Historian’s Office, Office of the Sceretary of
Defense: Edward Marolda from the Naval

History Center

and Kent Seig from the Department of State.

(U) I would like to thank the numerous histo-
1y professors and teachers who have endured me
as a student over the vears. T have been lucky in
that I rarely had a teacher who was inadequate.
The overwhelming majority were excellent teach-
ers, who, at the same time, remained dedicated
students of history. Of this large group. three of
them particularly stand oul: Monsignor Joseph
Moody of Catholic University of America,
deceased, the late Gordon Prange, and the late
Hermann Schussler, both of the University of
Maryland. All three, rather than merely having
taught historv, bequeathed to those of us fortu-
nate to be their students both vision and under-
standing. as well as the daring to think independ-

 ently.

(L) With such help who could fail? If there are
any errors in this history, then, in the eloquent
words of the Qurian: "If I err, I err just on my

_own,”

ROBERT J. HANYOK
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(V) Prelude: Indochina Before 1950

(U) Background

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

(U) The region is further divided by mountain
and plateau ranges which rise rapidly from the
coastal areas. So dense and inaccessible are these
upland regions that after 1975, three previously
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unknown species of the family Cervidae (deer and
¢elk) have been discovered there. The mountains
and platcaus are home to Indochina’s multitude
of tribal groups such as the T ai. Muong. Meo, and
others, often grouped under the general heading
the Trench wused to categorize them,
Montagnards. Resistant to central authority,
whether it be Chinese, French. Japanese. or
Vietnamese governments in Hanoi or Saigon,
these groups would become useful allies to vari-
ous warring factions. In 1941, the first military
units of the Viet Minh were almost exclusively
drawn from the Nung tribe of northern Tonkin.
Later, during the French phase of the war, some
divisions of the Viet Minh, notably the 316th and
335th, were made up almost wholly of
Montagnard tribes including the Jarai and Hre.'
The French would use T'ai and Mco tribesmen to
form anti-Viet Minh guerrilla units in Laos. Dur-
ing the 1960s, American Special Forees and CIA
advisors would rely almost entirelv on Meco,
Hmong. and other Laotian tribesmen to battle
Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese units in the
disputed Plain des Jarres region of central Laos.

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

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

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

(U) The thousand-year struggle revealed that
the Vietnamese would endure in their struggle
with foreign invaders, no matter how long it took
or how many losses they suffered. This endurance
was based on the conviction that the Vietnamese
ultimately would prevail. There is really little in
the Western experience to match the Vietnamese
millennium-long struggle. The closest is the 500-
vear epic Spanish reconquista. the campaign of
reconquest of the Tberian peninsula from the
Moors under the leadership of Aragon and Castile
which culminated in the fall of Granada in 1492.
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(U) Also, it is most ditficult to underestimate
the effect on Vietnamese culiure of national
resistance which grew out of that epic struggle
against the Chinese occupation. The nearly mil-
lennium-long resistance against the Chinese bred
a hero cult that elevated martial qualities to the
status of virtue: it emblazoned in Vietnamese
folklore a roll call of national heroes. This martial
spirit formed part of the Vietnamese self-identi-

t]

tv.”

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

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

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

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

(U) The French Arrive

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

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

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

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

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

(U) The Vietnamese never submitted easily to
French rule. Even after the apparent consolida-
tion of the French position in the 1890s, sporadic
rebellions, usually led by former mandarins and
administrators loyal to the puppet Vietnamese
emperor, kept sprouting up. The successes of the
Japanese against the Russians in 1905 and the
Chinese Revolution of 1911 by Sun Yat-Sen
inspired Vietnamese nationalists to seek help and
support in those two countries. Even during
World War 1, there were revolts by Vietnamese
troops in Tonkin against the French, all of which
were put down effectively by the local colonial
military and security (surété) forces of the gover-
nor-general. Labor strife also grew in the nascent
urban factories of Hanoi and Haiphong, the
workers being receptive to early socialist and
communist agitation.

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

(U) During the 1920s the two political organ-
izations were formed which would pose the great-
est threat to French rule. The first, the
Vietnamese Nationalist Party (Viet Nam Quoc
Dan Dang or VNQDD), was based on the organi-
zation and principles of the Chinese Qou
Mindang (Koumintang) Party. The VNQQD was
composed of rich peasants, native Vietnamese
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soldiers, government employees, and disaffected
and unemployed intellectuals and teachers. Its
platform contained demands for the establish-
ment of a republican form of government (mod-
eled in the Chinese Qou Mindang version) and
the overthrow of the French colonial administra-
tion. In February 1930, the VNQDD organized a
revolt of Vietnamese troops at Yen Bai, a garrison
located about sixty miles northwest of Hanoi, and
other military outposts. The revolt failed, and the
French moved with speed to run down the con-
spirators. A handful of the nationalists fled to
China where they entered into an exile that effec-
tively excluded them from any future influence
inside Indochina. Their absence left the field
completely open to the other major source of
resistance to French colonial rule — the commu-
nists.

(U) The other opposition party was the
Indochinese Communist Party (ICP). This was
the brainchild of Ho Chi Minh, who, for better or
worse, was the major influence in Indochinese
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(V) French colonial troops in Saigon during the 1930s
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historv in the mid-twentieth century. Ho had
been sent to Indochina by the Communist
International (COMINTERN), the organization
controlled by Moscow for the promotion of world
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Marxist revolution, to reorganize the fractional-
ized communist parties inside Indochina. Born
Nguyen Sinh Cung in the rebellion-prone Nghe
An province in May 1890, Ho was the son of a
scholar who himself had been born to a peasant
family. Ho was trained in the classic Confucian
tradition when he attended school in Hue. In
1911, he joined a crew of a French steamship
where he traveled to North America (which
included stops at various American ports), Africa,
and Europe. In 1919, he changed his name to
Nguyen Ai Quoc (Nguyen the Patriot) and
immersed himself in the lettist politics of postwar
Paris.® A year later, influenced by the writings of
V.I. Lenin on the colonial problem, Ho split from
the French socialists, whom he viewed as conser-
vative on the issue of colonial independence, and
helped founded the new French Communist
Party. In 1923, he moved to Moscow and joined
the COMINTERN. In late 1924, Ho arrived in
China and helped train exiled Vietnamese cadre
living in Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Canton in
revolutionary techniques. To oversee this train-
ing, Ho founded the Revolutionary Youth League,
which was the predecessor to the ICP. In 1927, he
fled China following Jiang Jieshi's (Chiang Kai
Shek) bloody suppression of the Chinese
Communist Party.

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

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

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

| )

(V) Vietnamese rebel seized by colonial forces, 1940

(U) Japanese Expansion

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

3

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

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

(U) U.S. Policy

(U) American policy towards Indochina was a
confused affair. At the highest level, that is,
President Franklin D. Roosevelt, Indochina was
emblematic of everything that was wrong with
France. FDR viewed France as a source of politi-
cal and social decay which had surrendered too
easily to Hitler and had submitted to the
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Japanese without any struggle."" As for Indochina
itself, Roosevelt, ever suspicious of European
colonialism, dismissed the French presence as
having done little towards “improving the condi-
tions of the natives.” '

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

(U) Resistance to Japanese
Occupation

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

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

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

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

(U) However, Allied occupation authorities
refused to sanction the Viet Minh government.
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The Potsdam conference had divided the region
at the eighteenth parallel, giving the British occu-
pation duties to the south and the Nationalist
Chinese north of the line. In Saigon, in late
September, the British occupation forces, allied

with newly freed French units and aided by

Japanese troops, drove out the Viet Minh ele-
ments in Saigon. Within a month, regular French
combat units arrived from France under the com-
mand of the war hero, General Philippe LeClere,
and attacked Viet Minh units in Cochin and
southern Annam. To the North, Chinese forces,
moving south to the demarcation line, settled in
and indulged in an orgy of looting of the
Vietnamese in their occupation zone.

(U) The French Counter Ho

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

(V) 0SS
personnel
supervise arms
training of Viet
Minh soldiers.

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

(U) After d’Argenlieu’s announcement, talks
in Paris proved fruitless, and Ho returned to
Hanoi. Skirmishes and “incidents”™ between
French and Viet Minh units continued into the
fall. On 20 November 1946, a French patrol boat
was fired on by Viet Minh troops after it had
stopped a Chinese junk from southern China
smuggling ammunition to the Vietnamese.
Fighting spread to other parts of the city.” Two
days later, in retaliation, French warships shelled
the Vietnamese sections of Haiphong. As many as
6,000 Vietnamese were killed or injured as
French shells fell indiscriminately on Vietnamese
residential districts. French forces began to rein-
force garrisons throughout Annam and eastern
Tonkin. The Viet Minh high command prepared
for full hostilities. On December 19, Giap and Ho
ordered general attacks in Hanoi, Haiphong, and
a number of other cities and towns, designed to
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(V) French and Vietnamese deleqations at the negotiations at Fountainebleu outside of Paris, France, 1946

drive out the French. The attacks, however, failed
to dislodge the French forces. French forces spent
weeks clearing the Viet Minh out of Hanoi. The
Viet Minh leadership took to the hills, returning
to World War II strongholds they had left, but
had not neglected, to begin an expected long cam-
paign of guerrilla warfare. It would be almost
eight years before Ho Chi Minh would return to
Hanoi.

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

—TOP-SECREHECOMINTIXt

dissident relatives commanded communist and
nationalist resistance groups.

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

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

Page 11




1<

(V) Moroccan soldiers From the French Union Forces
burn out a suspected Viet Minh camp

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

(U) The American View

5458 The United States stayed mostly
neutral during this period. American policy mak-
ers, wary of Ho's historic communist connections,
were not enthusiastic about arranging any talks

‘EQ 1.4, (¢)

between him and the French. Ttk fﬁay have been
futile to try to negotiate a so]utior‘i.,j aﬁ\e\r 1947, the
French simply refused to deal with him at all. The
French played the card of Ho's coﬁ«l‘mun\i\sty past
well: when Washington suggested negotiatioﬁs in

Indochina, the French merely pomted at Hos
communist connections ‘

[At the same time, the Vi‘et
Minh were asking American diplomats on the

scene to act as intermediaries between Ho and:

the French.l

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